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Valkyrie: 
Dominant 
Image of Old 
Norse 
Women



Darraðarljóð, Brennu-
Njáls saga, ch. 157

“He went up to the room and looked in through a 
window that was there and saw that there were 
women inside and that they had set up a loom. Men’s 
heads were used for weights, men’s intestines for the 
weft and warp, a sword for the sword beater, and an 
arrow for the pin beater. The women spoke these 
verses …

The warp is woven 

with warriors’ guts,

and heavily weighted

with the heads of men.

Spears served as heddle rods,

spattered with blood;

iron-bound is the shed rod,

and arrows are the pin beaters;

we will beat with swords

our battle web.”



Popular Culture: 
comics, video 
games, TV, 
movies
“A woman can 
do whatever a 
man can do, but 
sexier!”



Vikings



Norsemen



Game of Thrones: 
Arya vs Sansa 

Rebelling against 
traditional roles



Archaeological 
Evidence for 

Female 
Warriors, or 
mythological

artifacts?



Old Norse Literature: 
Women in male sphere, 
but limits and rules

Valkyries, shield-maidens, & 
maiden kings

Brynhildur: “Sigurd went inside the fort and saw a man 
there, asleep and lying fully armoured. First he removed the 
helmet from his head and saw that it was a woman. She had 
on a hauberk and it was as tight as if grown into the flesh. 
Then he sheared right down from the neck, then right along 
both sleeves, and the blade bit in as if cutting cloth.” 

“At that time Brynhild, Heimir's foster-daughter, was back 
with him. She lived in her own quarters with her maidens. She 
was more skilled in the domestic arts than other women. She 
was working her tapestry with gold thread and embroidering 
on it the deeds performed by Sigurd, the slaying of the 
dragon, the seizure of the treasure and the death of Regin.”

Volsunga saga, ch. 21, 25.
“Brunnhild,” Gaston Bussière 1897



Old Norse Literature: 
Women in male sphere, 
but limits and rules

Valkyries, shield-maidens, & 
maiden warriors

• Hervǫr / Hervard: “She was brought up in the house of the 
jarl, and she was as strong as a man; as soon as she could do 
anything for herself she trained herself more with bow and 
shield and sword than with needlework and embroidery… 
taking up the gear and weapons of a man she made her way to 
a place where there were some Vikings, and for a time she 
went roving with them and called herself Hervard… became 
captain of the band… Hervǫr went off to join Vikings, and was 
out raiding for a time; and when she grew weary of that she 
went to Bjarmar the jarl, and settled down to fine work with 
her hands.”

The Saga of King Heiðrek the Wise, p.10,12,20 

“Hervor’s Death,” Peter Nicolai Arbo, c. 1892



Birka chamber grave, Bj. 581
Female military commander?

Images: Tancredi Valeri, Þórhallur Þráinsson, from Price, et all “Viking warrior women? 
Reassessing Birka chamber grave Bj.581” 2019



Women’s Work: 
Weaving Wealth 

From: von Holstein, et al, “Provenancing Archaeological Wool Textiles from Medieval Northern Europe by 
Light Stable Isotope Analysis,” 

In: National Museum of Iceland



Oseberg Tapestry

https://www.unimus.no/portal/#/search/photos/freetext?value=oseberg+tekstil



Medieval altar frontals: 
visualizing religious tradition 

through embroidery

https://www.sarpur.is/

https://www.sarpur.is/


Medieval and beyond: Motifs and 
patterns of lived environment

https://www.sarpur.is/



Sartorial 
Messages

• Michelle Carragher, 
costume designer:  
Embroidery signals identity 
and alliances (personal, 
family, geography)
• Dragon skin

• Lions

• Flowers

• Fish

https://www.messynessychic.com/2013/07/23/here-is-the-blog-of-the-
game-of-thrones-costume-maker/

https://www.messynessychic.com/2013/07/23/here-is-the-blog-of-the-game-of-thrones-costume-maker/


Refilsaumur: Laid and couched 
stitch in Bayeux Tapestry, Njálurefill, 
and Game of Thrones



Taking back traditional 
women’s activities



For more 
information:

• Njáls saga tapestry: 
https://www.facebook.com/Njalurefill/?ref=page_internal

• Bayeaux Tapestry (Full view available on website): 
https://www.bayeuxmuseum.com/en/the-bayeux-
tapestry/discover-the-bayeux-tapestry/explore-online/

• Game of Thrones Tapestry: https://www.nmni.com/whats-
on/game-of-thrones-tapestry-exhibition

• Price, N., Hedenstierna-Jonson, C., Zachrisson, T., Kjellström, 
A., Storå, J., Krzewińska, M., . . . Götherström, A. (2019). Viking 
warrior women? Reassessing Birka chamber grave 
Bj.581. Antiquity, 93(367), 181-198. 
doi:10.15184/aqy.2018.258

• Osberg textiles: https://www.khm.uio.no/english/visit-
us/viking-ship-museum/exhibitions/oseberg/the-textiles-
among-the-oseberg-finds/

• Icelandic Textiles: https://www.sarpur.is/

• Michèle Hayeur Smith, Valkyrie’s Loom, 
https://www.amazon.com/Valkyries-Loom-Archaeology-
Production-Atlantic/dp/081306662X

• Jóhanna Katrín Friðriksdóttir, Valkyrie, 
https://www.amazon.com/Valkyrie-Viking-J%C3%B3hanna-
Katr%C3%ADn-Fri%C3%B0riksd%C3%B3ttir/dp/1788314778

https://www.facebook.com/Njalurefill/?ref=page_internal
https://www.bayeuxmuseum.com/en/the-bayeux-tapestry/discover-the-bayeux-tapestry/explore-online/
https://www.nmni.com/whats-on/game-of-thrones-tapestry-exhibition
https://www.khm.uio.no/english/visit-us/viking-ship-museum/exhibitions/oseberg/the-textiles-among-the-oseberg-finds/
https://www.sarpur.is/
https://www.amazon.com/Valkyries-Loom-Archaeology-Production-Atlantic/dp/081306662X
https://www.amazon.com/Valkyrie-Viking-J%C3%B3hanna-Katr%C3%ADn-Fri%C3%B0riksd%C3%B3ttir/dp/1788314778


Appendix: Darrarljod (Song of Dorrud) from Njal’s Saga




