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Foreign Terms and Pronunciation

This book contains many specialized terms from the medieval Old Norse language, most of which (including divine names such as Óðinn, Freyja, etc.) have been kept in their original form. In some cases, anglicized forms have been used, such as for the cosmological place-names of Midgard (Miðgarðr) and Asgard (Ásgarðr).

SIMPLIFIED PRONUNCIATION GUIDE FOR OLD NORSE

The guide below is not meant to be definitive but should help the reader to approximate a basic pronunciation of the Old Norse terms found in this book.

Consonants

b, d, f, h, k, l, m, n, s, t, and v are generally pronounced as in modern English.

g always hard as in get

j as English y in yes

p as in English pin, except when preceding t, then pronounced as ft

r trilled r

þ as th in thing

ð as th in rather

Vowels and Diphthongs

a as in art

á as in father

e as in bet

é as a in date

i as in it

í as ee in seed

o as in ore

ó as oa in boat

ø as e in bet with rounded lips

ö as in not

u as oo in book

ú as oo in boon

y ee with rounded lips

ý ee with rounded lips, but longer

æ as ai in air

œ as u in urn

au as ou in oust

ei as ay in say

ey diphthong of Old Norse e + y


An Introduction to Seiðr

The historical development of seiðr (pron. SAY-ther), a shamanic modality attested from medieval Scandinavia, is closely tied to an ancient northern European pagan religion (or set of related localized religions) that we refer to as Germanic heathenry.* Heathenry is a modern name for these beliefs and customs, because when they were originally being practiced, people felt no need to give them a name—it was just what they did. To understand seiðr, which is the subject of this book, it is important to have at least a basic understanding of heathenry.

Heathenry, or heathenism, is the modern practice of following the old pantheon of pagan gods that were historically worshipped throughout much of northern Europe, including England and Scandinavia, before these cultures converted to Christianity.† All of the Germanic peoples seem to have shared a core group of primary deities, for example, the high god called Odin (Old Norse Óðinn) by the Scandinavians has a counterpart in the Anglo-Saxon Woden (Old English), the continental Wodan (Old Saxon) or Wuotan (Old High German), and so forth. While these divine names share a common root, their divergent forms are also reflective of the fact that ancient Germanic religion was never codified or uniform in expression. Religious practices varied from tribe to tribe and place to place, and certain local gods might be worshipped in one area but not another. Nevertheless, common patterns can be seen and thus we employ heathenry as a broad term that encompasses a wide range of practices and beliefs.

Iceland is of special importance for both the history of heathenry and its modern revival. The first migrants from Norway arrived on the island in the latter half of the ninth century, having fled from oppression or simply to seek their own land. These original settlers were pagans. Christianity would not be adopted in Iceland until the year 1000, in a relatively peaceful and tolerant manner. Alongside the new faith, the old pagan practices could still be conducted privately, at least for an initial period, though they were eventually outlawed once the Church gained full control.

In contrast to the situation in much of mainland Europe at the time, the medieval Icelanders were able to cultivate a high rate of literacy and develop a robust vernacular literary tradition of both poetry and prose. This is most famously preserved in the eddas and sagas, which vividly recount the cosmology and mythology of the heathen gods and the lives of human figures both historical and legendary. Popular literature of this sort, which also often refers to heathen religious practices, seems to have been less suppressed by the Christian Church in Iceland than it was in other countries and therefore offers an invaluable window into pre-Christian beliefs.

Early medieval literature, and particularly what was preserved in Iceland, has been a vital resource for the revival of heathenry in modern times. In heathen circles today, the greater corpus of Old Icelandic literary material, together with a small amount of related but often fragmentary texts from continental northern Europe and Anglo-Saxon England, has come to be known as the “heathen lore,” or simply “the lore.” Unlike the Abrahamic religions, heathenry has no single holy book or sacred scripture. Heathenry has no orthodox dogma nor any ten commandments like the Bible. Instead, our myths and practices are referred to in several different ancient sources, and it is up to each practicing heathen to interpret those sources—the lore—in his or her own way. There is no orthopraxy or dogma within heathenry, no concept of heresy, no right or wrong way of interpreting the literature.

It is beyond the scope of the present work to present a full description of contemporary heathen practice. If you are not already a heathen and feel that this path may be for you, there are various introductory books you might explore, although the quality of these works can be very inconsistent. What will quickly become apparent to you as a budding heathen, though, is that your most important resource is the lore itself—the original sources such as the Poetic Edda, the Prose Edda, and the many Icelandic sagas.*

So, what is seiðr? This is not necessarily a straightforward question to answer, and some controversy surrounds it. In most books you will see seiðr described as ancient Norse or Germanic witchcraft. While it is quite clear from the surviving literature that it was indeed some form of Germanic esoteric practice, “witchcraft” is probably not the right term. Some of this confusion has likely arisen from questionable nineteenth- and early twentieth-century translations of the word when it appears in medieval Old Norse literature.

A seiðr-worker (practitioner), particularly a female seiðr-worker, was referred to by various names: völva, spákona, seiðkona, and myrkriða among them. All of these names have different connotations, and as some people specialized in prophecy, second sight, healing, or even battle magic, the particular name probably gave a clue as to the magical speciality of the person involved. Such subtleties were glossed over when the Icelandic sagas first began to be translated into English at the end of the nineteenth century. To avoid having to explain the subtleties of early Norse occultism to a largely conservative Victorian Christian audience, it was easier for the translator to simply render all these terms with the only widely recognized English term for a magic worker of the female persuasion: witch.

It is very unlikely that seiðr resembled anything we would recognize today as witchcraft. For example—and despite the many claims of many modern “Norse witches”—none of the following were historically part of the practice of seiðr: tarot cards; casting spells; casting circles; or calling to the four quarters, directions, or the elements. Some of these Norse witches might come back with the argument: Well, how do you know? The literature isn’t clear, there isn’t a lot of it, and what it says is often vague—so can’t we use any practice at all and call it seiðr, because nobody can prove otherwise?

It is true that even the prominent accounts regarding seiðr in Old Norse literature are often vague. However, there are over sixty surviving references to seiðr in the sagas, and some of the more obscure passages contain very interesting details. But perhaps even more compelling is the archaeological record, which contrary to popular belief is quite extensive, although it is not (yet) well known. There is sufficient evidence for us to begin reconstructing seiðr from historical records, but these new interpretations of the surviving literature alongside the relevant archaeological evidence provide no support for claims that popular techniques of modern witchcraft have anything in common with traditional seiðr practices.

In fact, the interpretation of the literary and material sources points in a surprising direction. Although we still lack any final or definitive proof, there is compelling evidence to suggest that seiðr was a type of shamanism. This in itself would indicate that it had an entirely different basis and praxis from any sort of modern witchcraft.

In New Age circles today, “shamanism” is the flavor of the month. There is an unfortunate tendency to lump all sorts of things under the shamanic umbrella—from books to oracle cards, cheap pagan ornaments, crystals, and even plastic “fairy doors”—none of which have any real connection to shamanism. This leads to confusion in many people’s minds about what shamanism is. It also adds fuel to the fire for the “Norse witches” who want to call their favorite practices “seiðr” simply because they are good at them, but not because they have any historical authenticity.

Although shamanism is still poorly understood by most people coming from a Western culture, there are some very clear definitions that have been developed by cultural anthropologists concerning what shamanism is and—perhaps as importantly—what it is not. Shamanism revolves around the practitioner using a state of ecstatic trance to enter a shamanic non-ordinary reality (NOR) in which the vast majority of the work will take place. This requires a completely different mindset to the traditional witch, because in witchcraft the practitioner remains in the “middle world,” in ordinary or consensual reality (OR), and the vast majority of techniques designed to work in OR simply do not work in the same way in NOR. In certain circumstances, it can even be dangerous to use techniques designed for OR in NOR.

A careful reading of Mircea Eliade’s classic work Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy (1964) will reveal that there are seven functions that can be seen as having developed as part of the historical practice of shamanism:


1. Finding food and other resources

2. Divination

3. Healing

4. Harming and battle magic

5. Dealing with the surrounding environment/nature and the spirits of nature

6. Dealing with the ancestors and the dead

7. Dealing with the gods



Over the course of the present book, we will see how seiðr can be associated with nearly all of these functions.

In taking the approach that seiðr is much closer to classical shamanism than witchcraft, it is important to acknowledge that we are not being strict “reconstructionists” who would claim that we can replicate exactly how seiðr was practiced in ancient Norse culture. We need to have some flexibility to weave wider shamanic knowledge into our attempts to re-create these practices. This is because the literature is vague in many cases and does not provide exact instructions as to how things were done. And while some additional hints may be gleaned from the archaeological record, these are often misunderstood by academic cultural specialists who have no background in shamanic theory.

For example, as we will see in chapter 3, there is a certain structural feature on many seiðr-staffs (seiðstafir, sg. seiðstafr) found in the archaeological record that has puzzled archaeologists as to its function. They admit that it probably does have a function, otherwise why does it appear on so many different staffs? Spirit workers are often inherently conservative and generally don’t include things on their tools without a reason—everything usually has a purpose above and beyond mere decoration. But there are no known parallels to this feature in any surviving European culture.

However, the Chukchi, a Siberian people who until recently had an unbroken shamanic tradition, also use a lot of staff work in their practices. They are known to have a remarkably similar feature on their shamanic staffs that is used in a very particular way for divination. But scholars as well as modern heathens tend to dismiss this similarity out of hand because the Chukchi are a completely distinct culture from the Norse, located at the other side of the world, and historically the two groups could not possibly have had any contact. A cross-cultural knowledge of shamanism will also reveal that there are many similarities between the magical chants (varðlokur, sg. varðloka) of the Norse völva and the icaros or sacred songs taught by spirits to modern Indigenous Amazonian shamans and curanderos.

Could three different cultures so separated by time and space possibly influence each other? The answer is clearly no, they couldn’t have directly influenced each other. But we know that shamanism is an extremely ancient practice, and some people would go so far as to claim it is the precursor of all religion. While there isn’t sufficient evidence to fully support that particular statement, it is true that the earliest artifacts linked to shamanic practice are at least 40,000 years old and distinctly paleolithic. If a “single origin of man” theory is correct, then it seems likely that knowledge of shamanic techniques and practices would have accompanied various groups of humans as they dispersed from a single place. Initially, these practices would have been very similar, but soon they would have begun to vary as the groups spread out and developed into distinct cultures. Such variations would not have occurred in a uniform way—they would have affected different parts of the knowledge at different times, so that some cultures might still remember and use an older version of techniques of healing with a staff, for example, while others might focus on healing songs to attract the spirits. (And some might continue to do both.) The result is the situation we find today, with four or five distinct cultures in very different parts of the world utilizing a particular shamanic technique that is essentially quite similar, while the rest of their respective shamanic traditions may vary widely.

Norse seiðr is culturally unique, which means that no single external culture, even a neighboring one,* can serve as a complete and wholistic model upon which we might base the full reconstruction of seiðr practices. However, we might be able incorporate elements from several different cultures—elements that represent the closest fit even if this is solely due to historical accident. And although these elements may not precisely match what was historically done in seiðr, with a little “cultural tweaking” they can help us to forge viable and more complete methods of seiðr practice in the modern world.

The fact that seiðr is a Norse form of shamanism does not mean that it can be re-created by simply taking what is now known as “core shamanism” as a model and dressing it up in Old Norse terms. The techniques of core shamanism were initially taught by Michael Harner (notably in his book The Way of the Shaman) and further developed by his students and followers specifically to appeal to a modern Western audience. Historical seiðr, however, is a variation of tribal or cultural shamanism, often raw and perhaps sometimes even unpalatable to our modern Western sensibilities. As such, it is a far cry from the sanitized, safe techniques presented as core shamanism.

In the reconstruction of seiðr, then, we must walk a very thin tightrope and finding the balancing point is not easy. As a form of tribal shamanism, seiðr bears no relation to modern witchcraft, but in trying to make it a living tradition once more we are hardly following strict reconstructionist principles. A reconstructional purist would argue that any details that are unattested in the extant Norse literature should not be included as part of the practice. But if we held to this line, we could not even attempt the reconstruction of seiðr, because although the literature clearly says that our ancestors used seiðr to achieve certain effects, it is very light on the details of how they did this and which specific techniques were used. However, by looking at the archaeological evidence—the tools that seiðr-workers left behind—and the similarities between the Norse artifacts and the tools still used in other shamanic cultures today, and considering how Indigenous shamans use those tools, we begin to get an idea of how seiðr may have been done.

Last but not least, I should mention a source of experiential information that is very important to shamans and practitioners in all cultures around the world: unverified personal gnosis (UPG). This type of knowledge is not recognized or understood by the majority of reconstructionists, who prefer to follow strict rules that simply cannot accommodate the concept of UPG. In my view, however, if the practice of seiðr is to have relevance to our lives today, it must be a living, growing practice with its roots in the past but flexible enough to incorporate changes inspired by UPG where appropriate. What I present in this book will therefore contain some aspects of my own UPG, and I will endeavor to point these out to the reader whenever possible. And I am perfectly happy if those of you who come after me take this forward and incorporate your own UPG—as long as those insights arise in the spirit of the heathen lore, rather than perhaps in strict accordance with it—so that the practices change and evolve to remain relevant to whatever time they find themselves in.



*A note on the term Germanic: When we speak about the Germanic gods, Germanic peoples, and/or about ancient Germanic religion and culture, we are not referring to a modern national group, the German people. Instead, we are talking about a broader and older linguistic classification, referring to those who spoke the various Germanic dialects. Germanic is, in turn, a distinct branch of the Indo-European language family, which also includes Italic, Celtic, Balto-Slavic, the Indo-Iranian languages of Sanskrit and Avestan, and many others.

†Other terms that are sometimes used to refer to modern heathenry include Ásatrú (“faith in the Æsir”) and troth (likewise referring to “trust or faith in the old gods”). In recent decades a plethora of more regionally focused or historically specific branches of heathenry have also sprung up, often with their own self-designations.

*Several translated editions of the Eddic material can be found in the bibliography. An excellent introduction to the saga genre is the Penguin Classics anthology The Sagas of Icelanders, edited by Jane Smiley (2005).

*A case in point would be the Sámi, a neighboring culture to the Norse that may be the closest geographically, but whose shamanic modality is spiritually one of the furthest removed from what we know about how seiðr was practiced.
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Seiðr Practice
Historically and Today

SEIÐR IN THE GENERAL HEATHEN COMMUNITY

Historically, seiðr was never a core element of heathenry, nor was it practiced as an aspect of the general worship of the gods, led by a priest or ritual specialist called a goði,* in which most heathens would have taken part. Instead, seiðr would have been considered a form of magic. All types of Germanic “magic” were viewed with some suspicion by the general populace, but this did not stop people from making use of magic when they considered it necessary. Each community would have a few known magical specialists, runemasters, and spirit workers who mediated with the unseen on everyone else’s behalf. However, it is clear from the saga literature that these specialists themselves weren’t exactly trusted in Germanic societies—they would have been forced to live at the edge of the village or community, or even out in the forest slightly removed from everyone else. This relative isolation also had some advantages, as it provided the quietude and stillness away from a busy village center that are often required for esoteric work. The spirit worker may have been closer to sources of certain herbs and plants needed in their healing practices, and for the clients who visited the specialist, the remote location may have provided a certain level of discretion and confidentiality in seeking answers to perhaps some of their most intimate problems without the rest of the village knowing about it. Privately, people would probably be grateful for a healing or other such services that they received, but the spirit worker would be largely ignored in public as a necessary but uncomfortable—perhaps even embarrassing—presence.

This ambivalence regarding the use of magic is important to understand as it has affected how seiðr was practiced both historically and in the present day. For a start, it means that in heathenry it is relatively uncommon for people to become directly involved with magic. This is quite a different a situation from other modern neo-pagan paths such as Wicca, where everybody is expected to take part in magic to one degree or another, and the main rites such as esbats and sabbats are themselves essentially considered “magical.” The two primary heathen rites, the blót and the sumbl,* are considered more spiritual or religious than magical in nature, and most average heathens will have little to do with magical practices. There may be other reasons for this as well. In heathenry the belief seems to exist that only a few people—those chosen for special attention by the gods—are capable of practicing magic. Magical ability is therefore seen as both a blessing and a curse, and the average heathen would prefer not to be the recipient of this level of attention from the sometimes harsh Germanic gods, even going so far as to avoid it wherever possible.

There also appears to be some sort of genetic component that influences the ability to be a spirit worker. In the sagas, for example, there are several descriptions of magical abilities being passed down along family lines. Unlike so many people in the recent past, however, we should avoid the mistake of confusing genetic and racial factors, as this has nothing to do with ethnicity or racial background.*

It is evident from the medieval saga literature that there was a certain mistrust of the magical specialists who performed seiðr, and this seems to influence present-day attitudes. As a modern seiðr-worker, therefore, you should not assume that you will always be welcomed with open arms. You may well encounter some animosity and mistrust in the heathen community—until they need your help, of course.

Some modern heathens veil their mistrust toward seiðr with cynicism. For example, they may deny that seiðr was really a “thing” at all, or claim that Germanic magical specialists did not exist and the stories about them were nothing more than a load of fairy tales to frighten children. Such claims are easily dismissed. Besides the fact that seiðr and seiðr-workers are mentioned numerous times throughout the lore, archaeologists have now identified the graves of a number of seiðr-workers. They clearly existed just as the sagas describe.

It should be kept in mind that seiðr-workers are no better or worse than those in the heathen community who choose not to involve themselves with magic; they are simply different. The gods always required some people to be warriors, some to be farmers, some to be craftsmen, and a few to be spirit workers. But given the lingering attitudes of distrust toward magic and seiðr, I would recommend that you be somewhat circumspect when discussing your interest in the esoteric arts, as you could potentially garner some hostility from the wider heathen community—even though we dedicate our work to that community, and it is supposed to provide us with support!

It also needs to be said that Germanic magic, and seiðr in particular, is not for everyone. In ancient times, only a certain proportion of people were thought to be capable of using magic. But it also takes a combination of raw ability, talent, and training to master the necessary skills to perform seiðr successfully.

I reiterate that magical ability does not appear to have any basis in race, and we should not exclude people based on their ethnicity. There are times, however, when we must exclude people from the practice to ensure their own safety and that of others. If I am accused of gatekeeping for saying this, so be it. The lore makes it clear that seiðr is dangerous. Seiðr-workers often deal with very powerful and sometimes even hostile (though not “evil”) wights or spirits.* Even for experienced practitioners, things can go wrong. I have known practitioners who have died in the course of their work, or even worse—yes, there are some things in the spirit worlds that could be considered worse than death. Imagine what could go wrong in the hands of those who can have absolutely no influence and no control over the powers with which they are working. Inept practitioners are not only a danger to themselves, but to everyone around them.

There is a school of thought that says perhaps we should encourage anyone who has an interest in seiðr to pursue it regardless of ability, as the process should be self-selecting. In other words, those who lack the necessary ability will soon be weeded out through their own mistakes in a kind of Darwinian selection. This would be fine, except for the fact that the people who would be weeded out can do a significant amount of collateral damage before they get to this point. A responsible teacher in any shamanic modality has a duty to ensure that a prospective student possesses certain basic capabilities before they start to give that student serious training. And it is not solely down to the teacher to determine whether or not a student is capable; a teacher should always consult the wights, or spirits, to see if the student has the necessary abilities before taking him or her on. Seiðr-workers are chosen by Wyrd, which is to say fate or destiny,* and made by the gods.

This is a roundabout way of reiterating that seiðr will not be for everyone, and not everyone will be able to deal with the material in this book. The same is true of all serious esoteric pursuits, although this is often glossed over by many people in this field as it is generally unconducive to book sales. That being said, this book is intended to be an introduction to seiðr, so the exercises I will present are as safe as they possibly can be, especially in the opening chapters. But if you find yourself struggling with a fundamental skill like journeying or basic protection, for example, then you should seriously consider whether you want to go forward with the rest.

And if you ultimately decide that seiðr is not for you, there is no reason to panic. You are still free to pursue other forms of esoteric work, and there are many methodologies you could try. Since seiðr is a shamanic modality, however, this could be an indication that other forms of shamanism are unsuitable for you as well.

SEIÐR AS COMMUNITY SERVICE

It is important to ask yourself: Why do you want to learn seiðr—and is it for the right reasons?

Many people in modern Western societies come to shamanic modalities because they have read about them in New Age books or have been involved in internet groups that claim to present information about shamanism. As a result, unfortunately, they may have gotten some misleading ideas.

Shamanism in general and seiðr in particular have little to do with “self-development” or “spiritual development.” While spiritual development inevitably does occur, it is a secondary side effect of practicing seiðr with the right intention. The effect of shamanic work must be shared with others—if you focus solely on yourself and your own spiritual development, you are coming at this from an ego-based approach, and ego is the implacable enemy of all shamans. While it is acceptable and even necessary to do the occasional healing for yourself (if you are able to), many shamans struggle to do work on themselves and their close family, and must seek the help of other shamans. You will struggle to give help to others if you are suffering yourself. But focusing all your effort solely on yourself is a waste of time and energy and will only take you so far.

A prime illustration of these issues is the rise in “plant-spirit tourism.” Untrained and unprepared Westerners fly down to South America to ingest ayahuasca, thinking that taking the entheogen a few times will solve all their problems and instantly make them into a “shaman.” In effect, however, all they are doing is disrespecting the plant spirit. Moreover, plant-spirit tourism has a negative impact on the environment: it requires flying huge distances and encourages the overharvesting of wild plants from the Amazonian forest. It leads to the exploitation of deprived Indigenous communities, which receive very little benefit from putting on these ceremonies. The plant-spirit tourist industry has also provided the incentive for local criminal gangs to get involved in the organization of these ceremonies as a way of extorting money from rich “gringos.” How can anything “spiritual” result from all this?

Indigenous shamans, on the other hand, train for years, working with the plant spirits and with the much wider community, treating both with respect. They learn about the plant and its ecology so that they are able to gather it without damaging the species or its habitat; they live and work locally and do not expend huge amounts of carbon in walking into the forest; and the local villagers who benefit from this work are poor, so there is little if any money exchanged and nothing to attract the more nefarious elements.

All shamanic modalities, including seiðr, rely on the wights or spirits. Shamans can achieve nothing without their wights to support them. Wights—at least the ones open to working with people—are not so interested in the fate of a single individual, but rather in the development of all living beings. They will help you, but only insofar as it helps others and brings them to the wights. Shamans have a singular natural advantage in this, as they are able to both sense and interact with the wights, whereas other people in the general community may not be able to do so. Therefore, the wights demand that the shaman becomes the bridge between spirit and the community. You are not unique in this capacity; if you refuse, there are others out there who have the same abilities and will willingly do as the wights ask.

At their “heart core,” then, shamanism and seiðr are all about service—first to the wights and then to the community. As a shaman, you will be expected to drop everything else with very little notice, and use all resources at your disposal, including your life savings, to help the wights do what they need to do. You may have visitors show up on your doorstep at 3:00 a.m. expecting you to do a healing, because the wights have sent them to you and you must deal with it there and then—no matter whom else in the house it disturbs. You may well be asked by the wights to buy a very expensive piece of equipment—such as a new powwow drum, which can literally cost thousands—because the wights expect you to lead a specific public ceremony. The wights know little about money and will not care if this wipes out all your savings and means your family will not be able to go on holiday this year—but you can bet your family will not be as understanding. So, what do you do: upset your family or upset the wights? You still have free will and personal choice; you can refuse to do as the wights ask and they cannot force you to do anything. But this generally just makes them angry, and angry wights have lots of ingenious little and not-so-little ways of making their anger known!

Seeking to learn seiðr under the delusion that it will give you personal power over the wights and over others, and will further your own spiritual development, is a sure way of showing disrespect to the wights. In fact, some of the most powerful practitioners were forced to learn seiðr to get some relief from being bothered by the wights, because they had been chosen by them for one reason or another to do this sort of work. Once the wights have made their mind up about something, they can be very persistent and persuasive until they get what they want. In many Indigenous cultures there is a phenomenon known as “shamanic illness”: once the wights have decided that someone is to become a shaman, but the person refuses the call, the wights visit the prospective shaman with a certain illness. The illness starts off at a chronic and low level, as an annoyance rather than anything life-threatening. Yet no matter how many different doctors are consulted, modern Western medicine cannot seem to identify the cause. Gradually, the illness begins to worsen, and nobody can get the bottom of what is wrong. If the prospective shaman continues to resist the calling, then the illness will eventually kill them, although it may take years before it does so. In the meantime, if the person gives in and starts to learn shamanism, all symptoms promptly disappear, and the trainee shaman becomes healthy and whole again.

So, if you are drawn to seiðr because you believe you have a genuine call from the wights to serve the community, that is fine. If you are learning seiðr to heal in response to the onset of shamanic illness, that is also fine—though relatively rare as most people hear and accept the call from the wights long before it gets to that point. But if you are learning seiðr because you believe it will bring you personal power and spiritual development, that is almost a surefire way to anger the wights. Be very honest with yourself: What are your motives? Magician, know thyself!

Similar arguments surround the use of titles. When is it acceptable to call yourself a völva, or seiðkona, or seiðmaðr, for example? The answer: it never is! Titles should not be taken for oneself, but only bestowed by others. This will happen when you have been genuinely called by the spirits; when that call has been acknowledged by a respected teacher; and when you have completed a long apprenticeship, and during that apprenticeship you have not only worked on yourself but have done significant work in the wider community and the community has seen and understood that you are capable of performing certain procedures safely and effectively a number of times. It is at this point that the community, in conjunction with your teachers, might consider you to have reached the level where you are respected enough to be called a völva.

There are plenty of self-proclaimed völvas and tauframenn (“charms-men” or enchanters) in the world, but relatively few true seiðr-workers. How do you tell the difference? Since there are no government regulations that concern shamanism and no overseeing body like the medical profession, the only way to really tell is through wide community support of that person. This should consist of more than a lone recommendation: it is relatively easy to pull the wool over the eyes of a single person, but less so the whole community. Feel free to ask about a practitioner’s experience, about their teachers and their lineage, about their insurance. A genuine seiðr-worker will not mind answering any questions you might have.

MISCONCEPTIONS ABOUT SEIÐR

Having established that seiðr is a form of Norse shamanic magic, we must consider how it was practiced. Perhaps the first thing to do is to dispel some common misconceptions. The first of these concerns the claim a drum was used in seiðr performance; the second concerns the gender of seiðr-workers.

Was a Shamanic Drum Used in Seiðr?

The references to seiðr in the lore contain no clear indications that drums or drumming were used in the practice. There is one very obscure reference to some sort of seiðr tool or object in stanza 24 of the Eddic poem “Lokasenna” (The Flyting of Loki), and certain translations refer to this as a drum. It appears in the following stanza, in which Loki taunts Óðinn:


En þik síða kóðu Sámseyu í,

ok draptu á vétt sem völur;

vitka líki fórtu verþjóð yfir,

ok hugða ek þat args aðal.


But you, they say, practised seid [seiðr] on Samsey,

and you beat on the drum [vétt] as seeresses do,

in the likeness of a wizard you journeyed over mankind,

and that I thought the hallmark of a pervert.

(Larrington 2014, 85)







The problematic phrase is the second line, “draptu á vétt sem völur,” which Larrington has rendered as “you beat on the drum as seeresses do.” However, no one really knows what a vétt is. This is the sole instance in the whole of the literature where this word appears, and it is unrelated to any other Norse word for a drum. It could just as easily mean the platform that we know a völva used based on saga accounts. The exact sense of the verb drepa (conjugated here as draptu) is also somewhat unclear, as it can variously mean “to strike,” “to beat,” “to knock,” but also “to slay.”

The suggestion that the vétt might refer to a drum that was used in Norse “sorcery” or seiðr is largely due to scholars drawing a comparative conclusion from the shamanic practices of the Sámi, a neighboring Indigenous group. The Sámi are a Finno-Ugric people whose traditional homeland (Sápmi) lies in northern regions of Norway, Sweden, Finland, and the Kola Peninsula of Russia. They are recognized as having a shamanic culture, though in the last few centuries this has been heavily suppressed to the point of near extinction by the local authorities. The Sámi noaidis, the shamans, are well known for using drums in their work, and many of these objects have been preserved in ethnographical collections.

Arguably, the archaeological record provides the most compelling evidence against the idea that drums were used in Norse seiðr: in ancient Norse graves, we have never found the remains of a single drum (Price 2019, 129–30). What has been found in the graves of what appear to be völur, or seeresses, are staffs. Indeed, the staff is one of the defining features of such graves. This is fitting, as the name völva seems to mean “staff-bearer” (it derives from the word völr, “staff”).

If seiðr-workers did not use a drum, then how did they induce trance? An answer can be found in what is probably the most famous description of a seiðr-worker that we have: the story of Thorbjorg the seeress from Eirik the Red’s Saga (Eiríks saga rauða), where she uses the staff and a kind of magical song or chant called a varðloka to create the same effects as one would get from beating a shamanic drum.

Is Seiðr “Women’s Work”?

There is a very serious misconception, prevalent in a lot of modern heathen groups, that seiðr can only be practiced by women, or perhaps in some cases by gay men as well, but never by straight men. According to this belief, straight men somehow do not have the capacity to perform seiðr. Now, there is nothing wrong at all with both women and gay men practicing seiðr—both are perfectly capable of doing so—but the fact is, so is everybody else, including straight men.

In terms of sheer numbers, the archaeological record would suggest that female practitioners were probably in the majority, because we have found more graves of female practitioners than male, although this disparity could be the result of the random nature of what has been found. Graves of male practitioners certainly exist, and often when males are found they are buried in the same graves as female practitioners, suggesting that as well as working together, the couple may have been married.

In contrast to the archeological record, the literary lore contains more references to male practitioners than female, and many of these seiðmenn were also married and went on to father children. While this cannot be taken as proof of heterosexuality, especially in times where homosexuality was strongly frowned on, it is highly unlikely that these were all closeted gay people, either. Just like today, it seems that practitioners were a mixture of women and men, gay and straight. Gender and sexual orientation probably did not matter; raw talent and the potential ability to perform were more important. However, the way in which male practitioners were perceived in the surrounding culture may well have differed from how female seiðr-workers were viewed, and these ancient perceptions were certainly not the same as those we hold today.

This modern misconception about the gender of seiðr-workers arose from the ancient descriptions of men performing seiðr and being referred to as argr (which had the connotations of “unmanly, effeminate, cowardly”) and being involved with ergi (“lewdness, perversity”). To understand why this was so, we need to consider the prevailing attitudes in ancient Norse culture.

In ninth-century Scandinavia, although there were many roles available to men—such as farmer, smith, craftsman, trader, and so forth—the society was distinctly dominated by a warrior elite. In battle, the warrior was supposed to stand face to face with the enemy. As skilled as any warrior might be, there was still a significant risk that he could be injured or killed, even by a less-skilled opponent. A momentary loss of concentration, a single slip, or quite literally an accident of nature like uneven or slippery ground could mean the difference between life and death. For men in battle, the question of who would emerge victorious was down to sheer fate, Wyrd, or even the will of the gods. As a result of one’s greater training and skill, it might be possible to nudge Wyrd slightly in your favor, but you can never have control over it.

But seiðr could also be used in battle—much
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