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Preface

The background to the present study is a project called “The Demise of Religion”
which was led by Professor Michael Stausherg (Bergen) and the late Professor
James Lewis at the Centre for Advanced Study (CAS) in Oslo (2018-2019). The results
of this project were partly published in a thematic issue of the journal Numen 2021,
where I myself wrote an article called “The Role of Rulers in the Winding Up of the
Old Norse Religion.” I soon realized that there was an opportunity to expand this
study into a monograph and it is the result of that work that is published in the
present book. There are many people who have encouraged me and been helpful
in completing the manuscript. First and foremost I would like to thank my friend
and colleague Michael Stausberg, partly for inviting me to the project in Oslo, partly
for reading several drafts of my text and having many fruitful conversations with
me. Michael has been standing by my side from the first manuscript of this work to
the final production. Some of my colleagues and friends have read the entire man-
uscript and given me many valuable comments. Thus, I must express my gratitude
to Professor Anders Andrén (Stockholm), Professor Stefan Brink (Uppsala), Profes-
sors Bo and Anne-Sofie Graslund (Uppsala), Associate Professor Per Vikstrand (Kal-
mar) and Associate Professor Torun Zachrisson (Lidingd). During my stays in
Bergen and Aarhus in 2022 and 2023, I have been welcomed by and had many fruit-
ful conversations with Professor Eldar Heide (Bergen), Professor Pernille Hermann
(Aarhus), Doctor Simon Nygaard (Aarhus), Professor Jens Peter Schjgdt (Aarhus)
and Michael Stausberg. I also want to thank the small group that regularly met and
discussed the god Freyr for further stimulation and inspiration: Stefan Brink, Pro-
fessor Terry Gunnell (Reykjavik), Doctor Tommy Kuusela (Uppsala), Jens Peter
Schjgdt, Professor Rudolf Simek (Vienna) and Torun Zachrisson. The higher semi-
nar in the history of religion at the Department of Ethnology, History of Religions
and Gender Studies, Stockholm University, led by Professor Peter Jackson Rova
(Stockholm) has also been very stimulating, as well as the Old Norse colloquium
that we run together at the department. There I would like to especially thank, in
addition to Peter Jackson Rova, Associate Professor Andreas Nordberg (Stockholm),
Doctor Sophie Bgnding (Stockholm), Associate Professor Marja-Liisa Keindnen
(Stockholm), Doctor Sten Skanby (Stockholm), Doctor Frederik Wallenstein (Stock-
holm), Doctoral Student Emma Cecilie Sgrlie Jorgensen (Aarhus) Doctor Klas Wik-
strom af Edholm (Nyk&ping), Doctoral Student Kristoffer af Edholm (Stockholm)
and Associate Professor Erik af Edholm (Stockholm). I am also grateful to Profes-
sor Susanne Olsson (Stockholm), who supported and encouraged me in many dif-
ferent ways, and also to Professor Emeritus Anders Hultgdrd (Uppsala), who has
been a role model as a researcher and a never-ending source of inspiration ever
since my doctoral days. Finally, I would also like to thank Laila Kitzler Ahfeldt,
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Magnus Kallstrom and Henrik Williams for patiently answering my questions
about the runic inscriptions. For all shortcomings and faults that still remain in the
text, I am alone responsible.

The two semesters sabbatical, the printing of the book and language correction
of the manuscript were made possible by grants from Riksbankens Jubileumsfond.
One semester sabbatical has also been financed by Stockholm University. Their sup-
port is hereby gratefully acknowledged. I am also thankful to de Gruyter, for publish-
ing my work. I would especially like to express my gratitude to Content Editor Katrin
Mittmann and Project Manager Kowsalya Perumal for their great patience with my
work.

Olof Sundqvist
Farosund, July 2023

A note on personal names

As a rule, Old Norse personal name forms are used for the Nordic names in the
present study. Some East Norse names that appear mainly in Latin texts are ren-
dered in modern reduced name forms, but with the Old Swedish or Old Danish
names in parentheses the first time they are mentioned. Sometimes, only the Old
Swedish or Old Danish name forms are used. Greek, Latin and Germanic names
from Continental Europe and the British Isles are generally rendered in modern
established forms.
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1 Introduction

In Oldfs saga helga chapters 112-113, a part of Heimskringla (c. 1230), the Icelandic
writer and chieftain Snorri Sturluson (1179-1241) narrates the story about the
Christian king Olafr Haraldsson (St Olafr) (r. 1015-1028, 30) and the pagan chief-
tain (hersir) Gudbrandr."

When Gudbrandr learned the news, that King Olafr had come to Léar in Gud-
brandsdalar, in Norway, and was forcing people to accept Christianity, he sent
out a war summons and called all the Dcelir to the farm called Hundporp, to a
meeting with him.* When they had all gathered there, Gudbrandr stood up and
stated that a man called Olafr had come to Loar and he wanted to preach to them
a faith different from what they have had previously. This man also suggested
that they must break all their gods to bits (brjdta god . . . oll i sundr), since his god
was much greater and mightier than their deities. When the farmers heard this
they suggested that Pérr should be taken out from the sanctuary (berum tt bor 6r
hofi) in order to scare the king when he was approaching. The farmers then went
to Breida and prepared for battle against the king. As the king arrived in Breida,
he saw a large army, ready for battle. The king’s men then ran forward shooting
their spears, but the farmers immediately turned in flight, while Guébrandr’s son
was captured. After the failure of this pagan insurgency,® King Olafr and the
farmers planned for a court meeting. Before that assembly, the king asked Guo-
brandr’s son how their god was constructed. He answered that he was patterned
on borr:

And he has a hammer in his hand and is of great size and hollow inside, and under him
there is made something like a scaffold, and he stands up on top of it when he is outside.

1 See Oldfs saga helga chs 112113, in Heimskringla 2, Isl. Fornr. 27: 183-190; this account is ren-
dered in different versions in several texts: The Legendary Saga of St Olaf (Oldfs saga hins helga)
in ed. Heinrichs et al. 1982: 90-92 and in ed. Johnsen 1922: 33-35; The Separate Saga of St Oldfr
(Den store saga om Olav den hellige), chs 99-100 in ed. Johnsen & Jén Helgason 1941: 271-282; and
Flateyjarbok 2: 188-192.

2 All translations to English from Snorri’s Heimskringla 1-3 are taken from Finley & Faulkes
2014-2017 [2011] in the present book. Also, the following paraphrase of Heimskringla 2, chs
112-113, is based on Finley & Faulkes 2014.

3 The Latin term paganus (pagani pl.) was used early in Christian contexts with negative conno-
tations. The English concepts “pagan” and “paganism” have sometimes also been used in ideolog-
ical contexts as pejorative terms as well as in evolutionary typologies of religion. See Hultgard
1991; Berend 2007: 11, note 41. In the present work, these terms are applied as neutral synonyms
for non-Christian persons and Old Norse religion. For definitions, see further below.

@ Open Access. © 2024 the author(s), published by De Gruyter. This work is licensed under the
Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License.
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783111198750-001


https://doi.org/10.1515/9783111198750-001

4 —— 1 Introduction

There is no lack of gold and silver on him. Four loaves of bread are brought him every day
and meat with it.*

When the king got to the assembly the next day, he and his men saw a great mul-
titude of farmers coming to this place carrying between them a huge image of a
person, adorned with gold and silver. The farmers that were already at the assem-
bly, all leapt up and bowed down to this monstrosity. The statue was placed in
the middle of the assembly field. On one side sat the farmers, on the other the
king and his men. Gudbrandr then stood up and said:

Where is your God now, king? I think that now he is carrying the beard on his chin rather
low, and it looks to me as if your bragging and that of the horned chap that you call bishop
and sits there next to you is less than yesterday, for now our god is come, who rules all
things, and is looking at you with keen eyes, and I see that you are now frightened and
scarcely dare raise your eyes. Now put aside your superstition and believe in our god, who
has you entirely at his mercy.’

The king spoke with his allied Kolbeinn so that the farmers did not notice: “If it hap-
pens during my speech that they look away from their god, then strike him a blow
the hardest you can with your cudgel.”® After that the king stood up and spoke:

Much have you spoken to us this morning. You express yourself strangely about your not
being able to see our God, but we are expecting that he will soon come to us. You threaten
us with your god, who is blind and deaf and can neither save himself nor anyone else and
cannot get away anywhere from where he is unless he is carried, and I am thinking that
now he is not far from disaster. So see now there, and look to the east, there comes our God
now with a great light.”

4 ‘ok hefir hann hamar { hendi ok mikill vexti ok holr innan ok gorr undir honum sem hjallr sé, ok
stendr hann par d ofan, er hann er uti. Eigi skortir hann gull ok silfr d sér. Fjorir hleifar brauds
eru honum feerdir hvern dag ok par sldtr vid.’ Oldfs saga helga, in Heimskringla 2, Isl. Fornr. 27:
187. Trans. Finley & Faulkes 2014.

5 ‘Hvar er nu gud pinn, konungr? pat etla ek nu, at hann beri heldr ldgt hokuskeggit; ok svd
synisk mér sem minna sé karp pitt nu ok pess hyrnings, er pér kallid byskup ok par sitr { hjd pér,
heldr en fyrra dag, fyrir pvi at nit er gud vdrr kominn, er ollu redr, ok sér d yor med hvossum
augum, ok sé ek, at pér erud nu felmsfullir ok porid varla augum upp at sjd. N fellid nidr hindr-
vitni ydra ok triid d god vdrt, er allt hefir rdd ydart i hendi.’ {sl. Fornr. 27: 188. Trans. Finley &
Faulkes 2014.

6 ‘Ef svd berr at { grendi minu, at peir sjd frd godi sinum, pd sld pii hann pat hogg, sem pu mdtt
mest, med ruddunni.’ Isl. Fornr. 27: 189. Trans. Finley & Faulkes 2014.

7 ‘Mart hefir pu meelt { morgun til vdr. Letr pu kynliga yfir pvi, er pu madtt eigi sjd gud vdrn, en
Vér veettum, at hann mun koma brdtt til vdr. bu dgnar oss gudi pinu, er blint er ok dauft ok md
hvdrtki bjarga sér né odrum ok kemsk engan veg or stad, nema borinn sé, ok veenti ek niu, at
honum sé skamt til ills. Ok litid pér nii til ok séd { austr, par ferr nit gud vdrr med liési miklu.” {sl.
Fornr. 27: 189. Trans. Finley & Faulkes 2014.
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Then the sun rose, and all the farmers looked towards the sun. At that moment
Kolbeinn struck their god so that it broke all to pieces, and out of it ran mice, as
big as if they were cats, and adders and snakes. The farmers got so frightened
that they fled, some to ships, but when they pushed out their ships water ran in
and filled them up, and they could not board them, while those that ran to horses,
found none. After this the king had the farmers called, saying that he wished to
have a discussion with them, and the farmers turned back and the assembly went
into session. The king stood up and spoke:

‘I do not know,” he says, ‘what is the reason for this noise and dashing about that you are
carrying on. But now you can see what power your god had, on whom you lavished gold
and silver, food and provisions, and you have seen now what creatures have consumed it,
mice and snakes, adders and toads. And they are worse off who believe in such and will not
put aside their folly. Take your gold and jewels, that is scattered here now across the field,
and take it home to your wives and never again put it on stocks or stones. But now there
are two alternatives here before us, the one, that you now accept Christianity, otherwise
fight a battle with me today, and let whoever the God in whom we believe will be victorious
over the others today.®

Then Gudbrandr stood up and said: “Great harm have we suffered for our god.
And yet since he was unable to help us, we will now believe in the God in whom
you believe.”® Then they all accepted Christianity. The bishop baptized Gudbrandr
and his son and put in place clergy and they parted friends. Gudbrandr had a
church built there in the dales.

This story of St Olafr and Gudbrandr is one of the most classic and iconic de-
pictions in the Old Norse literature of the meeting between representatives of the
ancient Scandinavian religion and Christianity during the period of conversion.
St Olafr was, according to it, obviously not impressed by the bérr statue. He had it
struck so it fell in pieces, and out jumped mice as big as cats, and adders, and
snakes. This trope is recurrent in the hagiography and the mission literature, that
is, the idea that the devil and his animals have their dwelling inside the images of

8 ‘Eigi veit ek,’ segir hann, ‘hvi scetir hark petta ok hlaup, er pér gerid. En ni megud pér sjd, hvat
gud ydarr mdtti, er pér bdrud d gull ok silfr, mat ok vistir, ok sd nu, hverjar véttir pess hofdu
neytt, myss ok ormar, edlur ok poddur. Ok hafa peir verr, er d slikt triia ok eigi vilja ldta af heim-
sku sinni. Takid pér gull ydart ok gorsimar, er hér ferr ni um vollu, ok hafid heim til kvinna
ydarra ok berid aldri sidan d stokka eda d steina. En hér eru nu kostir tveir d med oss, annat
tveggja, at pér takid nu vid kristni eda haldid bardaga vio mik i dag, ok beri peir sigr af odrum {
dag, er sd gud vill, er vér triium d.” Isl. Fornr. 27: 189-190. Trans. Finley & Faulkes 2014.

9 ‘Skada mikinn hofum vér farit um gud vdrt. Ok pé med pvi, at hann mdtti ekki oss vid hjdlpa, pd
viljum vér nii triia d pann gud, sem pii triir.’ Isl. Fornr. 27: 190. Trans. Finley & Faulkes 2014.
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pagan gods.'® It appears, for instance, in an account written by Theodoretos in
the fifth century about Bishop Theophilus’ treatment of a Serapis image in Alex-
andria in the end of fourth century. The bishop ordered one of his men to hew
down the cult image whereupon hordes of mice rush out of it."* Such accounts
can be related to the demonology and literary clichés or topoi applied by mission-
aries and early Christian kings in sermons, speeches at assemblies, or didactical
texts when teaching the pagans that they lacked real gods. Their images of gods
were nothing but figures made of wood. According to Snorri’s account, the king’s
negotiations and preaching to the pagan peasants did not seem to be enough to
convince them to give up their old faith; concrete action was also required. That
is why he had Kolbeinn chop up the image of borr. In Snorri’s text, King Olafr
threatened the peasants with weapons if they did not allow themselves to be bap-
tized. The story also ends with the conversion of the recalcitrant farmers at Hun-
dporp and King Olafr’s admonition that they must not decorate logs and stones
with gold and jewels.

There are many similar accounts on the early Christian royalties and their
conversion methods in Heimskringla, however, the historical value of them has
been much debated in research (see 1.3 and 9.1 below). On the one hand they are
shaped according to a common pattern in hagiography, indicating that they lack
a historical background. On the other hand, they are sometimes based on older
and more reliable sources suggesting that these early Christian kings really had
pagan cult images and sanctuaries smashed during the conversion process."
When telling the story about the violent missionary attempts of the Christian sons
of King Eirikr and Queen Gunnhildr during the 960s in Norway®™ for instance,
Snorri had both contemporary skaldic poems as well as older prose traditions as
support."* According to Snorri, these sons had accepted Christianity in England
before they assumed kingship in Norway. But when they came to power in Nor-

10 See e.g., Strombdck 1975: 104-106.; Nasstrom 2001: 199-200; Bagge 2005: 75; Lassen 2011:
215-217; Wellendorf 2018: passim.

11 Strombéck (1975: 105, note 1) refers to Theodoretos’ Ecclesiastical History 5,22. This topos and
similar motifs were common in Christian accounts during the Middle Ages. Dillmann (2022:
746-747) refers to an Old English text called De falsis diis, written by Zlfric in the late tenth cen-
tury. Homilies of Zlfric. A Supplementary Collection 11, ed. ]. C. Pope 1968: 667-724.

12 We may see this type of violent conversion not only in Scandinavia, but in all Europe. See
Brown 2013: xxxvii-viii.

13 Haralds saga grdfeldar ch. 2, Heimskringla 1, Isl. Fornr. 26: 203-204. This text will be analysed
in more detail in ch. 4.

14 See the contemporary poem Vellekla sts 14 and 15 which clearly indicate that the sons of Eir-
ikr damaged sanctuaries. They were sources for Snorri’s account. See also Fagrskinna ch. 14, ({sl.
Fornr. 29: 98), which most likely also constituted an important source for Snorri’s narrative.
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way, these Christian kings made no progress in converting people; everywhere
they could, they demolished temples and destroyed rituals (brutu peir nior hof ok
spilltu blétum) and because of this became very unpopular.” This information is
partly indicated in Einarr skdlaglamm Helgason’s contemporary poem Hdkonar-
drdpa,'® where the poet states that when the Eirikssynir ruled the country they
“dared to destroy [pagan] sanctuaries” (pordi granda véum). According to a lausa-
visa (21), attributed to the Icelandic hero and poet Egill Skalla-Grimsson and
quoted in Egils saga chapter 56, their father, the Christian King Eirikr, is de-
scribed as “the one who does injury to the [pagan] sanctuaries [or sanctuary]”
(panns vé grandar).” When Egill in lausavisa 22 calls Eirikr logbrigdir “law-
breaker,” after being sentenced as an outlaw, it may also refer to the desecration
the king had done to the cult and assembly places. Egill’s, Einarr’s and Snorri’s
texts thus suggest that these early Christian kings really tried to eradicate the
pagan traditions by destroying sanctuaries and abolishing the sacrificial cult. In
this case the violent actions of these kings alone do not seem to have influenced
the peasants to give up their old faith; no traditions indicate that they were suc-
cessful in converting people. As we will see later in the present book, such at-
tempts probably also required preaching, negotiations and verbal pressure for a
more successful result.

When Jarl Hédkon took power over Norway c. 970, and Eirikr’s sons were de-
feated, the jarl ordered over his whole realm that people should maintain temples
and rituals, and this was done.'® This historical process is witnessed in reliable
sources, such as the poem Vellekla. They suggest that some pagan rulers and
chieftains offered resistance when the old religion was threatened. They also indi-
cate a conflict-filled conversion process in parts of Viking Age Norway. Elsewhere,
the dismantling of the native religion and the old society seems to have been a
quite peaceful and smooth process, as in the case of Iceland. But before we go
into analyzing this story and other similar accounts from the transition period, a
brief background overview of the present study is required, as well as a presenta-
tion of its purpose, the central questions it intends to answer, and its theoretical
and methodological framework.

*oFok

15 Heimskringla 1, Isl. Fornr. 26: 203-204.

16 This stanza is not attested in Heimskringla but only in Fagrskinna manuscript B, see further
4.3 below.

17 On this lausavisa, see further 4.3 below.

18 See Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar ch. 16, Heimskringla 1, fsl. Fornr. 26: 241.
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It is a common opinion in research that the Scandinavians changed religion on an
official level during the second half of the Viking Age, that is, c. AD 950-1050/1100
(Fig. 1a/b)."® During this period, Christianity replaced the Old Norse religion. How-
ever, Christian impulses may have come to Scandinavia perhaps as early as the late
Roman Iron Age and the Migration Period (c. AD 300-550), indicating a long process,
including gradual cultural and religious changes and adoptions of new ideas.?’ The
first known Christian mission in Denmark and Sweden was organized by the Frankish-
German Church during the reign of Charlemagne’s son, Louis the Pious (r. 814-840).*
Later, around AD 1000, a mission also came to the Nordic countries from Eng-
land, which was especially important for the Christianization of Norway.* It was
thus the Roman Catholic Christianity that mainly influenced the Nordic countries
during the Viking Age.” According to a common view, the Christianization pro-
cess was completed when the Church provinces were established in Scandinavia
during the twelfth century.*

The conversion of the ancient Scandinavians was indeed not an incident that
took place overnight. Rather, it should be described as a long and complicated
process, including several phases of adjustments, adaptations and changes.”> The
disintegration of the indigenous religion further took place at different times in

19 These dates relate to certain political events which later historiography has “considered as im-
portant dates or decisive moments” (Brink 2008b: 621) for the official conversion, for instance,
when a ruler proclaims in public that his people have changed religion. See for instance King Har-
aldr’s proclamation on the Jelling runestone DR 42. Official religion is a religion officially endorsed
by a sovereign state. Whether the concept state can be applied to the Viking societies is somewhat
debated. See e.g. Lindkvist & Sjoberg 2009: 122-123. As a variant to the concept official religion, I
will sometimes use the concept public religion. According to José Casanova (2003: 111), “[a] public
religion is one that has, assumes, or tries to assume a public character, function, or role.” Casanova
states however that both the concepts public and religion are problematic, see further below.

20 See e.g., A-S. Graslund 1996 and 2001; Fabech & Ndsman 2013. The chronological system used in
this study is as follows: The Roman Iron Age (c. AD 0-375), the Migration Period (c. AD 375-550),
the Merovingian Period (in Sweden called the Vendel Period; c. AD 550-750), and the Viking Period
(c. AD 750-1050/1100) which is followed by the Medieval era. The Roman Iron Age and the Migra-
tion represent in present study the Middle Iron Age, while the Merovingian Period and the Viking
Age represent the Late Iron Age.

21 See Staecker 1999: 346-348; Brown 2013: 464-466; B. Nilsson 2020: 1706-1708.

22 See Adam 2,36-37; 2,55 and 2,57. Cf. B. Nilsson 2010: 14-15. Whether a Byzantine mission ex-
isted in Scandinavia has been discussed in previous research. However, such a mission is difficult
to substantiate. See e.g., B. Nilsson 1998: 61-64; A.-S. Gréslund 2001: 149-150.

23 That type of Christianity which arrived in Viking Age Scandinavia, however, had been af-
fected by Germanic culture and religion on the Continent and in England and was thus German-
ized (cf. Russell 1994).

24 Seee.g., B. Nilsson 2010: 9.

25 E.g., Birkeli 1973; A.-S. Gréslund 2001; Berend (ed.) 2007.
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Fig. 1a: Map of Viking Age and early medieval Scandinavia. Image in its original state by Sven
Rosborn, licensed under https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/.

different places in Scandinavia.”® The first areas to convert were probably in Den-
mark.”” King Haraldr Klakk (0ld Danish Harald) was baptized as early as 826 in
Mainz, however, usually the official conversion of Denmark is related to King
Haraldr bldtonn Gormsson’s political decision c. 963 and his own baptism. This

26 E.g., Brink 1996a/b; Berend 2007: 24-25; Nordeide 2011; Ljung 2016 and 2019.
27 It is possible that occasional missionary attempts were made in Denmark as early as the
eighth century. Staecker 1999: 346; cf. B. Nilsson 2010: 9.
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Fig. 1b: Map of Viking Age Iceland. Original source: J6n Helgason, Norren Litteraturhistorie. Licensed
under https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/.

conversion is even indicated in one contemporary runestone at the royal site of
Jelling, between Aarhus and Ribe in Jylland (Fig. 2).?® In ecclesiastical organiza-
tional terms, the church province with the archbishop’s seat in Lund was estab-
lished first in 1103/1104. Old Norse sources report that Norway and Iceland were
officially converted around the year 1000, but the Old Norse religion demised
with some local variations.? It has often been argued that the coast areas of Nor-
way, for instance, converted before the inland, however, recently it has been
stated that archaeological investigations indicate a more complex picture.*® Nidar-

28 Cf. Gelting 2020: 1586-1589.

29 Cf. Nordeide 2011; 2020: 1633-1635 and Jon Vidar Sigurdsson 2020: 1664—1668. The first native
hishop for Iceland was Isleifr, who was consecrated in Bremen c. 1056. See Adam 4,36. Cf. Gustafs-
son 2011.

30 Bagge & Nordeide 2007: 133. Nordeide (2011: 322) states thus “It is not possible to say that
Christianity was established earlier along the west coast [of Norway] than inland, or in the south
before the north. Instead, Christianity was probably established with help of kings as strategic
places, as stepping stones along the landscape. These places were either founded as towns, or
else the towns emerged soon after.”
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0ss (today called Trondheim) became an archbishop’s seat in 1152/1153 with a church
province that covered Norway, Iceland and other Atlantic islands. The end of the
old religion in Sweden is often related to the dismantling of the sanctuary in Up-
psala, in the second half of the eleventh century. It is mentioned as still existing in
Adam of Bremen’s account in his Gesta Hammaburgensis ecclesiae pontificum
(4,26-30) dated to c. 1075.3' However, also in Sweden the old religion declined at dif-
ferent times in different places. Recent studies focusing on traditional burial fields,
early Christian grave monuments and the runestone tradition indicate that Véster-
gotland was the earliest province to change religion, including an incipient Church
organization, that is, the early eleventh century.* Western parts of Ostergétland
converted around 1000-1050, while it seems to be a temporal delay of this process
in the Lake Maélaren area, that is, Svetjud,33 but with some regional variations. It is
in general agreed that the “Christianization process” was completed in Sweden 1164
when the episcopal see of Uppsala was revised to an archiepiscopal rank.**

When describing this transition in recent studies, the concept of “Christiani-
zation” is often applied.® These studies discuss transformations of religious be-
liefs and rituals, the introduction and adoption of Christianity, the emergence of
different types of royal institutions and organizations, and new economic and so-
cial structures. Due to these processes, it is argued that the Scandinavian king-
doms became “integrated into the wider cultural and political community of
western Christianity.”*® To a large extent this historiography focuses on the out-
come of the encounter, namely the description of early Medieval Christianity and
the new Christian society. The concept of Christianization highlights thus the suc-
cess and “victory” of the winning part in this encounter.

The purpose of the present study is to concentrate more exclusively on the
Old Norse religion during this period of change and to analyze the processes be-
hind its disappearance on an official level of the society.*” While previous studies

31 E.g., Sundqvist 2016a: 110-127.

32 See Ljung 2016 and 2019; cf. Theliander 2005.

33 Svetjud (0ld Norse Svipj6d) was a kingdom of somewhat uncertain geographical extent (cf.
Sawyer 1991: 16-19; Th. Andersson 2000 and 2004; Brink 2008c). According to the ninth century
sources “the Svear formed some kind of multi-regional polity, stretching from their core area
around Lake Mdlaren (which was then a gulf open to the Baltic) towards Denmark in the south,
and towards the east Baltic territory in the east” (Blomkvist eta al. 2007: 173-174). In the present
study, Svetjud refers mostly to the area around the Lake Mélaren.

34 B. Nilsson 2020: 1697.

35 See, e.g., B. Nilsson 1996a and 2020; Jon Vidar Sigurdsson 2003 and 2020; Sanmark 2004; Be-
rend (ed.) 2007; Nordeide 2011 and 2020; Haki Antonsson 2014; Gelting 2020.

36 Lindkvist 2008: 669.

37 The terms religious change, conversion and official level will be discussed below in 1.1.
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Fig. 2: Runestone at the royal site of Jelling, Denmark. Image of Christ on the cross. The runic
inscription on the stone ends as follows: “That Haraldr who won for himself all Denmark and Norway
and made the Danes Christian” (see below). Image in its original state by Roberto Fortuna, licensed
under https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/.

also mention such aspects,®® few of them are interested specifically in the vanish-
ing religion. To generalize, there are a lack of studies that investigate how and
why religious “traditions, practices, or indeed entire systems disappear,”*® as well
as the question of who caused these extinctions. This study intends to bring find-

38 See e.g., Sanmark’s investigation (2004), which includes relevant aspects also for the present
study on the demise of Old Norse religion. Similar intentions appear also in the articles of Berend
(ed.) (2007) and Schjgdt et al. (eds.) (2020, vol. 4), even if most of them mainly focus on the out-
come of the conversion process. Historians of religions, such as Steinsland (1991; 2000; 2005) and
Schjedt (2013) have also discussed the disappearance of the old religion more recently. See also
chs 2 and 7 below. It can truly be said that the present study is largely inspired by all of them.

39 de Jong 2016: 647.
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ings from the field of Old Norse religion into this nascent research,*® with particu-
lar focus on the role of Viking kings and indigenous agency in the winding up of
the native religion.*’ An actor-oriented approach will thus be established, that
starts with individual agents rather than ideological systems.*” In this approach
focus is placed on the intentions, actions, methods and strategies applied by the
early Christian Viking kings when dismantling the religious tradition that had
previously been fundamental to their lives. In addition, the resistance that some
of the pagan chieftains offered against these Christian kings is discussed as well
as the question why they defended the old religious tradition. Hence, by means of
focusing on the demise of the Norse religion, including both the attempts to dis-
mantle and defend it, the question on religious change in the Late Viking Age
Scandinavia will be reframed and reconceptualized.*®

1.1 Theoretical and methodological perspectives

In what follows, the theoretical and methodological perspectives and limitations
that will be applied in the present study are discussed. In addition, some analyti-
cal concepts used in the survey are defined. First however, the focus of the study
and its context in the history of religions are presented.

1.1.1 Focusing on the demising religion
In a project called “The Demise of Religion” at the Centre for Advanced Study in

Oslo (2018-2019) a group of scholars led by the historians of religions Michael
Stausberg and the late James T. Lewis wished to provide a comparative analysis

40 See Robbins 2014; de Jong 2016; Stausberg 2021.

41 The importance of the kings with support from local rulers in the “Christianization process”
is often stressed in recent research, see, e.g., Sanmark 2004: 34-39, 75-83; Berend 2007: 13-15, 38;
Barlett 2007: 47; Brink 2008b: 622; Nordeide 2020: 1645-1646. Few of these studies concentrate
specifically on how these kings dismantled the old religion and why they used these particular
means. The word Viking, Old Norse vikingr, was a man who had left Scandinavia on a journey
together with other men. These journeys were raids and military expeditions, conducted by a
group of warriors (0ld Norse lid, drdtt) under leadership of a king or a chieftain. Brink 2008d.

42 See e.g., Florén & Agren 2006 [1998]: 137-138; Long 2001. On actor-oriented perspective, see
below.

43 On previous research, see notes above and ch. 2 below.
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of the why and how of the decline and death of religions.** The results of the proj-
ect were partly published in a thematic issue of the journal Numen 2021, where
the demise of, for example, Egypt, Graeco-Roman and Scandinavian religions was
treated, including a more theoretical introduction, written by Michael Staus-
berg.”® The present book will give a systematic presentation from the study of 0ld
Norse religion to this research field and provide new insights to the comparative
study of religion, such as the significance and use of violence, negotiation, the giv-
ing of gifts, decrees, legislative measures and other actions, methods, strategies
and/or tactics used by native rulers when dismantling the indigenous religion.
This book discusses the reactions that arose among the pagan chieftains who
wanted to preserve the old religion, society and culture as well as the conflicts
this gave rise to. There is a research gap related to these issues,*® which should be
closed with the support of a thorough and detailed investigation.

1.1.2 The actor-oriented perspective and indigenous agency

The theoretical perspective of the present study is mainly inspired by anthropolo-
gist Joel Robbins’ article “How Do Religions End? Theorizing Religious Traditions
from the Point of View of How They Disappear.” Robbins based his study on an
extensive fieldwork carried out among the Urapmin, a group of 390 people living
in the West Sepik Province of Papua New Guinea, where he particularly paid atten-
tion to the ways people actively dismantled the religious tradition that previously
formed their life.*” Robbins emphasized that the disappearance and persistence of

44 The group included Janne Arp-Neumann, Erica Baffelli, Jan Bremmer, Christian Bull, Carole
Cusack, Laura Feldt, Albert de Jong, the late James T. Lewis, Richard Lim, Joel Robbins, Jorg
Riipke, Michael Stausberg, Olof Sundqvist, and Stuart Wright. The late Liselotte Frisk joined the
team as a visiting guest and Jens Braarvig was a permanent guest.

45 Michael Stausberg surveyed research related to the topic demise of religion from the 1920s
until today (2021: 106-108). An early contribution was Pratt 1921.

46 In the volume Christianization and the Rise of Christian Monarchy aspects of the declining
religions are indeed taken into consideration. The editor Nora Berend (2007: 10) expresses any-
how the hope that “further research may shed light on issues of pagan religion” in this process.
Haki Antonsson (2014: 50) has in a review article noted some fundamental factors, which need to
be addressed in future research on the conversion and Christianization of Scandinavia, for in-
stance, “the nature of pre-Christian customs prior to the official adoption of the new religion,”
and “the role of rulers in introducing or even imposing the new religion.” In different ways, the
present study engages these aspects.

47 Robbins 2014. See also Mikael Rothstein’s (2016) interesting discussion about the dismantling
of the indigenous religion of the Penan people in Borneo, when encountered with Christianity.
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a religious tradition could be seen as “something people actively do, rather than
something that simply happens.”*® His focus was placed on how members of this
group concretely proceeded when they dismantled their old religion. One approach
included “the material erasure of the traditional religion,” that is “the careful, fre-
quently almost ritualized, abandonment of the material supports of traditional reli-
gious practice.”* This erasure was not performed by “foreign missionaries” but by
the converted Urapmin themselves. They were thus both subjects and objects of
this religious change.*

Joel Robbins also introduced the analytic concepts replacements and displace-
ments when analyzing how the indigenous religious ideas and rituals were dis-
mantled.” According to Robbins, Urapmin replaced some traditional notions and
practices with Christian ideas and rituals, which aimed to realize the same
goals.” One of the most obvious examples of replacement in the history of the fall
of Urapmin traditional religion was the “people’s use of prayer to entreat God to
help them succeed in many of the tasks for which the ancestors once provided
assistance.”® Some indigenous religious ideas were, however, delegated to less
important roles or reinterpreted in the process:

In displacement, aspects of Christian thought and practice do not simply slot in where tradi-
tional thought and practice had once been but rather provide a clear rationale for why for-
mer practices and the goals they set need to be abandoned. One straightforward example is
the way Urapmin will now tell you that they have come to realize that Afek and their other
important ancestors really existed, but they were simply normal human beings, not super-
naturally powerful figures that deserve ritual attention.™

Although it is not possible to generalize from Robbins’ study of the small group of
Urapmin, it still has a theoretical value as it presents an important terminology
and also emphasizes the role of the indigenous group and actors in dismantling
their own tradition rather than seeing this, for example, as the work of conquer-
ors or missionaries, or foreign kings.

Robbins’ focus on the indigenous agency in the process of dismantling the na-
tive religious tradition is crucial for the present study, and will be applied to the
newly converted rulers in late Viking Age Scandinavia. These royalties also acted as

48 Robbins 2014: 13.

49 Robbins 2014: 7. Colpe 1986: 16-17.
50 Cf. Stausberg 2021: 107.

51 Robbins 2014: 9-10.

52 Robbins 2014: 9.

53 Robbins 2014: 9.

54 Robbins 2014: 10.
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a kind of cult leader before conversion.* It is thus no surprise that they, together
with allied or subordinated chieftains, also played a most active role when the old
cult was to be dismantled. That the native kings played an important role during
the conversion in the Nordic countries has indeed been observed in previous re-
search,’® however, few have more exclusively studied their role in this process in-
cluding the resistance they faced. In addition, it will be argued that the material
erasure of old religion was one of many crucial methods for these early Christian
rulers.”” The analytic concepts replacements and displacements will also be applied
in the present investigation, since they can be used when discussing how the Chris-
tian rulers proceeded when they would break down the old traditions.

An agent-based, action-oriented approach will be applied in the present
study.®® In Part II, designated “The role of rulers as agents in the winding up of
the native religion,” the actors are the native Christian kings, their advisors and
clericals working for them, that is, the royal power and the Church, while the
pagan chieftains and farmers are the major agents in Part III, which is entitled
“Pagans fight back.” Focus in Part II, will thus be placed on how the early Chris-
tian rulers acted to achieve their goals, for instance, how they dismantled cult

55 Sundqvist 2002; 2016a; 2021. See also 1.1.3 below and 4.1.

56 For instance, Bertil Nilsson (2020: 1721) states thus: “From the beginning of the eleventh cen-
tury, the kings played an important role with regard to the establishment of the Church.” Many
scholars have noticed that the early Christian kings collaborated closely with the Church and had
a reciprocal relationship. Ecclesiastical organization and administration were essential to the
state-formation process. Laws were written down by the royal power with the help of the clergy.
The king supported and protected the Church in compensation for the ecclesiastical support.
That these kings also played a most active role when dismantling the Old Norse religion is less
observed. But some have taken such perspectives into considerations. They have all inspired me
in what follows. See e.g., B. Nilsson 2020: 1721-1723; cf. Hellstrom 1971: 143-148; Lindkvist 1996;
Sanmark 2004: 34-53, 75-106; Berend 2007: 2-10, 13-15, 19; Blomkvist et al. 2007: 204-205; Brink
2008b: 622.

57 Carsten Colpe (1986) stated that the most obvious form of disappearance is the physical exter-
mination, when sanctuaries, images of gods and ritual objects are smashed.

58 When focusing on an actor perspective in historical studies, emphasize is placed on certain
agents, i.e., individuals or groups who have been significant for historical developments and
changes. Focus is often placed on the agents’ intentions with actions in specific contexts. Opposite
to this is structural approaches, which focuses on the structures within which these individuals
operate. My purpose is primarily to understand the intention of the action, where also the limita-
tions that ideologies, institutions or the actions of other individuals and groups create for the
acting subject are taken into consideration. It is the relation between different actions and spe-
cific intentions to dismantle and defend the old order that I am looking for, where also some
structural aspects are taken into consideration, such as the impact of religious ideology on the
actors etc. Therefore, I use the term actor-oriented. See Florén & Agren 2006 [1998]: 137-138; cf.
Long 2001: 1-5. On the problems between actor and structure, see Berger & Luckman 1998 [1966].
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buildings and images of gods, and wiped out pagan cult leadership and cult orga-
nization, as well as why they aimed at erasing these areas of the Norse religion.
Focus in Part III, will be placed on the pagan chieftains’ actions and motives
when defending the old tradition as well as the conflicts that their actions gave
rise to. Some structural aspects are also taken into consideration, such as the reli-
gious and ideological impact on the actors as well as the agents’ influence on
structures. In both parts, a contextual and situational approach is applied, how-
ever, recurrent patterns in actions and intentions will also be observed.

1.1.3 The top-down perspective

Historiography on religious change in the Viking Age Scandinavia has for many
centuries been focused on the activities of missionaries, and their ability to attract
and convert people.”® Countries, regions and locals in Scandinavia had their own
apostle; Iceland had Pangbrandr, Vestlandet in Norway had St Sunnifa, Soder-
manland in Sweden had St Eskil (Old Swedish Askel, £skil) and St Botvid (Old
Swedish Botvidh). In Skovde, Smaland, there was a local saint who was called St
Elin (01d Swedish Zlin(a)) or St Helena (from Latin Helena).%® In the hagiography
over these men and women we meet the history of their struggle for spreading
the Christian faith to the pagans, which often resulted in their death. Eventually a
local cult was founded at the place they were said to have been killed and some-
times they were officially canonized.

This traditional view of Christianization of Scandinavia, which can be traced
back to the Middle Age historiography, is often described “as a process which starts
at the bottom of society and eventually climbs up on the societal ladder.”®' The mis-
sionaries were assumed to have been wandering around among common people in
the Scandinavian countries, where they preached, converted pagans to the Chris-
tian faith and then baptized them. In the end the entire society, including the elite,
was permeated by Christianity. There are researchers still today who defend a bot-
tom-up perspective on the Christianization process. They argue that the change of
religion can be seen as a popularly initiated movement from below, where the rul-
ers eventually had to be baptized to maintain their power, because so many of
their subjects were already Christians.®* Based on the archaeological investigation
of an early Christian cemetery and a church in Vegy, a little island in the Romsdal

59 See overview in Brink 2008b: 622-625.
60 B. Nilsson 1998: 59—61; Brink 2008b: 622.
61 Brink 2008b: 622.

62 Cf. Theliander 2005; 2010.
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fjord, archaeologist Seebjgrg Walaker Nordeide, argued that “the embryonic phase
of Christianity in Norway did not embrace the entire polity but remained a local
initiative [. . .]. No king can be identified from written sources as being associated
with this event, and consequently there is no support for any argument insisting
that a royal initiative was decisive for the very first establishment of Christian-
ity in Norway.”®® She admits that the first Christian community in Vegy indeed
was a rather isolated phenomenon. The next phase of Christianization in Nor-
way around AD 1000 “was very much a top-down process, initiated by the king
and the Latin Church.”**

In the present study, the importance of kings and rulers (e.g., the jarls) in the
process of dismantling the old religion will be stressed. Hence, a top-down per-
spective will be applied. Since the pagan rulership in Sweden, Norway, and prob-
ably also in Denmark, included a religious ruler ideology for gaining legitimacy
as well as important cultic roles, it is no surprise that they also played significant
roles when the old tradition was to be dismantled and devastated. There was a
common ideology attached to some noble dynasties, which could be seen in their
relationship with the gods.®® Skaldic poetry, such as Ynglingatal, indicates that the
royal kin of the Svear in the Lake Mélaren region, called the Ynglingar, claimed
divine descent for their family and the individual members of it. They were, for
instance, designated Freys afspringr “offspring of Freyr,” Freys ¢ttungr “descen-
dant of Freyr,” tys ¢ttungr “descendant of god,” and godkynningr “descendant of
gods.”®® This family had developed a ruler ideology which included the monu-
mentalization of the political power. The poem Hdleygjatal uses similar kennings
and expressions as designations for the jarls of Lade, in Trendelag, Norway.®” In
the decentralized society of Iceland, the power structures and ruler ideology
were different. The society there was deliberately organized without kings and
jarls. It was ruled by many chieftains (godar) jointly. A concentration of power in
Iceland did not take place until the end of the Viking Age. Chieftain families, such
as the Pdorsnesingar in Western Iceland, asserted also a different kind of ruler ide-
ology and relation to the gods compared to the Ynglingar and the Lade-jarls,
which was not phrased in terms of kinship. In the sources, the chieftains from
bérsnes were described as “dearest friend” (dstvinr and mikill vinr) of the god

63 Nordeide 2020: 1629.

64 Nordeide 2020: 1633.

65 See particularly Sundqvist 2012 and 2016a.
66 Ynglingatal, SkP 1: 25, 31, 36 and 44.

67 Hdleygjatal, SKP 1: 205 and 208.



1.1 Theoretical and methodological perspectives =—— 19

(i.e., bérr), and they took care of the cult to the deity at the local sanctuary.5®
Their relation to the gods should primarily be described not as genealogic, but as
cultic. The social-political and ideological differences in various regions of Viking
Age Scandinavia likely had consequences for the way the Old Norse religion was
disassembled. The findings indicate that regions with a distinct rulership includ-
ing kings and jarls—such as Denmark, Norway and Sweden—resembled each
other, but diverged from conditions in Iceland, and probably also Gotland, where
local chieftains jointly ruled the islands.®® These differences will be discussed
more closely in Part III and IV below.

1.1.4 Concepts describing religious change

In Old Norse medieval writings, the religious change process in Scandinavia was
described by using the emic term sidaskipti, that is, a concept with the literally
meaning “change of customs.” The Old Norse religion, including all beliefs, rituals
and customs related to it, was called inn forni sidr “the old custom,” while the
new religion of Christianity was called inn nyi sidr “the new custom” (see further
below).” In what follows, I will discuss the etic terms and comparative concepts
used in research when describing this process and also investigate their rele-
vance for the present study.

Christianization

As noted above, there are plenty of recent books which include the concept Chris-
tianization in their titles when describing the religious change in Viking Age Scandi-
navia.” This concept has been defined in various ways in previous research, where

68 See e.g., Eyrbyggja saga chs 3—4, Isl. Fornr. 4: 6-7. See Sundqvist 2012 and 2016a. It should be
mentioned that Ari inn frédi’s genealogical list called ngfn langfedga Ynglinga ok Breidfirdinga
(“names of the forefathers of the Ynglinga-kin and the Breidafjordur-people”) in Islendingabdk,
traces his family from the euhemerized gods Yngvi Tyrkjakonungr — Njordr Sviakonungr —
Freyr - Fjolnir — Sveigdir etc. See 4.5.1 below.

69 Andrén 2012.

70 Clunies Ross 2018b: 119; cf. Sundqvist 2005a; Nordberg 2017; 2018, and 2022: 262.

71 E.g., B. Nilsson (ed.) 1996; J6n Vidar Sigurdsson 2003; Berend (ed.) 2007; Sanmark 2004; and
above. A recent example is the new handbook The Pre-Christian Religions of the North: History
and Structures, Volume IV: The Christianization Process, Bibliography, and Index, where all chap-
ters use the term Christianization in their titles: “The Christianization of Denmark,” “The Chris-
tianization of Norway,” “The Christianization of the North Atlantic” and “The Christianization of
Sweden” etc., Schjedt et al., (eds.) 2020. Gelting 2020; Nordeide 2020; Jén Vidar Sigurdsson 2020
and B. Nilsson 2020.
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aspects of the process—not only the outcome—have also been taken into consider-
ation. According to historian Nora Berend, for instance, this concept refers to “the
process of the penetration of Christianity into society and accompanying societal
change,”72 while Haki Antonsson states that Christianization denotes “the process
through which behaviour and beliefs were moulded according to the precepts of
the Christian community and the Church.”” Church historian Bertil Nilsson makes
a useful distinction when discussing the concept; one concerns the official sphere,
and the other, the private sphere. He states that it is easiest to deal with the official
Christianization

implying that the Church and Christianity were publicly accepted by the society, either as a con-
sequence of decrees issued by persons who had the power to decide in matters of religious affil-
iation and practice, or through establishment of ecclesiastic structures [. . .]. It is considerably
more difficult to survey the private sphere. In this regard, it is reasonable to maintain that
Christianization had come to an end when the majority of the population took part in the
Church’s different services, had acquired knowledge of at least the fundamental parts of the
Christian faith, and also embraced basic Christian values in moral and ethical respects.™

These previous studies on Christianization have indeed taken into consideration
the transformation of the beliefs, attitudes, values, and actions, but most of all the
outcome of this process has been emphasized, that is, the description of the early
medieval Christianity and Christian society. Processes related to the demising reli-
gion and culture are less observed or even ignored. It has sometimes been argued
that some elements of the old religion survived and appeared in the early medieval
Christianity. Key terms in these discussions are adaptation, syncretism, accultura-
tion and cult continuation.”” However, few, if any, of these studies concentrate ex-
clusively on what elements were lost of the declining religion during the transition,
how and why they were lost, or what the reactions were in the old religion.

In his survey concerning the disintegration and death of religions, Albert de
Jong has identified a similar trend in the historiography related to the Christiani-
zation of the people in southern Europe, that is, the process where the old reli-
gions of Europe—Greek and Roman religions—were replaced by Christianity. He

72 Berend 2007: 2; cf. Sanmark 2004: 14. Nordeide (2011: 3) states that the term covers “religious
transformations but also social, cultural, and even technological developments,” while Russell
(1994: 31) argues that the term “societal Christianization” denotes “the transformation of the be-
liefs, attitudes, values, and behavior (BAVB) of the society.”

73 Haki Antonsson 2014: 51. For a critical assessment of the term Christianization, see Haki An-
tonsson 2014: 73.

74 B. Nilsson 2020: 1695.

75 Hultgdrd 1992; A.-S. Graslund 2001; Haki Antonsson 2014; see also ch. 2 below.
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states that the focus in both documentations and previous research is shockingly
one-sided and biased:

The focus is so heavily tilted toward the eventual outcome (conversion), that the mecha-
nisms of religious change run the risk of being lost from sight. This has resulted in the wide-
spread conviction that the traditional religions that were (to be) replaced by Christianity
were somehow doomed to fail, ossified beyond repair, or that they had never been genu-
inely borne by conviction, but “merely” by tradition or social pressure.”®

In some senses, de Jong’s statement is quite accurate in relation to the historiogra-
phy on religious change in Germanic Europe as well, but perhaps not always.
Some scholars have argued that the Old Norse religion was strong, creative, and
vibrant to the very end of its existence.”’

Albert de Jong states also that the historiography on Christianization of Eu-
rope has been loaded by “ideological convictions.” It has unfortunately developed
into a generic model, also applied in other parts of the world when describing
processes of conversion:

The problem is that these observations are not carried by any recognizable theoretical ori-
entation or interest. Instead, they are largely carried by ideological convictions—the superi-
ority of Christianity on the one hand, its fundamental intolerance on the other—and these
convictions govern much of the interpretation. What makes matters worse is that it is likely
that the narrative of the Christianization of Europe, in view of its foundational importance
for the construction of Western culture, has been the (implicit or explicit) model applied to
most other historical processes of the spread and conquest of religious systems [. . .]’®

In order to avoid this model, where “focus is so heavily tilted toward the out-
come” and “observations are largely carried by ideological convictions,” the con-
cept of Christianization will not be applied in the present study. The intention of
the present investigation is to focus on the Old Norse religion during the transi-
tion and discuss the actions performed by Christian agents and their strategies
causing its disappearance.

Religious change on a public/official level

When describing this process, the comparative concept religious change will be
used. It was, for instance, applied by historian of religions Hakan Rydving in his
dissertation, The End of Drum-Time. Religious Change among the Lule Saami,
1670s-1740s, which studied changes in the indigenous religion during its early en-

76 de Jong 2016: 653. On the demise of Greek and Roman religions, see also Bremmer 2021 and
Riipke 2021.

77 Steinsland 1991; 2000. See 2.2 below.

78 de Jong 2016: 653.
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counter with Christianity. Rydving made a distinction between two different
meanings of the concept “religious change.” One is close to the German word “Re-
ligionswandel,” and is called religious change; = RC,. It is described as “the contin-
uous process which due to internal and external causes involves changes within
a religion (despite the changes, the religion is regarded as the same).””® The other
meaning is close to the term “Religionswechsel” and is called religious change, =
RC,. It is defined as “the process by which one religion is exchanged for an-
other.”®® In the present study, it is mostly the latter meaning of the concept that
will be applied, that is, when the Old Norse religion was replaced by Christianity,
where the former also was exterminated, at least as a cohesive, coherent and in-
tegrated system on a public or official level. Rydving also defines in his study con-
cepts relating to two contrasting processes of religious change: (1) a process of
religious enculturation, which includes an adhesion of elements from the mis-
sionary religion; (2) a process of religious deculturation, which implies a weaken-
ing of the indigenous religion.?! It is the process of deculturation which is the
main focus for the present study.

The concept “religious change on an official level” refers to political events
where the new religion is publicly accepted by the society, either as a conse-
quence of decrees issued by persons who had the power to decide in matters of
religious affiliation and practice, or through establishment of the new religion
and its organizational structures.®* The concepts “public religion” and “official re-
ligion” refer to the cult that took place during gatherings of people at central pla-
ces and common sanctuaries.®? Scholars have often construed a dichotomy of
“official” (“public”) and “private religion,” however this binary model includes
some problems when applied to the Viking source material. Probably, these
spheres were much more intertwined, and some activities that took place at an
individual and private farm, especially in the magnate’s hall, belonged also to
public life. There was a sliding scale between the private and public in Viking so-
ciety. Historian of religions, Andreas Nordberg, who applies the concept of lived
religion in an Old Norse context, has criticized this dichotomy and states that it
should be dissolved: “As individuals and social beings, people are religious actors
in all day-to-day matters, large and small, in everyday life and on feast days.”®*
Nordberg’s perspective is sound, however, in order to delimit the present study,

79 Rydving 1993: 9-10.

80 Rydving 1993: 10.

81 Rydving 1993: 11-12.

82 This definition is partly borrowed from B. Nilsson 2020: 1695.

83 On the concept central places, see Brink 1996a and Andrén 2020c: 409-418.
84 Nordberg 2022: 263. On the concept lived religion, see McGuire 2008.
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focus is placed on the official and public level of religion and conversion. Parts of
the private or household religion probably continued way after the Viking Age
and are thus also beyond the scope of the limits of the present investigation. If
one applies the perspective of lived religion, indeed, the religiosity of individuals
during the early Middle Ages probably included both new Christian elements in
the more public religious life, while older religious traditions could live on in the
more private sphere, that is, in the household religion.®

Conversion

Rydving criticizes the term conversion when used to describe religious change
processes, since it has sometimes been applied in ideological contexts. According
to Rydving, this concept has often been used when describing the process he calls
RC, “from the point of view of missionary religion and the individual level.”®® In
his classical treatment, A. D. Nock described the concept conversion as “the reori-
entation of the soul of an individual, his deliberate turning from indifference or
from an earlier form of piety to another, a turning which implies a consciousness
that a great change is involved, that the old was wrong and the new is right.”®’
Even if I agree with Rydving’s criticism that such definition probably implies indi-
vidual, ideological and ethnocentric missionary dimensions, I will still use the
term conversion occasionally, but in these cases more neutrally defined as “shifts
across religious traditions.”®® Rodney Stark and Roger Finke applied a sociological
perspective to the concept and challenged the common theory that spontaneous
mass conversion was the most common form of religious change. This type of
conversion was often related to Christian stories: “crowds gathered, listened, mar-
veled and were saved.”® They stated that such theory of doctrinal appeal and the
stories of spontaneous, mass conversion are very troublesome, since some of
them probably are “mythical.” According to Stark and Finke, conversion pro-
cesses are often slow and gradual, and based on rational choices. The desire to
belong to a group may be the main reason for conversion: “In effect, conversion
is seldom about seeking or embracing an ideology; it is about bringing one’s reli-
gious behaviour into alignment with that of one’s friends and family members.”*°
Attachments to a group of people, thus, lie at the heart of conversion.” When dis-

85 On private or household religion in Old Norse contexts, see particularly Murphy 2018.
86 Rydving 1993: 12.

87 Nock 1933: 7.

88 See Stark & Finke 2000: 114.

89 Stark & Finke 2000: 126.

90 Stark & Finke 2000: 117.

91 Cf. Berend 2007: 27.
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cussing why the Viking kings changed religion in chapter three, I will bring in
Stark’s and Finke’s way of conceptualizing conversion. I will also discuss Stark’s
and Finke’s reasoning on conversion as a substantial investment in new social re-
lationships in chapter three. The Viking kings made such investments, including
donations to representatives of the church and marriages with Christian prin-
cesses. It will also be argued that the social dimension on the conversion process
in general was crucial on all levels of the society.

Continuation, syncretism and religious acculturation

In the previous research of religious change in Scandinavia, ideas about cultural
and religious continuation into medieval Christianity have frequently been fo-
cused on.” When a new religion replaces an old tradition, the rupture is not
total. Some items of the old tradition may survive and also be incorporated in the
new religion. When describing such processes, concepts such as syncretism and
acculturation have been applied frequently. The historian of religions, Anders
Hultgéard, who discussed religious change and continuity in the Viking Age and
medieval Scandinavia, used the terms “syncretism” and “syncretic” to “character-
ize the more profound changes of a religion or of phenomena within that religion
which result from the encounter with another religion,” while the term “religious
acculturation,” according to him, referred to “influences or modifications that do
not touch the central elements of a religion.”” The processes of designated con-
tinuation, syncretism and religious acculturation have also been problematized
by scholars working with the demise of religions. When an item of the old reli-
gion has been transmitted and incorporated into the new religion its former
meanings often are lost or reinterpreted. De Jong states thus:

Religions that disappear become silent: the voices of believers are lost, and most often lost
forever. This is true even for modern cases of religion death, from both possible ends of a
very large continuum: when a religion has died with the death of all (or the last) of its be-
lievers, sources of information immediately disappear. When a religion has died because its
believers have moved on to another religious identity (or claim to have abandoned religion

92 See e.g., B. Nilsson (ed.) 1992; Haki Antonsson 2014 and also 2.3 below.

93 Hultgdrd 1992: 50, 100. Rydving (1993: 11), however, preferred to only apply the term “religious
acculturation.” He referred to the historian of religions, Ake Hultkrantz, who introduced this con-
cept when discussing theoretical and methodological problems related to religious encounters in
a more general sense. Hultkrantz defined “religious acculturation” as “the part of the process of
acculturation which falls within the religious sphere,” while “acculturation,” in turn, was de-
scribed as “the process by which two cultures are brought into close contact with one another
and as a result of this show increasing similarities.” Hultkrantz 1960: 19; 1973: 210. On these terms
see also Colpe 1987.
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altogether), or in a process of integrating their religion into a larger whole, it is their current
frame of reference that clearly informs their representation of the former.**

Since the present study does not concentrate on the outcome of the encounter, the
terms of syncretism and (religious) acculturation will only be applied sporadically,
and mostly when making assessments of previous theories (see 2.3 below) and when
discussing examples of the phenomena called replacements, which may have facili-
tated the dismantling of the old religion (see ch. 5). In the present study, the opposite
of continuation is focused on, namely the identification of religious elements, which
were abandoned when Christianity was founded in Scandinavia, and the reason why
they were lost. It could thus be described as an investigation of the discontinuities of
the ancient Scandinavian religion during the period of religious change,” where
much focus is placed on what was lost and the processes that led to the extinction.

1.1.5 Methodological steps

In his article “The Disintegration and Death of Religions,” de Jong discussed some
necessary methodological steps that have to be taken when explaining patterns of
attrition and extinction of religion.®® The first step requires the courage to claim
(heuristic) distinctiveness of the vanishing religious tradition: “in order to explain
disappearance, presence needs to be established first.”” Without such distinc-
tiveness for a particular formation, statements related to “existence,” “continuity”
and “disappearance” cannot be made.?® A heuristic presentation of some aspects
of the Old Norse religion will be outlined in chapter four, before discussing what
was lost. Such presentations of the Old Norse religion are quite rare in previous

94 de Jong 2016: 654; cf. Robbins 2011. Michael Stausberg (2021: 118) argues in the same vein: “In
the case of religion death, even if single items of a religion are transmitted to later generations,
they are no longer part of an interlinked cluster (not to speak of an integrated system). In this
sense, rather than a ‘survival,” it has become a fragment.”

95 B. Nilsson (2020: 1715) summarizes some of these discontinuities: “A totally new form of cult
practice was initiated, completely new forms of professional cult practitioners were introduced,
an entirely new form of cult buildings was erected, a new faith with regard to the divine replaced
the old one, and during times to come a wholly new way of juridical reasoning was established.”
96 de Jong 2016.

97 de Jong 2016: 646. Ake Hultkrantz (1960: 21) makes a similar statement when discussing the
method for study of acculturation (as well as religious acculturation): “the first step is to recon-
struct the picture of the old culture(s) before contact; the second step is to study the circumstan-
ces affected by and causing a[cculturation]-the course events, the motives and interests, the
personalities—and the third step is to give explanations of the changes.”

98 Cf. Colpe 1986 and above.
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treatments on religious change in the Viking Age Scandinavia, but certainly nec-
essary when discussing this issue.

The next methodological step is to accept that changing religion implies a
rupture and a moment of disconnection.” Some essential aspects or elements of
the demising religion are at this moment lost, which must be identified by the
researcher. In the present study, a focus will in chapters four to six be placed on
how the rulers proceeded when they dismantled the royal rites in pagan cult, ex-
terminated the traditional religious leadership, and extinct the staff that con-
trolled and operated pagan cult organization etc.

The third methodological step in de Jong’s model, is closely related to the second
step. In this phase the circumstances causing these casualties are investigated, that is,
the factors which lead to religious demise. The aim here is to produce relevant and
valid explanations of these processes. When discussing the why-question in chapter
seven of the present investigation, some typologies of religions applied by other schol-
ars in similar contexts will be discussed, such as the categories “folk (ethnic)-religions”
and “universal religions” as well as “primary” and “secondary religions.” These schol-
ars argue that the missionaries identified certain vulnerable areas in the Old Norse
religion (classified as a folk religion/primary religion) when encountering Christianity
(that is, a universal religion/secondary religion), such as the lack of a canonical writing
and an institutional priesthood protecting the preservation of the tradition. As a com-
plement to their suggestions, the present writer will argue that foremost pragmatics
were at stake when choosing strategies and tactics for winding up the old religion.

When studying the concept of the downfall of religion (“Untergang einer Reli-
gion”), the German historian of religions Carsten Colpe proposed that we must
take into consideration aspects of stability and persistence of the religion in ques-
tion, its resilience, recurrence or ability to regenerate, as well as its fragility,
weaknesses or vulnerabilities.’® The possible fragility that the Christians identi-
fied in the old religion is discussed in chapter seven. In Part III, chapters eight to
eleven, the resistance of the pagan chieftains will be analyzed as a fourth method-
ological step, as well as the collapse of this resilience.

1.2 The terms Old Norse religion and Old Order

In the present study the concept “Old Norse religion” will be applied. It refers to
three aspects; a time interval, a geographic area; and the object of study, that is,

99 de Jong 2016: 661; Robbins 2007: 11.
100 Colpe 1986: 11-12. Cf. Stausberg 2021: 107.
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“religion.” The concept “Old Norse” could also be defined as a cultural category,
which could be related to language, time and space.'™

1.2.1 The concept religion

The concept of religion is perhaps the most debated analytic term in the history of
religions.’® Some scholars even think that this term should be abolished as a com-
parative concept in this field of study. The historian of religions, Timothy Fitzger-
ald, for instance, argues that the concept of religion as used in religious studies—
especially in the phenomenology of religion—is characterized by Western and
Christian thinking. When scholars apply it to other cultures, they perform a kind of
conceptual or cognitive imperialism.’®® They thus transfer Christian ideas to other
cultures through this ethnocentric concept. His suggestion is that historians of reli-
gions should replace “the study of religion” with “the study of culture.” A radical
step, in the same direction is Benson Saler’s suggestion, to make use of indigenous
concepts from a given context “as transcultural tools” in analyzing different reli-
gions.'® This method, he suggests, can help us transcend the biases inherent in the
concepts applied.’® In connection to the discussion about the term of religion, Ben-
son Saler also suggests that we should apply “an open concept” based on Ludwig
Wittgenstein’s term of “family resemblances.”'’® Using a bounded category and a
substantial definition always cause the problem that the definition takes priority
over the sources and the historical contexts.’®” In such definition, Westernized
ideas of religion are often emphasized, such as the belief in God, while other as-
pects are overlooked. Most of these critical views on the concept of religion had
their roots in post-modern and post-colonial theories, where religion was seen as
something “culturally bounded, historically recent and discursively loaded.”**®
Some researchers focusing on Old Norse religion have been inspired by Fitzger-
ald and Saler. The historian of religions, Torsten Blomkvist,'® for instance, believes
that we should remove the concept of religion when making investigation in non-

101 Cf. Nordberg 2012: 119-124.

102 For a more complete account, see Stausherg & Gardiner 2016.
103 Fitzgerald 1997.

104 Saler 2000 [1993]: 263.

105 Saler 2000 [1993]: 261.

106 Saler 2000 [1993]: 158-160.

107 Cf. Nordberg 2012: 120.

108 Lincoln 2003: 2.

109 Blomkvist 2002: 9-27.
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Christian contexts, such as the ancient Scandinavian one. Instead, we should apply
the indigenous categories that correspond to the Western concept of religion, so-
called emic concepts, such as Arabic din or Old Norse sidr. This suggestion has not
been uncontested. The Swedish historian of religions, Anette Lindberg, for instance,
rejects Blomkvist’s proposal and points to a number of problems in his reasoning."°
If we only rely on this type of concept, we completely lose the comparative perspec-
tive on religion and the discipline goes under. She believes that we should continue
to apply the concept of religion in comparative studies, but then clearly define what
we mean by it. Lindberg’s criticism is primarily directed at Blomkvist, but also to-
wards some archaeologists who have made themselves critical of a general and
Western-based concept of religion and who adopted the application of the native
concept sigr."™*

In the present study, I will not contribute much to this discussion. I will only
state that we need some kind of heuristic instrument when studying religion in a
comparative perspective, and quite obviously when the topic is dismantling and
defending Old Norse religion. The most simple and comfortable solution is to use
the term “religion.” In order to narrow down and pinpoint what “religion” is in
the present study, I will discuss a couple of definitions suggested by influential
writers. One often quoted definition was given by the anthropologist Melford
E. Spiro, where religion is “an institution consisting of culturally patterned inter-
action with culturally postulated superhuman beings.”"** This definition assumes
a broad theory about culture (“culturally patterned” and “culturally postulated”)
and places religion as a subordinated taxon to it."** Bruce Lincoln’s definition of
religion includes four characteristics."** His definition could be categorized as a
“bounded category” since Lincoln argues that “[a]ll four domains—discourse,
practice, community, and institution—are necessary parts of anything that can
properly be called ‘religion.””™"® He states indeed that a proper definition must “be
polythetic and flexible, allowing for wide variations” but adds that it must attend,
“at a minimum, to these four domains”*'¢
(1) A discourse whose concerns transcend the human, temporal, and contingent,

and that claims for itself a similarly transcendent status.

110 Lindberg 2009. Cf. Nordberg 2017: 193-195; 2022: 257-258.
111 E.g., Nordanskog 2006.

112 Spiro 1966: 96.

113 Cf. ]. Z. Smith 2004: 193.

114 Lincoln 2003: 5-8.

115 Lincoln 2003: 7.

116 Lincoln 2003: 5.
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(2) A set of practices whose goal is to produce a proper world and/or proper
human subjects, as defined by a religious discourse to which these practices
are connected.

(3) A community whose members construct their identity with reference to a re-
ligious discourse and its attendant practices.

(4) An institution that regulates religious discourse, practices, and community,
reproducing them over time and modifying them as necessary, while assert-
ing their eternal validity and transcendent value.

The first three domains are unproblematic in the context of the present investiga-
tion. They can easily be identified in the Old Norse sources and applied to this
study. More problematic is the fourth domain. As has been noticed in previous re-
search,"’ there was no priesthood or priestly institution in Viking Age Scandinavia
comparable to the sacerdotes of the Roman Church, which constituted a closed, cen-
tralized and hierarchical organization with professional and well-trained priests. It
is very uncertain if the cult leaders ever appeared as an independent and well-
defined social stratum in the old Scandinavian society. The division of labor and
specific functions were weak in certain areas there. Neither was there a priestly
institution standardizing worldviews or ritual practices for all Scandinavia and
wider areas. In most cases the rulers and local chieftains, themselves, functioned as
cult leaders on a public level. Most likely preservation of religious traditions, inter-
pretations of them, and supervision of rituals were related to knowledge and skills
transmitted in certain chieftain families, which had their base at certain farms.
Therefore, we must count variations in worldviews, mythic traditions and ritual
practices, geographically, socially and over time, in the ancient Scandinavian reli-
gion. Some rulers and chieftains who included religious functions probably ambu-
lated between different cult sites on different levels of society. In such manner,
more specific mythic traditions and religious customs may have been distributed to
wider areas. Mythic motifs appearing in Old Norse traditions from Iceland can thus
be seen in Gotlandic picture stones and iconography from Sweden and Denmark.
Even if our knowledge about these cult leaders is limited, there is clear evidence of
them in the preserved native terminology. These cult leaders had often other socie-
tal duties beside their religious tasks. The institution that regulated the religious
discourse in ancient Scandinavia, was mostly an integrated part of the general in-
stitution of rulership (see 4.2). It is likely that local chieftains and the local assembly

117 See e.g., Sundqvist 1998; 2003a; 2003b; 2007; 2016a and 2020a; 2022c. If following Lincoln’s
definition, the Old Norse religion could thus not be considered as a “proper” religion since it
lacks a priestly institution. Cf. Stausberg & Gardiner 2016: 18-19.
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also had supervisory roles regarding the preservation of religious tradition. The
lack of an independent priestly institution that regulated and reproduced religious
discourses over time and modified them is explained in chapter seven as a weak-
ness of the Old Norse religion during the conversion process. Even if some minor
objections could be made when applying Bruce Lincoln’s definition of religion to
0ld Norse sources, it may function as a heuristic tool in the following study.

1.2.2 The term Old Norse: Language, space and time

The concept Old Norse is a philological term which has been given a general
meaning of early (medieval) Scandinavia, referring to a geographic area, includ-
ing Denmark, Sweden, Norway and Iceland. In this area people spoke Nordic lan-
guages during the Viking Age. The concept Old Norse derives thus from linguistic
terminology and refers to the languages used in Old Norse literature.™® The early
philologists Rasmus Rask and Jakob Grimm used terms such as Danish oldnordisk
and German altnordish when describing the language of Viking and medieval
Scandinavia. These concepts were translated to English Old Norse. In fact, the
Scandinavian languages sprung from a proto-Nordic language, which around AD
600-800 was divided into a West Nordic language, called Old Norse (ON), and
East Nordic languages, called Old Danish (ODa) and Old Swedish (OSw). Most
scholars use the term Old Norse today (often in the plural form Old Norse lan-
guages) as a linguistic concept for all the Germanic languages spoken in Scandina-
via. The emic concept for Old Norse was dgnsk tunga “the Danish tongue” and it
was used by late Viking Age skalds and medieval Icelandic authors for “something
like ‘Scandinavian,” that is, for a linguistic commonality.”"*°

The term Old Norse has also developed into a cultural category, which is re-
lated to a geographic area, however, “the term does not coincide with the geo-
graphic boundaries of the Nordic countries, but rather to that part of the Nordic
area whose population, during Viking Age, spoke Old Norse languages.”'** Hence,
the religions of the Finnish or the Saami people will not be taken into consider-
ation when using the term Old Norse religion even if they lived in the same areas
as those who spoke Old Norse languages. The Saami and the Finnish people spoke
other (non-Germanic/ non-Indo-European) languages and their religions were dif-
ferent compared to the Old Norse religion. There were cultural contacts between

118 Cf. Clunies Ross 2010: 13-15; Nordberg 2012: 122-124; Lindow 2020c: 215.
119 Lindow 2020c: 218.
120 Nordberg 2012: 122-123.
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the “Germanic” Scandinavians, the Finns and the Saami people.’! Anyhow, the
present study will be restricted to the Old Norse religion.

The concept Old Norse is indirectly related to time. It refers to the time people
in Scandinavia spoke Old Norse languages, that is, the Viking Age and the early Mid-
dle Ages. A proto-Nordic language was spoken in all Scandinavia until around AD
500. The linguistic development into the Old Norse languages lasted between AD 600
and 800 when several deep linguistic changes took place.” In the present investiga-
tion, the term Old Norse religion refers to the religion, which was used by the people
who spoke Old Norse languages during the Late Iron Age in Scandinavia and the
early Middle Ages (c. 550-1100).

The border AD 550 has come into renewed light through the climate catastrophe
of global proportions that took place in the year 536, with subsequent impact on the
following ten years. It has been described and discussed by archaeologists Bo Gras-
lund and Neil Price.”® It coincides approximately with the changes in material cul-
ture around AD 550 that were previously observed by archaeologists — changes that
are especially obvious in the prehistory of Sweden and Norway. There was not a
new religion emerging around 550, with new gods. Most likely the religious tradition
went far back, beyond that date. But the religion adjusted most likely to the material
culture which was developed after 550, for example, the hall culture and religious
ideas related to the warrior lords."* During this period, we also have more sources,
which make it possible to describe the religion the Scandinavians were devoted to,
and which demised on an official level around 1100."* As an alternative to the con-
cept of Old Norse religion I will sometimes use terms such as “ancient Scandinavian
religion,” “the old religion,” “the pre-Christian religion,” or “the indigenous religion.”

1.2.3 The Old Norse religion and the Old Order

From a typological point of view the Old Norse religion has been classified as a
“non-doctrinal community,” “ethnic” or “folk” religion in contrast to, for instance
Christianity, which may be regarded as “doctrinal transnational” or “universal”
religion.'® In this context it should be noted that the speakers of Old Norse did

121 See e.g., Drobin & Keindnen 2001; Callmer et al. 2017; I. Zachrisson 1997 and 2022MS.

122 Cf. Wessén 1975 [1965]: 29-31, 34-36.

123 See Graslund & Price 2012; Price 2020: 64-106; cf. Holmberg et al. 2021; Williams 2021.

124 Cf. Nordberg 2004 [2003]; Zachrisson & Andrén 2020: 672.

125 On the historical and social context of the Old Norse religion, see Andrén 2020c.

126 E.g., Hultgdrd 2008: 212; Steinsland 2005: 31-34. Critically by e.g., J. Z. Smith 2004; Cox 2013;
Nordberg 2022.
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not have a word equivalent for the concept “religion,” when described as a well-
defined object, absolutely unique, and separate, that is, an ontological sui generis
category.'” When describing sacrifices, rites, ethics and other types of culturally
circumscribed activities and notions (such as custom, manner, conduct etc.) the
sources apply the Old Norse term sidr as an umbrella concept. This concept indi-
cates that religious beliefs and rituals were strongly integrated with social life,
warfare and subsistence activities etc. Religious elements could appear in almost
all areas of ancient Scandinavian culture. The Old Norse religion was one of those
religions that was “grounded in other social formations,” while Christianity was a
religion that had transformed (itself) into “a separate social formation” that in
principle denied “the importance of previously existing social forms for the main-
tenance of relations with postulated beings, realities, and processes.”*®

The term “old order” includes the concept Old Norse religion in the present
study, and specifically its cultic system. As in all religions, there was a liturgical
order in the ceremonies and rituals of the ancient Scandinavian religion, which was
of great importance for the maintenance of the indigenous religion.'” By means of
repeating these more or less invariant sequences of rituals and ceremonies, the old
religious tradition was remembered."® Since the old religion lacked a priestly insti-
tution that supervised the ritual order, the local chieftains and ping assemblies had
that task. As will be seen in what follows, this old order (or inn forni sidr “the old
custom”) was attacked by the early Christian kings when dismantling the Old Norse
religion, and it was this order that the pagan chieftains defended in this process.
The concept of old order includes in the present study all types of culturally circum-
scribed activities and notions, such as manners and conducts related to social life, as
well as warfare, feasting, judicial customs, law and subsistence activities. When the
early Christian rulers were fighting the old order, it included all these spheres of
life, while some pagan chieftains at the same time seem to have defended this
order. The opposite was the “new order” (inn nyi sidr “the new custom”) which in-
cluded the Christian religion as well as Christian culture and customs. The present

127 On definitions of religion, see Stausberg & Gardiner 2016 and above.

128 de Jong 2016: 654.

129 According to Rappaport (2000 [1999]: 169), the term liturgical order refers to “the more or less
invariant sequences of rituals that make up cycles and other series as well . . . Further, inasmuch as
liturgical orders are more or less invariant sequences encoded by persons others than the perform-
ers their performance entails conformity. This is to say that, although their words are not usually
cast in the imperative mood, they constitute orders in the sense of directives. Finally and most obvi-
ously, they are orders in that they are more or less fixed sequences of acts and utterances, following
each other ‘in order.” Rappaport (2000 [1999]: 24) described ritual as “the performance of more or
less invariant sequences of formal acts and utterances not entirely encoded by the performers.”

130 Schjedt 2013. On preservation of primary or cult religions, see Assmann 2006 and ch. 7 below.
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study will mostly focus on the religious dimension of the old order, however, some-
times other aspects of social life will be taken into consideration.

1.3 Sources

Since this study has a thematic outline, some repetitions of source instances are inevi-
table. As far as possible, however, such disturbing reiterations will be avoided. Old
Norse poetry, Icelandic and Kings’ Sagas, medieval laws, as well as Latin texts will be
an important part of the material, but methodologically several approaches are nec-
essary to inform the research questions. Archeological findings and analyses will be
important for the case studies, not least when discussing the dismantling of the
“pagan” cult places and ritual objects by Christian power during the transition period.
The results from archaeology during the last decades have changed the view of the
transition period completely.”® They implicate that the conversion process must be
studied contextually, since the religious change took place at different times and dif-
ferent places. The achievements from place-name research are also important when
identifying location and character of the old cult sites and their relation to early
churches.™® Runestones may also inform about different aspects of the conversion."*

By using a comparative method, which combines source criticism and philol-
ogy, reliable information about the transition period may be detected in the writ-
ten materials—information which can be interpreted by setting them in a wider
context of sources—and developed alongside knowledge which we have from the
auxiliary disciplines, that is, archaeology, runology and toponomastics.”** There
are methodological issues, however, considering the relation between various

131 Cf. A-S. Gréslund 2001; Nordeide 2011; Ljung 2016 and 2019; Zachrisson & Andrén 2020.

132 See e.g., Vikstrand 1996; Brink 1992; 1996a/b.

133 See e.g., Williams 1996a/b/c; A.-S. Gréaslund 2001; Lager 2002; Ljung 2016 and 2019.

134 It should be admitted that comparative methods in the discipline history of religions have been
a hot topic during the last decades. See e.g., Smith 2000; 2004 and Lincoln 2018. In the most recent
discussion, however, scholars often defend such comparative perspectives, even if they argue that
such approaches should rather be described as a research design and not a single method e.g.,
Stausberg 2014 [2011]. Hence, not only one single type of comparative approach has been involved
in the present study, but different types of comparative methods. One method is linked to terminol-
ogy and the comparative categories, such as “religion,” “conversion,” and “cult leadership.” These
concepts establish some general structures, which may be seen over the borders of cultures. When
discussing the general dismantling strategies used by the recently converted kings, another type of
comparative approach is applied, which aims at identifying religious and cultural regularities and
characteristics within the late Norse period. See further Schjgdt 2012a: 275-280.
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source categories."® The collected sources will illuminate various aspects of the
religious changes in the case studies. However, even though they correlate to
common phenomenon in one case they reflect different discourses. Texts and ar-
cheological finds do not have identical situations of origin, and they reflect differ-
ent social circumstances.*® There may also be chronological gaps between them.
However, they may still be complementary and inform each other, if analyzed
contextually. Through archeological findings we can find chronological layers,
which are difficult to find in texts. Texts can contribute to the analysis through
creating more concrete hypotheses or ideas about how and why the leaders disen-
tangled the old religion. Using only texts, however, we risk creating reconstruc-
tions that remain “outside time and space.”’

One problem when describing religious change in Viking Age Scandinavia is
the lack of contemporary sources written by adherents of the old religion during
the transition period.”® Most sources are written from the Christians’ point of view
and some of them are composed more than 150-200 years after the change of reli-
gion took place. The authors of these texts—especially ecclesiastical literature in
Latin—have a biased attitude against people representing the old religion, often de-
scribing them as primitive or evil. The old religion is also described as “inferior to
Christianity.” Previous studies have sometimes been affected by this tendency in
the written sources (see ch. 2). There are, however, some sources which were pro-
duced by indigenous people who took part in the conversion process.

1.3.1 Archaeology, runestones and place-names

Archaeological sources are, by definition, remains from people who themselves
were part of the late Viking Age society and culture. These materials inform us
about the Viking Age religion and the conversion from a contemporary perspec-
tive and have not been as distorted by tradition and ideology as the medieval
written sources. However, source criticism and other disciplines beside archaeol-
ogy, such as anthropology, toponymastics, philology, history of religions must

135 On the benefits and pitfalls with interdisciplinary methods in the study of Old Norse reli-
gion, see the book Crossing Disciplinary Boundaries in Studies of the Viking Age (ed. Savborg 2022)
and especially Sdvborg 2022 and Janson 2022.

136 See Andrén et al., 2006; Andrén 2014: 17-19.

137 Andrén 2014: 18.

138 For good and more detailed overviews of the sources related to the Old Norse and medieval
religion and culture, see e.g., Clunies Ross 1994: 11-41; Hultgérd 1996; Steinsland 2005: 35-66;
Schjedt 2008: 85-107; Abram 2011: 2-51; Lindow 2020a: 63-102. Cf. Sundqvist 2002: 39-62.
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help to interpret and give meaning to them. Post-holes, for instance, are mute and
must be interpreted by the archaeologist.”®® A pre-Christian ceremonial building
is thus an interpretation argued for with all kinds of source-critical aspects under-
taken “along the road” and information from auxiliary disciplines.

By means of archaeological finds, such as gold foil figures, figurines, statu-
ettes, gold bracteates and other images from the Late Iron Age, we may identify
pre-Christian ritual objects, sanctuaries and cult places as well as some of the rit-
uals taken place there.'* Traces of ritual cooking and ceremonial drinking have
sometimes been observed at such places. Recently, several procession roads have
been identified by means of post-holes, sometimes located at ancient sanctuaries,
such as Old Uppsala.’*! Some objects may also be related to specific deities. The
small statue from Réllinge, Sodermanland, is often interpreted as representing
Freyr (see Fig. 4 below). Thor-hammer-amulets from the Viking Age indicate that
the deity Pérr was worshipped as a protector for individuals during that time.***
Archaeological finds may also inform us about pagan burial practice.’*® Other
findings may indicate that religious change processes were going on. Christian ar-
tefacts, such as the pendant crosses and the famous silver crucifix from Birka are
examples of this.** Graves and burials constitute important material when study-
ing the transition from Old Norse religion to Christianity.'*®

Grave monuments, runestones and traces of early churches are also impor-
tant materials when discussing regional and contextual aspects of the conversion
process.'*® Erected runestones from the eleventh century, including inscriptions
with the younger runic alphabet, have had a prominent position when studying
the religious change process. Almost all of them were erected by Christians and
some have Christian crosses depicted on them.'*” These inscriptions have often a
Christian content, with, for instance, Christian terms and prayers.**®

Some place-names derive directly from the Late Iron Age society. They give
information about the old cult sites, ritual specialists, and the distribution of the
worship of the pagan gods. Together with archaeological finds they sometimes
also inform about the conversion process from a contemporary perspective. Early

139 Cf. Andrén 2020a: 135-160.

140 Zachrisson & Andrén 2020; Andrén 2020a; Pesch & Helmbrecht eds. 2019.

141 See e.g., Sanmark 2015 and 2019; Nygaard and Murphy 2017; Sundqvist 2017a and 2018.
142 E.g., Staeecker 1999; Nordeide 2011; Lindow 2020e.

143 Price 2010; 2012 and 2020: 225-268; 2020b and see 5.4 below.

144 E.g., Staecker 1999: 491-493.

145 E.g., A.-S. Graslund 2001.

146 See Ljung 2016 and 2019.

147 Lager 2002.

148 Williams 1996a/b/c; A.-S. Graslund 2001. See 5.4 below.
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churches, such as the one at Frosé “the island dedicated to the god Fro [Freyr],”
Jamtland, was located on the very same spot as the old sanctuary, for instance.'*°
It seems as if pre-Christian sacrificial rituals have been performed at this site in
connection with a cult tree.™® Scholars working with place-names must also face
some serious source critical problems.”! Anyhow, these sources contain linguistic
materials that sometimes have escaped distortion by secondary traditions.

1.3.2 Latin texts

Rimbert’s Vita Anskarii, and Adam of Bremen’s Gesta Hammaburgensis ecclesiae pon-
tificum are the most important ecclesiastical sources for answering the questions of
the present study. Rimbert wrote the biography of Ansgar, his predecessor as arch-
bishop of Hamburg-Bremen, soon after Ansgar’s death sometime between 865 and
876. It deals with the mission to Denmark and Sweden and has information on the
rulership, mission, geographic and ethnographic matters. His description of Ansgar’s
two journeys to Birka and staying there is often quoted in research. Excavations on
the island called Bjorkd in Malaren c. 30 km west of Stockholm, show that during the
eighth to the tenth centuries Birka was a town and trading center in the realm of the
Svear.™™ Rimbert’s description has a consciously theological perspective in which Ans-
gar and his mission to Birka are placed within the salvation history. The theological
framework has apparently affected Rimbert’s narratives. It seems, for instance, as if
Rimbert was anxious to show that the Scandinavians did not have real gods and thus,
he occasionally used a euhemerized approach when describing them (see 4.5 below).
The purpose with this book was not only to demonize the old religion, but also to en-
courage further missionary works and to offer a manual for such undertakings.”* An-
other ambition was of course also to glorify Ansgar and the past of the archdiocese
Hamburg-Bremen.

Adam of Bremen wrote his Gesta around 1075.* It is regarded as the main his-
torical source for eleventh century Sweden,™ and contains also important informa-
tion about contemporary Denmark and Norway. It was written in the genre called

149 Vikstrand 1993; 1996; 2001.

150 E.g., Magnell & Iregren 2010. Cf. Andrén 2014.

151 See e.g., Vikstrand 2001; Brink 2007 and 2014.

152 See e.g., Ambrosiani 1992; Clarke & Ambrosiani 1993 [1991]: 67-71.

153 See e.g., Wood 1987; Hallencreutz 1993b: 23; see also Haki Antonsson 2014: 51-53; cf. Janson
2018.

154 See e.g., Schmeidler 1917; Svenberg et al. 1985 [1984]; Tschan 2002 [1959].

155 Sawyer 1991: 16-19.
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gesta episcoporum “the deeds of bishops.” Thus, it recorded the campaign made by
the Hamburg-Bremen archbishopric to convert Slavic and Scandinavian peoples.
This chronicle is preserved in several medieval manuscripts; however, the relation-
ship between them is very complex.”*® Bernhard Schmeidler divided them into
three classes in Monumenta Germaniae Historica: class A, class B, and class C."*’ The
oldest manuscript, dated to c. AD 1100, is commonly called A2, or the “Leiden manu-
script” (Cod. Voss. Lat. 4° 123). Although the first three books in this manuscript are
fragmentary, Book four, where Adam’s famous description of the Uppsala sanctuary
appears, is complete. All additional notes (scholia) relating to the chapters about the
sanctuary are present in this manuscript; however, the relationship between scholia
and the main text is quite complicated.”® Book four, Descriptio insularum aquilonis,
consists of, as the title suggests, an ethno-geographical description of the Nordic
world. Adam details the successes of the Hamburg-Bremen diocese’s missionary ac-
tivities in this region as well as the missionary work remaining to be done. In his
estimation, the sanctuary at Uppsala is the final obstacle standing in the way of the
victory of Christianity in the land of the Svear.™

Adam’s text on Uppsala must be treated with great care (see below). Adam had a
specific purpose for it. He wanted to legitimize the German mission in Sweden. Influ-
ences from the Bible are also present there. The description of the gold-decorated
temple, for instance, reminds us of the portrayal of Solomon’s temple in the Hebrew
Bible.'® There are thus elements in Adam’s text which may be regarded as unreli-
able. Theology, mission strategies and rhetorical aspects have affected his descrip-
tion.'®! Since some of Adam’s information about a cult in Uppsala harmonizes with
independent Old Norse written sources, it should not be completely disregarded. Ar-
chaeology indicates that at least one feasting hall was erected in Uppsala during the
Merovingian Period and Early Viking Age. It is unclear, however, whether any ar-
chaeological evidence can be connected with Adam’s “temple,” but pagan burial cus-
toms can be attested in Old Uppsala, at least up until c. 1050."? The royal burial
mounds and the recently found post-monument dating back to the Merovingian Pe-
riod indicate an important cult site.

Other Latin texts which also will be consulted when answering the questions
in the present study are, for instance, Widukind’s Rerum Gestarum Saxonicarum

156 Nyberg 1985 [1984]: 302-307.

157 Schmeidler 1917.

158 Cf. Hultgdrd 1997: 15.

159 Hallencreutz 1997.

160 1Kings 7,47-50; see Hultgard 1997: 17.

161 Cf. Janson 1998; 2018.

162 See Graslund 2013; Zachrisson 2013 and Sundqvist 2016a: 120-127.
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(c. 968), Passio et miracula beati Olavi (c. 1160), Historia Norwegie (c. 1160-1175),
Theodoricus monachus’ Historia de antiquitate regum norwagiensium (c. 1170)
and Saxo Grammaticus’ Gesta Danorum (c. 1200).

1.3.3 Old Norse poetry

Some surviving skaldic and Eddic poetry as composed in vernacular during the Viking
Age, is contemporary in the conversion process, although it was not written down
until the Middle Ages. The world view and ethics in this poetry are often not Chris-
tian."® They can thus be considered as oral art forms from the past. The formalistic
language in these poems, rhymes, kennings, and their meters could have allowed
them to retain their original shapes for centuries. Skaldic poems especially can be re-
garded as based on a firm oral tradition before they were written down.™ Some of
these poems, such as the ones composed by Hallfrgdr vandradaskald Ottarsson (c.
990s), must therefore be treated as very important sources when describing the demise
of the Old Norse religion, even if they appear in medieval manuscripts of the Icelandic
sagas. Hallfrgdr accepted Christianity under influence of King Olafr Tryggvasson. The
difficulty for him to switch religion is a theme in some of his productions.’®® The
skaldic poems are in general often complicated in a linguistic sense, and some of the
kennings make them hard to understand and/or interpret. In many cases we would
not be able to interpret them without Snorri Sturluson’s texts and other medieval sour-
ces.’®® In this study they will nevertheless be considered to have a high source value.
Most of the Eddic poetry must also be considered as valuable sources when
reconstructing the Old Norse religion in the present study, even if there are some
exceptions. It must essentially be seen as memorized oral literature, “although it
must have been more open for improvisation and changes than skaldic poetry.”*®’
Individual Eddic poems may have a medieval background, but many of them were
probably composed during the Viking Age.'®® All Eddic lays must thus be evaluated
from an individual point of view.'®® Most of these poems are preserved in the fa-

163 E.g., Meulengracht Sgrensen 1991a: 225.

164 Mundal 2008: 1.

165 Whaley in SkP 1: 386.

166 Cf. Clunies Ross 1994: 29.

167 Mundal 2008: 2. Cf. Clunies Ross 1994: 20-33.

168 Mundal 2004: 222.

169 Lindow (2020a: 72) states thus: “Each Eddic poem is presumed to have been an independent
entity, with its own textual history.” Individual Eddic poems may have a medieval background,
but many of them were probably composed during the Viking Age. See Mundal 2004: 222. Cf. Ney
2017: 29-30.
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mous manuscript called Codex Regius, GkS 2365 4to (c. 1270). In addition to this
manuscript there is a second witness to some of the Eddic poems called AM 748 Ia
4to (c. 1300). The poem Voluspd also appears beside the Codex Regius manuscript
in the later manuscript called Hauksbdk, and in the manuscripts to Snorri’s Edda.

1.3.4 Medieval Old Norse prose texts

Most written sources were made up of medieval Old Norse prose narratives and
descriptions transmitted by Christians. Their authors were thus not adherents of
the ancient religion. They lived outside the Viking Age society and their writings
give only indirect information about the ancient Scandinavian cult system and the
conversion process. Traditions appearing in these sources have sometimes been
orally transmitted, but they have probably often been reworked by embellishment,
artistic inspiration, ideology, clichés, and subjectivity when being performed or
when written down.'”® There is sometimes a Christian bias or perspective in these
sources, where the old culture and religion are more or less demonized or inter-
preted by means of medieval models such as euhemerism.'”* They comprise the
Sagas of Icelanders from the Middle Ages, Kings’ Sagas and Bishops’ Sagas. Very im-
portant in the context of the present study is Ari inn frédi borgilsson’s Islendinga-
bék, Snorri Sturluson’s Heimskringla, Oddr munkr’s Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar, the
anonymous written Agrip, Fagrskinna, Kristni saga, Kristni peettir in the compila-
tion Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar en mesta, and Landndmabdk. Some fornaldarségur
will also be taken into consideration, such as the Hervarar saga.172 Source critical
aspects related to the individual prose texts will be studied in Parts II and III below.

1.3.5 Snorri Sturluson

The mythical and historical writings of the Icelander Snorri Sturluson (c. 1179-1241)
will be referred to quite frequently when discussing the research questions in the
present study, that is, Snorri’s Edda (c. 1220) and especially his Heimskringla 1-3
(c. 1230). They were written more than two hundred years after the official con-
version of Iceland and Norway. Snorri’s texts have therefore been felt to be al-

170 On the problem of Icelandic sagas, orality, performance and historicity, see Clunies Ross
2010: 39, 40-42, 125. See also the interesting discussion on oral traditions, sagas and cultural
memory in Wallenstein 2023.

171 E.g., Weber 1994; Clunies Ross 2010 and 2018b; Malm 2018; Wellendorf 2018.

172 On the genre designated fornaldarsogur, see Ney 2017: 54—64.
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most useless when discussing Viking Age religion and society.!”® This type of
source-critical approach has deep roots in the study of Old Norse philology and
religion as well as in the general study of history.”* The philologist and historian
of religions, Walter Baetke, for instance, argued that Snorri revised the mythical tra-
ditions in accordance with learned medieval models and his own imagination. For
example, Snorri frequently used medieval euhemerism when describing ancient
myths and history in, for instance, Ynglinga saga, which introduces Heimskringla."”
This method was a common feature of ecclesiastic apologetics, where the pagan dei-
ties were considered as ancient human rulers and thus not “real gods.” Because of
this approach and other rewritings of the traditions, Baetke considered Snorri’s de-
scriptions of myth to be unreliable when reconstructing pagan religion."”® The histo-
rian of literature Margaret Clunies Ross has more recently also emphasized the
euhemeristic explanations used by Snorri when dealing with pre-Christian myths
and religion. Opposite to, for instance, Saxo Grammaticus’ interpretations, where pa-
ganism was explained as the work of Satan,'”” Snorri linked 0ld Norse religion,
myth and poetry to the culture of the classical world as well as Western European
societies with his euhemerism."”® In a sense, the euhemeristic approach used by Ari,
Snorri and their contemporaries, could be seen as a literary strategy to dismantle
the old religion when describing the old gods as human kings with no divine status.
A critical attitude against Snorri is also reflected in research concerning his histori-
cal writing in Heimskringla (c. 1230)."7° Even if Snorri’s writings have not satisfied
the stern criteria of source criticism, they should not be completely discarded as
sources of knowledge for Viking Age religion and the conversion process. Some of
them incorporate written, and perhaps even oral traditions,'®® which have been re-

173 E.g., Baetke 1964.

174 See e.g., Bugge 1881-89; Mogk 1923; 1932; Lauritz Weibull 1948; Curt Weibull 1964; Baetke
1950; 1951; 1964; Holtsmark 1964; Olsen 1966; Diiwel 1985; von See 1988; Weber 1981 and 1987.

175 The Christian tradition of euhemerism is by Jonas Wellendorf (2018: 17) described as “the
doctrine that the pagan gods were originally outstanding humans who came to be venerated as
gods.” According to him, this doctrine was sometimes combined with the notion of demonization
in Old Norse medieval prose on pagan gods. See Wellendorf 2018: 43-70.

176 See e.g., Baetke 1950; 1951; 1964; cf. Holtsmark 1964; Weber 1987 and 1994.

177 Saxo also applied euhemerism when interpreting the pagan gods. See Lindow 2021: 104-109.
Clunies Ross (2008: 233) states that Saxo followed a different path compared to Snorri “by
completely historicizing, and possibly also allegorizing . . . Old Norse myths in the first part of
his Gesta Danorum, . . .”.

178 Clunies Ross 2006: 412—413.

179 See overviews in e.g., Jonas Kristjansson 1988: 175. Cf. Vésteinn Olason 1998: 59.

180 On the general transition process from oral tradition to literacy in Old Norse society, see
e.g., Clunies Ross 1994: 20-34; Mundal 2008; Lindow 2020a: 63-101. See also Bagge’s (2019: 24)
somewhat skeptical position to an oral tradition behind Snorri’s texts.
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worked by Snorri and other medieval writers. This reworking is no reason to dis-
miss them altogether. Snorri and the medieval writers probably had access to more
direct sources than the modern historian has, and most likely they were better
suited to interpret them.'® I will return to Snorri as a “historian” in chapter nine.

1.3.6 Medieval laws

The earliest laws, written in vernacular, contain important information about the
strategies applied by rulers and clergies when dismantling the old religion. They
are roughly dated to the period between the eleventh and fourteenth century and
normally they are linked to a province (land), for instance Uppland, Gotland or
Jylland, or in Norway to regions such as the Gulaping and Frostaping areas.'®
Hence, they are called Upplandslagen, Gutalagen and Frostapingslog. Some of
them report about bans on ancient customs and pagan cult practice.'®® It has
been debated whether these laws are based on Continental laws, or if they ema-
nate from oral traditions from Scandinavia. Recent research states that they are
in fact a combination of both.’®* Whether the prohibitions against pre-Christian
cult practices found in the laws were relevant when they were written down or
should be conceived as obsolete relicts is debated.

1.4 Outline and hypotheses

In what follows, I will present the outline and the general hypotheses as well as
some sub-hypotheses. Framed by “Part I. Prolegomena” and “Part IV. Epilego-
mena,” the present study includes two major sections, “Part II. The role of rulers
as agents in the winding up of the native religion,” and “Part III. Pagans fight
back.” Chapter two (in “Part I. Prolegomena”) is a critical assessment of previous
theories on religious change and the demise of the Old Norse religion in Scandi-
navia during the late Viking Age. These processes have been described in differ-
ent ways.'® Some have argued that the process was long, gradual and peaceful,

181 Meulengracht Sgrensen 1991b: 244.

182 Brink 2020: 462.

183 See e.g., B. Nilsson 1992 and Brink 2020: 463-476.

184 Brink 2020: 462.

185 See e.g., the research survey in Haki Antonsson 2014 related to the Christianization and con-
version of Scandinavia. Good overviews are also presented by e.g., Nordeide 2011: 3-33 and 2020:
1639-1645 and B. Nilsson 2020: 1724-1728.
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while others have held that the ending was violent and abrupt. Archaeologists
tend to support the former position,'®® while some historians of religions argue in
favor of the latter.”” It seems as if these differences have their grounding in the
methods and sources used.’®® These accounts, which often include generaliza-
tions, will be critically examined in chapter two.'® It will be argued that a more
contextual and agent-based approach is needed, as well as an interdisciplinary
approach, where various source types are applied. Such local and regional ap-
proaches, including interdisciplinary methods have indeed been made recently
by scholars investigating the Christianization Sweden in particular, however few
of them concentrate on the demising religion.'*

In Part II, the role of rulers in the winding up of the native religion will be
investigated. Chapter three focuses on the central agents in this process, that is,
the indigenous rulers and chieftains as well as advisors and clergies. They played
a crucial role for the official conversion in Viking Age Scandinavia, when the Old
Norse religion was replaced by Roman Catholic Christianity. One major question
in this chapter is related to why the Scandinavian rulers changed religion. Several
motives were probably involved, however the social dimension of conversion
was one of the most crucial factors besides religious reasons. These rulers wanted
to build up social networks and political alliances in Europe, by means of mar-
riages with Christian princesses, but also by exchanging precious objects and gifts
with Christian magnates. It seems as if Christianity provided the Viking kings
with prestige at home in Scandinavia as well. In addition to religious and social
motives, there were certainly also economic and political reasons to convert.

In chapter four the rulers’ actions, tactics and strategies for doing away with for-
mer religious practice and beliefs are discussed. Hence, the question of how these
rulers proceeded will be analyzed. Five important areas seem to have been the focus
of their efforts (but I do not rule out that there may have been other areas that they

186 See e.g., Engelstad 1927; Hernaes 1995; A.-S.Graslund 1996; 2001; Orri Vésteinsson 2000; Hed
Jakobsson & Runar 2017.

187 See particularly Steinsland 1989; 1991; 2000. Cf. Bagge 2005. Some Norwegian archaeologists
argue in the same vein as Steinsland, e.g., Solli 1996, Gellein 1997: 92-93 and Nordeide 2011: 321.
188 A.-S. Graslund (1996: 20): “Som arkeolog uppfattar man det som otvetydigt att kristnandet
utgoér en langdragen process. Detta kan ses i kontrast till att vissa religionshistoriker [Steinsland]
ar mer benégna att betrakta religionsskiftet som ett tvért brott. En sddan skillnad &r med all san-
nolikhet beroende av de olika kdllmaterial man stoder sig pa, arkeologen pa de materiella 1dm-
ningarna och religionshistorikern pa det litterdra materialet.” Cf. A.-S. Graslund 2001: 25.

189 These two theories have recently also been regarded as “somewhat oversimplified” (Nor-
deide 2020: 1641).

190 See overview in Haki Antonsson 2014: 58-59. See also 2.4 below.
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worked on as well). They have been identified by a close reading of the sources and
an inductive approach, where some recurrent patterns are obhserved and discussed:
(1) The erasure of the king’s ritual role and royal rites at pagan feasts

(2) The erasure of local cult leadership and the pagan cultic organization

(3) The material erasure of the old cult

(4) The elimination of pagan animal sacrifices and other traditional customs

(5) By redefining the status of the gods.

In order to achieve their aims, the early Christian rulers used different means,
such as sermons of missionary priests and bishops, negotiations, decrees, assembly
decisions, gifts and violence. In a later phase the kings together with the Church
also used legislative measures where pagan practices were forbidden. They also
used literary strategies in accounts on pagan gods, such as euhemerism, demonol-
ogy, and idol parody, in order to deprive these gods of their divine status. After
conversion, stories about the gods were not completely rejected, however, the di-
vine nature of these divinities was redefined and neutralized when telling them. It
should be emphasized that the Christian rulers’ actions also implied a rupture and
a moment of disconnection.'”* Some essential aspects or elements of the old religion
were thus lost at a certain moment or gradually extinguished over time.'%>

It seems as if the recently converted kings sometimes deliberately replaced
pagan understandings and practices with Christian notions, which aimed to real-
ize the same goals. Pagan feasts with drinking ceremonies, for instance, were re-
placed by Christian holidays which included similar rites. Both the pagan and the
Christian rites aimed to guarantee a good year and peace. The purpose of these
replacements was probably to facilitate the conversion process for individuals
and groups. Examples of such replacements are discussed in chapter five.

To avoid problematic generalizations of previous research (see ch. 2), I will
also apply a more historical, situational and contextual approach. Hence two case
studies will be made in chapter six, which are both related to the Norwegian
king, Olafr Tryggvasson. These case studies indicate that a contextual approach is
needed, since this king was a pragmatic ruler who varied his methods and strate-
gies depending on the situation he was in. He used violence as a method as long
as he had the power to do that. In other contexts he applied negotiations, when,
for instance, a military operation was impossible to carry out. It is likely that
most of the early Christian kings discussed in this study were pragmatists who
varied their strategies based on the situation before them.

191 Cf. de Jong 2016: 661; Robbins 2007: 11.
192 Cf. Berend 2007: 5-6.
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The methods in chapters four to six are thus mainly empirical and induc-
tive. When turning to the why-question in chapter seven, some theories and typolo-
gies of religion used by for instance Gro Steinsland and Jens Peter Schjgdt in
similar contexts will be discussed.'®® They claim that the missionaries identified
certain areas where the old religion was vulnerable, which they later also at-
tacked. As an alternative or rather complement to their suggestions, this study ar-
gues that foremost pragmatics were at stake when choosing strategies and tactics
for winding up the old religion. Since the recently converted Christian kings could
not change the worldview of the people, they did what was in their power to do,
such as abandon their own traditional cultic roles, or persuade the local chieftains
to give up their cultic assignments. When their power position was strengthened,
they could also destroy the old sanctuaries and in a later phase prohibit traditional
customs by means of laws, such as animal sacrifices and the consumption of horse-
meat. These methods and strategies also indicate where the fragility of the disap-
pearing religion was when confronted with Christians, that is, those weaknesses
that also explain why the Old Norse religion perished on a public level in society.

The public rituals of the old religion, the sanctuaries and the cult organization
included a kind of order, which the Christian rulers tried to dismantle, while some
pagans endeavored to defend it. These contrary aspirations resulted in conflicts. In
Part III, which includes chapters eight to eleven, the theme of resistance and fight
against the Christian power will be investigated. Christianization in, for instance,
Sweden is often described as a long conflict free process, with “no forced conver-
sions.”™** Chapter eight will contribute to nuancing this claim. Sources indicate that
some groups in Sweden remained as “pagans” and that they also opposed the Chris-
tian power. The intention is to discuss these resistances and revolts against the
Christians. They are visible in some sources, such as the rebellion supported by
King Blétsveinn in Central Sweden (Svetjud) around 1080, that is, the final phase of
the old religion.'® It seems as if the external threat from the Christians stimulated
an internal group cohesion among the pagan rebels, a strengthening of the indige-
nous religious heritage and also a revitalization of it."%® The conflict between pa-
gans and the Christian rulers did not only concern religion, it had social and
political dimensions as well. It was feared, for instance, that the social community

193 Steinsland 1991; 2000; 2005 and Jens Peter Schjgdt 2013.

194 B. Nilsson (ed.) 1996: 431. In a recent study Bertil Nilsson (2020: 1723) states thus: “A great
deal of uncertainty pertains to this case due to the lack of sources, but perhaps the silence indi-
cates that the Christianization was predominantly a relative peaceful process. At the same time,
no momentous conversions by force are known.”

195 On the value of these sources, see Sdvborg 2017; Charpentier Ljungqvist 2018.

196 Haki Antonsson 2014: 60—62.
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would dissolve if the old customs and sacrificial feasts were abolished. There was
also a fear that the old law would end and that the king together with the church
would gain too much power. According to the old law, the king was only a primus
inter pares, “the foremost among equals.” The power was in the local assembly,
where all free men had influence and could express themselves. A king could even
be deposed at the court if he did not fulfill his duties. It was probably also feared
that the Christian festival calendar would have a negative impact on, for example,
agriculture and other industries, as one must fast and rest on Sundays and holi-
days. Christianity thus came to involve changes in society and culture that were
not solely to do with faith. A combined comparative and contextual perspective
will be used in chapters eight to eleven where reactions from pagan resistant
groups in Trgndelag in the second half of the tenth century and the resistance of
“the pagan party” appearing in Iceland in the 990s will be studied in relation to
Blétsveinn. Questions focused on in chapter eleven are: Is it possible to find differ-
ences between the resistance and revolts in the three regions, and in that case, why
did these differences occur? Are there similarities? Why did the resistance finally
collapse in these areas? When discussing the resistance of the pagans, a theoretical
model developed by Bruce Lincoln will be applied, including the concepts of reli-
gions of the status quo, resistance, and revolution.'”’

*oFok

The core of the present study is to investigate the “demise” of the indigenous
religion rather than the “rise” of Christianity. It takes as its starting point a
close, critical and contextual reading of the evidence. The central hypothesis of
the investigation, that indigenous rulers and local chieftains were the prime
movers behind the transformation processes, is not an entirely novel concept,
but the study’s emphasis on possible methods and strategies used by them when
dismantling the old religion provides a slightly different approach. Incorporat-
ing a cultural-historical aspect and an actor-oriented perspective in the analysis
and applying new theoretical models developed in the history of religions, the
survey aims at providing new insights pertinent to the conceptual understand-
ing of religious change within the specific context of the investigation.

197 Lincoln 2003: 77-92.



2 Previous theories and research: A critical
assessment

As noted in chapter one, there have been plenty of scholarly contributions to the
conversion and Christianization of Scandinavia during the last decades. The histo-
rian Haki Antonsson has written a critical review of recent writings related to
this topic.! Although this research has been extensive, there are still some factors,
Haki states, that need to be addressed in future research on this process, “such as
the nature of pre-Christian customs prior to the official adoption of the new reli-
gion in the way that paganism was practiced and how these may have affected
the reception of Christianity, the role of rulers in introducing or even imposing
the new religion — and how any and all of these factors may have related to the
work of missionaries.”” The present study will not, as argued in chapter one, con-
centrate on the outcome of the conversion process. Focus is placed on how the
early Christian rulers dismantled the Old Norse religion, and why they used the
chosen methods. In addition, the pagan chieftains’ defense of the old religion is
also discussed. The survey that follows thus concentrates mainly on previous the-
ories and insights related to the demise of the old religion. A few selected schol-
arly works will in this survey represent these theories and research positions,
and are only a limited sample of the many relevant studies which have been pro-
duced since the second half of the nineteenth century. In this critical survey, I
will concentrate on those aspects that may be useful and relevant for the present
study, but also mention those aspects that have to be dismissed.

Previous scholars have described the processes related to the demise of the
0ld Norse religion in different ways. Roughly speaking, three theories can be dis-
tinguished, however, there are no watertight bulkheads between them; some-
times they overlap with each other: (1) the theory of decay, (2) the theory of clash,
and (3) the theory of adaptation.® Some of these theories emphasize internal fac-
tors as the cause of the disappearance of the old religion, while others stress ex-
ternal aspects in this process. Some speak of a peaceful, temporally extended and
successive process, while others underline a violent and abrupt course. Some re-
searchers base their studies almost exclusively on written sources, while others
work exclusively with archaeological material. The research positions have previ-

1 Haki Antonsson 2014: 50.

2 Haki Antonsson 2014: 50-51.

3 See research overviews of the conversion process in Ljungberg 1938: 1-16; Steinsland 1989:
203-207; 1991: 335-338; 2000: 82-84; Myking 2001; and Nordeide 2011: 3-33; Haki Antonsson 2014;
Sundqvist 2021: 275-277.
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ously been polarized, while a more contextual perspective is advocated by re-
searchers today, regardless of subject residence.

2.1 The theory of decay

Scholars applying “the theory of decay” (Norwegian forfallsteorin) argue that the
old religion was in a process of decline during the Viking Age, due mostly to inter-
nal causes. There was a “crisis in belief system,” since the Scandinavians them-
selves perceived the old religion as archaic and even ridiculous. It had outlived
itself and was in a process of “resolution” (Norwegian opplgsning). The internal
crisis led to a “religious and spiritual vacuity,” which opened the way for Chris-
tianity. The shift of religion was therefore a smooth, peaceful, and painless pro-
cess and it was not caused by external pressure.

The historian Johan Ernst Welhaven Sars (1835-1917) held this view in his Ud-
sigt over den norske Historie (4 volumes).* Even if the missionaries in Norway
came from England, their mission was not carried out by force and conquests.
The reason why the “pagan religion” (Norwegian hedenske Religion) collapsed in
Norway, he argued, was that it no longer created any enthusiasm among the in-
habitants, it was considered to have outlived itself. This view among the Norwe-
gians was eventually nourished by the new and more reasonable Christian ideas,
which had reached the country.® Sars’ interpretation was to a great degree af-
fected by different versions of contemporary evolutionism and evaluative Chris-
tian positions,® but mostly he was effected by Konrad Maurer’s impressive study,
Die Bekehrung des Norwegischen Stammes zum Christentum (1-2).7 In his section
titled “Der innere Verfall des Heidenthums,” Maurer argued that the old religion
had survived itself and that the Scandinavians themselves had problems with
their anthropomorphic concepts of god, superstition and idolatry.® This led to a
spread of a kind of irreligiosity in Scandinavia, which was expressed in the belief
in trusting solely in one’s own might and strength (triia d mdtt sinn ok megin)
visible in the Old Norse sources. Religious conditions in Scandinavia were thus in

4 Sars 1873-1891.

5 “Nordmendenes hedenske Religion var efter sit hele Vaesen kun lidet skikket til at indgyde
nogen sardeles braendende Iver, allermindst kunde den vare det paa en Tid, da den maatte
siges at have overlevet sig selv og var undergravet paa alle Puncter af en ved fremmede religigse
Forestillinger fremkaldt og naeret Reflexion.” Sars 1873: 220. Cf. Nordeide 2011: 6.

6 Cf. Myking 2001.

7 Maurer 1855-1856.

8 Maurer 1855-1856 2: 238-260 and 390-391.



48 —— 2 Previous theories and research: A critical assessment

an internal crisis already before Christianity arrived.” Maurer’s and Sars’ interpreta-
tions came to be “Stand der Forschung” for many decades to come. E. S. Engelstad,
for instance, argued in the same vein as them, more than fifty years later, regarding
the internal decay of the old religion. He stated that the belief in old gods “were on
retreat” during the Viking Age in Scandinavia. Worshipping all of them must have
been perceived as outdated, since it was easier to believe in just one god. Compared
to the new “more intellectual” religion (that is, Christianity) the indigenous polythe-
ism was conceived as “ridiculous” (“latterlig”). These conditions became, according to
Engelstad, obvious for the Vikings on their voyages in Europe. When they returned
to their homeland their views were successively taking over by others, who were a
bit impressed with these new ideas.”®

The famous Icelandic philologist Sigurdur Nordal included a similar view on
the conversion process, in his important monograph on Vopluspd. He stated that
the pagan faith had weakened in the Nordic countries, because it survived itself.
The Scandinavians were under spiritual growth and their outlook had widened,
since they had been in contact with Christianity in neighboring countries." Si-
gurdur Nordal and many other early scholars argued that the change of official
religion was a conflict-free process, with no dramatic breach in the social, politi-
cal and ideological spheres."

The historian of religions and Bishop, Helge Ljungberg,™ discussed the ques-
tion of whether “the irreligious people” mentioned in the Old Norse sources as
godlausir (derived from the adjective godlauss, “godless”), and trusting solely in
their own might and strength (triia d mdtt sinn ok megin), were a sign of an inter-

9 It should be noticed that Maurer (1855-1856 2: 339-391) also stated, in addition to this, that con-
version in Scandinavia was caused by external pressure.

10 “Det at skifte tro, i og for sig, har vel neppe voldt serlig vanskelighet, de gamle guder var saa
smaat begynt at bli upopulere, at tro paa én gud instedetfor paa en hel gudefamilie voldte ikke
seerlig besveer. . . . Troen paa de gamle guder var paa retur, de av nordboene som hadde veeret
med paa vikingetogene hadde ute i stgrre forhold leert den nye tro at kjende, ved tilbakekomsten
fandt de meget av det hjemlige latterlig, ikke mindst den hele serie av guder. Denne deres opfat-
ning spredte sig uten tvil til de hjemmeverende som vel gjerne var litt imponert av disse som
hade veeret ute i fremmede forhold. Dette resulterte efterhvert i at flere og flere faldt fra, meget
almindelig var det den gang at forkaste al tro paa enhver guddom, bare tro paa sin egen ‘matt ok
megin.”” Engelstad 1927: 77-79.

11 “Men den hedenske tro var sveekket og havde overlevet sig selv. De nordiske folk var i andelig
vaext. Deres synkreds var ved at udvide sig. Fra kristne nabolande sivede pavirkning ind.” Si-
gurdur Nordal 1927: 145.

12 Also Olrik (1927: 92) argued that the conversion was free from conflicts and made as some-
thing voluntary.

13 Ljungberg 1938: 141-149, 312-313.
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nal decay of the old religion during the Viking Age.* Ljungberg rejected this sug-
gestion, since all societies, including those with a stable religion, have sceptics
who can be classified as irreligious.” When discussing the causes for religious
change in more general terms, Ljungberg accepted the interpretation of an incipi-
ent slowdown in religious life in certain social classes, especially the dominant
fractions. In these groups he could find a tendency to secularism (Swedish seku-
larisering) and opposition to the existing religion, which might have prepared the
way for Christianity there. The sources did not, in his opinion, indicate a more
general decline of the worship of the old gods in the broad population layers."®

Although scholars supporting “the theory of decay” often included evaluative im-
plications, it managed to survive surprisingly well into historical accounts as late as
during the 1970s. The historian and specialist on the Middle Ages, Erik Gunnes, for
instance, made such an interpretation, by means of focusing on the Norse people’s
spiritual development. He argued that the old polytheism had become a burden for
the spiritual life of the indigenous people. The notion of the only, omnipotent god
was perceived as “a liberating simplification” and more intellectually acceptable.
When monotheism broke through in Scandinavia, it became the obvious choice.”” As
late as 1999, archaeologist Jorn Staecker maintained the idea of an internal crises in
the indigenous religion between ninth and eleventh centuries where also a valuing
attitude emerged. The occurrence of Thor-hammer-symbols in Denmark, he argued,
was a clear expression of a crisis reaction in the pagan religion in the ninth to elev-
enth centuries, when attacked by Christian missionaries, who carried crosses. It was
difficult for the pagans to defend themselves against the powerful Christianization
with adequate means.'®

14 As suggested by Maurer 1855-56 2: 247-249; cf. F. Strom 1948: 5.

15 Ljungberg 1938: 149. In a later article Ljungberg (1947: 152) stated that people who had been
in contact with Christianity in Europe could have developed a negative attitude to their own
faith and thus been considered as godlausir.

16 In the end, Ljungberg (who also became bishop), made a normative explanation when saying
that the old religion was deemed to go under (Ljungberg 1938: 313). He also argued that Christian-
ity was superior to other religions (1938: 209).

17 “Det er neppe tvil om at den nye forkynnelsen inneholdt mangt og meget som kunne virke
tillokkende — og overbevisende. Som fgr nevt ma de mange guder ha begynt & bli en belastning
for nordboenes tenkeevne. Forestillingen om den ene, allmektige Gud har betydd en mektig og
befriende forenkling, rent intellektuelt. Engang fattet, har den forekommet selvinnlysende.”
Gunnes 1976: 226.

18 “Die Thorshammer-anhadnger sind der deutliche Ausdruck fiir die Krise der heidnischen Reli-
gion im 9 bis 11. Jahrhundert, da es ihr schwer fallt, sich mit addquaten Mitteln gegen die macht-
volle Christianisierung zur Wehr zu setzen” (Steecker 1999: 243-244). Critically considered by e.g.,
Nordeide 2011.
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A serious problem with “the theory of decay” is that its representatives often
imply derogatory, evolutionistic, and biased attitudes towards the old religion
when describing it as “primitive,” “archaic,” and “dying.” Historian of religions,
Gro Steinsland, has in several studies pointed out the flaws and weaknesses in
this thinking."® When commenting on Gunnes’ view, Steinsland identified several
old evolutionistic ideas. The transition from paganism to Christianity was de-
scribed by Gunnes as a mental and spiritual development from more primitive to
advanced religious thoughts. The incomprehensible polytheism, for instance, was,
according to Gunnes, exchanged with a more conceivable monotheism.? It is
easy to agree with Steinsland’s criticism on this point. What the Norse speaking
people actually understood by the Christian monotheism, which paradoxically
also included the doctrine of trinity, is impossible to grasp by means of the surviv-
ing sources. One thing is obvious, however; the early Christian skalds rarely
made a clear distinction between God and Christ in their poetry.” Sigurdur Nor-
dal’s interpretation also includes condescending and evaluative aspects, when
stating that the Nordic people were mature to grow “spiritually,” that is, to change
from the “primitive” Norse religion to the more developed Christian belief. A sim-
ilar criticism may also be directed towards Engelstad, when stating that the Vik-
ings who had met Christianity on their voyages afterwards perceived their own
religion as “ridiculous,” or “laughable” (Norwegian latterlig). In this type of expli-
cation, Christianity is implicitly seen as a “higher” and more intellectual religion
than the Norse religion.??

It is, of course, not necessary to describe all attempts of finding internal causes
behind the demise of Old Norse religion as “evolutionistic.” “The theory of decay”
does not have to be interpreted as “old evolutionism” in itself. It appears only
when scholars add derogative and evaluative aspects into their interpretations. The
historian, Per Sveaas Andersen, for instance, proceeded from this theory when de-
scribing the conversion of Norway in a very popular handbook on history. Accord-

19 Steinsland 1989: 204-205; 1991: 337-338; 2000: 82-84.

20 Steinsland (1991: 337) states: “Det er ikke vanskelig & gjenkjenne rester av evolusjonistiske
ideer i Gunnes’ fremstilling. Hedendommens mangfold av guder fremstilles som mer belastende
for tanken enn kristendommens tro pa den ene gud, overgangen fra hedendom til kristendom
betraktes dermed som et sprang fra et primitivt til et hgyerstadende religipst stadium.”

21 See e.g., Bonding 2021a: 118-119. Cf. Tveito 2002: 23-25. See however Strombéck (1975: 56-57)
who refers to Hallfrgdr vandraedaskald. In a lausavisa this skald is “aware that Christ is God’s
son.” In the early Christian poetry, moreover, the image of God/Christ is described as a strong
and powerful Viking ruler. Usually God/Christ was modelled as a pagan god, like Odinn or borr.
See e.g.,, Lange 1958; Mundal 1995; Tveito 2002; Bending 2020 and 2021a. On the concept gud in
runic inscription, see Williams 1996¢: 304-307.

22 Cf. Steinsland 1991: 338; 2000: 82.
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ing to Andersen, people started to forget the old religion in tenth century Norway,
without accepting a new one, for themselves. A religious indifference was also visi-
ble in sources referring to Viking Age Iceland.”® When explaining the dissolution of
the old religion in Scandinavia, Andersen never used disparaging statements or ex-
pressions. His account should thus not be described as old evolutionism. On the
other hand, Per Sveaas Andersen’s arguments and empirical evidence for his the-
ory were not completely convincing. He referred, for instance, to bynames in the
0Old Norse prose, such as Hallr godlauss, as empirical evidence for his theory.2* Ac-
cording to Andersen, these people were without gods and religion, because their
traditional customs were in dissolution. It should be noticed, however, that this epi-
thet, including the formula triia d mdtt sinn ok megin, could be interpreted as a
literary trick of the medieval and Christian authors, in order to illustrate the way
in which their noble ancestors and heathen heroes renounced the old gods.” It is
also possible that the epithet godlauss and the formula triia d mdtt sinn ok megin
referred to a person’s social status, that is, those individuals who were outlawed
and excluded from society and the common cult community. They had to trust
solely in their own might and strength.?® Hence, the reference to this motif in the
medieval sagas is not complete reliable evidence for the notion that the ancient
Scandinavian religion was in a process of dissolution during the tenth century. It
should also be added that some early scholars who created evaluative interpreta-
tions of the religious transition in Scandinavia were not guided by nineteenth cen-
tury theories of evolutionism. They lived with a deep Christian conviction where
their interpretations were colored by their own values, world view and theology.

Fokok

There are a few aspects of the theory of decay that are of value to and useful in the
present study. Although it is difficult to prove that the old religion was in a state of
crisis during the Viking Age, it must be considered possible that some internal fac-
tors may have contributed to its competitive disadvantage when native groups en-
countered Christian rulers. Such vulnerable areas will be discussed in chapter
seven. The notion that conversion occasionally can be described as a peaceful and
successive process can also be supported by for instance archaeological sources
(see below), but this did not take place always. Several sources indicate a conflict

23 Andersen 1977: 189.

24 See Landndmabdk, ch. S12, Isl. Fornr. 1: 48. Cf. Ljungberg 1938: 141-149; 1947; Strém 1948; Dill-
mann 2019.

25 Cf. Baetke 1950; Lonnroth 1969. Weber (1981), for instance, stated that the formula triia d mdtt
sinn ok megin was built on a Christian theological topos and the notion of vir fortis. Critically
considered by von See 1988: 89-96.

26 Strom 1948: 26; 1985: 246-248; Steinsland 1989: 205.
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between representatives from the old and the new religion. Scholars who support
the theory of decay are, moreover, often too influenced by old evolutionism and/or
ethnocentric Christian notions and values in their reasoning. The hypotheses that
the epithet godlauss and the formula triia d mdtt sinn ok megin would testify to a
religious indifference, or inner decay does not convince either. Today, few scholars
advocate these notions.

2.2 The theory of clash

Contrary to “the theory of decay,” some scholars have argued that the old religion
was strong, creative, and vibrant to the very end of its existence.”’” However, it
was perceived as a quite different type of religion compared to Christianity.
Scholars have claimed that this meeting must have caused a dramatic clash be-
tween the actors.?® Proceeding mainly from written evidence, they state that peo-
ple were conscious that they lived in a time of profound and dramatic change,
and in many cases the ending of the old religion was abrupt.?® By means of exter-

27 Archaeologist Haakon Shetelig argued, polemically against his contemporaries in the 1930s,
and stated that the pagan religion in Norway was strong during the entire Viking Age, at least in
their homelands. “Den hedenske religion i Norge hadde uten tvil enda i vikingetiden hele den
styrke og fasthet som all overlevering far i et gammelt bondesamfund. Det &r ganske misforstatt,
om en her vil trekke slutninger om norske forhold, fordi troen var vaklende hos vikinger i Skott-
land og Irland. I hjemlandet, i hver bygd, var alt knyttet til fortidens skikk, ogsa i religionen . . .”
Shetelig 1930: 259-260. More recently, Brit Solli (2002: 237-238) stated that archaeological evi-
dence does not indicate a crisis in the Old Norse religion of Norway. To the contrary, the graves
and burials from the Viking Age demonstrate that the Old Norse religion and the worship of the
old gods was vital, as evidenced by the ship graves of Oseberg and Gokstad.

28 See e.g., Steinsland 1991: 336-340; 2000: 28-31, 82—89; 2005: 434—-444. The historian Sverre Bagge
(2005: 80-83) accepts the idea that the encounter between the religions may have caused a confron-
tation, but states at the same time that the conversion implied a gradual, and long process.

29 Based mainly on archaeological finds in Norway, Seebjerg Walaker Nordeide more recently
came to a similar conclusion: “Non-Christian cult activity seems to have ended abruptly . . . No
gradual changes in Norse cult in favor of Christian cult have been perceived; rather, the opposite
tendency has been observed” (2011: 321). See also Nordeide (2020: 1630) who states that “the gen-
eral picture indicates that the most normal process was a forced conversion, top-down, as exem-
plified by the legislation above. As the kings were responsible lawmakers and menders, they
were the ones who forced people to convert to Christianity.” Cf. Solli 1996; Gellein 1997: 92-93.
Bagge & Nordeide (2007: 163) had previously shown that written and archaeological sources dis-
play different results: “Whereas the late narrative sources regard the Christianization as a brief
process, mostly the result of the missionary activity of Olav Tryggvason and St Olav during
995-1030, the archaeological material suggests a longer period of Christian influence and consid-
erable regional differences.” For a discussion on similar methodological problems in connection
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nal causes, such as constraint and force, people were made to give up their native
beliefs, because of religious intolerance. The missionaries were supported by a
new type of Christian royal power, which had social and political interests in
changing religion. According to this model, conversion should be described as a
fast top-down process.*

The historian of religions, Gro Steinsland, for instance, has been a main sup-
porter of this theory.* She focused mainly on the religious change in Iceland and
Norway, and argued that the old religion was well preserved, strong and inte-
grated in these societies during most of the tenth century. Information in Islendin-
gabok (c. 1120-1132) indicates that the old cult in Iceland was stable and persistent
up until the famous decision at Alpingi of Pingvellir, in the year of 999/1000.*
“The heathen party” had, for instance, the previous summer banished and con-
demned a Christian chieftain, when he was blaspheming the old gods at the Law-
rock, that is, the center of this assembly (see chs 6 and 10 below). The “heathens,”
who were supported by local chieftains, formed thus an important and wide so-
cial group in the Icelandic society, even in the last part of the tenth century. Al-
though the two religions were strong when they clashed, the conversion was
quite fast and abrupt, due to the compromise and rational decision at the General
Assembly of bingvellir.* Steinsland argued that a similar pattern could be seen in
Norway. She stated that the old religion there was vital, vigorous and serious dur-
ing most parts of the tenth century and perceived as an integrated element of the
society. The process of religious change in Norway was also in a temporal sense a
fast and abrupt process, at least in the area around Viken and in Vestlandet,
where the old religion eclipsed during the second half of the tenth century. In
Tregndelag, where the old religion was protected by magnates and the powerful

to the archaeology of religious change in Scandinavia, see Svanberg 2003; Theliander 2005; Arte-
lius 2010.

30 The external motives for changing religion were mentioned already by Maurer (1855-1856 2:
340) such as lure, violence, or coercion. In his conclusion, Helge Ljungberg also mentioned exter-
nal causes for changing religion in Scandinavia, including violent means. The conversion was in-
terpreted as a top-down-process (Swedish uppifran och nedat), a term he used especially when
describing the more collective mass conversion (Swedish massomvdndelse), such as the one that,
according to certain traditions, took place in Norway (Ljungberg 1938: 151-156, 161, 173-177; see
below). This interpretation of a top-down-process has later been a dominant explanation in
research.

31 Steinsland 1989; 1991; 2000: 83; 2011a: 2-3.

32 For a discussion of precisely which year Christianity became the official religion in Iceland,
see Olaffa Einarsdottir 1964. Cf. Strémbéck 1975: 2, note 1; Jén Vidar Sigurdsson 2020: 1649.

33 This view has been contested. Most modern scholars think that the conversion process in Ice-
land was quite slow and gradual. See Orri Vésteinsson 2000: 17-19 and Clunies Ross 2018a: 94.
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jarls of Lade, the process was somewhat longer, but it disappeared during the
first decades of the eleventh century. The reasons why the process was quite
short in Norway was due to external causes, often violence and suppression.
These forceful conversions included, apart from military force, strict laws and rig-
orous control systems.** The Christian missionaries were namely supported by
the new royal power in Norway, as represented by, for example, King Olafr
Tryggvason (r. 995-1000) and King Olafr Haraldsson (r. 1015-1028, 30). According
to Steinsland, the old religion did thus not successively decay in Western Scandi-
navia, due to internal causes. It was actively opposed by those who stood on top
of the social pyramid, by means of violence, laws and force. Steinsland’s interpre-
tation indicated a conflict perspective and a competition between ideologies, but
also a resistance among groups who were loyal to the old society and culture.

To substantiate the theory of clash, Steinsland drew on general typologies of
religion, where the old religion and Christianity represented two opposite types
of religion. The former religion represented an “ethnic” and local “folk-religion”
with base in cult, including a diversity of beliefs and rites, while the latter repre-
sented a “universal, salvation religion” with a normative dogma, including a cen-
tralized and hierarchical priestly organization. The differences between the Old
Norse religion and Christianity caused, according to Steinsland, serious problems
for the individuals who converted. It was a clash between an “internationally ori-
ented royal power” and a resident peasant population.®

One objection against Steinsland’s “theory of clash” is that it relies too much on
0ld Norse sources reflecting the triumph of Christianity and overlooks the informa-
tion from archaeological sources, which indicate a more peaceful and smooth pro-
cess.* To a certain degree, Steinsland also disregards the possibility that Roman
Christianity was already Germanized when it arrived in Scandinavia and that it
had gone through a long process of acculturation, while passing Germanic areas in
Europe from AD 400 to 800. The Church and the Christian missionaries probably
adjusted themselves to Germanic conditions upon entering Central and Western
Europe in the sixth century. This process is often called “the Germanization of
Christianity” or “the Christo-Germanic syncretism.”*” The sharp contradictions be-

34 Cf. Sanmark 2004: 288.

35 Steinsland 1991: 338-340; 2000: 85-89. This theory will be discussed more thoroughly in ch. 7
below.

36 See A.-S. Graslund 1996: 20 and 1.1 sbove. It should be mentioned that some Norwegian ar-
chaeologists have supported Steinsland’s theory. See note 29 above.

37 Even if Steinsland (2000: 89-92) is aware of this process, she does not factor in that it has
consequences for her conflict theory. She argues that the Germanization of Christianity mainly
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tween the old and the new religion can thus have been abraded when Christianity
and the missionaries appeared in the Nordic countries around AD 800.

The Church historian James C. Russell, for instance, argued that the religious
transformation in Europe not only implied Germanic influence on early medieval
Church, but also included a Germanic reinterpretation of Christianity. He did not
reject the idea that there were essential differences originally between the world-
views of German and Christian religions and cultures. The worldview of the Indo-
European, Greek, Roman, and Germanic religions was essentially ethnic, folk-
centered and “world-accepting” whereas Christianity as other eastern mystery
cults, was essentially soteriological and eschatological, that is, “world-rejecting.”
Opposite to the Germanic “ethnic” religion Christianity was also universal in its
aims.*® The disparity between Germanic and early Christian social structures and
worldviews, however

led Christian missionaries to employ a policy of initial accommodation [. . .] the decline of
the catechumenate, combined with the vitality of Germanic folk-religiosity, resulted in the
adherence of the Germanic peoples to a Germanic folk-religious reinterpretation of Chris-
tianity. As a consequence of the religiopolitical influence of the Ottonian emperors in Rome
during the tenth and eleventh centuries, this Germanic reinterpretation eventually became
normative throughout western Christendom.*

Examples of such German-Christian developments were, according to Russell, the
growth of Eigenkirchensystem (-wesen) (“proprietary church system”). The devel-
opment of Adelsheilige hagiographic canons was also part of these syncretistic
phenomena, which included a Germanic ethos as well as military virtues and
noble origins attributed to the saints. The notion of an inherited sacral character
of the medieval rulers (Gebliitsheiligkeit), was also believed to have emanated
from Germanic ruler ideology.*’ Crucial in this transformation process was thus
the Germanic ruler, his power and his sacred position, which even had an impact
on the Christian image of God. According to the Germanic warrior ideals, Christ
was now depicted as a “warrior-lord” or a victorious hero, Christus victor, and his
cult image was sometimes called “the victory-granting cross.”*" In accordance
with Russell’s theory, Steinsland discussed in her later studies how a Christian
royal ideology may have emerged in the Nordic region, which had its background,

had an impact on the formation of rulership. On the Germanization of Christianity, see e.g.,
Baetke 1937; Stromback 1975; Russell 1994; Winroth 2012: 128-130.

38 Russell 1994: 4, 45-80; 131-133.

39 Russell 1994: 209.

40 Russell 1994: 154-156; cf. Steinsland 2000: 89-91.

41 Russell 1994: 170.
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not only in the Middle-Eastern, Jewish and Roman traditions but also in a domestic
Germanic tradition. According to Steinsland, the pre-Christian ruler ideology—
where the king played a leading role in religious matters—was also instrumental
in the Christianization process, bridging the differences between the old and new
religions.**

*okok

Even if the theory of clash is based to a certain degree on Old Norse prose sources
that are influenced by hagiographic and ecclesiastic traditions, it has high relevance
for the present study. In some contexts, such as Olafr Tryggvasson’s mission in
Trgndelag, conflicts and violence are also present in more reliable sources. In Part
111, it will be emphasized that pagan chieftains and farmers defended the old religion
and order, which occasionally also led to armed conflicts. However, this did not hap-
pen in all parts of Scandinavia, nor in all parts of society. It is possible that conflicts
occurred sometimes which also led to a rapid conversion process, but probably not
always.** Many people saw the benefits of Christianity and therefore they were bap-
tized voluntarily. For some people it was also necessary to change religion since they
needed or wanted to be in the same community as their Christian leaders.

2.3 The theory of adaptation

“The theory of adaptation,” including the ideas of syncretism and continuation,
could be seen as a variant of the first theory, since it emphasizes a gradual,
smooth, slow and conflict-free process, but it does not emphasize internal dissolu-
tion to the extent of the former theory. Instead, scholars state that the practi-
tioners of the old religion were tolerant and had a great ability to adopt new
religious elements. Scholars working with this theory have thus argued that
Christian ideas and practices slowly seeped into the 0ld Norse religion.** These
ideas and rites slowly rubbed on and exhausted the vitality of the old tradition.
Archeologist Anne-Sofie Graslund, for instance, argued that the burial customs in
Sweden indicate that Christian burial practice was gradually adopted at the same
time as it slowly rubbed on and pushed away the old customs.” In the beginning

42 Steinsland 2000: 92-97. Cf. Bending 2020.

43 See, e.g., Sanmark 2004; Berend 2007; Nordeide 2020: 1641; B. Nilsson 2020: 1723.

44 E.g., Hernaes 1995; A.-S. Graslund 1996; 2001; Orri Vésteinsson 2000; Brink 2008b; Winroth
2012; B. Nilsson 2020; Bgnding 2020; 2021a.

45 A.-S. Graslund 2001: 9-10, 29-64. In an article “Religionsskiftet speglat i gravskicket” Graslund
states that there are “méanga exempel pa senvikingatida/tidigmedeltida jordfastningsgravar pa
gravfalt, som av allt att ddma har anvants med varierande grad av kristna bruk dnnu sedan en
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of the conversion process cremation graves were abundantly equipped with ani-
mals and other objects, while they were a bit later still equipped with animals
and rich grave goods, however now inhumation had been the most common way
to bury the dead. In the next phase we may see inhumation graves, but now only
containing dresses and jewelry. These graves are still located at the old burial
fields close to the settlements. Finally, the graves are emptied of their contents,
and moved from the old burial fields to the new established churchyards. This
process of adaptation, including the phenomenon of syncretism, describes the
slow and smooth transition from the old religion to Christianity. Graslund also
presented other evidence of syncretism in Sweden. She referred, for example, to
a Viking Age amulet made of silver from Lugnds in Vastergétland, which on the
one side has a Thor-hammer depicted, and on the other side a Christian cross.
Graslund argued that either the owner of the amulet wanted protection and
power from both religions, that is, from both Christ and bérr, or that he/she kept
it secret that he/she had embraced the new religion.*® It could also be the opposite
situation; it was the heathen practice that was kept secret. The phenomenon
called “crypto-religion” is known in many places, where people adopt the politi-
cally dominant religion, but privately are true to the old religion.*’ Graslund also
suggested that Christ, in an early stage was interpreted as just one more god, who
was now included in the already existing pantheon.*® This indicates that the pa-
gans were tolerant and were able to adopt Christian ideas and symbols. Conflicts
were not visible, according to Gréslund, neither in the archaeological materials
nor in the runic inscriptions.*®

Graslund described the process of changing religion as a top-down process,
where the Scandinavian rulers first converted, since they were affected by the
conditions in Continental Europe where Church and worldly power were united.
Magnates and rich farmers in their homelands converted later as an act of loyalty
to the rulers and perhaps since this also brought benefits to them.*® In this con-
text, Graslund also adopted the model of Fridtjov Birkeli, which was applied to

kyrka och en kyrkogdrd hade tillkommit i trakten. Detta bekréftar den gamla tanken pa reli-
gionsskiftet som en langdragen process. Enligt min mening ar det nigot djupt allmanmaénskligt,
man accepterar ldngsamt det nya och undviker skarpa brott.” Graslund 2010: 159.

46 “Den tolkning som ligger narmast till hands ar att man ville ha tillgéng till bada religionernas
symboler och ddrmed deras kraft. Ett annat alternativ till tolkning kunde vara att amulettens
dgare i hemlighet hade anammat den nya tron men inte ville visa det offentligt; i s& fall bars
sidan med korset indt.” A.-S.Gréaslund 1983-1984; 2001: 17, 57. Cf. Berend 2007: 23.

47 See de Jong 2016: 659; cf. Colpe 1986 and Robbins 2011.

48 A.-S. Gréslund 2001: 127.

49 Cf. B. Nilsson 2020: 1723.

50 A-S. Graslund 2001: 144.
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the Christianization of Norway.”" According to him, Christianization was a long
process, which can be divided into three phases: a phase of infiltration, a phase
of mission and a phase of organization. Although some objections can be raised
against the use of this model,*? it could, according to Graslund, also be applied to
certain areas in Sweden and Denmark.*®

It has also been argued that the rupture was not total when Christianity
was established in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. The sources indicate,
for instance, a strong continuity of the old beliefs and practices during this pe-
riod, including several religious acculturation processes, where native Norse
and Christian elements were mingled, especially in popular beliefs, but also in
the official Christian religion.>* The phenomenon “cult-continuity” during the
Christianization process of Sweden (c. 800-1200) was, for instance, treated in
the first volume of the project “Sveriges Kristnande” (“The Christianization of
Sweden”).>® After discussing concepts such as “syncretism,” “syncretic,” “reli-
gious acculturation,” Anders Hultgard, presented a phenomenological analysis of
the concept of cult continuity, where he made a distinction between continuity in
cultic actions and cult-place continuity (see also ch. 1 above). The clearest evidence
of the former—continuity in cultic actions—was the replacement and transforma-
tion of some pre-Christian customs and feasts into Christian rites and holydays. In
the Norwegian medieval law, called the Old Gulaping Law, it is prescribed that three
farmers should join in brewing a special beer and in drinking together at special
occasions, where also the pre-Christian ritual formula til drs ok fridar was applied
in the ceremonies; that is, drinking for a good year and peace. This is an old custom
in Christian disguise and Hultgard described it as a “syncretic phenomenon.” Previ-
ously, this formula was applied in drinking rituals at the sacrificial feasts, particu-
larly in connection to the cult of the god Freyr (see 4.1.1). After conversion, the early
Christians prayed to Christ or God for a good year and peace (til drs ok fridar). A
clear example of cult-place continuity is the transformation of the old cult site of
Uppsala.”® The fane of pre-Christian deities was transformed into the sanctuary of St
Eirikr (Old Swedish Erik). This took place in the twelfth century. The first archbishop
church of Sweden was also erected in Uppsala in c. 1164. This aspect of cult-place

51 Birkeli 1973.

52 See e.g. Nordeide 2020: 1640.

53 A.-S. Gréslund 2001: 19-20.

54 E.g. Hultgdrd 1992; Raudvere 1993; A.-S. Gréaslund 1996: 20; Sanmark 2004; Berend 2007; Mitch-
ell 2011; Lindow 2019 [2014]; Bgnding 2020 and 2021a; Wallenstein 2023.

55 B. Nilsson (ed.) 1992.

56 Hultgdrd 1992: 49-103.
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continuity, that churches after switching religion to Christianity were erected on old
pagan cult-places, was observed early in research.”’

$okok

Aspects of the theory of adaptation will be applied quite frequently in the present
study. The notion that conversion in many cases reflects a gradual, slow, smooth
and conflict-free process is quite evident when examining the material. However,
some written sources show that representatives of the old religion sometimes of-
fered resistance against the Christian kings with violence, and even deposed
these Christian rulers from the throne. The theory of cult continuity also has
some validity in the present study. Christian kings replaced pagan ceremonies
with similar Christian rituals which aimed to realize the same goals as the old
customs in order to facilitate and promote the religious change. Certain formulae
and ritual practices from the old religion were thus maintained, however, they
were always adapted to their new context by the Christians.

2.4 An alternative approach

As noted in the present chapter, all previous theories reviewed above are to a
certain extent of value to and useful when discussing the questions of the present
study. However, some of them also involve problematic aspects. The theory of
decay includes evolutionist, evaluative and derogatory elements and has in recent
decades been considered obsolete in research due to these features. The two lat-
ter theories—the theory of clash and the theory of adaptation—are still advocated
by scholars today. It seems as if the differences between them have to a certain
extent their basis in the methods and sources that the researchers use. Historians
often emphasize the conflict and violent shift supported by Old Norse sources,
while archaeologists often emphasize the gradual adaptation and peaceful shift
supported by archaeological finds. Just a couple of decades ago, these theories in-
cluded gross generalizations. In order to achieve a more reasonable result, a
more contextual approach is required where several types of source material are
also taken into consideration.

A contextual perspective, including interdisciplinary methods, to the study of
conversion in Scandinavia, is not an entirely novel approach. In the most recent

57 Stefan Brink (1992) and Anne-Sofie Gréslund (1992), using both place-names and archaeolog-
ical evidence, have shown that this theory is well-founded, for instance at Mare in Tregndelag,
and Fro6s6 in Jamtland (cf. Sanmark 2004). This was also noted in early research, see e.g., Maurer
1855-1856; M. Olsen 1926: 231-232; Wessén 1921: 110; 1923: 3; Engelstad 1927: 65.
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research on Christianization there is a tendency to place focus primarily on par-
ticular regions and their development from the pagan era up to (and sometimes
beyond) the establishment of the Church.*® As noticed in chapter one, most of
these studies focus on the outcome of the religious encounter, that is, the descrip-
tion of the early Christianity and the rise of Christian polities. The intention of the
present study is to concentrate on the old religion during the transition. The ques-
tions how and why it disintegrated will be discussed, where special attention will
be paid to the native kings and indigenous agency in this process. An agent based
and actor-oriented perspective will thus be applied, where focus is placed on the
actions, methods and strategies applied by the early Christian kings when they
intended to terminate the old religion. How did they proceed when dismantling,
for instance, the public sacrificial cult, the old sanctuaries, and the pagan cult
leadership? What parts of the old traditions did they focus on? Why did they con-
centrate on these areas? In addition to these questions, the resistance and defense
of the representatives of the Old Norse religion will be analyzed as well as the
reasons why they first rejected the new religion. Did the resistance of the pagans
look the same in all parts of Scandinavia? Were there regional differences, and in
such cases, why did they occur? When discussing these issues, it will be argued
that a more contextual approach is needed, in order to avoid the problematic gen-
eralizations noticed in the previous research.”® In chapter six, two case studies
will meet this request as well as in chapters eight to eleven where a regional ap-
proach will be combined with a comparative perspective. Other parts of this
study intend to identify general patterns in this process, such as the recurrent
methods, strategies and tactics used by the recently converted rulers when they
wanted to break down and eradicate the pagan society as well as the old way of
life, culture and religion, that is the old order.

58 Haki Antonsson 2014: 50. In the publication of the project “Sveriges kristnande,” one volume
was, for instance, called Mores kristnande (Williams, ed. 1993) and another Jdmtlands kristnande
(Brink, ed. 1996). See also Brink 1996b: 290; Bagge & Nordeide 2007: 133; Nordeide 2011. A very
important and impressive study related to temporal, regional and contextual aspects of the Chris-
tianization of Sweden is Cecilia Ljung’s doctoral thesis. The conclusion is that the establishment
of the church and Christian kingship was earlier in Vastergotland and Ostergétland than in Upp-
land and Oland. See Ljung 2016 and 2019 and 5.4 below.

59 Cf. Berend 2007: 24.
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3 Rulers and conversions

One major focus of the present study is thus to investigate the role of the indige-
nous rulers as agents in the winding up of the native religion. Focus is placed on
the early Christian kings and their actions, tactics and strategies in dismantling
the religious tradition that previously formed their lives. This process is actually
twofold: (1) In the present chapter the role of these kings in the official conversion
of the Scandinavian countries will be discussed, as well as their motives for
changing religion. Unlike many people in Europe, the Norse rulers seem to have
chosen to convert and accept Christianity as well as Continental and British cul-
ture voluntarily.! It seems as if these rulers supported the construction of the
Christian infrastructure there, such as the establishment of ecclesiastic organiza-
tion, the sees, and the erection of churches. (2) In chapters four to six, the rulers’
role as agents in the deconstruction of pagan cult will be focused on.

3.1 Official conversion(s) and native rulers

Native rulers played a most active role in the conversion process in Scandinavia.?
In her synthesis of the Christianization of Scandinavia, Central Europe and Rus’,
Nora Berend states that “[t]he real impact of Christianity in most cases was linked
to the decision of rulers to convert.”® Literary sources support this assumption.
The baptism of King Haraldr blatonn Gormsson (0ld Danish Harald) (d. 986/987)
and the official conversion of Denmark c. 963, for instance, played a crucial role
for the change of religion among the broader population of Denmark.* His bap-
tism is believed to have taken place around 960s, but it could have been earlier.

1 Winroth 2012: 6.

2 It is quite clear that European rulers also exercised some influence in connection with the mis-
sion in Scandinavia. Rimbert mentions, for instance, that the Frankish Emperor Louis the Pious
was engaged in the mission performed by Ansgar in Denmark and Sweden (VA 7, 9, 13-14).
Whether the Anglo-Saxon missionaries were supported by rulers in England is not clear (cf. San-
mark 2004: 75).

3 Berend 2007: 13. Cf. Sanmark 2004: 84-85; Bagge 2005; Bagge & Nordeide 2007: 135-137,
141-143; Brown 2013: 340-354, 475.

4 Gelting 2020: 1586-1589, 1621-1622. Danish kings converted even before Haraldr. Rimbert and
Vita Hludovici (written soon after AD 840 by an anonymous author conventionally called Astrono-
mus) report the baptism of the Danish King Haraldr Klakk in the Church of St Alban, Mainz as
early as 826 (VA 7). Haraldr Klakk’s baptism did not play a greater role for conversion in Denmark
(see further below). King Harekr (Old Danish Harek) I of Denmark also supported the mission of
Ansgar and erected a church in Hedeby/Schleswig, even if he himself never was baptized. VA 24.
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The earliest account on King Haraldr’s conversion is that of Widukind of Corvey
(c. 968). This ecclesiastic text describes how the German clerk Poppo (0ld Norse
Poppd), who later became bhishop, convinced the pagan king of the superiority of
Christ by means of an ordeal during a banquet. In front of the king, the priest
carried a glowing iron without damaging his hands:

When morning came, the king ordered that a very heavy piece of iron be heated in the fire.
He then ordered the cleric [Poppo] to carry this glowing iron for his Catholic faith. The con-
fessor of Christ seized the iron without any fear at all, and carried it far as the king had
ordered. The priest then showed everyone his unharmed hand, and gave proof to everyone
there of his Catholic faith. As a result, the king became a Christian and decreed that God
alone was to be worshipped. He ordered all of his subjects to reject idols, and gave all due
honor to the priests and servants of Gods.®

According to this account, it seems that neither sermons nor negotiations were
enough to persuade Haraldr to be baptized. A concrete act by the clerk was re-
quired as proof that Christian God was stronger than the old gods. This is obvi-
ously a Christian wonder tale with fictional details.® The information that Haraldr
“became Christian and decreed that God alone was to be worshipped” can, on the
other hand, be partly supported with other independent sources, such as the in-
scription on the Jelling runestone II (c. 960s), on Jylland (see Fig. 2).

haraltr : kunukr : bap : kaurua
kubl : pausi : aft : kurmfapursin
aukaft : pgurui : mupur : sina : sa
haraltr [:] ias : sar : uan : tanmaurk
ala : auk nuruiak

: auk t[a]ni [:] (karpi) kristna

5 Mane facto ingentis ponderis ferrum igne succendi iubet, clericumque ob fidem catholicam can-
dens ferrum portare iussit. Confessor Christi indubitanter ferrum rapit tamdiuque deportat, quo
ipse rex decernit; manum incolumem cunctis ostendit, fidem catholicam omnibus probabilem red-
dit. Ad haec rex conversus, Christum deum solum colendum decrevit, idola respuenda subiectis
gentibus imperat, Dei sacerdotibus et ministris honorem debitum deinde prestitit. Widukind 3,65.
Text Waitz. All translations to English of Widikund’s text are taken from Bachrach.

6 Similar information appears in Adam scholion 20, which appears in an uncertain manuscript
tradition (cf. Svenberg et al. 1985 [1984]: 119). In Adam 2,3 Haraldr’s baptism is related to a peace-
treaty made with Emperor Otto. According to Adam, Haraldr submitted to Otto, where the em-
peror also stood as sponsor at the baptism of the king’s son Sveinn. In Adam 2,35 the ordeal of
Poppo appears again, but in this context King Haraldr is not mentioned. Poppo’s ordeal is also
mentioned in 0ddr’s Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar ch. A15, Isl. Fornr. 25: 173-174; Snorri’s Oldfs saga
Tryggvasonar ch. 27, Heimskringla, {sl. Fornr. 26: 259; and Jémsvikinga saga ch. 7, isl. Fornr. 33:
36-37. Critically considered by Gelting 2020: 15861589, 1595-1596. Cf. Winroth 2012: 113. There is
not much of archaeological evidence of Christian cult in Denmark before 963, except an early
cemetery in Ribe (ninth century).
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Haraldr konungr bad gorva kumbl pausi aft Gorm fadur sinn auk aft borvi modur sina. Sa
Haraldr es ser vann Danmork alla auk Norveg auk dani geerdi kristna.

King Haraldr ordered these memorials to be made after Gormr, his father, and after borvi,
his mother. That Haraldr who won for himself all Denmark and Norway and made the
Danes Christian.”

The meaning of this text has indeed also been debated.® Did Haraldr himself con-
vert all Danes? What territory is meant by Denmark? Stefan Brink shouts out after
quoting the inscription: “is it a lie, bragging, a political ‘statement’ or has it some
historical bearing?”® It is quite certain that the king could not have converted all
the Danes, even if he himself had that opinion. Nor did he win the whole of Nor-
way. It is likely, however, that he had overlordship over his Christian nephews, the
so-called Eirikssynir, who ruled over parts of Norway, together with their mother,
Queen Gunnhildr, that is, King Gormr’s daughter.™® It is also possible that this state-
ment of King Haraldr was situated in a socio-political context, alluding to a political
event, when Denmark was officially proclaimed to have changed religion, perhaps
at an assembly." The words inscribed on this impressive monument are of course
made for praising the powerful king,"* but they support nevertheless that Haraldr
was the catalyst for the wider spread of Christian faith in Denmark and thus also
for the deletion of native traditions. Archaeological evidence of pre-Christian reli-
gion, such as pagan burials, seems to disappear in Denmark by the end of the tenth
century.” Recently, it has been suggested that Haraldr only ruled Jylland in the
960s, or perhaps even only the southern parts of it. By the end of his reign, he prob-
ably had control of the whole of Denmark (as it was in the Middle Ages, except
Bornholm and Blekinge) as well as Viken and the Oslo fjord in Norway.'*

It seems as if the native kings were also instrumental for the official conversion
in Norway.” The first Norwegian king to receive baptism was according to the Old
Norse prose sources Hakon Adalsteinsf6stri Haraldsson (also called Hdkon godi
“Hakon the Good”) (d. 961). He was sent to England as a child by his pagan father

7 DR 42. Barnes 2008: 277.

8 Moltke 1985: 202-223; Diiwel 2008: 105-111; Gelting 2020: 1589-1560.

9 Brink 2008b: 625.

10 Krag 2000: 55; Jon Vidar Sigurdsson 2006 [1999]: 70.

11 Cf. Brink 2008b: 625.

12 Cf. Pedersen 2016: 68.

13 Gelting 2007: 84.

14 Gelting 2020: 1595. One of the latest graves in Denmark with a pagan impression appears at
Mammen, Jylland. It has been dated dendrochronologically to 971.

15 This general view has been problematized by Nordeide (2020: 1629-1633). Cf. Solli 1996; Bagge
& Nordeide 2007: 132.
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Haraldr hérfagri, and had a Christian upbringing at King ZApelstan’s (Old Norse Adal-
steinn) court. This Norwegian prince was thus a foster child of King ZApelstan, a cus-
tom that was common in elite environments when aristocrats wanted to create
alliances and build up social-political networks. When Hakon returned to Norway as a
king he tried to spread Christianity, but with little success. The skaldic poem Hdkonar-
mdl (c. 961) indicates that Hakon even relapsed into paganism towards the end of his
life, or that he took a more tolerant attitude towards the old religion in Norway (see
further chs 4 and 10)." More important for the “official conversion” of Norway were
King Olafr Tryggvason (r. 995-1000) and King Olafr Haraldsson (r. 1015-1028, 1030)."”
Both of them converted abroad during their young age on Viking expeditions. Olafr
Tryggvason was baptized in Andover, England, at King Zpelred’s (Old Norse Adalrddr)
court in 994. This was probably part of a peace settlement between the Viking raiders
and the Anglo-Saxon king. The king offered to pay the raiders sixteen thousand
pounds of pure silver to stop fighting. This information, including Olafr’s baptism, is
confirmed by Anglo-Saxon Chronicle.”® It is also mentioned there that Zpelred was
godfather or sponsor at baptism." Godfatherhood could be seen as a precious gift
from Zpelred to Oléfr (see 4.2.3 below). Olafr Haraldsson is said to have been baptized
in Rouen, France, during the winter 1013-1014. Theodericus Monachus, states thus:

There [in Upplénd] he [King Olafr Tryggvason] came upon Olafr [St Olafr Haraldsson], who
was then a little boy of three, but who later became a faithful martyr of Christ. He was stay-
ing with his mother Asta, for his father Haraldr was then already dead. (Haraldr was the
son of Gudredr syr, whose father was Bjorn, who was nicknamed “the trader” and was the
son of Haraldr hérfagri.) That Olafr was the future propitious hope and glory of the Norwe-
gian people. According to some, the king had him and his mother baptized then and there;
others maintain that he was baptized in England. But I, for my part, have read in the “His-
tory of the Normans” that he was baptized in Normandy by Robert, archbishop of Rouen.?’

16 Ninety-three stone crosses, mostly found along the western coast of Norway indicate a Chris-
tian impact from 950 to 1030. They also indicate that King Hakon played a certain role for the
conversion of Norway. See Birkeli 1973; Bagge & Nordeide 2007: 130.

17 See e.g., Birkeli 1973: 7-8; Gunnes 1976: 211-261; Andersen 1977: 102-142; Myking 2001; Krag
2000: 56-66, 218—222; Sanmark 2004; Bagge & Nordeide 2007: 138-140; Nordeide 2011: 5-15 and
2020: 1631-1633; Winroth 2012: 121-128.

18 “ . . and the king received him [Oléfr] at the bishop’s hands . . ..” The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle,
(The Canterbury manuscript F 994 and The Peterborough manuscript E 994), ed. Swanton 1997:
126-129.

19 Bagge & Nordeide 2007: 135.

20 Ibique tunc puerulum Olavum trium annorum, qui postea devotus Christi martyr factus est, in-
venit cum matre Asta, patre jam defuncto Haraldo (hie fuit filius Godrodar syr, cui extitit pater
Berno, qui cognominatus est mercator et fuit filius Haraldi bene-comati), felicem spem et decus
Norwagiensium futurum. Tunc et eum una cam matre ibidem secundum quosdam baptizari fecit;
alii contendunt eom in Anglia baptizatum; sed et ego legi in Historia Normannorum, quod a Rob-



3.1 Official conversion(s) and native rulers =— 67

Obviously, Theodericus Monachus does not believe in the tradition that Olafr
Tryggvasson baptized St Olafr and his mother in Norway. With support from the
Historia Normannorum (c. 1015), he thinks it was the archbishop of Rouen, Robert,
who baptized the saint. When returning to Norway, these Christian kings, Olafr
Tryggvasson and Olafr Haraldsson, used foreign clergies from England as support
for their mission “at home.”*

In an indirect way, royal power in Norway played an important role also for
the conversion of Iceland, that is, a society which lacked kings. Ari reports in his
Islendingabdk in chapter seven that Olafr Tryggvasson Christianized both Norway
and Iceland.?* According to Historia Norwegie (c. 1160-1175) and Agrip (c. 1190),
King Olafr Christianized five countries: Norway, Iceland, Shetland, Orkney and
the fifth, the Faeroes.”® This must be considered as an exaggeration made in
order to glorify the king. Ari states that Olafr sent the missionary priest Pang-
brandr to Iceland, to teach Christianity to men and baptize all those who accepted
the faith. Among them he converted some influential chieftains who later played
an important role when Iceland decided to change religion at Alpingi ¢. 999/1000
(see further 6.2 and ch. 10).

Whether royal power had a great impact on conversion in Sweden is not
completely clear due to the lack of reliable sources. According to Vita Ansgarii
(chs 9-11), both foreign and native rulers were involved in the first missions in
Central Sweden. Rimbert states that some envoys, sent out by the Svear, arrived
at Louis the Pious’ court. They said that many people (gentes) among them wished
to receive baptism and that their king would be glad if priests could be sent to
their land and convert them. When Ansgar with his followers and the merchants
arrived at the Swedish port called Birka (c. AD 829/830), they were kindly received
by the king, called Bjorn (Old Swedish Biorn, Bigrn). He granted them permission
to remain there and to preach the gospel of Christ, and offered liberty to any who
desired it to accept their teaching. This information is not completely convincing,
but must be conceived as an elaboration, typical for the vita genre.* The missions
of Ansgar in Birka did not imply a breakthrough for Christianity in Sweden and

erto in Normandia Rothomagensi metropolitano baptizatus fuerit. Historia de Antiquitate Regum
Norwagiensium 13. Text Storm 1880: 21-22, trans. D. & I. McDougall 1998: 17.

21 Bagge & Nordeide 2007: 135. See 4.2 below.

22 Oldfr rex Tryggvasons . . . kom kristni { Norveg ok d Island . . . Isl. Fornr. 1:14.

23 Historia Norwegie (ch. 17) states thus: Sicue factum est, ut infra quinquennium omnes tributa-
rios, id est Hatlendenses, Orchadenses, Fereyingenses ac Tilenses, fide preclaros, spe gaudentes,
caritate feruentes redderet Christo. According to Agrip, the king: . . . kristnadi hann fimm lpnd:
Noreg ok Island ok Hjaltland, Orkneyjar ok it fimmta Feereyjar. {sl. Fornr. 29: 22. This is also men-
tioned in Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar eptir Odd munk Snorrason, chs $44, A54, {sl. Fornr. 25: 271.

24 Cf. Brink 2008b: 623.
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no kings were, as far as we know, converted during the ninth century.? The first
Christian kings of Sweden were probably King Eirikr inn sigrseeli (Old Swedish
Erik) (d. c. 995) and his son King Olafr Eiriksson skautkonungr (Old Swedish Olaf,
Olof) (r. 995-1022) who reigned parts of the country in the end of the tenth and
the beginning of the eleventh century. Eirikr converted to Christianity in Denmark
but relapsed into paganism.” Olafr Eiriksson was baptized “at home” in Sweden,
sometime in the end of the tenth century.” Adam of Bremen describes him as a
very pious king (rex christianissimus). Olafr Eiriksson supported the mission work
of Hamburg-Bremen by sending many gifts to the metropolitan Unwan.?® When he
had the desire to convert the people subject to him to Christianity in Sweden, he
made a great endeavor to destroy the temple of Uppsala but was not very success-
ful. On the other hand, he established a Church and an episcopal see in Vastergot-
land, at Skara c. 10152 His conversion was thus important for the religious change
in Gotaland. But he never managed to convert all of the people in Sweden. The first
see in Uppland was founded in Sigtuna c. 1060, that is, long after Olafr’s death in
1022. The pagan sanctuary in Uppsala seems to have disappeared even later.*

3.2 Why did the Scandinavian rulers change religion
and adopt Christianity?

The question of why Scandinavian rulers wanted to change religion has been ad-
dressed in previous research. What did they gain by converting? The standard
answer is that the rulers aimed to build strong power at home and avoid external
threats, especially by the conquest of the Frankish-Germanic Empire.* This mo-
tive has, for instance, been applied to the official conversion of Denmark c. 963,

25 B. Nilsson 2020: 1707. A group of possibly Christian burials have been found in Birka from the
ninth century, which probably represent the missionary activities in the town. See A.-S. Graslund
1980: 83-85.

26 Adam 2,38.

27 As to who baptized King Olafr Eiriksson, as well as where and when this took place is de-
bated. See N. Blomkvist et al. 2007: 182.

28 Adam 2,58.

29 Adam 2,58.

30 Sundqvist 2013: 76-77 and 2016a: 110-132. For a more extensive survey of the religiopolitical
situation in Central Sweden (Svetjud) and Uppsala during the eleventh century, see chapter eight
below.

31 Berend 2007: 13-14.
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which was made as a political decision by Haraldr Gormsson.** Most likely, he
wanted to avoid a conflict with the Ottonians, that is, Emperor Otto the Great. If
Denmark was under a Christian rule the empire had lost their legitimate right to
attack Denmark and start war against King Haraldr.*® Even if this reason can be
applied in this context it is far from general. Sometimes kings converted because
they were threatened internally from groups in their homelands. The Danish king
Haraldr Klakk (r. 826-827), for instance, who ruled over some areas in Denmark,
was met with hate and enmity from kings in his own country. He asked for sup-
port from the emperor, Louis the Pious, according to Vita Anskarii (ch. 7). Louis
demanded that Haraldr Klakk must convert and finally he was willing to be bap-
tized together with his wife, his son, and warriors; this took place in St Albans’
church, in Mainz 826. The emperor acted himself as Haraldr’s godfather.>* When
Haraldr returned to Denmark with the missionaries Ansgar and Autbert, he was
quickly overthrown. He retreated to the county of Rustringen in East Frisia,
which was previously granted to him by Emperor Louis.*

Christianity seems to have been attractive to Scandinavian elite groups. It
brought various kinds of benefits to the newly converted kings and nobles, such
as new political alliances, trade relations, and a possible rise in the status of the
princes in the Christian diaspora of Norsemen that existed in Europe and the Brit-
ish Isles, and eventually also at home in the Scandinavian countries.®® Olafr
Tryggvason and Olafr Haraldsson had as young adults on their Viking journeys
abroad watched and understood how to be and act as a Christian king. They had
also recognized how important it could be to ally with the church for ruling the
kingdom, and that the document-based church administration was a most useful
tool to rule an administration of a kingdom.*” By means of Christianity, the Scan-
dinavian rulers also built up their social and religiopolitical networks in Europe.
Marriage was important in forming such alliances.® According to Adam of Bre-

32 Gelting (2020: 1601-1602) argues that King Haraldr could have been baptized before 963 and
that Christian beliefs had gained ground among the population well before the Danish kingdom’s
official conversion in 963, especially the elite groups.

33 E.g., Wood 1987: 42-43, 51; Sanmark 2004: 81; cf. Gelting 2007: 80-87. See Gelting (2020) for a
more complex and convincing reasoning related to the official conversion of Denmark 963.

34 Brown 2013: 470.

35 Haraldr Klakk’s impact on conversion of Denmark played thus no role at all. Odelman 1986:
85; Sanmark 2004: 81; Gelting 2007: 77 and 2020: 1583; Brink 2008b: 623; Brown 2013: 471.

36 Berend 2007: 14-19.

37 Brink 2008b: 623; Gelting 2007: 93, 110.

38 Olafr Tryggvason was married to byri (Old Danish Thorwe, Thyrwi), the sister of Sveinn tji-
guskegg and King Haraldr’s daughter. Olafr Haraldsson was married to Olafr Eiriksson’s daugh-
ter, Astridr (Old Swedish Astridh). Bagge & Nordeide 2007: 143-144.
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men, King Olafr Eiriksson (skautkonungr), let his daughter Ingigerdr (0ld Swedish
Ingegerdh) marry the saintly King Yaroslav of Russia, and he himself (Olafr) was
married to a West-Slavic maiden called Estrid, from the tribe of the Abodrites.>®
He was also in contact with Archbishop Unwan of Bremen and together they es-
tablished the see of Skara with Thurgot as bishop.** When building up these so-
cial networks, exchanges of gifts were crucial. The Viking kings piled up gold,
silks, and precious objects of all kinds in their hall buildings. Different kinds of
exotic objects impressed visitors and were thus used when recruiting Christians
and constructing power. Recently it has been argued that Christianity itself could
be regarded as such an exotic gift in these gift-giving relationships.*!

On the Viking journeys abroad Scandinavian rulers and princes as well as trad-
ers and raiders stayed for long periods at places where Christianity was well estab-
lished in, for instance, England, Scotland, Ireland, Normandy as well as in Rus’ in
Eastern Europe. Most likely many of them were baptized or prime-signed on their
journeys,*” and thus constituted a Christian diaspora of Northmen in these coun-
tries. They were probably related to families that still lived in the Nordic countries.
It has been suggested that it is this Christian diaspora that is behind the many
Christians who settled in Iceland during the colonization period.** One example is
the Norwegian noblewoman and female settler Audr djupaudga, who before mov-
ing to Iceland, lived in the British Isles as a Christian. She was married to the war-
lord (herkonungr) Oleifr enn hviti. Oleifr went on a Viking expedition to the British
Isles where he conquered Dublin, Ireland and the region around it. He proclaimed
himself king over it. Audr lived with him in this Christian area. He was later killed
fighting in Ireland after which Audr went to the Hebrides and then to Orkney and
Faeroes, before she set out for Iceland where she finally settled at Hvammr in the
Breidafjordr area (see Fig. 1b). Landndmabdk thus states: “She used to say prayers
at Krosshélar (d Krosshélum); she had crosses erected there for she had been bap-
tized and was a devout Christian (par lét hon reisa krossa, pvi at hon var skird ok
vel triud).”** Many Scandinavian nobles, men and women, who traveled abroad
underwent the same religious transformation as Audr before returning home.

39 Adam 2,39.

40 Adam 2,58.

41 Brown 2013: 29-31., 341-343; 350-352; Winroth 2012; see 4.2.2.

42 Berend 2007: 11-12.

43 See e.g., Egeler (2015: 84) and his discussion on stereotypification in the accounts about Audr
djupaudga in the two versions rendered in Landndmabdk and Laxdcela saga.

44 Landndmabdk ch. $97, Isl. Fornr. 1: 139. On Landndmabdk chs $95-110; H82-84, {sl. Fornr. 1:
136-147. Trans. Hermann Palsson & P. Edwards. Egeler (2015: 85) argues that the Landndmabdk
account may have historical precedence over the account presented by Laxdcela saga.
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One important reason for converting was probably also the relative novelty
of Christianity, especially for the young rulers who had been out on Viking voy-
ages in Christian Europe. Olafr Tryggvason and Olafr Haraldsson had probably
adopted Christian culture early and established networks in many places in Eu-
rope, where Christianity was well established. It was therefore socially difficult
for them to maintain practicing traditional religion and take part in indigenous
cultural customs when returning to their homeland.*® The novelties related to
Christianity included Christian objects, such as clerical dresses and processional
crosses.*® The young Scandinavian royalties had probably observed impressive
buildings of stone in Continental Europe and England, such as churches and mon-
asteries. Haraldr Klakk visited the St Alban’s Abbey in Mainz and probably also
the Imperial palace in Ingelheim, Germany. Such constructions did not exist in
contemporary Scandinavia. In Central Sweden (Svetjud), for instance, the first Ro-
manesque churches were erected first in the very end of the eleventh century,
and the first half of twelfth century.*’” In Norway, many churches were built in
the period between 1150 and 1250.*® Christian learning and education were proba-
bly also attractive for these young indigenous kings.*® In addition, they were
probably convinced of the advantages of Christianity, its usefulness and, perhaps,
also its possibility of expressing emotions.’® Whether the Old Norse religion in-
cluded a form of individual piety is debated. It has been suggested that, for in-
stance, the concept of fulltriii “confidant, true or completely trustworthy friend,”
which sometimes expresses an individual devotion and personal piety to a pagan
deity in Old Norse prose, is based on Christian ideas.> This position has however
been contradicted.* Anyhow, we may assume that Christianity introduced a new
type of devotion, faith and closeness to Christ and God for their believers which
might have been appealing.®® Christianity also brought a new form of ideological
legitimacy for kingship, which was adapted to the ancient Germanic ruler ideol-
ogy.>* This type of ideology was accepted not only in Scandinavia, but also in
other parts of Northern Europe. It seems thus, as if in Denmark, Norway and Swe-

45 Cf. Robbins 2014: 6-7.

46 Sanmark 2004: 104-105.

47 B. Nilsson 2020: 1715.

48 Nordeide 2020: 1638.

49 Sanmark 2004: 105.

50 Cf.de Jong 2016: 658.

51 Zernack 1998.

52 Egill’s poem Sonatorrek, for instance, indicates a kind of pre-Christian personal piety. See e.g.,
Sundqvist 2016a: 87-90. See e.g., Hultgérd 2008: 213; cf. A.V. Strom 1990.

53 Cf. Bremmer (2021: 249), who discusses the encounter between Greek pagans and Christians.
54 See, e.g., Russell 1994; Steinsland 2000; Sundqvist 2002; Bgnding 2020.
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den, the introduction of Christianity was partly politically motivated, with rulers
using the new religion to legitimize power.

As mentioned in chapter one, the sociologists of religions, Rodney Stark and
Roger Finke emphasized the social dimension of conversions and the need to be-
long to a certain religious group.® Indeed, they downplayed the common assump-
tion that converts were primarily attracted to new doctrines or ideologies, and in
an often irrational way, were saved by the new religion, not rarely in connection
to mass conversions. According to Stark and Finke, conversion processes are
often slow and gradual, and based on rational choices. The desire to belong to a
group may be the main reason for conversion.”® Attachments to a group of peo-
ple, thus, lie at the heart of conversion.”” The concepts of social network and so-
cial capital are important when Stark and Finke describe conversion processes.
When people change religion, they make substantial investments in a new social
relationship, by means of time, energy, emotion and material. New social net-
works of relationship are thus established and maintained by means of such in-
vestments. “When people base their religious choices on the preferences of those
to whom they are attached, they conserve (maximize) their social capital—they
do not risk their attachments by failure to conform, and therefore they do not
face the potential need to replace their attachments.”® Under normal circumstan-
ces, hence, people will not convert. However, social crises can alter social networks
so that people are deficient in social ties, as well as marriages and migrations. Such
situations tend to produce shifts in attachments and may open the door for conver-
sion. Conversion is thus “more prevalent among the geographically mobile, teenagers
and young adults, at marriage and following a divorce.” Stark and Finke stated fur-
ther, that converts are often recruited from “ranks of those lacking a prior religious
commitment or having only a nominal connection to a religious group.”®® They ar-
gued that converts are seldom religious seekers; converts seldom “find a new faith as
the new faith finds them.”™ Kings such as Olafr Tryggvason and Olafr Haraldsson
were young adults and on voyages when converting and they had probably only
loose connections to their old social and cultic networks in their homelands. Both
politically and religiously they were attached to Christian people outside Norway,
and they were in exile when changing religion. Stark and Finke also stated that

55 Stark & Finke 2000: 117.

56 Stark & Finke 2000: 117.

57 Cf. Berend 2007: 27.

58 Stark & Finke 2000: 118-119.
59 Stark & Finke 2000: 119.

60 Stark & Finke 2000: 121.

61 Stark & Finke 2000: 122.
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when people change religion, they make substantial investments in new social rela-
tionships, by means of time, energy, emotion and material, and they do not risk their
attachments by failure to conform. New social networks of relationship are thus es-
tablished and maintained by means of such investments.®* The aim is often to con-
serve and maximize the social capital, and to strengthen the social status. This type
of reasoning suits well to King Olafr Eiriksson of Sweden, who let his daughter
marry King Yaroslav of Russia, and he himself married a West-Slavic maiden from
the tribe of the Abodrites. He also established a relationship with members of the
archdiocese of Bremen. When building up these social networks, we can assume that
substantial investments were made by means of time, energy, emotions and gifts. It
is explicitly mentioned by Adam of Bremen that Olafr Eiriksson sent many gifts to
Bishop Unwan for his missionary work in Sweden.®® According to Adam, Olafr Har-
aldsson also established contacts with archhishopric Hamburg-Bremen and asked for
missionaries to be sent to Norway (see 4.2 below). Adam states that “he [Olafr Har-
aldsson] also sent messengers with gifts to our archbishop [that is, archbishop
Unwan of Bremen], entreating him graciously to receive these bishops and to send
his bishops to him, that they might strengthen the rude Norwegian people in Chris-
tianity.”®* The Swedish and Norwegian kings thus gave gifts to the Church, probably
since they wanted to maintain relations with or establish new networks within Chris-
tian groups in Continental Europe and in England. Stark and Finke argued that not
only was the social capital important when building alliances to a religious group,
but also “religious capital.” It consists of “the degree of mastery of and attachment to
a particular religious culture.”® As we have seen above, the newly converted kings
were surrounded by Christian priests and bishops who taught them to live a Chris-
tian life and perform the Christian rituals in an impeccable way. Adam of Bremen
described, for instance Olafr Eiriksson as a very pious king (rex christianissimus).*®®
This quality was probably important for maintaining good relations with the clerics
in Bremen.

Hence, maintaining social relations, or building up new alliances, were im-
portant reasons for these kings when converting to Christianity. It is also possible
that Adam exaggerated, or made up some of these stories, to showcase Olafr Eir-

62 Stark & Finke 2000: 118-120.

63 Adam 2,58.

64 Misit etiam nuntios ad archiepiscopum nostrum cum muneribus. petens, ut eos episcopos be-
nigne reciperet suosque ad eum mitteret, qui rudem populum Nortmannorum in christianitate con-
fortarent. Adam 2,57.

65 Stark & Finke 2000: 120.

66 Adam 2,58.
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iksson and Olafr Haraldsson as pious royal models. In any case, it was important
for the early Christian kings to surround themselves with an entourage of advis-
ers, bishops and priests when they would begin their missionary activities with
the aim of dismantling the old religion and replacing it with Christianity. A strong
social network both at home and abroad was a prerequisite for the success of this
project.



4 The rulers’ strategies for doing away with
former religious practice and beliefs

There were many aims and motives at stake when changing religion in Scandina-
via. Some might have played a more important role for the kings and the rulers
of the society, while the local chieftains, the lower elite and other groups had
other aims. In what follows, I will focus on some actions, or rather strategies,
actively used by the ruling power when winding up the old religion. These strate-
gies, and accompanying methods, which are visible in sources of various histori-
cal value and relevance, involve the erasing of the king’s own ritual role and the
old royal rites at the pagan sacrificial feasts, the dismantling of the local cult lead-
ership and the pagan cultic organization, the extinction of pagan sacrifices and
old religious customs, and the material erasure of the old religion. In addition,
the new Christian power also used literary strategies in order to eliminate the di-
vine status of the pagan gods. Some methods were used in all Scandinavian coun-
tries according to the sources, while others were applied in certain contexts.
Some are mentioned only in Old Norse texts, while others are evidenced in many
types of sources.

The present systematic examination of the methods and strategies used by
the early Christian monarchy and the church in their desire to dismantle the old
religion is not claimed to be completely comprehensive and exhaustive. However,
it is argued that the methods demonstrated in the present chapter are representa-
tive of the early Christian kings and well documented in the source material.
There are probably chronological aspects related to these strategies. Not all of
them were used simultaneously. The strategy of erasing the king’s royal rites at
pagan sacrificial feasts and the erasure of local cult leadership by means of ser-
mons, Christian teaching, negotiations and assembly decisions reflect a king in
the early phase, while legislative measures, for erasing animal sacrifices, for in-
stance, were used when Christian kingship was more powerful and well estab-
lished. Sometimes it was enough to apply a single method such as sermons and
negotiations at the ping and meeting places, but sometimes a combination of ap-
proaches was used, which included both words and actions.

As mentioned in the introductory chapter, there are some necessary method-
ological steps that have to be taken when studying the demise of the Old Norse
religion. In order to explain patterns of attrition and extinction of this religion, a
heuristic presentation of what was there from the beginning must be presented

@ Open Access. © 2024 the author(s), published by De Gruyter. This work is licensed under the
Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License.
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first.' Since my hypothesis is mainly related to the erasure of the pagan sacrificial
cult and the worship of gods, I will focus on these aspects of the Old Norse reli-
gion in these heuristic presentations. Aspects of the old religion will thus intro-
duce the respective hypothesis about how the early Christian kings acted when
dismantling the old religion, that is, in the beginning of each theme in the sections
41t045.

4.1 The erasure of king’s ritual role at pagan feasts

The annual sacrificial feasts and calendric rituals were of great importance in the
Viking Age society. These rituals occurred periodically and were thus predictable,
and they were accompanied with seasonal changes related to light, weather, agri-
culture work, and other social activities.” These activities gave meaningful defini-
tions to time socially as well as to the cycle of days, months and years. During
these feasts, animal sacrifices were performed, where the pagan ruler had some
important ritual tasks. It seems as if he was perceived as the most central and
necessary ritual actor in the communication with the divine world at these feasts.
The pagan king was obliged “to play the part of the prime representative of the
sacrificial community by performing some ritual act.”* In what follows, I will dis-
cuss the winding up of these royal rituals, where the early Christian kings wilfully
deviated from their traditional ritual duties and thus disturbed the liturgical
order for the entire sacrificial ceremony. This refusal to perform the royal rituals
was a hard blow for pagan farmers and for the old society in general. It ruined
the whole ceremony and also the expected effects of it. In what follows these con-
ditions will be examined, and an account of the early Christian king, Hadkon gédi
and his encounter with the pagan farmers of Trgndelag, will be discussed. It is
preserved in several sources, however, the most detailed version appears in a sec-
tion of Snorri Sturluson’s Heimskringla 1 (c. AD 1230) titled Hdkonar saga géda.*
Even if its historical source value has been debated (see below), this text includes:
(1) one of the best preserved more extensive descriptions of pagan sacrificial

1 Albert de Jong (2016: 654) writes thus in his important article about death of religions: “Know-
ing what disappears obviously demands knowledge of what was there to begin with.”

2 Bell 1997: 102. On annual feasts and time reconning in Old Scandinavia, see Schjgdt 2020a;
Nordberg 2006 and 2020.

3 Hultgard 2022a: 604.

4 Snorri’s Heimskringla is preserved in several witnesses. Two of them are later copies of the
medieval parchment codices Kringla and Jofraskinna. A third one, Codex Frisianus, was written
by an Icelander c. 1325.
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feasts, including the royal rites; (2) a detailed description of how King Hakon
went about dismantling the old religion by means of preaching and negotiating at
the assembly place first and then by refusing to perform his ritual duties at the
public sacrificial feast. Since Snorri’s text on Hékon g6di plays a crucial role for
most parts of the present study, it will be quoted and presented in detail, where
also the frame story is taken into consideration.

4.1.1 King Hakon g64di’s failed attempts to dismantle the old religion

Snorri describes how King Haraldr sent a ship to King Adalsteinn (Old English Apel-
stan) in London with his young son Hadkon. Haukr hdbrék was captain on the ship
and when they arrived he told Adalsteinn that Haraldr bade him foster the boy.
King Adalsteinn had Hakon baptized, and he was much loved by the king. They
called him Adalsteinsfostri.” It is narrated that Hakon was in England when he
heard that his father was dead.® When he returned to Norway he sailed north to
Trondelag and went to see Jarl Sigurdr, who was the local ruler of the region,
where he was also given a good reception. Sigurdr proposed him to the farmers as
king and they accepted that since he entitled all farmers to their patrimony and
gave them back their inherited land (6dal) that Hakon’s father King Haraldr had
taken from them. Then the new king travelled to different parts of Norway and
everywhere he was taken as king. King Hikon was a good Christian when he came
to Norway, but because the country was still pagan and there was a great deal of
heathen worship he decided to practice his Christianity in secret, observing Sunday
and Friday fasts. The king’s intention was that when he was established in Norway
and had subjected the whole country to himself without opposition, he would then
put forward Christianity and convert the people gently. What he did first was at-
tract the closest to him to Christianity and many had themselves baptized. He sent
to England for a bishop and some other clerics. When they arrived in Norway, the
king announced publicly that he intended to preach Christianity throughout the
country. He then had some churches consecrated and put priests in them. When he
arrived at Trgndelag, he gathered the farmers to an assembly and preached Chris-
tianity to them. They answered that they would refer this matter to Frostaping and
request that people should go there from all districts within Trgndelag, saying that
then they would respond to this difficult business. In chapter 14 of Hdkonar saga

5 See Haralds saga ins hdrfagra chs 39-40.
6 The following text is a summarized version of Hdkonar saga géda chs 1-32, based on the trans-
lation of Finlay & Faulkes 2017 [2011].
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g00a, Snorri states that “Sigurdr Hladajarl, was very keen on heathen worship, and
so was his father Hakon. Jarl Sigurdr maintained all the ritual banquets on behalf
of the king there in brecendalpg.”” Then Snorri describes the ceremonial feasts and
the religious situation in tenth century Trgndelag from a general perspective:

It was an ancient custom, when a ritual feast was to take place, that all the farmers should
attend where the temple was and bring there their own supplies for them to use while the
banquet lasted. At this banquet everyone had to take part in the ale-drinking. All kinds of
domestic animals were slaughtered there, including horses, and all the blood that came
from them was then called hlaut (“lot”), and what the blood was contained in, was called
hlaut-bowls, and hlaut-twigs, these were fashioned like holy water sprinklers; with these the
altars were to be reddened all over, and also the walls of the temple, outside and inside, the
people also were sprinkled, while the meat was to be cocked for a feast. There would be
fires down the middle of the floor in the temple with cauldrons over them. The toasts were
handed across the fire, and the one who holding the banquet and who was the chief person
there, he had to dedicate the toast and all ritual food; first would be Odinn’s toast — that was
drunk to victory and to the power of the king — and then Nigrdr’s toast and Freyr’s toast for
prosperity and peace. Then after that it was common for many people to drink the bragafull
(“chieftain’s toast”). People also drank toasts to their kinsmen, those who had been buried
in mounds, and these were called minni (“memorial toasts”).®

Snorri also states that Jarl Sigurdr was very generous and a most liberal of men.
He once made a great sacrificial feast at Lade, defraying all expenses himself.
Snorri supports his narrative with a stanza brought from Kérmakr Qgmundar-
son’s Sigurdardrdpa (AD 960; see the text below) where Jarl Sigurdr is praised for
his generosity.

In chapters 15 to 16, Snorri describes how King Hakon gddi came to Frostaping
where he preached the faith to the pagan farmers and invited them to abandon all
heathen worship and pagan gods. The chieftains and farmers of Trgndelag opposed

7 Sigurdr Hladajarl var inn mesti blétmadr, ok svd var Hdkon, fadir hans. Helt Sigurdr jarl upp
blétveizlum ollum af hendi konungs par i breendalogum. Isl. Fornr. 26: 167.

8 Dat var forn sidr, pd er blot skyldi vera, at allir beendr skyldu par koma, sem hof var, ok flytja
bannug fong sin, pau er peir skyldu hafa, medan veizlan stdd. At veizlu peiri skyldu allir menn ol
eiga. bar var ok drepinn alls konar smali ok svd hross, en bléd pat allt, er par kom af, pd var kallat
hlaut, ok hlautbollar pat, er bl6d pat stdd i, ok hlautteinar, pat var svd gort sem stokklar, med pvi
skyldi rjéda stallana ollu saman ok svd veggi hofsins utan ok innan ok svd stekkva d mennina, en
sldtr skyldi sjéda til mannfagnadar. Eldar skyldu vera d midju golfi i hofinu ok par katlar yfir. Sky-
Idi full um eld bera, en sd, er gerdi veizluna ok hofdingi var, pd skyldi hann signa fullit ok allan
blétmatinn, skyldi fyrst Odins full — skyldi pat drekka til sigrs ok rikis konungi sinum — en sidan
Njardar full ok Freys full til drs ok fridar. bd var morgum monnum titt at drekka par necest braga-
full. Menn drukku ok full freenda sinna, peira er heygdir hofdu verit, ok vdru pat minni kollud. {sl.
Fornr. 26: 167-168. Trans. Finlay & Faulkes 2017 [2011].
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him however and required the king to take part in the traditional rituals as his fa-
ther King Haraldr had done:

The farmers say that they want the king to sacrifice for their prosperity and peace as his
father had done.’

Later, during the fall, the king came to the annual sacrificial feast at Lade. Snorri
continues in chapter 17:

In the autumn towards winter there was a sacrificial feast at Hladir, and the king attended.
Previously, he had always been accustomed, if he was present where sacrifices were being
offered, to take his food in a small building with a few of his men. But the farmers objected
to him not sitting on his throne when the principal entertainment was taking place. The jarl
said that he should not do that then. So it was, that the king sat on his throne. And when the
first toast was served, Jarl Sigurdr announced it and dedicated it to Odinn and drank from
the horn to the king. The king took it and made the sign of the Cross over it. Then Karr of
Grytingr spoke: ‘Why does the king do that now? Does he not want to worship?’ Jarl Sigurdr
replied: ‘The king is doing what all those do who trust in their might and main and dedicate
their toast to bérr. He made the sign of the hammer over it before he drank.’ It then stayed
peaceful for that evening. The next day, when people went to table, the farmers rushed up
to the king, saying that he must now eat horseflesh. The king wanted on no account to do
that. Then they bade him drink some of the gravy. He would not do that. Then they bade
him eat some of the fat. He would not do that either, and he was on the point of being at-
tacked. Jarl Sigurdr says that he will settle the matter between them, and told them to stop
the disturbance, and told the king to lean with his mouth open over the handle of the pot
where the steam from the cooking of the horseflesh had risen up, and the handle was cov-
ered with fat. Then the king went up and wrapped a linen cloth round the handle and
opened his mouth over it and then went to his throne, and neither side was well pleased.'’

9 Beendr segja, at peir vilja, at konungr bldti til drs peim ok fridar, svd sem fadir hans gerdi. fsl.
Fornr. 26: 170. Trans. Finlay & Faulkes 2017 [2011].

10 Um haustit at vetrni var blétveizla d Hlpdum, ok sotti par til konungr. Hann hafoi jafnan fyrr
verit vanr, ef hann var staddr par, er blét vdru, at matask { litlu hiisi med fd menn. En beendr toldu
at pvi, er hann sat eigi { hdsceti sinu, pd er mestr var mannfagnadr. Sagdi jarl, at hann skyldi eigi
bd svd gera. Var ok svd, at konungr sat { hdscti sinu. En er it fyrsta full var skenkt, pd meelti Si-
gurdr jarl fyrir ok signadi Odni ok drakk af horninu til konungs. Konungr ték vid ok gerdi kross-
mark yfir. Pa meelti Kdrr af Grytingi; ‘Hvi ferr konungrinn nu svd? Vill hann enn eigi bléta?’
Sigurdr jarl svarar: ‘Konungr gerir svd sem peir allir, er triia d mdtt sinn ok megin ok signa full
sitt bor. Hann gerdi hamarsmark yfir, dor hann drakk.”’ Var pd kyrrt um kveldit. Eptir um daginn,
er menn gengu til borda, pd pustu beendr at konungi, spgdu, at hann skyldi eta pd hrossasldtr.
Konungr vildi pat fyrir engan mun. bd bdadu peir hann drekka sodit. Hann vildi pat eigi. bd bddu
beir Hann eta flotit. Hann vildi pat ok eigi, ok var pd vid atgongu. Sigurdr jarl segir, at hann vill
seetta pd, ok bad pd hetta storminum, ok bad hann konung gina yfir ketilhpdduna, er sodreykinn
hafdi lagt upp af hrossasldtrinu, ok var smjor haddan. bd gekk konungr til ok brd linditk um hod-
duna ok gein yfir ok gékk sidan til hdscetis, ok likadi hvdrigum vel. Isl. Fornr. 26: 171-172. Trans.
Finlay & Faulkes 2017 [2011], but somewhat modified.
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Later, at Yule, chapter 18 narrates, the king visited Mare, where the pagan chief-
tains and farmers more or less forced him eat a few pieces of horse liver during
the ceremonial meals. He also drank all the toasts that the farmers poured for
him without the sign of the cross.

It seems as if King Hakon then lived like a heathen the rest of his life. Hikon
fell at the battle of Fitjar against King Haraldr grafeldr and the other sons of King
Eirikr. Just before his death the king spoke: “And even if it be granted me to live,”
he said, “I will still go from this country to be among Christian people and atone
for what I have done to offend God, but if I die here in a heathen place, then give
me whatever burial you think best.”"* Soon after this the king died on the slab of
rock called Hékonarhella where he was born. His body was moved north to See-
heimr in Nordr-Hordaland, where he was placed in a great mound with all his
arms and his best attire. They spoke over his burial as was the custom of heathen
people, and directed him to Valholl. The skald Eyvindr Skaldaspillir honored the
king with a pagan poem called Hdkonarmdl, which is quoted in Snorri’s text.

The discussion of the historical source value of Snorri’s text

The historical source value of Snorri’s description of King Hdkon and the pagan
sacrificial feasts in Trondelag has indeed been debated during the last decades
(the wider source critical problems related to Snorri’s account and the violent re-
action of the pagan farmers are dealt with in ch. 9 below). Some scholars have
accepted Snorri’s statement that pre-Christian ceremonial meals and drinking
feasts were celebrated indoors at Lade, however, details in Snorri’s account, such
as the description of the hof-building, the cult objects, and the ritual actions that
took place there, were regarded as uncertain.'” Especially parts of the ceremonial
drinking ceremonies described in chapter 17 have been debated, since Snorri
used Latin-Christian loan words and expressions when describing these rituals,
which indicate that the text was influenced by Christian ideas."® In his learned
and impressive study Das Opferfest von Lade,"* Klaus Diiwel claimed that the ac-
tions connected with the sacrifices at Lade had no Germanic origin, that is, that
Snorri had no pre-Christian sources for these rituals. This description was built
on narratives of old sacrifices mentioned in the Old Testament. Some other schol-

11 ‘En pott mér verdi lifs audit,” segir hann, ‘bd mun ek af landi fara ok til kristinna manna ok
beeta pat, er ek hefi brotit vid gud, en ef ek dey hér i heidni, pd veiti mér hér gropt pann, er ydr
synisk.’ isl. Fornr. 26: 192. Trans. Finlay & Faulkes 2017 [2011].

12 See e.g., Olsen 1966: 59—61.

13 See e.g., Walter 1966 and below.

14 Diiwel 1985.
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ars have argued that Snorri even invented this description.”” In a general sense
this source criticism has been well-founded and good for the research on ancient
Scandinavian religion. However, sometimes it has been somewhat simplified and
without nuances, especially when stating that Snorri had no access to ancient
sources on these rituals. Several scholars, including the present writer,'® have en-
deavored to create a more constructive interpretation. They agreed with for in-
stance Diwel that some of the details in Snorri’s reconstruction cannot be
verified and thus do not produce a trustful image of the pagan cult, as previous
historians of religions sometimes claimed. They also agreed with him that this
text must be related to Snorri’s Christian view of history (see further ch. 9 below).
However, this does not mean that Snorri was not at pains to make a trustful
image of the pre-Christian sacrificial cult in a general sense. That some essential
religious terms not with certainty can be deduced to heathen times is not a suffi-
cient argument for concluding that the phenomena they designated did not exist
in the old religion."” There are elements in Snorri’s description which may be an-
cient, for instance some aspects which concerns the ritual role of the rulers.

The ritual role of the pagan rulers at the sacrificial feasts
There are certain expectations from the cultic community regarding the king’s rit-
ual role in Snorri’s text. In connection to the assembly at Frosta, Snorri mentions
that the farmers want the king to sacrifice for their annual harvest and peace (at
konungr bléti til drs peim ok fridar) as his father had done. According to Snorri,
the king should thus sacrifice on behalf of the farmers and community, when he
was present at these feasts in Trondelag. He was expected to be in the ceremonial
building and sit in his high-seat while the principal entertainment of the feast
was going on. Along with the jarl, the king must also consecrate (signa) the ritual
beverage to the gods (see 4.1.2 below). In addition, he must drink the ritual toasts
dedicated to the pagan gods in a traditional way and eat the sacrificial meat ac-
cording to the old customs. The king was, according to Snorri, thus perceived as
the ritual link in the communication with the Other World. He was in fact only
legitimate as ruler as long as he performed these rituals.

It also seems that the king’s rites at the annual sacrificial feasts of Snorri’s Hd-
konar saga goda were intimately woven into the ceremonies performed at the com-
munion meals. In a previous critical study of Snorri’s description of the sacrifices,

15 Sverre Bagge, for instance, stated that this description was Snorri’s own invention (“oppfin-
nelse”). Bagge 2019: 68-69.

16 Meulengracht Sgrensen 1991b; Hultgdrd 1993, Dillmann 1997, Sundqvist 2002; 2016a; 2017c; cf.
Schjadt 2020a.

17 Meulengrach Sgrensen 1991b: 239; Dillmann 1997: 57-58.
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the present writer tested the historical source value of this text by means of a com-
parative method.” It was concluded there, that Snorri was probably right when he
pointed out that blood played a central role in animal sacrifices. Based on an inter-
pretation previously made by Hugo Gering, it was argued that the sacrificial blood
(described as hlaut in Snorri’s account) was considered as the “gods part” during the
communion meal.’® The king on the other hand was supposed to consume parts of
the sacrificial meat, that is, the horse liver (hrosslifr), during this feast. The consump-
tion of horsemeat at pre-Christian sacrificial feasts is attested by both archaeological
and more reliable written sources (see further below). These rituals, including the
hierarchical distribution of the sacrificial meat, seem to be important and synony-
mous with old customs/laws and traditional sacrifice in the Late Iron Age society.?’

Through these annual offerings where the ruler was supposed to take part, the
congregation expected a gift in return, such as a good harvest. This purpose is empha-
sized in Snorri’s account but also in other Norse texts by means of the formula til drs
ok fridar, which was recited in connection to the bloody sacrifices and the libation
rituals, where often the ruler was involved. This formula connects peace with the
power of production and fertility, also reflecting a notion of social happiness, security
and safety in conjunction with material well-being, growth and prosperity. Most likely
this ritual expression has a historical background in the Old Norse religion.”!

The presence of the rulers—the king, the jarl or perhaps even the chieftain—at
some major seasonal sacrifices was thus fundamental and necessary for a legiti-
mate and efficacious ritual act”* When Snorri describes these communion sacrifi-
ces, ritual meals, and rites, he uses the expression “it was ancient custom” (pat var
forn sidr). This concept indicates that Snorri believed that there was an old tradition

18 Sundqvist 2017c. Cf. Sundqvist 2002; 2013; 2016a.

19 In his Volistindiges Worterbuch zu den Liedern der Edda (1903), Gering gives the following
explanation to hlaut (f.): “der Anteil der Gotter an dem Opfer, daher Opferblut.” Cf. Noreen 1923:
§166, who interpreted hlaut f. “anteil (der gotter): hlutr los, teil.” On the problem of the unstable
gender of hlaut (n. or f.), see Dtiiwel 1985: 24-25. See Sundqvist (2017c) for a thorough argumenta-
tion. On communion meals in Greek traditions, see Burkert 1983.

20 See Sundqvist 2017c: 299-300.

21 See F. Strom 1985: 74, 81-82. In past decades, the expression til drs ok fridar “for a good year and
peace” received much attention in research. For a long time it was regarded as a genuine pre-Chris-
tian formula. See e.g., Wessén 1924: 177-179. More recently, however, some distinguished German
scholars have argued that it has no pre-Christian background. See e.g., Diiwel 1985: 61-69; von See
1988: 84-87. Anders Hultgard (1993; 2003a) has considered whether the expression is rooted in medie-
val Christian literature and concluded that there are no prototypes for this formula there. Hultgérd,
who suggested that the medieval Church adopted the expression from pre-Christian religion, has
gained support from other scholars. See e.g., Dillmann 1997: 58-59; Sundqvist 2002: 194-196; Wellen-
dorf 2018: 109-110.

22 See Sundqvist 2002; 2013; 2016a; cf. Hultgard 2022a: 603-604.
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and liturgical order attached to these ancient actions including the royal rituals. The
pagan king’s role in these rituals was part of this order. If this ritual script was not
maintained or intentionally broken, it seems according to Snorri’s description, as if
the local chieftains and cult community felt anxiety that the ritual was ineffective.
Sources indicate that this situation would then also affect people’s view of other as-
pects of social life in a negative way, such as ethics, laws, manners, conducts, subsis-
tence activities, and other types of culturally circumscribed activities (see further
Part III below). We may assume that the annual feasts including the communion sac-
rifices and the participation of the ruler, really were important for the Viking society,
for the group cohesion, collective identity and for keeping the society together.**

Not only the king but also the jarl had a connection to the public cult in Hdkonar
saga goda. Snorri explicitly states that Jarl Sigurdr was a most ardent worshipper (var
inn mesti blétmadr) and that he “maintained all the ritual banquets on behalf of the
king there in Preendalgg.” Snorri also states that Sigurdr jarl sometimes defrayed all
expenses himself for them. The idea that the jarl played important roles in the religious
sphere, organized and commissioned the sacrifices may, for instance, be supported by
the contemporary skaldic poem Sigurdardrdpa (AD 960), which was quoted by Snorri
and thus must be regarded as one of his major sources for the current passage:

Hafit madr ask né eskis
afspring med sér pingat
féseranda at foera

fats; véltu god bjaza.
Hverr myni vés vio valdi,
veegja kind, of beegjask,
bvit fur-Rogni fagnar
fens; vda Gramr til menja.

A man will not have to bring either bowl or the offspring of ash vat [BOWL] with him to
meeting with the wealth-wounder [GENEROUS MAN]; the gods deceived Pjazi. Who would
fight against the owner of the sanctuary [RULER], since Rognir <=08inn> of the fire of the
fen [(lit. ‘fire- Rognir of the fen’) GOLD > GENEROUS RULER] rejoices in the descendant of
swords [SWORD]; Gramr <legendary sword> fought for neck-rings.”®

The first half-stanza mentions that nobody must bring food and drink to the ban-
quets which were arranged by Sigurdr, because of his generosity (féscerandi).
Since the other half-stanza indicates that the jarl was regarded as a ruler (owner,

23 On the concept liturgical order, see Rappaport (2000 [1999]: 169) and above.

24 Meulengracht Sgrensen 1991b; Hultgard 1993, Dillmann 1997, Steinsland 2000; Bagge 2005;
Sundqvist 2002; 2016a; 2017c; Bgnding 2020; 2021b.

25 Text and trans. by Edith Marold et al. in SkP 3: 283.
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keeper) of the sanctuary (vés valdr), we may suppose that the first half referred
to a religious feast, that is, a bldtveizla. The manager and agent of this feast was
thus the jarl himself. It seems therefore as if Snorri at least had some support in
Sigurdardrdpa for his account.?® The jarl appeared as a cult leader, who spon-
sored the feast and took care of and ruled over the cult site.

In the general presentation of the sacrificial feasts in Hdkonar saga géda chapter
14, it is stated that the toasts were handed across the fire, and the one who was hold-
ing the banquet and who was the chieftain there (en sd, er gerdi veizluna ok hofdingi
var), had to dedicate the toast and all ritual food (signa fullit ok allan blétmatinn).
Whether the term hofdingi refers to the jarl at Lade or someone else is not quite
clear.?’ Since the first toast, which was dedicated to Odinn, and was drunk “to victory
and to the power of their king” (til sigrs ok rikis konungi sinum), the concept (ho-
fding?) cannot possibly refer to the king. Most likely hofdingi refers to the one who
organized and commissioned the sacrifices in a general sense, that is, he or she, who
owned the ceremonial building, where the rituals were performed. The formula til
drs ok fridar seems to be related to the king’s sacrifice since it was supposed to be
made by him “for their [that is, the farmers’] annual harvest and peace”.

Other Viking Age skaldic poems may also support Snorri’s information that rul-
ers (the king or the jarl) cared for public cult in Trgndelag. Contemporary stanzas
from Einarr skdlaglamm’s Vellekla (AD 990), which was quoted by Snorri in Heim-
skringla,?® report that also Sigurdr’s son, Jarl Hdkon, maintained similar cultic du-
ties as his father. According to stanzas 14 and 15 (quoted in 9.3 below), Hakon
restored the sanctuaries, which had been destroyed by the Christian sons of King
Eirikr (see also chs 1 and 9).* In this poem the jarl has the guidance and support of
the gods (peim styra god). It is stated that Jarl Hdkon allowed the warriors to up-
hold the shrines of the gods. By means of these actions and the cult, which was re-
established by Jarl Hakon, prosperity returned to the country. A similar cultic role
of the ruler as described in Vellekla is also applied to King Hdkon g4di in Hdkonar-
madl stanza 18 (c. 960). When the king died the skald praised him as follows: “It was
revealed then how well that king had revered the sanctuaries, when all the guiding

26 Dillmann 1997: 57; 2000: 481.

27 Cf. Meylan 2022: 56-59.

28 Heimskringla 1, Isl. Fornr. 26: 241-242.

29 According to several sources, the Christian sons of Eirikr dismantled sanctuaries in Norway
during the second half of the tenth century. See Snorri’s Haralds saga grdfeldar 2, Isl. Fornr. 26:
203. Cf. Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar en mesta, ed. Olafur Halldérsson, vol. 1, 1958: 50-51. See also the
important stanza called Hdkonardrdpa (editorial name) made by Einarr skalaglamm in SkP 1: 279
and quoted below in 4.3.2.
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and ruling powers bade Hékon welcome.”® The skald praises thus the Christian
king (1) in a traditional way, as a pagan ruler who assumed his duties in the cultic
sphere, as a protector of public cult and sanctuaries. Perhaps the king returned to
paganism gradually during his reign or took a more tolerant attitude to it. Also, this
poem was quoted by Snorri.* Snorri also had other sources, besides Kormakr’s
stanza, when writing about the ritual role of the pagan ruler. Some of his sources
also consisted of older prose traditions, such as Agrip (c. 1190) and Fagrskinna (c.
1220). According to them, King Hakon was expected to perform the sacrifice on be-
half of the people at Maere, that is, to eat the sacrificial meat. By means of this, he
ratified ancient law and governed prosperity and peace (see below).

Similar ideas are attested to in other parts of Late Viking Age Scandinavia
and in other types of sources. Scholion 140 of Adam of Bremen’s text indicates
that the people who gathered at the assembly of the Svear (perhaps in Uppsala)
during the second half of the eleventh century still expected that the ruler would
perform the great sacrifices, on their behalf (see 4.1.3 below). Parts of this notion
are expressed in a Proto-Nordic runic inscription from Blekinge. The Stentoften-
stone from the seventh century refers to a chieftain called Hapuwulfr in a sacrifi-
cial context. Lillemor Santesson has given an interpretation of the inscription’s
introductory lines, which has also received support from authorities like Klaus
Diiwel, Henrik Williams, and Michael Schulte:*

niuhAborumr niuhagestumr hApuwolAfrgAfj
With nine bucks, with nine stallions Hapuwulfr gave good growth.*®

Hapuwulfr performed a sacrifice, where he offered nine bucks and nine stallions.
In that way he gave the people a good crop. Perhaps he also arranged a great sac-
rificial feast at his hall building or at an outdoor sanctuary, with plenty of horse
(and goat) meat for all people. Santesson’s interpretation can be supported on
several grounds. For instance, the number of nine victims corresponds with the
sacrifices at Uppsala and Lejre mentioned by Adam of Bremen and Thietmar of
Merseburg.** As in Uppsala, Lejre and Lade, the runestone indicates that horses
were also sacrificed in Blekinge. It should also be noted that the Proto-Nordic
word jara in this inscription is probably equivalent to Old Norse dr appearing in

30 bd pat kynndisk, hvé sd konungr hafoi/ vel of pyrmt véum,/ es Hgkon bgdu heilan koma/ rgd oll
ok regin. Text and trans. by R. D. Fulk in SkP 1: 191.

31 Heimskringla 1, isl. Fornr. 26: 193-197. We will return to King Hékon in 4.2.1 and 5.2.2 below.
32 Diiwel 2008, Williams 2001, and Schulte 2006 and 2015. See also Sundqvist 1997 and 2015b.

33 DR 357. Text and trans. Santesson 1989.

34 Adam 4,27 and Thietmar, Chronicon 1,17. See Sundqvist 2009a; 2010; 2022b.
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Snorri’s text in connection to the sacrifices, meaning “a good year.”* The runic
stone from Stentoften thus supports the idea that a ruler was performing sacri-
fice, or at least that he commissioned it.

It seems thus, according to these sources, as if the Late Iron Age cult commu-
nity in Scandinavia expected and even required that the ruler performed some
ritual acts in the common sacrifice. There is no reason to doubt this information.
Perhaps the annual sacrifice was only valid when the ruler took part in the rituals
at certain places. A plausible interpretation is that the ruler was the most impor-
tant mediator between the human and the divine world during the sacrifices at
this sanctuary. His ritual role in the cult was thus necessary for the society, and
per se it also legitimated his high position in other social contexts. The notion that
the rulers’ agency was embedded in the religious world view of the Viking soci-
ety, and that sources of the rulers’ legitimacy were widely shared by different
groups as common values and qualities, can be supported by several sources.*®

4.1.2 King Hakon g4di’s refusal of performing royal rites

Snorri mentions that King Hdkon was already a Christian when he arrived to Nor-
way from England, however, he practiced his Christianity in secret, since the coun-
try was dominated by pagans. First, he attracted the people closest to him to
Christianity and many had themselves baptized. When Hakon felt that he had
gained the support of some of the ruling class in upholding Christianity, then he
sent to England for a bishop and some other clerics. He also erected churches. And
when they came to Norway, then King Hakon revealed publicly that he intended to
preach Christianity throughout the country. He had then some churches consecrated
and put priests in them.”” When Hakon arrived at Frostaping he said “that everyone
should have themselves baptized and believe in one God, Christ son of Mary, and
abandon all heathen worship and pagan gods.”* This speech was however disliked
by the pagan farmers and none was baptized (see further 4.2 and 9.2 below).

35 Hultgdrd 1993; 2003a; 2007 and below.

36 See e.g., Sundqvist 2002; 2012: 233-234; 2016a: 16-17. These aspects have recently been elabo-
rated theoretically by the historian of religions Sophie Bgnding in her doctoral thesis Visions of
Unity. She emphasizes the reciprocal relationship between the rulers and their subjects as well
as a bottom-up perspective. Such views must be taken into consideration when discussing the
dismantling of Old Norse sacrificial cult. Banding 2020; 2021b.

37 Hdkonar saga géda ch. 13, isl. Fornr. 26: 167.

38 . .. at allir menn skyldu kristnask ldta ok triia d einn gud, Krist Mdriuson, en hafna blétum
ollum ok heidnum godum . . . Hakonar saga géda ch. 15, isl. Fornr. 26: 169.
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Hence, sermons, speeches and negotiations at the assembly of Frosta did not
work for King Hékon, according to Snorri, so instead the king had to challenge the
pagan chieftains with actions during their annual sacrificial feast at Lade. By deliber-
ately refusing to follow the old law and ritual order, the king thus challenged the
local chieftains and those breendir who clung to the religion of their ancestors. Ac-
cording to Hdkonar saga géda chapter 17, the king had previously been accustomed
—if he was present where sacrifices were offered—to take his food in small build-
ings with few men. When he arrived to Lade with the same intentions, the farmers
objected that he did not sit in his high seat (hann sat eigi { hdsceti), “when the princi-
pal entertainment was taking place” (bd er mestr var mannfagnadr). The term man-
nfagnadr “the fare at a banquet, great entertainment” in this context refers to the
consumption of the sacrificial (horse-)meat and the drinking of ceremonial toasts,
that is, a sequence of the sacrificial feast (bldtveizla), that probably was strictly ritual-
ized, and which followed a liturgical order. It seems thus as if King Hakon g6di inten-
tionally departed from the old laws and ritual order at Lade. Snorri probably
composes himself and elaborates on this event in the following passage. When the
first toast was served, Jarl Sigurdr announced it and dedicated it to Odinn and drank
from the horn to the king (signadi Odni ok drakk af horninu til konungs), however,
the king took it and made the sign of the cross over it. Even in this ritual, the king
departed from the liturgical order, when making the sign of the cross over the horn
(gerdi krossmark yfir). The next day, when people went to table, the king refused to
eat horseflesh, that is, the sacrificial meat, or drink some of the gravy. In order to
stop the disturbance, the king leant with his mouth open over the handle of the pot
where the steam from the cooking of the horseflesh had risen up, and the handle
was covered with fat, however he wrapped a linen cloth round the handle and
opened his mouth over it and then went to his high-seat, and neither side was well
pleased. The king deviated thus from the old customs and ritual order as he did not
eat the sacrificial horseflesh and refused to perform the ritual toasts dedicated to the
old gods in a traditional way. Later, at Mere, the king was met with a strong resis-
tance from the pagan chieftains, and he was forced by them to eat the sacrificial
meat and perform the toasts in a traditional way (see further ch. 9 below).

Snorri probably made some elaborations when narrating this account. He also
used Latin-Christian loan words and expressions, such as signa (Latin signo, sig-
nare), gera krossmark yfir (Latin signum crucis facere) and gera hamarsmark yfir
when describing these rituals, which indicate that some details were influenced by
Christian ideas.® Even if this account has been elaborated with literary embellish-

39 Walter (1966) pointed out that the Old Norse word signa meaning “dedicate, bless” is a loan
word from the Christian-Latin concept, signare (signo), that is, “to make a sign.” This Old Norse
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ments by Snorri, its basic plot is built on older historically and probably more reli-
able sources. There, too, it emerges that King Hakon was a Christian when he came
to Norway and that because of his good behavior he succeeded in attracting his
friends to Christianity. These older traditions also mention that the king deliber-
ately refused to perform his ritual duties at the annual sacrificial festival in Maere.
Agrip, for instance, which is dated towards the end of twelfth century, mentions
that Hakon was fostered by Adalsteinn in England.* This text deviates a bit from
Hdkonar saga goda when it tells that Hidkon’s wife was heathen (dtti konu heiona).
It is stated that Hdkon departed much from Christian ways for her sake and in
order to please people who stood against Christianity, although he kept the holiness
of Sunday and the Friday fasts. Agrip also mentions that many men turned to Chris-
tianity in his days as a result of his popularity, while others although they did not
become Christians, ceased the practice of pagan rites (hofnudu blétum). According
to Agrip, he built some churches and set clerics in them.*! This version also includes
the king’s meeting with the breendir in Mere, where they required King Hékon to
sacrifice as other kings used to do in Norway:

And later the broendir rose against him at Merin and asked him to worship the gods as
other kings in Norway had done. ‘We will drive you out of the kingdom,” they said, ‘if you
do not act in some way in accordance with our wishes.’ Because he saw their zeal against
him, and following the advice of the chieftains, he responded in such a way that he refused
nothing, so as to appear to appease them. It is said that he bit horse-liver, but wrapped it in

verb appears here in connection with the drinking rituals dedicated to the gods: signadi Odni
and signa full sitt bor. The Old Norse krossmark is derived from the Latin-Christian expression
signum crucis, while hamarsmark appears for the first time in Hdkonar saga géda. The expres-
sions gerdi krossmark yfir and gerdi hamarsmark yfir seem to be derived from the Christian
signum crucis facere. With no doubt Walter’s argument seems plausible. The expression hamars-
mark may very well be a construction made by Snorri or some other medieval writers. Whether
the loan-word signa indicates that the content of the text is late and not built on pre-Christian
terminology and notions, is uncertain. This term appears in Eddic and skaldic poetry, such as
Sigdrifumadl st. 9 (full skall signa), as well as in an eleventh century runic inscription from Upp-
land: “signa ‘(val)signa’: pres. konj. (sg.) 3 signi sikni U942” (Peterson 1994 [1989]: 55). Henrik Wil-
liams (1996b: 79) therefore argues that it is possible that this word was borrowed already before
conversion and thus may have been incorporated into the pagan religious terminology (cf. Ahls-
son 1992: 9). Even if the term signa is late and borrowed from Latin, the ritual action that it desig-
nates may be old. For a more thorough discussion, see Sundqvist 2016a: 135-140, 317-319.

40 See Agrip ch. 5, fsl. Fornr. 29: 5, 7-9. The paraphrase is based on Driscoll’s translation.

41 Fagrskinna chs 5 and 6 narrates that Hdkon was fostered by Adalsteinn in England and that
he was baptized there as a child. In ch. 9 it is stated that King Hakon succeeded to the kingdom of
Norway two years after his father died. He was blessed with both popularity and prosperity, but
nothing is said about his preaching and erection of churches.
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cloth so that he should not bite it directly. He would worship in no other way, and thereaf-
ter, it is said, his troubles were greater than before.*?

In this text, the king’s consumption of the horse liver is perceived as the old order
at traditional sacrifices. The king is forced to conform to the will of the local chief-
tains, but he refuses to perform the sacrifice in a traditional way. This leads to
further problems with the people remaining. Agrip’s account of the event differs
somewhat from Snorri’s version when it comes to the handling of the sanctified
sacrificial meat, however, the core of the story is quite similar to the one in Hdko-
nar saga géda. Fagrskinna, written sometime between Agrip and Heimskringla,
also mentions this tradition. At the assembly in Meere, the farmers gave the king
an option to choose between two things:

In the sixteenth year of his reign he [King Hakon] held a well-attended assembly at Merin
in bréndheimr, and at that assembly the breendir gave the king two choices, that he should
sacrifice according to the custom of the earlier kings, and so observe what was laid down of
old to bring prosperity and peace, or else they would drive him out of the kingdom, if he
was not willing to lead them in this as in governing or in the receiving of taxes. The king
was certainly not willing to do this. The king’s friends and a great company mediated be-
tween the parties and asked the beendr to show forbearance to the king, and they said how
beneficial their lord was for his followers and a great leader where law and customs were
concerned. On the other side they urged the king to ameliorate the complaints and accept
just a little piece (hlutr) for the sake of concord, so that the heathen worshippers would not
consider him responsible for the downfall of the law. Out of the goodness of his heart and
for the love of his friends he did as they asked and partook of the sacrifice.**

This depiction largely agrees with the other versions. Just as in Snorri’s text, it is men-
tioned that according to custom and old law the king would make sacrifices on be-

42 Ok par eptir gerdu breendir for at hénum d Meerini ok bddu hann bléta sem adra konunga {
Noregi, ‘ella rekum vér pik af riki, nema pu gerir nekkvern hlut { sampykki eptir oss.” En fyr pvi at
hann sd dkafa peira d hond honum at hofdingja rddi, pd sngri hann svd, at hann fyrkvad eigi i
nekkverum hlut i yfirbragdi til vingunar vid pd. Svd er sagt, at hann biti d hrosslifr, ok svd, at hann
brd duki umb ok beit eigi bera, en bldtadi eigi pdruvis. En svd er sagt, at sidan gekk honum allt
byngra en ddr. isl. Fornr. 29: 8. All translations to English from Agrip are taken from Driscoll.

43 A enu sextdnda dri rikis dtti hann fijolmennt ping inn { brdndheimi d Meerini, ok d pvi pingi goréu
breendir konunginum tvd kosti, at hann skyldi bléta eptir vanda enna fyrri konunga ok fylla svd en
fornu lopg til drs ok fridar, elligar mundu peir reka hann af rikinu, ef hann vildi <eigi>) { pessu vera svd
fyrir peim sem um riki eda skatttoku. Konungr vildi petta vist eigi gora. Astvinir konungs ok mikit f6lk
gengu { millum ok bidja beendr pyrmask vid konung, ok tala peir, hversu nytsamligr peira hofdingi var
sinum pegnum ok mikill radsmadr til laga ok sida. I annan stad bidja peir konung minnka penna kurr
ok taka einn litinn hlut { sampykkt, svd at blétmenn kalli eigi at af hdnum verdi nidrfall laganna. Fyrir
huggeedis sakar ok dstar vid vini sina, pd gordi hann eptir been peira ok blétadi. Fagrskinna, Isl. Fornr.
29: 80. All translations to English from Fagrskinna are taken from Finlay 2004.
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half of the farmers for a good year and peace (til drs ok fridar). However, it is not
mentioned here that the king departed from the traditional sacrificial ritual when he
yielded to the will of the peasants. It is only pointed out that he took part in the sacri-
ficial rituals. Historia Norwegie chapter 13 just indicate that King Hakon failed as a
Christian king when he “fell into serious delusion that he underwent a wretched
change and valued his temporal monarchy before the eternal kingdom; and in his
concern to hold on to royal grandeur, sad to say, he turned apostate and submittet
himself to the bondage of idolatry, serving gods intead of God (... appostata factus,
‘ydolorum seruiotuti subactus, diis et non Deo deseruiret).”

The basic story about King Hékon g6di could hardly be interpreted as a hagio-
graphic account about a pious Christian king, risking his life, by refusing to per-
form his traditional ritual obligations. On the contrary, the king gives in to the
wishes of the pagans and performs the sacrifice on their behalf. Nor is King
Hékon drawn as a cautionary example of a royal apostate in the preserved sour-
ces. He is rather sympathetically portrayed, at least in Snorri’s description of the
event, that is, a leader who listens to his people. All this indicates that some vague
memories of this story were passed on by oral tradition into later centuries when
it was written down in, for instance, Agrip, Fagrskinna and Heimskringla (see 9.2).

Hékon gooi’s refusal to perform the rites in accordance with ancient customs
in these Kings’ sagas, could be interpreted as an intentional approach to breaking
down the old religion. In a way he destroyed the ritual when refusing to eat the
horse liver in a traditional way. The preserved traditions suggest, however, that
the king failed with his intentions. Since the breendir were too strong and too
many, he had to compromise. Thus, in this case, Hdkon’s approach could be con-
sidered as a strategical failure. The local chieftains and the assembly forced him
to follow the old order and the law.

4.1.3 Other early Christian kings rejecting the old ritual order

Several other medieval sources indicate that the early Christian kings refused to
play their part at the sacrificial feasts. Some of these descriptions may have been
influenced by hagiography and clergy’s “historical writings” about pious royal
martyrs. In some cases, however, there are reasons to believe that these sources
are built on historical records. The rulers’ refusals to perform their cultic duties
are also attested in other parts of Viking Age Scandinavia, outside Norway. Scho-
lion 140 of Adam of Bremen’s text mentions that the people of the Svear in
the second half of the eleventh century, still expected that their king, called An-
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under (Old Swedish Anund), would perform the great sacrifices on their behalf,
perhaps at the sanctuary of Uppsala:**

When not long ago the most Christian king of the Svear, Anunder, would not offer the de-
mons the prescribed sacrifice of the people, he is said, on being deposed, to have departed
‘from the presence of the council, rejoicing’ that he had been ‘accounted worthy to suffer
reproach for the name of Jesus.*®

On the one hand, parts of this passage seem to be built on a topos related to the
hagiographic literature with Biblical references.*® On the other hand, we cannot
rule out that the author of the scholion had information about a Christian king
who refused to perform customary rites when visiting the famous pagan sanctu-
ary. The writer states, for instance, that this event took place “not long ago”
(nuper), that is information that several other contemporary scholars could vali-
date or reject. If this information is correct,”’ it is possible to interpret Anunder’s
refusal to sacrifice on behalf of the people as a deliberate strategy for disturbing
traditional liturgical order of the feast, even if the scholion reflects a clear Chris-
tian tendency. Anunder’s refusal is probably also indicated in Adam’s chronical,
scholion 84 (see ch. 8 below).

Another possible independent source for similar notions from the conversion
period in Svetjud is the tradition about King Ingi Steinkelsson and Blétsveinn, pre-
served in the U-version of Hervarar saga (c. 1300). Ingi was king for a long period
(c. 1080-1110) and according to the text he was very pious. He exterminated pagan
sacrifices in Svetjud and commanded that all people should be Christians. As Anun-
der, Ingi also refused to perform the sacrifice on behalf of the people. The Svear
thought that King Ingi had insulted them when he broke the old land-law and
changed things that his father Steinkell had respected. He was therefore replaced

44 This scholion appears in the oldest manuscript of Adam’s text, namely A2, which usually is
dated to about 1100 (Hultgard 1997: 9-15). It was thus made only 25 years after Adam wrote his
text on contemporary conditions in Uppsala, where this scholion is inserted. Most likely the term
concilium refers to the cultic assembly of Uppsala.

45 Nuper autem cum rex Sueonum christianissimus Anunder sacrificium gentis statutum nollet
demonibus offerre, depulsus a regno dicitur a conspectu concilii gaudens abisse, quoniam dignus
habebatur pro nomine Iesu contumeliam pati. All translations to English from Adam are taken
from Tschan 1959.

46 See e.g., Acts 5:41.

47 Hultgard (2022a: 603-604) has recently stated that this is a historical source, which can be
relied upon. Scholars have suggested that Anunder mentioned by Adam could have been con-
fused with Ingi Steinkelsson, cf. e.g., Tschan 1959: 208. Kallstrom (2020 and 2023) has recently ar-
gued that Adam’s information about Anunder as a king in Svetjud around 1060-1070 harmonizes
with information about a possible king called Anund mentioned on runestones in the Lake Méla-
ren area.
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by the king’s brother-in-law, Blétsveinn, who performed the traditional horse sacri-
fice on the Svear’s behalf. All Svear now abandoned Christianity, and re-introduced
the pagan sacrifice. Bl6tsveinn was then king over the Svear for three winters.

Significant aspects of this tradition are preserved in the older text Orkneyinga
saga (c. 1190), which tells of the Christian King Ingi of Sweden who fought against
paganism in Svetjud. The farmers, however, chose another king, called Blétsveinn
who retained pagan sacrifices.*® Blétsveinn (Old Swedish Blodhsven) is also men-
tioned in Swedish royal lists and in “The Legend of St Eskil,”*® which are indepen-
dent of Icelandic traditions. The traditions about Blétsveinn will be analysed in
detail and discussed from a critical point of view in chapter eight below. We may
anyhow conclude that Ingi used a similar strategy as Hakon godi and Anunder,
when he refused to perform the royal rites at the sacrificial feast.

Such modus operandi was most likely applied also by early Christian kings in
Denmark. When Widukind stated that King Haraldr “ordered all people subject to
him to reject idols” it also included, of course, the king’s own royal rites. In Ruotger’s
(d. ¢. 969) Vita Brunonis chapter 40 it is explicitly stated that Haraldr, personally, re-
jected the idols.® Similar information is repeated in the somewhat uncertain scho-
lion 20 appearing in one manuscript-tradition (C) of Adam of Bremen’s text: “When
king Haraldr beheld this wonder [that is, Poppo’s ordeal], he renounced idolatry and
with all his people turned to worship of the true god.” This event probably took
place in a situation when Haraldr did not control all Denmark, but only parts of Jyl-
land.>? Hence, the text states that he did what was in his power to do, that is, to give
up his own royal rites as part of the old cult and also recommend his subjects at that
time to stop worshipping pagan gods with sacrifices.

*k

It seems thus, according to these texts, as if the pagan king was considered among
the heathens as a necessary ritual link to the gods during these sacrificial feasts.>
The king was held as the prime representative of the community in the dealings
with the gods. From the perspective of the society, he was only perceived as legiti-

48 See Isl. Fornr. 34: 90. Snorri was acquainted with this tradition and mentioned Blét-Sveinn,
see Isl Fornr 28: 263.

49 See Legenda sancti Eskilli, SRS 2, 1: 391-399.

50 Siquidem eodem tempore et rex eorum Haroldus cum magna sue multi tudine gentis regi
regum Christo colla submittens vanitatem respuit idolorum. Vita Brunonis ed. Ott 1951: 43.

51 [. . .] quod videns rex Haraldus abiecta ydolatria cum toto populo ad colendum verum Deum se
convertit, [. . .] Trans. Tschan.

52 Gelting 2020: 1595.

53 Cf. Jon Hnefill Adalsteinsson 1998; Dillmann 1997; Hultgard 1993; 2003; 2022a; Sundqvist 2002;
2013; 2016a; 2017c.
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mate, as long as he performed these ritual duties.>* He was thus both expected
and obliged to take part in these ritual actions in order to ratify the ancient law,
otherwise the sacrifice was regarded as damaged and failed. If such ritual media-
tor abandoned his duties in cultic contexts, it must have implied a killing blow
for the old religion. Few could replace a traditionally inaugurated king in this
context without disturbing the ritual order, and the cultic community. We cannot
rule out, thus, that the refusal of the early Christian kings to take part in the tradi-
tional rites developed into a kind of deliberate method, or rather strategy, used
when dismantling the old cult. Perhaps the early Christian kings also replaced
these pagan rites with ceremonies in the Church, in order to promote the conver-
sion. I will develop this hypothesis in chapter five below. Anyhow we must also
emphasize that the pagan royal rites were gradually eradicated, which contrib-
uted essentially to the death of the old religion.

4.2 The erasure of local cult leadership and the pagan
cultic organization

According to the sources, the newly converted rulers tried to win over the local
chieftains and the magnates to their program of a new religion. In this way, the
new royal power could also effectively eliminate the most important and driving
actors in the old cult. The local chieftains watched over the religious traditions as
well as organized and led the public cult at the sanctuaries in the settlement dis-
tricts, since a well-trained, professional and independent priesthood similar to the
Roman Catholic priest institution (sacerdotes) was lacking.” The religious institu-
tion that regulated religious discourse, practices, and community in Scandinavia
was actually an integrated aspect of the general office of rulership and chieftain-

54 1 completely agree with Sophie Bgnding (2020: 213) when she argues that a “top-down per-
spective” produces a one-sided account of the power structures at play and that it must be sup-
plemented with a “bottom-up perspective” in order to produce a more dynamic and adequate
understanding of the sacral aspects of rulership (cf Banding 2021b). She states “that the relation-
ship between ruler and subjects can adequately be conceptualized in terms of a community cen-
tered in the ruler . . . that a ruler’s power was legitimized through collective processes of
legitimation, rooted in shared background assumptions about rulership as inscribed in the order
of society and cosmos. Thus, while power was exercised from the top down, it was ascribed from
the bottom up through communal processes. Top-down strategies only worked because they re-
flected bottom-up, communal concerns.” It should be mentioned that the present writer is one of
the targets of Bgnding’s criticism. I must humbly admit that some of my previous formulations
on or interpretations of rulership sometimes have been too one-sided.

55 Hultgdrd 1997: 19-20; Sundqvist 2016a: 163-198; 2020a and 2022c.
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ship.>® Many shrines were thus erected on the rulers’ or local chieftains’ farms and
they were probably regarded as their own properties. The religious specialists who
sometimes might have officiated at the chief sanctuaries such as Uppsala, Lejre
and at Lade were probably subordinated by the rulers, and they officiated to-
gether with them at the great sacrificial festivals. In some more socially re-
stricted contexts, the local chieftains (e.g., the godar) themselves, and their
family members watched over the religious tradition, and performed all cultic
functions, including the handling of sacrificial rites. Sources indicate thus that
the newly converted kings, and the missionaries working for them, seem to
have concentrated their attention particularly on these chieftains. These sources
report that in order to persuade them to give up their ancestral religion, the
Christian rulers sent out missionary bishops and priests who preached the faith
for them, but they also used several other actions or strategies, such as negotia-
tions and assembly decisions, the giving of gifts, or even violence. According to
some sources, the local chieftains who continued to organize and perform the
old cult were to be killed by the ruler’s retinue. Those chieftains who accepted
Christianity contributed in their turn to the dismantling of the indigenous reli-
gion on a local level by refusing to perform their traditional roles there; instead
of building, administrating or managing hof-sanctuaries with pagan cult images
they erected churches on their farms. Many people who were dependent on them
probably saw it as socially necessary to follow their leaders and were baptized. The
support from these local actors was necessary for a successful replacement.”” Some
of the chieftains were also ordained as Christian priests. In what follows, I will first
present the pagan system of local chieftains as cult leaders and religious specialists.
Then I will discuss the strategies used by the early Christian kings when erasing
local cult leadership and the pagan cultic organization.

56 Meulengracht Sgrensen states in his English summary thus: “The cult activities seem to have
been organized by those in power on different social levels, yeomen and chieftains. The king had
no exceptional authority in terms of religion, since he had no exceptional power. He had a partic-
ularly important relationship to the gods, and a particular responsibility, but he had no indis-
pensable function in the cult. The landowners were in charge of the cult, and the king took part
in their local cult-feasts. The religious leadership was in the hands of the yeomen as long as the
power belonged to them [. . .]” (Meulengracht Serensen 1991b: 244; cf. Olsen 1966: 55-56). I agree
with Meulengracht Sgrensen that the written sources indicate that the secular and religious lead-
ership was one and the same, however, the king and the jarl as well as the chieftains cared for
the public cult and played important ritual roles during the sacrificial feasts. See 4.1 above and
below.

57 Berend 2007: 38.
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4.2.1 The pagan system of local chieftains as cult leaders and religious
specialists

In Hdkonar saga géda it seems as if Jarl Sigurdr on behalf of the king was ex-
pected to organize the sacrificial feasts in Trgndelag. When the king himself par-
ticipated in these feasts in Trgndelag, he was expected to perform certain ritual
actions in order to maintain old law. When reading Snorri’s text, a crucial ques-
tion arises: did the Scandinavians have trained priests or professional clergies
who took care of the religious traditions and activities? Snorri’s account on the
sacrificial feasts in Trgndelag is silent regarding these matters. The only leaders
mentioned there are the king, and the jarl. It is stated in the general description
of sacrificial feasts that “the one who holding the banquet and who was the chief
person (hofdingi) there he had to dedicate the toast and all ritual food (signa fullit
ok allan blétmatinn).” Whether this hofdingi refers to the jarl at Lade or someone
else is not quite clear.”® In a following chapter, Jarl Sigurdr dedicated the toast to
0dinn and drank from the horn to the king (signadi Odni ok drakk af horninu til
konungs). Also, the king dedicated his horn, but made the sign of the cross over it
(gerdi krossmark yfir). In other sources, it seems as if the local chieftains orga-
nized the public cult at their farms, and also performed certain rites.

The discussion of cult leadership in Old Norse religion has been polarized; two
lines of interpretation can be discerned, each represented by scholars from two dif-
ferent fields of study; namely, philology (onomastics) and the history of religions.
Some historians of religions argued that the ancient Scandinavians lacked a profes-
sional priesthood: according to them, there were no priests whose duties consisted
exclusively of serving the deities.>® Instead, the political leader, the king or chief-
tain, made contact with the deities at the public sanctuaries on behalf of the people
at the sacrificial feasts and in other rituals taking place at cult sites. Other scholars
think that the Scandinavians did have specialized priests. This opinion is repre-
sented mainly by philologists,® especially specialists on onomastics. They have ob-
served terms in the place-name material which could refer to religious specialists:

58 Cf. Meylan 2022: 56-59.

59 Strom 1985: 72; 1983: 71. Cf. Hultgdrd 1997: 19-20; Phillpotts 1912-1913; Dumézil 1973; and Da-
vidson 1994 [1993]. The archaeologist Olaf Olsen (1966: 55) has a similar point of view; see also
Kuhn 1978. For the early discussion on this topic, see Phillpotts (1912-1913: 264-265). More re-
cently Bagge & Nordeide (2007: 124) states: “There is no evidence of a professional priestly class;
most probably chieftains and prominent men or women acted as cultic leaders.”

60 Klaus von See (1964), for instance, argued that the Old Norse term godi refers to an exclu-
sively priestly office.
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for example, equivalents to 0ld Norse godi, *vifill, and *lytir.5" In general, they
apply designations such as “priests,” “priesthood,” or “pagan priests” to ancient
Scandinavia.

In a previous article, the present author discussed this terminology.®* On the
basis of comparative religion, analytic definitions of the categories “priest” and
“priesthood” were proposed and tested on the Scandinavian materials. It was ar-
gued that common features of priests or priesthood were vague or completely
lacked in early Scandinavia. Because of these circumstances and in consideration
of the information provided by the literary sources that the rulers and chieftains
on different levels of society were the people who performed important cultic func-
tions at the sanctuaries, it was argued that the concept “priest” could be misleading
in treatments on Old Norse religion. Since the concept of “priest” (from Greek pre-
shteros “the older,” présbus “aged, elder”) was, moreover, formed and developed
within a Christian tradition, it was suggested that it is better to use more neutral
terms in Scandinavian contexts, in order to avoid serious misinterpretations.63 In
the present study, the description “cult leader” is used. It refers here to a person
who was temporarily responsible for certain religious functions in society at differ-
ent types of cult sites, both communal sanctuaries and those located at the ruler’s
farm. The cult leader had other societal duties besides his/her religious tasks. He/
She also functioned as a general political leader. The term “religious specialist” des-
ignates an exclusive religious office in the present overview, that is, it describes
that a more intensified and permanent specialization has taken place and that the
religious leader has become well-trained and more or less professional.’* To get
more information on these actors we must first turn to the sources relating to Ice-
landic conditions.

The local chieftains as cult leaders

During the Viking Age and Early Middle Ages there were no kings in Iceland. In-
stead, leadership functions appeared in an office related to local chieftains called
godar (pl). The godi’s authority or dignity was called godord “god-dignity,” “dignity

61 Cf. Hellberg 1986; Kousgrad Sgrensen 1989; Andersson 1992a/b/c; Brink 1996c; Vikstrand 2001;
Elmevik 2003.

62 Sundqvist 1998. Cf. Sundqvist 2003a; 2003b; 2007; 2016a and 2020a; 2022c.

63 Sundqvist 2003a, 2007; cf. Hewitt 1996: 16; Riipke 1996: 241. This type of criticism has its limita-
tion, since the concept of a “priest” could be used as an etic construction and an operational con-
cept, completely defined by the analyst (cf. Sinding Jensen 2014: 7) and thus more or less freed
from its ordinary emic use and associations in, for instance, Christian contexts.

64 Cf. Ripke 1996; Turner 2010; Bell 1992: 130-141.
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of a godi,” (cf. mannaforrdd “power, rule over people,” riki “might, power”).° A
holder of such office was called godordsmadr. The term godi (sg.) is derived from
0ld Norse (n. pl) god “gods,” thus indicating an original cultic function of these lead-
ers.%® Sometimes their close relationship with a deity could be emphasized by their
titles, for instance, P6rdr Freysgodi Qzurason.®” Cognomens also indicate that such
chieftains could be related to a place or a family, for example Hallsteinn Porskaf-
jardargodi and Snorri Hlidarmannagodi.® There are also several instances in the
0ld Norse prose describing the close relationship between godar, cultic actions and
the hof-sanctuaries in Viking Age Iceland. They could therefore sometimes be de-
scribed as hofgodar, since these buildings were erected on their farms. The hof
godar watched over the religious tradition, protected and maintained the places of
worship, and organized and performed the sacrificial cult for the local district.

In the late and historically uncertain medieval text, Eyrbyggja saga, chapters
three to twelve, the mighty chieftain bérélfr Mostrarskegg appears with cultic as-
signments.®® However, he is never referred to as godi in the sources, but as a
great chieftain (hofdingi mikill) who had charge of a sanctuary dedicated to the
god Porr (hann vardveitti . . . bérshof).”® On the other hand, his descendants bore
the title of godi and hofgodi, which indicates that he also had that dignity.” Similar
information about borolfr and his sons can be found in the brief, but probably

65 On godar, see Stromback 1975: 38-67; Ebel 1998; J6n Vidar Sigurdsson 1999; Orri Vésteinsson
2000: 7, 288-290; Dillmann 2006: 312-314.; Vésteinn Olason 1998: 26-28; Byock 2001; Sundqvist
2003a; 2003b; 2007; 2016a; 2020a, and 2022c.

66 The word has equivalents in the Gothic gudja and Proto-Nordic gudija. While the Old Norse
term is an an-stem, the Gothic and Proto-Nordic words are jan-stems. There is also an Old High
German word gotinc, which is a glossed tribunus “chieftain, commander.” Cf. Wesche 1937: 6-8;
de Vries 1956-1957: §278; Green 1998: 33-34; critically considered by Kuhn in 1978: 235-236 and
Orri Vésteinsson 2000: 76. The concept of godi, should according to de Vries (1956-1957: §278) be
understood “[ein Mann], der zu einem Gott gehort, oder in dessen Dienst steht.”

67 See Landndmabdk chs $316, 325, 330, 398, H276, 286, 355, Isl. Fornr. 1: 320-321, 328-329, 333,
396, Heimskringla 1, Isl. Fornr. 26: 328, 349, and Kristni saga Isl. Fornr. 15,: 6, 27, 29. The family
name Freysgydlingar appears in Landndmabdk chs $335 and H397, fsl. Fornr. 1: 336 and 397. This
information may well be based on a historical tradition.

68 See Landndmabdk chs M25, S85 and S228, H194. The cognomens aur- and eyrgodi are enig-
matic. Kuhn 1978: 236-238.

69 Eyrbyggja saga exists in a large number of manuscripts, but no definitive edition has yet ap-
peared. In the present study I follow the text produced in fslenzk Fornrit, i.e., the edition of Einar
Ol Sveinsson. The following paraphrase is based on the translation of Pélsson & Edwards. For a
source-critical reflection on this text, see Sundqvist 2016a and 2022c.

70 See fsl. Forn. 4: 6-22; Islendingabdk sl. Forn. 1: 10; Landndmabdk chs $S85 M25, {sl. Fornr. 1:
124-126.

71 See Sundqvist 2016a: 176-180.
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more reliable story about them in Landndmabdk, which is older than Eyrbyggja
saga. It is stated there that bordlfr was “a great sacrificer and worshipped borr”
(var blétmadr mikill ok trudi d bor). He fled to Iceland because of the oppression of
King Haraldr. When he arrived in Iceland “he built a farm there and a big temple
which he dedicated to bérr.””* It is also mentioned that his sons and grandsons
were godar. Although much information in these texts is historically unreliable, we
can state that these sources indicate the existence of local chieftains (godar), who
acted as cult leaders in shrines erected on their own farms.

The Sagas of the Icelanders report that local chieftains designated godar also
performed other societal functions beside their religious assignments. They ap-
peared as lawmen, but they also acted as general political leaders.” A godi exer-
cised power in society and had authority over men or territory.”* Individual men
of sufficient means sometimes entered into a personal contact with a single godi
“for protection and support for themselves and their households, a contract that
either side could change if he wished.”” The godi was accompanied by pingmenn,
who followed him to assemblies and gave him support there, or when having pri-
vate feuds. At the same time the godi was supposed to represent the interests of
their pingmenn, at local assemblies (ping) and at the annual general assembly of
the whole country (Alpingi). One such judicial-religious leader was the Law-
speaker (lpgsogumadr) borgeirr Porkelsson Ljésvetningagodi (see 6.2 below).

A problem in the research has been whether the godar included a new role
in Iceland, or if this office had a similar structure in the old Scandinavian coun-
tries, Norway, Denmark and Sweden, before the colonization of the island. Equiv-
alents to Old Norse godi are namely attested in runic inscriptions and place-
names in these countries.”® Some researchers argue that the office of godar there
reminded of the one we see in Iceland,”” while others believe that the worldly
elements of the office came to develop after emigration to the island.” In this dis-
cussion, the runic inscription on the Glavendrup Stone from Fyn has played an
important role.” In a recent study, the present writer argued that the evidence of

72 ... par reisti hann bee sinn ok gerdi par hof mikit ok helgadi bor. $85, sl. Fornr. 1: 124-125.
Trans. Palsson & Edwards.

73 Sundqvist 2016a: 56-57, 167-186.

74 Orri Vésteinsson 2000: 288-289.

75 Clunies Ross 2010: 9.

76 See overview in Sundqvist 2020a.

77 See e.g., Phillpotts 1912-1913; Olsen 1966.

78 See e.g., Maurer 1873; de Vries 1956-1957: §§274-281; and von See 1964.

79 DR 209. See Lerche Nielsen 1998.
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Glavendrup runestone itself supports the conclusion that the godar in Denmark,
at least sometimes, resembled their Icelandic colleagues and thus could be inter-
preted as “cult leaders.”® The godi mentioned there, called Alli, carries the de-
nomination dréttinn (m.); that is, “warlord” or “king.”81 Most likely he was a
warlord, who also completed religious leadership functions.

Religious specialists
The pagan rulers, who appeared in the role of “cult leaders” as Jarl Sigurdr in Snor-
ri’s text, may in certain cultic contexts, have needed the assistance of more special-
ized cult functionaries. In connection with the large seasonal sacrificial festivals,
which were carried out, for example, at the chief sanctuary in Uppsala, the ruler
himself could hardly have performed all kinds of ritual roles. It has been argued
that “religious specialists” may have served and been protected by rulers at these
sanctuaries in the same way as skalds, craftsmen or warriors seem to have been
related to the leaders of society.** This kind of reciprocal dependency between a
superior and a servant is sometimes referred to as a patron-and-client relationship,
which could be of benefit to both parties.®®

Adam of Bremen reports that the temple called Uppsala was considered
among Svear as the most eminent in the cult of their gods (in cultu deorum).®* He
states that it is “customary also to solemnize in Uppsala, at nine-year intervals, a
general feast of all provinces of Svetjud.”® If Adam’s statement is correct, many
people gathered in Uppsala during this religious festival. Most likely the ruler of
such feast needed assistance for individual rites, for example in the management
of the ritual objects, the preparation of the sacrificial food and the organization
of the feast. Others may have been occupied by divination rituals, such as casting
lots, and some may have recited the mythical and poetic traditions in the ban-
queting hall.®® These rites may have been very complex and performed in differ-
ent places, making it impossible for one and the same person to perform all
individual actions alone. Since the sacrificial festivals of certain chief cult places
appear to have been extensive, it is thus highly likely that several specialized reli-

80 See Sundqvist 2022c.

81 Jan de Vries (1977 [1961]: 84-85) stated that drdttinn (m.) is a derivation of the Old Norse noun
drott (f.) “Krigsschar, Gefolge” and can be translated to the German “Gefolgsherr, Furst.”

82 Vikstrand 2001: 396. Cf. Sundqvist 2016a.

83 Cf. Brink 2003: 112. Cf. Jackson 2014: 36.

84 Adam 1,60.

85 Solet quoque post novem annos communis omnium Sueoniae provintiarum sollempnitas in Ub-
sola celebrari. Adam 4,27.

86 Cf. Nygaard 2019.
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gious experts attended such events. Another passage in Adam of Bremen’s text
about the sanctuary of Uppsala, seems to support such an assumption: “For all
their gods there are appointed priests to offer sacrifices for the people.”®” Adam
may have interpreted the conditions in Uppsala through an interpretatio romana/
christiana. The Latin term sacerdotes leads the thoughts of the ancient Rome or
the Roman Catholic Church’s hierarchical and differentiated clergy.®® It is most
likely that he got the idea that each deity had an appointed priest from descrip-
tions of the ancient Roman religion, where there was special priesthood for each
god. This type of clergy cannot be attested in the 0ld Norse religion.?® On the
other hand, Adam may have heard of various types of cult leaders or religious
specialists who officiated at the great cult feasts in Uppsala, for example, a godi, a
Freysgodi (1), a *lytir, a *vivil or a pulr.

There is also a female candidate in Old Norse sources which could be related
to the concept of religious specialists, namely the one called volva (cf. galdrakona,
spdkona, seidkona, trollkona and gygr).”® These females (volur pl) appear mostly in
the medieval prose texts. One volva is, however, attested in Kormakr’s lausavisa 48
(tenth century), and one appears in Hofgarda-Refr Gestsson’s poem Ferdavisur
stanza two (eleventh century).”! The word volva is linked with the term volr meaning
“staff” referring to a ritual object.”* The most detailed description of a vglva ap-
pears in Eirtks saga rauda, where the female borbjorg appears as a ritual specialist,
that is, a person who occupied a more exclusive and professional religious func-
tion.”® The volur ambulated often with an entourage from farm to farm, and ac-
cording to some texts they were paid for their performances, above the bed and
board they received.” In the Sagas, the volur are wise and often engaged in divina-

87 Omnibus itaque diis suis attributos habent sacerdotes, qui sacrificia populi offerant. Adam 4,27.
88 Cf. Hultgdrd 1997: 19-20; 2022b: 112-113.

89 In Rome, for instance, the clergy called the flamines was associated with Jupiter. Hultgard
2022h: 113, 117.

90 Cf. Strombéck 1935; Meulengracht Sgrensen 1983; DuBois 1999; Raudvere 2003; Dillmann 2006;
Price 2019. While working on the proofreading of the present book, I became aware of a newly
published book The Norse Sorceress: Mind and Materiality in the Viking World, published by So-
phie Bgnding, Leszek Gardela and Peter Pertz. I never had time to incorporate this work into the
present study, even though it was highly relevant to this.

91 Kormdkr’s lausavisa 48 appears in SKkP 5: 1151, while Hofgarda-Refr’s Ferdavisur st. 2 appears
in SKP 3: 245.

92 On these staffs, see e.g., Tolley 2009 1: 536-544 and Gardeta 2016. Eldar Heide (2006a/b) made
an interesting interpretation, where he suggested that these staffs were in fact distaffs, however,
they included a symbolic meaning.

93 Eiriks saga rauda 4, Isl. Fornr. 4: 206-209.

94 See e.g., Price 2019: 72—75; Dillmann 2006: 367—369.
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tions. They gain knowledge by performing a ceremony called seidr, which could be
of benefit to individuals or society.”® The archaeological evidence indicates that
they not only performed rites in a social periphery, but also played important roles
in aristocratic milieus.”® It should be mentioned that males also performed seidr
and similar divination rituals, such as the seidmenn.”’

Xkx

We can readily conclude that cult leaders existed in old Scandinavia, that is, local
chieftains who besides their other social functions, also included religious tasks.
They organized cults in sanctuaries erected at their own farms, where they also
performed sacrifices and most likely they watched over the religious tradition. It
is also possible that they sometimes appeared in the role of “religious specialists,”
that is, a situation where their ritual specialization had been intensified and pro-
fessionalized. These specialists may have appeared at the chief cult sites, and they
may have acted in the protection of a king or a jarl. There was, however, no inde-
pendent or professional priesthood beside the ruler and chieftain institutions. As
will be shown in the following discussion, the early Christian kings, and the mis-
sionaries working for them, seem to have concentrated their efforts particularly
on the local chieftains.

4.2.2 Using missionary priests and assembly decisions to the erasure
of local cult leadership

In order to reach out to the local chieftains and pagan people, the native Christian
kings used bishops, missionary priests and other types of church officials, who
preached the faith to them, for instance, at the assembly sites of different social
levels. The sources mention that these kings sometimes had delegates at these

95 For thorough investigations of volur and seidr, see Stromback 1935; Enright 1996; Dillmann
2006 and Price 2019.

96 Archaeological finds from the Late Iron Age in Sweden and Norway indicate that the volur
and seidr appeared in aristocratic environments. In a rich double grave (a male and a female)
from Klinta, on Oland, a powerful pole was found crowned with a small house. It has been inter-
preted as a vglr-staff (Price 2019: 136-139). In three chamber graves from Birka, objects have
been detected that can be interpreted in a similar way (Price 2019: 139-141). As the Klinta-staff
they also testify to the highest social level. It has been argued that also the wooden staff found in
the rich ship grave of Oseberg, in Norway was a volr. This tomb is dated to AD 800 and it is con-
sidered to belong to a queen and her servant. Myhre 1992a/b; Ingstad 1992. One of these females
was probably a vglva. See Price 2019: 161; cf. Gardela 2016: 66—68.

97 See mainly Dillmann 2006: 143-167.
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councils who worked for Christianity. It has been argued in the previous re-
search, that our knowledge of what the Christian missionaries, bishops and priests
decreed to the native people during the end of the Viking Age is limited, since there
are no preserved ecclesiastical records of a legal nature from Scandinavia at that
time. However, runologist Henrik Williams has recently shown that we have an ec-
clesiastic norm and creed preserved on runic memorial stones.”® On these Viking
Age runestones a thousand Christian symbols, such as crosses and pictorial Chris-
tian images appear, as well as many hundreds of prayers. In previous research, the
faith revealed by the runic inscriptions have been considered to be of a rather
primitive kind. Williams’ investigation of the runic prayers shows, however, this
conclusion to be wrong. By comparing their contents, Williams concludes that al-
most all of the established tenets of faith included in the two main creeds, the Apos-
tles’ and the Nicene, were known to runestone-time Christians in Scandinavia. For
example, he finds evidence on the runestones for the belief in the one God, Christ
and the Mother of God, as well as the belief in Christ’s crucifixion, Christ’s resurrec-
tion and ascension. Williams also finds attestations in the runic inscriptions for the
belief in the Holy Spirit and the church, as well as the belief in baptism and the
forgiveness of sins, resurrection and the afterlife (see 5.4 below). Hence, we may
assume that these parts of the creed were preached by the early Christian kings
and their clergies at assembly places in the Viking Age.

Rimbert mentions several missionaries by name who were active in Denmark
and Sweden during the ninth century, for example Ansgar from the monastery of Cor-
vey (and later Corbie), as well as Authert and Witmar, both from Corbie.” The first
mission journey to Svetjud, which was undertaken by Ansgar and Witmar, was initi-
ated by both the king of the Svear and the Emperor Louis.'® Adam of Bremen reports
on several clergies active in Scandinavia during the Viking Age, such as the elder Odi-
nkar, carrying an Old Danish name.'” He was consecrated by Archbishop Adaldag for
Sweden (in Sueoniam ordinatum) in the late tenth century, and carried on his mission
among the heathen energetically.'®* Adam also narrates about the successful episcopal
mission in the provinces of Gotaland in the early eleventh century, which was based
on a royal initiative (see below). King Olafr Haraldsson had with him “many bishops

98 Williams 2016.

99 See VA 7 and 10. See B. Nilsson 2010: 11-12.

100 See VA 9-10.

101 Old Danish Othinkar, Runic Swedish Odinkarr, Old Swedish Odhenkarl, Old Norse Odinkdrr.
Peterson 2007: 171. Cf. Lind 1905-15: col. 806 and ed. Janzén 1947: 258.

102 Adam 2,26.
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and priests from England . . . Sigfrid, Grimkil, Rudolf and Bernhard,”*** while King
Knut of Denmark brought many bishops from England to his country, such as Bern-
hard, Gerbrand and Reginbert.'® When these Christian kings and their clergies had
preached the faith to the native chieftains, negotiated with them and finally con-
vinced them to convert, they could also via these local leaders reach out with the
Christian message to larger crowds. The official and collective conversion was then
sometimes presented as a court decision at the ping-assemblies. This was most likely
important, since it followed the traditional way of decision making and had thus
great legitimacy in the Viking society. It is possible that such decisions often resulted
in a peaceful conversion process.

Sources report that the missionary king, himself, sometimes took part in
these negotiations at the assemblies. According to a historically uncertain tradi-
tion in Hdkonar saga géda chapter 13, this method was first applied by King
Hékon gd6oi. When Hékon arrived at Frostaping in Trgndelag, he was met by a
very large number of local chieftains and farmers:

And when the assembly had been inaugurated, then King Hakon spoke, begining first of all
with this, that it was his proposal and entreaty to the farmers and hushandmen, rich and
poor, together with all ordinary people, young and old, wealthy and not well off, women as
well as men, that everyone should have themselves baptised and believe in one God, Christ
son of Mary, and abandon all heathen worship and pagan gods, keeping holy every
seventh day, abstaining from all work, also fasting every seventh day.'®

This speach made by King Hakon was not very successful, since the local chieftain
Asbjorn of Medalhus stood up and spoke against the king.'® He stated that the
broendir could not abandon the beliefs of their forefathers. This attempt to dis-
mantle the Old Norse religion was thus a failure, since talk was not enough for the
pagans, they needed also actions in order to be convinced about the power of the
new god. Hakon then refused to perform the royal rites at the seasonal sacrificial

103 Habuitque secum multos episcopos et presbyteros ab Anglia . . . Sigafrid, Grimkil, Rudolf et
Bernhard. Adam 2,57. Trans. Tschan. Cf. Historia Norwegie ch. 18,33.

104 Quo tempore episcopos ab Anglia multos adduxit in Daniam. De quibus Bernardum posuit in Sco-
niam, Gerbrandum in Seland, Reginbertum in Fune. Adam 2,55. See further B. Nilsson 2010: 14-15.

105 En er ping var sett, pd taladi Hdakon konungr, hof par fyrst, at pat veeri bod hans ok bcen vid
beendr ok bupegna, rika ok drika, ok par med vid alla alpydu, unga menn ok gamla, selan ok ésce-
lan, konur sem karla, at allir menn skyldu kristnask ldta ok triia d einn gud, Krist Mdriuson, en
hafna blotum ¢llum ok heidnum godum, halda heilagt inn sjauunda hvern dag vié vinnum ollum,
fasta ok inn sjauunda hvern dag. isl. Fornr. 26: 169. Trans. Finley & Faulkes.

106 Snorri’s information about Hakon’ talk at the assembly of Frosta lacks support from older sour-
ces. Indeed, Agrip ch. 5 reports that many men turned to Christianity in Hakor’s days as a result of his
popularity, while others although they did not become Christians, ceased the practice of pagan rites.
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feast, but also this was a failure (for a critical discussion on this tradition, see 4.1
above).

The strategy of using Christian delegates at the assembly places was used suc-
cessfully by King Olafr Tryggvason. It seems as if this king turned his attention
above all to chieftains and other influential men, when he attempted to convert the
people in Iceland.'”” According to Ari inn frédi borgilsson’s Islendingabdk chapter
seven, King Olafr sent to Iceland a priest called Pangbrandr, who preached Chris-
tianity to the people, and soon baptized three important chieftains. Ari reports fur-
ther that these chieftains played a most crucial role as the king’s delegates when
the Icelanders in the year 999/1000 at Alpingi decided to switch from pagan to
Christian law. Sources state that some of the most important pagan chieftains also
converted there, or on their way home from Alpingi. They were leaders who previ-
ously had cared for public cult. It should be mentioned that King Ol4fr put pressure
on the Icelandic elite, “not least when he held hostage the sons of some of the coun-
try’s most powerful chieftains in order to force their fathers and families to convert
to the new religion.”'°® Whether this conversion should be described as a peaceful
process can thus be discussed. I will return to this event in chapters six and ten
below, but at this point will just conclude that the conversion of Iceland is probably
the best example of a native king using priests, delegates and assembly decisions as
a strategy for dismantling the Norse religion.

According to other types of sources, the method of using missionary bishops
seems to have been quite successful in other parts of Scandinavia. Adam of Bremen
mentions that King Olafr Eiriksson had a good relationship with the metropolitan
Unwan of Hamburg-Bremen. Olafr and Unwan established the see of Skara to-
gether with Thurgot as bishop around 1015. Adam states that Thurgot conducted
his mission to the heathens energetically and by his efforts gained for Christ the
two noble people of the Gétar. It is also mentioned that Olafr sent many gifts to
Unwan for this work.!®® If we can rely on Adam, which I think we must do in this
particular case, the king’s method of using missionary bishops in order to disman-
tle old religion in Gétaland was a success. Whether King Olafr Eiriksson and Thur-
got concentrated their efforts on chieftains and local cult leaders is not possible to
see in this text. On the other hand, archaeological sources support the assumption
that the chieftains and magnates converted early there. The custom of placing ex-

107 Strémbéck (1975: 34) states thus: “In his mission Olafr Tryggvason turned his attention
above all to chieftains and other influential men. This is stressed over and over again in the sour-
ces, and it was precisely because of this policy that he tried to win over the Icelandic chieftains
at any price.”

108 J6n Vidar Sigurdsson 2020: 1665; cf. Strombéck 1975: 36.

109 Adam 2,58.
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pensive Christian grave monuments at churchyards, for instance, was, according to
Cecilia Ljung, introduced in Vastergotland during the early eleventh century and
somewhat later in Ostergotland. She emphasizes that there is a connection between
these monuments, Christian cemeteries and the emergence of an early church land-
scape and an ecclesiastical organization. Some of her best examples come from Os-
tergotland, for example Skanninge, Heda and Klosterstad. At these places there are
certain recurring patterns. Many of the monuments are located at family graves
and they are often situated adjacent to elite settlements and magnate farms.™°
There is also evidence of early wooden churches close to them. Sometimes the
early Christian grave monuments also testify to the presence of a professional
clergy using Latin as liturgical language."™" On a gable slab with an inscription
found in Linképing Cathedral, dated to the early eleventh century, it is stated thus:

[Domine] memento - me[i cum ueneris in] [regnum - tuum -
Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom."*

This inscription shows that Christian clergies operated in Gotaland, most likely in
aristocratic milieus. The conversion of elite groups and the establishment of the
Church seems to be related to each other there at an early date, that is, the first
half of the eleventh century. Perhaps the impact of early Christian kings was cru-
cial for this development in the elite networks of this region. The strong power of
the Christian elite, emanated also from large-scale landholdings there. This power
is reflected in the early Christian grave monuments.'®

A passage later in Adam of Bremen’s text, indicates that the elite of the Svear—
most likely including the people called Gétar—declared their official conversion as
a joint decision at an assembly. In connection to his discussion about the power bal-
ance between the king and the public assembly in Sweden, Adam mentions thus:

By common consent, however, they [the Svear] now declare that the God of the Christians is
the most powerful of all. Other gods fail them, but He always stands by, a surest ‘helper in
due time in tribulation.™*

The Latin expression communi sentencia may according to the textual context
refer to a general assembly. In scholion 133 it is also added thus:

110 Ljung 2019: 179.

111 Ljung 2019: 181.

112 Quoted from Ljung 2019: 181.

113 Ljung 2019: 184.

114 Deum autem christianorum iam communi sentencia fortiorem clamant omnibus esse, alios
deos sepe fallere, illum porro semper astare certissimum adiutorem in oportunitatibus. Adam 4,22.
Trans. Tschan.
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Everything of private nature that the barbarians do is decided by taking lots; in public mat-
ters, however, they are even in the habit of seeking the responses of the demons, as can be
learned from the Gesta of Saint Anskar.!®

This statement refers to a passage in Vita Anskarii chapter 26, where divination
rituals were used at the assembly in order to decide whether Christian mission
should be accepted or not in Birka (see further below).

In Norway, Olafr Haraldsson consorted with Bishop Grimkell when negotiating
with the pagan chieftains at the assemblies. They declared together the first Chris-
tian law at the assembly of Moster c. 1022 and introduced “officially” Christianity in
Norway there. This is laconically mentioned in the Old Gulaping Law,"® while
Snorri in Oldfs saga helga chapter 58 states that “the Christian law he [St Olafr] es-
tablished with the guidance of Bishop Grimkell and other clerics and devoted all
his mind to getting rid of heathendom and ancient practices that he thought injuri-
ous to Christianity.”"” Most likely it was the local chieftains and free farmers the
king wanted to affect at the meeting of Moster in his attempts to dismantle pagan
cult in Norway in a peaceful way. This event is possibly also indirectly mentioned
in a contemporary runic inscription of the Kuli stone (N449) (line B) from Kulgya,
near Smgla, on the border between Nordmgre and Trgndelag:

tualf-uintr-ha[f]pi:[k]ri[tin-t]Jumr:uiri[t]-inurki
T6lf vetr hafdi kristindémr verit i Noregi

Twelve winters had Christianity been in Norway."®

The Kuli runic stone was situated beside an old bridge. By means of dendrochro-
nological analysis the bridge has been dated to 1034. If the runestone was raised
at the same time as the bridge was built, the inscription points back to an incident
taking place c. 1022."°

Perhaps also King Haraldr used an assembly in Denmark when he “ordered
all people subject to him to reject idols.”'* This assumption can possibly also be

115 Omnia quae aguntur inter barbaros, sortiendo faciunt in privatus rebus, in publicis autem
causis etiam demonum responsa peti solent, sicut in Gestis sancti Ansgarii potest agnosci.

116 Pat er nu pvi nest at ver skolom kirkium peim ollom upphallda. oc kristnum dome er Olafr
hinn helge oc Grimkell biscop sette a Monstrar pingi. oc peim ollom er sidan varo gorvar. Den
celdre Gulathings-Lov ch. 10. NGL 1: 7.

117 En kristinn rétt setti hann med umrddi Grimkels byskups ok annarra kennimanna ok lagdi d
bat allan hug at taka af heidni ok fornar venjur, pcer er honum pétti kristnispell i. isl. Fornr. 27: 73.
118 Text and trans. Spurkland 2005: 109-110.

119 See A.-S. Gréslund 2001: 23-24; Brink 2008b: 625. Critically considered by Nordeide 2020:
1634.

120 See Widukind 3,65.
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supported by the runestone of Jelling II (see above). It is also possible that Haraldr
used missionary bishops at assemblies in order to erase the old cult in Denmark.
In Adam of Bremen’s scholion 20, it is mentioned that Poppo was promoted to
episcopate after converting Haraldr to Christian faith. It is also stated there that
the Danes were converted to the faith through Poppo. This information is some-
what uncertain, since it only appears in one of the younger manuscripts of
Adam’s text.”! In another version, Oddr reports in Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar that
Emporer Otto had Poppo as company when they met King Haraldr at an assembly
(d pinginu)."** According to this saga, Poppo was already a bishop at that time,
that is, when he made his ordeal in front of King Haraldr at the assembly: “Then
the bishop walked with the iron, and it did not burn him.”**

A runestone with a possible similar background as the General Assembly
(Alpingi) at bingvellir 999/1000 and King Haraldr’s official proclamation on the
runestone of Jelling II is found on Froso, Jamtland, in North-Western Sweden (c.
1050):

austmop[r]kupfastarsun ! litrai[s] . . . [n]pinoaukiruabrupisaukh[onli]tkristnoeota-
lont gshiurnkirpibru triunraista uktsainrunorpisar

Austmadr Gudfastar sun lét reeisa stein penna auk geerva bro pessa, auk han let kristna Iam-
taland. Asbigrn geerdi bro. Trionn reeist auk Stceinn rinar pessar.

Austmadr, the son of Guodfastr, caused this stone to be erected and this bridge to be built,
and he caused Jamtland to become Christian. Asbjorn made the bridge. Trjénn and Steinn
inscribed these runes.'?*

It is most plausible that the statement “he caused Jamtland to become Christian”
refers to a political event where the elite of the Jamtar were more or less forced
to “officially” accept Christian faith under the direction of Austmadr. Most likely
it took place at the assembly called Old Norse Jamtamdt. According to Per Vik-
strand, Austmadr may have acted as a delegate for a Christian royal power, lo-
cated in Svetjud. His name Austmadr Gudfastar sun is Old Swedish and the runic
stone has a clear Swedish design, even if the rune carver Trjénn may have origi-
nated from Jdmtland.'” Vikstrand states that the runestone on Frso gives

121 Schmeidler 1917: 83.

122 0ddr’s Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar manuscript ch. A15, Isl. Fornr. 25: 173-174.

123 Sidan gengr byskup med jdrnit, ok brann hann eigi . . . ch. A15, isl Fornr. 25: 174. All trans-
lations from Oddr’s saga are taken from T. M. Andersson, The Saga of Olaf Tryggvason. Cf. Snor-
ri’s Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar ch. 27, {sl. Fornr. 26: 259 and Jémsvikinga saga ch. 7, fsl. Fornr. 33: 36.
124 Text and trans. Williams 1996a: 46, 62. See also https://www.raa.se/app/uploads/2014/11/03.
Runstenen-Fr%C3%B6s%C3%B6n.pdf 2023-05-29.

125 Williams 1996a: 53-54. Cf. Kéllstrém 2007: 213.
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no support what so ever for the popular idea of Christianity being accepted by a majority
decision of the Jamtamot—the common ting of the province. On the contrary, it points to
force being involved in the process. Ostman claims personal credit for his achievement,
something which he could hardly have done if there had been a peaceful majority decision
or if his social position in Jimtland had not been an extraordinary one.'®

There is clear evidence from Jamtland that the local chieftains during the Viking Age
took care of the pagan cult in a similar way as the Icelandic godar. There are eight
possible chieftain residences in this province from this period, which have feasible
cultic place-names, including the terms vi, sal and hov. The former term, Old Swed-
ish vi, means “(pagan) sacred site,” while the latter terms sal and hov include poly-
semy and may in certain contexts refer to cult buildings, that is, places which were
superintended by the chieftains.”” At these eight residences with these place-names,
early medieval churches were erected at six instances, indicating not only a continu-
ity of cult-places, but also a continuity of power.’?® A possible hypothesis is that a
royal delegate from Svetjud called Austmadr, officially proclaimed in front of the
pagan chieftains at Jamtamét that from now on Christian law must be accepted.”® It
is also likely he ordered the bridge to be built between the island of Frgso and the
mainland. These important events were then documented in the runic stone by Aust-
madr, maybe on behalf of the Svea-king. Hence the strategy to take down the pagan
cult by means of an assembly-proclamation by a royal delegate, could possibly also
be found in Jamtland. Most likely the pagan chieftains were indeed forced to convert
by means of royal supremacy, but perhaps violence was avoided."*

4.2.3 Lot-castings and conversions at assemblies: A topos?

In Vita Anskarii there are references to assemblies where lot-casting rituals were
performed by the pagan kings and the chieftains of the Svear jointly when mak-
ing decisions about accepting the Christian faith after meeting the missionaries.
Chapter 26 relates how Ansgar, on his second journey to Birka, invited King Olafr
(0ld Swedish Olaf; Olof) to dinner. He gave the king gifts so that he would accept
the mission. But the king said that he would not dare to accept it, unless he first

126 Vikstrand 1996: 106.

127 Vikstrand 1993; 1996; Brink 1996a: 156-159.

128 Vikstrand 1996: 87-106.

129 Cf. Williams 1996a: 49.

130 According to another interpretation, there was no external political or royal power involved
in the process. The chieftain and the people took a decision under the leadership of the law-
speaker Austmadr to Christianize themselves. See e.g., Brink 1990: 43; 1996a; and 2008b: 625. Criti-
cally considered by Williams 1996a: 48; Vikstrand 1996: 94-97; Holm 2000.
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by lot asked the gods, and also the people.”®! According to Rimbert’s text it seems as
if the lot-casting was to take place at the next assembly. The next chapter says that
the king (rex) gathered his chieftains (principes pl) to discuss Ansgar’s proposal.
They decided to explore the gods’ wishes by augury.** They went out to the field,
as they were accustomed to do, and threw lots.”*® The lot fell in such a way that
they concluded it was God’s wish to establish Christianity in their land:

When the day for the assembly which was held in the town of Birka drew near, in accordance
with their national custom the king caused a proclamation to be made to the people by the
voice of a herald, in order that they might be informed concerning the object of their mission."**

It appears that it was the king together with his chieftains who initiated the cast-
ing of lots. As the result was proclaimed to the people at the assembly, presum-
ably only the king and the nobles, and perhaps a diviner, had participated in the
ritual. No Christians were involved in the ritual performance, according to the
text.

Rimbert reports in chapter 30 that King Olafr and the Svear plundered in
Courland, Baltic area. When they came to a town called Apulia they met an army
of 15,000 men. They tried to capture the city, but their attacks failed. On the
ninth day, the army was exhausted, and some retinues wanted to abandon the
enterprise:

As they were greatly disturbed and knew not what they should do, they resolved to enquire
by casting lots whether their gods were willing to aid them either to obtain a victory or to get
away from the place where they were. Having cast lots they failed to discover any god who
was willing to aid them. And when this was announced to the people there arose much outcry
and lamentation in their camp, and all their courage left them. . . . Accordingly, at their unan-
imous request, lots were cast and it was found that Christ was willing to help them.'*

131 “On this account I have not the power, nor do I dare, to approve the objects of your mission
until I can consult our gods by the casting of lots and until I can enquire the will of the people in
regard to this matter.” Quapropter et ego hanc legationem vestram confirmare nec possum nec
audeo, priusquam sortibus deos nostros consulam et populi quoque super hoc voluntatem inter-
rogem. VA 26. All translations from Vita Anskarii are made by Robinson 1921.

132 “They determined that enquiry should be made by the casting of lots in order to discover
what was the will of the gods.” Qui sortibus quaerendum statuerunt, quae super hoc deorum esset
voluntas. VA 27.

133 Exeuntes igitur more ipsorum in campum, miserunt sortes; . . . VA 27.

134 Deinde cum dies placiti advenisset, quod in praedicto vico Byrca habitum est, sicut ipsorum
est consuetudo, praeconis voce rex, quae esset eorum legatio, intimari fecit populo. VA 27. Trans.
Robinson 1921.

135 Cum ergo, quid sibi esset agendum, nimium turbati omnimodis nescirent, quaerendum sorti-
bus statuerunt, utrum dii eorum eis vellent auxiliari, ut vel victoriam caperent vel vivi inde evader-
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This passage also seems to show that the rituals were performed by the chieftains
and cult leaders, as the results of divination were later announced in public at an
assembly.

Rimbert thus mentions several occasions when augury rituals were per-
formed in connection to public assemblies by the leaders of the society."*® In
these passages the rituals were related to the Christian mission and in all cases
the lot turned out in favor of Christianity. This might make the reader suspicious
—the text probably reflects a rhetorical strategy common in missionary litera-
ture.”” The Annals of Xanten describe the outbreak of plague among the Vikings
in 845 after they had attacked a monastery at Hamburg. They state that lots were
cast to discover which god would provide protection and safety, but none were
willing to do so. On the advice of a Christian captive, however, the Viking raiders
resorted to divination to ascertain whether the Christian god was able to provide
help. He was willing, and so their king Roric (sic, that is, Old Norse Hdrekr, Old
Danish Harek) undertook a fortnight’s fast with his people and then returned the
Christian captives.”*® This augury story is very similar to Rimbert’s account of
King Oléfr in Courland. According to Rimbert, after turning to Christianity at Apu-
lia the Svear were advised to fast in Christ’s honor. This may be nothing more
than a literary topos.”*® Nevertheless, it is interesting that the acceptance of Chris-
tian faith in these sources often is related to assemblies where decisions related
to conversion were made by the rulers and chieftains jointly.

4.2.4 Using the traditional gift-giving-system and build friendships

It seems as if also the old gift-giving-system was strategically used by the new
Christian rulers also in conversion contexts.’* Distributing gifts and holding

ent. Missis itaque sortibus, neminem deorum, qui eis subsidio esse vellet, repperire potuerunt.
Quod cum denunciaretur in populo, ululatus et gemitus immensus exortus est in castris, omnisque
virtus ab eis recessit. . . . Omnium itaque rogatu supplici missa est sors, et inventum, quod Christus
eis vellet auxiliari. VA 30. Trans. Robinson 1921.

136 See VA 19.

137 Hallencreutz 1986: 174; Wood 1987: 55-56; Brown 2013: 472.

138 See Annales Xantenses in Wood 1987: 47.

139 VA 30. Cf. Wood 1987: 56. A variation of this topos may occur in the Vita Willibrordi, which
describes how the Christian hero had committed sacrilege against the god Fosite. The saint and
his companions were saved from death after the Frisians had cast lots. See Wood 1987: 56.

140 The classical study of gift-giving systems in archaic societies was written by Marcel Mauss
(1997 [1924]). For ancient Europe and Scandinavia, see J6n Vidar Sigurdsson 1999; Brown 2013:
29-31; Sundqvist 2016a: 359-363.
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great banquets were important means for rulers to make loyal friends and tie
subjects to themselves all over Viking Age Scandinavia, because of the strong obli-
gation to reciprocate. A warrior who had received gifts from a warrior-lord was
“honour bound” to reciprocate with loyalty and fighting prowess. These gifts
sometimes included valuable exotic objects, which were rare and prestigious.
Most likely this system was also used by missionary kings during the transition
period. People belonging to the lower elite were socially and materially benefit-
ting from following the example of the king when he converted. It is no coinci-
dence that such gifts were given to local chieftains and important farmers, since
they were key persons in the pagan cult system. Snorri reports in Oldfs saga
Tryggvasonar, for instance, that King Olafr Tryggvason spoke in Nidardss with
kind words to the pagan chieftain of Halogaland, Eyvindr kinnrifa, that he should
accept Christianity and he even offered him gifts and revenues (bd baud konungr
honum gjafar ok veizlur stérar) in order to do that. But Eyvindr refused all this,
and he was brutally killed by the king."** Snorri probably took this tradition from
0ddr’s Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar, where the account appears in both manuscripts
S (= Stockh. Perg. 4to nr. 18) and A (= AM 310 4to), but in different versions. In
manuscript A, it is mentioned that the king tried to convert Eyvindr away from
pagan sacrifices (at sntta honum frd blétum). He proclaimed God’s message to
him, but Eyvindr refused to be converted. The king spoke kind words and then
offered him great and worldly honour if he could leave his delusion, and even
offered him authority over five fylki-provinces if he allowed himself to be Chris-
tianized (riki yfir fimm fylkjum, ef hann vildi kristnask). But Eyvindr refused ob-
stinately. After Eyvindr told of his sorcery King Olafr had him killed.'**

Royal gifts appear in the context of conversion in another famous tradition at-
tested in several Old Norse prose texts. Kristni saga narrates that the young and
noble Kjartan Olafsson came to Nidaréss, together with the most distinguished sons
of Icelandic chieftains. These pagan youngsters took part in a swimming competition.
Kjartan held a man under water for so long that he was on the point of drowning:

Then they headed for shore, and this man asked Kjartan whether he knew with whom he
had competed at swimming. He said that he did not know. The man gave Kjartan a scarlet
cloak, and said that he must know now with whom he had competed at swimming. Kjartan
realised that this man was King Olafr. He thanked him for the gift in a fitting manner. The
heathens were displeased that Kjartan had accepted gifts from the king. . . . Kjartan was
then baptised and was entertained at the king’s table while he was in white robes.'*3

141 Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar, Heimskringla 1, {sl. Fornr. 26: 323.

142 0ddr’s Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar ch. A47, {sl. Fornr. 25: 256-257.

143 bd logdusk peir til lands, ok spurdi pessi madr Kjartan ef hann vissi vid hvern hann hafoi
breytt sundit. Hann kvazk pat eigi vita. Han gaf Kjartani skarlatsskikkju ok kvad hann pd vita
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It seems as if King Olafr’s gift was important for Kjartan’s conversion. The oldest
version of this episode appears in the A-text of Oddr Snorrason’s saga. According
to this version the pagan Icelanders said that the gods were angry, since Kjartan
had accepted the gift from the Christian king, and thus they sent bad weather on
them: “The weather was so bad that people could hardly remember anything like
it. They mostly attributed to Kjartan’s having accepted the cloak from the king
and having aroused the anger of the gods.”** Even if these traditions bear the
imprint of the hagiographic genre, the task of giving royal gifts to tie important
subjects to the Christian king and his faith, can be based on historical traditions.
According to Oldfs saga helga, King Olafr Haraldsson distributed estates to
men “he liked” when he settled down in Nidardss: “He [Olafr] marked out sites
for dwellings and gave them to householders and merchants or to others as he
thought fit and who wanted to set up houses.”** It has been suggested by archae-
ologist Sten Tesch that a similar type of gift-giving also was applied by Christian
royalties in Sigtuna, Sweden. Excavations have shown that Sigtuna was probably
founded deliberately, with a predetermined town plan in the end of the tenth cen-
tury. Most likely the founder was attached to the new Christian royal power with
interests in both Gotaland and Svealand, possibly King Eirikr (inn sigrseeli) or his
son Olafr Eiriksson.*® It was thus created as a powerful political stronghold for
the early Christian royal power in the Lake Mélaren, but later it developed to an
administrative node, a trade center and bishopric see.*” A mint was set up there
as early as about 995. Six or seven stone churches were later erected in Sigtuna,
from which the process of Christianizing Uppland was launched.**® They were
built before 1150. Sigtuna became a point of support for the early Christian king-
ship, and from there alliances were made with local rulers in the Lake Malaren

mundu vid hvern hann hafdi preytt sundit. Kjartan vard viss at pessi madr var Oldfr konungr.
Hann pakkadi honum scemiliga gjofina. Heionir menn létu illa yfir pvi er Kjartan hafai gjafir pegit
af konungi. . . . Kjartan var pd skirdr ok var { bodi konungs medan hann var { hvitavddum. Isl.
Fornr. 15,: 27-28. Trans. Grgnlie.

144 Vedrattu gerir illa, svd at sjaldan mundu menn pvilika, ok kenndu peir pvi mest um er Kjartan
hafdi pegit skikkjuna af konungi, ok gudin myndu reizk hafa fyrir pat. Ch. A42, {sl. Fornr. 25: 242.
Trans. T. M. Anderson. In Snorri’s Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar chs 81-82 the king promises him his
perfect friendship (Konungr heitr honum vindttu sinni fullkominni, . . .). isl. Fornr. 26: 328-330.
145 Hann markadi toptir til garda ok gaf bondum ok kaupmonnum eda peim gdrum, er honum
syndisk ok hiisa vildu. Isl. Fornr. 27: 70. This information appears also in the Separate Saga of St
Oldfr (Den store saga om Olav den hellige), ed. Johnsen & Jén Helgason 1941: 100. Cf. Tesch 1990:
36-37; Zachrisson 1998: 127-129.

146 Tesch 1990: 30; 2005: 405; Kjellstrom et al. 2005: 87.

147 Cf. Lindkvist 1989; Tesch, 1990: 23-37; Kjellstrém et al. 2005: 87-88.

148 Bonnier 1989.
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region. Both the royal power and the Church had major interests in Sigtuna.
There were 140 plots on both sides of the main street with a large plot in the cen-
ter of the town. It has been interpreted as the king’s yard.!*° Sten Tesch argued
that the Christian king gave these plots or estates to his retinues, rich farmers
and local chieftains in the Lake Malaren region, that is, to those who supported
Christianity.”*® Then they could bask in the glance of the king in Sigtuna, trade in
luxurious products and gather for important meetings. The estates might thus be
seen as some kind of beneficiary grant. Loyal individuals, who had converted to
Christianity, could have been rewarded with these sites and maybe also with
coins and other high-status objects. The inscriptions and iconographic symbols of
the Sigtuna coins (c. 1000) present King Olafr Eiriksson as a Christian king in Sig-
tuna (Olaf rex an Situn), but also as a king of the Svear (Olaf rex Svevorum).™

The magnets in Sigtuna were also invited to the king’s banquets. Evidence of
this system may be seen in a runic inscription on a bone discovered in the block
called Tradgardsmaéstaren in Sigtuna (Fig. 3 a-b, picture):

mari * selti * rif a fe mest * | aff | asa

On the back the inscription says:
kunukr: iar: matr: bestr: han: a f mest: han iar pekili

Marri(?) seeldi rif. (Hann) a fé meest. . . . Konungr icer mandr(?) beestr. Hann a fé meest. Hann
icer peekkili(gr).

(Mari (?) gave the rib. He is the richest . . . The king is the best among men. He is the richest
[man]. He is full of favor.'>?

On the one hand, this runic inscription follows a literary theme or trope, visible
on many Viking Age runestones from the Mélaren area where chieftains and rul-
ers are praised for their generosity.”® In the inscription on the Vappeby stone (U
703), at Veckholm, for instance, the dead man is praised for being generous with
food and eloquent (mandr matar godr ok malsrisinn). Also, the famous phrase in
the Eddic poem Hdvamadl stanza 39 refers to this trope: Fannka ek mildan mann
eda svd matar gédan . . . “I never found a generous man, nor one so unstingy

149 Kjallstrom et al. 2005: 88-90.

150 Tesch 1990; 2005; Kjéllstrom et al. 2005: 88-90.

151 Malmer 1996.

152 Sl 34 Sigtuna, Kv. Tradgardsméstaren 9-10 https://www.raa.se/app/uploads/2014/02/S1-34-
Sigtuna-Kv.-Tr%C3%A4dg%C3%A5rdsm%C3%A4staren-9-10.pdf 2023-05-26 My translation based
on Gustavson. Cf. Gustavson et al. 1992: 166.

153 Gustavson et al. 1992: 166.
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https://www.raa.se/app/uploads/2014/02/Sl-34-Sigtuna-Kv.-Tr%25C3%25A4dg%25C3%25A5rdsm%25C3%25A4staren-9-10.pdf
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a)

b)

Fig. 3a and 3b: The runic inscription on a bone discovered in the block called Tradgardsmastaren in
Sigtuna. Images in their original state by Bengt A. Lundberg, licensed under
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/.

with food, . . .” as well as the Old English poem Beowulf’s last stanza (3180) where
the warrior prince’s entourage stands mourning at the hero’s burial mound and
praises him as “most generous of men” (manna mildust).** On the other hand,
the runic inscription on the bone may have been carved by coincidence when the
magnate Mari took part in a banquet organized by the Christian king in Sig-

154 See e.g., B. Gréslund 2022: 146.
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tuna.’ Since the bone was found in a cultural deposit dated to around 1200, it
is possible that the term kunungr refers to a medieval royalty, such as King Knutr
Eiriksson (Old Swedish Knut) (d. 1195/96), who favored a monastery called Viby,
near Sigtuna.”” On the other hand, the runes and the content of the inscription
indicate that it could have been made by an early Christian king around 1100 who
held great banquets during the transition period for those whom he could attract
to the new faith, or those who had already converted to Christianity."®

The historian Anders Winroth argues that Christianity, could also in itself, be
seen as an exotic gift to the subjects: “Christianity was a particularly desirable
religion for a chieftain to share out among his followers for it was the prestigious
religion of the most powerful people in Europe at the time: the English king and
the Byzantine and Frankish emperors.”*® In Winroth’s argument the concept god-
parenthood plays a crucial role. If a Christian king let his clergies baptize one of
his subjects, and also offered himself to be godparent for him, this was considered
as a gift which must be reciprocated by loyalty. The institution of godparenthood
created bonds between the baptized and his godparent, which were as strong as a
blood relationship. It definitely increased the social capital of the receiver when
the king was the donator.’®® The high-ranked retainer and skald (hirdskdld) Sig-
vatr bérdarson (c. 995-1045) praises King Olafr Haraldsson in several contempo-
rary poems for the gifts he has received from him, such as a gold wound sword
mentioned in Erfidrdpa Oldfs helga stanza 27."°" In lausavisa 19, composed after
Olafr’s death, he also praises the king for being the godfather for his daughter
Toéfa, and also for baptizing her:

Dréttinn, hjalp, peims déttur
— dyrrs pinn vili — mina
heim or heidnum domi

hof ok nafn gaf Tofu.

Helt und vatr inn vitri

— vardk peim feginn harda
morni — minu barni
mddrakkr Haralds brodir.

155 Cf. Tesch 2001: 28.

156 https://www.raa.se/app/uploads/2014/02/S1-34-Sigtuna-Kv.-Tr%C3%A4dg%C3%A5rdsm%C3%
Adstaren-9-10.pdf 2023-05-26.

157 Lindkvist 1996: 232.

158 Gustavson et al. (1992) dated the bone first to 1100.

159 Winroth 2012: 11.

160 Cf. Stark & Finke 2000: 118-119.

161 SKP 1: 696.
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Lord, help him who lifted my daughter home out of heathendom and gave [her] the name
Téfa; worthy is your will. The wise, mind-bold brother of Haraldr [= Olafr] held my child
under the water; I grew exceedingly glad about that morning.'®*

King Olafr did thus not only use precious gifts, such as estates, gold and weapons,
to tie his subjects to him, but also spiritual donations, such as baptism, godfather-
hood, and other Christian rituals. His purpose was to build up a spiritual network
around himself.'®* The same skald felt that King Olafr’s son Magnis was not as
generous as his father. In the poem Bersgglisvisur stanza 17, quoted in Morkin-
skinna,'®* he threatened King Magnus to transfer his allegiance to King Horda-
knutr of Denmark, who was more generous:

Sighvats es hugr hizig
Hordaknuts i gardi,

mildr nema mjok vel skaldi
Magnus konungr fagni.
Fork med fedrum peira

— fekk ungum mér tunga
golls; vask enn med ollu
dskeggjadr pd — beggja.

Sigvatr’s heart will be there in Hordaknutr’s hall unless generous King Magnus welcomes
the skald very well. I followed the fathers of them both; then I was still altogether beardless;
my tongue brought me gold as a youth.'s®

This contemporary verse also indicates that Danish kings used a similar gift-
system in order to tie Christian chieftains and skalds to them during the transi-
tion period.

As mentioned above, sources report that Olafr Tryggvason also used royal gifts
when converting influential people and gaining followers. These gifts included
both spiritual donations, such as godparenthood, and precious gifts, such as exclu-
sive weapons. According to Snorri, King Olafr Tryggvason asked the famous skald
Hallfrgor if he wanted to receive Christianity and afterwards be one of his fol-
lowers.'®® The skald answered the king: “There is a condition to this, my being bap-
tized: if you, king, will yourself be my godfather (ef pu, konungr, veitir mér sjdlfr

162 Text and trans. R.D. Fulk, in SKP 1: 724.

163 Winroth 2012: 142.

164 Morkinskinna {sl. Fornr. 23: 31-41.

165 Text and trans. Kari Ellen Gade, in SkP 2: 29 based on manuscripts AM 325 XI 3 4to and GKS
1005 fol. After quoting this stanza, Morkinskinna (F = GKS 1005 fol.) reports thus: bvilik kennin-
garord varu { kveedinu vid konung at hann skyldi halda log pau er fadir hans setti, ok hann sjdlfr
hét monnum pd er hann kom i land, . . . Morkinskinna 1, isl. Fornr. 23: 41-42.

166 Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar ch. 83 in Heimskringla, {sl. Fornr. 26: 330-331.
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gudsifiar). I will have no else.” The king replied that he was willing to do that. Later
the skald asked the king: “what will you give me, king, as a naming gift if I am to be
called vandredaskald (‘Problem-poet’)?” The king gave him a sword, but it had no
scabbard. The king said: “Now compose a verse about the sword and let there be
‘sword’ in every line.” Hallfrgdr spoke a lausavisa (11):

Eitt es sverd, pats sverda,
sverdaudgan mik geroi

fyr svip-Njoroum sverda;
sverddtt mun nu verda.
Muna vansverdat verda,

— verdr emk priggja sverda
jardarmens — ef yroi
umbgerd at pvi sveradi.

There is one sword among swords that has made me sword-rich before brandishing-Nirdir
<gods> of swords [WARRIORS]; there will be sword-plenty now. There would be no sword-
problem if there were a sheath on that sword; I am worthy of a turf-strip [sheath (?)] for
three swords.'®’

The king then gave him a scabbard. Snorri adds: “From Hallfrgdr’s poems we
shall take information and confirmation of what is told about King Olafr Tryggva-
son.”'®® This tradition appears also in Oddr’s version of Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar,
but in much more condensed form.'®® As mentioned above, Olafr Tryggvason
himself had King Z£pelred as godfather and sponsor at baptism. This information
is confirmed by Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. Other early Christian kings from Scandi-
navia had royalties as godfathers. Louis the Pious was godfather for Haraldr
Klakk at his baptism in Mainz 826, for instance (see 3.1 above).

It is thus possible that the old custom of distributing gifts to the chieftains
was used as an intentional method by the missionary kings when dismantling the
old religion. People belonging to the lower elite were benefitting in different
ways if they abandoned their ancestral religion. It is no coincidence that such
gifts were given also to skalds, since they were also key-persons in the old cult
system.””® The skaldic recitations including ritual performances took place in the
ceremonial halls of the warrior-elite during the Viking Age. The warlords and the

167 Text and trans. Whaley in SKP 5: 890. The stanza is quoted in Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar fsl.
Fornr. 26: 331 and Hallfredar saga, {sl. Fornr. 8: 161-162.

168 Af Hallfrodar kveedum tokum vér visendi ok sannendi, pat er par er sagt frd Oldfi konungi
Tryggvasyni. Isl. Fornr. 26: 330-332.

169 Ch. S35, {sl. Fornr. 25: 244; see also Kristni saga ch. 11, fsl. Fornr. 15,: 27-29.

170 This is clearly indicated by the historian of religions, Simon Nygaard, in his dissertation Po-
etry as Ritual in Pre-Christian Nordic Religion. Nygaard argues there that the skalds performed in
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skalds had a reciprocal relationship, which could be described as a patron-and-
client-relationship. In such contexts the skalds could be classified as religious spe-
cialists. By donating valuable gifts to influential and popular skalds, the early Chris-
tian kings succeeded in converting them to Christianity and away from the pagan
sacrificial banquets where they had previously practiced their art. In a social sense
they became close friends with their leaders and included in their networks.

4.2.5 Using violence and threats in Norway

According to medieval prose texts, the most common strategy used by Christian
rulers in Norway, such as King Olafr Tryggvason, was the method of using vio-
lence and threats for wiping out the traditional religion."”* According to Oddr’s
Oldfs saga (MS A), for instance, King Olafr Tryggvason tried to baptize Hréaldr of
Moldafjordr. Oddr describes Hréaldr as an ardent sacrificer and a wizard (bldt-
madr mikill . . . var mjok fjolkunnigr) and narrates: “Hrdaldr was captured, and
the king preached the true faith to him, but he rejected God’s name and affirmed
his own gods. After that, as was fitting, the king ordered that he be killed, and he
lost his life as he deserved.”"”* Also Fagrskinna reports that “King Olafr [Tryggva-
son] had great chieftains who would rise against Christianity put to death.””® In
Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar, Snorri Sturluson describes the violent missions of King
Olafr in Trgndelag, where a pagan chieftain and cult leader, called Jérn-Skeggi,
was killed by the Christian ruler’s retinues at Mere (c. 995)."7* There is a similar
account told by Snorri about King Olafr Haraldsson, and his violent mass conver-
sion at Mere (c. 1020). In Oldfs saga helga chapter 109, he reports that King Olafr
was informed that the broendir in Inn-Trgndelag still performed heathen sacrifi-
ces. As the king heard this, he summoned his troops. When he arrived at Mare he
let them kill the organizer of the feast, that is, the old chieftain Qlvir. He con-

different types of transformative rituals when reciting Old Norse ljédahdttr poems, such as Grim-
nismdl, Havamdl, Eiriksmdl, Hikonarmdl, and Hrafnsmdl. Nygaard 2019.

171 See several examples in e.g., Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar chs 53-81, Heimskringla 1, Isl. Fornr.
26: 302-329.

172 Ok var Hréaldr tekinn hondum, ok bodadi konungr honum tru rétta, en hann neitadi Guds
nafni, en jdatadi gudum sinum. Ok eptir pat, sem makligt var, baud konungr at drepa hann, ok tyndi
hann makliga lifu sinu. Ch. A57, Isl. Fornr. 25: 282. Trans. T. M. Andersson.

173 Oldfr konungr lét drepa stéra hofdingja, er { méti vildu risa kristninni. {sl. Fornr. 29: 145.
Trans. Finlay. Cf. Meylan 2022: 130.

174 Isl. Fornr. 26: 315-318. Cf. Oddr’s saga, chs $46, A56, Isl. Fornr. 25: 280. This mission will be
discussed in 6.1 below.
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verted all people to the right faith, placing priests there and erected churches.'”
When King Olafr later arrived at Breida in Gudbrandsdalar his men attacked the
pagan army shooting their spears, while the farmers immediately turned in flight.
He also let them destroy their cult image at the assembly, before he had all of
them converted to Christianity (see ch. 1 above).

It has been argued that these accounts made by Oddr, Snorri and other medi-
eval writers cannot be regarded as historical sources, since they follow certain
literary topoi often found in hagiography and Christian literature. They describe
in a triumphalist manner how the Norwegian kingdom was united under Chris-
tian power. Fictional elements are applied in order to display these Christian
kings as heroic warlords. The description of the violent missionary kings in the
Kings’ Sagas and hagiographic texts tell us probably more “about the imagination
of the authors of the narratives than about history.”*”® It should be noticed, how-
ever, that in the contemporary skaldic poems from the end of the tenth century
and early eleventh century, the violent actions of these Christian rulers are also
displayed. These poems do not include hagiographic stereotypes or clichés (see
6.1 below). We cannot exclude thus that King Olafr Tryggvason, King Olafr Har-
aldsson and some other early Christian rulers, sometimes used violence, power
and coersive force when converting the local chieftains and great farmers in
their countries.

Latin sources, which are older than the Old Norse prose texts, mention that
King Olafr Tryggvason and King Olafr Haraldsson took a hard line against those
who practiced paganism. These texts also encompass elements typical for the ha-
giographic genre, where the kings are described in a triumphalist manner as vic-
tors. Most likely, however, these traditions also include a core of historical truth,
when describing the violence used by these kings when converting the Norwe-
gians. Striking is a passage related to King Olafr Tryggvason in Historia Norwegie
(c. 1160-1175):

In the meantime Olav brought all those of his compatriots who lived along seaboard into
union with the King of Kings, and if the bishop was unable to achieve this with his spiritual
sword, the king, applying his earthly weapon, led captive into Christ’s empire the noble and
ignoble, the babe at the breast and the greybeard.'”’

175 Isl. Fornr. 27: 179-181. See further in 9.5 on this tradition.

176 Winroth 2012: 151.

177 Interim Olauus Regi regum reconsilians omnes compatriotos suos in maritimis, et si quos ipse
episcopus spirituali gladio nequiuit, rex adhibito materiali nobilem cum ignobili, lactentem cum
homine sene Christi subiugauit imperio. Historia Norwegie ch. 17.
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That Olafr Tryggvason used weapons for achieving his goals is hardly controver-
sial among scholars. Early traditions mentioning King Olafr Haraldsson’s mission
also include violence. Adam of Bremen, for instance, described King Olafr Har-
aldsson as a Christian hero and warlord, only c. 50 years after the saint’s death.
Just like his predecessor in the royal office, this king also used weapons when dis-
mantling pagan practices and thoughts:

They say that among other virtuous characteristics of his [King Olafr’s] was a great zeal for God,
so that he routed out the magicians from the land. Although barbarism overflows with their
number, the Norwegian land in particular was full of these monsters. For soothsayers and au-
gurs and sorcerers and enchanters and other satellites of Antichrist where by their depictions
and wonders they may hold unhappy souls up for mockery by demons. All these and others of
their kind the most blessed king Olaf decreed must be pursued in order that, with their scandals
removed, the Christian religion might take a firmer root in his kingdom."”

Adam continues describing St Olafr’s violent fight against heathen people and sor-
cery. Since pagan chieftains were still powerful in Norway, according to Adam,
he was even dethroned and driven out of the country c. 1028 by his enemies:

At length, they say, the most blessed King Olaf was driven from the throne of Norway by a
rebellion of the nobles whose wives he had apprehended for sorcery . . . Now Olaf, placing all
his trust in God, a second time resumed his war for the suppression of idolatry . . . The most
Christian king, noted for firmness toward his enemies and justice toward his own people, be-
lieved that God had restored him to his kingdom in order that henceforth no one should be
spared who either would persist in sorcery or would not become a Christian.'”

Some of these expressions have obviously the character of general hagiographic cli-
chés, with no historical background,’ such as the formulation that “the Norwegian
land in particular was full of monsters.” It is also somewhat unclear what Adam
means with terms such as malefici and magi. It has been suggested that they refer

178 Dicunt eum inter cetera virtutum opera magnum zelum Dei hahuisse, ut maleficos de terra
disperderet, quorum numero cum tota barbaries exundet, precipue vero Norvegia regio monstris
talibus plena est. Nam et divini et augures et magi et incantatores ceterique satellites Anticristi
habitant ibi, quorum prestigiis et miraculis infelices animae ludibrio demonibus habentur. Hos
omnes et huiusmodi beatissimus rex Olaph persequi decrevit, ut sublatis scandalis firmius coales-
ceret in regno suo christiana religio. Adam 2,57. Trans. Tschan.

179 Tandemque ferunt beatissimum regem Olaph seditione principum, quorum mulieres ipse prop-
ter maleficia sustulit, a regno depulsum Norvegiae. . . . Olaph vero totam spem suam in Deo po-
nens, ad comprimendos ydololatras denuo bellum instaurat . . . Rex igitur christianissimus
fortitudine in hostes, et iusticia in suos celebris ad hoc se credidit in regnum a Deo restitutum, ut
iam tunc nemini parcere debuisset, qui vel magus permanere vellet, aut christianus fieri nollet.
Adam 2,61. Trans. Tschan.

180 Cf. Bagge & Nordeide 2007: 137.
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to Saami rituals."® It is more likely that at least the expression “the nobles whose
wives he had apprehended for sorcery” refers to female cult performers in the Old
Norse religion, such as the gydjur or volur, that is, possible wives or relatives of
chieftains (4.2.1 above and 10.1 below). To talk about “nobles” (principes) in the rela-
tively egalitarian and non-hierarchical Saami-society seems odd. We should proba-
bly also understand the expression “his war for suppression of idolatry,” as
referring to the saint’s struggle against those who organized and performed the Old
Norse cult to the old pagan deities. Adam’s references above indicate that St Olafr’s
mission was sometimes violent against the pagan elite, especially when they orga-
nized the old cult feasts or performed traditional rituals (see Passio et miracula
beati Olavi below).

Most likely Olafr Tryggvasson’s Christian delegates and missionaries used vi-
olence and mockery in their confrontations with the Icelanders. Ari reports in his
Islendingabdk chapter seven that a Christian chieftain had been convicted as a
lesser outlaw at the General Assembly for blasphemy, while bangbrandr killed
two or three men who had libeled him (see 6.2). According to Kristni saga chapter
four and Porvaldr pdttr vidforla chapter six, borvaldr killed two men during the
missions, because they had libeled him and the bishop with a verse (see 10.1).

Fokok

The Christian rulers’ violence against chieftains was part of a strategy, which
aimed at disassembling the Old Norse religion by means of wiping out the reli-
gious leadership in some regions, that is, those who organized the pagan sacrifi-
cial cult and watched over the religious tradition (see also 6.1 below). However,
this was only one method among many other more peaceful plans used for per-
suading the pagan cult leaders to abandon their old religion, such as giving gifts,
establish friendships or making decisions at assemblies after negotiations. These
peaceful methods are attested, or at least indicated in many types of sources, in-
cluding those which have a more contemporary character. In order to achieve a
successful outcome, the Christian rulers used both words and deeds at times, a
strategy that we can also see in the next section.

4.3 The material erasure of the old cult

It seems as if the rulers also employed strategies for the “material erasure” of the
indigenous religion. Both Carsten Colpe and Joel Robbins argued that such methods,
in general, are the most obvious and visual form of exterminating old religious tra-

181 See e.g., Svenberg et al. 1985 [1984]: 270.
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ditions.’®* Most likely this strategy was important also in Scandinavia. Sources

prove that most acts of destruction were carefully focused. “They were driven by
local needs to create a Christian identity.”'®® It seems as if the farmers sometimes
accepted Christianity voluntarily and dismantled their own cult houses. Occasion-
ally this was done in a ritualized and peaceful way. Sometimes violence was used
by the early Christian rulers. Some scholars have also suggested that these kings
desacralized burial monuments over their own pagan ancestors by means of per-
forming performative rituals in order to have their dead forefathers “Christian-
ized” and buried in consecrated ground.’® Such actions can be interpreted as
deliberate methods for demounting the ancestral traditions. However, there are
some severe source critical aspects related to these interpretations (see below). But
before discussing these methods applied by the rulers, the pagan cult buildings,
cult images and other ritual paraphernalia will be discussed. We will thus return to
Hdkonar saga géda again.

4.3.1 Pagan cult buildings and cult images

Snorri’s description of the pagan cult buildings in Hdkonar saga géda, where the
cultic feasts took place, was probably not taken from the thin air. When describing
these buildings Snorri used the concept hof (n.) “house of worship, court, tem-
ple.”'® Beside 0ld Norse texts this term hof (hov) also appears in place-names,
which sometimes have theophoric first elements, such as Torshov (Old Norse Por-
shof) close to Oslo, indicating a cult place.’® According to Snorri, such buildings
were erected at both Lade and Mere.”®” In these buildings there were images of
the gods situated on the podiums (stallar). These ideas can today partly be attested
by archaeology. Underneath the church of Mare, in Inn-Trgndelag, traits of an as-
sumed cult building from the Viking Age were discovered (see Fig. 14).®® Nineteen
(or twenty-three) gold foil figures were found in relation to some post-holes, which

182 Colpe 1986 and Robbins 2014. See 1.3 above.

183 Brown 2013: xxxvii.

184 Performative rituals imply that an actual change takes place for the participants of the ac-
tion. It is related to performative speech acts. A classic example of a performative speech act is
when the judge states “I sentence you to life imprisonment.” The words mean an actual change
for the receiver of this act. See e.g., Austin 1962; Bell 1997: 68-69; Rappaport 2000 [1999]: 124-126;
Grimes 2006: 390-391; Asprem 2021.

185 See ONP and Heggstad et al. 2012: 280.

186 Sandnes & Stemshaug 2007: 225, 458. Cf. Vikstrand 2001: 253-272.

187 Sundqvist 2016a: 132-147.

188 Lidén 1969; 1996; 1999; Nordeide 2011. On Meere, see further 6.1.
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were first considered to be the place of the high-seat.'® These figures were proba-
bly regarded as sacred objects and undoubtedly indicative of rituals performed in
the context of the political power of Mere. They were probably produced during
the Merovingian period, but it has been argued that they were still in use during
the Early Viking Age."° At this site other finds were also made which may be asso-
ciated to ancient ceremonial feastings, such as pieces of pottery and glass, quanti-
ties of animal bones and some characteristic cooking stones (see further 6.1 below).

The most impressive example of a more exclusive cult building is found at
the central place of Uppakra in Skane and located beside a large Iron Age hall.'"
This cult house had first been built during the Roman Iron Age, and was rebuilt
at the same spot in several phases up until the Viking Age. It was 13 meters long
and probably very high. The size of the posts-holes indicates that. The peculiar
finds, for instance, the many gold foil figures, a glass bowl and a gilded silver bea-
ker, also indicate that rituals have taken place there, including drinking ceremo-
nies. To some extent these finds resemble the finding context at Meere.

Beside these more exclusive cult houses, religious rituals were also per-
formed in multifunctional and aristocratic halls erected at central places of differ-
ent social levels during Late Iron Age, such as Uppsala (see below), Sldinge in
Halland,'* and Borg in Lofoten.'® It seems as if the hall buildings occupied a
prominent position in the landscape. The sovereignty of them was reinforced by
their magnificent size and architecture. Central locality, elevated position, size
and architecture were probably associated with ideological aspects and a deliber-
ate strategy of being observed and associated with the divine world. In such
buildings, ceremonial banquets were celebrated, including ritual drinking and
communion meals. Expensive glass fragments have for instance been discovered
in connection to the elevated banqueting hall at Helgo (OSw. Heelghg) “the holy
(protected) island,”*** in the Lake Milaren.'® Interestingly, there was a particular
concentration of them at the place interpreted as the “high-seat,” that is, the place
where 26 gold foil figures were discovered. The glass was clearly high-status and
comprised fragments of cone beakers. It has been estimated that these glass frag-

189 See however Lidén 1999: 47. On the religious implications of the high-seat, see Birkeli 1932;
Sundqvist 2014b; 2016a.

190 See e.g., Carlie 2004: 174-176; Watt 2007: 133.

191 See e.g., Larsson & Lenntorp 2004; Larsson 2011; Kaliff & Mattes 2017: 145-148; Zachrisson &
Andrén 2020: 697-700; Roslund (ed.) 2021.

192 Lundqvist 1996; 1997; 2003. Zachrisson & Andrén 2020: 697-706.

193 Munch 2003a and 2003b.

194 See Vikstrand 2001, 239-252. Cf. Clunies Ross 2020.

195 See Herschend 1995; 1998. See also K. Lamm 1999. See also Vikstrand 2001; Zachrisson 2004a;
2004b; 2010.
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ments belonged to at least 50 beakers and bowls of different types dating to the
period between the Roman Iron Age and the Viking Age. It cannot be excluded that
these beakers were used for ceremonial purposes, for instance in connection with
ritual banquets.’®® Written sources indicate, moreover, that the high-seat (0ld
Norse hdsceti, ondvegi) was the ideological and ritual center of the hall interior."’

The cult of the three statues at the sanctuary of Uppsala
Adam of Bremen produces a vivid view of a temple including the statues of
0dinn, Pérr and Freyr at Uppsala, Sweden in his book four chapter 26:

That folk [the Svear] has a very famous temple called Uppsala, situated not far from the city
of Sigtuna [and Birka]. In this temple, entirely decked out in gold, the people worship the
statues of three gods, in such wise that the mightiest of them, Thor (Pérr), occupies a throne
in the middle of the room intended for ceremonial banquets. Wodan (0dinn) and Fricco
(Freyr)'*® have places on either side. The significance of these gods is as follows: Thor, they
say, presides over the air, which governs the thunder and lightning, the winds and rains,
fair weather and crops. The other, Wodan-that is, the Furious—carries on war and imparts
to man strength against his enemies. The third is Fricco, who bestows peace and pleasure
on mortals. His likeness, too, they fashion with an immense phallus. But Wodan they chisel
armed, as our people are wont to represent Mars. Thor with his sceptre apparently resem-
bles Jove . . 1%

In examining Adam’s account of the Uppsala sanctuary,?®° one readily forms the
impression that the cultic site was comprised of several ritual places and cultic
elements. In addition to the temple building itself, a holy grove is mentioned,

196 Holmqvist 1980: 56-65; Zachrisson 2004a; 2004b; 2010; Lund Hansen 2011.

197 See e.g., Sundqvist 2014b and 2016a: 219-249.

198 Most scholars agree that behind the name Fricco is Freyr (see e.g., Gunnell 2018: 425). The
expected form of the name Freyr in a German-Latin text would be Fro, meaning “Lord.” Since
Old High German Fro also was a name on the Christian god and Christ, Adam probably avoided
this name. For a Christian clergy it would certainly have been offensive to call the pagan god Fro,
especially since his cult included disgraceful and sexual aspects. See discussion in Wessén 1924:
177-187; Green 1965: 30-38; Hultgard 1997; Janson 2018: 19-20.

199 Nobilissimum illa gens templum habet, quod Ubsola dicitur, non longe positum ab Sictona civi-
tate [vel Birkal. In hoc templo, quod totum ex auro paratum est, statuas trium deorum veneratur
populus, ita ut potentissimus eorum Thor in medio solium habeat triclinio; hinc et inde locum possi-
dent Wodan et Fricco. Quorum significationes eiusmodi sunt: ‘Thor’, inquiunt, presidet in aere, qui
tonitrus et fulmina, ventos ymbresque, serena et fruges gubernat. Alter Wodan; id est furor, bella
gerit hominique ministrat virtutem contra inimicos. Tercius est Fricco, pacem voluptatemque lar-
giens mortalbus. Cuius etiam simulacrum fingunt cum ingenti priapo. Wodanem vero sculpunt arma-
tum, sicut nostri Martem solent; Thor autem cum sceptro Iovem simulare videtur. . .. Text
Schmeidler 1917. Trans. Tschan 2002 [1959], somewhat modified.

200 See Adam 4,26-27, including the scholia 138-141.
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where the sacrificial objects were hung, as well as a specific holy tree and a
spring.

Some decades ago, historians of religions argued that Adam’s description of
the sanctuary at Uppsala, and the cult activities carried out there, was reliable
since it was contemporary with the events it described.?”! Indeed, Adam built his
narrative on second-hand information, but his informants were eyewitnesses.
One of them was the Danish King Sveinn Astridarson. He had lived among the
Svear for a long period—perhaps around the 1030s and 1040s—and was probably
most familiar with their customs, at least at that time. Recent research is more
skeptical.** Scholars now argue that Adam’s description of Uppsala is permeated
with rhetorical adornments and missionary strategies. According to Anders Hult-
gard, the text is a result of a literary process in which the informants’ reports
have been reworked by rhetorical embellishment, ethnographic and polemic cli-
chés such as euhemerism as well as subjectivity.?>* There are, for instance, two
classical narrative genres present in Adam’s account, called evidentia and ekphra-
sis (descriptio). Both aimed at sharpening his description. Elements from Adam’s
own imagination were added to make the narrative vivid and clear, for instance
in the description of the temple as entirely decked out in gold. In addition, Adam
re-interpreted information from his informants by means of an interpretatio
romana.***

Adam’s description of the Uppsala sanctuary is without doubt a highly contro-
versial resource in today’s research environment.*>> Many details in Adam’s account

201 See e.g., de Vries 1956-1957: §290; Lid 1942: 86; Strom 1985: 79; Holtsmark 1992: 17.

202 See e.g., Hallencreutz 1997; Hultgard 1997; Janson 1998; 2018; Gothberg et al., 2010; Sundqvist
2013 and 2016a.

203 Hultgard 1997 and 2022a.

204 In a recent investigation Hultgdrd (2022a: 601) continues his attempt “by reconsidering some
of Adam’s statement and by adding comparative aspects taken mainly from Roman, Greek and
Iranian religion.” He concludes: “Besides polemical commonplaces and rhetorical elaborations,
Adam’s description of the sacrificial feast at Uppsala also conveys genuine information. The com-
parative perspective supports what Adam says on a sacred grove and a building for worship, the
sending of sacrificial gifts from people and provinces, the prominence of the number ‘nine’ in
the ritual, and the importance attributed to the ruler in the public sacrifices” (Hultgard 2022a:
616). On numeral nine in rituals, see also Sundqvist 2009a; 2010; 2022b; Hultgard 2017.

205 The most radical criticism of Adam’s text has been formulated by the historian Henrik Jan-
son 1998; but more moderate in 2018; cf. Tesch 2017 and Simek 2022 who both have a sound criti-
cal approach to Adam’s text. The present author has discussed Janson’s arguments elsewhere
and will not repeat this discussion here. See Sundqvist 2002; 2013 and 2016a. See also Gothberg,
Lovén & Dahlbéck who state: “Jansons omtolkning har svagheter. Viktigt 4r att han inte pekar pa
nagra paralleller till att Adam skulle ha anklagat konkurrerande kyrkliga organisationer for att
bedriva méanniskooffer. Vidare ar det oférklarat varfér kung Steinkell skulle ha haft en s svag
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lack a historical background and must be interpreted according to the churchman’s
aims and intentions, the genre and other source critical aspects. There are however
also essential elements of Adam’s description of the Uppsala sanctuary, which may
be supported by information found in independent sources, indicating that it cannot
be completely dismissed. According to Adam of Bremen, the Svear honored the stat-
ues of the three gods in the “Uppsala temple.” Thor (borr), occupied a throne in the
middle of the banqueting room while Wodan (0dinn) and Fricco (Freyr) had places
on either side. Place-names such as Odenslund(a), Torslunda and Fréslunda support a
cult of these gods in the pre-Christian area of Lake Mélaren. There are at least seven-
teen place-names containing the equivalent, genitive form of the name bérr (Tors-)
there, sixteen with Freyr (Fros-) and twelve with Odinn (Odens-).?® It is no coinci-
dence that Adam mentions these particular gods, since they were the most wor-
shipped ones in the surroundings of Uppsala.

It is reasonable to suggest that Adam used the Latin expressions statua,
idolum and simulacrum to refer to some kind of cult images.*”’ In other contexts
of his book these terms seem to denote pagan images made of wood, since ambi-
tious missionaries used axes when smashing them, so that they were cut into
pieces (see below). Uncertain Old Norse sources refer to pagan cult figures made
of wood (trémadr, skurgod, likneski) among the Svear.?’® Even if the cult images
in these accounts appear in a clear polemic conversion context, there are several
reasons to assume that the ancient Scandinavians, like many other peoples, had
such cult images of gods.?*® The place-name Niilsta (attested (in) neerthastaff 1354)
in Spanga parish, Uppland, has an appellative Old Swedish staver (Old Norse
stafr; cf. Lithuanian stdbas, and Latvian stabs “image of a god, idol”) as second
element and the name of the deity Njdrd as first element. This name means thus
“the cult image of the deity Njard.”*"° This meaning could be related to the meet-

stallning att han inte kunde lata Adalvard d.y. fa Uppsala till biskopsséte efter att biskop Osmund
lamnat landet.” Gothberg, Lovén & Dahlback 2010: 34. Critical arguments against Janson’s ideas
are raised by e.g., B. Nilsson 2000; Gahrn 2000; Hultgard 2001b.

206 See Vikstrand 2001; Brink 2007. It has been argued that the god Ullr belonged to a more an-
cient stratum of deities in this area. See e.g., Th. Andersson 1992c: 256.

207 See e.g., Adam 2,58; 4,26-27. Hultgard (1997: 22) suggests that the concepts of idolum and sim-
ulacrum belonged to Adam’s polemic and anti-pagan terminology.

208 According to the Pdttr af Qgmundi dytt ok Gunnari helminga a cultic image (skurgod, likne-
ski) of Freyr is said to have been in a sanctuary among the Svear. Flateyjarbok 1: 337-339 and
579-580. Cf. Qgmundar pdttr dytt, Isl. Fornr. 9: 109-115. and Hauks pdttr hdbrékar, {sl. Fornr. 33:
206. See also 4.5 below.

209 For a thorough account of cult images in pagan Scandinavia, see de Vries 1956-1957: §270;
Sundqvist 2016a: 264-289.

210 Vikstrand 2001: 292-295.
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ing the Arab Ibn Fadlan had with the people called Ras (usually interpreted as
East Scandinavians, that is, the Svear) 922 at Volga:

They disembark as soon as their boats dock. Each carries bread, meat, onions, milk and al-
cohol to a large block of wood set in the ground. The piece of wood has a face on it, like the
face of a man. It is surrounded by small figures placed in front of large blocks of wood set
in the ground. He prostrates himself before the large figure . . . ?"*

The existence of anthropomorphic cult images or symbols representing the gods
is also well documented in the archaeological materials from the Lake Malaren
area. A small Viking Age bronze figurine discovered in Réllinge, Sédermanland,
for instance, has a phallic shape and might represent Freyr (Fig. 4). The phallic
shape resembles Adam’s description of Freyr in the “temple”: “His likeness, too,
they fashion with an immense phallus.” At Lunda, also in Sédermanland, three
small images were discovered close to one of the largest Iron Age halls (house 52)
in the Lake Malaren area.?" These figurines are small, 2-3 cm high, and they vary
in appearance, however, all three are phallic and their “gesture language” seems
to be identical (Fig. 5 a-c). The downturned arms with palms placed on the stom-
ach and the phallus exposed frontwards may be an expression of dignity and re-
spect.”® These figurines may primarily be related to Freyr although other deities
are also possible.”* Since we have the important information from Adam of Bre-
men that the image of Freyr in “the Uppsala temple” was phallic, it seems most
plausible to interpret these figurines as representations of the deity Freyr. A
small, gilded figurine from the late seventh or early eighth century has recently
been found in a female burial situated at an aristocratic farm near Old Uppsala
(Fig. 6). The figurine relates in posture, gesture and attributes to the phallic figur-
ines found at Lunda. Archaeologist Torun Zachrisson states thus: “When compar-
ing the Old Uppsala miniature with related figurines and gold foil figures, the
posture and gesture of the former possibly represent aspects of the god of fertil-
ity, Freyr.”*

Adam says that Thor (Porr) has as his attribute a sceptre and thus he resem-
bles Jove.™ bérr’s attribute was probably not a sceptre in the Malaren region
during the Viking Age. In this passage Adam has applied an interpretatio romana

211 Ibn Fadlan ch. 77, ed. Montgomery 2014: 33-34; cf. Wikander 1978: 64-65.

212 G. Andersson et al. 2004; Skyllberg 2008; cf. Sundqvist 2016a.

213 Watt 2007: 141; cf. Zachrisson 2019: 110-111.

214 These phallic images have been interpreted as representations of the god Freyr by e.g., Hult-
gard 2003b; Zachrisson 2019. Andersson and Fritsch present alternative interpretations (G. An-
dersson et al. 2004: 136-139).

215 Zachrisson 2019: 117.

216 Adam 4,26.
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Fig. 4: A small Viking Age bronze figurine discovered in Rallinge, S6dermanland, Sweden. The god Freyr?
Image in its original state by Ola Myrin, licensed under https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.

when comparing Pérr with Jove. The most important symbol of bérr was his ham-
mer. On the Altuna stone, eleventh century, Uppland, the mythical scene when
borr with his hammer tries to catch the Midgardsormr are described (Fig. 7). On
this image the deity’s feet are pushed down through the bottom of the boat, in
exactly the same manner as Snorri describes in Gylfaginning chapter 48: “Then
bérr got angry and summoned up his ds-strength, pushed down so hard that he
forced both feet through the boat, . . .»*” There are plenty of bérr’s hammer sym-
bols in Uppland. Some of them are also found in Old Uppsala, for instance a Viking

217 Gylfaginning 48: bd vard borr reidr ok feerdisk i dsmegin, spyrndi vid svd fast at hann hljép
bddum fotum gognum skipit . . . Trans. Faulkes. Cf. Meulengracht Sgrensen 1986; Abram 2011:
31-50; Lindow 2021: 65-102.


https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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a) b)

Fig. 5a and 5b: At Lunda, Sédermanland, three small images (2-3 cm high) were discovered close to
one of the largest Iron Age halls (house 52) in the Lake Malaren area. Images in their original state
by Gabriel Hildebrandt, licensed under https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.5/se/.

Age boérr’'s hammer.?™ Thus, we have good evidence that Pérr was worshipped
with symbolic representations there.

Recent research discusses whether the term templum in Adam’s text really
refers to an exclusive religious building. Evidence indicates that Adam was refer-
ring to a multifunctional hall building when using this term in this context. This
building was not only intended for religious rituals and symbols, but also for
other purposes, such as a dining room at banquets, a room for political-judicial
meetings and a gathering place for the retinues. The room inside the “temple,”
where the idols were placed, is called triclinium by Adam. It has both the meaning
of “dining-room,” and “room for ceremonial banquets.”*" It should also be noted
that the Latin term used for designating the sacrificial rituals in the ceremonial

218 Seiler & Magnell 2017: 189-191.
219 Dillmann 1997: 65-69, 72. Cf. Hultgard 2022a: 606-607.


https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.5/se/
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Fig. 5¢c: Image in its original state by Gabriel
Hildebrandet, licensed under
c) https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.

Fig. 6: A small, gilded figurine from the late
seventh or early eighth century has recently
been found in a female burial situated in Old
Uppsala, Uppland, Sweden. Source: Beronius
Jorpeland, L., Gothberg, H., Seiler, A. & Wikborg,
J. 2017. (red.). at Upsalum - manniskor och
landskapande. Utbyggnad av Ostkustbanan
genom Gamla Uppsala. Arkeologerna, Statens
historiska museer, Societas Archaeologica
Upsaliensis och Upplandsmuseet. Rapport
2017:1_1. Stockholm. Photo oby Acta
Konserveringscentrum AB, with friendly
permission.


https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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Fig. 7: On the Altuna stone, eleventh century, Uppland, the
mythical scene when bérr with his hammer tries to catch the
Midgardsormr is described. Image in its original state by
Gunnar Creutz, licensed under https://creativecommons.org/
publicdomain/zero/1.0/.

building, libare, refers to drinking ceremonies. It thus seems as if Adam’s “tem-
ple” resembles the banqueting halls described in the Old Norse texts.?2°

There is archaeological evidence for at least one banqueting hall in prehis-
toric Uppsala. On Sédra Kungsgardsplatan, just north of the church, post-holes
and a stone-construction belonging to a Merovingian Period hall (50 x 12 m) were
found.”* This large hall, which was located on a raised artificial plateau, was
probably embellished with spiral decorations, made of iron.”** It seems further
that these iron spirals were deposited in the post-holes of the house after the

220 In Hauks pdttr hdbrékar, for instance, a hall (holl) located in Uppsala is mentioned. In this
hall King Eirikr Qnundarson made libation sacrifices to the image of the god called Lytir. {sl.
Fornr. 33: 206. See also Flateyjarbok 1: 579-580.

221 Nordahl 1996; A.-S.Graslund 1997; Ljungkvist & Frolund 2015; Kaliff & Mattes 2017. Scholars
have also argued that the last element in the name Uppsala refers to “banqueting halls” (pl.). E.g.,
Brink 1999: 38-39, 48-49, note 15. New excavations at Old Uppsala in the summer of 2011 indicate
that the hall was 50 metres in length. Ljungkvist & Frélund 2015.

222 Ljungkvist & Frélund 2015.


https://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/
https://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/zero/1.0/
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building was burned down in ritual forms c. 800. These decorations and the ritual
deposits indicate that the house had a special function. Even the discovery that
the interior of the house was whitewashed shows that it was special. These as-
pects indicate that this house was used in ceremonial or feasting contexts. Since
the large hall building at Kungsgarden is dated to the Merovingian Period and
was abandoned in the Early Viking Age, it cannot be identical with the cult build-
ing (templum) mentioned by Adam. It nevertheless indicates that the monumen-
talization process of power in Uppsala took place in the Merovingian Period.??
The traits of the great hall and the recently discovered three ailed “workshop
hall” on Norra Kungsgdrdsplatan are located to the area of the old royal demesne,
Kungsgérden.”* These facts indicate that the ruling power had some kind of influ-

Fig. 8a: On this artificial plateau in Old Uppsala a large banqueting hall was erected between AD 600
and 800. Photo: Olof Sundqvist.

223 Ljungkvist 2013.
224 Rahmqvist 1986; 2000; Ljungkvist & Frélund 2015.
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Fig. 8b: Not far from the royal demesne are also the famous royal grave mounds, dating back to the
seventh century. Photo: Olof Sundqyist.

ence on these houses and also the activities which took place there.?”® Recently, ar-
chaeologists have found additional parts of the manor area that extend into the
current churchyard. Significant features there are stone-paved areas that seem re-
lated to both roads and courtyards. A gold pendant from the late sixth century was
found between the stones of the pavement. Not far from the royal demesne are
also the famous royal grave mounds, dating back to the seventh century.??® They
were thus situated in an immediate context of the Merovingian Period halls at Up-
psala and must thus be considered as an element in the sanctuary complex as well
as the recently found Merovingian Period post monument (Fig. 8 a-b).
*orok

Adam of Bremen’s text is a result of a literary process whereby the information
from his informants has been reworked. The text has clearly been influenced by
Christian polemics and rhetorical embellishments and therefore cannot be relied
upon in every detail. Nevertheless, since some of his information about the sanctu-

225 It has been suggested that the Viking Age post holes under the church can possibly be linked
to a visible terrace formation in the Christian cemetery. These traces could possibly correspond
to a Viking Age hall building that lay across the church, from northwest to southeast. Andrén
2002: 326-328.

226 Ljungkvist 2005; 2006; 2008a. Cf. Ljungkvist & Frolund 2015. Traces of a fourth royal burial
mound, called “Norrhdgen”, has recently been discovered not far from the church. Oral informa-
tion from John Ljungkvist, June, 2023.
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ary of Uppsala harmonizes with independent sources, it should not be completely
disregarded. It is quite plausible that the statues of the divine triad Odinn, bérr and
Freyr were worshipped in the Late Iron Age shrine of Uppsala. Most likely similar
ceremonial buildings with cult images existed at several sanctuaries in other places
of ancient Scandinavia as well, since they seem to have been crucial elements of
the Old Norse religion.

4.3.2 Using violence when dismantling pagan cult buildings and cult images

In Old Norse texts referring to the conversion period it is quite clear that violence
and the destruction of sanctuaries, ceremonial buildings and ritual objects were
symbolic and strategic actions made by Christian kings intended to exterminate
the values and cultic activities of the pagans. According to contemporary and reli-
able sources, this strategy was applied by newly converted Norwegian kings and
princes. There are several sources reporting that the Christian sons of King Eirikr
and Queen Gunnhildr destroyed sanctuaries in Norway c. 950-970 (see ch. 1). This
is clearly expressed in a contemporary stanza, usually called Hdkonardrdpa
stanza 1 (editorial name), made by the pagan skald Einarr skdlaglamm Helgason,
and only preserved in Fagrskinna manuscript B.?*” Einarr praises Jarl Hakon for
fighting a battle against the Christian kings, who had destroyed and desecrated
old sanctuaries in Norway:

Byggdi lond, en lunda
lék ord d pvi, fordum
Gamla kind, sus granda,
gunnbords, véum porai.
Nis afrendra jofra

Ullr geirvadils peira
soknar hvatr at setri
settr hverjum gram betri.

The kin of Gamli [= Eirikssynir], who dared to destroy sanctuaries, once occupied the lands,
and the talk of the trees of the battle-board [SHIELD > WARRIORS] was about that. Now the
Ullr <god> of the spear-ford [SHIELD > WARRIOR = Hékon jarl], bold in battle, better than
any ruler, is established upon the seat of those powerful princes.?

It is stated that these Christian kings “dared to destroy sanctuaries” (pordi granda
véum), where the noun vé (sg.) is a more general term for shrine. The kenning kind

227 Fagrskinna B, Isl. Fornr. 29: 112.
228 SKkP 1: 279. Text and trans. Marold.
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Gamla “the kin of Gamli” seems to denote the Eirikssynir. Gamli died at the battle
of Rastarkalfr 995. He was the oldest of Eirikr’s sons. Since the term kind usually
refers to “sons” and not to “brothers” it is possible that the expression could denote
King Gormr (0ld Danish Gorm) inn gamli of Denmark, who was maternal grandfa-
ther of the Eirikssynir.”° This stanza thus produces reliable evidence that early
Christian kings destroyed pagan cult places in Norway, when fighting the old order.

The Christian king Eirikr and his sons are often blamed for violating or de-
stroying pagan sanctuaries in Norway in Old Norse sources.”° In Egill’s lausavisa
21, which is quoted in Egils saga chapter 56, the skald cries out his disgust against
King Eirikr’s [and Queen Gunnhildr’s] crime when violating the law and the sa-
cred ground at Gula assembly:

Svd skyldu god gjalda

— gram reki bond af londum —
— reid sé rogn ok Odinn —

rén mins féar hgnum.

Folkmygi ldt fleeja

Freyr ok Njorar, af jordum;
leidisk lofoa stridi

landgss, panns vé grandar.

May the deities drive the ruler from his lands, may the divine powers and O8inn be angry;
so should the gods repay him from the plunder of my property. Freyr and Njordr, make the
people-oppressor [UNJUST RULER = Eirikr bl6dex] flee from his estates; may the land-
god [= borr™'] hate the tormentor of warriors [UNJUST RULER = Eirikr bl63gx], the one who
damages sanctuaries.”?

In this stanza the protagonist invokes the gods (using the old terms god, bond and
rogn) and asks them to avenge the deeds of the king. King Eirikr is here called “he
who does injury to the sanctuaries [or sanctuary]” (panns vé grandar). According
to the lausavisa’s context in the saga, this expression probably refers to the viola-
tion of his retinues against the sacred bonds (vébgnd) at the Gulaping, but it could
also refer to any evil deed the king had done against the pagan sanctuaries in
Norway. The expression granda vé means plainly “to harm or injure a sanctuary
[or sanctuaries].” The verb granda “to damage” should take a dative object that
would entail that the following noun, vé “cult place, sanctuary,” should be véi (sin-

229 Marold in SKP 1: 280.

230 Fulk in SkP 1: 1003.

231 For this interpretation, see Finnur Jénsson in Egils saga 1894; Sigurdur Nordal in Egils saga
fsl. Fornr. 2: 163, note 1b; Dumézil 1973: 5.

232 Clunies Ross in SkP 5: 222. Cf. Turville-Petre 1976: 22. Skj. B1: 46-47; Al: 53. For a recent inves-
tigation of the stanza, see also Taggart 2022.
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gular) or véum (plural), both of which would spoil the meter.”®* In any case, the
verse and the prose together give strong indications of how pagan sacred space at
both sanctuaries and ping-places were conceived and treated by King Eirikr and his
sons during the transition period. In lausavisa 22, after being sentenced as an out-
law in Norway, Egill describes the king as a logbrigdir “lawbreaker.”** This desig-
nation may implicitly refer to one who desecrates holy ground.”® This theme is
often repeated in Old Norse prose. In Haralds saga grdfeldar chapter two, for in-
stance, Snorri states thus:

Gunnhildr’s sons had accepted Christianity in England, as was related above. But when they
came to power in Norway, they made no progress in converting people in the country to
Christianity, but everywhere they could, they demolished temples and destroyed rituals and
because of this became very unpopular.?*

It seems as if Snorri disliked the behavior of these kings, as he pointed out that
they became unpopular. This information appears also in older prose sources in
slightly different versions. According to Fagrskinna, the Eirikssynir were baptized
in their youth in England. When they came to Norway, these princes all took the
title of king and “they demolished temples and abolished sacrifice, but did not
compel anyone to Christianity, and nothing is said about their observance of the
faith other than that he who wished was Christian and he who wished was hea-
then.”’ The text reports thus that the Eirikssynir were only nominal Christians
and that their mission strategy of smashing sanctuaries had no deep impact on
the pagan Norwegian farmers and must be considered as a failure.*® As noticed
above, the violent actions against the sanctuaries were not always enough for

233 See Clunies Ross in SkP 5: 222-223. See also Taggart (2022) who prefers the singular form.

234 Clunies Ross in SkP 5: 224.

235 Bo Almqvist (1965: 93) states thus: “Man kan ej heller taga miste pé att de bagge hatska stro-
ferna [sts 21 and 22] Svd skyldi god gjalda och Logbrigdir hefr lagdi med sina invokationer till
olika gudavésen ar av religiés-magisk natur.”

236 Gunhildarsynir toku kristni d Englandi, sem fyrr var ritit. En er peir kému til forrdda { Néregi, pd
fengu peir ekki dleidis komit at kristna menn { landi, en allt par, er peir kému pvi vid, pd brutu peir
nidr hof ok spilltu blétum, ok fengu af pvi mikla évindttu. isl. Fornr. 26: 203. Trans. Finlay & Faulkes
2017 [2011]. Cf. Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar en mesta, ed. Olafur Halldorsson, vol. 1, 1958: 50-51.

237 . .. bd brutu peir nidr hof ok blotskap, en naudgudu engan mann til kristni, ok ekki er sagt frd
triarhaldi peira annat en sd var kristinn, er pat vildi, en heidinn, er pat vildi. Fagrskinna, {sl.
Fornr. 29: 98. Trans. Finlay 2004.

238 See further chapter 1 above and also below. Meylan (2022: 92) states thus in his discursive
investigation of these source passages. “It seems that they [the Eirikssynir] focused exclusively
on the destruction of temples and sacrifices, to the exclusion of all other missionary methods, an
approach they admittedly pursued with some vigour.” Meylan suggests that the intention of the
sons of Gunnhildr in these texts, was to deprive the power of the local chieftains, when destroy-
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convincing the pagans that they must change religion. In the contemporary poem
Vellekla stanzas 14-15, it is stated that Jarl Hakon restored the pagan sanctuaries
and reestablished the traditional sacrificial cult, which had been destroyed by the
Eirikssynir.”*° Sources indicate that it was important for him to show that the old
cult places and the sacrificial feasts from now on must be protected as well as the
old society (see 9.3 below). There are no doubts thus, that destructions of pagan
sanctuaries really were part of the early Christian kings’ strategies when disman-
tling the old religion, since both contemporary poems and other reliable texts in-
dicate such actions. The sources also testify that pagan groups opposed these actions.
According to Oddr’s Oldfs saga (MS A) chapter 15, two Saxon jarls called Urgupriotr
and Brimisskiarr made a mission in Viken. They smashed pagan sanctuaries and
Christianized the pagan farmers, while Jarl Hdkon was away. Oddr also states that
the jarl had them repaired: “and the jarl had as many temples built as had been bro-
ken ([olk jarlinn 1ét jafnmorg hof reisa sem brotin hofdu verit)” (see 9.3 below).

The Kings’ Sagas have plenty of references to how hof-sanctuaries in late tenth
century Trgndelag were destroyed by King Olafr Tryggvason when he embarked
on his mission work after Jarl Hakon’s death. It seems as if he followed the same
program as the Christian Eirikssynir by means of subduing local chieftains, destroy-
ing temples and disrupting the traditional political system. But opposite to the sons
of Gunnhildr, he is often described as a wholehearted Christian in these texts.?4! He
is depicted as a king who also used words in his mission, beside actions. According
to Snorri Sturluson’s Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar chapter 59, King Olafr had Jarl Ha-
kon’s hof-sanctuary broken down (Ieetr brjéta ofan hofit) at Lade. He also had all
the wealth taken away, and all the finery from the temple and off the idol of the
god (Or hofinu ok af godinu). He took off the temple door a great gold ring that Jarl
Hakon had had made. After that King Olafr had the temple burned (1ét . . . brenna

ing their hof-buildings and to establish a more centralized kingdom, i.e., a kingship that resem-
bled Haraldr harfagri.

239 Historian of religions Nicolas Meylan (2022: 81) states strikingly in his study on Jarl Hakon:
“Buildings, whether cathedrals, mosques, or stupas, in fact provide some of the most visible and
enduring markers of a group’s religious affiliation.” It comes thus as no surprise that Jarl Hdkon
repaired the old pagan sanctuaries, when taking power over Norway after the Christian rulers’
ravages.

240 Ch. A15, Isl. Fornr. 25: 175. Trans. T. M. Andersson. This mission and destruction of temples of
the Saxon jaralar is also mentioned in Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar en mesta ch. 72; “they had broken
hof-buildings and Christianized all people” (peir héfdo brotit hof en kristnat folk alt) (ed. Olafur
Halldérsson, vol. 1, 1958: 147).

241 Cf. Meylan 2022: 95.
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hofit).?** Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar en mesta (a compilation from around 1300),2**
mentions in more general terms that King Olafr Tryggvason had the hof-buildings
burnt down and the horgr sanctuaries broken and had churches erected instead.
He also devasted, burned or destroyed the cult images.*** Kristni saga chapter six
reports that the same king also sent Stefnir to Iceland in order to convert his com-
patriots. When he arrived there “he began to destroy temples and places of worship
and to break up idols.”*** We cannot rule out that some of these medieval accounts
are based on some historical records. Information in the medieval laws indicates
that worshipping cult images representing pagan deities were strictly forbidden. By
means of these symbolic destructions and performative actions, the missionary
kings and their supporters probably hoped that the pagans would lose their old re-
ligion and instead turn to the Christian God.

Christian-Latin sources report that the Christians also smashed idols and
sanctuaries during St Olafr Haraldsson’s reign. These narratives include a strong
Christian tendency, which is common in hagiographic literature. Passio et mirac-
ula beati Olavi (c. 1160) is introduces as thus:

242 Snorri also mentioned that King Olafr had this great gold ring sent to Queen Sigridr of Svet-
jud, as an expensive gift. It was discovered that the ring was not made out of gold and the queen
felt that she had been fooled. It has been argued that this ring story was a late addition to the
tradition, since it does not appear in Oddr’s version of Olafr’s mission (see e.g., Kabell 1975: 35).
The tradition Snorri used, however, appears in a slightly different version also in Oldfs saga
Tryggvasonar en mesta ch. 142, ed. Olafur Halldérsson, vol. 1, 1958: 328: Olafr . . . let briota ofan
hofit ok taka brottu fe alt pat er par var ok alt skraut af godonum. Han tok gull hring mikinn or
hofs hurdinni er Hakon j(arl) hafoi gera latit.

243 Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar en mesta is preserved in a number of manuscripts which can be
divided into two groups; an earlier redaction preserved in the manuscripts AM 53 fol., AM 54
fol., AM 61 fol., Bergshok (Stock. Perg. fol. no. 1) and Husafellshok. The second group is a later
redaction preserved in AM 62 fol. and Flateyjarbdék (GKS 1005 fol.). The compiler of this saga took
many passages from Snorri Sturluson’s Heimskringla. See Olafur Halldérsson 2001.

244 pa let Olafr konungr briota ok breNa hof ok horga. en reeisa i stadinn kirkiur . . . let han ok
eyda ollum skurdgodvm. breNa pau e(dr) briota. Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar en mesta 142, ed. Olafur
Halldérsson, vol. 1, 1958: 308. Cf. Predican Oldfs konung vid beendr, Flateyjarbok 1: 285. Similar
information is reported several times in Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar en mesta 142, ed. Olafur
Halldérsson, vol. 1, 1958: 374: ek [King Oldfr] hefir gvdin imarga stadi suiuirdt . . . brotit likneskiur
beira. brent hof ok hérga ok alla uega eydt peira aatrunadi. One late tradition mentions that King
Olafr stated that he and his men would destroy the images of the gods (and among them an
image of Freyr) if the broendir did not forbid it (ek mun briota ok minir menn skurgodit po at per
bannit. . .) Flateyarbdk 1: 401.

245 . . . pd ték hann at meida hof ok horga en brjéta skurdgud. Isl. Fornr. 15,: 16. Trans. Grenlie.
See 5.3.1 below.



4.3 The material erasure of the old cult = 139

When the illustrious King Olafr ruled in Norway, a vast country located towards the north
and having Denmark to the south, there entered into that land the feet of them that preach
the gospel of peace and bring glad tidings of good things. The peoples of that country, previ-
ously subject to the ungodly rites of idolatry and deluded by superstitious error, now heard
of the worship and faith of the true God—heard indeed, but many scorned to accept. . . . He
[Olafr] accomplished much in a short time and won a countless multitude for the Lord. Peo-
ple flocked eagerly to baptism and the number of believers grew day by day. Idols were
smashed, sacred groves felled, temples overthrown. Priests were ordained and churches
built. The people made offerings with devotion and zeal. The worshippers of idols were put
to shame and those who put their trust in graven images were confounded. In many parts
of that land the host of unbelievers were silenced, not daring to murmur, and all iniquity
stopped her mouth.**

It was not only the pagan images and ceremonial buildings which were de-
stroyed, but also other cultic structures and objects appearing at the sanctuaries
were torn down. Old Norse sources also report that King Olafr Haraldsson abol-
ished the worship of the old gods, sanctuaries, altars, including rocks, woods,
water, and trees when doing mission work in Norway.**’

Destroying the temple of idols

The elimination of sanctuaries and pagan cult images was crucial when Christian
power dismantled the old cult. It seems as if the very first Christian kings and
their clergies in Sweden had such intentions, but failed to realize them. Adam of
Bremen describes how ambitious King Olafr Eiriksson was after his conversion:

246 Regnante illustrissimo rege Olavo apud Norwegiam, que est terra preegrandis, versus aquilo-
nem locata, a meridie Daciam habens, eandem ingressi sunt terram pedes euangelizantium pacem,
euangelizantium bona. Hactenus sacrilegis idolorum mancipatc ritibus et superstitiosis erroribus
delusc nationes illce veri dei fidem et cultum audierant quidem, sed multi suscipere conteropserant
. . . Plurimum profecit in breui, et innumerabilem domino multitudinem adquisiuit. Confluebant ad
baptisma certatim populi, et numerus credentium augebatur indies. Effringebantur statue, succide-
bantur luci, euertebantur delubra. Ordinabantur sacerdotes, et fabricabantur ecclesie. Offerebant
donaria populi cum deuoacione et alacritate. Erubescebant ydolorum cultores, confundebantur qui
confidebant in scultili, et in multis illius regionis partibus, fidelium ¢ depressa multitudine, mutire
non audiens, omnis iniquitas opilabat os suum. Ed. Storm 1880: 127 and 129. Trans. Kunin 2001.
247 See Separate Saga of St Oldfr (Den store saga om Olav den hellige), ed. Johnsen & Jén Helga-
son (1941: 694): Olafr konungr cristnadi petta riki allt aull blot braut hann nidr ok aull god. Sem
Dbor Engilsmanna god ok Odin Saxa god ok Skiold Skanunga god ok Frey Suia god ok godom Dana
god ok morg onnur blotskapar skrimsl beedi hamra ok horga skoga votn ok tre ok oll onnr blot
beedi meiri ok minni. See also parallel text in Separate Saga of St Oldfr (Den store saga om Olav
den hellige), ed. Johnsen & Jén Helgason 1941: 711. Cf. Vidbeetir vid Oldfs spgu hins Helga ch. 11,
Flateyjarbok 3: 246.
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The other Olafr in Sweden is said to have been filled with like devotion to religion. In his
desire to convert the people subject to him to Christianity he made great endeavor to de-
stroy the temple of idols situated at Uppsala in Central Sweden.?*®

However, he was not very successful with these endeavors. The pagans entered
into an agreement with the king. If he himself wished to be Christian he could
take under his jurisdiction the part of Sweden he liked best. It was also said that
he should not force any of the people to give up the worship of their gods unless
they of their own accord wished to convert to Christ.

Adam of Bremen also mentions that Bishop Adalvard the Younger came to
Sweden in the 1060s, avid to preach the Gospel and in a short time led the people
in Sigtuna and Uppland to the Christian faith. He and Bishop Egino agreed that
they should go to the pagan temple of Uppsala and offer Christ some fruit of their
labors there, for they would willingly undergo every kind of torture for the sake
of destroying that house which was the seat of pagan superstition. For if it was
torn down, or preferably burned, the conversion of all the people might follow.**°
These plans were never put into action, however. When the pious King Steinkell
heard about them, he kept the bishops from any such undertaking, and declared
that they would immediately be punished with death and he would be driven
from the kingdom. Probably everyone in Sweden would also relapse into pagan-
ism. This text indicates thus, that the Christian king acted opposite to the men-
tioned strategy. It is possible that Adam’s intention with this passage was to
glorify the brave bishops (see 8.4).

Adam also mentioned the violation of the pagan images elsewhere in Sweden.
In one passage he says that an “idol” (idolum) of Thor (bérr) was placed at the
assembly place of the Svear.”® Wolfred, from England, smashed it with an axe,
but was killed by the pagans for that deed. This cultic image was most likely
made of wood, since Wolfred used an axe when destroying it. In connection to
this information, Adam states thus: “I wanted to mention this, which I have

248 Simili religionis amore alter Olaph in Suedia dicitur floruisse. Is subditos sibi populos ad chris-
tianitatem convertere volens magno laboravit studio, ut templum ydolorum, quod in medio Suo-
niae situm est, Ubsola destrueretur. Adam 2,58. Trans. Tschan.

249 He [Bishop Adalvard] also secretly agreed with Egino, the most saintly bishop of Skane, that
they should go together to the pagan temple called Uppsala to see if they could perhaps offer
Christ some fruit of their labors there, for they would willingly undergo every kind of torture for
the sake of destroying that house which was the seat of barbarous superstition. Conspiravit etiam
cum Sconiensi episcopo, sanctissimo Eginone, ut pariter adirent illud templum paganorum, quod
Ubsola dicitur, si forte aliquem Christo laboris sui fructum ibi possent offerre, omnia tormentorum
genera libenter suscepturi, ut destrueretur illa domus, quae caput est supersticionis barbaricae.
Adam 4,30. Trans. Tschan.

250 . . . ydolum gentis nomine Thor stans in concilio paganorum. Adam 2,62. Trans. Tschan.
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learned from a reliable informant”. He also mentioned that a well-known “idol of
Fricco (Freyr)” (Fricconis simulacrum) was located in Véstergdtland, not far from
the church of Skara. When Bishop Egino visited this place, he smashed this image
into pieces.251 It seems as if this statue too was made out of wood, since it was cut
“into pieces” (in frusta). Most likely King Steinkell collaborated with Egino in some
way. Adam states namely that the bishops Adalvard and Egino travelled around in
the communities of the Gotar and smashed pagan “idols” and thereafter won many
thousands of pagans to Christianity.** King Steinkell probably ruled over a “Swe-
den” which even included the society of the Gotar, because the cutting down of im-
ages of gods would not have been possible if the missionaries had not had the
king’s authority as support.”* Christianity was probably also more established
among elite groups in Go6taland during the 1060s than in Svetjud.

4.3.3 Charlemagne and the cosmic pillar called Irminsil

As in many other cultures,®* there were representations of cosmic pillars among
Germanic tribes and the ancient Scandinavians, including the notion often referred
to as the “World Tree.””* Anders Andrén describes it strikingly as “the tree be-
tween idea and reality,” since it had both mythical and cultic expressions. He states
thus: “A distinct figure of thought in Old Norse cosmology is a world tree standing
in the middle of the world, with a huge crown reaching up to heaven and with
roots going into different parts of the world.”®® In this context, it is interesting to
note that missionaries in Continental Europe cut down trees and cosmic posts,
which were objects of pagan worship.”*’ These objects may very well have been
expressions or symbols of the pagan world view and cosmos. The act of cutting

251 . . . [Egino] Ibi [sc. In Scaramensi] etiam opinatissimum Fricconis simulacrum in frusta conci-
dit. Adam 4,9.

252 ... ydola confringentes et multa paganorum milia deinceps lucrantes ad christianitatem.
Adam 4,30.

253 Nyberg & Hallencreutz 1985 [1984]: 288.

254 See, e.g., Eliade 1974: 3, 296-300, 367-387.

255 Drobin & Keinénen 2001; Andrén 2004 and 2014; Sundqvist 2016a: 252—257.

256 Andrén 2014: 27.

257 There is evidence indicating that the Church deliberately desecrated holy trees devoted to
the pagan gods. Willibald described in Vita Bonifatii (c. 768) how the holy oak of Jupiter (. . . ap-
pellatur robor Iobis . . .) in Geismar, Hessen, was cut down by the Christians (Fontes, 1928:45).
Jupiter was here probably an interpretatio romana for Donar (Pérr) (e.g., Simek 2006: 63-64; von
Padberg 1995: 148; Brown 2013: 420-421; critically considered by Palm 1948: 49-74). The motive
was probably to show that the pagan god Jupiter/Donar was without power and that nothing hap-
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down these trees were means for dismantling the old religion. Several sources indi-
cate that during the transition period newly converted kings and chieftains deliber-
ately offended traditional customs all over Europe in order to dismantle pagan cult.
In medieval laws and the ecclesiastical polemics against pagan customs in Conti-
nental Europe the expression arbor et fons seems to announce a pagan cult place,
including a holy tree and a sacred well. It appears in texts from the Council of
Tours in AD 567 to the capitularia in the age of Charlemagne.”*® In England too, the
Church struggled against the pagan worship of trees and wells.”° There is also ex-
tensive material indicating that people living in northern Europe had cult trees or
trunks, symbolically representing the world-tree or cosmic pillar.?*°

The most famous world-pillar in Germanic contexts is probably the great tree
trunk called Irminstl, which was worshipped among the Saxons at the stronghold
called Eresburg (present-day Obermarsberg).?®' Rudolf of Fulda (c. 865), writes
thus:

pened when his tree was cut down. For the pagan population this act must have been wretched
and execrable.

258 A document from the Council of Tours in 567 describes how converted people who still per-
form pagan rituals should be treated. Some of them worshipped mountains, trees and wells. Con-
cilium Turonense, MGH, Legum, Sectio III, Concilia, Tomus I: 133. In a letter from Gregory I to
Queen Brunhilde 597 it is stated that the cult of tree does not exist any longer. Gregorii I. Papae,
MGH, Epistolarum, Tomi II, Pars III: 7. See also Clemen, Fontes 1928: 30. A Langobardic law, com-
piled during King Liutprand’s reign in 727, stipulates the fines for those who worshipped trees
and wells. Liutprandi Leges, Anni XV, Cap. 84. Leges Langobardorum 643-866, F. Beyerle (ed.)
1962 (1947): 139. See also Clemen, Fontes 1928: 38. At Concilium Germanicarum, led by Bonifatius
in the year 743, the grounds for the Carolingian mission strategies were worked out. For instance,
regulations against pagan customs were formulated. Some of these regulations were presented
in the text Indiculus superstitionum et paganiarum. In this text we read in ch. 6 De sacris silva-
rum, quae nimidas vocant “About sacred woods, which are invocated as sanctuaries” and ch. 11
De fontibus sacrificiorum “About sacrifices in wells.” MGH, Legum Sectio II, Capitularia Regum
Francorum, Tomus I: 222-223. See also Clemen, Fontes, 1928: 42—-43. In Capitulatio de partibus Sax-
oniae (769) the cult of wells and trees was forbidden. Sacrifices at groves in a heathen fashion
and the custom of making meals in honour of the demons were also rejected. MGH, Legum, Sec-
tio II, Capitularia Regum Francorum, Tomus I: 69. See also Boudriot 1928: 34-35, 38—40; Homann
1976: 107-109; B. Nilsson 1992: 27-30.

259 In ecclesiastic regulations formulated during the reign of King Edgar 959-975 it is stated that
every priest (preosta) must encourage Christianity and fight against heathen practice (heeden-
dom) and condemn cult at wells, trees and stones (forbeode wil-weordunga . . . treowum & on
stanum). ALIE 1840: 248.

260 About tree cult and cosmic pillars in Eurasia, see Holmberg (Harva) 1922; Drobin & Keinenen
2001; Andrén 2014.

261 See in particular Palm 1948 and Andrén 2014: 43-45. Cf. Springer 2000; Drobin & Keindnen
2001; Sundqvist 2004; 2007; 2016a; Tolley 2009; Brown 2013: 431.
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They [the Saxons] worship green trees and wells. They also worship a large tree trunk,
erected under the naked sky; in native language they call it Irminsal, which in Latin means
world-pillar, since it supports everything [in the world].?*?

According to Rudolf, the tree trunk called Irminsal was a symbol of the pagan
world. In a way this pillar was believed to support everything [in this world]
(quasi sustinens omnia), including the old order. Rudolf’s text is not a direct
source, since it is built on older accounts and there seem to be secondary ele-
ments in it. However, his information that Irminsil was a big tree-trunk or pillar
seems to be reliable, since the Germanic name Irmin-sil (Ermin-siil) means “the
large pillar.”*® It is thus possible that the pillar or tree trunk Irminsal was an
important cult object at the chief sanctuary of the Saxons. Most likely it referred
to some cosmic symbolism.264 In a Frankish chronicle, called Annales Einhardi (c.
820), it is mentioned that Charlemagne destroyed the cult image (idolum) called
Irminsal after the conquest of the stronghold in the year 772:

After King Charlemagne held a synod in Worms, he decided to attack the Saxons with war, and
invaded them without delay, destroyed everything with swords and fire, took the stronghold of
Eresburg and destroyed the cult image (idolum), which the Saxons called Irminsal. . . .

Einhard’s and Rudolf’s statements made an impression on Widukind, who was a
monk in Corvey, and influenced his thinking. He records in his chronicle Rerum
Gestarum Saxonicarum (c. 968) a cult image made as a pillar which was devoted
to the god Irmin/Hirmin: . . . effigie columpnarum . . . Hirmin . . . dicitur.?*® The
information that Irmin/Hirmin was a god or forefather is, however, usually con-
sidered uncertain.”®’ We may conclude that Charlemagne destroyed some kind of
cosmic pillar, which was named Irminsal, and replaced it with a church. This Car-

262 Frondosis arboribus fontibusque venerationem exhibebant. Truncum quoque ligni non parvae
magnitudinis in altum erectum sub divo colebant, patria eum lingua Irminsul appellantes, quod
latine dicitur universalis columna, quasi sustinens omnia. Translatio S. Alexandri, MGH, Scripto-
rum, Tomus II: 676. See also Clemen Fontes, 1928: 60—61. My trans.

263 Cf. ON jormun-, OE eormen- “large,” “enormous,” “elevated,” “wide”; in jormungandr, “the
big [enormous] stave,” i.e., the Midgardsormr; in OE eormengrund “wide world”; and in a heiti of
Odinn, Jormunr. See e.g., Fritzner 1954, 2: 244; Clark Hall 1916: 93; Palm 1948: 92-93; Maier 2000;
Drobin & Keindnen 2001: 141. The second element in Irminsil contains a word equivalent to ON
sul f. “Saule” (cf. OE syl, OHG sul). De Vries 1977 [1961]: 560.

264 E.g., Simek 2006: 175-176; Maier 2000.

265 Rex vero Karlus congregato apud Wormaciam generali convent Saxoniam hello adgredi stat-
uit eamque sine mora ingressus ferro et igni cuncta depopulatus Eresburgum castrum cepit,
idolum, quod Irminsul a Saxonibus vocabatur, everit. . . . Annales Einhardi, in Annales Regni Fran-
corum, MGH, SS I: 34-35. My trans.

266 Rerum Gestarum Saxonicarum, ed. Waitz, 1882: 13.

267 E.g., Palm 1948: 89-91; Simek 2006: 175-176; Maier 2000; Drobin & Keindnen 2001: 140-141.
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olingian church was later replaced by a Gothic church, which is still situated at
the highest point of Obermarsherg, that is, the same location as the Saxon hillfort
(Fig. 9). Most likely Irminstl was located at this high hill.?6®

Fig. 9: A cosmic pillar named Irminsal was probably erected at the highest point of Eresburg (today
Obermarsberg), Germany, that is, the same location as the Saxon hillfort. It was replaced with a
Carolingian church by Charlemagne. This church was later replaced by a Gothic church, which is still
situated there. Image in its original state by Harald W. Platta, licensed under
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0/.

Even if it is quite clear that stories about early Christian rulers destroying ceremo-
nial buildings, cult images and pagan symbols appear as topoi in medieval litera-
ture, including Old Norse texts, it is most reasonable to acknowledge some of these
traditions as based on historical records, where symbolic and strategic actions
were used by newly converted kings in order to exterminate the values and cultic
activities of the pagans. The material extinction of indigenous religion seems to be
crucial when dismantling religious traditions throughout the world.”®°

268 See Andrén 2014: 44. Cf. de Vries 1956-1957: §§586—-587; Lindow 2020e: 1106; Nordvig 2020:
1015.
269 See Colpe 1986 and Robbins 2014.
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4.3.4 The respectful and ritualized dismantling of the old sanctuaries

Joel Robbins argued that the material erasure of the traditional religion of Urapmin
was made carefully, frequently in a ritualized way.””® This erasure was performed
by the converted Urapmin themselves in a peaceful manner. Hence, the Urapmin
were thus both subjects and objects when dismantling their own tradition.”” There
are indications that this also took place in Scandinavia. Medieval prose texts report
that the pagan chieftains (godar) in Norway had close relations to their pre-
Christian public sanctuaries and organized cults there.’* According to these sour-
ces, they totally controlled the ceremonial buildings or even regarded them as their
own property. It seems as if they could do whatever they wanted with them. When
they moved, for instance, they dismantled these buildings in a ritual way and
brought the most essential parts of them with them to the new land where they
planned to settle. Landndmabdk, for instance, states thus:

bérhaddr the old was a hofgodi in Trondheim at Mare. He had a great desire to go to Iceland,
but before he set off, he dismantled the hof and brought all the soil of the sanctuary and the
high-seat pillars. He put in at Stgdvarfjordr and declared the Mere Peace (Mcerina-helgi) over
the entire fjord area, forbidding people to take any life there, except for domestic animals.*”

This short passage gives us some important and probably reliable information.””*
It reports that Pérhaddr had control over his hof sanctuary, and it seems as if he
dismantled it ritually. He brought the soil of the shrine and the high-seat posts to
Iceland, where he probably built a new sanctuary with them. The close relation
between him and his sanctuary is indicated by his title hofgodi “sanctuary chief-
tain.” He also proclaimed the Mere Peace (Mcrina-helgi) over the entire fjord
area in his new land.

It is most likely that this respectful treatment of the hof sanctuaries also took
place when chieftains and cult leaders (godar) converted to Christianity.?” There

270 Robbins 2014: 7.

271 Cf. Stausberg 2021: 107.

272 Most likely the chieftains of Norway combined religious and other societal leadership func-
tions. Phillpotts 1912-1913: 267-269; Sundqvist 2016a: 167-174.

273 DPérhaddr enn gamli var hofgodi i brandheimi d Mceri<ni>. Hann fystisk til Islands ok tok ddr
ofan hofit ok hafoi med sér hofsmoldina ok sulurnar; en hann kom i Stpdvarfjord ok lagdi Mcerina-
helgi d allan fjprdinn ok lét sngu tortima par nema kvikfé heimilu. Landndmabdk chs S297, H258,
Isl. Fornr. 1, 307-308. Based on Hermann Palsson’s and Edward’s trans. but revised by me.

274 This laconic information may have quite a high historical source value. Cf. Dillmann 1997:
64.

275 Most likely Pérhaddr combined his official assignments. He was both a cult leader and a
political-judicial chieftain. The Skardsarbdék and bérdarbdk versions of Landndmabdk report that
he was described as a (great) chieftain (hofdingi [mikill]). isl. Fornr. 1, 307, note 12.
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is slight evidence of this in the medieval Norse prose texts. According to Kristni
saga, for instance, it is stated that Porvaldr and the Bishop Fridrekr were quite
successful with their mission in the Northern Quarter of Iceland, where many
men left off sacrifices (hofnudu margir menn blétum) and broke up their idols
(brutu skurdgud sin), and some refused to pay the temple tax (vildu eigi gjalda
hoftolla).*”® This took place in the late tenth century.

Some of the early missionary kings, such as Olafr Haraldsson, had missionary
bishops and priests with them in their entourage when visiting assemblies in Nor-
way, as in the case of Moster c. 1022. Together with the king and his men, these
clergies may have persuaded some Norwegian chieftains to give up their ances-
tral religion, and also to dismantle their sanctuaries voluntarily. Snorri reports in
Oldfs saga helga chapter 112, for instance, that St Olafr and his clergies held an
assembly at Lidstadir, with the farmers, where also Gudbrandr took part (see
ch. 1 above). The king stood up and said that the people at Leesir, Léar (Lom), and
Vagi had accepted Christianity and “broken down their heathen temples” (brotit
nidr bléthus sin). They believe now in the true God who created heaven and earth
and knows all things. It was thus high time also for the people of Lidstadir to do
as other peasants did in Gudbrandsdalar, that is, to embrace Christianity. In the
Legendary saga, composed around 1200,%”” which is believed to be closely related
to The Oldest saga of St Oldfr (c. 1180) (which is only preserved in six fragments
from about 1225), this episode is mentioned.?”® In this version King Olafr spoke
thus: “The people of Laesir, Loar (Lom), and Vagi have again taken up that Chris-
tianity, which they had [previously] given up. They broke all their idols and now
believe in the one God who created heaven and earth. . . .»*"® According to these
sources, it seems as if the dismantling of the old cult buildings and the pagan im-
ages were made by the farmers themselves. These texts do not reflect historical
events. The key-passage here is a fictional utterance made by the saintly king in a
clear legendary conversion context. It should also be mentioned that the context
neither indicates a peaceful or a voluntary baptism. On the contrary, the people
at Leesir, Léar (Lom), and Vagi seem to have been forced by the king to convert.
Anyhow, these texts suggest that the saga writers had access to information that

276 Kristni saga ch. 2, fsl. Fornr. 15,: 9-10. See 10.1 below.

277 The manuscript manuscript DG 8, 4to, is dated to c. 1250.

278 Jonas Kristjansson 1988: 159. Cf. Simek & Palsson 2007: 291.

279 “Leser oc a Lom oc a Vaga hava teekit vid kristni peerri sem peeir haféu nidr kastat, oc brotet
nidr oll skurgud sin oc trua nu a einn gud, pann er skop himin oc iord. . . .” “Die Leute in Lesja,
Lom und Vagéa haben das Christentum wieder angenommen, das sie aufgegeben hatte. Sie haben
alle ihre Gotterbilder zerbrochen und glauben nun an den einen Gott, der Himmel und Erde ge-
schaffen hat. . . .” Text and trans. from Heinrichs et al. 1982: 86-87. Cf. ed. Johnsen 1922: 31.
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converted Scandinavians sometimes might have dismantled their own old sanctu-
aries and cult images. Such actions appear to be reasonable when comparing
with information from conversion contexts in other parts of the world.?*° Several
other Old Norse traditions include similar information. In Oldfs saga Odds it is
narrated that King Olafr Tryggvasson travelled to the Orkney Islands and met Jarl
Sigurdr Hlodvesson and his followers. He preached to the pagan jarl about the
pains of hell and the torments unless “they destroyed their idols (nema peir bryti
skurdgud sin) and worshipped their Creator, Almighty God.”*®! According to this
text, the king thus appealed to the jarl and his men to destroy their cult images
themselves. It should be noted that this story also has a violent context, where the
king threatens to behead the jarl’s son if he does not allow himself to become a
Christian.

Hallfrgdr vandraedaskald’s five contemporary lausavisur (6-10),”** often called
the “Conversion verses,” provide a more credible historical picture of an individual
reluctantly abandoning his old faith around 995 after joining the Christian king
Olafr Tryggvasson. Unfortunately, he does not describe whether he dismantled the
shrine he used to sacrifice at by himself, or how he handled the old cult images of
gods after his conversion. He just states in lausavisa six:

Fyrr vas hitt, es harra
Hlidskjalfar gatk sjalfan,
— skipts d gumna giptu —
gedskjotan vel bldta.

In former times it was different, when I could sacrifice well to the mind-swift lord of Hlidsk-
jalf <Odinn’s high-seat> himself [= Odinn]; there has been a change in the fortunes of men.

This stanza reports nostalgically that in the good old days, Hallfrgdr was free to
sacrifice to 0dinn (Hlidskjalfar harri = Hlidskjalf’s lord = Odinn). The expression
skipt es d gumna giptu “there is a change in fortunes of men” indicates his aware-
ness of the inevitability of change, but he “does not reveal any joy at having ob-
served it.”**3 According to lausavisa seven, he expresses his hatred for Odinn, but
not in a convincing way:

Oll hefr cett til hylli
Odins skipat ljédum,
(algilda mank) aldar
(idju varra nidja).

280 Cf. Colpe 1986; Robins 2014.

281 See Oldfs saga Odds ch. A26, Isl. Fornr. 25: 211. Trans. T. M. Andersson.

282 The following stanzas are quoted from the text and translation of Whaley SkP 5: 883-889.
283 Clunies Ross 2011 [2005]: 120.
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En traudr, pvit vel Vidris
vald hugnadisk skaldi,
leggk d frumver Friggjar
fjon, pvit Kristi pjonum.

The whole family of mankind has composed poems to [win] Odinn’s favour; I remember the
most excellent work of our [my] forbears. But it is reluctantly, for the power of Vidrir <=
0dinn> pleased the poet [me] well, that I direct hate towards the first husband of Frigg <god-
dess> [=0dinn], since we [I] serve Christ.

In lausavisa eight he rejects “the name of the pagan priest of the raven sacrifice,”
that is, O8inn (hrafnbldts goda nafn = O8inn):

Heefum holoa reffir,
hrafnbldts goda nafni,
bess’s 61 vid lof lyda
l6m or heidonum domi.

Patron of heroes [RULER = Olafr], we are [I am] neutral towards the name of the priest of
the raven-sacrifice [= 0dinn], of him who nurtured treachery from heathen times in ex-
change for men’s praise.

Hallfrgdr emphasizes the fraudulence and tricky character of Odinn towards
those who praise him. He also states in the last line that the time of paganism is
over and gone (0r heidnum démi). In the lausavisur nine and ten he is even more

hostile towards the old gods, but at the same time he fears of their fury when
.284

they discover that he had abandoned their cults:
Meér skyli Freyr ok Freyja
— fjord létk af dul Njardar;
liknisk grom vido Grimni —
gramr ok borr inn ramni.
Krist vilk allrar dstar
— erum leid sonar reidi;
vald d freegt und foldar
fedr — einn ok god kvedja.

Freyr <god> should be furious with me, and Freyja <goddess> and the mighty borr <god>;
last year I left off the delusion of Njordr <god>; let the fierce ones ask mercy from Grimnir
<= 0dinn>. I want to ask Christ alone and God for all love; the Son’s anger is hateful to me;
[he] holds famous power under the father of earth [= God].

Sds med Sygna reesi
sidr, at bldt eru kvidjud;

284 Clunies Ross 2011 [2005]: 121.



4.3 The material erasure of the old cult = 149

verdum flest at fordask
fornhaldin skop norna.

Ldta allir ytar

0dins ett fyr réda;

verdk ok neyddr frd Njardar
nidjum Krist at bidja.

It is the custom with the ruler of the Sygnir [NORWEGIAN KING], that sacrifices are for-
bidden; we have mostly to renounce the decree of norns, held from ancient times. All men
cast the race of 0dinn <god> [GODS] to the winds; I am also forced from the kin of Njordr
<god> [GODS], [forced] to pray to Christ.

Hallfrgdr states in the last stanza that King Olafr had forbidden heathen sacrifices
(at blét eru kvidjud). Now people must set aside the ancient cult. Even if we can-
not prove it, we may assume that men like Hallfrgdr after conversion, dismantled
their old sanctuaries in a respectful and ritual way, since their feelings for the old
traditions were still strong.

Archaeological evidence indicates that such ritual actions actually took place
when converts abandoned their sanctuaries. Archaeologist Anne Carlie has noted
that some sacred objects were occasionally placed in the post-holes intentionally
when the cult house had already been demolished.® Such practice could be inter-
preted as a ritualized dismantling of a cult building. Sometimes the pre-Christian cer-
emonial buildings were “buried” in connection with the conversion, as in the case of
the cult house at Borg, Norrkdping.”*® During the eleventh century the walls were
knocked down and the foundation was covered with gravel. Perhaps these actions
could be interpreted as a ritualized dismantling of the old sanctuary. About 100
metres to the east, the church was then erected. A hall including gold foil figures,
located at Hov in Vingom by Lake Mjgsa in eastern Norway, was covered with fire-
cracked brewing stones. It has been assumed that this was done during the conver-
sion process.?®” Such actions could possibly also have a symbolic meaning for those
people involved. At Ranheim in Trgndelag, acts were performed when the cult site
was ended. The posts belonging to the assumed hof were pulled out and all of the
wood removed. The assumed horgr was carefully covered with stones and clay. The
entire cult site was then entirely covered with earth. These actions took place during
the transition period in the tenth century.”®® Some rituals were probably also per-
formed at Hofstadir, Northern Iceland, when the great ceremonial hall was disman-
tled (c. 1030-1070). Several acts of closure were performed, such as the ritual

285 Carlie 2004: 193-194.

286 Nielsen 1996: 102 and 2006.

287 Zachrisson & Andrén 2020: 719.
288 Rgnne 2011.
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depositions of the skulls. A new settlement was established in the south-western area
of the levelled farm mound, where a church was also erected around 1000.2%° This
ritual abandonment of the feasting hall should probably be related to the conversion
of Iceland.*® Wetland cult sites were often left untouched during the transition pe-
riod. This can be seen at Gotavi in Narke where rituals with meat and blood took
place during the Late Iron Age.* At Uppakra a decrease of pagan ritual activities
has been noticed: “When the ritual building went out of use around 950, another site
was used as a final ritual place at Uppakra. West of the former cult building, a small
stone paved gable room of a former hall was used . . . This gradual diminishing of
the ritual site coincided with Christianization of Skane.”** Perhaps this could be in-
terpreted as a respectful and ritualized dismantling of the old sanctuary.

4.3.5 Using performative rituals at Jelling?

As noted above, there is an impressive runestone monument at Jelling, Jylland,
which was erected by King Haraldr over his parents Gormr and Pérvi (Runic Dan-
ish byrvi, borvi, Old Danish Thorwe, Thyrwi) (see above). This monument is deco-
rated with large pictures of an animal, interlaced with a snake, and an image of
Christ (see Fig. 2 above).”* Beside this monument is another runestone erected by
his pagan father, King Gormr, over his wife, Queen bérvi:

A: kurmr : kunukr :

: karpi : kubl : pusi

: aft : purui : kunu

B: sina : tanmarkar : but

A: Gormr kunungr gerpi kumbl posi eeft Porvi, kunu| B: sina, Danmarkar bot.

Gormr made these monuments in memory of bérvi, his wife, Denmark’s adornment.?*

It has been noticed that both inscriptions include the Runic Danish noun kumb! in
plural, which according to Erik Moltke refers to a monument with multiple com-
ponent parts.2*® There is, for instance, a large stone alignment, c. 170 m long, usu-
ally interpreted as a pagan ship setting at this site.2?® Most likely it was built by

289 Orri Vésteinsson 2014.

290 Lucas 2009: 407-408; see further 4.4.2 below.

291 Zachrisson & Andrén 2020: 720.

292 Zachrisson & Andrén 2020: 720.

293 Roesdahl 2008: 657-659.

294 DR 41. (Jelling I) Read and interpreted by Diiwel 2008: 105. English trans. by me.
295 Moltke 1985: 206-216.

296 Roesdahl 2008: 658.
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King Gormr in the 940s. Around 950 this site was enlarged by a royal burial
mound, called the “North Mound,” which is Denmark’s largest barrow. The burial
chamber is dated to ¢. 958/9, and most likely it belonged to King Gormr. This
burial mound was thus raised for a pagan king, when Denmark still had their old
ancestral religion, by his son Haraldr, who at the time was still pagan. The place
was enlarged by another burial mound, the “South Mound,” around 970. Simulta-
neously, a great wooden church was erected (under the present stone church)
and also the large runestone Jelling II. Recently new monumental expressions
and large-scale building-works attributed to King Haraldr have been detected at
Jelling, for instance, a palisade surrounding the site.””” Remains of four buildings,
each about 24 meters long, with an annex, and at one end a gable and porch at
the entrance, have been identified in the north-east quadrant.?® The four-sided
palisade complex, with an estimated length of about 360 meters, covering about
12.5 hectares, with no evidence of crafts, trading activities or indeed daily life, in-
dicates a symbolic significance. This impressive tenth century royal manor in-
cluded most likely an immense ritual and ceremonial space.”*

Archaeologists have investigated the “North Mound” and opened the burial
chamber. No human remains were found there, but parts of gold-thread textiles with
costly mounts were discovered. These finds have been associated to a chamber grave
at the present church, where bones of a man, dated to mid-tenth-century, were dis-
covered. The standard interpretation is that King Haraldr Christianized his dead
father Gormr by means of a translatio-ritual, where he transferred his father’s re-
mains from the pagan burial mound to the chamber grave, where a wooden
church was erected on its top.3°° It is possible that King Haraldr used rituals in
order to desacralize his father’s pagan burial mound. The finds at Jelling could thus
indicate that performative rituals were used by the newly converted ruler as strate-
gies when dismantling pagan cult places, reinterpreting them, or adapting them to
Christian symbolic expressions. New archaeological analyses have, however, ques-
tioned the traditional interpretation,®* which make this suggestion uncertain. This
example related to the burial mound is also quite unique in the context of Scandi-
navia. The finds from Jelling still need a convincing interpretation.>**

297 Pedersen 2016: 75-79.

298 Pedersen 2016: 77; Pedersen et al. 2022MS.

299 Pedersen et al. 2022MS.

300 Krogh 1983: 205-210 and 1993: 245-247; Roesdahl 2008: 660; critically considered by Gelting
2007: 86 and 2020: 1600-1601; Pedersen et al. 2022MS.

301 Pedersen et al. 2022MS.

302 A new approach has been offered by Sophie Bgnding (2020), who suggests that the Jelling
construction emerged from the fusion of traditional and Christian elements. Haraldr rooted the
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4.4 The elimination of pagan animal sacrifices and other
traditional customs

When dismantling the Old Norse religion, the removal of animal sacrifices and
some other traditional customs were very important, both on a public and private
level. Medieval laws, which were formulated by royal power and church jointly,
report that legislation was used as a strategy for erasing indigenous customs,
such as the traditional sacrifices.>*®> The worship of the native gods at different
types of sanctuaries including idols were forbidden there as well as pagan burial
practices. Violations could according to these rules lead to severe penalties. The
consumption of horsemeat was also prohibited, since it was considered as pagan
sacrificial food. These regulations appear in the so-called provincial laws, which
emanate from the high or late Middle Ages (eleventh to fourteenth century).3**
They were written down in the vernacular, opposite to the Continental Germanic
laws, which were written in Latin. Most of the Scandinavian provincial laws were
written down quite late, however some of them were probably based on oral law
traditions, which go back to the late Viking Age.>*> These laws must have played a
crucial role as a strategy for the royal power and the church when exterminating
the pagan cult. The intention behind them was probably to get rid of popular reli-
gious beliefs and customs, which still flourished in the twelfth and thirteenth cen-
tury. It is possible, however, that the prohibitions against pre-Christian cult
practices found in these laws were conceived as obsolete relicts dating back to
the transition period, that is, the second half of the Viking Age (see above). Any-
how, they reflect a kind of legislative strategy used by the ruling power when dis-
mantling Old Norse religion. Since many of these restrictions are related to pagan
sacrificial rituals and communal meals, a short survey of these customs is needed,
where the light is also placed on some details. Hence, we must return to Snorri’s
text again.

4.4.1 Pagan seasonal sacrifices

When Snorri describes the specific sacrificial feast (bldtveizla) at Lade in Hakonar
saga goda chapter 17, he explicitly states, that it took place “in the autumn, to-

community in a collective past, represented in monument form, and, thus, he seems to have
been concerned with creating and cultivating a collective identity among the Danes.

303 For good overviews, see e.g., B. Nilsson 1992; Sanmark 2004; Brink 2020.

304 Brink 2008a: 24.

305 For a discussion on the background of these laws, see Brink 2008a: 23-31.
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wards the winter” (um haustit at vetri).>°® Annual rites with social gatherings are

universal and known from many religions and cultures. The liturgy of these cere-
monies usually aims at strengthening the cosmic process, that is the seasonal re-
turn, which guarantee the comeback of vegetation, good crops, good preys in
hunting, and luck in other activities which belong to the upcoming season.*"’
There is some empirical support for such interpretation of the Old Norse sources.
In Snorri’s description of the bloody rituals performed at the winter feast at Lade,
it was noted that a ceremonial drinking was made, for a good year and peace.
This was indicated by the old liturgical formula til drs ok fridar. The formula in-
cludes hopes for a good prosperity, good harvest, fertility and peace in the up-
coming season. In Snorri’s text it is related to the beaker which was dedicated by
the chieftain to the vanir, Njordr and Freyr. These deities were regarded as fertil-
ity gods, worshipped to ensure good harvests, rain and favorable winds, as well
as fecundity (see 4.5). Many annual feasts, including bloody sacrifices, in Old
Norse sources aim of providing good harvest and contain similar liturgical formu-
lae. In Oldfs saga helga chapter 107 it is said that the Preendir killed the cattle and
horses, and that they reddened the ritual platforms and sacrificed in order to im-
prove the annual growth and the harvest.3°® This desire appears also in the runic
inscription of Stentoften. The term jara or dr occurs there in a sacrificial context,
meaning “a good year” or “prosperity” (see 4.1 above)

Sacrificial blood and ritual objects

Snorri states in Hdkonar saga gdda that all kinds of domestic animals were
slaughtered in connection with the sacrificial feasts (blétveizlur), horses also;
“and all the blood that came from them was then called hlaut, and what the blood
was contained in, was called hlaut-bowls, and hlaut-twigs, these were fashioned
like holy water sprinklers; with these the altars were to be reddened all over, and
also the walls of the temple, outside and inside, the people also were sprinkled,
while the meat was to be cooked for a feast.” Klaus Diiwel made a thorough anal-
ysis of the terms that Snorri applied for sacrificial blood and the ritual objects
related to it. He looked specifically at the semantic evolution of the words hlaut,
hlautteinar, and hlautbolli and stated that Snorri either misunderstood these con-
cepts or mixed them up with Christian ideas, which had no basis in the pre-

306 So manuscript Kringla! The manuscripts of Frisianus and Jofraskinna have: Um hausit at
vetrnéttum . . . isl. Fornr. 26: 171.

307 See e.g., Eliade 1991 [1949]; Lincoln 1986 and Sundqvist 2017c.

308 . .. at par veeri drepit naut ok hross ok rodnir stallar af blédi ok framit blét ok veittr sd for-
mali, at pat skyldi vera til drbétar . . . isl. Fornr. 27: 177. On this tradition, see 9.5 below.
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Christian culture.®* Diiwel may be partly right on this point. Everything indicates
that the word hlaut in pre-Christian language refers to a “lot” or “share” and
hlautteinn to “lot twig” as used in divination rituals.

Even if Snorri used a confused terminology, he may have been right when he
stated that ritual paraphernalia and the walls of the cult buildings were smeared
with sacrificial blood.*® Independent sources indicate that ritual objects were
reddened with sacrificial blood in pre-Christian Scandinavia. In the Eddic poem
Hyndluljéd a place called horgr is mentioned, which was reddened with ox blood.
The goddess Freyja states thus in the poem:

Horg hann mér gerdi
hladinn steinum,

nu er grjot pat

at gleri ordit;

raud hann i nyju
nauta blodi,

@ trudi Ottarr

d asyniur.

He’s made a sanctuary for me, faced with stone, now that stone has turned to glass; he’s
reddened it with fresh ox blood, Ottarr has always trusted in the goddesses.*"*

Admittedly Hyndluljéd is attested in a late manuscript from the second half of the
fourteenth century, and usually the poem is regarded as young and dated to the
twelfth century.®™ Yet the content indicates that the poet had good information
about ancient customs and rituals.**® It seems quite unlikely that a medieval
Christian skald would have created from his own imagination the idea that the
stones of the horgr dedicated to Freyja had been reddened by the blood from the
ox. Moreover, the Old English and Old Germanic cognates hearg and harug re-
spectively, are exclusively used in the sense of “sacred place, sacred grove” as
well as the meaning “altar” and “idol.”*** According to the medieval laws it was
forbidden to perform rituals at places designated horgr (see below). Similar infor-
mation to that in Hyndluljéd also appears in other texts, such as Hervarar saga ok

309 Duwel 1985: 32-34.

310 Cf. AV. Strém 1966: 231-234; Hultgard 1993: 236-237; 1996: 44-45; Sundqvist 2017c.

311 Text Eddukvedi 1: 461-462, trans. Larrington based on Neckel/Kuhn. On the relationship be-
tween Freyja and Ottarr, see McKinnell 2005: 85-89.

312 Jénas Kristjansson & Vésteinn Olason in Eddukveedi 1: 283-287.

313 Hultgard 1993: 236-237; 1996: 32.

314 Th. Andersson 1992b: 83-84; Hultgard 2022a: 606.
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Heidreks konungs.3" A holy tree called bldttré, situated in Svetjud, was reddened
with the blood from a sacrificial horse.**® Whether the word bldttré in this text
really refers to a sacred tree is somewhat uncertain. Perhaps it designates the
wood of “the ritual platform,” “altar” or “podium for images” called véstallr or
stallr (stalli).®” According to Ynglinga saga chapter 15, the Svear sacrificed their
king called Démaldi for better crops (bldta til drs), and they attacked and killed
him and reddened the ritual platforms (rjéda stalla) with his blood.*™ This story
has no historical background, but it is built on the ninth-century poem Ynglinga-
tal stanza five, which definitely renders a pagan world view. The poem reports
that the Svear carried swords against their own ruler and stained the earth red
(at fold rudu) with his blood. They sacrificed him, eager for crops (. . . drgiporn. ..
of séa skyldi).**® When the godi performs the sacrifice at a stallr/stalli in a hof-
building, according to the Haukshok-redaction of Landndmabdk, he reddened the
oath-ring in the blood of a cattle which he himself had sacrificed there (. .. ok
rj6da hann par ddr i rodru nautsbléds pess, er hann blétadi par sjdlfr).3* If we add
together all the evidence it is rather likely that Snorri based his text on old tradi-
tions when he described blood as something essential in the ancient Scandinavian
sacrifice, even if he probably did not use very ancient terms for designating it. It
is also possible that Snorri relied on an older tradition when he stated that sacrifi-
cial blood was smeared on the hof-walls, or red-colored the ritual structures
(rjéda stallana).**' Since the concept stallr also appears in the Older Eidsivaping
Law as a forbidden ritual object there are no doubts that this term is authentic
pre-Christian (see below).

Communal meals

Snorri describes in Hdkonar saga géda the pre-Christian drinking rites (full) con-
nected with the sacrificial feasts at the hof of Lade. There is no doubt that such
rituals were crucial during the pagan banquets. That certain religious terms con-

315 See e.g., Hervarar saga ok Heidreks konungs: Eitt haust var gjort disablét mikit hjd Alfi ko-
nungi, ok gekk Alfhild at blétinu . . . En um néttina, er hun [Alfhildr] raud horginn . . . (ed. J6n
Helgason 1924: 91).

316 Ed. Turville-Petre 2006 [1956]: 71.

317 Hultgédrd 1993: 237.

318 Ynglinga saga ch. 15, Heimskringla 1, Isl. Fornr. 26: 32.

319 Marold in SKP 1: 16.

320 Landndmabok ch. H268, Isl. Fornr. 1: 313-315. This paragraph claims to originate from the very
old and orally transmitted Ulfljétslpg which is mentioned in Islendingabdk ch. 2, {sl. Fornr. 1: 6-7.
321 For a more complete documentation on sacrificial blood, including comparative materials,
see Sundqvist 2017c.
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nected to such rituals, such as minni, may not be traced back to pre-Christian
times is not a sufficient argument for rejecting the idea that the phenomenon it-
self is ancient. Sources of different types clearly indicate that ceremonial drinking
and meals were important in the aristocratic halls and pagan cult buildings. A
compound word attested in Agrip, blétdrykkja: “drinking bout at pagan sacrifice”
seems to refer to ancient drinking rituals in Norway.**? The expression drekka jol:
“celebrate Yule with drinking-ceremonies” appears in a praise poem to King Har-
aldr, Haraldskvedi, composed by Porbjorn hornklofi (c. 900).**® The source value
here is high, but the kenning Freys leikr is debated.*** Nevertheless, the expres-
sion drekka jol in this stanza produces a reliable evidence of pre-Christian liba-
tion rites.

Agrip, Fagrskinna and Hdkonar saga géda, report that ceremonial meals, in-
cluding the consumption of horsemeat,** were crucial during the sacrificial
feasts in Trgndelag. According to trustworthy traditions, horses were sacrificed
and consumed during ceremonial meals in Iceland during the tenth century: Ari
inn fr6di mentions in Islendingabdk that during the transition period people were
allowed to follow the ancient law about consuming horse meat (hrossakigtz dt).
People would also be allowed to sacrifice in secret if they wished to, but hit by
the “lesser outlawry” if this was made known by witnesses.**® This information
about consuming horse flesh is probably directed at customs which occurred in
connection with pagan sacrifices. Most likely this information is reliable, since
Ari said that he personally retrieved it from “old intelligent people.” These people
may have lived with one foot in paganism and one in Christianity.**’

In Oddr munkr’s Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar chapter $63, King Olafr describes
contemptuously the Svear at the battle of Svoldr as hrosscetur (f. nom. pl), that is,
persons who consumed (pagan sacrificial) horsemeat.’”® This scorn is repeated in a
tradition preserved in Fagrskinna chapter 24, where the king shouts out in the bat-

322 Agrip, Isl. Fornr. 29: 22.

323 Fulk in SKP 1: 99-100.

324 See e.g., Fulk in SkP 1: 100.

325 The ritual function of the horse penis in the late and burlesque account called Volsa pdttr
also indicates the religious importance of stallions. It is also stated in this text that pagan people
had horsemeat as food (at heidnir men hofdu hrossakjot sér til feedu). Isl. Fornr. 33: 272.

326 Islendingabdk isl. Fornr. 1: 17; see below.

327 Dillmann 1997: 70, note 28.

328 See the king’s words in Oddr’s Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar: “Audveldra mun peim pykkja,
Svium, at sleikja blotbolla sina en ganga upp d Orminn undir vdpn ydur, ok ekki hreedumsk vér
hrosscetur.” S63. In ch. A72 it says thus: “Audveldra mun Svium verda ok blidara at sleikja innan
blétkoppa sina en ganga upp d Orminn langa undir vdpn vdr ok hrjéda skipin undir o0ss.” Isl.
Fornr. 25: 328.
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tle: “We need not fear the Swedes, the horse-eaters. They would be happier licking
out their sacrificial bowls than coming aboard Ormr inn langi in the face of your
weapons.”*? As been noticed in previous research, these are “conventional gibes at
the stereotypically pagan Swedes.”** These texts probably mention a ritual object
that was used at the ceremonial meals, namely Old Norse blétholli “sacrificial
bowl” or bléttrygill “small sacrificial trough” (see also hlautbolli above).

Adam of Bremen intimates that sacrificial meals, including libation rituals,
were celebrated at Uppsala during the Viking Age. The term commessationes (sg.
commesatio) probably refers to such meals,**" while the Latin verb libo (libare)
used by Adam must be interpreted in its more precise meaning; that is, “to per-
form a libation sacrifice to the deity.”** It thus seems as if the worship of the
three gods in the banqueting room (triclinium) was intimately associated with the
drinking rituals. It is also interesting to note that Adam mentions that horses
were sacrificed in Uppsala. When describing the sacrificial grove, he states thus:
“even dogs and horses hang there with men.”**® We cannot rule out, thus, that
horse meat was also consumed during the sacrificial feasts at Uppsala. Recent ex-
cavations at Old Uppsala and its surroundings have namely uncovered traces of
ceremonial practices involving horses. Traces of two rows of posts have been
found there and dated to c. AD 500-600, which included the depositions of animal
bones, probably related to sacrificial meals. In the post holes in the south, horse
bone and teeth were overwhelmingly found in 83 percent of all the identified
bone and dental fragments. Horses also dominated in all the post foundations,
with almost half (46 percent) of all bones and dental finds. From the horse bones
that have currently been DNA tested, they are all from stallions.*** Adam of Bre-
men states that the sacrifices at Uppsala (including horses) “that is of the male
sex” (quod masculinum est) they offer nine heads. As a large proportion of the
bone depositions from Old Uppsala come from horse, cattle, sheep/goat and pig,
we must consider that the meat from these could have been consumed during

329 “Ekki purfum vér at éttask Svia, hrosseturnar. beim mun vera blidara at sleikja blétbolla
sina en ganga upp d Orm enn langa undir vdpn ydur.” Isl. Fornr. 29: 153. Trans. Finlay 2004.

330 See Fagrskinna in trans. Finlay 2004: 123, note 322. A verse in Hallfredar saga includes a sim-
ilar taunt (at sleikja sinn bléttrygil innan), see Isl. Fornr. 8: 188.

331 Adam 4,27 and scholion 141.

332 “If plague or famine is nigh, a libation is made to the idol of Thor, if war, to Wodan, if mar-
riage is to be solemnized, to Fricco.” (Si pestis et fames imminet, Thor ydolo lybatur, si bellum,
Wodani si nuptiae celebrandae sunt, Fricconi) Adam 4,27. See Dillmann 1997: 66; Hultgérd 2022a:
604.

333 Ibi etiam canes et equi pendent cum hominibus, Adam 4,27.

334 Wikborg 2017; Wikborg & Magnell 2017; Wikborg & G6thberg 2017.
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annual sacrificial feasts.**® Adam also states that “[t]he bodies they hang in the
sacred grove that adjoins the temple.”**® As will be seen in what follows, sacred
groves seem to have been important among the ancient Scandinavians.

koK

Since the Old Norse religion lacked a canonical writing and a priestly institution
which could protect the maintenances of the tradition and stability of the liturgi-
cal order, the repetitive performance of these seasonal sacrifices was most crucial
for the persistence of the old cult.®®” During these annual gatherings the old
mythic traditions of the community were recited and enacted by skalds.**® Since
the purpose of these calendric feasts were to ensure and improve the annual
growth and the harvest, these rituals were very important for the Viking society.
It was of great importance for the early Christian kings to dismantle these pagan
sacrificial rituals by means of laws and prohibitions.

4.4.2 Prohibitions against sacrifices at different types of sanctuaries
including ritual objects

Several medieval laws, from all Scandinavia, mention that sacrifices and worship-
ping pagan (images of) gods, mounds, groves and sanctuaries are not allowed.** In
these laws it seems as if the ritual objects or structures related to the old cult were
forbidden to use with pagan rituals. In addition, rituals performed in connection to
food and drink are also forbidden. The Guta Law, Gutalagen, from Gotland, states
thus in section 4 aff blotan (“concerning sacrifice”):**°

Now the next thing is that sacrifice is strictly forbidden to all men, together with all those
old customs that belong to paganism. No one may pray to either groves or howes or heathen
gods, nor to holy places or ancient sites. If someone is found guilty of this, and it is proved
against him and confirmed with witnesses that he has invoked something of this sort with

335 Wikborg & Magnell 2017. Perhaps horses also had other ritual functions. The link between
horses and divinations has several attestations in Sweden and ancient Europe, see e.g., Barlett
2007: 64; cf. Sundqvist 2002: 233-235.

336 Corpora autem suspenduntur in lucum, qui proximus est templo. Adam 4,27.

337 Cf. Schjgdt 2013: 316-318.

338 See e.g., Gunnell 1995; 2001; 2006; 2012 and Nygaard 2019.

339 See e.g., B. Nilsson 1992: 10-39; Sanmark 2004: 158-159; Nordberg 2013: 283-284; Brink 2020.
340 The oldest manuscript (MS A) is dated to c. 1350. It goes back to an original dated to c. 1220.
Holmbéck & Wessén 1979 (1933-1946) Vol. 4: Ixiv-Ixvi.
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his food or drink, contrary to Christian practice, then he is to be fined three marks to the
parishioners, if they win the case.*!

The law intimates that sacrifices (blotan f. sg.) and the worshipping of ancient gods
(actually haita “to invoke” or “to pray”) at the traditional cult places was not per-
mitted. It is forbidden to pray or invoke groves (a hult) (Old Gutnish *hult n. sg.
“grove”).3*? The Guta Law also states that it is forbidden to pray or invoke grave
howes (a hauga) (0ld Gutnish *haugr m. sg. “grave howe”), which seems to reflect
some kind of ancestor cult performed at the burial mounds.>** No man should nei-
ther pray to heathen gods (Old Gutnish gup n. sg. “idol, (heathen) god”). Most likely
the term Old Gutnish gup (here attested in plural) refers to images representing
pagan gods, since they in this context are related to other ritual objects/places, such
as the sacred groves and the grave howes etc.*** The law also states that it is for-
bidden to huatki a vi “to invoke holy places.”*> More problematic is the concept
Old Gutnish *stafgarpr (m. sg.) in the Guta Law, which also is attested in the addi-
tion to the text called Guta Saga: “Prior to that time, and for a long time afterwards,
people believed in groves and grave howes, holy places and stafgarpar and in hea-

341 bDet ier nu py nest et blotir iru mannum mier firj bupni oc fyrnsca all paun sum haipnu fylgir.
Engin ma haita a huathci a hult epa hauga. epa hapin gup. huatki a vi epa stafgarpa. ba en nequar
verpr at pi sandr oc laipas hanum so vitni a hand et hann hafi haizl nequara pa mip mati epa mip
dryckiu senni sum ai fylgir cristnum sipi pa ir hann sacr at prim marcum vipr kirchiu menn. En
bair syct vinna. Gutalagen, Af blotan. GL I: 4, SSGL 7: 14. Trans. Peel 2009: 9.

342 Cults in sacred groves occur in early and reliable sources referring to other parts of north-
ern Europe (cf. Palm 1942; 1948. Hultgard 1997: 38-39). See e.g., Capitulatio de partibus Saxoniae:
Si quis ad fontes aut arbores vel lucos votum fecerit aut aliquit more gentilium obtulerit et ad hon-
orem daemonum commederet . . . Ed. Boretius: 69. Cf. B. Nilsson 1992: 33 Such cult is also attested
in Adam of Bremen’s account on the Uppsala shrine. See above and Adam 4,27.

343 Such worship could be described as a hero cult and is perhaps attested in medieval texts,
such as Oldfs pdttr Geirstadadlfs in Flateyjarbok (see Sundqvist 2015a and 2016a; cf. Brink 2020:
468). See also the eighth century text called Indiculus superstitionum et paganiarum, ch. 1 De sac-
rilegio ad sepulchra mortuorum (“sacrilege to the graves of the dead”), which probably refers to
the cultic actions performed to (prominent) dead people in burial mounds (Totemkult) (see e.g.,
Homann 2000; B. Nilsson 2010: 41-43).

344 Cultic images are well-attested in the Old Norse prose texts, where the concepts trégud and
skurdgod were applied to such objects, but also terms such as trémadr, likneski (probably a trans-
lation loan of Latin simulacrum) as well as stafrr and hlutr. The authors who described the ancient
Scandinavian religion in Latin used polemic concepts such as idolum “idol” and simulacrum
“image, idol” (see Hultgard 1997: 22 and Sundqvist 2016a: 264-289).

345 0ld Gutnish vi (n. sg.) “holy place”; cf. vi in Swedish place-names and vé in Old Norse texts,
see Vikstrand 2001; Sundqvist 2016b.
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then idols.”**® The appellative *stafgarpr is included in c. 50 proper place-names
(Swedish dgonamn) in Gotland.>*” The last element in the compound (garper) is un-
problematic. It means “fence, enclosure; farm, estate; yard.”348 The first element
staf- is enigmatic, however, and it has not yet found a satisfactory solution (see also
ON stafr in the Older Eidsivaping Law below). Ingemar Olsson pointed at a relation
between place-names including stafgarpar and Iron Age house foundations.>* Ar-
chaeologist Anders Andrén has developed this suggestion which was originally pro-
posed by Olsson. Andrén states that *stafgarpr can be interpreted in two different
ways, “either as a place enclosed with a fence of staves, emphasizing the construc-
tion of the fence or as one or several staves in an enclosed place, pinpointing the
center of the enclosed area.”®*® He argues that the latter explanation is most rea-
sonable since it does not make sense that prohibitions were directed against enclo-
sures made by staves. “Prohibitions against enclosures with one or several staves,
however, make sense, because staves and wooden posts are known in several ritual
contexts before Christianity.”**! Andrén also suggests that the house foundations de-
scribed by Olsson may have been reused as enclosures, within which one or more
ritual posts were erected. He connects the concept stafgarpar with places designated
with a last element -vi, such as Lilla Ullevi in Uppland and Gétavi in Narke. These
places have been investigated archaeologically and include enclosures with one or
several staves, possibly in cultic contexts. Stefan Brink argues in the same vein as
Andrén and states that the stafgarpar probably “had some sort of function in the
pagan belief system.”*? The Guta Law obviously aims at eradicate the old religion by
means of prohibiting sacrifices and the worship of ancient gods at different types of
traditional cult sites, which were used in Viking Age Gotland, or still were in used
when the law was written down. If someone is found guilty of this, and confirmed
with witnesses that he has invoked something of this sort with food or drink, con-
trary to Christian practice, then he is to be punished.

Norwegian medieval laws produce similar evidence of such prohibitions. In
the paragraph called Um blot in the Older Gulaping Law it is thus mentioned:

It is also admonished for us that we should not sacrifice to pagan gods, nor mounds nor
horgar. But if a man is a believer and sacrifices, then he has fortified all his property (in

346 Firi pan tima oc lengi eptir sipan tropu menn a hult oc a hauga, wi oc stafgarpa oc a haipin
gup . . . Ed. Peel 1999: 5.

347 Olsson 1976 and 1996: 139-141.

348 See Schlyter 1887; Soderwall 1884-1918.

349 Olsson 1996: 139-147; cf. 1976: 95-97, 104-106.

350 Andrén 2020b: 110; cf. Olsson 1976: 11-17; 1996: 139.

351 Andrén 2020b: 116.

352 Brink 2020: 475.
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money), and shall confess and do penance before Christ. But if he refuses, then he shall be
outlawed (e.g., leave our king’s realm).*

It is thus forbidden to sacrifice at or worship (bldta) different types of pagan cult pla-
ces. The Old Norse concept god (n. pl) “gods” refers most likely to images of gods in
this context (see above). The expression blota . . . hauga designates probably the wor-
ship of ancestors or the hero cult mentioned above, where sacrifices were performed
at the burial mounds. The Old Norse concept hgrgr (sg.), in this law is debated. Some
scholars have argued that it in pre-Christian contexts, designated a house or a kind
of simple building. The Codex Regius manuscript of Snorra Edda states that the
gods built a hall (salr). This was the horgr that belonged to the goddesses. This
building (hiis) was called Ving6lf.*** However, if we go to the manuscript called
Codex Upsaliensis, the hgrgr in the same passage designates a structure inside the
hall, not the building itself.>* The other instance where horgr refers to a house is
in the Norwegian Kristinréttr (Church law), which has incorrectly been related to
King Sverrir and which in fact is a compilation, or a redaction of paragraphs from
the Gulaping and Frostaping laws.**® According to this text, it is forbidden to build
a house and call it a horgr.®” The interpretation of this reference has also been
regarded as problematic in previous research.®® In religious contexts, the term
horgr is mostly given the meaning “outdoor sanctuary” or “stone altar” (see 4.4.1
above), but it should be noticed that the term could also possibly refer to a building
or a wooden cultic construction, which is apparently tall (hdatimbradr) as in Voluspa
stanza seven and Grimnismdl stanza sixteen, but also something else.>

353 Blot er oss oc kvidiat at vér scolom eigi blota heidit gud. ne hauga. ne horga. En ef madr verdr
at pvi kunnr oc sannr. pa hever hann firi gort hverium penningi fiar sins. han scal ganga til skripta
oc bata vid Crist. En ef hann vill pat eigi. pa scal han fara ér landeign konongs vdrs. NGL 1: 18.
Trans. Brink 2020: 468.

354 Annan sal gerdu peir, pat var horgr er gydjurnar dttu, ok var hann allfagr. Pat his kalla men
Vingolf. Gylfaginning (Cod. Reg. Edda). Ed. Faulkes 1988: 15.

355 Annan sal gerdu peir er horgr var i . . ., Gylfaginning (Cod. Ups. Edda). Ed. Heimir Palsson
2012: 24.

356 It is thus called Kong Sverrers Christenret. Cf. Bge 1981 [1956-1978] and Brink 2020: 470.

357 ef madr . . . ledr hauga eda gerer hus oc kallar horgh. Here quoted from Kong Sverrers
Christenret ch. 79. NGL 1: 430.

358 See e.g., 0. Olsen 1966: 106.

359 See La Farge & Tucker 1992: 133. Cf. Vikstrand 2001; Sundqvist 2005b; 2007; 2009b and 2016a.
See also Brink’s careful reasoning (2020: 468) and Eldar Heidi’s (2015) alternative etymology of
horgr. Instead of the basic meaning “rocky ground” or “heap of stones,” Heide argues that horgr
has a connection with Latin carcer “an enclosed place, prison, barrier or starting-place in the
racecourse,” a proposal which was previously suggested by Adolf Noreen. “The essential or origi-
nal meaning of horg seems to be ‘a barrier, enclosure’, which are two sides of the same coin if a
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The Older Gulaping Law states that if a man is a believer and sacrifices, he
has fortified all his property (in money), and shall confess and do penance before
Christ, but if he refuses, then he shall be outlawed. This must have been an effec-
tive action in order to dismantle the Old Norse religion in Western Norway in the
Early Middle Ages. Similar regulations appear also in the earliest Icelandic law
collection, called Grdgds:

If man worships heathen beings, the penalty is lesser outlawry, . . 3%

The concept used here, fjorbaugsgardr, refers to lesser outlawry, by which was
meant a fine or the loss of some property.®*®! The full outlawry was called skdg-
gangr which meant that “the person forfeited all his property and all his rights
and could be killed by anyone.”*%*

In the Uppland Law (Upplandslagen) (1296) (including the dependent Hdlsinge
Law), Sweden, we have similar expressions as the ones mentioned above. They
appear in the first paragraph of the Church law:

All must believe in Christ, that he is God, and that there are no other gods than he alone. No
one shall sacrifice to idols, and no one shall believe in groves and stones. All must worship
the church.*®

In this law the concept Old Swedish afgup “pagan god, pagan idol” most likely re-
fers to an image representing a pagan god, since it is related here to other cult
objects, such as the sacred groves and the stones. The Old Swedish lunder “grove”
can be compared with Old Gutnish *hult (n. sg.) “grove” in the Guta Law. The ex-
pression ok eengin a . . . stenee troee has a parallel in the Icelandic law Grdgds:
“People are not to do things with stones or fill them with magic power with the
idea of tying them on people or livestock. If a man puts trust in stones for his own

cultic enclosure is seen as first and foremost separating areas of different symbolic status.”
(Heide 2015: 44).

360 Konungshok: Ef madr blotar heipnar veettir, oc uarpar pat fiorbauqs Garp. Kristinna Laga
bdttr ch. 7. Ed. Vilhjalmur Finsen 1974 [1852]: 22. Stadarhdlshok: Ef madr blotar heipnar véttir oc
uardar pat Fiér Bauqs Garp . . . Kristinna Laga Pdttr ch. 18. Ed. Vilhjadlmur-Finsen 1974 [1879]: 27.
361 The penalty called fjorbaugsgardr refers to “a fine, the loss of some property, perhaps also
an ox or cow, and the banishment from Iceland for three years (but, noteworthily, that, while
abroad, the excommunicated person enjoyed normal immunity)” (Brink 2020: 464).

362 Cf. Brink 2020: 464.

363 A krist skulu allir kristnir troce at han cer gup. ok cei eeru gupcer flere. een han en. engin skal
affgupum blotee. ok cengin a lundi ellr stence troce. allir skulu kirkiu dyrke. UL Kk 1 pr, SSGL 3:
11-12. Trans. Brink 2020: 474.
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health or that of his livestock, the penalty is lesser outlawry.”*** There are several
interesting examples of ancient rituals performed in connection to (sacred) stones
in the sources of different types.?*> According to these laws such practices must
be eradicated.

Other types of ritual paraphernalia related to the old customs are forbidden
in other medieval laws. In the Older Eidsivaping Law, which was used in south-
eastern Norway, it says thus:

No man shall keep in his house staff or podiums, a sorcerer’s tool or sacrifice, or things con-
nected to pagan customs or anything else belonging to the pagan customs. But if he does,
and is found guilty of this, he is [to be] outlawed and excommunicated, and will also [lose]
every coin of [i.e., all of] his property.>®®

The word stafr (m.) is translated by Johan Fritzner as “noget som benyttedes ved
afgudernes dyrkelse” (see also stafgarpar above), and stallr or stalli (m.) as “Stil-
lads hvorpaa Afgudbilleder ere oppstillede, Alter.” The staff (ON stafr) and the po-
dium (stallr/stalli) may thus very well refer to the custom of having a cult image
of the god placed on a sacrificial altar/platform in the house. This information
harmonizes well with Snorri’s description of the interior of the hof in Mere,
which says that bérr sat on a podium (stallr/stalli).*®’ The basic meaning of the
word stallr/stalli must be “a stand upon which something could be placed.”*®

364 Konungshdk: Menn scolo eigi fara mep steina. epa magna pa til pess at binda d menn epa a fé
manna. Ef meN trva a steina til heilindis ser. epa fé. oc varpar fiorbaugs Garp. Grdgas, Kristinna
Laga bdttr ch. 7. (Konungsb6k) Ed. Vilhjalmur Finsen 1974 [1852]: 23. Stadarhdlsbok: Menn scolo
eigi fara med steina eda magna pa til pes at binda a menn epa fenad. Ef madr trvir a steina til
heilindis ser eda fe sino oc vardar pat Fiér Baugs Gard. Grdgds, Kristinna Laga Pdttr ch. 18. Ed.
Vilhjalmur Finsen 1974 [1879]: 27. Indiculus superstitionum et paganiarum includes a heading in-
dicating that some native customs and deeds performed on stones would be banned. “De his
quae faciunt super petras” (Fontes: 43).

365 In the Eddic lay called Gudrinarkvida III, Gudrdn, Atli’s wife, is accused of having slept with
biédrecr by one of Atli’s serving-maids called Herkia. Atli was very upset and turned to Gudrun with
this accusation. Gudruin responded that she was not unfaithful to Atli: “ek . . . eida vinna at inum
hvita helga steini” ('ll swear you oaths about all this, by the sacred, white stone) (st. 3) (trans. Larring-
ton 2014: 197). Interpreters have associated inn hviti helgi steinn with marble, but also other white
rocks (von See et al. 2009: 804). It has been stated that this poem reflects very old customs, such as
the punishment of Herkia, where she was drowned in a foul bog ({ myri fiila) (st. 11). The drowning
of criminals in a bog is a well-attested Germanic death penalty. See further ch. 8 below and note 82.
366 Engi madr skal hafa i husi sinu staf eda stalla. vit eda blot. eda pat er til heidins sidar ucit. En
ef hefer oc uerdr hann at pui kunnr eda sannr. ba er hann utlegr oc uhciligr. oc hucer peeningr
fear hans. Den celdre Eidsivathings Kristenret NGL 1: 383. Trans. based on Brink 2020: 471.

367 See Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar ch. 69; see the text in 6.1.

368 Heggstad et al. 2012: 591.
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Since we have the compound véstallr “sacred stand/alter” in the early poetic lan-
guage,*®® we may assume that some type of altars or ritual platforms really ex-
isted inside cult buildings during the Viking Age. The kenning probably referring
to 0dinn, fiirr stalla vinr “the friend of the fire of the altars/podiums” in Egill
Skalla-Grimsson’s Berudrdpa stanza one (c. 970) indicates also the same.>”® That
the term was associated early on with some kind of altar may be supported by
Fjplsvinnsmadl stanza 40, where we have the expression “to sacrifice at the altar-
holy place” (bléta . . . d stallhelgum stad). In this case the word *stallheilagr is an
adjective with the meaning “altar-holy” or “hallowed by an altar.”>"

The Older Eidsivaping Law indicates thus clearly how important it was for
the Christians rulers and the Church in general to exterminate the ritual materi-
als used in the old cult.** It seems as if these actors during the high Middle Ages
employed legal strategies for these achievements.

4.4.3 Regulations against the consumption of sacrificial food

Old Norse texts as well as archaeological evidence, indicate that the consumption
of sacrificial food, especially horsemeat was crucial in the old cult. In Snorri’s Hd-
konar saga gdéda, but also in other medieval prose texts, the actual eating of the
sacrificial meat was synonymous with sacrificing. In addition, the king’s con-
sumption of horse liver seemed to be important. When the early Christian power
in Scandinavia wanted to dismantle the old religion, these kinds of customs were
abolished. It is thus no surprise that we meet regulations related to the consump-
tion of traditional sacrificial food in the medieval laws. In the Guta Law (in the
section “aff blotan”) invocations with food and drinking were prohibited in medi-
eval Gotland when they did not follow Christian customs: “If someone is found
guilty of this [pagan practices such as sacrifices at pagan cult places of different
kinds], and it is proved against him and confirmed with witnesses that he has in-
voked something of this sort with food or drink, contrary to Christian practice,
then he is to be find three marks to parishioners” (see the Gutnish text above). In
Guta Saga, it is mentioned that sacrifices (Old Gutnish blotan) were performed in

369 See Ynglingatal, Marold in SkP 1: 26.

370 See Clunies Ross in SkP 5: 380—381. and especially Clunies Ross 2022 detailed investigation of
the kenning.

371 La Farge & Tucker 1992: 247.

372 The term vit mentioned in the Older Eidsivaping Law is enigmatic. It has been related to the
verb *vitta “conjure” (cf. vitti). Perhaps it refers to a ritual object which was used when conduct-
ing sorcery or creating ecstasy (cf. Brink 2020: 473).



4.4 The elimination of pagan animal sacrifices and other traditional customs =—— 165

more ancient periods there. The whole island held the highest sacrifice on its
own account:

But smaller assemblies held a lesser sacrifice with cattle, food, and drink. Those involved
were called “boiling companions,” because they all cooked their sacrificial meals together.*”

The Old Gutnish appellation supnautr “comrade-in-sacrifice” and the verb siaupa
“cook, boil” belong to an ancient Germanic sacrificial terminology and should be
related to the Gothic word saups “sacrifice” (cf. Old Norse seydir m. “cooking-fire,”
“cooking-place,” “cooking-pit”).*”* The word filepi is usually translated “cattle, beast,”
but perhaps this term also connoted “horse.”*”> The description of sacrifices in the
Guta Saga thus constitutes a close parallel to the rituals mentioned in Hdkonar saga
goda. The composition of Guta Saga is usually dated to sometime between 1220 and
127537 1t is possible that pagan customs related to food and drink were performed in
Gotland up until the thirteenth century, since the Guta Law points out that such rit-
uals are strictly forbidden and criminalized.>”

Almost all early Norwegian laws prohibited the custom of eating horse-
flesh.>”® This was probably connected to the association of horsemeat with pagan
sacrificial rituals. According to the Older Gulaping Law, eating of horsemeat was
to be punished by a fine of three marks, unless it took place during Lent in which
case the punishment was permanent outlawry.*”® A similar punishment also ap-
pears in the Borgarping Law. Anyone eating horse, dog or cat was punished with
permanent outlawry. The law made an exception for people who were lost in the
wilderness, without food for seven days. The prescriptions stipulated in the Bor-
garping Law are interesting, since they clearly indicate that eating these animals
was regarded as pagan practice. The law states thus: “. . . when someone eats one

373 . .. En smeri ping hafpu mindri blotan mip filepi, mati ok mungati, sum haita supnaautar, py
et pair supu allir saman. Guta Saga text and trans. Peel 1999: 4-5.

374 According to Hymiskvida 15, the gods bore the bulls off to the cooking-pit (d seydi), which
probably reflex a ritual cooking. See Kaliff & Mattes 2017: 152.

375 Guta Saga, ed. Peel 1999: 29.

376 Guta Saga, ed. Peel 1999: xlix-liii.

377 Thunmark-Nylén 1989: 232.

378 Sanmark 2004: 222.

379 En ef madr etr rossakiot. pa béte hann firi pat morcom .iij. biscope. aller menn a vara tungu.
oc gange til scripta oc béte vid Crist. . . . En ef madr etr rossakiot i langa fostu. pa hever hann
firigort hverium penningi fear sins. oc fare or landeign konongs vdrs. NGL 1: 11-12. The prohibition
on eating horseflesh in Old Gulaping Law ch. 20. appeared in a chapter that forbade the eating of
meat during the seasonal fast. Anders Hultgard (1996: 42) has argued that the fact that horsemeat
was forbidden at all times of year suggests that horses previously were consumed in ritual con-
texts. Cf. Sanmark 2004: 222.



166 —— 4 The rulers’ strategies for doing away with former religious practice and beliefs

of these [animals] without necessity then he has forfeited fortune and peace, land
and property, and must leave for a heathen land and never return to where
Christians are.”*® The phrase at fare a land heidit is significant, since it states
that the custom of eating horse, dog or cat was associated to pagan practice. It
also appears in the outlawry clauses regarding those who refused to baptize a
child, neglected to pay tithe, or performed illegal marriages and divorces. The reg-
ulations prescribed in the Frostaping Law indicate that similar rules related to
horse-meat, including dog and cat, also existed in Tlr(zmdelag,381 and for south-
eastern Norway, according to the Eidsivaping Law.*** This latter law informs us
just before this passage about forbidden (pagan) food sacrifices:

Now, if sacrifice is found in an unlocked house, food offerings or clay offerings, shaped like
human body, of clay or dough, then he must free himself from this with a lyréttr oath,
[and he is] guilty [and must pay a fine] of 3 marker if he fails the oath.**

All these practices were thus not in keeping with Christian customs.*® These pre-
scriptions against the consumption of (assumed) sacrificial food were crucial
when wiping out the Old Norse religion in both Norway and Sweden.

380 Efrid lystr pa skall vnyta. Nv skall alt peet eta er i bui er fodt uttan hund oc katt oc ros. En
ef madr etr einhuern pceenn lut naudsynia laust pa heefir han firergort fe oc fridi lande oc lausum
oyri. fare a land heeidit oc kome aldri peer sem krisnir menn ero. NGL 1: 342.

381 Ef madr er staden a fiallum eda i vttoyum vm langa fastu oc heiptir hann uedr. pa skal hann
eta huetuitna helldr en déya nema mann ein. En pa er hann kémr til bygda pa segi peim preste til
er hann ma fyrst hitta eda seckizt hann .vj. aurum uid biskup. en adrum .vj. aurum ef hann fer vm
annan prest. En ef hann fer pegiande vm hin pridia pa er hann vtlegr en biskup hafe fe hans allt.
NGL 1: 145.

382 En ef madr gengr a uillator { mork uti. Ef hann hefer genget .vij. daga oc .vij. netr. En ef
hunndr fylgir honum. pa skal han fyrr eta hunnden. en hunndren ete hann. En ef hann hittir ros. pa
skal hann fyr eta pat en hann sucellti lengr. En pegar hann kémr i bygdir. pa skal hann scegia til
miscetes sins. mannum. oc ganga til scrifta. pa liggr engi seekt uid. En ef hann léynir oc kémr up
sidan oc ucerdr hann sannr at. pa er hann utlegr oc fe hans allt. NGL 1: 384.

383 The term lyréttr, lyrittr is translated by Heggstad et al (2012: 404) as “full lovleg rett, land-
srett”; “lovleg forbod som in bruker mot noko.”

384 Nu ef blot er funnit i husi laslausu matblot. eda leirblot gort i mannzliki. af leeiri. eda af
deegi. pa skal hann pedan lgysa i brot. meed lyrittar idi. sceckr.ifj. markum ef @idr feellz. NGL 1:
383. Trans. Brink 2020: 472. In sacrificial contexts, iconic images made of dough could represent
the material of the oblation. Comparative materials indicate that this occurs at communal sacrifi-
ces, where the recipient and the sacrificial gift are regarded as being of the same divine nature.
In this type of sacrifice, the gift, identified with the divinity, is sometimes also consumed in con-
nection to a communal meal by the cultic group. This type of ritual is best known from the Chris-
tian Eucharist. But it is also covered in many other religions. Sundqvist 2019: 359-360.

385 Sanmark 2004: 222-223.
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4.4.4 Regulations against witchcraft, divination rituals and galdr

In the medieval laws we also meet regulations against witchcraft. There is a sec-
tion in the Older Gulaping Law called “Concerning Prophecy and Witchcraft” (Um
spdr oc um galldra). 1t is stated there that people should believe in neither “sooth-
saying, witchcraft nor maleficence.” But if he does, and is found guilty of this, he
is to be outlawed and excommunicated.®*® The law than goes on to enumerate
other penalties for those who harbor or perform such beliefs and practices.>®’
The Old Norse terms related to witchcraft in this section are nouns with wide se-
mantics, such as spd (f.) with the meaning “divination, prophecy, prediction,”
galdr (m.) “sorcerous incantation, magic spell, sorcery, witchcraft, magic,” and
gerning (f.) “sorcery, witchcraft.”**® Similar restrictions also appear in the Icelan-
dic law codex called Grdgds:

If someone uses spells or witchcraft or magic — he uses magic if he utters or teaches some-
one else or gets someone else to utter words of magic over himself or his property — the
penalty is lesser outlawry, and he is to be summoned locally and prosecuted with a panel of
twelve. If man practices black sorcery, the penalty for that is full outlawry. It is black sor-
cery if through his words or his magic a man brings about the sickness or death of livestock
or people. That is to be prosecuted with a panel of twelve **°

The penalty for practice of sorcery is lesser outlawry (fjorbaugsgardr). But if sor-
cery was used to effect man or livestock so they became sick or even died; in
other words, black magic, the penalty was skdggangr; that is, full outlawry. The
terms used in this law for witchcraft are galdr “spell,” gerning “sorcery, witch-

386 Dat er nu pvi nest at ver scolom eigi lyda spdm ne golldrum ne gerningum. illum. En sa er
kunnr oc sannr verdr at pvi. at hann segir spar. ®da ferr med spam. pa er hann madr utlagr oc
uheilagr. NGL 1: 17.

387 Cf. Mitchell 2011: 21.

388 See ONP.

389 Konungshok: Ef mapr ferr med galldra epa gorningar. epa fiolkyngi. Pa ferr hann med fiolkyngi
ef hann quedr pat epa kennir. epa leetr queda. at ser epa at fe sinv. pat varpar honum fiorbaugs
Garp. oc scal honum heima stefna. oc scekia vid .xij. quid. Ef mapr ferr med fordees skap. pat varpar
scoGang. pat ero fordees skapir. ef mapr gérir i ordum sinvm. epa fiolkyngi sott epa bana. fe epa
mavnnvm. pat scal sekia vid .xij. quid. Kristinna Laga Pdttr ch. 7. Ed. Vilhjalmur Finsen 1974 [1852]:
22-23. Stadarhdlshok: Ef madr fer med galldra. eda fiolkyNgi. oc vardar honum pat Fiér Baugs Gard
oc scal stefna heiman. oc sgkia vid .xij. quié. . . . Ef mapr fer med fordodo scap. pat vardar sco Gang.
bat ero fordédo scapir. ef mapr gorir i ordum sinum. eda fiolkyNgi sott eda bana ménnom eda fe. pat
scal sgkia vid .xij. quid. Grdgds, Kristinna Laga Pdttr ch. 18. Ed. Vilhjalmur Finsen 1974 [1879]: 27.
Trans. by Brink 2020: 463.
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craft,” but also the nouns fjolkynngi (f) “the black art, witchcraft, wizardry, sor-
cery” and fordeduskapr (m.) “witchcraft, sorcery.”**® The negative attitude held
by the elite society in medieval Scandinavia toward the practice of witchcraft and
sorcery, appears also in the Borgarping Law, which was used around Viken in
southern Norway:

But if a woman bites off a finger or toe from her child and does that [in order to secure]
long life, she is fined 3 marks. The worst witch is she who destroys a man or a woman or
child or cow or calf. And if sorcery is found in bedding or bolster, the hair of a man, or nails
or frog feet or other talismans which are thought wont in witchcraft, then a charge may be
made [. . .] That is felony if one sits out and rouses trolls thereby. That is felony if one kills
oneself. That is also felony if one journeys to Finnmark for soothsaying.*!

In this law the charges enumerated are also penalties connected to the practice
of fordeduskapr, spd and gerning. Interesting also is the practice called sitja uti
or utiseta, literally meaning “to sit out” or “sitting out,” that is, a divination rit-
ual connected with the practice of witchcraft.?*> The Old Norse word used for
“felony” in this context is tibdt (f.), sometimes referred to as tbétabol (n.), ubéta-
mdl (n.), ubdétaverk (n.) or tibdtasok (f.); that is, “deeds which cannot be atoned
for money.”*%

There are plenty of regulations related to witchcraft in the medieval law-
codexes.®** Some of them may have been performed by professional religious spe-
cialists, such as the volur, spakonur or spamenn. They indicate that royal power
together with the church tried to dismantle old practices related to folk-beliefs in
the early Middle Ages.

390 Zoéga 2004 [1910]: 140, 144.

391 En ef kona bitr fingr af barne sinu eda to ok gerer pat til langlifis hon er sceck .iij. morkum. Su
er fordeda vest en firir gerer manne eda kono eda barne. ku eda kalfe. En ef fordedoskapr verdr
funnin i beedium eda bulstrum manna har eda negl eda frauda fotr. eda adrer peeir lutir en uenir
bickia til geerninga. pa ma sok gefa . [. . .] bat er vbota verk ef madr sitr vti ok veeckir troll vp. Pat
er vbota verk ef madr tynir ser sialfr. bat er ok vbota verk ef madr feer a fin merkr at spyria spa.
NGL 1: 362. Trans. Mitchell 2011: 21.

392 Price 2019: 126.

393 Mitchell 2011: 161-162.

394 For a thorough investigation I will just refer to Stephen A. Mitchell’s book Witchcraft and
Magic in the Nordic Middle Ages, specifically ch. 5, “Witchcraft, Magic, and the Law” (2011:
146-174).
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4.4.5 Burial mounds and the treatment of dead people

Regulations were not only related to the old worship of the pagan gods at differ-
ent types of sanctuaries or witchcraft performed by sorceresses, but also to the
pagan treatment of dead people.*® Such restrictions are visible early in Ger-
manic laws from Continental Europe. In a Frankish law, from the period of Char-
lemagne (c. 782-785), under the heading De minoribus capitulis, pagan practices
related to burials were strongly forbidden.>*® The dead people should be buried at
the churchyard and not in the pagan burial mounds.*®’ Violations were punishable
by death.**® There were also laws related to burial customs in Scandinavia. When a
person lived as a Christian, it is stated, that he or she must be buried in the church-
yard.** Legislation regarding Christian burial practice is however scarce in the Scan-
dinavian laws.**® According to Norwegian laws, there are a few attestations. It was,
for instance, not tolerated to bury a dead relative in a mound or a cairn. The Older
Gulaping Law states that if anybody buries a body in a mound or a cairn, it should
be unearthed and fines shall be paid to the bishop. The dead body must be brought
to the church and buried in sacred ground.*”! Similar regulations appear in the Fros-
taping Law, where it is stated that all dead bodies should be brought to churchyard
within five days.*** There were exceptions made for people who lived far away from
church. There are similar regulations in the Icelandic law called Grdgds in the section
called “Christian Law”: “Corpse with the right to church burial is to be taken to

395 On early Christian death liturgy and burial rituals, see B. Nilsson 2010. See also 5.4 below.
396 Si quis corpus defuncti hominis secundum ritum paganorum flamma consume fecerit et ossa
eius ad cinerem redierit, capitae punietur. Capitulatio de partibus Saxoniae, MGH Legum II: 1 ¢ 7:
69. See further B. Nilsson 1992: 24 and 2010: 43.

397 Iubemus ut corpora christianorum Saxanorum ad cimiteria ecclesiae deferantur et non ad tu-
mulos paganorum. Capitulatio de partibus Saxoniae, MGH Legum II: 1 c 22: 69. See further B. Nils-
son 1992: 24 and 2010: 43.

398 See B. Nilsson 1992: 22-26.

399 On the medieval funeral customs in the West Church, as well as its funeral liturgy, see B.
Nilsson 2010.

400 See B. Nilsson 1992: 25-26; Sanmark 2004: 265.

401 En ef madr grefr lic i hauga @da reysar. pa scal hann pat upp grava. oc béta firi pat aurum.
iij. biscope. oc fora lic til kirkiu. oc grava i iord helga. NGL 1: 14. See Nordeide 2020: 1630.

402 Kristin mann hucern skal at kirkiu grafa oc til kirkiu hafa fort lik innan fim natta naudsynia
laust. NGL 1: 135.
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church as soon as men can get ready to do s0.”**> Most likely these regulations con-
tributed to the demise of Old Norse religion in Iceland and Norway.***

4.5 Redefining the status of the gods

The early Christian kings and the medieval church did everything to denigrate
the pagan gods and the people worshipping them. They even had various literary
strategies to rob the gods of their divine status or devalue them, such as euhemer-
ism, demonology, and idol parody. Some of these strategies were thus applied by
authors, for example, in the early chronicles and hagiographical texts written in
Latin, but also in the medieval Kings’ Sagas and other texts written in Old Norse.
These strategies were probably also used in oral performances, for example in
sermons or in other gatherings at, for example, assembly meetings or in the chief-
tain’s hall. Although the early Christian kings and church wanted to eradicate the
cult of the polytheistic gods and their myths, it seems that they did not completely
succeed in this. The memory of the old gods lived on long after the official conver-
sion was made. People continued to tell stories about them. In texts, but probably
also in oral performances, it was then important that these deities were rede-
fined, belittled in various ways or portrayed as evil. These strategies aimed to dis-
solve the public cult of the old gods, but also to influence people’s perception of
these deities as well.*®

403 Konungshok: Lik hvert scal til kirkio feera pat er at kirkio a leegt sva sem menn verpa bvnir
fyrst til. Gragas, Kristinna Laga Pdttr ch. 2. Ed. Vilhjdlmur Finsen 1974 [1852]: 7. Stadarhdlshok:
Lik huert scal til kirkio fora. pat er at kirkio a legt sva sem menn verpa fyrst bunir til. Grdgds,
Kristinna Laga Pdttr ch. 6. Ed. Vilhjdlmur Finsen 1974 [1879]: 7.

404 Historian J6n Vidar Sigurdsson (2020: 1680) argues: “For the Church in Iceland, it was essen-
tial to introduce new rituals in order to draw a demarcation line separating Christianity from
pre-Christian religion. It can therefore be claimed that the focus on baptism and on changing
burial practices were considered to be the most efficient ways of steering the population in the
‘right’ direction.”

405 Historian of literature Jonas Wellendorf (2018) has dealt with the medieval reception and
reinterpretation of the pre-Christian religion and the old deities in a recent monograph. There he
shows how these gods became integrated into the medieval Christian worldview, with the sup-
port of the above-mentioned strategies. In what follows, I will briefly address some strategies
that we can see in the sources, that contributed to the dismantling of the Old Norse religion. In
this overview, I am indebted to Wellendorf’s important work.
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4.5.1 The pagan gods

It seems as if the early Christian kings and their councillors primarily focused on
the cultic activities when dismantling the Old Norse religion. As a consequence of
this strategy, some Old Norse mythic traditions about the pagan gods survived into
the Middle Ages.**® These traditions are described in the Poetic Edda and the Edda
of the Icelander Snorri Sturluson. We do not know whether the descriptions in
them concur with the world view of Viking Age people. From the Viking Age to the
Middle Ages, various additions were incorporated into these mythic traditions.
Snorri himself arranged his material in accordance with literary models and rhe-
torical devices that were common among learned writers in the Middle Ages. He
framed his mythical narratives in, for instance, Ynglinga saga with the “The
Learned Prehistory,” where the gods were euhemeristically converted into earthly
rulers.*’” These narratives were based on a pattern provided by Virgil’s Aeneid,
where it is described how Aeneas left Troy and founded the empire of Rome. Simi-
lar to Aeneas, 0dinn left Asgardr, the capital of Asaland in Asia, and travelled to
Sigtuna in Svetjud, where he settled and founded the royal Ynglinga-family who
descended from euhemeristically interpreted gods. In Ynglinga saga the genealogi-
cal list begins with Njorér — Yngvi-Freyr — Fjolnir — Sveigdir etc., down to possibly
historical Norwegian kings, that is, the forefathers of Haraldr harfagri. Hence, this
narrative about the Ynglinga-kings was also a kind of foundation myth for the state
of Norway.**® Snorri probably took this model of combining “The Learned Prehis-

406 Lindow (2021: 124-126) lists some reasons why Old Norse mythology was preserved after the
conversion to Christianity. One reason might be simple entertainment values of the myths.
A second reason could be related to the fact that myths explained remains of the old religion,
such as theophoric place-names, images that had survived from the Viking Age on runestones or
Gotlandic picture stones or other artifacts, such as bérr’s hammers or phallic figures. A third rea-
son was that the myths were “good to think with.” A fourth reason, finally, was its role in poetry,
in preserving native wisdom or as lore encoded in native system of memory, transmission and
performance. See e.g., the poetics of Snorra Edda. McKinnell (2007) discusses why Christians
found pagan myths useful. Outside the Old Norse context in Germanic area, he finds three cate-
gories: practical magic, Christian condemnations of heathenism, and claims of noble and impres-
sive ancestry. In the Old Norse context, he mentions that the myths were necessary for young
poets to learn since they were occasionally used in twelfth and thirteenth century poetry. He also
mentions entertainment as one reason for Christians learning myths.

407 The Learned Prehistory is also attested in the Prologue of Snorri’s Edda and the final lines in
Gylfaginning. The account about Troy was translated from Latin to Old Norse possibly in the
early thirteenth century. See e.g., Tréjumanna saga, which was a translation of De excidio Troiae
and (falsely) attributed to Dares Phrygius. See also Veraldar saga. Cf. Jénas Kristjansson 1988: 132,
332; Weber 1985 and 1994; Malm 2018: 99-101; Lindow 2021.

408 See Lincoln 2014.
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tory” with euhemeristically interpreted gods from Ari inn frédi’s genealogical list
called ngfn langfedga Ynglinga ok Breidfirdinga (“names of the forefathers of the
Ynglinga-kin and the Breidafjpordur-people”) in Islendingabdk, which introduces
with Yngvi Tyrkjakonungr — Njordr Sviakonungr — Freyr — Fjolnir — Sveigdir etc.
There are no traces of this learned construction in the royal list of Ynglingar ap-
pearing in the late ninth century poem Ynglingatal.*®® In a sense, the medieval writ-
ers thus dismantled the Old Norse religion by means of transforming the gods into
earthly rulers and thereby destroying their divine nature.*° Occasionally, however,
Snorri composed his texts with the aid of old traditions. He cited, for example,
mythical poems from the Poetic Edda in Gylfaginning,"" and from the skaldic
poems in Skdldskaparmdl.*'* From them he elaborated the mythical prose accounts,
which are preserved in his Edda. Some of the Eddic lays may have been composed
during the Viking Age, but it is likely that many of them were reworked by medie-
val authors. These texts are therefore literary presentations of the myths, mixing
old and new.

In contrast to monotheistic Christianity, the ancient Scandinavian religion
was polytheistic. In the sources, several individual gods are mentioned by names,
such as 0dinn, bérr, Freyr and the goddess Freyja.*”® Collectively, they are de-
scribed by the Old Norse neuter plural forms god, “the gods,” regin, “(divine)
powers,” hopt, “(divine) fetters” and bond, “(divine) bonds.”*!* It has been argued
that the Old Norse gods were divinities of a very different kind than the Christian
god. Jonas Wellendorf states thus: “One remarkable difference is that the Norse
gods were mortal rather than eternal. They existed in time rather than outside
time, had been born, and were expected to die as well.”*"> The Christian belief in
an abstract, eternal and almighty God with a message about universal redemp-
tion to all people and nations was probably something new and problematic for
the Scandinavians during the transition period. The pagan polytheistic pantheon
concerned several deities, sometimes with a relation to specific groups of people.

409 Sundqvist 2002; 2016a.

410 Cf. Wellendorf 2018: 3 and below.

411 Lassen 2018: 139-141.

412 Clunies Ross 2018c: 150-152.

413 Laidoner (2020) has recently argued that, for instance Freyr, rather should be described as a
“superior ancestor” than a god. Supernatural beings, such as Odinn, bérr, and Freyr, who are
connected to the cosmic events, either via the cosmogony or the eschatology, should rather be
described as gods. See Sundqvist 2020c.

414 Wellendorf 2018: 18-22; Lindow 2020b: 107-108.

415 Wellendorf 2018: 2.
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Freyr, for instance, was called blétgod Svia, “the sacrificial god of the Svear.”*!®

These gods also had their home at specific places in the human landscape. Cult
sites could, for instance, be called Gudhem; that is, “home of the divine powers.”
We have one Gudhem in Vastergotland and one well known Gudme (<Gudhem) in
Fyn, Denmark.*"” The divine powers had in a concrete sense settled among the
people on earth.*®

Snorri’s Edda and Ynglinga saga report that the Old Norse gods are divided
into two groups, the csir (sg. dss) and the vanir (sg. vanr).**® According to a com-
mon interpretation, the individual gods included different characteristics and
functions, and together they constituted an ideal society.*** The cesir deities of
warlike character, were concerned with protecting and ordering society. They in-
cluded gods like Odinn, bérr, Baldr and Tyr and the dsynjur “goddesses,” for in-
stance Frigg. The vanir, on the other hand, were fertility gods, worshipped to
ensure good harvests, rain and favourable winds, as well as fecundity. They were
associated with agriculture, animal husbandry, sailing and fishing. We know the
names of only three of them with certainty: Njordr, and his children Freyr and
Freyja.*! Snorri mentions in Ynglinga saga chapter four that the cesir and the
vanir had been in war but had made peace after an exchange of hostages and
had become assimilated.

It is not possible in a limited space to go into a detailed discussion of the his-
torical development of the individual gods. I will therefore present a heuristic
model of the most important deities elaborated by Jens Peter Schjgdt.*** He ar-
gues that some of the greater gods, Odinn, bPérr and Freyr, do have semantic cen-
ters related to their individualities, which creates some boundaries for what can
be said about them, and for which purposes they can be venerated. He also states
that these semantic centers are likely to have been rather stable. One of the most
important gods in Viking Age Scandinavia was Odinn. His semantic center was
related to war and magic in the preserved traditions.*”® With Jord (Earth), 0dinn

416 Qgmundar pdttr dytts, Isl. Fornr. 9: 114. See also Gunnell 2015; cf. Sundqvit 2020b.

417 SOL; Kousgérd Sgrensen 1985; problematized by Brink 2011.

418 The present writer has in previous studies argued that the topography of Uppsala as de-
scribed by Adam of Bremen, with a hall, a specific tree and a well, was deliberately arranged as
a reflection of a mythical landscape and dwelling place of the gods. Sundqvist 2004; 2011b; 2017d.
419 On the issue whether the vanir should be conceived as a specific group of gods, see Simek
2010; Frog & Roper 2011; Tolley 2011; Schjgdt 2014 and Lindow 2020d: 1033-1050.

420 Dumézil 1959; 1973; cf. Lindow 2020d: 1033-1050; critically considered by e.g., Gunnell 2015.
421 On Freyja, see Nasstrom 1995.

422 Schjgdt 2012b; 2014; 2021.

423 See e.g., Schjedt 2020b.
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had a son called Pérr.*** According to Schjgdt, bérr’s semantic center is related to
protection in the sources. It seems as if Njordr belongs to the oldest generation of
the vanir.*® His son was Freyr.**® According to Schjedt, Freyr’s semantic center
in the sources is related fertility. It seems as if these gods were worshipped at cult
places all over Scandinavia. Adam of Bremen describes the cult of 0Odinn, borr
and Freyr in Uppsala. Place-names such as Frdsdker, Odensvi and Torslunda in
the Lake Malaren area produce similar evidence (see above).**’

4.5.2 Euhemerism and demonology in early Latin texts

The strategy of demonizing pagan gods was early applied by the Church. It is
even evidenced in the Latin Bible (Vulgata), where it is stated that “all the gods of
the pagans are demons.”*?® In early Latin sources referring to the ancient Scandi-
navia we may see that the pagan gods were demonized and sometimes identified
with the Devil.**® When describing the three major gods in the Uppsala temple in
Book 4,28, Adam of Bremen simply labeled them as “demons” (daemones pl), for
example.*** Scholion 140 of Adam of Bremen’s text mention that their Christian
King Anunder was not willing to “offer the demons the prescribed sacrifice of the
people” (. . . sacrificium gentis statutum nollet demonibus offerre . . .).**! When ex-
pressing the terrible religious state of Norway during the early eleventh century,
Adam states in Book 2,57: “For soothsayers and augurs and sorcerers and en-
chanters and other satellites of Antichrist live where by their depictions and won-
ders they may hold unhappy souls up for mockery by demons (daemones).”
According to Theodoricus Monachus, Jarl Hadkon “became the most eager slave of
demons (daemones) once he had a tight grip on the kingdom.”*** Hence, the

424 See Lindow 2020e and Taggart 2018.

425 Lindow 2020f.

426 See Sundqvist 2014a; 2017b; 2020b.

427 Vikstrand 2001.

428 [O]mnes dii gentium daemonia (PS 95.5 iuxta LXX, Vulgata, eds. Gryson et al. 1994: 890). Well-
endorf 2018: 4, 123.

429 Wellendorf 2018: 4-5.

430 Quidam e sacerdotibus, qui ad Ubsolam demonibus astare solebat. Adam 4,28. However,
Adam is not consistent with this polemical vocabulary. In 4,26 he mentions the statues of three
gods (statuas trium deorum). Hultgard 1997: 22. Cf. Wellendorf 2018: 5, 124.

431 See also scholion 133 of Adam’s text.

432 Comfirmatus igitur Hocon in regno coepit daemonum esse precipuus servus. Historia de anti-
quitate regum norwagiensium, ed. Storm 1880: 13.



4.5 Redefining the status of the gods =—— 175

pagan gods were according to these accounts identical to demons and people
worshipping them were caught in a delusion.

Scholars argue that Rimbert in his Vita Anskarii often applied a dualistic
view of history where God fights against the Devil.*** In chapter 17 it is stated, for
instance, that the pagans in Birka were inflamed with zeal and fury, and began
by insidious means to persecute Bishop Gautbert. This was done by the instigation
of the Devil (diabolus).*** Whether the Devil here is interpreted as a representa-
tion of the pagan gods by Rimbert is not quite clear. He usually uses the term dei
(pl, and deus sg.) for the pagan gods, indicating a quite neutral terminology. The
counsellor of the king (consiliarius regis) and Christian man, Hergeirr (Old Swed-
ish Heerger), however, urged the Svear to renounce their superstitious worship,
and stop placating their idols by useless sacrifices (inani sacrificio idola vobis plac-
are).** According to Adam, too, the aim of the sacrifices is to appease the gods:
“with the blood of which it is customary to placate the gods of this sort” (quorum
sanguine deos [tales] placari mos est).**® This appears to be a polemic topos.

It seems however as if Rimbert, Adam and other clerical authors were anx-
ious to show that the Scandinavians did not have real gods. Their gods were actu-
ally human kings who died a long time ago. This strategy or approach is usually
interpreted as euhemerism. Adam of Bremen states in his Gesta when describing
the Svear and the cultic site of Uppsala: “They also pay reverence to gods derived
from men, to whom they ascribe immortality because of their heroic deeds.”**” It
is quite obvious that Adam took this information from Rimbert’s Vita Anskartii,
since he adds: “as one reads in the Vita of Saint Ansgar they did in the case of
King Hericus [Erik].”**® Vita Anskarii chapter 26 thus mentions that when Ansgar
arrived in Birka on his second tour the people of the Svear had fallen victim to
delusions. One man at this place claimed that he had participated in a council of
the gods:

It happened, at the instigation of the devil, who knew beforehand of the coming of this good
man, that someone had come thither and said that he had been present at a meeting of the
gods, who were believed to be the owners of this land, and had been sent by them to make

433 Odelman 1986: 92; cf. B. Nilsson 1998: 48.

434 . . . contigit etiam diabolico instinctu, ut populus Sueonum furore zeli accensus praefatum
Gauzbertum™ episcopum insidiose persequi coeperit . . . VA 17. See also VA 26 below.

435 VA 19. Hultgard 2022a: 605.

436 Adam 4,27. Hultgard 2022a: 605.

437 Colunt et deos ex hominibus factos, quos pro ingentibus factis immortalitate donant, ... Adam
4,26.

438 sicut in Vita sancti Ansgarii legitur Hericum [Erik] regem fecisse. Adam 4,26.
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this announcement to the king and the people: ‘You, I say, have long enjoyed our goodwill,
and under our protection the land in which you dwell has long been fertile and has had
peace and prosperity. You have also duly sacrificed and performed the vows made to us,
and your worship has been well pleasing to us. But now you are keeping back the usual
sacrifices and are slothful in paying your freewill offerings; you are, moreover, displeasing
us greatly by introducing a foreign god in order to supplant us. If you desire to enjoy our
goodwill, offer the sacrifices that have been omitted and pay greater vows. And do not re-
ceive the worship of any other god, who teaches that which is opposed to our teaching, nor
pay any attention to his service. Furthermore, if you desire to have more gods and we do
not suffice, we will agree to summon your former King Eric to join us so that he may be one
of the gods.” This devilish announcement, which was publicly made on the arrival of the
bishop, disturbed the minds of all, and their hearts were deceived and disquieted. For they
had resolved to have a temple in honour of the late king, and had begun to render votive
offerings and sacrifices to him as to a god.*>

According to this “announcement,” the old gods were skeptical about the new
Christian god. They stated that if the Svear desired to have more gods, they would
agree to summon the former King Eirikr (Old Swedish Erik) to join them so that
he may take his place among these gods. The consequence of this was great activ-
ity and a “temple” (templum) was erected for King Eirikr.

It is likely that Rimbert applied a euhemeristic method when stating that the
Svear worshipped deities derived from human beings. This kind of reasoning was
very common in the Judaeo-Christian polemics against pagan polytheism. Rim-
bert’s and Adam’s information could be compared with some sequences in the
apocryphal text Epistula Jeremiae — which was included in both Septuaginta and
Vulgata — where similar polemic aspects and wording appear.**° The gods are

439 Instigante enim diabolo, adventum beati viri omnimodis praesciente, contigit eo ipso tempore,
ut quidam illo adveniens diceret, se in conventu deorum, qui ipsam terram possidere credebantur,
affuisse, et ab eis missum, ut haec regi et populis nunciaret: ‘Vos’, inquam, ‘nos vobis propitios diu
habuistis et terram incolatus vestri cum multa abundantia nostro adiutorio in pace et prosperitate
longo tempore tenuistis. Vos quoque nobis sacrificia et vota debita persolvistis, grataque nobis ves-
tra fuerunt obsequia. At nunc et sacrificia solita subtrahitis et vota spontanea segnius offertis et,
quod magis nobis displicet, alienum deum super nos introducitis. Si itaque nos vobis propitios hab-
ere vultis, sacrificia omissa augete et vota maiora persolvite. Alterius quoque dei culturam, qui
contraria nobis docet, ne apud vos recipiatis et eius servicio ne intendatis. Porro, si etiam plures
deos habere desideratis, et nos vobis non sufficimus, Ericum quondam regem vestrum nos unan-
imes in collegium nostrum asciscimus, ut sit unus de numero deorum’. Hoc ergo diabolicum man-
datum publice denunciatum in adventu domni episcopi mentes cunctorum perturbabat, et error
nimius ac perturbatio corda hominum confuderat. Nam et templum in honore supra dicti regis
dudum defuncti statuerunt et ipsi tanquam deo vota et sacrificia offerre coeperunt. VA 26. Trans.
Robinson 1921.

440 Hultgard 1997: 21.
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nothing but human constructions (quia non sunt dii sed opera manum homi-
num).**! Thietmar uses the same ethnographic cliché or topos when he writes
about the Slavic sanctuary in Riedegost. In this sanctuary there are gods made by
human hands (dii manu facti).***

Latin hagiographic traditions on saints, that were translated into Old Norse,
also used similar strategies to dismantle the old gods. According to one of the old-
est manuscripts of translated hagiography, Clemens saga,*** the protagonist and
saint, St Clemens, described the pagan god Odinn as thus: “But that Clemens does
such a disgrace and dishonour to 0dinn, our help and refuge, that he calls him a
fiend and an unclean spirit.”*** The noun fiandi (m.) could be interpreted as “the
Devil” here.

Christian power applied similar strategies early in Continental Europe. The Old
Saxon Baptismal Vow, (Latin abrenuntiatio) which is written in a mix of West Ger-
manic dialects (Old High German, Old Saxon, Old Frisian, Old English) and Latin,
indicates that the strategy of demonization of the old gods was applied early
among the Saxons. This baptismal vow is quoted in Cod. Pal. 577 of the Vatican Li-
brary dated to the ninth century, but it may be older. It includes a specific list of
renunciations:

ec forsacho allum dioboles uuercum and uuordum, Thunaer ende Uudden ende Saxnote ende
allum thém unholdum thé hira genébtas sint

I forsake all the Devil’s works and words: Thunor, Woden and Saxnote and all the uncanny
beings who are their companions.**®

Saxnote was a Saxon tribal god, who followed the Saxons to England, where he
appeared under the name Seaxnéat or Saxnéat. Thunaer and Woden are equiva-
lent Saxon name forms of Old Norse bérr and Odinn. The Church was thus eager
to demonize these pagan gods.

441 Epistula Jeremiae sts 50-51, 72. Quoted from Hultgard 1997.

442 Thietmar, Chronicon 6,23. For another interpretation of these texts, see Sundqvist 2016a:
254-262.

443 The only manuscript AM 645 4to was written in the first half of the thirteenth century. See
ed. Carron 2005: xxiii.

444 En pd éscemp ok 6virping veitir hann Opni érlausnafullum ok hvarfsemi at sid Clemens kallar
hann fjdnda ok éhreinan anda. Clemens saga, ed. Carron 2005: 44. Wellendorf 2018: 4, 123.

445 Text de Vries 1956-1957: §353 and English translation Brown 2013: 451. Cf. Simek 2006: 276.
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4.5.3 Euhemerism, idol parody and demonology in medieval Old Norse texts

0ld Norse prose texts include similar hagiographic and ethnographic clichés as
the ones observed in Rimbert’s, Adam of Bremen’s and others Latin texts, that is,
euhemerism and demonology. The intention was also in these texts to reduce or
more likely deprive the old gods their divine status. The stories about the pagan
gods were not completely rejected, but the character and nature of the pagan di-
vinities were redefined and altered when narrating them. When the conversion
process was over there was also a desire to preserve these stories, but adapted to
their Christian contexts.**® As noticed above, Snorri, for instance, introduced his
Heimskringla (Ynglinga saga) by presenting the euhemerized pagan gods as an-
cient kings who settled in Svetjud and also died there. This was an adaptation
and adjustment to a Christian way of historical writing.

Another common feature in some of these medieval stories is that those pa-
gans who worshipped these gods as cult images were mocked and ridiculed. The
pagan cult images are often designated with Old Norse terms such as trégud,
skurdgod, trémadr or likneski in these texts. The subtext in these medieval sour-
ces was often that the pagans had no real gods but worshiped wooden images
that completely lacked divine status, as in the tradition on St Olafr an Gudbrandr
mention above. That kind of ridiculed cult had to be banned. It is no surprise that
many of these accounts take place in conversion contexts. In a story preserved in
Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar en mesta, King Olafr Tryggvason seized an idol of Freyr
at an assembly, whom the people of Trondelag worshipped:

Then he [Ol4fr] took a great axe. He then moved closer to Freyr and spoke to him: ‘I will
now put you to a rest, Freyr. If you can speak, then answer me.” But Freyr did not answer.
The king said: ‘If you are unable or unwilling to answer me, Freyr, then he who dwells in
you, and who has dwelled in you for a long time, should answer. But if neither of you nor
the demon is capable of responding, then it seems to me that the true God . . . has forced
the two of you out. For the reason, I will by his mercy and my own might destroy and de-
molish, shatter and forcibly smash all your power.’ Still, Freyr did not answer. The king
spoke again: ‘I am talking to you, Freyr, if you have the ability to strengthen or help people,

now help yourself . . .’ Then the king raised his axe, and hewed the arm of Freyr, but Freyr
did not move. The king gave one blow after the other until he had dismembered the idol
completely.*’

446 Wellendorf (2018: 110) describe this development strikingly: “Once the time was ripe and the
danger of relapse into paganism had receded from view, scholars and skalds sought ways to se-
cure the future of the old gods by tying them into the now dominant Christian worldview.”

447 Hann ték pd oxi mikla. Hann gekk pd at Frey ok melti til hans: “Nu skal profa pig, Freyr, ef
bu mdtt meela, pd svara mér.” En Freyr pagdi. ‘Ef pui, Freyr,” segir konungr, ‘mdtt eigi edr vill eigi
svara mér, svari sd er { pér er ok pik hefir lengi magnat. En ef hvdrgi ykkar md nu nokkut at ha-
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When the breendir realized that a demon had taken up residence in the idol and
witnessed the rough treatment of it, they were willing to accept the Christian
faith. In this story, Freyr is not a real god but a human being who lived long ago
as a king of Svetjud. When he died none of his subjects were willing to follow him
into the mound as was custom among the Svear. The Svear found a pragmatic
solution and fashioned two wooden effigies and had them buried with the king.
Later the two “men of wood” (trémenn) were dug up by grave robbers. They were
venerated as cultic images representing Freyr. One of them resided in Trgndelag
and one in Svetjud.**® It is the conversion context that “has led to the emphasis
on demonological understanding of pre-Christian religion” in this story. It in-
cludes not only euhemeristic features, but also “elements of mockery, idol parody
and demonology.”**°

Another late and fantastic story in Qgmundar pdttr dytts and preserved in Oldfs
saga Tryggvasonar en mesta, is related to the animated idol of Freyr in Sweden.*° It
is said there that Gunnarr helmingr fled from the Christian court of King Olafr
Tryggvason in Norway to Svetjud where he met a pagan female cult leader, called
kona Freys “Freyr’s wife.” Freyr himself appeared as a statue. This statue was so full
of magic that the Devil spoke directly to people from it (at fjdndinn meelti vid menn
or skurdgodinu). People believed that the statue was alive and that it must have sex
with Freyr’s wife. Freyr’s wife ruled over the statue and the place called hofstadr,
that is, the sanctuary. Gunnarr took refuge there, although the god did not like him.
When he had stayed there for three nights, the woman said to Gunnarr that he
must remain with them for the winter and go with them to banquet since the god
must improve the crops for the people (gera mgonnum um drbot). When the time
came for the festivals, Freyr and his wife must sit in a cart and their servant (Gun-
narr) was supposed to walk ahead of them. After a long journey, a storm broke out
and Gunnarr was so tired that he had to sit down in the cart. Since Freyr did not
like this, the animated idol attacked Gunnarr. During a hard struggle where Gun-
narr became very exhausted, he promised to turn to the right faith and to King

fask, pu né fiandinn pd skilisk mér at sannr Gud, sd er vér trium d kristnir menn, hafi fyrirdrift
ykkr bdda, ok pvi skal ek med hans miskunn ok minu megni eyda ok afmd ok at naudgum ydr
nidrbrjota allan ydvarn krapt.’ Freyr pagoi pd enn. Konungr meelti: ‘En er til pin at tala, Freyr, ef
bu hefir megn at gefa monnum afl eda orku, hlifou pér nu.”. . . Konungr hof pa upp @xina ok hjo
hond af Frey, en Freyr brd ekki vid. Konungr hjé pd hogg hvert at odru par til hann hafdi likneskju
bessa limat alla i sundr.” Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar en mesta, ed. Olafur Halldérsson, vol. 3, 2000:
3-4. Trans. Wellendorf 2018: 39.

448 Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar en mesta, ed. Olafur Halldérsson, vol. 3, 2000: 5-6.

449 Wellendorf 2018: 38-39. Cf. Clunies Ross 2018b.

450 This story appears in Flateyjarbék 1: 337-339. See also Qgmundar pattr dytts. {sl. Fornr. 9,
111-115. This pdttr is preserved in several manuscripts.
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Olafr Tryggvason if he could get help to defeat the statue. The Devil, who inhabited
the statue, now escaped and only an empty block of wood was left. Gunnarr cut it
into pieces and returned to the chariot. He put on the statue’s outfit and met the
delighted people in the villages as “Freyr” where he was eating and drinking with
them. Soon, his “wife” was visibly pregnant. The Svear spoke about Freyr’s ability to
secure good weather and crops for them. The news about the Svea-god’s power
(hversu blotgud Svia er mdttigr) reached King Olafr who invited the couple to Nor-
way. As soon as they arrived at his court, both were baptized.

This story includes several Christian topoi, which probably aimed at depriving
the pagan god Freyr his divine status. The talk of the Devil (fjdndi) direct from the
statue could be described as demonology,** while Gunnarr’s violent fight against
the Devil in the statue could perhaps be interpreted as idol parody. The motif when
Freyr turns into a man (Gunnarr) and marries Freyr’s wife is perhaps affected by a
kind of euhemerism. There could indeed also be some genuine features in this ac-
count, which may be rooted in old religious tradition and cult.*** Certain burlesque
features are however dominant in this account, which could be related to the nega-
tive view Icelanders had on the Svear, in general, and their long-standing pagan-
ism.*>* Even if authors in post-conversion time first effectively demonized the old
gods, such as Freyr, the stories of these divinities were not forgotten.

There are other medieval saga accounts where the pagans worship cultic im-
ages which seem to have been animated. There is a story in Oldfs saga Tryggvaso-
nar en mesta called Rognvalds pdttr ok Rauds, which illustrates this well.*** On an

451 Oddr uses the same demenology when he puts in the mouth of King Olafr thus: “Pat hygg ek
at sjd djofull hafi verit med dsjénu Odins.” Ch. A45, Isl. Fornr. 25: 252. The terms fidndi and djofull
appear in such contexts.

452 As part of the cult of Freyr, a wooden image of the god may have travelled ceremonially by
chariot in order to promote crops. Other texts report that divine beings were ceremonially car-
ried in a cart during some kind of procession. Tacitus, for instance, mentions in Germania ch. 40
that the image of Nerthus was taken on a ceremonial procession in a chariot (vehiculum), per-
haps somewhere in Denmark. It has been argued that Nerthus was a fertility-goddess, since she
is described as Terra mater. Her name is etymologically identical with the name of Freyr’s father,
the fertility-god Njoror (Much 1967: 450-452). According to Saxo (5.16.3), King Frotho III (perhaps
Freyr) was conveyed ceremoniously in a chariot. After his death, he was embalmed and carried
in the cart (vehiculum) for three years before he was finally buried. In The Old English Runic
Poem, the divine being called Ing is associated with a chariot, which followed him (“wen after
ran”). As seen above, this being could be related to Freyr or Yngvi-Freyr. Whether the medieval
processions in the fields outside Uppsala involving the relics and banner of St Eirikr were related
to the pre-Christian Freyr-cult is, however, very uncertain. Cf. Lid 1942; de Vries 1956-1957: §322;
Hultgérd 1992 and 2001a and Sundqvist 2002: 354-356 and 2020b; McKinnell 2005.

453 Cf. Foote 1993.

454 This text has also been preserved independently. See Perkins 2001: 27-29.
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island located just off Hélogaland, north of Trgndelag, there was a man called
Raudr, who kept a sanctuary (hof) with a cultic image representing bérr.*>> Raudr
was a chieftain and great sacrificer (en mesti blét madr), and he performed a
great sacrifice upon the image of Porr to give it strength there in its sanctuary (at
hann magnadi med miclum blot skap likneski bors par i hofinu), so that a demon
spoke out of the image (at fiandin meelti vid hann or skurd godinu). The image
could also move, and was seen to walk outdoors in the daytime with Raudr, who
often took it with him about the island. At the end of this story the pagan god lost
a contest with King Olafr Tryggvason and his wooden image burned to ashes in a
fire. Raudr converted then to the new faith in the presence of the king.**®

It seems as if this late tradition had something of a literary function and illus-
trates the demonic aspects of the pre-Christian religion and the pagan gods. Most
likely the Christian writer wanted to demonstrate that the wooden image (likne-
ski, skurdgod) representing borr included no real god since it burned to ashes.
Perhaps it could be interpreted as an idol parody, as Raudr walked outdoors in
the daytime with the animated image as his company around his island. Most
likely this story aimed at mocking the pagans who believed in idols made of wood
as if they were real gods with agency.*”’ The stories about Olafr Tryggvason’s
“mission actions” in Norway are often influenced by hagiography, and they have
several parallels in the genre of legendary sagas of the saints and the so called
“conversion peettir.”*>

A similar fictional conversion account appears in Kristni saga chapter two,
when the Bishop Fridrekr and Porvaldr arrived at Gilja in Iceland, where bor-
valdr’s pagan father Kodran lived. At Gilja there was a stone to which Kodrdn and
his kinsmen used to sacrifice, and they claimed that their guardian spirit lived in
it ([a]t Gilja stdd steinn sd er peir freendr hofdu blotat ok kolludu par bua { drmann
sinn).**® The bishop went to the stone and chanted over it until the stone broke
apart. Since the spirit, perhaps perceived as a demon in this account, had been
overcome, Kodran had himself and his whole household baptized. The concept

455 See Flateyjarbok 1: 291-299. Cf. Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar en mesta, ed. Olafur Halldérsson, vol. 1,
1958: 320 333. On this tradition see Perkins 2001: 27-29.

456 DPor let fyrir. drap hann fotum I elld stockana. ok steyptiz aa elldinn framm. bran hann par aa
litilli stundu at auska. en konung skadadi ecki. Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar en mesta, ed. Olafur
Halldérsson, vol. 1, 1958: 332. Flateyjarbok 1: 298.

457 Even if the narrative in Rpgnvalds pdttr ok Rauds has a literary and Christian tendency, the
terminology and expressions may sometimes be old, such as magna med miklum blétskap “to
strengthen (with supernatural power) by means of much sacrifice and/or pagan worship” (cf.
Perkins 2001: 58).

458 Cf. E. O. G. Turville-Petre 1964: 247; Perkins 2001: 33, Lassen 2011.

459 Isl. Fornr. 15,: 7-8.
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drmadr refers usually to “steward,” and “perhaps we are meant to understand
that the spirit is a steward to Kodran’s goods.”**° Place-names, such as Armanns-
fell, suggests that drmadr also could refer to a landvcttr. Also, this story is a Chris-
tian wonder tale. Anyhow we may assume, that it was widely known among high
medieval scholars and Christian authors, that the missionary kings and their bish-
ops either physically destroyed pagan cult images of gods or they redefined the
status of them when narrating or writing fantastic stories about them.

We may conclude thus; when medieval scholars and Christian authors wrote
stories about the old gods they applied euhemerism, idol parody and demonology
as literary strategies in order to deprive these divinities their godly nature, and to
show that they were no real gods. In some accounts, people worshipping the
pagan gods and their images were mocked. These strategies, which most likely
were applied also at oral performances during the conversion period, were ulti-
mately aimed at dismantling the indigenous religion.

*okok

In this chapter, five tentative strategies used by the new Christian kings when dis-
mantling the Old Norse religion have been outlined. They involve (1) the erasing
of the king’s own ritual role and the royal rites in the pagan sacrificial feasts, (2)
the dismantling of the pagan cult leadership and the old cultic organization, (3)
the material erasure of the old religion, (4) the extinction of pagan sacrifices and
old religious customs and (5) the removal of the divine status of the pagan gods in
accounts. To achieve these aims, the recently converted rulers sent missionary
priests and bishops, made speeches and negotiations, used decrees, laws, and as-
sembly decisions, but they also donated gifts and used threats and violence. Ac-
cording to some sources, it was necessary to use both words and actions. Simply
smashing cult images as the Eiriksynir seem to have done rarely yielded a suc-
cessful result. There are also examples where exclusively words, negotiations and
sermons did not work.

Furthermore, it seems as if these five strategies applied by the rulers can be
related to chronological developments, which also reflect the increasing power of
the Christian kings. Those applied in (1) and (2) reflect a Christian king in an early
phase of the religious change process, sometimes unable to compete with the
pagan power in question. These Christian kings seem to challenge the pagan
chieftains as they refused to perform their ritual duties. It can be interpreted as a
sign of hagiography and martyrdom. But some of these stories do not follow the
pattern of hagiography, since the Christian kings, as King Hakon g6di, occasion-

460 Grenlie 2006: 58. Murphy (2018: 69) states that “[t]his figure clearly represents some form of
prosperity spirit.”



4.5 Redefining the status of the gods =— 183

ally yield to the will of the pagans. The strategies used in (3) and especially (4)
and (5) indicate a Christian ruler in a later phase, on the same level as the pagan
power or even stronger (see further below). The survey of strategies and methods
above indicates also that the recently converted Christian kings did what was in
their power to do, such as abandon their own traditional cultic roles, or persuade
the local chieftains to give up their cult assignments. When their power position
increased, they could also destroy the old sanctuaries and in a later phase pro-
hibit traditional customs by means of regulations in the medieval laws. Together
with clerics and Christian writers, they could also redefine the nature of the
pagan gods, by means of literary strategies, such as euhemerism, demonology
and idol parody.

One reason why the kings attacked the old sacrificial cult was probably also
that they wanted to break down the old religious community. The pagan annual
festivals were important to the local groups and contributed to social cohesion.
As we shall see in the next chapter, the missionary kings replaced the pagan sac-
rificial festivals with Christian feasts with rites aimed at realizing the same goals
as the old customs. The purpose was, among other things, to build a new social
community and identity with Christian signs.



5 Replacements and displacements of pagan
religion

When discussing how religions disappear, anthropologist Joel Robbins also con-
centrated on an aspect of the process, which he calls the “replacement” of the in-
digenous religious ideas and rituals: “Replacement refers to those cases in which
Christian understandings and practices substitute for traditional ones but aim to
realize the same goals.” That kind of replacement and renegotiation of religious
matters could possibly also facilitate the dismantling of the old religion and the
change of religious identity on both individual and collective levels. It is quite ob-
vious that the Christian cult and belief system in medieval Scandinavia replaced
some religious practices, roles and ideas related to the Old Norse religion during
the transition period. Sometimes such replacements were acts initiated by the
converted native kings. In what follows I will give a few examples of such possi-
ble replacements and religious renegotiations of (1) the royal rites; (2) the cult
leadership; (3) the sanctuaries; (4) funeral rituals and eschatological beliefs; and
(5) the libation ceremonies at religious feasts. In connection to these replacements
aspects of cultic continuation, and syncretism will be discussed. We must remem-
ber, however, that even if some elements from the old religion are maintained in
the new belief, “it is their current frame of reference that clearly informs their
representation of the former.”* Hence, if a religious idea or practice from the old
tradition survived the transition and appeared in the victorious religion it was
adapted to its new context. Finally, a few examples of displacements will also be
mentioned, that is, acts which were also initiated by the early Christian kings and
Church jointly.

5.1 The replacement of the pagan royal rites

The present writer has previously presented a hypothesis, that the early medieval
Swedish kings and magnates performed ritual roles in connection with Christian ser-
vice, ceremonies and at episcopal investitures, which in some senses replaced the
pagan royal rites.* The evidence is weak and non-written sources and analogies
from Continental Europe must therefore be used. Several Romanesque churches in

1 Robbins 2014: 9.

2 de Jong 2016: 654.

3 Robbins 2014: 10, and 1.2 and 1.3.

4 See Sundqvist 2002: 344-346; see also Sundqvist 2006 and 2011a.
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Scandinavia from early medieval period have stone towers, a westwork, with a gal-
lery. It seems as if they were intended for the church builder (patronus) or the ruler
when attending the church and perhaps they also had a ritual function.” Information
from Continental Europe may give some ideas as to their functions. In liturgical texts
from outside Scandinavia we find ceremonies called laudes regiae, that is, liturgical
acclamations of the ruler.® They had roots in the Roman imperial cult and spread
from the Byzantine Empire over Continental Europe to England, and may have ex-
isted also in Scandinavia.” In Byzantine times the imperial style of these ritual
acclamations was remolded by specific Christian terminology and they were
imbued with the ecclesiastical spirit instead. Soon this new rite echoed the
Christian liturgical language. Under Carolingian and Ottonian rulers, it was de-
veloped into an established ecclesiastical ceremony, performed on the ruler’s
birthday, his wedding day, but also in the context of synods and at general serv-
ices, and so forth; that is, at every official appearance of the monarch. It was
even performed when the ruler was absent.® The content of the liturgically-
modelled texts of the laudes regiae varied from place to place and time to time.
In a manuscript from Metz, dated to the ninth century, which probably refers to
Charles the Bald, the following acclamation is introduced:

Ave sacer et alme, Imperator Carole Hail sacred and gracious, Emperor Charles.
[Ave sacer et alme, Imperator] excelse. [Hail sacred and gracious, Emperor], Your
Deus rex coeli Te conservet. Excellency. May God, the king of heaven, protect you.’

These acclamations thus functioned as recognition of the ruler’s legitimacy, both
from heaven and earth, and were manifestations of politico-ecclesiastical power.
They were occasionally connected with a ritual where the coronation ceremony
(coronamentum) was repeated for the already crowned king. Frankish rulers
went to their “coronation church,” for instance at Christmas, Easter and Ascen-

5 For the discussion of early Swedish Romanesque churches with stone towers and westworks,
see e.g., Redelius 1972; Nilsson 1998: 105-106; I.-M. Nilsson 2009: 64-76 and for the Danish
churches, see Wienberg 1993. See also more recently Kristina Kriiger (2012), who argues that the
west towers were not used for ruler rituals mainly. They had other functions.

6 Kantorowicz 1946; Palme 1959: 115-120; Nelson 1987.

7 In pre-Christian Rome the hail to the emperor was performed by the priests on the emperor’s
birthday, his day of accession, his triumphal return from victorious campaigns etc. Occasionally
the Arvalian Brotherhood (fratres Arvales) gathered and sang songs to the emperor and per-
formed acclamations. Often these acclaiming songs took place at the liturgical banquets which
were granted to the brothers at least once a year by the emperor. Kantorowicz 1946: 66—68.

8 Kantorowicz 1946: 76—84; Nelson 1987.

9 Quoted from Kantorowicz 1946: 73. My trans. The entire chant is rendered in Kantorowicz
1946: 73-75.
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sion Day. The king appeared with his crown and insignia, and received the hom-
age of the people (vox populi).”®

It has been suggested that many of these royal and liturgical ceremonies,
such as laudes regiae, were associated with churches comprising western towers,
for instance at St Denis, Lorsch, Centula and Corvey.11 These towers resembled
the exterior of royal palaces. They were often a symbol of the king’s power. In
these towers there were floors above ground level with private chapels, opening
towards the nave, where the emperor could sit and look down towards the altar
during the church feasts. The ruler was thus on his throne in a gallery facing the
nave, when the laudes-rituals were performed. Charlemagne let build a palace
complex in Aachen c. 800, appropriate for an emperor, including a “Pfalzkapelle”
called the Aix-la-Chapelle, “the Waters of the Chapel” (Fig. 10). In this chapel
“Charles sat on his throne on a high gallery, halfway between Christ, his Lord and
the model of his own kingship, and the ‘Christian people’ gathered below him. In
the eyes of contemporary admires, he had been raised up by God ‘to rule and pro-
tect the Christian people at this last dangerous period of history.”** This chapel
has been understood as a model for later churches with a west tower, and which
has been attributed symbolic meaning of power.”

Early churches in Denmark and Sweden had arrangements connected to
western towers similar to the churches of Germany, France and England, which
made it possible for the ruler or church builder (patronus) to look down on the
other participators during the ceremonies.** The floor above the ground level in
these towers was often used as an emporium. These rooms had openings to the
east, with galleries turning towards the nave. The functions of these rooms and
their symbolism have been discussed.”® Most likely they had ideological implica-

10 Kantorowicz 1946: 85-101; Nelson 1987.

11 E.g., E. B. Smith 1956: 74-106. Cf. Lundberg 1940; Palme 1959: 116-117; Nelson 1987.

12 Brown 2013: 435.

13 L.-M. Nilsson 2009: 68—69.

14 Cf. Lundberg 1940: 303-310; Palme 1959: 117-119; Blomkvist et al. 2007: 190-191; L-M. Nilsson
2009: 64-76.

15 See e.g., -M. Nilsson 2003. Ing-Marie Nilsson (2009: 70) states that there is much evidence
that early medieval churches with towers often had a connection with aristocratic establish-
ments. She points out, however, that there is a problem when this is raised to a general level and
that the west tower is regarded as a sign of elite influence over the church. This often occurs
when the foundation for the tower’s symbolic connotations of power is not sought in a contextu-
ally anchored connection or functionally motivated uses, but rather the tower itself is seen as
evidence of aristocratic influence.



5.1 The replacement of the pagan royal rites = 187

Fig. 10: Charlemagne let build a palace complex in Aachen c. 800, Germany, appropriate for an
emperor, including a “Pfalzkapelle” called the Aix-la-Chapelle, “the Waters of the Chapel”.
Charlemagne’s throne is found in the west gallery of the upper level of the palatine chapel. Image in
its original state by Berthold Werner, licensed under https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/.

tions.'® From the tower and the elevated position, the elite could look over the
common people, but could also, at the same time, be seen by them." It has been
suggested that the ruler appeared on the gallery at baptismal and marriage cere-

16 Cf. e.g.,, Lindgren 1995; L-M. Nilsson 2003 and 2009; Mats Anglert 2006.
17 See e.g., I.-M. Nilsson 2009: 70-76.
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monies, Holy Communions and in connection with Church Law judgements. Dur-
ing mass he sat there in majesty and looked towards the altar, separated from the
congregation.'® Romanesque churches with tower galleries for the nobles (Danish
herskabsgalleri), following the imperial example, occur quite frequently in Den-
mark. In the Old Danish landscapes in Sweden, we meet these arrangements at
churches in Skane, for example, in Dalby, Bjaresjo, Vd and Fjelie. Similar tower
churches with galleries are also found in Sjelland at Fjenneslev and Tveje Mer-
16se as well as in Veng, Midtjylland." In Dalby, archaeological investigations have
found remains of a royal palace complex just west of the church tower, and in
Bjéresjo, also in Skane, remains of a nobleman’s farm dating back to the Viking
Age have been found right next to the church.®

The best preserved examples of such early churches with royal connections
in Sweden are in Gé6taland. On the floor above the ground level in the western
tower of Husaby (early twelfth century) there was an opening towards the nave
(Fig. 11). Next to it were holes for beams which carried a balcony facing east to-
wards the altar. In the upper tower chamber of Orberga church, dated to c. 1120,
there are remains of a round arch portal facing towards the nave. In the opening
there is a gap into the masonry. Inside the tower there is a room for devotion.
Also in the church of Hagebyhdga there is an opening in the emporium facing to-
wards the nave. Inside the nave there are remains of a wooden balcony. It was
accessible via a door in the eastern part of the emporium.*

Similar arrangements may be seen in western tower churches in the lake Ma-
laren region. In Vaksala, close to Old Uppsala, a stone church with a western tower
was erected during the twelfth century. In the first level of the tower there were
two openings facing towards the nave and a gallery. Perhaps the patronus of the
church, or the king was sitting in this elevated place during divine service.” Also
the church of Husby-Lyhundra probably had similar arrangements.” However, the
access to it has not been discovered. In the church of Tillinge, to the west of Enkdp-

18 The tower may have had several functions beside ceremonial significance, such as protection
against enemies, warehouse space or as a mausoleum. In the western tower of Vésterhus, Froso,
Jamtland, the remains of a female body were discovered. Perhaps she was the patrona of the
church. Palme 1959: 119-120; Wienberg 1993: 101-106; B. Nilsson 1996b: 140-141; 1998: 106; I.-M.
Nilsson 2009: 65-70.

19 For the discussion of these Danish churches, see Wienberg 1993.

20 Wienberg 1993: 58—64; I.-M. Nilsson 2009: 21, 68—69.

21 Lundberg 1940: 374-375; I.-M. Nilsson 2003: 33. In this context also the churches of Bjélbo, Hov
and Vreta, all in Ostergétland, should be mentioned, as well as Gotene’s, Skalvum’s and For-
shem’s churches in Véstergétland all dated to the 1120s.

22 Ehn 1977: 4; DMS 1.2: 205.

23 Wilcke-Lindqvist 1961: 518.
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Fig. 11: Husaby Church (early twelfth century), Vastergétland, Sweden. On the floor above the
ground level in the western tower there was an opening towards the nave. Next to it were holes for
beams which carried a balcony facing east towards the altar. Image in its original state by Fred J.,
licensed under https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/1.0/.

ing, there was a gallery. In the east wall of the tower there is a door opening which
still is visible.** A gallery may also have been situated at the western part of the
church in Old Uppsala, at St Gertrud in Sigtuna, and in Hatuna church.”

At St Per, in the royal town of Sigtuna, a tower was added to the western part
of the church at the beginning of the thirteenth century. The two stairs flanking
the tower probably lead to a level with a gallery facing the church room, intended

24 Rosell 1968.
25 Lundberg 1940: 323; DMS 1.2: 174; Tesch 2001: 18; Tuulse 1962: 223; Bonnier 1987: 221.
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for the king or the magnates.”® Gunnar Redelius has discussed whether St Per
also originally included constructions with ideological significance.?” He focused
particularly on the impressive round arch portal (1.5 x 3.7 meters) in the central
tower. It has an opening facing the “nave” in the west. Today this portal leads to
nowhere. According to Redelius there had been a balcony in front of it, where the
king and other prominent individuals could perform public acts. This kind of con-
struction may have been connected with the coronamentum of the king at the
great church festivals. In the “coronation portal” the king appeared and received
the homage from the people.”® While there is no evidence for Redelius’ hypothe-
sis, in the absence of any better suggestions it at least merits consideration.”

The political elite thus seems to have physically taken up an elevated position
inside the cult buildings, both before and after the conversion, that is, in the
pagan high-seat (see 4.3), and then in the emporium with gallery. The pagan halls
and magnate churches themselves, in turn, also occupied a prominent position in
the landscape. The display of sovereignty of these buildings was reinforced by
their magnificent size and architecture. Central locality, elevated position, size
and architecture were probably associated with ideological aspects and a deliber-
ate strategy of being observed and associated with the divine world. Thus these
buildings were important symbols of power for the elite. In this sense there is
continuity from pre-Christian to Christian era.*

There is no evidence of laudes regiae in, for instance, the medieval Swedish
liturgical materials. But some of the early churches there have balconies connected
to western towers similar to the churches of Germany, France and England. We
cannot rule out that such ceremonies were also known in early medieval Scandina-
via. If such rites were performed in connection with the balcony at the western
tower, they doubtless followed Christianity to Scandinavia.* In a way they can be
compared with pagan customs. Pagan panegyrics were recited by the skalds for
both dead and living rulers during the ceremonial banquets in the hall.** In con-
nection with libation sacrifices the formulae til sigrs ok rikis konungi “to victory
and to the power of the king” and til drs ok fridar “for a good year and peace” occur

26 See Redelius 2006: 45-49.

27 Redelius 1975; 2006: 40-49.

28 Redelius 2006: 42-43. Cf. Tesch 2001: 31; Ros 2001: 158.

29 See however Kriiger’s (2012) general criticism of this theory.

30 See Sundqvist 2006; 2011a and 2016a: 199-263. Most likely also small private chapels existed
during the eleventh century which did not have a great public ideological significance for the
political power.

31 Cf. Lundberg 1940: 303-310. For this theory, see particularly Palme 1959: 115-120.

32 Nygaard 2019.
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in, for example, Hdkonar saga géda chapter 14. These words were probably de-
claimed by the chieftains and/or the cultic congregation during the feasts when the
king was in his high-seat and perhaps also when he was not present. The pagan
high-seat played a ritual role as an interface to the other world. The ruler was a nec-
essary bridge to the divinities and a mediator between this world and the other
world. The community even required that the ruler took part in the feast by means
of his ritual eating and drinking (see 4.1 above). The ceremonial actions centered
around the Viking ruler in the public cult and doing him homage, and in a typologi-
cal and functional sense, therefore, harmonize with the Carolingian and Ottonian
royal rites. As the assumed medieval acclamations may have been associated with
pre-Christian customs, we can in a general sense talk about a replacement of cult
practice, since they also aimed to realize the same goals. These assumed new Chris-
tian rites magnified the rulers and sanctioned their power, and in the same time met
the people’s desire for the king as a link to Heaven. As will be seen below, royal
saints in Scandinavia, such as St Olafr, were regarded as such mediators between
the two worlds (see 5.5.2 below). Like the old rites, these Christian ceremonies contin-
ued to be performed in public, that is, in the church. It is thus possible that the early
Christian kings replaced the old royal rites performed in the hall with these ceremo-
nies carried out in the church. It must be admitted that this theory is not fully sup-
ported in the source material and can be perceived as somewhat bold or even
speculative. We may at least conclude that the medieval prince, like the pre-
Christian ruler, was sometimes placed high in the ceremonial building where the
public cult was performed, that is, in the church by the west tower gallery respec-
tively in the high-seat of the pagan hall.

5.2 The Christian replacement of cult leadership

During the conversion period the pagan cult leadership was replaced by a well-
trained and professional priesthood (sacerdotes).® The priests in medieval Scan-
dinavia received an education in Latin, which mainly concerned the liturgy. They
were thus well educated and schooled for their task.3* The priest’s ordination
was performed by the bishop in the cathedral. Through the consecration, the
priest entered a special spiritual state that also included a number of obligations.
After the ordination, he received his own service (beneficium), often as a priest at
a parish church, or the like. The role of the parish priest in medieval society was

33 Cf. B. Nilsson 2020: 1715.
34 B. Nilsson 2010.
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advanced, and religiously, it was outstanding.®® The head of the priest was the
bishop (episcopus). He was the leader of the church in a territorial area, in Latin
first called parochia, but from c. 1100 designated ecclesia or dioecesis, “diocese.”
The diocese was connected to a church, or rather a cathedral, called for instance
ecclesia Lundensis, ecclesia Nidrosiensis, or ecclesia Upsaliensis. These dioceses
were later developed into archdioceses.*®

It is true that the missionary kings wiped out the pagan cult leaders and their
offices (see 4.2). In a sense, however, there may have been some kind of continu-
ity of religious leadership during the transition period from the Viking Age to the
Early Middle Age.*” The same mighty families and social elite-groups that con-
trolled the leading positions in the public cults in the old religion continued as
religious leaders after conversion. Since these social groups could still use the
benefits of public cult, it was probably quite easy for them to be loyal to the new
Christian king and abandon their ancestral religious traditions without great
trouble. The congregation probably also expected that their chieftain maintained
public cult, though it was now performed in the church under Christian regime.

The first native priests in Iceland were mostly recruited from the chieftain
families.*® According to Kristni saga, several Icelanders combined the assign-
ments of being both chieftains and priests: “At that time, most men of high rank
were educated and ordained priests, even though they were chieftains.”*® This
text also produces examples of such combined chieftain-priests, for instance Hallr
Teitsson, Semundr inn frédi, Magnus bdrdarson, Simon Jorundarson, Gudmundr
sonr Brands, Ari inn fr6di, Ingimundr Einarsson, Ketill Porsteinsson, Ketill Gud-
mundarson and Jén Porvardsson.’’ There was, however, a shortage of priests in
Iceland before 1100, and only a few had a native background.* During this early
phase of Christianity in Iceland the bishops had great problems with how to con-
trol their priests, since the same priests were also powerful chieftains who had
backed their initial appointments as bishops.**

Isleifr (born 1006) was the first native bishop in Iceland. He was son of the
chieftain Gizurr the White, who was one of Olafr Tryggvason’s Christian delegates

35 Johansson 1981 [1956-78]: col. 573-576.

36 Pirinen 1981 [1956-78]: col. 610-625.

37 Hultgéard 1992: 54-55.

38 Bagge 2019: 19; Jon Vidar Sigurdsson 2020: 1677.

39 bd vdru flestir virdingamenn leerdir ok vigdir ok leerdir til presta p6 at hofdingjar veeri, . . . {sl.
Fornr. 15,: 42. Trans. Grgnlie.

40 Kristni saga, {sl. Fornr. 15,; 42-43.

41 Orri Vésteinsson 2000: 24-37.

42 J6n Vidar Sigurdsson 2020: 1678.
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during the transition process 999/1000.*® His grandfather’s father Ketilbjorn gamli
Ketilsson had a pagan sanctuary erected at Mosfell (see 6.2 below). According to
Isleifr pattr, Isleifr owned a godord as his father no doubt owned one.** fsleifr’s
mother Pérdis was daughter of Péroddr godi. Sources report thus that Isleifr was
born into chieftain families on both his mother’s and father’s sides. His ancestors
were probably involved in pagan public worship as cult leaders. Isleifr was
consecrated missionary bishop in Bremen 1056.*

Clergies were thus closely related to political power in the early medieval
Scandinavia. In the earliest phase of the official conversion in Norway there were
foreign bishops, who were directly attached to the Norwegian kings and warlords.
Some of them were even included in the ruler’s retinues or hird, and therefore
designated hirdbiskupar in the Old Norse texts.*® St Olafr had, according to Snorri,
the English bishop Grimkell as hirdbiskup.*” Adam of Bremen states that the saint
also brought several bishops and priests from England to Norway, including
Grimkell.*® As soon as Church was established, the bishops were ordained to a
diocese at a bishopric site with a cathedral.*® They were often mighty persons in
society, involved in politics and appeared in the public assemblies.>

The first native bishops in Sweden were recruited from the aristocracy. In-
deed, they seemed to be a kind of local chieftain.** Bishop Gisl in Linkdping, for
instance, must have belonged to the very elite of twelfth century Ostergotland. He
collaborated closely with King Sverker (Old Swedish Sverker); together they orga-
nized the diocese of Linkdping.** Still in the thirteenth century the connection be-
tween royal power and bishops is observable. Jarl Birger (Old Swedish Birgher)
appointed his brothers Karl and Bengt (from Latin Benedictus) to the sees of Link-
oping and also his son Bengt.” He also had allies in the chapter of Uppsala archdi-
ocese.>* The connection between the Church and power also appeared on lower

43 See Islendingabdk ch. 9, Isl Fornr. 1: 20f.; Kristni saga ch. 14, Isl Fornr. 15,: 38-40. See also
Strombéck 1975: 90-91.

44 Hann [Isleifr] var madr félitill, en dtti stadfestu godd i Skdlaholti ok godord. Isleifs pdttr by-
skups, Isl. Fornr. 16: 336. See also Flateyjarhdk 2: 141. Orri Vésteinsson 2000: 21.

45 See Adam 4,36. Cf. Orri Vésteinsson 2000: 20-24.

46 See e.g., Hirdskrd, NGL 2: 393, 409.

47 See e.g., Oldfs saga helga ch. 57, Isl. Fornr. 27: 72.

48 Adam 2,57.

49 Hellstrom 1971: 19-21, 83-84, 171-172.

50 Hellstrom 1971: 138-142; Bagge & Nordeide 2007: 151, 156.

51 Hultgard 1992: 55.

52 See Herman Schiick 1959: 47-51; Blomkvist et al. 2007: 193.

53 See Herman Schiick 1959: 54-56; B. Nilsson 1998: 135.

54 Lindkvist 1996: 228-229.
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levels in society. As noticed above, in for instance Jamtland, possible pagan cultic
place-names appear at chieftain farms with early medieval churches, which indi-
cates a continuity of both cult and power.”

The connection between political power and cultic activities was thus loosely
maintained during the transition period. It was essential for the ruling power,
which had previously controlled the public cult and the sanctuaries, to retain its
central role in official religion even after conversion. By controlling official activi-
ties in Church and the clergies, the rulers and the mighty chieftains gained a fa-
vorable position in public matters in general. This kind of replacement of cult
leadership, which probably was initiated by Christian rulers during the period of
conversion, promoted the dismantling of the old religion. People were used to fol-
lowing their leaders in religious matters. When the local chieftain became a
Christian priest or a bishop, his subjects often followed him and converted.

5.3 The replacement of the old sanctuary

It is quite clear that the native rulers together with their allied chieftains were
the driving force when dismantling the pre-Christian sanctuaries in most parts of
Scandinavia.”® These elite groups also seem to have been a crucial agency when it
comes to financing and building the earliest churches there, which also replaced
the old sanctuaries. Parallel to this development chieftains ceased to erect tradi-
tional sanctuaries on their farms and they stopped taking care of the Old Norse
cult buildings, ritual constructions and paraphernalia. Perhaps these sanctuaries
sometimes were deconstructed in a ritual and careful way (see 4.3 above). This
process thus facilitated the dismantling of the old religion. In what follows, I will
give examples of this development from the central parts of Sweden (Svetjud),
which indicate the important role the elite played when changing religion and
wiping out the Old Norse religion there, by means of replacing the pagan sanctu-
aries with churches.”’

55 Vikstrand 1996: 106.

56 What follows is a revised section from Sundqvist 2011a.

57 Stefan Brink (1990: 80-87; 1996b; 2016) and later Bertil Nilsson (2020: 1714-1715) have shown
that the persons involved in the process of church building in Sweden can be divided into four
categories: “the king and the royal power; the Church’s ordained persons, especially the bishops;
individual men or women from the social and financial elite; and corporations, that is communi-
ties consisting of landowners and peasants of the ping and the local districts.” Cf. I.-M. Nilsson
2009: 39-48.



5.3 The replacement of the old sanctuary =— 195

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

It has been discussed in research whether this proprietary church system
also existed in Sweden. According to Gunnar Smedberg, who has mainly studied
this system from the perspective of the medieval provincial laws, the practice of
proprietary churches existed in Sweden. However, the scope for it was consider-
ably smaller there than in other places, since the position of the peasant congre-
gation was very strong in eastern Scandinavia.® Smedberg’s hypothesis has been
contradicted by Olle Ferm and Sigurd Rahmqvist.®” Using other sources and meth-
ods, they have been able to show that such system was widely spread in the prov-
ince of Uppland. Ferm and Rahmqvist proceeded from those cases when the
nobles can be attested to have owned an entire church village, indicating that the
parish church was erected by the land-owner rather than by the tenants who
were leasing his land. Seen from a settlement perspective, the parish churches in
Uppland were located beyond the center of the parish, often in connection with
the manorial estates. In these cases, it is probable that the magnates themselves
erected the churches, according to Ferm and Rahmqvist. Ann Catherine Bonnier
argued in the same vein.® She stated that almost all Romanesque churches in Upp-

58 E.g., Stutz & Feine 1989; Smedberg 1973; Skre 1995; Magnus Stefansson 1995; Wood 2006; Bren-
dalsmo 2006; Jén Vidar Sigurdsson 2020: 1670-1671.

59 Smedberg 1973: 89.

60 The Roman Church reacted early against this system. In the synod at Braga 572 it was stated that
none should erect churches for pure profit, church building should only be motivated by religious
reasons. Later the Gregorian reform opposed private churches and layman influence in ecclesiastic
activities, by claiming libertas ecclesiae. The conflict was solved on an official level in the twelfth
and thirteenth centuries, when ius patronus was introduced. It reduced the church owner’s possibil-
ity to exert influence on ecclesiastic matters. See Smedberg 1973: 89-97. Cf. Wood 2006.

61 Smedberg 1973: 175, 184-186. Cf. Hellstrom 1971: 346-348.

62 Ferm & Rahmqvist 1985.

63 Bonnier 1987: 219-221; 1996: 193-194.
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land were built by private proprietors. Several of them were so exclusive that one
must assume that the proprietor was rich. More than half of them have, or have
had, towers, apparently reserved for the king or his men. Moreover, some of these
churches had galleries for the nobles, which also indicate the presence of magnates
(see above). Bonnier has also observed that more than one third of the Roman-
esque churches in Uppland show architectural details in sandstone. Such stone was
rare in this area and probably expensive. Also this indicates that the proprietor
was a rich magnate. There is thus clear evidence indicating that proprietary
churches existed in the Malar region. During the missionary period these type of
churches must have been common.

The first church mentioned in the Lake Mdlaren area in Svetjud was built in
the surroundings of Birka, in the mid-ninth century. According to Rimbert’s Vita
Anskarii chapter 11, it was erected by Hergeirr, the prefect of Birka, on his own
hereditary estate (hereditas).®* This church was undoubtedly a proprietary church.
When the building of churches intensified later in the late eleventh and twelfth
centuries, it seems as if several sanctuaries were erected by magnates in the Mélar
region. One of the best examples of such a church is probably the one discov-
ered at Viby, Uppland.®® It was detected during archaeological excavations in
1997-2000. This apse church (made partly of wood, partly of stone) pre-dates the
Cistercian “monastery” at the same site, which is believed to have been founded in
the 1160s. It was transferred to Julita in Sédermanland c. 1185.°° Architectural aspects
connected to the choir and a patronus-grave, placed strategically under the opening
of the triumphal arch, indicate that the early sanctuary was a proprietary church.
The most important evidence is however a letter of conciliation written by Arch-
bishop Stefan (c. 1164-1167), mentioning that the female magnate Doter had donated
the manorial estate at Viby (where the private apse church was erected), meadows,
forests, and fishing waters to the monks.®” Place-names may also inform us about
proprietary churches in the Malar region. According to Thorsten Andersson the old
name Fastakirkia (1317), “Faste’s church” in Uppland, clearly indicates that a magnate
or a settlement chieftain in the neighborhood had played a decisive role in connec-

64 B. Nilsson 2020: 1712. Sven Kalmring and his colleagues have recently found a magnate’s resi-
dence at Korshamn on Birka, where there was a large Viking Age hall with an enclosure con-
nected to it. This may well be Hergeirr’s farm and hereditas with roots in the Merovingian
period. The enclosure by the hall may have originally been intended for pre-Christian worship,
but after Hergeirr’s baptism that site may have been converted into a church. Kalmring et al.
2017a; Kalmring et al. 2017b: Kalmring 2020.

65 J.0. Karlsson 2006.

66 Blomkvist et al. 2007: 197.

67 DSI: 51
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tion with the building of the church.®® It has been stated that the name Karlungskir-
kia in Roslagen also evidences a proprietary church. The name Karlung has been in-
terpreted as “the owner of Karlosa.”® Some of these churches were also erected by
females. In Sodermanland there are two churches, which in former times were desig-
nated Ulfhildakirkia and Sighridakirkia; probably two noble women called Ulthild
and Sighrid built these churches.”® During the excavation inside the church of Bot-
kyrka, in the same province, a grave was found in the oldest floor layer in the west-
ern tower, containing remains of a female.”" Perhaps she was the founder of the
church. The name Botkyrka is derived from Old Swedish Bothvidhakirkia “Botvid’s
church.” Botvid (Old Swedish Botvidh) was the apostle of Sédermanland and accord-
ing to his Vita he was killed by a freed slave in 1120 and soon regarded as a martyr
and saint.”? It says that he was first buried in a church at Saby (present Salem),
which was erected by an honorable man called Hermund on his own hereditary es-
tate (in proprio patrimonio). Later, Botvid’s brother took his remains to another
church at their hereditary estate (in patrimonio ipsorum) at Hammarby in 1129. In
1176 the stone church was built there. Most likely some of these churches could be
regarded as proprietary churches.”

Apart from the magnates, it seems as if also the king built churches in the
Lake Madlaren region. These churches were sometimes erected at the royal de-
mesnes.”* Both the wooden and stone churches in Old Uppsala were erected at
“Kungsgarden.”” Also, the churches of St Gertrud’s and St Per’s in Sigtuna were
probably raised at royal estates, as well as the church of Adelss.”® Many early
churches appear at places called Husby/Husaby; for instance Husby kyrka in Bro
parish, Uppland.”” In this case the name indicates that these churches were built
on crown lands. In the early Middle Ages, the king had access to crown lands
called Uppsala audr. It consisted of several estates (husabyar) scattered out in the

68 Th. Andersson 1991.

69 See Brink 1996bh: 280.

70 Wahlberg 1975.

71 Bonnier 1987: 221, note 118.

72 Vita sancti Botvidi, SRS II: 377-382.

73 Also, the church in Vasterdker, Uppland, has demonstrably been built by a private person.
Bonnier 1987: 206-208; DMS 1.6: 155-156. Most likely the churches of Angsd in Vastmanland and
Granhammar in Narke were built by private persons. Nisbheth 1982: 173-174.

74 Brink 1996b: 276-284.

75 Rahmqvist 1986; Tesch 2017: 21, 29.

76 On Sigtuna, see Tesch 2001 and 2017: 20-22, 29; Zachrisson 2013. On Adels6, see DMS 1.7:
218-236.

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



198 —— 5 Replacements and displacements of pagan religion

Fig. 12: Runestone at Hovgarden, Adelsé (U11). Image in its original state by Bengt A. Lundberg,
licensed under https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.

Malar region. There was one husaby in each hundred (hundare). When the ambu-
lating king and his retinues (hird) arrived at the husaby the bryti “bailiff, steward”
arranged a feast.”® At Hovgarden, Adelsé, there is a famous runic inscription (U11)
that runs as thus (Fig. 12):

rap| |pu: runar : ret: lit : rista : tolir : bry[t]I : i rop : kunuki : tolir : a(u)k : gyla : litu :
ris. . .. .. -: paun : hion : eftir . . .k: merki srni. . . haku(n) - (b)ap : rista

Rad pu runar. Rett let rista Tolir bryti i rodi kunungi. Tolir ok Gylla letu ris[ta] . . ., paun
hion eeftir [si]k(?) meerki. . . Hakon bad rista.

78 Brink 2000a/b.
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Interpret the runes! Télir the steward of Rodr had them rightly carved for the King. Télir
and Gylla had [the runes] carved . . . this married couple as a landmark in memory of them-
selves(?) . . . Hdkon ordered (it) be carved.”

According to the inscription, Télir was a bryti for the king in rodr (carved rop).
This latter term has an uncertain meaning.®® Perhaps this king (called Hékon)
used a wooden church there under his visitations in the 1070s or early 1080s, that
is, a presumed precursor to the Romanesque church that stands there now, which
has its roots in the twelfth century. We may thus assume that the system of pro-
prietary churches had existed in the Mélar region during the early Middle Ages
and perhaps also later. Kings and magnates there owned, controlled and man-
aged many churches. Perhaps they themselves also appointed the priests at these
churches.

It seems as if the local chieftains sometimes replaced the pagan sanctuaries on
their farms with proprietary churches during the transition process. Kings replaced
halls at royal estates with cathedrals as in Old Uppsala (see below). This process also
no doubt promoted the dismantling of pagan religion, since the churches aimed to
realize the same goals as the old sanctuaries, that is, to be places for public cult.

5.3.1 Is cult-site-continuity reflecting a peaceful or violent replacement?

Cult-site-continuity is the phenomenon when a sanctuary related to the new religion
replaces a fane of the vanishing religion on the same location as the old cult place.
Usually such continuity is interpreted as a sign of a peaceful conversion. But it could
well be understood as a result of a rivalry between representatives of the encounter-
ing religions, where the new Christian sanctuary is placed on the ruins of the old
pagan shrine.®! At Hgrning in Jylland a wooden church dated to c. 1060 was
erected immediately on a burial mound, containing a chamber grave from c. AD
950-1000.%* In this chamber was a female together with large amounts of grave-
goods. This phenomenon has been regarded as a “reconsecrated’ pre-Christian cult
site” intended for Christian usage, reflecting a peaceful and posthumous conversion
process.®* But it could also have been made in a triumphalist manner as a symbolic

79 https://app.raa.se/open/runor/inscription?id=bh8e43534-18e4-4d58-91ab-90cf0dc95a77 2023-
05-26.

80 See most recently Kéllstrém 2023. Cf. Kéllstrom 2007: 125, 251-252.

81 See Nordeide 2020: 1643.

82 Gelting 2007: 86; 2020: 1599-1600.

83 Sanmark 2004: 102; critically considered by Gelting 2020: 1599-1600.
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and performative ritual by the Christians with the intention that the pagans living
in this area would lose their old religion and instead turn to Christianity.®*

Archaeological evidence from Viking Age Jamtland includes similar interpreta-
tion problems as Hgrning. Under the medieval church at Frésé “the island dedicated
to the god Freyr,”®® numerous animal bones were discovered at a mouldered birch
stump in 1984. Sixty percent of the bones belonged to wild animals, mostly bears,
and forty percent were domestic animals. The bones and the stump were dated to
the tenth century.®® It should be noted that the church was called Hoffs kirkio in a
document from 1408. Still today, a place south-east of the church is called Hov. It has
been argued that the Hov names in Jamtland refer to buildings where pagan cult
practices were carried out.*” The remains of the sacrifices discovered under Froso
church, have been re-analysed. Radiocarbon analyses of the bones indicate that
pagan sacrifices were maintained there during the Late Viking Age. Seasonal analy-
ses indicate that the sacrificial rituals took place in late autumn, early spring, and
possibly around the summer solstice. These results harmonize quite well with the
information about calendrical sacrificial feasts mentioned in the written sources.®
Most of the bones belonged to the heads of the animals. Perhaps these heads were
given to the gods at a sacred tree or a holy grove. The ceremonial meal may have
taken place in the Viking Age ceremonial building beside this outdoor cult site, indi-
cated by the place-name Hov. Whether the finds under the church at Frosé and
their further contexts should be regarded as a peaceful dismantling of the pagan
cult site made by the converted people of Jamtland themselves, or a triumphalist
action made by Christian power coming from abroad, is hard to tell. Since the offi-
cial conversion of Jamtland possibly had been proclaimed by the royal delegate
Austmadr at the Jamtamét-assembly (see above), the transition process might have
been forced. By means of erecting a church on the ruins of the old cult place the old
religion was symbolically dismantled.

It has been argued that a cult-site-continuity probably existed in several pla-
ces in late Viking Age Scandinavia.*® One of the most famous examples can be
seen in Old Uppsala, where the Romanesque archdiocese Church was erected

84 Other options are also possible when it comes to Hgrning. Gelting (2020: 1600), for instance,
suggests that the “function of building a church on the site of a pagan grave would look like the
neutralization of demonic power of the pagan grave.”

85 Vikstrand 1993; 1996.

86 Iregren 1989; Magnell & Iregren 2010. Cf. Hultgérd 1997: 33; Andrén 2004 and 2014.

87 Vikstrand 1993 and 1996; Brink 1996a.

88 Magnell & Iregren 2010; cf. Nordberg 2006; 2020.

89 Magnus Olsen (1926) argued that the medieval churches often were raised at old cult sites.
Ljungberg (1938) and Olaf Olsen (1966) criticized these ideas. More recent works accept the idea
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very close to the place where a large hall was previously located (see above).
Some churches in early medieval Scandinavia were also built in connection with
pre-Christian graves.”® In Uppland, Sweden, continuity may be seen in Vendel,
Lena, Estuna, and Husby-Arlinghundra.’® Moreover, the study of place-names
confirms this picture; there is often a correlation between early medieval church
sites and pagan theophoric or cult place-names.’* Some of the first churches were
the private property of rulers and rich farmers, in the same manner as the cult
buildings of the old religion had been connected with rulers’ residences.”

Sources indicate that pagan cult sites were conceived by recent converts as
still holy and therefore also regarded as protected places. This could be one rea-
son why churches were erected at the same locals where the pagan sanctuaries
had previously been. An account from Guta Saga may support this idea: Botair of
Akebdck had a church in Kulstdde built, but it was soon burnt down by the is-
landers. He therefore built a new church at Vi (presently Vishy) which was an old
cult place in Gotland. When the people of the island also wanted to burn it down,
Botair’s father-in-law, Likkair Snielli from Stenkyrka, said as follows: “Do not per-
sist in burning the man and his church, since it stands at Vi, below the cliff.”%*
The church was left unburned, since the place was considered sacred since old
time and still was. With no doubt, the name Vi in this account refers to “a pre-
Christian cult site.”*

of cult-site-continuity. See e.g., Hultgdrd 1992; Brink 1992; Schjgdt 1989; Steinsland 1989; 2000; A.-S.
Graslund 1992 and 2001; B. Nilsson 1992.

90 O. Olsen 1966: 267-275, 288.

91 A.-S. Gréslund 1991: 46.

92 In Valbo, Gastrikland, for instance, the church was raised at Torsvallen, i.e., a former cult
site. This locale was an assembly place (vall) and considered as an administrative center. Brink
1992: 116.

93 Hellstrom 1971: 346-386 and see above.

94 “Herpin ai brenna mann ella kirkiu hanns py et han standr i Vi, firir nipan klintu”. Ed. Peel
1999: 8-9.

95 On vi in place-names, Th. Andersson 1992a/b/c; Brink 1996c¢: 261; Vikstrand 2001: 298-365;
Blomkvist et al 2007: 184. Margaret Clunies Ross (2020: 38-39) has recently done a semantic analy-
sis of the concept of heilagr in the oldest Old Norse poetry. Her conclusion is that there is no
support for a notion of an impersonal holy power in pre-Christian times related to this term. She
also points out that there is no indication that the adjective heilagr itself would relate to some-
thing inviolable. According to Clunies Ross, there is also nothing in connection with the concept
of ON vé that speaks for the existence of a pagan notion of an impersonal force that made the
places designated by this term inviolable. It was the presence of divine powers that made the vi/
vé sites sacred and therefore people protected them with symbolic boundaries. If we follow Clu-
nies Ross’s argument, the situation in Guta saga could imply a syncretistic context, where the
respect for the old gods still lingered on when Botair’s church in Visby was erected.
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According to Kristni saga, Gizurr and Hjalti returned to Iceland after consult-
ing with King Olafr Tryggvason. When they reached Vestmannaeyjar they moored
their ship by Horgaeyrr. There they carried their baggage ashore, along with the
wood King Olafr had had cut for a church. He had stipulated that the church
should be built at the place where they put up the gangplanks to land. “Before the
church was erected, lots were cast for which side of the bay it should stand on
and the lots indicated the north. There had previously been sacrifices and hea-
then places of worship there.”®® The cult place in this story is described with the
designation horgr. The first element in the place-name Horgaeyrr, moreover, indi-
cates a cult place, that is, a horgr. This account indicates thus a cult-place-
continuity. Grgnlie states, however, that “the building of churches on the ruins of
pagan temples is not uncommon in hagiography.”®” Thus, this account may be
built on a common topos.

The issue of cult-site-continuity has previously been hotly debated. Olaf Olsen
rejected this phenomenon and claimed that we only have one sure example of this,
namely in Old Uppsala.”® In recent times, Anders Andrén has also problematized
this question.”® He has pointed to a fundamental difference between the rites of
Christianity and the pre-Christian religion. In the former case, basically all rites
were tied to the church and the church yard, while the pre-Christian religion, in a
spatial sense, was performed in a more varied way in many places."® The question
of whether the churches were built on the site of the “pagan temple” is thus mis-
placed because the ritual sites before Christianity varied more than later. Andrén
believes indeed that there is reason to talk about cult-place-continuity in connec-
tion with certain premises, for example at Old Uppsala and Fros in Jamtland."™

Cult-site-continuity is due to the fact that the public cult was performed at the
general assembly place of the settlement or land. It was therefore natural to raise
the churches at these places when the Christian cult was accepted.'* Economic
interests and social prestige probably played important roles when deciding the
location of the early churches. Many churches were erected by the Christians at
their farms, where the pagan sanctuaries were previously located. As noted

96 Adr kirkjan var reist var hlutat um hvdrum megin vdgsins standa skyldi ok hlauzk fyrir
nordan. bar vdru ddr blét ok horgar. isl. Fornr. 15,; 30. Trans. Grenlie.

97 Grenlie 2006: 68.

98 Olsen 1966: 237. For an overview of this discussion, see Andrén 2002: 300-305.

99 Andrén 2002 and 2013.

100 It should be mentioned that the medieval Roman Church included many processions, which
took place outside the churches and their churchyards. On an individual level, prayers were also
performed privately at home, for instance.

101 Andrén 2002: 326-327.

102 Hellstrom 1971: 262.



5.3 The replacement of the old sanctuary =—— 203

above, it could be difficult to determine whether such phenomena should be in-
terpreted as a peaceful and ritualized dismantling of the pagan cult site, or if it
should be regarded as a violent and triumphalist action made by the recently con-
verted Christian kings and local chieftains in order to show how victorious Chris-
tianity has been in the battle against pagans. In both cases we can interpret them
as performative rituals performed by Christians, with the intention to show the
pagans that the Old Norse religion was dead and now replaced with the Christian
religion. The rituals implied that an actual change had taken place for the indige-
nous participants or observers of the actions. Such rituals must be considered as
a strategy used by rulers when erasing the material dimension of the Old Norse
religion and replacing it with Christian religion and churches.

5.3.2 Replacing pagan cult with Christian mass in old halls
and heathen sanctuaries

It is possible that not all ceremonial halls and cult buildings, which were previ-
ously used as scenes for pagan cult and drinking ceremonies were dismantled
after the conversion. Some of them could have been transformed by Christians
into Christian cult places by means of consecration, that is, a performative ritual.
Hence, Christian mass replaced pagan feasts in the old hall or sanctuary. Such
cult-building-continuity is attested in Germanic areas, through two letters written
by Pope Gregory the Great, in c. 601, preserved in Bede’s Historia ecclesiastica
gentis Anglorum.’®® In the first letter the pope exhorts King Ethelbert to destroy
the pagan cult buildings and sanctuaries.'® In the second letter Gregory reconsid-
ered this strategy and suggested that the cult buildings should be preserved:

that is, to wit, that the temples of the idols in the said country ought not to be broken; but
the idols alone which be in them; that holy water be made and sprinkled about the same
temples, altars built, relics placed: for if the said temples be well built, it is needful that they
be altered from the worshipping of devils into the service of the true God;'*®

103 Bede, 1,30 and 1,32. See discussion in e.g., Strombéck 1975: 59-60. Schaferdiek 1976; B. Nilsson
1992: 10-11; Brink 1992: 106. A.-S. Graslund 1992: 129. The order of the letters has been confused
by Bede. The letter in 1,32 was sent first and then the letter in 1,30.

104 Bede 1,32.

105 . . . videlicet quia fana idolorum destrui in eadem gente minime debeant; sed ipsa quae in eis
sunt idola destruantur; aqua benedicta fiat, in eisdem fanis aspergatur, altaria construantur, reliq-
uiae ponantur: quia si fana eadem bene constructa sunt, necesse est ut a cultu daemonum in obse-
quio veri Dei debeant commutari; . . . Bede L: 30. Trans. King.
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It has been suggested, that Christian cult, in a similar way, could have taken place
in old banqueting halls in Denmark, which previously were intended for pre-
Christian cult. Historian Michael E. Gelting states thus: “If Christian services were
celebrated at all outside of the early urban centers [in Denmark] that were pro-
vided with sizeable churches, it is possible that they took place in the residential
halls of the aristocracy, which had probably previously been the scene of impor-
tant parts of the pagan cult.”’% At Lishjerg, near Aarhus, excavations indicate
that the medieval church has been located on the very same site as a Viking Age
hall. It formed the center of a large compound that may have constituted a royal
residence. It has also been suggested that Christian cult was performed in the old
hall building before the church was erected there.'”” Also at Jelling, the early
church seems to have been erected on the site where the old banqueting hall was
located.’® Whether that hall was used for early Christian rituals is an open ques-
tion. Dagfinn Skre has argued that during the mission period the church showed
a high degree of flexibility, in that masses could be held in the hall buildings of
the larger farms in Norway at the same time as the burials took place in the older
burial fields. The church thus utilized existing places for its rituals during the
transitional period.'®®

It should be mentioned that a lausavisa by Rundlfr Ketilsson (twelfth century)
describes the inauguration of a new church at Skalholt in Iceland. It was built by
Kleeingr borsteinsson, who in 1152 became bishop of Skalholt. In this visa the church
is described as a hall (holl): “Strong is the hall that the powerful ruler [bishop] raised
to the gentle Christ; such a plan springs from a good root.” (Hraust es holl, sus Kristi
hugblidum 1ét smida, g6d es rét und r¢dum, rikr stiérnari, slikum; ...)."° It is clear
that the poet associated the church with a hall by his choice of words.

According to Sten Tesch, the first Christian cult in Sigtuna was carried out in
the hall buildings discovered there."! In the center of these halls, hearths were

106 Gelting 2020: 1605.

107 Cf. Gelting 2007: 86 and 2020: 1605.

108 Pedersen et al. 2022MS.

109 Skre 1988 and 1995.

110 Skj Al: 533; B1: 513. Thanks to Professor Maria Cristina Lombardi who brought this to my
attention.

111 Tesch (2007: 61) writes thus: “Hallen i staden [Sigtuna], huset som 1ag langst bak pa varje
stadsgdrd (zon 4), fungerade som en slags filial till gdrdsdgarnas betydligt mer imponerande hal-
lar pa landsbygden, pa den storgérd dér de hade sitt huvudsakliga viste. Det ar sannolikt i dessa
hus som den kristna eliten utovade sin andakt och i den mén man hade tillgdng till en prést
ocksa firade massan.” Cf. Tesch 2001: 28; 2017: 16-18; Kjellstrom et al. 2005: 88. For Christian cult
in halls, see also Holmqvist 1980: 60; Herschend 1998: 13; B. Nilsson 2020: 1707.
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found, and there are remains of long benches along the walls. Thus, in these
Christian hall buildings very similar activities took place to the ones performed in
the pre-Christian halls found in Fornsigtuna, for instance, banquets, distributions
of gifts, and religious activities. Tesch supports his statements by pointing at the
eight “sepulchral-stones” found in Sigtuna.' These stones were consecrated cov-
ers of reliquaries often placed directly on the altar.'*®* These stones could also
have functioned as moveable altars and used in the halls of Sigtuna. It is, how-
ever, unlikely that some kind of pre-Christian cult ever took place in them. Most
likely these halls were built by Christians from the beginning. The old halls in-
tended for pagan banquets were erected at Fornsigtuna, just across Skarven (a
part of Mélaren) from present Sigtuna. Anyhow, such old hall buildings were at
other places used when replacing the old cult with new Christian ceremonies. It
probably promoted the transition for those convert people who had not erected a
church yet. Magnates and rich peasants gathered in the chieftain’s hall to cele-
brate mass under the direction of Christian priests.

5.4 The replacement of pagan funeral rituals
and eschatological beliefs

In section 4.4.5 it was mentioned that the king and the church formulated regula-
tions and laws related to pagan treatment of dead people. It was stated that the
dead people should be buried at the churchyard and not in the pagan burial
mounds or cairns. Violations were punishable by fines paid to the bishop. Since
the royal power and the church propagated Christian burial customs, they proba-
bly came to influence the religious identity of groups and individuals in a radical
and thorough manner. Parallel to these changing funeral customs, the traditional
eschatological beliefs were also replaced by Christian thoughts about the after-
life."™ It is possible that these new beliefs were not only propagated by the Chris-
tian king and the Church, but were considered attractive to certain social groups

112 See Tesch 2017: 18. Tesch (2007: 61) comments: “Det &r hér som sepulkralstenarna kommer
in i bilden. Med ett resealtare kunde méssan firas utan tillgang till en speciell kyrkobyggnad och
oavsett om gardsdgaren befann sig i staden eller hemma pa garden pa landet. Alla stenar dr dock
inte patraffade i eller i anslutning till hallen.”

113 Cecilia Ljung (2016: 219; 2019: 181) assumes that the sepulchral-stones found in Sweden indi-
cate where priests lived.

114 Aspects of the pagan soul conception maintained in later folk belief. Cf. Wallenstein 2023:
208-298. The concept of eschatology refers to both the afterlife of individual man (individual escha-
tology) and the end and renewal of the world (universal eschatology). Widengren 1969: 440—455.
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and also contributed to a voluntary and conflict-free transition to Christianity.
Since the pagan mortuary customs and beliefs have not been treated thoroughly
yet in this study, a short survey of them is needed.

Pagan mortuary customs and beliefs

The burial customs of the Late Iron Age Scandinavia exhibit a “marked degree of
social, regional and chronological variation.”™ A characteristic type of burial tra-
dition appears, for instance, in the area around the Lake Mélaren, with one or
several burial grounds attached to every settlement."® These burials include both
cremation and inhumation graves, and quite often a small mound is placed right
over the burial. In addition, more exceptional graves appear in this area, such as
chamber graves with rich grave goods. Some of them have been found in connec-
tion to the trade town of Birka, on Bjorké in the Lake Mélaren, and they reflect
funeral customs of the upper stratum of society. Boat graves display another ex-
traordinary type of inhumation burial. They often include rich grave goods and
appear at places such as Valsgirde, Vendel, Alsike and Old Uppsala. They are
quite often located at central places of settlement districts (tuna-places) or royal
farms (husabyar) and they thus reflect customs and rituals of aristocratic groups
and royalties.""” In Norway, both cremation and inhumation were practiced dur-
ing the Late Iron Age."'® They appear side by side during the same periods and
sometimes they occur in one and the same burial mound. The orientation of bod-
ies also varies in the pagan funeral customs there. In the cremation burials the
gifts are often arranged in neat patterns and they are burnt at the same time as
the body. Sometimes a mound covers the grave. During the Viking Age the
amount of the burial gifts increased, with rich cremations particularly from the
tenth century. The burial mounds and monuments are often quite visible, how-
ever some graves lack superstructure. As in Sweden, many burial fields in Nor-
way appear close to settlements.

In Sweden and Norway great burial mounds (more than 20 meters in diame-
ter) from the Late Iron Age appear frequently with rich grave goods, reflecting
members of the social elite. The ideological dimensions of them have often been
emphasized.” According to available records there are at least 268 great burial

115 Price 2020b: 854.

116 N. Blomkvist et al. 2007: 167; cf. A.-S. Graslund 2001.
117 N. Blomkvist et al. 2007: 167. Cf. Graslund 1980.

118 See e.g. Bagge & Nordeide 2007.

119 See Ringstad 1991; T. Zachrisson 1994; Bratt 2008.
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mounds in the Lake Mélaren region alone.'” The largest mounds are located in
the central part of the Late Iron Age settlements, for instance, Uppsa kulle and
Norsborgshogen in Sodermanland, Uppsala hogar (see Fig. 8b) and Nordians hog
in Uppland, and Anundshég, Strobohdg and Ostens hég, Vastmanland."! In Nor-
way the great and royal burial mounds are spread in the area from the southern-
most parts of the country up to Trendelag in the north, and they can be dated to
the period from the Pre-Roman Iron Age until the Viking Age."® In Inn-Trondelag
alone there are at least 143 registered Iron Age great burial mounds, which are
mostly situated at farms.’> Most significant are the great burial mounds in Ves-
tlandet and in Vestfold."** The Oseberg ship burial in Vestfold, dated to the ninth
century, contains two females with very rich finds (Fig. 13). Late Iron Age great
burial mounds appear at a few places in Denmark, for instance at the monumen-
tal royal sites of Jelling in Jylland and Lejre in Sjelland. No great burial mounds
have been found in Iceland;'* but small burial mounds occur in the western part
of the country.'*

Fig. 13: Oseberghaugen, Vestfold, Norway. Image in its original state by Eirik Irgens Johnsen,
licensed under https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/.

120 See Bratt 2008. Cf. Lindqvist 1936; Ljungkvist 2006.

121 On the datings, see Bratt 2008.

122 On the Norwegian great burial mounds, see mainly Ringstad 1991; Stenvik 1996.
123 Stenvik 1996: 85.

124 Ringstad 1991.

125 Shetelig 1937: 208.

126 Kristjan Eldjarn 1956: 206.
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While the graves reflect traces of ritual practices concerning death and burial, we
must turn to popular beliefs and mythic-eschatological traditions in order to grasp
notions about the worlds of the dead and the conditions for afterlife."” According to
Landndmabdk, a group of pagan settlers in Iceland believed that when they died
they would go into the mountain (at peir deei allir { fjallit) called Helgafell or into the
hills (at peir deei { hélana) called Krosshélar.*® In Eyrbyggja saga (ch. 11), a shepherd
saw Pordlfr’s son borsteinn porskabitr enter this mountain as he drowned out fish-
ing. The mountain was lit up and festive with drink (... heyrdi pangat mikinn glaum
ok hornaskvol), and Porsteinn was sitting in the seat of honor opposite his father
(sitja T ondvegi gegnt fedr sinum) in social community.

Another home of the dead was called Old Norse Hel, a name which can be re-
lated to the verb hylja “conceal”, indicating that this realm was hidden from the
world of the living people. Perhaps the designation has some kind of connection to
the actual construction of graves, since they often were covered with a mound, a
cairn or a stone setting."* Most likely Hel has a pre-Christian background, however,
it does not appear often in skaldic poems.”** The Christian skald Sigvatr states in his
Erfidrdpa Oldfs helga stanza one thus (c. 1030s): “I saw the men of the battle-hard
king of the Swedes [= Olafr scenski] ride the horse of Sigarr <legendary king> [GAL-
LOWS] to Hel; the greatest harm was quickly prepared for the men.”*** Whether Hel
in this stanza refers to a pagan or Christian notion is uncertain. A similar uncer-
tainty appears in a lausavisa (9) made by bj6d6lfr Arnérsson (late eleventh century),
where the dead men mentioned there are members of King Steinkell’s army: “Stein-
kell’s men have been handed over to death’s realm [gefin helju].”*** Hence, Hel
seems to play a marginal role as a designation for the world of the dead in skaldic
poems. In Eddic poems, however, the expressions fara helju “travel to Hel” or ganga
helju “go on foot to Hel” occur quite frequently.™®* Compounds such as helreid “ride
to Hel” also occur sometimes. Baldrs draumar stanzas two and three describe how
0dinn rode down on Sleipnir to Niflhel (reid hann nidr . . . Niflheljar til) where he
met a dog who was bloody on its chest barking when the deity was approaching the
high hall of Hel (at hdvu Heljar ranni). Voluspd (R) stanza 42 also describes Hel as a

127 On Old Norse notions of afterlife, see e.g. Ellis 1943; de Vries 1956-1957; Nordberg 2004
[2003]; Nedkvitne 2004; Lindow and Andrén 2020.

128 Landndmabdk chs $85, S97 and H84, fsl. Fornr. 1: 125, 140 and Eyrbyggja saga ch. 4, Isl. Fornr. 4:
6-10.

129 Lindow and Andrén 2020: 905.

130 Lindow and Andrén 2020: 899.

131 Svia tyggja leitk seggi soknstrids (firum) rida (bol vas brdtt) til Heljar (btiit mest) Sigars hesti.
SKkP 1: 665.

132 SkP 2: 173-174.

133 Lindow and Andrén 2020: 900.
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place underneath the earth. Gullinkambi crows in order to awaken the einherjar for
the final battle at Ragnarok, while another rooster crows fyr jord nedan sétraudr
hani at solum Heljar “below the earth, a sooty-red cock in the halls of Hel.” In this
stanza Hel may refer to a mythical being who has her abode down below the
earth.”® The connection between the female being Hel and the abode called Hel is
not clear. According to Grimnismdl stanza 31, Hel probably refers to a mythical being
who lives under one of Yggdrasil’s three roots: Hel byr undir einni “Hel lives under
one [of the roots].” It seems that the poet is referring to a being called Hel as he/she
uses the verb btia “live.” According to Gylfaginning chapter 34, Hel is regarded as one
of Loki’s female children and thus a chaotic being. Snorri reports there that only
those people come to Hel who die of illness or old age (en pat eru séttdaudir menn ok
ellidaudir). He describes Hel’s abode as a scary place with high walls and great gates.
Her hall is called Eliudnir, her dish Hunger, her knife Famine and her bed is called
Sick-bed. Hel, herself, “is half black and half flesh-covered—thus she is easily recog-
nizable—and rather downcast and fierce-looking.”*

It seems as if Snorri wanted to separate the realm of Hel from Odinn’s Val-
holl, which was the noble abode of the warriors who were slain in battle. The re-
ports from Grimnismdl stanzas 8-10, 18-26, and Gylfaginning chapters 37-40
suggest that Valholl refers to a large aristocratic banqueting hall which is located
in the central part of Asgardr at a place called Gladsheimr. Grimnismdl stanza
nine describes the hall further thus:

Miok er audkennt,

beim er til Odins koma
salkynni at sid;
skoptom er rann rept,
skjoldum er salr pakior,
brynium um bekki strat.

It is very easy to recognize for those who come to 0dinn, to see how his hall’s arranged;
spear-shafts the building has for rafters, it’s roofed with shields, mail-coats are strewn on
the benches."*®

It is said that the hall has “spear-shafts for rafters” and is thatched “with shields.”
Essential structures of the house are thus made of weapons. When the skald states
that “mail-coats are strewn on the benches” the audience understands quite clearly

134 von See et al. 2018: 335-336.
135 . . . er bld hdlf en hdlf med horundar lit — pvi er hon audkend — ok heldr gnupleit ok grimlig.
136 Text J6nas Kristjansson and Vésteinn Olason, translation Larrington based on Neckel/Kuhn.
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that this house was intended for warriors, that is, Valholl. It is also stated in this
poem that Hroptr (i.e. 0Osinn) “chooses every day those dead in combat” (st. 8), that
is, the einherjar (einheri sg.). It seems as if these einherjar were brought to Valholl
“the hall of the slain”**’ by the valkyrjur “those who choose the slain.”**® In Valholl
these warriors had a paradise-like life, where they spent their days in the battlefield,
but in the evening they were alive again."*® In Valholl the valkyrjur offer the einher-
jar mead from the goat Heidrun’s horn,*® and they eat the meat from the constantly
renewed boar Sehrimnir each day. This boar meat is prepared for the warriors in
the cauldron called Eldhrimnir by the cook Andhrimnir.**!

These mythical descriptions have many affinities with the structure of real cer-
emonial halls appearing in Scandinavia from the late Roman Iron Age into the Vi-
king Age.*** The concept of Valholl has its historical setting (Sitz im Leben) in these
hall milieus, where warlords with warrior bands appeared. The culture developed
in these halls has been described by German scholars as a “Gefolgschaftswesen.”
Among these groups there was an eschatological belief that those warriors who
were killed in battle were consecrated or sacrificed to Odinn. After death they were
taken to his residence, Valhgll. There they resided in lustre, light, and warmth, with
their divine warlord Odinn, the valkyrjur and other warriors slain in battle (einher-
jar). At Ragnargk these warriors will march out and fight on the gods’ side against
the jotnar.

In pre-Christian society, honour and a good reputation were important as-
pects of afterlife in general. The tenth-century poems Eiriksmdl and Hdkonarmdl
refer to these aspects as well as the theme of Valhgll and a cosmic eschatology,
that is, that the Norwegian warrior lords after their brave and valiant death on
the battle field will be in “the ranks of the good forces at the side of the gods dur-
ing the great battle at the end of time.”** This was probably a glorious task await-
ing brave kings and warriors in the upper classes in Viking Age Norway.

137 The term Valholl probably derives from the ON words valr “the corpses lying on the battle-
field” and holl “hall.” Simek 2006: 346-348; Hultgard 2011: 301.

138 The term valkyrjur (pl) derives from valr and the verb kjésa “to choose.” See Simek 2006:
349.

139 Vafpridnismdl st. 41.

140 Grimnismdl sts 25, 36; Gylfaginning ch. 39.

141 Grimnismdl st. 18; Gylfaginning ch. 38.

142 Nordberg (2004 [2003]: 85-92, 299) argues convincingly that the social context of the Valhgll
motif is found in the band of the warrior aristocracy and the culture developed in halls. Cf.
Sundqvist 2016a: 523-527; Hultgard 2017: 50-55.

143 Hultgdrd 2011: 322. Cf. Jackson 2014.
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From pagan mortuary behavior to Christian customs

Archaeology shows that the burial customs changed during the Viking Age in Scan-
dinavia.'** Generally speaking, there is a transition from cremation to inhumation
and graves in an east-west direction without actual grave goods and with super-
structures of simpler stone frames. This is usually thought to reflect a Christian in-
fluence on the burial tradition. Inhumation does occur sporadically throughout the
Iron Age, but it is only during the Viking Age that there is a gradual transition from
cremation to skeletal graves with an east-west orientation that sometimes also in-
clude a simpler wooden coffin, especially of trapezoidal type. Previously the graves
were equipped with jewelry, clothes, food, weapons, tools, caskets and buckets as
well as domestic animals. Eventually the dead are buried with only their clothes
and a few belongings.

Anne-Sofie Gréslund has construed a model that can overall distinguish dif-
ferences between pagan and Christian burial conditions: (1) Burial method — cre-
mation in Iron Age Scandinavia is only a pagan custom, while inhumation occurs
sporadically during this period, in some parts such as Oland, Gotland and in parts
of Norway it is the dominant tradition. During the late Viking Age, there was a
complete change from cremation to skeleton graves where the dead people were
often placed in a coffin. (2) Orientation — east-west orientation reflects in general
a Christian burial tradition; however, some pagan graves also have this orienta-
tion in both Sweden and Norway (see above). (3) Equipment in the graves — rich
equipment in the burials reflect in general a pagan tradition. Property appears to
have belonged to the deceased. After Christianization, this property was trans-
ferred as payment for soul masses. However, costumes, costume details and
sometimes jewelry can appear in Christian graves. (4) Traces of funeral ceremo-
nies — certain rites such as sticking a weapon through the fire layer or equipping
the grave with spikes (so-called “Hel-shoes”) may testify to a pagan ceremony in
connection with the burial. In Christian graves, on the other hand, wax candles
can sometimes be placed. (5) The location of the grave — during the transitional
period, the Christians may have been buried in the old burial field next to the
village or in graveyards surrounded by, for example, standing limestone stones
without a church being erected on the site. The Christians often lie on the edge of
the old burial ground. It is possible that a cross-marked rune stone was some-
times erected in connection with such a burial field. Eventually, Christians are ex-
pected to be buried in the cemetery next to a church. (6) The external shape of the
graves — during the Viking Age, the dead were often buried under small mounds,

144 A-S. Graslund 1996: 28-31; 2001: 43-55.
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round stone embankments and in connection with ship embankments and trident
stone settings. The tradition of burial mounds ends at the end of the Viking Age,
which indicates a Christian influence on burial conditions. Cross-marked rune-
stones adjacent to graves that have a more traditional external form may testify
to Christian consecration of a grave. By weighing the above-mentioned criteria
together, one can identify the transition from a pagan grave tradition to Christian
burial customs.'*®

Regional variations: An example from Sweden

A very important and impressive study related to temporal, regional and contex-
tual aspects of the Christianization of Sweden and changes in burial traditions was
published by Cecilia Ljung.™*® She focuses on the background of the early Christian
grave monuments (previously called Eskilstunakistor) in Sweden and their relation
to Christian cemeteries as well as the new religious and socio-political landscape
during the transition period. In the concluding chapter, Ljung investigates regional
and chronological connections between changes in the old burial fields, the erec-
tion of runestones and their cessation, as well as the construction of early Christian
grave monuments including their design and location at churchyards. In areas
where the Christian kingship and the church organization became established
early, the commemorative practice also changed soon: (1) The early Christian grave
monuments in the form of cists and recumbent slabs with ornamental designs lo-
cated at churchyards testify to a radical process of change including an early
church establishment and organization starting already around 1000, which accel-
erates towards c. 1050. These changes can be observed mainly in Vastergotland and
to some extent in the western part of Ostergdtland, and later in Nirke and Soder-
manland. The early Christian grave monuments can be perceived as a manifesta-
tion of an elitist identity. In Vistergdtland and Ostergotland traditional burial
grounds were abandoned early followed by a more uniform Christian burial
praxis. (2) The varied burial customs where the traditional burial grounds continue
to be used throughout the 1000s and sometimes well into the twelfth century (in-
cluding cremation burials) contemporaneously with newly established church-
yards, and where runestones are erected in different spatial settings testify to a
more “wild Christian landscape.”**” This is consistent with the situation on Oland

145 Gréslund 2001: 43-55.
146 Ljung 2016: 229-247 and 2019: 154-190.
147 Cf. Tesch 2017: 40-42.
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and in Uppland. (3) In the churchyards of Vistergdtland and Ostergétland we can
see cist monuments and recumbent slabs, while Oland and Uppland lack cists but
have upright runestones and sandstone runestones in Christian cemeteries, and
runestones in a traditional landscape setting. (4) In Uppland, the erection of sand-
stone runestones in ecclesiastic contexts and traditional runestones in a landscape
setting continues into the twelfth century, while in the two Gé6taland-landscapes
the erection of runestones ends in the eleventh century. There are thus some clear
regional and chronological differences in terms of material conditions, where cof-
fins and recumbent slabs at churchyards in Gétaland correspond to erected stones
in Uppland and on Oland. Ljung states that this indicates a variation regarding
church organization and central government in the provinces, rather than a varied
degree of Christianity in terms of faith and personal convictions. The conclusion is
that the establishment of the church and Christian kingship was earlier in Vaster-
gbtland and Ostergotland than in Uppland and Oland. In Gétaland royal power, ar-
istocracy and the church succeeded in replacing the old burial traditions early with
new Christian customs and burial customs, which were probably important when
it came to creating a new Christian identity among the population, and a new social
community.

From Valholl to Paradise

During the Viking Age the pagan eschatological beliefs were replaced by Christian
notions and concepts of the afterlife. These notions were important in the early
Christian kings’ and clergies’ teaching. If man had Christian morals and ethics, per-
formed good deeds and thought good thoughts, there was a possibility of eternal
life in the presence of God and Christ in Heaven and in Paradise. But God could
also punish those who did not follow his commandments on the judgment day with
an existence in Hell. Christianity brought thus with it the belief in the life of the
soul after death. For instance The Old Norwegian Homily Book reflects the church’s
proclamation of life after death with the possibility of an existence in Heaven with
Christ or eternal damnation in burning Hell with the Devil."*®

Scholars have argued that these Christian beliefs could have been perceived
as appealing to at least certain social groups in Viking Age society. Anne-Sofie
Graslund has stated that particularly the Christian message about the afterlife in
Heaven could be attractive to women. They could not hope to end up in Valholl

148 See e.g. The Old Norwegian Homily Book (Gamal norsk homiliebok) and the sermon called De
ammonitione bona, ed. Indrebg 1931: 65-66. Cf. Nedkvitne 2004: 69-101.
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Instead of coming to the dark, cold and gloomy Hel where the terrible creature
Hel ruled, the talk of “light and Paradise” by the Christian kings and missionaries
must have been an important argument and motive for converting to Christian-
ity."*? It is quite likely that the idea of Christian Paradise also was attractive for
men.

A very important source material for the meaning of Christian eschatology
and its content is found in the nearly 2,500 runestones in Sweden from the elev-
enth century.”®® They very often include prayers for the deceased relatives after
whom the runic monuments were erected. On a Viking Age runestone (U 160) in
Risbyle, by Skdlhamra west of Vallentunasjon in Téby parish, Uppland, it is stated
thus:

ulfkitil - uk - kui uk + uni + pir x litu - rhisa x stin pina - iftir - ulf - fapur - sin - kupan on -
buki - i skul(o)bri - kup - ilbi - ons - at - uk - salu - uk - kusp mupir - li anum lus - uk baratis

Ulfkeetill ok Gyi ok Unni peeir letu reeisa steein penna ceftir Ulf, fadur sinn godan. Hann byggi i
Skulhambri. Gud hialpi hans and ok salu ok Guds modir, le hanum lius ok paradis.

Ulfkeetill and Gyi and Unni they let erect this stone for Ulf, their good father. He lived in
Skalhamra. God and God’s Mother help his spirit and soul, grant him light and Paradise.”

Ulf was the head of the Skdlhamra-family around the beginning of the millen-
nium and the text testifies to an inheritance document for his three sons after his
death. His sons wished that their father’s soul would experience light and Para-
dise in the next life. The prayer for the gift of heavenly light and Paradise to the
soul of the dead man appears on two other runestones, one in Uppland and one
on Bornholm.™ The one from Uppland is erected at Folsberga in Vallby parish (U
719) and ends with the following prayer:

istr + lati kumo + ot + tumo + i lus yk baratisi + yk i pon em + besta + kristnum +
[K]ristr lati koma and Tuma/Tumma i lius ok paradisi ok i pann heeim beezta kristnum.

May Christ let Tumme’s soul come into light and Paradise and into the world best for
Christians.™

The runestone from Bornholm (Klemensker 1) (DR 399) in Denmark has the
prayer twice. It can be read and interpreted as thus:

149 A.-S. Graslund 1996b: 331-332.

150 See Williams 1996b: 65-70. See also Zilmer 2012 and 2013.

151 Samnordisk runtextdatabas; Jansson 1987: 113; Williams 1996b: 66.
152 Jansson 1987: 113.

153 Samnordisk runtextdatabas; Jansson 1987: 113; Williams 1996b: 67.
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(K)(wW)iltr : 1(e) t : r(e)isa : st(e) n : p(e)n(s)(a) : eftir : aupbiarn : bonta : sin : kristr :
hialbi : siolu : aupbiarnar : i lus : auk : bratis kristr : hialbi : siolu : (a)(u)(p)biarnar :
auk : ku(m)@ @) () (a)(r) : auk : santa mikel : i lius : auk : baratis

Gunnhildr had this stone raised in memory of Audbjgrn, her hushandman. May Christ help
Audbjgrn’s soul into light and Paradise. May Christ and Saint Michael help the souls of
Audbjgrn and Gunnhildr into light and paradise.’>*

On a runestone from Ostergdtland at Kimstad (Og 161) the celestial light also occurs.
It was erected by three brothers in honor of their father. It ends: kup x h.. . . 1lbi x
aut x has x auk x kus x mup[-r x i x lius x] (God and God’s mother help his soul
into light).">

Most likely all these runestones were erected in honor of great men and local
chieftains who all were baptized. These inscriptions also indicate that this partic-
ular message of light and Paradise in the next life may have been attractive even
to powerful men, as a substitute for Hel and Valholl. Sven B. F. Jansson writes in
connection with these texts:

We may have a suspicion that the task of the missionary in Sweden was an arduous one:
Valhall had to be exchanged for paradis, Thor and mysterious magic charms had to be re-
placed by God and God’s mother, Christ and Saint Michael. It was a change of old currency
for a new Christian coinage.'*®

However, it is more likely that particularly Christian eschatology constituted a
trump card for the Christian kings and the church, as it seems very likely to have
been attractive to many people who lived with the old notions of Hel and Valholl,
also for great men and chieftains. The testimony of the rune stones confirms this.

Church historian Per Beskow believes that the theological content of these
runic prayers comes from church circles on the continent and the British Isles."’
The formula of “light” and “Paradise” are taken from the Christian death lit-
urgy."® In the beginning of the requiem mass, the word lux “light” appears: Re-
quiem ceternam dona eis, Domine, et lux perpetua luceat eis, “Eternal rest give
them, O Lord, and let the eternal light shine for them.””>® When the dead person
was taken to the grave after the requiem mass, they sang the antiphon: In paradi-

154 Text and translation Kitzler Ahfeldt & Imer 2019: 8. Cf. Samnordisk runtextdatabas.

155 Samnordisk runtextdatabas; Jansson 1987: 113.

156 Jansson 1987: 113.

157 Beskow 1994: 18, 27-30.

158 Several early Christian skaldic poems associate Christ with sun and light. See e.g., Sélarljod
sts 39-45. SkP 7: 322-326.

159 Text and my translation, based on Beskow 1994: 27.
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sum deducant te angeli, “May the angels take you to paradise.”’®° St Michael’s role
as soul guide or psychopomp that brings it to beatitude also appears in the Chris-
tian death liturgy.'®! A missal found in Hamburg from the eleventh century
includes a prayer, Delicta iuventutis which is still included in the Ordo Commen-
dationis animee in the Rituale Romanum. There are listed the angels and saints
who will bring the deceased to bliss: Suscipiat te sanctus Michael archangelus dei
qui regni ceelestis milicie meruit principatum, “May the holy angel of honor Mi-
chael receive you, he who is counted worthy to be the leader of the rulers of the
heavenly kingdom.”'®* Beskow believes that the Christian imaginary world has
quickly supplanted the 0ld Norse religion.’®® The knowledge of the faith, such as
the eschatological message, was communicated through oral preaching, and the
liturgy obviously played an important pedagogical role. He points out that liturgi-
cal explanation rather than biblical exposition has been the basis for the trans-
mission of faith.'®* Other scholars have also argued that Christian eschatology has
had a decisive impact on missionary history.'®®

Fokok

The Christian royalties’ and missionaries’ preaching eventually led to the pagan
eschatology being replaced by Christian concepts. As these new beliefs may have
been perceived as attractive to certain groups in Scandinavia, they contributed to
many people more easily abandoning their old beliefs. For the church in Scandi-
navia, further, it was important to introduce new ceremonies to make a demarca-
tion line between the old religion and Christianity. Baptism and Christian funeral
rituals were probably considered the most efficient ways of steering the native
people in the “right direction” (see 4.4.5 above). But there are also examples
where apparently pagan rites and cult practices lived on in Christian culture and
religion, as can be seen in the next section.

160 Text and my translation, based on Beskow 1994: 28.

161 Cf. Steinsland 2004: IX.

162 Text and my translation, based on Beskow 1994: 29.

163 Beskow 1994: 34.

164 However, it should be pointed out that in both the Norwegian and Icelandic homily books
there are sermons and pedagogical explanations of biblical texts.

165 Staats 1994: 13.
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5.5 The replacement of pagan libation sacrifices

The oldest Kings’ Saga in vernacular, Agrip (c. 1190), describes how King Olafr
Tryggvason abolished the old pagan custom called blétdrykkjur, and replaced it
with drinking ceremonies at Christian holidays, such as Christmas and Easter, St
John’s Mass, and St Michael’s Mass:

He [King Olafr] first raised churches on his own estates and he abolished pagan feasts and
blétdrykkjur, in place of which, as a favor to the people, he ordained the holiday feasts Yule
and Easter, St John’s Mass ale and an autumn-ale at Michaelmas.'®

The concept blétdrykkjur (f. pl) should literally be translated to “(pagan) libation
sacrifices,” but in a transferred meaning it implied “sacrificial banquets.” It has
been argued that the transformation of these pagan customs and feasts into Chris-
tian rites were thorough modifications, which should best be “described as a syn-
cretic phenomenon.”*®” The king abolished the pagan animal sacrifices, as well as
other pagan rituals applied at the sacrificial feasts, but preserved the drinking
ceremonies as long as they appeared in a Christian setting. As noticed above, in
the medieval Guta Law regulations against invocations with food and drinking
were prohibited as long as they did not follow Christian customs. This statement
also implies that in Gotland such drinking ceremonies were transformed after
conversion to Christian rituals. Some obvious pagan elements of the ritual ban-
quets were probably prohibited, such as the invocations to groves, howes, and
the heathen (images of) gods, as mentioned in The Guta Law (see above).

5.5.1 For a good year and peace (til drs ok fridar)

In some sources we may see that not only the libation rituals, but also a formula
related to them was retained. In the Older Gulaping Law, it is prescribed that
three farmers should join in brewing a special beer and in drinking together at
special occasions, where also the pre-Christian ritual formula til drs ok fridar was
applied in the ceremonies, that is, drinking for a good year and peace (see above).
When celebrating All Saints’ Day and Christmas, the beer should be consecrated
“in order to thank Christ and St Mary, for a good year and peace” (til Krist pakka.

166 . . . ok reisti fyrst kirkjur d sjdlf<s> sins hofudbdlum ok felldi blot ok blétdrykkjur ok lét i stad
koma 1 vild vid lydinn hdtidadrykkjur jol ok pdskar, Joansmessu mungdt ok haustol at Mikjdls-
messu. Isl. Fornr. 29: 22. Trans. Driscol. See e.g., Bagge & Nordeide 2007: 124.

167 Hultgard 1992: 61-62, 101.
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oc sancta Mariu. til drs. oc til fridar).**® The formula til drs ok fridar appears also
in other contexts in the medieval laws, beside the drinking ceremonies. In these
contexts, conditions of “a good year and peace” are related to prayers addressed
to Holy Christ. The Old Gulaping Law, for instance, is introduced in the following
words:

This is the beginning of our Law, we shall turn to the east and pray to the Holy Christ [that
he may procure] a good year and peace (til hins helga Krist drs ok fridar).*®

The expression til drs ok fridar was taken over by the Church from the pagan reli-
gion in medieval Scandinavia (see above). It was somewhat adjusted in its new
Christian context, but the intention of it aimed to realize the same goals as before
the conversion.

It seems as if this formula dr ok fridr was spread widely over Scandinavia. In
the Frostaping Law, fast days during St Mary’s mass are dedicated “for a good
year and peace and for good health to all men.”"”® This instance produces solid
evidence that the formula was used in Trgndelag during the transition period.
The expression dr ok fridr also appears in independent medieval sources that de-
rive from eastern Scandinavia: The Guta Law, which was barely influenced by
Old Norse tradition, says: “and all believe in one almighty God, and pray to him
that he grants us a good year and peace, victory and health.”’”! In this context “a
good year and peace” appears as a result of prayers to the Almighty God.

5.5.2 Ruler ideology: The king as mediator of divine blessings

Other evidence from the transition period in Norway indicates that the expres-
sion dr ok fridr was ancient and taken over by the Church also in the context of
rulership. The skaldic poem Gleelognskvida, composed by bérarinn loftunga in the
first decades of the eleventh century, says of St Oléfr:

Bid Oleif,

at unni pér

168 Older Gulaping Law, NGL 1: 6.

169 Pat er upphaf laga varra at ver skolom luta austr ok bidia til hins helga Krist drs ok fridar.
NGLI: 5.

170 Sva er oc meellt at Marie messo eeptan hin fyrra oc alra heilagra messo eptan pa skolu
aller meenn fasta uidr sallt oc braud er.xij. vettra [eru gamler eda cellri til ars oc fridar oc til heillsu
allum monnum . . . NGL I: 141. My trans.

171 Oc troa allir aann gup alzval danda. Oc hann [hial]par bipia pet hann unni os ar oc frip sigr
oc hailsu, ed. Pipping: 3; trans. Peel.
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— hanns gods madr —
grundar sinnar

— hann of getr

af godi sjalfum

dr ok frio

ollum monnum —,

bds pui rekr

fyr reginnagla

béka mdls

beenir pinar.

Pray to Olafr that he grant you his ground [Norway], — he is God’s man; he obtains from
God himself prosperity and peace for all people — when you present your prayers before
the sacred nail of the language of books [LATIN > SAINT = Olafr].'”

The old formal expression dr ok fridr has thus been transferred to its new Christian
context by the skald, when relating it to St Olafr. There are signs of continuation
from ancient traditions, since this formula previously appeared in connection to
pagan kings and pre-Christian ruler ideology.'” As the pagan ruler, the saintly king
was also expected to bring “a good year and peace” from the divine sphere to the
farmers in the new Christian cult. In both contexts, the king is the mediator be-
tween the people and the god(s)/God. St Oléfr is associated with this notion in other
contemporary texts too. The priest and skald, Sighvatr bordarson, designates St
Olafr jofurr drscell “the season-blessed prince” in the poem Kniitsdrdpa stanza 3 (c.
1035):

Kniitr vas und himnum.
Hykk cett at frétt
Haralds { her

hug vel duga.

Lét yrgotu

1id sudr or Nid

Oldfr jofurr

drscell fara.

Knutr was under the heavens . . . I believe, according to reports, [his] courage served the
descendant of Haraldr [= Olafr] well in battle. Olafr, the season-blessed prince, let his fleet
travel the pollack-path [SEA] south from Nidelven.'’*

172 Text and trans. Matthew Townend in SkP 1: 875.
173 Hultgard 2003a and above. Cf. Sundqvist 2002: 194-196; 2014a; 2020b; Wellendorf 2018: 110.
174 Text and trans. Matthew Townend in SKP 1: 653.
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This stanza is quoted in Agrip. The scribe noted there that when King Sveinn and
his mother Alfifa took over the reign of Trondheim, famine and misery prevailed,
“because the seasons were never good in their time” (fyr pvi at aldregi var dr d
beira dpogum). The text intimates that this was a contrast to the glorious days,
when King Oléfr reigned the country.'”

In all these medieval instances, the formula (dr ok fridr) could be seen as “an
old religious custom in Christian disguise.”’’® It is an example of replacement,
where the necessary conditions of “a good year and peace” has been adjusted to
Christianity. In order to achieve these states of affairs prayers to God, Christ, St
Mary or St Olafr must be made, and not pagan libation rituals dedicated to the
old deities Njordr and Freyr. Sometimes these conditions were believed to be me-
diated by the Christian king in a similar way as blessings were ritually supplied
from the divine power by the pagan ruler at public sacrifices. This desire for a
good year and peace was probably expressed in the context of the Christian
drinking ceremonies in halls and thus contributed, together with the mass in
churches and other ritual activities, to the establishment of the new religious
community and the Christian identity.

5.6 The displacements of animal sacrifices, worship of pagan
gods and cult images

When the Christian drinking ceremonies replaced the pagan drinking rituals,
there were also elements of displacements. The necessary conditions of “a good
year and peace” for the farmers could not after conversion come as an outcome
of worshiping pagan idols, animal sacrifices, and communal meals where horse
meat was consumed, but only from prayers addressed to God, Christ, St Mary and
St Olafr. We have already seen how important it was for the ruling power and
Church to abolish everything that was associated with pagan animal sacrifices,
blood rituals, pagan idols and paraphernalia, as well as the custom of eating
horse meat. Various strategies and methods for making such displacements made
by the Christian kings have already been presented in chapter four. The Christian
kings and the Church often explained these activities as the Devil’s work or super-
stition, while the pagan gods were described as demons. In addition, the pagan
cult images were often designated with pejorative terms such as trégud, trémadr,

175 Agrip, Isl. Fornr. 29: 31. On the problem of the pagan King’s luck (Kénigsheil), see e.g., Strém
1968; Bagge 1991: 218-224; Sundqvist 2002: 241-258.
176 Hultgard 1992: 102.
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skurdgod, or likneski. With these terms the Christian writers wanted to show that
the pagans had no real gods, but worshiped wooden images that completely
lacked a divine nature. As noticed above, there were elements of euhemerism,
mockery, idol parody and demonology related the accounts where the old gods
appeared.”” Whether these anti pagan polemics against the traditional worship
of cult images should be regarded as displacements of pagan practice is a bit un-
certain. In a sense the pagan cult images were sometimes replaced by images of
Christ and saints etc.

*

In the present chapter, it has been argued that replacements were implemented
by rulers and chieftains, partly in order to promote the dismantling of the old
religion. The replacement of the pagan drinking ceremonies (bldtdrykkjur) with
ritual drinking at Christian holidays is one example of this strategy. The formula
dr ok frior was transferred from the old sacrificial feasts to Christian prayers ad-
dressed to God, Christ and St Mary. Christian understandings and practices re-
placed traditional customs, ones with the same goals as the former, such as a
good year and peace for the farmers. Sometimes these blessings were believed to
be mediated by the kings also after conversion as in the case of St Olafr. Other
elements were displaced by the Christian rulers and the Church, such as animal
sacrifices, and the consumption of horsemeat. These pagan activities, including
the worship of the pagan images of gods, were explained by the Christian power
as evil superstition and must therefore be forbidden and displaced.

177 Wellendorf 2018: 23-25. See also 4.5.



6 King Olafr Tryggvason’s missions —
a contextual approach

As noted in chapter two, there are two competing theories in the research about
the religious change in Scandinavia; one emphasizes that it took place under peace-
ful conditions with a slow and gradual process, and the other accentuates conflicts
and violent encounters with an abrupt ending.' A problem with scholars applying
these theories is that they sometimes tend to overgeneralize and fail to take re-
gional and contextual aspects into consideration. The present investigation indi-
cates that the newly converted rulers sometimes used militant methods in some
contexts, but not in all situations. In many cases, they also used nonviolent means,
such as the refusal to perform the “royal rites” at the pagan sacrificial feasts. These
kings were thus pragmatists. Another problem related to the aforementioned theo-
ries is that they possibly reflect two research fields, where scholars applying them
use different methods and sources. Archaeologists, using archaeological materials,
tend to emphasize that the religious change should be seen as a long, gradual, and
peaceful process,? while some historians of religions, working with Old Norse texts,
describe it as violent and abrupt.® Hence, a more contextual approach is needed
when discussing these strategies as well as the use of an interdisciplinary approach
where various source types are applied. When investigating a particular case, the
evidence in the written sources must thus be compared with the information
found from archaeological excavations and their analysis. In what follows, two
well known, but illustrative, examples will be presented, showing that a contextual
approach is necessary where also all types of sources are investigated and com-
pared.* Focus is thus placed on Olafr Tryggvason and his actions, tactics and strate-
gies in the two different contexts.

1 I certainly agree with Nordeide (2020: 1641) when she states thus: “After many years of inter-
disciplinary influences from fields such as social anthropology, both perspectives today appear
somewhat oversimplified.” Cf. Berend 2007: 24-25.

2 E.g., A-S. Graslund 1996: 42—44; 2001: 127-128, 149. See also ch. 2 above, note 44.

3 E.g., Steinsland 1991: 336-340: 2000 28-31, 82-89; 2005: 434—444. See also ch. 2 above and notes
28-29.

4 Such a contextual and interdisciplinary approach has been more common the last three or
four decades when studying Christianization in Scandinavia. Berend (2007: 24) states that “nei-
ther the stereotype of quick conversion due to a ruler’s decision nor that of gradual slow penetra-
tion of the new religion fits; the variety of the process must be emphasized.”

@ Open Access. © 2024 the author(s), published by De Gruyter. This work is licensed under the
Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License.
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783111198750-006
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6.1 Violent religious change in Trondelag

Some texts referring to the transition period in Norway attest that newly con-
verted kings sometimes used violence and the destruction of ceremonial build-
ings. The Kings’ Sagas have plenty of references to how sanctuaries and pagan
cult images in late-tenth century were destroyed by King Olafr Tryggvason when
he embarked on his mission work.

6.1.1 King Olafr Tryggvason dismantles pagan cult at Mzere

According to Snorri’s Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar chapters 65-71, the king assembled
a great force from the east of the country and took it to Trgndelag and made first
of all for Nidaréss.> When it was coming very close to the time for holding the
annual festival at Meere, King Olafr prepared a great banquet at Lade inviting to
him leading men and other important farmers. There was a splendid feast and
people got very drunk. The next morning, the king summoned all the people for a
meeting. The king stood up and spoke:

‘We had an assembly in at Frosta. I then proposed to me that I should turn to heathen sacri-
fice with them, as King Hakon Adalsteinsf6stri had done. Agreement was reached between
us that we should meet in Maere and there hold a great festival. But if I must turn to heathen
sacrifices with you, then I will have the greatest sacrifice that is known made, and offer
men in sacrifice. I do not want to choose for this slaves or evil-doers. For this I shall choose
to offer the gods the most distinguished people. I am naming for this Ormr lygra of Medal-
hus, Styrkarr of Gimsar, Karr of Grytingr, Asbjorn Porbergr of Qrnes, Ormr of Lyxa, Hall-
dérr of Skerdingsstedja.’®

In addition, the king named some other distinguished people that he wanted to
sacrifice for a good year and peace (bldta til drs ok fridar) and he also attacked
them with his men. The farmers then beg for quarter and put all their futures at
the king’s disposal. It was then agreed between them that all farmers who had

5 The following account is a paraphrased text of Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar chs 65-71, based on
the translation of Finlay & Faulkes.

6 ‘Vér dttum ping inn d Frostu. Baud ek pd biuondum, at peir skyldu ldta skirask, en peir
budu mér par i mét, at ek skylda hverfa til bléta med peim, svd sem gort hafdi Hdkon konungr
Adalsteinsfostri. Kom pat dsamt med oss, at vér skyldim finnask inn d Mcerini ok gera par blét
mikit. En ef ek skal til bléta hverfa med ydr, pa vil ek gera ldta it mesta blot, pat sem titt er, ok
bléta monnum. Vil ek eigi til pess velja preela eda illmenni. Skal til pess velja at fd godunum ina
dgeetustu menn. Nefni ek til pess Orm lygru af Medalhtisum, Styrkdr af Gimsum, Kdr af Grytingi,
Asbjorn Porberg af Qrnesi, Orm af Lyxu, Halldér af Skerdingstedju.’ Isl. Fornr. 26: 316. Trans.
Finlay & Faulkes.
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come there should have themselves baptized. And swear oaths to the king to keep
the true faith, and give up all heathen rituals. The king then kept all these men as
guests right until they had handed over their sons or brothers or other close kins-
men as hostage to the king.

When King Olafr came to Mere, all the leaders of the Proendir were there,
that is, those who were most opposed to Christianity. At the assembly Jarn-Skeggi
Asbjarnarson from Upphaugr in Yrjar was the leader of the pagan breendir. “We
desire, king,” he said, “that you should offer sacrifices, as other kings have done
here before you.” The king then entered the hof:

King Olafr now goes into the temple (hof) and a small number of men with him and some
farmers. And when the king came to where the gods were, there sat bérr, and was most
dignified of all the gods, adorned with gold and silver. King Olafr raised up a gold-adorned
ceremonial halberd that he had in his hand and struck bérr, so that he fell off his pedestal.
Then the king’s men leaped forward and shoved down all the gods from their pedestals.”

Jarn-Skeggi was killed outside before the hof-building’s entrance, and it was the
king’s men who did this. After this event no leaders among the farmers dared to
oppose the king.

Snorri had good sources when he described the missions of King Olafr Trygg-
vason.® His most important source for this episode was probably Saga Oldfs
Tryggvasonar, written in Latin by the twelfth-century Icelandic monk Oddr Snor-
rason at the monastery in Pingey (see Fig. 1b). The Latin version is lost, but an Old
Norse translation of it is preserved. This text is full of miracles and wonder tales.
0ddr narrates there that King Olafr was the first Christian king in Norway.’ With
the support of God’s power, he was always successful in speaking about Christian-
ity even among people who were eloquent and opposed to the Christian faith.
There are also some passages which have a more historical character. One such
passage is Oddr’s statement that the major sacrifice of the breendir was held at
Mere ([o]k d Mcrini i brdndheimi var hofudblét).”® Other written sources and
archaeological evidence support that Mare was an important cult place (see

7 Oldfr konungr gengr nii { hofit ok fdir menn med honum ok ngkkurir af béndum. En er konungr
kom par, sem godin vdru, pd sat par borr ok var mest tignadr af ollum godum, biiinn med gulli ok
silfri. Oldfr konungr hdf upp refdi gullbtiit, er hann hafdi { hendi, ok laust bér, svd at hann fell af
stallinum. Sidan hljépu at konungsmenn ok skyfdu ofan ollum godum af stollunum. Oldfs saga
Tryggvasonar ch. 69, in Heimskringla 1, {sl. Fornr. 26: 317. Trans. Finlay & Faulkes 2017 [2011].

8 Steinsland 2000: 113-115. Cf. Sundqvist 2016a: 421-424.

9 0ddr’s Saga Oldfs Tryggvasonar, chs A56 and 46, Isl. Fornr. 25: 276-281.

10 Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar eptir Odd munk Snorrason, ch. $46. Cf. ch. A56: . . . d Merini, . . . var
hofudhof ok skyldi par bléta, Isl. Fornr. 25: 279. See also Flateyjarbék 1: 320. Cf. Meulengracht
Sgrensen 1991b: 239-241; Steinsland 2000: 114-116.
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below)."* Another historical aspect in Oddr’s narrative may be his description of
the chieftains, who together organized and protected the pagan cult in Trgndelag
and at Meere.'” In order to eradicate the sacrificial cult there, the Christian king
had to kill a representative of these pagan chieftains and desecrate the hof-
sanctuary. As in Snorri’s version, Oddr mentions that it was Jarn-Skeggi of Yrjar
who was killed beside the sanctuary.”® Oddr also tells that King Olafr threatened
the leaders of breendir, that if he must return to the pagan religion, he would ar-
range human sacrifices, in which the foremost in society, the chieftains and the
noble females would be sacrificed.

6.1.2 Contemporary verses about King Olafr’s violent missions

Even if some information in these sagas can be partly supported by archaeology,
they must be treated with caution when applied as historical sources. They were
both written down c. 200 years after the actual events took place and often mod-
elled in a stereotyped way. It is obvious that, for instance, Snorri’s descriptions of
King Olafr’s missions in Norway follows a recurrent pattern; first the king meets
the farmers at an assembly, where he tells them about Christ, then he asks them
to convert or else they must fight the king.'* In these stories the king is always
successful. These types of conversion descriptions may be related to Christian fic-
tional stories about mass conversions."” In Snorri’s narratives about King Olafr’s
mission, there is, in addition, always an element of physical violence present,
which may reflect a heroic, or rather an ideal Viking king. Both Oddr’s and Snor-
ri’s versions are written in a kind of triumphalist manner and literary strategies

11 Mere in Inn-Trgndelag is mentioned as a pre-Christian cult site several times in Old Norse
sources. Landndmabdk, for instance, which may have been composed as early as the twelfth cen-
tury, describes a Viking Age cult leader (hofgodi) and his ceremonial building (hof) situated in
Meere (chs $297, H258, Isl. Fornr. 1: 307-308). See also e.g., Agrip, Isl. Fornr. 29: 8; Fagrskinna, {sl.
Fornr. 29: 80.

12 See Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar eptir Odd munk Snorrason, MSS S and A, {sl. Fornr. 25: 278-281.
and Sundqvist 2016a: 510-513.

13 “Jarn-Skeggi was killed outside alongside the temple among the king’s men” . . . var Jdrn-
Skeggi drepinn hjd hof milli manna konungsins . . . in ch. S46 and . . . var Jdrn-Skeggi drepinn titi
hjd hofinu d milli konungsmanna . . . in ch. A56, Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar eptir Odd munk Snorra-
son, {sl. Fornr. 25: 280.

14 See several examples of this strategy in e.g., Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar chs 53-81, Heimskringla
1, fsl. Fornr. 26: 302-329.

15 Cf. Stark & Finke 2000: 126.
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have been used in order to create a Christian hero.'® In these sagas on Olafr
Tryggvason, heroic legendary materials about the king merged with ecclesiastic
traditions."” It is thus the victor’s “history” that is presented.

Since King Olafr is portrayed as a militant missionary also in the contemporary
poems, we cannot dismiss the information of these prose texts completely.’®
In Hallfrgdér vandreedaskald’s Oldfsdrdpa stanza one (c. AD 995), for instance,
King Olafr is depicted as a violent opponent against paganism and a purger of
heathendom:"

Svd frdk hitt, at hgva
horgbrjotr i stad morgum
(opt kom hrafn at heipta)
hléd valkgstu (blodi).
Endr lét Jamta kindir
allvaldr i styr falla
(vandisk hann) ok Vinda
végrimmr (d pat snimma).

Thus I have learned this, that the shrine-destroyer piled up high corpse-heaps in many a
place; the raven often came to the blood of strife. The mighty ruler, fierce against heathen
temples, formerly caused the kin of the Jamtr and Wends to fall in the mélée; he became
accustomed to that early.?

Olafr is here described as “cruel against heathen temples” (végrimmr) and a
“shrine-destroyer” (hgrgbrjotr). In order to perform his mission, the king must
kill a lot of pagans. He piles up high corpse-heaps in many places, and the ravens
come to the blood of strife—that is, the corpses—in order to eat them. One of
Hallfrgor’s lausavisur (10) of conversion, quoted above, indicates that King Olafr
used power and force when converting the Norwegians and Icelanders. It tells
that the prince of the men of Sogn (Sygna resir), King Oléfr, had forbidden hea-

16 Jénas Kristjansson 1988: 157-160; Steinsland 2000: 113-129; Sanmark 2004: 82; Winroth 2012:
6-7, 115-118, 151.

17 Vésteinn Olason 1998: 50.

18 Cf. Whaley in SkP 1: 393.

19 This stanza is only preserved completely (1-8) in Fagrskinna, Isl. Fornr. 29: 141-142. The second
half (5-8) is also preserved in Snorri’s Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar Isl. Fornr. 26: 255. The contextual
prose to this stanza indicates that the king harried in the areas around the Baltic Sea, such as the
still pagan country Wendland. On Gotland he also met heathen people from Jdmtland, according to
Snorri. Whaley (in SkP 1: 389 and 393) argues that this context, which takes place before the king’s
conversion, is uncertain. Most likely the skald is portraying Olafr in his Christian role as militant
missionary.

20 Text and trans. Whaley in SkP 1: 392.
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then sacrifices (at bldt eru kvidjud). Now people must set aside the ancient belief
in destiny controlled by the Norns and abandon the worship of 0dinn’s kin.
Hallfrgdr, himself, is compelled to turn away from the descendants of Njordr in
order to pray to Christ.?! It is a bit complicated to estimate the historical source
value of Hallfrgdr’s poems on King Olafr, since they are all composed as praise
poems. The expression that the king “piled up high corpse-heaps in many a place”
is obviously an exaggeration and a way to flatter the king. If there had been no
reality behind this expression, however, the audience would have perceived this
statement as an insult, rather than flattery. This way of reasoning and attitude to
the old praise poems is expressed in the Prologue to Snorri’s Heimskringla.?* For
Hallfrgdr, King Olafr was a heroic man as well as his godfather (see above). In his
Erfidrdpa stanza 26a, the skald praises King Olafr for the fame he won at the bat-
tle of Svoldr, even though he was defeated:

Hefk, panns hverjum jofri
heiptfiknum vard rikri
und niébyrdi Nordra
nordr, godfodur ordinn.
Bida munk, pess’s breidan
bardmdna vann skardan,
margaukanda meekis
mdts aldrigi bétir.

I have lost a godfather who was mightier than every strife-greedy prince in the north under
the burden of the kin of Nordri <dwarf> [(lit. “kin-burden of Nordri”) DWARFS > SKY]. I will
never experience compensation for the much-increaser of the meeting of the sword [BAT-
TLE > WARRIOR] who hacked the broad prow-moon [SHIELD].?

Hallfrgdr had previously praised pagan warlords, such as Jarl Hdkon (see 9.3
below). After meeting the Christian king Olafr, however, he was more or less
forced to change religion.?*

21 Stromback 1975: 72; Clunies Ross 2011 [2005]: 120-121.

22 Snorri states in the Prologue to Heimskringla: “We regard as true everything that is found in
those poems about their expeditions and battles. It is indeed the habit of poets to praise most
highly the one in whose presence they are at the time, but no one would dare to tell him to his
face about deeds of his which all who listened, as well as the man himself, knew were falsehoods
and fictions. That would be mockery and not praise (Pat veeri pd hdd en eigi lof).” {sl. Fornr. 26: 5.
Cf. Clunies Ross 2011 [2005]: 72-82.

23 Text and trans. Kate Heslop in SkP 1: 437-439, where also the complicated transmission of the
stanza is discussed.

24 Stromback 1975: 81.
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King Oléafr Tryggvason is also described as a militant missionary in an anony-
mous poem called Oldfs drdpa Tryggvasonar stanza nine transmitted in the man-
uscript Bergshok (c. 1400-1450). This poem was probably composed in the twelfth
century. It describes how the bellicose and Christian hero made the pagan Jarl
Hékon flee from the country:

Austr pingat kom yngvi;

dor frdk jarl af hjarli

— kecenn med krapti hreinum
Kristr teedi gram — fleedu.
Ognmildr 16t pd pldum
odlingr, sds gaf hringa,

— Djod ték glpd vid godum
gods ¢r — truu bodna.

The ruler [Ol4fr] came east to there; I heard the jarl [Hdkon] fled from [his] territory before;
wise Christ helped the prince with pure power. The battle-liberal prince, who gave rings,
then had the faith proclaimed to men; glad, the people received the good emissary of God
[MISSIONARY].?

In the skaldic tradition, the image of King Olafr as a militant missionary was pre-
served. In twelfth century poem Rekstefja stanza nine made by Hallar-Steinn it is
stated thus.

Fémildr fylkir vildi

firna morg ok horga

bléthuis brenna ldta;

bad heidin god meida.
Sidvandr sidan kenndi
sannhrodigr tru géda

herlundr hglda kindum.

Hann vas rikstr konungmanna.

The generous ruler wanted to have very many temples and sacrificial buildings burned; he
ordered the heathen gods to be harmed. The devout, truly famous war-tree [WARRIOR =
Olafr] then taught the good faith to the offspring of men. He was the mightiest of royal men.?®

King Olafr is praised since he condemned the many horgr-sanctuaries and had cult
houses (blothiis) burned. He also ordered the pagan cult images to be harmed, that
is, to be destroyed, probably. Hence, King Olafr converted the Norwegians with
firm hand, as he burned down the pagan sanctuaries and destroyed the old sacrifi-

25 Text and trans. Kate Heslop in SkP 1: 1040.
26 Text and trans. Rolf Stavnem in SkP 1: 906.
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cial sites and replaced them with churches and priests. Snorri reports in Heimskrin-
gla that he also rejected a marriage with the pagan queen Sigridr of Svetjud since
she refused to abandon her old faith: “Then King Olafr got very angry and spoke
hastily: ‘Why would I want to marry you, heathen as a dog as you are?” And he
struck her in the face with his glove which he had in his hand.”*’ This episode ap-
pears also in a slightly different version in Oddr’s saga.”®

6.1.3 Archaeological evidence at Mare

Not only written sources, but also archaeological finds in Trendelag indicate
that pre-Christian cult sites were dismantled or destroyed around 1000-1050. In
1966-1967 archaeological excavations were conducted under the floor of Mere
church (Fig. 14). These excavations were led by archaeologist Hans-Emil Lidén.*
The church, which is dated to the last part of the twelfth century, is placed on the
top of a hill, east of the Borgenfjord, called Mereshaugen. In the prehistoric period
Mereshaugen was an island in the fjord (northeast of the town Trondheim, see Fig.
1a), which completely surrounded Indergya.*® Under the stone church, vestiges of
an early wooden church were discovered. It was surrounded by a churchyard, with
about sixty graves. At the church the excavators also found remains of two pre-
Christian buildings. The oldest one was a building with wattle-and-daub walls and
dated to the Migration Period. The function and character of this building is uncer-
tain. The later one was a Viking Age building with huge post-holes. The form of this
house, its dimensions and orientation are unknown, however. The only traces of it
were remains of an assumed “palisade wall,” lumps of burnt clay with twigs and
branches, fire-cracked stones and post-holes with remains of timber. The post-holes
formed irregular circles with diameters varying from 80 to 100 cm. In the post-holes
some 19 (or 23) gold foil figures were found,* which probably should be dated to the
Merovingian Period or less likely Early Viking Age.* Most of them were related to a
structure which was interpreted as the place of the high-seat.®® On these figures a

27 bd vard Oldfr konungr reidr mjok ok meelti brdlliga: ‘Hvi mun ek vilja eiga pik hundheidona?” —
ok laust i andlit henni med gléfa sinum, er hann hélt d. Isl. Fornr. 26: 310.

28 Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar eptir Odd munk Snorrason, chs $34, A41, {sl. Fornr. 25: 239-240.

29 Lidén 1969; 1996; 1999. What follows is a compressed version of Sundqvist 2016a: 132—147.

30 Roskaft 2003: 140.

31 Lidén 1999: 47, note 17.

32 Most scholars argue today that the gold foil figures should be dated to the Merovingian Pe-
riod. See e.g., Watt 2019: 37-39.

33 This interpretation was later reconsidered by Lidén (1999: 2, 38—-39). He rejected the high-seat
interpretation.
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couple was depicted, standing against each other, a man and a woman. Whether
these symbols shall be regarded as sacrificial objects or some kind of mythical insig-
nia for aristocratic families is uncertain.3* At this site other finds were made which
may likewise be associated with pre-Christian ceremonial feasts, such as pieces of
pottery and glass, quantities of animal bones and some characteristic cooking
stones.

It may therefore be suggested that the Viking Age house at Mare was some
type of pre-Christian ceremonial building. Whether this house was a multifunc-
tional hall or a more specific cult house is almost impossible to say. Lidén sug-
gested that the Viking Age building should be related to the ceremonial buildings
called hof in the written sources. The finds at Meare indicate that we have a clear
example of cult-place continuity, that is to say, the early Christian church was
erected on the pagan cult site. Lidén suggested that the Viking Age building
where the gold foil figures were found was turned into a church after the conver-
sion. Christian graves were found associated with this building, which could not
be related to the wooden church.

Lidén’s interpretation has been questioned. According to archaeologist
Sabjorg Walaker Nordeide, two possible conclusions can be drawn from the exist-
ing evidence:

(1) The burnt layer sealed the six oldest graves. Either (a) the burnt layer was a
result of the burning of a Norse cult construction, in which case the burials
were performed at a Norse cult site and may in fact have been Norse, or (b)
the Norse cult construction was converted into a church, and the graves were
Christian. If this second scenario was true, then Lidén’s theory would be cor-
rect, and it is only the structure of the building which is not clear.

(2) The burnt layer was cut into when the six earliest graves were dug. This
would imply that there was probably a very short interval between the time
when the Norse cult was stopped and the time when the construction of the
wooden church began, but during this time a few Christian burials were per-
formed. The burning of the Norse cult buildings was probably carried out by
Christians, although no church has yet been recorded in associations with the
graves.®

Nordeide considers the second alternative as the most likely. According to Nor-
deide, Lidén failed “to note the stratigraphic relation between the Christian
graves and the layer revealing the fire; on paying close attention to this detail, it

34 Cf. Sundqvist 2016a: 407-417 and 2019: 359-388.
35 Nordeide 2011: 113, 123; 2020: 1643-1644.



6.1 Violent religious change in Trendelag —— 231

Fig. 14: Photo of Mare church in Trgndelag, Norway. In connection with archaeological
investigations, traces of a pre-Christian cult building were discovered under the church. Image in its
original state by Per Gjaerder, licensed under https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/.

becomes clear that there is no reliable evidence for this theory. What is just as
likely is that the graves were constructed after the non-Christian building was de-
stroyed by fire and before a church was built.”*® The pre-Christian cult-building
preceding the church at Mare in Trgndelag was thus deliberately erased by fire,
probably started by Christians. Exactly when this took place is impossible to say,
but it is possible that the cult continued to c. 1050 there, according to Nordeide,
that is, 50 years after King Olafr Tryggvason’s death. Regardless, the Christians
placed their church on the ruins of the pagan cult building perhaps in a trium-

36 Nordeide 2020: 1643-1644.
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phalist manner, according to Nordeide. By such symbolic and performative ac-
tions, the missionary kings and their supporters probably hoped that the pagans
would lose their old religion and instead turn to Christianity.

At Hove in Asen, in Strindafylke, Trgndelag, a long existing pre-Christian cult
place has also been discovered.*” Hove is surrounded by old farms such as Husby
and Vang and perhaps they originally constituted one farm unit. All three sites have
Viking Age burial fields and at Vang a royal burial mound was erected. The place-
name Vang has been interpreted as cultic.® This name may refer to a special
kind of cult meadows, which often was located beside the hof-sanctuaries in pre-
Christian Norway (cf. Hovsvangen (Oppl.) and Gudvangen (SogFj)). The name Hove
includes the neutral dative of the noun hof “heidensk tempel eller heilagstad.”* Dur-
ing excavation at Hove in 1981-1984 several finds were made indicating pre-
Christian cultic activities.** Several pits with charcoal and burned stone suggest that
ritual cooking took place there, from 100 BC to AD 1000. In connection to these pits
post-holes were also discovered which were not related to house foundations. Per-
haps they could be related to ritual constructions. According to archaeologist Odd-
mund Farbregd, the pagan worshippers there left the place not too willingly around
the year 1000. A few contemporary stone crosses nearby may have been vandalized
suggesting some kind of uprising against the Christians in this area at that time.**

The archaeological evidence at some places in Trgndelag has thus been inter-
preted as some kind of clash between the pagan chieftains/farmers and the new
Christian power took place around 1000 to 1050, that is, information that harmo-
nizes with some narratives in the Saga accounts. Nordeide states that no gradual
change in the Old Norse cult adjusting to Christian rituals is possible to see in
Trondelag.*” At Meere the religious change was abrupt and probably violent.
She states that we here have an example of the Ecclesia Triumphans-theory,
whereby the Christians placed their church on the ruins of the pagan cult build-
ing.** At Hove, however, the place was abandoned which signalizes a clear break
in cult activity. No church was established there. Nordeide argues that the people

37 Farbregd 1986; Raskaft 2003: 66—68.

38 M. Olsen 1926: 218. Cf. Sandnes 1987; 1992: 15-16; Sandnes & Stemshaug 2007: 479.

39 Sandnes & Stemshaug 2007: 226.

40 Farbregd 1986; Bagge & Nordeide 2007: 124; Nordeide 2011: 104-107; 2020: 1644.

41 Farbregd 1986; cf. Nordeide 2012.

42 Nordeide 2011: 123.

43 Cf. Olsen 1969. In a later self-critical comment on his view of Mare, Olaf Olsen (1995: 127)
stated thus: “Jeg ville veere mere dben over for muligheden af, at man pa centrale hedenske kult-
pladser har rejst kirker som udtryk for ecclesia triumphans ... Jeg ville have brugt ordet ‘magt-
kontinuitet’ om stormaendenes kirkebyggeri pa deres garde. Her er det magten og ikke kulten,
der er det centrale element.”
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there were forced to leave because of the Christian dominance in the area. The
postholes were filled in marking perhaps a ritualized dismantling of the old cult
site, possibly made by the those who previously used it as a sanctuary. Nordeide
finally states, in “light of the character and timing of the end of the Norse cult, it
seems reasonable to assume that the conversion to Christianity was not com-
pleted too willingly in Trgndelag during the eleventh century.”**

Written sources indicate clearly that the religious change was abrupt and vio-
lent in Trgndelag around 995-1030. Since the archaeological records from this re-
gion and period at least do not “speak” against this view, it seems plausible to
interpret Olafr Tryggvason’s and perhaps also Olafr Haraldsson’s missions in
Trendelag as violent. It is not mentioned in Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar whether
King Olafr Tryggvason and his men destroyed the sanctuary in Mare. Snorri just
ends chapter 69 in a way that harmonizes with the hagiographic genre: “Then all
the people in breendalgg were baptized.” Snorri is a bit inconsistent on this
point. In Oldfs saga helga chapter 109, it is mentioned that the breendir in Inn-
Tregndelag during King Olafr Haraldsson’s reign still performed heathen sacrifices
at Meere c. 1020 (see 9.5).

6.2 Non-violent transition in Iceland

Different source types indicate thus that violence was sometimes used by Olafr
Tryggvason when erasing the old religion. Other sources report that the same
king applied other strategies in other contexts, for instance, when he was not in
command of directly violent means. When King Olafr attempted to convert the
people in Iceland, he concentrated his attention on the local chieftains.*® This
was a deliberate method, since these leaders were those who organized the old
religion in Iceland, and also led public rituals; no well-trained and professional
priesthood existed there. In order to reach all of them, he used the General As-
sembly (Old Norse Alpingi) at bingvellir (Fig. 15), where all the chieftains gathered
every summer. Since he did not have access to this assembly himself, he used
some Icelandic chieftains as his delegates. It is well known that Iceland lacked
kings during the so called “Free State Period.” It was ruled jointly by all chieftains
called godar (pl). This office included cultic assignments, at least originally (see
overview in 4.2 above).

44 Nordeide 2011: 123.

45 Var pd skirt allt folk { breendalpgum. {sl. Fornr. 26: 318.

46 Many scholars have dealt with the conversion at the General Assembly 999/1000. For an over-
view, see Jén Vidar Sigurdsson 2020: 1664, note 7.
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Fig. 15: Photo of the place where the General Assembly (Old Norse Alpingi) was held at bingvellir,
Iceland (see Fig. 1b). Image in its original state by Diego Delso, licensed under https://creativecom
mons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/.

6.2.1 The conversion decision at Alpingi 999/1000

Our main source for the processes related to religious change in Iceland is Ari inn
fréai Porgilsson’s Islendingabdk (c. 1120-1132), which is usually considered as hav-
ing a quite high historical source value. It has often been stated that Ari (1067/
68-1148) built his text on a strong oral tradition and that he frequently supported
his information with references to his sources. One of his sagesmen was Hallr
bdrarinsson, who was born 995 and died in his ninety-fifth year. He remembered
his own baptism when he was only three years old. This baptism was made by
one of King Olafr Tryggvason’s first missionaries to Iceland.*’” Another source for
Ari was also Teitr (d. 1110), son of Bishop Isleifr Gizzurarson. Teitr’s grandfather
Gizzurr was one of King Olafr’s delegates at Alpingi 999/1000.%%

Even if [slendingabék sometimes has been regarded as a “myth of origins for the
Icelanders,”*® some of Ari’s information is usually regarded as accurate.*® Ari reports
in chapter seven that King Ol4fr sent to Iceland a priest called Pangbrandr:*

47 Strombéck 1975: 5, 19.

48 Orri Vésteinsson 2000: 17-18. and see also below.

49 Grenlie 2006: xxiv—xxXx. See also Lindow 1997, Hermann 2007 and Gustafsson 2011. The latter
scholar states thus in his conclusion about Ari’s information about the conversion of Iceland:
“[IIn terms of radical source criticism, we can only conclude that we know nothing about the
possible conversion of Iceland at that time.” Gustafsson 2011: 34.

50 Cf. Jénas Kristjansson 1988: 120-124; Vésteinn Olason 1998: 44-45; Jén Hnefill Adalsteinsson
1999 [1978]: 55-57; Orri Vésteinsson 2000: 18; Grgnlie 2006: ix, xvi-xxii; Jon Vidar Sigurdsson
2020: 1652. Other sources to this event are Theodoricus monachus’ Historia de antiquitate regum
Norwagiensium, Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar eptir Odd munk Snorrason, Kristni saga, Oldfs saga
Tryggvasonar en mesta and Njdls saga.

51 This information is also mentioned in e.g., Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar eptir Odd munk Snorra-
son, chs S35, A43, Isl. Fornr. 25: 244245 and Snorri’s Heimskringla 1, Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar, isl.
Fornr. 26: 328-329.
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King Olfr, son of Tryggvi, son of Olafr, son of Haraldr the Fine-Haired, brought Christianity
to Norway and to Iceland. He sent to this country a priest called bangbrandr, who preached
Christianity to people here and baptized all those who accepted the faith. And Hallr Porsteins-
son on Sida had himself baptized early on, as did Hjalti Skeggjason from bjorsérdalr and Gi-
zurr the White, son of Teitr, son of Ketilbjorn from Mosfell, and many other chieftains; but
those who spoke against Christianity and rejected it were, even so, in the majority. And when
he had been here for one or two years, bangbrandr left, and had killed two or three men here
who had libeled him. And when he arrived in the east, he told King Olafr everything that had
happened to him here, and said that it was beyond all expectation that Christianity might yet
be accepted here. And Olafr became very angry at this, and determined to have those of our
countrymen who were there in the east maimed or killed for it.>

The king’s method of using a priest for his mission in Iceland had obviously
failed, but indirectly it would bear fruit in the longer run. The chieftains who
bangbrandr converted came from wealthy and influential families.>® Their fami-
lies had in one or another sense, been involved in pagan public cult. Landndma-
bék reports that, for instance, Hallr’s grandfather Bodvarr enn hviti borleifsson
made his home at Hof in South Alftafjord and that “he erected a great cult build-
ing there” (hann reisti par hof mikit) (see Fig. 1b).>* Also Gizurr’s grandfather Ke-
tilbjorn had, according to Landndmabdk a hof-building erected at Mosfell. He was
so wealthy that “he told his sons to forge a cross beam of silver for the temple
they built, but they wouldn’t do that.”> By baptizing Hallr and Gizurr, two poten-
tial organizers of the indigenous religion in Iceland were removed from the
scene, and at the same time, two influential advocates for Christianity were won
over.

Ari reports further in chapter seven of his Islendingabdk that the chieftains
Gizurr and Hjalti went to a meeting with King Olafr in order to pursue him to

52 Oldfr rex Tryggvasonr, Oldfssonar, Haraldssonar ens hdrfagra, kom kristni { Norveg ok d Is-
land. Hann sendi hingat til lands prest pann, es hét bangbrandr ok hér kenndi monnum kristni ok
skirdi pd alla, es vid trii téku. En Hallr d Sidu borsteinssonr lét skirast snimhendis ok Hjalti Skegg-
jasonr yr bjorsdrdali ok Gizurr enn hviti Teitsson, Ketilbjarnarsonar frd Mosfelli, ok margir ho-
foingjar adrir; en peir vdru po fleiri, es i gegn meeltu ok neittu. En pd es hann hafdi hér verit einn
vetr eda tvd, pd for hann d braut ok hafdi vegit hér tvd menn eda prjd, pd es hann hofdu nitt. En
hann sagdi konunginum Oldfi, es hann kom austr, allt pat es hér hafdi yfir hann gingit, ok 1ét
grvent, at hér myndi kristni enn takast. En hann vard vid pat reidr mjok ok etladi at ldta meida
eda drepa ossa landa fyrir, pd es par vdru austr. isl. Fornr. 1: 14-15. Trans. by Grgnlie 2006.

53 Stromback 1975: 25; cf. Hjalti Hugason 2000: 83-85, 126-143; Jon Vidar Sigurdsson 2020: 1664.
54 Landndmabdk chs $305, H266, [sl. Fornr. 1: 310-311.

55 . . .at hann baud sonum sinum at sld pvertré af silfri { hofit, pat er peir létu gera; peir vildu pat
eigi. . . (chs $385, H338, Isl. Fornr. 1: 385).
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release the Icelanders.”® They travelled to Norway and got the king to release
them, and promised him their help afresh so that Christianity might yet be ac-
cepted in Iceland. Hence, these chieftains travelled with a priest Pormédr back to
their homeland with the mission to convert the Icelanders. They arrived in the
Vestmannaeyjar when ten weeks of the summer had passed. They crossed to the
mainland at once and then proceeded to the Alpingi, and managed to persuade
Hjalti to stay behind at Laugardalr with eleven men, because the previous sum-
mer he had been convicted as a lesser outlaw at the assembly for blasphemy. The
reason given for this was that he had uttered this little verse at the Law-Rock:

Vil ek eigi god geyja;

grey bykki mér Freyja.

I don’t wish to bark at the gods:
It seems to me Freyja’s a bitch.

Gizurr and his men travelled on until they came to a place beside Qlfossvatn
called Vellankatla; and from there they sent word to the assembly that all their
supporters should come to meet them, because they had heard that their adver-
saries intended to keep them from the assembly field by force. But before they set
off from there, Hjalti came riding there together with those who had stayed be-
hind with him. And then they rode to the assembly, and their kinsmen and
friends had come to meet them beforehand as they had requested. The heathens
thronged together fully armed, and it came so close to them fighting that no one
could foresee which way it would go. The next day, Gizurr and Hjalti went to the
Law-Rock, and announced their mission. But what happened as a result was that
one man after another named witnesses, and each side, the Christians and the
heathens, declared itself under separate laws from the other, and they then left
the Law-Rock. Then the Christians asked Hallr to speak the law, the one that was
to go with Christianity. But he freed himself from this responsibility towards
them by agreeing with the lawspeaker, borgeirr, that he should speak it, although
he was still heathen at the time. Later, when everyone had returned to their
booths, Porgeirr lay down and spread his cloak over himself, and rested all
that day and the following night, and did not speak a word. The next morning, he
got up and sent word that people should go to the Law-Rock. And once people
had arrived there, he began his speech, and said that he thought people’s affairs
had come to a bad pass, if they were not all to have the same law in this country,
and tried to persuade them in many ways that they should not let this happen,
and said it would give rise to such discord that it was certainly to be expected

56 The following text and paraphrase of Islendingabdk ch. 7 is based on Grenlie’s translation
2006.
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that fights would take place between people by which the land would be laid
waste. He spoke about how the kings of Norway and Denmark had kept up war-
fare and battles against each other for a long time, until the people of those coun-
tries had made peace between them, even though they did not wish it. And that
policy had worked out in such a way that they were soon sending gifts to each
other and, moreover, this peace lasted for as long as they lived. The Lawspeaker
borgeirr Ljésvetningagodi borkelsson spoke finally thus:

‘And it now seems advisable to me,” he said, ‘that we too do not let those who most wish to
oppose each other prevail, and let us arbitrate between them, so that each side has its own
way in something, and let us all have the same law and the same religion. It will prove true
that if we tear apart the law, we will also tear apart the peace.” And he brought his speech
to a close in such a way that both sides agreed that everyone should have the same law, the
one he decided to proclaim. It was then proclaimed in the laws that all people should be
Christian, and that those in this country who had not yet been baptised should receive bap-
tism; but the old laws should stand as regards the exposure of children and the eating of
horse-flesh. People had the right to sacrifice in secret, if they wished, but it would be punish-
able by the lesser outlawry if witnesses were produced. And a few years later, these heathen
provisions were abolished, like the others.”’

This text has been hotly debated, especially why the pagan chieftain borgeirr ac-
cepted the Christian law, and what he actually did under the cloak.

6.2.2 Why did the pagan godi accept Christianity?

The pagan chieftain Porgeirr Ljésvetningagodi was an acknowledged lawspeaker
at Alpingi. According to Islendingabdk, he stayed in this office for 17 years (985-
1002), which indicates that he was highly estimated.*® Most likely he was also the
leader of the pagan party.> His lineage is traced in Landndmabdk, and it is men-
tioned there that he had three wives.?® In these marriages he had nine sons and

57 ‘En nu pykkir mér pat rdd’ kvad hann, ‘at vér ldtim ok eigi pd rdda, es mest vilja i gegn gangask,
ok midlum svd mdl a@ midli peira, at hvdrirtveggju hafi nakkvat sins mdls, ok hofum allir ein log ok
einn sid. bat mon verda satt, es vér slitum { sundr login, at vér monum slita ok fridinn.” En hann
lauk svd mali sinu, at hvdrirtveggju jattu pvi, at allir skyldi ein lpg hafa, pau sem hann rédi upp at
segja. bd vas pat meelt { lpgum, at allir menn skyldi kristnir vesa ok skirn taka, peir es dor vdru
Oskirdir d landi hér; en of barnattburd skyldu standa en fornu lpg ok of hrossakjotsdt. Skyldu
menn bléta d laun, ef vildu, en varda fjprbaugsgardr, ef vdattum of kvemi vid. En sidarr fdm vetrum
vas st heidni af numin sem gnnur. {sl. Fornr. 1: 17. Trans. by Grenlie 2006.

58 Islendingabdk, Isl. Fornr. 1: 13.

59 Orri Vésteinsson 2000: 17.

60 Landndmabdk S and H, {sl. Fornr. 1: 275. Cf. Islendingabdk, isl. Fornr. 1: 13.
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one daughter. According to uncertain sources, one of his sons Hoskuldr, once
slaughtered a ram and smeared his hands with the blood and uttered: “Let smear
godi-blood on us as of old.”®! It has been suggested that this was some kind of
godi-inauguration among the Ljésvetningar.®* Most likely borgeirr lived in a
pagan world of ideas. His great-uncle was Porsteinn raudnefr, who was a great-
sacrificer. He made the waterfall the object of his sacrifice and had all left-overs
carried to it.%

But why did the pagan godi borgeirr agree to Hallr’s proposal of conversion?
What did he do under the cloak? These two questions have led to a heated re-
search debate that has been going on for more than 150 years. Konrad Maurer
discussed these questions, and stated that borgeirr stayed under the cloak, since
he pondered over the substance of the law he had been asked to decide. This be-
havior was thus a pure political-legal action.®* According to Maurer, the decision
to change religion at the Alpingi was made by borgeirr on plain political grounds
and as a compromise between the Christians and the pagans.®® He also added that
the Icelanders seem to have been indifferent regarding issues related to religious
life. Religion was subordinated to political questions on Iceland. This political ex-
planation for changing religion was maintained by scholars during the twentieth
century.66 Orri Vésteinsson, for instance, stated that “the conversion was not so
much a matter of salvation as political unity; the drama of the tale [that is, Ari’s]
revolves not around the eternal well-being of Icelandic souls but about whether
they were capable of taking momentous decisions like these without the fragile
political system disintegrating.”®” Some scholars have felt that religion in the late
tenth century Iceland was well integrated in social and political life.%® Religion
was perceived as an integrated part of the community and common law.® If the
Icelanders had two religions the cohesion and community of the society was
threatened. Jéon Hnefill Adalsteinsson opposed Maurer’s political explanation in a
more thorough way. He neither downplayed, nor rejected the religious aspect of
borgeirr’s decision. Contrary he stated that the joint renunciation of the commu-

61 Vér skulum rjéda oss { godabléd at fornum sid. Ljésvetninga saga, Isl. Fornr. 10: 14.

62 J6n Hnefill Adalsteinsson 1999 [1978]: 101.

63 DPorsteinn raudnefr var blétmadr mikill; hann blotadi forsinn, ok skyldi bera leifar allar d for-
sinn. Landndmabdk chs $355, H313, Isl. Fornr. 1: 358.

64 Maurer 1855-1856 1: 443.

65 Maurer 1855-1856 1: 439.

66 Cf. e.g., Bjorn M. Olsen 1900: 65-67; Jon Helgason 1925: 31; Gehl 1937: 143; de Vries 19561957
§614.

67 Orri Vésteinsson 2000: 18.

68 Cf. Ljungberg 1938: 156-158; Bagge 2005: 77-80; Steinsland 2000: 83.

69 Steinsland 2000: 83.
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nity of law was due to re