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In this presentation, Auz makes a case for interpreting álfar 
as beings of equivalency to humans, not as either ‘divine’ or 
‘ancestors’. 

His argument is based primarily on a structural analysis of 
cosmological references in the Prose Edda, a kinship analysis 
of likely álfar figures in the myths, and, ethnographic 
comparison of historical Old Norse and Sámi cultures. 

The theological implications include advancing the 
development of a sound theoretical groundwork for gandr-
sorcery, and ‘racism-proofing’ Heathen world-views, amongst 
others. 

Abstract



This discussion assumes a Fairly  
Broad knowledge of Heathen Lore. 

Put up Your Hand if you have a question, and  

I will try to offer more explanation after every few sets of slides.



Classic Misunderstandings

1. The álfar are the male ancestors. 

2. álfar live in certain places in Miðgarðr. 

3. álfar are categorically different 
beings from dvergr. 

4. álfar are not equivalent to humans. 

5. álfar culture is like that of elves in 
speculative fiction.

Freyja and the Dwarves 
Patten Wilson, 1908 



Icelandic elves

• huldufólk 

• Amalgam of diminutized beings 

• Dwarves, Elves, Wights, Trolls 

• ‘Fairy faith’ 

• 2/3 of women, 1/3 of men = Celtic 

• Lower status = greater importance 
elves 

• Biased ethnographic example
By George Pearson - Icelandic Legends : Collected by Jón Arnason : Translated by George E. J. Powell 
and Eiríkur Magnússon, Richard Bentley, London, 1864. This illustration facing page 88. Digitized version 

from Google Books, https://books.google.com/books?id=qDAeAAAAMAAJ, Public Domain, https://
commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=4761290



Snorrian Heathenry

• Snorri Sturlason > Prose Edda 

• MYTH = key to poetry 

• Bad Pagans, but good ancestors 

• Euhemerism 

• Echos of Christian world-view 

• Characters, not ‘gods’ 

• Little concern to Mythic ‘timeline’



Snorrian Cosmology

• Influence : Angels & demons 

• Cosmology  

• Number of worlds 

• 2 álfar worlds: Light & Dark 

• Locations 

• Above & Below Midgard

http://www.germanicmythology.com/original/cosmology3.html



Rydbergian Heathenry

• Poetic Edda, over prose edda 

• Structure & Story 

• Kinship 

• Law & Culture 

• Motivations (Plot) 

• Not Symbolic (of Nature) 

• Internally coherent Vision

Source: Public Domain, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=291860

Abraham Viktor Rydberg 
1828 - 1895



Rydbergian Cosmology



Creation

• Beings of the Death of Ymir 

• Ymir > Hair > Trees > Driftwood > Humans 

• YMIR > Flesh > Soil > Dirt > ‘Wurm’ > álfar 

• Beings of the Life of Ymir 

• YMIR Mating of Legs > jötnar 

• Ymir Mating of Armpits > VaNIR + Proto-Æsir 

• Beings of Life BeYond Ymir 

• Auðumbla > Búri > Borr > Æsir

By Lorenz Frølich, Public Domain, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=399486



Modern anglo-Saxon Kinship

• Lineal and Collateral Kinship System



Old Norse Kinship : Ættir

From: Barlau, S. B. (1981). Old Icelandic Kinship Terminology: An Anomaly. Ethnology, 20(3), 191-202. 

• Bilateral Kinship System



• relatives on the father's and mother's side 
of the family are each lumped into into their 
own categories 

• special terms for mother's older and 
younger sisters & for father's older and 
younger brothers 

• Cousins = semi-siblings, differentiated by 
gender 

• Entire Generation of elders = grandmother 
or grandfather 

• Relatives by Marriage noted with terms 

• Did the Sámi influence Old Norse Kinship?

Traditional Sámi Kinship : siida



Interwoven Ættir : Skaði

Sources: Rydberg & Reaves



Sámi Lore 1

• Sámi ‘elves’ : Halde 

• Advice, warnings 

• sickness 

• Underground ‘tents’ : goahti 

• Underworld : saivo
By Unknown - http://www.bassenge.com/, Public Domain, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=7189272



Sámi Lore 2

• Places of power : Seidi 

• Earth-fast Stones 

• Bottoms of lakes 

• Mountain tops 

• Rock Idols : Storjunkare
By Labongo - Own work, Public Domain, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=2976649



álfar Culture 1

• Wilderness Life 

• Hunting & Gathering 

• Husbandry of 'Wild’ creatures 

• Bushcraft 

• Furs & ‘crude’ garments
By I, Berig, CC BY 2.5, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=2279776



álfar Culture 2

• winter Activities 

• hunting 

• Use of Missile weapons, 
especially the bow 

• Skiing 

• Pre-Metallurgy Technology, 
particularly Stone tools

By geni - Photo by user:geni, CC BY-SA 4.0, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=26376133



álfar Culture 3

• Creation of magical objects 

• Shape-shifters 

• Healing & Harming sorcery 

• Hidden & Ancient 

• Caves & Holes 

• Stones
By Grovel at English Wikipedia, CC BY 3.0, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=4881039



Humans vs Dvergr

•  Dvergr = Negative relationship with 
Humans 

• Payments & tricks (not gifts) 

• Kidnapping & ‘Seduction’ (not part of 
the Kin group) 

• Close Underworld 

• Corruption & physicality



Humans vs álfar

• álfar = positive relationship with 
Humans 

• Advice & Gifts (Not paYment) 

• Ancestor (part of the kin group) 

• Far Underworld 

• Wisdom & Transcendental



Claims to Sovereignty

• Royal lineages tied to álfar 

• In what is now Sweden 

• Period Proto-Old Norse & Sámi Conflict 

• UPG : Sámi = symbolically álfar?  

• > OLD Norse claiming Descent 

• = claims of lordship

Public Domain, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=511312



Speculation : Volundr

• Freyr = Álfheimr as a ‘Tooth-gift’ 

• UPG : Völundr = the maternal uncle of 
Freyr 

• If he had no sons, he would pass on 
the kingship of Álfheim to Freyr, as a 
gift or through inheritance. 

https://ipfs.io/ipfs/QmXoypizjW3WknFiJnKLwHCnL72vedxjQkDDP1mXWo6uco/wiki/Wayland_the_Smith.html



álfar as ancestors?

Public Domain, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=529016



Becoming Kin to Álfar

• Marriage to an Álf, in Miðgarðr 

• Marriage to an Álf, in Álfheimr 

• Fosterage / Friendship to álfar 

• travel to Álfheimr = Death = new ‘life’

By Daniel Naczk - Own work, CC BY-SA 4.0, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=52561563



Metaphor : The ’Foreign’ dead

• álfar are the “foreign dead” 

• Alienated because of … 

A. Cultural difference 

B. Passage of time 

• Foreign dead ≠ ancestor

By Fantoman400 at English Wikipedia, CC BY-SA 3.0, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=6847017



Becoming an alf

oþal Land Burial
Primary relationship with 

the Dead
Approx. generation Being Type

Life remembered Ego Relationship - 3 generations Human

Name remembered Kinship Relationship 4-8 generations Dead Elder

Aettir remembered Societal Relationship 4-8 + generations Historic Ancestor

Ancestry remembered Historical relationship 8-16 + generations Legendary Ancestor

Ancestry Forgotten Spiritual relationship 8-16 + generations álf



Implications

1. Gandr sorcery 

2. Ancestor Worship 

3. ‘Racism-proofing’ 

4. Coherence 

• Nature of Loki?

https://www.norsegodsasatru.net/alfar.html



Gandr sorcery

• ‘sendings’ & Shape-Shifting 

• Insects 

• Staves & Magical Tools 

• Wands, with magical inscriptions 

• Rangles & Goads 

• UPG : Access + Coerce / Direct Spirits 

• UPG : Overlap with both Galdr (magical 
inscriptions) & Seiðr (Magical 
manipulation of relations & thoughts)

https://forskning.no/forskeren-forteller-historie-overtro/forskeren-forteller-hva-er-egentlig-ganding/290500



Speculation : Thistil : Mistil : Kistill

• Thistle : Mistletoe : Casket 

• Sorcerous charm > Gandr + Galdr 

• ‘Flying’ Plants in Trolldom 

• Thistle = Seed, flies free 

• Mistletoe = Plant flies, seed flies in gut of birds   

• Casket = Loki as falcon, Magical Staffs 

• Personal underworld 

• Secures magic items 

• Commonality? = capture & control gandr 

• Álfheimr = land of magic items

CC BY-SA 3.0, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=551626



SPECULATION : LOKI

• CHILD OF SURT’S LINE 

• ALLIANCE FORSTALLS Ragnarök 

• USES álf-type MAGIC 

• MIDDLE-MAN WITH DVERGR 

• Smithing artifact 

• UPG : KINSHIP WITH álfar?
https://www.tumblr.com/search/snaptun-stone



Ancestor Worship

• Not all your ancestors are álfar! 

• Only Some 

• Intermediaries with the underworld 

• Thus, intermediaries with the Dead



‘Racism-proofing’

• Thus, not all ancestors are ‘divine’ 

• Your “Blood” is not Pure 

• Everyone intermarries 

• Multiple loyalties 

• Overlapping, Nested loyalties to one’s 
ættir

http://historywedding.blogspot.com/2018/02/ancient-viking-wedding-traditions.html



Coherence

• Reflects Old Norse Culture 

• Social conflicts are kin-based 

• Explains kennings of the Poetic Edda 

• Creation Story has fewer holes 

• [Only Surt’s Kin remain] 

• Elegantly links mythology & folklore

https://www.ancient.eu/Edda/



Take aways

1. As a group, the álfar are not ancestors to humans. 

2. álfar live in Álfheim, but can travel to Miðgarðr, through certain places 
and under certain conditions. 

3. álfar and Dvergr are the same type of being, but with different 
relationships to humans. 

4. álfar are to the Vanir, as humans are to the Æsir. 

5. The álfar have a Quasi-neolithic and wilderness-focused culture.
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