
 

I 
INTRODUCTION 

 
 
 

his is my second and final monographic contribution to the 
project Svealand in Vendel Period and Viking Age (SIV). The 
Bank of Sweden Tercentenary Foundation has financed the 

project. My research within the SIV project centres around ideological 
and political development during the Late Iron Age and this book in 
English is partly a summing up of my first contribution in Swedish 
(Herschend 1998a), partly a synthesis. I have however, chosen to shape 
the summing up as a series of new studies paralleling and expanding 
upon the original ones in Swedish. Ingrid Lundegårdh has done her 
best to revise the text and improve my English. None the less, I still 
have a lot to learn. Elisabet Green has read the proofs. 

The time-span discussed is labelled the ‘Late Iron Age’. It covers 
roughly the 6th to the 11th century AD and thus also what is in South 
Scandinavia commonly called the Viking Age. This age, however, is not 
singled out, because the interest of this book is on the transition from a 
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pagan to Christian society, and not on the revival of the warfare, 
plundering, trade and colonisation originally introduced during the 
Late Roman Iron Age. The renaissance or revival character of the Viking 
Age is in other words not in focus. On the contrary, the path I hope to 
clear is that which proceeds from the Migration Period (i.e. the 
aftermath and crisis of the Late Roman Iron Age) into the medieval. 
This is a short step in Gaul and a long one in Scandinavia, so long in 
fact that in some peripheral parts, the foot was not put down until well 
after AD 1100. It is my emphasis upon the Mälar Valley that has resulted 
in the upper time limit. 

The book falls into three parts. In the first, three studies link the 
male and female journey of civilisation to the social structure and 
cosmology of the transitory pre-Christian society. The journey is the 
theme of the first study which makes it clear that the endpoint for the 
journey of civilisation is the hall. The second study discusses the word 
sal. The word is used in Swedish Iron-Age place names as a synonym 
for the word ‘hall’. However, the meaning of the word has been 
considered to differ within the area and period in question. Occasional-
ly, sal is thought to have denoted a meadow barn, but it was also used 
to denote a king’s residence. Were it so—residence as well as barn—
essential parts of the arguments in the first study would lose their 
general significance. Therefore, the second study is devoted to the 
meaning of the word sal in Swedish place names. Having shown that 
the word is synonymous with ‘hall’ (building upon a discussion by 
Stefan Brink) it becomes possible to expand a bit upon the topographi-
cal position of the hall and the economic raison d’être of the hallcentred 
society. In the third study, the significance of the journey and the hall or 
house is brought into the analysis of the aristocratic graves of the trans-
itory period. These graves mirror transition as well as the journey and 
home of men and women. 

Within the three first studies, pagan civilisation and cosmology 
have been sketched. The greatest difference between pagan and 
Christian societies is considered to be ontological and pagan ontology is 
strongly marked by the idea that reality can be understood as a number 
of complementary realities or worlds abutting the world immediately 
perceived around us. 

The second part of the book consists of two chapters designed to 
give a picture of the social and ontological differences between pagan 
and Christian societies, but also a sketch of the character of the change 
in pagan society within its development towards a Christian one. The 
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once modern, Christian society is depicted in a study analysing the Old 
High German poem Ludwigslied. The study points out the differences 
between the two societies. The second study summarises change in 
pagan society. The chapter is based upon an analysis of the rune-stone 
poetry and a strophe by Kormak O?gmundersson quoted by Snorri. This 
strophe from the mid-tenth century gives what is understood as a true 
picture of a small event, which signifies the change and its problem. The 
use and character of poetry is in itself an expression of the transitory 
phase and with examples drawn from the rune-stones in the Mälar 
Valley it can be shown how the poetic dimension in pagan under-
standing comes to an end during the transition to Christianity. These 
analyses lead to a renewed description of the characteristics of the 
pagan ontology.  

In the two first parts, the complexity of pagan society becomes 
apparent and it would seem that it is the complexity in itself which 
stands in the way of the political and social development wished for by 
royal and aristocratic circles. It has become plausible that the simpli-
fication of the ideological scene is Christianity’s main contribution to 
the ideology of the transitory society. The unification of theological 
thought and the idea of the supreme king in the shape of the Old 
Testament God would have been two concepts that the royal families 
were interested in comprising. Moreover, a clear social stratification and 
the definition of passive collectives would also have appealed to the 
upper stratum of society. 

The third part of this book therefore, is an outline of a synthesis 
based upon the development of three macro sociological concepts 
relating to the period of transition. These concepts can be said to order 
social, economic and rural landscapes. Although a tentative synthesis, 
its function is perhaps best described as an attempt to bring a Late Iron 
Age mental archaeology into contact with a sociology of the period. 
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II 
THE JOURNEY OF YOUR LIFE 
GRAND TOUR OR PASSAGE TO CIVILISATION 

hen Beowulf sets out on his trip to visit and help the Danish 
King Hroðgar, it turns out to be his Grand Tour. Eventually 
the journey educates him to such a degree that he becomes 

perfect (Beowulf ll. 195–2199). Dangers are lurking everywhere on this 
kind of tour. Danger is one of its points and for one of his companions 
or followers, the man eaten as an appetiser by Grendel, the trip turned 
out to be no tour at all. On the contrary, it became a journey with a 
definite end (Beowulf ll. 740 ff.). The tour, whether tragedy or success, is 
therefore not the only way of travelling depicted in Beowulf. In addition 
to this ideal way of becoming mature, travelling can also become a 
traumatic occupation before we die. 

To illustrate the traumatic travel, we can point to Hengest in the 
Finnsburg episode and fragment (Klaeber 1950; Fry 1974; Herschend 
1998a). In this episode, Hengest is longing to return home, but a victim 
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of circumstances, he is forced to stay the winter in Finnsburg. Accord-
ingly, in the spring, when he becomes more homesick than ever, the 
poet describes him as a wræcca, i.e. a hero with no home to return to and 
thus a travelling man with no definite goal (Beowulf l. 1137). 

Despite the fact that a hero is always a hero, the word wræcca has a 
slightly negative ring to it. It stems from the fact that a wræcca never 
goes home. Of course, if we are as capable as the wræcca Sigeferð, we 
can enjoy a horrible reputation, but still, the life of a wræcca is not 
perfect (Finnsburg Fragment l. 12; Herschend 1998a, pp. 25 ff.). Gunmen 
and gang members in the Wild West are the modern counterparts to the 
iron-age wræcca. If they manage to survive, they can eventually build up 
knowledge, equal to that of the warrior poet Widsið, and perhaps gain a 
kind of respected position or winning gold and power over men and 
women the way Hama and Wudga managed to. However, they do not 
get hold of the real qualities in life, such as land, hall, inheritance, home, 
wife and children (cf. Malone 1962, pp. 63 ff. & 209 f.; Widsið ll. 129–30). 
As it happens, men must balance the possibility of a successful tour 
against the risk of dying or meeting with the horrible fate of a wræcca 
such as Hildebrand (Klaeber 1950, pp. 290 ff.; Braune 1994, pp. 84 ff. & 
170). Forced to leave home, wife and baby, and reported to have been 
killed in action, he became a warrior who spent most of his life fighting. 
Eventually he encounters his own son in battle and duel without being 
able to convince the son of their relationship. Tragedy is well under 
way as they clash just where the fragment breaks off. None the less, 
adding the character of Sigeferð in Finnsburg to the story about 
Hildebrand and Hardubard on the battlefield, we can conclude that 
rootlessness, treachery, brutality and alienation were some of the 
feelings and events constantly surrounding the wræcca. It is not 
surprising that the word is derived from the verb wrecan, which means 
‘to wreck’, but also ‘to throw over in a rough and heartless way’. In 
Swedish the word still describes the act of driving families from their 
homes when they cannot fulfil their duties. 

The loss of home and inheritance and the brutal disposition 
generated by the loss seems to reproduce itself during history in much 
the same way as child abuse brings forth the next generation of tor-
mentors. 

In effect, travelling is a way of sorting men according to a system 
where status is based on such concepts as honour, skill, capability and 
moral. Although successful migrations are described in texts from the 
sixth to the eleventh centuries, the texts do not describe migration as 
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something positive in itself. Migration is dressed up as colonisation and 
indeed landnám in Old Norse literature. Likewise, when Bede relates a 
clear case of migration, this is a process in which the new country is 
settled in such a way that the resemblance with the homeland is 
obvious, if not, indeed, a matter of moving every settlement to a 
position which makes the new country into a reflection of the old one. 
Cowdery’s Down and Yeavering are typical examples of a Continental 
situation of farms, strongly dependent on grassland. (Sturlubók, CHAP 
95–110; Bede, I.15–16; Herschend 1994b; Milet and James 1983; Hope-
Taylor 1977). In the Icelandic case, even the archaeological record 
supports the hypothesis that the settlers tried to form a New Norway in 
Iceland and sought landscapes reminding them of their homeland 
(Einarsson 1994). This means that in essence there are two ways of 
travelling: home or not home. 

Travelling home is the better journey even if home is a new farm in 
Iceland. There is something genuinely pagan in travelling home, while 
to a profoundly Christian mind, like that of a missionary, travelling to 
another place can be as worthwhile as travelling home. In the following, 
I shall study some model pagan travels in more detail. 

Beowulf’s journey to King Hroðgar is a journey from Beowulf’s 
home to that of Hroðgar. From one home hall with a mead bench, 
where Beowulf was not much honoured (Beowulf ll. 2190 f.), to another 
where he won his spurs (Beowulf ll. c. 655 ff.). From the latter, he was 
thus able to return home a hero and he became well liked also at home. 
A threat to the hall society, manifested in the hall nuisances Grendel 
and his mother, inspires Beowulf’s tour. Within this grand tour there is 
yet another one as in a nest of boxes. The nested tour starts in Hroðgar’s 
hall, goes out to that of Grendel’s mother and back again to Hroðgar’s. 
In real life, a hall nuisance of Grendel’s capacity would probably not 
have worked alone. Instead, he would have joined with others in a 
struggle for supremacy of the Danish kingship. Such antagonists are at 
best hinted at in Beowulf, and therefore we must look upon the 
monsters in the epic as no more than stock offenders and a pretext for 
making the correct decision, i.e. to undertake the right kind of tour. 

Beowulf’s tour is a tour among halls and we can imagine a map 
similar to that of the London Underground as his mental guide. The 
underground stations represent the halls he visits and the halls where 
he changes from one line to another. 

There is a preconceived structure in Beowulf’s two model tours, 
and most of the journeys mentioned in passing are tours with a return 
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ticket. His last journey, the campaign against the dragon is, however, a 
journey which ends in the wilderness and in death. Apart from being a 
monster, the dragon is also a hall owner and like any man of power we 
can therefore expect him eventually to return home (cf. ll. 2320 and 
2410). The moral lesson is, in other words, that if we return all is well, if 
we do not we have probably (and hopefully) met with death. It is the 
inability to return while still alive which is traumatic, since it puts a 
man into a limbo. 

The tour has a certain structure: We set out from home. We do it 
out of our own free will and not out of necessity. With home as a 
starting point, we proceed through a well-known landscape, perhaps 
with the help of a guide or a good horse. Then we reach water, the 
unknown, that which is not easy to grasp. To step from the shore on to a 
boat or into the water is to enter a domain in which it can be hard to 
orient and to survive. If we succeed, in or on the water, we will land 
again on a shore. From this point in the new land we will be guided by 
someone or find our way through the landscape up to a hall on a farm. 
From the hall, we will eventually return home if we are good enough, 
i.e. capable.  

The structure is simple: the tour sets out from the familiar, 
proceeds into the unknown and returns. When the tour is finished we 
have encompassed and familiarised ourselves with a new part of the 
world. The whole tour is an experience and we will perhaps meet with 
trouble on our way out and no doubt in the wilderness, but not on our 
way home. The point is to engage with the dangerous and to succeed 
when confronted with it. The difficulties educate us and mould us into 
complete humans, i.e. men. From a social point of view rather than a 
personal one, the tour helps to confirm the civilised hall-governed 
society. That is why returning and telling our story is so important, not 
least from a didactic point of view. That is also why it is important that 
the decision to set out is voluntary, since, in the end, force does not 
develop a civilisation. On the contrary, development builds on the 
mental and martial qualities of the members of society and on their will. 
The balance between violence and non-violence is unstable, since 
counter-productive violence as well as assault threaten society. The 
need to manage violence was an urgent one, and success depended on 
the instruction of its male members. 

Although the tour is a paradigm for the overall structure of the first 
part of the Beowulf poem, its rules give structure also to important 
details in the story. Structure is probably of such importance that any 
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attempt to understand in geographical terms where Beowulf came 
from, where in Denmark he landed and where he went is likely to fail. 
Nevertheless, it is worth trying, since embarking and landing is an 
essential part of travelling in South Scandinavia, where travelling is 
fundamentally an experience connected with water (cf. Overing and 
Osborn 1994, pp. 17 ff.). 

Beowulf’s journey to Horðgar’s hall Heorot and back can be 
divided into fourteen small parts, most of them consisting of less than 
ten verses. The author himself has not distinguished these as separate 
parts with a beginning and an end. Rather, they are sections in which 
the narrative touches on the journey or tells us specifically about it. 
When we look at the sections describing the trip from home to Heorot, 
it is obvious that water, besides representing the unknown, also serves 
as a kind of mirror or reflecting medium. Thus, the walk from the shore 
and up to Heorot becomes an inversion of the initial walk from Beo-
wulf’s home hall and down to the Geatish sea.  

After his decision to help the Danish king, Beowulf orders some 
men to go down to the sea and prepare his ship. Having consulted the 
wise among the Geatas and chosen his retinue so as to represent the 
Geatas as a people, he guides the latter to the borders of the country, i.e. 
down to the foot of the cliff where the boat lies (ll. 207b–211a). The men 
load the ship themselves. 

Later on, this guided tour down to the boat by the steep shore finds 
its reflection in the route from the steep Danish cliffs up into the 
country. Arriving at the shores of Denmark, the men unload the ship, 
and their guide, the Danish coastguard, arrives. When they have 
reached an understanding with the guard (ll. 290 ff.), he tells them that 
his men will watch over the ship and that it will be waiting for them to 
take them home. The party leaves the ship in the same state as they 
found it when they came down to the Geatish shores, i.e. as a guarded 
ship ready to take off (ll. 293 ff.). Their new guide, the coastguard, 
assumes a role which corresponds to that played by Beowulf on Geatish 
ground. The coastguard’s anonymous followers are the counterparts to 
those anonymous men whom Beowulf asked to help with the boat 
before he guided his men down to it (ll. 198–99). The coastguard leads 
the party up into a valley where the hall lies. Here, the narrative 
conveys a strong feeling of going from a border into something new. 
Nevertheless, the ‘new’ is a hall and a home, and thus similar to 
Beowulf’s point of departure. This variety of the ‘into the valley’ 
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metaphor is, in other words, an inversion of the act of setting out from 
home – the act which started it all. 

Between these counterpoised landscapes there is water. The 
common Old English word for water is sæ, but here the word used to 
describe the element is sund. There are several water-words in the 
description, but sund  is no doubt the central one. It means ‘the 
swimming’, and using it for ‘water’ or ‘the sea’ is poetic and odd. Sæ 
would have been straightforward and suited the alliterative purposes as 
well as sund. 

Most people get a strong impression of breaking into an element 
when they swim and they find it difficult to use swimming as a 
metaphor for rowing or sailing. Using sund  indicates that water is a 
barrier or a divide, something which can and must be crossed. The 
combination of the odd and the poetic becomes more striking when we 
see that sund  designates the boat, sundwudu, the water itself, sund wið 
sande, and the voyage, þa wæs sund liden (ll. 208–23). Beowulf himself is a 
great swimmer who does not mind being a week or so in the water. 
Had he been on his own and not brought his nation represented by his 
retinue, he would probably have refrained from using a boat altogether. 
That Beowulf can be in the water for a very long time, submerging for 
days, is of course fantastic, but not only fantastic. It also hints to us that 
time in water can be something different from time on land. Time laps 
with greater speed when one breath of air, taken before diving into the 
water, lasts for hours measured in land time. 

The impression that no time has passed between the beginning and 
the end of the crossing of the water is hinted in the curious expression 
used by the author to indicate the time of the Geatas’ arrival at the 
Danish shore. The expression oð þæt ymb antid  means that they were 
sailing or swimming by boat until they arrived at the same time as they 
left as well as in due course or when the time was up; literally ‘until the 
same due time’ (Klaeber 1950). Seemingly, the time of their departure is 
the same as that of their arrival. Thus, in effect no time has passed. The 
argument that the plane arrived at the appointed time, with reference to 
the hour, is not a persuasive one in court, when a travel agency is sued 
by its customers for a 24 or 48 hour delay. However, it does hold if time 
is relative and the number of days of little or no importance. 

Nevertheless, there have been many attempts to superimpose a 
kind of linear time rationality on the narrative, thus interpreting the 
obscure expression to mean ‘after 24 hours’ or ‘after 48’. In my opinion, 
the real time is of little interest for understanding the story, since water 



 17 

is not something we cross in a certain number of hours. It is an element 
or an experience, which we go through in order to change worlds. If we 
are men, the world we arrive at will be a reflection of our own, albeit, 
perhaps, a distorted one. Everything is prepared for our return and if 
we succeed in fulfilling our task, we shall indeed return. Beowulf PART I 
is a story about success, and Beowulf and all his men but the one killed 
by Grendel return the way they came without problems, thus comple-
ting a successful and mind-broadening tour. 

Within his grand tour, Beowulf undertakes yet another equally 
dangerous one. When he has neutralised the monster Grendel, by 
tearing off his arm at the shoulder joint, the revenge of Grendel’s 
mother, who was previously unknown to him, and the gifts that he 
received for making short work of Grendel incite Beowulf to seek her 
out and put an end to her as well. This calls for a tour and Beowulf 
declares his intentions. The party, headed by Beowulf and his guide the 
Danish king, sets out from the hall. They pass through the civilised 
landscape — settlement, fields and grassland — into its borderland, the 
wilderness, and reach its very brink, the shores of a lake (ll. 1361–1371; 
1415) As a parallel to boarding the boat, Beowulf goes into the water. 
Since this is the ultimate proof of Beowulf’s fighting spirit, a solo in 
front of a qualified audience, so to speak, no one can follow him. He 
dives to the bottom of the lake, where he finds himself in an underwater 
land. Because he does not know where he is heading, it takes time, hwil 
dæges, ‘days while’, before he can see the bottom. In reality, the whole 
excursion is over at three o’clock, non dæges, the day they set out (l. 
1600). It feels like days, because these are new waters to Beowulf and 
thus different from the familiar ones between the Geatas and the Danes. 
Time depends on a man’s insights; on his ways of looking into the 
reality in which he travels. The underwater world is this kind of 
obscure reality, abutting ours, but still unknown to Beowulf. 

In accordance with the structure of the tour, there is someone to 
meet him in the underwater land and this time it is not a polite 
coastguard. It is Grendel’s mother, who, instead of leading him gently 
through the country as the coastguard did, drags him up to her farm 
and into her hall (ll. 1492–1516). From a rational point of view, she 
should have killed Beowulf on the spot when he came to her 
underwater land. Dragging him into her hall instead, she pays homage 
to the structure of the tale rather than to common criminal sense. The 
structure of the tour demands that everything be in its place and 
individual fighting can take place only in the hall. Since the days of 
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Grendel’s mother, innumerable villains have made this mistake. They 
have followed the rules invented by the good guys instead of sticking to 
their own bad-guy mentality. 

The landscape beneath the water is a horribly distorted reflection, 
but still a reflection of a well-known landscape. Beowulf, at his absolute 
best, succeeds in killing the mother and goes on to kill and decapitate 
the death-marked Grendel. At this point, the water in the lake, at the 
shores of which Hroðgar and the men are waiting, turns into a mirror. 
The blood from the fighting becomes visible and the Danes take it as a 
sign that Beowulf has been killed, although the reader knows that it is 
Grendel’s blood. The Danes, headed by their king, leave for home and 
only Beowulf’s men stay on. This is of course the trouble with mirrors: 
their reflection of reality is often deceptive. We can, however, assume 
that the story-line confirms the nature of travelling. King Hroðgar and 
Grendel’s mother guided Beowulf from hall to hall. The country was 
unknown to him and therefore he needed guides. After his success, the 
country becomes familiar and Beowulf does not need a guide anymore. 
On the contrary, as a sign of his success, he leads his men back to the 
king’s hall on cuþe strte, on ‘well-known streets’ (l. 1634). As men-
tioned above Beowulf and his followers are home before tea. This is not 
just triumph, it also signifies the degree of civilisation, which charac-
terises the country after the death of Grendel and his mother. 

The two tours, one nested in the other, are similar and they make 
use of water as a medium of transformation and time distortion. The 
landscapes on each side of the water are complementary. Therefore, the 
Danish wilderness changes when Beowulf puts an end to Grendel and 
his mother in the land beneath the water. To our rational mind, nothing 
has actually happened in the Danish landscape. However, the iron-age 
travelling project civilises and supports the hall-centred society, and 
there are many varieties of this kind of society. Several are inferior ones, 
but even the most troubled societies can improve when helped by 
Beowulf. He frees a country of marauders such as Grendel, but he also 
undertakes the killing of evil rulers such as Grendel’s mother, whom we 
must always suspect of encouraging marauders. In short, the tour 
develops man as well as society and there is nothing wrong with the 
social system or society in itself, only with some of its representatives. 

The travels in Beowulf are subtle examples, and water is not the 
only potential medium of change, danger and transgression. When 
Óðinn hangs in the tree for nine days, measured in our time units, he 
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uses hanging and pain as a similar medium (cf. Hedeager 1996). Battle, 
among others, probably filled the same purpose. Looking at a sample of 
travels, we find that what matters is the travel into the unknown, the 
problem-solving, and the final return. The point is that the medium of 
transformation should lead the traveller into a landscape which is a 
reflection of the one he departed from or rather to a complementary 
landscape, the way the water does in Beowulf. 

The educational tour is a cornerstone of as well as a metaphor for 
the development of man and society. The tour is thus a catalyst for 
experience, education and development. Beowulf is the splendid young 
leader of the party and his followers are a fyrd/fi?erd. They represent a 
‘warband’ or ‘militia’ in the most original meaning of the word: ‘those 
who follow a leader upon his expedition’ (færþ) as early glossaries 
translate the word into Latin (cf. Insley 1996, p. 293). However, there is 
a sinister reverse to the idealised obverse. 

The Merovingian Duke Lupus did exactly what he was expected to 
do, but in the end he was not very successful in the political reality of 
his day (Gesta francorum IV.4 and IV.46; Flemberg 1996; Herschend 1996; 
1998b, pp. 101 ff.; Wood 1994, pp. 98 ff.). In the spring of AD 566 a 
problem occurred in the form of a foreign embassy, arriving at Metz 
with the intention to blackmail his society. Lupus, representing King 
Sigibert, and thus the Frankish people, negotiated with the emissaries. 
He rejected all their demands. Accordingly, when the blackmailers 
(Saxons and Danes) threatened to pillage the country in response to the 
rejection of their demands, Lupus took upon himself to leave the court 
and the king’s hall in Metz to solve the problem. With half the army he 
sets out for the borders of the country to meet the intruders. The battle 
takes place in a swamp, or at least next to a meandering river called 
Bordaa, ‘wetland river’. Lupus is victorious and in the end he drowns 
the intruders in the river Lahn. Then he returns to the hall, and in the 
words of Venantius Fortunatus, the hall got its eyes back when he 
returned (Carminae VII.7). 

This miniature Beowulfian tour gives Lupus a lot of credit and 
prestige, as well as making him the subject of several poems (Carminae 
VII.8, ll. 63–71), but it does not protect him from political intrigue. When 
King Sigibert is murdered ten years later, Lupus immediately finds 
himself in trouble (Herschend 1998b, pp. 101 ff.). In contrast to Beowulf, 
Lupus is a real life duke, not an epic and mythological hero. Therefore, 
both the fact that his campaign corresponds with an ideal and the fact 
that the campaign did not help him becomes interesting. When the 



 20 

nation does not honour its loyal saviour for more than ten years, i.e. as 
long as it took to bring about the murder of the powerful King Sigibert, 
the facts of Lupus’ life stand out as conflicting signs and examples of 
deteriorating values behind which we detect an ideal about to lose its 
positive connotations. The poems to Brunhild, Sigibert and Lupus show 
that although Beowulfian virtue is recognised and honoured in ceremo-
nial life, it had little bearing on political reality. In all probability, it was 
an ideal on its way out in Merowingian Gaul.  

If Lupus’ fate is an example of a changing ideal, then Hildebrand is 
faced with a reality in which it is difficult at all to realise what is ideal. 
As mentioned above, Hildebrand is stuck in his career as a warrior. His 
tragedy stems from his complete loss of the civilised life to which a man 
should return after his travels. We must, however, note the following 
about the ideal tour in order to explain Hildebrand’s situation. First, we 
only set out on tours before we are mature enough to settle down and 
marry. We should not forget that the ideal of the tour emanates from 
the upper classes and they are planning to come back to reproduce 
themselves and enlarge their estates. Nevertheless, Hildebrand is 
already married and the father of a baby son when he leaves home. 
Second, we should embark on a tour out of free will, to test ourselves 
and to become better than we were before we started. Hildebrand, 
however, left home after having taken sides in a political conflict 
between Deitrich and Othacar. This choice also deprived him of his 
inheritance. 

The problem for Hildebrand is that, for some reason or other, he 
fell back into a retainer status. Instead of becoming a husband, 
reproducing himself and making good use of his inheritance, and 
perhaps becoming a king’s man in a civil role, he chooses to go back 
into the ranks. There were several quite peaceful roles for the 
aristocracy, both in pre-feudal and feudal societies. Thus we can say 
that Hildebrand was not able to live up to the new kind of lordship 
designated by the word herro, ‘lord’, used with reference to all kinds of 
social authority with which feudal society could invest a man. (cf. 
Green 1965, pp. 465 f.; Evans 1997, Chapters VII and VIII). Eventually this 
leads to the tragic scene in which we find him in the poem, engaged in a 
duel with his own son. The son does not see his father, only an old Hun 
(l. 39), and thus a wræcca, in Hildebrand. This is not surprising and we 
can conclude that tragedy follows when men are squeezed between two 
kings struggling for power. A sensible man would have advised 
Hildebrand not to engage himself in this struggle, unless he was 
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prepared to meet his son in a duel. The actual tragedy originates from 
the fact that, caught as he was in the middle of a major political conflict, 
Hildebrand was forced to take part in a power struggle which reached 
far beyond his own interests, thus causing a conflict between ideal and 
reality.  

Another man who also experienced the harsh conditions caused by 
dynastic struggles was Hengest, prince Hnæf’s thegn in Finnsburg. In 
the poems about Finnsburg, power struggles between Danes, Friesians 
and Jutes are the main theme. The victim of unfortunate circumstances, 
Hengest finds himself forced to spend a winter more or less alone in 
Finnsburg, sharing the power with Hnæf’s antagonist and bane, the 
Friesian king Finn. Hengest longs to return to the land of the Danes and 
his home, but he is bound by an agreement and cannot leave. As winter 
proceeds, this predicament transforms the homesick hero into a warrior 
without a home, and the poet accordingly labels him wræcca. Hilde-
brand is the wræcca par excellence, and his fate gives us an idea of the 
dreadful expectations, which weigh on Hengest’s mind. The wræcca 
career is indeed frightening. Luckily, some Danes arrive in the spring 
and they save Hengest in a most ingenious way. They persuade him to 
break the treaty deceitfully and to kill Finn and his men, using the same 
foul tactics as Finn once tried against Hnæf. But where Finn did not 
succeed, the Danes do. They have the satisfaction of murdering Finn 
and his retinue in Finn’s hall. To readers of Beowulf this does not come 
as a surprise; we know that nowhere else, but in the hall, can he succeed 
who wants to return successfully from his tour. Being victorious and 
having revenged their king, Hengest and his Danes bring Finn’s Danish 
queen, Hnæf’s sister, back to the Danes. This might well have been 
what Hnæf sought to do in the first place. Therefore, Hengest et 
consortes return home in happy triumph, combining politics and the 
ideal journey. Indirectly we are told that they return by boat – how else 
could one return? 

The ability to return home is fundamental for male identity. The 
section about the homesick Hengest testifies to this. The inability to 
understand the importance of returning is a kind of methodological 
blindness on the part of modern readers, who have complicated the 
interpretation of the following verses: 

1125  Gewiton him ða wigend     wica neosian 
  freondom befeallen,     Frψsland geseon, 
  hamas ond heaburh.     Hengest ðan gψt 



 22 

  wælfagne winter     wunode mid Finne 
  (ea)l unhlitme;     eard gemunde, 
1130 þeah þe he meahte     on mere drifan 
  hringedstefnan. 

      Holm storme weol, 
  won wið winde,    winter ψþe beleac 

   isgebinde,    oþ ðæt oþer com 
   gear in geardas. 

When they were gone, the warriors wanted to seek out their dwelling-
places, deprived of their friends, to see Friesland, home and high hall. 
Hengest then stayed on, a slaughter-stained winter, lived with Finn, wholly 
un-lotted, longing for home although he was capable of sailing a ship on the 
ocean. 
The sea was boiling with storm, fought with the wind, the winter covered 
the water with a bond of ice, till again there came a year to the farm. 

Several scholars, e.g. Herschend (1998a), have been puzzled by the text. 
These problems are well known and emanate from the fact that unhlitme 
is an unknown word, but also from the unwillingness of editors, for 
instance Klaeber, to accept line 1130a as it stands. Editors believe that 
the word ne is missing, and one proposal is that the text should read 
þeah þe he ne meahte, telling us that during the autumn storms, which are 
mentioned immediately after, it is impossible to sail the sea. However, 
lines 1131b–34a are nothing but a description of late autumn and winter 
on the North Sea. There is no reason to alter line 1130a, even if the 
weather can be bad during the autumn and sailing impossible when the 
temperature goes below the freezing point. What the poem says is that, 
technically speaking, Hengest is capable of going home, that he would 
have liked to go, but also that he did not go. 

We do not know what hlitme in un-hlitme means. To be eal unhlitme 
is, however, something negative. In my opinion, the best solution is to 
consider the word as an adverb derived from the noun hlytm, i.e. a ‘lot’, 
the thing one can cast (cf. Bosworth & Toller 1921; Greinberger 1905, p. 
749; Klaeber 1950, pp. 174 f.). Eal un-hlitme would then mean ‘totally 
deprived of something on one’s lot’ i.e. ‘with no luck at all’ or ‘luck-
lessly’. In other words, that is how Hengest lives with Finn. What could 
he have hoped for? 

All Hengest is thinking of is revenge. But he is restricted by the 
agreement he made with Finn, defining their respective power over the 
Jutes, and he can only hope that by chance something will happen 
which will annul the agreement and allow him to act. Later, in the 
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spring, he gets his revenge, partly by chance. The crucial point in this 
passage is the traumatic situation in which Hengest finds himself. He is 
on the brink of becoming a wræcca, and this is not his own fault. On the 
contrary, like Hildebrand in his tragedy, Hengest is caught up in the 
political ambitions of kings and princes. He came to Finnsburg follow-
ing his prince on a tour. Being Hnæf’s thegn, he was left there to look 
after the interests of his dead prince, and if nothing happens he is likely 
to remain there as the servant of his prince, leading a tragic life far from 
homeland and hall. 

From the experiences of Hildebrand and Hengest, we understand 
that there is a fate worse than death for a man, at least in poetry. The 
underlying problem is, none the less, the conflict between the ideal of 
the tour and the political reality of the Early Middle Ages. The ideal 
does not comply with large-scale or complex political operations and 
large countries with a limited number of kings. It belongs to a small-
scale society and it is linked to a small landscape, the centre of which is 
the hall — a hall which, furthermore, is merely one of many centres. 
The first victims in this conflict between ideal and reality are the 
members of the retinue. The members of this warrior group try to make 
their tour a personal class-travel, whereas the tour itself will prove that 
they are capable men. However, more and more often the tour breaks 
down and becomes an ongoing struggle for their lord’s power. 
Referring once again to Green’s study of Carolingian lordship (Green 
1996, pp. 488 ff.), we can say that some retainers were not able to change 
their perception of the nature of lord and lordship, incapable as they 
were to recognise the development from moral authority to a social 
executive or functional authority, a development encapsulated in the 
sequence of the concepts fro, truhtin and herro.  

A RUNE-STONE EXAMPLE 
The eleventh-century Swedish rune-stones in the Mälar Valley belong 
to the transition from small-scale Iron Age society to the early medieval 
realm. They illustrate several of the problems generated by transition, 
such as the conflict between the ideal of the tour, social ambitions and 
harsh economic realities. This conflict comes to the fore in the so-called 
traveller stones.  

Stones commemorating men who went abroad are common in the 
Mälar Valley, and they hold a central position in Swedish rune-stone 
research. (cf. Larsson 1990 with ref.). In several books, Mats G. Larsson 
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has drawn attention to these stones and to the social obligation of going 
abroad (1990; 1997). The stones themselves bear witness to the social 
importance of travelling. The obligation is no doubt a reflection of the 
male tour in a Beowulfian spirit. 

Initially, we might find the ideals of this remote mythic hero 
slightly farfetched in eleventh-century Central Sweden. However, on 
second thoughts, we should not underestimate the fact that the early 
eleventh century is also a period of mission and revival in this region. 
The rise of this vogue and its associated rune-stones were, in all 
probability, strongly influenced by English missionaries (Lager 2001, 
pp. 126 ff.). Adam of Bremen’s silence on the subject ‘English mission-
aries’ finds a reasonable explanation in his political motives. His work 
was a historically framed argument for the supremacy of the Hamburg-
Bremen diocese, and it was never intended to be more than just that (cf. 
Hallencreutz 1996). Having realised the English influence in the 
Christianisation of Central Sweden, we can also find a new rationality 
in Beowulf. It is simply a very good story to tell those Swedes who 
consider themselves to be Svear on the verge of conversion. When 
Canute conquered Sigtuna in the 1020s (cf. Gräslund 1986), the idea of 
producing Beowulf manuscripts in order to make the old-fashioned tale 
known among English speaking missionaries bound for Sweden could 
have stood out as worthwhile. The fact that the Beowulf manuscript 
dates to the beginning of the 11th century can in other words be 
significant and not just pure coincidence.  

The poem describes the decline of the Geatas. The Danes are 
treated with respect, with reservation for the implied feebleness which 
naturally must adhere to a family not featuring Canute’s forefathers: 
unlike Hrodgar, Canute was a most distant relative of King Dan (cf. 
Gesta Danorum , table in vol II). In the wings, the victorious Svear are 
lurking, and we may well speculate whether a poem like that can 
inspire anything but confidence and content in a newly converted 
Swede. In addition, the positive view on travelling, combined with the 
assertion that the tour originally belonged to the old society is a 
reasonably balanced attitude in a transitory phase. Whether the com-
piling authors intended Beowulf for Swedish ears is hard to tell, but 
setting it into a Late Viking Age Swedish context suggests what kind of 
insights we could gain if we knew its purpose and audience. 

Travels abroad from the Mälar Valley often mean going down to 
the border, i.e. down to the shore and into the water. Here, or at the 
other side of the water, the traveller meets with all kinds of troubles and 
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there are rich opportunities for fighting. Eventually he returns home. 
According to the rune-stones, most travellers were unsuccessful, 
although success in the company of Canute in England is specifically 
mentioned a number of times (Larsson 1990, pp. 102 f.). No traveller 
stone mentions a walking or riding tour to anywhere, since walking or 
riding is only the beginning of the ideal tour. Traveller stones are not a 
genuine reflection of travelling during the Late Viking Age. 

Generally speaking, one of the qualities of the rune-stones is their 
recording of successful travels as well as disasters. We are more likely 
to remember the tragedy of a young man who loses his life abroad, than 
we are to remember that an old and successful man took part in a raid 
in his youth. Therefore, there is a risk that we underestimate success, 
but it would still seem correct to say that going abroad on an expedition 
is dangerous and the rune-stones testify to this. 

The average Swede in the Mälar Valley could not afford to erect a 
rune-stone in memory of a deceased relative. It is not a vogue for 
commoners. The study of traveller stones, in particular, makes it 
obvious that the monuments and their texts do not commemorate 
commoners. We can infer this from several stones honouring leading 
men, who lost their lives together with their shipmates (Herschend 
1994a, pp. 78 ff.). On average, there would have been twenty or twenty-
five shipmates to one captain, but the proportion of leaders among the 
rune-stone travellers is much greater than this, whereas the number of 
commoners represented in the rune-stone corpus is disproportionately 
small. We reach the same conclusion when we study the stones 
recording the men who disappeared with Ingvar. Although there are 
quite a number of such stones, they are few, relatively speaking, and 
they commemorate only a fraction of those who actually disappeared. 
The reasons for this are no doubt social stratification, and, in all 
probability, the expenses involved in erecting a rune-stone. Rune-stones 
are signs of wealth. 

If we accept the economic perspective and look for signs of royalty, 
aristocracy and power in the texts, we will soon be disappointed. There 
are only a few mentions of upper-class individuals. On some stones, 
Ingvar is mentioned, but no memorial stone expressly commemorates 
the man who disappeared in the East. This means that traveller stones 
are a vogue phenomenon within the lower upper classes. In this specific 
stratum, it was probably socially important to have travelled abroad, i.e. 
to have made a tour. 
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In an attempt to select a sample of stones related to wealthy farms, 
Mats G. Larsson has studied settlement units characterised by invest-
ments in a ship setting and in a burial mound of more than average 
size, i.e. 15 metres or more in diameter (Larsson 1997, p. 10). On these 
units, traveller stones are, not surprisingly, more common than on the 
average settlement unit. On these units, success-rate among travellers 
seems to have been low; on average only 15 per cent survived and came 
back. On the more wealthy settlements — those with a mound and a 
ship setting — a larger proportion of the travellers, 40 per cent, 
returned. A cross-check on the medieval taxation of the farms reveals 
that the ‘winner-units’ consist mostly of noble or royal land, while the 
‘loser-units’ belong to commoners and the church (cf. Table 1; Larsson 
1997, pp. 157 ff.; Herschend 1999, pp. 15 ff.). 
Table 1. A comparison between the land-types on the farms of successful 
travellers and unsuccessful ones. The distribution in per cent of the different 
land-types were recorded in the census registration. 

Farmtype Crown Nobility Cr & Nob Church Peasant Ch& Pe 

Winners 42,3 30,8 73,1   3,8 23,1 26,9 
Losers 23,8   7,9 31,7 19,8 47,5 68,3 

These numbers imply that the social pressure to take part in a tour was 
strong. At the same time, the chance of survival was dependent on 
social as well as economic factors. Those who belonged to the rich and 
socially respected, were more likely to succeed. Indirectly, however, the 
stones tell us that the tour is still worth trying for a broader stratum in 
society; also for those who did not spend their childhood among ship-
settings and mounds, who could not afford perfect equipment, who 
grew up without the best food and whose manners and training in 
Viking Age martial arts were deficient. Traveller stones reveal the 
breaking up of a social stratum and a society in change. We see the iron-
age upper class competing for nobility, and most of the competitors do 
not qualify for the medieval finals. 

The texts do not only reflect a macro-sociological understanding of 
the development, expressing a will to take part in the social compe-
tition; they also give us insights into the tragedy of not coming back. In 
fact, death is not the most traumatic and poetically inspiring event 
mentioned in the texts (cf. below pp. 135 ff.). Expressions such as ‘he 
disappeared’ or ‘he went eastward’ are those, which tell the saddest 
story. Ingvar’s expedition into the east was this kind of catastrophe and 
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although we read that some ‘died with Ingvar’, the whole party probab-
ly disappeared, in the sense that they were never heard of again. Those 
who went with Ingvar set out on that kind of journey which Hengest 
abhorred, and on which Hildebrand, without success, strove to 
maintain a quality of life. Those who stayed at home recognised the 
tragedy of disappearance, but for a missionary promoting a society 
based on new and Christian stay-at-home values, Ingvar’s disaster must 
have been godsend. A hero with a retinue and an army sets out on a 
tour into nowhere, but instead of coming back a Beowulfian paragon, 
he disappears into a Saracen limbo with feasting eagles and decompos-
ing corpses, fertilising the grass of oblivion. We may even expect such 
timely tragedy to be overemphasised by the newly converted commem-
orators themselves and interpreted as truly disastrous. 

PASSAGE TO CIVILISATION 
If the ideal tour represents male adolescence, what kind of journey will 
females undertake to mature? We know less about women than we do 
about men; nevertheless, there is a female journey that signifies the step 
from childhood to womanhood in a symbolic form. This journey is a 
passage, and we can single out a number of descriptions, which reflect 
the journey in a complex as well as a simplified form. 

From Venantius Fortunatus we get the outsider’s straightforward 
description of this kind of journey. He focuses on the actual event and 
the actual woman, while using a number of metaphors, which remind 
us of the symbolic aspect of the passage. If we combine the information 
from three of his poems connected with Brunhild’s wedding to Sigibert 
in Metz AD 566, we get the framework of the journey (Carminae VI.1 and 
1a; VII.1). The young female first appears in the milieu of her childhood, 
at her father’s house, which in this case is the Visigothic court in Toledo. 
A man (single, in possession of a good fortune and thus in want of a 
wife) detects her. In this case it is Sigibert, sitting in his hall at Metz 
(Herschend 1996). He sends a duke, a representation of himself as it 
were (cf. Herschend 1998b, pp. 96 ff.) to ask for her hand and to bring 
her into his house to become wife and mother. In happy cases such as 
this, when Duke Gogo fetches Brunhild for Sigibert, the passage starts 
when the woman leaves her father’s house. Having left the house, the 
party soon finds itself in wilderness and winter, thus making the 
passage into a journey from the wild to the civilised. The destination is 
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a man’s hall in the civilised world, and the journey ends in the earthly 
marriage bed, as Venantius solemnly puts it, seemingly forgetful of the 
fact that there are no marriage beds in Heaven (cf. Herschend 1998b, p. 
107). 

As Venantius depicts her, Brunhild, Venus’ daughter, and perhaps 
all women, is an outcrop of the divine civilised by man into an 
engendered womanhood. Her father brings her up at home in seclusion, 
or at least unnoticed. In the end, she is discovered. When she leaves her 
parental milieu and childhood, the landscape and her natural, frighten-
ingly divine, mentality seem to concur. Therefore, bringing her into 
civilisation is the same as changing her or indeed bearing her, inasmuch 
as Duke Gogo transports her into a new civilisation. In Brunhild’s case, 
Venantius describes her renunciation of the Arian faith and conversion 
to Catholicism as an almost miraculous change. To our mind there is a 
line or two of prejudice, put in for good measure, in Venantius’ descrip-
tion of womanhood as raw nature dressed by men. 

Becoming a woman is a matter of being born again in one’s own 
marriage bed. It is the start of a new life, and for that reason a woman’s 
marriage is similar to her being reborn. In this, we find an explanation 
for the results reached by Elisabeth Vestergaard concerning the loyalties 
of early medieval wives (Vestergaard 1992). A woman’s loyalty to her 
children was primarily directed to them as the grandchildren of her 
father, and only in second place as the offspring of her husband. 
Because pre-Christian society understood womanhood as a matter of 
being civilised by a man, it is natural that a woman’s father, who first 
succeeded in making her civilised, continued to play a very important 
parental role also in a woman’s married life (cf. Alvísmál). 

During the Middle Ages the ideal of womanhood changes, and her 
loyalty is transferred from father to husband (Vestergaard 1984; 1992). 
This change is, no doubt, influenced by Classical and Christian ideals, 
and it is not surprising that Venantius refrains from stressing Brunhild’s 
parental ties. His focus, moreover, is a general one, a focus on reproduc-
tion. Although reproduction is partly a matter of reproducing the wo-
man’s father, its primary function is, nevertheless, to match civilised 
women and civilised men, i.e. men who have completed their tour and 
women who have made their passage. 

Male adolescence may last for years, being as it is a matter of selec-
tion. Female youth, on the other hand, is short, measured in days or 
months, inasmuch as it concerns the transformation, which supersedes 
her first formation in her father’s house. 
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Since the concepts of cultural or social revolution were invented, 
the assumption has been that society changes more or less continuously 
at a reasonable pace, and sometimes fast. Although la longue durée, as it 
was coined by Braudel, (cf. 1958; 1980a, pp. 25 ff.; 1980b, pp. 12 f.) 
eventually has been accepted, it has, nevertheless, mainly been applied 
to economic and material civilisation. Today, when we believe that we 
live in a rapidly changing economy and material culture, exploiting our 
assets without worrying too much about the future, we have looked on 
la longue durée with interested curiosity. There has, so to speak, been no 
need to take it any further than the past to which we confidently 
considered it to belong. In the second part of the 20 th century it has, 
however, become clear that the duration of mental structures, such as a 
specific view on gender, is also long and surprisingly unaffected by 
reasonable demands for change — a durable durée. In fact, the very 
point of cultural mentality is that it should not change, but become 
commonplace and trite by overuse. 

There are similarities between the journey described by Venantius 
and the Edda poem Skírnesmál. The parallels allude to the myth about 
the holy wedding, but also to the composition of the Edda poem. Gerd’s 
passage as well as that of Brunhild is a matter of transformation from 
childhood to womanhood. Skírnesmál expands the complexity of the 
myth and so do other Norse poems (cf. Steinsland 1991; Clunies Ross 
1994, p. 127 ff.). The myth makes up a tradition with a core surrounded 
by a conglomerate of variations, which stress different aspects. Venan-
tius, for instance, points out the fact that no force was used to persuade 
Brunhild, and his reader may well wonder whether force would have 
been expected. In Skírnesmál, force and threats are central and neces-
sary. The rituals of a fertility cult have strongly influenced the poem 
and, accordingly, the bridal bed, which Venantius mentions in passing, 
is a central theme Skírnesmál. Here, the bridal bed is actually a grove 
called Barri. In this mixture of wood and cornfield (barr meaning corn) 
reminding us of an Early Iron Age Nerthus cult in a grove, Gerd is 
united with Freyr, the fertility god. Skírne does not ask Gerd to marry 
Freyr; her consent to meet him is all that Skírne seeks. Erotic attraction 
is a central aspect of Gerd’s life, at least if we are to believe the author. 
We can infer this from Gerd’s wondering how she could ‘think of 
loving Freyr’ (strophe 37). The poem suggests magic, but we are free to 
interpret this as erotic passion. The simplicity of Gerd’s unconscious 
insight stands out as the complement to the mentally complex or pro-
blematic state of love, tinted by sexuality, which the author describes as 
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an illness in Freyr. Venantius seems to have put a lot into his expression 
‘an earthly marriage bed’.  

Very few works by female poets have survived, and thus the 
female journey as we know it is a male invention, an impersonal 
analysis of womanhood, coloured by patronisation as well as male 
fantasy (cf. Theweleit 1987–89). In Skírnismál, this trait of male invention 
is well developed, to say the least. Patronisation is so complete that 
Gerd’s passage has become linked to the male tour. 

Skírne is, literally speaking, the ‘shining’ Freyr, rather than the 
lovesick god in the huff over his mental state. He sets out on his tour 
voluntarily, rides out into the wilderness and through it, up to Gerd’s 
father’s farm and the hall. Skírne is fighting or quarrelling with Gerd 
and he wins. It is a ba ttle in symbolic form between a socially dominant 
or civilised young man and the young and emancipated woman, forced 
or compelled to obey. Skírne tells Gerd that the sexual lust that he is 
magically provoking in her is better than the abuse, which monsters 
will otherwise expose her to (strophes 34–36). He makes her pregnant 
with womanhood and, accordingly, after nine days she agrees to meet 
with Freyr in the grove. It is the feeling of pregnancy, which turns 
Gerd’s mind towards Freyr. Should we not have understood that a day 
of her pregnancy is equal to a month, Freyr tells us so indirectly in the 
last strophe of the poem: 

‘Lo?ng er nótt,  langar ro tvær, 
 Hré um þreyiak þriár? 

opt mér mánaðr     minni þótti 
 en siá hálf hýnótt*.’  

‘Long is a night  long are two 
 how languish for three? 

Often to me a month    seemed less  
than this half-wedding wake night.’  

_______________________________________  

*Hálf describes hýnótt, a harpax legomenon  meaning ‘a night before one’s wedding’. 
‘Half’ designates the character of this kind of night and the one in question, when 
Freyr is waiting and talking to Skírne. ‘Half’ describes the night in the same way as 
‘half-’ in ‘half-truth’, describes truth. 

Gerd, the emancipated Jotun woman, goes by herself to her wedding 
grove, while a duke accompanies Brunhild, the daughter living at 
home, to her marriage bed. Overall, the story about Brunhild is vir-
tuous. This shows also in her change of mind, which Venantius explains 
as a matter of conversion from Arianism to the Catholic faith. In his 
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eyes, this change is, indeed, a victory. Lust and heat are certainly not 
present, only seemly feelings channelled into love for Christ. 

Brunhild’s erotic passion is, in other words, considerably under-
stated compared to Gerd’s, and Venantius’ hints to the wedding myth 
are euphemistic. The bridal bed is the endpoint of the journey, but it 
stands at the centre of a proper Christian marriage and not in a grove. 
Venantius tells us that Duke Gogo inspired lust in Brunhild, and used 
no force to make her agree to marry Sigibert (Carminae VII.1, ll. 40–44). 
However, bringing her through a wild and dangerous landscape is 
indirectly a way of securing her obedience. In this landscape, the same 
kind of beasts with whom Gerd was threatened may capture her. Ad-
mittedly, the regions which they pass through are described as inha-
bited by rough people and not dangerous animals. Venantius is prudish 
where the author of Skírnesmál is not. It is merely the manner in which 
the authors treat female passage and female passion, which creates the 
differences between the poems. The male tour is the frame of action for 
both, regardless of the different attitudes to violence. 

Relations between men and women are the reason why there are 
structural similarities also between Beowulf’s tour to Grendel’s mother 
and Skírne’s tour to Gerd. Their journeys are tours. They proceed from 
a hall to a hall, and back again to a hall. Beowulf and Skírne seek the 
wilderness and pass through it, in order to come out on the other side 
into a reflection of the farm landscape from which they started. In 
Skírnesmál, water is not the medium of reflection; instead it is fire. 
Similar to Beowulf, who received the sword Hrunting before he dived 
into the mere, Freyr gives Skírne a sword, which wields itself — þat 
sverð er siálft vegiz . Fighting becomes different when a man meets the 
unmarried monster mother rather than the virgin. Fighting, or at least 
courageous deeds, are, none the less, a must on the male tour, and 
therefore gifts alone do not do the trick for Skírne. He must also show 
himself to be aggressive and potent in order to fit the male norm. 
Venantius, on the other hand, made a point when he praised Gogo for 
not using force. Gogo acts with reference to a socially defined authority, 
the king exercising his right to send out a chivalrous suitor, whereas 
Skírne acts with the authority of a man in possession of the right 
cultural understanding. Venantius defined Gogo as a peaceful Christian 
emissary, and told us that he was not primarily on a tour. In so doing, 
he also reveals his awareness of this pagan ideal. There is no distortion 
of time in Venantius’ poems, but it plays a part in Skírnesmál, where it 
appears that a day in Jotun time is a month in the life of a god. In the 
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end, Skírne, like Beowulf, returns through an unproblematic landscape 
to the hall of his master. To Venantius, who assume the role of a cour-
tier who does not leave the hall, the return in itself is the climax of the 
feat. 

The female predicament, which comes to the fore in the way Gerd 
and Brunhild were detected and dragged out, instead of choosing their 
own time and place to appear, is the subordination of the female 
passage to the male tour. The situation of the husband in spe is, how-
ever, not as straightforward as it is for Beowulf and Skírne. 

Freyr’s problem also belongs to the male dilemma: a man must 
have completed his touring and settled down, before he can marry. 
Therefore, he cannot go himself on this journey to woe. Instead, he must 
have performed in such a way that someone else is willing to propose 
for him. This means that he cannot marry until he has ceased to be a 
retainer, and managed to attach at least one follower to himself. The 
period, when his retainer — the shining expression of himself (cf. 
Herschend 1998b, pp. 94 ff.) — has set out to propose and bring home 
the woman, is a critical phase. If the follower does not succeed, the 
leadership of the hopeful groom has failed. He has either misjudged his 
own value as a bridegroom, or shown himself incapable of picking the 
right retainers. Both these shortcomings are disqualifying. He can of 
course try again, but defeat is none the less a fact, and his honour has 
suffered. From a social point of view, he becomes disabled. The male 
failure is depicted in Hildebrandslied;  the female failure, the fate with 
which Skírne threatened Gerd, is represented by the fate of Grendel’s 
mother. Grendel is in all probability the result of a sexual abuse similar 
to that which hangs over Gerd. 

The travelling experience, which brings men and women into their 
civilised reproductive phase, settles them down for good. As we 
understand them, journey and tour are moral tales, consciously or 
unconsciously alluded to in literary works. In full-fledged tales, such as 
Skírnesmál or Beowulf, we see to the obvious reflections of pagan ideo-
logy and moral. A good part of this moral complex can, none the less, 
survive as secular moral also in a Christian society. In all probability, 
the whole complex is a product of acculturation already in texts such as 
Beowulf, Hildebrandslied and Skírnesmál. Even today, the male tour exists 
as an ideal and that shows its social and adaptive strength. The female 
passage, on the other hand, has disappeared, and that is not surprising. 
When Christianity changed the view on the balance between man and 
woman, the woman being given in marriage to the man, there was no 
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need for women to pass into civilisation as some kind of emancipation. 
Women could be transferred directly from their father’s home and up-
bringing to the home of their husband. It is easy to transform the 
passage into a tale emphasising the need for men to civilise women the 
male way, and into a story about dangerous situations, which fit the 
ideal youth and development of a man. The passage, moreover, is a 
didactic method which exposes women to the dangerous and uncivil-
lised as something to beware of. This method, a continuation of the 
upbringing they had at home, will fit several forms of Christianity in 
which women were considered to be in need of guidance. The civili-
sation project of Christianity does, in other words, have affinities with 
the pre-Christian male civilisation project. This is a conceptual link 
between the two ideologies and it concerns a central part of life. Vio-
lence and abuse, a reflection of male frustration, make up the difference 
between pagan and Christian, at least in the mind of Venantius Fortu-
natus, if not in reality. The cardinal point in both projects is the male ci-
vilisation of female sexuality 

The importance of the journey as a process of civilisation comes to 
the fore in  Rígsþula. The poem is fragmentary and is cut short after the 
first names of mythic Danish kings. It deals with the origins of kingship 
and the relations between king and people in a stratified society. To 
begin with, Rígr is the name of a god, but eventually, when a stratified 
society has developed, the poem also uses the name for the man called 
Jarl, ‘earl’. Calling him rígr, ‘king’, signifies that he has developed into a 
king through the instruction, which he received from his biological 
father, the god Rígr. Jarl has become worthy of being called king, but he 
does not rule as a king. Instead, the ruling king will probably be Jarl’s 
son Konr. He is his mother’s youngest, and accordingly called ‘Konr the 
young’ = Konr-ungr = Konung = King. The name, which has nothing to 
do with the etymology of the word ‘king’, points out that Konr was 
born into the right (royal) family. When the poem introduces the mythic 
kings Dan and Danb, we have probably reached a point at which the 
king named Konr is about to be linked to the Danish dynasty. 

As pointed out by Svante Norr in his analysis of Ynglingatal (Norr 
1998) kingmaking rests on three criteria: birthright, designation (by a 
king) and acclamation (by a collective representing the people). Rígsþula 
builds up to this kind of kingmaking. Since there can be no king with-
out a king before him, we shall have to rely on the gods as designators, 
and designation by a god is, indeed, what happens to Jarl. Having thus 
established a king, although not a ruling one, we can start in the right 
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end of kingmaking, namely with the birth of Konr, the royal child. 
When the fragmentary poem ends, Konr is still a child, shooting birds in 
the woods. Fortunately, he encounters a crow who teases him in order 
to arouse his royal ambition. The poem is probably building up to his 
designation, and acclamation may well have followed. As the poem 
stands today, only the general introduction, with its explanation of 
society, is preserved. In the notes to his translation, Collinder, with refe-
rence to Finnur Jónsson, suggests a political reason for this, which 
seems plausible (Collinder 1964, p. 31). In other words, we can suspect 
that this general description was uncontroversial, whereas the more 
panegyric parts of the poem lacked general interest. 

There are three types of travellers in the poem: Rígr the god, men 
and women. 

Rígr makes two journeys. The poem is not explicitly telling us 
about the end of these journeys, but about their beginning. The first one 
starts with Rígr coming out of the wilderness, in this case along a 
seashore on green paths. He has set out from somewhere and in this 
description, the traveller approaches us. We do not follow in his steps; 
on the contrary, he is coming into our world. Rígr knows our land and 
therefore he walks in the middle of the road, on straight roads between 
some of the houses of our landscape. The aim of his journey is to make 
the right women pregnant with the right children, i.e. boys, in order to 
form the social classes. He visits three houses or households, and when 
his task is completed, he disappears again. 

The purpose of his next tour is to educate Jarl. We learn that Rígr is 
coming out of the wilderness to tell Jarl that he is his son and a result of 
his first visit to our part of the world. This is the beginning of Jarl’s 
education, and the poem breaks off before we hear of Ríg’s departure. 
One of the things, which Rígr teaches Jarl, is to travel. Rígr tells Jarl 
about his own journey, which as it happens must be a tour, and in 
concise form we hear of Jarl’s tour into the wilderness and up to a 
house. There the fighting begins, and Jarl demonstrates his prowess. We 
do not explicitly hear of his return, but he does return and he settles 
down. Having had no problem returning, he sends out men, along 
wetland roads reminding us of wilderness and water, in order to pro-
pose for him. Erna, the maiden, accepts his offer. 

Rígsþula sorts people into three socially stratified categories, and it 
is only the men from the uppermost category who travel. Ordinary 
peasants and serfs stay at home. Women, however, travel irrespective of 
their status, but they travel differently and in accordance with a social 
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pattern. The nature of their journeys change with their social status. 
Women’s journeys are passages. The female serf’s passage consists of 
her walking up to the house herself. The peasant’s maiden is brought by 
cart from her home to her future husband and an arranged marriage. 
Jarl’s wife, to whom he has sent out his men to propose in his name, is 
waiting in her father’s house. The wording of the poem is not 
straightforward, but she has a say and probably the suitors escort her to 
Jarl. These three passages are class-reflective. The lower classes are 
moving around as if by chance, peasants are sitting passively at home 
and sent out in arranged marriages. The upper classes are actively 
ordering the world and their life.  

An analysis of the journeys in Rígsþula  reveals that the male tour is 
divinely inspired. All men, moreover, are half gods and the reason why 
they are not all equal is the more or less refined character of their 
mothers and wives. The character of these women is partly reflected in 
the manner in which they conduct their passages. Rígr, in his turn, 
conveys the tour to the men of the upper classes. In Rígsþula, the social 
structures are simple at the bottom of society and sophisticated at the 
top. For that reason, and because, in reality, the middle classes were not 
completely excluded from travelling, although it primarily pertained to 
the upper classes, we can assume that in the universe of the author 
journeys are relevant for the description of an upper stratum in society 
rather than classes. The difference between the male and the female 
journey is interesting inasmuch as the female passage as such does not 
fit into any social stratification. The passage, therefore, is not primarily a 
matter of social selection. On the contrary, it is a personal journey of 
development, based on the notion that women are outsiders. The point 
is that by means of the passage women are capable of being born into a 
larger sphere of civilisation than their father’s farm. There is a flaw in 
both the male and the female journey of civilisation. It is revealed in the 
relationship between sexuality and landscape; on the one hand, the 
civilised landscape, on the other, nature, the uncivilised landscape. The 
ideal is sexuality within the civilised landscape, on the farm, in the 
marriage bed. On the other hand, there is a wilderness sexuality which 
attracted and frightened Gerd. The key to understanding this phenome-
non is the role of violence. Violence is part of the male tour, albeit a 
violence serving civilisation. Violence, even sexual violence, is to be 
expected in the wilderness or the uncivilised world where violence 
must be applied. 
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The step between success and failure can be short for both men and 
women on their respective journeys. A man runs the risk of becoming a 
wræcca, while for a woman there is a risk of being deprived of the 
protection of civilisation. Nevertheless, there is also attraction in the 
non-civilised, and a tendency for deviants to form a subculture. Once 
again, we see this almost entirely through male eyes and fantasy, but it 
would seem that both men and women could be driven by frustration. 
For men, the combat heroism within the wræcca career could offer an 
alternative. For women, there was the possibility of revolt, either 
against being given in marriage against her will, or against her situation 
as a wife. The positive ideal of civilised male violence and reproductive 
female sexuality in marriage runs the risk of being transformed into an 
ideal signified by uncontrolled violence and sexuality outside the 
orderly society. The ideals of these outsiders can be understood as the 
gender ideals of a complementary world. What Beowulf holds up as the 
character and fate of Grendel’s mother has its counterpart in Völsunga 
saga, when Signy disguises herself to seduce her brother. Other counter-
parts can be found among the valkyries, for instance Sigrún making 
love to Helge in the first Helgakviða Hundsingsbana (Neckel 1927; Byock 
1990). These three women belong to the male subculture of the wræcca, a 
subculture featured in large parts of the latter half of the Edda pre- 
served in the Codex Regius. 

The first Helgakviða Hundsingsbana is set within the framework of 
the male tour and kingmaking, and it describes a success. In the nine 
first strophes, Helge is given a proper upbringing and receives farms. 
His tour starts in strophe 10, and in strophe 58, the last one, we are 
informed how happy he is going to be at home on his farm Hringstaðir, 
with his valkyrie wife Sigrún (designation and acclamation is indicated 
in strophes 7 and 22). Neither this framework, nor the seemingly 
sensible remark by Helge, that fighting is better than abusive language 
(strophe 45), can disguise that it is, indeed, the qualities of the fight as 
an experience similar to a drug user’s trip which are in focus. With the 
help of the Finnsburg Fragment and our model, Beowulf’s fight with 
Grendel’s mother, we can sketch this trip: its turn-on, kick and turn-off. 

The first phase is when the adrenalin concentration is built up. In 
Beowulf, lines 1501–1520 describe this phase, which ends in the grdig 
guðleoð — the greedy combat-song — of Beowulf’s sword. In Helgakviða, 
it is the long suite of strophes filled with abusive language which builds 
up to the second fight, strophes 33 to 44. Helge puts an end to the build-
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up when the men are sufficiently aroused, telling them that fighting is 
better than quarrelling. In the Finnsburg Fragment, the lines 18–27, the 
quarrel between Garulf and Sigeferþ, represent this phase. 

The second phase is the first part of the fight, the aggressive action. 
This is well developed in Beowulf, in which it consists of the fight with 
Grendel’s mother when the sword fails Beowulf and his life is in 
danger. In the Finnsburg Fragment, action is described in lines 28–35a, 
ending with Garulf’s death. In Helgakviða, fighting itself is not the 
central theme, but the first fight is described in two, although 
fragmentary, strophes. The first lines of strophe 15 signify the beginning 
of the action, i.e. the second phase of the trip. 

The third phase is the end of the actual fighting. There is a sense of 
liberation in this part, inasmuch as it is the phase in which the heroes 
win. In Beowulf, the hero gains new strength and finds a better sword, 
with which he kills Grendel’s mother, thus giving himself physical 
satisfaction full of fgne flschoman — ‘flesh-covering rejoice’; it is a 
kick (ll. 1555–1572a). Immediately, the scene of action is filled with light. 
In the Finnsburg Fragment, which does not indulge in didactic 
endeavour, we have to make do with the illuminated surroundings of 
the victorious men (ll. 34b–38). Light and the feeling that something has 
come to an end are typical also of the corresponding strophe in 
Helgakviða: the two last lines in strophe 15, with the bloodstained 
corselets signifying the dead enemies, and the illuminated spears, 
signifying the mental state in which the heroes find themselves. It 
would seem that the light could be explained by the production of 
endorphins, following the adrenalin chock of the second phase. The 
warriors are turned on in the first and second phase, and get their kick 
in the third. 

The fourth phase, therefore, is the turn-off. In the Finnsburg 
Fragment, it is happy beer drinking (ll. 39–40), and eventually that is the 
case in Beowulf too. In Helgakviða, the hero refrains from beer, although 
we are given to understand that beer drinking would have been the 
standard procedure (strophe 17). In Beowulf, drinking is preceded by the 
vengeance inflicted on the dead or dying Grendel, when Beowulf in a fit 
of outrage decapitates him and takes his head as a trophy. In Helgakviða, 
Helge is seduced by Sigrún, and he prolongs his kick by the act of 
lovemaking, showing his exalted determination to continue fighting for 
her. In Helgakviða, moreover, the strophe series 33 to 45 contains several 
descriptions of the abuse during this turn-off, freak-out phase. Here the 
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phase signified by Beowulf’s decapitating outrage is turned into all 
kinds of sexual abuse. 

This means that there are two ways of turning-off: the civilised 
way, drinking beer, using the alcohol to calm down, and the freak-out, 
which manifests itself as sexual abuse, deviant sexual fantasy or violent 
outrage. This latter way of turning off would seem to match the ideal 
way to end the trip within the deviant wræcca subculture. Traumatic 
and frustrated violence is, in other words, the complement to civilisa-
tion.  

Although the journey to civilisation may be traumatic and some-
times an ugly experience, killing men and abusing women, and 
deforming people, it was, none the less, probably felt to be a worth-
while journey and an ideal hard to give up. To catch this feeling of 
satisfaction and correctness, we need look no further than to the 
eleventh-century rune-stones in the Mälar Valley. The verse on the 
stone from Hassmyra (VS24) refers to the female passage. It does so in a 
most positive way:  

 

kumbr hifrøya    til Hasvimyra 
æigi bætri    þan byi raðr 

comes a housewife     to Hassmyra 
no better      than (she who) rules the farm. 

 

The woman in question is Óðinndis, Holmgöt’s wife, and she has 
obviously made a very successful passage from somewhere else to the 
farm Hassmyra. Allusions to the successful male tour are much more 
common, partly because praise is gender biased on rune-stones, but also 
because the male tour is a selecting social phenomenon. On an Upp-
landic rune-stone (U112B) it says: 

 

runaR rista   let Ragnvaldr 
var a Grikklandi   vas liðs forungi 
Ragnvald had     the runes cut; 

was in Greece;     was leader of the retinue. 
 

This poetic expression is a reference to the male tour, and the monu-
ment itself, U112A and B, demonstrates that Ragnvald returned from his 
journey and became an important, or at least self-sufficient, man. In 
retrospect, as well as to Ragnvald himself, the tour was a great success. 
In modern times, most scholars have recognised Ragnvald’s high-
ranking social position, a proud equivalent of Hengest’s. 



III 
H?OLL AND SAL  
AN ARCHAEOLOGIST’S VIEW UPON WORDS 

our and passage end up in the hall. In Old English, there are two 
words for hall, healle and selu. Their Scandinavian or Norse 
equivalents are ho?ll and sal. However, the meaning of these 

words is debated, and linguists have not been convinced that all four 
could have meant the same in north-western Europe and Scandinavia in 
the second half of the first millennium of our era. If they could not, 
there must be a line of demarcation between Scandinavia and the rest of 
north-western Europe. This supposed difference in meaning creates a 
peculiar problem when we turn to the empirical, textual, evidence for 
the word: if ho?ll and sal do not mean healle and selu, there would have 
been no halls in Scandinavia, at least not in the Late Iron and Viking 
Ages. 

Most of the discussions in this book would be futile if that was the 
case, inasmuch as the members of the upper classes would have no-
where to begin and nowhere to end their tours or passages. In Sweden, 

T 
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there are very few, if any, place-names in which we can be sure that hall 
means ho?ll (Brink 1996, pp. 255 ff. with refs). The word sal, on the other 
hand, is relatively common in place-names datable to the last part of the 
first millennium AD. If sal is not synonymous with ho?ll, there are no 
place-names in Sweden which signify the ‘hall’ phenomenon. That in its 
turn would have been strange, because Sweden is rich in Late Iron Age 
place-names and the hall a significant element of the cultural landscape 
(cf. Brink 1996).  

In early written sources, healle and selu, as well as ho?ll and sal, 
designate buildings and rooms. From a technical point of view, the 
room is an open capacious construction. If ho?ll or sal designate a 
building, we can understand it as holding such a room or mainly 
consisting of one such room. As a social space or a house in a social 
geography, the hall is always some kind of centre. In historical times, 
ho?ll and sal are the rooms of an elite and the very rooms in which the 
elite dealt with issues crucial to the ruling functions of iron-age leaders. 

In general, the Late Iron Age, and the Early Middle Ages in 
peripheral Scandinavian regions, are characterised by social stratifica-
tion and the formation of the aristocracy as a social class (cf. Herschend 
1998b). In this development, ho?ll and sal lose some of their original 
values, and in the end these values are no longer emblematic of the 
upper social stratum. The elite, so to speak, grows out of ho?ll or sal and 
transforms what was once a room into a large building with several 
rooms. That is the case in Lejre (Christensen 1993). This complex 
building has little in common with the original simplicity of the one-
roomed hall such as the one in Vallhagar (Herschend 1998b, pp. 16 ff.). 
Eventually, when fortification becomes a dominant component of the 
aristocratic home, such a home cannot be called ho?ll or sal. Peace and 
order are expected to govern the life in the hall and access to a hall 
should be free and not blocked by fortifications. Because of its roots in 
the peasant’s farm, the hall room or sal continues to be a socially sig-
nificant room among peasants even after the formation of a nobility (cf. 
Herschend 1993 and 1998b, Appendix I). Today, ho?ll and sal have come 
to signify quite different phenomena, both in terms of building con-
structions and in terms of social rooms (cf. NEO, the words ‘hall’ and 
‘sal’). 

The social significance of the hall room has deep roots and already 
in the Iron Age the hall would fit a wide range of socially different 
dwellings. If we are not aware of the long-term change, and the 
affinities with different social environments, we could easily take the 
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difference between, for instance, a king’s hall and a peasant’s sal in the 
Icelandic Sagas for granted and absolute, although it is, at the most, 
medieval. The risk for anachronistic interpretations of the word sal 
when used e.g. in place-names, is obvious and it threatens grossly to 
mislead scholars. The cardinal point, therefore, is to decide whether the 
word sal signifies a room, central to the elite of the Late Iron Age, or just 
an open room of no specific character and with a wide range of 
functions. Research has nearly answered the question, but there remain 
some issues, which need further discussion. 

The analysis made by Stefan Brink (1996) has left little doubt that 
sal in the Late Scandinavian Iron Age could mean, and usually meant, ‘a 
king’s house’. It could also mean a room, in which a king or a member 
of the upper classes entertained his guests and acted out some aspects 
of his social role. In this case, sal means hall. It is also correct to say that 
the word could mean just that in a Central Swedish context. We are, 
however, left with two other possible meanings of the word, namely 
‘shieling’, i.e. seter (Sahlgren 1953, pp. 26 ff.), and ‘meadow-barn’ 
(Hellberg 1967, pp. 181 ff.). The latter constitutes the greater cardinal 
problem. In those regions in north-western Europe and Scandinavia 
where the usual meaning of the word prevails, meadow-barns existed 
in historical times and may therefore have existed even earlier. 

To some extent, Hellberg’s analysis and conclusions rest on his 
interpretation of a strophe from Hávamál, but primarily they are based 
on his understanding of the agricultural system and the cultural land-
scape in Central Sweden during the Iron Ages. In view of the growing 
archaeological record and the discussion in recent years, we should re-
examine Lars Hellberg’s interpretation and, in conclusion, include 
Sahlgren’s article in this discussion. 

STROPHE 36 IN HÁVAMÁL 
Lars Hellberg supposes that this strophe from Hávamál demonstrates 
that sal means meadow-barn (1967, pp. 181 f.). This amounts to saying 
that we can find the meaning ‘meadow-barn’ in West Scandinavian 
texts. Hellberg sees this as support for his analysis of the Swedish, i.e. 
East Scandinavian, place-names. The Hávamál example would, in other 
words, indicate that a predominantly East Scandinavian, and perhaps 
older usage, was not quite forgotten in West Scandinavian languages. If 
a renewed analysis does not support this interpretation, there remains 
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no example of sal meaning meadow-barn in any European text referring 
to a period before AD. 1000 (cf. Brink 1996). The strophe runs: 

Bú er betra,     þótt lítit sé: 
halr er heima hverr; 

þótt twær geitr eigi     ok taugreptan sal: 
þat er þó betra en bœn 

A dwelling is better,       be it but small: 
a man is all of us at home; 

though two goats he owns      and taugreptan sal: 
that is still better than begging. 

The interpretation of the word sal as either meadow-barn or hall pivots 
on the meaning of the word taugreptan. Hellberg takes it to mean a roof 
made of some kind of rope or wattle, as opposed to a proper roof. The 
subject of the strophe is poverty, since what the man owns only 
amounts to two goats and this odd sal. The poverty theme convinces 
Hellberg that a house with a crude roof must be a small and insigni-
ficant construction, utterly primitive, and thus probably a meadow-barn 
or similar. There is reason to contest this interpretation. First, it is odd 
that a man, whose fortune consists of no more than two goats, a 
reasonable paraphrase for poverty, should be the owner of something 
as uncommon as a meadow-barn. There are thousands of iron-age 
houses in the archaeological record, and among them ghastly sunken 
huts, shelters and byres, where also humans used to dwell, but not a 
single meadow-barn (Strömberg 1978, pp. 40 ff; below, pp. 167 ff.). On 
the contrary, the four-post houses which can well have contained hay, 
are small, open constructions, situated close to the other farmhouses far 
from the meadows (cf. Göthberg 2000, pp. 86 f. and 91 ff.). Second, it is 
peculiar that we should consider an outhouse ‘a home’, and, moreover, 
the home of someone we might respect as ‘a man’ rather than a serf. 

It is obvious that the clue to the meaning of the strophe is the word 
taugreptan, and it seems that ‘a roof made of rope’ is misleading. Let us, 
to begin with, disregard the word and imagine that the lines ran: 
‘although he owns two goats and a sal: that is still better than begging’. 
Then we would be sure that sal also meant something other than hall, 
since, generally speaking and within a West Scandinavian context, poor 
people did not live in halls. Nevertheless, it is not obvious from the 
context that sal does not mean hall. Sal is some kind of house or room, 
and the odd thing with the one in question is that it is taugreptan rather 
than something else. We should therefore ask ourselves why the author 
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used taugreptan in this case. If taugreptan sal simply meant ‘badly roofed 
meadow-barn’, this too would be strange. A man of two goats, hardy 
animals, which were seldom given any winter fodder, does not need a 
meadow-barn at all, irrespective of whether the barn is well or badly 
roofed. In general, moreover, one cannot very well express someone’s 
poverty by saying that his meadow-barn has a primitive roof. There is 
little support for that kind of subtle mockery, and by and large 
primitive meadow-barns were hardly defaming, not even in thirteenth-
century Iceland. In the strophe, sal obviously designates a home and not 
an outhouse. 

The strophe from Hávamál is the only source for the word 
taugreptan. It is composed of taug , which means ‘rope’ (Jóhannesson 
1956, p. 475), and reptan or raptan, which means ‘rafted’, i.e., ‘being 
supplied with rafters’ or ‘with an inner roof made of rafters’. In buil-
dings, rafters are most common in the inner roof. Here they support the 
outer roof, which can consist of a number of materials. A rafter is 
simply a straight and slender piece of wood. The fact that we find it in a 
house makes it special, and the fact that it is of taug makes it even more 
special. Taug is not simply a rope, since one could also say ragr í hverja 
taug, ‘pain in every rope’ (Heggestad 1930; taug), referring to the kind of 
pain some of us feel in our muscles after exercise. Rope is a concept 
with several denotations (cf. Schjølberg 1988) and taug refers to ‘drag-
ging’ or indeed ‘tugging’ or ‘towing’, and can therefore indicate some 
kind of flexible construction in which the rafters, like ropes, are in some 
way or other composite. 

In archaeological and historical records, there are examples of inner 
roof constructions with stiff or flexible rafters. Normally, rafters of 
young straight trees are used in a stiff construction with the principal 
vertical rafters, being somewhat stronger than the common horizontal 
ones, on which the outer roof rests. The flexible or soft constructions 
consist of slender ribs and lath in a wattle, or ribs tied together in a 
square-shaped network (Fig. 1). The constructions known from archaeo-
logical findings are heavy and tight roofs under which the charred 
remains are more likely to survive (Ramqvist 1983, Fig. 4:59; Liedgren 
1992; Kjær 1928, pp. 15 f. and Fig. 7.). The flimsiest constructions, which 
support light, thatched roofs, are unlikely to survive a fire, other than as 
ashes. 

Historical examples of simple and flexible inner roofs are abundant 
(Henriksson 1996), and, not surprisingly, some of the most characteristic 
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constructions are found on Oeland in the Baltic. On this island, where 
wood was extremely sparse even in historical times, an inner roof, made 
of rowan and hazel laths in a light square-shaped network, is called a 
revel or ravel tak, i.e. ‘ravel roof’. From a linguistic point of view, the 
expression is straightforward. Ravel refers to rafters of small dimensions 
(cf. Janzén 1945, pp. 180 ff.). The proper rafter roof is no doubt the 
better, but also the more expensive, since it is made from young straight 
trees, some ten to twenty years old. A ravel roof could thus be a sign of 
poverty, but in historical times, farmers considered it a rational way of 

Fig. 1. The traditional Oelandic ‘ravel tak’, i.e. an inner roof constructed as a 
flexible network of lath and ribs supporting a light, thatched roof. (From 
Edgren and Herschend 1979). 
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roofing byres and barns of the small dimensions which characterised 
the Oelandic farm. These buildings require a light, thatched roof, which 
lets the air through, and this makes it rational to construct a ravel roof. 
There is a connection with the English word ravel, i.e. tangle, but the 
Oelandic ravel intertwines in an orderly, rather than haphazard, way. 
The small dimensions of the material are the origins of the word, and 
the relationship with something composite is a secondary added mea-
ning. When Hellberg, supported by glossaries (cf. Neckel 1927), sug-
gests that taugreptan refers to some kind of wattle, this is not quite 
satisfactory, because one would have expected a word signifying a light 
construction to designate some kind of ravel, a slender lath, rather than 
some kind of rafter. Contrary to the rational Oelandic expression, which 
focuses on the obvious, i.e., the dimensions of the rafters, in order to 
characterise a simple roof, Hávamál does not. Taug  in taugreptan there-
fore refers directly to the rafters being composite, i.e. rafters of a special 
kind, but not specifically weak. This is the reason why we should not 
infer a general meaning like ‘flexible, spindly and thus also cheap 
construction’ for the word taugreptan. Moreover, in a wider perspective, 
and in the context of the poem, there is no point in pointing out that a 
barn is roofed the way barns often are.  

It would seem that taugreptan refers to a much more specific 
phenomenon, than a simple and perhaps wattled inner roof construc-
tion. The problem with a more specific meaning is, of course, that it is 
difficult to make a tight roof of ropes, let alone an inexpensive one, 
since ropes cannot have been cheap and they make lousy roofs. In other 
words, we should look for some very special ropes. 

There are only historical examples to guide us, but, as it happens, 
they do suggest a solution to the problem, namely horizontal rafters 
made of clusters of laths and switches. Such rafters strongly resemble 
ropes, especially the bodily variety hinted at by the expression ragr í 
hverja taug  (Fig. 2). These rafters are most useful, if not impressive, in 
those parts of the roof where there is a need for curved rafters, e.g. 
above entrances. That, at least, is where we find them in historical 
buildings. Taugreptan could therefore signify a roof rafted with horizon-
tal, i.e. common, rafters, made up by clusters of slender and flexible 
switches. In a barn, they would not be anything to notice, but in halls 
they are a sign of poverty. This means that only if sal signifies ‘hall’ does 
taugreptan fit the meaning of the strophe. What the strophe wants to 
point out is the fact that a man could be happy in something as humble 
as a hall with an inner roof made from switches and laths. 
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Some readers might wonder what point there is in discussing 
technical terms of roof construction: does it matter what the inner roof 
looks like as long as the outer one is nicely thatched? No, it does not, as 
long as we approach the hall; but well inside, it does. When we enter 
the hall, the inner roof is what meets the eyes, as soon as we raise them, 
and, as it happens, that is a most natural thing to do. 

Contrary to rooms constructed to fill a specific function, e.g. byres, 
in which the construction of roof support and compartments go hand in 
hand, the design of a hall emphasises the large, open, capacious and 

Figure 2. Horisontal rafters made up of clusters of lath and switches. These 
rafters, which correspond to the rafters of a taugreptan house, are most often 
used when there is a need for curved rafters, e.g., above entrances. (From Ed-
gren and Herschend 1979). 
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attractive character of the room. This is something which is not only 
expressed in building practice, but also reflected in the written sources 
(cf. Herschend 1992; Thompson 1995; Evans 1997, pp. 88 ff.). To exem-
plify this, we can point to the connection between the interior of a room 
and its rafter roof, i.e. its rœfr, in the twelfth strophe of the Edda poem 
Alvíssmál:  

 

Himinn heitir með m?ommum      en hlýrnir með goðum, 
kalla vindofni vanir, 

Uppheim i?otnar,     álfar fagra rœfn, 
dvergar driúpan sal. 

It is called heaven among men,     firmament among gods 
Vanes call it the cold wind oven, 

Giants the home above,     Elves the beautiful rafter roof, 
Dwarfs the dripping hall. 

 

The text indicates that the rafters can give splendour to a room, and 
makes a point of saying that what we see when we look towards the sky 
reflects our status as beings. Although somewhat confused, this is an 
example of pre-Christian cosmology, in which all beings are in the same 
world. We are distances, not worlds, apart. The reality of this world, 
moreover, is equal to the complementary ways in which complemen-
tary beings look upon it. Among the other metaphors in this strophe, 
the author uses the possible shortcomings of a hall roof to convey his 
message. If we combine this strophe with strophe 36 in Hávamál we can 
be relatively confident that the latter takes us into the hall. Once there, 
we glance up at the roof and see something most odd: imperfection 
caused by poverty. This is the last thing we would expect, unless we 
were fault-finding dwarfs. The meaning of the expression taugreptan sal 
is peculiar to its context, and the expression is not a proof that there 
ever was such a hall. It seems unlikely that a man should have con-
sidered building a hall, if he could not afford a good inner roof, given 
the fact that the inner roof is one of the assets of a hall. If there ever 
were a taugreptan sal, it would more likely have been the result of 
rebuilding an old dripping one, without being able to afford a reason-
able standard. 

Hávamál makes use of the unity between home and hall. This unity 
is the reason why men set out on their tour, and women on their 
passage. It is, therefore, also very appropriate to use the word halr, a 
socially accomplished man, for ‘man’, when talking about home and 
hall as metaphor for security and stability. The fact that the hall in 
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question is a poor man’s home demonstrates that hall life is an ideal 
deeply rooted in society: although we cannot afford to live up to the 
necessary splendour of the hall it is nevertheless part of our home. 
Strophe 36 tells us that a home of one’s own makes everyone and even a 
poor fellow a man, but it tells us so in two ways. First, we might belong 
to the poor, because our fortune consists of nothing more than two 
goats. Second, we might be poor because we have invested in a hall, 
although we could not afford to make it as lavish as it ought to have 
been. This is poverty at two different social levels or poverty seen in 
two different ways: the poor common man, who is poor in absolute 
terms and the impoverished hall owner, who ought to have understood 
that he was too poor to be a hall owner. When we hear about the goats, 
we recognise the poor. When we hear about the sal, we understand that 
a member of the upper classes can also be a social loser.  

Hall and hall life is often idealised in iron-age texts (cf. Herschend 
1998b), but Hávamál is relatively harsh in its comments on the ideals of 
the upper classes. Strophe 39–46, for example, depicts friendship more 
or less as a balanced or reciprocal economic relation, in which two 
partners are always calculating the value of the mutual gifts. The stress 
on the material side of things and formal friendship connections are 
markedly disproportional to the single line, strophe 44:1.2, advising us 
to meet friends with an open mind. The very opening of this section 
about friendship, strophe 39, belittles some of the basic upper-class 
concepts, such as goodness, mildness and generosity with food. It does 
so, by inferring that such values are always inspired by ulterior 
motives. 

 

Fannka ek mildan mann     eða svá matar goðan, 
at ei være þiggia þegit 

eða síns féar,     svági ... ... ... .. .. 
at leið sé laun, ef þægi 

I did not find a generous man     or one so good with food, 
that that was not taken which was offered 

nor with his property,     one so ... [open handed?] 
that he became fed up with gifts. 

 

Hávamál mocks the ideals of the upper classes, and so does the 
expression taugreptan sal. It indicates that your hall is not as splendid as 
it ought to be, and that amounts to saying that if you cannot afford the 
status of a hall, we must think vanity your reason for insisting on 
having one. On the face of it, strophe 36 says that even though we are 
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social losers, whether the poorest among free men or poverty-ridden 
upper class, the fact that we are our own masters should still make us 
happy. Nevertheless, it is clear to everyone that upper-class vanity is 
brought into the picture precisely to criticise these classes. Eventually 
the irony backfires, because to begin with we accepted the idea of hall 
and home as a metaphor for social success and security. 

Archaeological sources confirm that Hávamál relates to real-life 
situations, and demonstrate to what ridiculous consequences the desire 
to remain a hall-owner can lead. 

During the fieldwork leading up to his dissertation, Öland under 
äldre järnåldern—’Oeland during the Early Iron Age’ (1933), Mårten 
Stenberger partly excavated two hall farms. Because his study was the 
very first, he selected well-preserved farms rather than normal-size 
farms. The result was an over-representation of hall farms and, indeed, 
large ones. One of the two farms was almost completely excavated, but 
on the second one, Stenberger selected a medium size house. However, 
because that is precisely what halls happen to be on hall farms, 
Stenberger ended up having excavated two halls. The two farms, 
Rönnerum and Övetorp, were contemporary, Migration Period, and 
relatively close neighbouring settlements (Stenberger 1933, pp. 125 ff.; 
pp. 131 ff.). The halls on both farms were, no doubt, very similar: a 
spacious construction with few posts, a large fireplace and a low bench 
at one short-end of the house. Field documentation shows that both 
farms underwent changes, which at a certain point in their history 
divided them into two farms or households. At Rönnerum, a secondary 
wall split the farm into a north farm and a somewhat larger south farm. 
The hall fell upon the larger, southern one. The division at Övetorp was 
different. Here, two families had to share the main house, rebuilding it 
and adding a new kitchen dwelling to the original one. The byre in the 
main house did not change, but in the hall, a partition wall divided the 
house into two rooms, each with an entrance, a bench or dais, and a 
fireplace (Figs 3 and 4). 

Farm division signifies some kind of stagnation or loss of economic 
strength and thus social status, i.e. inability to provide for one’s heirs. In 
Rönnerum, we can assume that only one of the heirs could continue as a 
hall owner. In Övetorp, the partition indicates that both were able to 
defend their position as hall owners. This led to the creation of two 
rooms so small that neither of them was of sufficient size to fulfil the 
functions of a hall, such as the one housing Beowulf and his party. The 
wish to remain a hall owner, despite being impoverished, seems thus to 
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have ridiculed the hall as a sign of social status. Especially the northern 
hall, with a floor covering little more than 20 square metres, qualifies as 
taugreptan sal irrespective of its roof. It is easy to imagine the effect on 
the owner when a visitor, having scanned the room, starts to quote 
strophe 36 from Hávamál in an appreciative, but ironic, Old Norse stage 
whisper (Fig. 4). 

An interpretation along these lines is reasonable, but fits the 
Hávamál strophe only if we consider sal to be synonymous with ‘hall’. If, 
on the other hand, we consider sal to mean ‘meadow-barn’, then the 
strophe becomes pointless. 

Figure 3. The Oelandic 
farm Rönnerum. The di-
vision of the farm into a 
North and a South farm 
was brought about by 
the wall crossing the farm 
yard. (Based on Stenberger 
1933). 

Figure 4. (opposite). The 
Oelandic farm Övetorp. 
In the main building, the 
two fireplaces indicate 
the two households and 
the division of the hall, 
by means of a wall and 
an extra dais, indicates 
that both households be-
longed to a hall owner. 
(Based on Stenberger 1933). 
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GRASSLAND AND HAY PRODUCTION 
According to Hellberg’s analysis of place-names containing the word 
sal, these names belong to flat landscapes, slowly rising from wetland to 
grassland conditions. In addition to this observation, he considers the 
need in the agricultural system for winter fodder, and concludes that 
before stable settlements were established in such areas, meadow -barns 
would have been present in the landscape. Consequently, some of the 
settlements later to occupy the area were named after these barns. 

In theory, this kind of analysis, combining economy and landscape, 
is sound, but it requires a correct understanding of the agricultural 
system, as well as knowledge about the organisation of the prehistoric 
farm. Such understanding and knowledge were scanty in the 1960s. The 
reason for this was obvious: no archaeologist was able to describe the 
buildings or the layout of an Iron Age farm in the Mälar Valley. Only 
Gotland and Oeland offered examples, and although today we might 
agree that they would have formed rather good models they were not 
utilised (cf. Fallgren, 1993; Huldt 1998; Andersson, G 1999). However, 
the general fact that scholars should have acknowledged was that the 
prehistoric farm was in little need of hay and winter fodder, due to the 
great number of sheep, cattle and horses held in open pasture all year 
round. A Roman Iron Age farmer might have had twenty, albeit small, 
animals in his byre, but his fields were limited, his barn diminutive, and 
the space of the dwelling quarters larger than the byre (Sundkvist 1998; 
Göthberg 2000, pp. 128 ff.). This balance indicates that livestock in open 
pasture contributed considerably to his survival and welfare. The herds 
on the grasslands were his prime assets — not barn-spotted meadows 
(cf. Pedersen and Widgren 1998, pp. 447 ff.). 

Livestock were not only an essential part of the subsistence system, 
they were also an asset which could be invested in other kinds of 
economic activities. Thus, the distribution of gold and silver hoards on 
Oeland and Gotland reflects the value of the herds on grassland. If we 
look at the relation between the settlement pattern on Oeland in the 
middle of the first millennium AD and the distribution of solidus 
hoards, two large hoards, Björnhovda and Åby, catch the eye. They 
contain one third of all the solidi found on the island, and they lie just 
north of the Great Alvar, the large dry and, indeed, barn-less grassland 
area on Oeland. This means that the hoards belonged to farms situated 
in the border zone between densely populated areas and grassland with 
only a few households. This location makes it possible to access a 
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surplus of people, as well as a surplus of cattle (Herschend 1980; 1991; 
Edgren and Herschend 1980). 

Solidi are mainly the result of relatively few successful attempts to 
blackmail the Roman administration (Herschend 1980; Andersson; F. 
1995). The technique consists of forming an army, which is a potential 
threat to Roman land and towns. When this threat has been presented, 
negotiations could eventually result in some kind of ransom. 

This technique and how to oppose such menace are featured when 
Venantius Fortunatus relates how Duke Lupus treated an embassy of 
Danes and Saxons who arrived in Metz AD 566, trying to blackmail the 
Franks (Venantius Carminae VII. 7). Their technique was a simple and 
popular one, but its success was strongly related to the number of 
armed men in the blackmailing army. When threatening the Romans, 
the Oelanders could therefore only have made up a small fraction 
among several others in a large co-operant army.  

The numismatic distinctiveness of solidi reveal that in Scandinavia, 
especially on Oeland and Gotland, they were part of such large 
ransoms, rather than a sample of circulating Roman coins. Moreover, 
the composition of coins in the large hoards on Oeland, is reflected in 
the smaller ones surrounding them, which allows us to conclude that 
the successful solidus importer was a man able to call out a levy 
(Herschend 1980, pp. 128 ff.). This, in turn, presupposes a surplus which 
could cover the expenses involved in setting up an expedition. 

Surplus in the Oelandic Iron Age originated from livestock, 
generating food as well as by-products (Hagberg 1967; Edgren and 
Herschend 1980; Herschend 1980; 1991). With this in mind, we can form 
a chain explaining the location of the large hoards, their size, numisma-
tic composition and surroundings. This chain leads us to the conclusion 
that the hoards are an example of the transformation of livestock into 
that kind of wealth, which can be invested in social prestige and 
political power. However, the Oelandic examples are not unique. 
Fredrik Andersson (1995) was able to show that the large solidus hoard 
on Gotland, Botes, had the same border zone position as its Oelandic 
counterparts. One year earlier, moreover, Anders Fredén (1994) had 
demonstrated that a location in the border zone between densely popu-
lated areas and grassland also characterised the large Gotlandic Viking 
Age silver hoards. 

Many things can go wrong between calving and hoarding. None 
the less, the examples from the Baltic islands suggest that successful 
and dominant iron-age farms were characteristic of this border zone. 
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The place-name sal, meaning ‘hall’, should therefore be expected in 
settlements next to extensive grasslands, and especially in areas where 
land rise is continuously creating new pastures, new land and new 
places to be named. In most areas, such an increase in land only leads to 
an expansion of the settlement with new farms, but at certain locations 
some families might in the course of a couple of generations find 
themselves in possession of vast areas of grassland. These will allow the 
families to let their herds multiply, and, indeed, to invest in halls rather 
than meadow-barns — a wasteful attitude from an ecological as well as 
social point of view, but a competitive one. In other words, in a period 
of economic growth and possible rise in social status, when the 
landscape is changing, new place-names should be expected, and sal = 
‘hall’ is by no means a far-fetched choice. 

The meadow-barn interpretation is a reflection of the agricultural 
system of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries in Central and 
Northern Sweden. The growing archaeological records have shown that 
this system, however old-fashioned and original it might seem today, 
cannot serve as a model of the agricultural system during the Iron Age 
(cf. Pedersen and Widgren 1998). Of course, in the 1960s it was difficult 
to foresee the results of settlement archaeology in the 1980s. Now, in the 
light of more recent results, earlier interpretations have to give way, but 
not the principles on which these interpretations were founded. The 
methodology applied by Hellberg is, in other words, still relevant. 

The relation between archaeology and place-names is not straight-
forward. The problem is that the understanding of place names not only 
involves interpretation of the scanty, but nevertheless constant, linguis-
tic sources, but that it also depends on an analysis of landscape and 
settlement. Such analyses are hardly the reliable basis one could wish 
for. On the contrary, they might change considerably over a generation 
or two. It would, of course, be nice if archaeology could be stabilised, 
but the continuous growth of the archaeological records works against 
stability. Thus, although meadow-barns are at present non-existent in 
the record, they might still be found. 

However, until this happens, it is not reasonable to discard a 
conclusion based on what we know, by means of an argument based on 
what we do not know. For more than hundred years, this catch has 
irritated or pleased archaeologists (cf. Hildebrand 1882, p. 63 and Mon-
telius 1895–97, p. 106, note 3). However, trusting today’s archaeological 
knowledge, we can assert that prehistoric meadow-barns are unknown. 
Consequently, we cannot infer their existence. We can only conclude 
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that the interpretation of the prehistoric landscape does not support the 
hypothesis that sal meant ‘meadow-barn’ in prehistoric times. 

SAHLGREN’S SAL 
This brings us to historical times, peripheral settlements and the 
research of the 1950s. Sahlgren (1953) believed that a more original 
meaning of the word sal lived on in Sweden, although there was a split 
between the meanings ‘king’s house’ and ‘seter’ or ‘shieling’ in, for 
instance, England (cf. Ekwall 1936, pp. 51 f.). The explanation for this 
lies in Sahlgren’s understanding of Swedish settlement history. In the 
article, Sahlgren’s conclusion is based on the tacit assumption that 
‘seter’, i.e. a group of houses in a temporary peripheral abode, is an 
older phenomenon than a hall. However, there is no reason to believe 
that. In the archaeological records, halls are still rather uncommon. The 
oldest ones at present known are from around AD 100 in the southwest, 
at Feddersen Wierde, and from around AD 400 in the northeast, at 
Högom (Herschend 1998b, App I, Figs. 40 and 41). It seems reasonable 
to expect that the phenomenon spread quite rapidly through Scandi-
navia. 

For the earliest examples of seter settlements, we must turn to the 
Norwegian mountain areas. If climate and landscape are suitable for 
pastoralism, such as they are in western Norway, pastoralism will occur 
already in the Late Neolithic period (cf. Prescott 1995, summarised in 
Fig. 30). However, pastoralism is not a stable phenomenon. It is 
adaptable to cultural change, and the fact that people have used the 
same pastures for thousands of years does not mean that the impor-
tance of these places did not change. 

In Norway, there has been a tendency over the past four millennia 
for shielings to become more and more permanent constructions by 
means of fences, foundations, buildings, graves and cenotaphs, al-
though this is far from a linear development. There has also been a 
tendency to move permanent farms upwards in the landscape. The 
greater dependency there is on a subsistence economy, without ex-
change out of the local community, the more elaborate the trans-
humance system. On the other hand, in times of far-reaching economic 
and cultural exchange, the incentive to exploit marginal land increases. 
The successful exploitation of certain resources, such as iron, eventually 
makes it possible to settle permanently at higher altitudes. In Norway, 
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the Late Roman Iron Age sees the beginning of the trend to construct 
permanent buildings on shielings, and somewhat later the first 
permanent, high altitude farms appear (Prescott 1995, pp. 86 ff. with 
refs). 

Settlements from the Late Roman Iron Age and onwards represent 
the revival of the mountain areas, after a long period of pastoralism 
without actual campsites. We would have to go back to the Bronze Age 
to find a pattern of land-use resembling that of the advanced Iron Age. 
It has not, however, been possible to prove the existence of permanent 
houses in the Bronze Age. We only know of revisited tent- and hut-sites 
(cf. Prescott 1995, p. 47 & Fig. 8). 

This means that even in classical shieling areas, such as western 
Norway, buildings, which might qualify as sal = ‘shieling’ or ‘seter’, are 
more or less contemporary with those houses that may have been called 
sal = ‘hall’. This contemporaneity is not surprising. On a ‘seter’, people 
are engaged in a seasonal and specialised dairy production, which 
presupposes some kind of central and dominant farm. On such a farm, 
we may also expect to find a hall. Halls, as well as permanent buildings 
in alpine areas, are reflections of the same social and economic change 
marked by centrality and exploitation. Centrality, pillage and exploita-
tion go hand in hand. 

For the word sal, Sahlgren sees a meaning like ‘house in, or the 
house of, a temporary or seasonal settlement’, and he makes a point of 
its connection with the Gothic word saljan, ‘to stay at’. The meaning 
‘temporary’ or ‘secondary’ dwelling is also present in the word sal = 
‘hall’, since to begin with the hall functioned as an additional dwelling-
house on a farm (Herschend 1992). Its character as temporary accommo-
dation, for instance for the hall owner’s guests, is also obvious in early 
texts such as the fragment about the fight at Finnsburg, and related 
parts in Beowulf. (Malone 1962; Klaeber 1950, ll. 1085 ff.). 

It is typical of several older meanings of the words saljan and sal 
that they relate to the interior of a house, and not to the exterior. In 
other words, they relate to the house as a room and not to the house as a 
building. Köbler (1989, the entry for the word saljan) lists meanings such 
as ‘to find night quarters’, ‘to lodge’, ‘to stay as a guest in’ or ‘to meet in 
a house’. These references to the interior are still clearly at hand in the 
usage in Hávamál or Alvíssmál, quoted above, but it has more or less 
disappeared from sal = ‘seter’. This is especially true if Sahlgren is right 
in understanding the Swedish sel/säl as a collective noun, since that 
reflects what we see when we approach a group of houses (cf. Hellberg 
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1967). Hellberg’s interpretation, which defines sal as a house rather than 
a room, takes us even further away from the Gothic verb than the 
meaning ‘hall’. None the less, Hellberg recognises the open room 
character of sal in its Continental context (Hellberg 1967, p. 189). Both 
Sahlgren and Hellberg saw sal as a feature in the cultural land-scape. In 
principle, if not in practice, they considered it a building re-sembling 
the undefended manor that today we call a hall, that is, a house nicely 
situated in a rural landscape. Intuitively, place-name scho-lars might 
find this convincing, but primarily, and in accordance with one of its 
modern meanings, the word sal seems to have referred to a room in a 
house, albeit, to begin with, a house with only one room. 

We should accept Sahlgren’s interpretation only in historical or 
very late prehistoric contexts, when it can be supported by a settlement 
analysis, which makes it reasonable to suppose the existence of a ‘seter’. 
The Swedish spelling sel or säl, rather than sal, does also give linguistic 
guidance. For the development of hall and shieling during the Late Iron 
Age, it seems justified to compare the situation in Sweden or Scandina-
via with that in England. Then it becomes natural to separate sal = ‘hall’ 
from sel/säl = ‘seter’, along the same lines as the Old English sele = hall 
is separated from sœlþ  = (temporary) abode, with the latter referring to a 
building rather than a room. 

CONCLUSION 
Primarily the word sal refers to a room, and the splendour or poverty of 
a sal is a matter of its interior qualities. From an archaeological point of 
view, this meaning of the word fits the first buildings, which could have 
harboured the social life connected with the sal. Later, houses become 
increasingly more complex buildings, until they become what we call 
halls. The interesting fact about Swedish place-names containing sal is, 
in other words, that they are not matched by an equal number of names 
containing the word hall, i.e. hall, signifying a building. This indicates 
that, in Sweden, landscape and society underwent changes in a period 
prior to the first more elaborate halls, i.e. before the Vendel Period and 
the Viking Age. Until then, a hall could, in essence, be a single room 
building, as demonstrated by the hall at Helgö (Herschend 1996). Con-
sequently, the word sal, signifying a room, could still be used in place-
names. 
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Sahlgren, as well as Hellberg, tacitly envisaged a Swedish society 
out of touch with the developments in north-western Europe. Bookshelf 
upon bookshelf could be filled with those scholarly works, which 
depend on this premiss, or the related assumption that there were no 
mutual cultural contacts between north-western Europe and Scandi-
navia before the arrival of Christianity. The most remarkable example is 
the Danish historian Erik Arup’s opinion that the white race originated 
with the Danes in Denmark. As far as Arup was concerned, this was not 
the basis for a racist argument; it just happened to be a fact, and a very 
pleasant one inasmuch as the prehistoric peasants in Denmark were 
democrats (cf. Jensen 1998, with ref.). In the eyes of Sahlgren and 
Hellberg, Swedish communities were isolated and characterised by a 
rural system, which prevailed into modern times, conditions, under 
which a more original meaning of words, or a separate development of 
them, could survive, at least in place-names. Today, our attitude to this 
theory about Scandinavian isolation is changing, if slowly. 

In his masterly outline of the cultural change in Denmark between 
the eight and the eleventh centuries, Olaf Olsen (1999) shows how the 
idea of a primitive, and thus also isolated, society is broken down by the 
new findings produced by archaeology. These finds allow us to trace 
the beginnings of state formation further back in time, while an 
essential part of the developments within Danish society can be 
explained by the involvement with the politics of north-western 
Europe. But when it comes to questions concerning ideology, i.e. to 
prehistoric knowledge about and interest in European Christianity, then 
the notion of the conservative iron-age society is still valid. In matters of 
politics and power struggle the interaction is recognised, but when it 
comes to mentality, north-western Europe and Denmark are worlds 
apart. Contrary to those scholars at the beginning of the twentieth 
century who, from the intellectual horizon of their day, looked upon 
Denmark as a most natural part of the European scene (cf. Koch 1939, 
pp. 12 f.; Grønbech 1912–18), Olaf Olsen is reluctant to do so, even from 
an ideological point of view (Olsen 1999, pp. 66f.). When Olaf Olsen 
quotes Hal Koch, we are expected to be amused, rather than convinced. 
Olsen’s stance and the present study, which goes one step further along 
the path which Olsen is reluctant to follow, represent two positions at a 
time when there is a change in attitude among scholars of the last part 
of the first millennium AD. The relation between Scandinavia and north-
western Europe is a cardinal problem for our understanding of iron-age 
society. 
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Returning to Sahlgren and Hellberg, there is little doubt that, in 
retrospect, their underlying idealistic vision of peaceful peasants 
engaged in haymaking or churning, far from the maddening crowd and 
the agony of hall-slaughter, would seem to mirror the post-war desire 
for virtue, which led to a reaction against a speculative cultural history 
and, indeed, a plea for isolation. This attitude comes to the fore most 
evidently in the discussion about the place-name ‘Uppsala’, and the 
wish to see Old Uppsala as the peripheral ‘meadow-barns’ or ‘shielings’ 
up the river. Archaeologists have opposed this analysis (cf. Gräslund 
1993), finding that upper class a peculiar one, which saw fit to name the 
most splendid of settlements after the most humble of abodes or barns. 

Be that as it may, the linguistic analysis, nevertheless, proceeds 
from an interesting fact. It is odd that sal, but not ho?ll, is used in place-
names to designate a hall. However, this is only partly a place-name 
problem.  

In Denmark, several parts of southern Sweden, and on Oeland and 
Gotland we can expect all sites, which eventually held a hall farm, to 
have had a dominant farm with a name long before halls were in vogue. 
As an example, we can point to the hall at Dejbjerg (Hansen 1993; 1996; 
Herschend 1998b; Fabech and Ringtved 1995). It was probably only 
during those periods of dramatic change within the local settlement 
structure, which occasionally occurred during the Viking Age, the Early 
Middle Ages and later periods, that new farm sites could be established, 
and aspire to become hall farms or manors (cf. Nielsen 1997; Jørgensen 
& Petersen 1996; Riddarsporre 1995, pp. 178 f.). By that time, the proper 
word would more likely have been ‘hall’ than sal. The latter was 
probably reserved for a room or a part of a building. Only when domi-
nant farms can be established at unnamed sites, at a time when the hall 
is still a sal, a single-roomed building with an open roof construction, 
will sal be used. 

Instead of being an odd linguistic blind alley ending at distant 
barns or shielings, the word sal and its plural sala  lead to a cultural 
coincidence. It is the prevailing economic system, social structure and 
land rise, which happen to coincide to reflect a social manifestation 
related to large and dominating farms during the middle and later part 
of the Iron Age. In this regard, the place-names resemble the large coin 
hoards on Oeland and Gotland, also related to large and dominating 
farms. In a wider perspective, the hall as a social manifestation corre-
sponds to a major development in north-western Europe during the 
Iron Age. All halls are not equally splendid, and every hall owner not 
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equally well bred. None the less, they have one thing in common: a 
room where social functions can be performed. The value of this room 
is its ability to serve as a stage for various social performances during 
the second part of the first millennium AD. It can develop into a 
taugreptan sal, as well as King Hroðgar’s hall Heorot, the most splendid 
building in the world. It is the room of the broad upper-class stratum in 
iron-age society. 

 

 



IV 
THE BURIAL SCENE 
COSMOLOGY AND ONTOLOGY IN DEATH 

he connection between grave and house is obvious in prehistoric 
and historic times. This is the case in most parts of the world—a 
way of bringing life and death together. There seems to be a 

fundamental need for this kind of association, and in some cultural 
contexts it becomes natural to express this by means of a monument. 
Such expressions can be more or less outspoken, and the balance 
between religious identity and social manifestation can vary. The 
connection between grave and house can be subtle, or expressed in such 
an obvious manner that we may recognise it without really finding it 
religiously or spiritually important. We can think of it as a timber 
construction, an open house or temple, in one end of a Neolithic long-
barrow, the meaning of which is hard fully to grasp (cf. Midgley 1985, 
pp. 148 ff.). But we can also meet it in a scale 1:2 replica of a Delphic 
treasury in a 19 th century Parisian cemetery. In the latter case, safe-
guarding the ashes of someone already long-time forgotten, the vain 

T 
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attempt to link that which will fall into oblivion and the eternal values 
once symbolised by ancient Greece, can make us smile. It ought, none 
the less, to make us aware of the prejudged that stands in our way, 
safeguarding our modern understanding more firmly than replica the 
ashes.  

After a period of transition, we believe our insights to have come 
out on top and we are tempted to create an intellectual line of de-
marcation between a naive ‘before’ and a comforting ‘after’. We are 
tempted to see change mocking the ash treasury rather than continuity 
hailing antiquity. Therefore, caught by the outward appearance, we run 
the risk of overlooking the meaning or significance of structural con-
nections such as the one between house and grave. This is, in my 
opinion, the case when we study the long transition from pagan to 
Christian societies, which took place between the sixth and the twelfth 
centuries in north-western Europe and Scandinavia. 

During the Late Iron Age, the connection between house and grave 
is expressed in a number of ways. Some are commonplace, while others 
stand out as elaborate and highly individualised reflections of a number 
of concepts linked to life and death. Although the latter appear to take 
various forms, they could, nevertheless, be expressions of continuity 
rather than change. The connection between grave and house is the 
foundation for a structure that can accommodate pagan as well as 
Christian ideology. This makes it possible to use the grave in order to 
facilitate the religious transition. The structure is suitable, because it can 
successfully harbour a reflection of life in its most satisfying form, 
signified by the house, with death in its ugliest form, the decaying 
corpse. 

HOUSE AND GRAVE 
Among those commonplace expressions, which were hardly meant to 
offend people with the troublesome contrast between satisfaction and 
disgust, we find coffins and cists, in the shape of miniature houses (Figs 
5a–d). They can be detailed and naturalistic, like hogback stones or their 
equivalents in wood, the so-called grave trees, Figs 5a–b (Schmidt 1970; 
Rasmussen 1998, pp. 12–17). Both types of monuments belong to a 
decorative vogue. They lend themselves to variations, which could then 
be used by people to define themselves as a group and express their 
identity. Such objects, signifying group identity, will now and then 
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Figures 5a–d. Cists and 
house-shaped grave mo-
numents. A, Anglo-Sax-
on style hogback grave-
cover (from Schmidt 
1994). B, Danish grave 
tree with a hole for at-
taching a gable at the 
shortend (from Rasmus-
sen 1998). C, A grave-
cover from Botkyrka 
parish in Södermanland 
(from Hildebrand 1898–
1903). D, Eskilstuna cist 
(from Lindqvist 1915). 

 

Fig. 5a 

Fig. 5b 

Fig. 5c 

Fig. 5d 
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develop into more conventionalised monuments such as the ‘Eskilstuna 
cists’, Fig. 5d (Lindqvist, 1915; Andersson 1994, pp. 31 ff.). On these, 
ornaments, gabled short-ends and the occasional ridged lid, are the only 
elements reminding us of a house, besides the oblong form. Next to 
each other in a churchyard, such miniature houses will recreate the 
ideal landscape, similar to a ‘Legoland’ town. The church makes up the 
formidable central palace, the graves are town houses, and the whole 
becomes a town, and as such, a metaphor for the orderly Christian 
society, where the obvious centre is surrounded by quarters, streets and 
houses (cf. Andrén 1999). Today, the town is still a metaphor for 
civilisation, albeit worn, and without those qualities which once made it 
a possible model of a Christian worldview. Accordingly, the church-
yard has lost most of its town character, if not its rigid urban-type 
planning. However, it should not come as a surprise that these values 
influence the organisation of a contemporary and demonstrably 
Christian town, Sigtuna or Situne dei, as it most probably says on its 
coins. In early Sigtuna, the king’s palace or house is the central building, 
and along the roads leading to the palace, the town is organised in 
oblong plots with the short ends facing the street. On each plot there is a 
row of houses, resembling a longhouse (Tesch 1998, pp. 260–1 & 267). It 
is a matter of preference whether we see a town in graves and church, 
or the images of church and churchyard in a town. There are, on the 
other hand, good reasons for understanding the planning of early 
Sigtuna as a matter of planning a sacred townscape (cf. Tesch 2000, pp. 
11 ff.). The arrangement of the ‘Eskilstuna cists’ around the first wooden 
church in Klosterstad in Östergötland could also be seen as an example 
of a layout in which church and cists could both represent houses (cf. 
Hedvall and Gustafsson 2001). 

The connection between house and grave also creates opportunity 
for lavish and particular expressions. The church itself, when built on a 
founder’s grave, is an example of this, and as a superstructure and eye-
catcher, it resembles the mound of the pagan monument. In com-
parison, mounds stand out as humble, churches as extravagant. There 
are three types of such church—house—grave monuments. First, the 
whole monument, grave, house and decoration, can be erected as a 
burial church, to honour the remains of a newly deceased person. 
Second, it can be built to house the remains of someone who has 
already been buried elsewhere, in which case those remains will be 
transferred from the original grave. Third, the church can replace an 
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earlier pagan monument, leaving the grave itself intact, but trans-
forming the whole into a Christian rather than pagan monument. 

The grave from Hørning is an example of the latter, the radical re-
placement of one superstructure with another. Inside, it reveals an 
interesting relationship between house and grave Fig. 6 (Krogh and 
Voss 1961). The pagan monument consisted of a chamber covered by a 
mound. The chamber, if not itself a house, was none the less similar to 
certain domestic quarters, the central and private room of the aristo-
cratic woman in the Viking Ages. Thus, we are reminded of a milieu, 
which would have suited a woman. It was covered by a traditional 
mound, making it into a monument quite common among the upper 
classes. However, we should not forget that the overwhelming majority 
of the population, whether pagan or Christian, were buried in modest 
monuments that were nothing but graves. 

 
 

 
Figure 6. The grave from Hørning. The grave chamber was originally covered by a 
mound, which was later replaced by a wooden church. (From Krogh and Voss, 
1961). 
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The monument excludes visitors, especially from the room, which 
is its most private part, but the room is still there, providing seclusion 
and, indeed, splendid isolation. Isolation is precisely what a sovereign 
enjoys in his private room, which thus becomes the centre for his 
power, which in essence is personal and confirmed through his actions 
(cf. Norr 1998). One of the points in making this kind of monument is 
therefore to keep its interior structure secret, but, nevertheless, present 
in our memories. The intention is to show that this structure exists in 
life, as well as in death. This is very different from the more superficial 
link between house and grave in the Eskilstuna cists. The lid of the 
latter is easily removed, and we will probably not create a scandal if we 
do. After some years there is, moreover, little to hide in an Eskilstuna 
cist. If, on the other hand, we succeed in making an outstanding and 
closed monument characterised by seclusion, we secure the unity of 
room and power in the mind of the beholder. 

For the aristocracy of the Late Iron Age, this unity lies at the heart 
of several social and political concepts, not least the connection between 
the hall and divine royal power. When the king together with his queen 
withdraw to the queen’s chamber, like Hroðgar and Wealhþeow in 
Beowulf, they disappear from this world and its turmoil. Not until they 
return themselves, will they know what has happened in the hall 
during the night, and it does not seem to be an option to knock on the 
chamber door and tell them what actually goes on in the hall. 

By definition, the author of Beowulf considers Hroðgar to be human, 
without any divine qualities, and the chamber nothing more than four 
walls and a roof around Wealhþeow’s bed. Originally, however, the 
story he tells must have had another view on the character of the cham-
ber. This is indicated by the explanation, which accompa nies Hroðgar 
and Wealhtheow to the chamber (ll. 665–68). If they are mortal and their 
chamber a construction with a door, should they not fear Grendel to 
make short work of them? Indeed they should, and the author, feeling 
obliged to explain the safety of the royal couple, tells us that God put a 
guard outside the door. However, if the author can employ one of 
God’s guards to prevent Grendel from entering, why not put another 
one in front of the hall? 

In the original story, there must have been something about the 
nature of the pagan king, and his or the queen’s chamber, which does 
not agree with the worldview of the Christian author. This something 
prevents Grendel from killing Hroðgar and Wealtheow, and it also 
prevents him from taking over the king’s high-settle (cf. ll. 164–70). In 
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the Christian version, it is, again, God who does not allow Grendel to 
usurp the throne. The introduction of God in this context is but a means 
to account for the fact that originally, Grendel respected the divinity of 
the king, or the holiness of lordship, rather than God. What Grendel 
attacks is the hall and the hall-governed society. Unlike the Christian 
author, Grendel sees a difference between the king and the power 
structure surrounding him. Grendel is, therefore, a reflection of a pre-
Christian criticism of a social order represented by the hall and the 
retinue. 

When the mound at Hørning had been removed and replaced by 
the church, access was provided to a room of which the grave had now 
become a part. This access alters the character of grave and grave 
chamber. The grave loses some of its status, but not its seclusion. The 
church takes over the function of the room, and it becomes possible to 
enter and to be in the presence of the buried. The church makes up the 
room-part of the grave, and since it is a church, we must consider it the 
house of God. Its interior, moreover, is the equivalent of the Late Iron 
Age hall, a personal power centre. 

The change of the grave monument signifies that the ultimate 
power has moved from the deceased to God. Whatever the powers of 
the deceased, they are inferior to those of the living God. Moreover, if 
we believe that the hall owner, in this case God, is still alive and in 
office, it is appropriate that we should be able to enter his hall and ap-
proach him. The role of the deceased has, in other words, changed from 
that of the sovereign hall owner to that of a steward: a protector in the 
name of God. The steward represents a social authority and not a 
personal one. This is an example of the mechanisms, which turn demi-
gods into saints or holy people. Nevertheless, the unity of room and 
power is intact, and the Hørning example, therefore, suggests that the 
concept of the room in relation to power is essential to the aristocracy, 
before as well as after conversion. That is only natural, because it is 
highly unlikely that an aristocrat, let alone the aristocracy as a group, 
would question their social dignity during a gradual change of religious 
beliefs. 

If early churches were the halls of God, the fact that they may be 
more or less lavish in design (Krogh and Voss 1961; Krogh 1993) would 
seem to correspond to the pagan habit of flaunting more or less elabo-
rate grave-rooms. On the other hand, there must also be differences 
between the rooms. Whereas churches and chapels are built according 
to a strict programme, aristocratic graves are primarily individual 
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installations of a less pronounced programmatic character. Thus, the 
latter may vary, and we would expect to find a range of expressions and 
interpretations of the concept of the house, rather than a standardised 
representation. As it turns out, there are several examples of graves 
resembling rooms and houses. The easiest ones to decode are boat-
graves, pagan graves contemporary with Christian expansion and social 
change. 

BOAT-GRAVES 
For the Iron Age aristocracy, the journey was a metaphor for a period in 
one’s life. It was by the means of touring and travelling that aristocrats 
became socially responsible and mature. Growing up was, in other 
words, very much a matter of finding one’s place. From a social point of 
view, and in the public rather than private reality of the elite, the place 
in question was a farm and at the farm it was a house, and in the house 
it was a room, and in the room it was a settle. 

Thus, it is not farfetched to expect that some of the aristocratic or 
royal graves would allude to journey and room as two of the corner-
stones of aristocratic life, as well as to wealth and status. Nor is it diffi-
cult to understand the urge of these aristocrats to demonstrate their 
success, in a period when their ideological opponents were gaining 
ground. We might find their mixture of motive and expression 
primitive and blunt as well as naïve, and we might be justified in doing 
so. Much more often, however, archaeologists are ambivalent in their 
opinions: dazzled by the ostentation and pleased at finding faults with 
the luxury, in the same breath. Assuming this position — which 
constitutes an un-likely mixture of hall-judging elf and dwarf — we 
readily accept what we should perhaps question: the idea that the 
luxury which catches the eye, is also the essence. 

The boat-grave Valsgärde 8 (Fig. 7) consists of an 11.5 metres long 
boat placed in a groove, on a low gravel ridge. For a while, the boat and 
the whole installation stood, roofed with planks, in its groove, but even-
tually a mound was made to cover this boathouse-like con-struction. 
The rivets in stem and stern had fallen to the ground before the mound 
concealed them, and therefore some time must have elapsed between 
the burial and the closing of the monument (cf. Arwidsson 1954). The 
boat faces the river Fyris, and it is quite possible to see the ridge as a 
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wave on which the boat rides some seven or eight metres above the 
river, and some fifty metres from its shores. 

 

Figure 7. An interpretation of 
the hall-design of the boat-
grave Valsgärde 8 (grave-plan 
based on Arwidsson 1954). 
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       The arrangements in the grave show us a boat sailing, and since the 
boat-grave cemetery lies next to the contemporary chieftain’s farm at 
Valsgärde (cf. Sundkvist and Norr 1995), the boat and its passenger, 
heading towards the river, seem to be on their way from here to 
somewhere else. They are leaving and staying at the same time. Being 
gone as well as present is also the impression we get when looking at 
the structure of the burial. First, we notice that the arrangements fall 
into two parts: one inside, the other outside the boat. Outside the boat, 
on the ground, there are the remains of some horses, obviously killed in 
ritual slaughter. Inside the boat, there is an arrangement, which, ful-
filling the complementarity of the context, consists of two rooms. The 
partition wall is made up of two shields. On the excavation plan they 
seem to lie horizontally in the middle of the grave, but the excavation 
report indicates that originally, they were fixed in an upright position, 
supported by boxes and caskets in the bottom of the boat. At some 
point, decay caused them to fall backwards into the room in the aft. This 
room contains the remains of a bed or stretcher, on which lie a few 
diminutive fragments of the dead, who is not buried the normal way. 
He is not interred. Only after the disintegration of the body was the 
boat filled with earth. The deceased was not formally dressed, that is, 
not in the usual manner, shrouded in his party clothes (cf. Malmius 
1998, on Boat-grave 5). On the contrary, he is undressed or dressed in 
nightclothes, and lying on the bed. At the funeral, he would have 
seemed to be asleep in his boat, in a makeshift chamber in the aft. 

It is a rather cosy bed with cushions and blankets, and around it 
are a number of personal belongings, little things, which may come in 
handy if we are prominent men. They are mostly weapons and armour, 
but also some tools for woodworking or the like, and, of course, 
drinking vessels. Swords and drinking vessels are lying next to the bed, 
being the most essential and personal items. The other things are stored 
against the partition wall, partly in boxes. Despite the order, three ex-
pected pieces of weapon and armour are missing: the helmet, the spear 
and the bow. The bow might have disintegrated (Lindbom 1993), but 
the two other items are not there. Otherwise it is a tidy room, and no 
doubt a chamber where we could sleep, spend time with our wife, or 
take care of our kit and share a horn of mead with a friend or two. It is a 
room for the everyday privacy of the aristocratic man. 

The room in the midship and prow is different. To begin with, we 
find the missing helmet and spear. The helmet stands right in front of 
the shields facing the stem. The spear lies in the port side of the boat, 
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with its head in the prow and the end of the shaft to the left of the 
helmet. To the right, there is a wooden drinking horn. This ensemble, 
horn, helmet and spear, suggests that we are looking at a representation 
of the high-settle, and a comparison with the child grave in Cologne, 
containing the actual settle with the helmet placed on it, should 
convince us (Doppelfeld 1964). On a more general level, the unity of 
grave, boat, house and high-settle is attested by the Early Migration 
Period boat-grave from Fallward between Bremerhafen and Cuxhafen, 
a few kilometres south of Feddersen Wierde (Schön 1995). For those 
who sit in a high-settle, things tend to be arranged in a certain, 
convenient, order, and if we place ourselves in that position, order does 
occur. Right in front of us is the wooden dinner service, matching the 
horn to our right. From our adopted point of view, we are not in a 
position to complain that the service is wooden and not made of Roman 
silver. The game-board stands below the service. The pieces have lost 
their precise position, and that is a pity inasmuch as we, who cannot 
recall their position, are unable to make the next move. Nevertheless, 
once there must have been a move to make. Behind the game-board we 
see the hearth, represented by the cauldron and its chain, together with 
a fork and a frying pan. Further down the aisle lies the meat, which is 
beef and goose. The dog sleeps in its leash by the hearth, on the port 
side of the boat. 

The room in the prow is easily recognised as the upper part of the 
hall. Everything is ready, even the board game. We are just waiting for 
the hall owner to come in, find his helmet, sit down in the high-settle, 
make his move and set things going. We do not believe it will happen. 
Instead, and similar to the arrangement of the boat itself, we must 
conclude that also the house-part of the grave, the interior of the boat, is 
a play with presence and absence. The deceased seems to be in bed, 
rather than buried, whereas the boat, despite being a grave and thus not 
intended to be accessed, has had a phase in which it was open, or at 
least easily accessible. These circumstances support the opinion that, to 
begin with, the living considered the deceased gone, rather than dead. 
Eventually, they declared him dead and closed the grave. The slaugh-
tered horses lie outside the boat, which is only natural, considering that 
the boat is a hall, and this indicates that the horses were part of a burial 
ceremony other than that which resulted in the creation of the two 
rooms. The offering of horses at an iron-age funeral is not much to 
wonder about, but these offerings point to the pagan character of the 
monument and the brutal wastefulness of its rituals. It should, 
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furthermore, be noticed that horseflesh was not part of the foodstuff in 
the prow. If the meal in preparation had been an offering meal, we 
would have expected horseflesh to be part of the menu (cf. Backe et al. 
1994). Instead, the foodstuff reflects the expensive taste of the upper 
classes. 

If we are waiting for someone to come back, he must be on a tour. 
In this case, we would perhaps infer that the tour is about to become a 
failure, inasmuch as the dead is long in returning. On the other hand, 
remembering how time was distorted on Beowulf’s tour—shortened in 
the well-known waters between Sweden and Denmark, prolonged in 
the unknown abyss of Grendel’s mere—we understand that there is no 
simple correlation between time-span and return. In all probability, 
such a correlation is a much too narrow-minded view on the burial 
ritual and its relation to time. The ritual is meant to give the dead an 
option. Although he has not returned, he probably still can. When the 
body has disappeared or disintegrated, we may agree that he did not 
come back, but that is not to say that he is dead. On the contrary, the 
installation in the boat signifies that an essential, if immaterial, part of 
the man on the bed is still alive. His corpse is empty and disintegrating; 
his soul, however, somewhere else. To this man, what we call death is a 
journey, and it is one, which reminds us of that between youth and 
manhood. We may, of course, see a difference in the fact that he does 
not return, but as long as we do not know from where he departed 
when he came into our world, he might in fact have returned there. His 
life was perhaps only a visit to our world, a tour nested in a larger one, 
which originally started in another world. Be this as it may, the main 
point is, of course, that the tour can be used as a metaphor for tran-
sition, and that we can consider life ideally to consist of stages linked by 
periods of change. To experience these transitory phases we must leave 
the settled life in the hall. 

We should not go so far in our analysis of the installation as a 
narrative about the tour, that we overlook the burial as a ritual in its 
own right. The boat, as it stands, is not simply a metaphor fitting the 
Beowulfian variety of touring, explained by Beowulf or a similar mythic 
tale. As pointed out by Arwidsson (1954), it is also the result of a 
ceremonial transport on land, as well as hard labour for a number of 
people. We have no reason to believe that the mythological tale must 
incorporate such a ceremonial procession in its intentional narrative 
about the tour. Hard work, also for the relatives of the deceased, could 
well be the rule rather than the exception in pre-Christian funeral ritual. 
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Commemorative formulae on rune-stones would seem indirectly to 
support such an interpretation. In the first part of the eleventh century, 
the preferred expression was ‘erected this stone’, referring to the action 
taken by the commemorators. Later in the century, when rituals are two 
generations further away from the pagan ones, the preferred expression 
is ‘had the stone erected’, pointing out the investment made in the 
monument, involving the cost for stone, ornament, and, indirectly, the 
professional undertakers. 

The point in the tour is in other words not primarily its narrative 
qualities in connection with funerals, but its ability to structure both 
reality and fiction. 

Since we do not know the explicatory strength of the tour we can-
not point out those parts of society where it has put its mark on cultural 
phenomena. Written sources as well as the boat-grave example, how-
ever, indicate that returning is essential in the life of men as well as 
gods. Therefore, the fact that the man in Valsgärde Grave 8 did not 
return becomes a sign of his status as a demigod, inasmuch as his 
staying away indicates that he has returned to his original abode. This 
view is supported by the boat-grave burial custom itself, as pointed out 
in the concluding interpretation by Michael Müller-Wille stating: ’das 
Boot war dann vielleicht sogar sichbares Zeichen der Identifikation des 
Verstorbenen mit der Gottheit’ (1970, p. 149). The affinities with the life 
of Christ or a hero of a heroic age are obvious in the tour-governed life 
of upper-class men. In their youth, they perform their tour as the leader 
of a retinue representing the people, and when they die, they go back to 
where they came from. A superficial comparison to the heroic Christ is 
not farfetched, but there is not much of the humiliation, which marked 
his life, in the life of the pagan hero. It is the cardinal significance of the 
hall as the centre of civilised society, which makes up the difference. 
The house metaphor, the point of departure and return, is, indeed, 
peculiar to this Late Iron Age form of heroism.  

Furthermore, halls are not for men only. 
The ship in the grave at Oseberg (Fig. 8a–e), is ten metres longer 

than the boat at Valsgärde (Brøgger et al. 1917; Christensen et al. 1992). 
It stands on its keel on the rolls, which made its journey on land pos-
sible. A mound covers the ship. At some time, perhaps a hundred years, 
after the construction of the monument, someone dug a trench into the 
mound, broke through the roof of the grave-chamber, smashed most of 
the equipment and took out the remains of the two women buried 
inside. It is uncertain whether the intention primarily was to plunder  
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 Figures 8a–e. The artefact installation in the ship-grave from Ose-
berg. Fig. 8a shows the kitchen in the aft. Fig. 8b shows the disturbed 
chamber. 

Fig. 8a 

Fig. 8b 
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the grave, or to destroy the chamber and move at least one of the de-
ceased to a more suitable situation (cf. Brøgger 1945; Myhre 1992, pp. 
280 ff.; Krogh 1995). During the excavation in 1904, the excavators 
found several skeletal remains on what must have been the floor of the 
trench used by those who broke in and removed the deceased. Given 
the fact that only a few bones remained in the actual chamber, we can 
conclude that one of the prime objects for those who first opened the 
mound was to bring out the deceased themselves. A wish to rebury 
(probably in a Christian fashion) could thus have been the foremost 
reason for opening the mound. A pious purpose need not exclude plun-
dering nor, indeed, the destruction of the pagan installation. 

Figures 8c–e. show the storage 
room in the prow (from Brøgger 
et al. 1917). Fig. 8c 
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The Oseberg ship does not give the impression of a ship sailing the 

sea, moored, as it is, to its anchor stone, but it does give the impression 
of a ship loaded and ready to take off. By and large, the arrangement is 
the same as the one in Valsgärde. One part consists of slaughtered 
horses and other animals outside the boat, the other of the installation 
in the ship. The latter, too, falls into two parts. One part is the old ship, 
prepared for taking off. There are fresh oars, anchor, mast, a neat gang-
way and all kinds of robes all over the ship. The second part is the 
representation of the rooms. The difference compared with the Vals-
gärde boat-grave, in which the boat was a shell only, is striking. 

Fig.  8d  
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The grave chamber is the only proper room, with partition walls 

and a roof, but being set approximately in the middle of the vessel it is 
easy to see a division of the ship into three rooms The installation in 
Valsgärde represented one end of a hall building, consisting of a 
chamber and the upper part of the hall room, and we can compare this 
layout to that of the hall in Lejre, Fig. 9. This is, no doubt, a tentative 
suggestion for the room sequence, inasmuch as we have little exact 
knowledge about room function in large halls. We can even compare 
the design of the Oseberg burial to that of the hall in Lejre, and this 
comparison is even more speculative. None the less, if one end of the  

Fig. 8e  
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Lejre hall were used as a pattern for the Valsgärde grave, the opposite 
end of the same hall would seem to fit the room sequence of the 
Oseberg ship: kitchen, chamber and storage. This means that we can 
approach the central room of the grave, the chamber, either from the 
storage, or from the kitchen. 

In my opinion, there is a case for seeing the storage as a sphere 
between a male and a female part of the hall building. This would make 
it into a passage, and the kind of room which Hroðgar and Wealhtheow 
would pass through, when they left the hall for her room, her br̄ydbur, 
and also the room through which the medostig, the mead-path which they 
used when they returned, may well have passed. Despite the opinion of 
most scholars, from an architectonical point of view it is not obvious 
from the description in the poem that the king, the queen and their 
attendants went outdoors to reach the hall (Beowulf PART I vv, 920b–
927). On the contrary, the mead-path may well be a poetic description 
of the path from the kitchen through chamber and passage to the hall, 
i.e. the path taken by the queen, carrying mead into the hall-room. This 
passage is probably also where God placed his guard to protect the king 
and his queen in their sleep, when Grendel visited the hall (ll. 665b–
667). Therefore, it is reasonable to start in the kitchen, and then proceed 
down the passage.  

Figure 9. The ship- and boat-graves from Oseberg and Valsgärde 8 super-
imposed upon the hall from Lejre. (Based on Draiby and Komber 1999). 
 



 79 

The kitchen is the most clearly structured part of the ship, befitting 
the rational and practical nature of that kind of room, although there 
are objects difficult for us to interpret. The slaughtered cow represents 
the meat in the diet, and the millstone the cereals. The cauldrons, the 
tripod and the chain represent the fireplace, and a number of other 
objects represent the work involved in cooking. Cooking took place also 
in the Valsgärde representation of the hall, but in Oseberg, food-
preparation is large-scale. Even the loose gates may indicate large-scale 
food-preparation. Their purpose is somewhat obscure, but they may 
have been used to make the temporary boxes needed in a large kitchen, 
where whole animals and grain fresh from the bin are taken care of. 
Everybody can put some meat in a boiling pot or fry a goose leg in the 
hall, but to manage the kitchen on a large aristocratic or royal farm 
takes professional skills. The representation of the kitchen in Oseberg is 
meant to be rational and significant. We could see this kitchen as the 
stage for a limited female gender role, or, on the contrary, recognise that 
the responsibility and authority involved in rationally running the 
household were something positive, while the simplicity of the room 
could be seen as a sign of quality. 

In the damaged chamber, it was still possible for the excavators to 
establish that the deceased had been lying on beds in a decorated 
chamber. The excavators found a few glass beads, but no precious je-
wellery, and the lack of jewellery together with smashed boxes were 
taken as proof that the grave had been plundered. Proof e silentio is 
always problematic, and other aristocratic or royal graves, like the one 
in Valsgärde, show that if we are laid to rest in a bed, we are dressed 
appropriately in our night-clothes, without the jewellery, which may or 
may not have been in the box. Scholars believe that one of the women 
was of high social status, the other low. If they had different social 
status, one being a queen, the other her maid, it is probable that only the 
latter was fully and plainly dressed, and the few beads found in the 
chamber were probably hers. She was an old woman, and the bones 
from her corpse were the ones scattered all over the trench. The other, 
younger, woman was the high-ranking owner of the chamber. Of her 
skeleton, only a few bones, among those some teeth, remained. 

Based on Brøgger (1917a, pp. 21 ff.) and the papers in Christensen 
et al. 1992, not least Anne Stine Ingstad’s contribution on the dresses 
(Ingstad 1992a, pp. 209 ff.), we may venture to say that the two beds 
where the dead lay stood with their upper short-ends against the 
northern wall of the chamber (Åberg 1999, Figs 5–6). Due to the 
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triangular shape of this wall and the height of the beds, they must have 
been standing next to each other. Along the southern wall, mostly 
looms and other weaving utensils were placed, but between the beds 
and the looms there would have been an open space covering several 
square metres, where it would have been possible to stand upright. The 
beds, the shape of the boat, and the tent-like superstructure of the 
chamber made it difficult to access the equipment placed along the 
long-walls of the chamber, especially in the northern part of the 
chamber, where the beds stood. On the western side, there could have 
been only a few objects next to the bed, but on the eastern side, 
especially in the north-eastern corner next to the bed’s head, there were 
several objects. There is a noticeable difference between the objects on 
the western and eastern parts of the chamber. On the western side, we 
find the kind of objects a servant would normally work with, such as 
cloth for a tent or a sail, buckets, simple boxes and a larder. These are 
simple objects, but of good quality. In the eastern part, however, the 
equipment is markedly lavish, and also the most personal. 

If we imagine ourselves in the position of the intruders, wishing 
among other things to bring out the skeletal remains of the high-
ranking woman, we face a problem when we jump down on the open 
space next to the foot of the beds. The young and high-ranking woman 
is in the eastern bed, but difficult to reach from the side. Having made 
approximately a twenty metres long, three metres wide and, eventually, 
six metres deep cut into the mound, the intruders solved the problem 
by throwing out the remains of the old woman and her bed, scattering 
them on the floor of the trench. They threw most of the bedding on the 
young woman’s bed into an empty spot along the eastern wall, and 
then they collected the remains of the young woman from the side of 
her bed, without missing much. They proceeded to break down her bed 
and throw most of it out into the trench and finally they opened the 
caskets in the corner behind the bed, and took whatever they took. 

By and large, the intruders seem to have been a mixture of 
smashing and collecting marauders, rather than robbers. Especially the 
fact that they succeeded in collecting almost every bone in the skeleton 
of the young woman gives the impression that this was their prime 
object, perhaps together with the retrieval of her most personal 
belongings in one of the caskets. Altogether, this pattern of behaviour 
fits the scenario for a Christian reburial of a pagan queen, an inter-
pretation suggested by Knud Krogh (1993), and this would seem to 
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make it worthwhile to search the nearby church for an early reburial of 
this woman. 

Björn Myhre’s suggestion (1992b, pp. 282 f.) that we should see a 
political motive behind the opening of the monumental graves, as well 
as behind the monuments themselves, is in my opinion correct, and 
ought to be taken one step further, to clarify its possible relevance for 
the transition from a pagan to a Christian society. Myhre suggests that 
Danish demands on Vestfold lie behind the political manifestations and 
power struggles. This seems so plausible that we ought tentatively to 
connect Harald Bluetooth’s ambitions, and his habit of reburying 
prominent persons, with the opening of the Oseberg grave. It would fit 
this champion of Christianity and his personal political ambitions, as 
expressed on the rune-stone in Jelling, to organise the opening of this 
grave and the reburial of the high-ranking woman, as a part of his 
campaign of pious oppression  

To explain the scattered bones of the maid, we must draw attention 
to an unpleasant parallel between the burials in Valsgärde and Oseberg. 
Both contain two beings. In Valsgärde, a high-ranking man and his dog, 
in Oseberg, a high-ranking woman and possibly her chambermaid. To 
place the serf and the dog in the same category as personal belongings 
makes sense in a pagan funeral context. Taking out both the fragmented 
corpses in Oseberg, but perform a Christian reburial of the important 
one only, is in its turn as logical as forcing a serf to die with her pagan 
mistress. 

The organisation of the chamber is still visible, despite the damage 
made by the first intruders. It is a woman’s chamber, and she may 
choose to sleep or spend her day working in it. The work done in the 
chamber is focused on textiles, and this domain seems to be protective 
and emblematic of emancipated womanhood. The question whether 
work with textiles indicates a suppressed or emancipated position in 
life is debated, but the handicraft is considered a professional one (cf. 
Andersson 1999; Arvill-Nordbladh 1998; Einersstam 1997; Gräslund 
1998; 1999a; Hjörungdal 1995; Nordström 1997). In my opinion, the 
Oseberg Grave is an indication of the emancipatory nature of textiles, 
inasmuch as such work creates a room of one’s own. 

From a modern perspective, the greatest damage made by the 
intruders is the resultant uncertainty about what they may have re-
moved, apart from the corpses. There is a conspicuous lack of jewellery 
in the chamber, and if we could assume that it was removed from the 
opened box, the chamber, with the jewellery stored away in the box, 
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would have been an even more private room, since jewellery is part of 
the interface between the private and the official life of a high-ranking 
woman. In this kind of privacy women pay the price of their emancipa-
tion. It is a within-family emancipation — too much a room of one’s 
own so to speak. We do not know how, but it still seems correct to say 
that the Oseberg chamber expresses the private sphere as that in which 
a woman can emancipate herself fulfilling a positive role. Her interface 
with the public is the hall, but in the large hall an essential part of her 
social life is a to run the kitchen. Kitchen and chamber represent two 
sides of womanhood. It should also be pointed out that both the short 
verse on the rune-stone from Hassmyra (see above p. 38) and the 
installation in Oseberg portray womanhood in the same manner, 
drawing attention to the passage and the order that rules the farm. 

The prow is the most complex of the three rooms. On the top, i.e. 
outside the ship in the first fill of the mound, we find the slaughtered 
animals. Below them, i.e. inside the ship, there are mainly two kinds of 
objects: those belonging to the ship, and those belonging to the room. 
Although the function of many objects is obscure, most, but not all of 
those belonging to the room are some kinds of containers. It seems 
reasonable to count all these things among the personal belongings of 
the high-ranking woman in the chamber, and to see them as part of a 
load of equipment.  

‘Loaded for travel’ is the immediate impression of the Oseberg 
installation. Because this installation surrounds a high-ranking female, 
it becomes reasonable to connect the installation with the typical female 
journey: the passage from a snowy mountain area, through wilderness 
into the cultivated and civilised landscape, up to the farm and into the 
marriage bed. The woman in Oseberg seems to have been one of the 
women who undertook this passage, inasmuch as the contents of the 
room in the prow signify the passage that made her woman and wife, 
rather than child. 

There are sledges for the snow, a stretcher to sit on when carried 
through the wilderness, a ship for trips in the archipelago, a wagon for 
the roads of the civilised landscape, tents and beds for the journey, and, 
indeed, a marriage bed or a bed of state. The offered scull of a cow or 
heifer accentuates the latter in an over-explicit way. The chamber and 
the kitchen, on the other hand, signify her stationary life as a housewife, 
and possibly a female leader or ruler. In this stage of her life, produc-
tion, and reproduction, are in focus. Seen in the hall perspective, the 
actual passage from the male to the female part of the hall signifies the 



 83 

passage performed by the bride. From a comparison with Ingstad 
(1992b, pp. 224 ff.), we can conclude that in the chamber alone there was 
a sufficient number of elements to connect the high-ranking woman 
with the divine and semi-divine mythological complex of the Late Iron 
Age aristocracy, and part of the female passage itself may even be pre-
sent in the tapestries with its representation of the caravan (cf. Hougen 
1940, pp. 114 ff.; Ingstad 1992b, pp. 232 f.).  

The contents of the prow demonstrate the practical and material 
demands of a passage similar to that of Brunhild. The contrast between 
the poetic narrative and the installation in the queen’s grave is 
instructive. Venantius had Brunhild swept away to Sigibert without 
further ado. In the grave, we see instead the logistical aspects of the 
passage, and the equipment necessary for success. It takes a caravan 
and a ship. An analysis of the artefacts in the prow reveals that the 
passage is not just travel. The traditional work of a housewife, cooking 
and textile production, is also part of the journey, hence the house-
shaped tent, the loom and the trough. The passage is a civilised journey.  

It is difficult to say which journey the passage equipment in the 
prow is reflecting. Is it the first passage, the one from home to her 
husband’s hall, or is it the second, the one from this hall to a new home? 
This dichotomy is perhaps not even relevant. The passages could well 
have followed on each other, implying that a woman’s life consists of 
stages of civilisation connected by passages. In effect, a woman’s life is 
thus one long passage. This makes it tempting to explain the age and 
character of the ship with a reference to its use during the queen’s first 
passage from childhood to womanhood, some twenty years before her 
death. 

Both Valsgärde and Oseberg are distinctly pagan graves. The 
offerings and the co-burials are obvious signs. So, too, is the use of 
metaphors for male and female life. The mixture of symbols in the same 
installation is equally significant. Both installations are grave, house and 
boat simultaneously, and at the same time also a mixture of permanent 
death and what seems to be only temporarily interrupted life. In this 
way, the graves are the expressions of an ontology governed by 
complementarity rather than categorisation. They express the belief that 
the unseen is present and, indeed, part of the present to such a degree 
that it must be represented. 

In this way the installations correspond to the periphrasis termed 
kenning, but contrary to these their linguistic counterparts they are 
much more complex. The kenning is a compound such as eskis afspring , 
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‘the offspring of the box’. The expression is a periphrasis for ‘food’, 
since in certain situations what we take, i.e. what comes, out of the box 
is food. We can nest compounds in each other in order to create greater 
complexity, and construct a kenning such as fens fúr-Rognir. Rognir is a 
name for Óðinn, fúr-Rognir, ‘the fire’s Óðinn’, a kenning  for leader or 
ruler. The whole, ‘the ruler of the water’, consists of two nested 
compounds, which happen to make up a kenning for Sigurðr Jarl, in his 
capacity as the ceremonial cook of the communal offering meal. In 
language we can nest only a few compounds in an extended or ‘driven’, 
i.e. rekin, kenning without losing their context and meaning. In 
installations, such as graves, our freedom is much greater. In real life, 
compounds are not linear and they need not have any specific direction. 
Putting food and a box next to each other does not signify ‘the offspring 
of the box’ only. The possibilities as well as the problems involved can 
be illustrated by the Oseberg Grave. 

In the aft, there are some gates, which could have formed a 
compartment or box, in which the cow could have stood before it was 
taken out to become, indeed, an offspring of a kind of box, and food. 
Cow and gates can be said to form a compound. At the same time, the 
slaughtered cow forms compounds with the rest of the kitchen equip-
ment, and that enforces its status as food rather than animal. In the 
stem, there was a bovine skull in the bed of state. That reminds us of the 
purpose of the passage, inasmuch as the head of an animal is offered for 
the sake of reproduction. The compound, head and bed, can therefore 
symbolise fertility, as well as the task of the married woman. The 
juxtaposed position of the cow as foodstuff in the ordered aft, and as 
offering in the rather disorderly prow is enough to form a new com-
pound. This new constellation could signify the woman who admini-
strates the food in the kitchen, and remembers that in food there is sa-
tisfaction as well as a promise of an ‘offspring’. If, for a moment, we 
refrain from seeing life as a personal experience, and expand it to some-
thing that continues from one form to another, the compounds of the 
grave will generate new meanings. The passage from this reality to 
another one becomes a counterpart to the passage from maidenhood to 
womanhood, and a counterpart also to the passage experienced by the 
cow when it was slaughtered. We can continue in this way, producing 
more or less likely compounds from the constellations in the grave. 

Interpretation is a matter of preference and intellectual satisfaction; 
more interesting when shared, than not. Interpretation is, none the less, 
of little importance compared to the general structure of the grave, 
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which encourages us to form an understanding based on the com-
plementary character of the compounds that we detect. The boat-graves 
present us with a universe or a theatre, in which a dramatic journey will 
take place. We understand the main principles, but because the point is 
to allow a number of similar stories to take place in the setting, we 
would have appreciated some guidance. Not, as it were, to detect the 
correct story, which is not there, but to see the ones that contemporaries 
saw. 

We may turn to the poets and their poems for the missing clues, 
and we may wish that we could have talked to those who put together 
the installations. Still, this would not have been enough, because the 
task of both was to construct complexity, rather than reflecting the 
opinion of the common man. Solemn poetry is less complex and more 
comprehensible than the installation in the grave, but it can never tell 
the definite story. There are no single-minded informants left to express 
their immediate feelings and the sources will only allow us to gain an 
understanding of an ontology of complementarity, rather than one of 
categorisation. 

At first, the programmes from Valsgärde and Oseberg stand out as 
elaborate examples of a clearly conceptualised pagan worldview. How-
ever, if we look at two cases with closer links to Christianity, we shall 
see that there is room also for acculturation in this programme. In fact, 
we may suspect that a major point in creating these complex installa-
tions was to allow for different interpretations of the scene during a 
period of transition between juxtaposed ideologies. 

Martin Carver’s analysis of the Sutton Hoo ship-burial (Fig. 10) has 
brought a lot of clarity into a previously obscure context (1998, pp. 121 
ff.). The ship is slightly bigger than in Oseberg, and the installation is 
two hundred years older. The equipment shows clear signs of Christian 
influence. The over-all interpretation that the monument is a politically 
inspired allusion to a pagan past is convincing. It is, in fact, so 
convincing that other examples spring to mind, such as, for instance, 
the Jelling monument. Here a royal Danish dynasty in conflict with the 
Othonian Empire constructs a pagan monument and a chamber grave, 
albeit with Christian objects. A few years later, the next king of the 
dynasty changes the whole into a Christian monument. He removes his 
father from the chamber grave, and reburies him in a church built for 
the purpose. Finally, he adds a single-minded rune-stone text to the 
monument. The simplicity of this piece of propaganda is such that it has 
been termed ‘Denmark’s birth certificate’, but in reality it is King 
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Figures 10a and b. Horisontal (a) and vertical (b) projection of the  chamber in 
the Sutton Hoo ship-burial (from Carver 1998). 

 

Fig. a 

Fig. b 
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Harald’s manifestation behind monuments and graves in Jelling, 
although the interpretation based on Krogh (1993) has been challenged 
(Andersen 1995). 

The problems involved in the interpretation of the installation in 
the Sutton Hoo burial stem from methodological blindness. Because it 
was a late discovery, scholars immediately saw a Scandinavian connec-
tion in the boat, and later the Swedish connection (Phillips 1940a 
pp.177, ff. and 1940b; Bruce-Mitford 1947 and 1968). There were reasons 
to see one or two parallels. As pointed out in the introduction to the 
Articles in Antiquity, March 1940, British archaeologists were not much 
used to discuss their boat-graves as a cultural phenomenon, and it was 
only with Müller-Wille (1970) that this North European burial custom 
was analysed as such. On the artefact level, parallels were eventually 
easy to sort out, and scholars agreed that Sutton Hoo was something 
different. Looking at the plans, they too seem to exhibit little of the 
order that we recognise in Valsgärde 8, let alone in Oseberg. Artefacts 
belonging to the aft and the prow in Valsgärde 8 lay in the middle of the 
Sutton Hoo ship. 

If we expect the installation to be level, and thus two-dimensional, 
this is, indeed, strange; and to begin indecision is the natural reaction, 
since there is no immediate reason to doubt the grammar of the plans. 
Things which lie next to each other ought to form compounds as, in-
deed, they do in Valsgärde and Oseberg. When Martin Carver intro-
duced the lid of the sarcophagus as an upper level in the Sutton Hoo 
installation, the representation of the hall room in the grave moved up 
to this level (Carver 1998, pp. 125 ff. & Fig. 75; cf. Evison 1979; 1986, pp. 
207 ff.). From a methodological point of view, this was a great step 
towards an interpretation of the grave. However, the expression ‘the 
upper level’ needs qualification. 

When the installation is viewed as a whole, the essential point is 
not the lid and the exhibited objects. What matters is the fact that the 
sarcophagus conceals the chamber part in such a way that only the hall 
part is visible to the funeral guests, Fig. 10. The architects of Sutton Hoo 
made modifications, which proved useful. The idea to place the hall 
part of the installation on the lid of the coffin did not last, but since 
regalia were part of the representation of the king, as well as his hall, 
regalia could stay when the rest disappeared. Eventually, the image of 
the dead king could also find its way to the lid, in the form of statues 
posing more or less at ease next to or between one or more wives. The 
pagan expectation of the return of the king is, in other words, still 
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present in the Sutton Hoo burial, and so are its affinities: Christians 
waiting for Christ to return. These are unorthodox similarities, to say 
the least, but in a period of acculturation and transition, this turns out to 
be one of their assets. Moreover, it is not farfetched to say that The dream 
of the rood, with its heroic Christ, and The Sutton Hoo ship-burial exhibit a 
similar spiritual mixture of pagan and Christian values. 

The pagan funeral guests in Valsgärde expected the dead to come 
out of his chamber; the slightly more Christian guests in Sutton Hoo 
expected the dead to rise from his grave. Returning is a vertical concept 
in Christianity, but a horizontal one in the pre-Christian Late Iron Age. 
We see a sign of acculturation in this difference, and in the way the 
architects of Sutton Hoo have mixed or, in the mind of the beholder, 
perhaps corrupted the concept of return by adding to it that of resurrec-
tion. In early Christianity, resurrection, excepts Christ’s own, is strongly 
linked to his return on Judgement day, but from a pagan perspective, 
return has little to do with judgement and it is not exclusively a male 
phenomenon, inasmuch as the theme of an expected return can be 
found also in Oseberg. In her analysis of the grave, Ulrika Åberg has 
pointed out how the moment of expected action has been incorporated 
into the installation (Åberg 1999, pp. 41 ff.).  

The Oseberg ship is orientated in the same direction as the current 
in the river. It is moored, but in a peculiar way, inasmuch as a large 
stone immediately in front of the stem acts as a bollard, preventing the 
ship from following the current. The rope connecting the bollard and 
the ship belongs to the former rather than the latter, and it would seem 
that bollard and rope represent a harbour. Four of the oars are in their 
locks; three in the first three locks on the starboard side, counted from 
the stem, and one in the third lock on the port side, counted from the 
stern. The oars and their position can most easily be explained as 
preparation for the manoeuvre, which will make the ship swing out 
into the current, when the mooring is cast off. If we row backwards 
with the oars on the starboard side and hold the one on the port side, 
the ship will move away from the bollard, against the current, while at 
the same time the stem will swing out towards the middle of the river. 
Eventually, holding the oars on the starboard side and rowing with the 
one on the port side will allow the current, in combination with the 
rowing, to start moving the ship. Clearing the bollard, the ship will 
swing out into the middle of the river, before the rest of the oars are put 
out. This manoeuvre will be helped by the use of the steering oar (cf. 
Åberg 1999, Fig. 9–11).  
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The installation pinpoints a moment just before take-off, and we 
expect someone to give the order to cast off. Since the ship is in the 
possession of the high-ranking woman, we really expect her to act. 

The pagan examples from Valsgärde and Oseberg show that the 
verticality in Sutton Hoo is not just a technical matter. On the contrary, 
it is the sign of a conceptual change. The installation on the lid is not a 
representation of a hall in our world. Instead, it is a symbol of Heaven, a 
hall in the ideal world above. The man in the sarcophagus cannot go 
there on his own. Nobody can, without God’s help. In other words, 
there is a cosmological difference between Valsgärde 8 and Sutton Hoo. 

The idea of kings and princes buried in a house with chamber and 
hall cannot survive in a Christian society. Sutton Hoo was a step 
towards the disappearance of the idea. The child grave under the dome 
of Cologne is an even greater step (Fig. 11). The grave was a stone 
coffin, placed in a church-room and although the grave was Christian, 
we find the chamber-and-hall design in compressed form within it. The 
boy is in bed, dressed in thin leather nightclothes with golden clasps. 
The undertakers have crammed his professional gear, his weapons and 
his staff, around him on the bed. The bed represents the chamber, and 
outside it there must be room for an even more compressed hall. The 
spear is difficult to fit in. It lies to the right of the body, at the long side 
of the coffin, but outside the bed. The spearhead is next to the high-
settle, on which we find the helmet, and the gloves are hanging on the 
back of the settle. The gloves tell us that the dead prince is at home, but 
obviously not in his hall at the moment. However, he can be expected to 
come and take his gloves before he leaves. The other hall utensils fill up 
the limited space around the chair, and everything is extremely 
crowded and a model of compact living. The gloves represent a possible 
reappearance, and there is little doubt that the installation is inspired by 
a wish to find room for something very bulky in a coffin designed to 
hold no more than a body — a spatial as well as a spiritual compromise. 
In this grave, the return theme is suppressed. The properties are there, 
but the design is not. Instead, the artefacts make up something, which 
could be termed ‘The equipment in a royal grave’. The purpose of this 
equipment is to signify royalty in a traditional way, although in a 
slightly more manifest manner than we would have expected in a 
Christian tomb. It is reasonable to expect that on Judgement day the boy 
will rise, put on his gloves and present himself before Christ. Therefore 
the burial indicates resurrection rather than generally speaking return. 
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The geographical proximity to an ecclesiastical institution governs 
the design of the aristocratic burial in rooms. Time is not the decisive 
factor. Nor does the Christian faith in itself seem to be a sufficient 
reason for abandoning the idea of burial in a house or room of power. 
On the contrary, it would seem that the idea of hall and hall owner is 
directly applicable to God. This speaks in favour of an interpretation of 

Figure 11. The child’s grave from under the Choir in the Cologne Cathedral 
(from Doppelfeld 1964).  
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God as the supreme sovereign and hall owner. In pagan tradition, both 
men and women are buried in rooms related to the hall. But since male 
graves represent those parts of the royal hall that could be paralleled by 
the church and perhaps by Heaven, it is not surprising that the design 
of the male grave could retain its position a little longer than the female 
design with its emphasis on kitchen, chamber and storage. Ultimately, 
the reason for this can be found in the connection between power and 
room in the Roman world, in the basilica, which was an inspiration for 
the more elaborate pagan hall (Herschend 1998b, p. 20). The origins of 
the hall can be traced back to the Early Iron Age and the dominant 
farm, but in several ways, e.g. as a room displaying power or a room for 
council, the hall resembles the basilica, and thus also the church. That is 
why Christianity of the Early Middle Ages does not annihilate the 
notion of the church as a hall. At this point, it is advantageous for the 
Church to adapt for its own purposes an existing physical structure for 
the execution of power. 

With reference to the concept of cosmology, we may say that there 
was a great readiness to change worldview. The fact that the change did 
not influence the social order very much no doubt facilitated the gra-
dual transformation. The idea of a supreme ruler cannot have been alien 
to a society that worked so hard to construct stable kingships and 
kingdoms. Accepting God as belonging to another ontological category 
is probably much more difficult. The clear signs of complementarity, 
rather that categorisation, stem from the idea of seeing something as 
both grave and house, or grave and house and boat. These signs also 
speak against the popular acceptance of a Latin way of thinking about 
ontology. This amounts to saying that ontology is much more difficult 
to change than cosmology. Nevertheless, a change of religion must, 
eventually, be a change of both cosmology and ontology. Judging from 
the examples, converting aristocracy is a matter of starting with cosmo-
logy, and being flexible about ritual. Ritual in the Sutton Hoo burial 
would seem to pave the way for a new ontology. 

INHUMATION AND CREMATION 
Seen from a Swedish perspective, the Late Iron Age revival of the union 
of grave and room is a sign of an ideological renewal. Earlier on, in the 
Roman Iron Age, the introduction of the chamber grave probably 
paralleled the introduction of the hall. Like the hall, the chamber grave 
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is an expression of room-bound identity and social power. The intro-
duction of both is slow and prone to create social tension. It is, 
therefore, reasonable so suggest that the recession in the fifth century, 
which is linked to the fall of the Roman Empire, could easily lead to the 
disappearance also of Scandinavian symbols of power and leadership. 

Economic change as a part of the recession becomes visible in 
abandoned farms (Pedersen and Widgren, pp. 309 ff). They are the 
signs of serious problems, and should alert us to look also for an ideolo-
gical backlash in grave ritual. In connection with graves, this backlash is 
noticeable in at least two ways. First of all, in the reintroduction of 
cremation as a royal, upper-class funeral mode, the most notable 
examples being the royal graves in Old Uppsala. In the area, they are an 
obvious contrast to the grave from Fullerö from the fourth century (cf. 
Arwidsson 1948). There is little doubt that the reappearance of the large 
mound signifies a reintroduction of a communal effort behind the 
construction of the monument, while cremation is the revival of a more 
original way of burying people. We may even talk of a clash between 
burial ideologies if we compare the inhumation grave at Högum with 
the oldest of the graves in Old Uppsala, (Ramqvist 1991; Arrhenius 
1980; 1995). Secondly, the backlash explains the fate of the very last, 
fifth-century Migration-Period chamber graves. These graves are re-
nowned for the fact that they were opened shortly after the burial of the 
dead (Gräslund 1999b, pp. 25 ff.). The opening has been interpreted as a 
sign of plundering (cf. Lamm 1972, pp. 13 ff., 30 ff., 59 ff.), but we can 
argue that in the Mälar Valley the opening is not necessarily the work of 
mere plunderers. In a study, Nicklas Groop (2000) has examined the 
graves and tried to differentiate between plundering and opening. In 
most cases, it is difficult to reach a definite conclusion, but in some, the 
way the opening of the grave has been performed suggest an opening 
in order to recover the buried rather than robbing the graves of its 
contents. Contrary to the grave robber, who would prefer the fast and 
easy way in, ripping off the roof of the chamber, the chambers in 
question have been opened from the side. This method is circumstantial 
inasmuch as it involves digging a trench, laying bare the plank wall and 
one of the corner posts in order to break up the construction and pull 
out the planks. The purpose of such an undertaking is hardly to take 
out the artefacts. On the contrary, the procedure signifies a wish pri-
marily to take out the body and give it a proper funeral, i.e. a cremation 
(Groop 2000, pp. 23 ff.). 
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Generally speaking, we can explain the opening of these graves as 
a religious reaction, and not primarily plunder or defamation of the 
deceased. It targets the social stratification, which developed during the 
prosperous third and fourth centuries, but it is not a complete religious 
reformation because the shift to boat-graves, instead of chamber graves, 
through which the Late Iron Age tradition of combining house and 
grave was revived, can be seen as an answer to this ideological reaction. 
The boat exploits ancient burial traditions as well as a metaphor connec-
ting death with divinity and voyage (cf. Müller-Wille 1970, pp. 146 f.) 
the boat-grave stand out as a compromise, and the period as one of 
Scandinavian restoration. 

The slow reintroduction of the chamber grave proper shows that 
the destruction of the graves in the 5th century was not just a wim. But 
the reintroduction, during a period when boat-graves were still in 
fashion, is also evidence of the acculturation between two, somewhat 
different but similar customs. In Central Sweden this sequence in burial 
practice cover several hundred years. In East Anglia, however, it is 
possible, although hard to prove (cf. Carver 1998, pp. 132 f.), that the 
Sutton Hoo burial ground illustrates the last stage of the recession 
followed by the restoration — i.e. the series cremation grave, ship burial 
and chamber grave — in a condensed form, before Christianity finally 
puts an end to pagan funeral rituals. The beginning of the recession 
may be present in a more humble, but pagan, context on Swedish Lovö 
in Lake Mälaren. Here in Cemetery no 57, the two reopened chamber 
graves, Grave no 1 and Grave no 3, are contemporary and in equipment 
very similar to the cremation grave, Grave no 2 (cf. Lamm 1973, pp. 60 
f.). These graves are dated to the late fifth century AD, and they may 
well give us the precise date of the ideological regression. The Oðinn 
cult and the introduction of the first Scandinavian animal style (Style I), 
as discussed by Lotte Hedeager, probably represent an aspect of the 
same recession (cf. Hedeager 1999 and 2000). For that reason, the 
change to Style II and the hints to Oðinn cult and seidr in the Eddic 
poems should be seen as a step in the same direction as the boat-
graves—a way of marginalising a fundamentalistic recession. 

If we agree that these burial customs are a reflection of ideological 
regression, as well as a reaction against the hall-governed society, the 
Grendel character in Beowulf becomes easy to explain. The poem reflects 
two pagan ideologies, and one Christian. The pagan ones are con-
flicting, but the Christian one has no part in this conflict. We are given 
to understand that Christianity will eventually be victorious. The new 
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society, represented by the kings and heroes in the hall, is attacked by 
the old one, represented by the Nerthus monster and her son in the 
mere. The reader is supposed to side with the heroes in the hall, but the 
monsters must, none the less, be respected as enemies. This indicates 
that there is something more intricate in the tale than society’s right to 
free itself of its most obvious terrorists. Therefore, we may conclude 
that the hall-governed society could be criticised also by more sensible 
beings than Grendels. 
        From the archaeological record, we know that cremation is the 
more original iron-age burial custom, but also that there is a connection 
between the upper classes and the chamber-grave burial tradition. 
Moreover, the hall is the emblem of the new society and its aristocracy. 
Accordingly, we would have expected the funerals in Beowulf, especial-
ly Beowulf’s own, to have a boat-grave at their centre. That, as we know, 
is not the case. The funerals are cremations. Taken together, Beowulf and 
the archaeological record seem to reflect the way in which the new 
society takes one step back, before resuming its progress towards its 
arranged match with Christianity. In this respect, Beowulf mirrors the 
recession and the way it was tackled by the hall-governed society. The 
strategy of this society was a mixture of violence and ritual fundamen-
talism. 
 



V 
LUDWIGSLIED 
A PURPOSEFUL COMPOSITION 

he previous chapters discussed two essential notions in pagan pre-
Christian society: the journey and the hall. It was pointed out that the 
male tour had certain characteristics, which allowed it to interact with 

some notions of Christianity. The king or prince was a semi-Christ, and the 
hall was the equivalent of a church. 

The society, which we encounter in the Old High German poem 
Ludwigslied, is, on the other hand, distinctly Christian. An analysis of this 
poem allows us to gain a general understanding of this kind of society, as 
well as illustrating the differences between the two types of society.  However, 
the relatively early date of the poem and the continuity of upper-class values 
ensure that iron-age ideals are still relevant. Since I address myself to students 
of the South Scandinavian Late Iron Age, the original text should be pre-
sented based on Müffelmann (1964) and Braune (1994), and moreover, on a 
non-rhymed, non-metrical, but rather literal, commented, translation. Rea-
ders of Swedish might benefit from the Swedish translation and comments 

T
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(cf. Appendix I), as, in some ways, Swedish is closer to the original than 
modern English. 

LUDWIGSLIED  
Rithmus teutonicus de piæ memoriæ 
Hluduico rege filio Hluduici æque regis. 
  1 ?  Einan kuning uueiz ih,      heizsit her Hluduig, 
  ther gerno Gode thionot:      ih uueiz her imos lonot. 
 Kind uuarth her faterlos;      thes uuarth imo sar buoz; 
  4    holoda inan Truhtin,      magaczogo uuarth her sin. 
 Gab her imo dugidi,      fronisc githigini, 
  stuol hier in Vrankon:      so bruche her es lango! 
 Dhaz gideilder thanne      sar mit Karlemanne, 
  8    bruoder sinemo,      this czala uuunniono. 
   ?  So thaz uuarth al gendiot      koron uuolde sin God, 
  ob her arbeidi      so jung tholon mahti. 
 Lietz her heidine man      obar seo lidan 
 12   thiot Vrancono      manon sundiono. 
 Sume sar verlorane      uuurdun sum erkorane: 
  haranskara tholota      ther er misselebeta. 
 Ther ther thanne thiob uuas,      ind er thanana ginas, 
 16   nam sin vaston:      sidh uuarth her guot man.  
 Sum uuas luginari,      sum skachari, 
  sum fol loses      ind er gibuozta sih thes. 
   ?  Kuning uuas ervirrit      thaz richi al girrit, 
 20    uuas erbolgan Krist,      leidhor thes ingald iz. 
 Thoh erbarmedes Got,      uuisser alla thia not, 
  hiez her Hluduigan      tharot sar ritan. 
 ”Hluduig kuning min      hilph minan liutin 
 24    heigun sa Northman      harto beduuungan.” 
 Thanne sprah Hluduig:      ”Herro, so duon ih, 
  dot ni rette mir iz,      al thaz thu gibiudist.” 
   ?  Tho nam er Godes urlub,     huob her grundfanon uf, 
 28  reit her thara in Vrankon      ingangan Northmannon 
 Gode thancodun      the sin beidodun, 
  quadhun al: ”fro min      so lango beidon uuir thin.” 
 Thanne sprah luto      Hluduig ther guoto: 
 32   ”trostet hiu: gisellon,      mine notstallon. 
 Hera santa mih God      joh mir selbo gebod, 
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  ob hiu rat thuhti      thaz ih hier gevuhti. 
 Mih selbon ni sparoti      uncih hiu gineriti. 
 36 ?  Nu uuillih thaz mir volgon      alle Godes holdon. 
 Giskerit ist thiu hieruuist      so lange so uuili Krist, 
  uuili her unsahinavarth,      thero habet her giuualt. 
 So uuer so hier in ellian      giduot Godes uuillion, 
 40   quimit he gisund uz,      ih gilonon imoz, 
  bilibit her thar inne      sinemo kunnie.” 
 Tho nam er skild indi sper,      ellianlicho reit her, 
  uuolder uuar errahchon      sina1 uuidersahchon 
 44 ?  Tho ni uuas iz burolang      fand her thia Northman, 
  Gode lob sageda      her sihit thes her gereda 
 Ther kuning reit kuono      sang lioth frano  
  joh alle saman sungan      "Kyrrieleison". 
 48  Sang uuas gisungan,      uuig uuas bigunnan, 
  bluot skein in uuangon,      spilodun ther Vrankon. 
 Thar vaht thegeno gelih,      nichein soso Hluduig  
  snel indi kuoni      thaz uuas imo gekunni. 
 52  Suman thuruhskloug her,      suman thuruhstah her, 
  her skancta cehanton      sinan fian2 
  bitteres lides.      So, uue hin hio thes libes! 
      ?  Gilobot si thiu Godes kraft      Hluduig uuarth sigihaft 
 56   joh allen heiligon thanc      sin uuarth ther sigikamf. 
 Uuolar abur Hluduig      kuning unser salig, 
  so garo soser hio uuas      so uuar soses thurft uuas. 
 Gihalde inan thruhtin      bi sinan ergrehtin. 

LUDWIGSLIED, TRANSLATION 
A Teutonic rhyme in pious memory 
of King Ludwig son of Ludwig even he king 

 
  1 ? A king I know,      he is called Ludwig, 
  who is happy to serve God:      I know he rewards him. 
As a child he became an orphan;  for him that was soon redressed, 
  4   God fetched him      he became his foster son. 
  He gave him capabilities,      lord-like retainers, 
                                                                 
1 Should be sinan. 
2 Should be fianton 
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  Throne here among the Franks:   so, may he use it for long. 
 That he shared      soon with Karlman, 
  8  his brother,      the numerous pleasures.  
  ? When all this was brought to an end    God wanted to try him,3 
  if he so young      could endure labour. 
 He let heathen men      come from overseas 
12  that the Frankish people      may consider its sins. 
 Among some already lost      some were saved;4       
  harmfulness endured      those ere misbehaving. 
 He who then was a thief      and had escaped it alive, 
16  took his fast;      he was thereafter a good man. 
 One was a liar,      one was a robber, 
  one fully loose      and he mended himself. 
  ? The King was away      the realm all confused 
20  Christ was enraged      unfortunately it suffered for it. 
 But God had mercy      he knew all the need 
  he called upon Ludwig      at once to ride thither. 
 ’Ludwig my King      help my people 
24  the Northmen have      firmly pressed.’ 
 Then Ludwig said:      ’Lord, so do I, 
  if death me not prevent,      all that You have bidden.’ 
  ? Then he took leave of God,      raised the war standard, 
28  rode thither to the Franks      towards the Northmen. 
 They thanked God,       those who awaited him, 
  everybody quoth: ‘My Lord    so long have we waited for you.’ 
 Then loudly spoke      Ludwig the good: 
32  ’Console yourself retainers      my men in arms.5 
 God sent me here      and asked me himself, 
  if you found it wise,      here to fight. 
 I shall not spare myself      till I have saved you. 
36 ? Now I will that you follow me      all those kindly to God.  
 Our being here is granted      as long as Christ will,  
  If he wants our destruction   he has the power to bring it about. 
 Everyone who here in fighting      carries God’s will  
40  and escape with his life,      I shall reward. 

                                                                 
3 Literally ‘his’, i.e. what was his, namely Ludwig.  
4 The meaning of ‘some’ draws towards ‘several’. 
5 This line is crucial, but difficult to translate into English, cf. the section 
Gesillon and Notstallon in Ludwigslied. 
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  If he stays in there      (I shall) reward his kin.’ 
 Then he took shield and spear,      valiantly he rode, 
  wanted to reveal the truth      to his antagonists.  
44 ? Then it was not long      before he found the Northmen, 
  he praised God,      he sees what he demanded. 
 The King rode bravely      sang a pious song 
  and everyone sang together:      ”Kyrie eleison”. 
48 The song was sang,      the combat was begun, 
  the blood shone in the cheeks,      the Franks played. 
 Then every thane fought,      but none like Ludwig, 
  nimble and brave,      it was his nature. 
52 Some were smashed,      some were pierced, 
  he gave on the spot      to his enemies 
  bitter suffering.      So, woe forever to their lives! 
  ? Praised be God’s strength,      Ludwig was victorious 
56  and thanks to all holy ones;      his was the battle victory. 
 All well to Ludwig      our blessed King; 
  he was always prepared      wherever there was distress.  
 May the Lord keep him      in his grace. 

      * 

THE FORMAL STRUCTURE 
The poem consists of 59 lines. Each line is divided into two half-lines with an 
in-rhyme. Often, but not always, there are three stressed syllables in each 
half-line. Ludwigslied is, in other words, composed in the style introduced by 
Otfrid a generation earlier, in his Evangelienbuch . In Scandinavia, we recognise 
the metre from medieval ballads, but the earliest examples are found on 
rune-stones, as in the metrically very precise rune-stone prayer from the first 
part of the eleventh century in the Mälar Valley: 
                                        _         _     _                   _         _        _     

Guð hialpi selu þeira,     bæt þan til kunni gærva 
God help their souls     better than (they) could do (themselves). (SÖ197) 

Generally speaking Ludwigslied is not that iambic, but some of its lines are, 
e.g. line two: 
                                      _         _      _                    _              _      _     

ther gerno Gode thionot:     ih uueiz her imos lonot. 
who is happy to serve God:     I know he rewards him. 
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and probably also the concluding prayer, l. 59, where the scribe has perhaps 
forgotten an ‘e’ in the word ergrehtin (era and gireht — honour and right) 
which ought to be eregrehtin: 
                                        _       _      _                     _        _   _     

Gihalde inan thruhtin     bi sinan eregrehtin. 
May the Lord keep him     in his grace. 

Similar to the elegiac distich, the hexameter used by Venantius Fortunatus 
when praising the Merovingians, two lines most often form a period and thus 
also a pair. However, the uneven number of lines, 59, indicates that this is not 
always the case. 

A pair of lines can be arranged as a series of main clauses, perhaps 
attached to a subordinate one (cf. ll. 19 and 20; or 13 and 14), but the 
combination in which the third half-line is an inserted subordinate clause is 
also common (cf. ll. 33 and 34). Finally, a pair of lines may consist of an 
enumeration in three half-lines and a conclusion in the last (cf. ll. 17 and 18). 
Because of the relatively strict paired character of the lines, the freestanding 
single ones break the pattern, and they are indeed singled out. Lines 35 and 
36, which do not form a pair, are examples of this, and between them we find 
the point of no return in the narrative. The first line tells us about Ludwig’s 
self-sacrificing loyalty, i.e. his character, the second one refers to the strength 
of his will, i.e. his agency. On two occasions the author needs three lines to 
express his opinion, and both times the context is a battle. The first time, ll. 
39–41, the author, through his mouthpiece Ludwig, is concerned with reward 
for bravery in combat. Reward should not depend on the survival of the 
brave, but on his bravery, i.e. his willingness to take part. The second passage, 
ll. 52–54, describes Ludwig’s frightful skills when it comes to molesting his 
antagonists. We can reasonably assume that matters related to fighting, the 
profession as well as the technicalities involved, is dear to presumptive 
readers and listeners. That, in turn, explains the inclination to become verbose 
at certain points, and to indulge in a three-liner: it is good to be furious in 
battle, and as family men, warriors should be richly rewarded whatever their 
personal fate may be. Since there are two three-liners, the poem could have 
ended with line 58, but this is not the case. Instead, the poem ends with a 
single line, Gihalde inan thruhtin bi sinan ergrehtin, which means ‘May the Lord 
keep him in his grace’, but sounds more like ‘may the Lord keep him among 
his trusted’. 

In addition to being a poem of in-rhyming half-lines forming a long-line, 
and two long-lines forming a pair, the poem can also be divided into a 
number of small sections with simple headings. The Introduction runs from 
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line 1 to line 8. Visitation and Penance fill lines 9 to 18. The Political Problem 
is presented in lines 19 to 26. Problem Solution is described from line 27 to 54, 
but it is divided into two: Prelude from line 27 to line 43, and Execution from 
line 44 to 54. Lines 55 to 59 are the Concluding Lines. In other words, there 
seem to be six sections in the poem, but if we analyse the long prelude, ll. 27–
43, we find that it falls into two parts, and the dividing line runs between the 
two freestanding lines 35 and 36. With line 35, all necessary preparations 
come to an end, and in line 36, Ludwig stands out as the forceful action-
taking leader. 

If we apply the criteria identified by Norr (1998) as those by which we 
can recognise a king, we find that Ludwig has fulfilled all three of them when 
we have reached line 35. The first concerns genealogy and Ludwig’s 
inheritance. There is no enumeration of forefathers, but the fact that God 
made him his foster-son, when he and his brother Karlman became orphans, 
indicates that his descent is the right one. The second criterion is the 
designation as king by another king. In Ludwig’s case, the designation is 
conspicuous, since God addresses him as ‘Ludwig my king  ́in line 23, before 
he asks him to solve the problems caused by the Northmen. The third 
criterion is acclamation by the people, or some sort of convention repre-
senting the people. Despite the fact that everybody refers to Ludwig as their 
lord, acclamation is what Ludwig seeks, when he indirectly alludes to his 
designation saying: ‘God sent me here and asked me himself, if you found it 
wise, here to fight’. There is no formal acclamation or lifting up on a shield by 
the people, and Ludwig’s humble attitude towards the aristocracy in line 32 
would seem to fit a feudal society. None the less, what Ludwig gains 
between line 35 and 36 is the necessary collective support. Whatever the roots 
of these three criteria, within the context of north-western Europe they are, as 
Norr points out in his analysis of the Scandinavian sources, relevant for 
pagan as well as Christian societies, at least when society is facing a crisis. 

The reason for splitting the pair, ll. 35–36, into two should, in other 
words, be sought in the fact that Ludwig’s transformation to active kingship 
takes place between these two lines. The ‘now’ introduced in line 36 is thus 
not a filler; on the contrary it is the start of something great. Turning back to 
the sectioning of the poem, seven lines fall out as beginning lines, namely: 1, 
9, 19, 27, 36, 44 and 55. This series divides the poem into seven parts, and it is 
very close to a series with the number 9 as a module: 1, 9, 18, 27, 36, 45 and 54. 
Because the poem is composed of line pairs, the module would seem 
awkward, but it is still a sign of the wish to impose a certain structure on the 
narrative. 
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1        9         19     27      36     44        55         actual rhythm 
                                                                         
1        9        18      27      36      45      54          ideal rhythm 
 

The poem consists of six equally long sections, and a seventh, which is half as 
long as the other ones. The concluding lines, 55–59, have the character of a 
prayer. They stand out as short and pregnant, and break off the evenly 
spaced narrative, just as the reader or listener has started to get acquainted 
with it. Breaking off in line 59, rather than coming to an end in what would 
have been line 63, creates a striking silence similar to the one we hear when a 
ventilator suddenly stops. This effect might well be the point of the short 
conclusion. However, there is an alternative explanation to be considered. 
The conclusion is in the passed tense, and we get the impression that Ludwig, 
who ‘was’ victorious, ‘had’ the battlefield and ‘was’ prepared, is no longer 
among us. This is slightly odd, because at the beginning of the poem he is 
present and God is rewarding him, rather than keeping, literarily ‘holding’, 
him in his grace. Thus, it is possible that the last lines were added to a heroic 
poem about the victorious and living Ludwig, when his death demanded an 
obituary.  

In line 54 we find a composition intended to produce a full stop. The 
first half-line carries a sentence, which started with line 53, to an end. The 
second half-line, however, is an inference dressed as a proclamation. This 
line, 54b, makes good use of that kind of linguistic plasticity which is the 
result of expressing oneself mainly in a monosyllabic mode: So we hin hio thes 
libes! – So, life’s (thes libes) woe (we) forever (hio) upon them (hin). Editors 
point out that hin and hio  ought to be written in and io, and that the scribe on 
more than one occasion uses a Romanised orthography with an ‘h’ before ‘e’ 
and ‘i’. Whether or not the ‘h’ was sounding, as it occasionally does in ‘what’ 
and ‘when’, is difficult to say, but the alliteration is, none the less rather easy 
to hear. It is also quite clear that in a rhythmical and melodic aspect the half-
line would fit a small string of notes, a sentence melody in a Doric key: d, a, g, 
f, e, f, d – a distinctive ornament in Gregorian chant. This means that line 54 
could have been a concluding line in a poem or in a section. Eventually, after 
Ludwig´s death, the 54 lines were supplied with a prayer, thus creating the 
poem we know today. According to this argument, Ludwigslied may be only a 
fragment of the original poem, edited and recited as an obituary by means of 
supplying it with a prayer. Ludwigslied is obviously well suited for public 
recital, and it would be possible to sing at least parts of it, as the concluding 
line or half-line in each section, or the concluding acclamatio, ll. 55–59, or just 
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59. As it happens, the bursting out in song plays a role in the poems itself, l. 
47 (cf. Green 1994, pp. 65 ff. and 106 with ref.).  

Ludwigslied is a straightforward, linear narrative. It has nothing of the 
subtle circumlocutions and detours that mark an epic such as Beowulf, or 
obscure Norse poems such as Ynglingatal. Ludwigslied stands out as modern 
and transparent also in comparison with Venantius Fortunatus’ Latin poem 
to Lupus, commemorating Lupus’ victory over the Saxons and Danes three 
hundred years earlier. The authors praise Lupus and Ludwig for the same 
kinds of feat, but the panegyric compositions differ. They start in a similar 
manner, referring to the past, but soon they diverge. Ludwigslied continues to 
lay out its sections in a row, until it breaks off, with very little notice, having 
reached its end and Ludwig´s victory. The Lupus poem, on the other hand, 
soon introduces shifts into the narrative, and turns the poem into a hall-based 
loop (Herschend 1998b, pp. 94 ff.). In both poems, journey and victory 
correspond with the composition, but they do so in different ways, because 
the ideals of the world have changed. 

THE SOCIAL ROLE-PLAY 
There are several possible interpretations of Ludwigslied and a long history of 
interpretation. None the less, after Elisabeth Berg’s seminar paper in 1964, 
there is a divide between older interpretations stressing the Germanic echoes 
in the poem, and later interpretations interested in a political understanding 
of the text. This latter attitude is characteristic of Yeandle (1989). From the 
point of view of the present study, it is essential to stress the ideological 
qualities of the poem in order to make the contrast between pagan and early 
Christian kingdoms the more evident. Regretfully, such an analysis will not 
do justice to the literary qualities of the poem. 

LUDWIGSLIED, MAN AND POEM 
The poem tells the story of King Ludwig, who wins a battle against those 
Northmen, whom we call Vikings. This battle is believed to have taken place 
some time during the summer of AD 881. The Ludwig in question is 
considered to have died in a hunting accident little less than a year later, in 
the summer of AD 882. Fouracre (1989) describes this as an accident within 
quotation marks. The Latin introduction, which is obviously younger than 
the poem itself, tells us that Ludwigslied is a Teutonic rhyme in memory of 
King Ludwig, but, as noted above, Ludwig seems to be alive and well at the 
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beginning, as if the poem was a panegyric composed in memory of his 
success. As the poem now stands, the tone of pious commemoration at the 
end is similar to the one hinted at in the introduction. In my opinion, this 
discrepancy is best explained as the result of the revising of an original poem, 
composed in AD 881, to fit the situation after Ludwig’s death in AD 882. In this 
revised edition, Ludwig is probably presented as more distinctly related to 
the high ideals about the connection between God and kings.  

Ludwig stands in a close relationship with God, independent of his 
being alive or dead. He is, in a way, always alive. The timeless character of 
the poem is underlined by the fact that it does not mention whether or not the 
battle against the Northmen is the Battle of Saucourt. That is an irrelevant 
fact. The point is Ludwig’s overall moral excellence, and his role as a paragon 
in a social context. 

WHAT KIND OF POEM IS LUDWIGSLIED?  
The aim of Ludwigslied is to commemorate an event, which has become a part 
of the past. The author intends to stress the ideological and social significance 
of the event, as well as those involved in it. It is a matter of commemorating a 
complex memory, and not a matter of simplified or supposedly objective 
documentation. The poem celebrates the Frankish victory over some North-
men, but it is not concerned with placing these intruders, or what they 
represent, into their proper historical context. Instead, the aim is to make a 
portrait of Ludwig as the kind of king who leads victorious Franks. By 
leading them and respecting them he becomes worthy of our homage. The 
intention is to show that Ludwig’s victory stands out as the result of a 
leadership in moral, ideological and social terms, without, however, stressing 
his warlike exploits more than absolutely necessary. For this reason the 
poems reminds us of a didactic poem, making good use of a king who was 
exactly what he ought to be. 

The poem is so close to the events, which it describes, that it cannot fit 
them into a historical perspective. Moreover, the battle is not one of several 
deeds performed by Ludwig in his royal career. It is his one and only feat. We 
are probably correct in assuming that it is his first act as a king, although this 
is not clearly stated and the situation in which he acts is a typical one. Even 
the introduction hints that the poem, although originally composed for a 
living king, was soon adapted to an ideal, which does not presuppose a living 
king, only a king with the right standards. Of course, Ludwig’s real life career 
as a one-off king and youth, untimely called away, invites the creation of the 
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kind of non-storiated paragon, which in its day had eternal as well as 
immediate implications. 

If we favour this interpretation, we must also be prepared to assume 
that the poem draws on an occasional poem, originally composed to 
commemorate Ludwig’s victory, in much the same way as Venantius 
Fortunatus’ first poem to Duke Lupus (cf. Carminae VII. 7). 

GOD THE FATHER IN LUDWIGSLIED 
Everything has a reason in Ludwigslied. It is one of its fundamental ideas that 
there should, indeed, be reason, and that reason should be clear and 
controlled. Ultimately, God is everything’s reason and foundation. God in 
Ludwigslied turns out to be quite human. He acts as a good leader for his 
people and those loyal to him, despite his being rather stern. We recognise 
the Old Testament God rather than the divine novelty of the Trinity. 

In Ludwigslied, God sees everything, and he is, indeed, a father. We can 
take it for granted that in the poem, Christ is God’s son and that he has a 
mind of his own. Ludwig is pointed out to us as no less than God’s foster-
child and, thus, at least in social terms, God’s son. When God saw the 
predicament of the fatherless Ludwig, he stepped in as a substitute with very 
clear educational principles. The Holy Spirit does not take part in the events 
in Ludwigslied, not even as a messenger. On the contrary, it is God the Father 
who acts in person by making things happen, and by inciting Ludwig to take 
the initiative, thereby testing his ability. We can say that God instigates 
different events, in order to impel people to find righteousness their natural 
way of behaving themselves. In so doing, his prime target is not mankind in 
general, but rather his own people, i.e. the Franks, who belong to God. God’s 
aim is the amelioration of his people, but since he is a remote figure acting 
through Ludwig, he resembles the equally distant pre-Christian king. In the 
poem, this pagan distance can also be found in the description of Ludwig. 
God’s part in the relationship with Ludwig has a good deal in common with 
Rígr’s attitude to Konr. They are both interfering deities, ordering and 
explaining society to the satisfaction of kings and aristocracy. They clear the 
way for ideological transition, in similarity with Christ, God, Venus and 
Cupid in Venantius Fortunatus’ epithalamium to Sigibert and Brunhild of AD 
566. (cf. George 1992; 1995; Herschend 1998b, pp. 94 ff.). 

One example of God acting in the spirit of The Old Testament is the way 
in which he intends to bring Ludwig to a test and the way he arranges it. To 
make the test appropriate, God allows the Northmen, who are probably not 
his people, to get a firm harassing grip on the Franks, who are definitely 
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God’s people, although not all of them are good. His purpose is twofold: he 
wants to give the Franks a chance to repent their way of life, and he wants 
Ludwig to get a chance to save them from their tormentors, when the Franks 
have learned their lesson. They have already been terrorised by the 
Northmen for a while and seem more than ready to be saved. If Ludwig 
succeeds, he will live up to everybody’s expectations, including God’s. 
Ludwig manages to defeat the Northmen, and God obtains his goals. He gets 
a better people, i.e. fewer sinners, as well as a king who matches the 
expectations of both God and people. Moreover, there are some additional 
spin-offs. God consolidates his own position and, at the same time, the 
proper social order. Therefore it is essential to note that the people, who are 
longing for Ludwig and his help in ll. 29–30, act in a very decent way, 
begging rather than demanding. Ludwig’s respect for the aristocracy and 
their loyalty to him are as important as the fact that he turns to the nobles for 
support only after he has talked to the people, ll. 33–34. 

Starting with God, at the very top of the social order, and looking down 
at the lower layers, we have seen how God, Ludwig, the aristocracy, the 
people and the Northmen each have been given their place in this social 
order, together with a function to fulfil in the system. We can, therefore, start 
to wonder how Christ, the last of the characters involved, fits in. Let us take 
one step down the social ladder, from the father, and see what the world 
looks like from a filial point of view. 

SONS IN LUDWIGSLIED 
Christ and Ludwig are God’s sons. Ludwig, the foster-child is in focus, while 
the true son is a bystander. We sense a possible conflict between God and 
Christ over the Northmen issue: how should the crisis be handled, and how 
should they be stopped? Christ is mentioned twice, in line 20 and 37. In line 
20 we understand that he is cross, and consequently we can pity the realm. 
The realm is more than the land or the country, because in the preceding line 
we have been told that ‘the realm was confused’. A realm is thus made up of 
the people in a land, the inhabitants. God, who is not cross, turns to Ludwig 
for a helping hand, speaking directly to him in a very explicit way. From 
literary evidence, it is hard to imagine that a contemporary pagan king would 
have expressed himself so transparently. God is a modern and rational ruler, 
and Ludwig his obedient tool. The second time Christ is mentioned is in line 
37, just before the armies of Franks and Northmen clash, when Ludwig says 
that it is for Christ to decide whether or not we survive in battle. Christ’s 
power in matters of life and death is something Ludwig wants us not to 
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forget. As readers we can combine these concerns with the situation in line 
20, where Christ is huffy, God fair and Ludwig helpful, and draw the 
conclusion that Ludwig takes part in a political conflict between God and 
Christ. Having sided with God, Ludwig wants at the same time to pay 
homage to Christ. Therefore he points out that his co-operation with God 
does not diminish Christ. 

If Christ decides whether we live to see the end of the battle or not, it 
strikes the reader with a normal attitude to survival that Ludwig, at the head 
of his army, has good reasons to pay his respects to Christ. Christ’s role in 
matters of life and death is indirectly touched on in Ludwig’s answer to 
God’s request for help in ll. 24–25. Ludwig declares that if death does not 
prevent him, he shall do whatever the Lord bids him to do. Since God is not 
planning to put an end to Ludwig, Ludwig’s answer points to Christ’s role as 
a factor of power. Ludwig has got himself into a political fix and he knows 
about it. 

We might wonder how Christ became cross in the first place. There 
could of course have been a number of reasons for that, not least political 
ones (cf. Yeandle 1989). Some of the more subtle ones are worth speculating 
about. It may be that Christ demands more from people than God, and he 
might therefore wish to give the people a more memorable dose of North-
men terror. That is to say that Christ is more Christian than God, and more 
rational inasmuch as the terror seems to be an effective way of bringing about 
penance. With only a hundred years to go, Christ could also have his work 
for the judiciary bench on Judgement Day in mind. However, the conflict 
between God and Christ is most probably modelled on the great number of 
similar father and son conflicts in royal families, conflicts, which transmit 
themselves as a breath of cold air between the sons. From a cosmological 
perspective, it is naturally interesting that the picture of Heaven contains a 
political conflict of court or family character. With reference to the problems 
experienced by Carolingian royalty in the late ninth century and an analysis 
of the poem in its political context, we could venture to say that Christ could 
symbolise certain clerical or secular circles with a negative attitude to Ludwig 
(cf. Yeandle 1989; Kemper 1989). Be that as it may, it does not change the 
picture of God as an emperor with family troubles. 

Making a metaphor for Heaven out of court politics gives a flavour of 
Arianism to the poem in the sense that Christ is similar to God, but of another 
kind. That belief was held by the Arians, and so was the notion that God and 
Christ are father and son rather than two thirds of the same being, something 
which holds true also for Ludwigslied. The fact that the Holy Spirit is not 
present suggests its insignificance, especially when it becomes clear that 
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Ludwig fulfils the duty as divine messenger, a role that could be played by 
the Holy Spirit. Although in several ways this reminds us of Arianism, it 
must be stressed that Arianism was a forgotten issue around the year AD 900, 
and the poem is by no means a religious plea for a revival. It is a mirror of the 
political conflicts of its day, and as such it is interesting as an example of a 
traumatic social situation leading to an unorthodox or woolly religious 
interpretation. The poem is meant to make the traumatic understandable, by 
linking the Christian cosmology to the political situation. It gives rise to one 
or two unorthodox opinions, not least in promoting a picture of Heaven as a 
mini-pantheon where God, Christ and Ludwig talk and behaving in a 
polytheistic or dynastic way. 

If Christ is difficult to work out, Ludwig is obvious and straightforward 
in his role as a foster-child in God’s home. In Ludwig’s development, we can 
easily discern an echo of that ideal of maturing, which plays such an 
important role in the first part of Beowulf (cf. Herschend 1998b pp. 77 ff.): early 
in life, the youth or child benefits from the unconditional goodness of an 
older man of superior social status. Later in life, this goodness must be 
matched by the young man, who should be willing to offer his life for the 
older man who showed him goodness when he was a child. If the young 
man fulfils his obligations he is rewarded, and having played this game of 
reward and devoted action for a number of rounds, the young man matures 
into an accomplished adult. In principle, Ludwig’s development runs along 
these lines, but compared to the development of Beowulf, Ludwigslied gives a 
simplified and somewhat altered picture. In Beowulf, the contract between 
lord and retainer is a matter of free will, and the presumptive lord has no 
right to demand help. The end product is mutual perfection. It is not 
primarily a relationship between father and son, governed by a father who 
has decided to test his son’s personal qualities. On the contrary, the pre-
Christian ideal has a wider social implication. It aims at forming the 
personality, which is expected from men in a specific, aristocratic, stratum of 
society. That is why Beowulf is not immediately allowed to help King 
Hroðgar, or to use his hall as a trap for Grendel. Beowulf must first be tried 
and checked out before he can be trusted with solving the conflict, which in 
itself is a test. In Ludwigslied, the author does not stress the increasing pressure 
put on the youth, in order to shape him into an ideal man, but the description 
is, none the less, an echo of the pre-Christian ideal. That Ludwig is prepared 
to die for his master is confirmation of this, and so is the fact that he is called 
‘good’ just before attacking the Northmen (cf. Herschend 1998b, pp. 73 ff.). In 
part, his actions are determined by the pagan ideal of aristocratic action 
conduct and life. 
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Ludwig’s journey is neither a tour, nor a passage. In the poem, it leads 
nowhere, and it is only from other sources that we know that the battle stood 
at Saucourt. The landscape is not of any interest, and the journey is neither a 
journey out into the wilderness, nor a journey from any particular place. It is 
an excursion from faraway to where the problems are located, which 
happens to be at the border of the country, or at least at one end of it. 
Nevertheless, wilderness is represented by water, since in line 11 it says: lietz 
her heidine man obar seo lidan—’he (i.e. God) let heathen men find their way 
across the sea’. There is no apparent reason for pointing out their voyage, 
because only their presence is needed. This reference to water should make 
us aware that these heathen men, the Northmen, are the equivalents of 
Grendel and his mother, coming up from their mere in order to harass King 
Hroðgar. 

In Beowulf, we understood that it is not enough to defeat an enemy 
within the boundaries of the civilised world. Eventually, we will have to 
plunge into the wilderness to win the final victory. In the Lupus poem, Lupus 
took the trouble of meeting the intruders in the wetland and drowning them 
in the river Lahn. In contrast to Ludwig, Lupus confronted the intruders in 
their own evil element, and the features of the landscape were so essential 
that Venantius engaged himself in some geographical namedropping 
(Herschend 1998b pp. 106 f.). The excursion in Ludwigslied is, in other words, 
no more than an allusion to the pre-Christian tour. This allusion works in the 
same way as the allusions to the pre-Christian goodness contract (cf. 
Herschend 1998b pp. 149 ff.). Such faint echoes of earlier ideals are also 
present in the metaphor used to describe what it means to die in battle. In line 
41 it says: bilibit her thar inne sineme kunnie—’if he stays in there (I shall) 
reward his kin’. This means that battle represents the interface of an abutting 
reality, which, literally speaking, could be entered. In the Beowulfian tour, the 
underwater hall of Grendel’s mother represents the battle as a space for a trip 
experience, as well as the abutting world. ‘To stay in there’ is, in other words, 
a metaphor reflecting a pre-Christian view of the world. 

If we measure Ludwig against those ideals which surrounds the pre-
Christian king, it is obvious that Ludwig lacks the divine qualities 
characterising this ideal. As a typical contrast to Ludwig, we can point to 
King Hnæf in the Finnsburg Fragment. He had the ability to foresee the 
attack on the Finnsburg hall, although his retainers, who were capable but 
also completely human men, did not understand what was happening, until 
they were confronted with the accomplished fact. The limited insights and 
abilities, which characterise these men, are shared by Ludwig. Not until the 
very attack, the charge, does he ‘see’ (cf. l. 45) what God wants him to do. In 
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my opinion the term is carefully chosen. Although Ludwig is clever, he 
nevertheless lacks a divine or sublime view of reality and therefore his sight 
is limited. In AD 881, only God has real superior insights, and for that reason, 
only he can be said to ‘know all need’ (cf. l. 21). Needless to say, sitting in 
high-settle, sending out ravens, putting one eye into a well or consulting 
Mimer’s head have become redundant procedures. 

In short, the complex pre-Christian ideal of goodness and journey, 
which explained essential parts of the heroic behaviour as well as the 
development of the aristocratic male, has faded in Ludwig and his conduct 
has become a matter of proved and rewarded loyalty. We are approaching 
loyalty as a contractual relationship, which is much closer to the ideal of the 
second part of Beowulf than the first. This becomes evident when Beowulf 
remembers how he was rewarded by his king as a consequence of having 
fought for him (ll. 2993–96; cf. below pp. 156 ff.). The ideal in Ludwigslied is the 
developed relationship between a king, in this case God, and his aristocratic 
servant, Ludwig. Let us therefore see how aristocracy is valued in Ludwigs-
lied. 

GISELLON AND NOTSTALLON IN LUDWIGSLIED 
There is no mention of ‘the aristocracy’, let alone of the concept of aristocracy. 
Nevertheless, we can infer the existence of this stratum in society. The 
relationship with aristocracy is a fundamental parameter in the historical 
situation reflected by Ludwigslied (cf. Kemper 1989; Fouracre 1989). When 
Ludwig rides off to that part of the country where the Northmen have 
landed, perhaps somewhere in Somme, he arrives at a place, which probably 
is Saucourt. Here he meets with the Franks, who are eagerly waiting for him. 
Those who are expecting him are in all probability precisely those people 
who have been exposed to the ravaging Northmen. They have repented their 
sins, fasted and become pious and good. In other words, it is the people who 
awaits him. When Ludwig arrives, he speaks to his gisellon and his notstallon. 
Whatever the precise meaning of these two terms, they signify Ludwig’s 
men—probably both those riding with him, and some which he meets in 
Saucourt. The terms are hardly meant to include all those waiting for him, 
because the point of talking to these two groups of men is to let them take 
part in the strategic decisions concerning the battle. There is no doubt that the 
common people want to get rid of the Northmen and that Ludwig is their 
only hope. But the way to get rid of the marauders and the suitable time for 
crushing them can be discussed. This is the question addressed by Ludwig 
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and therefore he does not speak to the people, because all they can do is to 
choose between him and the Northmen with their training programme. 

The common people know only their own distress, and all they want is 
to be delivered. In all probability, they have no preferences about strategy, 
and therefore, it is reasonable to infer that Ludwig is talking to those around 
him who may have something to add. They are the giselleon and not[igi]-
stallon. In German, ‘Geselle’ still means journeyman, companion or fellow, 
but the connection with the word sal, i.e. is ‘hall’, does not suggest itself im-
mediately. However, in the ninth century, the connection was indeed self-
evident, and the word means ‘hall companion’, referring to a young man and 
a member of a selected group, related to the upper stratum of society. 

It is not equally evident what a notstallo  is. It occurs in this form only in 
Ludwigslied. From the context we can infer that it signifies someone who is 
similar to a gesilleo, yet different. A brief passage in Otfrid IV.16,3–8 (Erdmann 
1957) may spread some light over the obscure term. Here, the disciples in 
Gethsemane are referred to as notigistallon and githigini. When Jesus is 
arrested, those who walk with him, the notigistallon, are also captured (ll. 3–4), 
and Otfrid says that the event in the garden meant that Jesus no more had his 
githigini, i.e. that he had lost his servants. The word is derived from the verb 
þegian, which means ‘to serve’. From other sources we understand that 
githigini are related to the household (cf. Green 1965, p. 100). This means that 
the retinue surrounding Jesus in his capacity as king, ther alla worolt nerita—
‘he who nourishes the whole world’, is made up in the same way as Lud-
wig’s: one part is linked to the household, the githigini or gisellon, the other to 
the scene of action, the notstallon and notigistallon. It seems that Otfrid wants 
to point out the inadequacy of the martial structure of his own day, when it 
comes to the battle fought by Christ inasmuch as Christ’s followers were of 
no help to him in Gethsemane (cf. Green 1965, p. 334). The plural forms, 
gisellon and notstallon, make it reasonable to assume that the words corres-
pond to two groups of men, who together make up the party addressed by 
Ludwig. Because they are Ludwig’s men and because they have a say, their 
relation to Ludwig is probably relatively close. 

The formal meaning of notstallo  is contained in the words stallo, which 
means ‘someone with a connection to a stable’, and not, which means ‘need’. 
A not[igi]stallo  is, in other words, ‘a stableman at need’, that is, a stableman 
when we need one. Thus, he is of a more occasional character than a gistallo, 
for whom there is probably a constant need. Gesilleo and notstallo are 
Ludwig’s picked troops, so to speak. 

There is another word connected with ‘stable’ that should be mentioned 
here, namely stallari, which means ‘stable master’ and ‘marshal’. Although 
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the rank of a stallari can vary, he is, none the less, an official responsible for 
the stables and everything that goes with it, such as men and horses. In other 
words, the rank and power of a stallari is based on the strategic importance of 
the cavalry. 

However, the meaning of stallo could also be influenced by the Latin 
stabularius, which means ‘innkeeper’, and the same humble services are 
performed by today’s ‘stableman’ or ‘stable lad’. Stallo  may, therefore, have 
had similar meaning. Nevertheless, given the context, in which Ludwig uses 
notstallon, it is more likely that the word refers to a prominent part of 
Ludwig’s army, namely the called-out cavalrymen, i.e. soldiers who could be 
under the command of a stallari or in Latin a stabulator. 

When Ludwig speaks to the gesilleon and notstallon, he speaks to the best 
parts of his feudal army, his housecarls and his called-out cavalrymen and 
seeks their support. He is in other words speaking to those in whose 
company he will die if they do not fear their fellowship to die with him. 
These men are socially obliged to follow him; indeed, it is their profession. 
There is no sharp division between hall companions and stablemen, and 
Ludwig’s way of expressing himself seems to reflect the origin of the army. 
One part is the personal retainers, who, to begin with, were no more than the 
housecarls of a hall owner. The other part is the necessary addition to this 
retinue, when cavalry becomes an essential and expensive part of martial 
strategy. Together they form an aristocracy with a pronounced martial 
character, and when Ludwig approaches them, he does so in the knowledge 
that they must respect him in his capacity as a Carolingian lord (cf. Green 
1965). 

To get a wider perspective on Ludwig’s approach to the situation, we 
can, for a moment, compare it to the way Earl Byrhtnoth acted in the poem 
about the battle of Maldon (Laborde 1936). This poem about defeat is also a 
story about the lack of loyalty among some of the earl’s followers, and thus 
also a eulogy in praise of old-fashioned loyalty. Despite being two hundred 
years younger than Ludwigslied, Maldon reflects a non-feudal relationship 
between lord and retainers, in the sense that the lord is always right in his 
decisions, even when they turn out to be wrong, and, therefore, the retainers 
must be loyal. Byrhtnoth acts like a father for his men to such a degree that he 
educates his soldiers before the battle, and before he joins with his retinue 
(Maldon ll. 17–24). The only hint of any criticism against him can be detected 
in the word describing his decision to make room for the Danes on his side of 
the river, before beginning the battle. In passing, this is said to be a sign of 
ofermod, ‘pride’, and thus probably a sign of an inflated opinion of his own 
capability. This comparison shows that in the last centuries of the first 
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millennium AD, the development of a feudal relationship loyalty between 
lord and retainer is balanced against an older ideal. However, in both poems 
loyalty is problematic. It is handled with care by Ludwig, while the Maldon 
author treats those who are disloyal with despise. If Ludwigslied is modern 
and feudal in spirit, Maldon is old-fashioned and Iron Age. Together they 
demonstrate the slow transformation of upper-class mentality, advocating 
both old and modern ideals. It is also significant that there are no terms 
designating aristocratic services, let alone offices, in Maldon. The earl is the 
king’s officer, but also the leader of his people, the East-Saxons. His retinue is 
a typical royal retinue, representing his people, as well as neighbouring 
peoples in the persons of the sons of well-known men. Also, the reward 
promised by Ludwig to those who participate are absent in Byrhtnoth’s 
speech. Admittedly, Maldon is a fragment, and the lost parts could have 
contained such a speech and such promises, but it seems unlikely. 

Given second thoughts about Ludwig’s promised compensations, it 
must be noted that it is, indeed, slightly odd to put them forward quite 
openly, just before the battle. We would have thought that these problems 
were settled in a more discrete way, with respect for the traditional loyalty, 
which does not negotiate for reward, but takes if for granted, as something 
completely natural. On the other hand, the speech may be authentic, and 
reflect the fact that Ludwig had not had the opportunity to discuss these 
matters with that part of the army, which he met only when he reached 
Saucourt. Be this as it may, among the authors who have taken an interest in 
relating what kings in this part of the world tell their men before they engage 
in battle, Shakespeare was more successful with his Henry the Fifth at 
Agincourt, than our author with his Ludwig at neighbouring Saucourt, not 
least because loyalty defined by a contract had become so common-place and 
so corrupted, that Henry in front of his men could make a point of offering 
money and passport to those who did not want to risk their lives. Real loyalty 
is not a matter of money, but in reality there is not much real loyalty.  

Ludwig’s speech makes sense if we read it as a political statement in the 
retrospect, i.e., composed after the battle was won. It makes even more sense 
if it is addressed to an aristocracy with a raison d’être in executive political 
tasks rather than birthright. It makes less sense if it was meant to encourage 
an army about to engage in battle. It simply underlines the significance of a 
functional aristocracy, that is, an aristocracy without a formalised, con-
tractual, relationship with the king, an aristocracy not yet feudal, but on its 
way to feudality fulfilling social and political functions without formal 
obligations to do so. The functional aristocracy is a step on the way from Iron-
Age aristocracy to feudal. Obviously, the poem is not a reliable analytical 
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description of the political state of Carolingian society. Instead, it is a pattern 
of suitable references. In other words, Ludwig’s speech takes us further away 
from the situation in Maldon, in which we only hear of an aristocracy of hall 
companions. Although some of these roughly twenty men around Earl 
Bryhtnoth are not loyal, they are still easy to compare with the retinue around 
Beowulf, a small collective representing a large one, the people, the Geatas of 
the East Anglians. 

THE PEOPLE IN LUDWIGSLIED 
The people are the only collective in Ludwigslied. God’s great educational 
mission consists in teaching the people Christian virtues, or if you please, 
good manners. The reason for this is simple: Christian virtues constitute the 
collective. The poem has a Catholic view on these matters. It takes rather 
strict pedagogic measures, on God’s part, to make the people understand, 
what we, i.e. God, Ludwig and the author, are expecting of it. Among these 
measures, there is a period of hardship and need, in order to remind the 
people of the lesson it has already learnt. 

Despite the fact that the people is a collective (cf. ll. 13–14), its problems 
are caused by individual or personal sin. By setting the Northmen on the 
people, each and everyone are forced to repent and do penance. It is the 
active deed, expressed by ‘take fast’, which stands as a symbol for the 
individual’s conformation to the collective. This is an essential point, which 
sometimes disappears in translations. The way the poem refers to the people 
in ll. 17–18 with the repeated use of sum,  i.e. ‘someone ... someone  ... 
someone’ is often translated with the series: ‘one ... another .... a third’, as if it 
was a matter of lining up the items. However, that is not the case, instead the 
procedure resembles that of an arbitrary spotlight directed at anonymous 
individuals, elements, in a crowd of people (cf. ll. 15–18). When Ludwig 
comes to relieve the people, all the individualists have already returned to the 
fold. This is signified by the way, in which Ludwig is greeted by everyone, 
i.e. by one and each, but in chorus. The people is a congregation made up by 
individuals, but as such they are rule-abiding and it is in this capacity that 
they become members of a collective. As rule-abiding individuals they 
resemble the members of the Christian congregation. This is why everybody 
starts by calling Ludwig ‘My Lord’ rather than ‘Lord’, whereas later in the 
same period they become ‘we’ — ‘My Lord, so long have we waited for you’ 
(l. 30). The stereotyped expression ‘my Lord’, fro min, is an echo of the 
Migration-Period understanding of the relationship between the lord of a 
household and anyone of its members. This old-fashioned echo makes the 
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contrast with the concluding ‘we’ the more outspoken (cf. Green 1965, pp. 21 
ff. &494 ff.). 

Although ‘the Franks’, with their shining cheeks, in verse 49 could at 
first stand out as a collective, they are split when it comes to fighting. One 
part is, no doubt, the people, the common men in the army. The other part, 
those whose fighting is described, consists of the individual thanes killing 
individual Northmen. As a fighter Ludwig is the role-model for the thanes. 
The aristocracy is addressed separately, and fight individually. Ludwig, i.e. 
the author, starts by addressing groups of aristocrats, and continues to speak 
to them as individuals. Unlike the people, aristocrats make up a collective 
only when a decision has to be made. The people are a natural collective, and 
only when a man from the people deflects does he become an individual, but 
also an anomaly which must be brought back into the collective. The heathen 
Northmen cannot be considered a collective. They are a bunch of individual 
malefactors and sinners killed one by one, some smashed and some pierced 
(l. 52). 

Despite their Christian belief, it is likely that the Franks are guilty of the 
same sins as those embraced by the Northmen. The way they handle their 
sins makes the difference when it comes to their individuality. In a Frank it 
can be remedied, in a Northman it cannot. The difference between the 
aristocracy and the people is that the aristocracy is distinguished by a morally 
satisfying individuality, while that of the people must be neutralised. This is 
why the leading men in Ludwig’s army cannot represent the people. The 
difference between aristocrats and commoners is also demonstrated by the 
fact that when a commoner is ‘good’, it is because he obeys religious 
mandates (l. 16), whereas when Ludwig is ‘good’, it is because he follows the 
old pre-Christian individualistic ideal, acting on his own for the benefit of the 
people (l. 31; cf. Herschend 1998b). 

PARAGON, CRISIS AND CHANGE 
Ludwigslied conveys a series of events forming an exemplum. It addresses 
itself to the upper classes. The social hierarchy, based on religious conviction, 
is justified in a short story, in the centre of which we find a young king and 
his military success. What makes Ludwig interesting in the eyes of the poet is 
the fact that he can be made into an ideal type. The poem is not primarily a 
panegyric to Ludwig, it is a recollection of events, in which Ludwig happen-
ed to take a significant part. Ludwig is always referred to in the third person 
singular, and never addressed. 
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The poem is intended to be propagandistic, inasmuch as the positive 
picture of Ludwig and his standards colours its ideological program. 
Ludwig’s feat, which was the occasion of the poem, is settled in a few lines, 
and so are the horrors which befell the common man at the hands of the 
Northmen. It is the context as such which matters to the poet.  

Considering the seriousness of the events, they are dealt with in a 
demonstratively summary way. Among other things, the poem describes 
how a young man matures and becomes an adult, and in this respect, we can 
compare it to Beowulf (PART I). Whereas Ludwigslied manages to tell its story in 
60 lines, Beowulf requires 2200 to paint the picture. Admittedly, the latter is a 
story about much more, but that is because the understanding of personal 
development is, indeed, of paramount importance for the survival of 
civilisation. In Ludwigslied it is not. In the lied we hear only an echo of the 
earlier ideal. It is tempting to assume that the echo is there only because the 
need for the old ideal becomes so obvious when the new society is seriously 
threatened. When this happens, society is often weakened, and it may well be 
that there is a tendency to perceive the solution to the problem as a change of 
generation. It is, moreover, easy to imagine the young victorious man who 
solves the problems as a splendid character. Development of personality, 
which is what the Beowulfian ideal is concerned with, is a phenomenon 
rooted in pre-Christian ethics and it is echoed in Ludwigslied only because 
the related events constitute one of the type situations of the old ideal. 

The type situation, the attack of the barbarians on the civilised society, is 
a common enough storyline, and in this respect several texts can be 
compared with Ludwigslied. If we succeed in defending ourselves, it is natural 
to focus on the qualities in our society, whereas it is natural to criticise society, 
as well as civilisation, if we are overrun. The latter is the case in Maldon, the 
former in the first Lupus poem (Carminae VII.7), Beowulf (PART I) and 
Ludwigslied. In all four cases, the aggressors are barbarians with Scandinavian 
affiliations: Danes, Saxons and Northmen. If we also include Alcuin’s letter to 
King Æthelred, commenting on the attack on Lindisfarne, we can form a 
small chronological series, which provides examples of praise, as well as 
criticism. The series starts with Lupus AD 566, followed by Alcuin AD 792, 
Ludwig AD 881 and Byrhtnoth AD 996. None of these texts are considerably 
younger than the event on which they are based. The gap, which spans the 
seventh and most of the eighth centuries, is probably a reflection of the actual 
state of affairs when it comes to attacks by Scandinavians (cf. Myhre 1998). 

Despite the difference in time and in the perspective on success, 
catastrophe and ideology, we can, nevertheless, discern a pattern, which, in 
turn, reflects a specific social change: the passage from the Iron Age to the 
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Middle Ages. The actors on the social scene are God, the king, the king’s men, 
the aristocracy and the people. There are also one or two ideological 
specialists. They are the ones behind the texts. 

God, or belief in God’s existence, is present in all the texts, but God acts 
only in Ludwigslied where he behaves very much like a king. The oldest king 
in the series, Sigibert, is, on the other hand, so distant in Venantius’ descrip-
tion of him that he does in fact become rather similar to God. When we 
proceed to Alcuin, he has already made a secular group out of princes, 
aristocrats and perhaps also Æthelred, although the latter is more doubtful, 
and separated them clearly from God in a rank-order system: 

Consider the dress, the way of wearing the hair, the luxurious habits of the princes 
and people. Look at your trimming of beard and hair, in which you have wished to 
resemble the pagans. Are you not menaced by terror of them whose fashion you 
wished to follow. What also of the immoderate use of clothing beyond the needs of 
human nature, beyond the custom of our predecessors? The princes’ superfluity is 
poverty for the people. Such customs once injured the people of God, and made it 
reproach to the pagan races, as the prophet says: "Woe to you, who have sold the 
poor for a pair of shoes", that is, the souls of men for ornaments for the feet (Alcuin, 
quoted from Whitelock 1979, No 193, p.843). 

Alcuin’s outspoken religious criticism of the English upper classes who 
follow the fashion of the barbarians is significant: it suggests that behind the 
adopted vogue there is consent. It is not a matter of the English aristocrats 
being pagan. Instead, the point is the way in which noblemen seek to identify 
themselves with particular manners and certain paragons. This kind of 
behaviour is characteristic of the retainer who seeks to confirm himself in his 
relationship with the lordly. This relationship is signified by moral quality 
expressed in action and appearance, something which Alcuin, as a Christian, 
must be against. To him, a secular lord is a man of superior rank, not a man of 
superior quality. With reference to Dennis Green’s analysis of the Carolingian 
words for ‘lord’ (Green 1965, pp. 19 ff, 405 ff.), we can say that what Alcuin 
describes is the embracing of an attitude which is linked to the old-fashioned 
pagan concept of the fro, despite the Christian notion that the right attitude 
should be connected with the concept of the lord as a herro. 

In Ludwigslied, King Ludwig’s relationship with God is similar to that 
between Lupus and King Sigibert. It would seem that, at a given time, the 
pre-Christian king becomes the new king’s, i.e. God’s man. Although it looks 
as if this process will start a chain reaction, pushing everybody one step 
down the social ladder, it stops at the aristocratic level. In this stratum the 
change is being absorbed. The people continue to be the people. 

It is typical that both kings and aristocrats are somebody’s men. The 
point of being somebody’s man, whether God’s or Byrhtnoth’s, is to be 
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unconditionally loyal when loyalty is agreed on, and, consequently, 
rewarded. This concept is not limited to a martial context, in reality ‘some-
body’s man’ is a person invested with executive power in a society at large 
(cf. Herschend 1992, pp. 161 ff). In the oldest poem, executive power is 
balanced between the king and those men who belong to the hall. Byrhtnoth, 
who is the equivalent of Lupus, still sees himself as the undisputed executive 
leader, and the king’s man, but he is about to discover that his executive 
power is questioned. Questioned, that is, by those of his men who flee the 
battle. In this poem, which tries to deal with defeat, it is natural that an ideal, 
which had nearly disappeared from Ludwig’s success story, i.e. that of 
unconditional loyalty, is revived. It is equally natural that the problems 
involved are pointed out to us, because, as Ludwigslied demonstrated, 
unconditional loyalty is in all probability problematic, inasmuch as it is 
negotiable. These difficulties stem from the contractual character of the 
functional, in our case fighting, hierarchy. When Godwin flees at Maldon, we 
are told that he did so forgetful of the presents Byrhtnoth had given him 
earlier, i.e. it occurred to Godwin that, from a social point of view, he was not 
sufficiently satisfied with his rewards. Call it cowardice or not. 

The problem with the king’s man and, generally speaking, with 
anybody’s man is ideological. It stems from the fact that unconditional 
loyalty, risking one’s life, is something that can be felt only for a ruler of 
divine power, who can secure some kind of reward for his men, even in 
death. When the Christian God is introduced and kings become God’s men, 
rather than demigods, reward becomes a negotiable issue. The technique is 
simple enough. The earlier state without a contract is replaced by a 
contractual relationship, linked to the performance of a certain task. The 
executive power becomes a matter of agreed function, and when that hap-
pens the functional aristocracy, a forerunner of feudalism, has been invented. 
As a type, the functional aristocrat is different from a hall owner, inasmuch as 
the status of the latter is originally based on ownership of inherited land 
rather than position. Hall aristocrats are most visible in the Lupus poems. 
There they are the inhabitants of Sigibert’s hall, together with the dukes 
mentioned at the beginning of the wedding poem to Sigebert and Brunhild. 
They are hinted at in Ludwigslied, but here it is obvious that hall aristocracy 
and functional aristocracy are about to merge. 

If kings are noyhing but chosen both kings and hall aristocrats lose their 
semi-divine status. However, seen from the point of view of nearly all these 
aristocrats, the loss of the semi-divine means emancipation. When they, and 
especially the kings, lose their divine status, it is no longer an indisputable 
moral duty to follow a king. Instead of being unable to flee, Godwin in 
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Maldon gets his chance. For that reason, the first among those who convert 
are those hall owners who do not aspire to become kings.  

The hall aristocrats build their power position on ownership of land and 
on the hall as an institution reflecting the good and orderly society. That is 
why it is natural that king and hall should be the pivot in the Lupus poem. 
Later, when the abdication from divinity has become a fact, the hall aristocra-
cy will have to build its power primarily on the control of land and means of 
production. The hall aristocracy shares this situation with the king who is 
entitled to be the largest landowner. Thus, both can be expected to encourage 
the development of a functional aristocracy bound by contracts. In the end, 
functional aristocracy will be totally incorporated into the hall aristocracy, the 
hall will no longer be a model of social order and the upper classes will have 
absorbed the social change introduced by Christianity. It must also be noted 
that the concept of class is in itself a departure from the principle of comple-
mentarity, and a step towards a Latin and Christian way of organising 
society. The mechanism in the social change means that society creates a 
class, which we can term the aristocracy. It is a class in a moral, economic and 
political sense (cf. Herschend 1998b). 

Attitudes to the people are, in some way, represented in all four texts, 
and they seem to correspond to the ideological and social change. In most 
texts the people equal the free men in a society, and they form a self-evident 
body. At least in some sense, everybody around the king belongs to the 
people, although there are social differences within it. It is with the establish-
ment of a distinct aristocracy that we become able to define the people as 
different, and of lower social order. The price we pay for being included in a 
Christian ideology and belonging to a group is the loss of individuality for 
the members of this group. Membership replaces individuallity.  If we are 
aristocrats, our formal status as members of a congregation is compensated 
by social privilege as well as rank and secular power. If we lack social power, 
as commoners do, we are referred to a pious life. 

The perception of the individual as one of God’s people is the reason 
why instruction is essential in Ludwigslied. This is also the reason why Alcuin 
is exhorting everybody in his letter to Æthelred. When we start to put 
emphasis on membership of congregations, social self-realisation becomes an 
economic, political and moral question of power. It took a while before the 
people became aware of this. 



 120 

THE POEM AS DIFFERENCE 
In the context of this study, Ludwigslied is a modern poem, and it is meant to 
be just that. In contrast to Beowulf, (PART II), which, none the less, is in several 
ways in line with Ludwigslied, the Old High German poem carries nothing of 
the despair, which is the distinguishing mark of the Old English epic. The 
aim of the latter is to depict the decline and fall of pagan ideals, whereas 
Ludwigslied provides a more straightforward example of a transformed 
society. The fact that Ludwigslied also is purposeful, meant to be a description 
of how things are, as a reflection of how, indeed, they ought to be, creates a 
significant difference between Ludwigslied and the other texts hitherto 
discussed. Turning to some of the differences between the poems will make it 
possible to suggest what the point was in writing Ludwigslied. 

The journey is central in Ludwigslied, but it is not a tour or a passage. On 
the contrary, it is a mission. Ludwig goes from one place to another to solve a 
problem. There is a mission to undertake, and nowhere to return to. How-
ever, God has staged everything in order to fulfil the double purpose of 
instructing the Franks and giving Ludwig an opportunity to serve. Because of 
God’s supremacy the world has lost some of its mystery, and although, at 
first, Ludwig could not see what God saw and wanted, it is obvious that God 
saw and knew everything from the very beginning. There is no unknown 
wilderness left to explore within the realm, and no reason to seek a medium 
of transformation in order to reach hidden worlds or abutting realities or 
problems. Still in Venantius’ poem, Lupus’ return from the field to the hall 
was the event that created clarity and satisfaction, but in Ludwigslied the 
return itself does not fulfil any purpose. 

The main reason why the journey in Ludwigslied differs so much from 
the tour is the relationship of the former to selection. In the pagan poems, the 
journey between childhood and manhood was in itself the selection, and 
marriage the confirmation of a successful process of selection. In Ludwigslied, 
the journey is the confirmation of both selection and upbringing. Selection 
comes before anything else, and there is nothing public about it. The journey 
happens to be a suitable way of testing Ludwig, and the scenario is suitable 
for introducing the public acclamation still needed to inaugurate a king. For 
Ludwig, the journey is obviously an experience forming his youth in a way 
that resembles the adventures of his forefathers. From a personal point of 
view, he may well have considered his mission to be his grand tour, and 
although the poem does not expand on the notion of the travel, it is still there. 
However, in the universe of the poem, travel is not necessary. God could 



 121 

have asked for help in one line, and in the next Ludwig could have 
materialised in front of his army at Saucourt. 

The differences between the mission to the outskirts or borders of the 
country and the tour into the wilderness is essential. It is so essential that we 
can base a small typology on it. First, we have the touring kings deliberately 
transgressing borders in order to develop and become good before they settle 
down. Second, we have heroes like Lupus, who are not aggressive, but, when 
forced, set out on a tour and bring themselves and their army out into the 
wilderness in order to stop the intruders in this their own barbaric medium. 
Lupus’ world is still bordering on the unknown. Third, we meet Ludwig, 
whose mission it is to beat the intruders within the borders of the realm. He is 
a peaceful but forceful man, prepared to use his military skills only to defend. 
Thus, Lupus’ position is a compromise made by a Christian author who finds 
himself stuck between pagan and Christian ideals. 

The need to comment on the different journeys has also put its mark on 
the genealogical poem Ynglingatal. As Svante Norr has shown, the poem 
bridges pagan and Christian ideals (Norr 1998, pp. 96 ff.). One of the more 
obvious examples is when the author describes the travelling patterns. In 
contrast to the obscure godly kings in the first part, the kings in the middle 
section are typical transgressors, and they are depicted in a mysterious, and 
perhaps ironic or slightly ridiculing, way. In short, they are semi-divine and 
somewhat primitive, compared to the kings in the Vestfold section (vv. 22–
27), who are the modern ones. The kings of the old society are impotent in a 
way, which reminds us of some of the figures in Beowulf and the tone of 
despair that permeates this poem. The Vestfold kings are different and easy 
to compare with Ludwig, inasmuch as they are forceful but also peaceful. 
They never take on the role of the aggressor, but, nevertheless, they defend 
their realm if it is necessary. In his study of the poem, Krag (1991) observed 
this royal attitude and interpreted it, together with other characteristics, as the 
signs of a Christian poem. However, Svante Norr has shown that it is more 
fruitful to see the poem as a narrative about the transformation of kingship 
and society, composed in the form of a genealogy, building on earlier 
versions. In consideration of this, the half-hearted descriptions of all the 
kings, as well as the striking lack of references to God, are interesting aspects. 
Ynglingatal strikes a balance, advocating the new ideals, without stressing 
their necessary ideological background. The date of the poem is therefore a 
matter of dating the transformation of the society, in which the author 
composed his version of a genealogy. If society was an organised Christian 
kingdom, the lack of references to God is difficult to understand. Were it, on 
the other hand, a pagan society, then the heroes of the poem, the Vestfold 
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kings, come across as complete failures. As long as the progress of 
Christianity in Norway during the Viking Age is still obscure, the poem is 
difficult to date, but its alleged age is by no means unreasonable. The whole 
idea of shaping the genealogy as a tale, rather than just a list of names, stems 
from the fact that the period of transition between pagan and Christian 
society was a very long one in the Scandinavian countries. The division of 
Ynglingatal into three parts, with the longest one in the middle, is a sign that 
Late Iron Age kingship went through a long period of transformation, but 
also that this period ended recently, without having produced a glorious 
past. 

Ludwigslied, on the other hand, is glorious, but without a historic 
perspective, and with only a weak distorted link to former ideals. One of the 
signs of its novelty and difference is its vertical structure. The contacts 
between Ludwig and God or Christ indicate this structure. It is a contact 
between a human and those who dwell in Heaven. The verticality is not 
outspoken and when Ludwig acts, he does so in a horizontal fashion and 
within a realm. Ludwig’s perspective is earthly: he does not descend from 
Heaven, and he sees only that which is immediately in front of him. The only 
one who can see the outside, which is, literally speaking, the overseas, is God 
from his top position in Heaven. 

One of the reasons why we detect the verticality of the social order in 
Ludwigslied is, no doubt, that we, since the days of Ludwigslied, and indeed 
helped by such texts, have become used to looking at the social reality in just 
this way. Ludwigslied is, in other words, an early example of the didactic 
poems, which laid the foundation for a refined upstairs-downstairs model. 
Also, the notion of living ‘inside’, rather than ‘in’, has become familiar to us, 
and so has the idea of a people which like the Franks are unified, chosen, and 
living ‘within’ the boundaries of the civilised world. 

Of the poems analysed so far, only Venantius, in his expression terrenis 
regina toris—‘a queen (Brunhild) for an earthly marriage bed’, has touched on 
the idea that the godly live in another world (Carminae VI.1, l. 115). ‘Earthly’ in 
his text is not a specific reference to the existence of a world above, but in 
view of Venantius’ Christian and Classical education, we take it for more or 
less granted that he thinks of the earthly as somewhere below the heavenly – 
a world apart. If we take the expression at face value, it only refers to 
Brunhild’s divine extraction. In the other poems, it is obvious that we reach 
the divine or supernatural through a landscape, which stands out as a 
medium of transformation. This means that we can travel to the divine world 
by means of the same methods by which we usually travel, if only we 
possess the necessary individual qualities. Swimming and hanging do not 
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bring ordinary people far, but the methods can be useful for Beowulf or 
Óðinn who rely on nobody’s grace when they perform their journeys. 

Yggdrasil, the tree as a metaphor for cosmos (cf. Hastrup 1992), is not 
present in the poems used here, but possibly in Norse mythology and Eddic 
poems. The world as a tree is indeed a metaphor of verticality (cf. Edsman 
1949, pp. 50 ff.; Zachrisson 1998, pp. 137 ff.). However, the geographical 
names, Ásgarðr, Miðgarðr, Útgarðr, designating farms, and several names on 
-heim or -ho?ll, i.e. ‘home’ and ‘hall’, indicate that the tree is a metaphor for one 
world only, a landscape scattered with farms. The word yggdrasil is a kenning, 
literally meaning ‘the horse of fear (yggr)’ and Yggr is a name or heiti for 
Oðinn. As a tree name, Yggdrasil is no doubt odd, but it is a plausible 
expression if we want to allude to the world as the dangerous space in which 
the journey, male tour and female passage, takes place. The idea that the 
world is a tree with a vertical organisation would in other words seem to be a 
secondary meaning of the word. This secondary meaning can of course 
reflect a Christian influence, but in that case, it is a most unorthodox 
influence, since in Christian culture the tree is primarily a metaphor for life, 
the cross and Christ. It seems more reasonable to point out the unity of the 
tree as an organism, and a whole, harbouring all kinds of beings, as the 
nucleus of the metaphor (cf. Zachrisson 1998, pp. 137 ff.; Borgehammar 1991, 
pp. 344 f.). The verticality of the tree should not be overemphasised; on the 
contrary we ought to stress that in pagan cosmology there is only one world. 
The sky covers it as a ceiling, not as a world above. Steinsland’s analysis 
which emphasises the tree as a metaphor for time-related change rather than 
for cosmos, fits in with the present view upon the character of the Iron Age 
world (cf. Steinsland 1979, pp. 146 ff.; 1997). 

In Ludwigslied, the idea of different, vertically arranged worlds is 
something that must be inferred from what we know about God and Christ. 
The poem does not explicitly state that Heaven is a world above Earth. 
Ludwig’s expedition is a journey within our world, and the words used to 
describe the events hint at God’s central, rather than heavenly, position. 
Ludwig obviously sets out from a centre, but it is a peculiar one, inasmuch as 
it is defined by the fact that it enables Ludwig to talk to God, and to assess the 
attitudes of both God and Christ. Ludwig has a say, and as a messenger he 
extends the talks between himself and God to the aristocratic part of his 
army. These aristocrats from hall and stable have not themselves talked to 
God, but their opinion is, none the less, valued by him, inasmuch as Ludwig 
asks for it. However, God’s and Ludwig’s interest come to an end at the 
aristocratic level. In fact, the people outside these circles are of interest only 
inasmuch as they are expected to obey God’s will. If they are Franks, they 
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must act as obedient Christians; if they are Northmen they must be marau-
ders and killed. 

This system of communication is alien to the pagan poems. In these, 
almost everybody has the right to have and express an opinion. Even 
Grendel, whom the poet tries to draw into a negotiation about fines, would 
seem to have this right (ll. 150 ff.). During his journey, Rígr makes a point of 
eating and talking with everybody, while he visits the different households. 
However, it is wrong to assume that the reason for not listening to everybody 
is primarily a result of a changed view on the people as such. In reality, there 
was probably very little difference between belonging to pagan or Christian 
lower classes. Instead, the retinue’s loss of contact with the divine is the result 
of defining the aristocracy as a functional group in society, rather than indi-
vidual retainers, chieftains or petty kings. Talking to God, or knowing the 
thoughts of a god, is still a privilege for the individual, in this case Ludwig. 

The price we pay for being a member of a group is inability to com-
municate with the divine. The aristocrats in Ludwigslied have traded their 
privileges for an economic reward on a contractual basis. They fight for the 
king, and he rewards them as family members (ll. 40 f.), whether they live or 
die, or win or lose. Their raison d’être is to fulfil a function, and instead of 
being in touch with the divine, their contacts are handled via Ludwig, the 
middleman. Loss of ideological rights, in return for social privilege, signifies 
Medieval Christian social organisation. It would seem to appeal to aristocrats, 
but it does, on the other hand, raise a question of great interest, namely: how 
large an aristocratic group can a society afford? 

The relation to the divine is also a matter of interest for Ludwig, but 
contrary to the Iron Age kings, who are born and educated to be clairvoyant 
and farsighted, Ludwig has obviously lost his farsightedness. He cannot see 
what God sees. In effect, he has become similar to a pre-Christian aristocrat 
who does not possess supernatural gifts. God selects him and makes him his 
foster-son, but Ludwig is no more than a promising tool. In this respect, he is 
less than the pagan aristocrat, inasmuch as the latter made his own decision 
to serve to his lord, whereas God chose Ludwig. Something cardinal has 
happened to the image of kingship when God substitutes pagan gods. The 
supreme God reduces the king to a human being on speaking terms with 
God, and with the status of a chosen king. At first, this loss of ideological 
power would seem cardinal, but the loss is the same for all kings, and for that 
reason kingship becomes a question of family and even more so, a question 
of political support. Generally speaking, political support does also mean 
clerical support. In a situation where the number of potential kings is grow-
ing and the struggle for power intense, the stronger among the potential 



 125 

kings will find a supreme God and a dogmatic Christian theology advanta-
geous. When divinity is no more a constituting part of royalty the political 
and military struggle becomes essential. Christianity, therefore, turns power 
struggle into a more of a political issue relevant in a large, rather than small, 
society. 

Ludwigslied is written in this new political situation, and it addresses 
itself mainly to the aristocrats. The promise of compensation to those who 
fight for Ludwig, is the poem’s most essential message. Ludwig was a young 
and, by some parties, disputed king who conducted his first campaign (James 
1982, p. 226.) and ideological arguments behind his conduct are not 
uninteresting. However, the poem’s unorthodox view on religion, together 
with the fact that the author composed it in German, is a sure sign that it was 
a political poem intended for an aristocratic audience. This public could 
easily have shared the poem’s view on God as the supreme sovereign. It 
would also have recognised the role-play and problems among the male 
members of the heavenly family, hinted at in the beginning of the poem. 
Ludwigslied is a secularistic poem. 
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VI 
COMPLEMENTARITY 
THE POETIC EXPRESSION 

here is a certain degree of correspondence between the transformation 
reflected in the analysed texts and that exemplified by the burials 
discussed in Chapter IV. Both groups of sources exhibit similar 

attitudes to similar change. These attitudes belong to a certain period, albeit 
one within very wide chronological frames. This is due to the fact that the 
transition can be a short and simple or long and complex process, more or 
less complete. In addition to this, we would expect the process to start at 
different times within Scandinavia. However, the different cases do reflect a 
number of similar social structures. 

Our sources are reactions to a transition as well as a part of the transition 
itself. We would, perhaps, have preferred the material unconsciously to 
reflect transformation, or to be concerned mainly with its most basic every-
day problems. However, as pointed out in chapter IV, no single-minded 
informants have survived time. Our sources are diachronic and reflective, ‘or 
they are nothing’. Although a text or context is consciously composed, it 

T
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cannot be expected always to reveal its conceptual foundations. Its view of 
the world most often tends to be taken for granted, and it is not specifically 
pointed out to its audience, let alone commented on. In this respect, conscious 
and unconscious statements correspond. An analysis of complex statements 
will suggest a number of meanings, which, however, would often seem to 
carry the same weight, and it will be difficult to separate the most essential 
meaning of the statement from less important ones. There is in other words 
an overflow of meaning and very little order. 

The analysis of simple and completely synchronic sources, such as a 
potsherd or a single letter on a very small piece of parchment, gives few 
results. So few, in fact, that we must impose a meaning on such sources. If 
our understanding of the complex ones from the same period is correct, this 
is no problem; but if it is not correct, we will feel the lack of meaning in the 
simple sources, and they become dull. In this chapter, I will try to find less 
complex sources, linked to the complex ones in such a way that it becomes 
possible to find concepts, which can be considered the more meaningful, 
because they are represented in both kinds of sources. 

In the texts analysed so far, there is often a feeling of despair as regards 
pagan values, a feeling that these values do not secure a good life. A spleenful 
sentiment, such as despair, probably has very deep roots in a changing 
society, and it is likely that people express it long before its significance 
becomes apparent. In the following, these sentiments will remain in focus, 
because they seem to be instantly felt, but often unexplained. 

A STROPHE BY KORMAK ?OGMUNDARSON 
Complex and poetically interesting poems like Skírnesmál or Rígsþula  are not 
very good at catching everyday problems in a period of transition. In this 
respect, poems like Ludwigslied, with their lack of depth, are much more 
valuable. Although Norse poetry in general is too complex, there are, 
nevertheless, certain fragments of well-written poetry, which are sufficiently 
narrow in outlook to reflect the problems of its day. We find this kind of 
poetry among the Skaldic verses quoted by Snorri Sturluson to illustrate his 
history of the Norwegian kings. The very fact that he chose poetically 
complex strophes to depict specific situations, instead of commonplace state-
ments like the ones expressed by verses on rune-stones, makes such a stro-
phe, i.e. Snorri’s choice, an interesting point of departure. An analysis of the 
strophe can, moreover, lead to an understanding of the commonplace. 
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To illustrate Sigurðr Jarl’s sacrificial feast at Hladi, Snorri quotes a 
strophe by Kormak ?Ogmundarson (cf. Jónsson 1912–15). It describes the 
ambigious character of the feast, but Snorri uses only its first part to illustrate 
his own opinion of the occasion. The strophe is part of an almost lost 
panegyric to Sigurðr, and judging from the few verses transmitted to us, the 
panegyric might not have been very exciting, although well composed. In the 
strophe, Kormak happens to praise an event, which is not easily praised, 
namely when Sigurðr, by means of sponsoring, manages to take over the 
communal feast and meal and turn it into a demonstration of his personal 
power. It is the sponsoring Snorri wishes to draw attention to, not the 
personal power. 

The strophe has been difficult to interpret. Indirectly, this is partly due to 
Snorri, who refers only to its first half, depriving us of his insights into the 
meaning of the second one, and partly to Kormak, who is such an old or old-
fashioned author that he relates his metaphors (kenningar) rather closely to 
the context he writes about. These two facts, Snorri’s use of the strophe and 
Kormak’s technique with its lack of standard metaphors, are not just difficult-
ties, they are also strong reasons to consider the strophe an authentic mid-
tenth century statement (cf. Herschend 1998a, pp. 61 ff.). Eventually,  scholars 
solved the linguistic problems in the strophe, and today we can quote and 
translate it in the following way: 

 

Hafit maðr ask né eskis 
afspring með sér þingat 

fésæranda at fœra 
fats. Véltu goð Þjaza. 

 

Hver myni vés vid valdi 
vægja kind of bægjask: 
þvi fúr-Rôgnir fagnar 

fens. Vá Gramr til menja 
 

Nobody needs to take the box or the offspring of the box (i.e. food) thither to the 
cattle-cutter of the dishes (i.e. Sigurðr, sponsoring the feast with food). The gods 
outwitted Tjasse. 

Who of the awe-inspired would obstruct against the warden of the sanctuary (i.e. 
Sigurðr)? This pleases the fire-leader of the water (i.e. Sigurðr again, cooking the 
communal meal). Gramr (the sword) won the treasure. 

Despite its poetic costume, the story told is simple enough. By means of his 
wealth, Sigurðr changes the communal meal, which is everybody’s business 
and something to which everybody contributes, into a patronised conven-
tion. What more is, in addition to being just the sponsor, he carries out a coup 
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and takes over the religious ritual. He gets a kind of consent for doing so, 
inasmuch as nobody protests. Unlike Ludwig who obtained the consent of 
his men, Sigurðr did not even ask the party for permission to administer the 
cooking of the meal.  

It is easy to associate Sigurðr’s performance with the Christian com-
munion. Not because there is anything Christian about it, but only because 
certain organisational and ritual aspects are similar to those of a communion 
administered by a Christian priest. The guests are transformed into a conger-
gation, exposed to generosity, but also deprived of some of their rights—the 
right to oppose the decision and demand another solution. Given second 
thoughts, everybody can of course see this, and Kormak is aware of the 
license taken by Sigurðr. Nevertheless, he tries to present the whole event as 
nothing more than the expression of a whim, something that took place as if 
by chance, just to please Sigurðr; so why should we bother to oppose it? 

However, from an outside perspective, there is little doubt that Sigurðr 
is engaged in a two-stage manoeuvre: total sponsoring and ritual office, 
intended to make it possible for him to take over the whole ceremony. The 
original idea of the communal meal, that everybody must bring something to 
the feast, secured the ideological or religious freedom of each of the 
participants. That obviously must have entitled them to take part in the 
decision about who was supposed to cook and administer the meal. Ideo-
logical right does, in other words, mean that those who possess it have a say 
in ideological matters. Sigurðr works within the framework of the ritual,  i.e. 
normative behaviour unconsciously accepted, but his aim is to gain ritual 
power. He breaks the rules, but is not opposed, and he puts his guests in an 
unresolved position between right and wrong.  

In Kormak’s strophe there are two parallels with Ludwigslied: social 
stratification and aristocracy as a profession. 

As it turns out, Kormak describes a small matter which in Ludwigslied 
has become a fully developed phenomenon. We witness, and Kormak 
indirectly reveals that he did too, a step towards the creation of a group of 
people, who do not take part in social life on an equal footing with the 
aristocrats. People, that is, who belong to another social category than 
Sigurðr. Seemingly, there is not much at stake, but, none the less, the verse 
happens to describe the formation of a society, which in political and 
ideological respect is more finely stratified. 

The creation of a lower stratum in society seems to be the most striking 
feature in the strophe. We could, however, argue that the most fundamental 
change is Sigurðr’s ambition to take office, i.e. to fulfil a social function in 
terms of a profession. Although Ludwigslied refers only to the martial duties 
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of the aristocracy, the lied itself is, nevertheless, a witness to fact that ideology 
too needs its professionals as soon as there is a need for expressing it. Sigurðr 
is not a Christian, if we are to believe Snorri. None the less, he is following a 
line, which Christianity enforces on society, and which tells us that, at large, 
our social position is largely determined by our tasks. 

Kormak writes approximately two hundred years later than the author 
of Ludwigslied, but he cannot describe the model society of the latter. Pagan 
society and ideology, which at the most is heard as an echo in Ludwigslied, 
still holds ground in Kormak, as an alternative way of ordering life. There is, 
in other words, a distance amounting to a least some two hundred and fifty 
years between the development in France and the development in Tröndelag. 
Both developments are, none the less, a change in the same direction. 

Considering that it was possible to protest at Sigurðr’s feast, we can ask 
why nobody did. One answer may be that it was a small matter, and thus no 
point in protesting. That was Kormak’s attitude, but it hardly stands to 
reason. Another answer may be that pagan religion was liberal, but that 
answer must immediately be followed up with the question why that was 
the case. Even if we agree that there was no normative view on pagan ritual 
practice, recommending this or prohibiting that, we end up asking ourselves 
why. 

In the end we must look for an ontological explanation. 
A view on what there is must be to see things the way they are. That is 

by no means an easy matter, not least because it is difficult to maintain that 
there is no more than our senses allow us to perceive. Understanding biases 
perception, for all its understanding. Perception is our ontological practice 
and therefore hard to question, still it is necessary to question perception. In 
this situation, metaphors come to our help, inasmuch as the metaphor is a 
way of catching the component of overflow of meaning and understanding 
in perception. Telling someone that she is ‘a rose’ adds a little to one’s 
perception, without threatening taxonomic systems building on empirical 
variables. At its best, metaphor is an expression of the wish to see reality as 
not completely settled. 

The common Norse metaphor, the heiti, which is a metaphorically used 
name, is simple compared to its more complex cousin, the kenning. Kormak’s 
strophe, like most Norse poetry, is rich in kenning. However, there is little 
agreement on what a kenning  is. Some deny its status as a metaphor, while 
others, including the present author, see no reason not to call it a metaphor, 
i.e. a meaningful context added to the immediate perception, in the form of 
an afterthought. A kenning  is a parallel reality intellectually conceived. It can 
be expressed as a genitive construction or compound, which is meant to be 
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an explanation of a reality behind the perceived one. If we perceive food, we 
may call it ‘the offspring of the box’ although boxes do not mate or give birth. 
The point of the kenning is that its words should not be understood in their 
normal sense. If there were a generally accepted meaning of an expression, it 
would not be a kenning. The expression ‘the guardian of the sacred place’, vés 
valdr, in Kormak’s strophe is not a kenning. On the contrary, it is a straight-
forward expression describing a man with a most reasonable function. It is a 
description of the normal world, and thus not a kenning. ‘The sorrows of the 
chair’, used to paraphrase the small sounds coming from an old chair when 
we sit on it, is, on the other hand, a kenning. Especially if we tell our children 
to sit still by saying: ‘don’t wake the sorrows of the chair.’ When they are 
small they will accept the argument, but as they grow up the expression will 
be ridiculed by rationality. Later still, it will regain some of its status, inas-
much as there will be a tendency to reconsider established facts.  

The kenning is an expression constructed to be an impossible notion. It is 
a signpost, which indicates that we should seek or invent another kind of 
reality, and make it a meaningful part of the generally accepted one. There-
fore, the kenning partly depends on what we accept as reality.  For someone 
who is a strong believer in elves there is no kenning in calling a large stone an 
‘elf’s hall’, because to his mind that is exactly what the stone is. Only for 
those, who are firmly convinced that there is no such oddity as elves, except 
in fantastic stories, is it a kenning. Thus, to describe an especially strong man 
as ‘a bowler of elves’ halls’ only works if there are no real elves’ halls. If we 
believe that there is such a thing as an elf’s hall, the description is no more 
than a simple denotation of someone who is, in all probability, a marauder. 

Technically speaking, the kenning  can be analysed if we express its 
internal relations on two axes, as in Fig. 12. The first axis expresses the degree 
to which the category implied by the first word is opposed to that implied by 
the second word. The category containing ‘boxes’ does not include ‘off-
spring’. The second axis shows whether the words cover a general phenome-
non or a specific one. In fats fésærandi, fat, ‘dish’, is a very common thing, 
whereas fésærandi, ‘the cattle’s cutter’, is a most unusual person, and in reality 
we do not expect dishes to own or employ cattle-cutters, however convenient 
these may be. If the components fall within different quarters in the diagram, 
we may reasonably identify a kenning, but if they fall within one and the same 
quarter, the expression is hardly a kenning. None the less, ‘Siv’s hair’ is a 
kenning  for gold, because there is a very specific tale, where the common 
name Siv refers to Þórr’s wife. If we are not aware of the tale, the expression is 
obviously not a kenning.  
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Kenning: fats fésærandi 
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By means of the kenning, we can alert people and make them imagine a 
world, which is complementary to the one we perceive immediately around 
us. It is not a world apart. On the contrary, it has points of connection with 
the one around us. It is a world abutting ours. In the example above, ‘the 
offspring of the box’, we are, in fact, told that a box may also take a part in 
another reality, which is, indeed, complementary to its function as our food 
box. This world is not obvious, and we may joke about it as in the case of the 
food box. But we can also find it more realistic. The chair with the sorrows 

Figure 12. An analysis of the tensions behind the compound expressions which 
form a kenning. If the two parts of the expression are located in the same quarter 
of the diagram, then the expression is not a kenning. The kenning originates from 
the tension between its components—the general versus the specific and the 
tendency for the first part of the compound to establish a specific category and 
the tendency for the second part to oppose the first category. 

3    4 
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got its sorrows in its early, silent, life, when those who sat on it wore it out, 
and that is a sad story, at least if we happen to like the chair. 

As a metaphor, the kenning  in principle insists on making us aware of 
complementary worlds or realities, and for that reason it is not a simile or an 
analogue, like the common metaphor, the heiti. There is nothing ‘parallel’ or 
‘similar to’ about the kenning. Instead, there is the otherness of the abutting 
reality which, of course, we can consider a fake one. For this reason, the 
kenning  reflects an approach to ontology, which we no longer recognise 
outside fable and myth. In Christian and Classical approaches to reality, there 
is only one reality or world for us to know: the one we see. To a Christian 
mind, it is the one God created. It may be full of oddities, but everything can 
be categorised, because all things were placed there by God, in categories. 
Even Heaven is a neatly defined category, although our visions of it may 
differ. This kind of order did not exist in the pre-Christian world, and 
although there was probably only one world, and no Heaven or world apart, 
there were complementary realities.  

Each of the graves analysed in Chapter IV is a material kenning, consis-
ting of abutting contexts such as house, boat, grave, offerings and travel. The 
graves were complex and easy to make complex, because of their scenery 
qualities. We can point out the different realities expressed in the burials. The 
surfaces, which abut on the immediate reality, are obvious. Boat graves are, in 
other words, manifest expressions of the interfaces between the abutting 
realities, and they show that there may be many complementary ones, which 
together make up the world. Those who created the burial scene arranged the 
boat grave as house and boat in one, and constructed a zone or an interface, 
in which a transformation may take place. Therefore we can choose to see 
different realities. 

This possibility reminds us of the clairvoyant king or the male tour, 
inasmuch as the king was able to choose realities and see where they abutted. 
The tour, on the other hand, brings its traveller into, and hopefully through, 
this zone of transformation, in order to make it possible for him to visit new 
worlds, and to refine and educate himself. Thus, in the pre-Christian world 
there is unity between cosmology and ontology. This is hardly remarkable, 
since it is only reasonable that there should be such a unity. However, what is 
not always obvious is how this unity is constructed. Therefore it is essential to 
point out the zones of transformation, and the abilities possessed by some to 
see, hang or fight themselves into perceiving other realities.  

Turning back to the original question of how Sigurðr succeeded in 
patronising the communal meal, it would seem that ontology holds the 
answer. As a kinsman of Óðinn, Sigurðr is likely to have various trans- 
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gressing qualities, which give him specific insights. When he arranges the 
feast in such a way that it becomes both a communal feast and a private one, 
he constructs a context in which two abutting realities, the private and the 
collective, open up into each other. It is the readiness in the pagan world to 
accept complementary realities, which lies behind its liberal attitudes to belief 
and ritual. 

TRANSITORY POETRY 
In the rune-stone texts of the Late Viking Age, we happen to have a poetic 
corpus which shows us ideological transition on an everyday basis. It is 
without depth and lacks sophistication, but is has authenticity. 

During the better part of the last two hundred years, scholars have 
discussed Old Swedish poetry written with runes. It started with Johan 
Gustaf Liljegren (1820), who recognised what still today is a fact: that only a 
few strophes are comparable to West Scandinavian poetry. Nevertheless, this 
is enough to prove the connection. In addition to these strophes, there were a 
number of statements composed in a poetic or solemn oral style. In this 
diction, poetic expression is a kind of spoken song, a spoken song, a parlando 
which seems to emerge more by chance than by deliberate planning. During 
the nineteenth century, Liljegren’s attitude to rune poetry was shared by most 
scholars, although there was a tendency to consider a greater number of 
expressions to be metrically precise poetic expressions. However, with Brate’s 
study of the metrical form in Swedish rune verses (1891), based on Siever’s 
(1878), scholars, including Brate himself, despite his cautious attitude, felt free 
to find metrical intention in a large number of texts, some of which were by 
no means evident from a metrical point of view (cf. SÖ338, p. 328). This 
emphasis on metrical structure has not been very successful, and we may say 
that today, scholars are still striving to redefine rune-stone poetry as a 
technically speaking simple poetry or indeed prose. This critical attitude has 
reached its most prominent expression in Frank Hübler’s study of Swedish 
rune-stone poetry (1996). After his assessment of approximately two hundred 
texts, there remain only about thirty indisputably poetic expressions. In his 
study, which is based on a number of closely defined criteria, a divide is set 
between the intended and the unintended. 

The idea that poetry is composed in accordance with specific formal 
criteria has been doubted since Longinus, but in this case it has, none the less, 
been with us since Liljegren, who did not accept unintentional poetry. For 
Liljegren, the formal structure of Norse poetry was the very proof of its 
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poetical intent. Brate found proof of a complex metrical structure, and thus 
verse, so refined that other scholars doubted the metric intentionality behind 
the formulations, and, thus, the poetry. However, there are no rules how to 
write poetry, and no rules how to read or hear it. We cannot assess poetic 
intentionality, and far less poetic quality, by referring to complex formal 
structure. Form is chosen to meet an end and if it works, it is an appropriate 
one. On the other hand, there is much drivel which proves that formally 
correct metre in itself is not a sign of poetic quality. 

A discussion of rune-stone poetry should be based on at least two 
assumptions. First, that it is different from Icelandic and West Scandinavian 
poetry; second, that it has set its own standards. To begin with, it should be 
pointed out that if we compare rune-stone poetry, in the form in which we 
come across it, with Norse poetry, it is everyday poetry.  It is written speech, 
cut in stone, and that is odd. In contrast to Norse poetry, it has not been 
exposed to centuries of critical selection. Its poets, who were nearly always 
anonymous, did not compose their lines to show off their skill, and there was 
no strophic form commonly used to express the personal qualities of the 
deceased, or the sentiments of the commemorators. The poetry was modest, 
and purpose was more essential than technical refinement. 

We get a reasonable grasp of the poetic diction in rune-stone texts, if we 
select all well-preserved texts mentioning the disappearing hero Ingvar. 
These texts are contemporary and they refer to the same tragic event. In this, 
fate was more than usually traumatic when it comes to death and we may 
therefore expect a poetic perspective to be useful and a poetry employed to 
cope with a reality falling apart. The texts are collected in Appendix II.  

Rune-stone texts can be analysed as a number of statements. For 
instance, the text U661 consists of three such statements: 

1: GæiRvi ok Gulla ræistu stæin þenna æftiR Anund faður sinn. 
2: Es vas austr dauðr með Ingvari.  
3: Guð hialpi and AnundaR. 

1: Gervi and Gulla erected this stone after their father Anund. 2: He was eastwards 
dying with Ingvar. 3: God help Anund’s soul. 

There are nineteen texts in the Ingvar sample, and the total number of 
statements is sixty-two (Table 2, pp. 145 f.). These statements can be sorted 
according to their number of stressed syllables. In the example above, the first 
statement has six stressed syllables, which could be increased to seven or 
even eight if we insist on stressing stæin and sinn: 

1: GæiRvi ok Gulla ræistu stæin þenna æftiR Anund faður sinn. 



 137 

The second statement has two or four stressed syllables, depending on 
whether we read it with or without a caesura after austr: 

2:  Es vas austr dauðr með Ingvari.  
2’: Es vas austr     dauðr með Ingvari.  

The alliterations speak in favour of a line with four equally stressed syllables. 
The third statement can be pronounced in the same way as the second, but 
here rhythm feels more essential than stress, and two stressed syllables are, 
therefore, more appropriate than four: 

3: Guð hialpi and AnundaR. 
This example suggests the following grouping of the statements: 

GROUP I. More than four stressed syllables 
GROUP II. Four stressed syllables 
GROUP III. Four or two stressed syllables 
GROUP IV. Two stressed syllables 

Checking all the texts in Appendix II, we find nineteen statements in the first 
group, nine in the second, twelve in the third and twenty-one in the fourth 
(Table 3, pp. 147 f.). Within the third group, eight of the twelve statements 
should probably be pronounced with two stressed syllables. Among the 
twenty-one statements in group four, there are some prayers, especially one 
of them, which could be pronounced with three stressed syllables, if we 
prefer always to stress the syllable sa- in salu and not just the words hialpi and 
Ulfs: 

Guð hialpi salu Ulfs. 
There is little doubt that the expressions fall into two parts. The first part, 
which consists of GROUP I, is different from the second part, which consists of 
GROUPS II–IV. In GROUP I we find all the commemorative formulae, and one 
statement about the life of the deceased (cf. SÖ173). These statements are all 
are in prose. 

Thirty-one of the statements in the second part, a clear majority, should, 
and could easily, be read with two clearly stressed syllables. Out of the nine 
statements with four stressed syllables, all but two (cf. SÖ287, last statement, 
and VS19, second statement) are composed of two distinct sections, with two 
stressed syllables each. The module used to compose the statements in 
GROUPS II–IV is obviously a statement made up by two clearly stressed 
syllables, the kind of stress called höjning  in Scandinavian languages. 
Statements with two höjningar are very common in Norse poetry too. They 
are called ‘half-lines’, since two of them make up the poetic ‘long-line’. In 
Norse poetry, alliteration is an equally significant poetic technique. 
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There are a number of alliterations within the statements, and also 
between some of them. In addition, there are rhythmic patterns and rhyme, 
in-rhyme as well as end-rhyme, but none of these techniques (not even 
rhythm) seem to be applied with any apparent principle. Of kenning  and heiti 
there is very little, one heiti or paraphrase to be exact: ærni gafu, ‘he gave the 
eagles (food)’, which means that on the battlefield he killed men who, 
because of the victory of this man and his brothers-in-arms, were, at least to 
begin with, eaten by eagles. 

So far, we have found prose and a standard way of phrasing something, 
which is not prose. This kind of phrasing is standard also in Norse poetry. Let 
us thus go one step further and see if the phrasing is used with poetic 
intentions.  

The phrases are used as additions to the prose formulae, and the ex-
ample above from U661 is typical: statement 2 and 3 are abutting statement 1, 
as well as each other. There is no line of thought between them. They are put 
together like items in a grave, next to each other, forming a compound which 
readers, listeners or spectators must interpret themselves. In this case, three 
realities are recognised: the one at home, the one in the east, and the one 
related to God. In essence, the composition of the texts on the stones corre-
sponds to the construction of the kenning, and to the pre-Christian construc-
tion of reality. 

This kind of composition can be more elaborate than on U661. In U654, 
the fragmented, contrasting, or complementary way of composing is even 
more conspicuous. Here the comments about the deceased are placed like 
brackets around the prayer (for the commemorated as well as Ingvar) and the 
carver’s signature:  
 

Es vas austr     með Ingvari drepinn. 
Guð hialpi and þæiRa.    AlrikR? ræist-ek runaR 

Es kunni val     knærri styra. 

He was eastward     killed with Ingvar 
God help their souls    I Alrik erected the memorial 

He could well     steer the ships 
 

The series formed by TYPES II–IV in Tables 2 and 3 has a specific relation to 
alliteration. The frequency of alliteration (and I accept bad ones, such as kunni 
and knarri) on the stressed syllables drops from TYPE II to TYPE IV. The 
frequency is fifty-three per cent in TYPE II, forty per cent in TYPE III, and thirty-
three per cent in TYPE IV. In the two latter ones, the alliterations alliterate with 
a syllable in a neighbouring statement, rather than with a syllable within the 
statement itself. 
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The composition of the texts from Uppland makes use of this relation 
between the types, inasmuch as there is a tendency for the poetic part of the 
text to start with a TYPE II statement, and end with one of TYPE III or IV. This 
means that in Uppland it was part of the overall composition to make the 
break between prose and poetry a sharp one, and to end the poetic part in a 
more pregnant and short cut, ritadando, way (cf. U778). 

In composition, if not in metre, the standard phrasing is no doubt used 
as a poetic tool. In view of the traumatic theme of the stones, the contrast 
between the aggressive expedition and the silence in which it disappeared, it 
is fair to say that making prose and poetic diction complementary is in itself a 
poetic form. In other words, there was an Ingvar-stone poetry, a simple one, 
but not unconscious. It was the tragedy, which called for a poetic expression. 
We can go one step further and show that the differences in composition 
between Uppland and Södermanland reflect different attitudes to the poetic 
reflection of life and death. The poetry makes a rather unsystematic use of 
poetic tools, and friends of Norse refinement, familiar with the saga about the 
skaldic, mead will know what part of that mead the Mälar Valley poets 
drank. However, they did it consciously, seeking the appropriate expression 
of their time and place. This is indicated not least by the fact that stones 
standing in the neighbourhood of each other contain varieties of the same 
expressions, e.g. SÖ105–08 or U654 and 661. In Södermanland, a single line of 
despair, Hann vaR farinn með Ingvari, ends the text. In Uppland, on the other 
hand, there is a more elaborate statement starting with the long-line: Es vas 
austr   með Ingvari drepinn, or Es vas austr   dauðr með Ingvari. In the latter, the 
rhyme austr/dauðr has been preferred to the better position of the allitera-
tions. Regardless of these differences, the texts from Södermanland are not 
less poignant than the ones from Uppland. 

The Upplandic texts conform to the pattern of the strophe fornyrðislag. 
This is not a general phenomenon characterising Uppland, since we can find 
examples of this strophe in Sörmlandic texts that are not part of the Ingvar-
stone poetry. In some of these, slightly earlier inscriptions, the long-lines are 
not composed as ordinary rune-stone inscriptions firmly linked to the 
monument. Instead, they stand out as quotations from poems praising the 
sponsors and their commemorative actions. It is not farfetched to believe that 
these stanzas represent fragments of a traditional obituary or funeral poetry. 
The text SÖ56 is the most obvious example. It has been cut into a large 
boulder and the phrasing makes the rock speak like a skald: 

 

Iak væit Hastæin    þa Holmstæin bröðr 
mænnr rynnasta     a Miðgarði 
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satti stæina     ok stafa marga 
æftiR Fröystæin     faður sinn. 

I know that Hastæin     and Holmstæin, the brothers  
the most capable men     in Miðgard 

raised stones    and many stafs  
after Fröystæin     their father. 

 

The same kind of comment on the commemorative events can also be found 
in a fragment from SÖ130, containing three of the lines, and possibly all four, 
which make up a full strophe (cf. Herschend 2002). From a rhythmic and 
syllabic point of view it strongly resembles SÖ 56:  

  

FiuriR gærðu    at faður goðan 
dyrð drængila    at Domara 

mildan orða    ok mataR goðan 
þat u[m Hastæins hyg]?d    hlæv gærðu at 

Four made     after the good father 
a splendid memorial     for the judge 

mild in words     and generous with food 
that for Hastæins memory      they made on the stone 

 

The Ingvar texts from Södermanland represent another style in the Ingvar-
stone poetry, a more linear way of telling a story. The best example is a text 
consisting of three half-lines, two smooth and uninterrupted half-lines with 
unobtrusive alliterations and a relatively speaking marked concluding line 
(SÖ179):  

 

ÞæiR foru drængila fiarri at gulli     ok austarla ærni gafu, 
dou sunnarla a Særklandi. 

They went courageously far after gold     and in the East they fed the eagles, 
died in the South in Scaracen land. 

 

The development of this style reaches fulfilment in a poem signed by the 
skald Thorbjorn (U29) His style is even smoother and he follows few metrical 
rules, except for the standard phrasing of half lines. He writes almost blank 
verse: 

 

Rað þu! GæiRmundr fikk    GæiRlaug møydomi i  
þa fingu þau sun    aðan hann drunknaði 

en sunn do siðan 
Þa fikk hon Guðrik    ha[nn atti by]* þennsa 

þa fingu þau barn    en maR æin lifði 
hon het Inga 

Hana fikk Ragnfastr i Snutastaðum      þa varð hann dauðr ok sunn siðan 
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en moðiR kvam at sunaR arfi     Þa fikk hon Æirik, þar varð hon dauðr. 
þar kvam GæiRlaug at arfi  Ingu dottur sinnaR. 

Þorbjorn skald risti runaR. 
 

You solve! Germund got Gerlaug when she was young, 
then they got a son, before he drowned, 

but the son died later. 
Then she got Gudrik he [owned] this [village], 

then the got children, but only a daughter lived, 
 her name was Inga. 

Ragnfast in Snutasta got her, then he died and later the son, 
but the mother inherited her son. Then she got Erik, whereupon she died, 

there (their) inheritance came down to Gerlaug after Inga her daughter. 
Torbjörn the skald carved the runes. 

________________________ 

*A part of the inscription is missing. The suggested runes can fill the empty space, 
they make sense and they represent a reasonable number of syllables. 

 

This is, without doubt, a poem, not in respect of advanced metre or systema-
tic alliteration, but because of its composition and structure, as well as the 
epic style and cyclic nature. It tells its story in a linear time perspective, which 
seems to be genuinely non-pagan. Measured in syllables, the poem consists 
of two equally long parts. But the half-lines of the first part (ll. 1–6) are short, 
while in the second part (ll. 7–10) they are long, nearly twice as long. This 
means that in the middle of the poem there is a shift in tempo. The abrupt 
and rather slow diction in the first lines changes into a more fluent pace in the 
last ones. In these (ll. 7–10), half-lines are kept together by alliterations. 

In summary, the Ingvar-stone poetry adheres to pre-Christian ontology 
in phrasing and composition, but it is about  to loosen the ties with the poetic 
language of pre-Christian society. This development has gone much further 
in Thorbjorn’s poem, which is some 50 years younger than the Ingvar-stone 
poetry.  

If we analyse the use of this kind of poetic expression in the Mälar Val-
ley in a diachronic perspective, we find that poetic diction, in all its varieties, 
disappears from the texts in the later part of the eleventh century. It can be 
argued that it is the Christian view on death, which in the long run cannot 
accept secular poetry on memorial stones and, sooner or later, not even the 
rune-stones themselves (cf. Herschend 2001). 

However, before poetry completely disappears, there is a small number 
of examples of a totally new diction, the trimeter, the measure in which Lud-
wigslied was composed some 150 years earlier than its first occurrence in 
Sweden (cf. SÖ197). Most of the cases are just a half-line of three measures, 
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such as Stoðkell bað Oþvaginn haggva? Stoðkel asked Oþvagin to cut (U1102), 
but there are also a few rhyming long-lines besides SÖ197, as for instance hann 
vaR sunn RagnhildaR     en ÖpiR risti runaR? he was Ragnhild’s son     and Öpir 
cut the runes (U118). It is possible that the prayer quoted above, Guð hialpi salu 
Ulfs? God help Ulf’s soul (SÖ9), should be read as a trimeter. 

The rune-stone poetry reflects a time in which the view of the world is 
changing. The change in the Mälar Valley is a parallel to the earlier change in 
Denmark. Here, the preserved poetry reminds us a little more of classic 
Norse poetry, but its undecided character is, none the less, the same, and so is 
the eventual introduction of verses in trimeter (cf. Jacobsen and Moltke 1942 
cols. 983 ff. and inscription No 186). Moreover, it is part of the same 
fundamental transition from a pagan to a Christian world-view, as Olrik 
pointed out already in 1897 (Olrik 1897; cf. Foote 1980, pp. 334 f.). The epic 
way of telling a story, which we met in Ludwigslied, is present also in 
Thorbjorn’s poem, as well as in the text on the contemporary rune-stone 
U118. The emphasis on heritage, Gudrik gets all the farms after Gæirlaug and 
Erik gets nothing, also seems to be a more modern theme (Sawyer 1988), 
compared to the tone of bitter loss which is the main theme in the 
commemoration of those who disappeared with Ingvar. 

Rune-stone poetry shows us time changing in an everyday perspective. 
This is what the search for a new poetic language looks like when, due to the 
durability of its medium, the major part of a poetic endeavour is never wiped 
out by time. As poetry, it is not unique; it is commonplace, with a pinch of 
twaddle. Nevertheless, as the poetic language of a group of peasants, 
struggling for continuity between pagan and Christian values, it is, indeed, 
unique. When it disappears, it is a sign that poetry in the vernacular has lost 
its meaning in connection with death and with remembrance of the deceased. 
Change was to become more fundamental than either the poets or their 
audience could imagine. 

Rune-stone poetry is characterised by the small-scale and everyday con-
frontation between two poetic styles in a poetry of transition. The everyday 
character is unique, but the confrontation is not. On the contrary, the same 
mechanisms found a formidable expression during the middle and later part 
of the ninth century in the poems Heliand  and Otfrid’s Evangelienbuch. In style 
and metre, the first is a parallel to the rune-stone verse on SÖ179, while, as 
pointed out above (p. 99), SÖ197 fits a line from Otfrid or Ludwigslied. The 
three half-lines making up a statement in SÖ179 are a parallel to the same 
kind of expression in Heliand e.g. BUCH II, ll. 95–96:  
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Thô uuarð thiu tîd cuman,     that thar gitald habdun 
uuîsa man mid uuordun, 

Then came the time      that was foretold  
through the words of wise men 

 

The pattern of alliteration is also the same as in SÖ179:  
 

ÞæiR foru drængila fiarri at gulli     ok austarla ærni gafu 
dou sunnarla a Særklandi. 

They went courageously far after gold     and in the East fed the eagles, 
died in the South in Saracen land 

 

The technical similarities seem to indicate that when the Germanic perception 
of style meets the Christian one, it results in a smoothing out of the Germanic 
style, which brings it into line with the more fluent linear narrative of the 
rhymed trimeter. However, the modern Christian poetry is not a complete 
revolution, inasmuch as it preserves the basic half-line structure. Compared 
to Thorbjorn’s style, Heliand is still very observant of alliterative metre, and it 
would seem that the difference in date between Heliand  and Thorbjorn 
explains the difference in style. We should, in other words, conclude that 
during two hundred years the pre-Christian verse developed its style with-
out introducing the rhymes of Otfrid’s Evangelienbuch or Ludwigslied. The 
difference between the Heliand poet and Thorbjorn consists in the fact that 
the latter did never use the alliterative pattern: a – a / a – x with three allite-
rating accented syllables in a long-line. Thorbjorn uses only two alliterations:  

 

Hana fikk Ragnfastr i Snutastaðum      þa varð hann dauðr ok sunn  siðan 
en moðiR kvam at sunaR arfi.     Þa fikk hon Æirik, þar varð hon dauðr. 

þar kvam GæiRlaug at arfi     Ingu dottur sinnaR. 
 

Such long-lines with only two alliterations are quite common in Heliand. 
Even a pair of two such lines can be found, but very seldom do we find three 
of these lines in a row. None the less, the beginning of BOOK III, ll.159–161, 
contains this kind of series:  

 

Thô uuarð that he? encuninges bodon    harm an is môde, 
that he is geuuerkes sô.    uundron scolda 

endi that ni uuelda gihuggean      that ina mahta hêlag god ... 
 

Then this messenger of the heavenly King     was hurt in his mind 
so that over his work      he wondered 

and so that he would not remind himself     that God made him holy ...  
 

On average, a half-line by Thorbjorn is one syllable longer than a Heliand  half-
line, and Thorbjorn’s verses, not least the long-lines without alliteration in the 
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first part of the poem, are no doubt different from Heliand, but, none the less, 
it is obvious that the concluding long-lines are based on a tradition similar to 
that of Heliand. This is an epic tradition, and we can trace a line of metric 
development of style from Finnsburg, over Heliand, to U29 and Thorbjorn. In 
Finnsburg, we can expect c. 5 syllables in a half-line, in Heliand  c. 7, and in the 
last part of U29 there are 8.5 syllables per half-line. In Finnsburg, the position 
of the alliterations in each long-line very often (i.e. c. 50%) follows the pattern 
a – a / a – x, and in Hildebrandslied, except for the direct speech, it is also most 
common. Thorbjorn on the other hand, does not use it at all. Such statistics 
amount to saying that the alliterative epic style developed a kind of blank 
long-line, with four accented syllables. The growing length of the lines tends 
to preserve alliteration, and in U29, which combines short and long half-lines, 
the shorter ones are almost deprived of alliterations. It would be strange if 
Thorbjorn were the only exponent of this tradition; on the contrary, Thorbjorn 
is more likely to be one of the last exponents of a long epic tradition. 
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Table 2. Rune-stone texts containing Ingvar-stone poetry. The texts are 
numbered and the number of stressed syllables counted. This number is the 
basis for assigning each statement to a type. Stressed, alliterating letters are 
marked as fat. Other höjningar are underlined. 

SR, no: Statement                                                               no: Syll.     Type of state. 
SÖ009: Bergviðr ok þau Hælga ræistu stæin þannsi at 

Ulf sun sinn.   
1 7+ i    

SÖ009: Hann ændaðis með Ingvari.  2 2    iv 

SÖ009: Guð hialpi salu Ulfs.  3 2 (3?)    iv 

SÖ105: .... sin.  4 ---- - - - - 

SÖ105: Hann vaR farinn með Ingvari.  5 2    iv 
SÖ107: HroðlæifR ræisti stæin þannsi at faður sinn 

Skarf.  
6 5+ i    

SÖ107: Hann vaR farinn með Ingvari.  7 2    iv 

SÖ108: GunnulfR ræisti stæin þannsi at Ulf faður 
sinn.  

8 5+ i    

SÖ108: Hann vaR i faru með Ingvari.  9 2    iv 

SÖ131: Spiuti Halfdan þæiR ræisþu stæin þannsi æftiR 
Skarða broður sinn  

10 6+ i    

SÖ131: For austr heðan með Ingvari  11 2    iv 

SÖ131: a Særklandi liggR sunn ØyvindaR.  12 4/2   iii  

SÖ173: Meskia ok Mani letu ræisa kumbl þausi at 
broður sinn HroðgæiR ok faður sinn 
Holmstæin.  

13 9+ i    

SÖ173: Hann hafði vestarla um vaRit længi.  14 5+ i    
SÖ173: dou austarla með Ingvari.  15 2    iv 

SÖ179: Tola let ræisa stæin þennsa at sun sinn Harald 
broður Ingvars.  

16 7+ i    

SÖ179: ÞæiR foru drængila fiarri at gulli  17 4/2 (2)   iii  

SÖ179: ok austarla ærni gafu  18 4/2 (2)   iii  

SÖ179: dou sunnarla a Særklandi.  19 2    iv 
SÖ254: Svæinn ok Stæinn ræistu stæin at Tosta faður 

sinn.  
20 7 i    

SÖ254: Es varð dauðr     i liði Ingvars  21 4  ii   

SÖ254: ok at Þorstæin ok at Øystæin  22 2    iv 

SÖ254: AlfhildaR sun.  23 2    iv 

SÖ287: Andvettr ræisti stæin æftiR Huga broður sinn.  24 5+ i    

SÖ287: ER vaR dauðr með Ingvari  25 2    iv 
SÖ287: ok æftiR Þorgils broður goðan.  26 4/2 (2)   iii  

SÖ287: Biarnlaugr ærfi let ræisa æftiR faður sinn.  27 4  ii   

SÖ320: GæiRvatr ok Anundr ok OtamR letu retta 
stæin at Byrstæin broður sinn.  

28 7+ i    

SÖ320: SaR vaR austr með Ingvari  29 2    iv 
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SR, no: Statement                                                               no: Syll.     Type of state. 
SÖ320: dræng sniallan sun LiføyaR.  30 4/2   iii  

SÖ335: UlfR? ræisti stæin þenna at broður sinn 
Osnikinn.  

31 5+ i    

SÖ335: SaR fors austarla með Ingvari  32 2    iv 

SÖ335: skipari Holmstæins.  33 2    iv 
U439: Hærlæif ok Þorgærðr letu ræisa stæin þenna at 

Sæbiorn faður sinn.  
34 6+ i    

U439: Es styrði     austr skipi  35 4  ii   

U439: með Ingvari a Æistaland  36 4/2  (2)   iii  

U644: Andvettr ok Kiti ok Karr ok Blesi ok DiarfR 
þæiR ræistu stæin þenna æftiR Gunnlæif faður 
sinn.  

37 9+ i    

U644: Hann fell austr með Ingvari.  38 4/2 (2)   iii  
U644: Guð hialpi andinni.  39 2    iv 

U654: Andvettr ok Karr ok kiti ok Blesi ok DiarfR 
ræistu stæin þenna æftiR Gunnlæif faður sinn.  

40 9+ i    

U654: Es vas austr     með Ingvari drepinn.  41 4  ii   

U654: Guð hialpi and þæiRa.  42 4/2 (2)   iii  
U654: AlrikR? ræist-ek runaR.  43 2 (3?)    iv 

U654: Es kunni val knærri styra.  44 4/2 (2)   iii  

U661: GæiRvi ok Gulla ræistu stæin þenna æftiR 
Anund faður sinn.  

45 6+ i    

U661: Es vas austr     dauðr með Ingvari.  46 4  ii   
U661: Guð hialpi and AnundaR.  47 4/2 (2)   iii  

U778: Þialfi ok Holmlaug letu ræisa stæina þessa alla 
at Banka sun sinn.  

48 8+ i    

U778: Es atti     æinn seR skip  49 4  ii   

U778: ok austr styrði     i Ingvars lið.  50 4  ii   

U778: Guð hialpi and Banka.  51 2    iv 
U778: Æskill ræist.  52 2    iv 

U1143: Klintr? ok BlæikR ræistu stæin þennsi æftiR 
Gunnvið faður sinn.  

53 6+ i    

U1143: Hann for bort með Ingvari.  54 2    iv 

U1143: Guð drottinn hialpi and aldra kristinna.  55 4/2 (2)   iii  
U1143: ÞoriR runaR? risti.  56 2 (3?)    iv 

FV92:156 Kunar auk Biorn auk Þorgrim ræistu stain 
þenna at Þorstæin broður sin.  

57 7+ i    

FV92:156 Es var austr     dauðr með Ingvari.  58 4  ii   

FV92:156 Auk gærðu bro þessi.  59 2    iv 
VS019: Gunnaldr let ræisa stæin þennsa æftiR Orm 

stiup sinn.  
60 5+ i    

VS019: Dræng goðan ok vas farinn  austr með Ingvari.  61 4  ii   

VS019: Hialpi Guð salu hans.  62 4/2 (2)   iii  
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Table 3. Rune-stone texts containing Ingvar-stone poetry. The statements are 
sorted according to type. Stressed alliterating letters are marked in bold. Other 
höjningar are underlined. 
 SR, no: Statement                                                              no: Syll      Type of state. 
SÖ105: .... sin.  4 -------- - - - - 

SÖ107: HroðlæifR ræisti stæin þannsi at faður sinn 
Skarf.  

6 5+ i    

SÖ108: GunnulfR ræisti stæi n þannsi at Ulf faður 
sinn.  

8 5+ i    

SÖ173: Hann hafði vestarla um vaRit længi.  14 5+ i    

SÖ287: Andvettr ræisti stæin æftiR Huga broður sinn.  24 5+ i    

SÖ335: UlfR? ræisti stæin þenna at broður sinn 
Osnikinn.  

31 5+ i    

VS019: Gunnaldr let ræisa stæin þennsa æftiR Orm 
stiup sinn.  

60 5+ i    

SÖ131: Spiuti Halfdan þæiR ræisþu stæin þannsi æftiR 
Skarða broður sinn  

10 6+ i    

U439: Hærlæif ok Þorgærðr letu ræisa stæin þenna at 
Sæbiorn faður sinn.  

34 6+ i    

U661: GæiRvi ok Gulla ræistu stæin þenna æftiR 
Anund faður sinn.  

45 6+ i    

U1143: Klintr? ok BlæikR ræistu stæin þennsi æftiR 
Gunnvið faður sinn.  

53 6+ i    

SÖ254: Svæinn ok Stæinn ræistu stæin at Tosta faður 
sinn.  

20 7 i    

SÖ009: Bergviðr ok þau Hælga ræistu stæin þannsi at 
Ulf sun sinn.   

1 7+ i    

SÖ179: Tola let ræisa stæin þennsa at sun sinn Harald 
broður Ingvars.  

16 7+ i    

SÖ320: GæiRvatr ok Anundr ok OtamR letu retta 
stæin at Byrstæin broður sinn.  

28 7+ i    

FV92:156: Kunar auk Biorn auk Þorgrim ræistu stain 
þenna at Þorstæin broður sin.  

57 7+ i    

U778: Þialfi ok Holmlaug letu ræisa stæina þessa alla 
at Banka sun sinn.  

48 8+ i    

SÖ173: Meskia ok Mani letu ræisa kumbl þausi at 
broður sinn HroðgæiR ok faður sinn 
Holmstæin.  

13 9+ i    

U644: Andvettr ok Kiti ok Karr ok Blesi ok DiarfR 
þæiR ræistu stæin þenna æftiR Gunnlæif faður 
sinn.  

37 9+ i    

U654: Andvettr ok Karr ok kiti ok Blesi ok DiarfR 
ræistu stæin þenna æftiR Gunnlæif faður sinn.  

40 9+ i    

SÖ254: Es varð dauðr     i liði Ingvars  21 4  ii   
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SR, no: Statement                                                               no: Syll.     Type of state. 
SÖ287: Biarnlaugr ærfi let ræisa æftiR faður sinn.  27 4  ii   

U439: Es styrði     austr skipi  35 4  ii   

U654: Es vas austr     með Ingvari drepinn.  41 4  ii   

U661: Es vas austr     dauðr með Ingvari.  46 4  ii   
U778: Es atti     æinn seR skip  49 4  ii   

U778: ok austr styrði     i Ingvars lið.  50 4  ii   

FV92:156 Es var austr     dauðr með Ingvari.  58 4  ii   

VS019: Dræng goðan ok vas farinn  austr með Ingvari. 61 4  ii   

SÖ131: a Særklandi liggR sunn ØyvindaR.  12 4/2   iii  
SÖ320: dræng sniallan sun LiføyaR.  30 4/2   iii  

SÖ179: ÞæiR foru drængila fiarri at gulli  17 4/2 (2)   iii  

SÖ179: ok austarla ærni gafu  18 4/2 (2)   iii  

SÖ287: ok æftiR Þorgils broður goðan.  26 4/2 (2)   iii  
U439: með Ingvari a Æistaland  36 4/2 (2)   iii  

U644: Hann fell austr með Ingvari.  38 4/2 (2)   iii  

U654: Guð hialpi and þæiRa.  42 4/2 (2)   iii  

U654: Es kunni val knærri styra.  44 4/2 (2)   iii  
U661: Guð hialpi and AnundaR.  47 4/2 (2)   iii  

U1143: Guð drottinn hialpi and aldra kristinna.  55 4/2 (2)   iii  

VS019: Hialpi Guð salu hans.  62 4/2 (2)   iii  

SÖ009: Hann ændaðis með Ingvari.  2 2    iv 
SÖ105: Hann vaR farinn með Ingvari.  5 2    iv 

SÖ107: Hann vaR farinn með Ingvari.  7 2    iv 

SÖ108: Hann vaR i faru með Ingvari.  9 2    iv 

SÖ131: For austr heðan með Ingvari  11 2    iv 
SÖ173: dou austarla með Ingvari.  15 2    iv 

SÖ179: dou sunnarla a Særklandi.  19 2    iv 

SÖ254: ok at Þorstæin ok at Øystæin  22 2    iv 

SÖ254: AlfhildaR sun.  23 2    iv 
SÖ287: ER vaR dauðr með Ingvari  25 2    iv 

SÖ320: SaR vaR austr með Ingvari  29 2    iv 

SÖ335: SaR fors austarla með Ingvari  32 2    iv 

SÖ335: skipari Holmstæins.  33 2    iv 
U644: Guð hialpi andinni.  39 2    iv 

U778: Guð hialpi and Banka.  51 2    iv 

U778: Æskill ræist.  52 2    iv 

U1143: Hann for bort með Ingvari.  54 2    iv 
FV92:156 Auk gærðu bro þessi.  59 2    iv 

SÖ009: Guð hialpi salu Ulfs.  3 2 (3?)    iv 

U654: AlrikR? ræist-ek runaR.  43 2 (3?)    iv 

U1143: ÞoriR runaR? risti.  56 2 (3?)    iv 

 



VII 
ORDERING LANDSCAPES 

 
 

THE RELATION TO CONCEPTS  
his chapter is intended to link the previous discussions, with their 
emphasis on mentality, to a macro-sociological perspective on the 
social, economic and rural landscapes of the Late Iron Age. To achieve 

this, I have chosen to focus on the following three concepts: agreement, 
personality and centrality.  

On this level of explanation, the thesis is that, in general, development in 
relation to these concepts makes the concepts more clear-cut and simple 
during the Late Iron Age. A tendency developed to take the concepts for 
granted and moreover, a tendency to understand their structure as indeed 
natural. Formal agreement in itself, as well as a formal view on personality 
and centrality tended to be understood as qualities in themselves. 

T
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AGREEMENT 
It is not always easy to agree and even more difficult to come to an 
agreement. This is illustrated by the principal story in Beowulf (PART I), which 
centers round a contract inspired by goodness in the relationship between 
Beowulf and Hroðgar. The aim is to free the hall from Grendel, and the 
agreement about how the two men should act towards each other is silent. 
Not even the reward is stated. In tales about kingdoms threatened by 
dragons, we are used to see this kind of co-operation agreed on in a formal 
way, at least when it comes to reward. A hero like Beowulf, saving the 
kingdom from horrors such as Grendel and his mother, is entitled to get the 
princess and half the realm, if he succeeds. The relationship between Beowulf 
and Hroðgar is nothing of the kind. They agree by making acquaintance. 
There will be a reward, but the essential concept is the development of good-
ness and friendship (cf. Herschend 1998b). 

Nevertheless, Beowulf also provides examples of agreements which are 
on the brink of developing a formal side, and we can add better ones from 
other sources. Three examples will suffice to prove the point. 

The oldest example, which is a most indirect indication, can be found in 
verses 10851105 of the Finnsburg episode in Beowulf, which describes a treaty 
concerned with the division of power between Danes and Friesians in their 
combined efforts to rule the ‘Eotans’ (cf. Herschend 1998a, pp. 21 ff., with 
ref.): 

 

1085     Ac hig him geþingo budon, 
  þæt hie him oðer flet   eal gerȳmdon, 
  Healle ond heahsetl,   þæt hie healfre geweald  
  wið Eotena bearn   agan moston.  
  Ond æt feohgyftum   Folcwaldan sunu  
1090 dogra gehwylce   Dene weorþode, 
  Hengestes heap   hringum wenede 
  efne swa swiðe   sincgestreonum   
  fǣttan goldes,   swa he Fresena cyn   
  on beorsele   byldan wolde.    
1095 Ða hie getruwedon   on twa healfa   
  fæste frioðuwǣre. Fin Hengeste   
  elne unflitme   aðum benemde,   
  þæt he þa wealafe   weotena dome   
  arum heolde.   Þæt ðǣr ǣnig mon    
1100 wordum ne worcum   wǣre ne br̄æce   
  ne þurh inwitsearo   ̄æfre gemǣnden,   
  ðeah hie hira beaggyfan   banan folgedon  
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  ðeodenlease,    þa him swa geþearfod wæs. 
Gyf þonne Frÿsna hwylc    frecnan sprǣca 

1105 ðæs morþorhetes    myndgiend wǣre, 
  þonne hit sweordes ecg    seðan scolde. 

 

And they offered him (i.e. Hengest) terms: they would completely clear another 
house, hall and high settle for him, so that they (i.e. Hengest and Finn) must have 
half the power over the children of the Jutes. And by the distribution of treasures 
Folkwald’s son (i.e. Finn) shall give each day to the Danes, Hengest’s troop, 
precisely so much of the value of the treasure, in rings of decorated gold, as he in 
the mead hall will bestow upon the kindred of the Friesians. Then, on both sides, 
they trusted the compact of peace. With an oath Finn declared to Hengest with 
unflimte(?) strength that in accordance with the councillors’ decree he would 
honour the survivors of the fight. That there (i.e. in Finnsburg) no man would 
break the treaty with words or deeds, and never maliciously relate that they (i.e. 
Hengest and his men), deprived of their lord, followed the bane of the ring giver 
(i.e. followed Finn who deprived them of their lord the Danish king/prince Hnæf), 
since it was thus with necessity imposed upon him (i.e. upon Hengest, who 
concluded the treaty with Finn or upon anyone among the Danes who are obliged 
to obey). In case the Friesians spoke with insolence which again awoke the hatred 
in the mind, then the edge of the sword should put things right. 

In the present context, this text is interesting only if we believe that the 
contents of the treaty are taken from the older poem, the Finnsburg Fragment, 
and if, moreover, the poem describes the situation on Jutland, i.e. if Eotan is a 
Jute. In my opinion, there are good reasons to believe this, and, consequently, 
to conclude that kingship was understood as divided into different functions, 
and balanced against some sort of council (cf. Herschend 1998a, pp. 134 ff.; 
Norr 1998, pp. 153 ff.). Retinue and kingship, moreover, were two sides of the 
same coin. There is little doubt that the text is an agreement, but at the same 
time it is relatively vague. Danes and Friesians will be rewarded with the 
same amount of gold, but what exactly is ‘value of decorated gold’? We may 
also wonder what ‘half the power’ actually means. In essence, the agreement 
is just a statement of equality between Danes and Friesians. It does not 
foresee specific situations, only areas within which trouble is likely to occur. 

From the point of view of Hengest and his Danes, the successful solution 
to all problems may eventually have been reached by violating the agree-
ment. In the spring, after the compact of peace, Hengest launches a successful 
attack on Finn, destroying all the Friesians. It would seem that he did so after 
some of his men had returned and more or less ‘maliciously related that they, 
deprived of their lord, followed the bane of the ring giver’. However, this is 
not seen as a violation of the treaty. The point is that it is always difficult to 
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prove that this kind of action is indeed a violation of the treaty rather than 
reasonable behaviour, if it does not happen in public. In reality, the treaty is 
nothing more than a statement trying to define Danes and Friesians as equals, 
while foreseeing different areas of conflict. 

The second example takes us a little closer to formal agreement. It is 
found on the Forsa Ring from the ninth century (cf. Brink 1996). The 
interpretation of the text is difficult: 

Oxa at vis gil[d]an ok aura tva staf at fursta lagi, oxa tva ok aura fiura at aðru lagi, en at 
þriðia lagi oxa fiura ok aura atta staf; ok allt æigu i værr, ef hann hafsk ækki rett fyriR, svað 
liuðiR æigu at liuðretti, sva vas innt fyrr ok hælgat. En þæirR gærðu sik þetta Anundr a 
Tarstaðum ok Ofagr a Hiortstaðum. En Vibiorn faþi. 
One ox for the compensation of the sanctuary and two ounces staff for the first 
time. Two oxen and four ounces for the second time, but for the third time four 
oxen and eight ounces staff. And all property lost after he has not done right (i.e. 
failed) four times, the way the people has the people’s right to demand, as it was 
stated in the passed and consecrated. And those who made this for themselves 
(were) Anund of Tåsta and Ofeg of Hjortsta. And Vibjörn carved (Brink 1996). 

This text is an agreement between Anund and Ofeg. They are probably land-
owners, and the offence they might commit is an offence against something 
which has been agreed on earlier, something that the people (luiðiR, the 
members of a community) have the right to, precisely because they are the 
people. The offence is thus an early example of a ‘crime against the people’, 
and this should alert us. The offence can be repeated and when one of them 
neglects his duties for the fourth time, everything he owns is lost. 

The penalty is divided into two parts. First there are oxen to pay to vis 
gildan, i.e. ‘to the satisfaction (or compensation) of the sanctuary’; second, a 
number of aura staf, i.e. ‘ounces to the staff’, ‘ounces in the form of a staff’, or 
‘ounces made from a staff’ should be paid. Stafr may, in other words, be 
understood as the object ‘a staff’, or as the name of some kind of institution, 
perhaps in the same way as the vi is an institution, or perhaps as an institu-
tion led by him who holds the staff. In that case, ‘the staff’ is an expression 
similar to ‘the chair’. Generally speaking, it is unlikely that an institution 
would be the owner of oxen and ounces, but the oxen could possibly be used 
in communal meals, thereby benefiting the people. Contrary to silver, oxen 
are primary assets.  

In my opinion the ounces should be understood as staffs, made of silver 
weighing 2, 4 or 8 ounces. It is hardly surprising that a Late Iron Age agree-
ment contains no description of the object concerned (cf. Norr 1998, p. 199 ff.), 
and payment rings are no more than slender, easily adjustable staffs of silver, 



 153 

i.e. ‘ounces made from a staff’. Consequently, ‘aura staf’ could designate a 
certain kind of compensation. This would mean that the treaty is a way of 
regulating the duties of men like Anund and Ofeg towards the people, but it 
is an agreement between the benefactors, not between the people and the 
benefactors. It could be an agreement regulating the obligation of the well-to-
do to administrate, i.e. to sponsor and house, the sanctuary and its communal 
meals (cf. Backe & al. 1994; Herschend 1998a, p. 61 ff.). The penalties in oxen 
would compensate the people benefiting from the vi, while the ounces would 
compensate the man who takes on the responsibility and the cost of 
administrating the vi in the proper way. However, it would be odd to 
designate this man as ‘the man with the staff’, inasmuch as a staff is a symbol 
of power, whereas the vi is a collective institution. In my interpretation, 
Anund and Ofeg are chieftains and the equals of Sigurðr Jarl. 

In effect, failure among the privileged to comply can be regulated within 
the ranks of the privileged themselves, and the seeming concern for the 
people’s rights could thus be a means to neutralise whatever demands may 
be put forward by the non-privileged. ‘Crimes against the people’ are often 
constructed in this way. The harsh conditions of the agreement creates a 
balance between Anund and Ofeg, in which both can be expected to invest in 
‘aura staf’, i.e. in prestige, rather than means of production. If we intend to 
fail, the ability to pay our debts seems to be an important point. The 
weakness of this agreement is revealed by the fact that it is clear as far as the 
penalties are concerned, but obscure when it comes to the character of the 
crime. In this respect, it is quite similar to the agreement in Beowulf, although 
it is more formal in structure. ‘The people’s right’ is not described, but well 
the penalties. We can, of course, suggest that everybody knows exactly what 
this right is, but it seems more reasonable to consider it a non-regulated and 
nondescript right. Having established roles and rights without giving them 
an operational definition, this agreement aims at defining compensation 
rather than crime. 

The third example is one of the treaties, quoted in the Nestor Chronicle, 
between merchants of Scandinavian descent and Constantinopel, more 
precisely the one from AD 911 (cf. Stein-Wilkeshuis 1994): 

If a Rus kills a Christian or a Christian a Rus he has to die where he commits this 
manslaughter. If the person who committed the manslaughter flees, and if he owns 
property, the nearest relative of the man killed must take his share, that is to say 
what is legally due to him, but the wife of the person who killed has to keep as 
much as rests with her legally. If the person who committed manslaughter and fled 
is poor, the charge against him must remain until he is found, and then he has to 
die. (Cizevskij 1969 p. 33) 
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Stein-Wilkeshuis has pointed out the important affinities between the treaty 
and the medieval Scandinavian codes of law. In the present context, however, 
we should start by noting that if the murderer happens to be a man of 
fortune, the duty to avenge the victim’s death, by killing the offender, is 
limited to the scene of the crime, if the murderer happens to be a man of 
fortune. But if the fleeing murderer happens to be poor, the scene of crime is 
considered to be revived when we get hold of him. This is a sign of a legal 
system in which civil rights are correlated to social stratification, through the 
formalisation of fines in relation to a crime. An agreement similar to the one 
on the Forsa Ring is, in other words, a precondition for the treaty, inasmuch 
as a treaty is an agreement in which e.g. violation could be pointed out as a 
formal fact. 

Much can be said about the formal agreement, which for a long time 
was imposed on society by its upper stratum, and about the fact that the 
upper stratum benefits from the law more than the lower classes. Never-
theless, the interesting aspect of this third case is that the agreement contains 
a rather precise definition of the situation in which a duty must be 
performed.  

We can summarise these three examples as the development of right 
into legislative prescription. This development is as a matter of establishing 
agreement among equals, defining compensation, and, eventually, linking all 
this to a specific situation. Having taken the trouble to define some people as 
equal in relation to such a situation, we have also defined someone else as 
unequal, and created categorisation, one of the most essential foundations for 
a Christian society. 

The essence of this development can be deduced from the view on 
‘land’, i.e. estate, in Beowulf (PART II). The concept occurs only in the second 
part, and it is treated four times, Each time we detect a small development in 
its character. ‘Land’ is described in relation to agreement, and the character of 
the agreement colours the concept of land. 

 

þæt he on Biowulfes     bearm alegde, 
ond him gesealde     seofan þusendo, 
bold ond bregostol.     Him wæs bam samod 
on ðam leodscipe     lond gecynde, 
eard eðelriht,     oðrum swiðor 
side rice     þam ðǣr selra wæs. 

that (a sword) he laid on Beowulf’s lap and gave him seven thousand, hall 
and throne. For them (i.e. Beowulf and Hygelac) there was for both together 
in that country inherited land, estate by native right, for the other (i.e. 
Hygelac) a larger realm, for him who was there the better. – ll. 2194–2199. 
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earferum l ǣfde,     swa deð eadig mon, 
lond ond leodbyrig,     þa he of life gewat. 

he left for the descendants, as a prosperous man does, land and ‘folkburgs’ 
when he departed from life. – ll. 2470-2471. 

Ic him þa maðmas,     þe he me sealde 
geald æt guðe,     swa me gifeðe wæs, 
leohtan sweorde;     he me lond forgeaf 
eard eðelwyn. 

The treasures that he gave me I paid him back in battle, as it was granted me 
(i.e. by fate), with the gleaming sword; he gave me land, a delightful home-
land. – ll. 2490–2493. 

sealde hiora gehwæðrum    hund þusenda 
landes ond locenra beaga, – ne ðorfte him ða lean oðwitan; 
mon on middangearde – syððan hie ða mǣrða geslogon 

he gave each of them a hundred thousand of land and linked rings (i.e. 
payment rings)—no man on earth has good cause to reproach him for those 
rewards— since they won glory by fighting. – ll. 2994–2996. 

The kind of land that we hear of in Beowulf is bocland, ‘book land’, a legislative 
phenomenon, which, however, seems to be a term unknown to the Beowulf 
tradition. This indicates that the poem refers to a phenomenon, which had 
not yet tempted the legislative diligence of kings, although it was already a 
practice to give away land. The fact that the word appears only once in Al-
fred’s laws, and not at all in earlier codes, supports the opinion that bocland 
was not a major legislative problem when the Beowulf poem was composed 
(cf. Attenborough 1922). 

The quotations allude to land as a formal concept and we are given to 
understand that the value of this kind of land can be estimated, as well as 
granted and received as compensation or by will. There is security in land, 
and also different qualities as well as commensurability either with gold, in 
the form of payment rings, or with martial services rendered. Moreover, land 
is backed by rights, customary rather than formal rights. 

The examples from Beowulf, show us the framework for a land reform, 
based on redistribution, about to be launched. Yet, there is a conspicuous lack 
of appropriate terms and concepts: the unit in which land is measured is not 
mentioned, and the lack of terms such as bocland renders the concept ‘land’ 
confusingly vague. Without formal terms to designate types and units the 
whole project of individual land control may well be jeopardise. 

Once we are aware of the vagueness of the concept, the indisputable 
right of the rich to give and receive land appears somewhat doubtful. With 
this doubt in mind it seems reasonable to conclude that although a theory of 
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individual land control is present in Beowulf, it is as yet without any well-
defined (i.e. institutionalised) practice to refer to. Early charters and wills, 
together with the occasional mention of bocland  in laws, are obviously only 
weak indications of a formally accepted practice. Not until the production of 
the first gross forgeries of charters should we consider the custom of giving 
away land a formally accepted practice. 

Instead of concentrating on sharply defined formal terms for granting 
and receiving land, the Beowulf tradition focuses on what is believed to be the 
deep roots of the custom, and on its moral implications. When the singer of 
the poem condones the granting of land, with reference to the practice in the 
past, he shows himself to be preoccupied, too preoccupied, with the general 
idea of granting. The historical aspect in these passages is no more than a 
technical reference in support of what, in his opinion, ought to be the 
indisputable moral rights of kings and aristocracy. 

Looking at the four quotations, it is striking that the poet is never 
satisfied with just a mention of the lavish gift itself. He must always provide 
some sort of explanation, implying that what has happened cannot be 
criticised. The first quotation supplies us with a background to Beowulf’s 
receipt of a large estate. The fact that this did not imply a qualitative change 
in his status is presented as some sort of explanation, albeit obscure. It was 
merely a quantitative change, not to be begrudged. Beowulf already owned 
the same kind of land as the king, but the king, having more of it – i.e. of 
inherited land – gave him some of his. Also in the second quotation we are 
given to understand that he who owns much may also dispose of his wealth 
as best he pleases. We are informed that King Hreðel did the normal thing, 
but having normality pointed out to us, as being, indeed, normal, is suspi-
cious. 

The first two quotations are descriptions in which the author has 
decided to explain something to us indirectly. The last two occur in two of 
Beowulf’s monologues. The first of these indicates that the grant in question 
was part of a measure-for-measure bargain, in which give and take balanced 
each other. In the last quotation, we are finally, and quite bluntly, told the 
precise reason why grants are fair. Grants and gifts are justified if they are the 
rewards for successful fighting for the king. This is the retainer’s point of 
view. Ludwigian compensation to a warrior’s kinsmen, should he die in 
battle, is not in question. Beowulfian compensation has nothing to do with 
social security. The Beowulf poet intends to defend the retainers against the 
common landowners. 

As a series, the four quotations build up to the last one, in which the 
explanatory force is prominent: reproach is hypothetically set up against 
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righteousness, and reproach cannot be defended. The singer intentionally 
connects gift-giving with the explanations for it four times, and these 
explanations are arranged in such a way that after 800 lines, the equivalent of 
an hour or so, the listener has got the message. 

What the author primarily tells us is that there are people who, by some 
kind of right, are entitled to land, and, moreover, equal in such a way that 
they can freely dispose of land. Quantity is more essential than the formal 
reason for giving away land. Inheritance is the most obvious example, but we 
can also think of situations in which no one can question land given as a 
reward, namely when it is given in return for military services. War is a 
specific situation, regulated by agreement. This theme is developed in Lud-
wigslied. 

The point is that there is a link between agreement in itself and catego-
risation. Furthermore, there is a link between categorisation and legislation. 
This makes legislation something more than a methodology for establishing 
right. It is also a way of ordering society. Legislation as such is, no doubt, a 
Roman concept in the Late Iron Age. But, on the other hand, there is little 
doubt that the need for the upper stratum of society to regulate their relations 
by means of treaty or agreement paved the way for legislative methodology. 
Together, agreement and legislation promoted the under-standing of society 
as divided into categories, consisting of people who, in some respect, were 
equal. Their equality determined their status in a given situation, and, at the 
same time, it marked those outside the category as indeed different. 

This aspect of Beowulf, as a story of transition from a society with no 
categories to one in which categories were eventually to become its funda-
mental structure, would also fit the developments in the Mälar Valley during 
the eleventh century, a period in which there was a growing concern with 
such matters as genealogy, relation to place, and ownership of land (Hersch-
end 1994, Fig. 38). The interest in agreement and categorisation fits the 
process of transformation rather than a specific time and place, and that is 
why Olrik (1897) could point out a similar change among Danish rune-stone 
texts, which emphasised inheritance already at the end of the tenth century. 

PERSONALITY 
There are three ways of looking at the social structure during the Late Iron 
Age. First, we can choose a theoretical approach, based on the concepts of 
individuality, individuation and collectivity. Second, one can identify an Iron 
Age model of the role of the individual in society in the texts analysed above. 
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This model divides the members of society into four categories: the king, his 
men, the hall owners and the rest. Third, we can turn to the archaeological 
records, which contain some societies complex enough to reveal a social 
structure comparable to that of the texts. A suitable example is Eketorps borg 
(the Eketorp ring-fort) on Öland. 

 

INDIVIDUALITY 
The reason why Hroðgar and Beowulf do not make any agreement can be 
found in Iron Age mentality. They silently agree to form an acquaintance, 
and they judge each other from their personal point of view, which, in the 
universe of the poem, also happens to be the most reasonable one. Hroðgar 
and Beowulf have a common goal, namely to make friends. To become 
friends is to accept each other as, indeed, individuals, equal in their ability to 
understand their environment. It is characteristic of Iron Age individuals that 
their interpretation or understanding of any situation is precisely that: the 
most reasonable. If we are governed by such aspirations, we must carefully 
choose the context in which we display our individuality. The Hávamál 
strophe about the value of being a hall owner, even if the hall is small and 
ridiculous, reflects an insight into the nature of this matter. It tells us that we 
should seek our individuality in situations, which match our mental and 
physical capabilities. The point of the male tour is to adapt these situations to 
the selection and personal development towards the ideal manifestation of 
ideality. When the successful traveller returns home, as an individual in 
harmony with a social landscape, he reaps his reward in the form of integrity 
and a superior social understanding. 

Selection, i.e. the precondition for individuality, can be imposed in many 
different ways. In a farm-centred society, like that of the Scandinavian Iron 
Age, it is reasonable to assume that the family performed the first selection, 
and that it happened on the farm or, indeed, at home. This selection is what 
we would call upbringing and education, a very controlled selection in-
tended to be gentle, although it might seem harsh to a modern mind. This 
period in the life of the individual was not always considered to be beneficial. 
Beowulf did not develop into perfection until he was exposed to the most 
troublesome situations (cf. Beowulf PART I, ll. 2177–88). The point in the 
description of Beowulf as the idle youth in the home hall is, of course, to 
underline that the unpredictable situation is the best way of selecting the 
individual. The unknown dangerous as a methodology has found its expres-
sion in fighting and warfare in foreign lands. Making chance an element of 
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regulated form is, of course, impossible in the long run, but it was, none the 
less, done in the Iron Age without undermining those ideals, which we find 
in texts and boat graves. In reality, as we saw in the analysis of the traveller-
stones, such formalisation of chance did indeed undermine the ideal, inas-
much as the children of the well-to-do were more likely to survive and beco-
me individuals than the sons from poorer farms. 

In effect, the upper classes train their sons for individuality in the hall, as 
well as in partly stereotype ‘unknown’ foreign land. This is the essence of 
Late Iron Age individuality, which makes it very different from that of the 
Early Iron Age, at least if we are to believe Tacitus (cf. Thompson 1965). 
Roman aggression, a situation that resulted in warfare, created Arminius’ 
individuality. It was a situation so unpredictable that Arminius’ success in 
the Teutoburger forest rebounded on his upper-class family, destroying the 
social base of both Arminius and his father-in-law Segestes. Even in those 
days, young chieftains set out with a troop of men to take part in the actions 
of the Roman Legions (cf. Thompson 1965). Arminius was one of those who 
did so before the Roman aggression, and his failure later on is significant: 
there was too little support in family and home environment for society as a 
whole to benefit from this kind of tour. Arminius was over-individualised by 
the Romans, and his individuality could only be accommodated in times of 
war, preferably defence. During the middle of the Iron Age, society remedied 
this deficiency by creating the hall-centred society. This gave the upper 
classes a point of departure and an endpoint, which made it possible and, 
indeed, reasonable to incorporate the development of individuality into being 
part of the social structure. 

INDIVIDUATION 
There is a great discrepancy between today’s discussion of individualisation 
and relevant prehistoric concepts in relation to the individual. Nevertheless, 
as a reflection of our own mental attitude the modern discussion does hold 
some insights, which can be valuable for the understanding of what the 
present author, in consistency with some sociologists have chosen to call 
individuation (cf. Beck 1993, Chapter 7; Elisabet Näsman 1994). 

Ulrich Beck contrasts a new reflexive modernity with an earlier form, 
termed the modernity of industrialism. This enables him to show that, on 
most social levels, the growing need for individualisation creates sub-politics. 
That is to say, grass roots politics carried out by loosely organised individu-
als, with all kinds of common (and uncommon) social biographies, composed 
mostly by themselves. The environmental or green movement is an example 
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par excellence, combining nothing but individuals, and channelling what is 
currently felt to be important. The strength of this individualisation lies in the 
fact that protection of the environment and protection of the biography of the 
individual can converge during a rather long period. 

Moving from sub-politics into the traditional and formal party politics of 
a democracy, as the Green Party in Germany did, is bound to create trouble. 
We saw this in the spring of 1999, when the members of this movement were 
not given time to write German responsibility for the atrocities committed 
during the second world war and the modern Balkan wars into their indi-
vidual biographies. Such problems become especially difficult when Nato 
leaders act sub-politically themselves, violating such highly formal political 
institutions as international law. It was obvious that these leaders were 
anxious not to act as an ideal collective. On the contrary, they all stated, more 
or less clearly, that behind the unified façade they all had their own indivi-
dual points of view and reasons. 

Today’s epidemic reflexive individuality is the opposite of the 
individualism of the Iron Age. In those days, reflexive individuality domi-
nated social life in a classless society. What happened during the Iron Age 
was the development of a regulated individuality, and, eventually, the for-
mation of an upper stratum of people who developed into a class, based on 
their regulated individuality. This is the Beowulfian individuality described 
earlier. Despite the fact that the upper-class morals are highly moral, it is not 
an individuality, which stems from a social contract. It is leadership 
individuality, and leadership is a way of acting from an individual position 
above society, the result of a selection of an individual, which makes it 
possible for him or her to act for the benefit of the collective or the people. 
That is, a semi-divine individuality. 

Individuation, on the other hand, differs from individuality, inasmuch 
as it is superimposed on the individual as individuality governed by a social 
contract. Thus, it differs from the goodness contract, which Beowulf adheres 
to, because it is not a development actively sought by the individual. The line 
between individuality and individuation is a fine one, and one way of ending 
up individuated, rather than individualised, is obviously to fail in your 
project of individuality. The anonymous member of the retinue is the prime 
Iron Age example of an individualised person. Among these, the loyal 
retainers in the poem about the battle of Maldon are the most typical. They 
are not a collective, on the contrary they are pointed out to us individually by 
name. They act one by one. Some of them speak, and speak very well; others 
just go forward to fight and die in silence. Some are defined as their fathers’ 
sons, others as just themselves. The purpose of their individuality, however, 
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is completely governed by their social duty to die when their earl Byrhtnoth 
has fallen. They are individuated, inasmuch as their individuality in this case 
is reduced to dying as individuals following a code of honour, originally 
developed as part of the selection of men like Beowulf. The quality of their 
individuality is, in other words, restricted by social contract. In the poem, 
they are demonstratively sacrificed. Instead of making a joint attack, trying to 
break out or at least put up some resistance, they step forward one by one to 
be slaughtered. 

Byrhtnoth’s loyal retainers are midway between a collective and a group 
of individuals. They represent the earl, as well as the people, which in this 
case are the East Anglians defending themselves against the Danes. 

COLLECTIVITY 
According to Caesar and Tacitus, Germans, in the beginning of our era, lived 
in a collective strongly influenced by reflexive individuality (cf. editions by: 
Kennedy 1965; Edwards 1966; Mattingly 1970). In periods of crisis, the need 
for individual leaders was fulfilled by election. Arminius, selected to lead the 
resistance against the Romans, is, of course, the example above others. He 
probably belonged to a rather pro-Roman leading family within the German-
ic society, even if he really did abduct his future wife Tusnelda from her 
father’s home in a most uncivilised and indeed un-Roman way. Be that as it 
may, fact or colourful invention by Tacitus, Segestes, Arminius’ father in-law, 
is clearly pro-Roman and in the eye of the people impossible as a German 
leader. Tacitus’ description of the relationship between Segestes and his son-
in-law is interesting, because neither the one nor the other seem capable of 
acting solely for the benefit of their people and to be guided by what is in the 
people’s best interest. Admittedly, Arminius did so in the Teutoburger forest, 
when he destroyed the Roman legions,  but only then and there. Power 
became a part of his lifestyle, and it probably offended the people that he 
could not restrict his ambitions to those situations in which they needed him. 
Tacitus is keen to make Segestes into a pro-Roman German with a sense of 
political responsibility, but Segestes’ lack of success, none the less, indicates 
that his fellow countrymen did not recognise him as a responsible leader. It 
would seem that in the encounter with Roman culture, it was impossible for 
the people to find a solution to the social problems in the person of a single 
gifted individual, who was loyal to the collective. However, this did not 
completely deprive the collective of power. Nor could the individual present 
his individuality in such a way, that it appeared reasonable to the collective, 
except in times of immediate danger. Individuality was not looked on as a 
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matter of social responsibility, only as a quality of organisation in exceptional 
situations. 

The leading men behind the distribution of land mentioned by Caesar; 
the old men, the weotana dome, who passed judgement in the Finnsburg 
episode in Beowulf; or the wise men among the Geatas, whose council 
Beowulf seeks before he sets out for Denmark (ll. 202–3), are the standard 
councils of the Early Iron Age. These men are the anonymous representatives 
of the collective. They constitute a group of individuals, who, for a moment, 
give up their individuality to form a balanced view, based on several 
opinions. These councils are appropriate for a society dominated by reflexive 
individuality, inasmuch as their members only temporarily give up the link 
between their biography and their individuality. They are instruments of self-
administration in a society dominated by reflexive individuality. Svante Norr 
(1998, pp. 159 ff.) has discussed this anonymous representation of the collec-
tive in relation to the king during the Late Iron Age and the Viking Age, and 
found that it still played a role in the political life of society, at least in the 
Mälar Valley. When Rimbert relates the procedures at Anskar’s first and 
second arrival in Birka in the Lake Mälar, he gives glimpses of the council on 
which the king based his decisions. Advice is something the king seeks when 
he finds it necessary, and it might be just a formality or an elaborate 
procedure with several councils. These councils represent the people, and 
they are anonymous. Since the matter in question is brought before the king, 
it is he who takes it further. In the council, it is likely that he either appeared 
in person or was represented by one of his men. We hear of one Hergeir, who 
could fulfil this role. The council is not a matter of the king seeking advise 
among his own men. On the contrary, it is an institution between the king 
and the people, and it is context dependent and anonymous. The factor 
added between Caesar and Rimbert is the initiative taken by the king who 
brings matters before the council. This is not the case in Caesar or in Tacitus, 
where there is an obvious lack of consultation. Even King Finn in the 
fragment about Finnsburg seems to be detached from the council, only 
receiving their judgement. He is still a king for a crisis. King Björn and King 
Olaf in Birka, on other hand, are not; they are executives, albeit still kings 
who, as shown by Svante Norr, are action dependent and thus acting rather 
than ruling kings. 

The real collective is obviously the people, and the king is therefore king 
of a people. It is this collective we hear of in the agreement on the Forsa ring, 
and it is reasonable to believe that the principle of right and land is grounded 
on the concept of the people. Right and land are, so to speak, commodities 
belonging to the people, i.e. to the collective. This point is illustrated by a 
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passage in Beowulf, in which it is stated that the Geatas, having acted in a 
way that enraged the dragon and made them lose their Beowulf, were about 
to lose land right: 

 

Nu sceal sincþego     ond swyrdgifu, 
eall eðelwyn     eowrum cynne, 
lufen alicgean;     londrihtes mot 
þǣre mǣgburge     monna ǣghwylc 
idel hweorfan,     syððan æðelingas 
feorran gefricgean     fleam eowerne, 
domleasan dǣd. 

Now shall the love, the treasure taking and sword giving, all the delight for your 
race in the homeland, cease; each one of the men of the clan must move about empty 
of land right (i.e. lose land right), when nobles from afar get to know of your flight, 
an undiscerning (i.e. inglorious) deed. (ll. 2884–2890) 

We are told that, due to their behaviour, they will be forced to move around 
in want of this kind of right, and this is, no doubt, a great loss, since it means 
that they have forfeited the membership in a collective. This passage in 
Beowulf should be compared to the one in Caesar, in which we are told that 
the Germans are allotted land every spring. 

They have no zeal for agriculture and the greater part of their food consists of milk, 
cheese and flesh. No one has a specific measure of fields or an estate of his own, but 
every year the magistrates and chieftains assign to tribes and clans that have come 
together a sufficient quantity of fields in a place which seems to be fitting and so, 
one year after another they gather to move over. They bring forward many reasons 
for their case (Gallic War, IV:22)  

This passage has been taken as the sign of a proto-communist state, with a 
strict plan economy. A state without personal ownership, in which people 
were not allowed to settle freely, and forced to move once a year. This 
interpretation rests on the belief that the last sentence but one, atque anno post 
alio transire cogunt, means that after one year the magistrates ‘compel’ (cogunt) 
the people to move on (transire) (cf. Edwards 1996, p. 347). However, it would 
seem that it is the tribes and clans that ‘bring people together’ (cogunt), and 
that people move over (transire) their cultivation, and not primarily 
themselves, from one field to another each year. The way Caesar words the 
last sentence, eius rei multas adferunt causas, suggests that the reasons given in 
the following paragraph are based on answers to (his) more or less leading or 
critical questions. These answers should not be expected to reveal more than 
the quoted description. 
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Instead, I think this Caesarian account is a description of the concept of 
land right (cf. Andersson and Herschend 1997, pp. 77 ff.). It reflects the 
protection and cooperation provided by a society, which strives to regulate a 
family-based, rural economy consisting of intensive agriculture in small, 
manured fields and extensive herding. Membership in the collective is, 
indeed, land right and those who possess it, whether they use it or not, are 
the people. We are granted land right by the collective to become members of 
the collective. The Swedish concept of folkland  is an echo of the Early Iron Age 
concept of land as a cultural phenomenon. What Caesar is hinting is probably 
that each year there is a number of cases to be settled, in order to regulate 
where new farms should be established in such a way that they can sustain a 
family. The economic system is a demographic success, but the intensive 
agriculture on small lots deprives the land of its fertility. Houses must be 
rebuilt, and the families would probably benefit from moving. At the same 
time, new families are formed, and there is a growing pressure on grassland. 
All these phenomena call for regulation and the formation of collectives 
based on the nuclear family. The quotation from Caesar shows the emergen-
ce of private ownership of land within the concept of land right. Seen in this 
way, the concept of land right is linked to the Germanic concept of a people, 
þiuda, which is not only the people themselves, but also their territory (cf. 
Green 1998, pp. 124 ff.). 

The personality of the Iron Age leader, whether chieftain or king, 
develops when the collective is faced with a crisis. In peaceful times, the self-
administrating body of the collective is the assembly or council of anony-
mous men. Individuality in a man is a matter of his being pointed out as a 
male leader, and because there are many different situations in which 
leadership is required, there is also a number of graded individualities 
relating to different situations and concepts. Between this individuality and 
the collective with its council, the individuated develop in such a way that 
they are related to the individuality of king or chieftain. The individuality of 
the individuated is, however, restricted to specific contexts. Their original 
context is the retinue or the king’s men, but they strive to represent the people 
like the council does, in the same way as the king strives to represent his 
people. The individuated are the first administrators with duties concerned 
with the execution of power. The invention of this group is the Late Iron Age 
contribution to the politics and cultural history of the Middle Ages. As point- 
ed out by Stefan Brink, they are the men linked to place names containing 
words like þegn, rink and sveinn (1996). 

The different forms of individuality and collectivity are obviously 
connected, and they reflect the dynamics of society. A society, that is, with a 
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number of selective mechanisms, which sort people into different strata in 
connection with different cultural settings, in a conservative and informal 
structure difficult to change and expand. There is little doubt that 
individuality in a political context is a male phenomenon in the written 
sources. The non-political individuality is probably linked to the family and 
to the household, and it is on this level that we can see the effects of macro-
sociological factors such as individuality, individuation and collectivity. 

 

SOCIAL ENGINEERING 
The settlement—peoples’ living quarters and a substantial part of their 
material frame of life—is the obvious place in which to study the social 
structure of a society. Among the few well-preserved and excavated 
settlements, the Migration Period phase of the Eketorp ring-fort on Öland is 
the most interesting in our context. This piece of social engineering can be 
seen as a practical solution to the problem of combining land right with a 
stratified society and demographic growth, a solution, that is, to the classical 
Iron Age problem. 

There is a strong measure of collectivity in the planning of the ring-fort 
helped, as it happens, by the subjection of the planning to the demands of 
fortification (Fig. 13). The martial aspect of the planning hints that the 
collectivity is governed by a central power. That is also the case. The central 
power belongs to the largest farm unit and its hall, in which a number of 
fragmented weapons were found (cf. Herschend 1993). There are few 
architectural signs of this centrality, but the unusual entrance, occupying a 
few square-metres in front of the house, together with the fore-room, signify 
the special status of the house.  

The hall is part of a household, and if we continue to look for house-
holds in the ring-fort, we find that the settlement does not consist of one large 
household with a hall and a lot of smaller common ones. On the contrary, the 
social sorting has resulted in no less than four ways of living within society, 
and at least one way of living outside it. (cf. Nordström and Herschend 2000).  
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The hall household (Fig. 14) has two hearths, one in the kitchen part of the 
house, constructed to facilitate cooking, the other in the hall room, meant to 
provide the room with heat and light. This kitchen and hall household 
represents the way the upper stratum in society lives, and in Eketorp there is 
only one example of one such household. The bulk of the inhabitants live in 
kitchen dwellings (Fig. 15). This is where all the cooking is done, but the 
family eats and sleeps here too. Weaving is the handicraft, which characteris-
es this room, and this is a result of the room being the housewife’s domain. It 
is the private sphere, and the mixture of kitchen and chamber, food and 
textile, that we saw in the Oseberg ship-burial. 

Below this household, we find a more compressed one in which space is 
provided also for male craftsmanship (Fig. 16). The male area occupies the 

Figure 13. The strictly planned Eketorp ring-fort with its houses of uniform 
size and the stout ring-wall. Houses 02–04 contained the dominating farm with 
the hall-room in House 03. 
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outer part of the house. In this, far from glamorous compact living, the desire  
to order and balance weaving and food preparation in the inner part becomes 
difficult to fulfil in this household, but the hearth is still constructed for 
preparing food. This is the craftsman’s family household. 

There are dwelling quarters more simple and compressed than these, 
namely the small dwellings found in the byres (Fig. 17). In these, i.e. in 
corners of some ten square-metres, we find a small fireplace, an ash hearth 
with no stones, mainly supplying the room with heat and light, and some 
pottery signifying that food was at least eaten here. On these small fireplaces 

 

Figure 14. The hall and hall-
room in Eketorp. The weapons 
found in connection with the 
room, which contains the outer 
hearth, signify the hall. Find 
categories are: pot signature= 
ceramics, spears=weapons and 
open squares = other artefacts. 
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Figure 15. The kitchen dwelling in Eketorp. The distribution of ceramics and 
loom weights shows the mixture of cooking and weaving signifying the typical 
iron-age dwelling. The find concentration at the door should be seen as a result 
of garbage being temporarily stored here before it was eventually disposed of. 
Pot signature = ceramics; loom signature = loom weights and open squares = 
other artefacts. 
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Figure 16. A craftsman’s household in Eketorp. The dwelling, without wea-
ving, is compressed in the innermost part of the house while in the outer part 
iron slag and bone and antler waste indicates the comb-maker and smith. Pot 
signature = ceramics; antler signature = antler waste; J = iron slag and open 
squares = other artefacts. 
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no meal similar to that of the household proper was ever cooked. The context 
brings to mind the name of one of the serfs in the poem Rígsþula, Fjose, i.e. he 
who lives in the byre. There is a measure of something that could represent 
integrity in these dwelling quarters, despite their location in the byre, and we 

Figure 17. A simple dwelling area in one of the byres in Eketorp. Some of slabs 
forming the compartments are still standing in the floor. In the outermost left 
corner of the house one of the slabs has been uprooted. Pot signature = 
ceramics; loom signature = loom weights and open squares = other artefacts. 
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might at first find that a little odd in connection with serfs. However, the 
definition of a serf is not very precise, and there is little doubt that it is the 
bottom level of society we see in the cowshed households.  

We might have expected these dwellings to be inhabited by the very 
lowest in society, but this is not the case. When Eketorp was abandoned, the 
ring-fort was pulled down. This did not prevent squatters to settle the ruins, 
in a dwelling system where the hearth had no specific place at all. This 
occupation shows as an ash layer and charcoal (Fig. 18). The ashes are often 
red, which signifies that they are also the remains of turfs. This means that the 
layer is partly the result of the huts or shelters being burned down, but that 
cannot conceal the fact that there were no organised fireplaces in these settle-
ments. The squatters in the Eketorp ruins are probably drop-outs, people 
without land right, the Grendels of society so to speak. 

If we compare the sorting of people, which comes to light in Eketorp, 
with the social structure reflected in the written sources, the difference is 
striking. The social structure in Beowulf is king, the king’s men, the other hall 
owners, and the rest of the people. In Rígsþula  it is king, earl, peasant, serf. 
The structure in Ludwigslied is king, the king’s men (gesillon), representatives 
of the nobility (notstallon), the people, and the Northmen, the marauders. In 
the landnám saga about Aud or Skalagrim there are queen or king (Aud and 
Skalagrim), their men, i.e. housecerls and serfs granted a small farm, the other 
prominent farmers and the rest of the people (cf. Herschend 1994b). Among 
the rest there are probably some hermits. Contrary to the general division 
into four layers, what we see in Eketorp is a hall owner or a king’s man, and 
no less than four household-defined categories of other people, counting the 
squatters. The Anglo-Saxon and Frankish sources are not troubled by the 

Figure 18. A section through a house in Eketorp that shows the two floor levels 
and the occupation layer, which consists of ashes and charcoal, on top of the de-
molished house.  
 

lower floor upper floor occupation layer 
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complexity of the people, whereas the Norse narratives are at least aware that 
drop-outs exist. In Beowulf (PART I) this category comes down to two mon-
sters. 

There are twelve byres in Eketorp, representing twelve farm-units, but 
there are twenty-six households together with about five dwellings in byres. 
Not counting the squatters, this means that there are thirty households or 
semi-households to one hall household. Eketorp is no doubt exceptional in 
the wish to accommodate as many households as possible inside the ring-
fort, for demographic as well as defence reasons, but apart from being an 
example of social engineering, it also reflects the complex character of the 
social stratum termed ‘the people’. 

Karin Nordström (1996) has shown that loom and textiles, spinning and 
weaving belong to those concepts which give structure to the poem Rígsþula. 
They are symbols of the divide between households producing social losers 
and those breading climbers. There is a link between upward social mobility, 
on the one hand, and textiles and textile production, on the other. In an 
analysis of Eketorp and the Migration Period village Vallhagar on Gotland, 
Nordström (1996) was able to show that in Eketorp the traditional position of 
the loom was characteristic of households with a kitchen dwelling or a hall. 
In Vallhagar, the equivalent households—the farm with a hall, and the 
kitchen dwelling in the farm proper—are characterised by the same tradi-
tional position of the loom next to the fire along the wall. However, in the 
smaller households in Vallhagar and Eketorp, there is no specific position of 
the loom. This structural similarity indicates that Rígsþula gives a correct 
picture of upward and downward mobility within the people. The examples 
from Öland and Gotland belong to societies approaching their demographic 
limits and a major crisis. These societies are deprived of their possibilities for 
pillage economy, because of the downfall of the Roman Empire and this 
creates a tension typical of Iron Age society, which shows us that hall owners 
and peasants with a byre retain their position at the upper end of society, 
while the others, craftsmen, serfs and squatters, at the lower end are sorted 
into a series based on their increasing loss of status. 

If we compare this division, which protected the farm owners, with the 
one, which comes to the fore among the people behind the travelling rune-
stones in the Mälar Valley, we get the following result. In Early Iron Age 
society there is a tendency to single out a stratum producing kings, retainers 
and hall owners, whereas, on the other hand, Late Iron and Viking Age 
societies bring about the formation of the peasant stratum in society. The 
mechanism works by means of a social competition splitting farm owners 
into peasants and nobility.  The upper stratum is formed in a selective process, 
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where the domination of rural means of production plays an important role. 
Those who are not successful in this socio-economic competition become 
peasants. Furthermore, because of the probable lack of land, there is also a 
risk that those who are born into a peasant family will not succeed in forming 
a peasant household themselves. This led to a social drop out already in the 
Migration Period, at least in densely populated areas such as Öland and 
Gotland, with an economy based on sheep and cattle. As indicated by the 
farm division at Övetorp and Rönnerum (above, pp. 49 ff.) people in the 
upper stratum run a similar risk of failing, but because of their training, they 
can find employment as servants of those with power. They might, e.g. 
become hall owner and retinue i Eketorp). 

The moral catalyst in this overall development is the ability to see and 
develop individuality and its off-spring individuation as a social obligation, 
rather than a reflexive view on one’s own biography. Economic mechanisms 
could also be at work, producing a sorting of households like in Eketorp, but 
this experiment in social planning shows that it was not possible to introduce 
segregation as part of the settlement structure. The egalitarian design is 
obvious, and signifies that although mechanisms leading to segregation are at 
work, the consequence of land right, i.e. the right to possess a household 
within the collective, is still the base for the organisation of spatial order. As if 
nothing had happened since the days of Tacitus, the martial aspect of life 
leads to the formation of a society, which, despite the egalitarian principles, 
has a centre with a clear emphasis on the armed men. That these men belong 
to a hall room is the only major difference from the Early Iron Age. Thus, 
individuality is still reserved for the military leader, who in the Eketorp case 
would have displayed his individuality as a moral duty to defend society. 

CENTRALITY 
The foundation for the social structure must be sought in the social 
characteristics of the settlement structure and in the economy, which took 
form during the Late Roman Iron Age. The economy in the area and period 
in question is mostly a matter of subsistence, but surplus production and 
specialised production are growing phenomena. Iron production is the most 
prominent example (cf. Magnusson 1986; Nørbach 1999). This development 
goes hand in hand with the introduction of large estates with a permanent 
location in the landscape. In consequence with this, ideas about ownership 
also become more precise. 
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Although the pattern is the same as the one we perceive as a settlement 

ideal in the Eketorp ring-fort, it is more obvious in villages such as those 
mapped in Fig. 19a–d. It looks like a settlement in which one farm is larger 
than the others. The position of the large farm, moreover, is such that it 
occupies the end or a corner of the settlement. In rare cases, when most of the 
fences in the village can still be observed (cf. Fallgren 1993 Fig. 1; 1998, with 
refs), we can conclude that the large farm controls a quarter of, or perhaps 

Figures 19a–d. Settlement lay-outs 
with a large dominating farm. (a), 
Feddersen Wierde 3rd century. (b), 
Nörre Snede 4th century. (c), Vor-
basse 4th–5th century. (d), Vallha-
gar 6th century. Based on Haarna-
gel (1979); Hansen (1988); Hvass 
(1987); Stenberger (1955). Fig. 19b 

Fig. 19a 
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half, the village area. The typical Late Roman Iron Age settlement seems, in 
other words, to be dominated by a large farm (cf. Riddersporre 2002). If we 
are to believe the Icelandic landnám examples, the structure is based on a kind 
of general and rather unspecified ownership of the land, matched by the right 
of the people in an area to settle and to form households. Borrowing a Norse 
expression, we could say that possessing ‘landright’ allows one to settle at 
ráði, i.e. with the consent of the dominant landowner. 

Fig. 19c 
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Domination of grassland is a precondition for a cattle-based economy, 

and the link between grassland and large farms is apparent in the examples 
of large solitary farms known from Scandinavia. The two best known are 
Mørup and Tissø (Kaldal Mikkelsen 1988; Jørgensen and Petersen 1996). 

Migration Period Mørup is placed on the border between arable land 
and grassland. It is a very large farm in terms of square-metres under roof, 
and it is a hall farm. The dependence on cattle is signified by the large byre, 

Fig. 19d 
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but also by the U-shaped outhouse. These are uncommon in Denmark, but 
comparison with houses on Öland shows that they were probably sheep 
houses. That is, houses where sheep and cattle could seek shelter and 
perhaps additional fodder during the winter season. The Late Iron Age farm 
at Tissø exhibits the same lack of natural position in relation to arable land, 
but it has a much more developed economy, with production units in 
addition to the farm buildings and the hall, and perhaps even a temple. 

There are potentials in an agricultural system dominated by animal hus-
bandry, but also disadvantages. The foremost of the latter is the impossibility 
to store the surplus produced for any longer period. Primary surplus is 
walking around alive, and cannot be sold unless it is transported to a market. 
On the farm, moreover, it can only be used as food. There are, of course, some 
secondary value in the form of hides and wool, but investment in that kind of 
production is risky in a society without a market. Compared to grain, which 
is easy to store and easy to process, cattle is, in other words, a less flexible sur-
plus. 

On the other hand, an obvious advantage of cattle is that they need 
space, which, as a consequence, can prevent the landscape from filling up 
with farms. Instead, settlements are relatively sparse, and the population 
density is low. In areas, which can sustain relatively speaking many animals, 
settlements will tend to form that kind of nuclei surrounded by grassland 
which is characteristic of the South Scandinavian Iron Age landscape. This 
landscape allows its inhabitants to sustain themselves on husbandry pro-
ducts, using a surplus of food, in the form of meat, as a means of undertaking 
different kinds of projects, be it touring, plundering, iron making, exploita-
tion of mountain areas, or secondary production of, for instance, jewellery. 
Such an economy favours the establishing of small, partly isolated societies, 
with a dominating farm in, relatively speaking, densely populated areas, and 
scattered farms in sparsely populated peripheral areas. It is natural to invest 
part of the food in housecearls, who do not form a family, and in halls, utilis-
ing local building materials. Although one may invest in enterprises aiming 
at pillage or power struggle, the surplus can also be utilised for taking on a 
social responsibility, for instance as a sponsor at communal feasts.  

The correspondence between economic, social and ideological centrality 
is fundamental in Iron Age society. The ordered society and the ordered 
landscape are reflections of each other, inasmuch as the hall is the centre of 
the landscape, and the hall owner the centre of society. Society is stratified 
and small-scale. Despite population density being low, overpopulation is, 
none the less, the main problem for Iron Age society. The problem is reflected 
in settlement concentration on Öland, marginal settlements on Gotland (cf. 
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Carlsson 1979), colonisation of the North Scandinavian coastland, the forma-
tion of inland regions partly based on exploitation, such as the Swedish Stor-
sjö area, or mountain settlements fully based on exploitation (Ramqvist 1983; 
Mikkelsen 1994; Magnusson 1986). On the other hand, the absence of towns 
and markets signifies the inability to organise, channel and distribute surplus 
production. The absence of inland market places and the seasonal character 
of the few coastal ones should be seen as a consequence of the general charac-
ter of society. 

Communications between market places are in the hands of boat 
owners and landowners, and they do not permit permanent settlements in 
the market places before the Viking Age, and even then only at a most 
limited scale. Moreover, these places are often situated in such a way that it is 
impossible for a permanent population part-time engaged in trade and 
production to achieve a reasonable degree of self-subsistence. There is, in 
other words, little to recommend a longer stay at a market place such as 
Lundeborg. The place to meet is the hall at Gudme (cf. Nielsen et al. 1994). 
Boat owners and landowners are hall owners in the Iron Age, and trade and 
communication is organised to secure their position. This is revealed by the 
prestige goods of foreign origin, but also by the mixture, found for example 
in Lundeborg, of rivets and nails, which signify boat building and repair on 
the one hand, and Roman coins, signifying trade on the other. Everything, 
which supports the hall-governed society will be traded, be it on the basis of 
market economy or gift giving. 

In the discussion about how the change from a pre-Christian to a 
Christian society became possible, it has been pointed out that the career of 
the upper-class male was something which Christianity could accept. The 
ontology which saw reality as divided into separate categories, rather than 
several complementary categories, was a Christian notion, which the upper 
classes could eventually accept, because categorisation was a way of simpli-
fying social relations between people, as well as a principle which could lead 
to a less complex power struggle. Finally, the idea of centrality could be 
furthered and utilised by Christianity as a way of ordering the landscape. The 
church could become hall as well as a reflection of a Civitas Dei or Heavenly 
Jerusalem (cf. Hallencreutz 1997; Andrén 1999). Churches, moreover, could 
be spread out in the landscape as centres, at hall farms or at other meeting 
places, since the connections with Heaven did not have to be established at 
the optimal economic point in the landscape, although it is, of course, an 
advantage. 
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There is no direct conflict between temporal and spiritual centrality. 
That the organisation of Heaven, in its worldly reflection, resembles the 
secular organisation of society is an advantage for the early Christian society. 

In the end, it seems to have been the shared view on landscape and 
power, the complementary attitudes to the upper class male individuality, 
and the mutual interest of the church and the upper stratum of society to 
simplify people’s social roles, which brought about Christianity. The prime 
obstacle was pagan ontology with its abutting realities, which must have 
prevented many from understanding that Heaven was a world funda-
mentally separated from ours. That is why the ordering of the landscape, in 
which the churches are God’s halls, is so essential to make Christianity and its 
worldview acceptable. 
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VIII 

APPENDICES 
APPENDIX I 

LUDWIGSLIED – A TRANSLATION INTO SWEDISH 

  1 ?  En konung vet jag  han heter Ludwig 
som gärna tjänar Gud  jag vet att han belönar honom för det. 
Som barn vart han faderlös  det vart honom snart avhjälpt 

  4  Herren hämtade honom  han blev hans fosterpojke1. 
Han gav honom dugligheter  herre-lika2 följeslagare 
stol här bland frankerna  måtte han länge bruka allt detta3. 
Det delade han då  strax med Karlman 

  8  sin broder  de talrika fröjderna4. 
                                        
1 Gud tog honom med andra ord till sig som sin son. 
2 Ordet fronisc = ”härlig”, som ännu bevarar mer av sin ursprungsbetydelse, herre-lik. 
3 Gud började med att uppfostra Ludvig väl och belönade honom sedan som man gör 

med söner. 
4 Wunnia, ”fröjd” betyder också ”betesmarker”. Poängen är att Ludvig både får stol, dvs 

tron och värdighet bland sina män i hallen och del i de fröjder som extensiva land-
egendomar medför. 
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?  Då allt detta var fullbragt  ville Gud pröva honom5 
om han umbäranden  så ung mäktade tåla. 
Lät han (därför) hedniska män  leta sig6 över havet 

12  till frankernas folk  att deras synder frammana7. 
Bland många redan förlorade  blev många räddade 
hemskheter tålte  de som förr levde falskt. 
Den som då var tjuv  och kommit ifrån det med livet  

16  höll sin fasta:8  sedan var han en god man. 
Någon var lögnare  någon rövare 
någon helt lösaktig  och han bättrade sig i det9. 
?  Kungen var fjärran  riket helt förvirrat 

20  Kristus var förtörnad  dessvärre fick det (riket) umgälda det. 
Dock förbarmade sig Gud  han visste10 (om) all nöden 
han kallade Ludvig  strax därhän att rida: 
”Ludvig min kung  hjälp mina folk 

24  nordmännen har trängt hårt in på dem”11. 
Då talade Ludvig:  ”Herre, så gör jag, 
om ej döden hindrar mig,  allt vad du bjudit”. 
?  Då tog han avsked av Gud  hov upp krigsfanan 

28  red dit till frankerna  mot nordmännen. 
De tackade Gud  de som väntade på honom12 
alla kvad: ”min herre  så länge bidar vi dig”. 
Då talade högt  Ludvig den gode: 

32  ”trösten er gesällar  mina stallknektar i nöden13 
Hit sände mig Gud  och (han) bad mig själv, 

                                        
5 Egentligen: ”utvälja den sin (för ett uppdrag)” på samma sätt som man kan välja ut 

”de sina”. 
6 lîdan = ”söka sig fram” ”komma” med dubbelbetydelse ”lida” och ”leta (sig fram)”. 
7 För att frankernas folk skulle minnas sina synder. 
8 Egentligen: ”tog sin fasta”. 
9 Alltså: den ena, den andra, den tredje .... och de slutade alla med sitt felaktiga liv. 
10 ”Han visste om all nöden.” Med ”nöd” menas både krigshandlingarna och resten av 

problemen. Ordet har en bredare betydelse än i dag. Alltså: han kände till hur det 
stod till med hedningar, härjningar, synder och dylikt. 

11 Egentligen: ”Nordmännen äger dem hårt beträngda.” 
12 Egentligen: “de tackade Gud de (som) bidade ‘den sin’ ” som i uttrycket “de sina”. 

Ludvig är alltså folkets, det väntar på sin kung.  
13 Gesellio, gesäll, är en kompis i salen eller hallen. Notstallon = not + stallon  är ”nöd” + 

”stallare”. En stallare är en typ av militär och ytterst någon som hör ihop med stallet 
och dess hästar. Alltså talar Ludvig till sina två typer av män eller krigare, ståndsper-
soner i traditionell mening och ryttarna i mer professionell mening. 
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om ni fann det rådigt,  att jag här skulle fäkta14. 
Mig själv ville jag ej spara  tills jag er hade räddat. 

36  Nu vill jag att mig följer  alla Guds hulda15. 
Varat här är oss beskärt  så länge Kristus vill 
vill han vår hädangång  har han däröver makt. 
Så vem som här i hjältemod  utför Guds vilja 

40  och kommer med hälsan därur  honom belönar jag, 
bliver han kvar därinne,  (belönar jag) hans släkt”16. 
Då tog han sköld och spjut  hjältemodigt red han 
han ville kungöra sanningen  för sina vedersakare. 

44 ?  Inte dröjde17 det länge  (innan) han fann nordmännen. 
(han) Lovade Gud  han ser vad han (Gud) begärde. 
Kungen red modigt  sjöng en from sång 
och alla sjöng tillsamman:  ”Kyrie eleison”. 

48  Sången var sjungen  striden var begynt 
blodet sken i kinderna  frankerna spelade18. 
Då kämpade varje thegn19  men ingen så som Ludvig 
rask och tapper  det var ett släktsdrag hos honom20. 

52  Några genomslog han  några genomstack han 
han skänkte på stället  sina fiender 
bittert lidande  Så! Ve för alltid över deras liv. 
?  Lovat vara Guds kraft  Ludvig var segerrik 

56  och alla heliga tack  hans var segerkampen. 
Allt väl åt Ludvig  vår lycksalige21 kung 
så beredd som han alltid var  varhelst nöd var. 
Må Herren behålla honom  i sin nåd. 

                                        
14 Gefuhti av fëhtan, ”fäkta” syftar på sättet att kämpa. Det är, som vid en förpost-

fäktning, tal om ett böljande slag. Frankerna är till häst och det är alltså inga fasta for-
mationer som braka ihop i ett stort slag. 

15 Alltså: Nu vill jag att alla, som är trogna Gud, följer mig. 
16 Just för att det är tala om en fäktning kommer man ur den eller också stannar man, 

död, därinne. 
17 Egentligen: ”var”. 
18 Alltså spelade som i uttrycket "spela" med musklerna. Det är återigen det rörliga sät-

tet att slåss. 
19 Thëgan, “tegn”, kan betyda krigare i största allmänhet, men här, där det står i relation 
till gesällar och stallare, är det naturligt att uppmärksamma ordets bindning till krigare 
i mer professionell bemärkelse – en man som är den politiska maktens exekutiva, erfar-
na och sannolikt trogna redskap. 
20 Eller som vi säger: ”det låg honom i blodet”. 
21 Egentligen: ”salig” i betydelsen ett tillstånd som leder till Gud. 
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APPENDIX II 
The appendix is a selection of texts from the Mälar Valley. The texts are 
selected for because they mention the disappearing hero Ingvar. They 
are the textual basis for analysing the Ingvar-stone poetry.  

Sö 009: Bergviðr ok þau Hælga ræistu stæin þannsi at Ulf sun sinn. 
Hann ændaðis með Ingvari. 
Guð hialpi salu Ulfs. 

Sö 105:.... sin. 
Hann vaR farinn með Ingvari. 

Sö 107: HroðlæifR ræisti stæin þannsi at faður sinn Skarf. 
Hann vaR farinn með Ingvari. 

Sö 108: GunnulfR ræisti stæin þannsi at Ulf faður sinn. 
Hann vaR i faru með Ingvari. 

Sö 131: Spiuti Halfdan þæiR ræisþu stæin þannsi æftiR Skarða broður sinn 
For austr heðan með Ingvari 
a Særklandi liggR sunn ØyvindaR. 

Sö 173: Meskia ok Mani letu ræisa kumbl þausi at broður sinn HroðgæiR ok 
faður sinn Holmstæin. 
          Hann hafði vestarla um vaRit længi, 
          dou austarla með Ingvari. 

Sö 179: Tola let ræisa stæin þennsa at sun sinn Harald broður Ingvars. 
ÞæiR foru drængila fiarri at gulli 
ok austarla ærni gafu 
dou sunnarla a Særklandi. 

Sö 254: Svæinn ok Stæinn ræistu stæin at Tosta faður sinn. 
Es varð dauðr     i liði Ingvars 
ok at Þorstæin ok at Øystæin 
AlfhildaR sun. 

Sö 287: Andvettr ræisti stæin æftiR Huga broður sinn. 
ER vaR dauðr með Ingvari 
ok æftiR Þorgils broður goðan. 
Biarnlaugr ærfi     let ræisa æftiR faður sinn. 
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Sö 320: GæiRvatr ok Anundr ok OtamR letu retta stæin at Byrstæin broður 
sinn. 
         SaR vaR austr með Ingvari 
         dræng sniallan sun LiføyaR. 

Sö 335: UlfR ræisti stæin þenna at broður sinn Osnikinn. 
SaR fors austarla með Ingvari 
skipari Holmstæins. 

U 439: Hærlæif ok Þorgærðr letu ræisa stæin þenna at Sæbiorn faður sinn. 
Es styrði     austr skipi 
með Ingvari a Æistaland  

U 644: Andvettr ok Kiti ok Karr ok Blesi ok DiarfR þæiR ræistu stæin þenna 
æftiR Gunnlæif faður sinn. 
         Hann fell austr með Ingvari. 
         Guð hialpi andinni. 

U 654: Andvettr ok Karr ok Kiti ok Blesi ok DiarfR ræistu stæin þenna æftiR 
Gunnlæif faður sinn. 
        Es vas austr     með Ingvari drepinn. 
        Guð hialpi and þæiRa. 
        AlrikR ræist-ek runaR. 
        Es kunni val knærri styra. 

U 661: GæiRvi ok Gulla ræistu stæin þenna æftiR Anund faður sinn. 
Es vas austr     dauðr með Ingvari.  
Guð hialpi and AnundaR. 

U 778: Þialfi ok Holmlaug letu ræisa stæina þessa alla at Banka sun sinn. 
Es atti     æinn seR skip 
ok austr styrði     i Ingvars lið. 
Guð hialpi and Banka. 
Æskill ræist. 

U 1143: Klintr ok BlæikR ræistu stæin þennsi æftiR Gunnvið faður sinn. 
Hann for bort með Ingvari. 
Guð drottinn hialpi and aldra kristinna. 
ÞoriR runaR risti. 

FV92:156: Kunar auk Biorn auk Þorgrim ræistu stain þenna at Þorstæin 
broður sin. 
Es var austr     dauðr með Ingvari. 
Auk gærðu bro þessi. 
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Vs 019: Gunnaldr let ræisa stæin þennsa æftiR Orm stiup 
sinn. 
         Dræng goðan ok vas farinn   austr með Ingvari. 
         Hialpi Guð salu hans. 
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