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Abstract: 

The Saga of Eirik the Red describes a seeress, who sat in a specially 

prepared High Seat to foretell events for a Greenland community of 1000 years 

ago. She used a technique known as seiðr, calling on 'powers' to help her see 

further. Seiðr magic was chiefly performed by women, with male practitioners 

disparaged as 'ergi'. Today members of reconstructionist 'heathen' communities in 

North America are drawing on such accounts in establishing seiðr as shamanistic 

practice, involving trance or shapeshifting, for foretelling and healing. This article 

examines constructions and contestations of seiðr within communities of past and 

present. 

  

[This is a revised and extended version of a paper titled Seiðr, shamanism 

and women's magic: recovering a tradition of ambiguity', given at the Conference 

on Shamanism in Contemporary Society, Newcastle, June 1998.] 



	  

	  

Seiðr as shamanistic practice: reconstituting a tradition of ambiguity 

 

 

Introduction 

The Saga of Eirík the Red describes the visit of a spákona, a seeress, to a 

Greenland farm, one thousand years ago. Her clothing and shoes, her staff and 

cloak, are detailed. She is asked to predict the progress of the community; she eats 

a meal of the hearts of the farm animals, and the next day a "high seat" is made 

ready for her, where she will sit to foretell. She engages in ritual practices known 

as seiðr, which requires a special song to be sung to "the powers" in order that she 

may gain their knowledge, in trance. 

Within the small but growing community of those following Norse Heathen 

practices today, in North America and Europe, people are making attempts to 

reclaim practices of seiðr. They rely on accounts from the sagas and Eddas, 

scholars' analyses of this literature, and parallels with shamanic practices 

elsewhere, using these within a framework of Norse cosmology and beliefs about 

soul, afterlife, and the nine-worlds. Seiðr-workers engage in faring-forth, trance-

journeying, for a variety of ends, including healing and divination. 

This article discusses seiðr as sets of practice informed by shamanism 

within a non-shamanic community, both today and in the past. It indicates some 

of the ambiguities inherent in early descriptions and implications for present-day 

understandings and contestations of seiðr and its practitioners, and examines how 

today's workers are reconstructing seiðr along with its dilemmas and 



	  

	  

contradictions, as shamanistic practice within late-twentieth-century Heathenism. 

Þorbjörg the Greenland seeress 

An increasing number of people within today's Heathenism, and more 

generally within paganism, are developing an interest in the practices known as 

seiðr, which some consider represent the remnants of shamanic tradition among 

the Scandinavian peoples of Northern Europe. In this article I will attempt to 

outline something of how these are being developed by some groups in North 

America today. Many diverse interpretations of seiðr  are possible, and the term 

does not imply the same practices to all people. Let it be clear from the outset that 

I am here describing the specific practices of specific groups, and in particular 

"high-seat" or "oracular" seiðr. Neither these groups nor I claim to have 

uncovered the ultimate or only meaning of the term. It seems likely that meaning 

and implication varied across time and even from one community to another and 

between individuals during the period from which we have stories of seidhr 

practice. 

As part of my task, I indicate the sources from which reconstructions 

commence, and some of the debates, or arguments around seiðr-practice, today or 

in the past. As today's Heathens are well aware, the past shapes the present, with 

actions or thoughts long within Wyrd's Well forming part of the weaving of 

present-day Earth-religion. 

So I will begin with the most complete account of the phenomenon known 

as oracular seidhr: the visit of the spákona, Þorbjörg, to that Greenland farm, one 

thousand years ago, as described in the Saga of Eirík the Red. She wears a hood 



	  

	  

of lambskin lined with catskin, and has white catskin gloves. Her gown is girdled 

with a belt of touchwood, from which hangs a bag to hold magical items. Her 

cloak is blue, fastened with straps and adorned with stones, and stones stud the 

head of her staff. Her calfskin shoes are tied with thick laces, with tin buttons on 

their ends. The next day she sits in the high seat, on a cushion stuffed with hen's 

feathers, to make her predictions. 

The description continues: 

A high-seat was prepared for her and a cushion laid under her; ... at sunset, 

she made the preparations which she needed to have to carry out seiðr. She 

also asked for those women who knew the wisdom (chant) which was 

necessary for seiðr and was called Varðlokur. But those women could not be 

found. Then the folk dwelling there were asked if anyone knew it. Then 

Guðríðr said, 'I am neither magically skilled nor a wise-woman, but Halldís, 

my foster-mother, taught me that chant in Iceland which she called 

Varðlokur'...The women made a ring around the seat, and Þorbjörg sat up on 

it. Then Guðríðr recited the chant so fairly and well, that it seemed to no one 

that they had heard the chant spoken with a fairer voice than was here. The 

spae-wife thanked her for the recital and said (that) many of the powers 

were now satisfied and thought it fair to hear when the chant was recited so 

well... "And now many of those things are shown to me which I was denied 

before, and many others". (Eiríks saga rauða, 4. From the translation used 

by Kveldúlfr Gundarsson, in "Spaecraft, Seiðr and Shamanism," I, Idunna 

25, December 1994:33.) 



	  

	  

 

The song Guðríðr sang is, unfortunately, not given us. 

The account of Þorbjörg the seeress is the basis for today's practice of 

oracular seiðr, also known as high-seat seiðr or spae-working. In this article I 

intend first to look at the construction of high-seat or oracular seiðr, then refer to 

how seiðr may be used for healing, and other "ways of knowing" related to seiðr, 

and finally examine some of the contradictions and ambiguities, including 

ambiguity involving gender, questioning how the gender practices of one 

thousand years ago were themselves constructed and how they are echoed in the 

present. 

 

Seiðr in today's Heathen practice 

I have observed a number of high-seat seiðr rituals conducted by 

practitioners of Ásatrú or Heathenism, a religion reconstructed from the extant 

material on Norse and Germanic pre-Christian practices, and participated in these 

on a variety of levels. Within North America, a school of practice is emerging, 

based on the work done by a Californian group known as Hrafnar (the Ravens), 

and particularly the author Diana Paxson, to reconstruct oracular seiðr. Hrafnar 

began its reconstruction with the account of Þorbjörg, quoted above, using such 

details as were available: the seeress needed first to familiarize herself with the 

community and its energies, she then sat on a high seat and a special song was 

sung to 'the powers' that enabled her to gain her knowledge – or 'the powers' to 

give it to her.  The word 'powers' (náttúrur, from Latin natura, nature, in plural 



	  

	  

meaning spirits, and therefore an adopted rather than native Old Icelandic word) 

is uncertain: it may refer to ancestral spirits, elves (álfar), guardian or animal 

spirits or other wights or beings, or deities. The mechanisms of how the seeress 

entered the trance in which she was able to acquire knowledge and the process of 

questioning her have not been handed down in the account. Hrafnar have 

therefore gone to other sources to find details of how a seiðr seance might be 

conducted. 

Their main resources have been the Eddic poems Völuspá, Baldrs draumr, 

and Völuspá in skamma (the shorter Völuspá, forming a part of the poem 

Hyndluljöð). Each of these appears to show part of a question-and-answer 

process, in which one who knows, a seeress, a Völva, is asked to reveal her 

knowledge. In Völuspá  the seeress speaks in answer to Óðinn, the god/magician; 

in Baldrs draumr  Óðinn travels to a grave-mound, just outside Hela's realm, and 

there raises the dead Völva to answer his questions. In Hyndluljöð, the 

giantess/seeress Hyndla is speaking to Freyja and her follower Ottar about Ottar's 

ancestry, when (in the portion known as The Shorter Völuspá) she starts to 

foretell the coming of Ragnarok and the fates of the Gods. From Baldrs draumr  

Hrafnar has taken the calling of the seeress; 

Way-tame is my name, the son of Slaughter-tame, 

tell me the news from Hel – I know what's happening in the world: 

or whom are the benches decked with arm-rings, 

the dais so fairly strewn with gold?1 
                                                

1	  Baldrs	  Draumar,	  6:	  244,	  Poetic	  Edda	  translated	  by	  Carolyne	  Larrington	  (1996:244).	  



	  

	  

 

From Völuspá  and the Shorter Völuspá comes the pattern of question and 

seeress' answer.  

Much we have told you, we will tell you more, 

It's important that you know it, do you want to know more?2 

 

or the shorter version of Völuspá: 

 

Do you understand yet, or what?3 

Diana Paxson has described the construction of the high-seat seiðr ritual in 

                                                                                                                                

Old	  Icelandic	  is:	  
Vegtamr	  ec	  heiti	   sonr	  em	  ec	  Valtams;	  
segðu	  mér	  ór	  helio	  	   –	  ec	  man	  ór	  heimi	  –:	  
hveim	  ero	  beccir	   baugom	  sánir,	  
flet	  fagrliga	   flóð	  gulli?	  
(Kuhn,	  1962:	  278)	  
 
2	  Song	  of	  Hyndla,	  34,	  repeated	  in	  later	  verses,	  Larrington	  translation:	  258	  
Mart	  segiom	  þér	   oc	  munom	  fleira,	  
vöromz,	  at	  viti	  svá	   viltu	  enn	  lengra?	  

(Kuhn:293)	  

 
3	   Völuspá,	   28	   and	   many	   subsequent	   verses.	   Larrington	   translation:7.	   Old	   Icelandic	  

given	  by	  Kuhn	  is:	  

vitoð	  ér	  enn,	  eða	  hvat?	  

 



	  

	  

The Return of the Völva, an article written for a Heathen journal.4
 
Drumming and 

singing accompany and facilitate the induction of the trance state. The guide 

narrates a meditative journey whereby all present, seers and questioners alike, 

travel through a tunnel of trees, down to the plain of Miðgarðr and the great tree 

Yggdrasill, then below one of its roots past Urð's well and through caverns of 

Earth, across the echoing bridge with its guardian maiden Móðguðr to the gates of 

Hela's realm, the abode of the dead, for in Old Norse tradition wisdom comes 

from the dead, the ancestors. There the audience participants remain, in a light 

trance state, while the seiðworker enters deep trance and journeys on her or his 

own, assisted by spirit allies or "power animals". One participant will act as seiðr-

guide, singing the seeress through Hela's gates, and calling to other participants to 

ask their questions, and the seeress to answer. 

A seiðmaðr, Jordsvin, describes the journey and what he finds there. 

...there's a guided journey down to Helheim. The people that are doing the 

public oracular seiðr go with me, they stop at the gate. We stress stay with 

the group, don't go runnin' off and stirring up the jotnar, you can mess 

yourself up. This is real stuff, you're dealing with real beings, it can have 

real results.... I go down, I go through Hela's gate... I always nod 

respectfully to Hela, I'm in her living room. I see, other people see different 

things, I see a lake, an island and a torch burning on it. It lights up, the torch 

and the lake light up the area enough to actually see the dead people. And I 
                                                

4	  Mountain	  Thunder.	  This	  particular	  article	  is	  available	  through	  the	  world	  wide	  web	  at	  

http://vinland.org/heathen/hrafnar/seidh.html. 



	  

	  

walk down there and they tend gather round, and I'll say, would those who 

need to speak with me or speak with the people I'm here representing please 

come forward. ...I've never seen anything scary, they look like people, the 

ones that have been there are passing on I guess to another life or whatever 

they're going to do, sometimes they're just like shadows, some look like 

living men and women, some are somewhere in between. Of course there's 

many, many many of them. They ask me questions, sometimes they'll speak 

... Sometimes I hear voices, sometimes I see pictures, impressions, feelings, 

I have my eyes closed physically, and I'm in a trance, and I got a shawl over 

my head, sometimes it's almost like pictures on the back of my eyelids... 

(Interview, 1996) 

Not all seiðr-workers see what Jordsvin sees. Even within Hrafnar's 

scenario, each worker faces the task of seeking knowledge in their own way, 

within the trance. For Winifred, a seeress who has likewise received training from 

Hrafnar, a large part of her work is in making contact with deities, and attempting 

to place other people, her seiðr clients, in a relationship with them. 

(O)ne of the reasons that I love the seiðr work is that due to people's 

questions I have the chance to see their relationships with the deities that 

are, for example Sif comes often for a friend of mine, whom I do seeings 

for...  

And one of the most interesting seeings that I had was for a young man, and 

Heimdall came for him 

I'm trying to bring people closer to the gods and to their own souls... 



	  

	  

(interview, 1996) 

 

A seiðworker known as RavenHorn traces his seeings to varying sources 

depending on the questioner: after passing Hela's gates, he often journeys on a 

ship, which transports him to where the answer to the question can be found. At 

other times he travels in the form of a raven, seeing the countryside below him. 

Sometimes a question brings contact with a deity, particularly Heimdallr, Freyja, 

or Óðinn. Others may experience being in darkness within a mound, solitary, and 

called forth by the seiðr-guide; visions, sounds, sensory experiences then arise in 

response to the questions that are asked, and these may involve people, animals, 

birds or trees, specific scenes or objects, sometimes music. 

 Hrafnar has now trained several people in their methods, and these people 

are training others, so that a fellowship of seeresses, and seers, all working in 

similar ways and following broadly similar methods, is emerging across North 

America. However not all seiðr workers follow this method, and even for those 

who do, not all seiðr-workings are oracular. Jordsvin uses similar methods of 

trance-journeying to dispel ghosts and finds himself called upon by people outside 

his religion to "unhaunt houses". Some have derived their practices independently 

of Hrafnar. Bil Linzie's work is chiefly in healing and soul-retrieval, and in 

dealing with death.  He terms himself "seidman" and "wholemaker"5: his task is to 

make others whole. He is known, and called upon, as a shamanistic practitioner, 
                                                

5	   	   See	   web	   pages	   at	   http://www.angelfire.com/nm/seidhman/index.html,	   The	  

Seidman	  Rants 



	  

	  

by people outside his religion. 

The seer/ess as shamanistic practitioner 

It should be stated at once that Norse culture of 1000 years ago was not 

"shamanic" in the sense in which Tungus or Saami culture is said to be shamanic: 

we do not find a 'shamanic complex' of activities, no shaman is described as 

central to community life. There are kings and queens and battle-leaders, goðar 

associated with different deities, and in Iceland the emergence of a representative 

system of goðar, as regional administrators, coordinated by a "lawspeaker" – and 

no shamans, only occasional seiðworkers, and other magic practitioners. Rather, it 

seems likely that oracular seiðr and other magical practices may form part of the 

rather scattered remnants of shamanistic techniques in Norse culture, related to 

the shamanic practices of other cultures, notably the Saami, though not 

necessarily derived from Saami practice (Hultkrantz, 1992).. Grundy points out 

(1995:220) that "The only figures in Germanic culture which we can point to as 

bearing significant resemblance to the 'professional shaman'...are the seeresses 

who occupy a position of respect based on their visionary capabilities" though 

they do not demonstrate other shamanic techniques or activities. The seeresses 

often are said to have been trained by "the Finns", which probably refers to the 

nomadic Saami. Saami shamanism has been described in Scandinavian accounts 

at least since the 12th century, and up to the present day (Pentikäinen, 1984).  

Of course, 'shamanism' is itself a highly problematic term, initially specific 

to Tungus-speaking peoples but generalized and universalized into a westernism 

(Wallis, in prep.), an abstraction coined to explain aspects of religious and 



	  

	  

spiritual practice of  'other people', in societies as different from the defining 

Westerners as possible. It may be of more use in attempting to understand seiðr to 

understand 'shamanism' as indicating techniques of trance — ecstasy attained by 

otherworldly experience — embedded in specific social relations and cultural 

settings. Thus the trance both emerges from and partly constitutes socio-political 

relations of the community. The Old Norse material becomes particularly 

interesting because shamanistic activity is not supported by the entire community: 

it is contested on a number of levels (Blain and Wallis, in prep.) 

Here it may be useful to remember processes of change which were 

occurring during the period described by the sagas: expansion of trade links, 

centralization, Christianization, the settlement of Iceland, among others.  It may 

be that in some communities in some periods a did hold a position not so 

dissimilar to that of a Saami shaman. Rather than say that there was one unified 

'Norse' culture, it may be more helpful to examine some of the instances — told 

long after the occurrences they purport to describe — in terms of how they reflect 

shamanistic techniques elsewhere, how these techniques may have been 

embedded in community practice, and how their definition may have contested, in 

past and present. 

These Norse seeresses enter again and again into the Icelandic poems and 

sagas. Katherine Morris (1991) has catalogued some of their activities. For 

instance: 

Heið, the sibyl of Hrólfs saga Kraka 3, was also treated hospitably and then 

asked to prophesy... King Frodi asked her to make use of her talents, 



	  

	  

prepared a feast for her, and set her on platform for her spell-making. She 

then opened her mouth, yawned, cast a spell and chanted a verse... (Morris, 

1991: 45) 

 

Þórdís, the seeress of Kormáks saga and Vatnsdæla saga, was "held in great 

esteem and knew many things", and the hill behind her dwelling was named after 

her Spákonufell, the mountain of the seeress. These women, and others, such as 

Oddbjörg of Víga-Glúms sage, Kjannok of Heiðarvíga saga, Heimlaug of Gull-

Þóris saga, are woven into the fabric of the family sagas, the stories of everyday 

life, written by Icelanders two or three hundred years after Christianization to tell 

of the lives of their ancestors who settled the country.  They can be seen as semi-

historic; they, and others like them, lived and had their being within a cultural 

framework in which trance, magic and prophesy were possibilities for women: to 

the extent that in the later legendary sagas and short stories (told for entertainment 

value), the seeing-women appear once again. 

Thus, in the (THORN)áttr of Norna-Gest, three wise women came to the 

house of Norna-Gest's parents, at his birth, and foretold his future: a lack of 

attention to the youngest norn caused her to attempt to countermand the great 

prophesies of her elders, stating that the boy's life would be no longer than that of 

the candle burning beside him.  The eldest norn extinguished the candle and gave 

it to the boy's mother to preserve.  Three hundred years later, Norna-Gest related 

his story to the king of Norway, accepted Christian baptism, and had the candle 

lit, dying as the flame expired. Arrow-Odd, hero of Örvar-odds saga, likewise had 



	  

	  

an extended life of 300 years, and both this life and the strange death that ended it 

were predicted by a seiðkona known as Heiðr. 

Seeing might be only one component of what one who was fjölkunnigr  – 

possessing much  knowledge – could do. The accounts refer to people who 

change shape, to avoid enemies, to seek knowledge, or to cause trouble. In sagas 

and in today's folktales, it is told how people would discover that their problems 

were associated with the appearance of a particular animal.  When this animal was 

wounded or killed, a woman would have a similar wound. In the saga of Kormák 

the Skáld, when Kormák and his brother set off in a ship, a walrus appears close 

by. Kormák aims a spear at it, striking it, and it disappears and does not come up 

again. The walrus had the eyes of the woman Þorveig, described in the saga as 

fjölkunniga. "Þóttust menn þar kenna augu þórveigar."6 Þorveig was reported as 

dying from this spear-wound. 

 

At other times the metamorphosis was made for protection, as in accounts of 

swan-maidens who guarded chosen warriors. The shapeshifter is hamhleypa, one 

who is hamramr, shape-strong. Another example from Kormák's saga is Vigi, 

who is both fjölkunnigr and hamramr; he sleeps by the door of the hall, and 

knows the business of everyone who enters or leaves. 

In the old material there is no overall word for 'shaman', but many words for 

components of shamanic practice. This may suggest that by the time of the 
                                                

6	   	  "Men	  thought	  they	  recognized	  Thorveig's	  eyes".	  Icelandic	  courtesy	  of	  "Netútgáfan",	  

http://www.snerpa.is/net/netut-‐e.htm,	  Kormák's	  saga,	  18. 



	  

	  

composition of the sagas, two hundred years post-Christianization, the practices 

were in decline. And it is from these doubtful remembrances, this fragmentation, 

that today's practitioners are attempting to work to construct seiðr, not as an 

individual technique in itself, but as part of a developing complex of beliefs about 

soul and self, person and community, within community relationships that involve 

people with other beings, wights of land and sea or stream, deities known to 

Heathens as their 'Elder Kin'. All these beings form part of the fabric of Wyrd, the 

destiny which people and deities make together, woven by the Norns, Urð, 

Verðandi and Skuld, who are invoked within Hrafnar's seiðr ritual, as they sit by 

Urðarbrunr, Urð's Well, at the root of the Ash Yggdrasill. 

Bil Linzie, today's 'seidman', works within a community. His work, as he 

describes it, is about transformation, death, life, and is focused externally to 

himself, on those others for whom he does his work.  A requirement for practice, 

he says, is to lose one's ego: he emphasizes that his work is for the community, 

not for personal development. As "wholemaker" his task is to make others whole. 

In pursuit of wholeness, he uses the techniques of trance and journeying to effect 

healing which is spiritual, emotional, physical, or all of these. 

He points out that "wholeness" is not the same thing as physical "normalcy". 

Being whole is: 

for the average person, a friend tried and true. For the musician it is a tune 

well turned. For the artist, it is just the right color in just the right spot... it's 

when things just seem to go smooth. 

 



	  

	  

He is seeking to find ways of encouraging wholeness. One such is 

expression of self. He says "Expression is a method, a technique, for attaining 

Wholeness," and compares the human organism with a mill-stream which can be 

blocked upriver from the millpond, in which case the pond dries up and the mill-

wheel disintegrates; or down-river, in which case the water becomes stagnant and 

the mill-wheel rots. The first he sees as akin to lack of impression, lack of 

imagination; the second to lack of expression, explaining: 

The form of expression of the Whole-maker is to see how he or she can 

assist in bringing other beings into their full form of expression. The Whole-

maker shows the sick individual the way to access impression and 

expression most completely and efficiently. There is much talk about 

something called balance. Balance, however, relies on comparison to some 

sort of standard. But what is the standard for a person dying from 

Alzheimer's? What is the standard for a schizophrenic? What is the standard 

for one suffering from depression?... The Whole-maker, rather than looking 

for what is normal or what the standard is, expresses himself by helping 

others to open up the mill pond of their lives. That is his art.7 

 

Seiðr as evil magic? 

Of today's practitioners, many use the word "seiðr" for what they do – the 

Hrafnar group, Bil, RavenHorn, and others whom I have not quoted directly in 

                                                
7	  	  Web	  pages	  at	  http://www.angelfire.com/nm/seidhman/index.html 



	  

	  

this paper, whether they work as community-diviners using oracular seiðr, or seek 

private knowledge through techniques of "sitting out for wisdom". However, 

some prefer to use another term, well-attested in the sagas for those who speak 

with foreknowledge.  Thus Winifred is a spákona, Jordsvin a spámaðr. Spá (or 

spae, as in the Scottish "spaewife") refers to foretelling, or prophesying. These 

words, spá and seiðr have differing implications within the old literature – the 

spákona or spámaðr is spoken of with respect, for the most part, whereas the 

seiðkona or seiðmaðr is often regarded rather negatively. Seiðr may imply not 

only trance-divination, but what Jordsvin calls "messing with people's minds" 

(this is not, he emphasizes, what he does, whatever people call it); or using 

shapeshifting to journey in this world, not the spirit world, and use the knowledge 

gained to the detriment of others, and influencing or affecting other people's 

behaviour by means of the journey. 

An example from the old literature is from Egils saga Skallagrímssonar. 

Egill is in the power of his enemies, in York, England, attempting to write a poem 

which will save his life. He cannot concentrate for the twittering of a swallow – 

all night long – by his window.  His friend goes up onto the roof, and sees the bird 

flying off. The implication is that the bird is his arch-enemy Gunnhildr – Queen at 

York, and later of Norway – who is attempting to prevent his composition and 

thereby cause his death. Gunnhildr is spoken of negatively, in this saga and in 

others, as a sorceress, who was taught seiðr and shapeshifting by "Finns" (i.e. 

Saami), and used these skills to further her own ends;  and in the passage referred 

to, as hamhleypa, a shape-shifter. Previously the saga informs us that "Svo er sagt, 



	  

	  

að Gunnhildur lét seið efla og lét það seiða, að Egill Skalla-Grímsson skyldi aldrei 

ró bíða á Íslandi, fyrr en hún sæi hann."8 ("It is said, that Gunnhild worked spells 

[seidhr] and spelled out this [did seidhr], that Egil Skalla-Grimson should never 

know peace in Iceland until she had set eyes on him":  Fell, 1975:103.) The first 

mention of Gunnhildr is that "of all women she was the loveliest and wisest, and 

had considerable knowledge of magic" (Fell, 1975:53). (Gunnhildur var allra 

kvenna vænst og vitrust og fjölkunnug mjög.) 

This leads to another important point about the old literature. It deals in 

seeresses and fordæða, female practitioners.  Most accounts of seiðr are of 

women. The seiðr-workers of saga-times appear to have been mostly female: male 

practitioners – in the late, Christian accounts that we have – were deemed to be 

"ergi", un-masculine, possibly crossing gender barriers in ways not then 

acceptable. It is unclear at what time this negativity spread to include seiðkonur 

(seiðr-women), or how the spread of Christianity affected ways in which seiðr-

workers were regarded. 

Another word is útiseta, and this is how some men  –including leaders, 

kings – are spoken of in the sagas as gaining knowledge, seta úti til fróðleiks  

(sitting out for wisdom). A variant of this may be going "under the cloak" as it is 

said did Þórgeirr the lawspeaker of the Icelandic Alþing, prior to taking to the 

decision to have Iceland formally convert to Christianity (Blain, 1998a). The 

knowledge gained through sitting out would be used by the out-sitter, or revealed 

at a later stage, rather than narrated in trance. Sitting out typically involved sitting 
                                                

8	  	  Icelandic	  courtesy	  of	  "Netútgáfan",	  http://www.snerpa.is/net/netut-‐e.htm. 



	  

	  

on a gravemound or at a crossroads, going under the cloak could be done 

wherever one was, but both implied a distancing of oneself from the other human 

members of the community. The one who was sitting out was not to be disturbed, 

and in particular their name should not be mentioned (Aðalsteinsson, 1978). 

Útiseta also became problematic, proscribed in Iceland in the laws of the 13th 

century, which remained in place until the 19th, in terms that name 

"...fordæðuskap ok spáfarar allar ok útiseta at vekja tröll upp ok fremja heiðni," 

"sorcery and spae-working (foretelling) and sitting out to wake up trolls and 

practising heathenism", a wording which associated útiseta with gaining 

knowledge from other beings or spirits (we can treat the term "trolls" as a 

derogatory re-working during Christian times). Referring to this law, Hastrup 

comments that "By the act of sitting out, which was a metaphor for leaving the 

ordinary social space, it was possible to invoke supernatural beings." While the 

penalty was death, no-one was convicted until Iceland's small witch-craze in the 

17h century (Hastrup, 1990: 391, my translation of OI). 

As with seiðr, members of today's Heathen community are attempting to 

rediscover techniques of útiseta, seeing it as a solitary practice, whereas oracular 

seiðr is a community ritual.  

Men (and some women) appear also as practitioners of galdr, sung or 

spoken spells, which do not involve the shapeshifting, journeying or other 

shamanic/ecstatic components (and which together with knowledge of runes in 

the early modern period formed the basis of the few witchcraft accusations and 

convictions in Iceland – Hastrup, 1990). However, that men could perform seiðr 



	  

	  

is evident. Snorri's history of the Kings of Norway recounts how Haraldr Finehair 

(who became king of all Norway in the 9th century C.E.), and his son Eiríkr 

called Bloodaxe, were responsible for the death of Eirík's brother Rögnvaldr 

rettilbeini, a seiðmaðr, and the troop of 80 seiðmenn  with whom he was 

associated, seemingly because Eiríkr and his father did not like "magic" or seiðr. 

(Haralds saga ins hárfagra, ch 36. See e.g. Monsen, 1932.) (If political 

motivations were involved, Snorri does not recount those.) 

Another instance is the description of seiðr performed by Óðinn, 

euhemerised by Snorri Sturluson in his Ynglingasaga (written approximately 

1225) as an invading king and master magician, and described (in Samuel Laing's 

1844 translation) as both shapeshifter and seidhr-worker: 

Odin could transform his shape: his body would lie as if dead, or asleep; but 

then he would be in shape of a fish, or worm, or bird, or beast, and be off in 

a twinkling to distant lands upon his own or other people's business ... 

Sometimes even he called the dead out of the earth, or set himself beside the 

burial-mounds; whence he was called the ghost-sovereign, and lord of the 

mounds... Odin understood also the art in which the greatest power is 

lodged, and which he himself practiced; namely, what is called magic 

[seiðr].  By means of this he could know beforehand the predestined fate of 

men, or their not yet completed lot; and also bring on the death, ill-luck, or 

bad health of people, and take the strength or wit from one person and give 

it to another. But after such witchcraft followed such weakness and anxiety 

[ergi], that it was not thought respectable for men to practice it; and 



	  

	  

therefore the priestesses were brought up in this art (Ynglingasaga, 

Translation by Samuel Laing, London, 18449). 

This extract implies that seiðr-practice was valued differently in men and in 

women. The word ergi, translated into this 19th century discourse as "weakness 

and anxiety", might be more accurately glossed as "demasculinization". It is 

cognate with the Scots 'arghr' (cowardly). There have been suggestions that a man 

who was "ergi" was a 'receptive' partner in male homosexual activity. Some 

seiðworkers have extended this to include a reference to any 'passive'/'receptive' 

activity, physical or spiritual, and compare the 'receptivity' of one who waits for 

knowledge to a female heterosexual 'role'. The words 'passive' and 'receptive' in 

this discourse are highly problematic, and political, stemming from a direct 

equation of homosexuality with a model of 'active male, passive female' 

heterosexual activity. Others suggest that the reference is more general, saying 

that homosexual practice is not a requirement for a male to engage in seiðr, and 

'passivity' is not for them an appropriate word for the seiðworker's ecstatic-trance 

state.  But they report that men who do seiðr require to dissociate themselves from 

typically 'macho' assumptions and preconceptions (Blain and Wallis, in prep.) – in 

line with the abandonment of ego spoken of by seiðworker Bil Linzie, and 

referred to earlier in this paper. In this they are becoming 'like a woman', in the 

sense of not fitting conventional discourses of masculinity, and are hence subject 
                                                

9	  	  Online	   Medieval	   and	   Classical	   Library	   Release	   #15b.,	  

http://sunsite.berkeley.edu/OMACL/Heimskringla/ynglinga.html	  Snorri	  Sturluson,	  (Approx.	  

1225).	  English	  translation	  by	  Samuel	  Laing	  (London,	  1844). 



	  

	  

to the taunt of 'ergi'. 

Seiðr-work is associated elsewhere with Óðinn, in poems which state "Yggr 

performed seiðr at Rind"10, and where Loki raises the accusation of "ergi" against 

Óðinn. 

Enn þic seiða kóðo Sámseyo í 

 oc draptu á vétt sem völor; 

vitca líki fórtu verþióð yfir, 

 oc hugða ec þat args aðal. 

 

But you once practiced seið  on Samsey 

and you beat on the drum as witches do   (völor, volvas) 

in the likeness of a wizard (vitki)  you journeyed among people 

and I thought that showed an ergi  nature.11 

Within the Heathen community, Kveldúlfr Gundarsson has claimed that 

seiðr  is always used to denote negative practices – and does not relate 

specifically to foretelling, but rather to contacting spirits for that purpose or for 

purposes of ill-wishing, "messing with people's minds", affecting motivation or 

intention, courage or concentration – whereas spá, referring to foretelling, was 
                                                

10	  "Kormákr's	  Sigurðardrápa	  3	  has	  'seið	  Yggr	  til	  Rindar'"	  (Grundy,	  1995:	  187) 
11	   Locasenna,	   24.	   From	   the	   translation	   by	   Carolyn	   Larrington,	   1996:	   89,	   last	   line	  

modified.	   Larrington	   gives	   'and	   that	   I	   thought	   the	   hallmark	   of	   a	   pervert.'	   This	   glossing	   of	  

'argr'	  may	  be	  misleading	  (Blain	  and	  Wallis,	  in	  prep.)!	  Old	  Icelandic	  from	  Kuhn,	  1962.	  

 



	  

	  

viewed positively in the old literature. The word völva  related to a woman who 

had knowledge, the equivalent word þulr  to a man: and it is used of male figures 

in the Eddic poems who have knowledge, the giant Vafþrúðnir and Óðinn 

himself, the Fimbulþulr, Great Thule. The poem Hávamál reads: 

 

It is time to speak as a thule, on the thule's seat 

 at the Well of Wyrd 

I saw and was silent, I saw and thought 

 I listened to the speech of folk 

I heard deeming of runes, and they were not silent of redes 

at the halls of the High One, in the halls of the High One, 

 Thus I heard tell.12 

 
                                                

12	  trans	  Grundy,	  in	  Spaecraft,	  Seiðr	  and	  Shamanism,	  I,	  Idunna	  25,	  December	  1994:35.	  

The	  OI	  (Kuhn,	  1962)	  is:	  

Mál	  er	  at	  þylia	   þular	  stóli	  á	  

	  	  	  	  Urðar	  brunni	  at;	  

sá	  ec	  oc	  þagðac,	   sá	  ec	  oc	  hugðac,	  

	  	  	  	  hlýdda	  ec	  á	  manna	  mál;	  

of	  rúnar	  heyrða	  ec	  doema,	   ne	  um	  ráðom	  þögðo,	  

Háva	  höllo	  at,	   Háva	  höllo	  í;	  

	  	  	  	  heyrða	  ec	  segia	  svá.	  

 



	  

	  

(It should be cautioned, however, that there is no academic consensus on 

"þulr" as a magic worker or seer. In particular, Liberman (1996:75) holds that: 

"An admired orator, a despised taunter, a feared character assassin, a repository of 

obscure gossip – the þulr was all of this and much more, but never a wizard or 

officiating priest... and hardly ever an evil counselor.") 

Gundarsson draws on the old material to suggest that for both men and 

women seiðr was viewed as negative, even evil. He would apparently name 

today's practices spá and útiseta, not seiðr. Some seiðr-workers disagree, pointing 

out that the term may have become increasingly negative due to Christianization, 

and draw on the work of, for instance, Jenny Jochens (Jochens, 1996) who 

suggests from a study of terms used in the sagas and in law codes that magical 

practice (fjölkyngi) was originally a complex of female skills, which became taken 

over by male practitioners, with some of these skills then viewed very negatively, 

others (spá) positively. Even the (negative) term fordæða, originally used of 

women, became a term used only for men, as an insult for which full 

compensation was demanded in law!13 She says that "Rooted deep in paganism, 
                                                

13	  "The	  prefix	  for-‐	  	  adds	  a	  negative	  connotation	  to	  dað	  (deed),	  and	  designates	  a	  female	  

by	  its	  form.	  The	  word	  was	  employed...	  in	  poetry	  in	  the	  sense	  of	  a	  female	  evil-‐doer	  or	  witch,	  

but	   without	   magical	   connotations.	   ..	   it	   was	   added	   in	   the	   law	   codes	   to	   the	   full	   magical	  

vocabulary	  and	  ...	  described	  not	  only	  the	  human	  practitioner	  but,	  in	  the	  term	  fordæðuskapr,	  

also	  the	  abstract	  act...(and	  therefore)	  came	  to	  be	  used	  of	  men	  as	  well."	  (Jochens,	  1996:128)	  It	  

later	  appears	  in	  the	  law	  codes	  as	  a	  term	  referring	  only	  to	  men.	  

 



	  

	  

the oldest magical figure in the north was not the skilled male magician but the 

female diviner." (1996,130) There may however be other ways in which the 

material on seiðr can be viewed. 

 

I will examine two pieces of information, first the story of Rögnvaldr 

rétilbeini and the 80 seiðmenn, then a verse in the poem Völuspá. Rögnvald's 

story is told by Snorri  in Haralds saga ins hárfagra 36, briefly referred to 

previously. 

 

Eiríkr blóðöx planned to be the king over all his brothers, and so wished he 

and king Harald;  father and son were always together. Rögnvaldr réttilbeini 

had Haðaland;  he (had) learning in fjölkyngi and became a seidhman. 

Seiðworkers were disliked by king Harald. In Hörðaland there was a 

seiðman who was called Vitgeirr; the king sent him a message and told him 

to stop doing seiðr. He replied and said: 

 There's no harm 

 if we do seiðr, 

 children of ordinary men 

 and ordinary women, 

 when Rögnvaldr 

 straight-leg does seiðr, 

 Harald's famous son, 

 in Haðaland. 



	  

	  

 And when Harald the king heard this, then by his advice Eirík went to the 

Uplands and came to Haðaland and burned his brother, Rögnvald, in his 

house with 80 seiðworkers, and this work was much approved. (My trans.) 

 

It seems likely that such an event would be part of the political process of 

centralization of the kingship, together with Eirík's removing a close relative – his 

half-brother – who while unlikely to seek the over-kingship himself, might 

support another claimant among many half-brothers who each hoped to succeed 

his father. In any case, if the activities of the 80 seiðmenn, and advice given by 

them to others seeking political guidance, were directly reliant on 

shamanic/Óðinnic inspiration, they would be likely to be viewed as problematic 

for a centralizing government. Within a political system which is bent on 

centralization and achieving statehood, the shaman is a wildcard, whose 

'unpredictability' is a destabilizing factor. In the case of 80 seiðmenn associated 

with a member of the royal house, their potential for political resistance would 

have been very great. Later, in the 10th century king Óláfr Tryggvason is also said 

to have caused the death of 80 seiðmenn, and while Snorri uses the masculine 

pronoun "þeir" for them, older sources seem to have described them as including 

males and females (Jochens, 1996:125), the word maðr, plural menn, meaning 

"people". Here again it is likely that politics played as great a part as religion. 

(The figure 80 should in each case probably be read as meaning "a relatively large 

number" rather than as a precise count.) 

 



	  

	  

The second example comes from the great poem Völuspá, probably 

composed around the 10th century during a period of increasing Christian 

influence. A verse from the poem mentions a seeress or goddess – perhaps Freyja, 

perhaps the völva who is reciting the poem – who was named Heiðr, a name that 

later became almost a synonym for "sorceress" or seiðr-worker. 

 

Heiði hana hétu  hvar er til húsa kom,  

völu velspáa,  vitti hún ganda;  

seið hún kunni,  seið hún leikin,  

æ var hún angan  illrar brúðar. 

 

Published translations and interpretations of this verse have a negative slant, 

chiefly from the last line, translated approximately as "ever was she welcome / to 

evil women." Recently it has been suggested within Heathenism (notably by 

Jörmundur Ingi, head of the Ásatrúarmenn in Iceland), that the words of this line 

could bear an alternative interpretation, "ever she was welcome to women in 

trouble", and to me it seems that if the phrase "illrar brúðar" is taken literally, it 

could suggest Heiðr as a midwife, doing her magic for the relief of young women 

in labour. The verse then would become: 

 

Heiðr she was called when to houses she came 

a völva well-forespeaking staffs enchanting 

seiðr she performed seiðr in trance  (or "seiðr with thought playing") 



	  

	  

ever she was welcome to women in need. 

 

On the one hand, this puts a different complexion on the völva performing 

seiðr. On the other, it locates the 10th century seeress and the twentieth century 

reader on opposing sides of a gulf created by late mediaeval and early-modern 

constructions of women's magic as necessarily evil, wicked. When we think of 

Heiðr, all the discourses of the "wicked witch" come into play. These have 

informed not only popular European and North American thinking, but scholarly 

discourse. Consider the emphasis on "harm" in definitions of "sorcery" and 

"witchcraft" within conventional mid-20th century anthropology:14 

"Witchcraft...is 'a mystical and innate power, which can be used by its possessor 

to harm other people'. Sorcery... is 'evil magic against others'" (Harwood, 

1970:xv). 

Conventional scholarship has it that seiðr was women's magic, and was evil: 

men who took to performing it were therefore seen as evil also, and terms such as 

"ergi" applied. Possibly, however, women's magic was only seen as "evil" 

depending on the observer's point of view. A woman or man who uses knowledge 

for protection may be seen as "evilly" working against an aggressor – from the 

aggressor's point of view. In any case, we have one word – fordæða – referring to 
                                                

14	  Harwood	  is	  here	  quoting	  definitions	  derived	  from	  Evans-‐Pritchard's	  work	  –	  he	  finds	  

them	  somewhat	  problematic	  but	   continues	   to	  use	   them.	   (Most	  often	  sorcery	   is	  believed	   to	  

involve	  the	  use	  of	  "medicines"	  to	  harm,	  in	  these	  studies.)	  

 



	  

	  

a woman (originally) who engages in deeds against the community, regardless of 

whether these are magical – and many words which refer to techniques or 

knowledge gained, spákona, seiðkona, fjölkyngi.  The second woman magic-

worker from Kormáks Saga, Þórdís, is termed both spákona and fordæða. The 

distinction seems to depend on who she is working for at the time, and whose 

point of view is expressed in the saga, with spákona as a term of respect for her 

knowledge15, "fordæða" a term of abuse. Seiðr performed by men, or by large 

numbers of either females or males, may have been politically threatening; also, 

with increasing Christian influence, gender categories seem to have become much 

more rigid so that the charge of ergi , for men performing activities otherwise 

associated with women, may have become increasingly important over time. 

Conclusion: seiðr and its valuation today 

Jochens tells us that "Although the word völva never appeared in the law 

codes, the practice of divination and prophesy continued." (Jochens, 1996: 129)  

To her, this indicates that these were being performed increasingly by men, 

including churchmen, who took over the practice of spá, and to a large extent 

rune-work. And this divination became increasingly problematic. However, the 

fact that the word völva  never appeared and that male practice was increasingly 

targeted as unlawful does not necessarily mean that women ceased practicing. 

Katherine Morris (1991) appears to suggest that "seeking for knowledge" in 

                                                
15	   	   For	   the	   most	   part:	   although	   Kormák	   himself,	   in	   a	   poem	   late	   in	   the	   saga,	   uses	  

"spákona's	  man"	  as	  an	  insult	  to	  the	  husband	  of	  Þórdís. 



	  

	  

Iceland remained part of the complex of activities that were appropriate for 

women: it became problematic only when men practiced it, possibly (in my 

conjecture) for political reasons. 

Indeed there is some evidence, particularly from Iceland's current 

Allsherjargoði, Jörmundur Ingi, that women in Iceland have maintained some of 

the practices associated with seiðr, often unthinkingly, as everyday activities, 

small magics and divinatory performances, simply things that women do in their 

households and kitchens. (Blain, 1998b) 

The extent to which these activities would be considered seiðr is of course 

debatable. The word seems to cover a range of meanings, not necessarily the same 

as those of the Heathen period. However Jörmundur's point is that practice of 

"magic" by women was continued, as part of everyday life. On occasion this 

practice, and possible links with seiðr  or spá, could become more evident, as 

with the coming of the "spiritualism" movement to Iceland, in the 19th century, 

when, he says: 

all of a sudden, you would have mediums, women, everywhere, and the 

most astounding thing about that was that the way they were conducting 

these seances, what they were doing of course was that you can read the 

story of the Völva, in the saga of Eric the Red, and they held the ceremony 

exactly... (Interview, 1997) 

Elsewhere seiðr  is being revived, as stated at the beginning of this paper, in 

association with the reconstruction of Heathenism, as a specific set of skills, 

notably the use of trance states to gain knowledge. By whatever means the 10th-



	  

	  

century gendering of seiðr  came about, in today's Ásatrú in North America the 

majority of seiðr-workers are female, with a number of gay men, and fewer 

heterosexual men, among the best-known practitioners. Women and gay men 

have held marginal positions in North American society within recent history, and 

gay men are still marginalized in popular discourses to which some Ásatrú 

followers subscribe. However, high-seat seiðr-working is now coming to be an 

expected part of larger-scale Heathen gatherings, though its techniques are still 

regarded with some suspicion and its rituals viewed by some as marginal to the 

"main purpose" of the gathering. Other members of Earth Religions are also 

coming into contact with oracular seiðr, at festivals or local events. 

How seiðr, spá, or shamanic journeying is viewed within Heathenism, or 

Ásatrú, depends very much on which group one focuses on. Some cling to an 

image of Ásatrú as a religion of viking warriors, and reject signs of "weakness" 

(including seiðr, women's magic, and especially seiðr performed by men). 

However, many people are enthusiastic about the techniques, and about their 

potential for use in healing and alternative medicine, as well as divination. They 

also see journeying and útiseta as a way to gain personal knowledge the 

cosmology of the World Tree, Yggdrasill, and of deities and other wights, and so 

to explore the possibilities of the religion together with conceptions of self and 

spirit. 

Here again we may enter into the question of the status of seiðr as 

shamanistic practice, and its translation by some within the community into an 

equation of seiðr with 'shamanism', positioning seiðworkers somewhat 



	  

	  

problematically with respect both to Circumpolar Shamanism and to the 'New 

Age'. Certainly adherents of other neoshamanistic 'traditions' or belief-systems 

attend oracular seiðr sessions, and will speak of performing seiðr-journeys. There 

is therefore yet another set of contestations emerging around the use of the word 

'seiðr': who performs seiðr, who can perform it, and when is it appropriate to use 

the term? As seiðr practices become better known, we may expect these 

contestations to develop further. 

In summary, the position of seiðr is being played out against a background 

of debate on who or what Ásatrú or Heathenism is.  Though some conventional 

scholarship still associates seiðr with evil, scholars within Heathenism and Earth 

Religions generally are raising questions and exploring possibilities raised by 

different definitions.  This article contributes to that debate, as well as to an 

examination of how today's workers are reconstructing seiðr along with some of 

its dilemmas and contradictions, as shamanistic practice within late-twentieth-

century Heathenism. 
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