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        “Death walks faster than the wind and never returns what he has taken.”

      

      

      

      
        
        Hans Christian Andersen,

        The Story of a Mother
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      Ghosts, haunts, or revenants are spirits known by many names. In his book, The History of the Nordic Peoples from 1555, Olaus Magnus wrote about what he called the shadows of drowned men in Iceland:

      

      “There one finds spirits or shadows of drowned, or through other violent ways of dying, men, who reveal themselves to humans and take part in human occupations; and so clearly do these ghostly gestalts show themselves for people they know, that those who ask no questions about their death are greeted with a handshake as if they were alive. This mistake is never uncovered until the shadows disappear …”

      

      Ghosts represent one of the most widespread beliefs in the world, appearing in some form in most cultures. The belief that the dead can come back to the realm of the living persists in our day too and is a mystery no one will truly know the answer to until their own time on this planet is at an end.

      But death is an integral part of life. It is indisputable, frightening, a relief perhaps to some, and utterly unknown. It fills us with grief for those we have lost, and a wish to see them again, to hope they have continued on in some form. And other times, it fills people with dread, that someone beyond their control and understanding is lurking, waiting to get revenge, or perhaps, that someone they loved has not, in fact, found peace. Death holds so many emotions and fears for us. There’s no wonder ghosts emerged in the collective human mind as a phenomenon to fear or feel sorry for.

      Naturally, ghosts emerged as part of the Norse mythos and later Scandinavian folklore too. The way of seeing life after death was a contradictory one. On the one hand, people longed for contact, perhaps a last few words with a lost loved one, and yet … they were immensely afraid of the dead. The Scandinavian dead came back in their bodies to walk among the living, and they could be both invasive and downright threatening.

      Dauing is the word used to refer to these entities and a direct translation would be something akin to ‘dead one’, but the best word would be the French revenant—someone returned from the dead in the same physical body they had when alive. Another, and older word is draug, which today refers mostly to the sea-draug, but was an older Norse word for ghost or revenant.

      The dead posed a great threat to the living. Great supranormal forces were at play, especially concerning vindictive spirits, and the living had little to defend themselves with against this.

      Then there was the fact that becoming a revenant was a threat to the souls of the people who died. If one came back as a revenant, then ones soul was in grave danger, possibly until Judgment Day. Not finding peace in the grave was a torment, and the possibility of coming back to harm ones loved ones was a true nightmare.

      It was therefore important for everyone to live good, honest lives and have their affairs in order. It was the antithesis of these deeds that created ghosts: performing the wrong burial rites, dying violent and confusing deaths, committing heinous crimes like murders and getting away with it in life, all kinds of unfinished business—it all made for possible unrest in the grave.

      Vengeful revenants, repentant spirits, child ghosts, and even animal ghosts were all part of the Scandinavian lore. Even authorities got their due punishment in death.

      Corrupt and cruel priests or judges who gave the wrong judgment or sentenced people too harshly could also be seen roaming the land as restless spirits. Their high status in life didn't matter in death, and they were judged just like anyone else. In this way, the belief in ghosts and their fates functioned as a form of social protest. It was of no consequence how powerful you were in life. None of that mattered on the day of your death.

      This is reminiscent of the moral in the medieval Danse Macabre, or Dance of Death. It was an allegory of life and death featured through paintings showing the realities of dying. Often, the Danse Macabre shows Death in the form of a skeleton coming to take a human with him into his dance, or death as it were. The poor would usually accept and go willingly, but the rich would resist, trying to bribe their way out of it.

      But it didn’t matter who you were in life, because in the end, you couldn’t take your power and riches with you. Perhaps this was an easier revelation to come to for regular folk than the powerful? They already lived an existence where they weren’t in control of every aspect of their lives. Uncontrollable death, the unknown out there in the wild, untamed nature, unseen but heard and sensed things in the dark … ghosts explained a lot.

      This was the role of the Vættir in general, these usually unseen beings, who lived their twin lives next to human settlements and caused uncontrollable things to happen. Ghosts were no different. They even appeared as corporeal beings, albeit bluer, sometimes rotten, and other times as skeletons, but they walked the earth like any Vættr, or human for that matter. They explained the inexplicable, and when animals reared up in fright of something unseen, or the temperature suddenly dropped, or a person sensed someone standing right behind them in the dark, well, it had to be the dead and their unfinished business.

      No one, no matter what they claim, knows exactly what happens after death, and coming back was as good an explanation as anything. The different types of ghosts emerged simply as a way of explaining the inexplicable. In their harrowing presence, they maybe even inspired some hope that something was waiting after the toils of life were over.

      Yet still, in the lore of the dead underlies the knowledge that what is dead must remain so. The living must not venture too close to Death's door, because that is no way for life to prevail. And prevail it must. So the dangers of grief hover in the background of the myths too, always as a warning to lament your losses, but don't let them consume you. As is stated by the Danish linguist and priest Peder Syv in one of his proverbs: “The dead are dead man's friend.”
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      In the following brief chapters, you'll find some useful information that put the Vættir and sagn in this book into their proper context. There's a more thorough introduction in book one, The Hidden Folk, but this chapter will provide you with the background to have a fuller understanding of the time frame, places, stories, and religious perspectives connected to the ghosts of Scandinavia.

      My background is in archaeology, a field that focuses mainly on the physical remains of human cultures, rather than intangible cultural heritage like oral tales. But I think my training in scientific and historical research and genuine interest in the Vættir and the tales about them provide what I hope is an entertaining and interesting read on Scandinavian ghostlore.
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      “Wicked, and injurious to man were the greater number of these supernatural beings, who may strictly be regarded as personified powers of nature, and as there hangs a degree of obscurity over their whole being, the night was supposed to be the season of their activity, when imagination and fear are most disposed to create all kinds of terrific images.”

      

      
        
        Benjamin Thorpe, Northern Mythology

      

      

      

      The book you are reading now covers the part of Scandinavian folklore pertaining to ghosts. Scandinavian folklore comprises a rich and colorful cast of characters, namely the Vættir (one Vættr, several Vættir). These were the creatures that lived in the shadows, forests, mountains, waters, and even below ground. They lived in what can be deemed as twin societies to human ones. Wherever there were human settlements, there the Vættir were, too.

      Books one and two of this series pertain to land Vættir (The Hidden Folk) and water-vættir (Water Spirits), respectively. The dead are part of this lore too, and they are usually lumped together with land Vættir. It is common to classify the Vættir into subgroups, the two main groups being land-vættir and water-vættir. Then, other subgroups can be used if necessary.

      The dead who came back again in Scandinavian folklore, were usually walking corpses, moving on the same earth as the living, and so classifying them along with land Vættir makes sense. But, their stories and function differ slightly too and like others have done before me, I've gathered the information and sagn about them in one book. I like to think of them as their own subgroup within the larger classification of land Vættir.

      Please note, though, that simple and clean-cut divisions based on habitats and environments aren’t that straightforward within Scandinavian folklore. Many Vættir moved between these elements and habitats both, like the dragon which lived in the mountain but flew through the air at night. Or the sea draug, which is technically a revenant but is still usually classified as a water-vættir. It all comes down to interpretations and how you see these creatures. To me, the sea draug, for example, is first and foremost a water-vættir, because that's how he was introduced to me as a child. That's the lore I grew up with.

      Like any type of Vættir, ghosts were part of common Scandinavian knowledge and culture. This is why tales from all three countries help in seeing the rich and large picture of who they were and how they functioned as part of people's worldview. Even Vættir that were traditionally connected to one country more than the others are known throughout Scandinavia. The tales about them traveled across the borders, just like humans did.

      What is clear is that unlike other Vættir, the dead who returned, were not necessarily explained by uncontrollable forces of nature. While giants could explain natural occurrences like rockslides, ghosts were to a larger degree connected to the ideas and thoughts people had about what happened after death. Like other Vættir, they had a specialized job, and they were seen in light of thoughts around a spiritual existence, not necessarily around the physical one here on earth. That was handled by other Vættir.

      This notion places the dead in the realm of folk religiosity and faith, rather than natural occurrences. And the dead's connections to the Church and its rituals and rules become clear through the tales about these creatures. The belief in the dead was already sponsored by the Church but then mixed with the common folk belief already in existence when Christianity was introduced. This created an expansive and alternative religiosity that consisted of the dead and how to live next to them or handle them.

      Throughout this book, I use the term 'ghost' when talking about the dead who returns. There's a long tradition of corporeal revenants in Scandinavia, but ethereal spooks came into the lore in more recent times too. Since the word dauing doesn’t translate well into English, and there are many more terms for the walking dead in Scandinavia, I find 'ghost' to be the best term when referring to them in general. I use more specific terms, like 'revenant', when appropriate and necessary.
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      Sagn (one sagn, several sagn) is a genre within Scandinavian folklore. The word sagn comes from the Norse word seggja, which translates to 'saying something'. Therefore, the closest translation of sagn would be 'tale'.

      Sagn are tales of brevity. They are short, punchy, and to the point. Unnecessary information or flowery words are not needed. Instead, sagn are sparse and more realistic in style than fairy tales. While fairy tales are longer stories that begin in the real world, they soon transcend reality and venture into more fantastical plots.

      Now, the sagn also features the presence of the supranormal, but unlike fairy tales, they are bound to actual people and places. They’re supposed to have happened in specific places to people who can be identified, a feature that gives them more credibility than fairy tales. Fairy tales were exactly that—fairy tales. But sagn? They were true!

      Throughout the chapters on revenants and other ghosts in this book, you’ll read several sagn about these creatures. The sagn are from all three Scandinavian countries (a few from Finland too, as the Swedes brought their stories there). I have translated them all into English and polished them slightly to make them flow more easily. Sometimes their short and to-the-point- nature can give the feel of listing events rather than telling them as a full story, so I smoothed over a few things. But in essence, these are the sagn that people passed on orally for decades, and even centuries, before they were written down, especially in the nineteenth- and early twentieth centuries.

      Some names and places become too local for an international reader, but where necessary, I've kept them. Sometimes, knowing different farm names gives clarity to boundary disputes, or personal names help separate one character from another. Usually, I've kept place names if a city or place is large enough to be found on a map today. Most importantly, I think the translated sagn inhabit the nature of their originality, speaking to you, almost directly from the past.
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      The myths and legends of the Scandinavian Vættir developed over centuries, maybe even longer. When Christianity entered the picture in the Scandinavian Middle Ages, the gods and mythos of the Viking Age vaned. This was, however, a long period of overlap. Still, Norse Mythology was gradually replaced by the folklore of the Vættir, or perhaps, the Vættir, unlike the old gods, survived the new times. As forces of nature, the Vættir were needed explanations for things that happened to people and were out of their control.

      This all occurred far back in time, and it’s difficult to say with certainty that the Vættir are a mere continuation of Norse Mythology, or whether they existed before or in parallel with the old gods. What we do see is that the Vættir continued on and adapted to the new religion and the belief in them lasted at least until the 1920s, especially in rural areas.

      Unless necessary, years aren't mentioned in this book. This is not that kind of history book. But most of the tales you'll read here were written down in the nineteenth century, and a few are older, and a few are younger. Generally, the myths and legends about the various ghosts and the accompanying sagn stem from preindustrial Scandinavia. A few sagn occur in large cities, while most occur in smaller places and the countryside.

      As for Scandinavia itself, the term refers to the three Scandinavian countries of Denmark, Norway, and
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