November 07 - 11, 2005
Animals in Scandinavian literature and culture: modes of representation, and the functionality of signs.

The ubiquity of the lion in Venice prompts us to take the representation and symbolic value of animals in texts from Scandinavian literature and culture as the theme of our joint Oberseminar. This choice of topic is intended to encourage co-operation between, and the mutual enrichment of, the two sectors of our subject, Old Norse and Modern Scandinavian Studies, which are usually pursued and taught quite separately.


Animals make their appearance everywhere in world literature, and are represented in many different types of medium, in novels and on coins, in architecture and in fairy-tales, in mythological, realistic, fantastic or utopian contexts. Their special symbolic or semiotic function may lie in their evocation of basic human character traits. Yet they may illustrate not merely human attributes but also cultural specificities; they are invoked at moments of transition (metamorphosis) as well as for allegorical or symbolic ends. As examples of the manifold roles and contexts in which animals are represented, we may cite: sacrifice, animal-human metamorphosis, talking animals in fairy-tales (traditional and authored), symbolic animals (fish, snakes, lions, butterflies, ravens), fabulous animals (dragons, werewolves, Lindwurm), heraldic animals, animals in dreams, animals as friend and foe to human beings (horses, dogs, bear, wolves etc.), hunt-scenes, and so on.  


Numerous types of texts are involved, but of especial relevance are: folk-ballads, fantastic literature, Symbolist poetry, fairy-tales, travel-literature, children’s literature, fables and the Icelandic Sagas. There are obvious examples in the Fafnismál in the Edda to Henrik Ibsen’s Wild Duck, from the animal-metaphors of Skaldic poetry to Inger Christensen’s sonnet-cycle The Valley of Butterflies, and from the “King Lindwurm” of popular ballads to Hans Christian Andersen’s Ugly Duckling. There is no shortage of further examples: symbolic animals can be found in Selma Lagerlöf (wolves, bears, dogs), in Johannes V. Jensen (virtually every kind of animal from spiders to wild boar), in the Hrafnkel Saga (the horse Freyfaxi), in Karen Blixen (hunting scenes as well as the metamorphosis in The Monkey), and in several topical texts, like Peter Høeg’s controversial novel The Woman and the Ape or Marie Hermanson´s The Host-Animal. We might also consider figurative representations such as the eight-legged horses depicted on the figured stones of Gotland, right the way up to the animal masks of the COBRA-painters.
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