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      “Here Brink returns with his lively combination of ancestral imagination,
mythology, and historical reality, applying it this time
to the oldest known epic poem written in the English language.
Again referring to a series of ecstatic trance postures that have been
identified elsewhere as having ancient use for facilitating a variety
of meditative inquiries, the book becomes a detailed, novel-length
account of the author’s own ecstatic trance journeys into the story
of Beowulf. The author, as he should, leaves the reader to form his
or her own opinion as to the degree to which the amplifications of
the story can be taken literally or as metaphor, as reality or imaginal
fantasy, as personal or collective. As James Hillman suggested,
imagination and soul are fundamentally the same thing, and in
that sense this book is another soul-focused journey into some of
the long ago roots of modern civilization.”

      RAYMOND HILLIS, PH.D.,

PROFESSOR EMERITUS OF COUNSELING,

CALIFORNIA STATE UNIVERSITY, LOS ANGELES

      “Brink presents an interesting system of inducing trance by means
of ritual postures and uses it to present an imaginative look at an
Anglo-Saxon legend.”

      ALICE KARLSDÓTTIR,

AUTHOR OF NORSE GODDESS MAGIC
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      Wealhtheow’s tapestry of a ship with a line of men at the oars.
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        FOREWORD
      

      STANLEY KRIPPNER, PH.D.

      Beowulf is the oldest surviving epic poem written in Old English; however, the story is set in Scandinavia, not England. It relates how the warrior Beowulf comes to the aid of a Danish king named Hrothgar. The king’s great hall has been attacked by Grendel, a monster whose peace has been disturbed by revelry in the hall; the creature has killed members of the royal court in reprisal for this transgression. Beowulf mortally wounds the monster, but his work is not finished because Grendel's equally horrendous mother strikes back in revenge. Beowulf tracks her down in the monsters’ underwater lair and destroys her as well.

      In Beowulf’s Ecstatic Trance Magic, Nicholas Brink focuses on King Hrothgar’s wife, Queen Wealhtheow, and her guvernante, her teacher, Vanadisdottir. Before becoming queen, Wealhtheow was raised under the tutelage of Vanadisdottir, a priestess of the goddess Freyja, and Wealhtheow’s mother before her worshipped this Scandinavian Mother Goddess as well. As a result of this upbringing, Wealhtheow is an advocate of peace and compassion, which does not resonate with her husband’s warrior lifestyle. As a result, she understands why Grendel was annoyed by Hrothgar’s men’s wild, drunken behavior, and her compassion puts her at odds with her husband.

      These traits of Queen Wealhtheow are not described in the epic poem Beowulf, and so how does Brink know this? He uses shamanic methods to go back in time—specifically, using ecstatic trance. Traditionally shamans have taken their legendary journeys to other worlds with the aid of percussion instruments (usually drums), chanting, and mental imagery, and by assuming specific postures. Brink used ecstatic trance to write an earlier book, Baldr’s Magic, and this serves him well in this work too. The author adopted a daily routine that involved putting himself into a shamanic posture and allowing the journey to begin. In doing this he found himself in one of two locations, in Sweden or Denmark, places that he had visited previously in physical travel.

      Brink’s shamanic journeys took him into a distant time in the past—the era of Beowulf and the Scandinavian epic that he knows quite well. It was a time when the hunter-gatherer era was giving way to settlements and kingdoms, and with that, territorial disputes. Along with this paradigm shift, the veneration of a peaceful and nurturing Mother Goddess was losing its grip to a new set of patriarchal, warring gods. Harmony was giving way to conflict, collaboration to rivalry. Brink proposes that the present turmoil on Earth is a continuation of these earlier disruptions, and that a return to the values of an earlier epoch is humankind’s best chance for survival.

      The readers of this marvelously prescient work will be entertained by the mythological saga as it unfolds. At the same time they will see reflections of the ancient past in contemporary crises. Hence, Beowulf’s Ecstatic Trance Magic can be read for the sheer enjoyment of its romances, wars, and intrigues, as well as being appreciated as a blueprint for humanity’s emergence from its current morass into a benevolent new world, one in which Queen Wealhtheow and Vanadisdottir would feel at home.

      STANLEY KRIPPNER, Ph.D., is a professor of psychology at Saybrook University and past president of the Association for Humanistic Psychology. The recipient of several distinguished awards and author and coauthor of many books, including Demystifying Shamans and Their World, he lives in San Rafael, California.

    

  
    
      PROLOGUE

      A SHIFT ON OUR PLANET

      Something major is happening on planet Earth. There are those who predict that Earth as we know Her is coming to an end, proclaiming that climate change and the spread of radiation from the 2011 Fukushima nuclear disaster are now unstoppable. There are also those who deny this end of our world as we’ve known it, who are hanging on for dear life to their consuming, capitalistic ways, resisting any change or progressive thinking. As these two forces clash, they bring great turmoil to this planet. I see this chaos and turmoil as the death throes of an old age and the dawning of a new one. Some of us, though, qualify this prediction with the statement if we don’t destroy ourselves first.

      In his groundbreaking work The Ever-Present Origin, philosopher, linguist, and poet Jean Gebser argues that the structure of human consciousness—the way in which we look at the world—has mutated through four distinct eras, and that we are now entering a fifth era of consciousness. Following the first era, the archaic era, characterized by zero-dimensional or nonindividuated consciousness, came the second era, the magical era of the hunter-gatherers. The third era began about 10,000 years ago in the area we now refer to as the Near East. This was a time when humans sought ways to mythically explain why things are the way they are; it was also the era when humans began farming and domesticating animals—that is, when they began their quest to control the earth. Yet because of the onset of the relatively recent Ice Age and the ice’s gradual retreat northward, this era was considerably shorter in Scandinavia, where the story of the legendary warrior Beowulf unfolds.

      The mythic era was followed by 2,500 years of rational consciousness, of seeking to explain the world through scientific methodology and empiricism. This fourth era, known as the mental era, has led to the innumerable ways that we now attempt to control our environment—ways that are bringing us closer to our species’ extinction.

      Gebser posits that we are now entering a fifth era, the integral era, which he says is characterized by time-free transparency. This era goes beyond the rational, linear, three-dimensional world and is taking us into the fourth dimension, where time and space is relative. Time-free transparency means to see transparently the essential quality of something outside of or free of the constraints of time and space. Throughout our current, mental era we considered the magical ways of the earlier era as irrational and superstitious; but now in the emerging era of time-free transparency we can perceive the essence of the magic of the second era; that is, it becomes transparent to us. This emerging fifth era opens us to a deeper understanding of the magical powers of the second era, powers that we now realize are real and powerful in sustaining life. The title of Gebser’s book, The Ever-Present Origin, reflects this transparency and reconnection with our origins in the interdependence with all the magic and enchantment of Earth, with all that is animate and inanimate, which we depend on and which depends on us.

      Beowulf’s Ecstatic Trance Magic is about rediscovering this original magic and how it is part of this new age as we reconnect with our great Mother Earth. Many writers, including Barbara Hand Clow, Richard Tarnas, Carl Johan Calleman, and Sergio Magaña, to name a few, offer us their vision of this emerging new age. Barbara Hand Clow sees a world of peace inhabited by Homo pacem, a species focused on peace. Richard Tarnas has the hope that we will rediscover the world soul, or anima mundi, and will no longer feel separated from the enchantment of Earth but at one with it. Carl Calleman describes this new era as one in which we will find unity, freeing us from the conflicts caused by dualistic thinking.

      In Dawn of the Akashic Age, integral theorist Ervin Laszlo and researcher Kingsley L. Dennis offer a broader picture of this new world, a world where people everywhere will be able to communicate telepathically. They will insist on peace, and capitalism will disappear as cooperatives or worker-owned businesses arise to take its place. Education will evolve, with each person pursuing his or her own interests, unique from the interests of others, thus making us dependent on one another in order to access the broad wealth of knowledge available to us. Laszlo and Dennis believe that the turmoil of the present period of transition will continue until 2020, unless we destroy ourselves first; after that, it will become very apparent that we have attained this new age.

      Sergio Magaña, a Nahuatl shaman, sees the prophetic signs of us attaining the knowledge of Mother Earth and her cycles1 by learning to remember and interpret our sleeping and waking dreams.2 We will “come to know the beauty and harmony” of ancient Mexico, he says.3 Magaña sees that this new world will be rooted in our ancient past. Both Magaña and Gebser recognize that these changes will occur only through great turmoil and chaos. In the words of Magaña, the old ways of the ancients “will resurrect amidst whirlwind emotional currents and burning flames of light.”4 Likewise, according to Gebser, the transitions between eras

      are times of disturbance and even destruction. The fact that a given vessel—in this case man—is compelled or enabled to realize an additional possibility, an additional possibility of the world, causes first of all a shake-up of the previously existing, habitual vital-psychic-mental order. The resultant disorder, if it is not mastered on the strength of insight into the occurring mutation, brings on chaos rather than a restructuration and novel constellation of reality. . . . The tendency toward chaos, decay, decline, disruption; the loss and renunciation of once legitimate values; and the rise of the devalued and worthless, which are all prominent expressions of our epoch, present major obstacles to the interpretation of manifestations of the consciousness.5

      I find that there are two sources of knowledge needed for the emerging age of time-free transparency. The first comes from the hunter-gatherer cultures, some of which still exist today, cultures that have been studied extensively by anthropologists. Stories that show the powers of contemporary shamans of North America were collected by Native American author, theologian, historian, and activist Vine Deloria and recorded in his last book, The World We Used to Live In, prior to his death in 2005. These stories show us the power of ecstatic trance, powers that each of us can cultivate and possess in the emerging age. The second source of knowledge can be found in what we can gain from ancient cultures as is done in dreaming, both while sleeping and while awake, in ecstatic trance. My most recent book, Baldr’s Magic: The Power of Norse Shamanism and Ecstatic Trance, used both hypnosis and ecstatic trance to access this ancient world; this book accesses it solely through ecstatic trance posture work.

      Many of the rational, linear thinkers of the mental era of consciousness do not believe that this ancient world can be accessed in these ways, yet there is considerable research being done and evidence that demonstrates that this is indeed possible. This research also explores the mechanisms of how this magic works. These investigators include Rupert Sheldrake, Ervin Laszlo, Dean Radin, and Gregg Braden, among others. Radin, the director of research at the Institute of Noetic Sciences, has reviewed a large number of research studies of mental telepathy and psychokinesis, studies that demonstrate the reality of these powers with extremely high levels of statistical significance. The research of Sheldrake, a biochemist and cell biologist who has done extensive research and writing on the subject of parapsychology, suggests that if the universe is held together by gravitational fields, and the atom by electromagnetic fields, since our body is composed of these atoms each cell of our body has its own field. Sheldrake calls them morphic fields. Extending this thinking further, he says that each organ of our body has its own morphic field, as does our whole body. The body’s morphic field unites with the fields of all other human beings, whose fields in turn similarly unite with each of the other species of life on Earth, in the same way that multiple gravitational fields unite the universe. Sheldrake believes that these morphic fields contain stored information, information about everything that has happened since the beginning of time. Ervin Laszlo, a philosopher of science, systems analyst, and integral theorist, has named these fields of information Akashic fields. He describes them as holographic matrices of information that can be accessed anywhere, at any time. He also suggests that we have sensory receptors that perceive this information: the cytoskeletal structure of the brain that is composed of 1018 microtubules.6 Bestselling author and New Age thinker Gregg Braden refers to these information fields as the Divine Matrix.

      Much of this current research relies on the theories of modern or quantum physics. One of these theories is that of nonlocal coherence—that matter or energy waves, when split, share the same state, which remains interlinked forever, no matter how far in time and space the waves may be from one another. Related to this is the theory of the relativity of time, which says that when subatomic particles collide, some particles may go backward in time and thus can provide information about the future. It is this understanding that gave Gebser the description of this new, fifth era of consciousness, that of time-free transparency.7

      Accessing this information field, which I call the Universal Mind, is facilitated by altered states of consciousness. In my work I have relied on three different ways to attain an altered state: dreaming, hypnosis, and ecstatic trance. Through these methods I have explored the lives of the hunter-gatherers and of those subsequent people who lived during the transition to farming and the domestication of animals. Central to both ecstatic trance and hypnosis is the ability to pay attention to one’s center of harmony with an attitude of patience, gentleness, and curiosity.

      The center of harmony, which lies just below the umbilicus, is the dant’ ian, the center of energy in t’ai chi. It is the dwelling place of rest, the place where we feel at ease. Attending to the center of harmony, our abdomen rises and falls with each in-breath and out-breath, initiating trance by calming our thoughts. This practice, when accompanied by the rapid beating of the drum (as in ecstatic trance) or the pacing of words (in the case of hypnosis) in sync with the listener’s breathing is part of inducing trance or an altered state of consciousness. In hypnosis, the spoken words assist the induction of trance when they validate the experience and thinking of the listener; these words are those to which the listener can answer “yes, that is what I am thinking or feeling”—in other words, they create what is known as a yes-set. Inducing ecstatic trance is different. The rapid beating of a drum distracts us from our interfering thoughts. But as we stand, sit, or lie in specific postures, postures that define the intent of our journey, they bring us into a state of ecstatic trance. Dreaming also brings us into an altered state of consciousness, especially when we fall asleep with a specific intent, such as asking our dreams to give us a gift or answer some question. When within a dream we realize we are dreaming, the dream can then be considered lucid, such that we can pursue the answers to questions in that exceptional state.

      All three of these altered states, each different in some ways, can each bring us to a point where we can experience the magic, or seiðr (pronounced sathe, as in the word bathe), of ancient times as practiced by a growing number of people around the world who hold the dream of world peace and contentment. These altered states can bring us in contact with our ancestors, with our past lives, with people who live now, and with our great Mother Earth. They bring us into an extrasensory telepathic awareness of what each knows and thinks, of how each lives. These altered states bring us into deeper communion with all that is around us, past and present, into a deeper understanding, an understanding that brings us to a new sense of well-being.

      Using the altered state of ecstatic trance, this book takes us back to the life of Queen Wealhtheow, the consort of King Hrothgar in the ancient epic poem Beowulf, the oldest piece of literature written in the English language.*1 This epic story likely takes place in the latter half of the sixth century CE. It tells of a time of power and strength, of men in conquest of lands that would increase the territory of kings, yet also of a time when some would remember the stories of an earlier matriarchal era, a magical time of peace and nurturance. I have used ecstatic trance to return to this ancient time, a time of transition from the magical era to the mythic era of consciousness, to uncover the magic, or seiðr, of the early Nordic people.

    

  
    
      INTRODUCTION

      THE PARADISE
OF HUNTERS
AND GATHERERS

      For about 200,000 years, we Homo sapiens wandered the earth hunting and gathering in the Garden of Eden. Our wandering began in Central East Africa and gradually spread to eventually reach all corners of the earth. My own genetic line wandered north into Scandinavia. Genetic tests have revealed to me that I have a gene that is possessed by over 50 percent of the Sami reindeer herders of Finland. Life during those earlier times is succinctly described by American anthrolpologist Felicitas Goodman:

      In a very real way, the hunters and gatherers open the first chapter of our human history. And fittingly, this dawning was as close to paradise as humans have ever been able to achieve. The men did the hunting and scavenging, working for about three hours a week, and the women took care of daily sustenance by gathering vegetal food and small animals. It was such a harmonious existence, such a successful adaptation, that it did not materially alter for many thousands of years. This view is not romanticizing matters. Those hunter-gatherer societies that have survived into the present still pursue the same lifestyle, and we are quite familiar with it from contemporary anthropological observation. Despite the unavoidable privations of human existence, despite occasional hunger, illness, and other trials, what makes their lifeways so enviable is the fact that knowing every nook and cranny of their home territory and all that grows and lives in it, the bands make their regular rounds and take only what they need. By modern calculations, that amounts to only about 10 percent of the yield, easily recoverable under undisturbed conditions. They live a life of total balance, because they do not aspire to controlling their habitat, they are a part of it.1

      Yet for about the last 10,000 years, as human beings became agriculturists and domesticators of animals, our increased pillaging and destruction of the earth has led us to where we find ourselves today. We have created a religion that tells us that we were thrown out of the Garden of Eden because of our knowledge of good and evil, and that we are to have dominion over the earth. We have defined ourselves as superior to every other creature, the culmination of evolution. We have separated and isolated ourselves from that which sustains us, from the great Mother Earth. We are now at a critical moment in time when what has sustained us is close to being gone. Our survival depends on our reconnecting with and learning from those civilizations that venerated Mother Earth in her sustaining capacity. We must end our dependence on fossil fuels and other “natural resources” that we take from her belly. Hopefully it is not too late to do so. These hunter-gatherer civilizations have much to teach us, both those that still exist today and those that existed in our ancient past. Most important, we have ways to access their ways of life so we can learn how to survive the current crises on Earth.

      The magic of the life of the hunter-gatherer can be retrieved by recreating their ecstatic ways, their ways of healing, of connecting with the spirits of their ancestors and the spirits of the land, and of being one with the Earth. These ways begin with the induction of ecstatic trance through stimulation of the nervous system with the rapid beat of a drum. Ecstatic trance is a skill that has become available to us as a result of the pioneering research of anthropologist Felicitas Goodman, as well as others. It is a skill of the shamans of our ancient and present-day hunter-gatherer societies, a skill we all can learn. There are groups of people throughout the world who have been learning and practicing this skill. As a result of my training at the Cuyamungue Institute with psychologist and coach Belinda Gore, a close friend and colleague of Felicitas Goodman, I have become a certified instructor of ecstatic trance.

      Through ecstatic trance I have discovered that I can extrasensorally and telepathically experience what others are experiencing; I can facilitate healing, and I can spirit journey in ways others have not experienced. In this journeying I have gone back to be with my distant ancestors, as described in my most recent book, Baldr’s Magic: The Power of Norse Shamanism and Ecstatic Trance. Now, in this book, I journey back in time to be with Queen Wealhtheow, whose story is the subject of Beowulf. In these ecstatic trance journeys I feel that I am making a connection with the ancestral spirits of the land and not my specific ancestors, yet I feel especially connected to three shamans who are part of this story: Vanadisdottir, Forsetason, and Healfdall. This story feels very real to me as I experienced it in the altered state of ecstatic trance, a trance state that continued as I sat to record the experiences—they again became very alive and vivid to me.

      In my previous two books, The Power of Ecstatic Trance: Practices for Healing, Spiritual Growth, and Accessing the Universal Mind and Baldr’s Magic, I describe in considerable detail the ways of ecstatic trance and specific shamanic postures. Some of these postures are used for journeying into the underworld, the middle world, and the upper world. Other postures are for the purposes of divination, for healing, for metamorphosis or shape-shifting, and for initiation or the experience of death and rebirth. In her many years of anthropological research, Felicitas Goodman studied the art of both ancient and contemporary hunter-gatherer peoples and identified what she believed were the postures used by the shamans of those peoples. She wrote of her research in her book Where the Spirits Ride the Wind: Trance Journeys and Other Ecstatic Experiences. Dr. Goodman’s colleague Belinda Gore has written two books cataloging these postures: Ecstatic Body Postures: An Alternate Reality Workbook and The Ecstatic Experience: Healing Postures for Spirit Journeys.*2 In this book I add only one new posture, which is described in chapter 22; it is called the Højby Middle World posture that was found near Højby, Denmark and is dated from around 300 to 500 CE.

      To write this book, I followed this routine: Each morning, after a light breakfast, I would retreat to my study and perform the brief ritual that Goodman and Gore have developed to initiate ecstatic trance. In this ritual, after smudging and calling the spirits of each direction, I stand with my hands on my lower abdomen, feeling it rise and fall with each breath. This breathing from my diaphram brings my attention to my center of harmony, a focus of attention that I then carry with me as the drumming starts and I stand, sit, or lay in the selected ecstatic posture. This center of harmony is that place where I hold my hands, just an inch or two below my umbilicus. From my experience with Tai Chi I find that focusing on my breathing from my diaphragm t’ai chi brings me into a deep state of harmony. This state of harmony is one where deer, rabbits, and birds have physically approached me, a state that does not communicate a threat to other animals. In this ritual I then sit in the Freyr Diviner posture, pictured on the cover of Baldr’s Magic, and I generally ask the simple question, “What’s next?”

      
        
          The Freyr Diviner Posture
        

        
          [image: image]
        

        Sit cross-legged with the right leg in front of the left. Your left hand
clasps the ankle of your right leg, while your right hand clasps or
strokes your chin or beard. Your right elbow rests on your right knee
if your beard is long enough; otherwise, place your elbow above your
knee. Look straight ahead with eyes closed.;

      

      The experiences I would have in this posture were from the perspective or through the eyes of Queen Wealhtheow, or any of the three shamans I mentioned earlier: Vanadisdottir, Forsetason, or Healfdall. I began this book with questions as to how women who give birth, who naturally nurture and have compassion for others, and who in antiquity worshipped the Great Mother could relate to and deal with the emerging culture of men who value physical strength and aggression. I sought answers to my questions through Queen Wealhtheow, whose name was in these experiences from the beginning. Otherwise the names of the three shamans were not part of my initial experiences until I gave them their names, but I found myself very much one with these four people, seeing what they saw and journeying as they journeyed. I cannot say that the experience is of the actual historic activities of these figures, but I experienced them as land spirits of places I have visited in Sweden and Denmark, spirits that have something important to teach. In the same way that nighttime dreams are metaphoric experiences of life’s activities, these ecstatic experiences are metaphoric descriptions of the activities of the characters of the story. To offer an example of a metaphoric creation in ecstatic trance, I once saw a large orange moon, while the person standing across from me in our ecstatic trance group saw a large wheel of orange cheese. The experiences were clearly related or connected, yet different. Being able to read each other’s mind in this way is an example of connecting with the Universal Mind.

      As the days went by I never considered what would happen next except for the knowledge I had of the epic poem Beowulf, which was alive inside of me, and so the story flowed from one ecstatic experience to the next. In this way I felt that the book wrote itself. The story takes place primarily in two locations: in Scania, which is the southern tip of present-day Sweden, at Trelleborg; and at Hleidargard, which is now Gammel Lejre, in present-day Denmark. I have been to both places twice, in 2004 and again in 2006, and have a good visual picture of what both are like today. In 2004 I actually walked about six miles exploring the area in and around Gammel Lejre and the nearby Historical-Archaeological Research Center. Both places felt very spiritual to me. The moors and fens of Gammel Lejre are real, and I have walked them. I sat in the center of the remains of what is believed to be Heorot, the great hall of Hrothgar. I also walked the reconstructed site of the archeological remains of the medieval fortification at Trelleborg, a fortification built much after the time of Olaf, Wealhtheow’s father.

      The settlement of this ancient king was protected by the water of an estuary that flowed in and around his hall. I have also driven from Heorot north, and down to the fjord that would be King Healfdene’s harbor. I have also driven up and down both sides of the strait between Zealand and Sweden. What initially took me to Gammel Lejre was reading Beowulf: An Introduction to the Study of the Poem, by R. W. Chambers, a book about the legendary figure Beowulf that includes the author’s research of this epic poem. The reason for my going to Trelleborg is that it is the home of my wife’s ancestors. I am sure that these visits increased the vividness of my ecstatic experiences while writing this book.

      Jean Gebser states, “The disruption of space by time does not lead to emptiness or nothingness, but to transparency.”2 I believe that my disruption of space and time through ecstatic trance has offered me this transparency of antiquity that is in no way empty—that indeed I have made a connection to the reality of the magic and myth of the people of ancient Denmark and Sweden. What I experienced in my ecstatic trance journeying now follows in these pages.

    

  
    
      1

      THE VISITING MERCHANT

      As described in the introduction, my methodology in writing this book involved a daily routine: Each morning I would retreat to my study and enter ecstatic trance, generally using the Freyr Diviner posture (although as you read on you’ll find that certain other postures seemed more appropriate for addressing certain questions). In my visits with the Nordic god Freyr, I had many questions, which he readily answered. In my search for understanding how the nurturing women of the transitional era could deal with the violence of men, my first questions were about Queen Wealhtheow, consort of King Hrothgar. Who is she? Where does she come from? And what is her life like? Over a period of a week I asked these questions each morning while sitting in the Freyr Diviner posture. My visions, and her story, evolved before me.

      The ecstatic experiences came in a flow of images that gave me much to describe and expand on in my writing. Each chapter took around a week to write and involved approximately seven ecstatic experiences, one per day. As the chapter progressed, the questions I asked the spirit of the Freyr Diviner would usually involve what happened next in the unfoldment of the story. I would pose my questions in this kind of very general way, but sometimes I would be more specific, depending on what was happening in the narrative. For example, in this chapter, after Wealhtheow sees the ship coming toward the harbor, I asked Freyr when the king’s sentry would see the ship—a question that assumed that in such a settlement there would be a sentry on duty. Then when the merchant ship arrived, I asked about what the king and the people of the settlement do in greeting the merchant. So each morning I asked a question that would take the narrative a step further. In this way the book took me approximately twenty-eight weeks to write.

      Thus, the story begins . . .

      “Your work is beautiful. Your threads are pulled evenly, as good as most grown-ups.” The priestess Vanadisdottir was looking over Princess Wealhtheow’s shoulder as she worked on her tapestry.

      The princess was sitting with her loom on the knoll outside her father’s great hall. Below her were the waters of the estuary that encircled much of the low knoll. The water breathed slowly with the tides of the great sea that lay before her. Her weaving was of a ship lined with men at the oars. She was imagining this ship coming up to the great hall. She looked up at Vanadisdottir with a dreamy smile. The princess’s guvernante, her teacher and governess, knew what the girl was thinking—that someday she would meet some powerful prince to wed.

      Princess Wealhtheow was the daughter of Olaf, king of the land of Scania, known much later as Skåne, Sweden. The hill she sat on would someday be called Trelleborg, and there would be a strong fortress built there. As it was, Olaf’s large hall and the many surrounding buildings were well-protected by the estuarial waters of the sea and Olaf’s large force of retainers.

      Wealhtheow was only eleven years old, but Vanadisdottir, a priestess of the goddess Freyja, had been at her side since her birth and knew well her charge’s mind. The princess had grown up watching the powerful warriors known as berserkers fighting, practicing on the same hill on which she now sat. She heard the shouts and cheers of onlookers watching the feats of strength of these men. She knew that her father, the king, valued this kind of strength, and that her mother, Gunheid, felt protected by it, but her mother also knew the teachings of the old ways and the healing and loving power of the Mother Goddess Freyja. For this reason the young woman saw no purpose in such fighting. That is just why Gunheid had chosen Vanadisdottir to care for and teach Wealhtheow—she did not want her daughter to forget the old ways of Freyja.

      “Here comes a ship now!”

      “What? How do you know? I can’t see one.” Wealhtheow was looking in the direction of Vanadisdottir’s gaze.

      “It’s time I teach you how to see. Take a deep breath. Let it out slowly and move your attention to your belly, just below your umbilicus. Feel yourself relax into that spot. It might help for you to stand and hold your hands over that spot, your center of harmony.”*3

      Wealhtheow knew what her guvernante was doing. They had done this many times before. That spot was her center of harmony, her hvilðgarðr, and it felt good resting there. There the world becomes quiet and many unusual things happen. It was most fun to use that spot to get animals to come to her.

      Once the princess was in her center of harmony, Vanadisdottir continued: “Let your eyelids droop. Let your eyes go out of focus and look out at the sea. Look to the horizon. Notice those translucent fibers of light glistening. Just watch them, follow them, and see where they take your eyes.”

      After a few moments a smile came over the princess’s face. It was there. A ship just coming over the horizon from the west, from the goddess Gefjon’s island, what many years into the future would be known as Zealand, but now the land of the King Healfdene. She always loved these visitors and the wonderful things they brought to trade.

      Vanadisdottir continued, “Stay in your place of harmony while you watch.”

      Wealhtheow’s face again relaxed.

      
        
          The Bear Spirit Posture
        

        
          [image: image]
        

        Stand with your feet parallel, about six inches apart, with toes pointed forward and knees not locked but slightly bent. Your hands are resting relaxed on your abdomen, with your thumbs touching and fingers spread apart and flat or together and bent under, such that the first knuckles of your index fingers are above your navel, forming a triangle. Your elbows rest easily at your sides. Your eyes are closed and your head is gently tipped back, as though you’re looking at a point where the wall meets the ceiling.

      

      “Notice the sentry standing over there scanning the horizon. He does not see the ship, and he won’t for another hour or two. He tires his eyes looking and looking but not seeing. When I was trained in this way we lived in the woods, and we would use this way of seeing to find the many animals around us that even the greatest hunters among your father’s retainers could not see. That you already know, and you have learned that the animals will come to you just as Odin’s wolves came to Freyja. Now the merchant ship comes to you. Go back to your weaving. Maybe you can trade it for a gold brooch or something from some distant land.”

      The shadow cast by the princess’s loom had doubled in length by the time the sentry turned to run toward the great hall with a shout that a ship was coming. Again Wealhtheow looked up at her teacher with a smile, and Vanadisdottir smiled back while doing her own needlework.

      The people of the settlement came running down to the seaside to greet the approaching vessel. When the ship came ashore, the sailors jumped out, formed a line, and began passing the merchant’s goods to dry ground. Others among the king’s people were busy preparing a welcoming feast for the visitors. The princess and priestess sat off to one side watching the bustle of activity. Soon a tall man, richly dressed, strolled up the knoll. He was different from the others. His eyes were sharp. He seemed aware of everything around him. As he came to Wealhtheow he stopped to eye her work. With a gleam in his eye he said, “Princess, I’d like to see that when it’s finished. I think you will be finished before I leave in a few days.”

      The sentry escorted the trader to Olaf’s great hall and brought him before the king. Olaf greeted the merchant and offered him a seat next to his own high seat. He wanted to hear the news brought by this traveler. Wealhtheow snuck in and was sitting behind her father. She knew that he wouldn’t mind as long as she remained quiet. He was proud of her curiosity.

      The merchant related that he had been visiting King Healfdene, and he told Olaf of how this king’s strength was growing. “He has many more retainers, and lesser kings and chieftains are paying him tribute for protection from the tribes to the south and the raiders.” Olaf knew he would benefit by forming an alliance with Healfdene. He wanted to hear about Healfdene’s sons, knowing that his daughter might be crucial in forming such an alliance. He would prefer to form this alliance through friendship and marriage rather than by flexing the strength of his retainers. Olaf is equal to Healfdene in his kingship—as evident in the amount of land he controls and protects, though he has considerably fewer retainers—but he is willing to show subservience to this powerful king from across the straits by accepting the title of chieftain in his presence in order to create this alliance of friendship.

      “Healfdene’s eldest son, Heorogar, has traveled far across the sea to East Anglia, where he is fostered with King Æðelstan. There he is learning to become a warrior, one of the best warriors in that distant land. Æðelstan loves him as his own son and hopes that he will stay to lead his retainers.”

      Wealhtheow loved the stories of distant lands. She dreamed of traveling the world to see these lands. She dreamed of being at Heorogar’s side as he served in the court of King Æðelstan. Later, when the princess and her guvernante were preparing for bed, she excitedly told the priestess about Heorogar.

      Vanadisdottir cautioned her: “I don’t think he is the prince for you. I had a vision of you marrying his younger brother, Hrothgar.”

      “But why? Heorogar is in line to become king and I want to be his queen.”

      Vanadisdottir did not have an answer just yet.

      The next morning the excitement in the settlement continued as the people traded for exotic things brought by the merchant. Word spread, and freemen or farming folk from the outlying areas traveled to the settlement. This day and the next were festive, with much food and drink. The drink, the essence of Kvasir, flowed freely. Occasionally a fight broke out because of too much mead, but that was rare and only added to the entertainment. The people would join in on one side or the other to cheer their champion.

      When Wealhtheow inspected the merchant’s goods her eyes fell on a silver pendant of a woman carrying a basket of apples. She recognized the design—the woman carrying apples was the goddess Idunn. She had heard and loved the stories of Idunn, stories of healing, not just with her golden apples—that story everyone knew—but stories told to her by Vanadisdottir of the goddess’s use of other herbs and plants. The stories of Idunn’s love for the god Bragi and his poetry were among her favorites.

      Wealhtheow called to her father, “Papa, papa, look, look!” She excitedly showed him the pendant. He smiled and gave her a hug, but then returned to talking with the merchant. The merchant told of Healfdene’s other sons. “Hrothgar, the second son, is at home and is becoming a respected warrior for his age. Halga, the youngest, just got his own sword.”

      Wealhtheow continued to eavesdrop and thus heard about the other princes. Meanwhile, Vanadisdottir saw that the pendant was of interest to Wealhtheow and recognized another opportunity to teach her about Idunn’s powers.

      “Look over there. That’s something we need to collect—martrem. Feverfew is something we need with all the festivity and drinking going on. It is good for headaches, and by morning there will be many.”

      Vanadisdottir was respected by the community for her powers of healing, powers that Wealhtheow was learning too. Vanadisdottir was called to help whenever someone was injured or ill, and the princess was usually with her. But for now Wealhtheow knew she needed to return to her weaving, so she left Vanadisdottir to her plant collecting; she wanted her tapestry ready to trade for the pendant, and the priestess understood.

      A day or two later, the merchant began packing his wares. His new acquisitions were already aboard the ship when Wealhtheow was finally finished with her weaving. She ran to him hoping that no one else had taken the pendant. She was pleased to find that he still had it. He had seen her looking at it and had saved it for her, knowing she wanted it. Both were pleased with the trade, though the trader extolled the value of the silver and made it sound as if, being a princess, she was taking advantage of him.

      The merchant was about ready to push out to sea to head east along the coast, heading for one of the greatest trading centers of the north, Birka. From there he would head farther north and inland, to a lake where Wealhtheow’s tapestry would be traded. Many years later it would be found near the Överhogdal church and hung in a nearby museum.
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        WEALHTHEOW’S BROTHER
      

      As the lives of young Wealhtheow, her father, Olaf, and especially Wealhtheow’s guvernante, the priestess Vanadisdottir, flow before me, I ask Freyr to show me more about the royal family. As the story unfolds, Olfdene, Wealhtheow’s older brother, comes into the picture, and questions regarding what happens to him come forth, questions that I put to Freyr, questions that I ask each step of the way until I find out he is exiled to England. I also ask Freyr questions regarding Vanadisdottir’s magical powers and her use of the ecstatic postures, and am provided fascinating answers . . .

      Wealhtheow, at age eleven, had an older brother, Olfdene, who was thirteen. Though she loved Olfdene dearly and he was very protective of her, he also frightened her, beginning right after his twelfth birthday when their father gave him his first sword. The sword made the boy feel important, grown up. He constantly swung it, an act encouraged by his father, and his father showed him many of the finer techniques in swinging it. It became Olfdene’s life, something expected of most boys in their journey to becoming men—that is, if they ever made it to adulthood.

      One important person, Olfdene’s best friend, didn’t make it. He was twelve years old and had also gotten a sword for his birthday. He loved his sword every bit as much as Olfdene loved his own, and he was learning, too, how to swing it.

      For Olfdene
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