
The Old Norse word Hęl derives from the 
Proto-Germanic khalija, which means 
"one who covers up or hides something", 
this in turn derives from Proto-Indo- 
European kel meaning "conceal". It is 
important not to think of Helheim as 
being in any way similar to the Christian 
concept of Hell as a place of punishment 
and torment; Helheim is the place where 
the majority of the dead go to find rest 
and peace. There is undoubtedly soul 
work being undertaken within Helheim; 
although most souls find rest and peace, 
reports indicate that some souls 
undergo trials and torments – visitors 
report that this is done willingly as a 
means of atonement for past misdeeds. 
There is much of Helheim that is 
inaccessible to the living and it seems 
likely that the presence of the living 
within the lands of the dead is disruptive 
in some way and is only permitted when 
Helheim’s ruler Hel/ Hela believes the 
mission of the seer is a necessary one. 
For this reason the way in which 
participants on Yggdrasil’s Path interact 
with Helheim may vary from group to 
group, or even amongst individual 
participants.
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There are a number of ways in which 
Helheim may be accessed but all of 
them require permission from Hela and 
most of them will involve passing by at 
least one gatekeeper. For this reason it is 
really helpful to be aware of the 
experiences of others who have gone 
before as they provide hints and tips on 
how to get in and out safely. When 
reading the description of Helheim 
below please be aware that the place is 
huge and only a handful of Seers have 
openly shared their experiences – there 
are likely to be many more entrances 
and places than have so far been 
recorded. The important thing to 
remember when approaching Helheim 
is to be true to the values you have 
claimed for your northern shamanic 
identity and to be honest, courteous and 
generous.



Hela herself is the daughter of Loki and 
the powerful giantess Angrboda. There 
are interesting disagreements as to 
whether Hela was ‘thrown down’ into 
Helheim by Odin or whether she was 
always pre-destined to become the ruler 
of Helheim and Odin did little more than 
shore up his own defences against such 
a powerful adversary. Hela is described 
as being half living and half dead; she is a 
shape-shifter though and it seems likely 
that her appearance is self-chosen.
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The bridge to Helheim and gateway 
itself have also been described as 
dripping in venom and crafted from 
serpent spines. My feeling is that 
Helheim itself is adept at shape-shifting 
and will take on whatever Hela and her 
people wish you to see. My own first 
experiences of meeting Hela included a 
test where I walked through the air over 
a bottomless chasm; I believe that these 
experiences are designed to help us see 
with our hearts and also to recognise 
that, in Hela’s realm, she makes the rules. 

HELGRIND

The main gate of Helheim is reached 
over a golden bridge spanning the river 
Gjoll. The bridge is said to be made of 
knives but these won’t hurt you if you 
walk with confidence and surety. The 
gate is sometimes described as a 
smooth, black wall and sometimes as 
being made of fire and ice; but, however, 
it appears to you, first you must pass by 
Mordgud’s tower. Morgud means 
‘maiden etin’ which therefore makes her 
a giant, she is said to sometimes appear 
as a skeleton and sometimes as an 
Amazonian woman – like many of the 
inhabitants of Helheim she is an 
excellent shape shifter. 

GJALLARBRU

A second bridge which leads to an
entrance which only opens when a
specific appointment has been
made.

GNIPPAHELLIR 

This is a cave inhabited by Garm, a huge
dog who is also a giant and should not
be underestimated. Garm roams around
and can be found at other entrances too. 



 Bigvoer and Listvoer – two 
sorceresses who often choose to 
appear as elderly hags
 Ari – a giant who often takes the 
form of a grey eagle 
Hrimgrimnir – a large frost giant who 
is known for blending into the 
stonework.

There are a number of gates patrolled by 
one or more of the following beings: 
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Helheim is said to be covered in 
countless burial mounds which, the 
majority of the time, are not visible to the 
traveller. It is worth noting that although 
the dead are described as ‘rising’ and
‘sinking’; they are not ghosts in the sense 
of an unquiet soul which is still within 
Midgard. The dead within Midgard often 
have unfinished business, have not been 
assisted in crossing over (e.g. with a ritual 
of departure), or are yet to accept that 
they are dead. The dead within Helheim, 
however, are simply in a different phase 
of existence to us. They are often 
considered to have access to a much 
greater store of wisdom than we do, 
which is why their wisdom is sought so 
frequently within Seidr rites. It is also 
worth noting that many of the dead view 
the living with suspicion and do not 
welcome our intrusions into Helheim. 
There are, of course, dead from all of the 
races and the same ancestral loyalties 
and disputes can still hold true for the 
dead.

MEETING WITH THE DEAD

Raven Kaldera tells us that most visitors 
end up in Hela's designated meeting 
place between the living and the dead 
(very few seeing any more of the land). It 
is made up of undulating hills covered in 
orchards bearing red apples – apparently 
Hela keeps Helheim within the autumn 
season the majority of the time so there 
is plenty to eat. There is a lake covered in 
mist there which can be walked over to a 
central island which forms a particularly 
useful meeting place with the dead who 
wish to speak to you



It is often said that the dead demand 
some sort of payment of ‘life force’ as an 
offering and, indeed, gifts of flames, food 
and the sacrifice of living things have 
always played their part in rituals for the 
dead. Legends about vampires and were 
wolves add to this conception of the 
dead as preying upon human life force 
and there is perhaps some truth that 
offerings of life energy in some form are 
required to help the dead to speak to us 
(but this might include dance, song and 
other offerings from our vital, living 
world). I would argue that this same life 
force which the dead require to speak to 
the living is actually out of place within 
Helheim itself; people often walk 
through Helheim carefully cloaked and, 
unless we assume that Hela can’t see us 
(unlikely), we must assume that the 
cloak is for some other purpose than to 
hide our presence. My feeling is that, 
although the dead might like our gentle, 
healing songs, they might also find our 
very vitality and energy an intrusion 
upon their peace – we respectfully cover 
this up so as not to disturb them. 
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Eljudnir is Hela’s own castle. It is a huge 
rambling structure which I have found 
shifts as you look at it (although there 
are certainly stable, identifiable places 
within it). The name is thought to mean 
‘where the snow falls’ and Eljudnir is 
sometimes thought to be within 
Nifelheim or perhaps on the borders 
between Helheim and the land of ice.

ELJUDNIR

HALL OF SERPENTS

Serpents are found both at the 
boundaries between Helheim and 
Nifelheim and within the temple 
Nastrond where the dead are said to 
suffer the torment of the serpents’ 
venom. 



While this sounds horrible, there are 
accounts which indicate that this 
suffering is voluntary as the doors of 
Nastrond are not locked – the dead 
could leave at any time but they choose 
to stay because they believe they 
deserve to suffer and will not be 
convinced otherwise. For me, Helheim is 
much more influenced by thoughts and 
emotions than our physical world; while 
we may punish ourselves mentally, 
emotionally and physically for perceived 
wrong-doing, Midgard remains relatively 
stable around us – in Helheim this 
doesn’t seem to be the case.
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The quote from Voluspa is spoken by a 
seeress, woken from the dead by Odin 
who seeks her wisdom. The mounds of 
the seers may be in Helheim but I, and 
others, have found many on the outskirts 
of Helheim, accessible without passing 
through the gates. It is possible that 
these mounds are deliberately located 
where it is easier for the living to go for 
consultation. They often have cairns and 
offerings placed upon them and, like the 
denizens of Helheim, the seers rise from 
the ground when invoked. 

MOUNDS OF THE SEERS

 A hall I saw, far from the sun,
On Nastrond it stands, and the doors 

face north,
Venom drops through the smoke- 

vent down,
For around the walls do serpents 

wind.
 

I saw there wading through rivers wild
Treacherous men and murderers too,

And workers of ill with the wives of 
men;

There Nithhogg sucked the blood of 
the slain,

And the wolf tore men; would you 
know yet more?
Voluspa 38-39

OTHER ASSOCIATIONS

Black, dark green and brown are the 
colours most often associated with 
Helheim and the rune Hagalaz is often 
seen as a ‘key’ for this realm. Ehwaz is 
also often used for Helheim as a 
representation of Sleipnir, the steed 
which Odin and those he favours use to 
ride to Helheim.


