PART II:
MYTHS AND PICTURES

Myth on Stone and Tapestry: Ragnarøk in
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Despite its character of being a well-known and still used concept in Scandinavian cultures, the idea of Ragnarøk is based on
a limited body of texts preserved on Iceland. No wonder, then,
that iconographical evidence has been sought, in order to supplement the meagre textual sources. To take a few examples. In a
recent book on Anglo-Saxon stone sculpture, the author, having
mentioned the Gosforth Cross, states that “Sculptural evidence
from the Isle of Man provides further proof that the events of
Ragnarøk were known in the British Isles”.1 The presence of
Ragnarøk motifs on Danish and Swedish rune stones suggested
by runologists such as Erik Moltke and Sven B.F. Jansson serves to
show that the Ragnarøk myth was told all over Scandinavia. The
degree of certainty with which scholars present their interpretations varies on a scale from plain statement of facts to a cautious
“perhaps”. Often one gets the impression that scholars cannot
resist the temptation of proposing a Ragnarøk interpretation,
but that the insertion of a simple question mark saves them from
reproaches for being too speculative. In addition, we may point to
the circumstance that interpretations of pictorial scenes tend to be
repeated by others without independent reflection.
The purpose of my contribution is to make a critical assessment
of the interpretations that suggest Ragnarøk motifs in Viking age
iconography. Space does not allow me to review all the material
at our disposal. Instead, I will pick out some of the more important monuments and objects that have been associated with the
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Ragnarøk.2 For a fuller review of such iconographic material, I
refer to my book on the Ragnarøk myth.3

The Gosforth Cross
Let us begin with the Gosforth Cross. It has been dated to the first
half of the 10th century and is still standing on its original place
in St Mary’s churchyard at Gosforth in northern England. The
four and a half metre-high stone pillar has figurative motifs on all
four sides, but the decorative aspect dominates: long bands of elements, interlaced or linked together, that end up in yawning animal heads (Fig. 1). The figurative scenes are generally considered
to be a mixture of Christian and pagan elements. The first person

Figure 1. The Gosforth Cross; from Collingwood 1927:156. License:
CC-BY-NC-ND.
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to interpret the carvings with reference to Old Norse mythology
seems to have been the Dane George Stephens at the beginning
of the 1880s.4 He was soon followed by the English antiquarian Charles Arundel Parker in his book on the Gosforth Crosses.5
Subsequently, a number of scholars have followed this line of
interpretation, among them Axel Olrik,6 Knut Berg;7 Richard
Bailey;8 Sigmund Oehrl9 and Lilla Kopár.10
I will briefly summarize how the picture scenes of the cross are
usually explained. Starting at the bottom of the east face, we are
undoubtedly confronted with a crucifixion scene (Fig. 2). Longinus,
the Roman soldier, piercing the side of Jesus with his lance; the
blood pouring forth; the woman may represent Mary, mother of
Jesus, Mary of Magdala, or Ecclesia, the Church personified, who

Figure 2. The Gosforth Cross, east side. Crucifixion scene; from Stephens
1884. License: CC-BY-NC-ND.
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approaches with her bottle-like bowl to receive Christ’s blood.
Another interpretation suggests that the woman has been substituted for Stephaton, the sponge-bearer in the Christian standard
scenes of crucifixion.11 She offers a mead cup or a drinking horn
to Jesus as a symbol of death. This would suggest an influence of
Germanic myth. The crucifixion scene together with the monument’s shape and original location makes it clear that the frame
of interpretation must be Christian. However, the rest of the figurative scenes seem to be more difficult to place in that context. At
this point, Old Norse mythology intervenes and rescues scholars
from their bewildering situation. Farther up, on the east face, a
man is seen leaning on a staff (less probably a spear; Fig 3); his
left arm is raised upwards and his hand touches the upper jaw of
the beast. The man’s one leg appears as if trapped in the tongue of
the beast which is cleft in the way typical of serpents; the foot is
hidden behind the inferior jaw. The male figure is generally interpreted in accordance with the description of the Prose Edda as
being the god Víðarr who is tearing the jaws of Fenrir to avenge
his father’s death.12
At first glance, the interpretation seems convincing, but in my
view it is not. The details of the picture do not tally with the

Figure 3. The Gosforth Cross, east side. Man confronting a beast; from
Stephens 1884. License: CC-BY-NC-ND.
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descriptions of the Poetic Edda which are roughly contemporaneous with the date of the Gosforth Cross. According to the Vǫluspá,
Víðarr thrusts his sword into the heart of the monster and in the
version of the Vafþrúðnismál he splits the jaws of Fenrir (with his
sword). The German philologist Richard Reitzenstein suggested
instead that the male figure represents Christ who is opening the
jaws of Satan or Death in order to liberate the souls of the just
from their captivity in hell. The myth of Christ’s descensus ad
inferos was well known in Christian antiquity, and its popularity
increased considerably in the Middle Ages which is shown by the
many versions in the vernacular. Reitzenstein’s interpretation is not
without problems either, however. The way in which Christ confronts the Devil, as described in the main textual sources, does not
quite agree with the pictorial representation of the Gosforth Cross.
According to the Gospel of Bartholomew, Jesus seized Beliar (=
the Devil), flogged him and bound him in fetters that could not be
broken. The Gospel of Nicodemus, states that Christ, the King of
Glory, trod Death beneath his feet, seized Satan and delivered him
into the power of Hades. The Old Norse version from the twelfth
century, the Niðrstigningar saga, may be closer to the imagery
of the Gosforth Cross in telling that Satan transformed himself
into an enormous serpent or dragon. Having learnt that Jesus was
dying on the cross (var þá í andláti), he went to Jerusalem in order
to capture the soul of Jesus. But Jesus had prepared a trap with a
hook hidden in the bait. When Satan attempted to devour Jesus,
he became stuck on the divine hook and the cross fell on him from
above: þá beit ǫngullinn guðomsins hann ok krossmarkit fell á
hann ofan. Then Jesus approached, bound the Devil and ordered
his angels to guard him (varðveita hann).13
The west face shows a similar figure to the one on the east face
(Fig. 4). A man is standing in front of two gaping beasts. Unlike
the animal head of the east side, these are depicted with teeth
similar to those of a wolf. The man holds a staff in one hand and
in the other an object that looks like a drinking horn. The motif
is considered to represent the god Heimdall at the moment when
he is to give a great blast on the Gjallarhorn to warn the gods of
their approaching enemies; he tries to keep them away with his
“spear”.14 However, the figure may as well depict Christ, although
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Figure 4. The Gosforth Cross, west side. Man and two gaping animal
beasts; from Stephens 1884. License: CC-BY-NC-ND.

the horn appears to be somewhat odd in the context. Below, we
see a rider set upside-down holding a spear (note the pointed form
of the end unlike the staff). At the bottom, there is a scene showing a male figure with bound hands and feet; something like a
snare is hanging around the neck (Fig. 5). The man seems to have
his hair arranged in a long braid; in front of him is another figure,
also with a braid, usually interpreted as a woman, in a kneeling
position and holding a sickle-shaped object. The head of a snake
can be distinguished above the figure to the left. A band with a
knot seems to protrude from the band along the edges; the two
figures are, as it were, encircled. Almost all commentators agree
on the interpretation that the motif represents the punishment of
Loki bound in the cave and also showing his wife Sigyn with her
bowl. Even Reitzenstein had to admit the Scandinavian origin of
the scene, but emphasized that it is only a symbol or typos for
the Devil being fettered in the body of Hades. However, uncertainty about the Loki-Sigyn interpretation was expressed by Jan
de Vries,15 and I am not quite convinced that the scene is inspired
by Norse mythology.
The figurative motifs of the north and south faces are more difficult to interpret in a clear-cut manner (see Fig 1). Some scholars
find Christian symbolism,16 others suggest figures such as Týr, the
dog Garm, the stag Eikþyrnir and the Fenris Wolf.17
To conclude, doubt can be raised regarding the iconographical
interpretations relying on Scandinavian mythology, but explaining convincingly all the pictures in the context of Christian ideas
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Figure 5. The Gosforth Cross, west side. Bound man, snake and woman.
License: CC-BY-NC-ND.

is not without its problems either. The only scene that presents
an undisputed picture is the crucifixion scene on the east face.
The proponents of the “Scandinavian mythology” interpretation
explain the presence of the Ragnarøk motifs by the fact that they
serve as symbols to communicate important Christian teachings. But if so, why were they not pictured so as to better fit in
with what is told in Old Norse mythology, and the question still
remains – how could the viewers know that the figurative scenes
should be interpreted symbolically?
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The Tullstorp Stone
Several pictures on rune stones have been considered to allude
to the Ragnarøk drama. Among them is this large beast of the
Tullstorp Stone (DR 271; Fig. 6), usually interpreted as the wolf
Fenrir running to attack the gods.18 The shape of this four-legged
animal shows it to be part of a particular type of animal representation known from many other stones and objects, in the
first place the Jelling Stone. Examples from Sweden are the Stora
Ek Stone (Vg 4) and the Norra Åsarp Stone (Vg 181) both in the
province of Västergötland. I call this type of animal the “the big,
gaping beast” and have described its characteristics elsewhere.19
The iconography of this animal type has also been studied by
Sigmund Oehrl20 who terms it “das grosse Tier”. As to the image
on the Tullstorp Stone, there are two points to be made. First it

Figure 6. The Tullstorp Stone. Photographer: Skånska Akademien
(skanskaakademien.se/index.php/publikationer.html) Copyright: Skånska
Akademien, License: CC-BY-NC-ND.
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should not be interpreted in isolation from other representations
of “the big, gaping beast” and secondly, I find it rather improbable that the patron or the artist of the monument had intended to
depict the wolf Fenrir. This does not exclude the possibility that
onlookers of the eleventh century were able to discover an allusion to this Ragnarøk monster animal.

The Ledberg Stone
The stones belonging to the Tullstorp group show only animal
representations. Other stones that have been associated with
Ragnarøk motifs display both animal and human figures. The
most well-known example is the Ledberg Stone (Ög 181) which
has images engraved on three sides. The front side (A) shows two
warriors with round shields (Fig. 7). The warrior above holds an
axe in one hand and in the other an object that looks like a sword.
The body position of the warrior below is different; his right arm
is pointing downwards and he holds something that could be a
spear. Between the two warriors an animal, dog or wolf, is seen
running. Close to the warrior below the contours of a second animal can be distinguished in a position as if attempting a leap. The
lowest part shows a ship with mast and shields.
The back (B) presents another scene (Fig. 8) Again we meet two
warriors dressed in the same way as those on the front but lacking
weapons. The position of their bodies seems to indicate defeat
and death. An animal, dog or wolf, is seen biting the foot of the
warrior above, whereas the warrior below stretches his arms forward; his legs are missing. One of the edge sides (C) shows a cross,
drawn like a tree with its roots (Fig. 9).The inscription says that a
man, Bisi, and a woman, Gunna, had the stone set up in memory
of his (or their) father Thorgaut, and the text ends with the formula þistill/mistill/kistill which probably was intended to protect
the monument or perhaps serve as a sort of password formula
for the dead person on their way to the other world. The formula
most probably had a ritual background and might have been used
in private or public worship.
The iconography of the stone, in particular side B, has been
linked to the Ragnarøk myth by several commentators, who see
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Figure 7. The Ledberg Stone, front (A). Photographer: Ulla-Maj Hultgård.
Copyright: Ulla-Maj Hultgård, License: CC-BY-NC-ND.

Figure 8. The Ledberg Stone, back (B). Photographer: Ulla-Maj Hultgård.
Copyright: Ulla-Maj Hultgård, License: CC-BY-NC-ND.
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Figure 9. The Ledberg Stone, edge (C). Photographer: Ulla-Maj Hultgård.
Copyright: Ulla-Maj Hultgård, License: CC-BY-NC-ND.

in it Óðinn’s confrontation with the wolf Fenrir.21 Reference is
thereby made to a similar pictorial scene on the Thorvald Cross
from Kirk Andreas on the Isle of Man.
In my view, we should keep the two sides (A and B) together
when seeking to understand the iconography of the stone. One
interpretation could be that the four warrior figures represent one
and the same person shown at different moments of a struggle
against one and the same animal. Above, on the front (A) we see
the warrior at full strength with battle-axe and shield. The wolf is
moving around him. In the next scene, the beast prepares to attack
and the warrior now appears less forceful and even indecisive. On
the back (B) the wolf has seized the foot of the warrior who seeks
to escape, having lost his weapons. The final scene (below, side B)
shows the defeated warrior sinking to the ground. But who is the
warrior and who the wolf?
Erik Brate, the editor of Östergötlands runinskrifter, suggested that the four warrior figures depicted Thorgaut himself
at different moments of the combat alluded to in the final part
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of the inscription, which Brate read as “he fell among the men
of Tröndelag”. But this reading is now abandoned for the formula þistill, mistill, kistill. The animals, Brate thought, only had
an ornamental purpose. A more likely view is that the figurative
scenes are inspired by mythic tradition or some heroic legend. If
one prefers the former alternative, all four warrior pictures would
then show Óðinn fighting the wolf Fenrir. However, in this case
the iconography is not in accordance with the statement in all
the textual sources that the wolf will swallow (gleypir) the god
entirely. Perhaps there is an allusion to some heroic tradition, like
the allusion in one of the stanzas of the Ǫrvar Odds saga. Here a
seeress predicts that a serpent shall bite the foot of the hero: naðr
mun þik hǫggva neðan á fǿti. On the Ledberg Stone we find a
wolf instead, but otherwise the parallel is striking. The pictorial
configuration of a wolf or serpent biting a man’s foot could also
be another way of stating a warrior’s death in combat.22
The family that had the Ledberg Stone erected lived at a period
of religious change when Christianity had penetrated into southern Sweden. The cross on the edge (C; Fig. 9) is evidence, but
the inherited faith was still alive and could inspire the choice of
pictorial elements and formulae, as well as the adoption of pagan
ideas that in their basic sense did not oppose Christian teachings.
Such an idea was the final battle at Ragnarøk, the confrontation
of Good and Evil. The iconography of the Ledberg Stone could in
fact have to do with that myth. After his death, Thorgaut might
have hoped to join the host of the einherjar and to fight against
the powers of evil when the time came.

The Wall-hangings of Överhogdal
The wall-hangings of Överhogdal consist of five pieces or weaves
that were later sewn together to form a cover (Fig. 10, 11 and 12).
The radio carbon dating (900‒1100) brings us back to the late
Viking period which sets the frame of interpretation. The textiles
have in all probability a local origin somewhere in the region from
Tröndelag in the west over Jämtland to Hälsingland in the east.
Some of them (Ia, Ib and III) would have decorated the walls of
a chieftain’s hall or a wealthy farmer’s house; for weave II which
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Figure 10. The Överhogdal Wall-hangings. Weave II. Photographer:
Jämtlands museum. Copyright: Jamtli/Jamtli fotosamlingar, License:
CC-BY-NC-ND.

Figure 11. The Överhogdal Wall-hangings. Weave Ia. Photographer:
Jämtlands museum. Copyright: Jamtli/Jamtli fotosamlingar, License:
CC-BY-NC-ND.

Figure 12. The Överhogdal Wall-hangings. Weave Ib. Photographer:
Jämtlands museum. Copyright: Jamtli/Jamtli fotosamlingar, License:
CC-BY-NC-ND.

has the most explicit Christian elements its original place in an
early stave church seems likely. Weave Ia contains a runic inscription that should be read upside down. It was interpreted as guðbȳ
by Jöran Sahlgren.23
Here is not the place to make a detailed description of the
wall-hangings and I pass directly to the discussion of their interpretation. Two studies have to be commented upon in the first
place, one by Ruth Horneij24 and the other by Sture Wikman.25
Taking weave II (Fig. 10) as a point of departure, Horneij explains
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the pictorial contents as being derived from medieval illuminated
manuscripts of the biblical Book of Revelation. For instance, the
tree in the middle and the small animal below could represent the
Tree of life and the Lamb, i.e. Christ (Rev. 22,1–2); the pictures of
this motif in the Trier Apocalypse and on the so-called “Marcus
Throne” in Venice in fact provide good parallels. The building to
the far left is tentatively explained by Horneij as God’s temple
in heaven; in the chancel we see Christ holding two book scrolls
and the figures in the nave represent the seven apocalyptic angels,
following Revelation Chapters 8 to 10.
Coming to pieces Ia and Ib (Fig. 11 and 12), Horneij has to have
recourse to Old Norse mythology for her interpretation, although
she thinks the overall message is still Christian. The tree with a
bird on the top and another bird at the base depicts Yggdrasill at
the beginning of Ragnarøk, the birds also alluding to the crowing
cocks of the Vǫluspá. Some of the animal figures could, according
to Horneij, be interpreted as animals taking part in the last battle
at Ragnarøk. The beast with a wide-open mouth above the tree is
the wolf Fenrir and the ship would then be Naglfar.
The eight-legged animal also appearing twice would be Óðinn’s
horse Sleipnir which is taking part in the last battle together with
the horse of St. Michael shown to the left. The blue animal below
the runes would be the dog Garm and the large red animal looking
backwards is probably meant to represent a reptile and could thus
picture the Midgard serpent. For the figure inside the hexagonal
construction, Horneij proposes three different interpretations 1)
the bound Loki (but without Sigyn), 2) Gunnar in the snake pit
and 3) the fettered Devil.
The building above the runes is explained as the New Jerusalem
coming down from heaven and the figures inside would then represent redeemed souls. To support her interpretation, Horneij
refers to the runes read as guðbȳ which would mean ‘God’s
abode’. Further figurative elements of piece Ia could also be seen
in a Christian eschatological context and Horneij concludes that
weave Ia is an early Christian apocalyptic wall-hanging in part
inspired by the Ragnarøk myth.
The animal with big hooves or paws could be another representation of the wolf Fenrir and the small human figure on the
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back who appears to stick something into the mouth of the beast
would represent the god Víðarr fighting Fenrir. In my opinion, it
is highly improbable that Víðarr performing the most heroic act
of Ragnarøk should have been represented by such a tiny figure
whose weapon cannot clearly be distinguished. Moreover, we cannot be sure of the narrative connection between the beast and the
human figure. In addition, an unprejudiced interpretation could
see the ears where Horneij sees the mouth.
Although having a less varied pictorial content, Horneij
finds it easier to establish the Christian character of piece Ib.
She points especially to the rider figures that she believes represent Christ. To the right, he raises his hands triumphantly after
having defeated the dragon. The second picture in the middle
shows Christ mounted on an ass rather than on a horse, thus
recalling the prophecy of Zechariah Chapter 9. And the third
rider picture would represent Christ when he returns as the
Messiah.
The scene in the middle below shows a man with an axe riding
up a triangular construction upon which a small human figure
is seen sitting or lying on a throne or a bed. The motif which is
unique has given rise to rather imaginative explanations: a missionary riding up to the top of a hill to smash an enthroned pagan
idol,26 or Sigurdr Fáfnisbani riding up the mountainside to waken
the sleeping valkyrie Sigrdrifa.27 Piece III should be explained,
according to Horneij, by Christian legend about the virgin Mary
and the infancy history of Jesus.
The study of Horneij merits recognition because she tries to
interpret wall-hangings II, Ia and Ib as a whole from the viewpoint of Christian eschatology. The interpretation is beset with
some difficulties, as she herself admits. The problem, as I see
it, is to explain convincingly the mixture of Scandinavian and
Christian myth on wall-hanging Ia in particular. Horneij thinks
the missionaries could have included some pagan ideas in order to
better illustrate the Christian doctrine about the end of the world.
The animals inspired by Norse mythology are there in their function of representing the pagan world and the evil powers that will
perish in the Ragnarøk. Thus, even Óðinn’s horse Sleipnir seems
to belong with the monster animals, as Horneij points out.
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The study by Wikman, presents a more consistent Ragnarøk
interpretation. He agrees with the identifications of Old Norse
motifs proposed by Horneij on piece Ia, but adds further elements.
The eight-legged horse is of course Sleipnir, here bringing Óðinn
to take counsel from Mímir’s head, which may be pictured by
the object down to the right. In addition to the beast with gaping
jaws (Fig. 12), Wikman identifies three further representations of
the wolf Fenrir, depicting him in different situations. First, when
he is fettered and Týr puts his hand into the mouth of the wolf.
Second, the larger animal with its head bent downwards and lines
on its body would represent Fenrir tearing dead bodies, an allusion to the Vǫluspá st. 50: “the Grey one tears the corpses”, slítr
nái niðfǫlr. The third one shows the wolf at the moment when he
has come loose from his chain that can still be seen hanging from
his neck. To me, it seems rather unlikely that Fenrir should have
been depicted four times on the same piece of tapestry in such
varying shapes.
The statement that Surt throws fire upon the earth is, according to Wikman, illustrated by the “combs” of fire depicted above
Loki and elsewhere on this textile. However, the most significant
details that show the overall theme to be that of Ragnarøk are the
three large rider figures with uplifted hands on wall-hangings Ia
and Ib. They represent the three main gods at the moment when
they perish in the final battle. To the far left of piece Ia we see how
Óðinn is being caught up by the wolf Fenrir, and on piece Ib the
Midgard Serpent turns his head toward the god Þórr to release its
venom. The motif in the middle of the same wall-hanging depicts
Surt riding up the bridge of Bifrost towards the guardian of the
gods, Heimdall. Above, we find the third main god, Freyr, waiting
to confront Surt beside the bursting sky.
The interpretation of wall-hangings Ia and Ib by Wikman is
open to several critical remarks. It is not at all apparent that the
three large figures should depict gods. We may equally well assume
that they represent mounted worshippers or heroes. According to
the Prose Edda, only Óðinn rides on a horse to the battlefield
at Ragnarøk. The Vǫluspá uses the word ferr approximately
“advances” followed by vega “fight” to describe the confrontations of Óðinn and Freyr with their respective opponents, whereas
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Þórr is said to walk, gengr, when he meets the Midgard Serpent;
after the combat he takes, gengr (SnE: stígr), nine steps before falling down dead (Vsp 56; SnE 51). The figure riding up the “bridge”
(or the “hill”) having an axe on its shoulder is less likely to represent Surt, since the textual tradition pays much attention to the
fact that Surt has a sword. Furthermore, it seems that the artist of
the wall-hangings did not have in mind any hostile relationship
between the three rider figures and the animals with which they
are associated; still less is it possible to distinguish fighting scenes
between them.
Wall-hanging II displays, according to Wikman, another aspect
of the Ragnarøk myth, namely the new world to come after the
destruction. The two figures on the eight-legged horse are considered to show Víðarr and Vali reappearing in the new world on the
back of their father’s horse, whereas the sons of Þórr, Móði and
Magni, arrive riding in a chariot which here looks like a sleigh.
One of them is holding Mjǫllnir in his hand. For his Ragnarøk
interpretation, Wikman attaches particular importance to the rectangular object with squares that can be seen above the horse and
the chariot/sleigh. It represents one of the golden game bricks that
the gods will find in the grass on the earth having arisen once
again out of the sea (Vsp 59). Wikman cannot deny the fact that
wall-hanging II shows obvious Christian elements, and he explains
their presence by assuming the wish of the artist to relate pagan
views of the world’s restoration with the Christian idea of Paradise.
To sum up, looking at the figurative scenes of the Överhogdal
Tapestry without any preconceived notions about what should
be there, one is far from convinced of their association with the
Ragnarøk myth. If the wall-hangings had been designed to reproduce motifs from that myth, one would have expected a more
unequivocal Ragnarøk iconography. The pictorial elements are
never precise enough to exclude other interpretations.

Conclusions
Interpreting Viking age iconography is an intricate matter. The
pictorial details are seldom so apparent as to remove every doubt
about what they represent. The image of Christ on the Jelling
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Stone and the visit of the Magi on the Dynna Stone in Norway
are two notable exceptions, however. With respect to the social
and historical context, we have to recognize different actors who
are involved in shaping the meaning of the iconography. There
is first the person or persons who wished to set up a monument,
to make a tapestry or some other object and paid for them, second, the artist who designed and produced them, and third, the
viewers who may have associated the pictures with quite different
things than those the patron and the artist had in mind. In that
respect, the pictures are multivalent and some people looking at
them might have found motifs from the Ragnarøk myth where the
representation of other ideas was originally intended. The answer
to the question first raised: “Do we find Ragnarøk motifs in pictures?” has to be neither a clear “yes” nor a definite “no”. It seems
more complicated than that, as I have attempted to show.

Notes
1. Kopár 2012.
2. The rendering in English of Old Norse mythic names follows
Larrington 2014.
3. Hultgård 2017.
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7. Berg 1958.
8. Bailey 2003.
9. Oehrl 2011:135–140.
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Response
John Lindow
University of California, Berkeley

The textual tradition tells us that there indeed were images of
the mythology in pre-Christian times. From ample internal
evidence – the apparent beginning and the stef – we know that
Bragi Boddason’s Ragnarsdrápa, which is one of the very earliest
skaldic monuments, describes the scenes on a shield, almost certainly from somewhere in Norway in the early ninth century. The
same is true of Þjóðólfr’s Haustlǫng, and, although Ragnarsdrápa
mixed heroic and mythological material – which should hardly
surprise us – what remains of Haustlǫng is exclusively mythological. If Eilífr Goðrúnarson’s Þórsdrápa is based on a shield, we find
evidence for mythological images in 10th-century Norway. And
we definitely have such evidence from late 10th-century Iceland,
in the form of Úlfr Uggason’s Húsdrápa. It is, of course, true that
none of the ekphrases that have survived contain descriptions of
Ragnarøk. Myths of Þórr seem to have been the most popular
with the skalds, and indeed no one doubts that we have images
of Þórr’s fishing expedition on stones in Cumbria, Denmark, and
Sweden. However, the textual evidence shows us that Ragnarøk
was on people’s minds toward the end of the Viking Age. I refer
here to Óðinn gathering warriors for the last battle in Eiríksmál,
and the trope that often ends panegyrics, to the effect that the
world will be destroyed before another such excellent ruler
appears.
Given this background, it is not at all unlikely that images of
Ragnarøk may have existed in the Viking Age North. The question raised in the insightful analysis by Anders Hultgård is the
degree of certainty regarding the identification of Ragnarøk in the
materials he discusses, when it can be shown that details of image
and text diverge.
This question raises a fundamental theoretical issue, namely the
difference between a canonical and an oral religion. Because Old
Norse religion did not have canonical texts, and because there
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must, therefore, have been extensive variation in time and space, it
is possible that a motif in an image, even if it is not found in one of
the texts that have survived, may reflect a lost variant. Of course,
we cannot be certain, but I think that we can responsibly discuss
the implications of such variants within a given myth complex.
A word now on our extant texts. It is a curious fact that we
know Ragnarøk largely from Eddic poetry. While it is true that
skalds borrowed the trope of the natural phenomena attending
the end of the world – mountains falling into the sea, and the
like – they did not describe what would happen when the Æsir
and Jǫtnar met in battle, or the aftermath. On the other hand,
Eddic poets found these to be very fruitful topics. Both versions of
Vǫluspá can, to some degree, be regarded as more about eschatology than cosmogony, and certainly they are about very little else.
The wisdom lore in which Óðinn traffics in Vafþrúðnismál and
Grímnismál also focuses on Ragnarøk and the end.
One consequence of the Eddic focus of the textual material
probably complements what I have just said about oral religions.
Given the metrical differences, and especially the constraint that
skaldic meters would place on textual variation, it is surely likely
that Eddic texts changed more in transmission than did skaldic
texts – or to put it another way, there was more textual variation
in Eddic performance than there was in skaldic performance. This
makes it more likely that motifs seen in images may have been
paralleled in variants of Eddic poems that were not recorded.
Eddic poetry also gave us the name we use for the mythical
phenomenon under discussion here. Ragna røk and tíva røk, both
expressions limited to Eddic poems, are ultimately perhaps the
rebirth,1 more conventionally the ‘fate’ or ‘judgment’, of the powers or gods, that is, of a group. This textual focus on a group
rather than an individual could well suggest that, of all myths, this
is one that might inspire an artist or one who commissioned an
artist to think of not just one but a number of images, portraying
more than one of the individuals who are involved. The Gosforth
Cross and Överhogdal Tapestry meet this criterion, while most
of the runestones do not. And if, as Finnur Jónsson suggested,2
the second component rightly means something like ‘elements
that make up a whole’, ‘course of events’, or ‘development’ (an
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attractive suggestion when it comes to thinking about the inevitability of Ragnarøk in the mythic system), we might also perhaps
expect artists to depict more than one scene.
It is striking that some possible images of Ragnarøk, especially
those discussed by Hultgård, are found in a demonstrably Christian
context. A program that wished to deny this fact would need to be
able to prove conclusively that all the images in an iconographic
suite – not just most – containing possible Ragnarøk motifs or
others from Norse mythology, would have to be unambiguously
interpretable from the perspective of Christian iconography. As
Hultgård’s analysis shows, that is simply not possible. We must,
therefore, accept that conceptions of Ragnarøk were part of the
Christianization process. That should surprise no one, although
again, as Hultgård shows, the issue is very complex. Personally, I
find attractive some of the hypotheses put forward in G. Ronald
Murphy’s 2013 book Tree of Salvation. Yggdrasill and the Cross
in the North, namely that certain symbolic matrices of pre-
Christian religion, far from being shunned or condemned by the
new Church, were particularly adapted to its use. Among them, he
argues, is the tree, which blended with the cross and came to stand
for redemption after death – that is, for salvation. Murphy sees
repackaging of symbolic space around Yggdrasill in the architecture of stave churches and Bornholm’s round churches, and of the
tree and its message in the Middleton Crosses in Yorkshire, in the
Old English Dream of the Rood, in the structure of the older rune
row, and in folklore. Some of this puts a big burden on a slender
body of evidence, but it is worth paying attention to a challenge of
some traditional Christian interpretations of images on precisely
the grounds that Hultgård brings forth for the potential images of
Ragnarøk: lack of cohesion with textural details. This argument is
particularly cogent when one is dealing with a canonical religion
such as Christianity.
Hultgård’s most important point is that those who commissioned images, those who executed them, and especially those
who viewed them, may well have had differing understandings of
what the images portrayed. This point is particularly important
in light of the fact that those who might have seen Ragnarøk in
the images discussed – as well, of course, in others – might have
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known variant versions of the myth, including some no longer
known to us. Indeed, one could imagine a precursor of this discussion, a thousand or so years ago, in which persons in front of an
image tried to determine whether or not it portrayed Ragnarøk.
A wise man like Anders Hultgård might then have said: We can
reach neither a clear “yes” nor a definite “no”.

Notes
1. Haraldur Bernharðsson 2007.
2. Finnur Jónsson 1931:475–476 s.v. rǫk.
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