
myths and symbols in pagan europe

myths and symbols in pagan europe form a rich tapestry of cultural heritage
that reveals the spiritual beliefs and practices of ancient European
societies before the widespread adoption of Christianity. These myths and
symbols are deeply intertwined with nature, the cycles of life, and the
cosmos, reflecting the worldview and values of pagan peoples across the
continent. From the intricate iconography found in artifacts to the oral
traditions passed down through generations, the study of these elements
offers valuable insights into the religious and social structures of the
time. This article explores the most prominent myths and symbols in pagan
Europe, including their meanings, origins, and enduring influence. Key themes
such as the role of deities, sacred animals, and ritualistic symbols are
examined in detail, highlighting their significance in shaping European
cultural identity. The following sections provide a comprehensive overview of
these ancient beliefs and their lasting legacy.

Overview of Pagan Mythology in Europe

Common Symbols in Pagan Europe and Their Meanings

Mythical Creatures and Deities

Rituals and Symbolic Practices

Legacy and Influence on Modern Culture

Overview of Pagan Mythology in Europe

Pagan mythology in Europe encompasses a diverse array of religious beliefs
and mythic narratives that were prevalent before the continent's
Christianization. These myths often feature pantheons of gods and goddesses,
spirits of nature, and legendary heroes whose stories explained natural
phenomena, human behavior, and cosmological events. The mythologies varied
significantly across regions, from the Norse gods of Scandinavia to the
Celtic deities of the British Isles and the Slavic spirits of Eastern Europe.
Despite regional differences, common themes such as reverence for nature,
cycles of death and rebirth, and the interplay between light and darkness
pervade these myths and symbols in pagan Europe.

Regional Variations in Pagan Beliefs



While paganism was not a unified religion, many European cultures shared
similar mythological frameworks. The Norse mythology, with figures like Odin,
Thor, and Freyja, emphasized valor, fate, and the afterlife. Celtic mythology
revolved around gods associated with fertility, the land, and the Otherworld,
such as Dagda and Brigid. Slavic paganism featured spirits known as domovoi
and deities like Perun and Veles, emphasizing the connection between humans
and nature. These variations illustrate the adaptability of pagan myths and
symbols in pagan Europe to local environments and cultural contexts.

The Role of Oral Tradition

Much of what is known about myths and symbols in pagan Europe was transmitted
through oral tradition. Storytelling, song, and ritual were essential for
preserving and communicating these beliefs, especially in societies without
written languages. This oral heritage allowed myths to evolve over time,
incorporating new elements and adapting to changing social conditions. The
eventual recording of these myths by Christian scribes and later folklorists
has been crucial in understanding the complex spiritual landscape of pagan
Europe.

Common Symbols in Pagan Europe and Their
Meanings

Symbols played a fundamental role in the religious and cultural expressions
of pagan Europe. These icons often represented divine forces, natural
elements, or cosmic principles and were used in rituals, art, and daily life
to invoke protection, fertility, or guidance. Understanding these symbols
sheds light on the values and beliefs of ancient European societies.

The Spiral

The spiral is one of the oldest and most widespread symbols in prehistoric
Europe, frequently found in megalithic art and ancient carvings. It
symbolizes the cycle of life, death, and rebirth, as well as the journey of
the soul and the interconnectedness of all things. The spiral’s continuous
line reflects the eternal flow of time and the natural rhythms observed by
pagan cultures.

The Tree of Life

The Tree of Life is a powerful symbol representing growth, renewal, and the



connection between the heavens, earth, and the underworld. It appears in
various forms across European pagan traditions, such as Yggdrasil in Norse
mythology. This cosmic tree serves as a bridge between different realms and
epitomizes the unity of existence.

Other Prominent Symbols

The Sun Wheel: A symbol of the sun, the passage of seasons, and solar
deities.

The Horned God: Representing fertility, nature, and the wild, often
linked with animals like stags.

The Triple Spiral (Triskelion): Signifying the triple aspects of life,
such as birth, death, and rebirth or past, present, and future.

Runes: Alphabetic symbols imbued with magical properties used for
divination and protection.

Mythical Creatures and Deities

Mythical creatures and deities are central to the myths and symbols in pagan
Europe, embodying the characteristics of natural forces and human virtues or
vices. These figures were worshiped, feared, and revered, forming the
backbone of many pagan religious systems.

Major Pagan Deities

Each pagan culture had its own pantheon of gods and goddesses, who often
governed specific aspects of life and nature. In Norse mythology, Odin was
the all-father and god of wisdom, while Thor was the god of thunder and
protection. The Celts worshiped gods like Lugh, the god of light and skill,
and Brigid, goddess of healing and poetry. The Slavs revered Perun, the god
of thunder and war, and Mokosh, goddess of fertility. These deities were
represented through symbols and rituals that reinforced their divine powers.

Legendary Creatures

Creatures such as dragons, faeries, and spirits appear frequently in European



pagan myths. Dragons symbolized chaos and power, often as adversaries to
heroic gods or warriors. Faeries and nature spirits embodied the mysterious
and magical aspects of the natural world, acting as guardians or tricksters.
These mythical beings contributed to the rich symbolic landscape of pagan
Europe and were integral to storytelling and religious practices.

Rituals and Symbolic Practices

Rituals in pagan Europe were deeply symbolic acts that connected communities
with their gods, nature, and the cosmos. These ceremonies often involved
offerings, dances, and the use of sacred symbols to ensure harmony,
fertility, and protection.

Seasonal Festivals

Many pagan rituals were tied to the agricultural calendar and natural cycles,
celebrating solstices, equinoxes, and harvest times. Festivals such as
Samhain, Beltane, and Yule marked transitions in the year and were times for
honoring ancestors, invoking fertility, and ensuring the balance of nature.
These festivals were accompanied by symbolic acts like lighting bonfires,
wearing masks, and performing dances.

Use of Amulets and Talismans

Amulets and talismans bearing pagan symbols were used for protection against
evil, to bring good fortune, or to enhance spiritual power. Items inscribed
with runes, animal motifs, or sacred geometric patterns were common. These
objects served as tangible connections between the material world and the
divine, embodying the beliefs and hopes of their owners.

Legacy and Influence on Modern Culture

The myths and symbols in pagan Europe have left an indelible mark on
contemporary culture, influencing literature, art, and spirituality. The
revival of interest in pagan traditions and neopagan movements demonstrates
the enduring appeal of these ancient beliefs and their symbolic richness.

Neopaganism and Modern Spirituality



Modern neopagan religions, such as Wicca and Druidry, draw heavily on the
myths and symbols from Europe’s pagan past. These traditions emphasize a
connection to nature, reverence for the divine feminine and masculine, and
the cyclical patterns of life. The use of symbols like the pentacle, the
horned god, and the triple goddess reflects a conscious revival and
reinterpretation of ancient pagan iconography.

Influence on Arts and Popular Culture

Elements of pagan mythology and symbolism are prevalent in contemporary
literature, films, and visual arts. Fantasy genres often incorporate gods,
mythical creatures, and symbolic motifs derived from European paganism,
enriching storytelling with layers of cultural meaning. This ongoing
influence highlights the relevance and fascination of these ancient myths and
symbols in pagan Europe.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are some common symbols used in Pagan Europe?
Common symbols in Pagan Europe include the pentagram, the triskelion, the
ankh, the Green Man, and various animal motifs such as the stag and the
serpent, each representing different aspects of nature, spirituality, and the
cycles of life.

What is the significance of the pentagram in
European pagan traditions?
The pentagram is a five-pointed star often representing the five elements:
earth, air, fire, water, and spirit. It is a symbol of protection, balance,
and harmony in many European pagan traditions.

Who was the Green Man and what did he symbolize?
The Green Man is a figure depicted as a face surrounded by or made from
leaves and vines. He symbolizes rebirth, fertility, and the cycle of growth
in nature, commonly associated with pagan worship of nature spirits.

What role did animal symbolism play in Pagan Europe?
Animals were considered sacred and often represented deities or spiritual
qualities. For example, the stag symbolized strength and virility, the
serpent was linked to transformation and healing, and birds often symbolized
freedom and the connection between earth and sky.



How did the triskelion symbol function in Celtic
paganism?
The triskelion, consisting of three interlocked spirals or legs, represented
concepts such as life-death-rebirth, the three realms (earth, sea, sky), or
the triple goddess. It was a powerful symbol of motion, progress, and
spiritual growth.

Are there myths associated with the use of runes in
Pagan Europe?
Yes, runes were believed to be magical symbols gifted by the gods, especially
Odin in Norse mythology, who discovered them through self-sacrifice. They
were used for divination, protection, and invoking spiritual powers.

What is the significance of the horned god in
European pagan beliefs?
The horned god is a deity representing nature, wilderness, fertility, and the
hunt. Often depicted with antlers or horns, he embodies masculine energy and
the life-death-rebirth cycle central to many pagan myths.

How did seasonal festivals reflect pagan myths and
symbols?
Seasonal festivals like Samhain, Beltane, and Yule celebrated the cycles of
nature and featured symbols such as fire, harvest, and renewal. These
festivals were tied to myths about the changing of the seasons, life cycles,
and the interaction between the human and spirit worlds.

Why are megalithic structures important in
understanding pagan myths and symbols?
Megalithic structures like Stonehenge are believed to have been used for
ritualistic purposes, aligned with celestial events. They symbolize the
connection between humans, nature, and the cosmos, reflecting the spiritual
beliefs and mythologies of ancient pagan societies.

Additional Resources
1. The Mythology of Pagan Europe
This book offers a comprehensive overview of the myths and legends that
shaped the spiritual landscape of ancient Europe. It explores the diverse
pantheons, sacred symbols, and ritual practices of various pagan cultures,
from the Norse and Celts to the Slavs and Balts. Richly illustrated, the book
delves into the meanings behind iconic symbols and how they influenced art,



folklore, and societal values.

2. Symbols of the Old Gods: A Guide to Pagan Iconography
Focusing on the visual language of pagan Europe, this guide deciphers the
symbols associated with ancient deities and nature spirits. It examines
motifs such as the tree of life, runes, and animal totems, explaining their
significance in religious rites and everyday life. The author also discusses
how these symbols have been adapted in modern neo-pagan practices.

3. Ancient European Myths and Their Meaning
This book investigates the myths passed down through generations across pagan
Europe, highlighting recurring themes and archetypes. It offers
interpretations of tales involving gods, heroes, and mythical creatures,
revealing their cultural and psychological importance. Readers gain insight
into how these stories helped communities understand the world and human
experience.

4. The Pagan Cosmos: Gods, Spirits, and Symbols of Europe
Exploring the spiritual worldview of pre-Christian Europe, this volume
details the relationships between gods, spirits, and natural phenomena. It
discusses how symbols like the spiral and the horned god embodied cosmic
principles and seasonal cycles. The book also explores ritual practices aimed
at harmonizing human life with the forces of nature.

5. Celtic Myths and Pagan Symbols
This focused study delves into the rich mythological tradition of the Celtic
peoples, emphasizing their unique symbolism. It covers legendary figures such
as Cernunnos and the Morrigan, and explains the meanings behind intricate
knotwork and sacred animals. The book is a valuable resource for
understanding the spiritual heritage of Celtic Europe.

6. Norse Mythology and Symbolism
Dedicated to the myths and symbols of the Norse world, this book explores the
tales of Odin, Thor, Loki, and other gods. It analyzes iconic symbols like
Mjölnir and Yggdrasil, explaining their roles in Viking belief and ritual.
The narrative also considers how these myths reflected the values and
worldview of Scandinavian societies.

7. Slavic Paganism: Myths, Legends, and Symbols
This work sheds light on the lesser-known pagan traditions of the Slavic
peoples, revealing a rich tapestry of gods, spirits, and sacred signs. It
explores the symbolism behind fire, water, and forest deities, and the
rituals that honored them. The book helps fill the gap in understanding
Eastern European pagan heritage.

8. Runes and Symbols: The Language of the Ancient Pagans
Focusing on the written and symbolic systems used by pagan Europeans, this
book explores the origins and meanings of runes and other signs. It discusses
their use in divination, magic, and communication with the divine. The text
also examines how these symbols have been preserved or transformed through
history.



9. The Sacred and the Symbolic: Pagan Europe’s Spiritual Artifacts
This book investigates the physical artifacts left behind by pagan Europeans,
such as amulets, carvings, and ceremonial objects. It interprets the symbolic
language embedded in these items and considers their role in religious
practice and identity. The author combines archaeological findings with
mythological analysis to provide a holistic view of pagan spirituality.
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