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THE WORLD'S STRANGEST AFTERLIVES

What Cultures Believed Happened After Death

Laura L. Wade

For everyone who ever looked at the sky after a loss and wondered.
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Introduction: The Question That Never Ends
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The man was already dead when they placed the gifts beside him. He had been dead, in fact, for some hours. His name is lost to us. He lived somewhere on the Eurasian steppe roughly forty thousand years ago, and whoever buried him dug a shallow grave, lined it with red ochre, and set alongside his body a collection of objects he would need. A stone tool. Animal bones, cleaned and arranged with care. Something that looked, to the archaeologist who excavated the site in the twentieth century, very much like an intention.

The intention was this: he was going somewhere. The grave was a point of departure, not a final address. The people who buried him believed, with enough conviction to expend real labour on the preparation, that he would wake on the other side of dying and find the objects waiting.

Across human history, cultures have repeatedly arrived at some version of that belief. The dead go somewhere. The journey requires preparation. The relationship between the living and the dead does not end at the grave. These convictions have appeared in every age, on every continent, in cultures that had no contact with one another and had developed independently of the idea from anyone else. They rose independently, in the cold of the Arctic and the heat of the Nile delta and the cloud forests of Mesoamerica, from the same raw material: the unbearable specificity of loss.

What is extraordinary is the range of answers the human imagination has produced. The Norse dead feast and fight in a great hall while they await the end of the world. The Egyptian dead stand before a set of scales and watch their heart weighed against a feather. The Aztec dead spend four years navigating nine underground levels accompanied only by a small hairless dog. The Celtic dead cross to an island of apple trees that is always just over the horizon. The Yoruba dead take their place in a community of ancestors whose involvement in the lives of the living is daily and direct. The Inuit dead follow the aurora borealis upward into the light.

This book travels to fourteen of those answers. It does not argue that any of them is correct. It takes them seriously, which is a different thing, and it tries to understand each tradition from the inside, from the specific landscape and social reality and emotional life that produced it. The Viking vision of paradise makes sense when you understand the Viking relationship with violent death. The Egyptian obsession with preparation becomes comprehensible when you understand what the unprepared dead were believed to face.

The sources are the oldest available: the Prose Edda and the Poetic Edda for the Norse; the Book of the Dead and the Pyramid Texts for the Egyptians; the Popol Vuh for the Maya; the Upanishads for the Hindus; the Kojiki for the Japanese. Where traditions contradict themselves across time or geography, those contradictions are noted, because they tell their own story about what a culture was learning or forgetting as it changed.

The book you are holding is, at its core, a book about the human refusal to accept that the people we love are simply gone. That refusal has generated some of the most intricate, beautiful, terrifying, and surprisingly practical systems of thought our species has ever produced. It has built pyramids and burial mounds and spirit houses. It has shaped legal systems, political structures, agricultural calendars, and artistic traditions of extraordinary power.

Begin anywhere. The dead, in almost every tradition gathered here, are patient. They have been waiting a long time.
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Chapter One: The Hall at the End of the Sword
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Valhalla and the Viking Dead

On the morning of June 8, 793 CE, the monks of Lindisfarne looked out from their small island off the northeast coast of England and saw ships coming with the wind. The vessels were shallow drafted, with carved prow heads and striped sails, and they came in fast. By afternoon the monastery was burning and the monks were dead or in chains. The Viking Age had announced itself with a clarity that left no room for misunderstanding.

What drove those raiders across the North Sea was partly economics, partly the discovery that coastal monasteries were soft targets full of gold, and partly something that cannot be reduced to economics at all: a theology of death so specific and so demanding that it organised the way men lived from boyhood. The Norse warriors who beached their ships at Lindisfarne embraced dying in battle. They had been raised to desire it. In the cosmology they carried with them, a man killed with a weapon in his hand had completed his life correctly, and what waited for him on the other side was extraordinary.

It was called Valhalla: the Hall of the Slain, a structure so vast that the Norse poets could only gesture at its scale. Five hundred and forty doors, each wide enough for eight hundred warriors to march through abreast. A roof tiled with golden shields. Rafters made from spears. It caught the light like a second sun over Asgard, the realm of the gods, and it belonged to Odin, the most complex and most dangerous deity in the Norse pantheon.

Odin was not a comfortable god. He was wisdom and poetry and magic and the gallows and war and the perpetual, unsatisfied hunger for more knowledge. He had traded an eye for a drink from the well of cosmic wisdom. He had hung himself on the World Tree Yggdrasil for nine days and nine nights, wounded by his own spear, without food or water, in order to gain understanding of the runes. He wandered the world in disguise, testing mortals, collecting information, choosing the men he wanted for his hall. He was a god who had earned everything he knew through suffering, and he collected warriors the way a general collects proven soldiers: carefully, for a specific purpose.

Inside Valhalla, the dead warriors called the Einherjar lived a daily cycle that was also a training programme of brutal efficiency. Every morning they armed themselves and went out into the great courtyard and fought with full commitment, killing each other with real weapons that caused real pain and real death. Every evening the dead rose, the wounds healed, and everyone came back inside for a feast of roasted boar and mead so abundant it flowed from the udder of the goat Heidrun, who stood on the roof of the hall eating the leaves of the World Tree and producing, through some alchemical miracle of Norse livestock management, enough mead to fill a vat the sources describe as immeasurable. The boar, named Saehrimnir, was slaughtered and eaten every night and returned to life every morning.

This was paradise. This was the best outcome the Norse could imagine for a life. The daily violence was preparation, because Odin knew how the world would end and he was building an army.

The ending was called Ragnarok: the twilight of the gods, a final catastrophe engineered into the structure of the Norse cosmos, when the great wolf Fenrir would break his chains and the world serpent Jormungandr would rise from the ocean and the fire giant Surt would march from the south with a blazing sword. The forces of order and chaos would meet on the plain of Vigrid and the battle would be terrible and Odin's side would lose. He knew this. He had sacrificed an eye for the wisdom to know it, and the wisdom had changed only the clarity with which he understood it. Odin would be swallowed by Fenrir. Thor would kill Jormungandr and fall dead from its venom after nine steps. The world would burn.

Every Einherjar in Valhalla was a recruit for that final battle. The nightly feast was a salary. The eternal daily combat was basic training conducted by men who knew they were preparing for a battle they would lose, and who prepared anyway, because the Norse theological imagination valued the quality of the resistance above the certainty of the outcome.

The warriors were selected by the Valkyries, supernatural beings whose name means the choosers of the slain. The popular modern image of Valkyries as winged warrior women in operatic costume was largely invented by Richard Wagner in the nineteenth century. The Valkyries of the original Norse sources were something stranger and more frightening: beings that moved across battlefields like weather, sometimes described as riding above the fighting, their armour casting a light that observers on the ground interpreted as the aurora borealis. They chose the men Odin wanted and guided their souls north to the hall. The men they passed over went somewhere else.

Somewhere else was Hel, the cold realm whose ruler shared its name. Hel was the daughter of Loki the trickster, and the Prose Edda described her as half living flesh and half corpse, the left side of her body the colour of the recently dead. Her hall was called Eljudnir, which meant something like drenched in blizzards. Her bed was called Sick Bed. Her table was named Hunger. These were not metaphors. They were the furnishings of a real location in the Norse cosmological map, communicating precisely what awaited those who died in bed and not on a battlefield: cold, deprivation, and a grey inertia that the Norse apparently found more frightening than violence.

Not that Hel was a punishment. Most people died of illness or old age and not in battle, and the Norse did not condemn them for it. Hel was simply cold and offered nothing to look forward to except Ragnarok, from which even its inhabitants were not spared. It was the afterlife available to ordinary deaths, which was precisely why the warrior's death was valued so extravagantly.

The Norse buried their dead with provisions for wherever they were going. The richest burials placed the dead inside actual ships. The Oseberg ship burial, excavated in Norway in 1904, contained two women of extraordinary status interred in a magnificently carved longship alongside fifteen horses, six dogs, two cattle, carved furniture, fine textiles, and domestic objects that together represented a complete and fully equipped household transported entire into the next world. The women inside were going somewhere that required a household. The people who buried them were certain enough of this to invest considerable resources in making sure they had what they needed when they arrived.

The primary sources for Valhalla are the Prose Edda of Snorri Sturluson, composed around 1220 CE, and the Poetic Edda, a collection of mythological poems preserved in the Codex Regius manuscript of the 1270s but containing material of considerably greater age. Both were written down by Christians recording a pagan tradition that was no longer officially practised, which means they carry the possibility of distortion. What they collectively describe, despite their different emphases and occasional contradictions, is a cosmological system of remarkable internal consistency, built on a single theological premise: the quality of the dying matters, and the universe keeps track.

The Norse afterlife was honest in a way that later visions of heaven were not required to be. It acknowledged that the world was violent and the cosmos had an expiration date, and it did not pretend otherwise. What it offered in response was company: the best fighters who had ever lived, gathered in the greatest hall imaginable, eating and drinking and sharpening their weapons together, waiting for the end that was coming whether they were ready or not. That is a very specific vision of what matters most, and it was built by people who understood, at firsthand and in detail, exactly what violence cost.

The skeletal society of Valhalla had its own internal distinctions and its own hierarchy, because the Norse brought their social assumptions with them into every realm they imagined. The greatest warriors occupied the most honoured places at Odin's table. The skaldic poets who had composed verse in honour of powerful men had a particular standing, because Odin valued poetry as intensely as he valued combat and the two were not in practice so very different in the Norse conception: both required a kind of inspired courage, a willingness to push past ordinary limits toward something that burned. The Einherjar were not an undifferentiated mass of the warrior dead. They were a court, with the politics and the social dynamics and the personal rivalries that courts always generate, extended now across eternity and with the specific modification that the personal rivalries were resolved each morning in the courtyard and then forgotten each evening at the feast.

The women who appear in the afterlife literature of the Norse occupy roles that are more varied than the Valhalla-and-Hel binary suggests. The Valkyries were themselves a form of the dead, or at least beings who existed at the boundary between life and death, capable of moving between the worlds. The dis, the female protective spirits associated with particular families and clans, were understood as a category of dead female ancestor whose connection to their descendants persisted after death in the form of active guardianship. Freya, one of the principal Norse goddesses, took half of the slain in battle for her own hall Folkvangr, the Field of the Host, and the sources do not specify what happened there, which may mean the tradition either considered it private or had simply not developed the Folkvangr mythology as fully as the Valhalla mythology. The Norse afterlife was large enough to contain multitudes.

Beyond the mythology of Valhalla lay the quieter and less celebrated Norse account of the ordinary dead: those who were neither heroes of the battlefield nor the dishonoured, those who died of fever or drowning or old age in a culture that had no shame to attach to such deaths but also no special glory. They went to Hel, and Hel was cold and grey, but it was also, in the sources, a place where the dead could be visited. Hermod, the messenger of the gods, rode down to Hel after the death of the beloved god Baldr and found Baldr sitting in the seat of honour at Hel's table, pale and quiet in the way of those who had been there a while, but recognisable, still himself, still wearing the face he had worn in life. The dead in Hel were reduced and dimmed but they were not destroyed. They remained, in that diminished form, for a period the sources describe vaguely, until Ragnarok came and the last boundary was broken.

The Norse tradition of the draugr, the dead who rose from their burial mounds to cause trouble among the living, operated in parallel with the Valhalla mythology and complicated it in interesting ways. The draugr were not souls that had failed to reach Valhalla or Hel. They were something more local and more immediate: the physical dead, animated by whatever force had made them significant in life, returning to their home territories with specific grievances or simply with the territorial aggression of beings who had not finished with the world. They were enormously strong, capable of killing livestock and crushing buildings, and they were fought with physical means, the hero wrestling the draugr back into its mound and removing its head to prevent further rising. The draugr tradition was the dark underside of Norse burial practice: what happened when the dead were not properly honoured, or when the dead simply refused to go, was a problem that required practical and not theological solutions.

The Norse conception of the dead also operated through a tradition of ancestor reverence that was distinct from the grand cosmic theatre of Valhalla. The household dead, those within the memory
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