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Y g g d r a s i l  a n d  t h e  S t a v e  C h u r c h

G .  R o n a l d  M u r p h y ,  S . J .

The  H eliand , w ith  appro priate  a llitera tio n , calls th e  cross on C alvary  a 
bom  an berege, a 'tre e  on  a m o u n ta in ,' an  ap p ro p ria te  designa tion  w ith  w h ich  

to  beg in  th is s tu d y  of th e  re la tio n sh ip  be tw een  a tree  an d  a church. The stave 
chu rch  h a s  b een  th e  subject o f m u ch  research  an d  apprecia tion , th e  m ajo rity  of 
w h ich  h as focused  on  th e  stave ch u rch 's  rem arkab le  an d  long -lasting  w ooden  
construction . T he debate  con tinues to  th is d ay  on  h o w  m u ch  of th e  stave ch u rch 's  
style is an  im p o rt from  th e  con tinen ta l south , th e  basilica tran s la ted  in to  w ood, 
h o w  m u ch  is from  th e  Celtic, A nglo-Saxon church  of th e  B ritish Isles, an d  how  
m u ch  is from  th e  no rth . T he focus of th is p a p e r  is on  th e  no rth , th e  ro le of 
G erm an ic re lig ion  an d  m y th  in  th e  style, w ith  th e  a im  of a ttem p tin g  to  in te rp re t 
th e  overall m ean in g  of th e  design  of th e  stave church.

P eter A n k er's  w id e -ran g in g  s tu d y  of th e  question  accepts A n d reas 
B ugge 's  rejection of th e  v iew  th a t th e  p o rta ls  of th e  stave church, for exam ple, 
n o rm ally  h a d  no  specific C h ris tian  con ten t an d  th a t th e  po rta ls  w ere  p u re ly  
decorative in  in ten tion . H e  also looks positive ly  on  B ugge 's  suggestion  th a t the 
p o rta l o rn am en ta tio n  m ig h t be allegorical p ag an  ico n o g rap h y  of C h ris tian  ideas. 
H e  adds, how ever, "[i]n  fact th is  question  h a s  n ev er b een  subject to  serious 
scholarly  investigation , an d  B ugge nev er d id  d iscuss the  m a tte r  in  detail"(L416). 
To w h ich  one cou ld  add : u n fo rtu n a te ly . T his I w o u ld  like to  ad d re ss  in  som e 
sm all w ay.

It is m y  th eo ry  th a t a go o d  m o d e l for a ttem p tin g  an  app ro ach  to 
u n d e rs ta n d in g  the  relig ious m ean in g  an d  style of the  stave church  is th e  Heliand. 
In  the  Heliand, th e  sto ry  of salvation  b y  C hris t is to ld  in  th e  lan g u ag e  a n d  p o e try  
of th e  n o rth , tran sfo rm in g  the  gospel sto ry  in to  an  epic, o ften  w hile  also re ta in in g  
th e  o rig ina l fo rm  as w ell. O ne of m y  favorite  exam ples is the scene of the 
A n n uncia tion  w h ere  th e  te rm  "g race" is b o th  tran s la ted  an d  also rep ea ted  
literally , a poetic  techn ique  of crea ting  rh y m in g  concepts th ro u g h  analogy  or 
para lle lism . In s tead  of "H ail M ary, fu ll  o f grace," th e  angel G abriel is m a d e  to 
speak  tw o  languages: firs t h e  says to  M ary , "Y our L o rd  is v ery  fo n d  of you ," th u s 
to u ch ing ly  in te rp re tin g  grace as G o d 's  fondness, a n d  th en  h e  a d d s  lite ra lly  from  
th e  L atin  tex t as w ell, "w o m an  full of grace." (Heliand 12). Even th e  fate of Ju d as 
is g iven  in  bo th  languages. Ju d as  h an g s  h im self, as in the  Bible, b u t th e  Heliand 
au th o r also adds, "[c]ruel th in g s s ta rted  g o ing  in to  h is  body , h o rrib le  little
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creatures, Satan  w ra p p e d  h im self tigh tly  a ro u n d  h is  h ea rt"  (152). A  sad  echo of 
th e  fate of G u nnar, w h o  be tray ed  S iegfried an d  w ho  for h is  d is loya lty  w as 
th ro w n  in to  a snake pit.

P e rh ap s  m ore  im p o rtan t for u s  h e re  is th e  ana logy  in  the  Heliand d raw n  
be tw een  th e  cross an d  the  tree, th e  cross as bom an berege, a tree  on  a m o u n ta in .4 
In  th e  Heliand's crucifixion scene, M ary  u n d e r  the  cross is described  as s tan d in g  
u n d e r  th e  tree, C h ris t is described  b o th  as be in g  na iled  to th e  cross an d  also as 
h an g in g  b y  a ro p e  from  th e  tree, a n d  w h en  h e  is stabbed  w ith  th e  lance, th e  size 
an d  p o w er of th e  lance a n d  its th ru s t a re  m a d e  so im pressive  th a t an  echo of 
W o d en 's  stabb ing  on  th e  tree  Y ggdrasil is h a rd  to  m iss. 5

I w o u ld  like to suggest th a t th is  particu la r sty le of creative (and  
re ten tive) tran sfo rm ation  of th e  gospel sto ry  in to  G erm an ic sto ry  im ages an d  
even ts is the  poetic key  to  the  tran sfo rm atio n  of th e  church  b u ild in g  in to  the 
stave church. T he church  is the  h o ly  place, th e  site of th e  pro tec tive  p resence  of 
C hrist, an d  above all th e  p lace of th e  act of sa lvation  in  th e  m y s te ry  of th e  M ass 
an d  th e  sacram ents. H o w  does one express "h o ly  p lace," "site  of rescue from  
ann ih ila tion ,"  in  the  n o rd ic  w orld?  D oes n o rd ic  m y th  h av e  an y  ap p ro p ria te  
a n a lo g y - e v e n  one th a t m a y  h ave  a lread y  been  in fluenced  b y  C hris tian  story? 
Snorri S tu rlu son  (1179-1241) g ives th e  fam iliar an sw er in  the Gylfaginning th a t the 
chief ho ly  p lace is a t the  tree  Y ggdrasil:

"Then spoke Gangleri: 'W here is the chief centre or holy place of the 
gods?'

H igh replied: 'It is at the ash Yggdrasil. There the gods ho ld  their 
courts each day.'

Then spoke Gangleri: 'W hat is there to  tell about tha t place?'
Then said Just-as-High: 'The ash is of all trees the biggest and best.

Its branches spread ou t over all the w orld  and  extend across the sky.' 
(Sturluson 17)

In  th e  Poetic (Elder) Edda, th e  seeress a d d s  in  th e  Voluspa th a t th is 
u n u su a l tree, w h ich  is called an  ash, is evergreen.

I know  tha t an ash-tree stands called Yggdrasill, 
a h igh tree, soaked w ith  shining loam;

4 See especially Songs 65 and 66: the cross as "a new gallows, the wooden tree," hewn with 
battleaxes "out of a hardwood tree," Pilate's inscription is "wisely cut into the wood," 
Christ hangs from a "criminal tree" (Heliand 182-88).
5 The name Yggdrasil alludes to this event. Ygg: 'Awesome One' [Odin] + drasil: 'horse, 
mount, steed.' The tree acting as a gallows for his death is thus the horse that he 'rode' in 
dying. "Odin's horse" is a kenning for that mythic evergreen ash, just as "whale road" is 
for the sea.
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from  there come the dew s w hich fall in  the valley, 
ever green, it stands over the well of fate. (Poetic Edda 6)

(stendr ae o f groenn Urpar brunni) (Elder or Poetic Edda 282)

T he ecclesiastical h o ly  p lace in  th e  sou th  is the  basilica. The basilica shape  so 
com m on an d  ap p ro p ria te  in M ed ite rran ean  C hris tian ity  suggests an  ana logy  of 
th e  church  to  th e  R om an  m ag is tra te 's  court, a long, ho rizo n ta lly  ex tended , 
rec tan g u la r b u ild in g  em b o d y in g  th e  law -ad m in iste rin g  au th o rity  of the  k ing, the 
basileus, w ith  th e  m ag is tra te  sea ted  sep ara te ly  a t the  far en d  in  an  apse  as ju d g e  
to  p ro tec t th e  in n o cen t a n d  p u n ish  th e  guilty . T he stave church  re ta in s  som e of 
th e  basilica in  o ften  h a v in g  a choir an d  apse, th e  sanctuary , sep a ra ted  from  the 
m a in  body , th e  nave, b u t th ere  is also an ad d itio n a l tran sfo rm atio n  of "ho ly  
p lace" a n d  "site  of rescue" in to  th e  tree  lan g u ag e  of the  n o rth  as w ell, w ith  a 
sho rte r m ore  square  n av e  an d  p o w erfu l staves to  facilitate a vertical extension. 
T he C hris tian  lan g u ag e  of salvation  in  th e  n o rth  seem s to  h ave  b een  aw are  of the 
G erm an ic sto ry  of u ltim a te  salvation, one n o t b ased  on  a sto ry  trad itio n  of the 
p ro tec tive  p o w er of law  an d  au thority , b u t b a sed  on  a sto ry  trad itio n  long  k n o w n  
an d  fam iliar in  N orse  a n d  G erm an ic  society: th a t th e  p ro tec tion  an d  sa lvation  of 
th e  last boy  an d  girl, L if an d  L ifth rasir, a t th e  e n d  of tim e w as accom plished  by  
th e  T ree of U n iversa l Life, Y ggdrasil, b y  h id in g  a n d  p ro tec tin g  th em  th ro u g h o u t 
th e  ca lam ity  a n d  b y  feed ing  th em  w ith  the tre e 's  dew . M y suggestion  is th a t the 
stave chu rch  is a C hris tian  Y ggdrasil, b a sed  on th e  poetic  in s ig h t th a t there  is an 
ap p ro p ria te  ana logue  in  the  n o rth  b y  w h ich  to  express th e  concept of th e  p lace of 
salvation: it is to  tran sla te  salvation  as th e  in n er space of Y ggdrasil, th e  ho ly  
w o o d en  p lace of p ro tec tion  a t doom sday , an d  th a t a t th e  h e a rt of th e  everg reen  
tre e 's  space is C h ris t on  h is  w o o d en  tree, th e  cross.

I w ill try  to  su b stan tia te  th is in te rp re ta tio n  b y  look ing  a t th ree  aspects of 
th e  stave church: the  shape, th e  po rta ls  an d  door, an d  th e  in terio r; an d  b y  
in te rp re tin g  several of th e  a llu sions a n d  sym bols fo u n d  in  th e  poetic fo rm  of 
stave churches, p rin c ip a lly  in  th a t of B o rgund  in  connection  w ith  shape, U rn es  in  
connection  w ith  th e  po rta l, a n d  U v d a l from  th e  p o in t of v iew  of th e  in terio r. 
F inally  w e w ill take  a look a t th e  fam ous Sw ed ish  tap e s try  from  Skog, w h ich  
ac tua lly  show s a fu n c tion ing  stave church . I v is ited  m a n y  of these  churches in 
o rd e r to  g e t a firs t-h an d  feel for them , an d  also because, th o u g h  all h av e  som e, no  
one of th em  h as  all th e  tree  aspects to the  sam e degree. A n d  I w an ted  to  know  
w h a t it w as like to w alk  in to  them . T here  w ere  som e su rp rises.
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First, P eter A n k er's  defin ition  of a stave church:

The N orw egian w ord  stav,9 w hich m eans a pole, applies to  the corner 
posts and colum ns w hich are essential for uphold ing  the entire structure, 
and  for joining the fundam ent chassis to the u pper braces. The stav or pole 
is the m ost obvious characteristic of these buildings. [...] [T]he stave 
church can be defined as a w ooden bu ild ing constructed w ith  tim ber balks 
and  posts linked to  frames, the frames being p u t together into th ree­
dim ensional, cubic structures, w ith  the covering m ateria ls—the wall 
p lan k s—fitted into the fram es w here convenient. In  addition  to this, the 
stave system  im plies a num ber of advanced technical so lu tions—bracing, 
joining shoring, e tc .—w hich are necessary for [...] its final architectural 
expression. [Anker goes on to  say w hat a stave build ing is not: a build ing 
w ith  horizontal logs like a log cabin.] (I.377-8) [Fig.1, p.9]

T his is a good  technical defin ition  of th e  w o o d en  construction  of th e  churches. It 
is sign ifican t th a t n o  a ttem p t is m a d e  a t th e  d efin ing  th e  church  p a r t  of the 
"b u ild in g ."  F rom  th is th e  read e r can  see an  ind ica tion  th a t th e  g rea test 
fascination  h a s  been  w ith  th e  am az in g  su rv iva l of 800 year o ld  w o o d en  
b u ild ings , a n d  w ith  the ir tru ly  fasc inating  m a n n e r of construction . The 
in te rp re ta tio n  of th e ir m ean in g  h a s  been  n eg lec ted  in  com parison . The b u ild in g  
of stave churches is d a ted  from  ab o u t th e  m id d le  to  late 11th century , w ith  the 
tw en ty -e ig h t th a t a re  still in  existence d a tin g  from  ab o u t 1130 u n til 1350—ab o u t 
th e  tim e of th e  b lack  p lague . T here is ev idence of earlie r stru c tu res  on  th e  sites of 
several churches w h o se  cu rren t b u ild in g  d a tes  to  th e  12th cen tury . In  one case, at 
U rnes, excavators fo u n d  a coin u n d e r  a p o s t ho le  d a tin g  from  th e  tim e of H a ra ld  
H a rd ra d a , w ho  d ied  in  1066 AD. Since th e  official d a te  for N o rw ay 's  conversion 
to  C h ris tian ity  is 1000 AD, these  u n iq u e  churches an d  the ir p redecesso rs  stem  
from  early  stages of conversion  a n d  C hris tian -G erm an ic  accom m odation , an d  
co n tinued  to  be  b u ilt for a lm ost 300 years.

I am  su re  th ere  is som e question  as to  w h e th e r the  A nglo-Saxon 
m issionaries from  th e  B ritish Isles w o u ld  h ave  felt a t ho m e u s in g  p re-C hristian , 
p ag an  ideas of a h o ly  site for a C h ris tian  chu rch  in  N orw ay. In  th is connection  it 
is u sefu l to  recall th e  fam ous le tter of P o p e  G rego ry  th e  G rea t (590-604) to the 
A bbo t M ellitu s to  estab lish  po licy  for th e  conversion  of th e  A nglo-Saxons 
them selves. H e  says h e  h as been  th in k in g  ab o u t th e  issue of the  conversion  of the 
E nglish  for a long  tim e, then:

9 The English w ord stave, as in  barrel stave, is related, as is the word staff, a pole held in  the 
hand.
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F igure  1. S tave church  a t B orgund.

Figure 2. Portal at U rnes in  
Sognefjord.
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Figure 3. Interior, the church  a t U vdal.

Figure 4. A ltar ta p e s try  from  the 
chu rch  a t Skog
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Tell A ugustine [St. A ugustine of Canterbury] tha t he should by no m eans 
destroy the tem ples of the gods bu t rather the idols w ith in  them . [...] For, 
if those tem ples are w ell built, they should be converted from  the w orship 
of dem ons to the service of the true  God. [Nam, si fana eadem bene constructa 
sunt, necesse est, u t a cultu daemonum in obsequio veri Dei debeant commutari.]
Thus, seeing tha t their places of w orship are no t destroyed, the people w ill 
banish error from  their hearts and  come to places fam iliar and dear to 
them  in acknow ledgm ent and w orship of the true God.
Further, since it has been their custom  to slaughter oxen in  sacrifice, they 
should receive some solemnity in  exchange. Let them  therefore, on  the day 
of the dedication of their churches [...] build  them selves hu ts around  their 
one-tim e tem ples and celebrate the occasion w ith  religious feasting. [...]
[I]f they are no t deprived of all exterior joys, they w ill m ore easily taste the 
interior ones. For, surely it is im possible to efface all at once everything 
from  their strong m inds, just as w hen  one w ishes to reach the top of a 
m ountain , he m ust climb by stages and step by step, no t by leaps and 
bounds . . . . (Bede)

G reg o ry 's  app ro ach  to  th e  conversion  of th e  n o rth  w as th a t of m o d e ra tio n  an d  
cu ltu ra l accom m odation . T he w o rd  h e  u se d  above to  express h is  idea  th a t the 
p ag an  tem ples, fana, sh o u ld  n o t be d estro y ed  b u t be converted: com-mutari [lit. 
'co -' + 'changed '}  is far closer to  a n o tio n  of fair o r ap p ro p ria te  exchange, in  the 
respectfu l style of th e  Heliand, th a n  to  th a t of th e  tree-felling  St. Boniface an d  the 
Irm in su l d estruc tion  of C harlem agne. T hough  the  ido ls m u s t go, th e  tem ples, if 
w ell-bu ilt an d  b ased  on  b eau tifu l tales, w ell, th a t is ano ther story, a trad itio n  w ell 
p rac ticed  in  R om e itself.

F ew  w o o d en  s tru c tu res  are  as w ell-bu ilt as th e  stave churches, as tim e 
h a s  show n. B ecause of th e ir closeness to  the  e n d  of the  V ik ing  period , an d  
because  of the  u se  of several sh ip -b u ild in g  techn iques, the N o rw eg ian  stave 
churches h ave  b een  associated  w ith  th e  V ikings. T here  is ev idence for th is. T here 
are  tru ly  rem arkab le  su p p o r t arches in  th e  church  w hich , desp ite  ap p ea rin g  to  be 
a perfec t arch, are ac tua lly  com posed  of tw o  "knees" jo ined  b y  b e in g  "fished" 
together. Both knees a n d  fish ing  are  techn iques u se d  b y  th e  V ikings in  w ooden  
b o a t bu ild in g . K nees are n a tu ra lly  cu rved  w o o d  tak en  from  th e  p a r t of th e  tree  
w h ere  the  roo ts tu rn  on  an  ang le  to becom e th e  tree  tru n k . K nees are m u ch  
s tronger th a n  w ood  saw n  in to  a curve. F ish ing  is a techn ique of jo in ing  tw o 
p ieces of w o o d  to g e th e r on  an  angle, a b it s im ilar to  th a t u se d  in  bo tan ical 
g rafting , in  w hich , for exam ple, one p iece of a m as t is jo in ed  to  ano ther. The 
arches in  th e  stave churches are  so w ell m ad e , th e  tw o  h a lv es so w ell jo ined , or 
fished, b y  a d iag o n a l ju n c tu re  at th e  cen ter of the  arch, th a t a t firs t g lance  the  arch 
does n o t look like tw o  knees b u t like one saw n  arch. H ow ever, th is h a v in g  been  
said , th e  jo in ing  of th e  m a in  staves them selves to  one an o th e r b y  in -le t b rac ing
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an d  h ig h  sills, w ith  to n gue-and -g roove  jo in ing  of th e  vertical w all p lanks to  one 
an o th e r an d  to  th e  co rner staves, says to m e th a t landsm en , p rofessional 
carpen ters, w ere  also a t w ork . Sailors w ill k n o w  of th e  N o rw eg ian  lap s trak e  or 
c linker-bu ilt12 * techn ique  of p lan k in g  th e  h u lls  of V ik ing  sh ip s—th ere  is n o  trace 
of th a t m e th o d  of jo in ing  an d  w aterp ro o fin g  th a t I h av e  seen in  the  stave 
churches, o n ly  the  to n gue-and -g roove  m e th o d  w ith  vertical p lanks , n o t strakes. It 
seem s th a t those  V ikings w h o  stay ed  a t ho m e an d  b u ilt tem p les  a n d  h a lls  p assed  
on  the ir b rillian t techn iques every  b it as w ell as those  w h o  sailed  th e  sea  d id .

"N o rw ay  sp ruce  (P[icea] abies) a n d  Scots p in e  (Pinus sylvestris) p ro v id ed  
m o s t of th e  construction  tim ber" for the  stave churches, n o tes  a lu m b er expert 
(Farjon 208) speak ing  of the  church  a t B orgund , an d  th a t is n o t su rp ris in g  since a 
d rive  th ro u g h  so u th e rn  a n d  cen tral N o rw ay  show s th a t th e  conifers, ris ing  
excep tionally  stra igh t, an d  as h ig h  as g ian t lodgepo le  p ines, seem  like an 
u n e n d in g  carp e t for the  coun try . It seem s a t first, how ever, th a t ash  w o u ld  be  the 
p re fe rred  w o o d  for a stave church  th a t is an  a llusion  to  Y ggdrasil. H o w ev er there  
m u s t h ave  been  som e considera tions. T he first is poetic: th e  N o rth e rn  ash  is 
deciduous; th e  leaves fall w ith  th e  com ing  of w in te r. T he p in e  as can d id a te  for 
Y ggdrasil, T ree of Life, h a s  th e  d is tinc t advan tage , com forting  in  th e  long  w in ter, 
of d isp lay in g  th a t it is alive by  rem a in in g  ever g reen . T here m a y  also h av e  been  
tw o  m ore  p ractical considerations: ab u ndance  an d  flexibility. The everg reen  
conifer is ex trem ely  ab u n d an t, s tra ig h t-tru n k ed , resinous, an d  s tro n g  in  N orw ay, 
idea l for bu ild in g . I do  n o t believe th a t the ash  is as ab u n d an t, as resinous, o r as 
s tra ig h t an d  strong . A sh -w ood  in  sh o rt len g th s com bines to u g h n ess  w ith  a h ig h  
deg ree  of flexib ility  th a t m akes ash  idea l w o o d  for oars an d  h a n d  w eapons 
associated  w ith  O d in  like spear shafts an d  axe h and les , as w ell as ga llow s for 
h a n g in g .14 T his m ig h t m ak e  ash  less th a n  su itab le  for ta ll chu rch  construction  
w h ere  flexibility  m ig h t n o t be  th o u g h t of as a  v irtu e  b y  th e  congregation  u n d e r  
th e  h ig h  roof. T he m y s te rio u s ever-g reen  tree  w as th e  m o s t su itab le  w o o d  for 
c rea tin g  a  w o o d en  b u ild in g  to  p ara lle l Y ggdrasil, th e  tree  th a t is, in  an y  case, so 
h o ly  a n d  m y ste rio u s an d  its roo ts so deep  th a t n o  one rea lly  k now s w h ere  they  
com e from , k eep in g  its p ro fo u n d  an d  e n d u rin g  n a tu re  b ey o n d  h u m a n  ken.

T he a b u n d a n t p ine  tree  p ro v id e d  n o t on ly  th e  w o o d  fo r th e  church, b u t 
also the  p in e  ta r o r p itch  to  act as a  sealan t w ith  w h ich  to p a in t an d  w a te rp ro o f it, 
and , I w o u ld  like to  suggest, to  be  th e  very  m o d e l for th e  shape  of th e  stave 
church. The m a tte r  a n d  fo rm  of the  edifice, in  good  A ris to te lian  style, a re  in

12 A Viking shipbuilding technique in  which the horizontal strakes, planks, of the hull are 
made to overlap each other, not to join edge to edge. The Oseberg ship and the two others 
in  the Viking Ship Museum in Oslo are examples. The hull itself is thus such a strong, 
integral unit that it does not need the extensive internal bracing that a carvel-built [edge to
edge planking] boat must have.
14 And in  the U.S., of course, for baseball bats.
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ha rm o n y . N o a ttem p t is m a d e  to  tw is t th e  roo f to resem ble th e  ash. A  su rp rise  for 
m e  w as th a t a ta rred  stave church  can ac tua lly  be sm elled  as you  app ro ach  i t —it 
h a s  a d is tinc t sm okey  p in e  odor. The chu rch  b e tray s in  m an y  w ays th e  tree  from  
w h ich  it is m ade.

The Shape
T he resem blance of th e  roof s tru c tu re  to  the cascad ing  b ranches of an 

everg reen  is u n m istak ab le  as one ap p roaches the  church  a t B orgund . T his church  
is so w ell p reserved , an d  h as been  so little  a lte red  over th e  in te rv en in g  eigh t 
cen tu ries to o u r tim e, th a t it h a s  becom e the  m o s t accep ted  arche type  of the  stave 
chu rch  a n d  is m o s t w o rth  stu d y in g . Since w e are  d ea ling  w ith  th e  p ercep tion  of 
form , it is w o rth  co n tem p la tin g  th e  sh ap e  th a t th e  roof s tru c tu re  g ives the  church: 
th a t of an  everg reen . A s one ap p roaches the  chu rch  from  a d is tance  it looks like a 
d a rk  p in e  tree  in  a forest, w ith  th e  fam iliar conical, C h ris tm as tree  shape  as it 
s tan d s  on  th e  low er p a r t of w h a t becom es a steep  w o o d ed  slope. W ith  o th er trees 
a ro u n d  it, it looks d iffe ren t from  th em  b y  its d a rk n ess  caused  b y  th e  coating  of 
p in e  ta r .15 A s you  g e t closer it loom s u p  h ig h er an d  h igher, w ith  th e  ascend ing  
gab les a n d  roofs crea ting  th e  illusion  of layers of p in e  b ranches. F inally , as one 
s tan d s  a t th e  w este rn  en trance  a n d  looks u p , th e  p in e  tree  effect is en h an ced  by  
look ing  a t seven  roofs, one on  top  of the  o ther. In  a scend ing  o rder, th e  low est 
an d  b ro ad es t roof covers th e  w alkw ay  or am b u la to ry  th a t su rro u n d s  the  w ho le  
church; it h as  a sh ing led  gab le  over th e  en trance. T his is to p p e d  b y  a second  roof, 
sligh tly  sm aller in  d iam eter, also w ith  gab les para lle l to  th e  low er roof, w h ich  
covers th e  side aisles in s id e  th e  w all staves. A  b it h ig h e r th ere  is an o th e r quite 
sm all gab led  roof above th e  w est w in d o w . A  fo u rth  roo f covers th e  n av e  of the 
church, an d  a fifth  p eak ed  roof covers th e  sm all bell tow er or tu rre t th a t rides 
sadd leback  on  th e  n ave  roof b e low  it. A bove th e  bell tu r re t th e re  are  tw o  m ore  
roo f struc tu res, functionally  unnecessary , b u t co n trib u tin g  m ig h tily  to  a vertical 
succession of d im in ish in g  roofs a n d  gables, tw o  sm all p eak s  w ith  a te rm inal 
sp ire  th a t g ive the  clear im press ion  of th e  p eak  of a p in e  tree. T his is an 
im press ion  th a t is cu riously  a n d  effectively s tren g th en ed  by  th e  a lm ost 
d o m in a tin g  presence  of sh ing les th a t com pletely  cover ev ery  roof, th e  ex ternal 
ro u n d  staves, a n d  th e  o u te r w alls of th e  chu rch  excep t for th e  sides of the 
am b u la to ry  a n d  of th e  bell tu rre t. A n d ers  B ugge no ticed  th is as w ell w h en  he  
w rote:

15 The current approach lane to the Borgund church is from the north; thus the church 
appears dark for two reasons: the sun is on the opposite side of the building casting the 
north side in shadow, and the tar coating lasts much longer on the side not exposed to 
sunlight.
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The w ooden  shingles w hich covered the six roofs [he is m ost likely not 
counting the small roof over the w est w indow  as a seventh] and m ost of 
the side w alls beneath  them , provide a surface effect similar in  appearance 
to  a p ine cone. In the same w ay the tall, slender pyram id-shaped  bu ild ing 
rem inds us of the fir [...]. The m any roofs of the church, decreasing in  size 
w ith  height, are a striking parallel to the clustered branches w hich narrow  
tow ards the top of the tree. (13)

A n d  I m ig h t add , the  flat, lozenge shape  an d  reg u la rity  of the  sh ing les w ith  th e ir 
saw n  off tip s im m ed ia te ly  suggest th e  cones of th e  N o rw ay  spruce. 
U nfo rtuna te ly , B ugge d id  n o t u se  th is v e ry  accura te  observation  to  go any  
fu rth e r to w ard  an  in te rp re ta tio n  o f its significance in  s igna ling  th e  id en tity  to  the 
stave church.

B ut w e are n eg lec ting  th e  m ost obv ious a n d  m o s t strik ing  e lem en t of all. 
O n  th e  u p p e r  roofs of th e  chu rch  th ere  are  la rge  se rp en t h ead s  p ro jecting  from  
th e  gables, h ead s  erect an d  alert, to ngues ex tended , jaw s p a rtly  open , re a d y  to 
bite. T hen, p laced  p ara lle l to  th e  snakes on  th e  tw o  low er roofs, th ere  are  w ooden  
crosses above th e  p eak s  of th e  gables. T he com bination  is th e  m o s t strik ing  
fea tu re  of the  roo f p ro f ile - s tr ik in g , b u t like a s trik ing  contrad iction . W hat 
re lig ious everg reen  could  there  be  th a t is associated  w ith  snakes? A n d  h o w  could  
it be  associated  w ith  C hristian ity? T hough  m a n y  th in k  th a t the snake  h ead s  and  
th e  crosses are  th e re  to  repe l evil sp irits  from  a h o ly  bu ild ing , I th ink  th ey  serve 
an o th e r p u rp o se  th a t is m ore  im p o rtan t. T hey  serve to  g ive a h o ly  iden tifica tion  
to  th e  bu ild ing .

Three roots there grow  in three directions 
u nder the ash of Yggdrasil;
H el lives under one, under the second, the frost-giants, 
the th ird , hum ankind.

[•••]
M ore serpents lie under the ash of Yggdrasil 
th an  any fool can imagine:
Goin and Moin, they are G rafvitnir's sons,
G rabak and Grafvollud,
Ofnir and Svafnir I th ink for ever w ill 
bite on  the tree 's branches [maps kwistu].

The ash  of Yggdrasil suffers agony 
m ore than  m en  know:
a h art bites it from  above, and  it decays at the sides,
and  N idhogg [the serpent] rends it beneath. (The Poetic Edda 56-7)
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T here  is n o t on ly  th e  N id h o g g  se rp en t d ev o u rin g  corpses a n d  th e  roo ts of the 
tree  beneath , th e re  are also countless snakes in  th e  tree  itself, in  th e  b ranches. In 
o th er w ords, th e  Grimnismal's d ep ic tion  show s th a t snakes sh o u ld  be  in  an d  on 
th e  gab les of th e  stave church  if it is a rep resen ta tio n  of th e  suffering  a n d  ho ly  
tree  Y ggdrasil.

In  the rhym ing , doub le-concep t style of th e  Heliand, th e  roo f sh ap e  an d  
snake o rn am en ts  ad d ress  th e  observer of th e  chu rch  in  G erm anic, th e  cross 
o rn am en ts  ad d re ss  th e  observer in  C hristian , bo th  say ing  in  a lte rna te  languages: 
this site is holy; you  are n e a r th e  p lace of th e  w ell of life a n d  th re a t of d o o m  an d  
death ; you  are s tan d in g  u n d e r  th e  tree; rea lize  th a t you  are  h e re  s tan d in g  u n d e r  
th e  cross. T his is th e  p lace an d  h ere  is th e  m y s te rio u s w o o d  w h ere  th e  ancestral, 
p red ic tive  Edda sto ries tell of th e  h an g in g  sacrifice, th e  o ffering  of O d in  to 
h im self, god  to  god. T his is the sacred  w ood  w h ere  it cam e to  pass , w h ere  G od 
th e  Son h u n g , o ffering  H im self as a sacrifice to G od  th e  F a th er "once, an d  for 
all." In  th e  Poetic Edda O d in  speaks ab o u t h is  d ea th  on  th is tree w hose  o rig in  an d  
n a tu re  n o  one know s:

I know  tha t I hu n g  on  a w indy18 tree 
n ine long nights,
w ounded  w ith  a spear, dedicated to Odin, 
m yself to  m yself,19 
on  tha t tree of w hich no m an  know s 
from  w here its roots run. (Poetic Edda 34)

P aralle ls w ere  p resen t. In  th e  G ospel sto ries of Je su s 's  death , Jesus also 
com plains th a t h e  is th irs ty  and  b em o an s h is  ab an d o n m e n t b y  th e  F ather, an d  at 
th e  e n d  com m ends h is  sp irit in to  th e  F a th e r 's  h an d s . T here is also the  spear. 
"W hen  th e  so ld iers cam e to  Jesus an d  fo u n d  th a t h e  w as a lread y  dead , th ey  d id  
n o t b reak  h is  legs. In s tead  one of th e  so ld iers p ie rced  h is side w ith  a spear, 
b rin g in g  a su d d e n  flow  of b lood  an d  w ater"  (Jn 19: 33-34). A llu d in g  to th e  dea th  
of O d in  b y  th e  sh ap e  of a C hris tian  church  b u ild in g —th e  church  in  H egge, a t the 
top  of a stave, ac tua lly  h a s  a dep ic tion  of O d in 's  h e a d  as h e  is b e in g  stran g led  by  
th e  ro p e —m akes th e  G erm anic re lig ion  serve as a re-con tex tualiza tion  for the 
C hris tian  m ystery . In  th e  N ew  T estam ent, even ts from  th e  O ld  T estam ent are 
u se d  to exp la in  an d  p rophesy , to contextualize, those  of the  N ew . C h ris t's  dea th

18 "Windy" helps identify the tree as the one on top of which the great eagle fans his wings 
creating the winds, Yggdrasil.
19 This line seems to echo the formula of sacrifice used of Christ in  the Eastern (Byzantine) 
Eucharist. Addressing God the Father the priest says: we offer you yours of your own. This 
formula could have reached the north perhaps by way of the Rus or possibly by way of 
Christian Vikings returning from mercenary service for Constantinople.

Mythlore 31.1/2, Fall/Winter 2012   17



Yggdrasil and the Stave Church

is an  "E xodus," h e  is the  n ew  "Passover L am b." H e  w ill b rin g  a n e w  a n d  b e tte r 
"E xodus": n o t from  E g y p t to  P alestine b u t from  d ea th  to life. In  the stave 
churches, as in  the  Heliand, local re lig ious trad itio n  is m ad e  in s tead  to serve th is 
pu rp o se . C h ris t's  d ea th  w as, like O d in 's , a d ea th  on  a Tree. It is there fo re  a 
m y s te rio u s d e a th —w h o se  roo ts no  one know s. S tabbed  w ith  th e  spear, O d in  in  
h is  dea th  reached  d o w n  an d  seized  th e  p o w erfu l ru n es  a n d  gave th em  a n d  th e ir  
m ag ic  to  m an k in d ; C hrist, stabbed  w ith  the  spear, p o u re d  o u t h is  b lood  an d  
w ater, g iv ing  them , h is  sacred  runes, to m an k in d  in  b ap tism  an d  ho ly  
com m union . To u se  the  G erm an ic  relig ion  as an  in te rp re tiv e  context for the 
C rucifix ion on ly  a d d s  an o th e r layer of m ean in g  to  th e  richness w h ich  com es 
from  u sin g  th e  H eb rew  to rah  an d  p ro p h e ts  for th is p u rpose .

The Portals
T he w este rn  po rta ls  of th e  g rea t stone ca thed ra ls  in  con tinen ta l E urope 

d ep ic t th e  L ast Ju dgm en t. C h ris t is en th ro n ed  in  th e  p lace of ju d g m en t above, the 
scales are  u n d e r  h im  w eig h in g  th e  souls of th e  ju s t an d  th e  un ju s t, an d  th e  angels 
are  lead in g  th e  good  to  p a rad ise  on  h is r ig h t an d  th e  dev ils are b u sy  lead in g  the 
b a d  off to  th e  jaw s of hell. T he scene above th e  m a in  doo r to  th e  ca th ed ra l u rges 
th e  C hris tian  to  h u r ry  inside  so as to  be one of those  on  th e  righ t. In  th e  N o rth  
th is is doom sday , R agnarok . A fter the succession of th ree  m ig h ty  w in te rs  
w ith o u t sp rin g  or sum m er, th e  u n m itig a ted  v io lence am o n g  anim als, the 
e lem en ts of h e a t an d  cold, a n d  h u m a n  beings w ill begin:

Brother w ill fight brother and be his slayer,
brother and  sister w ill violate the bond of kinship;
h a rd  it is in  the w orld, there is m uch  adultery,
axe-age, sword-age, shields are cleft asunder,
w ind-age [winter], wolf-age, before the w orld  plunges headlong;
no m an  will spare another.

[•••]
H eim dall blow s loudly, his ho rn  is in  the air.

[•••]
Yggdrasil shudders, the tree standing upright, 
the ancient tree groans and the giant is loose; 
all are terrified on  the roads to  hell, 
before Surt's k in  [flames] swallows it up.

[•••]
Surt comes from  the south w ith  the harm  of branches22 

[•••]
m en  tread  the road to  hell and the sky splits apart.

22 'The harm of branches' is a kenning for fire, forest fire. Surt is the leader of the fire-giants.

18   Mythlore 119/120, Fall/Winter 2012



G. Ronald Murphy, S.J.

[O din is sw allowed by the cosmic wolf; Thor by the earth- 
encircling serpent]

Then the pow erful, m ighty  one, he w ho rules over everything, 
w ill come from  above, to the judgm ent- place of the gods.23

There comes the dark  dragon  flying,
the shining serpent, u p  from  Dark-of-m oon hills;
N idhogg flies over the plain, in  his w ings 
he carries corpses [...]. (Poetic Edda 10-13)

T he po rta ls  of th e  stave churches d ep ic t d o o m sd ay  as conspecific 
v io lence even  w ith  the  w in g ed  se rp en t N id h o g g  p resen t. M an y  of the  po rta ls  
h av e  w in g ed  se rpen ts  a t th e  top  of th e  arch, b lo w in g  an evil w in d  across the  n in e  
w orlds . In  a few  cases th e  v io len t ju d g m en t of evil takes place. In  th e  H y lestad  
porta l, n o w  a p a r t of th e  an tiqu ities collection of the  U n ivers ity  m u se u m  in  O slo, 
S iegfried  is sh o w n  stabb ing  the d rag o n  from  below , a n d  th en  ru n n in g  h is  sw o rd  
th ro u g h  th e  h e a rt of th e  treacherous R egin  so th a t b lood  is sp u r tin g  from  h is 
chest, back, an d  m ou th . Ju s t above on  th e  left side of the  sam e po rta l, the  
tra ito ro u s  G u n n a r is in  the  snake p it. T he g rea t m ajo rity  of th e  m agn ificen tly  
carved  porta ls, how ever, d ep ic t w rith in g  snakes, a n d  dragons, griffins a n d  even 
b ea rs25 in te rtw in ed  in  v io len t conflict w ith  one ano ther, tw is tin g  a n d  tu rn in g  in 
an d  o u t of the  en tan g lin g  vines, leaves an d  b ranches. In  som e cases th e  snake 
an d  d rag o n  tails becom e vegeta tion , th e ir ta ils tu rn in g  in to  lilies, le ttin g  the 
observer k n o w  th a t the  carver w as aw are  th a t h e  w as te lling  a story: a v io len t 
m y th  of life a t th e  e n d  as m o rta l conflict w ith  th e  m u tu a l eating , b itin g  and  
d estro y in g  of one another.

P e rh ap s  th e  m o s t fam ous of these  po rtals, an d  seem ing ly  th e  o ldest, is at 
U rn es in  Sognefjord  [fig.2, p.9]. I took  the  jo u rn ey  to  th e  little  chu rch  on  th e  hill 
side th ro u g h  som e of th e  m o s t b eau tifu l scenery  in  the  w o rld . N o rw ay 's  fjords, 
especially  the  Sognefjord, a re  b rea th tak in g . A s I c rossed  th e  ice cold b lueish - 
g reen  w a te r I looked  u p  a t th e  w alls of stone on  b o th  sides, an d  u p  a n d  d o w n  the 
im m ense  stre tch  of m o u n ta in  on  bo th  sides, aw estruck  a t th e  b eau ty  of the 
canyon-like w alls a n d  th e  snow -covered  p eak s in  the  d istance. To g e t to  U rnes, it 
is necessary  to take  a second  fe rry  across a sm aller fjord, since th ere  is n o  real

23 These two stanzas sound like a Christian insertion, saying that God will come to the 
sacred place of the tree Yggdrasil, the well, and the norns. This would fit w ith the stave 
church.
25 Bears fighting, w ith one attempting to bite the tongue out of the m outh of the other, are 
at the top of the right door jamb at the western portal of the stave church in  Heddal in 
Telemark.
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ro ad w ay  to th e  stave chu rch  excep t b y  circling  a ro u n d  th e  en tire  leng th  of the 
fjord. W h en  you  reach  th e  lan d in g  on  th e  far side, you  rea lize  th ere  is n o w  a 
h ills ide  to clim b in  th e  heat, an d  th e  locals to ld  u s  th a t p ilg rim s h a d  m a d e  this 
ro u te  u n co m p la in in g  even  in  the ir tim es, an d  p rob ab ly  in  m ed ieva l tim es as well. 
T he v iew  from  th e  church , as w ith  m a n y  of the  stave churches, is spectacu lar. 
O ne of the  reasons th a t th e  churches tru ly  h ave  to  m ak e  an  im press ion  is to 
coun terbalance  th e  ov e rp o w erin g  sight, vision, crea ted  b y  th e  m o u n ta in s  an d  the 
fjord rig h t a t th e ir fron t door.

A n d  th e  do o rw ay  m ak es an  im pression . U sin g  th e  lan g u ag e  of th e  Elder 
Edda th e  v is ito r is to ld  h o w  im p o rtan t a n d  h o ly  is the  door h e  o r she is ab o u t to 
open . T he doo r is sim p ly  su rro u n d e d  w ith  w h o rls  of w rith in g  snakes a n d  vines. 
T he tang le  is so perfectly  executed  in  a w elter of an im al e longation  an d  p lan t 
red u c tio n  to  vines, th a t it is d ifficu lt to iden tify  w h e re  a h ead  b eg in s o r w h ere  a 
ta il finally  ends, if a t all, o r to  trace w h a t seem s like a jo in t to  a neck  or a leg  or a 
v ine. T he m a in  p o in t seem s to  be  th e  in ter-tw in ed -n ess itself of all liv ing  th ings, 
an im al o r vegetable, in  one h u g e  tangle. O n  th e  rig h t h a n d  side, ab o u t o n e -th ird  
of th e  w ay  from  th e  b o tto m  a se rp en t is even  em ittin g  a fleu r-de-lis  from  its 
m o u th . So w ell done  is th is  d o o rw ay  th a t it an d  its im ita to rs are  re fe rred  to  b y  a rt 
h is to rian s as exem plify ing  th e  U rnes style.

N o w  as one looks a t th e  left side of th e  d o o rw ay  th ere  is one an im al 
s tan d in g  on  fo u r legs th a t is s im p ly  sta rtlin g  in  th e  clarity  of its dep iction . I t h as  
b een  called  a lion  an d  exp la ined  as the  L ion of Ju d ah  (C hrist) figh ting  w ith  evil. I 
th in k  th a t such  an  in te rp re ta tio n  m akes th e  m istake  of u s in g  an  in ap p ro p ria te ly  
b ib lical exp lana tion  w h en  the  artist, b y  h is  very  V iking-like p ic to ria l style as w ell 
as h is tang le  of an im al an d  p lan ts, tells you  h e  is h e re  u s in g  a G erm an ic  one.

If you look a t th e  an im al you  can see th a t h e  is ea tin g  a t th e  v ine  or 
b ran ch  w h ich  in  tu rn  is a se rp en t b itin g  a t h im  in  th e  neck. Look a t th e  an im al's  
h e a d  a n d  you  can see tw o  sm all h o rn s  p ro tru d in g —th a t an im al is a y o u n g  m ale  
deer, a h art. N o w  it becom es clear it is n o t th e  O ld  T estam ent th a t is g iv ing  the 
context he re  for th e  m ean in g  of the po rta l: th is  is an  a llusion  to th e  Elder Edda an d  
its descrip tion  of Y ggdrasil as th e  su ffering  tree  w ith  m an y  se rp en ts  forever 
b itin g  on  its tw ig s an d  branches, as those  tw ig s an d  b ranches are  also being  
d ev o u red  b y  a ha rt. T he trad itio n  of th e  single d eer m a y  also com e from  a 
p rev io u s stanza  in  th e  Grimnismal w h ere  th e  h a r t is nam ed :

Eikthyrnir [Oak-thorn] is the hart's  nam e, w ho stands on Father 
of H osts' hall

and  grazes Laerad 's  [kenning for Yggdrasil] branches;
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and  from  his horns liquid  drips into H vergelm ir [seething cauldron],
from  thence all w aters have their flowing. (Poetic Edda 55 and 270n) 26

In  any  case, the  carver h a s  s im ply  d raw n  th e  inference th a t th e  b ranches/snakes 
w o u ld  defen d  them selves as w ell as th ey  could  b y  b itin g  back  a t th e  deer. A ll of 
th is  serves qu ite  d e libera te ly  to  iden tify  th e  p o rta l as Y ggdrasil. B ut if th is  is so of 
th e  doorw ay , w h a t of th e  door?

T he a rtis t h as  associated  th e  doo r w ith  th e  po rta l by  th e  sp a re s t and  
m o s t ing en io u s of m eans. A t the  top  of th e  doo r a section of v ine-serpen ts  
o v erhangs th e  doo r itself: n o t ju s t a feat of carv ing , b u t it also m ak es th e  door 
be lo n g  to  th e  life tang le  on  b o th  sides of it. T hen, h e  h a s  changed  th e  doo r from  a 
fla t n o n d esc rip t surface, to  a surface carry ing  lo w  relief w h o rls  of v ine  and  
anim al. The low -relief serves b o th  to  m ak e  th e  doo r d iffe ren t an d  y e t to  keep  it 
closely associated  w ith  th e  d o o r jam bs' v ines a n d  serpen ts. If th e  d o o r jam bs 
d ep ic t the b ran ch es an d  th e  d eer th en  the  doo r be tw een  th em  m u s t be  th e  tree 
tru n k : th e  tree  tru n k  of Y ggdrasil b e in g  g n aw ed  a t b y  th e  deer w ith  th e  short 
ho rns . T he tw o  h in g es  can ju s t be seen on  th e  rig h t side; th e  la rger is ab o u t one- 
fifth  of th e  w ay  from  th e  bo ttom . To en te r th e  do o r of the  U rn es stave chu rch  is to 
en te r Y ggdrasil.

T h a t th is  them e or in s ig h t m ay  h ave  b een  com m only  u n d e rs to o d  can be 
seen n o t ju s t in  N orw ay , b u t also on  the  fam ous do o r of th e  stone chu rch  at 
R oglosa in  Sw eden. T h is doo r is in te rp re ted  often  as b e in g  a sa in t's  legend  o r as a 
p as to ra l h u n tin g  scene above w ith  a G arden  of E den  or L ast Ju d g m en t scene 
b e low  (A ndersson , illu s tra tio n  p la te  II.235 an d  in te rp re ta tio n  II.348; an  on line 
search  for "R oglosa k y rka" w ill tu rn  u p  m a n y  photos). In  m y  op in ion  the  doo r 
could  ju s t as easily  be seen as rep resen tin g  th e  L ast D ays in  G erm an ic  form . Such 
a read in g  of th e  w ro u g h t iron  on  th e  d o o r accounts for m ore  of th e  figu res 
p resen t. E xam in ing  th e  b o tto m  left w e see th e  first clue: a large se rp en t is 
s lithering  to w ard  a tree, h is  eye on  its roots. T his m u s t be th e  N idhogg . (If it w ere 
Satan, by  trad itio n  it w o u ld  be h ig h e r u p  in  the  tree  a n d  h ave  th e  custom ary  
ap p le  in  its m o u th , L ucifer h a v in g  n o  k n o w n  taste  for roots.) T he tree  w hose 
roo ts are ab o u t to  be g n aw ed  is u n u su a l in  th a t all its b ranches, w h ich  are 
w rith in g  ra th e r th an  stra igh t, e n d  in  se rp en ts ' h ead s. To th e  rig h t of th e  tree  a 
n a k e d  m o n s te r w ith  flam es for h a ir  an d  claw s on  its feet is stabb ing  (and 
m elting!) a w o m an  w ith  a fire s tick—th e  m o n s te r Surt, th e  black, fire-g ian t leader 
from  the  South . To h is  r ig h t th e  observer sees a w in g ed  so ld ier be in g  a ttacked  by  
a tw o  h e a d e d  d rag o n  th a t is b itin g  h is sh ield  w ith  one m o u th  w h ile  the  m o u th  at 
th e  o th er e n d  is sp ittin g  o u t p o iso n  over th e  w a rrio r 's  head . T his cou ld  be Thor,

26 In the stanza preceding the serpent stanza, it is also mentioned that there are four deer 
gnawing at the branches. This would give the artist the choice of using one or four deer to 
identify the doorway as Yggdrasil.
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w ith  h is V iking b ra id , figh ting  th e  M id g a rd  se rp en t w h ich  k illed  h im  w ith  its 
sp ew ed  po ison . T hor seem s conflated  so m ew h at w ith  M ichael, th e  figh ter of 
Lucifer, b y  h a v in g  w ings, b u t n o t M ichael's  iconic spear. H e  ap p ea rs  to  be 
h o ld in g  a w eap o n  in  h is  h a n d  b u t it is sm all, p e rh a p s  a ham m er.

C h an g in g  to  th e  top  p an e l in the  arch  w e see som eone b lo w in g  a long  
h o rn , as w ell h e  sh o u ld  be, if th e  d o u b le -h ead ed  M id g a rd  se rp en t is a ttack ing  
an d  Surt a n d  th e  fire-g ian ts are  advancing . If th is  is H eim d all b lo w in g  his 
w a rn in g  h o rn  for th e  gods, th en  th is  dep ic tion  is of R agnarok , th e  D ay  of D oom , 
w ith  th e  u n lea sh in g  of the  w olf Fenrir, an d  G arm , g u a rd  do g  of H el. To th e  rig h t 
in  th e  arch  th e  deer, a hart, is te a r in g  b a rk  off th e  tree  an d  u n h u rr ie d ly  e a tin g — 
an o th e r ev idence  th a t Y ggdrasil is n o t far aw ay. T he E agle d escend ing  m a y  w ell 
be  W oden  h im se lf in  d isgu ise , claw s ex ten d ed  to  attack. In  th e  left low er panel 
th ere  are  tw o  rep resen ta tio n s  of tr e e s —m istaken ly , I believe, sa id  to  be th e  tw o 
m a in  trees from  the  G ard en  of E d e n —th e  low er one, ju s t m en tioned , w ith  roots 
an d  serpen t, an d  an o th e r one above, w ith  no  roots. B etw een th e  tw o, a fem ale 
figu re  is p u sh in g  aw ay  th e  se rp en t h ead  of one of th e  branches, an d  h e r  o ther 
h a n d  is h o ld in g  u p  a b ranch , a sign of p len ty . T his w o u ld  su g g est th a t she is 
Freya, g o d d ess  of h ap p in ess , p ro sp e ro u s  crops, a n d  p len ty . T he b ran ch  she is 
h o ld in g  u p  is of th e  sam e sh ap e  as th e  large  "tree"  in  th e  u p p e r  left c o rn e r—it is 
s im p ly  an  ex p an d ed  version  of th e  leaf p a tte rn  in  h e r h a n d  w h ich  she is show ing  
th e  p erso n  ab o u t to  en te r th e  door. L ike h e r  b ranch , it h a s  six leaves a rran g ed  in  
p ara lle l a n d  one a t th e  t i p —th e  leaf p a tte rn  of th e  ash: Y ggdrasil. She is h o ld in g  
u p  the  id en tity  of th e  doo r in  h e r  h an d , th e  ash, an d  serv ing  h e r ap p ro p ria te  
function  as id en tify in g  the  w ay  to su rv iva l a n d  p rosperity .

T he w ho le  w ro u g h t iron  o u te r fram ew o rk  of th e  com position  contains, 
d esp ite  its a lm ost geom etric  regu la rity , little  f id d leh ead  p lan t shoots th a t em erge 
irreg u la rly  o u t of the  fram e on to  th e  com position  it edges an d  contains. T he do o r 
th u s  h a s  tw o  rep resen ta tio n s of th e  tree  of life in  th e  low er panel, w ith  serpen ts 
an d  w ith  the  ash  leaves, as w ell as the  iron  doo r fram ew o rk  itself w h ich  is sub tly  
revea led  as th e  o rgan ic  fram e for all th a t h ap p en s: it is Y ggdrasil, a n d  th e  tim e is 
R agnarok . T im e to  open  th e  Y ggdrasil's  door, le t th e  little  bells on  the  d o o r-rin g  
chim e, an d  en te r in to  the  sav ing  tree. (W hich ju s t h a p p e n s  to  be  th e  church.)

L ooking  a t th e  11th cen tu ry  so u th  (side) p o rta l of the  V aga church, 
B ugge com m ents:

A large dragon  has coiled its body dow n the sem i-colum n on the right 
side of the doorw ay, and driven its fangs into the threshold. [...] Lions and 
dragons w ind  their necks about the round  arch, w here, supported  by 
colum ns, it seems to term inate a free standing arcade in the m iddle of the 
w elter of animals. A round the left half-colum n grow s a tree w ith  
cunningly interlaced branches and leaves, possibly the Tree of Life, 
Yggdrasil, su rrounded  by the d in  and clam our of the w orld. (19)
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T here  is m ore  here , I th ink , th a n  th e  clam or of th e  w o rld , especially  since the 
carv ing  is on  a chu rch  en trance. B ugge ho w ev er d id  recogn ize  th e  presence  of 
Y ggdrasil, an d  goes on  to  suggest m ore  w h en  h e  w rites  of th e  H o p rek stad  portal:

H ere w e m eet the classical stave church portal, fully developed in  a 
doom sday picture on a par w ith  the w est front of contem porary 
C ontinental cathedrals. It is a native N orw egian translation  of the latter.
By m eans of a pow erful 'kenning ', as in  a scaldic poem , the destruction of 
the pow ers of Hell is show n in a self-destructive Ragnarok, outside the 
door of the very shrine they had  come to destroy. (24)

I fu lly  agree w ith  th e  connections m a d e  reg a rd in g  Y ggdrasil an d  
R agnarok , b u t believe B ugge m issed  th e  im plica tion  of th e  n a tu re  of a d oo rw ay  
an d  the  church . A s I m en tio n ed  before  in  connection  w ith  the roof line, B ugge 's 
in stinc ts p o in t in  th e  r ig h t d irection; I suggest on ly  th a t h e  sho u ld  h av e  gone an 
im p o rtan t step  fu rther. It is n o t en o u g h  to  consider th e  jam bs of th e  do o rw ay  
w ith  th e ir v ines an d  violence. If th is do o rw ay  dep ic ts th e  b ranches a n d  b ru ta lity  
of R agnarok  so fam ously  described  in  Voluspa, th en  w h a t is th e  doo r itself, 
po sitio n ed  be tw een  the  p o rta l carvings, b u t th e  tree  tru n k , en trance  in to  
Y ggdrasil itself. A n en tran ce  in to  th e  su ffering  tree  th a t is th e  rescue an d  
sa lvation  from  th e  chaos an d  apocalyp tic  v io lence of the  e n d  of th e  w orld .

Odin said:
M uch I have travelled, m uch  have I tried  out, 
m uch  have I tested  the Powers; 
w hich am ong m en  w ill live w hen  the fam ous 
M ighty W inter [fimbulvetr] comes am ong men?

Vafthrudnir said:
Life and  Lifthrasir, and they w ill hide
in  H oddm im ir's w ood,
they w ill have the m orning dew  for food;
from  them  the generations w ill spring. (47)31

31 Larrington adds: "From the connection between Mimir and Yggdrasil noted in the 
Seeress's Prophesy [Voluspa] it is possible that Hoddmimir [Rememberer of the Treasure/ 
Place] is another name for Mimir [Rememberer], and that the two survivors hide in 
Yggdrasil" (269n47). I would add that the repeated connection between the source of dew 
and the tree Yggdrasil under several names is also evidence. It seems that this unexplained 
figure, Hoddmimir, was the personification of 'the memory of the hoard,' the sacred place 
where the treasure: the Tree of Life, the well of fate ([w]urd), and the passing of time (the 
norns) were to be found.
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The w ord translated here as "wood" is holt. It can mean trees, wood, woods, and as here 
used in  connection w ith Mimir, it functions as a familiar kenning for the wood, whether 
imagined as single tree or grove, that Hoddmimir minds, ie., Yggdrasil.

Yggdrasil and the Stave Church

B ut th e  on ly  w ay  to  escape th e  ann ih ila tin g  violence in  the  rea l w o rld  is to  open  
th e  church  doo r an d  go in. To o p en  th e  w o o d en  d o o r is to  rep ea t in  rea lity  the 
sto ry  of Lif an d  L ifth rasir in  th e  on ly  w ay  it can be rep ea ted  a n d  ac tua lly  done, 
th e  on ly  w ay  th a t exists b y  w hich  to  en te r th e  m y th ic  tree  tru n k . O nce inside, the 
rescued  w ill be fed  th e  real d ew  th a t falls from  th e  C hris t crucified  on  the  tree 
an d  g iven  th e  real ru n es  of th e  sc rip tu res a n d  com m union .

The Interior
S tan d in g  in s ide  th e  church, o r s tan d in g  inside  the  w ood, th ere  is a 

com plete  absence of th e  snakes a n d  violence of th e  po rta l. L ook ing  u p  to  the 
fro n t th e  first th in g  th a t m ee ts yo u r eye in  the  gen tle  darkness a n d  cand le ligh t is 
th e  C rucified  on  h is  cross, im m ed ia te ly  over th e  arches be tw een  th e  m a in  staves 
su p p o r tin g  the  easte rn  e n d  of the  church .32 T he crucifix fits in  perfectly  w ith  the 
x -shaped  suppo rts , th e  St. A n d re w 's  crosses, th a t tie th e  m ain  staves to  one 
ano ther. T he ro o d  screen  is th e  sta tem en t th a t th e  en try  into h eav en  is th ro u g h  
th e  cross. It is im possib le  to  say  h o w  poets m ig h t h ave  im ag in ed  w h a t Lif and  
L ifth rasir w o u ld  h ave  seen once th ey  en te red  th e  p ro tec tion  of Y ggdrasil, b u t the 
crucifix is an  im age of security  an d  suffering  th a t inv ites  th e  v is ito r to  com e in  
farther. T he x-cross stave su p p o rts  on  b o th  sides of th e  crucifix  are  carved, at 
B o rgund  a n d  a t m a n y  of th e  churches, w ith  vegeta tion  m otifs  so th a t th ey  ex tend  
th e  n o tion  of leaves a n d  b ran ch es in w ard  an d  p ro v id e  an  ap p ro p ria te  
accom pan im en t to  th e  cross. T he im age of C hrist, after crossing  the  tw elve-inch  
h ig h  sill a t the  door, seem s to  reassu re  th a t R agnarok  a n d  v io lence h av e  b een  left 
ou ts ide . T he fact th a t w eap o n s  h a d  to  be left o u ts id e  in  th e  am b u la to ry  m a y  have 
con trib u ted  as w ell to  the a tm o sp h ere  of peace a n d  san c tu a ry  p e rv ad in g  the 
in terio r.

A t th e  church  in  T orpo  an d  a t the  chu rch  once in  Al, n o w  a t the 
O ld sak sam m lin g  of th e  U n iv ers ity  m u se u m  in Oslo, th ere  are eno rm ous 
ba ld ach in s a t th e  easte rn  e n d  of th e  apse  w ith  life size im ages of C hrist. Sm iling 
a t T orpo, h e a d  b o w ed  in  d ea th  a t Al, th ey  are  m aste rp ieces of perso n a l p resence. 
T his is w hat, o r w ho, lies a t the h e a rt of th e  tree  th a t shelters life, even  w h en  life 
is in  extrem is. In  th e  U n ivers ity  m u se u m  it is w o rth  loo k in g  u p  a n d  s tu d y in g  the 
w ho le  b a ld ach in  from  th e  C rucifix ion a t one e n d  to  th e  L ast S u p p er a t th e  o ther.

32 The crucifix has not survived in  all the stave churches and in  some has unfortunately 
been displaced to the left of center to balance an oversize pulpit. The ones that have 
survived, as at Urnes w ith Mary and St. John on either side of Christ, are quite large in 
proportion to the western end of the church. Done w ith feeling, they focus the attention on 
the sanctuary and altar.
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A s you  look u p  a n d  go th ro u g h  th e  days of creation  an d  scenes from  C h ris t's  life, 
th ere  is one dep ic tion  th a t m a y  startle  you, C h ris t ca rry ing  h is  cross on  the  w ay  
to  C alvary . T he cross h e  h as sh o u ld e red  is n o t m a d e  of th e  u su a l p lan ed  
b o a rd s —instead , th ere  are o u ts ized  s tu m p s visible all over it from  saw n  off 
b ra n c h e s—it is a tree, an d  th e  color of th e  tree  h e  is ca rry ing  is revealed  a t the 
crucifixion scen e—it is g reen. T he o ld  V ikings n eed  n o t fear th a t th e ir deepest 
hope, exp ressed  in  th e  id ea  of an  u ltim a te ly  p ro tective everg reen  tree, w ill have  
b een  d isap p o in ted ; C h ris t w ill carry  it.

T here  is a cross in  O ld sak sam m lin g  of the  U n ivers ity  m u se u m  th a t goes 
even  fu rth e r in  describ ing  th e  cross as re la ted  to  Y ggdrasil. T his cross is dep ic ted  
w ith  live an d  g ro w in g  vegeta tion . It n o  lo n g er h a s  a co rpus on  it, p e rh ap s  
ap p ro p ria te ly , for d o w n  a t the bo tto m  of th e  cross, w here  one w o u ld  n o rm ally  
expect to  see th e  skull a n d  bones of A d am  b e in g  to u ch ed  b y  th e  b lood  of C hrist, 
th ere  is a scene even  m o re  app ro p ria te , th e  h a rro w in g  of hell. In  th e  m ed ieva l 
R om an  sou th  th is scene w o u ld  be b o rro w ed  m ore  from  Virgil, w ith  C hrist, 
d escen d ed  in to  hell, s tan d in g  a t th e  do o r of th e  u n d e rw o rld 's  th e  d a rk  cave, 
lead in g  th e  sou ls of the  d ead  th ro u g h  th e  rec tan g u la r d o o rw ay  o u t in to  th e  light. 
T he O slo cross h a s  th e  sam e scene b u t th e  dep ic tion  is n o rth e rn . H e ll's  gate  is n o t 
a cave b u t th e  m o u th  of an  en o rm o u s snake w hose  jaw s are  b e in g  forced  open  b y  
C h ris t w hose  feet a re  s tan d in g  on  the  m o n s te r 's  low er jaw  in  a p o stu re  
rem in iscen t of V id a r 's  te a r in g  open  of the  jaw s of Fenrir. O ne b y  one th e  d ead  are 
clim bing  o u t of th e  se rp en t's  en o rm o u s m o u th , am azem en t in  th e ir eyes, w ith  
C h ris t reach ing  in  to take  one b y  th e  h a n d  w ho  is stu m b lin g  on  h is  w ay  out. The 
a rtis t sees C h ris t's  cross as an  Y ggdrasil th a t can save m o re  th a n  th e  last tw o  of 
th e  liv ing, L if an d  L ifth rasir. C h ris t's  tree  is d ep ic ted  as an  Y ggdrasil th a t can 
rescue those  w hose  corpses h ave  been  d ev o u red  b y  th e  N id h o g g —th e  h a rro w in g  
of hell, th e  N id d h o g g  re leasing  th e  dead .

W alk ing  in to  th e  chu rch  a t U vdal, I h a d  ano ther su rp rise . At B orgund, 
one is su rro u n d e d  b y  tall staves, p illa rs th a t cou ld  easily  suggest a g rove in  the 
candle ligh t, as if th e  in te rio r w ere  like b e in g  in  a forest. T he sam e is tru e  in  the 
san c tu a ry  a t K aupanger, b u t at U v d a l an d  a t N ore  the  v is ito r in  m ed ieval tim es 
w o u ld  h ave  seen n o  p ew s an d  n o  ceiling an d  n o t too  m a n y  staves, for, th ere  in 
th e  m id d le  of th e  ro o m  is a h u g e  p illa r ris ing  u p  to  su p p o r t all th e  sp read in g  
b ran ch es of rafters, b races a n d  roof w ood , tu r re t a n d  sh ing les [fig.3, p .10]. T here 
th e  congregation  w o u ld  h av e  been  g ro u p e d  a ro u n d  the  shelter a n d  s tren g th  of 
th e  tree  tru n k , an o th e r w ay  to  d ep ic t th e  en trance  in to  th e  sh e lte ring  pro tec tion  
of th e  tru e  Y ggdrasil. L ooking  u p  a t the  staves a n d  the  carved  h e a d s  a t th e ir tops, 
w h e th e r ju s t a p u n  on  'cap ita l, caput, h ea d ,' o r em bod im en ts  of th e  ancestors, or 
th e  sp irits  of th e  felled  trees, o r even  rep resen ta tio n s of th e  m a sk e d  god, O din , or 
even  of th e  carvers of th e  capitals, it seem s a good  w ay  to  express th a t "w e 're  all 
in  th is together,"  reg ard less  of th e  tim e in  w h ich  w e lived. A s th e  w rite r  of the
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o ld  N orse  serm on  on  th e  consecration  of a chu rch  rem arked : w h en  h e  said  th a t a 
chu rch  b u ild in g  signifies th e  w ho le  congregation , the  p a r t of th e  congregation  
w h ich  is in  heaven , an d  th e  p a r t of it th a t is still on  ea rth  (see A nker, I.378-9). The 
vertical d is tance  th a t suggests these  tw o  p a rts  are  separa te , b u t still connected, 
m a y  be  th e  carved  h e a d s  in  th e  sem i-dark  d is tance  a top  the  staves in  G erm anic, 
an d  in  the  h o rizo n ta l it is th e  a lta r ra il w ith  its archw ay, th e  ro o d  screen, o r the 
chancel rail, as it is variously  called, th a t suggests the  separa tion  an d  connection  
of those  in  h eav en  an d  those  on  earth .

A s I w alk ed  in to  th e  vestibu le  of th e  U v d a l church, th ere  w as som eth ing  
th a t m a d e  m y  h e a rt jum p . A  d isca rd ed  screen, a p o rta l carv ing  ju s t like th e  ones I 
h a d  seen, b u t com pletely  d ifferen t. I t h a d  b een  carved  all th e  w ay  th ro u g h , open  
lattice w ork , p e rm ittin g  ligh t an d  so u n d  to com e th ro u g h . It w as p ro tec ted  by  
tw o  sheets of v e ry  h eav y  p lastic  a n d  I cou ld  see w hy, as o p p o sed  to  th e  p o rta l 
carv ings I h a d  seen, th is  one w as on ly  ab o u t an  inch  an d  a h a lf  o r so thick. It h a d  
b een  m istak en ly  u se d  a n d  ab u sed  b y  b e in g  p laced  o u ts id e  as p a r t of a n e w  sou th  
en trance  cen tu ries ago a n d  w as n o w  w ea th e r beaten , b u t still rem ark ab ly  w hole. 
W h en  I looked  I k n ew  from  the  o p en w o rk  carving, an d  th e  com plete  absence of 
snakes a n d  of an y  o th er anim als, a n d  a to ta l absence of violence, ju s t in te rtw in ed  
fo liage a n d  th e  slender lines of vines, th a t th is  h a d  been  the  p o rta l to  the 
sanc tuary .34 U n d er th is po rta l, w h ich  h a d  been  p a r t of th e  chancel rail, th e  rood  
screen, h a d  been  th e  ritua l, in n er do o rw ay  be tw een  th e  heav en ly  a n d  ea rth ly  
sections of th e  stave church . A n d  it d ep ic ted  n o th in g  b u t a p u re  v ine. Since it w as 
an  open  carv ing , th e  lights, th e  m ovem ents , g lim pses of g o ld  a n d  w hite  
vestm en ts  a n d  vessels, chalice a n d  paten , cou ld  be seen. The ch an tin g  of th e  choir 
cou ld  be  h e a rd  as w ell, th ro u g h  th e  open  san c tu a ry  d o o rw ay  a n d  its su rro u n d in g  
open , la tticew ork  po rta l w ith  th e  leaves an d  ten d rils  of th e  v ine. This en trance 
w ay  to  "heav en " goes far b ey o n d  th e  p o rta l of the  en trance  an d  lead s the  N orse 
C hris tian  to  th e  tre a su re  p lace of peace an d  pro tec tion . I t says, "I am  th e  vine, 
you  are th e  b ranches ."  T h ro u g h  th is do o rw ay  com es C o m m un ion  w ith  th e  V ine 
an d  w ith  th e  rune-staves of the  G ospel, C h ris t h im se lf sp eak in g  in  th e  lan g u ag e  
of th e  sto ry te llers of Y ggdrasil.

W h a t w o u ld  M ass h ave  been  like in  a stave chu rch  800 years ago? T here 
is a Sw edish  a lta r tap e s try 35 th a t g ives a h in t. W e can im ag ine  a congregation  th a t 
com es to the  chu rch  on  horseback , b rin g in g  cattle  w ith  th em  for a feast as P ope 
G regory  suggests, bells from  th e  chu rch  so u n d in g  d o w n  th e  valley, p e rh ap s  w ith

34 See also Uvdal Stavkirke Forteller, ed. Nils Friis (Uvdal: Nore og Uvdal kommune, 1992), p. 
8, 13. The lead article by Hakon Christie, "Kirkebygnings historie" to which this refers, 
agrees w ith this assessment and also contains a fine schematic of the church's earliest 
appearance, w ith diagrams showing the massive central post rising through the apse and 
ceiling to support the bell tower structure.
35 This can be found in Andersson, illus. p. II.334, 248-9; interp. II.391.

26   Mythlore 119/120, Fall/Winter 2012



G. Ronald Murphy, S.J.

th e  b ifro st g low ing  over th e  m o u n ta in s  rem in d in g  th a t there  is a ro ad  to A sgard . 
Som e m a y  be ro w in g  the ir w ay  across an  icy fjord. T hey  are  w ell b u n d le d  u p , n o t 
ju s t for the  jou rney , for in  th e  church  th ey  h av e  to  p ro v id e  th e ir o w n  heat. T hey 
g a th e r in  th e  covered  am b u la to ry  before  the  doo r is opened , since to  open  an d  
close it frequen tly  d u rin g  th e  service w o u ld  be  h a rd  on  those  try in g  to  be  w a rm  
inside. In  th e  g rey ish  ligh t an d  to rches th ey  can see flickering im ages of th e  deer 
an d  th e  figh ting  se rpen ts  on  th e  doorw ay . T hen  th ey  go inside together, p e rh ap s  
som e w ith  d is tan t a n d  com fortable th o u g h ts  of Lif a n d  L ifth rasir, a n d  stand  
am o n g  th e  ta ll tree  trunks, w om en  on  one side, m en  on  th e  o ther. In  th e  m id s t of 
th e  peop le  s tan d s  an  eno rm ous p illar, a re in fo rc ing  tree  tru n k  sp read in g  u p  in to  
th e  b ran ch in g  ra fte rs an d  darkness.

T he a lta r p iece a t U v d a l suggests th a t m a n y  a p riest o r m in is te r m u s t 
h av e  u se d  th is situa tion  to  p reach  ab o u t A d am  a n d  Eve w ith  th e  tree  of E den  
be tw een  them . A ll a ro u n d  th e  u p p e r  staves th e  x-form s w ith  th e ir leaf 
decora tions su g g est live b ranches in  th e  candle ligh t. T he d im  faces of long  ago 
an d  of o th er sto ries look d o w n  from  th e  stave tops. T he very  h ig h  sills an d  
th resho ld s , th e  tig h tly  jo ined  w all staves, to n g u e  a n d  groove, keep  th e  w a rm th  of 
peop le  in, an d  snow , ra in  an d  cold  out. T he sp len d id  go ld  vestm en ts, th e  chan t 
an d  th e  incense w o u ld  assu re  everyone th a t they  w h o  h a d  been  b ap tiz ed  w ith  
w a te r w ere  in  as m ag ic  a p lace as th ey  h a d  been  before  C h ris t cam e, w h en  it w as 
th e  n o rn s  w ho  sp lash ed  w ater a n d  m u d  on  th e  tree.

A n d  th en  a t leng th  w h en  th e  m o m en t of the  consecration  of th e  b read  
an d  w ine  cam e, th e  p rie s t v isible in  the  ligh t of m a n y  candles, th ro u g h  the 
san c tu a ry  do o rw ay  a n d  screen, ch an ting  th e  w o rd s  of C h ris t from  b ey o n d  the 
ro o d  screen, "Take th is all of you  a n d  ea t it, th is  is m y  b o d y  w hich  w ill be  g iven 
u p  for you ," a sm all bell beg ins r in g in g  in  th e  sanc tuary , p ea ling  o u t th ro u g h  the 
spaces in  th e  v ine-carv ings to th e  congregation , its so u n d  is tak en  u p  by  th e  m en  
su rro u n d in g  th e  tree  tru n k  in  th e  m id d le  of th e  chu rch  as they  beg in  p u llin g  on 
th e  ropes to  set th e  tw o  sm all bells u p  in  th e  bell tu rre t on  th e  roof clanging. This 
is th en  tak en  u p  by  th e  h u g e  bells o u ts id e  the  chu rch  in  the bell tow er w hose 
no tes  re so u n d  in  d eep -to n ed  h a rm o n y  w ith  those  on  th e  roof, an d  as the 
congregation  p rays, w ith  d iffering  tem pos th e  so u n d s of all th e  bells reverbera te  
th ro u g h  th e  chu rch  an d  its staves a n d  echo u p  an d  d o w n  th e  valley.

T he tw elfth -cen tu ry  a lta r tap e s try  from  th e  church  a t Skog is u n iq u e  in  
th a t it show s all this, a stave chu rch  in  x-ray  form , a n d  p e rh ap s  a little  b it m ore. 
In  the  cen ter of th e  ta p e s try  is a stave church, d ep ic ted  w ith  th e  snake h ead s  
p ro jec ting  left an d  rig h t from  th e  roof, th e  congregation  in s ide  in  th e  nave. To the 
righ t, in  th e  san c tu a ry  p a r t  of the  chu rch  b a rre d  off b y  the  san c tu a ry  rail, the  
p rie s t is p o in tin g  to  a p a rtia lly  covered  chalice w ith  one h a n d  an d  is r in g in g  a 
sm all san c tu a ry  bell w ith  th e  o ther. In s ide  th e  congregation , the  second  person  
from  the  rig h t is p u llin g  th e  rope  to rin g  th e  sm all bell in  th e  roof tow er. O u tside
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is th e  large bell tow er, also eq u ip p ed  w ith  th e  snake h e a d s  on  th e  roof en d s  an d  
w ith  a cross on  th e  roof, a n d  in s id e  are tw o  very  large  bells one of th em  so large 
th a t it takes tw o  m en  to  p u ll th e  bell rope.

T he chu rch  is su rro u n d e d  b y  crow ds of peop le  a n d  an im als com ing  to 
it. O n  th e  rig h t en d  of th e  tap es try , m en  are  a rriv in g  an d  d ism o u n tin g  from  their 
ho rses. O ne h a s  b ro u g h t an  ox. To th e  left of th e  chu rch  th ree  m ore  are  ab o u t to 
en te r the church, m a n y  an im als are  app roach ing , a n d  som e so rt of th ree -h ead ed  
m o n s te r w ith  dogs b a rk in g  a t it, is h e a d in g  aw ay. The a rtis t u ses  feet 
sign ifican tly  to ind ica te  d irection . T he m o s t fasc inating  p a r t of th e  ta p e s try  is the 
left end ; n o w ad ay s  it is o ften  u se d  for book  illu s tra tions on  N orse top ics [fig.5, 
p.10]. It dep ic ts th ree  v e ry  large figures, w ho  h ave  been  id en tif ied  variously  as 
th e  th ree  fates, as W oden , T hor an d  Frey, an d  m o s t recen tly  as th ree  k ing  saints: 
St. O laf, St. Erik, an d  St. C anute . T he recen t iden tifica tion  of th e  th ree  as sain ts is 
aga in  an  a ttem p t to  avo id  seeing  C hris tian  a rtists  speak in g  in  "p a g a n "  language. 
A ron  A ndersson , m en tio n ed  above, does recognize som e of th e  difficulties w ith  
seeing  the  th ree  figu res as saints, b u t th ro w s u p  h is  h a n d s  a t in te rp re tin g  the 
scene. It is o n ly  necessary  to recall P ope St. G reg o ry 's  le tter on  th e  u se  of p ag an  
tem ples, as w ell as th e  sp iritu a l m a n n e r of speak ing  of th e  stave churches, a n d  I 
th in k  w e can say  th e  th ree  are  n o t sain ts. T he absence of h a lo s is one th in g ; even  
m ore  im p o rtan t is th e ir feet. T hey  are  all w alk in g  aw ay  from  th e  church.

A s th e  th ree  la rg e  figu res w alk  aw ay  from  th e  church  on  a special carpet 
o r dais, th e ir dogs tro ttin g  be low  express th e ir a t t itu d e s—th ey  are  leav ing  w ith  
perfec t com posure. T he figure on  th e  left h as on ly  one eye, an d  is carry ing  a 
b a ttle  w eapon , th e  figu re  in  th e  m id d le  is h o ld in g  a ham m er, an d  the  figure on 
th e  rig h t is h o ld in g  w h a t looks like a sheaf of w heat. W oden , T ho r an d  F rey  or 
Freya. (There does n o t seem  to  be  a th read , o r a w ell, p resen t, a n d  so I do n o t 
th in k  th ey  can be  the  no rns.) T hen  th e re  is the  cu rious m a tte r  of th e  shape  of the 
crow ns. In  each case th ey  look like tw igs from  a tree. A re W oden , T ho r an d  F rey  
sp irits  of th e  fo rest w h o  are  n o w  re tu rn in g  to  th e  w oods w hence  th ey  cam e? N ext 
to  W oden  th ere  is a tree, look ing  ra th e r like an  evergreen . T he A w esom e O n e 's  
H orse? T he th ree  g ods are  leav ing  peacefully , an d  qu ite  conten ted ly , in  th is 
a rtis t 's  rep resen ta tion , p e rh ap s  because  th ey  are  leav ing  Y ggdrasil's  tem p le  in 
th e  h a n d s  of C h ris tian s a n d  C hrist, for w h o m  th ey  p re p a re d  th e  w ay  by  
em b o d y in g  ancien t sto ries of w isdom , streng th , a n d  h a p p in e s s—an d  b y  h e lp in g  
all to  rem em ber th e  d eep  roo ts of M im ir 's  o ld  a n d  h o p efu l sto ry  th a t salvation  
w o u ld  com e in  th e  fo rm  of a tree. It d id . A n d  th en  th ey  left, g rac iously  leav ing  
th e ir  stave h o u se  to  H im .
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