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EDITORIAL PREFACE 
 

pardjón Journal for Scandinavian Studies has come a long way since its inception in 

late 2017. The initial idea was to create an interdisciplinary periodical focusing on 

the Viking- and medieval North, exclusively managed and written by early-career 

researchers in the field. Notwithstanding that our plan was simple and straight forward, there 

are many metaphorical cogwheels and sprockets involved in the making of a journal. We had 

anticipated some of the hurdles to come, but due to specific ramifications that were beyond 

our control or imagination, Apardjón froze in its tracks following major infrastructural 

changes to our research centre in 2018. In spite of these disappointing events, however, we 

were lucky to gain new recruits to the PhD programme in Scandinavian Studies that same 

year. On the suggestion of Professor Ralph O’Connor, the abandoned publishing venture was 

resurrected, and to our surprise, nearly all our original editors and reviewers wished to resume 

their involvement. After more than a year of setbacks, the first issue of Apardjón was finally 

in the making.  

We received a wide range of abstract submissions from our first call for papers. This 

interdisciplinary volume features five articles, each focusing on a different aspect of the 

Viking- and medieval North. In the prize-winning article, ‘Mapping the Settlement Period: 

Mnemotopographies in Egils saga Skalla-Grímssonar’, Dr Sarah Künzler utilizes Egils saga to 

demonstrate that Old Norse sagas can offer a glimpse into the spatial knowledge of the Middle 

Ages. In the following article, ‘Territorial Division in the Alfred-Guðrum Treaty – A Ninth-

Century Diplomatic Innovation?’, Dr Andrew Marriott and Dr Steven Ashby consider Alfred 

and Guðrum’s political and strategic goals surrounding the development of the Treaty of 

Wedmore, while also exploring the function of boundaries. Next, in ‘Yngvars saga víðförla 

and the Ingvar Runestones: A Question of Evidence’, Jim Gritton re-examines the Ingvar 

Runestones alongside historical and geographical sources to determine if the Ingvar stated on 

the runestones is the same Ingvar of Yngvar saga víðförla, and to what extent the runestones 

bear witness to his expedition East. Derek Parrott employs the interdisciplinary approach of 

analysing archaeological materials alongside written and ethnographic sources to provide a 

better understanding of the role box brooches play in creating a Gotlandic identity in the 

article ‘Gotland’s Box Brooches: Using Object Biography to Answer Questions of Ethnicity’. 

In the fifth and final article, ‘The Disputed Origins of Gunnhildr konungamóðir’, Lyonel D. 

A 
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Perabo utilises a range of primary sources to argue Gunnhildr’s North-Norwegian origins, 

whilst highlighting her place within Old Norse literature and history.  

Each of these articles have been through the rigorous academic process of blind peer-

review. To keep in line with the journal’s objective to promote the academic work of early-

career scholars, each reviewer is either a postgraduate or early-career researcher. The articles 

were edited multiple times by members of the editorial board, both internal and external to 

the University of Aberdeen. The internal editorial board who have contributed to the present 

volume consists of seven doctoral candidates belonging to the University of Aberdeen’s 

Centre for Scandinavian Studies: Daniel Cutts, Heidi Synnøve Djuve, Deniz Cem Gülen, 

Ingrid Hegland, Jennifer Hemphill, Solveig Marie Wang, and Caroline Wilhelmsson. Each 

editor has contributed to every step of the process, and with their invaluable input, they have 

helped bring this project to life. We have also been lucky to work together with an external 

editorial board, consisting of early-career researchers affiliated to different universities across 

Europe: Dr Hannah Booth, Linn Willetts Borgen, Dr Simon Nygaard, Roberto Luigi Pagani, 

Alessandro Palumbo, Dr Aya van Renterghem, Dr Brittany Schorn and Jessie Yusek. We are 

thankful for each member of both editorial boards, including those that have been part of the 

project since its inception as well as those who were recruited at a later stage. Similarly, we 

are grateful to all the researchers that volunteer as reviewers. Particularly owed mention 

amongst our reviewers is Dr Keith Ruiter, whose help and advice were of pivotal importance 

in the project’s infancy. Apardjón would not exist without all these scholars’ hard work, 

patience and commitment.     

Furthermore, this volume includes three book reviews: Blake Middleton reviews How 

Thor Lost his Thunder: The Changing Faces of an Old Norse God (2018), Roberto Luigi Pagani 

reviews Nordic Latin Manuscript Fragments: The Destruction and Reconstruction of the Medieval 

Book (2017) and Professor Ralph O’Connor reviews Stories Set Forth with Fair Words: The 

Evolution of Medieval Romance in Iceland (2017). Heidi Synnøve Djuve, Deniz Cem Gülen 

and Jennifer Hemphill worked with each book review contributor throughout the publication 

process. Also owed thanks is Kara Kersh, who during her MLitt in Scandinavian Studies at 

the University of Aberdeen kindly volunteered to manage the journal’s administrative duties. 

We are extremely grateful to The Viking Society for Northern Research for awarding us the 

funds for our essay prize, and to the University of Aberdeen Development Trust Experience 

Fund for financially supporting the present volume’s publication process. Additional funding 

from the University of Aberdeen’s School of Divinity, History and Philosophy was given to 
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host a celebratory launch conference of Apardjón; an event that has unfortunately been 

postponed for the time being due to the unusual and harrowing climate caused by  

COVID-19.  

Last but not least, Professor Stefan Brink and Dr Hannah Burrows are especially 

deserving of mention for their faith in the project from the very beginning. Without their 

resolute encouragement and unwavering confidence in their students, Apardjón would have 

never been more than the amusing topic of a trivial conversation at the University of 

Aberdeen campus pub. Their constant, sanguine attitude towards the project has been a 

driving force behind Apardjón. With warranted gratitude, we therefore dedicate this first issue 

to them. 

We extend our thanks to everyone who have supported the journal so far. We are 

already starting our work on the second volume, ‘Northern Peripheries’, and encourage our 

fellow early-career readers to submit an article, translation or book review by 1st August 

2020. In the meantime, we sincerely hope you enjoy the present volume of Apardjón.     

 

On behalf of the editors, 

 

Heidi Synnøve Djuve and Jennifer Hemphill 

Aberdeen and Uppsala, 9th April 2020  
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ESSAY PRIZE WINNER 

 

Mapping the Settlement Period:  

Mnemotopographies in Egils saga  

Skalla-Grímssonar 
 

 

Sarah Künzler 

 
 

apping is a tricky business, and one that frequently raises questions about 

borders, perspectives, ownership, and the naming of places.1  Despite their 

seemingly neutral birds-eye view on the world, cartographic maps are not 

impersonal representations of the region they depict but exhibit specific perspectives and 

agendas. ‘[F]ar from holding up a simple mirror of nature that is true or false’, the 

cartographer Brian Harley asserts, ‘maps re-describe the world. […] in terms of relations of 

power and the cultural practices, preferences and priorities’ (Harley 2001: 35). Consequently, 

maps can also be studied for the insight they provide into the cultural organisation of 

knowledge and power. However, despite the growing consciousness that various cultures map 

their world through oral and written narratives, most interdisciplinary studies on mapping 

still focus on cartographic material. Yet in recent years, the narrative-cognitive maps created 

by Old Norse-Icelandic texts have started to receive more scholarly attention. Gísli 

Sigurðsson (2015; 2018) discusses knowledge about the geography of the British Isles, 

Greenland, and Vinland that is expressed in Icelandic saga literature, while Emily 

Lethbridge’s interactive Saga Map project provides an invaluable reference point for the study 

of palimpsestic sagascapes (2016a/b).2 Matthias Egeler (2016; 2015) links the sagas to 

geocritical approaches and Reinhard Hennig (2019) critically elucidates the memory of 

environmental and climactic change in the Íslendingasögur. On a more conceptual level, 

M 
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Tatjana Jackson examines the sense(s) of directions reflected in the ‘mental map of medieval 

Scandinavians as reflected in Old Norse-Icelandic texts’ (Jackson 2009: 211) and Jürg Glauser 

raises more general questions about the social and mnemonic construction of space in Old 

Norse-Icelandic literature (Glauser 2000, 2007). There is therefore strong precedent for 

examining Icelandic sagas as documents of human geography which drew on material, 

temporal and spatial coordinates.3  

The current article aims to contribute to these debates by delineating the processes 

by which the authors, compilers and redactors of specific sagas conceptualise place, space, 

topography, and geography. For just like physical, lived-in landscapes, a landscape in a 

literary text can ‘create and naturalize the histories and identities inscribed upon it, and so 

simultaneously hides and makes evident social and historical formations’ (Maus 2015: 223). 

The lengthy saga narratives often unfold such formations across several generations, and they 

do so from the local perspectives which also underlie the experience of landscapes. 

This article investigates such issues in relation to Egils saga Skalla-Grímssonar, a text 

likely compiled in the first half of the thirteenth century - a time of ‘conflict in Iceland, led 

by half a dozen families that struggled for political supremacy’ (Santiago Barreiro 2015: 23).4 

In particular, the focus lies on how the saga describes the settlement of the Borgarfjǫrður area 

in the West of Iceland by Egill’s father Skallagrímr, a passage which inscribes the settler’s 

perspective and authority into the region. Barreiro stresses that Skallagrímr’s land claim ‘is 

much larger in Egils saga than in the oldest preserved version of Landnámabók’ and that ‘the 

saga likely exaggerates the claim to legitimate further rights by the inheritors’ (Barreiro 2015: 

24). This suggests a connection between the settlement and government of this agriculturally 

rich region in the ninth and tenth centuries, and a conscious viewpoint for the mapping which 

Egils saga presents. Furthermore, Egils saga narrates the settlement in light of Iceland’s 

relationship with the broader North-Western Atlantic region. As William Sayers notes, ‘[t]he 

geographic range of the saga is impressive: Norway, Iceland, Great Britain, Sweden, and the 

eastern Baltic, or more precisely the Courland Peninsula […]’ are all remarked on and form 

part of a spatial awareness that by far exceeds the Borgarfjǫrður region (Sayers 2013: 363). 

A close reading of the settlement episodes turns the focus towards the process of 

mapping, exposing how the text creates and orders space(s) and place(s) - and relations 

thereof. Methodologically, the current article relates its analysis to influential thinking in 

human geography (mapping) but also to cultural memory studies. The latter is a strand of 

research that is concerned with the ‘interplay of present and past in socio-cultural contexts’ 
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(Astrid Erll 2008: 2), and especially with how the past is conceptualised in particular contexts. 

In relating the two disciplines it is possible to trace how the settlement period was a productive 

reference point in the construction of an Icelandic past at the time at which Egils saga was 

written (more than two centuries after the conclusion of the historical landnám, which Ari 

Thorgilsson in his Íslendingabók says was complete by 930 CE), and how the landnám remains 

inscribed in the landscape long after the settlement-period.5 

While much previous work (Egeler 2016, 2015; Lethbridge 2016a/b) focuses on 

particular places (mnemotopes) and place-lore, the current article proposes larger narrative-

cognitive maps for the sagas, through which the texts interact with topographical and 

historical knowledge.6 This ultimately suggests textual mnemotopographies: constructions of 

cultural landscapes encompassing social, temporal, spatial, material and mnemonic qualities, 

and which allow both places and space(s) to stand in dialogue with the past and cultural 

identity.7 This novel approach aims to provide insight into how topographies and space in 

literary texts provide valuable information about social practices, cultural self-perception, and 

the interplay between a lived cultural memory and the inhabited landscape. This suggests 

that the Íslendingasögur may be read as conceptual maps ‘offer[ing] the point of view of 

someone who dwells in a place’ (Gillian R. Overing and Marijane Osborn 1994: xviii) or in 

a landscape. An introduction to this methodological framework will precede the textual 

analysis and outline the most important points developed in the argument. 

 

Spatial Perspectives on Cultural Memory 

Cultural memory studies have enjoyed considerable popularity in the humanities in the past 

40 years. Although often referred to as a field, they are better characterised as a school of 

thought which operates through common tenets while utilising various sources and 

methodologies. Broadly speaking, cultural memory studies challenges historical perceptions 

of the past and turns our interest to ‘the multiple ways [in which] groups of people in the 

Middle Ages remembered their past and to an investigation of what modes were preferred 

when reference was made to times gone by’ as Pernille Hermann (2010: 69) outlines. One of 

cultural memory studies’ central prerogatives is that shared memories bind a culture together 

synchronically (i.e. between contemporary inhabitants of a region) as well as diachronically 

(across time).8 As such, it continuously influences cultural identity, whether on a local or on 

a national level.9 This comprises perceptions of places and spaces as providing a link to the 

past and shapes our cognitive as well as physical interaction with the lived-in world. Rather 
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than trying to unearth ‘historically accurate’ depictions of, for example, the Icelandic 

settlement, a cultural memory approach thus examines the media (texts, maps etc.), 

discourses, and concepts which shaped the perception of the settlement period at particular 

points in time. 
 That memory is not solely related to time but also spatially grounded is outlined for 

the Scandinavian tradition by Jürg Glauser, who emphasises that here ‘memory is pre-

eminently associated with spatial modes of thought’ (Glauser 2000: 19; also 2007). Such 

observations may have far-reaching implications for our understanding of how cultural 

memory operates. If cultural memory is both shaped by, and oscillates between, historical 

awareness and the material world, then the culturally binding experience of the past goes 

beyond individual places: it also encompasses how we order, navigate and experience whole 

landscapes.10 After all, pre-modern Icelanders inhabited landscapes rather than isolated places. 

Mnemotopographies is a term coined here to denote the larger units which map the memory 

of a culture’s past in order to capture this engagement more fully. Beyond individual 

mnemotopes, mnemotopographies provide an insight into how spatial, historical and cultural 

knowledge was ordered, how various places relate to each other, and how this organisation 

reflects specific outlooks. 

 Such mnemotopographies further provide opportunities for examining the interplay 

between narrative landscapes and human reactions to them. As Gurevich observes, 

‘Scandinavian topography is not based on purely geographical coordinates: it is saturated in 

emotional and religious significance, and geographical space represents at the same time 

religious-mythological space’ (Gurevich 1985: 49). Yet both the topography of the lived-in 

landscape and that of narrative landscapes encompass more than the religious-mythological 

versus geographical space. In fact, we may add several other categories to Gurevich’s 

dichotomy (geographical/religious-mythological): natural and man-made materiality, 

cognitive, heroic, toponomastic, or humorous engagements – a list that is by no means finite. 

Each saga reflects various concerns at the time of its (written) composition and many more 

may be added during the saga’s oral and written transmission.11  

In developing Gurevich’s (1985: 102) arguments, David Harvey concludes that the 

medieval way of looking at space and time was relational and dialectical rather than absolute. 

Space and time did not exist ‘outside and before experience’; they were given only in 

experience itself, of which they formed an indissoluble part, which could not be detached 

from the living ‘fabric’ (Harvey 1996: 214). 
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In other words, it was through the human experience of space and time (for example 

in listening to place-lore of familiar places) that these basic categories of human thought 

became meaningful. The current reading of Egils saga sees the saga’s description of the land-

taking period as such a relational mechanism: it helped the audience to situate themselves in 

the landscape they inhabited because it provided both spatial and temporal coordinates for 

the organisation of their landscape, their settlement, and their place-names.12 A major process 

by which this was achieved was the ‘culturisation of nature’ - the naming, claiming and 

dividing of land - which took place during the settlement-period.  

Yet throughout the centuries, this engagement was fluid rather than stable and each 

text presents a multitude of relational points. Lethbridge analyses the palimpsestic nature of 

both the physical and the saga landscapes and proposes that various layers of meaning are 

continuously inscribed over each other. Lethbridge terms the resulting experience of the 

material, lived-in landscapes through knowledge of the sagas’ sagascapes (Lethbridge 2016: 

55). She further asserts that these serve to ‘make places memorable and to fix their relative, 

geographical position in people’s minds […]’ (Lethbridge 2016: 76). It is to this discourse that 

the current article seeks to add a further angle by focussing less on the palimpsestic nature of 

these sagascapes and more on the spatial perspectives which they contain.  

Just as cartographic maps are not accurate representations of all aspects of a lived-in 

landscape, narrative landscapes are also not simply mirror images of the lived-in Icelandic 

environment. That sagas like Egils saga draw on the appearance and geography of the lived-

in Icelandic landscape is vital for the narrative to be credible.13 Yet they are cultural and 

cognitive spaces in their own right, purporting certain power-structures, preferences and 

priorities deeply rooted in specific perspectives – evident, for instance, in Skallagrímr’s large 

land claim in Egils saga (Barreiro, 2015: 24). References to places and place-names are 

therefore more than mere inventories. In some texts at least, they can create inversions and 

even result in a grotesque or ironic subtext, as Egeler (2018) argues for the late fourteenth 

century Harðar saga (a text which is arguably particularly concerned with place-names).  

That originally topographically descriptive place-names may have been 

etymologically re-analysed to reflect the settler’s presence is probable (see Egeler 2018: 81; 

Lethbridge 2016b, 60–68; McTurk 1994–197: 166–170). Although this is often connected 

to the landnám, the desire to map particular inhabitants’ presence through place-names or 

place-lore is more wide-spread. Lethbridge stresses that ‘people wrote themselves and their 

stories into the landscape by claiming land, naming it after themselves and events that 
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happened at particular places […] and imprinting their lives upon it’ (Lethbridge 2016: 56). 

Lethbridge’s work has sharpened our sensitivity towards the readings of landscapes. Linking 

such observations to cultural memory studies further emphasises that time and space are 

social constructs, primarily experienced and never truly objective. For the medieval period, 

they also, as Harvey postulates, show an ‘ultimate embeddedness in the materiality of the 

world’ (Harvey 1996: 210). Such ‘landscapes of memory’, Gunnar Maus argues, are 

productive ‘imaginative geographies’ which ‘arrange people and artefacts in a meaningful 

way’ and create a ‘relational space’ for human experience (Maus 2015: 223). 

This becomes particularly important in relation to the claiming of new land and the 

narration of the transformation of natural into cultural space. It is in this area that Humanities, 

as Hennig asserts, can outline ‘the role of imaginations, values, meaning-making processes, 

and identities with regard to environmental behaviour’ and spatio-temporal self-awareness 

(Hennig 2019: 324). In the case of the terra nova (‘new land’) Iceland, the land had to be 

quite literally mapped by the settlers and is transformed in accordance with their farming 

practices (for example through deforestation, see Hennig 2019). Examining depictions of this 

culturally defining process in individual Íslendingasögur can shed light on the perspective(s) 

a particular text exhibits in narrating this decisive event in Icelandic history. For this, one 

need not posit an anachronistic ‘national awareness’, nor an immediate creation of a ‘distinctly 

Icelandic’ culture, but merely acknowledge that Egils saga uses the settlement as a meaningful 

experience for a regional establishment of a new society in a hitherto uninhabited landscape. 

 

Chartering the Future: Observations on the Settlement in Egils saga 

Egils saga is frequently discussed with an interest in the skald Egill and his poetry or in its 

presumed author, Snorri Sturluson.14 William Sayers posits that the ‘narrative line of Egils 

saga Skallagrímssonar is […] pervasively dominated by its larger-than-life protagonist and, 

from a more synchronic scholarly perspective, by themes of poetic creation, personal identity, 

self-promotion, material advancement, and litigation […]’ (Sayers 2015: 143). However, other 

areas of interest have emerged which consider the saga within the wider textual tradition of 

the Íslendingasögur (de Looze, Helgason, Poole and Tulinius 2015). Jesse Byock perceives of 

the Íslendingasögur ‘as part of an anonymous tradition of social memory’ which ‘reveals deep 

concerns among medieval Icelanders with their cultural self-identity’ and this clearly also 

pertains to Egils saga (Byock 2004: 299). For Byock, the sagas ‘employ rather than invent a 

remembered past’, and it is in this context that the depiction and evaluation of landscapes 
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becomes important (Byock 2004: 299). The durability of many landscape features, and the 

possibility to experience and conceptualize whole landscapes through mnemonic discourses, 

means that the past remains continuously meaningful for an ever-shifting present. 

Although large parts of Egils saga do not take place in Iceland, there are interesting 

points to note in relation to the settlement-period, such as the land-taking in Borgarfjǫrðr, 

which is narrated with much care and vibrancy. Ármann Jakobsson points out that Egill and 

his family ‘live at well-known farmsteads and eventually become the forebears of many well-

known thirteenth-century historical figures’ (Ármann Jakobsson 2011: 31). Their land-taking 

consequently signals the beginning of a spatial and genealogical presence that endures well 

after the events narrated in the saga, and a close reading of these passages reveal that they are 

instrumental in shaping the mapping of that area beyond their own family.15 Given the length 

of the saga it is not possible to discuss the settlement narratives in full here; instead, a few 

noteworthy passages are considered.  

Egill’s grandfather Kveldúlfr and his father Skallagrímr set out from Norway with their 

extended family and companions on two ships. When feeling his death approach, Kveldúlfr 

demands that after his death, his coffin is thrown overboard, and insists that Skallagrímr (who 

commands the second ship) should make his home as near as possible to the place where the 

coffin comes ashore (Nordal 1933: 71; Jones 1960: 79). This is a common motif in settlement-

narratives, which links land-taking with providence of prosperity. Skallagrímr is unaware of 

these happenings as the two ships get separated. The crew of the first ship, now headed by 

Grímr the Hálogalander, finds Kveldúlfr’s coffin when they come ashore and bury it 

underneath a pile of stones on a headland (Nordal 1933: 71-72; Jones 1960: 79). Their first 

act on Icelandic soil is the burial of an important genealogical figure, and this already marks 

the place in which the family will later thrive. But at this stage, no acts of naming the 

landscape or of permanent settlement are mentioned – this appears reserved for Kveldúlfr’s 

offspring, Skallagrímr. Hence the river they traverse is simply sú er kǫlluð Gufuá (Nordal 

1933: 72; ‘the one now called Gufuá’, Jones 1960: 79). Unaware of the death of his father, 

Skallagrímr lands at a headland not far away, and he immediately appears to name the place: 

‘kom þar at landi, er nes mikit gekk í sæ út, ok eið mjótt fyrir ofan nesit, ok báru þár farm af; 

þat kǫlluðu þeir Knarrarnes’ (Nordal 1933: 72); ‘They carried their cargo ashore there, calling 

the place Knarrarnes’ (Jones 1960: 79).  

Immediately after, Skallagrímr sets out to explore the land, which eventually leads 

him to discover the whereabouts of Grímr the Hálogalander and his companions. The reunion 
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is marked by the revelation about his father’s death and the picking of the first permanent 

settlement site near the coffin: ‘síðan fylgðu þeir Skalla-Grími þar til, ok syndisk honum svá, 

sem þaðan myndi skammt á brott, þar er bólstaðargørð góð myndi vera’ (Nordal 1933: 73); 

‘later they led him to the place, and it looked to him as though just a short way off would be 

a fine place to raise a home’ (Jones 1960: 80). Skallagrímr builds his first home, Borg, near 

this spot and names the nearby firth and region Borgarfjǫrðr. The farmland is marked out by 

the rivers flowing to the sea and thus possesses natural borders – a stark reminder that even 

at this early stage of settlement in the area, land is clearly divided through (permanent) natural 

boundaries. Skallagrímr then allocates the nearby land to his companion, Grímr the 

Hálogalander, after whom the river Grímsá is named. Such relational naming strategies in 

which natural features are named after settlers or in relation to settlements are widespread in 

Egils saga. Whether or not they reflect genuine eponymic naming going back to the 

settlement period is hard to determine with confidence. Yet for the audience of the saga they 

form part of a mnemonic landscape that goes beyond individual places and incorporates both 

man-made and natural features. 

The saga also employs other naming strategies. For example, as the settlers name the 

natural features surrounding them, their encounters with the local fauna are memorialised: 

þar skammt út frá skarsk inn vík ein eigi mikill; fundu þeir þar andir margar ok kǫlluðu 

Andakíl, en Andakílsá, er þar fell til sjóvar (Nordal 1933: 73); ‘A short way further down 

there stretched inland a not very big arm of water where they found a lot of ducks, so they 

called it Andakíl, and Andakílsá the river which flows into the sea there’ (Jones 1960: 80).16 

Travelling down to the sea on the northern headland they catch some swans and call the place 

Álftanes (Nordal 1933: 73; Jones 1960: 80).17 Much like the eponymic place-names, 

encounters with the natural world that have no lasting quality are therefore inscribed into the 

toponymy of the settlement. The saga links these to the first experiences of the settlers, yet 

they can hardly be seen to create culturally engaging mnemotopes. They nevertheless create 

relational spaces, as they too become intimately linked with the exploration of the region by 

the settlers.  

 Skallagrímr continues to give land to the members of his household and most of them 

provide eponyms for their homes (Nordal 1933: 73-74; Jones 1960: 80). Although these 

names have no explicit reference to Egill’s family, the name-givers’ association with his 

household and Skallagrímr’s ‘giving of land’ may be a strong one. The same pattern is evident 

in relation to various new settlers arriving from Norway, whom Skallagrímr hosts over the 
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winter months before allocating land to them. In this way Skallagrímr shapes the settlement 

not just by providing place-names and erecting material structures, but also by determining 

future settlement patterns - not to mention forging the alliances which become important 

later in the narrative. Barreiro argues that in Egils saga ‘the settlement is used to create an 

ideological statement about the legitimacy of Úlf’s descendants’ (Barreiro 2015: 24). Since 

‘wealth ultimately depended on land control’ (Barreiro 2015: 31), the giving of land and the 

chartering of settlement patterns is of equal importance to naming places. From this 

perspective, the mnemotopography of Borgarfjǫrðr as a region would not simply 

commemorate the settlement period, but also the power which Egill’s family held in the 

following centuries. 

 Skallagrímr also extends his own settlement, proceeding to build three more 

farmhouses, each marking a particularly profitable location. He builds a second farm at 

Álftanes from which his men go out fishing and seal hunting and where they gather driftwood. 

At the third farm at Akrar island driftwood is in great supply and stranded whales are plentiful. 

Skallagrímr’s fourth farmstead is built on the high grounds on Grísartunga (named after the 

herdsman Gríss) as he notices that the livestock grazing there over the summer are bigger 

and hardier (Nordal 1933: 75–76; Jones 1960: 81–82). Not surprisingly, the locations of the 

farms are thus a clear response to the natural habitat, with both topographical and 

geographical knowledge playing a part in the settlement. The narrative hence marks not just 

the culturization of the land but an intimate observance of it, as well as a clear agenda: 

establishing the most profitable settlement. Skallagrímr does not simply rely on providence 

(as perhaps first suggested) but views the natural landscape as a resource for laying the 

foundation for regional authority. From this angle, natural and cultural environments are 

intimately connected, responding to each other rather than opposing each other. And both 

Skallagrímr and the saga appear to have a clear trajectory when mapping the land. On a 

narrative level, the condensed, chronological narration of the settlement in Egils saga allows 

the audience to follow the process as it unfolds. Furthermore, the audience expands (or 

reinforces) their own spatial knowledge through a narrative which reflects the settler’s 

growing knowledge of natural resources and their drawing of boundaries: the view of the 

landscape expands with the settlement. 

 Even when his settlement is established, Skallagrímr continues to investigate the 

landscape: 
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Skalla-Grímr kannaði land upp um herað; fór fyrst inn með Borgarfirði, til þess er 
fjǫrðinn þraut, en síðan með ánni fyrir vestan, er hann kallaði Hvítá, því at þeir 
fǫrunautar hǫfðu eigi sét fyrr vǫtn þau, er ór jǫklum hǫfðu fallit; þótti þeim áin 
undarliga lit. þeir fóru upp með Hvítá, til þess er sú á varð fyrir þeim, er fell af 
norðri frá fjǫllum: þá kǫlludu þeir Norðrá, ok fóru upp með þeiri á, til þess er enn 
varð á fyrir þeim, ok var þat lítit vatnfall. Fóru þeir yfir á þá ok enn upp með 
Norðrá: sá þá brátt, hvar en litla áin fell ór gljúfrum, ok kǫlluðu þá Gljúfrá. Síðan 
fóru þeir yfir Norðrá ok fóru aptr enn til Hvítár ok upp með henni: varð þá enn 
brátt á, sú er þvers varð, fyrir þeim ok fell í Hvítá; þá kǫlluðu þeir þverá. þeir urðu 
þess varir, at þar var hvert vatn fullt af fiskum (Nordal 1933: 74-75). 

 

Skallagrímr explored the countryside inland over the whole area, proceeding in 
along Borgarfjörd first till the firth came to an end, and thereafter west along the 
river he named Hvítá (for those comrades had never before seen waters which had 
run off glaciers: the river struck them as a most peculiar colour). They continued 
up along Hvítá until they were confronted by a river flowing from the mountains 
to the north. This they named Nordrá, then kept up along it till once more there 
was a river in front of them - this time a small stream. Fording it, they continued 
once more up along Nordrá, and soon saw where the small stream ran out of some 
ravine, so called it Gljúfrá. Later they crossed Nordrá, returned to Hvítá, and 
continued up along it. Soon there appeared yet another river in front of them, 
which crossed their path and ran into Hvítá. This they called Thverá.18 They came 
to know that all the waters there were full of fish (Jones 1960: 81). 

 

Several points are worth noting in this short passage, not least the retrospective comment on 

the abundance of fish by the narrator, a fact not yet discovered by the explorers. The mapping 

and naming of what appears to be a sizable riverine landscape is ostensibly carried out in one 

act of exploration and onomastic appropriation. The names are reliant on the route taken and 

establish a relational grid in which names echo momentary experience: Norðrá (‘North-

River’) was approached from the south; it is named in relation to a momentary position and 

to the other river previously named. Various naming strategies (appearance, geographic 

relation, and position in the landscape) are employed here. The saga hence memorialises not 

only the first journey through the riverine system but also the experience of the settlers and 

their perspectives. It is in larger topographies like this one, and perhaps especially in relation 

to rivers, that the much broader focus of mnemotopographies helps to explain the experience 

of humans in a landscape that is not simply an agglomerate of places, but also functions 

through relational space.  
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In a meta-textual comment, the episode also entails a temporal perspective. The 

narrative voice (which also commented on the rivers’ abundance of fish) further comments 

on the settler’s apparent unfamiliarity with glacial water. Whether or not this is historically 

plausible is of little concern here, as the saga clearly asserts differing horizons of knowledge 

about the landscape.19 What is familiar to the narrator is remarkable for the settlers. This is a 

minor detail in the saga, but one which explicitly exposes the different perspectives – new 

settler versus settled Icelander – which the protagonists and the narrator occupy, and this 

draws attention to the narrative construction of the saga. The conceptualisation of places and 

even spaces functions within time and place-specific horizons of knowledge and therefore is 

always reliant on particular perspectives.  

In their totality, the episodes discussed suggest that, as Denis Cosgrove argues, 

‘’landscape’ is primarily a ‘way of seeing’, through which parts of the European population 

commented on social relations, and [which] emphasises the importance of ‘myth’, ‘memory’, 

and ‘meaning’ for the relationship between landscape and human beings’ (Cosgrove 2008: 

20–21). In the saga narratives, this way of seeing becomes evident in the various strategies 

through which the settlers establish themselves in the region. As is evident from the excerpts 

quoted so far, the saga employs the settlement narrative as a backdrop against which Egill’s 

own life is set and clearly links his endeavours with the map his forebears had started to 

create. This is evident when Egill returns from one of his exploits at the same time as Ketill 

Gufa comes to Iceland: ‘[…] þá var heraðit albyggt; váru þá andaðir allir landnámamenn, en 

synir þeira lifðu eða sonarsynir, ok bjuggu þeir þá í heraði’ (Nordal 1933: 240); ‘[…] by then 

the countryside was fully settled. All the original settlers, indeed, were dead but their sons or 

son’s sons were alive and living there in the neighbourhood’ (Jones 1960: 200). This transition 

in generational terms is mirrored by a changed – fully settled, mapped, and divided – 

landscape. Ketill Gufa’s journey, for example, draws on existing place names; he moves 

around territory familiar from the previous scenes and is at first unable to find a place to 

settle, as all suitable land is already taken. His struggle, then, is to establish a profitable 

household in relation to the first wave of settlement, not to navigate and make habitable yet 

uncultivated land. 

At this stage in the settlement, only a conflict with another settler, Þórðr Lambason, 

creates new place-names. When Ketill Gufa’s slaves cause destruction to Þórðr’s farm they 

are hunted down. They flee to skerries which are then named after them (Nordal 1933: 241; 

Jones 1960: 201). However, the skerries are land that cannot be settled permanently, and they 
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are ostensibly only named because of events related to them bring them into the social sphere: 

it is the human interaction with the landscape which continues to extend the narrative (and 

cognitive) map of the settled area. That such marginal, uninhabitable places are named after 

people at the bottom of Icelandic society may not be a coincidence. Further close readings 

of the creation of space(s) in saga literature by characters pertaining to different social strata 

may draw closer attention to social power structures reflected in the power to name, claim, 

and farm places. This may unearth even further perspectives on spaces, as would closer 

analyses from gendered viewpoints.20 

Egils saga appears to suggest that the naming of the landscape was not completed 

when the settlement period was over. Events – predominantly killings – could still lead to 

places being named, a custom which appears universal in outlook. In relation to outlaw sagas 

(which present a complex and charged interplay between social and natural spaces), Eleanor 

Rosamund Barraclough argues ‘that descriptions of geography within such texts not only 

shape the plot, but also contribute towards the complexity of the narrative layers and the 

characterisation of the saga protagonists’ (Barraclough 2010: 365). In literature, both cultural 

spaces (e.g. settlements or religious places) and nature/wilderness are narratively constructed 

(i.e. always already part of a semiotic system), but it remains to shed light on the 

conceptualisations of these apparent antonyms in specific texts. 

 

Conclusion 

Egils saga outlines a way of ordering both the past and the landscape geographically, 

chronologically, and culturally. This enables the past and present inhabitants of the landscape 

to situate themselves in a broader network of self-reflexive knowledge about the land they 

inhabit, and to experience the acquisition of this knowledge by the settlers. Yet it becomes 

clear that: 

 

[t]he sagas were not merely storehouses of memories neutrally keeping memories 
for posterity. They had a mediating function as well, working as a written space 
where memories, apart from taking permanent form, were exposed or side-lined, 
and organized by the use of literary patterns and techniques (Hermann 2010: 70). 

 

We can therefore posit specific artistic choices for individual sagas, and indeed Barreiro 

concludes that ‘the author of Egla seems to have made specific choices on how to retell the 

past’ (Barreiro 2015: 39). The authors and redactors may further have made informed choices 
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when narrating the transformation of an unchartered territory into inhabited space and, in 

turn, into a mnemotopography of the settlement. Ian Wyatt proposes that topographic 

references form part of the ‘narrative Grammar’ of the Íslendingasögur and that saga 

landscapes act as literary devices deliberately employed by the saga author to direct the action 

of their audience (Wyatt 2004: 273). In addition, the relational construction of spaces and 

places must also be acknowledged to more fully understand the role saga landscapes played 

in cultural discourses. Narrative landscapes must therefore be studied beyond their physical 

components and onomastic references and with an eye to ‘interrelated roles (of) material 

forms, practices, representations and subjective experiences’ (Remma and Kasemets 2019: 1). 

Drawing attention to individual contexts, perspectives and agendas is a first step into this 

direction. 

Both in its onomastic, geographical and topographical knowledge, Egils saga reflects 

Harvey’s view that the experience of space and time in the medieval period ‘defined a 

particular sense of situatedness and of positionality of human beings in relation to the world’ 

(Harvey 1996: 214). In Egils saga, this at once encompasses the immediate lived-in landscape 

(i.e. the local geography and topography of the region) and the wider North-Western sphere. 

This perhaps reflects the multi-layered cultural identity of the settlers as they chart their 

landscape, travel abroad, and forge interpersonal relations. Harley posits that maps are ‘as 

much a commentary on the social structure of a particular nation or place as on its 

topography’, and that studying pre-modern texts as narrative maps reveals historical 

perspectives before the emergence of nation states (Harley 1989: 6). In the future, it remains 

to be investigated how such cognitive mapping is linked to other functions which Egils saga 

may have held: to entertain and amuse, to subvert, to cultivate historical awareness, and to 

think about the founding of Icelandic culture. In such a broader view, the complex ways in 

which ‘society creates space, and space creates society’ (Rösli 2018: 274) can more adequately 

be addressed. 
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Notes  

1 This article was written during a post-doctoral research project funded by the British Academy (grant number 
pf170042). I would like to thank the editors and especially the anonymous reviewers for their generous 
comments on earlier drafts. 
2 ‘Palimpsestic’ generally denotes manuscript pages on which previous writing was erased so that they could be 
written on again, with the original text sometimes visible underneath. The term has been widely adopted in 
landscape studies (particularly in landscape archaeology) to denote landscapes and places made up of several 
layers of human traces. 
3 A similar interest has arisen in connection with Nordic folklore, for which Terry Gunnell proposes that folk 
tales and legends ‘can serve as documents of human geography’ and help us gain an ‘understanding of the 
world-view in earlier times’ (Gunnell 2009: 305). 
4 Egils saga is extant in several manuscripts, the earliest being M (Möðruvallabók, Arnam. 132 fol.), W 
(Wolfenbüttel) and K (Cod. Arnam. 453, 4 t0). Only K preserves the text in its entirety. The manuscripts are 
dated to the mid-fourteenth century (M and W) or later. 
5 One of the most vexed question in Scandinavian Studies is how reliable the Íslendingasǫgur are in terms of 
historical facts. The discussion is too complex to sketch in a footnote. Suffice it to say that in the medieval 
period these sagas formed part of a historiographical discourse. As such, history is used here to refer to medieval 
conceptions of the past extant in Egils saga, while cultural memory denotes my own, modern approach to the 
sources which stresses that regardless of factual accuracy, the past narrated in texts like Egils saga had a binding, 
affective function within Icelandic cultural identity. 
6 ‘Mnemotope’ is used here to refer to ‘memory-places’ (from Ancient Greek: mnemo- ‘memory’ and topos 
‘place’), i.e. places where humans feel specific memories are embodied, in the widest possible sense. It is here 
employed in line with Jan Assmann’s use (1992) of the term, where it denotes a physical place at which people 
may have (peseudo-)historical experiences. 
7 The term ‘mnemotopographies’ is coined here to expand the existing term mnemotope (see note 6). It refers 
to the larger topographies that are involved in the processes of sense-making much the same way as 
mnemotopes are: by stimulating a human response to certain features that is related to our construction of the 
past. 
8 See also Jan Assmann’s idea of a ‘connective structure’ (Assmann 1992: 16˗17). 
9 The definition of culture in this context is a difficult one and, unfortunately, is too often understood as 
including a national(istic) undertone. I would argue that a broad definition such as people characterised by 
common ideas, social norms, and self-perception is more applicable in this context, and acknowledge that one 
person may participate in several (sub-)cultures. Furthermore, regional variation and differences in gender and 
social status (‘class’ in modern terms) need also be considered. The article does therefore not argue for an 
abstract, homogenous idea of ‘Icelandicness’ in these sources, but proposes various ways in which a new and 
distinct Icelandic self-perception is formed. 
10 Lived-in landscape here denotes the physical landscape of Iceland and is used to distinguish this from the 
narrative landscapes created in texts and stories. The latter of course draw heavily on the former, but they always 
incorporate a certain perspective co-inscribed by the authors/redactors/transmitters of the texts.  
11 For this see Torsten Capelle and Susanne Kramarz-Bein (2010: 233). 
12 Of course, Egils saga was (and is) enjoyed outside the immediate area in which its narrative is set, but a 
basic familiarity with the geography and topography of the region (through experience or media) may still be 
proposed. 
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13 The term ‘forebears’ is used here not in the sense of direct familial descendants, but in a broader understanding 
which encompasses a sense of descending from the settlers. 
14 Snorri’s authorship cannot be proven but is often assumed (for this see Laurence de Looze, Jón Karl Helgason, 
Russell Poole, and Torfi H. Tulinius, eds. (2015)). 
15 The importance of the genealogies in the settlement narratives for asserting a presence in European history is 
outlined by Margaret Clunies Ross (1993). It would prove interesting to consider these genealogies alongside 
the settlement narratives to see how spatial and temporal, local and international factors play into the textual 
construction of this new society. 
16 In relation to toponyms referencing wild animals it may also be interesting to examine whether these are 
linked to cognitive toponymy, i.e. whether landscape features resemble body parts of particular animals when 
viewed from certain angles. 
17 For information about the places’ use in other sagas, as well as on their geographic position, see 
http://sagamap.hi.is/is/# [accessed on 6. 12. 2019]. 
18 Þver-á can mean ‘side river, or tributary river’, but the Þver prefix does have a general meaning of ‘crossing, 
traversing’ (Zoëga 1910: 521). 
19 Jones does not think that an unfamiliarity of Norwegian settlers with glacial water is plausible (Jones 1960: 
246). 
20 I would like to thank one of the anonymous reviewers for drawing my attention to these underlying social 
perspectives. 
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Territorial Division in the Alfred-Guðrum Treaty  

– A Ninth-Century Diplomatic Innovation? 

 

 

Andrew G. Marriott and Steven P. Ashby 

 

 
 Đis is ðæt frið, ðæt Ælfred cyninc ₇ Gyðrum cyning ₇ ealles Angelcynnes witan ₇ eal seo 
ðeod ðe on Eastæglum beoð ealle gecweden habbað ₇ mid aðum gefeostnod for hy sylfe 
₇ for heora gingran, ge for geborene ge for ungeborene, ðe Godes miltse recce oððe ure 
(University of London/UCL 2019). 
 
This is the peace which King Alfred and King Guthrum and the councillors of all the 
English race and all the people which is in East Anglia have all agreed on and confirmed 
with oaths, for themselves and for their subjects, both for the living and those yet unborn, 
who care to have God’s grace or ours (Whitelock 1979). 

 

he study of past conflict and political accommodation is fundamental to 

archaeology, underlying any discussion of social dynamics, economics or identity. 

The Treaty of Wedmore, from Viking-Age Britain, provides a key case study, with 

its division of Anglo-Saxon England between Scandinavian entities in the North and East 

and an Anglo-Saxon South. This phenomenon holds particular relevance today, as 

contemporary geopolitics increasingly demonstrates the need to appreciate the diversity, 

complexity and mutability of frontiers, as well as their relationships with military centres of 

gravity and buffer zones as, for example, in Northern Iraq, Syria, Libya, the Sahel and Nigeria. 

In such complex contestations of state or nationhood, the relationship between military 

occupation and early medieval state formation holds particular contemporary resonance. The 

Treaty of Wedmore was a significant outcome of Viking/Anglo-Saxon conflict in the ninth 

century (see Haslam 2006, 2012).1 The Treaty divided England into two distinct areas: King 

Alfred secured Wessex and much of Mercia, while East Anglia was given over to his 

Scandinavian adversary, King Guðrum. Though the area to the north and east of the border 

is often described as the Danelaw, that term has a later, eleventh-century provenance, 

T 
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referring as much to the legal and administrative differences existing in those parts of the 

English kingdom that had, at various times, been under Viking control (Stenton 1989: 505-

507). Indeed, there is reason to see the Wedmore boundary as rather more ephemeral (e.g. 

Kershaw 2000), and it is certainly better understood within its contemporary context than as 

some more general marker of ‘Viking-Age’ territoriality, which was clearly a dynamic and 

mutable concept (Baker and Brookes 2012; Brookes and Reynolds in press). Nonetheless, the 

division has informed much of the scholarship of the wider period, offering an important 

framework for interrogating the tenth and eleventh centuries (e.g. Richards 2007). That focus 

has meant that questions remain concerning the nature of the original boundary agreed 

between Alfred and his Viking adversary Guðrum (McLeod 2014: 231-232). Was this Anglo-

Saxon imposition, or a more carefully orchestrated negotiation, incorporating skilled 

statecraft? 

This paper aims to elucidate the nature and purpose of the boundary established 

between Alfred and Guðrum by the agreement commonly known as the Treaty of Wedmore. 

We suggest that the negotiation and the means by which it was enacted are yet to be properly 

appreciated. Led by archaeology and history, we embrace the social and political sciences in 

order to achieve better understanding of borders and their places in landscapes. We begin by 

introducing the Treaty of Wedmore, its scholarly context, and some of the intellectual 

problems that surround it. The paper then characterises political contexts, focusing in turn 

on the strategic positions of Alfred and Guðrum, before discussing the content, semantics, 

and possible implications of the Treaty. This gives rise to a fuller consideration of the likely 

geography and topography of the boundary as we understand it, and of its relationship to 

nearby religious, political, and military sites. Having characterised the boundary 

arrangements, the paper then explores why Alfred and Guðrum should settle on this rather 

unusual, even unprecedented, arrangement. 

From the outset, two questions arise: when was the Treaty agreed, and where? While 

the Treaty predates Guðrum’s death in AD 890, its date cannot be determined with precision. 

Hooke (1998: 59) offers 878, following Guðrum’s submission to Alfred after the Battle of 

Edington. Stenton (1989: 260) suggests it occurred no earlier than 886, while Hadley (2012: 

375) opts for c. 880-90. These details have implications: an early settlement might imply an 

Anglo-Saxon mandate; a later date might reflect a less contested mediation. Nothing in its 

text confirms that the Treaty was actually concluded at Wedmore. Could it be that 

arrangements established orally at this site were enshrined in a Treaty of a later date? Or 
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might Wedmore have established a general principle of separation that was only determined 

by the extent of the subsequent withdrawal of Vikings beyond what became the Danelaw 

boundary? There is also the intriguing possibility of a return by Guðrum to Wedmore, 

sometime in the 880s, in order to conclude the Treaty. 

The Treaty was a binding agreement between two kingdoms separated by culture and 

ethnicity but sharing the Christian religion. The border (Figure 1) was to be ‘up on Temese, 

₇ ðonne up on Ligan, ₇ andlang Ligan oð hire æwylm, ðonne on gerihte to Bedanforda, ðonne 

up on Usan oð Wætlingastræt’ (University of London/UCL 2019); ‘up the Thames, and then 

up the Lea to its source, then in a straight line to Bedford, then up the Ouse to Watling Street’ 

(Whitelock 1979: 416). Implicit are understandings of cartography, border management, 

harmony of legal structures, and an environment that could facilitate trade. Subsequent tenth-

century events notwithstanding, the agreement may have facilitated peaceful co-existence 

between polities with compatible ideological and administrative worldviews. 

 

 
Figure 1. The Wedmore boundary. 

 

Understanding of territorial arrangements within the medieval psyche demands discipline in 

using the terms ‘boundary’, ‘border’ and ‘frontier’; they are not necessarily synonymous. 

Indeed, some political geographers (Flint and Taylor 2011: 307-309) avoid the descriptor 

‘border’, and rather define a boundary as representing the limits of a territory, thereby 

defining the extent of a state’s sovereignty, and a frontier as a ‘zone at the edge of a historical 
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system where it meets other systems’. Others (Giddens 2013: 50) accept the term ‘border’ 

but also argue that it is a phenomenon associated only with the development of the nation-

state – a construct emerging no earlier than the sixteenth century – presenting the 

characteristics of a legally determined border, an idea of national identity, and potential for 

commercial activity with a neighbour (Giddens 2013 and Flint and Taylor 2011, citing Tilly 

1975). Geopolitically, the Wedmore concord, with a functioning border, potentially puts 

Alfred and Guðrum well ahead of their time, as we will discuss later. 

 

A Context for the Treaty 

The Strategic Picture 

From the mid-860s, the size of Viking forces arriving in England had increased, and by 

Alfred’s accession in 871 his kingdom had already experienced years of incursions. Wessex 

was under threat, but the political geography of Anglo-Saxon England was already complex 

and in a state of flux. English society had endured warfare between its own kingdoms on a 

regular basis, with significant political conflict occurring about once every twenty-five years 

(Lavelle 2010: 15). 

Northumbria was in turmoil in 866, experiencing civil war when York was lost. 

Subsequent Scandinavian policy was to rule through a dependent king, Egbert, himself 

ousted by the Northumbrian Ricsige, who managed to maintain independence for three years 

until 875/6. Mercia was in decline and was reliant upon Wessex to counter the Viking threat. 

Alfred had been involved in an inconclusive Mercian campaign at Nottingham in 868 

(Swanton 2000, 68-70) before the Vikings took the ancient Mercian seat at Repton, 

Derbyshire in 873/4. The division of Mercia again saw the installation of a tributary king, the 

thegn Ceolwulf (Stenton 1989: 252). East Anglia suffered a series of predations, notably the 

execution of King Edmund in 869. Once more, it seems that governance was subordinated 

to local kings. Indeed, use of such clients seems to have been a policy applied only to England 

by ninth-century Scandinavian invaders (McLeod 2014: 173-175). Archaeological 

corroboration appears in recent coin finds, two from Norfolk attributed to Æthelred of East 

Anglia, 870-880 (Fitzwilliam Museum 2013). Danish acumen may also be reflected in the 

appearance of silver pennies from the 890s bearing the legend of the martyred Edmund 

(Richards 2007: 174). 

Whatever territorial matrix the kingdoms emerging from the Heptarchy had 

understood, the model was disintegrating, while Anglo-Saxon and Scandinavian political 
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leaders would have conceptualised the kingdom in markedly different ways. English kings 

had strategic centres of gravity founded on territorial dominion through royal palaces, while 

strategic strength for the invaders derived from mobility and a lack of reliance on a specific 

place. Punitive responses available to Alfred were extremely limited, given that he could not 

strike at the Scandinavian homelands, even if he had been able to identify them. The concept 

of formal territorial ownership, within bounded limits, was probably nascent in the Viking 

strategic psyche, while Alfred was operating within developing legal and geographic 

paradigms (Stenton 1989: 269-276). Furthermore, there existed across England another 

relevant model for Alfred (Figure 2): church diocesan boundaries (Reynolds 2002: 68-69), a 

subject we will revisit below. 

 

 
Figure 2. Diocesan boundaries of 850 (A Reynolds, 2002). 
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Alfred’s Position 

Alfred’s kingship was not as secure as is often portrayed. Asser records that in the 850s Wessex 

was split between the West Saxons and Kent, following a usurpation of Æthelwulf’s authority 

by his son, Æthelbald. Alfred was the fourth of Æthelwulf’s sons to wear the crown, and 

might, in other circumstances, have been a regent (his older brother Æthelred, whom he 

succeeded in 871, already having a son). However, Alfred’s position and subsequent line had 

been secured in an agreement with Æthelred – documented in Alfred’s will – that, because 

of the Viking peril, either surviving brother could continue as king (Whitelock 1979: 289-

291, 534). Indeed, Æthelred’s son made two unsuccessful attempts on the throne after 

Alfred’s death (Stenton 1989: 321-2). 

A critical period for Alfred began with Guðrum’s arrival at Wareham in 875/6 (Figure 

3). Over the next two years Alfred was able to manoeuvre Guðrum to Gloucester, via Exeter, 

conducting detailed negotiations which involved the unprecedented act of having Guðrum 

take oaths on a sacred ring (Stenton 1989: 253-254; Swanton 2000: 74). Unaddressed in the 

Anglo-Saxon Chronicles may be many nuances attached to these mediations, not least in the 

interpretation of terms such as ‘peace’ or ‘truce’, and for how long they might have been 

binding (Lavelle 2010: 324-327). Guðrum’s assault on Chippenham in 878 famously forced 

Alfred to the Somerset marshes and a form of guerrilla warfare (Stenton 1989: 255). The 

means by which Alfred engineered recovery at Edington/Chippenham are of interest; 

noteworthy is the manner in which elements of the landscape were used for assembly and 

mustering points (Lavelle 2010: 5, 179-180). Alfred was developing a sophisticated and 

perhaps innovative topographical awareness. 

 

 
Figure 3. Key locations in Wessex and along the Wedmore boundary. Crosses denote religious sites. 
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Alfred needed a solution that offered time and space to counter Viking speed and audacity, 

while earlier experiences at Nottingham would have added a northern dimension to his threat 

assessments. We can estimate an army of some 27,000 for Wessex, mustered from the totality 

of the later burh system of fortified towns developed by Alfred (Lavelle 2010: 60). Hinton 

(1977: 2) notes the significance of Roman roads and ancient trackways to the strategic picture. 

At this stage, significant naval deterrence was not part of Alfred’s strategy (Lavelle 2010: 145-

146).  

 

Guðrum’s Position 

Guðrum appears as part of the Great Army that separated at Repton in 874, going to East 

Anglia with Oscytel and Anund (Swanton 2000: 72-74). He may have been part of a second 

wave of invaders not implicated in the earlier martyrdom of Edmund, but Guðrum’s 

characterisation by the chroniclers remains generally uncomplimentary (Swanton 2000: 72-

76). However, care is needed in handling the grammar of these records, which may have 

modern connotations inconsistent with Anglo-Saxon sentiment. This quote from Asser is 

illuminating: 

 

[...] animoseque diu persistens, divino nutu, tandem victoria potitus, paganos 
maxima caede prostravit, et fugientes usque ad arcem percutiens persecutus est, et 
omnia, quae extra arcem invenit, homines scilicet et equos et pecora, confestim 
caedens homines, surripuit, et ante portas paganicae arcis cum omni exercitu suo 
viriliter castra metatus est. (De Rebus Gestis Alfredi, Asserius). 
 
[…] he defeated with great slaughter and pursued them flying to their fortification. 
Immediately he slew all the men, and carried off all the booty that he could find 
without the fortress, which he immediately laid siege to with all his army […] 
(Lewis-Semple 2006: 16-17). 

 

These words might, in the popular mind-set, describe acts of Viking violence, but they are 

actually taken from Asser’s heroic description of Alfred’s final subjugation of Guðrum at 

Chippenham, implying that we do need a balanced appraisal of Guðrum. For example, to 

what extent was Guðrum implicated in events that provoked Alfred’s maritime campaign to 

East Anglia in 885 when a major engagement took place at the mouth of the River Stour? 

The Anglo-Saxon Chronicles are unclear (Swanton 2000: 78). Though these events are clearly 

post-Edington, they may actually precede the formalisation of the Wedmore agreement. We 
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must remember that Guðrum was but one of many Viking leaders in Northwest Europe, 

amongst whom a nexus of loyalties would have existed. We know little of the tensions among 

those groups; it is not credible to assume that they were insignificant. Guðrum may have 

sought strategic balance through stable borders with Alfred, while then attending to his 

boundaries to the north and along the coast. We challenge popular dismissals of the post-

Edington Guðrum (see, for example, Schama’s characterisation in which Guðrum retires to 

a life ‘pottering about in un-Viking-like harmlessness’ [Schama 2000: 60-61]). 

After defeat in 878 and conversion to Christianity, Guðrum became a legitimate king 

within the Anglo-Saxon framework (Richards 2007: 35). He had lost much of his maritime 

capability after Wareham (Stenton 1989: 254) but presumably retained a strong base in East 

Anglia: clearly not one that Alfred, nor Ceolwulf in Mercia, felt willing to challenge. Indeed, 

Guðrum’s influence over Mercia should not be overlooked; its division into Viking and 

Anglo-Saxon orbits was only confirmed by Guðrum in Gloucester as late as 877. However, 

we must question Guðrum’s authority in agreeing boundaries affecting other Viking 

kingdoms and a supposed client Mercia. Nonetheless, even after defeat, Guðrum retained 

significant forces, occupying Cirencester for a year after the final reverse at Chippenham 

(Stenton 1989: 254-257). 

 

 
Figure 4. Silver penny of Æthelstan II (Guðrum) recovered in Kent, 2006 (Portable Antiquities Scheme 

database number Kent-338E94, CC-BY-SA 4.0). 

 

We should also address the perpetuation of the name ‘Guðrum’. He was baptised as 

Æthelstan, with coinage subsequently bearing that name (Figure 4). Yet even in modern 

scholarship, ‘Guðrum’ is almost universally applied. If his conversion represents such a 
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seminal point, why did the pagan appellation endure? Was Guðrum’s spiritual position 

ambivalent and were the Chroniclers reinforcing a sense of Viking perfidy in persevering with 

‘Guðrum’ rather than the Christianised ‘Æthelstan’?  

 

The Date 

A Wedmore Treaty, dated 878, would be contemporary with Guðrum’s entry into Christian 

kingship. His baptism took place three weeks after terms had been agreed. Nevertheless, it 

was not until the autumn that his forces crossed the twenty-five miles from Chippenham to 

Cirencester, in Mercia, where they remained for a further year (Stenton 1989: 257). This 

implies an orderly and dignified withdrawal, on his own terms, incorporating a lengthy stay 

in territory subsequently to be excluded to Guðrum in the Treaty. 

A later date of 886 accommodates the problem of a Viking force, possibly there since 

872, holding London until then. Independent of Guðrum, that garrison had been established 

by Hálfdan, a leader of high status. Thus, the eastern flank of the putative English kingdom 

was still far from secure some years after Edington (Stenton 1989: 246, 258). Until achieving 

control of London, including the Thames/Lea confluence, Alfred could not have imposed 

his Wedmore boundary. A more cautious dating of 880-890 (Hadley 2012) potentially leaves 

us with an even wider gap. 

Finally, we should address the relevance to Alfred and Guðrum of a definitive date. 

According to the surviving text, the Treaty made between the two kings and their people was 

ge forgeborne ge for ungeborene  (University of London/UCL 2019) ‘both for the living and 

those yet unborn’ (Whitelock 1979: 416). Perhaps agreed over a number of years, there was 

no purpose in recording a date, while some ambivalence may have been politically expedient. 

Hadley (2002: 16-17) notes that such treaties were beyond the experience of illiterate, yet 

adaptable, Danish societies. However, illiteracy need not bar sophistication in the arts of soft 

as well as hard power. 

 

The Content of the Treaty 

This concord offered arrangements for peaceful coexistence, establishing confidence-building 

measures and opportunities for future contact and, possibly, trade. While the historical picture 

presents descent to violence after Guðrum’s death, this may have been contrary to the 

aspirations of the two protagonists, and the use of text may have been as attractive to Guðrum 

as it was to Alfred (McLeod 2014: 210-213). The two surviving versions of the Wedmore 
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Treaty (Thorpe 1840: 66-67) notably contain variation in text. Though geographical points 

of reference are consistent, the precise wording raises some ambiguity. Scholarship generally 

relies on Whitelock (1979: 416-417), her translation being slightly more in the modern idiom. 

This extract from Thorpe (1840: 66) develops the point: 

 

Ærest ymb ure landgemæra : up on Temese, ₇ ðonne up on Ligan, ₇ andlang Ligan 
oð hire æwylm, ðonne on gerihte to Bedanforda, ðonne up on Usan oð 
Wætlingastræt (University of London/UCL 2019).  
 
First, concerning our land-boundaries: up on the Thames, and then up on the Lea, 
and along the Lea to its source, then right to Bedford, then up on the Ouse unto 
Watling-street. 

 

Thorpe’s version specifically refers to ‘ure landgemæra’ (‘our land-boundaries’). The 

semantics may be useful in better comprehending the relationship between the two kingdoms. 

The threat to Wessex had been maritime as well as land-based or riverine. It may be that 

Wessex’s implicit sovereignty of the south coast and Kent was sufficient for Alfred. However, 

we are left with a difficulty in determining at what geographic point the Thames would have 

become an effective means of delineating a boundary. The estuary is almost 20 kilometres 

wide between Shoebury Ness in Essex and the Medway in Kent, narrowing to c.300 metres 

at the Lea’s confluence. Passage along the Thames would probably have been essential to 

both parties. Did Alfred believe that Guðrum posed no threat to Kent and sites such as 

Canterbury, or was there a general assumption that the coasts of the two kingdoms of Wessex 

and East Anglia presented de facto, if not de jure, borders? The Thames was certainly a logical 

starting point for both sides and, importantly when establishing international/inter-kingdom 

concords, a point of agreement around which the rest of a negotiation might cohere. 

Thorpe’s translation also uses the terms ‘up on’ when referring to all three rivers and, 

in addition, uses ‘along the Lea to its source’. His translation of the second version (Thorpe 

1840: 66) says the boundary runs: Along the Thames, then up on the Lea, along the Lea unto 

its source, thence right to Bedford, thence upwards on the Ouse unto Watling-street. These 

variations offer clues as to how the boundaries were to be respected. A river is more than a 

division between two pieces of land. It may be rich in resources as well as being an important 

line of communication, while extended or shifting floodplains or banks may introduce 

confusion. Modern maps will specify, for example, which bank marks the border and whether 

it is at the high or low water mark. The border may alternatively follow the thalweg of the 
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river (the deepest point of flow along the riverbed, and not necessarily coincidental with the 

point of mid-stream.) 

Where a river defines a boundary, we should consider issues such as access or the 

right to draw water. One interpretation available from the words ‘up on’ is that they meant 

‘as far as’ the respective home banks of the river, rather than the course of the river itself. 

Thus, each party would be able to approach up on the banks of the Lea and along the banks 

to its source. ‘Along the Thames’ could suggest use of that river for both parties. Tides, sand 

banks and currents may have necessitated local concessions towards the other’s shipping. The 

width of the estuary and relative lack of settlements may have made this a tolerable 

compromise. However, along the Lea and Ouse, the two sides were in much closer proximity 

and we should consider the possibility that waterways could represent neutral, if not 

forbidden, zones. 

The use of rivers is itself significant. Citing Dalton (2006), Lavelle (2010: 320-321) 

emphasises the importance of rivers in conducting negotiations as well as their potent 

symbolism as insuperable obstacles. The concept of a riparian boundary would have resonated 

across Christian, pagan and militaristic ideologies. Notably, wetlands and rivers offered an 

important medium for ritual deposition, especially of weapons, in southern Scandinavian 

culture (Pedersen 2012: 208-209). We also need to consider Whitelock’s ‘straight line to 

Bedford’ running from the source of the Lea. This twenty-five-kilometre lineal division is 

unprecedented in determining national frontiers in the British Isles, being characteristic of 

some boundaries established within post-medieval and colonial geo-politics. Thorpe differs 

in translation, using the phrase ‘thence right to Bedford’. This might imply a boundary 

following the most direct and easily recognisable route, accommodating local deviations. 

Also, as the line runs almost due north, the absence of the cardinal point is at odds with its 

common use in describing direction in the late ninth century (Bately 2007: 44-47). 

The Treaty’s clauses are equally important research assets. They established an 

equivalence of the law codes in the two kingdoms, both in terms of levels of recompense and 

how transgressions should be investigated. Furthermore, they explicitly set conditions under 

which contact and even trade could be conducted (Whitelock 1979: 416-417). A desire for 

peaceful co-existence seems implicit. 
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A Landscape Perspective 

A topographical and archaeological review of the boundary, particularly that section running 

from Leamouth to the Ouse/Watling Street junction, is essential in divining its purpose. Here 

we proceed in stages along the boundary and, while scrutiny of Watling Street - potentially 

as far as Chester - is too great an undertaking for this study, some comments on Alfred’s 

position regarding his relationship with Mercia and the more northerly Scandinavians are 

offered. 

 

The Lower Lea 

The Lea enters the Thames in London’s East End, well downstream of the settlement of 

London captured by Alfred in 886. Importantly, those expelled Vikings are likely to have 

been from a contingent not associated with Guðrum (Stenton 1989: 258-259). The Lower 

Lea possibly defined the ancient Essex/Middlesex border, but any historical evidence derives 

from the much later Domesday survey (Campbell 1962: 97). Archaeology in the heavily 

urbanised Lower Lea Valley is sparse, but a number of observations are possible. 

Passage was possible upstream for 20 miles. A forty-foot clinker built boat, found in 

1900 during work on Lockwood Reservoir, Walthamstow (English Heritage Pastscape 

405588), may have been part of the Viking fleet that sailed upriver in 896 (Whitelock 1979: 

205), but the river was probably not extensively navigable until twelfth-century 

improvements made by the Abbot of Waltham (Baxter 2011a: 55). The possibility of a land 

corridor along the valley is supported by the recovery of a Viking stirrup near the east bank 

at Stratford in 1864 (English Heritage Pastscape 962891).  

Domesday accounts suggesting settlement and exploitation of the Lower Lea (Darby 

1952: 228-246) contrast with archaeological results from the site of London’s Olympic Park, 

2005-09. Excavations yielded disappointing results (Pitts 2012: 16) – particularly for the early 

medieval period – though there are indications of limited agriculture, a fast-flowing river and 

intermittent flooding (Archer and Spurr 2009: 14 and 19). Today, much of the lower valley 

is inundated where perhaps significant archaeology is preserved. Astride the Lea, the 

landscape is potentially informative, especially where the river itself closed for access (Figure 

5). Adjacent to the west bank is Ermine Street, another potential boundary candidate. This 

afforded a valuable north-south axis from London to Hertford, while offering no penetration 

into Wessex. On Guðrum’s side a route parallel to the Lea was offered by the River Roding. 

Between the Roding and Lea is a prominent ridge which would have dominated both rivers 
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(Baxter 2011b: 62) with Iron Age and Roman features at strategic points; Loughton Camp 

gave oversight of the Thames and Kent. Uphall, on the Roding, may even have been altered 

by the Danes (Chalkley Gould 1903: 277-282).  

 

 
Figure 5. The Lower River Lea. 

 

The Upper Lea 

Little suggests the Upper Lea was an ancient boundary. Essex was probably defined by the 

River Stort beyond its confluence with the Lea (Darby 1952: 211), while Middlesex may have 

had a northern border running through a heavily wooded area, separating it from what is now 

Hertfordshire (Campbell 1962: 97). However, for Alfred and Guðrum, the Upper Lea 

presented an unambiguous feature, straddling any potential east-west axes. As an area of 

considerable importance to the Church (Figure 3), the Upper Lea included Hertford, where 

Bede records the Synod of 673. Here Theodore, Archbishop of Canterbury, convened an 

assembly of bishops from all the English kingdoms, confirmed the organisation of the 

Church, and set the date of Easter (McClure and Collins 2008: 180-183). Notably, the Synod 

was establishing a consciousness of ‘Englishness’ which would not have been lost on Alfred, 
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while diocesan boundaries were being established that were not coterminous with either the 

Anglo-Saxon kingdoms or the later Danelaw (Figure 2). Also, in Theodore’s document, a 

doctrinal dispute is formally resolved, followed by the imposition of mechanisms designed to 

prevent tensions between religious houses and bishoprics. This presents striking resonance 

with similar arrangements laid out in the Treaty. 

Upstream lies Hatfield, site of the Council of 680, which confirmed the orthodoxy of 

the Church in England (McClure and Collins 2008: 199-200) and was important in both 

continental and English contexts. Thus, we find eminent religious centres included along a 

border defining two Christian kingdoms, perhaps functioning as both spiritual and physical 

portals. Given the Christian context, we might look to episcopal structures as providing one 

means by which Wedmore could work. This is put into stronger relief by considering 

Hatfield’s neighbour, the monastery of St Albans, on the Wessex side of the Lea. The cult of 

St Alban was central to Christianity in Britain, the site importantly attesting continuity of 

religious worship (Crick 2007: 3-7). Knowledge of St Albans’ landholdings would be helpful, 

but this area and period is poorly covered by surviving Anglo-Saxon charters (Reynolds 2002: 

29-32). Mercian kings made grants to St Albans which may have included estates in 

Hertfordshire beyond the Lea (Sawyer 1968: 105-119). The scant and later records of the 

Charters of St Albans comprise much of the documented evidence. From these we can infer 

significant grants from Offa, while Domesday Book shows the abbey to have held estates on 

either side of the river (Crick 2007: 35-76). 

 

The Source of the Lea 

For some distance below its source, the Lea presented little obstacle to movement. The source 

lies at the northern end of Waulud’s Bank (Figure 6), a large Neolithic enclosure (Goddard 

1904: 267-268). An important point of reference in an area that had featured in military 

campaigns since the sixth century (Swanton 2000: 18-19), it is preserved in the Limbury 

suburb of Luton. From here we can take a wider topographical view of the border, 

incorporating higher ground on the Dunstable Downs to the west, and the Warden 

Hill/Galley Hill ridge to the east. 

The panorama gained from Five Knolls on the Dunstable Downs is informative. This 

escarpment would have dominated Waulud’s Bank, the border towards Bedford and the 

lowlands accessing the upper Thames Valley deep to the west. It gave strategic oversight of 

much of Watling Street which, like Ermine Street, gave Alfred a vital lateral route that would 
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have offered nothing to any westward advancing force. The Downs overlook the Ickneild 

Way and present an ideal beacon site from which warning could be sent deep into Wessex, 

via Ivinghoe Beacon clearly visible to the west. Although archaeological evidence is limited, 

the use of beacons by the Anglo-Saxons is almost certain (Rumble and Mills 1997; Lavelle 

2010: 218-225). Adjacent to Watling Street are the Roman enclosure at Totternhoe and the  

Neolithic/Roman earthworks at Maiden Bower. To the east, Guðrum similarly controlled 

higher ground. From the Warden Hill/Galley Hill ridge he had oversight of the Lea and the 

boundary towards Bedford. He also had possession of the Ickneild Way as it passed into East 

Anglia. Thus, a key point of defensive parity seems to have been achieved. 

 

 
Figure 6. The Upper Lea area and the line to Bedford. 

 

Five Knolls and Galley Hill are intervisible and at a very similar elevation (205 metres and 

185 metres Ordnance Datum [OD]), a bearing between the two running directly through 

Waulud’s Bank. The relationship between these locations is reinforced given that both are 

the site of (probably pre-Alfredian) Anglo-Saxon execution cemeteries with interments cut 
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into Bronze-Age round barrows (Reynolds 2009: 97-103). Contemporary Scandinavian 

cremation mounds at Heath Wood, Derbyshire, and inhumations at the captured Mercian 

royal centre of Repton (Richards 2007: 195-201) both imply Viking statements of geographic 

and cultural control. It is tempting, therefore, to interpret the Luton burial sites as having 

some role in the Wedmore negotiation. 

 

The Lea Source to Bedford 

The boundary fails to respect any topographical features over its twenty-five kilometres north 

from Waulud’s Bank where, at 120 metres OD, the ground rises gently for about four 

kilometres. From here, the Chiltern escarpment drops, the land undulating to thirty metres 

OD at Bedford. The line passes close to the Iron-Age fort at Sharpenhoe Clappers but 

otherwise sites of significance seem to exist only further to the east. 

English linear boundaries before and during the Early Middle Ages share certain 

characteristics. If of a large scale, they tend to involve earthworks or other adjustments to the 

landscape – such as stone avenues – and are rarely geometrically straight (Muir 2002: 67-

75). Hooke (1998: 160-1 and 215-7) notes the development of lines of communication 

comparable in length to the Leagrave-Bedford line associated with droving. They are not 

‘straight’, but this may not be what was intended by the phrase used in the Treaty. Some 

important religious routes were probably designated with stones, or by reference to points 

such as holy trees (Blair 2006: 480-481). There is nothing immediately suggestive of straight 

lines in the management of the landscape, but closer inspection may hint at boundary 

delineation. 

Development to the north of Waulud’s Bank appears to respect an old trackway, partly 

marked by an avenue of trees, and clearly visible in 1940s aerial photography (Figure 7). The 

orientation is towards Bedford. Terminating after about a mile, it appears in modern 

Ordnance Survey and mapping of 1834. It is possible that the track was associated with the 

Neolithic enclosure, and marks the start of an ancient route. It may also perpetuate a ninth-

century attempt at boundary definition. Similar hints from hedgerows and rights of way also 

extend towards Bedford from Sharpenhoe Clappers. 

Finally, it is worth noting an observation by Gore Chambers (1904, 18) of a much 

earlier ecclesiastical division of Bedfordshire. This arrangement had seen the south of the 

county under the control of the West Saxon bishopric of Dorchester, while the remainder 
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passed to the diocese of Leicester. Archaeologically, this remains unresolved but cannot be 

dismissed as a factor in determining our border.  

 

 
Figure 6. Waulud's Bank, bottom centre, with treeline and path/hedgerow extending towards Bedford 

(Historic England). 

 

Bedford 

The use of Bedford as the terminus for this line is intriguing. Relatively isolated in Roman 

times, with only limited pottery or tile manufacturing and some mineral extraction (Ordnance 

Survey 2001), it had attained both secular and ecclesiastical importance by the ninth century. 

The local church seems to have been attaining minster status, Bedford is named as having 

elders of some importance, and Offa is reputedly buried there (Blair 2006: 130, 318 and 331). 

Excavations and stonework from Bedford’s churches suggest Saxon origins, and it may have 

served as an emporium (Edgeworth 2007: 95-96). Its status may be advanced by recent work 

incorporating the River Ouse, associated water-flows and local defensive earthworks 

(Edgeworth 2011: 24-26). This confirms the location of the early burh on the northern bank, 

with the southern fortifications appearing only after Edward the Elder’s campaign of 914-15. 
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In Bedford, Alfred relinquished a site of considerable value. The alternative is to suggest an 

Alfredian salient on Guðrum’s side of the river which becomes difficult to reconcile with the 

Chronicles’ narrative of Edward the Elder retaking the town. 

 

The Ouse to Watling Street 

Above Bedford the Ouse is shallow and meandering. While a direct line from Bedford to 

Watling Street is less than thirty kilometres, the tortuous route along the river is about eighty 

kilometres in length, and navigable only by short boats of shallow draught. This sector 

remains almost devoid of archaeological evidence, with the exception of Harrold, on the 

north bank. Marked by eighteen ring ditches from the Bronze Age, there is evidence of 

Anglo-Saxon occupation in the seventh and eighth centuries, as well as a probable ninth-

century furnished Viking burial, incorporating a sword, bead, iron bucket and buckle (English 

Heritage Pastscape 346787). 

 

Watling Street to Chester 

At the close of the ninth century, Alfred’s daughter Æthelflæd controlled Mercia as far north 

as Chester and was initially prepared to deal peaceably with Vikings settling in the Wirral. 

Archaeology supports the identification of Cheshire as a frontier area (Griffiths 2007, 402-

405), but there is no evidence to confirm that the border extended this far. Indeed, the 

terminus for Watling Street was probably Wroxeter (Ordnance Survey 2001). Given the limits 

of Guðrum’s kingdom, perhaps ambiguity was intended. Nor should we discount the 

possibility of ambitions for a greater Wessex defined in the west by Offa’s Dyke. 

 

The Burghal Hidage and Mercia 

The Danish threat stimulated the development of defended towns or burhs across Wessex. 

At least thirty-three sites are known from the Burghal Hidage (c 914-18), no village being 

further than thirty-two kilometres from support (Stenton 1989: 264-265). The Hidage 

significantly post-dates Wedmore, but the burhs deserve mention for a number of reasons. 

Burhs are likely to have been an Alfredian innovation even if completed by Edward the Elder, 

with consensus for their dating insecure (Hall 2011: 606). Davis (1982: 807) addresses 

problems in the Hidage dating for the burhs, suggesting that later Mercian inclusions, such 

as Buckingham, may actually have been incorporated in Alfred’s plans as early as 886/90. 

Notably, the Anglo-Saxon Chronicles fail to record Buckingham’s apparent loss to the Danes 
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relatively soon after the Treaty would have been concluded. The Chronicles do, however, go 

on to record that this town – Anglo-Saxon according to the Treaty – was recovered from the 

Danes in 912-14 (Davis 1982: 804-807). Davis’s thesis may not be widely accepted, but 

nonetheless presents a context for the boundary remaining unclear regarding Watling Street. 

Alfred’s main focus was on Wessex, and unequivocal protection of Mercia may have been 

beyond his resources, leaving Watling Street beyond the Ouse as a frontier area. 

As a logic for Alfred begins to emerge, we now address territorial strategies that may 

have been available to Guðrum. To supplement documentary evidence, here we draw on 

evidence from Scandinavian archaeology and make informed analogy from ethnography. 

Such study of non-Western societies is a well-tested means of exploring diverse behaviours 

and, while it has limitations, it allows us to escape the orthodoxies of twenty-first-century 

European society. 

 

Alternative Viking Options 

Assuming Guðrum influenced the negotiation, we need to consider what alternatives he 

might have had in defining his kingdom. Doing so challenges some assumptions regarding 

what the archaeological record says about territorial control. Comparanda are essential in 

comprehending the evolving mentalities in early medieval state development. Here, we 

discuss broadly contemporaneous alternative means of demarcating territory, including 

examination of sites likely to have been occupied by Guðrum, and conclude by offering 

Wedmore as a model for future negotiations. 

 

The Danevirke 

The multi-phase Danevirke is a wall of up to three metres in thickness, probably dating from 

the seventh century (Schultz 2010). In the late ninth century it extended westwards along 

the base of the Jutland peninsula from the then unfortified Baltic emporium of Hedeby 

(Hilberg 2012: 106). Some thirty kilometres long, it is similar in length to the Leagrave-

Bedford line. An obstacle to movement, the Danevirke could not precisely delineate a border. 

Its construction, maintenance and the need to control approaches to it would place it within 

home territory. Functioning as a symbol of territoriality and control rather than a specific 

boundary, even approaching it may have been deemed a hostile act. However, it is probably 

best understood as a means of facilitating a safe line of commerce between the North and 

Baltic Seas (UNESCO 2011). During the ninth century a function of strategic defence may 
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be questioned. Ships and horses meant that dykes could be easily bypassed. In England, the 

Wansdyke had become militarily irrelevant, while the Cambridge Dykes, important post-

Roman military defences (Storr 2013: 48-49), appear only as a geographical point of 

reference. Chroniclers describe Edward’s campaign of 903, in which ‘he harried all their land 

between the Dykes and the Ouse’ (Whitelock 1979: 208).  

 

The Longphuirt 

Riverine longphuirt sites in Ireland may aid our understanding of Viking territoriality. These 

sheltered locations (often incorporating a tributary for enhanced defence), gave access to the 

sea while providing protection for longboats and their crews. Sites at Woodstown, Dublin 

and Dunrally show them as typically up to 360 metres by 150 metres, forming a D-shaped 

enclosure, with outer ditches of five metres in depth and up to two metres wide (Wallace 

2012: 435-437). Ireland was more loosely governed by smaller, kin-based kingdoms, none of 

which were comparable in scale to Northumbria or East Anglia, who capitulated after short 

campaigns. The Church in Ireland was also much more aggressive in its response to Viking 

raids (Ó Corráin 2012: 429-430). Against this background, evaluation of the longphuirt is 

difficult, especially given that sites so far discovered may only represent a fraction of the total 

constructed. The possibilities for longphuirt could range from temporary outposts to inter-

connected sites controlled at polity level, and whose purpose was to both define and declare 

territorial ownership. 

The longphuirt may help in assessing riverine sites near the Leagrave-Bedford line 

(Figure 6), generally reported in the context of early tenth-century Anglo-Saxon campaigns 

(Goddard 1904: 280-284; Stenton 1989: 327-328). Places and times may have become 

confused, an example being an Anglo-Saxon Chronicle reference to Viking fortification of 

Tempsford at the Ouse/Ivel confluence in 917 (Richards 2007: 38).  Tempsford has 

archaeological evidence of settlement planning that is contemporary with this period, but 

nothing of precise Viking provenance (Maull and Chapman 2005: 5, 21), although pending 

archaeology may prove positive (Edgeworth and Raffield 2008). Another candidate for the 

917 fortification is Beeston (Richards 2007: 39), five kilometres upstream on the Ivel, and 

much closer to the river’s navigable limits.  

However, the rivers and water table may have changed significantly since the early 

Middle Ages. Richards (2007: 38-39) and Goddard (1904: 276-280) refer to a number of sites 

retaining only a trace of a waterway. One is Shillington/Church Panel, described by Goddard 
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as ‘an island in the midst of a former swamp’ (Goddard 1904: 276-280). It presents a highly 

visible D-shaped enclosure. Most significant is arguably Willington. Probably the final point 

on the Ouse at which large boats could be conveniently manoeuvred, it may have provided 

docking for up to thirty ships. This site, the largest of its type in the region, is not mentioned 

in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, suggesting that Willington was simply abandoned when 

Bedford was lost (Goddard 1904, 284). There are other interpretations for the site, which has 

produced quantities of St Neot’s ware but nothing definitively Scandinavian. Unfortunately, 

much has been destroyed by rail workings and modern horticulture (English Heritage 

Pastscape 362989). 

The proximity of these sites to the border is noteworthy. Plausibly operating in a 

similar manner to the longphuirt by the time of Edington, they may subsequently have played 

a role in setting the Leagrave-Bedford line. They also represent a rather limited military 

investment by Guðrum, who may have included ancient places such as the Iron-Age 

fortifications of Ravensburgh and Sharpenhoe Clappers in his defensive calculations. If 

Guðrum’s strategic reckonings were not influenced entirely by Wessex, some resources may 

also have been directed towards his lands neighbouring other Viking entities beyond the 

Ouse and Watling Street. 

 

D-Shaped Enclosures 

Excepting Shillington (whose Viking attribution is only circumstantial), none of Guðrum’s 

sites displays a convincing D-shaped enclosure, though some provisional conclusions suggest 

Tempsford as a possibility (Edgeworth and Raffield 2008: 1). There are several possible 

explanations for this absence. Perhaps the occupants did not feel sufficiently threatened to 

invest in the work? Perhaps they were defensible without significant earthworks? It may also 

be that the D-shaped enclosure is a template too readily applied to England’s Viking sites, 

and the form may not be as common as is generally supposed. 

Viking forces can leave scant archaeological signatures, even in terms of physical 

defences (Hadley and Richards 2016). This may be the case at the Great Army’s winter camp 

on the Trent at Torksey, Lincolnshire. Historical and artefactual evidence is plentiful, yet 

there is nothing to suggest investment in significant man-made defences (Figure 8). Torksey 

may prompt a review of other sites, including Repton. 
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Figure 7. Geophysical survey of the Great Army site at Torksey (H Brown). 

 

Repton is a key site in understanding Viking operations in England. The existence of 

earthworks here is beyond doubt, with construction sometime between the Middle and Late 

Anglo-Saxon periods (Biddle and Kjølbye-Biddle 1992: 40). However, the extrapolation of 

limited geophysical survey data into a neat enclosure is perhaps optimistic. Repton provides 

two difficulties. First, can we confidently assert the enclosure as essentially Viking work? 

Excavation shows it to have had four successive ditches (Biddle and Kjølbye-Biddle 1992: 

40). The earliest may have been Mercian with some earthwork defences created to counter 

the Viking threat. Second, barely measuring one hundred metres by sixty metres — and 

considerably smaller than the longphuirt — the structure is unconvincing as a major bastion 

and could only have accommodated a limited component of the Great Army (Hadley and 

Richards: 2016). Here it is also important to acknowledge the reappraisal of the dating of 

burials at Repton by Jarman et al (2018) plausibly bringing a greater number to a single event 

or occupation contemporary with the Great Army. 
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Non-Western Boundaries 

In non-Western societies boundaries can be specifically delineated as well as zonal. Examples 

come from regions as diverse as Alaska and New Guinea, where trespass can be fatal 

(Diamond 2012: 42). Effective boundaries are contingent upon certain conditions. The 

population-to-border ratio must be sufficient to allow boundary patrolling or oversight 

without excessive cost. Group membership or nationality should be clearly defined, even if 

cross-border social contact is permitted. Each territory should provide sufficient resources to 

support its population without recourse to raiding a neighbour, and a defined territory is 

likely to contain something worth defending (Diamond 2012: 37-43). Study of such societies 

may help to inform the Viking experience across the British Isles. While it remains difficult 

to identify precise intentions regarding territorial definition, it is possible that they were 

influenced by knowledge of earlier west-Scandinavian contact with the Sámi people. 

Native to central and northern Norway and Sweden, the Sámi provide important clues 

as to how Vikings mediated cultural boundaries (Price 2017) and it is credible to view these 

two separate societies existing in a state of symbiosis. The Sámi provided important goods 

such as pelts, boats and skis and are unlikely to have been considered entirely as a source of 

plunder (Olsen 2003: 10 -27). This ambivalent relationship, which saw cultural tolerance and 

intermarriage, was reflected by borders that lacked precision but were mutually understood. 

Marked by Sámi burials and hoards, boundaries seem to have been symbolic as much as 

geographic (Zachrisson 2012: 32-37) and indicative of zonal frontiers. 

The Sámi/Norse relationship was known to Alfred through contact with the Norse 

traveller Ohthere, probably received at Alfred’s court sometime after Edington (Sawyer 2007: 

139). Ohthere displays extensive understanding of European geography and the use of rivers, 

such as the Vistula, as boundaries between kingdoms. Moreover, Viking expansion and 

settlement variably involved conflict, trade and tribute (Bately 2007: 46-48), and Ohthere’s 

report demonstrates Alfred’s preparedness to engage with ambassadors of potentially hostile 

kingdoms. Indeed, Alfred’s emissaries may even have been accepted at York, deep into the 

Danelaw (Hadley 2000: 10-11). It is highly plausible, therefore, to see Alfred as imbued with 

a geopolitical and diplomatic perspicacity that had been informed by world views beyond the 

normal ambit of Anglo-Saxon Christianity. 
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Another Border? 

Subsequent events in early tenth-century Normandy are noteworthy, rehearsing termination 

of conflict, the establishment of borders and the process of Viking conversion. Between 911 

and 933, Scandinavian settlement was legitimated through formal grants of land by the West 

Franks, most notably in the Treaty of Saint-Clair-sur-Epte. The Treaty’s date is unclear, and 

in the absence of surviving documents we rely on the later records of Dudo of St Quentin 

(Renaud 2012: 453-454). Again, we may have boundaries only partially conforming to 

geographic features. The protagonists, the Viking Rollo and King Charles the Simple, 

probably met in a formal manner, but this time Rollo was militarily ascendant. The likelihood 

is that he, or an associate, had contact with Guðrum or Alfred, having sailed to England 

where, according to Dudo, ‘he entered into relations with ‘Alstelmus’, the most Christian 

King’ (Douglas 1942: 418, 426-429).  

 

A Move Towards Geo-Political Innovation 

Finally, the Wedmore arrangement begs comparison with British earthworks associated with 

borders. Particularly informative is Offa’s Dyke, a multi-phase construction that is certainly 

not archaeologically ephemeral. The Dyke as a frontier would have resonated in 

contemporary kingship. It was Alfred’s friend Asser who recorded that ‘Offa ordered a great 

vallum to be made from sea to sea between Wales and Mercia’ (Stenton 1989: 213). However, 

while the Dyke can be characterised as a defensible border, variously respecting or ignoring 

physical features, determining exactly what constitutes Offa’s Dyke is problematic. To the 

northeast lies Wat’s Dyke, possibly of the earlier eighth century (Hill and Worthington 2003: 

38-45), although charcoal radiocarbon dating suggests even earlier construction (Feryok 

2011: 165). Recent work at Chirt may even put some of the main dyke well before Offa 

(Belford 2014). It is Wat’s Dyke, not Offa’s, that reaches the sea. Hill and Worthington (2003: 

47, 108-111) also argue for smaller features from the Herefordshire Plain to the Severn 

Estuary as being of the design of someone other than Offa, with only the works from Rushock 

Hill (Herefordshire) to Treuddyn (south of Mold) constituting the Dyke proper.  

While the earthworks may not have stretched from sea to sea, the River Wye may 

have been incorporated within the frontier or border. The Ordinances of Dunsaete (c. 926) 

– an intriguing document agreed between the English Witan and Welsh counsellors – sets 

conditions by which a river boundary, probably the Wye, was to be managed (Feryok 2011: 

172-173). The Ordinances bear remarkable textual similarity to the Treaty of Wedmore. 
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These Western dykes operated within political as much as military domains in which Offa 

viewed himself as ‘Rex Anglorum’ (Stenton 1989: 212). Asser’s idea of the ‘sea to sea’ 

boundary is also highly relevant, being similar in scale to the Danelaw divide. It would be a 

small step to connect the northern extremities of the Wedmore and Offa designs and tempting 

to consider such a contiguous border as defining an Alfredian English kingdom, with Asser 

as an agent in that design. 

Undertakings like Offa’s Dyke were the work of years, probably coinciding with 

periods of peace (Feryok 2011: 185). The concept of a dyke may have been attractive to 

Alfred but the terrain bordering Guðrum’s kingdom was often low and flat, with higher 

ground generally biasing north-south oversight over the essential east-west. Manpower could 

have been provided through the Hidage structure (Hill and Worthington 2003: 116-126) but 

at the cost of an effective burh scheme. Time and resources militated against major 

construction. Political sophistication could offer novel and effective solutions. 

 

Conclusion 

The Treaty of Wedmore suggests adroit mediation providing unambiguous delineation 

between two Christian polities within a legal framework, an important element of which may 

have been conflict prevention and the peaceful resolution of disputes. This was a border 

agreed between two sovereign kings rather than a zonal frontier. It existed within a milieu of 

kingdoms, cultures in conflict and various stratagems for territorial negotiation. It also sits 

within an important European dimension, involving the dynamics of nascent state formation 

and inter-state contact. 

Little archaeology has been conducted which explores the collaborative possibilities 

for Alfred and Guðrum. Instead, the paradigm of the Wessex burhs has dominated along with 

the subsequent campaigns of Edward the Elder. We need a reconsideration of 

Guðrum/Æthelstan’s position within contemporary Viking kingship and a more informed 

view of Alfred’s strategic intent. A key issue remains the degree to which we believe that 

Guðrum’s kingdom was truly Christianised, at least politically. Important archaeological 

agendas arise in explicating the nature of Guðrum’s East Anglia. Not least would be the 

collection and interrogation of data from monuments, buildings and settlements (religious 

and secular), from which cultural signatures and power bases might be inferred. 

As an early example of sophisticated arbitration, the Alfred-Guðrum division 

demands careful consideration that incorporates not only a legal/textual analysis, but 
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attention to landscape and strategy.  An understanding of how those borders were negotiated 

may help to elucidate the dynamics behind the Wedmore settlement. Moreover, if we can 

better comprehend the mechanics of border control, and the associated material signatures, 

we may be able to develop a more nuanced approach to archaeological investigation of these 

landscapes. 
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Notes 

1 In this paper, ‘Viking’ refers broadly to Scandinavian-led groups campaigning into North-West Europe. For 
close discussion of the complexities of that descriptor see Jesch (2015). 

 



49 

Bibliography

Asserius. 2012.  De Rebus Gestis Alfredi (Scotts Valley: Create Space Independent Publishing 
Platform) 

Baker, John, and Stuart Brookes. 2012. ‘Fulham 878-9: A New Consideration of Viking Manoeuvres’, 
Viking and Medieval Scandinavia, 8: 23-52 

Bately, Janet. 2007. ‘Text and Translation: The Three Parts of the Known World and the Geography 
of Europe North of the Danube According to Orosius’ Historiae and its Old English 
version’, in Ohthere’s Voyages: A late 9th-Century Account of Voyages Along the Coasts of 
Norway and Denmark and its Cultural Context, ed. by Janet Bately and Anton Englert 
(Roskilde: The Viking Ship Museum), pp. 40-58 

Baxter, Alan. 2011. ‘Lea River Valley’ in London’s Natural Signatures: The London Landscape 
Framework, ed. by Alan Baxter and Sheils Flynn (London: Natural England), pp. 54-57 

Baxter, Alan. 2011. ‘Roding River Valley’ in London’s Natural Signatures: The London Landscape 
Framework, ed. by Alan Baxter and Sheils Flynn (London: Natural England) pp. 62-65 

Bede. 2008. The Ecclesiastical History of the English People, trans. by Bertram Colgrave and ed. by 
Judith McClure and Roger Collins (Oxford: Oxford University Press) 

Biddle, Martin and Birthe Kjølbye-Biddle. 1992. ‘Repton and the Vikings’, Antiquity, 66 (25): 36-51 
Blair, John. 2006. The Church in Anglo-Saxon Society (Oxford: Oxford University Press) 
Brink, Stefan. 2012. ‘Law and Society. Polities and Legal Customs in Viking Scandinavia’, in The 

Viking World, ed. by Stefan Brink and Neil Price (Abingdon: Routledge), pp. 23-31 
Brookes, Stuart and Andrew Reynolds. 2019. ‘Territoriality and Social Stratification: The Relationship 

between Neighbourhood and Polity in Anglo-Saxon England’, in Polity and Neighbourhood 
in Early Medieval Europe, ed. by Julio Escalona, Orri Vésteinsson and Stuart Brookes 
(Turnhout: Brepols), pp. 267-304 

Campbell, Ella Muriel Joice. 1962. ‘Middlesex’, in The Domesday Geography of South-East England, 
ed. by Henry Clifford Darby and Ella Muriel Joice Campbell (London: Cambridge University 
Press), pp. 97-137 

Chalkley Gould, Isaac. 1903. ‘Ancient Earthworks’ in The Victoria History of the Counties of England: 
A History of Essex, Volume I, ed. by Arthur Doubleday and William Page (Westminster: 
Archibald Constable), pp. 275-314 

Crick, Julia. 2007. Anglo-Saxon Charters XII: Charters of St Albans (Oxford: Oxford University Press) 
Dalton, Paul. 2006. ‘Sites and Occasions of Peacemaking in England and Normandy 900-1150’, 

Haskins Society Journal, 16: 12-26 
Darby, Henry Clifford. 1952. The Domesday Geography of Eastern England (London: Cambridge 

University Press) 
Davis, Ralph H. C. 19082. ‘Alfred and Guthrum’s Frontier’, The English Historical Review, 97 (385):

803-810
Diamond, Jared. 2012. The World Until Yesterday: What Can We Learn From Traditional Societies? 

(London: Penguin)



50 

Douglas, David Charles. 1942. ‘Rollo of Normandy’, The English Historical Review, 57 (208): 
417-436

Edgeworth, Matt. 2007. ‘‘Anglo-Saxon’ and Medieval Bedfordshire’, in Bedfordshire Archaeology: 
Research and Archaeology: Resource Assessment, Research Agenda and Strategy, ed. by Martin 
Oake, Mike Luke, Michael Dawson, Matthew Edgeworth and Peter Murphy (Bedford: The 
Bedfordshire Archaeological Council and Bedfordshire County Council), 
pp. 87-117 

Edgeworth, Matt. 2008. ‘The Tempsford Project: An Interim Report’, South Midlands Archaeology,
38: 8-16 

Edgeworth, Matt. 2011. ‘The Weir and the Flowing Earthworks of Bedford’, British Archaeology, 121: 
22-27

Feryok, Marge. 2011. ‘Offa’s Dyke’ in Mercia: The Anglo-Saxon Kingdom of Central England, ed. 
by Sarah Zaluckyj (Almeley: Logaston Press), pp. 163-192 

Flint, Colin and Peter Taylor. 2011. Political Geography: World Economy, Nation-State and Locality 
(Harlow: Pearson Education) 

Giddens, Anthony. 2013. The Nation-State and Violence: Volume Two of a Contemporary Critique of 
Historical Materialism (Hobeken: Wiley) 

Goddard, A. R. 1904. ‘Ancient Earthworks’, in The Victoria History of the Counties of England: 
Bedfordshire, vol. 1, ed. by William Page (Westminster: Archibald Constable), pp. 267-304 

Gore Chambers, C. 1904. ‘Political History’, The Victoria History of the Counties of England: 
Bedfordshire, vol. 2, ed. by William Page (Westminster: Archibald Constable), pp. 17-72 

Griffiths, David. 2011. ‘The Early Medieval Period’, in Meols: The Archaeology of the North Wirral 
Coast. Discoveries and Observations in the 19th and 20th Centuries, ed. by David Griffiths, 
Robert Philpott and Geoff Egan (Oxford: Oxford University School of Archaeology), 
pp. 399-406 

Hadley, Dawn M. 2000. The Northern Danelaw: Its Social Structure, c.800-1100 (London: Leicester 
University Press) 

Hadley, Dawn M. 2002. ‘Invisible Vikings’, British Archaeology, 64: 16-21 
Hadley, Dawn M. 2012. ‘The Creation of the Danelaw’, in The Viking World, ed. by Stefan Brink and 

Neil Price (Abingdon: Routledge), pp. 375-378 
Hadley, Dawn M. and Julian D. Richards. 2016. ‘The Winter Camp of the Viking Great Army, AD 

872-3, Torksey, Lincolnshire’, The Antiquaries Journal, 96: 23-67
Hall, Richard. 2011. ‘Burhs and Boroughs: Defended Places, Trade and Towns. Plans, Defences, and 

Civic Features’, in The Oxford Handbook of Anglo-Saxon Archaeology, ed. by David A. Hinton, 
Sally Crawford and Helena Hamerow (Oxford: Oxford University Press), pp. 600-621 

Haslam, Jeremy. 2005. ‘King Alfred and the Vikings: Strategies and Tactics, AD 876-886’, Anglo-
Saxon Studies in Archaeology and History, 13: 122-54 

Haslam, Jeremy. 2012. Urban-Rural Connections in Domesday Book and Late Anglo-Saxon Royal 
Administration: BAR BS, 571 (Oxford: Archaeopress) 

Hilberg, Volker. 2012. ‘Hedeby: An Outline of its Research History’, in The Viking World, ed. by 
Stefan Brink and Neil Price (Abingdon: Routledge), pp. 101-111 



51 

Hill, David and Margaret Worthington. 2003. Offa’s Dyke: History and Guide, (Stroud: Tempus) 
Hinton, David A. 1977. Alfred’s Kingdom: Wessex and the South (London: J M Dent & Sons) 
Hooke, Della. 1988. The Landscape of Anglo-Saxon England (London: Leicester University Press) 
Howell, Isca, and Graham Spurr. 2009. PLANNING DELIVERY ZONE 12, Trench PDZ 12.01, 

London, E15: A post-excavation assessment, (London: Museum of London Archaeology) 
Jarman, Catherine L., Martin Biddle, Tom Higham and Christopher Bronk Ramsay. 2018. ‘The Great 

Viking Army in England: New Dates from the Repton Charnel’, Antiquity, 92 (361): 183-199 
Jesch, Judith. 2015. The Viking Diaspora (Abingdon: Routledge) 
Kershaw, Paul. 2000. ‘The Alfred-Guthrum Treaty: Scripting Accommodation and Interaction in 

Viking Age England’, in Cultures in Contact: Scandinavian Settlement in the Ninth and Tenth 
Centuries, ed. by Dawn M. Hadley and Julian D. Richards (Turnhout: Brepols), pp. 43-46 

Lavelle, Ryan. 2010. Alfred’s Wars: Sources and Interpretations of Anglo-Saxon Warfare in the Viking 
Age (Woodbridge: Boydell and Brewer) 

Lewis-Stempell, John. 2006. England: The Autobiography (London: Penguin) 
Maull, Anthony and Andy Chapman. 2005. A Medieval Moated Enclosure in Tempsford Park (Great 

Cransley: Northamptonshire Archaeology Northamptonshire County Council and The 
Bedfordshire Archaeological Council) 

McLeod, Shane. 2014. The Beginning of Scandinavian Settlement in England: The Viking ‘Great Army’ 
and Early Settlers, c. 865-900 (Turnhout: Brepols) 

Muir, Richard. 2002. The New Reading the Landscape: Fieldwork in Landscape History (Exeter: 
University of Exeter Press) 

Ó Corráin, Donnchadh. 2012. ‘The Vikings and Ireland’, in The Viking World, ed. by Stefan Brink 
and Neil Price (Abingdon: Routledge), pp. 428-433 

Olsen, Bjørnar. 2003. ‘Belligerent Chieftains and Oppressed Hunters? Changing Conceptions of 
Interethnic Relationships in Northern Norway during the Iron Age and Early Medieval 
Period’, in Contact, Continuity and Collapse: The Norse Colonization of the North Atlantic, ed. 
by James H. Barrett (Turnhout: Brepols), pp. 9-31 

Ordnance Survey. 2001. Historical Map and Guide: Roman Britain, 5th edn, 1: 625,000 (Southampton) 
Pedersen, Anne. 2012. ‘Viking Weaponry’ in The Viking World, ed. by Stefan Brink and Neil Price 

(Abingdon: Routledge), pp. 204-211 
Pitts, Mike. 2012. ‘Digging for the 2012 Olympics’, British Archaeology, 65 (4): 14-23 
Price, Neil. 2017. The Viking Way: Magic and Mind in Late Iron Age Scandinavia (Oxford:

Oxbow) 
Renaud, Jean. 2012. ‘The Duchy of Normandy’, in The Viking World, ed. by Stefan Brink and Neil 

Price (Abingdon: Routledge), pp. 453-457 
Reynolds, Andrew. 2002. Later Anglo-Saxon England. Life and Landscape (Stroud: Tempus) 
Reynolds, Andrew. 2009. Anglo-Saxon Deviant Burial Customs (Oxford: Oxford University Press) 
Richards, Julian. 2007. Viking Age England (Stroud: Tempus) 
Rumble, Alexander R. and Mills, Anthony David (ed.). 1997. Names, Places and People: Onomastic 

Miscellany for John McNeal Dodgson (Stamford: Paul Watkins) 
Sawyer, Peter. 2007. ‘Ohthere’s Destinations: Norway, Denmark and England’, in Ohthere’s Voyages: 

A Late 9th-Century Account of Voyages Along the Coasts of Norway and Denmark and its 



 52 

 Cultural Context, ed. by Janet Bately and Anton Englert (Roskilde: The Viking Ship 
 Museum) pp. 40-58 
Sawyer, Peter. 1968. Anglo-Saxon Charters: An Annotated List and Bibliography (London: Royal 
 Historical Society) 
Shama, Simon. 2000. A History of Britain: at the Edge of the World? 3000 BC – AD 1603 (London: 
 BBC Worldwide) 
Stenton, Frank. 1989. Anglo-Saxon England (Oxford: Oxford University Press) 
Storr, Jim. 2013. ‘Bran, Brent, Fleam and Devil: The Purpose of the Cambridge Dykes’, British 
 Archaeology, 131: 46-49 
Swanton, Michael (ed.). 2000. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicles (London: Phoenix Press) 
Thorpe, Benjamin. 1840. Ancient Laws and Institutes of England, Monumenta Ecclesiastica Anglicana 
 and the Ancient Latin Version of the Anglo-Saxon Laws (London: G.E. Eyre and A. 
 Spottiswoode) 
Tilly, Charles. 1975. The Formation of National States in Western Europe (Princeton: Princeton 
 University Press) 
Wallace, Patrick F. 2012. ‘Archaeological Evidence for the Different Expressions of Scandinavian
 Settlement in Ireland, 840-1100’, in The Viking World, ed. by Stefan Brink and Neil 
 Price (Abingdon: Routledge), pp. 434-438 
Whitelock, Dorothy. 1979. English Historical Documents c. 500-1042 (London: Eyre Methueun) 
Zachrisson, Inger. 2012. ‘The Sámi and their Interaction with the Nordic Peoples’, in The Viking 
 World, ed. by Stefan Brink and Neil Price (Abingdon: Routledge), pp. 32-39 
 

Internet Sources 

Anonymous. 2013a. 'English Heritage Pastscapes': 
<http:/www.pastscape.org.uk/hob.aspx?hob_id=346787&sort=4&search=all&criteria=harrold&rati
 onal=q&records per page=10> [accessed 8 July 2013] 
<http:/www.pastscape.org.uk/hob.aspx?hob_id=405588&sort=4&search=all&criteria=lockwood 
 reservoir&rational=q&records per page=10> [accessed 11 July 2013] 
<http:/www.pastscape.org.uk/hob.aspx?hob_id=962891&sort=4&search=all&criteria=stratford 
 london&rational=q&records per page=10> [accessed 21 July 2013] 
<http:/www.pastscape.org.uk/hob.aspx?hob_id=362989&sort=4&search=all&criteria=willington&r
 ational=q&records per page=10> [accessed 15 July 2013] 
Anonymous. 2013b. ‘Fitzwilliam Museum. Early Medieval Corpus of Coin Finds: East Anglia’: 
 <https://www.fitzmuseum.cam.ac.uk/research/emc> [accessed 27 June 2013] 
Anonymous. 2013c. ‘Portable Antiquities Scheme. Search Results. Æthelstan II Guthrum, Viking 
 king of Anglia’: 
 <https://finds.org.uk/earlymedievalcoins/rulers/ruler/id/168/name/thelstan-ii-guthrum-
 viking-king-of-anglia> [accessed 22 July 2013] 
Anonymous. 2013d. ‘UNESCO World Heritage Sites. Viking Monuments and Sites/ Danevirke and 
 Hedeby’ (2011) [accessed 13 May 2013] 



 53 

Belford, Paul  ‘Offa’s Dyke evidence at Chirk suggests earlier build’, BBC Wales (2014), 
 <https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-wales-mid-wales-26921202> [accessed 1 November 2014] 
Schultz, Matthias. ‘‘Sensational’ Discovery: Archaeologists Find Gateway to the Viking  Empire’, 
 Spiegel Online International (2010) [accessed 17 May 2013] 
University of London/UCL, ‘Early English Laws’: < http://blog.earlyenglishlaws.ac.uk/> [accessed 
 11 Nov 2019] 
 
  



 54 

Yngvars saga víðförla and the Ingvar Runestones:  

A Question of Evidence 
 

 

Jim Gritton 
 

 

 

ngvars saga víðförla (Saga of Ingvar the Far-Travelled) is a fantastic story of 

adventure:1 a tale of exotic, faraway lands, heroes of extraordinary ability, and 

supernatural creatures such as dragons, giants and cyclopes.2 The saga recounts 

the adventures of an eleventh-century Swedish Viking who led a voyage East in search of a 

great river and kingdom in a foreign land. The saga has attracted the interest of many scholars 

over the years (cf. Braun 1910; Olson 1912; Melnikova 1976; Larsson 1983; Shepard 1984; 

Pálsson and Edwards 1989; Phelpstead 2009; Lönnroth 2014), and has been interpreted on 

many levels, for example as an adventure story and even as a biblical allegory. Despite the 

improbable and fantastic nature of the saga, it may have a basis in historical fact. In Sweden, 

a number of runestones bear the name Ingvar and reference a journey to the East.3 Many 

scholars (e.g. Davidson 1976; Larsson 1987; Logan 1991; Sawyer 2000; Jesch 2005; 

Barraclough 2016) argue the runestones provide tangible evidence of the journey 

immortalised in the saga. The general consensus is that Ingvar led an expedition of thirty 

ships from Sweden, ending in disaster somewhere southeast of Russia, around 1041 (Shepard: 

1984: 222). 

There are several reasons for arguing that the runestones commemorate a real, 

historical journey. Although reliable, documentary evidence of Scandinavia’s medieval 

history is scarce, runestones and their inscriptions are one of the few textual sources that 

speak to us from the medieval past (Sawyer 2000: 1). No other event or expedition of the 

size described in the saga has been recorded on so many eleventh-century runestones in 

Sweden (Davidson 1976; Shepard 1984). Indeed, ‘the greatest of all the Swedish Viking 

enterprises would […] have been lost to history’ were it not for the evidence afforded by the 

runestones (Jansson 1962: 46). The fact that so many runestones mention the name Ingvar is 

Y 
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not in itself proof of a historical journey, but it does suggest that something momentous 

happened to prompt the erection of so many memorials. In many respects it is not unlike the 

modern-day phenomenon of roadside memorials and the tradition of marking death in public 

places (MacConville 2010). 

The group of runestones that are believed to corroborate Ingvar’s calamitous 

expedition are today referred to as ‘Ingvar runestones’, and treated for the most part as a 

factual given, both historically and in relation to the saga: Ingvar, the saga’s protagonist, must 

by implication be the same Ingvar as his namesake on the runestones. However, this is 

problematic as there are many other stones that mention the name Ingvar which are not 

considered to be Ingvar runestones, suggesting that runestones have not received as much 

scrutiny as they should have done. Sadly, runic evidence is often neglected by literary scholars 

and addressed only casually (Page 1993: 145). 

Although the saga may be rooted in a real historical event, the text has been 

embellished ‘with a considerable admixture of fantastic material’ (Finlay 2014: 65). Historical 

fact and fictional adventure are intertwined so tightly that it is difficult at times to separate 

one from the other. One of the resulting problems is that the sparse data on the runestones. 

Reference to Serkland on a handful of stones is an example which has been used to flesh out 

lacunae in the saga, and it is not uncommon to see Ingvar’s journey recast as an expedition 

to Serkland or even Persia, neither of which is mentioned in the saga. That Scandinavians 

regularly traversed the Baltic and Russia between the ninth and eleventh centuries, and were 

active in the Byzantine and Arab worlds both as traders and mercenaries, is well established 

(McGinnis 1983; Shepard 1984; Androshchuk 2008), but to what extent do the runestones 

bear witness to Ingvar’s expedition and is the Ingvar named on the runestones the same 

Ingvar as the protagonist in the eponymous saga? In order to answer these questions, we need 

to critically re-examine the runestones alongside evidence from both historical and 

geographical sources. Before doing so, let us briefly acquaint ourselves with the saga 

associated with the runestones. 

 

The Saga 

Yngvars saga víðförla was probably written during the early thirteenth century (Pálsson and 

Edwards 1989: 2). It is thought to be a translation of a lost Latin text, preserved in two 

fifteenth-century manuscripts (Antonsson 2012: 75; Lönnroth 2014: 100). Although Oddr 

Snorrason, a twelfth-century monk at Þingeyrar monastery, is usually cited as the author of 
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the saga, there has been much debate in the past about whether Oddr was the author or 

translator.4 The text appears to draw from a number of different sources, including oral 

transmission: 

 

We have heard this story told, but in writing it down we have followed a book 
composed by the learned monk Odd, which he based on the authority of well-
informed people mentioned by him in his letter to Jon Loftsson and Gizur Hallson 
[…] The monk Odd says he heard this story told by a priest called Isleif, and also 
by someone called Glum Thorgeirsson, and he had a third informant named 
Thorir. Odd took from each of these whatever he thought most interesting (Pálsson 
and Edwards 1989: 68). 

 

However, as we do not have Ingvar’s first-hand account – the saga tells us he ‘died in the 

year of Our Lord 1041’ (Pálsson and Edwards 1989: 60), more than one hundred and fifty 

years before the saga was supposedly written – analysis of the historical basis of the saga must 

proceed with caution, especially as Þingeyrar monastery was renowned for its ‘hagiographic 

and legendary tendencies’, for producing ‘light reading’, and synthesising ‘the learned and 

the entertaining’ (Andersson 1964: 76). 

Structurally, the saga can be divided into three parts. The first part introduces the 

reader to Ingvar’s family, his childhood, and his maturation as a young man and aspiring 

adventurer. The second part focuses on Ingvar’s journey east and his many adventures en 

route. In the last part of the saga, Ingvar’s son Svein retraces his father’s voyage, eventually 

marries Queen Silkisif (with whom his own father appears to have had a romantic dalliance) 

and establishes Christianity in her dominion. 

Most commentators, for example Mitchell (2008) and Ross (2010), categorise Yngvars 

saga víðförla as a fornaldarsaga, a legendary saga or ‘saga of ancient time’. As a genre, the 

fornaldarsögur are characterised by their mythical and heroic content and encounters with 

supernatural creatures and/or villains (Mitchell 2008: 319). Most were written between the 

fourteenth and fifteenth centuries (Driscoll 2009: 79) but tend to be set in prehistoric 

Scandinavia, before the settlement of Iceland, or other far-off lands. However, Yngvars saga 

víðförla is an exception as it is set during the eleventh century. It also deviates from the usual 

fornaldarsaga formula in that it purports to be an account of an actual Viking expedition and 

is not set in a legendary past, even though it is replete with otherworldly episodes. Despite 

its classification as a fornaldarsaga, Yngvars saga víðförla shares stylistic similarities with 

konungasögur (kings’ sagas) (Wolf, 2016: 740; Lönnroth 2014: 103), but also leans towards 
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the heilagra manna sögur (‘sagas of holy men’) genre, as Ingvar assumes a quasi-missionary 

role during the middle section of the saga.  

The fantastic is a constant companion in the saga and remains an important part of 

the narrative following Ingvar’s expedition. The journey takes place across two worlds: a 

historically authentic world of recognisable people and place names, and a fantastic world 

awash with supernatural beings. Dragons, including Jaculus, the venom-spewing ‘Über-

dragon’ (Larrington 2010: 53), appear four times in the saga and echo the frequent use of 

dragon motifs in German mythology (cf. Das Nibelungenlied, ‘The Song of the Nibelungs’). 

Glazyrina (2006: 292) argues that the repeated appearance of dragons in the saga is not 

accidental and serves an edifying purpose. Indeed, the dragon leitmotif follows a common 

man-gold-dragon formula that reflects man’s greed for gold. Greed, of course, was viewed as 

a cardinal sin and antithetical to the Christian values that had taken root in post-pagan 

Scandinavia. 

Upon first reading, Yngvars saga víðförla impresses as a fantastic tale of adventure and 

heroic exploits. Although it can be viewed as a larger-than-life historical account of Viking 

expansion eastwards, the saga can also be read as a biblical allegory since religious themes 

and Christian motifs permeate the narrative. For example, Silkisif’s conversion to Christianity 

and the building of a church dedicated to Ingvar give the saga a ‘hagiographic touch typical 

of religious medieval literature’ (Lönnroth 2014: 107). Christian symbolism dominates the 

last few pages of the saga and Svein’s final expedition takes on many of the characteristics of 

a religious crusade (Antonsson 2012: 78). Ingvar himself is portrayed as a ‘paragon of 

Christian virtue’ (Lönnroth 2014: 106) and his career as an adventurer concludes ‘with a 

Christian martyr’s death’ (Righter-Gould 1980: 434). 

Antonsson (2012) avers that voyages to the East are often a metaphor for the pursuit 

of religious enlightenment in the Icelandic saga corpus. He argues that Ingvar’s search for the 

source of an unnamed river that empties into the Red Sea implies the expedition was more 

than an avaricious quest for gold and glory. In medieval times it was believed that earthly 

paradise could be found at the source of the four great biblical rivers: the Geon (Nile), the 

Phison (Ganges), the Tigris and the Euphrates. This notion is corroborated by Isidore of 

Seville (n.d.) in his Etymologies (Book XIII, Chapter XXI). Against this backdrop, Ingvar’s 

search for a lost river can be reframed as a spiritual quest for earthly paradise and his arrival 

at the Red Sea can be read as a proxy for the Old Testament story of ‘how the children of 



 58 

Israel, led by Moses, crossed the Red Sea on their way from Egypt to the promised land’ 

(Lönnroth 2014: 112). 

We should not forget that the Viking Age was an era of considerable religious turmoil 

and change in Scandinavia.5 By the mid-twelfth century, Christianity was already well 

established in Denmark, Norway, Sweden and Iceland. Evidence of Scandinavia’s conversion 

to Christianity, for example crosses and religious invocations, can be seen on many 

runestones (Zilmer 2013), including the Ingvar stones examined as part of this study. Such 

symbols are physical remnants of the politico-religious context in which Ingvar’s eastern 

voyage is said to have taken place. 

 

The Runic Evidence 

There is little agreement among scholars as to the exact number of runestones that 

purportedly commemorate Ingvar’s journey east, with estimates ranging from twenty-one 

(Fuglesang 1998: 2010) to more than thirty (Sundqvist 2015: 530). However, most scholars 

estimate the number to be in the mid-twenties, for example twenty-three (Lindkvist 1999: 

49),6 twenty-five (Sawyer 2000: 119);7 and twenty-six (Jesch 2001: 103; Scheel 2015: 960):8 

 

Fuglesang (1998) Lindkvist (1999) Sawyer (2000) Jesch (2001) Scheel (2015) 

    Ög 30 

 Ög 145 Ög 145 (?) Ög 145 Ög 145 

Ög 155 Ög 155 Ög 155 Ög 155 Ög 155 

Sö 9 Sö 9 Sö 9 Sö 9 Sö 9 

 Sö 96 Sö 96 (?) Sö 96 Sö 96 

Sö 105 Sö 105 Sö 105 Sö 105 Sö 105 

Sö 107 Sö 107 Sö 107 Sö 107 Sö 107 

Sö 108 Sö 108 Sö 108 Sö 108 Sö 108 

Sö 131 Sö 131 Sö 131 Sö 131 Sö 131 

Sö 173 Sö 173 Sö 173 Sö 173 Sö 173 

Sö 179 Sö 179 Sö 179 Sö 179 Sö 179 

Sö 254 Sö 254 Sö 254 Sö 254 Sö 254 

 Sö 277 Sö 277 Sö 277 Sö 277 

   Sö 279 Sö 279 

Sö 281 Sö 281 Sö 281 Sö 281 Sö 281 

Sö 287 Sö 287 Sö 287 Sö 287 Sö 287 
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Sö 320 Sö 320 Sö 320 Sö 320 Sö 320 

Sö 335 Sö 335 Sö 335 Sö 335 Sö 335 

U 439 U 439 U 439 U 439 U 439 

U 644 U 644 U 644 U 644 U 644 

U 654 U 654 U 654 U 654 U 654 

U 661 U 661 U 661 U 661 U 661 

U 778 U 778 U 778 U 778 U 778 

  U 837 U 837 U 837 

U 1143 U 1143 U 1143 U 1143 U 1143 

U (Arlanda)9  N 32 U Fv1992:157 U Fv1992;157 

Vs 19 Vs 19 Vs 19 Vs 19 Vs 19 

Table 1. Established listings of Ingvar runestones.10 

 

The Samnordisk runtextdatabas (‘Scandinavian Runic-text Database’) (2014) contains more 

than 6,500 inscriptions, of which circa 1,993 are runestones. Forty-five of these mention the 

name Ingvar.11 To these, we must add a further four runestones that do not mention his name 

but which are nevertheless thought to be possible Ingvar stones for inferential reasons which 

will be explained later.12 This is almost twice the number of runestones usually associated 

with Yngvar víðförli, but are they all Ingvar stones and evidence of his journey east? In order 

to answer this, the inscriptions on all forty-nine runestones were re-examined using a simple 

assessment tool constructed following a review of the literature. Transliterations, normalised 

Old Norse text and English translations were drawn from the Samnordisk runtextdatabas and 

cross-checked against available photos of the runestones. A number of criteria acted as a basis 

for assessment:  

1) The runestone should date from the Viking Age, preferably after 1041 when Ingvar 

is thought to have died. The Samnordisk runtextdatabas assigns runic inscriptions to a broad 

time period and for some entries provides a more specific, numerical date but the methods 

used to calculate such dates are unclear.13  

2) For the majority of inscriptions, typology is an effective methodology for dating 

runestones as it tells us when the rock was worked. Gräslund’s (2006; 2015) simple but 

effective method of dating runestones, based on zoomorphic principles, was used in this 

study. Each of the ornamental styles corresponds to a specific time period, which offers a 

convenient, but not always exact, basis for dating.  
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Stones without ornamentation c. 970?-1020 

Fågelperspektiv/Bird’s-eye-view c. 1010-1050 

Pr1 
 

Profile styles 

c. 1010-1040 

Pr2 c. 1020-1050 

Pr3 c. 1045-1075 

Pr4 c. 1070-1100 

Pr5 c. 1100-1130 

Table 2. Gräslund’s classification system (2015: 43). 

 

Assuming the inscriptions were carved within a year or two of the commemorated person’s 

death, we can assert with reasonable confidence that runestones without ornamentation were 

carved before Ingvar’s death, although there are some exceptions to this, and those decorated 

using styles Pr4-Pr5 were carved too far into the future given that Ingvar is thought to have 

died in 1041. This leaves us with bird’s-eye-view, Pr1, Pr2, and to a lesser extent Pr3 as 

qualifying styles. 

3) The remaining criteria for determining a runestone’s status as an Ingvar stone 

derive from the wording of the inscriptions. Ingvar’s name should normally be mentioned, 

but there may be exceptions to this. Jesch argues that ‘only those in which a person of this 

name is neither the commemorated nor related to the commemorated […] can be considered 

‘’Ingvarr’-stones’ (Jesch 2001: 102), but this may be too restrictive as a criterion. The 

inscription should also reference the East and/or Serkland, although two runestones, i.e. Sö 

179 and Sö 279, imply Serkland is in the South. One of the most commonly found phrases 

on many stones is með Ingvari (‘with Ingvar’), for example the commemorated travelled með 

Ingvari or the subject met his end með Ingvari. Stated membership of Ingvar’s troop or retinue 

is another important indicator of a runestone’s status as an Ingvar stone. 

Collectively, the criteria formed the basis of the following assessment tool (figure 1) 

which was used to appraise each runestone. 
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Figure 1. Runestone assessment tool (Gritton 2018a: 10, 42). 

 

Both the Viking Age and decorative style of the runestone acted as important screening 

criteria, as of course did mention of Ingvar’s name, but the absence of his name was not an 

automatic ground for exclusion as several stones were damaged or fragmented. In order for 

the inscription to be classified as a probable Ingvar stone, at least one or more of the 

remaining criteria needed to be met, but if none of the remaining criteria was met, the stone 

was automatically classified as doubtful. In all other instances, the status of both the stone 

and inscription was assessed on a case-by-case basis. 

Following detailed reappraisal of the runestones, nineteen were confirmed as probable 

Ingvar stones,14 and five more as possible Ingvar stones;15 twenty-five were rejected as 

implausible or too evidentially wanting to be categorised as Ingvar runestones.16 Generally 

speaking, there was a relatively strong correspondence between the results of this study and 

customary listings of Ingvar runestones. However, there are points of difference which are 

discussed later in this paper. In short, several stones were demoted from probable to possible 

Ingvar runestones, namely Sö 179, Sö 277, Sö 279 and U 1143. A fifth runestone, i.e. M4, 

which does not feature in more established listings (cf. Fuglesang 1998; Lindkvist 1999; 

Sawyer 2000; Jesch 2001; Scheel 2015), was added as a possible Ingvar stone. However, 

several established Ingvar stones, i.e. Ög 145, Sö 96 and U 837, were rejected along with Ög 

30 which Scheel (2015) had included.  

 

Preliminary Analysis 

Before we examine the runestones in more detail, what does preliminary analysis tell us about 

Ingvar’s journey east? The Samnordisk runtextdatabas conveniently provides map coordinates 
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for the oldest known location of each of the Ingvar runestones. Apart from the possible M4 

stone, which is situated in Medelpad, a historical province in the north of Sweden, the 

majority of runestones are spread across Södermanland, Uppland and Östergötland (see figure 

2). It is therefore not unreasonable to surmise therefore that the men commemorated on the 

stones either hailed from or were recruited from central Sweden, bordered by the Baltic Sea 

in the East. This makes logistical sense as ‘Yngvar put out to sea with his thirty ships and 

sailed from Sweden […] till he came to Russia’ (Pálsson and Edwards 1989: 50). 

 

 
Figure 2. Location of Ingvar runestones (Gritton 2018b). 

 

Unfortunately, the Ingvar runestones tell us very little about those who travelled with him. 

In fact, they tell us more about those who erected the stones and their relationship to the 

deceased. Although the saga tells us that ‘all his best men and more than half of his force’ 

died of sickness (Pálsson and Edwards 1989: 59), there is no such detail on the runestones 

which simply record that the subjects died in the East, with Ingvar, as members of his troop. 

However, given that only one runestone, U 654, alludes to a violent death (see below), it is 

perhaps not unreasonable to conjecture that sickness may have been the cause of death for 

the others. 

 

Andvéttr ok Kárr ok <kiti> ok Blesi ok Djarfr reistu stein þenna eptir Gunnleif, fǫður 
sinn. Er var austr með Ingvari drepinn. Guð hjalpi ǫnd þeira. Alríkr(?) reist-ek rúnar. 
Er kunni vel knerri stýra. 
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Andvéttr and Kárr and <kiti> and Blesi and Djarfr raised this stone in memory of 
Gunnleifr, their father, who was killed in the east with Ingvar. May God help their 
spirits. Alríkr(?), I carved the runes. He could steer a cargo-ship well. 

 

Four of the deceased were clearly seamen. Indeed, the runestones tell us that three were able 

to steer a ship and one of them even owned his own ship, suggesting he was a man of means. 

Apart from reference to Ingvar and a possible reference to Ingvar’s father, Eymund, no other 

persons whose names are carved on the runestones are mentioned in the saga. Little detail is 

provided regarding the route Ingvar took. Ten runestones point to an unspecified destination 

in the East and a further five mention Serkland, sometimes in addition to the East, although 

two stones tell us that Serkland was in the South. 

It is worth noting that the majority of Ingvar runestones are adorned with crosses. 

Zilmer describes the use of crosses on runestones as an ‘externalized marker of Christianity’ 

(Zilmer 2011: 89). Given that King Olof of Sweden converted to Christianity in about 1000 

(Sanmark 2004: 22), it is perhaps not surprising that crosses appear so frequently. According 

to Shepard, ‘this suggests that they belong to a period when Christianity was fairly well 

established in the upper levels of Swedish society in Uppland and Södermanland’ (Sheppard 

1984: 232). It also suggests that the families of the deceased were of higher social status and 

committed Christians already. This is reflected by the fact that a number of Ingvar stones are 

characterised by Christian invocations such as ‘May God help Ulfr's soul’ on Sö 9. 

 

Probable Ingvar Runestones 

Following reappraisal, nineteen runestones were categorised as probable Ingvar stones, which 

is fewer than the twenty-plus stones usually classified as such.  It would be wrong to assert 

that they are irrefutably Ingvar runestones as the evidence is mostly circumstantial. However, 

on the balance of probability, they are thought to be Ingvar runestones. Each date from the 

Viking Age and the majority of stones are decorated in a style that is consistent 

chronologically with the date of Ingvar’s presumed death and the expedition east. 

Ten runestones tell us that the subject met his end or died with Ingvar (Ög 155, Sö 

9, Sö 173, Sö 254, Sö 287, Sö 335, U 644, U 654, U 661, U Fv1992;157). Although death is 

not mentioned on an eleventh stone, Sö 131, it is implied by the phrase ‘in Serkland lies 

Eyvindr's son’: 
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Spjóti, Halfdan, þeir reistu stein þenna eptir Skarða, bróður sinn. Fór austr heðan með 
Ingvari, á Serklandi liggr sonr Eyvindar. 
 
Spjóti (and) Halfdan, they raised this stone in memory of Skarði, their brother. 
From here (he) travelled to the east with Ingvar; in Serkland lies Eyvindr's son. 

 

Five runestones explicitly mention travel or a voyage with Ingvar (Sö 105, Sö 107, Sö 108, 

Sö 131, Vs 19). Four of these are situated in Södermanland and the fifth in Västmanland in 

central southern Sweden. Although two of the runestones, Sö 107 and Sö 108, are located 

adjacent to each other (and to Sö109 which is not an Ingvar stone), they were not originally 

co-sited, and we should not therefore draw any false inferences from their current shared 

geography. Travel is implied on two more runestones whose inscriptions talk of steering a 

ship east with Ingvar or as a member of his retinue (U 439, U 778). What is unusual about 

the latter stone is that it commemorates someone who sailed his own ship with Ingvar, 

although he is not named in the saga. In addition to U 778, membership of Ingvar’s 

retinue/troop is mentioned on two further runestones, Ög 155 and Sö 254.  

 

 
Figure 3. Sö 281 (© Christer Hamp 2010). 
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Twelve runestones, which include two of the five runestones cited above, mention the East 

in relation to Ingvar (Sö 131, Sö 173, Sö 281, Sö 320, Sö 335, U 439, U 644, U 654, U 661, 

U 778, U Fv1992;157, Vs 19), whilst Sö 131, Sö 281 and U 439 provide the strongest 

indication that the end destination of Ingvar’s voyage was Serkland. Sö 281, like many 

surviving runestones, is fragmented. What remains of the original stonework (see Figure 3) 

is embedded in the wall of Strängnäs Cathedral in the Lake Mälaren area of Sweden, 

northwest of Stockholm. 

Although neither death nor troop is mentioned in the inscription, travel is however 

implied and Sö 281 meets other criteria sufficiently for categorisation as a probable Ingvar 

runestone. 

 

...vé lét gera kuml eptir ... bróður Ulfs. Þeir austr/austarla ... með Ingvari á Serklandi. 
 

...-vé had the monument made in memory of ... Ulfr's brother. They in / to the 
east ... with Ingvar in Serkland. 

 

U 439 poses a number of interpretative challenges, not least because the runestone 

disappeared during the sixteenth century (Wessén 1945: 232) and all that remains is a 

woodcut made by the Swedish runologist, Johannes Bureus (1568-1652). Much therefore 

depends on the accuracy of his original transliteration of the runic inscription. A key focus 

of debate in recent years (cf. Shepard 1984: 244; Jesch 2001: 92; Zilmer 2005: 170) has been 

the meaning of the transliterated word askalat – does it mean Estonia or Serkland? 

 

harlaif auk þurkarþr litu raisa stain þina at sabi faþur sin isturþi austr 
skibi maþ ikuari a/askalat-/skalat- 
 

Herleif ok Þorgerðr/Þorgarðr létu reisa stein þenna at Sæbjǫrn, fǫður sinn. Er stýrði 
austr skipi með Ingvari á Eistaland(?)/Serklandi(?). 
 

Herleif and Þorgerðr/Þorgarðr had this stone raised in memory of Sæbjǫrn, their 
father, who steered a ship east with Ingvar to Estonia(?)/Serkland(?). 

 

Although Wessén (1945: 232-235) suggests that Eistaland (‘Estonia’) may represent the 

closest fit with Bureus’ reading, he concedes that carver error or misunderstanding by Bureus 

could be responsible for the ambiguity today. However, given that no other runestone bearing 

the name Ingvar mentions Estonia and the fact that askalat is closer phonetically to Serklandi 
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than Eistaland, Serkland is a more logical interpretation and probable destination.17 It is worth 

noting that only one other runestone, Vg 181, the so-called Olsbro stone, which is not an 

Ingvar stone, mentions Estonia in full. 

 

Possible Ingvar Runestones 

A small number of runestones were judged to be possible rather than probable Ingvar stones. 

Although they meet a number of the preconditions for inclusion, elements of doubt 

undermine their respective claims for categorisation as Ingvar stones. M4 (figure 4) is not 

usually classified as an Ingvar runestone, perhaps because it is a geographical outlier.  

 

 
Figure 4. M 4 (© Christer Hamp 2014). 

 

It is situated in Attmarby, more than two hundred miles north of the Lake Mälaren area where 

most other Ingvar runestones are located. The main problem with this stone is its poor state 

of repair. Only a fragment now remains and much of the stone’s surface is heavily worn, 

making transliteration problematic:18 
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...uki raisti st... ... f(u)r austr · miʀ i(i)...ri (i)aisinsiltaikan-... ...i · stain þin 
 

Tóki/Fullugi/Illugi reisti stein ... fór austr meðr Ingvari(?) ... ... stein þenna 
 

Tóki/Fullugi/Illugi raised the stone ... travelled to the east with Ingvar(?) ... ... this 
stone 

 

If f(u)r austr miʀ i(i)...ri can be normalised as fór austr meðr Ingvari (‘travelled east with 

Ingvar’), it becomes a strong candidate for classification as an Ingvar stone as it meets most 

criteria for inclusion. It is worth noting that a number of other stones are also fragmentary, 

worn, and in some instances omit Ingvar’s name, yet are still thought to be possible Ingvar 

runestones, for example Ög 145 and Sö 96 (Lindkvist 1999; Sawyer 2000; Jesch 2001; Scheel 

2015). We will return to the reasons for this shortly, but the non-inclusion of M4 is both 

contradictory and inconsistent. 

 

 
Figure 5. Sö 179 The Gripsholm Runestone (© Christer Hamp 2007). 

 

Sö 179, known as the Gripsholm runestone (see figure 5), meets most criteria for 

categorisation as an Ingvar stone, but whether it qualifies as such depends on whether Ingvar 

had a brother: 
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Tóla lét reisa stein þenna at son sinn Harald, bróður Ingvars. Þeir fóru drengila fjarri 
at gulli ok austarla erni gáfu, dóu sunnarla á Serklandi. 
 
Tóla had this stone raised in memory of her son Haraldr, Ingvar's brother. They 
travelled valiantly far for gold, and in the east gave (food) to the eagle. (They) died 
in the south in Serkland. 

 

Braun (1910) theorised that Ingvar was son of the Swedish King Emund, who had two wives: 

Tóla, mother of Haraldr, and Ragnhildr, mother of Ingvar. If Braun’s theory is true, Ingvar 

and Haraldr would have been half-brothers, but Jesch (2001: 102) doubts this and suggests 

‘brother’ may have been used metaphorically – Ingvar and Haraldr were simply brothers-in-

arms. 

Sö 277 is another fragmented runestone with an incomplete inscription (see figure 6): 

 
u--r auk inkiburk litu ra... ... ...- ...a at uerþr iki inkuars ma... ... 
 

... ok Ingibjôrg létu reisa ... ... ... <at> verðr engi Ingvars manna ... 
 

... and Ingibjôrg had raised ... ... ... in memory of ... will not be among Ingvar's 
men ... 
 

 

Figure 6. Sö 277 (© Christer Hamp 2010). 

 

Whether it qualifies as an Ingvar stone depends on whether the incomplete phrase inkuars 

ma... can be normalised as Ingvars manna (‘of Ingvar’s men’). Jesch (2001: 103) believes it 

does, but Larsson (2002: 91-92) is more doubtful and suspects the stone may commemorate 
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Ingvar himself. He suggests that ma might instead be interpreted as maki meaning equal. If 

so, uerþr iki inkuars ma... might then be normalised as verðr engi Ingvars maki (‘no-one 

will be Ingvar’s equal’). 

Sö 279 is also fragmented and thought to commemorate Ingvar himself (Larsson 2002: 

87). Indeed, both Sö 279 and Sö 277 are co-located at Strängnäs Cathedral. Although the 

remnant does not actually mention Ingvar, the name Eymund is mentioned and thought by 

Larsson to refer to Ingvar’s father, as he is so named in the saga. Serkland is also mentioned 

on the stone. 

U 1143 is generally classified as an Ingvar runestone. Jansson (1957: 556) categorises 

it as such because the inscription contains the phrase Hann fór burt með Ingvari (‘He travelled 

away with Ingvar’). However, the reference could apply to anyone named Ingvar and the 

vague destination could be anywhere. There are too many ambiguities concerning this 

runestone, which is why it has been demoted from a probable to a possible Ingvar stone. 

 

Doubtful Ingvar Runestones 

Twenty-five runestones were rejected as potential Ingvar stones. These include several 

runestones (Ög 30, Ög 145, Sö 96 and U 837), which other scholars have listed as Ingvar 

stones (see table 1). About half did not meet the basic eligibility criteria for inclusion. A 

number of stones postdate Ingvar’s voyage east by too wide a margin. Indeed, eleven 

runestones (U 101, U 143, U 147, U 266, U 287, U 307, U 309, U 310, U 363, U 540, U 

1032) are decorated in Pr4 style, which came into use approximately thirty years after Ingvar’s 

presumed death, whilst U Fv1988;241 is decorated in Pr5 style, which did not appear on 

runestones until about 1100. 

Ög 38 and U 513 predate Ingvar’s presumed death in 1041 and are therefore rejected 

as potential candidates for inclusion. The former is dated to the tenth century, whereas the 

latter is dated to the 1030s (Samnordisk runtextdatabas 2014). Ingvar is also named as the 

sponsor of Ög 38 but given that he is said to have died on the expedition east, this makes Ög 

38 even less plausible. 

Although Ingvar is not named on Ög 145 (figure 9, left), a number of scholars, e.g. 

Lindkvist (1999) and Scheel (2015), have nevertheless categorised it as an Ingvar runestone. 

Jesch (2001: 103) includes it as a possible Ingvar stone as the inscription contains the word 

hilfnai, which has been normalised as helfningi meaning ‘troop’. 
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... ...ur sin eʀ furs ... hilfnai austr 
 

... fǫður/bróður sinn, er fórst ... helfningi(?) austr. 
 

... his father/ brother, who perished ... troop(?) in the east. 

 

Jesch points out that the only other occurrence of the noun hilfnai is to be found on the 

nearby runestone Ög 155, which is an Ingvar stone. Whilst her reasoning is persuasive, the 

runestone could theoretically be dedicated to anyone who perished in the east. Similarly, 

Ingvar is not mentioned on Sö 96 (Figure 7, right), yet a number of scholars categorise it as 

an Ingvar stone (Lindkvist 1999; Sawyer 2000; Scheel 2015). Jesch (2001: 103) considers that 

it may be an Ingvar runestone as it ends han uaʀ fa. . . which is similar to the wording Hann 

var farinn með Ingvari (‘he travelled with Ingvar’), found on Sö 105 and Sö 107 a few miles 

away in Eskilstuna municipality, about fifty-five miles west of Stockholm. However, this is 

speculative as the stone could be dedicated to anyone who travelled anywhere. 

 

 
Figure 7. Ög 145 (© Christer Hamp 2016) and Sö 96 (© Christer Hamp 2013). 

 



 71 

Ingvar’s name is also missing on U 837, yet some scholars, e.g. Sawyer (2000), Scheel (2015) 

and to a lesser extent Jesch (2001), have included it as the word lið, meaning ‘retinue’, is used 

in the inscription. The incomplete runic sequence that precedes it, ...(r)s, is thought to read 

Ingvars, but like Ög 145 and Sö 96, this is no more than supposition and the stone could 

conceivably be dedicated to anyone. 

Finally, Ingvar is mentioned on Ög 30, but the father’s name is given as Sigsteinn, 

whereas in the saga, Eymund is named as Ingvar’s father: 

 

But then Eymund began to long to go home and visit his estates […] Soon 
afterwards he began looking for a wife, and married the daughter of a landed man, 
having a son by her called Yngvar (Pálsson and Edwards 1989: 46-47). 

 

Jesch argues that the existence of the name Ingvar on a runestone does not of itself make it 

a candidate for inclusion as an Ingvar stone: Ingvar should neither be the commemorated nor 

related to the commemorated. She concludes that Ög 30 is not an Ingvar stone as ‘the 

deceased just happens to have the same name as the more famous Ingvarr, and happens to 

have died some-where in the east, but not necessarily on Ingvarr’s expedition’ (Jesch 2001: 

102). Although Scheel (2015) includes Ög 30 in his list of Ingvar runestones, this is not 

supported by the available evidence. 

 

The Geographical Evidence 

The actual route followed by Ingvar on his journey east is uncertain. Various theories have 

been advanced, particularly in relation to the great river mentioned in the saga, but none 

have proved conclusive (Jackson 2011: 125). A number of experimental boat journeys have 

been made by explorers (Widerbeg 2013; Edberg 2014) during the last twenty to thirty years 

on rivers in Russia, Ukraine and Eastern Europe. Despite the hype that often precedes such 

trips, the results have largely been disappointing (Westerdahl 2015: 78). It is one thing to 

follow a river on a map but another to sail it. River travel against strong currents is not 

impossible, but it would have been necessary to swap the Vikings’ large ocean-going ships 

for smaller boats suitable for river travel and portage (Edberg 2009). 

In terms of the route followed, scholars fall into two camps: those who favour the 

Volga and a route which takes Ingvar towards the Caucasus and/or Caspian Sea (Arne 1947; 

Brønsted 1965; Lindqvist 1968; Melnikova 1976; Shepard 1984; Blöndal 2007; Hjardar and 

Vike 2016) and those who favour the Dnieper and a route which takes Ingvar towards 
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Byzantium instead (Olson 1912; Davidson 1976; Pritsak 1981; Markarian 2000). Each claim 

has merit as artefacts have been found along both rivers, confirming their usage as raiding 

and/or trading routes over a long period of time (cf. Androshchuk 2002 and Hårdh 2016). 

Given that both waterways were regularly navigated, Ingvar could have sailed down either 

river.19 

Frustratingly, the runestones do not shine more light on this conundrum. They simply 

tell us that the East, or sometimes Serkland, which is not mentioned in the saga, was the 

general direction taken. Interestingly, a common characteristic of adventurers with the 

cognomen víðförla is that their voyages usually took them to a destination in the East 

(Jakobsson 2006: 936). The adverbial austr (‘east’) can be found on approximately fifty 

runestones and on more than half the Ingvar stones. It is seldom defined but often used 

adverbially to modify specific regions in the East, e.g. Serkland (Jesch 2001: 89). It is worth 

noting that, geographically, the Old Norse word austr does not correspond exactly with 

modern-day ‘east’. According to Shafer the Viking compass is ‘rotated 45° to 60° clockwise 

from the true, geographical compass: ‘thus norðr refers to northeast, austr to southeast’ (Shafer 

2010: 32). This is significant when we consider where Serkland might be located. Austr also 

had a mythical connotation, since few parts of the world were more distant, or arguably exotic, 

than the east during the Viking Age (Sverrir Jakobsson 2006: 935). 

Serkland, like austr, is an indistinct concept of uncertain etymology. It has been 

suggested that Serkland derives from the Latin sericum for ‘silk’ (Shepard 1984: 235) and thus 

means ‘land where people wear long gowns or särkär, as many Arabs did’ (Lönnroth 2014: 

103). However, more popular definitions suggest that Serkland refers to the land of the 

Saracens or Muslims (Jesch 2001; Zilmer 2003; Adams and Heß 2015; Sverrir 2016) and thus 

Islamic countries in the Middle East and North Africa (Källström 2016: 169) or around the 

Caspian Sea, with the name possibly deriving from the city of Sarkel in Khazar territory (Jesch 

2005: 125).20 Despite the fact that the Caspian Sea seems to be many scholars’ preferred 

destination, Melkinova doubts whether many Scandinavians knew where Serkland was other 

than a ‘vague notion that it lay somewhere at the southern edge of the habitable world’ 

(Melkinova 1995: 655). This includes both carvers of the runestones and the commemorators 

of the deceased. Several toponyms are mentioned in the saga and warrant closer examination. 

The saga tells us that Ingvar originally set sail from Sweden with thirty ships, but the 

expedition proper began from an unspecified location in Russia: 
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From Russia, Yngvar prepared for an expedition to find the length of this river […] 
They launched their thirty ships into the river and Yngvar set course towards the 
east (Pálsson and Edwards 1989: 51). 

 

Ingvar and his troop travelled through many regions, negotiating obstacles such as waterfalls, 

including a great waterfall that he named Belgsoti, and portaging where necessary. They 

visited a city built of white marble, which we discover later is Citopolis, the home of Queen 

Silkisif, and Heliopolis, the seat of King Jolf. Following directions given by the latter, they 

eventually reached Lindibelti, the source of the river, in the vicinity of the Red Sea and a 

headland known as Siggeum. All we know about the return journey is that survivors of the 

ill-fated expedition retraced their steps back to Russia following Ingvar’s death, although one 

retainer reached Mikligarðr with a single ship.21 

Citopolis is thought to refer to Scythopolis, an ancient city on the River Jordan 

(Chekin 1989: 14; Barraclough 2016: 201; Pringle 2016: 356). It is now part of Israel and 

known as Beit She'an. However, Larsson (1987: 104-105) suggests that Citopolis could 

instead refer to Kutaisi, the old capital of Georgia because of what he describes as the 

resemblance between Citopolis and Cytaea, the old Latin name for Kutaisi. He also speculates 

that the Bagrati Cathedral in the city, built during the early eleventh century, could well be 

the city of white marble described in the saga. However, Shepard (1984: 278) is of the view 

that the saga instead reflects ‘a story-teller's pretensions to classical scholarship’, citing 

references to Heliopolis and Siggeum as evidence of this. Heliopolis (‘the city of the sun’), is 

the name of two ancient cities: one in Egypt, now part of Greater Cairo, and the other in 

erstwhile Phoenicia, now Lebanon, today known as Baalbek. Because of insufficient clues 

provided in the saga, we cannot be sure which Heliopolis Ingvar visited. Baalbek is about 

fifty-five miles inland from the Mediterranean coast whereas Heliopolis in Egypt is about one 

hundred and fifty miles from the coast. Whilst this might suggest Baalbek was Ingvar’s 

destination, since the saga implies Heliopolis is near water, Heliopolis in Egypt is the more 

likely destination as Cairo sits on the Nile which flows into the Mediterranean. 

Siggeum, a headland between the sea and river, is thought to refer to the ancient 

Greek city of Sigeion (Sigeum in Latin) in Troas, the Land of Troy in modern-day Turkey 

(Schwertheim 2006). It marked the entrance to the Hellespont, more familiarly known as the 

Dardenelles today. It is not certain whether Ingvar reached the Red Sea, although it is implied 

because of its proximity to Siggeum: 
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There’s a tongue of land between the sea and the river, called Siggeum, and after 
the river has flowed only a short distance it pours down over the cliff into the Red 
Sea, and that’s where we think the world ends (Pálsson and Edwards 1989: 54). 

 

However, this makes no sense geographically. The Red Sea, as described, bears little 

resemblance to the region’s topography (Taylor 2014: 327) and the distance between the 

northern-most point of the Red Sea and Siggeum is about 1,000 miles.22 Larsson (1987: 107) 

contends somewhat fancifully that the Red Sea in the saga is another body of water on the 

eastern edge of the Caspian Sea, lit red by local atmospheric conditions. However, it is hard 

not to conclude that he is looking for evidence to support his own hypothesis that Ingvar’s 

expedition terminated in the Caspian. The account of Ingvar's journey highlights a number 

of incongruities with the runestones that bear his name. According to the runestones, Ingvar 

headed east towards Serkland, but it is clear from our analysis of place names in the saga that 

the route described would take Ingvar broadly south rather than east or southeast. One 

wonders whether the place names and topographic details supplied in the saga, for example 

waterfalls, rapids and whirlpools, have been added for artistic purposes as they are not 

consistent with the geography of the places supposedly visited: 

 

Yngvar asked Jolf if he knew the source of the river, and Jolf said he knew for a 
fact that it flowed from a spring: ‘We call it Lindibelti,’ he said, ‘and from the same 
spring another river flows in the Red Sea where it creates the huge whirlpool we 
call the Gapi’ (Pálsson and Edwards 1989: 54). 

 

It is true that eddies can occur almost anywhere in the Red Sea (Zhan et al. 2014), but a 

whirlpool such as Gapi stretches credulity. It is also true that Vikings had to negotiate rapids 

on the lower Dnieper, when following the western route (Logan 2013: 183), but it is 

impossible to verify claims of waterfalls, whirlpools and cliffs without more reliable 

geographical data from the era concerned.23 Sadly, this is not available to us. Interestingly, 

the tenth-century treatise De Administrando Imperio (Constantine VII) contains a detailed 

account of the Viking Road to Byzantium, which made extensive use of the Dnieper. This 

casts a different light on the route described in the saga, for if the Black Sea and therefore 

Byzantium could easily be reached, the Bosporus would then afford access to the Sea of 

Marmara and Siggeum at the entrance to the Hellespont. Citopolis and Heliopolis may not 

be so improbable destinations after all. 
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Figure 8: Map of place names mentioned in Yngvars saga víðförla (Gritton 2019). 

 

The Historical Evidence 

Yngvars saga víðförla contains very little historical material other than sketchy details of 

Ingvar’s family history and mention of the year of his death, making it hard to determine 

whether there is any solid historical foundation to the events recounted in the saga or 

connection to the eponymous runestones. Whilst details of Ingvar’s ancestry are disputed, 

three separate Icelandic annals report the death of a Viking warrior with the name Ingvar: 

Annales regii – Konungsannáll (‘King’s Annal’), 1041 (Goodwin 1906); Lögmannsannáll 

(‘Lawyer’s Annal’), 1041 (Jónsson 1948); and Flateyjarbók (‘Book of Flatey’), 1040 (Unger 

and Vigfússon 1862). Although annals often act as contemporary records of historical facts, 

entries were not always made contemporaneously and could have been added by any number 

of anonymous clerics, and not necessarily in the same monastery (Haug 1997: 264). Such 

caveats aside, three separate notations for Ingvar’s death around 1040-1041 suggest the entries 

can be relied on. The saga tells us that Ingvar died at the age of 25, making 1016 his presumed 

year of birth. 

There are several theories regarding Ingvar's origin. We can deduce from the saga that 

he was the great-grandson of King Eiríkr inn sigrsæli (c.945-995), one of the first Swedish 

kings to be baptised, reigning from circa 970-995. However, an alternative theory posits that 
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Ingvar’s father was King Æmunðær gamlæ (r. c.1050-1060), son of King Olof skötkonung (r. 

995-1022) of Sweden, whose parents were Eiríkr inn sigrsæli and Sigríð storråda (Braun 1910; 

Melnikova 1976). Braun speculates that Æmunðær gamlæ had two wives: Tóla, mother of 

Haraldr, and Ragnhildr, mother of Ingvar. Unfortunately, few genealogical records from this 

period exist and it is impossible to confirm or disprove this theory. However, given that 

Swedish lists of succession traditionally start with Eiríkr inn sigrsæli, followed by King Olof 

skötkonung, it is perhaps telling that no substantive connection to Ingvar has yet been 

established.  

The inscriptions on the runestones that commemorate those who died with Ingvar are 

laconic, often ambiguous, and reveal scant historical detail that enables us to flesh out the 

chronology of his expedition with any degree of confidence. Perhaps not surprisingly, much 

of what has been written is speculative. For example, Hjardar and Vike (2016: 367), in their 

somewhat inflated account of Ingvar’s journey, claim that he ‘led a fleet of 30 ships and 

between 500 and 1,000 men […] to enter the service of Prince Jaroslav of Kiev’, but there is 

no convincing evidence of this (other than mention of thirty ships) either in the saga, on the 

runestones, or other historical sources. Far from fighting on Jarisleif’s (‘Jaroslav’s’) behalf, the 

saga tells us: 

 

[…] Yngvar put out to sea with his thirty ships and sailed from Sweden without 
lowering a sail till he came to Russia. King Jarisleif [Jaroslav] gave him a great 
welcome and Yngvar stayed there for three years, learning to speak a number of 
languages (Pálsson and Edwards 1989: 50). 

 

The Russian Primary Chronicle (Nestor: 124-135) confirms that Varangians were active 

militarily in Russia, probably as mercenaries, and in the service of King Jarisleif between 

1015-1024, but Ingvar is not explicitly named and in any event was only born in 1016. In 

fact, it is more likely that Ingvar was in service to King Jolf of Heliopolis, whom he 

encountered on the voyage: 

 

The king asked Yngvar to help him fight his brother, who was the more powerful 
of the two and had given Jolf a hard time. Yngvar promised that, when he came 
back from the East, he would help (Pálsson and Edwards 1989: 54). 

 

There has been some speculation that King Jolf and King Bagrat IV of Georgia are the same 

person (Peterson 2016: 230), but no substantive evidence of this can be found in the literature 
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other than a now archived web page published some years ago by the Riksantikvarieämbetet 

(‘Swedish National Heritage Board’) (2013) concerning runestone U661, which links Bagrat 

and Jolf hypothetically. This is far from a ringing endorsement of the claim that King Jolf 

and Bagrat IV are the same person. Moreover, the names are so phonetically different that it 

is hard to understand how they could have been associated. To complicate matters further, 

the Chronicle of Kartli, which does not mention Ingvar, suggests that the Varangians were not 

in service to Bagrat IV but his brother Liparit and fought for the latter in the Battle of Sasireti, 

one of the most important battles to be fought during the Georgian civil war in the 1040s: 

 

The Varangians came, three thousand men in all. Lip’arit’ (?) stationed them at 
Bashi. He brought with him seven hundred more men. Bagrat’ came with troops 
from the interior of the kingdom. Failing to wait for the Meskhians, the Varangians 
came and engaged Bagrat’s men at the entrance to Sasireti forest. The interior 
troops fled (Anon: 157). 

 

However, much hinges on the translation of the Georgian text, which is equivocal. The 

second sentence of the extract above omits the subject in the original Georgian and begins 

with the predicate. The identity of the person who ‘stationed them at Bashi’ is believed to be 

Liparit but could also be interpreted to mean Bagrat.24 The Battle of Sasireti is also 

problematic date-wise as Javakhishvili (2010: 149) dates it to 1046, five years after Ingvar’s 

presumed death. 

 

Discussion 

Following detailed examination of all the runestones that bear the name Ingvar and those 

thought to be Ingvar stones for inferential reasons, we can conclude with reasonable 

confidence that the expedition described in the saga is attested by nineteen probable and five 

possible runestones in Sweden. Indeed, no other event or expedition of the scale depicted in 

Yngvars saga víðförla has been recorded on so many runestones. Whilst this is not proof in 

itself, the Icelandic annalistic evidence discussed above adds credence to the supposition, 

although Zilmer (2005: 120) wisely cautions against jumping to conclusions. 

According to the saga, Ingvar died in 1041. The year 1040/41 also marks the death 

of someone with an identical name in three Icelandic annals. Although no other biographical 

information is provided, it is not unreasonable to conjecture that the two Ingvars are the same 

person given the congruence of dates. Sadly, verifiable genealogical evidence is non-existent, 
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and Ingvar’s ancestry remains contested, although it is possible that he may have been the 

great-grandson of King Eiríkr inn sigrsæli. Frustratingly, the Ingvar runestones are unhelpful 

as a biographical resource. 

From a historical perspective, verifiable information other than runestones that 

confirms Ingvar’s expedition took place is conspicuously absent. Although the Russian 

Primary Chronicle and Chronicle of Kartli tell us that Varangians were active militarily in 

Russia and Georgia, neither mentions Ingvar or tallies date-wise. At best the evidence is 

circumstantial. As a source of geographical evidence, Yngvars saga víðförla’s value is marginal 

at best: few place names are mentioned, many of those that are named are ambiguous, and 

topographic details make little geographic sense. The saga reports that Ingvar first sailed from 

Sweden to Russia and thereafter east in search of the source of an unnamed river. However, 

the exact route he followed is highly contested. The Ingvar runestones confirm that austr 

‘east’ was the direction taken and a small number of stones suggest that Serkland, land of the 

Saracens in what is probably the Middle East or Central Asia, was the end destination. 

Problematically, the saga mentions a number of exotic locations in North Africa and the 

Eastern Mediterranean that position Ingvar c. 850–1,500 miles west of the Black and Caspian 

Seas. Attempts to reconcile the discrepancy have not proved successful and result in 

unconvincing theories that neither the saga, runestones nor other historical sources are able 

to resolve. The conundrum is further exacerbated by the fact that east may actually be 

southeast given what we now know about the Viking compass’s mis-rotation from true, 

geographical North.  

Of course, mention of place names in the saga should not lead to the conclusion that 

Ingvar actually visited them or even followed the route implied (Taylor 2014: 327). What 

they do tell us is that the place names were known to the author. The same can be said of 

Serkland which is mentioned on a handful of runestones – the name must have been known 

to those who carved or commissioned the runestones. Given that there was already regular 

traffic between Scandinavia, Russia and Byzantium by the time Ingvar embarked on his 

journey (Shepard 1984), it is likely that place names such as Serkland were already embedded 

in the public consciousness, but that does not mean people knew where they were. Indeed, 

Lönnroth contends that most of the people who erected the Ingvar runestones did not have 

a clear idea of where their loved ones died except that it was far away – the deceased, 

including Ingvar, were ‘great heroes who went on a mission or quest somewhere in the east 

and never came back’ (Lönnroth 2014: 103). Destinations such as Serkland were indefinable 



 79 

places far beyond the limits of the physical world they knew. The same can be said of austr 

which was as much an imagined, literary concept as it was a direction or destination. Far-

travel was a narrative device (Shafer 2010: 2) which allowed medieval writers to populate 

their sagas with exotic place names and improbable deeds.  

 

Conclusion 

To conclude this paper, let us return to the central questions underpinning this study: do the 

Ingvar runestones bear witness to the expedition described in Yngvars saga víðförla and do 

they shed light on the route followed by Ingvar? There can be little doubt that the eponymous 

runestones commemorate an important event in Viking history, but do they provide evidence 

of the voyage recounted in the saga? The answer is a cautious yes, but not without reservation. 

The laconic inscriptions provide scant geographical or historical detail and the evidence is 

circumstantial at best. All that the runestones tell us is that Ingvar headed east and possibly 

to Serkland. This is the limit of the geographical or historical evidence offered by the 

runestones. 
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Notes  

1 I would like to thank the anonymous reviewers for their feedback and helpful suggestions to improve this 
paper. Any final errors are mine alone. I would also like to thank Christer Hamp for generously allowing me to 
make use of images from his extensive collection of runestone photos at his website: 
http://www.christerhamp.se/runor/gamla/index.html. 
2 Modern English spelling of Old Norse proper nouns will be used in this paper, for example Ingvar rather than 
Yngvarr except when quoting verbatim from other sources. In other instances, the spelling of proper nouns 
used by Pálsson and Edwards (1989) in their English translation of the saga will be used. If no English or modern 
Scandinavian form is available, the Old Norse form will be used instead. Both normalised Old Norse text and 
English translations of runic inscriptions have been taken from the Samnordisk runtextdatabas (2014). However, 
for consistency, Ingvar is used instead of Ingvarr.  
3 A runestone is a raised stone that bears a runic inscription. Many runestones are typically erected as memorials 
and commemorate someone who died. Customarily, the inscriptions follow a simple, repetitive formula, namely 
‘X (and Y) raised this stone in memory of Z, their relative’ (Williams 2008: 283). 
4 See Phelpstead (2009) and Antonsson (2012) for a summary of the debate concerning authorship. 
5 For the purposes of this study, the Viking Age is defined as a period of approximately 250 years that extended 
from the late eighth to mid-eleventh centuries (Barrett 2008:671; Brink 2008:4; Tvauri 2012:18). 
6 Although Lindkvist (1999: 49) states that Ingvar’s expedition is mentioned on twenty-five runestones, he lists 
only twenty-three in his footnote. 
7 Two runestones on Sawyer’s (2000: 119) list have unexplained question marks against them. 
8 Jesch’s (2001: 103) list is made up of twenty-one likely and five possible runestones (shown in italics). 
9 Despite the different identification codes, U (Arlanda), N 32 and U Fv1992:157 all refer to the same runestone, 
i.e. the Arlanda runestone, which is currently on display in Terminal 2 at Stockholm’s Arlanda Airport. 
10 The runestone identification codes refer to Swedish provinces: Ög = Östergötland; Sö = Södermanland; U = 
Uppland; Vs = Västmanland. 
11 M 4, Ög 30, Ög 38, Ög 155, Sö 9, Sö 105, Sö 107, Sö 108, Sö 131, Sö 173, Sö 179, Sö 254, Sö 277, Sö 281, 
Sö 287, Sö 295, Sö 320, Sö 335, Sö 362, U 101, U 111, U 1143, U 143, U 147, U 266, U 287, U 307, U 309, U 
310, U 363, U 423, U 439, U 478, U 513, U 540, U 644, U 654, U 661, U 778, U 972, U 1032, U 1068, U 
Fv1988;241, U Fv1992;157, Vs 19. 
12 Ög 145, Sö 96, Sö 279, U 837. 
13 U = urnordisk ‘Pre-Viking Age’; V = vikingatida ‘Viking Age’; M = medeltida ‘Middle Age’. 
14 Ög 155, Sö 9, Sö 105, Sö 107, Sö 108, Sö 131, Sö 173, Sö 254, Sö 281, Sö 287, Sö 320, Sö 335, U 439, U 
644, U 654, U 661, U 778, U Fv1992;157, Vs 19 
15 M 4, Sö 179, Sö 277, Sö 279, U 1143 
16 Ög 30, Ög 38, Ög 145, Sö 96, Sö 295, Sö 362, U 101, U 111, U 143, U 147, U 266, U 287, U 307, U 309, U 
310, U 363, U 423, U 478, U 513, U 540, U 837, U 972, U 1032, U 1068, U Fv1988;241 
17 In terms of the place of articulation, the /k/ in askalat is velar, as is the /k/ in Serklandi, whereas the /t/ in 
Eistaland is alveolar (Rogers 2013: 336). 
18 For the purposes of this discussion, only one variant reading is shown above. 
19 For a summary of the debate regarding the two routes, see Logan (1991: 182-183). 
20 Serkland is mentioned several times by Snorri Sturluson in Heimskringla, but most modern translations translate 
it as Saracen Land (see for example Hollander 1964 and 2009: 6). 
21 Mikligarðr is better known as Constantinople today. 
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22 Measured using Google Maps. 
23 The Dnieper Rapids ceased to exist when ninety kilometres of the river were flooded in 1932 when the Dnieper 
Hydroelectric Station was built (Canadian Institute of Ukrainian Studies, 2001). 
24 For a summary of the debate concerning translation of the ambiguous text, the reader is referred to endnote 
110 of the Chronicle of Kartli (Anon: 168). 
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Gotland’s Box Brooches:  

Using Object Biography to Answer Questions of 

Ethnicity 

Derek Parrott 

 

he island of Gotland, Sweden, lies roughly eighty kilometres off the eastern coast 

of mainland Scandinavia, occupying a central location in the Baltic Sea. There is 

no visibility between Gotland and any of its neighbours, and the only way to reach 

it was by boat (Rainbird 2007: 115). This isolation has long been a contributing factor towards 

the development of a strong regional identity on the island (Edquist and Holmén 2015: 42). 

In the Viking Age (c. 750-1100 AD), this identity began to visibly manifest itself. During 

this time, Gotland’s geographic position between western Europe and the eastern world, from 

the Baltic to the Black Sea, allowed it to become a trading power (Carlsson 2015: 64). Despite 

this, the island remained largely rural, with the only points of contact with the outside world 

being its more cosmopolitan network of coastal harbours (Carlsson 2015: 65-66). The insular 

character of Gotlandic society exhibited itself in much of the island’s material culture. Perhaps 

most famous are its picture stones, whose artistic tradition does not appear anywhere else in 

Scandinavia (Nylén and Lamm 1987:1). Due to over 700 known silver-hoards found on the 

island, Gotland is also well-known as the most silver-rich region of Scandinavia. This is a 

strong indication of its prominent role in Viking-Age trade networks (Carlsson 2015: 65; 

Gaimster 2007: 131). These hoards contain Baltic jewellery, such as arm and neck rings, as 

well as Arabic, Anglo-Saxon, Byzantine, and Frankish coins and other precious items 

(Carlsson 2015: 62-63; Gaimster 2007:123-131).   

T 
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Figure 1. Gotland’s location (Google Maps 2019). 

Compared to the other objects found in the hoard, Gotland’s assemblage of female jewellery 

holds a more characteristic nature. This strongly diverges in stylistic appearance from 

jewellery found in other regions of Scandinavia. These include box brooches (Swedish: 

dosformat spänne) worn under the chin to clasp a garment, and animal-headed brooches 

(Swedish: djurhuvudformat spänne) typically worn in pairs, not unlike the mainland-style oval 

or tortoise shell brooches (Swedish: ovala spännbucklor). Additionally, a series of pendants, 

including tongue-shaped (Swedish: tungformat), fish-headed (Swedish: fiskhuvud), and sieve 

and ladle pendants, are also unique to the island (Carlsson 2015: 66).  

This paper focuses on the box brooches. When observed in inhumation burials, the 

placement of this brooch is nearly always directly under the chin, presumably about where 

they would have been worn in life (Thedéen 2012: 61). This would imply the style as being 

a centrally worn style, perhaps to clasp on an outer garment. This would likely have been in 

conjunction with a pair of animal-head brooches, worn in the fashion of Scandinavian 

mainland-style tortoise shell brooches (Thedéen 2012: 61). According to Thunmark-Nylén 

(2006), the box brooch likely emerged chronologically at the end of the Vendel Period  (550-

750), taking on various levels of structural complexity and art styles throughout the Viking 

Age, but largely retaining the same morphology until the end of the period. The discussion 

centres on how this particular type of brooch might tie in with the identity of the island 

during the Viking Age.   
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Figure 9. Box brooch from Gotland, 8th-9th century (Photo by British Museum. Item registration 

number 1921.1101.125). 

 

Since the earliest days of Swedish archaeology, the relationship between the box-brooch style 

and an insular-ethnic identity has been a subject of debate (Rydh 1919). Accordingly, the 

questions to be answered here are as follows: is the box brooch tied to a regional-Gotlandic 

identity and is this identity represented when a brooch is found outside of Gotland? 

 

An Insular Society 

As mentioned above, the brooches in question often have found themselves at the centre of 

a debate on their representation of a Gotlandic ethnicity. One might go as far as to say that 

they are among the most distinctive symbols of material culture from Viking-Age Gotland, 

along with its picture stones. Indeed, out of the 850 brooches of this kind that have been 

recovered so far, less than thirty of those examples have been found outside the island 

(Thunmark-Nylén 2006: 64; Thedéen 2012: 66). It should come as no surprise, then, that 

the box brooch has been under close consideration since 1873, at the least, when Oscar 

Montelius (1873; trans. 1888), remarked their uniqueness to Gotland. Montelius, 

nevertheless, did not tie them to any concept of regional identity. The first to identify them 

as such was Rydh, whose Dosformiga spännen från vikingatiden (1919) suggested that the box 

brooches represented a regional female identity. Since the release of this work, three distinct 

paradigms have emerged from various scholars regarding the supposedly insular character of 

the brooch type’s insular character and how it should be regarded when found outside 

Gotland. First, Nerman (1958) argued that box brooches directly represented Gotland, and 
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when found off the island should be perceived as a representation of Gotlandic presence 

(Nerman 1958). More recently, Thunmark-Nylén (2006) and Gustafsson (2013a) have 

stressed that the brooches appear to have formed a part of a Gotlandic identity on the island 

itself, but examples found outside probably only represent trade or souvenirs. While Thedéen 

(2012) has suggested that the brooches seem to have lost their connotations of a Gotlandic 

identity when leaving Gotland, becoming a part of a new, cosmopolitan identity. 

 

Past Interpretations 

The conclusions drawn by Birger Nerman (1958) on the mixed Viking-Age graves at Grobin 

in present-day Latvia may be said to broadly fall into early patterns of thinking regarding 

ethnicity and material culture. This can be epitomized in the establishment of culture groups 

based on the materials from specific geographic areas, famously associated with the work of 

V. Gordon Childe (Childe 1925; 1929). Nerman’s (1958) view is that the presence of 

Gotlandic items means the presence of Gotlandic people, leading to the rather binary 

perspective that the individuals in the graves at Grobin were either Gotlandic, or not, 

depending on the presence of a box brooch (Nerman 1958: 182). Little other evidence is 

given as to why this might be so, such as other items in the graves (which diverge from the 

typical Gotlandic grave assemblage) and how the jewellery was treated. The conclusions of 

Thedéen (2012), at least on the surface, markedly diverge from that of Nerman (1958), in 

that Thedéen understands the box brooch as not representing a Gotlandic ethnicity at all 

when found abroad (Thedéen 2012:78). Through analysing the many varied contexts in 

which divergent brooches are found in Scandinavia, the Baltic, Russia, and Continental 

Europe, she ultimately concludes that at least some of these objects belonged to a creolised 

identity, with the women they belonged to perhaps playing an important role in ‘maintaining 

the long-term social relations between ethnic groups’ (Thedéen 2012: 78). Gotlandic items 

mixed with items of other ethnic groups are accordingly said to not represent multiple 

ethnicities, but a new ethnicity with unique social parameters. Both Thunmark-Nylén (2006) 

and Gustafsson (2013a) take a different approach towards brooches found outside of Gotland. 

They simply see them as items that have diverged as a result of trade, or some other 

interaction between visitors to the coast of Gotland and the Gotlanders themselves, likely as 

souvenirs rather than representing any sort of personal connection (Thunmark-Nylén 2006: 

655).  
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Two critical factors must be considered when scrutinising the three above-mentioned 

paradigms surrounding the box brooch and its relationship to ethnicity: the divergent 

contexts of the brooches which have left Gotland, and the small number of brooches which 

can actually be seen to have left the island. As mentioned earlier, of the roughly 850 box 

brooches that have been found, less than thirty have been found outside of Gotland. This is 

approximately three percent of the total number currently known. That proportion is further 

reduced when one considers that only ten of these outlying box brooches have been found 

in defined burial contexts, the rest being stray finds (Thedéen 2012: 67). These ten are 

scattered across northern Europe, in mainland Scandinavia, the eastern Baltic, and on the 

Continent (Thedéen 2012: 68). Each brooch was found in a grave containing an assortment 

of varied jewellery and other mainland Scandinavian, Baltic, and eastern European goods 

(Thedéen 2012: 68). From these factors, a problem emerges with the previous interpretations: 

all three of them attempt to apply a monolithic theory of broad patterning to objects that are 

too rare and in contexts too varied to be analysed in any sort of wide array. Both the ideas 

put forward by Nerman (1958) and Thedéen (2012) operate largely under the assumption 

that these items either represent a Gotlandic identity, or that they do not, with far less 

consideration given to alternative possibilities. The ideas presented by Thunmark-Nylén 

(2006) and Gustafsson (2013a) suggest that it is possible that these objects were left as items 

of trade. However, little thought is given to the varied contexts of the brooches, as well as 

the low quantity. If such items were traded, it could not have been a widespread practice. 

 

Biographies of Objects 

Given the varying contexts in which the box brooch has been found outside of Gotland, 

coupled with its relatively few occurrences, a different approach is needed from the broad 

and monolithic theories discussed above (figure 3, below). In all of these discussions, primacy 

is given to the location of the finds and their immediate context. Less consideration is given 

to the lives of such objects: through what processes did these items come to be deposited in 

these specific contexts? A clearer understanding of these lives has the potential to unveil 

many of the social constructs behind them, including cultural concepts such as ethnicity. 

Thus, this paper explores the box brooch using the approach of object biography. As the 

name suggests, this framework supplies a method to discern the lifeways of objects through 

the reconstruction of their cultural profiles and histories, including their production, 

exchanges, and ownership (Ashby 2011: 1). Artefacts are subtly altered from the beginning 
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of their life to the end, both intentionally and incidentally through use, leading to highly 

variable and complex narratives even within similar groupings of objects (Hurcombe 2007: 

536). Valuable information can consequently be conveyed through an understanding of these 

narratives and can place the final deposition of an object in a more detailed and individual 

context.   

 

Location Type Associated Objects 

Birka 4b 2 oval brooches 

Fyrkat 7b Pendant and toe rings, Finno-

Ugrian, Slavic, Baltic jewelry, 

staff 

Ål, Långängsbacken 4b 2 Finnish-style oval brooches 

Grobin 3a 1 oval brooch 

Grobin 1 2 equal-armed brooches 

Laukskola 2c None 

Wiskiauten 2a 2 oval brooches, Baltic chains 

Wiskiauten 1  2 oval brooches, Baltic chains 

Neustäderfeld 2a Rectangular brooch 

Neustäderfeld 1 Rectangular brooch 

Figure 3. The varied contexts, locations, and types of box brooches found in graves abroad. (table made by 

the author, adapted from data presented in Thedéen 2012:68). 

 

Emerging from earlier models of artefact life histories, which largely analysed production and 

use (Leroi-Gourhan 1963; Schiffer 1972), the idea of an ‘object biography’ has become 

something apart from a life history. This new approach utilises social theories to tie artefacts 

to their human counterparts. Igor Kopytoff (1986) was among the first to do this, identifying 

objects as representing the interplay between social identities, society, and the self. 

Additionally, he suggests the production of commodities from a cultural perspective can be 

a cognitive practice, where ‘[...] commodities must not only be produced materially as things, 

but also culturally marked as being a certain kind of thing’ (Kopytoff 1986: 64). Essentially, 

objects are ascribed specific cultural values after production. Beyond this notion, objects also 

may change their meaning and/or possess multiple meanings over the course of their lifespan 

(Gosden and Marshall 1999:174). This does not have to be evidenced by exchange or 

modification; changes could simply be a matter of context that produces the major events of 

an object’s biography (Gosden and Marshall 1999: 174). Accordingly, meaning is defined 
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through the interactions and negotiations between objects and people (Hurcombe 2007: 41). 

This means that the primary focus of an object’s biography can be its journey through the 

socio-cultural sphere (Ashby 2011: 1). 

 

Aim and Scope 

By conducting a biographical approach to the Gotlandic material, the present study 

contributes to an understanding of the material’s social context and role in the 

communication of an individual's ethnic identity. As the box brooch has received wide 

scholarly attention in the field of Viking-Age Gotland, some of these objects now have 

enough published data to enable individual biographies to be written. One such example is 

presented in a later section of this paper. For those objects which are lacking in published 

data, it is still possible to write biographies about classes or groups of objects (Appadurai 

1986: 34). Rather than a specific biography of an individual object trading hands and/or 

changing contexts, such biographies must look at larger dynamics and potential meanings 

(Appadurai 1986: 34). In this study, the box brooch forms the basis of both types of biography 

to be explored. These are biographies written using the available data on the specific objects 

themselves and archaeological material that is not explicitly Gotlandic to gain a wider 

understanding of the treatment of similar objects in the Viking Age. Furthermore, the Old 

Norse sagas and Eddaic material will also be utilised. Much of this material was written long 

after the Viking Age had ended, in a culture that had adopted a Christian worldview and 

shifted away from many of its old norms. Nevertheless, this written material can still function 

as valuable evidence when used in conjunction with the archaeological data.   

 

Box Brooches 

Production 

No matter the pathways a brooch would have taken following its production, every brooch 

would have begun as raw material. As Gotland had no sources of non-ferrous metals of its 

own, these would have been imported (Gustafsson 2013a: 49). How these materials were 

distributed locally and came into the possession of the craftsman, however, remains somewhat 

ambiguous. Gustafsson puts forth one possible suggestion that this raw metal would have 

been supplied by the so-called ‘clients’ themselves, based on abundant finds of non-ferrous 

metal fragments distributed all across the island. Both re-melted scrap metal and copper alloy 

bars are common finds (Gustafsson 2013a: 84). The raw materials in question include those 
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necessary for the production of bronze (such as copper, zinc, and tin) as well as potentially 

silver and gold, particularly on brooches produced later in the period (Carlsson 2004: 9-10). 

Many of these later brooches are composite brooches consisting of multiple intricate pieces 

of all three metals (Hedegaard 2016: 5). These metals would have carried with them various 

connotations that would have played some sort of role in the material selection process. 

 Bronze and its related alloys were certainly among the most widely utilised metals on 

Gotland, featuring in objects from various types of jewellery to metal vessels (Gustafsson 

2013a; Trotzig 1991). Bergen (2005) suggests multiple sites in the British Isles and 

continental Europe where lead may have been mined (possibly used as a replacement for zinc 

in bronze production, as suggested by Gustafsson 2013a), while Penhallurick (2008) suggests 

possible origins of tin for this period in Anglo-Saxon England. Silver was certainly a coveted 

material, as evidenced by the island’s high density of silver hoards (Gaimster 2007: 131). 

Much of this seems to have come via Gotland’s contacts in the East, namely Islamic dirhams 

from Middle Eastern caliphs and Baltic jewellery, in addition to scrap metal and Roman silver 

(Gustafsson 2013a: 50). Gold was less common in the Viking Age, though it has been 

suggested that golden material came outside sources like Byzantine coins (Eniosova 2007: 

142; Gustafsson 2013a: 50). Two such Byzantine-gold coins have indeed been found on 

Gotland; however, they are almost non-existent throughout the rest of Scandinavia, largely 

being limited to the southernmost extents of the Rus area (Duczko 1997: 293; Eniosova 2007: 

142). For example, they seemed to have served as raw material for some gold workings in 

Kiev (Eniosova 2007: 142). However, gold from this source seems to have been extremely 

limited by strict distribution and manufacturing regulations by the Byzantines themselves 

(Eniosova 2007: 142). Eniosova (2007) instead suggests that gold may well have come from 

reworked stocks dating from the Migration and Vendel periods, as well as from the alluvial 

layers of the Upper Rhine, Danube, Moselle, and Oder riverbanks (Oldeberg 1966: 251; 

Ogden 1994: 156-161). Most gold seems to have been used only for gilding, and for 

pressblech ornamentations or foils (Gustafsson 2013a: 50). Thus, the materials used to 

construct box brooches would have been imported via extensive trade routes by those who 

could afford them, especially in the case of the precious metals. Those wearing such materials 

were presenting their connections to wealth and distant locations while remaining distinctly 

Gotlandic. 

The main prerequisite for non-ferrous metalworking to take place is a heat-resistant 

hearth with a charcoal supply and a directed airflow (Gustafsson 2013a: 60). Gustafsson 
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suggests that this hearth usually took the shape of a stone and clay-lined pit. The majority of 

sites only contain evidence of single instances of metalworking rather than long-term 

production (Gustafsson 2013a: 70). However, two types of long-term production sites can be 

identified: isolated workshops in the countryside containing master models, numerous 

spillages, and hearth linings and workshops in the cosmopolitan markets of Gotland’s 

harbours, which also contain master models, high amounts of spillages, and hearth linings 

(Gustafsson 2013a: 70). Both types of sites consistently possess depositions extending over 

long periods. One such isolated workshop, excavated as early as the nineteenth century, was 

located on the small island of Stora Karlsö, just off the coast of Gotland (Gustafsson 2013a: 

64). Situated in a cave, the site contained casting moulds, metal spillages, a fragment of a 

crucible, and debris from a hearth (Gustafsson 2013a: 64). Perhaps most interestingly, one of 

these moulds would have been used for a box brooch and remains the only identified box-

brooch mould (Gustafsson 2013: 64). Additionally, of note is the presence of two mould 

fragments which would have been used for a mainland Scandinavian oval brooch, of the P-

25 type, most common in what is now Norway (Gustafsson 2013a: 64; Jansson 1985: 198). 

The above evidence serves to illustrate that the use of the box brooch on Gotland was 

a conscious act. Gotlandic craftsmen were not unfamiliar with mainland Scandinavian brooch 

styles. Though oval brooches were not typically worn on Gotland, they were, at the very least, 

occasionally produced there. Despite this, mainland styles never truly took hold on the island. 

Instead, there is a preservation of the unique insular styles. This serves to illustrate that 

Gotlanders were aware of the mainland Scandinavian styles, and actively chose not to utilize 

them. One other important factor to note is the dichotomy of the types of sites in which 

workshops existed. One type exists in harbours, a somewhat cosmopolitan and certainly well-

connected environment, while the other type represents isolated, stand-alone sites such as 

the cave workshop described above. This serves to illustrate the coexistence of both the 

insular and cosmopolitan on Gotland, as well as the de-centralised nature of craft production 

on the island. 

A discussion of the production of the box brooch cannot be satisfactorily concluded 

without examining one of its most important components: the craftsman. The role of the 

smith in Viking-Age society was no doubt remarkable. One needs to look no further than to 

the Norse textual sources to see the prominent position smiths might have occupied in the 

Viking consciousness. Perhaps the most well-known of these mythological smiths are 

Völundr and Regin, from Völundarkviða (Poem of Völundr) and Völsunga saga (Saga of the 
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Völsungs) respectively (The Poetic Edda, trans. Larrington 2014; The Prose Edda, trans. Byock 

2005). Several common themes can be found within these myths: a supernatural origin, with 

Völundr being called a ‘lord of elves’ and Regin a dwarf from a magic-wielding family; a deep 

knowledge of magic and abilities such as shapeshifting; a position as a liminal figure operating 

both in the natural and supernatural worlds; a figure who, due to the supernatural elements 

of their being, is not to be fully trusted and thus isolated from society (The Poetic Edda, trans. 

Larrington 2014; The Prose Edda, trans. Byock 2005). Interestingly, some of these themes 

find remarkable commonality with archaeological sites like the previously mentioned Stora 

Karlö workshop. The extreme isolation of an island cave is seemingly reflective of the fear or 

distrust given to the mythological smiths. Völundr himself is imprisoned on an island to craft 

metal objects in Völundarkviða, owing to a fear of his abilities by those around him 

(Larrington 2014:99). The connection of the smith to the supernatural might also be 

evidenced on Gotland by a localised tradition of ritually depositing metalworking tools in 

watery spaces, such as the tool chest found in the swamp at Mästermyr, and the tool hoard 

and associated cauldron, from Smiss (Arwidsson and Berg 1983; Lund 2008: 63-64; 

Gustafsson 2013b: 5-6).  

 

The Moment of Exchange 

Given the amount of effort that was put into producing a box brooch, the passing of the 

object into the hands of its owner must have been an important occasion. What is less clear, 

however, is how this exchange would have taken shape. The theory put forward by Gustafsson 

(2013a) that materials were brought by ‘clients' directly to the metalworkers and thus held to 

a sort of commission system, should be further considered. Gustafsson (2013a) largely bases 

this argument on the uniform deposition of raw materials on the island, though several other 

observations might be made in support of this. First, are the seemingly low incidences of this 

brooch type outside of Gotland. The low percentage of box brooches found off the island 

indicates that they were not being exported in any meaningful way, but rather travelled solely 

through local pathways, presumably to local people. If there was a commission system in 

place, it makes sense that there would be fewer of these items abroad as they were not mass-

produced.  

Unlike mainland sites like Birka, Ribe or Kaupang, there does not seem to have been 

any sort of centralised metalworking production on Gotland (Sindbæk 2014: 196). Within 

these mainland locations, items like oval brooches were mass-produced on a scale not 
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comparable to the situation on Gotland (Sindbæk 2014: 196). The closest parallels to these 

establishments are Gotland’s harbours. One of the most well-studied of these, Ridanäs at 

Fröjel on Gotland’s west coast, exhibits a highly cosmopolitan disposition, with imported 

goods from the Black Sea area, the Indian Ocean, Anglo-Saxon England, Frankia, and the 

Arabic world (Peschel et al. 2017: 177). Evidence of metalworking is present in the form of 

burnt clay, slag, charcoal, and metal shavings (Peschel et al. 2017: 177; Carlsson 2008: 132). 

This was a permanent site, with various symmetrically aligned streets, alleys, and rows of 

houses (Carlsson 2008: 132). Despite this, Ridanäs and other similar sites on Gotland do not 

seem to have had a monopoly on metal-craft production. As noted previously, workshops 

had a rather even distribution around Gotland, with many standalone sites being found in 

non-urbanised areas (Gustafsson 2013a). In fact, one of the most common place names across 

Gotland is Smiss, which is equivalent to the English term ‘Smith’ (Gustafsson 2013b: 6). 

With such a widely distributed array of potential metalworking locations, it is possible to 

suggest that it would have been more practical for customers to go to the smiths directly. 

With a system of commission more firmly established, one question remains to be 

answered: who was doing the commissioning? If one assumes that objects in a grave belonged 

to the deceased, then, as Thedéen (2009) suggests, box brooches may have been worn by 

children as young as the age of five (Thedéen 2009: 80-81, 87). This age also marks the point 

when young girls began to be accorded individual graves rather than being buried with family 

members (Thedéen 2009: 87). This implies that the possession of a box brooch may have 

marked a liminal transition period in a girl’s life, and furthermore that these objects were not 

necessarily commissioned by the individuals who were to wear them. This narrows down the 

method of exchange to gift-giving by two possible pathways: a brooch would be given as new 

or passed down from generation to generation. The latter method is based on specific brooch 

types being found in graves younger than the brooches themselves and the well-known theme 

of heirloom objects in the Norse written tradition (Hedegaard 2016: 4; Thunmark-Nylén 

2006: 86-87; Androshchuk 2014; Burström 2015). Whether it was newly produced, or an 

heirloom, the giving of a box brooch would have conferred a new feminine identity to the 

receiver and, in case of heirlooms, perhaps would have served as a familial mnemonic device. 

 

Ownership 

After the brooch's construction, it would have presumably passed into the hands of its owner 

and bearer. It is at this point that social events in the brooch’s life become harder to discern. 
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In an object that emerged from a prehistoric setting, ‘the only two such events we can 

examine with certainty are the production [...] and deposition contexts’ (Joy 2007: 32). 

Nevertheless, it might be possible to say a little more about the relationship between the 

brooch and its owner. Again, turning to the Norse textual sources, it is evident that objects 

could take on roles that made them an inextricable component of their owner’s identity. The 

most obvious are, of course, Þórr’s hammer, Mjǫllnir, and Oðinn’s spear, Gungnir. Freyja 

also possessed a unique object in the form of Brísinga men, described as a necklace or brooch 

(Thrymskviða, trans. Larrington 2007: 95). These objects are synonymous with the gods who 

possess them, representing their owners and acting with agency throughout the stories and 

extending into the real world, with objects like miniature Mjǫllnir pendants being worn as a 

powerful symbol of the god Þórr (Fuglesang 1989: 17-18). In the Icelandic poem 

Skáldskaparmál, the poem instructs that ‘women may be referred to in terms of all the types 

of female attire, gold, and precious stones. […] It is also correct to refer to a woman in terms 

of all of her activities, possessions, or family’ (Byock 2005:114). This implies that one’s 

identity could be tied to one’s possessions, including jewellery items.  

 

 
Figure 4. Rune-inscribed brooch from Klinte Parish (Photograph by Gabriel Hildebrand, Swedish History 

Museum. Item registration number SHM 13208). 

 

On Gotland, personal relationship between object and owner is given further credence by 

multiple examples of box brooches exhibiting runic inscriptions, specifically indicating a 

personal association between the object and the individual (Snædal 1986; Thunmark-Nylén 

1983). One well-studied example is a box brooch from Tyrvalds, a Klinte parish on Gotland 

(figure 4), on which a small runic inscription was added to the back, reading auþi risti 

runaR auir - - byþnuyaʀ, roughly interpreted as ‘Öde carved the runes on Bödny's brooch’ 
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(Snædal 1986: 80). In this inscription, three actors are presented: an individual who carved 

the runes (perhaps the maker), the owner, and the brooch itself. Not only did this brooch 

likely belong to a specific person, it also represented a social relationship between two 

individuals. Though the box brooch and mainland counterparts have, at times, been stated 

to broadly represent a feminine identity with little representation of the individual (Burström 

2015: 41), the presence of personal names on these objects not only points to a personal 

relationship between the owner and object, but also to the social network that bound these 

objects. 

 

Deposition 

Due to the high number of box brooches found on Gotland, it is possible to have a very 

broad, and therefore reliable, picture of deposition norms. The two most common of these 

deposition contexts are burials and, regarding certain forms of the brooches, hoards (Thedéen 

2012: 66). As previously mentioned, the placement of the brooch in inhumation burials is 

typically directly under the chin, probably where they would have been worn in life (Thedéen 

2012: 61). Furthermore, the box brooch is typically only one component of a localised 

Gotlandic costume represented in the graves, along with animal-head brooches and the 

Gotlandic pendant sets, arranged in very specific ways on the body (Thunmark-Nylén 1995a; 

Thedéen 2012: 69). In other words, there appears to have been an idealised way in which 

these localised objects were to be worn, and therefore an idealised view of how a Gotlandic 

woman was to present herself. 

 

 
Figure 5. A somewhat typical Gotlandic female grave assemblage. Note the presence of multiple types of 

insular jewelry. (after Thunmark-Nylén 1995a: Abb.194). 
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Female burials, in general, seem to have been more richly furnished than male burials in 

terms of grave goods, as shown by the large-scale investigation of the Barshalder cemetery in 

southern Gotland (Rundkvist 2003: 62). In this cemetery, late Viking-Age graves containing 

a box brooch also contain an average of over ten other objects (Rundkvist 2003: 62). 

Rundkvist (2003) suggests that this may serve to illustrate that women had specific rights of 

ownership to their jewellery, which enabled them to both keep it out of circulation once they 

had died, and perhaps even take it with them to their next life. Of course, they could also 

pass the items on, thus keeping them in circulation. This displays a remarkable amount of 

agency and power given to the owners of these objects. Hodder and Hutson state that ‘every 

actor always has the ability to do otherwise […]’ (2003: 96). A box brooch in the ground 

reflects autonomy, and furthermore, the choice of an individual not to pass that item on. In 

adult burials, this is probably a direct reflection of autonomy, though it is more likely in the 

case of children’s graves that a box brooch reflects the agency of other individuals, such as a 

family member, as well as a wider cultural phenomenon.  

The above represents the biography of the box brooch as a group as it might be 

understood on Gotland. These items were highly localised, bound in crafting, exchange, 

ownership, and deposition traditions specific to the island. In several of these spheres, these 

traditions seem to have been almost strictly reinforced on Gotland alone (Jones 1997). The 

objects that left the island should not necessarily be expected to follow those patterns. 

However, this does not mean that they did not reflect them in other ways.  
 

A Box Brooch from Fyrkat 

By examining some of the general trends in the life of a box brooch on Gotland, the previous 

section also outlined some fragments of what might be termed the habitus, that is to say where 

the box brooch moved to and from during the course of its life (Bourdieu 1977; Jones 1997). 

First defined by Bourdieu in 1977, the habitus is the set of dispositions toward various social 

practices and perceptions present in a culture, which is unconsciously used in a ‘process of 

socialisation whereby new experiences are structured in accordance with the structures 

produced by past experiences, and early experiences retain a particular weight’ (Jones 1997: 

88). Though Bourdieu states that these dispositions are produced by the conditions of the 

social environment, he notes that these structures only exist in the form of embodied cultural 

knowledge and depend upon human agency. The perception of ethnicity might thus be said 

to develop, in part, from similarities in the habitus (Jones 1997: 91). Building on this concept, 
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Bentley (1987) postulates that different aspects of ethnicity are activated in different social 

contexts. Ethnic identity can be reproduced and transformed depending upon the different 

contexts a social agent may or may not be involved in (Jones 2002: 91).  

 It is certainly possible that ethnic identities were represented by box brooches found 

abroad, as they appear in multiple, heavily varied contexts (Thedéen 2012). However, it is 

beyond the scope of this paper to interpret each of these examples. The goal of the next 

section is rather to examine the biography of one particularly well-studied brooch as a 

contextual case study. Said case studies are subsequently utilised to examine the social 

relationships the brooch had been involved in, what it may have communicated, and whether 

aspects of the habitus have been appealed to, consciously or unconsciously. 

 

The Object 

The brooch in question was found in a grave located at the site of Fyrkat, a ring-fortress dated 

to c. AD 980, that has long been associated with King Haraldr blátǫnn Gormsson (c.930-

986/87), and his kingdom in present-day Denmark (Price 2002: 149; Price 2019: 102-103). 

Such structures have typically been understood as royal power centres used by Haraldr to 

control his kingdom in the tenth century, and as such can be thought of as unique locations 

in which individuals from many locales across northern Europe would have had direct contact 

with one another (Price 2010; Goodchild 2017). There can be little doubt about the origins 

of this object. It represents a distinct form, even for Gotland (Roesdahl 1977: 187). In her 

most recent typology of box brooches, Thunmark-Nylén (2006: 86-87) designates this form 

as a type 7b, whose production seems to have started sometime during the early tenth century 

and did not completely fall out of circulation until the early eleventh century. Among the 

more complex styles of Thunmark-Nylén (2006) typology, the 7b brooches contain 

numerous components, including the main drum, separate corner posts, cast animals on top, 

and often, twisted wire. Most commonly, 7b brooches utilize the Jellinge style of Viking-Age 

art, which would have been typical during their main period of production (Thunmark-Nylén 

2006: 86-87).  The Fyrkat brooch represents a typical morphology for the 7b type. It was 

made up of at least forty-three different parts, far exceeding the normal three components 

found in other categories of Viking-Age brooches, which usually consisted of a body, needle, 

and pin for the needle (Hedegaard 2016: 5). Furthermore, the maker made use of all the 

metals that would have been available for the creation of the brooch, including copper-alloy 

wire, a copper-alloy shell or body, twisted silver wire, gold gilding, silver foil with niello 
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inlays, and five iron wedges (Hedegaard 2016: 5). Consequently, we can deduce that the 

commissioner was most likely well-connected, sparing no expense or effort regarding 

materials. As previously noted above, Gotland had no deposits of these metals of its own, 

meaning that they had to be imported (Gustafsson 2013a: 49). The copper ore would have 

had its sources in multiple locations, potentially including continental Europe and the British 

Isles (Bergen 2005; Gustafsson 2013a: 49-50). The gold was probably from continental 

Europe, Vendel/Migration period stock, or even Byzantium (Eniosova 2007), and the silver 

from Middle Eastern, Roman, and/or Baltic sources (Gustafsson 2013a: 50). 

 

 
Figure 6. The Fyrkat brooch. (after Thedéen 2012:73, figure 6a). 

 

Though the brooch is now heavily corroded and missing many of its original parts, much can 

still be understood of how it was constructed, partially thanks to an experimental 

archaeological reconstruction by Ken Hedegaard (2016). The central part, the drum or shell, 

was cast as one piece, including the four knot-shaped animals that stand on top (Hedegaard 

2016: 5). Hedegaard notes that on many other brooches in this category, these would have 

been cast as separate pieces and riveted on. This central part was difficult to cast, especially 

with a solid model, and thus a clay mould was built over a wax model (Hedegaard 2016: 11). 

This would likely have made the piece difficult to copy for a less skilled craftsman. Cast with 

this central piece along its sides are four ribbon ornamentations set in squares, which have 

been fire-gilded with gold (Hedegaard 2016: 6). This technique required specialist knowledge 

of temperatures and metal composition to achieve the desired result, further illustrating the 
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skill of the craftsman (Aufderhaar 2009: 253). As a final attestation to the skill of the smith, 

Hedegaard (2016: 9) concedes that he was unable, due to a lack of time and precise expertise, 

to produce the silver rope cord encircling the top of the brooch, instead replacing it with a 

kordel ornamentation cast directly onto the drum. To echo the sentiment of Hedegaard's 

conclusion, it seems clear that the maker of the Fyrkat brooch was highly skilled and used 

the most complex methods that were available. The techniques involved would have been 

time-consuming, and perhaps served as a statement regarding the maker's competence. This 

would no doubt have been taken into consideration by the commissioner, who clearly 

intended for this brooch to be seen. 

 

Chronology 

At some point during the brooch's life, its path diverged from what might be expected of a 

Gotlandic brooch. Again, the 7b brooch type was produced from sometime in the early to 

mid-tenth century, and the presence of the Jellinge style of Viking-Age art, a common 

Scandinavian art style between the second half of the ninth to the middle of the tenth century 

indicates that creation of the brooch’s took place sometime in the first half of the tenth 

century (Thunmark-Nylén 2006: 86-87; Wilson and Klindt-Jensen 1966). If one looks at the 

dating of the burial and the fortress, a notable discrepancy appears in the chronology. 

Roesdahl (1977: 137) places the date of the Fyrkat fortress to be roughly contemporary with 

its counterparts in Denmark, sometime after 950, and before 990. More recent dating has 

pushed the ring-fortress constructions to approximately 975-980 (Goodchild et al. 2017: 1). 

This indicates is that the individual in the grave with the object was probably not its original 

owner, as there are potentially several generations between them. It is therefore possible that 

the original owner of this brooch is an ancestor of the individual in the grave. Given the 

agency lent to the box brooch and its bearers on Gotland, it is possible to say that the original 

owner chose to allow the brooch to remain in circulation even after she died. This likely 

means that it was passed down as an heirloom to a younger female member of the family, 

either a daughter or granddaughter, when that individual was at a young age. This seems to 

have been a theme in the treatment of type 7b brooches in general (Thunmark-Nylén 2006: 

86-87). 

It has been argued by several scholars that this brooch was simply a souvenir, or 

possibly even an item of plunder (Roesdahl 1977:138; Thedéen 2012:68; Hedegaard 

2016:17). However, considering the very personal relationship between brooch and bearer 
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on Gotland, it seems unlikely that such an item would be transferred to just any person, 

especially an individual who was not from the island. If box brooches were ever traded as 

souvenirs, it cannot have been common practice if one considers the proportionately small 

numbers that have been found outside Gotland. This leaves the option of plunder. Hedegaard 

(2016: 17) argues that non-ferrous metalworkers could learn by studying each other’s 

products, as evidenced by imports at trading sites like Birka, Ribe, and Hedeby. He further 

asserts that because of the limited market for box brooches outside of Gotland, it must have 

come to Denmark by plunder, where every metalworker would have wanted to study it. After 

it had been studied, it was to be cast away, before the individual from the grave somehow 

intervened (Hedegaard 2016: 17). This theory, while possible, makes several large 

assumptions. No evidence is provided for this supposed plundering outside of the brooch 

itself. Moreover, archaeological evidence for this ‘intervening’ by the grave individual is also 

absent. Though intriguing, claims of acts that involve such individual agency must be 

supported by substantial evidence. Per Occam’s razor, the theory that the brooch is an 

heirloom makes far fewer base assumptions, and therefore must be considered more likely. 

As such, plunder can be considered conjecture only. Through understanding this brooch as 

an heirloom, it is possible to say that the individual it belonged to may have indeed originated 

on Gotland. However, it is not enough to conclude the case. More important is whether she 

thought of and portrayed herself as such, which cannot be answered.  

 

 
Figure 7. A missing piece from Borgring? (Photo by Nationalmuseet/Museum Sydøstdanmark. From 

http://sciencenordic.com/tiny-ornament-may-have-belonged-harold-bluetooth%E2%80%99s-shaman. 
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Sometime after its creation, the Fyrkat brooch was heavily modified, transforming it from a 

brooch into something resembling a cup or container (Price 2002:154; Thedéen 2012:68; 

Hedegaard 2016: 5,17; Price 2019: 109-110). The bottom plate, pin, and central boss 

attachment were removed, along with three of its presumably four ornamental corner posts 

(Hedegaard 2016: 6). When turned upside down, it sits like a small, four-legged cup 

(Hedegaard 2016: 5). In 2017, the ring fortress site of Borgring on the island of Zealand 

yielded a remarkable find in the form of what is perhaps a piece of one of the missing corner 

posts on the brooch (Price-Persson 2017). The form and scroll-like imagery match almost 

perfectly the one remaining post of the Fyrkat brooch. Not only does this brooch allow one 

to potentially observe the movement and agency of a single individual, it might also provide 

more insight into the condition that the brooch was in at the time of deposition. Namely, it 

indicates that the modifications made to the brooch likely occurred after it had already left 

Gotland, perhaps at Borgring itself, which may suggest that the individual in the grave was 

the one who modified it. 

 

The Grave: A Völva? 

The grave of this individual is certainly the most richly adorned at Fyrkat (Roesdahl 1977: 

137; Price 2002: 157; Price 2019: 115). The woman’s body was laid in a clinker-built wagon, 

dressed in a gold-embroidered dress, and adorned with two silver toe rings, a plated silver 

chain, a round silver pendant, a copper alloy dress pin, and a small silver pendant in the shape 

of a chair (Price 2002: 154-155; Price 2019: 109-113). Additionally, she was buried with two 

copper alloy vessels, a knife and whetstones, two drinking horns, a wooden chest containing 

a metal staff, and seeds of the plant known as henbane (Price 2002: 154-157; Price 2019: 

109-115). The round silver pendant is likely of Finno-Ugrian origin, and the copper-alloy 

vessels likely also originate from eastern regions, perhaps Russia (Roesdahl 1977: 192). These 

might lend further credence to a Gotlandic background, considering the island's well-

developed eastern connections. Even more intriguing, perhaps, is the presence of the staff, 

the amulet-like chair pendant, and the henbane seeds. These items are indicative of the fact 

that this individual possessed the special identity of a völva, female religious figures well-

known from both Old Norse textual sources, such as Völuspá (1968), and various graves 

spread across Scandinavia (Price 2002; 2019). According to Old Norse sources, such as the 

poem Völuspá (Prophecy of the Seeress) and Eiríks saga rauða (Saga of Eirík the Red), these 

women would have travelled between various communities performing sorceries through 
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which they might, among other things, divine the future, manipulate the weather, cast spells, 

and control other external forces (Morris 1991: 173; Price 2002: 115; Price 2019: 74-75). 

Most pertinent to the work presented here are two key elements of the völva figure: the 

indication that these women travelled to perform their services, and the element of 

performance itself. It is these aspects that may provide further insight into how the brooch 

was meant to be seen by the völva’s contemporaries. 

Thanks to the Borgring find, it is possible to gain a glimpse of where this woman may 

have been performing. That this individual seemingly made appearances at multiple locations 

associated with the royal power in Denmark needs further scrutiny. Price (2002: 113; 2019: 

73), citing Kress (1993: 20-81), suggests that being a völva was, in fact, a professional 

occupation. In Hrólfs saga kraka (Saga of Hrolf Kraki), a seeress is given a gold ring in 

compensation for her divinations and in Völuspá, Óðinn also gifts a piece of jewellery to the 

völva (Price 2002: 113; 2019: 73). This makes it possible to suggest that this individual may 

have provided a professional service to the royal power present at the ring-fortresses. If this 

was the case, one can posit that it might have been beneficial to the royal power that this 

person displayed their ethnic heritage. It has been previously theorised that the concept of 

displaying different heritages was very much present in the Viking consciousness, with one 

of the primary motivations for raiding being to collect foreign objects to increase an 

individual’s social prestige and power (Ashby 2015). Though Gotland may not have been 

thought of as particularly exotic from a tenth-century Scandinavian perspective, it was still 

outside the realm of the Kingdom of Denmark, in addition to already being an insular society. 

The box brooch may have communicated prestigious ties to an outside place.  

It is safe to say that the aforementioned ties to Gotland were likely not communicated 

perpetually, but rather in specific instances only. The modifications made to the brooch 

ensured that it could not be worn as originally intended, while its position in the grave next 

to the head and not on the body likely means that it was not worn at all. These modifications 

have broadly been interpreted as transforming it into a cup (Roesdahl 1977; Price 2002, 2019; 

Thedéen 2012; Hedegaard 2016). Indeed, the presence of melted lead and lead plugs in the 

bottom of the ‘cup’, would have effectively sealed it, enabling it to hold a liquid. 

Consequently, it is possible to propose a connection here to the henbane seeds found in the 

grave. One can postulate that these were being utilised in the act of performing a ritual, 

perhaps being consumed in a liquid concoction contained in the brooch. It is during the act 

of performance for an audience when the connection to Gotland would have been most 
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important. This can be further expanded upon when one considers the similarities between 

the practices of the völur and practices of shamanism (Price 2002; 2019). Price (2002: 59; 

2019: 30) in particular notes the presence of fylgjur, a form of female spirit in Old Norse 

texts. These spirits could appear in dreams or to those with the gifted ability to see them, and 

typically seem to have been inherited, being associated with family lines (Price 2002: 59; 

Price 2019: 30). They may have fulfilled a guardian-like role, and Price (2002: 59; 2019: 30) 

further suggests that these spirits could have belonged to an ancestress. It might then be 

further postulated, albeit tentatively, that the use of this heirloom brooch as an active part of 

a magic ritual performance was an appeal to the female ancestress to whom it belonged, and 

thus perhaps an unconscious and more personal reference to a homeland. 

 

 
Figure 8. The underside of the drum, which has been modified to serve as a vessel of sorts. Note the lead 

plugs and sealant in the bottom. (after Hedegaard 2016:6, figure 3). 

 

Conclusion 

The box brooch type was heavily inscribed with runes that indicated personal possession from 

the moment of its inception on the island of Gotland, conferring social agency and various 

forms of identity as an extension of the owner (Marshall 2008: 59-101). Several elements of 

the habitus, particularly the concepts of ownership and inheritance, have been purposefully 

reflected in the context of the Fyrkat brooch. Nevertheless, this does not seem to have been 

a constant identity, but rather one expressed in specific social contexts, perhaps among certain 

groups of people. This might be summarised best by Jones (1997: 124), who states that ‘the 

multidimensional nature of ethnicity may result in a complex pattern of overlapping material-

culture distributions relating to the repeated realization and transformation of ethnicity in 
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different social contexts, rather than a discrete monolithic cultural entity.’ Furthermore, these 

are social contexts that would have been unique to that object’s specific situation. It should 

also be noted, however, that ethnicity is but one component of this much larger habitus. 

Likewise, the biographical approach above can be understood to have illustrated many 

additional elements within a complex meshwork of cultural dispositions and practices. The 

primary focus of this study is ethnicity. Nevertheless, it would be simplistic to argue that this 

is all that was implicated. 

No matter who these objects belonged to and what they were meant to communicate, 

it seems evident from a biographical perspective that they represent individual occurrences 

in the archaeological record. These occurrences were not necessarily constricted by the 

institutionalisation mentioned in section two, yet also not always wholly separated from it, as 

seen in section three. The transformation of object meaning can depend on many factors 

(Thomas 1991; Miller 2002; Gosden 2005). Based on the results of this study, it might be 

most useful to think of these objects in terms of their agency, and how they might have 

affected people within their social milieu. 
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unnhildr konungamóðir is arguably one of the most pivotal characters within Old 

Norse saga literature. Described, among other things, as a queen, a witch, a 

mother, a lover, and an opponent, she plays key roles in numerous Old Norse 

narratives including Heimskringla (A Collection of Kings’ Sagas) and Egils saga Skalla-

Grímssonar (Saga of Egil). While stories about the life and the deeds of this notorious queen 

abound, there are nevertheless some aspects of her character that are still debated, like, as 

will be demonstrated, her origins. Based on saga evidence, Gunnhildr was initially understood 

to have originated from north Norway. However, since the nineteenth-century discovery of 

a contradictory source stating that she was originally Danish, the scholarly debate has mostly 

veered away from the North-Norwegian theory to adopt its Danish counterpart. 

 The present paper delves into the sources discussing the question of Gunnhildr’s 

origin and assesses the way modern scholarship has addressed this issue. This paper also aims 

to investigate the status of Gunnhildr as an embodiment of perceived ‘otherness’ and how 

this status might have influenced the debate about her origins. As far as history-writing goes, 

Gunnhildr has been analysed through a number of historiographical lenses, and the majority 

of scholars have been of the opinion that she was of Danish origin. Yet, only one primary 

source, Historia Norwegiae (The History of Norway) supports such an interpretation, while all 

the other sources that describe her origins state that she came from north Norway. This paper 

contrasts the dominant opinion about the queen’s origins through the use of contradictory 

sources and specific historiographical traditions. The arguments most often advanced in 

favour of Gunnhildr’s Danish origins will therefore be brought forth and discussed before 

presenting a number of opposing arguments which support the theory that she might instead 

G 
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be of North-Norwegian origin. This paper then concludes with a short synthesis of the various 

points discussed and introduces a number of complementary issues which could be subject 

of further research. 

 

Gunnhildr in Medieval Sources  

Gunnhildr konungamóðir is a character that appears in a number of medieval Old Norse sagas, 

as well as a number of medieval Scandinavian texts in Latin. Although the various texts in 

which she appears do not agree on all the details of her life, they nearly all describe her as 

having lived in the tenth century and having been married to King Eiríkr blóðøx Haraldsson 

of Norway (895-954), with whom she had several noble children.  

 While the texts that mention Gunnhildr vary widely in their nature and scope, the 

general picture painted of the queen is that of a power-hungry, witch-like, and cruel woman 

(Koht 1923: 21-24; Karmhus 2015: 66-67). Almost all of the primary sources that mention 

Gunnhildr originate from either Norway or Iceland, and one is Danish. In the Íslendingasögur 

(The Sagas of Icelanders), Gunnhildr often appears as an adversarial figure. She briefly features 

as such in Hallfreðar saga (Saga of Hallfreðr), Harðar saga (Saga of Harðr), Orkneyinga saga 

(History of the Earls of Orkney), and Jómsvíkinga saga (Saga of the Jomsvikings) (Hallf 1939: 

135-140; Harð 2009: 36-38; Ork 1965: 18-20; Jóms 1882: 15-20). She is more briefly 

mentioned in Brennu-Njáls saga (Saga of Burnt Njáll) (Njála 1954: 14), Flóamanna saga (Saga 

of Þorgils) (Flóa 2009: 253-254), Gísla saga (Saga of Gísli) (Gísla 1943: 19), Þórðar saga hreðu 

(Saga of Þórðr) ((ÞSR 1959: 164-168), and Kormáks saga (Saga of Kormákr) (Kormáks 1939: 

20). She occupies a place of choice as an adversary to Egill Skalla-Grímsson  for much of 

Egils saga (Egla 1933), quite a contrast from her appearance in Laxdæla saga (Saga of the 

People of Laxádalr) (Lax 1934: 44-60), where she is described far more positively and acts as 

a love interest for the protagonist Óláfr pái.    

 As far as the konungasögur (‘kings’ sagas’) and other royal bibliographies are 

concerned, Gunnhildr remains a mostly negative figure. In many of these accounts, she can 

be found engaging in acts of pagan sorcery, such as in Heimskringla (Hkr 1941: 127-131); 

Ólafs saga Odds: ‘blótaði til guðanna’ (‘she sacrificed to the pagan gods’) ÓTOdd 2006: 128); 

Ólafs saga Tryggvasonar en mesta (Greatest Saga of Óláfr Tryggvason): ‘Gunnhilldr 

konungamodir hefde keyft at fiolkunnigre konu at gefa honum banadryk’ (‘Gunnhildr 

konungamóðir was rumoured to have been a sorcerous woman and gave [Olaf] a poisonous 

drink’) ÓTEM 1860: 48); and Fagrskinna (Fair Leather): ‘Af vísendum sinum’ (‘due to her 
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magical abilities’) (Fagr 1985: 74-75). Other texts describe her more succinctly as simply 

plain evil, such as Ágrip af Nóregskonungasögum (History of the Kings of Norway): ‘hón gorðisk 

svá illráðug’ (‘she engaged in such evil counsel’) (Ágrip 2008: 7); Historia de antiquitate regum 

norwagiensium (An Account of the Ancient History of the Norwegian Kings) (HRAN 1998: 5+9);1 

Ólafs saga ins helga inni sérstaka (Saga of St Olaf) (ÓHS 1862: 5-9); and Historia Norwegiae 

(HN 2008: 15).2 Her name is also summarily included in the late twelfth-century genealogical 

poem Noregs konungatal (Norg 1862: 521-522) as well as the late medieval Icelandic Oddveria 

annáll (Oddveria Chronicle) (OddA 1888: 461). Danish sources have little to tell about 

Gunnhildr. She only appears in Saxo Grammaticus’ Gesta Danorum (Deeds of the Danes), in 

which she is simply described as a witch, and the wife of king Eiríkr Haraldsson of Norway 

(Saxo Grammaticus 2015: I, 682-683). The later Danish text Compendium Saxonis 

(Abbreviation of Saxo) essentially a summarised version of Saxo’s work, is equally succinct in 

its description of the queen (CompSax 1917, 352-354). 

 When it comes to the question of Gunnhildr’s origins, most sources do not comment 

on it. Historia Norwegiae states that she was the daughter of the Danish king Gormr (HN 

2008: 15). All of the other texts that describe her origins mention the north of Norway (Egla 

1933: 93-95; Fagr 2004 75; Hkr 1941: 135; ÓTOdd 2006: 127-131; ÓTEM 1860: 48-49). All 

in all, the queen appears in no fewer than twenty-one medieval Scandinavian narratives3 (not 

counting the Oddveria account, due to its extreme brevity), all of which will be discussed in 

this paper. In these texts, she is most often described as a cruel witch and the wife of king 

Eiríkr of Norway who would do everything she could to further the domination of her 

husband and her kingly sons. The rather extensive amount of information available on 

Gunnhildr has led scholars to approach and analyse her figure in a number of ways which will 

now be discussed.  

 

Gunnhildr in Post-Medieval Historiography  

Earlier scholars who discussed Gunnhildr tended to be historians who aimed to present the 

early history of the Norwegian kingdom in an approachable and systematic way. Works such 

as that of Gerhard Schøning (1773: 235-237), Tormod Torfaeus (2008: 369-374) and Niels 

Matthias Petersen (1836) all follow the established saga tradition and state that she hailed 

from Hálogaland. The output produced by these scholars were all essentially retellings of saga 

narratives with no effort put into contextualising said sagas with sources taken outside of the 

realm of medieval Old Norse literature. Beginning in the end of nineteenth century, scholars 
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who wished to comprehend Gunnhildr and her time within the greater context of early 

Scandinavian state formation focused on her pivotal role as the wife of Norway’s second 

monarch, and how her singular position and her actions influenced the development of the 

Norwegian state formation in the Viking Age (Andersen 1977: 92-94; Koht 1955: 75-78; 

Storm 1893: 215-218). 

 Another aspect of Gunnhildr that has been researched, arguably to a greater extent 

than that of her place within narratives of historical state formation, is her character as a 

literary figure. Despite her repeated appearances in narratives set in historical times, a number 

of scholars are reluctant to allow Gunnhildr too much historical significance. As a result, 

multiple researchers have made the distinction between a supposedly historical queen and 

the often larger than life character depicted in the sagas (Barraclough 2016: 60; Hermann 

Pálsson 1999: 43). Other authors have extensively written about the symbolism Gunnhildr 

brings forth in the sagas, both as a royal figure, a sexually active entity, and a witch-like 

woman (Sayers 1995: 70-72; Jóna Guðbjörg Torfadóttir 2002: 1-4). Researchers focused on 

the intersections of women’s studies, gender studies, and Norse studies have also routinely 

discussed the Queen’s prevalent position in medieval Icelandic sagas. Jon Gunnar Jørgensen 

does not hesitate to declare Gunnhildr the most famous queen and witch within saga literature 

(Jørgensen 2017: 211-213). In her work on women in the Viking Age, Judith Jesch crowns 

Gunnhildr with the title of ‘favourite hate figure’ of the saga world (Jesch 1991: 161). Finally, 

the gendered aspects of her sexual and magical attributes have recently been elaborated 

further by Jóhanna Katrín Friðriksdóttir (2013: 82-86). The queen can also be found in more 

popular historical works, often published in Norway and discussing Viking culture or early 

national history. As a rule, these texts only briefly mention her when discussing either her 

strife with Hákon jarl and Ólafr Tryggvason, or her royal relatives (Bugge 1910: 134; Shetelig 

1930: 232; Holmsen 1977: 139; Skarsbø and Skaadel 1998: 10; Oming 2011: 110).  

 In the various scholarly traditions mentioned above, Gunnhildr is assessed and 

analysed from various angles, but more often than not, her place within historiography 

remains minimal. If her figure has generated a somewhat more enthusiastic response within 

the field of women’s and gender studies, the question about her ethnic and geographical 

origins have not attracted much attention in these fields.4 When discussed in the context of 

early Norwegian history, on the other hand, scholars have tended to support the theory that 

Gunnhildr was indeed Danish (Alnæs 1996: 71; Foote and Wilson 1980: 41; Gunnes 1976: 

103). Arguably, the only modern author of note to disagree with this idea has been Titlestad 
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(2011: 89), whose arguments will be discussed later on. While only a few authors explain 

their reasoning behind espousing this Danish hypothesis, one or two have laid down their 

arguments more extensively. These are presented and discussed below.  

 

The Arguments for a Danish Gunnhildr  

Detailed discussions of Gunnhildr’s origins only began once Historia Norwegiae5 was 

discovered and edited by the Norwegian historian Peter Andreas Munch in 1850 (Munch 

1850).6 The so-called ‘Danish hypothesis’ became progressively more popular in the early 

twentieth century (Bugge 1910: 134; Shetelig 1930: 232), but only two authors, the Icelander 

Sigurður Nordal and the Norwegian Halvdan Koht, produced any kind of scholarship 

articulating this theory to a significant extent (Sigurður Nordal 1941; Koht 1923). These two 

texts became the foundational pieces of reference to which later proponents of a Danish 

Gunnhildr would refer to (Arnesen 2005: 29-30; Karmhus 2015: 11-12). Following this, only 

a few authors researching Gunnhildr have gone into any details presenting new arguments or 

counter arguments. Gareth Williams, for example, despite still favouring the Danish theory, 

considered that a marriage between Gunnhildr and the son of the king of Norway could have 

made sense politically (Williams 2010: 46-49). I have also made use of similar arguments in 

my previous work, as well as argued that the depiction of Gunnhildr is consistent with the 

general view of far northern female and magicians in literature (Perabo 2016: 148-151). 

 The main arguments used by Sigurður Nordal and Halvdan Koht in favour of a Danish 

Gunnhildr can be summarised and organised in three categories. These revolve around the 

reliability and antiquity of Historia Norwegiae, the names of Gunnhildr’s children, and the 

geopolitical significance of an alliance between the royal houses of Norway and Denmark. 

Considering that no other source advances the theory that Gunnhildr was of Danish 

extraction, assessing Historia Norwegiae’s trustworthiness and age has been a focal point for 

many researchers. If the exact date of composition of the text cannot be established beyond 

reasonable doubt, most scholars place its writing between the middle of the twelfth century 

and the beginning of the thirteenth century (Würth 2005: 159). While some scholars have 

proposed a date as early as 1140-1150 (Ekrem 1998: 8-13), the period 1160-1175 has received 

somewhat more support in recent years (HN 2003: 24). Other comparable West Norse 

sources, can, on the other hand, only be approximately dated to the thirteenth century 

(Vésteinn Ólason 2005: 114-115; Ármann Jakobsson 2005: 391-397). This generally accepted 
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historiographical timeline thus credits Historia Norwegiae as having been written closer to the 

event it depicts than most of other comparable narrative texts.  

 Historia Norwegiae’s historical trustworthiness is harder to demonstrate, but it has been 

established that it likely shared some sources with two broadly contemporary historical works, 

Ágrip af Nóregskonungasögum and Historia De Antiquitate Regum Norwagiensium (HN 2008: 

xiii-xvi). One could argue that, when it comes to modern scholarship, few medieval 

Scandinavian historical texts, with the exception of Heimskringla, have been as scrutinised as 

Historia Norwegiae. The text’s unique position within Norwegian historiography as well as 

the lack of information about its textual history, provenance, and authorship has fuelled a 

number of scholarly theories and debates since its rediscovery in the middle of the nineteenth 

century (HN 2008: x-xxi). Nevertheless, when it comes to the issue of Gunnhildr’s origins, 

the majority of historians seem to have vindicated Historia Norwegiae’s position (‘Gunnhild 

2’ 2009; HN 2003: 139). 

 The second argument that proponents of a Danish Gunnhildr tend to advance when 

discussing the issue is that of the names of some of her children.7 While there is a degree  of 

variation between the sources, historical narratives that discuss the sons of Gunnhildr and 

Eiríkr mention six to ten children. Among these texts, Ágrip and Historia Norwegiae mention 

a certain Gormr (Ágrip 2008: 8; HN 2008: 15). Sigurður Nordal, Halvdan Koht and Gustav 

Storm have interpreted the use of this otherwise rare name as proof that Gormr Gunnhildsson 

must have been named after the Danish Gormr, and that there must therefore have been 

family ties between them, through Gunnhildr (Sigurður Nordal 1941 141; Koht 1923 19; 

Storm 1893: 216).  

 The names of the other children of Gunnhildr have also been used as further evidence 

of such a genealogical link. Sigurður Nordal argues that the names Guthormr and 

Goðrøðr/Guðrødr that appear in Heimskringla, Fagrskinna, Ágrip, and Ólafs saga 

Tryggvasonar en mesta (Hkr 1941: 149; Fagr 2004: 55; Ágrip 2008: 8; ÓTEM 1860: 49) could 

be considered variations/expansions of the original Gormr (Sigurður Nordal 1941: 141). 

Gamli is another son mentioned in more sources than either Gormr or Guthormr/Goðrøðr 

(HN 2008: 15; Hkr 1941: 150-197; Fagr 1985: 74; Ágrip 2008: 8; ÞSR 1959: 164-165; ÓTEM 

1860: 49). Storm was of the opinion that the figures of Gormr and Gamli might have been 

one and the same, due to the fact that the Danish king Gormr was routinely referred to as inn 

gamli (‘the old’). As such, later authors and scribes might have misread texts referring to 
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Gormr gamli, son of Gunnhildr, as being the record of two different individuals (Storm 1893: 

216).  

 The final argument in favour of a Danish Gunnhildr focuses on the political reality of 

tenth-century Norway and the importance of political marriages between kingly houses. This 

argument was first formulated by Sigurður Nordal who expressed doubt as to the feasibility 

of a marriage between the son of the king of Norway and a woman of uncertain background 

hailing from the country’s far northern frontiers (Sigurður Nordal 1941: 141). He instead 

stated that a marriage between Eiríkr and a Danish princess, would help the newly established 

Norwegian kingdom by creating an alliance with its older and more established Danish 

counterpart.8 The possibility of an arranged marriage between the Norwegian and Danish 

royal houses has been mentioned by a number of scholars discussing early Norwegian history 

(Williams 2010: 47-79; Kendrick 1968: 49), with some pointing out the fact that Eiríkr, 

Haraldr hárfagri’s favourite son, was the only one of his siblings to marry a non-Norwegian 

(Hagen and Joys 1962: 349). 

 The aforementioned arguments have all contributed to making the Danish hypothesis 

the most popular theory regarding Gunnhildr’s origins, both in the academic world and in 

more popular literature. One must nevertheless point out the fact that the claims backing up 

this hypothesis, all expressed a number of decades or centuries ago have, for the most part, 

been left unchallenged. All in all, only a small handful of scholars, who will be presented 

below, have taken the time to even consider the possibility that, following the saga tradition, 

Gunnhildr could indeed have been North-Norwegian. A defence of this later position, 

accompanied by a criticism of the Danish hypotheses’ main talking points, will therefore be 

presented.  

 

The Case for a North-Norwegian Gunnhildr 

The Sources 

The first point to make in favour of a North-Norwegian Gunnhildr is that the majority of the 

sources that discuss her origins do not mention Denmark whatsoever. As stated above, it is 

only Historia Norwegiae that associates Gunnhildr with Denmark while every other source 

that mentions her is either silent about her origins or states that she came from north Norway. 

Facing Historia Norwegiae’s Danish Gunnhild, are six accounts clearly stating that the Queen 

stemmed from northern Norway,9 and fourteen others that do not mention her origins at all.10 

Besides Historia Norwegiae, all sources that mention Gunnhildr’s origins agree that her father 
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hailed from the North-Norwegian district of Hálogaland and was called Ǫssur/Ǫzurr, who 

went by the bynames of tóti/toti (Fagr 2004: 74; Hkr 1941: 135; ÓTOdd 2006: 127; ÓTEM 

1860: 43) or lafskeggr (Fagr 2004: 54; Ágrip 2008: 8). In addition to these texts that clearly 

place Gunnhildr’s origins far from Denmark, Egils saga also mentions Ǫssur tóti, stating that 

Eiríkr took his daughter as his wife during one of his expedition heading to Bjarmaland: 

‘Eiríkr átti orrostu mikla á Bjarmalandi við Vínu; fekk Eiríkr þar sigr, svá sem segir í kvæðum 

hans, ok í þeiri ferð fekk hann Gunnhildar, dóttur Ǫzurar tóta’ (‘Eiríkr engaged in a number 

of battles in Bjarmaland by the Dvina; there, Eiríkr obtained victory, as it is said in his poems; 

in these voyages he obtained Gunnhildr, the daughter of Ǫssur tóti) (Egla 1933: 93-94). It 

should, however, be noted that the narrative contents of Ólafs saga Tryggvasonar en mesta 

(Ólafur Halldórsson 2001: v), are highly indebted to that of Heimskringla, and that Egils saga 

Skalla-Grímssonar is sometimes said to have been written by, or under the influence of Snorri 

Sturluson, the purported author of Heimskringla (Torfi Tulinius 2014: 258).   

 One could also mention Njáls saga, in which Gunnhildr is, once again, said to have 

been the daughter of Ǫssur tóti. While in this saga, Ǫssur’s geographical origins are not 

expounded upon (Njála 1954: 14), it could be argued that it was because Gunnhildr’s 

northern origins were already well known in the context of saga literature. Finally, Ágrip 

names Ǫzurr lafskegg as being Gunnhildr’s father but, once again, does not comment on his 

geographical origins (Ágrip 2008: 8). All in all, it appears that the Old Norse saga tradition 

never mentions Denmark as a potential origin for Gunnhildr and instead supports the idea 

that she originated in North Norway (ÓTOdd 2006: 127). It seems that this fact was never 

really addressed by proponents of the Danish hypothesis, who instead tend to explain 

Gunnhildr’s alleged northern origin as a literary motif (Ágrip 2008: 87-88; Barraclough 2016: 

60). This position, however, fails to consider that a number of sources that directly support 

the Hálogaland hypothesis, namely, the konungasögur, are not just literary constructs, but are 

works of historiography as well.11 It is possible that one of the reasons proponents of the 

Danish hypothesis disregard the Hálogaland hypothesis is because of Historia Norwegiae’s 

supposed antiquity? As mentioned earlier, Historia Norwegiae is considered to be one of the 

oldest extant historical narrative from the Nordic Middle Ages and is generally estimated to 

have been written around 1160-1175. While it is true that such a dating would make Historia 

Norwegiae older than the early thirteenth century Fagrskinna, Ólafs saga Tryggvasonar en 

mesta, Heimskringla, or Egils saga (Ugulen 2002: 8; Andersson 2004: 189), it would still depict 

events that took place some two centuries prior to its writing. In addition, this rather ‘early’ 
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status which has been attached to Historia Norwegiae is not unique, as there exists another 

source that could be of a comparable antiquity that supports the Hálogaland hypothesis. The 

source in question is a life of Norwegian king Ólafr Tryggvason, Ólafs saga Odds (Saga of 

Ólaf) originally written in Latin by the Icelandic monk Oddr Snorasson.  

 While numerous dates of composition for the saga have been proposed over the years, 

the period 1170-1190 appears to be generally agreed upon by most recent researchers (Kjartan 

Jakobsson Richter 2016: 18; Oddr Snorasson 2003: 4). Such a dating would make it 

contemporary or slightly more recent than Historia Norwegiae. In addition, Ólafs saga Odds 

is transmitted through significantly older manuscripts than Historia Norwegiae. If the three 

manuscripts that contain Historia Norwegiae can be dated from the mid fourteenth to the late 

fifteenth centuries (HN 2003: 28-32), all of Ólafs saga Odds’s medieval manuscripts are dated 

between 1250 and 1300 (ÓTOdd 2003: cxliv-clii). It should also be noted that a number of 

scholars have theorised that Ólafs saga Odds might have made use of the works of 

Sæmundr fróði from around 1100 as a direct source (Ármann Jakobsson 2005: 393-394; Ágrip 

2008: xvii). These factors alone should be enough to establish Ólafs saga Odds’s critical status 

within Old Norse historiography.  

 In addition to these factors, and contrary to Historia Norwegiae, Ólafs saga Odds does 

appear to have had a significant impact through becoming itself a source for later historians. 

It is no secret that Historia Norwegiae only had a limited influence on medieval Scandinavian 

historical writing (Ármann Jakobsson 2005: 391), as witnessed by Historia Norwegiae’s Danish 

origin story having been neither adopted nor even mentioned by any other medieval text. In 

comparison, Ólafs saga Odds was used by a number of later authors, including Snorri (Hkr 

2011: xiii), and if, as Ghosh wrote, Heimskringla ‘is characterised not by including everything 

contained elsewhere and more, but by a very perceptible authorial control and selection’ 

(Ghosh 2011: 17), Snorri did indeed follow Oddr when it comes to the tale of Gunnhildr’s 

origins.  

 While this can hardly be constructed as a proof for Ólafs saga Odds truthfulness, it 

nevertheless shows that the saga was, at the very least, perceived to be rather truthful by other 

medieval authors. Returning to Historia Norwegiae, it is important to note that its author 

might not have been entirely neutral when it comes to Danish affairs. Some scholars have 

detected in Historia Norwegiae a certain degree of pro-Norwegian bias (Ghosh 2011: 12), and 

others have seen this text’s description of Denmark and the Danes as proof of a general 

negative view of this country (Ekrem 1998: 52). Taking this into consideration, we could take 
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notice of Anthony Faulkes’ and Richard Perkins theory, which states that one of the reasons 

behind Gunnhildr’s relegation from her supposedly true standing as a Danish princess to a 

lowly North-Norwegian witch was ‘Icelandic hostility’, and that Icelanders might ‘have 

wanted [her] to have had more humble origins’ (Ágrip 2008: 87). If such a reasoning can be 

applied, not to one single author but to an entire nation and national historiographical 

tradition, it could possibly, in turn, be applied to a single document, namely Historia 

Norwegiae. As such, it could be advanced that the hostility of a single author, that of Historia 

Norwegiae, could have been, at least partially, the cause of the relegation of Gunnhildr, from 

the daughter of a famous Norwegian chieftain, to that of the daughter of a Danish king. All 

in all, treating Historia Norwegiae’s account of Gunnhildr as hard fact due to this text’s 

supposed qualities, as has been done by proponents of the Danish hypothesis for over a 

century is problematic.12 This attitude dismisses not only a single author but an entire 

historiographical tradition and ignores the strength of competing sources all the while 

glossing over Historia Norwegiae’s own limitations and biases.  

 Another argument that has been advanced by scholars who do not consider that 

Historia Norwegiae exhibits anti-Danish sentiment is that its author must have been Danish, 

or have had some sort of connection with Denmark, from where they obtained exclusive 

information pertaining to Gunnhildr’s origins (HN 2003: 139). This theory, however, does 

not appear to be supported by the sources. Gunnhildr is very briefly mentioned in Gesta 

Danorum and its summary, Compendium Saxonis, but she is not linked with Denmark in 

either of these texts (Saxo Grammaticus 2015, I, 682-683; CompSax 1917: 352-354). As for 

the other medieval Danish histories that cover the period in which she is said to have lived, 

she simply does not appear. Gunnhildr is not mentioned in the Chronicon Letherense 

(Chronicle of Lejre) (ChroLe 1967), the Annales Lundensis (Annals of Lund) (AnnLu 1980), or 

the Annales Ryenses (Annals of Ryd) (AnnRy 1981). Even the early twelfth century Chronicon 

Roskildense (Roskilde Chronicle) (ChroRosk 2002: 39-40), arguably one of the oldest historical 

narrative texts from Scandinavia, does not mention her existence at all. The absence, in 

Danish texts, of a purported Danish figure that is so prominent within both Norwegian and 

Icelandic historiography makes little sense. The only explanation for such a radical omission 

that has been advanced by scholars is that Danes simply, literally, forgot about her (Sigurður 

Nordal 1941: 144). This rather simplistic hypothesis has, unfortunately, never been detailed 

and it remains to be seen whether an argument tied to an ill-defined collective 

historiographical amnesia could stand up to academic enquiry.  
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 One last theory revolving around Gunnhildr’s association with Denmark is that, 

instead of seeing some sort of covert political agenda behind her association with the realm 

of Gormr inn gamli in Historia Norwegiae, one could argue that its author might simply have 

confused one Gunnhildr for another. Indeed, discounting Gunnhildr konungamóðir, there 

also existed a number of other Gunnhildrs linked to the Danish royal family between the end 

of the ninth to the beginning of the eleventh century. One was the wife of Haraldr blátǫnn, 

one was his daughter, one was married with his son Sveinn tjúguskegg, one was a daughter of 

Sveinn’s son, Knútr, and yet another was the wife of Sveinn Ástríðarson (‘Gunhild’ 1980: 

387-88).  

 There thus seems to have been quite a number of women named Gunnhildr associated 

with the Danish royal family around the time when Gunnhildr konungamóðir is said to have 

been alive. One could therefore wonder whether the author of Historia Norwegiae might have 

confused one of these for the wife of Eiríkr Haraldsson of Norway. In any case, while there 

certainly were a number of Danish Gunnhildrs, the name was not exclusive to Denmark, and 

we know of a number of individuals going by that name from runic records, many of whom 

hailed from Sweden, and at least one from Norway (DBL 2007: 97).  

 

The Issue of Names 

The next argument made by proponents of the Danish hypothesis, the names of Gunnhildr’s 

children, can also be criticised. As mentioned earlier, proponents of the Danish hypothesis 

cite the names of Gunnhildr’s children, especially that of Gormr to establish a link between 

her and the Danish king, Gormr inn gamli. One problem that arises when considering this 

theory is how only a handful of sources mention this Gormr Gunnhildarson. Besides Historia 

Norwegiae, only Ágrip mentions him (HN 2008: 15; Ágrip 2008: 8), and apart from being 

listed as a son of Gunnhildr and Eiríkr, this Gormr is never heard of again. Faced with this 

conundrum, scholars have advanced, as mentioned earlier, that the figures of Gamli, 

Guthormr-Guðþormr, and Guðrǫðr-Goðrøðr are actually equivalent with that of Gormr. 

However, this explanation is problematic as well, considering that in most sources in which 

either one of these names appear, they also appear alongside one or two of the other so-called, 

alternative names. While there are two sources in which only one of these ‘equivalent names’ 

appear (Guðrøðr in ÓTOdd 2006: 127, and Gamli in ÞSR 1959: 164-168), there are four other 

in which several of these names appear alongside one another: Historia Norwegiae mentions, 

besides Gormr, one Gamli (HN 2008: 15); Heimskringla mentions Gamli, Guthormr, and 
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Guðrǫðr (Hkr 1941: 149), Fagrskinna mentions Gamli and Guðþormr (Fagr 2004: 54); Ólafs 

saga Tryggvasonar en mesta mentions Gamli, Guthormr, and Guðrǫðr (ÓTEM 1860: 49); and 

Ágrip mentions Gamli, Goðormr, and Gormr (Ágrip 2008: 8). The way several of these 

‘equivalent names’ appear in the majority of the sources thus make the aforementioned 

hypothesis questionable at best. In addition, these so-called ‘equivalent names’ happen to be, 

with the exception of Gormr (Lind 1915: 348-349) common in Old Norse literature. Gamli, 

for example, is somewhat common, especially as a nickname (Lind 1915: 297-298), and its 

alternative form, gamall, even more so (‘Gamall’ 1915: 296-297). In his studies of old Norse 

nicknames, Paul R. Peterson found no less than thirty-three instances of it, concluding that 

it was one of the most common nicknames in the sagas (‘enn gamli’ 2015: 147-148). 

 As to Guthormr-Guðþormr, and Guðrǫðr-Goðrøðr, these are arguably some of the 

most common names in Old Norse literature. Guðrøðr, which has several orthographical 

variations, is found many times in the literature (Lind 1915: 391-393). Guðþormr is even 

more common and boasts dozens of orthographical variations (Lind 1915: 347-349).13  While 

a systematic review of these names in Old Norse literature would fall outside the boundaries 

of the current article, a cursory look at the Íslendingasagnaútgáfan editions of the 

Íslendingasögur, konungasögur and fornaldarsögur (‘legendary sagas’) produced by the 

Icelandic scholar Guðni Jónsson might help give a general idea of the frequency of these 

names. After perusing the index of each of these collections and removing double entries, 

one can find no less than ten different Guðrǫðar,14 and twenty-six Guthormar.15 All in all, it 

would appear that the argument of the name of Gunnhildr’s children is, at best, speculative 

and mostly unsupported by the sources. Not only are the names of the Queen’s children 

highly uncertain, but most of these are actually rather common in the literature. 

 One could also mention one side argument regarding the use of names by the 

proponents of the Danish hypothesis, an argument which focuses not on the sons of 

Gunnhildr, but instead on that of her father, Ǫssur. Halvdan Koht argues that his nickname, 

tóti, which can be used to mean ‘protuberance’, ‘teat’, or ‘snout’, can denote animalistic 

qualities. He further writes that this fact points more towards Ǫssur being a folkloristic or 

legendary character than a historical figure, thus furthering the idea that the Hálogaland 

hypothesis is steeped in legend, rather than fact (Koht 1923: 25). This argument, however, 

fails to take into consideration the trove of animal-themed nicknames found in Old Norse-

Icelandic literature (Peterson 2012: 35). In addition, while the word tóti is extremely 

infrequent in the sagas,16 one can find a great number of other nicknames referring to snouts 
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that use the more common base-words trjóna or múli (Peterson 2015: 134; 152; 176; 182; 

234, 238).17 It should also be noted that nicknames which seemingly describe physical 

features, including animalistic ones, might not always be literal references and could be 

interpreted in a number of ways and stem from a variety of situations (Whaley 1993: 127-

128). Thus, explaining the nickname tóti away as necessarily fantastical and ahistorical, as 

Koht did, is not exactly factually correct, and could be seen as an oversimplification of a 

rather complex and multifaceted phenomenon.   

 This relatively minor point nevertheless reveals the flaws present in the greater 

argument surrounding the use of naming conventions to establish Gunnhildr’s origins: the 

limited relevant source material does not unequivocally agree with either hypotheses. In 

addition, the theories regarding the equivalence of certain names remains largely unproven. 

As such, using this argument does little to solidify the position of the proponents of the 

Danish hypothesis, whose stronger arguments had always, in any case, been the 

trustworthiness of Historia Norwegiae as well as the political reality of the early Norwegian 

kingdom. As the former has already been addressed, it is time to deal with the latter.  

 

The North-Norwegian Context 

The idea that Gunnhildr could not possibly have been from Hálogaland because the king of 

Norway would never marry his favourite son with someone hailing from such an isolated and 

inconsequential district is one of the most common arguments used by proponents of the 

Danish hypothesis to strengthen their position (Sigurður Nordal 1941: 141; Kendrick 1968: 

49). Even a scholar like Gareth Williams, who has pondered the Hálogaland hypothesis as a 

valid alternative has ultimately relied on issues of social status and political alliances to back 

the Danish hypothesis (Williams 2010: 46-47). However, this argument can be disputed by 

looking at the place Hálogaland occupied in Viking-Age Norway: despite its peripheral 

nature, the North-Norwegian district was far from being isolated from the rest of the country 

and the world. During the Viking Age, Hálogaland was the seat of a number of powerful 

aristocratic families who engaged in trade, both with the local Sámi and the rest of the country 

(Bratrein 2011). This aristocratic elite, which was already well established and affluent prior 

to the Viking Age (Bratrein 2018: 119-127) was also integrated in the Norwegian kingdom 

through the leadership of the jarls of Hlaðir, who oversaw Hálogaland, where their dynasty 

was established, during most of the Viking Age (Holt 2011: 7-8). In addition, a number of 

archaeological finds of note have proven that North-Norwegian aristocracy was by no means 
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weaker or poorer than its counterparts from southern Scandinavia. Longhouse finds such as 

that of Borg in Lofoten prove that the local elite had standards of living and lifestyle 

comparable to those of their southern counterparts (Näsman and Roesdahl 2003: 286-290). 

Borg, in particular, the largest Viking-Age long-hall ever found is even considered to have 

been one of the most luxurious chieftain’s seats in the entire country (Holberg 2015: 127-

129),18 thus demonstrating that the North-Norwegian elite was in no way behind in terms of 

living standards and material culture compared to that of southern Norway. Considering that 

Ólafs saga Odds describes Gunnhildr’s father as being a gǫfugr (‘noble’) Hálogalander (ÓTOdd 

2006: 127), one could think that Gunnhildr might very well have been the issue of one of 

the many aristocratic families from that region.  

 All in all, had the Queen been hailed from North Norway, as most sources claim, she 

could very well have been a member of a powerful aristocratic culture that would in no way 

conflict with that of the family of her husband Eiríkr. While only a handful of scholars have 

pointed the above-mentioned facts in favour of the Hálogaland hypothesis (Titlestad 2015: 

108), such a prevailing attitude might not necessarily be the result of concerted academic 

scholarship as much as a reflection of greater intellectual and societal trends. If in earlier times 

the region was both affluent and integrated in the greater Norwegian kingdom, towards the 

end of the Middle Ages, North Norway became a mere economic protectorate and remained 

an underdeveloped periphery for several centuries (Perabo 2016: 45).  

 In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, as Norway underwent a nation-building 

process, a process mostly carried out by southern elites, a social hierarchisation of the country 

took place. This hierarchisation established the southerner as the typical, and ideal, 

Norwegian while his northern counterpart was seen in a much less positive light (Edvarsen 

1997: 10-12). As this process took form, the marginalised northern Norwegians became the 

target of numerous hostile stereotypes, some of which were of ethnic, racial, and linguistic 

nature (Niemi 1995: 329-336), stemming from their southern counterparts, and especially 

from its political and intellectual elite (Brantenberg, Hauan, and Knutsen 1994: 417-426). 

Taking this mentality and the influence it has had on Norwegian intellectual and cultural 

history (Elstead 1991: 586) into account, one could ponder whether it could have affected 

the way scholars viewed the older history of the region as well, and whether related 

historiographical issues such as that of the origins of Gunnhildr could have been impacted in 

the process.    



 126 

 Another Norwegian historiographical trend that could also have played a role in the 

associating of Gunnhildr with Denmark is that of nineteenth century anti-Danish sentiment. 

Following Norway’s split from Denmark in 1814, a number of Norwegian historians and 

authors advanced the theory that Denmark, and Danish elites, was responsible for the past 

oppression and mistreatment of Norway and its citizens (Falnes 1933: 144-147; Lunden 1995: 

28-29). While this theory has been the subject of much debate in later years (Rian 2008), it 

is not beyond the realm of possibility that at least some scholars influenced by this tradition 

might have been more likely to associate such a controversial historical figure as Gunnhildr 

with a nation that had become vilified as well. Halvdan Koht, in particular, saw his work as a 

historian as part of a nation-making enterprise (Bagge 1995: 117-117; Svendsen 2013: 143-

144), an enterprise in which the disassociation between Norway and Denmark played an at-

times critical role (Lunden 1995: 44-45).    

 One argument brought against the Hálogaland hypothesis very much aligns with the 

aforementioned suspiciousness towards all things North-Norwegian: Gunnhildr’s association 

with the Sámi. In medieval literature, Hálogalanders are routinely associated with themes and 

stereotypes related to the Sámi and other circumpolar people and become bearers of a kind 

of symbolic otherness (Perabo 2016: 183-184). As it has been theorised in a Norse context 

by scholars such as John Lindow and John McKinnell, contacts between different ethnic 

groups can give birth to the figures of symbolic ‘others’ which tend to become associated 

with a number of supernatural characteristics (Lindow 1995; and McKinnell 2005, 100). 

Gunnhildr, in many ways, exemplifies this due to her association with witchcraft and the 

Sámi and becomes, in the literature, some sort of an archetypal far northern sorceress, in no 

small part due to her association with Sámi sorcerers (Hermann Pálsson 1999: 43; Perabo 

2016: 151-154).  

 Indeed, in Heimskringla, Gunnhildr is said to have been taught magic by two Sámi 

sorcerers while living with them on the coast of Finnmǫrk (Hrk 1941: 135). In Fagrskinna, 

the tale is somewhat different, and her fosterage is said to have taken place in the entourage 

of the Sámi king Mǫttul (Fagr 1985: 75); in the same source, it is implied that Gunnhildr is 

responsible for creating the violent storm that nearly ended King Hákon goði (Fagr 1985: 54). 

Many other examples of her sorcerous acts exist in the literature, for instance, in Ólafs saga 

Odds, where she is also said to perform blót and fjǫlkynngi in order to gather information 

about her enemies (ÓTOdd 2006: 127-131), or in Njáls saga, where she is described as casting 

an impotence spell on Hrútr Herjólfsson (Njála 1954: 15).19 In part because of these accounts 
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of witchcraft, a number of scholars have treated this aspect of her character as a mere literary 

veneer applied upon a queen that ought to be of Danish descent (Barraclough 2016: 60; 

Williams 2010: 49). While literary themes and motifs are certainly different from real life 

historical events, one must nevertheless acknowledge that, when it comes to Sámi sorcery, 

literary accounts and actual practice are not necessarily mutually exclusive. Historia 

Norwegiae, for instance, besides narrating the ancient history of Viking-Age Norway, also 

includes a contemporary or near contemporary account of a Sámi magical rite, in which a 

Sámi magic worker conduct a ceremony in order to save the spirit of a young Norwegian 

woman (HN 2008: 6-7). Numerous other medieval and early modern texts describing the 

contemporary magical practices of the Sámi exist (Perabo 2016: 82-83), thus proving that 

texts depicting the magic of the Sámi are not necessarily the mark of a fictionalised narrative. 

In addition, one medieval Norwegian law text mentions, and subsequently bans, the practice 

of Norwegians traveling to Sámi areas in order to consult them for matters related to 

soothsaying and divination (BorgLög 1846: 350-351). Another one goes into less details but 

nevertheless bans Norwegians from believing in what the Sámis say (EidsLög 1846: 389-390). 

Despite the fact that these legal texts only cover territories located in southern Norway (no 

medieval North-Norwegian text is known to have survived), other medieval accounts of Sámi 

magical practices exist. One could, for instance, mention the accounts of the English scholars 

Bartholomew Anglicus and Ranulf Higden, respectively written in the thirteenth and 

fourteenth centuries. In these texts, one can find mentions of the way the Sámi engage in 

various magical practices, especially in weather magic. While the passage in Higden’s 

Polychronicon remains rather concise (Ranulf Higden 1866: 323), the account found in 

Bartholomew’s De Proprietatibus Rerum goes into much more details:  

 

The men of that country [the Sámi] be strange and somewhat wild and fierce: and 
they occupy themselves with witchcraft. And so to men that sail by their coasts, 
and also to men that abide with them for default of wind, they proffer wind to 
sailing, and so they sell divers knots to be knit therein. And then they command 
to draw out of the clue unto three knots, or more or less, as they will have the 
wind more soft or strong. And for their misbelief fiends move the air, and arise 
strong tempests or soft, as he drouth of the clue more or less knots. And sometimes 
they move the wind so strongly, that the wretches that believe in such doings are 
drowned by rightful doom of God (Bartholomew Anglicus 1966: 100). 
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As mentioned above, Gunnhildr is associated with weather magic in Fagrskinna; furthermore, 

Heimskringla and Ólafs saga Tryggvasonar en mesta both relate that upon discovering 

Gunnhildr, Eiríkr Haraldsson and his men murdered the Sámi sorcerers who had taught her 

magic. Following this violent episode, Eiríkr’s crew was plagued by surprisingly strong 

storms, which hindered their return to South Norway (Hkr 1941: 135; ÓTEM 1860: 42-43), 

thus further corroborating the association between the Sámi and weather magic in the 

literature.20 

 As far as Sámi-Norwegian contacts of a more profane nature, one can find a number 

of sources in medieval literature that paint a picture of interconnected cultures living close 

to each other. The mid-twelfth century Latin Passio Olavi (PO 2001, xxxiv-xxxv) mentions, 

for instance, how in Finnmǫrk Norse and Sámi engaged in fishing alongside each other (PO 

2001, 70-71). Another, arguably more famous source is ‘Ohthere’s account’,21 a ninth-century 

account of a North-Norwegian chieftain who visited the court of the English king Alfred and 

described, among other things, his region. In this account, Ohthere described how he had 

visited neighbouring Sámi settlements, taxed them and traded with them (OHT 2007: 45-

47). In addition to texts, a number of North-Norwegian archaeological finds have been 

interpreted as evidence of not only direct interaction between the two groups, but even of a 

degree of cultural hybridisation in certain contact areas in which establishing boundaries 

between Norwegian and Sámi settlements is difficult (Svestad 2017: 139-149; Nilsen 2004; 

Bruun 2007: 42-59; Skogheim 2014: 44-47). One site, in Loppa in Finnmǫrk is particularly 

notable as it features the grave of a ninth-century woman containing a great number of Norse 

artefacts in a locale which is otherwise dominated by Sámi finds (Nilsen 2014: 180-181; 

Bruun 2007: 56-59; Skogheim 2014: 59).  

 To conclude, it seems that despite what has been stated by a number of supporters of 

the Danish hypothesis, there is no reason to think that a woman hailing from the north of 

Norway might have been an unacceptable or even an unlikely choice as the Queen of Norway. 

Not only were there a number of aristocratic sites in the region that would have had close 

contact with southern Norway, these Hálogalanders kept close contacts with the local Sámi 

population as well and even lived alongside them in some cases. From a historical point of 

view, one is thus forced to admit that while one single medieval document indeed does state 

that Gunnhildr konungamoðir hailed from Denmark, the remaining of the literary, 

archaeological and historical data would tend to give credit to the idea that the famed witch 

queen might instead have hailed from the northernmost reaches of the Norwegian kingdom. 
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Conclusion 

Queen Gunnhildr occupies a unique position within Old Norse literature and culture. Neither 

wholly fictional, nor incontestably historical, she is said to have lived through the unification 

of Norway, the Christianisation of the kingdom and the rule of many a king, several of whom 

she was related to. Mirroring her position in medieval literature, her place within modern 

historiography and saga research is both pivotal and multifaceted. Some aspects of 

Gunnhildr’s figure, namely those revolving around her gender, sexuality or sorcery, have 

attracted considerable scholarly attention, but her geographical origins have been at the centre 

of a number of other arguments. While the overwhelming majority of written sources 

associate Gunnhildr with the northern parts of Norway, the discovery and subsequent 

distribution of one single source completely rewrote her story in the eyes of contemporary 

academia, affirming that she was in fact, Danish. Despite its lack of details and uncertain 

origin, this one source deeply influenced the way Gunnhildr was perceived, especially in the 

nation of which she had now been excluded from, Norway. Despite undergoing but a 

modicum of scholarly debate and consultation, this Danish hypothesis soon became the norm 

within academia, with only a handful of authors attempting to revisit this subject to any 

extent. However, upon completing a careful analysis of the primary sources and 

contextualising the information contained therein, one is forced to admit that completely 

discarding Gunnhildr’s northern roots, as has been done by most of the scholars that have 

discussed the issue, would constitute an oversight. While it is not unreasonable to think that 

the Queen might have been Danish, other sources and pieces of information tell a different 

story. They tell the story of an aristocratic woman, who probably lived in a well-connected, 

albeit peripheral, environment in which she could very well have lived a life of opulence and 

influence not unlike that of her future husband. The tales of her association with the Sámi of 

northern Fenno-Scandinavia are equally legitimised when considering the ethnic and 

religious situation of her purported homeland.  

 Looking back at the arguments brought forth by those who never invested much time 

into discussing these facts, one will soon discover the – so far –  mostly unchallenged flaws 

inherent to the Danish hypothesis. Factors such as over-reliance on a single source, the 

avoidance of similarly credible alternative sources, as well as vague theories based on name-

giving, historiographical amnesia and the ignorance of local socio-political phenomena might 

not be enough to completely disprove Gunnhildr’s supposed Danish ancestry, but they 

certainly weaken its credibility. Taking all the aforementioned factors into consideration, one 



 130 

must conclude that, unlike what most academics and other authors have stated for nearly two 

centuries, the idea that Gunnhildr konungamóðir could have originated from Hálogaland is 

not unlikely. 

 Now that the current paper has discussed this issue, one must also acknowledge that 

the question of the Queen’s ancestry and origins covers but a very limited aspect of her figure. 

Additional ways to further the present research could be, for example, to focus more 

decidedly on the question of Gunnhildr’s historicity in relation to the lack of contemporary 

sources referencing her. One way to get around this could be to discuss the use of medieval 

sources in our comprehension of an earlier age, the credibility of skaldic poetry and the debate 

surrounding their dating, as well as the place of Gunnhildr, and her husband in British 

historiography. While these, as well as many other aspects of Gunnhildr have not been 

addressed here, one can nevertheless hope that the present paper – regardless of its short 

length and very narrow focus – helps clear some of the misconceptions and 

misunderstandings surrounding Norway’s most notorious Viking-Age witch Queen.   
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Notes 

1 Here, Gunnhildr is called a ‘cruel’ woman, who committed ‘evil deeds’. 
2 In this text, Gunnhildr is called an ‘outrageous’, ‘iniquitous’ woman endowed with ‘excessive arrogance’. 
3 Hkr 1941: 135; ÓTEM 1860: 42-48, Njála 1954: 14; Fagr 2004: 55-59; ÓTOdd 2006: 127-131; Egla 1933 
Ágrip 2008: 8; CompSax 1917: 532-354; Flóa 2009: 253-254; Gísla 1943: 19; Hallf 1939: 135-140; Harð 2009: 
36-38; HRAN 1998: 6+51; Jóms 1882: 15-20; Kormáks 1939: 204; Lax 1934: 44-60; ÓHS 1862: 5-9; Ork 1965: 
18-20; Saxo Grammaticus 2015: 682, ÞSR 1959: 164-186; HN 2003: 81-82. The present tally also excludes texts 
such as Þáttr frá Sigurði konungi slefu in which terms related to Gunnhildr like Gunnhildrsynir (‘sons of 
Gunnhildr’) but not ‘Gunnhildr’ itself is used. 
4 Neither Judith Jesch, Jóhanna Katrín Friðriksdóttir, or Jon Gunnar Jørgensen have expressed strong opinions 

as to the Queen’s origins (Jesch 1991: 161-162; Jóhanna Katrín Friðriksdóttir 2013: 25; Jørgensen 2017: 2011). 
5 For a thorough study of HN and the world it depicts, see Hansen (2000). 
6 It should be noted that Munch, who discovered and edited HN, did not adopt the Danish theory himself 
(1941: 218). 
7 A somewhat analogous study focusing on naming patterns, the historicity of Viking-Age figures and their 
subsequent origins is that of Haraldr hárfagri by Sverrir Jakobsson (2002). 
8 The Haraldskvæði poem, attributed to the skáld Þorbjǫrn hornklofi refers to a Danish woman that Haraldr, 
Eiríkr’s father, apparently married (Þorbjǫrn hornklofi 2012; Haraldskvæði (Hrafnsmál) 14). 
9 Hkr 1941: 135; ÓTEM 1860: 42-48, Njála 1954: 14; Fagr 2004: 55-59; ÓTOdd 2006: 127-131; Egla 1933. 
10 Ágrip 2008: 8; CompSax 1917: 532-354; Flóa 2009: 253-254; Gísla 1943: 19; Hallf 1939: 135-140; Harð 2009: 
36-38; HRAN 1998: 6+51; Jóms 1882: 15-20; Kormáks 1939: 204; Lax 1934: 44-60; ÓHS 1862: 5-9; Ork 1965: 
18-20; Saxo Grammaticus 2015: 682, ÞSR 1959: 164-186. 
11 It is telling that, with few exceptions, Gunnhildr’s origins are only mentioned in konungasögur and other texts 
of historical nature. When Gunnhildr appears in Íslendingasögur, her origins are rarely mentioned (Flóa 2009: 
253-254; Gísla 1943: 19; Harð 2009: 36-38: etc.). 
12 While it has been argued that making use of medieval Norse prose, and to a degree, poetic sources, to access 
Viking-Age history is by essence problematic, it should be noted that even authors that are critical of such a 
use generally end up making use of them as well (Ghosh 2011: 98-99).  
13 These include but are by no means limited to: Gudthormmær, Ghudþormer, Guðzormr, Gottorm, Guðþorme, 
Gorþomæ, Guððorm, Gothormus, Guzorm, etc. 
14 Guðrǫðr Bjarnasron, Guðrǫðr Eiríksson, Guðrǫðr Halfdanarson hvítbeins, Guðrǫðr Halfdanarson ljómi, 
Guðrǫðr Haraldson, Guðrǫðr Sigurðarson sýr, Guðrǫðr konungr i Suðreyjum, Guðrǫðr Ólafsson, Guðrǫðr 
Raumsson, Guðrǫðr Sǫlvason (Guðni Jónsson 1954a: 373-374; ibid 1954b: 63-64; ibid 1957a: 433; ibid 1957c: 
489). 
15 Guthormr Eiríksson, Guthormr Erkibyskup, Guthormr Rǫgnvalddson, Guthormr Sigurðarson hjartar, 
Guthormr Ásgautsson, Guthormr Gjúkason, Guthormr bekkjunautur Hjálmars, Guthormr grábakr, Guthormr 
hertogi, Guthormr í Mjólu, Guthormr Sigurðarson lávarðar, Guthormr snerill, Guthormr þvari, Guthormr 
bakkakólf, Guthormr í Bjarkey, Guthormr Erlendsson, Guthormr Gillason, Guthormr grábarðr, Guthormr 
Gunnason, Guthormr heggr, Guthormr Ingason, Guthormr jónadalr, Guthormr Jónsson, Guthormr 
konungafrænði, Guthormr Suðureyingur and Guthormr af Suðrheimum (Guðni Jónsson 1954a: 374; ibid 1954b: 
63; ibid 1957a: 433-434; ibid 1957b: 402; ibid 1957c: 489-490).   
16 Finnur Jónsson only mentions it in relation to Ǫssur (‘tóti’ 1908: 208), and the word is completely absent 
from Geir T. Zoëga’s reference dictionary (2004).  
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17 In addition, one must not forget Ǫssur’s alternative nickname, lafskeggr, used, as explained earlier, in 
Fagrskinna, which belongs to a rather extensive group close to twenty beard-related nicknames including, but 
not limited to bláskeggr (2015: 134); breiðskeggr (2015: 136); flǫskuskegg (2015: 146); gullskeggr (2015: 154); 
kolskeggr (2015: 270) etc.   
18 The archaeologist Przemysław Urbańczyk simply describes the 84-meters long hall as ‘enormous’ (1992: 103). 
19 For more on Gunnhildr as a sorceress, see Perabo (2016: 151-153). 
20 For more on Sámi weather magic in literature, see Moyne (1981). 
21 ‘Ohthere’s account’ is preserved in an Anglo-Saxon translation of the fifth century Latin work of Paulus 
Orosius titled Historiarum Adversum Paganos Libri VII. While the added passage about Ohthere has been edited, 
published, and translated a number of times, there is no consensus on how to name it. The current paper thus 
simply refers to it as ‘Ohthere’s account’ without italics. 
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ver the past decade, there has been a resurgence of interest in Old Norse history, 

culture, and mythology. This has led to an increase in the interest of specific Old 

Norse deities, such as Þórr. As is often the case, such an uptick in interest often 

leads to an increase in related academic works. Given the increased (modern) cultural capital 

that the character of Þórr has gained in recent years, one might expect dozens of academic 

monographs to be produced about the god. Notably, this has not been the case. This is 

emphasised in the opening description of Taggart’s book, where it is stated that How Thor 

Lost His Thunder: The Changing Faces of an Old Norse God (2018) is the first academic 

monograph published in English to focus on the Old Norse mythological figure Þórr via the 

evidence retained in the extant Old Norse source material. Prior to the release of Taggart’s 

monograph, the major research concerning Þórr in the last decade has been limited to Arboe 

Sonne’s Thor-kult i vikingetiden (2013) and Martin Arnold’s Thor: Myth to Marvel (2011). 

Taggart sets out to conduct a more nuanced and reliable model of how Þórr was 

conceptualised by historical audiences by rigorously dissecting and investigating the 

variations in Þórr’s character and interactions within the relevant source material. Ultimately, 

this model is used to determine if the god’s most popularly associated character aspect, 

namely thunder, was as important as it has been perceived in modern scholarship and culture. 

Taggart’s research examines a number of prominent Old Norse mythological sources, 

including but not limited to, the following: eddic and skaldic poetry, eddic prose, and 

contemporary (to the eddic sources) historiographies, as well as physical objects in the forms 

of picture- and rune stones. Across eight engaging chapters, Taggart meticulously examines 

O 
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these sources and presents insightful and well-informed opinions onto the nuances he finds. 

When answering the book’s primary question, Taggart argues that the main character traits 

of Þórr across the Old Norse diaspora are his physical strength and fighting ability, rather 

than his connection to and control of thunder and lightning.  

At first glance, the idea that Þórr, who is routinely referred to as a ‘god of thunder’ in 

scholarship as well as popular culture, does not actually reflect a connection to thunder and 

lightning in the sources materials seems to almost by an oxymoronic statement: ‘Of course 

the texts depict Þórr as a thunder god’, one might say. Nevertheless, after reading Taggart’s 

monograph, I doubt other readers’ certainty on the subject would be anywhere near as 

concrete as it was beforehand. Not only is Taggart’s assertion that Þórr’s chief character trait 

is his association with strength rather than thunder (and lightning) an interesting one, the 

extensive review of the source texts used to argue such a view is, to the best of my knowledge, 

one which has never received major attention in modern scholarship. Furthermore, Taggart’s 

study is well structured, and his reasoning is both convincing and easy to follow. His 

argument is built on an exhaustive review of the numerous source material, combined with 

in-depth analyses of those sources; a combination which showcases Taggart’s extensive 

knowledge of the mythological sources, as well as his firm grasp on the relevant research 

literature.  

As the name Þórr is clearly developed from the Proto-Germanic noun *þunra- 

‘thunder’, a development which even Taggart himself does not deny, it is an interesting 

choice on his part to begin challenging the god’s connection to thunder with the 

scrutinization of the deity’s name, by-names (in the form of heiti and kenningar), and 

associated toponyms. Indeed, depending on the reader’s point of view, such an opening is 

either the easiest means of verifying that the Old Norse audiences and writers perceived Þórr’s 

primary attribute as his connection to thunder, or, if they agreed with Taggart’s assessment, 

it is the hardest. Throughout each of the terms investigated in the chapter, Taggart not only 

argues that the connection between Þórr and thunder is minimal, he also argues that Þórr’s 

strength is the primary attribute within the various names. For instance, Taggart notes that 

several heiti and kenningar which are usually used as direct evidence for identifying Þórr as a 

thunder god are more likely reflective of ideas which exhibit Þórr’s physical strength and his 

martial prowess than his association with thunder. Similarly, this same lack of connection to 

thunder is noted in Taggart’s inspection of the various Þórr-related toponyms. Instead of 

invoking thunder or lightning, the two primary types of places which Þórr’s name is often 
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attached to are areas of arable farmland, all of which invoke a connection for Þórr with fertility 

and growth, as opposed to the violent actions of the heiti and kenningar. Although Taggart is 

firm in his interpretation that Þórr’s name, bynames, and related toponyms reflect notions 

other than a connection to thunder and lightning, he does not entirely reject them. For 

example, Taggart argues that although the Þórr related tree grove toponyms suggest a notion 

of fertility, the same place-names might suggest a connection between the god and lightning, 

as according to Taggart, oaks are more likely to be struck by lightning than other species of 

tree. 

The sentiment that Þórr’s central narrative characteristic is strength, rather than his 

control of thunder and lightning, is likewise argued by Taggart during his survey of the extant 

eddic texts. It is here that Taggart once again presents evidence which might otherwise be 

used to vindicate the connection between Þórr and thunder, but instead, is used by Taggart 

to highlight the overreliance on a small number of examples. For Taggart, the most 

prominent of these examples, which he sees as the crux of the scholastic argument in favour 

of Þórr being regarded as a thunder god, is found in the Skáldskaparmál 17 statement that 

before Þórr arrived, the jǫtunn Hrungnir first ‘sá […] eldingar ok heyrði þrumur stórar’ (‘saw 

lightning and heard great thunder’). While this might suggest an innate connection between 

the character and the paired weather phenomena to most readers, Taggart is quick to argue 

that this passage is not used to emphasise such a connection but is instead used to embellish 

the prose narrative it is a part of. Taggart’s reasoning here relies on the absence of further 

references to thunder accompanying Þórr in Snorra Edda. For Taggart, this suggests that the 

prose passage and its use of the Þórr and thunder motif is entirely reliant on, and included 

because of, another source – namely the Norwegian skaldic poem Haustlǫng. Similarly, the 

same lack of a distinct connection to thunder can also be interpreted in the Poetic Edda, 

wherein the only reference of a clear connection between a supernatural being and thunder, 

is in the heroic poems Helgakviða Hundingbana I (stanza 15) and Helgakviða Hundingsbana II 

(stanza 18 prose), and is made with the valkyrjur (valkyries), not Þórr. Once again, Taggart 

highlights that it is Þórr’s strength and his role as a protector of both the Æsir and mankind, 

that is at the very centre of his eddic character. As with the discussion of Þórr’s name, Taggart 

here presents kenningar, heiti, and eddic passages to make his point. And while the motif of 

Þórr as a strong, divine protector is readily agreed upon in the relevant scholarship, Taggart’s 

review of the sources demonstrates just how reliant the narratives are on that motif. For 

example, Taggart notes that entire narratives hinge on the concept of Þórr as a protector and 
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warrior, such as in Þrymskviða where the loss of Þórr’s hammer potentially diminishes his 

ability to protect his kin, but this initial loss drives the entire plot of the poem.  

Taggart continues to question the generally agreed intrinsic link between Þórr and 

thunder by examining some key non-eddic sources which present Þórr narratives from the 

wider Old Norse diaspora; specifically, Adam of Bremen’s Gesta Hammaburgensis ecclesiae 

pontificum, Saxo Grammaticus’s Gesta Danorum, and a skaldic lausavísa (an independent 

stanza composition) by the Norwegian skald Þjóðólfr Arnórsson. With regards to the initial 

two non-eddic texts, Taggart highlights that there is a more pronounced connection between 

Þórr and thunder and lightning. However, he emphasises that in both cases the development 

and presentation of the character of Þórr is expressly tied to an interpretatio romana, in which 

the Roman deity Jove is overtly regarded as controlling lightning, as opposed to any Old 

Norse understanding of Þórr. As with the previous eddic text examples, Taggart interestingly 

uses evidence which should cement the notion of Þórr as a thunder god, but turns this on its 

head and subtly reminds the reader to be cautious in making quick assumptions, to question 

what the sources’ intentions were, and to take a moment to think of its intended audience. 

Taggart likewise makes this same point when examining the likes of Þjórólfr Arnórsson’s 

lausavísa (verse 5) which uses the mythologic battle between Þórr and the jǫtunn Geirrøðr as 

a metaphor for the argument between the verse’s actual dramatis personae, a blacksmith and 

a tanner. For instance, Taggart is able to show that the metaphorical use of terms which might 

invoke the idea of thunder or lightning when used in association with Þórr, such as the word 

eldingr (usually translated as ‘lightning’) in the kenning ‘hvapteldingar’ (‘jaw-lightning’, that 

is, ‘insults’), were not necessarily meant to invoke that same meaning. Instead, they were 

more likely to be interpreted as something more directly associated with the forge, such as 

‘smelting metals’ or ‘fuel’, given the verse’s blacksmith protagonist.  

Aside from examining the connection between thunder and the character of Þórr, 

Taggart also inspects the interaction of that same motif via Þórr’s weapons. Due to their 

association with Þórr, the weapons might invoke the same connection to thunder on their 

own; the most prominent of which being Þórr’s hammer Mjǫllnir. As before, this discussion 

is produced through a thorough examination of as many extant examples as possible, 

including amongst others the skaldic poems Þórsdrápa and Húsdrápa. Here Taggart notes that 

while numerous researchers have concluded that Mjǫllnir signifies the lightning and thunder 

at Þórr’s command, serving as the delivery system of those natural phenomena for the god 

when attacking jǫtnar, in these cases he cannot find convincing evidence to accept this image. 
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Once again Taggart argues that the source texts only rarely show this connection. Instead, 

like Þórr himself, the narratives exhibit an ever-present image of Mjǫllnir’s association with 

strength via its use as a blunt weapon.  

Having examined the extant mythological texts interpretations of Þórr’s hammer, in 

the final chapter of his monograph Taggart examines this same object’s use in the milieu of 

popular culture of the Viking Age. As with the name Þórr earlier, here Taggart examines the 

etymology of Mjǫllnir, which again is generally associated with the deity’s strength and 

martial prowess via the assumed derivation from the verb mala ‘to grind’. Though Taggart 

regards this derivation as the most likely source, as it causes the fewest possible problems, he 

still highlights the potential that the weapon’s name is derived from non-Germanic roots 

which do relate to lightning, in an effort to leave no piece of potential evidence un-turned.  

Throughout his book Taggart presents solid evidence and arguments which show that while 

Þórr may have held the position of thunder god in Scandinavia, the eddic and skaldic sources 

produced (mainly) in Iceland do not reveal an overt connection to thunder, but rather show 

a clear connection between Þórr and strength. If there is any issue with either Taggart’s 

argument, evidence, or his conclusions, it is in what Taggart would readily note as a lack of 

extant sources for comparison. That is to say, after spending a copious amount of time arguing 

why any one of the eddic or skaldic sources do not link Þórr with thunder and lightning, 

Taggart will, on occasion, conclude that there is still some potential that those sources could 

have meant both. Yet, even with this occasional undercutting of his own argument, Taggart’s 

examination of the nuances of the source material and his conclusions are solid and 

convincing, resulting in a reluctance to disagree with his views. 
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Roberto Luigi Pagani 

 

t is no mystery to anyone working in the field of medieval Scandinavian and Nordic 

studies, that in recent years there has been a substantial change in the perspective on 

which our approach to the subject is based. Namely, we shifted from a national scope to 

a European one. This has no doubt been, at least in part, a consequence of the political 

changes which affected the continent and had an impact on the scope of academic research. 

Scholars have been exploring links between traditions, common cultural denominators and 

points of contacts, rather than focusing on what may set national traditions apart.  It is in this 

vein that Nordic Latin Manuscripts Fragments brings the field of Nordic medieval manuscript 

studies on an international, continental level, by positioning the national traditions in the 

wider context of Western-European Christian culture from which they were ultimately 

generated. 

The relevance and the potential of the field of Nordic Latin manuscripts is still 

somewhat overshadowed by a long tradition of ‘nationalised’ scholarship, and it will take a 

generation of new scholars with a truly international outlook to give momentum to this 

research impetus. It is still often the case that many students specialising in Nordic manuscript 

studies lack a strong command of Latin, while those who specialise in Latin tend not to 

employ their expertise on Northern-European material. This results in a polarisation of 

competences that seems to clash with the fact that the Nordic medieval world was an integral 
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part of the Latin West, and consequently a fundamental chapter of the cultural history of 

Northern Europe has not been adequately explored. 

The past tendency to place medieval Nordic culture in a perspective of exceptionalism 

(and the distortions that may derive from it) is challenged by this book, which fills a gap in 

our understanding of what the authors call the ‘ordinary manifestation of European book 

culture’ (p. 1). Since the latter reached Northern Europe with the advance of Christianity, 

and its widespread use of books for religious purposes, it is through what remains of those 

very early Church texts in Latin that we can explore the cultural dynamics that were at play 

in the early phases.  

The study of Latin sources, and particularly fragments, though not new, has not 

enjoyed the same attention as that of the vernacular material, having been mostly a topic of 

interest for musicologists and art historians. Thus, it has not had the chance to prove its 

potential in shedding light on the first phases of book culture in Northern Europe, which 

immediately followed the introduction of Christianity.  The vernacular traditions, which are 

so well studied, developed from the cultural import that the Latin/Christian book culture 

was, and its spread in the medieval North can be traced and analysed through what remains 

today of the material products which it generated. Namely, fragments of what must have been 

tens of thousands of codices—many of which served practical, liturgical purposes—were 

mostly dismembered and recycled for the binding of account books, which were later 

disposed with. The fact that some fragments even seem to come from books which were 

produced outside of Scandinavia, also offer new chances for an academic enquiry which could 

explore the cultural connection between North and South. In his chapter on Norwegian 

fragments, Ommundsen discusses this new approach and writes that: ‘the perspective is 

European, tied together with an acknowledgement that the imported and local books all in 

their way own way contain information about the medieval cultural connections that linked 

Norway with the rest of Europe’ (p. 144). 

The nature of the sources makes an international scholarly collaboration essential for 

the correct interpretation of the data available, and Nordic Latin Manuscripts Fragments is in 

fact the fruit of a collaborative effort of scholars, each of them focusing on a Nordic country 

– with the exception of the Faroe Islands – and adding each their own scattered pieces to the 

jig-saw puzzle of early Latin book culture in the medieval North. It is clear from the 

introductory chapter, that the subject we are dealing with, namely the study of the spreading 

of book culture in Northern Europe through Latin/Church texts, is a vast one, and it requires
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a multiplicity of expertise. Lurking in the chapters, there seems to be a certain pragmatic 

resignation to the challenges of the enterprise, which is partially mitigated by the hopefulness 

that future generations of scholars may more adequately appreciate the importance of the 

subject. It can be said that this work is a step in the right direction, since it presents the 

material, the possible research objectives, the sources, the methodology and the potential 

outcomes, in a very accessible and enticing way, finally doing some justice to a field that has 

been unjustly kept in the shadows. 

This first chapter provides an overview of the fields, its challenges, its history and its 

methodology. The sources are presented with a useful overview of the main Nordic 

collections of Latin fragments, and the stages at which these are to be found when it comes 

to digitisation. It is successful in conveying the importance of an interdisciplinary approach 

in this area of study, which necessitates the contribution of multiple fields, such as 

philology, musicology, hagiography, history, history of art and even archaeology (p. 15). 

The second chapter presents an overview of the methodology whose simplicity and 

clarity of exposure is indeed commendable. It is followed by three case studies (pp. 30-47), 

showing the process by means of which it is possible to group together fragments that must 

have belong to same codicological units, to then identify scribes and artists and link together 

manuscripts whose provenance is known with those whose provenance is unknown. These 

case studies have the merit of sketching what book production in Nordic Cathedral cities may 

have been like. 

The following chapters articulate and explore the specific challenges and potentials 

that the material from each Nordic country presents:  

The third one provides a succinct, yet exhaustive description of the method used to 

link Swedish fragments to specific places, aside from giving an overview of the corpus and of 

the historical events that affected its conditions, while Finnish book culture in the Middle 

Ages is the subject of the following chapter, which underlines the challenges that are intrinsic 

to it, these being a consequence of the limited amount of source material. This has so far 

prevented us from forming a reliable picture of the palaeographic characteristics that texts 

produced in the Turku diocese must have had (p. 95). It is also noted that the fragments in 

the Finnish and Swedish collections have been digitised, a fact that will supposedly make the 

next scholarly steps easier for those who may which to venture down this new path. 

Danish fragments and challenges related to the issue of establishing their provenance 

are dealt with in the fifth chapter, which attempts to show a tendency for fragments used for 
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the binding of accounts that came from a district in which a medieval monastery could be 

found, to be taken from that same monastery, as opposed to those from other areas, whose 

binding fragments may have been obtained elsewhere; a fact that, if corroborated by further 

research, may prove crucial for our study of the provenance and distribution of fragments. 

The chapter dedicated to Norway, along with the eighth one which explores the 

connection between Norway and Denmark and the problems they pose, were particularly 

interesting. Norway shows a low number of fragments, which however are crucial given the 

small number of Latin manuscripts preserved in their entirety. The research is still in its 

infancy, and the political and cultural influence Denmark has historically had on Norway, 

makes it sometimes difficult to establish whether a fragment was produced in Denmark or in 

Norway but under the Danish cultural influx, an aspect which makes a conjoined effort 

between Norwegian and Danish scholars necessary, confirming the book’s initial premise that 

progress in this area will largely depend on the collaboration between scholars from different 

backgrounds.   

The eighth chapter presents a study of fragments which show not only a possible 

connection with cultural centres in medieval Scandinavia, but also influences from France, 

England and Germany. It is particularly successful in delineating the methodological 

challenge faced in distinguishing between Norwegian and Danish fragments, but in its 

conclusion, it shows a certain optimism in the future developments of our ability to analyse 

and understand the material. 

The seventh chapter reports on the state of the art when it comes to Iceland, which is 

also touched upon in the ninth, and it is a very fascinating study dealing with Norwegian 

fragments and their possible connections with Iceland. This chapter includes an analysis of 

music notation, which is another proof, if ever it was needed, of the kind of invaluable 

contributions that other disciplines can provide to the codicological and palaeographic study 

of medieval manuscripts, and it shows the lively cultural interaction and exchange between 

the two nations. 

The last chapter deals with fragments from two Birgittine monasteries, one in Sweden 

and one in Finland, and explores the ways in which these texts can inform us on the cultural 

environment in the two institutions; for example, in the way they can help us reconstruct 

their book collections, and shed further light on the details of book productions in these 

cultural centres. 
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The book does not in fact achieve the goal of bringing together the data from different 

tradition and interpret it in an organic, European perspective, nor does it seem to have the 

expectation of doing so, given that this continental approach is still new in the study of Nordic 

Latin fragments, but it has the merit of showing the importance of endeavours which would 

move towards that direction in a persuasive way. In this sense, it has the merit of paving the 

way for future scholarly enquiry, making the material and the state of the art easily accessible 

for a student or a researcher.  

The reader approaching Nordic Latin Manuscript Fragments should thus not expect to 

be presented a final comprehensive analysis of Latin book culture in the medieval North, as 

the book is still a collection of nation-based studies (though with frequent references to other 

traditions and their influence). However, this somehow reflects the state of the art itself, in 

that there has yet to be a collaborative, multidisciplinary effort capable of approaching the 

subject in a comprehensive way that would enable us to obtain the larger picture.  

It is indeed a note of merit that all chapters provide a wealth of historical information 

that will prove itself to be crucial for any further analysis of the fragments. The concise and 

informative methodological overviews offering practical tools and examples are invaluable 

for a discipline, such as palaeography, which is still shrouded in a singular kind of mysticism, 

derived from the fact that it still relies heavily on the experience and expertise matured by 

the individual, as opposed to standardised or computational methods. Indeed, it is sometimes 

challenging to condense the details of one’s experience as a palaeographer in an accessible 

format, but this book is remarkably successful in providing some methodological input for 

the student or prospective researcher. 

We could hardly be blamed for lamenting a lack of an international approach to the 

field of medieval Nordic manuscripts, with a compartmentalised outlook on the national 

traditions that prevent us from seeing the larger picture. General texts on medieval European 

palaeography oftentimes present chapters dedicated to the Nordic situation that are somewhat 

wanting. The book seems to be brimming with hope that the recent developments will be the 

starting point for a new, fruitful era for the study of medieval Nordic manuscripts, and its 

contribution to making this hope a reality is a commendable and a warmly welcomed one.
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BOOK REVIEW 

Marianne E. Kalinke. 2017. Stories Set Forth with Fair 

Words: The Evolution of Medieval Romance in Iceland 

(Cardiff: University of Wales Press) 

Ralph O’Connor 

 

he 2010s have seen an extraordinary upsurge in the publication of high-quality 

books on Icelandic romance. New collections of essays have helped sharpen our 

understanding of individual texts, subgroups and the wider corpus: influential 

highlights include Kalinke’s own Arthur of the North (2011), Karl G. Johansson and Rune 

Flaten’s Francia et Germania (2012, on Strengleikar and Þiðreks saga), Karl G. Johansson and 

Else Mundal’s Riddarasögur (2014), and Jürg Glauser and Susanne Kramarz-Bein’s 

Rittersagas (2014). More sustained interventions have been made by a number of new 

monographs on riddarasögur, including Sif Rikhardsdottir’s Medieval Translations and 

Cultural Discourse (2012), Stefka Georgieva Eriksen’s Writing and Reading in Medieval 

Manuscript Culture (2014), and Geraldine Barnes’s The Bookish Riddarasögur (2014). Besides 

Kalinke’s new book, more recent work on indigenous riddarasögur by Sheryl McDonald 

Werronen (Popular Romance in Iceland) and Florian Schreck (Science in Medieval Fiction) caps 

a still-growing list of large-scale scholarly works that dwarfs the number of books published 

on this subject before 2000. Clearly, the riddarasögur can no longer be seen as the ugly 

ducklings of Norse-Icelandic literature, nor (as Margaret Schlauch’s genre-defining 1934 

book Romance in Iceland might tempt us to take them) as exotic curiosities only. 

This recent spurt of interest owes much to four decades of tireless work by Barnes and 

Kalinke themselves, awakening new generations of scholars to the literary sophistication and 

ideological complexity of texts once dismissed (unread) as pallid imitations of their 

Continental equivalents. Like Barnes’s Bookish Riddarasögur, Kalinke’s new monograph 

functions as both a distillation of decades of previous research and as a vehicle for presenting 
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new findings on a bigger canvas than before. The result, again like Barnes’s book, is a tour de 

force. 

 Those who have followed the cut and thrust of debate between Barnes and Kalinke 

will not be surprised to find substantial differences between their two books. Their old dispute 

about whether the riddarasögur constituted ‘entertainment or edification’, with Kalinke 

emphasizing the former and Barnes the latter, does not emerge as a stark dichotomy in their 

recent books: both scholars are well aware of how both purposes coexist in most mediaeval 

texts on different levels. But these differences leave traces in their respective choices of 

coverage. Barnes focuses on a substantial group of late indigenous riddarasögur 

(conventionally dated to the late fourteenth or fifteenth centuries) which she sees as 

distinctively learned. Her monograph explores how these texts deploy their learning and how 

they comment – often humorously or subversively – on the pursuit and importance of 

knowledge more generally. By contrast, Kalinke’s Stories Set Forth has the broader literary-

historical aim of setting out how romance was imported into Iceland and acculturated in 

successive reworkings to indigenous narrative expectations, sometimes with a didactic 

purpose, sometimes less so.  

The book’s subtitle, The Evolution of Medieval Romance in Iceland, suggests 

comprehensive coverage, but it too is selective: it focuses primarily on the earlier phases of 

the rise of romance in Iceland, in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. Indeed, its coverage 

nicely complements that of Barnes’s book as well as that of Kalinke’s first monograph, King 

Arthur North-by-Northwest (Copenhagen) on Icelandic adaptations of Arthurian romance. 

Stories Set Forth analyses both sagas normally categorized as ‘translated’ riddarasögur, whose 

storylines ultimately derive from Continental romances or chansons de geste (Elís saga, 

Flóvents saga, Bevers saga, Mágus saga jarls, Partalopa saga, Tiódels saga) and those classed 

as ‘original’ riddarasögur (Gibbons saga, Bærings saga, Rémundar saga, Konráðs saga, 

Mírmanns saga, Jarlmanns saga, Þjalar-Jóns saga), as well as one fornaldarsaga (Hrólfs saga 

Gautrekssonar). Strengleikar and the Arthurian adaptations are discussed in a substantial 

introductory chapter which pays particular attention to one of the most creative of these, Erex 

saga.  

Kalinke’s chief interest is in changes made to sagas over time by successive redactors, 

here rightly termed ‘authors’, as they reworked, improved, responded to and created sequels 

for their diverse sources. In the abstract this may sound dry, but Kalinke uses this lens to 

bring her corpus to life in lucid, unpretentious and sharp-witted commentaries. Her attention 
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to transformations in storylines resembles that taken in her much-admired monograph Bridal-

Quest Romance in Medieval Iceland (1990), but here Kalinke’s scope is broader, going beyond 

a single plot-type to introduce an astonishing array of romances. Some have barely or never 

previously been treated to sustained analysis as literary works in their own right (rather than 

as collections of motifs), despite their immense popularity in mediaeval and early modern 

Iceland. Perhaps more than any of Kalinke’s previous works, this book vindicates Iceland’s 

importance in the literary history of romance. 

Kalinke uses her demonstrations of these romance-sagas’ inventiveness and 

craftsmanship to blur conventional boundaries between translator, redactor and author, and 

thus also between the so-called ‘translated’ and ‘original’ riddarasögur. She emphasizes how 

often so-called ‘translators’ worked at one remove or more from a supposed Continental 

source-text (often in a version now lost), and how subsequent reworkings could pull a story 

further and further away from anything we would consider as ‘translation’. Previous work by 

Kalinke and others has already explored this spectrum of creativity as regards the radically 

altered Icelandic versions of the Arthurian tales of Erec and Tristram, Erex saga and Tristrams 

saga ok Ísóddar, but Kalinke here applies this viewpoint much more widely and shows that 

these two sagas are not outliers. Partalopa saga (a ‘translated’ riddarasaga) is shown to 

transform the storyline and female protagonist of its ultimate romance source in far-reaching 

ways, which the later author of Gibbons saga (an ‘original’ riddarasaga) then picks up 

wholesale, using different names, and interweaves it with an independent narrative. There is 

no qualitative or quantitative difference in the level of creativity or originality applied by the 

two saga-authors: in this sense these texts are ‘original’ riddarasögur at the same time as being, 

in an extremely loose sense, ‘translated’. Similarly, Tiódels saga and the opening chapters of 

the longest mediaeval version of Mágus saga flesh out the bare narrative bones which they 

find in their source-texts to produce fully realized and complex dramatic renderings. These 

sagas are far more than translations or even adaptations. 

More controversial are Kalinke’s claims about the boundary between romances of the 

North and South, with Hrólfs saga Gautrekssonar as her main exhibit. In Bridal-Quest 

Romance she made a point of treating this text as a paradigmatic Icelandic bridal-quest 

romance, sidelining its conventional designation as a fornaldarsaga in favour of the larger 

European genre of romance. In her new book she moves full circle back to the Icelandic 

terminology, labelling Hrólfs saga as not only a romance, but one of the indigenous 

riddarasögur (p. ix). Part of the rationale is that Hrólfs saga was included alongside several of 
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the riddarasögur analysed in this book in a single manuscript written around 1300, now split 

up as Copenhagen, Det Arnamagnæanske Institut, AM 580 4to, and Stockholm, Kungliga 

Biblioteket, Isl. perg. 4to nr 7. This manuscript also contained other sagas not conventionally 

classified as riddarasögur: Egils saga Skalla-Grímssonar, Ásmundar saga kappabana, the first 

recension of Örvar-Odds saga and Jómsvíkinga saga, all in the same hand as that responsible 

for Elís saga, Mágus saga and Hrólfs saga. One could, if one wished to stretch a point, explore 

the presence of ‘romance’ elements in all these other sagas. Or it may be that romance as an 

organising principle was not the main priority of this manuscript’s patron or compiler. 

Tantalisingly, Kalinke does not mention these other sagas, and the organisation of the 

manuscript itself is only glancingly referred to even though it provides a recurring reference-

point for the book. 

One refreshing aspect of Stories Set Forth is Kalinke’s willingness to set out how the 

various changes and improvements made by redactors over time affect a saga’s overall 

storyline, rather than focusing only on isolated elements and leaving readers to look up the 

saga (or a synopsis) somewhere else. This is one way in which Kalinke ensures that her book 

meets the needs of non-specialist readers or newcomers to the riddarasögur (a category which 

still includes many specialists in Norse-Icelandic literature and culture). The book’s 

usefulness in this regard is enhanced by Kalinke’s generous inclusion of synopses, elegantly 

incorporated into her analysis rather than relegated to an appendix. Militating against the 

book’s accessibility is its very high cover price, but this is hardly Kalinke’s fault and it is 

hoped that a cheaper paperback edition will be produced in due course. If so, typos to correct 

(all in the bibliography) include the date of Ailes’s article on Boeve de Haumtoune, given as 

‘208’, the missing date for Marti’s article on knightly dubbing, and the word Parecvals in the 

title of Bornholdt’s article. The book has, however, been superbly edited overall. 

 Stories Set Forth is consistently illuminating, brims with fresh insights, and has been 

beautifully produced. Its accessible style and wide coverage of texts and themes makes it 

(among other things) an ideal entry-point for newcomers to the field of Icelandic romance, 

including the postgraduates and postdoctoral scholars whose work is the mainspring of the 

present journal. Unfortunately, this potential is undermined to some extent by an austere 

approach to the referencing of previous research. Kalinke’s bibliography of scholarly studies 

of the riddarasögur up to 2016 takes up just over three pages, giving the misleading 

impression that not very much research has previously been done on Icelandic romance. 

Notable absences relevant to her analyses of individual texts or compositional aspects of the 
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riddarasaga corpus include Astrid can Nahl’s pioneering monograph Die Originale 

Riddarasögur, Paul Bibire’s ‘Norse Response to Romance’, Gerd Wolfgang Weber’s 

‘Decadence of Feudal Myth’, Barnes’s ‘Authors, Dead and Alive’, Daniel Sävborg’s hefty 

book comparing romantic love in riddarasögur to that in other kinds of sagas (Sagan om 

kärleken), and the essays on Strengleikar in Johansson and Flaten’s Francia et Germania. In 

her brief ‘Epilogue’, where Kalinke surveys the other mediaeval romance-sagas not discussed 

in this book, a newcomer to the field would have appreciated some indications of where to 

find editions, translations and analysis. Just five critical studies are mentioned in the 

Epilogue’s endnotes, only two of which were published in the past 35 years. For readers who 

are wondering, recent surveys which complement the older books by Schlauch and Glauser 

cited here include Barnes’s ‘Romance in Iceland’ (2000), Matthew Driscoll’s ‘Late Prose 

Fiction’ (2004) and Eriksen’s ‘Courtly Literature’ (2016), while the slightly older articles on 

individual riddarasögur in Philip Pulsiano and Kirsten Wolf’s encyclopaedia Medieval 

Scandinavia (1993) – now thankfully back in print at a surprisingly reasonable price from 

Routledge – remain invaluable, as do those in Joseph Strayer’s Dictionary of the Middle Ages. 

On some specific issues discussed in Kalinke’s book, some further scholarship is worth 

noting. Kalinke’s provocative re-classification of Hrólfs saga Gautrekssonar as a riddarasaga 

may prompt some readers to look into other links between fornaldarsögur and romance, such 

as Hermann Pálsson and Paul Edwards’s Legendary Fiction in Medieval Iceland and Torfi 

Tulinius’s Matter of the North, as well as Annette Lassen’s forceful rebuttal of a meaningful 

fornaldarsaga-romance connection in her contribution to the recent collection of essays co-

edited with Agneta Ney and Ármann Jakobsson, The Legendary Sagas (2012). Kalinke’s own 

study of romance infiltration into later family sagas (‘Víglundar saga’, in the 1994 volume of 

Skáldskaparmál) merits special mention as a parallel case. The Epilogue highlights the later 

flowering of maiden-king romances, a subgenre on which much valuable work has been done, 

from Erik Wahlgren’s field-defining dissertation of 1938 to Jóhanna Katrín Friðriksdóttir’s 

Women in Old Norse Literature. Again, Kalinke’s own studies of maiden-king sagas could have 

been mentioned in this context, although at least these are cited elsewhere. Finally, Kalinke’s 

book is more about texts than audiences, but readers interested in who (in Norway and 

Iceland) enjoyed this patently enjoyable literature might be pointed to Björn Bandlien’s 

‘Arthurian Knights in Fourteenth-Century Iceland’, Ingvil Budal’s ‘A Wave of Reading 

Women’ and the revised English version of Bandlien’s monograph on love and marriage, 

Strategies of Passion, cited here only in its older Norwegian version.  
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Kalinke’s spartan approach to further-reading suggestions may not have been her 

decision. Academic publishers, their eye firmly on a chimerical footnote-shy ‘general reader’, 

exert ever more pressure on scholars, first to huddle their footnotes into the back of the book 

(as here) where only octopuses can use them comfortably, and then to ‘keep endnotes to a 

minimum’ wherever possible. It has to be said that Stories Set Forth stands superbly on its 

own merits, and that the missing links I am fussing over relate to the needs of a wider 

audience, not the argument itself. But there are a few places where the core case-studies of 

Kalinke’s book would have been enhanced by at least brief engagement with other recent 

scholarship on these same texts. One striking absence concerns the first saga to be treated in 

detail, Elís saga, uniquely important for being preserved both in an (incomplete) thirteenth-

century Norwegian translation and later Icelandic reworkings. Kalinke’s discussion makes no 

mention of Eriksen’s 2014 book on this text’s diverse Nordic transformations, Writing and 

Reading in Medieval Manuscript Culture, although she reviewed it in Journal of English and 

Germanic Philology in 2015. Eriksen and Kalinke’s approaches are very different. Eriksen’s 

focus, for which her book has elsewhere been widely admired, is on Elís saga’s shifting scribal 

and codicological contexts. Kalinke’s study is firmly text-based, and her chapter on Elís saga 

nicely complements Eriksen’s book in setting out more clearly how successive Norwegian 

and Icelandic redactors made specifically narrative sense of the story of Elye de Saint-Gilles. 

Given how rare monographs about riddarasögur have been until very recently, it seems a pity 

that Eriksen’s book was not mentioned. 

Kalinke’s discussion of the generic positioning of Bevers saga between chanson de geste 

and romance might, likewise, have engaged with the rather different conclusions on this point 

offered by the late Chris Sanders in Jennifer Fellows and Ivana Djordjevic’s edited collection 

Sir Bevis of Hampton. Similarly, reference to J. Brian Dodsworth’s 1963 critical edition of 

both recensions of Mágus saga (an unpublished PhD dissertation available as a scan from 

Cambridge University Library) would have enabled Kalinke to sidestep the still-persistent 

misconception that the person responsible for amplifying and dramatizing the first recension’s 

laconic opening episodes was the same ‘author’ as the one who added a string of sequel-þættir 

at the end (pp. 76-9), almost doubling the saga’s length. As Dodsworth shows, in two 

mediaeval manuscripts the first recension exists in a longer form which includes the sequel-

þættir. This version was subsequently reworked to produce a more fully dramatized narrative 

with a more self-conscious narrator, amplifying its opening episodes. This third version was 

later copied (with other, less-far-reaching alterations) in the sixteenth-century manuscript 
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AM 152 fol., the version discussed so insightfully by Kalinke. That text is thus the product, 

not of a single authorial intervention, but of two distinct and equally substantial phases of 

reworking by two individuals. These considerations work to strengthen Kalinke’s overall 

argument. 

 Lacunae such as these affect only small points in the book, and I have dwelt on them 

here only in order to fill in some of the intertextual detail missing around the edges of 

Kalinke’s masterly book. This is one of the most incisive, valuable and sheerly enjoyable 

studies of any corpus of Icelandic sagas to be published in recent years, and I recommend it 

wholeheartedly. It deserves the widest possible readership. 
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