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					Introduction

					Watching the northern lights or “aurora borealis” dancing overhead on a clear winter night is one of the most spectacular and awe-inspiring sights that the natural world can offer. They differ from all other light phenomena by exhibiting an amazing variety of colours, structures, and movements. Few people who have caught a glimpse of the northern lights once are left untouched; the sight often leaves memories that last a lifetime. 

					For thousands of years, people in the northern part of the world have marvelled at the spectacular displays that occasionally light up the night sky. This stunning phenomenon is deeply embedded in the mythology of many cultures. 

					There have been hundreds of stories and theories to explain these celestial lights, which we now know as the aurora borealis or northern lights. Some argued that it was just reflected sunlight or a special northern lights gas that illuminated in the night sky. Others that clouds were emitting light or even meteor dust. It had also been suggested that it was a magnetic liquid leaking from the ground in the Arctic and followed the Earth’s magnetic field. 

					Today we know that the northern lights are caused by charged particles coming from the Sun. These particles are captured by the Earth’s magnetic field and guided down towards the polar regions. Here they collide with atoms and molecules in the Earth’s atmosphere that again sends out light in different colours. It’s quite amazing that the source of the northern lights is situated 150 million kilometres away from us. 

					The book will walk you through the story about the northern lights. It will take you from ancient myths to explaining the mechanisms that create the light phenomena. It also explains how we can predict when and where you should travel to see them. You will also learn how to take your own pictures if you happen to travel to northern latitudes.

					No detailed understanding of the physical processes that create the aurora is needed to appreciate their beauty. However, by knowing more about what causes the sky to shimmer with dancing structures will certainly add another dimension to the experience. The nice thing about hunting the northern lights is that you do not need any equipment at all other than your eyes. 

					I hope this book will inspire you to travel to one of the areas where the aurora can be seen – and also provide you with some interesting facts about this amazing phenomena.
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					Mythology of the Northern Lights
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					An illustration of valkyries encountering the god Heimdall as they carry a dead man to Valhalla (1906) by Lorenz Frølich

				

			

			
				
					Every northern culture has oral legends about the aurora, passed down down through for generations. The Viking settlements in north Norway had a spectacular view of the aurora. They associated the lights with Bifröst, the celestial bridge from Earth to the gods.

					Another explanation was reflections of the shields of the female warriors – the Valkyries. They were escorting those killed in battle to the afterlife hall of the slain, Valhalla. 

					The Sámi people of northern Norway believed the displays were spirits that might kidnap or kill anyone who treated them with disrespect. Even today many Sámi will not point or whistle at the lights.

					In the old times, Norwegian children were told to never mock the northern lights, or laugh at it, or whistle at it. “If you tease the northern lights - it could come all the way down to the ground and burn your ears” they were told.
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					Sometimes the aurora can create spooky shapes like this “face”. No wonder that many people connected the aurora to gods or dead spirits (P. Brekke)

				

			

			
				
					“Valhalla” (1896) by de: Max Brückner.
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					Children waving with white cloths as illustrated in this woodcut by the graphic artist Ulf Dreyer
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					According to a Danish folklore the swans got trapped in the ice and the aurora was reflections from their wings (I. Sandahl).

				

			

			
				
					At that time some people would not let their children outside to play while there were auroras, fearful they would be killed. Others thought it was all right as long as the children wore hats as protection so that the aurora would not burn their hair off.

					In Norway, children were often told that by waving with white cloth, the intensity of waving increased the motion of the aurora.

					In Norway and Sweden, it was often believed that the northern lights were reflections from huge schools of herring or other fish in the ocean. When the school swam at the sur-face it would cast a glimmer of light up towards the sky looking like lights from the heaven.

					One romantic conception found in Danish folklore is that these lights were due to a throng of swans flying so far to the north that they were caught in the ice. Each time they flapped their wings, they created reflections, which created the northern lights. 

					Many cultures also believed that the aurora was a place for the dead, in particular for people who had died a violent or too early death, who had been killed in war, or who had died in childbirth.
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