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PREFACE

The present book is the result of research carried out at the Centre for
Advanced Study (CAS) in Oslo during the academic year 2007-08. An
international group of scholars from different disciplines—history of
religion, medieval history and celtology—attempted to gain a better
understanding of the ideological aspects of rulership in the Nordic
countries during the Viking and early Middle Ages. The most impor-
tant research is now presented in this book, Ideology and Power in the
Viking and Middle Ages. Scandinavia, Iceland, Ireland, Orkney and the
Faeroes. We have incurred a great debt to the Centre for Advanced
Study for the stimulating and luxurious research conditions we enjoyed
during our project there.

Together, the volume’s individual chapters thus represent our
interdisciplinary project: methodological approaches and professional
interests differ, but our common research revolved around the relation
between power and religion. We have then also chosen to publish our
results as chapters of a common book, rather than as a collection of
articles. All authors have contributed with much more than their texts.
Even though the length of the stay at the Centre for Advanced Study
varied for individual participants, we were all engaged in an exciting,
challenging, and fruitful discussion on the power of rulers and religion
from the Viking to the Middle Ages.

At the end of a year of intensive research into a common pro-
ject, we have all developed a deeper, perhaps new, understanding of
the important relations between power, ideology, myths and rituals
in a common northern European warrior culture of the late Viking
Age and the transition to Christianity and the Middle Ages. The main
hypothesis, that important elements of the pre-Christian ideology of
rulership survived into the early Middle Ages, transformed or even
simply transferred, seems to have been strengthened by our research.
This book presents some of our main results, and hopes to initiate
further discussion.

Four of the participants have been responsible for the continuation
and publication of our research: Prof. Gro Steinsland, Prof. Jéon Vidar
Sigurdsson, Prof. Jan Erik Rekdal, and Dr. Ian Beuermann.

Oslo, August 2010
GroSteinsland  JonVidarSigurdsson JanErikRekdal IanBeuermann






INTRODUCTION

IDEOLOGY AND POWER IN THE VIKING AND MIDDLE AGES
SCANDINAVIA, ICELAND, IRELAND, ORKNEY
AND THE FAEROES

Gro Steinsland

Subject and research questions

The power of the ruler, and ideology, are central elements in the politi-
cal, social, religious and cultural development of the North during the
transition from the Viking to the Middle Ages. The processes at work
during this period of change can be discerned in the concepts and
practices associated with chieftains, earls and kings. It has therefore
been a premise for our research project that the ideology of rulership
constitutes a focal point during this transformation of Nordic culture
from the ninth to the thirteenth century. Consequently, we examine
the ideology of rulership in a wide spectrum of analyses.'

The medieval European Christian ideology of rulership has been
widely discussed both in European and Nordic scholarly circles.
However, a wider approach which also considers the Nordic pre-
Christian expressions of power, and their transformations and con-
frontations with the ‘new’ ideals of the Christian Middle Ages, has so
far been lacking.

Geographic and chronological perspective

Geographically, chronologically, and concerning our sources, the
perspective of this book is wide. Geographically and culturally, we
understand “The North’ to encompass the modern Nordic countries
where our focus is on Scandinavia and Iceland, the Atlantic Islands
including the Orkneys and the Faeroes, and Ireland. With this, our

! The term ‘rulership’ has been coined in analogy to ‘kingship’ (cf Norwegian ‘her-
skermakt’ and ‘kongemakt’), encompassing like the latter all the social, cultural, reli-
gious, and ideological issues connected to the exercise of power.
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studies discuss different societies with different types of rulers, where
the titles chieftain, earl and king relate to different levels of power and
ideological contexts. Iceland only knew chieftaincies (almost) until the
Norwegian crown gained overlordship in the 1260s (see Sigurdsson’s
chapter). Also in the Faeroes there were only chieftains. In Viking Age
Norway, the earls of Hladir and the kings descending from Haraldr
harfagri competed for power until the victory of royalty, defined as
the Ynglingar-dynasty (see Steinsland’s chapter). The Mailar region in
Sweden was dominated by rival petty kings long into the medieval
period (see Sundqvist’s chapter). Orkney is presented as an earldom in
some sort of dependency of the Norwegian crown until the end of the
twelfth century (see Beuermann’s chapter). Ireland, christianised early,
was split into many competing small kingdoms (see Rekdal’s chapter).
Sami culture is important in our book when the Nordic sources pres-
ent Sami affairs because of ideological motives.

Thus the book has a broad cultural-historical coverage. Its discus-
sions are interdisciplinary and wide-ranging, but our book does not
attempt to offer a comprehensive overview. In an ideal world, some
other important sources and geographical areas (such as the Anglo-
Saxon culture) might have been included, but for practical reasons
this remained outwith our scope here. Also within the areas analysed
by us elements remain that require greater in-depth discussion, such
as the meaning and use of the titles king (konungr), earl (jarl) and
chieftain (hofdingi) over time and space. We therefore hope that the
results we present here are an inspiration for further research. The
research-complex ‘power and religion’ requires further in-depth ana-
lyses of individual sources, and challenges scholars to offer tentative
syntheses which consider the whole cultural arena of the North and
Europe together.

Change of religion

A main focus of the volume is on questions and problems con-
nected to the transition from pagan rulership to Christian kingship.
‘Change of religion’ is thus a keyword in this book. The introduction
of Christianity to the Nordic countries from the mid-tenth century
on brought a new world-view, new belief and new rituals, and in its
wake fundamental ideological changes with important consequences
for Nordic history. The change of religion came to transform Nordic
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culture, both the mental and the physical landscape. The arrival of
Christianity and Christian kingship led to frictions between old and
new which Nordic culture had to overcome. A majority of chapters
therefore focus on the interactions between native tradition and for-
eign impulses.

Typologically, while Christianity is a universal religion propagating
a doctrine of salvation, Nordic paganism is an ethnic religion. It does
not seem to have known either a hierarchic priesthood or any other
permanent institutions. A religion without dogmas, its focus was on
cult rather than faith. The ruler would have been the guardian of the
cultic places, possibly even the central figure of the cult.?

Christianity is a radically different type of religion. It arrived in
the North both as part of a long drawn-out process of cultural trans-
formation, and, more dramatically, as the religious programme and
means of control of a new type of kingship. This new kingship was
native Nordic, but its representatives returned home from abroad:
young Scandinavian royals who had grown up or had been educated
at European Christian courts. A classic example is the tenth century
King Hékon godi, youngest son of King Haraldr harfagri. His by-name
Adalsteinsfostri stems from his growing up at the royal court of Anglo-
Saxon England. As an adult, Hakon godi returned to Norway to claim
the crown and attempt to christianise the country.

Which ideological forces defined Viking Age power? How did the
ideology of power change when the pagan Nordic society became
Christian? What happened to the concept of rulership when Odinn
and Freyr were replaced by the Christian God as the new ideological
and mythical yardstick?

One of the most important differences between Europe and the
Nordic countries is religion. In the Viking Age, the Nordic countries
were largely pagan, while northern Europe, Ireland and Anglo-Saxon
England had long since been christianised. Ireland, Christian since
the fourth/fifth century, provides a show-case of a ‘non-mainstream
European’ Christian ideology of rulership (see Rekdal’s chapter).

At some stage in the development, Christianity and centralised
kingship become two sides of the same coin—it is no surprise that,
from the ninth century on, also the Nordic countries were by and large

% Sundqvist 2007.
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christianised by kings who harboured ambitions of forming a new type
of kingdom.?

Thus ‘change of religion’ is a keyword in analyses of power between
the Viking and the Middle Ages, pointing to other significant elements
such as questions about breaks, changes, transformations and continuity.

Ideology

Within our focus on the relation between power and religion, we con-
centrate on ideological elements connected to power, rather than on
economic, political, or military aspects.* There are many discussions of
the term ideology, and it is not our intent to provide yet another com-
plicated definition. Suffice to say that ideology differs from mentality
in that the latter refers to a more subconscious, vague, and possibly
quotidian understanding of life and the world, while the former con-
cerns systems of thought formulated with a greater degree of inten-
tion. These thought-complexes are relatively systematised, yet not
necessarily analytical. Scholars use the term ideology in many diverse
understandings, frequently as a system of thought which expresses a
world-concept and which permeates culture as a whole. In this gen-
eral sense, the term ideology refers to explanations and interpretations
of the world which are shared by a whole culture—for example the
Christian worldview in the Middle Ages.

Ideology thus encompasses both the construction of a culture’s
worldview and the explanations that unite this culture. More specifi-
cally, it also refers to the intentional use of myths, rites or narratives by
individual groups with the aim to legitimise a certain type of rulership.
We see ideology, here in the understanding religious ideology, as an
important portal to analyse the type of power which is connected to
control of belief, perceptions, world-view, and values.

Viking Age rulership

Rulership in the Viking Age took its physical shape in the hall with its
ceremonial drinking-banquets. The ruler’s and his warriors’ behaviour
in the hall was determined by rituals and ceremony, in everyday life,

3 Berend 2007.
4 Mann 1986.



IDEOLOGY AND POWER IN THE VIKING AND MIDDLE AGES 5

during festivities, and in crises. The hall was the venue for shows of
respect with the declamation of skaldic poetry, stories about heroes,
and the recitation of genealogies.

Archaeology has discovered many traces of Scandinavian halls
within the last decades, providing us with a more tangible basis to
discuss the relation between power and religion in the Nordic coun-
tries in the Viking and early Middle Ages. Especially the Iron Age
‘central places’ and ‘aristocratic milieus’ are at the centre of archaeolo-
gists’ attention.’

Historians have in recent years begun to focus on the ideology of
the Kings’ Sagas.® A growing interest in a new discussion of power
can also be seen in other disciplines. In recent decades, historians of
religion debated new perspectives on myths and rituals linked to ruler-
ship, turning away from the older discussion of sacral kingship which
was limited to considering the king as a representative of the gods.”
Within research into myths, particular attention is now paid to the
interpretation of myths as reflections of a society’s ideology.® All this
encourages a much more layered interdisciplinary debate on the rela-
tion between power and religion than previous research traditions.

As a source allowing comparative analysis into halls of the Nordic
countries, the Anglo-Saxon heroic poem Beowulf is frequently referred
to. And the aristocratic ship-burial from Sutton Hoo in East Anglia is
discussed together with an exclusive group of rich ship-burials from
Scandinavia: Hedeby in Denmark, Vendel and Valsgirde near Uppsala
in Sweden, and Gokstad, Oseberg, Borre, Myklebostad and Tune in
Norway.’

When we consider these results of analyses of power in writ-
ten and archaeological sources, we can propose the outlines of a
northern European aristocratic milieu in which resources and ideas
were exchanged on a grand scale. Within this milieu we discern an
aristocratic group identity based on personal contacts and alliances in
an international network.

* The literature is quite extensive, see e.g. Herschend 1993; 1997; Soderberg 2005;
Gansum 2008, with further references.

¢ Cf Bagge 1991; Armann Jakobsson 1997.

7 Steinsland 1991; Sundqvist 2002.

8 E.g. Lincoln 1999.

° Swanton 1997; Hedeager and Tvarne 2001. Our understanding of Anglo-Saxon
warrior culture shall in coming years be greatly influenced by analyses of the huge
Staffordshire hoard discovered in 2009, far larger than the Sutton Hoo hoard, and
almost wholly made up of weapon-fittings, possibly dating back to the 7th century.
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Recent research underlines friendship and alliances as the funda-
mental building-blocks of Viking Age societies.'® Kinship was probably
more important for the elite than for other classes of the population—
note that for example Germanic titles of rulers are derived from kin-
groups." The importance of kin for the elite can be seen in the many
genealogies: on the level of kings and earls ancestors were counted
back to gods and other non-human powers. By contrast, chieftains do
not claim descent from mythical forces; they were linked to gods in
different ways, for example via initiation.

A key role in the formulation of viking and early medieval ideology
was played by the skald. There are, however, only very few surviving
contemporary sources for descriptions of rituals in halls; we have to
work with later narratives and archaeological sources. Beowulf attri-
butes an important role to the king’s wife as the leader of rituals dur-
ing the drinking-ceremonies—a rare feminine element in an otherwise
very masculine culture.'? Also important grave mounds with ‘feminine’
grave-goods and runic inscriptions might indicate that women could
have played a certain leading role at a high level in the Migration- or
Viking-Age North. Consider in this context the Oseberg mound in
the Vestfold and the great burial mounds on Karmey and in Sogn in
Norway, the female graves in Vastmannland and Uppland in Sweden,
and at Mammen in Denmark. Nevertheless, on balance a milieu which
created a strong warrior-ideology must have been a male-dominated
culture in which women played subordinate roles.

Rulership based on personal networks between the political actors
is an unstable phenomenon, easily altered when constellations of
power change. Viking Age systems of power were different from the
medieval institutionalised kingdoms with their well-defined territories
where ideologically, power derived from the divine sphere. In con-
trast to medieval authority conceived of from “the top down”, Viking
Age power structures were organised from “the bottom up” (see
Sigurdsson’s chapter).

The great halls, seats for rulers of different ranks—chieftain, earl
or king—bear witness to the ruler’s or the dynasty’s power over a
certain area. Scholars have debated in how far control of territory or

1 Jon Vidar Sigurdsson 1999.
! Green 1998.
12 Enright 1996.
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of a group of people was the ideological basis for power. The ruler
with his war-band offered protection to the farmers who, in exchange,
supported him in his power-struggles. Thus war and plundering were
vital elements of the Viking Age socio-economical structure. But they
also played an important symbolic role as elements in a warrior code
of honour which, in turn, reinforced these patterns of behaviour.
War and fighting were necessary in order to procure the resources
for equipping and recompensing the war-band which provided the
ruler’s power-base. War then also had sacral dimensions in that cer-
tain godheads, especially Odinn, initiated and watched over warfare.
According to our literary sources, kings and earls expected to enter
Odinn’s death-realm after their deaths. This mythology connected to
death was such an integral part of Nordic warrior-ideology that even
Christian kings were sent to Valhgll after their demise (see Hultgard’s
chapter).

With alliance-building such a necessity, a pattern of ritual drinking-
banquets developed, providing the venue for the exchange of gifts and
high-status objects. Thus during these feasts, the ruler channelled the
redistribution of goods and resources within society, thereby strength-
ening his position. Another important element of alliance-building was
the system of fosterage, based on mutual fostering of sons. It estab-
lished strong ties of loyalty between families. Based on research on the
northern European comitatus, the group of warriors linked to the ruler
and his hall, scholars use the term warrior-ideology also with regard
to Nordic rulership. There can be no doubt that ideologically and eco-
nomically, the pagan warrior ideal was a central feature of Viking Age
society (see Schjedt’s chapter).

The ruler depended on popular support which he, as outlined,
secured via gifts and redistribution of resources. Consequently the
“good ruler” was generous and extravagant, as by-names such as
“giver-of-rings”, and “distributor-of-gold” show. Power also found
symbolic expressions in rich clothes, weapons, jewellery, gold-rings,
horses and their expensive tack, drinking-horns and food-vessels. In
addition to plunder gathered abroad, the ruler’s own lands provided
the economic basis for this.

Warfare was a highly ritualised phenomenon closely associated with
religion, especially with the cult of Odinn. Yet in practice, war and
plundering were also seasonal activities, mainly limited to the summer
months. The feasts and associated distribution of gifts at home ensured
for the ruler a permanent loyal group of professional warriors, bound
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to him by oath. From Viking Age Denmark we know the great circular
military constructions of Trelleborg, Aggersborg and Fyrkat, witnesses
of the ruler’s power and warlike intent. It is an open question whether
the older circular farmsteads in the south-west and north of Norway
are similar permanent military constructions. The later rules regarding
the leidangr, the farmers’ duty to provide crews and equipment for the
king’s ships, reflect the organisation of warfare at sea.

The ideology of rulership formulated through myths and rites

As mentioned above, research into myths has become more focused on
myths as an entrance-portal to the ideology of a given culture. Myths
and rituals do not exist in a social void: they may be exploited by the
elite in order to advance its own interests. Consequently, myths and
rituals express an ideology. Through myths and rituals, certain power
relations and world views are presented as god-given, an order of things
formulated at the beginning of time. Myths and rituals are therefore
valuable sources when we want to examine a society’s ideology."

A good example of an authoritative tale about the creation of a
static, god-given social order where every class has its allocated place
is the creation myth in the eddaic poem Rigspula, a poem probably
construed in the Middle Ages and written down in the fourteenth cen-
tury Hauksbok manuscript. On the top rung of the power ladder is the
king: divine name-giving and instruction raise him to a level close to
the gods.

Changing power relations may be expressed via new creations,
innovations and re-use of older mythological and ritualistic concepts:
although myths and rituals are usually considered conservative ele-
ments of society, innovations and transformations are in fact com-
mon. The change of religion in the Nordic countries initiated a period
of interesting interaction between tradition and innovation. Thus, with
regard to our medieval literary sources we should probably beware of
postulating either-or, pagan or Christian readings. Rather, we should
envisage mixed compositions, and even the possibility of a deliber-
ate double-communication: rulers employing the pagan and Christian
ideological languages.

3 Berger 1997.
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Myths and rituals are particularly elaborate when a new ruler takes
control, or when the old ruler dies. Many cultures know complicated
inauguration or accession rituals with different variations of corona-
tion ceremonies. They frequently include the concomitant transmis-
sion of honorific symbols, with initiation and transmission of special
knowledge, symbolic journeys to the realm of death for the acquisi-
tion of numinous knowledge, and hieros gamos between the ruler-to-
be and a representative of the mythical world. The death of a ruler
is no less surrounded by myths and rituals. His grave is frequently
marked by an enormous mound—the power of a dead ruler could
be formidable! Burial mounds had different functions as holy places
in the landscape, and were probably highly important cultural monu-
ments. We should not forget in this context that in a society without
strong permanent institutions the death of a ruler constituted a poten-
tial crisis. Personal alliances were likely to break down; usually there
were many pretendants to power, and conflicts between brothers or
other members of the dynasty frequently ensued. Here also the Old
Norse dynastic poems were an important stabilising element in a rite
of transition which ordered the difficult period from the death of the
old ruler to the accession of the new one.

In sum, we may be able to discern the contours of a—to a degree—
consistent ideological complex, indicating that pagan Nordic society
propagated through myths, rites and narratives what we may call a
religious ideology of rulership. This ideology, admittedly, knew local
and regional variations. The various chapters in this volume shall dis-
cuss some of these specific regional characteristics, mainly based on
their descriptions in the literary sources.

The Middle Ages

Christianity brought an organised international cult with a hierarchic
ecclesiastical structure. The Christian ideology of rulership had been
developed on the Continent over a long period of time. One of its
most important concepts, that of a “righteous king”, who was God’s
representative on earth and the guarantor of law, order and justice, was
presented already by the Church father Augustine, and later developed
into the important concept of rex iustus.

The great early theologians developed the ideology of the righteous
king further; foremost amongst them Constantine’s court theolo-
gian Eusebius. The ideology was fully formulated at the Carolingian
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court of the ninth century, as the many so-called specula principum
or regis, “princes’ or king’s mirrors”, of that period propagating this
official Christian ideology bear witness to. The second great period for
the speculum regis was the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, by then
influenced by Aristotle’s historical philosophy and terminology. It is
this second type of speculum regis, characterised by its use of exem-
pla, which we find in the Nordic countries. The best example is the
Norwegian Konungs skuggsjd, formulated for King Hadkon Hakonarson
around 1250.

Historiography, royal saint and identity

The medieval Christian literary culture triggered a Nordic historical
consciousness and awareness of identity. This literacy developed what
we may call with Jan Assmann a cultural memory." In the twelfth and
thirteenth centuries then, Nordic historiographers wrote the history of
the Nordic countries into a common European Christian historiogra-
phy. A main source for this process of transformation are the Kings’
Sagas; comparable texts also exist in Ireland. Whether or to which
degree the Old Norse Kings’ Sagas are influenced by the rex iustus
ideology is a contentious question that has engendered an extensive
scholarly debate, which shall however not concern us here per se.
Royal saints were extraordinarily important characters in the
Middle Ages, whether politically, religiously, or historiographically. It
was through “national” royal saints that the countries in the European
periphery were integrated into the common Christian cultural tradi-
tion. Only after the Nordic countries had obtained their own royal
saints, physically documented with a martyr’s grave in their native
landscapes, did Christianity permanently become established in these
outlying regions of Europe. Royal saints were at the very centre of “state-
building” and of the growing awareness of one’s own “national his-
tory”: the narratives recounting the lives of the native, “national” royal
saints were to become the new foundation myths, serving the needs of
the new, christianised societies.”” In the North, Norway, Sweden and
Denmark acquired saintly kings (see Skorzewska’s chapter); Orkney
got saintly earls, Iceland saintly bishops. The most important of these

4 Assmann 2006, cf Geary 2002.
5 Boje Mortensen 2006; Klaniczay 2002.















CHAPTER ONE

ORIGIN MYTHS AND RULERSHIP.
FROM THE VIKING AGE RULER TO THE RULER
OF MEDIEVAL HISTORIOGRAPHY: CONTINUITY,
TRANSFORMATIONS AND INNOVATIONS

Gro Steinsland

I. Subject and research questions:
The ideology of power—construed and formed through origin myths

Myths and narratives about the origins of ruling dynasties are at the
centre of this study. From the perspective of a historian of religion
mythology is always of central importance when we seek to discern
the ideology of pre-modern societies: there, power and ideology fre-
quently manifest themselves via the structure and symbolic language
of myths.! This study in particular shall show that origin myths and
genealogies which propagate the descent of individual dynasties from
gods and other powers were vital elements in the ideological founda-
tion of the elite’s power.

Within our common project shedding light on the Nordic hierar-
chy of king, earl (jarl), and chieftain (hofdingi), this chapter seeks out
those origin myths with a bearing on the ideology of power; first and
foremost connected to the great “Norwegian” ruling dynasties of the
Viking and early Middle Ages: the earls of Hladir and the kings of the
hdrfagri-dynasty, transformed into the Ynglingar-dynasty. In addition,
origin and initiation myths are also important ingredients in the nar-
ratives on the earls of Orkney and the chieftains in the Faeroes.

At the centre of this study is the permanent tension between the
use of pagan origin myths made by the Christian Middle Ages, and
the pre-Christian form and function of the mythological complexes.
We shall discuss possible innovations, re-use and transformations of
pagan mythological models within the educated milieu of medieval

! Cf Schjedt 1999; Lincoln 1999.
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historiography, and ask whether we can discern ideological changes
within this type of mythological material from the Viking to the
Middle Ages.

A key term when we talk about how power was constituted in
Nordic society is kin. However, in our context the term should not be
understood to denote elementary biological relations: on the contrary,
we are to a very high degree confronted with ideological construc-
tions of kinship. And while Nordic tradition usually defines kinship
via both the father’s and the mother’s side (cognatic kinship), in the
genealogies of the ruling dynasties the male line predominates (agnatic
kinship).? Such propaganda proclaiming the ancientness of the ruling
dynasty and its divine origin with the help of a constructed lineage is
a well-known feature in a comparative perspective, and it is usually
expressed in dynastic origin myths.

There are two general types of origin myths: those that focus on the
origins of an individual ruling dynasty and its territorial conquests,
and those that describe the gestation of peoples. Both types can be
found in Nordic texts. This study focuses on the first type of myths, in
genealogical and in narrative contexts, since they legitimise the claims
to power of individual dynasties.

The particular connection between rulers and gods, whichever shape
it takes, is a common phenomenon in pre-modern societies. It is pre-
cisely his relation with the divine sphere which makes the ruler stand
out as someone special. Based on this phenomenon scholars have for-
mulated the well known theory of “sacral kingship”.?

A distinctive characteristic of Nordic origin myths is that the rul-
ing dynasties do not exclusively descend from gods, but that they to
a correspondingly high degree also descend from their antipodes, the

* The division is not wholly consistent. While Ynglingatal (Yt) and Hdleygjatal
(Hdt) show constructed agnatic lineages, Hyndluljéd (Hdl) shows that aristocratic kin-
ship can also be conceived of along male and female lines, both in the earthly and in
the mythological sphere.

* The theory of sacral kingship has been discussed intensely for the pagan Nordic
society. Newer research has a tendency to play down the divine or sacral aspects of the
ruler. Scholars recognise more complex mythological and cultic relations establishing
the ruling dynasties as society’s elite, yet which do not necessarily render the ruler
divine or sacral. Within mythology it is first and foremost origin myths that legitimise
the chosen dynasty’s right to rule. Since the expression “sacral kingship” can evoke
wrong associations with older research based on an evolutionary model, we should
consider replacing the term with for example the more neutral “ideology of rulership”,
cf Steinsland 1991; Sundqvist 2002.
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giants. Our texts describe erotic alliances between gods and giant-
women, so-called hieros gamos, across the social and hierarchical
boundaries of the mythological world.* The sons engendered in such
exogamous relationships represent something new: they are neither
gods nor giants, but the prototypes for a new dynasty of rulers. Such
patterns of creation correspond to the pre-Christian cosmology where
genesis and development result from interaction between the antipo-
des gods and giants, respectively “cosmos” and “chaos”. This pagan
Nordic hieros gamos myth needs to be understood as part of the pre-
Christian concept of the world, which sees Asgardr and Utgardr as the
two opposites necessary to create and develop life. It is in this context
that Nordic mythology expresses ideas of the ruler’s exceptional ori-
gin, of his erotic alliances and marriages—and last but not least of his
death and fate. The motifs birth, eroticism and death are connected
to an origin mythology in which fate is a paramount element: the son
engendered via the extreme alliance between a god and a giant-woman
is superb “ruler-material”, yet his life is also frequently predetermined
by an exceptional fate. Rulers usually suffer dramatic deaths; in fact,
deaths that according to the contemporary honour-code are remark-
ably ignoble. Consequently, and contrary to the view in older research,
there is no single-layered positive “luck” (hamingja, geefa, gipta) of the
ruler. Rather, the ruler’s “luck” is interwoven with elements of a dark
fate, both of which characterise his extraordinary life. It is this which
we find expressed in myths describing the ruling dynasty’s origins in
antipodal mythological alliances.

It is far more difficult to understand why the giants appearing in
the origin myths of the pagan ruling dynasties were retained as domi-
nant motifs also in the ideology of rulership of the Christian Middle
Ages. Indeed, it seems that stories about giants are the prominent and
enduring motif within origin mythology from the pagan Viking to
the Christian high Middle Ages. According to the history of power
as written down in medieval scriptoria, forces from the sphere of the
giants remain fateful for Nordic rulers—be they kings, earls, or chief-
tains. We need to ask why medieval learned historiographers incor-
porated pagan origin myths into their accounts of Christian ruling
dynasties. Christianity introduced a new concept of the world, and a

4 Steinsland 1991.
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new understanding of life, yet nevertheless pagan origin myths contin-
ued to play an important role in medieval historiography.

We shall in this study focus on a number of central origin myths
in eddaic and skaldic poetry and in the sagas. The discussion does
not follow a linear chronology from the Viking to the Middle Ages.
Instead, we begin with medieval historiography, especially with
Snorri’s presentation of the Ynglingar-dynasty in his Ynglinga saga in
Heimskringla. We shall then move back and forth between the thir-
teenth, and the eighth and ninth centuries, between the mythography
in Christian historiography and traces of pagan origin myths in eddaic
and skaldic poetry. The latter group of sources, obviously, continues to
pose problems of dating.

In a wider perspective this study shall show that when Nordic culture
encountered the European, Christian ideology of rulership, it showed
a high degree of independence by retaining native pagan traditions
on rulership long into the Middle Ages. Mythological and cognitive
elements of the pre-Christian ideology of rulership were perpetuated,
transformed, and incorporated into new contexts within the frame-
work of erudite medieval historiography.

II. Medieval ideology of rulership construed through
pagan origin myths

In the wake of the Nordic countries’ Christianisation around the
year 1000 a new ideal of rulership gained ground there. Christianity
introduced the North to new concepts of the good and rightful ruler.
The rex iustus ideology, formulated by the church father Augustine
and further developed by the court theologians of Constantine and
Charlemagne, placed the king at the centre of the Christian concep-
tion of history. Although the question is still open to which degree
Nordic culture and texts were influenced by the rex iustus ideology, it
concerns us here merely indirectly. In Nordic sources the first traces of
a rex iustus ideology appear in the second half of the twelfth century.

The European rex iustus ideology was based on the cosmological
concept of an almighty God, and on an understanding of history as a
divinely controlled, linear development. History was seen as a chrono-
logical process from Genesis to the Last Judgement, and kings were
the Christian God’s agents, in charge of leading this development. This
differs fundamentally from the pre-Christian situation, where rulers
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enjoyed a different relationship with gods and powers, who were
linked to the rulers’ halls or high-seats via myths, cults, and rites.

In the wake of the conversion the Nordic countries faced the chal-
lenge to write themselves into a common European historiography.
This led to an extraordinary increase in Nordic historiographical pro-
duction from the late twelfth century on.” Now writers did not merely
construct the histories of dynasties anymore, but the histories of peo-
ples. The prologue in Snorri’s Edda, for example, gives us a narrative
of the origin of the Nordic peoples based on Ari’s genealogy of the
Ynglingar and on Skjoldunga saga.® The fact that Snorri in the pro-
logue and in Ynglinga saga presents the Nordic ruling dynasties as
founded by Odinn and his sons who immigrate to the North from
Troy in Asia, bears witness to the arrival of a new comprehensive con-
cept of culture and history in the Nordic countries. Through this nar-
rative structure all Nordic countries were equipped with a common
origin, with Odinn as their founding father. Especially the prologue to
Snorri’s Edda presents us with a common Nordic origin myth based
on contemporary erudite theories of migration, of euhemerism, and
of a “natural religion”.

By contrast, society in the Viking Age knew origin myths for the
ruling dynasties, but no common origin myth for the Nordic peoples.
Narratives relating to the emigration of peoples from Biblical or classi-
cal regions, and to their establishment of new societies elsewhere, were
composed by classical authors, and inserted into Frankish and Anglo-
Saxon genealogies. Towards the end of the Migration Age, Germanic
peoples settled on the Continent and formed societies with a ruler,
a rex or a dux at their head. Amongst these early Germanic peoples,
who later on adopted Christianity, ideas about a common pre-historic
origin of different groups were common: they considered themselves
to originate in the north, and to descend from a pagan godhead who
can be identified as Odinn, even if he appears under a number of
different names.” A common element in these narratives is that the
nationes of Europe were founded by survivors fleeing after the fall of

* Jénas Kristjansson 1997; Lunden 1995.

¢ Skjoldunga saga only survives in late and incomplete copies, but is known from
Arngrimur Jonsson’s Latin version from the sixteenth century. Snorri was familiar
with the saga, which is in all likelihood influenced by traditions going back to Ari
and Semundr Frodi.

7 Heather 1989; Wolfram 1994; Hedeager 1996.
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Troy—see only Virgil’s Aeneid and the Norse Tréjumanna saga. It is
this tradition which Ari refers to in his Islendingabdk, when he with
Langfedgatal presents Yngvi Tyrkjakonungr as the first member of the
Ynglingar-dynasty, and which Snorri adapts to a certain degree when
he relates how the Asir emigrated from the south to the north.?

In the wake of the North’s Christianisation around the year 1000
views regarding the old gods underwent a change. Pagan gods were
now either demonised or euhemerised. It is difficult for us to under-
stand fully how the medieval euhemeristic model of interpretation was
conceived of; it seems, however, that euhemerism was of more interest
to historiographers than to theologians.” Gods were seen as the aristoc-
racy and rulers of the past, yet at the same time they were also consid-
ered the gods of the past. But what about the giants, who become more
and more central to the origin narratives? It is not easy to discern how
views on these cosmological beings from Utgardr developed. While the
pagan gods were a threat to the Christian Church in the early phases of
Christianisation—hence we see them demonised in the early period—
giants may in fact have had a greater chance of surviving the change of
faith than the pagan gods qua gods. Demonised gods could take on the
character of giants, as for example Odinn, and thus survive in popular
belief and narrative traditions. No longer exclusively linked to cosmo-
logical forces of chaos, the giants came to represent a whole spectrum
of forces. They became associated with core areas of the country, and
metamorphosed to symbolise the original and native; their ancient-
ness underlining that they were wise and knowledgeable. As we shall
see, medieval historiographers never stopped being fascinated by the
sphere of the giants."

1. Origin myths transform the Hdrfagri- into the Ynglingar-dynasty

The power-struggle between the earls of Hladir and the Harfagri-
dynasty, fought in the geo-political arena that was to become the

8 Cf Langfedgatal in I[slendingabdk, IF 1: 27. The discussion on the authorship of
the prologue in Snorri’s Edda shall not concern us here; cf only Klaus von See arguing
against Snorri as the prologue’s author, See 1999: 278; opposed by Dronke, Ursula and
Peter 1977. Most modern scholars agree with the latter on Snorri’s likely authorship.

® Cf Beck 2000 for Snorri’s enhemerism: pagan gods are presented as a pre-historic
elite, without however denying their past as gods.

10 Cf Steinsland 1991, appendix, for the relation between Nordic and European
giants; cf also Schultz’s thorough analysis of giants, Schultz 2004.
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kingdom of Norway, was eventually decided in favour of the latter.
This construed lineage descending from King Haraldr harfagri would
be the prominent actor in the medieval Nordic historiography of
the twelfth and thirteenth centuries—then called the Ynglingar, or
Ynglingar-dynasty.

Medieval historiographers credit Haraldr harfagri with uniting
Norway to form a kingdom; and according to the sagas it was his
descendants who reigned as kings throughout the following centuries.
More recent research has raised doubts about the trustworthiness of
these traditions, questioning whether Norway as the allodial property
(00dal) of the Harfagri-dynasty was indeed a Viking Age achievement,
or rather a medieval construction. Scholars have also pointed out the
lack of good evidence for the denomination Ynglingar-dynasty. Many
in fact argue that the very concept of an Ynglingar-dynasty, with its
clear lineage including the great Christianising kings Olafr Tryggvason
and Olafr Haraldsson and their heirs, is a fabrication introduced by
medieval historiographers.! These discussions shall not concern us her
per se. Rather, we shall analyse the mythological basis of this develop-
ment, and its role for the legitimisation of the Harfagri-dynasty’s
power in the Middle Ages. Thus, of importance for us are the concep-
tions relating to ruling dynasties, and the mythological and ideological
explanation for their power, more than any questions about the reality
of the biological descent. Indeed, the more artificially construed it is,
the more a genealogy tells us about ideology."

Ynglingatal and Ynglinga saga: the genealogy of the Ynglingar-dynasty?

Snorri bases his Ynglinga saga in Heimskringla on the skaldic poem
Ynglingatal. He relates the history of the earliest Ynglingar kings
with the skaldic poem Ynglingatal as his source, constructing a prose
narrative around the individual stanzas of the poem. We cannot say
whether Snorri included all of Ynglingatal’s original stanzas in his
saga.’® Traditionally, scholars have assumed that Ynglingatal dates

" Cf Krag 1991; Dorum 2001. The name “yngling” for Haraldr Hérfagri is not well
documented; the assumed ynglingr in Hkv 4 should probably rather be read as odling,
see Fidjestol 1966. It is important to be aware that the term ynglingr also denotes a
king in general; the Danish kings for example are called ynglingar.

12 Lunden, quoted by Dgrum 2001:327.

' One of the most contentious questions regarding Yt is whether the poem has
been included into Ys in its entirety or not, hence discussions about possible lost first
stanzas and oral traditions. Historia Norvegiae gives the main line of the kings of Yt,
but without referring to the poem as its source.
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from the late ninth century, and that it contains the genealogy of a
Swedish-Norwegian Ynglingar-dynasty. The poem describes twenty-
seven kings, focussing on their extraordinary and ignoble deaths. It
ends by praising an otherwise unknown King Rognvaldr heithumhzeri,
“the highly-honoured”. This character has been assumed to be a
cousin of Haraldr harfagri, and with this the poem can be linked to
the Harfagri- or Ynglingar-dynasty. Most scholars ascribe the poem to
Haraldr harfagri’s hird-skald Pj6ddlfr of Hvinir. There has also been
near consensus that Hdleygjatal, the poem and genealogy in praise of
the earls of Hladir, equally dates to the late ninth century and emulates
Ynglingatal—a view which has consequences for the interpretation of
both poems.™

Following European patterns, Snorri starts his Ynglinga saga with
the pagan gods Odinn, Njordr and Freyr with whose euhemerised
characters the history of the earthly Ynglingar kings begins."”” Thus
Snorri creates a distance between the pre-historic gods and the
earthly line of kings with the help of an origin myth. The first of the
earthly or “historical” kings, Fjolnir, is described as a son of Freyr
and the giant-woman Ger0r: “Gerdr Gymisdottir hét kona hans; sonr
peira hét Fjglnir.”'¢ This significant piece of information is not found
in Ynglingatal. All the poem tells us is that Freyr was an important
character for the future rulers: kennings describe three of the later
kings as Freyr’s descendants.” Snorri however, seems familiar with
the Ynglingar’s ancestors on both the father’s and the mother’s side.
Searching for where Snorri got this information from, we find the
eddaic poem Skirnismdl, which describes an erotic alliance between

4 Krag’s hypothesis, Krag 1991, that Yt is a late poem, composed in the Middle
Ages, is strongly opposed by philologists, cf Fidjestol 1994 and Meulengracht Sgrensen
1993. In spite of Krag’s many interesting observations his views shall not be discussed
here.

15 Langfedgatal in [slendingabdk also has Yt as its source, but has a slightly different
version of the origin myth: 1.Yngvi Tyrkjakonungr, 2. Njordr Sviakonungr, 3. Freyr,
4. Fjolnir. Historia Norvegiae claims three generations before Fjolnir: 1. Ingui rex
Swethice, 2. Neorth (akk.), 3. Froyr, 4. Fiolni (akk.), IF 1: 27. The debate on Yt and the
historiographical versions cannot be entered into here; cf Steinsland 1991: 179ff.

!¢ This information of Ys 10 is in all manuscripts of Ys.

17 Alrek and Dag are called Freys afspringi, stanza 11; Adils as Freys gttungr, stanza
21, cf Sundqvist 2002. However, many different terms for kings appear in Yt, which
suggests links to several different origin traditions. Scholars assume the kings’ list in
Yt to be a combination of various traditions.
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a primeval couple, the Vanir-god Freyr and the giant-woman Gerdr.
Snorri took this quite separate myth, and used it as the starting-point
for his line of kings. Freyr and Gerdr become the founding-father and
-mother of the Ynglingar, with their son Fjolnir as the dynasty’s first
earthly representative.

The very first stanza of Ynglingatal relates how Fjolnir drowns in
a vat of mead, introducing us to the main issue of poem and saga
alike: the kings’ deaths, which are most often dramatic and frequently
dishonourable.

Another motif which the poem focuses on is the kings’ marriages.
Whenever Ynglingatal mentions the women whom the kings mar-
ried, the feminine part of the alliance is always, and conspicuously,
a type of “Utgardr-woman”: the women hail either from the realm of
death, or from cold and far-away regions. Women thus represent the
“alien”. In fact, there is a close relation between marriage and death,
as stanzas 3, 12-13, 21, and 34 show. In this context death is described
as an affectionate meeting between the deceased king and the queen
of the death-realm, Hel.

Scholars continue to be astonished by the scurrilous deaths that the
kings suffer in Ynglingatal. These deaths are particularly surprising
since they occur in what has been assumed to be a royal praise-poem.
I have in earlier works argued that Ynglingatal’s specific mythology
of death makes sense if one considers it in the context of the poem’s
strong belief in fate, itself deriving from the origin myth which may
have become attached to the Ynglingar tradition. Thus I have under-
stood the kings’ extraordinary fate in connection with the tension
between the worlds of the gods and that of the giants, as expressed in
the origin myth. The descendant of such an extremely exogamous alli-
ance carries in himself forces from the whole cosmos, from the worlds
of gods and of the giants, which manifests itself in his exceptional fate.
With this, I accepted the origin myth on which Ynglinga saga 10 is
based as a genuine tradition of the Ynglingar-genealogy; I reckoned
that when Snorri presented the Skirnismdl-myth as the origin myth of
the Norwegian Ynglingar, he did so because as a thirteenth-century
historian he was familiar with the ideology of rulership of this eddaic
poem. Thus I assumed a latent presence of the origin myth with its
main characters Freyr and Gerdr in Ynglingatal. In my interpretation,
the tension in the origin myths between god and giant was paralleled
in the poem’s mythology of marriage and death, in which the feminine
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part in manifold guises appears as a fateful “Utgardr-woman” signify-
ing eroticism and death simultaneously."®

However, Bergsveinn Birgisson’s analysis of Ynglingatal in his
recent doctoral dissertation requires many of the conclusions of the
research on Ynglingatal to be reconsidered.”” Bergsveinn argues con-
vincingly that Ynglingatal, which he also dates to the Viking Age, is
no genealogy of an Ynglingar-dynasty. Firstly, there would have been
no Ynglingar-dynasty during Haraldr harfagri’s reign: the lineage is
an ideological construct which owes its existence to medieval histori-
ographers. The poem itself refers to several ruling dynasties. Secondly,
Bergsveinn develops the older theory that Ywglingatal, written by
Haraldr harfagri’s hird-skald Pjodolfr of Hvinir, is in fact a satirical
poem. He proposes that the accounts of extraordinary deaths should
be read as ridicule directed against foreign kings, in particular the
Swedish and Danish kings whom Haraldr harfagri fought against at
that time. These kings who suffer scurrilous and frequently ignoble
deaths do not join Odinn, which would have been the norm according
to contemporary warrior-ideology. Instead, they unite with giants and
monsters in grotesque and abnormal death-marriages. In Bergsveinn’s
reading, Ynglingatal is a satirical poem that taunts foreign kings and
their miserable ends.

Bergsveinn’s dissertation sends out a warning shot not to be
ignored; we cannot simply continue to reiterate the common view of
Ynglingatal as the ancient genealogy of the Ynglingar-dynasty. If we
follow Bergsveinn’s conclusions we are in a wholly different situation
for judging Snorri’s contribution to the earliest history of the Harfagri-
dynasty: it seems possible that this contribution was far more innova-
tive than previously assumed.”

We therefore need to ask the question whether Snorri’s use of the
Skirnismdl-myth as the origin myth for the Ynglingar-dynasty is in
fact an innovation. In Gylfaginning, Snorri presents the myth about
Freyr and Gerdr without any reference to possible elements of an ide-
ology of rulership; within the context of Snorri’s Edda the focus is
exclusively on the coming of Ragnargk. Or does Snorri base his use of

18 Steinsland 1991:174-206.

19 Bergsveinn Birgisson 2008.

% In an earlier publication I mentioned, but did not discuss, the possibility that
Snorri may himself have introduced Skm’s myth as the origin myth of the Ynglingar,
cf Steinsland 1991:178.
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the origin myth for the Ynglingar genealogy on genuine pagan tradi-
tions which he then adapts to suit a historiographical work character-
ised by the ideology of his own time? It is well known that Snorri did
have a political agenda of his own in Heimskringla. Or, for historians
of religion, a more precisely formulated question would be: are ideas
about the close relationship between the Ynglingar and the god Freyr
a construct of the thirteenth century, without pagan basis?

The ideology of rulership in Skirnismal’s erotic myth

Very briefly, I shall outline an interpretation of the myth expressed
in Skirnismdl.*' The prose introduction to Skirnismadl tells us that the
Vanir-god Freyr sits in Odinn’s high-seat. From this cosmic vantage-
point Freyr looks into Jotunheim and spots a young woman, Gerdr,
crossing a farmyard. He falls deeply and dangerously in love with her.
The next 42 stanzas describe a long journey from the abode of the
gods to Jotunheim, all to court Gerdr, not by Freyr, but by his messen-
ger Skirnir. He rides off to woo Gerdr for Freyr. Finally, after braving
many dangers, and using special objects and runic magic, he manages
to trick the recalcitrant giant-woman into the promise that she shall
meet Freyr nine nights later. With Gerdr’s promise secured, Skirnir
returns to his master.

Based on analyses of Skirnismadl’s structure and motifs with regard to
mythology, cultural history and iconography I propose that the poem
makes statements about the sphere of the power of rulers. The three
objects Skirnir receives, apples, ring and baton, represent in an icono-
graphical context a ruler’s insignia: globe, ring and sceptre. Lidskjalf
represents the high-seat, the ruler’s “throne”, his seat of power. The
erotic union the poem culminates in needs to be seen as a hieros
gamos, a wedding between mythic characters. A possible ritual context
for the poem’s myth might be an inauguration or accession ritual. The
messenger’s journey between the abodes of Asgardr and Utgardr in
order to fetch the woman from Jotunheim has cosmic dimensions that

21 Cf Steinsland 1991. Skm is preserved in Codex Regius, GLkgl.sml. 2365, 4to under
the titel For Skirnis, dated to ca. 1270; and up to stanza 27 under the titel Skirnismdl in
AM 748 1, 4to, dated to the first quarter of the fourteenth century. These two manu-
scripts are so similar that a common source is usually assumed. I addition, stanza 42
is quoted in Gf and SnE.
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may correspond to the liminal phase of a rite of transition.”> While the
poem primarily focuses on eroticism and the coming wedding, with
the ring Draupnir and the eleven apples it also makes references to
death. In Nordic poetry death is a subject that is closely linked to the
power of the ruler. Consequently, Skirnismdl’s structure and motifs
together indicate that the poem played a role within the sphere of
Nordic ideology of rulership.?

However, it is difficult to date this eddaic poem, and we have to
consider the possibility that Skirnismadl in its present version may be
a medieval adaptation of a pre-Christian myth.** A number of sources
give evidence for the existence of the hieros gamos myth in the Viking
Age, for example the skaldic poem of the earls of Hladir, some heroic
poems and the core of the eddaic poem Hyndluljod as well.*® And
in Hadleygjatal, the praise poem giving the earls of Hladir’s geneal-
ogy, there is the earls of Hladir’s origin myth, similarly to the hieros
gamos myth in Skirnismadl: the ruling dynasty at Hladir is described as
descending from an erotic alliance between a god and a giant-woman.
This is what we shall turn to in the following.

IV. The origin myth of the earls of Hladir in Haleygjatal

Next to the Harfagri-dynasty the dynasty of the earls of Hladir provided
the most powerful rulers in Viking Age Norway. At least intermittently,

2 Steinsland 1991: 30-171. For a discussion of traces of initiation rituals linked
to rulership see Fleck 1970; Steinsland 2002; Sundqvist 2002, and Schjedt in this
volume.

» There are parallels to the Skm-myth in Irish royal ideology, with hieros gamos
between the acceding king and the female character Medb, “she who inebriates”.
Medb simultaneously personifies the sacred drink in the inauguration ceremony, and
the land of Erin. Mac Cana underlines Medb’s important genealogical function as the
king’s wife and primeval mother of the royal dynasty, Mac Cana 1955:88; cf Byrne
2001.

** The interpretation of Skm summed up above is widely accepted, yet a number of
scholars oppose it, most strongly Picard 1991. Some consider further parallel material
when interpreting Skm as a myth with bearing on the ideology of rulership. Frands
Herschend points to possible earlier Continental parallels to the Skm-myth in Latin
sources from the sixth and seventh century, Venantius Fortunatus’ wedding-poem
dedicated to the Merovingian King Sigiberth, Herschend 1996. Johan Wickstrom finds
parallel narrative structures in heroic poetry, in particular in Helgakvida Hjorvardsonar,
Wickstrom 2004. Else Mundal interpreted the myth with regard to the unification of
the Norwegian kingdom, Mundal 1997.

» Hyndluljéd is an important source for royal ideology, cf Steinsland 1991; lack of
space prevents its discussion here.
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the earls enjoyed unchallenged authority over the coastal regions up to
Nidaros. In Hdleygatal, a praise poem addressed to Earl Hikon dated
to around 985, the skald Eyvindr skaldaspillir gives the dynasty’s gene-
alogy. The name Hdleygatal indicates that the earls of Hladir consid-
ered themselves to hail from Halogaland, even if their seat of power
was further south, at Hladir close to Nidaros.

There is a general consensus that the skaldic poem Hdleygatal relates
the earls’ genealogy down to the poem’s addressee, Earl Hakon the
Powerful of Hladir.”¢ Odinn plays an important role throughout the
poem. In a suggestive and masterful way the kennings in Hdleygatal
play on two important motifs of the Odinn-mythology, the motif of
the mead or drinking, and that of the hanging, both known from
Hdavamdl. The skald Eyvindr skédldaspillir takes his audience into the
drinking-party of the living earl, and alludes to Odinn-like deaths and
to burial mounds for the dynasty’s members honoured in the poem.
In short, Hdleygatal is a master-piece of Odinn metaphors.

At the very beginning of the poem, in stanza 1, Eyvindr skaldaspillir
announces that he shall recount the earl’s dynasty back to the gods,
“hans ett.. . til goda teljum”. The following stanzas name the dynasty’s
ancestral couple as Odinn and Skadi. In stanzas 3 and 4 the descent of
the first earl, the prototype, is described thus: “Pann skaldbletr skatt-
feeri gat dsa nidr vid jarnvidju; pds pau meir i Manheimum skatna
vinr ok Skadi byggdu.”” Consequently, when the earls’ prototype
known as Semingr is thus presented as a son of the god Odinn and
the giant-woman Skadi, this again implies that the first character in
the line of earls descends from an exogamous relation representing
cosmic antipodes: Asgardr and Utgardr.”® In the first stanza the skald
therefore presents us with an origin myth connected to the ideology of

% No complete text of Hdleygjatal has survived. Nine whole and seven half stanzas
are quoted by Snorri in Hkr and SnE, some are also in Fagrskinna. Looking at parallel
genealogies scholars have reconstructed a line of 27 characters going back to Odinn
and Skadi. This is the same number as in Ynglingatal, assumed to have been the model
for Hdleygjatal. The evidence is a genealogy which probably dates to 1300 given by
Torfeeus in his Historia rerum Norvagicarum from 1711, and a list of families from
Resen’s library. Both these sources, together with Snorri, Ys 8, name Seemingr as the
first in the line of earls.

7 “The younger of the Asir, worshipped by the skalds, engendered the bringer-
of-taxes (earl) together with the giant-woman when they—the friend of men and
Skadi—still lived in Manheim” Skj B II: 60 (my translation).

% In the present context we may use the threefold division Asgardr, Midgardr and
Utgardr as analytical terms for cosmological categories.
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rulership. This myth includes well known characters from the Nordic
pantheon, and needs to be analysed as part of Hdleygatal’s cosmology,
as well as within its wider cultural and mythological horizons.

As already mentioned, while it is common for rulers to be depicted
as descending from gods, usually the focus is on the male element.
Examples of this would be the traditions about Odinn as the apical figure
amongst the Anglo-Saxon and Germanic peoples on the Continent.*’
By contrast, the origin myth in Hdleygatal is extraordinary because of
the important role the female element plays in the genealogy of the
earls of Hladir. Their primeval mother is specifically named as Skadi,
and referred to with the kennings gndurdis and jarnvidja, “ski-god-
dess” and “giant-woman”. Conspicuously therefore, this giant-woman
rather than Odinn’s wife Friggr is described as Seemingr’s mother. This
underlines the exogamous erotic alliance, whose issue, in law, would
not have had any right of inheritance. As indicated, the exogamous
couple in this myth needs to be seen in the light of a pre-Christian cos-
mology which is characterised by the main motif of Nordic pre-Chris-
tian culture: the dramatic relations between gods and giants who were
simultaneously opposed and attracted to one another, who fought and
built alliances, an endless drama played out in many acts from genesis
to nemesis. The son of such an exogamous union, here the prototypi-
cal earl, is neither god nor giant; but a new creation, a prototypical
ruler who embodies the complete spectre of cosmic tensions between
Asgardr and Utgardr. This equips the earls of the Hladir-dynasty with
extraordinary energies, pre-destined for an exceptional role in society
and history.® Yet when the origin myth is seen in connection with
cosmology, also its ambivalence becomes obvious. While for the gods
it is requisite to co-operate with their opposites, the giants, in order to
keep the cosmic peace and balance, such contact is always dangerous:
fate rules in these areas of potential conflict between gods and giants.
It is this tension between Asgardr and Utgardr, included in origin
myths, which lies at the base of the main feature of Nordic ideology of
rulership: the fateful death of the ruler.”

# E.g. Dumville 1979.

% In Nordic culture the archetypical hero is usually equipped with a similar origin.
His father is usually a member of the highest social class, while his mother is base-
born. Cf Meulengracht Serensen 1977, and Beuermann in this volume for the case of
Earl Einarr of Orkney.

31 Death is a highly important subject within the context of Viking Age rulership,
and finding its most forceful expression in the Middle Ages, with the royal saint Olafr
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The giant-woman Skadi as the dynasty’s primeval mother

While the giant-woman Skadi appears in a number of sources, a union
of hers with Odinn is exclusively described in the skaldic poetry of
the earls of Hladir. Usually, Skadi is known within mythology as the
wife of the Vanir god Njordr.** She is a highly independent female
character. Linked to Jotunheim, she is associated with uninhabited
mountains, winter, and skiing.*® Eyvindr skéldaspillir was well aware
of Skadi’s quality of a giant-woman and of her associations with winter
landscapes, as evidenced by the kennings ¢ndurdis and jarnvidja in
Haleygjatal. There may be a possible link between these motifs and the
name of Skadi’s son, Seemingr, which some scholars see as referring
to the Sami.** In medieval texts the Sami are frequently identified as
giants. In the Viking and early Middle Ages, the Sami were not limited
to the far north of the Scandinavian peninsula, but exploited the natu-
ral resources of far greater and more southerly areas.” A recent analy-
sis of the etymology of the name Skadi underlines aspects of warfare
and fighting, insights which agree well with the warlike earl’s milieu.*
With this, both main characters of the origin myth, Odinn and Skadi,
are associated with war and fighting, underlining the Hladir-dynasty’s
strong ambitions as warriors and conquerors.

Sexuality and conquest

One may ask which type of alliance Odinn and Skadi enter into: an
erotic union similar to concubinage, or more formal marriage? To
which degree is the impression of coercion and force, which Odinn
frequently uses vis-a-vis giant-women and which also Gerdr suffers in

Haraldsson where it connects to the Christian world view with Christ on the cross.
Steinsland 2000 discusses the motif of the king’s death, a mental bridge between
paganism and Christianity.

2 Cf Skm’s prose introduction, also SnE.

¥ Gm 11

* A connection between Semingr and Sam/Sami has been proposed which, if
accepted, would support the Halpygers™ traditions about their northern origins, cf
Koht: 1910, who takes this as evidence that the name Seemingr was not invented by the
skald. For the possible connections with Sami see the discussion below on Sneefridr
and Haraldr harfagri in Haralds saga ins hdrfagra, Hkr.

% Zachrisson 1997.

% Bjorvand 2006. Others propose that Skadi is an eponymous name for Scandinavia,
“Skadi’s land”.
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Skirnismdl, important in this context? Is the hieros gamos element in
origin myths just an example of Nordic misogyny?*’

The location where god and giant-woman meet may hint at pos-
sible interpretations. Hdleygjatal calls the place where Odinn and
Skadi engender their son i Manheimun. Three interpretations have
been advanced: “in the human world”,*® or geographically defined as
Svitjod (Snorri), or “in the lovers’ home”, since munr can also mean
“to desire” or “to want”.* The expression includes eroticism and coer-
cion at the same time. Also Skirnismdl knows such ambiguous word-
ings, oscillating between love and coercion, when the erotic alliance
is the result of threats. Gerdr agrees to Freyr’s wishes only after being
subjected to the strongest threats, to songs of sorcery and runic magic.
Thus, sexuality and aggressive conquest are two sides of the same coin.
There are clear parallels between the erotic alliance of Odinn’s and
Skadi’s in Hdleygjatal, and Skirnismdl. However, it remains an open
question whether Eyvindr skaldaspillir knew Skirnismdl and derived
his origin myth for the Hladir-dynasty in Hdleygjatal from there, or
whether he was inspired by traditions from Ynglingatal. Moreover,
Eyvindr was familiar with other origin traditions.

The ruler’s intimate relationship with his land: the giant-woman’s
body as a metaphor for territory

In stanza 15 of Hdleygjatal Eyvindr takes up the origin myth again,
when he refers to the land as Odinn’s bride, “bridr Val-Tys”. Thus,
Skadi represents the land embraced by the god or earl; the ruler’s con-
quest of land is described as an erotic act. Since the origin myth refers
to the relationship between the earl and his territory, the connection
to the sphere of power is plain. The ruler and the land are linked in
this intimate way in order to underline that it was there, in the earls’
very own realm of the Trondelag, that Odinn and Skadi engendered

7 Cf Frank who derides scholars who use the hieros gamos-term. In her opinion
the term hieros gamos hides elements of violence and force against women in Nordic
culture, Frank 2007. But that is a view that does not correspond to the common schol-
arly use of this well established term.

# Faulkes 1982:98.

¥ Cf Ys 8 where Snorri names the location as Svitjod. Anthony Faulkes 1982 argues
that the name points to an early euhemerised godhead, a proposal which is anachro-
nistic in relation to Hdt. Wickstrém drew attention to the parallel expression i munar-
heimi in heroic poetry, which denotes a combination of sex and coercion, and which
occurs two times in Helgakvida Hjorvardsonar.
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the first earl. Since time immemorial, the rich farms of the Trendelag
have been the natural property of the Hladir-dynasty.

Such concepts of the land as the ruler’s bride or paramour are not
exclusive to Hdleygjatal; they also occur in other skaldic poems related
to the milieu of the Hladir-earls, such as in Hallfredr Ottarsson’s
Hdkonardrdpa, another poem addressed to the already mentioned Earl
Hékon the Powerful.** In Hdkonardrdpa the erotic imagery referring
to ruler and land is particularly expressive. The poem compares the
earl to Odinn, who enjoys an erotic relationship with the land per-
sonified as a female giant-character. Earl Hakon’s relationship with
the Trondelag soil is that of a lover who embraces a woman; and this
sexual motif is played upon stanza after stanza. The motif of eroticism
acquires the character of a violent act. Conflict, violence, conquest of
land, and sexuality combine to form a higher unit; the ruler’s con-
quest of land and acquisition of power is described in a most vivid
imagery.*" This also insinuates that it is the rightful duty of the ruler
to conquer and subdue lands. In short, a warrior ideology is draped
in sexual metaphors.

Nevertheless, it would be wrong to see this myth as an expression
of a general misogyny in Nordic culture. Such an interpretation over-
looks the decisive point that the woman who is conquered is fetched
from Utgardr. She represents the alien. At home, law and order had
to be observed—and regarding women, Nordic morals demanded
severe punishments for insulting free women—but this was not the
case abroad, or vis-a-vis aliens. It was perfectly acceptable to conquer
and subdue the world of the giants and to kill giants; or, on the other
hand if desired, to counter the constant threat from Utgardr by enter-
ing into alliances with these forces. “Internal” laws did not apply to
“external” relations. This is precisely why the myths about exogamous
marriages describe something which is not merely extraordinary, but
dangerous: these alliances cannot follow common rules. That makes
them risky, yet the alliances are necessary in order to guarantee cosmic
peace and balance.

“ Eyvindr skaldaspillir makes use of the same motif in a lausavisa deploring bad
summer weather with snow covering the earth, “Odinn’s woman”, in midsummer,
Skj B 1:65.

1 Folke Strom 1981 noted the erotic symbolism linked to land in Ha'kqnardrdpa,
but did not recognise the connection with the origin myth in Hdt where Odinn and
Skadi procreate { Manheimum.
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The metaphor of the land as the ruler’s bride shows that power
was understood to refer to territory rather than to people. The earl
of Hladir was primarily a ruler of territory, not of a group of people,
and it is in this quality that he is the guarantor of the land’s fertility,
as for example expressed in Vellekla. We therefore note undertones of
what we would call a Freyr-like ruler, at the centre of an agricultural
cult til drs ok fridar.

In sum, land is described metaphorically as a wild woman from
Utgardr who needs to be conquered and tamed through sexuality.
Within this pagan mental horizon the “holy land” is feminine, wild,
and desirable. In the early Middle Ages then, conceptions about land
in general, and indeed about the very same area, the Trondelag in par-
ticular, undergo a transformation: masculine metaphors are applied to
it. With the rise of the cult of St Oléfr in the Trondelag land is now
associated with and even hallowed through the (male) saint-king’s
body and the relics linked to it.

Odinn’s central role in the ideological legitimisation of Hladir-power

Received scholarly opinion claims that Odinn was strongly linked
to the earls’ dynasty in the Trondelag, but Freyr to the Ynglingar-
dynasty. Odinn-mythology is a recurring theme in many of the skaldic
poems dedicated to Earl Hakon: as shown above Odinn plays a central
role in Hdleygjatal and Hdkonarmdl. Admittedly, Freyr also appears in
Haleygjatal—he is referred to in kennings as a general metaphor for a
god similarly to Tyr—but Freyr is clearly outshone by Odinn.*> There
are indications that Odinn-mythology and the cult of Odinn are par-
ticularly prospering within Nordic culture from the mid-tenth century
on. Since the earls of Hladir and their thriving milieu of skaldic poetry
are usually depicted as paganism’s last bastion in Norway, it is not
too far-fetched to assume that they were the driving force behind the
expansion of their very “own” godhead, Odinn.

Eyvindr skaldaspillir’s choice of the dynastic origin myth with Odinn
as the founding-father in the main role, and the warlike Skadi as the
primeval mother, can probably be explained as part of the historical

2 For the relationship between the gods Odinn and Pérr, both linked to war albeit
in different ways, see Schjedt 1999, and in the present volume.
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skaldic milieu at Hladir, a centre for the development of the Nordic
warrior ideology.*

Let us attempt to shed some light on the political context of
Haleygjatal by looking at Eyvindr skaldaspillir’s personal background.
He hailed from the Nordland, where he belonged to one of the foremost
families, descending from both Haraldr harfagri and the Hladir-earls.*
Eyvindr served first as skald to King Hdkon g6di for many years. Apart
from Hadleygjatal addressed to Earl Hakon, also the memorial poem
Hdkonarmadl dedicated to King Hékon is ascribed to Eyvindr. Indeed,
his later poems show that in Eyvindr’s eyes no ruler could ever com-
pare to King Hakon, even if Eyvindr never shared the king’s positive
attitude to Christianity. After King Hakon’s death Eirikr bl6dgx” son
Haraldr grafeldr tried to recruit Eyvindr’s services for his court, but
king and skald clashed repeatedly. Finally, Eyvindr turned his back
on the conflicts between the Eirikssons and the earls and joined Earl
Hakon of Hladir. There, late in life, Eyvindr composed Hdleygjatal,
a praise poem that sets out to show that the Hladir-dynasty was the
Harfagri-dynasty’s social equal. It is therefore justified to call Eyvindr’s
use of pagan myths ideological: both politically and religiously he had
joined the earls’ side. Hdleygjatal can be seen as a work of propaganda
against the Eirikssons of the Harfagri-dynasty.

The question to which degree Eyvindr shaped or adapted the origin
myth in his poem might remain unanswered. It is possible that he
based it on stories about other ruling dynasties’ origin in exogamous
erotic alliances, as for example in Skirnismdl: that Hdleygjatal’s origin
myth as we know it with the primeval couple Odinn and Skadi, was
unknown at the earls of Hladir’s court, is difficult to believe.

Did Odinn replace Freyr as god of rulers?

The origin myth of Hdleygjatal discussed above replaces another, and
probably earlier, origin tradition of the earls of Hladir which knows
an eponymous founding-father Helgi (also Holgi / Helgi), hence the

# In spite of the strong element of death in the mythology of Hdt, one should note
that there are no direct references to Valhgll as Odinn’s hall. This may indicate that
the fully developed topography of Odinn’s death-realm is a later development. Cf
Nordberg who argues that the word holl first appears in Norse sources in the mid-
tenth century. This does not exclude the possibility of early ideas about Odinn’s hall,
cf Nordberg 2003:58.

“ Mundal 1998.



34 GRO STEINSLAND

“Haéloyger”, and Halogaland, the earls’ original home. Also the Helgi
tradition knows the motif of a primeval couple. Helgi’s female partner
is Porgerdr Holgabradr, who is known as Earl Hakon’s patron goddess.
According to Jomsvikinga saga 34 Earl Hakon sacrificed his youngest
son to her in order to win the battle of Hjorungavag. Also Porgerdr
Holgabrudr in the Helgi tradition is a giant-character. Thus, the pri-
meval mother is again a type of “Utgardr-woman”, which supports
our view discussed above that such a mythical pattern dates from an
early period.*

The fact that the skaldic poetry at Hladir shows such a markedly
erotic imagery might indicate earlier traditions where the ruler had a
central position within a til drs ok fridar-cult to ensure the fertility of
the soil.*® The motif of dr ok fri0r is usually seen in Nordic agricultural
societies where the Vanir-gods with Freyr at their head are revered.
Significantly, also Adam of Bremen attributes an exogamous marriage
myth to Earl Hakon: according to Adam, the earl’s evil nature is due
to his descent from Ing- (Freyr) and a woman of giant-origins.”” It
is tempting to accept the information given by Adam as an indica-
tion that an origin myth in which Ing/Freyr and a giant-woman are
the main characters, had been well-established in Svealand since time
immemorial.*® Such an origin myth, in fact, might explain a passage
in the Prologue to Heimskringla, where Ingunar/Freyr appears as the
founding-father of the line of Hladir earls, a passage which many schol-
ars see as a mistake of Snorri’s. In his poetry, Eyvindr skaldaspillir
may then well have distanced himself from such an elder tradition
with Freyr as the apical figure, and focused on Odinn instead.

4 Storm 1885 proposes that the eponymous couple pre-dates the relationship
between Odinn and Skadi. He suggests that Eyvindr skéldaspillir knew the tradition
about Helgi and Porgerdr, cf Hkv 14: Holga eettar, Holgi’s of Helgi’s kin, which would
seem to indicate the Halpyger; cf Chadwick 1950; Strém 1983. On Pérgerdr’s giant-
nature see Steinsland 1991: 220 ff.

% On this point I agree with Strom 1981 and 1983, and with Fidjestel 1993.

Y7 “Haacon iste crudelissimus ex genere Ingunar et giganteo sanguine descendens”
(“The wicked Hdkon does by blood descend from Ingvi and a giantess”) my translation,
Gesta hammaburgensis, Lib. II, Cap. XXV. Some scholars consider this passage to refer
to King Hékon the Good, cf Hultgard in this volume.

* Theophoric names need to be considered in this context, cf Vikstrand 2001.

* Cf Hkr, Prologue, whose author explains that according to Hdleygjatal Seemingr is
called a son of Yngve-Freyr, Hkr I, IF XXVI:4. The same information is given in Snorri’s
separate Saga Olafs konungs hins helga, where Seemingr is presented as a son of
Ingunarfreyr Njordsson. That Earl Hakon is called Freys ottungr, “Freyr’s atling”, in
Hit 9, may therefore be skaldic variation, Skj B I: 61.
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For historians of religion, the most interesting question is that of
Odinn’s and Freyr’s respective relationship to rulership. As men-
tioned, accepted scholarly opinion has traditionally linked Freyr to
the Swedish Ynglingar and the Norwegian Harfagri-dynasty, while
the earls of Hladir were linked to Odinn. However, we have to be
prepared to re-evaluate this simple pattern if detailed analyses show
that evidence for Freyr’s functions vis-a-vis the highest echelons of the
“Norwegian” rulers is weak. The simple pattern of Freyr and Odinn
as founding-fathers for the Ynglingar and the Hladir-dynasty respec-
tively is based on views of Ynglingatal and Hdleygjatal as their respec-
tive genealogies. Hdleygjatal has traditionally been seen as a later
answer to Ynglingatal. Since Odinn is so manifestly the apical figure in
Haleygjatal, scholars have argued that Freyr is immanently referred to
as the founding-father of the Ynglingar in Ynglingatal®® Yet this view
may owe more to medieval, in particular Snorri’s, presentation of an
Ynglingar-dynasty in his Ynglinga saga. Freyr’s links to the Ynglingar
may be rather less clear than earlier research assumed.

We may sum up the above discussion by concluding that the
Viking Age knew and used origin myths linked to rulership. These
myths contain an exogamous hieros gamos element between partners
who represent gods and giants respectively, and mythological patterns
underwent regional variations.

V. Heimskringla’s earliest kings: modelled on pagan origin myths

Haraldr hdrfagri: worshipping Freyr or Odinn?

If Ynglingatal with its references to close relations between kings and
gods can no longer be considered to be the genealogy of the Ynglingar-
dynasty, we need to look for other sources in order to assess Viking

50 Cf Steinsland 1991 who notes so-called internal reasons to support the view that
Snorri’s use of the Skm myth in Ys is a continuation of a genuine pagan mythological
tradition. The so-called death-weddings in Yt may be seen as an application of the
death-motif in the origin mythology, cf Y#’s pronounced interest in the type of deaths
where women from alien families personify the powers of fate that lead the king to
his death. These women of fate are modelled on the giant-women. Bergsveinn’s inter-
pretation of the deaths in Yt as an expression of nid, however, contradicts such an
interpretation, cf Bergsveinn Birgisson 2007. Against Bergsveinn’s views I should like
to propose that the grotesque deaths of Y¢ may be an expression of skaldic adaptation
of a well known contemporary motif: the fateful erotic alliance with a giant-woman.
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Age ideas about Haraldr harfagri’s relationship to gods and supernatu-
ral powers. Bjarni Fidjestel only accepts two out of a total of eleven
surviving skaldic poems as authentic sources for Haraldr harfagri’s
time: Haraldskvedi and Glymdrdpa, ascribed to the skalds Pjodolfr
of Hvinir (and/or Porbjorn hornklofi) and Porbjorn hornklofi respec-
tively. In the present context, Haraldskveedi is of interest.

Fidjestol is of the opinion that the mythological elements in the
poetry about Haraldr hérfagri are of a conspicuously literary character,
and that they consequently do not bear witness to an actively practised
religion at that time. This situation would be contrary to the religious
vibrancy in other parts of the elder skaldic poetry, such as the poems
dedicated to Earl Hdkon of Hladir.>' Fidjestel therefore concludes that
Haraldr harfagri broke with native pagan traditions, a view supported
by saga-tradition. However, Fidjestol’s is an audacious interpretation
relying on very few sources. The saga-authors had a clear ideologi-
cal interest in showing the Yngling Haraldr harfagri as detached from
paganism as possible; he was their example of a “noble heathen” ruling
on the threshold of the Christian era.’® In our view, another god is very
much present in Haraldskvedi: Odinn.

A number of kennings contain hidden references to Odinn as god
of death. In stanza 10 for example, the enemy’s shining sword is called
“Svéfnir’s bark roof”, an apparent reference to the hall in Odinn’s
death-realm.” Stanza 12 calls the fallen warriors of a battle the catch of
“the embrace-bow of Frigg” that is, of Odinn. Admittedly, it is the ene-
mies who seem to be linked to Odinn—stanza 8 calls Odinn-warriors
berserkir and ilfhednar. This, however, is understandable since they
are the losers in the battle, and as such go on to meet their honour-
able deaths.

In the much discussed stanza 6 of Haraldskvedi the skald praises
the gruff macho-ruler who eschews an indoor life, the heated rooms of
the women, and down-filled mittens. Most scholars see this stanza as
evidence for Haraldr hérfagri worshipping Freyr: “Uti vill i6l drekka, ef
skal einn rdda, fylkir enn framlyndi, ok Freys leik heyia”.>* The meaning
of the expression Freys leik heyia is debated: most would interpret as a

*! Fidjestel 1993:25.

32 Cf Lonnroth 1969.

% Cf Gm 54; bul IV jj.

>t “He prefers to drink Yule abroad, when he alone decides, the battle-eager king”
(my translation), and Skj B I: 23.
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metaphor for fighting, even though a connection between the Vanir-
god Freyr and warfare is unusual. In my view the significant element
is the adverb uiti: the stanza plays primarily on the contrast between
inside (home) and outside (in nature). The warrior king Haraldr har-
fagri breaks with the traditional Yule-festivities associated with farm,
family, and Freyr-cult, and prefers instead the rough life of a sea-warrior
amongst his men. The masculine ideal of a warrior is contrasted to
the homely sphere, metaphorically described as female. Thus Freys leik
stands for the Yule-festivities at home, conducted in honour of Freyr.
Leik can have erotic connotations—compare the term leika for a con-
cubine. As such, leik may on the one hand allude to cultic traditions
of Yule, but it may also be an understatement referring to the life of a
sea-warrior with its mixed connotations of death on sea and eroticism.
The dangerous fight with the elements is depicted in a highly erotic
imagery, and death on sea is compared to a sexual union with mythic
female beings, as for example shown in the expression “joining Ran’s
bed” for drowning.” We noted a similar tendency to describe conquest
and war in sexual terms in the skaldic poetry of the earls of Hladir.
Regarding the question of whether Freyr or Odinn was the first god
of the Harfagri-dynasty, Richard North’s observations on Anglo-Saxon
culture are illuminating. North argues that originally, Freyr, considered
a mythological ancestor, had been closely associated with the ruling
power, but that at a later stage Freyr’s role was overshadowed by that
of Odinn.* In a Nordic context, it seems that Odinn comes to the fore
as the god associated with power from the reign of Haraldr harfagri
on. However, our sources do not allow us to determine whether this
stronger Odinn-cult replaced an elder one of Freyr also here. Odinn’s
strong position as the Viking Age god of rulers par excellence seems to
be fully supported by Eiriksmdl and Hdkonarmadl, two skaldic poems
in which the Christian harfagri-descendants King Hakon the Good
and King Eirikr blodeks after their deaths travel to Odinn’s Valholl.
Christian rulers going to Valholl instead of heaven may appear para-
doxical, but it has to be borne in mind that Christianity’s paradise was
far les useful than the cult of Odinn and the belief in Valhgll for inciting
rulers and their warriors to fight.”” This warrior-ideology and the cult

> Cf Steinsland 1992.

* North 1997.

7 Regarding Christian kings who go to Valholl after death, cf Hultgard in this vol-
ume. A possible explanation for this paradox may also be an interpretation focussing
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and mythology of Odinn are two sides of the same coin; Odinn’s cult
was closely linked to the ruler’s honour. Also the hall-culture was
based on these concepts of honour, and war and violence were an
inseparable part of pagan ideology of rulership. It is this coastal culture
with its sea-warriors which is at the centre of late Viking Age ideo-
logical propaganda, not the inland areas where the fertility of the soil
and the yearly harvest provide the economy of power. Consequently,
a divine character such as Freyr may have yielded his functions within
the ideology of rulership to the war-god Odinn in the late Viking Age.
Regarding the historical context, it seems plausible to connect the
growth of the cult of Odinn at that period with the more organised
military activities for example at Hladir and in Denmark, the latter
with its grand ring-shaped military complexes from the tenth century.
The prevalent warrior ideology would also account for the pronounced
Odinn-mythology even amongst the first Christian rulers.®

In order to probe into Freyr’s possible function with regard to rulers
in the Viking Age we need to rely on a retrospective analysis of the
medieval saga texts. The Icelandic sagas bear witness to the Icelandic
chieftains’ veneration for Freyr—and Pérr—while Odinn is conspicu-
ously absent from Iceland.” In a Nordic context, Odinn is associated
with the highest echelons of power, with kings and earls; Freyr and
Pérr are gods of the level of chieftains.

However, theophoric names are rather widely spread. Onomastics
give evidence of a strong cult of the Vanir-god Freyr amongst other

on a double communication by the aristocracy during the period of Christianisation,
with use of pagan symbols inland, while sending out positive signals to Christian rul-
ers abroad? Cf Fuglestvedt and Heernes 1996; Fuglestvedt 1997.

%8 There are interesting parallels in Irish texts where the warrior-aspects of a king
are criticised by Christian monks, cf Rekdal in this volume.

** Cf Meulengracht Serensen’s analysis of the mythology of Freyr in the Icelandic
sagas, where he shows how it determines the depiction of chieftains, for example in
Vatnsdolasaga, Viga-Gliims saga, Hrafnkels saga and Gisla saga Stirssonar. Within the
underlying mythology of these sagas Meulengracht Serensen traces the motif of fate
from the origin myth, which recounts how the chosen chieftain suffers a sudden and
violent death, frequently combined with the motif of marriage. This combination is
evidence of continuing use and transformation of older pagan myths in the saga lit-
erature, cf Meulengracht Serensen 1992. Cf Jén Vidar Sigurdsson 1994 for the many
names with the element Pérr for Icelandic chieftains. Both Porr and Freyr represent
fertility for the chieftains. No single Icelandic chieftain, however, has an origin myth
similar to the earls of Hladir or the Ynglingar kings. Odinn’s absence from Iceland
corresponds to the generally peaceful character of that society, cf Jon Vidar Sigurdsson
in this volume.
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Nordic rulers than the west-Nordic ones, for example in Svealand
where Freyr-names indicate places of high significance for Viking Age
society.®” Nordic historiographers seem to have been acutely aware of
traditions about the close relations between the Swedish Ynglingar
and Freyr which may have their origin in prehistoric conditions in
Uppland.

A conclusion of the above examination regarding the relationship
between Freyr and Odinn as gods of rulers should therefore be that
Odinn stands out as the central godhead of the “Norwegian” high-
est aristocracy in the late Viking Age—the Harfagri- and the Hladir-
dynasties. In fact, Odinn monopolises attention as god of death and
as inspiration for the skalds. As founding father and ancestor of the
earls of Hladir Odinn is joined by a giant-woman, a motif of an origin
myth which may be based on older patterns. Contrary to Odinn, Freyr
is of little significance for this west-nordic high aristocracy. Instead
Freyr, together with Pérr, may have been important for the Icelandic
chieftains, as reflected in the Icelandic sagas.

Regarding the question of Snorri’s focus on Freyr and Gerdr as the
ancestors of the Ynglingar-dynasty, we propose that the eddaic poem
appears to elaborate on an older pre-Christian myth, which Snorri
then chose as the origin myth of the Norwegian royal line for political
and ideological reasons. The relation between Freyr and the Ynglingar
kings was useful for Snorri the mythographer.®' In the Middle Ages,
the tradition that the Swedish Ynglingar from the Uppland had a spe-
cial relationship with Freyr seems to have been widespread, and Snorri
takes up this tradition. Snorri’s aim was to establish the history of
a strong Norwegian line of kings who could resist Danish claims of
overlordship of eastern Norway, especially of the Viken area.®> He thus
links the Harfagri-dynasty genealogically to a Swedish Ynglingar-line,

% Cf Vikstrand 2001; Brink 2001; Sundqvist 2002.

¢ For this, there are several possibilities: Snorri may have followed Ari and there-
fore have linked the Freyr-Gerdr myth to his version of the Ynglingar, or Snorri may
have taken the mythological model of a wedding between god and giant-woman from
Hdt. If Hdl was known during Snorri’s time, he may also have known the marriage-
myth from there. If we consider parallel material it is possible to argue that the hieros
gamos myth as an origin myth must have been known within the pre-Christian Nordic
culture. It seems highly likely that Snorri made a conscious choice when he presents
the hieros gamos from Skm as the origin myth of the Ynglingar-dynasty. As explained
above, Snorri uses the Sk myth in a different way compared to Gf, where the context
is cosmological and eschatological.

¢ Cf Krag 1991.
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who according to one reading of Ynglingatal had travelled westwards,
establishing a Norwegian sideline. With this, Snorri gives legitimacy
to the legend of the foundation of the Norwegian kingdom, and to
the position that its kings had “always” ruled over the whole realm
by right of inheritance. Freyr as the mythological ancestor proclaimed
the connection between the Norwegian and the Swedish Ynglingar-
dynasties, and equipped the Harfagri-line with a long prehistory and
a model of rulership which signalised fertility and peace.

Via the double presentation of a euhemerised Odinn as apical figure
for the royal line, and of Freyr as the ancestor of the “earthly” proto-
type for the rulers, warrior- and fertility-aspects are associated with the
royal line. Generally, in polytheistic religions gods are complementary,
but certain gods are preferred in certain contexts. For examinations of
the ideology of rulership it is essential to discern which type of god-
head is presented as the dynasty’s apical figure. In our case, the origin
myth in Ynglinga saga makes Freyr as the ancestor of the Ynglingar-
dynasty into the primary god. This dynasty of rulers guarantees fertil-
ity, good harvests, and peace. Thus, incorporating the Skirnismdl myth
may have been a politico-ideological stroke of genius on the part of
Snorri. However, in his further presentation of the Ynglingar’s history,
Snorri also required gods and powers associated with a warrior ide-
ology—and here Odinn enters the fray. Odinn sails in with the hero-
king Haraldr harfagri, while Snorri models Haraldr’s father Halfdan
svarti after Freyr, the pagan fertility god and ancestor who ensured
good yields and peace. In other words, in Heimskringla the break in
cults from Freyr to Odinn occurs with Haraldr harfagri. Snorri how-
ever, does then not discard the origin myth’s motif of giants. On the
contrary, this motif continues to be strongly associated with rulers,
with stories about fosterage and marriage.

The Freyr-like character Halfdan svarti: the king’s body as subjected
territory

Haraldr harfagri’s father was Halfdan svarti from Oppland, a petty king
whose power base, according to saga tradition, was Toten, Hadeland,
and Ringerike. No skaldic poetry survives dedicated to Halfdan svarti,
but in historiography he plays an important role as the human found-
ing father of the Norwegian Ynglingar-dynasty. Halfdan is the first
king to have his own saga in Heimskringla, Halfdanar saga svarta,
immediately following on Ynglinga saga. Yet as mentioned earlier, the
connection to the kings of Ynglingatal is problematical. As king in



ORIGIN MYTHS AND RULERSHIP 41

the Ynglingar-mould Halfdan descends from Freyr and Gerdr, and
he is consequently presented as an archetypical Freyr-descendant: a
king guaranteeing fertility and good harvests.> We note another clas-
sic Freyr-motif in the story about Halfdan’s wedding, which starts
with the abduction of the bride, reminiscent of Skirnismdl. The imag-
ery of the bride who is hauled across the country in a cart evokes
ancient mythological associations of Vanir- and fertility-cults. In sum,
Halfdanar saga svarta looks suspiciously like the work of a historian
who wanted to link the Norwegian royal line to the old Svea-traditions
about Freyr and the Ynglingar.

The descriptions of Halfdan’s death and burial engendered a lively
scholarly debate. In the present context, they are interesting for two
reasons: because they are moulded along the lines of the origin myth
from Ynglinga saga, and because there is a new dimension to the well
known theme of “the king’s death”: in Halfdan’s saga, the ruler’s ter-
ritory is identified with the dead king’s body. We find a clear-cut pat-
tern of a foundation-myth: Halfdan svarti is the first of the “historical”
members of the Ynglingar-dynasty. With his body, almost literally the
foundations are laid for what was to become the sphere of interest of
the Norwegian Harfagri-line: the inner @stlandet and the Viken area.
From a mythological perspective we notice that the giant-woman from
Haleygjatal who personified the northern power-base of the Hladir
earls has disappeared, as have violent sex and eroticism. For the aspi-
rations of future generations, the ruler’s death and his dismembered
body are the symbolic and genuine basis.

The sources for the story about Halfdan’s burial can be divided into
two main groups. According to Néregs konungatal, Agrip and Fagrskinna
B, Halfdan was buried in Ringerike, but according to Heimskringla,
Fagrskinna A and Hdlfdanar pdttr svarta, FIb, his body was divided up
and then buried in either three (Fsk A, H.p, FIb) or four (Hkr) differ-
ent mounds, all situated within the territory Halfdan had ruled during
his lifetime. The traditions about Halfdan svarti’s many burial mounds
thus link the human founder of the dynasty physically to his territory;
the area under his rule is identified with the dead king’s body.**

¢ Halfdan is called “allra konunga drseelstr”, Halfdanar saga svarta 9, Hkr, cf the
parallel description of Freyr, Ys 10, Hkr: “Hann var vinscell ok arsell”.

¢ In the opinion of Frangois-Xavier Dillmann the many references to Freyr in
Halfdanar saga svarta cannot wholly explain the division of Hélfdan’s body. Dillmann
rather sees a transformed myth in the burial-motif, arguing that the tradition about
the division of Halfdan’s body parallels the cosmological Ymir-myth. Ymir was the
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We need to underline that once more eroticism and death are
twinned: the dead king’s burial mounds delimit the very same terri-
tory through which previously the cart with the robbed bride had trav-
elled. These mythic narratives express a certain ideology of rulership.
They propagate that the core area ruled by the Ynglingar was the inner
Ostlandet; that the dynasty’s original power base and inheritance are
Oppland and Viken.® Thus, the stories about the division and burial of
Halfdan’s body establish simultaneously a contrast to and continuity
with the ideas on St Olafr’s whole body. According to Glelognskvida,
quoted in Oldfs saga helga 244 in Heimskringla, St Olafr’s undivided
body rests at Nidaros. This, the royal saint’s, whole body becomes an
ideological symbol for the whole kingdom as the inheritance of the
Ynglingar-dynasty.*

In addition to his exploitation of pagan myths Snorri endows Halfdan
Svarti with an element taken from European royal ideology. In Snorri’s
narrative, Halfdan is the first royal legislator and a king guaranteeing
the dispensation of justice. These are clearly aspects of kingship asso-
ciated with the Christian rex justus ideal. In Halfdan’s saga the motif
of the king-lawgiver seems to announce the later Christian ideology
of rulership of Heimskringla, which was to be fully formulated for St
Olafr.” Consequently, Snorri’s Halfdan may be said to be a Freyr-like
king who at the same time provides us with an outlook towards the
royal saint and rex iustus, St Oléfr, the central character of the whole
saga-collection. This historiography therefore combines elements
from the pre-Christian mythic tradition with an outlook towards the
Christian royal ideal.

Haraldr Dofrisfostri: the motif of the giant reappears with fosterage
and initiation

While Halfdan Svarti thus fulfils the role of the dynasty’s founding-
father, Haraldr hérfagri is the Ynglingar-king with whom “history

primeval giant killed by the gods in order to create the cosmos, Hélfdan is the first
“historical” Ynglinga king who with his death would found a long lasting dynasty, cf
Dillmann 1997:149-158.

% Cf Krag 1991:243 f.

% Frans-Arne Stylegard proposes that the story of Halfdan svarti’s burial follows
European models: the European cults of saints, with their custom of boiling and divid-
ing the saints’ bodies, Stylegar 1997. Cf also Skérzewska in this volume.

7 Cf Oldfs saga helga Hkr, ch. 58, which stresses the king’s efforts to improve the
laws.
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begins”. As the heroic warrior-king who is credited with establish-
ing the Norwegian kingdom, Haraldr is inextricably linked to the
Norwegian myth of the unification of the kingdom. In the sources,
he appears with a range of by-names, such as Dofrisfostri, Luva, or
harfagri. The epithet Dofrisfostri appears in the stories about his child-
hood, and is much elaborated upon in late sources. It is here that the
pagan theme of giants reappears in a new guise: in the motif of the
young prince’s fosterage.®

Halfdanar saga svarta in Heimskringla describes how a Finn or giant
steals food during the Yule-festivities at Halfdan’s royal farm. The thief
is punished, but flees into the mountains together with Haraldr, King
Halfdan’s son. For many years, Haraldr remains with this Finn as a
foster-son. Snorri bases his account on Fagrskinna, where Haraldr is
called Dofrisfostri.

Several sources identify the Finn as the giant Dofri, Haraldr’s foster-
father from the mountains who educates Haraldr for and initiates him
to the doings of a king. It is Dofri who, several years later, informs
Haraldr of his father’s death and tells Haraldr that he should return
home and assume rule as a king.

In my understanding this story of fosterage parallels the origin myth
ascribed to the Ynglingar in Ynglinga saga. The motif of the giant from
the origin myth is transformed and re-used in a different way. Now,
the connection between giants and the ruler is established by a male
giant educating the future ruler, rather than by a giant-woman giving
birth to him. This also means that genealogically, Haraldr is a genuine
king of the Ynglingar. Yet the saga-author creates a break between him
and his father with his account of how Haraldr voluntarily becomes
the foster-son of the giant in the (Dovre) mountains.

The Dovre-motif is very common in saga-tradition. According to
Haralds pattr hdrfagra in Flateyjarbok Dofri is the name of a giant of
the Dofrafjall.®® Dofri thus lives in the mountain range that was to bear
his name. The fact that Vellekla 26 refers to the earl of Hladir as Dofrar
drottin, king of the Dofrafjall, implies that traditions about the Hladir
dynasty’s genealogical links with the giants were still common at the
earls’ court. As discussed above, the earls’ mythological mother Skadi

¢ Fosterage was widespread in Nordic society, and ensured strong links of friend-
ship which complemented links of biological kinship. Generally, the motif of the
hero’s fostering with giants occurs frequently in the Fornaldarsogur, Ellis 1941.

® Cfpul IVb 6.
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hailed from this mountain range and together with Odinn engendered
sons north of Dovre.

Especially when we remember that the political and economical
heartland of kingdom and culture was in the coastal areas—they, the
nordvegr, gave the kingdom its name—the symbolic function of the
inland mountain areas of Dovre is remarkable. The pre-Christian motif
of the giant was geographically placed in the mountainous Oppland,
with Dovre as its symbolical centre.

In a mythological context Dovre represents Utgardr. The giants
were known from mythology as forces of chaos linked to Utgardr, to
the world’s wild and uncultivated regions. In the sagas we can follow
this recurrent theme from Gerdr Gymisdottir, via Haraldr’s fosterage
in the Dovre-mountains, to his fateful meeting with the Sami-woman
Sneefridr, this latter again, one midwinter-evening during the feast of
Yule, occurring at Dovre. In the Middle Ages, the giants were con-
sidered to have been the land’s primeval people; they were rich, alien,
and dangerous. Consequently, the stories about Haraldr’s fosterage at
Dovre link him to the country’s symbolical centre and to conceptions
about its primeval people.

Scholars have used the expression “adventure-motif” for the narra-
tives about Haraldr’s fosterage. Olafia Einarsdéttir proposes that the
function of “den eventyrpragede saga om Harald Dovrefostre” is to
establish Haraldr’s inherited right to rule also for the inland areas.”

7 Qlafia Einarsdéttir 1971 (“the adventurous saga of Haraldr Dofrisfostri”), also
Sverrir Jakobsson 1997: 597-610. Both discuss a motif of adventure within the tradi-
tions about Haraldr Harfagri. Olafia proposes that the motif of the Dovre-fosterage
has an ideological aim, to strengthen a tradition of Haraldr’s links with Sogn (cf the
discussion of where the centre of power of Haraldr’s kingdom was). Olafia shows that
the different traditions go back to Seemundr and Ari. Semundr, the earlier of the two,
refers to a tradition about Haraldr’s origins, and consequently rights of inheritance to
power, in Sogn and Vestlandet, a version also found in the poem Norges konungatal.
By contrast, Historia Norvegiae and Heimskringla follow Ari, where the history of
Haraldr Hérfagri is based on the genealogy of the Ynglingar from Ynglingatal. Haraldr
is first linked to the Ynglingar in the inserted parts of Islendingabok and Historia
Norvegiae. Olafia considers Seemundr’s version to be the original one, and therefore
argues that Vestlandet had been Haraldr’s primary power base, with Trondheim as his
sphere of influence. Fagrskinna propagates different origin tradition: according to this
source Haraldr’s mother was a member of the famous Danish Skoldungar-dynasty.
Also Hkr adopted this version. Olafia argues that the concept of kingship by God’s
grace permeates Fagrskinna, something which may explain the portrayal of Halfdan
Svarti in Hkr, since this is influenced by Fagrskinna. King Hakon Hakonarson was the
great ideologist of the Norwegian kingdom, and he conducted an aggressive foreign
policy with warfare against the Danish kings and dynastic marriage alliances. In this
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We suggest here that the stories adhere to a more mythologically
informed ideology. As said, Haraldr’s fosterage by the giant Dofri
introduces a break between father and son—and therefore, since his-
toriography associates the Ynglingar down to Halfdan Svarti with
Freyr, also between the king and this Vanir god. Young Haraldr’s fos-
terage with the giant means that his father Halfdan’s, and his whole
dynasty’s original link with Freyr is discontinued. Snorri’s intuition
may have been correct here, considering the meagre evidence for Freyr
in the skaldic poetry dedicated to Haraldr harfagri, and the clearer
evidence for Odinn in for example Haraldskveedi. But for Snorri and
the other historiographers who employed the motif of fosterage it was
also important to establish that a new era had dawned in the royal line
beginning with Haraldr harfagri. The extant saga-version admirably
meets all the requirements: it maintains the connection to the past,
the proud Ynglingar tradition, while simultaneously underlining the
singularity of the new Harfagri-dynasty.

Thus, the motif of fosterage breaks with Halfdan svarti’s links to
Freyr and renews the connection between kings and giants; and it may
also symbolise a rapprochement to the cult of Oinn. A number of
scholars advance that Haraldr’s foster-father Dofri is a covert Odinn-
character, as Odinn is well known in the role of an initiator for rulers.”
The author of the saga seems to have required Odinn, the warrior-
ideology’s god of choice, to provide the perfect setting for the proud
history of the conqueror-king Haraldr harfagri.

The motif of fosterage returns later in the saga-compilation with
Haraldr harfagri’s youngest son Hakon, nicknamed Adalsteinsfostri.
And also here this motif marks a break within the dynasty’s relations
to gods, now from paganism to Christianity: Hakon is considered
to have been the first of the Norwegian conversion kings. Yet again
therefore, a king—now Hdakon—is portrayed both as a link within the
legitimate old Ynglingar-line, and as a representative of a new time
with a new god.

context, Hakon would have welcomed the idea that his own ancestor Haraldr Harfagri
was a member of the Danish royal dynasty. In order to achieve this change in the
traditional account, Fagrskinna’s author simply doubled the stories about Haraldr’s
ancestry: he added an older deceased brother and mother with the same name. This
adjustment has then been taken over in Hkr.

7 Bugge 1899 16,1-37.
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Pagan myths historicised: Haraldr hdrfagri and Sneefridr at Dovre

Skirnismadl’s hieros gamos myth proves to have manifold uses within
historiography. It began its life within the sagas as the origin myth of
the Ynglingar-dynasty, and later found itself reshaped into “history”
in that its tension between the dynasty of the gods and that of the
giants was transformed into an ethnic, social, or geographical tension
between the ruler’s and the bride’s kin. The most obvious element in
the sagas is the tension between upper and lower social kin-groups,
in particular between a high-born man and a low-born woman. Yet
the tension between the partners can also be expressed in geographi-
cal opposites, between native and alien, so for example in the motif
of the ruler marrying a woman from abroad. The alliance with such
an Utgardr-woman is fateful for the king, since the bride is modelled
according to the pattern of giant-women.

We easily recognise the old origin myth in Haralds saga hdrfagra, in
the narrative about Haraldr’s marriage to Snaefrior, a “Finnish”, that
is Sami, wife. Snorri uses this tradition extensively in Heimskringla,
Haralds saga hdrfagra chapters 25-26. Here, Snorri follows Agrip,
where the story of Sneefridr takes up most of the space dedicated to
Haraldr harfagri. The king’s sixty-year-reign is dealt with in a few lines;
Agrip’s focus is clearly on the detailed account on Snafridr and one of
the four sons engendered in this “Utgardr-marriage”, Rognvaldr rét-
tilbeini. Of all Haraldr harfagri’s many sons, this son with Snaefridr is
described in greatest detail.

Else Mundal bases her analysis of Haraldr’s and Sneefridr’s marriage
in Heimskringla as the last act in the unification of the Norwegian
kingdom, on the above-mentioned combination of the Snafridr-story
and the Skirnismdl-myth. Haraldr harfagri’s marriage to the Utgardr-
woman Snefridr from Dovre allows the medieval historiographer to
incorporate the Sami into the Norwegian “nation” in a way that is both
convincing and elegant.”

Following the pattern of the old origin myth, and in accordance with
the medieval identification of Sami with giants, Snaefridr functions
as the giant-woman cum primeval mother of rulers.”” The Christian

7> For the Sneefridr-story’s transformation from myth to history, see Steinsland
1991: 207 fF; 2000: 130 ff. For the function of the historicised myth for the unification
of the Norwegian kingdom, see Mundal 1997.

7 One may argue that the same mythical origin-pattern informs the portrayal
of Eirikr bl6dex and his wife Gunnhildr, who according to one tradition grew up
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historiographical corpus vilifies the four sons Haraldr has with this
Utgardr-woman from Dovre. Sneefridr supposedly bewitched the king,
who was to mourn her after her death for years in a state of lunacy,
refusing to part from the body of the woman he had loved so much.
Such stories correspond well to the ambivalent traditions circulating
about the Sami as well as the mythological giants.” These “aliens” were
respected as a distinct group of people and the Sami were ruled by
their own “kings”; but as they were perceived as foreign, they were
also credited with riches and abilities that are different from those of
the Norse.

Within Heimskringla however, we note a genealogical connection
from the exogamous marriage between Haraldr harfagri and Sneefridr,
to Haraldr hardradi, half-brother of St Olafr. Haraldr hardradi is said
to be a son of Sigurdr syr, himself the grandson of Sigurdr risi, one of
the four sons of Haraldr harfagri and Sneefridr.” It is from this line
that the later kings of Norway descend: since St Olafr died without
sons he was succeeded by his half-brother Haraldr hardradi.

Consequently, following the genealogies on which Heimskringla
and other historical works are based, from the reign of Haraldr
hardradi onwards, it was the descendants of Snaefridr who sat on the
Norwegian throne. This line is surprisingly well established. All the
older historic works, Agrip chapter 39, Historia Norwegiae chapter 15,
and Morkinskinna chapter 9, refer to Haraldr hardradi’s descent from
Sigurdr risi, Snaefridr’s son.”® At some point, therefore, it must have
been ideologically imperative to re-establish the old origin myth from
Skirnismdl and its “historical” version with Sneefridr as the primeval
mother. This ideological necessity could very well have arisen during
the reign of Haraldr hardradi himself, since this king may have needed

amongst the Sami in Finnmark, and learned their black arts, cf Fagrskinna and Saga
Olafs konungs Tryggvasonar er ritadi Oddr muncr.

7 The motif of a king madly in love with a woman even after her death has earlier
been associated with Charlemagne, cf Moe 1926.

7> Else Mundal pointed out this genealogical connection, Mundal 1997.

76 The possible older by-name, hrisi, changes to risi, giant, see Mundal 2003. HN:
86-7 “Siwardus Risi (id est Gigas), filius Haraldi Comati, genuit Halfdanum, patrem
istius Siwardi. Hic uero genuit Haroldum ex eadem Asta, uirum sagacissimum et in
bellica arte peritissimum, de quo quasi quodam filo textus genealogie requm Norwegie
hucusque protelaus gloriose descendit.” (“Sigurd Rise (the Giant), Harald Fairhair’s
son, had sired Halvdan, the father of Sigurd Sow. Asta bore him Harald, a man of
deep perspicacity, a great expert in the science of warfare, and from him, as if along a
thread, descended the glorious Norwegian royal line in its genealogical pattern up to
the present.”)
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to establish that with him, a new segment of the old Ynglingar-dynasty
provided the rightful kings of Norway from then on.”” Thus yet again,
the dynasty’s rights are proclaimed over the inland areas with Dovre
at their centre, a region with a rich reindeer-economy driven by Sami
competence, and thus an important economic asset for the kingdom.

VI. Origin myths and initiation to rulership in Orkneyinga saga
and Faereyinga saga

VI a. The earls’ power and their origin myths in Orkneyinga saga

Orkneyinga saga is the only written source for the early history of the
Orkney Islands. It is usually assumed that the saga was composed in the
late twelfth century, and that it was written in Iceland, but the question
of a possible Orkney provenience has recently been discussed afresh.”
The saga describes a society moving from paganism to Christianity, a
cultural melting-pot under the political overlordship of the Norwegian
kings. In our context of ideology of rulership the tension in the saga
between earl and king is of interest. Heimskringla underlines that
Haraldr harfagri established a three-tiered hierarchy of power of king,
earl and chieftain, and that King Haraldr gave the Orkneys to Earl
Rognvaldr, while retaining overlordship of the islands.

Orkneyinga saga describes a society in which the old warrior-
ideology with its special concepts of honour and conspicuous shows
of power survived until well into the medieval period. We shall in
this chapter focus on the extraordinary origin mythology presented
in the first three chapters of the saga. Does this origin myth provide a
starting-point for the ideology of rulership of Orkneyinga saga? Apart
from in this saga, the myth can also be found in Fundinn Noregr in
Flateyjarbok 1, chapter 176; and in a more elaborate version in Hversu
Noregr byggdist, in the introduction to Flateyjarbok.

77 Cf Mundal 1997.

78 The textual history of the saga is complicated. It is extant in FIb in the form of
interpolations in the two Olafr-sagas. For an overview of the discussion about ori-
gin and dating see Lars Boje Mortensen in Historia Norwegie 2003: 11 ff. Mortensen
proposes that Orkneyinga saga was written in Iceland. In a seminar at the Centre for
Advanced Studies in Oslo in spring 2008 Else Mundal has argued that the saga was
written in Orkney where the cult of St Magnus probably established a vernacular liter-
ary milieu. Beuermann tentatively supports an Orkney origin for at least some parts
of the composite saga, Beuermann, this volume.
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Similarly to the Ynglingar kings, the earls of Orkney are also accred-
ited with origins of a euhemerised mythological dimension. However,
the Orkney earls’ origin myth differs significantly from that of the
Ynglingar kings. The narrative about the earls’ origins is populated
exclusively by giants representing the Nordic primeval people; amongst
the founding-fathers and -mothers there is no single god, not even in
euhemerised form. It appears as if the pagan motif of giants has been
strengthened to the point of exclusivity, giving us a rather exceptional
version of Nordic origin mythology.

Orkneyinga saga begins with a legendary narrative which can be clas-
sified as an origin myth. A king called Fornjétr lived in the far north
of Norway, in Finland or Kvenland, even further north than the Sami
areas.”” Fornjotr had three sons, Hlér or Zgir, L6gi, and Kdri, who rep-
resent forces of nature: the sea, the flame or fire, and the wind.*® There
are further descendants personifying snow and cold, Frosti, Sneer inn
Gamli, and Porri, before two brothers and a sister appear: Nérr, Gérr,
and Gde. The names of these characters point to their origin in the
furthest reaches of the frozen north. Nérr can also be found as the
eponymous founder of Norway in Historia Norvegiae; hence the char-
acter must date from before the thirteenth century.®" The remaining
personages are not known from any other texts.

When their sister Goe disappears, her two brothers go in search of
her. Norr travels on skis from north to south across the inland areas,
while Gorr sails along the coast and islands. Thus the brothers establish
their respective zones of power, an inland-realm and an island-realm.
Norr’s realm comes to be called Norvegr; Gorr comes to be called a
sea-king. It is Gorr who is the mythical founding father of the Orkney
earls; five generations later we meet Earl Rognvaldr of Mere who, as
said, receives the Orkneys from King Haraldr harfagri as compensa-
tion for his son’s death. To return to Norr and Goérr shortly, they find

7 Clunies Ross 1983; Ashman Rowe 2003. The interpretation of the name Fornjétr
is discussed, it occurs in Pul IV b 3 in SnE as the name of a giant. For alternatives, see
Beuermann in this volume.

8 For Fornjotr’s three sons, the sea, the fire or flame, and the wind, see Meulengracht
Serensen 1993.

81 Historia Norwegie, 52-3: “Norwegia igitur a quodam re(ge gui Nor) nuncupatus
est, nomen optinu(isse dicitur)” (“Norway is said to have taken its name from a king
called Nor.”); cf. Saga Olafs konungs Tryggvasonar er ritadi Oddr muncr, ch. 22: Sa par
konung fordum er nori het er fyrst bygpi noreg (“Along time ago there was a king who’s
name was Norr, he was the first to build Norway”).
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Go6e who had married a giant from Dovre, Hrolfr of Berg. The par-
ties make peace by exchanging their women. Consequently, Norway is
populated by families descending from a marriage between an Utgardr-
woman and a son of a giant from Dovre. Norr himself is described as
part Finn, Sami, or giant. He continues to conquer Norway on skis,
and marries Hadda, the daughter of Svadi from Dovre. Orkneyinga
saga’s story about Noérr thus represents a Sami parallel to the Nordic
myth of the unification of the kingdom with its marriage between
Haraldr harfagri and Sneefridr.

This extraordinary origin myth with its development from north to
south forms an antipode to the ideas about the Nordic peoples’ origins
in southern regions, as we find it in Ari’s and Snorri’s euhemerised
narratives about the Zsir’s migration from south to north, culminat-
ing in the foundation of the Nordic realms by sons of Odinn.

The Orkney earls’ origin myth with its genealogy beginning with
Fornjotr may be seen as propaganda in favour of the earls’ claim to
their island realm, a myth that proclaims their ancient connections to
Norway’s original people. The genealogy stresses that the earls origi-
nated in the most northerly areas of Scandinavia, and that their his-
tory reaches back to the beginnings of time, long before the southern
mainland areas were populated. Consequently, the dynastic history of
the Orkney earls is senior, and more specifically Nordic than that of
the Ynglingar.

The saga-writer incorporates a number of motifs derived from
Nordic origin mythology. Thus the first earl of Orkney, Torf-Einarr, is
the youngest son of Earl Rognvaldr of Mere and a slave-born mother.
This model of parentage is a typical result of pagan origin myths trans-
formed by later historiography: the giant-woman is redefined as a slave
or low-born woman, an ambdtt. Orkneyinga saga also claims that Earl
Rognvaldr did not care too much for Einarr and was more than happy
to see this son disappear to Orkney, after Einarr had been made an earl
by King Haraldr harfagri.

Torf-Einarr is a classic exponent of a well known pattern in Nordic
ideology of rulership: the prototype of a ruler who descends from
a socially polarised sexual union. As the son of an earl and a slave
woman Einarr carries in him the whole tension between his father’s
and his mother’s origins. Mythologically, this predestines him to
rule—as he indeed shall. The saga-writer in chapter 7 praises Einarr
as a conqueror and a great hofdingi. Einarr is also remarkably similar
to Odinn, a fact which needs to be seen in connection with his giant-
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background. Einarr is described as tall and ugly, and as blind on one
eye, in spite of which his sight is better than that of most men. In fact,
in this first part of Orkneyinga saga, we find many references to Odinn,
which agrees well with the saga’s explicit warrior ideology.

On the Norwegian mainland meanwhile, Haraldr harfagri’s unruly
sons Halfdan haleggr and Gudrgdr ljémi are causing problems. Both
of them also descend from an exogamous union—their mother is
the above-mentioned Sami woman Snefridr. Halfdan héleggr and
Guorgdr ljomi kill Haraldr hérfagri’s friend Earl Rognvaldr of More,
which leads to conflicts between Haraldr and his sons. Halfdan haleggr
sails to Orkney, and tensions run high between him and the other
“Utgardr-son”, Torf-Einarr. Their clash ends with Earl Einarr carving
the blood-eagle on Hélfdan haleggr as a sacrifice to Odinn.

All the saga’s “Utgardr-sons” have dramatic lives; all play impor-
tant roles in the history of realm and earldom, something which fully
corresponds to the old origin mythology. The set-up supports our
hypothesis that the pagan origin mythology was well known within
the medieval educated milieus.

As indicated, it is possible to argue that the origin myth of the
Orkney earls expresses a certain opposition to the origin traditions
of the Ynglingar- and Hladir-dynasties. While the origin myth of the
earls of Hladir depicts a ruling dynasty descending from Odinn and
the giant-woman Skadi, the Orkney earls are described as descendants
of a line of primeval beings who all show giant-characteristics. The
myth in Orkneyinga saga’s first three chapters places their origin in the
far north, in areas which medieval people considered to be Sami. In
this latter respect Orkneyinga saga shows parallels to the traditions of
the earls of Hladir’s northern origins, suffice to mention the narrative
of Helgi and Porgerdr and Hdleygjatal’s prototypical Earl Seemingr,
whose name may be read as “Sami”.

Ian Beuermann is the scholar who has asked most critically which
tendencies characterise Orkneyinga saga’s ideology of rulership. He
proposes that the saga’s origin myth aims to underline the earls’ inde-
pendence with regard to the Norwegian kings.** Analysing the account
of Earl Rognvaldr (Kali) Kolsson, Beuermann presents two possible
interpretations of the saga’s ideology of rulership: on the one hand the
saga might criticise weak rulers who do not manage to control unruly

82 Beuermann 2005. Beuermann in this volume develops this further.
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viking chieftains such as Sveinn Asleifarson. Alternatively, the saga
may praise Earl Rognvaldr’s reign as a golden age, an idealised viking
society in which the earl is primus inter pares within his aristocracy.
The saga may thus extol Rognvaldr’s rule as the opposite of the con-
temporary Norwegian monarchy, the despotic kingdom of Sverrir’s,
which at precisely that time established a more intrusive overlord-
ship of Orkney. The origin myth as counter propaganda would agree
well with the latter interpretation, underlining the earls’ descent from
Nordic giants who are more genuinely Norwegian and native than the
royal dynasty.*

Writers in the Icelandic scriptoria used and transformed the pagan
motif of giants in a number of ways. More and more, giants are asso-
ciated with native tradition, exceptional abilities, and great wisdom;
they are thus intrinsically tied to the primeval Nordic landscape. The
exclusive focus on giants in Orkneyinga saga’s origin myth therefore
fits hand in glove with attempts by the earls of Orkney to legitimise
their power with regard to the Norwegian kings.

VIb. The chieftains’ power and their initiation in Fereyinga saga

With Fereyinga saga we move to a different layer within the hierar-
chy of power, to a chiefdom. Haralds saga hdrfagra in Heimskringla
claims that the Faeroes, just like the Orkneys, were conquered by King
Haraldr harfagri in the ninth century. In all likelihood Feereyinga saga
was composed rather early, between 1200 and 1220. For our discus-
sion this early date is interesting because of its implications for the
text’s possible closeness to oral traditions.**

The saga focuses on the development of Faeroese society with its
hero, the chieftain Sigmundr Brestisson and his conflicts with the sly
pagan Prandr from Gata. In addition to the power struggles between
leaders in the island-realm the saga also addresses the relations between
the Faeroese chieftaincy and Norwegian earls and kings. Earl Hédkon

8 ”The mythical origin-legend stressing the earls’ descent from native Nordic giants,
and the historical progenitor shown to be a born ruler underline the status of the
Orkney earls, especially vis-a-vis the Norwegian royal line”, Beuermann 2005:148.

8 There are many open questions about the composition of the saga. No original
text survives, so that the full saga as it exists now is a construction based on parts
extant in various manuscripts, cf the most recent critical edition by Olafr Halldérsson
1987. Mundal 2005 discusses oral tradition in this saga which contains no single skal-
dic poem.
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of Hladir personifies paganism with its cult of Porgerdr Holgabrudr.
The missionary-king Olafr Tryggvason persuades Sigmundr to accept
baptism and to bring Christianity to the Faeroes. By relating the story
of Sigmundr’s dramatic life the author of the saga thus gives us an
impression of the great cultural, social, political and religious transfor-
mations rocking a society on the way from paganism to Christianity.
While Sigmundr introduces Christianity to the Faeroes, he remains
throughout his life a transitional character, mid-way between old and
new, paganism and Christianity. He dies a tragic death, which agrees
with the pagan mythical pattern whose traces we already discussed in
several instances above.

Origin myths are not usually associated with chieftains; a mytho-
logical genealogy is normally the preserve of kings and some earls.
Feereyinga saga is out of the ordinary in ascribing mythological dimen-
sions to its chieftains. However, it does not do so in the shape of a
genealogical origin myth, but through pagan initiation motifs: the
chieftain-to-be is initiated both to Odinn and to an Utgardr-woman.
It is clear that the saga-author is well acquainted with the whole spec-
trum of the old origin and initiation myths that developed in connec-
tion with the elite of pre-Christian society.

We shall give a very short overview of how the saga-author employs
a number of pagan myths connected to the ideology of rulership. He
incorporates mythical themes so that they form the framework within
which the chieftain’s life unfolds. Mythical concepts and structures
thus dominate the narrative presentation of the chieftain, and of the
development of his rule. It is argued here that this indicates the sur-
vival, within oral tradition, of pre-Christian myths connected to social
institutions such as the ruler and his power, into the period when
Feereyinga saga was composed.®

Sigmundr, like all heroes, has a rather dramatic life. Aged nine, he
witnesses how his father is killed by Trond of Gata, the first of many
tests. Sigmundr is then shipped to Norway as a slave, together with
his friend Poérir. The two boys risk their lives on a wild journey across
the Dovre mountains, before they are rescued by a family of outlaws.
Their stay with this family was to prove decisive. Later, Sigmundr

% See Steinsland 2005 for a more detailed analysis of the underlying mythology on
which the saga’s ideology of rulership is based. Cf Meulengracht Serensen 1990 for
examples of a similar underlying mythology in the Icelandic sagas.
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meets Ear]l Hakon at Hladir and enters into a symbolical marriage with
the earl’s patron goddess Porgerdr Holgabrudr. Sigmundr receives
Porgerdr’s ring as a sign of their union. Returning to the Faeroes, he
becomes a chieftain there, and, in the wake of local power struggles,
dies an ignoble death. It is Porgerdr’s ring which proves fateful. In
a highly dramatic scene Sigmundr refuses to relinquish the ring to
Olifr Tryggvason. Because of this, Sigmundr loses the king’s trust,
which leads to his death. Faeroese society was to find peace only with
the following generations, especially with the women associated with
Sigmundr. As the following short discussion shows, the motifs in the
narrative about the Faeroese chieftain Sigmundr are all derived from
the pre-Christian mythology of rulership.®

Odinn-initiation by Hrafn and Ulfr

The two outlawed boys Sigmundr and Poérir have a number of cata-
clysmic meetings with different people. The foreign skipper with
whom the fatherless boys sail to Norway is called Hrafn (“raven”). In
the Dovre-mountains an outlawed man, Ulfr (“wolf”), takes the boys
in and becomes their teacher throughout a long winter. These two
characters point towards the mythology of Odinn. It is well known
that Odinn was accompanied by two ravens, Hugin and Munin, and
that he was followed by wolves, Gerir and Frekir, non-domesticated
animals who embody the god’s terrifying aspects. There are refer-
ences to journeys to the realm of death and to Utgardr, usually associ-
ated with initiations. Ulfr of the Dovre-mountains turns out to be a
disguised Odinn, and, like the god, he imparts his knowledge to the
young Sigmundr. Sigmundr however, in spite of his foster-father Ulfr’s
prohibition, kills a monster, a bear already grey with old age. This is a
reference to Odinn’s berserkir, the ulfhednar, dressed in furs.®”

That the underlying theme of this part of Fereyinga saga is the ini-
tiation of a ruler-to-be is evident from the parallels with Grimnismal’s
frame story. There, two king’s sons of the same age as the Faeroese,
Geirrgdr and Agnarr, end dramatically on a strange island far away
from everything, where an ancient couple lives. During the winter,

8 The saga describes Sigmundr’s mother as an alien, without local relatives, which
corresponds fully to patterns associated with the ideology of rulership, as discussed
above. Her name, Cecilia, is anachronistic, and may be seen as an outlook towards the
islands’ Christianisation by Sigmundr.

% On berserkir, cf Schjedt in this volume.
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the man, again Odinn in disguise, imparts his knowledge to Geirrgdr.
The woman—Friggr—chooses Agnarr, whose fate, following an erotic
myth, is different from his brother’s. Agnarr engenders children with
a giant-woman.

Erotic initiation at Dovre and Hladir
Feereyinga saga associates two types of initiation with its hero: an initia-
tion into knowledge, and one into eroticism. In addition to the knowl-
edge imparted by Ulfr, Sigmundr experiences an initiation of erotic
character with his daughter, Puridr, also at Dovre. Later on, Puridr
proves to be an extraordinarily resourceful woman. She represents the
now well known motif of the “woman from Utgardr”, who determines
the fate of the ruler in spe. Sigmund engenders a child with Puridr, a
daughter, Pora. In the last chapters of Fereyinga saga Pora is the only
person able to make peace between the warring factions in the islands.*
In accordance with the underlying mythic pattern Pora is described as
a giant-woman. She is no beauty, tall, and heavy, but industrious and
intelligent, and the saga underlines that she was born in the moun-
tains: “Pora var ellzst dotter peirra ere feedd uar afiallinu hon var mikil
kona ok skorulig ekki daucen ok hafdi snemmendis vitzku bragd a ser.”®
This strong feminine element in the ideology of rulership of Feereyinga
saga is interesting. It breaks with the pattern of masculine dominance
which usually characterises the ideology of power elsewhere.
Sigmundr undergoes a similar erotic initiation at the earl’s court
at Hladir, when he follows Earl Hakon’s wish and celebrates a sym-
bolical wedding with the earls’ patron goddess Porgerdr Holgabrudr.
The saga-author describes a ritual at Porgerdr’s statue in the cultic
building at Hladir. We recognise the erotic motif and the ring from
the Skirnismdl myth, where the Odinic ring Draupnir is handed over
as a sign of marriage. This ring is prominent in mythological sources;
in Skirnismdl it travels between the various worlds, from that of the
living to that of the dead and back. It is a well known symbol of fate,
and in Feereyinga saga it leads to Sigmundr’s humiliating death on the

8 Else Mundal underlined the significant female element in the saga. Three gen-
erations of women around Sigmundr are portrayed as heroines, giving us interesting
insights into the Nordic female ideal. Mundal 2005.

% Olafr Halld6rsson 1987:82. (“Thora was their eldest daughter. She was born in
the mountains and was a big and strong woman; she was not pretty, but wise-looking”
my translation).
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sea-shore. The mighty chieftain is brutally clubbed to death by robbers.
The ring is the symbol linking Sigmundr to paganism throughout his
whole life, something which makes Sigmundr into a tragic character.
Sigmundr’s life and career are thus depicted according to a common
motif within Nordic ideology of rulership: the ruler’s fateful life and
dramatic death.

How can we interpret the mythological motifs with regard to
Feereyinga saga’s ideology as a whole? Norwegian overlordship of the
Faeroes was only established rather late: the islands were taxed for
the first time in the eleventh century. In other words, island society
had been independent for some time before. There is no evidence for
the saga’s story about Earl Hakon of Hladir, he appears as the man
who binds Sigmundr to paganism. King Olafr Tryggvason converts the
young chieftain, and therewith indirectly also the Faeroes. Sigmundr’s
character, adhering to pagan society’s norms of loyalty and friend-
ship, is described in positive terms in the saga. This indicates a certain
ambivalence on the part of the saga-author concerning paganism and
Christianity, and also concerning the Norwegian kingdom.

We may conclude that the author of Feereyinga saga, for the descrip-
tion of Sigmundr’s dramatic life, makes use of a whole spectrum of
myths associated with Nordic ideology of rulership: initiation myths
as well as themes derived from origin myths. It is proposed here that
there are traces of both the characteristic Odinn-initiation with trans-
fer of knowledge, and of the motif of eroticism from the hieros gamos
myth, where the woman from Utgardr plays an important role in the
creation of the future ruling dynasty. In Fereyinga saga the Utgaror-
woman appears in a euhemerised shape, personified by the very strong
characters Puridr and Pora.*® The text thus does not incorporate the
pagan myths per se, but rather examples of mythic thinking, which
seems to have survived into the period of composition. In sum, in
Feereyinga saga old myths are re-used and transformed within a new
historic context, and, what is unusual, linked to a chieftain.

% There is an interesting parallel between Fereyinga saga’s focus on the importance
of women for the development of the chieftaincy, and the significance attached to the
birth of girls in the ideology of chieftains in the Icelandic sagas with an underlying
Freyr-mythology, cf Meulengracht Serensen 1992.
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VIL. Results and reflections

1. Pagan origin myths

Skaldic and eddaic poetry give evidence that pre-Christian Nordic
culture had developed origin myths that propagate ruling dynasties’
descent from mythological characters—see for example Hdleygjatal,
Skirnismdl, and Hyndluljéd. This origin mythology is characterised by
a specific bipolar structure: a hieros gamos myth in which an erotic
union between a god and a giant-woman produces offspring. The
result of this exogamous alliance is a son who, because of his extraor-
dinary character, is predestined to rule: he unites the forces of the both
cosmic fields of energy, which makes him eminently suitable as a ruler.
With this, the Nordic origin myth reflects pre-Christian cosmology
with its interaction between the forces of gods and giants.

In a comparative perspective the Nordic origin myth is unusual
because of its strong focus on the feminine element, the giant-woman.
The resulting dangerous exogamous erotic alliance across the bound-
aries of the cosmic fields may have dramatic consequences, and opens
the myth to different interpretations: as genealogical legitimisation of
power, as sexual conquest, as justification for marriage across ethnic
and cultural divides, or as a myth of fertility and fateful death.

The Nordic origin myth is ideological in that it legitimises the power
and rulership of a few chosen dynasties. In terms of hierarchy, genea-
logical origin myths are only ascribed to royal or comital dynasties,
not usually to chieftains.

In the praise poem to the earls of Hladir, Odinn and Skadi are the
couple who engender the prototypical earl, Seemingr. Odinn is very
much to the fore in the praise poetry at Hladir, while the giant-woman
personifies the conquered territory in a number of poems. Thus, many
poems are characterised by an imagery of sexual conquest.

There are reasons to believe that the same mythological model had
been associated with the Ynglingar, as Snorri claims in Ynglinga saga
where Freyr and Gerdr, the couple from Skirnismadl, engender the first
Ynglingar king, Fjolnir. Here however, we have to establish indirectly
that the eddaic myth which Snorri transforms into an origin myth,
does in fact date back to an early period. The argument in favour of
this is that the marriage myth such as it appears in Hdleygjatal and
Skirnismdl shows traces of an origin mythology which dates back to
the Viking Period, and possibly to an even earlier era if we consider
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the Scandinavian gold-foil pieces with their depiction of a couple.
This material, found in central places associated with the hall and the
ruler’s seat, was deposited from the seventh and eighth century until
the Viking Age.”

For historians of religion an interesting question is which gods
and powers the pre-Christian ruling dynasties attached themselves to.
Received opinion held that Freyr enjoyed a special place as the god of
the Ynglingar-dynasty, while the earls of Hladir based their power on
Odinn’s favour. This chapter agrees that Odinn had a strong position
as god of kings and earls in the late Viking Age, but warns that Freyr’s
relationship to rulers is not as clear-cut as has been assumed.

2. The Middle Ages historicise pagan myths: from mythology to
mythography

Medieval historiography—in our context especially the kings’ sagas—
are highly interested in the pagan origin traditions of the ruling
dynasties. In medieval Icelandic scriptoria older myths were exten-
sively re-used: they were incorporated, euhemerised, transformed,
and adapted to new contexts wherever positions of power needed
to be legitimised. Surprisingly, the giant-element of the pagan origin
myths is becoming more prominent; giants are associated with the
native population. They are equated to Sami and Finns, and connected
to wintry northerly regions, that are then presented as the genuine
Nordic landscape. Arguably, this is evidence for the continuing popu-
larity of concepts which oppose new contemporary theories about the
rulers’ migration from southern Europe to the North.

2 a. Heimskringla and Snorri’s Edda

Based on Ari and Skjoldunga saga Snorri develops a new migration
and origin theory: the Nordic realms were founded by a powerful
dynasty headed by Odinn and his sons, an aristocracy which arrived
from classical and biblical regions in the South, and came to settle in
the North. Intermarriage with the local population then created the
Nordic peoples. This version of the Nordic peoples’ common origin
represents a new, all encompassing cultural concept, in clear contrast
to the older dynastic myths, which however did not disappear.

%1 Cf Steinsland 1990.
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Snorri employs the hieros gamos myth from Skirnismdl for the
Norwegian royal dynasty, the Ynglingar, on whom his Heimskringla
focuses. He models the origin of the Norwegian Ynglingar on the
Skirnismdl myth by letting Freyr and Gerdr engender the first “his-
torical” Ynglingar king, Fjolnir. Snorri the historiographer thus cre-
ates an arena for tensions, but also an impressive background for the
Norwegian royal dynasty. With Odinn as the legendary ancestor and
Freyr as dynastic founding father both war and peace are “covered”.

In the following, Hélfdan svarti is depicted as king in the typical
Freyr mould. After his death he comes to rest in burial mounds in the
part of the country where he established a new dynasty, ensuring their
future fertility and peace. With the conquering and heroic Haraldr
harfagri the setting changes: the giant-element of the pagan origin
myth is activated, and Haraldr is fostered with a giant at Dovre.

Also if, as discussed above, Snorri’s use of the Skirnismdl myth as
the origin myth of the Ynglingar is an innovation connected to medi-
eval political interests, we nevertheless see him reactivating an origin
myth whose structure seems to have been common in Nordic pre-
Christian culture.

The hieros gamos myth reappears in the saga’s version of Haraldr
hérfagri’s marriage with the Sami woman Sneaefridr; especially in Agrip
and Heimskringla the underlying pattern of the pagan origin myth is
obvious. In Snorri’s narrative the meeting at Dovre between the king
and the Sami woman needs to be seen as the last act of the legendary
unification of the Norwegian kingdom.

2 b. Orkneyinga saga

It is argued here that the origin legend in Orkneyinga saga is a conscious
political re-formulation of older mythological material. The dominant
element in the saga is a euhemerised giant-dynasty; the Orkney earls
are ascribed an origin in the far north of Norway, with a giant as their
ancestor. This Fornjétr and his sons also underline the place of Dovre
as a central region in the fatherland, Norway.

This origin legend sets out to propagate that the Orkney earls have
older dynastic traditions in Norway than the Ynglingar kings. In clear
contrast to the southern-oriented migration theories popular in con-
temporary scriptoria, the author of Orkneyinga saga creates a north-
erly origin legend where the Orkney earls descend from a primeval
people of giants, or indeed of Sami or Finns. The giants of the old
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origin myths are re-defined into the native population, and the north-
ern regions of Norway are depicted as the genuine Nordic landscape.

2 c. Fereyinga saga

The description of chieftainly power in Fereyinga saga relies on a
whole spectrum of pagan myths. Normally, chieftains’ dynasties do
not descend from gods or other supernatural powers. Interestingly, the
Faeroese chieftains’ rule is legitimised via an initiation of the chieftain-
to-be to gods and powers. We see an initiation to Odinn with trans-
fer of knowledge, an erotic initiation in the Dovre Mountains with
a representative of the mythical “Utgardr-woman”, and a symbolic
wedding to Porgerdr Holgabrudr at the earls’ seat at Hladir. All these
mythological stories are elements in the creation and legitimisation of
the chieftains’ power in the Faeroes.

As said, it is unusual that a chieftains’ dynasty is as strongly associ-
ated with gods and powers as that of the Faeroese Sigmundr Brestisson.
Admittedly, the links are created via elements of initiation, not via
genealogical origin myths. Nevertheless, one wonders why an Icelandic
composer ascribes such pagan mythology to the Faeroese chieftains—
no Icelandic chieftain’s dynasty is singled out in this way. Here, fur-
ther research is required to examine the saga’s ideological context. In
any case however, the rich mythological content of Fereyinga saga
shows that mythical thinking survived into the time of the saga’s com-
position.

3. The Sami element in the origin myths

The Sami element in the Nordic origin narratives requires further
thought. As discussed, medieval historiography transforms myths into
“history”, and in this context, giants into Sami or Finns. But should this
appearance of Sami be seen exclusively as a result of medieval historio-
graphical changes, or does it in fact already date to the Viking Age?

3 a. The female giant

Particularly interesting is the giant-woman of the myths. Hdleygjatal
calls the primeval mother of the Hladir earls, Skadi, gndurdis, “ski-
goddess”. She was born in the mountains and represents the people
of the mountains. Remembering the Hladir earls’ traditions of their
northern origins, in Halogaland, we may wonder whether the char-
acter of Skadi points towards the Sami. Then, since Skadi in several
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skaldic poems personifies the land which the earl conquers, this prob-
ably does not refer to the soil of the Trondelag, but rather to the whole
of northern Norway—Halogaland, which at an earlier date was settled
by Sami. The name of the prototypical earl of Hladir, Seemingr, might
contain the element “Sami”. Consequently, the earls’ origin myth,
whether it was created in the skaldic milieu at Hladir, or perpetuates
older traditions, might express an awareness of the integration of two
people, the Sami and the Scandinavians.

In Vellekla Earl Hakon is called Dofra dréttin, “king of Dovre”, of
the mountainous area in Oppland which had long been characterised
by the Sami reindeer-economy. Ideas about the Dovre Mountains,
giants and the Sami thus seem to be part and parcel of mythological-
ideological concepts that go back to the Viking Period.

Eyvindr Finnssonr skaldaspillir, the skald who composed Hdleygjatal,
was himself of Sami origin. His presentation of the myth of Odinn and
Skadi who engender sons in the north, may be a territorial founda-
tion myth. This interpretation would imply that the concept of power
over an area expressed in terms of a mystic-ideological construction,
existed long before the historiographer Snorri used it for his last act in
the unification of the Norwegian kingdom.

3 b. Dovre as the symbolical origin of power

In the myth of the unification of the Norwegian kingdom the alliance
between Haraldr harfagri and the Sami woman Snzfridr symbolises
the merging of the Norwegian and the Sami people, metaphorically
expressed via the wedding at Dovre. The story can also be traced in
later saga tradition within the genealogies of Norwegian kings begin-
ning with Haraldr harfagri. The fact that historical compilations
like Historia Norwegiae, Agrip and Heimskringla underline Haraldr
hardradi’s descent from Haraldr harfagri via Sigurdr syr, with a gene-
alogy back to Snefridr, would indicate a specific ideology. The later
Haraldr (hardradi) shared power with St Olafr’s son Magnus godi,
whose line died out on the male side. Haraldr hardradi therefore
required a genealogy which simultaneously linked him to and distin-
guished him from that of St Olafr’s. With Snefridr as his ancestress
Haraldr could claim rulership over both peoples in the country, the
Norwegians and the Sami. The latter were also important since the
Dovre Mountains with their reindeer economy were highly coveted
by the Norwegian kings.
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Our examination of origin myths underlines how useful myths
could be in an ideological context; myths legitimise and guarantee
power from the Viking to the Middle Ages. It has shown that Nordic
origin mythology was colourful and valued for a long period of time:
from the last years of the Viking Age when pagan myths may still have
been part of a vibrant religion, to the Middle Ages with their scriptoria
which transformed mythology into mythography.

4. Pagan myths side by side with rex iustus ideology

Medieval historiographers wrote the history of the Nordic countries
into a common European historiography. As a matter of course,
the history of a people was considered to be that of its rulers. While
European royal ideology had long been based on the Christian con-
cept of a rex iustus, Icelandic-Nordic historiography remained faithful
to older, native concepts for legitimising and expressing power. This
chapter argues that Nordic culture responded to the new medieval chal-
lenges by transforming native pagan mythological traditions to agree
with a new cultural and social context. One reason for this may well
have been the desire to keep one’s identity and distinguish one’s own
Nordic past as different compared to wider European developments.

The dominant European royal ideology is referred to as the rex ius-
tus theory, based on a term coined by the Church father Augustine.
The ideology developed throughout many centuries, with an espe-
cially productive period during the reign of Charlemagne. In Nordic
texts we find the first traces of this rex iustus ideology linked to the
Norwegian kingdom in the mid-twelfth century, and its apogee was
reached with Konungs skuggsjd from around 1250. However, when
compared to the Christian European ideology we note differences in
the traditional Nordic mythology of rulership. It seems that Icelandic
authors might have enjoyed greater freedom vis-a-vis the crown than
their Norwegian colleagues.

While the descent of a pagan ruler linked him to gods and super-
natural powers, the giant-element prevented that earls and kings were
considered divine. The person of the Christian ruler was a “normal”,
earthly man anyway; it was his office which transferred some aspects
of the divine onto him. The legitimate king was empowered to rule
as rightful vicarius dei. This direct connection between the heavenly
majestic God and the earthly king who was God’s eikon, “image”,
made the latter into a sacral king, a divinely endowed ruler on earth,
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with far greater scope to develop his power than the pre-Christian earl
or king had enjoyed.

Lastly, this chapter contributes to the wider scholarly debate on
the relations between centre and periphery during the making of
medieval European culture. While in the 1990s, a leading medievalist
such as Robert Bartlett pronounced that medieval cultural and reli-
gious impulses had generally been transferred from the centre to the
periphery, a decade later Patrick Geary argued the opposite, that the
periphery had to a large extent contributed with its own traditions to
the meeting with new impulses from Christian Europe.” The examina-
tion in this chapter of mythological and mythographical elements in
the texts supports Geary’s view: when medieval Nordic culture began
to formulate its own history, it relied strongly on pagan myths and
traditions.

Bibliography

Sources

Agrip af Néregskonunga sogum. Fagrskinna. Néregs konunga tal, IF 29, ed. by Bjarni
Einarsson, Reykjavik 1984.

Den norsk-islandske Skjaldedigning ved Finnur Jénsson, A I-II, B I-II, Copenhagen
1967-1973.

Eddadigte 1. Voluspd Hdvamdl, Nordisk filologi A. Tekster, ed. by Jon Helgason,
Stockholm, Copenhagen, Oslo 1964.

Eddadigt II, Gudedigte, ed. by Jon Helgason, Stockholm, Copenhagen, Oslo 1965.

Feereyinga saga, ed. by Olafur Halldérsson, Stofnun Arna Magnussonar, Reykjavik
1987.

Flateyjarbék I-111, Christiania 1860, 1862, 1868.

Heimskringla 1, Snorri Sturluson, IF 26, ed. by Bjarni Adalbjarnarson, Reykjavik
1979.

Historia Norwegie, ed. by Inger Ekrem and Lars Boje Mortensen, Copenhagen 2003.

Monumenta Historica Norvegice. Latinske kildeskrifter til Norges historie i middelal-
deren, ed. by Gustav Storm, Christiania 1880.

Morkinskinna, ed. by Finnur Jénsson, Copenhagen 1928-32.

Orkneyinga saga, [F 34, ed. by Finnbogi Gudmundsson, Reykjavik 1965.

Saga Oldfs Tryggvasonar, ed. by Finnur Jénsson, Copenhagen 1932.

Saga Olafs konungs Tryggvasonar er ritadi Oddr muncr, ed. by P. Groth, Christiania
1895.

Snorri Sturluson. Edda, Nordisk filologi, A. Tekster, ed. by Anne Holtsmark, Jén
Helgason, Stockholm, Copenhagen, Oslo 1976.

Semundar Edda hins fréda, ed. by Sophus Bugge, (1867) Oslo 1965.

°2 Bartlett 1993; Geary 2006.



64 GRO STEINSLAND

Ynglinga saga, ed. by Elias Wessén, Nordisk filologi A. Tekster 6, Stockholm,
Copenhagen, Oslo 1976.
Ynglinga saga etter KRINGLA (AM 35 fol), ed. by Jon Gunnar Jergensen, Oslo 2000.

Studies

Ashman Rowe, Elisabeth 2003. Origin Legends and Foundation Myths, Flateyjarbdk,
Old Norse Myths, Literature and Society, ed. by Margaret Clunies Ross, The Viking
Collection, Vol. 14, Viborg, 198-216.

Bartlett, Robert 1993. The Making of Europe: Congquest, Colonization, and Cultural
Change 950-1350, London.

Beck, Heinrich 2000. War Snorri Sturluson ein Euhemerist?, Hesperides Vol. XII, ed.
by Michael Dallapiazza et al., Trieste, 61-72.

Behrend, Nora (ed) 2007. Christianization and the Rise of Christian Monarchy.
Scandinavia, Central Europe and Rus’ ¢. 900-1200, Cambridge.

Berger, Peter Ludwig 1997. Religion, samfund og virkelighed. Elementer til en sociolo-
gisk religionsteori, Oslo.

Bergsveinn Birgisson 2008. Inn i skaldens sinn. Kognitive, estetiske og historiske skatter
i den norrpne skaldediktningen, doctoral thesis, University of Bergen.

Beuermann, Ian 2005. Orkneyinga Saga: 1195 and All That?, Dialogues with Tradition:
Studying the Nordic Saga Heritage, Nordistica Tartuensia No. 14, ed. Kristel Zilmer
et al., Tartu, 113-152.

Bjorvand, Harald 2006. Skidne, Namn och Bygd 94, 15-23.

Boje Mortensen, Lars (red) 2006. The Making of Christian Myths in the Periphery of
Latin Christendom, Odense.

Brink, Stefan 2001. Mythologizing landscape. Place and Space of Cult and Myth,
Kontinuitit und Briiche in der Religionsgeschichte. Festschrift fiir Anders Hultgdrd,
ed. by Michael Stausberg et al, Berlin, New York, 76-112.

Bugge, Sophus 1899. Mythiske Sagn om Halvdan Svarte og Harald Haarfagre, ANF
16, 1-37.

Byrne, Francis J. 2001 (1973). Irish Kings and High-Kings, Dublin.

Chadwick, Nora 1950. Porgerdr Holgabrudr and the Trolla ping: A Note on Sources,
The Early Cultures of North-West Europe, Cambridge, 397-417.

Clunies Ross, Margaret 1983. Snorri Sturluson’s Use of the Norse Origin-Legend of
the Sons of Fornjotr in his Edda, ANF 98, 47-66.

Dillmann, Frangois-Xavier 1997. Pour 'Etude des Traditions relatives 4 'Enterrement
du Roi Halfdan le Noir, Sagas and the Norwegian Experience, 10th International
Saga Conference, Trondheim 3.-9-August 1997, Senter for middelalderstudier,
NTNU, 149-158.

Dronke, Ursula and Peter 1977. The Prologue of the Prose Edda: Explorations of a
Latin Background, Sjotiu Ritgerdir helgadar Jakobi Benediktssyni 20. Juli 1977, red.
Jénas Kristjansson et al., Reykjavik, 153-176.

Dumville, David 1979. Kingship, Genealogies and Regnal Lists, Early Medieval
Kingship, eds. P. H. Saywer and 1. N. Woods, University of Leeds, Leeds, 72-104.
Degrum, Knut 2001. Det norske riket som odel i Harald Hérfagres ett, (Norsk)

Historisk Tidsskrift 80, 3, 323-342.

Enright, Michael J. 1996. Lady with a Mead Cup. Ritual, Prophecy and Lordship in the
European Warband from La Tene to the Viking Age, Dublin.

Ellis, Hilda R. 1941. Fostering by Giants in Old Norse Saga Literature, Medium £vum
10, 70-85.

Fabech, Charlotte 1994. Society and Landscape. From Collective Manifestations to
Ceremonies of a New Ruling Class, Iconologia Sacra, Mythos, Bildkunst und Dichtung
in der Religions- und Sozialgeschichte Alteuropas, Festschrift fiir Karl Hauck zum 75.
Geburtstag, ed. by Hagen Keller et al., Berlin, New York, 132-143.



ORIGIN MYTHS AND RULERSHIP 65

Faulks, Anthony 1982. Descent from the gods, Medieval Scandinavia 11, 92-125.

Fleck, Jere 1970. Konr-Ottar-Geirrrodr: A Knowledge Criterion for Succession to the
Germanic Sacred Kingship, Scandinavian Studies 24, 39-49.

Fidjestol, Bjarne 1966. Haraldskveedi. Hovedoppgave til embetseksamen i nordisk lit-
teratur, UiB.

—— 1982. Det norrone fyrstediktet, @vre Ervik.

—— 1993. Skaldekvad og Harald Harfagre, Rikssamlingen og Harald Hdrfagre,
Historisk seminar pa Karmey 10. og 11. juni 1993, ed. by Bjern Myhre, 7-31.

Frank, Roberta 2007. The Lay of the Land in Scaldic Praise Poetry, Myth in Early
Northwest Europe, ed. by Stephen O. Glosecki, Arizona Center for Medieval and
Renaissance Studies, Vol 21, Temple, Arizona, 175-196.

Fuglestvedt, Ingrid og Hernes, Per 1996. Rituell kommunikasjon i yngre jer-
nalder. Forslag til modell for forstielse av storhauger og steinkors i brytnings-
tiden mellom hedendom og kristendom, Nordsjoen—Handel, religion og politikk,
Karmeyseminarene 94/95, ed. by Jens Flemming Kroger et al., Karmoy, 140-150.

Fuglestvedt, Ingrid 1997. Mellom hedendom og kristendom—mellom attesamfunn og
kongerike. Bruken av monumentale anlegg i en brytningstid, Konflikt i forhistorien,
ed. by Ingrid Fuglestvedt et al, AmS-Varia 30, Stavanger, 41-56.

Gansum, Terje 2008. Hallene og stavkirkene—kultbygninger i en overgangstid? Facets
of Archeology: essays in honour of Lotte Hedeager, ed. by Konstantinos Chilidis et al.,
199-213.

Geary, Patrick 2006. Reflections on Historiography and the Holy: Center and
Periphery, The Making of Christian Myths in the Periphery of Latin Christendom
(c. 1000-13000), ed. by Lars Boje Mortensen, Copenhagen, 323-329.

Green, D.H. 1998. Language and History in the Early Germanic World, Cambridge.

Grislund, Anne-Sophie. 2001. Ideologi och mentalitet. Om religionsskiftet i Skandinavien
fran en arkeologisk horisont, OPIA 29.

Heather, P. 1989. Cassiodorus and the Rise of the Amals: Genealogy and the Goths
under Hun Domination, Journal of Roman Studies vol. LXXIX, 103-128.

Hedeager, Lotte 1993. The Creation of Germanic Identity. A European Origin-Myth,
Mémoires du Musée de Préhistoire d’lle -de-France, 5. 121-131.

—— 1996. Scandza: Folkevandringstidens nordiske oprindelsesmyte, Nordsjoen:
Handel, religion og politikk, Karmeyseminaret 94/95, red. Kroger et al., Stavanger,
10-17.

Hedeager, Lotte og Tvarne, Henrik 2001. Tusen drs europahistorie. Romere, germa-
nere og nordboer, Oslo.

Herschend, Frands 1993. The Origin of the Hall in Southern Skandinavia, Tor, 25,
175-199.

—— 1996. A Note on Late Iron Age Kingship Mythology, Tor 28, 283-303.

—— 1997. Livet i hallen. Tre fallstudier i den yngre jarnalderns aristokrati, OPIA 14,
Uppsala.

Jon Vidar Sigurdsson 1994. Forholdet mellom verdslig og religios makt pa Island i
fristatsperioden, Myte og ritual i det forkristne Norden. Et symposium, ed. by Jens
Peter Schjodt et al., Odense, 129-140.

Jénas Kristjansson 1997. Eddas and Sagas. Iceland’s Medieval Literature, Reykjavik.

Koht, Halvdan 1910. Om Haalogaland og Haalgygetten, HT 4. rekke, 1-16.

Krag, Claus. 1991. Ynglingatal og Ynglinga saga. En studie i historiske kilder, Studia
Humaniora 2, Oslo.

Lincoln, Bruce 1999. Theorizing Myth. Narrative, Ideology and Scholarship, Chicago.

Lunden, Kére 1995. Was there a Norwegian national identity during the Middle Ages?
Scandinavian Journal of History 1, 19-32.

Lonnroth, Lars 1969. The Noble Heathen: A Theme in the Sagas, Scandinavian Studies
41, 1-29.



66 GRO STEINSLAND

—— 1986. Démaldis’s Death and the Myth of Sacral Kingship, Structure and Meaning
in Old Norse Literature, red. John Lindow et al., The Viking Collection 3, Odense,
73-93.

Mann, Michael 1986. The Sources of Social Power. A History from the Beginnings to
AD 1760, Cambridge.

Mac Cana, Proinsias 1955. Aspects of the Theme of King and Godess in Irish Literature,
Etudes Celtique Vol. VV, 76-114.

Maier, Bernhard 2003. The Celts. A History from Earliest Times to the Present,
Indiana.

Meulengracht Serensen, Preben 1977. Starkadr, Loki og Egill Skallagrimsson, Sjétiu
Ritgerdir helgadar Jakobi Benediktssyni 20. Juli 1977, ed. by Jénas Kristjansson et
al., Reykjavik, 759-768.

—— 1991. Om eddadigtningens alder, Nordisk hedendom. Et symposium, ed. by Gro
Steinsland et al, Odense, 217-228.

—— 1992. Freyr i islendingesagaerne, Sakrale navne, NORNA-rapporter 48, ed. by
Gillian Fellows-Jensen et al., 55-75.

—— 1993. The Sea, the Flame and the Wind. The Legendary Ancestors of the Earls of
Orkney, The Viking Age in Caithness, Orkney and the North Atlantic, The Eleventh
Viking Congress 1989, ed. by Colleen E. Batey et al, Edinburgh, 212-221.

Moe, Moltke 1926. Samlede skrifter II, Oslo.

Mundal, Else 1997. Kong Harald harfagre og samejenta Snefrid. Samefolket sin plass
i den norske rikssamlingsmyten, Nordica Bergensiana 14, Universitetet i Bergen,
39-53.

—— 1998. Eyvind Finsson Skaldaspiller—liv og diktning, Mangfold og spenninger, ed.
by Ragnhild Engelskjeon, Orkana forlag. 106-119.

—— 2003. Sigurdr hrisi eller Sigurdr risi? Nordica Bergensia 29, Nordisk institutt,
University of Bergen, 5-13.

—— 2005. Feereyinga saga—A Fine Piece of Literature in Pieces, Viking and Norse in
the North Atlantic, Selected Papers from the Proceedings of the Fourteenth Viking
Congress, Térshavn, 19-30 Yuley 2001, ed. by Andras Mortensen and Simun V.
Arge, Annales Societatis Scientiarum Feeroensis, Supplementum XLIV, Térshavn.

Nordberg, Andreas 2003. Krigarna i Odens sal. Dodsforestillningar och krigarkult i
fornnordisk religion, Stockholm.

North, Richard 1997. Heathen Gods in Old English Literature, Cambridge Studies in
Anglo-Saxon England 22, Cambridge.

Nisman, Ulf 1994. Sydskandinaviska grav- och offerriter fran 200 till 1000 e. Kr., Myte
og ritual i det forkristne Norden, ed. by Jens Peter Schjedt et al., Odense, 73-94.
Olafia Einarsdéttir 1971. Harald Dovrefostre af Sogn, Historisk Tidsskrift, B. 50, 131~

166.

Olafur Halldérsson 1987. Fereyinga saga, Stofnun Arna Magnussonar Reykjavik.

Picard, Eve 1991. Germanisches Sakralkonigtum? Quellenkritische Studien zur
Germania des Tacitus und zur altnordischen Uberlieferung. Heidelberg.

Rindal, Magnus 1990. Framveksten av dei filologiske faga, serleg norrenfilologien i
Noreg, Den filologiske vitenskap, ed. by Odd Einar Haugen, Einar Thomassen, Oslo,
209-226.

Schulz, Katja 2004. Risen. Von Wissenhiitern und Wildnisbewohnern in Edda und
Saga, Skandinavistische Arbeiten, ed. by Klaus von See et al., Band 20, Heidelberg.

Schjedt, Jens Peter 1990. Det sakrale kongedemmet i det forkristne Skandinavia,
Chaos, vol. 13, 48-67.

—— 1991. Fyrsteideologi og religion i vikingetiden, Mammen. Grav, kunst og sam-
fund i vikingetid, ed. by Mette Iversen et al., Jysk Arkeologisk Selskabs Skrifter
XXVIII, Viborgs stiftsmuseums reekke bind 1, 305-310.

—— 1999. Krigeren i nordisk myte og ideologi, Religion och samhiille i det forkristna
Norden. Ett symposium, ed. by Ulf Drobin et al., Odense, 195-208.



ORIGIN MYTHS AND RULERSHIP 67

See, von, Klaus 1999. Der Prolog der Snorra Edda, Europa und Norden im Middelalter,
Heidelberg, 275-310.

Steinsland, Gro 1990. De nordiske gullblekk med parmotiv og norren fyrsteideologi,
Collegium Medievale 1990/1, Vol. 3, 73-94.

—— 1991. Det hellige bryllup og norren kongeideologi. En analyse av hierogami-myten
i Skirnismdl, Ynglingatal, Hdleygjatal og Hyndluljéd, Oslo.

—— 1992. Doden som erotisk lystreise, Eyvindarbék. Festskrift til Eyvind Fjeld
Halvorsen, ed. by Finn Hednebe et al., Oslo, 319-332.

—— 2000. Den hellige kongen. Om religion og herskermakt fra vikingtid til middelal-
der, Oslo.

—— 2002. Herskermaktens ritualer. Kan mytologien sette oss pa spor av gjenstander
og kult knyttet til herskerens intronisasjon? Plats och Praxis—studier av nor-
disk forkristen ritual, ed. by Kristina Jennbert, et al., Vagar till Midgard 2, Falun,
87-93.

—— 2004. Myten om kongen i historien om religionsskiftet i Norge, Religionsskiftet i
Norden. Brytningar mellom nordisk og europeisk kultur 800-1200, ed. by Jén Vidar
Sigurdsson et al., Senter for studier i vikingtid og nordisk middelalder, Skriftserie
6/2004, Oslo.

—— 2005. The Mythology of Rulership and the Saga of the Faroe Islanders, Viking and
Norse in the North Atlantic, Selected Papers from the Proceedings of the Fourteenth
Viking Congress, Térshavn, 19-30 Yuley 2001, ed. by Andras Mortensen and Simun
V. Arge, Annales Societatis Scientiarum Feeroensis, Supplementum XLIV, Térshavn,
76-86.

Storm, Gustav 1885. Om Thorgerd Holgebrud, ANF 2, 124-135.

Strom, Folke 1981. Poetry as an Instrument of Propaganda. Jarl Hakon and his Poets,
Specvlvm Norroenvm, Norse Studies in Memory of Gabriel Turville-Petre, ed. by
Ursula Dronke et al., Odense, 440-458.

—— 1983. Hieros gamos-motivet i Hallfredr Ottarssons Hdkonardrdpa och den nord-
norska jarlavirdigheten, ANF 98, 67-79.

Stylegar, Frans-Arne 1997. Mos teutonicus. Omkring Halvdan Svartes ded og begrav-
else, Viking LX, 59-67.

Sundgqvist, Olof 1997. Myt, historia och hdrskare. Mytens och historiens roll i kél-
lor som speglar det foérkristna skandinaviska hédrskardomet, Myter och Mytteorier.
Religionshistoriska diskussioner och teoretiska ansatser, ed. by Olof Sundqvist and
Anna Lydia Svalastog, Uppsala, 93-120.

—— Olof 2002. Freyr’s offspring. Rulers and religion in Ancient Svea Society, Historia
Religionum Nr. 21, Uppsala.

—— 2007. Kultledare i fornskandinavisk religion, OPIA 41, Uppsala.

Sverrir Jakobsson 1997. Myter om Harald Haérfager, Sagas and the Norwegian
Experience, 10th International Saga Conference, Trondheim 3.-9-August 1997,
Senter for middelalderstudier, NTNU, 597-610.

Turville-Petre, Joan 1982. On Ynglingatal, Medieval Scandinavia 11, 48-67.

Vikstrand, Per 2001. Gudarnas Platser. Forkristna sakrala ortnamn i Mélarlandskapen,
Acta Academiae Regiae Gustavi Adolph LXXVII 17, Uppsala.

Wickstrom, Johan 2004. Brollopsmyten i Helgakvida Hjorvarzsonar. Ett exempel pa
fornskandinavisk hirskarideologi i Codex Regius hjaltediktning, ANF 119, 106-123.

Wolfram, H. 1994. Origo et Religio. Ethnic Traditions and Literature in Medieval
Texts, Early Medieval Europe, Vol. 3, Nr.1, 19-38.

Zachrisson, Inger 1997. Moten i grinsland. Samer och germaner i Mellanskandinavien,
Statens Historiska Museum, Stockholm.






CHAPTER TWO

KINGS, EARLS AND CHIEFTAINS.
RULERS IN NORWAY, ORKNEY AND ICELAND c. 900-1300

Jén Vidar Sigurdsson

On 24 May 1240 Skali Bardarson, the last rebel leader in Norway, was
killed. Seven years later, on 29 July 1247, the coronation of Hakon
Hakonarson, Skuli’s rival, took place. This event signalised the final
victory of the Sverrir-dynasty’s claim to the throne in Norway. A few
years later Konungs skuggsid (King’s Mirror) was composed. In this
work the king (s. konungr) is depicted as a rex iustus and God’s repre-
sentative on earth. As such the king has power over life and death for
all his subjects. Those who disobey him violate God’s will. The king “er
sva mioc micladr oc tighnadr aiordu at aller skulu sva luta oc niga til
hans sem til Guds. hann heevir oc sva mycit veelldi at hann reedr hveers
lifdagum pcers er i hans riki er sva sem han vill. Leetr pann dreepa er
hann vill en pann liva er hann vill.”!

Konungs skuggsid’s notion about the king’s power stands in clear
contrast to the view in Heimskringla, written in Iceland c. 1230, and
many of the Icelandic family sagas, written in the thirteenth century.
In these the focus is on the kings’ personal qualities. This can clearly
been seen in the description of Haraldr Harfagri [Finehair], he was
according to: “frédir menn...allra manna fridastr synum ok sterkastr
ok mestr, inn grvasti af fé ok allvinsell vid sina menn. Hann var her-
madr mikill gndverda cevi”.> The sagas use the kings’ qualities and
luck to explain why some kings are more successful than others.’ This
focus on the kings” qualities in the sagas reveals a different ideological

' Konungs skuggsid: 73, “is so highly honoured and exalted upon earth that all must
bend and bow before him as before God. So great is his power that he may dispose as he
likes of the lives of all who live in his kingdom: he lets him live whom he wills and causes
him to be slain whom he wills.” Translation from The King’s Mirror: 246.

* Haralds saga ins hdrfagra, Heimskringla I: ch. 42, “to learned men...remarkably
beautiful, great and strong, and very generous and affable (allvinscell) to his men. He
was a great warrior in his youth [My translation].”

* Gurevich 1971: 42-45. Bagge 1991: 218-224. Cf. Sommer 2007: 275-293.
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concept of kingship and power than Konungs skuggsid. In the latter the
king derives his power from God, but in the former the king has to
use his personal qualities to build up power from below, for example
through his generosity and his ability to gather men around him.

In the Orkneys it was the earls (s. jarl), and in Iceland it was the
chieftains (s. godi), who were the leading authorities. No ‘official’ ide-
ology similar to the one we find in Konungs skuggsid was formulated
in Iceland and Orkney about the chieftains and earls. In Orkneyinga
saga, the Icelandic family sagas and Sturlunga saga sagas there are,
however, a number of descriptions of the personal qualities of earls
and chieftains. What is the difference between these portrayals and
the depictions of kings?

In his article ‘Ideology: A Definitional Analysis’ John Gerring dis-
cusses the meaning of ‘ideology’. After a thorough analysis of the dif-
ferent aspects of the term, he concludes with a ‘core’ definition.* The
key is that the “internal structure of a set of values and beliefs must
be coherent”.’ The difference between ideology and comparable terms,
such as belief system, worldview, value-system and political culture
is “the purview of ideology to explicitly political subject matter”.®
Gerring also stresses that it is not “reasonable to try to construct a
single, all-purpose definition of ideology, usable for all times, places,
and purposes”, because different definitions “will be useful for differ-
ent purposes.” In the following we shall therefore examine the ide-
ology of rulership through the ideas on rulers as presented in their
descriptions in the sagas and Konungs skuggsid.

The ideological aspect of rulership in the North Atlantic communi-
ties has not been dealt with in this broad way before. In Norway schol-
ars have, however, for a long time debated the ideology of kingship,®
but little attention has been paid to this aspect in the discussion about
the Orkneys and Iceland.” The challenge in this chapter is therefore to
create an overall picture of the ideological differences and similarities

* Gerring 1997: 979.

> Gerring 1997: 974.

¢ Gerring 1997: 982.

7 Gerring 1997: 983.

8 Se e.g. Gunnes 1971. Bagge 1987. Bagge 1996: 156-160. Bagge 1998: 147-166.
Helle 2003: 465-469. Vadum 2004.

? Jon Vidar Sigurdsson 2007a: 95-109. See for a comparison of ideology as expressed
through myths in Orkney, the Faeroes and Norway Steinsland in this volume; for
Orkney Beuermann 2005 and in this volume.



KINGS, EARLS AND CHIEFTAINS 71

in these three societies and to discern how the political development
affected and altered the ideology of rulership. The period in focus will
be c. 900-1300, that is from the growth of kingship in Norway to the
time when Orkney and Iceland had become an integrated part of the
Norwegian kingdom.

It was probably Haraldr Harfagri (c. 850-930) who began the politi-
cal consolidation of Norway at the end of the ninth century. He man-
aged to gain control of the south west and west of the country. Olafr
Tryggvason (c. 995-1000) continued to enlarge the kingdom by placing
parts of Trondelag, which was under the control of the earl at Hladir,
and probably also of Viken, which was under Danish rulership, under
more direct royal control—in the following the term “kings” in Norway
will also include the earls of Hladir. Olafr Haraldsson (1015-1028)
took the consolidation of Norway another step further. He secured
real power for himself in Trondelag and in the eastern part of Norway,
but it was Haraldr Sigurdsson (1045-1066) who secured the kingdom’s
control over the Uplands, Trondelag and partly also over Viken. The
period between c. 1065-1130 was a time of peace. After the death of
Sigurdr Jorsalfari in 1130, a one hundred-year long civil war began; it
ended with complete victory for the Sverrir (1177-1202) dynasty. In
1217 Sverrir’s grandson, Hdkon Hékonarson, was proclaimed king of
Norway. The real ruler, however, was Skuli Bardarson, who led the
battle against the various bands of rebels, although it was Hakon him-
self who defeated the last rebels in 1225-27. Hostility then developed
between Hakon and Skuli, which culminated in Skuli’s rebellion and
death in 1240. The remaining decades of the thirteenth century were
characterised by peace and the consolidation of the position of the
monarchy."

According to the saga tradition the earldom of Orkney and Shetland
was founded by Haraldr Harfagri at the end of the ninth century. He
gave the isles to Rognvaldr earl of Maeri as a compensation for the
death of his son while fighting a battle for Haraldr. Rognvaldr gave
the isles to his brother Sigurdr, and Haraldr then made him the earl
of the isles. The earldom had a strong military and aristocratic char-
acter and from there Viking attacks were organised until the end of

' For an overview of the political development in Norway in this period see: Helle
1974: 37-145. Helle 1995: 12-77. Sveaas Andersen 1977: 75-158. Krag 1995: 72-225.
Helle 2003: 184-201, 369-391.
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the twelfth century. In the years 1193/94 Earl Haraldr took part in the
rebellion against King Sverrir, ‘oyskjeggreisningen’, raised in Orkney.
The rebellion failed and Haraldr was soon after forced to meet King
Sverrir in Bergen, and to accept the king’s annexation of Shetland and
of half of the income from the Orkney Isles. This event was a turning
point for the political development of Orkney; the earldom was now
coming under more direct administration from Norway."!

There is general agreement among scholars that the settlement of
Iceland started c. 870, and that approximately 60 years later an assem-
bly for the whole island was founded at Pingvellir. In the late tenth
and early eleventh century there were probably 50-60 chieftains in
the country. Subsequently there was a reduction in the number of
chieftains and around 1220 most of the country was controlled by
about seven families. After 1220 the Norwegian monarchy started to
interfere in the political development of Iceland, and as a result of the
king’s involvement, in the years 1262, 1263 and 1264 Iceland became
a part of the Norwegian kingdom, and in 1271 a ‘new’ Norwegian
administrative system was implemented.'

We will start this chapter by considering the personal qualities of
rulers in the sagas; then we will look at the relation between rulers
and religion, and finally address the source problems. The discus-
sion is mostly based on Orkneyinga saga, Heimskringla, Sverris saga,
Sturlunga saga, the Icelandic Family sagas and Konungs skuggsid, that
is, on most of the sagas dealing with rulers in Norway, Orkney and
Iceland in the above mentioned period.

Rulers and their qualities

When comparing the description of earls and chieftains with that of
kings one clear difference emerges: the kings, who were at top of the
social hierarchy in the Old Norse society, do not only appear with a

"' For an overview of the political development in Orkney see: Crawford 1987:
63-91. Helle 2003: 202-208, 385-387, 412. Beuermann 2005: 113-152. Wardahl 2006:
79-85. Barrett 2007: 310-311. Thomson 2008. For a detailed discussion of the estab-
lishment of the earldom see Beuermann in this volume.

2 For an overview of the political development in Iceland see: Jon Johannesson
1956: 68-102, 265-338. Bjorn Porsteinsson and Sigurdur Lindal 1978: 34-79. Jén
Vidar Sigurdsson 1999: 39-83. Gunnar Karlsson 2004: 63-86, 205-365. Cf. Jén Vidar
Sigurdsson 2005: 109-113.
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greater number of personal qualities than other secular leaders, but
their qualities are also usually better than those of other rulers and
depicted in greater detail. Kings are taller and stronger, more beauti-
ful, wiser, more just, more generous and more victorious than other
rulers.”® It is thus the number of personal qualities and the qualities
linked to them that separate leaders in Old Norse society. In the bot-
tom league we have the Icelandic chieftains, usually portrayed with
one to three of the above mentioned qualities."* Sturlu saga states for
instance that Oddi Porgilsson (d. 1151) was vitr (clever) and “manna
snjallastr { mdli”."> One rung up we have the earls of Orkney, gen-
erally with two to four personal qualities, for example Earl Erlendr
Haraldsson (d. 1154), he “var lengstum i Pérsd, en stundum i Eyjum
eda 1 hernadi, sidan er Ottarrjarl var andadr. Hann var inn mannvaen-
sti madr ok gorr at sér of flesta hluti ok mildr af fé, blior ok radpeegr ok
allra manna vinseelstr af sinum ménnum; hann hafoi sveit mikla.”'® At
the top we have kings, normally with three to six of the above men-
tioned qualities, for example Haraldr Harfagri.

1> Bagge 1991: 146-151. Bagge 1998: 52-53. Armann Jakobsson 1997: 96-106.
Hjardar 2001: 114.

" The most detailed description af an Icelandic chieftain is that of Gizurr
Porvaldsson: “gerdist hofdingi mikill, vitr madr ok vinsell... Gizurr var medalmadr d
voxt ok allra manna bezt 4 sik kominn, vel limadr, snareygdur,—ok lagu fast augun—,
ok skyrligr i viobragoi, betr taladr en flestir menn hér d landi, bliomeeltr ok mikill rom-
rinn, engi dkafamadr ok potti jafnan inn drjugligsti til rdédagerdar. En b6 bar svd oft til,
Dé er hann var vid deilur hofdingja eda venzlamanna sinna, at hann var afskiptalitill,
ok pétti pa vist, hverjum hann vildi veita. Hann var freendrikr, ok flestir inir beztu
bendr fyrir sunnan land ok vidar vdru vinir hans” (Islendinga saga, Sturlunga saga 1:
ch. 121). (“was a powerful chieftain, an intelligent and popular man. ... Gizurr was of
moderate height, a very accomplished man, with sharp limbs and keen-eyed—he had
piercing eyes, intelligent in expression; he was better spoken than most men here in the
land, affable, with a very low voice; not an impetuous man but one always considered of
very substantial value in all counsels. And yet it often happened when he was in conflict
with chieftains or with his kinsmen that he seemed rather indifferent about the issue,
even uncertain whom he would support. He was rich in kinsmen, and many of the best
farmers from the southern district and elsewhere were his friends”. (Sturlunga saga 1,
translated by Julia McGrew: 306) The reason for this detailed description is that in the
year 1258 Gizurr became an earl and therefore had more in common with the earls of
Orkney than with Icelandic chieftains.

5 Sturlu saga, Sturlunga saga I: ch. 6, “better spoken than most other men”.

1 Orkneyinga saga, Islenzk fornrit XXXIV: ch. 92, Erlendr “spent much of the time
in Pérsd, though he sometimes stayed in Orkney or went off on Viking trips. He was an
exceptional man, talented in almost every way, open-handed, gentle, always ready to
take advice and much loved by his men, of whom he had a large following.” Translation
from Orkneyinga saga. The history of the Earls of Orkney: 184.
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In descriptions of the earls of Orkney'” and the kings of Norway,
especially of the kings in the tenth and eleventh centuries, their war
skills are usually stressed.'® This is in clear contrast to the descrip-
tions of the Icelandic chieftains. Their ability to fight in battles and
to lead men in war is almost never mentioned.” This difference
between Iceland and the two other societies can also be seen in the
fact that only few people in Iceland owned weapons, usually the chief-
tains, their retainers and some wealthy farmers. The most common
weapon in Iceland was stones. In the biggest battle in Icelandic his-
tory, at Orlygsstadir in 1238, the chieftain Gizurr Porvaldsson com-
manded his men to stop throwing stones at their enemies, because
they could fling them back.?® Even though stones were used in battles
in both Norway and Orkney, most of the warriors that fought in these
battles were equipped with proper weapons. The peaceful character
of Icelandic society is depicted in many saga episodes, for example
when the Norwegian Earl Rognvaldr suggested to his son that he move
to Iceland because he was not a warrior.?! It was only in the period
1208-1255 that conflicts in Iceland escalated into wars.?

That the Norwegian and Orcadian societies were more geared
towards war than the Icelandic one can also been seen in the fact that
a military levy (leidangr) was never organised in Iceland,” and in the
organisation of retainers. It was wartime conditions that provided the
main stimulus for the growth of a band of retainers. War gave rulers
the opportunity to reward their followers with war booty. It is there-
fore generally assumed that the Viking Age provided good conditions
for the growth of this institution. At the end of the Viking Age, only
kings and princes could afford to keep a band of retainers. In Norway
in the earliest period, the retainers were called housecarls (s. hiiskarl),
which underlines the civil law contract of service between the master
of the farm and his servants. Like the relationship between the owner

7 See e.g. Orkneyinga saga, Islenzk fornrit XXXIV: chs. 8, 13, 20, 37. Oldfs saga
helga, Heimskringla 1I: ch. 97.

'8 Hjardar 2001: 114. Cf. Barrett 2007: 310-311. For a discussion about the Vikings’
violence see Baraz 2003: 59-74.

19 Jén Vidar Sigurdsson 1999: 86 note 8.

2 [slendinga saga, Sturlunga saga I: ch. 136.

2 Landndmabék, Islenzk fornrit I: S 309, H 270.

2 Jén Vidar Sigurdsson 2008: 113.

» Jon Vidar Sigurdsson 2008: 124-125. The levy was a naval military organisation
by free men under the leadership of the king (Helle 2003: 189) or the earl.
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of the farm and his servant, the bond between king and follower was a
reciprocal one, but the ties that bound retainer and king were stronger
than those between housecarl and farm owner. The follower and the
master were bound by ties of friendship and loyalty. The retainer was
expected to fight for his master in war, to be loyal to him in all legal
disputes, and to obey his orders. In return, the master protected and
supported his retainers. It was primarily freemen who could become
retainers. They lived with their leader and ate at his table. The band
of retainers constituted a brotherhood with a code of honour, and in
addition to the duties towards his leader, the retainer had responsi-
bilities towards his comrades. By its very nature, the band of retain-
ers could be used to build and exercise power. The band of retainers
formed the cornerstone of the state and the basis of all political power
in the early Middle Ages.** The organisation of retainers in Orkney
was similar to that in Norway. There was however one important dif-
ference: in Norway there was a law code, Hirdskrd, that regulated the
relationship between the king and his retainers. Nothing is known
about this system after c. 1200 in the Orkneys, but it is likely that the
earls continued to have retainers at their court.

In Iceland the followers (s. fylgdarsveinn) began to play a part in
the politics in the second half of the twelfth century, that is, when
the Icelandic chieftains started to control large territories (s. riki). The
Norwegian system of retainers in Hirdskrd was the model for the
Icelandic system of followers, although it was there not as developed
as in Norway. However, the number of followers varied with each
chieftain, from one or two to ten or twelve. In the first half of the
thirteenth century the chieftains surrounded themselves with more
and more followers. Sometimes they were classified as “home men”
(heimamenn), and together with those who worked on the farm, the
number could rise to nearly thirty. The system developed in such a
way that followers came to function more as professional warriors;
they were men who did not work on the farm or have any specific
duties in the management of it. By and large, the Icelandic system fol-
lowed the Norwegian pattern. They were the chieftains’ bodyguards;
they were expected to follow them through thick and thin, and to fight
by their side in battles, where their presence was often the decisive

2 Whitelock 1972, 29-38. Kulturhistorisk leksikon for nordisk middelalder V1, 568-
571. Helle 1974: 200-206. Sveaas Andersen 1977: 134-135, 289-294.
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factor.”® When Iceland became part of the Norwegian kingdom the
group of retainers was replaced by a small number of sveinar.

In contrast to Norway and Orkney the power struggle in Iceland
was only in a few cases decided on the battlefield, it was usually first
and foremost a question of non-physical tactics and manoeuvres. The
sagas mainly point to the shrewdness of the chieftains as an explana-
tion of why some chieftains survived the power struggles while others
failed. One example is in Sturlu saga in the fight between Hvamm-
Sturla and Einarr Porgilsson. Sturla owned a small chieftaincy and was
determined and described as intelligent, while Einarr, who managed a
large, important chieftaincy, was merely reactive and unwise. This led
to the gradual erosion of Einarr’s chieftaincy, whereas Sturla’s became
larger. The clash between them culminated in an armed conflict in
1171. Sturla won a victory, which led to a shift in the balance of power
between them.

Sturlu saga makes it clear that it was Einarr’s brother, Oddi, who
was the heir to the position as chieftain after their father Porgils. Oddi
was brought up on the Oddi, the Oddaverjar chieftain’s Seemundr
Sigftisson estate and school, and became a wise man. Einarr, however,
was brought up by the farmer Porgeirr Sveinsson at Brunnd. When
Porgils entered a monastery in 1150, the brothers took over the chief-
taincy jointly, with Oddi in charge, but he died that same winter.
According to Sturlu saga it was a great loss, because he was a very able
man. He left no heir, so Einarr inherited the estate and the chieftaincy,
and became a chieftain. Einarr was a bad leader and the inadequacy of
his leadership is shown most clearly in the saga’s description of how
much the government of the district had changed since his father’s
time.?® This caused some of the householders to move away. The saga
seldom refers to Einarr’s weak points directly, but the descriptions of
unfortunate incidents show that he did not enjoy much respect. A
good example of one of his more inept acts was when he wounded the
wrong man because of his own short-sightedness.

Sturlu saga narrates that when Hvamm-Sturla was to marry Ingibjorg
borgeirsdottir, her father, the chieftain Porgeirr Hallason, had been
told that Sturla was “mikil menni, ettstor, ok likligr til hofdingja”.”

» Axel Kristinsson 1986: 6-11. Jén Vidar Sigurdsson 1989: 122-127.

2 Sturlu saga, Sturlunga saga I: ch. 8.

77 Sturlu saga, Sturlunga saga I: ch. 4, “a great man, well born and likely to become
a chieftain” [my translation].
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Sturla protected his friends well, so more and more farmers became
his supporters. The only time the saga author criticises Sturla’s actions
is when he demands an unreasonably high fine in a case involving
self-judgement (sjdlfdemi): although Sturla was the plaintiff he was
allowed to decide the punishment.?® The difference between Einarr
Porgilsson and Hvamm-Sturla was that Sturla was wiser and a bet-
ter leader. Intelligence enabled clever chieftains to outwit less gifted
leaders.

The most common word for describing wisdom in the Old Norse
sources is vitr, and in a few episodes a person is depicted as storvitrir
or allra manna vitrastr. None of these words were, however, reserved
for secular leaders only, not even the terms storvitr or allra manna
vitrastr.” When comparing the wisdom of the kings of Norway, earls
of Orkney and the Icelandic chieftains, one striking difference, none-
theless, arises. Only the kings are called storvitrir, and wisdom is not
emphasised in the same way for the earls as for the kings or chieftains.*
It is obvious that because of the king’s superior position he had to
be cleverer than other men. It is, however, more difficult to explain
why the sagas attach such small importance on the earls’ shrewdness.
The reason is probably that in the politics in the Orkneys other quali-
ties were more important for the earls, for example the ability to lead
men into battle or raids. However, to be a good military leader one
also had to be intelligent. Thus the sagas underline the earls’ wisdom
indirectly.*

The sagas stress the generosity of the rulers in all three societies.
Feasts and gifts were used to build up power and to create or renew
ties of friendship. Powerful secular leaders were described as vinselir,

2 Sturlu saga, Sturlunga saga I: ch. 32.

» See e.g. Egils saga Skalla-Grimssonar, Islenzk fornrit II: ch. 79. Gunnlaugs saga
ormstungu, Islenzk fornrit I1I: ch. 1. Eyrbyggja saga, Islenzk fornrit IV: chs. 15, 18,
37. Laxdela saga, Islenzk fornrit V: ch. 33. Féstbraedra saga, Islenzk fornrit VI: ch. 1,
2. Hdvardar saga Isfirdings, Islenzk fornrit VI: ch. 4. Vatnsdela saga, Islenzk fornrit
VIIL ch. 17. Liésvetninga saga, Islenzk fornrit X, ch. 12. Porsteins saga Stdu-Hallssonar,
Islenzk fornrit XI: ch. 2. Brennu-Njdls saga, Islenzk fornrit XIL: chs. 2, 13, 20, 22,
114, 119, 124. Hdlfdanar saga svarta, Heimskringla 1: ch. 7. Haralds saga ins hérfagra,
Heimskringla I: chs. 1, 35, 40. Hdkonar saga gé0a, Heimskringla I: ch. 11. Haralds saga
grdfeldar, Heimskringla I: ch. 3. Sturlu saga, Sturlunga saga 1: ch. 6. Islendinga saga,
Sturlunga saga I: ch. 121.

% Oldfs saga helga, Heimskringla II: ch. 97. Orkneyinga saga, Islenzk fornrit XXXIV:
ch. 19, 45.

3 Jon Vidar Sigurdsson 2007a: 97-99.
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which meant they had many friends.”> Amongst the rulers there was
competition for the position of the most generous leader. The straight-
forward reason was that when a ruler was generous more men wanted
to become his friends and supporters. A good example is the case of
Pérdr kakali Sighvatsson. He gave Bardr Porkelsson a number of gifts,
including Svefneyjar at Breidafjordur, which was valued at 45 hundreds
(an average farm in Iceland was valued at 20 hundreds).** Bardr was a
tenant when Pordr came to Iceland in 1242; Bardr supported Pérdr and
gave him permission to manage his farm, and accompanied P6rdr on
his first campaign. As a payment for his help Bardr received Svefneyjar
and thus became a big farmer. Thus because Bardr had helped Poror,
the latter had to show generosity. Moreover however, Bardr’s help had
been quite insignificant compared to Pérdr’s gift. Consequently Bardr
had to continue giving P6rdr his support. In addition, Pérdr’s lavish
gift was an excellent advertisement for Pérdr and increased his repu-
tation in Iceland, so that many more men wanted to be his friends.
In 1243, Poror kakali gave a feast at Myrar in Dyrafjordur, and when
the guests left the farm many of them received gifts, “[v]dru pa allir
meiri vinir hans en dor.”** These farmers supported Pordr in the strug-
gle against Kolbeinn ungi, and when Po6rdr gained possession of his
father’s domain and property three years later, he again gave them
generous presents. Generous chieftains achieved great honour and
consequently more farmers wished to become their friends.

The importance of gift-giving can also clearly been seen in Oldfs
saga helga’s description of how King Knutr mikli bought support
from Olafr Haraldsson’s supporters when he was gaining control over
Norway:

Med Erlingi foru nordr i Noreg sendimenn Knuits konungs og hofou med
sér 6f lausafjdr. Foru peir um vetrinn vida um land, reiddu pd af hendi
fé pau, er Knuitr konungr hafoi heitit monnum um haustit til lids sér, en

2 Bauman 1986: 142. Byock 1988: Index ‘Gifts’. Miller 1990: 77-109. Bagge 1986:
147-165. Bagge 1991: Index ‘Generosity’. Jon Vidar Sigurdsson 1989: 81-91. Jon Vidar
Sigurdsson 1999: 84-140. Jén Vidar Sigurdsson 1999: 81-87. Syvertsen 1997: 19-80.
Hjardar 2001: 61-77. Orning 2008: 14, 16, 17, 20, 62, 89, 178, 215-217, 225, 310, 311,
318.

3 Pérdar saga kakala, Sturlunga saga II: ch. 12. In 1695 Svefneyjar was valued at
40 hundreds, whilst the farm Bardr had earlier lived on, Sandar, was valued at 12
hundreds. Bjérn Larusson 1967: 192, 202.

3 Pérdar saga kakala, Sturlunga saga 11: ch. 19, “They were all greater friends of his
than before.”
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gdfu hinum morgum, er peir fengu med fé keypt vindttu Knuti konungi.
En peir hofou traust Erlings til yfirfer0ar. Gerdisk pd svd, at figldi manna
snorisk til vindttu vid Kniit konung ok hétu honum pjénostu sinni ok pvi
med at veita Oldfi konungi métstodu. Gerdu pat sumir berlega, en hinir
vdru miklu fleiri, er leyndusk at fyrir alpyou.®

Knutr was wealthier than Olfr, and the local aristocracy in Norway
usually followed the maxim to always support the wealthiest and most
powerful king. If the reigning king was not capable of fulfilling his obli-
gations towards his friends, they were entitled to change sides. Olafr
Haraldsson, later St Olafr, was the most famous and most glorious of
all medieval kings in Norway, he became rex perpetuus Norvegiae. Yet
even though he reached the pinnacle of kingship there are no critical
remarks in his saga about the ‘traitors’ who turned away from him.
Snorri Sturluson (1178-1241), the author, knew the rules of the game
in Norse culture far to well.

In sagas depicting Icelandic chieftains their appearance and physical
attributes are less important than their mental qualities.”® This stands
in clear contrast to how earls and kings are depicted in the Icelandic
Family sagas, and in Orkneyinga saga, Heimskringla, Sverris saga
and Hdkonar saga Hdkonarsonar.”’ In depictions of earls and kings,
and especially in the descriptions of the earliest kings, appearance and
physical attributes are underlined, for example strength and the abil-
ity to fight and to lead men in battles. The sagas stress that the kings
were more beautiful, taller and stronger than other men. The king’s
appearance and physical attributes were an important part of the royal
virtues, and there is a connection “between beauty and strength and
masculinity, but they are not synonymous”.”® Even though beauty and
strength are not essential, these traits underline that kings are better
than other men. Kings are in a group of their own.

3 Oldfs saga helga, Heimskringla 11: 161. “With Erlingr went messengers from King
Knutr well provided with a large amount of money; and in winter they travelled through
all the country, paying the money which King Kniitr had promised to many in autumn
for their assistance. They gave presents in money, besides, to many whose friendship
could be purchased for King Kniitr. They received much assistance in their travels from
Erlingr. In this way it came to pass that many turned their support to King Kniitr,
promised him their services, and agreed to oppose King Oldfr. Some did this openly, but
many more concealed it from the public.”

% Jén Vidar Sigurdsson 1999: 94.

7 Bagge 1991: 146-191. Bagge 1996: 148, 151, 156-160. Hjardar 2001: 49-97.

% Bagge 1991: 147.
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The difference between kings on the one side and earls and chief-
tains on the other is clearly reflected in the terminology for rulers in
Old Norse sources. The terms dréttinn and herra are used to describe
kings, God and Jesus, but never Icelandic chieftains or the earls of
Orkney. Dréttinn was also used to describe slave owners, landowners
(s. landsdrottinn) and church owners (s. kirkjudréttinn). Herra was
also used for example for male members of the royal family, bishops,
abbots, earls and the king’s officials.*® Hofdingi was the term that was
used most frequently to describe the Icelandic chieftains and the earls
of Orkney. This term was, however, also used to portray all kinds of
different leaders, such as leaders of groups of slaves, kings and God.*
The term hofdingi was thus, contrary to drottinn and herra, a wider
term. The reservation of the terms herra and dréttinn primarily for
kings, God and Jesus, and its absence in descriptions of the earls of
Orkney and Icelandic chieftains, reflect two different types of subordi-
nation. Drottinn and herra possessed more power over their subordi-
nates* than the hofdingjar possessed over their supporters. Hofdingjar
had forrdd or forsja over those they ruled, and they could only take
revenge or punish.

In the thirteenth century it became more and more common to use
the term herra instead of dréttinn for kings and God in Norway and
Iceland. This can clearly be seen in the Islensk Homiliubék (Icelandic
Book of Homilies) and the Gamal norsk homiliebok (Norwegian Book
of Homilies), both from the twelfth century. In both books the most
common terms used for God and Jesus are Gud, dréttinn and Dominus.
The term herra does not appear in these two books of homilies. In
sources from the thirteenth century the term herra is used more fre-
quently. This development thus underlines, at least in theory, the fact
that the power of the king, and God, was increasing. The king could
now claim the loyalty of his people. He stops taking revenge (hefna)
and starts to punish (hegna, refsa). These changes can be associated
with the introduction of rex iustus ideology in the second half of the
twelfth century.

% Gudmundar saga dyra, Sturlunga saga 1: ch. 8. Islendinga saga, Sturlunga saga I:
chs. 119, 121, 154, 178. Porgils saga skarda, Sturlunga saga 1I: chs. 10, 76. Gudmundar
saga, Biskupa sogur 1. chs. 9, 54. Islandske Annaler indtil 1578: 50. Bjarnar saga
Hitdelakappa, Islenzk fornrit I1T: ch. 4. Brennu-Njdls saga, [slenzk fornrit XII: chs. 3,
6, 155. Norges gamle Love V: ‘herra’.

% Svenningsen 2002: 97-124.

4 Konungs skuggsid: 73. See 1981: 426-435.
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The differences between the king on the one side and earls and chief-
tains on the other side can partly be explained by the political changes
that took place in Norway in last decades of the ninth century. Among
the Teutons there was a general belief that the chieftains descended
from the gods.*” The chieftains could therefore bring peace to and
ensure good crops for their people. Because of their divine attributes,
the chieftains had to lead their men into battle, thereby demonstrating
that they and their men had the support of the gods. If we use this idea
as a starting point for discussing the political development in Norway
in the last decades of the ninth century, it can be argued that the rise
of royal power—that is the conquest by Haraldr Harfagri and his fam-
ily of the west and south-west of Norway, and by the Earls of Hladir
of Trondheim and North-Norway—led to qualities that were previ-
ously attached to chieftains—that is the hamingja, gipta, gefa—now
being mostly reserved for those two families.*’ This meant that the rise
of kingship took away their divine attributes from other noble fami-
lies in Norway as well as from the earls of Orkneys and the Icelandic
chieftains.

The Eddaic poem Rigspula explains the origin of the three classes of
society in the Viking Age, and, interestingly, this explanation seems
to imply that that a king boasted qualities which chieftains did not
have. Rigspula recounts how the god Heimdallr, calling himself Rigr,
travelled amongst men. The first couple he visited was Ai and his
wife Edda. Rigr stayed with them for three days, and every night he
slept between husband and wife. Nine months later Edda gave birth
to a son, Prell. When he reached adulthood, Pir came to the farm
and Preell and she had affair and became the ancestors of the thralls,
the slaves. After leaving Ai and Edda, Rigr continued his journey to
arrive at Afi’s and Amma’s. Events repeated themselves there, and nine
months after Rigr’s visit Amma gave birth to a son, Karl. Karl was
married to Snor, and the couple became the ancestors of the peasants.
Lastly, Rigr travelled to Fadir and Modir, where the same happened
yet again. M6dir gave birth to a son, Sveinn, who married Erna. They

2 Schulze 1985: 34-37. Fleckenstein 1988: 32-34.

# For an overview of the discussion about the sacred king see: McTurk 1975-6:
139-169. McTurk 1994: 19-32. Armann Jakobsson 2003: 54-60. The following dis-
cussion is based on: Steinsland 1991: 307-313. Schjedt 1991: 305-310. Hultgard 1993:
221-259. Sundqvist 2002: 18-38. Sundqvist 2005: 87-124 and Erkens 2006. For an
opposite view see Krag 1991.
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are the ancestors of the jarlar. Their youngest son was konr ungr—he
became king.

There is no agreement on when Rigspula was composed. Scholars
have proposed datings from the late ninth to the late thirteenth century.*
This uncertainty means that Rigspula is a problematic source: does the
poem describe the social structure of the Viking Age or of the high
Middle Ages? However, a number of elements indicate that the poem
is early, and thus one of the most important sources we have for social
structures in the Viking Age. The most important argument against a
late date is that the picture of society in Rigspula does not at all cor-
respond to the social stratification such as we know it from twelfth or
thirteenth century Norway or Iceland. To mention but one example,
slavery disappeared during the second half of the twelfth century.*

The jarl in Rigspula fathers twelve sons. The youngest of them, konr
ungr, has qualities his father does not have, such as saving life, blunt-
ing swords, and calming the sea.*® Konr ungr also beats his father in a
competition of runic knowledge, and takes the title of ruler from him.
Thus konr ungr rises above the social level of his father, and becomes
a king.”” It is an open question whether the last stanzas of Rigspula
refer to the growth of Norwegian royal power under Haraldr Harfagri.
Nevertheless it is tempting to date the poem to the late ninth or early
tenth century.®

The difference between the royal families in Norway and the earls and
chieftains in Orkney and Iceland can also clearly be seen in their origin
myths. In Norway only the Harfagri-family in the poem Ynglingatal
from c. 890, and the earls of Hladir in the poem Hdleygjatal from
the end of the tenth century, are said to descend from the gods.
Orkneyinga saga also has a myth about the origins of the earls. King
Fornjotr, who ruled over ‘Finnland’ and ‘Kvenland’ in the far north,
had three sons and it was the descendents of Kari, his youngest son,
who became the earls of Orkney.® It is interesting to note that this

4 Amory 2001: 3-4.

* Meulengracht Serensen 1991: 17-28. Bagge 2000: 37-38. Amory 2001: 7-17.
Mickeviciute 2003: 16-18, 100-102.

4 Rigspula, Eddukveedi: stanza 43.

¥ Fleck 1970: 39-49. Rigspula, Eddukveedi: stanzas 35-48. Cf. Amory 2001: 3-17.
Mickeviciute 2003: 79-86.

% Amory 2001: 7-8, 11, 14-15.

* Bergsveinn Birgisson 2008: 181-250.

0 See Steinsland and Beuermann in this book.
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origin myth does not link the earls of Orkney to a god, but to a king,
thus indirectly stressing the kings of Norway’s and earls of Hladir’s
superior position. In Iceland in the poem Noregs konungatal, com-
posed for Jon Loptsson c. 1180, the Oddaverjar-family is linked to the
Norwegian King Magnus Berfettr, and Ari fr6di in his Islendingabdk
lists a pedigree “nofn langfedga Ynglinga ok Breidfirdinga”, which starts
with Yngvi Tyrkjakonungr.! Ari is the only Icelandic chieftain claim-
ing such noble origin. Why he created this pedigree is still an unsolved
puzzle, but for Ari, as well as for the Oddaverjar, it was probably
important to stress that the Breidfirdingar were of royal blood.
Another important difference between the kings of Norway on the
one side and the earls and chieftains on the other is to be found in the
chronological frameworks of the three societies. We can assume that
before Haraldr and his family and the earls of Hladir rose to power,
every chieftainship in Norway had its own chronological framework
based on the chieftains’ regnal period. Therefore there must have
existed multiple time zones in the country. However, after the rise of
the Harfagri-family and the earls of Hladir a new ‘nation’-wide time
zone was established: it was now the regnal periods of the kings and
the earls that provided the chronological framework, thus underlining
their superior position. It must have taken some time for this new
chronological framework to be established, but fairly soon it seems
to have become the only one in the country.”> With the arrival of
Christianity the Christian notion of time was introduced. This begins
with the Creation and ends on Judgment Day. It is, however, the birth
of Jesus that is the watershed, and the distance in time was thus mea-
sured in accordance to that. In many charters in Norway we see both
the ‘old” and the ‘new’ chronological framework used.”> A number of
time zones existed in Europe in the Middle Ages, so when an event
had to be placed in a European context it had to be linked to many dif-
ferent time zones.” A good example of this is Landndmabdk’s dating

St [slendingabok, Islenzk fornrit I: eettartala, “name of the male ancestors of the
Ynglings and the people of Breidafijorour.”

2 Jon Vidar Sigurdsson 2008: 31-33.

5 See i.e. Diplomatarium Norvegicum VIIL: nr. 1 [30. november 1154]. Diplo-
matarium Norvegicum I: nr. 69 [25. juli 1280]. Diplomatarium Norvegicum I: nr. 85
(2. juli 1297].

% Gurevich 1982 (1972): 28-42. Gurevich 1986: 13-28. Le Goff 1988: 175. Ifrah
1994. Goetz 2002: 139-165.
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of the settlement of Iceland. The author refers to the reigns of popes,
emperors, kings and earls in Scandinavia and Europe.®

In Iceland it was the Norwegian kings’ chronological framework that
was used. This can clearly been seen in Sturlunga saga, in the Icelandic
Family sagas, and in the pettir (short narratives about Icelanders).
The very few narratives not employing this royal Norwegian frame-
work based their chronological reckoning on the incumbencies of law-
speakers, the reigns of powerful chieftains like Snorri godi, or on major
events.”® There are no written sources available from the Orkneys. In
Orkneyinga saga the earls’ regnal period is always linked to regnal time
of the Norwegian kings. Thus, both Orkney and Iceland belonged to
Norwegian time zone.”

The kings’ time underlined who was the most important secular
leader in the Old Norse world; at the same time it created a certain
identity among the people living in his time zone. The notion of the
kings’ time is closely associated with the idea that it should be possible
to evaluate his time in office (0ld). Heimskringla sums up the reign
of Sigurdr Jorsalafari in the following way: “Sigurdr var konungr yfir
Noregi sjau vetr ok tuttugu. Hann var at aldri fertogr. Ok var hans ¢ld
£060 landsfélkinu, var pd beedi dr ok frior.”*® Not all kings had their time
in office evaluated in this way in the sagas, usually only the best. It is
likely, however, that all kings had their regnal period assessed in this
way. These assessments made it easier to compare the regnal periods
of different kings. No similar evaluation of the earls’ or chieftains’ time
in power was made in the sagas, thus underlining the superior role
of kings.

As we can see, there was a fundamental difference between kings,
and earls and chieftains, even though the same terms were used to
describe them. This difference became more pronounced in the sec-
ond half of twelfth, and especially in the thirteenth century, when
the rex iustus-ideology was introduced in Norway. The king was now
deriving his power from God and did not have to build it up from
below anymore as before. This meant that the king’s personal qualities,

55 Landndmabdk, Islenzk fornrit I: S 2, H 2.

5 QOlaffa Einarsdottir 1964: 243-244. Loescher 1980: 257. Anderson 1989: 74-78.
Anderson 1993: 923-925. Miller 1990: 228.

%7 J6n Vidar Sigurdsson 2008: 31-33.

8 Magniissona saga, Heimskringla 1II: ch. 33, “Sigurdr was a king of Norway for
twenty-seven winters, and was forty years of age when he died. The time of his reign was
good for the country; for there was peace, and crops were good.”
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ideologically, were less important. The king was now God’s represen-
tative on earth with power over life and death for all his subjects.” As
a result of the political changes in Norway, especially in the second
half of the twelfth century, and of the growth of royal power and royal
administration, the local chieftains in Norway lost much of their inde-
pendent authority. The kin-based aristocracy was transformed into a
service aristocracy which received its power from the king, who in
turn derived his from God.*

These changes can also clearly be seen in Iceland in the period
after the country became part of the Norwegian kingdom in 1262-
64. With the law-books Jdrnsida in 1271 and Jénsbék in 1281 a new
Norwegian administrative and legal system was introduced to Iceland.
The General Assembly, which had been an independent legislative and
judicial institution, now became a law-court and the highest authority
for the delegated government of Iceland. After the changes in 1271
and 1281, the king’s official administration in Iceland consisted of one
hirdstjori or hofudsmadr (superior commissioner). The hirdstjori was
the leader of the king’s retinue in Iceland and consequently the most
powerful man in the country. There were two logmenn (law-men) after
1277; their work concerned judicial matters at the General Assembly.
They directed the work of the court and chaired the Logrétta (Law
Council), which had become a court instead of a legislative body; leg-
islative power was now in the hands of the king. The country was
divided in to 12 syslur (sherifts districts), with the syslumenn (sher-
iffs) vested with the right of public prosecution and executive author-
ity. Jonsbok allowed for the possibility that one sheriff could govern
a whole quarter;®" in this case he was to have his representatives sta-
tioned around the quarter. The sheriffs received their offices directly
from the king, provided there was a king in Norway, and subsequently
from the superior commissioner.®* These changes thus entailed a new
power game in Iceland where the old personal qualities were of less
importance than before.

After the introduction of the Norwegian system to Iceland the chief-
tains lost their independent status and became a part of the king’s

 Bagge 1987: 209-218.

€ Helle 1974: 30-31.

6 Iceland was in c¢. 965 divided into four quarters of almost equal size and
population.

6 Bjorn Porsteinsson and Sigurdur Lindal 1978: 41-75.
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royal administration, receiving their power from the king. This meant
that the aristocracy did not need to build up their power anymore
through their ability to protect, and with the aid of gifts and feasts,
since the support of the householders was no longer essential for their
higher positions in society. Thus feasting and extensive exchange of
gifts between chieftains and householders gradually declined. The
strong and critical mutual vertical ties of friendship between chieftains
and householders disappeared. Previously, the chieftains had been
obliged to defend and assist their supporters. As the king’s servants,
however, they had to prosecute and punish those who had formerly
been their friends. The duty of the service aristocracy was to govern
rather than to lead.”® These changes meant that the personal qualities
which had been so important to build power previously now became
more or less superfluous.

As already mentioned, Orkney and Shetland probably came under
Norwegian overlordship around the year 900, when King Haraldr
Harfagri is supposed to have given these islands to Earl Rognvaldr
of Meeri in compensation for his son’s death during a royal expedi-
tion. Rognvaldr, in turn, passed Orkney and Shetland on to his brother
Sigurdr, who was then made an earl by King Haraldr. Thus all earls
of Orkney descend from Sigurdr.®* The earls had their own hird, and
they were also supported by gaedingar, local chieftains who were usu-
ally members of or intermarried with the earls” dynasty. In return for
their support, these chieftains received land and goods from the earls.
In other words, relations between chieftains and earls were secured
through ties of friendship.

The overlordship of the Norwegian kings was expressed in their
right to make any male member of the earls’ dynasty into the earl of
Orkney. Consequently, it was important for possible successors to the
title to enjoy good relations with the Norwegian king. Frequently, the
relationship between earls of Orkney and kings of Norway was one of
mutual dependency. The king appointed his favourites as earls, and
received their support in war in return.

6 Jon Vidar Sigurdsson 2007b: 181-184.

* Haralds saga ins hdrfagra, Heimskringla I: ch. 22. Orkneyinga saga, Islenzk fornrit
XXXIV: ch. 4. For the political development in the Orkneys see: Helle 1974: 122-124.
Crawford 1976-77: 97-117. Crawford 1987: 39-91. Sveaas Andersen 1977: 134, 170-
171. Werdahl 2006: 47-51, 61-64, 68-71. Medieval Scandinavia: 577.
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If the earls took the wrong side during conflicts in Norway they
had to bear the (dramatic) consequences. In the late twelfth century
King Sverrir accused Earl Haraldr Maddadarson of having supported
an unsuccessful rebellion against the crown. In 1195 Haraldr had to
submit to Sverrir. The king was not particularly merciful: he took over
direct control of Shetland and the right to half the judicial fees from
Orkney—that is, half of all fines in coin or kind which people had to
pay to the earl. One year later royal representatives (sheriffs) were in
Shetland and Orkney. Shortly after King Sverrir died in 1202, Earl
Haraldr had the royal representatives killed and resumed full control
of the islands, which he kept until his death in 1206. Also Earl Haraldr’s
successors, his two sons, retained their independence for some more
years, due to internal Norwegian conflicts. But in 1208 they, in turn,
had to submit to King Ingi Bardarson, and pay a large fine.

Orcadian political history was greatly influenced by the fact that since
the early eleventh century, after a marriage alliance with the Scottish
royal dynasty, the earls held Caithness from the Scottish crown. At
the same time, they held Orkney and Shetland from the Norwegian
crown. This situation led to conflicts of loyalty, not least during the
disputes between the Norwegian and the Scottish kings. After 1231 the
earls were members of a Scottish side-line of the old dynasty, and their
position as vassals in Caithness became more and more pronounced.
Lack of sources prevents us from saying much about the political
development in Orkney during the second half of the thirteenth cen-
tury, but it cannot be excluded that the earls regained their previous
authority in administrative matters.

Above, we noted a close connection between political structures
and the qualities rulers required in order to distinguish themselves
socially. On the other hand we also saw that there are rather great
differences in the descriptions of especially kings on the one hand,
and earls and chieftains on the other. Of these three types of rulers,
kings had the highest standing, and the kings of Norway eventually
managed to establish their superior position vis-a-vis Orkney, and to
subdue Iceland. It is worth pointing out that shortly after the Orkneys
came under direct Norwegian overlordship in 1195, Orkneyinga saga,
the main source for Orcadian eleventh and twelfth century history,
ends. We note a similar development in Iceland after the country came
under the rule of the Norwegian crown. At that point all sagas about
native secular chieftains end. It seems as if the secular elite in Old
Norse society could only be the subject of sagas as long as they were
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not directly subject to the Norwegian king. Then it became unseemly
to place this secular elite, now the king’s hirdmenn, into the same cat-
egory as the king himself. In other words, the incorporation of the
island societies into the Norwegian realm had important consequences
for the further literary development in the Old Norse cultural area.

Our discussion has so far focused on the personal qualities of the
rulers. There is, however, one aspect the sagas say very little about: the
relationship between rulers and religion.

Rulers and religion

Little is known about the role the Norwegian kings played in the old
religion in Norway, but as soon as they began to expand their power
they discovered the advantages of Christianity. The kings who were
exposed to Christianity first also encouraged the growth of Church
structures. The sagas about the Norwegian kings stress that it was
Hakon Adalsteinsféstri, and the two Olafrs around the year 1000, who
introduced Christianity to Norway. The introduction of Christianity
into Norway offered a number of advantages for royal power. It could
be used to break down the opposition against the idea of a national
kingdom and to legitimise the subordination of local communities
under the crown. The method used by the first missionary kings and
missionaries was a very simple one. It was considered necessary to
make the chieftains in the various parts of the country accept the new
doctrine; after which the rest of the population would follow suit. If
the chieftains accepted Christianity, this would automatically place
them in a subordinate position to the king. He was the leader and
protector of Christianity; all others were subject to him. It was there-
fore important for the king to put pressure on the chieftains to accept
the new faith, and thus to get them to accept him as their religious
superior. Without the protection of the crown Christianity would not
have had the favourable conditions for growth that appear to be nec-
essary for the institutionalisation of a new faith, a new code of ethics
and a new, nationwide organisation. In turn, the status of the national
kingdom was strengthened by the hierarchy of the Church. In the ear-
liest period of Christianity, the king assumed the top position as the
head; he became the supreme head of the Church. Below him were the
bishops, who in turn controlled the clergy. In this context, the church
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organisation was an important element in the process of incorporating
the various regions into the Norwegian kingdom.®

The king was the head of the Church until the foundation of the
archdiocese in Nidar6s (Trondheim) c. 1152/3. The first bishops in
Norway were a part of the hird. Thus they had to obey the king. If
the archbishop (in Hamburg-Bremen until 1104, then in Lund until
1152/3) opposed the king’s episcopal candidates the king could have
them consecrated somewhere else. As long as the bishops were mem-
bers of the hird they accompanied the kings on their travels around the
country. Around 1100 the country’s first three bishops had their resi-
dence in the largest and most important cities in the country, Nidaros,
Bjorgvin (Bergen) and Oslé (Oslo).*

Churches were erected in Norway soon after Christianity officially
became the only religion in the country. It was the kings who built
the first churches in the country, the so called “head-churches” and
in many cases functioned as mother establishment for larger districts.
The “head-churches” had a superior position with regard to other
churches in Norway in the Middle Ages.*’

The best sources for discussing the relationship between the Church
and the rulers in the North are found in Iceland. We will therefore
focus our discussion on the relationship between the chieftains and
the Church. In Iceland the debate about the relationship between secu-
lar and religious power is strongly connected to the debate about the
origins of the system of chieftains.®® For this chapter Konrad Maurer’s
theory is the most important one. Maurer stresses the sacred origins
of the chieftaincy system. He maintains that the Icelandic chieftains,
like other Germanic chieftains, were guardians of religion, but that this
function was of secondary importance to their secular duties. The most
important part of Maurer’s argument is that the term godi is related

% Sveaas Andersen 1977: 103, 124, 189-190, 306. Birkeli 1995: 65-198. Jén Vidar
Sigurdsson 2003b: 32-43.

% Sveaas Andersen 1977: 332. Helle 1988: 48-49. In 1104 Lund became the met-
ropolitan for Norway.

7 Sveaas Andersen 1977: 319-323. Helle 1988: 51.

6 Olafur Larusson 1932: 10-15. Kulturhistorisk leksikon for nordisk middelalder
V: 363-364. Gisli Gislason 1944: 51-58. Jén Jéhannesson 1956: 72-79. Jakob
Benediktsson 1974: 172-173. Ludvik Ingvarsson 1986-1987 I: 32-72.



90 JON VIPAR SIGURDSSON

to Gothic gudja, which means priest, and to Old High German cotnic,
which probably means a chief with secular and religious functions.®

Another important argument in favour of a close relationship
between secular and religious power in the earliest decades of the settle-
ment of Iceland is the custom concerning names. Ludvik Ingvarsson’s
book Godord og godordsmenn has a register of names where all those
whom he believes to have been chieftains in the Free State are given the
title godordsmadur.” Altogether, there are some 340 people involved,
about 110 of whom are mentioned in the period from 930 to 1030. Of
these, roughly 60 had names associated with the heathen gods, such
as Asbjorn and Porsteinn. A large majority of these, about 50, begin
with ‘Por’ or ‘Por’. Personal names with ‘Por’ as the prefix were the
most common ones in the Viking Age and they constitute about a
quarter of all those found in Landndmabok.”" This might suggest a
closer relationship between religion and the chieftains than was the
case with the rest of the population. Possibly the sons of chieftains
who had names beginning with ‘Por’ were given preference to older
and younger brothers.

The strongest argument against Maurer’s thesis about the sacred
origins of the chieftaincy system and the close connection between
secular and religious power in pre-Christian times in Iceland, is the
assertion that it would have been impossible for the chieftains to sur-
vive the introduction of Christianity at the General Assembly of 999-
1000 if their power had been based on sacred-heathen foundations.”
However, it was precisely because of the chieftains’ control of the old
religion that it was possible for them to introduce the new faith via a
resolution at the General Assembly in 999-1000. When discussing the
introduction of Christianity we have to take into consideration the
chieftains’ leading role in society and the strong mutual bonds that

% Maurer 1874: 43-45. Maurer 1882: 71-77, 98-104. There are also accounts in
Landndmabok and in a few Icelandic Family sagas that show a close relationship
between secular and religious power e.g. Landndmabdk, Islenzk fornrit I: ch. S 96,
H 83, H 268. Eyrbyggja saga, Islenzk fornrit IV: ch. 4. Brot af Pérdar sogu hredu,
Islenzk fornrit XIV, ch. 1. Cf. Jén Jéhannesson 1956: 72-74. Olsen 1966: 29-54. Jakob
Benediktsson 1974: 172.

70 Ludvik Ingvarsson 1986-1987.

' Hald 1971: 42. Another argument in support of the theory about the religious
function of the chieftains is that there was no separate priesthood in heathen times.

2 Kulturhistorisk leksikon for nordisk middelalder V: 363-364.
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tied them to their supporters. In this relationship, the chieftains were
dominant and the farmers had to accept their decisions.”

After the introduction of Christianity to Iceland in c¢. 1000 the chief-
tains became leaders and guardians of a new religion. According to
tradition, a number of chieftains had become Christians even before
the faith had been formally established, and the sagas do not make
any mention of any changes in their power bases.” In Iceland, as in
other countries of Europe that underwent a similar process, a new
type of ruler emerged who legitimised his power with the help of the
new faith.

The chieftains converted relatively quickly to the new faith. One
reflection of this can be seen in the naming practice. As mentioned, a
large number of chieftains had names beginning with ‘P6r’ and ‘Por’
up to the middle of the eleventh century; after that, such names are
much rarer. It was common for chieftains to be priests in the eleventh
and twelfth centuries. In Ari’s register of the most powerful priests
from about 1143, 40 priests are mentioned,” 13 of whom were chief-
tains. During that period there were about 27 chieftains in the coun-
try as a whole.” The close connection between religion and secular
power can also be seen in the farms the chieftains used as their places
of residence. Almost all farms which chieftains resided in the twelfth
and thirteenth century also had churches. The chieftains gained con-
trol over other churches in the twelfth and thirteenth century, and
around 1250 about half of all the householders of Iceland probably
were parishioners in churches controlled by the chieftains.”” Control
over these churches was important for the subjugation of the popu-
lation to the chieftains, while at the same time it consolidated their
economic base, but not least, ideologically, control over these churches
stressed the good relationship between the chieftains and the saints,
who were considered the official owners of these churches. The chief-
tains also controlled the nomination of the bishops and usually the
bishops were elected from the chieftains’ families or were clients of
the chieftains. The chieftains did not monopolise religion, whether
pagan or Christian, but the fact that they combined the roles of secular

73 Jén Vidar Sigurdsson 1999: 188. Cf. Gunnar Karlsson 2004: 391.
7 Gisli Gislason 1944: 53.

7> Diplomatarium Islandicum I: nr. 29.

76 Jén Vidar Sigurdsson 1989: 45-54.

77 Jon Vidar Sigurdsson 1999: 192.
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chieftain, religious leader and protector was important for their power.
The relationship between secular and spiritual power did not change
significantly with the introduction of Christianity. One might say there
was a Christian-cult basis instead of a heathen-cult one.

Until 1104, Iceland, Norway and Orkney, together with the rest of
Scandinavia, belonged to the archdiocese of Hamburg/Bremen, and
from 1104 to 1152/53 to that of Lund. An important reason for the
foundation of the archbishopric in Nidards in 1152/53 was the Church
reform movement. Its aim was to free the Church from secular influ-
ence and place it under the leadership of the pope. The kings of Norway
in 1152/53, and later King Magnus Erlingsson (1163-1184) made con-
cessions in three important areas. First, the Church was to have com-
plete authority over its clergy and the final word in the election of
bishops and the appointment of priests; members of the clergy should
be separated and distinct from other classes. Second, the Church could
control its own property and finance. Third, the Church was to have
jurisdiction over its own matters and personnel.”®

As soon as possible, the archbishop of Nidards tried to introduce
these reforms in Iceland. However, to do that successfully he needed
support from the Icelandic bishops. He received support from Porldkr
bérhallsson who became bishop of Skalholt in 1178. Porldkr managed
to gain control of most of the largest churches in the Eastern Quarter,
but when he clashed with Jon Loptsson, the leader of the Oddaverjar-
family and the most powerful chieftain in the country, Porldkr gave up
his claims, and did not raise them again. The main reason for this shift
in Porlékr’s policy was a change in the political situation in Norway.
Archbishop Eysteinn was, due to conflicts with the king, forced to
leave Norway in 1180. Without the archbishop’s support there was
little Porldkr could do on his own, and he was therefore forced to
concede defeat.”

The archbishop of Nidar6s and Porldkr launched a new attack on
the chieftains when matters had quietened down in Norway. This time
the ordination of chieftains was the bone of contention. As already

7’ For the Church reform programme see e.g. Jon Johannesson 1956: 212-216.
Magnis Stefansson 1975: 92-6. Hoyt 1976: 279-302. Barber 1992: 85-109. Helle 1995:
26-8.

7 For an overview of these events see e.g.: Jon Johannesson 1956: 202-261. Magnds
Stefansson 1975: 92-141. Magnds Stefansson 1978: 111-226. Gunnar F. Gudmundsson
2000: 13-102. Gunnar Karlsson 2000: 41-42. Jén Vidar Sigurdsson 2003a: 121-140.
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mentioned it was common for chieftains to be ordained as priests. In
a letter from c. 1190, the archbishop forbade the Icelandic bishops to
ordain chieftains, and according to the sources the chieftains respected
this. The chieftains’ willingness to accept the archbishop’s demand was
strongly linked to their politics. For them it was more important to
keep control over the church property than be able to be ordained as
priests. From their point of view this was a compromise. But from the
Church’s point of view this was an important victory in the battle to
free the Church from the control of the chieftains.

After the death of Bishop Porlakr in 1193, the chieftains in Skalholt
bishopric elected as his successor Pall Jonsson. He was a chieftain
from the powerful Oddaverjar-family. For the chieftains in the see of
Skalholt it was important to elect a bishop whom they could control
and who at the same time showed little interest in fighting for the
Church reform programme. By choosing Pall the chieftains in the see
of Skalholt could prevent the archbishop from intervening in ecclesi-
astical matters in the bishopric.

The chieftains in the see of Hélar thought that they had successfully
achieved this when they elected Gudmundr Arason as bishop of Holar
in 1201. It was Kolbeinn Tumason, the leading chieftain in the see of
Holar, who was the decisive force behind the election of Gudmundr, a
relative of Kolbeinn’s wife and an illegitimate son of a chieftain. These
circumstances should have made it easy for Kolbeinn to control the see.
But this was not the case. Gudmundr became a strong proponent of the
Church reform. In the disputes and battles between Bishop Gudmundr
and the chieftains, two topics dominated. The first one concerned the
administration of the bishopric of Hélar, where Gudmundr wanted to
be more generous to the poor than Kolbeinn liked. The second and
main conflict concerned the judicial status of the clergy: should they
obey Church law or the law of the country? The conflicts went on for
decades. The outcome of this dispute was a return to the status quo.
The Church gained little else from this conflict than a general aware-
ness of its demand to control Church property.

Both bishops in Iceland died in 1237. As usual the chieftains in
Iceland elected candidates and sent them to Nidards for consecra-
tion. But this time the archbishop rejected the Icelandic candidates,
and instead he and the chapter at Nidards chose two Norwegians as
bishops in Iceland. This action was part of the archbishop’s and the
chapter’s efforts to ensure their right to fill the episcopal seats in the
Norse islands. The Lateran Council in 1215 had reiterated that it was
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the archbishops and the chapters who should elect bishops, not kings
or magnates. Gudmundr had become bishop of Hoélar in 1203, and
Magnus bishop of Skalholt in 1216. So 1237 was the first opportu-
nity for the archbishop and the chapter to implement the rule of the
Lateran Council. Besides that, the Icelandic candidates were illegal
according to Canon law: one was of illegitimate birth and the second
one was a chieftain. Instead of the Icelandic candidates, the archbishop
and the chapter of Nidaros elected two Norwegians.

These Norwegian bishops came to Iceland in 1239. Until approxi-
mately 1360 it was the archbishop and the chapter of Nidar6s who
elected bishops in Iceland. The Norwegian bishops, and also the
Icelandic bishops who were elected after 1238, fought for the Universal
Church. This can clearly be seen when in 1253 the two Norwegian
bishops in Iceland managed to get the Court of Legislation (Logrétta)
to accept that “par sem d greindi Guds 16g ok landz laug pa skulu Guds
log rada”.® Even though this resolution was never anything else but
a dead letter, it was an important step in the introduction of the new
Christian Laws (kristinréttar), which were passed at Alpingi in 1275.
In the new Christian Laws most of the major demands for the liberty
of the Church were adopted. After the archbishop had gained con-
trol over episcopal elections in Iceland it became easier for him to
influence the ecclesiastical and political developments in the country,
and during the next fifty years he managed to transform the Icelandic
Church into an episcopalian church which suited better the general
ecclesiastical structure created in Europe in the eleventh, twelfth and
thirteenth centuries.

In the last decades of the thirteenth century the Icelandic aristocracy
not only had to submit to the king of Norway, it also lost control over
the Church and the religious-ideological legitimisation associated with
that. The Icelandic aristocracy was reshaped from a kin-based aris-
tocracy into a service aristocracy and took its place in the ideological
shadow of the king.

There are no Orcadian sources which would allow us to discuss
the development of Church structures there. Probably a proprietory
church system similar to the Icelandic one also dominated in Orkney
and Shetland. This makes it likely that the organisation of the Church

8 Diplomatarium Islandicum II: nr. 1 [1253], “in areas of disagreement Canon Law
should supersede that of the land.”
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in Orkney and Shetland underwent a comparable restructuring as in
Iceland. If we accept this assumption, we may argue that ideologically,
control of the Church was as important for the earls of Orkney as for
the chieftains in Iceland.

The incorporation of the church of Orkney into the metropolitan
see of Nidards was a slow process. Before c. 1200 the Orcadian bishop
usually only travelled to Nidards for his consecration. “[T]he political
subjugation of the secular ruler, the jarl of Orkney in 1195 and 1210
came first, then the incorporation of the Orcadian church and bishop
into the metropolitan network of Nidards took place.” The metro-
politan authority of Nidar6s was frail in the Orkneys in the twelfth
and the first half of the thirteenth century and had to rely to a large
extent on the support of the Norwegian kings. In the second half of
the thirteenth century the metropolitan authority of Nidards became
stronger, mostly because of stronger links to the Papacy.*

We can conclude the discussion so far by underlining that secular
leaders enjoyed relatively firm control over the Church during long
periods between c¢. 1000 and 1300, and that this control contributed
to cement their position in society. It was important for the Church
to limit the secular rulers’ control and influence. On the whole, the
Church was successful with this during the second half of the thir-
teenth century. Together with their control of the Church, the personal
qualities of the rulers were an important factor in the ideology of rul-
ership. Both elements were in fact complementary. Personal qualities
did not, at least not directly, influence the degree of a ruler’s control of
the Church. What personal qualities did was to distinguish rulers from
the remainder of secular society. They were literally better than the
common people, and other demands were made upon them. That said,
the distinction between for example rich farmers and bad chieftains, or
between good earls and bad kings is not always clear cut. Nevertheless,
there can be no doubt that kings were on a completely different social
level than the earls of Orkney or the Icelandic chieftains. Kings were
simple the most important secular rulers, in a class of their own.

The greatest problem we face in large parts of this discussion is
whether we can trust our sources: the sagas which inform us about
the earliest period. Can we use descriptions of rulers in sagas written

81 Narikawa 2008: 107.
82 Narikawa 2008: 107-109.
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down in the thirteenth century as sources for the ideology of rulership
in the tenth and eleventh centuries?

Sagas as sources

The sagas about the Norwegian kings, earls of Orkney, and Icelandic
chieftains are usually divided into two groups: contemporary sagas
(samtidarsogur) and “sagas about the distant past” (fortidarsogur).
Most of them were written down in the thirteenth century. The divi-
sion between these two groups of sagas is, however, unclear. Sverris
saga and Hdkonar saga are always labelled contemporary sagas, as
are the sagas in Heimskringla dealing with the period after c¢. 1130.%
The Icelandic Family sagas, describing the period c. 930-1030, are
always characterised as sagas dealing with the distant past, whereas the
Sturlunga saga compilation and other sagas dealing with the period
after c. 1120 are always termed contemporary sagas. Orkneyinga saga
is in many ways similar to the sagas about the kings, so maybe we
can draw a line in Orkneyinga saga around the year c. 1130. In the
following I will therefore be using the term “contemporary sagas” for
all sagas dealing with the period after c. 1120/30 and “sagas about the
distant past” for sagas describing the period from c. 880-1120/30.

There is general agreement among scholars that the contemporary
sagas are rather reliable sources. This is due to the short time between
the events and the recording of the sagas, normally 20-70 years. Porgils
saga ok Haflida, which is the oldest of the contemporary sagas, was
written down about 120 years after the event described took place. The
main argument in favour of their reliability is that the audience would
have noticed if the saga authors had not been telling the truth.*

For a long time there has been an intense discussion about the
source value of the sagas about the distant past, especially the Icelandic
Family Sagas.®* In the following I shall argue that the sagas about the
distant past reflect the main ideas about the qualities a good ruler
should possess. I would like to underline before proceeding that the
focus is on the personal qualities associated with the rulers, not on

8 Helle 1974, 15-16.

8 Helle 1974: 15-16. Byock 1988: 34. Sturlunga saga II: xxvii-li.

% For an overview this discussion see Jon Vidar Sigurdsson 1999: 17-38. Helle
2001: 13-57.
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the rulers themselves. I would also like to stress that the source value
of the sagas about the distant past will never lead to any indisputable
results; at best we can consider the information about the personal
qualities apparently necessary in the power game as trustworthy.

The turn of the twentieth century marked a significant watershed in
historical research in the Nordic countries. There was a shift towards
promoting history as a scientific discipline by introducing rigorous
rules of source criticism. It was the Dane Kristian Erslev® and the
Weibull-brothers, from Sweden, who brought historical criticism to
the forefront of scholarship in the Scandinavian countries at that
time. Lauritz Weibull published his lectures on the earliest history of
Scandinavia in 1911, under the title Kritiska undersékningar i Nordens
historia omkring dr 1000 (Critical studies of the history of Scandinavia
around the year 1000), a work that has been considered a milestone in
Scandinavian historical research ever since.”” The Norwegian Halvdan
Koht also belonged to this group of historians. In 1914 he published the
article Sagaernes opfatning av vor gamle historie (The Sagas’ Conception
of our old History), based on a lecture he had given in the previous
year, where he presented a radically new view on the sagas, especially
Heimskringla, as sources.®® The Icelandic contribution to this discus-
sion did not come from a historian, but from the founding father of
the book-prose theory—the literary scholar Bjérn Magnusson Olsen,
who in 1911 published the book Om Gunnlaugs Saga Ormstungu.
En kritisk Undersogelse (On Gunnlaugs saga Ormstunga. A critical
examination).* An important background for this debate was the
influence of the “German historical school” and the source-critical dis-
cussion that stressed the difference between the laws and the sagas. In
this period, scholars had faith in the laws, and if the laws contradicted
the sagas, they placed their trust in the laws. This discussion reduced
historians’ confidence in the sagas about the distant past.

8 Erslev 1892. Erslev 1911.

8 Weibull 1911. Weibull 1913.

8 Koht 1967 (1914).

% Bjorn M. Olsen 1911. The basic idea behind the book-prose theory is that all
Icelandic Family Sagas were written by authors, who worked and thought like modern
authors. According to the book-prose theorists, the saga authors used written texts,
contemporary events, their own imagination and oral tradition in their work. Book-
prose research has concentrated on the saga-writers’ use of literary motifs, contempo-
rary events and connections between two sagas where the earlier one has directly or
indirectly influenced the later one.
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From the second decade of the last century to around 1970 the
sagas about the distant past were little used by historians. Then, in
keeping with social anthropological influences in historical thought,
the sagas about the distant past, especially the Icelandic Family Sagas,
were placed on the agenda once more, with scholars now using them
to discuss the period from the middle of the twelfth to the end of the
thirteenth century.”® However, this use of the Icelandic Family Sagas
by no means solves the problems connected to their use as sources.
Why should we prefer the Icelandic Family Sagas, or the sagas about
the earliest kings of Norway in Heimskringla, to the contemporary
sagas, when discussing Icelandic and Norwegian society in the thir-
teenth century? The contemporary sagas, especially those describing
the thirteenth century, depict a different political situation than the
Icelandic Family Sagas or the sagas about the first kings in Norway.”!
The difference between those two types of sagas can clearly been seen
in the conflicts. There is a difference between the portrayal of feuds in
the Icelandic Family Sagas, involving 20-30 individuals, and that of
battles in the contemporary sagas, describing the political situation in
Iceland in the thirteenth century, for example the Battle of Orlygsstadir
in 1238, where almost 3000 men were engaged. The duty to avenge in
Laxdeela saga is expressed through women inciting their men, such as
Porgerdr Egilsdottir. There is no corresponding clear expression of a
duty of revenge in connection to the Battle of Orlygsstadir, where the
chieftains Gizurr Porvaldsson and Kolbeinn Arnérsson killed the chief-
tains Sturla and his father Sighvatr Sturluson, and three other sons of
Sighvatr. When P6rdr kakali, another of Sighvatr’s sons, returned to
Iceland from Norway in 1242, he tried to gain control of his father’s
possessions and domain, which was by then ruled by Kolbeinn ungi.
Pordr kakali made no attempt to kill Gizurr or Kolbeinn. There is a
clear difference between dying in a conflict involving hundreds or
thousands of people as well as entire regions, and dying in a feud
involving twenty or thirty people from two or a few more farms. One
difference is that the families of a chieftain’s friends did not have the

% Miller 1990: 44-45.

' The authors of the Icelandic Family Sagas realised that there had been changes in
society both in Iceland and in Europe. Gunnlaugs saga ormstunga (Islenzk fornrit I11:
ch. 7) mentioned i.e. that before 1066 it was the same language in Norway, Denmark
and England, but after the invasion in 1066 there was a “change of tongues” (skiptusk
tungur) in England.
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same level of personal engagement in a war as in a feud. The family of
someone who had died in battle could not seek revenge on the killer
since the actual killer was not the real opponent. The chieftains’ friends
fought for their chieftain’s cause, not their own.

The sagas about the distant past are historical literature,’ something
on the boundary between history and literature in the modern sense.
The saga writers can be called “retellers and commentators” and there
is a fundamental difference between that part and the “role of the
novelist”.”> The mixture of fact and fiction in the sagas about the dis-
tant past makes it difficult to connect persons to events. It is possible
that incidents and patterns of for instance conflicts were known from
elsewhere and were used to place narratives into new contexts. We
are unlikely to be able to answer the question of whether the descrip-
tions of people and events in sagas about the distant past are factual
or fictional. The picture the sagas give of society is not dependent on
the historicity of the individual narratives. Fictional conversations
or characters do not automatically imply that the social structure of
these sagas is invented. The difference between history and literature
is often small, sometimes consisting of no more than the fact that the
writers of literature use invented names, unlike the writers of histori-
cal accounts.

One important element in the discussion about the use of sagas
about the distant past as historical sources is the question of the level
of continuity in the way society developed. Was it high or low? If there
was a low level of continuity between the beginning of the tenth cen-
tury and the end of the twelfth, it is difficult to argue in favour of the
use of the above mentioned sagas as reliable sources. But if we assume
that there was a high level of continuity, they can be used as “models”
of social life and how it “continued for several centuries”.* I think there
are reasons to assume a high level of continuity and stability in these
societies in most areas, for example in the kinship systems, in ways of
doing business and of how to play in the political game, and the level
of generosity expected.”” I would attribute significant social changes
primarily to the consequences the introduction of Christianity had
on Icelandic, Norwegian and Orcadian society and to purely political

%2 Beyschlag 1956: 316.

% Spearing 2005: 22. Cf. Christiansen 2000: 171.
* Turner 1971: 358.

% Helgi Porlaksson 1989: 12.
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developments in the thirteenth century; but I would argue that the
political game, nevertheless, was played out according to more or less
the same rules during most of the period c. 900-1300.

The general knowledge in the thirteenth century about the tenth
and eleventh centuries provided a framework for the authors of the
sagas. If we regard the sagas about the distant past as a traditional liter-
ary genre which grew out of an ancient culture, we cannot claim that
they simply reflect Icelandic or Norwegian society in the thirteenth
centuries. The subject matter and internal consistency of these sagas
show that they must have been based on a tradition that is rooted in
history. If we accept that there existed a general knowledge about the
Norwegian kings in Old Norse Society, it is hard to argue that the saga
authors could have equipped the rulers with more qualities than they
actually had had. Their audience would have resented it.

In spite of similarities between the stories for example in the Icelandic
Family Sagas and the Sturlunga saga we must be careful not to exag-
gerate the influence of the authors’ own time on the accounts in the
Icelandic Family Sagas. Similarities may simply be due to certain social
conditions existing for quite a long time. Similar social structures often
lead to similar attitudes without one society necessarily having influ-
enced the other one. However, admittedly the similarities between the
Icelandic Family Sagas and the Contemporary Sagas could also have
arisen because the literary form created similarities, such as in the
descriptions of wounds.”® Form was extremely important in medieval
historiography. Direct speech, for example, was “regularly used as a
device to give colour and drama, to enable the actors or the author
to comment; no one supposed them to be stenographically accurate”.®’
I think it right to assume that most people were relatively well informed
about their forebears and earlier rulers, and that there was a high level
of social stability in most areas. It is much more difficult to argue that
a group of authors in the thirteenth century agreed to invent a glorious
past for the North-Atlantic society and decided amongst themselves
how society, culture, for example the role of gift giving,”® religion, and

% Gudrtin Asa Grimsdéttir 1988: 184-203.

°7 Brooke 1967: 45.

% Skaldic poetry stresses the importance of the ruler’s generosity. There has for
some time been a discussion about the dating of skaldic poetry; however, most schol-
ars today accept that their dating is reliable and that they are not 13th century con-
structions (http://skaldic.arts.usyd.edu.au/db.php).
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a number of important individuals and their genealogical background
were to be described.” The skaldic poems provide us with important
contemporary information about the rulers and their personal abili-
ties and in most cases they support the view that we find in the sagas,
especially about the generosity of the rulers.

The fact that most of the stories about rulers only appear in one
saga, makes it extremely difficult to link characters and events—and
to distinguish between fact and fiction. This does not necessarily mean
that the society depicted in these sagas is a fictional one. The stories in
the sagas about the distant past only represent a selection, so historians
have to decide in how far they believe them to be representative. They
must try to create a comprehensive picture of the society that pro-
duced the accounts and of the society that the sagas depict. The sagas
must be used both as source material for the society they originated
in and as sources for the society they describe. We will never be able
to prove that all the events happened exactly as described. The heart
of the matter is that we can never get any closer to the tenth and elev-
enth century and the ideology about rulers than the sagas about the
distant past permit us. Finally, we must however also be careful not to
overestimate the value of the sagas about the distant past as sources.
They contain obvious examples of the present, and thirteenth century
ideology is forcing its way into descriptions of the past.

In conclusion we can say that there was a fundamental difference
between kings on the one hand, and earls and chieftains on the other,
even though the same terms were used to describe their personal abili-
ties. The king was above all other men. This difference increased after
c. 1150 and especially in the thirteenth century, when the rex iustus-
ideology was introduced to Norway. The king now derived his power
from God and did not have to build it up from below as before. This
meant that the king’s personal virtues, ideologically, were not as sig-
nificant as before. The king was now God’s representative on earth
with power over life and death of all his subjects. These changes and
the superior position the king gained in both Orkney and Iceland
transformed the kin-based aristocracy in those two societies into a
service aristocracy which received its power from the king. Therefore
the personal qualities of the local rulers, at least ideologically, were not

9 Vésteinn Olason 1987: 38.
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as important as before anymore. The charismatic local ruler lost his
position, simply because there was no place left for him in the politi-
cal landscape.

A recent anthology, Princely Virtues in the Middle Ages 1200-1500,
focuses on the cardinal (temperance, courage, justice, wisdom) and
Christian virtues (faith, hope, charity, humility), and on whether
“some of these [were] more necessary for the prince to possess than
others?”® The book analyses a number of central texts, and gives us
thus a good impression of the medieval learned men’s mental hori-
zon, and of how speculum principum (mirror of princes) were used
to influence the behaviour of rulers. With the exception of Konungs
skuggsid, we do not have any discussion in Nordic texts (such as the
sagas, for example) on how rulers should behave. The sagas are first
and foremost interested in describing the rulers and their deeds. For
this reason it is not possible to compare the descriptions of Nordic
and European rulers. We can first do that after the second half of the
thirteenth century when the political system in Norway has taken a
form after the European system.

We began this discussion with this quote from Konungs skuggsid,
a work composed a few years after Hiakon’s coronation: the king “er
sva mioc micladr oc tighnadr aiorou at aller skulu sva luta oc niga til
hans sem til Guds. hann heevir oc sva mycit velldi at hann reedr hveers
lifdagum pcers er i hans riki er sva sem han vill. Leetr pann drepa
er hann vill en pann liva er hann vill”'*' This ideology propagating
the king’s exalted position had important consequences for the politi-
cal development of the west Nordic countries, and contributed to the
coherence of the Norwegian kingdom and dependencies. Konungs
skuggsid also describes how Christ himself accepted to pay taxes to
an earthly king. While he lived on earth, he rather wanted to submit
to and honour an earthly king than to take his power from him.!? By
virtue of his office, the king was God’s representative on earth, with
a degree of power over his subjects which previous kings could never
have envisaged. However, this idea was not wholly new in Konungs

1% Nederman and Bejczy 2007, 2.

1% Konungs skuggsid: 73, “is so highly honored and exalted upon earth that all must
bend and bow before him as before God. So great is his power that he may dispose as he
likes of the lives of all who live in his kingdom: he lets him live whom he wills and causes
him to be slain whom he wills.” Translation from The King’s Mirror: 246.

12 Konungs skuggsid 73-74.
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skuggsid. It is already hinted at in the Oratio contra clerum Norvegiae
(Speech against the Bishops), a propaganda work of King Sverrir’s in
his conflict with the Church from the late twelfth century—although
Oratio does not formulate the new ideology quite as expressly as
Konungs skuggsid. This new ideology, where the king enjoyed greater
power over his subjects and controlled a larger geographical area than
ever before, meant that native rulers had to accept a subordinate posi-
tion. They would from then on always be outshone by the king.
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CHAPTER THREE

JARLA SOQGUR ORKNEY]JA.
STATUS AND POWER OF THE EARLS OF ORKNEY
ACCORDING TO THEIR SAGAS

Tan Beuermann

In 1195 the Norwegian crown put an end to the special status which
the Earldom of Orkney had enjoyed until then.' Jarla sogur, now better
known as Orkneyinga saga,” and Sverris saga report that Earl Haraldr
Maddadarson of Orkney (c. 1138-1206) had backed a competitor
for the Norwegian crown in opposition to King Sverrir (1177-1202).
However, Earl Haraldr’s Eyarskjeggjar (“Island-Beards”) were beaten
in the battle of Florevag in 1194, and Haraldr had to surrender uncon-
ditionally to Sverrir. Sverrir used the opportunity to bring earldom and
ruler to heel. Shetland was detached and taken under direct control by
the Norwegian crown; Orkney itself was restored to Haraldr, but only
as a fief, and after Haraldr had sworn a vassal’s oath of allegiance to
Sverrir. Haraldr’s personal status was thus equally affected. He and his
successors stopped being semi-independent rulers. Instead, the earls
became members of the Norwegian royal hird, the king’s retainers, and
with that, members of the Norwegian aristocracy. In 1195 therefore,
the Norwegian king established his overlordship of Orkney.’
However, Norway’s crown was not the only one whose power
inched ever closer to the earls of Orkney. From the twelfth century
on, Scottish kings showed growing interest in the northern areas of
the British mainland, eventually claiming overlordship of Caithness.*

! The Earldom of Orkney comprised the Shetland and Orkney Isles, and Caithness.
This area is denoted as “Orkney”.

2 On the names Sigurdur Nordal 1913: 36-7, cf. below n. 7.

3 Earl Haraldr’s son-in-law Olafr Jarlsmagr had brought the pretender, Sigurdr
son of the late King Magnus Erlingsson, to Orkney, where he was proclaimed king.
Orkneyinga saga (OS) ch. 112; Sverris saga chs. 124, 125; Early Sources of Scottish
History ii: 331-341. Thomson 2008: 120-2, Chesnutt 1981: 33-54, Imsen 2000,
Crawford 1976-77: 97-117.

* The wording “northern Scotland” has been avoided since these areas were only
gradually incorporated into the medieval kingdom of Scotland. At the earliest, the
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Matters came to a head during the reign of the just mentioned Earl
Haraldr Maddadarson, who was also fighting King William of Scotland
(1165-1214). Haraldr had employed the same technique against the
Scottish as against the Norwegian crown: throwing in his lot with
dynastic rivals, the Ui Uilleim, who posed a dangerous threat to the
Scottish crown.” In 1196-1202, William campaigned against Haraldr,
who submitted twice and was imprisoned in Edinburgh until his son
Porfinnr replaced him as a hostage. Haraldr only eventually managed
to make peace with William by appealing to King John of England,
whose diplomatic pressure made William call off his army in return
for a hefty fine from Orkney.®

At precisely this time, probably after 1192 and not long after 1200,
the decision was made to bring together a collection of different stories
about the Orkney earls and some other notable Orcadians: the Jarla
sogur, now known as Orkneyinga saga. This first collection of sagas,
extant in a Danish translation made before 1570, recounts the period
from pre-history to 1171 (chs. 1-108).7

northern British mainland was de lege defined as Scottish in 1098 by Kings Magnds
berfeettr and Edgar; de facto Scottish control was not established there before the
13th c.

> The Ui Uilleim (also: Mac Williams), descend from Uilliam son of Donnchad,
King Mael Coluim IIT’s eldest son with his Orcadian wife Ingibjorgr. The Scottish
crown, however, passed to King Méel Coluim’s younger sons by his English wife
Margaret: Edgar, Alexander I, and David I. King William was a grandson of David’s.
How dangerous the Ui Uilleim were for the ruling segment can be seen in the fact that
William’s son Alexander II ordered the last Ua Uilliam, a baby girl, killed in 1230, and
in the consistent attempts to bastardise Donnchad. Discussion within the Orcadian
context Beuermann 2007: 199-202.

¢ OS chs. 109-112; Fordun, Chronica: 256-257, 270; Howden Chronica iv: 10-12;
Early Sources of Scottish History ii: 331-341. Beuermann 2007: 199-211; Thomson
2008: 117-127; Clouston 1932: 130-140; Crawford 1976-7: 97-117; Topping 1983:
105-120; Oram 2004: 89-110, esp. 100-102; Duncan 1975/1996: 191-198, Jesch 1995:
222-239.

7 Cf. introductions in the editions by Sigurdur Nordal (SN); Finnbogi Gudmundsson
(FG); Alexander Taylor (AT); Hermann Palsson and Paul Edwards (HP/PE); KLNM
12: 699-702 and Medieval Scandinavia: 456-7. The Saga was definitely written after
1171 (ch. 108, when the first version ends, cf. below 5.), probably after 1192 (Earl
Rognvaldr mentioned as a saint), and certainly before 1241 (Snorri’s death, cf. in his
Oldfs saga helga ch. 103 “pd er pé sagt i Jarlasogunum”, FG: v). The Danish translation
made before 1570 is extant in one manuscript from 1615, overview Sigurdur Nordal
1913: 31-2. Jarla Sggur was the name under which Snorri knew the text, and also the
name Finnur Jénsson proposed. The original name may have been Orkneyinga or
Orkneyja jarla sogur. We owe the modern title OS, and the present shape of the text
which includes later revisions, to Sigurdur Nordal 1913: 36-7; cf. FG: vi-vii. Although
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The timing seems striking. At first glance one instinctively assumes
that the writing of Orkneyinga saga must have been influenced by the
dramatic events of the 1190s. Or is this an assumption based on the
benefit of historical hindsight? Would Haraldr have known that
he had lost the earldom’s semi-independence forever? The fact that he
killed the Norwegian royal representative in Shetland as soon as King
Sverrir had died, and that he at the last minute managed to evade King
William by playing the trump card King John might speak against
this. If we assume that the compilers of Orkneyinga saga appreciated
the importance of the political developments of the 1190s, there is the
additional problem that neither their identity nor their political affili-
ations are known. Scholars are still debating whether the first version
of Orkneyinga saga is merely based on excellent Orcadian informa-
tion, whether it was compiled by an Orcadian, or by an Icelander in
Orkney, or in Iceland. Whose friend or foe these elusive compilers
would have been is even more open to speculation.

Matters are not made any easier by the fact that Orkneyinga saga
was revised in the 1230s, although here at least scholars agree that this
happened in Iceland. Chapters 108-112 covering the period until 1214
were added at this time. Especially the praise of Sigurdr Eysteinsson,
Porfinnr Sigurdarson, and Haraldr Maddadarson as the three most
powerful earls in chapter 112 is interesting, since it partly contradicts
the earlier descriptions. Do Icelandic developments, the internal con-
flicts exploited by the Norwegian crown, provide the historical context
for evaluations in these chapters? Would they have been influenced by
the fact that the Scottish ruling house finally asserted its position in the
north in 1230, by killing the very last representative of their dynastic
opponents with whom Haraldr had been allied? Unfortunately, since
Orkneyinga saga’s narrative stops in 1214, we have no sources to assess
the Orcadian background.

Lastly, in the late fourteenth century Orkneyinga saga was again
revised and copied into the manuscript known as Flateyarbok, giv-
ing us the most complete surviving version of the text. By then, both
Orkney and Iceland had long been under Norwegian dominion. But in
1387, in the very year when work began on Flateyarbék, the Norwegian
royal dynasty ended with the death of the boy-king Olafr Hékonarson.

the medieval name is more appropriate, this chapter uses the commonly known
modern title.
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His mother, Margareta of Denmark, who had been ruling in his name
but who had no legal right of succession, managed to become ruler of
Norway in her own right. Margareta seems to have been unwelcome
to the Icelanders. Would these developments also have had an impact
on the outlook of Orkneyinga saga as it appears now?

The question “what is Orkneyinga saga about?” has hardly even been
asked, and even less been answered. Edward Cowan raised it at a con-
ference twenty-five years ago, and three years ago an article of mine
examined one aspect.® Otherwise, for most of the twentieth century
political agendas, linguistic problems and methodological limitations
stood in the way of scholars attempting to interpret the meaning of
Orkneyinga saga. This is connected to the general question of whether
sagas are literary texts or historical sources. The Icelandic school fol-
lowing Sigurdur Nordal claims adamantly that sagas are literary texts.
But their near-monopolisation of Old Norse philology creates a lin-
guistic problem for interested scholars who do not read Icelandic. The
additional problem for Orkneyinga saga is that since its literary value
has for a long time been seen as low, there are not too many of these
philological studies to whom Icelandic-reading scholars could refer.
On the other hand, as a historical source Orkneyinga saga has been
mainly of interest for British scholars. They have mostly been inter-
ested to distil the history of events of the Orcadian Viking Age from
the thirteenth and fourteenth century text. Unfortunately, in the case
of Orkneyinga saga the fact that this approach is now seen as highly
problematical means that recent historians tend to disregard the text
(also) as a source of (other) information. And for the older scholars,
the historical context of the time of writing—the non-viking Middle
Ages—was of no interest, neither was the historiographical intention
behind the text.’

8 Cowan 1973; Beuermann 2006. A number of articles address individual points
with ideological connotations. Several of Jesch’s works on OS are relevant, as is Haki
Antonsson 2005b for Earl Hakon Palsson’s lack of status; Foote 1988 especially for St
Magnus as a rex iustus; Bibire 1988 on Earl Rognvaldr. Berman 1985 and Ciklamini
1970 attempt a wider look, seeing the Saga as part of an Icelandic debate on politics
and morals, but their discussions are rather superficial.

? See Hollander’s comment on the Saga that it “gives little satisfaction either to
the historically inclined mind or to the aesthetic sense”. Hollander 1940/1: 226. More
recently however, Jesch 1992, 1996, 2006a, and Phelpstead have argued for “a high
degree of sophistication on the part of both the author and the audience of the saga”,
Phelpstead 2007: 115.



JARLA SQGUR ORKNEYJA 113

Thus Orkneyinga saga still awaits a modern scholarly examina-
tion which takes into account what philological discussions there
are, combines this with recent methodological approaches in history,
and includes the Nordic and British thirteenth and fourteenth centu-
ries. The present chapter cannot attempt all this. What it shall do is
to analyse aspects of the ideologies of rulership—and it is probably
several—that we see in the compound text which is Orkneyinga saga,
and (for St Magnus) in two complementary Icelandic-Orcadian texts,
the Shorter and Longer Magnus sagas. The focus in this Orcadian-
Icelandic-Norwegian set-up is on two big themes: (in)dependence and
(in)equality within the Scandinavian world (sub-chapters 1-4), and
the style of rulership (sub-chapter 5).

1. The origin story: Fornjotr to Earls Rognvaldr and Sigurdr

“Seine Geschichte zu schreiben bedeutet, sich Vorfahren auszusuchen.”?

Orkneyinga saga begins with stories about the origins of the earls:
with a genealogy of their mythical, legendary and historical ancestors,
and a description of some of their deeds." This is a very common
beginning. Old Norse literature is full of genealogical lore; especially
so in the sagas, where genealogy serves three main functions: firstly,
the degree of kinship simply had practical consequences for everyday
life. Secondly, an impressive genealogy, whether correct or ‘improved’,
showed high social status. Thirdly, the choice of real or invented links
as they appear in a genealogy provides an indication of the prevalent
historical interpretation and, possibly, mythological thinking."? In the
present context, points two and three are of interest.

The Saga opens with the mythological ancestor of the Orkney earls
(Fig.1). Fornjétr hefir konungr heitit; hann réd fyrir pvi landi, er kallat
[er] Finnland ok Kvenland; pat liggr fyrir austan hafsbotn pann, er gengr
til mots vio Gandvik; pat kollu vér Helsingjabotn.” In the geographical

1 Tomany 2007: 71.

1 OS chs. 1-3. The expression “origin story” denotes all mythical, legendary and
historical elements in these chapters. Also known as Fundinn Noregr (“The Finding of
Norway”), chs. 1-3 are quite different from the rest of the Saga.

2 Meulengracht Serensen 1995: 213. Cf. for this “imaginative art” Turville-Petre
1978-81: 7. Thornton 2006: 83-98 for genealogical schizophrenia.

3OS ch. 1 (FG: 3); “There was a king called Fornjot; he ruled over the land that is
called Finnland and Kveenland. It lies to the east of the sea-gulf that leads towards the
White Sea; we call it Helsingjaland.” (AT: 136).
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conception of the time, Fornjotr’s realm was placed in the extreme
north, and according to the classification found in Snorri, Fornjétr is
listed among the names for giants."* However, attempts to explain his
name are inconclusive, with proposals ranging from “the old Jute”, to
“the old destroyer”, “the old howler, i.e. the storm”, “the old owner”,
and “the receiver of sacrifices”.!® Fornjotr may have been identical
with the primeval giant Ymir (Aurgelmir), making him “both the
progenitor of giants and the anthropomorphic figure from whom the
material world was created”, since the primeval giant was made of
the elements fire (hiti), air (bler), and water (in the form of melted
hrim).'* The names of Fornjotr’s three sons are then also clearly associ-
ated with these elements: Hlér/Agir is a sea-god or -giant, thus repre-
senting water, Logi means “flame” and Kari “the north wind”."” Kari’s
descendants are Frosti (“frost”), Sneer (“snow”) and Porri (“draught”).
Clunies Ross notes that “in Snorri’s representation of the world’s gen-
esis the frost-giants are the original giant-race”,'® and a glance at the
names of Fornjotr’s mythological descendants leaves no doubt about
Serensen’s view that Fornjotr’s line “personiffies] the Nordic winter
and northern nature”.' Thus Orkneyinga saga gives the earls a very
northern-orientated origin myth. It is exclusively Nordic, yet its char-
acters are not stationary. These two elements shall be taken up in the
following three sub-chapters.

1.1. The north and the giant

The purely Nordic origin myth exclusively going back to a giant is,
in fact, unusual. Old Norse origin myths usually involve gods, and an

' Cf. for Fornjotr as a giant the pulur (name-lists) which were incorporated into
some manuscripts of Snorri’s Edda. Discussion of Fornjétr’s four sons by Clunies Ross
1983: 47-66; Meulengracht Serensen 1995: 213, 214 for the meanings.

> Meulengracht Serensen 1995: 212-14. Cf. Clunies Ross 1983: 49-51, 56 for a
detailed discussion of Fornjotr.

'* Clunies Ross 1983: 49-51, quote at 51, with reference to Snorri’s Gylfaginning
ch. 5 for Ymir and Aurgelmir as one and the same. Clunies Ross also notes the
hypothesis that Fornjétr’s name (*Fjornjotr?) refers to the plant Fornetes folm (“the
plant of Fornet”), supposed to have aphrodisiac properties, which would “support the
view that he was associated in some way with virility and procreation” (50).

7 Clunies Ross 1983: 56 for Logi and Kari, 56-61 for Hlér/Agir. Hlér may be
the same as the Irish Manannan mac Lir, due to a learned borrowing in Orkney or
0Oddi (60).

'8 Clunies Ross 1983: 51.

19 Meulengracht Serensen 1995: 212.
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element of immigration from the south. For example, at the beginning
of the twelfth century, the Icelander Ari Porgilsson let the Yngling
genealogy begin with the Turkish king Yngvi and linked it with the
Norwegian royal dynasty of historical times. The lost Skjgldunga saga
from the end of the twelfth century has an account of the descent of
the Danish kings from Odinn, and of the immigration of the Zsir
from Asia. And at the beginning of the thirteenth century Snorri in his
Heimskringla combines the myth of Ynglingatal with the immigration
theory from Asia, placing Odinn and his three sons at the top of the
Norwegian and Swedish royal genealogies.”* Continuing his account
with the intermarriage between the ‘immigrant’ gods and wives of the
native Nordic population, Snorri provided the authoritative version.

It would easily have been possible to incorporate the Orkney earls
into this prevalent model—the Norwegian earls of Hladir for example
did, claiming descent from Seemingr, Odinn’s son. But neither Snorri
nor Orkneyinga saga make any attempt to construct a link between
Odinn and the ancestors of the Orkney earls.” Instead, the Saga picks
up another element: that there existed in the north a native popula-
tion long before the immigrant gods, Odinn and his followers, arrived.
With their descent from Fornjotr, the ancestors of the earls of Orkney
are shown to be exclusively Nordic. They stem from an ancient native
race hailing from a mythical past, and—to put it in somewhat racist
terms—their blood had not been diluted by southern immigrants. In
addition, as if the point needed to be pressed, Orkneyinga saga chooses
for the part of the Orcadians’ non-human ancestors not the gods of
the Harfagri-dynasty, the ‘official’ Norwegian royal line, but their arch-
enemies, the giants.

By eschewing the prevailing thirteenth-century origin myth of
descent from immigrated southern gods, in favour of a direct male
line which goes back to native northern giants, Orkneyinga saga seems
to convey a sense of the Orkney earls’ self-esteem and pride, together
with an impression of distinctness. To go even further, this account
propagates not only that the origins of the earls of Orkney are distinct
from those of the Norwegian, Swedish and Danish kings, but also that

» Ynglingasaga chs. 1-3., Heimskringla 1.
2 In Hdlfdanar saga Eysteinssonar Rognvaldr’s father Eysteinn glumra descends
from Seemingr, Meulengracht Serensen 1995: 218.
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they are more deeply rooted in Nordic history. The earls of Orkney
are, so to speak, more ‘Norwegian’ than the kings of Norway.

Viewed in this light, Orkneyinga saga’s extraordinary origin myth
might be quite a powerful statement of (at least) equality with and
independence of the kings of Norway. With developments of the
1190s in Orkney in mind, this could have been a political bomb.?* Is
it possible that the compiler of Orkneyinga saga defused it elegantly?
While in Old Norse mythology giants are on the one hand more
‘native’ than gods, they are also in general of lower social standing.
Claiming descent from gods, especially Odinn, was prestigious—see
the Hladir-earls who joined Scandinavian royalty. Eschewing ‘foreign’
gods in favour of ‘native’ giants was therefore a double-edged sword:
the earls of Orkney might have paid for being more Nordic by being
less noble than the kings of Norway.

1.2. Conquest and immigration in myth and legend

While Orkneyinga saga does not share in the Scandinavian theme of
Odinn’s immigration and conquest, this chapter shall argue that we
nevertheless find ample evidence for the typical early Scandinavian
ideology of conquest and settlement in both the mythic and the leg-
endary sphere. Fornjotr and his descendants may not have arrived
from Troy, but they are by no means stationary characters, in more
than one sense.

Regarding the mythical sphere, consider the very names of the
mythological ancestors. They invoke power combined with aggres-
siveness and mobility. A destroyer or a storm, flame and north wind,
frost, snow and draught are aggressive and mobile phenomena. They
are unpleasant for soil and people exposed to them, and they are not
permanent in terms of time or space: not land-bound, but moving.
Characters with such names do not conjure up an image of rulers who
enjoy permanent or amicable relations with their native lands. Rather,
they point to powerful rulers who arrive and subject the areas they pass
through. This ideological interpretation can be supported by Clunies
Ross’ work on mythology. There, as discussed above, the very elements

2 Cf. the comment “It is a commonplace of modern anthropology that origin sto-
ries are influenced by current realities, even if they are not simply ‘charters’ to justify
them.” Sims-Williams 1985: 102. Cf. SN: xlvi-xlviii for Sigurdur Nordal’s view that
chs. 1-3 are not a later addition.
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that make up Ymir/Aurgelmir/Fornjotr—fire, air and water—later re-
appear as the names of Fornjétr’s sons (which recalls the myth of the
dismembered body of the primeval giant distributed over the world).
Clunies Ross notes that “it was principally the destructive or harmful
qualities of these natural phenomena that were translated into human
form as the sons of Fornjotr”. And in mythology we see these male
giants arriving and spreading out over female earth.” By making the
Orkney rulers into descendants of such aggressive and mobile charac-
ters, Orkneyinga saga clearly chooses an ideology of immigration and
conquest for the earls, also if they did not start their journey in Troy.

Regarding the legendary ancestors (Fig. 1), it is not their names, but
their deeds that evoke this ideology. Initially, the brothers Norr and
Gorr and their descendants are very mobile, and not bound to any
particular land. They travel around, fighting battles, so that Norr has
recently been called “a wandering hero or roving viking”.** It is only
eventually that these characters start conquering areas here and there.
Orkneyinga saga says about Norr for example, that “Fér Nérr um allan
fiordinn ok lagdi undir sik ok gerdisk konungr yfir peim herudum”>
This is the immigrant conquering hero par excellence! The later rulers
of Orkney descend from Gérr (in an all-male line*), who “hafdi ok
undir sik lagt land allt it ytra [...] ok pd skiptu peir londum med sér
braeor” ¥

In short, while Orkneyinga saga eschews the model of conquest and
immigration from the south via Odinn, the saga retains the idea of
powerful rulers from abroad—the north—carving out new territories

» Clunies Ross 1983: 49. Water, fire and air are obviously three primal elements.
The forth and immobile one, earth, is female in Norse mythology. But Clunies Ross
underlines that the sons of Fornjétr are “destructive or rigorous natural phenomena
and not...three of the four natural elements” (62).

# Ashman Rowe 2000: 445. Her analysis of the development of Flateyarbdk
(Ashman Rowe 2005), focussing on “the editorial projects of the two priests who com-
piled Flateyarbok” and on the interrelationship of their contributions (pp. 25, 27) says
hardly anything on OS and is not relevant here.

» 0OS ch. 1 (FG: 4); “went round the whole fiord and subdued all the inhabitants and
made himself king over the districts that lay there round the fjord” (AT: 136).

% Lincoln 1995: 25-6 underlines that NOrr marries, which makes his land into a
“pacified, heterosexual space” where however “peace and sexuality [...] lead to an
overproduction that is its undoing” because of numerous territorial divisions. By con-
trast, GOrr rules a “war-like and seemingly all-male realm seemingly associated with
the homosocial experience of shipboard life” which may be a more viable polity.

7708 ch. 2 (FG: 5); “had also subdued all the outermost land [...] And therefore the
brothers divided the land between them.” (AT: 137).
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for themselves. It is an image of warriors-turned-rulers; and, impor-
tantly, they are free to decide where to turn to, whom to attack, which
lands to take, and how to divide them. These are the elements which
are underlined by descent from such characters. The model of conquest
and immigration (from the north) presents the Orkney rulers as inde-
pendent warriors-turned-rulers on a par with the Norwegian kings.

1.3. Conquest and immigration in history

If we turn to the two historical ancestors, Rognvaldr and Sigurdr
Eysteinnson (Fig. 1), we note that here the motifs of immigration
and conquest are split.?® Orkneyinga saga says explicitly that King
Haraldr harfagri sailed to the west and that “Hann lagdi undir sik
Hijaltland ok Orkneyjar ok Sudreyjar; hann for allt vestr i Mon ok eyddi
Manarbyggdina. Hann dtti par margar orrostur ok eignadisk lond svd
langt vestr, at engi Noregskonungr hefir lengra sidan.” A close reading
of Orkneyinga saga shows that Rognvaldr and Sigurdr seem to have
accompanied King Haraldr on the expedition. However, the Saga does
not accord them any, let alone any prominent role in the conquest of
Orkney. Orkney is conquered by the Norwegian king, not by its future
rulers: they only immigrate.*

# Rognvaldr appears in chs. 3, 4, and also in Snorri’s Haralds saga hdrfagra in
Heimskringla (chs. 12, 22-24). Rognvaldr and Sigurdr are classified as ‘ancestors’ since
the real first earl of Orkney is Einarr (see below). The traditional division into legend-
ary and historical characters (see Fig. 1) is questionable.

# OS ch. 4 (FG: 8); “He subdued Shetland and the Orkneys and the Hebrides and
sailed right west to the Isle of Man and laid waste the Manx homesteads. He fought
there many battles and annexed the land farther west than any Norwegian king has
done since” (AT: 138). Haralds saga hdrfagra wants to show that Haraldr fought a bel-
lum iustum, punishing the western vikings who attacked Norway and bringing order
to those lands.

% Historia Norwegie, thought to refer to Orcadian traditions, knows nothing of
King Haraldr’s involvement in the Orkneys. In Historia Norwegie “pirate” of earl
Rognvaldr’s family “cum magna classe Solundicum Mare transfretantes de diuturnis
sedibus exutas ex toto deleuerunt ac insulas sibi subdiderunt” (“crossing the Solund
Sea with a large fleet; totally destroyed these peoples after stripping them of their long-
established dwellings and made the islands subject to themselves”), to use the Orkneys
as a winter-base for raids. Crawford comments “it is possible that within the islands
there was no memory of King Harald’s involvement in the establishment of the earl-
dom, whereas the saga-writer (probably an Icelander) is recording a tradition which
liked to think that the Orkney earldom was tied to the Kingdom of Norway from the
very beginning. However, the saga account of the many bloody battles which went on
between Earl Rognvald’s sons and the sons of King Harald of Norway suggests that
the More family and the Vestfold dynasty did conflict in their attempts to get control
over these islands.” Crawford 1983: 98, 99.
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In fact, the story of the arrival of the first earls of Orkney is rather
convoluted. Orkneyinga saga says that King Haraldr “gaf [Rognvaldr]
yfirsékn om Meeri hvdratveggju ok Raumsdal” in Norway, and that “pd
gaf hann Regnvaldi jarli i sonarbeetr Hjaltland ok Orkneyjar.”*' This
seems a logic continuation within the model that the Norwegian king
conquers, while his earls immigrate.

I see an ideological message in this split between conquest and
immigration. As outlined above, conquering and immigrating is what
the northern dynasty of Fornjétr and the southern one of Odinn do.
Both are dynasties of independent kings. In Orkneyinga saga chap-
ter 4 however, the independent king (Haraldr) conquers, and then
freely decides what to do with some of the new lands: giving them to
a dependent earl for ‘immigration’. Haraldr’s grant of Mere, Romsdal
and Orkney to Rognvaldr sends a clear message that the ruler of these
lands is subject to the King of Norway.

Yet immediately the clear picture becomes foggy. Rognvaldr does
not keep Orkney, but gives it to his brother Sigurdr. Is this merely
a ‘sub-letting’ which makes Sigurdr dependent on Rognvaldr, who is
in turn subject to Haraldr? Or does this act break the initial link of
dependence; does Orkneyinga saga imply that Orkney and its rulers
are after all more independent of the Norwegian crown than an earl
of More and Romsdal? Such a view might find support in the fact
that with Sigurdr the motif of conquest returns. Sigurdr and Porsteinn
raudr “unnu peir Katanes allt ok mikit annat af Skotlandi, Mcrheefi ok
Ros”. Thus here we again see independent warriors establishing them-
selves as rulers.”

Orkneyinga saga therefore sends a mixed message regarding con-
quest and immigration of historical ancestors. It paints a clear picture
of the Norwegian king’s acts in, and consequently rights over one part
of the earldom, the islands of Orkney and Shetland.* This picture may

3OS ch. 4 (FG: 7-8); “granted [Rognvaldr] the two More and Romsdalen to rule
over”; “as compensation for his son he gave to Earl Rognvald Shetland and the Orkneys”
(AT: 138-9). Contrary to OS where Rognvaldr’s son Ivarr fell in the British Isles,
Haralds péttr and Vatnsdela saga say that Ivarr fell in the battle of Hafrsfjord, raising
the question of whether OS ‘created’ a link, and if so, why. Heimskringla I: 122 n. 1.

2 0S ch. 5 (FG: 8); “conquered all Caithness and much more of Scotland, and Moray
and Ross” (AT: 139).

¥ Historically, Haraldr’s conquest of lands in the west is unlikely. In Historia
Norwegie ch. 6 Orkney is conquered by robustissim[us] princ[eps] Rogwald[us]—Earl
Rognvaldr alone. Cf. n. 30. Other Norse sources disagree on whether there were one
or two campaigns (see for the second one below 2.2.) and who led them (Ketill flat-
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be weakened by the story of Rognvaldr’s gift to Sigurdr. The latter’s acts
in Caithness and further south again evoke independence, presenting
Caithness as (even) ‘more independent’ of Norway than the Shetland
and Orkney isles. Historically, Caithness’ greater independence from
Norway is as anachronistic in a historical ninth/tenth century context,
as equal semi-independence of the Orkney and Shetland isles is after
1195, as pointed out in the beginning. Taken together, Orkneyinga
saga’s ideology would also not correspond to the historical situation
during any of the periods of compilation or revision. The presentation
of conquest and immigration seems to carry a political message which,
on the whole, underlines Orcadian equality with and independence of
Norway.

1.4. (See-)konungr, jarl, hofdingi

The mythological, legendary and historical ancestors of the rulers of
Orkney appear with different titles in Orkneyinga saga. In the first
four chapters, we note a development from konungr and sekonungr to
jarl and hofdingi (Fig. 1).** One truism is that the use of titles is never
accidental; another that in the world of humans, descent from kings
is the most honourable genealogy to claim. The appearance of kings
early in genealogies is therefore common. The interesting elements in
Orkneyinga saga thus concern the appearance of sekonungr and the
acquisition of the title jarl.

With the appearance of Norr, the eponymous founder of the
Kingdom of Norway, the title konungr is discontinued in the Orcadian
genealogy. Norr’s brother Gorr and his descendants are sekonungar.
It is unclear whether this title is lower than konungr. Taylor explained
that sekonungr might have been “an old title given to one who ruled

nefr?); and Insular sources report earlier royal expeditions (e.g. Turgéis) but nothing
which could refer to Haraldr. Recent discussion Thomson 2008: 24-7, Thomson 2005:
1-10, and cf. Sigurdur Nordal’s comment 1913: 44-5, “senere har da Snorre syntes,
det var urimeligt, at kongen gav gerne bort uden forst at have erobret dem. [...] Det
vilde riktignok vere en af hans dristigste kombinasjoner, men langt fra utenkelig.”
(“and later Snorri thought it unfitting that the king should have given the isles away
without first having conquered them. [...] Admittedly, this would have been a very
bold conjecture of Snorri’s, but it is by no means impossible.”).

3 For titles see Jon Vidar Sigurdsson in this volume. He notes that OS calls Fornjotr
a king, and proposes that the Saga therefore accords to the earls of Orkney a lower
position than to the Norwegian kings and to the earls of Hladir who descend from a
god. More comparative work into the appearance of euhemerised non-human char-
acters in Nordic texts is required here.
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over armed hosts on board ship but held no lands”.>* This view could
imply that they were mere leaders of warriors, not proper rulers in
the medieval view, and hence inferior to konungar. Orkneyinga saga
would then make the descendants of the sekonungr Gorr, the rulers
of Orkney, inferior to the descendants of the konungr Norr, the rulers
of Norway. However, the Saga-text seems quite neutral: “Gorr hafoi
eyjarnar, ok var hann pvi kalladr sekonungr; hans synir varu peir Heiti
ok Beiti; peir vdaru sekonungar ok ofstopamenn miklir.”*¢ This seems
to imply that the title seekonungr was coined because Gorr ruled over
islands, not because Gorr was inferior to Norr. Matters may be differ-
ent with Heiti and Beiti. Their characterisation as ofstopamenn with its
associations of arrogance and aggressiveness in Orkneyinga saga might
make thirteenth-century readers associate them with the sea-rovers
(vikingar) who are described as a plague in Haralds saga hdrfagra, and
whom King Haraldr punished in a just war.”” This would imply that
Heiti’s and Beiti’s status as sekonungar is inferior to that of a konungr.
It would however also lead to the conundrum that by installing Heiti’s
descendants in Orkney, King Haraldr replaced vikingar with vikingar.
Such acts might have been political reality, but would this really have
been propagated in a genealogy? The question of whether a s@ko-
nungr is of lower rank than a konungr in Orkneyinga saga remains
unanswered.*

In contrast to sekonungr, Orkneyinga saga does not give any expla-
nation for the change to the title jarl. It appears first with Rognvaldr’s
grandfather Ivarr, while Rggnvaldr’s father Eysteinn and great-grand-
father Halfdan are without title. Halfdan is the son of a sekonungr,
Sveidi (Fig. 1). Rognvaldr is the second jarl in the dynasty. His title
seems to be personal; it is certainly not connected to Mere and
Romsdal, let alone Orkney, all of which King Haraldr grants to him as

3OS (AT: 352). SN does not comment on the term.

% 0OS ch. 3 (FG: 6-7); “Gor held the isles and thence was called a ‘Sea-king’. His
sons were Heiti and Beiti, who were Sea-kings, and very overbearing men.” (AT: 137).
Eyarnar here refers to the isles off the Norwegian coast, not to Orkney.

% Cf. n. 28.

¥ The discussion above concerned titles, not the persons of the brothers. For the
latter the fact that Gorr is named second, implying that he was the younger brother
(OS ch. 1) might give the impression that Gorr is the lesser character. This is however
a medieval view influenced by the concept of primogeniture. If Gorr’s junior position’
was intended as a subtle literary means of denoting the Orkney-rulers’ lesser place this
would point to a later date for this element.
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an already ‘titled” earl.*” It is with Sigurdr that Orkneyinga saga makes
plain that jarl is a lower title which is bestowed by the Norwegian
king. After Rognvaldr had passed Orkney on to Sigurdr, Haraldr
“konungr gaf Sigurdi jarlsnafn”.*® This description does two things. It
makes plain that a konungr, who is higher, can make jarlar, who are
lower. In the remainder of Orkneyinga saga we very frequently—yet
not always—find Orcadian rulers travelling to the Norwegian (and to
the Scottish) crown in order to get the title of jarl. Secondly, in addi-
tion to establishing hierarchy, the description also establishes depen-
dence. Ideologically, all this may be particularly important in the case
of Sigurdr if his link with King Haraldr is more tenuous since Sigurdr
obtained the lands from his brother, and embarked on independent
conquest (see above). Beginning with Sigurdr, Orkney rulers are
inherently hgfdingi—gone are the days of konungar and sekonungar.*'
These hgfdingi of the Orkney-dynasty are then, with some exceptions,
made into jarlar by kings, in comparison to whom they are of lower
rank, and on whom they depend.

An inconsistency in this lies with Rggnvaldr and Ivarr. If Orkneyinga
saga had claimed that they also owe their title jarl to a king, the saga
would have used this title consistently to reduce the status of the
dynasty with regard to royal Hdrfagri-dynasty. But in the text as it
stands, doubts remain whether jarlar had always been lower, or at least
always dependent on konungar. There is an intermediary phase in the
Saga’s genealogy, with Ivarr and Rognvaldr, who are neither (see-)
konungar nor konungr’s jarlar, but something in between: jarlar not
made by a king. In how far Orkneyinga saga’s understanding of jarl in
the case of Ivarr and Rognvaldr corresponds to possible Viking Age
concepts of a jarl’s position—as different from medieval concepts—
cannot be discussed here.*” The fragmentary transmission and revision

¥ OS ch. 4.

YOS ch. 4 (FG: 8); “gave him the title of ‘Earl’” (AT: 139).

' Cf. OS ch. 5 Sigurdr jarl gerdisk hofdingi mikill (FG: 8); Earl Sigurd became a
mighty chief (AT: 139). Cf. FG: 8 n. 8 for the version in Landndmabdk where Porsteinn
raudr, Sigurdr’s companion, is a konungr. Cf. Jén Vidar Sigurdsson in the present
volume for h¢fdingi used most frequently for the Icelandic chieftains and the earls of
Orkney, although as a wider term it could refer to anybody from a leader of slaves to
a king or God.

“ While Haralds saga hdrfagra strives to show that King Haraldr set up earls in
various parts of Norway in the 9th century, this may represent 13th century attitudes.
The pre-medieval relationship jarl-konungr is unclear and requires further research.
In OS, Rognvaldr is a jarl before he gets More and Romsdal from Haraldr. In some



124 IAN BEUERMANN

of Orkneyinga saga could easily account for different ideologies in the
present text. On the other hand, it cannot be excluded either that, yet
again, a certain ambiguity had been intended: that jarlar are clearly
inferior and dependent with regard to kings, but that this may not
always have been the case in the past.

1.5. Orcadian elements?

Until now, the origin story has been discussed in its usual, Scandinavian,
context. However, a fact apparently accepted as natural merits some
attention: the origin story of the earls of Orkney includes nothing
Orcadian at all. No attempt whatsoever is made to link the earls with
Orkney, for example via fosterage with an Orcadian (mythical?) fam-
ily, or via intermarriage with an Orcadian woman (goddess, heiress),*
similar to the conquest-and-immigration myths of the Scandinavian
kings to Scandinavia. As discussed above, we hear much about Nordic
ancestors, but nothing about an Orcadian population or their rulers.
Since this cannot be due to ignorance about these matters in a twelfth
to fourteenth century Scandinavian context,* it must be intentional.
One reason for omitting anything Insular in the origin story may have
been the need to underline that Orkney belonged to the Scandinavian
sphere and not to the Scottish one, during the years before 1266. As
already mentioned, the Scottish crown’s influence in the far north
had been growing for some time; Scottish kings—as Orkneyinga saga
admits—more and more frequently gave members of the Orcadian
dynasty the title of earl for Caithness; and there were serious clashes in

sources jarl seems to signify warrior, hero, noble man, prince, ruler, and (only later?)
king’s official. Cf. for the etymology and the status of jarl also Spurkland 2005: 50-51:
“proto-Scandinavian erilaR/irilaR has also been linked to the word jarl...”, first
possibly meaning “rune-magician [...] later ‘rune-master in the sense of ‘learned’.”,
denoting members of a secular upper class, an interpretation particularly interest-
ing with regard to OS’s description of the poetic and rune-carving Earl Rognvaldr
Kolsson (below, 5.). Konungr is usually seen as ‘son of a noble man’, ‘ettling’, based on
Rigspula (which poses problems of its own). There, jarl is the highest ranking son (the
others in descending order are Karl and Preell). Jarl marries Erna, daughter of Hersir,
and their son is called Konr, or Konr ungr: So “king” the son of “ear]” would turn the
medieval view upside down—but “king” eventually outdoes his father, “earl”, cf. Jon
Vidar Sigurdsson in the present volume. Discussion also Bagge 2000, overview KLNM
7: 559-566 sub jarl; KLNM 9: 1-20 sub konge, Sundqvist in the present volume.

# Cf. above fn. 26 for the very male Orkney genealogy.

“ Historia Norwegie ch. 6 describes papae and peti, papar and Picts. Overview
Thomson 2008: 1-23, Gourlay 1995: 111-119.
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the ecclesiastical sphere.”” By eschewing any genealogical links what-
soever between the rulers and Orkney itself Orkneyinga saga under-
lines in the strongest possible way that Scandinavian rule meant a new
beginning, a complete break with what might have been before, which
is so irrelevant that it is not even mentioned. Orkney’s rulers deal with,
but have no common origins with Scotland.

Stressing the links between Orkney and northern Scandinavia and
Norway would vindicate King Sverrir’s re-organisation of the earl-
dom in 1195, and please the Norwegian crown under Kings Ingi
Bardarson (1204-1217) and Hakon Hékonarson (1217-1263), who
both conducted an active policy in the west. While Hakon’s increasing
involvement from Orkney to Man from the later 1220s until 1263 is
well-known, Ingi’s activities have been somewhat overlooked. Between
1208 and 1211 Ingi was in contact with both the Orkney earls and
bishop, and the Manx kings and bishop-elect. He reminded Earls Jon
and David Haraldsson of Sverrir’s terms, and he received the submis-
sion and tribute of King Rognvaldr Gudrgdarson and his son Gudrgdr.
The fact that Ingi turned his attention to matters in the west as soon
as the treaty of Hvitingsey in 1208 had reconciled the two warring fac-
tions in Norway and thus given him the necessary leeway, shows how
serious also this king took Norway’s relations with western Norse rul-
ers.* A Saga which underlined Orkney’s Norwegian links could thus
have been known, and would have been very welcome at Ingi’s and
Hakon’s courts. Yet stressing the greatness of the Norwegian kingdom
by underlining the extent of its dominions could also be seen in the
context of the later fourteenth century, when the Norwegian crown
was in crisis because of the death of King Olafr Hékonarson, last
descendant in the male line of the Norwegian royal dynasty. In 1387
therefore, Margareta of Denmark’s rule was looming, an unwelcome
prospect for the Icelanders. Would the inclusion of Orkneyinga saga

* Discussion Crawford 1995b.

6 Boglunga Sogur ii: 120-1, trsl. Early Sources of Scottish History ii: 380, 381. Cf. for
Ingi Bardarson Beuermann 2008a: 23-50; for the latter Beuermann 2007: 324-367. Also
OS’s geography is that of the 13th century: there are no 9th century Northumbrians,
Danes in the Danelaw, no Anglo-Saxons, no Strathclyde-British, no Picts or Gaels.
Ipstead we find the medieval kingdoms of Englalgnd, Skotalgnd, Néregr, Danmork,
Irland.
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into Flateyarbdk at that time contribute to making this manuscript a
work against Danish and female rule?*’

This discussion underlined that “origin stories had a more than anti-
quarian interest because they embodied and encouraged views about
the equality or subservience and the friendship or enmity of peoples
and their royal dynasties”.*® A look at the origin story in Orkneyinga
saga yields a mixed result in this context. The exclusively Nordic
origin myth seems to proclaim that the earls of Orkney are equal to
and independent of the kings of Norway, in fact, that they are more
‘Norwegian’ than the kings of Norway. On the other hand the descent
from a giant is not only native; it may also be less noble than descent
from a god. Yet again, the theme of equality and independence with
regard to the kings of Norway reappears with the model of conquest
and immigration. The mythological ancestors of the Orkney earls are
warriors-turned-rulers on a par with the Norwegian kings. Matters
are however less clear for the historical ancestors, where conquest and
immigration are to a certain extent split, denying independence and
equality to the Orkney earls. Their dependent and lower status is also
clearly stated in the creation of Sigurdr jarl by King Haraldr harfagri.
But in the sphere of titles, in turn, a jarl may not always have been
dependent and lower than a konungr, and we find the latter in the
Orkney earls’ genealogy as well. On balance, it appears that in the
parts referring to pre-historic events the position of the Orkney earls
is loftier than in the more historic parts. The latter may be due to
Snorri’s revisions.

2. From ancestor to progenitor: Earls Sigurdr and Einarr

The theme of (in)equality and (in)dependence shall be further analy-
sed concerning the death of the last ancestor, and the attributes of the
progenitor proper, of the earls of Orkney.

2.1. Madel Brigte’s tooth

Earl Sigurdr’s establishment in Orkney has been discussed above. What
is of interest here is his death. Sigurdr is probably most commonly

¥ Cf. Tomany 2007: 84, 166. Cf. Ashman Rowe 2000, 2005 for the connection
between the Norwegian crisis and Flateyarbok.
4 Sims-Williams 1985: 102.
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remembered for his somewhat embarrassing demise. After a victorious
battle in which he killed his adversary Earl Mael Brigte, Earl Sigurdr
was riding home, with Mael Brigte’s head strapped onto his saddle.
“pa vildi Sigurdr keyra hestinn vid feeti sinum, ok lystr hann kalfanum
a tonnina, er skagoi 6r hofdi Melbrikta, ok skeindisk; ok i pat sdr laust
verkjum ok prota, ok leiddi pat til bana; ok er Sigurdr inn riki heygor
d Ekkjalsbakka.”® After introducing him in the first sentence of the
chapter with “Sigurdr jarl gerdisk hofdingi mikill”,”* these two short,
laconic sentences about the really rather silly death of the mighty first
earl of Orkney destroy any impression of a noble, powerful ruler that
the reader might have had.

It has been discussed whether this is a Scandinavian, or rather an
Irish element in Orkneyinga saga. Severing heads of slain enemies
and showing them as proof one one’s own achievements was com-
mon amongst Celtic peoples, also in northern Britain.”* Almqvist then
argued that the particular motif where the head of the enemy avenges
its former bearer recalls the Old Irish story about King Conchobar Mac
Nessa who died through the conserved brain of a slain enemy. Almqvist
concludes “One need not assume that the tale about Mesgegra’s brain
is the direct source for the Mael Brigte episode in Orkneyinga saga,
but some such Gaelic story, perhaps in a more primitive form and
without the hagiographic ingredients, seems likely to lie behind it.”>
But the question of whether this episode in Orkneyinga saga (also™)
shows Irish influence or not can remain open: wherever the story

¥ 0OS ch. 5 (FG: 9); “tried to spur on his horse with his foot, and he knocked his
calf against the tusk which stuck out from Maelbrigte’s mouth, so that the skin was
broken. The sore grew into a painful swelling, so that he got his death of it. And Sigurdr
the Mighty is buried in a barrow on the banks of the Oykell.” (AT: 139-40); HP/PE:
27-28 have a more “racy” translation: Sigurdr “went to spur his horse, he struck his calf
against a tooth sticking out of Maelbrigte’s mouth and it gave him a scratch. The wound
began to swell and ache, and it was this that led to the death of Sigurd the Powerful.”
The (dis)qualification “racy” is Crawford’s 1979: 194. Taylor’s translation is closer to
the original and more formal, although Hollander 1940/1: 228 also criticised him for
colloquialisms. Gaelic (and Christian) Mael Brigte means “follower of St Bridget”.

3OS ch. 5 (EG: 8); “Earl Sigurd became a mighty chief” (AT: 139).

51 For Ireland see the entries in the Annals of Ulster s.a. 865, 926, 933, for northern
Scotland the severed heads on the 9th-10th ¢ Sueno’s Stone in Moray. Skene argued
that Sueno’s Stone actually depicts the battle between Sigurdr and Mael Brigte; more
recently however the Pictish-Gaelic struggle has been has been proposed. Cf. Sellar
1993, Jackson 1993.

2 Almqvist 1978-81: 99. Discussion of whole episode 97-99, with further
references.

53 For another possible Irish element in OS cf. above 1.1. on Hlér/Manannan mac Lir.
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comes from, we are still left with the fact that it has been chosen to
be included in Orkneyinga saga. Earl Sigurdr inn riki is presented as
dying a silly death.

So far, we are on safe ground. But if we now put Orkneyinga saga’s
description of Sigurdr’s death into a Scandinavian context we enter a
research debate which has recently been infused with new controversial
ideas. Gro Steinsland underlines that in Nordic mythology rulers are
subject to a specific and unusual fate, one element of which is that they
frequently die a dramatic honourless death.> The clearest examples are
found in the skaldic poem Ynglingatal, now incorporated into Snorri
Sturluson’s first Kings’ Saga of Heimskringla, Ynglingasaga. Viewed
in the light of Steinsland’s model, the description of Sigurdr’s death
in Orkneyinga saga could therefore express that Sigurdr is a proper
ruler who follows the Nordic pattern, or, in more politico-ideologi-
cal terms, a ruler on a par with the Ynglingatal-kings, and with their
descendants, the kings of Norway. However, Bergsveinn Birgisson has
recently argued convincingly that Ynglingatal was neither composed
as a genealogy of any Ynglingar or Norwegian kings, nor that it is
a praise-poem: on the contrary, while not fully nid, the poem is cer-
tainly derisory, especially regarding the deaths of the numerous kings.>
With this, Ynglingatal can no longer serve as unequivocal evidence for
underlining the ruler’s special status through his special death. And in
particular here, Ynglingatal cannot be used to support an interpreta-
tion of Orkneyinga saga that Sigurdr’s death was in the mould of a
proper Nordic ruler.

Nevertheless, it would be premature to discard this interpreta-
tion completely at this stage. This is because of the meaning which
Ynglingasaga—that is, Snorri in the 1230s—gives to the material.
Unfortunately though, Snorri’s full intentions are debated.”® What
is safe to say is that Snorri presents a genealogy of Ynglingar-rulers,
ancestors of the Norwegian kings. But did he realise that he was using
a derisory poem? If so, did he think to adapt its meaning, especially
regarding the deaths in line with Norse mythology, re-interpreting the
descriptions of ignoble deaths as appropriate rulers’ demises? If one
assumes all this, or if one assumes that Snorri simply did not see any

% Steinsland 1991, 2000.

> Bergsveinn Birgisson 2008.

% Most recently at a special Ynglingatal seminar at the University of Oslo,
12.12.2008, discussing newest points of research.
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derision in Ynglingatal, then the poem in its Ynglingasaga-wrapping
may still proclaim that the appropriate death for a ruler in Norse
mythology is dramatic and honourless. And then Sigurdr’s death in
Orkneyinga saga may be modelled on this, Snorri’s, pattern. On the
other hand, Sigurdr’s death could also not follow any noble mytho-
logical pattern of Snorri’s—if Snorri was aware of the derision in
Ynglingatal and incorporated it knowingly in Ynglingasaga. (Then his-
torians and philologists would also face the interesting possibility that
the very first saga of Heimskringla, the praise-work on the Norwegian
kings, pokes fun at them.)

In short, while it cannot be excluded that the description of
Sigurdr’s death in Orkneyinga saga was meant to show him as a classic
ruler of Norse legend who died an ignoble death (albeit not based on
Ynglingatal), this reading is far from well-supported. If one does not
take the episode as simply a good story, then rather than proving equal
status with the Norwegian kings, Sigurdr’s death through blood-poi-
soning after a tooth of Mael Brigte’s severed head scratched him could
just as well criticise the Orkney earl. Sigurdr died in this way when
he was conquering, and because he adopted a foreign custom. If one
searches for ideological meaning in this episode, an earl (rather than a
king, see above) who conquers, and a Scandinavian who behaves like
a Celt (cutting off heads) may be shown to suffer his just reward.”

2.2. The son of a slave

After Earl Sigurdr’s demise misfortune dogs the line (Fig. 2), before
the Orkney Islands finally received another earl, if in a rather inauspi-
cious way. Earl Rognvaldr apparently faced a difficult task when he had
to decide which of his remaining sons should take up the challenge.
Rognvaldr’s eldest son, Hrdlfr, was gone on viking expeditions—he
was to earn lasting fame by conquering Normandy—and Rognvaldr’s
second son, Ivarr, was dead. To his third son, Périr pegjandi, Rognvaldr
said “hér mun pinn proski mestr, ok liggja vegir pinir eigi hedan”,*® and
Rognvaldr also discouraged his illegitimate son Hrollaugr “Eigi mun

7 T am grateful to Jan Erik Rekdal for suggesting the second possibility.
8 Porir pegjandi, the silent. OS ch. 6 (FG: 10); “here at home will be the most hon-
ourable career for thee. Thy path lies not abroad” (AT: 140).
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bér jarldéms audit, ok liggja fylgiur pinar til Islands”.*® Then Einarr,
Rognvaldr’s youngest son asked: “ ‘Villtu, at ek fara til eyjanna? Ek
mun pvi heita, er pér mun mest veitt { pykkja, at ek mun aldrigi aptr
koma pér i augsyn; d ek ok vio litit gott hér at skiljask, ok ervent um,
at minn proski verdi annars stadar minni en hér.” Jarl segir: ‘Olikligr
ertu til hofdingja fyrir sakar méour pinnar, pvi at hon er i allar cettir
preelborin, en satt er pat, at pvi betr peetti mér, er pii ferr fyrr d braut
ok kemr seinna aptr.””*® After this kind exchange between father and
son, Einarr leaves for Orkney. Are we now to understand that Orkney
got the least promising of Rognvaldr’s sons?

One interpretation of the episode is that earl Rognvaldr was reluc-
tant to hand over real power to those of his sons who showed too
much initiative.® Hence, he favours the younger Poérir as his successor
in More, and the older and more dangerous Hrolfr embarks on an
overseas career in Normandy. Of the illegitimate sons, the disquali-
fied Halladr would not pose any threat to his father; neither would
Hrollaugr whose future lies in farming, eventually indeed in Iceland.
This leaves Einarr the troublemaker. What better solution than to send
him abroad as well, on a mission that provides an outlet for his warlike
temper, but where his likely failure would not do any lasting harm.

However, one should be careful with taking at face-value the father-
son conversation in the Saga, as well as with accepting that Rognvaldr
despised his youngest son Einarr, as the descendant of a slave-mother.
An entirely different interpretation sees this conversation as a provoca-
tion-scene. Usually, in Old Norse literature, women and old men pro-
voke young men to avenge the death of a kinsman, or to make them
restore social order, especially when the family honour is sullied. The

* OS ch. 6 (FG: 10); “This earldom will not fall to thy lot, for thy guardian spirits
point towards Iceland.” (AT: 140).

% OS ch. 6 (FG: 10, 11); ““Wilt thou that I go to the Isles? I shall promise thee—what
must seem to thee the most fitting service I can do thee—that I shall never again come
in thy sight; for here I have little luck to lose; and it is unlikely that my career elsewhere
will be less honourable than here’. The earl said, ‘Unlikely art thou to become a great
chief by reason of thy mother; for she was thrall-born in all her forebears. Indeed it
seems to me that the farther away thou farest and the longer thou stayest the better.””
(AT: 140). The story is also recorded in Haralds saga ins hdrfagra ch. 27, which uses
OS, and in Landndmabok (Sturlubok ch. 309, Hauksbék ch. 270), apparently based on
an older form of OS, cf. Mundal 1995: 248-9. Einarr has the byname Torf, traditionally
because he supposedly taught the Orcadians use peat for fuel, FG: 11 n. 2. Cf. for the
byname rather commemorating his territorial gains in the south Cheape 1984: 210;
Crawford 1986: 33-46.

¢ OS introduction HP/PE: 13.
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actual provocation lies in the—unfounded—accusation of not behaving
as is expected of an honourable man. The scene involving Rognvaldr
and Einarr partly differs from this standard set-up in that Rognvaldr
provokes his son by reminding him of a fact, his descent from a slave-
mother. But it also contains the classic element, the reproach that
Einarr would not behave as befits an honourable man, but would only
act like the son of a slave. The “olikligr ertu til hofdingja”, Rognvaldr’s
unfriendly words to his son, should therefore not be taken literally, but
as the “sort of provocation which women and old men in Old Norse
society were entitled to use in order to make their sons act according
to the standards of honour”.®> This means for the Orkney earls suc-
ceeding Einarr—for he of course proves to be perfectly able to gain
and hold the earldom—that in Rognvaldr’s eyes Einarr’s descent from
a slave-mother provided an effective lever to spur him on to great
deeds, and that it need not be seen as a lasting stain on their family
honour.

At least that, for one might push the interpretation further: “In lit-
erature a provocation is usually directed to the most promising of the
men in question, where there is most hope for a positive response.
Such a provocation in fact proves that the person who provokes has
faith in the young man in spite of what he or she says.”® Einarr not
as the least, but as the most promising of Rognvaldr’s sons—what else
could he claim to recommend himself, apart from the legend-worthy
fact of being the youngest? It is in fact Einarr’s very descent that might
single him out, but in a positive way.

It seems to have been not only acceptable but even desirable to have
a slave-mother if the father belonged to a princely house. Péra, mother
of the Norwegian king Hakon inn gédi (943-961), is called “konungs
ambadtt”, “the king’s slave”, although she was probably not slave-born
at all. Snorri explains that even women of good family were called
konungs ambdtt.** Apparently, in Old Norse society an alliance between
a man of princely family and a slave woman was not only acceptable;
on the contrary, it might even be a lucky combination for the ensuing
offspring. This runs counter to the general rule of equal social status

62 Mundal 1995: 248. Cf. for women egging men to act Jochens 1998.

¢ Mundal 1995: 250, following Steinsland 1991.

 Haralds saga ins hdrfagra ch. 37; cf. Mundal 1995: 250. Hollander translated
“konungs ambdtt” as “the king’s handmaid”, with the explanation “There were many
at that time who did service at the king’s court, even though they were of noble birth,
both men and women.” Heimskringla Hollander: 91.
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of husband and wife, where the union of free or high-born man and
slave woman would have constituted a serious misalliance—as far
as the general population is concerned. Here, however, we consider
royal families. And in Old Norse mythology, the prototype of a king
descends from opposite parties. As Steinsland pointed out, the royal
founding-father stems from the mythic alliance of opposites, the hieros
gamos between god and giantess. This union of opposites is continued
when the royal descendants marry slave-women; the offspring of these
alliances is born to rule.®®

And alone among Rognvaldr’s sons it is Einarr who meets this crite-
rion. He is the born ruler. Moreover, it is only fitting that he is intro-
duced in such a dramatic way, and that he quickly makes a name for
himself, for Einarr is of course the real ancestor of the Orkney earls.
His uncle Sigurdr’s line had died out. The Saga of the earls of Orkney
proper begins with Einarr, a man destined to be ruler.

Orkneyinga saga can now not resist a side-swipe at the Norwegian
royal house: Halfdan haleggr, son of king Haraldr harfagri, together
with his brother Gudredr ljémi, kills Einarr’s father Rognvaldr.5
Afterwards Halfdan flees, of all places, to Orkney.”” Einarr can now
be shown to conform completely to society’s demands of honourable
behaviour: he kills Hélfdan, avenging his father’s death. Some very
derisive skaldic verses about his brothers’ failure to do so are com-
posed to praise Einarr’s model behaviour.®® Thus again Einarr is pre-
sented as the leading one among his brothers, underlining that he is
the most promising of Rognvaldr’s sons.

& For hieros gamos and the ideology of kingship Steinsland in this volume and
1991, 2000; discussion of jafreedi Mundal 1995: 250, 251. Thomson 2008: 30-1 sees
these chapters as establishing Einarr’s status in a different way. He accepts the Saga’s
claim that Rognvaldr did not think highly of Einarr. In Thomson’s view this, together
with the descent from a slave, serves the purpose of allowing Einarr to be depicted as
a self-made-man, “owing nothing to anyone”. Thomson then (mis)applies Steinsland’s
model of the prototype of a new ruler born of opposites, to solve the problem of how
Einarr can be dependent and independent of the Norwegian king at the same time.

% OS ch. 8.

¢ In OS, Haraldr harfagri does not condone his sons’ behaviour, and Halfdan
héleggr flees his wrath. Gudredr ljémi surrendered to his father, and Haraldr harfagri
compensates Porir son of Rognvaldr with his daughter Alof and the title ‘earl’, OS
ch. 8.

% OS ch. 8., Mundal 1995: 252-255. Since Pdrir, Einarr’s brother and successor
to More, had married Haraldr’s daughter, he could not take revenge. Poole 1991:
161-172 for an analysis of the poetry on Einarr, concluding that the verses were not
composed by Einarr himself.
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With regard to the royal house of Norway, Einarr’s attitude is arro-
gant, to the point of being abusive. It is now that the famous incident
of blood-eagling is described in Orkneyinga saga. The Saga claims that
Einarr “lét Einarr rista grnd baki honum med sverdi ok skera rifin ¢ll
frd hrygginum ok draga par it lungun ok gaf hann Odni til sigrs sér.”®
Else Mundal commented that this ceremonial killing of Halfdan’s
“must have been an even greater provocation to the victim’s fam-
ily than an ordinary killing.”” We should read this comment not as
referring to the historical accuracy of events, but to their depiction
in the Saga. The important point is that Orkneyinga saga describes
the Orkney Earl Einarr as sacrificing King Haraldr’s son Halfdan to
Odinn.” In fact, the whole encounter between earl and king’s son had
been used to deride Halfdan: after Einarr’s victory in the sea-battle,
we are given to understand that Hélfdan spent the whole night hiding
from his enemies, since Orkneyinga saga records that the next morn-
ing Einarr and his men looked for Halfdan, until Einarr says: “ ‘Eigi
veit ek, hvat ek sé { Rinansey, hefsk stundum upp, en stundum leggsk
nidr; annathvdrt er pat fogl eda madr’ [...] Par fundu peir Hdlfdan
hdlegg”.”> When Einarr then picks up Halfdan, he refers to him not
by his usual nickname, hdleggr, but he uses the feminine form of this
“long-legs”, hdfeeta. Olsen discusses this form as a common name for
a sheep, or even worse, a goat. According to Old Norse custom, such
usage is “det rene nid”.” This verbal insult is connected to Halfdan’s
“burial”: after Halfdan’s death, Einarr asks his men to throw stones at
his body. Olsen points out, that burial under a heap of stones was a
quick and indifferent way of getting rid of unwanted bodies, for exam-
ple of men having committed suicide, or of worthless animal carcasses
like those of goats.”* The Saga combines this ultimate humiliation of

% OS ch. 8 (FG: 13); “carved the bloody eagle on his back by laying his sword in the
hollow at the backbone and hacking all the ribs from the backbone down to the loins,
and drawing out the lungs; and he gave him to Odin as an offering for his victory.”
(AT: 142).

7% Mundal 1995: 252-255.

7' In Mundal’s view, 1995: 257, in order to get Odinn’s help for the next step in the
attack, on someone higher than Hélfdan—the king himself.

2 0S ch. 8 (FG: 12, 13); “I see something or other on North Ronaldsay, now standing
up, and now lying down. It is either a bird or a man, and we shall go to it. There they
found Halfdan Long-legs.” (AT: 142).

73 Olsen 1942a: 40-4 (quote at 40. “pure ni0”); Olsen 1938 [1936]: 192; Olsen:
1942b: 152. For nid in general Meulengracht Serensen 1980.

™ Olsen 1942a: 40-4.
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Halfdan’s with a political message. In the skaldic verse composed to
commemorate the story Einarr calls the stones they throw at Halfdan
hardan skatt, “hard taxes”.”® It is possible that Halfdan was claiming
taxes from Rognvaldr of Mere and from Einarr earl of Orkney. This
would then have been a right which Einarr categorically denied to the
son of the king of Norway.”

Lastly, Orkneyinga saga enhances Einarr’s status through his asso-
ciation with Odinn. While, as discussed above, Odinn is conspicuously
absent in the origin myth, he appears forcefully with the person of
Einarr. Already his very name may hint at Odinn’s warriors, the ein-
herjar.”” “Einarr var mikill madr ok ljétr, einsynn ok p6 manna skyg-
gnstr” then runs the Saga’s description;” recalling Odinn’s offer of one
eye in return for wisdom. And as just discussed, it is Einarr who spots
Halfdan Haraldsson; the Saga lets Einarr compose poetry, and lets him
make the gift of the blood-eagled Halfdan to Odinn. Olsen points to
another possible element connected to wolves—Odinn’s animals—
when he analyses the threatening verses directed against King Haraldr
by Earl Rognvaldr’s wife (Ragn)Hildr in defence of her son Hrdlfr,
Einarr’s half-brother. Hildr warns King Haraldr that it is dangerous to
bare wolf’s teeth against another wolf: “Illt s vid ulf at ulfask, * Yggr
valbrikar, slikan”, which Olsen sees as a reference to Ragnargk, where
Odinn dies fighting the wolf Fenrir. Olsen then fits Einarr into this
category of dangerous and vengeful wolves when Einarr’s verse boasts
that he has hacked into the king’s shield like an #lfhedinn, an Odinn’s

7 OS ch. 8 (FG: 15).

76 Cf. Mundal 1995: 255. Einarr does in the end pay taxes to Haraldr—i.e., only to
the king, but not to a son of his. Cf. OS chs. 7, 8 for Einarr paying the fine or tax due
to Haraldr harfagri, thereby acquiring the odal rights of all Orcadians. The significance
of this passage reminiscent of Haraldr harfagri’s supposed claims in Norway is doubt-
ful, cf. Imsen 2000: 176. Thomson 2008: 34-5 reads it to mean “that whatever Harald
Fairhair could do in Norway, Torf Einar was powerful enough to do in Orkney....a
story designed to enhance Torf Einar’s status by likening him to the Norwegian king”,
and points to a possible historical context: Earl Rognvaldr Kolsson’s taxation for the
building of St Magnus Cathedral in Kirkwall in the 1130s.

77 Einarr with the elements ein “one” and arr “warrior/army” derives from *aina-
harja, with the same etymology as einheri sg., einherjar pl. “he/they who belong to one
and the same army”, Svensk Etymologisk Ordbok http://runeberg.org/svetym/0203.
html. Cf. Schjedt in this volume for Odinn and his warriors: the einherjar, an army
of the dead, and their human or cultic equivalents, the ulfhednar and berserkir. Poole
2009 for Irish influences on the ideology of rulership connected to Einarr.

78OS ch. 7 (FG: 11); “Einarr was a tall man and ugly, one-eyed, yet of all men the
most keen-sighted” (AT: 141).
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warrior. Einarr “har som en ulfhedinn hugget i skjold, i kongens skjold,
da han felte Hafoeta og utforte det som Hild pa Rolvs vegne bare hadde
truet med”.”” In various places in the saga, Einarr, the first real earl of
Orkney, is an Odinn-like figure.

The question is how being an Odinn-like figure compares to the
Norwegian kings who are said to descend from Odinn. On balance,
I would argue that Einarr’s association with Odinn in the specific Saga-
context is intended as a warning to King Haraldr not to meddle with
Orkney. It also makes up for the one missing element conferring status
in the origin myth: the link to a god. In this way, Orkneyinga saga
proclaims the independence of the earls via the specific origin myth,
yet still adds the prestige of a connection with Odinn father of the gods
in the next appropriate place.

In sum, Einarr’s descent and deeds—Sigurdr’s death less so—seem
to weigh in heavily on the side of an Orcadian ideology of equality and
independence vis-a-vis the Norwegian kings. Orkneyinga saga depicts
Earl Einarr as the perfect ruler. He assumes control in the Orkney
Islands, and rises to the challenge posed by Halfdan son of King
Haraldr harfagri, repelling the latter’s claims to taxes and superiority.
According to the Saga, the Odinn-like Einarr is the worthy progenitor
of the new ruling house of Orkney who refutes Norwegian claims.

3. Earls and kings in conflicts

The description of twelfth century events makes up the bulk of
Orkneyinga saga. Chapters 1 to 43 take the reader from the mythical
beginnings and the first three hundred years of Norse Orkney to the
death of King Magnus berfoettr during his expedition to the British
Isles in 1103. The rest of the Saga, chapters 44 to 112, deals with the
following one hundred years only, with the rivalry between the two
lines of the family stemming from the two sons of Earl Porfinnr inn
riki, Pall and Erlendr, in the course of which Orkney got its saint,
Magnus Erlendsson, around 1116. A large part of the Saga recounts
the reign of Rognvaldr Kolsson and the exploits of Sveinn Asleifarson.

7 “It is dangerous against such a wolf to show a wolf’s tooth, oh shield of Yggr’.
Shield of Yggr (Odinn) denotes Haraldr. Olsen 1942a: 1-4 with further references.
quote at 1. (Einarr “hewed like an ulfhedinn into the shield, the king’s shield, when he
killed Hafceta. He thereby did what Hild in Rolv’s name had merely threatened.”)
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Finally, the Saga finishes with events from the latter days of Earl Haraldr
Maddadarson’s reign—he died in 1206. This chapter shall focus on one
aspect of the conflicts described at such length in Orkneyinga saga:
the role of the Norwegian kings during the disputes of the earls of
Orkney.

3.1. King Oldfr Haraldsson and Earls Porfinnr inn riki and Briisi

In the eleventh century, Earl Porfinnr inn riki (1014-c.1055x65) gained
sole rule over Orkney only after a long struggle against his half-brothers
Einarr and Brusi and his nephew Rognvaldr Brusason. During the con-
flict, Brusi turned to King, later Saint, Oléfr Haraldsson, for support.
According to the Saga, the king duly exploited the situation, claiming
that since Haraldr harfagri’s days the earls had had Orkney “7 lén, en
aldri at eign’”. If Brusi wanted help; indeed if he did not want Olafr
to take over all of Orkney himself, he had to accept being Olafr’s man
(madr) and holding Orkney in fee (Ién) from him.* Brusi’s opponent
Earl Porfinnr did not want to lose out, followed Brusi hard on his
heels to Norway and ran into the same trap. Although the Saga depicts
Porfinnr as defending more strongly against King Olafr’s wishes, claim-
ing the competing rights of the king of Scots, and his young age and
inability to decide such matters without consulting people in Orkney,
Porfinnr was also forced to accede to King Oléfr’s demands.*

This is as dramatic as it is classic: Addressing King Olafr for help, the
two competing earls find themselves turned from independent princes
into subservient vassals, outmanoeuvred by a shrewd king who grants
them in fee (i len, a non-heritable fief in the gift of the king) the lands
they previously seem to have held as their ancestral property (eign,
heritable property of their own).®* However Orkneyinga saga explains
this, it also proclaims to everyone that King Olafr took full control of
Orkney and then gracefully re-granted part of it (Porfinnr did not get
all he wanted) back to the earls. What should we make of this account
of the Saga?

Firstly, we can attempt to judge the historical trustworthiness of
Orkney’s submission. Earl Porfinnr had already some time before paid
a visit to King Oléfr, which is described in different terms: Olafr sent a

8 “in fief but never in absolute ownership”, OS ch. 17 (FG: 36) (AT: 157-8).
8108 ch. 18.
82 0S8 ch. 19. Cf. AT’s comments (AT: 359 n. 1, 2).
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ship to Orkney inviting Porfinnr to Norway, and promising his friend-
ship (vindttumadl). Porfinnr sailed immediately, stayed the whole sum-
mer, and upon his return to Orkney “gaf Oldfr konungr honum langskip
mikitt og gott med gllum reida. [...] Skilousk peir konungr ok jarl inir
beztu vinir med miklum kerleikum.”® Regarding the language, this is
a much more fitting description of an earl becoming the “friend”—
follower—of a Norwegian king in the early eleventh century than the
talk about fiefs and vassals in the other episode. The account of King
Olafr’s judgement concerning Brusi and Porfinnr has therefore been
criticised for applying the concepts of developed feudalism on a pre-
feudal age when relationships were less formalised.®** But is there some
truth in Orkneyinga saga’s record of the terms of the agreement, in
their contents if not their language? Norwegian kings in the eleventh
century were in no position to exercise direct rule in Orkney—which
can be seen from the fact that king Oldfr immediately entrusted the
third of the earldom that he had initially claimed as forfeit to the
crown, to the more pliable of the two earls, Brusi. Lastly however,
Earl Porfinnr managed to gain two thirds of the earldom by relieving
the less warlike Brusi of the obligation of defence. This, obviously, ran
completely counter to King Ol4fr’s arrangements. On the other hand
it might be significant that this ultimate reversal of the king’s judge-
ment was only possible with Oléfr’s exile and death in 1030. In short,
historically, King Olafr may at least have tried to establish Norwegian
overlordship over Orkney, and Orkneyinga saga may be correct in not-
ing the first visit of Orkney earls to the Norwegian crown.®
Orkneyinga saga does two things with this. On the one hand, the
Saga clearly shows that Earls Bruasi and Porfinnr were outmanoeu-
vred by King Oléfr. Arguably, the readers’ and listeners’ sympathy is
directed towards the Orcadian earls, not towards the Norwegian king.
On the other hand, the Orkney earls’ submission to King Oléfr is very
much underlined, whether in more contemporary eleventh century
terms (Porfinnr accepting the royal gift of a ship, owing friendship in

8 0S chs. 15, 16 (FG: 32-3); “King Olaf gave him a large and fine warship fully
equipped. [...] The King and the Earl parted on the most friendly terms.” (AT: 154-5).

8 Clouston 1932: 38.

8 0OS ch. 19, discussion Thomson 2008: 69-75; 71 for a map of possible divisions
into thirds, and unlikely ones into sixths. Cf. Smith 1988: 26 for Olaft’s claim that his
predecessors had owned the islands being highly unlikely; Crawford 1987: 76, 77 for
the 11th century kings of Norway only slowly gaining control over their magnates. The
record in the Islandske Annaler s.a. 1021 is no independent corroborating evidence.
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return), or in anachronistic thirteenth century language (Olafr grant-
ing fiefs in return for Porfinnr and Brusi becoming his vassals). Taken
together, the impression is that the king’s methods may not have been
too gentle, but the result of his deeds stands. The chapters as a whole
consequently elicit some understanding for the plight of the earls, but
mainly flatter the Norwegian crown which was astute enough to profit
from a windfall, the earls’ quarrel, in order to establish its overlordship
of Orkney.

One should however be careful reading the chapters as a whole, as
just done. Sigurdur Nordal, who examined the various manuscripts
of Orkneyinga saga, pointed out that “Det billede, man faar af kon-
gen under forhandlingene med jarlerne, stemmer paafaldende godt
med den opfattelse af ham, som man har al grund til at tro, at Snorre
har veret den forste til at slaa fast, og some man nappe kan tro, at
Orkneyingasagas forfatter har haft. [...] Jeg mener saaledes, at Snorres
andel i skildringen af jarlernes underkastelse er meget betydelig.”® In
Nordal’s view, the lines stressing Orkney’s submission to King Olafr
were superimposed by a revisor who followed Snorri, in order to stress
King Olafr’s, the rex perpetuum Norwegie’s role and rights regarding
Orkney. Since this original part of the Saga is lost, we cannot prove
anything, but it is a fair guess that it was not quite as outspoken on
this matter. It is therefore highly likely that the ideological message of
inequality and dependence vis-a-vis Norway was enhanced after the
1230s.

8 Sigurdur Nordal 1913: 41; 38-40 for the assumption that OS chs. 14-21 are based
on Heimskringla, but also retain original material (e.g. on Porkell f6stri). Cf. SN: xlvi:
“stykket om Orkngyjarlernes underkastelse under den norske trone som findes nasten
ordret overensstemmende i Orkn. s. [...] og Hkr., [...] var en senere interpolation i
sagaen, idet stykket fra Heimskr. havde fortreengt sagaens oprindelige fortelling om
disse begivenheder. Under min fortsatte beskeftigelse med sagaen er jeg kun yderlige
bleven bestyrket i denne opfattelse...” (“The picture of the king which we get during
the negotiations with the earls, corresponds suspiciously well to the image of Olafr
which we quite safely believe Snorri to have established. It is an image which is unlikely
to have been shared by the author of OS. [...] I therefore think that the description of
the earls’ submission is to a very large extent influenced by Snorri.” “The paragraph
on the Orkney earls’ submission to the Norwegian crown which has almost exactly the
same wording in OS [...] and Heimskringla [...] is a later interpolation in the Saga: the
version of Heimskringla has replaced the Saga’s original description of these events.
My continuing work on the Saga more and more confirms this view.”)
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3.2. King Magniis berfeettr and Earl Hdkon Pdlsson

In addition to the Saint-King Olafr Haraldsson in the early eleventh
century, Orkneyinga saga includes more examples of Norwegian kings
intermittently claiming authority over Orkney. Another, arguably even
more dramatic one from the beginning of the twelfth century exemplifies
which consequences the conflicts of the earls had for their relationship
with the Norwegian kings: Earl Hakon Palsson (c. 1103-1123), youthful
troublemaker and arch-enemy of his cousin, Earl Magnus Erlendsson
(c. 1105-1116) was in the interest of peace prevailed upon to leave
Orkney for a time.” He travelled widely in Sweden and Norway,* and
eventually received the disturbing news that the Orcadians were not
too keen to see him return at all. Determined not to have to yield con-
trol of Orkney to his cousin, Hikon turned to King Magnus berfoettr
for help.® What follows shows the worst-case scenario such an appeal
by an earl of Orkney to the Norwegian king might entail. According
to Orkneyinga saga, Hakon proposed a military expedition, enticing
King Magnus with the prospect of plundering in the Hebrides, Ireland
and England, and—here the Saga’s wording is ambiguous—remind-
ing Magnus of how Haraldr harfagri had taken control of the “isles”
(Eyjar—including Orkney?!).”*” Does the Saga insinuate that wily Earl
Hakon was no match for a king with the comment “Hdkon var vitr
madr, ok pottisk hann skilja d redum Magniiss konungs, er peir reed-
dusk vid, at konungr myndi vera storrddr ok dgjarn d riki annarra [!]
hofdingja.”?*' There is a warning which makes Hakon wonder whether
his encouragement had been wise: “ ‘en pat skaltu hugsa, Hikon,” segir
konungr, ‘ef ek geri petta fyrir ord pin ok deggjan, at fara med her vestr
um haf, at pér skal ekki @ ovart koma, pott ek borak frekan atsig til

rikja peira, er liggja verstr par, ok gera ek at pvi engan mannamun’.”*

8 0OS ch. 35.

8 OS chs. 35, 36. OS depicts Hakon as a not particularly strict Christian: he consults
a pagan Swedish soothsayer to find out about his future, where he is told that he and
his descendants shall rule in Orkney. The soothsayer’s predictions come true.

8 0OS ch. 37.

% OS ch. 38.

1 OS ch. 38 (FG: 93); “Hakon was a shrewd fellow and he thought he could read in
King Magnus’ mind, when he talked to him, that the King was becoming ambitious and
eager to attack the realms of other [!] chiefs.” (AT: 197).

2 OS ch. 38 (FG: 94); “‘But this shalt thou remember, Hakon,” says the King, ‘that
if I do this at thy prompting and persuading and go out west with an army, thou must
not be surprised if I lay vigorous claims to realms that lie there in the west and make
no distinctions of men in the matter.”” (AT: 198).
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But by then also without any further prodding of Hakon’s, things had
been set in motion, King Magnus had decided on the expedition. It
brought the peaceful joint rule of Hakon’s father Earl Pall and Pall’s
brother Earl Erlendr to an abrupt end. In Orkney, Magnus “ték [...]
jarla, Pal ok Erlend, ok sendi pd austr til Noregs, en setti Sigurd, son
sinn, yfir Eyjar ok fekk honum rdduneyti”.”* Pal and Erlendr’s sons,
Magnus, Erlingr and also Hékon, had to accompany the king further
south to the Irish Sea. Magniiss saga skemmri still lets King Magnus
declare “at jarlarnir skyldi aldri hafa riki { Orkneyjum, medan hann
veeri konungr i Noregi”.*

King Magnus berfeettr’s expeditions are well attested in many
sources, and the basic historicity of these events is not in doubt.
Various motives have been proposed for Magnus’ two expeditions to
the west between 1098 and 1103; and Magnus does in fact deal with
several other rulers in the area.”” Understandably, Orkneyinga saga is
less interested in these activities. What is interesting in the present
context is that Orkneyinga saga depicts Orcadian events in a somewhat
slanted way. While making plain that King Magnuis was warlike and
greedy, the Saga lays a great part, if not most of the blame on Earl
Hakon. He is the ambitious troublemaker, who cannot accept that his
uncle’s line rules in Orkney, although the land is at peace, its people

% 0S8 ch. 39 (FG: 95); “seized the earls Paul and Erlend, and sent them east to Norway,
but set his son Sigurd over the Isles.” (AT: 198-9). This recalls Eirikr Bloodaxe’s final
expedition to Orkney in 954, where he collected the earls Arnkell and Erlendr, who
were then both killed alongside Eirikr at the battle of Stainmore. The surviving Norse
established themselves in Orkney afterwards. Discussion Crawford 1983: 99.

% Magnuss saga skemmri, ch. 3, OS (FG: 312, 313); “King Magnus declared that the
earls would never rule in Orkney as long as he was King of Norway.” Shorter Magniis’
Saga, 23. A chapter which examines the ideology of rulership of Orkney-Sagas does
well to consider Magniiss saga skemmri (Shorter Magniis Saga) and Magniiss saga
lengri (Longer Magniis Saga) together with OS. Not only were the Magniis Sagas com-
posed during the same period (Magniiss saga skemmri in c. 1250 and Magniiss saga
lengri after 1298), we also remain within the same north-west Atlantic cultural zone
which produced OS. The texts have an Orcadian subject-matter, and while the Saga
was revised and possibly also originally compiled in Iceland, the Magnus Sagas were
certainly written in Iceland. Magniiss saga skemmri ‘Texts and Sources’: 45, 46, cf.
Brunsden 1997: 130, and most recently Phelpstead 2007: 11-15.

% Seeing in them simple raiding expeditions, efforts to reaffirm Norwegian con-
trol over the Hebrides, the Norse-Irish towns, the northern Welsh coast, and even
attempts to destabilise England, the revenge for King Haraldr hardradi’s death at
Stamford Bridge in 1066 that earl Hakon talks about. King Magnus captured the
Manx/Hebridean king, made a treaty with the high-king of Ireland, and interfered in
Gwynedd in north Wales, possibly in order to restore Gruffydd ap Cynan as a Norse
puppet king, cf. Beuermann 2002a: 37-48.
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are happy, and Hékon is not missed at all. He is determined to press
his claims to the earldom, and, in the absence of Orcadian support,
turns to the king of Norway. It is the rivalry within the ruling family
of earls, the failure to come to an acceptable agreement, which opens
the door for the Norwegian king to step in, and, in this very dramatic
case, to put the Earldom of Orkney under direct Norwegian royal rule,
for the first time in its history.

Thus Orkneyinga saga—correctly in this case—records Magnus tak-
ing control of Orkney. But what the saga-account also stresses is that
this is a self-inflicted disaster. If we remember the episode involving
Earls Porfinnr and Brusi, Orkneyinga saga sends a clear message that
quarrels between competing co-earls over the division of the islands
and the resulting appeals to royal authority make it possible for the
kings of Norway to get a foot into the door. And, as both the King
Magnus episode and the account of Brusi’s and Porfinnr’s contacts
with King Oléafr Haraldsson underline, earls of Orkney on the look-
out for an ally might get rather more than they had asked for. The
Norwegian king might—in twelfth- and thirteenth-century language—
force them to become his vassals, or, worse, replace them with a repre-
sentative of his, thereby putting Orkney under direct royal control.

In short, the discussion of conflicts shows that the revised version
of Orkneyinga saga which follows Snorri’s Heimskringla (according
to Sigurdur Nordal) underlines the rights of the Norwegian crown in
Orkney.”® But Orkneyinga saga also contains a warning that internal
strife in north-west Atlantic lands carries the danger of stronger-than-
desired Norwegian royal interference. Should this not ring a very loud
alarm bell for an Icelandic audience in the first half of the thirteenth
century?”’

4. Orcadian-Norwegian-Icelandic Christianity

Also with regard to ‘Christianity’ there are contradicting ideologies
concerning Orcadian (in)equality with and (in)dependence from
Norway.

% Nordal’s work on the chapters recounting St Olafr has been quoted above, 3.1.
He concludes that the Saga’s account of Magnus expeditions underwent later revi-
sions, also in all likelihood based on Heimskringla (Sigurdur Nordal 1913: 48-9).

7 While Icelanders generally showed “no clear-cut hostility to foreign oppression”,
individual Norwegian kings get a bad press in the sagas, Callow 2004: 331, cf. for
Icelanders’ attitudes to Norwegian kings also Andersson 1994: 55-78.
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4.1. The conversion

Orkneyinga saga’s depiction of the conversion of Orkney is famous:
King Olafr Tryggvason, himself newly baptised, arrived in Orkney
with five warships, and invited Earl Sigurdr Hlgdvirsson on board.
There the King told Earl Sigurdr “Det er min Vilje, at du skalt lade dig
dobe oc det gantske folck som dig tiener, eller skalt du do strax her, men
ieg vil siden drage offuer alle Qerne met Ild oc brand.” Not surpris-
ingly, Earl Sigurdr agreed, and “Da bleffue oc alle @erne christnede”.*
This supposedly happened while King Olafr Tryggvason was on his
way home to Norway, in 995. Orkneyinga saga also recounts the epi-
logue to this dramatic event: as soon as Sigurdr’s son, taken hostage by
King Oléfr, had died, Sigurdr renounced the Christian faith, together
with his allegiance to Olafr.'”

This story of Norse Orkney’s conversion is blatantly unhistorical.
What is interesting here is that it is not only wrong regarding the
manner of conversion, but also regarding the agent. Whenever and
however the Norse started settling in Orkney, they encountered native
organised Christianity (depicted clearly on the “Pony-Rider Stone” from
Papil), which they may not have stamped out immediately, or indeed
at all. Historians might still be sceptical about the Vita Findani’s claim
that Findan, a slave in Orkney, escaped, and found sanctuary with a
bishop sometime after the arrival of the Norse yet long before Olafr
Tryggvason, indicating the survival, toleration, or even acceptance of
Christians in Norse Orkney. But also archaeology has dented the neat
picture of Christian Picts replaced by pagan Norse until the latter’s
conversion, for example through evidence of continuing Christian
stone sculpture after 800 AD, or through finds of Christian and most
likely Norse burials long before the appearance of Olafr Tryggvason.'*!

% OS ch. 12 (FG: 26); “It is my will that thou have thyself baptised and all those
under thee, else thou shalt die on the spot and I shall bear fire and flame through all
the Isles.” (AT: 149).

% OS ch. 12 (FG: 26); “Then all the Orkneys became Christian.” (AT: 150).

108 ch. 12.

11 Morris 2004; Owen 2004 for the surprisingly low number of Norse pagan
graves; Barrett 2007; outline Thomson 2008: 1-23; esp. 13-22 for Christianity, 50 for
Findan. Cf. also Crawford 1983, 1998, 2002, (ed.) 2002, and 2005a; Radford 1978 and
1983. Also an attempt to interpret the Saga’s account as referring to the enforce-
ment of Roman Christianity and the eradication of ‘Celtic’ practices as by de Geer
1985: 76 is misguided. Orcadian Christians in the eighth century also had links with
the Romanised Pictish and Northumbrian churches, Lamb 1993: 260-71, Lamb 1998:
41-56, Thomson 2008: 17-19, Morris 2004: 183.



144 IAN BEUERMANN

In short, the important point is that contrary to what other sources
tell us, in Orkneyinga saga’s version, there is no word about papar,
no stories about native Christian wives or slaves of Norse settlers. In
Orkneyinga saga Christianity arrives with a Norwegian king.

Yet while the Saga is critical of the forced conversion, Christianity
as such is clearly a ‘good thing’ at the time of composition. Thus, what
is attributed to Ol4fr Tryggvason is not only the negative manner,
but also the positive religious faith, although this is unhistorical, and
although this could easily have been presented differently. It seems
that care is taken not to link the positive, Christianity, with what it
should (also) have been linked with: the British Isles. Would this, simi-
larly to the absence of any Orcadian elements in the genealogy dis-
cussed above (1.5.), again point to an ideology which seeks to disown
any British factors in Orkney? An ideology that firmly places Orkney
in the Scandinavian cultural orbit, to the extent that the earldom also
had to share the Scandinavian way of conversion to Christianity?

On the other hand, the Norwegian king is criticised and shown to
lose the struggle in the end. The set-up of Earl Sigurdr having to agree
to King Ol4fr’s demands recalls the enforcement of Norwegian over-
lordship by Olafr Haraldsson over Earls Porfinnr and Brusi, analysed
above (3.1.). In Sigurdr’s case, however, the king is depicted as employ-
ing even more brute power, which is very short-lived. In the text as it
stands now this episode may therefore serve as a preparation for the
establishment of Norwegian overlordship by Olafr Haraldsson—or it
may be a warning to Norwegian kings not to be too blunt in their
methods of coercion.

4.2. St Magnus

Orkney’s native saint, St Magnus (Earl Magnus Erlendsson, c¢. 1105-
1115x17) is the subject of a recent monograph,'*> which does however
not say much on the ideological aspects of interest here.

After King Magnus berfeettr’s death the Orkney earls regained
power and Orkneyinga saga notes how rivalry flared up again between
Earl Hakon Palsson and his cousin Earl Magnus Erlendsson. Hakon
played false at a peace-meeting, and Magnus was killed. Orkneyinga
saga describes in detail Magnus’ refusal to hide from and defend

102 Haki Antonsson 2007; cf. idem 2004; 2005a. Cf. also Thomson 2003: 46-64, for
ideological questions also Phelpstead 2007: 77-113 and Foote 1988.
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against Hakon, his pious last words, how he forgave the cook who
was forced to do the deed, how he prayed, and how he received the
blow.'”” Magnus’ cult was then actively promoted by his nephew Earl
Rognvaldr Kolsson, to the great benefit of both.'**

But created in Orkney, Magnuis would come in very useful as an
envoy for ideological aims in another part of the Norse world.'"” A
glance at the distribution of church dedications to St Magnus reveals
some oddities. One notes a very high concentration in Shetland (con-
nected to the political manoeuvres of Earl Rognvaldr’s to establish
the cult and his rule!®), and ten dedications in Iceland, but none in
Norway."”” In other words, apparently Magnus’ cult did not spread in
Norway—although the paternal family of Magnus’ nephew Rognvaldr
were long-established lendrmenn in Agder, pure Norwegians, so to
speak. Instead, we find St Magnus popular in Iceland.

There he is on record with some miracles. Magniiss saga skemmri
describes how the farmer Eldjarn Vardason became sick during a fam-
ine. After Easter, Eldjarn asked to be carried to church, vowing that
if he was cured he would fast for six days and before St Olafr’s and St
Magnus’ masses. Eldjarn then had a vision in the church: a bright light
appeared, and St Magnus addressed him thus: “Oldfr konungr inn helgi
heyrdi been pina ok heit pat, er pii hézt d okkr til heilsubdtar pér. Er
hann sendi mik hingat at gefa pér heilsu, pvi at kona hét & hann vestr
i Fjoroum, ok for hann pangat at gera hana heila’”.'*® St Magnus duly
restored Eldjarn’s health, and “allir lofudu gud fyrir pd miskunn, er hann

108 chs. 49, 50. Brothwell 2004 www.orkneydigs.org.uk/dhl; for an examination
of the skull found in Kirkwall Cathedral in 1919 see http://www.orkneyjar.com/his-
tory/stmagnus/relics.htm.

104 Details in Beuermann 2006, Cf. also Cant 1995; Cant (ed.) 1989; Crawford (ed.)
1988; Brunsden 2002, Callaghan 2003, Jesch et al. 2005.

195 Full overview of sources on St Magnus in Haki Antonsson 2007. In OS cf.
“miracle-book”, ch. 57.

1% Details in Beuermann 2006.

17 There is one church dedicated to St Magnis in London in the ‘Scandinavian
quarter’, not far from a church dedicated to St Olafr, and one in the Faroe Islands,
while in Norway there is merely one altar dedicated to St Magnus, in Nidardss
Cathedral, Crawford 1984: 73, 74. For Iceland cf. Cormack 1994: 119-21, who ascribes
the growth of his cult to the arrival of his relic at Skalholt in 1298. Discussion of
Shetland in Beuermann 2006.

18 Magnuiss saga skemmri: 331; “ ‘King Olaf the Saint heard your prayer, and the
vow you made to both of us for the recovery of your health. It was he who sent me here
to make you well, as he himself had gone west in the fjords to cure a woman there who
had made a vow to him.”” (Shorter Magniis Saga, 42).
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(hafoi) peim veitt fyrir verdleika ins helga Magniiss jarls”.'® Magniiss
saga lengri relates a different miracle. Two Norwegian brothers seduc-
ing a woman were punished by her relatives: one was killed and his
body devoured by wolves, the other was broken, muted and blinded.
This surviving brother prayed to God for mercy, and St Magnus was
sent to intercede. St Magnus mended the bones, restored speech and
eyesight to the one brother, and, a remarkable feat even for a saint,
summoned the wolves to disgorge the flesh and bones of the other
brother, bringing him back to life, too. Not surprisingly, they “gerandi
guoi pakkir ok inum heilaga Magniisi jarli fyrir sva édvalda miskunn
sem peim veittist” "1

Arguably, these miracles carry an ideological message. In the case
of Eldjarn, the Orcadian St Magnus came to the rescue where the
Norwegian St Olafr could not. St Olafr’s cult was spreading rapidly,
and it had arrived in Iceland by the 1250s when Magniiss saga skem-
mri was composed. Does its author put up St Magnus as a counter-
weight to St Olafr—see here, St Magnts is also there, and at least as
powerful?'!' On the other hand, St Magnus was sent by St Olafr: is this
a none-too-subtle hint at celestial hierarchy mirroring the earthly one?
However, in the second miracle, St Magnus distinctly infringes upon
‘foreign territory’, curing Norwegians in Norway, and very extrava-
gantly so. Yet there was no popular or official cult of St Magnus in
Norway; it was an Icelandic author going on the ‘offensive’, stressing
St Magnus’ power there.'"?

When the Norwegian kings intensified their control over wider
areas of Norgesveldet during the twelfth and thirteenth century, a
process which culminated with the incorporation of Iceland in the
kingdom of Norway, one milestone had been the establishment of the
church province of Nidardss in 1153, with authority over Norway,
Iceland, Greenland, the Faeroes, the Orkneys and the Hebrides and

19 Magniiss saga skemmri: 332; “Everyone praised God for the mercy he had shown,
to honour the Holy Earl Magnus.” (Shorter Magniis Saga, 43).

10 Magniiss saga lengri: 383; “gave thanks to God and to the holy Magnus for
so marvellous a mercy as had been granted them.” (Longer Magniis Saga, 363). Cf.
Brunsden 1997: 131.

"1 Cf. Frank 2001: 234, arguing that rivalry was the main reason for the “repor-
torial detail” of shrine miracles. Esp. 237ff for English propagandistic examples of
St Thomas, St Cuthbert and St Godric telling each other to intercede.

112 These miracles do not figure in OS, and they are also highly unlikely to have
been part of the first Latin passio of St Magnus written by ‘master Robert’. The Saga’s
miracles (ch. 57) take place in Orkney (especially in Shetland), and England.
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Man.'” The preceding century had witnessed the birth or creation of
several Scandinavian saint kings, Olafr Haraldsson of Norway (died
in the battle of Stiklestad in 1030), Knutr of Denmark, (murdered
in the church of Odense in 1086), and Eirikr of Sweden (died in the
battle of Uppsala in 1160). Barbara Crawford comments: “All three
saint-kings of Scandinavia symbolise the growing identity of their new
Christian kingdoms, only recently converted to Christianity, and their
cults are closely connected with the development of national entities
and national monarchies.”™* St Magnus of Orkney might be called
the fourth Scandinavian saint-king, or—earl, serving similar needs
and aims for Orkney—and for a wider north Atlantic community
on the defence. Is it possible that some Icelandic apprehension over
the gradual encroachment of the Norwegian church and crown could
have found a literary expression in a rivalry between St Olafr and St
Magnus, adopting the Orcadian to a certain degree as an anti-Norwe-
gian saint?'®

In sum, this look at Christianity reveals an ideology that firmly places
Orkney in the Scandinavian cultural orbit; in fact, not only regarding
the manner of conversion but also the phenomenon of a royal (sic!)
martyr."'¢ Yet this shared concept of saintly rulers also opens for the
idea that the kingdom of Norway had St Oléfr, the north-west Atlantic
St Magnus. This, yet again, could also be an expression of equality and
independence.

5. Admonition or model: Earl Rognvaldr and Sveinn Asleifarson

The question of (in)equality and (in)dependence with regard to Norway
has been the overruling theme so far. This last chapter has a different
theme: it addresses the type of rulership.

'3 Beuermann 2002a, 2002b discusses the repercussions for the British Isles. Cf. the
articles by Bagge, Crawford, Imsen, Jén Vidar Sigurdsson in Imsen (ed.) 2003.

14 Crawford 1984: 65, 66. “They were all warrior-kings who saw it as their pious
duty to impose Christian laws and establish the Church as a formalised institution
of their kingdoms. They were not therefore particularly popular with all sections of
society during their life-time, and their downfall was caused by political factions asso-
ciated with other claimants to their thrones...” Cf. also Jexlev 1988: 192-207, and
Skorzewska, this volume.

115 Diff. Thomson 2003: 57. Iceland had three saint-bishops in the 12th and 13th
centuries, but obviously never a saintly ruler.

16 To this common Scandinavian phenomenon, the single exception was the
Kingdom of Man and the Isles. Beuermann forthcoming 2009b discusses the reasons.
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Earl Rognvaldr Kolsson has been seen as a favourite character of
Orkneyinga saga: the first, now lost, version of the saga was prob-
ably written after 1192, when Rognvaldr was proclaimed a saint.'”
Orkneyinga saga’s interest in Rognvaldr is also obvious from the fact
that nearly half of the Saga is concerned with his life."'® Yet this is only
part of the story. Rognvaldr’s career is closely intertwined with another
famous Orcadian, Sveinn Asleifarson, whose activities take up a quarter
of Orkneyinga saga."”® In fact, the Saga’s first version ended its account
with Sveinn Asleifarson’s death in 1171.%° Thus, Earl Rognvaldr and
the chieftain Sveinn are highly important characters in the Saga, and
it is worthwhile looking at the possible reasons for this.'*!

Orkneyinga saga strains to depict Sveinn as the ultimate Orkney
viking. He drinks and murders, raids and plunders, helps friends and
takes revenge on enemies. He also makes and unmakes earls, since
his support is decisive. Earl Rognvaldr (and his contemporaries Earls
Haraldr Maddadarson and Erlendr) owe their very rule to this chief-
tain. Sveinn also blackmails Rognvaldr into supporting his private
warfare. Yet Sveinn dies—on another private expedition—with the
words “Viti pat allir menn, [...] at ek em hirdmadr ins helga Rognvalds
jarls...”?> Rognvaldr is a man of many warlike and peaceful talents, as
accomplished with sword and shield as with pen and lyre. He is par-
ticularly famous for his crusade, or cruise, to Jerusalem, enjoying sea-
battles and troubadour-life in equal measure.'”® Orkneyinga saga might
therefore simply romanticise Sveinn and Rognvaldr as epitomising the
good old viking way of life.

17 0S (HP/PE) 10.

118 Not counting the ‘miracle book’ (ch. 57) and the information about Rognvaldr’s
ancestry in chs. 39, 41, 42, chs. 58-104 deal with Earl Rognvaldr and his reign, i.e. 46
chs. out of a total of 112 chs.

19 Sveinn is an important actor in 27 out of 108 chapters (chs. 66, 73-84, 92-101,
105-8).

12008 ch. 108. Cf. above n. 6. Smith’s appreciation (1988: 37) is “when Earl Rognvald
dies [...], the OS is complete. [...] As far as the saga-writer is concerned his task was
discharged when he completed the saga of Rognvald Kali Kolsson.”

121 Detailed examination of Sveinn’s career in Beuermann 2009a; also Beuermann
2008b.

12208 ch. 108 (FG: 288); “Be it known to all men [...] that I belong to the bodyguard
of Saint Rognvald the Earl...” (AT: 342).

12 Cf. most recently Crawford 2005b.
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5.1. The failure of the ruler

Or is this a wrong understanding of the Saga? Does it overlook hid-
den criticism? In his many dealings with Sveinn, Rognvaldr frequently
gives in to the chieftain’s demands, frequently re-extends his friendship
and receives Sveinn back into his peace after yet another outrageous
escapade.'” One cannot help thinking that Sveinn gets away rather
cheaply, and that Rognvaldr fails to put the foot down. This may thus
be an aim of Orkneyinga saga: to show Rognvaldr’s, the earl’s, inabil-
ity and lack of inclination to control the unruly Sveinn, the chieftain.
If so, then nearly half of the Saga would be “an essay in failure”. The
Saga might thus be read as a “treatise on the good ruler”,'® stressing
the need to dispense good justice and to control the unruly men of
the realm—a duty Rognvaldr apparently spectacularly failed at during
his whole reign, to the bitter end: the earl was murdered by another
outlawed chieftain. Is Orkneyinga saga therefore an admonition to the
earls that they should rather keep order in their own house and con-
trol their chieftains?

5.2. The golden age of Nordic culture and rulership

Or is it not wrong, but rather too superficial, to read Orkneyinga saga’s
account of Rognvaldr and Sveinn as simply describing the good old
viking way of life? This sub-saga may have an ideological message,
concerning both culture and politics.

Rognvaldr the poet-earl does not make any bones about his achieve-
ments—he proudly claims “Tafl emk grr at efla, --- ipréttir kannk niu,
--- tynik traudla rinum, --- tio er mér bok ok smidir. --- Skrida kannk
a skioum, --- skytk ok ree’k, svdt nytir, --- hvdrt tveggja kannk hyggja
--- harpslott ok bragpottu.”'* Whether Rognvaldr sits drinking with
friends, explores a cave, sees something unusual, flirts with a woman,
is nearly shipwrecked, and during his cruise to Jerusalem, he himself is

124 OS chs. 72, 84. Thomson 2008: 109-112, 116-7, 119-121 for a short account
on Sveinn. Cf. Ciklamini’s (1970: 52) comment “Rognvaldr’s rehabilitation of Sveinn
[after Sveinn had kidnapped and possibly killed Earl Pall] was morally an ambiguous
act.”

125 Quotes from Cowan 1973: 20.

12608 ch. 58 (FG: 130); “I'm a master of draughts, * And of nine kinds of sport.
* I am adept at runes, * And in letters a scholar. * Glide I on ski; * Shoot and row well
enough, * Play the harp and make verses, * Or toil in the smithy.” (AT: 225). For the
harp Crawford 1995a.
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“liberally reciting scaldic poetry on every possible occasion”,'*” and his
court seems to be teeming with skalds.’”® Together with the Icelander
Hallr Pérarinsson Rognvaldr composes Hadttalykill, a poetological
work intended to demonstrate five different metres.'”

But does not the idea to write down a key of metres imply that one
finds it necessary to record such poetry for the future, because one
has the feeling that it would otherwise be, or has already partly been,
lost? And if skaldic art to a certain extent needed to be safeguarded or
revived, might not the great number of verses contained in Orkneyinga
saga’s chapters on Rognvaldr serve the same function? One has the
impression that there is something artificial about the viking and ska-
ldic mannerisms of the earl. At the time of writing, it seems, this was
chic. A devotion to Norse skaldic art seems to have been both a pas-
sion and fashionable. One might explain this as a counter-reaction
to central European troubadour influences. In describing Rognvaldr’s
journey to Jerusalem and Byzantium, Orkneyinga saga shows him
as one of the Orkney earls most closely in contact with this outside
world. We also think that Rognvaldr imported stone-masons from
Durham in England to build his Romanesque cathedral at Kirkwall.
Does Orkneyinga saga then deliberately show off the Nordic cultural
achievements, lest they become forgotten or undervalued?'*

It may not only have been culture that needed to be preserved in the
face of change. Above, Orkneyinga saga’s account of relations between
Rognvaldr and Sveinn Asleifarson has been discussed as an essay in
failure on the part of the ruler—one should specify: the strong ruler.
But what if the strong ruler is not the model? The Saga could also be
said to describe Rognvaldr’s reign as a golden age where the earl does
not only engage in poetic competitions with the skalds, but where he
also owes his very position to the support of chieftains, and where he
then rules together with his worthy warriors.

Orkneyinga saga’s epitaph on Rognvaldr runs “Rognvaldr jarl var
mjok harmdaudi, pvi hann var allvinscell par i eyjunum ok vida annars

127 Bruhn 1995: 240. Cf. for drinking: OS ch. 60; cave: ch. 61; unusual procession of
16 men: ch. 72; Ragna: ch. 81; shipwreck: ch. 85; pilgrimage: chs. 86-90.

128 0OS chs. 62, 73, 78, for Hallr ch. 81. Cf. Whaley 2003: 18-32.

12908 ch. 81; cf. Clouston 1932: 192ff; Bruhn 1995: 241.

130 A need to preserve one’s own cultural background in the face of European influ-
ences might also have arisen earlier, e.g. after Earl Porfinnr had travelled to Rome in
the 11th century and built a fine stone church in Orkney—but this was before the
saga-writing-period.
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stadar. Hann hafdi verit hjalparmadr mikill morgum monnum, rr af
fé, hégveerr ok vinhollr, ipréttamadr mikill ok skald gott.”*' This lists
classic viking virtues for a ruler, most importantly allvinsell, “very
popular”. Rognvaldr is thus praised as the epitome of a successful
Viking-Age ruler—far from a failure."”* But this was a different type of
rulership from that gaining ground in contemporary Norway. Taken
together, Orkneyinga saga’s account of Rognvaldr-Sveinn events and
its epitaph for the earl seem to acclaim the reign of a primus inter
pares, in an idealised viking society where earls (or kings) rule in
conjunction with chieftains (or the aristocracy)."”* Not a society with
kings by God’s grace, and exchangeable ennobled functionaries, as it
appeared in Norway.

This reading would make this part of Orkneyinga saga into a text
that is highly critical of twelfth and thirteenth century developments
in Norway, forcefully contradicting the official royal ideology there.
For that one need only look at Konungs Skuggsjd, the King’s Mirror
from c. 1250, with its king by God’s grace, written for a ruler, Hakon
Hakonarson, who was busy expanding his influence in the north-west
Atlantic.”® Or this part of Orkneyinga saga may be an even earlier
reaction to Norwegian royal acts and propaganda, pre-dating King
Hakon. In the traditional historical account, the king who did not at
all rule in conjunction with the aristocracy was Sverrir. What was left
of the Norwegian aristocracy after the wars of succession was stripped
of their privileges, and replaced by a new class of royal agents depen-
dent on the king. Sverrir’s ideology of kingship—in essence the same
as Hakon’s—is clearly expressed in his Oratio contra clerum Norvegiae
from around 1200 and in Sverris saga, the writing of which he initiated

1 OS ch. 104 (FG: 283); “Earl Rognvaldr was much mourned, for he was very popu-
lar there in the Isles and far and wide elsewhere. He had been a friend in need to many
a man, liberal in money matters, equable of temper, steadfast in friendship, skilful in
all feats of strengths, and a good skald.” (AT: 338).

132 Cf. Jén Vidar Sigurdsson in this volume. Interestingly, physical prowess is listed
rather late.

13 Cf. for Rognvaldr’s ‘gentle rule’ in conjunction with ‘the people’ OS chs. 76, 85.
Phelpstead 2007: 96-111, esp. 101-3, 107, 110-1 discusses in how far Rognvaldr’s
political astuteness (recognising the benefits of co-operation with Sveinn) was a moral
problem for his sainthood, and the possible connection to Rognvaldr’s pilgrimage.
This is contrary to Ciklamini 1970: 51, 57, de Geer 1985: 101, and Foote 1988: 197,
who see Rognvaldr’s political successes vis-a-vis Sveinn as the very reason for his
sainthood.

13 Konungs Skuggsjd ed. Olsen 1983. Discussion Bagge 1987, 1996, 2000, and most
recently Orning 2008.
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himself."*®* And, it will be remembered, it was Sverrir who in 1195
abolished the independent earldom of Orkney.

Thus from the late twelfth century on the Norwegian crown for-
mulated and propagated a new European-influenced royal ideology of
a single king by God’s grace aiming to be a rex iustus, which was at
variance with traditional Scandinavian concepts of sometimes several
joint rulers made by and dependent on their chieftains. This ‘viking’
style of rulership, conversely, seems to be what the many chapters on
Rognvaldr and Sveinn glorify. Viewed in this light, these chapters in
Orkneyinga saga could therefore be read as a defence of traditional
Scandinavian against new-fangled European rulership. In a battle also
fought in the literary sphere, this part (note: not all***) of Orkneyinga
saga would then defend the ‘good old viking’ age of the aristocracy in
the face of the looming ‘new medieval’ age of the monarchy."”

Conclusions

“Die Dastellung und Deutung von Geschichte, ob sie als historiogra-
phischer oder unterhaltender Text rezipiert wird, [ist] niemals unpoli-
tisch [...]. Jede Erzdhlung tiber die Vergangenheit einer Gruppe wird als
Aussage iiber den Charakter und die Identitdt dieser Gruppe gelesen.

1% En tale mot biskopene, (Oratio contra clerum Norvegiae ) ed. Holtsmark 1931;
Sverris saga ed. Indrebe 1920, repr. 1981. Discussion Bagge 1996, Gunnes 1971.

1% Tt would be wrong to read a “viking” anti-monarchic ideology of rulership into
the whole Saga. Other parts also propagate the new type of ruler, e.g. with St Magnds,
a rex iustus in the mould of the Norwegian crown: “hardr ok Geirinn vid rdnsmenn
ok vikinga, lét drepa mjok pd menn, er herjadu d beendr ok landsmenn. Lét hann taka
mordingja ok pjofa ok refsadi svd rikum sem érikum rdn ok pyfskur ok ¢ll oknytti” OS
ch. 45 (FG: 103); “hard and unsparing towards robbers and vikings. He put to death
many men who plundered the bonder and common people. He had murderers and
thieves seized, and punished rich as well as poor for robbery and theft and all misdeeds.”
(AT: 205). Cf. Foote 1988; Phelpstead 2007: 82, 84-5 n. 26 calls St Magnus “a model
ruler”. Both discuss the relationship between Sveinn and Rognvaldr in the context of
Rognvaldr’s (near-) sainthood. Foote 1988: 196-7, 202 sees Sveinn as respected but
not praiseworthy: Sveinn dies by the sword pursuing earthly glory and greed, versus
St Magnus and Rognvaldr who die as sacrificial victims.

37 Bruhn 1995: 240-247. Cf. Thomson 2008: 120 on the political background to
the events of the 1190s “Harald Maddadson drifted into involvement in Norway’s
civil wars as part of the aristocratic opposition to King Sverre.” This interpretation
does not exclude that the chapters had a special appeal to the Icelanders who com-
piled Flateyarbék in the 14th century: one wonders whether the all male Norse viking
society glorified in the Sveinn chapters of OS would also particularly have appealed to
Icelanders, who for the first time faced the prospect of a Danish queen.
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Der Rekurs auf die Geschichte ist dabei immer mit einer Intention fiir
die Gegenwart verbunden, heute wie im Jahr 1200.7%*

While it would be wrong to search for a single consistent ideology,
or several clear ‘party’-ideologies in the compound text of Orkneyinga
saga, certain recurring strands can be discerned.”® This chapter,
choosing a limited number of episodes, had two aims: analysing ide-
ologies of rulership in the Saga under the two themes (in)equality and
(in)dependence while belonging to the Scandinavian world, and style
of rulership; and then proposing some possible historical contexts for
the views discerned from the text.

Regarding the first theme, Orkneyinga saga’s chapters on Nordic
origins, conquest and immigration, on the titles and on Sigurdr’s death
less (1.1.-1.4., 2.1.), but again on Einarr’s descent and deeds (2.2.),
on the conflicts with their warning that internal strife opens the door
to Norwegian royal interference (3.1, 3.2.), and on St Magnus ver-
sus St Olafr (4.2.), would seem to argue for an ideology of equality
and independence vis-a-vis the Norwegian kings. At the same time,
utmost care is taken to place Orkney firmly into the Scandinavian (i.e.,
not British), and possibly Norwegian (i.e., not Danish) cultural zone,
as the lack of Orcadian elements, the conversion and the royal saint
show (1.5, 4.1., 4.2.)."*° Regarding the second theme, the chapters on
Rognvaldr and Sveinn may on the one hand be intended as a warning
to earls to control their chieftains. However, an interpretation which
sees them as expressing an idealised ‘viking’ style of rulership where
earls (or kings) co-operate with their chieftains (or aristocrats) seems
more convincing (5.1., 5.2.). So the balanced impression gained from
some episodes of Orkneyinga saga as we know it now—which, as has
been pointed out repeatedly, is not the same as any medieval version of
the text—is of Orkney as an equal and near-independent polity which
is however thoroughly Scandinavian and has close links to Norway.
Secondly, half the Saga seems to prefer an aristocratic to a monarchic
style of rulership.

% Tomany 2007: 7-8.

13 Foote 1988: 196, focussing on the Saga’s depiction of St Magnus, comments “it
is clear that the author had an overview and saw large themes in his history”. But
cf. Bagge 1992 for denying class or party adherence and stressing personal links of
Icelandic writers instead, and Bagge 1991.

140 Cf. Tomany 2007: 81-81: OS’s “im 13. Jahrhundert beabsichtigte propagandis-
tische Wirkung, die Einbindung der schottischen Inseln in den nordischen Kulturraum,
hat sie also im 19. und 20. Jahrhundert erreicht.”
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The discussion of this second theme together with the dating of this
part to the 1190s may have implications for the question of where
and for whom Orkneyinga saga was written.""! Mundal has recently
reopened the debate, arguing for an Orcadian origin on the basis of
philological considerations.'** I would tentatively support this—at least
for the chapters on Rognvaldr and Sveinn—from a historical point
of view. A detailed description of the ‘good old viking” way of life of
earls and chieftains which forcefully contradicts Sverrir’s new royal
ideology would have been particularly appropriate in an Orcadian
historical context in the aftermath of 1195, much more so than in an
Icelandic one: then, Orkney was reorganised; Iceland was not (yet).
Also the praise for Haraldr Maddadarson as one of the three most
powerful earls might support an argument in favour of an Orcadian
target audience: how successful Haraldr’s reign was can be debated, but
he certainly made a name for himself by opposing Sverrir.'*® Orkney
around 1200, in conflict with Sverrir, would have had a prime interest
in propagating an alternative ideology by literary means.

This chapter could not attempt a full analysis of the ideologies
expressed in the extant text of Orkneyinga saga. Descriptions of Orkney’s
relations with the other more and more assertive crown, Scotland,
have not been examined to judge the earls’ relative (in)dependence

141 For this first version Iceland and Orkney are the two candidates. Most scholars
prefer Oddi in Iceland as the most likely place of composition. Einar Olafur Sveinsson
1937 underlined the links between the Oddaverjar and Orkney, including family con-
nections with Haraldr Maddadarson and Sveinn Asleifarson. Phelpstead 2007: 95
sums up scholarly opinion “Einar Ol4fur’s case cannot be proven beyond all doubt,
but it is a compelling one.” The Icelanders would have had Orcadian and Caithness-
informants. Einar Olafur Sveinsson proposes Porkell rostungr, Chesnutt 1981 Hrafn
logmadr. Holtsmark 1937: 14-17 argued for an Orcadian origin, proposing Bishop
Bjarni Kolbeinsson (also with close family links with Sveinn Asleifarson) as dictating
the Saga to Hrafn Sveinbjarnarson, following the model of Sverrir and Karl Jénsson.
Overview Medieval Scandinavia: 456-7.

142 Mundal 2007, 2008. Jesch’s narratological analysis 1992: 336-355 argues that the
role of the extra-diegetic narrator in the Saga is much greater than usually assumed.
She concludes that the Saga required “an intellectual, educated, independent-minded
audience who amused themselves by engaging in the activity of interpretation. [...]
Whether the community addressed by the saga was primarily an Icelandic one (as is
usually supposed the main audience of OS was) or an Orcadian one may still be a mat-
ter of debate. There is however no evidence to exclude the latter possibility and if it is
admitted, the possibility of an Orcadian author also needs to be considered.” (350).

430§ ch. 112. Discussion Chesnutt 1981. Sigurdr Eysteinsson was the first earl;
Porfinnr Sigurdarson brought good governance, Christianity and influence beyond the
core earldom. The three earls also ‘cover’ the 10th, 11th and 12th centuries.
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or (in)equality vis-a-vis kings. For the style of rulership a discussion
of the making of earls and of their leadership, considering more than
just Rognvaldr and Sveinn, would also be profitable. Thus, the Saga’s
defence of the ‘viking’ style of rulership discerned here is contradicted
elsewhere by its praise for Saint Magnus as a rex iustus. Only if we
combine a thorough examination of the ideological messages with
what we know of the exact dates of the various compositions and
revisions of the text, can we discern more fully the various themes
and consider them in their historical context. Then we can attempt to
establish an overview of which chapters of the Saga are characterised
by which ideologies of which different historical periods of composi-
tion or revision from the late twelfth to the late fourteenth century.
This should allow a more informed answer to the question of what
Orkneyinga saga is about.
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CHAPTER FOUR

AN ARENA FOR HIGHER POWERS.
CULT BUILDINGS AND RULERS IN THE LATE IRON AGE
AND THE EARLY MEDIEVAL PERIOD IN THE
MALAR REGION

Olof Sundqvist

1. Introduction

Religion, particularly in traditional societies, is integrated with social,
political and cultural conditions. The construction of cult buildings is
not only determined by religious motifs, but also by a deliberate choice
of localities, architecture and rituals, intended to symbolise and legiti-
mise the political power. Several studies in the history of religion have
shown that myths and rituals in general were important for Viking
Age and early medieval rulers in Scandinavia when it comes to express
positions of power."! Few of them have, however, focused on the role
of cult buildings in this context. In this chapter I will study how rulers
used halls, cult houses and churches for expressing and maintaining
their political power.” I intend to apply a long-term perspective, includ-
ing both the late Iron Age and the early Middle Ages (400-1100). The
purpose is to study continuity and change in connection with the con-
version process in Scandinavia, when the pre-Christian halls and cult
houses were replaced by churches. When historians of religion previ-
ously investigated the relation between power and religion, they often
proceeded from the theory of a Scandinavian sacral kingship.’ In these
studies scholars reconstructed a religious ideology which was suppos-
edly common for all of Scandinavia. In this chapter I apply a different

! See e.g. Steinsland 1991; 2000; Sundqvist 2002.

2 In this chapter the analytic concept “hall” refers to a multi-functional building,
where also cultic activities took place, while “cult house” designates a smaller, more
specific cult building. The concept “cult building” comprises both “hall”, “cult house”
and “church”.

* On this theory, see e.g. Sundqvist 2002.
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perspective. The focus is on the people called the Svear (ON Sviar pl.),
so as to be able to account for the specific historical contexts.*

The Svear lived in an area called Svetjud (ON Svipjéd).” We do not
know the geographic extent of this area, but it has been suggested that
it comprised the Milar region, Uppland, Sodermanland, Véastmanland
and parts of Narke (Fig. 1). This area was delimited by a wide belt
of forest towards the south and the south-west. On the other side of
these woodlands was Gotaland, i.e. the land where the people called
Gotar (ON Gauta pl.) lived. It is uncertain from when on the Svear
constituted a political unit. Early society in Svetjud seems to have been
divided into several tribes under independent rulers who had gained
power by plundering and taking tributes abroad. The sources indicate
that, at times, these rulers and tribes were united in a loose alliance
under a federate leader or high-king.® Such a king or overlord could
occasionally exercise domination and power (ON riki) over several
tribes and later also over a territory. As time went this alliance of tribes
was stabilised and kingship developed in the region of Lake Mélaren,’
with a royal and cultic site in Uppsala.® At the end of the tenth cen-
tury the pagan elite in the Milar region was challenged by a Christian
king, apparently based in the provinces of the Gotar. An episcopal
see was founded early in Skara, approximately 1013-1014. A num-
ber of Romanesque churches were erected in Goétaland. Later, such
churches occur in the Milar region. One exception however is Sigtuna,
where the Christian royal power had an outpost and an episcopal see

* Since this chapter is part of a forthcoming wider project it has a preliminary
character. In the forthcoming project, called “An arena for higher powers. A regional
approach to rulers and cultic buildings in the Late Iron Age”, financed by Riksbankens
Jubileumsfond in Sweden, also other parts of Scandinavia will be investigated.

> On Svetjud and the Svear, see e.g. Sawyer 1991; Th. Andersson 2004; Ljungkvist
2006; Blomkvist et al. 2007.

¢ Evidence of a Viking Age High-King of the Svear may be seen in the expression
rex sueonum in Vita Anskarii 19, 26. See Sundqvist 2002: 69. The concept kunungR is
evidenced in Viking Age runic inscriptions (Og 136; Sm 42; U11; Vg 40). We do not
know what this concept exactly referred to in these early sources. See Brink 1990: 55.
When I use the analytical concept “king” I refer to a person who was at the top of
the ruling elite.

7 See e.g. Vikstrand 2000.

8 See e.g. B. Graslund 1993; Arrhenius 1995; Duczko 1996; Sundqvist 2002;
Ljungkvist 2006; Gothberg 2008. See also Rahmqvist’s (1986) settlement historical
analysis which indicates that the western part of Old Uppsala was a royal demesne
also before the Middle Ages. The ancient name of the crown-lands, Uppsala audr ‘the
wealth of Uppsala’, suggests that Uppsala was the centre of these estates.
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Figure 1. The Mailar region. The Landscapes around the lakes Milaren and
Hjalmaren. From Ljungkvist 2006.
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(founded 1060) quite early. Several churches were built in Sigtuna
(see below), from which the process of Christianising Uppland was
launched. Sigtuna became a point of support for Christian kingship,
and from there alliances were made with local rulers in the Malar
region. e pagan cult in Uppsala survived, however, until the end of
the eleventh century.

It seems as if the political power in early Svetjud was legitimised
through religious elements. Written sources report that the pre-
Christian rulers in Uppsala were regarded as descendants of the gods
(see 6.1 below). ey also legitimised their rule by performing ritual
roles at public sacri ces (see 7 below). For both pagan and Christian
kings and magnates it was important to appear at public gatherings,
such as the religious feasts, the thing-assemblies and the fairs. e
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beginning of the seventh century and stood there up to ca. 800.%* It may
have been intended as a symbolic-religious demarcation and could be
compared with the vébond ‘bands which form the boundaries of the
shrine’, which seem to have occurred at cult and thing places. Since
the hall burnt down during the Late Vendel Period or the Early Viking
Age, it cannot be identical with the cult building mentioned by Adam.
Post-holes and a stone-packing indicate that a hall was also erected on
the spot of the present church. A fragment of a mould for a brooch
(of the type JP 51), found in the first clay fill under the church, dated
to the tenth century, indicates that activities took place there during
the Viking Age.”® Else Nordahl therefore carefully suggested that the
hall should be dated to the Viking Age.** Recent excavations however
indicate that the house is even older.”® The remains of this building
which pre-dates the hall in Uppsala are located in the area of the old
royal demesne (Kungsgdrden). The whole assembly thus indicates that
the ruling power had a certain influence on these houses. Some archae-
ological evidence of pre-Christian cult performed by elite groups may
also be seen in the area around the church. During an excavation to
the west of the church in 2005 two hearths (A1164, 1201) were found
with wood and burned animal bones dating back to the Migration
Period. Most of the bones belonged to pigs and they were interpreted
as remains from sacrificial meals.*® The consumption of pigs may be
an indication of the presence of elite groups at this site.”
Archaeological excavations show that aristocratic halls in the Mélar
region in general were used as a kind of cult buildings. On Helgo
(Lillon), Uppland, a three-aisle hall building was erected on a terrace
(Foundation IA) (Fig. 3).?® The house was divided into two rooms, one
salr and one “chamber”. It was built during the Migration Period and
remained there during several phases up to the Viking Age. In the salr-
area several finds were made, such as gold foil figures and exclusive
imported glass. They indicate that cultic activities have taken place

32 Cf. Duczko 1996: 416; A.-S. Graslund 1997: 111.
* Nordahl 1996: 63, 73.
* Nordahl 1996: 60-62.

» See Gothberg 2008. He has also shown that the houses indicated by means of
“ground-penetrating-radar” (see Alkarp & Price 2005) cannot be confirmed by the
archaeological investigations made at the church in 2005.

3 Gothberg 2008: 66—67, 91-92.

37 Frélund 2007: 368.

# See Herschend 1995; 1998.

w
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Figure 3. The hall at Helgé. Find distribution in the hall on Foundation Ia at
Helg6. (a) Fragments of filigree glass claw and cone beakers = open triangle.
(b) Guldgubbar = open square; weapons = filled square. (c) Knives = filled
triangle; loom-weights and wetstones = a dot. (d) Density map of the kind of
distribution. The first isarithmic curve marks areas with at least 1 find per m>.
The most dense square metre contains 8 finds, and the entire house (125 m?)
contains 90 finds. The ‘H’ marks a presumed position of the high seat. After
Herschend 1998.
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at this area. In connection with this building also a Buddha figurine,
an Irish crosier and a Coptic scoop was found, which all may have
had a symbolic significance for the users of these objects. Besides the
hall building, a sacrificial place was found at the foot of a bare rock.
There, arrow-heads, ceramics and food were deposed under a Viking
Age triangular stone-setting (Sw. “treudd”).** There are no doubts that
Helgo was an important cultic site. The name OSw. *Heelgho ‘the holy
island’ points in that direction.”” Also Birka and Sanda have remains
of Late Iron Age halls, appearing in contexts of finds indicating cult.*!
Similar Iron Age halls have also been found at several other central
places in the Malar region, for instance at Hovgarden on Adelso, at
Fornsigtuna, Valsgirde and Vendel.*> In these cases it is mainly the
construction and locality of these buildings which indicate that they
may have had a possible cultic or ceremonial function in connection
with banquets. At the hall of Husby, Glanshammar, Narke, dated to
the Migration and Vendel Periods, there was a demarcation or pali-
sade, resembling the wall discovered in Uppsala.” This demarcation,
and the gold foil figure discovered to the west of the hall, support the
idea that this building may have had a ritual function. Perhaps also a
hall was located at the same spot as the monastery in Eskilstuna. In
connection with a row of stone-edged post-holes two gold foil figures
were discovered dated to ca. 700.** A gold foil figure from the eighth
or ninth century was also found at the hall of Svintuna, on the border
between Svealand and Gétaland.*

There is also slight evidence of more specific cult houses in the Malar
region. To the north of the Late Iron Age hall in Lunda, Sédermanland,
remains of a small building (3 x 6 m) were found together with two
phallic figures.*® A third figure was found in the yard, south of the
hall. According to the archaeologists the small house should be inter-
preted as a specific cult house, comparable with the structures found

¥ See T. Zachrisson 2004.

0 See e.g. Vikstrand 2001: 244. .

4 Holmquist Olausson & Kitzler Ahfeldt 2002; Aqvist 1996.

4 Brunstedt 1996; Damell 1991; 1993; Norr & Sundkvist 1995; Arrhenius 2000.

# Tt should be noted that several halls (“hus II” and “hus III”) may have replaced
each other. Ekman 2000: 25.

# See S. Zachrisson 1963. The archaeologist Torun Zachrisson has orally suggested
that there are reasons to interpret the finds in Eskilstuna as a hall.

* Herschend 1998.

* G. Andersson et al. 2004; Skyllberg 2008.
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at Tisse and Jarrestad. In the yard, to the north of the hall, several
pits were discovered, probably intended for ritual cocking. In this yard
also Pérr’'s hammers, amulets and miniature scythes were found. A
grove was situated on a hill approximately 200 metres to the west of
this ritual area. Archaeological finds show that rituals were performed
also there.

The first church mentioned in the Milar area was built in the sur-
roundings of Birka, in the mid-ninth century. According to Rimbert’s
Vita Anskarii (ca. 870), it was erected by Hergeir, the prefect of Birka,
on his own hereditary estate (hereditas).” Wilhelm Holmqvist has sug-
gested that Hergeir’s estate was identical with Helg6.*® It has also been
proposed that the hall at Helgé might have been used for Christian
ceremonies.” The oldest attested stone churches in the region are
located in Sigtuna. At the assumed royal demesne,” a church was
detected by archaeologists. It is today called St Gertrud’s, but it is very
uncertain to whom this early medieval church was dedicated when
it was built. Due to its location and peculiar architecture it has been
regarded as one of the first stone churches in the area, built perhaps
at the end of the eleventh century.”' Some scholars argue that it was
the original bishop’s church.” They support their suggestion with finds
made on the churchyard, to the south of the subterranean ruin, where
the remains of an individual, together with a crosier, were discovered.
Fragments of a baptismal font and five so-called “bishop combs” also
indicate the bishop’ s church.”® Between 1060 and 1120 St Per was built
with an impressive central tower in connection with the new royal
demesne in Sigtuna.** Most likely it was built by the king.

Y Vita Anskarii 11.

8 Holmqvist 1980: 60.

4 Herschend 1998: 13-14. Halls may have been used for the Christian cult also
at other places during the transition period, for instance in Sigtuna (see 7.3). It has
been discussed whether the pagan cult building in Uppsala after the conversion was
used for the Christian cult. For an overview of this discussion, see Sundqvist 2002:
298-301.

% Most scholars argue that Sigtuna had a royal demesne. See e.g. T. Zachrisson
1998; Tesch 2001. Critical Ros 2001.

1 E.g. Bonnier 1987: 21; 1996: 192; Tesch 2001: 16. Critically considered by Ros
2001: 186—-197.

%2 See Tesch 2001: 14-19. Critically considered by Ros 2001: 181-182.

3 Tesch 2001: 17-18.

> Tesch 2001: 20, 30-31. Cf. Redelius 1975.
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The first church in Old Uppsala was probably made of wood and
erected at the same place as the current stone church. It is indicated by
post holes and Christian graves.”® This church was built in direct con-
nection with the royal demesne ca. 1100. It is somewhat uncertain when
the Cathedral was erected in Uppsala, but it was probably in existence
there by 1164, when the archbishopric was founded. It was dedicated
to St Lars and followed the same plan as St Per in Sigtuna. After 1150
Romanesque churches were built more frequently in Uppland, mostly
in the southern part of the province, with Sigtuna as a centre.

3. The owner and custodian of the cult buildings and sacred sites

3.1. The existence of proprietary churches

During the early Middle Ages the so called proprietary church system
(Eigenkirchenwesen) was developed in Europe.’ Individual magnates
erected churches on their own farms. The church builder (patronus)
had a great influence on the spiritual activities of the church (spiritua-
lia). He could for instance appoint priests to his church, who might
even be his slaves. There were great economical interests behind this
system. The land-owner disposed entirely over the temporalia of the
church: he could use the church just as any other property. It could be
bought or sold, inherited, substituted, divided, put in pawn, or even
leased out. The church owner also disposed over the income of the
church. We know from England that the owner had the right to collect
parish tithes during the eleventh century.”” Probably he also charged
for baptism, marriage, and funeral. A similar system is evidenced at
several places in Continental Europe.*®

> Bonnier 1996: 203; Gothberg 2008. In general, however, the archaeological evi-
dence for early wooden churches in the Mailar region is weak.

% See e.g. Stutz & Feine 1989; Smedberg 1973; Wood 2006.

7 Smedberg 1973: 89.

8 The Roman Church reacted early against this system. In the synod at Braga 572
it was stated that none should erect churches for pure profit, church building should
only be motivated by religious reasons. Later the Gregorian reform opposed private
churches and layman influence in ecclesiastic activities, by claiming libertas eccle-
siae. The conflict was solved on an official level in the 12th and 13th centuries, when
ius patronus was introduced. It comprised a compromise which reduced the church
owner’s possibility to exert influence on ecclesiastic matters. See Smedberg 1973:
89-97. See also Wood 2006.
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It has been discussed in research whether this proprietary church
system also existed in Sweden. According to Gunnar Smedberg, who
has mainly studied this system from the perspective of the medieval
provincial laws, the practice of proprietary churches existed in Sweden.
However, the scope for it was considerably smaller there than in other
places, since the position of the peasant congregation was very strong
in eastern Scandinavia.” Smedberg’s hypothesis has been contradicted
by Olle Ferm and Sigurd Rahmqvist. Using other sources and meth-
ods, they have been able to show that such system was widely spread
in the province of Uppland.® Ferm and Rahmgqvist proceeded from
those cases when the nobles can be attested to have owned an entire
church village, indicating that the parish church was erected by the
land-owner rather than by the tenants who were leasing his land. Seen
from a settlement perspective, the parish churches in Uppland were
located beyond the centre of the parish, often in connection with the
manorial estates. In these cases, it is probable that the magnates them-
selves erected the churches, according to Ferm and Rahmgqvist. Ann
Catherine Bonnier argued in the same vein. She stated that almost all
Romanesque churches in Uppland were built by private proprietors.®*
Several of them were so exclusive that one must assume that the pro-
prietor was rich. More than half of them have, or have had, towers,
apparently reserved for the king or his men. Moreover, some of these
churches had galleries for the nobles, which also indicate the presence
of magnates. Bonnier has also observed that more than one third of
the Romanesque churches in Uppland show architectural details in
sand stone. Such stone was rare in this area and probably expensive.
Also this indicates that the proprietor was a rich magnate.

In my opinion there is clear evidence indicating that proprietary
churches existed in the Milar region. During the missionary period
this type of churches must have been common.®> The church erected
by the prefect of Birka, Hergeir, for instance, was placed on his own
hereditary estate (see above). This church was undoubtedly a proprie-
tary church. When the building of churches intensified later in the late

¥ Smedberg 1973: 175, 184.

% Ferm & Rahmgqvist 1985.

! Bonnier 1987: 219-221; 1996: 193-194.

6 Tt is most likely, however, that also the thing congregation erected churches in the
Milar area in 12th and 13th centuries. Also ecclesiastic corporations, such as a mon-
astery, could build churches as well as the Church itself (sometimes in collaboration
with the royal power). Brink 1990: 80-87; 1996 and the literature referred to there.
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eleventh and twelfth centuries, it seems as if several sanctuaries were
erected by magnates in the Milar region. One of the best examples
of such a church is probably the one discovered at Viby, Uppland.®®
It was detected during archaeological excavations in 1997-2000. This
apse church (made partly of wood, partly of stone) pre-dates the
Cistercian “monastery” at the same site, which is believed to have
been founded in the 1160s.%* Architectural aspects connected to the
choir and a patronus-grave, placed strategically under the opening of
the triumphal arch, indicate that the early sanctuary was a proprietary
church. The most important evidence is however a letter of concilia-
tion written by Archbishop Stefan (ca. 1164-1167), mentioning that
the female magnate Doter had donated the manorial estate at Viby
(where the private apse church was erected), meadows, forests, and
fishing waters to the monks.®®

Place-names may also inform us about proprietary churches in
the Mailar region. According to Thorsten Andersson the old name
Fastakirkia (1317) ‘Faste’s church’ in Uppland, clearly indicates that
a magnate or a settlement chieftain in the neighbourhood had played
a decisive role in connection with the building of the church.® It has
been stated that the name Karlungskirkia in Roslagen also evidences
a proprietary church. The name Karlung has been interpreted as ‘the
owner of Karlosa’.¥” Some of these churches were also erected by
females. In Sodermanland there are two churches, which in former
times were designated Ulfhildakirkia and Sighridakirkia. Probably two
noble women called Ulthild and Sighrid built these churches.®® During
the excavation inside the church of Botkyrka, in the same province, a
grave was found in the oldest floor layer in the western tower, contain-
ing remains of a female.”” Perhaps she was the founder of the church.
The name Botkyrka is derived from OSw. Bothvidhakirkia ‘Botvid’s
church’. Botvid was the apostle of Sodermanland and according to
his Vita he was killed by a freed slave in 1120 and soon regarded as

6 Karlsson 2006.

¢ Redelius (2006: 15-24) rejects the existence of a monastery at the place, but
accepts that monks stayed there.

® DS, 51.

% Th. Andersson 1991.

¢ See Brink 1996: 280.

% Wahlberg 1975.

¢ Bonnier 1987: 221, note 118.
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a martyr and saint.”’ It says that he first was buried in a church at
Séby (present Salem), which was erected by an honourable man called
Hermund on his own hereditary estate (in proprio patrimonio). Later,
Botvid’s brother took his remains to another church at their heredi-
tary estate (in patrimonio ipsorum) at Hammarby in 1129. In 1176 the
stone church was built there. Most likely some of these churches could
be regarded as proprietary churches.”

Apart from the magnates it seems as if also the king built churches
in the Milar region. These churches were sometimes erected at the
royal demesnes.”” Both the wooden and stone churches in Old Uppsala
were erected at “Kungsgarden”.” Also the churches of St Gertrud’s
and St Per’s in Sigtuna were probably raised at royal estates, as well
as the church of Adels6.”* Many early churches appear at places called
Husaby, for instance Husby kyrka in Bro parish, Uppland.” In this
case the name indicates that these churches were built on crown lands.
In the early Middle Ages the king had access to crown-lands called
Uppsala audr. It consisted of several estates (husabyar) scattered out
in the Malar region. There was one husaby in each hundred (hun-
dare). When the ambulating king and his retinues (hird) arrived at the
husaby the bryti ‘bailiff” arranged a feast.” Perhaps the king used the
church there under his visitations.

We may thus assume that the system of proprietary churches has
existed in the Milar region during the early Middle Ages and perhaps
also later. Kings and magnates there owned, controlled and managed
many churches. Perhaps they themselves also appointed the priests at
these churches.

3.2. Continuity of the role of administrator?

At the end of the nineteenth century the historian of law Ulrich
Stutz argued that the system of proprietary churches was built on a

0 Vita sancti Botvidi, SRS 1I: 377-382.

I Also the church in Vésteraker, Uppland, has demonstrably been built by a pri-
vate person. Bonnier 1987: 206-208; DMS 1.6: 155-156. Most likely the churches of
Angsd in Vistmanland and Granhammar in Nirke were built by private persons.
Nisbeth 1982: 173-174.

72 Brink 1996: 276-284.

73 Rahmgqvist 1986.

7 On Sigtuna, see Tesch 2001. On Adelso, see DMS 1.7: 218-236.

7> Ferm & Rahmqvist 1985: 82; DMS 1.7: 44-113; Brink 1996: 278-279.

76 Brink 2000.
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continuation from a pre-Christian Germanic “Eigentempelwesen”.””
The Sagas of the Icelanders often mention that the chieftains them-
selves erected cult buildings (ON hof ) on their farms. They controlled
these buildings and the activities that took place there and charged
taxes from the farmers for cultic activities performed there (tolla
gjalda, hoftoll til leggja).”® According to Stutz, the system of proprietary
churches was based on these ideas. His entire theory was, however,
questioned by Olaf Olsen: as outlined above, he argued that we have
no clear evidence of pre-Christian Germanic temples at all.” Olsen
and others also questioned the idea that the system of proprietary
churches was unique for Germanic peoples. On the contrary, there
are clear signs that this system also existed in Slavic and Celtic regions,
as well as in Byzantium.*

Even if most scholars today are sceptical about “the Stutz-theory” in
general,® it cannot be denied that the system of proprietary churches
was very common in Germanic areas.®? It has recently been argued
that “the Germanic peoples were undoubtedly the propelling element
in the development of the Eigenkirche”® One element that may have
helped its spread there is that already in the pre-Christian period
Germanic kings and magnates often seem to have had a specific rela-
tion to cult and cultic sites. In my opinion the fragmented source mate-
rials from the Mailar region indicate that such conditions existed also
there. In Ynglingatal, for instance, the Uppsala-king Yngvi is called
vordr véstalls, which may be interpreted as “the custodian of sanctu-
ary altar”.® The term v¢é has the meaning ‘cult place, sanctuary’. Most
likely there were ritual constructions and/or buildings at such places,
as indicated by the composition véstallr (‘sanctuary stand, altar’) The
word vordr signifies ‘watchman, keeper, custodian, guardian’.

77 Stutz & Feine 1989.

8 E.g. Eyrbyggja saga 3-4; Kjalnesinga saga 2.

7 See e.g. Olsen 1966. Cf. Schiferdiek 1986: 560.

8 E.g. Olsen 1966: 80. Nowadays, scholars argue that the system of proprietary
churches had its roots in Late Antiquity, see Landau 1982: 400. According to Susan
Wood (2006: 11, 92-108) the specific power developed among Roman provincial
landowners played an essential role for the development of this system. She states,
however, that it is hard to find its exact origin.

81 For a general criticism on Stutz’ theories, see Wood 2006: 92-108.

82 See e.g. Olsen 1966: 82; cf. Schiferdiek 1986: 560-561.

8 Russel 1994: 154.

8 On this kenning, see Sundqvist 2007: 94.
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This type of ruler epithet appears quite often in Old Norse skal-
dic poetry.® Runic inscriptions from Sweden testify that such epi-
thets also existed there. In the inscription of Rok from Ostergotland
(Og 136) (ca. 800 AD), for instance, the sequence sibi uiauari appears.
It may be interpreted as Sibbi viaveri, i.e. “Sibbi, the custodian of
the sanctuaries”.®® Sibbi was not only a great chieftain in the central
settlement districts of Ostergdtland, he was also strongly connected
to certain vi-sanctuaries. In a Viking Age runic inscription from
Vistergotland the name Viurdr appears, which may be interpreted as
a by-name or designation of a chieftain, ON *vévgror m. ‘sanctuary
custodian’.*” In several Swedish runic inscriptions the personal name
(or by-name) Viseti (ON Véseti) appears. It may be connected with the
appellation ON *véseti m. ‘the one who dwells at (or sits) or superin-
tends a sanctuary’.*® These nomenclatures probably originally desig-
nated chieftains who performed the double role of both political and
cult leader at the vi-sites.

Archaeological sources also indicate that kings and magnates had
a special relation to cult places and sanctuaries in the late Iron Age
Milar region. Several halls are located at places with archaeological
finds and structures indicating high status.** At the halls of Uppsala
and Adels6/Hovgarden there are royal and great mounds containing
rich finds.”® Some of these graves suggest that the people buried in
them belonged to the highest social stratum in Svetjud.”’ In connec-
tion with the halls of Vendel, Valsgirde and Uppsala there are boat-
graves indicating high status; the same goes for extraordinary finds
discovered at the hall of Helgo, such as gold foil figures, bracteates
and exclusive glass.

The theophoric place-names Friostuna, Ultuna, and Torstuna also
indicate that political power, organisation of society, and cult, were
closely interrelated in pre-Christian Svetjud. The names in—tuna seem

% See e.g. Earl Sigurdr’s epithet vés valdr “the custodian of the sanctuary” in
Sigurdardrdpa Skj. B1: 69-70.

% For interpretations of the sequence uiauari, see e.g. Peterson 1994 (1989): 73.

¥ Vg 73. See Peterson 2007: 257.

8 See Peterson 2007: 257.

¥ See e.g. Damell 1993.

% The royal mounds of Uppsala are usually dated to the Migration Period. John
Ljungkvist (2006) has, however, given good reasons for a later dating of the mounds,
i.e. the Vendel Period. The halls in Uppsala may be dated to both the Migration and
the Vendel Periods.

! Arrhenius 1995.



AN ARENA FOR HIGHER POWERS 183

to designate places of central importance during the late Iron Age,
probably abodes for distinguished and powerful families.” It is no
coincidence that we in the Milar area often find halls and/or gold foil
figures at the tuna-sites, such as Fornsigtuna (and Sigtuna), Eskilstuna,
Tuna in Vendel, Ultuna and Svintuna. A similar picture emerges when
we consider the conditions of medieval ownership. The Iron Age halls
in the Mailar region are frequently situated at places which in the
Middle Ages reappear as crown lands and royal demesnes. This pat-
tern can be seen for instance at Uppsala, Adelso, Fornsigtuna, and
Husby in Glanshammar.”> Some of these places were probably old
manorial estates, which during the Viking Age may have been taken
over or confiscated by the king and made into crown lands.

We may thus carefully conclude that kings and magnates sometimes
owned or controlled cult buildings in both pre-Christian and Christian
contexts in the Milar region. In my opinion, however, there are no
traits of direct continuity from the Viking Age to the Middle Ages
between the management forms in connection with these buildings
in this region. The system of proprietary churches was common in
almost all of Continental Europe and the British Isles, and was prob-
ably transferred from there to the Milar region, where it appeared as
something completely new. Most likely, the roles of administrator con-
nected to this system, and the inducements for them, were transferred
to Svetjud simultaneously as a novelty. But in a pragmatic sense there
may have been a continuation of these roles from the pre-Christian
to the Christian era. The proprietary church system was probably in
one or another way adjusted to Germanic conditions before it arrived
to Svetjud, and it may partly have fulfilled the same functions for the
Christian magnates as the pre-Christian sanctuaries had for the pagan
kings and chieftains in the Mélar region.

4. Economic, military and other profane functions

For European feudal magnates the proprietary churches and the activ-
ities connected to them were essential parts of their income. A similar
situation probably also existed in Sweden in the twelfth and thirteenth

%2 See Vikstrand 2000.
% See Rahmgqvist 1986; DMS 1.2: 180; DMS 1.7: 218-236; Damell 1991; Ekman
2000.
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centuries. This can partly be seen in papal letters sent to Swedish
kings during the twelfth century. In one letter dated to 1171 Pope
Alexander IIT writes to “K. the King of Svear and Goétar”. It mentions
that more reverence must be paid to the bishops, priests and monks. It
is a sacrilege (sacrilegium) to deprive them of their goods, and to take
into possession and profane usage materials that had been donated
to the church. These warnings concern mostly magnates and royals.”
The document indicates that Swedish magnates abused their rights
over clerics and their property.”® They probably drew benefits from
the church and the clerical activities. Perhaps they also appropriated
tithes in a “proprietary church manner”.

In the Milar region there are several early churches which may
have been so-called “defence churches”. For instance, it has been
argued that the twelfth century churches in Spinga, Sollentuna and
Vallentuna in Uppland, which all had wide western towers, were used
for fortification.”® Also the round-churches in Bromma, Solna and on
Munsd, have been interpreted as “defence churches”.?” Based on the
twelfth and thirteenth century church-materials from More, Sméland
and Oland in Sweden, Marit Anglert has discussed whether the con-
cept of “defence churches” is appropriate in this context.”® She shows
that these buildings should rather be considered “multi-functional
churches”. It seems, for instance, as if the churches in her area of
investigation served as storehouses where tributes and taxes were kept,
often in natura. Anglert has also argued that the fortification struc-
tures appearing in church towers, e.g. shooting-floors, were erected
in the first place to protect the goods stored there. By keeping tribute
inside a church, economic exploitation was given a symbolic legiti-
macy. The churches were also used as residences for the elite. If we
follow Anglert’s line of reasoning also the so called “defence churches”
in Uppland may have had similar functions besides the religious ones.
It seems, however, as if both the churches and the political contexts
around Kalmarsund on the thirteenth century were very specific and
thus could not be compared with other areas. On the other hand, it
is possible that churches in Ostergdtland had this “multi-functional”

% DS 1, 41; ST 1, 49.

% Smedberg 1973: 169.
6 See Tuulse 1968: 49; DMS 1.7: 238, 290.
%7 See Lindgren 1995: 95-96.
% Marit Anglert 1993.
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character. Bjdlbo church, for instance, has rooms in the second floor
of the tower used as residences and consultation chambers, while the
third floor may have been a storeroom for seed.”

In a strictly functional sense the profane aspects connected to the
churches resemble the system associated with the pre-Christian cult
at sacred sites in the Mailar region. The pre-Christian hall buildings
were definitely multi-functional, and used as residences for the elite.
It is possible that they also served military needs. For instance, the
hall at the garrison in Birka was in some way related to the defence
construction called Borg. Rich finds of weapons and arms indicate that
this hall was used by warriors, perhaps the king’s hird. Also economic
aspects may have been associated with these buildings. According
to Adam tributes were collected at Uppsala in connection with the
cultic feasts:

Solet quoque post novem annos communis omnium Sueoniae provin-
tiarum sollempnitas in Ubsola celebrari. Ad quam videlicet sollempni-
tatem nulli prestatur immunitas. Reges et populi, omnes et singuli sua
dona transmittunt ad Ubsolam, et, quod omni pena crudelius est, illi, qui
iam induerunt Christianitatem, ab illis se redimunt cerimoniis.!”

Adam’s indignation has been interpreted as an indication of the accu-
racy of his statements.'”" It seems here as if the cult was part of a redis-
tribution system where chieftains of the settlements (or minor kings)
and peoples were obliged to bring or send their gifts and tributes to
the “temple” of Uppsala. Perhaps they contributed with the animals
used at the sacrificial rituals. Adam mentions that they of every living
thing that is of male sex, offer nine heads, “quorum sanguine deos
[tales] placari mos est.”'*

There are also archaeological indications of this economic system
in connection with other cultic sites in the Malar region. It has been
argued that bread played an important role at the ceremonial feasts
of Helgo.!” Rotary querns have been found close to the hall as well

» See Redelius 1972; Sundqvist 2006: 20.

100 “It is customary also to solemnize in Uppsala, at nine-year intervals, a general feast
of all the provinces of the Svear. From attendance at this festival no one is exempted.
Kings and peoples all and singly send their gifts to Uppsala and, what is more distress-
ing than any kind of punishment, those who have already adopted Christianity redeem
themselves through these ceremonies”. Adam IV 27.

1" Hultgard 1997: 29.

102 with whose blood it is the custom to placate the gods.” (Adam IV 27).

103 Zachrisson 2004.
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as corn placed in a round store-house (Rutenberge). Moreover, in
connection with the stone-setting at this site, bread was deposed prob-
ably as gifts to the gods. Also close to the hall of Sanda, wheat-corns
and rotary querns have been discovered. Archaeologists have argued
that the seed which had been ground there must have been brought
in from somewhere else, since arable land in this area was limited.!*
Perhaps it came as tribute from the farmers who intended to partici-
pate in the cultic feast of Sanda. Perhaps also the grain at Helgo was
collected as tribute in connection with a cult.'®

At the halls of Helgd, Husby in Glanshammar, Svintuna and the
assumed hall at Eskilstuna gold foil figures have been found. Several
scholars have interpreted them as “temple coins”.!® In order to par-
ticipate in the religious feasts and rituals people would have had to
pay with these objects. In my opinion there are problems with this
interpretation. The fact that some of these objects were discovered in
post holes indicates rather that they were sacrificed in connection with
the foundation of the house or that they had ideological implications
(see below). The gold foil figure nr. 1186 at Helgo, for instance, was
found in one of the post holes of the hall.'”

In sum, clear economic and profane interests seem to have moti-
vated both pagan and Christian kings and magnates to erect and con-
trol cult buildings and sanctuaries. Most likely there were additional
incentives for them. The recently converted Svea kings, for instance,
probably imitated Continental magnates when building churches, per-
haps in order to express equality with them. It is possible that the
great interest in building churches was connected to the medieval
Christian ideology and doctrine of rex iustus, which seems to have
reached Svetjud in the twelfth century. According to this ideology the
kings should follow ideals of the Old Testament. Since the King of
Israel had priestly functions, and took care of the temple cult, also the
medieval ruler was regarded as “king and priest” (rex et sacerdos), as
a custodian of the Christian cult and the Church.'® In what follows
we shall also see other motives for controlling cult buildings for both
pagan and Christian rulers.

104 Tamm & Aqvist 1997; Zachrisson 2004.
105 See Zachrisson 2004.

1% See e.g. Watt 2007.

17 Lamm in Lamm 2004: 51.

198 See e.g. Anton 2004.
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5. The topographical position and architecture

5.1. The elevated and imposing hall

The halls discussed in this chapter are topographically located in the
wide valleys with clay-sediment around Lake Mailaren, where condi-
tions for agriculture are good. Most of them were erected at central
places in connection with lines of communications, especially water-
ways. The halls were built on artificially made terraces or in topo-
graphic positions expressing loftiness.'” The hall buildings were thus
elevated in the landscape and visible from the public roads. A good
example is the hall in Uppsala. At “Kungsgarden” to the North of the
church two plateaus are built of clay. The southern plateau is ca. 2.5 m
high; on it stood the hall during the Vendel Period. There was prob-
ably also a hall on the northern plateau. The assumed hall, situated on
the “church plateau”, was in an exposed position within the surround-
ing landscape. Every traveller, particularly from the north, must have
seen the hall(s) and the mighty royal mounds from far away.

The elevated position of the cult buildings may also be seen at Adelso,
Birka and Fornsigtuna. The terrace carrying the hall at Hovgarden
(Adelso) was ca. 1-2 m high and located furthest out on an isthmus
at Lake Mailaren."® Also the hall at Birka was exposed on the upper
terrace at the “garrison”.'"! This house must have been easily visible
from the fairway at Bjorké and must have been an impressive sight
for people sailing by. The topographic position was also essential in
Fornsigtuna."? The dominating plateau with the foundations of the
house, the “King’s hall”, was situated furthest out on a cape close to
the fairway at the Hatuna bay. The plateau carrying the largest hall,
“the garrison”, was situated in a strategic position, somewhat separate
from the rest of the settlement.

The dwellings of the political and religious elite were thus associated
with an elevated position. The majestic impression of these houses was
also reinforced by means of architecture and size. These houses were
large, had three aisles, and a roof carried by powerful posts erected in
pairs. In Old Uppsala the hall on the southern plateau was ca. 40 m

199 Cf. Herschend 1998: 39-40.

110 Brunstedt 1996.

I Holmquist Olausson & Kitzler Ahfeldt 2002.
12 Damell 1991; 1993.
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long and 12 m wide. One of the post holes (G) was 1.47 m deep and
at the surface ca. 50-90 cm in diameter."® This indicates that the
house was not only long but also high. Two of the post holes (9 and
12), discovered by Sune Lindqvist under the present church, had a
diameter of ca. 85 cm. Nr 12 was as deep as 1.25 m."* It has been
suggested that these holes may have belonged to a hall, which thus
must have been high. One of the largest halls in the Malar region was
found in Lunda. It was 50 m long and in a topographic position which
must have overawed those who approached the building. Also one of
the halls in Fornsigtuna (the Garrison) was huge, ca. 40 m long and
10 m wide.

The halls were probably not only large, they were also decorated.
When Adam described the “temple” in Uppsala he stated “..quod
totum ex auro paratum est,...”.""> In scholion 139 it is mentioned that
a “catena aurea templum circumdat”."'® It hangs, shining, from the
gables of the building, visible to all who approach it. However, Adam’s
description may have been “enhanced” (not to say distorted) by lit-
erary elements. Anders Hultgird has argued that the text may have
been affected by two classical literary figures, evidentia and ekfrasis
(Latin descriptio). Both sharpen a description. They would, for exam-
ple, exaggerate the impression of a work of art, or of a building. Their
purpose was to make the narrative vivid and clear, and to encourage
the reader’s imagination.'”” On the other hand, it is also conceivable
that cult buildings were in fact decorated with gold and precious met-
als. There is archaeological evidence for this: for instance, molten gold
was discovered in connection with one of the post-holes of the hall
at Gudme, Fyn. According to Frands Herschend, the posts at Gudme
might have been decorated with gold, but in connection with a fire,
the gold melted and ran down into the post-hole.!®

3 Hedlund 1993: 66.

14 Nordahl 1996: 47-50.

15 it was “all fitted out with gold” Adam IV 26.

16 “a gold chain surrounds the temple”.

17 Also Solomon’s temple in the Old Testament may have inspired Adam’s descrip-
tion. See Hultgérd 1997: 17-18. Graslund (1997) argued that Adam’s description of
the “temple” may have been affected by “house shaped” reliquaries, which had a chain
between the gables, in which they were carried.

18 See Herschend in Graslund 1997: 108—109.
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5.2. Cult buildings made of stone

The Romanesque churches are located in almost exactly the same areas
and places as the pre-Christian halls. However, only in Uppsala, and
possibly at the monastery in Eskilstuna, we may see direct geographic
continuity.'® In a similar way as the halls also the stone churches dom-
inated the landscape around Lake Mailaren. Many of these churches
were in exposed positions, visible from the roads, and they were prob-
ably also important political and religious symbols of power. St Per
in Sigtuna, for instance, was located on a hill on the west side of the
town.'?® This church has a dominating position on a slope facing east.
The big and powerful central tower must have been visible from a
great distance, also for seafarers at Sigtuna Bay. Also St Gertrud in
Sigtuna, which probably had a magnificent western tower, must have
been seen from the sea-route. During the twelfth century this church
was located close to the water-line. In some cases the churches were
erected on artificial terraces. In Old Uppsala the church stands on a
plateau where perhaps a hall was situated previously. Still today the
church is visible from far away next to the royal mounds.

The Romanesque churches must have made an overwhelming
impression on early medieval people. Tons of dressed granite and
well carved corner-stone-chains reflected enormous wealth, organisa-
tion and technical knowledge. The artistic elements must have caused
astonishment. Also the size of these churches must have given an
impression of power and sovereignty. St Per was over 30 m long and
built of granite. The high central tower must have overawed, with
tower-walls measuring 140 cm in breadth. Also the central tower at
Old Uppsala must have impressed people with its dimensions. This
church was originally almost twice as big as it is at present. The inside
dimensions of the nave were ca. 26 x 24 m. The architecture of the
churches in Uppsala and Sigtuna shows that the builders had contacts
with magnates and craftsmen from far away. The prototypes of them
may be seen in Frankish, Anglo-Saxon and Norman areas.

119 Gee DMS 1.2: 175; S. Zachrisson 1963.
120 Redelius 1975: 28.
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5.3. From high seat to galleries for nobles

The interiors of the cult buildings were equally impressive, with their
large rooms and high roofs. In these rooms specific places were reserved
for the rulers. The symbolic and ritual centre of the hall was the high
seat.!”! It was intended for the owner of the hall: the king or chieftain.
One of the best descriptions of the interior of a Viking Age hall is
in Fagrskinna (ca. 1220)." According to this Kings’ Saga it was an
ancient custom in Norway, Denmark and Svetjud that banquet halls
(veizlustofur) were erected at royal farms. In these buildings the king’s
high seat (hdsceti, ondvegi) was in the middle of the long bench fac-
ing south. Opposite the king was a seat called “the lesser seat” (6cedra
ondvegi) intended for the highest ranking guest. During the rituals and
ceremonies the king took the high seat while other people were sitting
on long benches according to rank: the higher ranking guests closer
to the king, the poorer and humbler people closer to the doors at the
gables. The value of this text as a source for Viking Age conditions
can obviously be debated. It is inserted in a passage depicting how
King Oléfr kyrri Haraldsson (1066-1093) moved the high seat (hdpall)
from the middle of the long-wall to the middle of the “crossway stool”
(¢ midjan pverpall) at the gable.””” The distance of time between Olafr
kyrri’s reign and the author of Fagrskinna is little more than a hun-
dred years. Consequently, it is possible that Fagrskinna’s description
of the hall is reliable. The author also quotes a stanza contemporary
with Oléfr in support of his description. This stanza was composed
by Arndrr Pordarson jarlaskald in honour of Earl Porfinnr, and it
describes the drinking rituals which were supposed to be observed if
sitting opposite to the ruler.”* Since the content of the poem sup-
ports parts of the prose account, the latter may arguably be consid-
ered a trustworthy source for interiors of Viking Age halls in general.
However, for conditions in the Milar region in particular, the source
value of Fagrskinna’s written evidence is more limited.

On the other hand, high seats may be archaeologically attested in the
halls of the Milar region. Inside the hall building at Helgo there was
an elevated position in the banqueting room. It has been interpreted

12 See e.g. Birkeli 1932; Steinsland, 1991: 66-86; Herschend 1998: 25-31.
122 Fagrskinna 79.

3 Similar information appears in Heimskringla 111, Oldfs saga kyrra 2.

4 See Skj. B1: 316.
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as the high seat.'” Most of the gold foil figures and the expensive glass
were concentrated in this place, indicating that it was a ritual space. In
front of it was the hearth, which probably also had ritual significance.
At the “garrison” in Birka there were high-status objects concentrated
in the western parts of the hall house, e.g. a dragon’s head, glass bea-
kers and sword handles. Archaeologists have suggested that the “high
seat” was located in this place. Also the hearth was situated close to
the “high seat”.!*

Also some of the medieval churches had arrangements which made
it possible for the ruler to look down on the other participators dur-
ing the ceremonies, usually in the western towers. The floor above the
ground level in these towers was often used as a so called emporium.
These rooms had openings to the east, with galleries turning towards
the nave. The functions of these rooms and their symbolism have
been discussed.'” Most likely they had ideological implications.'* It
has been suggested that the ruler appeared on the gallery at baptis-
mal and marriage ceremonies, Holy Communions and in connection
with Church Law judgements (see 7.4). During mass he sat there in
majesty and looked towards the altar, separated from the congrega-
tion. The best preserved examples of such churches in Sweden are in
Gotaland. On the floor above the ground level in the western tower
of Husaby there was an opening towards the nave. Next to it were
holes for beams which carried a balcony facing east towards the altar.
In the upper tower chamber of Orberga church there are remains of
a round arch portal facing towards the nave. In the opening there is a
gap into the masonry. Inside the tower there is a room for devotion.
Also in the church of Hagebyhoga there is an opening in the empo-
rium facing towards the nave. Inside the nave there are remains of a
wooden balcony. It was accessible via a door in the eastern part of the
emporium.'*

Similar arrangements may be seen in western tower churches in the
Malar region. In Vaksala, close to Old Uppsala, a stone church with
western tower was erected during the twelfth century. In the first level
of the tower there were two openings facing towards the nave and a
gallery. Perhaps the patronus of the church or the king was sitting in this

12> See Herschend 1995.

126 Holmquist Olausson 2001: 15; Holmquist Olausson & Kitzler Ahfeldt 2002: 16.
127 See e.g. I.-M. Nilsson 2003.

128 See e.g. Lindgren 1995; I.-M. Nilsson 2003; Mats Anglert 2006.

12 Lundberg 1940: 374-375; I.-M. Nilsson 2003: 33.
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elevated place during divine service."*® Also the Romanesque church
of Husby-Lyhundra probably had similar arrangements.”*! However,
the access to it has not been discovered. In the church of Tillinge, to
the west of Enkoping, there was a gallery. In the east wall of the tower
there is a door opening which still is visible.”** At St Per in Sigtuna a
tower was added to the western part of the church at the beginning
of the thirteenth century. The two stairs flanking the tower probably
lead to a level with a gallery facing the church room, intended for the
king or the magnates.”® A gallery may also have been situated at the
western part of the church in Old Uppsala, at St Gertrud in Sigtuna,
and in Hatuna church.”

The political elite thus seems to have physically taken up an elevated
position inside the cult buildings, both before and after the conversion.
The halls and magnate churches themselves, in turn, also occupied
a prominent position in the landscape. The display of sovereignty of
these buildings was reinforced by their magnificent size and archi-
tecture. Central locality, elevated position, size and architecture were
probably associated with ideological aspects and a deliberate strategy
of being observed and associated with the divine world. Thus these
buildings were important symbols of power for the elite. In this sense
there is continuity from pre-Christian to Christian era.'*® On the other
hand there is discontinuity regarding the shape and concrete reali-
sations and expressions, such as building materials, architecture, and
ritual constructions.

6. Ritual objects—from the image of Freyr to the relics of St Eirikr

6.1. Pre-Christian cultic images and the ideology of rulership

According to Adam, the Svear honoured the statues of the three gods
Odinn, bérr and Freyr in the “Uppsala temple”, or more precisely
in the triclinium, ‘the banquet room’ (see above). Adam’s statement

130 Ehn 1977: 4; DMS 1.2: 205.

131 Wilcke-Lindqvist 1961: 518.
> Rosell 1968.

13 See Redelius 2006: 45-49.

34 Lundberg 1940: 323; DMS 1.2: 174; Tesch 2001: 18; Tuulse 1962: 223; Bonnier
1987: 221.

135 Most likely also small private chapels existed during the 11th century which did
not have a great public ideological significance for the political power. There is merely
weak evidence for them in Svetjud, however. See above.
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should not be dismissed as pure fantasy. That eastern Scandinavians
had symbols of these gods in their sanctuaries is most likely. Place-
names such as Odenslund(a), Torslunda and Fréslunda support a cult
of Odinn, Pérr and Freyr in pre-Christian Uppland.'*® Place-names
also indicate the worship of idols in this area. OSw. staver ‘stave’ (Old
Latvian and Lithuanian stdbas, stabs ‘pillar’ or ‘idol’), may refer to a
type of idol. Staver appears in theophoric place-names, e.g. Nilsta
(Neerthastaff, 1354) in Spanga, Uppland, ‘the staff or idol connected
with the goddess *Nierdh’.'” Archaeological finds may also support
the existence of idols in pre-Christian Svetjud. A small Viking Age
bronze statue discovered in Rillinge, S6dermanland, has a phallic
shape and might represent Freyr. The phallic shape resembles Adam’s
description of Freyr in the “temple”: “Cuius etiam simulacrum fingunt
cum ingenti priapo”.'* Some possible images of gods may also be con-
nected to halls and cult houses in Svetjud. Several gold foil figures with
iconographic depictions, discovered at halls, have been associated with
the mythical sphere. The male figure in these depictions has often been
interpreted as Freyr."* Also the phallic images from the cult house of
Lunda may represent Freyr.

In my opinion the cultic images in the halls and cult houses had
ideological dimensions. It seems as if the royal family of Uppsala was
praised for being descended from the gods. According to Ynglinga saga
Odinn and the other Asir emigrated from Asia and came to Svetjud.
Odinn settled at Sigtuna. He gave the other gods residences. Freyr
received Uppsala, and together with the giantess Gerdr he had a son,
Fjolnir, who was the first king ruling over Uppsala audr. The entire
line of the Ynglinga-family then descended from Fjolnir. This story
could be interpreted as echoes of an ancient ideology, where the kings
were honoured for their mythic origin.'*® Walter Baetke has, however,
pointed out that Snorri was heavily influenced by medieval Western
European chroniclers when he wrote his text.'*! In for example Frankish
and Anglo-Saxon king lists, old pagan gods appear as euhemerised
kings who migrated from Asia or Troy. The model for this came from

1% E.g. Hellberg 1986.

137 Hellberg 1986.

138 “His likeness, too, they fashion with an immense phallus” Adam IV, 26.

¥ See e.g. Steinsland 1991.

10 See Steinsland in this volume for a wider discussion of Ynglinga saga and
Ynglingatal, and Beuermann in this volume for Fjolnir in the Orcadian context.

141 Baetke 1964: 70-103.
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classical literature and Livy’s description of the flight of Aeneas from
Troy and the foundation of the royal dynasty of Alba Longa in Italy."*?
According to Baetke, Snorri and other medieval authors reworked the
indigenous traditions based on these learned conventions, thus creat-
ing the fiction that the Ynglinga-dynasty was of divine origin.

Baetke’s stance may be questioned. There are traditions about the
“Svea-kings” preserved in the Viking Age poem Ynglingatal, which lack
the medieval topoi of euhemerism and the “Ursprungsfabel”. In this
poem there are also poetic expressions, which show that the rulers of
Uppsala were actually honoured for their mythical descent. According
to stanza 21 the Uppsala-king Adils was called Freys gttungr “Freyr’s
kinsman”. Alrekr and Eirikr are described as Freys afspringr, “Freyr’s
offspring” (st. 13), while Egill is tys ottungr, “descendant of the god”
(st. 19) and King Ingjaldr is called godkynningr, “of divine descent”
(st. 25).!** The idea that Freyr was regarded as the forefather of the
Svea kings is attested frequently in Old Norse prose.'** Freyr is also
called blotgod Svia.'*> Of course information from such sources must
be treated critically. However, some place-names containing Freyr
(Fro-) in the Malar region designate places associated with the organi-
sation of society.'*¢ These names thus indicate a relation between the
Vanir god and the ruling power.

The locations of the cultic images found in the late Iron Age halls
of the Milar region suggest that the rulers wanted to remind the cult
community in a concrete way that they had a specific relation to Freyr
or another god. Several of the gold foil figures of Helgd, for instance,
which perhaps represented Freyr and his mythic consort, were related
to the assumed high seat in the hall. This seat was intended for the
ruler; most likely he was supposed to sit there while offering ceremo-
nial toasts to the gods. At this liminal place he was thus surrounded by
divine symbols which provided him with the necessary legitimacy for
his pre-eminent role in society. Perhaps the ruler at Helgé wore gold
bracteates around his neck during the rituals. Two fragments of such
objects (dated to 450-575) have been found in connection with the

2 Livy, Historia 1,1; 1,3.

' For a more extensive discussion on these kennings in Ynglingatal, see Sundqvist
2002: 156-158.

14 See e.g. Islendingabok, Attartala. See also Historia Norwegie IX.

15 See e.g. Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar, Flateyjarbok T: 339.

146 Vikstrand 2001: 55-71.
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hall building, and one of them appeared at the “high-seat”. Most likely
these objects had images representing mythical beings. These objects
were more visible for the “audience” than the small gold foil figures.
It is not unlikely that also the chieftains at Lunda were related to the
“Freyr figures”, discovered in the cult house, close to the hall. It seems
thus as if representations of Freyr and the other deities surrounded the
rulers in the hall, perhaps in order to manifest the close relationship
that existed between them.

6.2. The relics of St Eirikr

Previous research often claimed that the Christian cult of St Eirikr
replaced the pagan cult of Freyr in Uppsala.'” St Eirikr was respon-
sible for the same aspects of life as Freyr in the pagan period, for
instance a good harvest and fertility. During the last decades scholars
cast doubt on this theory. It has been argued that earlier interpreta-
tions of royal saints as direct substitutes of pagan gods are fraught with
serious problems.'® Such reservations are probably justified when we
speak about royal saints in general. However, when it comes to the
function of these cults in the context of the ideology of power, certain
elements of continuity cannot be disregarded.

King Eirikr Jatvardarson ruled Sweden in the middle of the twelfth
century. The sources report that he was killed by enemies around
1160. Sometime in the second half of the twelfth century he was recog-
nised as saint and his remains were placed in a reliquary shrine at the
Cathedral of Uppsala. Kalendarium Vallentunense, dated to 1198, is
proof of a cult of St Eirikr at that time. He is also mentioned in Old
Norse tradition. Sverris saga (ca. 1200), for instance, refers to Eirikr as
a saint and says that his bones rest in a shrine at (Old) Uppsala, the
first archdiocese of Sweden.'® The reliquary shrine of St Eirikr cur-
rently rests in the Cathedral of present Uppsala, and contains parts of
a skeleton, all belonging to a single person. One of the vertebrae has
been cut by a sword, and a thigh-bone and a shin-bone have also suf-
fered injury. The bones are dated to the middle of the twelfth century

147 See e.g. Stjerna 1898. On St Eirikr, see also Skdrzewska in this volume.

' See e.g. Frojmark 1998: 198.

149 Eiricr [hins helga)] hvilir { scrini i Svipiodu at Uppsolum. Sverris saga. Ed. Indrebe:
107.
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and can very well have belonged to the historical Eirikr.”** The evidence
of the bones also harmonises with the information in The Legend of
St Erik (ca. 1275-1290), which says that the enemies of Eirikr taunted
and mocked the wounded king and killed him by cutting off his rev-
erend head.

The cult of Eirikr in the Cathedral of Uppsala most likely had dynas-
tic and political motifs.””! Eirikr’s dynasty gained legitimacy through a
holy ancestor, and could thus make stronger claims on the throne in
the struggle against the Sverker dynasty. Most likely the recognition
of his sainthood did not only result in more support for Eirikr’s own
family, but also to stronger legitimacy for Christian kingship in gen-
eral. It may also have underlined the idea of the king’s inviolability.
Lastly, by placing the relics in Uppsala Cathedral, the Eirikr dynasty,
believed to originate from Goétaland, established a stronger connection
with the Milar region with its symbolic centre at Uppsala. It should be
noticed, however, that the cult of Eirikr during the early Middle Ages
was local and restricted to the Malar region.

Hence, it is most likely that ritual objects in both the pre-Christian
and Christian cult buildings had ideological significance. The relics of
St Eirikr in the Cathedral of Uppsala may have had the same function
as the cultic images in the old sanctuaries: to express the intimate rela-
tionship between the royal family and the divine world. These symbols
created legitimacy for the ruling family. In addition, they also func-
tioned as joint symbols for the cult community in the Milar region.
They created a feeling of unity between the king and his subjects.

7. The ceremonial arena of the ruler—the ritual dimension

According to Ynglinga saga 8 there were three cultic feasts in Svetjud
every year. A sacrifice was to be made at the beginning of winter to
ensure a good season, one in midwinter for good crops, and a third
one in summer for victory. It has been argued that this description is
based on genuine traditions."”> One problem is, however, that it is only
attested in the Old Norse prose. It is uncertain, for instance, whether

1% Nilsson 1998: 136-138.

51 See e.g. Frojmark 1998: 192-193. Skérzewska in this volume for a discussion of
the dynastic motifs.

152 de Vries, 1970 (1956-57): §§305-314; cf. Nordberg 2006: 76-78.
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any of the three feasts are identical with the sacrifice at the vernal equi-
nox at Uppsala, mentioned in scholion 141 to Adam’s Gesta.'”> Adam’s
feast may, on the other hand, correspond to the Disthingen referred to
in Upplandslagen and the feast of the month of géi which appears in
Snorri’s Oldfs saga helga 77. There is evidence for a name of an ancient
lunar month called Distingstungel in local dialects in central Sweden.
A cult of the Disir at Uppsala is also attested in the Adils traditions (see
above). This feast thus probably has a historical background, similarly
to the Yule-feast (jél). The Yule-feast was celebrated at the first full
moon after the first new moon following the winter solstice, while the
Disthingen took place at the third full moon."* Since these feasts took
place during the winter, some of the rituals were probably performed
inside cult buildings, where also the rulers took part in the ceremonies.

7.1. The ruler as cultic leader

According to Adam of Bremen there were priests (sacerdotes) appointed
at the “Uppsala temple”, who offered the peoples’ sacrifices at the
calendric feast. Several researchers are sceptical about Adam’s infor-
mation on that point.'® The term sacerdotes evokes the differentiated
priesthood of ancient Rome or the Roman-Catholic church. Adam
may be indulging in an interpretatio romana or Christiana, in that
he interpreted Scandinavian culture and religion through his Roman-
Christian glasses. A centralised differentiated priesthood with ritual
specialists who were exclusively devoted to their cult never existed in
pre-Christian Svetjud.”® On the other hand there may have been cul-
tic leaders at the calendric religious feasts, who were responsible for
specific functions in these ritual contexts. There are terms and des-
ignations preserved in the Swedish place-names, carrying meanings
supporting this notion, for instance OSw. *gudhi and *vivil."” Most
likely these cultic leaders had other societal duties beside their reli-
gious functions.'*®

153 Scholion 141 says that the sacrifice was at the vernal equinox (hoc sacrificium fit
circa aequinoctium vernale), i.e. the beginning of the spring planting. This sentence is
uncertain, as it is only attested in manuscript A3, dated to 1434. Hultgard 1997: 30.

'** Nordberg 2006.

155 See e.g. Hultgard 1997: 19-20.

1% See Sundqvist 2007.

157 Vikstrand 2001: 386-397.

%8 Sundqvist 2007: 41-43.
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It seems, however, as if Adam was acquainted with the idea that it
was the ruler who officiated at the sacrifices in the common cult in
Uppsala. In scholion 140 we read:

Nuper autem cum rex Sueonum Christianissimus Anunder sacrificium
gentis statutum nollet demonibus offerre, depulsus a regno dicitur a con-
spectu concilii gaudens abisse, quoniam dignus habebatur pro nomine
ITesu contumeliam pati.'”

It seems thus as if King Anunder was driven from the public feast
and assembly (concilium) at Uppsala, since he would not perform as
a cult leader at the sacrifices. This image agrees much better with the
information given in Old Norse literature. According to the U-version
of Hervarar saga (ca. 1300) for instance, the Svear removed King Ingi
(the Elder) Steinkelsson from office, since he would not make sacrifices
on their behalf at the assembly which probably was held at Uppsala.'®
It seems as if the late Viking Age cult community in Svetjud expected
that the king performed or at least participated in the common sac-
rifices. Perhaps the sacrifice was only valid when the king took part
in the rituals. A plausible interpretation is that the king was the most
important mediator between the human and the divine world during
the sacrifices. His ritual role in the cult was thus necessary for the
society, and per se it also legitimated his high position in other social
contexts.

7.2. The ceremonial banquets

The sources report that the rulers of Svear played a significant role par-
ticularly during the drinking ceremonies in the banqueting hall (see
above 5.3). These types of rituals were not simply a public expression
of power, they actually established it. In Ynglinga saga 37, for instance,
it is mentioned that King Granmarr of Sédermanland invited King
Hjorvardr of Denmark to a ceremonial feast (til veizlu). In the eve-
ning it was customary “to drink a full beaker” (drekka... full). During
the banquet the rulers sat in high seats opposite one another. The

5% “When not long ago the most Christian king of the Svear, Anunder, would not
offer the demons the prescribed sacrifice of the people, he is said, on being deposed, to
have departed ‘from the presence of the council, rejoicing’ that he had been ‘accounted
worthy to suffer reproach for the name of Jesus.” This scholion was probably written
by Adam himself, as it occurs in the oldest manuscript A2.

10" Hervarar saga, ed. Jén Helgason 1924: 160. See also Orkneyinga saga 35.
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text implies that during the drinking rituals everyone present in the
drinking hall paid a great deal of attention to the kings. As also in the
description of the hall in Fagrskinna (see 5.3) the very placement of
the high seats indicate this.

Whether this type of drinking ceremonies had religious connota-
tions is uncertain. There are clear signs in other sources however that
drinking rituals occasionally had religious elements and were parts
of the sacrificial feasts in Eastern Scandinavia. According to Adam of
Bremen IV 26-27 libation rituals were made to the three images in the
banqueting hall (triclinium) in Uppsala:

Si pestis et fames imminet, Thor ydolo lybatur, si bellum, Wodani, si nup-
tiae celebrandae sunt, Fricconi.'®!

In connection with the dishonest songs (neniae, ... multiplices et inhon-
estae) which were sung by the Svear at the sacrificial feasts, Adam used
the noun libatio ‘libation sacrifice’. Also the Gutasaga mentions that
libations were made during the sacrifices in Gotland during ancient
periods, especially in connection with sacrificial meals.'* Such feasts
probably took place in aristocratic banqueting halls, such as the one
found in Vallhagar.'®

Whether all these medieval written sources give reliable evidence
for Viking Age conditions in Eastern Scandinavia is of course uncer-
tain. Prohibitions in normative Christian texts directed against pagan
customs and ideas may give some support to the idea that libations
were essential at pre-Christian sacrificial feasts. In the medieval Guta
Law we read that invocations with food and drinking were prohib-
ited when they did not follow Christian customs.'®* Also archaeologi-
cal material may partly support the impression given by the medieval
texts. At Helgo large amounts of glass have been discovered at house
group 2. No less than 96 percent of the 1600 glass fragments found at
the island was discovered at this house group. Interestingly, there was
a particular concentration in the hall-house at Foundation I, more spe-
cifically at the “high seat”. The glass was clearly high-status and com-
prised for instance fragments of filigree glass claw and cone beakers.

11 “If plague or famine is nigh, a libation is made to the idol of Thor, if war, to
Wodan, if marriage is to be solemnized, to Fricco”.

12 Gutasagan, ed. Pipping: 64.

1% On Vallhagar, see Herschend 1998.

184 Gutalagen, af blotan, ed. Pipping: 6-7.
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It has been estimated that these glass fragments belonged to at least 50
beakers and bowls of different types dated to the period between the
Roman Iron Age and the Viking Age. It cannot be excluded that these
beakers have been used for ceremonial purposes, for instance in con-
nection with ritual banquets.'® At the hall discovered in Birka similar
finds were made. In the western part of that house broken glass from
exclusive beakers were found. Most likely the high seat was located
at this place, where the king was sitting during his visits in Birka
(see 5.3). Also animal bones and numerous knifes indicate that the hall
was used in connection with ceremonial banquets.

7.3. From pre-Christian rituals to church ceremonies

The sources indicate that the ruler during the ceremonial feasts also
had the opportunity to demonstrate his generosity and his wealth in a
concrete sense. In order to create alliances and friendship, he gave his
men food and gifts, probably in ritualised forms in the hall.'*® Evidence
of this system may be seen in late Viking Age runic inscriptions from
the Malar region.'” For instance, a runic inscription on a bone discov-
ered in the block called Tradgardsmaistaren in Sigtuna says:

kunukr : iaR : matr : bestr : han : a f mest : han iaR : pekili
KunungR eR mataR beeztr. Hann a fe meest. Han eR peekiligR,

The king is generous with food. He is the richest [man]. He is full of
favour. On the backside the inscription says:

mari - selti - rif - a fe mest - aff asa

Mari (?) seldi rif. A fe mest...
Mari (?) gave the rib. He is the richest...'s

This inscription may have been carved by coincidence on a bone when
Mari took part in a banquet organised by the king in one of the halls
discovered in Sigtuna.'®® Since the bone is dated to around 1100 it is
possible that the term kunungR refers to King Ingi the Elder.

15 Holmqvist 1980: 56-65; Zachrisson 2004.

166 On gifts, see Jon Vidar Sigurdsson in this volume.

167 See Jansson 1985: 131-133.

168 Gustavson, Snedal & Ahlén 1992: 166. My translation based on Gustavson.
' For the halls in Sigtuna see Tesch 2001: 28.
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It seems thus as if also Christian kings and magnates during the
transition period held great banquets in halls. The bone from Sigtuna
points to such events. Moreover, during the transition period these
halls may have also been multi-functional buildings: despite all the
excavations made in Sigtuna no traits of wooden churches have been
discovered. According to Sten Tesch the first Christian cult was there-
fore carried out in the hall buildings discovered there.'” In the centre
of these halls hearths were found, and there are remains of long-
benches along the walls. Thus in these Christian buildings very similar
activities to the ones in the pre-Christian halls found in Fornsigtuna
took place, for instance banquet, distributions of gifts, and (Christian)
religious activities. Tesch supports his statements by pointing at the
six “sepulchral-stones” found. These stones were consecrated covers
of reliquaries often placed directly on the altar. These stones could
also have the function of moveable altars. Perhaps it was in a hall
equipped with such an altar that King Ingi arranged a huge feast
sometime around 1100, resulting in the rune-carved bone. Yet at the
same time, the building of Romanesque churches began in Sigtuna
with St Gertrud’s, St Per’s and St Olof’s. New Christian ceremonies
were introduced in connection with these churches, ceremonies which
equally were of great importance for the legitimacy of the ruler. These
ceremonies were led by the bishop and the priests in Sigtuna, who
probably were close allies of the king.

7.4. Adventus, coronamentum and laudes regiae

Continental sources report that Frankish kings were honoured with
royal praise (laudes regiae) at for instance coronation, synod, and
arrival (adventus) to the town or during ceremonies in church.'”" This
praise often had a liturgical character. In a manuscript from Metz
dated to the ninth century Charles the Bald is praised thus: “Ave sacer
et alme, Imperator Carole/ [Ave sacer et alme, Imperator] excelse./ Deus
rex coeli Te conservet”.'”?

170 See Tesch 2001: 28. For Christian cult in halls, see also Holmqvist 1980: 60;
Herschend 1998: 13.

71 Kantorowicz 1946: 65—111; Nelson 1987.

72 “Hail sacred and gracious, Emperor Charles./ [Hail sacred and gracious,
Emperor], Your Excellency./ May God, the king of heaven, protects you”. Quoted from
Kantorowicz 1946: 73. My transl.
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These acclamations were occasionally connected with a ritual where
the coronation ceremony (coronamentum) was repeated for the already
crowned king. Frankish rulers went to their “coronation church”, for
instance at Christmas, Easter and Ascension Day. The king appeared
with his crown and insignia, and received the homage of the people
(vox populi).'”?

It has been suggested that many of these royal and liturgical cer-
emonies (e.g. laudes regiae) were associated with churches comprising
western towers, for instance at St Denis, Lorsch, Centula, Aachen and
Korvey."* These towers resembled the exterior of royal palaces. They
were often a symbol of the king’s power. In these towers there were
floors above ground level with private chapels, opening towards the
nave, where the emperor could sit and look down towards the altar
during the church feasts.

There is no evidence of laudes regiae in the early Swedish liturgi-
cal materials. But some of the early churches in Sweden have balco-
nies connected to western towers similar to the churches of Germany,
France and England.'” This indicates that similar types of ceremonies,
such as the laudes regiae, were also known in early medieval Sweden.
The western tower of Husaby church, for instance, resembled the
tower of Korvey, however, its dimensions were much smaller. In the
Husaby tower there was a floor above ground level with an emporium
and a balcony facing towards the nave and the altar. Similar arrange-
ments may also be seen in Orberga church, and at several Romanesque
churches in the Malar area (see above 5.3). The elevated position of the
ruler in these churches most likely had some kind of ritual or symbolic
significance during the ceremonies.

Gunnar Redelius has discussed whether St Per in Sigtuna included
constructions with ideological significance.'”® He focused particularly
on the impressive round arch portal (1,50 x 3,70 m) in the central
tower. It has an opening facing the “nave” in the west. Today this
portal leads to nowhere. According to Redelius there had been a bal-
cony in front of it, where the king and other prominent individuals
could perform public acts. This kind of construction may have been
connected with the coronamentum of the king at the great church

173 Kantorowicz 1946; Nelson 1987.

174 E.g. Smith 1956: 74-106. Cf. Lundberg 1940; Palme 1959; Nelson 1987.
> Cf. Lundberg 1940: 303-310; Palme 1959.

176 Redelius 1975; 2006: 40—49.

S
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festivals. In the “coronation portal” the king appeared and received the
homage from the people.””” While there is no evidence for Redelius’
hypothesis, in the absence of any better suggestions it at least merits
consideration.

Certain constructions in the churches from the Malar region and
Gotaland thus indicate that ceremonies with ideological implications
took place there. Probably also the western portals appearing in con-
nection with the churches of Sollentuna, Flasta and perhaps Odensala
were used for similar purposes.'”

8. Concluding remarks

In my opinion there is a certain continuity from the pre-Christian cult
buildings to the early medieval churches regarding the legitimisation
of power. It seems as if kings and magnates owned and/or controlled
such buildings, and used them for various purposes, both before and
after conversion. In a functional sense some of the early churches
played a similar role for the Christian elite as the halls played for the
late Iron Age aristocracy. (1) At both halls and churches the elite took
tribute from different groups. They also used these buildings for other
profane purposes, such as for residence and defence. (2) Both pagan
and Christian cult buildings and their strategic locations in the land-
scape were symbolic expressions of sovereignty, and thus part of the
ideology of rulership. (3) Both halls and churches were considered cer-
emonial arenas, where rulers under ritual circumstances could display
their wealth and power to individuals from their own social group
(the aristocracy), but also to people from other social strata. During
these rituals the ruler occupied a symbolic elevated place inside the
ceremonial room, either the high seat in the hall, or the balcony and
emporium in the church. (4) In both the hall and church there were
sometimes ritual objects (cultic images, and relics) which connected
political authority with divine power. These symbols were also related
to the noble and mythic ancestors of the ruling family.

Concerning their shape and concrete realisation, there is disconti-
nuity between the pre-Christian cult buildings and the Romanesque
churches. The churches implied new architecture, building materials,

177" Redelius 2006: 42—43. Cf. Tesch 2001: 31; Ros 2001: 158.
178 Redelius 1975: 67; Bonnier 1987: 23-25, 95-96.
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interiors and ritual constructions.'”” The rituals performed in these
buildings, as well as the ritual objects, which may have involved ideo-
logical aspects, also differed between the pre-Christian and Christian
eras. Also the character of the cultic leadership differed. Anything
equivalent to the centralised, hierarchical and specialised priesthood of
the Roman-Catholic church did not exist at the pre-Christian sanctu-
aries. The pre-Christian cultic leaders had other societal duties beside
their religious tasks.

Perhaps there was a transition period, when halls were also used
as a room for Christian rulers and rituals, as discussed for Sigtuna.
In such halls old drinking ceremonies may have been performed as
well as Christian rituals, such as Holy Communion. As soon as the
Romanesque churches were erected, new ceremonies were introduced
which were important to the ruling power.

The ideological aspects connected to the magnate churches in the
Malar region do not have to be seen as direct borrowings from the
old system of the Svear into the new Christian one. Perhaps it is bet-
ter to envisage a long process of adjustments or accommodations.
The Christian culture which reached Svetjud in the Viking period had
been Germanized for a long time.”®® For centuries Christianity had
been influenced by the Germanic culture of Continental Europe and
Britain. The Christian royal ideology developed among Franks in the
eighth and ninth centuries, for instance, was not only derived from late
Antiquity, Rome and the Near East, but also from Germanic elements.*!
Most likely also aspects connected to the early churches in Continental
Europe were adjusted, in one way or another, to Germanic ideas about
cult and rulers. When Christianity came to Svetjud, with “new ideas”
about ruler-ideals and cult buildings, they were therefore not wholly
new to the Svear. As in the past, the leader in society, the king, earl
and chieftain, did not only care about profane aspects, he was also
strongly involved in religious matters. The churches were therefore
often erected at his farms, i.e. in the same places where the halls and
cult houses had been situated earlier. In this context the “new sanctu-
aries” continued to constitute central places in the social and political

179 Tt is most likely, however, that the architecture of stave-churches in Norway was
based on pre-Christian ideas. See Gansum 2008.

180 Russel 1994.

181 Steinsland 2000: 92-97.
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landscape and to function as arenas for the rulers and their interests in
a similar way as the “old sanctuaries” had done for centuries.
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CHAPTER FIVE

FROM WINE IN A GOBLET TO MILK IN COWDUNG.
THE TRANSFORMATION OF EARLY CHRISTIAN KINGS IN
THREE POST-VIKING TALES FROM IRELAND

Jan Erik Rekdal

Is tre fhir flathemon cech comarbe con a chli ina
chainorbu clanda.
Audacht Morainn (‘The Testament of Morann’)!

Introduction: Irish medieval king tales

In Irish medieval tales the king is frequently, if not constantly, subject
to criticism. Criticism of royal conduct, implicit or explicit, is the theme
of most of the king tales. These tales span a long period of time: they
were written down from the seventh-eighth century to the twelfth, and
the kings described include both pre-historic kings and historic kings
down to the tenth century.” Yet notwithstanding the inclusion of pre-
historic material which may have been transmitted orally, these texts
were written well within the Christian period in Ireland, reckoned to
start with the fifth century. Tales about pre-historic and historic kings
have all been labelled the ‘Historical cycle™ (also called the ‘Cycle of
the Kings’).*

! ‘It is through the justice of the ruler that every heir plants his house-post in his
fair inheritance.” (Audacht Morainn par. 16, pp. 16-17).

2 As pointed out by Dillon: Domnall mac Muirchertaig (+980) is the last king
occurring in a saga of this kind (Dillon 1946: 115-117. King Brian Béruma (+1014)
is mentioned in a king tale and plays, of course, a central part in the Cogadh Gaedhil
re Gallaibh (“The battle of the Gaels with the Galls’); there is a question, which I can-
not go into here, of how much this latter ‘historical’ tale differs from a king tale (Ni
Mhaonaigh 2006: 149-50; cf also Breatnach 2005: 221-222.

* The term goes back to the nineteenth century historian Eugene O’Curry, but
scholars such as M. Dillon (1946: 73) and F. J. Byrne (1973) adhere to it in the sense of
historical as opposed to legendary. It is difficult to distinguish historical from legendary
subject matter in these tales except for, normally, the person of the king. Nevertheless
I suggest to continue using the term, if in a different understanding: it indicates that
few if any of these tales are contemporary with the kings described. The ‘Historical
Cycle’ concerns past kings already at the time of writing. For the present analysis
I will opt for the label “The Cycle of the Kings’.

* Dillon 1946; Wiley (ed.) 2008.
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Two categories

I will for this discussion classify the tales concerning kings into two
categories. The first one consists of all king tales written before the
eleventh century. In this first group I will also include the group of
texts called admonitory texts. Although they are tales belonging to a
different genre, they are concerned with the same questions about rul-
ership as the king tales. One might also possibly have used a chron-
ological criterion, putting the tales about the pre-historic/legendary
kings into one group and those about the historic kings into another.
Such a classification may, however, overshadow the features they share
and their common concern for rulership.

In the second group, consisting of tales written in the eleventh and
twelfth century, we seem to have fewer king tales.” To this group belong
the three king tales which will be analysed in this chapter. Although
they, or at least two of them, describe early historic kings and are also
concerned with rulership they are distinguished from other king tales
by their different approach and perspective. The approach and per-
spective of our tales will be discussed further below. Suffice to say here,
that it consists of explicit criticism together with a pronounced aim of
saving the king from Hell.

My question in this chapter is why is there so much critique and so
little praise in many of the king tales? To discuss this question I have
chosen the tales with the harshest, at least the most explicit, critique,
the three post-Viking tales about two early historic and one fictional
(or partly fictional ) king: Diarmait mac Cerbaill (+565), Muirchertach
mac Erca (+534) and Suibhne mac Colmain Chuair. The tales are Aided
Diarmata meic Cerbaill (“The sudden death of Diarmait mac Cerbaill’),
Aided Muirchertaig meic Erca (“The sudden death of Muirchertach
mac Erca’) and Buile Suibhne (‘Suibhne’s vision/frenzy’).

One reason for the sheer amount of tales depicting a king criti-
cally, may be that the lay nobility, including the king, depended on
advice from the learned nobility—which encompassed specialists, such
as judges, filid (learned poets) and clerics—to ensure good governance
of society.® The king’s natural instincts were for example not sufficient

*> Oustanding example of tales in this group would be Cogadh Gaedhil re Gallaibh
and Fled Dtiin na nGéd.

¢ The learned elite of filid was ranked by seven grades and three sub-grades, exactly
like the lay nobility, so a chief poet (ollam) would praise a king, a minor poet a minor
king or lord, etc. The Church had a similar hierarchy—from bishop to doorkeeper.
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for delivering good judgements; to ensure that the expertise of the
professional judge was also required.” Another reason for the extensive
production of king tales may have been a wish of the learned nobility
to put into words a Christian ideology of rulership not only for the
ruler’s benefit but also for that of society at large. It is tempting to pro-
pose that the majority of medieval Irish prose narratives—saints’ lives
included—concerns kings and their problems of remaining faithful to
the Christian ideology. There might be a third reason for the high
number of such tales: that each text was a manifestation of the power
given the clerics through their skill of literacy—which was unique to
them. But almost unique was also the power of the rulers through
their martial skill—which was however, admittedly, shared by their
warriors.

For all the critique of royal conduct formulated in the king tales they
were certainly also meant to entertain. The admonitory element being
of a general kind may explain why the tales were seen as adaptable to
later kings; and, indeed, they were in fact subsequently re-circulated
with new plots to admonish new kings. So also were early kings adapt-
able to later critique, as demonstrated in the three tales in focus here.

Pre-historic/legendary kings

Among the earlier tales, and focused on by scholars discussing the
ideology of kingship, are the tales about the prehistoric kings, like that
of Conaire Mdr in the tale The Destruction of Da Derga’s Hostel (Togail
Bruidne Da Derga).® For this tale as for others about other prehistoric
kings and legendary ancestors like Cormac mac Airt, his father and
grandfather, Art mac Cuinn and Conn Cétchathach, I will claim that
the main theme is the fir flathemon, the ‘truth of the prince’.’ For

In law, a king and an ollam were juxtaposed as the protectors of a tiiath—the petty
kingdom (Charles-Edwards 2000: 127 n. 13). The chief poet (ollam) may have been
engaged by the tiiath itself or by the king. The ecclesiastical scholars did not have a
similar hierarchy but they belonged to the same stratum as the others. However, we
see how representatives of the four groups are juxtaposed in the following formulation
from the law Bretha Nemed (a law on the status of the filid): ‘A tiath is not a tiath
without an ecclesiastical scholar, a churchman, a poet ( fili), a king by whom contracts
and treaties are extended to (other) tiatha’. (Uraicecht na Riar: 90).

7 Charles-Edwards 2000: 140-144.

8 West 1999; Charles-Edwards 1999; O Cathasaigh 1985, 1996; O’Connor 2007,
2008; Sayers 1993; Sjoblom 1996.

® Fir is translated first and foremost with ‘truth’, justice’, ‘oath’. One of the chief
duties of a king was the giving of judgement. The opposite of true judgment (‘fir-
breth’), was false judgement (‘gtibreth’), Kelly 1998: 312.
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example, in the text Scéla Eogain in so 7 Cormaic,'® Cormac’s subtle
dealing with Mac Con’s judgement as opposed to his own reflects
juridical awareness; even Conaire’s juggling with judgments reveals
juridical knowledge."! In these tales the raison d’étre of kingship is
presented as delivering true judgment and the king’s ability to keep
justice intact.'

There is close intertextuality between these king tales and the
admonitory texts like Audacht Morainn" and Tecosca Cormaic,'* and
Briathar-thecosc Con Culainn® for that matter. These admonitory texts
are terse and sober advice from the learned orders, whereas the king
tales offer case-studies of royal conduct in full-blown tales with plot
and intrigues. In the earliest texts addressing kings such as Audacht
Morainn the king is admonished indirectly through a messenger: “Tell
him...Let him....” It becomes clear from the admonitions that the
king should avoid war and aggressive behaviour, unless forced into
this in defence of his tiiath. Set up against three other types of rulers
it becomes clear that the true ruler is the only one of the four who is
peace-seeking.

In the tales about pre-historic/legendary kings everything is centred
on the king’s perfect truth and immaculate appearance, demonstrating
how easily it can be shaken and shattered, with dire consequences. In
these tales depicting a pre-historic king there would as yet be no cleric
with the capacity to ‘save’ the king who has misjudged.

Historic kings

These tales may tend to explain the downfall of a king for various
reasons—not only because he did not judge according to the ‘truth of
the prince’. Also here in the tales about historic kings the critique is

1O Cathasaigh 1977: 126-7.

1 There is another group of tales, however, the Ulster-tales, where the king,
Conchobar, does not act according to the king’s truth, recently demonstrated by
Clancy (2005, 2008) without suffering any consequences. His misjudgements seem
somehow to be sanctioned by the society around him. These tales are marked by the
absence of any kind of corrective authorities whether secular or clerical, but they are
also tales about decadence and downfall. (cf. Radner 1982).

2 See how Cormac succeeded to the kingship of Tara through pointing out the
false judgement given by the incumbent king and how he later lost it when he was
blinded in one eye. (O Cathasaigh 1977: 126-27; 69).

' Audacht Morainn ed. and tr. by F. Kelly.

" The Instructions of Cormac Mac Airt ed. and tr. by K. Meyer.

5 Smith 1925: 187-192.
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shown, not preached. Its implicit form of admonition thus bears sem-
blance to that found in Audacht Morainn. These tales read as allegories
of how easily a king may distort the truth and loose his perfect appear-
ance. This tends to happen frequently through unjust and aggressive,
warrior-like conduct.' Although the tales depict kings who rule well
within the Christian era, clerics occur very seldom; and if they do they
act in the periphery, playing a modest and subordinate role to the
king, and rarely managing to set things right."” Although in these tales
the kings are not confronted with representatives of the Church the
tales were re-told, if not composed, in monastic settings. Most of them
seem to date from the ninth and tenth centuries.

These tales do, however, often present two opposite royal characters—
one good, the other evil—the good showing an example of just con-
duct and Christian virtue—the other representing the opposite. These
characters are frequently in a close relationship, like father and son,
brothers, or foster-father and fosterling.

“The truth of the king’

All the king tales seem to have their basis in the ideology of rulership
which is preached at least implicitly—the ideology of fir flathemon
(‘the truth of the king’). The term may appear as an Irish glossing of
the Christian term rex iustus,'® but it is held to be pre-Christian.”® In
pre-Christian times it is thought to have meant that ‘It is through the
truth of the ruler that he secures peace, tranquillity, joy, ease, comfort.”?
The concept of fir flathemon was undoubtedly later Christianised and
used for the Christian term rex iustus, with its concepts of the just king
representing God on earth, the incarnation of law, order and justice.
Common to both the pre-Christian and the Christian understanding

16 Two examples picked randomly: Orgain Denna Rig and Fingal Rénain.

17 See as examples Mael Chaba in Fled Diiin na nGéd and Saint Mo Laise’s clerics
in Tochmarc Becfhola.

'8 In the literature the term is claimed to be from Augustin’s De Civitate Dei.
Interestingly the term as such does not occur in that work but appears to be coined
by scholars for the concept concerning ‘happy rulers’” expressed by Augustin in the
aforementioned work: that rulers are happy if they rule with justice, cf. De Civitate
Dei V, 24: ‘luste imperarent’.

1 O Créinin 1995: 77-8; Kelly 1998: 236.

20 Kelly 1976: 6, par. 14; see also O Cathasaigh’s use of this example in his discus-
sion of the word sid (O Cathasaigh 1977-79: 13755, 140).
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of fir flathemon is therefore the idea that if the king would master the
truth initiated to him, his reign will be peaceful and prosperous.

The material for the present analysis

My analysis here is based on the second group of tales. The three post-
Viking tales in focus here may be seen as different to the ‘traditional’
king tales, because here the domain of the king is juxtaposed to the
domain of the cleric; a feature which can resemble hagiography.?' The
three tales in focus here differ, however, simply and crucially from
saints’ lives by being kings’ lives: they have the king as the protagonist
around which the intrigue evolves. It is from the eleventh century on
that this new kind of tales emerges where the clerics not only occur on
the stage together with the kings but play a prominent part not subor-
dinate to that of the king. Here it is the cleric who plays the part of the
judge formulating juridical advice. Maybe that explains why the critique
here is expressed rather bluntly and in direct confrontations. These are
the three tales which are the object of the analysis in this discussion of
the critique of rulership in Irish medieval narrative tradition.

The question for research

To remind us again, the question was, why are almost all king tales so
focused on critique of the king, rather than praise?

My main claim is that the production of all these tales is an endea-
vour to overwrite the warrior ideology, probably not just a pagan resi-
due, with the Christian ideology of the rex iustus. This may to some
extent explain the seemingly excessive critique. The warrior ideology
was surfacing all the time as a result of the pugnacious inclination
lurking in the heart of a king who was also a champion.”? Secondly,
it will be argued that traditionally this clerical endeavour was closely
linked to a manifestation of clerical power through the use of literacy,
as opposed to the king’s and nobles’ martial skills. Lastly, this clerical
power seems now in these later tales to be used to propagate Christian

! Wiley includes them in his ‘An introduction to the early Irish king tales” in Wiley
(ed.) 2008: 13-67.

2 In Audacht Morainn we hear of four different types of rulers, three of them serve
as negative examples and may be seen more as representations of a warrior ideology.
The royal misconduct may rather have been a matter of adherence to the warrior
ideology than deviation from the Christian ideology.
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rulership for society at large, and to advance a national monarchy as
well as a national church through close cooperation between the two.

My hypothesis in more detail is that in our tales the critique of the
king’s warrior conduct is harsh yet seems simultaneously to contain
a desperate wish to save him. The consequences of royal misconduct
are devastating. It is as if the clerics want to strip the king of his war-
rior attire. My suggestion is that the inglorious deaths they suffer are
meant to purge them. As an explanation for this we should consider
that a wish for purgation and salvation may have been particularly
pronounced during the period of Church reform, the very period
when these tales were written.”

We may ask whether the two groups of tales serve as a demonstra-
tion by the learned orders of two situations: the importance of juridi-
cal expertise for the king’s truth when available and the fatality of its
absence on the one hand, yet also the redeeming quality of the ethi-
cal advice offered by clerics when the king heeds it. Between the two
groups of texts there is an ongoing inter-textual dialogue discussing
the consequences of the absence or presence of clerics. Unfortunately,
the same kings do not appear in both groups so as to enable a com-
parison of two versions of the same king. Still, we may ponder on the
absence of clerics in the first group with the great bulk of pre-eleventh-
century king tales. Was the ecclesiastical nobility still in a subordinate
position to the lay nobility—at least to the extent that direct confronta-
tion was to be avoided? The tales, however, express with all clarity how
the kings involved suffered from the want of admonition—a situation
radically changed in the tales subject to the present analysis. When
the king failed to master the fir flathemon, both his kingship and he
himself were doomed, whether he was historic or not.

However, in the narrative context of the later tales of the second
group, it is doubtful whether the concept of fir flathemon is still reck-
oned with. Here the king appears stripped of what made him king;
he is constantly on the verge of loosing his sovereignty, but when he
finally does so the king himself does not perish completely. These tales
read as an effort to save that stripped king and to equip him with a new
kind of truth—that of God—a truth he may obtain via the clerics.”*

» O Cuiv 1967: 107-122, 117-121.
2 O Croéinin 1998: 77.
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The analysis of the three late tales includes a contrastive reading
of the tale of a pre-historic king, Conaire Moér in Togail Bruidne Da
Derga (TBDD) probably of the eighth or ninth century. This tale is of
great interest for the present examination, focusing as it does on the
bruiden as the ambience of the plot. A comparison with TBDD can
be justified by the fact that the only full extant version of it is of the
eleventh century and thus contemporary with at least one of the three
tales. I will here consider TBDD in its eleventh-century context.”®

In support of an examination of texts of various age is the fact that
all—both the tale of the pre-historic king Conaire and the three of
the three early Christian kings—are collected in the same fourteenth-
century manuscript—The Yellow Book of Lecan (YBL). In this respect
I am following the redactor of that manuscript.

The king tales Aided Diarmata meic Cerbaill (“The sudden death of
Diarmait mac Cerbaill’), Aided Muirchertaig meic Erca (“The sudden
death of Muirchertach mac Erca’) and Buile Suibhne (‘Suibhne’s
vision/frenzy’): kings in confrontation with clerics

The three kings of these tales from the eleventh and twelfth centu-
ries who are confronted with clerics are all early partly pagan, partly
Christian kings, at least nominally: Diarmait mac Cerbaill (+565),
Muirchertach mac Erca (+534) and Suibhne mac Colmain Chuair (who
dies a few years after the Battle of Mag Rath in 637). They shall be dealt
with here in the chronological order of their tales. While Diarmait
and Muirchertach are historical, Suibhne is of obscure origins and
may be a fictive figure modelled partly on a grandson of Diarmait,
Suibhne Colman Mér,* although his life did not end as it does for
the Suibhne in the tale. The Suibhne of the tale fought in the histori-
cal battle of Mag Rath 637. The degree of his historicity ought not to
concern us here, apart from the fact that that he is presented as a king
of the early part of the seventh century. Whoever the historical king
was on whom the literary character of Suibhne may have been based,
Suibhne is depicted as king of the earlier phase of Christian kings in
Ireland—though some hundred years later than Diarmait mac Cerbaill
and Muirchertach mac Erca.

» T have noted recently that also Ralph O’Connor (2007: 67 n. 36) does this and
appears to be doing it also in his forthcoming study of this text.
% O’Keeffe 1913: xxxii.
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The tale Buile Suibhne (‘Suibhne’s frenzy/vision’) seems to be the
latest of the three and differs from the other two by its title which
refers to king Suibhne’s madness, whereas the former two belong to
the group of tales called aideda””—‘sudden deaths.” Suibhne’s madness
is, of course, a kind of death of the king. Also Suibhne, however, suf-
fers a sudden death.

All three tales however, are written in a period when the Church
was in an accelerating process of reform, which was boosted by and
reached its climax under the Anglo-Norman invasion in the latter half
of the twelfth century. The tales analysed here are strongly impreg-
nated by the ethos of this reform.

All three tales are about kings transgressing boundaries of some
kind. In Buile Suibhne the focus is on the king’s madness, in the other
two it is the kings” foreboding of death as a result of the clerics’ curs-
ing of their transgression. The three tales group themselves together
because they all present a story about a king who violates the eth-
ics and/or the sanctuary of a cleric, and the dire consequences this
violation has for his kingship. Thus the three tales depict the king in
confrontation with clerics in the shape of monastic founders and holy
men; they describe how his kingdom perishes and the king himself is
doomed on earth but redeemed by the interventions of the clerics, so
that he ends up, to a certain extent, resembling royal martyrs.?®

1. Aided Diarmata®

“The “violent” death of Diarmait Mac Cerbaill’ presents us with King
Diarmait of the southern Ui Néill, the heir to the Tara kingship driven
into exile by Tuathal Maelgarb (“Tuathal the bold brute’). Diarmait

¥ The intertextual reference embedded in the title aided (‘violent death’), indicat-
ing genre, should not be ignored. Of these aideda we have six of Ulster heroes (not
kings) and a couple of others about early kings, part of the so called Cycles of the
Kings (Dillon: 1946 and Wiley 2008). In none of these aideda does a saint or a cleric
occur.

2 Herbert 1997.

¥ There is almost a cycle of tales which read as consequences of Diarmait’s misdeeds.
They are the death-tales of his son Bresal (Lives of Saints from The Book of Lismore,
xxvii-xxviii), and of Diarmait’s three other sons, Dunchad, Cinall and Maelodor,
(Hibernica Minora 70-75) respectively. Tuathal’s killer, Maelmor, Diarmait’s foster-
brother, has his tale. Even a tale about his sons’ killer Mdelodréan exists, (Hibernica
Minora 76-81) and a further one about Diarmait’s lance-carrier and herald (callaire)
which reads as a shorter version of that of Diarmait himself, and one about another
of Diarmait’s sons, Aed Slaine the kin-slayer (Silva Gadelica V, VII).
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was supposedly the last pagan high-king of Ireland (c. 545-565), and
as such the last to celebrate the ritual of the Feis Temro.”

In exile Diarmait helps St. Ciardn to raise a church. For that Ciaran
through his prayers makes Diarmait king. Diarmait bestows land to
Ciaran. Soon after this the king violates the right of sanctuary pro-
tecting Church premises which the land he had granted the Church
now was. For this Diarmait is severely reprimanded by Ciaran, and
the cleric prophesises that the king would consequently suffer death
by wounding, burning and drowning. This prophecy is repeated by
Diarmait’s own prophet and his druid, as well as in the ensuing con-
frontations the king has with two more monastic founders, Ruadan
and Colum Cille. And indeed, King Diarmait ends his life by being
pierced, burned, drowned and having his head smashed by a roof-
beam which falls down on him.

The parallel established in Aided Diarmata between Diarmait and
the founder, St. Ciaran, lends a structure to the tale that binds together
the three confrontations which make up the tale but may have been
separate anecdotes.” This parallel is established at the very beginning
when the two protagonists Diarmait and Ciaran find themselves simul-
taneously on opposite banks of the Shannon. Diarmait is on board his
ship by Sndm Dd Ean,”* whereas Ciaran goes ashore on the bank oppo-
site, at Druim Tibrat—"“the spot where Clonmacnois stands today”,
the opening paragraph informs us. When Diarmait is informed by his
druids (drdidhi) about the fire kindled by Ciardn and his clergy, he
crosses the river to where Ciaran is.”

% Byrne 1973: 104.

' The text occurs in B. L. Egerton MS 1782 and in the Yellow Book of Lecan.
O’Grady’s edition and translation from Egerton (Silva Gadelica VI) underlies the
present analysis and is the text referred to throughout. Joan Radner (1983) uses the
Yellow Book of Lecan for her quotations and references. John Carey has translated
the last part of the Egerton version and of nr. V in Silva Gadelica in Koch 2003:
212-216. Recently Dan Wiley (Wiley 2002: 58 nl.) has prepared in an unpublished
Ph.D. dissertation (Harvard University, 2000) which I have not seen, an edition with
translation of the tale from the Book of Ui Maine with variants from Egerton MS 1782
and in Yellow Book of Lecan. Cf also Wiley’s edition of the material concerning King
Diarmait from The Book of Lismore, Wiley2002: 53-59. This materal is very much the
same as the tale called Stair ar Aed bacldmh in Silva Gadelica (66-72)—which reads
as a shorter version of Aided Diarmata itself.

2 Note that Suibhne also visits this place in his tale. For the history of the name cf.
Marstrander 1911: 219-25, 219-20.

3 Here Diarmait also moves from a place with a pagan denomination to a place
with religious references. Sndm D4 Ean (“The Swim of two Birds’), the place where he
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The topographical opposition-cum-convergence has its counterpart
in other features of the narrative. The parallels turn into antipodes
as they represent the opposing ethics of the worlds of paganism and
Christianity, although this does not explain the composition of the tale
in the eleventh century. What was pagan in the tale and appropriate
to the period depicted, would to the tale’s eleventh-century audience
appear as secular and warrior-like. This I will come back to later. Aided
Diarmata is the most extensive of the three tales and discusses most
overtly the vexed problem of Church and State (‘cill ocus taath’). The
opposition between State and Church, king and cleric, which gradually
turns into two antipodal spheres, is underscored also by the structure
of the tale made up of three encounters of king and cleric with a cre-
scendo of conflict between the two parts.

In the first conversation between Diarmait and the monastic
founder, Ciaran mac an tSaoir (‘Ciardn son of the Carpenter’) explains
to Diarmait who wonders what he is doing (“cissi hopair dogni?”), that
he is building a little church. The question gives the impression that
Diarmait may not have been familiar with what a church or chapel
was. This is further supported by Diarmait’s reaction to St. Ciaran’s
answer that he was building a little church. He appears not to under-
stand ‘church’ as a common noun when he answers: “It could as well
be its name, then: the little church” (1. 9: ‘Cumma dono gidh edh a
hainm’, ar Diarmait, ‘eclais bec’) This could be an effort to present a
vacillating mind of a king in a transitory state moving from paganism
to Christianity.

is when Ciaran arrives on the opposite bank, got its name from an incident the tale
informs us about: “The two birds Nar mac Finnchad son of Conall Cernach killed
on the shoulder of Eistiu, a female warrior” (‘dd én ro marb Ndr mac Finnchad micc
Conaill cernaigh for gualainn Eistine banfhéinnedha [ms. b-theinnighi]’ p. 73) (for a
female warrior, a ‘banféndi’, cf. Mc Cone 1986: 12). The other place was referred to by
a well, Druim Tibrat, before it got the name Clonmacnois. Many wells were venerated
and regarded as holy also in pagan times, and it was next to holy wells that many a
contention between druids and clerics took place to see who of the two parties was in
possession of the strongest magical power. Such contentions occur frequently espe-
cially in early Christian literature such as the lives of St. Patrick. It is noteworthy that
in the Book of Armagh Patrick crosses the Shannon from the same place as Diarmait:
“Venit ergo Patricus sanctus per alueum fluminis Sinnae per Vadum Duorum Auium
in Campum Ai.” (The holy Patrick came across river Shannon by The ford of the two
birds in Mag Ai.) Book of Armagh 11bl, cf. footnote on p. 165 in Buile Suibhne.)
A presentation of Diarmait mac Cerbaill following in St. Patrick’s footsteps accords
well with the tradition of degrading Cenél Coirpri for the benefit of his kinsman
Diarmait and his descendants (Charles-Edwards 2000: 33-34, 468).
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Co-founding a Church

Then Ciaran adds: ‘Plant the pole (‘cleith’) with me and I will put my
hand above yours and your hand and your kingship will be over the
men of Ireland before this time after tomorrow (‘bus trathsa nach noir-
rther’).” Here at the exordium of the tale yet another central motif
is formulated: the importance of maintaining an intimate connection
between Church and State.’* Furthermore, it is understood that the
Church shall maintain its close connection with the State only if
the king follows the Church’s teachings and accepts its leading role.
The miraculous power of the Church is clearly demonstrated in the
same scene. Diarmait, however, who is driven into outlawry by the
then-reigning King Tuathal Mdelgarb,”” wonders rightly how he is
going to obtain the kingship of Tara. Ciardn answers tersely that that
is for God to decide (“Is folaidh Dia in nisin.”) Soon after Diarmait’s
foster-brother murders Tuathal and before the week ended, the men
of Ireland inaugurated Diarmait king (“ro rigsat iarum fir Eirenn in ti
Diarmait siu ro bo cenn sechtmaini.”)

Ciaran is presented as literally implanting into the soil a Christian
king simultaneously with the pole of his church. We understand from
this scene how Ciardn creates a Christian king at the very moment
when he founds his church. Diarmait is not only brought into the
realm of his coming kingdom but also into to sphere of Christianity.
Do we see here a subtle cleansing of a predominantly pagan king? In
the tradition Diarmait is regarded as the first Christian high-king,*
but also as the last to hold the sacral kingship of Tara. An awareness of
this may to some extent explain the authorial exposition of Diarmait
acting in a constant fluctuation between pagan/secular and Christian
ethics.

From dialogue to confrontation: sanctuary rights

The first meeting between Diarmait and Ciaran is marked by dialogue
and integration and is not a confrontation. Their relationship however
does not remain so. Already during the next meeting we see a full-

3 McCone 1990: 145-6, 145.

% Both in this story as well as in Aided Muirchertaich meic Erca, when it comes
to critique of royal conduct, Tuathal is presented quite negatively (cf. Byrne 1973:
90-91).

% Byrne 1973: 104.
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blown confrontation. This happens when king Diarmait bestows land
on Ciaran—Iland on which an enemy of the king lives. Diarmait has
this man’s house burnt, thus causing the man’s death by wounding,
burning and drowning in a vat in which he tries to escape the flames
within the house. Ciaran admonishes Diarmait severely for this. With
his acts, Diarmait violated the rights of sanctuary on Church prop-
erty by then protecting the land Diarmait had granted the Church.
Ciaran prophesises that the king would consequently suffer the same
kind of death by wounding, burning and drowning.”” The cleric avoids,
however, cursing Diarmait himself, his rulership and his descendants.
Consequently, the three-fold death can be seen as some sort of cleans-
ing or ‘purgation’ as suggested by Radner (1983: 187-88). It was on
their way to the congregation of the men of Ireland at Uisnech that
the bestowal of land, the killing of the enemy, and the admonition of
Diarmait took place. Then, witnessed by the men of Ireland, Diarmait
submits to Ciaran, offering his own and his offspring’s services to him
for ever. Diarmait subsequently ruled well for a long time, and the
tale informs us that he was exceptionally good in ‘figure (cruth) and
appearance (delbh), wisdom (ercna) and speech (innscni) and in royal
rule (rige)’.

The prophecy of Diarmait’s death is also made by Bec mac D¢, his
druid or prophet (fdid) who is said to be the best seer in his time. The
relation between cleric and pagan prophet is depicted as an opposition
that will converge. (I will come back to this later.) Mac Dé’s prophecy
gives more details about Diarmait’s death. Also the person who will
pierce him with his spear is revealed to him: Diarmait’s fosterling Aed
Dub mac Suibhne, son of the king of Dél nAraidhi, a king Diarmait
had killed. We also hear how and where it would happen: Aed Dub
would pierce Diarmait’s breast so that his spine will break in the house
of Banban, the hospitaller (briughad), when Diarmait tries to escape
the burning house. Diarmait would be wearing a shirt from a single
flax-seed, a mantle from a single sheep and the beer in his horn be
brewed from a single grain of corn and he would be eating bacon
of a pig that was never born. But it would be the roof-beam of the
house (ochtach an tighi)—more specifically, the roofbeam ( feice)*—
that, by falling on his head, would give him the death-blow. This will

%7 See Radner 1983 on the significance of the three-fold death.
# Cleith and feic(e) is used indiscriminately in the narrative.



224 JAN ERIK REKDAL

happen when Diarmait has sought refuge from the flames in an ale-vat
(dabhach chormma). The roof-beam in Banbédn’s guesthouse is that of
Diarmait’s own hall: when Diarmait heard the prophecy that the roof-
tree would give him the death-blow he threw his roof-tree out of his
house. Banban, the hospitaller, picks up this very same roof-tree one
day when he is out fishing and installs it in his guest-house.

So it appears that what will finally undo Diarmait is a part of the
construction of the hospitaller’s house—the bruiden. This roof-beam
corresponds to the house-post of the church which Diarmait helped
Ciaran to fix in the beginning of the tale. As the roof-beam of the
bruiden was originally that of Diarmait’s own hall, the correspon-
dence includes both the king’s hall and the bruiden. I take it that this
correspondence works as an architectural illustration of the ethical
message of the cleric and the tale. By means of the word for roof-
beam or ridgepole (cleith), the little church erected by St. Ciaran is set
up against Diarmait’s royal mansion and the guesthouse run by the
hospitaller Banban. Considering the hospitaller’s close alliance with a
king,* one may argue that a guest-house is also part of a king’s royal
site or sites.*

This indicates that the new construction of the church will undo
the old construction, not first and foremost of the bruiden, the guest-
house, which is Banban’s house,* but of Diarmait’s own house to
which the original roof-beam belonged. Do we also discern a parallel if
not an opposition between Diarmait’s spine and the roof-beam: when
Diarmait’s spine which upholds Diarmait’s stature breaks also the
architectural construction symbolizing his reign breaks down? Does
this parallel suggest a message: if Diarmait had been able to lean more
on Ciaran’s church-pole, his kingship would have remained intact?

Diarmait finds himself in confrontation with monastic founders
three times. One may be tempted to see this in combination with his
threefold death; that he is to suffer a death for every transgression he
makes, because all confrontations are about breaches of sanctuary. The
two next confrontations are with St. Ruadan of Lorrha and St. Colum
Cille.

3 G. Mac Eoin 1997, 1999.

4 Tt is described as “sidh sainemail” (‘brilliant mansion/peace/otherworldly site).
I will come back to this when the opposite building is introduced (p. 75, 1.27 in Aided
Diarmata).

‘1 But surely also this edifice is burnt down at the end.
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King Diarmait’s prophet (‘fdid’) Bec mac Dé formulates in his
prophecy about Aed Dub, the king’s killer before he interprets it for
Diarmait: T see the fierce warrior (e.g. hound) that shall spoil the bril-
liant mansion’ (“Atchiusa in coin conamail loitfios in sid sainemail”).
Bec mac Dé thus uses the metaphor of a hound to refer to a warrior,*
and that of sid—a tumulus often indicating an otherworldly abode—to
refer to the bruiden, the king’s hall. The word sid also means ‘peace.’
In this particular context therefore, the bruiden is described positively
as opposed to the warrior who is to violate it.

St. Ruaddn

The confrontation between Diarmait and the clerics escalates when he
trespasses the sanctuary of Ruadan in order to avenge the killing of his
herald (callaire). Diarmait brings the killer, Aed Guaire, as a captive to
Tara. Ruadan together with Brendan of Birr demands that Diarmait
give Aed back to them as Ruadén had guaranteed the man sanctuary.
Here, royal law is set up against Church law—and Church law over-
rules royal law by giving immunity to one who has broken the latter.
The two saints sing maledictory psalms (‘salma escaine’)** against the
king. Ruadan and Diarmait end up cursing each other. The cleric says
that the king’s body shall be mangled by enemies and his limbs scat-
tered so that they would not be found in one place. At Diarmait’s
death we shall see that his head alone remains, not consumed by the
fire. At this exchange of curses, however, Diarmait curses Ruadan’s eye
which he looses. This demonstrates that royal power is not inferior to
that of the cleric. During the confrontation with Ruadan, Diarmait for
his part predicts that a wild boar would tear up Ruadan’s grave-mound
and that his relics (taissi) be scattered. Interestingly the narrative par-
allel here suggests an elevation of the king’s body similar to that of a
saint—that of Ruadan. Also their respective foundations they curse,
both the royal seat of Tara and Ruadan’s diocese (‘fairche’) are to be
deserted (‘fas). Ruadan predicts that never again should smoke come
from a roof-tree (cleith) in Tara (*...na bia dé do chlethi i Temraig co
bréath’). Here we have another reference to the roof-tree.

When this last curse is uttered, Diarmait looks up at the roof-tree
and Ruadan repeats what his prophet Bec mac Dé had already foretold:

2 Tt is further specified by Bec as a ‘cti ruadh’—a wolf.
# See Wiley 2001.



226 JAN ERIK REKDAL

“Is bidba duit in cleithi ticut ciadonéchnagtar, or Ruadan: is é in cleithe
sin dobibar it étan iar do chldidedh do allmarchaib.” With this last
prophecy Diarmait gives in to the cleric.

Ruadan’s reference to the roof-tree in Diarmait’s house seems to
disagree with that of Bec mac Dé which refers to the roof-tree in
Banban’s guest-house. Diarmait, however, exclaims when he finally
sits in Banban’s house, and when he begins to suspect that he is now
in the place of doom which the prophecies were referring to. The old
roof-tree in Banban’s new house had belonged to Diarmait’s house,
which Diarmait realises, but too late (‘is é so mo techsa, ar Diarmait’ —
‘this is my house’—not translated by O’Grady).* We may, as the Book
of Lismore version does, infer from Diarmait’s exclamation that he
had exchanged the roof-tree to avoid the prophecy.* This exchange
of old for new can and ought to be read as a metaphor also for the
king’s reign: he removes one pagan feature of his kingship. However,
Diarmait’s inner self only partially accepts the new, and that is
not enough.

St. Colum Cille

The third and final step in Diarmait’s ever accelerating descent towards
disaster and ruin is his confrontation with a third monastic founder—
Colum Cille. A similar crime takes place: Diarmait violates Colum
Cille’s guarantee, in the same manner as with Ciaran and Ruadan.
In this third case, it concerns the son of the king of Connacht who
had committed murder at the actual banquet of the Tara festival. As
the opening, the tale tells us that death would await the man who
breaks the rights of the feast of Tara or any of the three congrega-
tions in Uisnech, Tailltiu and Tara (p. 73). So Diarmait is fully jus-
tified when he avenges the transgressions against the feast of Tara.
However, against his royal law (récht rigda) the clerics claim immunity
(comairce), which of course causes conflicts. The sons of Muirchertach,
Diarmait’s predecessor but one, handle this in an exemplary way:
when the transgressor of the feast of Tara places himself under their
protection (comairce), they place him under Colum Cille’s protec-
tion implying that he is safer there. Thus he is moved from secular to

# ‘that roof-tree you look at is hostile to you—it is that roof-tree that shall be
hurled down in your face.” Aided Diarmata: 78.

* Tt is spelled out in the later version translated by Wiley 2002: 53-59.

¢ This is the explanation given explicitly in the slightly younger Lismore version.
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ecclesiastical protection. Is this meant to suggest that a cleric’s pro-
tection is superior to that of a king or is it the protection of Colum
Cille in particular? Throughout the tale the clerics try to make the king
adjust to their judgement which normally opposes his (p. 77); and it is
always they who win the argument.

A central theme of this story from a Christian point of view would
be royal transgression against the Church’s rights, from a secular point
of view clerical violation of royal rights. The contest is not clear: both
groups appear to be wrong. The king is not made powerless in the
confrontation with the clerics.

Fate and christianisation

Throughout most of the narrative, Diarmait dreads his own death of
which he has been made aware since the first prophecy uttered by
Ciaran, repeated by his own seer Bec mac D¢, and partly in relation to
the roof-beam also proclaimed by Ruadan. At the same time Diarmait
does not seem to accept his fate. He thus has the prophecy concern-
ing his kingdom and his death repeated regularly, apparently hoping
that it would not come true. When Bec mac Dé repeats his doom in
turther details, °..daera fir, saera mnd, mess fas, fidh cdin, olc bldth,
ili gdith, samh fliuch, ith nglass, terc ass, midhbuidh tromm in gach tir,
caeil tuircc, uilcc rig, fior nolcc, guin gndth, bith crion, lion rdth...,*
mac Dé is discharged of his duties and Diarmait’s druids (drdithe) are
brought in, only to repeat what Bec prophesied. Diarmait’s doubt as to
mac Dé’s capacity of prophesying leads to Bec mac Dé’s submission to
Colum Cille. Colum Cille, for his part, praises his prophecy (‘is amra
in fhdistine’) and tells him it is from God he has got this great insight.
Also Diarmait’s druids, when asked to give their version, confirm Bec
mac Dé&s prophecy, stressing the three deaths: slaughter (marbodh),
drowning (bddhud) and burning (losccud). From this we understand
that there is not only a process of Christianisation regarding King
Diarmait himself, but also concerning his prophet. At the same time
the whole episode seems to confirm Bec’s powers over the king.

¥ Aided Diarmata: 80. In the third version of Bec mac Dé’s prophecy when asked
by Diarmait about the shape of his kingdom after him, we appreciate the set imagery of
unjust kingship: “unfree men (daera fir), free women, void of mast, smooth wood, bad
blossom, frequent winds, summer wet, green corn, a lot of cattle (terc ass), dependants
burdensome in every land (midhbuidh tromm in gach tir), meagre boars (caeil tuircc),
wicked kings (uilcc rig), bad truth (fior nolcc), constant killing (guin gnéth), a world
withered (bith crion), a number of forts (lion rath)....” (O’Grady’s translation).
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Diarmait’s death

One gathers that just before samhain (the traditional feast of November
Ist), Diarmait is invited by a warrior (laech), who appears to be
Banban, to come to spend a night at his house. Diarmait’s wife warns
him not to accept, but he goes against her wish and in spite of her
warning. When the tale informs us that Diarmait goes with Banban
to Raith Bec, the audience understands immediately that Diarmait is
going to his doom. Raith Bec was mentioned in the prophecies as the
place where the bruiden was. And at this feast all the omens of the
previous prophecies appear: Diarmait gets a shirt of one flax-seed, a
mantle of the wool of one sheep and a drink of ale of one grain of corn.
Then Diarmait looks up towards the ceiling saying: “The lower part of
the house is new, but its upper-work is not (‘is nua iochtar in tighi
ocus ni hég a uachtar’)—in the sense, ‘is of re-used material’. Banban
explains that when once they were out in their boats fishing they saw
a roof-tree of a house floating on the sea and he had a house made of
it. “This is my house’, Diarmait exclaims, ‘let us get out, warriors.” In
the doorway, however, Aed Dub mac Suibhne meets him and pierces
him with a spear so that his spine breaks. Diarmait turns back into
the house which however is set on fire. Trying to escape the flames he
throws himself into a vat of beer, when the roof-beam falls down on
his head, and he dies.

Not only Diarmait’s head but also other relics (a thaissi), which
must be secondary relics such as clothes and other possessions since
nothing is left of his corpse, are brought from Raith Bec to Eglais Bec
in Clonmacnois. This note confirms, on the one hand, the parallel fates
of Diarmait’s and Ruadan’s bodies as predicted in their exchange of
curses. It also underlines the opposition between the two buildings,
Banban’s at Raith Bec and Ciaran’s at Eglais Bec.

Three-fold death

The significance of a three-fold death has been discussed by Kenneth
Jackson, Brian O Cuiv and more fully by Joan Radner and more resently
by William Sayers and Tomés O Cathasaigh offering the most compre-
hensive analysis of the motive,* but with no conclusive interpretation.
I will join Radner in seeing the three kinds of deaths as three ways of

% Jackson 1940, O Cuiv 1973-74, Radner 1983, Sayers 1992; O Cathasaigh 1994.
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doing penance in dying. This may also pave the way for the suggested
reading of Diarmait as a royal martyr of some sort. It should however
be noted that both King Diarmait and King Muirchertach (see below)
suffer what seems almost a four-fold death: they are pierced (wounded
by a spear), drowned and burned as the prophecy predicts—but they
also have their heads crushed. In Diarmait’s case it says that he died
from the roof-beam hitting his head (‘ro thuit féicce in tighi ina chionn
comba marb de.’ p. 82), in Muirchertach’s it is told that the house
tell down upon his head (‘Tuitig in tech ina cenn iarsin...” par. 42).
One could argue that this an elaboration of how they were burnt; it
demonstrates, nevertheless, the central part held by the falling down
of the roof-beam or the house in the imagery of the three-fold death
in these two tales.

Diarmait is placed within a Christian setting but is struggling to get
to grips with it. His burial in the churchyard of Clonmacnois high-
lights a final Christian embrace. His is heavily criticised but clearly
not given up by the clerics. Ciaran underlines in his judgement that
he will not take heaven or earth from him or his children as a result
of his transgression, but that Diarmait shall suffer a three-fold death of
wounding (guin), drowning (bddud) and burning (losccad). The stress
on his three-fold death seems to suggest some purgation of sin. It is a
Christian punishment reflecting pagan customs. The old ways of the
champion kings and warriors turn back on them with the three most
frequent ways in which they kill each other: the piercing of enemies
with spears, the drowning of enemies (was this especially for those
who did not carry weapons, like poets?),” and the burning of enemies
trapped in their houses. Considering the fact that these three deaths or
at least a couple of them may be inflicted on a king who is regarded
a Christian king—judged from his burial in a high-prestige monastic
burial-place—the three-fold death could certainly not only have pagan
connotations, but also explicitly Christian ones. I will suggest that the
reason why this death could turn into some form of purgation resulted
from its connotations with the death of Christ, the piercing and the
drink (thirst) on the cross.

¥ This could also relate to their drinking excesses when they could drown in vats
of liquor as they do in this tale. The drinking would of course take place in the king’s
hall or in the bruiden.
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Violent versus peaceful death

This leads on to the question concerning the list of kings who died a
violent death (aided) and those who did not. There is a contemporary
genealogical text, a regnal list in the twelfth-century Rawlinson B. 502
manuscript, listing forty-five kings after the coming of Christianity.*
Twenty-five of these are reported to have died a violent death, amongst
whom we find Diarmait mac Cerbaill and Muirchertach mac Erca. The
way of death recorded is burning, drowning and wounding. As pointed
out by Charles-Edwards,”' there was a normative problem concerning
those kings who died by violence. Adomnan in his Vita Columbae
said that it was idle to speak about them. In the period 590-650 the
kings who died such a death were not recorded in the annals as kings
of Tara, only those who died in their bed were. This affected two kings
concerning us, Congal Céaech (+637) of whom Suibhne was an ally,
and Congal’s grandfather Fiachnae mac Béetdin (+626), who both died
violent deaths and both were kings of Tara. What seems to happen in
the three death-tales under consideration here is some kind of rehabil-
itation: the specific death is recycled as a ‘purgation’—an interpretatio
Christiana. This gives the traditional way of killing a new meaning in
an explicitly Christian context, devised by the clerics who had taken
over the scene, at least in the narrative. Could inglorious deaths, at
least in the eyes of a Christian reformer, resulting from pugnacious
conduct turn glorious if fought for a Christian cause, and become the
kind of death required of a martyr? The king dying peacefully in his
bed could never become a martyr.

Accordingly, a central motif of this story is the particular death
awaiting Diarmait. From the very first transgression Ciaran forebodes
that Diarmait is to suffer a so-called three-fold death. More to the
fore of this analysis are the elements involved in his death: fire, liquid
(beer) and iron, and the importance given to them by the clerics.

Banbdn’s bruiden

The critique in the tale may not be directed so much towards the royal
seat—in spite of Ruadan’s cursing of Tara, which was then laid waste—
as it is towards the bruiden of Banban as part of the king’s ambience.

50 O Cuiv 1965, 1973-4; cf. Corpus Genealogiarum Hiberniae: 124-26.
51 Charles Edwards 2000: 504-5.
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It is after all the roof-tree which kills the King Diarmait when he is
in the bruiden. However, it is not the roof-tree belonging to Banban’s
bruiden, but the roof-tree originally of King Diarmait’s own royal hall
and re-used in Banban’s bruiden that kills Diarmait. This suggests the
reading that Banban and his bruiden represent the old sacral but pagan
kingship of Tara. This implies a critique of Diarmait that he ought
not to have been in Banban’s bruiden at Raith Bec: that Diarmait like
the roof-tree of his own house did not belong there; it is an improper
place for him. It is in the opposite place—not in Raith Bec but in
Eglais Bec, Ciaran’s church, that Diarmait should be—near the pole
that can sustain his kingship. I think this ambiguity in the presentation
of Diarmait we see concerning the bruiden is at the heart of the matter
regarding the presentation of him in general.

Eighth-century laws, a seventh-century life and sixth-century
king revisited

As mentioned earlier, the ignorance of the laws concerning monastic
sanctuary and the violation of the guarantee given to persons seeking
protection appear as the main transgressions on the king’s part. This
is a threat for a unity of Church and State, a unity very much at stake
in the tale itself and at the time this tale was composed. Joan Radner
points out that “sanctuary rights were a major issue in Church-State
relations in Ireland in the eleventh century.”* The tale propagates the
union of king and cleric in mutual respect under the leadership of the
Church. Ignorance of this on the king’s part is intolerable not only
for the Church but for the union itself which is crucial for holding
society together. In the tale King Diarmait has a dream where two
men approach him—one appears as a cleric, the other as a layman.
They strip him of his royal crown or diadem (‘miond rig’), split it into
two parts and depart each with his half. His prophet, Bec mac Dé and
his poet, Cairidh mac Fionnchaeimhe agree that the dream foretells™
that ‘your sovereignty (‘flaithes’) has come to an end and your king-
ship (‘righe’) is finished, so also your ruling grip of Eirinn: from now
on there will be a division of Church and State (‘roinn etir chill ocus
tiaith’). And that is what the division of your royal crown forebodes

52 Radner 1983: 193.
5 The interpretation of the dream is referred to as ‘your dream’s judgement’ (breth
th’aislingi’) by the two learned men.
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to us: the division of the sovereignty of Ireland (‘flaitheas Eireann’)
between State and Church (‘etir thuaith ocus eglais’).”** The expression
‘division of Church and State’ (‘roinn etir chill ocus tiiaith’) matches
what the early eighth-century law-tract, Cérus Béscnai, states about
the Church and the State being ‘sewn together’ (‘comiiaim n-ecalsa fri
tiaith’).” In this respect Church and State were closely linked in early
Christian Ireland, just as elsewhere in Europe. In Ireland, the holding
of positions like abbot, poet and king often within one family saw to
this tight ‘sewing’. For a tale propagating one king and one Church the
choice of Diarmait was probably motivated by Columba’s statement
in Adomnan’s Life about him, that Diarmait was king of all Ireland
(cf. n. 60 below).

Another interesting feature of this tale is the stress on unity con-
cerning the circumstances of Diarmait’s (three-fold) death: ale from a
single grain of corn, a shirt (‘/éne’) of one flax-seed, a mantle (‘brat’)
of the wool of s single sheep, and bacon from an un-farrowed pig.
Does this investment cum meal resembling an inauguration display a
unity that in itself is exemplary and rehearsed in conjunction with the
king’s and the cleric’s hands on the pole in the church? Is it a similar
unity but in a new clothing that is wished for in the tale’s message?
Is this early historic tableau meant to promote a view of royal and
clerical rights as one and the same, neither of which should be chal-
lenged foolishly as they are in this tale? Do we observe an apology
in the ambivalence with which the character of Diarmait is drawn?
The outcome of the mutual cursing, not the least that of the clerics, is
not what the tale seems to opt for which seems rather to be: the old
union of king and cleric—State and Church which is now at stake.
Furthermore, it may be a demonstration of how unstable the old inau-
guration is, as unstable as the roof-beam, compared to the consecra-
tion of a king provided by the Church.

Diarmait’s descendants

We should note the tales about Diarmait’s sons and their deaths: also
his grandsons (Colman and Suibhne) further demonstrate the down-
fall of the lineage after Diarmait. Both in the Annals and in the Vita
Columbae by Adomnén from approximately 700 we hear of Aed Sléne,

* Silva Gadelica: 78-9.
5 McCone 1990: 145.
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Diarmaites son, being warned by Columba to avoid kin-slaying which
will deprive him of sthe monarchy of God predestined for you by @od.s
In this passage of the Life it is implied that Diarmaites kingship of Tara
comprised the whole of Ireland. But Aed is in our tale *predestinede to
commit kin-slaying. Still in his motherss womb Bec mac Dé prophesies
that Aed Slane will kill his nephew, Diarmaites grandson, Suibhne mac
Colmain Mair,who is to be avenged by his son, Conall mac Suibhne.
Of Diarmaites descendants those who may have been kings of Tara
held the kingship together with a brother until his grandsons Blathmac
and Diarmait died in the great plagtieOther tales tell of how other
sons of Diarmait are killed (see above).

In the eleventh and ensuing centuries, however, the Church and
the State were driing apart as a consequence of the Church reform
to amend a long-lasting secularisation of the Church. In the tale, one
looks to the early Christian centuries to comment on the situation of
the present: a king not yet securely embedded in Christian tradition
and still not quite familiar with Christian ethics and laws demonstrates
well the importance of a close alliance of Church and State.

Embedded in the use of the genre, aided, there is a reference to
the death-tales about the Ulster king Conchobar and his warriors.
is connotes further a pre-Christian time when society was breaking
down according to this group of tales. ere is further a reference to
the bruiden-tales. is formal reference tallies with what in content
appears as a residue of paganism,which should at the time of the
composition of the tale rather be seen as an element of the immoral
secular life led by the lay nobility.

Also a critique of earlier saints/clerics embedded in the critique of
Diarmait is, however, to be discerned in the narrative, less explicit in
the tale, than in hagiography concerning Diarmait. is goes back to
























FROM WINE IN A GOBLET TO MILK IN COWDUNG 241

king of the west of the world’, as she calls him. She repents then to
Cairnech and dies of grief for the king. A grave is made for her. The
story tells that Cairnech showed great care for the king’s soul, but
he did not manage to bring it immediately out of hell. Through his
prayer composed for Muirchertach, however, Bishop Cairnech eventu-
ally managed to save the king’s soul from hell.

A drop of blessing at the heart of the curse

The structure of opposition in this tale is confrontational and anti-
nomic but also flexible to a degree. The movements of the king back
and forth between his mistress and the clerics, his acting according
to the ethics of both parties, reveal an ambiguity in the presentation
of the royal character. It is not the king as such who is the subject
of critique here, but a part of him—which is made clear by Sin, his
mistress. She is the embodiment of the king’s weakness or immoral-
ity. However, the narrative’s ultimate forbearance towards the king
is revealed at an early stage (par. 11), when Bishop Cairnech in his
cursing of the fort leaves a small place which he blesses. With this, the
bishop seems to leave a grain of hope amongst all his condemnation
of the king and his rulership.

Compared to Aided Diarmata less of the dead body is destroyed in
Aided Muirchertaig meic Erca, and the king remains closer to the cler-
ics throughout the whole narrative. The strained relationship between
the two parties in the first tale has improved somewhat in the second.
A greater lenience on the Church’s part towards the king succumbing
to temptations is expressed when the bishop recognises Sin’s beauty.

3. Buile Shuibne

In Buile Shuibne (‘Suibhne’s frenzy, vision’),” also a twelfth century tale,
there is, at least initially, no hesitance in the critical attitude towards
the king’s conduct. The legendary Suibhne mac Colmain Chuair, king
of Dél nAraidhe goes mad during the battle of Magh Rath (‘Moira’) in

' Buile Suibhne (The frenzy of Suibhne) being The Adventures of Suibhne Geilt is
edited and translated by O’Keeffe (1913) & without translation in Mediaeval And
Modern Irish Series 1, (1975 (1931)). Much has been written on Suibhne during the
second half of the last century, focusing first and foremost on the threefold death,
Jackson (1940). Most recently Ni Mhaonaigh (2006) discusses the story as a product
of the Church reform of the time.
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AD 637. The story-line is much simpler than in the earlier two tales.
Suibhne’s frenzy results from a curse by the holy man Ronan Fionn
as a revenge for Suibhne’s aggression towards him. The holy man was
marking out the site of a church called Cell Luinne in Dal nAraidhe.
Suibhne hears the sound of Ronan’s bell and finds out that Ronan
was marking out a church on his territory (crich) and land (ferann)
(par. 3). Enraged by the news Suibhne sets out in haste to drive the
holy man away. His wife Eorann’ tries to stop him by grabbing hold
of a part of his cloak so that its fibula of silver springs off spinning
through the house, and Suibhne runs naked to the place where Ronan
was. In this scene, it appears Suibhne is not only stripped of his royal
attire but also divested of his kingship.”? The holy man was praising
the Lord with his psalter in front of him when Suibhne reaches him.
Suibhne grabs the psalter and throws it into the lake near by. Then
he drags Ronan out of his church. Simultaneously a messenger from
Congal Claon mac Scannldin utters a cry to call upon Suibhne to join
Congal Claon or Céech (‘squinting’ or ‘half-blind’) in battle at Magh
Rath. Congal became king of Tara but lost his kingship when he was
stung by a bee in his eye.” Suibhne was an ally of King Congal.

Suibhne goes with the messenger leaving Ronan disgraced and sor-
rowful for the loss of his psalter. Later in the day an otter brings the
psalter back to Ronan in immaculate shape with not a single letter
spoiled. Ronan praises God for the miracle and curses Suibhne that he
shall always be naked flying around in the world and that he shall die
by a spear-point, that the fate of the descendants of Colman might be
destruction and extinction.

Spear through holy water

Rondn comes to Magh Rath to make peace between the incumbent
king of Tara,”” Domhnall mac Aodha, and Congal Céech. Ronan also
guarantees that nobody would be killed from the time the battle ceased
every day until it begun again the next day. Suibhne, however, does
not respect this rule and violates the cleric’s guarantee of protection

72 In all the three tales the wives are trying to hold the kings back, and suffer from
their misconduct.

73 Suibhne’s wife does the opposite of what Banban’s daughter does to Diarmait in
the bruiden—the opposite of the sovereignty goddess?

7 Charles-Edwards 2000: 494ft.

7> Ibid.: 498.
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(cumairce) (par. 7) by killing somebody every evening and before
battle the next day. On the day of the big battle Suibhne arrives early
in a wonderful tunic given to him by Congal for having killed Oilill
Cedach king of the Ui Faolain. Suibhne meets Ronan together with
eight psalmists who are sprinkling holy water on the hosts. When they
sprinkle water on Suibhne he takes this as mockery and hurls his spear
at one of the psalmists. Then he throws a dart at Ronan himself so that
it pierces the bell on Ronan’s breast and the shaft flies up in the air.
After this Rondn prays to the Lord that Suibhne, like a bird, might
go as high as the spear-shaft went up in the air and that the death he
inflicted on Ronan’s foster-child might kill him.

A king’s throne and a yew-tree

When the battle is joined, the armies on both sides raise three mighty
shouts that cause a terrible fear in Suibhne so that he starts trem-
bling and the weapons fall from his hands. He flees like a bird hardly
touching the ground and finally settles in a yew-tree. Later on he flees
to another tree underneath which the victorious army of Domnall
had encamped after the battle. Domnall recognises him and laments
him. Oft Suibhne flees again and ends up in Glen Bolcain, in a place
where ‘the madmen used to dwell when their year of frenzy was over.’
(Ann nothaigtais gealta Eireann o robadh slin a mbliadhain ar geal-
tacht—par. 17) 7 For seven years Suibhne wanders throughout Ireland
before he returns to Glen Bolcain. Loingseachdn, either Suibhne’s son
or foster-brother, comes to capture him and bring him back home.
Loingseachan tries three times. In the meantime Suibhne visits his wife,
Eorann, who now lives with Guaire, another claimant to the kingdom.
Suibhne reproaches her for enjoying the love of another man and the
comfort of his house while he, her husband lives like an outlaw. She
protests saying she would rather live with him in the wilderness than
with any other man.

When Loingseachan succeeds in capturing Suibhne the latter regains
his reason, but an old woman reminds him of his frenzy and thus
makes him fly away again. Suibhne visits his wife again but would not
enter the house. Since he does not want to live with her, she asks him

76 Cf. the reference to madmen in Ireland who lose their wits in the infernal din of
battle in the medieval Norwegian text Konungs skuggsjd.
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to leave her for good, for she was ashamed that people should see him
in his madness.

At the time when his reason comes back to Suibhne so that he wants
to return to his people, this is revealed to St. Ronan who prays that
Suibhne should not be allowed to return to take up his persecution
of the Church. Suibhne is promptly frightened by a fearful sight of
monsters and flees up into the trees again.

At the door of the church

Suibhne comes to the monastery of Moling who informs him that he
would die there and be buried there. His time of penance has reached
an end. Moling further exacts a pledge (“naisgim-si fort”) from Suibhne
to come visiting every evening so that he could write down his story.”
Every evening Suibhne is given supper there by Moling’s (female)
cook. The cook would stamp her foot into the cow-dung up to the
ankle and fill the hole thus made with new milk for Suibhne to lie
down and lap up. The cook’s husband, the herdsman Mongan, mis-
informed about the relationship grew jealous and he eventually slays
Suibhne with a spear while he was lying down to drink his milk. Before
his death Suibhne confesses his sins and receives the body of Christ
and is anointed. A death swoon comes on Suibhne, and Moling and
his clerics place a stone on Suibhne’s tomb. When Suibhne rises from
his swoon, Moling takes him by the hand and they go together to the
door of the church (‘co dorus na heglaisi’). Suibhne leanes against the
doorpost and gives a loud sigh, and his spirit goes to Heaven, and
he is buried with honour by Moling. One may see a parallel here to
the dying at the door of the bruiden called ‘drink of death’.”® Here
at the end of the story the situation from the beginning is reversed.
Now it is the king stripped of his royal paraphernalia who is killed by
one of the saint’s men.

77 This illustrates how the cleric now writes the king’s story into the monastic canon,
in a manner not unlike the way Ciardn implants a pagan king into Christian soil by
founding a church. The king tale is becoming part of the saint’s tale: “for it is destined
for you to be here and to end your life here and to leave your tales and adventures
here and to be buried in a churchyard of the just’ (ar atd a nddn duit bheith annso
7 do shaogal do thecht ann,, do sgéala 7 th’imhtechta d’fhdgbdil sunn 7 th’adhnacal
I reilicc fireéin...par. 76).

8 Cf. Nikoleva 2001 and Arbuthnot 2008.
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In this tale the protagonist is not easily defined as a historical per-
son, but since the battle of Magh Rath is dated to 637, also this third
tale is about an allegedly quite early Christian king.

Buile Shuibhne has in common with Aided Diarmata and Aided
Muirchertaig that it looks back at an early phase of Christian kingdoms.
In this respect one could say that all three tales juxtapose early and
modern. Similarly they juxtapose the secular with the Christian genre
in that hagiography and its holy men are brought on stage together
with the secular nobility without the narratives being tales about a
saint. In earlier king tales the clergy had been virtually absent.”

While the two previous kings moved between their own royal sites
and the monastic sites, Suibhne is driven out of this physical domain.
When he sets out to banish Rénan from his ground, he leaves his
house without his cloak—his royal vestment—and enters naked the
place where Rénadn is building a church. It is the opposite of the nor-
mal movements of a king, who is given his cloak at his inauguration.*
Similarly Suibhne leaves his royal residence, and only visits it twice
without however entering the house, remaining standing at the lintel
(‘fordhorus’ pars. 31, 58). As to the opposing site of the royal hall, the
church or monastic site, Suibhne does not get farther than the door to
Moling’s church when he is dying; he dies leaning his shoulders to the
threshold, doorpost (‘ursoinn’). Suibhne’s space after being cursed and
going mad at the opening of the battle is in trees in the wilderness. He
is indoors only once during that whole period, and only because he is
captured by Loingseachan. When the hag teases Suibhne he immedi-
altely leaps up and vanishes through the skylight of the bruiden (‘dar
forlés na bruighniu’ par. 39).

Suibhne has abandoned his life as king completely. Eorann, his wife,
now lives with Guaire mac Congail—the son of the Congal who fell at
the battle of Magh Rath with and whose ally Suibhne was. Guaire is
one of two who is entitled to the kingship (righe) given up by Suibhne,
the tale informs us. When Suibhne first returns home, his wife Eorann
says however, that she would go and live with him in the trees until
feathers grow on their bodies. (par. 32) Since Eorann displays con-
siderable restraint at the beginning of the story—her effort to stop

7 Herbert 1997: 27-39, 28.
8 See Conaire Mor arriving naked at the feast of Tara where he is invested in Togail
Bruidne Da Derga.
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Suibhne from attacking Rénan—we may ask whether Eorann recog-
nised that Suibhne’s temper and lack of judgment had been replaced
by the wisdom of the madman. This cleansing and transformation of
Suibhne’s is fully recognised by the wise monk Moling at the end of
the tale.®

When Eorann asks Suibhne at the time of his second visit home not
to come to her anymore since he does not want to remain anyway, she
is arguing by references to his shape: ‘we are ashamed that you are
seen in that figure by people who have seen you in your own figure.’
(is ndr linn t fhaicsin fon deilbh sin dona ddoinibh atchonncatar thii fod
dheilbh fé[iJn. par. 55)

King, saint and saintly madman

Suibhne abandoned his royal form and figure, his kingdom and his
rulership and lives bereft of any kind of social relations. Soon he starts
praising the ascetic life he endures in the wilderness like a hermit. At
times he joins companies of other mad men. He also meets men who
have become mad in a similar way as he himself. Finally, although
without leaving the wilderness, he pays daily visits to the monastic site
of Moling.*> When Suibhne first arrives there Moling holds a psalter
from which he is reciting to his student. The scene of Suibhne’s first
confrontation with a cleric is here repeated at the end of his life. In the
dialogue between Moling and Suibhne it becomes clear that Suibhne
has become a pious hermit who contrasts his ascetic life to that of
Moling’s and also prophecies his death by a herdsman of Moling’s.®
We recognise a personification of the ascetic movement in the Church
(Céili Dé—God’s clients).

One of Moling’s monks refers to Suibhne in a verse as ‘king, saint
and saintly madman’ (‘an righ, an [n]Jaomh, an ndomhgheilt’). Does
this mean that the only way for a king to become a saint is to go mad,
that there is no way for a king to sainthood but through madness in
the meaning of leading an ascetic life in solitude in the wilderness?

When referring to Diarmait’s bodily remains as relics there were
indications of an idea of a royal martyr; in the case of Suibhne, how-
ever, the idea emerges clearly in the abovementioned verse and in

81 The wisdom of the madman, cf Nagy 1982, 1996.

82 Moling is a seventh-century saint who appears to have a renaissance in the elev-
enth and twelfth century (Byrne 1973: 144; Kenney 1929: 61-3).

8 There is a contemporary text called Baile Moling (Kenney 1929: 463).
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St. Moling’s praise of him in the last sequence of verses (par. 85). In
many a saint’s life the saint is of royal descent but he would have cho-
sen the monastic life. This is not the case with Suibhne who is cursed
into it, but turns out not only to accept it but eventually to prefer
it. Moreover, Suibhne’s is not a monastic life but the ascetic life of
hermit—a life of penance.

Betwixt Congal in his falsehood and Domnall in his truth

Suibhne is as close we can come to the conception of a martyr king so
frequent in English and Continental traditions, with which the Irish
church had become familiar through the reforms of the eleventh and
twelfth century. An old Irish Law tract about the battle of Magh Rath
that lists three virtues: ‘the defeat of Congal Cloen in his falsehood
(sic) by Domnall in his truth (sic) and that Suibhne the madman
became mad...”** Betwixt Congal in his falsehood and Domnall in his
truth Suibhne goes mad. This can be seen as a third option. Suibhne
fought for Congal—he was therefore on the wrong side but he is given
a chance to repent. It is precisely all elements related to battle and
fighting that drive Suibhne mad. He enters the woods as a pagan war-
rior and leaves them to be buried in a Christian graveyard. The woods
and the hall or the bruiden have some common architectural features,
and in the three tales both serve as a place of transformation.

4. The historical connection between the three tales

Diarmait mac Cerbaill (+ 565) was killed by Aed Dub mac Suibhne
whom Diarmait had adopted as a fosterling after killing his father.
Aed Dub (+588) was like his father a king of D4l nAraidi. Diarmait
himself was succeeded by two brothers Forggus and Domnall mac
Muirchertaig, sons of King Muirchertach (+536), Diarmait’s predeces-
sor but one. Diarmait had been defeated by them as part of alliance at
the battle of Cul Dreimne, two years previously. This battle may have
been caused by Diarmait’s attempt to remove these two cousins of his
from the position of joint-heirs apparent.®

His mistress Sin makes Muirchertach believe by that Tuathal
Maelgarb has come to avenge himself. It is Tuathal Maelgarb who
succeeds Muirchertach and thus precedes Diarmait. The reason for

8 Dillon 1948: 56, 64.
85 Charles-Edwards 2000: 294.
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Tuathal Maelgarb’s revenge is unclear, but it appears that it is on behalf
of his grandfather who fought and won the battle of Granard.® I have
not been able to confirm this, but it may seem that Tuathal Maelgarb
killed Muirchertach.

Suibhne mac Colmain Chuair, the protagonist of the third tale,
however fictional, is also presented as king of Dal nAraidi. From the
fact that he was sent for to join the battle of Mag Rath in support of
King Congal Céech (+637), it seems that he would have been his cli-
ent-king in the same way as Aed Dub was to Diarmait. Suibhne tells of
his companionship with Congal in Mag Line where Diarmait’s client-
king Aed Dub ruled and Diarmait was killed. That the relationship
between Suibhne and Congal was that of a client-ship is supported by
what Suibhne relates about all the gifts Congal bestowed on him when
Suibhne threatened to go to another ‘master’ (par. 51).

Suibhne was killed by Mongan, Moling’s swineherd.*” It must be
permitted to speculate whether this narrative character of a swineherd
bore some resemblance to the seventh-century Cruithni-king, Mongan
mac Fiachnae, son of the God Manannin mac Lir—his terrestrial
father would be Fiachnae mac Baetain. Mongan’s obit is 625 so he is
close both in time and place to the other characters in the tale. Like
his godly father Mongan is famous in the tradition for his ability of
shape-shifting. The swineherd was also known for the same ability.*
In his stories Mongan is further associated with adultery and wife-
swapping.® His father, Fiachnae, who survived him, succeeded Aed
Dub as king of Dal nAraidi (588-626) and king of Tara. So Mongan
would have been an heir-apparent to that kingship removed by his
nephew Congal Claen.” In the tale Mongan kills Suibhne because he
is made to believe that Suibhne commits adultery with his wife, but
Mongan’s enmity would also have had other reasons since Suibhne
was Congal’s ally.

This short overview shows that these three tales make up a cycle
recounting northern events closely related also regarding the dating
for the two first tales, and if not for the dating then at least concern-
ing place and royal line for the third. The three tales can be read as a

8 Ibid. 447 ff., 450-51.

8 T am well aware that this herdsman in earlier material of the story was called
Gréc, cf. Stokes (1908), Carney (1955: 138-42), O Cathasaigh (1994: 64-57).

8 Ni Chathdin 1979-80: 200-211.

% O hOgdin, 1991: 301-3.

% Ibid. 499-500; Byrne 1973: 112.
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serial where similar motifs are developed, like the clerical presence in
the royal arena and the cleric’s role as a castigator-turned-mediator in
the last tale.

5. The king: warrior and guest in the bruiden

The warrior

In all three tales the most conspicuous feature in the portrayal of the
king is the feature of the defender, the warrior and champion. Diarmait
is easily vexed and acts towards the abbots as if they were enemies in
a battlefield. This recalls the pugnacious behaviour of the Ulster tales
about the pre-historic warrior-champions.

The imagery of war and references to warriors reveal features of the
warrior culture and ethos that were still an intrinsic part of rulership
viewed with disdain by the clerics as long as they were not in com-
mand of it. When Diarmait’s prophet Bec mac Dé describes Aed Dub
who is going to kill Diarmait, he uses an imagery or vocabulary for
the old pagan warrior of which the main metaphor was ‘hound’, cu.
Further, when Diarmait fights against Saint Colum Cille his wizard
(‘drdi’) makes a magic barrier between the two which is overcome by
what Colum Cille refers to as ‘féine dreamain’®* It is tempting to say
that odd references to the warrior and warrior-bands lurk in the text
much in the same way as they would in contemporary society. ‘Old’
warriors are described as entering the tales and societies as ‘foreign’
elements not actually pertaining to it.

So also Muirchertach is described as fighting and defending himself
and his fort. Each incident during which Muirchertach acts as warrior
is conjured up by his evil mistress, and in reality these occurrences are
conceits and Muirchertach’s enemies fake.

Suibhne is also acting on behalf of his territory when he tries to
chase Ronan from his land. The act is of course a misjudgement on
Suibhne’s part as Rénan is not an ordinary foreign occupier but a
peaceful soldier of Christ. The inadequacy of Suibhne defending against
being sprinkled with consecrated water is strongly underlined in the
narrative. Simultaneously we hear of Suibhne going to battle in sup-
port of his ally, king Congal Caech—a central part of a king’s duties.

1 Restored by O’Grady (p. 85) to ‘féinnidh dremain’ (furious warrior). Note the
female warrior referred to initially in the tale.
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It is exactly as he is entering the battle-filed that Suibhne experiences
his fright or frenzy. We shall remember that baile means ‘vision” and
‘madness resulting of a supernatural revelation’ (DIL: baile). What is
it that Suibhne has a vision of? He has a vision of his life at a distance.
The battle cries® of the warriors displace his mind to such a degree
that he perceives his life from without. It is when Suibhne hears these
cries and their reverberation ‘in the clouds of heaven and in the vault
of the firmament’ (i nellaibh nimhe 7 i fraighthibh na firmaminnte)
that he is filled with frenzy, flight, unsteadiness, and ‘hatred for the
very place he used to be in and love for every place he had not been
to’ (miosgais gac ionaidh ina mbiodh 7 serc gach ionaidh noco roichedh’
par. 11). Of all the bodily reactions he has, his sight is also distorted
(‘rosaobhadh a radharc’). Does his reaction tally with a Christian per-
spective on battle—something from which the clerics wanted to dis-
sociate themselves? Does this shock represent the point of departure
on Suibhne’s way to a mental transformation?

When Suibhne initially arrives on the battle-field on the day fixed
for the great battle, he is clad and armed in the most prestigious way
(par. 7-8), as opposed to the previous day when he confronted the
cleric naked. He has resumed his warrior stature. Rénan’s curse how-
ever, removes his royal attributes as well as his weapons. Suibhne’s
first meeting with the cleric, naked, serves as an overture to the follow-
ing episode. The king looses control of his kingdom when he shuts out
the representative of the Church. Disobedience leads to disaster and
ruin. It is only in unison with the Church that he can manage to rule.
Repentance and penance can on the other hand save the soul of the
disobedient king, even make him holy.

Nowhere in the three tales are warfare and madness more closely
interlinked than in this last one about Suibhne. Ultimately it is mad-
ness that leads to redemption, but initially what Suibhne experiences
is mere craziness.

When warrior-like conduct occurs inappropriately and dislocated
in the tale as in the initial scenes in Buile Shuibne and throughout

% The cries of the army are compared to those of herds of stags (‘amail dimha
damhghoire’ par. 11) It is difficult to decide whether it is significant that the tale
reports that some claim that it was a horn of a deer (‘congna fiadha’) that penetrated
Suibhne and not the swineherd’s spear (cf. par. 79). The association of the battle cries
with a herd of stags or deer and a deer-horn killing him could be seen in connection
with a traditional king hunting a deer or stag, but never being hunted by it.
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Aided Diarmata and Aided Muirchertaig meic Erca, it is in some way
linked to the bruiden.®

When Bec mac Dé prophesies for Diarmait and Aed Dub that the
latter is the future murderer of King Diarmait, he begins by saying:
T see the fierce (hound-like) warrior (hound) that shall destroy the
unique sid.” (‘atchiusa in coin conamail loitfios in sid sainemail p. 75)
Sid is the common word for the otherworld but also means ‘peace.’
The king has just before been praised for his peace (‘a shidh’) and good
manners. Now, the author plays on the positive meaning of the word
sid in the mouth of a pagan (at least still so at this stage of the narra-
tive) prophet and on how a warrior may end the sid.”* Aed Dub is of
course to stab the king from without Banban’s bruiden when the king
tries to get out in order to escape the roof-tree.

The bruiden

Frequently the narrative form of the critique refers to the guest-house
called bruiden which is often closely related to the king and which
seems also to have overlapped with the king’s own guest-house—at
least in our stories we find such overlapping (tig n-oiged).”> This is
conspicuously so in the tales carrying the term in their title, like Togail
Bruidne Da Derga. This guesthouse (bruiden) also plays an intrinsic
part in the severe royal critique in Aided Diarmata meic Cerbaill and
Aided Muirchertaig meic Erca, if less so in Buile Shuibhne. 1 see this as
part of a tendency of this period to recycle old themes and motifs.”®
The bruiden appears to carry several connotations to pagan culture
and belief (cf. also the building at Emain Macha as it has been dis-
cerned by archaeological excavation).” We hear of five or six bruidne
in the literature. They seem to belong very much to tales grouped
together as the Ulster cycle—tales describing champions and their
warrior-milieu (Mesca Ulad, Scéla Muicce Mac Dathé, Fled Bricrenn
etc.). In the Middle-Irish tale Scéla Mucce Meicc Da Thé we hear that

% The bruiden is not mentioned in relation to Suibhne’s misconduct as he flees
from his home early in the narrative.

% Interestingly it was Aed Dub who was to be regarded as the bad man in early
Irish tradition. In Adomnén’s Vita Columbae, Aed Dub is strictly condemned as the
murderer of Diarmait, a king ‘ordained by God’s will’.

% The relationship between bruiden and tig n-oiged shall be discussed below.

% Cf. Herbert 2007.

7 Charles-Edwards 2000: 147.
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there are five bruidne in Ireland at the time of the narrative: the bru-
iden of Macc Da T6 himself in Leinster, Da Derga’s in Cualu, the
bruidne of Forgall Manach and of Mac Da Réo i Bréifne, and that of
Da Choca in Mide.”® The bruiden of Blai—Bruiden Blai Briuga—is not
mentioned here, but is the sixth one known. It is generally held that
bruiden is part of the otherworld—the sid. I will suggest that it was
made part of the otherworld as it was associated with or made synony-
mous with pagan belief and cult combined with feasting and drinking.
A bruiden run by a hospitaller and a banqueting hall or the king’s
hall do not seem to be easily distinguishable. I take this as the reason
for these particular buildings—represented first and foremost with
the bruiden—becoming central in the critique of a king.”” I therefore
place these buildings in the same category as the king’s halls we know
from other traditions, such as Beowulf and the Norse sagas. The rela-
tion between a king’s hall and a bruiden run by a hospitaller emerges
clearly in Aided Diarmata where the roof-beam the king has thrown
out of his own building is picked up and used for a bruiden by the
hospitaller Banban in Raith Bec.

The roof-beam versus the house-post

In the king tales the roof-beam (cléithe) appears as a synecdoche for the
king’s hall and for the bruiden, if they are to be kept apart. Especially
in the first tale about Diarmait mac Cerbaill the focus on the semantic
relation between the house-post, ‘pole” (cleth)'® and the ‘roof-beam’
(cléithe)'* and their metonymic connotations to a church and a bruiden
respectively are striking. Accordingly architectonic construction is a
motif from the beginning. Another motif emerges from the use of both
words as metaphors for ‘chief” and ‘chieftain’. The impression we get
from Diarmait’s first meeting with Ciaran building a church, that the

% Ro-ferad fdilte friu huili, ocus ructha cuci-sium isin mbruidin.Is {s}i sin in chdiced
bruden ro- boi i nHérinn isind aimsir sin, ocus bruden Da-Derg i crich Ciialann ocus
bruden Forgaill Manaich ocus bruden Me[iJc Da-Réo i mBréfni ocus bruden Da-Choca
i niarthur Midi.

% Cf. Mac Eoin (1997, 1999) and Mc Cone (1984).

1% Another word for "house-post’ is clf, like cleth it is also used metaphorically of
persons (Watkins 1978: 155-6).

191 Tn the tale we shall observe that for cléithe, féice is used alternatively as a syno-
nym (p. 75, (‘féicc’) and p. 82). The word was also used for the opening for light in
the roof, cf. Sanas Cormaic, nr. 664: ‘Féici quasi fighe, iarsindi imfuilnges soillsi dond
tegh’ along which light is permitted to the house’.
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king seems to be unfamiliar with a church building, could have some-
thing to do with its new and different construction compared to the
building constructions Diarmait would be used to: those of a traditional
kind belonging to an old pre-historic tradition, like that of the bruiden.
It is, however, to be noted that Ciaran’s pole is planted upright. A
similar scene, purported to be the same, is depicted on a panel of the
Cross of the Scriptures from 901 situated in Ciardn’s monastic settle-
ment of Clonmacnois.'” Thus, the cleth represents a central, if not
the main axis of a building construction.'”® I will show later that the
difference of position of the pole and of the roof-beam is significant
as they stand in antonymic relation to each other in the tale. The cleth
is further mentioned in the laws, being planted as a sign of claim to
ownership of land.’ I hold it that when Ciaran asks Diarmait to put
his hand to the house-post, this indicates that the land where he is
erecting his church should be considered an inheritance shared by the
two of them. Of this land, Diarmait shall be the secular ruler if he
acknowledges Ciaran as the religious ruler.

The related word cléithe,'*> however, is a word which occurs in con-
nection with a guest-house, banqueting-hall or hostel. The bruiden is

12 Byrne 1973: 91.

103 Note that clf, which also means ‘house-post, pillar’, acc. to DIL is indeclinable.
In O’Davoran’s glossary it is equated with cleth, p. 620. It occurs in the Wiirzburg-
gloss, 33a5: is cli darach moysi (i)sintegdais: “Moses is an oaken pillar in the house”
(A Lexicon: cli), cf. also Fel. Oeng. p. 310 where it is translated with king-post.” ‘King-
post’ is explained as “an upright post in the centre of a roof-truss, extending from
the ridge to the tie-beam” in The New Shorter Oxford English Dictionary, cf. ‘king’.
Explained also in Sanas Cormaic, nr. 275: Is bésad na cleithe, is balc oc ldr, is aol
oc cléithe, is diriuch doeim doeamhair.’ “The manner of the clf is firm at the ground
and slender at the roof-beam, it is straight...”. From this explanation of Cormac’s it
becomes clear that clf is indeed equated with cleth. Another remark by Cormac in
which he explains why also this word may be used figuratively for an ‘airechas in
gradha’ (“status of the grade”), makes it even clearer: amail atcumaic in cli isin tegdais
6 ldr co cléithi sic dano adcomaic airechas in gradha so dianad ainm cli 6 dnRdith co
fochlagdin: ’the way the post in the house extends from the ground to the ridgepole,
sic the status of this grade for which the name is cli extends from dnRdith to foch-
lagdn. According to Charles-Edwards (2000: 131) dnruth is the second highest rank—
following ollam whereas cli is the third; fochloc is the seventh from above—the lowest.
Watkins claims that the word clf meaning ‘poet’ is a distinct word from the other clf
‘house-post’ as the former is masculine declinable (1978: 155).

104 Kelly 1978: 29 and 1998: 2 fn. 9, 104.

1% Note the long vowel as opposed to the short of cleith—but this long vowel is
not guaranteed by rhyme, cf. DIL. Both words have the figurative meaning of ‘chief,
head’—cleith mostly ‘chief warrior’. If that word was mostly used figuratively in the
meaning of ‘chief warrior’ it makes sense that it is the king as ‘chief warrior’ who
destroys the king as just ruler and peacemaker.
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a building which plays a central part in the heroic tradition as the
place where feasts used to take place. We recognise it from Ulster-tales
such as “The Tale of Mac Da Th¢’s pig’ (Scéla Muicce Mac Da Thé),
“The intoxication of the Ulstermen’ (Mesca Ulad) and of course, ‘The
destruction of Da Derga’s hostel’ (Togail Bruidne Da Derga) and oth-
ers. While therefore the bruiden does, the cléithe alone does not seem
to play any significant part in these Ulster-tales, but it is mentioned as
an element pertaining to the hostel. I will further claim that it works as
a synecdoche for the whole building of bruiden and serves as a ‘mem-
ory stick’ not only for the building but for everything associated with
it. In the same manner it also means ‘house’ as we know it from the
word sen-chléithe meaning an ‘ancient house” which was also a legal
term when used metaphorically about a ‘hereditary serf, serf bound to
the land’—a person who is not a slave, but bound to his lord, and who
has to go with the land if it is acquired by a new owner.'®

In the examples I have found, the ‘cléithe’ stands for the ridgepole
or roof-beam—a pole in a vertical position under the roof as the sam-
ples show. It occurs frequently in the expression ‘from roof to floor’
where we see it also taking on the meaning ‘roof” (‘6 cléithib co tal-
mandae’ 1. 824-5 in TBBD). This example is taken from the descrip-
tion given of the Bruiden Da Derga in the tale of that name. In the
tale Mesca Ulad (‘The Intoxication of the Ulstermen’), Ca Chulainn
leaps from the ridgepole of one house to that of another to get the
Ulster-men out of the triple guest-house in which they are trapped to
be burned (‘a chiléithe n-échtarach din tig co mboi for cléthiu in tigi
aile.” 1. 953-954).

A common theme in many of these heroic tales is how the feast turns
out to be a way of killing the invited party collectively by burning the
house down upon them. This is the purpose behind the invitation in
several stories, such as Mesca Ulad above and Orgain Denna Rig (“The
Destruction of the Dinn Rig’). We know the battle and destruction tak-
ing place inside or outside the bruiden also from Scéla Muicce Mac
Da Thé and even more dramatically, from Togail Bruidne Da Derga.
The examples suffice to postulate that the bruiden is synonymous with
excessive drinking, fire and killing. Interestingly, in later Middle Irish
the word by then mostly spelt bruighen has then taken on the meaning
of ‘fight, contest, quarrel’ (DIL)—exactly what used to take place in the

196 Crith Gablach: 105; Kelly 1988: 35-36.
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building; it is thus no longer referring to the building itself. The word
had by that time gone through a semantic shift from ‘banqueting-hall’
via ‘scene for fighting’ to the ‘“fight’ itself. The kind of bruiden depicted
in the tales referred to, appears already to have come a good way in
the process of the semantic shift from ‘banqueting-hall’ to ‘a scene
of fighting’.

It is time to ask why this particular house was chosen as a battle-
scene? Of course, these houses represented a place where customs and
conduct according to rank and order were at stake—so much part of
the ideology of kingship. The slightest disorder of seating could easily
cause jealousy, contention, fighting and disaster—as is demonstrated
in the tale, Fled Dtiin na nGéd (‘The Feast of the Fort of the Geese’).

Bruiden—a place for pagan cult

I propose that the banqueting-hall—the bruiden—once also repre-
sented a place for pagan cult. We know from Norse narratives how
banqueting halls combined drinking and the celebration of Odinn. So
much part of the Indo-European tradition, why should they not have
had a similar function, combining drinking and feasting, in prehistoric
Ireland? This may explain why the houses are depicted negatively in
texts produced in an entirely Christian setting. I advance the hypoth-
esis that the bruiden was the building the church was meant to replace.
In both cases, the building and the cult would be closely interwoven.
The banqueting halls or hostels are often erected for a specific occa-
sion. In Mesca Ulad and in Fled Bricrenn (Bricriu’s feast) we hear that
the construction of the hall starts as part of the preparations for the
feast, after the guests are invited. They were probably wattle-and-daub
houses—involving the word cliath,'"”” maybe similar to that which was
built for Henry II during his visit to Dublin in 1172-3.'% These houses
may have been different from the bruiden which appears as a well
established institution with a hospitaller—a briugu who was a mem-
ber of the aristocracy.'® In legal texts the briugu is a rich landowner

7 Cliath ‘wattle’ is yet another word which together with the others forms a cluster
of closely related words referring to traditional building-techniques.

1% Byrne 1973: 57.

19 Cf two articles by Mac Eoin (1997, 1999). It is worth underlining that in Aided
Diarmata King Diarmait notices that the Banbdn’s bruiden is all new except for the
cléithe which is old. Does this indicate that the bruiden was erected on the occasion
of Diarmait’s visit?
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with a public function of dispensing unlimited hospitality to all per-
sons in his hostel, which must be in an accessible position. For this
he is given the same honour-price as the king of a ti#ath.""* The tract
Uraicecht Bec gives the briugu the same grade as the flaith or a rul-
ing noble if he has twice the qualifying wealth of the noble’s grade
(Laws v 76.1).""" Further, every briugu must have roads to his house
(‘cach briuga ramatach’ Comm. iii. 112.12). We read in TBDD that his
house should be central: in that tale the road goes through the house
(IL. 280-81). Further I have noticed that bruidne also seem to be situ-
ated close to water-ways, like Da Derga’s bruiden through which the
Dodder (Dothra) river (ll. 1434-5) flowed and others obviously close
to the river Boyne.

In Muirchertach’s story the word bruiden does not occur, but the
House of Cletech where he resides was run by a briughu—hospitaller
called Spelan—whom we recognise from another tale about the pre-
Christian king Cormac mac Airt. When Sin, King Muirchertach’s mis-
tress, makes him invite guests for a feast it is specified that this is to
a drinking hall (tech n-6il, par. 7), which I take to be a building part
of the Cletech if not the Cletech itself. It is unclear whether Cletech
was a site, a house or a personal name—usually it is referred to as
‘the house of Cletech’ which may point to a place- or personal name.
It could, however, also be the name of a remarkable house. In Aided
Muirchertaig meic Erca Spelan’s house is described as ‘the trophied
house of Cletech’ tech comrumach''* (par. 5).

In the Rennes Dindshenchas'® the name Cleitech (sic) is explained
in three ways: ‘named after a druid who lived and was buried there, or,
because it was the top (cleith—‘chief’) of the houses of Ireland which
was situated there—the house which was burnt on Muirchertach mac
Erca, or, because of the death of Cormac Mac Airt Ui Cuind in whose
throat a salmon’s bone stuck.’

In the tale' referred to here, Cletech is juxtaposed as a royal site in
line with other royal sites known in Ireland. Our tale claims that the
house of Cletech (also, Cle(i)tech/Cle(i)ttech) is better than any other

110 Cf. the Old-Irish law, Crith Gablach. p. 79.

1 Kelly 1998: 36-8.

"2 The same adjective is used for Ciardn’s church 1. 4210: it cill comhramhaigh in
Lives of Saints, ed. Stokes.

13 Revue Celtique XVI (1895), 65-66.

114 O Cathasaigh 1977: 69.
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house built for all the royal sites—for Tara, Nas, Craeb ruaid (Emain),
Emain Macha, Ailech Neit (Inishowen) or for Cleitech. I take cletech
to be a compound of cleth and tech (cle(i)th-t(h)ech: ‘house-post
house’—the meaning of which once signified that it was constructed
by means of a cleth. It would thus have been coined in the same way as
dair-thech ‘an oaken house’ and cloig-thech—‘a bell-house’. Then that
meaning was forgotten and house (tech) is added to it: tech cletig.

Church vs bruiden

In the tale of Diarmait but also in that of Muirchertach the church
emerges as the antonym of bruiden. In the latter tale the constant
movements between the house of Cleitech and the church in Tuilén
where the bishop resides contribute to establish a trajectory line
between the two sites on which the king and the bishop move back and
forth, whereas the mistress and the wife stay put each on her own side.
The site of the bruiden and that of the church appear as of equivalent
importance, although of a secular versus an ecclesiastical kind which
should not in itself imply the antagonism by which the relationship is
marked in the tale. The clerics try to talk King Muirchertach out of his
transgression with his mistress who has made him abandon his wife
and family who now live under the protection of the bishop.

Even in the earlier ninth-century tale about the destruction of Da
Derga’s bruiden in which the setting is pre-Christian a juxtaposition
of church and bruiden occurs, although not on the narrative level but
in a metaphor with which the fire kindled by Conaire in the bruiden
is compared with ‘a burning oratory’ (daig ndairthaigi, 1. 586).'" It
is tempting to suggest that this metaphor is the result of a slip of the
tongue—the Christian setting of the scribe slips in because of his expe-
riences with the burning of churches by the Vikings or by the Irish
themselves. The juxtaposition may reflect an association and concep-
tion of eclais (‘church’) as the antonym of bruiden (‘hall’).

The roof-beam is an important part of the construction of an edifice.
In the tales dealt with here the bruiden is burnt down upon both kings.
In the case of Muirchertach it is the mistress who sets the hall on

15 “Each night Conaire kindled a huge fire, a boar in the forest. Seven outlets it had,

and when a log was taken from its side, the extent of the flames at each outlet was that
of a burning oratory.” (Gantz: p. 77). ‘Secht ndorais as. In tan don-iscide crand assa
thaib ba méit daig ndairt(h)aigi cach tob no théiged for cach ndorus’, Knott: par. 65.
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fire by scattering fire throughout the house and the sidewalls (par. 38:
“...fon tech is fona fraightibh’)."'¢ In the case of Diarmait it is his old
roof-beam which falls down on his head. Through prophesies he is
repeatedly warned against his roof-beam that will kill him. To avoid
this he has it thrown out of his house. On his visit to Banban’s hostel,
however, as discussed above, King Diarmait notices that the house is
new (‘nua’ sic) except for the roof-beam, and mentions this to his host
who confirms it. Once when his host had been fishing he had picked
up the roof-beam that came floating towards him and had, for the
curiosity of it, made a house with it (“dorénad liumsa ar a ingantus
tech de” p. 81). When Diarmait recognises his own roof-beam it is too
late for escape.

In the tale of the death of Diarmait I would claim that the cleithe—
the roof-beam—works or reads as a memory-stick. It is certainly a
synecdoche for the bruiden, and the bruiden is the physical representa-
tion of paganism. Cléithe and the bruiden are associated with the old
pagan lifestyle and beliefs. The juxtaposition established by the narra-
tive between the two kinds of buildings, by introducing the church at
the opening and Banban’s bruiden at the end of the tale, underlines
further the opposition between them. Banban has built a new house
into which he has implanted the roof-beam of the king’s house which
the king had tried to abandon. This house has its parallel in another
new house or house in the process of being raised: Ciaran’s church
at the opening of the tale. Ciraran makes use of a cleth while Banban
uses an old cléithe—one upright, the other horizontal. Even a new
house cannot keep the old roof-beam from falling down—because the
ideology and belief supporting it are decaying and lack strength. In
the cultural memory based on which the tale about King Diarmait’s
death was composed the cléithe was a reminder or a memory-stick
not only for the building called bruiden (and the old ‘chief warrior’)
but for the pagan cult and culture which the bruiden stood for—now
replaced by the church. When king Diarmait comes on his visit to the
bruiden he is given a shirt woven of a single flax-seed, a mantle of a
single sheep, ale brewed from a single grain of corn and bacon of an
unborn pig. The one who bestows the clothes to him and serves him

16 Fraightaib ’side-walls’—fraig about interior walls of a house—is used in all the
heroic sagas.
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is Banban’s daughter with whom he also sleeps. The investment, the
meal and the intercourse bear comparison with the feis Temro—‘the
fest of Tara’—the ‘sacred marriage’ hieros gamos. Both the clothes and
what he is served are symbols of singularity and uniqueness befitting
a sovereign, but also of unity and of wholeness—of things not divided:
wool from one sheep, bacon of an unborn piglet, shirt from one seed,
and ale of a single grain of an unknown cereal found in a ringdove
(ferdn eighinn: ‘a little man of ivy’) which Banban had killed. Seen
against the royal diadem that is being divided in Diarmait’s dream
nothing has been divided to produce the products given to him in
Banban’s house. Although nothing is mentioned in our tale how the
shirt or the mantle was woven, the quality of wholeness and singleness
recalls the quality of the mantle of Jesus woven as one piece for which
the soldiers cast lots and did not divide for fear of tearing it apart
(John 19: 23,24). This seamless garment was to symbolise the ideal of
an undivided Church.

The tightness expressed by the early law using the metaphor of sew-
ing recalls the vestments he gets from Banban’s daughter. It may be
argued on the basis of the quality of the gifts and the meal that they
were meant exactly and only for a ruler but should, according to the
message of the tale, have been received in a different environment
and a different building, proper to a Christian ruler: the Church. The
symbol of unity between church and state was clearly expressed at
the opening of the tale by the hands of the king and the abbot above
each other on the same pillar of the church. The hands of the leading
ecclesiastic and of the lay ruler rested on the same pillar—the pillar
(cleth) of the church and not of the bruiden (for which a cleth is never
mentioned, only the cléithe). King Diarmait ought to be inaugurated
in unison with the authority of the Church and not according to that
of the bruiden which is falling asunder in decay like its ridgepole. The
episode of the bruiden tells us that the narrator obviously based his
tale on the belief that Diarmait was the last king celebrating the feast of
Tara. But he also puts his hand on the pillar of Ciaran’s church. So the
tradition about him as a Christian ruler and the last ruler to celebrate
the feast of Tara is indeed manifest in the tale.

The story relates that Diarmait’s body was all consumed by the flames
but that his body nevertheless was buried in two places, according to a
Clonmacnois tradition (Annals of Tigernach 564). His head was taken
to Clonmacnois, to rest there at Ciardn’s monastic site. What was left
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of his body was interred in Connor (Coindire) not far from Mag Line
where he was killed by his client-king Aed Dub.

The head

Thus also in death King Diarmait is split between different places and
interests. The reason that the monastery of Clonmacnois stressed their
possession of Diarmait’s head is based on the belief that ‘where the head
has been placed, there all the limbs will be brought together’. (‘Ubi enim
caput fuerit, illic omnia membra congregabuntur’ in Collectio Canonum
Hibernensis, xlix. 10). As Charles-Edwards points out ‘the place of res-
urrection’ would often be the final resting-place of the head."” This
claim implies that it was held among the monks of Clonmacnois, St.
Ciaran’s followers, that the unity which king Diarmait never obtained
in life he would finally have when he was resurrected—a resurrection
that would take place in their midst in the monastic centre.

King Diarmait is the king who in Irish tradition incarnates the reli-
gious transformation from paganism to Christianity. He celebrates the
feast of Tara and he puts his hand together with Ciaran’s on the pillar
of the church. Considering that the words cléithe, cleth and cli all share
the figurative meaning of ‘chief’, ‘champion’ and ‘head’, the ridge-
pole is a symbol of the king as the axis of religious transformation.
Simultaneously with the ridgepole falling down the king is destroyed.
In this we see a juxtaposition of the old roof-beam (senchléithe) and
the king of old belief. The king who adheres to the old pagan belief
becomes a senchléithe metaphorically: a serf bound to pagan land and
not a Christian king on Christian land blessed by the Church. The bru-
iden, however, is never to be repaired whereas the king will be: in his
resurrection. In the meantime he (his head) will rest in the sanctuary
of Clonmacnois—the very sanctuary he violated.

At the very end of the narrative and not pertaining to the story
proper it is said that Diarmait ‘chose himself to be buried there when
he fasted in the little church by which he was healed from a head-
suffering after he had fastened against the saints of Ireland and after
his cure had been denied him until then’. (...is ann ro thogh féin a
adnacal in tan do throiscc i neglais bicc dia ro hiccadh do’n chennga-
lur iar fertain a throsci fri noemaib Erenn ocus iar néimded a icca co

17 Charles-Edwards 2000: 527, n. 22.
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riacht sin.’ p. 82) There exists a late tale of its own about Diarmait’s
head-suffering."'® Here we are told that the pain was bothering him to
such an extent that he failed to rule and to judge the men of Ireland.
When he turned to the saint of Ireland for help he received none,
except for Colum Cille’s advice to go to Clonmacnois where he has
his spiritual alliance (anmchairtine), and to fast there and put some of
the earth from Ciardn’s grave on his head. Diarmait asks the monks
of Clonmacnois to bring whatever is left of his body after his death to
rest for a night in the little church and to be buried in the graveyard. It
is obvious that the tale is later than our tale as it hints to the fact that
only Diarmait’s head is left of him after the fire in the bruiden. I read
this tale also as underlining the effect of the cleansing which the head
undergoes. Does it not convey to us between the lines that if Diarmait
had had his whole body smeared with earth from Ciaran’s grave it
would probably not have been affected by the spear or the flames?

Death in liquid—a kind of baptism

This focus on the head of the dead king occurs also in the tale about the
legendary King Conaire in Togail Bruidne Da Derga (“The Destruction
of Da Derga’s hostel’ cf. discussion above). The druids of the warrior-
bands inflicted a thirst on him (ro-luige digi, par. 144 ‘a great weakness
for drink’). But all the drink has been used to extinguish the fire of the
bruiden. Conaire’s chief champion Mac Cécht goes to search for water
but all the nearby rivers are made dry by the same druids. When he
finally returns he sees the enemy cutting off Conaire’s head. He pours
water into Conaire’s mouth and Conaire utters a verse: ‘Good man,
Mac Cécht, (...) he brings drink to a king, he does a deed of valour’.
This drink of water by the ‘entrance of the bruiden’ recalls the drink
of death (blood) at the same place but has a positive quality.

Mac Cécht not only catches water he also protects Conaire’s son
by carrying him under his arm while searching for water. Thus he
secures the royal succession and one could say that by doing so he
saves Conaire’s kingship. The parallel to the clerics taking care of
Diarmait’s head and Muirchertach’s body becomes clear. These kings
also try to quench a thirst by throwing themselves into vats of beer and

"8 From Brussels MS 5057-5059 published and translated by Grosjean 1951:
96-102.
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wine. Moling’s cook in Suibhne’s tale also gives to a king his drink—
milk served in a cow-dung.'”

No bruiden and beer—only monastery and milk

In Suibhne’s case there is no fort where there could be a bruiden or a
drinking hall (tech n-6il), as he is driven from his fort and kingship
through his madness almost from the beginning of the tale. Both a
bruiden and a drinking hall are nevertheless mentioned in the story as
being part of his life as king (par. 35). Indirectly the bruiden comes up
when Loingseachan fools Suibhne down from his yew-tree and con-
trasts his present life similar to that of bird with the life he used to live
‘... without food, without drink, without clothes like any birds of the air
after having been in garments of silk and satin ... with you were women
gentle and comely...many and diverse nobles and chiefs, and young
lords, and landholder and hospitallers were at your command.” (gan
bhadh, gan digh, gan edach amail gach n-ethaid n-derdha, ier mbeith
a n-éttaighibh sroldae sireghda...7 mnd mdlla maisecha let...iomdha
iolarrdha d’urradhuibh 7 do thdoisechuibh 7 d’éigthighernaidhibh, do
bhrughadhuibh 7 do bhiatachaibh dot réir. (My underlining).'*

19 The theme of drinking and thirst becomes part of an imagery which I think
permeates the tales. The drink of death being served at the door of the bruiden is a
metaphor for blood since it refers to the slaughter that takes place at the bruiden. The
burning of the bruiden works as some kind of repercussion of the heat and passion
(bruth and gal) of the warrior—both martial virtues. The thirst comes as a second
repercussion hitting the warrior himself (inflicted on Conaire by a druid)—the fierce-
ness of the warrior hits back on the warrior himself, for which there is no remedy. Are
the water served to Conaire by his chief champion and protector and the vats for the
two kings trapped in the burning halls some kind of second inauguration turned into
baptism? In Conaire’s case there is no salvation—but it may still be read as a kind of
second inauguration where he is served a drink—not by the cupbearers or sovereignty
goddess but by his protector. Mac Cécht answers when asked the first time for a drink:
“You shall be safe from them, and not a spear will pierce your body. Seek the drink
from your servers and your cupbearers.” (‘Raga sldn tiadib ocus ni raga gai it chorp.
Cuindig dig cod ddilemnaib ocus cod deogbairib’ par. 145, 1. 1428-1429) This could
suggest a reading of the pre-historic king’s death as an allegory of salvation. I hope
to come back to this at a later occasion. When Suibhne is served milk it is because he
has gone through a cleansing by his ascetic life in the wilderness—he is half way to
the promised land of ‘milk and honey.’

120 The contrast to his drinking milk from a hole in cow-dung becomes stark when
we consider what Loingseachan says further: ‘Many cups and goblets and carved
buffalo horns for pleasant-flavoured and enjoyable liquors were yours also.” (Iomad
ctiach 7 copdn 7 benn mbreacagair mbiiabhaill im lennuibh somblasda so-6la let bhéos.
Par. 35).
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Also Suibhne’s wife shows her familiarity with the bruiden when she
says at their first meeting after Suibhne has gone mad that she would
rather live with Suibhne in a hollow tree than go with a king’s son
to ‘drinking halls’ (do thoigibh oil’ par. 32). Suibhne’s kingdom has
become the equivalent of the wilderness or wasteland where the king
now lives; the hall is paralleled by a hollow tree, interestingly contrasted
with the symbols of the traditional kingdom and its royal court by his
wife, par. 32. Noteworthy then, that when Suibhne finally approaches
civilisation again it is in Moling’s community called Moling’s house
(‘Tech Moling’), referring to his church. This is the first ‘house’ Suibhne
approaches by his own free will after he has been chased in madness
from his royal court. (His short visit to Loingseachan’s house was not
by his won will but the result of being fooled. But it appears to have
been a royal court as he escapes it through the skylight of the bruiden.)
So also here in this third and last tale we see an opposition between
the royal court or the bruiden and the church. If we accept the inter-
pretation of the three stories as some sort of sequence, one could say
that the hostility both to the royal site of Tara and to the bruiden, the
building in which the king resides in the two former tales, reaches its
climax in the story about Suibhne. Here the king is driven into a wil-
derness which has many common features with the wasteland proph-
esied by Ruadan about Diarmait’s Tara, that it should lay waste ( fds)
with no dwelling and no smoke from a roof-tree (cléithe) (pp. 77-78).
Compared to the previous tales there is in fact no longer an opposi-
tion between the two edifices as the church has replaced the bruiden;
and it is at the entrance of the church Suibhne gives up his spirit to
heaven and dies with his entire corpse intact—leaning it against the
doorpost. Has he found the new way to become a king—and does the
tale try to tell us that this way goes through that particular door—
the door of a church?

A resurrection in prose for early kings?

From a Christian view-point this is Suibhne’s place of resurrection as
we meet it in hagiographical texts where it is a common motif that the
clerics have to be on their fod bdis (sod of death) when they die—a fact
that makes many of them rush to the place destined for their death
when they feel death approaching. It is important that from the same
point of view it is synonymous with the sod of resurrection (‘terra
resurrectionis’). This interpretation is corroborated in the text by the
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episode (pars. 46-50) of Suibhne’s encounter with the fellow madman
referred to as a man of the wood (Fer Caille) with whom Suibhne spends
a year in Britain. This man is Ealadhan (Alladhan in another MS), a
native of Britain and a son of a hospitaller/landowner'?' (brughaidh a
later form of briughu is the form given in the text). Ealadhan has the
same story to tell as he has experienced exactly the same as Suibhne:
joining a battle in alliance with one of the two opposing kings and
going mad as a result of the three battle cries (described here as the
shouts of malediction on him (‘tri gairthi mallacht form-sa’). He parts
with Suibhne because his life has come to an end and he has to go to
the place destined for him to die in. His death is drowning, but he will
be interred in a churchyard of a saint.

In the tale about Diarmait it is the king who grants church-land
(‘altar-sod’: fot fri altéir, p. 73) to Ciaran, the cleric. In the tale about
Muirchertach it is the clerics who come to Brugh, the land surround-
ing his fort, to take care of his corpse as he will soon die. They do not
ask the king for land when they start marking out a church there, but
ask him ‘to dig its trench in honour of the Great Lord of the Elements’
(‘a clad do thachailt i n-andir in Choimded.moir na ndul’, par. 27). In
Suibhne’s case Ronan has started marking out a church on his land
without having asked nor informed the king beforehand. Even though
in Diarmait’s tale there is a constant confrontation between the two
parts it nevertheless all started with Diarmait’s succession to the king-
ship through Ciaran’s benediction. In Suibhne’s case there is no such
premise.

The three tales have revealed to us in a subtle way how ecclesiastical
power gradually is to supersede royal power. The road to kingship is
to go through the Church.

121 This word also means "landowner’ and in later sources ‘farmer, yeoman’ (DIL).
Although the text is twelfth century it seems appropriate considering the milieu that
also this madman should be of high status like Suibhne. As discussed above, the status
of hospitaller was among the highest in the Old-Irish laws—a status he enjoyed on
the basis of the extensive lands he possessed. Cf. F. Kelly (1998). This interpreta-
tion is strengthened by the fact that also Ealadhan is ‘afraid of being seized by the
king’s house or household’ (‘egla thighe no theglaigh an righ dom tharrachtain’—
par 46). Accordingly I would claim that we have here yet another example of opposi-
tion between royal court and its closely affiliated buildings like the bruiden on the one
hand, and the life of a madman in the wilderness on the other hand, resulting in the
cleansing from sin and in a transformation leading to burial in a churchyard.
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CHAPTER SIX
THE WARRIOR IN OLD NORSE RELIGION

Jens Peter Schjodt

Introduction

A warrior is a person who fights. In this general sense, warriors exist
in all societies and at all times. Of course there are differences from
one culture to another, for example in the various technical aids to
improve a warrior’s fighting abilities. In addition, however, differences
existed regarding the understanding of a warrior’s role in society. In
other words, people had a concept of a warrior: of his function and
of his characteristics. Such a concept need not necessarily correspond
to the warrior’s effective role in society and politics. It does however
explain and determine how people related to the warrior as an institu-
tion. It follows that within the ideology of a people we will find ele-
ments that address the existing phenomena of their society.

On the other hand, influence is exerted in both directions. Not only
does society influence ideology, but ideology itself also attempts to
influence ‘the world’. While the warrior for example offers protection,
at the same time, to the very society he shields, he is also a poten-
tial threat. He needs to be kept from turning against his own society.
The most effective way to ensure this is to make the warrior accept
a role as defined by society, thus influencing his own understanding
of himself. In religious societies, if everyone is expected to share a
common ideological basis, this aim is primarily achieved via the prop-
agation of myths. Myths are the medium par excellence in which ideo-
logical structures are manifested and in which ideology is verbalised.
Consequently, myths are at the centre of analyses of the ideology of
any given society. They may not be the only, but they are certainly the
most important expression of ideology in archaic societies.'

! This is not to say that exactly the same myths were known by every individ-
ual in a society. Every society has many variants of myths concerned with certain
themes. These variants may be due to diversity in history or geography or social strata.
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In addition, particular members and sub-groups of a society can be
influenced in special ways. Their role and function in society can
be inscribed into their consciousness in such a decisive way that society
gains an exceptionally strong degree of control over them. Usually this
happens in connection with their entry into the sub-group of which
they shall be a member. In the field of history of religion, we call the
activities that surround and enable such entries into sub-groups initia-
tion rituals.

In order to get an idea of the ideology surrounding the warrior we
shall thus in the following first discuss the problem of mythical divine
warriors, or—if you want, of ‘war-gods’; and after that we will come
down to earth, so to speak, and will deal with the problems concerning
partly the warriors as an institutionalised group in society, and partly
the way in which they were initiated into this group.

Odinn and Pérr

Regarding the mythology of the warrior, Georges Dumézil made
important observations in a number of publications. In line with
his ‘programme’, he stressed the common patterns in various Indo-
European cultures. In particular, Dumézil examined the subject of the
“warrior’s three sins”, where, within the Nordic material, he focused
on the theme of Starkadr.? In the present context however, Dumézil’s
views on the relationship between Odinn’s and Pérr’s attitudes to war
as a phenomenon are more important; these views have contributed
to some confusion regarding the applicability of Dumézil’s thoughts
for the Nordic material, and have led to substantial criticism of his
constructs in general. We shall therefore here shortly look at Odinn’s
and Poérr’s different relationship to war, not least because a discussion
of this problem is necessary in order to understand the main aim of
this chapter: examining the role of certain groups of warriors and of
initiation.

There is no doubt that Odinn and Pérr, and indeed many other
Nordic gods, are particularly associated with war and fighting. Yet,

But as long as a society can be seen as one (and not as several societies) there will
be some basic structures underlying the ideology and influencing the individual’s
way of perceiving his relation to the cultural and natural surroundings (cf. Schjedt
forthcoming).

> Dumézil 1985: 97-106; cf. Lundager Jensen and Schjedt 1994: 159-162).
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according to the medieval sources, it is only Odinn and Poérr who
would be candidates for the designation ‘war god’. According to
Dumézil Porr is the Nordic version of the widely found warrior-god,
or god of the second function. By contrast, Odinn is a god of the
first function, where he in particular is in charge of magic. However,
Odinn is also closely connected to war, as evidenced not only in the
Old Norse texts, but also—indeed possibly most clearly—in Adam of
Bremen. In the well known passage on the two gods’ responsibilities in
chapters 26 and 27 of the fourth book Adam says: “Thor [...] presidet
in aere, qui tonitrus et fulmina, ventos ymbresque, serena et fruges
gubernat. Alter Wodan, id est furor, bella gerit hominique ministrat vir-
tutem contra inimicos.”® And further: “Si pestis et fames imminet, Thor
ydolo lybatur, si bellum, Wodani.”* Obviously, Adam thought Odinn
the warrior-god. Adam’s views seem to be supported by several Old
Norse texts, not least by Ynglinga saga chapter 6. Dumézil was aware
of this problem for his interpretation, and attempted to explain these
sources as evidence for a ‘slippage of functions” which was supposed
to have occurred within the Germanic areas.” According to Dumézil,
the result of this alteration was that the first function partly came to
encompass war, and the second function partly fertility. Admittedly,
this is a possible development. In the present chapter which does not
intend a general comparison between the two gods, we shall however
not enter into this discussion. Here, it is important to examine the two
gods’ different relationship to war, and if possible to attempt a more
systematic distinction.

Dumézil asserts that there was a clear difference between the two
gods, which he attributes to the two types of warriors in the Indo-
European pantheon. The sources seem to oppose an aristocratic, hand-
some warrior who is well integrated in society, to a brutal type, being
somewhat outside society.® Although such a general differentiation
can be supported, we cannot simply apply it to the two Nordic gods.
Odinn-warriors are frequently aristocratic, yet on the other hand they

* Schmeidler 1917: 326. “Thor... presides over the air, which governs the thunder
and lightning, the winds and rains, fair weather and crops. The other Wotan—that is
the Furious—carries on war and imparts to man strength against the enemies”. (Tschan
2002: 207).

* Schmeidler 1917: 327. “If plague and famine threaten, a libation is poured to the
idol Thor; if war, to Wotan” (Tschan 2002: 207).

5 Dumézil 1958: 57-58 and 77-78; 1971: 87-95.

¢ The most typical manifestations are the two heroes from the Indian epos
Mahabharata, Bhima and Arjuna.



272 JENS PETER SCHJ@DT

are also frequently characterised by wildness, ecstasy, and therefore
brutality.” And while Pérr’s way of fighting is frequently somewhat
primitive and at times brutal, there is no single character amongst the
earthly warriors who could be considered a Pérr-hero. Dumézil first
proposed Starkadr, but later qualified his proposal.® In fact, it rather
seems that Starkadr is modelled on Odinn. However, there are indica-
tions that Odinn’s and Pérr’s relationship to war can be conceptual-
ised as collective and individualistic, respectively.

In Norse mythology, Odinn himself only fights on two occasions: in
the first war of the world, where he throws his spear across the enemies
(the Vanir), and in the last war, Ragnargk, where Fenrir devours him.
Otherwise Odinn’s role in war and fighting is not physical but rather
mental: he puts warriors into ecstasy and equips them with supernatu-
ral abilities, and he advises on deployment of troops and strategy. This
is usually directed at rulers, and it is therefore usually armies or groups
of warriors such as berserkers or ulfhednar (wolf-warriors) who profit
from Odinn’s help, such as we shall see below. Pérr, on the other hand,
usually fights singly. He may be accompanied by Pjalfi or Loki, but the
physical fighting itself is done by Pérr alone. Finally, the majority of
the stories in which Pérr is the main actor describe his fights against
giants and scoundrels of every kind—they are therefore purely mytho-
logical. Thus, if we label the dramatis personae according to Vladimir
Propp’s terminology we would call Pérr the ‘hero’, while Odinn would
be a mix of the ‘helper’ and the ‘giver’.

Apart from this possibility to discern individualistic and collective
traits, there is, as we just saw, a clear distinction in the manifestation
of power: Odinn participates in fights through psychological means,
while Pérr is explicitly physical. Dumézil also noted this difference.’
Nevertheless, we have to question Dumézil’s characterisation of bPérr
as the Nordic god of war—a characterisation which is also frequently

7 Already Odinn's very name alludes to this ecstatic behaviour (“Wodan, id est
furor”, Adam of Bremen IV.26), and especially Ynglinga saga ch. 6 leaves no doubt
about the psyche of at least some of the Odinn-warriors: “His own men went to battle
without coats of mail and acted like mad dogs or wolves. They bit their shields and were
as strong as bears or bulls. They killed people, and neither fire nor iron affected them.
This is called berserker rage.” Heimskringla, trsl. by Lee Hollander, Austin 1964/1999.
“...en hans menn foru brynjalausir ok varu galnir sem hundar eda vargar, bitu i skjoldu
sina, varu sterkir sem birnir eda gridungar; peir drdpu mannfolkit, en hvdrki eldr né
jérn orti & pd; pat er kalladr berserksgangr” (Bjarni Adalbjarnarson 1979: 17).

8 Dumézil 1971: 21.

°® Dumézil 1971: 88.
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found by authors who are influenced by Dumézil, while non-Duméz-
ilians tend describe Odinn as the ‘god of war’. As the above discussion
shows, both views can be supported. Yet it is worthwhile to attempt a
more precise definition than hitherto of Odinn’s and Pérr’s role con-
cerning war.

For this, it is necessary to consider additional distinctive character-
istics. One of these is that, in almost all cases, Odinn’s connection to
war takes place amongst humans. It does therefore not show the same
mythical traits as Pérr’s. The latter hardly ever fights amongst humans;
his quarrels with the giants occur in a cosmic setting. Odinn’s role,
on the other hand, is to help his chosen heroes against their enemies
(until he considers it opportune to betray them). This does not imply
that his heroes fight on the side of justice against injustice, or, put
even more anachronistically, on the side of good against evil. Odinn’s
enemies are not necessarily lesser characters—in every sense—than
his friends. By contrast, Pérr’s enemies without exception constitute a
potential threat against the civilised world. In other words, when Pérr
fights, he protects the cosmos and keeps chaos at bay. It is possible
that this also provides a matrix for understanding his role as a ‘god
of fertility’. Disease and hunger, mentioned by Adam, are threats sent
by the forces of chaos.!” They are phenomena against which humans
cannot protect themselves; they are controlled by forces from the ‘out-
side’, from chaos, and thus it takes gods to ward them off, first and
foremost among them Porr. Pérr’s activities thus almost exclusively
serve to defend the cosmos, understood as a world which is sufficiently
ordered for humans to live in it.

The differentiation between Odinn and Pérr regarding their rela-
tionship to war can therefore be expressed in a number of binary
opposition pairs:

collective versus individualistic
intellectual power versus physical power
earthly setting versus cosmic setting
‘moral’ indifference versus ‘moral’ actions

In addition there is one other, and for me decisive, difference: offensive
versus defensive. These terms require some explanation. On the one
hand it is obvious that Odinn can also be called upon if war threatens

10 Cf. Bertell 2003: 244.
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from abroad; on the other hand Pérr usually travels to the lands of the
giants in order to fight them. In the greater context however, the con-
stellations in which Odinn participates are potentially offensive. If his
chosen ruler wins he can subjugate new lands. By contrast Pérr’s wars
against the giants are always elements in the defence against potential
threats to the world.

This analysis shows that a discussion whether Odinn or borr is a
‘god of war’ in the Nordic pantheon is futile. The denomination seems
simplistic and, considering the Nordic material, superfluous. Both
gods are clearly associated with war and fighting, each in his way. If
we were to propose a term that describes the second function better
than ‘fight’ or ‘war’, we might consider ‘physical strength’ or ‘protec-
tion of the cosmos’."!

Whether such a distinction is also possible for other Indo-European
religions cannot be discussed here—it certainly does not appear unre-
alistic. Suffice to mention the example of Indra, whose enemies are
remarkably similar to Porr’s.

Odinn and the Méannerbiinde

If we can therefore relegate Porr to the cosmic sphere, the ‘warrior’
as an earthly phenomenon first and foremost needs to be connected
to Odinn (yet without making Pérr, in as far as he embodies physical
strength, completely irrelevant here). This raises the question of what
exactly it is with Odinn which makes him assume this special relation-
ship with war and warriors. As mentioned above, one characteristic of
Odinn’s is that he is connected to war as a collective phenomenon. Yet
there are on the other hand a large number of chosen warriors who,
individually, enjoy a special relationship with Odinn.

The reasons for these special relationships are not immediately
obvious in the sources. In some cases kinship between Odinn and the
chosen hero is mentioned or hinted at, for example in Volsunga saga,
as we shall see below, but also in many other instances. Regarding

' In an article from 2004 I have focused on yet another opposition, namely vertical
vs. horizontal, since it is observable that the main part of the myths about Odinn are
played out on an axis connecting upper world and underworld, whereas the myths of
porr take place on an axis connecting Asgardr and Utgardr. I shall not, however, deal
with this any further in this chapter.
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individual characters, we frequently find special relationships between
Odinn and rulers.”? This may be connected to the fact that according
to the west Norse sources Odinn was king of the gods. However, as
I have discussed elsewhere,® the ruler is merely primus inter pares,
which means that he can be considered a representative for a group,
namely society as such. The ruler was responsible for furthering the
group’s interests. For this it is vital that relations between the gods and
society are excellent. Apart from the political responsibilities which we
nowadays expect a ruler to shoulder, in societies such as the Nordic
in the Viking Age people considered the ruler responsible for fertility,
peace, and progress in a range of spheres—areas where we see external
factors at work, which we simply see as beyond the control of humans.
In religious societies, such factors are controlled by gods and other
supernatural beings, and it is possible to manipulate them through
different rituals. It is this manipulation which a ruler must be able to
achieve, if he is going to succeed.

Similarly, in order to represent the interests of society in war, also
the warriors require special abilities that ensure victory. Consequently,
and similarly to rulers, also the warriors need a special relationship
with the gods, and in this context especially with Odinn. We have
seen that he equips his chosen ones with two types of mental strength
from the spheres of strategy and ecstasy respectively. Ynglinga saga
claims that it is primarily strengths derived from ecstasy which Odinn
offers to his warriors. And we also know that the warriors obtain
these strengths as part of a group. Thus regarding rulers, Odinn offers
individual, strategic abilities, while regarding warriors it is collective,
‘ecstatic’ strengths.'* Consequently, we note a clear distinction: Odinn
offers to rulers far more comprehensive abilities than to warriors, pre-
sumably simply because rulers fulfil many more functions.

In my earlier article, mentioned above, I have argued that the spe-
cial abilities a ruler is equipped with are transferred through initiation
rituals, and in the following I shall analyse whether we have indications
for similar practices for warriors. Before that, however, it will be

12 Often in the literary sources it is almost impossible to distinguish between rulers
and warriors, since rulers were also warriors. Nevertheless, as I argue here, there seem
to be some differences in Odinn’s relationship to the two categories.

13 Schjodt 1990.

14 Nevertheless, there certainly are examples in which Odinn has a special relation-
ship, also to individual warriors. The best known examples are Starkadr and Sinfjotli
the last of whom we are going to discuss below.
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necessary to decide whether there are any sources at all which point to
a special relationship between Odinn and certain groups of warriors.
This will involve a brief discussion of the notions surrounding death in
pre-Christian religion, as has been forcefully proposed by Lily Weiser
and Otto Hofler, the two scholars who have most thoroughly dealt
with the subject of Minnerbiinde in Old Norse and Old Germanic
religion. Both of them proposed that there existed some type of rela-
tion between the living and the dead warriors, since in both realms
we find groups of warriors who apparently have a special relationship
with Odinn." I cannot agree on all points with these two scholars,
but it is without doubt right to take into consideration the notions of
the dead in order to understand fully the religious role of the living
warriors. We therefore have to steer a roundabout course, discussing
these notions.

1> Both Weiser and Hofler are proponents of the theory that so-called Mdnnerbiinde
existed amongst the Germanic and Scandinavian peoples. In general one considers
Weiser to have provided the foundation for this theory, and Héfler to have refined
it. Hofler, who provided the conclusive evidence, clearly acknowledges his debt to
Weiser, who was the first to argue for the existence of Mdnnerbiinde. Both schol-
ars have conducted thorough analyses of the relationship between certain mystic and
‘real’, or rather, cultic, elements. A rehearsal of the details of Weiser’s and Hofler’s
argumentation would be beyond the confines of this chapter. I shall therefore limit
myself to a short summary of Hofler’s results, which elaborate, but do not contra-
dict, Weiser’s research. The point of departure is the two interchangeable names for
groups of warriors, #lfhednar and berserkir, who were the human or cultic equivalents
to the einherjar. The latter can be characterised as an army of the dead, especially
if one includes Tacitus’s description of harii (Germania 43), where they are called
feralis exercitus. (Hofler 1934: 166-167 and Weiser 1927: 34) Hofler also discusses
the expression Hjadningavig (1934: 167-169) which we amongst other encounter in
Sorlapdttr, and which describes a fight between two armies of the dead. The expres-
sion is connected to the name Hédinn, which forms part of #lfhédinn. Hofler argues
that there was a stong connection between the mythical army of the dead (einherjar,
hjadningar) and the cultic sphere (iilfhednar/berserkir and harii). Notable differences
between them notwithstanding, what characterises both einherjar and hjadningar is
that they die and are reborn in eternity. The fact that the sources know nothing about
either the harii or the dlfhednar/berserkir dying and being reborn as earthly warriors,
poses a certain problem for Hoéfler’s theory, and consequently, his argument that we
see mythical and cultic parallels—that wlfhednar and berserkir represent the dead, that
they have a kind of metaphoric relation to the dead—can be questioned. Rather, it
seems that the human warriors enjoy a special status which shall transform them to
einherjar after death which would change the metaphorical relation into a metonymi-
cal one. But there is no doubt that a kind of parallelism is at stake, and this is why we
have to look a little closer at the conception of the dead in Old Norse religion.
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In scholarly work it is frequently emphasised that Odinn is a god
who cannot be trusted.'®* He sometimes lets down his chosen heroes,
and he is then often directly involved in their death, as with Haraldr
hilditonn in Gesta Danorum (VIII, 4, ix) and Sigmundr in Volsunga
saga (chap. 11). Odinn’s seeming lack of trustworthiness is usually
explained with reference to Eiriksmdl, where it is said by Odinn him-
self that the reason for taking the great kings to Valholl is that the gods
must be prepared for Ragnarok. However, this mythological explana-
tion, although it may reflect the ways the pre-Christian Scandinavians
actually conceived of Odinn’s unreliability, is not sufficient when we
try to understand the fact that Odinn sometimes turns against his cho-
sen heroes. First and foremost, of course, the myth is etiological in
the widest sense, since it was a common experience that great kings
and warriors, who were supposed to be great exactly because they
were favourites of Odinn, conceived as a war god, would be defeated
and killed at some point. This, in the internal logic of the relation
between man and gods, means that the god had abandoned them. The
explanation, however, should be sought at more than one level. As
already mentioned, it seems likely that the explanation which included
Ragnarqk played a part; but this would create a problem when other
great warriors did not die in battle, so there must be more to it. What
we have to look for is, on the one hand, the fundamental relation
that Odinn has to death and, on the other hand, the relation between
Odinn and his chosen heroes.

Different abodes of the dead

In a famous passage from Gylfaginning, Snorri (or rather Gangleri)
says: “Pat segir pu at allir peir menn er i orrosto hafa fallit fra upphafi
heims eru nii komnir til Odins { Valholl.”V This, together with another
statement concerning Hel,”® has been taken to indicate that the way
people died was decisive for their afterlife. Yet as Andreas Nordberg

'* E.g. recently by Steinsland 2005, 177, Nésstrom 2001, 55 and Nordberg 2003,
123.

7 Gylfaginning Ch. 38. “You say that all those men that have fallen in battle since
the beginning of the world have now come to Odin in Val-hall” (Faulkes 1987: 32).

8 Gylfaginning Ch. 34: “....hon skipti ollum vistum med peim er til hennar voro
sendir, en pat eru séttdaudir menn ok ellidaudir.”—*... she has to administer board and
lodging to those sent to her, and that is those who die of sickness or old age” (Faulkes
1987: 27).
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has shown, this should not be taken too literally.’ As in many state-
ments about cosmology, we have to realise here as well that the sen-
tences should be understood metaphorically and that, especially in
poetic language, it is important to accept that the same content can
be expressed in different ways. Thus, “to die” (even violently) may be
expressed as an erotic meeting with a female.* However, there is no
reason to believe that the old Scandinavians ever had any systematic
ideas about the after life, which would also be in accordance with the
state of affairs in most other religions. We hear about people who
have drowned who go to an abode by the goddess Ran, we hear about
people who are thought to live an afterlife in the mound in which they
were buried. And there are many other conceptions.

So neither the poetic language nor the actual ideas were probably
very precise. From an existential point of view there is no doubt that
this uncertainty was common. This is supported by all the different
ideas expressed in the sources, which should not initially be inter-
preted historically.?! This considered, it is evident, however, that the
way Valholl and Hel are described by Snorri is not coincidental. These
two abodes seem to be structural inversions, and not only in relation
to those who dwell there and the way they have died. One could argue
that two abodes, one beyond and positive and the other below and
negative, might be inspired from Christianity. But although this can-
not be ruled out completely with regard to some details, there seems
to be more. On the one hand, Valholl is characterised by masculin-
ity, i.e. the activities there can be classified by masculine ideals:** the
inhabitants have died fighting, which is obviously a male activity, and
are ruled over by a masculine ruler, Odinn. Hel, on the other hand, is
ruled over by the goddess of the same name and the activities there,
as far as we can speak of activities at all, seem to be far from the ideals
of a masculine life. There is neither a hint that Hel should be a place
of punishment, nor that Valholl should be one of reward for some-
thing that can be interpreted in an ethical way. Thus, even though we

' Nordberg 2003: 273-274.

20 Steinsland 1997, 97-123.

21 Cf. Nordberg 2003, 36-41.

22 Whether there were women in Valholl, besides the valkyries, is hard to decide.
But it is not convincing to argue from argumenta ex silentio that this was not the case.
The slave girl who, in Ibn Fadlan’s account, is killed in order to join her dead master
is no doubt expected to go to the same place as the chieftain.
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meet the same dualism in certain aspects (i.e. up vs. down, pleasure vs.
gloominess), there are other aspects that cannot be seen as Christian,
and there is no reason to reject the information we get from Snorri as
altogether unreliable.

This means that there are reasons to accept Andreas Nordberg’s
argument, that the basic ideas concerning the relation between Odinn
and Valholl are not of late origin. Quite on the contrary there are rea-
sons to believe that these basic ideas are very old, and some of these
reasons are associated with the “guests” who go to Valholl, and Odinn’s
relation to them—also as living persons. It is underlined several times
that those who go to Odinn are noble persons (e.g. Hdrbardsljéd 24,
Gesta Danorum 11, vii, 22). We must ask what this actually means;
what kind of persons can expect to go to Odinn? It is obvious from
several sources that kings, princes and other ruling persons join Odinn
after their death. But it also seems as if warriors in general or, at least,
some warriors go to meet him after they have been killed.

Who were the Einherjar?

We thus know from Eiriksmdl 5 that not only Sigmundr was with
Odinn, but also Sinfigtli, who was definitely not a king. Sinfigtli was
a hero, though, and a great warrior. Yet he did not fall in battle, so
we must ask how this is in accordance with Snorri’s statement that
only those who fall in battle can go there. In other words: how can we
explain that people who did not fall in battle go to the warrior paradise
of Valholl? One possibility is, of course, to reject Snorri altogether or
to accept that there could have been other versions of the death of
Sinfjotli. But, as mentioned, there seems to be a genuine structural
pattern in Snorri’s systematisation of the two abodes of the dead, and
the account of the death of Sinfjotli also resembles a genuine myth, so
perhaps we should look for another explanation.

If warriors, as well as kings, went to Valholl, and if warriors who
did not fall in battle could go there, too, it should be possible to find
some common features for these different groups, and, perhaps, some
features which are not in opposition to the structure related by Snorri.
The key, I believe, is to be found in another work by Snorri, namely
the Ynglinga saga. Here we have two statements that may have a huge
explanatory value, namely in chapter 6, in which we learn about the
berserkir, and in chapter 9, in which we are told about Odinn’s and
Njordr’s death.
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The berserkir have occasioned much debate amongst historians of
religion. Who were they? Are our sources reliable as an expression of
pagan ideas or are berserkir a pure literary fiction?

In a paper read at the Saga Conference in Bonn in 2003, and later
published in a slightly different form as an article “Berserks in his-
tory and Legend”,” Anatoly Liberman attacked most of the ideas that
have been prominent among scholars (especially Weiser and Hofler)
concerning berserkir. He started out by telling us that even if there is a
striking parallel in the stanza from Porbjorn hornklofi’'s Haraldskveedi
8 between the mentioning of the berserkir and the ilfhednar, they
should not be understood along the same lines. Whereas he appar-
ently accepted that the #lfhednar in pagan times had some religious
significance, this is not the case with the berserkir** After discussing
some tendencies in the interpretations of the berserkir problem, he
concluded:

At the end of the ninth century, some warriors were still called berserker
(the word is probably old). They either resembled or were identical with
ulfhednar ‘wolf coats’. Both groups roared and howled when they fought.
They may have worn animal masks, but this need not be the reason
they were called berserker and uldfhednar. Despite the closeness of the
words berserker and uilfhednar, berserkr more probably means ‘bareshirt’
(= ‘fighting without armor’) than ‘bearshirt’ (= “fighting with a bear mask/
bearskin on’). No evidence supports Snorri’s statement that ancient ber-
serks were ever looked upon as Odin’s associates. The berserks of the
family sagas resembled the berserks of old only in name, and nothing
in their behaviour can be used for reconstructing the institutions of the
past. At no time did berserks form unions, and, to become a berserk,
no initiation was required. The way from elite troops to gangs can be
demonstrated with some confidence. All the rest (cultic languages, eat-
ing poisonous mushrooms, and so forth) is (science) fiction.”

Much could be said about Liberman’s article, but it is not possible
to go into details here.” What is of direct interest for the subject of
this chapter, however, is Liberman’s statement about Odinn’s role

» Liberman 2005.

# Liberman mentions the Sigmundr-Sinfjétli episode in Vélsunga saga, and those
interpretations that see initiation to some sort of group of ulfhednar as an important
element. He does not argue against that, but only that this episode can be taken into
account as we are discussing the berserkir (2003, 339).

» Liberman 2005: 411.

% T actually agree with Liberman on several points, not least with much of his criti-
cism directed against Hofler, but his general conclusion seems too bombastic to me.
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in the berserkir complex, in which he denies a relation between the
wild hunt, the einherjar, and the berserkir. He concludes: “It is safe to
assume that myths of Odinn’s berserkers did not exist”.”” It is admit-
tedly true that there is not much evidence of warrior bands which
were ultimately linked by some religious bond to Odinn, but does that
really mean that it is “safe” to deny such a relation? The source situ-
ation concerning Old Norse religion should warn us against exagger-
ated use of argumenta ex silentio. And I believe that there is textual
evidence to support the idea that notions about a link between ber-
serkir and Odinn actually can be reconstructed. Admittedly, “proofs”
cannot be given, but if “proof” is to be understood in a narrow sense,
it is hard to accept any sort of proof which has to do with historical
reconstruction of religions. There is also further evidence to be taken
into account, which is not referred to by Liberman. He does include
some of the saga accounts in his considerations and finds, rightly, a
certain pattern according to which berserkir are exclusively filling the
role of antagonists, thus allowing the brave Icelander to be better per-
ceived. However, Liberman also mentions Hrolfs saga kraka and the
“Hrolfr kraki type of stories”. He says: “When berserkers are projected
to a semi legendary past, they appear as a king’s retinue, as happens in
Hrolf’s saga”.® So let us take a closer look at this saga.

The only element that is mentioned by Liberman in the saga is the
berserkir, sitting in the king’s hall. We know that the saga is late, prob-
ably from the late fourteenth century or even later; and there is no
doubt that, as Liberman also writes, the perception of berserkir at that
time was very negative. Nevertheless, the author of the saga describes
them as Hrolfr’s retinue, and thus they seem to have been elite troops.
Contemporary negative attitudes, however, make them into opponents
to the true heroes of the saga, namely the kappar, the group to which
both Svipdagr, Bédvarr, and the other individualised heroes belong.
Only one incident breaks this pattern, namely when Svipdagr and the
leader of the berserkir are about to go into a fight and the king inter-
venes and says that they should be seen as equals and that they should
both be his friends “Ok eftir pat scettust peir ok eru jafnan d einu radi,

¥ Liberman 2003: 339. Perhaps it should be mentioned here that Liberman does
not accept the statement of Snorri in Ynglinga saga. It is said that Snorri “described
berserkers according to the ‘folklore’ of his time” (2003: 338).

% Liberman 2003: 338.
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liggja i hernadi ok hafa sigr, hvar sem peir komu”.* This suggests that
the opposition is perhaps not as clear-cut as one would think, a view
supported by the fact that, in the hall, the kappar Bodvarr, Hjalti,
Svipdagr, Hvitserkr and Beigadr are seated next to the king on both
sides, and next to them the berserker,” although we would expect that
the rest of the kappar mentioned in chapter 49 is seated there. Thus
it seems as if the berserkir and the kappar are somewhat mixed up:
probably because the berserkir at the time of writing of the saga could
not be pictured in a positive way. But Liberman, as we saw in his
conclusion, accepted that it is likely that they were elite troops. What
he did not accept was that the berserkir should have had any religious
function; nor did he accept that they could be connected to Odinn, or
that the compound ber- could have denoted ‘bear’ in pagan times.
However, if we take a closer look at the entire saga, it seems obvious
that, firstly, bears play a prominent role and that, secondly, Odinn too
has a major role. As regards the bear, it is mostly elaborated in con-
nection to Bodvarr Bjarki, who is the leader of the kappar (who might
in turn be identified with the berserkir): His father was named Bjorn
and was transformed into a bear by magic; and Bodvarr himself has
the ability to transform himself into a bear. Furthermore, we are told
by Saxo that the monster which Hottr has to kill in a clearly initiatory
way was in fact a bear.”’ All of this is without doubt best explained
by accepting that these elements are not just coincidences—but that
they represent a pattern which fits the traditional way of looking at
the berserkir, namely as warriors who in some way were associated
with bears. It is impossible to tell whether they fought in bear-skins
or whether they were perhaps only transformed into bears during the
initiations, just as Sinfjotli was transformed into a wolf (cf. below).
However, this would not prevent them from roaring like bears when
fighting the actual battles—which was probably rather frightening. Of
course, the belief that these warriors were bears only has to do with
the ritual transformation: being a warrior of this special kind would
demand that they were strong and savage like bears.”” From this we

¥ Chapter 22. “And after that they kept peace, and from that time on they always
agreed, they were in the army and had victory wherever they came”.

% Ch. 37.

31 Gesta Danorum 11, vi, 11.

32 Thus there is no reason to imagine that these berserkir were ever thought of as
bears in any essential way. Animals and other natural species are, as was maintained
by Lévi-Strauss many years ago, “good to think with”, because they may illuminate
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could easily imagine how notions, perhaps expressed in myths or
semi-myths along the lines of Bodvars pdttr, could develop. Another
element which, in my opinion, strongly indicates that there is a rela-
tion between bears and berserkir, probably in connection with initia-
tions, is the way the berserkir arrive in the hall. The first thing they do
is to go to all the men in the hall and ask them if they think that they
are as strong as the berserkir themselves.” Kris Kershaw has suggested
that this is a pattern in the initiation,* and there is no doubt that the
way these incidents are described in the saga have a ritual aura, which
would indicate that, in order to become a member of the band, one
would have to fight a berserkr. Eventually, if the monster that Hottr
“kills” in the saga was actually a bear, this may be a variation or a
supplement to fighting with a real berserkr: if you are able to kill a
bear, you have ritually been transformed into a warrior who is not
afraid of fighting berserkir.

All these bear incidents in Hrélfs saga kraka, which certainly form
a pattern that is parallel to what we know from initiations of warriors
in many different societies, are almost impossible to explain unless
we accept that the author of the saga had some more or less precise
knowledge of old traditions about the men surrounding the king who
were compared to bears and who, whether the etymology is accurate
or not, were eventually labelled berserkir.

We shall now return to the other point which was rejected by
Liberman, namely the role of Odinn in relation to these warrior bands.
According to Liberman, this relation is only present in Ynglinga saga
chapter 6. This may be true if we have to rely on direct evidence only.
There is, however, much indirect evidence that should be taken into
consideration; and one source is certainly Hrolfs saga kraka. As already
mentioned, this saga is very late and, of course, some interpretation
is needed in order to get behind the medieval setting. One important
feature is the picture of Hrolfr as a “noble heathen”. Hrolfr was not
religiously committed to the pagan gods. Nevertheless, he did have a

how different groups of people are related to each other, namely in the same way as
different groups of animals are related. Accepting that certain groups of warriors were
thought of as bears does not necessarily mean anything else than accepting that play-
ers from a certain football club may be called lions or sharks or similar names. They
are not thought of as lions or sharks, but when playing football they act like these
animals in a metaphorical way.

3 Cf. chapters 22 and 37.

#* Kershaw 2000, 57-58.



284 JENS PETER SCHJ@DT

certain relation to Odinn which can be seen in chapters 39 and 46,
where the king and his kappar and many other men come to a farmer
called Hrani, who turns out to be Odinn. During their first visit, he
gives them good advice by testing their endurance and telling the king
to send home all the men except the kappar who, as we have seen,
can hardly be separated from the berserkir. During the second visit,
on their way home from Adils, he offers them weapons, which, how-
ever, are refused by the king. This last incidence may be due to the
Christian setting, but the first one is significant. Only the king and
those who have shown endurance proper for a warrior are chosen on
the advice of the god. And these are the king’s kappar/berserkir. A
relation between Odinn and the berserkir therefore does not seem to
be too far-fetched. Further, it should be noticed that the one who rec-
ognises that Hrani is actually Odinn is Bodvarr, who, as we have seen,
is particularly “bearlike”.

In another fornaldar saga, Egils saga einhenda ok Asmundar berserk-
jabana the hero Asmundr is about to be sacrificed by some berserker,
but escapes. However, the god to receive the sacrifice is Odinn, and
the reason for sacrificing Asmundr to this god is to secure victory.
Asmundr himself, with the surname berserkjabani, is said to have been
killed by Odinn with a spear” in much the same way as other Odinic
heroes, for instance Sigmundr. In the saga narrative Asmundr is cer-
tainly not a friend of Odinn, but by having killed berserkir and by
being taken home by Odinn, it seems likely that what is at stake here is
a vague memory of some legendary hero who had a special relation to
Odinn during an initiation which made him an Odinic hero—an ini-
tiation which consisted in “killing” one or more berserkir who would
sacrifice him, that is initiate him to the god by whom he is killed in
the end.

Thus the warriors who were initiated to Odinn and had lived their
lives as Odinic warriors were taken home by the god himself. But the
sources tell us that there is yet another way through which one could

* It may be significant, though, that as the men suspect that it might have been
Odinn, they know that they have done something silly and try to find Hrani again, but
he has disappeared, and they understand that they will not be victorious in the future.
Thus even though Odinn is said to be an evil spirit, they accept his power: that they
have cut the bond to the god means that their war-luck has ended.

% Chapter 8. Later in the same chapter, after he has escaped, it is said that he killed
twelve men, including the berserker.

7 Chapter 18.
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secure (after-) life in Valholl, narrated in Ynglinga saga chapter 9. Here
it is said that Odinn himself, when he was about to die, “Iét hann
marka sik geirsoddi ok eignadi sér alla vapndauda menn, sagdi hann sik
mundu fara { Gooheima ok fagna par vinum sinum”.*® And later in the
same chapter, we hear about Njordr that “Iét hann ok marka sik Odni,
aor hann do”.» It is thus possible to go to Godheimr, which we must
no doubt see as a parallel to Valholl, if one is marked with a spear. This
is frequently, and no doubt correctly, seen as a parallel to the ritual of
throwing out a spear in order to dedicate the enemy to Odinn. This
throwing is in accordance with Snorri’s statement that those who die
in battle will go to Valholl, although it is not said explicitly that a spear
was thrown at them. But it is also in accordance with the idea that one
could be marked in order to go to Odinn. Underlying the statement
that “allir peir menn er i orrosto hafa fallit fra upphafi heims eru nu
komnir til Odins i Valholl” is therefore the knowledge that these men
had been dedicated to the god. According to the sources, then, this
could happen by either throwing a spear at the enemy or, if a person
would die in bed, by marking him with the spear. As is well known,
the spear is an attribute of Odinn, so all this appears quite logical.
But both the marking and the throwing are variants of dedications to
Odinn and so, of course, is the initiation that has no doubt preceded
the acceptance in the Mdnnerbiinde, whether these are seen as ber-
serkir, ulfhednar or something else. There is thus no reason to believe
that everybody in Valholl was initiated to the god through a initiation
ritual proper, since it seems as if a whole army of the enemy could be
dedicated by the throwing of a spear.

Nevertheless, exactly these initiated men, being professional war-
riors of course, are the proto-examples of Odinic warriors. This is no
doubt the reason why they were in focus in the legendary narratives
from a much later period, in which much had been forgotten and only
a vague memory is left. It is obvious that we cannot expect that the
authors of these narratives from the thirteenth and fourteenth cen-
turies were aware of the sociological and socio-religious background
of these incidents with animal symbolism, initiatory rituals and so
forth. It is eventually up to us to try to reconstruct this background,

¥ “....he had himself marked with the point of a spear, and he decalred as his own
all men who fell in battle. He said he was about to depart to the abode of the gods and
would there welcome his friends.” (Hollander 1964: 13).

% “He had himself marked for Othin before he died”. (Hollander 1964: 13).
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and although we shall never be able to make these reconstructions
perfectly correspond to the reality of the Viking Age and earlier, we
should try with the means that are at our disposal.

To return to Odinn, I believe that these groups of warriors who
surrounded the king or the chieftain together with their leader (this
king or chieftain) were the basic stock in Valholl. Whether every man
who was killed by a weapon was supposed to go there, or whether this
is a late element, can hardly ever be decided, but my main purpose
here has been to show that there was probably a relation between the
notions of Valholl and some groups of warriors and their leader (the
king or chieftain), including the element of marking oneself with a
spearhead, or being dedicated to Odinn by the enemy. However, as
mentioned, the initiation proper, to which we shall return in the next
section, was probably reserved for only a few select warriors and their
leaders.*

There are a number of traits that are important in connection with
the symbolism at work here. It is definitely no coincidence that the
recurring feature is a weapon. Firstly, the spear, as mentioned, is an
attribute of Odinn’s and secondly, it kills. It does not surprise that
somebody about to die is killed symbolically, but as an element in the
initiation complex, we cannot avoid seeing it as an expression of the
universal symbolism* of initiation, namely the one comprising death
and resurrection.”? As is well known, Odinn himself was stuck by a
spear when he was hanging on the world tree,” and King Vikarr is
sacrificed to him by being stabbed as well.* This makes it likely that
killing with a spear (and/or by strangling) on the symbolic level is
related to the cult of Odinn, whether we are talking about sacrifices or
initiations.* It can thus be argued that the very existence of the spear

40 Tt is possible that we get an glimpse of a historical development, in the sense that
in the Iron Age only the very elite was thought as being able to go to Valholl, whereas
in a later period warriors in general were supposed to go there.

4 “Universal”, not in the sense that it can be depicted in all rituals of initiation,
but that it is found in all parts of the world, and as such must be seen as a symbolism
which is not specific for certain cultures.

2 Cf. Eliade 1975.

¥ Hdvamdl 138-141.

*“ Gautreks saga ch. 7. In Saxo’s version (Gesta Danorum V1, v, 7), the weapon is
a sword, but including the whole symbolism surrounding Odinn, the saga seems to
be the most reliable.

* The relation between these two important ritual phenomena has been discussed
by me earlier (1993). In short, we can state that in initiations there are always some
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in these situations binds together the cult of Odinn and the admittance
to Valholl.

To summarise so far, we can state that those who venerated Odinn
were those who were initiated (in a more or less direct and a more
or less spectacular way) to the god. And they were those who could
expect to go to Valholl after their death. This means that being initi-
ated to Odinn was also a way of securing an ideal life after death.*

Initiation into the Mannerbund: the example of
Sigmundr and Sinfjotli

The notion of initiation has been discussed a lot in the previous pages,
and it may well be asked whether there is any evidence for such rituals
of initiation in connection with warriors. The answer would be, even
if there are no direct and explicit descriptions, that there certainly is.
Once again we have to turn to the fornaldar sogur. As I have shown
in earlier articles?” even in Hrélfs saga kraka it is possible to find the
pattern of initiation. However, here I shall take the Sinfjptli-episode in
Volsunga saga which is without doubt the most famous passage in the
context of warrior-initiations, as an example. It has been examined
extensively by both Weiser*® and Hoéfler* with regard to elements of
initiation. But before we comment and expand their analysis, I shall
give a short summary of the relevant passages from Volsunga saga.
King Sigmundr is a son of Volsungr, who owes his birth to Odinn.
Sigmundr has nine younger brothers and one sister, Signy. In Volsungr’s
hall there is a great tree. Siggeir, the king reigning in Gétaland, wants
to marry Signy. Signy opposes the union, but submits to her father’s

characteristics which can also be found in most sacrifices, and I would not hesitate to
maintain that symbolically and structurally the two phenomena are related (see also
Schjedt 2008: 184-202).

* The difference between the solutions proposed here and those of Weiser and
Hofler is basically that whereas they saw the relation between the groups of dead
warriors and those of the living warriors as metaphoric, I suggest that it should be
se seen metonymically: the berserkir become einherjar, exactly because they have been
berserkir. But to be sure: berserkir, understood as the members of the war bands were
not the only category that would go to Valholl. Both kings and probably also indi-
vidual warriors could go there, too, just as ‘ordinary’ warriors who would die on the
battlefield, after having been consecrated to Odinn, would join the ‘god of war’.

¥ Schjedt 2000 and 2003.

 Weiser 1927: 70-72.

4 Hofler 1934: 197-206.
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wish. The wedding-feast is held in Volsungr’s hall. In the evening a
man whom no-one had ever seen before enters the hall. He is old and
one-eyed, and thrusts a sword into the tree, up to the hilt. He then
announces that the man who is capable to pull out the sword shall
have it as a gift, and that it is a particularly good sword. However, no-
one manages to pull the sword out of the tree, until Sigmundr tries his
luck. He has no difficulty drawing it out. Siggeir wants to buy the sword
from Sigmundr, but only gets a scornful refusal. So Siggeir decides to
avenge himself, and when Siggeir is about to leave, he invites Volsungr
and his sons for a visit three months later.

When Volsungr and his followers arrive, Signy warns them that
Siggeir had mobilised a powerful army, and begs them to return home.
To her regret, Volsungr refuses with a proud answer. Volsungr and
his followers are duly attacked and all die except for Volsungr’s sons
who are taken prisoner. Signy begs Siggeir not to kill her brothers,
but to put them in the stocks instead. This is done, in a forest where
every night a big female wolf appears who devours one of them. After
nine nights in a row, only Sigmundr is still alive. With Signy’s help
Sigmundr manages to kill the wolf. He then moves into an earth-house
in the forest, getting provisions from Signy.

Siggeir believes that all Volsungr-sons are dead. He has two sons
with Signy. When the elder one is ten years old, Signy sends him
out into the forest, where he shall help Sigmundr to take revenge on
Siggeir. The boy now has to pass a test: Sigmundr gives him a sack of
flour and asks him to bake bread. However, the boy does not dare to
do this because of what is inside the sack of flour. Since he shows a
lack of courage Signy asks Sigmundr to kill him. The same happens to
the younger son.

Later Signy changes appearance with a seidr-woman and goes to her
brother in the forest. They lie together for three nights. After she returns
home and takes on her own appearance again it is obvious that she is
pregnant. She gives birth to a baby-boy who gets the name Sinfjotli.
When he is ten years old, Signy send also him out into the forest,
where he has to pass the same test as her two other sons. Sinfjotli starts
kneading the dough, and Sigmundr admits that there is a venomenous
snake in the flour. (Here the saga says that Sigmundr is fully immune
to the poison, while Sinfjotli can tolerate it on his skin.)

Father and son now live in the forest for a time. Sigmundr is unaware
of the boy’s parentage. Once, when they are hunting in the forest, they
notice two king’s sons sleeping, with their wolf-skins hanging next
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to them. Sigmundr and Sinfjotli pull on the wolf-skins, and cannot
get them off anymore. They become like wolves and understand their
language. They agree that they shall fight against up to seven people
alone, and call upon each other if they encounter more. Sinfjotli how-
ever attacks eleven men on his own and is injured. When Sigmundr
arrives, Sinfjotli mocks him because he asks for help against seven,
while Sinfjotli attacks eleven. Sigmundr jumps on him and bites him
into the throat, and carries him home in this way. A raven arrives
carrying a leaf for him. Sigmundr presses this against Sinfjotli’s injury
and he recovers immediately. Back in the earth-house Sigmundr and
Sinfjotli take oft the wolf-skins and burn them.

Then the two attempt to take revenge on Siggeir, but he takes them
prisoner, locking them up in a mound. With Signy’s help and using
the extraordinary sword Sigmundr and Sinfjotli manage to escape.
They go to Siggeir’s hall and set it on fire. Now Signy tells Sigmundr
how Sinfjotli was conceived. But she wants to die, and goes into the
burning hall.

Sigmundr and Sinfjotli return to the lands of their own family,
where Sigmundr becomes a great king. He sires two more sons, Helgi
and Hamundr. The ensuing passages focus on Helgi, recounting how
he goes to war against King Granmarr. Sinfjotli’s role in this is to
have a fight with Granmarr. After Helgi’s victory they return home.
Sinfjotli becomes a famous warrior who travels around fighting and
raiding. During a quarrel over a woman he kills a brother of Borghildr,
Sigmundr’s wife. When Sinfjotli comes home Borghildr wants to avenge
her brother and attempts to kill Sinfjotli with a poisoned drink. Two
times Sinfjotli refuses the drink and lets Sigmundr have it instead, but
the third time he drinks and falls down dead. Sigmundr picks up his
body, and carries it until he reaches a fjord. There he meets a man in
a small boat who offers to ferry the body across. But the man can only
accept one passenger at a time. He takes Sinfjotli’s body and vanishes
afterwards.

So much for the story about Sinfjotli. As said, both Weiser and
Hofler examined the episode in detail with regard to elements of ini-
tiation, and in many points their analyses are similar. Weiser sum-
marises her view of the episodes in these three points:

In dieser Geschichte ist einmal eine vollkommene Initiation erzdhlt:
1. Die Knabenprobe, eine Mut- und Standhaftikeitsprobe. Wie ernst
es mit dieser Probe gemeint war sieht man daraus, wie es den beiden
anderen Knaben erging. 2. Die Lehrzeit in Tierkleidung und mit
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Tierbesessenheit, in der Kriegsfiihrung und Ausdauer erlernt wird und
in der Sinfj6tli 3. die Mannhaftigkeitsprobe, sieben bis elf Feinden Stand
zu halten, ablegt.”

Weiser also correctly underlines that the author of the saga did not
understand anymore the significance of many of the elements in the
episodes. As the quote shows, Weiser stresses the importance of the
apprenticeship, and she finds many comparable examples from other
cultures. Hofler adds that Sinfjotli’s killing and ‘rebirth’ are highly sig-
nificant. In his view, it is not by chance that Sinfjotli is accorded an
honourable place in Eiriksmadl. Rather, this is explained by the fact that
he is to a certain extent an Odinic hero, who is therefore also in death
collected by Odinn himself. However Héfler warns that the part of the
saga which describes the probations “suffered rather late changes™' so
far as the form of the text is concerned.

I do therefore not have any objections against the elements under-
lined by Weiser and Hofler. Yet there are additional points which merit
consideration when we want to gain a more systematic understanding
of the elements of initiation in the text.

Initiation commonly concerns the transition of a subject from one
state of existence to another which is qualitatively different, and the
following elements can always be found, whether they are expressed
directly or not:

(1) In the final condition the subject has achieved an irreversibly
higher status than in the initial condition.

(2) The process can be subdivided into three phases: one where the
subject leaves the ‘natural’ world; one where the subject is in
‘another’ world (frequently described as akin to death or as a
sojourn outside the world of humans); and one where the subject
returns to the first world.

(3) The relation between the two worlds is explained in a number of
binary opposition pairs.

(4) During the process some sort of numinous knowledge is
acquired.”

0 Weiser 1927: 70-71.

51 Hofler 1934: 201.

52 T have dealt with the criteria in several publications. References can be found in
Schjedt 2008: 72-84.
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If we apply these elements to the story related above we note that not
only Sinfjotli, but also Sigmundr goes through a process that shows
many of the characteristics of an initiation. We cannot go into the
details here, and we shall only point out the fact that also Sigmundr
is an Odinn-hero. Odinn had played a role in Sigmundr’s birth (his
mother was probably a valkyrie), Odinn arranges the trial through
which Sigmundr obtains the magic sword, and Odinn takes Sigmundr
‘home’.

Turning back to Sinfjotli, we note that he, too, is an Odinn-hero
when we look at the conclusion of the story: Odinn himself takes him
back after his death. We can probably partly explain Sinfjotli’s affilia-
tion to Odinn with his descent from the god through father and mother
alike. In addition, as Weiser and Hofler have pointed out, Sinfjotli
went through a number of trials which recall initiation rituals. An
analysis of the process shows, firstly, the young Sinfjotli who moves
out into the forest to Sigmundr, where he passes his first test (the
flour). This whole sequence needs to be seen as a sojourn in another
world: Sinfjotli and Sigmundr live in solitude and outside the civilised
world. The character of this world as ‘another’ is underlined by the fact
that Sinfjotli literally leaves his human shape. He becomes a wolf and
learns the language of wolves. In this shape he passes a test which is
rather important for a warrior, daring to attack superior numbers. At
the same time though, he also learns that there should be a sensible
relation between the warrior and the number of opponents, since he is
severely punished and dies of these wounds. It seems that the episode
with Sigmundr, who bites Sinfjotli into the throat and then heals him
again with the leaf, describes a symbolic death and rebirth. Thus death
is not absolute, but leads to a rebirth—which is also the case with the
einherjar in Valhall.®® Immediately after his rebirth Sinfjotli can take
off his wolf-skin and be human again. The burning of Siggeir’s hall
may be yet another trial. It is in any case after this event that Sigmundr
and Sinfjotli return ‘home’ to the world where they originally came
from, and where they enjoy the respective status of ruler and warrior.
So we see a process where the untried warrior moves out into another
world, where he experiences extreme challenges to warriors (the wolf-
skin), and where he learns what a warrior should and should not do.

 Cf. Schjodt 2008: 387-393.
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This culminates in his death and rebirth as a ‘genuine’ warrior, a func-
tion which he shall fulfil for the rest of his life.

This allows us to discern the binary opposition pairs that charac-
terise the relation between ‘this’ and ‘the other’ world: culture versus
nature, human versus beastlike, life versus death, and a pair which we
always find in the ideology of initiation, the world above versus the
world below. Sigmundr and Sinfjotli live in an earth-house, which is
the only possibility to depict the world below in a ‘realistic’ (or ritu-
alistic) scenario.

Thus we note that all of the above four elements are present: an irre-
versibly higher status (as warrior) in the final condition; three phases
in the horizontal structure; the manifestation of a number of binary
opposition pairs; and the acquisition of knowledge or ability, in the
first instance through the metamorphosis into wolves, but also indi-
rectly through learning the wolves’ language.

The analysis could easily be continued. For example, it is striking
that both ravens and wolves play a central role. As is well known,
both animals are associated with Odinn. It might also be interesting to
compare more closely Sigmundr’s and Sinfjotli’s roles during the final
phase. Sigmundr becomes a famous king whereas Sinfjotli is certainly
not a king, but exclusively a warrior.*

We should beware of postulating that the episodes quoted from
Volsunga saga correspond to any ritual as actually conducted. Our
lack of knowledge of Nordic rituals during the Viking Age does not
permit such claims, even if there may be elements that were actually
played out in some kind of ritual performance. On the other hand, we
need to accept the following inescapable conclusion: during the late
(and probably also early) pagan period in Scandinavia there existed
an idea that the genuine warrior, in order to fulfil his functions, on
the one hand needed to have a special relationship with Odinn, and
on the other hand needed to be prepared for his position through an
introduction to the genuine character of a warrior. Consequently, even
if we cannot say what precisely would have happened during an initia-
tion ritual, we can claim that the literary and semi-mythical sources
show which thoughts and concepts form the basis of such rituals. For
example that physical prowess alone was not enough, but that some

>+ This difference has been analysed in greater detail in Schjedt 2008: 310-312.
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religious ‘knowledge’ was required as well—a religious knowledge®
which one could only acquire through communication with ‘the other
world’, by becoming an animal and experiencing a beast’s ferocity.

Conclusion

It is obvious that on the basis of the information given in such liter-
ary work as the fornaldar sogur and other textual genres within and
outside the Old Norse area, we will not be able to establish a coherent
set of notions concerning the warrior bands or the initiation rituals,
participation in which was a prerequisite for joining the former. Our
failure is due to at least two reasons. Firstly, these sources were writ-
ten and orally transmitted by people who had been Christians for their
whole lives, and who had probably never attended the rituals described.
Nevertheless, the basic traits must have been orally transmitted in nar-
rative disguise since the pagan era, with all the transformations that
one would expect, but still retaining the basic structures. Thus what
we witness here is a process taking us from rituals to history.”® This
process obviously blurs the picture we can form of the rituals, and
it is therefore up to us, the scholars of modern times, to create the
models from which it becomes possible to grasp the pagan setting in
the medieval stories.

Secondly, even if many contradictions can be explained with refer-
ence to the character of the sources, we also have to take into consid-
eration that there probably never was a single coherent view on these
matters. Just like religious people nowadays hold different views on
many issues within a certain religion (take, for example, Christianity or
Islam) views in pagan times differed from person to person and from
one society to another, even though there were some stable structures
as well. Views in pagan times varied probably even more than today,
since there were only traditions, and no canonical scriptures. Thus, we
should not expect a coherent ‘dogmatic’ system in these religions.

> This sort of privileged knowledge which we may also call ‘numinous’ is not as
easy to see in this narrative as is the case in many other ‘initiation” scenarios, for
instance the one in which Sigurdr is the protagonist, later in Volsunga saga.

¢ ‘History’ here corresponds to fiction in the title of Dumézil’s book on Hadingus
From Myth to Fiction. Fiction would be a contemporary term, whereas ‘history’ is
what it was seen as in the Middle Ages (cf. the conclusions in Meulengracht Serensen
1993).
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It may be hard to decide whether discrepancies within our sources
are due to the first or the second of these reasons, for instance regard-
ing the question of whether the warrior bands were connected espe-
cially to bears or to wolves: are we facing misunderstandings in some
of our sources, or were some bands simply connected especially to
wolves while others “preferred” bears? Or was there a more systematic
division, connecting certain warriors to bears, but others to wolves?
We will never know for sure, but it appears beyond reasonable doubt
that warrior bands as well as initiations into these did exist as an
important element in the Scandinavian (and probably the Germanic)
conception of the warrior, together with the mythic concept of Odinn
as the god who would give him the mental skills which were necessary
for fulfilling his functions.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

ODINN, VALHOQLL AND THE EINHERJAR. ESCHATOLOGICAL
MYTH AND IDEOLOGY IN THE LATE VIKING PERIOD

Anders Hultgérd

Introduction

The present contribution investigates the role played by eschatology
in the religious beliefs and politics of the ruling elites of Scandinavia
in a period when a decisive religious change is already underway: the
late Viking Period. The focus will be on the idea of Odinn welcoming
his heroes in Valhgll, and on the cultural and political circumstances
under which this myth functioned as ideology.

Two poems of the tenth century, Eiriksmdl and Hdkonarmdl, tell us
about the welcoming of a king in Valholl. Together with some stanzas
of Grimnismdl and Vafpriidnismdl they are the first witnesses to the
idea of a glorious afterlife in the hall of Odinn.' They are the basis
for Snorri’s presentation in his Prose-Edda and ultimately also for the
modern understanding of the Valholl idea. The myth of Odinn and
Valholl has been treated repeatedly in previous research and it is not
my purpose to reconsider it in every detail.> Some aspects, however,
deserve to be more profoundly investigated, and especially the sig-
nificance of the political and social contexts could be emphasised in a
different way than has been done hitherto.

Strangely enough Eiriksmdl and Hdkonarmdl were composed in
honour of two Norwegian rulers whom tradition regarded as having
been Christian. Information gleaned from medieval historiography
may help to elucidate this paradox. Before addressing the eschatology
of the two poems it seems appropriate to give a short survey of the
variety of afterlife beliefs found in the sources.

' Cf. Neckel 1913: 53. The eddaic poems Grimnismdl and Vafpriidnismdl describe
the topography of Valholl and the life of the otherworldly warriors, the Einherjar, but
not the welcoming of fallen heroes by Odinn.

2 Among the many contributions the following have a particular significance:
Neckel 1913; Ellis Davidson 1943; Nordberg 2004; Dillmann 2007.
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Afterlife ideas among the ancient Scandinavians

The concept of eschatology includes both the afterlife (individual
eschatology) and the end and renewal of the world (cosmic or univer-
sal eschatology). Little is known about the genuine afterlife ideas of
the ancient Scandinavians; whereas Christian medieval eschatology is
well documented in Old Norse texts from the twelfth and thirteenth
centuries, although they include fewer descriptions of the end of the
world than of heaven and hell. In native Scandinavian tradition cos-
mic eschatology is represented by the myth of Ragnargk which also
includes the idea of a renewal of the world.

Old Norse sources hint at a wide variety of afterlife beliefs rang-
ing from coming to the realm of Hel below, to survival after death
in mounds and hills, and to living with the gods in their dwelling
places.’ There was, as it seems, a more widespread Germanic belief in
a nether world, called Hel (Gothic halja; Old English hell, Old High
German hella; Old Norse hel) where the dead went, men as well as
women, irrespective of the way they died.* Even gods could end up in
Hel as the Baldr myth shows. Although, unlike Christian hell, Hel was
not a place of pain and punishment, medieval mythography depicted
it in dark and inhospitable colours.® It seems however that Hel was
not as gloomy and exempt of joyfulness as some sources make it. The
eddic poem Baldrs Draumar paints another picture.® In Scandinavian
mythology Hel was also considered to be a goddess.” Reminiscences of
Hel as a general afterlife-place are found in the concept and custom
of binda helské i.e. to tie a particular pair of shoes on the feet of the
dead with which to walk to the other world.® According to the short
redaction (M) of Gisli saga 14, Porgrimr says to Gisli: “pat er tizka... at

* For an overview, see Neckel 1913; Ellis Davidson 1943: 65-99; Hultgird 2002;
Nordberg 2003: 69-73; Simek 2006; Dillmann 2007; cf. also Schjedt 2007: 140.

* This can be seen e. g. from Atlamdl 97; cf. Fjeld Halvorsen 1961.

* Snorri’s description in Gylfaginning 34 is a well known example; cf. also de Vries
1956-57 § 581 and Simek 2003: 209 who assume a Christian influence on this passage
of the Prose-Edda.

¢ See for this Nordberg 2004: 72.

7 Expressions like “the halls of Hel” in Voluspd 43 and “the house of Hel” in Baldrs
Draumar 3 indicate this personification; for a discussion of this personification see
Simek 2003:208 and Nordberg 2004: 70-73.

8 On this idea and custom, see Strombiéck 1970.
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binda monnum helsko, pa er peir skulu ganga til Valhallar.” In the
longer redaction (S) we find a somewhat different though more genu-
ine version without the mention of Valholl: “pat er nii sidr...at binda
helsko at fotum monnum aor i haug eru lagdir pvi at pat var pa meelt
at peir skyldi til heljar fara.”"° The use of the word menn, which should
be translated as “people”, indicates that women too are considered to
be included.

We have no reliable evidence on which categories of people went to
Hel. The statement of the Prose Edda that those who died of sickness
and old age were sent to her is often cited, but this appears rather as
a rationalization by Snorri.

By contrast another Germanic idea, that of a post mortem existence
in the green meadows of the other world can be deduced from the
use of the Old English term neorxnawang for the Christian paradise.
The first element is unexplained, but the term wang “field, meadow”
(Old Norse vangr) corresponds with Gothic vaggs that renders the
Greek parddeisos in the Bible."! The term wang was most probably
chosen because it had an eschatological connotation in pre-Christian
Germanic culture.

Ideas of the afterlife also seem to be related to differences in
social position and occupation in life. The well known statement of
Hdrbardsliéd 24 that Odinn owns the jarlar who fall in battle but Pérr
the slaves (preela kyn) is a contrastive device belonging to the genre. As
for Porr it is certainly biased, as can also be inferred from the archaeo-
logical record (see below). The god Pérr appears to have been the main
deity worshipped by the free farmers, the karlar, as well as by many
members of the local elite.

Allusions to the destiny of women beyond death are extremely rare
in the literary sources. In view of the richly furnished female graves

® “It is a custom...to tie Helshoes on people when they shall walk to Valholl”. The
mention of Valholl in this context reflects the idea of many medieval Icelanders that
Valholl once had been a general afterlife-place. If not otherwise stated all translations
in the present chapter are my own.

' Normalised after the diplomatic text in Loth 1960: 29; “It is actually a tradi-
tion...to tie Helshoes on the feet of people before they are laid in the mound because it
was said at that time, that they would go to Hel”.

12 Cor. 2, 14. The other passages in the Greek Bible where parddeisos occurs have
not been preserved in the incomplete Gothic Bible.
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such as the ship burials of Oseberg in Norway'? and Tuna in Sweden,"
we have to ask what the afterlife beliefs of aristocratic Viking Age
women were." They must have hoped for something more than a
shady existence in a gloomy underworld, perhaps they expected to
join a particular god or goddess in the afterlife.

The concept that the dead came to join a particular deity in his or
her dwelling place seems to have been the more general belief. The
hope for a post mortem existence in the abode of a god or a goddess is
best attested for the god Odinn who welcomes rulers and warriors in
Valholl. For Freyja we have stanza 14 of Grimnismadl stating that she
lives in Folkvangr where she determines the choice of seats in the hall
and also chooses half of the fallen men (hdlfan val) each day, whereas
Odinn owns the other half. Egils saga may indicate a belief of women
joining the goddess Freyja in the afterlife. After having been informed
of the death of her brother and of Egil’s intention not to live any lon-
ger, borgerdr refuses to take her evening meal saying she will not have
it until she shall be with Freyja: “engan hefi ek ndttverd haft, ok engan
mun ek, fyrr en at Freyju...vil ek ekki lifa eptir foour minn ok bréour.”"
If not just a metaphor, the idea that those who have drowned come to
Ran, the mistress of the sea, belongs to the same type of afterlife belief
and suggests additionally a correlation between the type of death and
the post mortem existence.'

Archaeological material from burials in the Malar-region in eastern
Sweden indicates that both women and men might also have hoped
for an afterlife with Pérr. Iron rings to which pendants in the form
of hammers were attached have been found in considerable numbers.
These iron-rings were most probably worn as necklaces and had been
carefully deposed on or around the urn that contained the ashes.”
This suggests a commitment to Pérr which was thought to continue

2 For a general presentation, see Christensen et al. 1992 and for an interpretation
of its significance as an afterlife symbolism, see Steinsland 1991: 429-431.

B Nylén & Schonbéck 1994.

" Cf. also Roesdal 1992: 161.

5 Egils saga 78: “I have not had any evening meal and I shall not have one until I be
with Freyja...I do not wish to live after the death of my father and my brother”.

16 The first attestation of this idea is stanza 7 of Sonatorrek composed by Egill
Skallagrimsson in the 10th century. The idea is also found in the heroic poems
Helgakvida Hundingsbana 1 30 and Helgakvida Higrvardssonar 18.

'7 For this type of material, see K. Strom 1984.
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beyond death. In this context, a slight preponderance of their number
in female graves should be noted.

An ethical dimension also seems to have been present in some
Scandinavian circles, to the effect that a person’s behaviour in this
life is related to his or her destiny in the afterlife. Stanzas 38-39 of
Voluspd describe an inhospitable hall in a place called “Corpse-strand”
(Ndstrond) where murderers, those who swear false oaths and those
who seduce another man’s wife stay. The idea of a post mortem place
of punishment as expressed in Voluspd should not be attributed too
easily to Christian influence since the basic idea forms part of many
cultures worldwide. Stanza 64 of the same poem describing the shin-
ing hall at Gimlé, a sort of paradise thought of as a reward for those
who have been “trustful”, may at first be interpreted as the counterpart
to the place of punishment described in the above-mentioned stanzas.
Looking closer, however, the ‘paradise’ of Gimlé belongs to a different
context, that of the future world after Ragnargk, which therefore still
awaits its realisation.

To conclude, the evidence points to afterlife ideas among the ancient
Scandinavians varying with social position, cultural milieu and geo-
graphical provenance.'

The uses of eschatological myths in the creation of ideologies appear
most clearly in the case of Odinn and Valhgll, and it is to that idea
that we will now turn.

The eschatological Odinn mythology and its sources

With the term ‘eschatological Odinn mythology’ I denote the com-
plex of ideas that is centred around Odinn’s role in welcoming rulers
and heroes to his hall in the other world, the concept and role of the
Einherjar, and finally Odinn as the chief protagonist of gods and men
at Ragnarok. At one stage in the development of this mythology which
most probably has roots far back in time, the god’s dwelling place
came to be known as Valholl, that is, “the hall of the valr”, with the
Old Norse word valr meaning “those who fall on the battlefield”."”

8 Cf. Dillmann 2007: 359.
! For this interpretation of valr and Valhgll, see Neckel 1913:1-30; Nordberg 2004:
56-60; Dillmann 2007: 342.
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The two poems focused on here, Eiriksmdl and Hdkonarmdl, are
our main evidence for the eschatological Odinn mythology. We have
to bear in mind that these poems also are the only explicit Viking Age
expressions of that eschatological myth. Other tenth century poems in
honour of fallen kings, such as Glumr’s Grdfeldrdrdpa, do not refer to
the Valholl mythology. It should however be noted that Grdfeldrdrdpa’s
final part is incompletely preserved. No erfidrdpa (if ever composed)
has been transmitted for Hakon jarl and Vellekla has no explicit refer-
ence to the afterlife. Eiriksmdl and Hdkonarmadl have been preserved
in manuscripts dating from the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries
(or later copies of these manuscripts) and the form of language shows
that they belong to that period.” The tenth century Old Norse form
the poems once had was slightly modified in the process of oral trans-
mission and then written down in thirteenth century language form.*'
This is no hindrance to our interpretation since the modifications
did not affect the contents. Following the assertion of Fagrskinna 2
that Eyvindr skaldaspillir took Eiriksmdl as a model for his poem on
King Hakon, Hdkonarmdl, scholars have emphasised the relationship
between the two poems and discussed similarities and differences, as
well as the question of seniority.?* This discussion will not be pursued
here since it is of lesser importance to the interpretation of the poems’
religious contents. In my view the differences prevail and the poems
also reflect different situations. They should rather be treated as related
variant expressions of a specific afterlife concept which, to judge from
the provenance of the sources, circulated primarily among elite groups
in tenth century Norway.

Eiriksmal

According to Fagrskinna 8 Gunnhildr had a poem composed after the
fall of Eirikr, her husband, describing how he was welcomed by Odinn
in Valholl: “Eptir fall Eiriks lét Gunnhildr yrkja kvedi um hann, svd

» The edition used for these two poems is that of Jén Helgason in Skjaldevers.
I agree with the principles of editing stated by Jon (Skjaldevers p. 8), i. e. to normalize
the orthography but to keep the language-form as transmitted in the manuscripts.

21 Cf. Fidjestol 1999: 238.

22 Marold 1972; Kreutzer 1986 and 1999a; Nordberg 2004, 48-54. Most scholars fol-
low the author of Fagrskinna, but some argue in favour of the priority of Hikonarmal,
notably von See 1963.
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sem Odinn fagnadi hénum i Valhgll.”* The title of the poem has been
preserved by Snorri,** but the poet’s name has not survived. Odinn
appears as the main speaker, in some passages there is a dialogue
between Odinn and Bragi or Sigmundr. In the last stanza, however,
the dead hero himself is speaking.

The transmission of Eiriksmdl is not the best, with exception of
stanza 1 which is preserved both in the Prose Edda of Snorri and in
Fagrskinna. Stanzas 2 to 9 survive only in one of the two recensions of
Fagrskinna which has left us with a rather faulty text.”® For the prob-
lem of changes in the text prior to the time when the poems were
written down the first stanza of the Eiriksmadl is of importance. In this
stanza there are differences in wording between the two main manu-
script branches. The text in the Prose Edda of Snorri runs:

“What kind of dreams are these, Odinn said. I dreamt (Ek hugdumk), 1
rose before dawn ( fyr dag risa)...”

whereas Fagrskinna reads:

“What kind of dreams are these, Odinn said, that I dreamt (er ek
hugdumk) shortly before dawn ( fyr dag litlu)...”

The main divergence in the following lines is that Snorri has the ver-
bal forms in the subjunctive while Fagrskinna gives the indicatives, as
shown below:

Snorri’s Edda Fagrskinna
vekda ek vakda ek
bada ek bad ek

According to the text preserved in Snorri’s Edda, Odinn reports what
his dreams were, that he “woke up the Einherjar to clear up Valholl...,
that he told the valkyrjur to strew the benches...”; whereas the meaning

» Fagrskinna 8: “After the fall of Eirikr Gunnhildr had a poem composed for him
describing how Odinn welcomed him in Valholl”. The poem is then cited.

# Snorri’s Edda, Skaldskaparmdl 10, 13 (ed. Faulkes): svd er sagt i Eiriksmdlum “it
is said thus in the Eiriksmdl”.

» The poem is found only in recension A of Fagrskinna but not in recension B
which is older and better; cf. Jon Helgason Skjaldevers p. 8. In stanzas 2-9 the text
has to be improved in some passages to be comprehensible; the following words in
the editions are emendations: skalattu stanza 3, Eiriki stanza 4, gogn stanza 5, gengr
is added in stanza 7.
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of the Fagrskinna version is that Odinn himself performs the acts
described by the verbs, “he woke up..., he told” etc., as a consequence
of the dreams he had, but the precise content of his dreams is not
revealed.

The differences in the above wording could be related to the pro-
cess of oral transmission. The other differences in stanza 1 may be
explained by that process, but could also be interpreted as variant
readings produced during the copying of a written text.”® For several
reasons it seems that the text of Snorri is to be preferred.”

Irrespective of what text version is used, the purpose of stanza 1 is
to show how Valholl is prepared for the welcoming of an outstanding
person (visi) and his warriors ( fyr vegnu félki). The Einherjar shall
clear up the hall, and the Valkyries shall rise to strew the benches, to
clean the drinking vessels and to bring the wine (vin bera).”

We are then told that Odinn expects the arrival of some distinguished
men from the world (6r heimi) and that this gladdens his heart (2).
Bragi then asks what that noise is which sounds like a thousand men
or a large multitude moving ahead (bifisk); all the bench planks crack
as if Baldr was to return (koma eptir) to Odinn’s hall (3).

Odinn admonishes Bragi for his ignorance: he, if anyone, ought to
know that the din announces Eirikr, who is about to enter Odinn’s
hall (4). Odinn tells Sigmundr and Sinfjotli to rise quickly and go to
meet the prince (gramr) and, if it is Eirikr, to invite him in. They shall
know that he is the one expected by Odinn (5). Sigmundr asks Odinn
why he is expecting Eirikr rather than other kings. Odinn answers
that Eirikr has reddened his sword in many a country (6). Sigmundr
replies, “why did you then take the victory from him, if you thought
him able (snjallr)”? Odinn answers by referring to the uncertainty
of knowing when the grey wolf will attack the homes of the gods
(7). Eirikr is welcomed by Sigmundr who invites him into the hall and
who asks him if he is followed by other princes from the battle (8).
The last stanza (9) has Eirikr speaking: “Konungar eru fimm—sagoi

Eirikr—, kenni ek pér nafn allra, ek em hinn sétti sialfr”.”

% These are biérker (R W T) “beer vessels”, bordker (U, 761) “table vessels”, borker
(A), and leydra “clean” (Snorri’s Edda) as opposed to lydra (Fagrskinna).

7 Sahlgren 1927: 4-5.

8 This is the distribution of responsibilities between Einherjar and valkyrjur that is
suggested by the structure of the text.

# “There are five kings, I can tell you the names of all of them, I am myself the
sixth one”.
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Much of the scholarly discussion has centred on the ending of the
poem and the ‘five kings’ who accompany Eirikr (stanzas 8-9). The
argument that one expects the names of these kings to have been
mentioned leads to the conclusion that the poem is incompletely pre-
served.”® On the other hand if the expression ‘five kings’ is regarded as
a conventional poetic device and does not refer to historical kings, the
poem has an appropriate ending and we should not expect anything
else to follow.”!

Héakonarmal

This poem is preserved both in Heimskringla and Fagrskinna and
has thus a more solid manuscript basis. It was composed by Eyvindr
Finnsson skaldaspillir, but we do not know who commissioned the
poem. Perhaps Eyvindr himself took the initiative, being at the same
time a relative and a close friend of the king. The date of composition
would be some time after the battle at Fitjar in 960. The unity of the
poem has been questioned but most scholars accept the poem in the
way it now stands.*

The poem opens with the statement that Odinn sent two valkyries,
Gondul and Skogul, to choose who among the kings of Yngvi’s kin
should come to him and be in Valholl (1). They find Hakon prepared
for struggle and in the good company of the Northmen (2 and 3).
Before starting the battle the king throws his mail-coat on the ground
(4). The intensity of the battle is then described with traditional skaldic
imagery (5 to 8). The poet depicts the desolation after the battle, the
heroes sit with damaged armour and the host on the way to Valholl
is not in a good mood (9). Gondul proclaims that the retinue of the

% This is the more common view, e.g. Sahlgren 1927: 24; Harris 1984; Kreutzer
1986; Downham 2004: 63.

1 Thus Seeberg 1978-81 who also suggests that the topic of the “five kings” ulti-
mately derives from the Bible. We may note that the expression “five young kings
lay on the battle-field” occurs in the verse description of the battle at Brunanburh
(Anglo-Saxon Chronicle version A for the year 937). In the Hofudlausn of Ottarr svarti
18 it is said that Olafr now rules the land which five kings (fimm bragningar) once
possessed. Based on other arguments de Vries 1964:141 considers that the preserved
stanzas represent the original composition.

32 Sahlgren 1927 distinguished two independent poems (Hdkonarmadl I, stanzas 3-9
composed in malahattr, and Hdkonarmadl II, stanzas 1-2, 10-20 (21) in ljédahattr.
The first one is a victory poem, the second one is a memorial lay. The reasons he
adduces are worth considering but the hypothesis rests on presuppositions that can
be questioned.
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gods would increase when they invite Hikon home with his host (10).
When the king hears what the Valkyries say, he complains that he
did not get any help from the gods. Skogul replies that the Valkyries
nevertheless decided that his enemies would flee. The two Valkyries
ride to the verdant realm of the gods to announce to Odinn that a
great ruler shall come and stand in his presence (11-13). Odinn tells
Hermod and Bragi to meet King Hakon and to ensure that he enters
the hall (14). The king, coming directly from the battle and stained
with blood, replies that Odinn appears most untrustworthy to him
and his followers, and that they fear his intentions (15). Bragi promises
the king that he would have the peace of all the Einherjar and that
he could therefore safely drink beer with the gods, his eight brothers
being already present in the hall (16). King Hakon is still wary and
says that he shall keep his weapons at hand (17). The attitude of the
gods changes when it is made known how well Hakon had respected
the holy shrines. All the gods now welcome the king (18). The three
stanzas that follow praise Hakon (19-21). It is said with reference to
Hékon that the person is born in a lucky hour who has achieved for
himself such a great heart, his time will always be spoken of as good
(19). The uniqueness of Hakon is further underlined by a formula that
refers to Ragnargk:

Free from his ties the wolf Fenrir will rush against the dwelling-places of
men until a king as good as Hakon follows in the empty track (20).

Finally the desolate situation after his death is described in stanza 21.
Cattle and men die, the country is ravaged; since Hakon joined the
heathen gods people suffer oppression.

Additional sources

For the myth of Odinn welcoming fallen heroes into his hall Eirtksmadl
and Hdkonarmdl are the primary witnesses.” Grimnismadl refers
implicitly to the myth by stating that Odinn chooses slain warriors in
Valholl: “en par Hroptr kyss hverian dag vipndauda menn”>* As we
have seen the poem further states that Odinn shares the fallen men

3 For an overview of the sources on Valholl, see Dillmann 2007.
* Grimnismal 8: “And there Odinn chooses every day men killed in battle”.
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with Freyja.® Another implicit reference to the eschatological Odinn
mythology is given by the tenth century poet Glumr Geirason who
says of a contemporary ruler (either Eirikr bl6deox or Haraldr grafeldr)
that he ravaged in Scotland and sent a multitude of slain warriors to
Odinn.* A similar phraseology is used in Hdkonardrdpa of Porleifr
jarlsskald, where we are told that Hakon jarl sent nine noble chief-
tains to Odinn.” The same ruler is said to have given a new valr to
Odinn.’*

Other sources are later and in general secondary. The poem Krdkumadl
inserted in Ragnars saga lodobrokar is dated to the twelfth century. It
may testify to a continuity of the Valholl idea in some circles or it
may just be a literary convention based on knowledge of earlier writ-
ten texts.

Apart from the first part of Heimskringla only a few passages within
the genre of kings’ sagas mention the Valholl idea, Fagrskinna 7 and
13, and Sggubrot af fornkonungum 9. The descriptions in Snorri’s
Prose Edda, in the first place Gylfaginning 38-41, do not seem to have
an independent value as a primary source except for some mythic
details.”® The references to Valholl in the Icelandic family sagas and
the Fornaldarsogur (Hervarar saga 3 is the most important) are rare
and of varying value.

Christian rulers in a pagan paradise

As noted above, according to medieval sources the two kings to whom
the poems were dedicated had adopted Christianity, albeit under dif-
ferent circumstances. Yet their poets promised the kings an afterlife in
the paradise of the most prominent non-Christian deity. How can we

% Grimnismdl 14: “hdlfan val hon kyss hverian dag en halfan Odinn 4, that is: “she
(Ereyja) chooses every day half of the fallen men but Odinn owns the other half”.

% Heimskringla, Saga Hdkonar géda 5 where the stanza is cited and related to one
of the sons of Eirikr, probably Haraldr grafeldr, but it might originally have been part
of a poem dedicated to Eirikr, see Finnur Jénsson , Den norsk-islandske skjaldedigtning
A 1. 75; Dillmann 2000: 474. Fidjestol 1982: 90-91 on the other hand considers it
wiser to follow the opinion expressed by the medieval sources that have preserved
the poetry.

7 Den norsk-islandske skjaldedigtning A 1, 141.

% Tindr, Den norsk-islandske skjaldedigtning A 1, 147.

¥ Gylfaginning 49 on the mistilteinn growing west of Valholl; see for this Dillmann
2007.
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explain this apparent paradox? We are faced with a problem involving
politics, mentality and religious change. In order to approach a solu-
tion, we must first look at the way in which medieval historiography
described those kings in terms of their Christian behaviour and con-
victions, as well as their attitudes towards the pagan religion professed
by the vast majority of their compatriots. This aspect is part of the
cultural and historical setting of the poems.

In addition, the question of personal religion will be touched upon.
Is it possible to get beyond the tendentious and partly legendary
descriptions found in the later historiographic tradition, and to come
close to the personal beliefs of these two rulers? Whether it is pos-
sible to answer this question or not, the main problem remains, how-
ever: in what way can we reconcile the alleged Christian faith of Eirikr
Bloodaxe and Hakon the good with the fundamentally pagan world-
view that permeates their praise poems? The problem is complicated
and opens up for different interpretations.

The first king, Eirikr, nicknamed blddex, “bloodaxe”, receives far
less attention than his successor Hdkon when it comes to matters of
personal belief and religious politics. Some of the sources are entirely
silent on this point,* while others state quite clearly that Eirikr con-
verted to Christianity.*’ One may assume that this change of religious
adherence which also included his family and followers, would have
been a condition for being appointed vassal ruler over Northumbria
by the English king Athelstan, as in fact indicated by the wording in
Heimskringla. Eirikr was to protect Northumbria against “Danes and
other vikings” and skyldi ldta skirask ok kona hans ok born peira ok allt
li0 hans,** The matter is complicated by the fact that we cannot be cer-
tain that the Eirikr of York mentioned in English and Irish sources is
the same person as the Norwegian Eirikr Bloodaxe. Doubt has recently
been cast on this identification by Clare Downham.* According to her

% Theodoricus Monachus Historia 2; Agrip 7; Egils saga 59.

‘' Historia Norwegie 12 says he was cleansed in the spring of baptism: “fonteque
baptismatis lotus”; Fagrskinna 7: states that he was baptized and adopted the Christian
faith: “par ték Eirikr skirn ok trii retta”; Heimskringla, Hdkonar saga géda 3; cf. also
Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar by Oddr Munk 1 where it is said that the sons of Gunnhildr
had been baptized in England.

2 Hdkonar saga géda 3: “He should have himself baptized and his wife and their
children too, as well as his retinue”.

# Downham 2004 who also attempts to place the Eirikr of York within the Hiberno-
Scandinavian dynasty ’the sons of Ivar’ (Uf mair) who ruled Northumbria for a long
period in the 10th century.
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hypothesis the two kings were different individuals but were confused
in Scandinavian sources from the end of the twelfth century. Eiriksmdl
and skaldic verse related to Eirikr in Egils saga probably refer to Eirikr
of York and not to Eirikr Bloodaxe.* Furthermore the claim of the
Scandinavian sources that Eirikr Bloodaxe ruled over Northumbria
with the consent of Athelstan seems unlikely to be true when com-
pared with the English historical record.* To my mind, however, it
is difficult to explain why Eiriksmdl should have been preserved by a
Norwegian source if it did not concern Eirikr Bloodaxe. The statement
of the Scandinavian sources that Eirikr Bloodaxe, his wife and their
sons were nominally Christians cannot be easily discarded. And even
if we assume that Eirikr of York was a separate person, he too could
not have held his position without having adopted Christianity.

The circumstances of Eirikr’s death are unclear and the type of
burial he received is not known.* Presumably he died as a Christian,
but during the few years he ruled Norway he must have acted ritu-
ally in accordance with what a people attached to inherited traditions
expected from him. At the time of his death, the fact that his family
was Christian would have had a decisive influence on how the fallen
king was honoured. They chose to do it in the pagan way, however.
The statement Fagrskinna makes on the background of Eiriksmdl
should probably be seen to indicate that Gunnhildr herself proposed
the Valholl topic to the poet, rather than that he himself chose this
subject matter. The choice of topic could have been determined by
political considerations, the family hoping to regain power in Norway
which at this period was predominantly non-Christian. For that pur-
pose the theme of a glorious welcome of the king by Odinn was well
suited, irrespective of the personal convictions held by Eirikr himself.

Regarding Hakon the Good, medieval historiography displays con-
flicting tendencies in evaluating his religious politics. Having been

“ Downham 2004: 62-63.

* Downham 2004: 58.

* Some sources say Eirikr was killed in Spain during a Viking raid (Historia
Norwegie 12; Agrip 7), others claim he fell in England in a battle against Oléfr, jarl
of king Edmund (Fagrskinna 8; Hdkonar saga géoa 4), others again that he lived in
England until his death (Theodoricus Monachus, Historia 2). One English source,
Roger of Wendover, reports that Eirikr was killed by a certain Earl Maccus “in a lonely
place called Stainmore” (see D. & I. McDougall 1998: 59).



310 ANDERS HULTGARD

brought up as a child with the English king Athelstan,"” we may suppose
that Christianity had made a much stronger impact on Hékon than on
Eirikr.*® The stories of his death become a venue for expressing judge-
ments on his religious politics in general and his personal beliefs in
particular.” When not passing these matters over altogether,”® medi-
eval historiography shows divergent opinions. On one hand Hakon is
severely criticised for being an apostate (appostata factus) who came
to serve pagan ‘idols’ and who paid more attention to the inherited
tradition (leges) and to what people thought than the ‘pagan’ kings
before him had done. For this reason he was loved by the aristocracy
(principes).>* This approach, which is that of Historia Norwegie, appar-
ently represents the ecclesiastical view-point. It is also reflected in the
statement of Fagrskinna that in participating, though unwillingly, in
pagan sacrifices, Hakon incurred God’s vengeance. The country was
ravaged by Gunnhildr’s sons and by pirates: “Ok lagdisk pat til hefn-
dar vio Hdakon af gudi eptir pat er hann hafdi blétat, at i riki hans var
jafnan ofrior af sonum Gunnhildar ok odrum vikingum.”>

There is a notice in Adam of Bremen which in all probability refers
to Hakon the Good, but it appears to be somewhat confusing when
compared to medieval Scandinavian historiography.” It is said that
the Norwegians had him deposed because of his arrogant behav-
iour, but that the Danish King Harald reinstalled him and made him

47 The first witness to this comes from the poet Sigvatr who in Bersoglivisur 4 says
that Hédkon was the fosterling of Athelstan: “féstri Adalsteins”.

8 Historia Norwegie 13 states that Hdkon was fostered by the English king who
was “very much Christian” (Christianissimus); a similar expression, “profoundly
Christian”, “vel kristinn”, is applied to Hakon in Heimskringla, Hdkonar saga géda
13. Agrip 5 and Fagrskinna 6 also emphasise the fact that Hékon was a Christian. The
statement in Theodoricus Monachus, Historia 2 that Hikon was fostered by Athelstan
“to learn the customs of the people” certainly implies a Christian education.

* The relevant texts (except Saxo, Gesta Danorum and Egils saga) on Hakon’s out-
ward appearance, character, warrior qualities, his activities as a ruler and his attitude
towards Christianity have been collected and commented upon by Kreutzer 1999.
Here Hékon’s religious politics and personal convictions are in focus as they are pre-
sented by the historiographic tradition.

% So Theodoricus Monachus, Historia 2, Saxo, Gesta Danorum X, 1, 2-7, Noregs
konungatal, and Egils saga.

°! Historia Norwegie 11. The dating of Historia Norwegie to the 1160s proposed by
Mortensen 2003 is here accepted.

2 Fagerskinna 10: “After he had sacrificed a revenge was inflicted upon Hdikon by
Odinn in the way that attacks by the sons of Gunnhildr and other pirates constantly
disturbed the peace in his kingdom”.

3 Gesta Hammaburgensis 11, 25.
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favourably disposed towards the Christians. Here, curiously enough,
King Hékon’s changed attitude towards Christianity manifests itself
later in his reign and under Danish pressure. The passage that follows
characterises Hakon as cruel and as a descendant of giants. Here, how-
ever, Adam seems to have confused information on Hakon the Good
with traditions about Harald Finehair:

Haccon iste crudelissimus, ex genere Inguar et giganteo sanguine descen-
dens, primus inter Nordmannos regnum arripuit, cum antea ducibus
regerentur. Igitur Haccon triginta quinque annis in regno exactis obit,
Hartildum relinquens sceptrem heredem.*

This passage may be a later interpolation based on information from
Norwegian informants but if so, it cannot be later than the end of
the twelfth century to judge from the manuscript evidence.”® With its
negative attitude the passage from Gesta Hammaburgensis represents
the ecclesiastical view-point and is thus an early witness to the hostile
judgement on Hakon as it is also found in Historia Norwegie.

On the other hand, Hakon’s involvement with pagan ritual and
world-view is played down or explained away and his Christian behav-
iour is correspondingly emphasised. For the sake of his wife who was
a non-Christian, and for the sake of the Norwegian people who were
opposed to the new religion he deviated much from his Christian
faith: “En hann [Hdkon] var kristinn ok dtti konu heiona ok veik mjok
af kristninni fyr hennar sakar ok fyr vildar sakar vid lydinn, er d mot
st60 kristninni” > Hakon is said to have kept the sanctity of the Sunday
and fasted on Fridays.”” Heimskringla adds that he made a law that the

% Adam of Bremen Gesta Hammaburgensis 11, 25: “This Hdkon, a most cruel man
from the Ingvar family, was descended from giant’s blood. He was the first to seize
the kingdom among the Northmen because they had been governed by earls before
that. After thus having reigned thirty five years, he died and left Hartild as heir to the
throne”.

> The Leiden manuscript (A2) which was copied around 1100 unfortunately
lacks most of Adam’s Book II. The passage cited above is absent from the complete
manuscript Al copied around 1200, and this is the reason why the passage has been
considered an interpolation. However, the manuscript families B and C have it. The
manuscript C1 was written around the year 1200, and it may well be that the model
for C1 already had the passage on the “cruel Hakon”.

56 Agrip 5: “Hdkon was Christian but he had a pagan wife and deviated much from
Christian faith and custom for her sake and for the sake of the people who were against
Christianity”. Kreutzer 1999:94 is of the opinion that Hakon’s pagan wife, who is
mentioned only here, is a literary invention. From the point of view of aristocratic
alliance-making the statement of Agrip does not seem dubious, however.

57 Agrip 5; Heimskringla, Hakonar saga géda 13.
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celebration of the pagan Yule-feast should be moved to the time when
Christians held Christmas and people should also celebrate it with a
special beer, and keep that time sacred. If they did not, they must pay
with cattle: “Hann setti pat i lopgum at hefja jélahald pann tima sem
kristnir menn ok skyldi pa hverr madr eiga meelis gl, en gjalda fé ella,
ok halda heilagt, medan ¢l ynnisk.”® It seems not quite clear to what
sort of celebration the statement refers. It may be that Hakon, while
not prohibiting the pagan Yule-ritual, attempted to introduce a new
rite with some Christian elements that should be performed also by
his pagan compatriots.

The tradition which attributes to Hakon clear attempts to christian-
ise the country when he arrived from England seems trustworthy.” At
first, he appears to have proceeded in a more systematic way, having
churches built at which he appointed priests.®® Heimskringla explains
this procedure as a result of his winning support from some power-
ful men (rikismenn). Hakon also sent for a bishop and other clergy-
men from England: “pd sendi hann til Englands eptir byskupi ok odrum
kennimonnum”.®* Part of the tradition is eager to stress the resistance
the king met. It is stated that churches were burnt and priests slain: “En
peir brenndu kirkjurnar ok vdgu prestana fyrir hénum.”s* Exaggerated
as this may be, the stories of Hakon’s confrontation with the chieftains
and farmers of Trendelag indicate that Hakon indeed met with oppo-
sition. The traditions as recorded in Agrip, Fagrskinna and Hdkonar
saga goda leave us with no doubt about a core of historical truth in
general. Yet a particular point at stake is Hakon’s participation in the
sacrificial ritual that would ensure the linkage between religious ruler-
ship, luck for the crops and peace and harmony in society, which was

expressed in the ancient formula dr ok frior “for good crops and peace”.*®

8 Heimskringla, Hikonar saga g6da 13: “He (Hdkon) made it a law to keep the Yule
festival at the same time as Christians (celebrated Christmas) and everyone should have
a feast with malted beer; otherwise they had to pay with cattle. They should keep the
time holy while one enjoyed the beer”.

% Agrip 5; Heimskringla, Hdkonar saga géda 13. Cf. Kreutzer 1999b: 86.

 Agrip 5: “He had some churches erected in Norway and put learned men to attend
them”. Hakon’s deliberate planning to introduce Christianity is most clearly described
in Hdkonar saga géda 13. Strikingly enough, Fagrskinna has suppressed any mention
of Hakon’s endeavours to christianise Norway.

' Hdkonar saga goda 13: “Then he sent for a bishop and other clerics from England”.
For the question of Hakon bringing with him a bishop, see Birkeli 1961 and Dillmann
2000: 480.

62 Agrip 5: “But they burnt the churches and killed the priests for him”.

 For a discussion of the formula, see Hultgard 2003.
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Fagrskinna brings out this point most clearly in stating that the farm-
ers of Trondelag confronted Hakon with two choices (kosti): either he
should worship according to the custom of past kings and thus approve
the ancient laws til drs ok fridar, or else he would be driven from his
kingdom.* The kings’ and chieftains’ sacrificial performance seems to
have been of vital importance in ancient Scandinavian communities.
The short notice in Adam of Bremen’s Gesta Hammaburgensis stating
that king Anund was deprived of his kingship after having refused to
worship the gods is a piece of valuable contemporaneous information
on the cultic role of kings (and chieftains):%

Nuper autem cum rex Sueonum Christianissimus Anunder sacrificium
gentis statutum nollet demonibus offerre, depulsus a regno dicitur a con-
spectu concilii gaudens abisse, quoniam dignus habebatur pro nomine
ITesu contumeliam pati.®

The embarrassment of historiography in dealing with Hékon’s reli-
gious policy and personal belief can be seen from the stories of his
death and burial. The tendency is to present the king as a regretful
sinner. For this, his final moments on the Hikonshella are turned
into an impressive scene which also includes his last words. Hakon
is said to have seriously repented his offences against the Christian
god.”” His (supposedly Christian) friends offered to take his body and
give it a Christian burial: “Vinir hans budu honum at féra lik hans til
Englands vestr ok jarda at kirkjum”.® The answer put into Hakon’s
mouth explains his refusal to be given a Christian burial:

Ek em eigi pess verdr, kvad hann, svd lifda ek sem heidnir menn i morgu,
skal mik ok fyr pvi jarda sem heidnir menn.*

¢ Fagrskinna 9. The close ties between sacrifice and lawgiving are rightly consid-
ered a pre-Christian idea by Jon Hnefill Adalsteinsson 1998: 68-70.

& Gesta Hammaburgensis IV, 27 scholion 140.

% “When recently the king of the Svear, Anunder, who was a convinced Christian
refused to present a sacrifice to the demons, he was deposed from his kingdom. One
says that he had left the assembly in joy because he thought it worthy to have suffered
disgrace for the sake of the name of Jesus”.

7 Agrip 6: “pd idradisk hann mjok mdtgerda vid gud”; a similar wording is found in
Fagrskinna 13; cf. also Hdkonar saga géda 32.

8 Agrip 6: While he was still alive but deadly wounded it is said that “his friends
offered him to bring his body westwards to England and bury it at some church”; cf also
Fagrskinna 13 with a similar formulation.

© Agrip 6: “I am not worthy of that, he said, I lived in many ways as pagans do.
Therefore you shall bury me like pagans”; Fagrskinna 13 has almost an identical
formulation.”



314 ANDERS HULTGARD

Agrip further emphasizes Hékon’s Christian piety in adding: “In
this way I could expect more mercy at God’s hands than I deserve”.
Similarly Heimskringla is anxious to show the king’s personal piety:

en pott mér verdi lifs audit, segir hann, pd mun ek af landi fara ok til
kristinna manna ok béta pat, er ek hefi brotit vi0 gud, en ek ef dey hér i
heidni, pd veiti mér hér gropt pann, er ydr synisk.”

The tendency to present Hakon as a person whose innermost beliefs
were after all Christian, despite his pagan behaviour, appears also in
the descriptions of his funeral.”! He was buried in a mound, yet there
were no more grave gifts carried into the mound other than his sword
Kvernbiti and his clothing.”> Moreover he was laid in a stone coffin
inside the mound.”

To sum up: we are faced with two partly contradictory views on
Hakon’s religious politics and personal convictions. One emphasises
his Christian faith and his efforts to introduce Christianity to Norway
(Agrip, Fagrskinna, Heimskringla), the other—which seems to be closer
to historical facts—regards him as having abandoned his Christian
faith to embrace the traditional religion of the majority of his people
(Historia Norwegie, Adam of Bremen Gesta Hammaburgensis). It might
be possible to reconcile these views if we assume that Hakon’s attitude
changed after having been in the country for some time. He first tried
to introduce Christianity but then abandoned his plan and became
nominally (or by conviction?) a follower of the ancient religion. One
may also argue that part of the tradition (Agrip, Heimskringla) overem-
phasised Hakon’s effort to christianise Norway and that consequently
Historia Norwegiae is nearer to the truth when describing the king as
an apostate. In my opinion, the pagan afterlife with Odinn in Valholl

0 Hdkonar saga goda 32: “Even if fate spares my life, I shall leave the country and go
to Christians to atone for that which I have transgressed against God, but if I die here
as a heathen, give me here the interment that you find appropriate”.

7' His burial is mentioned in Agrip, Fagrskinna and Heimskringla but not in the
other texts. Tradition agrees in placing Hakon’s death at Hakonarhella and his grave
mound in Seeheim in North Hordaland.

72 Agrip 6: “Eigi var meira fé borit { haug med hénum en sverd hans Kvernbiti og
biinadr hans”. Hdkonar saga gé0a 32: “urpu par haug mikinn ok logou par i konung
med alveepni sitt ok inn bezta biinad sinn, en ekki fé annat”.

73 Agrip 6: “i steinpré var hann lagdr { hauginum’.
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promised to Hakon by his poet indicates that the king changed his
religious adherence at least in the main period of his reign.”*

The problem is complicated by the archaeological evidence which
shows a growing Christian influence in large parts of western Norway
during the tenth century. Fridtjov Birkeli has underlined the signifi-
cance of the stone crosses in south-western Rogaland as pointing to
early Christian influence in this area.” The Christian presence in the
tenth century in parts of western Norway also raises the question of
a double religious communication on the part of the political elites in
late Viking Age Norway. They may have wished to display a Christian
facet to outward contacts, while preserving pagan rituals when com-
municating with the native farming population.” One might attempt to
see also Hakon the Good’s religious politics in the light of this model.
However, if we accept that there is a core of historical reality behind
the tradition of his confrontation with the farmers of Trondelag, his
communication with the pagan population was not smooth.

The sole contemporary source which can give us valuable clues for
addressing the problem of Hékon’s religious adherence and politics is
Hdkonarmal. It is appropriate, therefore, to look closer at the poem’s
religious contents.

The eschatology of Hakonarmal in context

In the main, the idea of afterlife of Hdkonarmdl is the same as that of
Eiriksmal, but I will argue that the way in which this idea is presented
in Hdkonarmal is influenced by the circumstance that king Hakon was
or had been a Christian, by education or by conviction.”” The poet
himself was close to the king, participated in the battle at Fitjar and

7 Cf. Sawyer 1982: 138 stating that Hikon must have abandoned Christianity “for
the poem composed in his honour, Hdkonarmdl, treats him as a pagan king”; so also
Jén Hnefill Adalsteinsson 1998: 59-60.

7> Birkeli 1973.

76 See Fuglestved & Hernzes 1995.

77 This line of interpretation has not been worked out previously as far as I know. It
is hinted at by Jon Helgason 1953, and Holm-Olsen 1961 who considers the essential
motif of the poem to be the “deeply personal description of the king’s fear to meet
Odinn in Valholl”, referring to the statements of the sagas that Hikon was a Christian.
Compare also Jon Hnefill Adalsteinnson 1998:59: “The fear felt by King Hékon is
an indication that he had not been true to Odinn all his life”. Kreutzer 1999a: 397
indicates the possibility that Hékon’s fear of Odinn might have its explanation in the
king’s Christian background.
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would know well the king’s personal convictions and his religious
politics.”®

To begin with, we note the fact that the king and his men are pre-
sented as being unsure about their reception in Valholl. According to
stanza 15 Hékon and his followers think of Odinn as most untrust-
worthy and they fear his intentions:”

Illidigr miok Odinn appears to us much ill disposed,
Dykkir oss Odinn vera, we fear his thoughts
sidm vér um hans hugi

Bragi replies that he will have the truce (grid) of all the Einherjar and
that he has already eight brothers in Valholl. Hakon is not reassured
by the answer. The king and his men still want to keep their weap-
ons with them (stanzas 16-17). Why would the poem stress Hakon’s
fear of Odinn and his reluctance to enter Valholl if not for the per-
sonal Christian background of the king? The poet expresses with much
psychological insight the feelings Hakon would have when coming to
Odinn as (or having been) the adherent of an alien god. The tone of the
encounter changes however when it is made known how well Hékon
had respected the pagan holy places and the king is now saluted with
a full welcome (stanza 18):

ba pat kyndisk Then it was made known how well this
hvé sd konungr hafdi king had respected the sacred places,
vel um pyrmt véom, when all the gods, the governing powers
er Hikon bddo welcomed Hakon.

heilan koma

rdd oll ok regin

One question which still remains to be addressed is whether stanza 9
should be interpreted in the context of Hakon and his host fearing to
meet Odinn in Valholl. The text of the stanza runs as follows:

Sdto pa doglingar The nobles sat with drawn swords,

med sverd um togin with slashed shields and mail-coats cut
med skarda skitldo through. The army, on its way to Valholl, was
ok skotnar brynior, not in a good mood.

vara sd herr
i hugom er dtti
til Valhallar vega

78 Cf. Neckel 1913: 70; Olsen 1916; Jén Hnefill Adalsteinnson 1998: 60.
7 All citations from Hdkonarmadl are from the edition of Jén Helgason.



OPINN, VALHOLL AND THE EINHERJAR 317

Based on his conclusion that the actual Hdkonarmadl is composed of
two poems,® Sahlgren proposed to read stanza 9 as a reference to the
defeated ones, i. e. to the sons of Eirikr who were put to flight and sat
in their ships, and thus to their slain warriors left on the battle field
who were also on their way to Valholl.*! This interpretation is possible
even without accepting the hypothesis of two independent poems, but
the linkage with the following stanza rather suggests that the reference
is to all fallen warriors, thus also including Hékon and anticipating his
death from his wounds some time after the battle. It should also be
noted that the last part of the stanza permits two interpretations:

a) the host (herr) was not in a good mood because it was on its way
to Valholl, or

b) the host that was on its way to Valholl was not in a good mood
because of their bad condition after the battle as it is described in
the first part of the stanza.

It seems to me that the latter interpretation is to be preferred since the
afterlife concept of coming to Odinn basically meant something good
and desirable, as implied in stanzas 13 and 18, and in the Eiriksmal.®*
The fear of Odinn felt by Hékon has, as I have suggested above, other
reasons.

If we accept, as most scholars do, that stanza 21 belongs to the origi-
nal poem, the use of the word heidinn “heathen, pagan” applied to
the gods of the ancient religion by a non-Christian poet seems pecu-
liar. The term heidinn is a Christian polemic term (cf. Latin pagani,
Greek ethné, Hebrew goyim meaning ‘pagans’) and was coined from
the perspective of the Judaeo-Christian tradition to denote the adher-
ents of “polytheistic” religions, often in a derogative sense.®* The term

80 Sahlgren 1927. Stanzas 3-9 in malahattr, Hdkonarmadl I ( “segerdikten”) was com-
posed immediately after the battle at Fitjar whereas stanzas 1-2, 10-21, Hdkonarmadl
II (“gravkvédet”) in lj6dahattr was composed for Hakon’s funeral and most probably
recited by Eyvindr himself on that occasion.

& Sahlgren 1927: 89. The stanza formed the conclusion of the ‘victory poem’.

82 Cf. also Nordberg 2004: 54. Neckel 1913: 25 and 54 stresses the general fear that
surrounded Valholl and points particularly to its expression in Hdkonarmdl. Marold
1972: 24 points to the fact that in Hdkonarmadl a gloomy image of Valhgll seems to
be juxtaposed to a more attractive one. This problem is solved by our interpretation
of the poem’s context.

8 The Old Norse term is frequently attested in the earliest Christian literature in
the vernacular, in particular the Icelandic Homily Book and the Old Norwegian Homily
Book.
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probably reached Scandinavia by the intermediary of Old English
heepen but it is also attested in Old Frisian and Old High German.
The expression heidin god in stanza 21 implies a contrast with other
divine beings, i.e. the Christian god(s). However, it is not used here
in a polemic way, contrary to what we find for example in the Older
Law of the Gulathing 29 where the prohibition to worship the pagan
gods, heidit gud is stated. In my opinion the use of heidinn here can
only be explained if we consider it within the context of the compli-
cated relationship between the penetration of Christian elements into
tenth century Norway and the personal situation of Hakon. Eyvindr
could have deliberately chosen the expression heidin god to emphasise
Hékon’s commitment to the ancient gods, thus converting the nega-
tive connotation of heidinn into a positive one.

In conclusion, Hdkonarmdl must be understood in the context of the
historical and cultural situation in the tenth century, with Christianity,
supported by part of the political elites, already penetrating into west-
ern and southern Scandinavia. At the same time native religious tradi-
tions in Norway were strong enough to resist any serious attempt to
impose a new official religion. For that reason, it appears, the choice of
a Christian eschatological theme for the poem was not possible.

The Einherjar concept and the meaning of the eschatological
Odinn mythology

Eiriksmdl and Hdkonarmadl are interesting also because of the connec-
tion they make between individual eschatology and cosmic eschatology.
Eiriksmadl is more explicit, but Hdkonarmdl alludes to this with some
formulations as well. The connection the poems make is intimately
bound up with the concept of the Einherjar. Much has been written
on this concept and its origins, ranging from the Roman gladiators in
the Colosseum to the Germanic war-bands and “Mannerbiinde”.* It is
not my intention to reconsider this discussion here. Rather, I want to
pursue the theme of the Einherjar as an important clue for the mean-
ing of the eschatological Odinn mythology.

A short overview of the sources and the image they paint of the
Einherjar will be appropriate. With the exception of the singular einheri

8% See Neckel 1913: 68-74; Olsen 1931; Hofler 1934; de Vries 1956-57 §$ 406, 407,
409, 582, 167, 159; Nordberg 2004: 215-222; Dillmann 2007: 352-354, and Schj(z)dt
in this volume.
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used of Porr in Lokasenna 60, the term always occurs in the plural. It
is rather uncommon and the primary attestations are found in eddic
and skaldic poetry.® Different explanations of the name have been
proposed such as “those who fight alone”, “those who fight together”
or “unique or prominent warriors”.® There is most probably a refer-
ence to the host of the Einherjar and to the last battle in the mention
of the cock Gullinkambi who awakens the champions with Odinn in
Voluspd,” and in the assertion of Helgi that he must cross the sky
bridge before the cock Salgofnir awakens ‘the victorious people’ in
Helgakvida Hundingsbana I11.%¢

Mentioned in close connection with Odinn and his hall, the
main activity of the Einherjar consists in practising armed combat.
According to Vafpridnismdl 41 they fight each other each day at the
court of Odinn, and choose who are going to be slain (val peir kidsa).
Then they ride from the battle and sit once more together in peace
(sitia meirr um sdttir saman). Grimnismdl 18 raises the question what
the Einherjar live on but alludes at the same time to the meat from
Saehrimnir who is cooked by Andhrimnir in Eldhrimnir. The Valkyries
bring beer to the Einherjar.* Their eschatological task for which they
have practiced day after day is hinted at in stanza 23 of Grimnismdl
which in the first half mentions the 540 doorways of Valholl. Then it
is stated that eight hundred Einherjar march together out from one
doorway “pd er peir fara at vitni at vega” >

As can be seen, the information gleaned from eddic and skaldic
poetry on these champions of Odinn’s is merely allusive in character,
but we may assume that the poets drew upon a broader mythic tradi-
tion on the Einherjar. There is evidence to show that one need not die
on the battlefield in order to join the group of the Einherjar.”!

Another interesting concept which belongs in the context of the
Einherjar myth is that of dskasynir and dskamegir with reference to
Odinn (Gylfaginning 20), where it is said that the god is also called
Valfodr since all who fall in battle are his ‘adopted sons’, dskasynir.

8 Eiriksmdl 1, Hékonarmdl 16, Vafpridnismdl 41, Grimnismdl 18, 23, 36 and 51,
Helgakvida Hundingsbana I 38. Secondary attestations in the Prose Edda of Snorri,
Gylfaginning 20 and 38.

8 See for the different interpretations Elmevik 1982 and Nordberg 2004: 217.

8 Voluspd 43.

8 Helgakvida Hundingsbana II 49.

¥ Grimnismdl 36; cf. Eiriksmdl 1.

% “when they go to fight the wolf”.

' See Schjedt 2007.

©
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The term is not attested in tenth century poetry for those who come
to the hall of Odinn, but we find it in early vernacular homiletic texts.
An example is the Icelandic Homily Book, which speaks of God the
Father having redeemed men from sin and making them his spiritual
oskasynir.”® The motif is discussed by Nordberg” who admits on the
basis of earlier research® that the word may be a Christian loan, but
that the idea of Odinn being a foster-father for his heroes is much
older. In my opinion the term dskasynir may well be of pre-Christian
origin since it is perfectly congruent with this idea.

One line of interpretation has been worked out by scholars like
Gustav Neckel and Edith Marold who see the meaning of becoming
one of the Einherjar essentially as an apotheosis or deification of dead
rulers or heroes. They were thought to join the community of the gods,
that is, they become gods themselves.”” Marold argues with a particular
reference to Hdkonarmdl and the notice in Rimbert’s Vita Anskarii on
a king named Erik being deified by a council of gods, and whom the
Svear, having built a temple for him, then worshipped as a god.”

While this line of interpretation can be followed insofar as it stresses
the idea that becoming one of the Einherjar implies an elevation into a
particular category in the Other World, the great number of Einherjar
who have come together in Valholl’” makes it unlikely that all these
champions of Odinn were thought of as a kind of deities. The notion
of a semi-divine post mortem status would seem more plausible for
single powerful rulers from society’s top layer. The meaning of the
Valholl myth has also been seen in the hopes of viking warriors to
come to the ‘paradise’ of Odinn if they fell in battle.*®

However, instead of the deification motif or an incitement for brav-
ery it is the theme of Odinn gathering a group of distinguished heroes
for the eschatological battle that to my mind gives us a clue to the
meaning of the Valholl and the Einherjar ideology. Eiriksmadl is very

92 Icelandic Homily Book 13v 9; cf. in Christian poetry: éskamey drottins for Maria
in Mdriuvisur 1, 23.

 Nordberg 2004: 219-220.

% Kuhn 1971.

% Neckel 1913: 68f.; Marold 1972.

% Vita Anskarii 26.

7 Grimnismdl 23; Snorri’s Edda, Gylfaginning 38.

% Ellmers 1995: 171: “The strong belief in Valholl seems to have been a major
reason for the bravery and defiance of death with which the Vikings introduced them-
selves into world history in the late 8th century”.
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clear on this point. When Sigmundr reproaches Odinn for depriving
Eirikr of his victory in spite of his ability, the god replies by refer-
ring to the uncertainty of knowing when the grey wolf will attack the
homes of the gods (stanza 7):

pvi at 6vist er at vita Because one cannot know, said Odinn,
—sagdi Odinn— when the grey wolf shall walk towards
neer Ulfr enn hosvi the homes of the gods.

< gengr> d sigt goda.”

The underlying sense is that Odinn needs Eirikr as a prominent (snjallr)
warrior for the last battle at Ragnargk. This is also what is intended by
the words of Gondul in Hdkonarmdl 10:

vex nii gengi goda, The retinue of the gods will now grow
er Hdkoni hafa strong, when the divine powers have invited
med her mikinn Hékon with a large host to their home.

heim bond um bodit

The meaning is, I suggest, that the retinue (gengi) of the gods will
increase in number and quality when Hékon with his host is invited
to join the divine powers. The Valkyrie is hinting at the support which
the king and his men can give to the gods at Ragnarok. The word
gengi means ‘following, troop’ but has also the sense of ‘support, help’.
In this context it refers to the following the gods have, the troop of
the Einherjar, and not to the community of the gods as suggested by
some scholars.!® It is worth noting that the idea of Ragnarqk is also
explicitly referred to in stanza 20, in the praise formula in memory of
Hakon:

mun dbundinn Free from his bonds the Fenriswolf shall
d yta sipt rush against the homes of men,

Fenrisulfr fara, before a man of royal kin as good (as
aor iafngodr Haékon) shall follow in the empty tracks

d auda trod
konungmadr komi

* The text needs to be amended by a verb in the last line, Jén Helgason suggests
gengr, Sahlgren scekir, Finnur Jénsson greypr.

1 Neckel 1913: 69 “Der Genitiv 'der Gotter’ (gengi goda) besagt, dafl es aus Gottern
besteht”. Marold 1972: 25 though more cautiously: “Wird er (Hakon) vielleicht einer
von ihnen? Die Worte Vex nii gengi goda konnten in diesem Sinn ausgelegt werden:
die Schar der Gétter wichst”.
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The meaning of the Einherjar myth should be sought primarily in its
association with cosmic eschatology. To be in the ranks of the good
forces at the side of the gods during the great battle at the end of time
was the glorious task that awaited the Einherjar.

This Scandinavian myth seems to have roots far back in time. The
idea of an otherworldly host prepared to fight against evil powers
at the end of time has analogies in other religions with a developed
eschatological tradition.'”!

A common Scandinavian afterlife mythology for the highest
strata of society?

We have to address the question whether the Valholl myth as we
know it from Old Norse sources, in particular from Eiriksmdl and
Hdkonarmal, was a widespread afterlife idea among Scandinavian elite
groups. The written source material to base such a claim on is extremely
scanty, but burial customs and iconography have been interpreted as
expressing a belief in the Valholl myth.

Burial customs

A number of male high status graves (mainly rich chamber graves)
from the late Viking Age which are distributed all over Scandinavia
but are especially prominent in Denmark have been interpreted as
indicating a particular afterlife idea. They show common features as

0 For example the Iranian tradition, where we find the closest parallels. Ancient
Iranian religion is characterised by a cosmic eschatology that in many respects recalls
the Scandinavian Ragnargk tradition. The concept of chosen persons who at the end
of time will help the good powers in the last battle against the evil forces appears in
many variants in Iranian tradition and was actualised in different periods of Iranian
history. Already the earliest sources dating from about 1000 B.C.E. refer to the concept
of a group of redeeming figures, saosiiant-, who will take part in the last battle against
the evil powers and help the supreme god in bringing about the renewal of the world.
In one of the old sacrificial hymns dating from at least the sixth century B.C.E. the
final saviour figure, Astvatarta, is surrounded by many companions (haxai-) who will
fight with him against the Evil Spirit and his demons when the world draws near its
end. On the basis of the more detailed Pahlavi-tradition it can be assumed that these
figures of the early texts are thought to dwell in the other world while waiting for the
eschatological battle. This stronghold is described in other Pahlavi texts and can be
compared with the Valhgll of the Scandinavian tradition. This theme will be treated
in more detail in a forthcoming publication.
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to the character of the grave goods, consisting of horses, riding equip-
ments, weapons (but no mail-coats and helmets), food in containers,
and objects of leisure.’”” These horsemen’s burials are considered to
be so stereotypical and socially distinctive that they should be linked
to specific eschatological beliefs.!” The boat- and ship-burials in sea-
worthy boats dating roughly from the sixth to the tenth centuries that
mostly contain horses, and equipment for riding or drawing wheeled
vehicles, have also been related to particular afterlife ideas.’®* As sug-
gested by Oscar Almgren with reference to the ship burials and by Else
Roesdal for the stereotyped late Viking Age graves, the idea inspiring
the characteristic composition of the grave goods in the male buri-
als is the hope of an afterlife existence in Valhgll.'> The correspon-
dences between the archaeological material and the Old Norse Valholl
myth are not so clear-cut as to establish a relationship, however.!® The
scholars who argue for the connection between the Gotlandic picture
stones and the Valhgll myth are in a better position. We therefore have
to discuss briefly this proposed connection.

The picture stones of Gotland

Several picture stones from the early viking period present a specific
type of imagery which scholars usually refer to as the ‘the Valholl
scene’. A man on a horse (with four or eight legs) is met by a woman
holding a drinking horn in her hand. A building is sometimes depicted,
which can be conceived of as a hall. The ship shown on practically
all the picture stones belongs to the same iconographical theme. The
interpretation of this imagery as showing the dead arriving at Valholl
on Odinn’s horse, where he is welcomed by a Valkyrie, is widely
accepted.'”” The rider is sometimes identified with Odinn who himself
brings the fallen hero to his hall, the latter being present in the picture
in the form of a lying or curved human figure above the rider.'®® The

12 Roesdal 1992: 131.

10 Roesdal 1993.

104 Almgren 1940.

19 Almgren 1940; Roesdal 1992: 161 and 1993: 131.

1% Cf. also Dillmann 2007: 362-363.

17 For example Almgren 1940; de Vries § 380; Buisson 1976: 88-109; Steinsland
1991; Andrén 1992: 41; Ellmers 1995; Nordberg 2004: 43-45. Also Lindqvist 1941: 86,
96 but with reservations about the identificiation of the building with Valholl.

1% Buisson 1976:88-90 who refers to the stones Ardre VIII and Tjangvide I.
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main argument in favour of the Valholl interpretation is based on a
comparison with Eiriksmdl and Hdkonarmadl. It is assumed that these
texts state (or in the case of Eiriksmadl presuppose) that the fallen king
arrives in Valholl on horseback.!® The expression of stanza 13 rida vit
nti skolom “we two shall now ride” uttered by the Valkyrie Skogul is
misunderstood as including Hakon. Rather, the dual form refers to
the two Valkyries who appear on the battle-field.""° Neither Eiriksmdl
nor Hdkonarmdl mention the way in which the fallen kings make their
journey to Valholl; only the last stage of the journey is described, the
arrival in Valhgll and the welcoming by Odinn. The journey to Valholl
is seen as taking place first with a ship and then on horseback, or either
vehicle.!!!

The central motifs depicted on the Gotlandic stones, the woman with
a drinking horn and the man arriving on horseback are less prominent
(Valkyries) or absent (arrival on horse to Valholl) in the tenth century
poems. Thus, the configuration of images and the emphasis put on
the motifs mentioned corresponds less well to the Valhgll ideology as
expressed in the West Scandinavian texts.''

We should, therefore, be open for different interpretations of the
afterlife scene on the Gotlandic picture stones.'”® I suggest that this
scene reflects a widespread Indo-European mythic motif which we
may call ‘the woman from beyond’."* The ancient Iranian myth of
the daéna who encounters the dead person and accompanies him or
her to paradise is but one, yet important, variant of this mythic com-
plex, to which also the keres figures of Greek mythology and the Vedic
apsaras belong. Literary reflections of the motif are found in the Irish
tradition, and in Plato’s Kriton where Socrates in the night before his
death sees a woman in white garment.'”” Saxo reports that the night
after Balderus had been mortally wounded, he saw the death goddess
stand at his bed and announce that she would take him in her arms
three days later.''s

199 Ellmers 1995:166; Buisson 1976:90 n 10; Steinsland 1991; Andrén 1992: 47.

10 Correctly pointed out by Dillmann 2007: 347-348.

" Ellmers 1995; Almgren 1940.

112 Cf. also Dillmann 2007: 360.

113 See for example Steinsland 1991; and cf. Dillmann 2007: 361.

14 This will be developed in a forthcoming publication.

15 Plato Kriton (44b).

"¢ Gesta Danorum 11, 3, 7: “Postera nocte eidem Proserpina per quietem astare
perspecta post triduum se eius complexu usuram denuntiat”.
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Eschatological myth as an element of ideology

Not all eschatological myth came to be used as ideology. However,
the myth of Odinn welcoming his heroes in Valhgll, to be part of
the Einherjar contingent, can be interpreted as part of a pronounced
male warrior ideology associated with the uppermost strata of west
Scandinavian society. By connecting individual eschatology with cos-
mic eschatology an afterlife ideology of a wider outlook was created
which would have strongly appealed to Scandinavian warrior elites of
the Viking Period.

The Valholl myth becomes ideology through its function of sup-
porting the ruling families’ claim to power and prestige. The male aris-
tocracy could use the eschatological Odinn mythology to point out
their close relationship with the god in the afterlife, and thus anticipate
their elevated position and make use of it for their political agenda
in this world. In earthly life rulers and chieftains had a key position
because of their power to choose the members of their retinue, the
hird; which could later grant their followers a glorious afterlife in the
hall of Odinn. Thus apart from its religious message the eschatological
myth of Eiriksmdl and Hdkonarmdl was an impressive instrument of
propaganda for gaining political power. The funeral rituals of the aris-
tocracy certainly included references to their destiny in the afterlife.
Snorri may not be wrong in stating that ritual speech and ritual perfor-
mance guided the dead Hakon to Valholl: “meltu peir svd fyrir grepti
hans, sem heidinna manna sior var til, visudu honum til Valhallar.>""

The poems expressing the Valholl ideology were dedicated to rul-
ers who in one way or another became involved in the confrontation
between Christianity and ancient Scandinavian traditions that were
still vibrant in the tenth century. By the early eleventh century, the
afterlife hoped for by most of the ruling elites seems to have changed,
and now clearly conveyed Christian eschatological ideas. This can first
be seen in the eleventh century praise poems and in runic inscriptions
from the same century. Both types of sources hint at the new afterlife
concept by using similar expressions. These early attestations are allu-
sive in character but I suggest that the underlying eschatology is much
the same as the one we find in the early vernacular descriptions of

117

Heimskringla, Hakonar saga géda 32: “They spoke in front of his grave as it was
the custom of heathen people and guided him to Valholl”.
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heaven and hell. In fact, vocabulary and main points of emphasis sup-
port this hypothesis. Generally it is a European medieval eschatology
transposed into the vernacular, but in style and expression adapted to
a Scandinavian context."® A rupture in afterlife ideas among rulers at
the top level can be observed for the early eleventh century in Norway
(in Denmark the late tenth century) but the same cannot be assumed
for local chieftains and the common people.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

FAMILY MATTERS?
THE CULTUS OF THE SCANDINAVIAN ROYAL MARTYRS

Joanna A. Skorzewska

1. Introduction

The following discussion focuses on the cultus of three royal saints
in medieval Scandinavia, Olafr II Haraldsson (995-1028/30), Knutr
IV Svensson (1043-1086) and Eirikr Jatvardarson (1120-1160). The
main questions addressed in this chapter concern the way in which
the veneration of these kings influenced the construction of a specific
ideology; the ideology of power which legitimised a particular family’s
rights to the throne. In particular, I shall examine the role of the royal
successors of Olafr, Knutr and Eirikr in the cults of the three saints.
These successors were at the same time close family members: sons,
brothers and half-brothers of the dead royal martyrs.

The phenomenon of royal sainthood has often been referred to as a
“Germanic” tradition, and research on royal sainthood has focused on
the areas of modern Germany, France, and England, to some extent
also on Scandinavia.! Between the twelfth and the fifteenth centuries
the majority of the saints who were the object of a local cult in this
large region were high-born, powerful individuals.” The phenomenon,
however, already began to appear several centuries earlier in those
areas. Its manifestations vary greatly, and it comprises a wide spectre
of aspects such as objects and rituals as well as the spread of an ideol-
ogy with the aid of texts.

In discussions of royal sainthood the issues addressed most fre-
quently are: the charismatic aspects of the institution of monarchy as
such (that is: the potential saintliness of all sovereigns), the religious

! Apart from the leading publications by Graus 1965 and Hoffmann 1975, the issue
has been discussed by e.g. Nelson 1973, Rollason 1983, Ridyard 1988 and Klaniczay
2002. As far as Northern Europe is concerned, royal sainthood has been examined by
e.g. Steinsland 2000 and Phelpstead 2007.

* Vauchez 2005: 173.
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eagerness of particular kings, the conflict between Christianity and
heathenism, and family ties and inheritance.* The first issue men-
tioned, extraordinary religious qualities implied by the very office of
kingship, is especially problematic in the case of medieval martyrs,
including the three Scandinavian kings under consideration here. As
Susan Ridyard has observed, Christian sanctity, unlike the sacrality
of pagan rule, was not an assumed attribute of the Christian king.*
Thus, neither on the Continent nor in the Insular context was sanc-
tity considered an inevitable feature of royal power.”> A Christian king
had to become saintly; he was no saint because of his kingship alone.
While their secular leadership was given to a king by God, and while
he was the “Lord’s Anointed” and God’s representative on earth; he
was not a being equipped with in-born supernatural qualities. Or, in
the words of FrantiSek Graus: “they [the holy kings, especially royal
martyrs] were not saints in virtue of their royalty, but in spite of it”.°
Despite their privileged position, they had to earn their saintliness.

A Christian king could gain saintly fame already during his life
through exceptional piety, justice exercised in accordance with Biblical
principles, or missionary activity. However, none of these deeds
could compete with the most outstanding achievement, death for the
Christian faith, which would make the king resemble the saints, or
even Christ, ‘the Heavenly King’, himself.

This brings us to the notion of martyrdom. The three Scandinavian
royal saints under consideration here, Oléfr, Knutr and Eirikr, were
all proclaimed martyrs. Yet the circumstances of their deaths, however
violent, differed significantly from the deaths of early Christian martyrs
who suffered brutal executions at the hands of pagans without resis-
tance. Olafr, Knutr and Eirikr could thus only have been considered
martyrs because the concept of martyrdom had changed substantially
in the meantime, potentially to refer to anyone who suffered a vio-
lent death.” As the analysis of the three Scandinavian kings will show,
the hagiographical texts concerning Olafr, Knutr and Eirikr present

* Those aspects of sacral kingship in the North specifically are discussed in this
volume, see e.g. Steinsland.

* See Hultgérd, Steinsland, Sundqvist in the present volume.

* Ridyard 1988: 74-95, Higham 1997. This issue was debated a few decades ear-
lier, after Karl Hauck had suggested the “continuity” in his seminal thesis from 1950,
which was criticized by Frantisek Graus in 1965.

¢ Graus 1965: 390.

7 Gunnes 1972: 191-2, see also Haki Antonsson 2004.
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a large number of arguments in favour of the kings’ martyrdom and
ensuing saintly status. This was supposed to guarantee the respect of
the masses for the deceased rulers, as well as for their successors who
revered them as their patrons.

Finding the right arguments to prove a king’s saintliness, however,
could often prove to be problematic already in early Middle Ages. The
first hurdle to be taken could, paradoxically, be the life-conduct of
the king, as can be seen with the earliest example of a ‘holy king’ in
the medieval period, that of St Sigismund (d. 523), king of Burgundy.
He had, rather “unsaintly”, strangled his own son Sigeric. Next, the
circumstances of the canonisation process might cause controversy.
An interesting example here is that of Charles the Great. Frederic
Barbarossa (1122-1190) had him canonised in 1165. Yet at the same
time, Barbarossa pronounced the new Saint Charles to be his heavenly
protector in his conflict with Pope Alexander IIT (1100/1105-1181)—a
rather plain mingling of religious feelings and political interest.
Returning to the death of kings, in order to support a king’s saintliness
even such an “argument” as a “feeling of pity” might be harnessed. That
was, allegedly, the reason for the—albeit little successful—attempts
of proclaiming Dagobert II (d. 680), Charles the Simple (d. 929) or
Edward II (1284-1327?) holy. These kings, less than popular during
their lifetime, were pitied after their miserable deaths. Having been
inefficient rulers, their popularity was consequently largely due to their
manner of death.®

The differences between the cults of particular kings who were
proclaimed holy do not only relate to the context of their lives and
deaths as such, but frequently also to the specific situation in which
their saintliness was officially announced. The official proclamation
also reveals the interests of particular groups: the clergy and the rul-
ing classes with the current monarch (who, at the same time, was also
the relative of the potential saint). The typology of sainthood is influ-
enced by the social and political structures of the country or region
where it developed, not only by the “dialectical relationship between
the clergy and the faithful”.’ In the medieval local cult (as opposed
to the universal cult) the influence of the ruling classes was much
stronger. The veneration of Oléfr, Knutr and Eirikr can be classified

8 Vauchez 2005, Evans 2006.
® Vauchez 2005: 157. Ridyard 1988: 234-252.
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as (primarily) local, and it may be assumed that it was influenced by
the ruling classes in accordance with a specific ideology.'® Numerous
sources concerning those three royal martyrs seem to strongly indicate
a leading role of the saints” direct successors: their sons, brothers and
half-brothers seem to have been decisive for the creation and develop-
ment of the cult.

Generally speaking, the texts describing the initiative of the succes-
sors may be interpreted as showing the successors’ effort to legitimize
their right to rule through the cultus of the royal martyrs; or, more
specifically, through the veneration of their relics. The sources pro-
vide us with two types of information about that aspect: on the one
hand the “facts”, that is, what reportedly happened; and on the other
hand the authorial reflections. In both cases an interesting aspect of
the cultus can be noticed: the tendency to rely on tradition, which
may imply pre-Christian past.!’ It is an interesting fact that family
ties between particular monarchs which include mythical and pre-
Christian ancestors are reported in texts concerning Christian mar-
tyrs. It would seem logical to assume that a royal martyr would bring
enough status into the genealogy of his successor, thus rendering ref-
erences to pre-Christian personages superfluous. The latter’s inclusion
is also particularly surprising since it occurs in texts clearly bearing
hagiographical features, and written a century or two after the intro-
duction of Christianity to Scandinavia. On the other hand, we must
not forget that the conversion of Scandinavia was a lengthy and com-
plex process. The existence of syncretism for a relatively long period of
time must be assumed, and the fact that pre-Christian and Christian
motifs intertwined in Scandinavian culture should not be surprising.'?
This can probably most clearly be seen in the case of Olafr Haraldsson,
allegedly a converted Viking and an eager missionary king. Holiness
and leadership were obviously not perceived as opposites in northern
European mentality; quite the opposite, these two qualities seem to
have been well established in the pre-Christian culture, and might in

10 Although St Olafr ’s fama sanctitatis spread to many countries, the interest in the
construction and development of his cult was at first local.

"1 The issue of constructing or referring to impressive genealogies is discussed in
this volume especially by Steinsland, Beuermann, and Sundqvist.

12 Cf. especially the discussion by Hultgard, in this volume.
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fact be considered the decisive factor in adapting and then accepting
Christianity."”

The intertwining of pre-Christian and Christian motifs also con-
cerned other elements. Mentions of acts of his heathen predecessors
were clearly important in order to prove the legitimacy of reigning
monarch since they referred the reader back to periods of time consid-
ered crucial, such as the unification of the country (or at least efforts
aiming at it), or the conquest of new territories. In short, the forma-
tion of one’s identity was achieved, or at least began with these heathen
ancestors. This identity was first and foremost dynastic, but later in the
Middle Ages it often developed into a national one.'* Therefore those
heathen, mythical leaders did not pose any threat to the Christian,
holy kings; quite the opposite, their religious affiliation, or, rather,
“religious unawareness”, would be perceived as a natural course of
events which the later saintly monarch changed.

The successors of all three Scandinavian royal martyrs discussed here,
Olafr, Knutr and Eirikr, attempted to legitimise their power through
a focus on the relics, which, amongst other, implied concentration
of the territorial power. They are all said to have ordered reliquaries,
had churches built in which the relics of their father or brother were
buried, to have built new royal residences in proximity to these rel-
ics, and, finally, to have planned their own burial ad sanctos, close to
the relics. We do not consistently see direct succession from father
to son or even primogeniture (see the example of Olafr Haraldsson
and Haraldr Sigurdarson), but there was always an agnatic relation-
ship between predecessor and heir—another feature inherited from
the pre-Christian period.” The loyalty towards the deceased holy king
would legitimize the right of his successor to the throne, and to rule
over a particular territory, while the opposition and the victory of an
unjust ruler brought disaster to his subordinates. These concepts have
been depicted with the use of allusions to pre-Christian beliefs (bad
seasons caused by an inappropriate ruler) as well as to Christological

* The issue has been thoroughly examined in Steinsland 2000. Such depictions of
saints were modelled on the interpretatio norroena of Christ as a mighty king and
warrior; an alternative to a forgiving martyr who surrenders to his opressors. As dem-
onstrated below, these two types of saintliness often intertwined or were juxtaposed in
various texts concerning one and the same saint.

" Geary 2006: 326, Mortensen 2006: 258.

1> Steinsland 2000. She refers to the agnatic relationship, that is, inheritance in the
male line, as characteristic for Nordic society in general (see Steinsland this volume).
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metaphors (the Judas-like betrayal), which once again underlines the
role of different types of tradition.

That said, it shall be argued here that the general impression of a
leading role played by the successors of the Scandinavian royal mar-
tyrs in their cults is not supported by a closer examination of the writ-
ten sources. On the one hand, there are significant differences between
the purely hagiographical texts and in the chronicles. And even when
texts suggest influence by the successors, their role does not seem to
have been the main force behind the origin of the veneration of Olafr,
Knutr or Eirikr.

2. The source material

One may argue that all the texts on which this discussion is based bear
hagiographical features. Writing, compiling and interpreting texts was
mainly in the hands of the Christian priesthood. It is, then, on the one
hand tempting to argue that a saint-king was to a large extent “cre-
ated” by that priesthood.’® On the other hand, such possible clerical
“creation” often seems to have been balanced by significant influence
of secular actors on the development of the cultus.

The cult of royal saints could be initiated by and beneficial to both
the clergy and the successors of the holy king. In general, a new king
might wish to initiate a translatio or commission a saga or a hagio-
graphical text, thus profiting from his predecessor’s saintly fame. And
without the support of the clergy, the process would obviously not be
possible. But in particular, the cases where texts significantly postdate
the death of the saint-king are interesting. There the role of the saint’s
family in the development of the cult is debatable, especially as far
as the direct successors are concerned. Did they have an interest in
and were they in fact actively encouraging the cult? Descriptions of
their efforts might to a large extent be inspired and influenced by the
conditions of the time during which the texts were written, and by
the kings who reigned at that later time, rather than by old oral and
written tradition going back to the period immediately following the
saint’s death. With this in mind, let us turn to the texts about Olafr
Haraldsson. Oldfs saga helga developed from the confluence of two lines

'6 Ridyard 1988: 77.
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of historical writing in medieval Norway and Iceland: the religious-
historical tradition of saints’ lives and the secular-historical tradition of
royal biography. The saga was composed and copied in many different
versions during the period 1180-1230. The growth in number of both
the liturgical and non-liturgical texts started in 1150s. The fact that so
many sources concerning Saint Olafr date from the second half of the
twelfth century could be interpreted as a natural development of the
cult. However, we should not overlook the important political events
that took place at that time. The foundation of the archiepiscopal see
in Nidardss in 1152/53 was followed by Scandinavia’s first coronation
in Bergen in 1163/64, through which the Church gave divine sanction
to Magnus Erlingsson’s (1161-84) royal position, the primary duty of
which was to uphold the law as a just ruler. The first two national
assemblies in Norwegian history were called in order to set the seal
on the aforementioned events. Among others, a law determining the
right of succession, which in all probability came out of the meeting
of 1163/64, laid down that a national assembly should choose the king.
The eldest legitimate son of a deceased king should have the first right
to the Crown, and after him, other legitimate sons. The context of the
coronation points to a co-operation between the monarchy and the
Church, but the Norwegian Church also took the first step towards a
position marked out by the Gregorian papacy. This meant the election
of bishops/appointment of priests, financial control, and jurisdiction
over the Church matters, were left entirely to the Church.

The version of Ol4fr’s vita ascribed to Snorri Sturluson is the best
preserved one.” It survives both as a separate saga and as a part of
Heimskringla, the compilation of sagas about Norwegian kings.'
The Separate Saga’s main part is nearly identical with the saga in
Heimskringla. Its initial chapters, however, outline the history of the
kings of Norway from Haraldr hdrfagri to Olafr Tryggvason, and its
final chapters report on Olafr Haraldsson’s successors down to Haraldr
gilli. The Separate Saga was most probably completed in the years

17 Phelpstead 2007: 17. The discussion of sources concerning Olafr Haraldsson here
is based on this publication, which also examines the problematic issue of Snorri’s
authorship of the saga (pp. 17-22), as well as on Ekrem et al. 2000.

8 Two groups of Heimskringla manuscripts are distinguished: K and J. None of
the ] manuscripts contains the Heimskringla version of Oldfs saga helga. Group K
comprises the Kringla fragment, dated to c. 1258-1264, the oldest extant manuscript
of any part of Heimskringla.
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1220-1230, and Heimskringla around 1235."° In both cases the story
about St Ol4fr was incorporated into narratives on other Norwegian
kings. St Olafr thus served as a historical link between generations of
kings. At the same time, his unique position of rex perpetuus Norvegiae
and of a royal martyr is underlined by a number of hagiographical
motifs.

The earliest evidence for the veneration of St Olifr is preserved
in skaldic poetry composed soon after his death, and also quoted in
Heimskringla, for example Pérarinn loftunga’s Gleelognskvida (c. 1032).
The extant source material shows wide interest in different aspects of
Olafr’s cult from the moment of his death onwards, and the cult’s
use for both religious and political purposes. The following discus-
sion is based on the aforementioned sagas as well as on two sources
considered purely hagiographical: Passio et miracula beati Olavi and
Legendary Saga of St Oldfr. Passio is a vita attributed to Eysteinn
Erlendsson, Archbishop of Nidardss 1161-1188, the story of Olifr’s
martyrdom and a collection of miracle stories.” The Legendary saga is
the only saga from Snorri’s time (or before) which survives complete.?!
Snorri’s text concerning St Olafr and the Legendary saga have so much
in common that his use of a similar work has been suggested.

The material concerning Saint Knutr is less extensive. The first
source, Passio Sancti Canuti Regis et Martiris, was written around
1095. E. Albrectsen has suggested that the Passio was very likely writ-
ten by an English priest employed at the church, who must have wit-
nessed the elevatio since the ceremony is described so precisely.”> M.
Cl. Gertz has discussed both potential Danish and English origin of
the author of the Passio.”* The text most probably postdates Olafr
Sveinsson’s death (18 August 1095), and was probably written in the
winter of 1095-96, because it does not mention “the good years” fol-
lowing the bad season.

Secondly, Historia ortus, vitae et passionis Sti. Canuti, is a chroni-
cle dating from 1122 and written by the English priest ZAlnoth (recte,
Ailnoth) from St Alban’s church in Odense. He was born in Kent/

¥ The oldest manuscript of the Separate Saga is dated to c. 1250-1300.

2 Tt is preserved in only one manuscript, dating from c. 1200. The text was prob-
ably composed during Eysteinn’s exile in England (1180-1183) and comes from
Fountains Abbey.

2! Tt survives in one Norwegian manuscript dating from c. 1250.

22 Albrectsen 1984: 14.

» Gertz 1907: 64-5.
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England, and after his arrival in Odense in 1098 or 1099 the chronicle
was completed only in 1120s, possibly in 1122. It is the first proper
historical work concerning Danish events.* Preben Meulengracht
Serensen has suggested the dating of this text to the years between
1104 and 1134, most probably 1124.* The third legend, the Younger
Passio, was written down c. 1220 and is based on Zlnoth’s text, but the
political perspective and rhetoric is missing. The text is a more general
depiction of Knutr’s life and miracles, death and cult.?

1095, when the first source, Passio Sancti Canuti Regis et Martiris,
was begun, saw important events. It was the year when Knutr’s brother
Eirikr I became king and began his career by moving the saint’s body
into a wooden coffin which was placed in the newly built cathedral
church (whose building Knutr himself had started). Eirikr I Sveinsson
(Evergood/Ejegod/inn g6di 1095-1103) applied for his brother’s can-
onization; and when the new church was finished, an official transla-
tio took place on 19 April 1100. Thus, the second source concerning
St Knutr, Historia ortus, vitae et passionis Sti. Canuti, would seem
to mirror the development of the cult. Those two texts, Passio and
Historia, are the main ones on the cult of St Knutr used in the following
discussion.

Next to the new stone church finished by Eirikr Sveinsson where
King Knutr’s body was placed, Eirikr founded St Knutr’s monastery.
The majority, if not all of the monks there came from the Benedictine
monastery of Evesham in England. Albrectsen maintains that these
monks greatly contributed to the spread of the cult and to the compo-
sition of the hagiographical texts. He also suggests that these monks
were responsible for the first ever recording of the king’s death, Tabula
Othiniensis (see below). The text was engraved on a metal plaque and
placed in the stone coffin together with Knutr’s remains when the cof-
fin was temporarily placed in the crypt of the new St Knutr’s Church.
This plaque was moved on 19 April 1101 with the relics to the new
reliquary on the high altar in the newly built church consecrated to the
Virgin Mary, St Alban and St Knutr.

Another short account is mentioned in a similar context. In chap-
ter 36 of the chronicle Alnoth himself writes that an inscription was

2 Albrectsen 1984: 18.
» Meulengracht Serensen: 119.
% Kulturhistorisk leksikon for nordisk middelalder 8: 597.
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placed in the coffin together with the king’s body. This statement is
made directly before mentioning the contents of a text called Epitafium.
Gertz suggests, therefore, that ZAlnoth himself is the author of it.’
Whether the two inscriptions were engraved on separate plaques or
on the same one, is unknown (the latter being more likely).?®

Regarding the sources for Saint Eirikr, the text of the legend,
the main hagiography, dates from the reign of Magnus Birgersson
(1275-90), most probably from 1277, but an earlier version must have
existed.” It is assumed that the legend was written for liturgical pur-
poses and based on an earlier work, and the authorship is ascribed
the Uppsala canon Israel Erlendsson.” The text begins with Eirikr’s
election as king. Its context clearly suggests that it was written at at
time when the country had no ruler (regno vacante). Contrary to the
Danish legends, there are no implications that opponents were still
alive when the text was composed. The legend was written down more
than a hundred years after the saint’s death, and it may seem that the
author of the legend would rather pass over the conflict between the
families of Eirikr and Sverker: there does not seem to be a pronounced
tendency to contrast the two families in order to legitimize Eirikr’s
successors to the throne.”

In the following, we shall examine the role of the close family mem-
bers in the development of the cultus of the Scandinavian royal mar-
tyrs in the different stages of this cult: at the saint’s death, during his
burial, during his translation, and for his legacy.

7 Gertz 1907: 81-2.

# As far as the poem is concerned, ZAlnoth might have been the author himself
(fn. 196 on p. 110). Gertz has suggested that the two inscriptions were written on two
separate plaques and that there might be no connection between them other than that
they were placed in Knutr’s coffin (Gertz 1907: 41). Both of the artefacts are missing
but copies of the inscriptions have been preserved and taken care of by Ole Worm
who published them for the first time in 1626 (Gertz 1907: 27). Other copies have
been published in the seventeenth century, but have not been considered particularly
reliable (Gertz, pp. 26-36).

¥ Westman 1954: 2. Einar Carlsson had previously suggested that the legend was
written down for the process of translation in 1170. His main argument was that the
act of translation implied the use of elaborate liturgy to commemorate the new saint’s
day, which would include the use of a legend. However, Toivo Haapanen observed
that this was not necessary: the day could be celebrated with a reading and songs
(Westman 1954: 96, ft. 220).

% Westman 1954: 46.

31 Schmid 1954: 167.
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3. The role of family members at the death of royal martyrs

Already the scenes of the holy kings’ deaths give us some indications
of their successors’ participation in the saints’ fama sanctitatis.

The very first motif which establishes the martyrdom of saintly
kings is their death. The circumstances of the king’s death are obvi-
ously important; yet no less decisive is the presentation of the poten-
tial reasons for his death, and of his killers, especially when family is
involved. The role of the family in the death of the king is not par-
ticularly contentious in the case of Olafr Haraldsson, since his main
enemies were powerful local chieftains. They joined forces with Knutr
the Great king of Denmark, and his Norwegian vassal, Earl Hakon
Eiriksson, and expelled Olafr from Norway in 1028. Oléfr fled to
Grand Duke Jaroslav of Novgorod. Encouraged by the message that
Earl Hakon Eiriksson had died, Olafr returned from his exile two years
later, raised a small army in Sweden, and crossed into Norway. There,
he encountered a large peasant army, and fell in the battle at Stiklestad
on 29 July 1030.

However, of the three Scandinavian royal saints Oléfr Haraldsson is
the only “martyr” who died on the battlefield, opposed by chieftains.
Knutr and Eirikr were killed under different circumstances. With them,
the problem of the role their kin played is much more urgent in the
context of their deaths. The Danish king Knutr gained enemies among
his subjects when he issued laws to protect the weak, orphans, widows
and foreigners, but most of all when he tried to enforce the collection
of tithe. As the grandnephew of Knutr the Great, who until 1035 was
king of England, Denmark and Norway, he considered the crown of
England to be rightfully his. His planned invasion of England, however,
never took place. Before his fleet could reassemble at the Limfjord, a
peasant revolt broke out in southern Jutland, where Knutr was staying
in 1086. He fled to the wooden Church of St Alban in Odense. That,
however, did not guarantee his safety, and Knutr was slain there on
July 10, 1086. King Eirikr of Sweden’s death in Ostra Aros (later New
Uppsala), on May 18 (or, more probably, May 5), 1160 was the result
of a struggle between two kin-groups.*> His assassin was most prob-
ably sent by the Sverkers who were rivals of Eirikr’s kin, and aspired

32 The accuracy of the date of Eirikr’s death has been questioned, see e.g. Sundqvist
2002: 350.
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to the rulership. King Eirikr’s main enemy, who arranged the assault,
however, was his direct rival for the throne, the Danish prince Magnus
Henriksson (king 1160-1).

Let us return to Knutr’s case for a closer examination. Knutr’s ene-
mies were not only his chieftains and subjects, but they included close
family members of his: his brother Oléfr Sveinsson, who, although he
did not attack Knutr directly, was his rival to the throne and opposed
Knutr.** The quotation from Passio underlines the righteous and legiti-
mate position of Knutr with regard to all his brothers (the king is even
compared to the Old Testament’s Joseph). Ol4fr Sveinsson is specifi-
cally mentioned as the one who secretly encouraged people to rebel
against Knutr.** And in the end, as the author of Passio says, everyone
was against “God and his anointed”.® The opposition started amongst
the Wends, then the Jutes, and finally also included the inhabitants of
Fyn where the king sought refuge in St Alban’s Church. The author
of Passio underlines the seriousness of the situation by stating that no
king has ever been assassinated in a church by his own men this way.*
Zlnoth elaborates the motif of the king’s good brother’s, Benedikt’s,
support for Knutr, and describes a scene of Knutr embracing Benedikt
in St Alban’s church and giving him a kiss shortly before his death.?”
Zlnoth’s text underlines the good character of Benedikt in contrast
to the fierceness of Knutr’s opponents even more when he devotes
an entire chapter to Benedikt’s martyrdom: Benedikt died alongside
Knutr, an act through which he participated in his brother’s glory.*®
Earlier in the chronicle both Benedikt and Firikr, Knutr’s successor,
are merely briefly mentioned as Knutr’s companions during his jour-
ney around the country when the rebellion against the king was grow-
ing.*® Alnoth’s text therefore expresses the idea that Benedikt’s sharing
of Knutr’s martyrdom was a much more important act than any aid
he may offered to Knutr while the king was still alive.

In the texts concerning Knutr the motif of betrayal (by his brother
Olafr and by his subjects) is underlined by the very place of Knutr’s
assassination, St Alban’s Church in Odense, similarly to the case of

3 Passio Canuti 2.

3 Passio Canuti 5.
% Passio Canuti 6.
3% Passio Canuti 7.
37 AFlnoth, Historia 28.
3 AFlnoth, Historia 29.
¥ Alnoth, Historia 25.
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Saint Eirikr who was killed at Holy Trinity Church in Ostra Aros. In
Zlnoth’s chronicle the scene of Knutr’s death in Odense is particularly
dramatic and full of significant details which show the king’s piety.
Knutr not only participated in services but offered gold and silver to
the church.* Knutr is compared to St Stephen and St Sebastian, since
arrows and stones were aimed at him, arms which allegedly killed
these two saints. Knutr was first hit by a stone thrown through the
window, and then by a spear.* Knutr’s death ad sanctos raises the
significance of his martyrdom to a still higher level when a spear was
thrown at the king, and the blood stained the reliquaries of St Alban
and St Oswald. They had reportedly had been brought by Knutr from
England and placed in that church.*? Thus the scene emphasises the
king’s martyrdom and saintly status in the strongest possible way.

King Eirikr of Sweden also died of wounds sustained in an attack.
The text of his legend underlines his innocence and good will when he
met his enemies not suspecting anything wrong. In addition, his assas-
sination reportedly took place on Ascension Day. It is a particularly
significant date in this context, since it commemorates Christ’s rising
to heaven, that is, Christ’s victory after martyrdom and death. This
motif recurs again and again in the legend. Eirikr’s opponents waited
for him outside the church while he was praying. Eirikr left the church
armed, together with his supporters, having made the sign of cross,
and began to fight back. When he fell to the ground the Danish prince
Magnus Henriksson and his people kept inflicting more wounds on
Eirikr, which led to the earthly death and heavenly birth of the king
as a victorious saint.* Although the comparison between Eirikr and
Christ is not formulated expressly here, in connection with Ascension
Day the symbolism is obvious.

Turning to St Olafr again, the circumstances surrounding his death
on the battlefield are confused. Almost every source concerning Olafr

" Alnoth, Historia 26. Alnoth, Historia (TO) also mentions sacraments, p. 3.

" According to Zlnoth stones were thrown at the king (Historia 27). The injury
allegedly made the king’s cranium recognizable during the analysis of the relics by
A. D. Jorgensen in 1887.

2 The “innocent blood”, as the author of the chronicle underlines (ch. 28). The
innocence of the king is also very much underlined by Passio Canuti 6. On the influ-
ence of English tradition of the shaping of the cultus of the Scandinavian royal martyrs
see e.g. the discussion in Phelpstead 2006: 65 and 70-71. Phelpstead’s examination of
Knutr’s martyrdom is based on Knytlinga saga, which, like the other two texts, under-
lines the aspects of the king’s innocence, piety and holiness (Phelpstead 2006: 72).

# Legenda, p. xvi.
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gives a different version of the event, mentioning various weapons and
assassins.* Nevertheless, the general message is that Olafr’s death was
unjust and heroic. As already hinted at, what makes Olafr’s death
substantially different from those of Knutr and Eirikr is that none of
the main sources mention the presence of the king’s family or of a
rival kin-group at Stiklestad. In Passio Olafr’s assassins are introduced
anonymously as people of ill will and heathens, only the Danish king
Kntr is specifically mentioned as the enemy who bribed some people
to take sides against King Ol4fr.*> Sagas are the only sources that men-
tion names; The Legendary Saga lists three persons: an anonymous
relative of Kalfr Arnason, Porir hundr and Porsteinn knarrarsmidr.*s
It is possible to identify the first character thanks to other individ-
ual sagas. Oldfs saga in Heimskringla introduces a man named Klfr
Arnfinsson as the son of Kalfr Arnason’s brother, Arnfinn.¥ In the
same saga Kalfr aimed at St Olafr’s neck, Porsteinn knarrarsmidr at the
leg, and Périr hundr put a spear in Olafr’s stomach, but it is not explic-
itly stated whether Kélfr Arnason or Kalfr Arnfinsson killed the king.
Only Magniis saga géda “reveals” Kélfr Arnason as the assassin.*®

Also, Olafr’s behaviour at the moment of death has been portrayed
in different ways. While the purely hagiographical texts underline
the king’s Christ-like peaceful attitude, Oldfs saga portrays Olafr as
a warrior. Passio Olavi mentions the spiritual weapon: the armour
of faith and the sword of the Spirit (the word of God). Also accord-
ing to the Legendary saga Olafr decided to face his enemies without
any “earthly” weapon and said a prayer for them, while Oldfs saga in
Heimskringla mentions that he asked God for help, but did not hesi-
tate to fight.*” We note similarly ambiguous presentations in the two
texts on Knutr’s death: although the comparison of Knutr to Christ
is obvious in Historia, only the author of Passio mentions specifically
that the king decided not to fight against his enemies and put down
the weapon (“arma secularia deponit”).>

* See the discussion in Regthe 2004: 280-5.

* Passio Olavi 1.

4 Legendary saga 81.

¥ Oldfs saga pp. 383-5.

8 Magniiss saga géda 14.

¥ Legendary Saga 82, Oldfs saga 228.

0 Passio Canuti 7. In Alnoth, Historia only one passage suggests directly that the
king might have been directly involved in the fight (£lnoth, Historia 27); see Gertz
1907: 71, ft. 1.
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It is a paradox that although martyrs themselves are depicted as
fearless and not concerned about the fate of their bodies, these same
bodies or their remains were considered highly significant. An impor-
tant aspect in this context is the elaborate political theology concern-
ing “the king’s two bodies”, that is: the political body and the physical
body, which was formulated in 1100s.>" It was rich in parallels between
the dual body of Christ and the body of earthly rulers, which played
a particularly significant role in stories about martyrs, especially royal
martyrs. The rulers achieved their holiness through the mortifica-
tion of their bodies, and the relics served both as a religious and as a
political symbol (as shall be especially visible in the example of Olafr
Haraldsson discussed below).

It is, therefore, not a coincidence that the death of royal martyrs,
especially those involved in the process of Christianisation, is usually
depicted with rich Christological symbolism. Many examples could
be listed here: in addition to explicit parallels and examples in the
texts, the motif of being pierced with a spear/lance, dying with arms
stretched out in the form of the cross or praying for the enemies are
obvious allusions. However, other motifs such as betrayal could also
be debated in a different context.”> Especially ZAlnoth’s Historia and
(Snorri’s?) Heimskringla make it clear that the kings were represen-
tatives of God on earth, thus, a crime against the king was a crime
against God. The image of a sanctuary covered with blood seems as
horrifying to Zlnoth as the fact that the king was killed by his peo-
ple.”® The author’s appeal “Fear God, honour the king”, seems to be
the motto of his work.*

In order to be able to compare the kings to Christ and other mar-
tyrs, their death had to meet certain requirements: it had to be the
result of an unjust fight. Consequently, the royal martyr is usually
depicted as surrounded by no or few supporters, and the family mem-
bers are often absent from that group. This was certainly the case with
Eirikr, who at the moment of death was the only representative of his
kin present. Knutr’s story is an exception here, since his struggle was
to a large extent a family struggle. As far as Ol4fr is concerned, it is

5l Kantorowicz 1997.

2 The motif of thirst and the Judas motif (Historia 26). The day of Knutr’s death
was Friday, the same as Christ’s, according to Passio Canuti.

53 AFElnoth, Historia 28.

** Alnoth, Historia 28. The author was inspired by the biblical texts, see 1. Pet. 2, 17.
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worth mentioning that his son was absent from the battlefield. Olafr’s
half-brother Haraldr Sigurdarson was present and wounded, but that
information is given only in an individual saga devoted to Haraldr.>®
Clearly, Haraldr’s role at Stiklestad was not perceived as significant.
This, in fact, is a general impression: usually, the role of family mem-
bers, and thus of the successors of the Scandinavian royal saints at
the moment of their death is described as insignificant, unless that
death was directly caused by a conflict between family members or
rival kins.

Does this general absence of family members which the sources hint
at correspond to reality, or is it due to authorial decisions? St Olafr’s
closest relative, his son Magnus, was six years old and in a foreign
country when his father was slain and buried. Magnus was born in
1024 and in 1028, when his father went in exile, the boy accompanied
him to Sweden and then to Russia. There he stayed till 1034 when
Einarr pambarskelfir and Kélfr Arnason came to King Jaroslav with
their following, declared their loyalty to Magnus and took him back
to Norway to have him proclaimed the king. St Olifr’s other close
relative, his half-brother Haraldr Sigurdarson, was fifteen years old
and present at Stiklestad, but seems not to have played any significant
role. St Eirikr’s son must have been around ten years old at the time
of Eirikr’s death, and the Legend does not contain any information
about him.* St Knutr’s brother Eirikr Sveinsson is only briefly men-
tioned as his companion on the way to his last battle at Odense.”” The
next time Eirikr Sveinsson appears in the text is much later, in the
description of his rule.’® Thus, the absence or insignificant role in
the texts of the close relatives of the Scandinavian royal martyrs at the
moment of their death might, in majority of cases, indeed correspond
to facts: it might have been due to the relatives’ young age. The only
exception here would be Eirikr, who was overshadowed by another
brother, Benedikt. Why the texts do not grant Eirikr Sveinsson a more
important role than the participation in Knutr’s last expedition is dif-
ficult to answer.

In general however, even if Olafr’s, Knutr’s and Eirikr’s relatives did
in fact historically not play an important role in their deaths, this can,

55

Haralds saga Sigurdarsonar 1 and 99.

% Tt is assumed that he lived ca. 1150-1195.
57 Flnoth, Historia 25.

8 Alnoth, Historia 32.
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in our view, not quite explain their utter insignificance in our sources.
That no writer mentions any single divine sign or other miraculous
circumstances connected to the closest relatives of the royal martyrs
is surprising: it would be a more than credible adherence to “nothing
but reality” in such texts. Thus, the obvious next question is: were the
family members given a different role or function?

4. The Saint’s burial: arranged by family or strangers?

The choice of burial place of a medieval king was not something that was
decided arbitrarily or on sentimental grounds. It was a decision loaded
with religious and ideological significance.”

It would be difficult to disagree with Evans’s statement. In our context
the question of whose initiative the burial was is interesting. In case of
the royal martyrs who died a violent death, the decision was frequently
taken by the followers of the deceased king who wished to save the body
from being disposed of, or by anonymous people who had supported
the king during his lifetime. Interestingly, the Scandinavian examples
are quite different. Olafr Haraldsson’s story definitely stands out with
its element of secrecy. After Olifr’s death his body was abandoned on
the battlefield at Stiklestad until the same evening. According to Oldfs
saga in Heimskringla, the body was then taken by Porgils Halmuson
and his son Grimr who were afraid that Olafr’s enemies might des-
ecrate it.** Ironically, the sign of the king’s holiness, a bright light
burning right above the spot where his body laid, might easily have
betrayed the location of the body. Porgils and Grimr made two cof-
fins (one of which was filled with stones and straw) and rowed across
the sea to Nidardss. There they left the coffin which did not contain
Olafr’s body with Bishop Sigurdr, and then, with the real coffin, rowed
up the river to a place called Saurhlid where the king was buried, far
away from the inhabited area.®’ They were not disturbed by anyone as
the Bishop disposed of the coffin he had received immediately (it was
thrown into the river), without checking its contents.

Olafr’s remains were subsequently moved several times before they
were secretly buried. At first the body was taken to an abandoned

* Evans 2006: 25.
0 Oldfs saga 238-239.
1 Oldfs saga 238.
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house within a certain distance from the town where it had rested
for one night, then to Nidardss, finally back to Saurhlid for one night,
where it was buried in a sand hill nearby.*

This secretive burial of a saintly king is rather extraordinary. None
of the extant texts concerning Knutr and Eirikr mentions acts simi-
lar to those in Oldfs saga. Nevertheless, a certain tension is present
in all texts. Knutr’s body was buried immediately after the assassina-
tion in St Alban’s Church in Odense 10 July 1086. Zlnoth’s Historia
reports that when the fight was over, the enemies left the church and
the priests who served there as well as the king’s faithful servants took
care of the body.* King Eirikr’s death seems to have been all his assas-
sins cared about as well; it does not seem as if the potential value of
the monarch’s body occurred to them. When the killers retreated, the
king’s body was taken by some of the king’s men to the house of a
poor widow who lived nearby, and then buried in the church.®®

Just as above in the case of the kings’ deaths, so now again regarding
their burials, the relatives are unimportant in our texts.

None of the Scandinavian royal martyrs seems to have been buried
by a family member, nor do the texts report that any of the bodies or
graves was at some point attended by the son or brother before the
process of translatio. Only the case of Knutr seems an exception here.
It is, however, not a blood-relative of the king, and certainly not a rela-
tive in the agnatic line, but Knutr’s wife, Queen Adalheidr, who wished
to exhume the body of her husband and bury it in her fatherland,
in Gent (at Blandinium monastery).*® When she entered the church
together with a group of men who were going to move the body, a
miraculous light filled the church. It was shortly before midnight and
the Queen took it as a sign to abandon her plan. The story was most
probably constructed later than the main body of the text in order
to dramatise the event, similarly to Knutr’s brother’s (Benedikt’s)
martyrdom.*’

Before the bodies of the deceased kings became relics venerated in
shrines, their saintliness, so the sources claim, was particularly strongly

62 Oldfs saga 236 and 238.

8 Passio Canuti 8 does not mention any specific spot.

% Alnoth, Historia 30. The bodies of the retainers were, however, never found dur-
ing the excavations—see Albrectsen 1984: 94-95.

% Legenda, p. xiii.

% Alnoth, Historia 31.

7 Albrectsen 1984: 97 (ft. 174).
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demonstrated by proto-miracles which occurred due to the power of
their blood. Ol4fr’s blood healed the wound of Périr hundr, one of
his assassins, shortly after the king’s death on the battlefield.®® The
next person it healed was a poor blind man close to Stiklestad, where
Olafr’s body rested for one night. The man touched the body of the
deceased king, and the blood of the martyr cured his blindness.”” An
almost identical story is recorded in Eirikr’s legend—after the fight the
king’s body was taken to the house of a poor blind widow who lived
nearby. The woman regained her eyesight by touching her eyes with
her fingers stained by the royal blood.” Knutr’s blood did not serve as
a means of healing in any proto-miracle, but it was sanctified by being
spilt on the altar in St Alban’s Church, close to the relics.

Thus we note the same pattern as for the deaths of the royal saints.
Again, the male relatives and successors of Olafr, Knttr and Eirikr
are not included in the descriptions of the first miracles. Rather than
the family, members of lower classes and even the kings” enemies are
said to have been the first ones to witness the first signs of holiness.
Looking for possible reasons, one should look at the function of these
first proto-miracles. The consistent motif is a beam of light, in the
next step, someone receiving his eyesight. This symbolises enlighten-
ment. Might the kings’ relatives therefore not be included amongst
the first witnesses of miracles, that is, amongst the recipients of this
enlightenment, because they would not have required to be enlight-
ened? Their knowledge of the holy kings’ merits and their religious
awareness would thus be shown as inherently sufficient anyway. This
in turn would have been an important tool for legitimising their right
to royal power.

Regarding those who did witness the first miracles, with the excep-
tion of Porir hundr the people who really benefited from these proto-
miracles were in fact not notorious sinners or the kings’ enemies.
Rather, they were poor, anonymous people. Their role in the cult is
symbolic. The predominant convention used in the sources is the
spread of saintly fame through poor, otherwise unnoticed individuals,
according to the principles of the New Testament.

% Oldfs saga 230.
% Oldfs saga 236.
70 Legenda, p. XVi.
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5. The role of the Saint’s successors in his translatio
and canonisation

Having analysed and offered explanations for the insignificant role
of family members at the royal saints’ deaths and burials, let us now
turn to their role in the translatio of the kings’ bodies and in their
canonisation.

Already when his wound was miraculously healed at Stiklestad,
Périr hundr noticed that the deceased St Olifr looked “sem pd at
hann svefi”' The same observation was made by Bishop Grimkell
who decided to open the coffin a year after the burial.”? He made
this decision because of signs and miracles, but also because the cof-
fin containing Ol4fr’s body twice came out of the ground on its own
accord, looking brand new. The motif of the uncorrupted body as a
sign of holiness is well known in the hagiographical material. It has
been linked to the idea of resurrection, vital for Christianity, a religion
which decrees the burying corpses (as opposed to cremation) and the
preservation of bodies for their resurrection.”” A. Angenendt refers to
Paul the Deacon (d. 787) who, at the translation of Saint Benedict
from Monte Cassino to Fleury, argued that only Christ’s body had not
seen corruption; all other corpses were subject to corruption, with the
exception of those that had been preserved without a stain through a
divine miracle.”

Bodily death and decay were connected with original sin, but the
sanctified body was different. The lack of corruption symbolized the
inversion: those who on earth mortified their bodies in their attempts
to follow the teachings of Christ were able to preserve them.” The
unusually pristine state of Olafr Haraldsson’s body was mentioned
already in Gleelognskvida, a skaldic poem from 1031/32 by Pérarinn lof-
tunga, the first text proclaiming the king’s saintliness, very soon after
his death. That does not only confirm the popularity of the motif in
northern Europe at the time, but also the early initiative of popularis-
ing the cultus in a skaldic poem.

' “as if he were asleep” (Oldfs saga 230).

72 Oldfs saga 244.

73 Angenendt 2002: 30. See also Angenendt 1991.

7 Of special importance for the lack of corruption was the absence of sexual activ-
ity, hence the phenomenon is usually mentioned in the lives of abbots or bishops, but
kings, such as Charles the Great are no exception (Angenendt 2002: 30-31).

7> Roest 2002: 166.
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Olafr Haraldsson’s body was translated into a reliquary in St
Clement’s Church in Nidardss on 3 August 1031. The Separate Saga
in Heimskringla and the Saga of Magnus Olafsson report:

Magnus konungr lét gera skrin ok buia gulli ok silfri ok setja steinum. En
skrin pat var svd gort beedi at mikilleik ok at 60rum vexti sem likkista, en
svalir undir nidri, en yfir uppi vétt vaxit sem reefr ok par af upp héfud ok
burst. Eru d véttinu lamar d bak, en hespur fyrir ok par leest med lukli.
Sidan 1ét Magniis konungr leggja i skrin pat helgan dém Oldfs konungs.
Urdu par margar jartegnir at helgum démi Oldfs konungs (...) bd var pat
i 16g tekit um allan Néreg at halda heilagt hdtid Oldfs konungs. Var pd sd
dagr pegar par svd haldinn sem inar ceztu hdtioir.”®

Here now, contrary to death and burial, the role of a close relative and
successor is finally prominent.

The text leaves no doubt about the fact that that Magnus Olafsson
was determined to invest substantially in the veneration of his father.
The reliquary certainly could be compared to its numerous impressive
counterparts from the continent or the British Isles, provided that the
description quoted above is reliable. However, Magnus’ role begins
only with the ordering of the shrine. As discussed above, it was again
non-family members, Périr hundr and Bishop Grimkell, who noticed
the first signs required for a translatio, the uncorrupted body and cof-
fin. Thus, while in the case of St Olafr’s translatio his son Magns
plays a significant role, he still only comes “second”.

In Denmark St Knutr’s body was taken out of the ground already
in 1095 and buried in a new, stone coffin. Flnoth’s Historia mentions
that the king’s body rested in the same place for eight years and almost
nine months.”” It was put in the stone coffin and placed in the crypt of
the unfinished stone church (a side chapel in the new cathedral church,
later dedicated to St Knutr). After the canonisation process was com-
pleted in 1100, the king’s body was put in a reliquary decorated with
gilt silver on 19 April of the same year. The Historia informs us that

76 “King Magnus had a shrine made and mounted with gold and silver, and studded
with jewels. This shrine was made so that in shape and size it was like a coffin. Under it
was an arched way, and above was a raised roof, with a head and a roof-ridge. Behind
were plaited hangings; and before were gratings with padlocks, which could be locked
with a key. In this shrine King Magniis had the holy remains of King Oldfr deposited,
and many were the miracles there wrought. (...) It was also appointed by law that King
Oldfr’s holy day should be held sacred over all Norway, and that day has been kept ever
afterwards as the greatest of Church days” (Oldfs saga 253, Magniiss saga 10).

77 Alnoth, Historia 32.
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Knutr’s brother Eirikr initiated the canonisation process. This is clear
evidence for a prominent role of one of the saint’s family members.”®
The same text contains an explicit entry concerning the active role of
another individual related to Knutr, although again, as above, it is his
widow Queen Adalheidr, thus someone not related to Knttr by blood.
She supposedly sent precious stones to decorate the reliquary which
was made after the canonisation process had been completed.”

For Sweden, Eirikr’s legend ends with a proto-miracle. The dates
of translation as well as the names of individuals who initiated it or
who financed the making of the reliquary must be taken from other
sources. When compared to the cases of Olafr and Kndtr, the evi-
dence for the veneration of Eirikr’s remains and his family’s partici-
pation in this process is rather weak. The translation is often dated to
1257, but the date is problematic. The archiepiscopal see was moved
to Ostra Aros (the “New” Uppsala) and on this occasion the new
cathedral church was consecrated to St Eirikr, St Lars/Laurentius and
St Oléfr. It is rather probable that the king’s relics were moved there
from Gamla Uppsala at the same time.** Arthur Bygdén, however,
argues that since the Vallentuna calendar mentions Eirikr’s death
anniversary as a holiday in 1198, it must be assumed that his remains
had achieved the status of relics already then.® The first information
concerning the reliquary is, in fact, a note in Sverris saga, dated to
around 1220. In the Swedish source material the first information
appears only in the second half of the thirteenth century. No source
mentions Knutr Eiriksson explicitly as the initiator of his father’s cul-
tus; it is unknown whether he financed the making of the reliquary or
contributed to the veneration in any other way.® Thus regarding St
Eirikr, the role of the family members for the martyrs’ canonisation
and translatio does not seem prominent—contrary to the cases of St
Olafr and St Knutr. This perceived insignificance of Eirikr’s relatives

8 Alnoth, Historia 33.

7 AElnoth, Historia 35.

8 There is a disagreement among scholars as far as the dates of translatio are con-
cerned because of the inconsistency of the source material. Lauritz Weibull dates the
ceremony of translatio to 1273 and the moving of relics to 1290. Einar Carlsson sug-
gested the translation and elevatio already in 1170s. See also Ahnlund 1954: 121-5.
An examination of the relics which took part in 1946 provided information that could
support Carlsson’s hypothesis; the bones were most probably taken up from the grave
within a decade or two after death (Sands 2008: 207).

81 Bygdén 1954: 321.

8 For the most recent discussion on the subject see Sands 2008, esp. pp. 207-14.
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may, however, at least partially be due to the problematic nature of
the sources.

Let us now turn in more detail to the role of the family members
in the propagation of miracles connected to the uncorrupted body of
the saints.

As mentioned above, the motif of the uncorrupted body was well
known in Germanic tradition; the first king whose body supposedly
never decayed was Charlemagne. The best-known instances are the
reports on the opening of Charlemagne’s grave at Aachen by Otto III:
the deceased king was found sitting on the throne and Otto ordered his
fingernails, which had grown through the glove, to be cut off. Another
example is St Edmund, the English king and martyr. Edmund was
beheaded by the Danes, but his head was miraculously re-attached to
the body, the entire body remained uncorrupted; the head and nails
continued to grow and were groomed by a pious woman who cared
for the body.

There are no accounts of any special qualities of Eirikr’s remains
in the Legend, which distinguishes that holy king from his two
Scandinavian counterparts.

A story similar to the one about Charlemagne and St Edmund is
told about Olafr Haraldsson, whose hair and nails reportedly kept
growing after his death. Apparently, the clipping of both became an
annual ritual—and one which was the duty of close relatives. St Olafr’s
son Magnus Olafsson, and later his half-brother Haraldr Sigurdarson
were responsible for the care of his body. In Magniis saga géda 1,
it is stated that Magnus Olafsson should win back his inheritance.®
Most probably Haraldr hdrfagri’s legacy is meant by that.® Thus,
Magnus should follow Haraldr’s and his father’s position as the ruler
of a large, unified country. The father-son relationship, underlined in
Heimskringla, is there in order to legitimize Magnus’s right to Haraldr
hdrfagri’s heritage, with Ol4fr a natural link in this chain. The making
of the reliquary supposedly took place immediately after Magnus had
become the King of Norway in 1035.% From then on he also took on
the duty of clipping St Ol4fr’s hair and nails. Since Magnus was the
one to continue the process of unification after his father, also this act

8 The word ettland is used here.

& See e.g. the discussion in Rothe 2004: 214.

8 “Magniis konungr for um haustit allt austr til landsenda ok var hann til konunngs
tekinn um allt land” (Magniiss saga géda 5, the shrine making is described in ch. 10).
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refers to the story of Haraldr hdrfagri and his vow not to cut his hair
before he would unify the entire Norway. In short, a close relative,
Magnts, clearly had a significant duty regarding his father’s uncor-
rupted body.

Haraldr Sigurdarson, Oléafr’s half-brother, continued the hair and
nail clipping. However, in 1066, without any explicitly stated reason he
threw the keys to the reliquary into the river.* This act was symbolic
in two ways: first, it took place shortly before Haraldr’s expedition to
England in that year, during which he was killed in a battle; second, as
the most successful conqueror directly succeeding Magnts and Olafr
on the throne, he had completed the task of the unification of the
Norwegian kingdom. Hence, the ritual was no longer needed.

It is interesting that Heimskringla uses the motif of posthumously
growing hair and nails already mentioned in Glelognskvida, a poem
from 1031/2. Again, as mentioned above, it may simply be a refer-
ence to a certain tradition known from the past, even if that past had
been preserved in a skaldic poem influenced by foreign hagiographical
texts. At the same time, it might be a reference to a pre-Christian tra-
dition of kin and of a meaningful, predestined death of a ruler, which
agreed with the biblical ideas of a similar type.””

Yet despite Ol4fr’s miraculously undecayed body, there were doubts
about Olafr Haraldsson’s saintliness. In Oldfs saga (Hkr) Queen Alfifa
suggested that the growing hair and nails of the king may suggest hea-
then magic. Oldfs saga is by no means the only text suggesting this.
In the Old Norwegian Christian Law there was a specific command
against the preservation of hair and nails with the intention of using
them in magical rituals.®® The discussion of (especially) the trial by fire
by the Queen, as Rothe interprets it, shifts the focus from the King’s
body through which God’s power is demonstrated, to the fire, or the
act of putting a spell on it, so that it would not burn the relics.*

Also St Knutr’s bones were submitted to the ordeal by fire as it was
a common wish of the clergy and other people.” The ritual, in which
the author of Passio claims to have participated, meant applying fire
to Knutr’s bones four times, but it would stop burning every time it

8 Haralds saga Sigurdarsonar 80.

8 Steinsland 2000: 157-88, Mortensen 2006: 268.
% Ngl II: 490.

° Rothe 2004: 215.

% Passio Canuti 32.

13
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touched the bones.”” No explicit doubts about the king’s holiness are
mentioned, but the fact that the procedure was demanded indicates
that they seem to have existed.

Queen Alfifa’s attitude seems to be even more blasphemous when
the act of obtaining Olafr’s hair and nails in the same saga is recalled.
Contrary to Magniis saga goda and Haralds saga Sigurdarsonar, the
clipping of the king’s hair and nails was entrusted to a bishop.”> The
saint’s relatives or any other laymen are not mentioned in this context
at all, the privilege belongs to the clergy. The direct relationship to the
holy predecessor’s relics was a confirmation of a king’s right to the
throne. Olafr Haraldsson’s son, Magnts, and his half-brother Haraldr
Sigurdarson, were granted a particular role in the care of the martyr’s
body, which went far beyond the simple ordering of a reliquary. The
body’s good condition and wholeness was either perceived as repre-
senting the indivisibility of the country the king ruled, or it symbolised
the king’s strife for the country’s unification. In Heimskringla Oléfr is
frequently referred to as following in Haraldr hdrfagri’s footsteps: as a
ruler whose life mission was to rule over the whole of Norway. Even
after translatio the context in which Ol4fr’s relics are mentioned in the
medieval source material never suggests that his body was partitioned,
and that can hardly be a coincidence. Although Olafr Haraldsson’s
actual connection with Haraldr hdrfagri’s kin is, in fact, a debatable
issue, the symbolic meaning of his role has been well used.”” Knutr is
another saint who might fit this pattern. His ambition made him claim
the crowns of both England and Denmark, the idea of a joint kingdom
being his goal. He was also supposed to have christianised and joined
two new areas to his territory: Kurland and Livland (Livonia). Like
Olafr’s body, also Knutr’s remains were not partitioned.

In Knutr’s case, the brotherly relationship is vital. Immediately after
Knutr’s burial, his brother Olafr Sveinsson was elevated to the throne;
and Olafr is usually described as a usurper. Significantly therefore,
Knutr’s translation only occurred when his brother lost his power
and died.”* The author of Passio explains that Olafr’s usurpation of

1 Passio Canuti 9.

%2 “Byskup vardveitti helgan dém Olafs konungs, skar har hans og negl” (Oldfs saga
(Hkr)), 245.

% Krag 1999 and 2002, Bagge 2002. Cf. for the body of the ruler representing the
territory, and for a comparison between Olafr and Hélfdan svarti, Steinsland in this
volume.

% Passio Canuti 9, Alnoth, Historia 32.
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the crown was the reason for Knutr’s death being followed by nat-
ural disasters and hunger, a punishment sent by God.”” Numerous
signs and prodigies suggested that Knutr’s translation would be the
right remedy against this state of affairs, which proved to be true.
Apparently, according to the author of Passio the Jutes (who previ-
ously opposed the king) were the first ones to come and negotiate the
translation with the priests and bishops.”® On the other hand, Alnoth
suggests that conditions improved as soon as Eirikr inn g6di became
king. Eirikr is portrayed by ZAlnoth as the righteous king whose reign
initiated a change of conditions in the country, and Zlnoth praised
Eirikr’s wisdom to the extent that he compared him to King Salomon.””
Thus in Knutr’s case, in Passio we might again see the pattern that the
king’s enemies or at least subjects (the Jutes)—and thus not the family
members—initiated his translatio. ZAlnoth’s version, by contrast, does
ascribe an important role to Eirikr.

This analysis of the role of the family members with regard to the
uncorrupted body of the saints so far seems to point to another pos-
sible pattern:

The successors of the holy kings who did have a role, acted only after they
had become kings themselves. The one exception is Magnus Olafsson,
although only according to one source, Oldfs saga in Heimskringla.

However, an overall assessment of the role of relatives and successors
versus that of unrelated people—be they enemies, subjects, or clergy—
indicates that even active relatives and successors were at best only
one group amongst the initiators of the dead king’s canonisation and
translatio. This is very clearly expressed in Oldfs saga:

Var pat pd byskups atkveedi ok konungs sampykki ok démr alls herjar, at
Oldfr konungr veeri sannheilagr.”

The saga leaves no doubt about the division of rights among the
bishop, the king and the assembly. Obviously, elements of the struggle

% Passio Canuti 8.

% Passio Canuti 8. This motif is not to be found in Alnoth’s Historia, where
the author hardly indicates any particular individuals or groups as initiators of the
translatio. Its aim might be the depiction of the former enemy as the witness of the
king’s holiness. Similarly Périr hundr was granted the proto-miracle in Oldfs saga.

%7 Alnoth, Historia 35.

% “After the bishop’s recognition, with the king’s approbation and the decision of the
Thing, it was determined that King Oldfr should be considered a man truly holy” (Oldfs
saga (Hkr) 244).



THE CULTUS OF THE SCANDINAVIAN ROYAL MARTYRS 355

between regnum and sacerdotium, an important issue in the 1200s,
influence the saga’s description. In our context the saga implies that
the decision was “democratic”; but in particular, it shows plainly that
the bishop was the first element in the process, having to recognise
the dead king’s saintliness. Only afterwards does the new king—and
relative—approve, which in itself is at least officially not enough; since
a decision by the Ping is also required.

Thus in the case of St Olafr, the strong influence of the clergy
was exercised by the secular church—the bishop. In St Eirikr’s and
St Knutr’s cases, we also note the significant role of the clergy, here
however played by the regular church.

It has been suggested that the cathedral chapter of Old Uppsala had
Benedictine origins.” Allegedly, the Benedictine monks from England
had been brought there by King Eirikr himself. Like the Benedictine
monastery at Odense which was the centre for the cult of Saint Knutr
(who had brought monks from England there), also Old Uppsala con-
tributed greatly to the veneration of St Eirikr.'® They exerted strong
influence on the origins of the cult of the king, their benefactor. Clerical
interest grew even stronger in the archdiocese of (New) Uppsala. As
a potential rival of Nidaross, it might have served as a pilgrimage site
and attracted the faithful, which would provide both immaterial and
material benefits.!”

A cult continuity in the veneration of Eirikr has been suggested in
connection with the placement of his remains in Old Uppsala, sup-
posedly an important site for pre-Christian beliefs associated with
sacral kingship.'”* Unlike in the case of Oléfr, it is, however, difficult
to make any direct connection between a strong pre-Christian cult and
the veneration of Eirikr.'”®

In sum thus, obviously, clerical interests frequently agreed with the
royal aspirations of the potential candidates to the throne. Still, there

% Sands 2008: 209, after Gallén 1976, Helander 2001.

1 Hoffmann (1975: 38-45 and 1981: 36-38) has suggested the influence of English
spirituality on Eirikr’s legend, which was also discussed by Hallencreutz 1996: 137. See
also Nyberg 1981: 103-4 and Fréjmark 1996.

0 Tngrid Lundegardh has suggested that the cultus of St Eirikr was meant to replace
the cultus of Saint Olafr in the northern Swedish provinces, which paid Olavsskatt to
Nidaréss, although they were under the ecclesiastical authority of Uppsala (Lundegardh
1997).

12 See e.g. Lindqvist 1996: 236-7.

13 The issue has been discussed by e.g. Lindqvist 1996, Frojmark 1996, Steinsland
2000 and Sundgqvist 2002.
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is no doubt that the holders of secular power depended on the deci-
sions of the clergy in terms of proclaiming the holiness of the deceased
kings. Thus we hardly ever see family members described as initiators
of translation or canonisation. It was the secular or regular clergy who
began the process, possibly after the dead king’s saintliness manifested
itself to poor anonymous members of their flock. Olafr’s, Knttr’s and
Eirikr’s family members and successors then merely joined them.

Their male relatives who wished to be perceived as the righteous
rulers and followers of the saints, relied on external symbols of power
which, at the same time, underlined the connection with the saints.
Financing reliquaries and appeals to the Pope, but also church build-
ing and planning their own burial in the proximity of relics became
almost standard.

6. The family and the legacy of the Saint

It was customary for the king to bury his predecessor.'” As discussed,
the three Scandinavian examples, however, show another pattern:
Olafr, Knutr and Eirikr were buried by random people, while their
successors only took an active role in the cult later, at some stage in
the process of translation. Although the circumstances under which
the royal martyrs died go a long way towards explaining the relatives’
absence at the martyrs’ burial, it is still rather surprising that the sons
and brothers of the holy kings were not accorded a greater role in
spreading the fama sanctitatis. As argued here, it was other laymen
who witnessed the first miracles and the final decision about the sta-
tus of the deceased was left to the clergy. The translation of relics was
literally the removal of them from one place (a more or less tempo-
rary grave) and placement in another one (on an altar, in a church,
preferably a newly built one).’”® Until the official process became stan-
dardised and the prerogative of the Pope, it was treated as the outward
recognition of heroic sanctity, equal to canonisation.

The contribution of the successors of the royal martyrs in the cultus
of Scandinavian royal martyrs seems to be a symbolic act. It seems sig-
nificant that there are parallels between the beginning of their reigns
and the official recognition of the sanctity of their predecessors. The

104 Evans 2006: 142-4.
5 Translatio primo, translatio secundo.
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texts under consideration appear to follow the same scheme: death—
burial —miracles (most often spread by anonymous people, the so-
called “common opinion”)—approval of the clergy—translatio, and
only at this last stage the relatives/successors become active. Why did
they assume an active role precisely then? The desire to be buried ad
sanctos, that is, among the saints, was a common practice in medieval
Europe, which gained in significance after the doctrine of purgatory
had spread. However, for the members of royal families, being buried
next to their forefathers who had the reputation of being holy, had an
additional meaning. It could serve the manifestation of their power
as legitimised in two ways: by royal blood and by spiritual power. An
extreme example of the manifestation of royal power by family ties is
the case of Westminster Abbey in England. It was founded by Edward
the Confessor, whose body, according to the legend, never corrupted.
He was the first king buried there. Westminster became the rival of
Canterbury, the pilgrimage site which commemorated Archbishop and
Saint Thomas Becket, killed by King Henry II's knights. Westminster
Abbey may safely be called “a consistent royal necropolis from the
thirteenth century onwards.”’* It is hardly a coincidence that Henry
III, the son of Henry II, promoted the cult of Edward as a dynastic
saint of the English kings. He developed the Abbey and chose to be
buried there.'””

The very act of burying kings within abbey churches indicated the
sacral element of medieval kingship; it has even been suggested that
the practice of burying royalties in raised tombs “mimicked the burial
of saints.”’® David Rollason maintains that in the tenth and eleventh
centuries the English church was not disposed to regard royal confes-
sors as saints and gives the example of Edward the Confessor as a
proof of this hypothesis.'” However, considering the way Westminster
Abbey developed it is difficult to agree with Rollason’s argument.

A necropolisasbigas Westminster abbey never existed in Scandinavia.
Yet certain tendencies to concentrate royal power around the relics of

1% Evans 2006: 26.

17 Tt is also rather interesting in this context that Henry III tried to popularize the
idea of “the royal touch” in England and, apparently, performed miracles himself,
although Guibert of Nogent (1124) clearly stated that while the French kings had the
ability, their English counterparts certainly did not (Evans 2006: 179). Thomas Becket
was clearly perceived by many as an “anti-royalist” saint (Evans 2006: 190).

1% Binski 1996: 25.

19 Rollason 1989: 140.
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the royal martyrs can be observed. Haralds saga Sigurdarsonar men-
tions the following:

Magniis konungur Olafsson 1ét gera Olafskirkju i Kaupangi. I peim stad
hafdi ndttseett verid lik konungs. Pad var pd fyrir ofan beinn. Hann
lét par og reisa konungsgardinn. Kirkjan vard eigi alger ddur konungur
andadist. Lét Haraldur konungur fylla pad er d skorti. Hann lét og efna
par i gardinum ad gera sér steinhdll og vard hiuin eigi alger ddur hann
lést. Haraldur konungur Iét reisa af grundvelli Mariukirkju uppi d meli-
num, neer pvi er heilagur domur konungsins 14 i jorou hinn fyrsta vetur
eftir fall hans. Pad var miki0 musteri og gert sterklega ad liminu svo ad
varla fékk brotid pa er Eysteinn erkibiskup lét ofan taka. Heilagur domur
Olafs konungs var vardveittur i Olafskirkju medan Mariukirkja var i gerd.
Haraldur konungur lét hiisa konungsgard ofan frd Mariukirkju vid dna
par sem nii er. En par sem hann hafdi héllina ldtid gera lét hann vigja
hiis pad til Gregoriuskirkju.'"°

According to Oldfs saga kyrra:

Olafur konungur lét gera steinmusteri i Nidarési og setti { peim stad sem
fyrst hafdi verid jardad lik Olafs konungs og var par yfir sett altarid sem
groftur konungs hafoi verid. Par var vigd Kristskirkja. Var pd og pan-
nug flutt skrin Olafs konungs og sett par yfir altari. Urdu par pd margar

jartegnir”!

These “family burials” gain even more significance having considered
the fact that, according to various source material, Olafr, Knatr and
Eirikr were initially buried in the churches which were either built at
their command, finished during their reign, or to which the kings had

10 “King Magniis Oldfsson built Oldfr’s church in the town (Nidaréss), on the spot
where Oldfr’s body was set down for the night, and which, at that time, was above
the town. He also had the king’s house built there. The church was not quite finished
when the king died; but King Harald had what was wanting completed. There, beside
the house, he began to construct a stone hall, but it was not finished when he died.
King Haraldr had the church called Mary Church built from the foundations up, at the
sandhill close to the spot where the king’s holy remains were concealed in the earth the
first winter after his fall. It was a large temple, and so strongly built with lime that it
was difficult to break it when the Archbishop Eysteinn had it pulled down. Oldfr’s holy
remains were kept in Oldfr’s church while Mary Church was building. King Haraldr
had the king’s house erected below Mary’s Church, at the side of the river, where it now
is; and he had the house in which he had made the great hall consecrated and called
Gregorius Church” (Haralds saga Sigurdarsonar 38).

" “King Oldfr had a church of stone built in Nidardss, on the spot where King Oldfr’s
body had first been buried, and the altar was placed directly over the spot where the
king’s grave had been. This church was consecrated and called Christ Church; and King
Oldfr’s shrine was removed to it, and was placed before the altar, and many miracles
took place there” (Oldf kyrres saga 6).
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a particular connection of some other kind. Olafr had St Clement’s
Church built in Nidaréss; Knuatr had allegedly brought St Alban’s rel-
ics from England and placed in Odense church where he later was
murdered and buried. Eirikr finished building the cathedral church
in Gamla Uppsala which his predecessors had begun to build. He
also installed priests there. This is where he was buried and where his
reliquary was placed for a hundred years, before it was moved to the
new Uppsala.

There seems to be a strong connection between succession to the
throne directly after the royal martyr and burial in the proximity of
the relics. While Olafr’s son and half-brother succeeded him directly,
the situation was quite different for Knatr’s and Eirikr’s relatives. Knutr
Eiriksson did not succeed his father on the throne directly, but came
to power only after Magnus Henriksson (1160-1161), the assassin of
his father, and Karl Sverkersson (1161-1167). Unlike his father, Knutr
was not buried in (New) Uppsala, but in Varnhem. The successor of
Saint Knutr, his half-brother Eirikr did not follow him directly either,
as mentioned above, as Knutr’s other brother, Olafr, who opposed
Knutr, “usurped” the throne 1086-1095. Eirikr was not buried in the
proximity of his brother, but the circumstances of his death are rather
unique; Eirikr died on a pilgrimage which led to Jerusalem via Rome,
where he supposedly applied for his brother’s canonisation. The place
of his death, Paphos in Cyprus, was also the place of his burial.

Again it must be underlined that it is interesting to observe that of
the sources concerning Saint Olaft, it is only the separate Oldfs saga
in Heimskringla that mentions his successors as contributors to Olafr
Haraldsson’s saintly fame. As far as church building is concerned, the
Separate Saga does not mention Magnus’s contribution. The text only
refers to the reliquary making and the establishment of the feast as well
as to the keeping of Ol4fr’s reliquary, also by Haraldr Sigurdarson.!?
Of all the three kings praised by their individual sagas, only Olafr
kyrri’s church building is described in Oldfs saga in Heimskringla. It
is a significant fact that all those kings related by blood to Saint Olafr
built new churches and moved his relics to them, were also buried ad
sanctos, in the proximity of those relics. This information, however, is
also available only in the individual sagas devoted to those kings.

12 Oldfs saga 253 and 270.
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Heimskringla’s royalist ideology concerning the Norwegian mon-
archs is certainly shared by Alnoth’s Historia, dedicated to King
Nikulas Sveinsson of Denmark. According to this source King Eirikr
Sveinsson applied to the Pope for Knutr’s canonization (ch. 33).'"* In
the letter to King Nikulas, which at the same time is a prologue to
the Historia, it is underlined that the King is St Knutr’s brother. He is
encouraged to imitate Knutr’s honourable deeds and is presented not
only as the saint’s follower, but also a participant in his saintliness. It
is quite clear from the prologue that Alnoth’s aim was to write the
history of the royal family and of the country. Although the story is,
in principle, about Saint Knutr, the saint’s glory is without doubt ben-
eficial for the current monarch, to whom the chronicle is dedicated.
Zlnoth’s aim was to spread the idea of the royal power as sent from
God." Also the role of Knutr’s brother Benedikt and his burial ad
sanctos, close to Knutr, is only mentioned by the Historia, the source
according to which Benedikt participated in Knutr’s glory through his
own violent death."?

In sum, it appears that the relatives/successors of Sts Oléfr, Knutr
and Eirikr become actively involved in the dead kings’ sainthood only
at the moment of translatio, not before. There are on the one hand
probably reasons relating to the power-sharing between regnum and
sacerdotium for this: a cleric was required for the first steps of the
cults. In addition, it was at the stage of translatio that the cult gained
real ideological significance for the successors, with the physical cre-
ation of a centre for the royal cult and its consequences for ensuing
royal burials. Whether we want to call such a site a royal necropolis
also in a Scandinavian context, can be discussed.

113 The first appeal was directed at Pope Urban II in 1098, during Erik’s trip to Italy,
but without much success as the pope died a year later. Then it was renewed and sent
to Pope Paschalis II (1099-1118).

1" Albrectsen 1984: 122-3.

5 A. D. Jorgensen disagrees on this with Gertz, see Gertz pp. 74-5. Jorgensen
maintained that the passage concerning the martyrdom of Benedikt and the 17 sup-
porters which is to be found on Tabula was originally a part of Passio but was removed
as the Pope refused to have them canonised together with Knutr. Could the “illegal”
enshrinement of Benedikt by Eirikr Sveinsson, against the Pope’s decision be empha-
sised only to underline the family ties (Gertz 1907: 94-5)?
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7. Conclusion

Saints’ cults, especially the cults of the royal martyrs, can symbol-
ise both the strength and the weakness of their successors. As Janet
Nelson argued, “royal saints, manipulated by the living, provided not
just a model but a yardstick of kingly conduct and performance in
office”.'¢ In the first instance royal saints can be seen as heighten-
ing still further the standing and prestige of the royal line, and in the
second as a means by which doubtful or unreal claims to rule were
legitimised or reinforced through reference to the authority and power
of the saints.

Three aspects of the cult of saints are significant here: first, the mak-
ing of saints from the royal line; second, the association between the
kings and particular saints (not necessarily royal); third, the royal
role in the cult of relics, especially collections of fragmentary relics.'"”
With a few changes, this classification suggested by D. W. Rollason in
the discussion of medieval English monarchs could be applied to the
Scandinavian context. First, this chapter has consistently argued that
the making of royal saints was not initiated by their successors. The
clergy and a wider network of people of different backgrounds and
affiliations took a more active part in it. Second, hardly any non-royal
saints seem to have been of importance for the Scandinavian royal
families or for the identity of a growing/developing kingdom (unlike
St Cuthbert in England). Third, there are instances of kings distrib-
uting relics and building their power on imported saints, including
the royal martyrs themselves. Saint Knutr’s import of St Alban’s relics
proved to be of great importance for his fame.

As Patrick Geary has observed, in the period c. 1000-1300 in
Scandinavia kings were “not at all obvious as the only form of political
authority”.!"® This statement proves true both as far as the actual rule
and decision-making is concerned, and when it comes to authority in
the religious sphere. The examination of the way in which the cults
of Saint Oléfr, Knutr and Eirikr were initiated shows that blood ties
with the royal martyrs were only to a minor extent used as an argu-
ment by their successors to the throne. And in Denmark St Knutr the

¢ Nelson 1973: 43-4.
7 This seems to apply especially to England after c. 850 (Rollason 1989: 137).
18 Geary 2006: 327.
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king had a rival in the family; it was Knutr the duke (Knutr Eiriksson
lavardr) who became the patron saint of the Valdemarian dynasty and
according to some source material almost outshone his own paternal
uncle.'”

In general, it is clear that the successors of the three holy kings took
some advantage of the ability to legitimize their right to rule with the
help of the cultus. But, as discussed above, they required the approval
of clergy.

Admittedly, some texts do suggest that the participation of sons,
brothers and half-brothers was meaningful. Here we have to be criti-
cal and ask and to which extent these suggestions were made under
the influence of certain powerful individuals. This chapter certainly
argues that the relatives/successors participated in the cult rather than
initiated it. Although all the prose texts cited agree upon the idea that
a king is Lord’s anointed, and are rich in Biblical metaphors, only the
pseudo-historical texts make a link between the saintliness of the holy
kings and particular families. This is connected to the problem that the
sources represent different genres: “pure” hagiographies would gener-
ally be focused more on the person of the main character and the
aspects of his holiness rather than on all the events and persons from
his surrounding. The boundary between the two types is, however,
often very thin and difficult to define; Oldfs saga in Heimskringla could
be an example here.

Again admittedly, de facto the clergy were in principle responsible
for a variety of actions and rituals, such as the process of beatification
or canonisation, the translatio, and possibly even the very act of open-
ing a coffin would not take place without their permission. Thus the
kings depended on the clergy, they did not have total control of all
stages of a saint’s cult, or even of the definition of their (legitimate!?)
family ties to their dead ancestor. The relatives/successors needed
to co-operate with the clergy who were in charge of the process of
sanctification.

What this chapter has shown is that this de facto situation is also
mirrored in our texts: the overall impression is that the Scandinavian

19 Asin Saxo’s History of Denmark (Friis-Jensen 2006: 195-216). See also Phelpstead
2006: 75 and 2007: 184-193. An elaborate study of the cultus of Earl Magnus of
Orkney by Haki Antonsson provides another example of a Scandinavian nobleman
who enjoyed the status of a saint. The analysis proves that also in this case the impact
of the family members had been overrated so far (Haki Antonsson 2007).
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successors of the saints might have financed the making of reliquaries
and churches, but that the clergy had the decisive influence on how
their right to the throne and the family ties to the holy martyrs would
be defined. The role of the relatives in the cults of Olifr, Kntitr and
Eirikr was rather more limited than hitherto assumed.
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CONCLUSIONS

THE LONG ADAPTATION OF PAGAN AND CHRISTIAN
IDEOLOGIES OF RULERSHIP

Ian Beuermann

1. Essentials

Field of research, source problems and possibilities

Through our discussions of different subjects and sources, and with
our different methodologies, we strove to gain a better understanding
of the ideological aspects of rulership in the Nordic countries during
the five centuries from c. 800 to ¢. 1300. With this, we aim to con-
tribute something new to the wide field of Nordic viking and medi-
eval studies: a consideration of Nordic viking and medieval history of
ideas. Contrary to works from the field of history of events, our book
does not focus on the social, cultural or material exercise of power as
such, but on the ideological foundation and legitimisation of power.'
And contrary to existing works on royal ideology, we do not work
within medieval national—especially Norwegian or Danish—confines.?
Rather, we discuss the ideology of rulership during both the viking and
the medieval period, and in an appropriately wide geographical inter-
“national” Nordic setting.

The dangers of such an approach are obvious, and each author had
to battle with them. Major problems are posed by the available writ-
ten and non-written sources. In order to identify viking and medieval

' Boje Mortensen (ed.) 2006 falls into the field of literary or cultural history with
the discussion of The Making of Christian Myths as a “first wave of local self defini-
tion” (8). Wanner 2008 comes closer to ideological issues in his analysis of Snorri’s
Edda as “cultural capital” in thirteenth century Iceland. He discusses that work as a
modus operandi rather than operatum, “played out in time in strategic response to
ever changing contexts and needs” (15). Cf. in general Roesdahl 2008, Lund 2008,
Lindkvist 2008, Berend 2007, Forte et al. 2005, Helle 2003, Jén Vidar Sigurdsson 1999,
Roesdahl 1998, Lund 1997, Sawyer P. 1997, Meulengracht Serensen 1993.

2 Orning 2008, Line 2007, Vadum 2004, Hermanson 2003, 2000, Bagge 1996, 1993,
1991, 1987, Gunnes 1971.
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ideology of rulership we could not limit ourselves to normative texts.
On the contrary, narratives about rituals, legends and myths, as well
as mythography, took pride of place, followed by discussions of the
archaeological material. Taken together, the chance survival of these
sources, their uneven contribution and differing interpretations make
comparisons of ideological elements exceedingly difficult. A method-
ological stumbling-block is not only the question of discerning history
of ideas (“ideology”) from history of events (“facts”), but also the ques-
tion of whether we can discern ideology as it existed from ideology as
it is represented in our sources—and manipulation occurs in written
and material sources.’ A particular problem here, and one which partly
explains the prior reluctance to discuss Viking Age ideology of ruler-
ship beyond the question of sacral kingship, is the late, i.e., medieval,
date of all manuscripts and many texts. To mention but one example,
how genuinely Viking-Age is the link to Freyr or the identification of
the ruler’s territory with the dead king’s body in Snorri Sturluson’s
Halfdanar saga svarta? Did this particular ideology exist in Viking-
Age southern Norway, or is it merely represented as such by Snorri in
the thirteenth century? Thus Viking Age ideology cannot be examined
on its own; in our texts we always see it through a medieval looking
glass. An interpretation of material remains with the aim to discern
ideological systems which, as carefully as this might be done, refers to
textual evidence, faces the same problem.

Rather than baulking at these challenges, authors tried new
approaches and discovered new possibilities. In response to the source
situation, the focus of many contributions constantly shifts between
the viking and the medieval periods. This, we hope, allowed us to iden-
tify medieval ideology, discern medieval representations of Viking Age
ideology, and finally distil Viking Age ideology. It also meant that we
did not, in fact could not, merely discuss which ideological elements
existed at which period. Rather, this examination is closely inter-
twined with a debate of the reasons for their existence, survival, or
resurgence.

We tried to take care not to equate Nordic with Scandinavian.
However, an element which we should have wished to discuss more
within the ideology of rulership is the Sami perspective. The present vol-
ume makes a beginning by considering their ideological incorporation

3 Cf. discussion Walker 2006: 36.
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into the medieval Norwegian kingdom, but an analysis of their own
views, for example what concepts of ideological centres they had as a
nomadic culture, remains for a later stage. And while we include an
Irish point of view, we are open to criticism that we left out several
areas whose culture either was Scandinavian, or was very similar or
at least comparable to the Scandinavian one: Denmark, Greenland,
the Isle of Man and Anglo-Saxon England. To this, as well as to other
comments on subject matters not included we can only answer that
this book is the result of a wide, but nevertheless only a first project,
which aims to present first results and to encourage further research and
discussion. We sincerely hope to stimulate other scholars into engag-
ing with us in this exciting field of ideology and power in the Viking
and Middle Ages.

Main results

Different as our contributions are, taken together they support the
main hypothesis of our research project: a religiously informed ideol-
ogy of rulership was an important and adaptable element in the organ-
isation of viking and medieval society. As such it played a vital role in
the long process of transition.

Viking Age power, including its structure, exercise and limita-
tions, was based on an ideology deeply grounded in pagan religion.*
While the relation between the cults of Odinn and Freyr is compli-
cated, Odinn appears to be more important for Viking Age rulership,
possibly because of the strong west-Norwegian focus on a warrior
ideology.

This pagan religious ideology of rulership played an exceedingly
important role in Nordic societies from the Viking Age to at least the
early Middle Ages. For this long period, from the ninth to the early
twelfth century which includes the flowering of a pronounced warrior
culture as well as the Christianisation of greater parts of the North, we
note a high degree of continuity in the ideology of rulership. Important
elements of the pagan ideology survived into the early Middle Ages,
either in their original or in a slightly adapted form.

* Cf. however Boje Mortensen 2006: 10-11 for the difficulty of separating religion
from politics, stressing “the foundational obligatory force of religious phenomena”

(11).
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When the North acquired a new ideology of rulership in the high
Middle Ages, it was no passive recipient, simply importing Christian
European ideas. Rather, Nordic authors contributed with native con-
cepts to create a new ideological system. In the thirteenth century,
the North formulated is own Scandinavian Christian ideologies of
rulership.

This did however not immediately lead to a unitary, one-size-fits-all
Nordic ideology. While one debate in Nordic high medieval histori-
ography was between traditional Nordic and new European concepts,
other discussions occurred within the North. We note a number of
political-ideological, regional, and chronological differences concern-
ing which elements and concepts are included or discarded.

In sum, a sometimes regionally differing, but structurally partially
similar religious ideology was a fundamental basis for viking and early
medieval rulership in the North. The high Middle Ages may have wit-
nessed a structural change with the emergence of two separate institu-
tions controlling the formulation of ideology: king and Church. And
the explosion in the production of ideological texts during this period,
i.e., from about the middle of the twelfth century on (a point which
shall be taken up below), bears witness to processes of discussion and
creation of a new Nordic ideology of rulership. The secular and the
ecclesiastical elites, traditionalists, mediators and innovators, centres
and peripheries in the North forged a new ideology in response to
European influences.

2. Viking-Age ideology of rulership

Odinn: the warrior-rulers’ god

Odinn appears as the dominating god any Viking Age ruler, at least
any coastal west-Nordic ruler worth his salt, needed to be associated
with. Most frequently, it is descent from Odinn which serves to con-
fer legitimacy to the ruler (see the kings of Norway and the earls of
Hladir); otherwise rulers are described as showing Odinic character-
istics (Earl Einarr of Orkney), rulers are ritually initiated to wisdom
by Odinn (Sigurdr Brestisson of the Faeroes, but also King Haraldr
harfagri), or Odinn is their host in the afterlife (the Christian (!) Kings
Eirikr and Hékon of Norway). The latter involves an element of being
judged worthy to join Odinn in Valholl which recalls patterns in royal
sainthood (see below).
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Also in earthly life, the ideology of rulership found its expression in
the hall-culture with its strong masculine warrior-character. Here, the
insight that halls were multi-functional should not distract us from
the important fact that they were special buildings: they were designed
for the many functions which are special to expressing an ideology of
rulership. Interestingly however, we find evidence for a hall culture
also in the agricultural inland areas without a strong cult of Odinn
such as Milaren, where the cult of the fertile and peaceful Freyr seems
to have been predominant. The rise of the hall culture with its asso-
ciated high seat, may thus rather need to be seen in the context of
social changes in the Scandinavian migration period when the elite
seem to have strengthened its position,® before it merged with the in
the Viking Age more and more dominating cult of Odinn.

In fact, we need to question whether Freyr’s association with the
Norwegian Ynglingar was a genuine Viking Age phenomenon at all;
or rather a thirteenth-century ideological defence of Snorri’s against
Danish pretensions: by linking the Norwegian royal house to the
ancient dynasty at Uppsala Heimskringla strengthens the former’s posi-
tion vis-a-vis the Danish kings. But if we follow this line of thought,
what does this mean for our appreciation of the evidence for a cult of
Freyr in Iceland?

Odinn is a rather complex deity. As the warrior and wise god he has
two sides, and he shares the warrior-sphere with Porr. Nordic ideology
of rulership plays artfully with these various elements. In our texts, we
see the kings of Norway (and possibly the earls of Hladir) described
as warrior-like and wise, while the earls of Orkney are merely—and
very—warrior-like, and Icelandic chieftains are merely wise (but show
a preference for names with the compound Pdrr). Within the martial
sphere, Odinn confers other, special, powers to rulers than to common
warriors. He leaves the protection of the cosmic sphere to Porr, whose
power is more physical where Odinn’s is mental. While the latter dis-
tinction between these “two gods of war” may be genuinely Viking
Age, we need to ask whether the former distribution of Odinic traits
between kings, earls and chieftains owes more to medieval Norwegian
views on the proper hierarchy of power. This, in fact, may also have
influenced which rulers our texts show as being connected to Odinn

5 Cf. for “Timber Halls and Ideological Expression” Walker 2006: 23-45, esp. 26,
37, and the references there. Cf. especially also Fabech 2000.
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via descent, appearance, or initiation. Should we take the fact that the
earliest sagas, Orkneyinga saga and Fereyinga saga from around 1200,
associate their rulers (earls and chieftains) with Odinn, whereas in later
sagas no chieftain makes such claims anymore, as indicating a certain
“de-sacralisation” of rulers in the texts of the Middle Ages?® Would
the medieval kings of Norway, via the Icelanders writing for them,
have deliberately monopolised Odinic connections, thereby claiming
the highest possible position? In this case, Odinn the high one would
have enjoyed a very long life in the ideology of rulership indeed.

Masculine and feminine in the ideology of rulership

While we note a dominating and long-lived warrior ideology strongly
associated with Odinn, not all characters in the ideology of rulership
were male. A certain type of female characters seems to have played an
important role: an at least initially very independent “foreign”, utgaror
woman, first referred to as a giant-woman, later a Sami woman, repre-
senting non-Norse elements; or a woman of very low social standing,
even a slave. The divine and/or the human founding-fathers of the
dynasty, for example Odinn and Haraldr hérfagri, enter into an alli-
ance with these women (Skadi, Sneefridr, Pora), a union characterised
by a mixture of sexuality and coercion. The same vocabulary is also
explicitly used to refer to land: land is the ruler’s bride whom he con-
quers and with whom he enters into a union.

Three ideological elements can be distilled from these mythological
and legendary patterns. Firstly, the old marriage-myth of the union
with the (giant) utgardr woman underlines the special character of
the dynasty—its members are doubly different from all others—and
thereby its claim to rulership. Secondly, these tales might then have
been transformed into an ideological representation of the forceful
conquest leading to a later more peaceful incorporation of “foreign”
lands into the earldom of Hladir or the Norwegian kingdom. A pre-
viously independent element (Sami-people, Sami-land) receives what
is deemed its appropriate place. Thirdly, the myth could be adapted
to represent the inclusion of lower social classes into the ruling elite.

¢ Orkneyinga saga is a more complicated case because of its long period of gestation
and alternative non-human origin myth.
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Ideologically, the elite were clearly different from “normal people”, but
not only because of their unusually high descent, also because of their
unusually uneven descent.

While women play an important role in the genealogies of Norwegian
kings and earls, as well as in Fereyinga saga, they are conspicuously
unimportant in Orkneyinga saga’s origin myth. The dynasty’s special
place and claim to rulership is amply legitimised through its giant-
genealogy, but the one female member, G6i, only plays a role in the
Norwegian context, not in the Orcadian one. Concerning history of
events, the jury is still out on the much-debated question whether the
incoming Scandinavians “exterminated” or “coexisted” with the native
population in Orkney, which includes the problem of how many alli-
ances there were between native Pictish women and Scandinavian
men. For our debate of ideology however, the interesting question is
not whether the mythological description in Orkneyinga saga corre-
sponds to historical reality or not, but why reality or unreality would
have been depicted in this male-focused way. Thus, remembering
the ideological elements discussed above, we should ask ourselves
why Orkneyinga saga does not claim that a female non-Norse (and
possibly lower-class?) group of people was conquered and included
into the new polity founded by its dynasty? Does the Saga stress the
exclusive Scandinavian character of Orkney at all costs, which might
have been more important for the diaspora in the British Isles than
for Norwegians at home? Or is this also an element of a more homo-
geneous origin myth than that of the Norwegian kings: purely giant,
Scandinavian, and high-class? Finally, the role of the female element in
Scandinavian myths and mythography can be contrasted to the place
of women in the three Irish texts discussed in our volume. One senses
a pagan sovereignty goddess behind the Christian wives whose warn-
ings are ignored by their royal husbands with dire consequences, and
who then partially “un-king” their husbands.

3. Change of religion—new and old in the ideology of rulership

Christianisation brought fundamental changes to Nordic societies, cer-
tainly as far as the history of events is concerned, as well as regarding
elements of the history of ideas. An ethnic and more regionally diverse
religion focusing on cultic activities and without—we assume—an
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organised priesthood was replaced by a universal (but possibly less
centralised than hitherto thought)’ religion focusing on a doctrine of
salvation, where an ever more organised institution was streamlin-
ing official theology. While our contributions do not concentrate the
Christianisation of the North per se, we expected this monumental
development to have important consequences for the ideology of rul-
ership as well.

Royal saints and martyrs

One much discussed phenomenon is the creation of royal saints in the
eleventh and twelfth centuries. Almost all of the Scandinavian polities,
Norway, Denmark, Sweden, and Orkney, with the exception of Man,
produced their own national royal saints; Iceland knew holy bishops.
By contrast, Ireland never had any royal martyrs proper.

Scholars have debated in great detail the similarities and differences
between Christian royal saints, and what used to be called pagan sacral
kings but should rather be called pagan religiously legitimated rulers.
A fundamental difference for the ideology of rulership is that while
the latter is born and automatically lives with this religion-based legiti-
macy, a Christian king may be made a saint, but only after his death,
and by the Church. Hence sainthood includes an element of being
judged worthy by another institution. Christian royal sainthood is thus
not, or at least not only, informed by the rulers’ own ideology of ruler-
ship; it is to a very large extent dependent on the ideology, and with
it to various degrees the initiative by and approval of, a second elite
in society—the Church. Hence also royal sainthood shares the idea of
a judgement on the king’s achievements with the admission-check at
the entrance to Odinn’s Valholl, but contrary to the latter there is no
institutionalised earthly judge different from the ruler.

This is then also not to deny the possibility that the specific popu-
larity of royal martyrs in Scandinavia may incorporate elements of the
pagan ideology of rulership. If we accept the special kings’ destiny of
humiliating and ignoble deaths that are in direct opposition to the
kings” honourable male warrior status in our texts as depicting a genu-
ine Viking Age concept (see especially the problem of Ynglingatal),
we might discern parallels with Christian martyrs whose deaths are

7 Cf. the discussions in Boje Mortensen (ed.) 2006.
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equally ignoble, innocent and needless. That Christian royal martyr-
dom may have agreed well with pagan Scandinavian concepts may
also be indicated by the fact that we have very early textual evidence
for the concept: Pérarinn loftunga composed Glelognskvida already
within a few years of St Ol4fr’s death in 1030.

The concept of royal martyrs may have eased the transition from
pagan to Christian kings in another way. Christianity did not agree
with all aspects of kingship; notably the latter’s warrior-aspect required
adaptation to suit the new religion. The Irish texts provide a good
example here. While the kings’ lack of (forceful) involvement in the
Christianisation process, together with an abundance of other native
saints, may explain why we do not find any real Irish royal martyrs,
the kings’ three-fold deaths “cleanse” the warrior elements of kingship
and recall Christian martyrdom.

For practical, but also for ideological reasons the Church then
favoured a single strong Christian king, an earthly mirror of God
as the single pinnacle of hierarchy, and a strong sword to protect
Christianity. Thus in Scandinavia, de facto and ideologically kings and
Church agreed on the vital role of the former in the Christianisation of
their people in the Scandinavian early Middle Ages (late tenth to early
twelfth century), which “naturally” led to the creation of Scandinavian
royal martyrs in the interest of both kings and the Church.

One aspect of royal sainthood which the Church may therefore
have partly encouraged is the strong connection between saint and
natio. By stressing the ideology that each kingdom was to have a single
king mirroring the divine set-up, the Church would also have sup-
ported the identification of a royal saint with a single well-defined
kingdom. St Oléfr, the rex perpetuum Norvegiae, is usually mentioned
in this context. But one may ask the provocative question whether
he is the best example here, being venerated by Scandinavians far
and wide? On the other hand, the cult of St Oléfr, like those of St
Knutr, St Eirikr and St Magnus, clearly contributed to an ideology of
individual nation-building. The international Christian church would
have encouraged this general process structurally-ideologically; its
local bishops usually supported the specific nation-building. Indeed,
the latter’s interests might have been more decisive for the establish-
ment of the saints’ cults than those of the saints’ families. Thus while
we have stressed “natural” regional differences in the pagan ideology
of rulership, royal sainthood as an element of the Christian ideology
of rulership arguably contributed to drawing clear borders between
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the individual kingdoms and their associated royal saints. As also the
express association of saint’s body and his country shows, this unit of
“saint-king-country” underlines the territorial definition of the new
Christian kingdoms. Interesting parallels to the classic example of the
rex perpetuum Norvegiae St Olafr might here be found in the rex totiae
Scotiae Diarmait mac Cerbaill.

Occasionally, this might then have led to resentment against a saint
brought about by reservations against his native kingdom: would the
cult of St Magnus in Orkney indicate resentment against an “imperi-
alist Norwegian” St Olafr? Or, to elucidate such relationships further,
how could we contrast this against a possible relationship between the
pagan cults of Odinn and Freyr?

In sum, the Scandinavian phenomenon of royal martyrs seems to
have combined elements of the old pagan ideology of rulership with
the new Christian ideas of kingship, thereby easing the transition
rather than introducing something radically new.

Rex iustus

A major change in the ideology of rulership attributed to Christianisation
is the introduction of the concept of a rex iustus, the just and legiti-
mate or right king, as God’s eikon on earth. But while this did entail
a fundamentally different concept of rulership to the pagan ideology,
the Irish discussion of the potentially pre-Christian fir flathemon raises
the possibility that not all elements of the rex iustus ideology were
necessarily linked to Christianity. Whether a similar discussion for the
Nordic countries is at all possible is an open question—the source situ-
ation would certainly make it very challenging.

Another point in this consideration of old and new ideology of rul-
ership in the wake of Christianisation is the chronological perspec-
tive. Whether the rex iustus ideology influences the Icelandic Kings’
Sagas from the mid-thirteenth century is hotly debated;® in analogy to
the Irish discussion it would be interesting to consider possible pagan
precursors of this ideology here as well. A full-blown expression of the
rex iustus concept is certainly in Norway in King Hakon Hakonarson’s
Konungs Skuggsid from around 1250. The ideology reached Norway
around the middle of the twelfth century, as King Magnus Erlingsson’s

$ Bagge 1991 and 1994 argues against this, while B. Sawyer 1993 and Armann
Jakobsson 1997 see an underlying influence.
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Privilege and his Law of Succession show. In other words, there is a
long chronological gap between the Christianisation of the elite by
c. 1000° and the appearance of this ideology. This is in clear contrast
to the appearance of the concept of royal martyrs which, as discussed
above, is evidenced more than a century earlier. Or, while there is no
doubt that at least most of the elements of the rex iustus ideology are
due to the Christian world-view, Christianisation does not seem to
have introduced this particular ideology of rulership to Scandinavia
very fast.

4. An explosion in ideological activity

Divergent perspectives

A good one-and-a-half centuries after the Christianisation of the
Scandinavian elite, i.e., from the mid-twelfth century on and into the
thirteenth century, we witness a veritable explosion in the production
of ideological texts in the North (in Sweden somewhat later). The dif-
ficult question of the reasons for this development during that period
deserves further research; we would, however, like to point to some
elements worth considering here, drawn from our research into the
ideology of rulership.'

The first aspect to be considered is that by the mid-twelfth century
a discussion seems to have begun between the North and Europe. The
need to reconcile traditional Nordic and new, by then all pervasive
European ideas (also brought home by a new European university-
educated native elite), the necessity to adapt these new ideas to the
native conditions, as well as to define one’s own place within European
history and historiography, was probably one factor in the great Nordic
historiographical effort of the later twelfth and thirteenth century. In
the field of ideology, pagan myths proved highly adaptable to suit new
circumstances. Thus, we for example note the survival, transformation
and incorporation of genuine pagan myths, or of myths considered to
be or at least presented as pagan, in the Icelandic saga-works. Further
research is required to discern with which intention the saga authors

® When the Nordic people were (fully) christianised is still debated, but less impor-
tant for our discussion of the ideology of rulership.

10 A general aspect every scholar ignores at his or her peril is the source situation,
the growth in literacy and the concomitant rise in the production of all, not just of
ideological, texts. Cf. Clanchy 1993, for Scandinavia recently Nedkvitne 2004.
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included individual elements in a specific text: for example in order to
show the differences or the similarities between Nordic and European
concepts; or also in order to support or to protest against a certain
ideological direction in the North?

This latter element of the “Nordic renaissance” brings us to the
second aspect with a bearing on the explosion in the production of
ideological texts, the political and ideological development in Norway
and the north Atlantic from King Sverrir’s time (1177-1202) on. From
the later twelfth century on, we witness an increasingly pyramidical
concentration of power within Norway. A new type of kingship was
now ideologically propagated and progressively implemented. Hand
in glove with this, the new Norwegian crown asserted growing preten-
sions and control over its dependencies in the west. One by one, these
polities lost their hitherto (semi-) independent status: Orkney in 1195,
Man and the Hebrides in 1209, Iceland in 1262. This process was not
welcomed by all parts of Norwegian and overseas society. Hence we
may, in addition to the Nordic-European debate discussed above, see
an internal Nordic debate between different regional or social groups
concerning which type of Christian ideology of rulership the North
should adapt. The Norwegian kings, partly through their mouthpieces
the Icelandic saga-authors and most famously with Konungs Skuggsid,
were proclaiming an expressly monarchical ideology. Did the earls of
Orkney, again partly through Icelandic saga-writers, advance a more
aristocratic model of an ideology of rulership? Should Orkneyinga
saga’s origin myth, exclusively Nordic and giant, an alternative to
the origin myth of the Norwegian kings, semi-southern and divine,
be read as a submission of giant (earls) to divine (kings), or rather
as a proclamation of more native Nordic traditions of the earls,
addressed to kings who had become too southern-foreign-European?
Does Fereyinga Saga also take up the status of overseas polities vis-
a-vis the Norwegian crown with its unique initiation of chieftains to,
yet not, like the Norwegian kings, descent from Odinn? Or probably
most controversially of all, does Snorri Sturluson introduce an ele-
ment of criticism into his great history of the Norwegian kings when
he begins Heimskringla with a saga based on the possibly derisory
poem Ynglingatal?'' If so, would Snorri have been influenced by his

' Bergsveinn Birgisson 2007. Incidentally, one might then also wonder whether
there is an element of derision in the three-fold deaths of the Irish kings.
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own tense relationship with King Hakon Hakonarson, by Norwegian
opposition to the king’s politics (Jarl Skuli?), or by overseas attitudes
to the Norwegian crown? The fact that we also discern diverging view-
points within the same (compilation of) texts further complicates the
analysis.

There is a third aspect, equally well-known within Nordic history of
events of the later twelfth and thirteenth centuries, which would have
contributed to the explosion in the production of ideological texts:
the European conflicts between regnum and sacerdotium had by then
reached the North. In its quest for libertas ecclesiae, the Church initially
only attempted to become more independent of the secular power, but,
as the conflict progressed, the Church claimed to stand above the king.
This triggered the formulation of propagandistic texts by both parties;
King Sverrir’s Oratio contra clerum Norvegiae is a famous example.
The point we would like to underline here is that with this, we see two
elites pronouncing themselves differently on the same matter. Now
the two most powerful elite groups in society strongly disagreed on
the ideology of rulership, on the vital and fundamental question of
whether another earthly organisation, the Church, should rank higher
than the king. And this seems to happen for the first time. Since we
have no indications for a separate organised priesthood during the
Viking Age, there would have been no danger of such a disagreement
during that period. Conversely, during the first centuries of the elite’s
Christianisation, the Scandinavian early Middle Ages until approxi-
mately the mid-twelfth century, when an organised Christian church
began to be formed, regnum and sacerdotium depended on and sup-
ported one another. There would have been a general basic consen-
sus on the ideology of rulership, achieved through compromise from
both sides, as for example our discussion of royal martyrs shows. Thus
we propose that a dramatic change occurred around the mid-twelfth
century when the two most powerful institutions began to disagree
on basic issues of the ideology of rulership, which sparked an intense
ideological debate. This hypothesis is supported by a contrastive analy-
sis of the three Irish texts discussed in our volume. Albeit slightly ear-
lier there, we discern serious criticism of the traditional warrior-kings
by the new, reformed Church. Ecclesiastical and secular ideologies of
rulership were diverging.
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Centres, peripheries and the formulation of ideologies

The concepts of centre and periphery are usually understood in a spa-
tial sense, and while it might be difficult to pinpoint the centre exactly,'?
in a European-Nordic context the centre is usually sought on the
Continent. However, this dichotomy is too simplistic in many ways.
Both on the Continent and in the North we find many different cen-
tres and peripheries: from the buildings at Uppsala and in Mélaren; the
hall at Borg and the Lofoten islands; the earls’ court at Hladir (or even
Halogaland?) and the Trondelag; Haraldr harfagri’s farm at Avaldsnes
and Rogaland, Birsay and Orkney, Odda and Iceland, to Trondheim/
Bergen/Oslo and Norway or indeed the northwest Atlantic. Thus there
are several levels in the centre-periphery dichotomy, and as our contri-
butions show, we should not make the mistake of assuming a uniform
pan-Nordic ideology of rulership for all centres and peripheries. There
are also several types of centres and peripheries: while in some cases,
notably with the many “multi-functional buildings” of the Viking and
early Middle Ages, political, religious, economic and cultural elements
were present in one location, in other cases what we might call mytho-
logical centres might be far removed—see Dovre versus Trondheim/
Bergen/Oslo or the Faeroes, or Kvenland versus Kirkwall. Lastly, what
this discussion also highlights is that the status of centres and periph-
eries changed over time.

But what about turning matters upside down and considering the
concepts of centre and periphery in a chronological rather than a spa-
tial context? At a period when identification still focused on nationes
and their rulers, rather than on geographically clearly defined territo-
ries, might not the antiquity of a people’s culture be more important
than the spatial location of their homes? For our consideration of ide-
ology of rulership, might this be an additional reason for the incor-
poration of (de facto or perceived) age-old concepts into the new
historiography of the thirteenth century? In other words, did the North
write itself into the centre by underlining its own antiquity?

2 Cf. Rydving 2006: 318-9 for the plurality of Christendom’s centres.
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5. A new periodisation for the ideology of rulership?

Should our realisation that another fundamental change occurred in
the North around the mid-twelfth century, now regarding who con-
trols the formulation of the ideology of rulership, make us question
the classic bipolarisation into Viking Age versus Middle Ages, which
we derive from history from events, for our field of history of ideas?
Is the break between pagan and (early) Christian ideology exagger-
ated—also considering the rather slow introduction of novel concepts?
Should we therefore consider a different model characterised by more
numerous steps, one of which needs to be dated to the mid-twelfth
century? Tentatively, based on our research so far, we propose the
following elements in the development for the ideology of rulership
in the North:

During the seventh and eighth centuries, we already note early influ-
ences of Christianity in (western) Norway in the archaeological record.
Whether the appearance of Christian symbols indicates their accep-
tance as religious or as high-status symbols by Norwegian chieftains,
we do not necessarily need to assume that the pagan and Christian
religions were consistently competing with one another. According to
the model of double religious communication it is also conceivable
that rulers would have spoken in the appropriate symbolic language
to the respective addressee: with Christian crosses to the “foreign out-
side”, with pagan burial mounds to the “native inside”. Thus while at
this stage we might not yet witness Christian influence on the content
of the Nordic ideology of rulership, its expression would begin to
become bilingual.?

During the tenth century, the political elite began to accept
Christianity. However, most famously the two Christian Kings Eirikr
and Hakon were praised in poems which accorded them a pagan
afterlife: their reception as warriors in Odinn’s Valholl. This could
either indicate a de facto Christian-pagan mix in the make-up of the
elite’s ideology—that Odinn was retaining his position as the warrior-
rulers’ god also for Christian kings. Or, in analogy to the above, it
could indicate an element of double communication addressed to the

3 For double communication Fuglestvedt and Hernees 1996. Cf. also Solli 1996,
Sanmark 2004, Myhre and Gansum 2003.
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pagan members of society—that the pagan language of the ideology of
rulership could not yet be abandoned.

During the eleventh and early twelfth centuries, the emergence
of royal martyrs seems to have combined elements and symbols of
both the pagan and the Christian ideology of rulership. This ensured
the transformation, and therefore survival in acceptable form, of the
highly important previously pagan and now christianised and cleansed
warrior-aspect of kings.

From the seventh to the mid-twelfth century, the discussion of the
Svear elite shows that the special high status buildings—halls and early
churches—were multi-functional arenas with similar ideological func-
tions. Content and language of the ideology of rulership, while chang-
ing from paganism to Christianity, remained comparable.

In the North around the middle of the twelfth century then, funda-
mental changes occur within the Christian church. On the one hand,
the church would claim to be the highest authority on earth, a posi-
tion that had been hitherto ideologically reserved for the secular rul-
ers, whether pagan or Christian. On the other hand, theology moved
towards a new concept of God with the development of the incarna-
tion doctrine, the changing role of Mary, and the introduction of the
suffering Christ. Thus the secular rulers were confronted with impor-
tant changes in the ideology and theology of the church. We have
discussed their response to the former, the explosion of ideological
activity at this period, including the incorporation of pagan elements
into Christian texts. The effects of the latter require further research.
Clearly however, the mid-twelfth century, the transition from the early
to the high Middle Ages in the North, marks another important step
with the emergence of two elites formulating divergent ideologies of
rulership.

In sum therefore, we should consider whether the picture of a slid-
ing scale from pagan to Christian ideologies (sic) of rulership is more
appropriate than a rigid juxtaposition.

Ideology and society: final note

Thus, finally, can we still assert that our main hypothesis is supported,
that an ideology of rulership, permeated by religious concepts, was a
driving power in viking and medieval Nordic society?

Viking Age and medieval ideology of rulership show certain simi-
larities, most notably that both seem to legitimise power from the top
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down. Pagan myths let the ruler descend from, be initiated to or asso-
ciated with, appear like or be received by Odinn. Christian ideology
depicts the king as God’s eikon, his representative on earth. Thus in
both cases, the special place of the ruler is legitimised by his greater
closeness to a higher, divine being.

Medieval ideology of rulership is homogeneous in this respect; the
king is closely and exclusively associated with God—in this respect it
is a divinely based ideology. By contrast, Viking Age ideology is not
homogeneous. Also here, the ruler clearly occupies a special place, dis-
tinct from other members of society. But contrary to Christian ideol-
ogy, the pagan ruler’s distinctness is not exclusively due to association
with a god. Rather, it is attributed to the ruler’s association with a
unique mix of uneven male and female powers. Thus in addition to
the legitimisation from the top down, a legitimisation amongst peers
and from the bottom up can be seen in Viking Age ideology of ruler-
ship: the gods Odinn and Freyr figure prominently on the male side,
but are complemented by giants, or Sami, or low-ranking women on
the female side. Viking Age ideology thus stresses the exclusivity of
the ruler by underlining a factor which does not occur in medieval
ideology: the ruler is special because of unusual alliances, because he
unites in his person various, indeed opposing, high and low, male and
female, elements of cosmos and society.

This pagan ideology does not only correspond to cosmic concepts.
It also, importantly for our question whether the ideology of ruler-
ship was a driving power, mirrors Viking Age society: a society in
which de facto power had to be built up from the bottom (farmers’
support) and maintained through constant alliances with one’s peers
(chieftains’ friendship). Conversely, Nordic high medieval society was
more clearly pyramidical, with channels of control running more from
the top down, and links of dependence more from the bottom up—
corresponding to Christian ideology. Consequently, in both the Viking
and the high Middle Ages we note a congruence between ideology
and the structure of society. And during a long transitional period
there was an intense interaction between new elements in the ideology
of rulership and changes in society. A religiously informed ideology
of rulership was indeed a vital element in the organisation of Nordic
society from the Viking to the Middle Ages.
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Aurgelmir. See also Ymir

69, 150-151

115, 118
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Baile Moling 246 n. 83

Baldr 298, 304

Baldrs Draumar 298

Bérdr Porkelsson 78

battle of Cerb 240

battle of Cul Dreimne 247
battle of Fitjar 305, 315, 317 n. 80
battle of Florevag 109

battle of Granard 248

battle of Hafrsfjord 120 n. 31
battle of Hjorungavag 34

battle of Mag Ratha 218, 241, 245,
247-248

battle of Stainmore 141 n. 93

battle of Stamford Bridge 141 n. 95

battle of Stiklestad 147

battle of Uppsala 147

battle of Orlygsstadir 98

Bec mac D¢, prophet 223, 225-227,

231, 233, 249, 251

Beigadr 282

Beiti 122, 122 n. 36

bellum iustum. See also just war 119
n. 29

Benedikt Sveinsson 360 n. 115

Beowulf 5-6, 252

Bergen 72, 89, 335, 380

berserkr (sg.), berserkir (pl.) 36, 54, 135
n. 77, 276 n. 15, 279-285, 287

Bersoglivisur 310

binary opposition pairs 273, 290, 292
Birka 166, 175-176, 178, 185, 187, 191,
200

Biskupa sogur 80 n. 39

Bjarnar saga Hitdeelakappa 80 n. 39

Bjarni Kolbeinsson, bishop of
Orkney 154 n. 141

Bjilbs 185

blothis 167

boat-graves 182

Bodvarr Bjarki 282

Bodvars pdttr 283

body. See also relics, hair and nails,
saint, martyr 32, 41-42, 47, 85,
118, 134, 146, 225, 240-241, 244,
259, 260-261, 262 n. 119, 289, 313,
337-338, 343, 345-349, 351-354, 357,
358 nn. 110-111, 368, 376

Book of Armagh 221 n. 33

Book of Lismore 219 n. 29, 220 n. 31,
226

Book of Ui Maine 220 n. 31

Borg (Lofoten) 185, 380

Borg (Ostergdtland) 168

Borghildr, wife of Sigmundr 289

INDEX

Borre 5

Botkyrka 179

bottom up 6, 383

bracteates 182, 194

Bragi 303-304, 306, 316

Breidafjordur 78, 83 n. 51

Breidfirdingar 83

Brennu-Njdls saga 77 n. 29, 80 n. 39

Bresal, son of Diarmait mac
Cerbaill 219 n. 29

Bretha Nemed 213 n. 6

Brian Béruma, Irish king 211 n. 2

Briathar-thecosc Con Culainn 214

bride 30-32, 41-42, 46, 372

Bro 180

Bromma 184

Brot af pordar sogu hredu 90 n. 69

bruiden. See hall (bruiden) 218,
224-225, 228, 229 n. 49, 230-231,
233, 236, 242 n. 73, 244-245, 247,
251-263

bruighen (fight, contest, quarrel, in a
hall). See hall

Brunna 76

Brusi Sigurdarson, earl of Orkney
137-139, 142, 144

Buile Suibhne (‘Suibhne’s vision/frenzy’)
212, 218-219, 221 n. 33, 237 n. 69,
241 n. 71

burial ad sanctos

burial mounds
381

burial. See also ship burial 41-42, 59,
134, 143, 229, 240, 264 n. 121, 300,
309, 313, 314 n. 71, 322-323, 333,
338, 346, 348-349, 353, 356, 357-359,
360, 381

Byzantium

333, 360
6,9, 27, 41-42, 59,

150, 181

Cairnech, bishop 235-238, 240-241
Caithness 87, 109, 120 n. 32, 121, 124,
154 n. 141, 156, 159
Canterbury 357
Casan, cleric of Bishop Cairnech 238
central place 5, 58, 166-167, 175, 204
centre and periphery 12, 63, 380
champion 216, 229, 249, 251, 260,
261-262, 319-320
Charlemagne 18, 47 n. 74, 62, 351
chief warrior 253 n. 105, 258
chieftain
and generosity. See generosity
personal names of 90
personal qualities 69-70, 73, 84-86,
88, 95-97, 101
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sacred origins of 89-90
wise chieftain. See wisdom, vitr,
storvitr
Christian God 3, 18, 313, 318
Christian influence 298 n. 5, 301, 315,
381
Christian punishment 229
Christianisation 18, 20, 38 n. 57, 86,
227, 234, 343, 369, 373-377, 379,
Christianity 2-3, 9-11, 17-19, 29
n. 31, 33, 37, 45, 48, 53, 56, 83, 88-92,
99, 142-144, 147, 154 n. 143, 185
n. 100, 204, 221-222, 230, 260, 278,
293, 307-309, 310 n. 49, 311, 312
n. 60, 314, 315 n. 74, 318, 325, 330,
332-333, 348, 375-376, 381-382
church
antonym of bruiden 257
balcony 191, 202-203
coronation portal 203
defence church 184
eclais 221, 257
emporium 191, 202-203
head church 89
private chapel 192 n. 135, 202

proprietary church 168, 177-181,
183-184
Romanesque church 164, 168,

177-178, 189, 192, 201-204
stave church 204 n. 179
western tower 179, 184, 189, 191,

202

church and state
259

Church law 93, 191, 225

Church reform. See also Gregorian
reform, libertas ecclesiae 92-93, 217,
233,241 n. 71

Ciardn mac an t-Saoir, monastic founder
220-221, 224, 226, 235 n. 63

Cinall, son of Diarmait mac
Cerbaill 219 n. 29

clerical admonition 223

clerical cursing 219, 223, 225, 232, 238,
241

clerical immunity 225-226

clerical violation of royal rights

Cletech 235, 256-257

Clonmacnois 220, 221 n. 33, 228-229,
253, 259-261

Cogadh Gaedhil re Gallaibh (‘“The battle
of the Gaels with the Galls’) 211
n. 2,212 n.5

Collectio Canonum Hibernensis

221-222, 231-233,

227

260

389

Colum Cille, monastic founder, saint
220, 224, 226-227, 237, 249, 261
comitatus 7
Conaire Mor
Conall mac Suibhne
concept of God 382

Conchobar Mac Nessa 127
Congal Céech, Irish king 230, 242,
248-249
Congal Claon mac Scannlain 242
Conn Cétchathach, Irish king 213
conquest 16, 30-31, 37, 57, 87,
117-121, 123-124, 126, 153, 333,
372
Constantine 9, 18
contemporary sagas. See also
samtidarsogur 96, 98, 100
continuity
in the development of society 99
of function 166, 183
of ritual 192
conversion 19, 45, 143-144, 147, 153,
163, 168, 170, 176 n. 149, 192, 203,
332
Cormac mac Airt 213, 214 n. 14, 256
coronamentum. See coronation
coronation 9, 102, 170, 202-203, 335
cosmology 17, 28, 57, 278
Craeb ruaid (Emain) 235, 257
Cridén, cleric of Bishop Cairnech 238
Crith Gablach 254 n. 106, 256 n. 110
Cu Chulainn 254
cult
Christian 1-4, 7-13, 15, 17, 18-21,
26, 28-29, 33, 36-39, 42, 44-46, 48,
53-54, 56-59, 62-63, 88-92, 94, 99,
102, 127 n. 49, 140 n. 88, 142-144,
147, 154, 164, 166-168, 176-177,
183, 186, 189, 195-199, 201,
203-204, 211, 213, 215-216, 218,
222, 227, 229-230, 232-233, 235,
240, 244-245, 247, 250, 255-257,
259-260, 263, 279, 284, 293,
297-299, 301, 308-309, 310 n. 48,
311-318, 320, 325, 330, 332-334,
352, 370, 373-379, 381-383
cult building 163, 166, 168, 170-171,
173, 176 n. 49, 181, 183, 186-188,
190, 192, 196-197, 203-204
cult house 163, 166, 168, 175, 193,
195, 204
pagan 2-3,7-9,11-2, 15,16 n. 3,
17, 22, 25, 29 nn. 31-33, 35 n. 50,
36, 38, 40, 42-43, 49-53, 56, 58-60,

213, 218, 245 n. 80
233
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62-63, 91, 140 n. 88, 143, 164,
166, 169-170, 183, 186, 193, 195,
199, 203, 216, 218, 220-223, 226,
229, 231, 234-236, 244 n. 77, 249,
251-252, 255, 258, 260, 280,
282-283, 292-293, 307-312, 313
n. 69, 314-318, 325, 330, 369,
373-377, 381-383
pre-Christian 1, 11, 15, 17-18, 26,
39, 42, 44, 53-54, 57-59, 63, 90, 163,
166-168, 170, 173, 181-183, 185,
189, 192-193, 196-197, 199-201,
203-204, 215, 233, 256-257,
276-277, 299, 320, 322, 332-333,
352, 355, 376
culture
coastal culture 38
masculine culture 6
pre-Christian culture 28, 59, 332
warrior culture 5 n. 9, 249, 369
cumairce. See also protection 243
Cycle of Kings 211

Dal nAraidi/D4l nAraidhe
247-248
David Haraldsson, earl of Orkney
125
De Civitate Dei
death
aided. See also violent death 219
n. 27, 230, 233
by burning 220, 223, 229-230,
239-40, 254, 257, 262, 289, 291
by drowning. See also in liquid 23,
37, 220, 223, 227, 229-230, 240,
264, 278, 300
by spear 229
by strangling 286
by wounding 220, 223, 229-230
death realm. See also post mortem
place, Valholl, Hel, Ran’s realm,
Gimlé, otherworld, paradise, sid
(Irish) 7, 23, 33 n. 43, 36
death-tales 219 n. 29, 230, 233
four-fold death 229
ignoble death 22, 24, 54, 128-129,
374
inglorious death 27, 230
in liquid. See also by drowning 230,
261
silly death  127-128
three-fold death 220, 223, 227-230,
232,375,378 n. 11

241-242,

215n. 18

INDEX

violent death. See also aided 38 n. 59,
219, 230, 330, 345, 360
defence church. See church 184
deification 320
Dejbjerg 168
demonisation 20
Denmark 5-6, 8, 10, 38, 98 n. 91, 112,
125, 147, 168, 190, 198, 322, 326, 339,
349, 353, 360-361, 362 n. 119, 369,
374
descent. See also lineage.
constructed 16, 27 n. 26, 163, 257,
281, 346
divine. See also from god, godkynningr
6, 8, 16, 18, 38, 62, 81, 192, 194,
196, 198, 203, 318, 320, 335, 345,
348, 372, 375, 378, 383
from giants 17, 20, 23-24, 28-29,
31, 35, 40, 43-47, 49, 52, 57-61,
115-118, 272-274, 311, 383
from god. See also divine,
godkynningr 15-16, 28, 60, 70, 84,
101, 117, 227, 360
godkynningr. See also from god,
divine 94
high descent 373
legendary 49, 59, 113, 117-119,
121, 170, 211 n. 3, 212-214, 241,
261, 281, 284-285, 308, 336, 342,
372
mythological 8, 15-18, 21, 28,
35-37, 40-41, 43-45, 47, 49, 50, 53,
55-57, 59-63, 113, 115, 117, 121,
126, 129, 272, 277, 372-373, 380
non-human 6, 116, 121 n. 24, 372
n. 6
uneven descent 373
Diarmait mac Cerbaill, Irish king 212,
218-219, 221 n. 33, 230, 234, 247,
252, 376
Diplomatarium Islandicum 91 n. 75,
94, n. 80
Diplomatarium Norvegicum 83 n. 53
disablét 170
Disir 170-171, 197
Disthingen 171, 197
divine sanction 335
dominus 80
Domnall mac Muirchertaig 211 n. 2,
247
double communication 8, 38 n. 57,
381
drink of death 244, 261, 262, n. 119



INDEX

drinking 27, 149, 150 n. 127, 190, 199,
229 n. 49, 252, 254-256, 262-263,
304, 323-324

drinking-ceremonies
204

dréttinn 80

druid 220, 221 n. 33, 223, 227, 239,
256, 261-262,

Duaibsech, wife of Muirchertach mac
Erca 234-235

Dunchad, son of Diarmait mac Cerbaill
219 n. 29

Durham 150

dynastic poem 9

Dyrafjérdur 78

6, 171, 198-199,

earl
and generosity. See generosity
description of 72

earls of Hladir 2, 15, 20, 22, 26-29,
32-33, 35, 37, 38 n. 59, 39, 51, 57-58,
71, 81-83, 116, 121 n. 34, 371

earls of Orkney

(in)dependence 113, 126, 142, 147,
153-154
(in)equality 113, 126, 142, 147, 153,

155

earth. See land

eclais. See church

ecstasy 272, 275

eddaic poem 8, 22-23, 26, 39, 57, 81,
297 n. 1

Edinburgh 110

Edmund, king of England 309 n. 46,
339, 351

Edward the Confessor, king of England
357

Egils saga einhenda ok Asmundar
berserkjabana 284, 294

Egils saga Skalla-Grimssonar 77 n. 29

Eigenkirchenwesen 177

Eigentempelwesen 181

eign. See also property 137

Einarr Rognvaldsson, earl of
Orkney 50, 119 n. 28, 131-133,
135, 137

Einarr Sigurdarson, earl of Orkney 119
n. 28, 133, 136, 153, 370

Einarr Pambarskelfir 344

Einarr Porgilsson, Icelandic chieftain
76-77

einheri (sg.), einherjar (pl.) 135 n. 77,
318, 276 n. 15, 281, 287 n. 46, 291,

391

297 n. 1, 301, 303-304, 306, 316,
318-322, 325

Eirikr dynasty 196

Eirikr Haraldsson blédgks, king of
Norway (and poss. York) 33, 37, 46
n. 73, 307-308

Eirikr I Sveinsson Ejegod / inn godi,
king of Denmark 132, 337, 354

Eirikr Jatvardarson, king of Sweden,
saint 195, 329, 341, 350, 355, 375

Eirikr of York 308-309

Eiriksmal 37, 277, 279, 290, 297,
302-303, 306, 309, 315, 317, 319
nn. 85, 89, 320, 322, 324-325

Eldhrimnir 319

Eldjarn Vardarson 145

elite 6,8, 15,16 n. 3,20 n. 9, 53,
87-88, 164, 166, 168, 173, 184-185,
187, 192, 203, 212 n. 6, 280-282, 286,
297, 299, 302, 315, 318, 322, 325,
370-374, 377, 379, 381-382

Emain Macha 235, 251, 257

emporium. See church

England 3, 98 n. 91, 110, 140, 141
n. 95, 146 n. 112, 150, 177, 202, 308
n. 41, 309 n. 46, 312-313, 329, 336
n. 20, 337, 339, 341, 352-353, 355,
357, 359, 361, 369

Enkoping 192

Eorann, wife of Suibhne mac Colmain
Moéir 242-243, 245-246

Epitafium 338

Erlendr Einarson, earl of Orkney 28
n. 30

Erlendr Haraldsson, earl of Orkney 73

Erlendr Porfinnsson, earl of
Orkney 136

erotic imagery 31, 34, 37

erotic initiation 55, 60

eroticism 17, 24, 26, 30-31, 37, 41-42,
55-56

eschatology 39 n. 61, 299, 301-302,
307, 318-320, 322-323, 325
cosmic eschatology 298, 318, 322, 325
individual eschatology 298, 318, 325

Eskilstuna 175, 183, 186, 189

ethnic religion. See religion

euhemerism 19-20, 22, 30, 40, 49-50,
56, 58-59, 121, 193-194

Eusebius 9

Evesham 337

exogamous alliance 23, 57

eyarskjeggjar (island beards) 109
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Eyrbyggia saga 77 n. 29,90, 181 n. 78

Eysteinn Erlendsson, archbishop of
Nidaros 77 n. 29, 90 n. 69, 181 n. 78

Eysteinn glumra 116 n. 21

Eyvindr Finnsson skaldaspillir 305

Faeroe Islands 1, 145 n. 107

Fagrskinna 27 n. 26, 41, 43, 44 n. 70,
47 n. 73, 190, 199, 302-305, 307, 308
n. 41, 309-310, 312-314

faith 3, 20, 88, 90-91, 97, 102, 132,
143-144, 308, 311, 314, 330, 342

fama sanctitatis 332 n. 10, 339, 356

Fastakirkia 179

fate 17, 23, 28, 35 n. 50, 38 n. 59, 55,
128, 227-228, 242, 343

feast
calendric
ceremonial 167, 185, 198
religious 166, 186, 197

Feis Temro 220, 234, 259

female element. See Utgardr-woman

Fenrir 135, 272, 306

fertility 32, 34, 38, 40-41, 57, 59, 195,
271, 273, 275

feud 98-99

feudalism 138

Fiachnae mac Béetdin, Irish king 230,
248

fief. See also len 109, 137-139

filid 212,213 n.6

Fingal Rénain 215 n. 16

Finnland 82, 113

fir flathemon. See also truth of the
prince 213, 215-217, 376

firbreth 213 n. 9

five kings 230, 304 n. 29, 305

Fjolnir 193

Flasta 203

Flateyarbok
n. 137

Fled Bricrenn 251, 255

Fled Duiin na nGéd 212 n. 5,215 n. 17,
236, 255

Félkvangr 300

follower 74-75, 116, 127 n. 49, 138,
260, 288, 306, 308, 314, 316, 325, 345,
356, 360

food and drink 199

Forggus mac Muirchertaig 247

Fornjotr 49-50, 59, 82, 113, 115-118,
120, 121 n. 34

Fornsigtuna 166, 175, 183, 187-188, 201

Fortidarsogur. See also sagas about the
distant past 96

171, 197

111, 118 n. 24, 126, 152

INDEX

Fostbreedra saga 77 n. 29

fosterage 7, 40, 43-45, 124

founding father 19, 23, 32-35, 39-40,
49, 59, 97, 133, 236, 372

Freyr
Freys afspringr. (Freyr’s
offspring) 194

Freys leik. See also Yule 36-37
Freys ottungr 194
relationship to rulership 35

friendship 6, 43, 56, 75, 77, 79 n. 35,
86, 126, 138, 149, 151 n. 131, 200, 383

Friggr 28, 55

frost-giants 115

Frosti 49, 115

Froslunda 193

Frostuna 182

Fundinn Noregr 48,113 n. 11

fylgdarsveinn. See also follower 75

Fyrkat 8

Fereyinga saga 52-56, 60, 372-373,
378

Gamal norsk homiliebok 80

Gangleri 277

Gautreks saga 286 n. 44

Geirrgdr  54-55

genealogy
divine 38, 62
legendary 118, 121, 170, 212-213,

284

mythological 53
non-human 116,372 n. 6

generosity 70, 77-78, 99, 100 n. 98,
101, 200

gengi. See retinue

Gent 346

gentle rule. See rule

Gerdr Gymisdottir 22, 44

Gesta Danorum 277, 279

Gesta Hammaburgensis Ecclesiae
Pontificium 205, 294, 326

giants 17, 20, 23-24, 28-29, 31, 35,
40, 43-47, 49, 52, 57-61, 115-118,
273-274, 311, 383

gift 7, 77-78, 86, 100, 121, 135,
137-138, 185-186, 200-201, 248, 259,
288, 314

Gimlé. See also post mortem place, Hel,
Ran’s realm, death realm, otherworld,
Valholl, paradise 301

gipta. See also geefa, hamingja, luck 17,
81

Gisli saga 298
giver 7,272
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Gizurr Porvaldsson 73 n. 14, 74, 98

Glanshammar 175, 183, 186

Glen Bolcain 243

Glumr Geirason 307

Glymdrdpa 36

Gleelognskvida 42, 336, 348, 352, 375

god 17, 23, 25-30, 32, 36-37, 39-40,
45, 49, 54, 57-58, 62, 81, 83, 121
n. 34, 126, 133, 136, 171, 194,
271-274, 277, 284-285, 287, 291, 294,
299-300, 313, 316, 318-321, 322
n. 101, 325, 370-371, 381, 383

god of rulers 37

god of the first function 271

god of the second function 271

God’s eikon. See also God’s
representative, vicarius dei
383

God’s representative. See also God’s
eikon, vicarius dei 9, 11, 69, 85,
101-102, 330

godahuis 167

god-given 8

Godheimr 285

godi. See chieftain

godordsmadr. See chieftain

Gokstad 5

gold foil figures 167, 173, 175, 182-183,
186, 191, 193-195

Gondul 305, 321

good harvests. See also dr ok fridor
40-41, 195

Gorr 49, 118, 121-122

Gotland 168, 199, 323

Gotlandic picture stones 323-324

governance 154 n. 143, 212

Grdfeldrdripa 302

Granhammar 180 n. 71

Granmarr, king of Sodermanland 198,
289

grave-goods 6

grave-mounds 225

Greenland 146, 369

Gregorian 169, 177 n. 58, 335

Gregorian reform. See also Church
reform, libertas ecclesiae. 177 n. 58

Grimbkell, bishop 348-349

Grimnismdl 54, 297, 300, 306, 307
n. 35, 319, 320 n. 97

Grimr Porgilsson 345

Gruftydd ap Cynan 141 n. 95

gubreth 213 1n.9

Gudme 168, 188

Gudmundar saga dyra 80 n. 39

Gudmundr Arason, bishop of Hélar 93

62, 376,

393

Gudrodr Haraldsson ljomi 51

Gudrdr Rognvaldsson, king of the
Isles 125

guldgubbar. See also gold foil figures
167, 173, 175, 182-183, 186, 191,
193-195

Gullinkambi 319

Gunnhildr, wife of Eirikr Haraldsson
bl6dgks, king of Norway (and poss.
York) 46 n. 73, 302, 303 n. 23, 308
n. 41, 309-310

Gunnlaugs saga ormstungu 77 n. 29, 97

Gutalagen 199 n. 164

Gutasagan 199 n. 162

Gwynedd 141 n. 95

Gylfaginning 24, 115 n. 16, 277, 298
n. 5, 307, 319

geefa. See also hamingja, luck, gipta 17,
81

Gotaland

Gotar (Gauta)

164, 175, 191, 196, 203, 287
164, 184

Hadeland 40

hdfeta 134, 136

Hagebyhoga 191

hagiography 216, 233, 237 n. 68, 245,
338

hair and nails. See also relics, martyr,
saint, body 351-353
clipping of 351, 353
growing posthumously 352

Hakon Eiriksson, earl of Hladir 339

Hékon g6di Adalsteinsfostri, king of
Norway 33

Hékon Hakonarson, king of Norway
10, 44 n. 70, 69, 71, 125, 151, 376, 379

Hakon Palsson, earl of Orkney 122
n. 8, 140, 144

Hékon the Powerful, earl of Hladir 27,
31

Hdkonardrdpa 31, 307

Hdkonarmdl 32-33, 37, 297, 302, 305
n. 32, 306, 315, 316 n. 79, 317-318,
319 n. 85, 320-322, 324-325

Hdleygjatal 16 n. 2, 22, 26, 27 n. 26,
29-33, 34 n. 49, 35, 41, 51, 57, 60-61,
82

Haélfdan Haraldsson héleggr 51,
133-134

Hélfdan inn gamli 114

Halfdan svarti  40-42, 44 n. 70, 45, 59,
353 n.93

Hdlfdanar saga Eysteinssonar 116 n. 21

Halfdanar saga svarta 40-41, 43, 77
n. 29, 368
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Hdlfdanar pdttr svarta 41

hall (bruiden) 218, 224-225, 228, 229
n. 49, 230-231, 233, 236, 242 n. 73,
244-245, 247, 251-263
as place for pagan cult 255, 258
as representation of paganism 258
bruighen (as battle-scene) 254
tech n-6il 199, 256, 262-263

hall (holl) 33 n. 43
Iron Age 167-168, 175, 183, 194
multi-functional building 163 n. 2,

167, 201

special building 371
topographical position 187
Viking Age 4, 190

Halladr Rognvaldsson, earl of Orkney
131

Hallfredr Ottarsson 31

Hamburg/Bremen, archbishopric 89, 92

hamingja. See also luck, geefa, gipta 17,
69, 81

Hammarby 180

Hémundr Sigmundsson 289

Haraldr grafeldr, king of Norway 33,
307

Haraldr hérfagri, king of Norway 2-3,
21-22, 24, 29 n. 34, 33, 36-37, 40, 42,
44 n. 70, 45-52, 59, 61, 69, 71, 73,
81-82, 86, 119, 126, 133, 135 n. 76,
136-137, 140, 335, 351-353, 370, 372,
380

Haraldr hilditonn 277

Haraldr Maddadarson, earl of Orkney
87, 109-111, 137, 148, 154

Haraldr Sigurdarson, king of Norway
333, 344, 351-353, 359

Haralds saga grdfeldar 77 n. 29

Haralds saga hdrfagra 46, 52, 119, 122,
123 n. 42

Haralds pattr hdrfagra 43

Haraldskvedi 36, 45, 280

Harbardsljod 279

Harfagri-dynasty
39, 45, 116, 123

hdsceti. See also high seat 19, 25,
190-191, 194-195, 198-200, 203, 371

Hattalykill 150

Hauks pattr hdbrékar 171

Hauksbék 8, 131 n. 60

Hdvamdl 27, 286 n. 43

Hdvardar saga Isfirdings 77 n. 29

head church. See church

Hebrides 119 n. 29, 140, 141 n. 95,
146, 378

Hedeby 5

15, 21, 26, 33, 35, 37,

INDEX

hefna. See also take revenge 80

hegna. See also punish 80

heidin  317-318, 325

heimamenn. See also home men 75

Heimdallr 81

Heimskringla 18, 21, 25, 34, 40-43,
44 n. 70, 46-48, 52, 59, 61, 69, 72, 74
n. 17, 77 n. 29-30, 79, 84, 86 n. 64,
96-98, 116, 119 n. 28, 120 n. 31,
128-129, 132 n. 64, 139 n. 86, 142,
190 n. 123, 272 n. 7, 305, 307-308,
310 n. 48, 311-312, 314, 325 n. 117,
335-336, 342-343, 345, 349, 351-354,
359-360, 362, 371, 378

heiti 78, 113, 122

Hel. See also post mortem place, Valholl,
Ran’s realm, Gimlé, death realm,
otherworld, paradise 23, 277-278,
298-299

Helgakvida Hjgrvardssonar 26 n. 24, 30
n. 39, 300 n. 16

Helgakvida Hundingsbana 319

Helgi (Holgi/Holgi/Holgi), founding
father of the earls of Hladir 33-34,
51, 99 n. 95, 145, 289, 319

Helgi Sigmundsson 289

Helgo 173, 175-176, 182, 185-186,
190, 194, 199

helper 272

Henry II, king of England 255, 357

Henry III, king of England 357

Hergeir, prefect of Birka 176, 178

hero. See also Odinn-hero 40, 291

herra 80

hersir 124 n. 42

Hervarar saga 198, 307

Hibernica Minora 219 n. 29

hieros gamos 9, 17, 25-26, 30, 35,
39 n. 61, 46, 56-57, 59, 133, 259

high seat 19, 25, 190-191, 194-195,
198-200, 203, 371

Hildr (Ragnhildr), wife of Rognvaldr
Eysteinsson, earl of More and Orkney
135

hird 86, 89, 109, 171, 180, 185, 325

Hirdskrd 75

hirdstjori 85

Historia Norwegie 48 n. 78, 49 n. 81,
119 n. 30, 120 n. 33, 124 n. 44, 170,
171 n. 27, 194 n. 144, 308 n. 46,
310-311, 314

Historia ortus, vitae et passionis Sti
Canutis  336-337

Historia rerum Norvagicarum 27 n. 26

Historical cycle 211
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historical writing. See also
historiography 335

historiography 10-12, 16, 18-19, 21,
40, 42, 45-46, 50, 58, 60, 62, 100, 297,
308-310, 313, 370, 377, 380

historiography
European 19, 62
medieval 11, 18, 58, 60, 100, 297,

308-310, 370

Nordic 21, 62

Hjalti 282

Hjorvardr, king of Denmark 198

Hladir 2, 15, 20, 22, 26-39, 41, 43, 51,
53-58, 60-61, 71, 81-83, 116-117,
121, 370-372, 380

Hlér 49, 115, 127 n. 53

hof 167, 181

hofdingi. See chieftain

Hofstadir 167

Hofudlausn 305 n. 31

Hoélar 93-94

Holga cettar

holl. See hall

homage 202-203

home men 75

Hordaland 314 n. 71

horgr 167

Hottr 282-283

housecarl 74-75

Hovgarden 175, 182, 187

Hrafn logmadr 154 n. 141

Hrafn Sveinbjarnarson 154 n. 141

Hrani 284

Hrolfr kraki 281

Hrélfr Rognvaldsson 50, 129, 131, 135,
281, 283

Hrélfs saga kraka 281, 283, 287

34 n. 45

Hrollaugr Rognvaldsson 129, 131
husaby 180, 191, 202
Husby 175, 180, 183, 186, 192

Husby kyrka 180

Husby-Lyhundra 192

hiiskarl. See also housecarl 74

Hvamm-Sturla, Icelandic chieftain
76-77

Hversu Noregr byggdist 48

Hvitserkr 282

Hyndlulj6d 16 n. 2, 26, 57

Hoéfudsmadr 85

Hélogaland 27, 34, 60-61, 380

Hétuna bay 187

Ibn Fadlan 287 n. 22
Iceland 1-2, 10-11, 38, 48, 69-72,
74-76, 78, 80, 82-85, 87, 89-95, 98,

395

101, 111, 131, 141 n. 94, 145-146, 147
n. 115, 154, 167, 170, 335, 367 n. 1,
371, 374, 378, 380
Icelandic family sagas 69-70, 72, 79,
84, 90, 96, 97 n. 89, 98, 100, 307
Icelandic Homily Book. See also Islensk
Hoémiliubék 317 n. 83, 320
idealised viking society 52, 151
ideology
aristocratic 5, 16 n. 2, 71, 152 n.
137, 153, 167, 173, 199, 271, 300,
311 n. 56, 376, 378
changes of 2, 16, 80, 382
Christian ideology 1, 3, 9-10, 18, 42,
186, 213, 216, 375, 378, 381-383
Christian language of 8, 381-382
congruence between ideology and the
structure of society 383
continuity in the 369
definition of 70

monarchic 152 n. 135, 378
of kingship 133 n. 65, 151, 213, 255
of power 3, 15, 55, 195, 329

of rulership 1, 3,9, 11-12, 16 n. 3,
17-18, 23-24, 26, 28, 38, 40, 42, 48,
50-51, 53, 54 n. 86, 55-56, 70-71,
95-96, 135 n. 77, 141 n. 94, 152
n. 135, 166, 203, 213, 367-372,
374-383

pagan ideology 38, 369, 374-376, 383

pagan language of 380, 382

pre-Christian ideology 18

production of ideological texts
377-379

religious ideology 4, 9, 163, 369-370

Viking Age ideology 368, 370, 383

warrior ideology 6-7, 11, 24, 31, 33,
37-38, 40, 51, 216, 325, 369, 372

idol 170 n. 26, 171, 193, 199 n. 161,

271 n. 4, 310

immaculate appearance 214

immigration 116-121, 124, 126, 153

inauguration 9, 25, 26 n. 23, 232, 245,
262 n. 119

Ingi (the Elder) Steinkelsson, king of
Svear 198, 200

Ingi Bardarson, king of Norway 87, 125

Ingibjorg Porgeirsdottir, Icelandic
chieftain’s daughter 76

Ingunar (Freyr), founding father of the
earls of Hladir 34

Inishowen. See Ailech Neit

initiation 6, 9, 15, 26 n. 22, 53-56, 60,
270, 275, 280, 282-287, 289-294, 372,
378

370,
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interpretatio Christiana 230

interpretatio norroena 333 n. 13

interpretatio romana 171, 197

Ireland 1-3, 10, 127 n. 51, 140, 141
n. 95, 211, 218, 220, 222-223,
231-234, 237, 243, 252, 255-256,
260-261, 374

Irish Sea 141

Islandske Annaler 80 n. 39, 138 n. 85

Islendingabok 20, 22 n. 15, 44 n. 70,
83, 194 n. 144

Islensk Homiliubok. See also Icelandic
Homily Book 80

Israel Erlendsson, canon at
Uppsala 338

Ivarr, earl of the Uplands 120 n. 31,

122-123, 129

Ivarr Rognvaldsson 120 n. 31,
122-123, 129

jafredi 133 n. 65

jarl. see earl

Jarla spgur Orkneyja. See Orkneyinga
saga

Jarnsida 339, 344

Jaroslav, grand duke of Novgorod 339,
344

Jerusalem 148-150, 359

John, king of England 110-111

joint kingship. See kingship

joint rule. See rule

Jomsvikinga saga 34

Jon Haraldsson, earl of Orkney 125

Jon Loptsson, Icelandic chieftain = 83, 92

Jonsbék 85

Jotunheim 25, 29

judgement 18, 77, 138, 191, 213-214,
227,229, 231 n. 53, 310-311, 374

just king. See king

just war. See war

justice 9, 42, 102, 149, 211 n. 1, 213
n. 9, 214-215, 273, 330

Jarrestad 168, 176

Kalendarium Vallentunense 195

Kalfr Arnason 342, 344

Kalmarsund 184

kappar 281-282, 284

Kari 49, 67, 82, 115

karl 81, 124 n. 42

Karl Jénsson, abbot of Pingeyrar 154
n. 141

Karl Sverkersson 359

INDEX

Karlungskirkia 179
Karmoy 6
Kent 336
Ketill flatnefr
kin
agnatic 16, 333, 346
cognatic 16
king 2, 69, 78, 84, 113, 118, 121-124,
126, 138, 140-141, 145, 170, 316, 349,
351 n. 85, 354
adventus 201
and fertility. See fertility
and generosity. See generosity
and good governance. See governance
and good judgement. See judgement
and ignoble death. See death
and immaculate appearance. See
immaculate appearance
and legitimacy. See legitimacy
and peace. See peace, dr ok fridr
and perfect truth. See perfect truth
and ritual role 198
and severed head. See severed head
and war. See war, warfare
as God’s representative. See God’s
representative, God’s eikon, vicarius
dei
blemished king 235
by God’s grace. See God’s grace
champion king 216, 229, 249,
260-261, 274 n. 119
cleansing of 222
criticism of the king. See also
admonitory texts 379
critique of the king. See also
admonitory texts 216-217
dead king. See also king’s death 11,
41-42, 261, 354-356, 360, 368
description of the king 315 n. 77
downfall of a king 214
high-king 141 n. 95, 164, 220, 222,
263
historic king 22, 214, 218, 235, 305
just king. See also justice, rex iustus,
righteous king 215
king and priest. See also rex et
sacerdos 186
king’s appearance 79
king’s body 32, 41, 225, 240, 338,
346-347, 349, 352, 368
king’s death. See also dead king 29
n. 31, 41, 262 n. 119, 337, 339, 347
king’s fate. See fate

120 n. 33
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king’s inauguration. See inauguration
king’s inviolability 196
king’s luck. See luck, hamingja, geefa,
gipta
king’s madness 219
king’s personal qualities 84
king’s power 69, 202, 237
king’s time. See time, regnal period
king’s two bodies 343
laudes regiae  201-202
legendary king 261
missionary king 53, 332
pre-historic king 214, 218, 235
purgation of 229
rex iustus. See also just king, righteous
king 9-11, 18, 42, 62, 69, 80, 84,
112 n. 8, 152, 155, 186, 215-216,
376-377
righteous king. See also rex iustus, just
king 9, 354
sacral king 62
saintly king 346
sea-king 49, 122
sekonungr 121-122
wise king. See wisdom, vitr, storvitr
See also royal 77
kingship
centralised 3, 197, 204, 374
Christian 2-3, 166, 196
concept of 44 n. 70, 70
ideology of 70, 133 n. 65, 151, 213,
255
of Tara 214 n. 12, 222, 231, 233
pagan 2-3,7-9,11-12, 15, 16 n. 3,
17-20, 22, 25, 32-33, 35 n. 50, 36,
38, 40, 42-43, 49-53, 56-60, 62-63,
91, 140 n. 88, 143, 164, 166,
169-170, 176 n. 49, 183, 186, 193,
195, 199, 203, 216, 218, 220-223,
226, 229, 231, 234-236, 244, 247,
249, 251-252, 255, 258, 260, 280,
282-283, 292-293, 308-312,
314-318, 330, 369, 373-377, 379,
381-383
righteous king. See rex iustus
sacral 5,7, 11, 16, 62, 163, 222, 231,
330 n. 3, 355, 357, 368, 374
unjust 215, 227 n. 47, 333, 342-343
king tales 211-218, 245, 252
kin-groups 46, 339, 342
Kings’ sagas 5, 10, 58, 169, 307, 376
kinship 6, 16, 43 n. 68, 99, 113, 274
kin-slaying 233, 239

397

Kirkwall
380

Kjalnesinga saga 181 n. 78

Knitlinga saga 341 n. 42

Knutr Eiriksson, king of Sweden 350,
359, 362

Knutr IV Svensson, king of Denmark,
saint 329

Kolbeinn Arnérsson 98

Kolbeinn Tumason, Icelandic
chieftain 93

Kolbeinn ungi 78, 98

konungr. See king

konungs ambdtt 132

Konungs skuggsja 10, 62, 151

Korvey 202

Krdkumal 307

Kurland 353

Kvenland 49, 82, 113, 380

135 n. 76, 145 n. 103, 150,

Lake Mailaren 164, 187, 189

Land as feminine 32, 118
as masculine 32

Landndmabdk 74 n. 21, 83, 84 n. 55,
90, 123 n. 41, 131 n. 60

Langfedgatal 20, 22 n. 15

laudes regiae. See king

Law of Succession. See Magnts
Erlingsson’s Law of Succession

Law of the Gulathing 318

Laxdela saga 77 n. 29, 98

learned orders 214, 217

Lebor Bretnach 236 n. 64

Legend of St Erik 196

Legendary Saga of St Olafr 336

legitimacy 40, 45, 62, 93-94, 129, 131,
166, 184, 194, 196, 198, 201, 333, 335,
340, 362, 370, 376, 374

leidangr 74

Lejre 168

len. See also fief 137

lesser seat 190

libation. See drinking-ceremonies

libertas ecclesiae. See also Church
reform, Gregorian reform 177 n. 58,
379

Lidskjalf 25

Life of St Brendan of Clonfert

Lillon 173

liminal phase 26

liminal place 194

lineage. See also descent 16, 21, 24, 232

literacy 10, 213, 216, 377, 384

234
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liturgical texts 335

Livland 353

Livonia 353

Ljosvetninga saga 77 n. 29

Logi 49,115

Lokasenna 319

Loki 272

London 145 n. 107, 326

Longseachén, son or foster-brother of
Suibhne mac Colmdin Chuair 212,
218, 241, 248

Lord’s anointed 330, 362

Lorsch 202

loyalty 7, 56, 75, 80, 87, 333, 344

luck. See also hamingja, geefa, gipta 17,
69, 131 n. 60, 132, 284 n. 35, 288, 306,
312

Lund 89, 92,367 n. 1

Lunda 175, 188, 193, 195

Lytir 171

logmenn 85

Mac Cécht, chief champion of Comaire
Mor 261, 262 n. 119

madness 219, 244, 246, 250, 262-263

Mael Brigte 127, 129

Mael Chaba 215 n. 17

Maelmor, foster-brother of Diarmait
mac Cerbaill 219 n. 29

Maelodor, son of Diarmait mac
Cerbaill 219 n. 29

magic 25, 30, 124 n. 42, 221 n. 33, 238,
249, 271, 282, 291, 352

Magnus Birgersson, king of
Sweden 338

Magnits Erlendsson, earl of Orkney,
saint 136, 140, 144

Magnis Erlingsson, king of Norway
92, 109 n. 3, 335, 376

Magnts Erlingsson’s Law of Succession
377

Magnus Erlingsson’s Privilege to the
Norwegian Church 377

Magnus Henriksson, king of Denmark
340-341, 359

Magnts Oléfsson berfeettr, king of
Norway 349, 351, 354, 358 n. 110

Magniis saga géda 342, 351, 353

Magniiss saga lengri 141 n. 94, 146

Magniiss saga skemmri 141, 145-146

Magniissona saga 84 n. 58

maledictory psalm 225, 236 n. 66

Mammen 6

Man 11 n. 17, 125, 147, 374, 378

INDEX

Man and the Isles
Manannan mac Lir
n. 53, 248
manipulation 275, 368
Margareta I, queen of Denmark,
Norway, Sweden 112, 125
Mariuvisur 320 n. 92
martyr. See also saint, body, hair and
nails, relics
Christian martyr 330, 332, 374
concept of 330, 375, 377
royal martyr 219, 229, 246, 329-330,
332-334, 336, 338, 341 n. 42,
343-346, 356, 358-359, 361,
374-377, 379, 382
martyrdom. See also martyr 330-331,
336, 339-341, 346, 360 n. 115, 375
Masan, cleric of Bishop Cairnech 238
Medb 26 n. 23
mediator 198, 249, 370
mentality 4, 308, 332
Mesca Ulad 251, 254-255
Midgardr 27 n. 28
miracle 11, 145-146, 237-239, 242,
336-337, 347-348, 351, 356, 357
n. 107
Miracle book (of Orkneyinga saga) 48
misogyny 30-31
mobility 117
Moling 244-246, 248, 262-263
Mongan mac Fiachnae 248
Mongén, husband of Moling’s female
cook 244
morals 31,112 n. 8
Muirchertach mac Erca, Irish king
212, 218, 230, 256
multi-functional arena
Munsé 184
Myklebostad 5
Myrar 78
myth
Christian myth 367 n. 1
foundation myth 10, 41, 61
historicising of myth 46 n. 72, 58
origin myth 15-19, 22-30, 31 n. 41,
32-35, 38 n. 59, 39-41, 43, 46-53,
56-62, 82-83, 115-117, 126,
135-136, 372 n. 6, 373, 378
pagan myth 33, 38 n. 59, 42, 53, 56,
60, 62-63, 377, 383
pre-Christian myth 26, 39, 42,
53-54
mythical beings
mythography

147 n. 116
115 n. 17, 127

166, 382

170, 195
18, 62, 298, 368, 373
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Myvatnssveit 167

Milar Region 2, 164, 166, 173, 175,
177 n. 55, 178-185, 188, 190-191,
194, 196, 200, 203-204, 300

Minnerbiinde 276, 285, 318

More (Norway) 49-51, 119 n. 30, 120,
122, 123 n. 42, 131, 133 n. 68, 135

More (Sweden) 184

Nas 235, 257

Néstrond 301

necropolis 357, 360

New Uppsala 339, 350, 355, 359

Niall Noigillach 239

nid 35 n. 50, 128, 134 n. 73

Nidaros 27, 42

Nikulds Sveinsson, king of Denmark
360

Njordr 22, 29, 285

Nordland 33

nordvegr 44

Noregs konungatal

Norges gamle Love

Norgesveldet 146

Norr 49-50, 118, 121-122

Northumbria 308-309

Norway 2-3, 5-6, 8, 10, 21, 26, 32, 39,
47-50, 53-54, 59-61, 69-72, 74-89,
92, 94, 98, 101-102, 112, 113 n. 11,
117, 119 nn. 29-30, 120-122, 123
n. 42, 125-126, 128, 134-135, 137-140,
141 n. 93, 142-143, 145-147, 151,
153, 168, 190, 204 n. 179, 302, 309,
312 n. 60, 314-315, 318, 326, 335,
339, 344, 349 n. 76, 351-353, 368,
370-372, 374, 376, 378, 380-381

numinous knowledge 9, 290

Nirke 164, 175, 180 n. 71

41, 83, 310 n. 50
80 n. 39

odal. See also allodial property 21
Oddaverjar 76, 83, 93, 154 n. 141
Oddi 73,76, 115 n. 17, 154 n. 141
Oddi Porgilsson, Icelandic chieftain 73
Oddr Munk’s Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar
308 n. 41
Odensala 203
Odense 147, 336-337, 339-341, 344,
346, 355, 359
Odenslund(a) 193
Odin
and mental strength 275
as god of death 36, 39
as god of rulers 33, 37

association with Odinn  135-136

399

descent from Odinn 370, 378
initiation to Odinn 60
Odinn-hero 291
Odinn-warrior 36, 135, 271,272 n. 7
Oskamegir 319
Oskasynir  319-320
received by Odinn 383
relationship to rulership See also
ulfhedinn (sg.), ulfhednar (pl.),
einheri (sg.), einherjar (pl.), berserkr
(sg.), berserkir (pl.) 35
Oillill Cedach, Irish king 243
Olafr Hakonarson, king of Norway
111, 125
Olafr Haraldsson, king of Norway, saint
21, 71, 78-79, 137, 140, 142, 144,
147, 332-335, 339, 343, 345, 348-349,
351-353, 359
Olafr Haraldsson kyrri, king of Norway
190, 359
Olafr Sveinsson 336, 340, 353
Oléfr Tryggvason, king of Norway 21,
53-54, 56, 71, 143-144, 335
Oldfs saga helga 42, 74 n. 17, 77 n. 30,
78, 79 n. 35, 110 n. 7, 170, 197, 334,
335n. 18
Oldfs saga kyrra 190 n. 123, 358
Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar. See also Oddr
Munk’s Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar 171
n. 30, 194 n. 145, 308 n. 41
Oland 184
Old Norwegian Homily Book 317 n. 83
Old Uppsala 134 n. 8, 177, 180, 187,
189, 191-192, 195, 355
ollam 212 n. 6,213 n. 6, 253 n. 103
ondvegi. See also high seat 190
6eedra gndvegi. See also lesser seat 190
Oppland 40, 42, 44, 61
Oratio contra clerum Norvegiae (En tale
mot biskopene) 103, 151, 152 n. 135,
379
Orberga 191, 202
Orgain Denna Rig 215 n. 16, 254
Orkney 1-2, 10-11, 15, 28 n. 30,
48-52, 59, 70-77, 80-84, 86-87, 92,
94-96, 101, 109-111, 113, 115 n. 17,
116-127, 129, 131-148, 150, 152-154,
370-371, 373-374, 376, 378, 380
Orkneyinga saga 48-52, 59, 70, 72, 73
n. 16, 74 n. 17, 77 n. 30, 79, 82, 84,
86 n. 64, 87, 96, 109-113, 115-129,
133-144, 148-155, 198 n. 160,
372-373, 378
Oseberg  5-6, 300



400

éskamegir. See Odinn

éskasynir. See Odinn

Oslo 48 n. 78, 89, 128 n. 56, 380

Ostergotland 168, 182, 184

Ostra Aros 339, 341, 350

otherworld. See also post mortem place,
Valholl, Hel, Ran’s realm, Gimlé,
death realm, paradise, sid (Irish)
251-252

Otto III, emperor 351

overlordship 2, 39, 48, 52, 56, 86-87,
109, 138-139, 144

pagani 169, 317

paganism 3, 11, 29 n. 31, 32, 36, 45,
48, 53, 56, 221, 233, 258, 260, 282

Péll Jonsson, bishop of Skalholt 93

Pall Porfinnsson, earl of Orkney 136,
141

papar 124 n. 44, 144

Paphos 359

paradise. See also post mortem place,
Valholl, Hel, Ran’s realm, Gimlé,
death realm, otherworld, sid (Irish)
37, 279, 299, 301, 307, 320, 324

Passio et miracula beati Olavi 336

Passio Sancti Canuti Regis et Martiris
336-337

patron goddess 34, 54-55

peace 28, 31, 40, 50, 54-55, 59, 71, 81,
84 n. 58, 110, 118 n. 26, 140-141, 144,
149, 170 n. 23, 215, 224 n. 40, 225,
242, 251, 275, 282 n. 29, 306, 310
n. 52, 312, 319

perfect truth 214

periphery. See centre and periphery

personal belief. See religion

personal qualities 69-70, 72-73, 84-86,
88, 95-97, 101

phallic figure 175

pilgrimage 355, 357, 359

pillar 193, 253 n. 103, 259-260

Pony Rider stone 143

power
clerical power
concept of 61
exercise of 1 n. 1, 367
ideology of. See ideology
legitimisation of 57, 166, 203, 367
royal power. See also king’s

power 81-82, 85, 88, 164, 178
n. 62, 225, 264, 330, 347, 357, 360

Viking Age 3, 6, 369

post mortem existence 299-300, 320

216

INDEX

post mortem place. See also Valholl,
Hel, Ran’s realm, Gimlé, death realm,
otherworld, paradise, sid (Irish) 301
pre-Christian culture. See culture
priest 90-93, 118 n. 24, 177, 180, 184,
186, 197, 201, 312, 335-336, 346, 354,
359
primeval couple
primeval mother
46-47, 60
primogeniture 122 n. 38, 333
primus inter pares 52, 151, 275
Privilege to the Norwegian Church. See
Magnus Erlingsson’s Privilege to the
Norwegian Church
property. See also eign 21, 31, 78,
92-93, 137, 177, 184, 223
proprietary church. See church
protection 7, 88, 226-227, 231, 236,
242, 257, 269, 274, 371
proto-miracle 347, 350, 354 n. 96
punish 80, 86

23, 33-34
26 n. 23, 28, 32, 34,

Ragnarok 24, 135
Ragnars saga lodbrékar
Raith Bec 228, 231, 252
Ran 37, 278
Ran’s realm. See also post mortem place,
Valholl, Hel, Gimlé, death realm,
otherworld, paradise 300
rebirth  290-292
redistribution 7, 185
refsa. See also punish 80
regnal period 83-84
regnum and sacerdotium 355, 360, 379
relics 11, 32, 196, 203, 225, 228, 246,
332-333, 337, 341 n. 41, 343, 346-347,
350, 352-353, 356-357, 359, 361
religion
change of religion 2, 4, 8, 12
ethnic religion 3
personal religion 308
universal religion 3
retainer 74-76, 109, 346 n. 64
rex et sacerdos. See also king 186
rex iustus. See king
rex perpetuum Norwegie 139
Rigr 81
Rigspula 8, 81-82, 124 n. 42
Rimbert 176, 320
Ringerike 40-41
rite of transition 9, 26
ritual
Christian ritual

307

204
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funeral ritual 325
initiation ritual 26 n. 22, 270, 275,
285, 291-293
pagan ritual 169-170, 234, 311, 315
pre-Christian ritual 200
ritual object 166, 196, 203-204
ritual space 166, 191
River Boyne 240, 256
River Dodder 256
Rogaland 315, 380
Rognvaldr Brisason, earl of Orkney
137
Rognvaldr Eysteinsson, earl of More and
Orkney 116 n.21
Rognvaldr Gudrgdarson, king of the
Isles 125
Rognvaldr heithumheeri 22
Rognvaldr Kali Kolsson, earl of Orkney
51, 148 n. 120
Romanesque church. See church
Rome 150 n. 130, 197, 204, 359
Romsdal 120, 122, 123 n. 42
Rondn Fionn 242
Roslagen 179
royal attributes 250
royal law (récht rigda) 226
royal legislator 42
royal martyr. See martyr
royal praise 23, 201
royal saint. See saint
royal sites 235, 245, 256-257
royal touch 357 n. 107
royal transgression against the Church’s
rights 227
Ruadén of Lorrha, monastic founder
224
rule 8,16 n. 3, 28, 31, 41, 43-44, 50,
52-53, 57, 60, 62, 79, 87, 94, 97,
100, 120 n. 31, 125-126, 132-133,
137-138, 140 n. 88, 141-142, 148,
150-151, 166, 215, 223, 242, 250, 261,
330, 305 n. 31, 332-333, 344, 353,
361-362
ruler
and fertility. See fertility
and generosity. See generosity
and legitimacy. See legitimacy
and ritual role 166, 198
as God’s representative. See God’s
representative, God’s eikon, vicarius
dei
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