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      The belief that certain people can wield supranormal powers to alter their surroundings at their will is universal. It is a belief that has existed within all cultures throughout history, and so it is in Scandinavia.

      For a long time, people believed that both men and women could be born with, or gain, the knowledge of witchcraft to influence the world around them, specifically nature, other people, and animals. The aim was guided by their own desires, and the power of this witchcraft was assisted, or granted, by higher powers. Examples of the magnitude of a witch’s powers come from the Swedish bishop Olaus Magnus’ book The History of the Nordic Peoples from 1555, in which he describes a witch called Hagberta, listing all her impressive abilities as a witch:

      

      “Hagberta, the giant Vagnoft’s daughter, who caused astonishment by her great size, was skilled at transforming her shape so that she sometimes diminished it and performed other magic tricks. She could make herself thin and compressed, as if lacking all bodily fluids, or stretch herself out in all directions.

      At times she was so tall that she reached the vault of heaven, and at other times she transformed into a human of insignificant size. It was believed that she could lower the sky, lift the earth, make springs solid and mountains fluid, raise ships, pull down gods, extinguish the stars, and illuminate the underworld.”

      

      The history of witches, of course, is twofold. On the one hand, there are the ‘real’ witches who in the fifteenth- to the eighteenth centuries were persecuted for their so-called crimes, and on the other hand, are the witches that lived on in the traditional folktales that were collected in the eighteenth- and nineteenth centuries. It is an extensive amount of tales too, showing how the notion of the witch lived on long after the authorities stopped their long-winded and harsh punishments of people. 

      The concept of the ‘real’ witch turned into an absurd superstition, but the long history lived on among people who kept believing in them and telling tales of them. It is these witches you’ll encounter in this book. The witches who come to us through the folktales, the sagn of Scandinavia, told by one generation to another and then finally written down before people stopped believing and quieted. These are the witches who lived on in the tales, based on the ‘real’ witches, who again, to a certain extent, were based on older notions of magic wielders.

      

      The symbolism of the witch

      As a figure that occurs throughout every culture in the world, the witch is a mystical person, usually a woman, though not always. The witch differs from others. She stands out from the crowd, and she has powers others don’t. This inspires fear and envy. Though the witch isn’t Mother Earth herself, she can be interpreted as a mother archetype, a variant of Mother Earth embedded in the human psyche. In the tales and old beliefs, she often appears through two aspects—the nurturer and the destroyer. She is both complex and ambiguous, and she can be both good and evil. This is reminiscent of the contradictions of nature—wherein nature both gives us life and then takes it back again.

      Life is beautiful, yet also utterly chaotic, and what is Mother Earth but the greatest primordial chaos? Unlike Mother Earth herself, the witch can be overcome, but it takes a strong person indeed to resist her when she tries to absorb someone.
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      In Norse Mythology it was the gods themselves who had supranormal powers and Odin, the All-father, was foremost among them. He was known to shape-shift, cause bodily harm, inflict mental disorders, and much more. The kind of supranormal powers that Odin had are the same type that are identified in later traditions. The abilities of practitioners of witchcraft to shape-shift, fly, control nature and people, and even conjure the dead are well known from Norse societies well into modern times. 

      There are many examples of people with the ability to use witchcraft in the sagas. One notable example is the Ynglinga saga written by Snorri Sturlasson, wherein the vǫlva Huld assists a scorned woman by casting a spell over her husband. He betrayed his wife by not returning home, and when the vǫlva’s spell hits, he first longs to travel home to his wife but then falls asleep before a mare, the true creature of nightmares, comes to him while he’s sleeping and suffocates him. 

      In Egill’s saga, the story of the chieftain and poet Egill Skallagrimsson is told. Among many impressive skills, he was knowledgeable about magic, and he cured a sick girl using rune magic. 

      

      Vǫlvas and trolldom 

      The Scandinavian word trolldom, which translates to witchcraft or magic, comes from the Old Norse trolldomr or tauvr. It is both an ambiguous and rich term that relates to people who sought to control the forces of nature through good actions. This meant controlling the weather. It was possible, through magic forces, to raise winds, stop floods, and extinguish fires. Using trolldom meant one could protect oneself from enemies by disarming them by destroying their weapons or becoming invulnerable. One could heal sickness, help with childbirth, protect themselves from evil magic, and even arouse love.

      On the flip side, however, trolldom could also be used for evil deeds like harming one’s enemies, getting revenge through cursing people, and even imposing one’s will on others. 

      Despite magic existing in the world, not anyone could use it. This was knowledge and power only reserved for the initiated. A woman who practiced magic was called a vǫlva, gygr, seiðkona, and spákona. A man who practiced magic was called galdramadr, trollmadr, skratti, seiðmaðr, and vikti. The number of names for both women and men imply that the concept of magical people was well known. The vǫlva was a wise woman in the Norse belief system. She was respected and people came to her for her Sight, her knowledge of what was hidden from everyone else. She was also a practitioner of magic and that included cursing people with both illness and death, as the story of the aforementioned Huld shows.

      When Christianity took root in Scandinavia from the eleventh century onward, Christian laws followed. All the oldest Christian laws had prohibitions against the use of magic, but it’s unknown to what degree punishments for violating them were carried out. Parts of popular magical practices became a neglected area for the Catholic Church. Until the Reformation, everyone could practice their occult beliefs and behavior as long as Christian sanctity was otherwise respected. 

      People were surrounded by several natural forces it was important to maintain good relations with. We see in the folklore that people developed several rules, rituals, and beliefs for how to best interact with these dark forces. The diabolical witch is a construction based on ideas from the time before the Church found its foothold and also after, but she was truly brought to light, persecuted, and condemned in the great European witch hunts from the fifteenth century to the eighteenth century.
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      The belief in witchcraft and witches is old and in Scandinavia we find practitioners of magic in Norse Mythology as well as Norse literature. In those times, people believed magic could be used for harm, but there was a focus on protection against evil forces. 

      Then, great societal changes happened in the form of the historical European witch hunts, and the witches of folk beliefs and traditions were forever changed. 

      Out of panic and mass hysteria, and after a long period of ‘educating’ the populace, the witch became a darker figure, an evil person bent on destroying those around her. The consequences in real life were dire, and this lived on in fairy tales and sagn, the folktales of Scandinavia. A bleak and dark part of human history led to a figure who survived in the tales at a crossroads between comedy and tragedy. Today, the witch figure has stepped into entertainment, but it has traveled a long way to get to this point.

      The witches of legend are deeply anchored in the historical witch hunts which occurred between the fifteenth and eighteenth centuries, and therefore it is impossible to look at the tales without looking at real life too.

      Years ago, I took a class called The European Witch Hunts. One thing that struck me then was the lecturer’s constant reminders that the people who lived in the era of the witch hunts truly believed that magic was real and that some had the ability to use it. This was repeated to us again and again during this semester to remind us we were learning about a period in history where people’s worldview was utterly different from ours.

      It’s easy to classify the phenomenon of witch hunts as absurd and pure superstition, and to us it is. But to our forebears, it was real. The court documents from the time seem like fairy tales to us, but it was bloody serious—in the literal sense.

      When you think that there are people out there who can cause great harm, and when you’ve been told this your whole life by those above you in society who you think knows best, or perhaps they think they know best, well then, perhaps it’s true? Witches existed in a mystical area of contention between fantasy and reality, and our ancestors thus lived within a universe we don’t.

      And out of this world view came the witch of fairy tales, folk songs, and sagn. A witch who could do great things, evil things, and sometimes quirky things. This witch could manipulate her surroundings, alter the minds of her peers, harm animals, and she sure knew how to steal. 

      This witch was in league with the Devil; flying because he taught her how to, attending his witch sabbaths because she had to, and in the end, losing her soul because that was the price to pay. In these tales, we see how the Devil was viewed, how he could be tricked, or even controlled, and as you’ll see, the Devil wasn’t even what frightened people the most.

      The historical witches are a common European business with similarities and differences all over. This was one of the worst hunts for humans in peacetime, and it left a mark on our collective minds.

      The fascination with this figure existed both before and after the witch hunts. It’s for this reason that I’ve added an extra chapter that gives an overview of the historical witch hunts in Scandinavia. This goes a bit beyond the scope of this non-fiction book that is in the popular science genre, but again, looking at Scandinavian witchlore without taking the historical witch hunts into account leaves out an important part of it. Consider it a bonus chapter for the extra-curious reader.
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      Time period

      The historical witch hunts occurred between the fifteenth and eighteenth centuries, with the most intense hunts happening in the sixteenth-and seventeenth centuries. 

      This time in history affected the witchlore so much with its demonology and theological views of what a witch was, that it influenced all tales about the witch from then on. 

      The tales you’ll read in this book were written down from the eighteenth century, but especially in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 

      It should also be mentioned that between 1380 and 1814, Denmark and Norway were part of differing types of unions, starting with a personal union due to a shared monarch. This union is known today as Denmark-Norway and explains small happenings in the tales in this book, for example why a Norwegian priest was summoned to the king in Copenhagen. 

       

      Geographical area

      Scandinavia pertains to the collective name of the three countries in northern Europe, namely Denmark, Norway, and Sweden, which share a common history, culture, and languages that are mutually intelligible. It should not be mistaken for the wider Nordic region that encompasses Scandinavia and the countries of Iceland, Finland, Greenland, and Åland. In the past, Scandinavia consisted of a more extensive geographic area during the Middle Ages due to Atlantic and Baltic expansions. Consequently, the Vættir, or mythological spirits in Scandinavian folklore, can be found in all Nordic countries, with similar, if not identical, features.

      
      The Vættir

      The people who lived in preindustrial Scandinavian societies believed in the existence of beings known as the Vættir. These creatures had specific roles and appearances and were recognized as such in folktales and songs. The term Vættir (one Vættr, several Vættir) can be ambiguous since it can refer to a particular group of creatures with unique features and behaviors, but also as a general term for all types of creatures from Scandinavian folklore.

      The Vættir are an integral part of Scandinavian folklore, but in relation to Scandinavian witchlore, we’re not really dealing with the Vættir. Witches were humans with supranormal powers, not mystical creatures. However, the troll cat and the dragging doll, the Scandinavian witch familiars, are usually classified as Vættir, and they’re mostly lumped together with the sub-group of land-vættir. 

      
      Sagn 

      Fairy tales and sagn are two types of genres within Scandinavian folktales. Although sagn is mainly featured in this book, it is crucial to differentiate between the two types of stories. Both fairy tales and sagn were collected and recorded in Scandinavia during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Fairy tales are fictitious stories that are written in prose. They start in the real world but end in a different reality where supranormal events can occur. 

      On the other hand, sagn are brief stories that have a straightforward narrative. They depict events that supposedly happened in a specific place, to a particular person, and sometimes even at a precise time of day, which is supposed to add credibility to the story. Some
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