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Kivik. Detail from slab 7. Documented by Andreas Toreld and  

Sven-Gunnar Broström. Source: www.shfa.se 

 
 
 
This study is the first to consider Sweden’s enigmatic Kivik 
grave with its famous rock art slabs in an agricultural and Indo-
European context. Building on the work of archaeologist V. 
Gordon Childe and anthropologist James G. Frazer, this 
analysis presents an in-depth cultural and cosmological world-
view of the Scandinavian Bronze Age. Pastoralism and warrior 
bands were essential parts of ecology and cosmology; novices 
were initiated into these brotherhoods as werewolves. By 
putting on masks or cloaks, they became ancestors and played 
a key role in a series of winter sacrifices linked to the 
agricultural cycle. The werewolf myth contains remnants of all 
lifecycle rituals – from birth to initiation as warriors, marriage, 
death and becoming an ancestor. Ethnographically, the 
cultural and cosmological institution manifested in Kivik can 
be identified through large parts of Europe up to modern times. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

 

The Yule-goat from Flekkefjord, Norway.  

Photo: Arve Lindvig/Vest-Agder-museet, Kristiansand. 
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Unmasking Kivik. Photo: Mårten Sjöbeck, 1935. 
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Preface 
 
 
 
Werewolves are common creatures in European folklore. The historic 
tradition surrounding these mythical beings developed in a Christian 
context over the course of the Late Middle Ages and the Early Modern 
period. Like witchcraft trials, trials of supposed werewolves became 
common throughout Europe in the 16th century, peaking in the 17th 
century and subsiding by the 18th century. But the belief in werewolves 
goes much further back in time, with clear roots in a pre-Christian 
tradition. The concept of the werewolf in Western and Northern Europe 
is strongly influenced by the role of the wolf in Germanic paganism. The 
tradition is especially associated with Indo-European concepts and can 
be traced back to a common Proto-Indo-European mythology where 
lycanthropy – the mythical transformation of a person into a wolf – is 
reconstructed as an aspect of the initiation into the warrior class.  

The initiation of young warriors, who were allowed to live in 
seclusion and who survived as a pack of wolves, is a well-known 
phenomenon in Indo-European contexts – in historic research contexts 
often referred to by the German term Männerbünde – and originated in 
a very early Proto-Indo-European stage. The word for this kind of 
warrior band has also been linguistically reconstructed with the Proto-
Indo-European noun *kóryos, which has the approximate meaning ‘unit 
of warriors’ (Mallory & Adams 2006:278-284). In Proto-Indo-European 
mythology, the wolf was presumably associated with this warrior class 
(kóryos) and warriors were transformed into wolves (or dogs) upon their 
initiation. This is reflected in Iron Age depictions from the Germanic 
sphere. Unmarried young males served for a number of years in this 
brotherhood of warriors before integrating into their host society. This 
rite of passage allowed youngsters to enter manhood. In this regard, 
Indo-European traditions and myths feature a class of adolescent males 
without property, not yet fully integrated into the community of 
married men (cf. McCone 1987:101-154). 

In this book, we analyse how these long historic trajectories and 
traditions are related to sacrificial practices and institutions that were 
of fundamental importance in the winter season from the Bronze Age 
onwards. The rituals were intimately related to animal husbandry, 
crops, the agricultural year and annual growth, as well as to society’s 



 
 

prosperity in general. There is also an ancient connection to the role of 
young men protecting their society and expanding its territory. This is 
in turn directly related to the early Indo-European migrations and 
pastoral adaptation when cattle-raiding and protection of cattle were 
common. 

Archaeological remains from the Early Bronze Age onwards – 
graves, sacrificial sites, human remains, specific objects, but also Old 
Norse literary sources, bear witness to warrior wolves. Berserker and 
Úlfhednar (wolf-coated men) have been interpreted as warriors 
associated with bears and wolves respectively. Germanic pagan 
traditions of such fierce warrior bands survived considerably longer in 
Scandinavia than in the rest of Europe, as the concepts of Berserker and 
Úlfhednar illustrate. In sagas, they appear as particularly effective and 
feared warriors bound by special ties and characteristics. Finally, there 
are the surviving Scandinavian folk beliefs about werewolves and 
demonic entourages of the dead and other beings around midwinter. 
These stories often describe soldiers who were transformed into wolves. 

To show how these very original, initially Proto-Indo-European 
traditions became deeply rooted in ancient Scandinavian society, we 
delve into a number of archaeological materials – from the Pontic steppe 
in the east to Norway in the west, literary evidence from the Saga 
tradition and Scaldic poetry to medieval and later records. In terms of 
werewolf myths, as evident in the pre-Christian stories in Old Norse 
material, Scandinavia has one of the richest and oldest traditions in 
Europe (see Odstedt 1943). The remarkably strong surviving traditions 
of later folk beliefs in Scandinavia and Northern Europe provide 
important clues about historic origins and developments, which can 
only be properly understood in an agricultural cosmological context. 

But let us first turn back to ancient times. As a starting point for this 
study, we consider one of the most important classic Bronze Age 
archaeological sites in Scandinavia, namely the huge burial cairn 
Bredarör in Kivik in southern Sweden. This mythical archaeological site 
has featured in many different studies and been instrumental in 
defining and understanding Bronze Age cosmology in Scandinavia. Still, 
in his monumental 600-page history of Kivik, Bredarör på Kivik - en 
arkeologisk odyssé, Joakim Goldhahn concludes: ‘No definite solution to 
the mystery of how the venerable ancient monument is best understood 
will ever be found’ (Goldhahn 2013:578). Although this bold claim may 
represent the current impasse, we aim to untie this Gordian knot, 
because as archaeologists we always strive towards best frameworks of 



 
 

understanding. Over the centuries, the monument has been 
documented and reconstructed, with most interpretations revolving 
around the sun. We argue that studies of Bronze Age cosmology with a 
focus on rock art have been stuck in an old interpretative paradigm, 
particularly in the case of Kivik. 

The fact that we now aim to break that deadlock in this book has 
direct implications for our methodological strategy and procedure. In 
breaking with the current paradigm, we must not seek new answers in 
the history of archaeological thought in Scandinavia or in the 
meticulous documentation of rock art research or in Bronze Age 
archaeology in general. We must search elsewhere and use a more 
flexible methodology. Methodology can be defined as ‘a system of ways 
of doing, teaching, or studying something’ (Cambridge Dictionary 2021), 
but it does not solve anything in itself: methods are not magic. Hence, 
we may paraphrase Evans-Pritchard’s (1937:513) famous saying, ‘New 
situations demand new magic’: new approaches demand new 
methodology. In this study, we have chosen an unorthodox 
methodology and empirical way into Bronze Age cosmology, namely 
European ethnography. Large parts of this ethnography were 
documented in the 19th and 20th centuries (some of the ethnography we 
refer to is older and from other continents). Still, as scholars who 
disagree with our interpretations are likely to present this criticism, we 
would like to stress from the outset that this approach is meant as a 
heuristic tool to force the analysis forward (for an in-depth discussion 
of ‘ideal-types’, analogies and methodology, see Kaliff & Oestigaard 
2020, Chapter 3).  

In this analysis we have a truly hermeneutic approach: the in depth-
presentation of ethnography is intended to enable a back-and-forth 
reasoning allowing us to consider the unique archaeological material in 
the Kivik grave from new angles. If the aim is to think outside the 
disciplinary box, one must write interdisciplinary cultural history that 
is not restricted to archaeological finds but that includes history, 
ethnography, anthropology and religious studies. Indo-European 
studies are perfectly suited to this. In other words, the extensive use of 
ethnography gives us the flexibility to develop culture-specific 
interpretations and hypotheses about Bronze Age cosmology and 
societal developments. In our view, given the state of the art and the 
current research tradition, this is a necessary methodological procedure 
and an approach that holds much promise, but it is up to readers to 
evaluate if we have been successful in this endeavour. Although we may 



 
 

not provide definitive solutions to all of Kivik’s mysteries, we hope to 
contribute valuable insights and cultural-historic interpretations, not 
only of Kivik, but of the European Bronze Age and Indo-
Europeanisation processes in general. 
 
 

Anders Kaliff & Terje Oestigaard 
 

Uppsala, 8 October 2021 

 

 

 

Bredarör, 1935. Photo: Mårten Sjöbeck. 
Source: Alvin database, Uppsala University. 

  



 
 

 
Kivik. Map of Sweden. Carl Fredrik Akrell, 1779-1868 (cartographer).  

Origin: Stockholm, Sweden, 1811. Source:  
Alvin database, Uppsala University Library. 

  



 
 

 

 

 

 

 
Wolves. Drawing by Th. Hahr (1839-1927). 

Source: Alvin database, Uppsala University. 
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1. Kivik and Kingmakers 
 
 
 

‘Wolves and dogs were the principal symbols of a specific kind of 
Indo-European war-band: the youthful war-band composed of 
boys who had been initiated into a liminal introductory period of 
warrior status, an Indo-European institution that left many 
small and large traces in Indo-European myths, legends, and 
vocabulary… The human bones in the famous tomb at Bredarör 
on Kivik in Sweden, mostly dating about 1300-1000 BC, were from 
adolescents aged 13-15… [and] not from kings, as previously 
thought. Perhaps they also were the remains of young raiders – 
and perhaps the much-discussed images inside the tomb showed 
the initiation of boys into warriors.’ 
 
Dorcas R. Brown & David W. Anthony 
‘Late Bronze Age midwinter dog sacrifices and warrior 
initiations’ (2019:101, 114-115). 

 
 
 
The werewolf myth and its origin 
 
The enigmatic Bredarör in Kivik in Sweden forms the empirical starting 
point for this comparative study of specific aspects of Indo-European 
cosmology in Scandinavia: wolves, warriors and winter sacrifices. 
Though it has been the focus of a more than century-long research 
tradition on Bronze Age rock art, funeral practices and cosmology, as 
well as European contact networks, Bredarör in Kivik continues to be 
seen as a provincial exception that is set apart from key Indo-European 
developments on the continent. Most recent studies of cult and 
cosmology in Bronze Age Scandinavia have explicitly distanced 
themselves from agriculture and the role of warriors in agricultural 
societies. Thus, this analysis of Scandinavian prehistory revisits some 
major research topics from new – and old – angles. The overall question 
is: how and why did people become werewolves? 

Derived from Ancient Greek, the word lycanthropy alludes to the 
belief that humans can become wolves and animals (Fig. 1). The origin 
of the belief in lycanthropy can certainly be traced to a very distant past, 
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partly in the same context as the Proto-Indo-European kóryos and wolf-
warriors. We focus on cross-cultural and Indo-European parallels and 
their development, particularly the oldest and best-preserved 
Scandinavian traditions. Beliefs in lycanthropy were also widespread in 
Scandinavia’s mountain and forest areas, bordering on Sapmi. In some 
cases, it may therefore be difficult to determine whether a tradition 
originated in a Sami – i.e. non-Indo-European – context or not. In most 
cases, however, this is not of crucial importance for this study. The fact 
that notions of lycanthropy and wolf-men have occurred among many 
different peoples does not detract from the fact that the Indo-European 
tradition is both unusually strong and has special features and 
characteristics. 

 
Fig. 1. Warrior becoming wolf – Dolon (son of Eumedes, who fought in the 
Trojan war) wearing a wolf-skin, Attic red-figure vase, c. 460 BC. Louvre 
Museum, Paris, France. Creative Commons. 
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Fig. 2. Winter in Håga, Uppsala, Sweden, 2021. Photo: Terje Oestigaard. 

 
One may identify four ways in which it was believed that a person 

could become a wolf. The most common way was, as pointed out by 
Brown & Anthony (2019), through the youth war bands, the kóryos or 
Männerbünde. The initiate was selected at the age of eight and trained 
for four to eight years. At the midwinter solstice, the neophytes were 
initiated into the war band and, in some cases, sent away as outlaws to 
live in the forest as wolfs and dogs for four years. Second, during the 
harvest, the corn-spirit could embody the last sheaf, often in the form 
of an animal – a wolf, dog or mare. These animals were either sacrificed 
as part of harvest rituals to mark the beginning of winter, or, in the case 
of domesticated animals, they were kept in the farmhouse for use in 
specific rituals at midwinter solstice. If an animal was sacrificed, its hide 
could be used as a hood that would transform the ritual protagonist of 
sowing rituals the following spring. Third, numerous sources describe 
how humans could actively transform themselves into werewolves. One 
way was to pronounce a spell while proposing a toast; another was to 
climb through a belt. Lastly, a less common way of becoming a wolf was 
by birth. According to Scandinavian folklore, pregnant women could 
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ease their labour pains by climbing naked through the foetal 
membranes of a mare. Mares were believed to have smooth and painless 
deliveries, and by going through the same procedure as foals, it was 
believed women would also have an easy delivery. Alternatively, the 
mother-to-be could pass between the front and back legs of a horse. 
However, this magical birth ritual came at a high cost: if a woman gave 
birth to a boy, he would become a werewolf; if it was a girl, she would 
become a mare.  

An analysis of Indo-European traditions in general must be framed 
in an agricultural context, which includes an in-depth analysis of the 
role of death, cremation and ancestors on the one hand, and fertility, 
farming and continuity between the agricultural seasons on the other 
(Fig. 2). In other words: how did the human lifecycle and the agricultural 
cycle constitute culture and cosmology? 

Stories and traditions about werewolves from most European 
regions and many other parts of the world have been documented from 
antiquity onwards. However, it seems that the Scandinavian legends 
have remained particularly intact and relate to ancient Indo-European 
performances and practices. The historian of religion Tommy Kuusela 
(2012) made this point when he commented on folklorist Ella Odstedt’s 
classic work, Varulven i svensk folktro (The Werewolf in Swedish Folk 
Tradition). Odstedt’s book was published in 1943 (annotated new 
edition 2012) and was based on her fieldwork, records of folk beliefs and 
archive material, which mainly reflected traditions from the early 
modern period in eastern Sweden. However, though she based her study 
on recent folk beliefs and accounts from the late 19th and early 20th 
centuries, the stories seem to reflect very old traditions and beliefs. 
Kuusela (2012:346) writes (our translation):  
 

‘The Old Norse image of the werewolf – the criminal, the 
warrior and the shape-shifter – was (admittedly) no longer 
intact. But if one scratches the surface of Ella Odsted’s material 
on more recent folk beliefs, there are equally remarkable 
similarities with the Old Norse [practices, beliefs and 
traditions].’  

 
Scandinavian folklore is therefore one of our most important 
comparative sources, together with the classical and agricultural Indo-
European parallels. Although this may sound straightforward, this topic 
is part of a complex research tradition in the history of archaeological 
and anthropological thought. Indo-European studies of wolves, 
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Männerbünde (see Chapter 8), and comparative approaches to fertility 
and agricultural rituals are deeply embedded in 19th- and 20th-century 
German studies. 

The agricultural question involves the development of major 
academic disciplines and more than a century of disputes within and 
among the disciplines of archaeology, anthropology, ethnology and the 
history of religion (Fig. 3). These controversies are to a large extent 
centred around one book project and its author: The Golden Bough. A 
Study in Magic and Religion (12 Vols.) by Sir James G. Frazer (1854-1941). 
The empirical basis for Frazer’s analysis of European agricultural and 
fertility rituals builds on the German folklorist Wilhelm Mannhardt 
(1831-1880) and his books Roggenwolf und Roggerhund (1865), Die 
Korndämonen (1868), Der Baumkultus der Germanen und ihrer Nachbar-
stämme (1875), Antike Wald-und Feldkulte (1877) and Mythologische 
Forschungen (1884). Frazer writes: ‘I have made great use of the works 
of the late W. Mannhardt, without which, indeed my book could 
scarcely have been written’ (Frazer 1890a:ix). The Golden Bough was a 
fundamental part of the early 20th-century academic discourse that 
framed the most influential interpretations of Kivik. 
 

 
 
Fig. 3. Harvest. Westra Yttringe, Lidingön, Sweden. Drawing by A. F. 
Cederholm, 1816. Source: Alvin database, Uppsala University. 
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The Golden Bough – A broken mistletoe? 
 
Though it has never been out of print since the publication of the 
abridged version in 1922 (Frazer 1996[1922]), The Golden Bough remains 
highly controversial. It has become part of popular culture, a standard 
work for intellectuals worldwide and though few may read it from cover 
to cover, it always features prominently on their bookshelf. In order to 
understand the reason for the book’s popularity and why it still faced 
criticism from anthropological authorities even half a century after the 
latest edition (e.g. Leach 1961, 1966, 1985), we must briefly discuss the 
history of comparative science in the early 20th century. 

At a temple for Diana of Nemi or Diana of the Wood near Rome 
legend had it that candidate priests could only attain the office by 
slaying the existing priest and one day be killed by another incoming 
priest. Frazer had a single question about this legend: why? Through 
library studies, he set out on a global journey to find the answer. Though 
his critics pointed out that he physically never travelled further than 
Greece (Beard 1992:220), Frazer did collect material on rituals and 
religion from around the world to conduct a broad-ranging comparative 
study in which he analysed topics including divine kingship, regicide, 
animism, totemism, taboos, and sacrifices. In addition and perhaps 
most importantly, he developed his theory about sympathetic magic 
which remains one of the best analyses of the structuring principles and 
workings of magic (Oestigaard 2022). He found the answer to his 
original question in the myth of the Norse god Balder, who was killed 
by a mistletoe. Following Frazer, if Balder was originally an oak-god 
similar to Diana of the Wood, the god’s spirit or soul dwelt in the 
mistletoe that grew on the tree. Even during winter when everything 
was desolate, the green mistletoe blossomed. But if the mistletoe was 
broken, the tree lost its soul and died, meaning Balder could be killed 
by the mistletoe in the same way that the priesthood in Italy had to be 
killed to rejuvenate the office. It is obviously impossible to present the 
full scope of The Golden Bough’s argument in a short paragraph, but this 
summary does illustrate some of the problems and challenges with – 
and the greatness of – Frazer’s project. 

The Golden Bough was originally published in two volumes in 1890 
(Frazer 1890a, 1890b). Though it was considered revolutionary at the 
time, the book was also a child of its time, and later received much 
criticism as a colonial project that propagated racist views. For example, 
when he could not find accounts of human sacrifice in European 
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ethnography and folklore, Frazer commented that ‘[w]e had of course 
to go to savage races’ (Frazer 1890b:67-68). Godfrey Lienhardt sums up 
the criticism: ‘It is not necessary, therefore, to read very far in his work 
to find examples of imperialism, paternalism, “colonial mentality” and 
now, certainly, “elitism”… like the sins of their colonial fathers’ 
(Lienhardt 1993:3). He adds that already when he was a first-year 
anthropology student in the mid-1940s, ‘we were allowed to assume that 
Frazer, to put it bluntly, was a bore’ (Lienhardt 1993:2). 

The second edition of The Golden Bough, published in 1900, 
comprised three volumes; the third edition (1906-1915) featured 12 
volumes, including two on Spirits of the Corn and of the Wild (Frazer 
1912a, 1912b). The 1922 abridged version became a popular bestseller. 
Thus, Frazer single-handedly wrote a world encyclopaedia. Today, this 
would be an inconceivable task, but even a century ago the world was 
more complex than one man alone could manage. In his biography of 
Frazer, Ackerman writes:  

 
‘Although in the first edition of The Golden Bough he says that 
his general subject is “the primitive religion of the Aryans” [i.e. 
the Indo-Europeans], in the second and third editions his 
subject is nothing less than the religious evolution of the whole 
of humanity… He changed nothing because unfortunately he 
had learnt nothing’ (Ackerman 1987:4, 307). 

 
Moreover, even if this ambitious project seemed possible in 1890, this 
was perhaps no longer the case in 1915 or 1922. Frazer combined 
European, African, American, Asian and Australian traditions – myths, 
rituals, historical sources and timeframes – and his knowledge and 
analysis should be evaluated by contemporary standards, which were 
never as high as when he wrote the work.  

Many of the classics in anthropology and sociology were written at 
the turn of the 20th century, in the formative years of social sciences and 
the humanities. Marcel Mauss wrote Essai sur la nature et la fonction du 
sacrifice and Esquisse d'une théorie générale de la magie (with Henri 
Hubert in respectively 1898 and 1902), in English Sacrifice: Its Nature 
and Function (Hubert and Mauss 1964) and A General Theory of Magic 
(Mauss 2001). The Gift: Forms and Functions of Exchange in Archaic 
Societies (Mauss 1990) – an influential work on how the exchange of 
objects between groups builds relationships – was originally published 
in French in 1925. Arnold van Gennep published The Rites of Passage in 
French in 1909 (Gennep 1960). Émile Durkheim published The Rules of 
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Sociological Method in 1895 (Durkheim 1966) and The Elementary Forms 
of Religious Life in 1915 (Durkheim 1915).  

In order to properly understand the scientific standards Frazer was 
judged by, one must also include Max Weber (references are to the 
English translations, the originals were in German). In 1905, he 
published The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (Weber 
2006); in 1915, The Religion of China. Confucianism and Taoism (Weber 
1951); in 1916, The Religion of India. The Sociology of Hinduism and 
Buddhism (Weber 1958[2000]); in 1917-1919, Ancient Judaism (Weber 
1952), while The Sociology of Religion remained unfinished when he died 
in 1920 (Weber 1964).  

Compared to these giants, and one may include Marx and Freud as 
other founding fathers of their respective social sciences, disciplines and 
research traditions, it is no wonder that anthropologists almost have an 
inferiority complex about Frazer as the most famous anthropologist of 
all time. Robert Ackerman opens his biography of Frazer with the 
following words: ‘Frazer is an embarrassment.’ He continues:  
 

‘The reason for this is plain enough: he wrote vast, assured 
tomes about primitive religion and mythology without ever 
leaving the library. He based his comprehensive theories on the 
often crude and ethnocentric reports of explorers, missionaries, 
and traders. He lacked the idea of culture as the matrix, both 
conscious and unconscious, that gives meaning to social 
behavior and belief, and thus had no qualms about comparing 
items of culture from the most disparate times and places’ 
(Ackerman 1987:1).  

 
Compared to Weber, for instance, there is no doubt that the British 
gentleman anthropologist Frazer was the inferior, even if Weber also 
spent most of his time in libraries. However, as Ackerman continues:  
 

‘Embarrassment though he may be, Frazer was immensely 
important in his own time and through the first half of this 
century. Even if he leads nowhere in anthropology as it is 
currently configured, anthropology is not the only field that he 
touched… he did more first-ranked classical work than many 
classical scholars accomplish in a lifetime; he is still cited by 
historians of religion, among whom the comparative method 
was never totally eclipsed’ (Ackerman 1987:2). 
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Fig. 4. The last sheaf, Russia. Before 1913. Creative Commons. 
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Frazer also remains a controversial figure in anthropology because 
of his focus on agricultural fertility rituals and their Indo-European 
origins as documented by Mannhardt (Frazer 1890a, 1890b). 
Anthropologists have not studied these topics for a century and 
archaeologists have also long shunned these topics. However, since this 
area forms the cultural-historical background for our study, the work of 
Frazer, Mannhardt and many others represents an untapped source. 
Mircea Eliade’s Patterns in Comparative Religion (Eliade 1958), on the 
other hand, is not a viable alternative, as his analysis is more structural, 
superficial and phenomenological than Frazer’s in-depth description 
and discussion of these rites.  

Given that Frazer drew on other sources and used empirical 
documentation in his synthesis and interpretations, the important 
question is: are such empirical cases still relevant even if parts of the 
interpretations have not stood the test of time? Although both the 
documentation and presentation are tainted by time, Frazer’s analysis 
builds on detailed 19th-century documentation of folklore and first-hand 
accounts of people and their traditions and customs. In other words, if 
one is going to study agriculture and fertility in a European context, one 
cannot overlook The Golden Bough as one of the important studies that 
documents European agricultural tradition in the 19th century (Fig. 4).  
 
 
The last sheaf, ‘survivals’ and celestial vs. terrestrial gods 
 
One of the empirical controversies of the early 20th century revolved 
around what may today seem like a minor issue: was the corn-spirit 
transferred from one season to the next by preserving the last sheaf 
through winter? We discuss this question and its cultural-historical 
implications in Chapters 4-6, but its various interpretations had 
ramifications for how the past was conceived, how religion was seen as 
a functioning cosmological system, and how archaeology and ethnology 
developed as disciplines with their respective methods. 

First, this question explores the essence of the historic Christmas 
celebration or jól – the great midwinter sacrifice (Fig. 5). What kind of 
festival was this originally? A celebration of ancestors and the dead (e.g. 
Feilberg 1904) or mainly an agrarian fertility festival (e.g. Celander 1928, 
1936, 1955, Nilsson 1936). While early 20th-century scholars argued that 
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Fig. 5. Christmas, corn-spirits and ancestors.  ‘Juleskikk’ by Adolph 
Tidemand (1846). The National Museum, Oslo. Creative Commons. 

 
the pre-Christian winter festival and sacrifice was a complex celebration 
of farming and fertility, the ancestors and the dead, the sun and the 
return of the light, and a cosmic time that determined the future 
(Wegelius & Wikman 1916), the different academic positions also 
reflected the scholars’ view on religion and the cosmological forces 
constituting prehistory and pre-Christian concepts and practices. 

Second, looking back today it is difficult to understand why the 
debate was so polarised. Scholars like Axel Olrik and Hans Ellekilde 
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argued that while other peoples and tribes had worshipped death in 
prehistory, Nordic people had not (Olrik & Ellekilde 1926-1951:324), 
preferring the theory about fertility spirits and gods (Olrik & Ellekilde 
1951) like many other scholars (e.g. Celander 1920, Lid 1928, 1931, 1933). 
Others, like Louise Hagberg, made an invaluable contribution to the 
ethnographic studies of death and ancestors among Swedish farmers 
(Hagberg 2016 [1937]). Similar studies were also carried out in Denmark 
(Troels-Lund 1984). In practice, as many other studies have documented 
and emphasised, fertility spirits and death (and ancestral) rituals were 
inseparable (Hyltén-Cavallius 1863-1868, Reichborn-Kjennerud 1928, 
1933, 1940, 1947). Thus, Frazer and his Golden Bough continued to loom 
large over these academic controversies a century ago. 

Third, as ideal types, fertility or corn-spirits and ancestors 
represented two different approaches to cosmological systems: 
terrestrial versus celestial. The most coherent understanding combining 
these two approaches – the divinities being both terrestrial and celestial 
– is found in ancient Egyptian religion (e.g. Wainwright 1938, Frankfort 
1948, 1961). This cosmology has also – implicitly or explicitly – shaped 
aspects of the interpretation of Scandinavian rock art, even though it 
originated in a completely different ecology and (non-Indo-European) 
cosmology. In ancient Egypt, the pharaoh as king was the sun god Ra 
who travelled in the sky during the day and in the netherworld during 
the night, only to be reborn the next day and continue this celestial 
journey. However, this cosmology was not merely celestial, but also 
fundamentally terrestrial. After death, the pharaoh became Osiris and 
as a god of death and rejuvenating powers, farmers worshipped him as 
the source of fertility, the embodiment of life-giving forces in the soil 
(e.g. Assmann 1995, 2005; Hornung 1982, Mojsov 2005). The cosmology 
united ancestors/celestial gods with the corn-spirits of the fertility gods. 
This ‘Egyptian-model’ has in practice been the ultimate reference point 
in religious studies and for interpretations that combine terrestrial and 
celestial perspectives – fertility spirits and ancestors. The challenge, of 
course, is that this cosmology was adapted to Egypt’s particular desert 
ecology that was centred on the Nile (Oestigaard 2011, 2018) and that it 
has no significance in a Scandinavian ecology with long dark winters 
(Oestigaard 2021). 

Fourth, Frazer touches upon Europe’s winter ecology. Recent aDNA 
analysis has shown that European traditions both north and south of 
the Alps are part of various Indo-European processes (e.g. Haak et al. 
2015; Rascovan et al. 2019). However, despite these shared origins, there 
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are also important differences. The ecology of the Mediterranean 
climate in Greece, for instance, is the opposite of that found to the north 
of the Alps: summers are hot and dry and the winter rains provide the 
life-giving water necessary for a successful harvest. North of the Alps, 
whether in the continental climate of Germany and Poland or in 
Scandinavia, the long harsh winters form the greatest challenge. This 
also relates to the question of corn-spirits and the last sheaf: how were 
fertility and the life-giving forces in nature transferred from one season 
to another through the great midwinter festivals like jól? (see Nordberg 
2006). 

Fifth, besides the question of whether harvest-spirits survived and 
there was a continuity in culture and agriculture from one season to 
another in rural areas in the 19th century, the very notion that such 
beliefs existed was highly controversial a century ago. One issue was 
whether farmers believed such ideas at the time of the Industrial 
Revolution; a more fundamental question was whether these beliefs had 
existed continuously since the time of their Indo-European origins and 
prehistory. Thus, the main controversies were not merely about 
spiritual survival from season to season, but also about survival from the 
past to the present. This ‘survival-school’, which built on Edward Tylor’s 
Primitive Cultures (1871), was controversial for many reasons. If any such 
relics existed, they were evidence of ‘primitive religions’ and the people 
who believed in them were ‘primitive’. In Scandinavia and Sweden, the 
main opponent of any such continuity or survival was the folklorist and 
ethnologist Carl Wilhelm von Sydow. He vehemently rejected any 
survival or agricultural continuity from the past, and argued that 
farmers did not believe in corn-spirits and the last sheaf any more than 
they did in the stork (von Sydow 1930, 1934, 1941).  

The controversies among ethnologists, folklorists, archaeologists 
and historians of religion around the relation between ancestors and 
corn-spirits lasted more than three decades in the first half of the 20th 
century. Importantly, the consequences of this feud still have 
implications for archaeology and ethnology as disciplines. In this 
context, the question of whether agricultural studies had a primarily 
functional or ritual and religious focus is a minor issue. A more serious 
consequence was how this influenced ethnology and engendered the 
pervasive view that continues to dominate the discipline today: that 18th- 
and 19th-century farming communities have hardly any connections to 
the past (see Bringéus 1976:242, 2006; Schön 1989, Nordberg 2013:339 
pp.). This has created an unnecessarily contradictory view of the past, 
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which can be schematically summarised as follows: while many 
archaeologists see long continuities up to the recent past and focus on 
rituals and religion, ethnologists claim that most of stories are just that: 
myths, stories, fairy-tales and entertainment developed in farming 
communities over the last centuries. In practice, following the 
established folklorist tradition, rural ethnology documented in the 19th 
century has hardly any relevance for understanding past societies, 
because there is no cultural continuity back to more ancient times and 
cultures. 

In an Indo-European context that focuses on culture and 
cosmology, the narrow ethnological perspective that emphasises 
fundamental breaks and acknowledges few continuities with the past is 
clearly wrong. If one assumes there are no continuities and also no 
contacts between regions, one cannot explain the strong similarities in 
19th-century agricultural rituals and beliefs in different regions of 
Scandinavia, such as Setesdal in Norway (Skar 1908, 1909) or Värend in 
the southern part of Småland in Sweden (Hyltén-Cavallius 1863-1868). 
People from these regions could theoretically have visited each other 
200 years ago, though this is neither documented nor highly likely, but 
even if this was the case, there is no way to explain the underlying 
structures in culture and cosmology. An Indo-European paradigm can 
explain this. 

In order to understand such structural similarities, one must go 
further back, not just to the Iron Age, but to the Bronze Age and the 
processes of Indo-Europeanisation. Moreover, the most dominant 
interpretations of Kivik and its place in Scandinavian history were 
formulated in the period when Frazer was most influential and his 
theories were gaining recognition among European intellectuals. Thus, 
The Golden Bough also coloured the interpretation of this great 
monument in Northern Europe and continues to do so today, even if 
most archaeologists do not recognise that their interpretations reflect 
the great early 20th-century schisms: terrestrial or celestial gods; corn- 
or vegetation-spirits versus ancestors and sun gods?  
 
The cairn: cremations and inhumations of adolescents 
 
Kivik is a kingmaker in Scandinavian and Northern European Bronze 
Age research. The term ‘kingmaker’ was first used during the first half 
of the Wars of the Roses (1455-71). Richard Neville, the 16th Earl of 
Warwick, became known as Warwick the Kingmaker (Hicks 2002). In 
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political and development studies, kingmakers do not have enough 
power or resources to win and be kings, but they do have the power or 
resources to decide which players will win (Cascão and Nicol 2016). 
Together with the Trundholm wagon, the Egtved burial and the bronze 
lures from Brudevælte, Kivik is a legendary icon that defines much of 
our understanding of the Scandinavian Bronze Age. As such, it features 
as a reference point in most major Bronze Age studies in Northern 
Europe. 

Bredarör in Kivik in Sweden lies on the south-eastern tip of Scania, 
strategically located on the coast as a gateway to Denmark in the west, 
the continent in the south and the Baltic Sea in the east. After the cairn 
was looted in 1748, the famous stone cist featuring eight enigmatic slabs 
decorated with rock art were exposed (Fig. 6). These stone slabs and 
their motifs have been kingmakers in Scandinavian archaeology, 
shaping archaeological interpretations of Bronze Age society and 
religion (Figs. 7-8). Gustav Hallström excavated the site in 1931 
(Hallström 1932), reconstructing the cairn and restoring it to a diameter 
of 75 m and a height of 3.5 m.  

 
 

 
 
Fig. 6. Kivik in 1756. Documented by Gustaf Fredrich Feldt. Creative 
Commons. 
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Fig. 7. Kivik documented by Nils Månsson Mandelgren, 1865. Source: Alvin 
database, Uppsala University. 
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Fig. 8. Kivik documented by Nils Månsson Mandelgren, 1865. Source: Alvin 
database, Uppsala University. 

 
For centuries, it had been believed to be a grave for a king, but new 

analysis of the cremated and inhumated bones that Hallström had 
excavated showed there were at least six individuals buried in the cist: 
five adolescents and one adult. These human remains were deposited 
during three different time periods, ranging from 1400 to 800 Cal. BC, 
suggesting the grave and the cist were accessible for more than half a 
millennium (Goldhahn 2009).  

In recent years, it has become impossible to separate specific 
cultural-historical interpretations of Kivik from general notions about 
Bronze Age religion in Scandinavia – and even Bronze Age societies in 
Northern Europe at large – since Kivik is thought to have been 
paradigmatic in defining and developing religious systems (Figs. 9-10). 
Moreover, most researchers agree that the interpretation of the rock art 
on the slabs is key not only to understanding Kivik and the rituals that 
unfolded there, but also the role of rock art and religion in general. 
Thus, partly as an academic response to earlier approaches and past 
researchers, an extreme celestial focus has dominated interpretations 
over recent decades.  
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Fig. 9. The Kivik grave. Nils Henrik Sjöborg, 1814. Source:  www.shfa.se 

 
 

 
Fig. 10. The stone cist. Photo: Terje Oestigaard. 
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With minor variations, they have all been structured around the 
sun’s journey, with a god, either alone or in parallel with ancestors, 
travelling from the upper world during the day to the underworld 
during the night (see Randsborg 1993, Kaul 1998, 2000, 2004; Goldhahn 
2000, 2005, 2006a, 2006b, 2013). This cyclical interpretation bears 
striking similarity to Egyptian solar cosmology – albeit without Osiris 
and the soil fertility aspects from beneath. Some have indeed argued 
that Egyptian concepts of the soul could be used as a framework for 
analysing the Nordic Bronze Age (Kaul 2005:276-277). This is in fact the 
old Frazerian cosmology, but without the fertility and agricultural 
framework. In other words, celestial perspectives are favoured over 
terrestrial perspectives. Instead of reconnecting this perspective to its 
original agrarian context, which it reasonably deserves, another celestial 
perspective has been introduced and emphasised: birds (Goldhahn 
2019). 

The current rejection of the role of agriculture in Bronze Age 
religion, which includes a neglect of the role of terrestrial gods and 
spirits and their relation to the celestial beings and divinities, is directly 
related to earlier research traditions and the debate surrounding Frazer 
and The Golden Bough. Nevertheless, in retrospect it seems that when it 
comes to religious beliefs, practices and cosmologies, many older 
interpretations that highlight the agricultural context were more 
accurate than recent suggestions. Arthur Nordén, for instance, 
suggested that the horse motifs at Kivik should be seen in the context 
of skeid, the historic horse races and fights that are well documented in 
Scandinavia (Nordén 1917, see Kaliff & Oestigaard 2020). 

In the history of rock art, one book stands out in particular, not only 
for its interpretations of Kivik, but also for its examination of rock art in 
Scandinavia in general: Oscar Almgren’s 1927 Hällristningar och 
kultbruk: bidrag till belysning av de nordiska bronsåldersristningarnas 
innebörd (for non-Nordic readers better known through the extended 
German edition from 1934: Nordische Felszeichnungen als religiöse 
Urkunden). Even today, there are few interpretations that he did not 
discuss almost a century ago. The key to his success is precisely that he 
combines terrestrial and celestial perspectives, and although he perhaps 
places greater emphasis on agrarian fertility than on souls and the sun’s 
journeys, his main advantage is that the interpretations are rooted in 
reality, so to speak: he used the living ethnology and ethnography as an 
empirical frame of understanding and anchored the archaeological finds 
and facts in an agricultural context (Fig. 11).  
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Fig. 11. Bredarör, 1935. Photo: Mårten Sjöbeck. Source: Alvin database, 
Uppsala University. 

 
Thus, compared to the current interpretations that focus mainly on 

the celestial journeys of souls and the sun, Almgren rooted his 
perspective in an agrarian cosmology – or what may also be described 
as a Mannhardt-Frazerian perspective. 

Ritualisation of economy and the economisation of rituals is a vast 
and much debated topic in anthropology, but for the purpose of our 
research it suffices to say that recent studies on Bronze Age economies 
strongly suggest an agrarian focus that brings celestial perspectives 
down to earth. The celestial perspective and the ‘Egyptian model in 
Scandinavia’ were largely developed and based on iconography in rock 
art and on bronzes such as razors and axes. However, while precious 
metals were important signs of status and wealth, the most valuable 
commodity in exchange and trade networks in the North appears to 
have been more mundane: sheep wool. Copper was twice as valuable as 
wool, so while wool was not worth its weight in gold, 2 kilos of wool was 
worth 1 kilo of bronze or copper! If this is correct, the prehistoric wealth-
generating mechanism was fundamentally agrarian, involving not just 
food and livestock, but also wool as the most precious currency that 
enabled long-distance trade over land and sea (Bergerbrandt 2020, 
Kristiansen & Stig Sørensen 2020). Without surplus production in 
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agriculture, transhumance included, there would have been no bronze 
in Scandinavia. And there would have been no Kivik. 

The fundamental role of animal husbandry has also been noted in 
later archaeological periods. Ulf-Erik Hagberg highlighted the 
importance of surplus production in animal husbandry as part of his 
interpretation of the well-known sacrificial finds at Skedemosse on 
Öland, Sweden. Though this site was most intensively used during the 
Roman Iron Age, it has a wide chronological range from the pre-Roman 
Iron Age to the Viking period. The apparent wealth of Öland’s 
inhabitants in Roman times, as the large number of imported Roman 
objects suggests, was probably due to its favourable location on the 
Baltic Sea. This allowed it to trade with the continent and, by extension, 
the Roman Empire. Hagberg maintained that the basis for this wealth 
was intensive livestock-breeding, particularly the production of hides 
and leather for export. Also during the medieval period and up to early 
modern time, Öland farmers had the right to trade with towns across 
the Baltic Sea in present-day Poland and Germany. During this period, 
it is well documented that the export of products related to the breeding 
of surplus animals was especially important (Hagberg 1967:80, 115-23). 
Mats Malmer later transferred this interpretation to the Bronze Age 
(Malmer 1993; 1999; cf. Kaliff 2001:42-47).  

The conditions for animal husbandry are excellent in parts of 
southern Sweden. This is also reflected in ancient farming landscapes 
that feature abundant remnants of cattle gates, which has attracted the 
attention of both archaeologists and cultural geographers (e.g. Widgren 
1998). Thus, there is much to suggest a continuity from the Bronze Age. 
In Hagberg’s interpretation of Skedemosse, there was admittedly no 
focus on wool production, but his interpretation clearly shows the great 
economic importance of animal husbandry. It is also reasonable to 
assume that wool production had great economic significance, even 
during the Iron Age. 

Kivik is situated within this overall Bronze Age economy and 
cosmology. The enigmatic slabs of rock art, the assumed size of the 
cairn, even its position in the landscape – everything has for more than 
two centuries suggested that the deceased who were buried in the cist 
must have been among the most important persons in Northern Europe: 
a great chief or a king. ‘Kivik represents the port of entrance to the 
formation of the Nordic Bronze Age’, Kristian Kristiansen and Thomas 
B. Larsson write, adding (Fig. 12):  
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Fig. 12. Slab 8. Photo: Terje Oestigaard. 

 
‘[W]e should not underestimate the power of the “Great 
Journey” and the returning of chiefly retinues with new sacred 
information, technologies/foreign craft specialists and prestige 
goods after years abroad… The Kivik chief would have been 
either a settled foreign chief with his retinue of warriors and 
craftspeople from the Aegean/Balkan realms or a Nordic chief 
returning with his retinue from visiting some of the Mycenaean 
chiefly courts, where he might even have met Minoan or Hittite 
traders’ (Kristiansen & Larsson 2005:267, 270). 

 
Given the greatness of Kivik and the history of expectations and 
archaeological thought, such an interpretation dating the grave to late 
period 1 or early period 2 (around 1500 BC) was not unreasonable. 
However, just a few years later, Joakim Goldhahn analysed and dated 
the bones that Hallström had excavated, and the results were almost a 
sensation. Goldhahn writes:  
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‘[F]rom our analysis it seems clear that the cist in Bredarör was 
used regularly over a considerable length of time – at least 600 
years. Most of the deceased were teenagers when they died and 
were deposited in the cist with its famous rock art… Neither 
voyaging chiefs, like the famous Odysseus (Larsson, L. 1993; 
Randsborg 1993; Larsson, T. 1999; Kristiansen 2004; 2005), nor 
swimming shamans (Tilley 2004) can be distinguished in the 
results from the presented analysis. Instead, all the dated bones 
from the Early Bronze Age seem to emanate from adolescents. 
Some of the examined bones are believed to originate from the 
same individual… but there are at least four to five different 
individuals deposited in the cist with the rock art during the 
Early Bronze Age, e.g. the fourteenth to the eleventh century 
BC. The only tooth that has been estimated as an adult – here 
between 25 and 35 years old – is dated to the Late Bronze Age, 
approximately the ninth century BC’ (Goldhahn 2009:269). 

 
One person was about 14-15 years old and another about 13-14 years. 
Both were unburnt and the teeth were dated to 2850 +/− 50 and 2895 
+/− 45 BP respectively. A cremated skull fragment and an uncremated 
toe belonged to young teenagers and were dated to 3085 +/− 45 BP and 
2920 +/− 45 BP respectively. The skull belonged to ‘a young person’ and 
the toe to a ‘young person under the age of 15’. Another tooth belonged 
to a person aged 15-17, there were remains of an adult aged 25-35 years, 
and yet another tooth indicated a third individual, 13-14 years old 
(Goldhahn 2009:366-367).  
 

‘From these analyses it is feasible to distinguish at least three 
different phases in which human remains were deposited. The 
oldest roughly corresponds with the fourteenth century BC… 
Both these bones are believed to belong to juveniles under 15 
years of age… The second phase seems to have taken place 
between the twelfth and tenth century BC… These bones could 
originate from the same individual aged between 13-15 years. 
The teeth from the southern part of the cist can be argued to 
originate from two different individuals; one that was about 14-
15 years old… and another that was about 13-14 years old… The 
last phase that is detectable in these analyses is a tooth from a 
25-35 year-old individual that was deposited in the cist 
sometime during the ninth century BC’ (Goldhahn 2009:367-
368). 
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Fig. 13. Slab 4 (left) and slab 3 (right). Photo: Terje Oestigaard. 

 
These analyses are extraordinary: the fact that it is not a single, aged 

individual who might have been a chieftain or king – but a group of 
adolescents aged mainly between 13 and 15, who were buried over a 600-
year period, i.e. approximately one burial per century, is intriguing. 
From this perspective, it is remarkable that Goldhahn does not offer an 
interpretation as to who these youngsters were and why they were given 
such a burial (Goldhahn 2009, 2013). This is perhaps symptomatic for 
research on Kivik. 

Given the lack of plausible interpretations based on the current 
paradigm in Bronze Age research we must look further afield, which is 
why the Indo-European interpretation put forward by Dorcas R. Brown 
& David W. Anthony (2019) is of particular interest. Thus, after this 
short detour in the history of archaeology and anthropology, we return 
to the role of werewolves in both agrarian and warrior societies. In Kivik, 
the deceased were most likely not kings, at least not adult kings – 
though divine rulers have historically also been young, like Jesus. 
However, the extravagance of their burial and the exceptional attention 
they received indicate that they were kingmakers or that the living used 
them as kingmakers in culture and cosmology (Fig. 13).   
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Kivik and comparative Indo-European studies 
 
Studying Kivik means studying large parts of Scandinavian Bronze Age 
society; this has always been the case and will continue to be so, because 
of the grave’s enigmatic status and the extraordinary finds made there. 
When we analyse Kivik from an Indo-European perspective, we diverge 
from many of the above-mentioned studies and explore new and 
hitherto untrodden paths that reach far back in time. At the end of this 
analysis, we hope to have contributed new knowledge and more 
cultural-historical interpretations rooted in prehistoric people’s actual 
lives and beliefs. Our analysis is structured around eight themes related 
to Kivik, but with a much wider scope than just understanding the dead 
in the cist with the famous slabs of rock art. Some of the themes are 
based on concrete motifs on the Kivik tomb’s slabs, while others are 
based more indirectly on the grave and its finds. Throughout our 
discussion, we consider the following eight themes from a number of 
perspectives (Fig. 14): 
 

1. The transfer of traditions from a mainly cattle-raising society to 
a farming one – similarities and differences. 

2. Neophytes and adolescents in culture and cosmology, in 
particular boys/men in the age group 13-15 years – what kind of 
initiation rites did they partake in and why? 

3. The number 8 – there were eight slabs in the Kivik tomb, and 
eight (or nine) people are depicted in hoods on slabs 7 and 8: 
who are they and who are the others? 

4. Agricultural ecology and fertility cosmology – how were 
livelihoods and personhoods expressed in rituals and religion? 

5. Wheels or sun-symbolism (slabs 4, 6 and 7) – how do they relate 
and how should the sun and cyclical patterns be understood in 
culture and cosmology? 

6. Horses and chariots (slabs 3 and 7) – how and why are these 
rituals part of funerals, farming and pastoral communities? 

7. Ceremonial axes (slabs 1 and 6) – were they specially used in 
sacrifices of humans and animals during winter sacrifices, at the 
entrance to winter (autumn or at harvest times), midwinter and 
exit of winter (spring and ploughing/sowing rituals)? 

8. The boats (slabs 1 and 2) – were the crews war bands and the 
boats war canoes? And how are the cult houses related to war 
bands and war-canoes? 
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Fig. 14. Slab 7. Documented by Andreas Toreld and Sven-Gunnar Broström. 
Source: www.shfa.se 

 
Historically, wealth has been intrinsically related to agriculture, on 

the one hand, and to war, warriors and the relation to maritime 
explorations and contacts facilitated by seafaring and boats, on the 
other hand. There is no inherent contradiction between land and 
warfare, rather the contrary. In societies and civilisations greater than 
the Scandinavian Bronze Age, land and agricultural resources were the 
foundation and ultimate source of wealth – from Roman soldiers being 
rewarded with land when they retired (e.g. Elton 1996:140-41) to the 
Catholic Church being Europe’s biggest landowner for centuries. Access 
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to large estates of arable land has also until modern times been the 
traditional basis for the power of the European nobility, which often 
meant that emperors, kings and princes granted large estates to the 
noble families in their service. This was the concept of feudalism, 
revolving around the three key concepts of lords, vassals and fiefs (e.g. 
Ganshof 1996 [1944]). While wars and warfare may have attracted new 
attention in Scandinavian archaeology (e.g. Vankilde 2007, 2013, 2014; 
Horn & Kristiansen 2018), it was not only war among men, but also men 
waging war against nature and the elements: werewolves were also 
fighting against visible and invisible elements in culture and nature – 
cosmological forces. Hence, by analysing the past with a focus on 
werewolves and warriors, we may approach culture, cosmology and the 
totality of forces at work, and the constant fight between and against 
humans and the elements in nature. In other words, one may combine 
terrestrial and celestial perspectives and thereby enable a more holistic 
approach to the study of Kivik in particular and Scandinavian Bronze 
Age society and religion in general. After this introduction to the topic, 
we now turn to wolves, warriors and winter sacrifices. 
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2. Wolves and Warriors in  

Indo-European History 
 
 
 

‘The name for a wolf-shirt which effected the metamorphosis to 
a wolf was úlfahamr, and the werewolf himself was commonly 
known as vargr. In modern Scandinavia the term is varûlf, which 
has been extended to include the shape-shifting to a bear, for of 
all the hamrammir none were more famous than the berserkir or 
berserkr, the bear-sark men. Twelve berserkers were the chief 
followers of several kings of old, as for example the Danish King 
Rolf Krake, King Adils, and Harald Hárfagri. In battle the 
berserkers were subject to fits of frenzy (furor bersericus) termed 
berserksgangr, when they howled like wild beasts, foamed at the 
mouth, and bit through the iron rim of their shields. During these 
fits they were, according to popular belief, proof against steel and 
fire, and made terrible havoc in the ranks of the foe.’ 
 
Montague Summers 
‘The werewolf in lore and legend’ (2003[1933]:242-43). 

 
 
 
Kóryos - the association of young warriors 
 
The tradition of bands of young warriors with a liminal role, who lived 
out of society and were also part of it, is common to many Indo-
European contexts. For parts of the year, they were sent into the wild to 
hunt and raid other communities, while for the rest of the year they 
were tasked with defending their own society. These groups identified 
themselves with wolves and dogs as mystical symbols of death, 
promiscuity, lawlessness and warrior fury. At the same time, the 
identification with these animals symbolises a liminality between 
invulnerability and death, as well as between youth and adulthood. A 
prominent feature of these communities of young men was the 
initiation ritual that crucially involved being sent to live outside society 
and its norms for a period, often in a way that was diametrically opposed 
to the values of normal life. An equally prominent feature was that the 
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members of these warrior bands were associated with – and identified 
themselves with – specific animals, particularly dogs and wolves.  

The association between wolves, dogs and youth war bands is well 
known from later comparative Indo-European mythology (Fig. 15). It 
was a brotherhood of warriors in which unmarried young males served 
for a number of years before being integrated back into their host 
society in the context of a rite of passage into manhood. Initiation rites 
of this kind, in which boys lived in the wild, acting like wolves and dogs, 
are described in ancient texts about Greek, Latin, Germanic, Celtic, 
Iranian, and Vedic societies, all with the common denominator that 
they originated from a shared proto-Indo-European context. In Latin 
they were known as the luperci or suodales, with equivalents in the form 
of the kouros or ephebes in Greek, but also the fian in Celtic, vrātyas or 
maruts in Indic and Jungmannschaft or Männerbünde in Germanic. This 
last term is perhaps the most familiar, but also most infamous (e.g. West 
2007:448–451; Mallory 2007:93-94) for its close association with the 
ideology and glorification of Indo-European – so-called Aryan – heritage 
in Germany (see Chapter 8). Researchers such as the Austrian 
philologist Otto Höfler (1934) and the Swedish Iranist and historian of 
religion Stig Wikander were proponents of this ideology (Höfler to a 
greater degree than Wikander, see Arvidsson 2002, Junginger 2007). 

However, it is clear that the political use and abuse of the term in 
the 20th century has nothing to do with the culture and history of 
prehistoric communities more than 3000 years earlier. The re-
constructed Proto-Indo-European word for this kind of band of young 
warriors is, as mentioned earlier, *kóryos, approximately defined as ‘war 
band’ or ‘unit of warriors’. It is derived from the Proto-Indo-European 
noun *kóro-, meaning cutting, section, division. Its equivalent is found 
in Old Persian as kāra, meaning ‘people’ or ‘army’; in Lithuanian as 
kãras, which refers to ‘war’ or ‘army’ and with a similar meaning in Celtic 
*koryos, Ancient Greek koíranos and Germanic *harjaz as well as Old 
Norse, herjan (Mallory & Adams 2006:278-284; Kroonen 2013:212). 

Warrior bands of the original Indo-European model may have 
played a decisive role in the Vedic expansion into the Indian Peninsula 
during the second millennium BC. The Rig Veda and other early written 
sources suggest that these events took on a warlike character (e.g. 
Parpola 1988:208-213; cf. 2015, Ch. 9). Similar mechanisms are likely to 
have characterised the Indo-European expansion in other geographical 
areas, especially those that reached Europe and laid the foundations for 
the development of European Bronze Age society.  
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Fig. 15. Wolf. Drawing by A.E. Holmgren and W. Meves. Stockholm 1873. 
Source: Alvin database, Uppsala University. 

 
This explanatory model has had an increasing impact, especially in 

the wake of aDNA analysis which shows a relatively sudden and massive 
intrusion of new groups largely dominated by men (e.g. Kristiansen et 
al. 2017; Sjögren et al. 2020). In the European context, however, we lack 
written documentation from the era when the processes took place; the 
best documentation originates several thousand years later (Chapters 4-
6). 

The different Indo-European traditions have overall similarities, 
showing how groups of adolescent boys, usually from elite families, were 
allowed to spend a few years in special groups, behaving like dogs or 
wolves. The kóryos were composed of adolescent males, presumably 
aged from 8-12 to 18-19 years old and initiated together into manhood as 
an age-class cohort. This was done in order to initiate them as warriors 
and men. During the time they spent in these groups, the boys and 
young men were allowed to behave in ways that were completely 
unacceptable in normal society. This included behaviour that was 
otherwise considered immoral or purely criminal, such as stealing, 
raiding or sexually assaulting women. A well-known example is the 
raiding of cattle from neighbouring tribes, considered a typical feature 
of Indo-European cattle-breeding societies. Social behaviour that under 
normal circumstances was impermissible, was tolerated and even 
encouraged among members of these warrior bands, as long as the 
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destructive and malevolent acts were not directed at one’s own society. 
Their life was centred on military duties, hunting wild animals and 
pillaging settlements, on the one hand, and on the recitation of cattle-
theft legends and heroic poetry about the deeds of past heroes, on the 
other hand. The leader of the band was determined through a game of 
dice and the result was accepted as god’s choice. The other members 
pledged to die and kill for him. Thus, according to Brown and Anthony, 
the kóryos could have functioned in three ways: 1) as an organisation 
promoting groups effective in combat, 2) as an instrument of external 
territorial expansion, and 3) as a regulatory device in chiefly feast-
centred economies (McCone 1987:107-108; Mallory 2007:93-94; Brown & 
Anthony 2019:111-117). 
 

‘IE [Indo-European] youthful war-bands were composed of 
adolescent (post-pubescent, pre-adult) males, sons of 
aristocratic or elite families in Vedic, Celtic, and Latin sources. 
They were sent away to live in the “wild” outside their own 
society for a number of years, where they were specifically 
“landless”, lacking socially accepted rights to the land upon 
which they lived, and without possessions other than 
weapons… They were symbolically associated with death and 
symbols of death, perhaps because they were represented as 
dogs, and dogs were themselves symbols of death… They 
assumed dog or wolf names, garments, and symbols in 
Germanic, Latin, Vedic, Iranian, Celtic, and Greek sources’ 
(Anthony & Brown 2017:135; cf. 2019:110-17).  

 
During the European Iron Age, such bands of young warriors seem to 
have been gradually incorporated into armed forces of the increasingly 
powerful chiefs and kings (Bremmer & Horsfall 1987:39-42; Kershaw 
2000:134). Thus, while the function of the war bands changed, their role 
as an important initiation phase for younger warriors from certain social 
groups may have remained. This seems to be the case in a Nordic 
context: there are accounts of what seem to be traditional Indo-
European warrior bands, but where the warriors were in the service of 
certain chiefs or kings. In this context, one may understand the Nordic 
traditions about Berserker and Úlfhednar that we encounter in the Old 
Norse sources.  

Comparative mythology does not offer much insight into the 
initiation ceremonies that were practised among war bands. Still, we 
may retrieve some fragments of knowledge from the classical world. 
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Rudimentary information from ancient Sparta reports young men 
sacrificing dogs to the god of war and somewhat more detailed accounts 
from Rome describe the so-called Lupercalia ceremony, which took 
place on 15 February. The Lupercalia is thought to have a connection 
with the Ancient Greek wolf festival of Lykaia, probably related to the 
god Pan (Latin: Faunus). In Rome, the cult was centred on the cave at 
the foot of the Palatine – Lupercal – where according to tradition 
Romulus and Remus were suckled by the she-wolf. The Roman example 
also included a dog sacrifice as part of a complex ritual that constituted 
a boy’s initiation ceremony, as well as other intricate ritual features that 
reflect an older Indo-European background (Bremmer & Horsfall 
1987:25–48; Mazzorin & Minniti 2006:63). 

The motif of men changing into wolves features in Ancient Greek 
mythology (Fig. 16). Herodotus wrote that the Neuri, a tribe he places 
to the north-east of Scythia, were all transformed into wolves once a 
year for several days, and then changed back to their human shape. This 
theme is also repeated in several later ancient texts. In his 
Metamorphoses (I 219-239), the Roman poet Ovid (43 BC - 17/18 AD) 
gives us the story of King Lycaon of Arcadia, who Zeus transformed into 
a wolf as a punishment, a story also told by the Greek geographer 
Pausanias (6.8.2) in the 2nd century AD. This myth provides the root for 
the term lycanthropy: it is the ability or power of a human being to 
undergo a transformation into an animal, such as a werewolf. Following 
Pausanias, the transformation of Lycaon was not a one-off event and 
men have been transformed into wolves during sacrifices to Zeus. He 
also gives us the story of Damarchus of Parrhasia who was transformed 
into a wolf after having tasted a sacrifice meant for Zeus, a tale Pliny the 
Elder (23-79 AD) also recorded in his Natural History (viii.82) with only 
minor differences. Pliny also wrote about an annual ritual in Arcadia as 
part of which lots were drawn to determine which man would be 
transformed into a wolf and forced to join a pack for nine years. If he 
refused to taste human flesh during this time, he could recover his 
human form after nine years. This myth has been interpreted as a 
probable reminiscence of an original rite of passage for Arcadian youth 
(Ogden 2002:178) and may constitute a clear variant of the traditions 
derived from the proto-Indo-European kóryos. Myths about this seem 
to have been strong in the ancient world; Ovid also tells stories about 
men who roamed in the woods of Arcadia in the form of wolves (for an 
overview see Ménard 1986:209-238; Ogden 2002).  
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Fig. 16. Jupiter and Lycaon by Jan Cossiers (1600-1671). Creative Commons. 

 
Early Christian authors also wrote about werewolves. The church 

father Augustine gives an account similar to the one documented by 
Pliny the Elder. Physical metamorphosis was also mentioned in the 
Capitulatum Episcopi, attributed to the Council of Ancyra in the 4th 
century, which became the Church’s doctrinal text in relation to magic, 
witches, and transformations such as those of werewolves. Roman 
writers often referred to werewolves as versipellis (‘turnskin’), but 
Augustine, who had a large influence on the development of Western 
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Christianity, instead used the phrase in lupum fuisse mutatum (‘changed 
into the form of a wolf’), which is similar to phrases used in the medieval 
period. The belief in the werewolf was widespread in medieval Europe 
(Figs. 17-18), and werewolves are also mentioned in medieval law codes 
(Otten 1986:5-6). The German term Werwolf is first recorded by 
Burchard von Worms in the 11th century, and later by Bertold of 
Regensburg in the 13th century.  

The situation during the medieval period gives rise to a dual form 
of werewolf folklore in Early Modern Europe: the ‘Germanic’ werewolf, 
which becomes associated with witchcraft around 1400, and the ‘Slavic’ 
werewolf, more often known as vlkolak, which becomes associated with 
the concept ‘vampire’. The ‘eastern’ werewolf-vampire is found in the 
folklore of Central and Eastern Europe, including Hungary, Romania 
and the Balkans, while the ‘western’ werewolf-sorcerer is found in 
France, German-speaking Europe and the Baltic. In later Eastern 
European and Slavic folk beliefs, the difference between creatures that 
could be described as either werewolves or vampires was ill-defined.  

In his classic book on werewolves and lycanthropy from 1865, the 
English priest and cultural historian William Sabine Baring-Gould 
(1834-1924) writes that references to werewolves were rare in England, 
presumably because the significance of the ‘wolf-men’ of Germanic 
paganism had been successfully repressed after Christianisation. If they 
persisted, they did so outside of the sphere of literacy. However, it seems 
likely that the tradition originally existed also in the British Isles 
(Chapter 4 and 6). 

Turning to India and the East, the Vedic warrior bands seem to have 
had a gradually diminished role. In the original Indian (Vedic) context 
these groups – initiatory war bands called Vrātyas – seem to have 
diminished in importance with the emergence of the Brahmin caste, a 
process that had already started when the Rig Veda was compiled 
around 1500-1200 BC (Witzel 1995a, 1995b). Intriguingly, in some cases 
mythology may speak a clear language. In Vedic mythology, the Maruts, 
a troop of young warriors, are Indra’s companions. The Maruts or the 
violent and aggressive storm deities are sons of Rudra and Prisni. Armed 
with golden weapons – lightning and thunderbolts – they have iron 
teeth, roar like lions, reside in the north and ride in golden chariots 
drawn by ruddy horses. According to the Rig Veda, they wore golden 
helmets and breastplates, and used their axes to split the clouds so that 
rain could fall. The clouds could shake mountains and destroy forests.  
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Fig. 17. Lycanthropy, France 16th century. Creative Commons. 
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Fig. 18. Werewolf. Illustration from 1589. Creative Commons. 

 
According to Otto Höfler (1934) and also the French comparative 

mythologist Georges Dumézil (cf. 1953), the Maruts are associated with 
the Old Norse tradition Einherjar as well as the Wild Hunt, a tradition 
known in the Nordic countries and large parts of the European 
continent. The renowned American historian of religion Bruce Lincoln 
(1981) also strongly advocated this theory, although in later work he 
distanced himself from interpretations in the spirit of Dumézil. In his 
book Priests, Warrior and Cattle: A study in the Ecology of Religion 
(1981:129), Lincoln emphasised the connection with dead warriors: 
‘[T]hese groups are not composed of all the spirits of the dead but only 
the warriors among those spirits. They are thus a subset within the 
broader group of the dead’ (Lincoln 1981:129). 

As in the Old Norse tradition, in some cases the Vedic myth appears 
to speak of real people and events. In the Vedic tradition, young boys 
began their initiation at the age of eight, studying heroic poetry about 
past ancestors and practising hunting and fighting skills. At 16, they 
were initiated into a warrior band during the winter solstice ritual, as 
part of which the boys achieved a state of ecstasy and ritually died before 
being reborn as dogs of war. After a dice game had determined their 
leader, the initiated were cast away in the wild for four years to live as 
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dogs or wolves, stealing animals, women, goods and territory until the 
summer solstice ended the raiding season. The young warriors then 
returned to their forest residence where they held a Vrātyastoma 
sacrifice to thank the gods for their success. At the end of the four-year 
initiation, a final sacrifice was performed to transform the dog-warrior 
into a responsible adult man, after which the fully initiated males 
destroyed their old clothes to become human once again, ready to 
return to their family and to live by the rules of their community. The 
Vrātyas (‘dog-priests’) were known for performing the so-called 
Ekāstakā ceremony at the winter solstice, when Indra, the god of war, is 
said to have been born with his band of Maruts (Kershaw 2000). 

An interesting contemporary parallel to such ‘savage’ groups of men 
who live outside of ordinary society but are also part of it are the 
associations of holy men (and sometimes women) or sadhus who still 
play an important role in Hinduism. These associations are certainly not 
warrior bands, but their members live as a clearly initiated group 
completely outside ordinary society but at the same time with a well-
defined role in a larger social context. A particular feature that makes 
the parallel with the traditional Indo-European bands of young warriors 
more striking is that some of these groups of holy men engage in rituals 
and behaviours that are considered both immoral and completely 
reprehensible in normal society.  

This applies specifically to the so-called Aghori, a group of 
particularly ascetic sadhus (e.g. Barret 2008). As one of the most radical 
Hindu sects, their members choose to live (half) naked on cremation 
grounds, meditating on corpses, smearing cremation ashes on their 
bodies, engaging in cannibalism and necrophagy, and consuming 
intoxicants out of human skulls. The practices of these groups are partly 
considered contrary to orthodox Hinduism, though many Hindus also 
revere them. They are initiated into death and the ancestors, and their 
role as a religious rather than military ‘elite’ may be of particular 
importance here. This development could be linked to a transfer from 
the military to the religious sphere, as an analogy to how the Brahmin 
caste seems to have taken over much of the meaning of the original 
warrior bands in Vedic culture. This type of traditional ‘warriors of God’ 
entourage certainly has no clearly documented roots in ancient Indo-
European traditions. Nevertheless, the similarities with kóryos – the 
warrior bands made up of younger boys – are striking (see Chapter 6). 
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Fig. 19. Odin with wolves. Drawing by Ludwig Pietsch. (Murray 1874, plate 
XXXV). 

 
As we have seen in Proto-Indo-European mythology, the wolf was 

presumably associated with the warrior class, who would ‘transform 
into wolves’ (or dogs) upon their initiation. This is also reflected in Iron 
Age Europe and the Germanic sphere of influence (cf. McCone 1987:101-
154). In the Old Norse Sagas, the Berserker and Úlfhednar were 
particularly feared warriors who were bound by special ties and 
characteristics. Harald Fairhair is known to have had a body or army of 
Úlfhednar (lit. wolf-coated men), as mentioned in the Vatnsdœla Saga, 
Haraldskvæði, and the Vǫlsunga Saga. This resembles werewolf legends. 
The Úlfhednar were fighters similar to the Berserkers, though they 
dressed in wolf rather than bear hides and were reputed to channel the 
spirits of wolves to be more effective in battle (cf. Woodward 1979).  
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Figs. 20-21. The Torslunda plates from the Vendel period, 
Öland, Sweden. Source: Kongl. Vitterhets Historie och 
Antiqvitets Akademien, 1872. Creative Commons. 
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These warriors were resistant to pain and killed viciously in battle, 
much like wild animals. Úlfhednar and Berserkers were closely 
associated with the Norse god Odin (Fig. 19). This is believed to be 
especially reflected in archaeological material from the Iron Age and 
Vendel period in Scandinavia that featured depictions of animal 
warriors (Figs. 20-21). From an early medieval and Christian perspective, 
such transformations of ‘men into wolves’ in pagan cults were associated 
with the devil. This concurs with the equally widespread identification 
between the god Odin and the evil one – the devil – which was common 
in later Nordic tradition. 

Old Norse mythology includes three particularly malevolent 
wolves: the Fenrisulfr or Fenrir (Fig. 22) and his children, Sköll and Hati. 
Fenrir’s two offspring will, according to legend, devour the sun and 
moon at Ragnarök (Fig. 23). However, as the Norse god Odin’s faithful 
pets, the wolves Geri and Freki symbolised good qualities and good 
omens. Hence, wolves both represented chaos and destruction, and 
bravery, loyalty, protection and wisdom. Still, many conceptions of 
wolves were ambiguous. Wolves also served as mounts for more or less 
dangerous humanoid creatures. This is where we may find the roots of 
the strong Scandinavian werewolf tradition documented in later 
folklore. 

Some people were believed to be able to undergo a metamorphosis 
and become an animal or a hybrid between animal and human. At the 
same time it was believed that certain powerful animal characteristics 
could be linked to special people. The latter transformation could be 
expressed through the names of these people; the Old Norse usage of 
names clearly visualises such connections. For instance, Gunnr’s horse 
was probably a kenning for ‘wolf’ on the Rök Runestone; in the Lay of 
Hyndla, the völva (witch) Hyndla rides a wolf, while the giantess 
Hyrrokin arrived on a wolf at Baldr’s funeral. Ulf, Wolf or Wulf are male 
given names among Germanic-speaking peoples and also forms a 
central component in other Germanic names: Wolfgang, Adolf 
(Athalwolf), Rudolf (Hroðulf), Ulfbjörn, etc. This reflects a close 
connection between personality and animals – in this case the wolf – 
and specific men in Germanic societies. 

The Berserkers were famously known for attacking in a raging 
‘Berserker gang’. Interestingly, the rage that gripped the Berserker before 
battle is described as somewhat ominous and thus to some extent 
negative. By all accounts, their uncontrolled way of fighting fell outside 
normal rules and behaviours.  
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Fig. 22. Odin and Fenris by Mabel Dorothy Hardy. (Guerber 1909,  
face page 334). 
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Fig. 23. The wolves pursuing Sol and Mani. Illustration by J.C. Dollman. 
(Guerber 1909, p. 8). 
 

There is a clear connection between shape-shifting and becoming a 
Berserker: when rage seizes them, they do not become an animal as such 
but rather start behaving like one (Kuusela 2012:337). Thus, there is a 
striking resemblance between how the Berserker is described and how 
one may understand the kóryos in its early Indo-European version. 
Here, too, it was about combatants, their role as special bands of 
younger warriors, how they followed their own laws and rules, and how 
their behaviour and way of fighting often contravened all socially 
accepted behaviour. These traditions have clearly been of great 
importance in shaping later popular beliefs and traditions, specifically 
the Nordic stories about werewolves and the question of their 
continuity back to the Bronze Age.  
 
 
Werewolves in Nordic folk tradition and their origins 
 
In Old Norse tradition it is a well-established fact that some people – 
like gods – are believed to be able to undergo a metamorphosis and even 
appear in animal form. In the case of divine beings, it is said that the 
goddess Freya could be transformed into a falcon; Loki is said to be able 
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to transform into almost anything. However, such transformations are 
most strongly associated with Odin, who was a master of this art, able 
to move freely from his ordinary body into the form of an animal, a fish, 
a bird or a snake among others. In fact, the very word ‘shape-shifter’ or 
‘skin-shifter’ comes from (Latin) versipellis – werewolf. Thus, the root of 
this religious system of shamanism or transformation comes from the 
werewolves – and the ways in which the wolves embodied people and 
people embodied animals. 

There are many examples of such transformations in Old Norse 
literature, with humans and gods assuming a different shape, usually in 
the form of an animal. Furthermore, the very Old Norse word for 
someone’s earthly figure – hamr – has the approximate meaning ‘skin’ 
or ‘shell’. It is associated with the word hamingja, which is in turn 
related to a being known as fylgjur, meaning ‘to accompany’. The fylgjur 
was a kind of spirit connected to a family or a person that could appear 
in the shape of a special animal. This animal showed itself as soon as a 
baby was born but also before death, when it left the dying person some 
time before physical death occurred. In the sagas, the fylgjur can take 
the form of all kinds of animals: mice, dogs, foxes, cats, birds of prey. 
One idea in Old Norse tradition seems to have been that this animal-
shaped attendant spirit reflected the character of the person it 
represented, akin to a totem animal. Men who were viewed as strong 
leaders would often have strong animals, a bear or a wolf as their fylgjur, 
revealing their true power and character (Jennbert 2006:137, Oestigaard 
& Kaliff 2020). 

Both the belief in the fylgjur and its ability to manifest itself in 
animal form, as well as the notion that humans were able to physically 
change shape into an animal, are phenomena that survived for a long 
time in Nordic folklore, in some areas even into the 1900s. The belief in 
werewolves in particular has remained unusually strong in Nordic 
regions and is preserved in an ancient and distinctive form that differs 
somewhat from continental European traditions surrounding 
werewolves. Although the folklorist Ella Odstedt did not deal with the 
older material herself, she said there were definitely great similarities 
with the Old West-Nordic tradition and ancient relics. This applies to 
both the contents of the story itself and the terminology (Odstedt 1943; 
cf. Kuusela 2012:336-38).  
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Fig. 24. The Tollund Man. Source: The National Museum of Denmark, 
Copenhagen. Creative Commons. 
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The Old Norse word for wolf was úlfr, derived from Old Germanic 
*wulfaz and further back from Indo-European *wĺ̥kʷos. In modern 
Swedish, Norwegian and Danish, it corresponds to the word ulv. The 
linguistic use of the different words can give rise to some complications. 
One word used for wolf in Old Norse, vargr (in Swedish varg), has a 
more ominous meaning than the ordinary word for wolf, namely ulv. 
Some descriptions written in Nordic languages, particularly Swedish, 
can therefore be difficult to translate into English. Both words mean 
‘wolf’ and are more or less synonymous in today’s language, but in the 
past there were differences. Though both words refer to the animal in 
older sources, the purpose of the word varg is to emphasise the 
creature’s dangerous, criminal or ominous qualities (for etymological 
derivations see Hellquist 1922, the keywords varg and ulv). The word 
manvarg in Swedish (literary ‘man-wolf’) was used almost as a synonym 
for varulv (werewolf), with especially ominous connotations. 

The Swedish word ‘varg’ (from Germanic: *warga-, Old Norse: 
vargr) refers to evil, misdeeds, outlaws and criminals. This also stems 
from the Old West-Nordic tradition, where vargr is used for criminals 
and outlaws. The Norse vargr is derived from the reconstructed Proto-
Germanic *wargaz, which is in turn derived from the similarly 
reconstructed Proto-Indo-European root *werg̑ʰ-. This word may have 
the meaning of destroying, but more specifically to twist, constrict or 
strangle. The Norse word for wolf is thus ultimately derived from a 
proto-Indo-European root that signifies strangulation (Kuusela 
2012:340), a fact that may also be meaningful in relation to human 
sacrifices and archaeological finds. 

The historian of religion Peter Jackson Rova elaborated a number of 
ideas around this original meaning (Jackson Rova 2021), with a brief but 
very interesting tentative interpretation of southern Scandinavian bog 
corpses. Several of these bodies – of which the so-called Tollund man is 
perhaps the best-known example – bear clear traces of having been 
ritually or punitively strangled before being immersed in a body of water 
(Fig. 24). The strangulation may relate to the original meaning of the 
Germanic word warga, reflecting the very basic meaning of the word, 
strangulation as punishment. As discussed in Chapter 6, strangulation 
is also documented in the ethnographic sources as part of fertility and 
harvest sacrifices. Even behind these rituals, wolves and other 
shapeshifters lurk.  

The ambiguity around the word varg also contains keys to the origin 
of the Old Norse expression varg í véum, meaning ‘murderer or criminal 
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in the sanctuary’. Here the word varg points to the particularly heinous 
nature of the crime for which a person has been outlawed. Veum is a 
dative form of the Old Norse word for sanctuary, later also church. The 
original meaning of the term refers to a person who committed a crime 
in a sacred area, making the crime even worse. To conclude this small 
etymological exposition, a vargr or varg could simply be described as an 
individual who has been excluded from the community and forced to 
roam outside society. The concept is therefore also well suited to 
describe temporarily lawless bands of young warriors in the very early 
Indo-European form of the tradition we discuss here.  

Tommy Kuusela claims that the Old Norse werewolf motif in the 
Sagas is explicitly interwoven with lawlessness, shape-shifting and 
combat. He points to a story from the Vǫlsunga Saga with such a motif 
and says that ‘their time in the woods echoes a form of initiation ritual 
for young warriors’ (Kuusela 2012:343, our translation). This particular 
saga features both shapeshifters and Úlfhednar, the legendary warriors 
who wore wolfskins. Although it was not recorded in writing until 
around 1300 AD, it is believed to have included many elements of older 
texts and traditions. It is a fornaldarsaga, a type of Old Norse saga set in 
a distant past, sometimes assumed to go back to the European migration 
period in the 5th century AD. Another such saga is the Hervarar Saga 
(Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks) which was also recorded during the Middle 
Ages, but clearly has its origins in the battle between Goths and Huns 
in Central Europe in the 5th century AD (cf. Tolkien 1953-57). 

In the Vǫlsunga Saga, the Völsungr family name (also Ylfings or 
Wulfings) means ‘wolf descendants’ or ‘wolf clan’. Wolves appear in 
several Norse sagas but also in other texts. They are for instance 
mentioned by Snorri Sturlusson in his Heimskringla, the Poetic Edda. 
Another is Beowulf, an Old English epic poem written in the tradition 
of a Norse or Germanic heroic legend. Beowulf has often been 
considered a genuine piece of Old English literature, but new research 
shows it may have originated in Scandinavia and been recorded in 
writing in Anglo-Saxon England (Gräslund 2018). In the Vǫlsunga Saga, 
the family of ‘wolf descendants’ is said to be directly related to Odin who 
offers them special protection. The saga features symbolic story themes 
surrounding wolves in several parts. The story of Sigmund and his son 
Sinfjötle, who both assume the shape of a wolf, is particularly 
significant. According to legend, they perform many warlike deeds as 
wolves. In his analysis of the texts, Tommy Kuusela considers this part 
of the story especially significant.  
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Fig. 25. Wolf/dog and warriors. Hamn Kville, Bohuslän. Documentation by 
Dietrich Evers, 1970. Source: www.shfa.se 

 
It clearly shows the connection between warriors, the shape-

shifting into wolves, their belonging to each other in this form and the 
various acts of war they engage in while in this outlawed state (Fig. 25). 
It is also important that the wolf is closely associated with the god Odin. 
This, Kuusela believes, is a recurring theme in Old Norse tradition in 
relation to the existence of shape-shifters. This should probably be 
understood in connection with special bands of warriors who are 
perceived as ‘animal warriors’ closely allied with the god Odin. He 
believes it is reasonable to assume a connection to the specially initiated 
bands of warriors of the Männerbünde type (Kuusela 2012:342-344). 

Ella Odstedt also documented relations between lawlessness and 
misdeeds as well as military contexts and stories about soldiers that may 
have very long historic continuities. These stories explain how humans 
were thought to be transformed into werewolves. A widespread complex 
of legends focuses on the various sins and iniquities that condemn 
people whereafter they are transformed. The transformation thus 
becomes a form of punishment for the deed committed. Variants of this 
story have been recorded in several Swedish regions (Odsted 1943). 



62 

 

Another common theme, also recorded in a number of Swedish 
regions, features soldiers turning into werewolves. Several of the stories 
Odstedt recorded were about Swedish soldiers who were transformed 
during the war between Sweden and Russia in 1808-09 when the Finnish 
part of the old Swedish territory was lost. It is the last war on Swedish 
soil to date. As Ella Odstedt conducted her research in the early 20th 
century, her oldest informants could have met veterans from this war 
when they were children. Hence, the stories are in many cases first-hand 
accounts. It was not uncommon for a soldier to be transformed during 
service in Finland – until then the eastern part of Sweden – and to return 
to his human form once he came back home. Often the transformation 
was specifically associated with service in Finland and curses thrown at 
the soldiers there. The stories were often about individuals, but one 
story tells of a whole company of soldiers from Hjärtum in Bohuslän 
who simultaneously turned into wolves (Odsted 1943:109). 

One such story was recorded by Arvid August Afzelius in his 
Svenska folkvisor från forntiden (‘Ancient Swedish folk songs’), 
published 1814-16. In his classic book The Werewolf from 1933, Montague 
Summers refers to this story: ‘[A] Swedish soldier from Calmar, during 
the last war with Russia in 1808-9, was homesick and came back in the 
shape of a wolf. Unluckily he was shot by a hunter just outside his native 
village. When the dead wolf, a huge beast, was skinned, a man’s shirt 
was found next to the body. A woman identified it as one she stitched 
for her husband before he left for the field’ (Summers 2003[1933]:244).  

The werewolves’ connection to Christmas is strong in a lot of the 
Scandinavian folklore tradition. Ella Odstedt believes that the 
connection to this feast in particular was most likely meant to reinforce 
the impression of the werewolf’s distress and vulnerability outside the 
community, and that during Christmas the need to return to the human 
community was strongest (Odstedt 1943). The latter is of course not in 
itself an argument against a cultic tradition linked to the pre-Christian 
Christmas/winter solstice, rather the contrary. It would also fit with 
other legends and beliefs associated with the period around Christmas, 
especially the stories about the Wild Hunt – also known as ‘Odens hunt’ 
or Oskoreien in Sweden and Norway respectively (see Chapter 5). In his 
famous History of the Nordic peoples (Historia de gentibus 
septentrionalibus) published in exile in Rome in 1555, Olaus Magnus 
(book XVIII, ch. 45-47) states that werewolves really existed, although 
he does not cite any examples from his native Sweden. Instead, he refers 
to stories from the Baltic region, roughly the area that is today Estonia, 
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Latvia, Lithuania and ancient Prussia. Magnus contends that 
werewolves are fiercest during the darkest period of the year, Christmas 
time. He claims werewolf attacks are much worse than those of ordinary 
wolves and describes how they break down front doors and attack 
people in their homes at Christmas.  
 
 
Archaeological evidence for early Indo-European warrior bands  
 
Direct archaeological evidence for groups of Indo-European warriors 
and the rituals associated with them is sparse but does exist. The most 
prominent and interesting finds originate from the Krasnosamarskoe 
site in the Pontic steppe region southeast of the Russian city of Samara 
on the middle Volga River. Before this discovery, there was no clear 
archaeological evidence of the initiation rites of Indo-European youth 
war bands. The site is associated with the Srubnaya (or Timber Grave) 
culture (1900-1700 BC), generally regarded as Iranian, and possibly made 
up of archaic Iranian speakers. The site has been explored and 
interpreted by US archaeologists David W. Anthony and Dorcas R. 
Brown as part of the so-called Samara Valley Project (1995-2002) (see 
Anthony, Brown, Khoklov et al. 2016). Both are well known in the 
research field of early Indo-European steppe culture and for studying 
the early use of the horse and the importance of the domesticated horse 
for the success and expansion of steppe cultures (e.g. Brown & Anthony 
1998; Anthony & Brown 2000, 2011, c.f. Anthony 2007). In addition to the 
fact that the site provides a lot of tangible evidence for rites that strongly 
resemble the data from comparative Indo-European mythology, it 
originates from a time and place that is important for the entire 
subsequent spread of Indo-European cultural elements in different 
geographical directions. What can be studied here is thus a possible 
origin or core ritual, an epicentre of sorts (or at least very close to one 
in time and space), in which variants recorded in different parts of the 
Indo-European diaspora may all be rooted. 

Brown and Anthony (2019) found that the site held the remains of 
dozens of butchered dogs and wolves – vastly more than detected at any 
comparable site. By examining incremental banding in the animal teeth, 
it was possible to determine the relation between slaughter and 
seasonality. To add to the mystery, the bones were cut in unusual, 
systematic ways that did not resemble ordinary butchering practices. 
Dog skulls were cut into small, standardised pieces. Snouts were divided 
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into three pieces and the remainder of the skulls were broken down into 
geometrically shaped fragments only an inch long. No one would have 
made these cuts to simply get meat off the bones. Altogether, roasted 
and chopped bones from at least 64 winter-killed dogs and wolves were 
found at the Bronze Age site of Krasnosamarskoe. 

The bone finds at Krasnosamarskoe included different species, but 
remains of dozens of dogs and at least seven wolves comprised up to 40 
per cent of the animal bones found on site. At other Srubnaya sites, dog 
and wolf bones never made up more than 3 per cent of the total animal 
bones found. While it is unusual to find such a large proportion of dog 
and wolf bones, it is the treatment of the killed animals that is most 
interesting. The animals were filleted and chopped into 1- to 3-inch 
pieces, following a standardised and apparently strictly ritual pattern. 
There is also a clear seasonal connection since the canids were mainly 
killed in winter. The dogs were all relatively old, between six and 12 years 
of age, and had apparently been treated well during their lifetime as 
their bones showed few signs of trauma before their sacrifice. Cows, 
sheep and other animals found on the site did not show the same 
patterns. These had been killed throughout the year and had not been 
butchered in the same intensive and formalised manner. The average 
dog was chopped in 54 parts, while other animal species had only been 
broken down into between eight and 23 parts. Over 70 per cent of the 
dogs subjected to DNA analysis proved to be male, which may further 
strengthen the interpretation that these animals were sacrificed in a 
male initiation rite. 

At Krasnosamarskoe, the ritual was centred around dog sacrifice in 
a region and time period when dogs were not normally eaten. Cattle and 
sheep were indeed consumed throughout the year on the site whereas 
dogs were killed almost exclusively in the winter in a regular inversion 
of normal dietary customs. Krasnosamarskoe appears to have been a 
place where Srubnaya people from across the region came to 
periodically engage in transgressive initiation rituals that were 
conducted in winter and required dog and wolf sacrifice. According to 
Brown and Anthony: 

 
‘Eating wolves was an additional inversion, symbolic of anti-
culture – a murderer “has become like a wolf” in Hittite law, 
and “wolf” was used to refer to brigands and outlaws, people 
who stand outside the law, in many other Indo-European 
languages’ (Brown & Anthony 2019:100). 
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In particular, the heads of the dogs were skilfully cut up with an axe, 
probably by an experienced individual who had done this many times. 
This was therefore probably a ritual conducted by specialists. Two adult 
men and two adult women from the nearby cemetery, with unusual 
skeletal pathologies and post-mortem treatments, were interpreted as 
possibly being two generations of resident ritual specialists active on 
this site. The use of an axe and the fact that the cutting seems to have 
been performed by skilled ritual specialists is particularly intriguing. It 
can be assumed that the cutting was of central importance and may 
correspond with key parts of Indo-European creation mythology and 
sacrificial rituals (e.g. Lincoln 1991). 

Anthony and Brown’s tentative interpretation of Krasnosamarskoe 
is that it was a place where Srubnaya boys went to symbolically become 
and live as dogs for a certain period before being reintegrated into 
society as men. The significance of this type of band of young warriors 
in Srubnaya culture is particularly interesting since it may provide clues 
about early Indo-European migration and expansion processes across 
Eurasia. The Krasnosamarskoe site provides the most expressive and 
earliest archaeological evidence to date of rituals that can be linked to 
such a concept and context. Initial raids led by young warriors could 
have led to the establishment of new settlements in foreign lands. These 
‘riders’ (perhaps in the literal sense of the word) may have prepared the 
ground for a greater migration of other sections of the population, 
including whole tribes with women, children and elderly people. This 
scenario is supported by archaeological findings in the early Single 
Grave – Corded Ware Culture in Jutland, Denmark, where 90 per cent 
of the burials were of males. These tombs have been interpreted as 
evidence of a kind of colonial expansion into areas that were previously 
core areas of the former Funnelbeaker culture (Anthony & Ringe 
2015:214; Kristiansen et al. 2017:339).  

This was apparently the result of a – from an archaeological 
perspective – very rapid movement of new ethnic groups with roots in 
the Yamnaya culture. From the beginning of the third millennium BC, 
until the initial phase of the Bronze Age, the impact of effective groups 
of devoted warriors of this kind is a very likely scenario. The existence 
of such migration groups would explain certain developments in Central 
and Northern Europe in the early Bronze Age that have been studied 
archaeologically and linguistically, but also through DNA analysis. 
There are also very thought-provoking possible parallels from other 
Indo-European contexts, particularly from the Mediterranean world 
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and Greek settlements in Asia Minor. Groups of initiates – young men 
in warrior bands of Indo-European nature – may have chosen to settle 
in completely new geographical areas to found their own communities 
instead of returning to their society of origin (Bremmer 2021).  

It can be assumed that the admission of women from foreign tribes 
was a prerequisite in these contexts as the groups that chose to settle in 
new regions were all-male. This corresponds to the results of aDNA 
studies that found primarily dominant male lineages settling in Central 
Europe, especially during the first phase of migration from the steppe 
(Batini, Hallast & Zadik et al. 2015). The female lines are much more 
varied and contain significant elements from previous and older 
populations in the local areas. Moreover, there are examples of several 
migrations/expansions in various directions from the core-Indo-
European centre on the Pontic steppe and adjacent areas at the end of 
the third millennium BC and the beginning of the second millennium 
BC. One is of course the well-known southward expansion onto the 
Indian peninsula, eventually resulting in the Vedic culture, which is now 
also strongly supported by the documentation of dominant male lines 
of steppe ancestry even in today’s India (Singh, Sarkar & Nandineni 2018; 
Witzel 2019). Another example is the Tarim Basin in the Taklamakan 
Desert in the Central Asian part of today’s China. aDNA analysis from 
ancient burials in this area, particularly the well-researched burial site 
Xiaohe mudi (also known as the Ördek necropolis), shows a similar 
pattern, with preserved male lineages of steppe ancestry and more 
mixed female lineages (Li et al. 2010, 2015).  

The desire for expansion of mainly male subgroups has therefore 
been well documented thanks to recent aDNA studies and this field 
continues to be extremely expansive at the time of writing. The new 
results that are constantly being presented will further clarify the 
mechanisms behind this prehistoric expansion and explain why these 
male lineages became dominant in the areas where they settled. In any 
case, one may soon be able to interpret pastoralism and cattle as 
fundamental drivers of migration and cultural change across the whole 
area of Indo-European influence. 

It is rare to find sites like Krasnosamarskoe that show the role of 
sacrificial sites in initiation rites. To date, none has been discovered in 
Scandinavia. However, there is evidence that the dog had a special role 
in certain contexts in Scandinavia. The fact that some documented 
contexts have a later dating than Krasnosamarskoe does not pose a 
problem, as we discuss very long time periods in terms of preserved 
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Indo-European rituals. At the same time, it is obvious that the man-dog 
relationship goes far beyond the Indo-European cultural sphere, as 
evidenced by the burial of dogs from the Scandinavian Stone Age, 
including the Mesolithic site Skateholm in Scania and Middle Neolithic 
Ajvide on Gotland (e.g. Fahlander 2009). Nevertheless, there are 
indications that dogs may have had a more specific ritual role from the 
Bronze Age onwards as their bones were handled and deposited 
differently than those of other slaughtered animals. This is evident from 
finds during the excavations of the extensive Bronze Age settlement of 
Apalle in Uppland (Ullén 1996, 2003).  

Late Bronze Age and Early Iron Age finds from the Nordic area 
suggest dogs were sacrificed for specific purposes in certain contexts. In 
sacrificial finds in wetlands, dogs made up a large proportion of the 
sacrificed animals. One such site was a bog find in Östra Vemmerlöv in 
Scania (von Post 1919), which Folke Hansen first investigated in 1918 and 
1927, and which was also the subject of a more recent publication that 
featured new osteological analysis and interpretations (Storå et al. 
2020). The finds included remains of seven humans, 21 dogs and skeletal 
remains of 21 red fox, cattle, sheep, horse, red deer and pig deposited in 
three pits in different parts of the bog. Such sacrificial sites are not 
unusual but the number of dogs sacrificed and deposited at the site is 
remarkable. At the time of the original excavation, the bog deposits 
were dated to the Bronze Age but without any confirmed dating. The 
reason for the dating was mainly the location of the site in a landscape 
surrounded by Early Bronze Age barrows and nearby rock carvings. 
However, there are also numerous Early Iron Age remains in the 
vicinity. New radiocarbon dating places the sacrificial activities mainly 
in the late Bronze Age and earliest part of the Pre-Roman Iron Age (c. 
750-250 BC), probably with an emphasis on the latter part of the dating 
time span. Further sacrificial deposits were made in the 7th-8th century 
and 9th-10th centuries AD. This archaeological site was therefore used for 
a very long period though it is impossible to detect full continuity within 
the investigated area. 

In Östra Vemmerlöv, the ritual context is clear and the strong 
dominance of dog bones is striking. However, the way these dogs were 
treated before being selected as sacrificial animals seems to differ 
significantly from the conditions in Krasnosamarskoe. At Krasno-
samarskoe, the dogs had apparently lived a good life, in several cases 
until an advanced age, while the dogs in Östra Vemmerlöv had lived a 
much harder life, a feature also found elsewhere in Scandinavia where 
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dogs have been sacrificed. With regards to Östra Vemmerlöv, Storå et 
al. (2020:8) write:  

 
‘[T]he ill-treatment of dogs is obvious at Östra Vemmerlöv. 
Two thirds of the dog crania in Östra Vemmerlöv had traces of 
healed skeletal injuries. The location of traumas is strikingly 
like that of a man-to-man encounter between left-handed 
(human) opponents. The dogs were violently punished in a 
rather regular manner during their life. Some of the violent 
encounters caused major trauma to the head, such as the 
marked depression in the snout in front of the eyes or the 
dislocation of bone fragments into the left eye socket… The 
handling of the dogs at Östra Vemmerlöv has equivalents. The 
practice of offering dogs in wetlands is known from Denmark 
in Pre- Roman and Roman times. One site at Hedelisker in the 
area of Forlev, held skeletons of 13 dogs, intermingled with 
human bones, weapons, pottery and a wooden phallus. Two of 
the dogs were tied up with ropes and stones. Another bog in 
Varbrogård, Vendsyssel contained bones from at least 13 dogs, 
beside remains from 11 complete sheep/goats.’ 

 
This does not necessarily mean that all the dogs sacrificed in these 
places were subjected to severe abuse or had an unusually hard life 
before they were sacrificed, but in several cases, this had obviously 
happened. In that respect, the relationship between humans and 
sacrificial animals seems to differ between Scandinavian Late Bronze 
Age/Early Iron Age sites and the older, remoter Krasnosamarskoe. As 
the context of the Scandinavian finds of sacrificed dogs has to date not 
been analysed from the interpretive perspective used in the Samara 
Valley Project, it is difficult to claim that Östra Vemmerlöv and 
corresponding Scandinavian finds derive from initiation rites. However, 
we still want to highlight these findings in this context and to point out 
their possible significance, as they fit well into the pattern of initiation 
rites of the kind that Brown and Anthony suggest took place in Srubnaya 
culture at Krasnosamarskoe. Even Krasnosamarskoe was not 
interpreted as a place of initiation for the Indo-European kóryos before 
Brown and Anthony opened up a space for such an interpretation. 

Find contexts other than sacrificial sites can also provide insights 
into beliefs about a symbolic connection between dogs and bands of 
young warriors. Bones constituted the largest find category from Apalle, 
Sweden, with a total weight of 850 kg divided into more than 260,000 
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fragments, of which approximately 25 per cent could be identified. 
Cattle, together with sheep/goat were by far the most represented 
species, while there were just 568 fragments of dog bones, equivalent to 
1.3 per cent of the total bone material. However, dog bones and horse 
bones were deposited differently than those of other species, especially 
during the earlier phase of the settlement (13th-11th century BC). Horse 
bones from this phase were found gathered inside one of the burnt 
mounds (heaps of fire-cracked stone) in the centre of the site. While few 
dog bones were found in these kinds of structures during this phase, 
distinct depositions of dog bones were identified on the southern side 
of the outermost boundary of the settlement.  

Dogs were also buried in pits during the later phase of the 
settlement in the 9th-8th century BC but these burials were more often 
individual or in pairs beside each house. Already during the early phase, 
animal crania and jawbones, including of dogs, were placed in the 
houses, a custom which appears to become more pronounced during 
the late phase. It is also interesting that dog bones were generally the 
best preserved and that most of the whole or nearly whole crania found 
at the site were of dogs (Ullén 1996:174-177 with references). Inga Ullén, 
the archaeologist responsible for the Apalle excavation, interpreted this 
as evidence of a special relationship between dogs and humans 
throughout the settlement period. 

It is also remarkable that the oldest phase of the Apalle settlement 
features such clear ritual deposition of horses and dogs but that the two 
species were deposited in different ways. Burnt mounds of the type 
found in the centre of the settlement were most likely sacrificial sites 
(e.g. Kaliff 1997, 2005, 2007), though in older literature they are often 
treated as ‘rubbish heaps’. The unusually clear and significant finds at 
Apalle may rather be interpreted as a classic example of early Indo-
European horse sacrifice (Kaliff & Oestigaard 2020). 

The symbolic similarity between bands of young warriors of the 
kóryos type and dogs/wolves is, as we have seen, significant as both the 
warrior and the dog is tasked with guarding society. Depositing dogs on 
the outskirts of the settlement could thus be interpreted as a kind of 
symbolic guard force – a kind of spiritual kóryos in dog form – who 
defends the border between the settlement and the surrounding land. 
Pastoralism and cattle-herding were intimately related to horses and 
dogs. This was the world into which the youngsters and warriors were 
being initiated.  
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3. Cattle, Cowlonialism and  

Indo-Europeanisation 
 
 
 

‘If patron-sponsored public feasts and guest-host relationships 
were the attractive factors in recruiting followers, a more 
coercive PIE institution could have compelled outsiders to seek 
protection with IE-speaking patrons. That institution was the 
war-band of newly initiated youths (kóryos). Comparative 
mythology suggests that PIE boys were initiated, perhaps as an 
age-set, into roaming war-bands of youths described as violent, 
thieving, and promiscuous, in which they served for a number of 
years before returning home to adopt more respectable identities 
as mature men…. The Germanic Männerbünde, Italic sodales 
and luperci, Celtic fianna, Greek ephebes, and Vedic Vratyas and 
Maruts present parallel linkages between youth, raiding/ 
community defense, landlessness, promiscuity, and liminality. 
Youthful war-bands apparently operated on the frontiers of IE 
societies, wore animal skins to appear like wolves or dogs, and 
bore names containing the word ‘wolf’ or ‘dog,’ each a symbol of 
death and war in IE mythologies.’ 
 
David Anthony & Don Ringe 
‘The Indo-European Homeland from Linguistic and Archaeo-
logical Perspectives’ (2015:213). 

 
 
 
Pastoralism and peasants – husbandry and sedentary households 
 
The Indo-European migration is closely associated with groups on 
horseback coming from the steppes in the east. However, this episode 
was probably quite different from the invasions of Attila and the Huns 
in the 5th century AD or Genghis Khan and the Mongols in the 12th-13th 
century AD. These warriors on horseback from the east successfully 
colonised Europe, but hardly made any cultural and cosmological 
impact, especially compared to the Indo-Europeans several millennia 
earlier. Whereas the Huns and the Mongols conquered large areas 
within a short time, they were unable to control and maintain their 
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empires. The main difference between the two types of episodes was not 
the violence or the warriors per se, but rather the cattle that the Indo-
European migrants brought with them. Though a pastoral society is 
mobile, it is to a large degree local because the animals and their herders 
need food. Pastoral societies are in various degrees sedentary or at least 
move at a slower pace than warriors on horses because large herds of 
cattle live according to the natural cycle. A partly sedentary lifestyle is 
therefore not exclusively associated with agriculturalists and the 
cultivation of grain. Even on the eastern steppe in the area of origin of 
the common Indo-European rituals and migrations, pastoralists were 
settled for part of the year.  

Returning to the Late Bronze Age Srubnaya culture or Timber-grave 
culture as a point of departure, it was a pastoral culture that occupied 
the eastern part of the Pontic-Caspian steppe during the 18th-12th 
centuries BC. It was distributed in a vast area from the Dnieper River on 
the northern shore of the Black Sea, eastwards along the northern base 
of the Caucasus to the northern shore of the Caspian Sea. Further east, 
we meet the Andronovo culture, to which the Srubnaya culture was, by 
all accounts, closely related. The Srubnaya culture followed the earlier 
Catacomb culture in its western part and the Poltavka culture in the 
east. Later historical records indicate that the Srubnaya culture was 
succeeded by the so-called Cimmerians and Scythians. However, 
archaeologists are still divided as to whether the Srubnaya culture itself 
originated in the east or west, or whether it was a local development 
(Mallory & Adams 1997:541-42).  

Based on cultural and genetic similarities with other Indo-European 
groups, researchers have theorised that the Srubnaya culture people 
spoke a forerunner to the Iranian language group. This hypothesis also 
builds on certain place names in the area that provide significant clues. 
The distribution area of the Srubnaya culture corresponds with the 
distribution of Iranian hydronyms, i.e. toponyms that designate the 
proper name of a body of water (rivers and streams, lakes and ponds, 
swamps and marshes etc). Such toponyms often survived long after the 
language affiliation in the area had changed. It has therefore been 
suggested that the area of the Late Bronze Age Srubnaya culture was a 
staging region from which Iranian peoples later migrated across the 
Caucasus onto the Iranian Plateau (Mallory & Adams 1997:541–542; 
Kuzmina 2007:452). 

At the same time, there is reason to suspect that performances and 
rituals that belonged primarily to farming (pre-Indo-European) peoples 
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in Central Europe could at an early stage have been integrated into the 
cult and culture of Indo-European steppe pastoralists. Genetic studies 
clearly suggest such a scenario and that Corded Ware Culture, as well 
as the related Srubnaya, Petrovka, Sintashta and Andronovo Cultures, 
all harboured a mix of earlier Steppe ancestry and ancestry from 
European Neolithic farmers.  

This is consistent with a scenario of eastern steppe nomads 
originating in the Yamnaya Culture moving westward, mixing with local 
European agriculturalists and then moving back eastward to the steppe 
(e.g. Damgard et al. 2018; Narasimhan et al. 2019). The aDNA results 
suggested that these cultures were ultimately derived from a 
remigration of Central European peoples. In short, people went back 
and forth and cultural elements were mixed. Certain cultural features 
that appear in the somewhat later Bronze Age cultures on the steppe in 
the east, such as Sintashta and the Andronovo culture, may therefore 
actually have their origins in the west in the earlier (non-Indo) 
European Neolithic farming cultures.  

The culture now mainly associated with this ‘bridging’ is the so-
called Fatyanovo-Balanovo Culture (c. 2900–2050 BC), which has been 
genetically proven to be more or less identical to parts of the Corded 
Ware Culture. Genome data show that Fatyanovo Culture individuals 
were genetically similar to other Corded Ware cultures, carrying a 
mixture of Steppe and European early-farmer ancestry. The people of 
this culture are thought to have spoken an early Iranian language 
variant, and this culture is in turn a precursor to the equally likely 
Iranian-speaking Sintashta Culture.  

New Indo-European migrations in several directions have 
emanated from Sintashta and other closely related groups. In this 
second ‘wave’ of migration, which includes a migration to the southeast 
into what became Indo-Iranian territory, cultural elements spread 
again, even back to the European territories where they were once 
retrieved.  
 

‘The development of the Sintashta Culture centred in the 
southern Urals and of the Andronovo Culture in south-western 
Siberia… Both are innovative, in terms of their fortified sites, 
advanced metallurgy, horse-drawn chariots, and warrior ideals, 
to name only the most important, as well as geographically 
expansive. Their link to the CWC has recently been 
strengthened by aDNA studies proposing similarity between 
individuals affiliated with the CWC, on the one hand, and 
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Sintashta and Andronovo, on the other… In particular, a special 
role of writing world history is conferred on Andronovo in that 
it likely forms a substrate in the forwarding of steppe ancestry 
to southern Asia… the trajectory described here must appear 
like an irony of prehistoric east-west relationships in western 
Eurasia of the 3rd millennium BC. The CWC undoubtedly 
received its formation incentive from the initial westward 
migrations of Yamnaya populations from the Caspian-Pontic 
steppe. Only two or three centuries later, Fatyanovo-Balanovo, 
as the easternmost child of the wider CWC family, derives out 
of a probable eastward migration of these Corded Ware people 
just 5–10° latitude further north in the Upper and Middle Volga 
basin. A kind of continental-scale east–west loop closes in, 
finally, with the emergence of subsequent, ultimately CWC 
derived, cultures of Abashevo, Sintashta and Andronovo at 
2200–1900BC’ (Nordqvist & Heyd 2020:83). 

 
As we can see here, there is every reason to assume that there is a very 
fluid boundary between settlement cultivation and animal husbandry in 
late Bronze Age steppe cultures in the east. This mix of different origins 
of cultural elements may thus have been passed on to the offspring of 
these cultures in different geographical areas. For example, residency 
and other elements that are often associated with agriculture, can have 
secondary transfers to pastoralists.  

However, the ‘Srubnaya settlements in the Volga-Ural region were 
not agropastoral, the normal LBA diet did not contain cultivated grain, 
and the adoption of agriculture was not the cause of the LBA “settling-
down” process in the Volga-Ural steppes’ (Anthony 2016:17). Anthony 
continues: 
 

‘If LBA communities in the middle Volga steppes were able 
to live permanently, year-round, in log houses with herds of 
sheep, cattle, and horses but without agriculture, then 
steppe pastoralism was not inherently dependent on 
agriculture. Permanent residence in year-round settlements 
also was not dependent on agriculture. Sedentism and 
agriculture were decoupled in the LBA in the Volga-Ural 
steppes’ (Anthony 2016:20). 
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Fig. 26. Cattle, Ale’s Stones, Sweden. Photo: Terje Oestigaard. 
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Brown and Anthony’s studies of Srubnaya settlements within the 
Samara Valley Project show how seasonal changes can be equally crucial 
to the endurance of society. This is a conclusion that is to a large extent 
also applicable to Early Bronze Age Nordic societies (Fig. 26). The 
availability of water and fodder is absolutely crucial in order to keep 
large herds of cattle year round, particularly during enduring cold 
winters (Fig. 27). In this respect, too, the Samara Valley Project gives an 
excellent insight into relationships that have great bearing on 
Scandinavian conditions and traditions:  
 

‘[…] steppe pastoral subsistence was inherently prone to famine 
when winter blizzards or spring ice storms froze or starved 
entire herds. Free-ranging herds in the steppes of Kazakhstan 
regularly lost half or more of their numbers (Khazanov 1984:73) 
during severe ice and snow storms: “large-scale losses occurred 
every 6–11 years and local ones almost annually.” Khazanov 
(1984:72–75) argued that high annual variation in the severity 
of the steppe winters and in the productivity of wild steppe 
pastures meant that steppe herds regularly suffered steep 
declines, so pastoralists could never depend on livestock alone 
and therefore supplemented their diet with agricultural foods, 
even during periods when they were nomadic’ (Anthony 
2016:21). 

 
 
Water, weather and winter – wealth and warfare 
 
All ecologies have seasons; in the northern hemisphere, the duration 
and intensity of winter define the length of the growth season. 
Obviously, the winter in Småland in Sweden is fundamentally different 
from seasonal fluctuations in the Sudd swamps on the White Nile in 
South Sudan, for instance. In warm climates, winter is a less common 
term and seasonality is rather described in terms of wet and dry seasons, 
with the rainy season defining the life and livelihoods of pastoralists (see 
Tvedt 2016, 2021). 

‘The Secondary Products Revolution’ (Sherrat 1981, 1998), as part of 
which ploughing and pastoral products enabled the more innovative 
and intensive exploitation of new areas, is widely discussed in 
archaeology. As a theoretical concept based on analogies, it has greatly 
enhanced the archaeological understanding of pastoralism and the 
value of cattle.  



76 

 

 
Fig. 27. Scandinavian winter, Håga, Uppsala. Photo: Terje Oestigaard. 
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Ethnography may provide new insights into pastoralism and 
nomadism as historic phenomena with direct relevance for 
understanding processes of Indo-Europeanisation in general and the 
processes taking place in Scandinavia, specifically in Kivik. Also known 
as the ‘lords of the plains’, the Maasai in Kenya and Tanzania are 
probably the best-known pastoral group (Lonsdale 2008). In Sudan, 
there are the famous Nilotic people, including the Nuer and Dinkas 
(Seligman 1932; Evans-Pritchard 1956, 1969). Other historic pastoral 
groups include the lesser-known Sukuma people in Tanzania (Tanner 
1967, Reynold & Tanner 1995, Wijsen & Tanner 2000, 2002). Kenyan 
pastoralists have been described as the ‘people of milk’ but in fact their 
wellbeing depended on the rains that ensured pastures and fodder. 
Without sufficient and timely rains that allowed grass to grow, milk 
production was jeopardised, which could, in the worst case, lead to 
hunger, starvation and death among cattle and humans (Rutten 1992, 
2016). 

The concept of the ‘Secondary Products Revolution’ is largely an 
analytical tool that highlights the benefits of husbandry in agriculture 
and cultivation – from muscles (ploughing) and manure (fertility on 
fields) to milk (food without killing the animals). This revolution builds 
on and is a direct continuation and advanced development of the 
‘Neolithic Revolution’, a term initially coined by Gordon Childe and for 
the first time systematically used as an analytical tool in New Light on 
the Most Ancient East (Childe 1934). In Man Makes Himself, Childe 
writes:  
 

‘As a revolution the introduction of a food-producing economy 
should affect the lives of all concerned, so as to be reflected in 
the population curve… Two other aspects of simple food-
producing economy deserve attention. In the first place, food-
production, even in its simplest form, provides an opportunity 
and a motivation for the accumulation of surplus. A crop must 
not be consumed as soon as it is reaped… Secondly, the 
economy is entirely self-sufficing. The simple food-producing 
community is not dependent for any necessity of life on 
imports obtained by barter or exchange from other groups. It 
produces and collects all the food it needs… [However] this 
economic self-sufficiency does not necessarily spell isolation’ 
(Childe 1951[1936]:61, 71-72). 
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Fig. 28. Sukuma cattle, Usagara Village, Tanzania, 2011. Photo: Terje 
Oestigaard. 

 
Agrarian wealth was unparalleled until it met pastoralism in its 

original form. Pastoralism is a giant bank and the ultimate security net 
as long as the pastures are good, which depends on ecological variables 
and sufficient and timely rainfall. Evans-Pritchard emphasised the 
intimate relation between animals and humans, and how this symbiosis 
defined culture and cosmology to the extent that the cows were more 
parasites of the Nuer than the Nuer were parasites of the cow (Evans-
Pritchard 1969:36). Although the Nuer also had some horticulture: 

 
‘Nuer say that it is cattle that destroy people, for more people 
have died for the sake of a cow than for any other cause… You 
can trust a Nuer with any amount of money, pounds and 
pounds and pounds, and go away for years and return and he 
will not have stolen it; but a single cow – that is a different 
matter’ (Evans-Pritchard 1969:49). 

 
Cattle were said to be ‘the great bank’ in a pastoral society (Bjerk 
2006:8); cattle represented a degree of wealth unrivalled in other 
domains. Importantly, the pastoralists must bring their animals to 
sources of water and fodder at any costs: ‘Variation of water-supplies 
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and vegetation thus forces Nuer to move and determines the direction 
of their movements’ (Evans-Pritchard 1969:61). Poor weather can have 
disastrous consequences for pastoral communities. 

Socio-political conditions in the 1960s and 1970s drove many 
Sukuma pastoralists in Tanzania to become sedentary farmers (Fig. 28). 
Surplus production in agriculture is generally seen as a source of both 
subsistence and security but it also relies on favourable climatic 
conditions. During a severe drought in 2011, one farmer explained the 
difference between farming and pastoralism: ‘One cannot move the land 
and farmers have to live where their land is’ (Oestigaard 2014:70). In the 
cold Nordic climates, the ecological realities were harsh. The winter was 
the greatest threat to harvests and food security. Historically, it is 
reported that the average agricultural decade in Finland yielded one 
good harvest with abundant crops, two were catastrophic or lost, three 
were poor and four were sufficient or mediocre (Huhtamaa 2018; 
Huhtamaa & Helama 2017). Farming was not only hard work, it was also 
risky in these cold regions where winters were long.  

More temperate areas, on the other hand, were highly suited to 
cattle and pastoralism. Here cattle were both a bank and an insurance 
company (see Wilkin et al. 2021): 
 

Wealth. If a cow gives birth to a calf each year, it implies a 
doubling of the original investment (Kjerland 1995). Thus, 
the wealth of cattle is very real for pastoralists. Such an 
accumulation of wealth was unparalleled in a pre-industrial 
world and this asset could be traded, used as a dowry in 
marriage or offered as a gift in alliance-making. 
 
Health. Returning to the Nuer, the ‘environmental 
conditions, as well as the need for cereal food to supplement 
their milk diet, prevent the Nuer from being entirely 
nomadic,’ Evans-Pritchard says, ‘but milk food enables them 
to lead a roving life for part of the year and gives them 
mobility and elusiveness… Milk requires neither storage nor 
transport, being daily renewed’ (Evans-Pritchard 1969:25). 

 
Owning many cows promises ultimate health and wealth. Ideally, 

the wealth is doubled each year and the cattle themselves renew the 
food supply every day, so that it is always available, wherever the 
humans and animals go. In practice, however, pastoral communities 
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depend entirely on good pastures: without water and fodder, the health 
and wealth of both the herd and its herders are at risk. The stakes for 
pastoralists were high: where farmers may cultivate barren fields the 
following year after a failed harvest, pastoralists could experience long-
term repercussions if animals died during a drought, with the 
community taking years or even decades to recover. Thus, ‘human 
needs have to be subordinated to the needs of the calves, which are the 
first consideration if the herd is to be perpetuated’ (Evans-Pritchard 
1969:23). 

Children played a fundamental role in herding. As an example, an 
old Maasai tour guide in Kenya recalled growing up in a pastoralist 
community. At the age of seven, he was given the responsibility of 
looking after the cattle and taking them out on his own. He explains the 
excitement he felt and what he learnt: 
  

‘[T]o look after [the cattle] in the bush, in the wild because we 
experienced much, of which that is our culture that you will 
have to grow up with because you will be taught much. You’ll 
know much about how to survive in the wild, like going to look 
after… I’ve already learnt much on how to, I mean on how to 
escape danger animals. And then, as we look after, we used to 
have kind of games... throwing of spears, of which that is where 
you can learn’ (Chakrabarti 2021:35). 

 
Throughout history, conflict between nomads and farmers, but also 
between pastoral groups have existed. Among the Nilotic people, the 
Dinka were the mortal enemies of the Nuer. ‘Their social relationship is 
one of hostility and its expression is in warfare’, Evans-Pritchard writes. 
Most encounters between the groups were traditionally dominated by 
cattle-raiding. This was also a fundamental part of being a man and 
marked the transition from boyhood into manhood: ‘When a boy passes 
into the grade of manhood his domestic duties and privileges are 
radically altered… At initiation a youth receives from his father or uncle 
a spear and becomes a warrior’ (Evans-Pritchard 1969:129, 254). The 
Sungusungu groups among the Sukuma may give further clues about 
the importance of organising militant communities around cattle and 
herding. However, the Sungusungu were more than just a Sukuma 
cattle-guarding militia. In recent decades, ‘[t]he groups were not a kind 
of free-floating Sukuma militia detached from village government. They 
were incorporated in the village administration through the official 
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village defence committee and thus accountable to the village 
government’ (Brandström 2021:180). 

The protection of cattle and intensive herding are immense 
challenges that are predominantly male tasks. In most pastoral 
communities, manhood is essentially the outcome of extensive rituals 
that prepare the neophyte for his role as a herder and a warrior. The 
constant movement of herds to new areas with sufficient fodder 
inevitably led to conflict with other pastoral groups and sedentary 
farmers. Pastoral groups had no choice but to become trained in 
violence – cattle-raiding and warfare – and protection against attacks 
from other groups. On the surface, such a scenario seems to fit well with 
the Indo-European notion of incoming migrants on horseback and 
pastoral groups coming from the steppes in the east, but the picture is 
more complex. 
 
 
Pastoralism, violence and domination 
 
There is a dogma in archaeology that the Indo-Europeans brought new 
forms of violence and dominance as a result of increased hierarchisation 
and the novel organisation of society. A masculine ideology that focused 
on warfare replaced a more egalitarian and perhaps matrilineal farming 
society. The alleged peaceful feminine pre-Indo-European society was 
one of the hallmarks of Marija Gimbutas’ interpretations, and certainly 
statues like the Venus of Willendorf support a notion of women and 
fertility. This and other figurines – for instance the large numbers of 
typical goddess figurines found in early European agricultural societies 
and especially in the Vinča culture – which Gimbutas described as ‘Old 
Europe’, represented the time before the Indo-European immigration 
(Gimbutas 1956, 1974, 1989, 1991). Gimbutas has received a late and well-
deserved acknowledgement of her interpretation of the Indo-
Europeans, as her so-called ‘Kurgan theory’ has essentially proved to be 
in line with what the aDNA now seems to show. However, the image of 
a peaceful feminine Neolithic and pre-Indo-European world has been 
challenged. Material evidence from Denmark, for example, clearly 
speaks of violent cultures and practices. In the Funnelbeaker culture 
people were violently killed and the skeletal material strongly 
contradicts a peaceful society. Thus, if the pre-Indo-European societies 
were as violent as any other society – perhaps even more violent than 
the pastoral and migratory Indo-Europeans – Rune Iversen asks what 
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implications this will have for Indo-European studies, since alleged 
violent dominance has been a basic premise (Iversen 2021). 

There are various other explanations for the rapid dominance of 
Indo-Europeans in the areas to which they moved. A combination of 
causes is both possible and probable. One of the great plagues in world 
history was caused by the Yersina pestis bacteria (Alchon 2003), which 
apparently spread to Europe through the expansion of the Yamnaya 
culture, possibly wreaking havoc in the Neolithic population 
(Rasmussen et al. 2015; Spyrou et al. 2018). During the oldest stage of 
Indo-European expansion, the plague bacterium may not yet have 
developed into the extremely deadly variant that occurred later in 
history but it seems that the fact that the disease spread precisely at this 
point in history played a crucial role in the process of Indo-
Europeanisation. This seems to have been the case in some geographical 
areas where the Indo-European steppe peoples came. The most-
discussed example in the scientific literature was examined in a 2018 
study (Olalde et al. 2018) of very extensive aDNA material from the 
British Isles which seems to show a dramatic decrease of the older 
Neolithic population during the second half of the 2000s BC, when the 
gene pool was replaced by DNA from the steppe. This could indicate a 
devastating epidemic to which the arriving steppe peoples may have 
already been immune, a similar scenario as when Europeans arrived in 
America about four millennia later.  

A fundamental factor when it comes to Indo-Europeans and their 
expansion into new areas was most likely cattle. Also in this respect, 
there are studies that strongly suggest that livestock farming was an 
extremely important formative activity. Vegetation history shows a 
close relation between human aDNA and the rapid expansion of the 
Yamnaya-related people (Racimo et al. 2020), forest reduction and 
increased pasture and grasslands. On Jutland, deforestation followed in 
the footsteps of humans and cattle after the arrival of the Corded Ware 
Culture (Andersen 1993; Kristiansen 2007). Kristiansen et al. point out:  

 
‘Corded Ware people burned down forests on a massive scale, 
thereby creating open, steppe-like grazing lands for their herds. 
A more gradual opening of the landscape is also found in other 
regions, while subsistence seems to have been a variable mix of 
cultivation, husbandry and some hunting and gathering’ 
(Kristiansen et al. 2017:336).  
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Fig. 29. Neolithic dolmen, Fastmårup, Sweden. Photo: Mårten Sjöbeck, 
1935. Source: Alvin database, Uppsala University. 

 
This far-reaching transformation of the landscape and the dramatic 

change in ecology it entailed provide important clues to understanding 
the Indo-Europeanisation process (Fig. 29).  

Evidence from early Vedic culture in India suggests a similar 
scenario with the Indo-European invaders engaging in large-scale slash-
and-burn agriculture to clear new pastures. From the early 2nd 
millennium BC onwards, the early Vedic people cleared and burned 
parts of dense forest between the Ganges and the Yamuna rivers to make 
grazing land and cropland. ‘The eastward marshes of the Vedic nomads 
were accompanied by battles, cattle raids, and the burning of forests’ 
(Staal 2001[1983]:97). This allowed more people to migrate with 
livestock and live in good conditions in this mild fertile plain, a scenario 
that is more or less analogous with the historic landscape results from 
Jutland. This custom of burning forest to create new pasture has deep 
roots in Indian culture and remains important today. In many areas, the 
practice continues to clash with forest management. Modern India has 
a policy of fire suppression, dating back to 1927, although fire regimes 
continue to be an annual phenomenon in many Indian forests almost a 
century later (Schmerbeck, Hiremath & Ravichandran (eds.) 2007:5). 
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‘For India, the spiritual interacts with the practical and that 
which organizes society is also thought to govern nature. The 
instalment of Agni and the Vedic fire ceremony, and the way 
this impacted Hindu society, had its parallel in the way by 
which Aryan fire worked on the Indian environment. Fire 
ordered the landscape as caste did people. The sacrifice to Agni 
took the form of burning India’s forests, or rather of reworking 
them in somewhat newer ways to support an economy 
dependent on livestock’ (Mukhopadhyay 2007:27). 

 
In Bronze Age Scandinavia, it is impossible to accurately estimate the 
number of cattle and the sizes of the individual herds within a village or 
patrilineal societal group (Fig. 30). Far-reaching ecological changes and 
massive deforestation suggest herds were large. However, there was an 
important chronological aspect to this process. The burning of forests 
was not the first priority because cattle need food and water 
immediately. This was probably the key to the success of the Indo-
European migration and displacement of the existing Neolithic culture. 
It was violence but not only by human means. 
 

 
 

Fig. 30. Fertility and ploughing ritual. Litsleby 6 Tanum, Bohuslän, 
Sweden. Documentation by Gerhard Milstreu, 2011. Source: www.shfa.se 
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In his thesis Cowlonialism in the New Spain. Co-creating meaning 
and negotiating changes in the landscape of New Spain, Franklin de Jesús 
M. Martínez (2020) analyses the most efficient colonial agent of all: 
cows. A central question in historic analysis is how a small group of 
incoming people, although they often have superior technology and 
weaponry, is able to colonise and dominate large heavily populated 
areas. In his study, Martínez analyses encounters between indigenous 
communities and Spanish settlers in the first decades (1550-1602) of the 
Spanish colonisation of the Americas, which included large parts of the 
western United States, Mexico and Central America. The colonisers 
brought disease with them but Martínez places the emphasis on 
conquering, not killing. Original correspondence between the 
colonisers and the administration in Spain clearly shows the 
devastatingly efficient role of cattle in this process. Without cattle, the 
colonisation could not have been as rapid and far-reaching. In 1585, Real 
Cédula describes the extensive damage cattle and carriages inflicted on 
the indigenous people (Martínez 2020:34):  
 

‘For about 10 years to now the carriages and wagons of mules 
and oxen have increased for the purpose of taking clothes, 
pipes and other merchandises that come in the ships from the 
city of Veracruz to the [city] of Mexico and other parts that 
have to pass by that province… more than 20 thousand oxen 
without counting the mules that are many more and without 
the harriae… [the] oxen and mules do many damages to the 
cultivated lands and houses of the natives and they eat the 
plants tunas magueis mayzales and other legumes… being their 
main crop it is the occasion that they… leave their houses and 
haciendas.’ 

 
This is a recurring theme in the archives: the cattle ate crops and 
trampled through fields, causing irreparable damage to indigenous 
farmers and their livelihoods. The damage was so extensive that the king 
initially tried to limit this kind of colonisation. In a letter to the 
Viceroyalty of New Spain from 1550, King Carlos I of Spain and V of the 
Holy Roman Empire addressed the issue of the free-roaming cattle that 
were wreaking havoc on people and plants (Martínez 2020:42): 
 

‘Because of many petitions in my own Council of the Indies that 
have been presented about the estancias several times it has 
been told to us that the estancias of cattle, mares pigs and other 
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minor livestock do damage in the maize crops of the Native 
Indigenous of this land and especially the cattle that roams 
unruly and which cannot be guarded which causes the 
indigenous to go by great labours.’ 

 
However, the damage to indigenous people, their lands and crops 
continued, and in 1585 King Philip II wrote: 
 

‘I order you to send to this province what is convenient in order 
to know about the damages done by the said big cattle which 
the caretakers and owners… and which corresponds to them to 
pay for such damages and at the same time to prohibit that in 
this province during no time during the year cattle can use it as 
grazing land… it is more than seven hundred thousand heads 
of minor cattle’ (Martínez 2020:44). 

 
If the number of ‘more than 700,000 heads of minor cattle’ – including 
sheep, pigs and goats – is correct, it gives an idea of the scale of the herds 
and the extent of the damage they may have caused. The role of cows 
and cattle in the colonisation of New Spain prompted Martínez to coin 
the term ‘cowlonialism’:  
 

‘The concept of Cowlonialism implies, by its existence, that it 
is different than Colonialism. Colonialism is a human process; 
Cowlonialism is a more-than-human process. Cattle are 
agenting, in Cowlonialism, modifying and acting on the world 
around them and their own existence’ (Martínez 2020:69). 

 
Returning to Scandinavia, the Indo-Europeanisation process seems to 
have developed along similar lines though it is difficult to estimate the 
scale of the cattle herds. Large-scale deforestation and burning of forests 
took place but only after the cattle had caused excessive damage, eating 
crops and destroying fields and farms. This probably explains why Indo-
European pastoral groups were so successful and came to dominate and 
even replace the pre-Indo-European Neolithic population. As in New 
Spain, the incoming populations brought plagues and diseases with 
them but the huge herds of cattle were probably more destructive and 
had a greater impact on the prehistoric dynamics. Large herds of cattle 
are much more efficient and powerful colonial tools than individual axe-
wielding warriors on horseback. Maximal power and impact are 
executed with minimal inputs.  
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Fig. 31. Meat, muscles, manure and hungry stomachs. Photo: Terje 
Oestigaard. 

 
While it is reasonable to assume that there were intergroup 

conflicts between and among pastoral and nomadic Indo-European 
groups, the most dramatic long-term impacts were those resulting from 
incoming pastoral groups with large cattle herds that destroyed the 
indigenous communities’ fields and crops (Fig. 31). 

Violent Neolithic cultures were probably able to defend themselves 
against incoming groups in man-to-man fights; their capacity to kill is 
after all widely attested to in the Funnelbeaker culture, for instance. 
Though horsemen may have initial advantages, they can be 
outnumbered and outsmarted by locals who know the landscape and 
are socially and strategically organised. However, this dynamic changes 
when a huge herd of animals is added to the mix, providing the pastoral 
groups of warriors on horseback with an enormous mass of additional 
muscles – and stomachs. This is also where dogs and wolves come in. 
Cattle herds move slowly to their own rhythm and the nomadic war 
bands herding these crowds would have been a tremendous force. If 
eight men with weapons, cattle and dogs entered a cultivated field 
indigenous farmers would not be able to prevent the oncoming 
catastrophe. The warriors on their own were one thing but having fields 
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trampled and harvests devoured was a greater catastrophe. The pastoral 
nomads always had food in the form of milk from their cattle but for an 
agrarian society living on margins, failed harvests were a matter of life 
and death. In the space of a few generations, a rapid population change 
would have taken place as nomadic pastoralists kept their animals in 
the vicinity of food and water, i.e. where the original farmers had 
cultivated land. 
 
 
Kivik and the history of archaeological thought 
 
Kivik can be seen as a key site in this process but also as the illustration 
of a paradox in archaeology or the history of archaeological thought. In 
his study Bredarör på Kivik - en arkeologisk odyssé, Joakim Goldhahn 
states that he does not aim to present a new interpretation of Kivik or 
the Bronze Age in Southern Scandinavia (ca. 1700-500 BC) but rather to 
describe some of the archaeologists and archaeologies of Kivik over the 
centuries (Goldhahn 2013:32). As a history of thought, it is a great 
contribution (and we would highly recommend this book for readers 
interested in this history), but it also shows the limitations of the history 
of archaeological thought as a source for new understanding of history 
itself and how historic processes unfolded in the past. For example, if 
most archaeologists take a sun-cosmological perspective on slabs of 
rock art as a point of departure, there is a good chance that this 
interpretative paradigm will shape future research (Fig. 32).  

As pointed out, the human remains in the Kivik cairn range from 
1400 to 800 Cal. BC with a dominance of young adolescents primarily 
between 13 and 15 years of age (Goldhahn 2009, 2013). This data has not 
yet been interpreted. It is therefore difficult to oversee the current status 
of interpretation of Kivik from a cosmological perspective and the 
monument remains as enigmatic as ever. In practice, however, one 
inevitably arrives back at Randsborg’s interpretation of sun cosmology 
and the debate it instigated (Randsborg 1993). In the words of Flemming 
Kaul: 
 

‘Randsborg suggests that the renderings could reflect a Bronze-
Age cosmos with three, or perhaps four divisions: (1) the world 
above, the sky with the sun; a middle world, human (2a) and 
natural (2b), under the command of human beings, primarily 
men, and a nether world (3), the lands of souls, where boats 
bearing ancestors stranded, or off whose shores they drifted on  
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Fig. 32. The Trundholm sun chariot. Source: The National Museum of 
Denmark, Copenhagen. Creative Commons. 

 
what would seem to be the sea of the dead. To a certain extent 
I can accept this view of a Bronze-Age cosmos but the premises 
on which this view or interpretation is based do not correspond 
with the results which are yielded by my analysis of the ships-
representations on the bronze objects… I for my part consider 
that the ships on the Sagaholm-carvings which are sailing to 
the right all belong to the daytime (and the horses as well), 
while the two ships to the left can be night-ships, or for that 
matter, ships of the underworld. Nor can I accept Randsborg’s 
view of the mythological role of women as being concerned 
with nature and cosmos (probably based on some religious 
views far distanced in time and space from the Bronze-Age in 
Scandinavia; perhaps inspired by the Celtic goddesses of 
chaos?)’ (Kaul 1998:269). 
 

This quote encapsulates many discussions about Bronze-Age cosmology 
in general and Kivik in particular, which are firmly rooted in post-
processual archaeology. It is clear that agriculture has not been a 
dominant frame for interpreting Kivik; in fact, it has recently been 
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argued that archaeology of the Scandinavian Bronze Age has been too 
focused on agriculture.  
 

‘Though all Bronze Age societies and cultural groups in Europe 
and elsewhere postdate the introduction of agriculture as a 
subsistence strategy and the taming of the most common 
livestock such as cattle, sheep, goats and pig, a focus on the 
domestic sphere prevails in Bronze Age research. Since the 
early 1980s, it has been predictable to associate this epoch with 
an intensification and enculturation of animal husbandry and 
agriculture… One of the results of this perception is an 
overwhelming stress on domesticated animals, agriculture, and 
household economies… Bronze Age societies are described as 
domesticated farmers, herders, traders, warriors and chiefs…’ 
(Goldhahn 2019:40). 

 
The new dates at Kivik place the cairn and the buried individuals in the 
time-range 1400-800 BC, which coincides with the crucial phase of 
transition from pastoralism to intensive sedentary agriculture in 
Southern Scandinavia. In fact, probably the oldest domesticated 
remains of a horse were found at Kivik, with a horse tooth dated to 1520-
1310 BC (Goldhahn 2013:488). In this context, it is important to 
emphasise that the depiction of a two-wheeled horse-drawn chariot on 
one of the slabs in the Kivik tomb has an early dating, even from an 
international perspective (Fig. 33). 
 

Fig. 33. Kivik and 
wheels. Photo: 
Terje Oestigaard. 
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Fig. 34. Historic farming and harvesting. Origin Norway? c. 1300. Source: 
Alvin database, Uppsala University. 

 
Following Stig Welinder, it is difficult to give absolute dates for the 

introduction, development and transition from pastoralism to historical 
farms and there are also significant regional variations (Welinder, 
Pedersen & Widgren 1998; Welinder 2011). Agriculture was introduced 
in 4000-3800 BC as far north as Bohuslän, Västergötland, Närke, 
Västmanland, Uppland and perhaps even further north. The revolution 
in secondary products took place during the time span 3000-1500 BC, in 
other words as part of the Indo-Europeanisation of Southern 
Scandinavia. Welinder writes of this process (Fig. 34): 

 
‘[A]griculture in the period 1200–800 bc was the wholly 
dominant way of life as far north as present-day Västergötland 
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and Uppland… The advent of historical farms [happened in] 
1000–800 BC. Over the course of a couple of centuries, farms 
began to be built with outbuildings, sometimes with byres. 
They had cleared, permanent, manured fields’ (Welinder 
2011:23, 43). 

 
This makes Kivik the perfect site for understanding the cultural and 
cosmological changes that took place when Indo-European pastoralism 
and nomadism became sedentary. Importantly, the cairn and the grave, 
in addition to the cult houses in the vicinity, were permanent structures 
in time and space; they anchored culture and cosmology in that very 
place and the rituals there conducted over 500-600 years connect the 
pastoral world with a sedentary agricultural world.  

The ecology of Scandinavia with long cold winters forced everyone 
to slow down and stay put in the coldest months. Farmers and animals 
alike needed food and protection, especially in winter (Ericsson 2002: 
63). In summer, herds are mobile and can travel over distances, but a 
several-hundred-kilo cow cannot walk in deep snow. Although there 
might have been seasonal migrations to good pastures during summer 
(historically in Scandinavia’s mountainous regions e.g. (Solheim 1952)), 
the heavy clearance of forest land on Jutland that created new grazing 
land clearly suggests people became more and more sedentary. Once 
the Neolithic farmers had been displaced, their crops eaten and their 
lands taken, large herds in Scandinavia had few options for ecological 
mobility. ‘In Sweden,’ Frazer says, ‘the cattle are confined almost wholly 
to their stalls during the long and dreary northern winter’ (Frazer 
1922:341). Although Frazer refers to late historic periods, the animals 
were equally immobile and vulnerable in the Bronze Age, especially 
because of climate change and harsher living conditions during the 
latter part of the period (e.g. Armit et al. 2014).  

Obviously, semi-sedentary pastoralists who adopted agriculture 
preferred the best lands with the highest yields. As a consequence, there 
was most likely also an amalgamation between older pre-Indo-
European agricultural rituals and the pastoral and nomadic cosmology 
structured around cattle. While agricultural rituals are usually 
associated with cultivating the land, pastoral societies were highly 
vulnerable to seasons and the forces of the weather, access to water and 
the growth of pastures. The ecology locked humans and animals in a 
predominantly agrarian world, because after a long winter where the 
animals had starved in order to survive, the primary concern was food 
for both the animals and their herders/owners.  
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Fig. 35. Leader and novices? Detail from slab 7. Documented by Dietrich 
Evers 1970. Source: www.shfa.se 

 
Prolonged winters with heavy snow posed the greatest danger to 

health and wealth, which was why farmers who kept animals or 
cultivated grain ultimately had the same overall aim: ensuring a long 
growth season. In other words, fundamental parts of the ritualisation of 
nature and the world could have the same aim, because it would solve 
the same needs although by different means – animals or grain.  
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Under such harsh conditions in the north, there were many reasons 
for different groups to compete for resources in terms of access to 
territory – grains and grazing lands – and cattle as direct sources of 
wealth. In these societies, violent encounters were probably common 
occurrences, and, as discussed above, young warrior-like bands of 
cattle-raiders were a recurring phenomenon among nomadic and semi-
nomadic herders.  

While Scandinavian archaeologists have in recent decades mainly 
focused on a sun cosmology, Gordon Childe looked more at violence 
and sacrifices. Building on Childe’s work, we argue that he was closer to 
the prehistoric truth than many other archaeologists, although we put 
forward different interpretations. From an Indo-European perspective, 
Childe writes the following about Kivik (Fig. 35):  
 

‘One slab depicts a prince in chariot, directing the slaughter of 
three naked captives quite in the spirit of certain early 
Sumerian scenes. Another slab represents some rather puzzling 
ritual ceremonies: its upper register shows a band of musicians 
blowing long and curved trumpets or playing other less easily 
recognizable instruments; below in the middle we see eight 
women (looking very like seals!) grouped symmetrically about 
a large cauldron. The bottom register of these uncouth carvings 
cannot be over-estimated. They afford the oldest positive proof 
of the use of wheeled vehicles north of the Alpes and probably 
also of the domestication of the horse. The use of the musical 
instruments, well known in the succeeding period, is here 
dated back well into the second millennium B.C. The cult scene 
is even more important; for it anticipates a ceremony described 
by Strabo as observed among the Cimbri who hailed from 
Denmark, and more clearly depicted on a famous bronze 
[silver] cauldron of later date discovered at Gundestrup in 
Jutland. The Greek author describes how among the Teutonic 
tribe a priestess used to cut the throats of prisoners of war so 
that their blood gushed into a great cauldron. Omens were 
obtained in this manner. The Kivik monument implies a similar 
gruesome rite among the ancestral Teutons about 1400 B.C., 
unrolling in salutary wise a blood-stained page which we 
should gladly forget’ (Childe 1930:171-172). 
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Fig. 36. Farming in Torraröd, Färingtofta parish, Sweden Photo: Mårten 
Sjöbeck 1935. Source: Alvin database, Uppsala University. 

 
As we argue later, the war bands reflected indeed a very violent 

practice, which included blood sacrifices, although probably in a slightly 
different way than what Childe describes. Importantly, although war 
and violence are often separated from agriculture, access to land and 
resources has always been the ultimate source of conflict. As seen, 
especially among pastoral groups on the move with their herds, there is 
a fine line between cattle-raiding and warfare. 

In his works as a Marxist archaeologist, Childe revolutionised 
archaeology with his introduction of the terms ‘Neolithic revolution’ 
and ‘Urban revolution’. The material foundation in archaeology and 
agriculture pointed both forward and backward (Fig. 36). It liberated 
archaeology from the contemporary political ideologies and put 
emphasis on agricultural ideologies. In Man makes himself, Childe 
writes:  
 

‘To survive, any society must attain an adjustment to its 
environment; it lives by exploiting the natural resources of its 
territory. But just in so far as the adjustment achieved is 
successful, the community concerned will tend to become 
conservative…. Indeed, change may be dangerous. The success 
of simply equipped societies depends on everyone doing what 
has proved to be the right thing at the right time in the proper 
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way; it imposes a complete pattern of behavior on all the 
community’s members. This pattern finds expression in social 
institutions and in traditional rules and prohibitions. It is 
sanctified by magio-religious beliefs and fears. Just as the 
practical acts of life are accompanied by appropriate rites and 
ceremonies, so mystical forces are supposed to watch over the 
traditional rules and avenge any transgression of them. The 
established economy is reinforced by an appropriate ideology’ 
(Childe 1951[1936]:105). 

 
Thus, Gordon Childe paved the way for new Indo-European studies with 
a focus on agriculture, though it would take almost a century before 
these questions could be studied again – and throughout history 
werewolves and the war bands are lurking in the background.  
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4. Farming, Fertility and Frazer 
 
 
 

‘[T]he practice of magic is the outcome and expression of a 
distinctive pattern of thought or logic. Our preliterate precursors 
were thinking thoughts that we cannot recapture not so much 
because they would be expressed in an untranslateable language, 
in system of conventional symbols the meanings of which have 
perished with the society that sanctioned and maintained 
conventions. They are unthinkable rather because they 
conformed to a totally alien logic. In so far as past thoughts 
issued in actions, we can reconstruct the sort of thought pattern 
into which they would fit thanks to Frazer’s collection of 
illustrative examples.’ 

 
Gordon Childe  
‘Magic, Craftmanship and Science’ (1950:18). 

 
 

 
Calendar, continuity and seasonality 
 
Entitled Magic, Craftmanship and Science, the aim of Gordon Childe’s 
1949 Frazer Lecture was 
 

‘to demonstrate the vast range of sciences illumined and 
enriched by Sir James Frazer’s monumental work. To 
prehistory his most precious contribution has been perhaps to 
compel the archaeologist, preoccupied with the prosaic 
applications of practical science, to realise the pervasive 
influence of magic on the activity of primitive societies… his 
penetrating insight and comprehensive sympathy invested 
those facts with a lively relevance to the reanimation of 
archaeological fossils to document the story of preliterate 
humanity while his supreme artistry and urbane wit compelled 
the antiquaries’ attention’ (Childe 1950:3).  

 
Gordon Childe sums up the aim of archaeology as follows: ‘After all the 
scientific study of the dumb relics and monuments left by nameless 
human groups should lead to history, though we may term the result 
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prehistory’ (Childe 1950:3). Following Childe, or even Edmund Leach, 
one of Frazer’s hardest critics, ‘it is the facts themselves that matter, not 
Frazer’s interpretation of the facts’ (Leach 1961:381). From this 
perspective, The Golden Bough is an invaluable source for empirical 
analysis. Our study does not rely on Frazer’s interpretations of facts (like 
his evolutionary perspectives) but on his systematisation and 
presentation of these facts and of Indo-European agricultural 
cosmology. 

One of the reasons why Frazer’s work has been largely forgotten is 
that anyone today referring to his work is most likely using the best-
selling abridged 1922 version (Frazer 1996[1922]), which is most easily 
accessible. However, from an Indo-European point of view, this version 
is the least suitable because it is the most cross-cultural irrespective of 
time and space. In the third edition, Frazer devoted two volumes to 
corn-spirits: Spirits of the Corn and the Wild. Vol. 1 (Frazer 1912a) and 
Spirits of the Corn and the Wild. Vol. 2. (Frazer 1912b). In these volumes, 
he provides more ethnographic depth than in the 1922 edition. 
However, for the purpose of this analysis, the 1890 edition The Golden 
Bough. A Study in Comparative Religion. Vol. 2. (Frazer 1890b) presents 
the most relevant empirical cases. Much of the empirical documen-
tation on war bands and youngsters in relation to agricultural rituals is 
included in The Dying God (Frazer 1911) and Scapegoat (Frazer 1913a), 
which we discuss in Chapter 6.  

Importantly, Frazer (or anyone else for that matter) does not 
provide an ethnographic lexicon for archaeological interpretations 
because without explicit research questions one easily gets lost in the 
wealth of information (Fig. 37). There are of course empirical challenges 
to using 19th-century ethnographic documentation by Mannhardt and 
other continental Europeans as a primary source for understanding 
3000-year-old Indo-European developments. However, the current 
state of research on Bronze Age cosmology favours new approaches. 
Perceptions of the sun cult build largely on even older Indo-European 
studies of the sun, sun gods and sun cosmologies even if they are 
modified and presented in innovative ways that overlook or deliberately 
omit the Indo-European origin. Thus, sun cosmology is the ultimate 
reference point that determines whether one is contributing new 
knowledge about Bronze Age and Indo-European cosmology. Although 
forgotten in archaeology, the solar paradigm has been heavily criticised 
over the past 150 years.  
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Fig. 37. Agricultural and maritime cosmology. Foss Lökeberg. Bohuslän. 
Documentation by Torsten Högberg, 1964. Source: www.shfa.se 

 
In 1870, the Anglo-Irish clergyman Richard Frederick Littledale 

published the satirical article ‘The Oxford Solar Myth’ in which he 
argued that Max Müller was a sun god:  
 

‘The symbolical name by which the hero was deified, even in 
our own days, is Max Müller… The more scientific aspect of the 
question recognizes here the Sun-God, armed with his hammer 
or battle-axe of light, pounding and crushing frost and clouds 
alike into impalpability… We require more exact data before we 
can with authority allege that Max Müller is indeed the Sun, or 
rather the Dawn, himself. But these data are accessible and 
abundant’ (Littledale 1906:279-280). 

 
Parody apart, the solar paradigm on its own proved inadequate and this 
led Mannhardt and other scholars to look carefully at the ethnographic 
material and the real world of farmers and their agricultural rituals. 
According to Ackerman: 

 
‘[Mannhardt’s] great contribution lay in the way in which he 
forcefully broke the endless chain of theorizing by thinkers 
who were willing to pontificate forever about the nature of the 
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primitive mind… Instead of engaging in a priori reasoning, 
Mannhardt opted for the then novel alternative of gathering 
empirical folkloric evidence – specifically, by going out and 
patiently collecting and classifying hundreds of examples of 
behaviour of contemporary European peasants. Frazer extols 
Mannhardt’s work for providing “the fullest and most 
trustworthy evidence we possess as to the primitive religion of 
the Aryans”’ (Ackerman 1987:81).  

 
In other words, the agricultural paradigm was empirically founded, the 
solar mythology was not. 

With regards to Spirits of the Corn and of the Wild it has been said, 
‘If the first volume of Spirits illustrates the legacy of Mannhardt, the 
second… is all Robertson Smith’ (Ackerman 1987:248). Thus, there are 
many clues and threads in European ethnography leading back to Indo-
European cosmology. Also, although Frazer builds on Mannhardt in 
fundamental ways, he also included many other contemporary ethno-
graphers and anthropologists, and we have therefore prioritised Frazer 
in many cases. However, the German background and documentation 
also highlight other aspects (see Chapters 5-6). 

In the agricultural world, fertility and the right combination of 
water and sun fundamentally define life and death. Hence, we delve into 
this forgotten empirical world and critically scrutinise the potential of 
this data and knowledge to offer an in-depth understanding of Indo-
European and Bronze Age culture and cosmology in Europe in general 
and Kivik in particular.  

As mentioned in the previous chapter, the ecology of the north and 
continental Europe made all societies sedentary to a certain extent. Even 
in Germany, for instance, winters were so harsh that pastoralists did not 
take their herds to new places with green pastures and an abundance of 
food. Migration was a summer activity, while winter was a time of 
hardship, hunger and suffering when food and fodder needed to be 
stored and protected. The further north, the tougher the weather. 

Thus, it is notable that the runic calendar distinguished two 
periods: summer and winter. Traditionally, summer lasted from 14 April 
to 14 October and winter from 14 October to 14 April. Though spring was 
important, it was considered part of the winter season, while there has 
been some discussion as to whether autumn was a distinct season. 
Practically, it seems that autumn, the time of harvest, was seen as the 
last part of summer (in Scandinavian languages autumn is höst/høst, 
which means ‘harvest’).  
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Fig. 38. Midwinter sacrifice by John August Malmström. Creative Commons. 

 
When the harvest was concluded, summer ended and winter 

started (see Nordberg 2006). Intriguingly, the sacrifices mainly took 
place in winter with three major sacrifices: after the harvest (end of 
summer and beginning of winter); the midwinter sacrifice with large 
festivals associated with the prehistoric Jól; and the sacrifice at the end 
of winter/beginning of summer, which was associated with ploughing 
and sowing. Though sources are not conclusive, Snorri Sturluson (2011) 
seems to confirm that there were three main sacrifices; entrance, 
midwinter and exit of the winter. In other words, the agricultural year 
defined the ritual year and the main challenge in winter was to create 
continuity from one season to the next (Figs. 38-39).  
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Fig. 39. Midwinter sacrifice by Carl Larsson (1915). Creative Commons. 

 
From an agricultural point of view, summer was essential for 

cultivation but religiously it was the result of the rituals that had been 
carried out in winter that paved way for the forthcoming harvest, thus 
creating continuity between the seasons. Different seasons necessitate 
different rituals. In summer, the greatest challenge was too much or too 
little sun, in combination with too little or too much rain – weather 
could wreak havoc on the harvest. The main goal was to keep the growth 
forces vital throughout the season, and this depended on the right 
combination of rain (water) and sun. But as summers could be cold and 
wet, one of the key summer rituals consisted of heating up the sun 
through a form of sympathetic magic found across Scandinavia 
(Nikander 1916).  

Frazer argues that the Indo-Europeans probably lit midsummer 
bonfires as sun-charms that gave the sun fresh heat. In this context he 
asks:  
 

‘[W]ere human beings formerly burned as representatives of 
the tree-spirit or deity of vegetation? ...There is no reason, 
therefore, why they should not have been burned, if any special 
advantages were likely to be attained by putting them to death 
in that way’ (Frazer 1890b:277).  
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Fig. 40. Heating up the sun? 
(upper). Gerum 1 Runohällen 
Tanum, Bohuslän. Documentation 
by Bertil Almgren, 1955. Source: 
www.shfa.se 

 
 
Fig. 41. Detail slab 8, Kivik (right). 
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Sacrificing humans in bonfires to enhance collective fertility and 
welfare would make sense in such a cosmological system but this can of 
course not be proven archaeologically as this type of sacrifice cannot be 
distinguished from other cremations. However, ethnography provides 
clear testimonies that bonfires were believed to influence the weather 
and growth of vegetation. This could be done in several ways, for 
instance by causing a wheel to revolve rapidly around an axle until it 
caught fire. During midsummer or fire festivals, a common custom was 
to roll a burning wheel down a hill, seemingly duplicating the sun’s 
course in the sky. Other traditions involved swinging burning tar-
barrels around a pole or throwing blazing discs into the air (Fig. 40). 
While the midsummer bonfires mainly aimed to heat up a weak sun, in 
spring the soil could be fertilised by trundling a burning wheel over the 
fields, in addition to carrying torches (Frazer 1890b:268, 273, 293).  

It seems reasonable to interpret the upper left part of slab 8 (Fig. 41) 
in the Kivik grave in this light as well as the wheels on slabs 4 and 6. 
Thus, there can be no doubt that the sun was important in pastoral and 
agrarian societies in the Bronze Age but not in the way current 
interpretations frame this understanding. It is more likely that the 
interpretations should be turned upside down: humans did not worship 
the sun but tried to control it through rituals that would heat it up. 

Although interpretations of the sun and the sun cult have 
dominated conceptualisations of Bronze Age religion, European 
ethnography has primarily documented harvest rituals. Harvest rituals 
epitomise the force of life: a successful harvest stands for life at its 
fullest, but this life and forthcoming wealth result from death, which is 
symbolised by the killing of the last sheaf of corn. Throughout Europe, 
there are a number of variants of this theme, but they all centre around 
the Corn-mother (Figs. 42-43).  
 

‘In Germany the corn is very commonly personified under the 
name of the Corn-mother. Thus in spring, when the corn waves 
in the wind, the peasants say, “There comes the Corn-mother,” 
or “The Corn-mother is running over the field,” or “The Corn-
mother is going through the corn”… The Poles and Czechs call 
her the old Corn-woman, and say that she sits in the corn and 
strangles the children who tread it down… Further, the Corn-
mother plays an important part in harvest customs. She is 
believed to be present in the handful of corn which is left 
standing last on the field;  and with the cutting of this handful  
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Fig. 42. Corn-mother and a bundle of straw. Print made by W. 
O'Keeffe, published by S. W. Fores, 1795. Source: British Museum. 
Creative Commons. 
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Fig. 43. The last sheaf and the harvest crown. Jan Nepomucen Lewick, 1841,  
Poland. Creative Commons. 

 
she is caught, or driven away, or killed. In the first of these 
cases, the last sheaf is carried joyfully home and honoured as a 
divine being. It is placed in the barn, and at threshing the corn-
spirit appears again. In the Hanoverian district of Hadeln the 
reapers stand round the last sheaf and beat it with sticks in 
order to drive the Corn-mother out of it. They call to each 
other, “There she is! hit her! Take care she does not catch you!” 
The beating goes on till the grain is completely threshed out; 
then the Corn-mother is believed to be driven away’ (Frazer 
1912a:132-133). 
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This was both a benevolent and an ambivalent time: a good harvest 
promised a bright and prosperous future but this depended largely on 
natural and supernatural forces that existed beyond, beneath and above 
this world. The last sheaf could be a good sign or a bad omen.  
 

‘Sometimes again the last sheaf is called Grand-mother, and is 
adorned with flowers, ribbons, and a woman’s apron… In the 
neighbourhood of Magdeburg the men and women servants 
strive who shall get the last sheaf, called the Grandmother. 
Whoever gets it will be married in the next year, but his or her 
spouse will be old; if a girl gets it, she will marry a widower; if a 
man gets it, he will marry an old crone’ (Frazer 1912a:156).  

 
This custom shows the perceived parallels between human lifecycles 
and the agricultural seasons: young women were fertile, grandmothers 
were not. In this context it is interesting to explore how different 
members of society were engaged in the rituals that controlled the life-
giving powers (Fig. 44). 
 
 

Fig. 44. ‘Boy Carrying a 
Sheaf’ by Aleksander 
Gierymski, 1895, Poland. 
Creative Commons. 
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Embodying the corn-spirit as animal 
 
While the corn-spirit has often been depicted as a benevolent Corn-
Mother sweeping by like the wind through the sheafs, there are also 
more specific images that associate the corn-spirit with specific animals. 
In late Nordic ethnography (19th-early 20th century), this was often a 
hare, but this was a very late development. The corn-spirit could be a 
goose, cat or pig, but for this analysis the key animal forms are wolf, dog, 
goat, cow, (ox, bull), horse and cock. The animal and the corn-spirit 
were believed to live in the fields as long as there was unthreshed corn 
and the last sheaf was standing. There was great ritual variation with 
regards to how the last sheaf was treated and what happened to the 
animal that embodied the corn-spirit. In some cases, it was also believed 
that the farmer who threshed the last sheaf represented the animal. 
Given that these descriptions reflect living ethnography, it seems likely 
that prehistoric practices involving humans had been substituted by 
animals and more symbolic practices in 19th-century Europe. 

In France, Germany and Slavonic countries, the common 
conception was that the corn-spirit embodied a wolf or a dog, and when 
the wind set the corn in motion, farmers often said ‘the Wolf is going 
over, or through, the corn’, ‘the Rye-Wolf is rushing over the field’, ‘the 
Wolf is in the corn’, or ‘the mad Dog is in the corn’. Dogs and wolves 
were seen as embodiments of corn-spirits in European harvest customs 
and the last sheaf was called the Wolf. The wolf was a dangerous animal 
but it was also vital to these beliefs, and the reaper was warned to 
‘Beware of the Wolf’. In Germany, the last standing corn in the field was 
the Wolf and the last sheaf was also known as the Wolf. When a woman 
bound the last sheaf, the Wolf was ‘biting her’ and she ‘had’ the Wolf. 
This meant that she was also designated as the Wolf for the whole 
following year and depending on the crop, she might also be the Potato-
Wolf or the Rye-Wolf. Being the Wolf impacted on her behaviour so 
that when she returned to the farm after harvesting the last sheaf, she 
would bite the lady of the house and the steward and receive a large 
piece of meat. In other places, the Wolf was made symbolically from the 
last sheaf and kept in the barn until all the corn had been threshed. In 
other cases, the Wolf in human form was dressed up in clothes (Frazer 
1890b:3-5). 
 

‘Sometimes it appears to be thought that the Wolf, caught in 
the last corn, lives during the winter in the farmhouse, ready to 
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renew his activity as corn-spirit in the spring. Hence at 
midwinter, when the lengthening days begin to herald the 
approach of spring, the Wolf makes his appearance once more. 
In Poland a man, with a wolf’s skin thrown over his head, is led 
about at Christmas, or a stuffed wolf is carried about by persons 
who collect money’ (Frazer 1890b:6-7). 

 
This ritual drama was of great importance; not only for the Wolf/corn-
spirit to live on the farm throughout the year, but also that the person 
who embodied the spirit would put on a wolfskin or another cloak. 

Animals were regularly sacrificed in different ways to mark the 
cutting of the last sheaf. In some parts of France, a cat was placed under 
the last bundle of the corn that had to be threshed, struck dead with the 
flails and roasted as a Sunday holiday meal (Frazer 1890b:12). The killing 
and eating of sacrificial animals is part of any farming culture, since 
agriculture and husbandry are essentially about putting food on the 
table (Fig. 45). The sacrifices per se are therefore less interesting than 
the methods applied and the ritual use of the dead animals afterwards. 
Goats in particular seem to have had a special role in fertility and 
continuation rites. 

 

 
 

Fig. 45. Harvesting. Source: Olaus Magnus, 1555. 
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When the corn-spirit embodied a goat, it was quite common for the 
animal to live in the farmhouse or barn for the winter but sometimes 
the goat was also slain in the field with a sickle or scythe when the last 
sheaf was cut. In the vicinity of Grenoble, the farmer killed a goat by 
cutting off its head. All the harvesters ate the meat at the harvest supper 
but a piece was also pickled and kept until the next harvest when 
another goat was slain. 
 

‘On the same day the skin of the goat is made into a cloak, 
which the farmer, who works with his men, must always wear 
at harvest-time if rain or bad weather sets in. But if a reaper 
gets pain in his back, the farmer gives him the goat-skin to 
wear. The reason for this seems to be that the pains in the back, 
being inflicted by the corn-spirit, can also be healed by it’ 
(Frazer 1890b:16). 

 
Wearing the cloak could thus influence the weather and favour a 
successful outcome of the harvest, but it also allowed the corn-spirit to 
participate through the body and mind of the reaper. Throughout 
Europe, it was common practice that after a field had been threshed the 
animal that embodied the spirit (goat or other) was moved to another 
field where threshing was still in progress (Fig. 46). However, certain 
practices that are of particular interest were perpetrated in specific 
forms. The goat could be killed at the time of sowing or harvest, at the 
beginning or end of summer. 
 

‘At sowing their winter corn the Prussian Slavs used to kill a 
goat, consume its flesh with many superstitious ceremonies, 
and hang the skin on a high pole near an oak and a large stone. 
Here it remained till harvest. Then, after a prayer had been 
offered by a peasant who acted as priest (Weidulut), the young 
folk joined hands and danced round the oak and the pole. 
Afterwards they scrambled for the bunch of corn, and the priest 
distributed the herbs with a sparing hand. Then he placed the 
goat-skin on the large stone, sat down on it and preached to 
the people about the history of their forefathers and their old 
heathen customs and beliefs. The goat-skin thus suspended on 
the field from sowing time to harvest represents the corn-spirit 
superintending the growth of the corn’ (Frazer 1980b:18-19). 
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Fig. 46. Threshing. England between ca. 1325-1335. From the Luttrell Psalter. 
Source: British Museum, Creative Commons. 

 
In Encyclopedia of Religion and Ethics Vol. XI. Sacrifice-Sudra, there 

is a section on the Teutonic and Balto-Slavic people that explains the 
consecration of the house-snake and mentions the Weidulut, who was a 
snake-charmer.  
 

‘A weidulut or maldininks is called, who brings with him one or 
more snakes. Thereupon the table is laid, and a kauszele [i.e. 
bowl] full of drink, and a can of beer set out. The weidulut prays 
and the snake creeps up on to the table. Soon he makes a circle 
round the snake, which thereupon lies as if dead, until the 
weidulut has finished his prayers, which are many. Then the 
snake is sprinkled with beer out of the consecrated kauszele 
and after that it moves again, and, on the command of the 
weidulut, touches some of the food and gets down from the 
table by means of a towel. The weidulut notices the place that 
the snake will occupy and hallows it by prayer. Thereupon the 
snake establishes itself in its place. The host, however, with the 
weidulut and the inmates of his house, is joyful and concludes 
this consecration with much drinking and all manner of 
amusements’ (Hastings 1920:42).  

 



112 

 

The cultic role of the priest or snake charmer is not the main focus here, 
but highlights the pervasiveness and ontological depth of these rituals. 
They constituted culture and cosmology, and in an agricultural society 
nothing was more important than future fertility and successful 
harvests. The last sheaf symbolised not just wealth and the harvest; it 
was also the continuity between seasons that linked the harvest to 
ploughing and sowing. 

The last sheaf was also sometimes conceived as a cow, particularly 
if the sheaf was large (Fig. 47). If the corn-spirit embodied a bull or an 
ox, the animal was often killed in the field when the harvest was almost 
completed. Part of the meat was eaten at the harvest supper whereas 
parts were pickled and kept until the first day of sowing in spring. 
Elsewhere, the calf killed at the harvest festival was the first born on the 
farm that spring. Like with the horse-sacrifice and the ashwamedha, the 
calf was allowed to run free while the reapers chased it. The person who 
caught it was the King of the Calf (Frazer 1890b:20-21). 

The corn-spirit may also appear in the shape of a horse or a mare. 
The mare corn-spirit was passed on from the farm that had finished the 
harvest to a farm that had not yet cut the last sheaf. The farmer who 
finished the harvest last got to ‘keep her all winter’. The man who took 
the ‘mare’ could receive a very good harvest, because ‘the head man of 
the farmer who had finished harvest first was mounted on the best horse 
of the team’. It seems that originally the horse used in this ritual was 
young.  

 
‘The sheaf made out of these last blades is given to the youngest 
horse of the parish (commune) to eat. This youngest horse of 
the parish clearly represents, as Mannhardt says, the corn-spirit 
of the following year, the Corn-foal, which absorbs the spirit of 
the old Corn-horse by eating the last corn cut’ (Frazer 
1890b:26). 

 
As we discussed in The Great Indo-European Horse Sacrifice (Kaliff & 
Oestigaard 2020, Chapter 6), in the inner valleys of Norway there were 
still relics of prehistoric horse-fights in the 19th century (Skar 1909, 
Solheim 1956, Stylegar 2006). Sexually aroused horses competed for a 
mare that was turned with her back towards incited stallions with huge 
phalluses, and the men and boys provided with a skeidstong – a long rod 
– tried to fend off the horses. Skar writes: 
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Fig. 47. Harvest and the last sheaf. Origin Norway? c. 1300. Source: Alvin 
database, Uppsala University. 

 
‘The skeid was held… the first Saturday after the return home 
from the fells, a fortnight before Krossmesse (14th of September) 
… It took one of the best men present to hold her [the skeid-
mare]; he was equipped with a stout skeidstong. He held the 
mare with the tail end towards Frikkshol. Then they stirred the 
stallions to frenzy and brought them in, two by two, from 
opposite sides, and pulled off the bits. They came running to 
the mare snorting and whinnying, both eager to have her. They 
kicked and turned on their haunches, biting and snapping at 
each other so that one heard the crack of their jaws all over the 
farm. As soon as one of the combatants would tear himself 
away, he would fall on the mare and kick and bite, and tried to 
chase her off. But then the man who held the mare, would belay 
him with the rod. Nor could he get away because of the fence 
of men with their skeid-stongs forcing him back again. When 
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one horse was done for, another would be matched against the 
winner – if anybody risked his own. Thus they went on, egging 
on the horses until one won, skeidfolen (the skeid-foal), and the 
game was ended’ (Skar 1909:204-205). 

 
It is not explicitly stated that the stallions mated with the mare, but it 
seems reasonable to assume they did. The traditions related to corn and 
harvest are also intriguing. Solheim noted that selected horses were 
bred not only for the skeid, but that the skeid horses were also allowed 
to roam free on special grazing land on the night before the skeid. 
Moreover, the corn that was harvested on the night before the skeid was 
pulled up by its roots instead of being cut with a sickle (Solheim 1956:35, 
45). This Norwegian tradition and the horse-fights fit well into the 
overall agrarian cosmology and it seems reasonable to assume that the 
skeid mare embodied the last sheaf or the corn-spirit. She was sent 
between fields and farms during the harvest. The last reapers kept her 
throughout the winter and the following agricultural season until the 
next skeid. The next year, a new Corn-foal was born, which secured the 
continuity in forces of life between the seasons.  

In his classic 1928 book Nordisk Jul (‘Nordic Christmas’), Swedish 
ethnologist Hilding Celander addressed the notion of a close connection 
between the last sheaf and the Christmas boar and the Christmas goat. 
The book contains a detailed account of various traditions around 
Christmas that have been preserved in old peasant customs, mainly in 
Sweden but also in the other Nordic countries. With reference to 
Johannes Skar’s previous records from Setesdalen in Norway, but also to 
other Scandinavian regions, he believes that the power in the last sheaf 
as fodder is transferred to these animals and that this power is 
transferred to the Christmas feast by slaughtering these animals. 
According to a tradition from Småland that Celander also refers to, the 
power was returned to the arable land in the spring when the bones of 
the slaughtered Christmas pig were scattered in the field in the same 
way as the saved Christmas bread was crumbled and scattered (Celander 
1928:187-89, cf. 167-68). The inherent power of the last sheaf – in animal 
form – was also expressed in the straw Christmas goats traditionally 
found in many Swedish regions. These figures were part of the 
Christmas feast, sometimes standing under or on top of the Christmas 
table (Celander 1928:193-95). Such straw Christmas goats remain a 
much-appreciated Christmas decoration in Sweden. 
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Fig. 48. Human sacrifice in fields among the last sheaf. (Summers 
2003[1933], p. 255). 
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In many European traditions, the similarities are remarkable and 
the ritual practices are structured around the same theme. In Courland, 
Latvia: 
 

‘when barley is sown for the first time in the year, the farmer’s 
wife boils the chine of the pig along with the tail, and brings it 
to the sower on the field. He eats of it, but cuts off the tail and 
sticks it in the field; it is believed that the ears of the corn will 
then grow as long as the tail… But the conception of the corn-
spirit as embodied in pig form is nowhere more clearly 
expressed than in the Scandinavian custom of the Yule Boar’ 
(Frazer 1890b:28-29).  

 
The last sheaf or cob is used to bake a loaf in the form of a boar-pig, and 
throughout Christmas the bread lies on the table uneaten. ‘Often it is 
kept till the sowing-time in spring, when part of it is mixed with the 
seed-corn and part given to the ploughman and plough-horses or 
plough-oxen to eat, in the expectation of a good harvest’ (Frazer 
1890b:30). Frazer sums up: 
 

‘These customs clearly bring out the sacramental character of 
the harvest supper. The corn-spirit is conceived as embodiment 
in an animal; this divine animal is slain, and its flesh and blood 
are partaken by the harvesters. Thus, the cock, the goose, the 
hare, the cat, the goat, and the ox are eaten sacramentally by 
the harvesters, and the pig is eaten sacramentally by 
ploughmen in spring. Again, as substitutes for the real flesh of 
the divine being, bread or dumplings are made in his image and 
eaten sacramentally… the death of the corn-spirit is 
represented by killing (in reality or pretence) either his human 
or his animal representative; and the worshippers partake 
sacramentally either of the actual body or blood of the 
representative (human or animal) of the divinity, or of bread 
made in his likeness’ (Frazer 1890b:31, 33). 

 
Frazer argues that it is natural to see human sacrifices as the origin of 
these beliefs (Fig. 48, see p. 122-124). But despite the long historic Indo-
European continuities, no direct evidence was found in European 
ethnography documented in the 19th century (Frazer 1890b:67-68). Still, 
there are other traces of peculiar practices that may suggest a violent 
origin at some point in the distant past.  
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Ground bones and burnt cairns in fields – the deep symbolism of 
agriculture 
 
The archaeological material provides clear evidence of rituals connected 
to arable land and agriculture. In many cases, especially during the Late 
Bronze Age and Early Iron Age, the graves included grinding stones, 
which were sometimes symbolically disposed to suggest an analogy 
between the burnt bones and the treatment of the harvested grain. As 
the bones often showed signs of having been crushed or ground after 
cremation, it seems reasonable to assume that these grinding stones 
served such a purpose (Kaliff 1992:99-101; 1997:88- 90; cf. Sigvallius 1994 
for an osteological perspective). The grinding releases power for new life 
– for which the bread can also serve as a symbol. If the grinding stones 
were used to crush the burnt bones, this may have been seen as a step 
towards the new existence of the dead man, just as the crushing of the 
grain releases the power of the harvest in the baking of the bread. There 
are also good examples of burnt bones scattered in fields (e.g. Kaliff & 
Østigård 2013:115, 2017). 

As shown, in Sweden intensive agriculture and the historic farm 
were firmly established around 1000 BC or during the Late Bronze Age. 
A unique site in this context is Nibble in Uppland where about 20,000 
square metre of Bronze Age occupation were excavated in 2007. It 
turned out to be the largest documented cultic site from Sweden’s 
Bronze Age with the most intensive phase from ca. 900-600 BC 
(Artursson, Karlenby & Larsson 2011). Featuring several cult houses, the 
ritual complexity of this site was unparalleled. Certain structures 
suggested that the deceased had been ‘smoked’ for decades and 
displayed on a kind of lit-de-parade. Although the main ritual phase only 
covered a few centuries, the first burial took place around 1400 BC and 
the last around 300 BC. Yet only 16 individuals were found – though 
unidentified bones may indicate a slightly higher number of deceased – 
meaning only, 1.5 individuals cremated per century or one every 75 years 
(Karlenby 2011:29, 37, 110).  

In one of the cult houses (Fig. 49), dated to the first half of period 
VI or ca. 700-600 BC, there was a huge stone slab with flat sides 
measuring 1.90 x 0.90 x 0.75 m and weighing about 2 tonnes (Fig. 50). 
This was interpreted as an altar-like construction. The upper surface 
was curved and polished, suggesting that it had for a long time been 
used for grinding. Next to the stone and in the stratigraphical layers 
beneath it, grains, a substantial amount of burnt sheep bones and some 
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human bones including a burnt skull fragment were found (Artursson 
2011:298-309, Karlenby 2011:141-143). 

One of the excavators – Leif Karlenby (2011) said it was obvious that 
bones had been ground and treated in the same way as grains. He 
believes that these bones had clearly been burnt, crushed and ground 
with grinding stones, in the same way as the charred grains that were 
found. There is also a clear connection with animal sacrifice.  

 
‘It feels convincing that burning and sowing give life to both 
grain and bones... The human remains are not just boiled – or 
cooked – they are burned and destroyed and then sown in the 
soil for rebirth. Sheep are treated in the same way in sacrificial 
contexts. Bones are not just cooked, they are cremated and 
crushed, just like human bones’ (Karlenby 2011: 243, authors’ 
translation). 

 

 
 
Fig. 49. Reconstruction of House F. From Artursson, M., Karlenby, L. & 
Larsson, F. (eds.). 2011. Nibble. En bronsåldersmiljö i Uppland. Särskild 
undersökning, 2007, Figure 7.9, p. 303 – House F - Riksantikvarieämbetet 
UV/Statens historiska museer. Arkeologerna and Maria Ytterberg. 
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Fig. 50. The ‘altar’ stone during excavation. Note the polished surface. 
From Artursson, M., Karlenby, L. & Larsson, F. (eds.). 2011. Nibble. En 
bronsåldersmiljö i Uppland. Särskild undersökning, 2007, Figure 7.11, p. 304. 
Riksantikvarieämbetet UV/Statens historiska museer. Arkeologerna and 
Magnus Artursson. 
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This archaeological case strongly suggests an agricultural rite in 
which grains and human remains are ground together and made into a 
bread. This bread or meal was probably scattered on the fields when 
ploughing and sowing started in spring, and if there is one thing that 
characterises many archaeological contexts, it is precisely finds of 
cremated human bones scattered in the fields (Kaliff & Oestigaard 2017, 
Oestigaard 2021). As such, Nibble is unique because it allows us to 
identify an agricultural and fertility rite designed to ensure continuity 
between the seasons, but also because it allows us to date this ritual 
tradition. It seems the ritual was firmly established around 1000 BC in 
Central Sweden and therefore also at Kivik further south.  

The limited number of deceased found at Nibble is perhaps 
instructive, since one of the main reasons anthropologists have rejected 
Frazer is his interpretation of human sacrifices. It is not clear whether 
the deceased at Nibble were sacrificed or died a natural death, but one 
funeral each third generation or an average of one per 75 years is not a 
staggering number. The mythologies and memories of these very special 
people may have lived on for centuries, but such extraordinary rituals 
suddenly become more palatable if the numbers are small and these 
sacrifices took place once in a century. Even if human remains were used 
each year, the amounts were small and it was perhaps a way of scattering 
the ashes of the deceased on the fields rather than burying them 
(Oestigaard 2021). 

In addition to a clear symbolism related to the harvesting and 
grinding of grain – in the form of grindstones and grains in graves and 
other ritual features – there are stone settings, cairns and burnt mounds 
located adjacent to ancient arable land (Fig. 51). In places, these also 
contain varying amounts of burnt human bones. Outwardly, the burnt 
mounds are very similar to graves, but they were probably sacrificial 
cairns (e.g. Kaliff 1997, 2005, 2007). 

Different types of ‘clearing cairns’ show clear similarities to the 
stone settings that typically form grave features. Among other things, 
this has been interpreted as an indication of structural similarities 
between human life and the cultivation of nature and arable land during 
the Late Bronze Age and the Early Iron Age in Scandinavia. The idea is 
that the clearing fire – when forest land was burned to make way for 
new fields – was considered similar to the cremation fire, and that the 
construction of the cairns should be interpreted as part of a 
reproduction and fertility ritual (e.g. Varenius 1994). 
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Fig. 51. The agricultural cycle. Illustration by Richard Holmgren. 

 
The use of clearing fires to create open pastures and arable land is 

a very ancient agrarian practice. As mentioned, in Nordic countries it is 
associated with the arrival during the Neolithic period of people with 
roots in eastern steppe cultures (Corded Ware Culture). Therefore, the 
symbolic connection between clearing fire and various ritual fires can 
very likely be traced back to an Indo-European tradition, with further 
similarities in the Vedic tradition (e.g. Staal 2001[1983]). In many 
cultures, fire has been associated with fertility, regrowth and rebirth, 
but historians of religion have considered fire festivals related to 
seasonal changes to be a particular characteristic of religious traditions 
with an Indo-European background (Heiler 1961:43-45). Such ritual fires 
may explain the origin of many cairns located on arable lands and in 
fertile fields. 
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Sacrifice and senicide 
 
The cock was another animal that was commonly believed to embody 
or possess the corn-spirit. A general feature of many of these beliefs is 
the parallels between the life of the corn and the animals. The last sheaf 
is often called ‘the neck’ and farmers cut the neck of the sheaf in a 
similar way that the neck of animals is cut in sacrifices. Cocks have often 
been sacrificed and killed as corn-spirits. While sacrifices of animals as 
embodiments of corn-spirits are omnipresent in the ethnographic 
material, Frazer describes a particular way of sacrificing living beings 
that may be a remnant of very ancient traditions of human sacrifice. 
 

‘In parts of Germany, Hungary, Poland and Picardy, the reapers 
place a live cock in the corn which is to be cut last, and chase it 
over the field, or bury it up to the neck in the ground; 
afterwards they strike off its head with a sickle or scythe. In 
many parts of Westphalia, when the harvesters bring the 
wooden cock to the farmer, he gives them a live cock, which 
they kill with whips or sticks, or behead them with an old 
sword, or throw it into the barn to the girls, or give it to the 
mistress to cook… In the neighbourhood of Klausenburg, 
Transylvania, a cock is buried on the harvest-field in the earth, 
so that only its head appears. A young man then takes a scythe 
and cuts off the cock’s head at a single stroke. If he fails to do 
this, he is called the Red Cock for a whole year, and people fear 
that next year’s crop will be bad’ (Frazer 1890b:9). 

 
Hence, following Frazer, it is easy to understand why people 
 

‘should desire to partake of the flesh of an animal or man whom 
he regards as divine. By eating the body of the god he shares in 
the god’s attributes and powers. And when the god is a corn-
god, the corn is his proper body’ (Frazer 1890b:89).  

 
After harvest and a barren period during the winter, life returns next 
year. Fertility and future harvests arise from death. 
 

‘In the neighbourhood of Udvarhely, Transylvania, a live cock 
is bound up in the last sheaf and killed with a spit. It is then 
skinned. The flesh is thrown away, but the skin and feathers are 
kept till next year; and in spring the grain from the last sheaf is 
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mixed with the feathers of the cock and scattered on the field 
which is to be tilled. Nothing could set in a clearer light the 
identification of the cock with the spirit of the corn. By being 
tied up in the last sheaf and killed, the cock is identified with 
the corn, and its death with the cutting of the corn. By keeping 
its feathers till spring, then mixing them with the seed-corn 
taken from the very sheaf in which the bird had been bound, 
and scattering the feathers together with the seed over the 
field, the identity of the bird with the corn is again emphasized, 
and its quickening and fertilizing powers, as the corn-spirit, is 
intimated in the plainest manner. Thus the corn-spirit, in the 
form of a cock, is killed at harvest, but rises to fresh life and 
activity in spring. Again, the equivalence of the corn and the 
cock is expressed, hardly less plainly, in the custom of burying 
the bird in the ground, and cutting off its head (like the ears of 
corn) with the scythe’ (Frazer 1890b:9-10).  

 
Frazer proposes that senicide is part of the agricultural rites.  

 
‘On the one hand we have seen that it has been customary to 
kill the human or animal god in order to save his divine life 
from being weakened by the inroads of age. On the other hand 
we have seen that it has been customary to have a general 
expulsion of evil and sins each year’ (Frazer 1890b:206).  

 
He uses mythology to strengthen his hypothesis, underscoring the 
methodological challenges of writing cultural history based on a mix of 
ancient mythology, 19th-century European ethnography and cross-
cultural evidence from elsewhere. In Greek mythology, Lityerses was the 
illegitimate son of Midas and Demeter, the goddess of agriculture and 
harvest, who ensured grains and fertility on the earth.  

 
‘When a stranger happened to enter the corn-field or to pass by 
it, Lityerses gave him plenty to eat and drink, then took him to 
the corn-fields on the banks of the Meander and compelled him 
to reap along with him. Lastly, it was his custom to wrap the 
stranger in a sheaf, cut off his head with a sickle, and carry away 
his body, swathed in the corn stalks’ (Frazer 1912a:217). 

 
Frazer argues that this story probably reflects a prehistoric practice as 
part of which strangers passing by harvest fields ‘were seized by the 
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reapers, wrapt in sheaves, and beheaded, their bodies, bound up in the 
corn-stalks, being afterwards thrown into water as a rain charm’ (ibid). 
The reason they did this, following Frazer, are mainly twofold. First, the 
strong resemblances between the stories about European harvest 
customs, and second, the fact that human sacrifices did occur. In 
historic times, the farmer who cut the last sheaf was not killed but he 
was often abused: he was bound up in the last sheaf, drenched in water, 
beaten and ridiculed.  

There are many stories from across Europe that the person who cut 
the last sheaf was covered in straw and corn-stalks. In Potsdam, a 
woman was tied up in the last sheaf leaving only her head free; at 
Gommern, near Magdeburg:  

 
‘the reaper who cuts the last ears of corn is often wrapt up in 
corn-stalks so completely that it is hard to see whether there is 
a man in the bundle or not… At the harvest home at Udvarhely, 
Transylvania, a person is encased in corn-stalks, and wears on 
his head a crown made out of the last ears cut’ (Frazer 
1912a:221).  

 
In Transylvania, as we saw, cocks were sacrificed by cutting the neck 
with a scythe, and throughout European history, death was closely 
associated with the Grim Reaper and his scythe (Fig. 52). Frazer sums 
up: 
 

‘Thus the person who was killed on the harvest-field as the 
representative of the corn-spirit may have been either a passing 
stranger or the harvester who was last at reaping, binding, or 
threshing. But there is a third possibility, to which ancient 
legend and modern folk-custom alike point. Lityerses not only 
put strangers to death; he was himself slain, and apparently in 
the same way as he had slain others, namely, by being wrapt in 
a corn-sheaf, beheaded, and cast into the river… Similarly in 
modern harvest-customs the pretence of killing appears to be 
caried out quite as often on the person of the master (farmer or 
squire) as on that of strangers’ (Frazer 1912a:254).  

 
The killing of strangers is one thing, but the sacrifices that were imbued 
with the greatest cosmological power took place within the family, clan 
or community, particularly the elderly whose life forces are waning and 
who face imminent death.  
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Fig. 52. The Grim Reaper. Illustration by Gustave Doré (1879). Creative 
Commons. 

 
The scythe, particularly one made of metal, is a more recent tool, 

and one may imagine the use of prestigious Bronze scimitars or just 
plain clubs. The special bronze axes documented in Kivik on slabs 1 and 
6 may have been the ultimate ceremonial and sacrificial axes. Among 
commoners and cultivators, it is reasonable to assume more simple 
sacrificial tools. Clubs used for threshing grains during the harvest and 
the seasonal rites may also have served as sacrificial clubs, bearing in 
mind that human skulls and husks of grains bear many similarities 
(Oestigaard 2022). Thus, the question is whether one can find any 
evidence of human beings having been planted in a field with their head 
above the soil and being sacrificed by having their head cut off with a 
scimitar or the skull crushed by a club. As an ‘ideal-type’ or core ritual, 
this is what one could expect an early agrarian fertility rite to look like. 
Also, following the logic of enhancing growth powers in nature and 
using death as a source of future fertility, the waning powers of the 
elders would be seen as jeopardising the health and wealth of the 
community. They would therefore form the ultimate sacrifice within 
such agricultural communities and cosmologies.  
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Fig. 53. ‘Family-club’ and ‘ättestupa’ (‘family cliff’). Photo: Karolina 
Kristensson, The Nordic Museum, Stockholm. Creative Commons, 
https://digitaltmuseum.se/ 
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Throughout history in the Nordic countries, there are numerous 
accounts of a pagan tradition where older people were killed off cliffs – 
either jumping voluntarily or being thrown off (Fig. 53). This practice is 
generally known as ättestupa, which translates as ‘family cliff’. From the 
Icelandic Gautrek’s Saga to specific precipices in Norway and Sweden, 
there is a long oral history of this tradition. However, the exact word 
ättestupa (Ættarstapi or Ætternisstapi) only occurs in the saga, leading 
scholars to believe that Olof Verelius invented this tradition in his 1664 
translation of the saga and that this was where these beliefs originated 
in rural Sweden. However, this interpretation seems to be a learned and 
academic construction, and a presupposed spread from learned circles 
to distant, genuine peasant environments does not seem reasonable.  

Willem Swidde depicted a particular cliff or ättestupa in Väster-
götland in Erik Dahlbergh’s Suecia antiqua et hodierna (1705) and Erik 
Gustaf Geijer also discussed the topic. Following oral tradition, these 
were sites of ritual senicide where elderly people were killed or 
committed suicide when they were too old to support themselves or 
assist on the farm (Alexandersson 2015). 

 

 
Fig. 54. ‘Family-club’ from Lekaryd parish, Sweden (left). From Hyltén-
Cavallius 1868, §176.  
 
Fig. 55. ‘Family-club’ from Berg parish, Sweden (right). From Hyltén-
Cavallius 1868, §176.  
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While the ättestupa is the best known, the ethnographic material 
features another ancient practice. Rudbeck described a practice from 
the mid-17th century where old people were killed by special ätte-klubbor 
or ‘family-clubs’. Gunnar Olof Hyltén-Cavallius (1868, §176) gave 
detailed descriptions of specific ätte-klubbor he found in southern 
Sweden (Figs. 54-55). He says that these small one-handed clubs may 
have been used to kill old people but were certainly used to end village 
disputes. A larger type of ‘family-club’ looked more like a two-hand 
croquet club and resembled the traditional club farmers used on the 
fields to break up hard lumps of soil. Through history this was an 
essential agrarian tool, but some have also been intimately associated 
with senicide. In Uppsala in 1931, a 92-year-old man recalled that in the 
old days when the elders were about 80 years old and no longer could 
see or hear, they were clubbed to death. The year after, one of these 
‘family-clubs’ (Fig. 56), a solid piece of wood with a long shaft was found 
in Tidersrum Church in Östergötland (Hammarlund-Larsson 2015). 
Gunnar Granberg suggested that stories about ‘family-clubs’ reflected a 
pre-Christian or prehistoric reality (Granberg 1934), but most 
ethnologists have categorically rejected this and treated it as mere 
mythology (e.g. Odén 1996, Hammarlund-Larsson 2015). 

 

 
Fig. 56. ‘Family-club’. Photo: Thomas Adolfsson, The Nordic Museum, 
Stockholm. Creative Commons, https://digitaltmuseum.se/ 
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Whether a relevant parallel or not, a central part of cremations is 

the moment when the soul leaves the dead. In the Hindu tradition, the 
soul resides in the skull of the deceased on the cremation pyre. Death is 
intergenerational and the father pays his debt to his ancestors by giving 
them a son, and the son repays the debt to his father by giving him a 
new birth through appropriate and auspicious funeral rites, since these 
are the links between this world, the otherworld and the next 
incarnation. Although this sounds cosmologically dignified, in reality as 
a physical practice it is the opposite. The father is considered dead only 
when the ‘vital breath’ is released from the body, which happens when 
the skull bursts open during cremation. This happens by itself when the 
brain starts boiling in the skull and internal pressure rises. The 
exploding skull sounds like a gunshot (Kaliff & Oestigaard 2017:125-126). 
Though in practice it rarely happens, according to the scriptures and 
ritual tradition, the son is expected to crack open the father’s skull with 
a bamboo pole and thereby release the soul as part of the cremation rite.  

Fig. 57. Threshing in Russia, 
1942. Photo: Fortepan, 
Creative Commons. 
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In this sense, cremation is a human sacrifice, with the son killing 
his father on the pyre and the wife only becoming a widow at this 
moment. The son commits a symbolic homicide and death pollution is 
a penalty for the sin of burning human flesh but this is also a 
regenerative ritual since it enables incarnation (Parry 1994:151-152, 181-
184). The notion of cracking open the skull to release the soul therefore 
has Indo-European parallels and there is no reason to categorically 
reject the idea that such phenomena could have had their equivalent in 
European and Scandinavian traditions. On the contrary, there is a ritual 
logic here, which, when interpreted correctly, can provide an enhanced 
understanding of how death rituals are connected to a cosmological 
world of beliefs that encompasses agriculture, farming and fertility. 

Given the close resemblance between the ‘family-club’ and those 
used on the fields to thresh or crush hard lumps of soil, this is a likely, 
though unproven interpretation (Fig. 57). Moreover, if people – family, 
friends or foe – were buried to the neck in the fields and their skulls 
crushed with clubs as part of fertility rituals, such rituals would not 
necessarily be Indo-European in origin; there may also be traces of pre-
Indo-European agrarian practices.  

There are numerous finds of human skulls with lethal trauma from 
the Neolithic cultures of Central and Northern Europe, well before the 
arrival of the Corded Ware Culture. That both war and other acts of 
violence were common is now very clear in the archaeological and 
osteological finds, though it is not clear why this violence was 
perpetrated. The occurrence of severe damage, caused by edge and 
blunt weapons (e.g. clubs) as well as mass graves, speaks of violent 
societies already during the early Neolithic phase (e.g. Meller 2015:109-
16; Schefzik 2015:171-76; Schwarz 2015:181-84). 

From the Bronze Age onwards – of which the famous Håga grave is 
a good example (Almgren 1905, Kaliff & Oestigaard 2018) – graves often 
contain human and animal jaws. In many cremation graves, there is also 
a striking predominance of bones from the skull and extremities. Since 
bones from the same individual can be found in more than one 
deposition at the same burial site, it is easy to imagine that some bones 
were deliberately separated, at least in the case of certain individuals. 
Moreover, many bones cannot be identified as bones as they were 
usually crushed and fragmented after cremation (e.g. Kaliff & 
Oestigaard 2017:83-98). Skulls may have been deposited and used 
elsewhere and jaws were separated from the skulls.  
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Fig. 58. Ceremonial bronze axe from Skogstorp, Sweden.  
(Montelius 1917, p. 58). 

 
Again, it is impossible to say which tools were used, but a heavy 

club is an efficient means to part the body, as are sharp blades, whether 
scimitars like the Rørby swords (c. 1600 BC) or the Kallerup ceremonial 
axe (c. 1000 BC) from Denmark. The ceremonial axes engraved on 
Kivik’s slabs 1 and 6 may be understood from this perspective as 
sacrificial items used in seasonal rites. The ceremonial axes featured on 
slab 1 would certainly have been efficient to cut necks – of grains as part 
of rituals and of humans as part of sacrifices (Fig. 58).  

There were still other ways that the corn-spirit could be killed to 
generate new life. In Bulgaria, a doll was made of the last sheaf and 
called the Corn-queen or Corn-mother: ‘it is dressed in a woman’s shirt, 
carried round the village, and then thrown into the river in order to 
secure plenty of rain and dew for the next year’s crop’ (Frazer 1912a:146). 
This practice is also reported from other areas: ‘in these harvests, as in 
the spring customs, the ritual is magical rather than propitiatory. This 
is shewn by throwing the Corn-mother into the river in order to secure 
rain and dew for the crops’ (Frazer 1912a:170). Another way of killing the 
corn-spirit was to plait together the last sheaf in a bunch of standing 
corn. In England, for instance, it is reported that it was customary to cut 
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the last sheaf by throwing sickles at the corn (Frazer 1912a:154). Thus, 
the corn-spirit could be killed by throwing sickles from a distance or 
being thrown in water. After Frazer published The Golden Bough, Mr. H. 
M‘Neile M‘Cormick gave him information about an interesting Irish 
harvest custom that was observed as late as 1913 as part of which the last 
sheaf or corn cob was known as the ‘Old Wife’. 
 

‘There are a number of archaic features of this account… It 
consists in leaving the last bunch of corn in the corner of the 
last field uncut… the reapers provide themselves with hooks, 
and standing back a reasonable distance take turn to “shy” at 
it. The successful candidate then places it round the neck of the 
master’s wife (in the case there was no master’s wife, so it was 
placed around the master’s neck) and triumphantly leads her 
into the house, claiming the first drink’ (Frazer & M‘Cormick 
1914:379). 

 
The practice of tying a rope around the neck – strangling and hanging – 
was common.  
 

‘All over Germany it is customary for the reapers or threshers 
to lay hold of passing strangers and bind them with a rope 
made of corn-stalks, till they pay a forfeit; and when the farmer 
himself or one of his guests enters the field or the threshing-
floor for the first time, he is treated in the same way. Sometimes 
the rope is only tied round his arm or his feet or his neck’ 
(Frazer 1912a:225).  

 
Taken together, accounts of people being killed by having a sickle 
thrown at them; being hanged or strangled; or thrown into wetlands or 
other bodies of water, are very familiar in the archaeological record.  

While senicide occurred in agrarian communities, historically such 
sacrificial practices were predominantly documented in pastoral 
societies that were religiously structured around rainmaking. Kivik is 
once again at the centre of such ecological and cosmological 
developments, because the health and wealth of pastoral groups were 
initially dominated by other life-giving parameters than sedentary 
agriculture. In the north, however, the long winters forced everyone to 
become sedentary for large parts of the year. 

Although there are historical examples of hunter-gatherers and 
pastoralists leaving behind the old, sick and weak members of society 
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when they threatened the health and wealth of the group at large, this 
is a marginal phenomenon that does not lie at the core of culture and 
cosmology. If members of society were sacrificed as part of ecology and 
cosmology, their body and death must define society in this life and the 
hereafter. Among the pastoralists and rainmakers in the Sudd of South 
Sudan and northern Uganda, one may find some of the most violent 
expressions of this sacrificial relation, for instance among the Bari (see 
also Oestigaard 2018, Chapter 4).  
 

‘When the rain-maker is dead, he is plugged, his ears are 
plugged, his nose is plugged, his eye is plugged, his mouth is 
plugged, he is plugged, his fingers are plugged. And then thus 
so that… the spirits may not go out, so that the son may manage 
the father so that he obeys (him), so that the spirits obey the 
son’ (Seligman & Seligman 1928:475-476).  

 
One old Dinka rainmaker told Charles G. Seligman in 1910 
 

‘that his father and parental uncle had both been killed in the 
appropriate manner, the Niel custom being to strangle their 
rain-maker in his own house, having first prepared his grave. 
The power of the rain-maker is in theory, and to a very great 
extent in practice, absolute, and every care is taken to guard 
him from accident, but if he were thought to be dangerously ill 
he would be killed even if quite young, for should he die of 
illness it would prevent any of his sons from becoming rain-
maker in his turn’ (Seligman 1931:6, 12).  

 
Dinka rainmakers could also be killed on their request when they got 
old, sick or showed other signs of waning powers. In one case, the grave 
was prepared and the dying rainmaker was placed in it surrounded by 
his family as he told them about the important traditions and history of 
the tribe. When he felt his time had come, he instructed the onlookers 
to fill the grave and soon after it was covered with earth he suffocated 
and died. This was a peaceful death but there were also violent examples 
such as when the rainmaker’s neck, elbows and knees were broken 
(Seligman 1932:196-198). Another Dinka rainmaker was killed in an 
especially violent way:  

 
‘[H]old him standing, cover the whole body with thick cow 
butter and vigorously stretch his legs, fingers, arms and 
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privates, and press the testicles. They then break all the joints. 
Some people say they are broken before death but others say 
after. The question why the privates are stretched and the 
testicles pressed, is always an annoying one and is simply 
answered by a shrug with a prompt “I don’t know”’ (Bedri 
1939:131). 

 
Thus, there are enough ethnographic examples to illustrate that 
senicide took place among pastoralists (see Simonse 1992). These ritual 
homicides were institutionalised in violent ways because they were 
deemed important. If old people were left behind to die when hunter-
gatherers or pastoralists were on the move, they did not constitute 
culture or cosmology. The rainmakers in Sudan, on the other hand, 
embodied the cosmic flow and they were guarantors of the community’s 
future. When their powers started to wane, they were a danger to both 
cattle and humans. The particular treatment of the corpse aimed to 
ensure that the right forces were regenerated in the right way for the 
benefit of the group. Among pastoralists along the Nile, all wealth and 
health depended on the ecology and where the cattle could get enough 
water and food. As food depended on rain, the rainmaker was the most 
important ritual specialist in pastoral communities. 

A cosmology adapted to the ecology of the Nile in the great 
Sudanese swamps cannot be transferred to the cold climates of 
Scandinavia in general and Kivik in particular. Still, there is sufficient 
evidence in Indo-European cosmology and ethnography to show that 
the ritual year was structured around seasonality and continuity 
between the seasons. Also, there is ample evidence of violent practices 
and the intensive use of human bodies. Importantly, the archaeological 
record also gives some indication of scale. At Nibble, roughly one 
individual was sacrificed per century.  

It is important to point out that not all elders were killed, rather the 
contrary. In the Sagas, the gods Odin and Njord died of sickness and old 
age, and in the ethnographic sources from the Nile region, only old 
rainmakers were killed. Thus, in all likelihood we are not talking about 
massive manslaughter on a yearly basis, but instead perhaps one or two 
sacrifices within a community each century, though in times of crisis, 
more people may have been sacrificed. In any event, it is important to 
remember the constituting cultural and cosmological rationality: the 
health and wealth of society through fertility rites that ensured a good 
harvest.  
  



135 

 

5. The Wild Hunt, Perchta and the 

Werewolf Thiess 
 
 
 

‘Beasts and beast impersonations still prevail in modern folk 
traditions of the Christmas season. The julbukk and jolegeiti of 
Norway (the male and female “goat of Yule”) are straw puppets 
or young men disguised by straw or skins into the likeness of the 
beasts. Fakse (a horse) is the leading spirit of Christmastime in 
Setesdal in Norway. Wolves and wolf disguises are especially 
prominent in midwinter. The Wolfshirt… gathers his “flock” at 
the time of the midnight mass to tell each of the wolves what he 
is allowed to seize and devour in the coming year. Olaus Magnus 
informs us that in the Baltic regions men are transformed into 
wolves in the twelve nights of Christmas; the turning of a man 
into a werewolf belongs in many areas of Germany to this time 
of year. A wolf mask, called Isengrind, haunts some towns of 
Switzerland on New Year’s Eve. In some areas of Germany the 
name of the wolf is not to be pronounced in December, while in 
others December is designated as Wolfsmonat – month of the 
wolf. Cakes baked in the Christmas season frequently are shaped 
to form an animal, a stag, boar, wolf, or goat; in Scandinavia 
these pastries may be named julgalt (Yule boar), juleoksen (Yule 
ox), or jolegeiti (Yule goat).’ 
 
Lotte Motz 
‘The Winter Goddess: Percht, Holda, and Related Figures’ 
(1984:159-60). 

 
 
 
The struggle of the divine powers at the winter solstice  
 
The main rites and sacrifices described in the ethnographic material and 
historical sources centred on winter: 1) the harvest rituals during the 
autumn marking the completion of a successful season and the 
beginning of the winter, 2) the midwinter sacrifices at the darkest and 
coldest time of year when the sun disappeared and all cosmic forces 
were reactivated and incited to create new life in the forthcoming year, 
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and 3) the ploughing and sowing rituals after the snow had melted, 
marking the end of winter and the beginning of summer. However, 
across the European continent there were great ecological differences in 
time and space. In England for instance, ploughing and sowing rituals 
started just after Christmas and New Year. Thus, although the calendar 
was important in pre-industrial agricultural societies, the most 
important part from the perspective of cultivation was the weather: 
when the snow melted and winter was conquered. This is why, 
throughout history, the mid-winter sacrifices that took place in the 
darkest hours attained a special cosmological role across Europe. 

Historically, the Old Norse written material that was mainly 
recorded in Iceland during the Middle Ages was the main source for the 
interpretation of pre-Christian religious beliefs and cult practices. While 
archaeology also provides a wide range of material traces of religion and 
cult, the Icelandic texts are often used as a primary reference point. 
Hence, there is a risk that certain aspects of the documented traditions 
will be completely missing or, in any case, unnecessarily toned down. 
This is especially true of the role of female deities in ancient 
Scandinavian religion. In this context, as well as others, surviving 
reminiscences in folklore can help us get closer to a prehistoric reality, 
as philologist Lotte Motz (1984:151) points out: 
 

‘MOST of our knowledge of Germanic myth is derived from the 
Old Icelandic texts and especially from the Eddas. The Eddic 
tales center their attention on the trials and triumphs of the 
male members of the pantheon and tell us little of the female 
forces. That these wielded powers we learn, however, from 
votive monuments, from the names of natural and man-made 
places, from Tacitus’s Germania, and from the traditions of the 
countryside. From these heterogeneous sources scholars have 
tried to reconstruct the features of the ancient goddesses, and 
have drawn figures which are to some degree related to fertility 
and, sometimes, death. In these attempts the scholars have 
made little use of the abundant information offered by the long 
memory of folk-belief. I have turned, in contrast, to folk-
customs and folk-legends and I claim that the material has 
allowed me to discern the clearly defined form of potent female 
forces.’ 

 
Reminiscences of an important female divine being are apparently 
preserved in one of the most widespread folk traditions: the Wild Hunt, 
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a collective term for a myth formation that spread over large parts of 
Europe. The traditions surrounding the Wild Hunt are in turn related 
to several other myths and legends, several of which are related to 
female beings who can be traced back to a pre-Christian cult. The time 
of year of the ritual is mainly winter, particularly around the midwinter 
solstice. Extensive evidence suggests that this mythical complex has 
very old roots and that the various preserved traditions contain 
remnants of originally central religious beliefs and related rituals linked 
to the darkest time of year and the rebirth of the agricultural year. 

Many theories claim that legends of the Wild Hunt are based on 
memories of real ritual processions performed by secret bands of 
initiated young warriors, referred to as kóryos or Männerbünde (cf. 
Weiser 1927). Some of the most influential interpretations had far-
reaching and devastating impacts in the second quarter of the 20th 

century, and while academically they still contain relevant data and 
interpretations, the use of many of these studies remains problematic 
today (see Chapter 8). We are therefore omitting these studies from this 
analysis and instead focus on an area of study that remains unexplored 
in today’s discourses: the fertility and agricultural aspects of werewolves 
in time and space and how they formed an integral part of ecology and 
cosmology. These traditions probably have very long and deep Indo-
European roots and are of great importance for understanding 
fundamental rituals associated with the agricultural year across Europe. 
 
 
The Wild Hunt  
 
In folklore, the Wild Hunt is an entourage of supernatural beings heard 
at night, mainly during late autumn and winter and especially around 
Christmas and New Year. The motif is spread all over Europe with 
different names of the leaders of the hunt, often a god, goddess or some 
mythological figure – sometimes an ancient legendary king – 
accompanied by the souls of the dead. In the Germanic variant it is often 
Odin (Woden, Wotan) who leads the hunt, accompanied by fearsome 
ghostly dogs (e.g. Kershaw 2000; Greenwood 2009). Not infrequently, 
dead warriors appear as part of the hunting entourage, sometimes whole 
armies, and the leader of the hunt often appears as a warrior on 
horseback (Fig. 59).  
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Fig. 59. The Wild Hunt. Detail of ‘Åsgårdsreien’ by Peter Nicolai Arbo 
(1872). The National Museum, Oslo. Creative Commons. 

 
In Sweden, the phenomenon is known as Odin’s Hunt – often with 

Odin transformed into an ancient king or chief – or Hinjakta (‘The 
Devil’s Hunt’), when Odin instead became the evil one, the Christian 
devil. It was generally believed that Odin hunted on horseback with his 
dogs, often surrounded by a large entourage of supernatural creatures 
and the souls of the dead. In many Scandinavian records the horseman 
is chasing the huldra (or hulder), in Sweden also known as skogsrået 
(‘Ruler of the Forest’) or skogsfrun (‘Lady of the Forest’) through forests 
and across the sky. The huldra was a female forest demon (Fig. 60), in 
later Scandinavian folklore often described as a seductive creature that 
lures hikers astray and seduces hunters and forest workers. But Odin’s 
hunt was primarily something you heard during winter nights. In many 
records, nothing was seen, only heard; hoofbeats of galloping horses and 
especially barking dogs. A common story from Sweden is that someone 
hears Odin’s dogs barking, and that they approach and then disappear 
at an unnaturally high speed.  
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Fig. 60. Female forest demon or Huldra. (Olrik & Ellekilde 1926-1951, fig. 
195, p. 402). 
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Fig. 61. Frau Holle (Perchta). (Reinsberg-Düringsfeld 1863, p. 9). 

 
According to some reports, the forest first turned silent when 

Odin’s hunt approached, and only a whining sound and dog barks could 
be heard (e.g. Schön 2004:201-05). In Norway, the same phenomenon 
was called Oskoreien or Åsgårdsreien (‘The Riders of Asgard’) or 
Julereien (‘Christmas Riders’).  
 

‘[It was a] mighty cosmological spectacle around jól or the pre-
Christian Christmas, when Odin charged across the sky on his 
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horse followed by hordes of dead souls, haunting farms and 
families as they marauded from one area to another. Odin was 
followed by the dead; murderers, drunkards and other bad 
spirits, and they went from farm to farm. It was a dangerous 
time when the dead returned’ (Kaliff & Oestigaard 2020:212; c.f. 
Oestigaard & Kaliff 2020:265-277). 

 
In the German-speaking area on the continent, the phenomenon is 
often referred to as Wilde Jagd (‘Wild Hunt’) or Wütendes Heer (‘Raging 
Army’). The leader of this host of ghosts was known by different names 
– Krampus, Knecht Ruprecht etc. – but was generally identified with the 
god Wotan, very much in accordance with the Scandinavian tradition. 
The Central European variant is also associated with the devil, in the 
same way as Odin was in Scandinavia. In the continental version of the 
Wild Hunt, and sometimes in Scandinavia, the crowd of ghosts and 
demons was often led by a female figure, who was referred to as 
Holda/Holle (‘the Friendly One’) or Perchta/Berchta (‘the Right One’), 
though other names also occur (Fig. 61). The Scandinavian motif that 
Odin hunts a female forest demon – the huldra – bears a strong 
resemblance to some variants of the myth of Perchta in Germany and 
Austria. In documented variants of the tradition from northern 
Germany the horseman catches a female demon, a motif that is 
essentially identical to the Nordic one. Wolves, and more commonly, 
dogs are generally described as part of the Wild Hunt, and interestingly 
enough also werewolves. The horses of the riders are described as 
unusual in appearance, with either more or fewer legs than normal – 
often eight like Odin’s mythological horse Sleipner – as well as fiery eyes 
(e.g. Kershaw 2000:29-30; Greenwood 2009:196-98). 

The stories from continental German-speaking areas and 
Scandinavia usually tell of someone who meets the Wild Hunt. If they 
stand up to the hunter, they are punished but if the person instead was 
helpful in some way, a reward was often waiting. A common variant, 
here retold as it was heard from one of the authors’ old relatives (in the 
1960s, Vist parish, province of Östergötland, Sweden), goes as follows: 
A farmer meets a terrified, running woman (the huldra), who is being 
hunted by a rider. She begs him not to reveal where she is hiding, after 
which she runs into the nearby forest. When the rider – in this case the 
devil, not Odin – arrives, he asks the farmer where the woman went. 
The farmer is so frightened that he feels obliged to tell. The hunter 
disappears, a shot is heard, whereupon he returns with the dead woman 
over the saddle ground, the blood dripping from her head. The hunter 
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says: ‘It was lucky for you that you told the truth, otherwise you yourself 
would have been where she is now.’ 

The Nordic tradition of the Wild Hunt – Swedish Odens Jakt (Odin’s 
Hunt) and Norwegian Oskoreien – has in historical times taken on real 
physical expression in the form of groups of disguised younger men, 
who went on raucous forays from village to village and also taunted 
people in their houses. Although this was part of the traditional 
Christmas celebration, it also had the features of a less popular tradition. 
From Setesdal in Norway, there are records of groups of riders 
consisting of as many as 30-40 youngsters, who in an increasingly 
advanced stage of intoxication rode between farms at Christmas time, 
sometimes even riding into the farmhouses themselves (Kaliff & 
Oestigaard 2020:212 with references).  

Here we see a clear connection to continental Europe. In Tirol, in 
the alpine area in southern Germany and Austria, even today, very large 
annual carnival-like festivities occur in December, traditionally on 5 and 
6 December. It is the so-called Krampuslauf (‘Krampus Run’) that takes 
place in several German and Austrian towns and villages. Krampus is a 
traditional figure in folklore around Advent and Christmas in a Central 
European area that today mainly includes parts of Austria and southern 
Germany. In Catholic areas, Krampus is traditionally portrayed as a 
devil-like and frightening companion to Saint Nicholas, while in 
Lutheran circles he has instead assumed a role as the companion of the 
Child Jesus. He is a figure of terror who punishes naughty children. 
Young men, wearing terrifying masks and costumes of animal skins and 
armed with bundles of birch rods, noisily march through towns and 
villages where they harass spectators (e.g. Bruce 1958:44-46; Ridenour 
2016:97-99). The tradition is alive, particularly in Austria, where it has 
in recent years often been reported to degenerate into massive events 
attracting raucous crowds of drunk revellers in traditional dress.  

Masked devil-like figures at Christmas time, acting boisterously and 
making a nuisance of themselves, are documented in Germany since at 
least the 16th century (Fig. 62). Devils with animal masks are 
documented even earlier and appear in medieval church plays. It has 
been suggested that pre-Christian beliefs have blended with Christian 
elements resulting in traditional winter ceremonies of this kind. 
Krampus may then derive from a pagan mythological being or divinity 
mixed with the Christian devil (Honigmann 1977:264).  
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Fig. 62. Perchten masks. (Floegel 1914, 2. Band, face page 262). 
 
Since Krampus also has features of Odin, it is easy to see a similar 

development as in Scandinavian traditions, with Odin identified with 
the devil in folklore, especially in stories of the Wild Hunt. The tradition 
of Perchta, which is related to the Krampuslauf, is perhaps even more 
ancient and also deeply associated with the winter feasts. Unlike 
Krampus, Perchta is a female being and by all accounts identical to the 
figure also known as the earlier mentioned Holda/Holle. She is often 



144 

 

referred to as Frau Holle, and in Germanic folk-beliefs of pre-Christian 
origin also known as Hulda or Holla – all names that denoted a single 
being. In the varied stories and traditions surrounding this female 
figure, we are likely to encounter remnants of a mythological being who 
originally had a very great significance. As the Austrian-American 
philologist Lotte Metz (1984:162) said: ‘The German name Holle or 
Hulda finds a counterpart in Huld, the name of a giantess of the Old 
Icelandic texts, and in huldre, the wood-dwellers of Norwegian folk-
tradition.’  
 

‘While Frigga was not known by this name in Southern 
Germany, there were other goddesses worshipped there, whose 
attributes were so exactly like hers, that they were evidently the 
same, although they bore very different names in the various 
provinces. Among them was the fair goddess Holda (Hulda or 
Frau Holle), who graciously dispensed many rich gifts. As she 
presided over the weather, the people were wont to declare 
when the snowflakes fell that Frau Holle was shaking her bed, 
and when it rained, that she was washing her clothes, often 
pointing to the white clouds as her linen which she had put out 
to bleach’ (Guerber 1909:42). 

 
According to other established interpretations, Perchta/Holda has 
emerged from an amalgamation of Germanic and possibly Celtic 
traditions of the Alpine regions. The historical figure was formed after 
the Migration Period in the Early Middle Ages but clearly goes back to 
older mythical and divine pre-Christian beings (Timm 2003:1-26). Jacob 
Grimm (1875: 220-234), who also wanted to identify the traditions of 
Perchta and Holda with remnants of a pre-Christian Germanic goddess, 
already observed that the traditions of Perchta appear in the German 
regions where Holda/Holle does not exist, which strengthens the theory 
that they are in fact different names for the same mythological being 
(Figs. 63-64). 

The traditions surrounding Perchta may in fact constitute a 
precursor of the Krampuslauf. A similar form of processions and 
festivities is known as Perchtenlauf, regarded as a more original form, 
with an older background. The Catholic Church regarded the 
Perchtenlauf with suspicion and civil authorities even banned it for a 
period. The tradition survived longest and strongest in the remote and 
relatively sparsely populated Alpine region (Ridenour 2016:97-99).  
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Fig. 63. Perchta, ca. 1910. Drawing by Prof. Karel Rozum. Prague. Creative 
Commons. 
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Eventually the fearful version of Perchta transformed into Krampus 

and was closely connected to Saint Nicholas. Still, when you see the 
Krampuslauf performed it is easy to see its pagan origin. But it may also 
revolve around variants of a same theme, partly differently expressed 
and preserved, in the same way as the Scandinavian tradition around 
Odin’s hunting can focus on both the male rider – Odin – and a female 
leader, alternatively a hunted female mythological being.  

 

Fig. 64. Perchta, ca. 
1910. Drawing by Prof. 
Karel Rozum. Prague. 
Creative Commons. 
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In the continental European tradition, Perchta/Holda was often the 
leader of the Wild Hunt, although there are, as mentioned, also several 
variants with male leaders of an entourage of ghostly beings. ‘We 
frequently meet in German folklore tales about this phantom hunting 
party or phantom army which rides at night in sound and fury through 
the sky, and this host, the stories have it, is often headed by the goddess’ 
(Motz 1984:153). In the Scandinavian version of the Wild Hunt, 
especially in traditions from Setesdal in Norway, the female leader or 
participants are also omnipresent (Kaliff & Oestigaard 2020).  

In the Norwegian tradition, the leader of the Wild Hunt, Guro, is 
definitely a woman or a female character. Guro Ryserova was also seen 
as Huldra. However, sometimes male protagonists also dressed up as 
women or wore women’s clothing. From the Orkney Islands, there is a 
report of this tradition being closely connected with the youngsters 
dressing up in the period after Christmas or jol – usually in February – 
for an occasion known as gyro night. Nils Lid describes the tradition 
(Lid 1933:59):  
 

‘Each of the smaller boys got a long bundle of simmans and got 
it lit and so had a torch… The “gyro” was just one of the bigger 
boys with a mask on. The “gyros” generally went in pairs, and 
might be dressed simply like two old women… He might have 
on some grotesque headgear, then some woman’s garment 
about the body…’  

 
By the turn of the 20th century, this was a late relic of the Corn-Mother 
Gjø, also known as gygr on the Shetland Islands.  

In some continental variants of the tradition, not only the leader 
but all participants are female figures. A very interesting documentation 
comes from the performance of Perchtenlauf in Styria, in south-eastern 
Austria. In this region, in older times, all the participants were women. 
They blackened their faces, wore their hair long and exposed their 
breasts. According to a record from the early 20th century, many of the 
women would let one breast hang out (Duerr 1985:33). The similarities 
between this specific version of Perchtenlauf and the Nordic tradition of 
Odin’s hunt are particularly interesting. The presence of female 
participants displaying a bare drooping breast is remarkable. As 
mentioned, the Swedish version of the Wild Hunt often features the 
female huldra, often described in a similar way, with drooping breasts.  
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Remnants of a pre-Christian goddess 
 
Perchta/Hulda/Holle actually has similarities with several pre-Christian 
female deities, as pointed out by Jacob Grimm (1875). Other 
interpretations claim that her origins lie in an even older divinity that 
originates in a pre-Indo-European fertility goddess. This view was put 
forward by Marija Gimbutas (e.g. 2001) as part of her work to 
reconstruct the main goddess of a pre-Indo-European agricultural 
society in Europe. Gimbutas believed that Perchta/Hulda/Holle was 
originally an ancient Germanic supreme goddess, predating most of the 
rest of the pantheon of deities such as Odin, Thor and Loki. 
Furthermore, she believed this goddess was part of a continuing 
tradition from pre-Indo-European Neolithic Europe that was adopted 
by the incoming Indo-Europeans and partially transformed.  

The name itself – Holle/Holda/Hulda – is closely related to the 
Huldra, the female being that Odin hunts in the Nordic version of the 
legend of the Wild Hunt. We find similar name forms throughout the 
Nordic area, although the name in later folk beliefs can refer to mythical 
beings of partly different character and shape. In Icelandic folk legends 
they appear as Huldufólk (‘hidden people’) and correspond to the same 
kind of beings that are known as álfr (‘elves’). In Denmark, they are 
known as Huldrefolk, a word derived from the Norwegian version. The 
first element of the word, huldre, derived from huldr, means ‘hidden one’ 
(Sveinsson 2003:170). Originally, the different names seem to have 
referred to the same kind of being, at least in the case of the female 
beings designated by this name form. Both the linguistic similarities and 
the characteristics of the different figures can support such an 
assumption, as already noted by Grimm (1875:224 ff).  

In many descriptions, it is said that Perchta/Holda has one extra-
large foot. This is sometimes referred to as a goose foot or a swan foot. 
Jacob Grimm put forward the idea that this strange animal foot may 
symbolise Perchta’s role as a higher being who could shapeshift into an 
animal. In folklore, Perchta is described as having two different forms: 
a young beautiful version and an ugly elderly one (e.g. Frazer 1913a:240-
43). In her more ugly and frightful form, she was used in stories intended 
to frighten or to illustrate how certain behaviour was punished, similar 
to the Krampus tradition (e.g. Smith 2004). In her more benevolent form 
she seems to have been a protective figure. 
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Fig. 65. Perchta. 1910. Czechoslovakia. Photo: Štěpán Dvořák. Creative 
Commons.  

 
In folkloric stories, Perchta/Frau Holle often punishes women who 

were careless in one way or another while spinning threads or practising 
other textile crafts (Fig. 65). Through the myths of Frau Holle, the magic 
of spinning and weaving was associated with witchcraft in later folklore, 
also a common feature in many fairy tales. Interestingly enough, Holle, 
in addition to keeping her watchful eye on craftswomen, is also regarded 
as the patroness of agriculture and domestic animals, especially the 
milking of cattle. Holle was also perceived as the goddess to whom 
children who died as infants would go. In addition to the names 
mentioned above, she is known by several other names: Dunkle 
Großmutter (‘The Dark Grandmother’) in her more sinister aspect and 
Weisse Frau (White Lady) with emphasis on the brighter and more 
positive qualities of her being. The latter figure also appears in the Wild 
Hunt myths and legends that are scattered over large parts of Europe, 
while Frau Holle / Hulda is also embedded in several later traditions and 
literary works (e.g. Motz 1984; Timm 2003). She appears in the famous 
Grimms’ fairy tales, from which she spread into world literature. Her 
dual nature makes her an unpredictable figure, which corresponds with 
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the interpretation that the legends of these female beings are based on 
beliefs in an important ancient goddess.  

The question then is which goddess (or goddesses), of those we 
know from pre-Christian Germanic and Old Norse mythology, can be a 
model for Perchta/Holda. One possible candidate would be Nerthus, as 
described in Tacitus’ Germania (ch. 40). Like Nerthus, she is said to 
travel in a chariot and dwells at the bottom of a lake or a well. However, 
the continuity up to historical time is problematic here, since there is 
no agreement as to which goddess from Old Norse sources should be 
identified with Nerthus. In any event, a particularly interesting aspect 
of Perchta/Holda is the close association to textile craft and especially 
spinning. In that respect, she resembles the Nordic goddesses Freya and 
Frigg who are both associated with spinning (Fig. 66). There is also 
much to suggest that these two goddesses were originally one and the 
same (Grundy 1996:56-67, cf. Kroonen 2013:155), though this is disputed 
and uncertain. The name Freya does not appear outside Scandinavia, in 
contrast to Frigg, who is known in a broader Germanic context and 
whose name occurs in various forms. The name Frigg is reconstructed 
as Proto-Germanic *Frijjō, (‘Beloved’ or ‘Free’). Freya roughly means 
‘The Lady’ (Old Norse Freyja), suggesting it was perhaps not a proper 
name but rather a title or honorific for a goddess in general. In that case, 
it could support the notion of Frigg and Freya as the same goddess in an 
older Germanic pantheon. Guerber says: 
 

‘The Saxon goddess Eástre, or Ostara, goddess of spring, whose 
name has survived in the English word Easter, is also identical 
with Frigga, for she too is considered goddess of the earth, or 
rather of Nature’s resurrection after the long death of winter… 
In other parts of Germany, Frigga, Holda, or Ostara is known 
by the name of Brechta, Bertha, or the White Lady… As 
ancestress of the imperial house of Germany, the White Lady is 
supposed to appear in the palace before a death or misfortune 
in the family… In Mecklenburg, this same goddess is known as 
Frau Gode, or Wode, the female form of Wuotan or Odin, and 
her appearance is always considered the harbinger of great 
prosperity. She is also supposed to be a great huntress, and to 
lead the Wild Hunt, mounted upon a white horse, her 
attendants being changed into hounds and all manner of wild 
beasts’ (Guerber 1909:55-57). 
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Fig. 66. Frigga Spinning the Clouds by John Charles Dollman, 1909. 
Creative Commons. 

 
As with Freya and Frigg, there are not always clear distinctions 

between different deities in Old Norse mythology. Another such 
example is the Norns – the goddesses of fate who live at the foot of the 
world tree Yggdrasil – who according to mythology spin the threads of 
fate. The Norns definitely have a central mythological role and are 
closely linked to spinning, a craft that is given a deep cosmological 
meaning, as they spin the threads of destiny. There is much to suggest 
that the notion of such beings – goddesses spinning the threads of fate 
– goes very far back in time, probably to an early Indo-European or even 
proto-Indo-European stage. The Indo-European parallels have been 
highlighted by the French researcher Francois-Xavier Dillmann (2002). 
However, there is not always a clear distinction between the Norns and 
other beings, such as the Dísir – female beings also associated with fate 
and the future. In other words, it is difficult to determine which pre-
Christian goddess figure is reflected in Perchta/Holda. Nor is it the most 
important issue for us in this context. Of greater importance is the 
actual function of this female divinity from a cosmological perspective 
and in a cosmology that primarily focused on the conditions of 
agriculture and animal husbandry in relation to the changing seasons. 
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Fig. 67. Perchta as goat, ca. 1910. Drawing by Prof. Karel Rozum. Prague. 
Creative Commons. 
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However, it seems clear that the belief in Perchta/Holda combines 

elements of wild nature and the domestic sphere. This duality probably 
explains her wild frightening nature and her benevolent characteristics 
(Figs. 67-68). As Lotte Motz puts it: 
 

‘While Percht and Holda are no longer concerned exclusively 
with the uncultivated forest, but look to the state of 
households, to the raising of human children, and even to the 
fertility of the fields, they have retained some elemental 
aspects.… In their leadership of the Wild Hunt Percht and 
Holda are brought into relation with the woodland beasts, 
though as hunter rather than as guardian. We know that such 
a transformation often takes place in the development of the 
demons of wild nature. Cats and dogs, goats or grunting pigs 
sometimes belong with the Wild Host itself and show the Lady 
to be surrounded by her animals – the image pointing, possibly, 
to her more ancient role of guardian. Dogs especially are noted 
in the retinue; since dogs are closely related to wolves we might 
understand the alliance of the Lady with her pack as a vestige 
of her more archaic form as Wolfshirt (“shepherd of wolves”), 
a figure of Germanic and non-Germanic tradition’ (Motz 1984: 
158 f). 

Fig. 68. Perchta as goat, ca. 
1910. Drawing by Prof. Karel 
Rozum. Prague. Creative 
Commons. 
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Fig. 69. Perchta and Gartenlaube, Leipzig 1892. Creative Commons. 

 
Carnival-like festivities like the Krampuslauf and Perchtenlauf (Fig. 

69) cannot immediately be detected in the Nordic tradition, though one 
may see some parallels. Traditional festivities of somewhat similar kind 
in the Nordic countries were those linked to Lucia Day (Saint Lucy’s 
Day) on 13 December and the Twelfth Night after Christmas (Epiphany). 
They featured people wearing masks and disguised in often frightening 
or otherwise exaggerated ways, as well as noisy and sometimes almost 
violent antics (see below). A figure that often appears in this context is 
the Christmas or Yule goat. Around Christmas time, groups of people in 
fancy dress walked around the villages, performing plays and songs. One 
of the participants was dressed as a goat (Fig. 70). In parts of Sweden, 
the tradition survived well into the 20th century. As mentioned in 
Chapter 4, the Christmas goat is now mainly associated with the straw 
goat that is today used as a Christmas decoration. This feature also has 
a long tradition associated with the ancient beliefs about ‘the last sheaf’ 
(cf. Motz 1984). 
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Fig. 70. Julbock or Yule goat in Sweden. The Nordic Museum, Stockholm 
(NMA.0054059).  

 
The similarities between Krampus/Perchten and the traditional 

Christmas goat in Nordic countries are often striking. Both in the Nordic 
countries and on the continent, these phenomena are clearly connected 
to beliefs around the Wild Hunt. While Krampus may be dressed in a 
variety of striking costumes, they all share a number of characteristics. 
The figure should be hairy, usually brown or black in colour. He has 
hooves and horns like a goat (Bruce 1958:45). This description largely 
corresponds with the old Scandinavian version of the traditional 
Christmas goat costume. One example recorded from the Swedish 
province of Västergötland tells about dressing up in the most 
frightening way with horns on the forehead and on the knees, long tails 
and the face covered with hair. Old fur from cows, as well as horsehair, 
were used as an extra ornament where appropriate (Alver 1976:117). 

A central female character also often features in the Nordic 
tradition. The motif of Odin hunting the Huldra is common in legends 
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about the Wild Hunt, but in some cases these characters also 
materialised in reality. Old Christmas traditions recorded in Setesdal in 
Norway include riders chasing and capturing a young woman, probably 
as part of a fertility motif. These groups of riders went from farm to farm 
during Christmas, often noisily intruding as uninvited guests. ‘While the 
tradition was mainly a form of entertainment among young men, 
sometimes unmarried women were also “kidnapped” and taken along in 
the procession’ (Kaliff & Oestigaard 2020:212). This seems to have been 
a rendition of the Wild Hunt as a real spectacle. 

In this context, there is a further parallel with the southern German 
and Austrian traditions around Perchta and the Perchtenlauf, as some 
versions of the Nordic story of the Wild Hunt also seem to have had a 
female leader. This is expressed in the motif of a procession led by the 
above-mentioned legendary Guro Ryserova, a kind of mythological 
goddess character. In Setesdal and Telemark in Norway, she was 
believed to lead the Oskoreien as late as the 19th century (Skar 1908:5-20; 
Lid 1933:15; Olrik & Ellekilde 1951:947pp). This female leader of the Wild 
Hunt may also have a connection to another Scandinavian Christmas 
tradition, the festivities on Saint Lucy’s Day. 

The traditional Scandinavian celebration of Lucia Day on 13 
December forms part of the Christmas festivities, particularly in parts of 
Sweden and Norway. In Christian tradition, Lucia (Lucy) is associated 
with St. Lucy but celebrations feature a mix between pre-Christian and 
Christian elements, like Nordic Christmas (Jul) in general. From the 
Middle Ages, Saint Lucy was celebrated on the darkest day of the year: 
the winter solstice according to the old Julian calendar. Due to the 
transition to the Gregorian calendar – introduced in 1753 in Sweden and 
Finland and already in 1700 in Denmark and Norge – the winter solstice 
shifted to 22 December. However, despite the calendar reform certain 
traditions around the winter solstice remained associated with the old 
date of 13 December. At the darkest time of the year, the forces of light 
were evoked to cause the sun and heat to return and restore fertility to 
animals and fields. It is from these beliefs and rituals linked to light, 
darkness and the turn of the year that a festival of light originally 
developed. During Christian times, this has been transformed into the 
celebration of Saint Lucy. But even the saintly female character who is 
so prominent in today’s celebration may find her origins in a pre-
Christian tradition of a light-bearing woman, originally perhaps a pagan 
goddess of light (Hellquist 1922).  
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Fig. 71. ‘Lussi’ documented from Forsand, Rogaland, Norway. One of the 
men was dressed up as a woman with headgear of goat and ram-horn. 
(Weiser-All 1954, p. 33). 

 
The original Scandinavian name for this being is not Lucia but Lussi 

(Fig. 71), a similarity which probably facilitated the confusion between 
pre-Christian and Christian traditions. There is an interesting and 
probable link between the notion of Lussi/Lucia as a pagan goddess of 
light and the continental goddess Perchta, based on a possible 
etymological derivation of this name. Perchta probably means ‘the 
bright one’ (Old High German beraht, bereht, from Proto-Germanic 
*berhtaz). An alternative etymology attributes the name Perchta to the 
Old High German verb pergan, meaning ‘hidden’ or ‘covered’, an 
etymology that also corresponds with the meaning of Holda/Hulda. 
Lucia/Lussi Day, and more specifically the night, are associated with all 
sorts of evil forces and sinister beings. Also known as Lussinatta (‘The 
Night of Lussi’ this night marked the start of a period that lasted through 
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Christmas when trolls and evil spirits were believed to be particularly 
active and it was considered extremely dangerous to be outside (Alver 
1976:112-18; cf. Nordisk familjebok 1912, Vol.16:1216-18). 

According to folklore, it was at this time of the year that Lussi, a 
female being with evil qualities like a demon or witch, came riding 
through the air with her companions: ‘In Southern Norway, “Lussi” is 
the dominating figure in the group of supernormal beings prowling the 
countryside: Christmashogs, Christmasgoats, “oskorei”, “julerei” and 
whatever else they maybe called’ (Alver 1976:126). There is thus a clear 
connection to the tradition of the Wild Hunt/Odin’s Hunt, while the 
Lussi character more or less corresponds to Gyro Ryserova. However, 
there are also records of an alternative, male being in the shape of 
Lussegubben (‘Old Man Lusse’), an evil creature who roamed around at 
night with sinister companions. This may be a Nordic version of the 
same amalgam of mythological male and female creatures found in 
Perchta and Krampus. Naughty children needed to be extra careful, as 
Lussi or Lussegubben could come down the chimney and abduct them, 
another similarity to the continental tradition of Krampus and Perchta 
(Fig. 72).  
 

 
 
Fig. 72. The Yule-goat from Närsjö, Nås, Sweden. The Nordic Museum, 
Stockholm (NM.0130676*1). 
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Thiess: The werewolves and fertility 
 
Of particular interest to our main theme here is the connection between 
werewolves, harvest and fertility, and winter rituals. The best-
documented and most quoted of these stories was recorded in 1691 and 
originates in a region then known as Swedish Livonia. The area was 
conquered from Russia in 1629 and then formed part of Sweden until 
1721 when it was lost again to Russia as a result of the Great Nordic War 
(1700-1721). Today, this region is divided between the Baltic states of 
Estonia and Latvia. One reason why this particular story is so well 
documented is that it was written down in the form of a court case. An 
elderly man was accused of turning into a werewolf with several other 
men on certain days. The case is often referred to in the literature as 
‘The Livonian Werewolf’. 

During this period the Swedish Lutheran state church had an 
increasingly influential role in society, as the 1687 Church Act shows. 
Lawsuits against alleged unchristian behaviour or witchcraft elicited 
harsh punishments. Violations of any part of the Lutheran doctrine were 
severely punished. The well-documented legal process can be explained 
as part of this development – a positive historical side effect (for 
historical and ethnological research) of an unpleasant amalgamation of 
worldly and religious power in 17th-century Sweden. 

The man known in literature as ‘The Livonian Werewolf’ was 
actually called Thiess (or Thies) and was often referred to as Thiess of 
Kaltenbrun after his place of origin. When he was brought to justice in 
Jürgensburg (now Zaube), a Latvian village about 100 km east of Riga, 
he was already in his eighties. He was initially summoned to court not 
as an accused but as a non-suspect witness in a case of church robbery. 
However, it came to the court’s attention that locals believed he was a 
werewolf. During the trial that followed, he willingly admitted that he 
was a werewolf (Wahrwolff), or at least occasionally turned into one. He 
performed this metamorphosis with a number of other men but claimed 
that he had stopped becoming a werewolf about ten years before the 
trial. He said he had become a werewolf after being offered a drink by a 
man and then toasting with him. This meant that he could also pass on 
his ability to become a werewolf by toasting with someone. He did this 
by breathing three times into the jug that contained the drink and 
saying ‘you will become like me’. If the other person then accepted the 
jug, he could turn into a werewolf (de Blécourt 2007:50).  
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The general perception in 17th-century Sweden and Northern 
Europe in general was that a werewolf was an evil creature in alliance 
with evil powers. The most interesting and spectacular thing about 
Thiess’ admission is that he gave a completely different picture of the 
werewolf’s role and significance. He claimed that as a werewolf he used 
to descend into hell, along with other werewolves but not to unite with 
the evil one and his followers. On the contrary, he went there to fight 
the Devil and his witches. He described himself and the other 
werewolves as ‘hounds of God’, who fought on the good side against evil 
forces. Tragically, the judges did not pay much attention to these 
benevolent sides and qualities of being a werewolf, but deemed Thiess 
of Kaltenbrun guilty. He was sentenced and punished by being both 
flogged and banished for life – a relatively lenient punishment at that 
time, given the usually draconian punishment for similar 
misdemeanours, such as witch-burning. 
 
 
Initiation, divination and flights to hell 
 
This short summary of Thiess of Kaltenbrun’s description of his journeys 
to hell, the struggle against the evil powers and its background is of 
great importance to understand the motifs reflected in some versions of 
the Wild Hunt as well as in other traditions and beliefs discussed above. 
The following narrative is mainly based on an account of Thiess’ 
confession presented by the Dutch historian Willem de Blécourt 
(2007:49-50). 

According to Thiess’ account, werewolves were unequivocally good. 
He told the court that after they died the souls of werewolves went to 
heaven while witches and wizards who helped the devil went to hell. 
The only reason werewolves travelled to hell was to recapture the fertile 
things that the evil powers had stolen from the Earth. Thiess and his 
werewolf companions transformed on three nights a year to travel to 
Hell and fight the evil powers: the feast of Saint Lucia in December, 
Whitsun/Pentecost and the feast of Saint John in midsummer. The 
latter two occasions were less precisely dated and depended on when 
the corn was in bloom. Lucia Day corresponded to the celebration in the 
Scandinavian tradition described above. Once they arrived in hell, the 
werewolves fought against the devil himself as well as his witches and 
wizards. The aim was particularly interesting: Thiess testified that it was 
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to rescue the grain and livestock (cattle, grain, fruit and fish), which the 
witches had stolen from the Earth.  

According to Thiess’ account, the werewolves were thus fighting the 
evil forces that kept crops and fertility away from the Earth and the 
living. Their efforts were successful: they returned to the world of the 
living with the fruits of the earth, creating the conditions for a fruitful 
new year of cultivation. This is a very clear description of a symbolic 
struggle between summer and winter, or the turning point of the 
seasons. Importantly, the emphasis on fertility and nature’s growth 
forces is a motif that does not correspond with the general perception 
of werewolves in early modern Europe. In Thiess’ time, werewolves were 
seen as allies of the evil one and his witches. However, his story has 
many equivalents in ancient mythology and very long historic 
trajectories to a distant past: fertility, crops and vegetation, how to stop 
death / winter and spur on life-giving growth forces. Only through the 
struggle between benevolent and sinister powers – and eventually 
through victory of good over evil – can life be born again and the coming 
year restore full vitality. 

Thiess provided the judges in Jürgensburg with a detailed and rich 
testimony, which also gives an insight into perceptions of ‘good 
werewolves’ fighting evil in hell. However, the judges were not 
interested in his story of werewolves but rather in whether he was a 
good Lutheran:  

 
‘When it turned out that he was acting as a healer and charmer, 
the judges were especially suspicious of his behavior. Thiess 
blessed grain and horses, knew a charm against wolves, and 
another to stop bleeding. He cured horses and cattle using the 
following prayer: “Sun and moon go over the sea, fetch back the 
soul that the devil had taken to hell and give the cattle back life 
and health which was taken from them.” These were the 
normal words, he explained to the judges, and God simply was 
not mentioned’ (de Blécourt 2007:51).  

 
In a condensed form, the rhyme describes the same struggle to regain 
fertility. It is a struggle between good and evil, which in a traditional 
Nordic peasant society meant a struggle between summer and winter. 
In this respect, it is easy to interpret the same cosmological struggle 
expressed in continental European traditions around Perchta and the 
Wild Hunt and Nordic traditions around the Lucia Day and Christmas. 
We do not claim to be the first to see the connection between Thiess’ 
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testimony and these traditions, at least not the continental ones. On the 
contrary, they have led to an intense debate among historians and 
anthropologists (c.f. de Blécourt 2007:52-60 with references). Un-
fortunately, however, this scholarly discussion has run into definitions 
and source-critical issues, which seem to have diverted the focus away 
from cultural-historical processes and their relation to archaeology and 
long timespans. 

Nevertheless, the Italian historian Carlo Ginzburg made a bold 
interpretation in his book The Night Battles: Witchcraft and Agrarian 
Cults in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries (1983), first published 
in Italian in 1966. He argued that Thiess’ testimony could be seen in the 
context of an ancient shamanistic tradition. This specific type of beliefs 
and rites had counterparts in societies of which remnants survived in 
different parts of Europe, including in later secret societies and 
traditions associated with the Witches’ Sabbath. He also included the 
Perchtenlauf into this complex of ritual survivals from a distant past. His 
prime example were the so-called benandanti, an ecstatic movement 
from early modern north-eastern Italy, who believed that their spirits 
left their bodies to battle malevolent witches, protecting their crops 
from famine. In Ginzburg’s view the teaching of the benandanti included 
remnants of a pagan shamanistic substrate that had survived 
Christianisation. This view was supported by, among others, the 
Hungarian historian Éva Pócs (1999), who argued that the remnants of 
‘werewolf magicians’ in different European regions were part of 
shamanistic traditions. Similarities between the Italian benandanti and 
Thiess’ description were also noted by the German anthropologist Hans 
Peter Duerr (1985), though without the emphasis on shamanism. Apart 
from the shamanistic element, Duerr joined Ginzburg’s view of a 
possible connection between the Perchtenlauf and the benandanti, and 
he also compared these with the case of the Livonian werewolf, arguing 
that they all represented a struggle between forces of order and chaos 
(Duerr 1985:32-39). 

Following Thiess’ own description, he acquired the ability to be 
transformed into a werewolf by toasting with a drink and thereby 
pronouncing the words enabling the transformation. This seems to 
relate to actual initiation rites: ‘What the German-speaking judges 
translated as “werewolf” actually referred to groups of people who had 
their own small initiation ritual (the toasting) and who operated on key 
days in the year’ (de Blécourt 2007:62). Although some researchers 
argue that the story of Thiess – the Livonian werewolf – does not contain 
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elements of warrior societies (e.g. Ginzburg 1983; de Blécourt 2007), this 
does not necessarily mean that the story is unrelated to elements 
connected to the tradition of kóryos/Männerbünde. Moreover, it is not 
true, or at least a matter of hair-splitting definition, that the story of the 
Livonian werewolf contains no traces of warlike societies fighting evil 
forces in nature and society. One can quite obviously see such elements 
as Thiess clearly describes an initiated crowd of ‘animal warriors’ 
descending to hell to fight evil. He is in fact telling us the story of a secret 
warrior society – mythical or partly with a real background – turning 
into werewolves and performing a ritual fight against hostile natural 
forces that threaten fertility and the harvest. Briefly presented in this 
way, the story of the Livonian werewolf is a very lucid version of one of 
the most popular and widespread images of a classic Männerbund. 

 
 
A common Indo-European origin 
 
There is much to suggest that both the Nordic version of the Wild Hunt 
– Odin’s hunt – and the continental Germanic traditions of Perchta and 
Krampus include motifs with very deep historical roots. The different 
traditions, some still alive today, have so many common traits that they 
surely speak in favour of a common origin rather than later influences 
(for example during the Medieval Christian period). As the Norwegian 
folklorist Brynjulf Alver (1976:126) says: ‘Doubtless we have here Nordic 
versions of continental customs involving dressed-up and masked 
crowds of people wandering about at Yuletide.’ The corresponding 
elements have no clear connections to Christian traditions, but most 
probably to older pagan cults. The beliefs in groups of dead souls may 
originate in an actual ancient initiation ritual in which the ones who 
were initiated were considered dead by the tribe members. Also, the 
wild and chaotic behaviour of the participants – both in the legends of 
the Wild Hunt and in the real carnivals like the Perchtenlauf – outside 
the regular social norms, may recall real groups of initiates that left a 
lasting impression in long-told legends and traditions. Moreover, 
through their special status and liminal roles as temporarily dead 
persons, the violent and erratic behaviour of these young warriors may 
have inspired some of the Wild Hunt legends.  

The time of year around the winter solstice was of key importance 
for the return of life in culture and cosmology (cf. Kaliff & Oestigaard 
2020, Oestigaard & Kaliff 2020, Oestigaard 2021). It was a struggle 
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between freezing winter and the coming spring in the agricultural year, 
but also between death and rebirth in the society in general. When the 
darkness was at its densest and sun and heat most distant, the struggle 
between the powers that ruled life was most intense. When the year 
‘turned’ at the winter solstice, a gap opened between the world of the 
dead and the living. It was during this time that powerful beings and 
spirits, both good and evil, moved freely. This was also the time of 
initiation into warrior societies. The formation of these secret societies 
was considered absolutely vital for the continuation of society.  
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6. ‘Carrying out Death’, Initiation and 

Leadership as Living Ancestors 
 
 
 

‘[T]he cultic warrior brotherhood… goes back to Common Indo-
European antiquity… this warrior cult was a part of the Ancestor 
cult [and] it played an essential role in the formation of those 
males who were going to be the bearers of culture and tradition 
[and] because of this, the institution was at the center of national 
life and was by its very nature conservative… the adolescent 
warriors were in cultic union with a god of their own, who was at 
once their patron and their actual leader.’ 
 
Kris Kershaw 
‘The One-eyes God. Odin and the (Indo-)Germanic 
Männerbünde’ (2000:269). 

 
 
 
Initiation into death and the future 
 
Arnold van Gennep’s (1960[1909]) pioneering work on lifecycle rituals 
defines our understanding of such rituals and was the basis for the 
studies of Victor Turner (1967, 1969) and Pierre Bourdieu (1991). Van 
Gennep writes:  

 
‘During the entire novitiate, the usual economic and legal ties 
are modified, sometimes broken altogether. The novices are 
outside society, and society has no power over them, especially 
since they are actually sacred and holy, and therefore 
untouchable and dangerous, just as gods would be’ (Gennep 
1960:114, emphasis added).  

 
This is important because while werewolves were violent and 
represented the extreme anti-structure of society, the initiation rituals 
served a purpose as the novices would eventually become leaders at the 
core of culture and cosmology. Lifecycle rituals define social roles and 
identities but also the transition between them, with masks seen as the 
most effective means of transformation (Saetersdal 1995).  
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Fig. 73. Vendel I helmet. The Swedish History Museum, Stockholm. 
Creative Commons. 
 

The simplest form of masking is through the painting of face or 
body with soot or other substances. The original Zwarte Piet in the 
Dutch tradition belongs to a specific form of the Krampus/Perchten 
festival that takes place around Yule or Midwinter, but in later traditions 
the blackface visualised African features rather than European, and the 
connection to the ancestors in a harvest and fertility cosmology was 
broken. In Scandinavian prehistory, it seems that many helmets, 
including the iconic helmets found at Sutton Hoo and Vendel, served a 
double purpose (Fig. 73). The most obvious was physical but according 
to Ing-Marie Back Danielsson: 
 

‘[S]ome parts of the helmets, such as the nose protectors in the 
shape of a bird which perched loosely on the nose… suggest 
that the helmets were not intended for hard battle, since a 
single blow, or perhaps even putting the helmet on and off a 
human head, would make the nose flap fall off or rest in a 
crooked position… When worn in real life, the helmet with 
facial masks would have altered the way the wearer moved 
his/her head, as well as affecting the person’s speech – the tone 
and character of the voice. It would also have altered one’s 
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breathing, as inhalation and exhalation of air flowed less freely’ 
(Back Danielsson 2010:124, 129).  

 
The helmet was also a mask and the wearer no longer just a warrior 
among the living, but also an ancestor and a living dead (Fig. 74).  

‘Wherever there are mask cults, these are ancestor cults; the masks 
transform the wearer into an Ancestor’ (Kershaw 2000:27). In historic 
times in some regions of Norway, the masks used during Christmas 
represented specific characters. While Santa Claus had a mask with a 
huge beard, in the old days masks with a beard took unusual forms. 
Accounts from the county of Telemark state that the mask was made of 
fur or bark and that the beard was made with slow worms (deaf adder). 
The worms were lightly fried before being used as a beard, with the aim 
that the wearer should look as bad and scary as possible (Weiser-Aall 
1954:24). 

 

 
Fig. 74. Vendel XIV helmet. Drawing by O. Sörling, 1927. The Swedish 
History Museum, Stockholm. Creative Commons. 
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In modern times, the processions and pranks of masked youngsters 
at Christmas were meant as entertainment, but in rural Norway legends 
directly linked the masked youngsters to the ancestors and wights. In 
fact, the ancestors as wights and the masked youngsters behaved 
identically: they ate and drank the same, and dwelt in the same places 
on the farm. Intriguingly, in Europe the dead could also be portrayed 
with masks (Weiser-Aall 1954:52-53, 86).  

Masks and masking thus appears to have represented a dual 
process. On the one hand, the dead and the invisible became visible 
through masks; they were the ancestors, but through the masks they 
became the living dead in flesh and blood; the invisible dead were 
dressed. On the other hand, the mask wearers were the young in society 
who became the ancestors by putting on masks. The dead and the living 
became one in the mask: the dead became visible and the initiates 
became invisible. This also makes it easier to understand parts of the 
warrior ideal. When the warriors wore masks, which could include 
decorative and protective helmets, they were already dead and living 
ancestors. Dying when already dead was not a sacrifice, since one gained 
power in death and as an ancestor. Cloaks and transformations were 
central in experiencing death and becoming the living ancestors – they 
created drama. 

A crucial feature in Victor Turner’s analysis was the social drama 
(Turner 1982). According to Turner: 
 

‘[neophytes] are neither living nor dead from one aspect, and 
both living and dead from another… A further structurally 
negative characteristic of transitional beings is that they have 
nothing. They have no status, property, insignia, secular 
clothing, rank, kinship position, nothing to demarcate them 
structurally from their fellow. Their condition is indeed the 
very prototype of sacred poverty’ (Turner 1967:97-99).  

 
The rituals were not only part of culture and cosmology; they defined 
society in different ways. First, through the social constructive aspect of 
rebuilding society and conceptualising cosmos and mythology. ‘During 
the liminal period, neophytes are alternatively forced and encouraged 
to think about their society, their cosmos, and the powers that generate 
and sustain them. Liminality may be partly described as a stage of 
reflection’ (Turner 1967:105). Second: 
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‘Liminality is both creative and more destructive than the 
structural norm… Liminality is, of course, an ambiguous state, 
for social structure, while it inhibits full social satisfaction, 
gives a measure of finiteness and security; liminality may be for 
the many the acme of insecurity, the breakthrough of chaos 
into cosmos, of disorder into order’ (Turner 1982:46-47).  

 
Thus:  
 

‘Liminality is therefore a paradoxical state, both at the 
individual and the societal level. At the individual level, it is the 
destruction of identity, while at the societal level it involves the 
suspension of the structure of social order’ (Thomassen 
2014:92).  

 
Society returns to normality and the initiates return as adults, full-
fledged members of the community, culture and cosmology. Pierre 
Bourdieu stressed that one of the most important functions of lifecycle 
rituals as rites de passage is to separate those who have performed the 
rituals from those who have not, highlighting their function as rites of 
institution (Bourdieu 1991). Although Bourdieu has been acknowledged 
for this distinction, he has also been criticised for marginalising Van 
Gennep and Turner and for the fact that everything one may find 
interesting in the ten pages Bourdieu dedicates to initiation rites, one 
may find in more theoretical depth in Van Gennep’s work (Thomassen 
2014). Regardless of the anthropological discussion, the reversal of social 
structures and the incorporation of ancestors for the future has been 
analysed in depth by Maurice Block among others (Block and Parry 
1982, see also Block 1987, 1992). 

Fredrik Barth in particular has emphasised the knowledge systems 
and mechanisms of knowledge transmission of cultural and 
cosmological core values in a given community (e.g. Barth 1975, 1990, 
1993). ‘[R]itual occasions… are major occasions in the genesis of their 
tradition of knowledge,’ Barth writes (Barth 1989:19), and in this process 
one must also highlight the role of the leaders and ritual instructors: 
 

‘When the ritual leader of the Baktaman decided to perform 
the sixth degree initiation during my residence there in 1968, 
he had to set aside several days to try to remember and 
reconstruct in his mind just how it was to be performed… Most 
senior men had only fragmentary recollections of even the 
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elementary initiations through which they had passed… 
Recreation of an initiation after the interval of about ten years 
since its last performance seems to depend in part on re-
membering that performance in detail, in part on remembering 
the instructions and secrets previously communicated by 
elders in rare and highly charged moments of revelation of 
scared truths…’ (Barth 1989:26-27). 

 
While it is of course difficult to observe such processes of knowledge 
transmissions in archaeology, Barth points out two fundamental aspects 
that are important for this analysis. Although the main focus in many 
analyses is the theatricality of the rituals, the visual façade conceals 
structure, knowledge systems and cultural patterns. Moreover, ritual 
specialists and leaders are always involved, instructing and guiding the 
novices to become society’s new leaders. This is the deep structural 
function of the ritual in the wider social and societal contexts. 
 
 
Becoming ancestors 
 
Joseph Campbell could not have expressed it more accurately when he 
wrote in The Masks of God (Campbell 1959, 1962, 1964): ‘We are entering, 
indeed, the realm of King Death, the Great Chief Death’ (Campbell 
1959:169). By wearing masks, the *koryos became the dead. An 
important part of being the initiate 
 

‘was to make the dead seen at those times of the year when they 
were most active. It is too little to say that they represent the 
dead: They actually cause them to be present: they are the 
dead… The mask shows that the wearer is a dæmonic, or more-
than-natural, being. He is no longer himself: he is an Ancestor’ 
(Kershaw 2000:26-27).  

 
The initiates did not symbolise death; they became the dead in the 
rituals, with the masks allowing the transformation from the living to 
the dead. The ancestors came back; the dead were alive in the novices 
and the initiates. Regardless of whether they wore masks over their 
whole face, only hats or helmets, or cloaks of various animals, by 
covering their bodies the initiates were transformed into the dead but 
also into animals like werewolves or goats (Fig. 75).  
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Fig. 75. The Hagendrup goat-mask from Bregninge on Zeeland, Denmark 
(period II, ca. 1500-1300 BC). Source: The National Museum of Denmark, 
Copenhagen. Creative Commons. 

 
The initiates as living ancestors point to a central aspect of the 

Männerbund; the future of society was rooted in the past and the 
ancestors. Even if the initiates were sometimes violent and villains, the 
dead legitimised and defined the social order. The Männerbund is ‘a 
cultic warrior brotherhood of young males, bound by oath to a god and 
to each other and in ritual union with the ancestors, in training to be 
the men, or leading men, of their society,’ Kershaw says, and the *koryos 
was a band of these warrior-novices, but, he adds: ‘Let me emphasise 
that nowhere do we find the Männerbund in its “pure” form’ (Kershaw 
2000:xi). The last observation is important, because throughout the 
Indo-European era and across its geographic area there was great 
variation around the common themes and practices. And while wolves 
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were generally perceived as living apart from society, their seclusion was 
also part of society and formed an integral part of culture and 
cosmology. The initiation period was not just an ordeal that allowed 
boys to become men; these novices would become leaders of their 
societies. Though commoners may have been initiated through 
similarly violent rituals, they were in essence and originally aimed at the  
ruling class.  
 

 
Fig. 76. Viksø helmet with bull-like horns. Source: The National Museum 
of Denmark, Copenhagen, Denmark. Creative Commons. 
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From this perspective, one may summarise some structural aspects 
for further discussion. First, the importance of violence and 
warriorhood was rooted in pastoral and nomadic structures where 
protecting the herds of sheep and cattle was prioritised (Fig. 76). In 
other words, the societal aims of the initiation was to secure the health 
and wealth of the community and, by extension ensure the continuity 
of culture and cosmology at large. Second, the pastoral origin merged 
with and developed into agrarian adaptive strategies. The ethnographic 
examples show that beside wars among rival groups, there was also an 
ongoing struggle against nature to conquer the hostile forces that 
threatened life and welfare. This was also a battle against invisible evil, 
represented by malevolent beings such as spirits and ancestors. Third, 
one needs spiritual force to engage in spiritual battles and such force 
could best be found in death and the descendants. Becoming an 
ancestor was therefore the most powerful way to fight the spirits that 
threatened human life and agrarian growth forces. The extreme violence 
and lawlessness they were trained to exercise prepared them for the 
challenges they would face as leaders who defended society. Lastly, 
some sources portray these youngsters as brutes and villains living alone 
in the wild for years but this cannot be the whole picture. It seems 
reasonable to assume that the initiates were left alone in nature for part 
of the period in order to learn to survive, but they were not left entirely 
to their own devices or reduced to being scavengers. They had to be 
prepared to become leaders of society and had to learn the secrets of 
their culture and cosmology under the supervision of mentor figures 
who guided them through the initiation process. They were bound by 
an oath to a god and united with their ancestors in rituals. Their 
mentors transmitted important knowledge which prepared them to 
become men but also leaders.  

As there is no proto-type or original form for such a group of novices 
becoming adults, one has to look at known cases in time and space, and 
try to identify structural features and parameters that might be relevant 
for interpretations of Scandinavian prehistory. Death plays a key role in 
most of these initiations and groups, which involves learning about the 
ancestors and how to become a living ancestor. 
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Aghoris, ancestors and agriculture  
 
In its most extreme form, embodying the dead involved ritual 
cannibalism and murder, as practised in certain Shiva sects in India, 
most notably – and infamously – the Aghoris (Fig. 77). Their practices 
are thought to illustrate Indo-European concepts of the Männerbund as 
they represent some of the core values of the initiation into death 
(Kershaw 2000:208). 

Aghori sadhus live in cemeteries where they transgress all social 
boundaries and taboos with their extreme practices. While their actions 
are widely seen as perverted, they do reveal deep cosmological 
structures. These sadhus are seen as living immortals – ancestors or 
living dead – who cannot die. This makes them ritually and religiously 
superior to all others. Since the flesh is mortal and the soul is eternal, 
one must transcend the body to transcend death. The body and mind 
are identical in Hindu thought, meaning that a pure mind cannot reside 
in an impure body and vice versa. In other words, for the soul to be holy 
and immortal, the body must also be holy. The Aghoris modelled their 
philosophy on the Hindu belief in the holiness of cows. The only impure 
part of the cow is the mouth (since it is in direct contact with external 
pollution and impurities) whereas the body is a cosmic and purifying 
machine. This means cow dung is also holy.  

If the food the Aghori eats is pure, it cannot be impure when it 
leaves the body since the body is holy. To prove this, the Aghori may 
ritually eat his own faeces or parts of the flesh of corpses burning on the 
cremation pyre. By consuming death and literally transcending 
mortality while being alive, he conquers death. The extent to which such 
practices actually take place is another matter, but the mythology of the 
cosmology creates an enigmatic aura around the Aghoris; they are 
immortal and certainly different from everybody else (see Svoboda 
1993a, 1993b, 1998).  

Human sacrifices are historically documented in relation to the 
monsoon. The ten-day Dusserah or Dasarā festival near the end of the 
monsoon opened ‘the season of war’ with war expeditions starting on 
the tenth day (Kershaw 2000:208, 225). The central part of the Dusserah 
festival was the human sacrifice before the warriors set off. The warriors 
watched as the victim’s neck was cut with a sword whereupon blood 
gushed forth, and all warriors took a drop of blood and applied it on 
their foreheads. According to Severine Silva:  
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Fig. 77. Aghori sadhu, Pashupatinath, Nepal, 2002. Photo: Terje Oestigaard. 
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‘The chief feature of this great festival was the offering of nara 
bali (human sacrifice). One human being was always sacrificed 
on this day. With blood splattered round about him the warrior 
marched out of his house to slaughter the enemies of his 
people’ (Silva 195:579). 

  
In other documented cases the decapitated heads were used as 
hearthstones. In the village of Hiregutti, 15 miles south of Ankola,  

 
‘[h]uman beings were sacrificed on the stone by cutting 
through their necks and separating the head from the body. 
The bodies were kept together at one place, but the three heads 
were picked up and arranged [as hearthstones]… Food was 
cooked on this hearth. Later the heads were picked up again 
and reunited with the bodies to which they belonged’ (Silva 
195:580).  

 
In the village of Avarsa,  
 

‘[i]n ancient times human beings were slaughtered in sacrifice 
on the last day of the Dusserah festival, held in the precincts of 
Kodi Bir temple. Three human heads were arranged as 
hearthstones. Over this a copper pot was placed and coconut 
oil put into it. A fire was made underneath the pot, and vades 
(a rice preparation) were boiled in the coconut oil’ (Silva 
1955:580).  

 
It is intriguing that the blood of the sacrifice victim was used to bless 
the warriors and that the sacrifice was part of the agricultural season 
and cooking (see Kaliff & Oestigaard 2004). 

In Ireland, a variation on the same theme is documented in Celtic 
mythology. The fiana were ‘warrior bands’ and although they originally 
lived by hunting and plundering, this is one of the few examples where 
one sees shadows of their leaders. Marie-Louise Sjoestedt writes: 

 
‘The fiana are companies of hunting warriors, living as semi-
nomads under the authority of their own leaders… While the 
féinid is outside the tribe, he is not on that account outside the 
law, for the law recognizes his position, and treats him as an 
outsider, not as a pariah. The depredations that he does… are 
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legal and he is never represented as a brigand’ (Sjoestedt 
1949:82, 84).  

 
They are truly in-between, standing at the core and on the margins of 
society at once: 
 

‘[T]he fiana are not merely tolerated, they are accounted 
among the institutions necessary to the prosperity of the tribe 
provided that they are “without excess”, that is to say, provided 
that they restrict themselves within certain limits. Their 
members have a certain claim on the community: not only do 
they live off the people during the winter season, but they have 
a right of option upon the women of the tribe. No girl may be 
given in marriage until she has been offered to the fiana, an 
exorbitant privilege’ (Sjoestedt 1949:84).  

 
The initiate is clan-less and lives on the margins of society and in the 
forests where he is in contact with the mysterious powers and the 
Otherworld. Nobody became part of this group by birth or heritage. In 
addition to being warriors, candidates had to be well educated and 
master twelve forms of traditional poetry. A successful candidate was 
also subjected to a series of ritual ordeals, including being buried up to 
his waist in a hole in the ground. He was then given a shield and a hazel 
stick as long as his forearm to defend himself, while nine warriors 
simultaneously threw their javelins at him. If a single javelin touched 
him, he was not allowed to join the fian. After this ordeal, he had to 
braid his hair and set off into the forest, chased by all the warriors intent 
on wounding him:  

 
‘If he is caught, or if his weapons have trembled in his hands, 
or if a dead branch has cracked under his foot, or if a live branch 
has disturbed a single braid of his hair, he is not accepted. He 
must be able to draw a thorn out of his foot without slowing his 
speed, and leap over a hurdle as high as his forehead and pass 
under a hurdle as low as his knee’ (Sjoestedt 1949:83).  

 
When the initiate had successfully withstood all these ordeals, he was 
received as a féinid and broke all connections with his clan. Acceptance 
into this warrior band was thus an immense challenge even before the 
real learning process started, suggesting that novices would not have 
been able to guide and instruct themselves. The warrior bands were 
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under the authority of their own leaders. It is not clear who they were, 
but they must have been well acquainted with both warfare and the 
cosmological world of the ancestors. 

However, in the European ethnology documented in the 19th 
century, the last remnants of cultic warriors are deeply rooted in the 
seasonality of the agricultural year. Although it is impossible to present 
a conclusive picture, certain patterns seem to emerge. In Chapters 4 and 
5, parts of the agricultural year have been presented focusing on the 
harvest and sacrifices in relation to the cutting of the last sheaf and the 
New Year or midwinter solstice.  

As seen with Perchten, these youngsters mainly engaged in rituals 
that re-enacted life and growth forces in the period from mid-winter to 
spring. In The Scapegoat, Frazer (1913a:240) writes about a ‘band of 
mummers wearing grotesque masks, with bells jingling on their 
persons, and carrying long sticks or poles in their hands, used formerly 
to run around and leap about on certain days of the year for the purpose 
of procuring good crops’. A scapegoat is thus defined: ‘on the one hand, 
the evils are invisible and tangible; and, on the other hand, there is a 
visible and tangible vehicle to convey them away. And a scapegoat is 
nothing more than such a vehicle’ (Frazer 1890b:202).  

 
‘The processions of maskers who took their name of Perchten 
from this quaint creation of the popular fancy were… divided 
into two sets known respectively as the Beautiful and the Ugly 
Perchten… the Ugly Perchten made themselves as hideous as 
they could by hanging rats and mice, chains and bells about 
their persons. All wore on their heads tall pointed caps with 
bells attached to them; their faces were concealed by masks, 
and in their hands they all carried long sticks. The sticks of the 
Beautiful Perchten were adorned with ribbons; those of the 
Ugly Perchten ended in the heads of devils… The Ugly Perchten 
are properly speaking twelve young men dressed in black 
sheepskins and wearing hoods of badger-skins and grotesque 
wooden masks, which represent either coarse human features 
with long teeth and horns, or else the features of fabulous 
animals with beaks and bristles or movable jaws. They all carry 
bells, both large and small, fastened to broad leathern girdles… 
The male Fool carried a sausage-like roll, with which he struck 
at all women or girls of his acquaintance when they shewed 
themselves at the open doors or windows. Along with the 
Perchten themselves went a train of young fellows cracking 
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whips, blowing horns, or jingling bells… from many features 
which they present in common it can be demonstrated that the 
processions were held for the purpose of driving away demons 
and had for their object to promote fertility. In favour of this 
view it may be urged, first of all, that their appearance is 
everywhere greeted with joy, because it promises fertility and a 
good harvest’ (Frazer 1913a:242-245). 

 
As noted above, despite their fierce performance, these youngsters were 
not brute villains; villagers welcomed their presence because they were 
ultimately the good ones, despite their frightening appearance. Thus, it 
is important to distinguish between the emic and etic perspectives. 
While most Christian observers have condemned the different versions 
of the Männerbund as groups of lawless and violent youngsters, the emic 
view of the societies the youngsters belonged to was quite different. 
These novices had a fundamental cosmological function that helped 
control the growth forces and ensure a successful harvest. Following the 
agricultural cycles, the old corn was cut and died during the harvest, 
and the new corn sprouted in spring. This natural process seems to have 
parallels in culture and cosmology: the elders were killed as part of 
cutting the last sheaf, while the initiates were both the generation of the 
future and, disguised in masks and cloaks, the living dead ancestors.  

The emphasis on young males as the ultimate growth force is also 
found elsewhere. In the inner valleys of Norway, a belief in so-called 
Fakse, a particular type of fertility of corn gods, persisted into the 19th 
century. The divinity was represented by a wooden statue of a 12-year-
old boy which was placed in the farm’s high seat and presented with 
offerings of food and beer. Young males between the age of boys and 
men possessed the ultimate growth powers, and therefore small statues 
had a bigger growth potential than big ones (Lid 1928:162, 313).  

From mid-winter to mid-summer, the material expressions and 
ritual practices took on different forms across the European continent. 
In Normandy, the midsummer festival was orchestrated by the 
Brotherhood of the Green Wolf (Frazer 1913b:185-186), but most often 
the carnivals and processions with the brotherhoods took place earlier 
depending on the length and intensity of the winter. The ritual year was 
adapted to the ecology, which gave meaning to the cosmology. 
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Carnivals, Plough Monday and ‘Carrying out Death’ 
 
In England, Plough Monday, the first Monday after the Twelfth Day 
(Epiphany, 6 January), was a key date in the agricultural year.  

 
‘The men who drew the plough were called Plough Bullock… 
Among them there was always one who personated a much 
bedizened old woman called Bessy; under his gown he formerly 
had a bullock’s tail fastened to him behind… Sometimes among 
the mummers there was a Fool, who wore the skin of a calf with 
the tail hanging down behind, and wielded a stick with an 
inflated bladder tied to it, which he applied with rude vigour to 
the heads and shoulders of the human team. Another mummer 
generally wore a fox’s skin in the form of a hood with the tail 
dangling on his back’ (Frazer 1912b:329-330).  

 
This kind of carnival has been common throughout Europe. Masopust 
in Czech villages in Bohemia was a carnival known for ‘mumming’ of 
masked men performing dances and rituals to ensure good luck and 
fertility (Testa 2017a). Frazer played a vital role in the history of 
European ethnography in documenting such festivals. 
 

‘The first relevant anthropological account of the origins and 
function of European seasonal festivals is to be found in the 
work of Sir James Frazer. His work on such themes was perhaps 
not the first, but quite surely the widest and the most 
systematic, and certainly the most influential’ (Testa 2017b:111). 

 
In Bulgaria, the man clad in goatskin was called the Kuker. This custom, 
with related traditions found throughout the Balkans and Greece, still 
represents great vitality and is performed in many places in Bulgaria, 
even today. The Kuker games have for a long time attracted the 
attention of researchers. The ritual was first described by one of the 
earliest Bulgarian ethnographers, G. S. Rakovski in the late 1850s, and it 
has generally been thought to be related to the Dionysus cult of ancient 
Thracia (Zlatkovskaia 1968:33-46). Both at New Year and before Lent, 
the parades of costumed characters were designed to scare away evil 
spirits, provide a good harvest and bring happiness and prosperity for 
the coming year. According to a custom that is reminiscent of Nordic 
traditions, these kukeri visited peoples’ houses at night and then usually 
gathered to dance wildly and amuse people (Fig. 78).  
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Fig. 78. Kukeri masks, Pernik, Bulgaria. Creative Commons. 

 
‘His face is blackened with soot and he wears on his head a high 
shaggy hat made of an entire skin. Bells jingle at his girdle, and 
in his hand he carries a club… Other figures in the procession 
are young men dressed as girls, and girls dressed as men 
wearing masks. Bears are represented by dogs wrapt in 
bearskins… Some of the maskers carry clubs; it is their duty to 
beat all who fall into their hands and to levy contributions from 
them. The play and gestures of the Kuker and Kukerica are 
wanton and lascivious: the songs and cries addressed to the 
Kuker are also very cynical. Towards evening two of the 
company are yoked to a plough, and the Kuker ploughs a few 
furrows, which he thereupon sown with corn’ (Frazer 
1912b:332). 

 
Sexual obscenities were often part of fertility rituals, particularly when 
youngsters were involved. Boundaries were simultaneously trans-
gressed and maintained since culture and cosmology together enabled 
successful harvests and further life. Importantly, while most of the 
documented practices are literally rooted in agricultural fields and 
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fertility rituals, there are traces of similar practices in pastoral 
communities who depended on cattle. 

In the Scottish Highlands, an area unsuited to intensive agriculture, 
the following practice existed until the latter half of the 19th century:  
 

‘On the evening before New Year’s Day, it is usual for the 
cowherd and young people to meet together, and one of them 
is covered with a cow’s hide. The rest of the company are 
provided with staves, to the end of which bits of raw hide are 
tied. The person covered with the hide runs thrice round the 
dwelling house, deiseil – i.e. according to the course of the sun; 
the rest pursue, beating the hide with their staves… [One 
pronounces] “May God bless this house and all that belongs to 
it, cattle, stones and timber! In plenty of meat, of bed and body-
clothes, and health of men, may it ever bound.” Then each 
burns in the fire a little bit of hide which is tied to the end of 
the staff. It is applied to the nose of every person and domestic 
animal that belongs to the house. This, they imagine, will tend 
much to secure them from diseases and other misfortunes 
during the ensuing year’ (Frazer 1890b:145-146). 

 
Without using the word Indo-European, Frazer suggests that these 
concepts developed among pastoralists and non-agriculturalists and 
that these beliefs and rituals were transferred from animals to corn and 
harvest:  

 
‘[T]he custom of killing the god and the belief in his 
resurrection originated, or at least existed, in the hunting and 
pastoral stage of society, when the slain god was an animal, and 
that it survived into the agricultural stage, when the slain god 
was the corn or a human being representing the corn’ (Frazer 
1911:221). 

 
Frazer goes on to describe another festival that took place after the 
carnival (Fig. 79), and that was known as Burying the Carnival. 
Generally, it was the fourth Sunday in Lent, also known as Dead Sunday, 
although in some regions it took place earlier and even after the end of 
Lent. In the Abruzzi, Burying the Carnival was carried out by grave-
diggers, with the carnival sometimes personified by a living man lying 
in a coffin (Frazer 1911:224). Various types of mock-killings took place 
across Europe. In France, 
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Fig. 79. Carnival in Venedig, 17th century. From Floegel 1914, face page 294. 
 

‘a young man of flesh and blood, dressed up in hay and straw, 
used to act the part of Shrove Tuesday... He was brought before 
a mock tribunal, and being condemned to death was placed 
with his back to a wall, like a soldier at a military execution, 
and fired at with blank cartridges… The mode of execution 
varied with the place. Sometimes it was burning, sometimes 
drowning, sometimes decapitation. In the last case the effigy 
was provided with tubes of blood, which spouted gore at the 
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critical moment, making a profound impression on the minds 
of children, some of whom wept bitterly at the sight… In Upper 
Brittany the burial of Shrove Tuesday or the Burial of Carnival 
is sometimes performed in a ceremonious manner. Four young 
fellows carry a straw-man or one of their companions, and are 
followed by a funeral procession. A show is made of depositing 
the pretended corpse in the grave, after which the bystanders 
make believe to mourn’ (Frazer 1911:227, 229). 

 
Again, youngsters played a key role in these processions and mock-
killings. Another, more violent festival was known as Carrying out 
Death. It closely resembled Burying the Carnival, with greater emphasis 
on bringing in Summer, Spring or Life. While sheafs and images were 
killed during the harvest festival, during the spring festival votive 
offerings were killed. In the Carrying out Death, Frazer writes, ‘Death 
was originally the spirit of vegetation, who was annually slain in spring, 
in order that he might come to life again with all the vigour of youth’ 
(Frazer 1890b:206-207). Young girls and women played a greater role in 
this festival, in which there was a close link between death and water, 
as in the following traditions documented in different parts of Germany. 
Towards the end of Lent, 
 

‘[peasant girls] were about to throw Death into the water. 
When they had collected some trifling gratuities they went to 
the river Regnitz and flung the puppets representing Death 
into the stream. This was done to ensure a fruitful and 
prosperous year; further, it was considered a safeguard against 
pestilence and sudden death. At Nuremberg girls of seven to 
eighteen years of age go through the streets bearing a little 
open coffin, in which is a doll hidden under a shroud. Others 
carry a beech branch, with an apple fastened to it for a head, in 
an open box. They sing, “We carry Death into the water, it is 
well,” or “We carry Death into the water, carry him in and out 
again.” In other parts of Bavaria the ceremony took place on the 
Saturday before the fifth Sunday in Lent, and the performers 
were boys or girls, according to the sex of the last person who 
died in the village. The figure was thrown into water or buried 
in a secret place, for example under moss in the forest, that no 
one might find Death again… At Debschwitz or Dobschwitz, 
near Gera, the ceremony of “Driving out Death” is or was 
annually observed on the first of March. The young people 
make up a figure of straw or the like materials, dress it in old 
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clothes, which they have begged from houses in the village, and 
carry it out and throw it into the river. On returning to the 
village they break the good news to the people, and receive eggs 
and other victuals as a reward. The ceremony is or was 
supposed to purify the village and to protect the inhabitants 
from sickness and plague’ (Frazer 1911:234-235). 

 
Both boys and girls took part in these ceremonies in which they 
explicitly said that they were burying Death and carrying in the 
Summer, effectively equating winter to Death.  
 

‘In some German villages of Moravia, as in Jassnitz and 
Seitendorf, the young folk assemble on the third Sunday in 
Lent and fashion a straw-man, who is generally adorned with 
a fur cap and a pair of old leathern hose, if such are to be had. 
The effigy is then hoisted on a pole and carried by the lads 
and lasses out into the open fields. On the way they sing a 
song, in which it is said that they are carrying Death away and 
bringing dear Summer into the house, and with Summer the 
May and the flowers’ (Frazer 1911:238).  

 
Death (i.e. infertile Winter) was killed in often dramatic ways. In parts 
of Italy, France and Spain, on the fourth Sunday in Lent there was a 
ceremony called ‘Sawing the Old Woman’. A hideous figure was seen to 
represent the oldest woman of the village and she was dragged out and 
sawn in two. In Palermo in Sicily, the performance was even more 
dramatic, with a scaffold in the public square where two mock executors 
were seen to saw through an old woman’s neck. In reality they would 
pierce a bladder of blood that had been attached to her so that blood 
gushed out while the old woman pretended to die (Frazer 1911:240).  

Despite the violent performances, Carrying out Death was a positive 
ritual and a ritual responsibility that ensured morality and fertility. 
Refusing to partake in these communal rites would have jeopardised the 
future. Moreover, the emphasis on killing the old and infertile forces – 
old women or men – and disposing of death in flowing water, highlights 
the focus on life-generating growth forces. Death was literally disposed 
of, and new life sprouted up like germinating seeds from the fertile soil.  
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Bog bodies and winter sacrifices 
 
The Gundestrup cauldron and a large number of the bog finds deposited 
in water bodies throughout Europe seem to fit into this overall 
cosmological picture. There are different estimates of the number of 
bodies, depending on which corpses are included. According to data 
from the 1990s, ‘[a]ltogether, it has been estimated that well over 1400 
bodies, or parts of bodies, have thus been found… These have mainly 
been derived from peat deposits in North-West Europe, although some 
peat-preserved remains have appeared elsewhere, including in America’ 
(Brothwell 1996:161). The actual number of bodies found in water is 
nevertheless higher. If deposits from the Mesolithic to the present day 
are included, the total comes to approximately 2,000 (Nielsen et al. 
2020). Obviously, not all deposits in water can be interpreted from the 
perspective we emphasise here, and though young girls played a central 
role in some Carrying out Death festivals, historically these ritual 
obligations fell upon and were closely associated with the Männerbund. 

In Europe, the majority of the dated bog bodies belong to the Late 
Nordic Bronze Age (1100-500 BC) and Pre-Roman Iron Age (ca. 500 BC- 
1 AD). Among the classic bog finds are the Tollund Man and the Lindow 
Man, both dated to the Pre-Roman Iron Age (Nielsen et al. 2020). The 
Tollund Man was approximately 40 years old and lived at least 40 km 
from where his body was found. His last meal consisted of a kind of gruel 
made up of barley, flax and other plant species (Nielsen et al. 2021). He 
was killed in the period 405-380 cal. BC (95.4 per cent confidence 
interval) (Nielsen et al. 2018). The rope with which he was strangled was 
still around his neck when he was found in the bog. 

Given the long time spans and the wide geographical spread, no 
single explanation can cover all the bog finds, nor explain why and how 
these individuals were killed. In the Germanist tradition prior to WW2, 
Tacitus’ description was a favoured interpretation. Tacitus writes in 
Germania (Chapter 12): ‘The punishment varies to suit the crime. 
Traitors and deserters are hanged on trees; the cowardly, the unwarlike 
and those who disgrace their bodies are drowned in miry swamps under 
a cover of wicker.’ ‘Disgraced’ was understood as homosexuality.  

A central feature of many bog finds is the excessive violence, which 
has been labelled as ‘overkill’ (e.g. Baefverfeldt 2007). These people were 
not simply killed, but heavily mutilated and molested, even after death. 
The ritual violence was excessive, and in many cases, it seems that the 
deceased was killed not once, but up to three times. 
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Fig. 80. The Borremose Man. Source: The National Museum of Denmark, 
Copenhagen. Creative Commons. 
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As mentioned, the closest ethnographic parallels in other cultures 
and religions in time and space relate to rainmaking rituals and weather 
modification rites. There are numerous examples of corpses being 
desecrated – in war and as humiliating penalty – but in these cases the 
perpetrators often leave the victims after a while, and it is difficult to 
find clear and structural patterns of violence and abuse. However, in 
many of the bog finds the violence seems not only deliberate, but also 
as fulfilling particular tasks as part of a cultural and cosmological 
reasoning. 

In his famous book The Bog People, the Danish archaeologist P.V. 
Glob (1965) interpreted many of the bog finds as winter or spring 
sacrifices to secure good harvests for the following year. The men from 
Tollund and Borremose were found with the rope around their neck still 
intact, but there are also finds in which people have been decapitated, 
including a body found in the Stidsholt bog in 1859 and another from 
the Roum bog in 1942. Analyses of their last meal revealed astonishing 
insights. The bog finds from Tollund, Grauballe and Borremose had no 
traces of typical summer or autumn species, like strawberries, apples or 
other berries. Instead the last meal consisted of cereals that could be 
stored for a long period. Glob therefore interprets the sacrifices in the 
context of Nerthus or the Mother Goddess responsible for fertility (Glob 
1965). Recent analysis and systematisation of violence strengthen Glob’s 
hypothesis of winter sacrifices (autumn or spring) in relation to fertility.  

Henry P. Chapman and Benjamin R. Geary analysed the various 
types of violence through which the bog people were killed and found 
structural patterns in the brutality. Though some victims may have been 
subjected to multiple forms of killing, they identified four main killing 
methods (Chapman & Geary 2019): 
 

Cranial trauma. The Lindow II and Clonycavan Man suffered blows 
to the head that would have caused immediate loss of 
consciousness and subsequent death. The Lindow II Man had open 
head injuries. 
 
Hanging or strangulation. The Elling Woman, Tollund Man, Yde 
Girl and Borremose I were either hanged or strangled. Many of the 
victims still had the rope around their neck when they were placed 
in the bogs (Fig. 80). 
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Slitting of the throat and decapitation. Grauballe Man and Lindow 
II show evidence that their throat had been slit. In the case of the 
Grauballe Man, the cut was deep and would have severed the 
carotid arteries and jugular veins.  
 
Stabbing. This method is more dispersed and may involve different 
ways of killing. It seems that in the cases of Damendorf I and Dätgen 
Man, the stabbing penetrated the heart. 

 
Moving approximately two millennia forward to the ethnography 
documented by Mannhardt and Frazer, there are striking similarities 
and some cases are even identical though in the ethnographic cases the 
sacrifices were symbolic or executed on figures of the last sheaf: 
 

1) Cranial trauma caused by a type of family club when old people 
were killed, a practice documented in oral traditions in several 
places in Sweden.  
2) Hanging or strangulation, as Frazer documented in Ireland as late 
as 1913 when a rope was placed around the old mother’s neck.  
3) Slitting of the throat and decapitation, whereby chicken were 
planted in the field and the farmer used a scythe to decapitate it.  
4) Stabbing that may have penetrated the heart, which could happen 
when the farmers threw scythes, sickles or other objects at the last 
sheaf figure. 

 
Also, as seen in the ethnographic material, the last sheaf or the symbolic 
figure were often deposited in rivers or water in a final sacrifice. In most 
cases, the sacrifices appeared to be part of spring, sowing and ploughing 
rituals or of rituals to mark the end of the winter and the beginning of 
the summer. The main protagonists were youngsters, unmarried men, 
but sometimes also unmarried women. However, some harvest 
sacrifices also marked the end of the agricultural season and the 
beginning of winter, and throughout time and space in Europe, it is 
reasonable to suppose a great variety of tradition and local adaptations. 
Still, despite the long historical trajectories and vast geographical areas, 
the uniformity in rituals and rationalisations is striking. They all centred 
around the agricultural year and the role of youngsters in enabling and 
securing continuity between the seasons and how they became 
ancestors in this process.   
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Militarisation of law and order 
 
The ethnographic material suggests that the sacrifices conducted as part 
of agricultural rituals – the harvest sacrifice (entrance to winter), the 
midwinter sacrifice and the ploughing and sowing sacrifice (exit of 
winter) – were performed by the youngsters and initiates as part of their 
novicehood. By wearing masks when sacrificing people, the dead 
ancestors were the ones who killed the living. They were guided by 
adults and ritual specialists and, if we are right to interpret many of the 
bog finds in this light, the initiations were also a way of partaking in 
extreme executions. The youngsters were hardened to life’s realities, 
apparently based on a logic that structured the cultural roles and need 
for these extreme practices. 

While part of the initiation rites took place in the wilderness, the 
training that the novices received to prepare them as future leaders 
served not only to enhance their killing potential, but also to make them 
good citizens so to speak (according to their norms and values) and to 
shape them into custodians of law and justice. There are of course very 
few traces of ancient laws and their implementation but in the shadows 
of history one may gain some glimpses of this prehistoric world of 
justice. It was the leaders – kings or chiefs – who meted out justice and 
punishments (or an assembly of elders – an old war band?), but they did 
not execute the penalties: this was the task of youngsters. The lawless 
behaviour attributed to the youngsters strongly resembles the penalty 
imposed on criminals: the novices were effectively implementing the 
penalty that had been meted out by their leaders. If a person became 
lawless, the penalty could involve complete destruction of the farm; the 
roof was torn down, windows and doors were broken, the hearth 
destroyed, the well dismantled, animals let loose and fields uprooted. 
The convict could be thrown into a body of water. He was often called 
a wolf or a wolf-head, and probably had to wear some form of physical 
stigma. In Germany, there was also a documented custom whereby the 
outlaw had put on or crawl through a goat skin (Weiser-All 1954:40-42, 
83, fn. 138). 

Thus, it seems that a central part of initiation into culture revolved 
around law and justice, not only discussing crimes and their 
consequences, but also carrying out punishments. This meant that 
when they became leaders, the penalties they meted out were not 
abstract concepts as they had applied them personally during their 
initiation.  
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Fig. 81. Grotesque iron executioner’s mask, 1501-1700, Europe. Source: 
Welcome Collection, Creative Commons. 

 
In any society, there is a fundamental difference between 

sentencing criminals to death and actually executing them (Fig. 81); in 
the Bronze Age the leaders had experienced both. The rulers were not 
shielded from violence as in Medieval Europe, for example; they had 
learnt by doing.  
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Fig. 82. Eight warriors and ritual leaders/divine characters. Rished Askum, 
Documentation by Sven-Gunnar Broström and Kenneth Ihrestam, 1997. 
Source: www.shfa.se 

 
The ultimate training for the Männerbund as warrior bands was to 

become warriors. Horn & Kristiansen (2018) have argued that the 
Bronze Age represents the global emergence of a militarised society 
structured around a maritime culture (Fig. 82). In Bohuslän and other 
parts of Scandinavia where significant rock carvings have been found, 
the rock art gives a remarkable impression of the maritime warrior 
environment and the huge size of the crews. It has also been argued that 
the Bronze Age boats were warships and the crew warriors (Ling 2008, 
Ling & Cornell 2017; Ling et al. 2018). Ling et al. claim that the crew were 
in fact secret societies of warriors, combined with a role as ritual 
specialists, who through long-distance sea voyages brought bronze to 
Scandinavia and thereby completed an important component of their 
initiation ritual. Although their starting point for these interpretations 
is not taken from the research tradition around the Indo-European 
kóryos or Männerbünde but from more geographically distant 
anthropological examples and archaeological contexts, they come to the 
same conclusion: secret war bands played a fundamental role in culture 
and cosmology. In addition, they believe that rock carvings – the many 
images of manned ships form an important basis for the interpretation 
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of the importance of sea voyages – may in themselves have played an 
important role in these initiation rituals (Fig. 81): 
 

‘Since secret society ritual specialists were charged with 
ensuring the success of ocean voyages, we believe that they 
were also responsible for carving the rock art. The carvings 
likely represent esoteric initiation rituals or specific rites 
conducted for the success of expeditions and/or actual events 
that may have taken place during the course of voyages…. 
Additionally, certain Scandinavian BA carvings depict 
anthropomorphic beings that appear to be wearing masks or 
headgears – a practice found in many secret societies…. Lastly, 
we have posited the possibility that Scandinavian BA rock art 
panels may have served as a form of cryptic signaling designed 
to transmit esoteric information to fellow secret society 
members’ (Ling et al. 2018:168-169). 

 
This interpretation is elaborated in later works (Fig. 83). Chacon, Ling, 
Hayden & Chacon write (2020:74):  
 

‘[We] propose that rock art depictions of warriors represent 
individuals engaging in activities and rituals conducted by 
secret societies. Interestingly, these warrior images are often 
accompanied by depictions of supernatural beings, large ships, 
the wearing of ritual gear especially bird-like attributes, bi-
horned helmets, masks, and other exotic items characteristic of 
secret societies.’ 

 
Over time the warrior crews became larger than in the initial founding 
mythology, which was the ultimate cosmological reference point. The 
original Indo-European kóryos may have comprised eight members, but 
the sources often mention nine. The number of men could often also be 
multiplied by three. Elsewhere it is 12, while classical accounts tell of 
groups of 50 or even 150. Strabo writes about a group of 50 Persian youth 
and another account describes a group of 150 righteous men who were 
‘apprentices’ and who wore ‘a uniform of black sable-fur’ (Kershaw 
2000:126-127). As the many rock art depictions of boats and warriors 
show, the armies were often very large, but they may nevertheless refer 
back to the origin myth that constituted culture and cosmology. These 
warriors were werewolves. 
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Fig. 83. Initiation rituals on boat? Sotetorp Tanum. Bohuslän. 
Documentation by Gerhard Milstreu, 2006. Source: www.shfa.se 
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7. Cult, Cult Houses and Kivik  

in Culture and Cosmology 
 
 
 

‘In the unique pictorial slabs of the Kivik grave we find in one 
context all the constituent ingredients of chiefly ritualized 
leadership, and its religious anchoring. All of those ingredients 
we normally find separately, in different archaeological contexts 
(hoards, rock art, etc.). Kivik allows us to define socioreligious 
institutional frameworks of ritual chiefs.’ 
 
Kristian Kristiansen & Thomas B. Larsson 
‘The Rise of Bronze Age Society’ (2005:267). 

 
 
 
Werewolves – defining culture and cosmology  
 
As pointed out at the beginning of this study, there are broadly four 
different spheres where we meet the werewolves in the sources. 
Together, they may give a unique glimpse into the secrets and 
initiations in the Bronze Age in general and Kivik in particular.  

First, if we return to Brown & Anthony (2019) and their study of the 
war bands of youths, the kóryos or Männerbünde, the novices were 
selected at the age of eight and trained for eight years, with a central 
ceremony taking place at the midwinter solstice. Archaeologically, such 
practices may have very long trajectories in time and space. It is of 
particular interest that the finds of ritually slaughtered dogs and wolves 
at Krasnosamarskoe derive from a ritual that took place in winter, 
probably connected to the winter solstice. The connection to special 
rituals at the time of the winter solstice – or alternatively mid-winter (a 
longer period of time during winter) – is reflected in several recent Indo-
European traditions. Serbian vulkodlaks – a Slavic word for werewolf 
which can also mean vampire – traditionally had the habit of 
congregating annually in the winter months:  
 

‘In Serbia, the vampire and the werewolf are known collectively 
as one creature, the vulkodlak, and these are most active during 
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the bleakest winter months. At their annual gatherings they 
strip off their wolfskins and hang them on the nearby trees. If 
any of them succeeds in getting hold of another’s skin and 
burning it, the vulkodlak whose skin it was will be freed forever 
from its fiendish enchantment. It is a touching story’ 
(Woodward 1979:154). 

 
Second, one finds the wolves closely associated with agricultural 
seasons, partly with harvests and the entrance to winter and the 
associated sacrifices, but as seen with Perchten, Thiess of Kaltenbrun 
and the festivals Burying the Carnival and Carrying out Death, 
werewolves and groups of youngsters wearing masks or cloaks were 
intimately associated with seasonal growth forces, fertility and the 
forthcoming agricultural season. Future life had its roots and causes in 
death and ancestors. As shown in the ethnographic material 
documented by Mannhardt, Frazer and others, the main festivals could 
be wild and dramatic, but the youngsters had to behave and respect 
certain limits; not everything was tolerated. Since the anti-structure 
defined the social and cultural structures, it served a purpose, and 
despite the vast geographical spread of these practices in time and 
space, at a structural level there is great homogeneity. Intriguingly, the 
19th-century ethnographic material from Europe provides evidence of 
active participation of young unmarried women. Although werewolves 
and the warrior bands are closely associated with young men, one has 
to distinguish between sex as biology and as a gender construct. Finds 
at Birka showed that women could be warriors in the Viking Age 
(Hedenstierna-Jonson et al. 2017); we would not be surprised if future 
bone analysis with more advanced techniques would identify biological 
women in the Kivik grave. The ethnographic material, although vague 
and disparate, gives various hints as to the role women may have had in 
prehistoric rituals. This has less to do with the fact that women could 
also be great warriors or that they underwent initiation rituals at 
puberty or marriage, but because fertility rituals featuring only male 
participants are futile. Women are always part of the recreation of 
culture and cosmology and the constitution of society. 

Third, as shown by the werewolf Thiess, he activated his inner wolf 
by proposing a toast and uttering certain spells. Moreover, his services 
were benevolent and benefitted society. In the Nordic ethnography, 
there are numerous accounts of more physical ways of becoming a 
werewolf, for instance by climbing through or putting on a belt. Some 
accounts also specify that the belt should have a sheath or scabbard for 
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a knife (Faye 1948:79). An animal skin could also activate the 
transformation, and a werewolf was also translated or seen as a ‘man-
bear’. If a person crawled three times through a belt, he became more 
and more like a bear, and if he crawled the other way he turned back 
into a human. The skin of a bear could also be used. In other cases, being 
transformed into an animal could be a penalty: men became werewolves 
but women could turn into mares. Mares often appeared at night in bed 
when people were asleep and hence defenceless. The mare was also 
portrayed as an old, unmarried and infertile woman driven by sexual 
desires who could strangle or ride the victim to death (Reichborn-
Kjennerud 1947:118-119, 144-146, Raudvere 1993). In Swedish, nightmare 
is ‘mardröm’ – and even in English the remnants of her torments still 
linger on in the name: the mare that comes at night. Obviously, the 
female transformation not only points towards fertility in an overall 
agrarian context, but more specifically to horses and the role 
werewolves had in pastoral communities.  

Lastly, although they are very vague relics of ancient beliefs that 
existed as late as the early 20th century in rural Sweden, Ella Odstedt 
(1943:115-119) documented some unique and intriguing practices. A 
woman could ease her labour pains and have an easy delivery if she 
crawled three times through the foetal membranes of a mare while 
naked. Mares were believed to have smooth and painless deliveries, and 
by going through the same procedure as the foals, women would have a 
painless delivery. Although the foal’s foetal membrane was generally 
considered most effective, the mother-to-be could also pass between the 
front and back legs of a horse. Women could also use animal skins and 
be covered in cloaks made of calf hide or, according to another practice, 
crawl through a wolfskin. The consequence of all these different ways of 
easing delivery pains were the same: if the woman gave birth to a boy, 
he would become a werewolf; if it was a girl, she would become a mare. 
The boy would be as strong as a giant, but would be transformed into a 
wolf or a dog, though this would not happen immediately at birth, but 
instead as part of his transition from boyhood to manhood. The sources 
give different ages; one boy was eight, another closer to 20 but all these 
transformations were associated with puberty or the age of marriage. It 
is interesting to note that climbing through the foetal membranes of 
foals was believed to be the most effective way of ensuring a painless 
delivery. The last time we came across a foal was during the harvest and 
the last sheaf where the corn-spirit could embody a foal – the corn-foal. 
Thus, it seems that this foal or the mare giving birth to it were also the 
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skeid-mare in horse-fights. This is perhaps at the core of the original 
form of these Indo-European beliefs and rituals.  

From an archaeological perspective, one may also ask who was born 
as a warrior and how. One way was to go through or put on a belt, which 
fits perfectly with initiation rituals. The novices were given the 
weaponry and insignia of warriorhood, and by putting on the armour, 
they were transformed: they were warriors and wolves. It was the 
conclusion of their lengthy initiation and training process. It is 
reminiscent of today’s military camps where weeks of hardship are 
rewarded with distinctions, badges of honour, medals and weapons. 

Mothers giving birth to werewolves may be the ultimate relics from 
pastoral adaptations several millennia ago. In recent times, it was seen 
as a way of easing childbirth, but the intimate symbolism and 
embodiment of horses point to old Indo-European roots (see Kaliff & 
Oestigaard 2020). Not everybody could become a warrior and join the 
Männerbund. This was restricted to the leadership or the elite of society, 
who were born to become warriors and werewolves. Boys born into a 
lower rank probably underwent a different form of initiation, while the 
elite usually had more elaborate and costly rituals (Fig. 84). 
 

 
 
Fig. 84. Ritual weddings? Men/boys carrying (family?) clubs for agricultural 
work (sacrifice) in the field? Kalleby Uppegård 04 Tanum. Bohuslän. 
Documentation by Gerhard Milstreu, 2001. Source: www.shfa.se 
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Pastoral groups were fundamentally dependent on their cattle for 
the health and wealth of the group. Being a warrior who defended 
animals and people also meant participating in cattle raids and 
plundering other communities, thus unifying the role of wolf and 
warrior. On the steppes or in pastoral communities, dogs – close 
relatives of the wolf in both appearance and behaviour – were the best 
shepherds and protectors. The dog – and the wolf – became the ultimate 
symbol of what mattered most: safeguarding humans and the herds, 
which was the task of the elected and the initiate – the leaders of society. 
Just as warriors had to learn to be effective guards, the shepherds’ dogs 
had to be trained in their role. Despite the similarities between the dog 
and the wolf, the latter was also an enemy that threatened the herds. At 
the same time, wolves moving and hunting in packs constituted the very 
image of an effective warrior society. Together, the dog and the wolf 
came to symbolise the symbiosis of the dangerous predator, trained to 
perfection in order to be part of the ‘wolf pack of society’ – the band of 
warriors. 

Perhaps this also constitutes the core of how these patrilineal 
systems of the Indo-Europeans reconstituted themselves and how the 
lineages were transferred: was a royal birth marked by the ‘queen’ or 
chiefess giving birth by putting on a foetal membrane from a foal or 
crawling under a horse? If divine right was given by birth and the 
associated rituals legitimated the right to undergo initiation rites from 
boy to man, only true wolves and warriors could be the rightful leaders 
of society. They were chosen and consecrated by birth. If this was the 
case in Kivik, it could explain the extravagant rituals that may have 
unfolded when these youngsters died before fulfilling their tasks as 
leaders of society. 

As pointed out, at least six individuals were identified in Kivik. The 
bone analysis indicates that there could be more but for the time being 
it is impossible to distinguish them with certainty. It would therefore be 
no surprise if there were originally eight or nine individuals. Who were 
these ancestors – as living dead and masked descendants? The 
chronology of the grave gives some indications. On the one hand, 
number 8 or 9 was planned as a part of the construction of the 
monument from the very beginning. Based on an analysis of the rock art 
motifs, Kivik’s slabs can most probably be dated to the second half of 
period II (Toreld & Andersson 2015). On the other hand, all individuals 
were not buried during the initial construction of the cist and cairn as 
the funerary or intermediary period lasted about 600 years. In other 
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words, the individuals buried at Kivik were not ordinary people or 
leaders. The original eight or nine must relate to mythology and 
cosmology and the constitution of Bronze Age society at large. It seems 
reasonable to interpret the initial eight or nine from a divine or semi-
divine perspective. Most likely, one may trace a founding mythology of 
a royal human or divine household or a cosmogonic place that had a 
fundamental role in institutionalising Indo-European culture and 
cosmology not only in Scandinavia, but in Europe. There is only one 
Kivik. Hence, it seems reasonable to assume that those buried there 
were born to embody this living cosmology but that they died during 
the initiation into the culture. If Kivik represents a founding mythology 
and cosmogony that institutionalised and legitimated culture and 
cosmology at large, this helps explain the development and changes 
throughout time and space, but also the cult and cult houses.  

 
 
The stone foundation houses – buildings for secret  
initiation rites? 
 
A category of ancient remains that may be of great importance in this 
context, often found near burial mounds and cairns from the Bronze 
Age, are stone wall constructions – or rather stone foundation houses 
(Kaliff & Mattes 2017). These features are historically often referred to 
with the Swedish name Brobyhus (‘House of Broby type’), named after 
the famous Bronze Age site Broby in Börje parish close to Uppsala, 
where such constructions were documented (Schönbäck 1952, 1959). 
Today, a more common name is stengrundshus (‘stone foundation 
houses’). The structures have historically been interpreted as traces of 
real, functional buildings (e.g. Almgren 1905), but later as symbolic 
houses with a cultic function linked to burial rituals and ancestors. The 
latter interpretation was particularly emphasised by the archaeologist 
Helena Victor (2002), who investigated one of two cult houses in the 
vicinity of the Håga burial mound outside Uppsala (see also Ojala 2016).  

A striking and enigmatic feature of these kinds of stone foundation 
houses is that they apparently have no entrance, or at least there is no 
marked entrance in the stone foundation itself (Fig. 85). This is one of 
the reasons why constructions of this kind have often been interpreted 
as symbolic houses that served as ritual enclosures and places for 
propitiation of ancestors (for discussion see Victor 2002).  
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Fig. 85. Cult house in Håga, Uppsala. Photo: Terje Oestigaard. 

 
A similar problem is posed by the question whether they had a roof. 

The entrance may also have been on top of the stone foundation as in 
many later timbered buildings from historical times. Correspondingly, 
it is quite possible, even probable in our opinion, that they did have a 
roof. The roof constructions may have rested on the wide, solid stone 
walls of the foundation without leaving any other clear traces. 
Regardless of the questions about doors and roofs, these stone 
foundation buildings may have functioned as separate enclosures. They 
were protected from outside view, which made them particularly 
suitable for secret rites and the exchange of esoteric knowledge. From 
this perspective, the cult houses bear many resemblances to masks; they 
transform people and places, and as such they may have been liminal 
places facilitating interactions between the realms of the living and the 
dead. 

In the immediate area, southeast of the cairn in Kivik, there are two 
such stone foundation houses in the Koarum grave field (Arne 1925:122-
127; c.f. Goldhahn 2013:423-424). Victor (2002:78-79) inventoried a total 
of 63 cult houses of this type known in Sweden from that time.  
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Fig. 86. The cemetery at Koarum, Kivik. (Arne 1925, p. 124). 

 
When Joakim Goldhahn published his monograph on Kivik just 

over a decade later, he stated that he knew of about 80 stone foundation 
houses in Scandinavia (not just Sweden). He added that most of these 
are found in the Mälardalen valley in Sweden and along the shores of 
the Baltic Sea, but that they also occur in Bohuslän and Halland, as well 
as on Zealand in Denmark and in Østfold and on Lista in Norway 
(Goldhahn 2013:425). 

One of the cult houses at Koarum near Kivik was partly excavated 
in 1921 by the archaeologist Ture J. Arne (Figs. 86-87), who also 
excavated two other such constructions in Ljunga and Vessinge in the 
counties of Östergötland and Halland respectively (Arne 1925). No finds 
were made in the excavated house in Kivik. This may be explained by 
the fact that the excavation was relatively shallow and did not reach 
down into the undisturbed ground and that the documentation of the 
investigation lacks detail (Victor 2002:95-96). A preliminary dating has 
therefore been done in another way. Since the surrounding stone 
settings on the burial ground, dated to about 900-500 BC, seem to have 
been laid out in respect to the cult houses, the houses should be older 
or contemporary with these graves (Goldhahn 2013:423).  

 



203 

 

 
 

Fig. 87. Documentation of the cult house, Koarum. (Arne 1925, p. 125). 

 
The examined stone foundation at Koarum near Kivik constitutes a 

large construction, 43 m x 8.5 m in total. It thus belongs to one of the 
three largest cult houses known in Sweden, together with the large cult 
house at Håga – 40 m long and 12 m wide – and the even larger, 
unexcavated second house in Kivik, which measures a full 45 m in length 
and 12.5 m in width. In general, the average cult house was about 19 m 
long though there are examples of houses as small as 5 m in length. 
Small cult houses form an exception though and generally these 
structures were quite large, well suited to accommodating a fairly large 
crowd of people.  

The cult houses in Kivik are located on one of the largest Bronze 
Age cemeteries in Scandinavia, and it seems reasonable that the whole 
area was used for multiple initiation rituals, death and funerals 
included. The site features more than 130 graves in an area of 700 m x 
250 m. A stone ship of 60 m x 8.5 m was probably constructed in the 
Late Bronze Age or Early Iron Age. Another monumental structure near 
the cult houses is known as Penninggraven (The Money Grave). The 
round stone formation has a diameter of 23 m and consists of a circle of 
one-metre-large boulders, with a raised monolith in the middle with 
cup marks (Fig. 88). This monument can also most likely be dated to 
the Bronze Age. According to Joakim Goldhahn’s (2013:421-422) 
interpretation, it may even be an incomplete monument. The Money 
Grave is reminiscent of the inner stone structures often found in Bronze 
Age burial mounds and cairns. It is thus very conceivable that one of the 
cult houses was closely connected to this monument ‘in the making’ 
while the other may be more closely connected with the Kivik cairn 
itself. The same applies to the large cult house at Håga (see Kaliff & 
Oestigaard 2018). 
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Fig. 88. Penninggraven (The Money Grave). Photo: Mårten Sjöbeck. Source: 
Alvin database, Uppsala University. 

 
The Danish site Sandagergård on Zealand, which was found and 

investigated in 1985, is one of the better-known and better-documented 
cult houses (Kaul 1987). In addition to the cult house itself, this 
excavation is best known for the spectacular find of four smaller stones, 
found in a construction of erected stones – menhirs – just outside the 
house, all of which feature a rock carving in the form of a hand motif 
(Goldhahn 2007). At Sandagergård, however, grave urns with burnt 
human bones buried in the interior of the house, dating from Bronze 
Age period IV, were also found. The findings may show that besides its 
function as a grave or death house it also had a wider significance. Kaul 
(1998:44-45, 2006:108-111) interprets the house at Sandagergård as a cult 
building where transition rituals from childhood to adult status took 
place and that it was most likely in buildings of this kind that young 
people were initiated into the knowledge of the Bronze Age cosmology 
and the mysteries of life. The houses were intimately related to rites de 
passage. He further believes that the cult building also functioned as a 
death house where the erected monoliths and hand stones signalled 
that only those who possessed the right esoteric knowledge associated 
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with rock carvings, death rituals and even bronze crafts could enter the 
space (Kaul 2004, 2006).  

While the doors of the cult houses have not only been difficult to 
find archaeologically in many cases, the secrets of the cults have been 
concealed for millennia. Still, we believe that it is possible to get some 
few last glimpses into this mysterious world. If the central part of the 
ritual use of the cult houses was related to death and the ancestor, this 
is also precisely the world of the classical Indo-European warrior bands 
and young initiates. In a kóryos – Männerbund – the connection to the 
ancestors and especially dead warriors played a fundamental role. A 
central part of the initiation of boys to men was to put on masks and 
cloaks and thereby become the ancestors. Giving birth is in most 
cultures a private affair, and given the role of becoming and being 
destined to the ancestors and werewolves, it is not unreasonable to 
assume that some of these life-giving rituals also took place in the cult 
houses. Following this line of thought, if birth, the transition from boys 
to men, and death all took place in the cult houses, marriage probably 
did too.  

The Irish example with the fian mentioned that no girl could be 
married unless she had first been offered to the novices (Sjoestedt 
1949:84). In Norway, for instance, these youngsters were referred to as 
Julesvein (‘Yule-Bachelor’) at Christmastime; the Wild Hunt when 
youngsters rode from farm to farm was mainly an activity for unmarried 
men (Lid 1933). Thus, linking marriage to the concluding rites of the 
initiation is cross-culturally one of the main drivers of turning boys into 
men: making them adults, householders and responsible members of 
the community. In the Bronze Age, this seems to coincide with 
becoming a warrior: being a married man and a warrior meant both 
instigating and protecting the family, society and wealth from cradle to 
grave. In a classic masculine and patriarchal culture, these have 
throughout history been core values in culture and cosmology. As it has 
been pointed out, in Bronze Age Europe, the masculine body and self-
identity were expressed in the warrior’s beauty (Trahern 1995). From an 
ancestral point of view, marriage was the union between two lineages of 
ancestors – the bride and bridegroom’s ancestors – and the married 
couple’s children would descend from both these lines of ancestors. A 
marriage is thus also a wedding uniting lineages of ancestors and the 
birth of new ancestors. From this perspective, it seems likely that parts 
of prehistoric wedding ceremonies took place in the cult houses.  
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The sacrificial meal and a holy communion? 
 
During the last two decades, contract archaeological excavations in 
Uppland, Sweden, have revealed astonishing results, which will enable 
new analysis of Bronze and Iron Age cosmologies and agricultural 
rituals. We already mentioned Nibble but we would like to highlight a 
number of specific finds found at a cult house at Skeke, Rasbo, in 
Uppland (Artursson, Kaliff, & Larsson (eds.). 2017). Archaeological 
excavations were conducted in 2008-2010 at a site that had been a cultic 
centre with numerous graves and houses in the Late Bronze Age. House 
19, a cult house, is of particular interest here. Built just after 1000 BC, it 
was most likely destroyed around 900-800 BC. Just outside the cult 
house there was a cooking pit, which had been closed with a huge stone 
after the use-phase was completed. In most cases, it is impossible to 
identify the ritual food that was consumed in rites to engage with 
divinities, though one may assume that alcoholic beverages played a 
fundamental part. In this cooking pit, remains of a highly unusual meal 
that contained wolf/dog and cattle/ox were found. 
 

 
 
Fig. 89. The Gundestrup cauldron. Source: The National Museum of 
Denmark, Copenhagen. Creative Commons. 
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The dog (Canis familiaris) is a domesticated descendant of the wolf 
(Canis lupus), and therefore it can be difficult to identify wolves and 
distinguish them from dogs with absolute certainty. However, in this 
case, the excavators state that it was most likely a wolf. Other wild 
animals including foxes were also found on the site. In the pit, there was 
a jaw of a wolf (or a dog) and bones from cattle/ox. According to the 
excavators, meals made up with wolves and cattle must have symbolised 
fundamental mythologies and creation stories. They also assert that 
cooking these animals as part of meals may have been related to 
sacrifices and rituals in the cult houses (Larsson (ed.). 2014:170, 298, 318). 

Wolves and cattle may have been sacrificed as part of the novices’ 
initiation rites. Even if it was a dog and not a wolf, this meal would be a 
perfect ritual communion – uniting the essence of culture and 
cosmology: protection of cattle by pastoralists. If the jaw belongs to a 
wolf, the meal constitutes an even more coherent cosmological whole. 
A meal of wolf and cattle would have essentialised and concretised 
society and all social relations – among humans and gods, and among 
ancestors and warriors.  

The communion created by sharing this meal, almost like becoming 
blood-brothers, would have symbolised the dual nature of these rituals: 
the youngsters became a pack of wolves but it was also a societal pact 
that highlighted their role and duty as guardians of the cattle and the 
community. In the historic documentation, the youth swore an oath. In 
the Indian tradition surrounding the ten-day Dusserah or Dasarā 
festival that opened the ‘season of war’ at the end of the monsoon, 
warriors were blessed with blood from sacrificed humans (Silvia 1955). 
From this perspective, killing humans is an essential part of being a 
warrior, and human sacrifices as part of the seasonal rites could be part 
of this training or an initiation into culture and cosmology.  

As part of the centennial of the discovery in the Gundestrup Mose 
in 1891 (Figs. 89-92), Flemming Kaul, Ivan Marazov, Jan Best and Nanny 
de Vries published the small book Thracian Tales of the Gundestrup 
Cauldron (Kaul, Marazov, Best and de Vries 1991). Given that this is one 
of the most enigmatic finds in European archaeology, one can only 
unveil a fraction of the mysteries, but many of the scenes fit very well 
into this overall picture, especially the warriors and their relation to 
wolves and oxen. According to Ivan Marazov:  
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Fig. 90. Details from the Gundestrup cauldron. Warriors with animal 
helmets. The warrior on horseback on the left has (goat?) horn and the 
middle warrior has a helmet of wild boar. Authors’ own illustration. 
 

 

 
Figs. 91-92. Details from the Gundestrup cauldron. Human sacrifice, wolf 
and warriors. Authors’ own illustrations. 
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‘The belt is a sign of status transition. So, for example, after a 
youth passed the initiation which promoted him to the status 
of warrior, he received this attribute as a sign of his having 
joined the Männerbund (the community of men). A belt was 
also used as sign that a person was initiated into the mysteries… 
There is no doubt that the Gundestrup craftsman makes a 
semantic distinction between belted and unbelted figures… If 
we assume that this is the image of a shaman initiated in the 
secret knowledge, it is only natural that he should wear a belt… 
the other figures are not belted… this is procession of warriors 
and youth undergoing their warrior initiation. In this case the 
belt indicates that those who wear it belong to the warrior class’ 
(Marazov 1991:57-58).  

 
As pointed out, putting on or passing through a belt was also a way of 
becoming a werewolf. On the Gundestrup cauldron, there are many 
motifs, but according to Jan Best (Fig. 93):  
 

‘In the scene below on the bottom plate of the Gundestrup 
cauldron the prostrated bull… is closed in by two wolves… A 
jumping priestess, her shoulders and breasts bare, with spurs 
on her feet and a Thracian slashing sword, a machaira, in her 
hands is on the verge of coming down upon the back of the bull’ 
(Best 1991:83).  

 
The same recipe was probably used for preparation of a holy meal at the 
Håga funeral, the greatest Bronze Age mortuary rite in Sweden dated to 
ca. 1000 BC. Originally excavated in 1902-1903 (Almgren 1905, Kaliff & 
Oestigaard 2018), the mound itself measures 43-49 m in diameter with 
a height of 6.5-9 m depending on the topography. In terms of gold, the 
grave contains a third of all gold and gold fragments found in Sweden’s 
Bronze Age (Eriksson 2008). It is also Europe’s northernmost oak-
logged coffin burial. As such, there can be no doubt that this was the 
burial of one of Scandinavia’s most powerful and important men 3000 
years ago, or at least that his descendants presented him as such in 
death. It is therefore intriguing that among the many animal species 
sacrificed and deposited in the mound, there were six or seven cattle 
and two or three dogs (Johnsen & Welinder 1993). Given that the mound 
was excavated and analysed more than a century ago and that dogs and 
wolves are very similar, it would not be surprising if new examination of 
the bones showed that some of the dogs in fact were wolves.  



210 

 

 
 

Fig. 93. Bottom plate on the Gundestrup cauldron depicting priestess with 
sword, bull and two wolves in addition to other mythical figures. Photo: 
Claude Valette, Creative Commons. 

 
In any event, as shown with the dog sacrifices at Krasnosamarskoe 

on the Pontic steppe in Russia, dogs were also fundamental in these 
cosmogonic initiation rites. Almgren writes:  

 
‘Among the many finds of dog bones there is a particularly high 
presence of remains and fragments of lower jaws. From those 
found in Shafts II, IV and VI, it seems that they belonged to two 
individuals, both fully grown and large. A fragment found in 
Shafts VII–VIII may belong to a third individual’ (Almgren 
1905:35).  

 
Thus, there are at least two or three sacrificed dogs. The high proportion 
of jaws suggests the animals were defleshed and prepared as meals and 
not just left on site after being killed. 

By wearing masks and being initiated, the war bands and 
werewolves became ancestors, but the true transition to the ancestral 
world inevitably took place in death where the funeral was the great rite 
of transformation of the dead. From this perspective, it seems highly 
likely that the deceased king or chieftain at Håga was not only initiated 
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into a war band as a youngster, but that the sole purpose of this 
initiation was to become a great leader in the future. When the Håga 
chief died, he was succeeded by another initiated leader. The holy 
communion and meal of cattle and dog/wolf created bonds between the 
living and the dead.  
 
 
Who was buried in Bredarör, Kivik? 
 
In a polemic against Kristian Kristiansen and his interpretation of Kivik, 
Joakim Goldhahn (2009:363) quotes Kristiansen:  

 
‘Just like Ulysses, the Nordic chief that voyaged all the way to 
the Mediterranean, who saw and understood the new and 
strange, was already a legend by the time he returned home. 
This status was enhanced if he had with him never before seen 
curiosities such as chariots, knowledge of new casting 
techniques, of wagon and ship building, perhaps even the 
foreign craftspeople themselves, as well as the stories about far-
off settlements and gods, in addition to which he could even 
draw or carve. One such man was the chief of Kivik’ 
(Kristiansen 2004:116; see also Kristiansen & Larsson 2005). 

 
Goldhahn retorts that ‘[t]here are certainly no obvious candidates for a 
veteran chief or senior shaman here’. In order to avoid discussing who 
the buried were, the words ‘veteran’ and ‘senior’ are rhetorically 
included and thus Kristiansen’s interpretation is by definition seemingly 
falsified, since the dead were primarily youngsters. However, rather 
than interpreting the amazing result of the bone analysis he presented, 
Goldhahn comes to a paradoxical conclusion, which seems to suggest 
that the history of archaeological thought and earlier interpretations of 
the past are more important than interpreting prehistory based on new 
evidence and empirical facts:  

 
‘Exactly how we should best understand and interpret the 
remains of the young persons discovered in the cist of Bredarör 
has not been the focus of this article, but clearly opens 
important avenues for new research and interpretations. The 
lessons of Bredarör on Kivik for the wider archaeological 
community are that histories of interpretation make vital 
contributions to the mapping of archaeological thinking as well 
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as to the understanding of a particular monument and to 
strategies of its display to the public’ (Goldhahn 2009:369).  

 
In other words, despite new dates and analysis, the answers are believed 
to be found in the history of previous archaeological thought and 
arguments of archaeologists who based their interpretations on older 
and outdated data. This does not only seem like a tautology, but also 
largely explains why the dominant understanding has been stuck in 
circular interpretations of the sun. In order to break out of this research 
tradition, we have deliberately used Indo-European and European 
ethnography to literally flesh out people and practices of the past. In our 
view, one cannot understand Kivik without understanding who is 
buried in the cist with the world-famous slabs. 

Based on the bone analysis Goldhahn conducted (Goldhahn 2009, 
2013), there can be absolutely no doubt that the majority of the deceased 
were young.  

 
‘At the time of its construction, or soon after, at least two young 
persons were buried in the same cist. Between the twelfth and 
tenth centuries cal BC, at least three more young persons were 
buried in the monument. And in the ninth century cal BC the 
cist was used to lay to rest a young adult’ (Goldhahn 2009:369).  

 
Thus, in the 600-year period between ca. 1400 BC and 800 BC, at least 
six individuals were either cremated or inhumated, and while there may 
have been more deceased, the small number of dead points to a highly 
selective group of important social figures. Hence, one may confidently 
say that Kivik represents an exclusive elite of warriors, and a part of this 
elite died prematurely. Given that the age span corresponds with the 
age and initiation into warriorhood and that the kóryos is the cultic 
brotherhood of warriors with the longest continuity in known Indo-
European history, it is likely that members of such a group were laid to 
rest in the burial cist in Kivik. The iconography on all slabs can be 
interpreted in this context, suggesting a more coherent and complex 
picture of prehistory than the theory that Kivik was constructed because 
they worshipped the sun. 

The loss of one future leader per century would have been a great 
blow to society, in particular if the deceased had attained divine status. 
Obviously, it is impossible to say anything with certainty with regards 
to the deceased’s social and divine status, but if the chief-to-be was to 
become a leader by birth, divine or not, certain processes or degrees of 
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divination seem to have taken place at birth. If the mother gave birth 
through the foetal membrane of a foal, this would have predestined the 
future of the leader. He was set to become a werewolf and a warrior. If 
he died as a youth, the premature death would have been a threat to 
society, culture and cosmology. Being a werewolf and warrior meant 
being initiated into death and becoming the ancestors. The death of 
such a youngster was a high-stakes event that involved the major 
ancestors and divinities and had far-reaching cultural and cosmological 
consequences. From this perspective, being young and being the leader 
or divinity are not mutually exclusive because essentially the young 
become part of the ancestors. By wearing a mask or a cloak, he was no 
longer a youngster, but a living embodiment of the great ancestors or 
the ancestral tradition. In the present, he was the past and the future at 
the same time. 

History is full of examples of young monarchs, even in recent times. 
Alfonso XIII (1886-1941) of Spain became king the day he was born, 
though he did not officially start ruling before he was 16. Mary Stuart or 
Mary, Queen of Scots (1542-1587), ascended the throne when she was 
only six days old; Ivan VI (1740-1764) of Russia became emperor when 
he was two months old and Henry VI (1421-1461 and 1470-1471) was the 
youngest British monarch on the throne at nine months old. 
Tutankhamun is perhaps the world’s most famous child ruler. He died 
after a decade on the throne, reigning from 1333 to 1323 BC. Given that 
Tutankhamun’s tomb is to date the best-preserved and thus also the 
most lavish pharaonic tomb that has been examined archaeologically, 
this 18-year-old’s great funeral puts Kivik’s grandeur in death in a new 
light; being young is being the future. Another very young female regent 
was Queen Kristina of Sweden (incidentally appointed king, not queen) 
who at the age of only six ascended the Swedish throne after the death 
of her father, Gustav II Adolf in the battle of Lützen in 1632. The father’s 
fall in battle at the age of 37 also shows that the elite has historically not 
been spared from violent premature death, despite hard training from a 
very young age. As a last example, the Kumari in Nepal is a prepubescent 
girl who is seen as the Living Goddess. She is divine until the first time 
she sheds blood, which normally is her first menstruation whereupon 
she loses her divinity. In short, the deceased in Kivik may very well have 
been kings or great chieftains, although it is more likely that they were 
the chosen ones who died too early.  
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It is impossible to know what the prehistoric titles or social/ 
hereditary status of these youngsters was in the Bronze Age. If one uses 
the word ‘prince’, it is important to remember that this is an etic 
(analytical) and comparative term and not the emic (indigenous and 
original) category. The important thing is that these youngsters had 
most likely inherited the right to become leaders if they succeeded in 
their training and initiation.  

Following this line of thought, one can imagine that fatal accidents 
happened during the long initiation periods. They trained to endure 
extreme pain and face challenging trials. They lived outdoors away from 
the community and had to survive on their own, but also probably had 
to undergo highly dangerous challenges within the group as part of the 
initiation rites. One of the few glimpses of this prehistoric reality was 
seen among the Irish fian, as discussed, when the initiate was half buried 
and nine warriors threw their javelins at him (Sjoestedt 1949:83). 
Surviving a test like this would have boosted the youngsters’ masculine 
ego, but such extreme trials could also go wrong and kill the initiate. 
This is just one of the many ways the initiate could have died and such 
deaths must have occurred. Slab 8 may portray other initiation rituals 
in secluded enclosures. Nobody knows what happened behind those 
walls. 

The last person who was buried in the Kivik monument was an 
adult of around 25-35 years old. Based on the remains of an unburnt 
tooth, it is estimated that this person died around 910-790 BC 
(Goldhahn 2013:487-486). He (or she) is too old to be a novice but as 
pointed out, there were leaders who orchestrated the lengthy initiation 
rituals. It is reasonable to assume that this deceased was one of the 
leaders, because most likely the kóryos was not limited to the fields and 
forests around Kivik. The grandeur of the site and its monuments 
suggest that this was a centre of importance for a much larger 
geographical area. The most extreme way of proving great manhood was 
to undertake a journey abroad for a long time. 
 
 
Bronze Age dynamics: constitution of culture and cosmology on 
a continent 
 
In recent years, there has been a ‘Viking’ paradigm in Bronze Age 
research, which argues that those who travelled around in Europe 
resembled the Vikings two thousand years later (Kristiansen 2016; Ling, 
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Earl & Kristiansen 2018). This is possible but it does not explain different 
degrees of cultural complexity, homogeneity and continuity. A striking 
characteristic of Bronze Age Europe is an extreme mobility never seen 
before or after, on the one hand, and a high degree of cultural and 
cosmological unity across time and space, on the other hand. The 
European Bronze Age seems very tight and fluid at the same time; the 
continent cannot be one culture or community, yet shows all signs of 
such shared communications and interactions. The Männerbund may 
be the clue to understanding this dynamic and unity.  

Whereas Vikings could travel across Europe with huge ships, they 
were largely strangers in the countries they travelled to. During the 
Bronze Age, there was an Indo-European stratum of shared culture and 
cosmology never seen before or after. The fundamental question is how 
culture was transmitted. How could not only items and bronze travel 
across Europe, but also shared cultural and cosmological ideas? While 
the Vikings were highly successful as warriors and traders, they were not 
great cultural transmitters in areas where for instance Muslims or 
Christians ruled. In fact, after a few centuries they had all became 
Christians themselves. Thus, we are witnessing very different processes 
in the Bronze Age, which is why the ‘Viking model’ does not help 
understand how the pan-Indo-European ideology and cosmology was 
spread and institutionalised in the Bronze Age. 

As indicated, the initiation into the kóryos was the most important 
cultural vehicle in Bronze Age society, where young novices were 
initiated into the world of ancestors and the role of the dead, and learnt 
about culture and cosmology in order to become the rulers of the future. 
Spending four to eight years living as werewolves in the forests outside 
Kivik in southern Sweden as part of this initiation would have had 
limited value. Although parts of the initiation rites may have taken place 
in the area, particularly in the cult houses, this would not have been 
sufficient as a school of leadership. The most important challenges 
would have lain abroad in Europe and elsewhere: southwards, 
eastwards, westwards and northwards. 

Throughout the archaeological history of Bronze Age research, it 
has been a challenge to understand the dynamics of trading networks 
throughout Europe. Given that bronze consists of copper and tin, and 
the mines are located far from each other, the networks were always 
changing. If the kóryos consisted of eight initiates and one leader as 
seems to be depicted on Kivik’s slab 7, this would have been the 
operational group that undertook the greatest challenges: trading 



216 

 

locally produced wool with continental bronzes, establishing marriage 
alliances and partaking in cult and cosmology through rituals, sacrifices 
and funerals. Of course, the groups may have been larger than eight 
men, as historic records suggest that some comprised 20-50 young men 
or more (Kershaw 2000:127-129). 

While the Viking model largely fails because it cannot explain the 
cultural homogeneity and shared cosmological beliefs across large parts 
of Europe and beyond, groups travelling around for years may have 
institutionalised a pan-Indo-European culture and cosmology. Whether 
they spent two or four years on the road on horseback or in boats, such 
groups would certainly have represented a threat to local communities 
as they needed to sustain themselves. However, they could not have 
been absolute villains as a central part of their success would have been 
marriage alliances, the establishment of trade agreements to secure the 
flow of goods such as wool and bronze in both directions and the 
development of networks of warriors and women.  

Bronze Age people were definitely mobile. The Egtved girl from 
Jutland in Denmark was 16-18 years old. She was buried around 1370 BC 
and had travelled extensively before her death. It seems likely that she 
originally came from southern Germany and moved about 800 km north 
to Denmark. Strontium analysis has shown that during the last two 
years of her life she travelled back and forth twice between southern 
Germany and Denmark, arriving at Egtved in Denmark shortly before 
she died (Frei, Mannering & Kristiansen et al. 2015, but also see 
Bergerbrant 2019).  

The analysis of another Jutlandic grave at Skrydstrup yielded similar 
results. Like the Egtved burial, this grave contained the remains of a 
young woman, 17-18 years old at her death, who according to strontium 
analysis also had foreign origins. The analysis of the Skrydstrup woman 
shows that she arrived at her new home in Jutland almost two years 
before her death, at the age of just 15-16 (Frei et al. 2017). Thus, we have 
here two women of marrying age, most likely part of marriage alliances 
established among members of a kóryos, travelling across Europe 
between chiefdoms and armies. It seems reasonable that they were 
protected by warrior bands on their journeys, as travelling alone would 
have been very dangerous. On their journeys, the young warriors 
secured personal alliances and networks they would depend on as 
leaders in the future. Egtved shows that northerners went to the south 
and vice versa, and one must also assume that warrior bands from the 
continent came to Scandinavia, also to Kivik and Håga.  
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Fig. 94. Kivik. Photo: Terje Oestigaard. 

 
A central part of the initiate’s learning and training period was the 

journey to Europe where he traded wool for copper and bronzes. 
Northerners brought wool to the continent to trade for copper and 
bronzes in a ratio of 2:1 and it seems reasonable to assume that 
southerners brought copper and bronzes to the north in exchange of 
wool and furs. When the novice returned home with great treasure he 
had proved to himself and society that he was a legitimate leader and 
his wealth would define his reign. The belt of weapons allowed the 
novice to transform himself into a wolf; when he returned home with 
precious weapons it would prove that he had been successfully initiated 
into warriorhood and was now a full-fledged warrior. The cultural and 
cosmological rationale of the initiation rites was that upon his return 
the initiate was returned to his human form and included in society. 
Whether a chief or not, this person was certainly a warrior – a full-
fledged member of society’s elite.  

From this perspective, it seems highly likely that the deceased 
buried at Kivik had travelled in Europe. Moreover, it seems likely that 
some of the cremated bones in Kivik were of youngsters who died 
abroad. Travelling across the continent would have been a dangerous 
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enterprise and many would have died of disease or in conflict. Building 
on Hertz’s notion of the intermediary phase in cremations (Hertz 1960, 
Oestigaard 1999, 2016), if a novice died abroad, he might have been 
cremated to make it easier to bring his remains home, which was 
important because of his fundamental link to the ancestral world. The 
cremated remains at Kivik thus strongly suggest that these individuals 
died a premature death in foreign lands. The unburnt remains, on the 
other hand, may be of bodies that were transported over long distances 
by horses or in boats, but it seems more likely that they died near Kivik 
(Fig. 94). We are thus nevertheless quite close to Kristiansen’s travelling 
chiefs after all, even if the individuals found in the graves at Kivik are 15-
20 years younger. They may not have been initiated chiefs and they may 
not have been divine nor twin rulers but as werewolves they were 
destined to these social and religious roles. Their untimely death meant 
they became ancestors before they became adults.  
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8. Ethics, Archaeology and  

Indo-European Research History 
 
 
 

‘[Q]uestions of identity, nationalism, political uses of the past 
cannot be completely separated from ongoing research, which 
has become painstakingly clear with the influence of ultra-
nationalism on research in many regions of the world… A recent 
example is the attempt by (ultra-nationalist) Indian researchers 
to claim that Indo-European languages had their homeland in 
India… Very much in the way Gustav Kossinna wanted a Nordic 
homeland for Indo-Europeans a hundred years ago, based on 
ideological conviction. There are no easy solutions to such 
ideological infiltrations, other than maintaining high-quality, 
critical research programmes.’ 
 
Kristian Kristiansen 
‘Towards a new paradigm. The Third Science Revolution and its 
Possible Consequences in Archaeology’ (2014:2526) 
 
 
‘[A]lways remember that it is impossible to speak in such a way 
that you cannot be misunderstood: there will always be some 
who misunderstand you.’ 
 
Karl Popper 
‘‘Unended Quest’ (2005:29) 

 
 
 
Decolonisation of werewolves 
 
After this long journey into prehistoric cosmologies, the historic 
development of pastoralists in harsh ecological environments and how 
cultures were upheld by ritual initiation involving travels across the 
European continent, it feels like the greatest academic turn-off to end 
this fascinating exploration of archaeology and ethnology with Adolf 
Hitler. However, there is no way around it. 
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In recent years there is a growing call for decolonisation of 
academia. What such a decolonisation would imply and whether and 
how history should be rewritten on moral grounds has been widely and 
critically discussed. When it comes to the cultural history of werewolves 
based on 19th-century German folklore and mythology, there is a clear 
need to rewrite history. Established by Adolf Hitler already in 1926, the 
Hitler Youth trained and indoctrinated young boys between the ages of 
14 and 18 in the Nazi ideology. The Hitler Youth was partly built on 
folkloristic studies of German Männerbünde and was considered an 
expression of the same spirit. This applies even more to some of the 
other Nazi organisations. The paramilitary organisation SA (Sturm-
Abteilungen), of which the Hitler Youth was an integral part, and the 
elite force that emanated from it, the SS (Schutz-Staffeln), were created 
as physical embodiments of the idea of Männerbund (Junginger 
2008:131). In this ideological misuse of the past and the present, Otto 
Höfler’s research played a fundamental role linking the SS as an elitist 
fighting alliance with a supposedly ancient spirit (Höfler 1934). 
According to SS chief Heinrich Himmler, a great supporter of Höfler, 
the SS was not only part of a political movement, but a mysterious 
religious order tasked with fighting the enemies of National Socialism 
(e.g. Greve 1990:107-112). 

The quest for a supposed resurrection of the ‘Männerbund spirit’ in 
fact predated Hitler’s 1933 takeover, forming an ideological element in 
several national and reactionary movements in Germany. After the end 
of the First World War, the military volunteer units (Freikorps – ‘Free 
Corps’) that appeared in the Weimar Republic of Germany were based 
on the ideal of a warrior society. The mythological motive that dead 
warriors still existed as a spiritual warrior group together with the living 
ones strongly resonated. In accordance with this, the war cemeteries 
were then seen as ‘höchster Ausdruck des kämpferischen Männerbundes’ 
(von See 1994:330). Hitler himself also had a special relation to the 
werewolf mythology. During WWII, he named his easternmost 
headquarters on the Eastern Front about 12 km north of Vinnytsia in 
Ukraine Werwolf. The name was in line with other headquarter code 
names such as Wolfsschanze (‘Wolf Nest’). Hitler often referred to 
himself as ‘Wolf’ or ‘Herr Wolf’, a nickname (and code-name) he used 
during the early years of the Nazi movement. In fact, the etymology of 
the name ‘Adolf’ carries connotations in itself, as it is composed of the 
Old High German words adal (‘noble’) and wolf. From 1944 onwards, 
the establishment of a special paramilitary group of guerrilla fighters or 
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storm troopers was known as Unternehmen Werwolf (‘Operation 
Werewolf’) or just ‘Werwolf’ (for an overview see for instance 
Biddiscombe 1998). The organisation never gained the importance that 
the Nazis intended and the Allies feared, but these Nazi werewolves did 
inflict considerable damage to civilians. Suffice to say, the mythology of 
werewolves was militarised and ideologically misused in the first half of 
the 20th century (for analysis of Nazism and research on Indo-European 
warrior societies and Männerbünde, see e.g. Greve 1990; von See 1990, 
1994; von Schnurrbein 1990, Arvidsson 2006). 

If the decolonisation of academia is primarily about exposing and 
debunking racial studies and the notion of white supremacy, the Nazi 
werewolves are the epitome of a political and ideological misuse of the 
past that enabled crimes against humanity. Hence, the task is dual. It is 
not enough to distance oneself from this misuse. Many archaeologists 
have argued that the topic is an ideological taboo so contaminated that 
it should never be mentioned again, but this puts large parts of the past 
off bounds. Furthermore, it allows part of prehistory to be still colonised 
or ideologically conquered by Nazi notions of racial supremacy almost 
a century after these ideas were first put forward in academic circles. 
Unless archaeologists approach prehistory in a new light, this ideology 
as mythology will prevail. Today we can not only write another story; 
the time is ripe to liberate large parts of prehistory from the ideological 
tyranny of Nazi terror that still lingers on the werewolves in history. 
From this perspective, archaeologists should write new histories in 
accordance with current scientific standards. Although everyone 
distances themselves from this past and specific interpretations on 
moral grounds, demarcation in archaeology is done by presenting better 
interpretations and explanations. This is why one must re-engage with 
the problematic past in order to enable a democratic future, because 
dark shadows from research history may linger despite the best 
intentions. 
 
 
Dark shadows and the sun cult in new light 
 
When considered from a decolonisation perspective that challenges 
white supremacy ideology, the sun cosmology may be seen in a new 
light. Within Nazi ideology, the view of the Indo-Europeans – the 
Aryans – as a special people connected to the sun and light was 
represented by the swastika as the sun symbol. The sun cult and 
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cosmology were an intrinsic part of Third Reich ideology. In 1937, 
Walter Wüst, the head of the SS-Ahnenerbe, emphasised the solar 
mythology as a fundamental part of the Aryan race: ‘Grounded on the 
very ancient scriptures of the old Indians and Iranians, only the Aryan 
race was able to develop a worldview characterized by 1) a meaningful 
cosmic order [and] 2) a solar mythology’ (Junginger 2008:123). In other 
words, warriors who idealised and idolised the sun belong more to the 
1940s AD than to the 940s BC.  

As a term and process, decolonisation is nowadays part of 
hegemonic discourses, but in the history of archaeological thought 
there is nothing new under the sun. The consequences of political 
misuse of the past have significantly shaped central parts and 
theoretical underpinnings of archaeology and the discipline’s 
development since World War II (see for instance Trigger 1984, 1994). 
As long as history matters, the past has always been used to legitimise 
the present and the future, and glorious pasts have favoured certain 
groups at the expense of others (see Oestigaard 2007 for further 
references). Perhaps more than any other discipline, archaeology is 
vulnerable to such ideological uses and misuses, but the awareness of 
potential abuse is equally strong. However, the past most often is 
politicised beyond the realm of archaeology and archaeologists and as 
Kristiansen (2014:24) pointed out: ‘There are no easy solutions to such 
ideological infiltrations, other than maintaining high-quality, critical 
research programmes.’ 

There are numerous sun symbols in Kivik, particularly the sun 
wheel (Fig. 95), but as with the Männerbund, the interpretations of the 
solar paradigm originated away from politics at an early stage of the 
disciplinary foundations in Europe (Müller 1856[1909], 1859). Thus, 
when one talks about the sun cult or werewolves in the Bronze Age, the 
issue is not so much to morally condemn the political and ideological 
misuse 3000 years later, but how to write archaeological histories that 
do not leave open wounds from the past that can define the future. 
Hence, following Hammersley & Atkinson (1996:285) and their 
approach to research ethics:  
 

‘[T]he most effective strategies for pursuing research should be 
adopted unless there is clear evidence that these are ethically 
unacceptable. In other words, indeterminacy and uncertainty 
should for the most part be resolved by ethnographers in favour 
of the interest of research since that is their primary task.’ 
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Fig. 95. Slab 6. Wheels (or sun wheels) and ceremonial axes. Photo: 
Terje Oestigaard. 

 
From this perspective, whether one talks about the Indo-European 

kóryos / Männerbund or sun cosmology, the interpretation should be 
evaluated on scientific grounds. However, this directly relates to the 
history of Indo-European research because it was academia that initially 
enabled political use.  
 
 
Gordon Childe and the ‘Aryan’ question 
 
Just as James G. Frazer is seen as a father figure in anthropology, V. 
Gordon Childe is one of the father figures in archaeology together with 
scholars like Christian Jürgensen Thomsen (1788-1865) who developed 
the Three-Age System, or Oscar Montelius (1943-1921) who did ground-
breaking work on typology and chronology.  

Gordon Childe was praised by Stuart Piggott as ‘the greatest 
prehistorian in Britain and probably the world’ (Trigger 1980:11). The 
sixth edition of The Dawn of European Civilization was published a year 
after his death in 1958 with the subtitle ‘The classic account of the 
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creation of the distinctively European culture and economy’. In the 
preface, dated March 1957, he writes that ‘a distinctively European 
culture had dawned by our Bronze Age!’ Bruce Trigger points out that 
Childe had a Eurocentric bias. ‘While Childe laudably rejected the more 
blatant racism of the 1920s, he was by no means immune to the related 
practice of interpreting particular behavioral patterns as being innate 
characteristics of specific people. In this respect his thinking 
represented a generally moderate and refined version of contemporary 
thinking,’ Trigger writes: ‘Throughout his career Childe sought to 
answer what he regarded as being a historical question of major 
importance: what was unique about European society that even in 
prehistoric times made it a peculiar and individual manifestation of the 
human spirit? One may or may not regard this as a significant, or even 
a valid question’ (Trigger 1980:51, 183).  

Still, his work on racial issues has damaged his reputation and 
tainted part of his heritage. Childe’s most problematic book is The 
Aryans: A Study of Indo-European Origins (Childe 1926) where he 
followed in the footsteps of Gustav Kossina (e.g. Kossina 1911). 
 

‘Philologists will at once complain that the term “Aryan” is 
unscientific. Of course, I know that only the Indians and 
Iranians actually designated themselves by this name. But what 
expression is to be used conventionally to denote the linguistic 
ancestors of the Celts, Teutons, Romans, Hellenes, and Hindus 
if Aryan is to be restricted to the Indo-Iranians? …The word 
Indo-European is clumsy and cannot even claim to be scientific 
now that Indian Sanskrit is no longer the most easterly member 
of the linguistic family known… Aryan on the other hand has 
the advantage of brevity and familiarity. I therefore propose to 
retain it, quite conventionally, in the traditional sense’ (Childe 
1926:xi). 

 
In the history of archaeology and archaeological thought, this must be 
one of the greatest mistakes ever. But Childe did not limit the use of the 
Aryans to linguistics. ‘Having then agreed that the original Aryans 
belonged essentially to the Nordic race and that the latter was 
characterized on the North and East European plains, it remains to 
localize the cradle land,’ Childe writes (Childe 1926:164). ‘At the present 
moment the Scandinavia theory is the most attractive, having been 
expounded with a wealth of detail and a complete mastery of the 
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archaeological data by such profound students as Kossinna.’ Childe 
continues:  
 

‘[T]he origin of the battle-axe folk is the crucial question for the 
Germanists; not only are the skulls… typically Nordic but it is 
to the battle-axe folk that several cultures which can be 
identified as the work of Aryans are directly linked… Finally in 
Scandinavia and North Germany itself the civilization of the 
Bronze Age, which must belong to the Teutons, is a direct 
continuation of that of the Stone Age’ (Childe 1926:166, 175, 
178). 

 
The Aryans is also a time document showing how common and 
pervasive these thoughts were in the 1920s. The final words of the 
conclusion are:  
 

‘[T]he fact that the first Aryans were Nordics was not without 
importance. The physical qualities of that stock did enable 
them by the bare fact of superior strength to conquer even 
more advanced people and so to impose their language on 
areas from which their bodily type has almost completely 
vanished. This is the truth underlying the panegyrics of the 
Germanists: the Nordics’ superiority of physique fitted them to 
the vehicles of a superior language’ (Childe 1926:212). 

 
Even the best may stray, but it also shows parts of the troublesome 
history of archaeology in Europe and, more importantly, the need not 
only to distance oneself from this type of research, but also to write 
histories and narratives that debunk such ideologies. In the article ‘Is 
prehistory practical’ from 1933, Gordon Childe set a positive example.  
 

‘No one who has read Mein Kampf, or even the extracts 
therefrom in The Times, can fail to appreciate the profound 
effect which theories of the racial superiority of “Aryans” have 
exercised on contemporary Germany. In the name of these 
theories men are being exiled from public life and shut up in 
concentration camps, books are being burned and expression 
of opinions stifled just as, in the name of religious ideas, they 
were during fifteen long centuries of darkness… To admit as 
good only what is Celtic, or Germanic or Indian, as exclusive 
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nationalism would demand, is unscientific and unhistorical’ 
(Childe 1933:410, 418).  

 
Childe was one of the first influential intellectuals to take an active 
public stand against the terrors of Nazism and to warn against the 
dangers of racial studies and nationalism. To what extent this impacted 
the rest of Childe’s life and academic career, including his explicit 
Marxist perspectives from the 1930s onwards, has been widely debated. 
His life ended on 19 October 1957 when he fell a thousand feet from a 
cliff in the Blue Mountains in his native Australia at the age of 65. From 
a letter to Professor Grimes, it became evident he had committed 
suicide. Childe’s last letter shows the extent to which the Indo-European 
question shaped his whole academic life and even his death. 
 

‘For myself I don’t believe I can make further useful 
contributions to prehistory… New ideas very rarely come my 
way. I see no prospect of settling the problems that interest me 
most – such as that of the “Aryan cradle” – on the available data. 
In a few instances I actually fear that the balance of evidence is 
against theories that I have espoused or even in favour of those 
against which I am strongly biased’ (Daniel 1980:2).  

 
 
Death of authors and ancestors 
 
Originally published in 1967, Roland Barthes’ The Death of the Author 
(Barthes 2004) is a classic. This is an important point: the text lives its 
own life separate from the author. This has been taken to the extreme 
with some claiming authors have no right to say anything about their 
own texts, but as research history has shown, this is not the case in 
practice. Much of the discourse in the humanities and social sciences 
today is too judgmental; it always returns to the original author who is 
judged according to today’s norms and values, even if he has been dead 
for centuries. Sometimes it is necessary, but there will always be an 
ethical dilemma about moral judgement: good guys may have written 
bad things, and bad guys may have written good things. Although it is 
always easy to moralise about a social and political standpoint from 
today’s perspective, moral judgements do not solve the academic 
conundrum; the life and legacy of dead authors may still be 
academically relevant, given that intellectual thought is not limited or 
restrained by the author, following Barthes (Barthes 2004).  
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Fig. 96. Kivik fishing village (1885) by Carl Flodman (1863-1888). Source: 
Creative Commons. 

 
In other words, the authors may be dead, but their ideas are not and 

this allows the dead to return – in research history and actual cultural 
history – as ancestors. The past is often an unpleasant place. Dead 
authors resemble ancestors in many ways; they are neither good nor 
bad, but rather both at once. Some are better than others, some are 
exceptionally mean and evil, and whatever the living do, they will always 
come back to haunt the descendants. But whatever people did in the 
past, they lived with living people and there was no way descendants 
could lock the door on the ancestors. At the same time, ‘we’ are not 
‘they’ and we can neither be responsible for or irresponsible about 
history; we inherited this tradition and history from the dead whether 
we like it or not. Thus, we may for the last time return to the dead and 
the ancestors buried in the cist in Kivik (Fig. 96). 
 
 
The past as the past - in the present and in the future 
 
Although these groups of warriors played fundamental roles in cult, 
culture and cosmology, they were not necessarily good guys, rather the 
contrary seen from our perspective today. Their core values were the 
health and wealth of society and how to create continuity between the 
agricultural seasons through ritualisation. As shown, this most likely 
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involved human sacrifices in hitherto unknown ways where humans 
were a means to attaining a collective good in the reconstitution of 
culture and cosmology. There are many reasons to believe that nobody 
today would like to live in such a culture, and many of us would certainly 
have been killed if we came along with our values and worldviews to try 
to change their way of living. Moreover, one would likely have faced a 
number of highly unpleasant violent people in prehistory, the Vikings 
being a prime example. Neil Price writes: 
 

‘I always find it puzzling how anyone could possibly find the 
Vikings “heroic”... we need only look again at Ibn Fadlan and 
consider what one really thinks of the lethal slavers and rapists 
he met, with their blood-drenched rituals on the Volga; and 
these seem to have been only merchants, not primarily a 
fighting group at all. Vikings of this kind were sometimes 
heroes in their own minds, and perhaps occasionally in the eyes 
of people they tried hard to impress – but not in mine… At the 
same time, we should not forget that beyond this violence, 
distributed all across their far-flung diaspora, was also a whole 
world of other Viking lives. Some feel familiar, others 
disconcertingly alien… We should pay these Viking-Age people 
the compliment of permitting them to live forever in their own 
vibrant present, rather than merely in our distant past. They 
are all still there, waiting for us’ (Price 2019:344).  

 
Though saying that the werewolves are waiting for us does not sound 
very promising, Price’s perspective is certainly relevant for the Bronze 
Age. This is a way of making history relevant and intimate, and yet 
keeping it at arm’s length. As archaeologists, we can contribute with 
new understanding by making sense of this unfamiliar world. 
Unmasking Kivik is one attempt to understand one of history’s enigmas. 

The opening sequence in J.R.R.Tolkien’s Fellowship of the Ring 
starts: ‘Much that once was is lost, for none now live who remember it… 
And some things that should not have been forgotten were lost. History 
became legend. Legend became myth. And for two and a half thousand 
years, the ring passed out of all knowledge.’ The last person was buried 
at Kivik in the 9th century BC, but the site only started to gain fame again 
after it was looted in 1748. When Kivik was rediscovered after more than 
2500 years, the ancestors were dead. They did not return, and no masks, 
cloaks or sacrifices could reawaken the dead. New legends and myths 
have been written in the last centuries, but most of the knowledge was 
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lost, even things that should not be forgotten. It is for archaeology to 
remember this history. As Stephen J. Gould once said: ‘Science, in its 
most fundamental definition, is a fruitful mode of inquiry, not a list of 
enticing conclusions. The conclusions are the consequence, not the 
essence’ (Gould 1987:417). Although we may not have definitive 
solutions to all the mysteries of Kivik, we hope that we have 
convincingly argued that Bronze Age religion is best understood as an 
Indo-European and agricultural cosmology. 
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