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ABSTRACT
During the Nordic Bronze Age (NBA), hybrid beasts contributed to cosmological and mythical
narratives on the main media of metal and rock. These hybrids are composed of body parts from
particular animals – including bull, bird, snake, horse and human – which entangle with particular
objects or images. On metalwork, they appear especially on bronze razors but also on shields,
bowls, combs, helmets and in the shape of figurines. Their main occurrence clusters in the later
part of the NBA that is characterised by social change. Especially cremation as the total meta-
morphosis of the human body aligns with a nexus of analogues firmly linking interspecies
composites with ideas of bodily fluidity and transformation. Overall, this may be understood as
a way of perceiving, and potentially controlling, the world. NBA hybridising art does not indicate
that the religion of the era is reducible to mere animism throughout, but society certainly
retained and put to use properties of an animistic tradition. Supported by contextual data, the
article proposes that the hybrids related to shared NBA myths and religious practices while also
legitimising the privilege and leadership of the upper echelons of NBA societies.
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Introduction

Hybrids composed of different beings formed part
of the Nordic Bronze Age (NBA), but have so far
merely received sporadic treatment by the archae-
ological research and have in some cases barely
been noticed (e.g. Müller 1921, p. 52, fig. 185). By
contrast, Late Iron Age and Viking Period hybri-
dising imagery has been investigated and inter-
preted in terms of mythical narratives,
shamanistic shape-shifting and the religiosity of
privileged social groups (notably Price 2002,
Hedeager 2010, 2011, p. 59ff, Kristoffersen 2010).

The present contribution aims to clarify the
phenomenon of hybrid appearances in the NBA
with an emphasis on versions in bronze.
Essentially, complex interspecies relationships
incorporated animals, humans and objects in a
highly selective manner, including the choice of
media. A number of questions transpire: which
creatures are selected to be combined into hybrids,
where is this imagery presented and how should
hybrids be understood within the societal context
of the NBA? In dialogue with adequate theory,
and drawing on later analogies and similar

imagery, we propose that NBA hybrids, that is
combinations of different animals (including
humans) and objects merged together, materia-
lised aspects of animistic beliefs intertwined with
the strategic making of identities in the upper
societal rung and with particular references to
warriorhood.

Previous research in Scandinavia

Different hybrid creatures have been recognised
briefly in especially earlier archaeological literature
(e.g. Müller 1921, p. 32, p. 52, Brøndsted 1938, p.
28ff, Broholm 1953, p. 19, Glob 1962, 1969), how-
ever, the present article represents the first over-
view of the NBA hybrids, as well as a
comprehensive interpretation of the phenomenon.

Various combinations of bulls, people, snakes
and horses on various Bronze Age artefacts and
rock carvings have been discussed in relation to
myths and similar iconography from the Ancient
Near East by Kristiansen & Larsson (2005, p.
320ff). Bull’s horns are thought to have repre-
sented divine rulership referencing Bronze Age
mythology, and horses are assumed to function
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as a medium linking the Pantheon of divinities
with its human counterparts of leaders and chiefs
(Kristiansen & Larsson 2005, p. 320ff).

Kaul (1998a, p. 200ff, 1998b, p. 28, fig. 56, p.
146, fig. 357, 2004, p. 242ff) also employs a reli-
gious framework in his interpretation of the
hybrid creatures on the Late NBA razors as ele-
ments of the great narrative of the sun’s journey
across the sky (see also Goldhahn 2005).
Similarly, the small figurines from
Grevensvænge and Fårdal (Figure 1–2) are con-
sidered miniature reproductions of religious lea-
ders or ‘practitioners of rituals’, and the twin
helmets from Viksø are also discussed as objects
of ritual significance (Kaul 1998a, p. 16ff).

The Viksø helmets (Figure 1a) were recently re-
examined from a combined social and religious

perspective: they appear as implicitly hybrid, as
they incorporate selected animal and material
parts and highlight human eyes and brows
(Vandkilde 2013, p. 167ff). Vandkilde suggests
that the two helmet carriers were meant to inter-
nalise the plethora of animal features, the semi-
divine warrior twins and their ships, which have a
strong bearing on the wider mythical world of the
Late NBA with parallels, for example, in the
Grevensvænge figurines. Thus, on the one hand,
shamanistic or animistic shape-shifting could be
involved. On the other hand, rituals revolving
around the two well known warrior adventurers
may, by the Late NBA, have incorporated aggran-
dising components reminiscent of Mediterranean
post-Bronze Age hero cults, in which gigantic,
semi-divine ancestors played a profound role

Figure 1. a: Twin bull-horned helmets from Viksø, northeast Zealand (Courtesy of the National Museum of Denmark, photo: Lennart
Larsen) and b: a close-up (Courtesy of the National Museum of Denmark, photo: Roberto Fortuna & Kira Ursem) of the swan-headed
devices on stern and rear of the encircling longships. NBA IV. The imagery is hybridising on several levels while repeated on the
Fogdarp yokes. c: Figurines of bull-horned twins from Grevensvænge, southeast Zealand (Courtesy of the National Museum of
Denmark, photo: Roberto Fortuna & Kira Ursem) which might, in conjunction with several rock carvings, suggest hybrids between
bull and man or that certain males wore bull-horned helmets on particular occasions such as war – likely the same issue.

Figure 2. Figurines from Fårdal, central Jutland (NBA VI). Four horse heads, each crowned with bull’s horns, were probably attached
to stern and rear of a longship model. The passengers were figures of a divine golden-eyed female and an animal hybrid merging
the head of a bull-horned horse and the wriggling body of a snake (Courtesy of the National Museum of Denmark, photo: Roberto
Fortuna & Kira Ursem).
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(Vandkilde 2013, p. 171ff). In a similar vein,
Vandkilde has explained the emergence of NBA
elite weaponry and warriorhood c. 1600–1500
BCE in the light of reformed religious beliefs in
a tripartite cosmos: this involved complex human-
animal-object relationships but usually without
distinct hybridisations at this early point
(Vandkilde 2014).

Hybrid creatures from other periods of prehis-
tory have been more widely explored and inter-
preted, which is in stark contrast to the literature
on the NBA hybrids. Often, it is suggested that
they refer to ritual specialists or shamans (e.g.
Lindstrøm 2012, p. 156ff). Hybrids are especially
prominent in Late Iron Age and Viking Age ani-
mal styles (Figure 3) (Kristoffersen 2010, p. 263ff).
Furthermore, fragmented human and animal
remains thought to represent religious practices
are found in different contexts during these peri-
ods (Hedeager 2011, p. 68ff). The significant role

of shape-shifting and shamanism as religion-
related practices was established with Price’s
early work (2001, 2002), and more recently, with
Hedeager’s comprehensive studies, they have
become firmly linked to the hybrid realm of ani-
mal styles and the legitimisation of new forms of
rulership. Drawing on later written sources about
shape-shifting, Hedeager (2011, p. 75ff) perceives
hybrids as the expression of a world where bound-
aries between different bodies – both human and
animal – are not sharply drawn. She considers
hybrid beings as shape-shifters who possess a
fluid identity and body. Warriors, warfare, religion
and power constitute entangled domains notably
incorporating wolf, eagle and boar warriors
(Hedeager 2010, p. 114ff, 2011, p. 75ff).

To use written and material sources as a direct
basis for interpretations of iconography several
centuries older may be a dubious endeavour.
However, as a relational analogue (Wylie 1985),
the contemporary interpretations of these earlier
sources may work far better, especially because of
the structural resemblance between NBA and
Viking Age societies pointed out in recent years
(e.g. Kristiansen 2016). Research in NBA hybrids
is a new field and will benefit from the mentioned
Iron Age studies.

Interspecies entanglements in premodern
human beliefs

The NBA hybrid beings might be discussed in
relation to various theoretical frameworks that
concern transition, iconography and, above all,
transformation. The most appropriate of theories
to improve knowledge of the subject area are
rooted in ethnographic examples from all over
the world. Most notably, animism is relevant as
metamorphosis between not only people and ani-
mals but also between different animals and
between people and objects is a key element in
societies with animistic traits (Ingold 2011,
p. 123).

Animism, first described by Tylor (1871), or
perhaps more appropriately, animistic notions
should not be viewed as a religion with dogmas,
but rather as a way of viewing the world, deeply
embedded in everyday life and permeating
through every sphere of society (Insoll 2011, p.

Figure 3. Hybrid animal art in the Nordic Late Iron Age and
Viking Age often combine parts from different animals includ-
ing humans. Examples: a: the Torslunda plate, Sweden, b:
mounting from Söderby Karl, Sweden (a: drawing by Bengt
Händel in Arbman 1980, p. 25, b: drawing by Harald Faith-Ell
after Holmqvist 1951, Figure 7).

182 L. AHLQVIST AND H. VANDKILDE



1004f). Post-Tylor, animism has nevertheless often
been conceptualised as the original form of reli-
gion, a research position which has been much
debated (e.g. Stringer 1999), and in current
research, there is a growing awareness of the chan-
ging nature of animism. Thus, animistic percep-
tions of the world may take different forms in
different societies and are not solely tied to a
hunter-gatherer way of life; in fact, they might
combine with other belief traditions and cosmol-
ogies (e.g. Ingold 2011, p. 77ff). Rather than per-
ceiving animism as the belief that people, animals
and objects have similar souls, we might view it as
the notion that a mighty force created and perme-
ates the world and now inhabits all the creatures
in it (Insoll 2011, p. 1004f, Peoples et al. 2016, p.
274f). This means that no shapes and bodies are
stable but in constant flux, ever-changing and
hybridising (Ingold 2011, p. 113).
Communication with the spirits, animals and
humans is essentially social and ensures the con-
tinued balance in the world as ritualised actions
such as gift-giving/votive depositions, while per-
mitting the giver to enter into a reciprocal rela-
tionship with nature and supernatural beings
(Mauss 1990, p. 14ff, Jordan 2003, p. 137).

Animism is closely associated with shamanistic
practices and its inherent idea of shape-shifting
and hybrid existences between animals, humans
and objects. Voluntary transformation in animis-
tic societies is generally performed by the shaman,
who leaves the human body and takes the shape of
helping spirits to travel through different realms
(Hultkrantz 1978, p. 12, Ingold 2011, p. 123).
These helping spirits often have animal form and
so the transformation can be achieved by wearing
feathers or antlers as well as other animal parts
(Hultkrantz 1978, p. 16, Niekum 2008, p. 157f).
Interestingly, some NBA finds such as the Viksø
helmets and potentially even the Hagendrup find
do, in fact, seem to combine multiple parts of
animals with human features whilst likely being
worn by humans (Vandkilde 2013).
Ethnographically the shaman’s body is also
known to merge with other bodies as he/she
rides the animals, which move through air, water
and on the ground, such as Odin’s Sleipnir
(Hultkrantz 1978, p. 16ff). In addition, the shaman
has the power to transform completely into one of

the helping animal spirits (Hultkrantz 1978, p 18),
which would align more with the NBA solar myth
(Kaul 1998a) and the sacred role of the NBA horse
as a boundary crosser (Vandkilde 2014, Kveiborg
2017).

Alternatively, non-shamans might also achieve
the power of transformation through the use of
masks and costumes (Conneller 2004, 42ff), as the
human physical appearance is altered, and the
person appears animal. This phenomenon is
known from several contemporary societies with
animistic notions, for example in Siberia and
Mongolia (Niekum 2008, p. 157f, Little et al.
2016, p. 2f). Masks should not be seen as a
means of hiding the carrier’s identity, but rather
as a means of exposing the spirits and animals that
live within the human bearer, in other words, the
carrier’s true identity and face. Some masks, in
fact, have a hybrid identity themselves; a mask
viewed from one angle could resemble an animal
and, from another, a human (Ingold 2011, p.
123ff). The mask-like Viksø helmets carry all
these qualities (Figure 1a).

Animistic beliefs may manifest themselves in
art and iconography, which are used as physical
manifestations depicting the dialogue between
people, animals and objects (Ingold 2011, p.
121ff), as well as transformations or the mere
possibility of transformation (Hedeager 2011, p.
66ff). Iconographic representation of transforma-
tion has also been known to illustrate myths and
cosmology, for example the myth of Odin, master
of disguise, who is associated with animals (two
birds and two wolves) as well as objects (a spear
and a ring). The possibility of existence beyond
the body is also seen in animal style, where people
and animals are interwoven (Hedeager 2011, p.
7ff) (Figure 3). This same animal style, which
often has religious connotations, can also be
linked to a range of non-religious myths and
social identities, for example warriors and kings
who turn into animals (Hedeager 2011, p. 84).
This recalls the warriors entwined with features
from bird and bull in NBA imagery.

On the categorisation of NBA hybrids

Figurative Bronze Age art is often abstract and
stylised, which can complicate defining what is a
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hybrid and what is just stylisation. The distinction
between hybrids and stylised animals and the
potential challenges linked to this is worthy of a
nuanced discussion, which is outside the scope of
the present pilot. However, we argue that some
creatures are simply too surreal to be considered
animals with merely stylised or overaccentuated
features. Furthermore, some of the hybrids dis-
cussed in the present article appear next to non-
fantastical looking animals (see Figure 4c), thus
solidifying the interpretation that these are, in fact,
something other than animals.

Another grey zone concerns the many instances
in which whole or partial animals combine with
certain objects. Items incorporating a single ani-
mal include, for example, the horse-headed belt-
hooks (Figure 5), numerous razors with horse,
swan or snake-headed handle (Kaul 1998a,
1998b), the Trundholm sun chariot, and Late
NBA bronze vessels displaying the sun-bird-ship
motif (e.g. the vessel on Figure 6). Razors may
themselves symbolise the vessel transporting the
sun (Kaul 2004). If all these objects and images
merging with parts from one animal – usually its
head and often all together referencing the trans-
port of the sun – are categorised as true hybrids,
the phenomenon is very comprehensive. This is a
possibility though, and it is interesting that such
simple crossbreeds between object and animal
appear in art already with the breakthrough of
the NBA c. 1600 BCE and continue throughout
the era, hence emphasising the significance of
specific animals in specific NBA life worlds,
which also embraced hybrids per se.

To keep the analysis concise, only creatures
combining attributes from more than one animal
(counting humans) are included below. This aligns
with Hedeager’s statement that hybridity concerns
porous boundaries between different bodies –
both human and animal – and that this state of
being characterises the art world as well as certain
social practices (Hedeager 2010, p. 114ff, 2011, p.
75ff). The hybridising objects and images them-
selves with their source material (bronze, gold,
rock, clay) can be considered primary contexts of
importance for the interpretation, while it is with-
out doubt significant that they often originate
from extraordinary burials and votive deposits.
As shown by Kaul (1998a, 2004) and others (e.g.
Felding 2015), there is, furthermore, a level of
consistency between scenery on rock and metal-
work, which should be considered in the interpre-
tive undertaking.

The canon of hybrids on NBA metalwork

Based on the above criteria, it appears that the
hybrids follow a prescribed canon. Hybrid ima-
gery pertains to razors in addition to notably
shields, drinking vessels, combs and helmets,
and in the shape of figurines. Alongside
humans, the animals comprise horse, serpent,
bird, bull, fish and a single dog. The entities of
suns and water currents may be added. The
preferred body parts comprise human face
(including beard and accentuated eyes), bird of
prey beak, bull’s horns, horse head, serpent

Figure 4. Repeated representations of the hybridised creature on Late NBA razors. Even though there are slight variations to the
motif, the overall image appears the same, which is further underlined by the similarity in posture. The hybridised creature is clearly
distinguishable from a horse on c, where it co-appears with more natural-looking horses without the oversized eye, the beard and
the beak. (after Kaul 1998b: a: Figure 1, b: fig. 203, c: fig. 313).
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Figure 5. Examples of horse-headed belt hooks from Fredensborg and Copenhagen counties, Zealand (after Aner and Kersten 1973:
a: Ke 364, b: 518N). The earliest have a straight arm that develops into a sun-disc pulled by the horse. The horse heads range from
stylised to naturalistic. The belt hooks are not categorised as full interspecies hybrids here but relate to these: the horse’s head
entangles with material parts: firstly, the practical belt fastener and, secondly, the symbolic-religious reference to the sun horse. Belt
hooks often occur in rich male burials below mounds. They date from NBA IB to NBA II early (c. 1600–1400 BCE).

Figure 6. Late NBA bronze amphora adorned with sun-bird-ship motif and originally containing the 11 gold bowls adorned with
solar symbols and handle composed of a swan’s neck terminating in the head of a bull-horned horse. Connection with transitory
solar rites and drinking rituals to support social cohesion in the warrior fellowship might be suggested. Mariesminde Mose, Funen
(Courtesy of the National Museum of Denmark, photo: Roberto Fortuna & Kira Ursem).
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body, swan neck and head and, more anon-
ymously, legs, tail and hair.

Some of these entities (animals, water cur-
rents, sun) and parts of them are more often
hybridised than others. Horses, bulls and birds
form part of the hybrid on the far majority of
objects, whereas serpents, humans and suns are
underrepresented (see Figure 7). It should, how-
ever, be noted that even though horse, bull and
bird all appear on a large number of objects,
these hybrids are mainly horse bodies or horse
heads combined with beaks and horns, not bulls
with horsetails etc. Additionally, the individual
animal parts that feature most often are the
components of beak and horns. Legs and over-
sized, round eyes are the second-most common
parts (Figure 8). Hair, i.e. manes and beards, are
much less common, but these parts may well
have existed as real world additions that could
be worn, which might be evident from the
remains of bird’s feathers in the small holes on
either side of the crest on the helmets from
Viksø (cf. Vandkilde 2013).

Some creatures look so strange and stylised that
it cannot be clearly determined which animals or
parts of animals they might represent. At times, it
appears that one angle resembles one animal while
a different angle resembles another. This is poten-
tially an analytical problem; however, it may be

intentional and interpreted as evidence of fluidity
between different animals and other beings.

Razors with images on the blade are by far the
most common space for hybrid figuration invol-
ving both anthropomorphic and, particularly, zoo-
morphic iconography (Figure 9). The razor and its
find contexts of burial or sacrifice in sacred places
link variously with rites of passage, hence trans-
formation from one stage of being to another.
Shaving might even be seen as a rite of passage
in itself (Leach 1958, p. 149ff). This said, razors
are very particular objects in the NBA as they
routinely combine with other tools used to
groom the body of the beautiful warrior in the
higher echelons of NBA society (Treherne 1995,
Vandkilde 2017, 2018). This is similarly signified
by the presence of hybrids on combs and some
tweezers also belonging in the domain of male
body grooming. The hybrid motifs on razors
often signify different stages in the sun’s travel
between and across the spheres of cosmos (Kaul
1998a, 1998b). Hybrid creatures enable the jour-
ney while transforming when entering different
realms of the cosmos.

Figure 7. Frequency of different entities on 107 metal objects
(83 razors, 9 figurines, 5 pieces of jewellery, 2 helmets/masks, 2
vases/amphoras, 2 shields, 1 comb, 1 tweezer, 1 spearhead, 1
drinking vessel) (Müller 1921, Brøndsted 1938, Broholm 1952,
1953, Kaul 1998a, 1998b, Sommerfeld 2010). Based on prior
analysis in Ahlqvist 2016 (unpublished).

Figure 8. Frequency of the hybridised elements from different
entities on 107 metal objects (83 razors, 9 figurines, 5 pieces of
jewellery, 2 helmets/masks, 2 vases/amphoras, 2 shields, 1
comb, 1 tweezer, 1 spearhead, 1 drinking vessel) (Müller
1921, Brøndsted 1938, Broholm 1952, 1953, Kaul 1998a,
1998b, Sommerfeld 2010). Based on prior analysis in Ahlqvist
2016 (unpublished).
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Hybrids on shields and the helmets from
Viksø also broadly link with warfare and war-
riorhood (see above) but simultaneously with
certain reiterated rituals associated with the
solar myth or other central myths. Hybrids on
bronze and gold drinking vessels are situated in a
similar intersection in which the consumption of
beverages may have served double purposes by
maintaining certain cosmological myths as well
as social cohesion among groups of high-rank-
ing warriors. The golden bowls with solar sym-
bols and handles terminating in bull-horned
horse heads illustrate the exquisiteness of the
endeavour (Figure 6). Figurines form another
space in which hybridity is played out
(Figure 2). Such bronze miniatures, not all dis-
tinctly hybrid, were probably attached to models
of vehicles, in particular ships, as has been sug-
gested for Grevensvænge and Fårdal (Glob
1962). The entire scenery was likely meant to
evoke and circulate crucial mythical events
among the people participating in the ritual.

In summary, interspecies hybridity on NBA
metalwork follows a prescribed canon with prefer-
ence for certain animals and combinations of these.
The canon involves redundancy in terms of the
select material media disseminating the hybrids.
The preferred range of amalgamations and their
contexts align well with the above ideas of bodily
transformation in an animistic worldview and,
overall, with the transmission of ritual knowledge
among privileged peers (see Larsson 2002).

The chronology of hybrid imagery

The far majority of metal items with hybrids belong
in the Late NBA c. 1100–500 BCE. However, the
question of their beginning is not clear-cut, and
hybrids seem to have existed in the Early NBA as
well. One clue to this is the bull-horned device from
Hagendrup in North Zealand made of gold plated
bronze and, based on the spiral decoration, clearly
dating to NBA II. It has been interpreted as a horse’s
mask (Kaul 1998a, p. 30, fig. 23) in anticipation of
the later bull-horned horses known from the gold
bowls and the Fårdal figurines (Figure 2, 8). Still, it is
uncertain whether Hagendrup should count as a
hybrid or not (cf. Kaul 1998a, p. 29f, Kristiansen
and Larsson 2005, p. 333).

The Kivik cist with the processions of bird-like
humans (or human-like birds) on two of the carved
slabs make a very plausible hybrid dating to early
NBA II c. 1500–1400 BCE (Figure 9a). These
strange human-animals have been compared to
the Glasbacka celt (Figure 9d), often dated typolo-
gically to the final NBA and, recently by Goldhahn,
categorised as a hybrid between bird and human
(2013, p. 530f). In terms of the framework of the
present study, this 7 cm long celt-like item
(Figure 10a) combines the beak of a falcon (or
other bird of prey) with a human face with one
eye blind and the other seeing. The resemblance to
Kivik is striking.

Bird-humans depicted on rock panels also some-
times appear very early. Not far from Kivik, on the
Simrishamn panel, bird-faced males – apparently

Figure 9. Late NBA razor with hybrid imagery on the blade. The creature, which appears on the prow and stern of a ship next to an
apparent ‘sun-horse’ seems to be a combination of a horse with horns, a beak, an accentuated eye and a triangular beard (Courtesy
of the National Museum of Denmark, photo: John Lee).
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warriors – wield huge axes (Skoglund 2016)
(Figure 10b). The particular shape and size of the
axes and the procession character of the
Simrishamn scenery clearly match the oversized,
flanged axes with half-circular cutting edge, deposited
at the lengthy palisade of multiple posts at Arildshov-
Boest in central Jutland. Simrishamn and Arildskov
both date to NBA IA 1700–1600 BCE, based on axe
typology and 14c (cf. Vandkilde 1996, p. 97ff, 211ff,
Rassmann 2015).

Dating on the basis of rock art may be deemed
problematic (Brøndsted 1938, p. 12, Horn and
Potter 2017). Recent advances in this respect are
due to the quite detailed chronology of ships and
comparisons with bronze object typology (Kaul
2004, Ling 2008, Skoglund 2016). NBA II and
NBA V are floruit periods regarding imagery on
both bronze and rock, and it would seem strange
if especially the prominent bird-humans on Kivik
and Simrishamn did not have counterparts in
contemporaneous rock art.

In summary, a practice of hybridisation
emerged immediately prior to the breakthrough
of the NBA and probably developed further dur-
ing NBA II. However, the mature phenomenon of
hybrids associates with Late NBA. Major socio-
cultural changes took form already during the
transition 1300–1100 BCE, notably in burial prac-
tises where the flames of cremation offered full
bodily fluidity and transformation, but also in
material culture and depositional rituals
(Fokkens 1997, p. 360ff, Kaul 2004, p. 232f,
Kristiansen and Larsson 2005, p. 318, fig. 146),
and it is interesting that the mature hybrid

phenomenon co-occurs with these. Nevertheless,
it is worth repeating that simple crossbreeds
occurred throughout the NBA, like the ones
found early on in the ship-formed scimitars (e.g.
Vandkilde 2014), animal-headed devices (e.g.
Figure 5) and animal-adorned ships on rocks.
While change and transformation in social order
and beliefs can be posited, it is also true that a
quintessential cultural tradition characterised the
entire epoch.

What does the repetitive order of hybrids in
metal mean?

Analysis of NBA hybridising iconography revealed
preference for particular hybrids appearing in
metalwork. This systematisation may be inter-
preted as a belief that some animals and objects
had a special meaning or status: there are several
possibilities, which do not exclude one another,
and which involve transformation one way or the
other. The apparent preference for combinations
of human and animal body parts likely suggests
that bodies and identities were generally perceived
as fluid and unstable in the NBA. The hybrids are
generally highly varied, though with some excep-
tions (see below), perhaps indicating that any
being, human, animal or object could transform
into another and back again. Thus, the hybrids
most often co-appear with different hybrids on
the same objects, and only relatively rarely are
hybrids depicted with non-hybrids. Such liberal
views on body and identity as well as of the
boundaries between animals and humans are

Figure 10. Early NBA bird-humans: a: Kivik cist (NBA II), b: Simris rock panel (NBA IA) on the coast of southeast Scania and c: a slab from
Truehøjgård, Jutland, (NBA I-II) compared with d: NBA falcon-human fromGlasbacka, Halland (NBA V?), whichmay have adorned the prow
of a ship model. Shape, eyelets and socket suggest axe-like qualities on top of bird-human traits, also reminiscent of the imagery found at
Viksø, Fogdarp and Grevensvænge. (a and b after Skoglund 2016, fig. 2.8, Evers Dietrich 1970: Source SHFA (www.shfa.se), fig. 2.1, Evers
Dietrich 1970: Source SHFA (www.shfa.se), c after Glob 1969, fig. 18, d after Montelius 1922, fig. 1476 a, b).
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very much in line with key perceptions in various
societies with animistic notions (Ingold 2011, p.
113f). In addition, some of the objects discussed
here bear close resemblance to shamanic equip-
ment, i.e. the Viksø helmets and perhaps even the
Hagendrup find, which would mean that we can
identify the shaman, another central feature in
animistic communities (see Price 2002), in NBA
society as well.

Hybrids may well connect to rituals (cf. Kaul
1998a, p. 20ff, 2004, p. 342f), which would entail
that some animals and objects had ritual signifi-
cance alongside a greater social importance. This
is underpinned by the fact that the vast majority of
animal hybrids on bronzes are found on razors
from urn burials, an inherently ritualised context
(Bradley 2006, p. 375) in which bodily transforma-
tion is key. Death and the transition from one
state of being to another is linked to rituals con-
cerning the liminal phase in many societies,
which, coupled with the ‘monstrous images’ on
the razors, does suggest a ritual nature of the
hybrids. However, these rituals do not necessarily
have to be exclusively religious (i.e. tied to the
belief system, cf. Garwood 2011, p. 261ff).

Additionally, the systematisation of the hybrid
motifs could be viewed as evident of a universal
cosmology of NBA myths and narratives – an
association hard to reject in the light of much
recent research by Kaul and others. By way of
analogy, similar hybrid iconography on Iron Age
objects has been interpreted as depicting Norse
mythology as known from written sources
(Figure 3). The key mythical and boundary-
crossing role of the NBA horse highlights this
because of its clear parallel in Norse mythology
through the sky horses of Skinfaxi and Hrymfaxi
and Odin’s eight-legged horse Sleipnir, able to
cross between worlds (cf. Hedeager 2011, p. 7f,
p. 75). With the recognition of the hybrid phe-
nomenon already in the Bronze Age we poten-
tially see a continuous iconographic tradition of
hybridising art in Scandinavia from the Bronze
Age throughout the Iron and Viking ages and
finally ending with the consolidation of
Christianity in the thirteenth century (Hedeager
2011, p. 96ff, cf. Andrén 2014, p. 117ff). Perhaps
this could be indicative of a continuous animistic
tradition that terminated with the full adoption

of a Christian worldview? This is an intriguing
thought that would be worth pursuing in the
future.

In augmentation of the above, we can identify
the outline of a particular narrative or myth in
Bronze Age imagery in the most common hybrid.
This creature has a horse’s head, bull horns, a
beak, a triangular beard and oversized round
eyes (see Figure 9). This composite being is almost
always placed on the prow of a ship and in slightly
different versions of the same posture, i.e. the
chest is pushed forward, and the head tilted
back, its nose pointing slightly upwards. The crea-
ture even features in relation to other non-hybrid
animals, thus solidifying the idea that it is some-
thing more than merely a horse’s head on a ship’s
prow (Figure 4). Furthermore, the creature is so
widespread, both temporally and regionally, that it
is very likely to have had large-scale interlinking
importance. There are other examples of repeti-
tion in the hybridisations, albeit none were pre-
sent on as many objects as the horned-beaked
creature described above. Birds with horse manes
and hooked beaks connected to the prows of
ships, and humans with horns were also present
on several objects.

In further support of a cosmological commun-
ality or identity, the same oversized round eyes
feature in other hybridisations, although the afore-
mentioned creature seems to be the only example
of such a widespread, repeated combination of
strictly selected traits. Notably, the oversized
round eyes occur on bronze figurines such as the
ones from Fogdarp (Kaul 1998a, p. 28, fig. 21) and
Fårdal (Broholm 1953, p. 42f) and on the famed
Viksø helmets (Broholm 1953, p. 24, Vandkilde
2013, p. 167ff). Given that this attribute seems to
be a signifier of hybrids, it could be suggested that
a creature with oversized round eyes perhaps
should be considered a hybrid even if no other
obvious hybrid features are present. Only one such
object is known, i.e. the bronze figurine from
Fårdal depicting a kneeling woman (e.g. Broholm
1953, fig. 317) (see Figure 2).

Fabulous animals such as the hybrids are, how-
ever, not necessarily linked solely to religion and
cosmology – hence recognising that religion may
intersect with other social issues and is ethnogra-
phically seen as deeply embedded in everyday
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practices in, for example, animistic societies. For
example Julius Caesar’s mentioning of monsters
roaming the Gallic areas may have been war-
related political rhetoric to justify Roman expan-
sion policy (Caesar 1869). Above, we have seen
how hybridity and animal art in the NBA con-
nected to the gear of war and the grooming of the
bodies of high-ranking warriors, even if undoubt-
edly also carrying mythical and religious connota-
tions. Bird-faced and bull-horned warriors of the
NBA, usually shown with swords or other weap-
ons, recall the animal warriors of the Norse Late
Iron Age who signified the quality of being able to
transform during war into eagle, boar or wolf, as
the most prominent forms (cf. Hedeager 2011).
Especially in the Late NBA, the bull-horned
humans seem significant. Not only do they appear
on one razor (Kaul 1998b, p. 86f, fig. 210), bronze
figurines (Kaul 1998a, p. 28, fig. 21, Broholm 1953,
p. 24, fig. 105, fig. 105a) and on the bronze hel-
mets from Viksø (Vandkilde 2013), they are also a
common motif in rock art (Kristiansen and
Larsson 2005, p. 333). This repetition suggests
that horned humans played an important role in
Bronze Age iconography and cosmology, while it
also implies that horned creatures may have been
of overriding significance. A key example is the
curious bronze figurine from Maribo, which even
has three horns (Müller 1921, p. 52, fig. 185). This
prevalence of horned humans further supports
that the horns on horses are in fact horns and
not just ears.

In summary, the systematisation of hybrids on/
in bronze points in the direction of a complex
world of transformations in several intersecting
domains of NBA society, while contributing
immensely to a paramount cosmology of NBA
mythical narratives, likely with commemorative
and possibly socially unifying effects. The level
on which this worked is not entirely clear albeit
there is a link to the upper social ranks and per-
haps especially males.

Hybrids on rock and other media

The hybrid creatures on bronze often find
matches or deviations on rock art panels. Some
degree of thematic congruence between rock and
metal is generally recognised, as some similarities

are too conspicuous to be mere coincidence: the
horned or beaked humans, already discussed
above, appear frequently on rock panels
(Kristiansen and Larsson 2005, p. 333f) as well as
on a single razor (Kaul 1998b, p. 86, fig. 210).
These animal-humans also inhabit several other
bronzes, such as the Viksø helmets (Vandkilde
2013), the Grevensvænge figurines (Broholm
1953, p. 24, fig. 105, fig. 105a) and the Fogdarp
yokes (Kaul 1998a, p. 28, fig. 21).

Nevertheless, there are also clear discrepancies
between the depictions in rock art and metal
objects. Human-like figures are notably much
more frequently carved in rock (Brøndsted 1938,
p. 10, Bradley 2006, p. 375ff), especially the above
somewhat stereotypic animal-humans. In addi-
tion, some of the same animals occur on rock,
but not as hybrids and not in relation to ships.
Rock art animals may have horns while other
hybrid characteristics such as oversized round
eyes seem absent.

The sun, commonly cross-breeding with other
features on bronze items, is frequently shown in
full and in companionship with humans on rock
panels (Kjellén 1976, p. 125, p. 137, Kaul 2004, p.
345ff). The sun is also often placed in different
positions than on the razors, for example between
the horns of an ox/bull, hovering above groups of
animals, etc. (Kjellén 1976, p. 129). Besides,
hybrids on rock feature other hybridisations than
metalwork. For example, men with bird’s wings
and beaks as well as a man with two bird’s heads
are known from Kallsängen in Bohuslän
(Aldhouse-Green & Aldhouse-Green 2005, p. 95),
and on a rock carving from Hällby in Litslena a
man appears with a tree for a head (Kjellén 1976,
p. 172). Such hybrid figures lack parallels on the
bronze objects. The human/tree combination
sometimes appears on clay pots, e.g. one from
Haderslev (Broholm 1953, p. 269). However, on
a similar pot from Føvling (Müller 1921, p. 34f) in
Jutland, tree-like hands translate much better as
humans with oversized hands, as the hand motif is
frequent on rock and also occurs on the backside
of Late NBA ‘eyeglass’ fibulae and on the
Sandagergård cult house (Kaul 1985). Four-legged
birds, also counting as hybrids, are engraved on
the aforementioned clay pot from Føvling: this
recalls another NBA bird-shaped urn with four
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legs (Broholm 1953, p. 50). More broadly, the
fascination with waterfowl in the later NBA likely
connects to ideas and beliefs circulating within a
wider Bronze Age world, cremation practices and
hence bodily transformation.

In summary, most Bronze Age hybrids adorn
bronze razors and rock panels, respectively. Whilst
razor hybrids mainly comprise a few selected ani-
mals and their parts (horse, bull, bird, snake), rock
art shows a wider range of animal species and the
hybrids are often humans combined with other
animals and even plants (for example bull/
human, bird/human and human/tree). The dispar-
ity is surely rooted in the different possibilities
offered by each of these media, such as obviously
the large spaces of rock. As emphasised by Kaul
(1998a, 2004), rock art and bronzes represent
partly different properties of the same cosmology.
Following this line of thought, hybrids on bronze
often appear as ‘snapshots’ of particularly signifi-
cant mythical scenes or condensations of these
into symbols. By comparison, rock art motifs
with hybrids are in some cases quite action-
oriented, showing shamanistic solar rituals of
transformation, while in other cases they depict
excerpts from adventurous narratives implicating
bird-warriors or bull-warriors on board or near
longships.

Conclusions

This article has highlighted hybridisation in NBA
imagery with the aim of clarifying this phenom-
enon, its background and role. NBA material cul-
ture is rich in simple crossbreeds such as between
sword/ship and horse/ship occurring throughout
the era, but full hybrids articulate compositions of
body parts from two or more animals, including
humans, and entangle with particular objects or
images. Repeated combinations of animals notably
comprise horse, bird, bull, snake and human. The
rendering of hybrids follows a certain syntax, and
the beasts occur with other images on metalwork
and on rock as the primary media, but also some-
times show on funerary urns of clay. In terms of
metalwork, hybrids occur especially on bronze
razors but also on shields, helmets, bowls and
combs, and in the shape of figurines: materials,
forms and contexts suggest sacred rituals among

an upper social rung with some particular refer-
ence to male warriors. Interspecies creatures occur
ordered within each medium but also synchro-
nised across media, and moreover cover a wide
Southern Scandinavian geography. This may sug-
gest that the phenomenon was socially and cultu-
rally embedded and, at least to some extent,
shared. A strong presence of mythical narratives,
and even an epic cycle pertaining to a gallery of
celebrities, transpire (cf. Jensen 1990, Kristiansen
and Larsson 2005, Vandkilde 2013).

Albeit appearing immediately prior to the
breakthrough of the NBA c. 1700 BCE, the phe-
nomenon of hybrids especially associates with the
Late NBA, which saw somewhat opposing devel-
opments towards strong communality but also
marked hierarchy. The belief system – perhaps
mostly a way of perceiving, and enabling connec-
tivity between, realms of the cosmos – seems
geared to support both these trends. The numer-
ous cremations testify to common beliefs in meta-
morphosis of the human body, and this aligns
with the nexus of ethnographic and early historical
analogues cited above. Interspecies composites, as
manifested in the often socially elevated setting of
NBA imagery, correspond equally well with ideas
of bodily fluidity and transformation, in terms of
critical transitions, or journeys, between the
realms of the cosmos in some sort of eternal
cycle (cf. Holst and Rasmussen 2015). The hybrids
and their setting of social exclusivity may reveal a
perceived ability to control such critical transitions
through elaborate shape-shifting rituals. Social
power is otherwise present in the clear link to
warriorhood among an elite group.

References to warriorhood in relation to the in-
between imagery are, as mentioned, evident as
they are especially prevalent on razors, shields,
helmets and drinking vessels, and recall later
accounts of warriors transforming into wolves,
eagles and bears (Hedeager 2010, 2011). This reso-
nates well with the ubiquitous possibility of trans-
formation within animistic worldviews. Beaked
and horned warriors are also displayed in rock
art, thus indicating coherence between these and
the hybrids in metal. Clear differences in hybridi-
sation on rock art and metals are also present;
however, bull-horned humans, appear in both
media, and must have been of special importance.
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The interspecies hybrids stemming from bur-
ials, votive offerings and rock panels overall point
to a ritually significant transformative iconogra-
phy active in NBA religious practices and beliefs.
Thus, the hybridised miniature figurines as well as
the therianthropes and other apparent shamanistic
solar rituals depicted on rock panels indicate that
certain animistic traits were incorporated within
NBA cosmology. However, NBA hybridising ima-
gery does not indicate that the religion of the era
is reducible to mere animism throughout, but that
society certainly retained and put to use properties
of an animistic tradition.

In summary and conclusion, the figuration and
context of hybrids reveal properties of animistic
beliefs in the NBA, probably intertwined with the
strategies of an upper social rung among whom
warriors, through their bodies and doings, were
rendered prominent. The imagery of hybrids cov-
ers the NBA as a culture-geographical zone. This
may suggest that the notion of shape-shifting, and
the perceived transition between states of being,
were also widespread. Furthermore, this belief, or
aspects of it, served to mythologise and legitimise
ambitions, leadership and privilege among certain
social groups who clearly networked with one
another.
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