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Darkness Beneath the World-Tree 

An Exploration of the Anglo-Saxon Pagan concept of “Hell” 

By Sharang Biswas 

 

 “Hell wasn't a major reservoir of evil, any more than Heaven, in Crowley's opinion, was a 

fountain of goodness; they were just sides in the great cosmic chess game.” 

-Good Omens, Terry Pratchett and Neil Gaiman 

* * * 

True oblivion frightened the Anglo-Saxons. Even their gods feared it: literature 

professor Margaret Clunies Ross asserts that all the actions of the pagan gods are geared 

towards the purpose of postponing and averting their fated, apocalyptic demise (Ross 229-

258). This is not such a foreign concept: cultures have long sought to soften the biting truth of 

our own mortality through concepts such as afterlife or reincarnation. In fact, psychologist 

Paul Bloom asserts that “the notion that life after death is possible is not learned at all. It is a 

by-product of how we naturally think about the world” (Bloom). Anglo-Saxon literature is 

full of depictions of the glories of heaven and the infernal torments of hell; however, the 

majority of the writing paints a very Christian picture. This paper will explore the Pagan 

image of hell in mind of the Anglo-Saxons. 

The Anglo-Saxon Religion: Christianity and Paganism 

Christianity and Paganism were inextricably linked in the Anglo-Saxon religious 

psyche. According to mediaevalists Christopher Fee and David Leeming, around 500 CE, 

invading Germanic tribesmen forced the British Celts to the edges of Britain and introduced 

their “dark and brooding religion”, which flourished for almost a century.  Then, in 597 CE, 

the first Roman Catholic mission was established in Canterbury, and another century led to 

the conversion of the English to Christianity (Leeming and Fee 5). Yet, Pagan rituals still 

held sway among the population, despite the efforts of the church. For example, archaeologist 
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David Wilson cites a great deal of evidence showing that Christian and Pagan burial and 

cremation customs existed almost side-by-side (Wilson 67-164). Leeming and Fee remark, 

“Celtic and Germanic influences abound in medieval British literature” (Leeming and Fee 2). 

As such, it is impossible to fully understand the Anglo-Saxon culture without appreciating its 

Pagan roots. 

A Note about Sources 

It is important to note the source of our observations regarding Germanic influences 

on Anglo-Saxon mythology. Much of our information is derived from Old Norse literature: 

Brian Branston shows us the “great similarities” between Old Norse and Anglo-Saxon 

mythology. However, while Branston admits that the “similarities outnumber the 

differences”,  he warns us to be wary of equating the two literary traditions too closely, given 

that much of the Norse writing we possess was created after initial contact between the two 

cultures. Nevertheless, it is likely that the Anglo-Saxons and the Norse shared a similar 

cosmology. Branston provides one piece of evidence: the Norse universe consisted of nine 

different worlds and the Anglo-Saxon Nine Herbs Charm, refers explicitly to ‘seven worlds’; 

Branston asserts that the Norse heaven and hell are included in these seven. Thus, “…we may 

with benefit attempt some schematic reconstruction of an Anglo-Saxon mythology” 

(Branston 173-175). 

Hell as a Place 

The closest the Germanic people came to a concept of “hell” was the demesne of the 

Goddess Hel, in the shadowy realm of Niflheim. Hel was appointed by the god Wodan, 

known to the Norse as Odin (Leeming and Fee 5, 23), in order to, according to Snorri 

Sturloson’s Gylfaginning, “…administer board and lodging to those sent to her…” 

(Sturluson, Edda 27) 
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Who, then, was sent to Hel? Contrary to what one well-versed in modern religions 

might think, it was not the wicked or the sinful. To the Norse, one’s place after death 

depended little on any moral conundrums: Scholar Christopher Abram maintains, “…the 

concept of ‘soul’ had no currency in pagan thought, and the idea that one’s fate in the afterlife 

depended on being either good or wicked in this life strongly recalls Christian attitudes” 

(Abram 212).  

Rather, the manner of one’s death, and the glory one attained in life were of key 

importance. Ross paraphrases an old Germanic aphorism when she says, “…eventually, one 

of three things, the sword point, sickness or old age causes a man’s death…only one’s 

reputation lives on” (Ross 256). Those who died at sword point, i.e. courageously in battle, 

were allowed to go to glorious Valhalla, the closest equivalent the Norse had to a heaven. 

Those unfortunate enough to die of sickness or old Age were sent to Hel (Leeming and Fee 

23,141). In fact, anthropologist Meyer Fortes states that Norse men would even resort to self-

sacrifice as a defence against “… the unexpected, unpredictable and uncontrollable fact of 

disease or hunger…or alternatively the internal vulnerability to the weakness of body or 

mind…” (Fortes xiv). Hence, Hel’s domain was for the non-warrior caste of Germanic 

society, the ordinary folk. 

As such, the idea of Hel’s realm as a punishing ground was largely absent. Author 

Herman Stern claims:    

 

 

 

 

The horrors with which her abode was invested were 

simply those which Pagan fancy and fear associate 

with death and the unknown Beyond. There are 

places of punishment as well as, originally of 

enjoyment imagined there, although both are vague. 

(Stern 62) 
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It may be that in the warrior-culture of the Vikings and the Anglo-Saxons, the prospect of not 

dying in battle, of withering away from age or disease, was itself viewed as punishment 

enough, and that Hel could offer nothing worse. 

 There do appear to be a few exceptions regarding who resided in Hel’s realm. Ross 

argues the fact that elves, dwarves, and the Vanir (a sub class of Norse god) are sometimes 

depicted as connected with the realm of the dead, and that giants, in particular, have strong 

connections to the place (Ross 252-253). Even more curious is the following passage 

concerning Hel from Snorri Sturluson’s Heimskringla: 

 

 

 

According to Abram, “Sister of the wolf” and “Loki’s daughter” both refer to Hel, while 

“Glitnir’s goddess”, which is more difficult to place, can be inferred also to refer to Hel, 

based on previous verses. Here, we see Hel claim the king’s corpse for what appears to be 

sexual enjoyment. The passage appears to contradict the statement that Hel only claims those 

who died of age or illness, but since this idea appears nowhere else in Norse literature, it 

might be taken as an anomaly (Abram 90). 

As a physical space, Hel’s domain in Niflheim has both parallels and major 

differences to the Christian concept of hell. For one, there’s the relative position of hell and 

the other worlds: “Old Norse poetry confirms the existence of the world of the dead 

downwards on the spatial map… and in a place whose location stands in opposition to the 

world of gods and men…beneath one of the roots of the world ash” (Ross 252).  

Niflheim means “mist-home” (Stern 1) or “world of darkness” (Ross 251) and, like 

the Christian hell, was a dark and shadowy realm (Leeming and Fee 23). Unlike the Christian 

view of hell, however, which is replete with fire and brimstone, Niflheim was “a place of ice 

I do not doubt but that Glitnir’s goddess has Dyggvi’s corpse 

for pleasure; the sister of the wolf and Narfi had to choose a 

king-man. Loki’s daughter has taken the ruler of the Yngvi’s 

people. (Sturluson, Ynglingatal 20) 
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and snow” (Leeming and Fee 241). There are few detailed descriptions of Hel’s palace and 

kingdom; as Stern puts it, “They are not the subjects of mythological elaboration” (Stern 62). 

Nevertheless, a few specifics do exist: 

 

 

 

 

The Goddess Hel 

 

 

 

Judging by her horrific appearance and her home in the underworld, it is tempting to 

relegate Hel to the position of ‘evil goddess’. Indeed, even the gods were afraid of Hel, who, 

being the product of a union between a god and a giant, “threatened the very existence of the 

ordered, natural world” (Ross 275). However, just as Niflheim lacked moral agenda, so too 

did its mistress. While portrayals of Hel “invested with horror, repulsiveness and even 

malevolence” do exist, such descriptions were relatively rare (Stern 64). “On the whole 

however, the solemnity of the other world maintains its sway in the portrayal of her, and she 

is thought of as vast, brooding and dispassionate” (Stern 64). To the Norse and the Anglo-

Saxons, after all, death was inexorable, and one’s wyrd (or ‘fate’) was neither ‘good’ nor 

‘bad’, it simply was. 

In fact, Stern argues that in earlier myths, Hel’s destructive and deathly character is 

balanced by an equally important life-giving side: “if the dead must go to her, on the other 

hand, the new-born babies were supposed to come from her” (Stern 63). In the story of the 

death of the God Baldr, which philologist Georges Dumezil describes as “the keystone of [the 

The bridge leading to her abode is guarded by a 

maiden named Modgudhr (Soul-Agony). Her hall is 

called misery, her dish is hunger, her knife is greed. 

Her man-servant’s name is Ganglat (Lazy); her 

maid-servant’s, Ganglot (Slow) (Stern 64) 

…Loki’s ghastly daughter Hel…A normal and 

healthy woman from the waist up, from her waist 

down, her flesh was rotten and blackened and her 

expression was grim. (Leeming and Fee 26) 
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Norse notion of] world history”, the goddess Hel actually offers the gods a way to bring their 

kinsman Baldr back to life. The price is stiff (the tears of every living and dead creature on 

earth), but it is there, and is nearly met (though it is thwarted by the schemes of trickster-God 

Loki at the last moment)  (Dumezil 60). 

An interesting observation that Ross makes is that “The original conception of the 

abode of the dead may not have extended far beyond the grave in which they lay” (Ross 251), 

i.e. it is possible that Hel as a goddess arose from later influences, even Christian ones: 

 

 

 

 

 

The Afterlife and the End of Paganism 

“Furthermore,” write Leeming and Fee, “the rather dismal view of the afterlife 

probably hastened the conversion of the Anglo Saxons to Christianity” (Leeming and Fee 5). 

While it would be naïve and misguided to call Christianity a better religion than paganism, it 

seemed to nevertheless be a more attractive one. As Abram explains it: “Paganism offered no 

future, while Christianity held out the promise of eternal life in God’s kingdom” (Abram 

214). The Germanic vision was that the ragnarok, or “doom of the divine powers” would 

bring about the end of all things as the Norse knew it, including the afterlife  (Ross 238). 

Needless to say, the promise of an eternal heaven would be more tempting. “The flaw in 

paganism was its finiteness.” (Abram 214) 

 

 

 

It is not clear from the majority of poetic contexts 

whether early Scandinavians conceptualized Hel as 

primarily a place or the personified female guardian 

of that place…The clear personification of Snorri’s 

Hel and her attributes seems to owe as much to 

Christian preaching rhetoric…as to Old Norse 

tradition. (Ross 251) 
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The Pagan Legacy 

While Christianity replaced Paganism as the dominant religion in Britain, Fee and 

Leeming assert that “It is only on the surface that Wodan replaced Lugh [A celtic deity], or 

Christ replaced Baldr…” (Leeming and Fee 220). The Germanic and Anglo-Saxon cultures 

have been incorporated and assimilated into the cultural consciousness of Britain, and it is 

comforting to think that while Popes and Archbishops clash about which souls go to heaven, 

while Muslim imams and Hindu pandits argue about sinners and damnation, Hel simply sits 

in her misty palace in Niflheim, contentedly waiting for the inescapable destiny to which 

everyone must ultimately succumb. 
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