
This pdf of your paper in Re-imagining Periphery belongs to the publishers Oxbow Books 
and it is their copyright.

As author you are licenced to make up to 50 offprints from it, but beyond that you may not 
publish it on the World Wide Web until three years from publication ( July 2023), unless 
the site is a limited access intranet (password protected). If you have queries about this 
please contact the editorial department at Oxbow Books (editorial@oxbowbooks.com).



Oxford & Philadelphia

RE-IMAGINING PERIPHERY 
ARCHAEOLOGY AND TEXT IN NORTHERN EUROPE FROM IRON AGE TO 

VIKING AND EARLY MEDIEVAL PERIODS 

edited by

CHARLOTTA HILLERDAL AND KRISTIN ILVES 

Paperback Edition: ISBN 978-1-78925-454-9
Digital Edition: ISBN 978-1-78925-455-6 (epub)

AN OFFPRINT FROM



Prologue – Dreaming houses
I often dream about my childhood home, and my mother’s 
family home. When I close my eyes, I can still see every 
room, every piece of furniture, the dust glimmering in 
a beam of light coming through my grandmother’s lace 
curtains. I see the silver mirror on her vanity cabinet in 
the upstairs bedroom, a mirror that once belonged to her 
mother, Anna, and that now sits on a bookshelf in my flat 
in Oslo. Vibrant strings bind us together across time and 
space, as embodied by that handheld mirror, its gleaming 
silver decorations of roses and leaves, the fact that the 
mirror once reflected the face of my great-grandmother, 
as it has returned the gaze of my grandmother, my mother 
and me. The mirror has belonged to a series of spaces – a 
late 19th-century apartment building in Oslo, the quiet, 
separate bedrooms of my grandparents in the suburbs, 
through life stages in flats and moving boxes, and now in 
my home. The mirror reflects four generations of women, 
our appearances, our cultural norms of beauty and vanity; 
it is a gendered object of female practice spanning more 
than a century, and it binds us, our bodies and our intimate 
spaces together.

I am not alone in dreaming about the remembered houses 
of childhood, spaces where we learn about the world, go 
through rites of passage and are transformed (Hall 1983, 
82–83). Across philosophy, psychology and architecture, it is 
widely acknowledged that the house can be deeply entwined 
with the self, with being (e.g. Jung 1963; Heidegger 1971; 
Marcus 1995 [1971]). Yet, I argue the house is not merely 
an abstract, passive metaphor for the self or the person – it 
is a material part of its transformations (Carsten 2018). 
Because the home is the primary arena for childhood 
development, earliest memories and identity formation, 
it becomes inextricably linked with household relations, 
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group and power dynamics, and self-narrative. Paraphrasing 
Gaston Bachelard, exploring the poetics of space, we carry 
these houses with us throughout our lives (Bachelard 1994 
[1964]). And, indeed, that also means that we may dream 
of them (e.g. Hall 1951).

What is the relevance of all this, one may interject, to the 
dwellings of people from the deep past? Surely we cannot 
preach the need for ontological reflexivity and sensitivity 
while assuming a universalist position of houses as psycho-
logically meaningful, as expressions of modern, Western 
conceptualizations of the self. So, the question becomes: 
did the longhouse-dwellers of the Late Iron Age dream of 
houses, too? And, if so, did their dreams of houses relate 
to the self?

Dreams are obviously not readily present in the archae-
ological record. I will in this chapter explore dreams about 
houses from Norse literature, focusing on the Icelandic 
sagas, legendary sagas and poems of the elder Edda, and 
connect them with some aspects of the archaeological rem-
nants of Scandinavian longhouses from this period. There 
are clear source-critical aspects to using this body of textual 
material to understand concepts of houses and self in the 
Late Iron/Viking Ages. First, the texts are written later than 
the period at hand. Second, as dreams are often used as 
narrative devices, we cannot take accounts of dreams in lit-
erature as objective recordings of historical persons’ dreams. 
Unlike the anthropologist speaking to their interlocutor, we 
cannot ask the dreamer any questions, or grasp everyday 
people’s dreams – dreams retold in the works of literature 
are a biased selection, serving as plot points, and dealing 
mostly with the elite. This, however, does not render the 
recorded dreams meaningless. To the medieval audience, 
these dreams must at the very least have resonated with 
them and their understanding of their own past and their 
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1913). Jung widened the scope with an understanding of 
dreams as part of the collective unconscious, as archetypes, 
but he still saw dreams as part of individuation and devel-
opment of the self (Jung [2011]). Ultimately, dreams are 
in Western (post-)modernity thought to relate to the indi-
vidual, their inner life and their psychological development 
(Spaulding 1981, 340).

Yet, dreaming intersects historically situated ontology 
and practice on the one hand, and individual psychology 
and the constitution of the person and the self on the 
other. Societies that see dreams as the manifestations of an 
individual psyche, with notions of bounded individualism, 
such as the contemporary West, may be termed egocentric. 
Cultures where personhood is more flexible and fluid, and 
parts of the self can travel to the dreamlands, speak to 
ancestors, transform into animal familiars and vice versa, 
may be more socio-centric (Mageo 2003), although these 
are not rigid dichotomies. Communities stressing practices 
of dream-sharing, such as the transformation of individual 
dreams into community songs among the Xavante through 
performance (incidentally taking place on the house patio), 
demonstrate how dreams may relate both to subjective 
experience and to collective discourse simultaneously 
(Graham 1994).

At least in studies springing from Western societies, 
research suggests that people dream in spatial terms. In 
particular, people’s dreams are set in and around houses 
(Hall 1983, 82–83; Hartmann 1996): of 10,000 dreams 
collected in the mid-20th century among young American 
adults, the most common spatial setting was a dwelling or 
other building (Hall 1951, 61). This chapter aims to explore 
the connection between the house, dreams and the self, and 
thereby examines whether people in the Late Iron Age and 
early medieval period dreamed of houses, too.

Dreaming in the Viking Age
Did people in the Late Iron Age and early medieval period 
dream of houses? The answer to this question is unequiv-
ocally yes. Norse literature contains numerous retellings 
of dreams – it has been estimated that no fewer than 530 
references to dreams are made across the literature (Kelchner 
1935, 3). Dreams were in Norse worlds premonitions about 
the future, and dreaming was a form of divination and, in 
some cases, spirit travel. The texts reference dream inter-
pretation as a specific skill, in which some are more skilled 
than others (Turville-Petre 1958). Although dreams had little, 
if anything, to do with individual psychology, dreams in the 
Norse texts may still tell us something about the character 
of the dreamer (Lönnroth 2002, 456).

The corpus of dreams in the Norse literature was collected 
by Georgia Dunham Kelchner in the 1930s. Both Kelchner 
and, later, Lars Lönnroth, who draws on Kelchner’s corpus, 
classify the dreams in different ways. Kelchner sees two 

own dream-worlds. Narratives of people dreaming about 
their houses tell us something about how both dreams and 
houses were conceptualized.

This chapter thus embarks on a journey into unknown 
archaeological territory. Although the study of dreams is 
an established branch of anthropology, I am not aware of 
any archaeological study marrying dreams and the material 
world. Frands Herschend has, however, explored many 
original aspects of houses, for example the hall room as 
a micro-cosmos of aristocratic society (1997), relational-
ity between architectural spaces and ritual performances 
(2018), or the hall as an idea of the good in the Late Iron 
Age (1998). This paper should be read, then, as an explor-
ative excursion into uncharted archaeological lands: I hope 
in Frands’ spirit.

Dreams and the self
All people dream. Yet, dreams are historically situated and 
reflect historically and socially specific ideas, for example 
concerning ancestors, religion, gender, performance, power, 
otherworlds, anxiety and ideas of personhood and the self. 
It has been argued that every ‘unique culture shapes and is 
shaped by dreaming in distinctive ways’ (Lohmann 2007, 
39). Some societies have especially rich and complicated 
dream and night realities: for instance, among the Otomi 
in Mexico the entire night is a house, a house of darkness. 
Night-time is a time and space for ontological blurriness – 
within this night-house, people can become animals, stones 
can become ancestors and so forth: ‘At night, the body is 
totally open to the world and can be dismembered, sacri-
ficed, and put together again’ (Galinier et al. 2010, 830). In 
many societies, there is an intimate link between myth and 
dreaming (Kracke 1992; Ewing 2000). In yet other socie-
ties, dreams are inconsequential and nonsensical (Lohmann 
2007, 41–42).

Seeing as dreams are entangled with, and can be used as 
instruments to understand, a wide range of social practices 
and concepts, it is somewhat puzzling that dreams have 
rarely been seen as central to anthropology and ethnogra-
phy (Lohmann 2007; Ingram 2015). Even though dream 
anthropology saw a resurgence around the turn of the 
new millennium (Lohmann 2007), as late as 2010 schol-
ars critiqued anthropology for still emphasizing daytime, 
public practices – and thereby neglecting half of human 
beings’ social lives, i.e. anthropologies of the night, sleep 
and dreaming (Galinier et al. 2010). Perhaps this relative 
lack of scholarly interest is a legacy of how dreams are 
understood in Western modernity: as either a nonsensical, 
biological function or as pertaining almost exclusively to 
individual psychological development. Freud shaped much 
of the modern understanding of dreams as pertaining to the 
individual psyche and expressing desires of wish fulfilment 
– the dream as the ‘royal road to the unconscious’ (Freud 
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[…] eighty wolves ran to the homestead with fire flaming 
out of their mouths; among the pack was a white bear and 
he seemed rather sad […]

Also in Atlamál, before the death of her husband, Gunnarr, 
Glaumvör dreams:

I thought a spear was thrust through you; wolves howled 
at each end of the spear […]
I thought a river ran the length of the house, roaring with 
violence, rushed along the benches, broke the legs of both 
your brothers; the water was not to be stemmed, that must 
mean something […]
I thought dead women came here in the night, dressed in 
mourning; they wanted to choose you, asked you at once 
to their benches.

In a similar vein, Sturlu dreams that his ancestral homestead 
is overtaken by a landslide (Sturlunga Saga); in Hænsa-Toris 
Saga, Herstein dreams that his father comes to him, alight 
with flames, as his father is at the same moment being burned 
inside his house; and in Viga-Glúm’s Saga, the protagonist 
dreams that his enemy is approaching his house while he is 
unarmed – they meet on the doorstep and end up striking 
each other.

A recurrent element in these foreboding dreams is blood. 
In Kostbera’s dreams above, the eagle that flies through the 
house (which looks like Atli) sprinkles the inhabitants with 
blood. In a dream told in Sturlunga saga, two women are 
seated in a big house, covered in blood and rocking back 
and forth, while blood rains in through the smoke-openings 
in the roof. Another dream from Viga-Glúm’s Saga tells of 
two women who settle new land, carrying a trough between 
them, sprinkling the land with blood. In an episode from 
Gísla saga Súrssonar, Gísli is followed by two women in 
his sleep – his fylgja (see below). One of them is not happy 
with him and repeatedly rubs him in ‘sacrificial blood’ in 
his dreams.

Atli (Attilla), who appears as a blood-spreading eagle in 
Kostbera’s dream, later has a cycle of evocative dreams him-
self. After he has killed his two brothers-in-law, Högni and 
Gunnarr, as their wives’ dreams foretold, Atli begins to have 
eerie dreams. In the first, he is pierced with a sword by his 
wife, Guðrún. In the second, some reeds are growing in his 
homefield that he wants to keep; however, they all fall, and 
Atli is served a meal of the reeds, their roots blood-soaked. 
In the third dream, two hawks fly from his arm to the land 
of the dead, and he in sorrow eats their blood-filled hearts 
with honey. And, finally, two howling puppies slip from 
his arms, their bodies become corpses, and he reluctantly 
eats them. The entire cycle is a foreboding of the macabre 
events that lie in his future: Guðrún indeed takes revenge 
on Atli for killing both her brothers by feeding him their 
own sons unknowingly.

main categories of dreams – dreams about adversity and 
dreams about prosperity – while Lönnroth distinguishes 
two main motifs: ‘threatening beasts’ and ‘protective spirit/
ancestor speaks to dreamer’ (Lönnroth 2002, table 1), two 
motifs that also make an appearance in this chapter. Neither 
Kelchner nor Lönnroth, however, remark on the spatial 
setting of the dreams in any detail.

By doing a simple quantification of Kelchners’s corpus, 
I find that 32 (c. 20%) of the c. 150 dreams in her compi-
lation involve a house or its immediate surroundings (i.e. 
fields, outhouse, garden). It is worth noting that, when the 
dreamer retells their dream, they frequently indicate, for 
example, that an ancestor came to them in their bed, or that 
in the dream they went outside the house to see something 
approaching in the distance, implying that the starting point 
of the dream is within the house wherein lie their sleeping 
bodies. However, I have not included all dreams that are 
implied to take place in the house; rather, I have singled out 
dreams where the house or its immediate surroundings seem 
significant to the content of the dream. This is, obviously, 
not an exact science.

Yet, a substantial portion of reported dreams in literary 
works are set in or directly involve settled space. The 
dreamers are both men and women but are usually the 
house-owners – we are not retold the dreams of servants 
or thralls. The motifs of house-dreams can be organized 
into three broad, interconnected categories: attacks on or 
destruction of the house, the concept of fylgja in the forms 
of animals and ancestors, and the future of the kin. In the 
following, I will discuss these three themes before turning to 
deliberate the complex interweaving of houses, personhood 
and dreams in the Late Iron Age.

Destruction of the house
The first motif of house-dreams in the Norse literature is 
attacks on or destruction of the house. These dreams foretell 
death or battle, relating to the settlement in general or an 
individual, through approaching enemies and/or the phys-
ical demolition of the house. For example, Kostbera tells 
her husband, Högni, the following dreams in Atlamál in 
grœnlenzku, right before Högni is killed by Atli:

I thought your bedsheets were consumed in flames, the fire 
leapt high through the house […]
I dreamed a bear had come in, broke up the [posts, my 
translation], shook his paws so that we were afraid; took 
many of us into his mouth so that we were helpless; there 
was no little tumult or noise […]
I thought an eagle flew in along the house; he will deal 
hardly with us; sprinkled us all with blood […] From his 
behaviour, I thought it was the shape of Atli.

In Harðar saga and Holmverja, before enemies try to burn 
them to death within their house, Þorbjörg dreams:
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Hamingja is a related but different concept: it is a guard-
ian spirit and the embodied luck of a family/kin-group. 
Hamingja does not follow merely one individual through 
life but is passed from person to person within the kin-group 
at death. Hedeager argues that the animal hamingja, related 
to hamr, which also means ‘skin’ or ‘animal clothing’, can 
be the interim shape of a person’s hugr as it is sent out 
into the world in animal form. Davidson (1968, 128–129) 
points out that the type of animal one has as a fylgja or 
hamingja is associated with the social standing of the person, 
and perhaps also their character (Mundal 1974, 58–60). 
Significantly, ideas of shapeshifting or animal familiars are 
not merely literary motifs: they are found archaeologically 
in the animal styles, in iconographic depictions of people 
in animal dress (Fig. 1.1), in the co-mingling of human and 
animal remains in cremations, and perhaps in practices of 
burying animals with the dead.

In this complex interweaving of fetches and shadows, 
guardian spirits and shapeshifters, there are two major points 
of interest for this chapter: first, the idea of personhood 
and the self was highly complex and composite in Norse 
society, and could include the self taking animal form, 
having a shadow-being follow you through the life course, 
and the collective personhood or luck of the kin existing 
in an embodied, personified form. Second, all these diverse 
beings were particularly present in dreams, where they 
would journey, often from house to house.

Not only animals could be fylgjur, but so could women, 
in the expressions ‘ættefylgjur’, ‘kynfylgjur’, ‘draumkóna’, 
‘dís’ or ‘fylgjakóna’. These beings are not attached only to 
one individual through life but follow a specific family and 
can be transferred to a new person at death. Indeed, some 
scholars hold that the female fylgja/hamingja are, at times, 
themselves dead ancestors, looking over their descendants. 
They also seem to some extent to be spatially anchored to 
the house:

It is told that one night Glúmr had a dream. He thought 
he was standing outside the house, and looking towards 
the firth. He thought he saw a woman walking across the 
country, and coming towards Þverá. She was so huge that her 
shoulders touched the mountains on each side. He thought 
he went out of the homestead to meet her, and asked her to 
his house. And after that he awoke. All thought this dream 
strange, but he said ‘This is a great and remarkable dream, 
and I would read it thus: Vigfúss my grandfather must be 
dead, and the woman who was higher than the mountains 
as she walked must be his hamingja, for he was nearly 
always above other men in honour; his hamingja now must 
be seeking an abode where I am’.

(Viga-Glúm’s Saga 9)

The giant woman is invited into the house by Viga-Glúm, 
the implication being that she will dwell there with him.

The imagery in these dreams is violent and evocative. 
Blood is clearly a bad omen in these contexts, but blood’s 
position as a substance in between life and death – life force 
and sign of danger (Carsten 2011) – was not lost on the 
contemporary audience. In one origin myth, the Norse gods 
kill the giant Ymir and carve out the world from his body. 
His bones turned to mountains, his flesh to earth, and his 
blood to the oceans and rivers. Moreover, according to later 
written sources, blood was central to the animal sacrifices of 
the Iron Age, the word blóta possibly etymologically linked 
with ‘sprinkling’, ‘staining’ with blood (Steinsland 2005, 
276). The motif of sprinkling blood in the hall during blót 
makes an intimate connection between the (animal) body, 
its life force and the house. In the foreboding dreams, the 
material quality of blood as a liquid that can be sprinkled, 
come down like rain or soak into the ground is drawn upon 
and evokes the reader.

Ancestors and animals – Fylgja
Another recurrent theme in the foreboding dreams is ani-
mals. Wild animals in particular play a crucial role in the 
threatening dreams: bears, eagles, vixens, vipers and wolves 
all make an appearance. Human–animal transformation was 
part of the social reality of the Iron and Viking Ages, and 
the animals of the dreams relate to the entangled concepts 
of fylgja, hamingja and hugr. Hugr relates to a person’s con-
sciousness, mind or intent. Those who are able to shapeshift 
– great sorcerers – can send their hugr out into the world in 
animal form while they are asleep or in a trance. In some 
instances, the human body lies still, while in others the human 
body physically transforms into an animal. Hedeager (2011, 
84) stresses that shapeshifting is not a ‘symbolic’ action, but 
part of Late Iron Age ontology.

Fylgjur (in the plural) are, rather than shapeshifting 
humans, doppelgängers of sorts, fetches who attach them-
selves to specific people at birth and follow them through 
life. Fylgjur can take two forms: animal or woman. 
Etymologically, fylgja has multiple meanings – ‘follower’, 
‘afterbirth/placenta’; it may also be related to fulga, ‘skin’, 
‘cloak’, ‘animal clothing’ (cf. Hedeager 2011, 82–84). 
Despite the etymological link to follow, fylgjur often 
appear before the person themselves, an aspect of the self 
that arrives before their human body. Fylgjur appear in 
dreams, but, for perceptive individuals, they can also appear 
in waking. A humorous example is found in Flateyjarbók, 
when the boy Þorsteinn comes running into the hall and 
trips. The householder’s father, Geitir, bursts out laughing, 
and, when prompted, explains that, when the boy entered, a 
white bear cub followed and ran in front of the boy, tripping 
him up. Geitir has second sight and can therefore see the 
fylgja in waking hours; the polar bear fylgja also led him 
to understand that the boy was of a more prominent family 
than he had been told.
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‘Here, shall you lie down and breathe your last with me,’ 
said the Hild of the rings. ‘And here, my warrior, you shall 
rule over all this wealth and have dominion over me, and 
we shall have riches beyond gold’s measure.’

(Gísla saga Súrssonar 30)

A metaphor used in the description is ‘the wealth of the snake 
bed’, usually used as a metaphor for gold, but here probably 
also a sexual, embodied metaphor (Lönnroth 2002, 460).

A sexual relationship between the female fylgja/hamingja 
and a male protagonist is not only expressed through 
innuendo. In Völsunga Saga, there is a paraphrasing of 
Glaumvör’s dreams told above of the women coming to 
collect Gunnarr ‘to their benches’:

Then I thought dead women came in here; they were gloomy, 
and they chose you for husband; it may be that it was your 
dísir. [my emphasis]

There is sometimes a sexual undercurrent to the concept 
of the female fylgja. In Gísla saga Súrssonar, Gísli is in a 
precarious situation. He has been outlawed when he has a 
dream: he comes to a hall and, as he walks in, he sees many 
of his kinspeople and friends by the fires, drinking. There 
are seven hearths, some almost burnt out, some burning 
strongly. Gísli says that he has ‘two dream-women’ – and 
one is always good to him while the other always makes 
bad predictions. Now, the good dream-woman approaches 
him. She tells him that the seven hearths mark the years he 
has left to live. He wakes up, and, after seven years pass, 
Gísli’s outlawry has caught up with him. Shortly before 
his death, he has a new dream. One of the dream-women 
invites him to her hall. The hall benches have cushions and 
seem comfortable. Here you shall come when you die, she 
says, and enjoy prosperity and happiness. However, through 
Gísli’s verses we see that the hall where he shall spend his 
death is also a place of erotic encounter (Lönnroth 2002):

Figure 1.1. Woodcut illustrations of the four Torslunda bronze dies, displaying scenes of interaction among male anthropomorphic 
figures and animals/anthropomorphs cloaked in animal skins. Illustration by Kongl. Vitterhets Historie och Antiqvitets Akademien 1872, 
in the public domain.
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therefore, dreaming of one can be dreaming of the other – 
as in Gísli’s dream of his future as a house and a series of 
hearths. However, it also seems clear from the narratives 
above that the potential qualities of buildings and dreams to 
generate a sense of self or personhood seem to pertain both 
to individuals and to the larger kin group. An attack on an 
individual can clearly be dreamed as attacking or destroying 
the physical building, as a river that cannot be stemmed, a 
pack of wolves, a striking viper. Yet, also, an attack on an 
entire household can be dreamed as the hugr of the enemy 
in animal form, running towards the house with evil intent. 
In other words, the house of the Norse dreams is connected 
to the self, but possibly either the self of the head of the 
household or the larger, collective household.

Life cycles of houses and people
The sense of houses’ fate being intertwined with the fate of 
the house-owner or even the wider household has some clear 
parallels in the archaeological material. Regarding the long-
houses of the Early Iron Age, Herschend (2009, 165–169) has 
argued, dovetailing with the work of Gerritsen (1999), that 
houses were built to last for relatively brief periods – one to 
two generations per household. Each couple upon marriage 
(however that was envisaged) would build a house. Once 
the builders died, or perhaps one generation later, the house 
died with them. This also entails that, when children left their 
parental home, it would be to build a new house. House-
building was thus part of the life cycle and an important rite 
of passage expressed in architectural, material terms. The fact 
that the lifespan of the house was short, and that the posts 
would rot and decay within some decades, were an integral 
part of the idea of the longhouse as the good, as a proper 
house (Herschend 2009, 157). The entire weaving of the social 
fabric, the formation and dissolution of households are thereby 
expressed in spatial, architectural terms – and belonging and 
affinity are dealt with in terms of moving, constructing and 
dismantling space and built environments across landscapes.

Embedded in Herschend’s and Gerritsen’s work is the 
notion that houses have life cycles and biographies of their 
own – they are built, have a use-life and they die (e.g. 
Tringham 1995). House-building, rebuilding and disman-
tling and abandonment, including artefact deposition, were 
ways of handling life’s events and marking key moments 
in the development of personhood of the kin (Eriksen 2019; 
Herschend 2009, 186–187). At some point in the Early 
Iron Age, the lifespans of houses change – perhaps earlier 
in the south than in central Scandinavia. Some houses, 
although not all, are no longer built and abandoned after 
a relatively short period of time – they are more often 
rebuilt in the same place (e.g. Herschend 2009, 216–217; 
Olsen and Tellefsen 2010, 110–113; Webley 2008, 36). In 
the period AD 550–1050, about one-quarter of the houses 
in the Norwegian corpus were built successively in place 
(Eriksen 2019, 114).

Sexuality and death are entangled in Norse mythology, in 
written sources, in archaeological material of phallic stones 
placed on burial mounds and in the Gotlandic picture stones 
(Steinsland 1997; cf. Eriksen 2019, 147–150). When consid-
ering the interweaving of the house and the self, a crucial 
point to remember is that, when people died, they expected 
their bodies to go to other longhouses and halls, and in 
some cases, to Hel’s, Freyja’s or other women’s embraces 
(Steinsland 1997, 102–106).

The future of the kin
The final motif of house-dreams to be discussed here are 
dreams about the future of the kin. For example, in Harðar 
saga Signy dreams that a tree springs from her bed, its 
branches stretching out and touching every building in the 
settlement. In a famous dream, Ragnhilðr takes a thorn from 
her dress and plants it in her garden outside the house – the 
tree grows to reach all of Norway, and is a premonition of 
her son, King Halfdan Svarte. In Sturlunga saga, Gunnhilðr 
dreams that she is in labour in a large house, but, once she 
has given birth, the midwife/servant is afraid of the child, 
and when Gunnhilðr looks at the infant, it is a stone that 
sends sparks all around the house. Þorgils dreams that he is 
at home, looks down at his right knee, and five leeks have 
spring from it (Flóamanna saga).

Thus, the future of the kin is also somehow caught up in 
the physical structure of the house: descendants appear in 
dreams as trees growing from the bed or the garden of the 
house, touching every building in the settlement or indeed 
the entire country. Þorgils’ dream of leeks springing from 
the knee deserves comment – this is likely related to the 
domestic practice of ‘knee-setting’, when a man accepts 
paternity of a child and inscribes it in the kin-group by 
sitting in the high-seat and placing the child on his knee 
(Steinsland 2005, 328). The five leeks are the five children 
of Þorgils’ future.

To summarize, then, dreams are in Norse literature often 
forms of divination or spirit journeys. They can be visions 
of events elsewhere, and they are spatially grounded, often 
anchored to the house. Not only do the majority of dreams 
take place within the house, the dreamer being approached 
in bed by the dead or someone’s hugr, but significant events 
involve the house and its immediate surroundings as well: 
houses being destroyed, animals threatening the house, 
guardian spirits visiting the house, or else the house being 
the spatial anchor for the future of the kin.

Houses and personhood in the Late Iron Age
The evocative, sometimes violent, dreams of houses in the 
Norse literature clearly connect the fate of an individual with 
the fate of the house. Buildings, bodies and dreams seem 
entwined physically and conceptually. Houses and people 
are two parts of one story – they construct each other and, 
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We can see in the dream corpus that the fear of fire was 
real. In the sagas and poetry, there are several examples 
of attacks on and burning of houses and halls (Sørensen 
2003; Myrberg 2005). From time to time, burnt houses 
occur in the archaeological record; some presumably the 
consequence of violent events or accidents, while others 
may be intentional destructive acts to end the social biogra-
phy of specific houses (Herschend 2009, 151–152; Eriksen 
2016). This argument builds on the fact that, in some 
cases, the potential of expressing personhood in certain 
houses appears activated in particular and powerful ways. 
In these rare instances, the house is treated as analogous 
to the human body. This may, for instance, be the case at 
the site of Jarlsberg, Vestfold.

A relatively typical byre-dwelling house with a central 
entrance room was built at Jarlsberg in the 500s, and may 
have stood for 100 years (Grindkåsa 2012). At its abandon-
ment, a series of practices and events took place at Jarlsberg. 
The house burnt to the ground. Immediately afterwards, a 
person with male-gendered objects, including weapons and a 
Continental brooch, was inhumed on the central axis of the 
house, presumably close to where the central hearth used to 
be. Subsequently, the house and surroundings were overlain 
with burial mounds, one of which was placed so that the 
inhumation was located precisely under its causeway. The 
place was transformed from a dwelling to a burial site of 
monumental mounds (Fig. 1.2).

This focus on permanence may indicate a new concern 
for the endurance of the architectural form and a desire to 
make the house a permanent institution. Could this desire be 
caught up with the idea of the house as a node of the essence 
of the kin? The house is potentially no longer linked mainly 
to the life cycles of one couple, but rather to the protection 
of the future of an entire kin group or a wider household. 
Here we can glimpse, as in the dreams, how central the set-
tlement seems to be in social and political, but also material, 
terms. As Herschend has argued with regard to Uppåkra, the 
hall owners strived as best they could to preserve not only 
the exterior and the construction but also the floors of their 
dismantled halls (Herschend 2009, 157–158). It seems that 
the elite in particular were preoccupied with rebuilding their 
halls at specific nodes in the landscape, while more regular 
houses still in the Late Iron Age would adhere to the older 
model of relatively short lifespans. Perhaps, then, the most 
prominent houses are viewing their buildings and halls as 
an extension of their sense of personhood and the self, and 
they want to project that essence and power into the future, 
while ‘normal’ households see the house’s life cycle as more 
entangled with the personhood of the house-builders.

Burning and burying houses
The significance of the physical integrity of the house 
to the future of the kin can also be expressed in the very 
real fear of attacks on, threats to and burning of houses. 

Figure 1.2. The longhouse at Jarlsberg superimposed with burial mounds. Illustration by Museum of Cultural History, University of Oslo.
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Mundal argues that the ættefylgja, at least at times, are 
dead ancestors (Mundal 1974, 104–105). Particularly when 
they come to fetch the living to the realm of death, they 
come in the cloak of the dead, she holds; in one instance, a 
named and known ancestor appears as a fylgja. However, 
if the women are dead ancestors when they are fetching the 
living, it makes the motif of sexual encounters puzzling – I 
have seen no comment on this from literary scholars.

Archaeologically speaking, the living and the dead were 
entangled in the Late Iron Age: their relationships were 
active, complex and, at times, ambivalent, even threatening. 
Biological death was not a stopping point in the relation-
ships with an individual; the dead were ever-present and 
intimately bound to the realm of the living, and to the house 
(Eriksen 2019, 189–200). There are instances of houses 
being built directly over burials, wall to wall with mortuary 
monuments, the dead being buried in abandoned houses, 
and, as discussed above, mounds superimposing houses 
(Thäte 2007; Dahl 2016; Eriksen 2016). There is no reason 
to assume that a clear spatial divide between the living and 
dead was universally desired in the Iron and Viking Ages. 
This implies again that the house and the kin are enchained 
in significant and meaningful ways.

Concerns for the future
The anxiety regarding the destruction of the house, so evident 
in the dreams in the narratives, is likely also expressed in the 
deep-time tradition of depositing objects in longhouses. In 
the Norwegian corpus, about one-fifth of longhouses from the 
Late Iron Age have likely or probable instances of artefact 
deposition. Depositional practices are multifaceted: I argue 
elsewhere (2019, 163–176) that depositing artefacts and 
human remains in the postholes, pits, hearths and doorways 
of the house can be connected to people’s rites of passage, 
marking them through and with the physical structure of 
the house. Deposition can be about preventing dangerous 
spirits and beings from coming into the house as apatropaia 
– objects that ward off evil – and it can be connected to a 
desire to protect the future of the house and the kin, to attract 
good fortune and prosperity; a similar concern for the future 
of the house as we saw in the dreams of the future of the kin 
and the perpetual rebuilding of certain houses.

It is tempting to connect the steadily growing archae-
ological material of human remains in settlements with 
the texts’ sense of being surrounded by the dead, and the 
presence of the guardian spirits or ancestors of the kin. 
While Anna Carlie’s seminal work on ritual deposition in 
dwellings lists only five instances of human remains in Iron 
and Viking Age houses, I have, through a current research 
project – Archaeology of Dwelling – compiled a database 
with approximately 120 instances of deposition of human 
remains in and directly outside houses, 500 BC–AD 1000. 
Among the dead, infants and children seemingly make up 
a particular group chosen for deposition inside and in close 

This is not the only example of a house being burnt and 
covered by burial mounds in the Iron Age (Eriksen 2016). 
While not a common practice, some houses are themselves 
buried after abandonment – in some cases, people returned 
to construct burial mounds several generations after the 
end of the house’s lifespan. Crucially, not all of the known 
examples are mortuary monuments of the dead. Some of 
the mounds lack any human burial. Is the mound of the 
destroyed house, then, necessarily commemorating an 
individual? Could these be commemorative practices not 
necessarily for one, specific, bounded human being, but acts 
to commemorate the entire assemblage of the house, and the 
fact that it has run its course and is no longer habitable? I 
have argued that, much as in other places, in the Late Iron 
Age social relationships can exist and emerge through an 
object or a material – at least in some instances, the long-
house is the kin, and the kin are the longhouse. They are 
not identical, but they are enchained. This also means that, 
when houses are burnt to the ground, whether intentionally 
as an attack or as part of the abandonment process at a site, 
this is as much about concluding/destroying the quality of 
collective personhood or agency expressed in the building 
as anything else.

Houses bundling the living and the dead
Another theme of the dreams that resonates with the archae-
ological material is the relationality between houses and 
the dead. The many dreams about the hamingja and the 
ættefylgjur – the female beings guarding the kin, warning 
them of danger or collecting them at death – are interesting 
in this regard. Mundal (1974) points out some of the dif-
ferences between the animal spirits and the female spirits: 
the animal fylgjur are an alter ego of a person, and will die 
when the person dies. The female fylgja, on the other hand, 
is an independent entity with her own agency, who can show 
herself to and speak with her human.

The ættefylgjur are seemingly caught up with built envi-
ronments. Viga-Glúm’s dream demonstrated how guardian 
spirits are bound to a particular person within the kin, and 
will seek out a new person when the former kin leader dies. 
But also, in Gísli’s dream, his draumkona shows him the 
future materialized as a house or hall. His future, his life, is 
a hall with kin and friends drinking, and his seven remaining 
years are the seven hearths burning along the centre aisle. 
The house is here the fate of the person, and the fate of the 
person is the house.

In some cases, the ættefylgjur have their own halls. This 
is reflected in the later dreams of Gísli, when he is shown 
the hall and bed where he shall dwell in death, having 
dominion over his draumkona, and in Glaumvör’s dreams 
referenced above, where two women come to fetch Gunnarr, 
her husband, and choose him for their benches/for husband. 
Of course, Hel, the goddess of death, also has her own hall 
where she receives some of the dead in ‘Hel’s embrace’.
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material objects and the help of dead ancestors. The house-
dreams thus dovetail with previous archaeological work on 
the life cycles of houses and people, and the treatment of 
the house itself as social actor. Practices of deposition, and 
the significance of the kin guardians, intriguingly in female 
form, attest to the complexity in living–dead and past–future 
relationships in the Late Iron Age, and the desire to at times 
keep the dead close. The ancestors were never far away; 
they could watch over the house and the descendants, tied 
in with the future of the kin.

Ultimately, this chapter provides new insights into the 
conceptualization of houses as life projects tied to the for-
tune or essence of the inhabitants. It has allowed an explora-
tion of modes of personhood and relationality distinct from 
our own, and the way these reverberated through dream-
worlds and material worlds alike. By stepping outside the 
boxes of the conventionally known (the house as a mundane, 
inanimate object) and the conventionally unknowable (the 
dream-worlds of people in the distant past), a richer and 
more coherent Late Iron Age world appears.
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