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Abstract

Miter, S. 2024. To the bottom of Frau Holle’s well: Identifying the material evidence behind
European fertility beliefs through well offerings in the Low Countries from a comparative
perspective.

This thesis investigates the archaeological material beneath the fairy tale Frau Holle through
well deposits. Wells used to serve a ritual purpose, but our understanding of these rituals is
limited. By bridging the gap between archaeology and ethnography, this thesis aims to uncover
how fertility beliefs were ritually expressed in wells and how far back in time this tradition can
be traced in the Low Countries and beyond. Three find categories are analysed: plough shares,
harvesting tools and wheels. The material is approached through the theory of the biography
of wells, which determines how an artefact can be interpreted based on its location within the
well. Furthermore, the perspective on religion highlights two aspects of belief: the substance
and the function. The continuity of the tradition is approached through this framework. The
concepts of ritual and profane are in this thesis not treated as mutually exclusive. The study
shows that plough shares, harvesting tools and wheels were deposited in wells with a
connection to seasonality, to bridge the winter, or for land initiation. The wheels may correlate
with the worship of the Germanic goddess Nerthus or related beings. The exploration of the
material demonstrates that there was a cosmological continuity in the function of this religion
for approximately two millennia.
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Miiter, S. 2024. Till botten av Frau Holles brunn: Att identifiera de materiella bevisen bakom
Europeisk fertilitetstro genom brunnoffringar i de laga landerna ur ett jamforande
perspektiv.

Denna uppsats undersoker det arkeologiska materialet bakom sagan Frau Holle genom
brunndeponeringar. Brunnar brukade ha ett rituellt syfte, men var forstaelse av dessa ritualer
ar begransad. Genom att Overbrygga klyftan mellan arkeologi och etnografi syftar denna
uppsats till att avsldja hur fruktbarhetstro rituellt uttrycktes i brunnar och hur langt tillbaka i
tiden denna tradition kan sparas i ”laglinderna” och bortom. Tre fyndkategorier analyseras:
plogskar, skorderedskap och hjul. Materialet analyseras genom en teori om brunnars biografi,
som avgor hur en artefakt kan tolkas utifran dess placering i brunnen. Vidare lyfter ett
perspektivet pa religion fram tva aspekter av tro: substansen och funktionen. Traditionens
kontinuitet analyseras genom denna teori. Begreppen religios och profan behandlas i denna
uppsats inte som omsesidigt uteslutande. Studien visar att plogskér, skdrderedskap och hjul
deponerades i brunnar med koppling till sdsongernas forandring, fér att dverbrygga vintern
eller for landinitiering. Hjulen kan korreleras med dyrkan av den Germanska gudinnan Nerthus
eller relaterad varelser. Utforskningen av materialet visar att det fanns en kosmologisk
kontinuitet i denna religions funktion under ungefar tva artusenden.
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1. Introduction

This is a study into the deeper roots of the fairy tale Frau Holle and the folkloric tradition from
which it is derived. The thesis explores the archaeological evidence behind pan-European
beliefs founded on fertility principles, of which the remnants are still tangible in folk traditions
today. Such remnants can be found throughout the European continent, as well as in the British
Isles and the Nordic countries. Through time and space, these fertility principles have expressed
themselves predominantly as goddesses or other female spiritual beings, but also as gods,
ancestors or more generally as good and bad spirits. These spiritual forces were believed to
influence the agricultural year in positive ways when they were pleased or kept at bay. At the
same time, they could also cause misfortune and bad harvests (Kaliff & Oestigaard 2022: 102—
07). Ethnographic studies demonstrate that there has been a long continuity in European
agrarian societies concerning ritual practices around the agricultural year (Frazer 1890; 1900;
1906-1915; 1922). Through these agricultural rituals, people maintained the balance of the
spiritual forces for optimal weather conditions for the crops to grow. This thesis aims to identify
the material evidence of these agricultural rituals and to investigate how far back in time it is
possible to argue for a cosmological continuity.

Our understanding of the fertility traditions of Europe remains vague despite a long-
standing academic interest. One reason for this is the separation between the disciplines of
archaeology and folklore. Agricultural rituals have found a stable position in discussions on
folklore and pre-Christian mythology (Grimm 1882; Motz 1984; Ridenour 2016), but limited
archaeological research has been directed at these practices, with the result that the role of
agricultural rituals in agrarian societies throughout time and space remains unclear. There is a
general consensus that the roots of the belief system based on fertility principles lie deep in
Indo-European prehistory, which makes it indeed relevant to the discipline of archaeology. In
recent years, folklore and archaeology have joined forces more frequently in an attempt to fill
in the gaps, and this approach has delivered promising results (Kaliff & Oestigaard 2022). This
thesis will follow that trend. Kaliff & Oestigaard (2022: 136) also stress the risk of missing or
neglecting entire aspects and traditions of pre-Christian religious belief and cult practice if the
focus of research remains predominantly on historical texts.

The most prominent remnant of the belief system that | aim to investigate is a supernatural
female entity who terrorises and blesses the people during the darkest time of the year.
Nowadays, we know her best from the German fairy tale of Frau Holle. According to Grimm
(1882), Frau Holle is based on the mythology of the goddess Holda. The oldest record that we
have of Holda stems from the 11" century (Grimm 1882: 265-72). Perchta is her name in
Austria and southern Germany, where the tradition of fertility rituals lives on in the form of the
Perchtenlauf. In other parts of Europe, she is nowadays more obscurely known as Frau Gode,
Wode, Elde, Harke, Freke, Frick, Houwvrouw, Gyro, Gryla, Lussi, Mokosh and Befana. These
names are mentioned in folkloric tradition and medieval texts, but many scholars place her
origins further back in time and argue that she was once of divine nature (Grimm 1882; Kaliff
& Oestigaard 2022; Motz 1984). Going forward in this thesis, | will call her Holda for the sake
of consistency. Only where local variety is of importance | will call her by the local name.

Even though her character has adopted various names and local expressions all across
Europe, the core of her being remains unchanged. She is an ambiguous woman, both good and
bad, known to reward and to punish, and she resides in forests, mountains, lakes, and most
often in wells. She educates and watches over children, the souls of the wandering dead, and
the changing of the seasons. Spinning flax is her occupation, and those who spun during
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Christmas instead of feasting in her honour were punished harshly. Neither safe were those
who had not finished their spinning projects before the end of the year. She is most feared and
revered during this time, and honouring her with food and feasts ensures a prosperous
agricultural year ahead (Motz 1984: 155-58).

The oldest deity that will be identified by name in this study is Nerthus from Tacitus’
Germania (Tac. Ger. 40) as the first written record of a north-western European goddess of
fertility, or rather “Earth Mother”, venerated by various Germanic tribes by 98 AD. Grimm
(1882: 268) points out the resemblance between Holda and Nerthus. There are many theories
on whether or not Holda is a direct descendant of Nerthus, whether they were more distantly
related, or even the same deity (Kaliff & Oestigaard 2022: 150; Motz 1992). Nerthus will be
approached in this thesis as part of the same fertility tradition.

Holda’s place of residence, according to the mythology, was at the bottom of wells. Most
famously in the fairy tale of Frau Holle, the well is the entrance to her world (Grimm & Grimm
2016: 91-95). Even in older folkloric traditions, for example in Russia, the fertility goddess
Mokosh dwells at the bottom of wells and springs where she receives offerings from her
followers (Vos 2013: 44). Grimm (1882: 270) describes Holda as a “goddess of the chase and
of water springs”, and Nerthus bathed in a lake (Tac. Ger. 40). This investigation will,
therefore, focus on wells as the main type of archaeological context. That does not imply that
there cannot be any evidence for agricultural rituals found in other water bodies or on land, but
this limitation will allow for a more thorough discussion of the material and its significance.
Wells also provide the benefit of waterlogging, which has a positive effect on the preservation
of organic matter. Moreover, archaeologists overall agree that wells have been used for ritual
purposes in the past (Van Haasteren & Groot 2012: 34).

1.2. Objective and Structure

I will investigate several intentional deposits in wells that follow a long-lasting tradition
directly linked to agricultural rituals. Intentional deposits in wells were placed there with a
certain purpose. Traditionally, the purpose of such deposits has been interpreted as either
religious or profane in character. In this thesis, I will present these two concepts as non-
mutually exclusive, meaning that the objects that were interpreted as profane depositions in the
publication may have been infused with ritual properties. The subcategories include plough
shares, harvesting tools, and wheels, the reason for which I shall discuss later in more depth.

In terms of the geographical area that this thesis covers, the focus of the material is on the
Netherlands and Flanders from a comparative perspective. | will refer to this region as the Low
Countries. While most of the finds come from the Low Countries, | have also included a few
cases from Sweden and Germany. The reasoning behind this is to demonstrate that the tradition
of well offerings does not only cover a long period, but also a wide geographical range.
Moreover, the comparative perspective with Swedish and German cases will allow for a new
interpretation of the Dutch and Flemish material. Religious arguments for the interpretation of
objects found in wells are often taken into account in Nordic archaeology, while in the
Netherlands most archaeologists lean towards profane interpretations. By demonstrating the
parallels between the cases, | will aim to bridge this discrepancy.

This thesis has the following two research questions:

e From a comparative perspective, how and why are fertility beliefs ritually expressed
through intentional deposits in wells in the Low Countries?

e How far back in time can this tradition be traced through archaeological material?

The thesis follows a structure of three steps to answer these questions. The first step is to present
the European fertility beliefs as it has been documented through ethnography, mythology,
folklore and fairy tales in chapter two. This chapter demarcates how fertility principles have
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manifested in historic times and demonstrates the most common recurring themes and rituals
pertaining to agriculture and the passing of the seasons. The purpose of chapter two is to create
a clear historical context for the religious phenomenon that | aim to identify in the material
record and to establish the starting point in the ethnography from which to go back into
prehistory. Frau Holle is the most recent expression of fertility principles and the most widely
acknowledged today, and therefore the starting point of this study. | will explore the traditions
that we still celebrate today that reflect the lore of Frau Holle and the structural continuity of
fertility principles beneath it. This same chapter then delves into the deeper roots of Holda, the
deity beneath Frau Holle, and other deities she has been associated with. | will trace the fertility
beliefs back to the Germanic goddess Nerthus, which is where the written record in this region
ends and prehistory begins.

The second step, in chapter three, is to present the archaeological material as detailed as
possible, including the context in which the material was found, associated objects, and the
interpretation of the responsible archaeologists. This chapter represents the intentional deposits
and therefore where the fertility beliefs will be identified. Chapter three maintains a
chronological order from the most recent to the oldest objects. The purpose is to facilitate the
identification of the period of overlap between the written sources and the archaeological
material. For the sake of clarity and to avoid repetition, chapter three will not include my own
interpretation of the material. Rather, the material is presented as it is published.

In chapter four, 1 will discuss the period of overlap between text and material, to then
follow the deposition pattern back into prehistory. Chapter four represents the final step which
is the synthesis of the ethnography and the material through the theoretical perspectives that |
will discuss shortly. Here, 1 will interpret how the fertility beliefs discussed in chapter two are
expressed through the material presented in chapter three and how far back in time the tradition
can be traced through archaeological material. This chapter forms the discussion part of the
thesis with the main purpose of formulating the interpretations to the research questions.

1.3. Material

The material presented in this study is all derived from wells. As mentioned earlier, multiple
expressions of fertility goddesses or female spirits are associated with enclosed waters as their
place of residence. More broadly, bodies of water have been associated with the concept of
fertility and life-giving forces throughout time. A well is a man-made water source, yet carries
the same properties as natural sources. The water rising from the depth was linked to the
fertility of people, animals and land (Tol et al. 2017: 570). Oestigaard (2021: 10-11) adds that
the Christian concept of holy water, as used in baptism as well as other practices, stems from
this archaic principle. As the source of fertility and life, the well was also a portal to and from
the underworld. The spirits of those that passed away were received through the water and the
souls of those being born came from it. The lore of Frau Holle, which goes back to at least the
13" century, describes exactly that. In central Germany, where Grimm collected the tales about
this being, the legend clustered around the Hohe Mei3ner, a hill near the municipality of Kassel.
On this hill, at an elevation of over 600 metres, lies a small pond called Frau-Holle-Teich,
known by this name since at least 1724 (Boschee 2006: 42). The lore still goes that Frau Holle
resides in this pond, from where she makes it snow and where she watches over the deceased
and the unborn. Heath (2013: 13) also points out a pattern in object depositions in waterbodies,
with objects traditionally associated with masculinity (e.g. weapons) being found more often
in rivers and streams, whereas objects traditionally associated with femininity were more often
found in enclosed waters. She mentions marshes and bogs, but wells also fall under this
category.

This thesis focuses on human-made wells, which emphasises intentionality. Building a well
takes time, effort, and thorough preparation. The well was often the first construction on the
property, before the farm or other features were built (Huijbers 2007: 426). The well, therefore,



carried the value of the initiation of the property and bringing life-giving forces from below up
towards ground level. An offering found inside a well represents a second layer of intention.
This double intentionality deserves more attention within the discipline of archaeology.

Given the importance of the well for the initiation of the land, it is not surprising that
construction offerings were common. However, the continuity and geographical spread of this
custom is often taken for granted. Therefore, | have included the most recent and oldest cases
within each object category in the analysis, as well as cases from beyond the Low Countries.
The type of material that | will analyse has been found consistently in wells, predominantly at
the bottom and thus interpreted as construction offerings, but | do not limit the investigation to
depositions of only that kind. I have selected the material based on its association with
agricultural rituals and fertility goddesses in written texts, their placement in wells located in
the given research area, and the availability of information on each object. Objects of the same
categories that were excluded from this thesis were either found in other archaeological
contexts or unfortunately not properly published. The table in the appendix shows all related
objects in wells including those that are not discussed.

| also disclose that | have selected plough shares, harvesting tools and wheels as the best,
and not the only, possible proxies for fertility beliefs. I am aware of the challenges that can
come with studying religious concepts through material and there is no assumption that these
objects always point directly to a certain god or goddess. Rather, | hypothesise that in search
of how these beliefs may have expressed themselves in the material record, this is a good place
to start looking. A plough share is the working part of a plough, the agricultural tool used to
turn the soil in preparation for sowing. The share goes into the soil and tears it. Both plough
shares and harvesting tools are used in agricultural activity and thus refer directly to fertility,
the plough share as the tool that was used to penetrate and fertilise the soil and the harvesting
tool to gather the grain during harvest. They are used respectively at the beginning and end of
the agricultural year. The plough also shares a special bond with Perchta. Grimm (1882: 274)
writes that one of Perchta’s punishments is to cut open one’s belly, fill it with straw and bricks,
and sow it back up with a plough share for a needle and a chain for the thread. Furthermore,
one of the folktales of Perchta, also documented by Grimm (1882: 276), tells that she was seen
marching up the hill with her assembly of children, two of them carrying a heavy plough and
another party loaded with farming tools. Finally, Grimm (1882: 282) states that “a plough, from
which there falls chips of gold, is their sacred implement.”

| selected the wheels based on their association with agriculture, especially the harvest, and
the mythology of Nerthus. Chariot parts recovered from wet context have been interpreted as
potential evidence of Nerthus worship predominantly in Scandinavian publications (Carlie
2013; Glob 1951: 133; Gorman 1987). The geography of the goddess is unclear, but she likely
covered parts of Germany and the Low Countries as well. The Nerthus perspective is, however,
often missing in this region. The wheel parts recovered from wells are without exception noted
as remarkable finds, but rarely are they placed in the wider cosmological perspective of north-
western Europe. | see the potential for wheels to provide a framework on this wider
geographical scale, so that we may be better able to reconstruct ancient religion. Furthermore,
there may also be a link between the goddess Nerthus and the plough. The plough is almost
always pulled by oxen in ancient iconography (Lawrence 2019: 139), and Nerthus’ yoked
heifers that drag the chariot may represent a similar concept. The prosperity-bringing powers
that she bestows onto the lands that she visits strengthen this theory (Grimm 1882: 64).

Another element in the selection of the material is how it was interpreted by the researchers.
Some of the objects were interpreted as religious depositions connected to fertility and property
initiation. Meanwhile, most of the plough shares from the Netherlands have been appointed a
purely functional interpretation (Kranendonk et al. 2006: 242; Lange 2015: 14), labelled as
uncertain or undefined, or as potentially ritual without further explanation (Laloo et al. 20093,
134; Lange 2017: 150; Tol et al. 2017: 423). Dutch plough shares are often treated as isolated
finds. Van der Sanden (1996) was one of the first archaeologists to address the widespread
pattern of plough share deposition in wet contexts in the Netherlands and to suggest that they
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were votive offerings. Still, many Dutch archaeologists remain hesitant about the ritual
interpretation of everyday objects. Therefore, | decided to still include the objects that were not
already interpreted as ritual deposits, so that a pattern may be recognised that facilitates a model
for a more holistic interpretation of these artefacts.

1.4. Research Background

Previous research on the current topic has been oriented mostly toward the ethnography and
folklore of the most recent centuries. Here | will go into the most fundamental works on our
knowledge and understanding of the European fertility beliefs that this thesis aims to identify
in the archaeological record. Since Frau Holle and Holda-like beings that resided in wells have
thus far never been approached archaeologically, I will instead focus on the major scholars of
the previous century who have aimed to identify her in written sources, seasonal festivals, and
historic events.

One of the most influential studies on folklore and ancient religion is James Frazer’s The
Golden Bough (1890-1915). The first edition was published in 1890 in two volumes, the
second edition comprised three volumes and was published in 1900, and the third and most
extensive edition was published between 1906 and 1915 and comprised 12 volumes (Frazer
1890, 19123, 1912b). In 1922, Frazer and his wife released a one-volume publication in which
the content of the extensive work was condensed and made more accessible to a wider
audience. The Golden Bough was a pioneering approach in the fields of anthropology and
religion. Frazer collected information on belief systems from cultures around the world to shed
light upon the interconnectedness of these belief systems, from magic to institutionalised
religion. He presented patterns in the evolution of beliefs about the transition from magic to
religion and from religion to science. He argues that magic is the more primitive form, in which
people attempted to control the environment, which later shifted to seeking the favour of higher
powers instead (MacCormack 1984: 154). Frazer also elaborates that many ritual practices
persisted long after the original beliefs that they were founded upon, as they fulfilled a need
for continuity of tradition and cultural belonging. He dedicates a significant amount of his study
to the recurrence of fertility rites and nature deities specifically, highlighting the similarities
between myths and lore globally. To this day, Frazer’s work is still arguably one of the most
detailed studies of comparative religion, folklore, mythology and ceremonial rites worldwide.
His comprehensive study inspired much of the research on European fertility cults in the
century that followed (e.g. Murray 1921; Ginzburg 1983; Janssen 1993).

The Golden Bough was also met with criticism for various reasons. Firstly, for its use of
colonial and racist terms like “primitive” and “savage” when referring to some cultures outside
of Europe (Frazer 1890: 67-68). Secondly, Frazer himself never travelled the world to study
the cultures that he included in his comparative study. He based much of his work on traveller
reports and narratives which could not always be verified, leading many of his critics to reject
his arguments (Beard 1992: 220). The evolutionist lens that he applied to magic and religion
has also largely been abandoned today. Finally, the comparative method that he applies to
cultures far in distance as well as in time would today be considered generalisation.
Nonetheless, Frazer’s Golden Bough has laid the foundations for comparative studies in magic
and religion and remains useful for relevant research when applied critically. For the current
thesis, the two volumes of Spirits of the Corn and the Wild are of significance as the most
complete record of 17" and 18th-century folk traditions surrounding agricultural rituals in
Europe (Frazer 1912a, 1912b).

In any given reflection on the research history of the European fertility religion, the studies
of Margaret Murray cannot be bypassed. She was an Egyptologist at University College in
London, but shifted the focus of her career to the study of European witchcraft. Murray was
one of the first scholars to investigate the fertility religion based on Frazer’s The Golden Bough
in the context of the medieval and early-modern witch trials (Noble 2005: 5-7; Sheppard 2013:



173). Despite scholarly criticism, her book The Witch-Cult in Western Europe (Murray 1921)
is still generally considered a pioneering study of the early-modern witch trials and fertility
religion. Her theory argues that witches were practitioners of an old religion based on fertility
principles that dated back to the Palaeolithic, and that they worshipped the pagan god lanus
and goddess Diana. They were the keepers of fertility, but the church depicted them as the
enemies of fertility, to get rid of them systematically. They were accused of blighting crops,
killing cattle, making men impotent and causing disease. Her study focuses on Great Britain,
but she also used French and Flemish sources and states that the cult appears to have been
consistent until at least the 18™ century across Western Europe (Murray 1921: 6; Noble 2005:
6).

Agricultural rituals and nature worship became irreversibly interwoven with witchcraft
through Murray’s theory and the direction that subsequent research took. One of the problems
with Murray’s thesis is that she jumps to conclusions in her statement that the women executed
for witchcraft were members of a cult that protected fertility and worshipped pagan deities.
That many women were executed for supposedly being witches is a fact, as well as the notion
that there were people in early-modern Europe practising an obscure fertility religion.
However, the evidence that Murray delivers in an attempt to prove that those two groups of
people were one and the same, is unconvincing. Following up on that, as Ginzburg (1983: xx)
points out, Murray’s thesis does not explain why the witches were considered enemies of
fertility and disturbers of the harvest since long before the process of demonisation had even
begun. All in all, it appears that Murray’s Dianic cult may have existed in some form, but that
she looked for it in the wrong place. Nevertheless, her work provides the opportunity to learn
from past mistakes, and several scholars carefully built upon her findings with enhanced
discernment. Witchcraft itself does not fall within the scope of the current study, but the fertility
cult does. This part of her work was not refuted entirely, but was in fact revived by multiple
historians and folklorists in the second half of the twentieth century (e.g. Ginzburg 1983; 1990;
Monter 1972; Russell 1972).

The nuance that Murray’s work lacked was supplemented by Carlo Ginzburg several
decades after Murray’s publication. The Italian scholar focused his monograph (1983) on the
benandanti (‘those who walk the good path”), a group of people who lived in the sixteenth and
seventeenth century in the Italian province of Friuli, who worshipped Diana and who claimed
they were the protectors of fertility. Ginzburg’s theory goes that the benandanti were not
witches, on the contrary, they fought nightly battles against the stregoni (witches) who were
said to cause infertility and bad fortune with malicious intent. However, through
misunderstanding and clerical paranoia, the benandanti themselves became identified with the
group that they were fighting. The benandanti were subjected to torture and suggestive
questioning by the Inquisition for decades, leading them to become supposed witches
themselves (Ginzburg 1983: xxii). Essentially, what Ginzburg describes is a slow process of
self-fulfilling prophecy. His work stands out in its nuance towards the nature of the fertility
cult. Although much of his work concerns the history of witch trials, he does not claim that
witches were practitioners of a pagan fertility religion. Instead, he makes a convincing case
that there were, in Italy and as late as the 16" century, people practising fertility rites and that
they were confused with and labelled as witches over time (Ginzburg 1983: xx).

Ginzburg’s monograph is held in high regard by most academics within the field (e.g.
Monter 1972: 443; Russell 1972: 41; Simpson 1994: 95). The same cannot be said about
Murray’s work. Although her studies on the Dianic cult were immensely popular among the
general public, her theory was refuted by most academics within the field. Ginzburg finds
himself somewhere in between. He disproves her uncritical formulation, but he does point out
that Murray’s work “contains a kernel of truth” (Ginzburg 1983: xxiii). Within the context of
the current thesis, Ginzburg’s perspective overlaps with that of Murray only in the conclusion
that people in Europe practised archaic agricultural rituals up until at least the mid-1600s. An
important difference between Ginzburg’s benandanti and Murray’s witches is that the witches
were, according to Murray’s thesis, practising an ancient religion that was hostile to
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Christianity. The benandanti, on the other hand, were living in symbiosis with the dominant
religion and considered themselves to be doing the work of Jesus (Ginzburg 1983: xii).
Moreover, Murray’s study focuses on Western Europe, while Ginzburg’s work is set in Central
Europe.

Ginzburg elaborates specifically on the series of inquisitions and trials between the 1570s
and the 1640s, but suggests that a cult of this kind was once widespread throughout central
Europe before it fell into decline, its remnants found mainly in marginal regions like the
Friulian intersection between Latin, German and Slavic customs, and remote areas in the Baltic
(Ginzburg 1983: xxiv). Because Ginzburg’s benandanti are tied to a highly specific time and
space, he stresses that complications can arise when applying his thesis uncritically to other
parts of Europe. However, he also states, “It may serve as a working hypothesis for future
research” (Ginzburg 1983: xxiv). Although his study is oriented on the problem of witch trials,
it is still useful for the current thesis in, firstly, its strong arguments for the existence of fertility
cults in medieval and early modern Europe, and secondly, the analysis of a significant number
of historical documents that can form some leading threads in the investigation to agricultural
rituals from an archaeological perspective. The benandanti, despite their constricted location,
can give insight into what this fertility cult might have looked like when it was, as Ginzburg
(1983) suggests, found across Central Europe, what kind of archaeological material it might
have left behind, and how to approach this material.

Louis Janssen (1993) wrote a monograph on the origins of the Sinterklaas holiday in the
Netherlands, in which he points to a connection between Ginzburg’s benandanti and the
widespread tradition of St Nicholas. In this work, he covers various traditions across Europe
that derive from the legend of the Wild Hunt, which I will discuss in the next chapter, and its
relations to agriculture and fertility. He elaborates on Perchta, Holda, Diana and similar beings.
Janssen differentiates between the clerical tradition, which painted an increasingly negative
image of these female entities, and the oral tradition that lived among the people, which most
likely continued as a predominantly positive one. He argues:

The fact that this [demonisation] happened so thoroughly in Western Europe suggests
that there was more going on with the tradition of the dead than what we can make up
from the sparse information from clerical documents (Janssen 1993: 133, my translation).

It is this tradition of the people, rather than that of the church, that the current study aims to
identify in the archaeological record. Janssen’s work (1993) is one of the few publications from
the 20 century that introduces the fertility religion beyond clerical documents. In this
publication, Janssen argues that the festival of Saint Nicholas, which continues to take place in
the Netherlands, Belgium, Germany, Switzerland and Austria during the month of December,
or sometimes January, finds its origins in pre-Christian fertility principles and ancestor
worship. As for the goddess of fertility, leader of the Wild Hunt, who in Janssen’s publication
is known as Holda, Perchta and Diana among other variations, he argues that she was
diminished to the likes of a witch and replaced by Saint Nicholas, a better fit for Christian
society. Nonetheless, the goddess tradition remained alive among the people throughout the
centuries.

An important notion from Janssen’s work is that continuity itself is not static, and that
identities can fluctuate without disrupting tradition. Janssen (1993: 119) points out that the
identity of the goddess Diana shifted multiple times throughout the centuries. In antiquity, she
was associated with Hecate and, therefore, with the spirits of the dead, primarily as their leader.
Then, this side of her identity seems lost in history for almost a millennium, and she is mostly
known as the queen of the fairies, who visit houses and leave blessings if pleased with what
had been offered in the form of food and drink. Only in the Late Middle Ages does she appear
again in the written tradition as the leader of the dead, now in the form of the Wild Hunt.
Janssen calls the reappearance of the dead after a hiatus of a thousand years “inexplicable,
unless the Medieval tradition offered a point of connection that we are not informed about”
(Janssen 1993: 119, my translation). Janssen’s work gives a detailed insight into how pre-
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Christian fertility principles have influenced European traditions throughout the centuries and
how it has manifested in various forms, while still recognising the patterns of the underlying
cosmological system. Since the material of the current thesis is derived primarily from the
Netherlands, Janssen’s study of agricultural rituals and fertility religion in this area is an
important contributor to this research.

1.5. Theory and Method

This section introduces the theoretical frameworks and methodological approaches that will be
applied to the material. The theories proposed here will guide the archaeological interpretation
through, firstly, their position in the well. Secondly, how | will use the concept of religion in
this thesis. Thirdly, how the terms ritual and profane relate to one another, especially in
prehistoric context. In the methodology section, I will elaborate on how this will be done and
why.

1.5.1 The biography of wells

Wells, as a wet context, have been an important information source for many archaeological
investigations (Debruyne et al. 2013). The anaerobic condition within the well allows for a
higher preservation level of organic material, which is only rarely found during most
excavations. Wells have, therefore, been vital in gaining an understanding of daily life in the
past, for example in terms of environment and sustenance. The biography of wells, as
developed by Van Haasteren & Groot (2012), offers the opportunity for more specific
interpretations of the finds from the well based on the different phases of life that a well moves
through.

The lifecycle of a well begins with the construction pit. A deep ditch is dug until below the
water level, followed by the placement of the wooden lining on the walls to provide stability.
The space around the lining is re-filled. After that starts the period of use. During this phase,
water is drawn from the well and the well may be cleaned or repaired. Things may fall into the
well accidentally or be left behind after maintenance. Finally, during the phase of
abandonment, the well is often filled up deliberately. In that case, this layer tends to consist of
soil and household rubbish. Some wells get a second life as a rubbish pit. In other cases, the
well collapses or fills up slowly with natural material. The material in the well will over time
compress and cause a depression at the top. This depression then becomes a trap for small
artefacts, or it can be used as the pit for a grave to bypass the digging process (Van Haasteren
& Groot 2012: 32).

It is important for archaeologists to recognise the different stages of the lifecycle of the
well because it influences the interpretation of the artefacts found inside (See also Van
Haasteren & Groot 2012: 42). For instance, a vessel found in the abandonment filling was put
there for a different reason than a vessel found at the bottom. The vessel at the bottom may
have fallen in accidentally in an attempt to draw water from the well. The vessel found higher
up in the well, if there is indeed an abandonment filling, was most likely placed there
intentionally with other refuse to close the well. The interpretation shifts as we move through
the different layers and stages of the well, each providing a valuable piece of information about
the people who used it.

Water has been fundamental in many religious beliefs around the world, past and present
(Oestigaard 2021). Archaeologists generally agree that wells, besides providing water for the
community, also had a ritual purpose (Van Haasteren & Groot 2012: 34), and that some of the
objects recovered from wells are the remnants of that ritual purpose. This kind of ritual goes
back a long time. Murray (1921: 22) points to an eighth-century text of the first Archbishop of
York:



Prohibition of offerings to devils; of witchcraft; of auguries according to the methods of
the heathen; of vows paid, loosed, or confirmed at wells, stones, or trees; of the gathering
of herbs with any incantation except Christian prayers.

Another reference to well rituals is from the eleventh century and written by King Cnut
(Murray 1921: 23):

We earnestly forbid every heathenism: heathenism is, that men worship idols; that is, that
they worship heathen gods, and the sun or the moon, fire or rivers, water-wells or stones,
or forest trees of any kind; or love witchcraft, or promote morth-work in any wise.

Finds from the well are traditionally interpreted as offerings if there is no functional
explanation for the kind of deposition. Valuable objects are most likely to be interpreted as
offerings, while the interpretation of everyday objects recovered from wells poses a bigger
challenge (e.g. Debruyne et al. 2013: 58). Taking account of where in the well the object was
found is crucial so that patterns can be recognised, and through that pattern we may be better
able to determine whether everyday objects carried a ritual meaning when they were deposited
in the well.

It can be helpful to think of the biography of a well in terms of the human lifecycle (Van
Haasteren & Groot 2012: 42). The construction of the well would be its birth, followed by
initiation and adulthood, which would constitute the phase of use. After adulthood follows
death, the abandonment of the well. Finally, in the post-abandonment top-fill, we find the
commemoration phase. According to Van Haasteren & Groot (2012: 42), each of the phases
can be accompanied by its own rites of passage. They suggest that digging a well may have
been a ritual venture from the very start, as the diggers reached into the realm of the
underground gods. Debruyne et al. (2013: 21) emphasise that various cultures perceived the
well as a disturbance of the peace below and contemplated the risks that came with opening
things that ought best to be kept sealed. Objects found in the construction pit may therefore
have served to propitiate the gods for entering their domain and to thank them for protecting
the water. The death phase of the well, characterised by its intentional closing, may have also
been executed with significant ritual display (Van Haasteren & Groot 2012: 39-40).

1.5.2. What is Religion?

Over the centuries, the term religion has proven hard to define. No singular definition has found
general acceptance and many have addressed the risk of excluding the religious experiences of
non-western cultures when we try to demarcate what religion is (Oestigaard 2022: 42-50).
Instead of attempting to define this complex phenomenon, | will clarify how religion will be
approached in this thesis, by combining two traditional approaches in religious studies.

The study of religion is traditionally approached from two different perspectives.
According to the functional approach, religion is defined by what it does for those who
participate (e.g. Durkheim 1915). The functional approach qualifies cultural phenomena as
religious when they exist to cater to certain needs or problems with religious connotations.
Such needs may include meaning in life, social belonging and unification, or a religion may
promise blessings, wealth, fertility, salvation, healthy children and so on. Religion is
understood as practical and without practical use it lacks meaning. The substantive approach,
on the other hand, defines religion as the belief in a focal object — a god, goddess, or other
spiritual beings (e.g. Eliade 1987). Substantivists argue that religion in itself carries meaning,
or rather a set of beliefs, regardless of what role those beliefs play in society and the life of the
believer. These two perspectives rarely cooperate, resulting in a dichotomous understanding of
religion. Schilbrack (2013: 295-96) proposes an approach that combines the functional and the
substantive perspectives, focusing on those aspects where the two overlap. Indeed, the two
approaches do not need to contradict one another.

Schilbrack points out the strengths and deficits of each of the perspectives. Starting with
functionalism, Schilbrack states that this definition of religion is the most globally applicable
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(Schilbrack 2013: 294). Where the substantive approach requires a god or at least some kind
of spiritual being, the functional approach is more open to other ways of connecting to religion
that are perhaps foreign to Western interpretation. consequentially, the criticism directed
towards the functional approach is primarily concerned with the broadness of the definition.
The functional definition of religion includes all social practices that unite people and fulfil a
common purpose for its participants, whether secular or spiritual, which complicates the
differentiation between religion and nonreligion. Ultimately, the term “religion” may lose its
meaning if, for example, sports and politics were included in its definition (Schilbrack 2013:
295). The substantive perspective of religion, in contrast, allows for a clearer boundary between
what is religious and what is not, as well as between different religions based on what god or
spiritual being it is focused on. However, as stated, one of the major critiques of the substantive
definition is that it is mainly constructed around the Western concept of God. Moreover, this
definition of religion would consider someone religious if they believe in God, regardless of
whether they go to church, have read the bible, or gain any sense of comfort from the belief
(Schilbrack 2013: 296).

Schilbrack suggests a third option, which is to define religion by the intersection of the
functional and substantive perspectives (Schilbrack 2013: 296). He argues for a definition of
religion that includes cultural phenomena which are religious in terms of their function as well
as their content. Meaning, that for something to be recognised as a religion, it has to meet the
criteria for both definitions combined: the functional aspect concerns why the belief is held,
and the substantive aspect concerns what is being believed in. He further elaborates that
functional approaches focus on what the religion promises to the practitioners, whereas
substantive approaches insist that the belief revolves around a spiritual being which keeps that
promise to the practitioners (Schilbrack 2013: 298-306). Schilbrack concludes that religion is
best understood as beliefs and practices that serve to attain a certain result, because that result
is promised by the focal object of the belief. They are interdependent, the function is implied
through the substance and vice versa (Schilbrack 2013: 306).

A challenge of Schilbrack’s definition of religion is that it can be restrictive in its set of
criteria. His theory is essentially a process of exclusion, as he disqualifies all religious
phenomena that do not meet the criteria for both perspectives. The title of his paper “What isn’t
religion?” says it all: his theory concentrates the definition of religion on only that area of
overlap, excluding everything else. The criteria do not allow for much flexibility. Therefore, it
becomes harder for cultural phenomena to qualify as religious. However, in the context of this
thesis, his theory is indeed applicable to the cultural phenomena being studied, which I will
now elaborate on by applying it to the topic of the current thesis.

The fertility religion finds itself at the intersection between functionalism and
substantivism, meeting the criteria according to both perspectives. It revolves around a spiritual
being, whether a god, a goddess, ancestors or spirits. Thus, according to a substantive
interpretation, it would qualify as a religious belief and any taken action reflective of that belief,
such as leaving food on the table at night or participating in masquerades, would be considered
religious practice (see also Schilbrack 2013: 294). At the same time, agricultural rituals were
highly functional and pragmatic. Feasting in honour of Holda or the ancestors would result in
a prosperous harvest in the year that followed. The rites also had an educational role to warrant
the values and traditions of society through a system of punishment and reward. | will elaborate
further on these beliefs in the next chapter, but note how the focal object of the religion,
regardless of which specific one, fulfilled the need for order over chaos and ultimately life over
death. As Janssen (1993: 106) states, the idea of wanting to appease the dead and obtain their
blessing for people, animals and crops, is in an agrarian society extremely useful.

If religion consists of these two elements, the function and the substance, then what are the
implications for a given religion in the face of change and continuity? Religion is a human
construct and exists through its practitioners, so it morphs around cultural and societal changes
that the practitioners experience (Mclntosh 2018: 384). Numerous cultural developments have
led us from the Stone Age to our present reality, which ultimately influenced cosmological
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perspectives. Change has always been a given, but the one thing that remained the same
throughout the duration of time has been the passing of the seasons. Year after year, summer
would turn into winter, bringing the uncertainties that affected people on the level of their most
basic needs. While culture, power relations and religious dogma changed, the yearly struggle
for survival remained consistent until the industrialisation of the food supply. What does this
imply in terms of continuity of beliefs throughout the ages? To what extent can we speak of
continuity while simultaneously acknowledging religious changes? These kind of questions
still spark debate among scholars (see also Kaliff & Oestigaard 2022: 27), but we may get
closer to interpreting them if we include climate and weather as agencies in shaping the way
that humans view the world, and therefore in shaping religious beliefs as the solution to nature-
caused obstacles. The main obstacle in north-western Europe, for a very long time, remained
the cold and the darkness of winter, the absence of growth force and therefore of food. That
obstacle translates into a need for survival, or more concretely a good harvest and a brief winter.
Spiritual forces that could inhibit that reality had to be kept at bay, whether that was achieved
with offerings, sacrifices or chasing off malignant entities through frightening processions.
Over a long stretch of time, there was a continuity in the function of these agricultural rituals,
while the substance of the belief system that required these rituals took on an abundance of
faces and names throughout time and space. Different gods, goddesses, ancestors and other
beings were feared and venerated for the same pragmatic end goal.

1.5.3. Ritual and Profane

I will elaborate here on how the concept of ritual has been related to the profane. Much has
been written about where the boundary lies between the two and how these concepts can be
used in archaeological interpretation. Perhaps the most significant contributor to this problem
is Eliade’s (1957) monograph The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion. In his work,
Eliade discusses symbols, myths and rituals primarily throughout various religions. He defines
the sacred as something that is by definition different from profane, they are opposites, and
when an object becomes sacred it becomes something else entirely (Eliade 1957: 11-12).
Eliade concludes that rituals serve as a bridge between the sacred and the profane, allowing
individuals to connect to the realm beyond the mundane. That would imply that there is a sense
of liminality in rituals that allows for passage. In the context of wells, the ritual would make
the well a liminal space where the sacred and the profane meet. Through ritual practice, for
example, offering, the practitioners could connect to the spiritual forces below the surface of
the water, which was a necessity for stimulating the growth forces and ensuring an abundant
harvest. This concept of liminality remains of importance going forward in this study.

An impactful publication offering a new framework for the ritual-profane problem was
Bradley’s Ritual and Domestic Life in Prehistoric Europe (2005). He tackles the dichotomy
between the sacred and the mundane within the archaeological field through several case
studies. One of his points of critique is the vague definition of the term ‘ritual’ in most academic
work. He points out that ritual is often defined as the opposite of domesticity, like in Eliade’s
work (1957), which as a definition cannot suffice. For example, Venclova (1993: 64) has stated
that for a building to be considered a shrine, it ought to demonstrate votive objects and
distinctive architecture that sets it apart from occupational buildings. Ritual activity and
domestic life are here treated as mutually exclusive. Venclova has later nuanced her statement,
but the interpretation above is still prevalent in archaeology and not limited to shrines alone.
Bradley (2005: 20) states that this school of thought is a product of Western assumptions about
the past that separate ritual from the everyday, which is not always accurate in prehistoric
contexts. He also criticises the use of ‘votive objects’ in this example and the lack of clarity in
how to define them. Archaeological material can only be interpreted if it is preserved, and that
often happens through intentional deposition. Placement in waterbodies or treatment with fire
comes to mind. Following that theory, almost any recovered artefact may represent a votive
object (Bradley 2005: 21). Going forward in this thesis, I will use Bradley’s theory that
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religious and profane, or ritual and domestic, are not mutually exclusive in a prehistoric
context.

Vretemark (2013: 52) briefly discusses this theme in the context of Iron Age animal
sacrifice. She states that it can be challenging to differentiate between ritual offerings and
ordinary kitchen waste and that the nature of this challenge lies in the definitions of ritual versus
profane. She likewise argues that there was no such clear division between ritual and profane
in prehistoric context. Everyday objects could obtain sacred status through deposition, and
there was ritual in the most mundane of actions such as ploughing, sowing, reaping, spinning,
baking and building. Everyday objects are often overlooked in archaeological interpretation of
ritual life in prehistory. Following Vretemark, the criteria for a ritual interpretation of everyday
objects are most commonly the location, unusual treatment of the material, or absence of
functional interpretations.

I will analyse the material in chapter three following predominantly Bradley (2005) and
Vretemark (2013): An object that was deposited with a certain function may still have had
ritual connotations, as one does not exclude the other. And vice versa, an object that was clearly
deposited for ritual purposes, was also functional in nature, as the ritual was meant to attain
something. As discussed, agricultural rituals were highly pragmatic and goal-oriented. In sum,
the current topic requires an approach to the ritual-profane problem that blurs the line between
the two, which allows for more flexibility in the interpretation of the material. The scholars
discussed in this section have all referred to these concepts with different terms, but going
forward in this thesis I will address them as ritual and profane.

1.5.4. Methodology

This study begins with an evaluation of the literature. 1 will analyse folkloric tradition,
mythology, and other written records about fertility principles throughout European history.
The purpose is to present the tradition that will be approached archaeologically and provide a
framework for how this tradition may have manifested in material form. Based on the literature,
I will then distinguish the elements that occur most frequently and prominently, and estimate
how those elements may have manifested in the material world.

First, the preparation for the new agricultural year, which started at the end of winter.
Ploughing and sowing the fields was an essential part of this process and therefore often
accompanied with rituals to ensure a prosperous year. | have selected ritually deposited
ploughing tools, predominantly ard shares, as a proxy for the belief in ritual ploughing. Most
plough shares were deposited during the Iron Age, but this thesis also includes one share dated
to the 8" century AD. Nearly all the shares discussed are ard shares, which is the oldest plough
type. However, this is not explicitly mentioned in the original publication of the youngest share.
Therefore, 1 will refer to this category with the umbrella term plough shares. Per individual
object, I will specify that it is an ard share, where that is applicable. Moreover, the verb “to
plough” can refer to the use of either plough or ard on the land. Secondly, the concept of the
harvest, with its associated traditions, was of equal importance. Therefore, | selected several
agricultural tools for analysis that were used during the harvesting processes and deposited in
a ritual manner. One harvesting tool included in this thesis was dated to the first century AD,
but the majority were deposited in the Late Middle Ages. Lastly, | have selected ritually
deposited wheels for their association with agriculture, especially the harvest when all the crops
needed to be transported from the field, and secondarily for their possible association with the
goddess Nerthus as she was driven around the lands on her chariot pulled by heifers. Freya and
Holda were also said to ride chariots, so the association with wheels may even extend to these
goddesses of later periods. Two wheels included in this study date to the first three centuries
AD, the other two are from the Late Middle Ages.

These find categories are just a few of the possible remnants of agricultural rituals
surrounding wells. For this thesis, the focus is on quality rather than quantity. The point is to
analyse a limited amount of find types in greater depth and discuss how the objects relate to
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one another and the ethnography. Rather than only pointing out what kind of objects may have
been deposited in wells for fertility rituals, 1 want to emphasise why they may have been
deposited. Besides a few exceptions, none of the objects have thus far been interpreted in this
way. They are often interpreted as ritual deposits, and that is where the story ends. The term
ritual has become a synonym for something we do not understand, and only few take the time
to dig deeper. My method is to approach the ritual deposits through ethnography and the
theoretical perspectives discussed in this chapter, so that we may better understand the
archaeological material and how it adds to the knowledge of the archaic belief system that we
already have from the written record.

The presentation of the material will follow the order of the agricultural season. This means
I will start the analysis with the ploughing tools that were used at the beginning of the
agricultural year in preparation for sowing, then I will discuss the tools that were used during
the harvest, and | will end the analysis with the wheels. Since one of my research objectives is
to investigate the continuity of the tradition, the finds will follow a chronological order from
youngest to oldest within their own category. By applying this chronological structure, the
analysis will start with objects that were deposited during the time frame that agricultural rituals
certainly took place, as we know from written tradition. Establishing that overlap between text
and material is key to connecting the two. I will then follow the deposition patterns of the
material evidence backwards in time, into prehistory, to establish the continuity of the tradition.

Lastly, the thesis will close with a critical reflection on the method and its results. This will
be done by revisiting the primary and secondary research questions and discerning to what
extent the archaeological method can identify the mythological being(s) of the fertility religion,
that the rituals were performed for, in the archaeological record. This reflection will bring us
back to Frau Holle and her predecessors. | will hereby apply the theory of religion by
Schilbrack which defines religion by its focal object (e.g. god, goddess, ancestor) as well as its
pragmatic function to the practitioners. This part of the thesis analyses to what extent
archaeology and ethnography can add to one another, and where the methodology has its
limitations. It is meant as a prospection for future research in this direction.

The next chapter will be an exploration of the written record. The ethnography, folklore,
mythology and related traditions of the recent centuries will be discussed to provide the
historical context for this thesis. The historical context presented in chapter two is derived not
only from the Low Countries, but from the broader north-western European region for two
reasons. Firstly, to demonstrate the parallels across this region that includes the Low Countries
as well as beyond. Since | will analyse material from the Low Countries from a comparative
perspective with other regions, the historical context must be broader than the Low Countries
alone. Secondly, the historical context of a wider geographical area provides more information
on what aspects of the belief system were most widespread. Reoccurring themes tend to point
to fundamental concepts, and the Low Countries alone are too narrow to identify what those
fundamental concepts may have been. By putting what is written about agricultural rituals in
the Netherlands into the wider north-western European perspective, the patterns and
correlations can determine the emphasis of the material analysis. Thus, the purpose of the
following chapter is to provide the necessary background information on how the fertility belief
has manifested over time and space and to form a leading thread into the material analysis.
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2. Ethnography

2.1. Folklore and Traditions

Agricultural rituals are intricately interwoven with the legend of the Wild Hunt. The Wild Hunt
is an army of spirits that fly through the forest and haunt farms during the shortest days of the
year, between the winter solstice and the sixth of January (Epiphany). It was recognised by the
sound of galloping horses and barking dogs (Kaliff & Oestigaard 2022: 138). On stormy nights,
the rushing of the wind was a warning that the hunt was nearing (Guerber 1909). It was a
dangerous time to be outside at night, as the ancestors could take the living away to the realm
of the dead (Kaliff & Oestigaard 2020: 212). The legend is rooted in agricultural fertility beliefs
in which the winter was the time when evil spirits, that hindered the fertility of the land, were
the most active. The relevance of this for the current study is that Holda, the goddess that lives
in wells, is often depicted as the leader of the hunt. She leads the souls of the dead, as she
resides over them in the underworld below the well. This would imply that, during the twelve
days of Christmas, the goddess and the army of ghosts would emerge from the underworld
through the well.

According to Grimmsma (2016: 11), the Wild Hunt was the army of Odin or Wotan who
fought against the demise of the sun and thus against cosmic chaos. He bases this on the Eddas
that describe how the sun would be devoured by the wolf Fenrir during the doom of the gods
and the end of the world of men, a dark day known as Ragnarok. According to these poems,
Ragnardk would be preceded by cruel winters (Anderson 1901: 140-41). This is in accordance
with the army being active during the darkest days of the year. In Scandinavia, the Wild Hunt
is also known as Odin’s Hunt or Odens Jakt (Price 2019: 291). In the Scottish Highlands a
variant of the Wild Hunt is known as the Fairy Cavalcade or ‘Sluagh Sidhe’ in Gaelic (Spence
1999: 88). On the European continent there are several variations of the legend with each their
own leader, here most often female. Holda and Perchta are the most widespread and well-
known today, and through this parallel between her and Wotan or Odin as leaders of the Wild
Hunt, she is sometimes portrayed as his counterpart.

Today in the Alpine area, Austria and Southern Germany, the Wild Hunt is re-enacted
every year through the Perchtenlauf, in other areas known as Krampuslauf (Kaliff &
Oestigaard 2022: 144; Ridenour 2016: 97-99). Krampus is the servant of bishop Saint
Nicholas, most scholars agree the latter to be a later Catholic addition to an ancient holiday
(e.g. Grimmsma 2016; Janssen 1993). Though the exact dates of the Perchtenlauf and
Krampuslauf vary by region, it occurs always near the winter solstice. The parade consists of
noisy performances and processions by young men wearing masks. They are called the
Krampusse or Perchten (Motz 1984: 153). Following Motz (1984), some represent the
frightening Shiachpercht and some the beautiful and kind Schonpercht, a remnant of the
ambivalent nature of Perchta. The emphasis of today’s Perchtenlauf is on the first, with most
maskers aiming for a terrifying appearance.

During today’s Perchten- and Krampuslauf, the participants march through the streets as
they create havoc and strike spectators with their birch rods. Nowadays, the Perchten are
considered diabolical creatures, but most scholars agree (e.g. Janssen 1993; Kaliff &
Oestigaard 2022; Meisen 1931; Ridenour 2016) they find their origins in the myth of the Wild
Hunt where Perchta’s retinue consisted of the souls of the deceased. Over the centuries the
church reshaped her company into the demons that the Krampusse and Perchten are today
(Janssen 1993). John Honigmann’s (1977) account of the St Nicholas celebration in Austria
describes how the saint and his terrifying right-hand Krampus visit the people of the village at
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home. The drama that takes place inside the house is oriented toward the children, as Krampus
threatens to take away those who have behaved badly. This spectacle is an expression of
Perchta’s functional role as an educator of children rewarding the good and punishing the bad.
In Janssen (1993), Perchta is described as “a winter demon from prehistoric times who was
ritually called upon during the dead time of the year to help nature to cross its lowest point”
(Janssen 1993: 64, my translation). The loud noise during the Perchtenlauf was meant to repel
the malevolent forces of nature that try to inhibit the growth and prosperity of the land during
the winter season. This interpretation ties cosmology to fertility and agriculture, with Perchta
taking a central role.

The holiday of Sinterklaas is a tradition that doubtlessly every person who grew up in the
Low Countries is familiar with. The tradition is similar in the Netherlands, Flanders,
Luxemburg and Eastern Germany. | will focus mainly on the Dutch and Flemish traditions.
The official holiday is on the 5" December, but the festivities begin the weeks before with
joyful parades when the saint enters the country. In several cities simultaneously, he makes his
entrance on his white horse with hundreds of servants by his side who give out candy to the
children who come to watch. The real event takes place in the private sphere, on the evening
before the 5" December. One glance at the characters of the holiday reveals that Sinterklaas
stems from the same tradition as the Austrian Perchtenlauf, though now milder in character.
Children place their shoe with a carrot for the horse by the hearth or in the hallway. The Saint,
who is said to walk over the roofs of the houses with his servants then exchanges the carrot for
a gift, but only if the child has behaved well that year. If not, the child would be taken away by
the servants of the Saint (see also Eversmann 2007). This custom is related to the tabula
fortunae, the tradition of leaving food overnight as an invitation for ancestors, fairies or angels
to enjoy a meal (Janssen 1993: 122). This was still custom in some areas of Flanders and
Germany by the previous century (Nannings 1932: 62). Tabula fortunae was an ancient
tradition, already prohibited by the church in the year 743 (Janssen 1993: 120), and again in
1468 (Ginzburg 1983: 42). Both the tabula fortunae and the food left by the shoe suggest a
connection to the Wild Hunt, as people were urged to leave an offering overnight to receive
something in return.

At the beginning of the 20" century, a popular interpretation of the origin of the Sinterklaas
tradition was that Sinterklaas was the Germanic god Wotan in disguise (Janssen 1993: 17).
Unfortunately, the study of ancient Germanic folklore took on grotesque forms during World
War 11, as it was used to support Nazi ideology and condone their misconducts. Shortly after,
the mythological interpretation of the Saint Nicholas holiday lost its popularity drastically.
Janssen (1993: 131) explains how the association with fascism caused the new explanation
model to consist mostly of the denial of the old. Decades went by before scholars were willing
to entertain the idea of Germanic mythology again as the origin of the Sinterklaas festivities
and similar traditions (e.g. Ginzburg 1983). This shift was necessary to move forward and
rewrite history on moral grounds (see also Kaliff & Oestigaard 2022: 221-23).

Sinterklaas’ helper is a complex phenomenon. He has had various makeovers throughout
the centuries. The oldest depictions of the Dutch Sinterklaas festival portray the saint with a
devilish creature by his side, much like the Austrian Krampus. The Catholic Saint was
supposed to replace the creature, but instead, it persevered as the saint’s sidekick. The creature
was demonised and became the personification of evil that had been forgiven by the saint and
now lived under the authority of the Christian regime. In 1850, the demon was substituted for
a person of African descent. This was a consequence of the colonial past of the Netherlands.
For over one and a half centuries, the saint’s helper was known as “Zwarte Piet” (Black Pete),
and the parades throughout the Dutch cities were represented by hundreds of young individuals
with black painted faces (Kanobana 2019: 3-5). Over the last decade, his African features have
been swapped for the post-colonial model known as Roetveegpiet, where the Petes only have
soot smeared across their faces from their way down the chimneys.

The references to the Wild Hunt within Sinterklaas celebrations become more pronounced
as we move to the far north of the Netherlands. On the Waddeneilanden, the small islands to
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the northwest of the country, as well as in the province of Friesland (Frysia), the celebrations
take on extreme forms. On the 6" December, they celebrate Klaasjagen or Sunneklaas, a
haunting masquerade reminiscent of the Austrian Perchtenlauf. This version of the holiday
never embraced the colonial Black Pete and is said to have remained the same over many
centuries. On the islands it is custom for young men, called Klazen, to go out on the streets at
night dressed up in sheets and wearing terrifying masks, banging on doors in search of children
who had misbehaved in the past year (Janssen 1993: 39). Women and children are not welcome
and receive physical punishment for wandering outside after dark.

There is limited information available on the details of this phenomenon because the
community keeps the tradition a secret. Outsiders are discouraged from coming to the islands
during this time of the year and journalists are not welcome to make reports. No proper research
has ever been executed on this strange, rural tradition, but given the conservative stance of the
villagers, it is likely that the tradition has deep roots. Janssen’s theory (1993: 79-80) states that
the masked participants once upon a time represented the ancestors visiting the living during
the winter season, and that the church demonised the dead and turned them into tortured souls
and eventually devils, as they are still known today. The Klazen still have an educational
function, as they punish those who had not lived by the morals of society, which stems from a
deep history in which the future of society was rooted in the ancestors (Janssen 1993: 87; Kaliff
& Oestigaard 2022: 171). There is a clear correspondence between this rural tradition and the
myth of Holda, who kept a close eye on order in and around the house around midwinter.

In the far east of the Netherlands near the border of Germany, tales of Derk met den Beer
prevailed until the previous century (Grimm 1882: 268; Staring 1829: 156; Stoffel 1905). Derk
met den Beer (Derk with the boar) is a local legend, a story told only amongst the farming
villages in Twente, but a closer look reveals a connection to the Wild Hunt. The story goes that
Derk, a ghostly figure, would ride on a wild boar through the air during the night before
Christmas. People had to move all their tools and possessions inside, because at night Derk’s
boar would trample all the material left out on the fields (Staring 1829: 156; Stoffel 1905: 227).
This points to a striving for all work to be done before the festivities of the new year, a theme
that reoccurs in many variants of the Wild Hunt and Perchta’s motives for punishment. It also
highlights the agricultural nature of the legend with its references to agricultural tools. In his
Teutonic Mythology, Grimm (1882: 214) refers to the legend of Derk met den Beer as “Freyr
of the Netherlands”, and that he goes his rounds to look after the ploughs.

There are indeed parallels between Derk and the Nordic god Freyr, also Fro in the
Germanic pantheon (Guerber 1909: 118: 156; Sinninghe and Bulder 1936: 32; Staring 1829).
He was the god of the harvest, sunshine, fertility, and masculine sexuality. Fro is often
portrayed with a boar with glowing manes by his side. Derk’s boar is also described as “golden-
bristled” (Staring 1829: 156, my translation). This boar was the personification of the sun, his
manes symbolising either sunrays or the golden grain of the fields of Midgard (Guerber 1909:
118). The boar represented agriculture, as he had taught mankind how to plough using his tusks.
Staring also draws a parallel with another Germanic deity, Frija or Frigga, wife to Wotan, to
whom the Germanic peoples along the western Rhineland would sacrifice a boar at midwinter
(Staring 1829: 156; see also Grundy 1998: 64). Frija being the wife of Wotan, this further
strengthens the theory of Perchta, or Holda, leader of the Wild Hunt, as Wotan’s counterpart.

As we have seen, winter rituals were meant to ensure a good harvest. The idea was to fight
the evil forces that were most active during the darkest days of the year which tried to hinder
the natural growth forces. The benevolent forces always won, and winter was followed by
spring and eventually summer. On the sunny side of the agricultural cycle, during the harvest
season, we see a similar principle in ritual activity: the rituals functioned as preparation for the
winter. The rites were meant to bridge the dead season, preserve the growth forces and create
a continuity with the next agricultural year. The rituals were complementary to one another and
are best interpreted as a continuous cycle, always moving in the same direction, from rites to
benefit the harvest to rites that bridge the winter, and so on.
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One of the best-documented harvest rituals is that of the last sheaf and the Corn-spirit.
Frazer dedicated two volumes to this topic: Spirits of the Corn and the Wild. Vol 1 (Frazer
1912a) and Spirits of the Corn and the Wild. Vol. 2 (Frazer 1912b). In Germany, the corn was
personified as the Corn-mother, also Corn-spirit or Corn-woman in Poland and the Czech
Republic up until the previous century. It was believed that she jumped from sheaf to sheaf
during the harvest, until only one sheaf was left, and by cutting this sheaf she was captured or
killed. If captured, she was preserved in the barn until the thrashing of the corn, or carried
across the winter season in a special loaf of bread made of the last sheaf, which was partly
crumbled on the field together with the seed-corn and partly given to the ploughman and plough
animals to eat at the start of the next agricultural year. This way people maintained the
continuity between the seasons and ensured a prosperous harvest (Frazer 1890: 28-29; Frazer
1912b: 20, 48).

Sometimes the Corn-spirit was represented by an animal. There is a wide variety of local
expressions of harvesting rituals and with that a wide variety of animals that could represent
the Corn-Spirit. Geese, cats, pigs, goats, oxen and cocks were typical, but here I will discuss
mainly the dog and the horse. Dogs or wolves embodied the Corn-spirit in France, Germany
and Slavonic countries (Kaliff & Oestigaard 2022: 108). On the island of Riigen, the last sheaf
was even called “the wolf”, and the person who bound the last sheaf would become “the wolf”
for the entire year that followed. One of the objects | will analyse in chapter 3 is from Rugen.
In some areas in France, finishing the reaping was also called “killing the dog” and with the
last stroke during threshing the dog was struck down. Farmers in these regions also used to say,
when the corn waved in the wind, that the Rye-wolf was rushing over the field, or that the wolf
was going through the corn. Children were warned not to go into the field because they would
be attacked or eaten by “the big dog” (Frazer 1890: 3). There are variations of these sayings
with many wild animals, presumably because they were seen hopping and scurrying across the
field during harvest and the farmers saw in them the escaping Corn-spirit as she rushed to
safety.

The Corn-spirit as a horse was most often represented by a mare, who was passed down
from the farm that had finished the harvest first, to the farms where the harvesting was still
taking place. Until the mare reached the farm that was the last to finish reaping, which got to
keep the mare throughout the winter (Kaliff & Oestigaard 2022: 112). In most farming
communities, this was merely a mocking offer, but in some communities in western England,
the tradition happened literally. In Southern Germany, farmers used to say “There runs the
horse” when the wind went through the corn, and in Hertfordshire, England the last sheaf was
called the mare. Frazer (1890: 26) also reports that the Corn-foal, which was the youngest horse
of the parish, was fed the last sheaf and absorbed the spirit of the old Corn-horse. The Corn-
spirit is thus embodied by the young horse and carried onto the next sowing season. In Norway,
the skeid was a custom where multiple stallions competed for a mare, while men and boys tried
to fend off the horses with rods. According to Kaliff & Oestigaard (2022: 112-14), the mare
represented the last sheaf or the Corn-spirit. A new Corn-foal was born the next year, ensuring
the continuity between the end of the harvest season and the start of the next agricultural year.

2.2. Mythology

Let us circle back to Holda one more time. Nowadays, Holda is best known as Frau Holle from
the fairy tale documented by the brothers Grimm in 19" century Germany (Grimm & Grimm
2016: 91-95). Holle, or Mother Hulda in English, is an old woman with large protruding teeth
who lives at the bottom of a well. A young, hard-working woman drops her spindle in the well
and goes to fetch it out. She jumps through the water and enters the world of Frau Holle.
Initially, the maiden is frightened of Holle, but Holle assures her that there is nothing to be
afraid of. She makes the maiden work in the household, which she does thoroughly. By the end
of her stay, she is rewarded with gold. Upon her return back home, her step-sister becomes
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envious of the gold and heads to the well of Frau Holle. This young woman, however, has not
done a day’s work in her life; she is lazy and reluctant to do her chores. When her time with
Frau Holle comes to an end, and she leaves to receive her gold, she is instead covered with
pitch that would never again come off her skin, as punishment for her idleness. Grimm has in
this tale highlighted Holle’s ambiguity through reward and punishment. He included also that
snow was the result of Frau Holle making her bed and the loose feathers falling down on earth,
emphasising her connection to nature and the winter season.

In his Teutonic Mythology, Jacob Grimm (1882: 265-82) elaborates on the nature of Frau
Holle beneath the fairy tale. According to his analysis, Frau Holle is the mother goddess Holda
from Germanic times. He was one of the first to remark on the pre-Christian characteristics of
this being, and to suggest that her origins are probably divine rather than demonic. He bases
this on the clerical texts that condemn the belief in her existence, such as the Decretum of
Burchard of Worms in the 11" century (Janssen 1993: 114). Smith (2004: 168) disagrees with
that theory. He argues that the Christian texts are on their own not enough evidence to argue
for a pagan origin. Although this observation is not incorrect, Smith does not address any of
the other reasons why scholars argue for her pre-Christian roots besides historical documents.
Smith (2004: 172) wields the argument that the characteristics of Holda and Perchta, which
Grimm points out to be clearly of heathen origin, are not exclusive to her, but rather shared
across various characters that demonstrate an overlap in their themes and associations.
Although Smith (2004: 172-75) acknowledges that these characteristics are archaic, he
maintains that the entity that they belong to is not. However, he does not provide an alternative
story to her origin besides the one that he attempts to refute. Smith’s argument that separates
the spiritual entities from their function in society feeds back upon the theoretical problem of
substance and function.

Staying within the realm of folklore, Motz (1984) also made a significant contribution to
the current knowledge of Perchta. She (1984: 151) approaches Perchta from a mythological
perspective and explicitly emphasises Perchta’s divinity by presenting her as “The Winter
Goddess”. Motz joins Grimm (1968: 88, 234) in his argument that Perchta is a prehistoric deity
native to Germanic-speaking countries. According to Motz (1984: 155), Perchta persevered in
oral tradition taking on several Christian traits such as her guardianship over the souls of
unbaptised children. Motz gives three arguments for Perchta’s divine status underneath her
demonic features. First, she points out the reoccurring attempts of the church to demonise the
belief in Perchta, and the historical texts that equate Perchta with Diana, “the heathen goddess”
(Waschnitius 1913: 47). She also refers to a 13th-century complaint about the youth and the
hymns that they sing about Domina Perchta instead of the Virgin Mary (Waschnitius 1913:
60). Secondly, Motz (1984: 152) argues that her association with the winter time refers to pre-
Christian cosmology. The days and nights around Midwinter, Christmas and Epiphany were,
and still are, considered the most sacred time of the year since long before the dawn of
Christianity. Perchta’s activity during these days implies that her nature of origin is divine,
rather than demonic. Lastly, Motz (1984: 153) points to the age-old tradition of offering food
for Perchta and similar beings, which is a custom in many polytheistic societies, both in the
present and in the past (Ferrero 2021; Guerber 1909).

Besides her association with children, woods and wells, Perchta or Holda was closely
connected to the craft of spinning. She had brought flax to the people (Guerber 1909: 51). This
is also where she came forth as an educational force, rewarding those who finished their project
before Twelfth Night and punishing those who had not (Motz 1984: 154; Smith 2004: 173,
177-78). Failure to eat enough during these feasts could also result in getting one’s belly slit
open by Perchta’s knife (Nannings 1932: 77; Smith 2004: 175). She then fills it with straw or
brick and sows it shut using a plough share for a needle (Grimm 1882: 274). According to
Grimm (1882: 282), the plough is the sacred implement of both Perchta and Holda. There is a
Christian element in their execution of penalties related to feasting and fasting. However, Smith
(2004: 175). states that the root of this lore stems from the archaic belief that an abundance of
food on days of celebrations guarantees prosperity in the year to come. Here comes another
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role of Perchta to light as “patroness of agriculture and domestic animals” (Kaliff & Oestigaard
2022: 149).

In the previous paragraph, | have briefly mentioned Diana. Diana is originally a Roman
goddess, and one of the few female deities that is mentioned in the bible. Janssen (1993: 113—
22) points to the texts that refer to her as “the heathen goddess” and forbid the belief in her,
first in the sixth century, again in the eighth century, and more frequently from the eleventh
century onwards. The texts speak of women who were said to join her nightly rides, who rode
with her through the sky and went to her gatherings. Whereas the belief in Diana and her
followers was first considered mere illusion and trickery of the devil, it became associated with
witchcraft in the Late Middle Ages. I will not go into detail about the accusations and whether
or not the belief was real, as this is beyond the scope of this study. The point is that on multiple
occasions, spread out over a thousand years, clerical authorities saw the necessity to speak
against the belief in a certain pagan goddess which did not seem to fade. The reference to
nightly rides is, as Janssen (1993: 108-33) points out, another variation of the Wild Hunt, and
he argues that the medieval Diana tradition eventually evolved into the version of the legend
with Holda or Perchta as the leader (Janssen 1993: 122).

Perchta and Holda have also been equated to Frigg and Freya from the Nordic pantheon
(Kaliff & Oestigaard 2022: 150-51). This connection is mainly based on their close association
with flax and spinning (Guerber 1909: 43-52), but also on their roles in the household and as
archetypal female figures connected to fertility. Frigg was the wife of Odin/Wotan, a maternal
figure of the Northern religion, and her name stands for ‘beloved’ or ‘free’. She is also known
as Frija, Frigga and Frick. Freya, on the other hand, does not occur on the European continent.
However, in Scandinavian mythology, she is often considered the most beloved goddess of all.
She is associated with female sexuality and her name means ‘The Lady’ in Old Norse, so it
may have been a title rather than an actual name. Nasstrom (2001: 150) also points to her many
names. She is known in many different myths as Mardéll, Horn, Gefn, Syr, Vanadis, Thrungva,
Skjalf, Mengléd, Gullveig and Heid. The use of different names, and the question of whether
the deity changes with the names, is debated amongst scholars. Freya was often depicted riding
around in a chariot alongside her brother Frey or by herself (Guerber 1909: 135). Many scholars
have speculated and debated about whether or not Frigg and Freya were originally the same
goddess (e.g. Grundy 1998). Whether that were the case or not, is not particularly relevant here.
We should, however, pay attention to the names of these beings and what they refer to. Perchta
or Holda is also called Frau Wode, the female version of Wotan (Guerber 1909: 55-57). She
can thus be considered as Wotan’s counterpart, in other words, his wife. The similarities
between Perchta and Frigg cannot be overlooked, and it infers a strong connection between
Nordic mythology and Early Modern folklore from Germany and the Low Countries despite
the wide timespan.

We know the goddess Nerthus only from the Roman author Tacitus (ch. 40), who wrote an
account of Germania around 98 AD. Despite the likelihood that he had never ventured into
these lands himself and based his work on the reports of expeditions, Germania is still one of
the most recited works on the Germanic tribes and their culture during the Roman period.
Néasstrom (2001: 139) argues that Nerthus was the predecessor of Freya as she was known
during the Viking Age based on their central roles as fertility goddesses. Nerthus was described
as ‘Terra Mater’, mother earth, a goddess that bestowed prosperity onto the lands. She was
paraded across the fields in a chariot pulled by yoked heifers, and thereafter washed in a lake.
The information available on Nerthus is sparse, but what we know also aligns with the
characteristics of Holda. She was also said to ride a chariot, reside in a lake or a well, and bring
good fortune and prosperous harvest to the fields (Guerber 1909: 55). Whether Nerthus’
association with Holda can be considered a direct continuity is debated, given the thousand-
year gap. Still, the pattern in associations reveals how long certain concepts and values have
been deemed sacred. Moreover, many scholars recognise in Nerthus the female version of the
Nordic sea god Njord. According to Nasstrom (2001: 94-98), Njord was also seen as a god of
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fertility and of the growth force, and his name is etymologically related to Nerthus. Njord was
also the father to Frey and Freya.

Deities and spiritual beings could also change gender over time, and for the birth of new
life, one needs the male aspect as much as the female. The most prominent gods in Nordic and
Germanic mythology were respectively Odin and Wotan. They are generally considered to be
the same beings. In the Medieval tradition, he was the leader of the Wild Hunt in some
variations of the legend which is better known as Oden’s Jakt (Odin’s hunt) (Grimmsma 2016:
9). He rides on horseback along a horde of hounds and spirits, causing the roar of the wind
during the twelve nights of Christmas, when farmers were urged to leave the last sheaf of grain
on the fields for Odin’s horse to feed on (Guerber 1909: 25). In the Medieval tradition, old
kings or other prominent figures replace his name in the Wild Hunt, a few examples are Herod,
Cain, King Arthur and Charlemagne. Some scholars theorise that even Saint Nicholas may
have been a replacement for the pre-Christian god (Janssen 1993). Odin, like Freya, had many
different names in Nordic mythology. According to Price (2019: 62-66), he was known by
over 200 names.

Male fertility god Frey, or Fro as he was called in Germany, also plays a part in this
cosmological system. As the brother of Freya, he represents the male aspects of fertility and
sexuality and is associated with love, sunshine and the harvest. Both he and Freya had a special
connection to the wild boar, the animal that taught humanity to plough with his tusks. The boar
was sacrificed to Freya or consumed in honour of Frey during Yuletide (Guerber 1909: 125).
The parallel between Fro and the Dutch local legend of Derk met den Beer brings him in
association with the Wild Hunt.

2.3. Reoccurring Themes

This chapter has identified the most important themes in religion and folklore based on fertility
principles. Reoccurring elements include the legend of the Wild Hunt, which can be found in
some form in almost every European country, as well as the masquerades and processions
based on the legend. The legend and its derived rituals point to a shared need to bridge the
winter season and chase away the evil spirits that try to inhibit fertility. The plough is
mentioned consistently as a sacred implement and associated with the winter goddesses and
with Frey’s boar. At the other end of the year, the harvest was characterised by the symbolic
sacrifice of animals embodying the Corn-spirit and the cutting of the last sheaf by which she
was captured, chased off, or killed. In many agricultural communities, the spirit of the corn was
carried through the winter in the form of a loaf made of the last sheaf or embodied by an animal,
and so the continuity of the agricultural seasons was secured. In the Nordic countries, Odin
lead the Wild Hunt, accompanied by horses and hounds, during the twelve days of Christmas.
On the European continent, female Holda-like beings were active during this time as they led
the ghostly army through the air, and feasting in their honour ensured a prosperous harvest to
come. Failure to honour her, or to finish work by the last days of the year, could result in harsh
punishment. Holda-like beings, as well as their descendant Frau Holle, resided in lakes and
wells, from where they received the spirits of the dead into their underworld and from where
they released the spirits of the unborn. From here they also controlled the weather and caused
snow to fall. Holda, Freya and Nerthus were all prosperity-bringing goddesses of fertility who
rode chariots. These parallels and widespread traditions form the leading thread of the analysis
of the material as the main identifiers of the fertility religion.

The next chapter presents the archaeological material according to how the objects have
been published. | will provide the interpretations of the researchers where interpretations have
been given, but will not apply the theoretical frameworks or go into my own reflections until
chapter four. The purpose of chapter three is to give a clear overview of the objects that have
been selected for this analysis and their archaeological contexts. | will also introduce the ard
shares and wheels with a historical background of these find categories. However, because the
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category harvesting tools consists of a variety of different objects, of which none are the same,
I will here not provide a general historical context, but rather add what each tool was used for
per object description.
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3. Agricultural Deposits in Wells
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Figure 1. Map of all the find locations (above); specification of find locations in the Low Countries (below).
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3.1. Plough Shares

3.1.1. Historical Context

A plough is an agricultural tool used for ploughing the field. It is one of the oldest tools for
ploughing activities. The ard is its predecessor. Both ploughs and ards are agricultural tools
that cut the soil to prepare it for sowing. They both consist of multiple parts, of which the share
is the working part that cuts into the soil, often characterised by an arrow-shaped head. The
difference is that an ard pulls elongated trenches, while a plough cuts the soil horizontally and
turns it around. The ard thus requires to be used in two directions, creating a crossed pattern in
the soil, while the plough can be used in one direction (Van der Poel 1956: 97). Ancient ard
shares have been recovered in a great number of European countries, including the British Isles,
Sweden, Denmark, the Netherlands, Flanders, France, Germany, Poland, Switzerland, Austria,
Croatia and Hungary (Fig. 1) (Rottinger 2014: 87). Most of these objects were found in wet
contexts such as bogs, fens, lakes, and of course wells. The oldest evidence for the use of ards
is from Mesopotamia and Egypt and dates to the third millennium BC (Laloo et al. 2009b:
127). Archaeologists are through the difference in ploughing patterns able to distinguish ard
traces from plough traces, hence we know that the ard was probably invented during the Late
Neolithic period, and the plough was introduced most likely during the Late Iron Age. The
introduction of the plough had little effect on the use of the ard, which continued into the
Middle Ages in Northern Europe, and it is still in use today around the Mediterranean (Laloo
et al. 2009a: 131).

Besides recovered objects, ancient rock art also suggests an important role for the early
ards in ancient society (Fig. 2). The tools are depicted on several rock carvings from the Alpine
region and southeast Sweden (Horn 2022; Lawrence 2019; Robb 2020). The rock art tradition
stretches from the Chalcolithic period until the Middle Iron Age. Agricultural scenes provide
one of the largest groups of representations in the Southern Alps (Bradley 2005: 86). In
Sweden, the agricultural scenes form a minority compared to boat and war scenes (Horn 2022:
6; Ling & Cornell 2010: 27). However, a less frequent occurrence does not necessarily
represent a lesser meaning. We can presume that the ards have been depicted for a reason, and
that a certain symbolism was ascribed to the tools. The ard on rock carvings has in the past
been interpreted as symbols of fertility or the actual performance of fertility rituals, mainly due
to the presence of phallic men and animals on the scenes (Bradley 2005: 87; Glob 1951).
Nuances have been made to that image (e.g. Lawrence 2019), but without any convincing
alternative interpretation for the depicted ards. The fertility interpretation for the ards on rock
carvings cannot be disregarded, in fact, it is still relevant in contemporary archaeology.
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Figure 4. Rock Art showing a ploughing scene with an ard and oxen.
Tanum 12:1, L1968:7148. Photo by Gerhard Milstreu 2008, courtesy of
SHFA.
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Furthermore, ard marks have been documented closely encircling and underneath burial
mounds in Scandinavia and Western Europe. These marks, called ard furrows, are dated
between the Late Neolithic and Roman Iron Age (Laloo et al. 2009a: 131; Louwe Kooijmans
& Stuart 1974: 32; Redsrud 2020: 210). The discovery of the marks beneath the barrows was
made in the 1950s, followed by the continuing debate concerning the relation between the two
features. Some hypothesised that the marks underneath the mound were part of a ritual practice,
while others argued for a profane explanation. Rowley-Conwy (1987) re-opened the
conversation with the argument that the marks could only have been preserved if the mound
was erected only shortly after ploughing, thus theorising ritual ploughing as part of the burial
rite. Kristiansen (1990) countered Rowley-Conwy’s hypothesis by stressing the preservation
bias: the mound preserves the marks while the marks outside the barrow are prone to disappear,
therefore a relation between the marks and the barrow cannot be confirmed. He argued that the
ard furrows below the mound were remnants of ancient fields and probably not related to the
barrow or the individual buried inside.

In the years following this discussion, the focus has shifted to a post-processual
interpretation of the past in the past, with as a result that the division between profane and ritual
had to be renegotiated (e.g. Bradley 2005). More attention was drawn to the importance of
ordinary things and the ritual aspects of daily life, and that trend continues into current
archaeological theory. Most recent interpretations of the ard furrows underneath the burial
mounds (e.g. Redsrud 2020) honour both ritual and functional aspects in the context of the
broader landscape, including the purpose of worked fields as well as mounds as landmarks.
Following Ragdsrud (2020), even if the ard marks were not directly related to the mound itself,
there was most likely still a relation between the historical value of arable land and grave
mounds as territory marked by the ancestors. Bradley (2005: 26) also notes that the majority
of the graves constructed over ard marks reveal an alignment, in which the grave is oriented in
the same direction as the furrows. An overlay by chance seems thus unlikely.

Both the rock art and the furrows in burial context suggest that the ard, and later the plough,
had a ritual purpose alongside their pragmatic function. The same is implied in ethnographic
work from the early 20" century. Frazer (1912b: 331-335) documented Plough Monday in
Britain, celebrated on the first Monday after Epiphany. It was a kind of carnival to end the
Twelve Days of Christmas and initiate the sowing season. A group of men carried a decorated
plough through the villages while collecting contributions. Traditionally, the men wore the
skins of a calf, a fox, and one was cloaked as an old woman called Bessy. The villagers used
to paint their faces black. The plough carriers would sometimes carry whips and they had straws
of grain on their hats. On the Tuesday after Plough Monday, the “Straw-bear”, a man in a straw
costume, would go around the houses to bless the families for the year to come. According to
Frazer (1912b: 331), the Straw-bear represents the Corn-spirit. Similarly, the Straw-bear roams
around Germany on Shrovetide, Christmas or Candlemas. Plough Monday clearly points to the
agricultural year, and many elements of the tradition appear to be related to other European
celebrations discussed earlier in this study, in which young men dress up with furs, masks and
whips. Plough Monday likely stems from the same age-old tradition of ensuring the fertility of
the people and the land. Plough Monday is nowadays still celebrated in the north and east of
England.

3.1.2. Archaeological Finds

Plough shares have been recovered throughout central and north-western Europe (see also
Réttinger 2014: 87-89). So far, there were eleven shares recovered from wells in the Low
Countries (Van der Sanden 1994; Laloo et al. 2009a; Daleman 2007). | will highlight a few of
these. One share was found in one of the thirty water wells of Midlaren, in the province of
Drenthe, the Netherlands. The site was excavated in the years 2003-2004 by the Groninger
Institute for Archaeology. Other finds, such as a bowl and two ladders, were found in other
wells on this site. The share came from well 21 and was dated to 750 AD, making it the
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youngest within the region thus far. The share is made of oak and completely intact besides a
perforation in the lower end of the blade. Hanninen (2006: 14) first published the find as a
recycled spade-shaped object of oak wood, function unclear. The author did not elaborate on
the position of the object in the well. The object did not lend itself to be interpreted easily, as
this particular share is not arrow-shaped but rectangular at the bottom. Over ten years later, the
object was revisited by Lange (2017: 323) and interpreted with more certainty as a plough
share. Lange interprets the perforation as a trace of an iron shoe attachment. Other known
specimens that were covered with an iron shoe did not have such a hole in the blade, but it
would explain why this particular share was not arrow-shaped. Moreover, this is not the only
object of its kind found in the region. Four more ard shares were recovered in the province of
Drenthe, one from a well and three from other wet contexts. Three out of four are dated to the
Early Iron Age, so they were approximately 1.5 millennia older than the Midlaren share (Van
der Sanden 1994).

Another share from Dutch soils was found in Nuenen-Kerkakkers, Noord-Brabant (Fig. 3).
The site of Luistruik phase Il was excavated by BAAC bv in 2015. The object came from a
well with feature number 2012. The share was made of alder wood and dated to the Late Iron
Age-Early Roman Age. The outer ends of the shaft and blade were broken off, but the break
appears fresh which implies it was caused by the excavation. The same well also contained a
branch of alder wood which was sharpened into a point on one side using an axe. The report
did not include information on the position and orientation of the object in situ. The share was
first interpreted as a spade by Lange (2015: 11), but she (2017: 231) put the interpretation into
question two years later based on the rectangular shape of the shaft. It would not be comfortable
to work with and the increase in width moving upwards along the shaft is uncommon for a
spade. As an ard share, however, the object would have stylistic parallels in Denmark and
Southern Sweden. Glob’s (1951: 42, 59) publication features two ard shares with a similar
rectangular shaft. Stylistically speaking, the objects could thus be an ard share, but the type of
wood is unusual for such a tool. Alder wood is much softer than oak, which makes the share
less fit for ploughing activities. Lange (2017: 231) therefore suggests it may have been created
and used for symbolic purposes rather than for actual work on the land. Other specimens of
this kind have earlier been discussed by Glob (1951: 131-32).

The last ard share from the Netherlands that I will discuss here is the share from the site
Aarle, located near Best, Noord-Brabant (Fig. 4). The excavation was executed by Archol and
Diachron UVA in 2011 and 2012. The ard share was derived from well 409, which was dated
to 431 BC (or slightly younger) through dendrochronology. This is a more typical ard share,
stylistically and mechanically speaking, than the specimens from Midlaren and Nuenen. The
Best share was made of oak and it has an arrow-shaped blade (Lange 2017: 230). The object is
complete, nearly undamaged, and it shows no traces of an iron shoe. The site Aarle had twelve
or thirteen wells in total, dating to two different phases. The older phase dates to the Middle
Bronze Age-Late Bronze Age, and the younger one to the Middle Iron Age—First half of the
Late Iron Age. Seven of the wells are dated to the latter. Finds from other wells on the site
include a spade, several wooden balls, dishes, ladders and well hooks. Tol et al. (2017: 423)
consider a ritual interpretation for the deposition of the ard share, as well as some of the other
objects. They specifically mention that some of the objects may be symbols of fertility. They
further state that no clear functional purpose can be distinguished for the deposition of the
share, and that many of the objects are unlikely to represent refuse since wood can be either
reused or burned for fuel. The position and orientation of the share in the well were
unfortunately left out of this publication too. A different settlement on the site dates to the
Middle Ages and Early Modern Age and included two wells and three waterholes. Well 638 is
dated to 1750-1810 and contained a wooden spool of a spinning wheel specially designed for
flax, which Tol et al. (2017: 574) point out may be a direct reference to worship of the goddess
Holda.

The fourth location is at Kasselvitz, a site on the island of Rlgen in the far north-east of
Germany, excavated in 2012-2013 (Rottinger 2014). One wooden ard share was earlier found
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in an Iron Age water well, making it the second from the region (Fig. 5). The other arrow-
shaped ard share was found earlier in Neuenkirchen, Mecklenburg Lake District and was made
of iron. Furthermore, another wooden ard share had earlier been recovered from a well in
Berlin-Rudow, which was encountered in a diagonal position in the lowest find layer, the shaft
protruding into the backfill (Rottinger 2014: 90). The position of the Berlin share within the
well implies that it was deposited intentionally during the construction phase of the well,
showing a clear parallel to the Kasselvitz share. The Kasselvitz share was dated to the “Younger
pre-Roman Iron Age” (ROttinger 2014: 82), which in this region started around 480 BC. The
share was discovered in association with two other wooden stakes, and all three pieces were
rammed into the sediment at the bottom of the well with the point facing down. The remains
of two thin intertwining branches were found between the three stakes, suggesting that the three
objects had been tied together. The ard share is made entirely of oak and there are traces of
wear on the shaft as well as on the blade. Based on the position of the object, Rottinger (2014:
92) interprets the ard share as an offering related to the initiation of the well and places it within
the wider context of ritual activity involving wells in north-western Europe.

In 2009, the Kluizendok Project of Gent University performed a preventative
archaeological excavation near Evergem, East-Flanders (kluizendok.ugent.be). Several Iron
Age features were uncovered here, among which a well in a small depression against an old
sand dune, radiocarbon dated to 520—400 BC (Laloo et al. 2009b: 133). The well still contained
the pieces of wood that functioned as wall timbering. After further investigation it became clear
that three of the wooden planks were ard shares (Fig. 6). All three were made of oak and showed
traces of possibly iron shoes, but the specialists could not conclude this with certainty. Share 1
is the smallest of the three, it is arrow-shaped and complete. This is a share of a fine type,
known from other sites in the Netherlands but also from Denmark and northern Germany. Share
2 is almost complete and arrow-shaped, but much larger. Parallels are found in Denmark,
northern Germany, and northern France. Share 3 appears more primitive and robust than the
other two. The point is still visible, but the shaft was broken off. This share has the clearest
traces of an iron shoe. Some additional planks and beams, pottery sherds, fragments of silex
and a piece of schist were found in the same well. Laloo et al. (2009a: 134) stress the symbolic
value that the ard and the plough possessed in the agrarian civilisation in question. They,
therefore, conclude that it is possible, but not certain, that these three objects fit into a tradition
of ritual activity involving well offerings. There are two more ard shares recovered from a well
within a short distance of Gent, on the site Zele-Zuidelijke Omleiding, but those have not been
published accordingly.

Moving up to Scandinavia, the site of Lindangelund in southern Sweden has delivered a
rich assemblage of finds from a water well. The site was excavated in 2010 by contract
archaeologists. Dating from the Neolithic to the Viking Age (c. 3000 BC-1200 AD), the site
had an exceptionally long continuity (Carlie 2013: 50). Several waterholes and wells were
excavated at Lindangelund. Only one ard share was recovered from the wells, but it was clear
that the share was part of a wider ritual tradition. No less than fourteen wooden objects were
found in the wells and waterholes of this site, each in a standing position at the bottom,
hammered into the wet ground. The ard share dates to the Scandinavian Early Iron Age (500
BC-100 AD) and the deposition was without a doubt intentional. Réttinger (2014: 95)
highlights that wooden stakes found in standing position in the bottom layer of water wells are
interpreted as “flow stakes”, which are often agricultural tools such as ard shares, planting
sticks and spades, placed at the bottom of the well with the point facing down. He adds that no
purely practical interpretation of these objects has been convincing so far. The Lindangelund
ard share appeared unused besides some traces of fire. Fire marks may indicate that the share
had served a purpose during fire rituals before deposition in the well (Carlie 2013: 56). This
ard share was also made of oak, but specifically of the sapwood, which is not suitable for the
wear and tear that a share is required to withstand. This may be yet another ard share made for
its symbolic value rather than practical function. The filling of the well in which the ard share
was found also contained the skull of a woman, supposedly a secondary burial. All of the above
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leads Carlie (2013: 56) to conclude that the ard share is most likely a proxy for ritual activity
that involved the well, with the purpose of maintaining or invoking the fertility of the land. She
connects the finds in Lindangelund with construction and fertility rites as well as sacrificial
festivals. She highlights the term ‘ritual ploughing’, referring to the deposition of the plough
for the sake of fertilising Mother Earth and ensuring beneficial soil conditions.
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Figure 3. Ard share from Nuenen-Kerkakkers. Photos by and with permission of Silke Lange.
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Figure 4. Ard share from Best-Aarle. Photos by and with permission of Silke Lange.
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3.2. Harvesting Tools

3.2.1. Archaeological Finds

The site of Zandzoom Zone 10 at Heiloo dates to the Late Middle Ages. It was excavated by
students from the University of Amsterdam in 2005. Three wells were dug up, two of which
delivered a rich assemblage of finds. Both wells were constructed with barrels and contained
construction offerings at the bottom. It is well 2 that contained an object that is relevant to the
current study. The well was, based on ceramic typology, dated to the 16" century AD. The
bottom of the well was closed with a wooden plank, and when removed it revealed a cooking
pot, two horseshoes and an iron boat hook without the shaft (Fig. 7). The name boat hook can
be misleading, as the function of this kind of tool was not limited to the context of boats. In
Dutch, the name of this object translates directly to ‘pick hook’, used to pick things up or pull
them towards oneself. Although the tools were indeed used to dock boats to shore, they were
also used otherwise, for example on the field during the harvest. The original report does not
elaborate on the interpretation of objects in the well. The authors conclude that

“The burial of animals, the obvious construction offering and the impressive finds that
were deposited in the well during its period of use offer a valuable addition to our
knowledge on superstition and marking of agricultural landscapes” (Kloosterman & Nyst
2007: 20, my translation).

Several years later, a publication appeared on Oneindig Noord-Holland, the official website of
the history of the province (ohn.nl). It is in this publication that the boat hook is interpreted as
a harvesting tool, used for gathering grain (Rebergen 2009, Rebergen pers comm.).

Another archaeological site at Heiloo known as De Stolp was excavated in 2009 by
Hollandia Archeologen (de Koning and Poulus 2012) on instructions of Van Wijnen
Projectontwikkeling Noord BV. No less than fifteen wells were discovered at this site, eleven
of which were investigated extensively. The oldest wells were dated to the Late Middle Ages,
while the youngest ones could only be very recent as they were made of concrete. Well 5 was
made of a barrel and contained several ceramic sherds and a double-pronged fork made of iron,
the object is complete besides missing the shaft (Fig. 8). It is possible that another barrel used
to be stacked on top of the lower one, but that it was not preserved. The fork was found in the
filling of the lower barrel. The well and the fork are dated to the 14™ century. This iron tool
was used for tillage, for example, to loosen the soil around tubers during harvest. The
archaeological report does not give any interpretations for the placement of the tool in the well,
but it does refer to a similar case that will be discussed as follows.

Another harvesting tool was retrieved from well 75 at the site Egmond-Binnen, at less than
4 km distance from Heiloo (Fig 1, Fig. 9). This well dates to the same century as the one at
Heiloo-de Stolp and was also constructed with two barrels. The object in question was found
in the filling of the top barrel. It was partially complete with both the shaft and the iron prong
in place, but the lower part of the shaft was broken off. It was dated to 1280-1325 AD. This
artefact was another type of hook used for gathering grain, stylistically different from the boat
hook but the same in function. The archaeological report of the excavation at Egmond-Binnen
classifies this object also as a ‘pick hook’ as translated from Dutch (Verduin 2012: 54). The
report from Heiloo-de Stolp, however, refers to the object as a single-pronged fork (De Koning
and Poulus 2012: 126). In contrast to the uncertainty about the name of the tool, its function
appears clear: it was used to hold the grain in place while another tool in the other hand cut the
grain. This other tool was a mix between a scythe and a sickle. The authors conclude that the
presence of a pick hook in the well infers that grain was cultivated in this area during the Late
Middle Ages and that it points to the “agrarian character” of the site (\Verduin 2012: 48). There
is no further mention of why the objects may have been deposited, however, they do state that
the hook, as well as other objects, could have been reused, and were thus most likely intentional
deposits. There were burials of cattle and a horse found near the well, both marking the
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locations of later dug ditches. The report suggests they may have been construction offerings,
which is a known phenomenon in this form during the Late Middle Ages in the province of
Noord-Holland. Most of the skeletons are complete and articulated, which makes it unlikely
that they were butchered for consumption purposes (Verduin 2012: 41).

The next case is the rake from Hulje, Sweden (Fig. 10). The site Hulje was excavated in
2010 by the Swedish National Heritage Board (RAA), UV 6st. It was dated to the Late Bronze
Age and Iron Age and lies in Ostergdtland approximately 35 km from Linkdping (Petersson
2013: 11). Hulje has been interpreted as a ceremonial site due to its richness in ceremonial
cooking pits and ritual deposits along the stream nearby. The site also features a possible
platform projecting into the stream and a ceremonial well dated to 1-200 AD. It was dug almost
in the centre of the site. The walls were lined with wicker and oak stakes. The filling of the
well contained several well-preserved wooden artefacts, among which a complete drinking
vessel, a decorated board, plugs, fragments of pots and rims of plates, and the rake head.
Furthermore, the well contained the front half of the skeleton of a young dog, the horn of an
adult cow, two grinding stones, ceramic sherds, and at the very bottom the seeds and fibres of
flax. The rake head will be highlighted here. A rake is an agricultural tool used for gathering
the harvested hay that was fed to domestic animals. It was interpreted as an intentional deposit
despite its incomplete state. Petersson (2013: 34) stresses the connection between the rake head
and the female sphere. She states that the tool was used by women only, whose job it was to
gather the hay that the men had cut. They used a scythe for this part of the harvesting process,
while the women walked behind them and raked the hay together. Furthermore, a sickle was
found in the bedding of the stream, which was another agricultural tool associated with women
during the Iron Age. They are often found in female graves, but rarely in male graves (Bjork
2005: 71). Finally, Petersson (2013: 32) interprets the presence of flax bundles in the well as
another sign of female presence, potentially referring to the fertility goddess Freya who was
also associated with linen. Flax seeds were supposedly sown on Fridays, the day named after
her and also known as the day of women. All the finds at Hulje lead Petersson (2013: 34) to
conclude that the site is best understood in ritual terms, as a centre for calendrical rites during
early summer or midsummer. She states that there are indications of a fertility cult at Hulje,
with an emphasis on the female aspect and thus potentially with the goddess Freya as the focal
point of the rites.
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Figure 7. Boat hook from Heiloo-Zandzoom Zone 10. Pictures by and with permission of Kees Zwaan, Huis van Hilde,
Provincie Noord-Holland.

Figure 8. Double-pronged fork from Heiloo-de Stolp. Source: De Koning & Poulus 2012, with permission of Jan de Koning.
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Figure 9. Single-pronged fork from Egmond-Binnen. Pictures by and with permission of Kees Zwaan, Huis van Hilde,
Provincie Noord-Holland.

LR .
Figure 10. Rake head from Hulje after conservation. Courtesy of Karin Lindahl, Acta Konserveringscentrum AB.
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3.3. Wheels

3.3.1. Historical Context

The wheel was invented during the Late Copper Age (approximately 3600—2800 BC). It was
one of the most significant technological innovations of prehistory and laid the foundation for
many further developments. Most archaeologists have in the past 100 years agreed that this
technological revolution began in Mesopotamia. The ex-oriente lux theory went unchallenged
for a long time, until new theoretical perspectives emerged with the development of
radiocarbon dating (Bondar 2018: 277). Current discourse suggests that the wheel may have
emerged in different regions simultaneously, among which Mesopotamia, southern Ukraine,
the Caucasus and Central Europe during the mid-fourth millennium BC (Bondar 2018: 284).
The oldest wheel tracks from the region under investigation in this study are from 34203385
BC at Kiel, northern Germany (Mischka 2011: 2).

Two remarkable archaeological finds containing wheels came from Denmark. Although
they were not found in wells, but rather in a fen and a bog, the discoveries were of such
significance that they should be mentioned here. At Rappendam, 28 wheels and 13 hubs were
found alongside broken parts of wagons, a plough share, a high number of animal bones, and
the skeleton of an adult man. The man had his legs pulled up towards his body and his right
arm crossed over his chest, a common position for bog bodies. The find dates to the pre-Roman
Iron Age between 500-1 BC. The objects were found in 1941-1942 during peat cutting. They
lay in groups, which suggests that they were deposited at different moments in time. Four of
the wheels were complete, and the partial skeletons of five sheep indicate that they were
lowered into the water in pieces. Glob (1969) draws attention to the similarities between the
find and the cult of Nerthus as described by Tacitus (ch. 40). The finds include carts, draught
animals and human sacrifice. The name of the parish, Jorlinde, is also thought to refer to the
fertility god Njord. Glob concludes that the sacrificial site of Rappendam was probably a
peasantry shrine (Glob 1969: 167-68). This site also suggests a cosmological connection
between wheels and plough shares.

The other major find is the Dejbjerg wagons. The two wagons were found in a bog in the
1880s alongside pottery dating to the Roman Age. One of the pots contained part of a loom.
One of the wagons has a finely decorated ceremonial seat for one person. Glob (1969: 168)
points out that the Dejbjerg wagons, like the Rappendam sacrifice, fit Tacitus’ (ch. 40)
description of Nerthus worship and he further hypothesises that the Dejbjerg wagons may have
been used for the goddess’ yearly parade. The loom, he states, gives the find a feminine
character, and the wagons are of such fine craftsmanship that they must have served an
important purpose. Glob (1969: 170) also draws a parallel between the Dejbjerg wagons and a
rock carving from Bohuslan. On this carving we see a wagon with four wheels drawn by two
oxen (RAA 67:1). This wagon is described in Johanssen (2011: 100) as a wagon of type 3,
which is characterised by its four-spoked wheels and bifurcated perch. There are seven
depictions of this type, spread across a period of approximately 1000 years between the Middle
Bronze Age and Pre-Roman Iron Age. Some are depicted with oxen pulling the wagon, while
some are pulled by horses or no animals at all.
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3.3.2. Archaeological Finds

The youngest wheel came from the site De Stolp at Heiloo, which is where one of the harvesting
tools was found in a different well. The site delivered two wheels of the same type, one of
which shall be discussed here (Fig. 11). The wheel came from well 1, dated to the mid-13™"
century, and makes up find numbers V53-V57, one for each of the five parts that the rim
consists of. Each part used to have two spokes made of oak, but these were no longer in place
besides the remnants inside the rim parts. The rim was made of ash wood, as is often the case
in wheels of this kind due to its flexibility and resilience. This particular find is different from
the other wheels I will discuss, as it was part of the well itself. Together with a wooden plank
and a yoke, it made up the foundation of the construction. A yoke is used to harness pairs of
animals, such as draught animals, horses or donkeys, to enable them to pull ploughs, carts,
wagons or other farming equipment. The wooden plank has holes in it, which suggests it
probably had a previous life in a wagon or a cart. The wheel was laid on the beam and the yoke,
after which the walls of the well were placed on top of the wheel. The first layer of the walls
was made of sod, hence why this kind of well is called a sod well (plaggenput in Dutch) (De
Koning and Poulus 2012: 135). Sod is the top layer of soil that contains plants and their roots,
predominantly grass. These were cut into big blocks and stacked onto one another on top of
the wheel rim. This is a specific type of well that was common in The Netherlands during the
Roman Age (e.g. Bitter 2016: 24) and the Late Middle Ages. Despite the gap of almost a
thousand years, the engineering of these wells is strikingly similar and even the wheels are
usually of the same type as the one from Heiloo. Wheels found at the bottom of a sod well are
by default interpreted as purely functional (De Koning and Poulus 2012; Debruyne et al. 2013).
Most publications that feature such wells describe the wheels found at the bottom as reused,
recycled, or discarded. That goes even for the wheels that are found in good shape with all the
spokes still in place (Lange 2017: 275-77). The wheel from Heiloo is no exception. The entire
construction of Well 1, including the yoke and the wooden plank, is interpreted as “evidence
that people used whatever was available to build their wells” (De Koning & Poulus 2012: 135,
my translation).

Next, | will discuss a wheel axle (Fig. 12). Though this is a different kind of object, |
selected it for this part of the analysis because of its similarity in use and deposition.
Considering its position in the well, it fits within the theme of the study. The axle came from
Lindangelund, Sweden, the same site where one of the ard shares was found. The axle was,
however, recovered from a different well and has been radiocarbon-dated to the Late Viking
Age, making it eight to nine hundred years younger than the ard share. Despite the wide
timespan, the axle was deposited similarly to the ard share, having been rammed into the middle
of the excavation pit of the well. It was made of beech wood and was most likely used in a
small wagon with spoked wheels. Considering its visible traces of wear, it is clear that the axle
had been used. Carlie (2013: 56) connects this context to inauguration rituals and suggests that
it may have been used in fertility rites before its deposition. She suggests the axle may be linked
either to the Nerthus cult, or to a younger myth from Nordic sources about a priestess who
bestowed fertility upon the fields of the farmers by riding with the image of the God Frey
placed on her wagon.

The next wheel is from the site Reepstraat in St. Gillis-Waas, a small municipality near the
city of Antwerp, Belgium (Fig. 13). The site was excavated by Agentschap onroerend Erfgoed
and Erfpunt in 2018. It was found at the bottom of a well with number S358, underneath a
horizontally placed beam. The well is dated to the Late Iron Age. The beam was interpreted as
an element that offered stability to the construction, but it is not a common feature in wells of
this kind. The wheel fragment found underneath this beam was the outer part of a wheel that
was once made up of three parts. This type of wheel was in use from the Bronze Age until well
into the Roman Age (De Puyd et al. 2018: 33). The same well also contained multiple animal
bones in the filling, the most remarkable of which was a fragment of the back of a horse skull.
Cutting marks were detected on some of the bone fragments, possibly also on the skull
fragment. De Puyd et al. (2018: 37) stress that a ritual interpretation must be considered. Even
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if the cutting mark on the skull fragment points to consumption, they argue, horse meat was
consumed with ritual connotation. Since the fragment was found in the lower filling, De Puyd
et al. suggest it may have been part of an abandonment offering during the death phase of the
well when it went out of use. The wheel could be interpreted accordingly as a construction
offering during the well’s phase of birth, but this is not mentioned by De Puyd et al. They only
state that “the wheel may have been placed here to support the beam, but potential ritual
deposition cannot be ruled out” (2018: 33, my translation).

A Gallo-Roman settlement at the archaeological site The Loop near St. Denijs-Westrem,
East Flanders, was excavated by GATE Archaeology in 2011. The site delivered many features
and objects dating from the first to third centuries AD (Hoorne 2012: 11). A complete disk
wheel was retrieved from a well with the number 50480 (Fig. 14). It was found at the very
bottom of the filling of the well. It consisted of three equal parts, each with a hole in it. The
pieces were connected by a thinner piece of bent wood. It most likely concerns the same kind
of wheel as the one from St. Gillis-Waas. Wheels like these are primarily known from
prehistoric times and most likely used for carts. Hoorne (2011: 91) adds that the complete
wheel is an exceptional find, and its placement at the bottom of the well makes a ritual
connotation likely. He suggests it may have been an abandonment offering.

36



b
3 o 9 e B M". et - > ‘. e
Figure 11. Wheel rim supported by a beam and a yoke functioning as the foundation of a well. Source: De Koning & Poulus
2012, with permission of Jan de Koning.

Figur 12. Wheel axle from Lndangelund. Photo by Anne
Carlie, Riksantikvariedmbetet. Courtesy of Henrik Pihl,
Arkeologerna.
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Figure 13. One third of a wheel from St. Gillis-Waas. Source: De Puyd et al. 2018, with
permission of Erfpunt.
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Figure 14. Complete wheel from St. Denijs-Westrem. Source: Hoorne 2011, with
permission of Johan Hoorne.
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4. Discussion

The previous chapter has presented the intentional well deposits with an agricultural character
which fit into the belief system discussed in chapter two. In the current chapter, | will approach
the material through the ethnography and apply the theoretical frameworks. The aim is to
answer the two research questions posed at the start of this study: How and why are fertility
beliefs ritually expressed through intentional deposits in wells in the Low Countries in a
comparative perspective? How far back in time can this tradition be traced through
archaeological material? Then | will reflect on the methodology of combining mythology with
archaeology and determine to what extent this approach is useful in identifying mythological
beings and where its limitations lie. The thesis will conclude with a final word on Frau Holle
and how this study has contributed to a deeper understanding of the legend, as well as how the
theoretical frameworks have allowed for a more precise interpretation of the archaeological
material.

4.1 Agricultural Rituals through Well Deposits

The primary research question posed at the beginning of this thesis was how and why fertility
beliefs are ritually expressed through intentional deposits in wells in the Low Countries in a
comparative perspective. The three find categories that | have analysed can all be interpreted
as having been deposited for ritual purposes with an agricultural character, but the deposited
plough shares stand out the most. Though there is a clear pattern in deposition throughout
north-western Europe from the Early Iron Age onwards, they are still categorised as rare finds.
By putting the individual plough shares in a wider comparative perspective, | have aimed to
demonstrate that pattern. It is unfortunate that most of the plough shares from the Low
Countries lack detailed descriptions of their position and orientation in the wells. The parallel
would be even stronger if some of them were deposited in the same way as the Kasselvitz and
Lindangelund share, with the point downwards into the bottom of the excavation pit. But even
without that information, | believe it is safe to argue that the plough share deposits point to a
widespread religious phenomenon.

Most of the plough shares cannot be interpreted in a purely functional way, as their
placement in the well did not serve a practical purpose. Especially the shares from Nuenen and
Lindangelund point directly to ritual ploughing, because they are made of a wood type
unsuitable for working the land. The authors suggest that the shares may have been produced
for ritual purposes entirely. That does not mean they were not in any way functional, since the
ritual itself was saturated with function. In ways that we may not be able to fully understand,
these farmers were motivated to craft a symbolic object, potentially even for the sole purpose
of lowering it into the well. We have to consider the possibility that ritual was not different
from day-to-day life, and that this course of action was as pragmatic to these people as actual
ploughing. I will now propose a few possible explanations for deposition.

Perhaps the plough shares at the bottom of wells are best understood as offerings to the
deities or ancestors that lived below the ground. The well, as a liminal space, would be the
doorway to communicate with this other realm, and thus to ask for favours from those who
reside there. The plough share, as a symbol for fertilisation of the soil in preparation for the
agricultural season, can then be interpreted as a request for prosperity. The offering could be a
reflection of seasonal rituals with the purpose of bridging the darkest time of the year. The
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shares can also be interpreted more broadly as an offering to appease ambivalent spirits, but
that would not explain why people selected specifically plough shares across such extensive
time and space.

Tol et al. (2017: 573) also suggest that the material in wells may symbolise genus. They
propose that the well can represent the female aspect, as the doorway to Mother Earth, and the
offerings the male aspects of fertility. The objects that they interpret as phallic objects (a flute
and two wooden balls) were not discussed in the current thesis, but | see the potential for the
plough share to be interpreted likewise. The plough is the tool that penetrates and fertilises the
soil at the start of the agricultural year, which was done predominantly by men in historic times
(Huijbers 2007: 338), while the well has been connected to the womb and the female sphere
throughout time and space (Huijbers 2007: 343-44). The deposition of the share, especially
when inserted into the bottom of the excavation pit, may symbolise fertilisation and the coming
of new life. This interpretation aligns with wells being the first construction on a new property
and therefore with the initiation of new land.

The three plough shares from Gent, that were used as timbering of the well, are the only
finds of this category where a purely profane interpretation is possible. Perhaps the shares were
already out of use for a while, and came in handy as recycled wood. However, that is not the
most convincing explanation. One of the shares was completely intact, and another one could
have been repaired. Even if the farmers had an abundance of wood to craft new shares from, it
takes less energy to produce a simple plank for timbering than to produce a new plough share,
let alone three. In contrast, if timber was scarce at this point in time, giving up a still functioning
plough share also seems unlikely, unless it carried a secondary function as a votive object. This
would be a highly efficient two-in-one course of action, securing simultaneously the walls of
the well and the favour of the spiritual realm. The fact that they are three in number strengthens
the argument that this was no coincidence. Perhaps the well was shared by three farming
families (e.g. Huijbers 2007: 426), each offering their own share during the construction phase.
Huijbers (2007: 432-33) also points to the intergenerational transmission of the skeleton of
houses during medieval times, and suggests that the timbering of wells may have been
transmitted and inherited in a similar manner. If pieces of the timbering were passed down
from generation to generation, also during the Iron Age, the construction of the well could be
a reference to parents and ancestors as a materialisation of memory and as a connection point
between the past and the present.

In contrast to the plough shares, most of the harvesting tools were deposited in the filling
of the wells. That means that they may have been deposited as abandonment offerings during
closing rituals. The biography of wells (Van Haasteren & Groot 2012) allows for an
interpretation of the offerings in terms of the life cycle of the well. The plough shares, in all
cases where their in situ position is known, were deposited during the birth phase, either in the
very bottom of the construction pit or as part of the timbering. Most of the harvesting tools, on
the other hand, were deposited in the wells during the death phase. This might be a coincidence,
but note how this pattern also resembles the agricultural year. The plough is used at the
beginning of the season during the initiation of the field, and the harvesting tools are used at
the end of the year and mark the death of the Corn-spirit. This thesis did not include enough
samples to make conclusive statements about this correlation, but it might be worth exploring
in future research.

The wheels from St. Gillis-Waas and St. Denijs-Westrem are of the same type and were
deposited within a short distance from one another, in terms of time as well as space. They fit
within the timeframe that Nerthus was the main deity worshipped by Germanic tribes (Tac.
Ger. 40), so the Nerthus perspective is applicable to these cases, about which | will go into
more depth later on. The horse skull fragment from the same well as the St. Gillis-Waas wheel
also reflects a wider Indo-European ritual tradition of horse sacrifice and consumption, a
practice which was inextricable from fertility beliefs. Kaliff & Oestigaard (2020: 294-95)
describe the Norwegian and Swedish custom of horse racing on the 26" December. The
purpose was to reach certain wells or springs and let the horses drink from the life-giving water.
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During this time of the year, most waterbodies were frozen over, except for frothing wells.
Frothing wells were believed to be inhabited by powerful forces that could ‘eat’ the snow and
the ice, hence they remained unfrozen. The watering of the horses at these types of wells was
meant to incite the underground forces to eat the snow on the fields, again a reference to
bridging the winter season. This tradition reflects the harvest rituals with the horse as the
embodiment of the Corn-spirit. Moreover, horses are also a key element in the legend of the
Wild Hunt. The horse skull fragment in the well may be a reflection of the wider ritual
connection between horses and fertility in agrarian societies.

The wheel from Heiloo is almost one and a half millennia younger than the two Flemish
wheels. It differs from the two wheels discussed above in that it serves a practical function as
the foundation of the well. This type of well, made with the rim of a spoked wheel, was
common during this time in the Netherlands, but this one stands out because of the yoke and
the wooden plank that it rested upon. The three objects have been interpreted as purely
functional recycled wood, as any other well of this type. De Koning and Poulus (2012: 135)
suggest that the yoke was probably already long out of use before it ended up in the well, and
that the construction shows that people used anything available. However, | believe there is
reason to argue for a ritual interpretation alongside the functional. Similar to the three plough
shares used as timbering, the yoke could still have been used on the land and the spokes of the
wheel could have been repaired. A simple plank for the foundation of the well would have
taken less time and energy than to produce a new yoke. If the yoke was already out of use, the
deposition in the well may not have been a major sacrifice to the farmers. However, that does
not exclude the possibility that it may have had a secondary purpose as a construction offering.
The yoke, the wheel and the plank may have even belonged to the same wagon, or the yoke
may have been used to attach two oxen to a plough. In either case, the deposition fits within
the tradition of agricultural rituals surrounding wells. The function, as the foundation of the
well, was infused with the ritual meaning of the objects. Simultaneously, the ritual of deposition
had a function, probably relating to the life-giving forces of the well water, the spiritual entities
living in it, or more broadly the prosperity of the property. The sacred and the profane come
together in the well of Heiloo, making it a liminal space between the two worlds.

A different well on the same site contained a harvesting tool that was only a decade younger
than the well with the wheel. This demonstrates that the customs were related in one way or
another. Considering that these cases date to the late Middle Ages, it is likely that the rituals at
Heiloo were Christian in character or a Christian adoption of older ritual concepts. But that is
not to say that the reasoning behind the deposition was entirely different from the pre-Christian
objects discussed above. The symbolic meaning of the well remained consistent throughout the
years. Though wells became associated with saints, or Mother Mary, instead of goddesses and
ancestors, the function of the well was still one of blessing, healing, vitalising and in some
cases punishment (Huijbers 2007: 343-44: Stjernquist 1997). Gilchrist (2008: 120-21) also
points out that the Medieval religious tradition was a dynamic process of integration of folk
traditions and Christian practices among other beliefs. These construction offerings are perhaps
best understood not as ‘pagan survivals’, but as part of a new hybrid reality that was
intentionally absorbed into the belief system of the Middle Ages.

All in all, the deposition in wells of plough shares, harvesting tools and wheels seems to
have been a consistent practice across a long time period and an extensive geographical region.
However, it is worth noting how few of such wells with these types of objects have been found,
considering how much time and space the practice covered. This is especially evident from the
sites where many wells or waterholes were found, of which only one or two contained
agricultural tools (Midlaren, Best, Lindangelund and Heiloo). My interpretation is that these
wells fulfilled a special purpose for the community. | base this on the fact that the practice
remained the same for many centuries, for example at Lindangelund, where an ard share and a
wheel axle were deposited in the same fashion almost a millennium apart. This suggests that
the sporadic occurrence of such deposits does not represent a lesser importance. Rather, it
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points to the special symbolism of these wells which was deeply embedded into the religious
experience and passed down for generations.

Because the water itself does not leave any traces, it is not possible to say with certainty
how the water from these wells was used, or whether it was used at all. Perhaps some wells
were mainly used as a liminal space to communicate with the underground forces and ask for
their blessings. Or perhaps some wells were used to water the fields, in which the sacred and
the profane meet yet again. The water, infused with ritual power through the offerings and the
presence of mythological beings below the well, nourished the crops both pragmatically and
spiritually. Because water was omnipresent, free, and widely available, water rituals were
accessible to everyone at any point in time. This makes water rituals fundamentally part of the
everyday, yet religious in character (see also Oestigaard 2019).

4.2 Change and Continuity

Written records on traditions based on fertility principles were discussed in chapter two and
range from 98 AD to the present. Tacitus’ (ch. 40) report of Nerthus veneration represents the
starting point of agricultural rituals in historic times, and we still celebrate holidays like
Sinterklaas, Perchtenlauf, Christmas, Epiphany and Plough Monday in the present. Even
though these holidays have lost their original significance or adopted a Christian narrative, the
character of the tradition is still maintained and intricately interwoven with the concept of
seasonality.

The archaeological objects in chapter three demonstrate that agricultural well-offering
continued throughout the Middle Ages and shortly after, until the 16" century. That means that
the period of overlap between text and material covers roughly one and a half millennium,
ranging from 98 AD until the 16™ century. Within this time frame, the type of deposits
correlates with the belief system that this thesis aimed to identify, pertaining to agricultural
rituals of winter and harvest time, and mythology of chariot-riding goddesses living in enclosed
waters.

This deposition pattern of agricultural well offerings can be traced back into prehistory,
where especially the plough shares stand out as a deeply-rooted tradition. The oldest plough
shares derived from wells came from Lindangelund, Gent and Best. They are dated to the
second half of the first millennium BC. Another share from the Early Iron Age came from Erm,
in the province of Drenthe, the Netherlands, but this share was not discussed in this thesis (Van
der Sanden 1994: 103; see also Appendix 1). This share might date to 800-500 BC, but
unfortunately, the details are lacking. Until further studies provide more clarity, | can conclude
that the tradition of ritual well deposits with an agricultural character spanned across
approximately two millennia: from the second half of the first millennium BC until the 16"
century AD. After that, the belief system continued in different forms, of which we still see the
remnants today, but agricultural well rituals gradually decreased in frequency. The site at Best
shows that even in the 18" century there were still objects ritually deposited in wells within the
same cosmological spheres, such as the flax spool that may have been offered to Holda, but
agricultural tools seem to have gone out of use for rituals of this kind. Until, of course, proven
otherwise by future excavations. | also see the possibility for archaeological objects deposited
in lakes or small bogs to add to the knowledge on the topic of this ancient religion in future
research, which may expand the time frame even further.

Especially the wheel axle and plough share of Lindangelund point directly to a certain
belief system that remained stable over almost a millennium. Both objects were deposited as
flow stakes at the very bottom of the well. Because there is no purely functional argument for
depositions of this kind (Rottinger 2014: 93), a continuity in the belief system and religious
practice remains the best explanation. The parallel in deposition pattern points to the passing
on of certain principles down the generations. The Kasselvitz ard share further strengthens this
interpretation as it was deposited in the same fashion, demonstrating that the standardisation
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of these deposits covered space as well as time. This perseverance is indicative of how deeply
embedded these principles were.

What stands out is that the plough shares are overall older than the harvesting tools. That
provokes the question of whether the find categories are representative of the same tradition.
To provide an interpretation, | will apply Schilbrack’s (2013) theory of religion. Following the
functional approach to religion, it is likely that the tools represent a continuity in belief system
that was based on the agricultural cycle. Wells were the portals to the underworld, where
Holda-like beings or ancestors resided, who could influence the passing of the seasons and the
quality of the harvest. The difference in object category may represent a change in religious
substance, while still representing the same religious principles. While the Iron Age was
characterised by the deposition of plough shares during the construction of the wells, perhaps
for property initiation or fertilisation of the land through ritual ploughing, the people of the
Late Middle Ages placed more value on the deposition of harvesting tools, in most cases during
the closing ritual of the well. The deposition patterns are different, yet they both fit within a
highly specific context of well rituals with an agricultural character. It may be that the emphasis
of fertility rituals over time shifted to the concept of harvest, and potentially the killing of the
Corn-spirit, as the wells entered their death phase. Again, the winter rituals referred to the
harvest and the harvest rituals referred to the winter. The one implies the other and these
phenomena are best interpreted as two sides of the same coin. Moreover, one harvesting tool
from Heiloo was indeed deposited as a construction offering, like most of the plough shares,
indicating that the tradition could take on various forms while also remaining the same.

The rake head from Hulje was found in association with the front half of a dog skeleton.
The presence of a dog skeleton may indicate a parallel between the rituals at Hulje and the
harvest rituals of the last sheaf and the Corn-spirit. Similar to the horse skull fragment found
with the St. Gillis-Waas wheel, the dog may have embodied the Corn-spirit that was ritually
killed at the end of harvest. The other finds from the well also point to harvesting rituals. The
well from Lind&ngelund with the ard share also contained the skull of a woman. This skull may
represent a reference to ancestor veneration. In one way or another, all three find categories
have a connection to death and the ritual deposition of bones. Perhaps there was a connection
to the coming of new life, as life comes from death (see also Oestigaard 2022). The same
concept is seen in the agricultural year: the new growth of spring and summer emerges from
the snow and ice of the winter landscape.

4.3. Reflection: Archaeology and Mythological Beings

The method has been successful in identifying the general religion in the material record. But
how is the belief in specific gods, goddesses, ancestors or spirits reflected in the material?
Where do the limitations lie of an archaeological approach to mythological beings?

The first step in identifying the worship of a mythological being in the material world is to
discern by which qualities, symbols and associations the being can be identified in mythology.
Those elements that make up the core of the being may have been translated into retrievable
matter in a literal sense, such as a spindle whorl for Holda or flax for Freya. However, the
approach requires awareness that worship of a certain being may have also been expressed in
indirect ways, or that the ritual deposits were for a different being entirely of which textual
evidence is lacking.

Some of the objects included in this study were already interpreted as evidence of worship
of certain goddesses, the first one being the rake head from Hulje. This object was found in a
well that contained various artefacts connected to the female sphere and Petersson (2013: 34)
suggests it might point to rituals for the Nordic goddess of love and fertility Freya. We know
Freya from the Icelandic Edda poems, written down in the 13" century AD (Guerber 1909).
Her worship likely began long before her name made it into written text, but it is hard to say
how long. Archaeology is the only resource that may shine light on this problem. Hulje is dated
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to the first and second century AD, much earlier than the earliest texts that mention Freya.
Although the symbolism at Hulje aligns with Freya’s character and the way that the Eddas
describe the ritual practice in her honour, the question remains whether the people at Hulje
recognised in her the same goddess that the Vikings did. | believe this is where the
archaeological approach hits its limit. It cannot identify the substance of a god or goddess and
the worship of one individual deity, excluding all others. This is not so much a problem inherent
to archaeology as it is to mythology. There remains a sense of obscurity concerning the deities
and their demarcations, where one deity ends and the other begins. A classic example is the
Freya-Frigga problem in Nordic mythology. A consensus on whether they are one or two has
to this day not been reached (e.g. Grundy 1998). Similarly, it is still debated whether or not
Nerthus can be considered a predecessor of Frigga and/or Freya. Odin, with his 200 names,
also represents the possibility for deities to be both a singular entity as well as plural.

These are only a few examples of how the substance of many divinities remains ambiguous
throughout mythology. Their function, however, is easier to identify. For example, we know
that Nerthus, Freya and Holda were all worshipped for fertility and prosperity. The fact that
fertility goddesses have been venerated for millennia, even though their names and identities
changed over time, represents a continuity in one of the core values of society. It signifies that
people, generation after generation, required a mythological being to fulfil one function in
particular, and the most logical explanation for the persistence of this requirement is
seasonality. Throughout cultural, religious and societal changes, the one thing that remained
the most consistent was the agricultural cycle. Winter returned every year, and with it came
potential starvation and fear that the sun may never return (e.g. Grimmsma 2016: 10-11). The
continuity of agricultural rituals is reasonable. People who had always relied on ritual practice
to ensure the return of the sun and prosperity of the land, which in agricultural societies meant
the difference between life and death, would not take the risk of breaking tradition (e.g. Kaliff
& Oestigaard 2022: 100-02).

| believe we need to re-visit what we aim to investigate when studying ancient cosmology.
We may look for the worship of a certain deity as we know them from written sources, but the
most valuable question is why this deity was venerated, and what this can tell us about the core
values of that community. In other words, I argue that it is the function of a god or goddess that
brings us the closest to the people we aim to study.

The function of mythological beings is best observed in the wheels. Starting with the oldest
material, the two Flemish wheels are dated to the timeframe that overlaps with the Nerthus cult.
They could thus have been ritually deposited in her honour. However, the biggest challenge of
the Nerthus perspective is that it is not certain how large a geographical area she covered. She
was venerated on the peninsula of Jutland and in the Northern part of the continent, but whether
that extended to the Low Countries is uncertain (Motz 1992: 1). Instead, we know of a local
goddess that was worshipped by seafarers on the coast of the southern Netherlands around this
time. She went by the name Nehalennia. Hundreds of votive offerings representing the goddess
with Roman inscriptions were found in a temple during the excavation of 1970 at Colijnsplaat,
Zeeland, only a short distance from the two wells with wheels (Fig. 1). Even though she was
associated with tradesmen and travelling, she was always depicted with a cornucopia or a
basket of fruit, indicating that she had a connection to fertility. Hisgen and Laane (2008: 44)
argue that she was a Germanic or Keltic mother goddess that was venerated long before the
Roman period, and that she underwent a process of hybridisation to integrate the native people
into the empire. She may thus have been, as already suggested by De Vries (1935), the local
variant of the wider Nerthus phenomenon. Though the substances were different, they were
similar or even the same in function. Nehalennia being associated with sea voyage further
strengthens this theory, as Nerthus’ male counterpart Njord was also the Nordic sea god.

The wheel axle from Lind&ngelund has already been interpreted as potential evidence for
Nerthus worship by Carlie (2013: 57-58). Here the uncertainty lies in time rather than space.
Considering the large time gap between Tacitus’ (ch. 40) description of Nerthus and the
deposition of the wheel axle, it is hard to argue for the continuity of the substance of Nerthus.
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Perhaps the deposition represents the worship of Freya or her brother Frey, who also rode in
chariots and bestowed fertility onto the fields. The unclarity of the temporal relationship
between Nerthus and the Nordic pantheon complicates interpretations of archaeological
material in terms of substance. However, a continuity in function is more convincing. On the
same site, eight to nine hundred years earlier, a plough share was deposited in the same ritual
fashion, placed vertically into the bottom of the excavation pit. The same deposition pattern is
known from Kasselvitz. Though we may never know who the focal object was of these rituals,
an archaeological approach points directly to the continuity of its function.

Lastly, the boat hook from Heiloo that was placed underneath the foundation of the well
as a construction offering was associated with two horseshoes. The association between horses
and fertility as discussed earlier strengthens the interpretation of the assemblage as an offering
for prosperity and property initiation. Tol et al. (2017: 574) also point to the belief that
horseshoes could offer protection from evil, and suggest that the symbolic value of the
horseshoe during the Middle Ages may have been rooted in Germanic mythology when the
horse was a reference to Odin/Wotan. Here we see again how the function of important deities
may have lived on even in Christian times, not as he was known hundreds of years earlier, but
fulfilling the same need for safety, protection and blessings of the property and the people
living on it.
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5. Conclusion

In this study, | have identified how fertility beliefs were ritually expressed through intentional
deposits in wells in the Low Countries from a north-western European perspective. There is a
clear deposition pattern in plough shares, harvesting tools and wheels in wells, often as
construction or abandonment offerings. By analysing the material through the ethnography on
agricultural ritual activity, the objects and the reasoning behind their deposition in the wells
can obtain a more coherent archaeological interpretation. As the entrance to the underworld,
the well became a liminal space where the profane met the sacred, as we can see in the ritual
deposition of everyday agricultural tools. Deposition may have served a function of ritual
property initiation and propitiation of the spiritual beings that resided below the water's surface.
There may be a parallel between the deposition pattern and seasonality, the plough shares being
deposited at the beginning of the lifecycle of the well and the harvesting tools at the end, the
latter marking the death of the well and the end of the agricultural year. No strong connection
to seasonality could be identified in the deposition of wheels. Still, they are clearly part of the
same ritual tradition, as some wheels were found deposited in the same fashion and on the same
site as other agricultural tools. The tradition of well rituals with an agricultural character of this
particular kind goes back to the Early Iron Age in The Low Countries and beyond, the oldest
tools dating to the second half of the first millennium AD. The substance of the religion may
have shifted over time, but the function remained the bridging of the winter and maintaining
the continuity of the seasons, as well as the initiation of new land and propitiation of the
underground forces.

The exploration of Frau Holle’s well has led us to the roots of the fairy tale, which reach
as deep as the Early Iron Age in the Low Countries and beyond. In the study of ancient
cosmology, archaeology is a valuable source of information and has much to add to our
knowledge of what lies below the surface. Simultaneously, mythology and ethnography can
aid the archaeological interpretation of ritual remains that we may otherwise struggle to
understand. Given that the tradition of ritual deposition in wells continued for such a long time,
Holda may have moved through an entire spectrum of identities, of which we only know a few
by name. However, throughout her various forms, her function as a seasonal fertility goddess
of the agricultural cycle remained the same. Until finally, she emerged as Frau Holle, the lady
who causes snowfall as she shakes the bedding in her world below the well.
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Appendix 1

Dating Object type Find location Context Literature Included in the
thesis?
16th c. AD Boat hook Heiloo-Zandzoom zone 10, Netherlands Construction offering, found under a layer of | Kloosterman & Yes
clay and brick at the bottom of a barrel well | Nyst 2007
and associated with two horseshoes and a
ceramic cooking pot.
14" c. AD Iron double-pronged Heiloo-de Stolp, The Netherlands Retrieved from the filling of barrel well. The | De Koning & Yes
fork authors draw a parallel with the specimen Poulus 2012
from Bergen Egmond-Binnen.
1280-1325 AD Single-pronged fork or Bergen Egmond-Binnen, The Netherlands Found in the filling of the top barrel, Verduin 2012 Yes
hook potentially in connection to the closing
ritual.
Mid-13thc. AD Yoke and wheel Heiloo-de Stolp, The Netherlands Together with a wooden plank, the yoke and | De Koning & Yes
the wheel were used as the foundation of Poulus 2012
Well 1. Both were made of ash wood. The
wooden plank was interpreted as reused
wood that belonged to a cart or wagon.
Late Viking Age Wheel axle Lindangelund, Sweden Rammed into the bottom of the well in Carlie 2013 Yes
association with other wooden poles.
750 AD Ard (or plough) share Midlaren-de Bloemert, The Netherlands Share has a hole in the blade, possibly to Hanninen 2006; Yes

attach an iron shoe. Found in association
with a ladder.

Nicolay 2008
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Ca. 700 AD, Early “idol” anthropomorphic | Heiloo-Zandzoom/Zuiderloo, the Found in excavation pit. Parallels in Sweet 2012 (De No
Middle Ages statue Netherlands Denmark and Norway. Archeologische
Kroniek van
Noord-Holland
2012)
Early Middle Ages B | Wheel segment with Naaldwijk-Hoogeland, the Netherlands Found in well 211 in fragile condition. The Brinkkemper & No
spokes in place wheel was not complete. Vermeeren 2011
Late Iron Age/Early | Ard share Nuenen-Kerkakkers Luistruik I, The Made of ash wood, not certain if it concerns | Lange 2015 Yes
Roman Age Netherlands an ard share or a spade. Potentially made for
ritual purposes (interpretation based on
wood type).
Late Iron Age/Early | Ard share Chevrieres-La Plaine du Marais, France Found in the filling of the well, the type is Bernard 1989: No
Roman Age similar to share 2 from Gent-Kluizen. 36-38
1% -39¢c. AD Complete wheel De Loop, St. Denijs-Westrem, Belgium Complete wheel found in well number Hoorne 2011; Yes
50480. 2012
100-250 AD Wheel Leeuwarden-Bullepolder, The Netherlands Associated with three other wooden objects. | Lange 2017: 61— | No
First interpreted as a churning lid but later 62
revisited and interpreted as a wagon wheel Koopstra 2002
based on the size of the hole in the middle
and the traces of a metal hub.
1-200 AD Part of a rake head Hulje, Sweden Found in association with fibres of flax, a Petersson 2013 Yes

wooden drinking vessel, a wooden club, two
grinding stones, wooden plugs, a decorated
board and the front part of a dog skeleton.
The author connects the rake head and flax
fibres with the feminine sphere and suggests
an interpretation of calendrical rites
surrounding harvest.
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Late Iron Age Wheel fragment St. Gillis-Waas, Belgium Incomplete wheel made out of three parts. De Puyd et al. Yes
Found in association with a horse skull. 2018
Middle Iron Age Ard share De Linie, Groningen, The Netherlands Found in a humus layer in a waterhole in Daleman 2007 No
association with other wooden objects and
ceramics.
Middle Iron Age Ard share Breda-Vinkenburg, The Netherlands Found in a horizontal position in the Kranendonk et al. | No
construction pit of well WALVIN, find loc. 2006
40. The same well contained a wooden
bucket without a bottom.
Middle Iron Age, ca. | Ard share Best-Aarle, The Netherlands Found in well WA409 of find loc. 21. Made | Tol et al. 2017 Yes
431 BC of oak. This share is complete. Another well
on the same site contained a wooden spool
of a spinning wheel made for flax from
1750-1810.
Younger pre-Roman | Ard share Kasselvitz, Germany Found in an upright position on the bottom Réttinger 2016 Yes
Iron Age (480-30 of the well.
BC)
Middle Iron Age Three ard shares Gent-Kluizen, Belgium Three shares were found in the timbering of | Laloo et al. 2009 | Yes
the well, possibly reused material.
Early Iron Age Ard Share Lindangelund, Sweden Made of sapwood and found in an upright Carlie 2013 Yes
position in the construction pit. Associated
with a female skull.
Iron Age Two ard shares Gent-Zelen Both are made of ash wood. Bourgeois et al. No
(unspecified) 2003; De Clercq
et al. 2003;
Deforce 2004
Early Iron Age (800— | Ard Share Erm, The Netherlands Insufficient information is available about Van der Sanden No

500 BC in the
Netherlands)

this object. Made of oak.

1994
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