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This article aims to investigate the mysterious divinity 
Härn on the basis of a Bronze Age metal hoard from 
Härnevi in Uppland. The premise is that this hoard rep-
resents a cultural category that reflects a divine concept 
that must be investigated in order to understand the 
meaning behind the deposition. Through mythological 
parallels, Härn’s characteristics will be explored as well 
as the relation between the sun and fertility across time 
and space. It is suggested that Härn originally was a sun 
goddess emanating from the Bronze Age and related to 
the Norse goddesses Njärd and Freyja.
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INTRODUCTION
How is it possible to obtain knowledge about the characteristics of an 
unknown divinity such as Härn who only occurs in a few Swedish place 
names? The name Härnevi had attracted interest for a long time (Grau 
1754; Ekblom 1872), but it was not until Hans Hildebrand (1899:6) 
drew attention to the sacral meaning of the second part of the place 
name that discussions started as to which divinity *Härn referred to; 
compound place names with -vi are usually theophoric. Magnus Olsen 
suggested in 1908 that Härn was related to one of Freyja’s second 
names, Hørn, mentioned in Snorre’s Edda. Nevertheless, it was Hans 
Sperber’s (1912) suggestion that Härn is derived from an old word for 
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flax which drew the greatest support. He claimed that Härn was an old 
demon of vegetation that subsequently merged with Freyja. Although 
this proposal was criticized at an early stage (Lindroth 1915), the rela-
tion between Härn and Freyja has been advocated by archaeologists, 
historians of religion and some onomasticians (e.g. Olsen 1915; de Vries 
1935:125; Hellberg 1986; Näsström 1995:85; Lindeberg 1997; Kraft 
1999; Bäck et al. 2008:8). Lars Elmevik (1995) has, however, criticized 
this and instead suggested that the first element of Härnevi is derived 
from *ærin with the meaning ársguð ‘god of year’s crop’ which refers 
to Freyr. This suggestion has in turn been rejected by Per Vikstrand 
(2001:208) who instead claims that when tracing the origin of Härnevi 
it is better to assume a name with an initial h. His conclusion is that, 
although Härn probably can be understood as the name of a deity, the 
gender cannot be determined by linguistic means.

This article aims to determine who Härn is by using a Bronze Age 
metal hoard from Härnevi parish in Uppland as a point of departure, 
and thereby also grasp the identity of this hoard. The Härnevi hoard, 
containing various broken artefacts from different periods and depos-
ited sometime before 500 BC, was discovered during ditch-digging 
for drainage in an arable field in 1902. Originally, the idea was that 
Härn is one means by which to understand the deposition, but it just 
as likely may be the opposite. In accordance with my earlier research, 
the premise of this article is that the Härnevi hoard represents a cul-
tural category that reflects a divine concept that must be investigated 
in order to fully understand the reasons for this deposition (Forsgren 
2007, 2008). If one understands this hoard, one may also understand 
the divinity Härn: what was Härn’s gender, what symbols were related 
to this divinity, and what were its characteristics? In the following I 
will briefly present my current understanding of the Härnevi hoard, 
and then compare this understanding with mythological parallels. This 
work will serve as a contribution on understanding hoards as different 
concepts and identities as well as Bronze Age mythology.

SANCTUARY OF PEACE AND PROSPERITY
The Härnevi hoard has previously received attention in place-name 
discussions but most often been rejected on the assumption that metal 
hoards with broken artefacts should be understood in terms of scrap-
metal hoards and therefore of little interest to mythological discussions 
(Forsgren 2008 with references; see Lundberg 1912; Sperber 1912; 
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Vikstrand 2001:308f). An essential part of Vikstrand’s discussion is 
therewith to point out the difficulties in determining the age of the name 
Härnevi due to the strong archaeological traditions back to the Bronze 
Age. In addition to the hoard, Härnevi parish is well known for the re-
mains of bronze casting at a nearby settlement, and there are also sev-
eral mounds of fire-cracked stones in this area (Forsgren 2007, 2008).

There are two main reasons why it is of interest to discuss the hoard 
and the place name together. Firstly, if one considers the place of deposi-
tion, the artefacts were discovered right in front of a triangular, inward 
bend in a flat, moraine plateau. The place resembles a natural, small-
scale amphitheatre where it is easy to picture actors performing rit-
ual plays (Forsgren 2008:10). With one exception (Sahlgren 1952:86), 
scholars have agreed that the last element of Härnevi means ‘holy place’ 
or ‘sanctuary’, a place which possessed a religious right of asylum and 
associated with peace and prosperity (Vikstrand 2001:298f, 324f with 
references). Although there are discussions on how the cult places re-
ferred to in place names were physically formed and organized in the 
landscape, there is a general assumption that cult places were of vary-
ing nature and often originated in the Iron Age (e.g. Vikstrand 2001; 
Sundqvist 2007:143ff). It has to be stressed that no sanctuary deriving 
from the Iron Age has been discovered in Härnevi while at the same 
time it is possible to comprehend the amphitheatre as the ritual centre 
of a consecrated area, framed by a number of cairns at the outer edges 
of Härnevi (Forsgren 2008).

The second reason for discussing the hoard together with the place 
name is that the hoard contains many artefacts which can be consid-
ered to have had ritual functions associated with the sun, such as the 
hanging bowl, the domed belt ornament, and the pins with disc-shaped 
heads. The decorative ornaments, including double buttons, spiral-
inclined bracelets, a hair-spiral and one spectacle-shaped brooch, to 
a large extent set the standard of this hoard. Many of those artefacts 
can be associated with women, but the spearhead and probably also 
the socketed axe are normally associated with men, which makes this 
hoard a complex combination of artefacts and difficult to interpret. 
Why do weapons occur in a collection of female jewellery? Apart from 
ornaments and weapons, the hoard also includes serrated sickles, small 
pieces of leather with a button, fragments of daggers and a cauldron, 
and casting residue. Why are there so many different types of artefacts 
collected in a single hoard? (Forsgren 2007 with references).
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Fig. 1. Collage of the Härnevi hoard. Among the female ornaments are also some tools and 
weapons. 

Drawings by the author after Ekholm 1921 and photos from the Museum of National Antiquities.
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IN FAVOUR OF THE SUN
The two wheel-like artefacts with clattering pendants are unique and 
have only one known parallel. The Eskelhem hoard contains, besides 
bridle fittings for horses and a hanging bowl, one large jingle-plate or 
sun-wheel which has resulted in an interpretation of this hoard as the 
remains of a ritual ride (Montelius 1887). Montelius recalled what Taci-
tus tells about the Germanic fertility goddess Nerthus: on an island in 
the ocean is a sacred grove where a wagon stands, used for transport-
ing the image of the goddess through the surroundings at pax et quies 
‘times when all fights rested and general peace reigned’. With this as 
inspiration, Lundberg suggested that the artefacts in the Härnevi hoard 
were used when celebrating the wedding of the goddess of fertility 
(Lundberg 1912:36f; Tacitus 1999 ch. 40). However, one important 
question arises concerning the relation between the sun and fertility.

For a long period of time researchers have agreed that Bronze Age 
society used the sun as a key element (e.g. Helander 1906; la Cour 
1924; Brøndsted 1938). However, so far not many researchers have 
been interested in the relation between the goddess of fertility and the 
sun. Yet if fertility was also of great importance during the Bronze Age, 
this relation ought to be further investigated. The sun seems an impor-
tant element in Bronze Age religious perception, as exemplified by the 
famous Trundholm chariot from Denmark – a bronze wheeled model 
of a horse pulling a large disc with one side covered by a thin layer of 
gold. The chariot is also a good example of the close symbolic connec-
tion between the sun and horses during this time. Based on an analysis 
of mainly Late Bronze Age razors, Flemming Kaul (1998) has suggested 
that people in Scandinavia apprehended cosmological myths where the 
sun is drawn across the sky in a ship (sometimes a chariot) with the 
help of different animals such as horses and snakes. Snake symbolism 
is recurrent also in the Härnevi hoard in the form of spiral-inclined 
bracelets with s-shaped terminals. The terminals are similar to many 
handles of razors which always take the shape of animal heads. Like-
wise, the decoration of the bracelets from Härnevi is remindful of the 
pattern on a viper (Forsgren 2007:15f; cf. Sperber’s 1912 suggestion 
that bracelets can be understood as “snakes in the hands of the giant-
ess” and used as symbolic reins).

Kaul (1998:55f) writes that “since the sun seems to have been the 
staple element in Bronze Age religious perception, the possibility should 
not be excluded entirely that the sun in one way or another can have 
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developed into a personified divinity proper”. If one understands how 
the sun was perceived in prehistoric times, one may also understand 
who Härn was, the combination of artefacts in the hoard, and the re-
lation between the sun and fertility.

CIRCLING THE EARTH
What we seek is a deity associated with the sun which has horse and 
snake attributes and which travels across the sky in a ship or chariot. 
In order to continue, comparative studies must be conducted in an at-
tempt to identify shared themes and characteristics and thereby sup-
plement what is already known. I want to stress the importance of as-
suring an analytical connection in time and space when making analo-
gies; one could therefore either compare with later Norse mythology 
or with Bronze Age mythologies from other areas. The first strategy 
gives a possible insight into pre-Christian world perception in Scandi-
navia, which I consider valuable to begin with because it is possible to 
imagine fluid traditions back to the Bronze Age. Thereby I imply that 
historical sources convey meanings which in certain cases may be rel-
evant also in Bronze Age studies (Andrén 2004a).

In Norse mythology there is one solar deity to be found, namely 
the goddess Sól, meaning ‘sun’. She and her brother Máni ‘moon’ were 
placed in the sky where Sól had to take the reins of two horses, Árvakr 
‘early awake’ and Álsviðr ‘very quick’ (Grímnismál verse 37), which 
pull Sól’s chariot Álfröðull ‘elf-disc’ across the sky; in Alvíssmál 17 it 
is told that the elves called Sól ‘the lovely wheel’. The term Álfröðull is 
ambiguous and not only refers to the sun-chariot but also to the sun 
herself. In Vafþrúðnismál 23 it is told that Álfröðull will give birth to a 
beautiful daughter before she is eaten by the wolf Fenrir at Ragnarökr, 
and that this daughter will continue to ride along her mother’s path 
(The Poetic Edda 1999). Not much else is known about Sól, perhaps 
because the Norse pantheon includes so many other important deities 
that Sól seems uninteresting in comparison. She seems, however, to 
have a later counterpart in Baltic mythology.

The current knowledge of Baltic, i.e. Latvian and Lithuanian, my-
thology is limited to a diverse and sometimes contradictory folklore 
material from the last centuries. Notes have nevertheless been made 
in earlier times in chronicles about the Balts’ deification of the celes-
tial powers, which indicate the deep traditions of the folklore material 
(Puhvel 1974; Biezais 1975, 1987; Kokare 1996). It is worth noting 
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that a sun cult seems to have existed in the Baltic countries during the 
Bronze Age. This is shown by the material culture which in part reflects 
the Scandinavian material, such as cup-marked stones, pins with disc-
shaped heads of Härnevi-type and double buttons, which indicate cul-
tural exchanges during this time period (e.g. Tvauri 1999; Lang 2007; 
Luik & Ots 2007).

A NEW DAY WILL ALWAYS ARISE
Among the gods in Baltic mythology, Saulė (Lith. Saule Latv.) is a cen-
tral figure. She is called māte which not only means ‘mother’ but also 
‘goddess’; Saulė is thus ‘the mother goddess of the sun’. Saulė travels 
over the sky mountain from the east at dawn to the west at dusk in a 
chariot drawn by two white horses with golden manes. On her jour-
ney, Saulė brings with her the deceased and in the evening the passen-
gers change to a boat and travel beneath the earth. In the realm of the 
dead, Saulė leaves the deceased so she once again can reach the east at 
dawn and start her journey all over again. Here a connection can be 
observed between chariot and boat on the one hand, and sky and wa-
ter on the other. The universe can moreover be divided into two levels, 
heaven and earth, a division which is expressed in the word pasaule 
‘under the sun’, meaning ‘earth’ (Biezais 1975:331f, 1987; cf. Mandt 
1986). Of course, this is remindful of the cosmological myths illustrated 
by Scandinavian Bronze Age artefacts where the sun is drawn across 
the sky with the help of horses and snakes.

Snakes were also important in Baltic mythology, but the Balts’ rela-
tion to them seems somewhat ambivalent. Occasionally snakes were 
enemies of Saulė because they stole energy from her, and therefore they 
urgently had to be killed so that Saulė would not start crying from fa-
tigue. At the same time, snakes were regarded as important symbols 
of cyclic renewal and bearers of cosmic energy; by functioning as met-
aphors of the dying and reawakening nature, they shared life-giving 
properties of Mother Earth. Snakes also had strong sexual value and 
were perceived as important symbols of fertility. It was believed that 
snakes were able to resurrect after death and also to revive others. Thus, 
snakes were important in the worship of ancestors and accordingly it 
was regarded a sin to kill them. In some instances, Saulė seems to have 
been friendly with snakes since they had so much in common. Possi-
bly, although it is difficult to determine, the enmity between Saulė and 
snakes evolved through Christian influence (Luven 2001). 



Current Swedish Archaeology, Vol 18, 2010112

Magdalena Forsgren

Fig. 2. A tree-like figure standing on 
a ship. Rock carving from Litslena 
parish in Uppland. 

Original illustration by the author.

From a Scandinavian perspective, further information about Saulė 
is of interest. Where the sun sets there grows a tree called saules koks 
‘the tree of the sun’. This tree was considered to be the centre of the 
world and the tree of life, which may go back to an old tradition where 
Saulė was the source of life. The World Tree played an important role 
in Norse tradition as well, and it has been suggested that the idea of 
Yggdrasil as the centre of the world goes back to the Bronze Age (An-
drén 2004b). Not far from Härnevi there is a rock carving that in-
cludes a ship with a tree-like figure, which underlines this symbolism 
in this area during the Bronze Age. The concept of the World Tree also 
includes ideas about fertility. Despite Saulė being a sun goddess, one 
of her most important roles was as goddess of growth and fertility, 
and the outcome of her walk across the field was a bountiful harvest 
(Biezais 1975, 1987; cf. Mandt 1986).

In order to create a structural mythological background to Saulė and 
in extension also to Bronze Age mythology and Härnevi, some other 
gods in Baltic mythology should be mentioned. As in Norse mythol-
ogy, the sun has a daughter which was the morning star Aušrinė (Lith; 
Saule Meita ‘the daughter of the sun’ Latv.). Even though the unreli-
able moon and warfare god Mėnulis (Lith; Mēness Latv.) was some-
times depicted as the divorced husband of Saulė after the affair with 
Aušrinė, Mėnulis was just as often depicted as Aušrinė’s husband. The 
father of Aušrinė was most probably the thunder god Perkūnas (Lith; 
Pērkons Latv.) which suggests that Saulė and Perkūnas were once mar-
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ried. Saulė sometimes also seems to have had a relationship with the 
god of heaven Dievas (Lith; Dievs Latv.) which is no wonder since the 
images of him and Perkūnas sometimes merged. The closest parallel 
was the Greek thunder god Zeus ‘daylight’ Keraunos (a paraphrase of 
Peraunos meaning ‘thunder’; Biezais 1975, 1976, 1987; Robbins Dex-
ter 1984:138, 1990:40).

THE ETERNAL FLAME
One problem with the Baltic mythology is the gap in time to the Scandi-
navian Bronze Age. One must strive to find similar structures in Bronze 
Age mythologies to supplement what is known from Baltic mythology, 
and thereby assure the possibilities of such perceptions in regard to 
Bronze Age Härnevi. Such a search might provide clues as to how the 
occurrence of weapons in the Härnevi hoard should be understood, as 
well as the relation between the sun and fertility, since this is not pos-
sible by using the more recent Baltic parallel alone.

In a transcontinental perspective, there are few sun goddesses that 
are comparable to the Härnevi hoard and Saulė. The Sun Goddess of 
Arinna, the highest patroness of the Hittite empire and ruler of justice, 
is one. To study an Anatolian goddess not only means that we move 
across a large geographical distance, but also that we are faced with a 
jumble of coalescing ancient cultures with heterogeneous and diverse 
pantheons. The Hittite realm corresponds in time to the earlier Bronze 
Age in Scandinavia (c. 1800–1100 BC), and besides the Hittites it con-
sisted mainly of the Luwians and Palawians. In addition, the early Hit-
tites borrowed to a large extent their culture from the past Hattians 
(Haas 1994a:1ff; cf. Bryce 2002:134ff) which unlike the other peoples 
did not have a Proto-Indo-European background (Anthony 2007).

The importance of the Sun Goddess of Arinna can be traced back 
to the early time of the Hittite empire, but her origin seems much older 
since her predecessors probably were the Hattian sun goddesses Estan 
and Urunzimu ‘mother earth’. For this role, chthonic properties were 
included as the sun travelled in the underworld during the night. Those 
properties were also manifested in one of the autumn festivals where 
the central theme was the harvesting and offering of fruits, wine and 
honey by the queen to the sun goddess. She was also understood as a 
goddess of fertility and moreover was invoked in connection with bat-
tle and with metal crafts (Haas 1994a:190, 278, 421ff, 585, cf. 127ff, 
131ff; Bryce 2002:142). Here it is possible to see similarities to Härnevi; 
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the hoard connects to fertility through the sickles, and at the nearby 
settlement traces of metal crafts have been found.

The Sun Goddess from Arinna was in her astral aspect primarily 
presented as a winged, golden sun-disc which also was a symbol of the 
Hittite kingdom, while her daughter Mezzulla was portrayed as a sil-
ver disc (Bryce 2002:145; Haas 1994a:204, 424, 426ff, 510f). Possi-
bly there was also a diffuse relationship to horses through the goddess 
Pirinkir, since she was also depicted as a sun-disc (Kristiansen & Lars-
son 2005:288; cf. Haas 1994a:415f, 1994b). This of course is reminis-
cent of Sól’s chariot Álfröðull, but it also brings to mind the two jingle-
plates in the Härnevi hoard.

Finally, it should be mentioned that the Hattian sun goddess Estan 
underwent a sex change when she was interconnected with the Hit-
tite god Sius-summis ‘our god’ and became the sun god Ištanu. Sius 
then became a general word for ‘god’ in Hettite but was in origin an 
Indo-European word meaning ‘to shine’, etymologically related to the 
Latin deus ‘god’ and the Greek god of heavenly light Zeus Keraunos, 
the equivalent of Dievas Perkūnas. The Hittite weather god Tarhun, 
a mythical relative to Zeus Keraunos, was portrayed as the spouse of 
the Sun Goddess of Arinna (Gurney 1977:8ff, 10f; Haas 1994a:141, 
189, 192f, 377ff, 429; Bryce 2002:143f; cf. West 2007).

THE PAN-EUROPEAN STRUCTURE
Clearly, there are many commonalities between the Härnevi hoard 
and the Baltic mythology on the one hand, and the Hittite mythology 
on the other. At the same time, the Hittite mythology is inextricable 
and therefore caution is preferable before exporting the Hittite pack-
age and applying it to the Scandinavian Bronze Age. Yet it is assumed 
that “the sun/weather-god of heaven” Tarhun and the Sun Goddess of 
Arinna had counterparts in Scandinavian Bronze Age mythology that 
constituted separate aspects of the sun, as indicated by the day- and 
the night-side discs on the Trundholm chariot. This symbolism, it is 
argued, is consistent with several graves from the Early Bronze Age in 
Scandinavia in which a select group of women were buried with sun-
discs of bronze (i.e. belt-plates attached to their bellies), remindful of 
the night-side of the chariot. Meanwhile, “a very small group of male 
chiefs” (Kristiansen & Larsson 2005:294ff, 298), i.e. one, were bur-
ied with a gold disc: the day-side. Without going into details, I argue 
that this is not enough evidence to suggest that Scandinavian Bronze 
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Age mythology included both a sun and weather god of heaven, and 
a night sun goddess.

In an overview of Indo-European religions and languages, it is noted 
that the sun was broadly viewed as masculine. This does not apply to 
northern Europe where a zone with different sun goddesses appears, 
perhaps influenced by substrate populations (West 2007:195f). The 
sun was regarded as female in Sámi mythology as well, and perceived 
as a life-giving mother. A sun girl and a thunder god can also be noted 
(Mebius 2003:75ff), which is comparable to Baltic mythology. Axel 
Olrik (1905) assuredly believed that several elements of the Sámi my-
thology suggested influences from the Scandinavian Bronze Age. He 
assumed, however, that the sun was masculine in the latter, and conse-
quently the Sámi sun must have later undergone a sex change and be-
come female. For reasons of Swedish sovereignty this interpretation is 
perhaps not surprising, but it must be contradicted. The sun was most 
likely female in origin (Mebius 2007:56f) and had similarities with 
Saulė and a Bronze Age female counterpart.

When trying to understand Scandinavian Bronze Age mythology, 
perhaps it is better to look to neighbouring mythologies before draw-
ing advanced conclusions on the basis of parallels with remote societies 
(e.g. Kristiansen & Larsson 2005). Comparisons between Bronze Age 
Scandinavia and various Mediterranean cultures seem to cause difficul-
ties. Previously there have been heated discussions on whether or not 
there were transfers of diverse cultural expressions from the eastern 
Mediterranean to Scandinavia. For example, a discussion about simi-
larities between the Scandinavian symbolism and that of the Minoan 
culture gives indications of long-range contacts and exchange of ideas 
between remote societies at an elite level, thus serving as an explana-
tion for the cultural life in Bronze Age Scandinavia. The main reason for 
the recent outward-looking approach is that the Bronze Age research 
of the last decades has been conducted from an autonomous perspec-
tive where essential parts of the past have been overlooked since re-
search often has been limited by present-day national borders and lan-
guage differences (e.g. Sherrat 1994; Kristiansen 1998; Larsson 1999; 
Malmer 1999; Randsborg 1999; Winter 2001; Fari 2006; Kaul 2009).

Critics for their part have claimed that such neo-diffusionist pro-
jects are flirting with Europeanism, which is not academically relevant 
since one cannot acquire nuanced knowledge by drawing parallels 
with today’s global situation and asserting there was something re-
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sembling a European community during the Bronze Age (e.g. Gröhn 
2004; Sjögren 2006; Nordquist 2008). However, the main purpose of 
recent discussions is to open up new possibilities to understand dimen-
sions of the Bronze Age society which otherwise would be considered 
unreachable and therefore academically less relevant to study. This is 
desirable although the methods used can be discussed (Winter 2008). 
In the Mediterranean alone, a series of problems occur when trying to 
find “similarities from quite different geographical, cultural and tem-
poral contexts” in such cases where transfers are suggested (Sjögren 
2006; cf. Nordquist & Whittaker 2007). Indeed, it can be regarded as 
a problem when various Mediterranean cultures are brought together 
in one ideological package and carried to Scandinavia where carefully 
selected artefacts illustrate a pan-European structure without the dif-
ferent cultural contexts being taken into account.

OH MOTHER EARTH, THOU GRACIOUS
Notwithstanding this, there were connections between various com-
plex deities in the Mediterranean (cf. Marinatos 2000). At the end of the 
Hittite empire, a synchronization process was implemented and similar 
deities were grouped together and treated as equal. The Sun Goddess of 
Arinna was thus identified with the mother goddess Hepat, the mother 
of all living, although Hepat never had any solar aspects. Hepat is of-
ten depicted standing on a lion, as is also the Babylonian and Assyrian 
goddess Ištar, the goddess of physical love, procreation, and war. The 
Hittite king Hattušili III made Ištar his favourite goddess, which may 
seem somewhat strange since he, who was “beloved of the Sun God-
dess of Arinna”, married the Hurrian priestess Puduhepa ‘servant of 
Hepat’, the daughter of a priest of Ištar. In one of her prayers Puduhepa 
says: “In the Land of Hatti you bear the name of the Sun Goddess of 
Arinna; but in the land which you made the cedar land you bear the 
name Hepat” (Bryce 2002:287; Haas 1994a:638). A later counterpart 
was most probably the Phrygian goddess Cybele, the fertile earth, who 
came to be worshiped throughout large parts of Europe for over a mil-
lennium (Burkert 1979:102ff).

Apart from not being sun deities, none of these fertility goddesses 
had any links to snakes or horses. Recent attempts have been made, 
however, to connect the Sun Goddess of Arinna to Athena, the goddess 
of wisdom and justice whose main concerns were war and the protec-
tion of people. She appears in classical Greek mythology as an armed 
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warrior often attended by an owl and a snake. She was the guardian 
of metal craft and had a strong association to weaving and the culti-
vation of olive trees, but to some extent she was also connected with 
water, ships, horses and wagons (Teffeteller 2001; cf. Luyster 1965; 
Burkert 1979:220ff; Marinatos 2000). Many of these phenomena are 
also known from Härnevi and the Scandinavian Bronze Age mythol-
ogy. Besides the bracelets and the jingle-plates, the Härnevi hoard also 
includes a spearhead and an axe. As mentioned earlier, apart from the 
hoard Härnevi is also well known for bronze casting and therefore it is 
possible that the divine concept illustrated by the hoard was a guard-
ian of metal craft. As a fruitful olive tree, Athena’s tree also bears some 
resemblance to Saulė’s life-giving tree and to Yggdrasil. However, if the 
Sun Goddess of Arinna can be considered as a precursor to Athena, 
then Athena being a daughter and not a wife to Zeus Keraunos must 
be seen as a later addition (Neils 2001; Tefeteller 2001).

One can wonder how far parallels may be drawn without arguments 
losing in strength. For the time being, I agree with Kaul (1998:261) 
that “the best approach is to accept our iconography on its own terms, 
using foreign parallels as illustrations but not as arguments”; this is 
easier said than done, however. Given that fertility goddesses seem 
to have been of great importance in many cultures around the east-
ern Mediterranean, it may again be appropriate to draw attention to 
Tacitus’ Nerthus, the Germanic Iron Age mother goddess. It has pre-
viously been suggested that Nerthus could be a counterpart of Cybele 
(cf. Näsström 1995:23ff). As it is possible to observe a greater female 
presence during the Bronze Age with an increased frequency of jewel-
lery and female bronze figurines, Nerthus has several times come to be 
mentioned as a goddess of fertility introduced during the Late Bronze 
Age. Such an assumption also seems to have been necessary since pre-
viously it has been taken for granted that the sun was masculine and 
not feminine (e.g. Montelius 1900; Helander 1906; Arne 1909; Bjørn 
1924:7ff; Almgren 1927; Davidson 1969; Görman 1989; Kaul 2009).

THE ALL-POWERFUL GODDESS
When studying Norse mythology, it is possible to see connections be-
tween different gods assembled in holy units. This may be consistent 
in the spatial distribution pattern of deities in place names. *Njärd, 
which is the Scandinavian variant of Nerthus, constitutes most often 
the female part of those holy couples, but in the north-east Mälaren 
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region she is replaced by Härn (Olsen 1915; Wessén 1923). Njärd has 
in turn been associated with Freyja since the father of Freyja and Freyr 
was Njorðr, one of the Vanir who were a distinguished group of di-
vinities in Norse mythology foremost associated with fertility. Closely 
connected to the Vanir was the expression til árs ok friðar ‘for a good 
year’s crop and peace’, which is equivalent to Tacitus’ expression pax 
et quies. Both Freyr and Freyja seem to have been the main divinities 
of fertility. It has been suggested that their names from the beginning 
functioned as titles meaning ‘lord’ and ‘lady’ and that Njorðr and Njärd 
were the real names of this divine couple. Consequently they were 
named Njorðr freyr and Njärd freyja (Kock 1896). In Sweden Njorðr 
is often exchanged with Ullr in the place-name material, and possibly 
Freyr and Ullr were one and the same god, Ullr freyr (Grímnismál 51). 
In The Poetic Edda, Ullr is depicted as the stepson of the thunder god 
Thor and thus has a somewhat similar position as the Baltic moon 
god Mėnulis who is the son-in-law of Dievas Perkūnas. Interestingly 
enough, the nearest theophoric place name to Härnevi is Torslunda in 
Torstuna parish to the north, and this spatial relation between Thor 
and Härn is of utmost interest with regard to what is known from other 
mythologies. I want to stress the possibility that the Bronze Age my-
thology included other celestial deities than only the sun, even though 
the sun probably was at the centre of much religious worship.

Interesting but definitely not unproblematic relationships between 
various deities do not seem to stop here. A tenable connection between 
the goddesses Freyja and Frigg can be noted. Through Snorre, we know 
that Frigg is the first among Ásynjur, but that Freyja is tígnuz með 
‘the most prominent together with’ Frigg. Sometimes Freyja is even 
ágætust of ásynjum ‘the most excellent of the goddesses’ (Näsström 
1995:104f). An attempt to problematize this connection has been 
made (Grundy 1996), but if other materials are considered as well, 
and if descriptions of Frigg and Freyja are compared, there emerges 
an indication of a common origin (Näsström 1995:106ff). Simply the 
fact that both are married to Óðinn and Oðr, respectively, results in 
this possibility. This cannot be easily ignored because there is not much 
doubt that the husbands, too, were originally the same god (Näsström 
1995:81f, 113).

Tales about Óðinn chasing a female being with flowing hair and sag-
ging breasts through forests and across the sky can be found in folklore 
material. In Swedish folklore she is named Skogsrået ‘lady ruler of the 
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forest’ and Huldra ‘the hidden one’ in Norwegian (Granberg 1935). 
The name Huldra resembles Hulðr Seiðkonu in Heimskringla and 
Frau Hulda in German folklore, of which the latter has been connected 
with Freyja. Freyja, for her part, is the goddess of seið and she taught 
this practice to Frigg and Óðinn (Näsström 1995:82f, 210ff). Possi-
bly, Skogsrået can in some tales be considered a successor to Freyja.

The traditions of Skogsrået were examined by Gunnar Granberg in 
his doctoral dissertation from 1935. However, one tradition of interest 
in the context of this paper has not been recorded. This tale comes from 
the southern part of Torstuna parish nearby Härnevi and partly reflects 
some of the concepts discussed above. “Då en ä ute å går i skogen, ska 
en noga aktas för te jöra illa skogsrån för on uppenbarer se på många 
olika vis. Iblann visar hon se som en orm, iblann som en ormila, iblann 
som en groda. För jägare visar hon se iblann som en vacker flicka, men 
ryggin är urholka som en svinho. Dömmerså får en lov te vara försiktin 
me ormar å ormilor” “When someone is out in the forest, they should 
be careful not to upset Skogsrået, because she appears in many different 
ways. Sometimes she appears as a snake, sometimes as a slow-worm, 
and sometimes as a frog. To hunters, she sometimes appears as a beau-
tiful girl, but her back is hollow as a pig’s trough. Judge thereafter: one 
must be careful with snakes and slow-worms” (Bladh et al. 1979:353, 
my translation). In addition to the link between Skogsrået and snakes, 
it was typical of frogs in old traditions to be regarded as symbols of 
fertility and childbirth (Lövenkrona 1989).

TRAVELLING BACK AND FORTH
For me it is not impossible to picture the Härnevi hoard as the mate-
rial remains of a ceremony representing the sun’s journey across the 
sky. If one considers the association to fertility, this hoard could also 
be interpreted as a metaphor for the cycle of life which was part of an 
ideology in which the seasonal coming, disappearing and recurring 
were expressed through conceptions regarding agriculture (Forsgren 
2008:22; cf. Thedéen 2003). When taking the artefacts and their sym-
bolic associations into consideration, an image of a sun goddess with 
roots in the Bronze Age emerges. Since this divine concept appears in 
a place called Härnevi, I argue that Härn was the name of this goddess 
in Uppland. It is indeed possible that the artefacts in the Härnevi hoard 
were used by someone who assumed the identity of a goddess, and in 
that case it is also possible to discern ritual activities in Härnevi, which 
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is suitable since the last element of the place name refers to a sanctuary 
of peace and prosperity (Forsgren 2007, 2008).

Several of the artefacts in the hoard have their symbolic counterparts 
elsewhere and suggest that Härn as well as her parallels was complex in 
character. Spears, daggers and axes are evocative of war, while sickles 
are rather reminiscent of crops. Thus, this hoard was a tangible mani-
festation of the expression til árs ok friðar (Forsgren 2008:22f). Härn 
would thus have been a goddess who was associated with both war 
and peace in a similar manner as the Sun Goddess of Arinna, Athena 
and Nerthus. That these goddesses along with Saulė had links to the 
World Tree further underlines their role as fertility goddesses (cf. Frey-
ja’s fruit tree, Näsström 1995:213). Through comparative parallels it 
is also possible to see strong links to a god of thunder, which is inter-
esting since the nearest parish to Härnevi is Torstuna.

One of the key problems in my paper is to try to understand the re-
lation between the sun and fertility. In particular, two types of objects 
indicate that Härn can probably be considered a sun goddess in a cos-
mic myth, namely the spiral-inclined bracelets with s-shaped terminals 
and snake pattern, and the jingle-plates which refer to both horses and 
the sun. This symbolism is also found in the Bronze Age cosmological 
myths that people during this period most likely apprehended (Kaul 
1998). In the Mediterranean, however, it is easily noted that fertility as-
pects dominated regarding the great goddess while at the same time the 
sun was perceived as masculine. Yet this does not apply to north-west 
Europe where the sun instead was perceived as feminine (West 2007).

A tentative hypothesis can be put forth which possibly also can ex-
plain the relation between Härn and Njärd Freyja. An assumption can 
be made that the various fertility goddesses around the Mediterranean 
were variants of each other and that at least one of them inspired the 
concepts of the Germanic goddess Nerthus and a former Celtic coun-
terpart (cf. Görman 1989). A further assumption is that during the end 
of the Stone Age or Early Bronze Age a new mythology was slowly 
introduced into southern Scandinavia and the Baltic, influenced by 
Indo-European cultures, but a sun goddess common to all people of 
northern Europe was continuously being worshiped (cf. Mandt 1986). 
During the course of the Bronze Age more and more influences from 
the Celtic world can be noticed, but the belief in the sun goddess con-
tinued. In the transition to the Celtic Iron Age, the focus switched for 
some reason to the worship of a more specialized fertility goddess who 
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came to be referred to as Njärd Freyja. This hypothesis requires future 
research, but nevertheless it should be noted that Freyja, too, had links 
to the sun which is underlined by the following verse:

“Seij nu Torkar svar igen, han skal aldrig hammarn få,
för ähn jag fåhr Jungfru Froijenborg, den vähna solen tå”

”Trolltram sänder dig svahr igen, du kan eij hammaren få,
för ähn han fåhr Jungfru Froijenborg, den vähna solen tå”

“Answer Thor once again, that he never will receive the hammer
until I have the maid Freyja, the fair sun then.”

“Trymer is sending you an answer again, you cannot receive the hammer
until he gets the maid Freyja, the fair sun then.”

(from the Swedish song Hammar-Hemtningen. Arwidsson 1834, my 
translation)

Magdalena Forsgren, Department of Archaeology and Classical Studies,  
Stockholm University, 106 91 Stockholm, Sweden
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