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Old Norse Mythology.

The Old Norse Mythology is rather facinating. The ones aqquinted with the world of Tolkien can to some extent recognize themselves when dealing with this mythology. According to the old tales a man with the name of Gylfe, king of Svithiod, once entered the home of the gods and there he was told how the world begun. He met with three beings which had the names: Hög (High), Tredje (Third) and jämnhög (Even Height or something like that ;-).

They told him how the world had been created and how everything was done. In the beginning there was the abyss (Ginnungagapet), North of this there was Nifelheim, the world of cold where Cold and Darkness rules. Frosty mists rose from the cold well of Hvergelmer. In the south there was the hot Muspelheim, a place where the being Surte ruled with a flaming sword. The mists from Hvergelmer formed the frozen stream of Elivågor which flowed in to the Ginnungagap and filled it with ice. But at the same time flares from Muspelheim fell into the abyss and the falling drops which became the result of the mix of flares and ice formed two giant beings: A cow with the name 'Audhumbla' and a giant named 'Ymer'. Ymer got his food from the cow by means of four mouths which he used to milk the cows four nipples. Audhumbla in turn lived on the white frost ont the rocks.

Her warm breath created a man called Bure wich by some mysterious way managed to get hold of a wife (it is not described how) and they where the first of the Asa dynasty of which Oden, Vile and Ve would be the greatest.

Ymer on his side created several different creatures. From his left arm a lovely couple sprung, from which the three fates Urd, Verdandi, Skuld (Guilt) and the wise Mimer came. His feet on the other hand created a three headed monster wich became the ancestor of the Rimtusarnas evil giant family.

Oden, wich destiny had choosen to become the one who would fullfill the creation, killed the giant Ymer (with help from his two brothers) and used his body as a ground for the new world. His blood became the sea (Where all the Rimtusarnas but one drowned). His skull became the sky. The bones in his sceleton became mountains, his brain the clouds and his tissues was grinded in the great mill 'Grottekvarnen', around whose main axis the universe turned, to become the dirt. The mill was driven by the giantesses Fenja and Menja. Ymers Eyebrows became a wall against the inhabitable surroundings. This new world was called Midgård.

The world down under was divided into three kingdoms each one with its own well. Hvergelmer, Mimers well and Urda well.From the Ginnungagap a large ash with the name 'Ygdrasil' grow. The branches of Ygdrasil covered all the then known world.In Hvergelmer the dragon Nidh”g lies and gnaws on the rots of the tree. Mimers well on the other hand is the well of wisedom, guarded by Mimer, Oden once gave his right eye for a drink of the water in this well.

At Urdawell which is guarded by the three fates the gods have their conferences each day. They ride daily over the bridge Bifrost, a bridge which shimmers in all the colours of the rainbow and is watched by the god Heimdal (also called Rig), nine mothers and nine sisters son and beholder of Gjallarhornet which is nordic tales last trump . Heimdal sleeps lighter than the bird, sees one hundred traveldays in each direction from his castle Himinbjorg and has such sharp hearing that he can hear the grass and the wool grow.

Once when Oden and his brothers where out taking a walk at the shore of the sea in Midgård, he found two Sceptring (?) trees with the names Ask and Embla. They set them free from the earth and gave them blood, power of motion, intelligence, will, fantasy and spirit. They where formed after their own appearence. From this couple the whole humanity evolved. The fate Urd gives every human a being called Fylgia at birth . This being are to follow her throughout his/her life.

Odens wife is called Frigg, and his sons ar called Tor and Balder. Tor is the strongest of the gods and is allways in war with the giants. He is armed with his 'strength belt' Megingjord and the hammer 'Mjölner' which like a boomerang allways return to his hand after a throw. He is travelling through space in a wagon which is pulled by the goats 'Tandgniostr' and 'Tandgrisner'. About his fights with the giants there is a lot of fascinating stories which have the character of folklore tales and which most certainly never have been accepted by the believing. As the god of thunder he enjoyed respectfull worshiping from the believers which can be proved by among other things the surviving names on villages (Thorsvik) and in other words like 'tordön' (The sound of lightning), torsdag (Thursday).

Balder on the other hand was the god of battle but got some of the characteristics of christ when the christian faith became known in the nordic countries. There is no certain proof that he really was the focus for some serious worshipping. Any way, the story about Balder is rather fascinating. In Snorre Sturlassons Edda he was portraied as Balder the kind. He was residing in his stronghold Breidablick. He was the kindest and the justest (?) of the gods. He was therefore loved of all the living beings in the world. Therefore his mother took a promise from all the living not to hurt him and cause of this Balder was invunerable. The gods therefore used him for target pracitizing, the arrows they used just bounced of him. But there where one plant which his mother had forgotten to ask and that was the misteltoe. One of the creatures in the 'inner circle' around the gods was the devious Loke (who really was of a giant family allthough he had been taken up by the gods) who when he realized the mistake made by Balders mother, quickly made an arrow of the misteltoe and instructed Balders blind brother, Höder, to shot it in a certain direction. The arrow hit Balder and he was promptly killed. The following story reminds a bit of the greek story where 'Persefone' and 'Prometheus' get's in more or less the same situation. The chocked gods tried to get Balder back from the kingddom of death. But failed due to the sly Loke which had disguised himself as an old woman with the name Töck. Loke got his punishment, he was caught in the river when he was trying to escape in the shape as a salmon. He was chained with his sons (Nares) Bowels to a rock just under a jut where a viper constantly drips his venom on the poor fellows face. Sigyn, his belowed, stays with him and tries to ease the pain by collecting the venom in a bowl but when the bowl is full and she i away to empty it Loke gets the poison in his face and he trembles in his agony, and with him the rest of the world. 

Some of the creatures which stems from Loke is Fenrisulven and Midgårdsormen. Midgårdsormen was thrown in to the sea where he growed rapidly so that he eventually encircled the earth and bit himself in the tail. Fenrisulven on the other hand was adopted by the gods (which proved to be a big mistake). The playful puppy soon growed into a monster which strength and hostility threatened the other gods. Therefore they tried to bind him with a chain (with name Gleipner) made of iron which he promptly ripped apart. They made a new leash made of, among other things, the beard from women, the roots of the mountains, the sound of steps from a cat, the spitt from the bird and other equally rare materials. This very soft and thin rope was shown to Fenrisulven and he was offered to rip it apart. Fenrisulven, which suspeceted foul play, was rather reluctant to take the offer. Only when the god Tyr put his hand in to his mouth did he allow the rope to be pulled over the head. When he found out that he was tricked he thus in anger bit the hand of Tyr and thats the story behind Tyrs:s lost right hand...

There are other gods in the family, Like Brage (The god with the long beard) which sits at home in his fathers stronghold and uses his time to drink beer and write poems. There is 'Forsete', son of Balder, who is the god of justice and lives in the heavenly hall Glitner. The silent Vidar which rules over the lower regions where the last battle will be held.

Njord, son of a allegory daughter to Mimer with the name Natt (Night) and brother to Odens wife Frigg, belongs to a different breed called vanerna and is in the beginning in Asgård as hostage. He is the god of richeness and the protector of sailors. He commands the weather. His wife the skiing Skade is born in the mountains. Therefore she doesn't like beeing in Njords Stronghold 'Noatun' as she can't stand the screaming of the sea gulls. On the other hand Njord can't stand the howling from the wolfs in Skades mountains. Therefore they are living separately. Njords son is named Frej (or frö), and he rules over the fertility on earth. Frö:s sister, Freja (or Fröja) which resides in the castle Folkvang, most fittingly rules over love.

These brothers and sisters have rather complicated marriage relations. But Frejas husband seems to be Svipdag or Hermod while Frej after some persuasion managed to get a fair looking giantess with the name Gerd.

Of the dynasty of the vanerna was furthermore Nanna, which became wife to Balder (she got a chrushed heart when he was killed).

Other gods and godesses comes from the dynasty of elfs which in turn can be divided in to black elfs and light elfs. Only the light elfs are of any importance in this matter. 

To this dynasty belongs, among other, the fairheaded Siv, wife of Tor in the wooden castle Bilskirnir (the greatest of all timebered houses) int the land of Trudvang. They had sons with the name of: Magne and Mode. Idun, wife of Brage, which made the wonderfull apples which gave the gods their eternal youth. Ivalde, which in the beginning of time was the guardian against the Rumtusarerna at Elivågor. He had a son , Valand (or as he also was called: Limping Valand or Völand), which was a blacksmith an whom one of the sadest edda stories is about. The seagod Ägir which is related to the giants but neveretheless has good relations to the gods and his wife the unfaithfull Ran which brings unhappiness to the humans.

To the gods one also counts, Billing and Delling, which is the morning glow and the sunset. The young maid Geifon, the litterary Saga which guards the mead of wisdom which comes from the river of Sökvabäck and fills the horn of the moon.
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Introduction

Norse mythology, Scandinavian mythology, Viking mythology; all refer to the pre-Christian religion of the Norwegian, Swedish, Icelandic, and Danish peoples. A few books group Finnish mythology in with the Norse but the old beliefs of Finland form a separate tradition although there are some interesting parallels.

The Norse mythological system as we currently have it comes down to us mainly from the Icelandic Eddas and sagas which were written down a few centuries after the christianization of the north. There has been much research trying to discern the true ancient religion as practiced by the people of the Scandinavian countries as opposed to the representation we are given in the written sources.

Aside from any influence Christianity might have played, Norse mythology presents us with a multilayered, often contradictory, world view with a myriad of parallels in other mythological systems. It is a playground for the comparative mythology researcher, rich with elements from Indo-European, Shamanistic, and other belief systems.

Many people are familiar with J.R.R. Tolkien's Lord of the Rings or Wagner's The Ring of the Nibelung, but they are not familiar with Norse mythology to which both of these works are heavily indebted.

Tolkien was very well acquainted with Norse mythology, as can be seen by the use of it in his books. The name of one of his main characters, Gandalf, is found in The Poetic Edda. Gandalf is, in some ways, reminiscent of Odin, the leader of the Norse pantheon. Even the name Middle-earth, the setting for Tolkien's The Lord of the Rings, comes from Norse mythology.

Wagner also referred to Norse tales. When he composed The Ring of the Nibelung, he combined the Norse The Saga of the Volsungs with the German epic The Nibelungenlied. Wagner relied less heavily on the The Nibelungenlied than some believe, and instead turned to the more pagan Volsung saga with its tale of Sigurd the Dragon Slayer and the valkyrie Brynhild.

There are many ways to spell the names of the Norse mythological figures. I have chosen the most common. In some places I have supplied alternative spellings and the original Old Norse form. I have also supplied some translations which are mainly from Hollander's The Poetic Edda in brackets.

This site is intended to provide basic information and to inspire people to want to learn more about the ancient northern tradition. For further study please refer to the listed sources.

Following is a list of some of the major players in Norse mythology and also some of the more enigmatic ones. You will find gods and goddesses, heroes and giants. There are a multitude of other lesser figures which are mentioned throughout other portions of the site.

Aegir Ship-Bane

Old Norse Ægir

The meaning of his name is associated with water. He was also called Hler and Gymir [the Blinder] (the name of Gerd's father -- it is not known if they are one and the same). Aegir was the god of the seashore or ocean, and called the ruler of the sea by Snorri. He was a personification of the ocean, be it good or evil.

He caused storms with his anger and the skalds said a ship went into "Aegir's wide jaws" when it wrecked. Sailors feared Aegir, and thought he would sometimes surface to destroy ships. According to Sidonius, early Saxons made human sacrifices to a god of the sea, possibly connected with Aegir.

Aegir was one of the Vanir and a giant. His father was Mistarblindi [Mist-Blind], and his brothers, Logi [Fire] (identified by Guerber as Loki), and Kari [Air]. Aegir's wife (and sister) was Ran and they lived under the sea by the island Hlesey. Ran and Aegir had nine daughters who were the waves: Himinglaeva, Dufa, Blodughadda, Hefring, Unn, Hronn, Bylgia, Bara, and Kolga -- all of their names are poetic names for waves.

Aegir brewed ale for the gods after Thor brought him a big enough kettle. Every winter the gods would drink beer at Aegir's home. He was, therefore, famed for his hospitality. Instead of having a fire, gold was put onto the floor of the hall to provide light. Gold is therefore called Aegir's fire. The cups in Aegir's hall were always full, magically refilling themselves. Aegir had two servants in his hall, Fimafeng [Handy] and Eldir [Fire-Kindler]. According to Lee Hollander, Aegir's function as the gods' ale brewer was suggested by the ocean's foam.

After the death of Balder, the gods gathered for a feast in Aegir's hall. Loki showed up and insulted everyone (this is told in Lokasenna in the Poetic Edda). The gods couldn't do Loki harm in the hall since it was a sanctuary where no violence could be committed.

It is interesting to note that in Snorri's Gylfaginning [see Edda] Aegir is not mentioned as one of the gods, and in part of his Skaldskaparmal Aegir, also referred to as Hler, was a man "very skilled in magic" living on the island Hlesey who went to visit the gods in Asgard. During his visit he listened as Bragi told him of the gods' adventures.

In Egil's Saga, after the death by drowning of Egil's second son Bothvar, Egil composed the poem Sonatorrek which mentions Aegir:

Sure, if sword could venge

Such cruel wrong,

Evil times would wait

Aegir, ocean-god.

That wind-giant's brother

Were I strong to slay,

'Gainst him and his sea-brood

Battling would I go.

But I in no wise

Boast, as I ween

Strength that may strive

With the stout ships' bane.

(Leach, A Pageant of Old Scandinavia, p. 321.)

Aurvandil the Bold

Old Norse Aurvandill

Aurvandil is briefly mentioned in the Prose Edda, but not at all in the Poetic. The little information we have regarding him is quite intriguing. Referred to as Aurvandil the Bold, he was the husband of the sorceress Groa (named ale-Gefion in the Haustlong)- the woman who attempted to magically remove a whetstone from Thor's forehead. Thor mentioned to her that he had carried her husband in a basket on his back out of Jotunheim and across the Elivigar. What they had been doing is anyone's guess - was Aurvandil one of Thor's frequent companions on the god's adventures against the giants? While crossing the freezing poisonous rivers Aurvandil's toe had frozen so Thor broke it off and threw it into the sky creating the star Aurvandil's Toe. According to Star Names Their Lore and Meaning, Aurvandil's [Orwandil] Toe was Alcor in the big dipper while Rigel, in Orion, was his other toe.

In the Old English Christ I we have another reference to Aurvandil:

 Eala earendel, engla beorhtast, ofer middangeard  "O Aurvandil, brightest of angels, over Midgaard." Even though the passage is from a Christian poem, it is apparant that a pre-christian mythological figure is being referrenced and that Earendel / Aurvandill was the name of a star or planet. For any Tolkien fans, this was his inspiration for Earendil.

Aurvandil makes another appearance in Saxo's History of the Danes as Horwendil. In this context he appears as a hero. Son of Gerwendil and brother of Feng, Horwendil makes a name for himself as a king of Jutland and then as a Viking. He meets the king of Norway on an island and kills him by hacking off the king's foot. He then married Gerutha daughter of Rorik the Danish king. Together they had a child named Amleth (yes this is the original Hamlet). Of course Horwendil's brother Feng became jealous, killed Horwendil, wed Gerutha, and we all know the rest of the story thanks to Shakespeare.

Balder, the Dying God

Old Norse Baldr, variant Baldur

One of the Aesir, his name means "The Glorious". He was also called the "god of tears" and the "white as". Balder, the son of Odin and Frigg, was described as a very handsome and wise god. Some consider him to be a god of light since he was so bright, light shined from him.

Balder's wife was Nanna and they had a son named Forseti. Balder and Nanna lived in

Breidablik [The Broad-Gleaming], where nothing unclean could be and there were "fewest baneful runes". Breidablik had a silver roof on golden pillars.

At one point Balder had a foreboding dream. Odin rode to Hel's realm to wake a volva from the dead to find out the meaning of Balder's dream. She foretold Balder's death by Hod (Hodur), his fraternal twin.

Frigg asked all things to swear not to hurt Balder but didn't ask the mistletoe because it was so young. Loki, diguised as an old woman, visited Frigg and found out Balder was invunerable to everything but mistletoe. Loki then made a dart out of mistletoe and tricked the blind god Hod into throwing it at Balder -- all the other gods were playing games by throwing various items at Balder --, thus killing him.

Nanna died of heartache after Balder's death and was burned with him on his funeral boat -- along with his chopped up horse and an unfortunate dwarf who Thor kicked in at the last minute.

Hermod rode to Hel's realm and got her to agree to let Balder return to the living if all things would weep for him. One giantess named Thokk, Loki in disguise, refused to weep, so he remained dead and was cremated on his funeral boat, hringhorni. He is supposed to come back to life after the Ragnarok. A more complete retelling of Snorri's account of Balder's death is available online.

Snorri and Saxo Grammaticus give very different views of Balder and his death. In Saxo's version of this story, Hod (Hother) is alone responsible for Balder's death.

 Balder's name rarely occurs in place names, therefore, it is thought that not many people worshipped him. It has been suggested that Balder was an ancient hero who was elevated to divinity. The poets used his name to mean warrior.

Balder is also mentioned in the Merseburg charm.

Bil, Captured by the Moon

Listed by Snorri as one of the goddesses. Snorri tells the story of Vidfinn's two children, Bil and Hjuki, who, as they were leaving a well named Byrgir carrying a pail named Saeg on a pole called Simul, were taken from the earth by Moon to accompany him on his journeys.

Snorri mentions that from Earth Bil and Hjuki can be seen with Moon and Grimm relates in his Teutonic Mythology "to this day the Swedish people see in the spots of the moon two persons carrying a big bucket on a pole."

Some people claim this is the original Jack and Jill tale but that nursery rhyme actually had its origin in English politics from the time of King Charles.

Bil is also called the goddess of weaving by Gisli in Gisla saga Surssonar. After Gisli has a prophetic dream regarding his death, he speaks the verse containing the reference to Bil. The tone makes it seem that weaving refers to weaving destiny.

Bragi, God of Poetry

God of poetry, (adopted?) son of Odin and the giantess Gunlod. He was the chief poet of Odin and said to be very wise. He was married to Idun and he had runes cut on his tounge.

In The Lay of Hakon, Bragi is in Valhalla with Odin who tells Bragi to go out and greet Hakon as he arrives. Bragi is also in Valhalla alongside Odin in The Lay of Eirik, and Odin refers to Bragi as one who "knowest everything well". During the feast in Asgard attended by Aegir, it is Bragi who relates to Aegir the tales of the gods.

There was a 9th century skald named Bragi Boddason and some believe he may have been raised to a god by later writers. Others believe Bragi was an aspect of Odin.

Eir, Goddess of Healing 

A companion of Frigg, Eir is the goddess of healing. She taught her art and the secret powers of herbs

only to women, the only physicians in ancient Scandinavia. Eir, meaning "mercy", is a Scandinavian Goddess of  healing with herbs. Eir taught the use of healing herbs only to women, and was a handmaiden to Frigg. Goddess of healing, patroness of health-care workers, called on against sickness or injury. She is one of the

goddesses on the mountain called Lyfia ("to heal through magic"), and gives both physical and psychic means of healing; shamanic healing, especially, falls into her realm.

Frey, God of Fertility

Old Norse Freyr

God of weather and fertility. He ruled over the land of the light elves, Alfheim. He was the son of Njord and Njord's sister (mayhaps Ingun), and the brother of Freya. His step-mother was Skadi.

To make peace, the Aesir and Vanir exchanged hostages. He, along with Njord and Freya, were sent by the Vanir to dwell with the Aesir.

He owned the ship Skidbladnir which was made for him by dwarves. It could sail on the land, sea, or through the air. It was large enough to hold all the gods, yet could be folded up

and fit into a pocket. 

He also owned a chariot drawn by two boars, Gullinbursti and Slidrugtanni. He could ride Gullinbursti [golden-bristled] through the sky. It was made by dwarves for Loki to give to

Frey.

His name means "Lord" and it is thought that he was at one time the consort of his sister Freya [Lady].

His wife was Gerd, a beautiful giantess who he fell in love with when he espied her from Odin's throne. He sent his servant, Skirnir, to win her for him. For this task, Frey lent

Skirnir his sword which "swings itself if wise he who wields it" and his horse. After Skirnir's threatening of her, Gerd agreed to give herself to Frey in nine nights at the forest Barri.

At the Ragnarok, Frey will be killed by the fire giant Surt.

Also known as Yng, Frey is named as the progenitor of the swedish royal family. There was a statue of Frey in the temple at Uppsala in Sweden, the center of his worship.

Freya, Goddess of Fertility & War

Old Norse Freyja

Goddess of fertility and war. Originally one of the Vanir. She was the daughter of Njord, and the sister of Frey. Her daughters, by Od, are named Hnoss, who is so beautiful that whatever is valuable and lovely is named "treasure" after her, and Gersemi.

She lived in Folkvang [battlefield] and each day chose half of the slain warriors to split with Odin. She had a husband named Od, whom she somehow lost and cried golden tears for. Many believe Od is Odin.

Her chariot was drawn by male cats (their names are never stated) and she owned the precious Brisings' necklace, which she slept with four dwarves to acquire. She also owned a feather coat which she could use to fly between the worlds.

After she went to live with the Aesir as a hostage, she taught them -- including Odin -- seidr. Some sources say Friday is named after her. 

Frigg, Mother Goddess

Goddess of marriage. She is the wife of Odin, and Friday is named for her (according to some). Her abode was called Fensalir [The Ocean Halls] and she weaved the clouds.

Another name for Frigg was probably Saga [ON Sága]. In the Prose Edda it states that Saga was an Aesir goddess who dwelt in a "big place" called Sokkvabekk. That is the only mention of her. In the Poetic Edda she is also only mentioned once:

Sokkvabekk called is the fourth, which cool waters ripple round about;

there Odin and Saga all their days drink,

glad from golden cups.

- Grimnismal, Lee Hollander tr.

That is all that is said about her in the Norse mythological sources. As Hollander points out she is probably identical with Frigg since she is said to drink with Odin (Frigg's husband) "all their days" and Fensalir, Frigg's hall, means "Ocean Halls" which is comparable to Sokkvabekk, "Suken Hall".

Some people call Saga a goddess of history or a goddess of poetry, possibly because the word Saga is connected to the word for history, and also refer to her as a daughter of Odin but there is no discernable basis for any of this.

Fulla the Handmaiden

(Volla)

Listed by Snorri as one of the twelve divine goddesses, she appears mainly to function as Frigg's maid, taking care of the goddess's shoes. She also, sometimes, functions as Frigg's messenger. Some believe she is Frigg's sister. Snorri stated she was a virgin with long golden hair who wore a gold band around her head. It has been suggested that this band represents the binding around a sheaf of grain, making her a fertility goddess.

When Hermod rode to Hell to ask Hel if Baldr could return to Asgard, Nanna gave him a gold ring to give to Fulla, among other gifts. Fulla is called a maid of Frigg in The Lay of Gimnir in the Poetic Edda, and is sent on an errand by Frigg. We also have mention of Fulla in Gisla saga Surssonar:

My Fulla, fair faced, the goddess of stones

Who gladdens me much, shall hear of her friend

Standing straight, unafraid in the rain of the spears...

Gefjon, Goddess of Virgins

Old Norse Gefjun

A prophetic virgin goddess and a member of the Aesir and Vanir. All women who die virgins go to her hall. She was also a fertility goddess. In one myth, Gylfi, king of Sweden, tells Gefjon, who was disguised as a beggar, that she could have as much of Sweden as she could plough with four oxen in one day. She traveled to Jotunheim and found her four oxen sons whom she had by a giant (she isn't a virgin in this myth!). She returned to Sweden in Midgard with her sons and ploughed all of the land now known as Zealand so it became part of Denmark, thereby tricking Gylfi. Her name means "Giver".

Heimdall the Watcher

Old Norse Heimdallr

Watches the rainbow bridge, Bifrost , for the coming of the frost giants at the Ragnarok, at which time he will sound his horn Gjallar. In the Ragnarok, he and Loki will kill each other. He never sleeps, can see in the dark, and can hear sheep wool growing. His dwelling place is Himinbjorg [heavenly mountains]. Nine sisters, signifying the waves, gave birth to him. As Rig, he begets Thrall, Carl, and Earl, representing the three classes of man; slave, freeman, and noble.

Hel, Goddess of the Underworld

Hel

Daughter of Loki and the giant Angurboda. She is the sister of Fenrir (Fenris-wolf) and Jormungand (Midgard serpent). She is the goddess of the underworld. Her realm was Niflheim and her hall, Elvidnir [misery]. She was described as half white and half black.

Idun, Goddess of Immortality

Old Norse Iðunn

Goddess of youth, her name means "The Rejuvenating One". She is married to Bragi and is the keeper of the apples which keep the gods eternally young. The only myth we have concerning Idun is the story of her kidnapping by the giant Thiazi.

Odin, Loki, and Hoenir, were on one of their travels when they happened upon an ox and, since they were so very hungry, decided to cook it. For some reason however, the meat

would not cook. 

As they were trying to discern the reason for this travesty a huge eagle perched above them in an oak tree told them he knew why the ox wasn't cooking and would show them how to roast it if they would first let him eat his fill.

No sooner had they agreed than the eagle ate such a great portion of the ox that Loki got angry, took a pole and struck at the eagle. The eagle flew upwards with the pole and Loki stuck to the other end. He told Loki he would only let him down if Loki agreed to kidnap Idun and her age-defying apples.

When the gods arrived in Asgard Loki did as he had promised and lured Idun outside of Asgard to where the eagle was waiting. The eagle, who was none other than the giant Thiazi in his eagle skin cloak, took Idun to his home called Thrymheim in the mountains of Jotunheim.

The gods began to quickly age once the source of their immortality had been stolen so they decided Loki should have to go and fetch her back. After all, he was the one who had caused all the trouble.

Loki borrowed Freya's falcon cloak and flew to Thrymheim where he found Idun alone. He turned her into a nut and flew back to Asgard as fast as he could, holding Idun in his claws.

As soon as Thiazi returned and found Idun gone, he put on his eagle cloak and flew towards Asgard. His wings beat so quickly and with such force that he caused strong storm winds to hamper Loki's escape. The gods could see the eagle coming in pursuit of Loki so as soon as Loki was safe inside the bounds of Asgard they built a bonfire which set fire to Thiazi's wings. Once the giant fell to the gound the Aesir killed him. Afterwards, his daughter Skadi came to avenge his death.

There is debate as to whether or not Idun's apples were a late addition to the mythology, something inspired by Greek or Irish legends. In an early form of the tale in the Haustlong which was composed by Thjodolf of Hvin the court poet of Harold Fairhair who lived ca 860 Idun's absence causes the Aesir to age but there is no mention of apples.

Loki the Trickster

A giant. He became a member of the Aesir when Odin made Loki his blood brother. He is the god of mischief, a trickster, and very cunning. After causing the death of Balder, he was bound by the gods until the Ragnarok, at which time, he will be freed.

Some books list Sataere as a Germanic god of agriculture and suggest that the name is another name for Loki. Guerbers' Myths of the Norsemen is one of these books, stating:

Loki was confounded with Saturn, who had also been shorn of his divine attributes, and both were considered the prototypes of Satan. The last day of the week, which was held sacred to Loki, was known in the Norse as Laugardag, or wash-day, but in English it was changed to Saturday, and was said to owe its name not to Saturn but to Sataere, the thief in ambush, and the Teutonic god of agriculture, who is supposed to be merely another personification of Loki.

Of course, Guerber does not provide us with a source. If we look at the Norse sources there are no references to Sataere or Saturn. Jan De Vries lists the Old English word Sataere as being derived from the word Saturn, thus not a separate deity, and it seems that Njord not Loki is the Norse god that more closely resembles Saturn. Could an association between Njord and Saturn be the cause of Scandinavians using Laugurdag -- bath or wash day -- in place of Saturday?

Grimm in his Teutonic Mythology reasons that Saturn was originally a Germanic deity and this is probably Guerber's source. Prof. E.G. Stanley in The Search for Anglo-Saxon Paganism states that Saturn is erroneously included among the gods of the Anglo-Saxons by some scholars (Grimm included) because of his appearence in an early Old English poem Solomon and Saturn. Moreover, Stanley relates the opinion of other scholars that the Saturn appearing in the poem represents the Chaldean god Saturn and not some Germanic deity.

There are quite a few sites dealing with Loki including a wonderful site by Johannes Persson, and an article by Eric A. Anderson regarding Loki's offspring.

Njord of the Beautiful Feet

Old Norse Njörð variant Niord.

God of the wind and sea, also called god of chariots and the giving god. It was to him that those wishing for protection on travels or desiring a good catch while fishing were supposed to pray. He was said to be so rich that he could bestow wealth on any who prayed to him for it.

A member of the Vanir, he was sent with his son to the Aesir as a hostage after the war between the two races of deities and was to return to the Vanir at Ragnarok. After becoming a member of the Aesir, Odin made Njord a priest of sacrifices according to the Ynglinga Saga. It further states that the Swedish people believed Njord ruled over the growth of seasons and prosperity. 

His home was called Noatun [harbour] and his wife was the giantess Skadi who married him because he had beautiful feet. She later left him because they couldn't decide in whose dwelling they should live.

Njord was the father of Frey and Freya, we are never directly given their mother's name, however, Leach states Ingun was their mother - maybe he does so because Frey is referred to as Ingunar-Frey. In Lokasenna Loki taunts Njord by saying that he fathered Frey on his own sister. We again hear that Frey and Freya were the children of Njord and his sister in the Ynglinga Saga and that sibling marriage was allowed amongst the Vanir but prohibited by the Aesir.

Snorri tells us that Frey and Freya were born after Skadi left Noatun for Thrymheim. However, in the Poetic Edda Skadi is frequently called Njord's wife even when Frey and Freya are grown. Snorri's Edda has Njord as the one who sends for Skirnir to ask Frey why he is angry yet in the Skírnismál, Skadi is the one who calls Skirnir. She also refers to Frey as her son.

We hear about an older aspect of Njord (as the opposite sex) in Tacitus' Germania where he describes the worship of Nerthus by the Danish. Nerthus is the latin equivalent of the Old Norse word Njord.

Tacitus calls her Mother Earth and relates the ritual surrounding her. Nerthus' sanctuary was in a sacred grove on an island and within the grove was a cart under a covering. When the goddess came to her sanctuary the priest was aware of it and would walk alongside her cart pulled by cows as Nerthus visited places.

While the goddess was among people no war was allowed and all weapons were put away. Once the goddess was brought back to her shrine, she, her cart, and its covering, were all washed in a lake by slaves (maybe this is the origin of the Norwegians using wash day in place of Saturn's day - see the section on Loki regarding Sataere). The slaves were supposedly "swallowed" by the lake afterwards.

Since Skadi is a gender neutral name and even given in the Volsunga Saga as a masculine name, one wonders if Njord was originally the wife and Skadi the husband; note the similarities between she and Ull.

Even into Viking times the worship of Njord was widely spread in Norway as evident by the number of place names which incorporated his name - over twice as many as those for Odin.

Odin, God of Vikings

Old Norse Óðinn

Leader of the Aesir. Odin had a myriad of names including Allfather, Ygg, Bolverk [evil doer], and Grimnir. He also had many functions including being a god of war, poetry, wisdom, and death. His halls were called Gladsheim Valaskjalf and Valhalla. Odin's high seat, Hlidskialf, was in Valaskjalf. It was from this throne that he could see over all the world. Valhalla is where he gathered his portion of the slain warriors, Einheriar (Einherjar), whom the valkyries had chosen.

The valkyries would serve mead which forever flowed from the udder of Odin's goat, Heidrun. They also served the warriors meat that came from the boar Saehrimnir, which the cook Andhrimnir would prepare for eating by boiling it in the cauldron Eldhrimnir. The boar magically came back to life before the next meal. After eating, the warriors would go outside the hall and fight each other to the death. They were, of course, brought back to life before the next feast. All of this fighting was practice for when Odin would lead the Einheriar in the final battle, Ragnarok.

Odin had a spear named Grungir which never missed its mark and a bow which unleashed ten arrows with every pull. He also owned a magic ring called Draupnir which created nine of itself every night. It was this ring that Odin laid on his son Balder's funeral pyre and which Balder returned to Odin from the underworld. Another one of Odin's prized possesions was his wonderful steed named Sleipnir which had eight legs.

The horse was the offspring of Loki, who in mare form seduced a giant's horse named Svadilfari. Sleipnir could travel to the underworld and through the air. Odin also had two wolves, Geri and Freki, and two ravens, Hugin [thought] and Munin [memory]. He sent his ravens out every day to gather knowledge for him.

Odin sacrificed himself for knowledge by hanging on the world tree, Yggdrasil, which means Ygg's horse. Ygg is a name for Odin and horse is a metaphor for the gallows. He thereby learns the runes. Another sacrifice he made for wisdom was his eye. He gave it up in order to drink from the Well of Mimir which bestowed great knowledge. Because of this, he is typically depicted as having one eye. He is also depicted as wearing a cloak, being old, having a long grey beard, and wearing a wide brimmed hat down low over his face to conceal his one-eyed visage.

Odin was destined to die at Ragnarok; Fenris-Wolf swallowed him. Knowing his fate, he still chose to embrace it and do battle. Showing the true warrior ethic. He was the god of warriors and kings, not the common man. Many heroes genealogies start with Odin, including Sigurd. His name is not found in many place names and therefore it is believed that not many people worshipped him. He was thought to be a traitorous god, as shown in the sagas, who would strike down a warrior at his whim.

Ran, Goddess of the Drowned

The wife of Aegir, she was the sea goddess of storms. She collects drowned people in her ne

Skadi, Goddess of Skis

Old Norse Skaði, variant Skade

Frequently referred to as the goddess of skis or snow shoes, she travelled on skis, carried a bow, and hunted. She was the daughter of the giant Thiazi [Old Norse Þjázi, variant Thiassi].

Thiazi was the son of a very rich giant named Alvaldi [Olvaldi]. When Alvaldi died Thiazi and his brothers Idi and Gang divided their inheritance by each taking a large mouthful of gold.

After Thiazi was killed by the Aesir as related in the section on Idun, Skadi took up arms and went to Asgard for vengence. The Aesir offered her compensation for the death of her father - she was allowed to choose a husband from among the gods.

There was only one small catch, she had to pick her new husband based only on the appearance of his feet. She picked Njord by mistake, assuming the best looking feet must have belonged to the god Balder.

As further compensation Skadi demanded that one of the Aesir make her laugh. Hence, Loki tied one end of a rope around the beard of a goat and the other end of the rope around his testicles, he then pulled on the rope making both the goat and himself bellow.

As a final form of appeasement Snorri tells us that Odin threw Thiazi's eyes into the sky turning them into stars. This contradicts a passage in the Poetic Edda in Hárbarzljóð which has Thor claiming to have been the one to kill Thiazi and fling his eyes into the sky.

After their marriage, Njord and Skadi could not agree on where to live so they took turns going to Thrymheim (Skadi's abode after Thiazi's death) in the mountains for nine nights and then Noatun on the shore for nine nights. Skadi didn't like Njord's home, and he didn't like her's, so they split up.

From the Ynglinga Saga we learn that after Skadi left Njord she became involved with Odin and had numerous sons by him, one being Saeming who is also listed in the Prose Edda as a son of Odin. However, in the preface to Heimskringla Snorri writes "Eyvind Skaldaspiller also reckoned up the ancestors of Earl Hakon the Great in a poem called 'Haleygjatal', composed about Hakon; and therein he mentions Saeming, a son of Yngvefrey."

The last thing we know about Skadi is that she was the one who positioned the venomous snake over Loki's head after the Aesir bound him.

Thor, God of Thunder

Old Norse Þórr

The son of Odin and a member of the Aesir, he was the god of thunder and the main enemy of the giants. He would smash their heads with his mighty hammer Mjollnir. To wield this awesome weapon he needed iron gloves and a belt of strength. Mjollnir would return to Thor's hand after being thrown and was symbolic of lightning. Thor would ride around middle-earth in his wagon drawn by two goats, His abode was Thruthheim [Land of Strength] and his hall, Bilskinir. His wife was Sif.

He was foremost of the gods to the common man, who would call on him to ensure fertility,

and widely worshiped. Hammer shaped amulets, a symbol of Thor because it was his weapon, were worn about the neck well into the christianization of Scandinavia. There are molds from that time which contain both cross and hammer shapes, side by side. His name occurs in numerous place names, and it was his statue which was central in the great temple at Uppsala.

Thursday is named for him and he was associated by the Romans with Jupiter, therefore also parallel to Zeus. They were all the wielder of ligtning bolts. Some claim that Odin is the Norse equivalent to Jupiter / Zeus, however, one needs look not much further than the name given to the fourth day of the week by the Romans and then to its English equivalent to see that the ancients equated Odin with Mercury / Hermes.

Donar was an early version of Thor among the Germans and the anglo-saxons worshiped a thunder god named Thunor.

Tyr the One Handed

God of war. He was the only god brave enough to put his hand in the Fenris- wolf's mouth so the gods could bind it. The wolf bit off his right hand. There is much debate about his lefthandedness. In the norse culture the right hand was given for a pledge, which could be why the right hand was placed in the wolf's mouth. It has also been noted, however, that the offering of the right hand is to show that it is free of weapons. A left handed person was sometimes considered evil because he could use a weapon with his left hand even though he shook with his right hand.

Tuesday is named for Tyr who was known as Tiw, or Tiu, by the Anglo-Saxons. He must have been an important god in the pantheon prior to the mythology we were handed down in the eddas to have one of the days of the week named after him.  Since Tuesday is the English name given in place of the name of the day of the week sacred to Mars for the romans, we know that the old englishmen thought of Tyr as being smiliar to Mars.

Ull, God of Archery

Old Norse Ullr, variant Uller

God of archery, the hunt, skiers and snowshoes; basically a male Skadi. His weapon was a longbow made out of Yew and he lived in Ydal [Yew Dales]. He was called upon for help in duels and the skalds frequently used "Ull's ship" to mean sheild.

Ull was the son of Sif and called the stepson of Thor. Rydberg, in his Teutonic Mythology, argued that Ull's father was Aurvandil based on evidence in Saxo. However Ull's father's name is never stated.

Ull, which means glorious, was a part of many place names during the viking age (the only deities with more in Norway were Frey/Freya), therefore, he is considered to be an ancient god who was widely worshipped.

In Saxo's Danish History we learn that Oller (Ull) was put in the place of Odin who had been exiled. Oller was the head of the Aesir for ten years until the other gods decided to end Odin's exile.

The only other information Saxo gives is "he [Oller/Ull] was such a cunning wizard that he used a certain bone, which he had marked with awful spells, wherewith to cross the seas, instead of a vessel; and that by this bone he passed over the waters that barred his way as quickly as by rowing."

Creation Myth

The Norse creation story has heaps of mythic elements, from the primeval giant Ymir to the cow Audhumla the reader is beseiged with mythic archetypes. This is a problem for the researcher trying to sort out true heathen tradition from the trappings of Christianity.

What the Eddas Say

In the beginning there was the void. And the void was called Ginnungagap. What does

Ginnungagap mean? Yawning gap, beginning gap, gap with magical potential, mighty gap; these are a few of the educated guesses. Along with the void existed Niflheim the land of fog and ice in the north and Muspelheim the land of fire in the south. There seems to be a bit of confusion as to whether or not these existed after Ginnungagap or along side of it from the beginning.

In Niflheim was a spring called Hvergelmir from which the Elivagar (eleven rivers - Svol,

Gunnthra, Fiorm, Fimbulthul, Slidr, Hrid, Sylg, Ylg, Vid, Leiptr, and Gioll) flowed. The

Elivargar froze layer upon layer until it filled in the northerly portion of the gap. Concurrently the southern portion was being filled by sparks and molten material from Muspelheim.

The mix of fire and ice caused part of the Elivagar to melt forming the figures Ymir the

primeval giant and the cow Audhumla. The cow's milk was Ymir's food. While Ymir slept

his under arm sweat begat two frost giants, one male one female, while his two legs begat another male.

While Ymir was busy procreating Audhumla was busy eating. Her nourishment came from licking the salty ice. Her incessant licking formed the god Buri. He had a son named Bor who was the father of Odin, Vili, and Ve.

For some reason the sons of Bor decided to kill poor Ymir. His blood caused a flood

which killed all of the frost giants except for two, Bergelmir and his wife, who escaped the deluge in their boat.

Odin, Vili, and Ve put Ymir's corpse into the middle of ginnungagap and created the earth and sky from it. They also created the stars, sun, and moon from sparks coming out of Muspelheim.

Finally, the brothers happened upon two logs lying on the beach and created the first two humans Ask [ash] and Embla [elm or vine] from them. 

The Norse Cosmology

Muddled as the depiction which we are given in the Prose Edda is, we are able to

discern a number of powerful cosmological ideas in the Norse vision of the universe.

Yggdrasil the World Tree

Variant Yggdrasill

The Norse world tree, omnipresent, its branches extending over all the known worlds, its roots extending into three of them. The name means Odin's Horse referring to the time he "rode" upon the tree and learned the runes. It is also at times referred to as Hoddmimir, Tree of Mimir, and Lærád or Lerad. It is usually called an Ash tree.

One of Yggdrasil's roots extends into Asgard, a second root extends into the world of the frost giants while the third is in Niflheim. This is Snorri's description which, of course, differs from that in the Poetic Edda. Grimnismál has the roots extending into the giants realm, Hel's realm, and one into Midgard.

An eagle sits in the branches of the tree and between its eyes perches a hawk. There is a squirrel called Ratatosk which scurries between the eagle and Nidhogg carrying messages. Nidhogg is the serpent which gnaws at Yggdrasil's Niflheim root.

Along with this menagerie are four stags running in the branches eating the leaves, Heidrun the goat and Eikthyrmir the hart also eating leaves. With all the munching going on the tree needs tending - that is the task of the Norns at Urd's well under one of the roots.

The Norns pour water over the tree every day keeping its bark white. The tree produces honeydew and also berries which help women with pregancy. It appears to be the giver / nourisher of life so it is not surprising when we read that the first humans Ask and Embla were created from trees (one being an Ash) or that two humans Lif and Leifthrasir will hide in the tree during Ragnarok with the tree's honeydew sustaining them until they can go on to restart humanity.

The world tree was a symbol common to many societies. The tree specifically connecting the three regions of man, heaven, and the underworld appears in eastern mythology. Also Odin's nine night suspension in the tree's branches is similar to Finnish shamanistic practices with a nine night stay in a birch tree (Puhvel, 194).

Bifrost the Rainbow Bridge

Old Norse Bifröst

Every day the Aesir, except for Thor who must wade through rivers instead, are said to

travel over Bifrost - also called Asbru, the bridge of the gods - to Urd's well to hold

counsel. The bridge is supposed to be covered with flame to keep those who are unworthy from gaining entry into Asgard.

Snorri explains that Bifrost is the rainbow and the red we see in it, the burning flames. He also relates that Heimdall stands watch at the point the bridge reaches heaven.  Regarded as the best of bridges, Bifrost will finally break during Ragnarok when the sons of Muspell led by Surt ride through Mirkwood and cross it.

Grimm recorded a medieval German Christian belief that the rainbow will no longer appear prior to Armageddon which seems to stem from heathen thought. However, there is also some evidence that Bifrost originally referred to the Milky Way.

According to Star Names their Lore and Meaning, the Norse knew the Milky Way as the pathway of ghosts going to Valhalla. The book also discusses the belief of various cultures that the Milky Way was the path burnt in the sky by the sun.

Whether Bifrost was thought of as the rainbow or the Milky Way, it was the path traversed by those going to and from the other world.

Asgard Realm of the Gods

ON Asgarðr

Comparable to the Greek Mount Olympus, Asgard was the dwelling place of the ruling

gods, the Aesir.

Following the creation of Midgard, the gods built their temples on Iðavelli, the shining plain. Here is Thor's Thrudheim or Thrudvangar where his hall Bilskirnir stands with its 540 rooms; Ull's Ydal's plains; Frey's Alfheim where the light elves dwell; Odin's hall Valaskjalf that houses the throne from which he looks over all the worlds, Odin and Saga's Sokkvabekk, Odin's Valhalla with its 540 doors in Gladheim; Skadi's Thrymheim; Baldr's Breidablik; Heimdall's Himinbjorg which stands at the edge of Asgard by Bifrost; Freya's Folkvang and her hall Sessruminir; Forseti's Glitnir; Njord's Noatun by the sea; Frigg's Fensalir and Vidar's land called Vidi.

Surrounding Asgard was a defensive wall and a forest outside the wall. In some

descriptions one of Yggdrasil's roots extended into Asgard and under it, Urd's well. The Norns Urd, Verdandi, and Skuld lived in a hall by the well and the gods were said to have court at the well every day riding there "up over Bifrost".

One of the problems with certain descriptions of the cosmology is why would the gods ride up over Bifrost if Urd's well was in Asgard? It seems more logical that Urd's well was in the netherworld, that Asgard was in the branches of the world tree, and that the gods rode down Bifrost instead of up. By later redactors trying to make the norse world picture coincide with that of their present day view, such as Asgard being Troy and just a city of Earth, much of the material we have has been muddled.

Gladsheim was listed as a specific hall by Snorri instead of the area where Valhalla was built. He described it as made of gold inside and out, with 13 thrones for the gods. There was also a separate hall called Vingolf specifically for the goddesses.  In the north of Asgard the Giant Hraesvelg sat in eagle form. All wind was supposed to come from his beating wings. Gimle, which in the Volsupa is the place on the shining plain where the remaining gods will return to reign after Ragnarok, is described by Snorri as standing at the southern end of Asgard in the third heaven called Vidblain.

Snorri lists nine heavens altogether: Vindblain, Heidthornir, Hregg-Mimir, Andland, Vidblain, Vidfedmir, Hriod, Hlyrnir, Gimir, Vet-Mimir, and Skatyrnir which is said to be the highest. However, he also cautions their use saying "the following names for the heavens are written down, but we have not found all these terms in poems. But these poetical terms like others seeem to me not proper to include in poetry unless one finds similar terms already in the work of major poets."

One wonders where the practitioners of the old Scandinavian religion actually thought their gods lived.  Midgard Realm of Mankind

The abode of humans. It means middle earth or middle garden

Vanaheim Home of the Vanir

The home of the Vanir. We are never given a description of Vanaheim or told when or how it was created. It seems to almost lie outside the mythos that has come down to us.

We know that it was considered as one of the nine worlds because of its mention in the Alivssmal and also because it is referred to as Njord's birthplace and where he will return at Ragnarok. This seems to imply that Vanaheim will not be affected by Ragnarok.

Alfheim Home of the Light Elves

The abode of the light elfs and their ruler, Frey.

Niflheim World of Ice

A region of cold. Hel's realm is here (in some sources).

Muspelheim World of Fire

A region of fire. The fire giants -- sons of muspel -- live here, ruled by Surt.

Jotunheim Home of Giants

The abode of the Jotuns -- giants.

Svartalfheim Home of Dark Elves

The abode of the dark elves -- dwarves. It is underground.

Nidavellir Home of Dwarves

The abode of the dwarves which are also called dark elves.

Hel Land of the Dead

The land of the dead. The way to this realm was through the land of the mountain giants. The connection between this and Niflheim is often confusing. Hel is also the goddess of the underworld.

Ragnarok

Three little ice ages will fall upon the world, known as the Fimbulvetr (translated as terrible winter by Young, also referred to as Fimbulwinter), and many other signs will come to pass. Then the time will arrive and the cocks will crow. The fire giants led by Surt will come out of Muspelheim. Naglfar, the ship made out of dead men's nails, will carry the frost giants to the battlefield, Vigrid....

Valkyries

Description

Maidens who chose which warriors on a battlefield would be slain. They also served mead in Valhalla.

Names

Brynhild

Geironul

Geirskogul

Goll

Gondul

Gunn

Guth

Herfjotur

Hervor [Warder of the Host]

Hild [Battle]

Hlathguth [Necklace-Adorned Warrior-Maiden

Hlokk

Hrist

Mist

Olrun [One Knowing Ale Rune]

Randgrith

Rathgrith

Reginleif

Sigrdrifa

Sigrun

Skeggjold

Skogul

Skuld [Necessity]

Svava

Thruth

Berserker

Warriors who fought in a crazed state. Just what they wore and what the term Berserker means is debatable.

Read Gunnora's informative article on Berserkers.

http://www.florilegium.org/files/NORSE/Berserkergang-art.html
Norns

Sometimes compared to the greek fates, three supernatural women who tend the Yggdrasil and determine fate. Their names are: Urd [fate], Skuld [necessity], and Verdandi [being]. There are more than three Norns. It is believed that a norn is present at a persons birth to determine his/her fate.

There is an essay on-line regarding the norns.

http://www.luth.se/luth/present/sweden/history/gods/johannes/nornorna
Nornor and Dísir

From Nordisk Hedendom: Tro och Sed i Förkristen Tid by Folke Ström, Akademiförlaget, Göteborg 1993, p.201-203. (Norse Heathendom: Faith and Customs in Pre-christian Time"

On Nornor:

When it comes to the individual, the thought that his fate is shaped in his moment of birth appears. At this crucial moment his families female protective spirits, the dísir, take action. One of the dísirs function -and not the least important one- was to assist the woman in labour and help her to deliver her offspring. This particular function has given the dísir a peculiar and important position as agents of destiny. In their function of agents of destiny the dísir have received a special name: nornor. The nornor measured the life of men and plotted his path of life at the moment of his birth. In the norse literature the nornor are connected to the neutral concept of destiny,skop, which means that they were conceived as the active participant behind the executive one, the fate, of man. It is said that "Nobody escapes the prophecy of the nornor" (norna skop). The conception of the nornors fate-settling actions is realised in one of the poems of The Poetic edda: Helga Hundingsbane. In a visionary stream of images the poem exposes the birth of the prince and the actions of the dísir, unseen by the human eye.

"It was night in the house/ nornor came/ who settled the prince's age/ they named the prince the most famous to be/ and most prominent among princes."

 The prophecy is followed by a symbolic deed. With divine power the nornor twine the threads of destiny. They fasten them to the midst of the heavens and throw them out in different directions: the land of the conqueror-to-be is measured out in advance. Here we find the nornor in a heroic-royal context, which adds mighty dimensions to the story. But the picture of twining or spinning nornor is firmly linked with the conception of their activities. And the belief in their interfering with the birth of a child has in some areas lived on in folk tradition into modern time. We find a remnant of this belief in Setesdal, Norway, in nornegrauten. (I think it means "porridge for the nornor"/Johannes) It was prepared at the birth of a child and has been thought to be an original sacrifice to the nornor.

The nornor's allotted destiny is for better and for worse. As life is in general, it is psychologically understandable that the dark aspect of the nornors activities dominates the view on them. We seldom meet them as providers of happiness and success. "The nornor decide both good and evil, toforme thay have decided immense suffering "reads a runic inscription at Borgund's church in Sogn, The expression "the judgment of the nornor" becomes equal to an unfair destiny, misery and death. In Hamdesmàl we read

"He who has been called upon by the nornor sees not the night ".

Oftentimes the nornor are named as evil, cruel, fiendish and vile. The original meaning of the word "norna" is a matter of great dispute. In their fate-settling context it has been connected to the Swedish dialect word "norna" (nyrna), a verb that means "inform secretly". Another etymology ties the word to an Indo-European rooot "ner" which means "twist" or "twine". Behind this meaning of the word the conception about the thread of destiny, which the nornor twist and twine. In the cosmic visions in Voluspà the nornor appears as universal powers. Their abode is next to the spring at the foot of Yggdrasil. There are three of them, and their names are Urd, Skuld and Verdandi.Their power is great: they decide the destiny of all humans and the laws of cosmos.

Laws they gave, Lives they chose for the children of men, the destiny of men.

Their fate-settling activities they practice according to the poem by cutting marks on staves and thus estimates the days and years of men. With this motif the poet depicts a variant of the fate-settling nornor presumably made up by him himself.

The poets of Voluspà treat their material in an independant manner. The name Verdandi has no support in the mythical tradition, Skuld is in another context the name of a valkyrie. Of those mentioned in the poem it is only Urd who stands out as a genuine power of destiny. As such she is of particular interest. It is charcteristic for the shifts in the belief in destiny that Urd not only was percieved as a personal entity of destiny, but also as the consequense of destiny, as the dark destiny and its result: death. 

Which of the meanings are more original is hard to say. Possible is that two different lines of thought has met and merged in the character of Urd. The word Urdhris etymologically related to the temopral verb varda(icl. verdha). However, in certain other Indo-European traditions time is thought of as the fate-settling principle, as the power of fate. The conclusion lies not far ahead, that similar tendencies in thought has been known among the Nordic peoples. When pushing down to the root of the word complex we are dealing with here, we come upon a basic meaning of "twisting" or "turning". At this final point another, in other places existent conception of fate as a wheel, for example the wheel of a distaff, whith the rotation of which the course of existence is linked.

p.192-196

Diser (dísir) is the name of a collective of female deities without known individual names. The dísir were worshipped extensively, And the character of this worship gives an ancient impression. They stood close to Freyja- also known as Vanadis- close and in every matter connected to fertility.  The word diser is linguistically related to the name of ancient India's name for female goddesses of fertility, dhísanas. In the sacred kingdom of Uppsala the cult of the dísir was firmly rooted. It was part of the official cult. The cult seems to have been strong in Oesterrgoetland (Swedish province, east of Lake Vaettern/Johannes) where the place-names Disebergand Disevid(from an older form Disavi) are manifest memories of that tim. In Norway the dis-names are concentrated to the south-eastern part with Disin as the most common compound.

About the cult of the dísir in the heart of the ancient kingdom of Svea (An older name for the land of the Svear, as opposed to the Goetar. The distinction is kept until this day, when we speak of Svealand and Goetaland as different parts of Sweden./Johannes) the name distingen (disathing) (I will specify this properly when I have looked it up. Dunno what it is right now (blushing)/Johannes) is significant.

As a name for the well-known market/fair it reminds us not only of juridical proceedings but also of trade as complements to the great cult holidays, when people gathered from all directions and provinces. As profane elements the fairs came to survive during ceturies after the shift of religion.

Even in modern times they have remained, if a bit faded, a remnant of something that in the beginning was a complex cultural activity, with religious, juridical, mercantile and even political significance. (the following sentence is a very accurate translation, as it really does not make sense in Swedish. I can make it, though, and will./Johannes) "The relationship exemplifies the great significance of the dísir-cult in Sweden." (Sic! Does not make sense, does it?) This (the disting as a cultural and religious event) indicates the great significance of the dísir-cult in Sweden.

In any case it was part of the Swede's central cult, because of the naming of both "ting" and fair. In concordance with the official character of the Swedish dís-cult were it's practice under direct supervision of the king. One specific detail of the ritual has been kept in one in Ynglingasagan mentioned tradition about a Swedish king named Adils. He is said to have died after having fallen off his hourse, when he rode it around "disarsalen" (the dísar-hall).

In Ynglingatal as in Historia Norwegiae is mentioned not a multitudeof deities but on a single one, in the latter neamed Diana.

(In spite of the fact that disarsalameans "the hall of the dis", i.e. in singular.) 

Several things point to the fact that it is Freyja who is referred to here, that she was seen as the dis-leader and that she were particularly close to the king.

In the texts that are preserved we can furthermore assume that a ritual ride was part of the cult. The assumption is supported by several hints on relationships between the dísir and the horses. The expression "horse-dísir" apperas in Ynglingatal. Dísir mostly appear on horseback.

Hence the ritual ride gets a meningful symbolical meaning. The swedish dísablot took place in the spring, more correctly around the vernal equinox. The exact date was settled by the position of the moon. After the advent of Christianity the fair from its former religious context at the heathen blot.

The fair was subsequently relocated to the Christian Candlemass holiday. As a pious surrogate for the by the heathen tainted disting we find an early mediaeval kyndelting (kyndilthing). But this Christian renaming never gained any foothold. Soon the original meaning of the word dísir and dísablot was forgotten and the ancient dísting was taken up. Even the old lunar connection was manitained, and <"distingstunglet"> was for a long time the name for the full monn of the dísting.

The West-nordic disablot differs on a couple of points from the East-nordic. It was not celebrated in the spring but in the autumn, at the "winternights" in the middle of October. Further the dísir cult- at least in western Norway and on Iceland- seems to have been kept inside the clan/family. Public worship of the dísir seems to have been limited to the south-eastern parts of the country.

In a certain way the dísir seems to have been percieved as the protective agent of the family and in this function to have been especially close to head of the family. Their activities are strikingly often tied to actions of war, one part of their being that apparently is of ancient origin.

The contents of the Indo-European war-chant, that is called the first Merseburgsgaldr, is really an incantation of the dísir, (I am not really sure what word to use- spell, curse, incantation, formula etc/Johannes)here called idisito interfere in the battle in favour of the one who sang it. Icelandic sagas and poems express the same thought: the glorious and vitorious outcome of the battle depended on the dísir. But the ídir were also believed to be able to let their wards down. A sudden defeat was believed to be the result of the dísir's betrayal.

Another similar way of interpretating the unpredictable shiftings in life is charateristic of the religious attitude. The dísir made their discontent visible through a specific foreboding, that meant an infallible omen about the forthcoming defeat. He who stumbled on his way to battle was sure to have been doomed by the dísir. This is what the eddaic poems say in 

Reginsmal:

It is very dangerous

If you stumble with your foot

when you into battle walk

deceitful dísir on both sides stand

and want to see you wounded.

(blushing/J.)

The sagas tell of several cases of similar omnious stumbling, caused by deceitful or angry dísir. In soldiers' superstition of later periods the thought has lived on as a more general conception about the omnious foreboding af stumbling, when going to war.

In their roles of battle-directing entities the dísir where close to the war-god. They were Odhin's warrior-maidens, Herjans dísir, and were then called valkyrjor, "they who make the choice" (not very accurate/Johannes).

The valkyries represent the heroical-mythical shape of the dísir. They are portrayed as spear-wielding, helmet-wearing, mounted maidens of war, who on Odhins command interfere with the bloody battles of the princes and call the chosen ones to Valhall.

Odhin sends them out, Snorri says, to every battle. They choose which of the men who shall die, and they control victory. The Vala of Voluspà pictures them in her vision:

She saw valkyries

come from far

ready to ride to the god-people.

Skuld held her shield,

Skoegul the other,

Gunn, Hild, Goendul

and Spear-Skoegul.

Now are Herjans

war-maidens mentioned

valkyries ready

to ride the earth.

The names of the valkyries give evidence of their war-like nature. Gunn, Hild, Goendul, Sloegul are simply variations of the expression for battle or the sound of battle; other Valkyrie-names have a similar meaning.

As a more peculiar variant of the same war-like iedology the name Haerfjaetter (Herfjoyur) points to the magical anathema that she (Haerfjaetter) could lay upon the one she had chosen to be defeated. The anathema were thought of as magical links, which made the warrior powerless and restricted his movement.

Sometimes we find the clan's dísir under the name of fylgjor. This identification with the dísir should not be seen as original. In the beginning the conception of fylgian is related to the belief in the soul, where it is manifested in the belief that the human being or certain human beings have a double in the shape of an animal. Fylgia means "follower" in its original connotation (a nomen agentis to the verb fylgia).(Another alternative interpretation, is the deduction fromfylgia in the meaning "afterbirth" (aftermath?/J.) i.e. that which comes after the child at childbirth, to which a lot of superstition/folklore has been connected.)

The fylgior have in contrast to the dísir never been the objects of worship. But as time went by the both concepts have attracted each other and partly blended with each other. As a result of this assimilation we meet in the fylgia in the shape of a female deity of protection, also known as fylgjukona. The female fylgia appears closely connected to one of the clan's males, its leader in particular, and is "inherited" on his death to his successor.

The story of the poet Hallfred Ottarson shed light on this concept: when he felt the hour of his death draw near during a sea voyage, his fylgjukona showed herself. She was visible to all, high of stature and clad in armour. She walked upon the waves behind the ship, as if walking on dry land. Hallfred then ended their relatioship, and she asked his brother Thorvald if he would accept her, and he refused. Hallfred's son, Hallfred the young, declared himself willing to accept her, and then she disappeared.

Runes

The Futhark

A germanic alphabet used since about 3CE. It is referred to as FUTHARK, after the first 6 letters. Each rune was a letter in the alphabet and also stood for a word (its name). The earliest use of runes was for magical purposes (this is debatable -- see R.I. Page's book listed in the sources below). There were many different Futharks. The one used here is the elder Germanic Futhark.

Volva

Seeresses. An in-depth description of a Volva is found in Eirik the Red. The woman in the saga wore a cloak with a catskin lined hood and catskin gloves. She had a belt with a pouch on it, in which she carried her magical items. She also carried a staff.

A typical prophesizing ritual seemed to consist of the volva sitting on a platform, slipping into a trance like state, and while in the altered state of consciousness communing with spirits to learn the anwers to questions. Questions concerning health, war, farming, and any other common activity were frequent. The ritual performed by the volva was referred to as seidr, meaning sorcery.

A good description of the prophetic ritual is given in Hrolf's Saga Kraka. The king asks the seeress to locate two boys, she slips into a sort of trance, opens her mouth wide, and chants out her answer.

The Eddas

The Poetic Edda

The Poetic Edda is the older of the two Eddas and therefore sometimes called the Elder Edda. It is also sometimes referred to as Saemund's Edda after a famous Icelander. It consists of many different tales which were put together by an anonymous person probably around 1250 CE. The date of origin of the various poems has long been under discussion. Birger Nerman, in The Poetic Edda in the Light of Archaeology, puts forward the opinion that the majority of the stories must have been written before the Viking age. This book is quite dated though (1930) and it would be interesting to see a more recent essay on this subject.

The Poetic Edda can be divided into two sections, a mythical one and a heroic one. The mythical poems, which are generally considered younger, are:

Völuspá, Prophecy of the Vala

A volva chants about the cosmos, from creation to destruction.

Hávamál, Sayings of Hár

Wisdom sayings. Also, the story of how Odin learned the runes.

Vafþrúðnismál, Sayings of Vafþrúðnir"

Odin matches wits with a wise giant.

Grimnismál, Sayings of Grimnir

Agnar and Geirrod are brother princes and foster sons of Frigg and Odin. Geirrod the younger does away with his brother so he can be King. Frigg gets Odin to visit his favorite Geirrod, but first she implants evil notions in the King's head so he will treat Odin poorly. Odin arrives at Geirrod's saying his name is Grimnir, gets tossed into a fire, and avenges himself by killing Geirrod. 

Skirnismál, Sayings of Skirnir

Frey falls in love with Gerd so he has his servant Skirnir go woo her for him.

Rick McGregor's Skmrnismal as Ritual Drama: A Summary of Scholarship this Century, is very informative.

Hárbarzljóð, Lay of Hárbarth

Thor and Hárbarth (Odin) have a contest regarding who has more accomplishments.

Hýmiskviða, Lay of Hymir

Thor and Tyr go to the giant Hymir's in search of a kettle large enough for Aegir to brew ale in for the gods' feast. While with the giant, they go fishing and Thor hooks the Midgard Serpent.

Lokasenna, Loki's Mocking

Loki crashes a party of the gods at Aegir's hall and slanders all.

Þrymskviða, Lay of Thrym

Thrym steals Thor's hammer. Thrym states he will give it back if he can marry Freya. Freya will have no part in the bargain so Thor dresses in drag, pretending to be Freya going to her wedding feast.

Alvíssmál, Sayings of Alvís

The dwarf Alvis wants to marry Thor's daughter Thrud. He ends up in a contest of knowledge and is outwitted by Thor, who keeps the dwarf up until the sun comes up, thereby turning Alvis into Stone.

Baldrs draumar, Balder's Dream

Balder has nightmares so Odin rides to the underworld to talk to a volva to find out what Balder's dreams portend.

Rigsþula, Rig's Song

Rig, another name for Heimdall, journeys about middle-earth siring the three social

classes of man: slave, freeman, and noble. 

Hyndluljóð, Lay of Hyndla

Freya rides her lover Ottar (in boar form) to Hyndla's and gets the wise woman to state Ottar's ancestory.

Vöuspá hin skamma, The Short Prophecy of the Vala

A shorter version of the history and future of the universe.

Svipdagsmál: Grógaldr, Fjölsvinnsmál, Sayings of Svipdag: Spell of Gróa, Sayings of Fjölsvith

Svipdag is pushed by his stepmother into finding the love of his life and winning her.

The heroic lays, which are considered to have earlier dates of origin than the mythical lays:

Völundarkviða, The Lay of Volund

The Helgi Lays: Helgakvða Hjörvarþssonar, The Lay of Helgi Hjorvarthsson,

Helgakviða Hundingsbana I, The First Lay of Helgi the Hunding-Slayer,

Helgakviða Hundingsbana II, The Second Lay of Helgi the Hunding-Slayer

Frá dauða Sinfjötla, Sinfjotli's Death

Grípisspá, The Prophecy of Gripir

Reginsmál, The Lay of Regin

Fáfnism&aacutel, The Lay of Fafnir

Sigrdrífumál, The Lay of Sigrdrifa

The Great Lacuna

Brot af Sigurþarkvðu, Fragment of a Sigurd Lay

Guðrúnarkviða I, The First Lay of Gudrun

Sigurþarkvi&etha hin skamma, The Short Lay of Sigurd

Helreið Brynhildar, Brynhid's Ride to Hel

Dráp Niflunga, The Fall of the Niflungs

Guðrúnarkviða II (hin forna), The Second (or Old) Lay of Gudrun

Guðrúnarkviða III, The Third Lay of Gudrun

Oddrúnargrátr, The Plaint of Oddcrúnargrátr

Atlakviða, The Lay of Atli

Atlamál hin groenlenzku, The Greenlandish Lay of Atli

Guðrúnarhvöt, Gudrun's Lament

Hamðismál, The Lay of Hamdir

The Prose Edda

The Prose Edda or Younger Edda, was written by Snorri Sturluson around 1220 CE. It consists of three sections. The first part is "The Deluding of Gylfi", or Gylfaginning. It consists of a story in which Gylfi asks three chieftains -- High One, Just-as-high, and Third -- questions about Norse mythology. The second section, Skáldskaparmál ('Poetic

Diction'), gives various kennings and the stories behind them. Háttatal is the final part of

the Prose Edda and it is about King Hakon and different meters.

What does "Edda" mean?

There are many theories concerning the meaning of the word edda. One theory holds that it means "great-grandmother". Another theory holds that edda means "poetics". A third belief is that it means "the book of Oddi". Oddi is the name of a place Snorri Sturluson was educated. Whatever the meaning of the word, students of Norse mythology would be lost without the Eddas.

On-line versions of the Eddas

Some of the stories from The Poetic Edda in Old Norse and Swedish from Project

Runeberg. http://www.lysator.liu.se/runeberg/eddan/Main.html
Thorpe's translation of The Poetic Edda is available from the Midhnott

Sol. http://www.midhnottsol.org/lore/poetic2/index.html
A full translation of The Prose Edda is available at Sacred Texts. A partial

translation is available from the Midhnott Sol. http://www.midhnottsol.org/lore/prose2/index.html
There is another partial translation

available from Woden's Harrow. http://www.angelfire.com/on/Wodensharrow/gylfaginning1.html
Chronology

Dates are approximations in many instances.

100 Tacitus writes Germania

200 Migration Period begins

300 Earliest runic inscriptions in Denmark

375 Ermenrichus king of the Goths dies. He is the basis for Jormunrek of the

Volsungasaga

436 Huns battle Burgundians

437 Burgundian King Gundaharius dies. He is the basis for the fictional Gunnar of the

Volsungasaga.

449 Angles, Saxons, and Jutes migrate to Britain

450 Tune stone of Ostfold Norway made, has Old German alliterative line.

453 Attila the Hun dies possibly at the hands of his new wife the Germanic Ildico, the

name a form of Hild (Byock, 19). Attila is the basis for the fictional Atli of the

Volsungasaga.

500 Migration Period ends

528 Hygelac king of the geats raids frisia and the rhine

550 Jordanes writes History of the Goths

570 Danes raid Frisia

597 St. Augustine begins conversion of Anglo-Saxons

600 Statue of Buddha finds its way to Helgo Sweden

600 Uppsala established

630 Sutton Hoo Ship Burial

700 Vendel Ship Burial

700 Frank's casket made in Anglo-Saxon England depicting Weland (Volund) the Smith on one panel and the archer Aegili on another.

700 Eggjum rune stone in Sogn Norway created. Its diction foreshadowing skaldic poetry.

700 Beowulf thought to have been composed. It contains references to the Volsung legend, the Brisingmen, and Weland / Wayland (Volund) the smith.

705 Foundation of Ribe on the Jutland peninsula

715 Willibrord leads first Christian mission to Scandinavia. His attempt to convert the Danes is unsuccessful.

720 Angantyr King of Denmark

737 Danevirke constructed

750 Swedish Vikings establish Staraja Ladoga in Russia

750 Foundation of Birka in Svealand (now Sweden)

770 Waldere composed. Contains reference to Wayland (Volund).

786 Paul the Deacon begins work on Historia Langobardorum which contains a legend about Woden and Frija.

789 Norwegians Vikings attack Portland England, the first attack on England

793 Vikings raid Lindisfarne

795 First recorded Viking attacks on Ireland and Scotland

800 Earliest Skaldic poetry

808 The Danish king Godfred sacks the trading center of Reric and moves all of its

traders to Hedeby on the Jutland peninsula.

810 Godfred, King of Denmark, dies

810 Danish attack Frisia and impose tribute

820 Oseberg ship built

826 Danish King Harald Klak converted to Christianity. He is baptized at Mainz and is accompanied by Anskar on his return to Denmark.

827 Harald Klak expelled from Denmark

829 Anskar's first mission to Birka

839 Swedish Vikings reach Constantinople

839 Vikings attack the Picts

841 Viking base Dublin established

843 Frisia comes under Viking control

844 First Viking raid on Spain

845 Pagan uprising causes missionaries to leave Birka

850 The Danish king Horik I allows Anskar to build churches at Ribe and Hedeby

860 Swedish Vikings, the Rus attack Constantinople

862 Rurik becomes ruler of Novgorod

862 Finns and Slavs invite Rurik and the Rus to rule over them

865 Anskar dies

866 Danes occupy York

866 Vikings from Ireland and Scotland make Picts pay tribute

869 Edmund, king of East Anglia is killed by Vikings

870 Vikings begin settling Iceland

870 Halfdan King of Denmark

871 Vikings winter in London

873 Ivar, king of the norse in Ireland, the Hebrides, and Scotland, dies

879 Rurik dies in Russia, Oleg assumes rule

880 Oleg rules Kiev

880 Harald Finehair / Fairhair King of all Norway

895 Gokstad ship built

896 Viking army in England breaks up with some members staying in England to live.

900 Time of Thjodolf of Hvinir a poet of King Harald Finehair. He composed the Ynglinga Tal and Haustlong.

900 Helgi King of Denmark dies

902 Vikings expelled from Dublin

911 Rollo founds Normandy

917 Vikings recapture Dublin

919 Ragnald, grandson of Ivar of Dublin, gains control of York

930 Erik Bloodaxe King of Norway

930 Eyvind Skaldaspillir, skald to Norwegian kings Harald Fairhair and Hakon the Good

936 Hakon the Good King of Norway

937 English defeat Norse-Scottish alliance at battle of Brunanburh

940 Gorm the Old King of Denmark

944 The Irish sack Dublin

954 End of Viking kingdom of York when Erik Bloodaxe killed

958 Harald Bluetooth King of Denmark

960 Harald Greycloak becomes King of Norway

961 Viking raids in Wales begin.

965 Harald Bluetooth converts Danes to Christianity

970 Norway falls under Danish rule

974 Hedeby comes under German occupation until 983.

975 Exeter Book copied, contains the poem Deor which has a reference to Welend

(Volund) the smith.

980 Varangian guard formed at Constantinople

985 Erik the Red sails from Iceland with a group of settlers headed to Greenland.

987 Svein Forkbeard King of Denmark

988 Vladimir of Kiev converts to Christianity

990 Einar Skalaglamm was a skald of Earl Hakon of Hladir who ruled Norway until

995. Einar was a friend of Egil Skallagrimsson.

990 Egil Skallagrimsson dies

991 Olaf Tryggvason defeats English at Maldon

992 Ibn Fablan witnesses Rus funeral rites

995 Olaf Tryggvason becomes king of Norway

1000 Conversion of Iceland to Christianity

1000 Earliest Swedish runic inscriptions

1000 Leif Erikson winters in Vinland

1000 Runestone in Sweden depicts Sigurd roasting Fafnir's heart.

1014 Brian Boru defeats Norse

1015 Olaf Haraldson (St. Olaf) becomes king of Norway

1016 Begin King Cnut the Great's rule over England

1019 Cnut the Great King of Denmark

1030 Svein Alfivason becomes King of Norway

1035 Earl Thorfinn of Orkney wins control over most of Northern Scotland

1035 Harthacnut King of Denmark

1035 Magnus the Good becomes king of Norway

1042 End of Danish rule in England

1042 Magnus the good King of Denmark, becomes King of Norwary in 1035

1043 Last Rus attack on Constantinople

1045 Harald Hardrada becomes king of Norway

1052 Diarmait takes Dublin

1066 Harold Hardrada killed at Stamford Bridge

1066 Magnus II becomes king of Norway

1075 Adam of Bremen writes Gesta Hammaburgensis Ecclesiae Pontificum which

includes description of the rituals performed at Uppsala

1080 Pagan ceremonies at Uppsala,Sweden end

1100 Welsh poetry with close parallels to skaldic lines

1125 Icelandic Book of Settlements written

1169 Danes expand into Baltic

1185 The Danish History of Saxo Grammaticus written

1195 Nibelungenlied written

1200 Saga of the Volsungs written down. The only manuscript in existence dates from ca 1400.

1210 Oldest Icelandic family sagas written.

1220 Prose Edda written

1230 Egils Saga written possibly by Snorri Sturluson

1240 Heimskringla written by Snorri Struluson

1240 Codex Regius manuscript of the Poetic Edda written

1245 Kormaks Saga written

1245 Laxdaela Saga written

1250 Swedish Lawbooks written down, they are in alliterative form

1261 Greenland comes under Norwegian rule

1263 Iceland comes under Norwegian rule

1266 Norway cedes Isle of Man and Hebrides to Scotland

1271 End of the Rus Rurik dynasty

1300 Grettir's Saga and Sturlunga Saga created

1330 Hauksbok written

1370 Flateyjabok written

1469 Denmark cedes Orkney and Shetland to Scotland

1480 Last Norse Greenland colony becomes extinct
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A Timeline of Scandinavian History Centering Upon the Viking Age

  Prehistoric Period 4000 B.C.E. to 100 B.C.E.

  4000 B.C.E.

                   Indo-European migrations begin starting in the regions around                    the Caspian Sea or Southern Steppes of Russia

  1500 B.C.E.

                   BRONZE AGE begins in Scandinavia.

  1000 B.C.E.

                   Proto-Germanic peoples settle in the general area of modern

                   Scandinavia and begin to develop a linguistic/cultural/religious

                   complex separate from that of the general Indo-European

                   stock.

  500 B.C.E.

                   IRON AGE begins in Scandinavia.

  ca. 500 - 200 B.C.E.

                   Celtic rule throughout most of Continental Europe.

  ca. 200 B.C.E.

                   East Germanic peoples (Goths, Burgundians others) migrate

                   from Scandinavia to Eastern Europe, settling the Steppes and

                   Black Sea area.

                   West Germanic peoples migrate south into the area of modern

                   Germany, displacing the Celts who had previously ruled this

                   region. 

                   The Proto-Germanic language is dividing into North Germanic

                   (i.e., Old Norse which eventually becomes Danish, Swedish,

                   Norwegian, Icelandic, Faroese and others), West Germanic (i.e.

                   Continental Germanic and Anglo-Saxon, which eventually

                   become German, English, Yiddish and Dutch), and East

                   Germanic (becomes Gothic, with no surviving modern

                   language).

  ca. 250 - 100 B.C.E.

                   Development of the runes.

  Roman Period

  ca. 150 - 100 B.C.E.

                   The Germans meet the Romans - hate at first sight.

  100 B.C.E. - 500 C.E.

                   The practice of sacrificing/executing people in bogs is carried

                   out regularly in Scandinavia, especially Denmark.

  9 C.E.

                   Hermann (Arminius) defeats the Romans at the battle of the

                   Teutoberger Wald.

  ca. 50 C.E.

                   The first surviving artifact with runes on it, the Meldorf Brooch,

                   is made in Denmark.

  98 C.E.

                   Tacitus writes the Germania, the earliest account of the culture

                   of the Germanic peoples.

  Migration Age (The "Heroic Age") ca. 300 - 700

  C.E.

  ca. 325 - 400 C.E.

                   The Goths are converted to Arian Christianity.

                   Ulfias writes his translation of the New Testament, the only

                   surviving work of written Gothic.

  378 C.E.

                   The Goths defeat the Romans in the East at the Battle of

                   Adrianople.

  406 - 407 C.E.

                   A coalition of Germanic tribes cross the Rhine into Roman

                   territories and take land for settlement.

  410 C.E.

                   Alaric, king of the Visigoths, conquers Rome.

  436 C.E.

                   The Huns, encouraged by the Roman Emperor Aetius, overrun

                   the East Germanic kingdom of the Burgundians on the Rhine,

                   killing King Gundahari (the historical antecedent for

                   Gunther/Gunnar of the Nibelungenlied / Volsunga saga).

  449 C.E.

                   Hengest and Horsa begin the Anglo-Saxon conquest of Britain.

  ca. 450 C.E.

                   The West Germanic tribes living around the North Sea (Angles,

                   Saxons, and Frisians) begin to add runes to the Elder Futhark

                   to deal with sound changes in their dialects, creating the

                   Anglo-Frisian Futhork.

  493 - 526 C.E.

                   King Theodoric the Great, later a prominent hero in Germanic

                   tales, rules in Rome until his death.

  ca. 500 - 530 C.E.

                   Lives of the historical antecedents of Beowulf, Hrothgar, Hrolf

                   Kraki.

  ca. 639 C.E.

                   Date of the Sutton-Hoo ship-burial, a rich Germanic grave

                   containing artifacts of Swedish manufacture.

  659 C.E.

                   Penda, last heathen king of England, dies in battle.

  696 C.E.

                   Radbod, King of the Frisians, rejects attempts to convert him to

                   Christianity.

  ca. 700 C.E.

                   Primitive Norse (or Runic Norse) gives way to Old Norse.

  ca. 737 - 1160 C.E.

                   Building of the Danevirke.

  772 C.E.

                   Charlemagne begins his war of extermination against the

                   heathen Saxons, destroying the Irminsul.

  Viking Age ca. 793 - 1066 C.E.

  793 C.E.

                   Norse sea-raiders sack the Anglo-Celtic monastary at

                   Lindisfarne.

  ca. 795 C.E.

                   Norse raids on Ireland begin.

  ca. 800 C.E.

                   The Elder Futhark is replaced by the Younger or Sixteen-Rune

                   Futhark.

  ca. 800 - 810 C.E.

                   Reign of King Godfrid of Denmark.

  810 C.E.

                   Death of Charlemagne.

  ca. 810 - 827 C.E.

                   Reign of King Harald Klak of Denmark.

  ca. 827 - 853 C.E.

                   Reign of King Horik Godfredsson of Denmark.

  ca. 835 C.E.

                   Danish raiders ally with the Cornish against the rule of King

                   Ecgbehrt of Wessex.

  ca. 840 - 870 C.E.

                   Reign of King Halfdan the Black of Norway.

  ca. 844 - 845 C.E.

                   Norse raids on Moorish Spain begin.

  ca. 845 C.E.

                   Al-Ghazal's embassy to Turgeis, King of the Vikings in Ireland.

  ca. 851 C.E.

                   First Norse raid on Wales recorded in the Welsh chronicles

                   Annales Cambriae, Brut y Tywysogion and Brut y Saeson stating

                   that a certain Cyngen or Cinnen died on the swords of "the

                   Heathen".

  ca. 852 C.E.

                   The Swedish Rus become dominant among the Volga.

  ca. 853 - 873 C.E.

                   Reign of King Rorik of Denmark.

  ca. 860 C.E.

                   The Norse discovery of Iceland.

  ca. 860's C.E.

                   Ragnar Loddbrok killed at York.

                   The Rus found Novgorod and Kiev.

  870 C.E.

                   The Settlement of Iceland begins.

  ca. 870 - 945 C.E.

                   Reign of King Harald Harfagra of Norway.

  ca. 873 - 891 C.E.

                   Kings Sigfred and Halfdan are co-rulers of Denmark.

  878 C.E.

                   Alfred the Great defeats Guthrum/Guthorm and forces the

                   Viking forces to accept Christianity in return for English for

                   settlement.

                   Harald Harfagra completes his conquest and unification of

                   Norway and the Orkney Islands, many Norwegians flee to

                   Iceland.

  ca. 890's C.E.

                   Reign of King Helgi of Denmark, followed by Swedish rule of

                   Denmark under King Olaf the Swede.

  ca. 910 - 990 C.E.

                   Life of poet/warrior Egill Skallagrimsson.

  912 C.E.

                   Gongu-Hrolf and his men take lands in Normandy as vassals of

                   the French king. Their descendants become the Normans.

  ca. 920 C.E.

                   Ulfljotr the Norwegian brings the Gulathing Law to Iceland,

                   where it is used as a model upon which Icelandic Law is

                   based.

  ca. 922 C.E.

                   Ibn-Fadlan, an Arab ambassador to the Scandinavian Rus

                   along the Volga, writes his account of their customs, including

                   a full description of a ship/cremation funeral.

  930 C.E.

                   First Althing held at Thingvellir in Iceland, establishment of the

                   Icelandic Free State.

  ca. 930 - 1011 C.E.

                   Life of Njal of Berthorsknoll.

  ca. 935 - 950 C.E.

                   Reign of King Gorm the Old of Denmark.

  946 C.E.

                   Reign of King Hakon the Good of Norway.

  947 C.E.

                   Start of reign of King Olafr Tryggvasson of Norway, Norway

                   adopts Christianity.

  950 - 983 C.E.

                   Reign of King Haraldr Bluetooth of Denmark, Denmark adopts

                   Christianity.

  982 C.E.

                   Eirikr inn Rauda (Eric the Red) discovers Greenland.

  983 C.E.

                   Start of reign of King Svein Forkbeard of Denmark.

  ca. 986 C.E.

                   Settlement of Greenland.

  1000 C.E.

                   Iceland officially converts to Christianity, although heathen

                   practice is still permitted in private.

                   Olafr Tryggvasson dies.

  ca. 1000 - 1005 C.E.

                   Leifr Eiriksson makes his voyages to Vinland (America),

                   attempts made to settle there are prevented by opposition from

                   skraelings (Native Americans).

  1014 C.E.

                   Ard-Righ Brian Boru defeats the Norse in Ireland at the battle

                   of Clontarf, both Brian and Jarl Sigurdhr of Orkney are slain.

  1030 C.E.

                   King Olaf the Saint is killed at Stiklestad.

  1066 C.E.

                   Haraldr Hardrada, king of Norway, is killed during an

                   attempted invasion of England fighting against Harold

                   Godwinsson, the English king.

                   Harold Godwinsson is killed at Hastings by the forces of Duke

                   William (the Bastard) of Normandy.

                   The Norman Conquest takes place.

                   The practice of "going viking" ends.

  Post-Heathen Period

 ca. 1075 C.E.

                 Adam of Bremen writes Gesta Hammaburgensis ecclesiae

                 pontificum.

 ca. 1117 - 1118 A.D

                 Grágás, the Icelandic law code, first written down.

 ca. 1122 C.E.

                 Ari Thorgilsson writes Islendingabok.

 ca. 1175 C.E.

                 The first written version of the Nibelungenlied is created in

                 Germany.

 ca. 1180 C.E.

                 Theodoricus Monachus writes Historia de antiquitate regum

                 Norwagiensium.

 ca. 1185 - 1223 C.E.

                 Saxo Grammaticus writes Gesta Danorum.

 ca. 1200 C.E.

                 Ibn-Dihya writes his account of Al-Ghazal's embassy to the king

                 of the Vikings in Ireland. 

 ca. 1200 - 1450 C.E.

                 The Icelandic sagas are written.

 ca. 1200 C.E.

                 Orkneyinga saga written by an unknown Icelandic author.

 ca. 1220 C.E.

                 Snorri Sturluson writes the Prose Edda.

 ca. 1225 C.E.

                 Snorri Sturluson writes Heimskringla.

 1226 C.E.

                 Tristams saga produced by translating the Tristan of Thomas of

                 Brittany per the request of King Hakon Hakonarsson.

 ca. 1230 C.E.

                 Egils saga Skallagrimssonar written, probably by Snorri

                 Sturluson (note that this is 240 years after the death of Egill).

 ca. 1245 C.E.

                 Laxdaela saga written by an unknown author.

 ca. 1280 C.E.

                 Brenu-Njals saga written by an unknown author (Note that this

                 was written 269 years after the death of Njal).

 ca. 1250 - 1300 C.E.

                 Most of the poems of the Poetic Edda, which had previously

                 been circulating orally since the Migration Age or before, are

                 collected and written down in the Codex Regius, the oldest

                 surviving manuscript containing the Eddic poems.

 ca. 1300 C.E.

                 Sturlunga saga, a collection of historical sagas written by

                 various Icelanders during the 1200's, is compiled.

Daily Life In Viking Age Scandinavia

Viking foods and cooking. What did the Vikings eat?
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As you would expect, the Vikings ate a wide variety of foods. While   Scandinavia is cold, many foods are available there, and what was not   obtainable via agriculture and husbandry was available by trade with more   temperate countries.

   Unfortunately, the Vikings did not write cookbooks. The earliest cookbooks   from Scandinavia come from the Scandinavian Middle Ages, ca. 1300 and   1350:

       Kristensen, M. Harpestrang, Gamle danske Urtebøger,        Stenbøger, og Kogebøger (Old Danish Urte-books, Stone-books, and        Cookbooks). Copenhagen: Thiele. 1908-1920. 

Also see:

Rudolf Grewe. "An Early XIII Century Northern-European Cookbook," in Proceedings of A Conference on Current Research in Culinary History: Sources, Topics, and Methods. Published by the Culinary Historians of Boston. 1986.

These books are based solidly in Continental culinary tradition, sharing a common French origin. They contain recipes for   sauces, milk and egg dishes, and chicken. The recipes almost always utilize and extremely elaborate preparation,with   ingredients being processed to the point where they could not readily be recognized by being cut up small, ground, or   hidden inside pastry.  Another post-Viking Age Scandinavian source would be a list of meals served during the course of a year to the Swedish   bishop Hans Brask around 1520: 

Hildebrand, H., ed. "Matordningen i Biskop Hans Brask Hus." Kongl. Vitterhets och Antiqvitets Akademiens        Månadsblad January. February-March 1885. pp. 1-21, 141-142.

More information may be determined through archaeological investigation. Pollen analyses from bogs and lake bottoms gives us data as to what types of plants were growing in Viking Age Scandinavia. Midden archaeology, the investigation of kitchen refuse and garbage piles from the Viking Age, provides even more specific clues. Some data may even be gleaned from the Eddas and sagas, although this information is scarce and only occurs in passing, as for example in this passage from Egils saga Skallagrimssonar: 

Skallagrim was also a great shipwright. There was plenty of driftwood to be had west of Myrar, so he built and ran another farm at Alftaness and from there his men went out fishing and seal-hunting, and collecting the eggs of wild fowl, for there was plenty of everything. They also fetched in his driftwood. Whales often got stranded, and you could shoot anything you wanted, for none of the wildlife was used to man and just stood around quietly. His third farm he built by the sea in the west part of Myrar. From there it was even easier to get the driftwood. He started sowing there and called the place Akrar (cornfields). There are some islands lying offshore where a whale had been washed up, so they called them the Hvals Isles (whale islands). Skallagrim also had his men go up the rivers looking for salmon, and settled Odd the Lone-dweller at the Gljufur River to look after the salmon-fishing. (Egils saga Skallagrimssonar, Chapter 29)

While these sources may tell us what foods were eaten, they do not tell us how they were prepared.

    

General Information

Daily Meals

The Vikings customarily ate two meals each day. The first, dagmál or "day-meal" was eaten in the morning, approximately two hours after the day's work was started (7 AM to 8 AM or so), while the second, náttmál or "night meal" was consumed at the end of the day's labor (7 PM to 8 PM or so). These times would vary seasonally, depending on the hours of daylight. 

Types of Food

The foods listed here were known to the Vikings, as evidenced by mention in the literary sources, or documented by archaeological finds (i.e., grave sites, etc.). Additional foods were probably consumed as well, including but not limited to wild herbs and fruits known to grow in Scandinavia, additional game animals not listed below, and any foodstuffs that may have been imported from other countries.
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  Protein 

Domestic Sources: Beef, mutton, lamb, goat and pork were eaten throughout the Viking homelands and settlements. Horse meat was also consumed, and by the Christian Middle Ages the consumtion of horseflesh had become identified as a specifically heathen practice.

In Iceland animal husbandry was the major source of food and the principal occupation of the inhabitants. Cattle appear to have been the main farm animal until the 12th century, when deterioration in the climate made it difficult to maintain large herds of cattle and sheep farming took the forefront. This would directly affect diet as well. In general, in farming areas of the Viking world, pork and beef were being consumed in roughly equal amounts. In urban and monastic contexts, cattle represent up to 60% of the meat consumed, with pork and mutton providing each about 20% of the meat in the diet.

The Viking Age people also kept chicken, geese, and ducks both for eggs and meat.

Pigs, cattle, and sheep were usually slaughtered in the fall, in order to avoid spending scarce resources in feeding them through the winter. Hens, geese, and ducks however were used to provide fresh meat throughout the year.

Meat was preserved by drying, smoking, or pickling in brine or whey. The far northern parts of Norway were so cold and dry that drying and smoking were the preferred methods of meat preservation. Some salt preservation was done, mostly in the more southerly areas of Scandinavia such as Denmark.

Hunting/Gathering: While people in the Viking Age did hunt and eat game, the amount of wild meat consumed was very low in comparison to that from domestic sources, as determined by bone finds in kitchen and midden excavations in most of Scandinavia. However, in the farthest northern areas, such as Norrland in Sweden, Troms in Finnmark and Nordland in Norway, game meats were much more important and represented a much larger, or even the greatest part of the meat consumed. 

Deer, elk, reindeer and hare were the most important animals hunted for meat. Red deer has been shown to have been eaten in Jorvík and the Danelaw, and there is evidence that venison was consumed at Jarlshöf in the Shetlands. Bear, boar, and squirrel were all hunted at times as well. Squirrel was the most important animal hunted for furs, and so may have been eaten fairly often.

In Jorvík and the Danelaw in England, wild poultry used for food included golden plover, grey plover, black grouse, wood pigeon, lapwing. Wild goose has been identified as a foodstuff in Dublin.

Nuts were also a source of protein. Hazelnuts were the only nut found wild in Scandinavia and were consumed throught Scandinavia and the Viking settlements. Walnuts were imported, even in the Viking Age, and medieval Scandinavian cooks imported almonds and chestnuts as well.

Food from the Sea, Rivers and Lakes: It is estimated by scholars that up to 25% of the calories in the diet of coastal Norwegians would have come from fish in normal years. The fish resources in the Atlantic off the western coasts of Scandinavia were (and continue to be) extremely rich, providing cod and coalfish, and freshwater would have been a source of salmon. Even Norwegians who lived in the interior had access to high proportions of fish in their diets, since coastal people would have traded fish for timber and other goods. Shrimp were also eaten.

In Eastern Scandinavia as well fish was an important part of the diet, with herring being caught in Bohuslän, off Denmark, and in the Baltic, and salmon in the rivers and lakes. Other saltwater fish known to have been eaten include haddock, flat-fish, ling, horse mackerel, smelt, and saithe.

There is also evidence that a variety of freshwater and estuarine fish and shellfish were eaten. Most of the evidence for freshwater fish consumption comes from Jorvík (modern York) and the Danelaw. Freshwater fish included roach, rudd, and bream, with perch and pike being the most commonly found freshwater fish at archaeological sites. We have evidence for estuarine fish from both England and the Viking holdings in Dublin, including oysters, cockles, mussels, winkles, smelt, eels, salmon, and scallops.

In northern Scandinavia, the dry, cold conditions allowed fish to be preserved almost indefinitely by drying. The fish (mostly cod) was strung up and hung it from a rod or "stock" and allowed to dry. This produced "stockfish", called skreið ("sharp-fish") in Old Norse. During the Viking Age, the rock-hard skreið was prepared for eating by being beaten and pounded to break up the fibers, and served with butter. Skreið or stockfish became important in another legendary Scandinavian food, which is, however, not documentable until 1553, long after the close of the Viking Age: this is the (in)famous lutefisk, or "lye fish."

The earliest recipe for lutefisk comes from a German cookbook, Das Kochbuch von Sabina Welserin:

To prepare dried cod, from the gracious Lord of Lindau, who was Bishop in Constance. First take river water and ashes and add caustic lime [lye], which should be rather strong, and soak the dried cod therein. Allow it to soak for a day and a night, afterwards drain it off and pour on it again the previously described caustic lime solution. Let it soak again for a day and a night, put it afterwards in a pot and wash it off two or three times in water, so that the fish no longer tastes like lye. Put it then in a pot and put water therein and let it

slowly simmer so that it does not boil over. Allow it to only simmer slowly, otherwise it becomes hard. Let it cook approximately one hour, after which, dress and salt it and pour salted butter over it and serve it. Also put good mustard on the outside in about three places. One must also beat dried cod well before it is soaked (Armstrong, 33).

Like the Viking preparation for skreið, lutefisk was a technique for allowing the board-like stockfish to be consumed by humans, with the lye acting to partially dissolve and thus soften the fish. Accordingly, lutefisk is not a Viking Age food, but became important in the Middle Ages as Christian fasting requirements led to greater needs for preserved fish which could easily be stored and shipped.
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Whales were also an important food resource during the Viking Age. The sagas frequently mention complex conflicts that arose because of disputes over the legal rights of a landowner to the meat, blubber, and bone from beached whales. It was probably extremely rare that ships went out and harpooned whales, and probably only Iceland and the Faroe Islands used this method of whaling. Whales were also trapped in inlets and bays with narrow openings, where they were frightened and driven aground from boats, or shot with poisoned arrows. The Old English Orosius tells how the chieftain Óttar (Ohthere, in Old English) of northern Norway hunted whales:

Ac on his agnum lande is se betsta hwælhuntað: þa beoð eahta and feowertiges elna lange, & þa mæstan fiftiges elna lange. Þara he sæde þæt he syxa sum ofsloge syxtig on twam dagum. (The Old English Orosius, 39-41)

(And in his own land is the best whale-hunting: they are 48 ells long (180 feet), and the largest are 50 ells long. There he said that he and five others slew sixty in two days.)

If the number of whales killed here is correct, then Óttar and his five men must have driven a pod of small whales such as pilot whales onto shore, and there killed them using knives and spears.

Porpoises and seals were also hunted. The most important seal product was blubber, which was eaten in place of butter or used for frying. Apparently seal meat was not a particularly prized food, but was eaten by peasants because other meat was scarce.

In addition, various sea birds and their eggs would have been consumed.

Fruits

Sloes, plums, apples and blackberries were consumed throughout Scandinavia and the Viking settlements. Bilberries were

another common fruit, and unfortunately since the Icelandic word for bilberry is bláber (literally, "blue berry") many sources list these as "blueberries."

Other fruits eaten included raspberries, elderberries, hawthorn berries, cherries, sour cherries, bullaces, cloudberries, strawberries, crabapple, rose hips, and rowan berries.

Fruits were preserved by drying during the Viking Age, and by the Middle Ages in Scandinavia fruit was also preserved in honey or in sugar. Some fruit was imported in the medieval period, and there are archaeological finds in medieval contexts of fig seeds and grape pips.

Vegetables

The Viking peoples consumed a variety of vegetables, both grown in gardens and gathered in the wild. Vegetables known from Jorvík or Dublin include carrots, parsnips, turnips, celery, spinach, wild celery, cabbage, radishes, fava beans, and peas. Endive has been found at Svenborg on the Isle of Funden. Other vegetables would have included beets, angelica, mushrooms, leeks, onions, and edible seaweeds. Sandwort and acorns were used sometimes as starvation foods, but were only eaten in extremity as they were fairly unpalatable.

Vegetables were generally preserved by drying.

A variety of seeds were used to produce oils used in cooking as well in both Jorvík and Dublin. These included linseed oil, hempseed oil, and rapeseed oil.

Dairy

Dairy farming was very important in northern Sweden, Finland, and Norway, with cows being the primary dairy animal, although goat's milk was also used.
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In Iceland, the diet included very little in the way of cereals but instead relied primarily on protein sources, including milk and butter: "In Iceland, dairy food nevertheless enjoyed higher prestige than meat..." (Jochens, p. 128).

Milk was not usually consumed, but rather used to create other dairy foods which could be stored for winter consumption, such as butter, buttermilk, whey, skyr, curds, and cheese (which was usually heavily salted to help preserve it). Salted butter could actually be kept for years:  ... large stores were accumulated, like gold, by wealthy landowners. By the time of the reformation the bishropic in Hólar possessed a mountain of butter [from tithes] calculated to weigh twenty-five tons (Jochens, p. 128).

Whey was retained and used either as a beverage or as a preservative to pickle meats and fish. The lactic acid in whey acted to slow or halt bacterial growth, allowing foods to be stored longer just as pickling in vinegar (acetic acid) does. 

Bread and Cereals
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  Occasionally archaeologists find the remains of cereal grains or bread survive from Viking Age sites, such as the bread from Birka shown here. Mostly cereals which have been burnt and carbonized survive in the archaeological record, to be discovered a millennium later.

Barley was the most commonly grown grain in Sweden in Denmark. Rye began being grown in Finland, eastern Sweden and parts of Denmark around 1000-1200, although rye production did not become widely established until the late Middle Ages. In Norway oats and barley were extensively cultivated. Iceland had some cultivation or barley and oats until around 1150, made possible by the favorable climate during the first part of the Middle Ages. Wheat has also been found at Jorvík, Birka, Oseberg, and Dublin. Some rice was imported from Italy in the Middle Ages, and millet and buckwheat were eaten occasionally as well.

Most of the barley grown would have been used to make ale. The remainder was used for bread and other dishes. Porridge or gruel made from whole or cracked grains was the most important everyday food for the Viking farm family and it is believed that it was the staple food of the Viking Age. During the week the grain for the porridge would be simply cooked in water and then eaten. At celebrations porridge would be cooked with milk and eaten with butter.

In Iceland particularly it was very difficult to grow grain, becoming more difficult due to climactic changes with the beginning of the Middle Ages: 

Scarcity of grain meant that in Iceland, unlike in continental Europe, bread never became a staple. It was in fact so rare that people dreamt about it, and one man received his nickname "Butter-Ring" (smjör-hringr) from his favorite food of bread and butter. Scarcity of grain and ovens made flat bread the preferred form in most of the north, but even in this form it never became important in the Icelandic diet. Grain was instead diluted in gruel and in porridge, probably the most important food on ocean travel and a preferred dish for elderly (toothless) people (Jochens, p. 127).

Finds at Birka suggest that the most common types of bread were made with a mixture of barley and some type of wheat, although bread might also contain other grains, such as spelt, oats, linseed, or even sprouted peas. Rye was used mostly for baking bread as well. Written sources would indicate that oats were considered animal fodder, but a find from Hamar, Norway, shows that oats were also used on occasion for oatmeal bread, and oats were probably used in porridge as well.

[image: image5.jpg]Rotary Quern for grinding qrgm

Gv in was added through the hole
top and g) nunb wnieal
nm be edges from Lween
two stones.





Grain had to be ground before being made into either bread or porridge. The hand-mill used in Viking Age Scandinavia consisted of a flat, stationary stone with another on top, the top stone being turned by a handle fixed at the edge and pierced through in the middle where the raw material to be ground was introduced. Turning such a mill was heavy, laborious work, and almost always reserved for thralls or slaves. The grinding of grain, however, is never mentioned in the sagas or historical documents of the Viking Age, though there are legends involving grinding being relegated to lower-class women, such as in the Eddaic poem Grottasöngr (Jochens, p. 127):

Nv erv komnar til konvngs hvsa framvisar tvær Fenia oc Menia; þær ’ro at Froþa Friþleifs sonar

máttkar meyiar at mani hafþar.

Þær at lvðri leiddar vorv

oc griotz gria gangs of beiddv;

het hann hvarigri hvild ne yndi,

aðr hann heyrþi hliom ambatta.

[Now then are come to the king's high hall the foreknowing twain, Fenja and Menja; in bondage by Frodi, Fridleif's son, these sisters mighty as slaves are held.

To moil at the mill the maids were bid,

to turn the grey stone as their task was set;

lag in their toil he would let them never,

the slaves' song he unceasing would hear.

Herbs and Spices

Dill, coriander and hops are known from Jorvík and the Danelaw. There is evidence from Dublin for poppyseed, black mustard, and fennel. The Oseberg burial included watercress, cumin, mustard, and horseradish. Other spices included lovage, parsley, mint, thyme, marjoram, wild caraway, juniper berries, and garlic.

By the Middle Ages, Scandinavia had access to exotic spices obtained by trading. These included cumin, pepper, saffron, ginger, cardamom, grains of paradise, cloves, nutmeg, mace, cinnamon, anise-seed, and bay leaves. 

Vinegar was used as a flavoring in foods, as was honey.

Beverages

Alcoholic drinks were heartily consumed, this being one way to preserve carbohydrate calories for winter consumption, and consisted usually of ale. Hops and bog myrtle were used to flavor ale.

Mead was also consumed: honey was cultivated in southern Scandinavia, and imported by those in regions where bees cannot thrive. A drink which was both very alcoholic and which is described as being sweet was bjórr. Fruit wines were occasionally made, being used for sacramental purposes late in the period, and grape wine imported from the Rhine region by the wealthy.

Other beverages included milk, buttermilk, whey, and plain water.

To learn more about Old Norse alcoholic beverages and drinking customs see my article, Northern European Drinking Traditions.

Food Preparation Methods

Cooking was the province of women. As Hallgerðr states in Brennu-Njáls saga, chapter 48:

... enda er það ekki karla að annast um matreiðu.

[...it is not for men to get mixed up in the preparation of food.]

Cooking Equipment: Utensils for cooking were surprisingly like cooking tools in the Middle Ages and even those of today:

Cooking followed techniques and employed utensils that changed little over time. A comparison between the kitchen equipment buried with the woman entombed in the Oseberg burial in Norway in August or September 834 and the household recommendations of 1585 by the Swedish Count Per Brahe for his wife shows remarkable little change over a span of seven centuries (Jochens, p. 129).
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The Hearth: The Vikings used a special fireplace or hearth for cooking. The fire itself was called the máleldr or "meal-fire". [image: image17.jpg]mstyuctipn showing one
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The máleldr was smaller than the long fires which heated the house, and a fire was built there near suppertime, and sometimes was located in a different room than the long fires (Jochens, p. 130).

Some liquids such as milk were heated by being placed in a suspended animal hide, clay pot, or soapstone pot and then dropping heated stones into the liquid. Cooking stones for this type of use are mentioned in Eyrbyggja saga chapters 52 and 54, in the haunting scenes where the ghosts drive the inhabitants of the farm at Fröðá away from the fire (Jochens, p. 130):

Að Fróðá var eldaskáli mikill og lokrekkja innar af eldaskálanum sem þá var siður. Utar af eldaskálanum voru klefar tveir, sinn á hönd hvorri. Var hlaðið skreið í annan en mjölvi í annan. Þar voru gervir máleldar hvert kveld í eldaskála sem siður var til. Sátu menn löngum við eldana áður menn gengu til matar. ...

Heimamenn stukku úr eldhúsinu sem von var að og höfðu hvorki á því kveldi ljós né steina og enga þá hluti að þeir hefðu neina veru af eldinum.

[At Frodis-water was there a great fire-hall, and lock-beds in therefrom, as the wont then was. Out from the hall there were two butteries, one on either hand, with stockfish stored in one, and meal in the other. There were meal-fires made every evening in the fire-hall, as the wont was, and men mostly sat thereby or ever they went to meat. ... [And when the ghosts came in...] Then the home-men fled away from the fire-hall, as might be looked for, and had neither light nor warm stones nor any matter wherewith they had any avail of the fire.]

Preparation of Meats: Viking Age men were responsible for the slaughtering and hunting of animals for meat, however women were responsible for preparation and preservation or cooking of the meat so obtained. The sagas mention that sometimes women had to stay up all night to finish cutting up meat after slaughtering (Jochens, p. 129).

Especially during slaughtering time, a special cooking house or soðhús was used, where the meat was cooked in a pot called a soðketill (Jochens, p. 130).

Meat was usually boiled, often being cooked in clay or soapstone pots. Although there are scenes of spit-roasting birds in the Bayeaux Tapestry, among the Norse boiling seems to have been the preferred method of cooking meat. This was so much so that in Sturlunga [image: image18.jpg]syall spit-roasted birds
ing served, from
Bayeaux Tapestry.



saga, when brigands roasted a cow on a spit over a fire, the saga author felt it necessary to explain that this was because there was no kettle available (Jochens, p. 131). 
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Boiling meat required large cauldrons, and meat forks or skewers to spear and lift the boiled meat from the vat. 
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Recipes

The following recipes are reconstructions of what Viking cooking may have been. We do not have any actual recipes surviving from the Viking Age.

Kornmjölsgröt (Barley Porridge)

Osyrat Kornbröd (Barley Flatbread)

Green Soup

Nässelsoppa (Nettle Soup)

Rökt Fisk (Smoked Fish)

Chicken Stew With Beer

Honey Glazed Root Vegetables

Kokt Svinmålla (Boiled Lambsquarters)

Pancake with Berries

Färskost (Skyr)

Kornmjölsgröt (Barley Porridge)

This recipe is adapted from Trine Theut and from Över Öppen Eld Vikingatida Recept (Over an Open Fire Viking Age Recipes), with my own modifications, notes and observations. Makes about 4 to 6 servings.

10-15 cups of water

salt

Two cups of chopped barley kernels, soaked overnight in cold water

A handful whole grain wheat flour

A handful crushed hazelnuts

3-4 tablespoons of honey

Instead of chopped barley (which to date I haven't been able to get in Texas) I have had very good luck using John McCann

Oatmeal, which is not that flat rolled stuff, but rather whole grains which have been steel-cut. I've used the pearl barley that

can be obtained for soups and stews with good results as well. I've also gone to my local brewing supply and gotten

various types of malted whole grain, including various roasts of barley and wheat, had them run it through the crusher, and used that -- this results in a much sweeter, darker flavor because of the malt and the roasting.

Put the ingredients in a large pot. Pour 10 cups of water in the kettle and heat to a rolling boil. Stir regularly, reducing heat if needed to maintain a low boil. Add water if needed if the mixture starts getting too thick. Cook until done. This takes me about an hour, but I've had it vary.

There are two ways to serve porridge. The first is what Americans would consider "hot breakfast cereal" style. For this type of porridge, about 15 to 20 minutes before the porridge is done, add a cup of chopped fruit, such as apples, pears, rose hips, etc., then serve with fresh cream and some butter on top. Any left-overs may be pressed into a buttered mold and chilled for storage a day or two, then sliced, fried in butter, and served with either a hot fruit compote, or with butter and jam.

Another way to serve porridge is to make it a savory dish. The Poetic Edda mentions the god Þórr eating porridge with herring in it. I've had good results adding chopped chicken, veal, or pork. The meat should be added to the porridge early enough in the cooking process so that it is cooked thoroughly. For fish, this will be closer to the end than it will be for the various meats. You can also add garlic, onion, and other herbs and spices. This makes a hearty, filling dish. 

Osyrat Kornbröd (Barley Flatbread)

This recipe is from Över Öppen Eld Vikingatida Recept (Over an Open Fire Viking Age

Recipes). Makes approximately eight servings.

Ingredients

1-1/2 cups barley flour

1/2 cup water

Blend ingredients together until a stiff dough is formed. Warm a griddle over a fire (or you can use a cooking sheet in the oven). Take a heavy rolling-pin and take a ball the size of a walnut and roll the ball until flattened. Roll outward so that it is as thin as you can until you have a flat, round disk. Lay it on the griddle and and place it over the fire (or cook at high heat in the oven) about 30 seconds on either side. One flat loaf at a time, roll out the dough and cook. It is most efficient to have two people, one rolling dough and one cooking flat loaves.

The bread should be eaten immediately, but may be frozen and then reheated. They are good with all Viking foods but also may be eaten with butter or Skyr (see below).

Green Soup

This recipe comes from Vikingars Gästabud (The Viking Feast), and is for four servings.

Ingredients

3-1/2 to 5 oz. of fresh, parboiled spinach, or about 8 oz. of frozen whole spinach

10 cm of the white part of a leek

1 quart good bouillon

Dash of pepper

Dash of ground ginger

2 to 3 egg yolks

1/2 cup cream

Grated nutmeg

Clean and rinse the fresh spinach or thaw the frozen.  Rinse the leek and slice thinly.  Bring the bouillon to a boil and add the spinach and leek.  Let boil for 5 minutes.  Add the parsley and boil together a few more minutes. Season with salt,

pepper, and ginger.

Whisk the yolks with the cream in the bottom of a soup tureen. Pour in the soup while whisking briskly. Grate some nutmeg over the soup and serve it with a good bread.

For a more visually appealing presentation, I have whipped the cream and yolks separately, then placed them in a squeeze bottle with a narrow opening (the type you'll sometimes see in restaurants with mustard or ketchup in them). Place the soup in the individual soup bowls, then use the squeeze bottle to draw a sunburst design -- a wavy line around the outer edge of the bowl, and place dots inside and outside the line. Add nutmeg as before. Diners stir this into the soup themselves.

Nässelsoppa (Nettle Soup)

This recipe is adapted from Över Öppen Eld Vikingatida Recept (Over an Open Fire Viking Age Recipes). Makes 4 servings.

Harvest nettles early in spring. To avoid the sting of the fine hairs of the nettle, wear gloves or grab the stalk very firmly.

Personally, I always wear gloves as I've never got the "grab firmly" part perfected and always get stung. Nettles are rich in vitamins and minerals, which the body craved after a long Viking Age winter. 

Ingredients

2 quarts fresh nettles

2 tablespoons butter

2 tablespoons wheat flour

1 quart good bouillon

salt

1/2-1 teaspoon thyme

1/2-1 teaspoon marjoram

1/3 cup chopped chives

4 cooked egg yolks, chopped finely

Wash nettles well. Cover nettles with bouillon and boil for 5 minutes or until just tender. Drain the liquid off the nettles and

save it. Chop the nettles. Melt the butter in a saucepan. Add a little flour to the butter and stir until it starts to brown, then gradually add the bouillon. Add the nettles back in, then cook at a simmer for 3 to 4 minutes. Season to taste with salt, thyme, marjoram, and chives. Place into individual bowls and garnish with chopped egg yolk.

Rökt Fisk (Smoked Fish)

This recipe is adapted from Över Öppen Eld Vikingatida Recept (Over an Open Fire Viking Age Recipes).

Smoking is a common method for preserving foods, and is especially good for fish. Many types of fish were preserved in this manner.

First you will need to build a smoker, or you can buy small smokers commercially these days that resemble small barbecue grills with deep lids. Collect wood for the fire. The very best wood is not the nice, dry seasoned wood, but rather a mixture of dry woods that will burn well with a larger amount of wet wood which will smoke. Taking oak or hickory or fruitwood chips and soaking them overnight in water, then adding them to the fire, or even to a charcoal fire, will work well also.

Gut and scale the fish. Leave the backbone intact with the two sides still connected to it, but remove as many of the remaining bones as is possible. On a large fish, cut a series of parallel slices into the muscle to allow the smoke to completely penetrate the flesh. Place the fish above the fire. In a smokehouse, the fish would be hung from lines. In a commercial smoker, lay on the highest rack. Do not seal tightly, allow a little air in for ventilation for the fire.

How long you will need to smoke the fish depends on the size of the fish. A small fish may take only ten minutes or so, while large fish can take much longer. The fish is done when the meat will flake with a fork.

Scandinavanian specialty stores and some of the larger supermarkets will also have smoked mackerel or herring available for purchase.

Chicken Stew With Beer

This recipe comes from Vikingars Gästabud (The Viking Feast), and is for four servings.

Ingredients

1 chicken, about 2 to 2-1/2 lbs.

3-4 carrots

3 yellow onions

1 turnip, about 1 lb.

1-1/2 teaspoon salt

Dash black pepper

Thyme

6-8 whole allspice

1 bottle (12 oz) dark beer

Chop the chicken into 8 pieces.  Peel and cut the vegetables into pieces.  Fry the chicken in butter, about 5 minutes on each side.  Season with salt and pepper and place in a pot.  Add the vegetables, thyme, allspice and beer.  Let boil for about 15 minutes or until vegetables are tender.  Serve the dish with bread.

Note:The use of allspice in this recipe probably isn't a very good recreation. Allspice is the dried, unripe berry of Pimenta

dioica, an evergreen tree in the myrtle family. After drying, the berries are small, dark brown balls just a little larger than

peppercorns. Allspice comes from Jamaica, Mexico, and Honduras, all in the New World in areas where the Vikings never

visited. Christopher Columbus discovered allspice in the Caribbean, mistaking it for black pepper, which he had heard about but never seen himself, calling it "pimienta," which is Spanish for pepper. Its Anglicized name, pimento, is occasionally used in the spice trade today.

Honey Glazed Root Vegetables

This recipe comes from Vikingars Gästabud (The Viking Feast), and is for four servings.

Ingredients

1 turnip

2-3 carrots

1 slice of white cabbage (use a quarter of a head of cabbage)

1 leek

butter

honey

salt and pepper

Peel the root vegetables and cut them into pieces. Boil together in slightly salted water about 5 minutes and drain.  Sauté

the root vegetables in butter until soft. Let the leek and cabbage sauté with them at the end. Add some honey and stir the

dish carefully.  Season with salt and pepper.

Kokt Svinmålla (Boiled Lambsquarters)

This recipe is adapted from Över Öppen Eld Vikingatida Recept (Over an Open Fire Viking Age Recipes).

Lambsquarters (Chenopodium album, also called fat hen, goosefoot, or pigweed) are a member of the same family as chard and beets. From the Viking Age until nearly the end of the Middle Ages, lambsquarters has played the same role in cooking as spinach does now.

Lambsquarters are an ancient food that has been almost completely forgotten today. It is uncertain whether lambsquarters were domesticated or gathered in the wild during the Viking Age, but ample finds have been made of lambsquarters from the Bronze Age to suggest that it was being deliberately cultivated. The leaves of lambsquarters are edible and contain

more iron, protein and Vitamin B12 than spinach. Lambsquarters were a

valued vegetable crop throughout early Europe until spinach was introduced from Asia in the 16th century.

Lambsquarters are found today as weeds at the edges of ditches and gardens. They have several near-relatives, such as orache (Atriplex patula) and spear-leaved orache (Atriplex prostrata), which are also good to eat. All these plants may be boiled just like spinach or used in salads. To make four servings: 

1 lb. fresh, very young, tender lambsquarters

2/3 cup water

dash or two of salt

Rinse the lambsquarters. Add the salt to the water and bring to a boil. Add in the lambsquarters and boil for about 5

minutes. Pour off the liquid and allow the lambsquarters to drain. Serve with a little butter.

Pancake with Berries

This recipe comes from Vikingars Gästabud (The Viking Feast), and is for four servings.

Ingredients

2/3 cup white flour

1/2 cup whole wheat flour

1/2 teaspoon salt

2-1/2 cups milk

2 tablespoons butter

1 cup lingonberries or bilberries

Turn on the oven to 425°F (225°C). Whisk the batter together without the butter and stir in the berries.  Melt the butter in a heat-resistant baking pan and pour it in the batter. Bake it in the middle of the oven for about 20-25 minutes until the pancake has a nice color.  Cut it into pieces and serve with some jam.

Färskost (Skyr)

 This recipe is adapted from Över Öppen Eld Vikingatida Recept (Over an Open Fire Viking Age Recipes).

Skyr has a consistency and flavor that reminds many people of yoghurt. However, skyr is made much like cottage cheese or cream cheese, using rennet to congeal the milk solids and allow the whey to be separated -- thus the Swedish name, Färskost or "fresh cheese".

True skyr is made with unpasteurized buttermilk. The fresher the buttermilk is, the better the results will be. In Iceland, skyr is properly made by adding a little skyr to the new mixture, which innoculates the new batch with all the special cultures that make up the flavor of skyr. A similar result may be obtained elsewhere by adding sour cream to the mixture. 

Ingredients

6 cups skim milk

1 cup buttermilk

Rennet

2 tablespoons sour cream

1 tablespoon milk

Candy thermometer to check milk temperatures

Check the rennet package for specific instructions on how much rennet to use. This will vary depending on whether you are using vegetable rennet or not, and whether it is liquid, granular, or tablets. If you are not using liquid rennet, you will need to dissolve the rennet beforehand in a little tepid water. Ideally this should be done in a small measuring cup which has been pre-warmed using hot water.

Heat the milk to 185-195°F (85-90°C) and hold it at that temperature for about 10 minutes. Be careful not to boil or scorch the milk. Cool down to 100-102°F (38-39°C). It is important that you allow the milk to cool properly, or else the rennet may not work. Check the rennet package instructions for heat tolerance guidelines.

Stir the sour cream (or skyr, if you're lucky enough to have the Icelandic variety) into a tablespoon of milk until well mixed.

Pour into the warm milk and mix well. Add the rennet.

You now need to allow the rennet to work its magic. For best results, the skyr needs to cool down gradually. I sometimes use a crockpot for making skyr, because the insulated cooker and heavy stoneware vessel cool very slowly. Allow the skyr to cool about 6 hours. You will be ready to proceed to the next step when you can make a cut in the skyr which will not close immediately.

Line a sieve or colander with cheesecloth or a fine linen cloth and pour in the skyr. Tie the ends of the cloth together over the top and hang over a bucket or other container so the whey can drip off. Be sure to retain the whey -- it can be used to pickle foods, and adds lots of flavor to recipes when substituted for part or all of the water. Allow the skyr to drain until it is fairly firm. The consistency should be like ice cream.

Before serving, whip the skyr with a whisk until smooth. Skyr should not be lumpy or grainy. Skyr may be served with cream and honey, and goes very well with fruit such as bilberries or lingonberries. 

Skyr may instead be flavored with garlic, chives or caraway seeds.
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Old Norse Alcoholic Beverages and Drinking Customs Mead, beer, wine, toasts to the gods and more.
While alcoholic beverages were important in Viking culture, the Norse peoples had an acute

awareness of the perils and dangers of drunkenness:

Hávamál (Sayings of the High One)

Byrþi betri     berrat maþr brautu at,

an sé manvit mikit;

auþi betra     þykkir þat í ókunnun

staþ,

slíkt es válaþs vera.

A better burden     no man can bear

on the way than his mother wit:

and no worse provision     can he carry with him

than too deep a draught of ale.

Esa svá gott,     sem gott kveþa,

öl alda sunum,

þvít fæ'ra veit,     es fleira drekkr,

síns til geþs gumi.

Less good than they say     for the sons of men

is the drinking oft of ale:

for the more they drink,     the less they can think

and keep a watch over their wits.

Óminnis hegri heitr     sás of ölþrum

þrumir,

hann stelr geþi guma;

þess fugls fjöþrum     ek fjötraþr vask

í garþi Gunnlaþar.

A bird of Unmindfullness     flutters over ale-feasts,

wiling away men's wits;

with the feathers of that fowl     I was fettered once

in the garths of Gunnlodr below.

Ölr ek varþ,     varþ ofrölvi

at ens fróþa Fjalars;

þvi's ölþr bazt,     at aptr of heimtir

hverr sitt geþ gumi.

Drunk was I then,     I was over-drunk,

in the fold of wise Fjalar;

But best is an ale feast     when a man is able

to call back his wits at once.

These are the words of the great god Óðinn, cautioning against drunkenness and unrestrained drinking. And yet the drinking of alcoholic beverages was a prominent feature of Scandinavian life in the Viking Age.

Unfortunately, while there are many passing references in Old Norse literature and occasional bits of evidence in the archaeological record, there is far from a complete picture of Viking Age brewing,

vintning, and drinking customs. In the course of this article, evidence from several Germanic cultures will be presented to help fill out the evidence and provide a more complete view of this topic. Although the culture of other Germanic peoples was not exactly like that of the Norse, many similarities exist. In the case of drinking and rituals associated with drinking, the Old English materials seem to present the best detailed view of this activity, which further enlightens the materials surviving from Norse culture.

Many pieces of related evidence survive, even from the earliest records of the Germanic peoples. There are significant similarities that suggest the fundamental structure of drinking as a formal ritual activity was established in the early Germanic tribes before the Migration Age split the Germanic peoples into their familiar nations of the modern day.

Drinking and drinking customs among the Germanic tribes were recorded by Romans such as P. Cornelius Tacitus in his Germania:

Lauti cibum capiunt: separatae singulis sedes et sua cuique mensa. Tum ad negotia

nec minus saepe ad convivia procedunt armati. Diem noctemque continuare potando

nulli probrum. Crebrae, ut inter vinolentos, rixae raro conviciis, saepius caede et

vulneribus transiguntur. Sed et de reconciliandis in vicem inimicis et iungendis

adfinitatibus et adsciscendis principibus, de pace denique ac bello plerumque in

conviviis consultant, tamquam nullo magis tempore aut ad simplices cogitationes

pateat animus aut ad magnas incalescat. Gens non astuta nec callida aperit adhuc

secreta pectoris licentia ioci; ergo detecta et nuda omnium mens. Postera die

retractatur, et salva utriusque temporis ratio est: deliberant, dum fingere nesciunt,

constituunt, dum errare non possunt.

Potui umor ex hordeo aut frumento, in quandam similitudinem vini corruptus: proximi

ripae et vinum mercantur. Cibi simplices, agrestia poma, recens fera aut lac

concretum: sine apparatu, sine blandimentis expellunt famem. Adversus sitim non

eadem temperantia. Si indulseris ebrietati suggerendo quantum concupiscunt, haud

minus facile vitiis quam armis vincentur.

[To pass an entire day and night in drinking disgraces no one. Their quarrels, as might be expected with intoxicated people, are seldom fought out with mere abuse, but commonly with wounds and bloodshed. Yet it is at their feasts that they generally consult on the reconciliation of enemies, on the forming of matrimonial alliances, on the choice of chiefs, finally even on peace and war, for they think that at no time is the mind more open to simplicity of purpose or more warmed to noble aspirations. A race without either natural or acquired cunning, they disclose their hidden thoughts in the freedom of the festivity. Thus the sentiments of all having been discovered and laid bare, the discussion is renewed on the following day, and from each occasion its own peculiar advantage is derived. They deliberate when they have no power to dissemble; they resolve when error is impossible.

A liquor for drinking is made of barley or other grain, and fermented into a certain resemblance to wine. The dwellers on the river-bank also buy wine. Their food is of a simple kind, consisting of wild fruit, fresh game, and curdled milk. They satisfy their hunger without elaborate preparation and without delicacies. In quenching their thirst they are equally moderate. If you indulge their love of drinking by supplying them with as much as they desire, they will be overcome by their own vices as easily as by the arms of an enemy.]
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The staple grain cultivated during the Viking Age and medieval period in Scandinavia was barley, and it may have been the only grain grown in

Iceland up through the point at which the mini-Ice Age of the 14th century

made it impossible to grow grain in Iceland at all. Most of the barley was used to brew ale, which was the staple beverage of all classes. Even children drank ale daily, especially in urban areas. (Skaarup, p. 134). The Old English didactic work Ælfric's Colloquy shows just how ale was regarded in early Northern Europe: when the novice is asked what he drinks, he replies, Ealu gif ic hæbbe, oþþe wæter gif ic næbbe ealu ("Ale if I have it, water if I have no ale").

Early Northern Europeans were quite familiar with alcoholic beverages made from the fermentation of grain. In 77 A.D., the Roman encyclopaedist Gaius Plinius Secundus (Pliny the Elder) recorded in his Historia Naturalis that beer was known to the various tribes of Northern Europe under many different names.

It should be noted that while the modern words "beer" and "ale" are today almost interchangeable, there is good evidence that shows that the two drinks were very different in early Northern Europe. It is clear from Old English and Old Norse sources that ale (Old English ealu, Old Norse öl) was produced from malted grain. However, literary analysis shows that Old English beor and Old Norse björr are terms used for sweet alcoholic beverages. Until the last ten years or so, philologists thought that beor and björr were derived from the word for barley, and it is only recently that it was realized that the term almost certainly referred to cider (whether from apples or pears) during the Viking Age (Hagen pp. 205-206; Roesdahl, p. 120). English translations of the sagas will translate both öl and björr interchangeably as beer or ale, and so are not a good guide to the actual terminology being used in the original Old Norse text. To sow further confusion, in the Eddaic poem Alvíssmál verses 34 and 35, a variety of Old Norse terms related to fermented beverages appear and are implied to be synonyms:

Þórr kvað:

Segðu mér þat Alvíss, - öll of rök fira

vörumk, dvergr, at vitir,

hvé þat öl heitir, er drekka alda synir,

heimi hverjum í?"

Thórr said:

Tell me, Alvís - for all wights' fate

I deem that, dwarf, thou knowest -

how the ale is hight, which is brewed by men,

in all the worlds so wide?

Alvíss kvað:

Öl heitir með mönnum, en með ásum

bjórr,

kalla veig vanir,

hreinalög jötnar, en í helju mjöð,

kalla sumbl Suttungs synir.

Alvíss said:

'Tis hight öl (ale) among men; among Aesir bjórr (cider);

the Vanir call it veig (strong drink),

hreinalög (clear-brew), the giants; mjöð (mead), the

Hel-Wights;

the sons of Suttung call it sumbel (ale-gathering).

The exact recipes and methods that Viking Age Scandinavians used to produce öl are unknown.

However, some brewing experts think that certain surviving ale-brewing practices in rural western Norway may preserve Viking Age techniques:

In the remote rural region of Voss most of the farmers make their own beer. When a new brew is underway, the smoke and rich odours tell everyone in the neighborhood that beer is being made and the go to the farmhouse to help out and then sample the finished brew. Jackson went out with farmer Svein Rivenes to collect juniper branches. Rivenes sawed sufficient branches to fill the 700-litre [about 185 gallons] bath-shaped tank in his cabin that acts as both the hot liquor vessel and the brew kettle. He feels, just as the medieval monks recorded by Urion and Eyer felt about the hops in their bière, that the juniper branches, complete with berries, helped him achieve a better extract from his malt as well as warding off infections.

His water source - a stream tumbling down the hillside outside his cabin - has a double use. It is his brewing liquor and he also immerses sacks of barley in the stream where the grain starts to germinate. A neighbor has turned his garage into a kiln, powered by a domestic fan heater, and there barley is turned into malt. In the brewing process, when hot liquor has been added to the malt, the mash is filtered over more juniper branches to filter it. The berries give flavor to the wort - just as they do to gin and other distilled spirits - but Rivenes also adds hops when the wort is boiled. The yeast used in the Voss area has been handed down generation to generation and Rivenes thinks it may date back to Viking times. The farmer-brewers in Norseland start fermentation with a "totem stick" that carries yeast cells from one brew to the next.

The beer brewed by Svein Rivenes was, according to Michael Jackson, around nine or ten per cent alcohol and had a rich malt character, with a syrupy body, a pronounced juniper character and was clean and appetizing. Jackson brought a sample of the yeast back to Britain... The Viking yeast was classified as a traditional ale yeast, Saccharomyces cerevisiae, but was different in several ways to a modern ale yeast. It had different taste characteristics. It was multi-strain whereas most modern ale yeasts are single or two-strain. Modern yeasts have been carefully cultured to attack different types of sugar in the wort and, where a beer is cask conditioned, to encourage a powerful secondary fermentation...

It is unlikely that a genuine Viking ale was brewed from pale malt: until the industrial revolution and commercial coal mining, malt was kilned over wood fires and was brown and often scorched and smoky in character, though the habit in Scandinavia of drying malt in saunas may have made it paler. (Protz, p. 25-26)  As well as juniper, Germans and Scandinavians were known to add a variety of herbal agents or gruits to their ales to produce bitterness or add other flavors, to disinfect and thus extend the "shelf life" of the product, and to add medicinal qualities to the drink in some cases (Protz, p. 20, La

Pensée, pp.128-144). Hops was one such additive, being used in Viking Age Denmark and in tenth century Jorvik (modern York, England) and probably elsewhere in Scandinavia during the Viking Age (Hagen, pp. 210, 211; Roesdahl, p. 119). Hops, when boiled with the wort in the process of making ale, releases bitter acids, which both bitter the brew and add antibiotic properties that allow for better preservation of ale. Other herbal additives included alecost (Chrysanthemum balsamita), alehoof (also known as ground ivy, Glechoma hederacea), bog myrtle (also known as sweet gale, Myrica gale, especially used in Denmark, northern Germany and in England), horehound (Marrubium vulgare, called Berghopfen or "mountain hops" in Germany, where it was used as a hops substitute), yarrow (Achilea millefolium) and others (La Pensée, pp.128-144, Hagen, p. 212).
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The drinking of ale was particularly important to several seasonal religious festivals, of which the Viking Scandinavians celebrated three: the first occurring after harvest, the second near midwinter, and the last at midsummer. These festivals continued to be celebrated after the introduction of Christianity, although under new names. Historical records show that ale consumption at these festivals, even in Christian times, was quite important: the Gulaþing Law required farmers in groups of at least three to brew ale to be consumed at obligatory ale-feasts on All Saints (November 1 - Winternights), Christmas (December 25 - Yule), and upon the feast of St. John the Baptist (June 24 - Midsummer). More ordinary festivities, celebrated even today, are so closely associated with beer that they are known as öl ("ale") and include Gravöl (a wake, or "funeral ale"), Barnöl (a christening, or "child-ale") and taklagsöl (a barn-raising, or "roofing-ale") (Nylén, p. 57).

In Hákonar saga Góða (The Saga of King Hákon the Good) in Heimskringla, it is quite evident that Hákon, who practiced his own Christianity in secret, was beginning through legislation to move the traditional holiday ale-feast as part of a campaign to eventually convert the country:

Hann setti það í lögum að hefja jólahald þann tíma sem kristnir menn og skyldi þá hver maður eiga mælis öl en gjalda fé ella og halda heilagt meðan öl ynnist.

[He had it established in the laws that the Yule celebration was to take place at the same time as is the custom with the Christians. And at that time everyone was to have ale for the celebration from a measure (Old Norse mál) of grain, or else pay fines, and had to keep the holidays while the ale lasted. (Heimskringla, Chapter 13)

Brewing was usually the work of women in medieval Iceland, and probably in the Viking Age throughout Scandinavia as well:

Requiring fire and the warmth of the kitchen, brewing was allowed even during the Christmas holiday. Traditionally, women have been associated with this work and it remained a female task throughout the medieval period. In one of the heroic sagas a king resolved the jealousy between his two wives by deciding to keep the one who presented him with the better beer on his return from war. As late as the end of the fourteenth century a laysister was superintendent of brewing in Vadstena, a Swedish monastery that accommodated men and women. Describing a brewing in honor of Bishop Páll, a vignette states specifically that the housewife was in charge. On important farms the physical work needed for large quantities may have demanded male help, as suggested from a brief glimpse of the farm at Stafaholt where the female housekeeper (húsfreyja), assisted by the male manager (ræðismaðr), replenished the stores of beer depleted by the visit of fourteen unexpected guests. Consumed at the alþingi, beer was commonly brewed on the spot, but there the quantities demanded and the scarcity of women made it a male task. Mentioned rarely in the sagas, brewing was a difficult process and occasionally required divine assistance mediated through miracles credited to Icelandic bishops (Jochens, p. 127). 

Perhaps the most expensive and least available fermented beverage of the Viking Age was wine. Almost no grape wines were produced in Scandinavia, and only a very small amount of fruit wines, which by the Middle Ages was exclusively reserved for sacramental use. Birch-sap might also have been used to make limited quantities of wine (Hagen, p. 229). Instead, grape wine was exported from the Rhineland, which may have used the market towns of Hedeby and Dorestad as the export outlets for wine (Hagen, p. 220; Roesdahl, p. 120). Remains of wine amphoræ have been found at Dorestad and at Jorvik: these amphoræ varied in size from 14-24" tall and 12.5-20" in diameter (Hagen, p. 220). 

Archaeological sleuthing has also led to the discovery that wine was imported in barrels as well: silver fir does not grow in Denmark, yet well-linings of this wood have been [image: image23.png]enis| orz
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found at Hedeby and Dorestad, the wood having originated as barrels filled with wines, then imported from the Rhine into Denmark (Hagen, p. 220; Roesdahl, p. 122). Accordingly, wine would have been reserved for the wealthy and powerful. This is illustrated in Ælfric's Colloquy, where after the novice has answered that he prefers to drink ale, the questioner asks him, "Does he not drink wine?" The novice answers, Ic ne eom swa spedig þæt ic mæge bicgean me win; ond win nys drenc cilda ne dysgra, ac ealdra ond wisra ("I am not so wealthy that I may buy myself wine; and wine is not the drink of children or fools, but of the old and wise").

It is no surprise, therefore, that the chief of the Norse gods and god of wisdom, Óðinn, drank only wine, as we see in the Eddaic poem Grímnismál, verse 19: 

Gera ok Freka seðr

gunntamiðr

hróðigr Herjaföður;

en við vín eitt

vopngöfugr

Óðinn æ lifir.

War-accustomed

Warrior-Father

Feeds it to Geri and Freki,

For on wine alone

weapon-good

Óðinn always lives.

The most ancient Germanic alcoholic drink was probably mead (Old Norse mjöð, Old English medo, ultimately cognate with the Sanskrit word for "honey"). Mead was the idealized beverage of the old heroic poetry: "Mead was for the great and grand occasions, for the temple and the ceremonial; ale was for the masses and for all times" (Gayre and Papazian, p. 88).  An explanation of the brewing of mead in the Viking Age must start with a short discussion of early apiculture. Early beekeeping in Northern Europe was usually based in skeps, coiled domes of straw that give us our iconographic visual representation of a "beehive" even today. Unlike modern removable-frame hives, skep beekeeping required that the bees be killed to remove the comb and honey, by smoking the hive over a fire with sulfur, or by drowning the hive, bees and all. The earliest archaeological remains of skep apiculture comes from the Anglo-Norse town of Jorvik, modern York (Reddy, "Skep FAQ").

  

For a typical skep, 6-8 combs would hang vertically, being attached to the top and sides. Skep, viewed from beneath with combs in place

 First the beekeeper would cut out the combs containing only honey, then next would be removed the comb containing brood and finally any remaining odds and ends of wax. Honey was extracted from the comb by being placed in a cloth bag and allowing the comb to drain, then more honey of lesser quality was removed by wringing. Finally, the crushed refuse of the combs, the raided skep, and the cloth bag would be steeped or gently heated in water to dissolve out the honey. Once this liquid was strained, it was used as the basis for the production of mead (Reddy, "Skep FAQ"; Hagen, p. 230).

This method of washing honeycomb and the other items left from the extraction of honey to yield a solution of honey-water is described in Riddle 25 of the Exeter Book, whose answer is "mead":

Ic eom weorð werum,     wide funden,

brungen of bearwum     ond of burghleoþum,

of denum ond of dunum.     Dæges mec wægun

feþre on lifte,     feredon mid liste

under hrofes hleo.     Hæleð mec siþþan

baþedan in bydene.     Nu ic eom bindere

ond swingere,     sona weorpe

esne to eorþan,     hwilum ealdne ceorl.

Sona þæt onfindeð,     se þe mec fehð ongean,

ond wið mægenþisan     minre genæsteð,

þæt he hrycge sceal     hrusan secan,

gif he unrædes     ær ne geswiceð,

strengo bistolen,     strong on spræce,

mægene binumen -     nah his modes geweald,

fota ne folma.     Frige hwæt ic hatte,

ðe on eorþan swa     esnas binde,

dole æfter dyntum     be dæges leohte.

I am man's treasure, taken from the woods,

Cliff-sides, hill-slopes, valleys, downs;

By day wings bear me in the buzzing air,

Slip me under a sheltering roof-sweet craft.

Soon a man bears me to a tub. Bathed,

I am binder and scourge of men, bring down

The young, ravage the old, sap strength.

Soon he discovers who wrestles with me

My fierce body-rush-I roll fools

Flush on the ground. Robbed of strength,

Reckless of speech, a man knows no power Over hands, feet, mind. Who am I who

bind Men on middle-earth, blinding with rage?

Fools know my dark power by daylight.

By the Middle Ages, especially in England, many taxes, guild fees, penalties and fines were due in payment of honey. This suggests that the wealthy and powerful - kings, noblemen, the Church, guilds - would have plenty of good-quality honey with which to make an even better mead than the basic one made from the washings of the comb (Hagen, p. 230). Certainly the serving of mead is shown in the literature as the duty and prerogative of kings.

The drinking of ale required vessels in which to serve the beverage. The oldest mode of serving beer was to offer it in a large bowl, often a brass cauldron in which the beer had been heated, or a bucket, from which everyone served themselves by means of small bird-shaped dippers called Öl-gass or "ale-geese." In Lokásenná we are given a description of such a beer-cauldron in the god Aegir's hall. Later Scandinavians drew their beer from the vat into tapskalar or "tap-bowls," which were like pitchers, provided with a short pouring spout or lip. Tapskalar were then emptied into pitchers or large tankards, which were set upon the tables and used to serve beer into individual drinking vessels. 

The drinking vessels themselves could be of varied types. The most primitive were simple cones made of rolled birch or rowan bark.
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Carefully polished horns were used. These were often adorned with precious metals and jewelry-work at mouth and point. The drinking horn has become known

as the only Viking drinking vessel to modern folk, however there is evidence that horns were reserved for high-status usage for rituals such as offering a stirrup-cup, the various öl festivities and seasonal celebrations, and the formal ale-feast of sumbel: 

It seems that to be offered alcohol in a horn was a mark of status, although - the many references to drinking horns in heroic literature apart - clearer evidence comes from later sources including the Middle English romance of King Horn. At her bridal feast a king's daughter is carrying a ceremonial drinking horn round to the guests, but when she is accosted by a man she thinks is a beggar, she offers him instead drink in a large bowl as being more fitting to his condition.... Horns were the ceremonial drinking vessel for those of high status all through the period (Hagen, p. 243).

 It is possible that some horns were carved with simple incised lines. Scholars commenting on the highly sculptural horns of the High Middle Ages in Scandinavia note that in rural regions of Norway an older tradition of drinking horn ornamentation survived:

Most Norwegian drinking horns preserved from the Middle Ages belong to the goldsmith's art, since most of the various kinds or ornamentation are found on the metal mountings, while the horns themselves are smooth and unornamented. The known carvings are relatively late, and almost all of them have a simple, incised ornamentation that classifies them as folk art. They were, in fact, carved in Norwegian rural districts, and the style of the carving is retarded, making it difficult to establish if the horns are actually from the Middle Ages. The ornamentation is dominated by the Romanesque twining stems and leaves (Magerøy, p. 70).

Glass drinking vessels were an important luxury import in Scandinavia. Perhaps most imported glassware came from the Rhine region, comprising tall beakers and small jars and flasks in light blue, green, or brown glass which was often decorated with applied or marvered trailing. Glassware unique in design that was produced for the Scandinavian market includes glass drinking horns, claw beakers (drinking glasses which have applied glass trails on the sides that resemble "claws"), and funnel beakers (so named for their shape), and bag beakers (drinking glasses with rounded bottoms shaped something like a bag).

  

Claw Beaker

Funnel Beaker from Birka 

Glass drinking vessels were known in Old Norse as hrimkaldar, or "frost-cups". The funnel beakers, which averaged 5" in height, became the most prevalent type of glass drinking vessel by the 10th century.

   Glass Tumbler from Birka

Bag Beaker from Birka

Mold-blown Green

Glass Bag Beaker

  Glass "drinking horn" from

Östra Varv Sweden

Modern commercially available

glass "drinking horn"

 

No less ceremonial than the drinking vessel itself was the mode of serving. The sagas often tell of the first round of drink (at least) being served by noble women. An excellent example occurs in this passage from the Anglo-Saxon poem Beowulf, lines 607-641:

Þa wæs on salum sinces brytta,

gamolfeax ond guðrof; geoce gelyfde

brego Beorht-Dena, gehyrde on Beowulfe

folces hyrde fæstrædne geþoht.

Ðær wæs hæleþa hleahtor, hlyn swynsode,

word wæron wynsume. Eode Wealhþeow

forð,

cwen Hroðgares, cynna gemyndig,

grette goldhroden guman on healle,

ond þa freolic wif ful gesealde

ærest East-Dena eþelwearde,

bæd hine bliðne æt þære beorþege,

leodum leofne; he on lust geþeah

symbel ond seleful, sigerof kyning.

Ymbeode þa ides Helminga

duguþe ond geogoþe dæl æghwylcne,

sincfato sealde, oþ þæt sæl alamp

þæt hio Beowulfe, beaghroden cwen

mode geþungen medoful ætbær;

grette Geata leod, Gode þancode

wisfæst wordum þæs ðe hire se willa gelamp,

þæt heo on ænigne eorl gelyfde

fyrena frofre. He þæt ful geþeah,

wælreow wiga, æt Wealhþeon,

ond þa gyddode guþe gefysed,

Beowulf maþelode, bearn Ecgþeowes:

"Ic þæt hogode, þa ic on holm gestah,

sæbat gesæt mid minra secga gedriht,

þæt ic anunga eowra leoda

willan geworhte, oþðe on wæl crunge

feondgrapum fæst. Ic gefremman sceal

eorlic ellen, oþðe endedæg on þisse meoduhealle minne gebidan!"

Ðam wife þa word wel licodon,

gilpcwide Geates; eode goldhroden,

freolicu folccwen to hire frean sittan.

Joyous then was the Jewel-giver,

hoar-haired, war-brave; help awaited

the Bright-Danes' prince, from Beowulf hearing,

folk's good shepherd, such firm resolve.

Then was laughter of liegemen loud resounding

with winsome words. Came Wealhtheow forth,

queen of Hrothgar, heedful of courtesy,

gold-decked, greeting the guests in hall;

and the high-born lady handed the cup

first to the East-Danes' heir and warden,

bade him be blithe at the beer-carouse,

the land's beloved one. Lustily took he

banquet and beaker, battle-famed king.

Through the hall then went the Helmings' Lady,

to younger and older everywhere

carried the cup, till come the moment

when the ring-graced queen, the royal-hearted,

to Beowulf bore the beaker of mead.

She greeted the Geats' lord, God she thanked,

in wisdom's words, that her will was granted,

that at last on a hero her hope could lean

for comfort in terrors. The cup he took,

hardy-in-war, from Wealhtheow's hand,

and answer uttered the eager-for-combat.

Beowulf spoke, bairn of Ecgtheow:--

"This was my thought, when my thanes and I

bent to the ocean and entered our boat,

that I would work the will of your people

fully, or fighting fall in death,

in fiend's gripe fast. I am firm to do

an earl's brave deed, or end the days

of this life of mine in the mead-hall here."

Well these words to the woman seemed,

Beowulf's battle-boast. -- Bright with gold

the stately dame by her spouse sat down.

The serving of ale in the manner described by the Beowulf poet was not a servant's task, but a jealously guarded privilege accorded to the highest-ranking Germanic women. The poet is careful to establish the birth, character, and queenly attributes of Hrothgar's queen (Enright, p. 6). Another Old English poem, Maxims I, also emphasizes that this ceremonial serving of drink was an important duty expected of any noble Anglo-Saxon woman (lines 83b-92):

...     Guð sceal in eorle,

wig geweaxan,     ond wif

geþeon

leof mid hyre

leodum,     leohtmod wesan,

rune healdan,     rumheort beon

mearum ond

maþmum,     meodorædenne

for gesiðmægen     symle

æghwær

eodor æþelinga     ærest

gegretan,

forman fulle     to frean hond

ricene geræcan,     ond him

ræd witan

boldagendum     bæm

ætsomne.

... War-spirit shall be in the earl his courage increase. And his wife shall flourish loved by her people, light-hearted she should be, she should keep secrets, be generous with mares and mighty treasures. At mead-drinking before the band of warriors     she shall serve the sumble, To the protector of princes approach earliest, Place the first full in the lord's hand As the ruler reaches out. And she must know what advice to give him As joint master and mistress of the house together.

  

This ceremony of the queen serving the ceremonial drink is part of a ritual that confirms the king's rulership and cements the social order of the king's followers. The order in which each is served shows relative rank between the participants, with the king coming first, then men of higher rank, and finally the youngest and lowest ranking. The sharing of the cup helps establish bonds between the men as well.
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The first step in the ceremonial serving of alcohol was the formal presentation of the cup to the king or lord of the hall by the highest-ranking woman present. It is thought to be likely that formal types of declarations were made with this presentation. For example, in Beowulf, lines 1168b-1174:

... Spræc ða

ides Scyldinga:

"Onfoh þissum

fulle,

freodrihten min,

sinces brytta!

þu on sælum

wes,

goldwine

gumena, ond to

Geatum spræc

mildum

wordum, swa

sceal man don!

Beo wið Geatas

glæd, geofena

gemyndig,

nean ond

feorran þu nu

hafast."

... The Scylding

queen spoke:

"Quaff of this cup,

my king and lord,

breaker of rings!

And blithe be

you,

gold-friend of

men; to the

Geats here speak

such words of

mildness as man

should use!

Be glad with thy

Geats; of those

gifts be mindful,

or near or far,

which you now

have."

 Here the queen formally points out the lord's rank by calling him freodrihten min, "my king and lord", and re-emphasizes his role as goldwine gumena, "gold-friend of men, giver of treasure," establishing his role as ruler and benefactor before the witnessing warband and guesting Geats. It is a formal declaration of Hrothgar's status as king.

The presentation of ale during the Viking Age might be accompanied with words such as these from the Eddaic poem Sigurdrífumál:

Bjór færi ek þér,

brynþings apaldr,

magni blandinn

ok megintíri,

fullr er hann ljóða

ok líknstafa,

góðra galdra ok

gamanrúna.

Bjórr I fetch to you,

bold warrior,

With might blended

and bright fame,

The full is strong with

songs and

healing-staves,

With goodly chants,

wish-speeding runes.

Again, the declaration of status is made, in this case with the valkyrie acknowledging a warrior. Where Queen Wealhtheow imbued her cup with happiness, kind words and gladness, the valkyrja Sigrdrífa offers the things most desired by a warrior: strength, glory and magical healing.

Yet another example is recorded involving the presentation of ale to King Vortigern by Rowan, the daughter of the Saxon leader Hengist, as recorded by Geoffrey of Monmouth in chapter 12 of his History of the Kings of Britain:

The king readily accepted of his invitation, but privately, and having highly commended the magnificence of the structure, enlisted the men into his service. Here he was entertained at a royal banquet; and when that was over, the young lady came out of her chamber bearing a golden cup full of wine, with which she approached the king, and making a low courtesy, said to him, "Lauerd king wacht heil!" The king, at the sight of the lady's face, was on a sudden both surprised and inflamed with her beauty; and calling to his interpreter, asked him what she said, and what answer he should make her. "She called you, 'Lord king,'" said the interpreter, "and offered to drink your health. Your answer to her must be, 'Drinc heil!'" Vortigern accordingly answered, "Drinc heil!" and bade her drink; after which he took the cup from her hand, kissed her, and drank himself. From that time to this, it has been the custom in Britain, that he who drinks to any one says, "Wacht heil!" and he that pledges him, answers "Drinc heil!"

The Saxon Rowan's offering the drink first to Vortigern, and proclaiming him "lord king" again shows the Germanic pattern of the high-ranking noble woman establishing precedence and rank by the ceremonial serving of strong drink.

The importance of this drinking ritual throughout the Germanic world is attested in the archaeological record as well. Beginning in the early Migration Age and continuing down throughout the Viking Age, graves of women whose jewelry and accoutrements proclaim them wealthy and noble also contain the equipment needed for the ritual of serving drink. Germanic Roman Iron Age graves such as the one from Juellinge contain elaborate drinking gear:

... in her right hand she held a long-handled bronze wine-strainer. Among other grave goods were found glass beakers and drinking horn together with a ladle into which the strainer held by the dead woman fit. Both instruments were commonly used in ladling drink from a cauldron (also found in the grave) into beaker or horn ... Analysis of the cauldron showed that it had contained a fermented liquid made from barley and fruit (Enright, p. 101).

   

Grave finds of elaborate drinking equipment in female graves are in evidence in all pagan Germanic societies, including that of the Vikings: "In Viking Age cemeteries, the combination of the bucket-container for distribution together with long-handled sieve and drinking horn or cup remains very common..." (Enright, pp. 103-104)
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Old Norse representational art also focuses on the woman-as-cupbearer. There are a wide variety of so-called "valkyrie amulets" and runestone depictions where a richly-clad woman is shown ceremoniously bearing a drinking horn high.  After the drink was formally presented first to the king or ruler, next the noblewoman serving the drink would offer it, according to rank, to the warriors who were oath-bound to the ruler. This had one role as a part of a communal bonding rite that forged the lord's warriors into a band of brothers, but the primary purpose of the noblewoman's serving the drink with her own hands to the oath-bound men had legal and religious significance in Germanic culture establishing relative rank and mutual obligations between the king and his warband (Enright, p. 10). As did the formal March of Precedence in later medieval society, this drinking rite served in Germanic cultures to define, emphasize, and enforce the acknowledged hierarchy and ranking of a lord's followers. 

After the initial, formal, meaningful serving of drink by the queen or noblewoman, the revelers would later be served by other men or women who se þe on handa bær hroden ealowæge, / scencte scir wered "carried the carven cup in hand, served the clear mead" (Beowulf ll. 495-496a). After the first round of formal drinking, the rite changed in focus somewhat, focusing more on companionship and bonding among the participants. This ceremonial type of drinking was termed sumbel.

The gods themselves had the Valkyries as cupbearers, as these named by Óðinn in Grímnismál 36:

Hrist ok Mist     vil ek at mér horn beri,

Skeggjöld ok Skögul,     Hildr ok Þrúðr,

Hlökk ok Herfjötur,     Göll ok Geirölul,

Randgríðr ok Ráðgríðr     ok Reginleif;

þær bera Einherjum öl.

Hrist and Mist the horn shall bear me,

Skeggjöld and Skögul, Hildr and Þrúðr,

Hlökk and Herfjötur, Göll and Geirólul,

Randgríðr and Ráðgríð and Reginleif

To the einherjar ale shall bear.

 Once the Vikings had their cups filled, they offered up toasts, or fulls. The first full was assigned to Óðinn, and was made for victory and the king's success. Snorri Sturluson gives Jarl Sigurðr's first toast at a festival at Hlaðir in 952 as an example in chapter 17 of Hákonar saga Góða:

En er hið fyrsta full var skenkt þá mælti Sigurður jarl fyrir og signaði Óðni og drakk af horninu til konungs. Konungur tók við og gerði krossmark yfir.

Þá mælti Kár af Grýtingi: "Hví fer konungurinn nú svo? Vill hann enn eigi blóta?"

Sigurður jarl svarar: "Konungur gerir svo sem þeir allir er trúa á mátt sinn og megin og signa full sitt Þór. Hann gerði hamarsmark yfir áður hann drakk."

... Jarl Sigurðr proposed a toast, dedicating the horn to Óðinn, and drank to the king. The king took the horn from him and made the sign of the cross over it.

Then Kár of Grýting said, "Why does the king do that? Doesn't he want to drink of the sacrificial beaker?"

Jarl Sigurðr made answer, "The king does as all do who believe in their own might and strength, and dedicated his beaker to Thórr. He made the sign of the hammer over it

before drinking. (Heimskringla, pp. 110-111)

Since Sigurðr's glib explanation was readily accepted, it may be that making a symbol in commemoration of the Hammer of the god Thórr over drink was, while not common, certainly acceptable and practiced at least by some.

We learn more about the rounds of toasting from a description earlier in the saga in chapter 14,

where the pagan Sigurðr and his people celebrate Yule:

Skyldi full um eld bera en sá er gerði veisluna og höfðingi var, þá skyldi hann signa fullið og allan blótmatinn. Skyldi fyrst Óðins full, skyldi það drekka til sigurs og ríkis konungi sínum, en síðan Njarðar full og Freys full til árs og friðar. Þá var mörgum mönnum títt að drekka þar næst bragafull. Menn drukku og full frænda sinna, þeirra er heygðir höfðu verið, og voru það minni kölluð.

The sacrificial beaker was to be borne around the fire, and he who made the feast and was chieftain was to bless the beaker as well as all the sacrificial meat. Óðinn's toast was to be drunk first - that was for victory and power to the king - then Njörðr's and Freyr's, for good harvests and for peace. Following that many used to drink a beaker to the king. Men drank toasts also in memory of departed kinsfolk - that was called minni. (Heimskringla, pp. 107)

The Old Norse term minni is literally "memory," but came to be used to indicate "a memorial cup or toast." Apparently the term could also refer to all the fulls drank at the sumbel:

... these memorial cups or toasts were in the heathen age consecrated (signuð) to the gods Thórr, Óðinn, Bragi, Freyr, Njörðr, who, on the introduction of Christianity, were replaced by Christ, the Saints, the Archangel Michael, the Virgin Mary, and St. Olaf; the toasts to the Queen, Army, etc. in [modern] English banquets are probably a relic of this ancient Teutonic ceremony... (Cleasby-Vigfusson p. 429 s.v. "minni")  The importance of this custom is partially attested by the many compounds of the word minni found in Old Norse:

minnis-drykkja, a banquet where there are minni

minnis-horn, a memorial horn or cup

minnis-veig, a toast-cup, a charmed cup

minnis-öl, literally "memory ale" but used in the sense of "an enchanted or charmed drink"

At weddings, the toasts offered might be slightly different. In Bósa saga ok Herrauðs, ch. 12 a different order of toasts is intertwined with the narrative:

... the memorial cup consecrated to Thórr was carried into the hall.... Next came the toast dedicated to all the gods.... after that it was time for Óðinn's toast to be drunk....

When Óðinn's toast had been drunk, there was only one left, the toast dedicated to Freyja. (Palsson and Edwards, "Bosi and Herraud", pp. 80-81)

These rounds of toasting were a part of the custom of sumbel (Old Norse) or symbel (Old English). The origins of the word sumbel are unknown. Some scholars have theorized that the term was a borrowing of Latin symbola, itself from Greek sumbolh "collection for a meal." However, this term appears throughout Germanic cultures from a very early date, which would argue against its origins as a loan-word. Another possible etymology is a derivation from proto-Germanic sum- or sam- ("gathering together") and *alu ("ale"). Using this etymology, sumbel would literally mean "an ale-gathering" (Bauschatz, p 76).

Toasts might be combined with vows or oaths, boasts, storytelling and song. More than one sumbel is encountered in Beowulf, and in Old Norse poetry such as Lokásenná verse 3 where Loki says: 

Loki kvað: Inn skal ganga     Ægis hallir í,

á þat sumbl at sjá;

jöll ok áfu     færi ek ása sonum,

ok blend ek þeim svá meini mjöð.

 Loki said:

In shall I go, into Ægir's hall,

for that sumble I will see;

evil in the drink I bring to the gods,

with harm shall I mix their mead.

  

Sumbel is even mentioned in Christian poetry such as "The Dream of the Rood," where it is told that "There are God's folk seated at symbel." The term symbel daeg came to be used in Old English to denote a Christian feast day.

The sumbel was a joint activity. Those participating came and sat together, usually within a chieftain's hall. It was often referred to as a drinking feast, where ale, beer or mead might be served in a ceremonial cup, and passed from hand to hand around the hall. The recipient of the cup made a toast, oath, or boast, or he might sing a song or recite a story before drinking and passing the cup along. While referred to as a "feast," the sumbel did not include food, but might precede or follow a meal. A sumbel was solemn in the sense of [image: image27.png]


having deep significance and importance to the participants, but was not a grim or dour ceremony - indeed, at Hrothgar's sumbel in Beowulf, "...there was laughter of the men, noise sounded, the words were winsome."

However, as the quotes from Hávamál above clearly show, it was considered poor form to become drunk at the sumbel. Taking drink from the ceremonial cup might be thought of as symbolizing the divine inspiration given to Óðinn by the Mead of Poetry, and the Allfather had much to say in Hávamál about overdrinking:

"I counsel thee ...

I pray thee be wary ...

Be wariest of all with ale."

(from v. 131)

This is not to say that Ódinn was a prohibitionist: he himself drank only wine, and would not drink unless his blood brother Loki had also been served (giving rise to the custom of flicking a few drops of every toast raised to Ódinn into a fire to honor the covenant with Loki). It is also recorded that Ódinn drank each day with the goddess Saga in her hall.

Finally, as Foote and Wilson point out, while "the Vikings seem to have been men of some thirst," their drink contained large quantities of impurities, and therefore they, too, were subject to "frightful hangovers..."
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Viking women's clothing. What did the Viking women wear?

From the Viking Answer Lady

Note: This article is quite out of date. There is much better information available, and as soon as I can I will update this page. In the meantime, write me for more information about updated information on this topic, or better yet consult one of the following excellent articles:

Resources for Viking Women's Clothing

Krupp, Christina and Carolyn Priest-Dorman, "Women's Garb in Northern Europe:450-1000 CE: Frisians, Angles, Franks, Balts, Vikings and Finns." Compleat Anachronist 59. Milpitas: SCA. 1992. [Forms for ordering may be obtained from SCA Member Services.

Þóra Sharptooth's Sources for the Re-Enactor

http://www.cs.vassar.edu/~capriest/vikresource.html
Þóra Sharptooth's "But That's How They Look in the Book!": Viking Women's Garb in Art and Archaeology

http://www.cs.vassar.edu/~capriest/roach.html
Þóra Sharptooth's A Quick and Dirty Look at Viking Women's Garb in the Ninth and Tenth Centuries

http://www.cs.vassar.edu/~capriest/qdirtyvk.html
Þóra Sharptooth's Reconstruction of the 10th C. Danish Apron Dress (a correction of Sharra's pattern, see below)

http://www.cs.vassar.edu/~capriest/image/apdress.jpg
Þóra Sharptooth's Bibliography of Sources for the Construction of Viking Garments

http://www.cs.vassar.edu/~capriest/vikgarment.html
Sharra of Starwood's Reconstructed 10th C. Danish Apron Dress (based on Þóra Sharptooth's research. See Þóra's correction to the

pattern, above)

http://www.mtsu.edu/~kgregg/dmir/09/0945.html
The Viking Apron-Dress: A New Reconstruction

http://www.cs.cmu.edu/afs/cs.cmu.edu/usr/mjc/www/aprond.html
http://www.virtualelpaso.com/neverwinter/dress/dress.htm
The Greenland Dress: A 10 Gore Underdress
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Your confusion is understandable. The "Ugly Viking Book"(1) alone has four different styles pictured. Before I decree the fashion style for the well-dressed Viking this season, however, let me tell you why the confusion exists. The reconstructions upon which the many pictures you've seen are based are created by scholars who have taken the archaeological finds, literary record, and iconography of native art to base their conjectures upon. Gentle Reader, I can hear you saying, "If they're such great scholars how can they get such a mish-mash out of all that evidence?!" The reason is that the primary evidence are the Viking woman's clothes themselves, or at least, the remains of clothing that we have found in women's graves. The Vikings used two types of funerals: cremation and inhumation. Of course, the cremations don't leave clothing remains to analyze. Inhumations are nearly as bad: cloth does not survive well in the earth.(2)

So, you ask, how are the archaeologists able to tell us anything about the cloth? The answer lies in the Viking woman's jewellery, particularly the distinctive "tortoise-shell"(3) brooches.

 

Example of a tortoise shell brooch    When the metal of the brooches oxidized, one of two things frequently occurred. Sometimes the oxidized metal flakes would take the impression of the cloth fibers that lay beneath the brooch, showing us the type of weave, size of thread, and pattern of garment pleats and folds. More exciting (at least from a textile archaeologist's viewpoint) was when the oxidation trapped one or several layers of fabric: as the metal corroded the oxides permeated and encapsulated the fabric layers beneath it. This provides actual bits of cloth for analysis, and the archaeologist can discover the types of dyes, sewing threads, and many other arcana that allows them to reconstruct the garment details. Other valuable evidence was provided by women whose costumes included trims woven with metallic threads, for while the silk or linen base textile has rotted away, the metal threads are found in graves still exactly as they were woven into the cloth, which allows reconstruction of the type of weaving, sometimes oxidation traps bits of the fabric warp or weft, and best of all, we can reconstruct the actual design originally woven into the bands. Two women are notable for this effort: Agnes Geijer and Inga Hagg, who analyzed the numerous women's gravesites from Birka.(4)

Unfortunately, these two scholarly ladies worked on the Birka finds from the early 1960's until they started publishing in extremely technical textile archaeology journals in the late 70's. A "user-friendly" version of each woman's work did not appear until 1983. Meanwhile, the catalogues of grave finds of the Birka graves, as well as previous excavations (especially Queen Asa's Oseberg gravesite) had already given the armchair scholars plenty of material for conjecture. Viking art shows a very few examples of women,nearly all of these in profile, such as the "valkyrie" amulets(5)

[image: image6.png]



Four "Valkyrie" amulets suggesting details of women's dress   

or the gold plaques showing embracing couples(6),
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"Goldgubber" amulets depicting embracing couples, perhaps Freyr and Gerd    and a few runestone depictions. These give a generalized idea of the clothing, but are lacking in detail. From this evidence, it can be inferred that Viking women wore a triangular shawl over a dress with at least two layers which might be either striped or pleated. The over-garment had to be held up with the brooches at the shoulders(7), but it was unclear until the Birka evidence became available just how this over-dress was designed.

The earlier reconstructions postulate fore-and-aft narrow tabard-like rectangular aprons held together by the brooches. This is the most common outfit found on S.C.A. Viking ladies. As a garment, this style has numerous problems. First, the reconstructions don't include a belt. Without a belt, not only do the rectangular aprons fly about in the breeze, but every time one leans forward (say, over a fire, for example) the apron in its entirety swings forward also (and, if a fire is involved, we get an instant cremation funeral). There is a significant problem in retaining body heat without a belt, as every breeze seems to blow straight up the skirt and out the neckline. Also, in medieval costume throughout the ages the pouch made by the waistline of the garment was often a useful storage area: a wallet or small goods could be dropped down the neckline and held against the waist by the belt... impossible with the unbelted tabard design. The scholarly argument against belts is that no metal buckles or fittings are found for a belt in female graves. This overlooks the fact that belts may be inkle- or tablet-woven and thus need no buckle. Other problems include the straight rectangle design... an apron narrow at the shoulders and widening towards the bottom gives a better "line"(8) and provides more fabric coverage for better warmth... and warmth was important, as the wearers lived in snowy Scandinavia.

The clothing finds at Birka, with their metal trim along the edges, show a better idea of the over-garment. Instead of narrow "tabard-aprons" what seems to have been worn was a pair of larger rectangular pieces which were wrapped around the body, one on the left and one on the right. This eliminates all the problems found on the previous reconstruction. Dr. Geijer called this style hangerock, or "suspended skirt".(9) The garment is much warmer since there is two-layer overlap in both front and back. When one leans over the fire (or any where else) the wrap-around aprons don't move forward but rather spread open to the sides. The garment doesn't flap excessively in a breeze. No belt appears to be necessary with the wrap-around design, although for convenience I usually wear a woven belt underneath it over the under-dress, which allows me to carry a pouch conveniently shielded from the cutpurses that afflict the busy market at Birka.

When made as regular rectangles, however, the wrap-around aprons do have some problems with the line of the garment and with gaping at the back. These problems are solved however, by examining the archaeological finds from an underwater excavation for the harbor of Haithabu (Hedeby). Haithabu represents the largest, best preserved collection of Viking Age textiles currently known. Haithabu/Hedeby was, like Birka, a rich and populous trading center, and like any densely populated area produced waste such as rags. In Hedeby, when one's garments were no longer wearable, they were sold to be made into caulking for ships. Ropes of these garments were made and sealed with tar or pitch and forced between the overlapping strakes in ship hulls to make them water-tight. The garments included everything from slaves' burlap-like homespun to examples of fine-quality women's wear. Previously, the over-garment had been reconstructed as a straight garment, but the Haithabu wrap-around aprons were tailored at the waist, using tucks, darts and decorative braid to shape and define the garment, and emphasize the wearer's figure.(10)

Now that we've got a good idea of what the over-garment should be, let's examine the rest of a Viking lady's clothing. Next to the skin was worn a linen shift which could be finely pleated. Chemises found at Birka show evidence of pleating or plissé of the body of the garment and perhaps also the sleeves, achieved by gathering the fabric with a needle and thread, and subsequently drawing the thread straight . After removing the thread, the fabric was soaked in water and stretched in the direction of the pleats, and then left to dry, perhaps with a weight attached to the hem to hold the pleats straight. When fully dried the fabric remains tightly pleated. The Haithabu finds show that less-wealthy women wore a simple ankle-length long-sleeve dress, often without the pleats. Another garment which could be worn with the basic shift and apron combination was a knee-length tunic or kirtle with shorter sleeves, upon which metal-woven trims ornamented the sleeve and hem, known primarily from Birka and which showed clear oriental influence. This gives three layers of clothing, which makes for a very warm style of dress (probably necessary for women manning dockside open-air sales booths with the wind whipping off the North Sea!) Outdoors, women might wear a shawl or triangular cloak, or an ankle-length coat or caftan which might either be sleeveless or have long sleeves. The coat was quite wide at the bottom, and seems to have had almost a train coming to a point in the back. The coat was made of heavy, high-quality dyed wool that had been felted for weather-resistance, lined, and were often quilted with down or feathers for added warmth. The coat or shawl was fastened with a third brooch, which varied widely in shape from wearer to wearer: examples are known of disk brooches, trefoil brooches, equal-armed brooches or even re-worked bits of metal plundered from books or reliquaries in the British Isles.(11)  

Notes:

   1.   Bertil Almgren et al., The Viking. (New York; Crescent. 1975) 200-203. [These

pages especially, but see illos throughout the book. The name "Ugly Viking Book" is self-explanatory if you've seen it. The artist's models resemble the California Raisins more closely than the average human being... the book isn't ugly, it's the Vikings pictured in it that are. But the details are very clearly drawn & it's an excellent book to have if you can find a copy.] 

2.   If this is not clear to you, take a piece of cloth -- an old sock will do -- and bury it in your yard. Check on it in a week, a month, a year. I doubt that it'll last as much as a year in our soil. It won't even be recognizable as a sock in a very short period of time.

3.   "Tortoise-shell" refers to their domed oval shape, not to their composition. These brooches were normally made of silver, occasionally in gold. They might be more properly called "shoulder buckles" as they were used primarily to fasten the two parts of the over-dress together. 

4.   Agnes Geijer. "The Textile Finds from Birka," in Cloth and Clothing in Medieval Europe: Essays in Memory of Professor E.M. Carus-Wilson. Eds. N.B. Harte and K.G. Ponting. (Pasold Studies in Textile History, 2). London: Heinemann, 1983, pp 80-99, and Inga Hagg. "Viking Women's Dress at Birka: a Reconstruction by Archaeological Methods," also in Cloth and Clothing as cited above, pp 316-350.

 5.   We call these "Valkyrie amulets" but they may or may not be either Valkyries or amulets.

 6.   Called goldgubber ("gold-granddads") today by archaeologists. Often thought to represent Freyr and Gerdr and used as fertility amulets.  7.   The gravefinds give a good idea of the location of the brooches, however since in the initial 1800's excavations, archaeologists saw the brooches laying on the ribcage at the level of the breasts (on ribs 4, 5, or 6) and so the very earliest reconstructions give us the "Wagnerian Valkyrie" with the famed metal breast-cups.

   

Further confusion was introduced when translations of the account of the Arab Ibn Fadlan's embassy to the Rus became available. Ibn Fadlan says,  "Each woman wears on either breast a box of iron, silver, copper or gold; the value of the box indicates the wealth of the husband..." (H.M. Smyser, "Ibn Fadlan's Account of the Rus with Some Commentary and Some Allusions to Beowulf," in Franciplegius: Medieval & Linguistic Studies in Honor of Francis Peabody Magoun Jr. eds. J.B. Bessinger Jr. & R.P. Creed. New York; NY Univ Press. 1965. pp 92-119)

This misconception lasted until women became involved in the interpretation of the gravefinds and pointed out to the men that no one in their right mind would wear a metal bra in the frozen Northlands any more than they'd wear a metal jockstrap! Better understanding of what happens when the flesh decomposes helped to give scientific evidence that the ladies were right. The brooches go on the shoulders, not on the breasts! 

8.   Surely only a man could envisage a woman wearing a garment that would so strongly emphasize the size of one's hips and rear end... even a slender woman appears to have "thunder-thighs" and "buffalo butt" in this style! 

9.   Her reconstructions show this as one rectangular length of cloth with four loops through which the brooches might be threaded, instead of the two rectangles that are surmised elsewhere. I haven't tried the one-piece design yet, but it's probably much easier to put on than the two-piece wrap-around design. For an excellent discussion (with clear line-drawings to illustrate) See Gale R. Owen-Crocker, Dress in Anglo-Saxon England, ch III "Women's Costume in the Fifth and Sixth Centuries" (Manchester: Manchester Univ Press. 1986) pp. 25-63.

 10.   Or probably, to de-emphasize certain aspects of the figure, if Viking women

were like women today!

 11.   Judith Jesch, Women in the Viking Age. (Woodbridge; Boydell. 1991) pp. 14-18. [This book should be required reading for any woman with a Viking persona. Jesch has pulled together all the latest scholarship and made it accessible.] 

Viking clothing ornamentation. Did the Vikings decorate their clothing?

The Vikings loved intricate ornament in their metalwork and woodcarving, so it is no surprise that the Scandinavians of the Viking Age used ornamental techniques on their clothing as well. The earliest ornament for cloth was probably originally designed to strengthen seams and garment openings at the cuff and neck which take hard wear. Tablet woven headers used in weaving fabric on upright looms would have served this purpose, and also provided decorative accents, and separately woven tablet bands were used for ornament and utility as well. Embroidery was also used for early reinforcement of seams: usually the stich-work is a interwoven herringbone type of stitch that may have developed from round braiding techniques, but which was executed with a needle passing through the cloth.

Although the earliest Viking textiles do not show purely decorative or pictoral stitchery, the Vikings soon borrowed embroidery techniques from surrounding cultures and adapted them to the interlaced and zoomorphic designs found on more durable artifacts. It is surmised that the embroidery style which has been found in the Norwegian and Icelandic archaeological remains was imported from the Anglo-Saxons, while decorative stitching from Eastern Scandinavia seems to have been influenced by the Baltic, Russan, and Byzantine peoples. In their embroidery, the Vikings used wool, linen, and silk, as well as metal wire or lamé. However, the silk or metallics would probably all be couched so that the maximum amount would lay on top. Colors include woad blue, madder red, lichen purple, and an unidentified yellow, as well as walnut shell brown, and walnut+iron black. Check with a dye book or your local dyers to see what range of colors you can get with these dyes... it's pretty extensive, especially when you add in the possibilities achieved by various mordants. Vikings used alum (clubmoss), iron salts (copperas), and possibly copper sulfate (achieved by dyeing in a copper pot) as well as the various combinations you can get by overdying with one or more colors.
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 Embroidery stictches known during this period in Northern Europe include satin stitch, split stitch, and stem stich, plus a variety of couching techniques. One technique peculiar to the Vikings was a loop or mesh stitch called osenstich by Gejer, usually done in gold or silver. 

Embroidery designs that we have documented from grave finds includes: a pattern of animal heads on a servant's gown, the marvellous Mammen cloak, which used an interlace design of foliage or acanthus, with human masks appearing in the spaces, plus animals and birds in the pattern. There were also a number of finds where the embroidered designs are purely geometrical, such as a broken lozenge design. Undoubtedly many more embroidered decorations were present in some of the textile fragments which have been found, but while the textile may have survived, at times the thread or floss used to embroider the fabric has rotted away. Some archaeologists have discovered fabrics with many holes pierced through which strongly suggest a now-absent embroidered design.

 

It may at times be very difficult to determine from the archaeological finds exactly how the original embroidery may have appeared. For example, below is an example of an actual fragment of the Mammen cloak embroidery on the left showing the colors as they appear now. On the right is a modern reconstruction of the embroidery. Unlike the original Mammen cloak in which the embroidery was done on a strip of silk samite and then appliqued down to the base fabric, the reconstruction has the embroidery directly upon the woolen cloak. 

   There are several other emboidered motifs found in the Mammen textiles. Line drawings of these and other Viking embroidery patterns are available on

Þóra Shartooth's webpage, located at http://www.cs.vassar.edu/~capriest/vikembroid.html. Some details of a reconstruction based on the Mammen textiles are shown here.

In addition, there are fourteen extant Icelandic medieval/renaissance embroideries that use the laid and couched technique of the Bayeux Tapestry. In Icelandic it's called refilsaumr, or "refil stitch,": refil is the Old Norse/Icelandic word that signifies a horizontal frieze-style wall hanging. The Icelanic pieces are variously dated; the earliest piece seems to be from the second half of the fourteenth century. Many are Renaissance, and some are even post-period. For an excellent detail photograph of the Bayeaux tapestry stitch, front and back, see the Bayeaux Tapestry page located at http://blah.bsuvc.bsu.edu/bt

 

Reconstructed Detail of Mammen Cloak Hem

    Reconstructed Detail of Mammen Tunic

Embroidery

  

Scandinavian decorative stitching techniques were not only performed on textiles. The leather belt (right) from the Vimose bog find utilizes a stitched design adapted from a Roman original on a leather belt end.

 There are other unusual ornamental treatments

that are attested in the archaeological record. The first are "passements" which are, in effect, gold or silver lame cord (made of flat metal wire wrapped around silk, probably imported from the Orient or Middle East) where the cord is literally made into knotwork. Dame Alisha Macleod (currently Queen of Ansteorra), does an excellent modern adaptation of this. She draws out the design on a thick sheet of corrugated cardboard, using a different color for each strand. Then she starts constructing the interlace, using straight pins stuck through the lame into the cardboard to hold the intersections. Lastly, she paints the top side with that fabric stiffener stuff. This side, when dry, becomes the backside. The finished passement trim is couched down, with attention especially to fastening the interstices.

The highest class, richest garments would have a band of silk samite attached to it, topped with either a passement or tablet-woven trim made of silk brocaded with gold or silver lame. This type of tablet weaving is the most common surviving trim, but probably belonged to fairly wealthy folks (the poorer people's trim didn't survive, not having all that metal and silk in it!) Þóra Shartooth also has an excellent article discussing the metallic woven trims on her webpage at http://www.cs.vassar.edu/~capriest/metaltrims.html

The Vikings were able to get ready-made gold studs and gold sequins via trade with Byzantium and the Continent, which were used to ornament clothing.

Applique was extremely common, not only the passements were appliqued, but also decorative cutout shapes of tabby or samite silk.
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What Is This Pamphlet, Anyway?

Only by playing the part of a Viking from a specific time and place can one bring to the status of an SCA Viking its appropriate glory and respect. It is a sad fact that no one really respects generic Vikings. But hang a date and a locale on your persona, and be able to demonstrate it in your choice of clothing, and poof! Instant respect! This pamphlet is designed to help you design Viking clothing ensembles that look like they come from a particular time and/or place. By dint of assiduous documenting, it is also designed to help guide those who are interested in further research. It is not intended to instruct the reader in garment construction beyond some suggestions for seam placements. For help with construction, take this pamphlet to your local clothing maker, point out the drawings, and beg for help; who knows, perhaps you'll start a fashion trend!

The finds that are considered in this paper come from several times and locations in the Viking world. They are organized by article of clothing: trousers, stockings, undertunic, overtunic, coat, cloak, and accessories. Some information on appropriate trimmings is included, and regional and historical differences, if discernible, have been highlighted. It is impossible in this limited work to address all the issues, such as textile and color choice, that must be taken up in a serious attempt to construct a Viking ensemble; much of that material is available elsewhere, so only a few passing suggestions for textile and color choices are included in this work.

Evidence for Men's Clothing in the Viking Age

Statistically, fewer finds of known clothing-related textiles exist for Viking men than for Viking women. This is largely because textiles are most often preserved by proximity to metal (in jewellery or other grave goods) or tannin (from wood) in a protected inhumation (ground burial); but many men in the pagan Viking Age were cremated rather than buried. Inhumation customs also seem to have differed somewhat for men and women. Women were buried wearing a great deal of their jewellery, including metal brooches and pins. This meant that any textiles in the immediate area of a brooch or pin, such as an undergarment or overgarment, had a chance of surviving. Men, on the other hand, required fewer pieces of jewellery to hold together their garments than women did, which meant that less garment metal went into a man's grave than into a woman's. The man's garment which did require jewellery, the cloak, was often lain in the grave near, rather than on, the body. This meant that the preservation action of the jewellery could only work on the nearby cloak rather than on all the layers of clothing not in contact with the cloak. Sometimes other metal grave goods preserve bits of textiles associated with the grave that may have nothing to do with the garments themselves, such as the sails in a ship burial, the linen wrapping around a swordhilt, a tapestry-woven pillow cover, or a coarse blanket used to cover the burial.

Because of the difficulties associated with reconstructing men's clothing in the Viking Age, we are forced to take and struggle to integrate whatever information we can scrape together. Because of the library difficulties of acquiring materials written in Norwegian, Swedish, Danish, and Icelandic, we are often limited to works in English. Accordingly, much of the information presented here comes from single, elaborate inhumations such as the Mammen oak cist burial (Denmark) and the Evebø stone cist burial (Norway), both of which have excited international interest leading to write-ups in English. The Viking period at various sites in England, Scotland, and Ireland is also fairly well-covered by publications in English. Many secondary works in English also address the larger picture of Viking Age textiles in such specialized locations as Denmark and York, England. Materials on Icelandic sites are woefully sparse, especially on this continent, so the brave Icelanders will unfortunately have to remain outside the scope of this work for now. However, some more scholarly series of works are available in German on such urban sites as Hedeby (Denmark) and Birka (Sweden); these are responsible for a much broader and more complete picture of men's garb in the period, if you can locate them and can read German. Some translations from works in German by Inga Hägg have been made accessible to me through the generosity of Mistress Marieke van de Dal, sine qua non, ne plus ultra, whom I thank profusely.

This pamphlet considers some of the finds from Sweden (Birka), Norway (Evebø), Denmark (Mammen, Hedeby), England (Jorvík, Repton), the Orkneys, and Ireland (Dublin). (Other finds may be included in future incarnations of this work; stay tuned.) Although the Evebø burial is technically a "Migration Era," or pre-Viking, find, dating to the fifth century, the author finds it impossible to resist including information on a man who was buried in one outfit containing not only multicoloured plaid pants but also a plaid cloak of a different design and three different kinds of intricately patterned tablet-weaving. The sixth-century Sutton Hoo find is included occasionally for comparison purposes because the evidence suggests that the site reflects Swedish ancestry and burial habits.

From the Bronze Age onward, it seems that the basics of men's clothing in Scandinavia changed little, consisting of trousers, tunics, coats, and cloaks. While the materials composing the garments changed from hide and leather to wool and, ultimately, linen, the cut changed more slowly, if at all. Decoration, on the other hand, seems to have changed quite a bit in the several centuries between Evebø and New Birka.

Aesthetics

Many textiles in the Viking Age were made of worsted wool in twill patterns. These wools were carefully woven, supple, attractively textured, and often dyed in bright colors. It's a very poor Viking indeed--one who not only didn't have an armring to his name but also didn't have a decent weaver in the entire extended family!--who would have had to make do with the horrible,

scratchy, coarse wools we SCA Vikings are led to believe are the only ones "period for Vikings." Oddly enough, as time went on and the warp-weighted loom was supplanted by the horizontal loom beginning near the end of the tenth century, later period Viking wool fabrics became coarser, fuzzier, and thicker than earlier period ones. This is because the process of extensive fulling and napping was reintroduced to the textile industry, and that's the tip of a textile production history iceberg that you can run up against some other time. For now, suffice it to say that a great many Viking Age wool garments, particularly the fancy ones, were of fine, soft, bright, and well-made wool fabrics.

Certain areas also had ready access to linen, such as England, which produced it, and Sweden, which imported it; as fragile and rare as linen remains are, there is nevertheless much more archaeological evidence for the use of linen in those areas. Silk was available all over the Viking world by the ninth century, and it was liberally used by some of the people buried at Birka in the mid- to late-tenth century. Although there is no evidence of cotton yet from Viking graves, it is known that in the tenth century the Byzantine army issued a cotton padding garment, the bambakion, as part of its outfit (Teall 1977, 204). Varangians, at the very least, would likely have experienced this garment.

Some fabrics, such as linen and some naturally-pigmented wools, were most often used undyed. Many wools, however, were dyed in attractive colors, and there are a few examples of woad- or madder-dyed linens. The most common colors which have been found in dye analyses of Viking Age fabrics are red, mostly from madder; blue, from woad; yellow, from weld and an unidentified yellow dye, possibly either broom or a tannin-based dye such as onion skins; purples and violets, from lichens or from overdyeing with some combination of lichens/madder/woad; and greens, from overdyeing with an unidentified yellow dye plus woad (Walton 1988, 17- 18). Some evidence of brown from walnut shells has also been found, as well as one or two pieces that were intentionally dyed very dark brownish-black with walnut shells and iron (Hägg 1984, 289).

The chemical evidence seems to point to a preponderance of particular colors appearing in particular areas: reds in the Danelaw, purples in Ireland, and blues and greens in Scandinavia proper (Walton 1988, 18). Although it is carefully hedged, there is a hypothesis in the scientific world that this might possibly reflect regional color preferences rather than archaeochemical factors; feel free to use this Viking heraldry if you like the idea. At any rate, it is helpful to make friends with a natural dyer and find out more about the appearance of the colors produced from these dyestuffs. They'll be gratified and encouraged by your interest in their art form, and you'll learn a lot about the Viking aesthetic.

Trousers

Iconographic evidence in such forms as the Gotlandic picture stones and the Oseberg tapestry suggests that the Vikings wore at least two types of leg coverings: a wide, knee-length, baggy type and a narrow, full-length, more fitted type. Unfortunately, not many finds are clearly identifiable as trousers, and in most cases the cut of the garment is not obvious from the remains. That said, on to the evidence.

Several finds of trousers dating to the Migration Era (between the fall of Rome and the official Viking Age) serve to demonstrate that Scandinavian use of trousers in at least the narrow form goes back a fairly long way. The trousers found more or less intact at Thorsbjerg Mose in Denmark (Hald 1980, 329), with their sophisticated Migration Era cut requiring three separate pieces for the crotch gusset alone, by themselves can serve to disprove any claims that early period garments are simple and untailored. At the ends of the legs, the Thorsbjerg trousers extended into foot coverings, just like children's pajamas.

The remains of a Migration Era man buried in a mound at Evebø farm in Gloppen, western Norway, provide proof that multicolored plaid was not unknown in the Scandinavian world. This man wore trousers in a pattern of 15x15cm plaid, in at least three colors--red, green, and blue (Magnus 1982, 69). Because the wool from which the trousers were made is not creased or pleated, it is more likely that these trousers too were of the narrow variety.

The tenth-century caulking rags excavated from Hedeby harbor yielded some garment fragments believed to be the remnants of the crotch of a pair of baggy men's trousers, also known as "knickers," "plus fours," or Pumphose. (In the East Kingdom these are also widely known as "balloon" or "Viking funny" pants.) The fragments from Hedeby were of fine wool tabby in a crepe weave. They suggest that the pair of trousers were of two colors: some of the fragments are dyed yellowish, others red. The similarity between the Hedeby fragments and the crotch cut of the Thorsbjerg trousers is what allows for their identification as trousers (Hägg 1984, 31-2). Unfortunately, not much can be deduced about the overall shape of these pants from the fragments that remain.

The remains of one pair of trousers found at Birka were probably of the short and baggy variety. The trousers were of linen (or lined with linen) with little metal eyes set into their lower edges; the stockings were wool, with little hooks sewn onto them. The stockings were hooked to the lower edges of the trousers just below the knees. These little hooks used to connect the trousers and stockings, called "garter hooks" in most of the literature, show up all over Northern Europe in early period, from Birka to Winchester (Owen-Crocker 1986, 93) and even in Jorvík (Hall 1984, 121); they seem to have been most consistently used in Saxon areas. It is not always certain how they were used, however; often they were used not on trousers but on the garters that cinched them. This undisturbed and unusual example of their use is one of the things that makes the Birka find so valuable.

Undertunics or Smocks

 A fair amount of information is available on the cut of the smock layer during the Viking Age. Most of the smocks found have been of wool, although many women's smocks made of linen were found at Birka. It is likely that smocks in the Danelaw and Ireland could have been made of linen. Many fragments of linen garments have been found at ninth- and tenth-century Jorvík, most with flat-felled seams which, as Penelope Walton says, are suitable for undergarments (Walton 1989, 408).

The Migration Era jarl at Evebø wore two tunics, one over the other. His knee-length, red wool undertunic was trimmed at neck, wrists, and hem with complex wool tablet-weaving patterned with beasts of various descriptions in yellow, red, and black (Magnus 1982, 68-69). The cuffs were secured with bronze wrist clasps, a feature not uncommon to early Anglian graves in the same period (Crowfoot 1952, 91). Unfortunately, not enough of his tunic survives for us to be able to reconstruct its cut.

The smocks worn at Hedeby seem to be of two basic types. Both types share the elements of rounded neckline, rounded armholes for set-in sleeves, and separate front and back panels sewn together at the shoulders (Hägg 1984, 171). They differ in the construction of their side-seams: one type has narrow, slit sides, and the other has wider construction with inserted gores for fullness at the hem. Most were wool, and some were dyed (Hägg 1984, 289). Sleeves tapered in width at the lower arm, so that they fit fairly snugly at the wrists, and they could also be cut in more than one piece to achieve a more complicated taper.

There is less to go on with the Birka smocks, but a few facts are evident. Some of the Birka smocks seem to have had keyhole necklines rather than rounded ones. The front and back panels were cut in one piece and not sewn together with shoulder seams (Hägg 1974, 108). This construction makes them much closer in design to the current SCA conception of the T-tunic than the Hedeby smocks are; however, judging from earlier Scandinavian finds of tunics, they probably had separate sleeves sewn to the body of the smock.

Overtunics

In general, it is probably safe to extrapolate from the information available on smocks in order to get some idea of how tunics and coats could have been cut in the same times and places. As is the case with the smock/undertunic, both wool and linen overtunics are represented in the finds.

The Evebø jarl's overtunic was wool, possibly blue, decorated at the neck with tablet-woven wool bands patterned with animals in two colors. Somewhere on this tunic some silver clasps were attached, but, due to the slightly irregular procedures followed in this excavation, it is unknown whether they were cuff clasps or clasps for front of the tunic (Magnus 1982, 68). Because the red undertunic was so elaborate, with its tablet-woven trims, the blue overtunic may not have been an overtunic (i.e., a pullover garment) at all but rather a coat (i.e., something that opens down the front): then the silver clasps would have been used to clasp it together on the chest.

At Jorvík in the ninth and tenth centuries, strips of plain tabby-woven silk in bright colours were used to edge overgarments (Walton 1989, 369), much the same way as one might use bias tape today except that the silk was cut along the grain, not diagonally across it. There is ample evidence for usage of figured silk samite strips as edgings at Viking Age Dublin (Pritchard 1988, 158). The Mammen grave revealed a similar use of samite strips (Hald 1980, 110-111). The fashion is also represented at ninth- and tenth-century Birka, where several overtunics, both men's and women's, were ornamented with strips of this type of samite plus, in several cases, metal-brocaded tablet-woven bands on the chest and arm areas.

Grave 735 at Birka, dating to the mid-tenth century, revealed a unique ornamental overlay in a combination of samite and many strips of silver-brocaded tablet weaving (Geijer 1938, 165-6). The overlay consisted of eight parallel bands sewn horizontally on a rectangle of silk. This particular man's grave is the find which has inspired drawings of men in Rus riding coats in many Viking picture books, including Almgren and the cover of the Osprey Elite Series book on the Vikings. However, as is often the case in secondary works, the illustrators got it all wrong. The man buried in Grave 735 was not wearing a buttoned coat; he was wearing a closed-front overtunic of bluish-green wool with the elaborate overlay appliquéed on the chest (Geijer 1938, 166). Although the shape of the finished overlay is not entirely clear from the reconstruction, Hägg suggests that additional strips of silk and tablet weaving ran up his arms (Hägg 1986, 69) as well as around the arms of the tunic. 

Another tenth-century Birka overtunic was of linen decorated with long vertical strips of brocaded tablet-weaving from shoulders to calves (Hägg 1986, 69), which must have looked somewhat like Byzantine clavii. It was also trimmed with Chinese self-patterned damask silk (Geijer 1983, 86); at the time the man was buried, the silk would have been several hundred years old!

Coats

There are two basic manifestations of the coat layer in Viking archaeological contexts. For ease of differentiation I call them the "jacket" and the "coat." The jacket wraps around without a fastening device, while the coat is buttoned. It is possible that they simply represent variations of the same garment; they do not appear to have been worn together. 

The jacket is found in several spots in the Viking world, and it seems to have a very old tradition. An early defining example of the type is the human figures depicted on the Sutton Hoo helmet, who are dressed in what look like bathrobes. This garment consisted of a short tunic open all down the front with diagonal, overlapping flaps. There is supporting evidence from Saxon graves in both Europe and England for a clothing layer of this type, ornamented on the lapel and down the front with gold-brocaded tablet weaving. It is thought that the garment may have had some military or ritual significance (Owen-Crocker 1986, 114-115).

The jacket fragments found at Hedeby were made of plain 2/2 twill. The complete garment is thought to have been hip-length and trimmed with fake fur made of wool along the hem and down the front edges (Hägg 1984, 204).

The coat, also known as the "caftan" or "Rus riding coat," may have been an explicitly eastern (Swedish/Rus) phenomenon. We have solid evidence of it only at Birka in the ninth and tenth centuries. It is a long coatlike overgarment, buttoned from neck to waist and decorated with specialized and elaborate metal trimmings. The remains of five such coats were found, each with a row of cast metal shank-buttons; several other coats were identified which, while they had the right sort of elaborate trimmings, had no associated buttons. Wood or bone buttons, however, would leave little or no trace in a burial, and it is likely that these coats were also buttoned (Hägg 1986, 68). It is thought that this garment was borrowed or adapted from the Byzantine skaramangion, which was the standard day garment for the Emperor and his court (Geijer 1983, 99).

Our old friend, the man in the coat on the cover of the Osprey Elite book, makes another appearance here to warn you about misunderstanding the coat layer at Birka. The trimmed lapel/collar this man is wearing is an artist's misinterpretation of the Reverskragen, or lapel, which was found in some of the other graves at Birka. The Reverskragen probably belongs on a jacket, not a coat. Also, the archaeological evidence from Birka does not support the conclusion that the coat was ornamented with crosswise bands on the chest, as many illustrators depict it: the overlays are found in one piece on the breast, which could not happen if the garment they decorated were a coat that buttoned. However, coats were frequently decorated with strips of metal knotwork mounted on strips of silk samite; tiny metal studs held the silk to the garment (Hägg 1986, 57).

Cloaks

The basic elements of the Viking cloak ensemble are a rectangular cloak and a cloakpin. Cloakpins can be of the pennannular type or of the ring-headed pin type. Cloaks come in a variety of weights and weaves, from lightweight patterned twills to the heavy napped "fake-fur" types known as rogvarfelðr.

The Evebø jarl was wrapped in an elaborate lightweight rectangular cloak with fringed edges. It was red plaid with blue and yellow stripes in a 12x12cm repeat. At the edges were tablet-woven bands of either blue or green with beasts in either yellow or red (Magnus 1982, 68). No cloakpin was found.

Fragments of red and undyed tufted wool, possibly from fake-fur cloaks, were found at Jorvík (Walton 1989, 319). Also, Grave 750 at Birka revealed the remnants of a heavy cloak with blue and red pile as long as a thumb (Geijer 1938, 132).

The wool cloak found in the Mammen burial included fancy embroidery in two colors of stem stitching. The motifs included two different versions of repeating human faces and hands in a variation of the "gripping beast" style, as well as a scrolling leafy motif that looks very Saxon (Hald 1980, 104-5). The cloak was also strewn with gold foil paillettes or spangles (Hald 1980, 102).

The men's burials at Birka included cloaks worn to the grave or deposited near the body. These cloaks were most frequently thick, heavy blue ones (Hägg 1986, 68) worn pinned at either the shoulder or the hip. Several burials included a cloak deposited near the body. Of the five men's burials dating securely to the ninth century, all wore cloakpins at the shoulder (Hägg 1986, 66). Several cloaks from the tenth century were found pinned at the hip rather than the shoulder, and some were deposited next to the body instead. Hägg thinks that the practice of burying the cloak elsewhere in the grave than on the body might have arisen because clothing the body in the cloak would obscure the man's burial finery worn underneath it (Hägg 1986, 68). However, this hypothesis assumes that Birkan finery in the tenth century would have had to be somewhat more glitzy than in the ninth, which is not necessarily the case. Additionally, this practice is not unknown in earlier times: the Sutton Hoo burial also included a cloak deposited separately.

Other Garments

Indications of other garments in use during this period are few and far between, but they do exist. The caulking rags from Hedeby included some remnants thought to be a man's vest. They were made of thick, napped wool; the vest would have been hip-length and fitted fairly close to the body (Hägg 1986, 204).

Cross-gartering in the Frankish and Saxon sense is not generally believed to have been practiced in Viking dress. However, strips of fabric widely agreed to be leg-wrappers have turned up in various locations around the Viking world. At Hedeby several strips were found which had been woven to a 10cm width (i.e., not cut out of a wider fabric); they were woven in various twill techniques, with a purple herringbone twill as the finest example. Similar strips have also been found at many north European sites (Hägg 1986, 159-60). These leg-wrappers would have been worn by spirally wrapping the strip around the calf starting just below the kneecap and finishing at the ankle, where the excess can be tucked into a shoe.

Accessories

Hats and Headwear

At Birka three classes of headwear have been identified. At least two types definitely correlate to a specific other garment: the Types A and B hats are found in graves where the coat, whether with or without metal buttons, is also found. Type A, found in both ninth and tenth centuries, is a peaked hat, at least partly made of silk, with either metal knotwork running up the center front of the peak or a silver, funnel-shaped ornament at the top of the peak and silver mesh balls dangling from the pointed end. Type B Birka is a more sedate tenth-century innovation also worn with the coat; it seems to be a closer-fitting, round low wool cap decorated around the circumference of the head with one or more strips of metal knotwork or braided spiral wire. A relationship between the hat and coat is frequently emphasized by the use of similar knotted trim to decorate both the hat and the coat. Type C headwear at Birka consists of a metal-brocaded, tablet-woven fillet or headband--perhaps the hlað mentioned in the sagas (Hägg 1986, 70). Of all three styles, Type C is the only one that appears in graves without the coat layer.

A really unusual piece of headwear was found with the Mammen burial. It has been reconstructed as a padded circlet of tabby silk decorated with brocaded tablet-weaving. Rising from the circlet are two triangular silk "pennons," with gold-wire mesh in the center of each. The headwear also has slivers of whalebone in it, probably to help it stand up straight (Hald 1980, 106-108). It might have looked somewhat like a bishop's mitre in silhouette. This burial also yielded bracelets of brocaded tablet-weaving on a ground of padded silk (Hald 1980, 106), possibly also in imitation of ecclesiastical garb.

In the Orkney Islands off Scotland a complete wool hood was found which has been tentatively dated to the Viking Age. Its one-piece cut it is more simple than the hoods of the Middle Ages; the hood section is squarish with no tail, and the cowl is small and conical. It was made of herringbone twill trimmed with deep bands of textured tablet-weaving in two colors, and it had twisted fringing a foot long (Henshall 1954, 10).

Belts

While the leather itself may not have survived, there is plenty of evidence for metal harness-mounts on leather straps in Viking Age burials. Similarly, belt buckles, strap-ends, and belt-slides are also common finds in Viking men's graves, even if the leather upon which they were mounted has disintegrated. Viking Age belt buckles do not appear to have been as elaborate as the Sutton Hoo buckle or the other famous early Saxon buckles. Most were simple bronze ovals with a protruding tongue and a flat

plate to rivet to the leather; they would not look particularly out of place on a modern belt. Some buckles were carved of bone (Waterman 1959, 91).

Various types of belts were found at Birka. Some leather belts were mounted all along their length with wide flat metal plaques; the one in Grave 1074 had two hanging ends, also with mounts (Geijer 1938, Taf. 40). These belts were worn mostly by the men who had cast-metal buttons on their coats. A couple of elegant belts found at Birka were made out of silk samite decorated with a hanging fringe of silver-wire knotwork. Again, they seem to have been worn by some of the men buried wearing the coats with metal buttons. Since only fragments survive, it is difficult to know what the completed appearance of such a belt would have been; they seem to have been about 6cm wide, with knotwork on the short edge (Geijer 1938, Taf. 28). Perhaps the belt was tied at the waist and the two ends hung loosely; the knotted edging may have functioned in place of strap-ends, weighing down only on the hanging ends of the belt. Remnants of belts were not found in graves of men who wore overtunics at Birka (Hägg 1986, 69); it is impossible to know whether these men did wear belts, or from what materials they might have been made.

Shoes

Both "soled" shoes (made with separate soles stitched to the uppers) and "hide" shoes (upper and sole cut in one piece and then stitched to itself) were known in the Viking Age. Most shoes were either half-boots or ankle shoes; some were slip-ons, some tied with leather lacing, and some used lappets with cylindrical leather buttons. A few examples of half-boots exist from Hedeby close by means of three wide lappets (Groenman-van Waateringe 1984, Abb. 39). Goatskin was often used for shoes, as was deerskin, calf, sheep, and cowhide.

Personal Ornamentation

According to Gräslund, Viking men did not commonly wear neck ornaments (Roesdahl and Wilson 1992, 191). I do not think she means to exclude the famous twisted neckrings that occur in so many Viking hoards; I think she means the elaborate necklaces, composed of many different kinds of beads and pendants, that women in this period wore. Amulets, of course, are a different matter altogether. Thor's hammers, for instance, are found all over the Viking world. They must have been worn even on raids: one of the Viking warriors buried at Repton, Derbyshire, a casualty of the campaign of 873/4, wore a simple silver Thor's hammer between two unmatched glass beads around his neck (Biddle and Kjølbye-Biddle 1992, 49).
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A little heavy for non-archaeologists, but not incomprehensible. Extremely valuable information on the order of garment layering.

*** -----. 1984. Die Textilfunde aus dem Hafen von Haithabu. Berichte über die Ausgrabungen in Haithabu 20. Neumünster: Karl Wachholz Verlag. 

Excellent diagrams, photos, and background information. Many garment fragments, both men's and women's, discussed and catalogued thoroughly.

*** -----. 1986. "Die Tracht." Systematische Analysen der Graberfunde, ed. Greta Arwidsson, pp. 51-72. Birka: Untersuchungen und Studien II:2. Stockholm: Almquist & Wiksell. 

Most in-depth piece on the garments from Birka, with fascinating charts as well as explicit discussion of such topics as smock construction. Useful for determining chronological trends and appropriate accessorizing.

*** -----. 1991. Die Textilfunde aus der Seidlung und aus den Gräbern von Haithabu. Berichte über die Ausgrabungen in Haithabu, Bericht 29. Neumünuster: Karl Wachholtz Verlag.

 Textiles from the burial grounds at Hedeby, with a few surprises. Also distinguished by her usual careful analysis, suggested reconstructions, and related useful information.

** Hald, Margrethe. 1980. Ancient Danish Textiles from Bogs and Burials, trans. Jean Olsen. Copenhagen: National Museum of Denmark. 

Organizational scheme a little confusing if you're looking for information on a specific find, but full of riches if you're patient. Fantastic contextual information on several forms of textiles, some since outdated by individual, more focused works.

** Hall, Richard A. 1984. The Viking Dig: The Excavations at York. London: The Bodley Head. 

Photos and line drawings of some of the finds of everyday objects from various levels of the York dig, including a woman wearing an original, nearly-complete silk cap.

Hansen, Egon. 1988. "Technical Variations in Pre-Medieval Tablet Weaving." Archaeological Textiles: Report from the Second NESAT Symposium, 1-4 May 1984, ed. Lise Bender Jørgensen, Bente Magnus, and Elisabeth Munksgaard, pp. 256-269. Arkaeologiske Skrifter 2. Købnhavn: Arkaeologisk Institut, Købnhavns Universitet. 

Discusses finds as late as the tenth-century ones from Birka. He advances a theory about mixed-thread (e.g.,linen/wool) weaving that is elaborated in his Tablet Weaving (see below).

Hansen, Egon H. 1990. Tablet Weaving: History, Techniques, Colours, Patterns. Høbjerg, Denmark: Hovedland Publishers. 

Explains how to reproduce some Viking Age tablet weaving techniques including 3/1 broken twill double-face and various types of brocading. Nice color plates of reproductions. However, his drafting technique is very

idiosyncratic, the translation is sometimes fuzzy, a few mistakes were made in the printing of some drafts, and the book is badly organized. Takes a lot of patience to work with, but ultimately very rewarding.

*** Heckett, Elizabeth. 1987. "Some Hiberno-Norse Headcoverings from Fishamble Street and St. John's Lane, Dublin." Textile History 18, no. 2, pp. 159-174. 

Brief, but thorough, this article contains the only hint I've seen of evidence (very conjectural) for the possible wearing of a "Viking kerchief." It's colored silk, with a fringe!

*** -----. 1990. "Some silk and wool head-coverings from Viking Dublin: uses and origins- -an enquiry." Textiles in Northern Archaeology, ed. Penelope Walton and John- Peter Wild, pp. 85-96. North European Symposium for Archaeological Textiles, Monograph 3. London: Archetype Publications. 

Archaeological examination of the little coifs worn in Dublin in the tenth and eleventh centuries, from a sartorial and cultural perspective.

-----. 1994. "Medieval Textiles from Waterford City." Archäologische Textilfunde--Archaeological textiles: Textilsymposium Neumünster, 4.-7.5.1993, ed. Gisela Jaacks and Klaus Tidow, pp. 148-156. NESAT V. Neumünster: Textilmuseum Neumünster. 

An interim report on a find of Hiberno-Norse textiles, mixed with some later ones. The Viking Age seems to have ended later in Ireland than in some other parts of northern Europe.

Hedges, John. 1982. "Fabric Types from Lloyd's Bank." Anglo-Scandinavian Finds from Lloyd's Bank, Pavement, and Other Sites, ed. Arthur MacGregor, pp. 102-127. The Archaeology of York, Vol. 17: The Small Finds, Fascicule 3. Dorchester: The Council for British Archaeology and The Dorset Press.

 A collection of Anglo-Scandinavian textiles from Jorvík, differing somewhat from the Coppergate ones. Many 2/1 twills.

Henshall, Audrey S. "Early Textiles Found in Scotland, Part I: Locally Made," Proceedings of the Society of Antiquaries of Scotland, Vol. LXXXVI (1951), pp. 1-29. 

Brief information on several Viking Age textiles including a drawing of the Isle of Eigg pile weave.

Hoffman, Marta. 1974. The Warp Weighted Loom: Studies in the History and Technology of an Ancient Implement. Oslo: The Norwegian Resource Council for Science and the Humanities (Robin and Russ Handweavers reprint; original printing 1966, Studia Norvegica 16). 

Historical information on textiles woven on the warp-weighted loom. For best information, mine the footnotes!

Ingstad, Anne Stine. 1982. "The Functional Textiles from the Oseberg Ship." Textilsymposium Neumünster: Archäologische Textilfunde, 6.5. - 8.5.1981., ed. Lise Bender Jørgensen and Klaus Tidow, pp. 85-96. Neumünster: Textilmuseum Neumünster. 

Briefly discusses the garments of the queen and her servant buried in the ship at Oseberg, circa 834. Tantalizing, rare information.

-----. 1988. "Textiles from Oseberg, Gokstad and Kaupang." Archaeological Textiles: Report from the Second NESAT Symposium, 1-4 May 1984., ed. Lise Bender Jørgensen, Bente Magnus, and Elisabeth Munksgaard, pp. 133-149. Arkaeologiske Skrifter 2. Købnhavn: Arkaeologisk Institut, Købnhavns Universitet.

 Bits and pieces of information from various Norwegian sites, mainly for comparison purposes.

** -----. 1992. "Textilene i Osebergskipet." Oseberg-Dronningens Grav: Vår arkeologiske nasjonalskatt i nytt lys, ed. Arne Emil Christensen, Anne Stine Ingstad, and Bjørn Myhre, pp. 176-208. Oslo: Schibsted. 

Although it's in Norwegian, this chapter is useful to anyone because it has some interesting textile photos plus line drawings of some of the Oseberg embroideries.

Iversen, Mette; Näsman, Ulf; and Vellev, Jens. Mammen: Grav, kunst og samfund i vikengetid. Viborg Stiftsmuseum række bind 1. Jysk Arkæologisk Selskabs Skrifter XXVIII. Høbjerg, 1991. 

A book of chapters by various experts on aspects of the Viking Age man's grave at Bjerringhøj, Mammen, Denmark. Summaries in English of the non-English chapters. Information on weaves, dyes, and a variety of textile and ornamentation techniques. The clothing was too fragmentary to reveal construction details, however.

*** Lehtosalo-Hilander, Pirkko-Liisa. 1984. Ancient Finnish Costumes. Helsinki: Finnish Archaeological Society. 

Written by a museum professional, documenting not only the actual garments but the history of their misinterpretation. Good stuff.

Lindström, Märta. "Medieval Textile Finds in Lund," Textilsymposium Neumünster: Archäologische Textilfunde 6.5-8.5.1981 [NESAT 1], ed. Lise Bender Jørgensen and Karl Tidow, pp. 179-191. Neumünster: Textilsymposium Neumünster, 1982. 

Textiles from 11th century Lund, including a large number of three-end twills.

Maik, Jerzy. 1988. "Frühmittelalterliche Textilwaren in Wolin," Archaeological Textiles: Report from the 2nd NESAT Symposium 1.-4.V.1984., ed. Lise Bender Jørgensen, Bente Magnus, and Elisabeth Munksgaard, pp. 162-186. Arkaeologiske Skrifter 2. Købnhavn: Arkaeologisk Institut. 

Report on some Viking Age and later textiles from Wolin, a Polish port at the mouth of the Oder River on the Baltic Sea.

-----. 1992. "Frühmittelalterliche Noppengewebe aus Opole in Schlesien." Archaeological Textiles in Northern Europe: Report from the 4th NESAT Symposium 1.-5. May 1990 in Copenhagen, ed. Lise Bender Jørgensen and Elisabeth Munksgaard, pp. 105-116. Tidens Tand 5. Copenhagen: Det Kongelige Danske Kunstakademi.

Details of several pile weaves from tenth- to twelfth-century Opole, Poland, a city on the Viking trade route between the Baltic and the Black Sea.

Mortensen, Mona. 1998. "'When they speed the Shuttle': The role of textile production in Viking Age society, as reflected in a pit house from Western Norway." Textiles in European Archaeology: Report from the 6th NESAT Symposium, 7-11th May 1996 in Borås, ed. Lise Bender Jørgensen and Christina Rinaldo, pp. 187-195. GOTARC Series A, Vol. 1. Göteborg: Göteborg University Department of Archaeology.

 Several linen tabbies of varying thread counts.

Munksgaard, Elisabeth. 1974. Oldtidsdragter. Kobenhavn: Nationalmuseet.  Photo of a reconstructed Gotlandic woman's parure (jewelry assemblage) over apron-dress. Line drawings of remains of a woman's cloak with fur and tablet weaving. Also a line drawing of a reconstructed Birka outfit consisting of pleated linen chemise and an apron-dress, information since augmented by Inga Hägg's work (1986) on the Birka overtunic.

-----. 1984. "The Embroideries from Bjerringhøj, Mammen." Festskrift til Thorleif Sj vold på 70-årsdagen, ed. Mari Høgestøl et al, pp. 159-71. Universitetets Oldsaksamlings Skrifter Ny rekke 5. Oslo: Universitetets Oldsaksamling.  An in-depth examination of the embroideries and textile grounds of this tenth-century find, including art-historical analysis and parallels to contemporary art in other media. Some guesses about which garment(s) might have been embroidered.

Pritchard, Frances. 1988. "Silk Braids and Textiles of the Viking Age from Dublin." Archaeological Textiles: Report from the Second NESAT Symposium, 1-4 May 1984., ed. Lise Bender Jørgensen, Bente Magnus, and Elisabeth Munksgaard, pp. 149-61. Arkaeologiske Skrifter 2. Købnhavn: Arkaeologisk Institut, Købnhavns Universitet. 

Discusses finds of brocaded bands, sprang, cords, tabbies, and patterned silks from Dublin.

-----. 1992. "Aspects of the Wool Textiles from Viking Age Dublin." Archaeological Textiles in Northern Europe: Report from the 4th NESAT Sympposium 1.-5.May 1990 in Copenhagen, ed. Lise Bender Jørgensen and Elisabeth Munksgaard, pp. 93-104. Tidens Tand 5. Copenhaven: Udgivet af Konservatorskolen Kulturhistorisk Linie/Det Kongelige Dansk Kunstakademi. 

Summarizes types of extant wool textiles from tenth- to twelfth-century Dublin. Good photos.

** Rasmussen, Liisa, and Lönborg, Bjarne. 1993. "Dragtrester i grav ACQ, Köstrup." Fynske Minder (Odense bys Museer), pp. 175-182. Odense: Fyne Boghandels Forlag. 

A tenth-century apron-dress with a pleated insert; also, a tablet-woven brocaded band decorating the top front edge.

Roesdahl, Else. 1982. Viking Age Denmark, trans. Susan Margeson and Kirsten Williams. London: British Museum Publications, Ltd. 

Reproductions of the drawings made of the Mammen embroideries when they were excavated in the nineteenth century.

Tidow, Klaus. "Die Gewebefunde aus dem Gräberfeld von Thumby-Bienebek." Das Wikingerzeitliche Gräberfeld von Thumby-Bienebek (Kr. Rendsburg- Eckenförde), Teil 1, ed. Michael Müller-Wille, pp. 60-63. Offa-Bucher, Band 36. Neumünster: Karl Wachholtz Verlag. 

A number of tabby linen textiles from a tenth-century Viking cemetery in Schleswig-Holstein. Tidow includes the diameters of the yarns in his analyses.

Walton, Penelope. 1988. "Dyes and Wools in Iron Age Textiles from Norway and Denmark." Journal of Danish Archaeology 7, pp. 144-158. 

Analysis of over 50 textile samples for fleece type and dyestuff content. Includes several samples from the Viking Age, many of them from lesser-known sites.

*** -----. 1989. Textiles, Cordage and Fiber from 16-22 Coppergate. The Archaeology of York 17: The Small Finds, Fascicule 5. Dorchester: The Council for British Archaeology and The Dorset Press.

 In addition to the coverage of the famous Jorvík silk cap and nålebinding sock, there are pages of work on sewing stitches and seam finishes.

Comparative Information from Related Cultures

*** Ierusalimskaja, Anna A. 1996. Die Gräber der Moscevaja Balka: Frühmittelalterliche Funde an der Nordkaukasischen Seidenstrasse, trans. I.M. Smoljanski and Ursula Rosenschon. München: Editio Maris. 

Surviving 8th and 9th century Alan caftans (from the area around the Sea of Azov) thought to resemble the Birka caftans.

Other Useful Works

Madsen, Anne Hedeager. 1990. "Women's dress in the Viking period in Denmark, based on the tortoise brooches and textile remains." Textiles in Northern Archaeology, ed. Penelope Walton and John-Peter Wild, pp. 101-06. North European Symposium for Archaeological Textiles, Monograph 3 [NESAT 3]. London: Archetype Publications.

 Argues that parts of Denmark abandoned the tortoise brooch before the rest of Scandinavia.

Munksgaard, Elisabeth. 1990. "The costumes depicted on gold-sheet figures (guldgubbar)." Textiles in Northern Archaeology, ed. Penelope Walton and John-Peter Wild, pp. 97-100. North European Symposium for Archaeological Textiles, Monograph 3 [NESAT 3]. London: Archetype Publications. 

Most are pre-Viking Age, but some depictions seem to be related to actual costumes of the Viking Age.

Mostly Accurate Secondary Sources

Elsner, Hildegard. 1989. Wikinger Museum Haithabu: Schaufenster einer frühen Stadt. Neumünster: Wachholtz, 1989. 

Pages 45-49 has the best short clothing summary of any I've seen, including nice line drawings of several shoe styles.

Graham-Campbell, James, ed. 1994. A Cultural Atlas of the Viking World. New York: Facts on File, 1994. 

Page 67 has some very good line drawings. Ignore the implied ubiquity of "finely pleated linen" and the depiction of the man's laced-neck shirt and you've got the best one-page summary I've seen in English.

*** Krupp, Christina, and Priest-Dorman, Carolyn. 1992. "Women's Garb in Northern Europe, 450-1000 C.E.: Frisians, Angles, Franks, Balts, Vikings, and Finns." Compleat Anachronist 59. Milpitas, California: The Society for Creative Anachronism.

Some in-depth discussion of Viking Age textiles, trimmings, and women's garment layering is available in the chapter on Vikings. Introduces the term "apron-dress"; however, the section on reconstructing the apron-dress is out of date.

Roesdahl, Else, and Wilson, David M. 1992. From Viking to Crusader. New York: Rizzoli International Publications Ltd.

 Has a good comparative line drawing of the apron-dress and its Baltic and Finnish relatives. However, other parts of this chapter (like the "scarf knotted like a kerchief" and the cloak and embroidery of the "reconstruction" photo) are less firmly grounded in historical fact. The construction elements of the Canute reconstruction on page 193 (see below), although elegant, are actually a hybrid of influences from several centuries.

Viking Clothing Reconstructions in European Museums

Some sustained museum efforts at reconstructions of Viking clothing have been written up in recent years. In the proceedings of the fifth NESAT [North Europe Symposium on Archaeological Textiles] there is mention of three such independent Danish efforts (see below for citations). 

One is the"Viking King Canute," an attempt at an eleventh-century king's outfit on display at the National Museum, Copenhagen. This outfit was constructed utilizing iconographic evidence from the eleventh century and the textile information from the tenth-century Mammen burial. Many recent works including From Viking to Crusader (page 193) show a color photo of the outfit on a live model. The reconstructed outfit has been discussed in depth, although unfortunately not in English, in Mammen:

Grav, kunst og samfund i vikengetid (Høbjerg 1991). In NESAT V, Lise Bender Jørgensen makes some interesting side comments on the subject of documenting and reconstructing historical clothing.

Another is the reconstruction of a "Viking magnate" outfit at Lejre, reported while in progress by Anne Hedeager Krag. This reconstruction is based mostly on the Hedeby textiles.

Another is the clothing for the Viking exhibit at the museum at Lindholm Høje, reported by Mytte Fentz.

Another museum reconstruction, this one of a Viking woman's clothing, about which I have seen no publications is that of the Vitenskapmuseum in Trondheim, Norway. It toured with the "From Viking to Crusader" exhibition but is not listed in the catalogue.

Information on Modern Reconstructions

Bender Jørgensen, Lise. 1994. "Ancient costumes reconstructed: A New Field of Research." Archäologische Textilfunde--Archaeological Textiles: Textilsymposium Neumünster, 4.-7.5.1993, ed. Gisela Jaacks and Klaus Tidow, pp. 109-113. NESAT V. Neumünster: Textilmuseum Neumünster.

Interesting short article on reconstructions of the 20th century and their research and philosophical implications.

-----. LBJ, "I Knud den Store's klær" 1992. Nationalmuseets Arbejdsmark, pp. 32-42. Kobenhavn: Nationalmuseet. 

(I haven't seen this; it's listed here for the purpose of completeness.)

Fentz, Mytte. 1994. "Viking age replicas in research and communication." Archäologische Textilfunde--Archaeological Textiles: Textilsymposium Neumünster, 4.-7.5.1993, ed. Gisela Jaacks and Klaus Tidow, pp. 95-108. NESAT V. Neumünster: Textilmuseum Neumünster. 

Reports on the reconstruction of the Viborg smock. Also some information on the clothing reconstructions at the Lindholm Høje museum. Provocative section on the philosophical ramifications of reconstructive work.

Krag, Anne Hedeager. 1994. "Reconstruction of a Viking Magnate Dress," Archäologische Textilfunde--Archaeological Textiles: Textilsymposium Neumünster, 4.-7.5.1993, ed. Gisela Jaacks and Klaus Tidow, pp. 114-119. NESAT V. Neumünster: Textilmuseum Neumünster 

Interim report on the reconstruction of a "Viking magnate" outfit at Lejre, based on textiles from Hedeby. No photos.

Munksgaard, Elisabeth. 1991. "Kopien af Mannen-dragten."Mammen: Grav, kunst og samfund i vikengetid, pp. 151-153. Høbjerg.

 The title of this is a little misleading, as Munksgaard says in the article that the National Museum's reconstructed costume is based on an illumination of King Canute, not on the Mammen clothing.

A Quick and Dirty Look at Viking Women's Garb in the Ninth and Tenth Centuries

http://www.cs.vassar.edu/~capriest/qdirtyvk.html © 1991, 1999 Carolyn Priest-Dorman

Introduction

This is an intentionally brief, general, and un-footnoted précis of information on making four basic types of Viking women's garb from the ninth and tenth centuries: ninth-century Western Scandinavian (Denmark/Norway), ninth-century Eastern Scandinavian (Sweden), tenth-century Western Scandinavian (Denmark/Norway/ British Isles) and tenth-century Eastern Scandinavian (Sweden). More in-depth information will be available in early 1992 (January or March) in the upcoming Compleat Anachronist, "Women's Garb in Northern Europe, 450-1000 C.E.," co-authored by Mistress Marieke van de Dal and me. Documentation on everything presented herein will be laid out clearly in that work. Of course, you can always ask for further information!

Figuring out What Kind of Garb You Want to Make

Accessories and Other Commonalities

The following items were more or less common to all the areas and periods considered below. Of course, regional variations in patterning and execution existed, but the presence of these items helps make up the overall Viking look. They are: 

a pair of large dished (tortoise) brooches, either oval or round;

necklaces and festoons of glass, semi-precious stone, and/or metal beads;

a fabric belt (if you want to wear one), preferably tablet-woven, without metal findings such a buckles or strap-ends;

instead of a pouch, straps hanging from the various brooches to hold small implements such as scissors or knives;

cloaks, mittens, and possibly hoods for warmth outdoors;

knitted-look stockings and short boots or slippers.

If you will add to these above accessories your choice of one of the four ensembles suggested below, you will have an outfit recognizable as from a relatively specific time and place in the Viking world.

Please keep in mind these few commonalities as well. First, archaeological evidence seems to point toward long sleeves on the smock, gown, and caftan layers, regardless of all that saga talk about "white arms"; however, no real evidence exists concerning the hemmed length of any layer of garments, although common sense seems to dictate something long enough to keep you warm (but short enough not to trail in the muck). Second, the "Viking kerchief" is undocumentable; rather than wear one of those, I encourage you to either try one of the documentable styles of headwear listed below, or just go bareheaded if it's your persona's preference. And third, the Viking apron-dress was held up with straps and those large tortoise brooches; it was a full-fledged overgarment and not a sort of abbreviated tabard.

Time- and Place-Specific Garments

Ninth-century Western Scandinavian attire--A T-tunic style wool smock (undertunic), possibly with an oval neckline; over that a wool apron-dress, either tubular or wrap-around; a caftan; an optional head-covering of a fillet and possibly a veil pinned to the fillet.

Ninth-century Eastern Scandinavian attire--A T-tunic style linen smock with a keyhole neckline (use a 1" brooch to close the keyhole); over that a wool apron-dress in the wrap-around style; a caftan; optional head-covering of a brocaded fillet.

Tenth-century Western Scandinavian attire--A pieced, possibly linen, smock made with shoulder seams, gores, and an oval neckline; over that a wool gown, constructed the same way as the smock; over that a wool apron-dress, cut and pieced to fit the torso; and your choice of a variety of headwear possibilities--brightly-colored scarves or wool caps have been found in Ireland, silk coifs with linen ties in the Danelaw.
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Tenth-century Eastern Scandinavian attire--A T-tunic style pleated linen smock with keyhole neckline (use a 1" brooch to close the keyhole); over that a T-tunic style wool gown without a keyhole neckline (try an oval one), possibly with gores, definitely with lots of trimming; over that a wool or linen apron-dress, possibly pieced; and an optional head-covering of a brocaded fillet or cap with brocaded trim.

Getting Down to Making Your Garb

Textile Choices

The basic fibers of Viking garb were wool and linen, with occasional trimmings made of imported silk or caps made of tabby weave silk. As a general rule, the later period (the tenth century) saw more use of linen and silk than the earlier one. Also, the British Isles and Swedish cultures made more use of linen than did the Norwegian and Danish, as nearly as we can tell.

Linen was generally undyed and tabby-woven, although some linen twills have been found in the Danelaw. Look for plain tabby weave when you're searching for linen or linen-substitutes. Wool, on the other hand, was generally dyed and either repp-woven (tabby with unequal numbers of threads in warp and weft, for a ribbed effect) or twilled in a variety of ways--plain, herringbone, chevron, or broken lozenge. Look for textured weaves when you're searching for wool or wool-substitutes, preferably weaves that are not overly napped and fuzzy. If you can afford it, worsted wools are a really good choice, and they frequently come in good colors. Imported silk was usually a multicolored patterned twill weave, which is hard to duplicate, but the local silks, woven from imported fibers, were usually tabby-weave and can be duplicated by suit-weight silks or lighter silk noils. (China silk is far too flimsy!)

Speaking of colors, the documented colors in the Viking textile palette included the following: deep reds from madder, blues from woad, two varieties of yellows, greens from overdyeing with yellow and woad, purple from a variety of sources (madder/woad, lichens, lichens/woad, lichens/madder), and deep brownish/black from walnut hulls. Other colors are likely to have been used, such as the range of golden-browns available from a variety of plant sources, but they have not yet been identified on surviving textiles. Additionally, the uneven distribution of archaeological finds of various colors suggests that certain areas may have used different predominant colors: purple in Ireland, red in the Danelaw, and blue in Scandinavia.

Garb Embellishment

Appliqué work was by far the most common method of adorning a garment. Tablet-woven bands--either plain, multicolored, or metal-brocaded--were very common. Silk fabric cut into strips was also used as trimming, as was fur in some areas. The merchant community at Birka affected several bizarre types of appliqué metalwork, including looped wire meshwork and knotted strips worked from silver wire. Trimming was frequently used on the sleeves, neck, and chest region of the gown and caftan layers. The apron-dress layer was often trimmed around the top edge; narrow braid or cording sometimes covered the seams, if any. Generally speaking, trimming was not used on the backs or bottoms of garments.

A few examples of embroidered Viking garb exist, in the media of wool, silk, and metal thread. Generally this kind of embellishment is reserved to the gown layer or the caftan layer. 

Other Useful Bits of Information

General Construction Notes

Linings--can be used on all layers except the smock.

Seam Finishings--In the tenth century flat-felling and French seams were both used, also binding raw edges in the period version of bias tape. It is entirely possible that these finishings were also used in the ninth century, although they are not yet so documented.

Embroidery Stitches--Stem, chain, herringbone, split, and couching are all documentable; finds of embroidery are minimal, with a couple each from Birka, Oseberg and Gokstad (Norway), Mammen (Denmark), and Jorvík (Danelaw). Mostly they are tenth-century.

Trimming materials--Narrow (1-2mm) handmade braids, strips of wider diagonal braiding (also called "fingerweaving"), whipcording, bands of fancy cloth, tablet-weaving, or storebought trims with diagonal geometric designs on a single bright color with metallic threads are all appropriate.

Definitions of Garb Layers Discussed Above

"Smock"-- The undermost layer of garb; a long-sleeved, full-length tunic which can be made either T-tunic style (although separate sleeves are basic to the Viking repertoire) or in several pieces sewn together (e.g., shoulder seams, separate sleeves, and gores for fullness), depending on the time and place.

"Gown"-- The layer we would most frequently refer to as a "tunic," it goes on top of the smock; long-sleeved and full-length, it was usually brightly-colored and ornamented with trimming or embroidery.

"Apron-Dress"-- A more descriptive term than simply "apron," this is the traditional overgarment of a Viking woman; it's a complete overdress descended from the peplos garment of antiquity, not a pair of discrete strips of cloth held together by straps as so many artists would have us think. It was also apparently not very heavily ornamented, certainly not with metal-based trimmings.

"Caftan"-- The outermost layer of garb, it's a long-sleeved long coat which was pinned together at about the solar plexus with a large brooch; it too was heavily ornamented.

"Fillet"-- A fabric band worn around the head like a diadem or coronet, often of metal-brocaded tablet-woven silk. In nearby cultures, it was often worn either over a veil or as a foundation onto which the veil was pinned.

"Coif"-- Best generic name for the Jorvík style headwear, which is a sort of square hood with a rounded upper back. It tied under the chin and extended for some way down the neck all the way around the head. Extant examples in undyed, probably locally-woven silk with linen ties.

"Cap"-- Blanket term for a variety of headwear whose details are frequently obscure. In Dublin the caps were wool, basically rectangular, less-elegant cousins of the Jorvík coif, with points at the back of the head.

"Scarf"-- Some (fairly small) purple fringed fabrics found at Dublin are thought to have been worn scarf-wise, possibly like the Anglo-Saxon headwrap.

Viking Tunic Construction

http://www.cs.vassar.edu/~capriest/viktunic.html
  Copyright © 1993, 1997 Carolyn Priest-Dorman.

  

Construction Choices

The main choices one makes when constructing a Viking tunic are these: what fabric should I choose? How should I pre-treat the fabric? How should I cut out the pieces? What do I want the neck to look like? What kind of seams should I use? How should I trim it? With which other garments should I wear it? Generally speaking, a new tunic will satisfy the maker more if all these questions have been answered before the tunic is cut. This pamphlet will not discuss fabric pre-treatment; this is a question that any competent garment-maker, modern or SCA, can answer easily. Nor does it discuss the basics of tunic construction or pattern drafting; this too any competent garment- maker can provide. The questions of fabrics, trimmings, and garment layering are touched on briefly: some suggestions for appropriate textile and color choices are included, and some information is included on decorative techniques that will help you create ensembles based on a particular time and/or place. However, the specific focus of this pamphlet is to help you make the choices of cutting, neck shape, and seams that will make your tunics specifically Viking in design.

Viking Garment Terminology

The word "tunic" really does not adequately describe the number of different shirt- and coat-type garments worn in the Viking Age (eighth through eleventh centuries, roughly speaking). Accordingly, this work will use a variety of names for the body garment. "Smock" refers to an undergarment, the thing we in the Society might call a shirt if a man wore it and a chemise if a woman wore it. "Tunic" is a man's short-skirted sleeved garment, much as we already understand it. "Gown" is a woman's long- skirted sleeved garment. "Jacket" is any man's sleeved wraparound overcoat with overlapping lapels, and "coat" is any man's or woman's sleeved overcoat that is buttoned or pinned closed.

Tunic Garments in the Viking World

The recommendations made in this pamphlet are based on actual clothing and clothing fragments together with the conjectural reconstructions devised by archaeologists, textile experts, and costume historians. Such information has come to light in the following places: Thorsbjerg (Scheleswig-Holstein, Germany), Migration Era; Evebø (Norway), fifth century; Birka (Sweden), ninth and tenth centuries; Bjerringhøj ("Mammen," Denmark), tenth century; Hedeby (Schleswig-Holstein, Germany), tenth and eleventh centuries; Jorvík (the Danelaw in England) and Dublin (Ireland), tenth and eleventh centuries; and Viborg (Denmark), eleventh century.

However, there is much more information out there than is suggested by this short list of sources; it just isn't germane to this particular pamphlet. See the bibliography for several jumping-off places, not all of which are written in English. Some translations from works in German by Inga Hägg have been made accessible to me through the generosity of Mistress Marieke van de Dal, sine qua non, ne plus ultra, whom I thank profusely.
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The Mediterranean-style "cross" tunic, woven or cut in one piece seems not to have been a northern European design. One author (Hald 1980, 338) suggests that the colder northern climate requires that clothing fit more closely than in the sunny south. Certainly, the evidence from as far back as the Bronze Age is that northern Europeans were fashioning garments cut and sewn in several pieces for a close fit rather than the loose blousy fit of a cross tunic. 
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The Thorsbjerg tunic is a well-preserved tunic found in a bog in Schleswig-Holstein, Germany, in an area that was part of Denmark during the Viking Age. It dates to the period just before the Viking Age, and for the purpose of this pamphlet it is regarded as a suitable early example of pre-Viking tunic construction. It was made in four pieces: separate rectangular front and back panels sewn together at the shoulders plus two sleeves. The neckline was made by simply not sewing the middle section of the two panels together, giving the effect of a boat neck. A pucker was put at the back of each sleeve, 7cm below the shoulder seam, to give a slightly more fitted effect at the sleeve-to-body seam. Each sleeve was tapered toward the wrist not by cutting the sleeves with a taper but by folding and seaming the lower half of the sleeve more narrowly than the upper half. The sleeves were overly long with narrow wrist openings; the visual effect of wearing such a sleeve might be like the one so frequently encountered in manuscript illuminations of the period--small folds encircling the arm just above a tightly-fitting wrist. According to the measurements given in Hald (1980, 339), the tunic would come to about mid-thigh on someone 5'7" tall, and the boat neckline would extend out to approximately the collarbones on each side of the neck. The wrists and the bottom of the tunic were trimmed with tablet-weaving. Although it isn't specifically mentioned in either Hald, who describes the tunic in detail, or in Owen-Crocker, who cites only Hald in the text but also includes both a plate and a drawing of the piece, there may also be tablet-weaving around the neckline.

The garments of the fifth-century jarl buried at Evebø, Norway, are too fragmentary to determine the way they were made. The remains are mainly useful for what they reveal about tunic length, decoration, and layering. The two wool garments were found in situ with one worn over the other. The red undertunic had elaborate tablet-woven wool trim at the neck, wrists, and hem, with bronze wrist clasps; it came down as far as the knee. The overtunic had a different type of tablet-woven wool trim at the neck, plus silver clasps in some undetermined location (Magnus 1982, 68-69). Given the existence of the silver clasps, as well as the striking appearance of the undertunic, the overgarment may well have been some sort of a coat designed to augment, rather than cover, the undertunic; the clasps might have held it together on the chest.

The excavations at Birka, Sweden, which cover the ninth and tenth centuries, did not include entire garments. However, the pieces of clothing that were found there yielded quite a bit of information on different types of tunic-type garments, including smocks, tunics, and coats. There is plenty of evidence for linen smocks, wool tunics, wool and linen coats, and even one possibly Byzantine-style linen long tunic. Construction details common to them all include front and back panels cut in one piece, rather than two-piece construction with shoulder seams, and small round or keyhole necklines. Triangular gores were added for additional width in the skirt area of many garments. Unique to Birka is evidence for the woman's pleated smock from the tenth century; this style of undergarment would not have required gores for widening. Also unique to Birka is the men's sleeved "riding" coat closed on the chest with small cast bronze buttons running from neck to waist; it is thought to be influenced by Persian riding coats by way of Byzantium and the Rus lands. Some Birka women wore a similar overgarment, but instead of bronze buttons this coat was held together by a fancy brooch pinned through two small loops that were sewn to the two sides of the garment at the mid-chest. It is not known how long the women's coats were, but clearly if they were meant to be protective overgarments they would need to be rather long--and require more than one closure point in front! 

Here below are suggested composite styles for a Birka tunic and coat. Note especially the dotted fold lines at the shoulders of

both garments and the choice of two necklines offered on the drawing of the tunic garment.
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The tenth-century finds from Hedeby harbor offer sharp contrast to the Birka style. Here are found wool garment pieces that display rounded armholes for fitted sleeves, two-piece body construction with shoulder seams, and scoop-style necklines (Hagg 1984, 171). Evidence for torso styles includes both a narrow style with skirt slit at the sides, suitable for undergarments, and a wider style with closed skirt and gores for more flair, suitable for overgarments.

Here is a suggested composite Hedeby-style tunic.
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Also found at Hedeby is late tenth- or early eleventh-century evidence for a short bathrobe-style jacket with overlapping front panels. Similar garments are known from earlier Saxon graves on the Continent and believed by some to have had some military or ritual significance (Owen-Crocker 1986, 114-115); they are also depicted in Migration Era artwork such as the Sutton Hoo helmet plates. The remains of one jacket from Hedeby had a trimming made of madder-dyed fake fur, which was a strip of woven wool with tufts of unspun wool inserted into the weave.
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Here is one possible reconstruction of such a jacket with its trimming of fake

fur.

At Jorvík (York, England) several early eleventh- century pieces came to light that are thought to have belonged to a young child's linen smock. They comprise two sleeves, a side, and part of an underarm gusset assembly (Walton 1989, 348).

The last of the Viking Age garments to be listed here is the Viborg linen smock dating to the eleventh century that was found at Viborg Søndersø, Denmark. Although many of the pieces had come apart, much of the shirt was recovered. This smock has the split sides of a type of [image: image37.png]


Viking Age garment defined by Hägg (1984, 177) as an undergarment; it is also unusual for having a clear waist seam on both front and back panels. The rear shirttail flap on this garment wraps around the front flap slightly, just below the waist. The sleeves are cut in two pieces each and also include square underarm gussets. The illustration is of the reconstructed smock, which is most remarkable for having the first clearly identifiable cinch-style neckline (and square neckhole) of any Viking Age garment. (In fact, I don't know of another extant garment or piece of garment with this type of neckline, let alone a square neckhole, in any early period northern European context!) The original shirt was two layers thick; the front and back chest panels were "quilted" together with running stitches.
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The detail illustrated here shows both the pattern of the "quilting" and the functioning of the neckline. There is a slit on the outer layer of the garment, at the right side of the wearer's neckline where the two layers of the garment overlap; the functioning of the drawstring depends on this overlapping section. The square neckhole was cut all on the front panel and edged with a raised strip which becomes a sliding drawstring at the front corners of the neckhole.

Textile Choices
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Some garments, particularly undergarments, were made of linen, hemp, or nettlecloth: many such smocks and the occasional coat have been found. Although other forms of linen weaving were known at the time, the archaeological evidence indicates that almost all of these materials were in tabby weave. Linen, ramie- cotton, or cotton-linen blends in tabby weave are easy to find and make very appropriate choices for smocks, gowns, and lightweight coats.

The interlacement of a tabby weave looks like this.

Wool gowns, tunics, jackets, coats, and lower-class smocks (that is, body garments for people who couldn't afford linen) were woven in 2/2 twill most commonly, although some examples exist of broken chevron (herringbone) twill, broken lozenge twill, plain broken twill (Kreuzkoper), repp, and tabby. In the later Viking Age (tenth and eleventh centuries) 2/1 twills became common. Also in the later Viking Age, some overgarments were thick and fuzzy with less of a prominent twill texture. Of these weaves, 2/1 twills and herringbones are the easiest to locate commercially.
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(The interlacement of a 2/2 twill looks like this.

The interlacement of a herringbone or broken chevron twill weave looks like this. (
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( The interlacement of a broken lozenge twill looks like this.

The silk textiles used in the Viking Age were of roughly two types: plain tabby-woven and samite, or silk twill. Plain tabby-woven silk is fairly easy to come by; although "raw silk," or silk noil, is very unlike Viking Age silk tabbies in texture, its thread count is quite appropriate. Silk gabardine makes a good approximation of unpatterned samite, while rayon challis in a suitable solid color makes a good substitute for plain samite; it has the right kind of softness, sheen, and twill texture. Unfortunately, good substitutes for patterned samite are wildly expensive and/or rare.

No doubt a whole host of dyestuffs were used about which we know nothing now; however, the following dyestuffs are known to have been used on Viking Age textiles: reds from madder (and kermes, on imported silks), yellows from broom (and weld, on imported silks), blues from woad, purples from the lichen Rocella tinctoris, browns from walnut husks, and even an instance or two of black derived from walnut shells and iron (Hägg 1984, 289). Overdyeing also achieved greens and a large variety of violets and purples. Evidence for the use of particular colors is strong in particular areas: reds are most often found in the Danelaw, purples in Ireland, and blues and greens in Scandinavia proper (Walton 1988, 18). Although it is carefully hedged, there is a hypothesis in the scientific world that this might possibly reflect regional color preferences rather than archaeochemical factors; feel free to use this Viking heraldry if you like the idea. Naturally pigmented wool was used also, so off-whites, grays, blacks, and browns are all appropriate. Some evidence for woad- and madder-dyed linens exists, but most linens were undyed, which means that "natural" through bleached white colors are also appropriate for linens.

Selecting a Cutting Draft

There are various reasons to pick a particular cutting draft. One might choose the draft that is most similar to tunics one has made in the past; one might choose it for reasons of authenticity, that is, one that is close in time and/or place to the persona for whom it is being made; or one might choose the style of tunic that one happens to know will look good on the recipient. Hopefully, sufficient information is provided in this section to make all three types of choices easier.

The following are the elements of a cutting draft which seem to be common to most, if not all, Viking Age body garments:

garment pieces are cut on the grain, that is, with warp threads running vertically on the piece, rather than on the bias. This is even true of underarm gussets and edging strips.

where sleeves are preserved, they taper toward the wrist.

The following are the elements of a cutting draft for which there are some choices represented in Viking Age tunics:

neckline: keyhole (definitely known from ninth- and tenth- century Sweden); rounded (definitely known from tenth- and eleventh-century Denmark); or "boat" style (definitely known from Migration Era Denmark). Keyhole necklines work well on undergarments because they can be clasped close to the neck, whereas rounded or boat necklines are less close-fitting and work better on overgarments.

side seams: slit, especially for men's smocks (definitely known from tenth- and eleventh-century Denmark); straight (definitely known from Migration Era Denmark); and straight with triangular gores inserted (definitely known from ninth- and tenth-century Sweden and tenth- and eleventh-century Denmark). Women's smocks and gowns almost always require gores. Men's riding coats require gores in order to achieve the fullness of skirt that is needed to ride a horse while wearing the coat; gores are optional on tunics and probably not needed on jackets. Men's smocks can have slit sides for greater freedom of movement.

sleeve/armhole: straight seam (definitely known from Migration Era Denmark); straight or tapered seam with square underarm gusset (definitely known from tenth-century Danelaw and eleventh-century Denmark); and rounded armhole with rounded sleeve (definitely known from tenth- and eleventh-century Denmark). Individuals with large chest measurements proportional to the rest of their anatomy--many women and fighters, especially--will find that tunics with straight seams don't fit as well because they don't provide any extra room across the chest.

shoulder construction: front and back panels cut with seams (definitely known from Migration Era, tenth-, and eleventh- century Denmark); front and back panels cut in one piece (definitely known from ninth- and tenth-century Sweden).

Some Construction Tips

Decide how each element of the tunic should be constructed before cutting out anything; then, if need be, make patterns out of paper for each piece that you will need. If you do make paper patterns, be careful to label each pattern piece with the name of the intended wearer of the tunic, the name of the pattern piece (e.g., "sleeve"), and the date. That way you will have a record of how you made the tunic; then you can repeat it if the tunic happens to come out perfect, or adjust the pattern pieces if the tunic isn't perfect.

The front and back panels of a tunic work fairly well if they are as wide as the measurement between the points of the shoulders, plus seam allowances on both sides. Gores can be as narrow or as wide as you like, but if they are too wide they will hang in deep folds rather than draping gracefully.

It is almost impossible to reconstruct the sleeve length and overall length of Viking garments from the pieces that remain. Since sleeves were designed to be close-fitting at the lower end, it is likely that they were wrist-length. Iconographic evidence suggests that tunics were worn at least to mid-thigh, probably down as far as the knee. Jackets seem to have been on the short side, while Birka riding coats were probably longer than the garments they were worn over, perhaps even calf-length. Women's gowns might in some cases have extended only to the lower calf or, as depicted in some figurines, drag behind with a miniature train effect, depending on what sort of work may have needed to be performed while wearing them. Ankle-length gowns and smocks suit the climate and activity level of Pennsic very well, while the train effect is very attractive in a Court setting.

Evidence for Viking garments frequently includes linings; in particular, the coat garment was often lined with silk or linen. Necklines were generally not faced, but enclosed by or edged with durable or decorative trimmings. This effect can be achieved in a variety of ways--by the use of bias tape, purchased trim, braided wool yarn, tablet-weaving, or silk edgings cut out of larger pieces of fabric.

Seam, Edge Treatments, and Trimmings

The main thing to remember when sewing a Viking tunic is that the Vikings were much more relaxed about letting a seam show on the outside of a garment than we are. Indeed, some seams were even sewn in contrasting thread, quite possibly with the intention of adding decorative flourishes to a garment. Seams were also decorated in some cases with narrow braids or cords (about 1mm wide): the braids were sewn down on the outside of the garment over the line of the seam.

Seam treatments used in the Viking Age usually involve both a running stitch and an overcast stitch. These seams include several variations on the idea of flat-felling; a running stitch holds the two pieces of fabric together, then the seam allowances are folded in one of a variety of ways and tacked down with one of a variety of overcast techniques. The seam frequently shows on both sides of the fabric. Another interesting technique shows up in late tenth-century Hedeby: the seam is sewn with a running stitch

on the inside of the garment, and the two raw edges are folded in and overcast together, giving the effect of a French seam. Hems came in a variety of styles, usually depending on the weight of the fabric; lightweight silk hems were usually rolled; linen, lightweight wool, and heavy silk ones were double-folded; and heavy wool ones were single-folded. Sometimes hems were sewn with contrasting color thread or in small groups of upright stitches for decorative effect. For more information on seams, hems, and seam finishing, see the drawings in Walton 1989 and Hägg 1984.

Hand-sewn Viking garments are of course preferable, as authenticity of technique usually is when it's not dangerous; however, it's usually an unrealistic expectation that people will hand-sew their garb. In such cases, practical adaptation of these sewing techniques to a machine-sewn garment is fairly simple. Flat-felled seams work well on smocks; the material for such an undergarment is light enough that it is not difficult to flat-fell a seam, and the machine stitching will not show if the appropriate overgarment is worn. However, flat-felling is less appropriate for outer layer garments such as tunics, coats, jackets, pants, apron-dresses, and gowns; this is true not because visible stitching is inappropriate to Viking garments but because the kind of overstitching performed by a machine does not look like the kind of overstitching performed by a Viking hand. In such a case, French seams work very well and make the garment much more durable than a less careful seam finish would.

Edge treatments show an interesting similarity across the entire Viking world. If the edges are hemmed, then the hems are most commonly left unadorned, although one or two decorated ones, such as the tablet-woven hem on the tunic of the Evebø jarl, have been found. But a large number of edges, especially at wrists, jacket flaps, and necks, were ornamented by strips of silk samite. Samite was a product of Byzantium, a thick, rich, silk twill that was woven in patterns that were often elaborate and multicolored. The strips cut from samite and used to decorate Viking garments did not follow the directions of a pattern; some surviving strips seem to have been cut by someone with a healthy disdain for the weaver's intentions! Once cut into strips, sometimes the silk was treated like bias tape (i.e., enclosing the raw edge of the garment material), and sometimes the edges of the samite strip were folded under neatly and the whole piece sewn down (i.e., like trim) on top of the garment material. This is probably the single most common element in Viking Age garment decoration.

Two definite examples of embroidery on the tunic garment have been uncovered: the Oseberg women both had embroidery on their upper gowns. Sable, marten, and squirrel fur was also used as a trimming and possibly a lining on some of the Birka coats. Much more common than embroidery or fur, however, was the use of metal-brocaded tablet-woven bands; they were applied directly to tunics, gowns, and coats, or sewn to strips of samite that were then applied to the garments as described above. These bands were usually a centimeter or less in width and involved a single bright color brocaded with silver; isolated examples of gold brocading, and of the use of more than one color of background, also exist. A form of decoration unique to Birka was the solid or spiral-wrapped silver wire that was worked into knotwork, little figures, or mesh patterns; it too was often sewn to samite before being used on men's coats and their matching hats.

Some of the interesting trimmings from Birka have been misinterpreted in several mainstream books on Vikings. One particularly blatant instance of this is the horizontal overlay from Birka Grave 735. Dating to the mid-tenth century, it consisted of strips of silver brocaded tablet-weaving sewn horizontally across a rectangle of samite, which was then sewn down to the chest of a man's wool tunic (Geijer 1938, 165-6). Additional strips of silk and tablet weaving ran up his arms (Hägg 1986, 69) as well as around the arms of the tunic. This is the find that has inspired the drawings of men in Rus riding coats in many Viking picture books, including Almgren and the cover of the Osprey Elite Series book on the Vikings. Those drawings are wrong; no coat garment is known to have been decorated in such a fashion. The man in the coat on the cover of the Osprey Elite book is also wearing an artist's misinterpretation of the Reverskragen, or lapel, which was found in some of the other graves at Birka. The Reverskragen probably belongs on a jacket, not a coat. Follow this link for a portrait of my husband wearing a Birka-style tunic with a reconstruction of the chest portion of the Grave 735 trimming.

One tenth-century Birka overtunic was decorated with long vertical strips of brocaded tablet-weaving from shoulders to calves (Hägg 1986, 69), which must have looked somewhat like Byzantine clavii. It was also trimmed with Chinese self- patterned damask silk (Geijer 1983, 86); at the time the man was buried, the silk would have been several hundred years old! 

Garment Layering

As a very general rule of thumb, it is appropriate to layer several garments together for warmth rather than depending on one blanket-like outer tunic. Both men and women can wear smocks made of linen or an affordable approximation. Men wear a tunic over the smock, women a gown. Women wear an apron-dress over the gown. Men can wear the jacket or a light cloak for a degree of warmth. Men and women can both wear the coat garment for more warmth.

 

For more information on garments and their ornamentation in the Viking period, see also the documents on Þóra's Viking

Resources page.
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Pritchard, Frances. 1988. "Silk Braids and Textiles of the Viking Age from Dublin," in Archaeological Textiles: Report from the Second NESAT Symposium, 1-4 May 1984., ed. Lise Bender Jørgensen, Bente Magnus, and Elisabeth Munksgaard, pp. 149-61. Arkaeologiske Skrifter 2. Købnhavn: Arkaeologisk Institut, Købnhavns Universitet. Roesdahl, Else, and Wilson, David M. 1992. From Viking to Crusader. New York: Rizzoli International Publications Ltd.

 This is the catalogue of the 1992-1993 exhibition that toured Europe, the largest exhibition of Viking Age artifacts ever mounted. Some of the photos and exhibits are being reported and published for the first time in this book. A few of the the write-ups are not in line with current thinking, and the two-page article on dress has many serious inaccuracies, including the "reconstruction" of the Mammen outfit on page 193 that obscures such elementary information provided by the original find as which embroideries were in proximity to others! Still, on grounds other than that of garb documentation, it's well worth the $65 it costs, and it's still available in some places. 

Walton, Penelope. 1988. "Dyes of the Viking Age: A Summary of Recent Work," in Dyes in History and Archaeology 7, pp. 14-19. 

Although kind of technical, the best few-page summary out there. Contains information on spectrochemical analysis as well as botanical information for various Viking Age dyes. 

Walton, Penelope. 1989. Textiles, Cordage and Fiber from 16-22 Coppergate. The Archaeology of York, Vol. 17: The Small Finds, Fascicule 5. Dorchester: The Council for British Archaeology and The Dorset Press. 

Careful, detailed archaeological analysis of the textiles found from the late ninth- through early eleventh- century period of the Anglo-Scandinavian site of Jorvik. A linen find thought to be a child's smock is discussed, in addition to textile production generally and the specific fibers, weaves, colors and construction stitches used there. 

Colors, Dyestuffs, and Mordants of the Viking Age: An Introduction

http://www.cs.vassar.edu/~capriest/vikdyes.html
Copyright © 1991, 1997, 1998, 1999 Carolyn Priest-Dorman

  First Things First

This article is intended as an aid to people, generally re-enactors, who are engaged in experiments with natural dyestuffs. It is basically a list of which dyes and dyestuffs are known (or strongly believed by experts) to have been used in the Viking Age. It is purposely not detailed with respect to geographic information. That information can be found by consulting the sources listed at the end of the article. Also, for the purpose of this article the term "Viking Age" covers the period 800-1066 in northern Europe (i.e., not just Scandinavia but also the British Isles and the areas bordering the Baltic and North Seas). The international trade enjoyed by these areas permitted the free flow of dyestuffs, mordants, and textiles across wide distances; accordingly, textile products throughout northern Europe shared a basic set of dyestuffs in the Viking Age. Local products varied, of course; see below for more on that subject.

Through the use of modern chemical analysis it can be demonstrated that certain plants, chemical coloring agents, and classes of colorants were known and used on textiles from the Viking Age. For more specifics about the types of analysis in current use, see especially the works of Taylor, Tomlinson, and Walton listed below.

Based on chemical analyses of actual wool textiles, the following plants were more or less certainly used to dye wool textiles of the Viking Age. 

     Galium boreale (northern bedstraw) 

     Isatis tinctoria L. (woad) 

     Juglans regia (English walnut) 

     Rubia tinctorium L. (madder) 

     Xanthoria parietina (common yellow wall-lichen, also called shore lichen) 

     at least one lichen that yields purples, possibly from Ochrolechia tartarea 

Based on chemical analyses of actual imported silk textiles, the following dyestuffs were more or less certainly used to dye imported silk textiles available in the Viking Age. 

     Kermes vermilio (a red Old World bug dye) 

     Reseda luteola (weld) 

     Rubia tinctorium L. (madder) 

     indigotin from woad or indigo 

     a lichen purple, possibly from Rocella tinctoris 

The following additional plants were most likely used to dye textiles of the Viking Age. Either they sport appropriate chemical proportions of the colorants listed below, or they have been found in Viking Age archaeological contexts suggesting use as dyestuffs. 

     Calluna vulgaris L. (heather) 

     Diphasium complanatum (also called Lycopodium complanatum, a type of clubmoss probably used as a mordant due to

     its aluminum content) 

     Genista tinctoria L. (broom) 

     Reseda luteola L. (weld) 

The following unidentified colorants were definitely used to dye textiles of the Viking Age. 

     "Yellow X" (see below) 

And for the chemists among you, the following chemical colorants were definitely used to dye textiles of the Viking Age. 

     Alizarin 

     Flavone (on silk) 

     Indigotin 

     Luteolin 

     Pseudopurpurin 

     Purpurin 

The following mordants are fairly certain to have been used to dye textiles of the Viking Age. 

     alum 

     copper (from bronze dyepots) 

     iron 

     tannin (possibly from elm bark, Alnus glutinosa) 

Colors on Wool

Wool, the chief textile fiber of the Viking Age, was available in white as well as many different natural shades of browns and greys. Such shades could be and often were spun and woven without ever being dyed. Wool dyes very easily, though, and many finds of wool from the Viking Age were dyed in once-bright colors. Sometimes a dyer might use a naturally pigmented wool rather than a white one.

A report on the analysis of 220 samples of Viking Age textiles mentions 90 samples which yielded evidence of dyes. The samples come from Dublin, Jorvík, and 19 sites in Norway and Denmark; the dyes mentioned are 

     red from madder or bedstraw; a purple derived from lichens; our mysterious yellow X [from an unidentified plant];

     and a colorant identified as indigotin, almost certainly derived from woad. The insect dye kermes has also been      found, and luteolin, presumably from weld, but only on imported silks. (Walton 1988b, 17)

Yellow X is still unknown. Chemical testing has eliminated 25 possible dyestuffs, including weld, broom, buckthorn, heather, chamomile, and saffron (see Walton 1988a for a complete list of dyestuffs tested).

Blended colors are also represented. Indigotin was used in conjunction with other dyes to produce several purples (with madder) and a green (with the unidentified yellow). Madder and lichen used in conjunction yielded a red-violet result (Walton 1988, 18, figure 9). Some evidence of brown from walnut shells has also been found, as well as one or two pieces that were intentionally dyed very dark brownish-black with walnut shells and iron (Hägg 1984, 289).

The chemical evidence of textiles from several different sites seems to point to a preponderance of particular colors appearing in particular areas: reds in the Danelaw, purples in Ireland, and blues and greens in Scandinavia proper (Walton 1988, 18). This seeming preference could of course be explained by any number of variables--availability of dyestuffs, the differing site climates, or the sheer vagaries of archaeological discovery. However, although it is carefully hedged, there is a hypothesis in the scientific world that this might possibly reflect regional color preferences rather than archaeochemical factors. It is pleasant to think that this sort of "Viking heraldry" might have been practiced.

Colors on Linens

Linen does not take most historic dyes readily, even when a mordant is used. Accordingly, linen was often bleached or left its natural color (grey if dew-retted, straw if water-retted). Substantive dyes such as woad, however, are fairly successful; accordingly, blue linen may have been more common than we know. There are a few examples of woad- and madder-dyed linens from Birka.

Colors on Silks

Imported silks may have gotten their colors from plants or other materials not available in northwestern Europe, such as indigo or Tyrian ("royal") purple. No further consideration is given to this issue in this article. 

Viking grooming and hairstyles. Did the Vikings bathe? How did they wear their hair?

By the Viking Answer Lady

Personal Grooming in the Viking Age

Although the popular image of the people of the Viking Age is one of wild-haired, dirty savages, this is a false perception. In reality, the Vikings took care with their personal grooming, bathing, and hairstyling.

Perhaps the most telling comment comes from the pen of English cleric John of Wallingford, prior of St. Fridswides, who complained bitterly that the Viking Age men of the Danelaw combed their hair, took a bath on Saturday, and changed their woolen garments frequently, and that they performed these un-Christian and heathen acts in an attempt to seduce high-born English women1:

It is reported in the chronicle attributed to John of Wallingford that the Danes, thanks to their habit of combing their hair every day, of bathing every Saturday and regularly changing their clothes, were able to undermine the virtue of married women and even seduce the daughters of nobles to be their mistresses2.

The Arabic observer Ibn Fadlan noted:

§ 84. Every day they must wash their faces and heads and this they do in the dirtiest and filthiest fashion possible: to wit, every morning a girl servant brings a great basin of water; she offers this to her master and he washes his hands and face and his hair -- he washes it and combs it out with a comb in the water; then he blows his nose and spits into the basin. When he has finished, the servant carries the basin to the next person, who does likewise. She carries the basin thus to all the household in turn, and each blows his nose, spits, and washes his face and hair in it.

Ibn Fadlan's main source of disgust with the Rus bathing customs have to do with his Islamic faith, which requires a pious Mohammedan to wash only in running water or water poured from a container so that the rinsings do not again touch the bather. The sagas often describe a woman washing a man's hair for him, often as a gesture of affection. It would be likely that the basin was actually emptied between each bath: Ibn Fadlan would still have felt the basin contaminated by previous use. It does seem here that Ibn Fadlan is exaggerating a bit for effect3.

Aside from Ibn Fadlan, almost all sources indicate that the Vikings were the among the cleanliest of all Europeans during the Middle Ages. In the summer, bathing could be preformed in lakes or streams, or within the bath-houses found on every large farm (these would be much like the Finnish sauna, though tub bathing was also used), while in winter the heated bath-house would be the primary location for bathing4. In Iceland where natural hot springs are common, the naturally heated water was incorporated into the bath-house.

The Vikings also bathed their hands and faces on at least a daily basis, usually in the morning upon arising. Hávamál suggests that handwashing was customary before meals as well: 

(4) A drink needeth       to full dishes who cometh,

a towel, and the prayer to partake;

good bearing eke,       to be well liked

and be bidden to banquet again.5

The translator's note for this stanza says that "Water, for washing one's hands, and a towel

were offered before a meal"6.

It seems clear that regular washing of hands and hair was the norm, and that failing to keep oneself clean was an unusual practice, perhaps reserved for those in mourning. It is said that Oðinn, king of the gods, left his hair unwashed as a sign of mourning for the death of his son Baldr in the poem Völuspá:

(31) Baldur I saw the bleeding God,

His fate still hidden, Odhinn's Son:

Tall on the plain a plant grew,

A slender marvel, the mistletoe.

(32) From that fair shrub, shot by Hodur,

Flew the fatal dart that felled the god.

But Baldur' s brother was born soon after:

Though one night old, Odhinn's Son

Took a vow to avenge that death.

(33) His hands he washed not nor his hair combed

Till Baldur's bane was borne to the pyre:

Deadly the bow drawn by Vali,

The strong string of stretched gut,

But Frigga wept in Fensalir

For the woe of Valhalla. Well, would you know more?7

The same is said of Baldr's brother Vali in the poem Baldrs Draumr:

(11) [The volva answered]

"Rind bears Vali in Western Halls;

but one night old, still will Vali slay him:

neither cleanses his hands nor combs his hair,

til Baldr's slayer he sends to Hel.

I was loath to speak, now let me cease"8.

Hávamál also suggests that special events such as the Þing merited special grooming efforts:

(61) Well-groomed and washed       wend to the Thing,

though thy clothes be not the best;

of thy shoes and breeks       be not ashamed,

and still less of they steed9.

 Return To Top    

Combs and Other Tools for

Grooming

The Viking Age peoples used a variety of tools for personal grooming and cleanliness.

Combs

Perhaps the most important grooming tool was the comb, which was used not only to smooth and order the hair, but also to help remove any dirt or vermin. Combs were in everyday use at every level of society10. Combs were used as a part of the hair washing process, being used to comb through the wet hair during washing. Some scholars believe that the widespread use of combs throughout the ancient world was due to their utility in controlling lice and nits11.

Bone combs are among the most common archaeological finds in Viking contexts. Two types of combs are found: single-piece combs and composite combs.

Single-piece combs were made as the name suggests, all in one piece from a single piece of bone or ivory. The majority of such combs have teeth on both sides of the spine. The need for a suitably large piece of material to construct such a comb resulted in most being made from cetacean (whale) bone or imported elephant ivory. The material selection was important, since skeletal materials have a grain just as wood does, and for maximum strength the teeth of the comb must be cut parallel to the grain of the material12. 

  

One-Piece Walrus Ivory Comb with Ringerike Design

Although single-piece combs were predominant during the Migration Age in Scandinavia, by the Viking Age they had become much less common. Still, the few one-piece combs known from this era are either made from elephant ivory (and may have been imported from the

Mediterranean) or else they are made of cetacean bone, and were generally intricately ornamented. Some experts call these "liturgical combs" although it is doubtful that these were actually used in the liturgy until after the 13th century13.

Double-sided combs from the Viking Age, whether one piece or composite construction, usually have fine teeth on one side of the comb and coarser teeth on the other. The fine teeth are extremely close in many cases, and this side was probably used for control of pests in one's hair. The coarser side would have been used to comb out tangles and style the hair.

Viking games, pasttimes and recreation. What kind of games did the Vikings play?

The Vikings had a great many amusements, from very physical sports such as footracing, swimming, wrestling and skiing, to horse fighting, playing a game very like the Scottish sport of curling, and several board games. The most useful of these for the snow-bound will of course be the board games, so herewith I shall tell you more about them. Read on...

  

King's Table: Game of the Noble Scandinavians

Some men joust with spear and shield

And some men carol and sing good songs;

Some shoot with darts in the field

And some playen at chess among.

--- Ogier the Dane[1]

This little verse is a succinct catalogue of the noble virtues. Once expected of the candidate for knighthood, in the Current Middle Ages all peers and nobles are said to excel not only in their field of endeavor, but are also able to dance, entertain, and to play the noble game of chess. Even before the pageantry of the High Middle Ages however, this voice was heard:

I can play at tafl,

Nine skills I know,

Rarely forget I the runes,

I know of books and smithing,

I know how to slide on skis,

Shoot and row, well enough;

Each of two arts I know,

Harp-playing and speaking poetry.

--- Earl Rognvaldr Kali[2]

 

These were the accomplishments of the noble of Viking Age Scandinavia. Before the introduction of chess (O.N. skak-tafl) in the eleventh and twelfth centuries, Scandinavians sharpened their wits by playing a game known as tafl.[3] Tafl in Old Norse means "table," and by the end of the period referred to a variety of board games, such as chess (skak-tafl or "check-table"), backgammon (kvatru-tafl, introduced from the French as quatre), and fox-and- geese (ref-skak, "fox chess"). However, the term tafl was most commonly used to refer to a game known as hnefa-tafl or "King's Table."[4] Hnefatafl was known in Scandinavia before 400 A.D. and was carried by the Vikings to their colonies in Iceland, Greenland, Britain, Ireland and Wales. The Saxons had their own variant, derived from a common Germanic tafl-game, and this was apparently the only board game known to the Saxons prior to the introduction of chess.[5]

There are many references to hnefatafl in Old Norse literature, from sources ranging from the poems of the Poetic Edda to saga references such as Orkneyinga saga, the Greenland Lay of Atli, Hervarar saga, Fridthjofs saga and more. Most frequently these references are to the game pieces, hence we know that the gamesmen included a hnefi or "king" and hunns, meaning literally "knobs" and referring to the pawn-like men. (Old English has cyningstan or "king-stone" and taefelstanas or "tablemen").[6] The board itself is sometimes mentioned as tafl or tann-tafl[7] ("tooth-table," a tafl-board inlaid with walrus ivory).

The earliest mention of the game appears in Voluspa 60:

"Then in the grass the golden taeflor ("table-men"),

the far-famed ones, will be found again,

which they had owned in older days."[8]

Rigsthula speaks of the noble child Earl learning to swim and play tafl.[9]

From Hervarar saga come two riddles in the riddle-game between Odinn and King

Heidrek:

"Who are the maids that fight weaponless around their lord,

the brown ever sheltering and the fair ever attacking him?"

(ans: the pieces in hnefatafl),

and

"What is that beast all girdled with iron

which kills the flocks? It has eight horns but no head?"

(ans: the hnefi or king).[10]

 

We know that women also played hnefatafl from the reference in Gunnlaugs saga

ormstunga in which Gunnlaug plays tafl with Helga Thorsteinsdatter, the granddaughter or Egil Skallagrimsson.[11] Fridthjofs saga ins fraeki has a game between Fridthof and Bjorn, where comments ostensibly made about the game are actually answers to King Helgi's man Hilding: 

But as their troops seemed but few to them, they sent Hilding, their foster-father, to Fridthjof, and asked him to join the troops of the kings.

Fridthof was sitting at tafl when Hilding came. He said: "Our kings send word to thee, and they would have thy fighting men for the war against King Hring, who wishes to fall upon their kingdom wrongfully and tyrannously." Fridthjof made no answer, but said to Bjorn, with whom he was playing, "That is a weak point, brother: But thou needest not change it. Rather will I move against the red piece to know if it is protected." Hilding spoke again: "King Helgi bade me tell thee, Fridthjof, that thou shouldst go on this raid, else thou wilt suffer hardship when they come back." Bjorn said, "Thou hast a choice of two moves, brother: two ways of saving it. Fridthjof said, "First it would be wise to move against this hnefi and that will be an easy choice." Hilding received no other answer to his errand. He went back quickly to the kings and told them of Fridthjof. They asked Hilding what sense he made of these words. Hilding said: "When he spoke of the weak point, he meant this raid of your; and when he said he would move with the fair piece, that must refer to your sister Ingebjorg. Therefore look to her well. And when I promised him hardship from you, Bjorn called that a choice, but Fridthjof said that the hnefi had first to be attacked, and by that he meant King Hring."[12]

 

Several things are lacking in these brief references: the arrangement of the board, initial placement of the playing pieces, and the rules of the game. Archaeology provides some additional clues. There have been numerous gravefinds of game pieces (Fig. 1).

  

One runestone from Ockelbo, Sweden, shows two men balancing a boardgame on their knees (Fig. 2),

  

which reflects the saga references where arguments over the game frequently cause one or both players to leap to their feet, upsetting the tafl-board and scattering the pieces.[13] Fragments of actual game boards have been excavated as well. One board from the Gokstad ship has a 15 x 15 ruled board on one side for tafl, and what appears to be a nine-men-morris board (O.N. mylta, "mills") on the reverse side (Fig. 3).

 

 A magnificent tafl board thought to have been manufactured on the Isle of Man was found in a crannog excavation in Ballinderry, West Meath, Ireland (Fig. 4).

Archaeologists had long recognized the similarities of these boards to those used for a surviving game, fox-and-geese, but this was not enough to reconstruct the Viking Age game. Further clues were provided by an English manuscript from King Aethelstan's court (c. 925 - 940 A.D.) which describes a game known as alea evangelii, which attempts to give the board and the arrangement of the pieces upon it scriptural significance as a harmony of the gospels.[14] Again, no rules for movement of the men are given, but the manuscript provides a diagram showing the initial arrangement of the game pieces (Fig. 5).

  

The final clue to reconstructing the rules of hnefatafl was provided in 1732 by

Linnaeus, the Swedish botanist, in his diary of his travels among the Lapps. In the entry for 20 July 1732, Linnaeus described a game known among the Lapps as tablut, which is a derivative of hnefatafl:

 "The Tablut board is marked out with 9 x 9 squares, the central one

being distinctive and known as Konakis or throne. Only the Swedish king can occupy this square. One player has eight blonde Swedes and their monarch; the other has sixteen dark Muscovites. The king is larger than the other pieces. The Muscovites are placed on the embroidered squares. (The board was made of reindeer skin ornamented with needlework as the Lapps had no cloth). [15]"

   

Rules for Tablut:

1.All the pieces move orthagonally any number of vacant squares (the move of the rook in chess). 

2.A piece is captured and removed from the board when the opponent occupies both adjacent squares in a row or column. This is the custodian method of capture. A piece may move safely onto an empty square between two enemy pieces. 

3.The king is captured if all four squares around him are occupied by enemy pieces; or if he is surrounded on three sides by enemy pieces and on the fourth by the Konakis. When the king is captured the game is over and the Muscovites are victorious.

 4.The Swedes win if the king reaches any square on the periphery of the board. When there is a clear route for the king to a perimeter square the player must warn his opponent by saying "Raichi!" When there are two clear routes he must say "Tuichi!" This is the equivalent of a checkmate since it is impossible to block two directions in the same move."[15]  

These are essentially the basic rules used in all forms of tafl. 

   Rules for Tafl-Games

 :

1.The king and his men are usually the dark pieces (according to the sagas but white in Tablut) and are always outnumbered by the attackers.

 2.The king may not assist in captures.

 3.Usually the king's side moves first.

 4.All moves are orthagonal (the move of the rook in chess).

 5.Pieces may not jump other pieces, nor occupy the same square.

 6.A piece is captured when the opponent moves a man to either side of it in

either row or column (no diagonal captures) except for the king, which must be surrounded on all four sides by attackers in order to be captured. 

7.The king's side wins when the king escapes to the edge of the board. The attackers win by capturing the king.

   Variants of tafl:

  Tablut:

 Lappish game played on a 9 x 9 board (Fig. 6) using the rules given above. White king plus 8 white pieces (Swedes) and 16 dark pieces (Muscovites) are used.

Tablut Layout  King's Men (Swedes) = White ( )

Attackers (Muscovites) = Brown ( )

Tawl-bwrdd:

Welsh variant, played on an 11 x 11 board which has the second, fourth and sixth columns shaded. Tawl-bwrdd is literally "throw board," as it was played using a single die (normally the rectangular "knucklebone" die with spots on four sides instead of our modern six-sided square dice). Each player rolls the die at the beginning of his turn: if an odd number is rolled, the player may move a piece, but if an even number results,the player must skip his turn. King and 12 king's men, 24 attackers (no colors given for the sides). Robert ap Ifan in 1587described tawl-bwrdd as follows:

The above board must be played with a king in the center and twelve men in the places next to him; and twenty-four lie inwait to capture him. These are placed, six in the center ofevery end of the board and in the six central places. Two players move the pieces, and if one belonging to the kingcomes between the attackers, he is dead and is thrown out of the play; and if one of the attackers comes between two of the king's men, the same."[16]
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Viking weddings and divorces. What kind of wedding ceremonies did the Vikings use?

Courtship, Love and Marriage in Viking Scandinavia

Part I -- Forward and Introduction

   Forward

Some time ago, some friends of mine came to me and asked me to tell them how a Viking wedding was conducted. Although I write a column entitled"The Viking Answer Lady" for my local SCA newsletter, I hadn't a clue as to the answer. When I turned to the sagas, they didn't tell me, either. Thus began the start of a massive research project that has produced the work you are about to read. The study is still not over... I am still discovering new information as the number of scholars in the fields of Viking history and Scandinavian womens' studies increases. Whenever I discover new information, I either correct or augment my work, so it is as current as I can make it.

The long and short to the problem is this: even in sappy modern romance novels, how many times is an entire wedding ceremony actually described? You can discover that brides wear white dresses, often with veils, that there was a groom, a best man, a matron of honor, bride's maids. You'd find out that the words "I do" and some rings fit into the picture somewhere. But since each and every one of us has seen or heard about weddings, the novelist doesn't have to include all the details. Only an ethnographer or an anthropologist is likely to record the type of full details that would enable someone from another time or culture to really understand a modern American wedding. Similarly, the authors of the sagas did not provide complete details, nor did contemporary commentators or historians from other cultures.

So here is my answer to the question of "How did the Vikings conduct a wedding?" I feel that I have made a good approximation. My friends, Lord Bjorn Haraldson and Lady Leidrun Leidulfsdottir, enacted the wedding as I describe it here: as all the guests, and the couple themselves will tell you, everything felt right. It was like participating in a folk ritual in a foreign country, where you know that each action has millennia of tradition behind it. I take little credit for the success of the event, as Ledirun is a formidable general who knows how best to marshal her friends and assemble her resources to stage a coup: this wedding was the closest I have ever felt to the sensation of "YOU ARE THERE."

As with any piece of scholarship, you the reader must judge my research upon its merits and decide if you agree with my conclusions. If you have access to information which corrects or elaborates upon my own, please feel free to contact me:

gunnora@vikinganswerlady.org

Gunnora Hallakarva

375 Brown Road

McDade, Texas 78650

USA

  

I. Introduction

This paper seeks to examine marriage and related topics as they existed in Viking Scandinavia. Primarily, marriage was a contractual arrangement between the families of the bride and groom in the Viking Age, just as it was throughout other areas of medieval Europe. However, in addressing the topic of marriage, I have also briefly examined love, sexual conduct, mythical-religious aspects, and divorce in order to provide context for understanding the sociocultural background in which marriages were made. The focus of this research is the pagan era of the Vikings, although due to the lateness of the period legal codes and literary sources, some information is undoubtedly more reflective of medieval Scandinavia (ca. 1000- 1400 CE). It should also be mentioned that since much of the information we possess today about the Viking Age originated in Iceland, the information presented in this paper may reflect Icelandic practices only, for there were wide differences in laws. society and religion throughout the various Scandinavian countries, and thus there was no such thing as a single, universal "Viking culture." The primary sources for the Viking period come from archaeology, runic inscriptions, and contemporary literary evidence provided by Arabic travelers and German chroniclers such as Adam of Bremen. Additional sources which may be used to complete a picture of the Viking Age date from the twelfth to thirteenth centuries: these are the Scandinavian chronicles, sagas, and laws. In utilizing these later sources, the researcher must use caution in accepting as confirmed truth whatever he or she finds there. The sagas are concerned with personalities and political maneuverings rather than with social history, and may reflect most accurately the social conditions of the author's lifetime instead of those of the historic figures that people the sagas, just as medieval artists painted historic figures such as King Arthur in the armor of the late Middle Ages rather than in the proper historical gear. The legal codes of medieval Scandinavia are perhaps more factual in orientation than are the sagas, however their chief value to the researcher is to provide "normative history," describing how lawmakers wanted their society to operate, rather than the actual workings of day-to-day life. Further, the extant law codes we possess (Gragas, the Gulathing Law, Frostathing Law, Jyske Lov etc.) were all redacted and written down after the close of the Viking Age, when the establishment of Christianity and canon law could influence these codes.

 Unless one day we recover and revive some hapless Viking who has been preserved frozen in glacial ice, and are able to extract from him a detailed account of his life and culture, it is unlikely that modern historians will ever be able to present an absolutely accurate and authoritative description of the life of the Viking Age. The Saga Time has passed away, and like the Golden Age of Homer, may only be recovered in bits and potsherds, in romanticized remembrances and distant echoes. In order to re-create the society of the Vikings within recreationist organizations such as the S.C.A., or to resurrect the religious beliefs and tenets of the pagan Scandinavians as do the Asatruar, we frequently blend together a mix of historical fact, period fiction, and the creativity of our own imaginations in order to create a new reality which we hope is not too far from the truth of history. With this in mind, we can let the information contained in these pages teach us what the Viking marriage was, or at least, might have been.
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Part II: The Function of Marriage in Viking Scandinavia

The starting point for any discussion of marriage in a culture should be the reasons and function of marriage in that society. In general, marriage serves two primary functions: the control of sexual activity and/or reproduction, and as a means of forming socioeconomic alliances between social groups.

In Scandinavia, the boundaries of proper sexual conduct were very wide, although (as is usual in many societies) a double standard prevailed. The ideal woman was expected to be chaste before marriage and faithful within it. This bias may be seen in examining the types of insults against women that existed in such materials as the Poetic Edda, which vilify their subjects with accusations of promiscuity and incestuous or otherwise illicit liaisons (Lee M. Hollander, trans. The Poetic Edda. Austin, U of Texas P, 1962. pp. 90-103). There was good reason for this insistence on female chastity: an unwed maiden was a marketable commodity who could be used to bring wealth to her family via her bride-price, and to help form favorable alliances with other families when she wed.
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A more important reason for limiting women's sexual activity was the lack of effective birth control, because the risk of producing illegitimate children could mean financial hardship for a woman's family. An illegitimate child who had been recognized by its father would receive only two-thirds of its support from its father and the father's kin, while unacknowledged bastards were entirely supported by the mother and her family (Grethe Jacobsen, "Sexual Irregularities in Medieval Scandinavia," Sexual Practices and the Medieval Church. eds. Vern L. Bullough and James Brundage. Buffalo: Prometheus Books, 1982. p. 74). The legal codes reflect the enormous concern of the Vikings over this issue.  

This is not to say that women did not engage in extramarital sex. Women who avoided pregnancy suffered no penalty under the law, but it was not considered proper for her to accept an inheritance if she were promiscuous (Ibid.). In cases where a woman was seduced or raped, no stigma attached to her at all, thus protecting her from sexual exploitation (Ibid.). The only restriction that seems to have existed on a man's sexual activity was to penalize a man for fornication, making him pay a small fine for sleeping with a woman not his wife. Sturlunga saga indicates that "almost universally, men indulged in extramarital affairs with numbers of women before, during, and after marriage" (Jenny M. Jochens, "The Church and Sexuality in Medieval Iceland," Journal of Medieval History. 6 [1980]: pp.383-384). Female slaves were fair game, and a man could purchase a slave woman valued up to twelve ore (the value of 489 yards of homespun cloth) to have as a bed-slave (Grethe Jacobsen, "The Position of Women in Scandinavia During the Viking Period," thesis, U of Wisconsin, 1978, p. 76). Concubines were customary, as Adam of Bremen scornfully reports:

Only in their sexual relations with women do they know no limits. According to his means a man has two or three or more wives at the same time (Jacobsen, "Sexual Irregularities," p. 82). 

Concubines were always women of the lowest social class, and entering into concubinage with a man of higher social status seems to have been quite advantageous for these women. The concubine was never eligible to become her lover's wife due to this difference in social class, and thus was tolerated by the man's wife, since a concubine could be no threat to the wife's position (Ruth M. Karras, "Concubinage and Slavery in the Viking Age," Scandinavian Studies. 62 [1990]: pp. 141-162. See also Eric Oxenstierna. The Norsemen. Greenwich CT: NY Graphic Society, 1965, p. 211).

Since sexuality was thoroughly regulated by the laws, which made numerous provisions for extramarital activity and illegitimate children, it is logical that the Vikings saw marriage not so much as a means of limiting sexual activity, but rather as a means for forging alliances with other families. A marriage "meant a chance for the bride's family to make an alliance with one of the most important families... and thus be assured of powerful support in its dealings at the local thing and Althingi"(Jacobsen, Position of Women, p. 40). Another very important function of marriages was not just the promise of economic gain or political advantage: often the Scandinavian wife served as a "peace-pledge," bartered in marriage to guarantee the reconciliation between formerly feuding parties (Jenny Jochens, "The Medieval Icelandic Heroine: Fact or Fiction?" Viator 17 [1986]: p. 37). Anglo-Saxon literature in particular records this Germanic theme, identifying wives and queens as "peace-weavers," who through childbearing wove together the blood of warring tribes, acted as a hostage for her family within the enemy camp, and sought to cool hatreds within her new family (Jane Chance, Woman as Hero in Old English Literature. Syracuse: Syracuse U.P., 1986. pp. 1-3). The sagas record instances when the peace-making wife would gather the women on a steading in order to stop a fight between feuding parties by throwing clothing on and between the combatants, hindering their swords and "turning the fight into something so ridiculous it couldn't be fought" (Oxenstierna, p. 208).

  

Part III: Love, Courtship and Poetry

 Since marriages were arranged by the families of the bride and groom during the Viking Age, love between the two prospective partners was an insignificant consideration when compared to bride-price, dowry, political maneuverings and the like. The sagas support this view, for they "are not particularly interested in good marriages: post-nuptial remarks like 'their love began to grow' or 'their marriage became good' indicate that the couple is now out of the story" (Roberta Frank, "Marriage in Twelfth- and Thirteenth-Century Iceland," Viator 4 [1973]: p. 478). Such tags also indicate that the newlyweds were expected to forge a workable relationship after their wedding, as is the case in many arranged marriages. The Vikings did not practice what we would recognize as a courtship, in which a man and a woman could evaluate their comparability, or in which love could blossom: it was sink or swim within the bounds of wedlock.

Since there was no expectation that love should be a prerequisite to marriage, predictably there was less fuss over the prospective couple's consenting to the union. There are few indications in the sagas that the young man was asked for his opinion of the match (Jochens, Icelandic Heroine, p. 37): whether this reflects the assumption that his assent was required prior to the opening of negotiations, or the fact that a man was not overly concerned with the qualities of his prospective bride because of his easy access to concubines and other women during the marriage is unknown. The consent of the woman was definitely not required in the laws, being vested in her fastnandi, her father or guardian responsible for her interests during wedding negotiations (Frank, p. 477). The fastnandi in the case of a maiden would be her father, her brother if the father was deceased, or other male relative in the absence of both father and brother, while a woman who had previously been married was represented by her son if he was older than sixteen, or her son-in-law, or father, brother or mother in the rare case that none of the others was still living (Jacobsen, Position of Women, pp. 37-38).

While the law did not require that a woman consent to her marriage, it seems to have been a very good idea to get her approval, for in the sagas, "all five marriages made contrary to the stated will of the girl are unmitigated disasters, ending with the death, maiming, or divorce of the husband" (Frank, p. 477). The sagas also show that it was a normal practice for fathers to consult their daughters before betrothing them, for those women who were not asked express their rage and frustration over the fact(Jochens, Icelandic Heroine, p. 37). In general when asked, most prospective brides seem to have acquiesced to their father's decision: after all, the laws did provide amply for divorce if the marriage became unbearable, and her family always stood to gain in some way from the alliance (Ibid.). In a few specified situations, a woman had the absolute right to chose a husband. Widows were free to select their own mates. In the case where a woman was represented by her brothers, but they could not decide among themselves whether to accept a suit, her wishes were to be followed. If a woman's brothers sought maliciously to keep her from marrying, so as to retain her labor on their farms, the woman could marry the third suitor that her brothers turned down (Ibid., pp. 38-39; Jacobsen, Position of Women, p. 38).

All the foregoing aside, people being what they are, some pagan Scandinavians certainly knew love as passionate as any immortalized today in song. The Vikings named it inn makti murr, "the mighty passion" (Peter Foote and David M. Wilson. The Viking Achievement. London: Sidgwick and Jackson, 1970. p. 112),with sagas and poetry recounting stories of true love. Often the love that is described is one that has developed within a marriage, as in Rigsthula (v. 27), where Father and Mother sit gazing into one another's eyes, their fingers intertwined --- obviously happily in love(Hollander, Poetic Edda, p. 120). Sometimes a declaration of love in the sagas will be very short and indirect, as when Bergthora refuses the amnesty of those attacking her home, preferring to die with her husband: "I was given to Njal in marriage when I was young, and I have promised him that we would share the same fate" (Magnus Magnusson and Hermann Palsson, trans. Njal's Saga. NY: Penguin, 1960. p. 267). Men, perhaps, were more free to express their love than women. Since the ideal man was supposed to be able to extemporize poetry, it may have been easier for them to proclaim their emotions. Saxo Grammaticus records the moving last speech of a man about to be hanged, as he speaks of his beloved: 

There shall be one end for us both; one bond after our vows; nor shall our first love aimlessly perish. Happy am I to have won the joy of such a consort; I shall not go down basely in loneliness to the gods of Tartarus. So let the encircling bonds grip my throat in the midst; the final anguish shall bring with it pleasure only, since the certain hope remains of renewed love, and death shall prove to have its own delights. Each world holds joy, and in the twin regions shall the repose of our united souls win fame, our equal faithfulness in love (Saxo Grammaticus. Gesta Danorum. cited in Hilda R. Ellis-Davidson. The Road to Hel. Westport CT: Greenwood P., 1943. pp. 53-54).

Skalds also made mansongr, "maiden-songs" or love poems, composed despite laws ordaining outlawry or death for the skald who dared to make them:

Well considered, the woman's worth the whole of Iceland... Heavy though my heart... of Hunland, and of Denmark; Not for all of England's earth and kingdoms would I Forego the golden-braided girl, ay, nor for Ireland (Lee M. Hollander, trans. The Skalds: A Selection of their Poems with Introduction and Notes. Ann Arbor:

U of Michigan P, 1945. p. 118).

I little reck... to reach her risked I have my life oft... Though I be slain within the arms of my beloved, Sleeping in the Sif-of-silken-gowns' embraces: For the fair-haired woman feel I love unending (Ibid., p. 134).

One reason why love poetry was so ill-regarded by the Vikings may have been due to the fear in pagan times of magical ensnarement of the woman so immortalized by the power of the verses (Foote and Wilson, p. 112). Havamal credits Odinn with two runic spells meant as love charms:

That sixteenth I know, if I seek me some maid:

to work my will with her:

the white-armed woman's heart I bewitch,

and toward me I turn her thoughts.

That seventeenth I know, if the slender maid's love

I have, and hold her to me:

Thus I sing to her that she hardly will

leave me for other man's love

(Hollander, Poetic Edda, p. 40). The prohibitions against love poetry help to explain

why courtships were little practiced in the Viking period. While the goddess Freyja was the patroness of mansongar, and delighted in love poetry, mortal women had to be more cautious. Love poems were viewed in law as a distinct slur upon a woman's reputation, suggesting that the poet had had a more intimate knowledge of his beloved than was considered seemly (Foote and Wilson, p. 112). The reputation of a woman reflected upon the honor of her family: if her honor was tarnished, so was that of her father, brothers, uncles, cousins and sons. Any dalliance with a woman's reputation was likely to bring down the wrath of her entire lineage upon the hapless suitor!

All of the family sagas agree that courtship "was the single most deadly pastime for the young Icelandic male" (Frank, p. 476). The most important, unwritten rule of courtship was that the less a hopeful groom saw of his intended bride before entering into formal marriage negotiations with her family, the better his chances were of staying alive (Ibid.). If an attentive suitor was slow in making his proposal, the woman's relatives were quick to reclaim her honor by taking blood-vengeance on the offending swain (Foote and Wilson, pp. 111-112): eighteen courtships in the sagas end in this manner (Frank, p. 476). There seems to have been a practical reason for the family to take a dim view of prolonged courtships, however, for in the eight cases in the sagas where the family was slow to act, an illegitimate child was the result (Ibid.). Despite the hazards, some courtships did occur. Attentions paid to a woman by her suitor, including visits, conversations, and the making of poems in her praise were expected, and apparently welcomed by the girl, no matter what her family may have thought (Foote and Wilson, p. 111).

The most common method for locating a suitable bride was at the Thing, where fathers brought their daughters not only to perform the housekeeping and cooking at his booth for his comfort, but also to make the girls and their wifely skills visible to prospective suitors (Mary Wilhelmine Williams, Social Scandinavia in the Viking Age. 1920; NY: Kraus Reprint Co., 1971. p. 282). Other social gatherings such as feasts, ceremonies, markets, fairs and the like were also good places for spotting a prospective wife. The "marriage market" provided by the gathering at the Thing fitted neatly with the basic character of the Viking wedding as a formal contract between families: the law codes show that negotiating a marriage followed the same sort of rules as formation of any other contract or legal agreement, and thus benefitted from being conducted at the Thing, along with other undertakings of a legal nature. 

 

Part IV: Negotiating the Marriage

As when bringing a legal suit or conducting a sale, those who sought a marriage often took with them men of prestige, power, and wealth to act for them as a broker or advocate when making the proposal of marriage (Jesse Byock, Feud in the Icelandic Saga. Berkeley: U of California P, 1982. p. 75). Such sponsors not only acted as witnesses to the handsal or formal agreement of betrothal sealed by a hand-clasp, but the promise of their support and political influence formed a part of the inducement for the bride's kinfolk to accept the proposal. Once it was agreed that an alliance between the two families would be satisfactory, the next step was to negotiate the brudhkaup or bride-price (Foote and Wilson, p. 113). The bride-price consisted of three payments: from the groom would come the mundr and morgengifu, while the bride's family provided the heiman fylgia.

The mundr was what most modern sources refer to as "bride-price." It was a payment to the father of the bride for control of the mundium, a Latin term for the right of protection and legal guardianship which was held by her father or other kinsman until she was married (Ibid.). Other Germanic terms occasionally encountered which are roughly synonymous with mundr are dos [used by the Continental Germanic tribes] (P. D. King. Law and Society in the Visigothic Kingdom. Cambridge: Cambridge U.P. 1972. p. 225) and handgeld [found in Anglo-Saxon laws] (Ibid.). The mundr was calculated to be similar in worth to the girl's dowry [heiman fylgia], but was set at a statutory minimum of eight ounces of silver in Iceland and twelve ounces in Norway. This was the "poor-man's-price" that was the minimum amount which would render the children of the union legitimate in law (Foote and Wilson, p. 113). The reason that a minimum payment was required went back to the Vikings' concern for the economic support of any children produced by the couple: a man who could not afford the "poor-man's-price" had no hope of supporting his offspring, and should therefore not marry (Jacobsen, Sexual Irregularities, p. 75). In addition to ensuring the economic soundness of the marriage, payment of the mundr served to compensate the bride's family for the loss of her labor at the homestead.

While the minimum mundr was set to 8 to 12 ounces, the amount could certainly be much more, again being about equal to the girl's dowry in most cases. Tacitus records that a Germanic groom brought to the marriage "oxen, a horse with its bridle, or a shield, spear and sword" (Tacitus. The Agricola and the Germania. trans. Harold Mattingly. NY: Penguin. 1970. p. 116). In Norway, one mundr was "twelve oras, the worth of four to five cows" (Jacobsen, Position of Women, p.111), while under the reign of Knut, and English suitor paid one full pound of gold to induce his bride to accept his suit (Jo Ann Macnamara and Suzanne Wemple. "The Power of Women through the Family in Medieval Europe, 500-1100." in Clio's Consciousness Raised: New Perspectives on the History of Women. eds. Mary Hartman and Lois Banner. NY: Harper & Row, 1974. p. 106). The balance of the mundr was usually payable at the time of the wedding ceremony in Germanic cultures, but often an arrha, a pledge or "down-payment" was made as an earnest of good faith during the negotiations (Suzanne Wemple. Women in Frankish

Society: Marriage and the Cloister 500-900. Philadelphia: U of Pennsylvania P,

1981. p. 32).

A second sum payable by the groom after the consummation of the wedding was also set at the negotiations: this was the morgen-gifu, the "morning-gift," also known as bench-gift, bride-veil-fee, or extra-gift. The morning-gift was given to the woman as compensation for her sexual availability to her husband, or for her virginity if she were a maiden (Foote and Wilson, p. 113). The morning-gift was usually calculated in relation to the woman's dowry, being anywhere from one-third or one-half, to equal in amount to the dowry (Jacobsen, Position of Women, p.111; Foote and Wilson, p. 113). The morning-gift was probably also related to the woman's wergeld, since pregnancy generally represented the most substantial hazard to health and life a woman was likely to face. The morning-gift served to ensure the wife's financial support during the marriage, and thus she always had the use or usufruct of the morning-gift, and often owned it outright from the time it was given (McNamara and Wemple, p. 106). The morning-gift usually included clothing, jewelry and household goods, livestock and slaves, and many times land and estates: an Anglo-Saxon woman in the reign of King Alfred received five hides of land as her morning-gift (over five hundred acres). The largest recorded morning-gift seems to have been that given by King Gorm to his wife Thyre: he gifted her with the entire land of Denmark, according to Saxo Grammaticus (Birgit Strand, "Women in Gesta Danorum," in Saxo Grammaticus: A Medieval Author Between Norse and Latin Culture. ed. Karsten Friis-Jensen. Copenhagen: Museum Tusculanum Press, 1981. p. 159).

The final sum set during the marriage negotiations was the heiman fylgia, the bride's "accompaniment from home," or dowry (Foote and Wilson, p. 113). The dowry represented a girl's portion of her father's inheritance: although she did not inherit funds as her brothers did, the dowry allowed her to also share in the family's wealth (Jacobsen, Position of Women, p. 37). The dowry was administered by the husband, but he kept it as a trust which could not be spent unwisely nor squandered. The dowry could not be confiscated with the husband's other goods during outlawry proceedings, nor could he use it in the repayment of debts (Ibid., pp. 42-43). The dowry was intended in part for the wife's maintenance during the marriage, but was reserved primarily as a sort of annuity which would be used to support her and her children if she became a widow. Consequently the dowry was returned to the wife in the event of a divorce (Ibid. p. 55).

Once the financial negotiations were completed, the arrangement was sealed with the handsal. probably the witnesses would number at least six men, "since the oral agreement reached would have validity only as long as the witnesses were alive" (Frank, p. 475-476). There was a set formula to be spoken by the bridegroom over the handsal, which sealed the contract:

We declare ourselves witnesses that thou, N.N., bondest me in lawful betrothal, and with taking hold of hands thou promisest me the dowry and engagest to fulfill and observe the whole of the compact between us, which has been notified in the hearing of witnesses without duplicity or cunning, as a real and authorized compact (Williams, 93).

With this, the legalities were finished and the formal contract made.  

Part V: Reconstructing the Wedding Ceremony

In attempting to reconstruct the details of the Viking wedding ceremony, the researcher is immediately struck by the paucity of information available. The sagas are full of married couples, much mention is made of negotiating a marriage alliance; the laws carefully prescribe details pertaining to the marriage contract; rarely a saga will divulge a few details of a wedding feast. Mythology is no more helpful on the facts of the matter, but does provide some background for conjecture. After reviewing the few facts known about the Viking wedding, one is left with the question of why more details weren't recorded. There are several answers. First, by the time the sagas were written, Christianity had replaced many of the older pagan practices. .
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Along with this fact, one should recall that of all aspects of pagan religions, Christianity has most fervently attempted to stamp out worship of the deities of fertility, thus obliterating temples, artifacts, and even mention of the gods and goddesses of love, sex, and marriage. Even if the pagan Vikings had possessed a technology of writing similar to that of their Christian successors, some details of the rites of marriage would not have been recorded, being restricted to oral transmission from the godhi or gydhja in their role as priest and priestess, being kept sacred by limiting the dissemination of the secret rituals to the initiates of their cults. Even the public portions of such a ritual would not often be recorded, because the elements that were common knowledge were so well known that the authors of the Eddas and sagas took for granted their audience's familiarity with the rite and so failed to elaborate upon it in their works   

Freyja Amulet

The goddess Freyja was invoked at

weddings

to bless the newlyweds with fertility

 

In order to fill in the gaps to provide a workable reconstruction of the Viking wedding ceremony, researchers must turn to the work of folklorists, the rituals of related Germanic peoples, and to the structural outlines produced by anthropologists and ethnographers who have studied modern peoples. If marriage is defined as a rite of passage, marking the change in status of two individuals from that of mere adults to a reproductive social unit, some of the pieces of data begin to fall into place. A rite of passage incorporates certain standard features: 

1.Separation of the individual from the larger social group

2.Destruction or removal of the individual's old social identity

3.Creation of a new social identity via instruction and/or ritual

4.Reintegration of the new initiate into the larger social group within the new social role.

All of these features can be identified among the fragments of information we possess regarding the Viking wedding.

  A. Setting a Wedding Date

The traditional day for weddings in the North was Friday, sacred to the goddess Frigga (Hilda R. Ellis-Davidson. Gods and Myths of Northern Europe. NY: Penguin. 1964. pp. 110-112).
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Weddings were held on Friday or "Friggas-day" to honor the goddess

of marriage.

For the Vikings, the date of the wedding would have been further limited by climactic conditions. Travel for the guests, witnesses, and the groom's or bride's party to the wedding location would have been difficult or even impossible during the winter months. The wedding celebration was frequently a week-long affair, so ample food supplies had to be available, dictating a date near harvest time. The legal requirements for a wedding included the stricture that the bride and groom would drink together the bridal-ale, usually mead, which meant that honey must be available to brew the drink, and in sufficient quantities so that the couple could share mead together over the month following the wedding, the "honey-moon" (Edwin W. Teale. The Golden Throng. NY: Universe. 1981. p. 127; also see John B. Free. Bees and Mankind. Boston: Allen & Unwin. 1982. p. 103). Probably most weddings, taking all these factors into account, occurred towards the end of summer through the early part of winter.

B. Preparations for the Wedding Ceremony

Following the model of the rite of passage, the bride and groom would undergo preparations for the rite that both separated them from their former roles as unwed adults, and prepared them for their new roles as man and wife. This transition could be much more extreme for the woman marrying, since she would not only undergo transformation from woman to wife, but also from maiden to mother in many instances.

  

1. The Bride

The bride would probably be sequestered before the wedding with female attendants, presumably her mother, other married women, and perhaps a gydhja to supervise her preparations. In order to provide a visible symbol of the loss of her former role as a maiden, the new bride might be stripped of her old clothing, and any symbols of her unwed status such as the kransen, a gilt circlet that was worn by medieval Scandinavian girls of gentle birth upon the outspread hair that was likewise a token of her virginity (Sigrid Undset. The Bridal Wreath. trans. Charles Archer and J.S. Scott. NY: Bantam. 1920. p. 331. This information is from Undset's carefully researched historical notes at the back of the book.) The kransen would be solemnly removed by the bride's attendants, and wrapped to be put away for the bride until the birth of a daughter of her own.

The next step is the bride's preparations was a visit to the bath-house, the Scandinavian equivalent of the Finnish sauna, which featured wooden tubs of water, soap for cleansing, and a steam room. Heated stones were sprinkled with water to produce steam in which the bathers luxuriated, switching themselves with bundles of fine birch twigs to stimulate perspiration (Williams, pp. 85-87). The symbolism of the steam bath included both the "washing away" of the bride's maiden status, and a purification to prepare her for the religious ritual that would follow the next day. While "baking" in the bath house, the new bride's attendants could instruct her on the duties of a wife, religious observances to be followed by married women, advice on the best ways of living with a man, and the like. Part of the contents of these teachings may have been taken from collections of gnomic wisdom such as the verses preserved in Sigrdrifumal, which touch upon the magical knowledge necessary to the housewife, and ways in which to advise and guide her husband (Hollander, Poetic Edda, pp. 14-41). The final step of the steam-bath, a plunge into cool or cold water to cool the bather and close the pores, completed the cleansing. The rinse water might be further associated with the wedding ritual by having herbs, flowers or oils added to it, not only to scent the water but also to add magical potency to the cleansing rite via the supposed aphrodisiac and fertility-encouraging powers associated with such additives.

The final preparations of the bride would involve dressing her for the ceremony. The bride apparently did not wear a special costume as is the case in modern weddings, but late sources (ca. 1700's) record that brides often wore cloaks "the color of soft blue spruce" (James Reynolds, "Saga of the Seven Spruce Trees," in Gallery of Ghosts. NY: Grosset & Dunlap. 1965. pp. 167-173). The bride's hair would be left outspread: the wedding ceremony and the feast would be the last times when she would wear her hair unbound and uncovered.

To replace the kransen she wore as a maiden, the bride would instead wear the bridal-crown, a heirloom kept by her family and worn only during the wedding festivities (Undset, p. 331). A modern fictional account describes a wedding crown as being made of silver, with pints ending alternately in crosses and clover leaves, set with rock-crystal, and garlanded with red and green silk cords (Ibid., p. 310). At least some bridal-crowns used to the present day were elaborately woven from straw and wheat, then garlanded with flowers (Marta Kashammar. Skapa Med Halm. Halmstad, Sweden: Bokforlaget Spektra. 1985) . Although none of the sources I have seen have confirmed the use of the bridal crown in the pagan Viking period, it was worn in the Middle Ages in Scandinavia, and the age of the custom is further attested in the Continental Germanic tradition of the Feast of St. Lucy, where a maiden designated as the "Lucy Bride" is dressed in a crown ornamented with burning candles. 

 The bride wore the bridal crown.

   

2. The Groom

Like the bride, the groom would experience the characteristic features of the rite of passage, including separation and removal of the old identity. The groom's attendants would be his father, married brothers, other married men, and perhaps a godhi. Since men did not wear a visible token of their bachelor status, the symbolic removal of their old identity followed a much different ritual from that being followed by the bride. The groom was required to obtain an ancestral sword belonging to a deceased forebear for use later in the wedding ceremony. There is a string tradition in the sagas of breaking grave-mounds in order to retrieve a sword belonging to a deceased forebear, to be given to a son of the family, and Hilda Ellis-Davidson finds evidence for the importance of such a sword at the wedding (Hilda R. Ellis-Davidson. "The Sword at the Wedding," in Patterns of Folklore. Ipswich UK: D.S. brewer, 1978. p. 123). This would indeed be a powerful ritual of separation and destruction of the man's identity as a bachelor, with the descent into the grave-mound to recover the sword serving as a symbolic death and rebirth for the groom. If an appropriate barrow was not available, the ancestral sword may have been concealed by the groom's relatives in a mock-tumulus (Ibid., p. 109). This would provide an opportunity for the groom to be confronted by a man costumed as a ghost or aptrgangr of his ancestor, who might elaborate on the young man's instruction by reminding him of his family history and lineage, the importance of tradition, and the need to continue the ancestral bloodline. On the other hand, the sword which the groom had to obtain might instead be gotten from a living relative, complete with the lecture on family history: the sagas are not clear on this point and nowhere actually describe grave-breaking as a part of the wedding ceremony.

Regardless of how the groom got his sword, he would next pay a visit to the bath house as his bride-to-be had done before him. There the groom would also symbolically wash away his bachelor status, and purify himself for the wedding ceremony. His instruction on the duties of a husband and father, conferred upon him by his attendants, may have included information garnered from sources such as Havamal, which advises young men in their dealings with women, not only warning of their fickle ways, but also providing instruction in the ways to win a woman's love, and how to live comfortably with her (Hollander, Poetic Edda, pp. 14-41). After bathing, the groom could then be dressed for the wedding. Again, no special costume is recorded for the groom, although he would bear his newly-acquired sword during the ceremony, and may have also carried with him a hammer or an axe as a token of Thorr, intended to symbolize his mastery in the union, and to ensure a fruitful marriage (Hilda R. Ellis-Davidson, "Thor's Hammer, " in Patterns of Folklore. Ipswich UK: D.S. Brewer. 1978. p. 123).

  C. The Wedding Ceremony

Once all the preparations were completed, the stage was set for the wedding itself on Frigga's-Day, or Friday. The first order of business would have been the exchange of dowry and mundr before witnesses. Once the financial considerations were out of the way, the religious ceremony could then proceed. Although small family temples appear to have existed, probably the ecermony would have been held out-of-doors, either in the open or at a site such as a grove or ve that was considered sacred. Holding the ceremony in the open would not only have provied better visibility for the wedding guests and witnesses, but would also have been more appropriate for a rite invoking the deities of fertility and marriage. The bride was escorted to the chosen location, preceeded by a young kinsman bearing a sword that would be her wedding gift to her new husband (Ellis-Davidson, Sword at the Wedding, p. 97).

The first part of the religious ritual was designed to summon the attention of the gods and goddesses via invocation and possibly sacrifice. If a sacrifice was to be held, an animal appropriate to the gods of fertility would probably have been slected: a goat for Thorr, a sow for Freyja, a boar or a horse for Freyr. It is possible that instead of sacrificing such an animal, it was instead dedicated to the god as a living gift, and maintained thereafter as a sacred beast (Ellis-Davidson, Gods and Myths, p. 97. See for example the stallion Freyfaxi.). In a sacrifice, the godhi or gydhja performed the ritual by slitting the animal's throat and then catching the blood in a bowl consecrated for that purpose (modern day Asatruar generally use mead instead of a live sacrifice). The flesh of the sacrificed animal would later form a part of the wedding feast (Williams, p. 387). The bowl was then placed on an altar or horgr built of heaped stones, and a bundle of fir-twigs dipped into the liquid. This branch, known as the hlaut-teinn, was then used to sprinkle the nuptial couple and assembled guests in order to confer the blessings of the gods upon them (this may have been done by moving the hlaut-teinn in the "Hammer-sign," a gentle, short downwards movement followed by a swift movement from left to right. This would effectively spray anyone in front of the gesture with the liquid. From personal experience, it is amazing just how much liquid a small fir bundle can hold. If done properly, a very minute amount of liquid hits each of the assembled observers. See Williams, p. 387).

Next, the groom would present his bride with the sword of his ancestors which he had so recently recovered. The bride was to hold this sword in trust for her son, just as was done by earlier Germanic tribes as described by Tacitus: "She is receiving something that she must hand over intact and undepreciated to her children, something for her sons' wives to receive in their turn and pass on to their grandchildren" (Tacitus, p. 117).

She then gave her husband the sword which had preceeded her to the ceremony. "This interchange of gifts typifies for them the most sacred bond of union, sanctified by mystic rites under the favor of the prsiding deities of wedlock" (Ibid., p. 116). The ancestral sword signified the traditions of the family and the continuation of the bloodline, while the sword given to the groom by the bride symbolized the transfer of the father's power of guardianship and protection over the bride to her new husband.  

 Following the exchange of swords, the bride and groom exchanged finger rings (Williams, p. 98). These rings may have recalled the sacred arm-ring in the temple upon which oaths were sworn (Foote and Wilson, p. 403). These may also have been further consecrated to the wedding vows by placing them on the horgr within the sacred arm-ring to strengthen the link between the concept of the unbroken circle of the ring and the unbreakable nature of the vow.   

The wedding couple exchanged finger rings just as we do today.

[image: image10.png]



Sacred Oath-ring of Thor

The bride's ring was offered to her on the hilt of the groom's new sword, and his tendered to him in the same fashion: this juxtaposition of sword and rings further "emphasizes the sacredness of the compact between man and wife and the binding nature of the oath which they take together, so that the sword is not a threat to the woman only, but to either should the oath be broken" (Ellis-Davidson, Sword at the Wedding, p. 95). With the rings upon their hands, and their hands joined upon the sword-hilt, the couple then spoke their vows.

  D. The Wedding Feast

After the conclusion of the wedding ceremony came the brudh-hlaup or "bride-running," which may have also been connected with the brudh gumareid or "bride-groom's-ride" (Williams, p. 97). In the Christian period, this consisted of separate, dignified processions by the parties of the bride and the groom to the hall for the wedding feast, however the term "bride-running" may indicate that in pagan times this procession consisted of an actual race as is the case today in certain parts of rural Scandinavia. Whichever group arrived last at the hall had to serve the ale that night to the members of the other party. Of course, if the groom's party was mounted for the "bride-groom's-ride," it was a foregone conclusion that they would win the contest every time.

When the bride arrived at the door of the hall, she was met by the groom, who blocked her entrance into the house with his bared sword laid across the entry-way (Ellis-Davidson, Sword at the Wedding, p. 96). This allowed the groom to lead his new bride into the hall, ensuring that she would not stumble over the threshold. Medieval homes, unlike those of the modern day, often had a raised lip at the bottom of a doorway in order to stop low, cold drafts, and which had to be stepped over in order to pass the door. Superstition concerning the bride's passage over the doorstep was wide-spread throughout the pagan world, for a doorway was a portal between worlds. Stepping over the threshold represented the bride's literal translation from her life as a maiden to her life as a wife. Spirits were thought to gather around a doorway, and there are hints of a tradition in pagan Scandinavia for the threshold of the home to be the actual grave of the founder of the homestead, who guarded the door against evil influences. Thus it was of great importance that the bride should not fall as she passed the door, for that would be an omen of extreme misfortune.

 Once within the hall, the groom would plunge his sword into the rooftree or a supporting pillar of the house, "to test the luck of the marriage by the depth of the scar he made" (Ibid., p. 97). This tradition was connected with the concept of the *barnstokkr* or ancestral tree of the family, the "child-tree" which was "clasped by women of the family at the time of childbirth" (Ibid., p. 98). Thus this custom reflected the demonstration of the virility of the groom, with the "luck" of the family being the children produced by the union (Ibid., p. 99).

 These preliminaries over, the feast began. The most important part of the feast was the ceremonial drinking of the bridal ale, another of the legal requirements set forth by Gragas for the marriage to be considered valid (Frank, pp. 476-477). Here the new wife would first assume the foremost of her official duties as a housewife, the ceremonial serving of drink. She might present the mead to her husband in the kasa, a bowl-like vessel provided with handles on either side in the form of animal heads, or the heads and tails of birds: a variant of the kasa is still used today for trophies and known as a "loving-cup." Upon presenting this cup of mead to her husband, the bride might recite a formal verse in oder to confer health and strength to the drinker, such as this one recorded in Sigrdrifumal:

Ale I bring thee, thou oak-of-battle, With strength blended and brightest honor; 'Tis mized with magic and mighty songs, With goodly spells, wish-speeding runes. (Hollander, Poetic Edda, p. 109)

When he received the cup, the groom might consecrate the drink to Thor, perhaps by making the sign of the Hammer over it, moving the hand in a T-shaped pattern (Ellis-Davidson, Thor's Hammer, p. 123). Before drinking, the groom would make a toast to Odhinn, then sip and pass the cup to his new wife, who would make a toast to Freyja before drinking (Herman Palsson and Paul Edwards, trans. Seven Viking Romances. NY: Penguin. 1985. p. 220). By drinking together, the bride and groom were made one in the eyes of the law and the gods, symbolically affirming their new kinship. A drop or two of the blood from the morning's sacrifice may also have been blended into the mead, further strengthening the notion that the couple were now related. The couple would continue to formally drink mead together for a full four weeks, for the honey in the beverage and the bees that produced the honey were both associated with fertility and healing in pagan Scandinavia. 

Once the couple were seated together, the couple's fertility was agin insured by hallowing the bride with Thorr's Hammer. This may have been performed by the husband, or by a godhi, but in any case the procedure was to lay the Hammer in the bride's lap, blessing her reproductive organs, and Frigga, goddess of childbearing, was invoked as in the ritual enacted in Thrymskvida:

Bring the Hammer the bride to bless:

On the maiden's lap lay ye Mjolnir;

In Vor's name [Frigga] then our wedlock hallow!

(Hollander, Poetic Edda, p. 109)

After this ceremony, feasting and merriment would commence that would last throughout the remainder of the week. Dancing, wrestling, and good-natured flytings or insult-contests provided the entertainment for the guests, while some of the attendees presented lygisogur, the so-called "lying stories" which they had composed for the occasion, featuring stories about famous people, selections of verse, romance and the supernatural, often revolving about the theme of a wedding (Julia H. McGrew and R. George Thomas, trans. "The Saga of Thorgils and Haflidi," in Sturlunga Saga: Shorter Sagas of the Icelanders. NY: Twayne. 1974. pp. 41-44).

 E. The Wedding Night

The next legal requirement of the marriage was that the groom must be put to bed with his wife, after being led there by witnesses "with light." The law is unclear in meaning at this point: it is not certain whether the bedding must take place in daylight, or whether the groom was led to his wife's bed by torch-light (Frank, pp. 475-476). The purpose of the law was to ensure that the six legal witnesses could identify both bride and groom, so if called later to testify to the validity of the marriage, they would have no doubts. Probably torchlight is indicated: it seems logical to assume that the bedding would take place after a long day taken up with ceremony and feasting. Prior to the groom's arrival, the bride was placed in bed by her female attendants. Goldgubber, small gold plaques depicting small embracing figures (perhaps the union of the god Freyr with the giantess Gerd) may have been used to decorate the bed or the bride's night-clothing, again as a token of fertility (Hilda R. Ellis-Davidson. Myths and Symbols in Pagan Europe: Early Scandinavian and Celtic Religions. Syracuse: Syracuse U.P. 1988. pp. 31-31 and p. 121).

 

A Viking bed. The linens and bedclothes would have been a part of the bride's heiman fylgja 

The bride would once again be arrayed in the bridal crown, which would be removed by her husband before the assembled witnesses as a symbol of sexual union. At some point in antiquity, this ritual defloration may have been an actual one, witnessed by the male and female attendants. After the witnesses left, presumably with much ribaldry and hilarity as is customary in country nuptials, the wedding was consummated. The bride's dream's that night would be noted, for they were held to be prophetic of the number of children she would bear, the fortune of her marriage, and the destiny of her descendants (Strand, p. 160).

  

F. The Morning-Gift

The next morning, the new husband and wife were once again parted for a short time. The bride was assisted by her attendants in dressing, and at this time her hair was braided or bound up in the coiffure reserved for married women. The universal Scandinavian symbol of the wife was now hers to wear as well: this was the hustrulinet, a long, snow-white, finely-pleated linen cloth. There may have been several varieties of this headdress. The commonly-delpicted reconstructions showing a stark, bandana-style affair worn on the head is a misconception (Christina Krupp and Carolyn A. Priest-Dorman. Women's Garb in Northern Europe: 450-1000 CE: Frisians, Angles, Franks, Balts, Vikings and Finns. Compleat Anachronist 59. Milpitas CA: Society for Creative Anachronism. 1992. pp. 46-48) The hustrulinet might have been pinned to a fillet, a woven cloth band figured with metallic brocaded threads which was tied around the forehead. Archaeological evidence has turned up examples of a hood or long cap of silk that may have been worn instead (Ibid., p. 48), and some female grave-sites have been found to contain pins six to eight inches long laying alongside the head at either temple, which might have fastened a veil-like hustrulinet to a woman's coiled braids beneath, or to a fillet as discussed above (David M. Wilson. The Vikings and Their Origins. NY: A & W Visual Library. 1980. p. 33). The head-covering was worn as a badge of honor and as a token of the woman's new status as a wife, distinguising her within her household from the servants and the concubines. There is some debate as to whether the custom of wearing the hustrulinent might not have been introduced with Christianity in the tenth century, when grave finds of various headcoverings increases sharply, however it is certain that archaeologists have discovered head-coverings dating to the ninth century and possibly earlier, placing the housewife's badge of office squarely in the pagan Viking period (Krupp and Dorman, pp. 46-47).

Once attired as a married woman, the new wife was escorted into the hall to complete the final legal requirements of the marriage. Before witnesses, the husband paid his wife the morning-gift, signifying that the marriage was now complete, and delivered into her keeping the keys to the various locks of his house, symbolizing her new authority as mistress of the household (Williams, p. 97).

  

Part VI:Divorce in the Viking Period

In order to complete a survey of marriage in Viking Scandinavia, one must briefly examine the custom of divorce. The Vikings were unique as a medieval European people due to the extensive provisions they made for divorce. Even after Christianity became the accepted religion of Scandinavia, divorce continued to be a prevalent custom in the North, acting as a social safety valve for a people whose marriages were arranged to the benefit of their families instead of for the maximum happiness of the wedded couple. Divorce allowed an unhappy couple to seperate and try again with new partners, before resentments grew into hatreds that could spawn feuds and violence. By looking at the laws and customs surrounding divorce, one may gain a greater understanding of the conditions expected to prevail within a Viking marriage as illuminated by examples of the actions which would bring a marriage to an end.

The Arabic poet al-Gazal reported that he was told by a Danish queen that "jealousy was unknown in that country, and that women stayed with men of their own free will, and left them whenever they wanted to" (Jacobsen, Sexual Irregularities, pp. 78-79). While this is not a completely accurate statement, examination of the sagas shows that women were often the ones who initiated a divorce (Frank, p. 478). This was probably due to the fact that men had greater social and sexual options, being free to travel and to take concubines, while the wife was often tied to the homestead by her various managerial duties and denied sexual outlets other than her husband. The divorce laws show that definite circumstances warranting a divorce were necessary, and that al-Gazal's picture of capricious bed-hopping did not reflect the reality of Viking life. Since marriages were contracted to benefit the families of the wedded couple, no doubt there would be pressure to continue the alliance if possible, but sometimes this just could not be done (Jochens, Icelandic Heroine, p. 45).

The Icelandic law code, Gragas, allows divorce in only three cases. The first was if the couple gave each other "large wounds" or meira sar metiz (Jacobsen, Position of Women, p. 51), generally defined as those wounds which penetrated the brain, body cavity or marrow (Jochens, Icelandic Heroine, p. 45). The second was the case in which a couple was too poor to support themselves and had to rely on their familes for support, in which case they could be forced to divorce by their kin, or a divorce might be grabted "if one spouse with little or no money of his- or her own was suddenly charged with the support of poor relatives" (Jacobsen, Sexual Irregularities, p. 75; also Jacobsen, Position of Women, p. 53), thus enabling the solvent member of the partnership to escape with his- or her goods safe from predation by in-laws. The third legal provision for divorce was if a husband tried to take his wife out of the country against her will (Jacobsen, Position of Women, p. 51). If one of these conditions was not cited, Gragas states that "no divorce shall exist" (Jochens, Icelandic Heroine, p. 44). This may be due to the fact that the redactions of Gragas which we possess today have been influenced to some degree by canon law, for the sagas list a whole variety of grounds for divorce which are not mentioned in the law code.

The reasons given in the sagas for divorce would be familiar to any twentieth-century divorce court. First were problems with relatives, such as a family feud (Frank, p. 478), or one spouse failing to treat the family of the other "with due consideration" (Williams, p. 107). Family violence was also a reason for divorce, especially in those parts of Scandinavia heavily influenced by Christianity where divorce was harder to obtain. Aside from the "large wounds" cited in Gragas, a spouse might seek a divorce because the other partner made mocking verses about him or her (Frank, p. 478), excessive anger or jealousy displayed by one spouse (Jochens, Icelandic Heroine, p. 39), or if one partner slapped the other. Slapping a spouse, especially in front of witnesses, was considered extremely humiliating (Williams, p. 106). The Gulathing Law of Norway made special provisions against a husband slapping his wife: if a man struck his wife in front of witnesses, she could not only claim monetary compensation for the blows equal to what he would have received had another man struck him, the wife had the right to divorce the husband on top of the fine after the third slap (Jacobsen, Position of Women, p. 116). Slapping a wife is the most common reason given for a divorce in the sagas (Jochens, Icelandic Heroine, p. 39). Occasionally a woman did not feel that divorce was sufficient retaliation for the insult of a slap: Hallgerd in Njals saga was involved in the deaths of two husbands who made the fatal mistake of slapping her (Magnusson and Palsspn. Njal's Saga. pp. 59 and 123).

A couple might also divorce for what modern courts would class as sexual reasons. If a woman committed adultery, divorce was the least of the penalties she might have to face, being also at risk for punishments ranging from fines to being slain if caught in the act by her husband in some parts of Scandinavia. On the other hand, a man committed adultery only if he slept with another man's wife, and his extramarital activities were never grounds for his own wife to divorce him (Frank, p. 479). A divorce might be granted for what has been called "an Icelandic variety of nonconsummation" (Ibid., p. 478; Magnusson and Palsson. Njal's Saga, p. 52) as described in Njal's saga*, or if a man failed to sleep with his wife for three years in a row. Another reason found for divorce in the sagas was what we might term "cross-dressing." If a husband wore effeminate clothing, especially low-necked shirts exposing his chest, his wife could then divorce him (Magnus Magnusson and Hermann Palsson, trans. Laxdaela Saga. NY: Penguin. 1969. p. 125), and if a woman appeared dressed in men's trousers, her husband could then divorce her (Ibid.; also Williams, p. 114). Even if a couple did not have one of the reasons listed above, they might still dissolve their marriage citing incompatibility, general dislike, or unhappiness in the marriage (Jochens, Icelandic Heroine, p. 39).

The basic procedure for obtaining a divorce was for the couple to declare their intention before witnesses (Christine Fell. "Viking Women in Britain," in Women in Anglo-Saxon England (Bloomington: Indiana U.P. 1984. p. 140). If only one of the two spouses wanted the divorce, "witnesses were called in, the dissatisfied party declared him- or herself divorced and forced the other person to leave" (Jochens, Church and Sexuality, p. 379). The declaration had to list the reasons for the divorce, and has to be repeated before witnesses in the couple's bedroom, in front of the main entrance to the house, and before a public assembly (Williams, p. 108)

After declaring a divorce, the couple had to agree on a settlement dividing their property. As soon as the divorce proceedings were underway, the woman could take possession of all her property, no matter what the eventual outcome of the settlement (Jacobsen, Position of Women, p. 53). The division of property was arranged in such a way so as to penalize the partner demanding the divorce. If the divorce were due to equal poverty of the spouses, or because of mutual unhappiness with the union, then neither was penalized: the wife recieved her dowry and morning-gift, the husband took back the bride-price, and if they had commonality of property, the woman received one-third of their common possessions (Ibid., pp. 54-55). If the husband were the one who demanded the divorce, his wife received the bride-price, dowry, morning-gift, and one-third of any common property. If the wife had instigated the separation, she received only her dowry and the morning-gift. If any property dispositions had been included in the marriage agreement, these were followed in the same manner that pre-nuptial agreements are used today. By financially penalizing the partner who wanted the divorce, property division customs served to keep married couples together except in the most serious cases.

After the divorce, child support was contributed by each parent according to his or her ability to work, and this was further supplemented by the families on either side. There were no firm rules for determining custody, although the mother always kept a nursing baby for its first year, and had custody of all her children if her husband later died. (Ibid.).  Divorce, made freely available, served the Vikings as an indispensable social custom that complemented their marriage laws and practices. Scandinavians in the Viking Age could and did wed for love and not for familial advantage, but these unions were often made by men and women who already had had the experience of marriage, and sought to make their succeeding unions better ones.

Viking Social Classes

By the Viking Answer Lady
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Like most medieval peoples, the Vikings had a rigidly stratified caste system. At the bottom of the social order existed those who were unfree: these were termed þræll or "thrall", which means literally, "an unfree servant." Slavery or ánauð is a term encountered occasionally, especially in reference to persons enslaved as a consequence of warfare or raids. Hereditary thralls were often known as fostre, or "fosterling," and probably had a more beneficent relationship with their owners. All thralls could be termed "bond-servants" (an anchronistic term when referring to the Viking Age, which arose from the much later custom of indentured service) due to the fact that it was possible for the thrall to purchase his/her freedom or redeem his bond by paying his owner his purchase price or current worth.

Thralls, according to Viking belief, were the first class of mankind created by the god Ríg (another name for Heimdall) as recorded in the 10th century Rígsþula (The Lay of Ríg). In general, among the Viking Scandinavians there were three broad social classes, and the god in his role as Ríg was believed to have created them all. The highest was the jarl: the nobles and kings made up this class. The next was the bondi or free yeoman, whose ranks included farmers, craftsmen, landowners, and other freeborn people. The lowest class was that of the þræll.

The lay tells of how Heimdall, disguised and calling himself "Ríg" wandered through Middle-Earth and supped with three families. At each home, Ríg stayed three nights, sleeping in the bed between husband and wife. The first home, that of Aí and Edda (Grandfather and Grandmother) was a poor one, but like the others, once the god took his leave:

  

...liðu meir at þat mánuðr níu.

Jóð ól Edda jósu vatni,

hörvi svartan, hétu Þræl.

 

Hann nam at vaxa ok vel dafna;

var þar á höndum hrokkit skinn,

kropnir knúar [-- -- -- -- -- --]

fingr digrir, fúlligt andlit,

lútr hryggr, langir hælar.

Nam han meir at þat megins of kosta, bast at binda, byrðar gerva,

bar hann heim at þat hrís gerstan dag.

Þar kom at garði gengilbeina

aurr var á iljum, armr sólbrunninn,

[-- -- -- -- -- -- --]

niðrbjúgt var nef, nefndisk Þír.

Miðra fletja meir settisk hón,

sat hjá henni sonr húss,

ræddu ok rýndu, rekkju gerðu

Þræll ok Þír þrungin dægr.

Börn ólu þau, - bjuggu ok unðu, -

hygg ek at héti Hreimr ok Fjósnir,

Klúrr ok Kleggi, Kefsir, Fúlnir,

Drumbr, Digraldi, Dröttr ok Hösvir.

Lútr ok Leggjaldi, lögðu garða,

akra töddu, unnu at svínum,

geita gættu, grófu torf.

Dætr váru þær Drumba ok Kumba,

Ökkvinkalfa ok Arinnefja,

Ysja ok Ambátt, Eikintjasna,

Tötrughypja ok Trönubeina.

þaðan eru komnar þræla ættir.

Moons full nine meanwhile went by.

Gave Edda birth to a boy child then,

in clouts she swathed the swarthy-skinned one.
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Thrall they called him, and cast on him water.

Dark was his hair and dull his eyes.

On his hand the skin was scraggy and wrinkled,

nasty his nails, his knuckles gnarled,

his fingers thick, his face ugly,

his back hulky, his heels were long.

He got his growth and gained in strength,

at times he undertook to try his thews:

to bind broad ropes, burdens to pack,

to lug logs homeward all day long.

Came to his cottage a crook-legged wench
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her soles were dirty and sunburnt her arms,

her nose hooked downwards, and her name was Þír

(Drudge).

 

On middle seat she sate her down,

by her side did sit the son of the house;

whispered and laughed and lay together

Thrall and Þír whole days through.

In their hut, happy, they had a brood:

I ween they were hight Hay-Giver, Howler,

Bastard, Sluggard, Bent-Back and Paunch,

Stumpy, Stinker, Stableboy, Swarthy,

Longshanks and Lout: they laid fences,

put dung on fields, fattened the swine,

herded the goats, and grubbed up peat.

Their daughters were Drudge and Daggle-Tail,

Slattern, Serving-Maid, and Cinder-Wench,

Stout-Leg, Shorty, Stumpy and Dumpy,

Spinkleshanks eke, and Sputterer:

thence are sprung the breed of thralls.

(Hollander pp. 121-122)

  

While the mythological background seemed to imply a destiny from time immemorial for a subordinate race of servants descended from Thrall, the reality was that the Vikings' most common trade item was the slave. Raiders brought their prisoners to the block, merchants bartered for sturdy or exotic breeds from as far away as Serkland (the Arabic peoples) or Mikligarðr (Byzantium), while others were sold into slavery to pay unredeemed ransoms. Nor did the Vikings confine their raids and slave taking to peoples outside the Scandinavian countries: at this time, there was no sense of nationality in the North. Icelanders had Danish slaves, the Norse kept Swedes, the Swedes captured Finns. Hereditary slaves were treated no differently in the laws from new captives.

Thralls usually provided unskilled labor in the Viking Age, performing the heaviest and nastiest labor, building walls, spreading manure, pig and goat herding, and peat digging. In time, favored male thralls could become overseers, bailiffs, or personal valets. The female thralls ground corn and salt ( backbreaking tasks when using a hand-quern), milking, churning, and washing, with some seeing occasional service as bed-slaves, nannies, or personal maids. Both sexes also took part in the "lighter" tasks of running a farmstead, including the spring pasturing of livestock, ploughing, planting, harvesting, slaughtering, and spinning (both sexes).

Throughout Scandinavia, the universal sigil of the thrall was the slave collar around the neck, combined with short-cropped hair: in Christian times no female thrall was allowed to wear their hair beneath a kerchief, as this was reserved for the lady of the estate. The usual costume of the thrall was a simple tunic or shift of undyed homespun.

There were few laws regarding slavery. The child of a slave was always a slave, no matter the rank of his father. Wergild was not owing for slaves, although a man who killed another man's slave owed him damages for the value of the thrall, just as he would if he had killed another man's cow or pig. A slave-owner had the obligation to provide medical care and a living for thralls who were injured or crippled in their service. Most slaves could not own property, could not be married, and their children belonged to their owners. The exception to this was in cases where the slave-owner allowed the thrall to work a small portion of land, the proceeds of which were owned by the slave, and thralls could sell any cottage-crafts they produced in their free time. The thrall's goal was to accumulate enough money to eventually purchase his own freedom.

Aside from self-redemption (purchasing one's own freedom), thralls could be freed by their owners as a gift (especially for long and devoted service), or they could be bought free by a third party. The granting of a thrall's freedom was an occasion for much ceremony, as the former thrall had no existence as a human in the eyes of the law until his cash redemption. In most parts of Scandinavia, the freedman was adopted into his master's family, and thus given the rights and duties of any other free person in the law, including testifying or prosecuting cases at law. In Iceland the new freedman was "inducted into the law" (lögleiddr), thus functionally given citizenship into the Icelandic community.

To seal this adoption, whether into an established family or the entire body politic, the thrall was obligated to first pay down one-half of the redemption price in currency at the time he announced his desire to be freed, then paid the remainder during a ritual known as frelsis-öl, literally a "free-neck-ale", which is usually translated as "freedom -ale-drinking" or freedom feast. The law specified that the first payment, the "freedman's ounces" was to be paid over as six ounces of silver, weighed out on scales in the presence of at least six witnesses. The feast itself was required to have "ale brewed from three measures" (a very strong brew, perhaps in excess of 14% alcohol). Upon paying this sum, the thrall would invite his master formally to be his guest at the freedom feast, where he would be provided with a seat of honor. Next, the freedman would ritually slaughter a sheep by cutting its head off and then "his master is to take his neck redemption off its neck". This seems to have been a rite in which the sheep "stands in" for the former slave, with the slave's old collar around its neck at slaughter time. By slaying the sheep, the new freedman symbolically has killed his old unfree social status, and the bloody neck-ring was presented to the master in token of this. The ale and meat thus provided served as the start of a lavish feast, during which the freedman served the master for the last time as a slave.

Freedmen did have a somewhat different status from the free-born. Their wergild was always lower than a free-born man's, ranging from one-half to a full wergild, depending on time and location. Everywhere the freedman had ties of obligation to the former owner, a sort of "honored family retainer" status, "duties of respectfullness in attitude and behavior, socially expected and legally required." Freedmen were expected to request and get their master's approval for business undertakings, marriage, lawsuits etc. A freedman could not move his residence without explicit permission. Any moneys won by the freedman in a lawsuit were to be split evenly with the master as well. The former owner also by law served as the freedman's heir if there were no legitimate children born after the former slave was freed, but always inherited some portion after the  freedman's legitimate children as well. Freedmen who failed to observe these restrictions of guardianship could be legally re-enslaved for "lack of gratitude" towards their former owners. In return, the master owed the freedman support, advice, legal protection and maintenance. 
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Longships and Dragonships

By the Viking Answer Lady

There were several types of ships used by the Vikings, and all could be properly termed longship since the nature of their clinker-built construction caused them to have a low, lean line, being much narrower n the beam than ships built by more southerly cultures, and thus appearing quite long for their width. Clinker-built means that these ships were built around a solid, massive keel which extended up both fore and aft to which were affixed planks that were bent to follow the line of the keel. Each row of planks, or strakes, overlapped the one below, and each row was fastened to the previous strake with nails that had been driven first through the overlapped boards, then through a small square metal plate and fastened by being clenched over. To keep water from seeping between the overlapped boards, tarred rope or strips of tarred, felted cowhair were wedged into the cracks as caulking. 
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Perhaps the best-known of the longships were the drakkar, the dragon-ships of song and story. These were a fairly late invention (11th century) and were developed by kings such as Olaf Tryggvasson. The primary use of the drakkar was as a warship. It took a national government to afford such a ship: the largest of the dragonships, the Ormen Lange, required 60 rowers!

  

The drakkar was the largest of the Viking ships, and used for war and battles at sea.
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The most common type of longship was the knorr (pl. knerrir). The knorr was the workhorse of Viking cargo ships, the mainstay of the Icelandic traders.

The best-known example of a knorr is the Gokstad ship. A knorr could carry up to 20 tons of cargo, or a volume equal to 3 tons of vathmal (finely woven homespun wool cloth), or 30 tons of flour-milled grain, or 5 tons of whole-grain barley. A knorr relied mostly upon its sails, having only 4 to 7 pairs of oars and a crew of 15 to 20 men or less. Unlike the dragonships, the knorr couldn't have oarsmen amidships, for the cargo would be in the way. Consequently the knorr used oars only for specialized tasks, such as docking, or keeping the bow into the wind during a storm. All longships used a single square-rigged sail made of vathmal secured with ropes made of seal- or walrus-skin. While the dragon-ship could unstep its mast (take the mast down for safety or storage), the knorr's mast was fixed and could not be removed. This posed some danger in storm conditions, and the Icelandic annals record the loss of often several cargo ships each year. The same annals indicate that the lifetime of the knorr was 20 to 30 years when properly cared for (and when Ran and Aegir - the deities of sea-storms and drowned sailors - didn't claim a ship as their own).

The sailing season was from April to October, and the winter months between were spent performing maintenance on the ship, careening the hull (removing barnacles and treating to prevent boring worm infestation) or replacing the caulking and any rotten or damaged planks. The knorr averaged 44 to 54 ft long, with a 10 to 15 ft beam (width), a draft of 3 to 5 feet empty and 2 feet loaded, and a hold capacity of 350 to 1200 cubic feet.

 

Another type of cargo ship was the buza (pl. buzur). The buza was originally developed as a warship, having higher gunwales (the sides of the ship) than the average knorr. The higher sides offered improved protection to the rowers. The buza became increasingly popular as a cargo ship because the higher sides also meant greater cargo capacity. The drawback to the buza was that along with the higher sides, the ship had a deeper draft, keeping the buza out of ports with shallow harbors.  

The drakkar, knerrir and buzur were all deep-sea ships which could strike out across even the depths of the Atlantic Ocean. The Vikings also had ships designed to stay close to land, sailing only in coastal waters. The most famous of these is the Oseberg ship, thought to be Queen Asa's pleasure yacht. Coastal ships included the byrthing (which, however, was sea-worthy enough to carry loads of cod and herring between Iceland and Norway) and the ferja (literally, "ferry") which might be as long as 40 ft, 8 ft wide in the beam, and with a draft of 3 ft loaded and 1 ft when unloaded. 
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Pets and domesticated animals of the Vikings

By the Viking Answer Lady

CATS

   

Cat design on bronze tortiose-shell brooch, Jutland
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The Vikings kept cats for their valuable skills as mousers as well as keeping cats for pets. Kittens were sometimes given to new brides as an essential part of setting up a new household. It is especially appropriate that brides should receive cats, since cats were associated with Freyja, the goddess of love. The Vikings believed that Freyja rode a cart drawn by a team of cats. It might seem absurd to imagine a cart drawn by cats, until one realizes that Viking cats were not your standard Felis domesticus -- they were the Skogkatt (Norwegian, meaning literally "Forest Cat"), a wild breed native to the North. In Denmark, these cats are called Huldrekat (huldre are female forest spirits, literally, "the hidden folk"). The Skogkatt is a large breed, known for their strong bones and muscular forms.

     

Modern illustrations depicting Freyja in her Cat-Drawn Chariot "When Freyja goes on a journey, she sits in a chariot drawn by two cats." -- Gylfaginning

 

The ancestors of the Skogkatt probably were Southern European shorthaired cats which came to Norway from other parts of Europe in prehistoric times. Due to the natural selection imposed by the strange and hostile climatic conditions, only individuals with a particularly thick coat and other adaptations to a cold climate survived.    

The Norwegian Forest Cat, also called Skogkatt, Huldrekatt, or, less formally, the Weegie-Cat 
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The earliest literary descriptions suspected to be the Norwegian Forest Cat come from the Norse myths, describing the large, strong cats that drew Freyja's chariot or the cat so heavy that not even Thorr, God of Thunder, could lift it from the floor: Owners of Forest Cats will readily recognize their large-boned, powerful cats in these tales. The first literary description that unmistakably describes the Forest Cat is from the Danish clergyman, Peter Clausson Friis, who lived the greater part of his life in Norway. In 1559 Friis described three types of "lynx": the wolf lynx, the fox lynx, and the cat lynx.
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Pans Truls, the original Forest Cat breed standard, shows many lynx-like features. It is believed that the animal which Peter Clausson Friis called the "cat lynx" was in fact the Norwegian Forest Cat, a theory made more likely by the many similarities in general appearance between the Forest Cat and the Norwegian lynx. The most apparent of these is that they are both big, long-legged cats with large ruffs, and tufts at the tips of their ears. Moreover they both like water, and the stories of swimming Forest Cats who catch their own fish in lakes and rivers are innumerable. The Forest Cat evidently utilizes the same methods as the Norwegian lynx when it goes fishing.

 

It is easy to see how the Norwegian Lynx (Lynx lynx) could be confused with the Forest Cat.

 

DOGS
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Modern illustration of Frigga in her Chariot Drawn by Faithful Dogs

There were several types of dogs used in the Viking Age. The great popularity of dogs as pets, working animals, and as companions is shown by the frequency with which they are found in graves, buried alongside their masters. Frigga, wife of Óðinn and goddess of marriage and fidelity, was believed to travel in a chariot drawn by a pack of dogs, perfect symbols of fidelity and faithfulness.

The basic Norse dog is a spitz-type animal, produced by interbreeding of the native Arctic wolf with southern domestic dogs as early as the Neolithic, based on skeletal remains as much as 5,000 years old. There are many modern breeds of dogs which have without doubt derived from Viking Age spitz-type dogs. Although these breeds may well date to the Viking Age or before, a great many were not recognized as formal "breeds" until the 1800's or afterwards.

 

Viking Age art depicts many dogs, especially in runestone scenes depicting the arrival of the slain warrior into Valhöll: The warrior is greeted by a Valkyrie, bearing a horn of mead, and behind her waits the warrior's faithful hound. Like many dog-owners, the Vikings apparently could not conceive of an afterlife in which their canine best friends were not present. This probably explains, in part, why many warriors' graves contain the bones of one or more dogs, sent to the afterlife to accompany their master.
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Dogs Depicted on Runestones (Click on Thumbnail for Detailed View)

In Scandinavian belief, the dog is the guardian of the underworld, and it is speculated that one reason for including dogs in Viking Age burials was to provide a guide for the deceased to lead them to the underworld. Prior to the Viking Age, dogs both large and small were found in great numbers in the Vendel graves in Sweden. By the Viking Age, fewer dogs are found in each grave. The Oseberg ship burial contained the remains of four dogs to accompany the women buried there. The Gokstad ship burial contained six dogs buried with their elderly master. Other Viking Age graves in Denmark, Brittany, the Isle of Man and elsewhere containing the remains of dogs show that the custom of sending a person's dogs with them to the afterlife was widespread throughout the Viking World.

Hunting Dogs

Many of the dogs kept by the Vikings were hunting dogs, bred to assist in the chase. Several varieties of Viking Age hunting dogs have survived to the present day.
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Norwegian Elkhound

 One of the best-known surviving Norse hunting dog is the Norwegian Elkhound (Norsk Elghund), used for hunting large game such as moose and bear. The Elkhound (a mis-translation, these are literally "moose-hounds") is derived from the Torvmosehund or Swamp Dog, bred by the ancient Danes. Elkhound skeletons have been recovered from a number of sites, including the oldest dated remains from the Viste Cave at Jaeren, in western Norway in a stratum dating from 4,000 to 5,000 BCE.
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Jämthund

 

The Jämthund or Swedish Elkhound is a Swedish hunting dog of spitz type, bred to hunt moose and sometimes bear. The Jämthund is the national dog of Sweden. Some experts believe the Jämthund originated by selective breeding from ancient aboriginal dogs very similar to the West Siberian Laika. Genetic studies show that the Jämthund is also very similar to the Norwegian Elkhound, although larger.   

Karelian Bear Dog
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  Another spitz-type dog was used for hunting game from at least 1100 CE, especially bear and moose, and modern descendants of this breed are called Karelian Bear Dogs in Finland (also called Bjornhund in Swedish or Karjalankarhukoira in Finnish). An identical breed is known as the Laika in Russia. According to archeological records, dogs very similar to the modern Russo-European Laika and the Karelian Bear Dog existed in northeastern Europe and Scandinavia since Neolithic times. The breed standard for Karelians and Laikas today calls for a black-and-white marked dog, but originally the breed included individuals with coats of wolf gray of various shades, red coats like the standard spitz, and black-and-tan specimens as well.

The Karelian Bear Dog was used mainly for hunting small fur-bearing animals, such as squirrels and marten. Like the Norwegian Elkhound, the Karelian Bear Dog was also used in hunting moose, lynx, wolf and, as its name would suggest, hunting the Eurasian brown bear (a bear species as large and aggressive as the American Grizzly). In hunting bear, at least a pair of Bear Dogs would be used to harry the animal, barking loudly, in order to distract the bear while the human hunter came in for the kill. Karelian Bear Dogs are being used today for bear control at Yosemite and Glacier National Parks and in Alaska in the United States (see also "Bear Scarer" in People Magazine 49:23 (June 15, 1998) p. 146).
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Finnish Spitz

  Yet another descendant of Viking Age hunting dogs, the Finnish Spitz Dog (Suomenpystykorva in Finnish or Finsk Spets in Swedish) is also known as the Barking Bird Dog. The Finnish name, Suomenpystykorva means "Finnish Prick-Eared Dog" and this animal is now honored as the national dog of Finland. Used in antiquity to track large game such as polar bears and elk, in more recent times the Finnish Spitz has been used as a "bark pointer" for birds and small game: these dogs can bark at an extremely high rate, some as frequently as 160 barks per minute.
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Gamel Donsk Hønsehund  

The favorite hunting dog in Viking Age Denmark was the ancestor of the breed now known as the Old Danish Bird Dog or Gammel Dansk Hønsehund. Unlike other Nordic dogs, the Old Danish Bird Dog is not a spitz-type, but rather is more closely related to southern tracking type dogs.
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 Norwegian Lundehund or Puffin-Hound 

 The Norwegian Lundehund is the most ancient of the Nordic dog breeds. The name Lundehund means "puffin-dog" after the dog's talent for hunting seabirds. The Lundehund originates from the Lofoten Islands in the fishing village Måstad on Værøy Island. The date of origin for the breed is unknown, however scientific research indicates that the breed has been in existence since before the last Ice Age. The Lundehund survived through the glacial period in the ice-free zones, surviving by eating fish and seabirds. It is thought that the Lundehund is actually a descendant of the primeval dog, Canis forus, rather than the domesticated dog breeds, Canis familiaris.

The Lundehund was valued for its ability to hunt and catch puffins and other seabirds. Lundehunds have several special anatomical adaptations that make them particularly adept at hunting seabirds. Lundehunds are a zoological rarity by having at least six fully developed toes on each foot. They can close their ear canals at will and are able to bend their head 180 degrees backwards over their shoulders. Their legs that are extremely flexible and can be stretched straight out to the side, for greater ease in swimming or in maneuvering in the narrow crevices in Norwegian sea-side cliffs where their avian prey lives.

The Lundehund was a valuable working animal, for the export of down to Schleswig in Germany was a major commercial enterprise from the Viking Age through the 16th and 17th centuries. In addition, puffins were considerted a delicacy during the Viking Age. Households on Værøy would have anywhere from two dogs to a pack of a dozen, and at one point the Lundehund's value was as great as a good milch cow. One Lundehund could capture up to 30 puffins in one night, bringing them back alive to their master. The popularity of the Lundehund waned after the introduction of nets into the local bird-hunting practices.

    

Herd Dogs
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A variety of dogs were used by the Vikings in tending sheep, goats, and cattle, and several of these breeds are still bred today. The most common type of herd dog was a spitz-type sheep-herding dog, and these were apparently in use throughout Scandinavia from the time of the Maglemose Culture in Denmark (ca. 6,000 BCE). 

Norwegian Buhund  

The Norwegian Buhund is one of the oldest known Nordic breeds, and the ancestral Viking herd-dog. The Gokstad ship burial includes the bones of six Buhund dogs. The name "Buhund" comes from then Norwegian word bu, which means homestead, farm or house: this term was first used in 1968 in J. Ramus's book, A Sample Of Words From Norderhov. By the last quarter of the 7th century, the Vikings brought Buhunds to Shetland, Iceland and Greenland. It is thought that the Shetland Sheepdog and Iceland Sheepdog are descended from Buhund ancestors.

   

Icelandic Sheepdog   
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When the first settlers arrived in Iceland in 874 CE, they brought with them the ancestors of the Iceland Sheepdog (Ísländshunden in Icelandic), sometimes called Fårehund or "Friar-Hound". In addition to herding sheep, the Icelandic Sheepdog was also used in working horses.
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There are references to the Icelandic Sheepdog in many of the Icelandic Sagas, dating from 900 to 1300, and further references in 1400's and 1500's. The Icelandic Sheepdog also appears in English literature such as William Shakespeare's Henry V ("Pish for thee, Iceland Dog! Thou prick-eared cur of Iceland!"; Act II, Scene I). In 1650, Sir Thomas Brown wrote: "To England there are sometimes exported from Iceland . . . a type of dog resembling a fox . . . . Shepherds in England are eager to acquire them!"

   

Vallhund  

The Vikings also used dogs to herd cattle. One of this type was the Swedish Vallhund, also known as Västgötaspets, which are still bred today. The Vallhund dates back to the 500's in Sweden. The Vallhund looks like its close relative, the Welsh Corgi, and it is unknown whether the Vallhund is the ancestor of the Corgi or vice versa.

   

Lapp Reindeer Dog  

The Lapp Reindeer Dog (in Finnish: Lapinporokoira) was used by the Saami to domesticate and herd reindeer. Like the other spitz-type breeds, the Reindeer Dog's origins are lost in antiquity, but almost certainly predate the advent of the Viking Age. The Saami tell the legend of the Reindeer Dog: 

A long, long time ago a couple of dogs sat on a hill chit-chatting and watching humans who were desperately trying to gather up a herd of reindeer. Having looked at the idle yelling and running around for a while the dogs decided: "We could do that better". And so did the reindeer herdsmen get an irreplaceable helper, a dog who himself wanted to help.

Even modern Reindeer Dogs are often considered to possess the gift of speech - they don't say much, say their owners, but they understand much.

   

Lapphund  
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There are both Swedish or Finnish variety of the spitz-type reindeer-herding dog originally bred by the Saami. The Swedish variant is the Swedish Lapphund (Swedish) or Suomenpystykorva (Finnish), while the Finnish variety of this dog is the Finnish Lapphund or Lapinkoira (Finnish). Both varieties of Lapphund were developed by the Saami as reindeer-herding dogs: after WWII breeders in Sweden and Finland independently undertook to preserve the species, resulting in two slightly varying types. Of the two varieties, the Finnish Lapphund has best retained its instinct for herding, and is often used on farms in Finland, while the Swedish Lapphund is more often found as a pet.

   

BEARS

  

Brown Bear (Ursus arctos) Wild animals which had been trapped as cubs were at times domesticated, especially bears. Polar bears (Ursus maritimus) were considered a noble gift for a king, but brown bears (Ursus arctos) were widely domesticated, and were even imported into Iceland as pets where they were known as "house bears." Eventually importing brown bears into Iceland was prohibited because these animals became such a nuisance. Owners of either brown bears or polar bears were liable to stiff fines under the law if their pets injured people or damaged property.

 

Polar Bear

(Ursus maritimus)

 

HAWKS AND FALCONS

  Gyrfalcon
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(Falco rusticolus) Falcons were kept, though these beautiful animals cannot ever be said to be truly domesticated. Falconry was the sport of the wealthy, for the common man was more likely to use nets for fowling. Norway in particular was famous for its hawks and falcons, many of which were exported. The Norwegian king maintained a monopoly on all hunting birds in his domains, regardless of private ownership of land. In Iceland the Sparrow Hawk (Accipiter nisus) was especially numerous, and was trapped and sold to Danish merchants. In Greenland the Vikings trapped the great white Gyrfalcon (Falco rusticolus), the bird of kings. The Gyrfalcons were worth enormous sums, and were given to kings or exported to rich men abroad.
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Sparrow Hawk

(Accipiter nisus) 

 OTHER PETS

  

Peacocks were occasionally imported into Scandinavia Other animals were at times kept as domestic animals or pets. Occasionally peaocks were imported from Europe and kept by the wealthy. The Oseburg Ship burial contained a peacock.

 

DOMESTICATED ANIMALS

The Vikings also domesticated a wide range of animals besides those kept as pets. 

BEES

    Bees were raised in the most southerly portions of Scandinavia, most especially Vermland in Sweden. The rest of Scandinavia was forced to import honey, making it an expensive food item. Mead, an alcoholic beverage brewed from honey, was highly valuable as well due to the difficulty of obtaining honey.

 

 PIGS

  Striped Piglets, Lejre Modern scientests have attempted to backcross to recover Viking Age pigs. These piglets are the result of backcrossing between pigs and wild boar.

Another animal common to the southern portions of Scandinavia was the pig. Pigs of the Viking Age were descended from the Eurasian Wild Boar (Sus scrofa). Although pigs were known throughout Scandinavia, pig farming was particularly important in the south, especially in southern Sweden and Denmark.

Pigs were esteemed within the Viking religion as well, within the cults of the Vanic gods Freyr and Freyja. Freyr's steed was the magical boar Gullinbursti ("golden-bristled") whose bristles were golden and shining like the sun. Not only a god of fertility and plenty, Freyr was also a warrior god, and thus Viking Age warriors believed that wearing the symbol of Freyr's boar upon their helmets would protect them in battle.

Freyja, the sister of Freyr, also had a magical boar-steed, Hildisvín ("battle-swine") that she rode when she was not using her cat-drawn chariot. It is interesting to note that the Swedish kings were said to own a legendary helm, also called Hildisvín.

     

SHEEP

 The Vikings valued their sheep for their wool, which was gathered by plucking or after it was shed naturally (instead of being sheared as we do today), for their meat (both lamb and mutton) and for their milk.

 

Gotlandic Sheep These unusual sheep often had four horns.

  

The Gutefår or Gotlandic Sheep represents the oldest type of sheep found in Scandinavia. Archaeological finds indicate that the Gutefår are closely related to the sheep brought to Northern Europe and Scandinavia during the Stone Age, and they are thought to be identical to those found in Sweden during the Iron and Viking Ages.  The modern Swedish name for this breed is Gutefår (literally, "Gotlandic sheep") was formed in 1974 for the horned outdoor sheep of Gotland for the purpose of distinguishing the Gutefår from the numerous other breeds of sheep found in Gotland. 

The breed nearly died out, but concerted efforts to save the breed began in 1940. The ancestral variety of the Gutefår was known to be multi-horned. Linnaeus noted that there were 4-, 6- and 8-horned sheep during his journey on the island of Gotland in 1741. In 1910, the last of the true multi-horned Gutefår were slaughtered, and there are only a few modern experimental herds which have backcrossed the Gutefår with the longtailed British Jacob Sheep to achieve the multi-horned characteristic.

  

Manx Loghtan Sheep

A direct descendant of the sheep imported by the Vikings.

 

The Manx Loghtan Sheep is very similar to the early Gutefår breed, and like ancient Gotlandic sheep, often had multiple horns, sometimes growing the expected two horns, but could also have four or even six horns. This breed is found today only on the Isle of Man, where it was introduced by Viking settlers as early as the 9th century.

The wool of the Manx Loghtan Sheep is shed naturally, and the Vikings collected the shed tufts of wool rather than shearing the sheep.

 

Icelandic Sheep

A direct descendant of the sheep imported by the Vikings.

 

In Iceland, the most common domestic animal was the sheep. The saying in Iceland was, "A sheepless household starves." The Vikings raised North European short-tailed type sheep, and the same Icelandic Sheep that the Vikings knew are still being bred in Iceland today. Due to selective breeding and a ban on import of sheep to Iceland, the modern Icelandic sheep is the same as the sheep brought by the Vikings to Iceland in the 800's.

  

Hebridean Sheep

 

The Hebridean Sheep was introduced by Viking settlers to the Hebrides Islands. This breed is known for its hardiness and ability to thrive on sparse vegetation.

 As with the Manx Loghtan Sheep, the wool of the Hebridean Sheep is shed naturally, and the Vikings collected the shed tufts of wool rather than shearing the sheep.

 

Shetland Sheep

The sheep of the Shetland Islands and from the Orkney Islands also are descendants of Viking Age sheep. Their ancestors were brought to the British Isles approximately one thousand years ago.

Orkney Sheep

CATTLE

Bull on the carved Franks Casket

 

The Viking Age cow was a descendant of the great aurochs that roamed the forests of Europe. This descent is recorded in the rune poem describing the rune uruz, symbolizing the aurochs:

 is fearless

and greatly horned

a very fierce beast,

a famous roamer of the moor

it is a courageous animal.

 Anglo-Saxon Rune Poem

The importance of cattle to the early Germanic peoples is shown by the fact that, as aurochs became domesticated cattle, a second rune in the runic alphabet was created to describe the domesticated animal, symbolized by the rune fehu, which literally means "cattle". Over time, the rune came to mean "wealth, money, fee," for cattle were the measure of wealth in early Germanic society.

By the Viking Age, the concept of wealth had transferred instead to the gold with which one could purchase a cow. In Norway, cattle were the chief domestic animals, and status as well as wealth came from the ownership of large herds of quality animals.

When Iceland was settled, the immigrants brought with them cattle from their homes in Norway. As with other animal types, Iceland has preserved the Viking Age cattle breed.

 Slaying of a Bull from the

Gundestrop Cauldron

  

Auðhumla

The primeval cow, feeding Ymir,

the giant she revealed by licking

the primordial ice.

From a late 18th cent.

painting by Danish artist N.A.

Abilgaard.

 

Cattle were important in Viking mythology as well. The world was created by the actions of a great primeval cow, Auðhumla (the name means "rich, hornless cow"):

In the beginning there were two regions:

Muspellheim in the south, full of brightness

and fire; and a world of snow and ice in the

north. Between them stretched the great and

vast empty chasm, Ginnungagap. As the

heat from Muspellheim met the cold and ice

from the north within Ginnungagap, and

amid vast glaciers of ice, a great cow was

formed, named Auðhumla. Auðhumla began

to lick the ice for its salt, and as she licked

she exposed the first giant, Ymir, and Ymir

fed upon Auðhumla's milk to sustain himself.

From Ymir's body grew the first man and

woman. Auðhumla continued to lick the ice,

and released yet another giant, named Buri.

Buri's son was Bor, whose sons were the

gods, Óðinn, Vili, and Vé. These gods slew

Ymir and from his body they created the

world.

 

  

GOATS

Goats were kept wherever sheep were raised, however they were regarded as a poor man's animal, as their fleece was of lesser quality than that of the sheep, though the goat tends to give more milk.

It is perhaps because the goat was the humble man's farm animal that Þórr's chariot was said to be drawn by two fierce billy goats, Tanngniostr ("tooth-cracker") and Tanngrisnt ("tooth-gnasher"), for Þórr (Thor) was the god of the common man. The tale of Þórr's journey to Utgarðr recounts how, when the god stopped his travels for the night staying with an humble family, he slew his two goats so that they could be cooked and eaten, providing food for all -- a necessity when staying with a poor family. After the meal, Þórr gathered the bones and placed them within the goatskins, then hallowed the remains with his hammer, Mjollnir, whereupon the goats were restored to life.

 

Þórr and His Goats

  

The tale of Þórr's sacrifice of his goats suggests an established tradition of sacrificing goats

for ritual feasts, especially those dedicated to the god himself. Ibrahim ben Ya'qub at Tartushi, a 10th century Spanish Jew from Cordova wrote an account of sacrifices at the market town of Hedeby, where he said that rams and goats were offered to the Vikings' gods as sacrifices, and then the body was fastened to a pole outside the door of the owner's house, to show that he had made his sacrifice in honor of the god. 

Þórr's Goats Flanking a "Thunderstone" (fossil sea-urchin) Viking Age Bronze Brooch from Birka

 

Goats appeared in other religious contexts as well. In descriptions of Yggsdrasil, the World Tree, it is told that the nanny goat Heidrún feeds from the branches of the World Tree, and from her udders, instead of milk, there runs the mead which supplies the drinking cups of the einherjar (chosen warriors) in Óðinn's hall. Heidrún is also associated with the goddess Freyja (specifically in a slander alleging that Freyja's sexual habits were like those of Heidrún in heat). As chief of the Valkyries, Freyja was intimately connected with the serving of mead to the einherjar in Valhöll, which adds depth to the imagery of the mead-producing goat:

Heidrún, the goat is called,

who stands in Warfather's hall

and eats of Lærath's limbs.

She fills the vat full of bright mead.

That drink cannot be drained.

Grimnismal 25-26

HORSES

The Viking Answer Lady

The horses found in Viking Scandinavia all tended to be fairly small but hardy and strong. White horses were the most highly prized, but black and sorrel horses were also favorites (Social Scandinavia, p. 197). The descendants of Viking horses are the Icelandic Horse breed. Horses were brought to Iceland from 874-930 C.E. These horses have remained essentially unchanged to the present day. Icelandic Horses naturally have five gaits. The average horse has only the three basic gaits: walk, trot and gallop, while the Icelandic Horse has two extra gaits: tölt and pace. In tölt the horse moves its legs in the same sequence as in a walk. Tölt is a very comfortable and pleasant gait that can reach a high speed.

Pace is a gait of speed and power in which both legs on each side move together. The Vikings probably also had smaller, hardy ponies similar to the Shetland Pony. Contemporary illustrations of horses indicate that they seem to have had shorter backs and thicker necks than do modern horses (Simpson, 116). For more information on these types of horse, see the links listed at the end of this article.

The Vikings also had some larger, more finely bred horses. These were prized animals, kept by chieftains for riding, racing, and horsefighting. Southern Sweden in particular was known for its fine horses, and even today Swedish horses are being raised there. We do not have specific breeds surviving representing these high-quality horses, perhaps because the horses of the Vikings became a part of the bloodlines of more modern breeds (Social Scandinavia, p. 171).

The Vikings did not bring back horses from North America. There were no native horses on the North American Continent during the Middle Ages. It was not until Spanish explorers released horses into the wild in North America that horses began to colonize what would become the United States.

Horses served a number of purposes in Norse culture. First, they were used for riding. Poor men rode their horses bareback, while chieftains and the wealthy might own elaborate saddles and bridles, richly ornamented with metalwork, using gilded bronze or silver in many instances. The saddle itself was constructed over a wood saddle tree which could be elaborately carved and painted, and which was often upholstered in leather and cloth. The Vikings also imported some high quality saddles from Spain and Portugal (Social Scandinavia, p. 197). The saddles found in Norway seem to have rested well forward on the horse's back so that the rider's leg's pointed forward (Brøndsted, p. 125). Womens' saddles were different from mens' saddles (as is still the case even today in Iceland) -- womens' saddles were shaped more like chairs. Elaborately ornamented saddle blankets were used to protect the horse's back and to keep the horse warm. Horses' feet were also protected with horse shoes, however unlike our modern shoes which are nailed to the hoof, the Viking horse shoe was made with flanges projecting over the sides of the hoof and were

strapped to the horse's foot (Social Scandinavia, p. 197).

 .  

Wooden saddle tree found in the Oseberg ship burial. The seat of this saddle would have originally been padded with wool or horsehair covered in leather

 . 

The Vikings used stirrups of two types, both made of iron: the first type was the simple triangular shape formed of a narrow iron strap, while the second was more elborate, and often finely inlaid and ornamented with copper, silver or even gold, and utilized a rectangular wooden foot-rest.

   

Norse and Anglo-Norse stirrups ornamented in silver and gold.

Bridles were likewise often ornamented: one example found in a grave at Birka, Sweden, was made of leather decorated with studs of silvered bronze. (Brøndsted, p. 125). Other bridle mounts have been found crafted in bronze or gilt-bronze.   

Gilt-bronze mounts from Viking bridles.

One unusual type of item

commonly found among Norse horse harness and gear is a rattle of iron rings. Some were set on a shaft, others fitted with hooks, suggesting that it may have hung from the harness or the frame of a cart or wagon. Small bells are often found with these rattles. There is speculation that both bells and rattles may have been intended to drive away evil spirits, but it is just as likely that they were used just as bells are used on reindeer harness today: as a means of locating the animal and rig by sound in possibly snow, fog or other inclement conditions.

  

Rattle from the Oseberg ship burial.

 

Stallions were also bred for fighting. Horse fights were a favored form of recreation at Things and other meetings, and horse fighting also had religious significance. Horse-fighting was perhaps the most popular type of public entertainment during the Viking Age, especially in Iceland. Horse-fights were held at regular places and times, for example after a Thing or local assembly. Neighboring districts sponsored champions to vie for local honor. Women as well as men attended the horsefights. Men would be selected to serve as judges, while the owners or handlers of the two horses that were to fight would station themselves by their horses. Onlookers made wagers as to the outcome of the fights, both human and equine. The handlers carried sharp sticks that were used to goad on the stallion during the fight, although it was quite common for the handlers to lose their tempers and attack one another or the opponent's horse during the horse-fight:

Thorstein and Thord had arranged a fight between young stallions, and when they set them at each other it was Thord's stallion that was the less eager to bite. Then Thord struck Thorstein's stallion on the jaw, for he thought his own was getting the worst of it, and this was a heavy blow; but Thorstein saw it, and in reply he struck Thord's stallion a far heavier blow, and so now Thord's stallion ran away, and all the men yelled with excitement. Then Thord struck Thorstein with the cudgel he had used on the horses, and the blow caught him on the eyebrow, so that the flesh was torn and hung over one eye (Þórsteins þáttr stangarhöggs).

  

Horse fighting was a popular sport, dangerous both to the horses and to the spectators.

Some people raced their horses. In Norway, the various districts would select their fastest horses, then run championship races against other districts in heated rivalries immediately following the horse-fights. These races were ridden bare-back, with the riders lashing one another as well as their mounts, and the horses were often made to leap atop a rock as a grand and showy finish. Icelanders seem to have raced only rarely, perhaps because the stony soils made poor tracks for their horses (Simpson, p. 162).

 

Tapestry depicting Viking horses , ca. 1100 C.E. from Skog Church, Hälsingland, Sweden.

The Vikings did not usually ride into battle as armored knights: most horseback combat that occured seems to have been associated with racing! Until the Normans, warriors in Northern Europe who rode a horse used it to get to the battlefield, then dismounted and handed the reins to a horse handler or tied the horse to a picket, and went into battle on foot:

  

Het þa hyssa hwæne

hors forlætan,

feor afysan,

and forð gangan,

hicgan to handum

and to hige godum.

Þa þæt Offan mæg

ærest onfunde,

þæt se eorl nolde

yrhðo geþolian

he let him þa of

handon

leofne fleogan

hafoc wið þæs

holtes,

and to þære hilde

stop.

 (The Battle of Maldon, ll. 2-8)

   

He bade every warrior then to leave his horse,

drive them far away, and go forth,

trusting to his hand-strength and to good courage.

The kinsman of Offa could soon see

that the earl did not wish to endure cowardice.

From his hand he let fly his beloved

hawk to the woods, and strode to battle.

  

Viking art often shows mounted warriors, but the literature makes it clear that, like the warriors of Maldon, the Viking warrior used his horse as a means of quickly reaching the battlefield, where he would fight on foot. Archaeology reinforces this picture, for although many horses with full harness have been found in graves, not one has been found with horse armor of any type as would be expected for valuable animals ridden into battle (Simpson, pp. 120-121). Later in the Viking Age, the use of horsemen in battle began to make an appearance, a technique of war imported most likely from the Continent. By the eleventh century, Adam of Bremen said of the Swedes that they were "very great warriors both on horses and on ships" (Graham-Campbell and Kidd, pp. 117).   

Runestones often depicted mounted warriors arriving in Valhöll.

The Vikings did not use draft horses in the modern sense of the term. What we think of today as "draft horses" are actually horses that were developed in the High Middle Ages by careful breeding to produce powerful horses large enough to carry a fully armored knight into battle. Once the Age of Chivalry was done, these huge horses were put to good use as draft animals, pulling plows and wagons. The horses of the Viking Age tended for the most part to be smaller animals, due to the hardship of maintaining animals through the long Northern winters. Horses as well as other animals on the farm were culled in the early winter or late fall to select the hardiest specimens that were most likely to survive the winter. Those deemed too weak to survive were slaughtered, often serving as sacrificial animals, while others were preserved by salting and smoking as winter food. The strongest livestock were shut into the barn with sufficient fodder to last until spring. When spring came, often the animals were so weak and malnourished that they had to be hand-carried up to the high shielings, which because of their elevation received more light and got the earliest growth of grass and fodder (Simpson, p. 61).

  

Reconstruction of the Oseberg tapestry showing horses drawing carts or wagons.

Horses were used to pull wagons, sledges, and sleighs, and horses were used as pack animals as well. The Vikings knew and used the horse-collar for their draft horses, which was a significant technological innovation. The types of primitive yokes used with oxen pass across the base of the throat and shoulders, which makes it unusable for horses as that arrangement cuts off blood flow through the jugulars and chokes the horse so that it could not breathe. The horse collar, on the other hand, allows the horse to pull against the collar with only its shoulders, without placing any pressure across the throat and cutting off its wind. Horses were used to plow fields throughout Scandinavia, unlike England where oxen were more commonly used for plowing. The horse, in contrast to the ox, is 50% faster and has greater endurance, working two to three more hours per day, and the farmer who used a horse-drawn plow saved time every day as he could ride the horse to and from his fields as well (Gimpel, p. 274). The Norse chieftain Ottar (called Othere in Old English) who visited King Alfred's court in Anglo-Saxon England in the 870's used horses for plowing, as is recorded in Orosius' History of the World: "He was among the chief men of that land, although he had no more than 20 oxen and 20 sheep and 20 swine, and what little he plowed, he plowed with horses."   

Viking horse collars allowed horses to be used effectively as draft animals.

Horses were not precisely either "good luck" nor "bad luck," but rather associated with a variety of religious concepts for all the Germanic peoples since the earliest times. The Germanic tribes revered horses as conduits of the will of the gods, for as Tacitus records in Chapter 10 of his Germania:

Et illud quidem etiam hic notum, avium voces volatusque interrogare; proprium gentis equorum quoque praesagia ac monitus experiri. Publice aluntur isdem nemoribus ac lucis, candidi et nullo mortali opere contacti; quos pressos sacro curru sacerdos ac rex vel princeps civitatis comitantur hinnitusque ac fremitus observant. Nec ulli auspicio maior fides, non solum apud plebem, sed apud proceres, apud sacerdotes; se enim ministros deorum, illos conscios putant.

It is peculiar to this people to seek omens and monitions from horses. Kept at the public expense, in these same woods and groves, are white horses, pure from the taint of earthly labour; these are yoked to a sacred car, and accompanied by the priest and the king, or chief of the tribe, who note their neighings and snortings. No species of augury is more trusted, not only by the people and by the nobility, but also by the priests, who regard themselves as the ministers of the gods, and the horses as acquainted with their will.

The Bronze Age peoples of Scandinavia saw the horse as a symbol associated with the journeying sun (Myths and Symbols. p. 53.) This is clearly illustrated by the model of a bronze horse drawing a gold-plated bronze disk representing the sun found at Trundholm in Zealand.

  

The horse was associated with the Journeying Sun by the Bronze Age Scandinavians.

 The association of the horse with the sun persisted into the Viking Age. Gylfaginning says of Night and Day:

All-father took Night and her son Day, and gave them two horses and two chariots and put them up in the sky, so that they should ride round the world every twenty-four hours. Night rides first on a horse called Hrímfaxi (Frost-Mane), and every morning he bedews the earth with the foam from his bit. Day's horse is called Skinfaxi (Shining-Mane), and the whole earth and sky are illuminated by his mane."

In addition, Gylfaginning recounts how the maiden Sunna, the sun and her brother Mani, the moon, also drove horse-drawn chariots on their path through the heavens:

There was a man called Mundilfari who had two children. They were so fair and beautiful that he called one of then Mani and the other, a daughter, Sunna; he married her to a man named Glen. The gods, however, were angered at his arrogance and took the brother and sister and put them up in the sky. They made Sunna drive the horses which drew the chariot of the sun that the gods had madeto light the worlds from a spark that flew from Muspell. The horses were called Árvak and Alsvið (Early-Wakener and All-Strong).

Horses were a central feature of religious sacrifical worship in Scandinavia:

Also all kinds of livestock were killed in connection with it [the sacrificial feast], horses also; and all the blood from them was called hlaut [sacrifical blood], and hlautbolli, the vessel holding that blood; and hlautteinar, the sacrifical twigs. These were fashioned like sprinklers, and with them were to be smeared all over with blood the pedestals of the idols and also the walls of the temple within and without; and likewise men present were to be sprinkled with blood. But the meat of the animals was to be boiled and to serve as food at the banquet. Fires were to be lighted in the middle of the temple floor, and kettles hung over them. Ch 14 Hákonar saga Góða (The Saga of Hakon the Good)

This report is supported by archaeology, especially at Skedemosse on the island of Öland in the Baltic. From the third and fourth centuries C.E., horses formed a part if ritual sacrifices and sacrificial feasts at Skedemosse. This site was at one time a lake, and the practice seems to have been to build large fires on the lakeside over which the horse-meat was stewed. After the feasting, the remains of the sacrificed animals was consigned to the waters of the lake. Analysis of the bones from the lake show that 35% were from horses, with smaller numbers coming from cattle, sheep and goats, and a very few from pigs, deer, and dogs. This is a completely different picture from normal dietary habits, as midden remains from area farms show that sheep and then cattle were the most common food animals. The name Skedemosse is thought to derive from Old Norse skeid, meaning either a fight between stallions or a horse-race, and it has been suggested that either horse-fights or races were used to select which animals should be used for sacrifice and which ones should be kept to breed (Myths and Symbols p. 55). The horse was used in other types of sacrifice as well. Adam of Bremen reports:

It is the custom moreover every nine years for a common festival of all the provinces of Sweden to be held at Uppsala.... The sacrifice is as follows: of every living creature they offer nine head, and with the blood of those it is the custom to placate the gods, but the bodies are hanged in a grove which is near the temple; so holy is that grove to the heathens that each tree in it is presumed to be divine by reason of the victim's death and putrefacation. There also dogs and horses hang along with men. Adam of Bremen, Gesta Hammaburgensis ecclesiae pontificum, Book IV, section 27 

 The stallion was venerated for its association with the god Freyr, Lord of Fertility.

The stallion was a symbol of the God Freyr, who was lord of fertility of men, animals, and crops. In the sanctuary devoted to Freyr at Thrandheim, Norway, sacred horses were kept in honor of the god (Gods and Myths p. 97). Freyr was also a god of kings, especially in Sweden. The horse was sacred to Freyr in Norway as well. The sacrifice of a horse played a significant role in the making of a king in Norway as well, for the king was required to sacrifice a horse, which was then cooked in a cauldron, and the king must then partake of the broth, as is recounted in chapter 17 of Hákonar saga Góða ("The Saga of Hakon the Good" from Heimskringla). 

Freyr's horses were used as sacrifices to the god, and it was forbidden for any mortal man to ride the sacred horses. This is true of the horses of Freyr kept in Thrandheim, Norway, for this is described in the story of how Olaf Tryggvasson destroyed the sanctuary recounted in Flateyjarbók (Gods and Myths, p. 97). Sacred horses dedicated to Freyr were kept in Iceland as well. The most famous of these is described in Hrafnkels saga Freysgoða. Hrafnkel is "Freyr's friend," a worshipper of the god. Hrafnkel shared all of his possessions with Freyr, including a stud of twelve mares and a special stallion named Freyfaxi (mane of Freyr). Freyfaxi was dedicated specially to the god, and it was forbidden for anyone to ride the stallion. Horsefighting seems to have also been a part of the worship of Freyr. Another horse named Freyfaxi is mentioned in Vatnsdæla saga as an object of devotion, and it is particularly mentioned that the stallion was used in horse fights: 

Brand had a stallion with a colored mane, called Freysfaxi; he was devoted to this horse and thought highly of him; he was a grand horse in every way, both for fighting and other uses. Most men felt pretty certain that Brand put his faith in Faxi. Vatnsdæla saga chapter 34. 

Some of the sagas record the use of a preserved horse penis as an object of worship, probably related to the cult of Freyr.

In Old Norse mythology, the Allfather Óðinn had "the best of all horses," an eight-legged grey steed named Sleipnir. Sleipnir could run across wind or wave, and bore the Allfather across the skies at the head of the Wild Hunt. Gylfaginningtells how Sleipnir was born as a child of the trickster Loki. It seems that one day a giant appeared in the land of the gods, and he offered a bargain to them: he would build for the gods a mighty fortress higher, stronger, and more powerful than any in all the Nine Worlds, but in return he asked to be given the Sun, the Moon, and the Goddess Freyja in payment. The gods were angry at the presumption of the giant, but Loki advised the Allfather to accept the giant's bargain, but to limit the term of the contract. This the gods did, and the bargain they sealed with the giant stated that the fortress of the gods would be built by the giant, and payment would be as the giant demanded, the Sun, the Moon, and the Goddess Freyja -- but only of the fortress was completed in the space of one year. None of the gods thought that one giant could build such a fortress in only a year, and so they believed that they would get the work for free.

  

Óðinn's stallion Sleipnir was the best of all horses, able to run across land, air and water

 

However, the giant had a trick up his sleeve as well: he owned a mighty giant stallion named Svaðilfari, and this stallion worked with the strength and speed of a dozen horses, and soon the walls of the fortress were rising with frightening speed. The gods grew more and more worried as the end of the year drew closer, and the walls of the new fortress began to look near to completion. Finally, the Allfather called Loki and told him, "You must do something to stop us from losing the Sun, the Moon, and Freyja! This is all your fault, you had better set it right!" So Loki thought and after much thinking, on the very last day of the year, Loki turned himself into a mare. This mare crept up to where Svaðilfari was laboring to finish the final few rows of stone on the fortress. The stallion soon found himself in love with the strange mare, and despite the giant's please, threats, and violent attempts to restrain the stallion, Svaðilfari ran away with the disguised Loki. 

The end of this tale is that the giant could not complete the fortress alone. He was weeping and blustering and threatening the gods, for he knew that trickery had been involved, and unfortunately for the giant Thor, the Thunder God came home just at that time and slew the giant with a mighty blow of his Hammer Mjollnir. Loki also got quite a surprise, for he soon found that he was pregnant with the child of Svaðilfari. Eventually Loki gave birth, and the foal he bore was the grey horse Sleipnir. Sleipnir himself later sired the famous stallion Grani, the horse of Sigurd the Volsung:  

Sigurd's horse Grani, shown on the carved church doors at Hylestad.

Sigurd said, "I am going to choose a horse. Advise me in this." The man answered, "Let us go and drive them to the river called Busiltjorn." They drove the horses out into the deep river and all swam ashore but one; Sigurd took this one. It was grey in color, young in age, very large and handsome. No one had ever mounted this steed. The bearded man said, "This horse is descended from Sleipnir. He must be raised carefully, because he will become better than any other horse." The man disappeared then. Sigurd called the horse Grani, and he was the best horse there ever was. It was Óðinn whom Sigurd had met. (Volsunga saga chapter 13)

    Whether at the head of the Wild Hunt or pictured on the Gotland rune-stones, the horse had an association with the journey of the dead into the afterlife. It has been conjectured that eight-legged Sleipnir is derived from poetic imagery of the funeral bier, borne by four pall-bearers and carrying the dead man to his resting place (Gods and Myths, pp. 142-3). The horse has other associations with the dead, for the great World Tree, upon which Óðinn hung as on a gallows, is called Yggsdrasil, or Ygg's (Óðinn's) steed.

  

The horse was closely associated as well with burials. Horses were sacrificed and placed within the grave alongside the deceased, equipped with full tack In Vendel-period graves, sacrifices were performed on a large scale: a chieftain might be provided with several horses, as well as dogs and hawks. Later Viking Age graves usually included only one or two horses at the most (Road to Hel, 15) although the Oseberg burial included at least ten horses with its buried queen (Graham-Campbell and Kidd, p. 29). The literary record expands upon archaeology: many sagas recount how the dead man is provided with a horse to lay beside him in his grave. Grettis saga tells how Grettir fought back and forth across the horse's bones with the draugr guarding the mound of Kar the Old, while Egils saga einhenda ok Asmundar saga berserkjabana speaks of a horse interred with Asmund's friend Aran. The Arabic chronicler Ibn Fadlan describes the sacrifice of horses at the funeral of the Rus chieftain which he witnessed:

§ 89. ...When they came to the grave they removed the earth from above the

wood, then the wood, and took out the dead man clad in the garments in which he had died. I saw that he had grown black from the cold of the country. They put intoxicating drink, fruit, and a stringed instrument in the grave with him. They removed all that. The dead man did not smell bad, and only his color had changed. They dressed him in trousers, stockings, boots, a tunic, and caftan of brocade with gold buttons. They put a hat of brocade and fur on him. Then they carried him into the pavillion on the ship. They seated him on the mattress and propped him up with cushions. They brought intoxicating drink, fruits, and fragrant plants, which they put with him, then bread, meat, and onions, which they placed before him. Then they brought a dog, which they cut in two and put in the ship. Then they brought his weapons and placed them by his side. Then they took two horses, ran them until they sweated, then cut them to pieces with a sword and put them in the ship.

Mares were not as highly regarded as stallions culturally, and the term was referred to by men making insults against others. Because, then as now, some sorts of insults were "fighting words" or even killing words, Scandinavian law codes made certain types of insults illegal, and either condoned the victim's slaying of the slanderer or penalized the utterance of insults with outlawry. The Gulaþing Law of Norway (ca. 100-1200 C.E.) says: 

Um fullrettes orð. Orð ero þau er fullrettis orð heita. Þat er eitt ef maðr kveðr at karlmanne oðrom at hann have barn boret. Þat er annat ef maðr kyeðr hann væra sannsorðenn. Þat er hit þriðia ef hann iamnar hanom við meri æða kallar hann grey æða portkono æða iamnar hanom við berende eitthvert.

 Concerning terms of abuse or insult. There are words which are considered terms of abuse. Item one: if a man say of another man that he has borne a child. Item two: if a man say of another man that he has been homosexually used. Item three: if a man compare another man to a mare, or call him a bitch or a harlot, or compare him to any animal which bears young. (Markey, pp. 76, 83) 

An elaborate ceremony of insult termed, "raising the níðstong" or shame-pole involved the use of a horsehead, such as in the description given in Egils saga skallagrimssonar:

Egil went ashore onto the island, picked up a branch of hazel and then went to a certain cliff that faced the mainland. Then he took a horse head, set it up on the pole and spoke these formal words: 'Here I set up a pole of insult against King Eirik and Queen Gunnhild.' Then, turning the horsehead towards the mainland: 'And I direct this insult against the guardian spirits of this land, so that every one of them shall go astray, neither to figure nor to find their dwelling places until they have driven King Eirik and Queen Gunnhild from this country.' Next, he jammed the pole into a cleft in the rock and left it standing there with the horsehead facing towards the mainland, and cut runes on the pole declaiming the words of his formal speech." (Egil's Saga p. 148).

Another negative role of the horse in Scandinavian thought was the belief in the mara or night-mare. The mara was not just an ill dream, but rather a supernatural assault by a witch or other power in the form of an invisible horse that trampled its victim:

The mara "rides" humans and animals, at times trees, too. Anybody can be beset by the mara, men perhaps more often than women, however. The risk is especially great if one lays on one's back. The mara usually enters through the key-hole, through a knot-hole, a hole in a window-bar, or it may come down the chimney. It may, as a matter of fact, enter through any kind of round hole, but if the hole is of a different shape it cannot make its way in. Even so, window-chinks do not appear to have constituted any obstacle for it. The mara could be heard coming. There was a click in the lock, there was a patter crossing the floor, there was a sound as if something soft were being hauled across the boards. Sometimes a ‘sshh, sshh," or some similar indefinite, weak sound could be imagined. But however quick one was there wasn't time after this warning to move before the mara pounced on you. It felt as if a great weight fell over you, most frequently as though rolling on one from down at one's feet. At times it seemed as if someone were trying to stop up one's mouth and nose, sometimes as if one were being squeezed so tight that it was quite impossible to make the slightest movement. A person who was "mar-ridden" became anguished, he groaned, struggled violently, but nevertheless could not move a limb, and at last woke up with severe palpitation, wet with perspiration (Tillhagen, 318).

The mara could be formless, it could appear as a hag, a shadow, a horse, a cat or other animal. The attack of the nightmare or mara is reported in all cultures world-wide, and seems to be related both to children's night-terrors and a condition in adults of being in a state between waking and dreaming. To the Viking culture, however, the mara was an assault by a powerful and ill-intentioned seið-witch, such as is seen in the account of the death of Vanlandi:

Then Drífa sent for Huld, a seið-kona, and sent Vísbur, her son by Vanlandi, to Sweden. Drífa prevailed upon Huld by gifts that she should conjure Vanlandi back to Finnland or else kill him. At the time when she exercised her seiðr (witchcraft), Vanlandi was at Uppsala. Then he became eager to go to Finnland; but his friends and counselors prevented him from doing so, saying that most likely it was the witchcraft of the Finns which caused his longing. Then a drowsiness came over him and he lay down to sleep. But he had hardly gone to sleep when he called out, saying that a mara rode him. His men went to him and wanted to help him. But when they took hold of his head the mara trod on his legs so they nearly broke; and when they seized his feet it pressed down on his head so that he died. (Ynglingasaga, ch. 13)
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Old Norse Names A brief look at how the Vikings named their children, with lists of names from the Viking Age with meanings.

In general, parents named their children after a deceased relative or hero. In some way the child was believed to inherit with the name the gifts or personality of their namesake: this belief almost seems to have been one of reincarnation of the named relative in the new child once the name was bestowed.

It was very common to give children the names of honored relatives, for the Northmen believed that children would partake of the virtues of the ones whose names they bore. Relatives recently dead, in particular, were thus remembered by their kindred, a custom resulting from a half belief that the spirit of the beloved dead lived again in the little child. Present day Scandinavians still "call up" deceased members of their families in this manner. (Social Scandinavia p. 61).

The religious basis of the practice was that a departed ancestor is reborn and again rejoins the living members of the family if his/her name is given to the new-born child. Only the departed ancestor was, therefore, renamed so long as the belief was a living force.... Originally the naming of the first two sons must have been very varied; it could have been after the father only in a small proportion of cases, or after an uncle in perhaps a somewhat larger proportion of cases; or again the child might be named after some other relative of the parents, as a cousin. Undoubtedly, however, it was a grandparent in a relatively large number of cases. If one or more of the grandparents were dead the old belief would practically decree it and filial love would perpetuate the practice after the belief no longer existed in its old form. As long as the old belief continued the cases of renamings of the child's great grandparent would undoubtedly dominate, but as soon as it ceased to be believed that

reincarnation of the departed in the child took place with the bestowal of the name of the deceased, the possibilities for new forms of the practice were at once at hand. (Flom, p. 249, 251).

Several scholars have commented on this, seeing it as a belief in transmigration of the soul among the Old Norse:

According to the pagan view the name was a part of the personality, or rather the name in some mysterious way represented the spiritual and intellectual element of the individual for whom it stood. After death the soul went with the name and the individual was restored to new life with the name. But the soul and consequently the name signified not only renewed life in a new body, but a continuation of the whole spiritual personality of the departed in the new body. The new-born child so named would with the name become endowed with the character and the personal qualities of the departed. (Flom, p. 252).

There seem to have been definitite patterns in selecting which deceased relative's name would be used for a newborn. Scholars have analyzed historical records to determine these patterns, and in fact the practice has continued, though not as strictly, through the present day. The hierarchy of choosing a name was as follows: 

Man opkalder altid afdøde Slægtninge, helst direkte Forfædre, men ogsaa Faders eller Moders eller Farfaders eller Morfaders broder of Söstre: Naar en nær Slægtning dör kort för et Barns Födsel, helst under Svangerskabet, faar Barnet altid den Afdödes Navn; En Sön födt efter Faderen dör faar altid Faderens Navn; Naar den Opkaldte har et almindeligt Navn opkaldes Barnet med Tilnavnet. 

A child was always named after a dead family member, ideally a direct forefather, but also paternal or maternal aunts or uncles, great-aunts, or great-uncles. When a close relative dies shortly before the birth of a child, particularly while the child is in utero, the child is always given the name of the deceased. A son born after the father dies is always given the name of the father. When the person-being-named-after has a common name, the child is given the person-being-named-after's nickname (byname) [as well as the personal name]. (Ström, quoted by Flom, pp. 248-249. Special thanks to Mistress Brynhildr jarla Kormáksdóttir for assistance with the translation.)

Other Considerations in Name-Giving

Aside from the practice of naming children after deceased relatives, the two major principles of Germanic name-giving also influenced how children were named.

Alliteration: The first principle was alliteration, in which the same sound at the beginning of one name is repeated in another, for example:

Sometimes the names went from generation to generation in an alliterating series (Agni, Alrek, Yngvi, Iörund, Aun, Egil, Óttar, Adils, Eystein, Yngvar, Önund, Ingiald, Olaf were successive kings of the Uppsala dynasty, all with names beginning with a vowel) (Viking Achievement p. 115).

Variation: The second principle was variation, the practice of forming a new name so that it differs from that of others in the family by changing one element in the name:

sometimes names were chosen on the so-called "variation" principle -- a ninth-century Norwegian Végeirr had sons Vébjörn, Vésteinn, Véþormr, Vémundr, Végestr and more children with names of the same kind. (Viking Achievement p. 115).

When variation was used, the childrens' names often contained one of the same name-elements found in the parents' names (Sørensen, "Personal Names", p. 499). Variation was not limited to keeping the first syllable unchanged: family names might use variation by changing the first name element in the various names while keeping the second name element the same, for example: Abjörn, Finnbjörn, Gunnbjörn, Hallbjörn, Ketilbjörn.

The use of variation and alliteration appear to be the oldest Germanic practice. The custom of naming a newborn after a deceased relative displaced the older custom sometime during the 9th and 10th centuries.

Single-Element Names vs. Compound Names

The basic Old Norse name was usually composed of two name elements, although some names had only one element. Some good examples of single-element names might include:

Male

Egill

Björn

Fálki

Úlfr

Female

Auðr

Bera

Drífa

Finna

Two-element names are combinations of single-elements. These single elements may sometimes be found standing alone as a single-element name, but the majority are found only in compound names. For instance:

Male

Þórbrandr (Þórr+brandr)

Björnólfr (Bjorn+Úlfr)

Guðmundr (Guðr+mundr)

Female

Ragnhildr (Reginn+Hildr)

Álfdís (Alf+Dís)

Halldóra (Halla+Þórr)

It is crucial to understand that one cannot simply "mix-and-match" with random name-elements. Some name elements are only found in the first position and never in the second, while others occur only in the second element and never the first. And in some cases certain name elements were used only with a limited set of other name elements in compound names. As Geirr Bassi notes:

Not all simple names occur in compounds; some may be used only as the first or the second element while some occur in both positions. If it were not for this problem of limited constructability, it would suffice to supply a list of 'name elements' from which compound names could be constructed at will. But a great number of potential compounds constructable from popular elements do not show up anywhere in the extensive documentation. 

To cite an example, the simple name Hallr (feminine: Halla) is documented as the first element of many compounds: (masculine) Hallbjörn, Halldór, Hallfreðr, Hallgeirr, Hallgrímr, Hallkell, Hallormr, Hallsteinn, Hallvarðr, (feminine) Hallbera, Hallbjörg, Halldís, Halldóra, Hallfríðr, Hallgerðr, Hallkatla, Hallveig, Hallvör, but it is not attested in compounds with the popular second components (masculine) -brandr, -fiðr, -finnr, -gautr, -gestr, - móðr, -oddr, -ólfr, -valdr, or (feminine) -finna, -gríma, -hildr, -ný, -unn, etc., although all such compounds are certainly theoretically possible. (The Old Norse Name, p. 5)

There are also some elements which are only found in male names, while others are found exclusively in female names. In the first case, it may be that we are just missing women's names containing elements that are well-documented in men's names, since we have many fewer women's names surviving from this period than men's names. Some examples of name elements which are exclusive to women's names are: -dís, -veig, -ný.

Names and Luck

In Hauksbók it is mentioned that it was the practice to name children after the gods (Goð-, "god"; Þór-, "Thórr"; Frey-, "Freyr"; Regin-, "power, the gods"; Ás-, "god") and that:

...menn höfdu mjök þá tvau nöfn, þótti þat likast til langlifis ok heilla, þótt nokkurir fyrirmælti þeim við goðin, þá mundi þat ekki saka, eí þeir ætti eitt nafn...

Thus it was thought that a compound name composed of two name-elements gave luck and long life, especially those compounded with the names of gods, and that people who had such compound names would have langlifis ok heilla, "long life and health", and it was also thought that if someone cursed a person by calling on the Old Norse gods that it would not hurt the person who was a namesake of the god invoked in the curse (Cleasby-Vigfusson, pp. 207-208 s.v. goð).

Name Meanings

Even a brief look through a list of Old Norse names reveals that the majority contain one or more name-elements which are identical to ordinary nouns and adjectives in Old Norse. While certainly people were aware of the meanings of these words which continued being used in the everyday language, some name-elements are derived from archaic words which were present in the most ancient Germanic roots of Old Norse, but which were no longer commonly in use. Modern philologists make a study of these names and attempt to reconstruct the ancient forms based on well-known rules which describe the way human languages change over time.

Even in cases where name meanings were clearly understood in a contemporary sense, the meaning of the name was not important in choosing a name for a child. As has already been discussed, the use of a family name belonging to an ancestor was the most important factor for the Viking Age practice of naming.

In the lists of names available through the links above. I have provided etymological information wherever possible, for several reasons. While the meanings of the names would not have influenced which name a Viking Age child was given, modern parents write and ask about names to give to their children today, medieval recreationists using these names for their Viking Age personas care about the meanings of names, and so forth. Just recall that a Viking hearing someone introduced as Björn probably didn't immediately think of a bear, any more than a modern person being introduced to a man named Forrest thinks of trees, or hearing of a person named Christie assumes that they are Christian. With a little thought certainly these meanings become apparent, and even today become the grist for puns, joke, nicknames or compliments -- but what we hear first when we hear a name is a "name word" and not the meaning underlying it.

However, while name meanings would not have been the consideration in naming a child, still they had their place, even in the Viking Age. As Mistress Brynhildr jarla Kormáksdóttir notes:

... a very good portion of Old Norse names are [everyday nouns in the everyday language of the Vikings]: Unnr (wave), Auðr (treasure), Refr (fox), Björn (bear), Drífa (snowdrift), Mörd (weasel), Úlfr (wolf), Geirr (spear), Steinn (rock), Hrafn (raven), Óspakr (Not Wise), Ófeigr (Not Cowardly), Ljótr (Ugly) -- you know the list. Compounds take a bit more thinking ("Þórólfr" = Thor + wolf; "Vigdís" = battle + goddess), but you can't tell me they weren't thinking... The Celtic names (Njál, Kormák, Dufthak, Kjallak, Melkof &c.) are the only batch I can think of where the meaning wouldn't have been absolutely patent.

Okay, I guess you can argue that one can know the meaning of a name and still not think about it: witness all the Junes and Aprils and Dawns and Autumns and Summers not born at the designated time, or the Noels and Natalies not born at Christmas... but I have a hard time believing Icelanders didn't twig to the connection most of the time. Why else would they call Cat Stevens "Högni Stefánsson" (besides to be funny)? The character Ref in Gísla saga, almost certainly not a historical personage, is definitely sly as a fox... coincidence? I think not. (Personal correspondence dated 20 March 2001)

Surnames: Patronymics and Matronymics  The Vikings did not use surnames as we understand them. They followed the system of using patronymics (or rarely matronymics) and this system is still in use in Iceland today. A patronymic is simply a name that means Son-of-{father's name} or Daughter-of-{father's name}. In Old Norse, we see names such as Skallagrimson (son of Skallagrim), Hakonardottir (daughter of Hakon).

Patronymics (or matronymics) must follow the ordinary rules of Old Norse grammar. In modern English, when we want to indicate a possessive (sometimes also known as the genitive case of the noun) we do so by adding an ending (the possessive of John is John's) or else we use a phrase that indicates the possessive (of John). So in modern English, when we want to indicate a son belonging to John, we say John's son or the son of John

In Old Norse, the possessive is indicated by a change in the ending of the word. Without teaching an entire course on Old Norse here, I will provide below some basic rules controlling the formation of Old Norse possessives for use in patronymics and matronymics, from Geirr bassi Haraldsson's The Old Norse Name:

If the name ends in 
The ending will change to 
Sample name in nominative



case Genitive+Son Genitive+daughter

-i 
-a
Snorri Snorrason Snorradóttir

-a 
-u
Sturla Sturluson Sturladóttir

-nn 
-ns
Sveinn Sveinsson Sveinsdóttir

-ll 
-ls
Ketill Ketilsson Ketilsdóttir

-rr 
-rs
Geirr Geirson Geirssdóttir

 

Most other men's names end in terminal -R, which normally forms the genitive by adding -s:

If the name ends in 
The ending will change to
Sample name in nominative 



case Genitive+Son Genitive+daughter

-r 
-s 
Grímr Grímsson Grímsdóttir

-ir 
-is 
Grettir Grettisson Grettisdóttir

 

Certain men's names form their genitive in -ar. Most of these are names ending in -dr, but

others are included:

-dan

-endr

-fredr

-frøðr

-gautr

-mundr

-røðr

-undr

-unn

-urðr

-varðr

-viðr

-vindr

-þórðr

-þrándr

If the name ends in The ending will change to

Sample name in nominative case Genitive+Son Genitive+daughter

 -ar

Hálfdan Hálfdanarson Hálfdanardóttir

-ar 

Auðunn Auðunarson Auðunardóttir

-r 
-ar 
Sigurðr Sigurðarson Sigurðardóttir

Mens' names that end in -björn ("bear") or -örn ("eagle") change form slightly in the genitive, becoming -bjarnar and -arnar.

Names ending in -maðr have the genitive form -manns.

Names ending in -ss do not change in the genitive, but in the compound patronymic, one of the "s" is dropped, thus Vigfúss, Vigfússon.

Matronymics: While people did occasionally bear matronymics ({Mother's-name}'s-son) it was extremely uncommon. I can document only a handful of men with matronymics. There were a total of only 34 women in Iceland whose sons are shown by the historical records to have borne their mother's name as a matronymic, and most of these women lived in the northern and western districts of Iceland (Barði Guðmundsson. The Origin of the Icelanders. trans. Lee M. Hollander. Lincoln: Univ of Nebraska Press. 1967. Library of Congress Catalog Card #66-19265. pp. 26-31). Some of these men with matronymics were court skalds:

Eilif Guðrunarson

Hrafn Guðrunarson

Stein Herdísarson

Bersi Skald-Tórfuson

Kormak Dolluson

Ofeig Jarngerðsson of Skarð

Some of the mothers whose names were used in matronymics were:

Dalla

Droplaug

Fjorleif

Guðrun

Herdís

Jarngerð

Mardoll

Tórfa

Nicknames and Short-form Names

In addition, people were sometimes called by heiti, uppnefi, or viðrnefni (bynames or nicknames). These nicknames were rarely, if ever, used by the person themselves, and almost never used to the person's face. You were tagged by your friends (or enemies) with a byname. This becomes painfully obvious when you look at the historical bynames we have recorded. They are invariably descriptive, and mostly derogatory in some way, though a few denote desireable traits the person was known for.

Bynames can be divided roughly into eight categories: (1) physical characteristics, (2) habits, (3) temperament, (4) occupation, (5) place of origin, (6) biographical, (7) inherited bynames, and (8) other. Studies of the bynames of modern Icelanders seem to indicate that the first two types of byname are the most prevalent.

Perhaps eventually I will compile a list of Norse bynames to accompany this article, however at the present time I am concentrating on further enriching the personal name information. In the meantime, perhaps the best collection of nick-names in Old Norse is to be found in Geirr Bassi Haraldsson's The Old Norse Name. Another source is in the glossaries and appendices of Viking Age literature such as the sagas.

In addition to bynames people also used short forms of longer names, just as we use Bobby for Robert or Liz for Elizabeth today. Several of these short forms are reported in the lists of names available through the links above.

Sometimes adults were given a nickname in a formal ceremony, for example if the new name was the result of some special event or feat of skill or prowess. In such a case, the newly-nick-named person would be given gifts, just as newborns were gifted when they received their name after birth.

Ceremonies Involved in Name-Giving 

Naming is an important rite of incorporation in many cultures, and certainly was so among the Norse. Not all children were raised: children with defects or which the family could not afford to rear were exposed. The fate of a new-born generally was the responsibility of the father, or the male head of household if the father was not available. If it was decided to rear the child, then the baby was washed, dressed, and formally named. The ceremony of naming was certainly a rite of incorporation, for once the child had been named exposing it thereafter counted in the laws as murder. The giving of the name conferred upon the child the status of a member of the family and any rights of inheritance. In antiquity, it is assumed that placing the child at the breast to suckle would have been the act which signified the child was to be reared, not the naming. However, by the Viking Age, the ceremony of naming took the place of this older ceremony.

Naming was done by a practice called ausa vatni, "to pour water over". The ceremony began with the lifting of the chlid from the floor (where, presumably, it had been laid for the father's inspection and evaluation of its fitness to be raised) and placed in the father's arms (borit ar foður sinum). This rite was not the same as Christian baptism, which is usually termed skirn or "purification" in Old Norse after the advent of Christianity in the North. Once in the father's arms, a sign recalling the Hammer of the god Þórr was made over the child, probably invoking the protection of the god who was considered Mankind's Warder as well as hallowing the child and the ceremony. Another vital element in the name-giving ceremony was the giving of a gift to the child: children received a name-gift from friends and relatives of the family, and also another gift called a "tooth-gift" when the baby cut its first tooth.

The sagas include several mentions of this naming ceremony. For example in Egils saga Skallagrímssonar:

Skalla-Grímr og þau Bera áttu börn mjög mörg, og var það fyrst, að öll önduðust; þá gátu þau son, og var vatni ausinn og hét Þórólfr.

Skallagrím and Bera had many children but all the older ones died in infancy. Then they had a son. They sprinkled him with water and called him Þórólfr. (Egils saga Skallagrímssonar, chapter 31)

Another example can be seen in Eyrbyggja saga:

Þórsteinn þorskabítur átti son er kallaður var Börkr digri. En sumar það er Þórsteinn var hálfþrítugur fæddi Þóra sveinbarn og var Grímur nefndur er vatni var ausinn. Þann svein gaf Þórsteinn Þór og kvað vera skyldu hofgoða og kallar hann Þórgrím.

Þórsteinn Cod-Biter had a son called Börkr the Stout. Then in the summer when Þórsteinn was twenty-five years old, Þóra gave birth to another son, who was sprinkled with water and given the name Grímr. Þórsteinn dedicated this boy to Þórr, calling him Þórgrímr, and said he should become a temple priest. (Eyrbyggja saga, chapter 11)

This rite was also used for girl-children:

Þóra ól barn um sumarið, og var það mær; var hún vatni ausin og nafn gefið

og hét Ásgerðr.

In the summer Þóra gave birth to a girl, who was sprinkled with water and given the name Ásgerðr. (Egils saga Skallagrímssonar, chapter 35)

Return to Top   
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A Guide to Pronunciation of Old Norse

 In general, Old Norse follows Continental pronunciation rules

Vowels:

 a as the "a" in land (or in German mann)

 á as the "a" in father

 e as the "ee" in meet (or as in French été)

 é as the "ea" in wear (or as in German reh)

 æ as the "ou" in gout (or as in German thräne)

 i as the "ie" in lien (or as in French fini)

 o as the "o" in nose (or as the French repos)

 ó as the "o" in not (or as the German bote)

 u as in French roux

 ú as the "oo" in droop

 ö used in place of o-cedilla (an o with a hook under it, which can't be

represented using the current HTML standard) as the "o" in not 

au as o-cedilla+u

Consonants:

Double consonants followed by a vowel are pronounced double, hence the KK in drekka is pronounced as in bookkeeping.

When final or followed by another consonant in the same syllable, double consonants are pronounced long, being more than a single consonant yet not the repitition of the full double one.

D, T, N and L are all pronounced with the point of the tongue against the teeth (as in French and German) not with the tongue against the gums as in English.

 HL voiceless L

 HN voiceless N

 L is pronouced normally when standing next to D, N, L or R or when following an unaccented vowel, but the L is trilled somewhat in any other position where it is not voiceless.

 NG or NK is pronounced like single or sink

 F in the initial position, or when followed by a voiceless consonant, is voiceless, as in English fat. Otherwise F is pronounced like an English V. Voiced F followed by N was nasalized, so that jafn often was spelled and pronounced jamn

 V was usually pronounced as an F, but HV was a voiceless V or KV.

 P was pronounced as in English except when followed by S or T, when it

becomes an F as in loft. 

R is always rolled as in Scottish dialects. Final R (such as in draugr) was not pronounced. A voiceless R is always spelled HR.

 S was always voiceless, as in English blast

 Þ or þ the rune thorn is the voiced "th" sound of thorn

 Ð or ð the rune edth is the unvoiced "th" sound of this 

Z is pronounced as TS 

J is pronounced as "y" in "young" 

G in the initial position or in NG or when doubled is a voiced velar plosive (a hard G), like the "n" in English got

 If NG or GG occurred before S or T, the G became unvoiced to K (thus "eggs" would be pronounced ekks)

 G in the middle or end of a word is a voiced velar fricative (a soft G), almost a

"j" sound as the "g" in the English reign -- unless the G was follwed by S or T, when it becomes the hard CH of Scottish loch  

Old Norse Women's Names and Their Meanings

This webpage is, and will probably always be, under development. As I find new sources containing women's names, I will update this page. At present, I am working through the sagas to add notes regarding names already present in the list, a process which is only partially completed.

In the list below, I have abbreviated certain source references as follows:

CV = Cleasby, Richard and Guðbrandr Vigfusson. An Icelandic-English Dictionary. 2nd. ed. Oxford: Clarendon. 1957.

GB = Geirr Bassi Haraldsson. The Old Norse Name. Studia Marklandica I. Olney, MD: Markland Medieval Militia. 1977.

FJ = Fellows-Jensen, Gillian. Scandinavian Personal Names in Lincolnshire and Yorkshire. Copenhagen. Akademisk Forlag. 1968.

NR = Lena Peterson. Nordisk runnamnslexikon. (Dictionary of Names from Old Norse Runic Inscriptions). Språk- och folkminnes-institutet (Institute for Dialectology, Onomastics

and Folklore Research). Accessed 15 August 2001.

For full details on any source referenced, please see the Bibliography.
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Name Meaning Notes Source

Ægileif 

sea inheritance, terrible inheritance 

The prefix Ægi- may be related to Old Icelandic

Ægir,

 "the sea or the god of the sea", 

found in compounds as ægisandr "sea-sand" or the Icelandic place-name Ægisiða. Alternately, it may be related to Old Icelandic ægja, "to frighten, make terrible, found in compounds such as ægilikr, "terrible, awful". The suffix -leif, -læif or -löf is a feminine name element derived from Primitive Scandinavian *-laibó a formation from the stem in OW.Norse leif "inheritance, legacy", but as an element in personal names "one who comes after, heir" and thus to -læifR/-lafR. Variants in -löf derive from a Primitive Scandinavian shortening of /ai/ > /a/. This name appears in Landnámabók ch. 46 for Ægileif Þórsteinsdóttir and in ch. 72 for Ægileif Hrólfsdóttir. GB pp. 17; FJ pp. 350; CV pp. 758 s.v. Ægir, ægja, ægilikr; NR s.v. -læif/-löf, -læifR/-lafR

Ærinndís, Ærndís 

eagle goddess, eagle priestess, hearth goddess, hearth priestess 

The prefixes Ærn-, Ærnn-, Ærin-, Ærinn- comprise alternate forms of the OW.Norse bird-names örn, ari "eagle", or may also be related to OW.Norse arinn "hearth". For the suffix -dís see above. Found in Old Swedish as Ærndis; compare with OW.Norse Arndís. Occurs in the runic nominative forms erintis and erntis. NR s.v. Ær(in)ndís, Ær(in)n-/Ær(in)n-, -dís 

Æringunnr 

eagle battle, hearth battle For the prefixes Ærn-, Ærnn-, Ærin-, Ærinn- see above. The suffix -gunnr (and the related forms -guðr and -gundr) is derived from Primitive Scandinavian *gunþió, < *gunþi and is identical with Old Icelandic gunnr, guðr, "war, battle." Found in Old Swedish as Ærngun; compare with OW.Norse Arngunnr. Occurs in the runic accusative form erinkuni. A short-form of names in Gunn- or -gunnr/-guðr/-gundr is Gunna. NR s.v. Æringunnr, Ar(in)n-/Ær(in)n-, -gunnr/-guðr/-gundr, Gunna

Æsa inciter

war-stirrer 

May perhaps be identical to Old Icelandic æsa, "to stir up, incite, stir up war". This name appears in Landnámabók in ch. 40 for Æsa of Svíney, the mother of Eyjólfr; Æsa Oddleifsdóttir in ch. 46; Æsa, the daughter of Ljótólfr goða in ch. 65; Æsa, daughter of Hrólfr rauðskeggr ("red-beard") in ch. 72; and for Æsa, daughter of Jarl Hákon Grjótgarðsson in ch. 99. GB pp. 17; CV pp. 759 s.v. æsa

Æsileif 

violent inheritance 

The prefix Æsi- may be identical to the prefix æsi-, "violently, furiously", found in Old Icelandic compounds such as æsiliga, "violently, furiously", æsiligr, "vehement". For the suffix -leif see above. GB pp. 17; FJ pp. 350; CV pp. 759 s.v. æsi; NR s.v. -læif/-löf, -læifR/-lafR 

Ætta  

This name is found in Old Danish as Etta and in Old Swedish as Ætta. It may represent a short form of the woman's name Ástríðr. Occurs in the runic accusative form etu. NR s.v. Ætta

Ádís, Ádísa 

spear-point goddess, fear goddess

 The etymology of the prefix Á- is uncertain, as it may come from several possible origins: < *ana-, the intensive prefix, "all"; < *anu- "ancestor, forefather"; or from < *az- "point, edge" or "anxiety, fear". The suffix -dís is identical with the Old Icelandic dís, "goddess, priestess, female guardian spirit." A weak side-form exists, Ádísa. Found in Old Swedish as Adis. Ádís is found in Swedish runic inscriptions as aþis, while the runic form of the weak side form is found in Östergötland, Sweden as ntisa. NR s.v. Ádís, Ádísa

Aðísla 

noble weapon-shaft 

The feminine form of the Old West Norse masculine name Aðils. The name is derived from *Aþa-gíslaR, with the prefix Að- being from either *aþa- or else from *aþal- "noble, foremost". The suffix is from -gísl or its side-form -gils, and may be related to the Langobard word gísil "arrow-shaft" and also to OW.Norse geisl m. "staff", geisli m. "sun-beam"; a shaft typical of a weapon or a part of a weapon, or the suffix may also be linked to OW.Norse gísl m. "hostage". Aðísla is found in Swedish runic inscriptions as oþ[is]la. NR s.v. Aðísla, Að-, -gísl

Áfríðr 

weapon-point beloved, fear beloved 

For the prefix Á- see above. The suffix -fríðr is from the OW.Norse adjective fríðr "beautiful" in the original sense of "beloved" and related to the OW.Norse verb frjá "to love". This name is found in Old Swedish as Afridh. Runic forms include the nominative forms afiriþ, afriþ, afriþ, af×riþ, (a)friþr, ifriþ, ifriþr and the accusative form afriþi. A short form of names in Fríð-, -fríðr is Fríða. NR s.v. Áfríðr, Á-, -fríðr, Fríða

Ágerðr, Ágærðr

 weapon-point defense, fear defense 

For the prefix Á- see above. The suffix -gerðr or -gærðr is probably derived from *-garðió and related to the suffix -garðr, which is identical to OW.Norse garðr "fence, defense". A runic instance occurs in the nominative case as aker. NR s.v. Ágærðr, Á-, -gærðr, -garðr

Agata 

 Christian, Agatha GB pp. 7 Agnes lamb of God Christian GB pp. 7 

Aldís 

protection goddess, fortune goddess The prefix Al- or Ól- is derived from *alu, "protection, fortune." The suffix -dís is identical with the Old Icelandic dís, "goddess, priestess, female guardian spirit." This name appears in chs. 90 and 98 of Landnámabók for Aldís Ófeigsdóttir, the mother of Valla-Brandr. A runic example is found in the nominative case as alfti. A short-form for names in -dís is Dísa. GB pp. 7; FJ pp. 342; CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names"; CV pp. 100 s.v. dís; NR s.v. Al-, -dís, Dísa

Álfdís, Alfdís 

elf goddess 

The prefix Alf- is identical with Old Icelandic alfr, "elf." For the suffix -dís see above. Appears in Laxdæla saga (c. 1245) as Álfdís Konallsdóttir, the wife of Óláfr feilan ("wolf-cub"). This name appears in Landnámabók for Álfdís Konálsdóttur in chs. 40 and 98; and for Álfdís Gamlisdóttir, mother of Oddr munk in ch. 55. A short-form for names in -dís is Dísa. GB pp. 8; FJ pp. 342; CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names"; CV pp. 100 s.v. dís; NR s.v. Alfdís, Alf-, -dís Aldríf  This name is of uncertain etymology. The prefix is perhaps Al- (see above). The suffix may be -dríf, related to the second element in the OW.Norse feminine name Sigrdríf or Sigrdrífa, which is found as both a mythological name and as a personal name. A different opinion holds that the second element is a shortened form of Sigrdríf or Sigrdrífa. A runic example occurs in the genitive case as altrifaR. FJ pp. 342; NR s.v. Aldríf, Al-

Álfeiðr 

elf heath 

For the prefix Alf- see above. The suffix -heiðr is identical to the Old Icelandic heiðr, "heath", but usually drops the initial h in name-compounds. GB pp. 8; FJ pp. 342; CV pp. 247 s.v. heiðr

Alhildr, Álfhildr 

elf battle 

For the prefix Alf- see above. The suffix -hildr is identical to Old Icelandic hildr, "battle" and ultimately derives from Primitive Scandinavian *heldió. Found in Old Danish as

Alvild, OW.Norse Álfhildr. A runic example occurs in the genitive case as alhiltar. GB pp. 8; FJ pp. 342, 349; CV pp. 261 s.v. hildr; NR s.v. Al(f)hildr, Alf-, -hildr

Alfífa, Álfífa 

protection arrow, elf arrow, elf girl 

The prefix may perhaps be from Alf- (see above) or from Al- (see above). The suffix fífa may perhaps be identical with Old Icelandic fífa, used metaphorically in poetry as "arrow". A similar word, fífla, is found in Grettis saga meaning "a girl". GB pp. 7, 8; FJ pp. 342; CV pp. 155 s.v. fífa, fífla

Alfrún 

elf rune, elf secret 

For the prefix Alf- see above. The suffix -rún is from OW.Norse rún, itself derived from Germanic *rúnó, with an original sense of "secret, hidden knowledge". As a second element -rún should be understood as having the meaning, "she who possesses hidden knowledge". Found in West Scandinavia as a mythological name, and as the Old English name Ælfrun. A short form of names in Rún- or -rún is Runa. FJ pp. 8, 342, 350-351; CV pp. 504 s.v. rún; NR s.v. Rúna, Rún-, -rún 

Álmveig 

elm strength, elm battle, elm holy, elm intoxication 

The prefix Álm- is probably identical with Old Icelandic álmr, "elm, elm-tree". The etymology of the suffix -veig is unclear. It may derive from OW.Norse veig "strong, powerful," which comes from Germanic *waizó, or it may instead come from OW.Norse víg "battle" and the OW.Norse adjective vígr "competent in battle, skilled with weapons". There is a slight possibility that -veig may instead be derived from OW.Norse vé "holy place" (compare with the Gothic adjective weihs "holy"). Cleasby-Vigfusson suggests a fourth possible derivation, from Old Icelandic veig, "a strong drink, alcoholic beverage" used of beer and the Mead of Poetry. It is uncertain whether the name Álmveig was ever used of human persons, as it appears in the Hyndluljóð in the Poetic Edda. CV pp. 43, 690 s.v. álmr, veig; NR s.v. -væig

Álof, Álöf 

ancestral inheritance 

The feminine form of Óláfr. The prefix is from *Anu-, "ancestor." For the suffix -leif see above. This name is found in Landnámabók for Álöf Ófeigsdóttir in ch. 21; Álöf, the daughter of Þórsteinn rauðr ("the red") in ch. 37; Álöf Þorgrímsdóttir in ch. 40; Álöf Ingólfsdóttir in ch. 52; Álöf, the daughter of Ragnar loðbrókkr ("shaggy-breeches") in ch. 55; Álöf, the daughter of king Haraldr hárfagra ("fair-hair") in ch. 82; Álöf, the daughter of Böðvarr Víkinga-Kárason of Vörs in ch. 99; and Álöf, the daughter of Þórðr vaggagði ("squat-wiggle") in ch. 99. GB pp. 8; FJ pp. 6, 342, 350; NR s.v. -læif/-löf, -læifR/-lafR

Alvé, Alví

 protection holy place, protection priestess 

For the prefix Al- see above. The suffix -ví comes from the Germanic *-wíhó, derived from Germanic *-wíhaz and related to the Gothic adjective weihs "holy" - thus the sense should be "priest". A runic example is found in the nominative case as alui. NR s.v. Alví, Al-, -ví, -vér 

Alvör 

fortune defender 

For the prefix Al- see above. The suffix vör is the feminine form corresponding to the masculine suffix -varr, from *-waró "to be vigilant" (compare to the OW.Norse adjective varr "vigilant"), derived from Germanic *-waraz or *-warjaz "defend, protect" and related to the Old Norse verb verja, "defend". GB pp. 7; FJ pp. 342, 351-352

Alþrúðr 

protection strength 

For the prefix Al- see above. The suffix -þrúðr is from OW.Norse *þrúðr, possibly from Primitive Scandinavian *þrúþió < *þrúþi, "strength, power, force" and also appears in the mythology as the name of the goddess Þrúðr, daughter of the god Thórr and the goddess Sif. Runic examples occur as the nominative form (a)lrþuþr and the accusative alþruþi. CV p. 747 s.v. Þrúðr, Þrúða; NR s.v. Alþrúðr, Al-, -þrúðr

Amma 

grandmother 

A short form of names in Arn-, Am-, or from Old Swedish amma and OW.Norse amma, "grandmother". Found later in Old Swedish as a by-name and in OW.Norse as the name of a fictional character. A runic example  occurs in the accusative case as a-mu. NR s.v. Amma

Ámóða 

all wrath, ancestor wrath, weapon-point wrath 

For the prefix Á- see above. The suffix is a weak side-form of -móð, from Germanic *-móðó, which becomes OW.Norse -móðr, "temprament; wrath; courage". A runic example occurs in the nominative case as omuþa. A short form of feminine names in -móð is Moda. NR s.v. Ámóða, Á-, -móð, -móðr

Arnbjörg, Arinnbjörg, Ærnbjörg, Ærinnbjörg, Arnborg, Arinnborg, Ærnborg, Ærinnborg 

eagle deliverance, hearth deliverance 

The prefix is Ar(in)n-/Ær(in)n-, representing various alternate forms of the OW.Norse bird-names örn, ari "eagle". The name-element might also considered to be identical to OW.Norse arinn "hearth". The suffix -björg or -borg is derived from Germanic *-bergó or else the name is derived from the OW.Norse verb bjarga "to save, to help, to deliver out of need or danger". The suffix form -borg, frequently found in Swedish and Danish names, may also come from a postulated form *-burgó but may also be considered to reflect a sound development from -björg. Found in Old Swedish in several forms: Anborgh, Arnborgh, Ærnborgh, Ærinnborgh, OW.Norse Arnbiörg. Runic examples are found in the nominative case as arnburk and in the accusative case as arin:biaurk. This name is found in Landnámabók for Arnbjörg of Arnbjargarlæk in ch. 24; Arnbjörg, whose mother was Vigdís Þorsteinsdóttir in ch. 39; Arnbjörg Þórðardóttir in ch. 64; and Arnbjörg Ráðormsdóttir in chs. 86 and 95. GB pp. 7; FJ pp. 342; CV pp. 66 s.v. björg; NR s.v. Ar(in)n-/Ær(in)nbiôrg/-borg, Ar(in)n-/Ær(in)n-, -biôrg/-borg

Arndís 

eagle-goddess 

For the prefix Arn- see above. For the suffix -dís see above. This name is found in Landnámabók for Arndís in auðga ("the rich"), daughter of Steinólfr, in chs. 42 and 53; Arndís Styrbjarnardóttir in ch. 60; Arndís Heðinsdóttur in ch. 63; and Arndís Þórkelsdóttir in ch. 74. A short-form for names in -dís is Dísa. GB pp. 7; FJ pp. 342; CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names"; CV pp. 100 s.v. dís

Arneiðr 

eagle heath 

For the prefix Arn- see above. For the suffix -eiðr see above. This name is found in Landnámabók for Arneiðr, daughter of Jarl Ásbjörn skerjablesi ("skerry-blaze") in chs. 76 and 99. GB pp. 7; FJ pp. 342; CV pp. 247 s.v. heiðr

Arnfasta 

eagle strong, hearth strong 

For the prefix Arn- see above. The suffix -fasta represents a weak side-form of -fast/-föst, from the OW.Norse adjective fastr "firm, strong". This name is the feminine form of masculine Arnfasti. A runic example is found in the nominative case as arnfasta. NR s.v. Arnfasta, Arnfasti, Ar(in)n-/Ær(in)n-, -fast/-fôst

Arnfríðr, Ærnfríðr 

eagle peace, eagle beloved, fair eagle 

For the prefix Arn- see above. The suffix -fríðr or -frøðr comes from *friðuR, "love, peace" or -fríðr from *friðioR, related to Gotlandic frijion, "to love" with an original meaning of "beloved" and later meaning "fair." Found in Old Danish as Arnfrith, in Old Swedish as Arfridh, Arnfridh, Ærnfridh, Ærinnfridh, Ænfridh, Ærnfridh. This name is found in Landnámabók for Arnfríðr Sleitu-Bjarnardóttir in ch. 63. A short-form of names in Fríð-, -fríðr is Fríða. GB pp. 7; FJ pp. 342, 348; CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names"; NR s.v. Arn-/Ærnfríðr, Ar(in)n-/Ær(in)n-, -fríðr, Fríða

Arngerðr, Arngærðr, Arinngærðr, Ærngærðr, Ærinngærðr 

eagle garth, eagle protection 

For the prefix Arn- see above. For the suffix -gærðr or -gerðr see above. Old Swedish forms include Angærdh, Arngærdh, Æringærdh. Runic forms occur in the nominative case as arker, rkir, erinker. This name is found in Landnámabók for Arngerðr Þorbjarnardóttir in chs. 42 and 52; Arngerðr, sister of Skíða of Skíðadal in ch. 65; and Arngerðr Ásbrandsdóttir in ch. 98. GB pp. 7; FJ pp. 342, 349; CV pp. 197 s.v. Gerðr; NR s.v. Ar(in)n-/Ær(in)ngærðr, Ar(in)n-/Ær(in)n-, -gærðr, -garðr

Arngunnr 

eagle battle 

For the prefix Arn- see above. For the suffix -gunnr see above. This name is found in Landnámabók for Arngunnr Hámundardóttir in ch. 85; and for Arngunnr, daughter of Þórsteinn drangakarl in ch. 91. A short-form of names in Gunn- or -gunnr/-guðr/-gundr is Gunna. GB pp. 7; FJ pp. 342, 344; CV pp. 221 s.v. gunnr; NR s.v. -gunnr/-guðr/-gundr, Gunna

Arnkatla 

eagle kettle, eagle helm 

For the prefix Arn- see above. The suffix -katla is a feminine form of the masculine suffix -ketill or -kell, from OW.Norse ketill, originally "kettle" but meaning also "helmet" or "chieftain with helmet." This name is found in Landnámabók for Arnkatla Þórðardóttir, sister of Þórðr köttr ("cat") in ch. 38; and for Arnkatla, daughter of Þórsteinn vífill ("weevil") and Þórkatla in ch. 87. GB pp. 7; FJ pp. 342, 349; CV pp. 337 s.v. ketill

Arnlaug 

eagle dedication, eagle purification, hearth dedication, hearth purification 

For the prefix Arn- see above. The suffix -laug comes from Germanic *-lauz-, identical to the Gothic verb liugan "give holy vows, enter into marriage". The name-element may then originally have the meaning, "one who is promised or dedicated (to)". Others interpret this element as possibly being related to Old Icelandic laug and Latin lavare, in an ancient sense of "bathing for religious purification". Found in Old Danish as Arløgh, in Old Swedish as Ærnløgh, and in OW.Norse as Arnlaug. Runic examples in the nominative case include a-lauk, erlyg. FJ pp. 350; CV pp. 374 s.v. laug def. IV; NR s.v. Arn-/Ærnlaug, Ar(in)n-/Ær(in)n-, -laug

Arnleif 

eagle inheritance 

For the prefix Arn- see above. For the suffix -leif see above. This name is found in Landnámabók for Arnleif, daughter of Þórðr gellir ("yeller, screamer") in chs. 34 and 64. GB pp. 7; FJ pp. 342, 350; NR s.v. -læif/-löf, -læifR/-lafR 

Arnóra, Arnþóra 

eagle of Thórr 

For the prefix Arn- see above. The suffix -þóra and -dóra is identical to the Old Icelandic Þórr, the god of thunder. The name Arnóra is found in Eiríks saga rauða, c. late 1100's, for Arnóra the daughter of Einarr of Laugarbrekka. This name also appears in Landnámabók for Arnóra Laugarbrekku-Einarsdóttir in ch. 28; Arnóra, daughter of Þórðr gellir ("yeller, screamer") in ch. 34; Arnóra Lón-Einarsdóttir and Arnóra Gunnbjarnardóttir in ch. 38; and Arnóra, daughter of Þórgeirr inn óði ("the raging") in ch. 65. GB pp. 7; FJ pp. 342; CV pp. 743 s.v. Þórr

Arnvé, Arinnvé, Ærnvé, Ærinnvé, Arnví, Arinnví, Ærnví, Ærinnví 

eagle holy place, eagle priestess 

For the prefix Arn- see above. For the suffix -vé or -ví see above. Runic examples include the nominative case ari, ar[ni], erinui, erin..., irinui. NR s.v. Ar(in)n-/Ær(in)nví, Ar(in)n-/Ær(in)n-, -ví, -vér

Arnþrúðr 

mighty eagle 

For the prefix Arn- see above. For the suffix -þrúðr see above. In Hrafnkels saga freysgoða there is an Arnþrúðr who is a foreign-born bondservant. This name also appears in Landnámabók for Arnþrúðr Arinbjarnardóttir in ch. 22. The short form for names in -þrúða is Þrúða. GB pp. 7; FJ pp. 342; CV p. 747 s.v. Þrúðr, Þrúða; NR s.v. -þrúðr

Ása 

goddess 

A short form for names in Ás-, Æs- or Ós-, which are from *ansuR and related to Old Icelandic áss or óss, "a god." Found in the Anglo-Scandinavian form Asa. Occurs in Old Danish as Asa or Ose, and in Old Swedish Asa. Runic forms include nominative case aosa, asa, osa, the genitive case forms asu, osuahsu, asr, asu. The name Ása appears in the 14th century legendary saga Hálfdanar saga Eysteinssonar as the mother of the title character. This name also appears in Landnámabók in ch. 26 for Ása Ingjaldsdóttir, sister to Grímr Ingjaldsson and granddaughter to Hróald; and for Ása, mother of Þórunnr in ch. 92. GB pp. 8; FJ pp. 18, 342; CV pp. 46 s.v. áss; NR s.v. Ása, Ás-/Æs-

Ásbjörg, Ásbörg 

god deliverance 

For the prefix Ás- see above. For the suffix -björg, -borg see above. GB pp. 8; FJ pp. 342; CV pp. 46. 66 s.v. áss, björg 

Ásboð?, Ásmóð 

god wrath, god courage 

For the prefix Ás- see above. The second element is uncertain. Runic inscriptions have the accusative case forms asboþ, os-uþ A feminine second element -boð (from *-buðó) or -böð (from *-baðó) are not found in the Nordic area. The suffix may instead be -móð, from Germanic *-móðó, which becomes OW.Norse -móðr, "temprament; wrath; courage". An Old Danish woman's name of Asmoth suggests that an Old Norse form of Ásmóð is likely. A short form of feminine names in -móð is Moda. NR s.v. Ásboð, Ásmóð, Ás-/Æs-, -móð, -móðr

Ásdís Æsir 

goddess 

For the prefix Ás- see above. For the suffix -dís see above. This name appears in Landnámabók for Ásdís Bárðardóttir in ch. 29; and Ásdís Þórgrímsdóttir in ch. 48. A short-form for names in -dís is Dísa. GB pp. 8; FJ pp. 342; CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names"; CV pp. 46, 100 s.v. áss, dís

Ásfríðr 

god beloved 

For the prefix Ás- see above. For the suffix -fríðr see above. Runic examples include the nominative case forms asfriþ, osfriþr. A short form of names in Fríð-, -fríðr is Fríða. NR s.v. Ásfríðr, Ástríðr/Æstríðr, Ás-/Æs-, -fríðr, Fríða

Ásgauta 

god Götlander 

This name is uncertain, as it appears in runic form as the nominative case askata, although this example may instead represent the feminine name Áskatla. If the inscription is Ásgauta, then it is a feminine form of masculine Ásgautr. For the prefix Ás- see above. The suffix -gauta is from OW.Norse gautr, pl. gautar "inhabitant of Götland, Götlander". NR s.v. Ásgauta, Ásgautr, Ás-/Æs-, -gautr

Ásgerða, Ásgerðr 

god garth, god protection 

For the prefix Ás- see above. For the suffix -gerðr see above. This is a west Scandinavian name, but there are a couple of instances in Swedish runic inscriptions of Ásgerðr. Appears in Old Danish as Esgerth. Runic examples include the nominative forms asker, [askiar], askir, oskir; the genitive form askiarþ and the accusative forms eskerþi, oskarþi. Ásgerðr Bjarnardóttir appears in Gunnlaugs saga ormstungu and in Egils saga Skallagrímssonar, c. 1230, where she is mentioned as being wife to Egill Skallagrímsson and mother of Þórsteinn Egilsson. This name also appears in Landnámabók for Ásgerðr, wife of Ófeigr in ch. 21 and 89; Ásgerðr Þórðardóttir in ch. 64; and Ásgerðr, daughter of Askr inn ómálgi in ch. 89. May be present in the Anglo-Scandinavian derived place-name Asgarthcroft, c. 1523. GB pp. 8; FJ pp. 24, 342, 349; CV pp. 46, 197 s.v. áss, Gerðr; NR s.v. Ásgærðr, Ás-/Æs-, -gærðr

Ásgunnr

god battle 

For the prefix Ás- see above. For the suffix -gunnr see above. Appears in Old Danish as Asgun and in Old Swedish as Asgun. A runic form, askun appears in the nominative case. A short-form of names in Gunn- or -gunnr/-guðr/-gundr is Gunna. NR s.v. Ásgunnr, Ás/Æs-, -gunnr/-guðr/-gundr, Gunna

Ásheiðr, Æshæiðr 

god brilliance, god beauty 

For the prefix Ás- or Æs- see above. For the suffix -heiðr or -hæiðr see above. Occurs in the runic accusative form esiþi. NR s.v. Æshæiðr, Ás-/Æs-, -hæiðr

Áshildr god battle For the prefix Ás- see above. For the suffix -hildr see above. This name appears in Landnámabók for Áshildr, wife of Óláfur tvennumbrúni ("double-brows") in ch. 97. GB pp. 8; FJ pp. 342, 349; CV pp. 46, 261 s.v. áss, hildr

Áskatla god helmet For the prefix Ás- see above. For the suffix -katla see above. Runic examples include the nominative forms askala, askata, askatla, oskatla. NR s.v. Áskatla, Ás-/Æs-, -kæ(ti)ll, Kætill

Áslaug 

dedicated to the god, god purification 

For the prefix Ás- see above. For the suffix -laug see above. The name Áslaug appears in the 14th century legendary saga Hálfdanar saga Eysteinssonar as the grandmother of the title character. GB pp. 8; FJ pp. 342, 350; CV pp. 46, 374 s.v. áss, laug def. IV

Ásleif 

god inheritance 

For the prefix Ás- see above. For the suffix -leif see above. Appears in Orkneyingasaga (c. 1200) as the name of the wife of Ólafr Hrólfsson, the mother of Sveinn. This name also appears in Landnámabók for Ásleif Þórgilsdóttir in ch. 94. GB pp. 8; FJ pp. 342, 350; CV pp. 46 s.v. áss; NR s.v. -læif/-löf, -læifR/-lafR 

Ásmoð, Ásbóð? 

god wrath, god courage 

For the prefix Ás- see above. The second element is uncertain. Runic inscriptions have the accusative case forms asboþ, os-uþ A feminine second element -boð (from *-buðó) or -böð (from *-baðó) are not found in the Nordic area. The suffix may instead be -móð, from Germanic *-móðó, which becomes OW.Norse -móðr, "temprament; wrath; courage". An Old Danish woman's name of Asmoth suggests that an Old Norse form of Ásmóð is likely. A short form of feminine names in -móð is Moda. NR s.v. Ásboð, Ásmóð, Ás-/Æs-, -móð, -móðr

Ásný 

new god 

For the prefix Ás- see above. The suffix -ný is from the the OW.Norse adjective nýr "new". This name appears in Landnámabók for Ásný, Víga-Sturludóttir in chs. 44 and 48; Ásný Vestarsdóttir in ch. 90; and Ásný Flosadóttir in ch. 94. GB pp. 8; FJ pp. 342; CV pp. 46 s.v. áss; NR s.v. -ný

Ásta  

Ásta is the short form for the name Ástríðr, and is also found as a personal name. This name appears in Landnámabók for Ásta, the daughter of Guðbrandr kúla ("knob") and mother of king Óláfr in ch. 53; Ásta, whose mother was Úlfhildr and whose som was king Óláfr inn helgi ("the holy", St. Ólafr) in ch. 55. GB pp. 8; CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names"; CV pp. 46 s.v. áss 

Ástríðr 

god beloved 

The prefix Ást- here is a form of Old Icelandic áss, "god, one of the Æsir". In proper names, the prefix becomes Ást- before the liquid r. The suffix is from -fríðr, see above. Occurs in Old Danish as Estrith and in Old Swedish as Astridh (this example is from Bohuslän) and Æstridh, OW.Norse Ástríðr. Runic examples oinclude the nominative case forms astriþ, astriþr, estriþ, istryr, ostriþ, ostriþr; genitive case estriþaR; and accusative case asriþi, osriþi. This name appears in Laxdæla saga (c. 1245) as Ástríðr of Breidafjörd, wife of Bárðr Höskuldsson. This name also appears in Landnámabók for Ástríðr slækidrengr ("slender as a youth"), the daughter of Bragi the skáld in ch. 22; Ástríðr Hrólfsdóttir in ch. 32; Ástríðr Grímsdóttir in ch. 39; Ástríðr, the wife of Arnmóðr Heðinsson in ch. 55; Ástríðr, the daughter of Þórvaldr holbarki ("braggart") in ch. 77; and Ástríðr manvitsbrekka ("hill of man's wit", i.e., paragon of wisdom), daughter of Móðólfr in ch. 78 and 85. Short forms of Ástríðr include Old Danish Etta and in Old Swedish Ætta. A short form of names in Fríð-, -fríðr is Fríða. GB pp. 8; FJ pp. 350; CV pp. 46 s.v. áss; NR s.v. Ásfríðr, Ástríðr/Æstríðr, Ás-/Æs-, -fríðr, Fríða

Ásvé, Ásví 

god holy place, god priestess For the prefix Ás- see above. For the suffix -vé or -ví see above. A runic example found in nominative form is -sui. NR s.v. Ásví, Ás-/Æs-, -ví, -vér

Ásvör 

god defender For the prefix Ás- see above. The suffix -vör represents a feminine name element from *-waró, derived from Germanic *-waraz or *-warjaz, related to Germanic *warón "to be vigilant" (compare with the OW.Norse adjective varr "vigilant") or Germanic *warjan "defend, protect." Appears in Old Danish as Aswar. Runic forms include the nominative case [osuar] and accusative case osuar. This name appears in Landnámabók for Ásvör, daughter of Þórir Graut-Atlason in ch. 75; Ásvör Brynjólfsdóttir in ch. 77; Ásvör, daughter of Oddbjörn askasmiðr ("ship-wrignt") in ch. 90; and Ásvör Vestarsdóttir, the mother of Helgi inn svarti ("the black") in ch. 90. GB pp. 8; FJ pp. 342, 351-352; CV pp. 46 s.v. áss; NR s.v. Ásvör, Ás-/Æs-, -vör; NR s.v. -vör

ÁsælfR 

god elf For the prefix Ás- see above. The suffix -ælfR is a feminine name element from *-albió-, related to masculine -alfR, from OW.Norse alfr m. "elf, a type of subterranean being". A runic example found in the accusative case is aselfi. NR s.v. ÁsælfR, Ás-/Æs-, -ælfR

Auða 

A short form of names in Auð-. A single instance of this name appears as the name of a fictional character in West Scandinavia, but a few instances are found in Swedish runic inscriptions in the nominative form auþa, the genitive form auþuR and the accusative form uþu. May be present in the Anglo-Scandinavian form Auda, c. 1245. FJ pp. 37-38; NR s.v. 

Auða, Auð- AuðælfR 

elf riches 

The prefix Auð- is occasionally written Od- and is of uncertain origin, but may be from Old Icelandic auðr, "wealth," though it is also suggested that it may be related to the poetical term auðr, "fate, destiny". For the suffix -ælfR see above. Found in Old Swedish as Ødhælf. A runic example in the accusative case appears as auþelfi. NR s.v. AuðælfR, Auð-, -ælfR 

Auðbjörg 

wealth deliverance, fate deliverance 

For the prefix Auð- see above. For the suffix -björg see above. A short form of names in Auð- is Auða. GB pp. 7; CV pp. 32, 66 s.v. auðr, björg

Auðfríðr 

wealth beloved, fate beloved 

For the prefix Auð- see above. For the suffix -fríðr see above. Appears in runic inscriptions as the possible nominarive form [auþfri...] and the genitive case auþfriþaR. A short form of names in Fríð-, -fríðr is Fríða. NR s.v. Auðfríðr, Auð-, -fríðr, Fríða

Auðgerðr, Auðgærðr 

wealth defense 

For the prefix Auð- see above. For the suffix -gærðr or -gerðr see above. Appears in Old Danish as Øthgerth and in Old Swedish as Ødhgærdh. Runic forms include the nominative case auþker, [auþker], uþkiarþ and the accusative case auþkerþi. NR s.v. Auðgærðr, Auð-, -gærðr

Auðguðr

wealth battle 

For the prefix Auð- see above. For the suffix -guðr see -gunnr above. A runic example is found in the nominative form a-þkuþr. A short-form of names in Gunn- or -gunnr/-guðr/-gundr is Gunna. NR s.v. Auðguðr, Auð-, -gunnr/-guðr/-gundr, Gunna

Auðhelga

holy wealth, holy destiny 

For the prefix Auð- see above. The suffix -helga is related to the Old Icelandic hælga, "holy, hallowed, sanctified". A short form of names in Auð- is Auða. GB pp. 7; FJ pp. 342; CV pp. 32, 254-255 s.v. auðr, Helgi, helga

Auðhildr

holy battle

 For the prefix Auð- see above. For the suffix -hildr see above. A single instance of this name is found in the Orkneys in the early 1100's. May be present in the Anglo-Scandinavian forms Othild (1166-1176), Audhild (1208), Authild (1219). A short form of names in Auð- is Auða. FJ pp. 39, 342, 349; CV pp. 32, 261 s.v. auðr, hildr

Auðr, Auða, Øyðr

wealth, fate 

Of uncertain origin, but may be from *Auðió- and Old Icelandic auðr, "wealth, riches, luck," though it is also suggested that it may be related to the poetical term auðr, "fate, destiny." Occurs in the runic nominative form ayþr. In Laxdæla saga (c. 1245) Auðr is the sister of Þórkel hvelpr ("whelp") and Knútr of Saurby, and is married to Þórðr Ingunnarson. Auðr in djúpúðga ("the deep-minded"), daughter of Ketill flatnefr ("flat-nose") and one of the original settlers of Iceland, is perhaps the best known woman with this name, and she appears in several sources, including Eiríks saga rauða, c. late 1100's, as well as being mentioned in many places in Landnámabók. A short form of names in Auð- is Auða. GB pp. 8; FJ pp. 342; CV pp. 32, 66 s.v. auðr; NR s.v. Øyðr

Auga

eye 

The feminine or masculine name Auga is related to the OW.Norse man's by-name Auga and with OW.Norse auga "eye". A runic inscription in the nominative case gives auka. NR s.v. Auga Aþmiul Celtic name A runic example is found in the accusative case as aþmiu.... NR s.v. Aþmiul

B

Name

Meaning 

Notes Source 

Baugeið,  Baugeiðr

oath upon the sacred temple ring, ring-heath

The prefix Baug- is identical to Old Icelandic baugr, a ring or armlet, particularly the sacred temple ring upon which oaths were made. The compound baugeiðr is specifically used for this oath. However, in this name the suffix is probably actually from -heiðr see above.

GB pp. 8; CV pp. 53-54, 117, 247 s.v. baugr, baugeiðr, eiðr, heiðr Begga

  GB pp. 8

Bera

she-bear

From the root ber, "bear" found also in berserkr. The name Bera is found in Egils saga Skallagrímssonar, c. 1230, for Bera Yngvarsdóttir, mother of Egill Skallagrímsson; she is also mentioned in Landnámabók ch. 25. Landnámabók ch. 100 states that Egill Skallagrímsson also had a daughter named Bera. A diminuitive form of this name is Birla. GB pp. 8; CV pp. 58 s.v. bera

Bergdís

protection goddess

The prefix Berg- is identical to the Norwegian dialect term berg, "protection, help." For the suffix -dís see above. This name appears in Landnámabók for Bergdís Geirsdóttir, ch. 20; and for Bergdís, the wife of Grímr Ingjaldsson in ch. 26. A short-form for names in -dís is Dísa. GB pp. 8; FJ pp. 342; CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names"; CV pp. 100 s.v. dís

Berghildr

fortress-battle

For the prefix Berg- see above. For the suffix -hildr see above. GB pp. 8; FJ pp. 342, 349; CV pp. 261 s.v. hildr Bergljót protection light, ugly protection For the prefix Berg- see above. The suffix -ljót is thought to derive from Old Icelandic *ljótr, "giving light" but may instead be related to Old Icelandic ljótr, "ugly". This name appears in Landnámabók for Bergljót, daughter of Jarl Þórir þegjandi ("the silent") in ch. 82. GB pp. 8; FJ pp. 342, 350

Bergþóra

protection of Thórr

For the prefix Berg- see above. For the suffix -þóra see above. This name appears in Laxdæla saga (c. 1245) as Bergþóra, daughter of Óláfr Höskuldsson and wife of Þórhall goða ("priest"). This name also appears in Landnámabók for Bergþóra, daughter of Kolgrímr inn gamli ("the old") in ch. 14; and for Bergþóra Hrútssdóttir in ch. 39. GB pp. 8; FJ pp. 342; CV pp. 743 s.v. Þórr

Berkhildr

? battle

For the suffix -hildr see above. This name appears in the legendary saga Egils saga einhenda og Asmundar saga berserkjabana, c. 1300, as the daughter of King Hertryggyr. FJ pp. 349; CV pp. 261 s.v. hildr

Birla

Diminuitive of Bera

Diminuitive form with the -l- suffix of the OW.Norse feminine name Bera. Appears in a runic incription in the nominative case as birla. NR s.v. Birla

Birna

she-bear

May be identical with the Old Icelandic birna, "she-bear". GB pp. 8; CV pp. 63 s.v. birna

Bjargey

salvation fortune, rock

fortune, salvation island, rock island

The prefix Bjarg- may derive from Old Icelandic bjarga, "to save, to help", or it may instead be related to Old Icelandic bjarg, "rocks, precipices". The suffix -ey or -øy is of uncertain origin but may derive either from a feminine form of Primitive Scandinavian auja "happiness, luck, (luck) giver" or may be related to closely related to Primitive Scandinavian *awió "island", Old Icelandic ey, "island." The word ey is also used as a poetic circumlocution for "woman", and in poetical diction ey is personified as a goddess, the sea being her girdle, the glaciers her head-gear. This name appears in Landnámabók for Bjargey Valbrandsdóttir, wife of Hávarðr halti ("the lame") in ch. 50. GB pp. 8; FJ pp. 343; CV pp. 64-65, 134 s.v. bjarg, bjarga, ey; NR s.v.

-øy

Bjollok 

This name appears in Landnámabók for Bjollok, wife of Áslákr aurgoði in ch. 85. GB pp. 8 Björg deliverance out of need or danger See -björg above. This name appears in Landnámabók for Björg, the daughter of Eyvindr austmann ("the easterner") in ch. 43; and Björg Ísólfsdóttir in ch. 86. GB pp. 8; CV pp. 66 s.v. björg

Böðný

battle new

The prefix Böð- or Böðv- is identical to OW.Norse böð (genitive form böðvar), derived from Germanic *baðwó "battle". For the suffix -ný see above. A runic example is found in the genitive case as (b)(y)(þ)nuiaR. NR s.v. Böðný, Böð(v)-, -ný

Böðvildr

battle

For the prefix Böð- or Böðv- see above. The suffix -hildr appears frequently in women's names, sometimes without the aspirate h as in this name: see above. A diminuitive form of this name is Bolla. GB pp. 8; FJ pp. 343, 349; CV pp. 261 s.v. hildr

Bolla

Diminuitive of Böðvildr, Bóthildr, Borghildr Short form of the OW.Norse names Böðvildr, Bóthildr, Borghildr. Found in a runic inscription in the accusative case as bulu. NR s.v. 

Bolla Borga 

Short form of feminine names in Borg- or -borg. The prefix Borg- is an alternate form of Berg- and thus derived from the OW.Norse verb bjarga "to save, to help." The prefix Borg- is sometimes assumed to be derived from OW.Norse borg "castle, fortified place". Runic forms appear in the nominative case as borha, burka. NR s.v. Borga, Borg-, -borg

Borghildr

deliverance battle

For the prefix Borg- see above. For the suffix -hildr see above. A diminuitive form of this name is Bolla. GB pp. 8; FJ pp. 349; CV pp. 66, 261 s.v. björg, hildr

Borgunna

deliverance love, deliverance wave

For the prefix Borg- see above. The suffix -gunna is a weak side-form of -unnr/-uðr, which is itself a Primitive Scandinavian -ió-stem formation from the OW.Norse verb unna (O.Engl. unnan, OH.Germ. (gi)unnan) "to love". This name-element is sometimes instead thought to derive from OW.Norse unnr, from *unþi- "to wave, billow, roll, undulate". This name appears in runic form in the nominative case as burkuna. NR s.v. Borgunna, Borg-, -unnr/-uðr

Bót

fee, wergeld, compensation 

Related to Old Icelandic bót, "fee, wergeld, compensation, remedy, improvement". Bót appears in ch. 99 of Landnámabók as the ambátt or servant of Ketilbjörn. GB pp. 8; FJ pp. 342-343

Bótey

wergeld fortune, wergeld island

For the prefix Bót- see above. For the suffix -ey or -øy see above. GB pp. 8; FJ pp. 342-343

Bótfríðr

wergeld beloved

For the prefix Bót- see above. For the suffix -fríðr see above. Runic forms include the nominative case bofriþr and accusative case butriþu. A short form of names in Fríð-, -fríðr is Fríða. NR s.v. Bótfríðr, Bót-, -fríðr, Fríða 

Bótheiðr, Bóthæiðr

wergeld brilliance, wergeld beauty

For the prefix Bót- see above. The suffix -heiðr or -hæiðr is from Primitive Scandinavian *-haiðió- "brilliance, beauty", related to the OW.Norse adjective heiðr "light, clear, bright". Found in Old Swedish as Botheidh (example from Gotland). A runic example in the nominative case includes [botaiþr]. NR s.v. Bóthæiðr, Bót-, -hæiðr

Bóthildr, Bóthilda

wergeld battle, fee battle

For the prefix Bót- see above. For the suffix -hildr see above. Both forms are fairly frequent in Norway after 1300. rare in Iceland, though found in Swedish and common in Danish. May be present in the Anglo-Scandinavian forms Botild (c. 1152-1200), Botilda (c. 1185-1207), Botilde (c. 1170-1249). A diminuitive form of this name is Bolla. GB pp. 8; FJ pp. 61, 342-343, 349; CV pp. 261 s.v. hildr

Bótvé, Bótví

wergeld holy place, weregeld priestess

For the prefix Bót- see above. For the suffix -vé or -ví see above. Found in Old Swedish as Botvi (this example from Gotland). A runic example exists in the nominative case as botui. NR s.v. Bótví, Bót-, -ví, -vér Brígiða  Celtic, Brigid, Brigit GB pp. 8

Bryngerðr

byrnie garth, byrnie protection

The prefix Bryn- (before a vowel Brynj-) is identical with Old Icelandic brynja, "corselet, mail-coat, byrnie." For the suffix -gerðr see above. This name appears in Landnámabók for Bryngerðr, mother of Friðleifr, and her great-granddaughter Bryngerðr Þjóðarsdóttir in ch. 65. GB pp. 9; FJ pp. 343, 349; CV pp. 85, 197 s.v. brynja, Gerðr

Brynhildr

byrnie battle

For the prefix Bryn- see above. For the suffix -hildr see above. This name probably came to Scandinavia with the story of the valkyrie Brunhild. The name is fairly common in Norway from the late 1100's onwards but less common in Iceland. A couple of instances are found in Denmark, in the Latinized form Brunildis. The name Brynhildr appears in the 14th century legendary saga Hálfdanar saga Eysteinssonar as the daughter of Budli. Also appears in the legendary saga Bósa saga og Herrauðs, c. 1300, as the name of the mother of Bosi. May be present in the Anglo-Scandinavian place-names Brunildesford (1360) and Brunildeberge (1220-1250). GB pp. 9; FJ pp. 67, 343, 349; CV pp. 85, 261 s.v. brynja, hildr

Busla

 The name Busla appears in the legendary saga Bósa saga og Herrauðs, c. 1300, as the name of the foster-mother of Bosi.

 

E

Name

Meaning

Notes Source 

Edda

great grandmother

The name Edda is found in Rígsþula in the Poetic Edda. This name also appears in the legendary saga Bósa saga og Herrauðs, c. 1300, as the name of the daughter of King Hárekr. CV pp. 114 s.v. edda

Eðla

noble

May be from eðla-, related to German edel- and Danish ædel-, "noble". GB pp. 9; CV pp. 114, 115 s.v. eðal-, eðla- Eðna  Celtic GB pp. 9

Eðný

? new

For the suffix -ný see above. The name Eðný appears in the legendary saga Egils saga einhenda og Asmundar saga berserkjabana, c. 1300, as the daughter of King Hákon, and in the 14th century legendary saga Hálfdanar saga Eysteinssonar as the daughter of King Hárekr. GB pp. 9; NR s.v. -ný

Eilíf, Æilíf

ever-life, one life, fortune life

This name is the feminine form of the man's name Eilífr/ÆilífR. The prefix Ei-, Æi- has several proposed origins: the first is from Primitive Scandinavian *aiwa "always", the second is from Primitive Scandinavian *aina- "one, alone" and the third explanation sees this prefix as originating as a delabialized form of the prefix Ey-, Øy-. The sufix is from Primitive Scandinavian *-líbaR and OW.Norse líf "life" and is related to -læifR/-lafR. NR s.v. 

Æilíf Eilína, Elína

Christian, Helen

This name appears in Landnámabók for Elína, daughter of king Burisláv, in ch. 63. GB pp. 9

Eirný

new peace

The prefix Eir- may be related to Old Icelandic eir, "peace, clemency". For the suffix -ný see above. There was also a goddess named Eir, one of Frigga's handmaidens. This name appears in Landnámabók for Eirný Þiðrandadóttr in ch. 42 GB pp. 9; CV pp. 123 s.v. eir; NR s.v. -ný

Ellisif

 Ellisif is the Nordicized version of the Russian name Elisaveta, the daughter of Jaroslav who married Norwegian king Haraldr hardrada.

GB pp. 9; Bløndal pp.

55

Embla, Emla

elm tree

This is a mythological name, found in Völuspá 17, where the creation of man is explained by the gods finding two trees, an askr (ash) and embla and from then created the first man and woman, who were then called Askr and Embla. The exact meaning of embla is unknown, though scholars have noted its similarities to almr, "elm", but the word also is used by Egil Skallagrimsson in the compound emblu-askr, which suggests that it may be related to "ash tree" instead. GB pp. 9; CV pp. 127 s.v. Embla Emma   GB pp. 9

Engilborg, Ingilborg

angel deliverance

Christian. The prefix Engil- is identical to Old Icelandic engill "angel", a loan-word from Latin angelus. For the suffix -borg see above. GB pp. 9; CV pp. 66, 123-130 s.v. björg, engill

Erna

brisk, vigorous

Identical to the Old Icelandic adjective ern, "brisk, vigorous". GB pp. 9; CV pp. 133 s.v. ern

Esja

clay?

This name may possibly be related to Old Norse esja, a kind of clay. There is a mountain in Iceland named Esja. Landnámabók lists the name of a farm as Esju-berg, "Clay Berg". GB pp. 9; CV pp. 134 s.v. esja

Evja   GB pp. 9

Eybjörg, Øyborg

fortune deliverance

The prefix Ey- (or before a vowel, Eyj-) is of uncertain origin but may derive from *auja, "fortune, gift." The Cleasby-Vigfusson dictionary states that while the suffix -ey may be related to the word for island, from Primitive Scandinavian *awió, when it appears as the prefix Ey- or Eyj- then the word comes from a different root. For the suffix -björg, -borg see above. Occurs in the runic nominative form ayburg. NR s.v. Øyborg, Øy-, -biôrg/-borg 

Eydís

fortune goddess

For the prefix Ey- see above. For the suffix -dís see above. Found in Old Swedish as Ødis and in OW.Norse as Eydís. Occurs in the runic accusative forms (a)utisi, aytisi. This name appears in Landnámabók for Eydís, wife of Þórsteinn goði ("chieftain"), in ch. 73. A short-form for names in -dís is Dísa. GB pp. 9; FJ pp. 343; CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names"; CV pp. 100, 134 s.v. dís, ey; NR s.v. Øydís, Øy-, -dís

Eyfríðr

fortune beloved, fortune fair

For the prefix Ey- see above. For the suffix -fríðr see above. A short-form of names in Fríð-, -fríðr is Fríða. FJ pp. 348; CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names"; CV pp. 134 s.v. ey; NR s.v. Fríða

Eyfura

fortune fir-tree

For the prefix Ey- see above. The suffix -fura may be related to the Old Icelandic word fura, "fir-tree". The name Eyfura appears in the legendary saga Örvar-Odds saga, c. 1250, as the mother of Angantyr. CV pp. 134, 178 s.v. ey, fura

Eyildr

fortune battle

For the prefix Ey- see above. The suffix -hildr appears frequently in women's names, sometimes without the aspirate h as in this name: see above. FJ pp. 348, 349; CV pp. 134, 261 s.v. ey, hildr

Eyja

fortune, gift

See Ey- above. This name appears in Landnámabók for Eyja Ingjaldsdóttir in ch. 46. GB pp. 9; FJ pp. 343; CV pp. 134 s.v. ey

Eylaug

fortune purification, fortune dedication

For the prefix Ey- see above. For the suffix -laug see above. GB pp. 9; FJ pp. 343; CV pp. 134, 374 s.v. ey, laug def. IV

Eyvör

fortune defender

For the prefix Ey- see above. For the suffix -vör see above. GB pp. 9; FJ pp. 343, 351-352; CV pp. 134 s.v. ey; NR s.v. -vör 

Eyþóra

fortune Thórr

For the prefix Ey- see above. For the suffix -þóra see . FJ pp. 342; CV pp. 134, 743 s.v. ey, Þórr

 

F

Name

Meaning

Notes Source 

Falgerðr

?fair garth

Perhaps the prefix Fal- is related to the Old Icelandic adjective fallegr, "fair". For the suffix -gerðr see above. GB pp. 9; FJ pp. 349; CV pp. 140, 197 s.v. fallegr, Gerðr

Fasta 

Short form of feminine names in Fast-, -fast/-föst. May appear in a runic inscription in the nominative case as [fasta]. NR s.v. Fasta, Fast-, -fast/-föst 

Fastgerðr, Fastgærðr

steady garth, firm defense

The prefix Fast- is related to Old Icelandic fastr, "firm, fast". For the suffix -gærðr or -gerðr see above. Runic forms in the nominative case include faskr and fstkir. NR s.v. Fastgærðr, Fast-, -gærðr 

Fastheiðr, Fasthæiðr

firm brilliance, firm beauty

For the prefix Fast- see above. For the suffix -heiðr or -hæiðr see above. Runic examples are found in the nominative form fasteþr and the accusative form [fasti]þi. NR s.v. Fasthæiðr, Fast-, -hæiðr

Fastný

steady new, firm new

For the prefix Fast- see above. For the suffix -ný see above. This name appears in Landnámabók for Fastný Brynjólfsdóttir in ch. 76. GB pp. 9; FJ pp. 343; CV pp. 145 s.v. fastr; NR s.v. -ný

Fastríðr

steady beloved, firm beloved

For the prefix Fast- see above. For the suffix -fríðr see above. Possibly found in Old Swedish as Fastridh. A runic inscription has the nominative form fatriþ. A short form of names in Fríð-, -fríðr is Fríða. NR s.v. Fastríðr, Fast-, -fríðr, Fríða

Fastvé, Faství

steady holy place, steady priestess

For the prefix Fast- see above. For the suffix -vé or -ví see above. Runic examples are found in the nominative case as fastui, [fastui] and in the accusative case as fastui, (f)astuiu. NR s.v. Faství, Fast-, -ví, -vér

Finna

Saami woman, witch, sorceress

See -finna above. This name appears in Landnámabók for Finna Skaftadóttir, wife of Refr inn mikli ("the great") in ch. 27; Finna Hrútsdóttir in ch. 39; and Finna Þormóðardóttir in ch. 98. GB pp. 9; FJ pp. 348; CV pp. 154 s.v. finnr

Fjölmóð, Fiölmóð

courageous, full of courage, full of wrath

Compare to the OW.Norse name of a masculine fictional character, Fjölmóðr; also compare with the Continental Germanic feminine names Filomuot, Felemoda, and the masculine name Filimuth. The OW.Norse name may be interpreted as "courageous " (from fjöl- "full-, exceedingly-" and móðr "emotional; courageous; wrathful"). In Runic Swedish this name may be understood as a variation of names formed with a second element in -móð or -móðr and a personal name element Fiöl-, Fjöl- corresponding to Continental Germanic names in Filu- (< Germanic *felu- "full-, exceedingly-"). A runic example is found in the accusative case as fiul:muþ. A short form of feminine names in -móð is Moda. NR s.v. Fiölmóð(r), -móð

Fjörleif

life inheritance

The prefix Fjör- may perhaps be related to Old Icelandic fjör, "life, vitality". For the suffix -leif see above. This name appears in Landnámabók for Fjörleif Eyvindardóttir in ch. 72-73. GB pp. 9; CV pp. 154 s.v. fjör; FJ pp. 158; NR s.v. -læif/-löf, -læifR/-lafR

Fjötra

fetter, shackle

The name Fjötra appears in the legendary saga Gautreks saga, c. late 1200's, as the name of one of the daughters of ridiculously ignorant family. The name may be related to Old Icelandic fjöturr, "fetter, shackle". All the names in this family rhyme (Totra, Fjötra, Hjötra, Snotra) and it is unlikely that any except Snotra were used outside of fiction or nicknames. CV pp. 154 s.v. fjötra, fjöturr

Folka 

Short form of feminine names in Folk-. A runic example occurs in the genitive case as fulku. NR s.v. 

Folka, Folk- Folkvé, Folkví 

holy place of the folk, priestess of the folk

The prefix Folk- is from OW.Norse folk "group of people, a group of warriors." For the suffix -vé or -ví see above. Runic examples occur in the nominative case as fulkui and fulukui. A short form of feminine names in Folk- is Folka. NR s.v. Folkví, Folk-, -ví

Frakokk 

This name appears in Orkneyingasaga (c. 1200) as the name of the wife of Ljótr the Renegade of Sutherland. Frakkok was the daughter of a farmer living in the Orkneys, one Moddan. The name may perhaps be related to Old Icelandic frakka a loan word from Old English franca, a type of spear, or to the man's name Frakki. CV pp. 169 s.v. frakka, Frakki

Freydís, Frøydís

Freyr goddess, Freyr priestess

The prefix Frey- or Frøy- derives from Primitive Scandinavian *fraujaR "lord". As with other words in the Scandinavian languages this word became a god's name (OW.Norse Freyr; Old Danish, Old Swedish Frø), the name prefix Frey- or Frøy- means in part "lord", but also signifies the god. The OW.Norse form of this name is Freydís. Found in a runic inscription in the nominative form frau×tis. The name Freydís is found in Eiríks saga rauða, c. late 1100's, and in Grænlendinga saga (1382-1395) for the daughter of Eiríkr rauðr. Freydís was memorable, but not likable. She stands out historically as the first European ax-murderess in the New World. A short-form for names in -dís is Dísa. FJ pp. 343; CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names"; CV pp. 100 s.v. dís; NR s.v. Frøydís, Frøy-, -dís

Freygerðr, Frøygærðr

Freyr garth, Freyr protection

For the prefix Frey- see above. For the suffix -gærðr or -gerðr see above. Occurs in Old Danish as Frøgerth and in OW.Norse as Freygerðr. Runic forms include the nominative case frukaþr and the genitive case fraikirþaR. This name appears in Landnámabók for Freygerðr Hrafnsdóttir in ch. 38. GB pp. 9; FJ pp. 343, 349; CV pp. 197 s.v. Gerðr; NR s.v. Frøygærðr, Frøy-, -gærðr

Freygunnr, Freyguðr, Frøygunnr, Frøyguðr

Freyr battle 

For the prefix Frey- see above. For the suffix -gunnr see above. Runic examples include nominative case fraykun and frykuþr. A short-form of names in Gunn- or -gunnr/-guðr/-gundr is Gunna. NR s.v. Frøygunnr/-guðr, Frøy-, -gunnr/-guðr/-gundr, Gunna

Freylaug, Frøylaug

dedicated to Freyr, Freyr purification

For the prefix Frey- see above. For the suffix -laug see above. A runic example occurs in the nominative case as fraylaug. NR s.v. Frøylaug, Frøy-, -laug

Fríða

peace, protection

A short form of names in Fríð-, -fríðr. The prefix Frið- comes from OW.Norse friðr (< Primitive Scandinavian *friðuR) "love, peace", which as a name-element may mean "protection, defense". Found in Old Danish as Fritha and in Old Swedish as Fridha, with the OW.Norse form being Fríða. May be found in a runic inscription in the nominative case as ...[e]þa and occurs in the accusative case as friþu. Cleasby-Vigfusson notes that names in Frið- were only rarely used in the Viking Age: possibly they became more popular with the advent of Christianity. FJ pp. 343; CV pp. xxxiv

s.v. "Pet Names"; CV pp.

173 s.v. fríðr; NR s.v. Fríða, -fríðr

FriðælfR

peace elf, protection elf

For the prefix Frið- see above. For the suffix -ælfR see above. Runic examples are found in the nominative case as [fr(in)þelfr] and in the accusative case as [friþelfi]. A short form of names in Fríð-, -fríðr is Fríða. NR s.v. FriðælfR, Frið-, -ælfR, Fríða

Friðgerðr

peaceful garth, peace protection

For the prefix Frið- see above. For the suffix -gerðr see above. This name appears in Landnámabók for Friðgerðr Illugadóttir in ch. 34; Friðgerðr, daughter of Kjarvalr, an Irish king, in ch. 64. A short form of names in Fríð-, -fríðr is Fríða. GB pp. 9; FJ pp. 343, 349; CV pp. 197 s.v. Gerðr; NR s.v. Fríða

Frosthildr

frost battle

A hypothetical Anglo-Scandinavian formation. The prefix Frost- is related to Old Icelandic frost, "frost". For the suffix -hildr see above. May be present in the Anglo-Scandinavian place-name Frostildehau (c. 1175). FJ pp. 87, 343, 349; CV pp. 174-175, 261 s.v. frost, hildr

G

Name

Meaning

Notes Source

Gauthildr

battle Gotlander

The byname gautr was originally a Swedish name element, meaning "Goth, man from Gautland, Gotlander." The Cleasby-Vigfusson dictionary notes that the masculine name Gautr is a poetical name for Óðinn, and suggests that it may mean "father". For the suffix -hildr see above. GB pp. 10; FJ pp. 348-349; CV pp. 193, 261 s.v. Gautr, hildr

Geira, GæiRa

spear

The feminine form of the name element Geir-, which is identical to the Old Icelandic geirr, "spear." A short form of feminine names in GæiR-. Occurs in the runic nominative forms [kaira] and kera. Occurs in Old Danish as Gera and in OW.Norse as Geira. Found in Landnámabók. GB pp. 9; FJ pp. 343; CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names"; CV pp. 196 s.v. geirr, Geira; NR s.v. GæiRa, GæiR-

Geirbjörg

spear deliverance

For the prefix Geir- see above. For the suffix -björg see above. This name appears in Landnámabók for Geirbjörg Bálkadóttir in ch. 19, 25, 53. A short form of feminine names in GæiR- is Geira. GB pp. 9; FJ pp. 343; CV pp. 66, 196 s.v. björg, geirr

Geirdís

spear goddess

For the prefix Geir- see above. For the suffix -dís see above. A short-form for names in -dís is Dísa. A short form of feminine names in GæiR- is Geira. GB pp. 9; FJ pp. 343; CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names"; CV pp. 100, 196 s.v. dís, geirr

Geirhildr, GæiRhildr

spear battle

For the prefix Geir- see above. For the suffix -hildr see above. Possibly found in Old Danish as Gerhild. Occurs in OW.Norse as Geirhildr. Occurs in the runic nominative form gaiRilt(r). This name appears in Landnámabók for Geirhildr Flókadóttir in ch. 2; Geirhildr fjölkunnig kona (witch) in ch. 68; and another Geirhildr in ch. 69. A short form of feminine names in GæiR- is Geira. GB pp. 9; FJ pp. 343, 349; CV pp. 196, 261 s.v. geirr, hildr; NR s.v. GæiRhildr, GæiR-, -hildr

Geirlaug, GæiRlaug

spear purification, spear dedication

For the prefix Geir- see above. For the suffix -laug see above. Found in Old Danish as Gerløgh and in OW.Norse as Geirlaug. Runic examples include nominative case gaiRlauk and accusative case kaiR[l]a[uk]. This name appears in Landnámabók for Geirlaug Þórmóðardóttir in ch. 20. A short form for Geirlaug is Geira. GB pp. 9; FJ pp. 343; CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names"; CV pp. 196, 374 s.v. geirr, laug def. IV; NR s.v. GæiRlaug, GæiR-, -laug

Geirlöð

spear invitation

For the prefix Geir- see above. The suffix -löð is identical to Old Icelandic löð, "bidding, invitation". A short form of feminine names in GæiR- is Geira. GB pp. 9; FJ pp. 343; CV pp. 196, 404 s.v. geirr, löð 

Geirný

new spear

For the prefix Geir- see above. For the suffix -ný see above. This name appears in Landnámabók for Geirný, mother of Skáld-Hrafn in ch. 95. A short form of feminine names in GæiR- is Geira. GB pp. 9; FJ pp. 343; CV pp. 196 s.v. geirr; NR s.v. -ný

Geirríðr, GæiRfríðr

spear beloved

For the prefix Geir- see above. For the suffix -fríðr see above. Occurs in OW.Norse as Geirríðr. A runic nominative form is kairkiRiþ-r. This name appears in Landnámabók for Geirríðr Bægifótsdóttir in ch. 30; Geirríðr, the sister of Geirröðr, who married Björn Bölverkson blindingatrjóa ("peg-pole") in ch. 34; Geirríðr, daughter of Þórólfr bægifótr ("limp-leg"); and Geirríðr, whose mother was Þórkatla Ófeigsdóttir, in ch. 40. A short form of feminine names in GæiR- is Geira. A short form of names in Fríð-, -fríðr is Fríða. GB pp. 9; FJ pp. 343, 350; CV pp. 196 s.v. geirr; NR s.v. GæiRfríðr, GæiR-, -fríðr, Fríða

Geirunnr, GæiRunnr

spear love, spear wave

For the prefix Geir- see above. For the suffix -uðr or -unnr see above. Occurs in the runic accusative form kaiR[uni]. NR s.v. GæiRunnr, GæiR-, -unnr/-uðr

Geirvé, GæiRví

spear holy place, spear priestess

For the prefix Geir- see above. For the suffix -vé or -ví see above. Runic examples include the nominative forms kairui, [kai]Rui and possibly the accusative form (a)iRku. NR s.v. GæiRví, GæiR-, -ví, -vér

Gerðr

garth, protection

The name Gerðr is from Primitive Scandinavian *garðior, or may be related to Old Icelandic gerðistún, "garden". May be a feminine form of the masculine name Garðr. It is found as the name of a goddess or giantess with whom the god Freyr falls in love in the Poetic Edda, but is also found as a human name in 10th century Iceland, where it is recorded in Landnámabók for Gerðr, daughter of Kjallakr inn gamli ("the old") in ch. 27 and 32; Gerðr Böðvarsdóttir in ch. 55; and Gerðr Óláfsdóttir in ch. 97. Occurs only in place-names from Norway and Denmark. Also see the suffix -gerðr above. GB pp. 9; FJ pp. 100, 349; CV pp. 197 s.v. Gerðr

Gilla 

Found as Old Swedish Gilla. This name is a short form of the woman's name Gillaug. A runic example has the nominative form kila. NR s.v. Gilla, Gillaug

Gillaug

? dedication, ? purification

Found in Old Swedish as Gilløgh. The origin of the prefix is uncertain: it may perhaps represent an assimilated form of the woman's name Ginnlaug, or it also may have developed from the woman's name GæiRlaug. Continental Germanic names in Gil- are assumed to be derived from Gísl-, but such assimilation seems to first appear late in Scandinavia. It is also possible that names in Gil(l)- are borrowings of Celtic name-elements; compare with OW.Norse Gilli, Gillikristr. For the suffix -laug see above. There are a number of runic occurrances, including nominative case gilok, giluk, kilauh, kilauk, (k)ilauk, [kilaum], kilnuk, [kilok], kiluk and genitive case kilaua and kilauhaR. NR s.v. Gillaug, -laug

Ginna 

The prefix Ginn- is of uncertain etymology. It may derive from a Continental Germanic name, perhaps relted to the OW.Norse verb ginna "to deceive, to enchant"; compare with the OW.Norse mythological character Ginnarr. Found in Old Swedish Ginna. Short form of the woman's name Ginnlaug. There is one runic example in the nominative case, kina. NR s.v. Ginna, Ginnlaug

Ginnlaug

dedication to deception or enchantment, enchantment purification

For the prefix Ginn- see above. A short form of this name isGinna. Runic examples include the nominative forms |kinlauh, |kinla-h, kinluk, the genitive forms kinlauhaR, kinlau-aR and the accusative form ki---uku. NR s.v. Ginnlaug, Ginn-, -laug

Gísla 

Found in Old Danish as Gisla. This name is either a short form of Gíslaug or the feminine equivalent to the man's name Gísli. A runic inscription has the nominative form kisla.

NR s.v. Gísla, Gíslaug, Gísli

Gíslaug

weapon-shaft dedication,

weapon-shaft purification

The prefix Gísl- may be related to the Langobard word gísil "arrow-shaft" and also to OW.Norse geisl "staff", geisli "sun-beam"; thus "a shaft typical of a weapon or a part of a weapon". The name may also be linked to OW.Norse gísl "hostage". For the suffix -laug see above. Found in Old Swedish as Gisløgh and in OW.Norse as Gíslaug. Runic examples include the nominative forms kislauh, kisl(a)uig, kislauk, [kislauk], [k-sluk], [-]islauh. NR s.v. Gíslaug, Gísl-, -laug

Gjaflaug, Giaflaug

gift dedication, gift purification

The prefix Gjaf-, Giaf- or Gef- is derived from Germanic *Geba-, compare with the OW.Norse verb gefa "to give" and OW.Norse gjöf "gift", related to the stem in gjafari and gjafmildr. For the suffix -laug see above. A runic example occurs in the nominative case as kiafluk. Appears as the name of two women in Laxdæla saga (c. 1245), Gjaflaug Arnbjörnardóttir, wife of Þórleikr Höskuldsson, and Gjaflaug  Kjallaksdóttir, wife of Björn inn austræni ("the easterner"). Gjaflaug Kjallaksdóttir is also mentioned in Landnámabók in ch. 32 and 40. GB pp. 9; FJ pp. 343; CV pp. 202, 374 s.v. gjöf, laug def. IV; NR s.v. Giaflaug, Gef-/Giaf-, -laug

Gjaflöð

gift invitation

For the prefix Gjaf- see above. For the suffix -löð see above. GB pp. 9; FJ pp. 343; CV pp. 202, 404 s.v. gjöf, löð Greilöð ? invitation For the suffix -löð see above. GB pp. 9; CV pp. 404 s.v. löð

Grélöð, Grélaða

? invitation

For the suffix -löð see above. In Eiríks saga rauða Grélaða appears as the wife of Earl Þórsteinn hausakljúfr ("skull-splitter"). This name appears in Landnámabók for Grélöð, whose mother was Gróa Þórsteinsdóttir, in ch. 36; and for Grélöð, daughter of Jarl Bjartmar in ch. 47. GB pp. 9; CV pp. 404 s.v.

löð

Gríma

woman of the helm/mask

The prefix Grím- is related to Old Icelandic gríma, "mask", and may refer to a helm which masks the face, also Grímr was one of the names of the god Óðinn. This name appears in Landnámabók for Gríma Hallkelsdóttir in ch. 22 and ch. 28. In Laxdæla saga (c. 1245) Gríma is the name of a Hebridean witch who practices deadly magic against Þórðr Ingunnarson and Kari Hrútsson, and is eventually put to death for her crimes by Óláfr pái ("peacock"). GB pp. 9; CV pp. 216 s.v. gríma

Grímhildr

helm of battle

For the prefix Grím- see above. For the suffix -hildr see above. The name Grímhildr appears in Grænlendinga saga (1382-1395), as the wife of Þórsteinn of Lysufjord. FJ pp. 349; CV pp. 216, 261 s.v. gríma, hildr 

Gróa, Gró

grow, flourish, be healed

Found in Old Danish as Gro, in Old Swedish as Groa, and in OW.Norse as Gróa. This name appears in the Poetic Edda as the name of the mother of the giant Örvandil (the constellation Orion), and it is also found as a human name. May be related to Swedish groda or Norse gro, "toad, paddock", or may perhaps be related to OW.Norse gróa, "to grow, to be healed of wounds". Runic examples include nominative case krua and kRrua. This name appears in Landnámabók for Gróa Þórsteinsdóttir and Gróa the daughter of Óláfr feilan ("wolf-cub") in ch. 36; Gróa Dala-Kollsdóttir in ch. 39; Gróa Þórólfsdóttur in ch. 47; Gróa Herfinnsdóttir in ch. 63; Gróa, wife of Flóki in ch. 65; Gróa in snarskyggna ("the swift-eyed") and Gróa Þórvarðsdóttir in ch. 65; Gróa Hafþórsdóttir in ch. 67; Gróa, the daughter of Þórðr illugi ("evil-mind") in ch. 83 and 84; and Gróa Vestarsdóttir in ch. 85. This name also appears for three characters in Laxdæla saga (c. 1245): Gróa Geirmundardóttir, who drowned with her father Geirmundr gnýr ("the noisy"); Gróa Dala-Kollsdóttir; and Gróa, daughter of Þórsteinn rauðr ("the red") and an ancestress of the Norse Earls of Orkney, who also appears in Eiríks saga rauða. GB pp. 9; CV pp. 216-217 s.v. gróa, Gróa; NR s.v.

Gróa Gudda

 Gudda is a short form for Guðrún. CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names" GuðælfR god elf The prefix Guð- and its side-form Goð- are derived from Germanic *guða "god, god-like being" and are related to Old Icelandic guð, goð, "god, the gods." The oldest form of this prefix lies in the root goð, and Cleasby-Vigfusson mentions that even in late Christian poetry words in guð- were made to rhyme with o, suggesting that the pronunciation should still be as if the prefix were goð-. In Iceland the pronunciation underwent further change, so that the g in Guð- is pronounced as gw in Christian names. For the suffix -ælfR see above. A runic example is found in the accusative case as [kyþe=lfi]. A short form for names in Guð- is Gufa or Gufi. CV pp. 207-208 s.v. goð; NR s.v. GuðælfR, Guð-, -ælfR

Guðbjörg

god fortress

For the prefix Guð-see above. For the suffix -björg see above. This name appears in Landnámabók for Guðbjörgr, the mother of Guðbrandr kúla ("knob, hunchback") in ch. 53. A short form for names in Guð- is Gufa or Gufi. GB pp. 9; FJ pp. 344; CV pp. 66, 207-208 s.v. björg, goð; NR s.v. Guð-

Guðfinna

god Saami, god magician, god sorceress

For the prefix Guð-see above. For the suffix -finna see above. A short form for names in Guð- is Gufa or Gufi. GB pp. 9; FJ pp. 344, 348; CV pp. 154, 207-208 s.v. finnr, goð

Guðfríðr

beloved of the god

For the prefix Guð-see above. For the suffix -fríðr see above. Found in OW.Norse as Guðríðr. Runic examples include nominative case [kiþfriþ], kofriþ, [kufri]?, kufriþ, [uþ(u)friþR] and dative case kuþfriþi. A short form for names in Guð- is Gufa or Gufi. A short form of names in Fríð-, -fríðr is Fríða. NR s.v. Guðfríðr, Guð-, -fríðr, Fríða

Guðlaug

dedicated to the god, god purification

For the prefix Guð-see above. For the suffix -laug see above. Found in Old Swedish as Gudhløgh and in OW.Norse as Guðlaug. Compare also with the woman's name Gullaug. Runic examples include the nominative forms koþlauh, [koþlauk], kuþlauh, kuþlauk, [kuþlauk], kuþluk, k[uþluk], [kuþluk], kuþrlaug, kuþrlauk, k---auk, the genitive forms kuþlaukaR, kuþuaukaR and the accusative forms kuþlah, kuþlug*u, kuþlug/kunluk. This name appears in Landnámabók for Guðlaug Arnbjarnardóttir in ch. 64; Guðlaug Hrólfsdóttir in ch. 70 and 71; Guðlaug, wife of Vestmaðr in ch. 73; and Guðlaug, daughter of Óttar hvalró ("whale-calm") in ch. 83. A short form for names in Guð- is Gufa or Gufi. A short form for names in Guðl- is Gulla. A short-form of Guðlaug is Lauga. GB pp. 9; FJ pp. 344, 350; CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names"; CV pp. 207-208, 374 s.v. goð, laug def. IV; NR s.v. Guðlaug, Gullaug, Guð-, -laug

Guðleif

god inheritance

For the prefix Guð-see above. For the suffix -leif see above. This name appears in Landnámabók for Guðleif, daughter of Ketill smiðjudrumbr ("smithy-drum, anvil") in ch. 34. A short form for names in Guð- is Gufa or Gufi. A short form for names in Guðl- is Gulla. GB pp. 9; FJ pp. 344, 350; CV pp. 207-208 s.v. goð; NR s.v. -læif/-löf, -læifR/-lafR

Guðmóð

god courage, god wrath

For the prefix Guð-see above. For the suffix -móðsee above. A runic example occurs in the nominative case as |kuþ(m)uþ. A short form for names in Guð- is Gufa or Gufi. A short form of feminine names in -móð is Moda. NR s.v. Guðmóð, Guð-, -móð

Guðný

new god

For the prefix Guð-see above. For the suffix -ný see above. This name appears in Landnámabók for Guðný Hrafnkelsdóttir in ch. 11; Guðný Böðvarsdóttir in ch. 21, 64, 81, 83, 86; Guðný Hafþórsdóttir in ch. 25; Guðný Þórólfsdóttir in ch. 30; and Guðný Brynjólfsdóttir in ch. 76. A short form for names in Guð- is Gufa or Gufi. GB pp. 9; FJ pp. 344; CV pp. 207-208 s.v. goð; NR s.v. -ný

Guðríðr

god beloved, god fair

For the prefix Guð-see above. The second element is -fríðr, which is derived from *friðior and related to the adjective fríðr, meaning "beloved" or "fair" (see also Guðfríðr). Appears in a Danish runic inscription, kuþfriþi, which is thought to refer to a Norwegian woman. May be found in the Anglo-Scandinavian forms Godrida, Godrithe (c. 1109-1112), Godreda (c. 1138-1145), Guderide (c. 1138-1145), Gorreida (c. 1138-1145). This name appears in Landnámabók for Guðríðr Mársdóttir in ch. 31; Guðríðr Illugadóttir in ch. 34; Guðríðr Þórbjarnardóttir, wife of Þórsteinn Eiríksson in ch. 38; Guðríðr Þórðardóttir in ch. 71; Guðríðr Þórkellsdóttir in ch. 71; and Guðríðr Brynjólfsdóttir in ch. 76. In Laxdæla saga (c. 1245) Guðríðr Þórsteinnsdóttir appears as the daughter of Þórsteinn surts inn spaka (Thórsteinn Black the Wise) and wife of the chieftain Þórkell trefill ("rag" or "fringe"). The name is also found in Grænlendinga saga (1382-1395) and in Eiríks saga rauða, c. late 1100's, for Guðríðr Þórbjarnardóttir, who assists the prophetess in Greenland by singing the Varðlokkur songs. A short form of this name is Gyða. Another short form for this name is Gudda. A short form of names in Fríð-, -fríðr is Fríða. GB pp. 9; FJ pp. 111, 344, 348; CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names"; CV pp. 207-208 s.v. goð; NR s.v.Fríða

Guðrún

god secret, god rune

For the prefix Guð-see above. For the suffix -rún see above. This name appears in Old Danish as Guthrun, in Old Swedish as Gudhrun and in OW.Norse as Guðrún. Runic examples include the nominative forms kuþrun and |kuþrun. This name appears in Landnámabók for Guðrún, whose mother was Þórunn in ch. 17; Guðrún, mother of Þórðr köttr in ch. 32; Guðrún Ósvífsdóttir in ch. 38 and 42; Guðrún Ásólfsdóttir in ch. 46; Guðrún Þórkelsdóttir in ch. 54; Guðrún, wife of Kjartan Ásgeirsson in ch. 59; Guðrún Þórsteinsdóttir in ch. 67; Guðrún wife of Heðinn Þórsteinsson in ch. 72; Guðrún, daughter of Þórarinn sælingr ("fortunate") and Guðrún Þórisdóttir in ch. 75; Guðrún Ámundadóttir in ch. 81; Guðrún, the mother of Sæmundr in ch. 92; Guðrún Kolbeinsdóttir, wife of Sæmundr fróði ("the wise") in ch. 94; and Guðrún, the grandmother of Bishop Magnús, in ch. 94. In Laxdæla saga (c. 1245) appears as the name of Guðrún Ósvífsdóttir, one of the central characters of the saga. A short form for names in Guð- is Gufa or Gufi. A short form of Guðrún is Gunna. A short form of names in Rún- or -rún is Runa. GB pp. 9; FJ pp. 344, 350-351; CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names"; CV pp. 207-208, 504 s.v. goðrún; NR s.v. Guðrún, Guð-, -rún, Rúna

Guðvé, Guðví 

holy place of the god, priestess of the god

For the prefix Guð-see above. For the suffix -vé or -ví see above. Found in Old Swedish as Gudhvi and in OW.Norse as Guðvé. Runic examples include a possible nominative case |kuþui and the accusative case kuþuiu. A short form for names in Guð- is Gufa or Gufi. NR s.v. Guðví, Guð-, -ví, -vér

Guðvör

god defender, god vigilant 

For the prefix Guð-see above. For the suffix -vör see above. Runic examples include the nominative form kuþuar and accusative forms kuþfar and [kuþuaru]. A short form for names in Guð- is Gufa or Gufi. NR s.v. Guðvör, Guð-, -vör; NR s.v. -vör Gufa, Gufi A short form of names in Guðl- May be an Anglo-Scandinavian formation, found in the Anglo-Scandinavian names Guua (c. 1202), Guue (c. 1185-1200), Goue (c. 1218-1219). FJ pp. 113

Gulla, Gylla

 A short form of feminine names in Guðl-, Gull- and also a short form of the woman's name Gyríðr. Found in Old Danish as Gylla and in Old Swedish as Gulla. Runic forms include nominative case gyla, kula, [kula], k[ulha|], kyla and genitive case kylu. May be found in the Anglo-Scandinavian name Golle (c. 1218-1219). FJ pp. 113; NR s.v. Gulla/Gylla

Gullaug

dedicated to the god, god purification

The prefix Gull- is a form of the prefix Guð-. Compare to the woman's name Guðlaug. For the suffix -laug see above. Only occasional examples are found in Old Swedish (Gudhløgh) and OW.Norse. Runic examples include the nominative forms khulu, kulaug, kulauh, [kulauk], kulhu and the genitive form kulaug. NR s.v. Gullaug, Guðlaug, Guð-, -laug

Gulley, Gulløy

god island, god luck 

For the prefix Gull- see above. For the suffix -ey or -øy see above. Runic examples include the nominative forms khulu and kulhu . NR s.v. Gulløy, Gull-, -øy

Gunna 

A short form for the name Guðrún. Also a short form of feminine names in Gunn-, -gunnr/-guðr/-gundr. Found as Gunna in Old Danish, Old Swedish and OW.Norse. Runic examples include the nominative forms kuina, kuna, [kuna], kuno, kyna, the genitive forms gunum, kunuR, ku-u and the accusative form kunu. CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names"; NR s.v. Gunna, Gunn-, -gunnr/-guðr/-gundr

GunnælfR

battle elf

The prefix Gunn- is derived from *gunþi and is identical with Old Icelandic gunnr, guðr, "battle." For the suffix -ælfR see above. Found in Old Swedish as Gunnælf. Runic examples include the nominative form gunilfr[kuilfr]. Short-forms of names in Gunn- or -gunnr/-guðr/-gundr include Gunna and Gynna. NR s.v. GunnælfR, Gunn-, -ælfR, 

Gunna Gunnfríðr, Gunnríðr

battle peace, battle beloved

For the prefix Gunn- see above. For the suffix -fríðr see above. May occur in Old Swedish as Gunridh, the OW.Norse form is Gunnfríðr. Occurs in the runic nominative form kunrir. Short-forms of names in Gunn- or -gunnr/-guðr/-gundr include Gunna and Gynna. A short-form of names in Fríð-, -fríðr is Fríða. GB pp. 9; FJ pp. 344, 348; CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names"; CV pp. 221 s.v. gunnr; NR s.v. Gunn(f)ríðr, Gunn-, -fríðr, Fríða, Gunna

Gunngifu 

A hypothetical Anglo-Scandinavian formation (c. 1202-1219) from the Norse name-element Gunn- and the Old English name-element -gifu. For the prefix Gunn- see above. May be present in the Anglo-Scandinavian names Gunniue and Guniue. Short-forms of names in Gunn- or -gunnr/-guðr/-gundr include Gunna and Gynna. FJ pp. 114, 344; CV pp. 221 s.v. gunnr; NR s.v. -gunnr/-guðr/-gundr, Gunna

Gunnheiðr, Gunnhæiðr

war brilliance, war beauty

For the prefix Gunn- see above. For the suffix -heiðr or -hæiðr see above. Found in Old Swedish as Gunhedh and in OW.Norse as Gunnheiðr. Runic examples include the nominative form guneþr and the accusative form kunaiþ-. Short-forms of names in Gunn- or -gunnr/-guðr/-gundr include Gunna and Gynna. NR s.v. 

Gunnhæiðr, Gunn-, -hæiðr, Gunna

Gunnhildr 

war battle

For the prefix Gunn- see above. For the suffix -hildr see above. Found in Old Danish and in Old Swedish as Gunhild, occurs in OW.Norse as Gunnhildr. Runic examples include nominative case [kunhiltr], kunhi..., kunilr, kuniltr, (k)(u)(n)iltr, kunitr, [k]u[ni]tr, genitive case ku(n)(in)(l)(t)(a)(r) and accusative case kunilt, kunilti. Anglo-Scandinavian forms include Gunnilt, Gunnild (c. 1163-1205), Gunild (c. 1202), Gunnilda (c. 1240-1306), Gonilda (c. 1240-1306), Gunnilde (c. 1198-1205), Gunillda (c. 1202). This name is frequent in Iceland and common in Norway through the entire medieval period. Found in Danish runic inscriptions and other Danish sources. Found in a number of Swedish runic inscriptions and fairly common in later Swedish sources. Related to Continental Germanic Gundihild. This name appears in Landnámabók for Gunnhildr, wife of Kolr in ch. 20; Gunnhildr Ásláksdóttir in chs. 28 and 34; Gunnhildr Símonsdóttir in ch. 28; Gunnhildr Eiríksdóttir in ch. 59 and 61; and Gunnhildr, daughter of Ísröðr Hróaldsson in ch. 75. Orkneyingsaga (c. 1200) lists this as the name of one of the daughters of the Norwegian king Eiríkr blóðøx ("bloodaxe"). In Laxdæla saga (c. 1245) Queen Gunnhildr is the widow of Eiríkr. The name Gunnhildr also appears in Egils saga Skallagrímssonar, c. 1230, where Queen Gunnhildr is identified as Gunnhildr Özursdóttir, wife of King Eiríkr bloðøx; there are also other women in this saga with the same name, such as the daughter of Jarl Hálfdan and granddaughter of King Haraldr hárfagr ("fair-hair"); and Gunnhildr the daughter of Björn Brynjólfsson. Short-forms of names in Gunn- or -gunnr/-guðr/-gundr include Gunna and Gynna. GB pp. 9; FJ pp. 114-116, 344, 349; CV pp. 261 s.v. hildr; NR s.v. Gunnhildr, Gunn-, -hildr, Gunna

Gunnlaug

war dedication, war purification

For the prefix Gunn- see above. For the suffix -laug see above. Compare with the woman's name Guðlaug. occurs in Old Danish as Gunløgh and in OW.Norse as Gunnlaug. Runic examples include the accusative forms kuþlug, kunluk. Short-forms of names in Gunn- or -gunnr/-guðr/-gundr include Gunna and Gynna. NR s.v. Gunnlaug, Guðlaug, Gunn-, -laug, Gunna

Gunnlöð

war invitation

For the prefix Gunn- see above. For the suffix -löð see above. Short-forms of names in Gunn- or -gunnr/-guðr/-gundr include Gunna and Gynna. GB pp. 9; FJ pp. 344; CV pp. 221, 404 s.v. gunnr, löð; NR s.v. -gunnr/-guðr/-gundr, Gunna

Gunnuðr

war love, war wave

For the prefix Gunn- see above. For the suffix -uðr or -unnr see above. A runic example occurs in the nominative case as kunuþr. Short-forms of names in Gunn- or -gunnr/-guðr/-gundr include Gunna and Gynna. NR s.v. Gunnuðr, Gunn-, -unnr/-uðr, Gunna

Gunnvör

war defender, war vigilant

For the prefix Gunn- see above. For the suffix -vör see above. Occurs in Old Danish as Gunnur, in Old Swedish as Gunnur and Gunvor, and in OW.Norse as Gunnvör. Runic examples include the nominative forms kunuar, kunuur, kunur, [kynuar], (u)nuaur and the accusative form kunuar. This name was borne by one of the daughters of the original settlers of Iceland. Found very frequently in Norway. Frequent in Danish where it appears as Gunnur or Latin Gunwara. This name appears in Landnámabók for Gunnvör, daughter of Hróðgeirr inn spaki ("the wise") in chs. 14 and 96. Anglo-Scandinavian forms include Gonnora (c. 1197), Gunnora (c. 1197-1256), Gunnewar (c. 1202-1240), Gunware (c. 1179-1202), Gunneuare, Guneuuare, Gunner (c. 1300-1400). In Normandy the wife of Richard I and others bore this name, spelled variously as Gonnor, Gunnor, Gunwera. Short-forms of names in Gunn- or -gunnr/-guðr/-gundr include Gunna and Gynna. GB pp. 9; FJ pp. 118-119, 344, 351-352; CV pp. 221 s.v. gunnr; NR s.v. Gunnvör, Gunn-, -vör, Gunna

Gunnþrúðr

war mighty

For the prefix Gunn- see above. For the suffix -þrúðr see above. Occurs in Old Swedish as Gunthrudh. A runic example in the nominative case is kunþruþr. Short-forms of names in Gunn- or -gunnr/-guðr/-gundr include Gunna and Gynna. NR s.v. Gunnþrúðr, Gunn-, -þrúðr, Gunna

Gyða

A short form of Gyríðr or Guðríðr. Found in Old Danish as Gytha, in Old Swedish as Gydha and in OW.Norse as Gyða. Found early in Norway, where it is common. Found less frequently in Iceland. Found in two Danish runic inscriptions and common in other Danish sources. Found in a few Swedish runic inscriptions and in some later Swedish sources. Runic examples include the nominative forms gyþa, kiþa, kuþa, [kuþa]. The name Gyða appears in Landnámabók in ch. 69. Found in Egils saga Skallagrímssonar, c. 1230, as Gyða, the sister of Arinbjörn hersir ("chieftain"). May be present in the Anglo-Scandinavian names Guede, Githe (c. 1219), Gide (c. 1210-1220), Ghithe (c. 1300's). GB pp. 9; FJ pp. 119-120; NR s.v. Gyða, Gyríðr

Gyðlaug

? purification, ? dedication

For the suffix -laug see above. GB pp. 9; CV pp. 374 s.v. laug def. IV

Gynna 

A short form of feminine names in Gunn-. Compare with the feminine name Gunna and with the Old Swedish name Gyna. Runic examples include the nominative forms kuina and kyna. NR s.v. Gynna, Gunna 

Gyra 

Perhaps a short form of Gyríðr. May be present in the runic nominative form [kura]. NR s.v. Gyra, Gyríðr

Gyríðr, Gyðríðr

god beloved

Derived from Guðríðr. Short forms of this name include Gyða, Gyra and Gulla or Gylla. GB pp. 9; FJ pp. 111, 119, 344, 348; CV pp. 207-208 s.v. goð

H

Name

Meaning

Notes Source 

Hafþóra

sea Thórr

The prefix Haf- is identical with Old Icelandic haf, "sea". For the suffix -þóra see above. This name appears in Landnámabók for Hafþóra Þórbergsdóttir in chs. 21, 55 and 89. GB pp. 9; FJ pp. 344; CV pp. 743 s.v. Þórr

Halla

stone

Identical with Old Icelandic hallr, "flat stone, slab, big stone, boulder". This name appears in Landnámabók for Halla Eyjólfsdóttir in ch. 42; Halla Gestsdóttir in ch. 46; and Halla Steinólfsdóttir in ch. 48. In Laxdæla saga (c. 1245) Halla is the daughter of Gestr Oddleisson and mother of Þórgils Holluson. The name Halla also appears in Vápnfirðinga saga as the daughter of Lýtingr Ásbjarnarson. GB pp. 9; FJ pp. 344; CV pp. 235 s.v. hallr

Hallabera, Hallbera

she-bear of the stone

For the prefix Hall- see above. The suffix -bera is derived from the root ber, "bear" found also in berserkr. This name appears in Landnámabók for Hallbera, daughter of Úlfr inn óargi ("the virtuous") in ch. 18; Hallbera Snorradóttir in ch. 48; Hallbera, daughter of Þóroddr hjálmr ("helm") in ch. 60; and for Hallbera Önundardóttir and her granddaughter Hallbera in ch. 73. In Vápnfirðinga saga, Hallbera is the daughter of Þórgerðr silfra ("the silver). GB pp. 9; FJ pp. 344; CV pp. 58, 235 s.v. bera, hallr 

Hallbjörg

stone deliverance

For the prefix Hall- see above. For the suffix -björg see above. This name appears in Landnámabók for Hallbjörg Bárðsdóttir in ch. 28. GB pp. 9; FJ pp. 344; CV pp. 66, 235 s.v. björg, hallr

Halldís

stone goddess

For the prefix Hall- see above. For the suffix -dís see above. This name appears in Landnámabók for Halldís Erpsdóttir in chs. 38 and 29; Halldís Þorgrímsdóttir in chs. 48 and 49. This name also appears in Eiríks saga rauða, c. late 1100's, for the foster-mother of Guðríðr Þórbjarnardóttir, who taught Guðríðr the Varðlokkur songs. A short-form for names in -dís is Dísa. GB pp. 9; FJ pp. 344; CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names"; CV pp. 100, 235 s.v. dís, hallr

Halldóra, Hallþóra

stone of Thórr

For the prefix Hall- see above. For the suffix -þóra or -dóra see above. The name Halldóra appears in Landnámabók for Halldóra Geirmundardóttir in ch. 12; Halldóra, daughter of Hrólfr inn auðgi ("the wealthy") in ch. 21; Halldóra Þórhallsdóttir in ch. 39; Halldóra Steinmóðsdóttir in chs. 40 and 98; Halldóra Gunnsteinsdóttir in ch. 68; Halldóra, daughter of Þórkell svarti ("the black") in ch. 72; Halldóra, whose mother was Hallbera Önundardóttir, in ch. 73; Halldóra Einarsdóttir in ch. 75; Halldóra, daughter of Ormr ánauðgi ("oppressed") in ch. 92; Halldóra, wife of Bishop Magnús Gissurarson in ch. 99. A short form of Halldóra is Dóra. GB pp. 9; FJ pp. 344; CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names"; CV pp. 235, 743 s.v. hallr, Þórr

Hallerna

stone vigor

For the prefix Hall- see above. The suffix -erna is identical to the Old Icelandic adjective ern, "brisk, vigorous". GB pp. 9; FJ pp. 344; CV pp. 133, 235 s.v. ern, hallr 

Hallfríðr

stone beloved

For the prefix Hall- see above. For the suffix -fríðr see above. Related to the Old Swedish name Halffred, occurs in OW.Norse as Hallfríðr. May occur in the runic genitive form halfr.... This name appears in Landnámabók for Hallfríðr Þorbjarnardóttir in chs. 38 and 39; and for Hallfríðr Egilsdóttir in ch. 75. Hallfríðr Egilsdóttir, wife of Þórkell Geitirsson, appears in Vápnfirðinga saga. Hallfríðr Snorradóttir, mother of Bishop Þórlakr, appears in Eiríks saga rauða, c. late 1100's, and in Grænlendinga saga (1382-1395). A short-form of names in Fríð-, -fríðr is Fríða. GB pp. 9; FJ pp. 344, 348; CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names"; CV pp. 235 s.v. hallr, Fríða

Hallgerðr

stone garth, stone protection

For the prefix Hall- see above. For the suffix -gerðr see above. This name appears in Landnámabók for Hallgerðr Tungu-Oddsdóttir in chs. 20 and 51; Hallgerðr snúinbrók Höskuldsdóttir in chs. 38 and 39; Hallgerðr Örnólfsdóttir in ch. 46; Hallgerðr, wife of Steinn inn danski ("the Dane") in ch. 46; Hallgerðr Vermundardóttir in ch. 48; and Hallgerðr Hólmsteinsdóttir in ch. 77. In Laxdæla saga (c. 1245) Hallgerðr langbrók ("long-legs") is the daughter of Höskuldr Dala-Kollsson. GB pp. 11; FJ pp. 344, 349; CV pp. 197, 235 s.v. Gerðr, hallr

Hallgríma

stone helm

For the prefix Hall- see above. For the suffix -gríma see above. FJ pp. 344, 349; CV pp. 216, 235 s.v. gríma, hallr

Hallkatla

stone kettle, stone helm

For the prefix Hall- see above. For the suffix -katla see above. This name appears in Landnámabók for Hallkatla Bjarnardóttir in ch. 46. A woman named Hallkatla appears in Vápnfirðinga saga, daughter of Þiðrandi. GB pp. 11; FJ pp. 344, 349; CV pp. 235, 337 s.v. hallr, ketill

Hallótta

stone terror

For the prefix Hall- see above. The suffix -ótta is probably related to Old Icelandic ótti, "terror, fear, dread". GB pp. 11; FJ pp. 344, 345; CV pp. 235, 473 s.v. hallr, ótti

Hallveig

stone strong, stone battle, stone holy, stone intoxication

For the prefix Hall- see above. For the suffix -veig see above. This name appears in Landnámabók for Hallveig Fróðadóttir in ch. 9; Hallveig Einarsdóttir in ch. 28; Hallveig Þórgrímsdóttir in ch. 39; Hallveig Oddadóttir in ch. 44; Hallveig Bjarnardóttir in ch. 92; and Hallveig Þórviðardóttir in chs. 95 and 97. Hallveig, the daughter of Einarr of Laugarbrekka and mother of Guðríðr Þórbjarnardóttir, appears in Eiríks saga rauða, c. late 1100's. GB pp. 11; FJ pp. 344; CV pp. 235, 690 s.v. hallr, veig; NR s.v. -væig

Hallvör

stone defender

For the prefix Hall- see above. For the suffix -vör see above. GB pp. 11; FJ pp. 344, 351-352; CV pp. 235 s.v. hallr; NR s.v. -vör

Hálma

  GB pp. 11

Haurlaug

buck dedication, buck purification

The prefix Haur- is from Primitive Scandinavian *haburaR, "buck, he-goat". For the suffix -laug see above. A runic example occurs in the accusative case as haurlau. NR s.v. Haurlaug, Haur-, -laug

Heðindís, Hiðindís

fur goddess The prefix Heðin- or Hiðin-

is of disputed origin. The masculine name Heðinn/Hiðinn may have come into Scandinavia from the Hjaðning sagas. There is a discrepancy in pronunciation between medieval West Scandinavian and medieval East Scandinavian forms and hitherto there has not been a satisfactory explanation. The OW.Norse form with /e/ is assumed to have been formed along the pattern of OW.Norse heðinn "fur, pelt", but the discrepancy between the East Scandinavian /i/ and the West Scandinavian /e/ may also be explained as normal sound differences. The Viking Age runic examples seems to occur both as /i/ and /e/. Found in Old Swedish as Hidhindis. Runic examples in the nominative case include haþintis and hiþintis. NR s.v. Heðin-/Hiðindís, Heðin-/Hiðin-, -dís

Heðinfast, Hiðinfast

fur steady, pelt firm

For the prefix Heðin- or Hiðin- see above. For the suffix fast- or -föst see above. Occurs in the runic nominative forms hiþinfast and [hiþinfast]. NR s.v. Heðin-/Hiðinfast, Heðin-/Hiðin-, -fast/-föst

Heðingunnr, Hiðingunnr

fur battle

For the prefix Heðin- or Hiðin- see above. For the suffix -gunnr see above. Occurs in the runic nominative form hiþinkun. A short-form of names in Gunn- or -gunnr/-guðr/-gundr is Gunna. NR s.v. Heðin-/Hiðingunnr, Heðin-/Hiðin-, -gunnr/-guðr/-gundr, Gunna

Heðinvé, Hiðinví

fur holy place, fur priestess

For the prefix Heðin- or Hiðin- see above. For the suffix -vé or -ví see above. Occurs in the runic nominative form iþinui. NR s.v. Heðin-/Hiðinví, Heðin-/Hiðin-, -ví, -vér

Heiðr

heath

Identical to Old Icelandic heiðr, "heath". Occurs as the name of a völva or prophetess in Völuspá as well as a human name element. This name appears in Landnámabók for Heiðr völva ("prophetess") in ch. 56. GB pp. 11; CV pp. 247 s.v. heiðr

Heilvé, Hæilví

holy place, holy priestess

The prefix Hæil- or Heil- is from OW.Norse heill "happiness, luck" or the OW.Norse adjective heill "happy, lucky". For the suffix -vé or -ví see above. Found in Old Swedish as Helvi (this example from Gotland). Occurs in the runic nominative form [haili]. NR s.v. Hæilví, Hæil-, -ví, -vér

Heimlaug, Hæimlaug

home purification, dedicated to the home

The prefix Heim- or Hæim- is from OW.Norse heimr "home".For the suffix -laug see above. Appears in OW.Norse as Heimlaug. Occurs in the runic nominative form [imlauk]. This name appears in Landnámabók for Heimlaug Þórarinsdóttir in ch. 95. GB pp. 11; CV pp. 249, 374 s.v. heima, laug def. IV; NR s.v. Hæimlaug, Hæim-, -laug

Hekja 

The name Hekja appears in Eiríks saga rauða, c. late 1100's, as the name of a Scottish bondswoman sent by Karlsefni to reconnoitre Vinland. GB pp. 11

Helga, Hælga

holy, dedicated to the gods

Occurs in Old Danish as Helgha, in Old Swedish as Hælgha, and in OW.Norse as Helga. This name is the feminine equivalent to the man's name Helgi, from the OW.Norse adjective heilagr "holy", during heathen times with the meaning "dedicated to the gods". Runic examples include the nominative forms elha, elka, halha, he(l)ga, helka, hlga, hlka, [ilka] and the genitive forms helgu, hlku. This popular name appears in Landnámabók for Helga Arnardóttir in chs. 3 and 5; Helga Þórðardóttir in chs. 10 and 21; Helga Þórgeirsdóttir in ch. 25; Helga Önundardóttir in ch. 28; Helga Kjallaksdóttir in ch. 30; Helga, the wife of Ásmundr Þórgestsson in ch. 30; Helga Steinsdóttir in ch. 31; Helga Óláfsdóttir in ch. 40; Helga, daughter of Áni bogsveigir ("bow-swayer, archer"); Helga Þórisdóttir in ch. 54; Helga Helgadóttir in ch. 70; Helga Þórgeirsdóttir in ch. 73; Helga Bjarnardóttir in ch. 75; Helga Hólmsteinsdóttir in ch. 77; Helga Þórðardóttir in chs. 81 and 99; Helga Ásgeirsdóttir in ch. 89; Helga Önundardóttir in ch. 92; Helga Hrólfsdóttir in chs. 92 and 94; Helga Ormsdóttir in ch. 97; Helga Þrándardóttir in ch. 98; and Helga Jónsdóttir in ch. 100. In Laxdæla saga (c. 1245) Helga is the name of the daughter of Óláfr feilan ("wolf-cub"). In Hænsa-Þóris saga the name Helga appears for the wife of Gunnar Lífarson. Helga in fagra ("the fair") appears in Gunnlaugs saga ormstungu, the daughter of Þórsteinn Egilsson and granddaughter of Egill Skallagrímsson. GB pp. 11; CV pp. 254-255 s.v. Helgi, helga; NR s.v. Hælga

Helgunnr, Hælgunnr

holy love, holy wave

The prefix Helg- or Hælg- is from the OW.Norse adjective heilagr, "holy," or may be adapted from the names Helga/Hælga, Helgi/Hælgi. Occurs in the runic nominative form helgun.

NR s.v. Hælgunnr, Hælg-, -unnr/-uðr

Herborg

war-host deliverance

The prefix Her- or Hær- comes from Germanic *harjaz and is related to Old Icelandic herr, "army, military force". The side-form Heri- or Hæri- appears before non-palatal vowels. For the suffix -borg see above. FJ pp. 344; CV pp. 66. 258 s.v. björg, herr

Herdís

war-host goddess

For the prefix Her see above. For the suffix -dís see above. This name appears in Landnámabók for Herdís, mother of Steins skáld in ch. 32; Herdís Bolladóttir in ch. 38; Herdís Tindsdóttir in ch. 48; and Herdís Þórðardóttir in chs. 60 and 64. Laxdæla saga (c. 1245) also mentions Herdís Bolladóttir. A short-form for names in -dís is Dísa. GB pp. 11; FJ pp. 344; CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names"; CV pp. 100, 258 s.v. dís, herr

Herfríðr, Herríðr, Hærfríðr

army beloved

For the prefix Her see above. For the suffix -fríðr see above. Found in OW.Norse as Herfríðr, Herríðr. Occurs in the runic nominative form (h)[a]rfri[þr]. A short form of names in Fríð-, -fríðr is Fríða. NR s.v. Hærfríðr, Hær-, -fríðr, Fríða

Hergerðr

war-host garth, war-host protection

For the prefix Her see above. For the suffix -gerðr see above. GB pp. 11; FJ pp. 258, 344, 349; CV pp. 197 s.v.

herr, Gerðr

Hergunnr

war-host battle

For the prefix Her see above. For the suffix -gunnr see above. A short-form of names in Gunn- or -gunnr/-guðr/-gundr is Gunna. FJ pp. 344; CV pp. 221, 258 s.v. gunnr, herr; NR s.v. -gunnr/-guðr/-gundr, Gunna

Herleif, Hærlæif

army inheritance

For the prefix Her see above. For the suffix -leif or -læif see above. May occur in Old Danish as Herlef. Occurs in the runic nominative form [harlaif]. NR s.v. Hærlæif, Hær-, -læif/-löf, -læifR/-lafR

Herríðr, Herfríðr, Hærfríðr

army beloved

For the prefix Her see above. For the suffix -fríðr see above. Found in OW.Norse as Herfríðr, Herríðr. Occurs in the runic nominative form (h)[a]rfri[þr]. This name appears in Landnámabók for Herríðr Gautsdóttir in ch. 40. A short form of names in Fríð-, -fríðr is Fríða. GB pp. 11; FJ pp. 344, 350; CV pp. 258 s.v. herr; NR s.v. Hærfríðr, Hær-, -fríðr, Fríða

Hervör

war-host defender

For the prefix Her see above. For the suffix -vör see above. This name appears in Landnámabók for Hervör, whose mother was Þórgerðr Eylaugsdóttir, in ch. 10. GB pp. 11; FJ pp. 344, 351-352; CV pp. 258 s.v. herr; NR s.v. -vör 

Herþrúðr, Hærþrúðr

mighty war-host

For the prefix Her see above. For the suffix -þrúðr see above. Found in OW.Norse as Herþrúðr. occurs in the runic nominative form harþruþr. This name appears in Landnámabók for Herþrúðr Breiðardóttir in ch. 28 and Herþrúðr Illugadóttir in ch. 34. The short form for names in -þrúða is Þrúða. GB pp. 11; FJ pp. 344; CV p. 258, 747 s.v. herr, Þrúðr, Þrúða; NR s.v. Hærþrúðr, Hær-, -þrúðr

Hildibjörg

war deliverance

The prefix Hildi- or Hild- (used before a vowel) come from *heldioR, "battle" and are related to Old Icelandic hildr, "battle". For the suffix -björg see above. Hildr or Hilda may be used as short forms for names in Hild-. GB pp. 11; FJ pp. 344; CV pp. 66, 261 s.v. björg, hildr

Hildigerðr, Hildegærdh, Hildigard

battle garth, battle protection

For the prefix Hildi- see above. For the suffix -gerðr see above. Only one instance of this name occurs in West Scandinavia, where it is used for a fictional character. However, the name is recorded in Sweden as Hildegærdh, and in Denmark as Hildigard. Hildr or Hilda may be used as short forms for names in Hild-. FJ pp. 141, 344, 349; CV pp. 261 s.v. hildr

Hildiguðr, Hildigunnr

war battle 

For the prefix Hildi- see above. For the suffix -gunnr see above. This name appears in Landnámabók for Hildigunnr, wife of Sigmundr Ketilsson, in ch. 28. Hildr or Hilda may be used as short forms for names in Hild-. A short-form of names in Gunn- or -gunnr/-guðr/-gundr is Gunna. GB pp. 11; FJ pp. 344; CV pp. 221, 261 s.v. gunnr, hildr; NR s.v. -gunnr/-guðr/-gundr, Gunna

Hildiríðr

war ?

For the prefix Hildi- see above. Hildr or Hilda may be used as short forms for names in Hild-. The suffix -ríðr is of uncertain origin. GB pp. 11; FJ pp. 344, 350; CV pp. 261 s.v. hildr 

Hildr, Hilda

battle See Hildi-, above. This

name may also be used as a short-form of other names in Hild-. The name Hildr is used for one of the Valkyries, but is also a very common woman's name in Norway and Iceland during the Viking Age. It is also recorded in Sweden and Denmark. The name Hilda appears in Landnámabók for Hilda stjarna ("star") Þórvaldsdóttir in ch. 23 and Hilda Þráinsdóttir in ch. 67. The form Hildr also appears in Landnámabók for Hildr in mjóva ("the slim") Högnadóttir in ch. 40; Hildr Hermundardóttir in ch. 59; Hildr, sister of Ketill þistill ("thistle"), in ch. 74; Hildr Ásbjarnardóttir and her granddaughter Hildr Þórisdóttir in ch. 85; and Hildr Baugsdóttir in ch. 91. In Laxdæla saga (c. 1245) Hildr is the baby daughter of Þórsteinn surts inn spaka (Thórsteinn Black the Wise) and is killed in the family drowning in Breidafjörd. GB pp. 11; FJ pp. 140, 344; CV pp. 261 s.v. hildr

Hjalmdís, Hialmdís

helm goddess, helm priestess

The prefix Hjálm- is identical with Old Icelandic hjálmr, helm, helmet". For the suffix -dís see above. Occurs in the runic nominative form hialmtis. NR s.v. Hialmdís, Hialm-, -dís

Hjálmgerðr, Hjálmrgerðr

helm garth, helm protection

For the prefix Hjálm- see above. For the suffix -gerðr see above. GB pp. 11; FJ pp. 349; CV pp. 197, 266-267 s.v. Gerðr, hjálmr

Hjalmlaug, Hialmlaug

helmet dedication, helmet purification

For the prefix Hjálm- see above. For the suffix -laug see above. Occurs in the runic nominative forms hielmlaug and hielmlauk. NR s.v. Hialmlaug, Hialm-, -laug

Hjálp, Hjölp

help

Originally a by-name related to Old Icelandic hjölp, "help". Recorded in West Scandinavia at the time of the Landnám. May be present in the Anglo-Scandinavian place-names Helperby, Heolperbi, Hilprebe, Ilprebi, Helprebi, Helperthorpe.

GB pp. 11; FJ pp. 141-142

Hjördís

sword goddess

The prefix Hjör- is identical to Old Icelandic hjörr, "a sword". For the suffix -dís see above. A short-form for names in -dís is Dísa. CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names"; CV pp. 100, 268 s.v. dís, 

hjörr Hjötra

 The name Hjötra appears in the legendary saga Gautreks saga, c. late 1200's, as the name of one of the daughters of ridiculously ignorant family. All the names in this family rhyme (Totra, Fjötra, Hjötra, Snotra) and it is unlikely that any except Snotra were used outside of fiction or nicknames. 

Hlaðgunnr

hlað battle

For the suffix -gunnr see above. A short-form of names in Gunn- or -gunnr/-guðr/-gundr is Gunna. CV pp. 221 s.v. gunnr; NR s.v. -gunnr/-guðr/-gundr, Gunna

Hleið 

The name Hleið appears in the legendary saga Bósa saga og Herrauðs, c. 1300, as the sister of King Goðmundr.

 Hlíf, Líf

defense; life

Originally a by-name. From OW.Norse hlíf "defense, protection; byrnie, shield" and related to Old Icelandic hlífa, "to give shelter, to cover" and to hlífð, "defence, protection". The form Líf may be Hlíf with the initial h lost, or it may be related to Old Icelandic líf, "life". This name appears in Landnámabók for Hlíf hestageldir ("horse-gelder") in ch. 27; Hlíf, mother of Gunnar Hlífarson in ch. 40; Hlíf Hrólfsdóttir in ch. 66; and Hlíf Heðinsdóttir in ch. 68. The name Líf appears only in mythology. GB pp. 11; FJ pp. 188; CV pp. 271 s.v. hlífa, hlífð

Hlífhildr

battle defense

The prefix Hlíf- is from OW.Norse hlíf "defense, protection; byrnie, shield". For the suffix -hildr see above. Occurs in the runic accusative forms lifilt and lif.... NR s.v. Hlífhildr, Hlíf-, -hildr 

Hlífey, Hlíføy

island defense, luck defense

For the prefix Hlíf- see above. For the suffix -ey or -øy see above. Occurs in the runic genitive form lifayaR. NR s.v. Hlíføy, Hlíf-, -øy

Hlín

she that defends

Usually found as a goddess-name, a wife of Óðinn, also in a large number of poetic compounds meaning "woman" such as hrínga-hlín, bauga-hlín, "ring-lady". The root comes from Old Icelandic hleina, "to save, defend," which is related to Old English hlæna and modern English "lean". The related noun hlein is used of the upright warp-weighted loom, which is leaned against a wall in use. CV pp. 270, 271 s.v. Hlín, hleina, hlein

Holma 

Short form of feminine names in Holm-. Runic examples occur in the nominative forms hulma, [hulma], -(u)(l)mahulmu. NR s.v. Holma, Holm-

Holmdís

island goddess, island priestess

The prefix Hólm- is identical to OW.Norse hólmr, "island". For the suffix -dís see above. Runic examples occur in the nominative case as [hulmntis], hulmtis, [hulmtis], in the genitive case as hulmtis and in the accusative case as hulmtisi. NR s.v. Holmdís, Holm-, -dís

Hólmfríðr

island peace

For the prefix Holm- see above. For the suffix -fríðr see above. Occurs in Old Danish as Holmfrith, in Old Swedish as Holmfridh and in OW.Norse as Hólmfríðr. Runic examples include the nominative forms [holmfrþ], hulfriþ, hulmfriR, hulmfriþ, h(u)lmfriþ, hu(l)(m)(f)riþ, [hu](l)mfriþ, [hulmfriþ], hulmfriþr, hulm×fri..., hulmriþ, humfriþr, hum(f)riþr, ulm×f(r)[in](R), ulmfris, [ulmfriþ], -hulf(r)iþ, the genitive forms hulmfiþaR, h[u]lmfriþaR and the accusative forms hulmfriþi, hulmf-iþi. A short-form of names in Fríð-, -fríðr is Fríða. GB pp. 11; FJ pp. 344, 348; CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names"; CV pp. 280-281 s.v. hólmr; NR s.v. Holmfríðr, Holm-, -fríðr, Fríða

Holmgerðr, Holmgærðr

island garth, island defense

For the prefix Holm- see above. For the suffix -gærðr or -gerðr see above. Occurs in Old Danish as Holgerth and in Old Swedish as Holmgærdh. Runic examples include the nominative forms (h)ulker, [hulm]kir, hulmkirþr. NR s.v. Holmgærðr, Holm-, -gærðr

Hólmlaug, Holmlaug

island dedication, island defense

For the prefix Holm- see above. For the suffix -laug see above. Found in OW.Norse as Hólmlaug. Runic examples include nominative forms [holmlauk], hulmlauk U461, hulmnlauk, hu..., [h...luk] and the genitive form hulmlaukaR. NR s.v. Holmlaug, Holm-, -laug

Holmvé, Holmví

island holy place, island priestess

For the prefix Holm- see above. For the suffix -vé or -ví see above. Occurs in the runic accusative form hulmnui. NR s.v. Holmví, Holm-, -ví, -vér

Hrafnhildr, Rafnhildr

raven of battle

The prefix Hrafn- is identical with Old Icelandic hrafn, "raven". For the suffix -hildr see above. A few instances of this name are recorded in West Scandinavia. This name appears in Landnámabók for Hrafnhildr Ketilsdóttir in ch. 90 and Hrafnhildr Stórólfsdóttir in chs. 90 and 91. The name Hrafnhildr appears in the legendary saga Örvar-Odds saga, c. 1250, as the mother of Oddr. Possibly present in the Anglo-Scandinavian place-names Rauenhilbanc (c. 1209), Rauenylridding (c. 1320). GB pp. 11; FJ pp. 212, 349; CV pp. 261, 281 s.v. hildr, hrafn

Hrefna, Hræfna

raven

Found in OW.Norse as Hrefna. This name represents a feminine form of OW.Norse hrafn "raven" or corresponds to the masculine name Hrafn. Compare with hrefna "female raven" in Modern Icelandic. Occurs in the runic nominative form hribno. Appears in Laxdæla saga (c. 1245) as Hrefna Ásgeirsdóttir, the daughter of Ásgeirr æðikollr ("the hot-head") and wife of Kjartan. Hrefna Ásgeirsdóttir is also mentioned in chs. 39 and 53 of Landnámabók. GB pp. 11; CV pp. 281 s.v. hrafn; NR s.v. Hræfna, Hrafn

Hrímhildr

ice battle

The prefix Hrím- is probably identical to Old Icelandic hrím, "frost, rime, ice". For the suffix -hildr see above. GB pp. 11; FJ pp. 349; CV pp. 261, 285-286 s.v. hildr, hrím

Hróða 

A short form of feminine names in Hróð- Occurs in the runic nominative form hruþa. NR s.v. Hróða, Hróð-

Hróðgerða, Hróðgærða

fame garth, fame defense

The prefix Hróð- is from OW.Norse hróðr "praise, fame," which is derived from Primitive Scandinavian *hróþiR. The second element -gerða represents a weak side-form of the suffix -gærðr or -gerðr (see above). Compare with OW.Norse Hróðgerðr. Occurs in the runic nominative form roþkerþa. NR s.v. Hróðgærða, Hróð-, -gærða

Hróðlaug

fame dedidctaion, fame purification

For the prefix Hróð- see above. For the suffix -laug see above. Occurs in the runic genitive form [hrulauhar]. NR s.v. Hróðlaug, Hróð-, -laug

Hróðný

new fame

For the prefix Hróð- see above. For the suffix -ný see above. This name appears in Landnámabók for Hróðný Ketilsdóttir in ch. 30; Hróðný Illugadóttir in ch. 46; Hróðný Skeggjadóttir in ch. 55; and Hróðný Unadóttir in ch. 58. GB pp. 11; FJ pp. 346; CV pp. 287 s.v. hróðr; NR s.v. -ný

Hróðþjóð, Hróðþjúð, Hróðþiúð

fame of the folk

For the prefix Hróð- see above. The suffix -þjóð, -þjúð, or -þiúð is from OW.Norse þjóð "folk, people." The name Hróðþjóð occurs in medieval Gotlandic runic inscriptions as well as in the runic genitive form roþiauþar and the accusative form roþiauþ. NR s.v. Hróðþiúð, Hróð-, -þiúð

Hróðvé, Hróðví

famous holy

place, famous priestess

For the prefix Hróð- see above. For the suffix -vé or -ví see above. Found in Old Swedish as Rodhvi. Occurs in the runic nominative form ruþui. NR s.v. Hróðví, Hróð-, -ví, -vér

Huld, Hulda

hiding, secrecy

From Old Icelandic Huld, the name of a giantess, related to hulda, "hiding, secrecy". Often found in the sagas as a name of a seið-kona or witch, which may indicate that this was not a name actually used for humans but only appeared in a fictional sense to indicate a villainess, as in Ynglingasaga. CV pp. 292 s.v. Huld, hulda

Húngerðr

bear-cub garth, bear-cub protection, high protection

The prefix Hún- is of doubtful origin, but may be identical to Old Icelandic húnn, "bear-cub" or perhaps be derived from Primitive Scandinavian *hun, "high". For the suffix -gerðr see above. This name appears in Landnámabók for Húngerðr Þóroddsdóttir in chs. 20 and 86. GB pp. 11; FJ pp. 344, 349; CV pp. 197 s.v. Gerðr

Húnhildr

bear-cub battle, high battle

A hypothetical Anglo-Scandinavian formation. For the prefix Hún- see above. For the suffix -hildr see above. May be present in the Anglo-Scandinavian place-name Hunildehus (c. 1200).

FJ pp. 145, 344, 349; CV pp. 261 s.v. hildr  

I

Name

Meaning

Notes Source

Iðunn

goddess

Iðunn was the wife of the god of poetry, Bragi, and was herself the keeper of the golden apples which were the food of the gods. Found also as a human name in Landnámabók, where it is used for Iðunn Molda-Gnúpsdóttur in chs. 14 and 86 and Iðunn Hámundardóttir in ch. 67. GB pp. 12; CV pp. 313 s.v.

Iðunn

Ígulfríðr

hedgehog beloved

The prefix Ígul- may be derived from OW.Norse ígull "sea-urchin", but nevertheless probably has an original sense of "hedgehog". For the suffix -fríðr see above. Found in Old Danish as Iulfrith. Runic examples include the nominative forms [ikulfriþ] and hulf(r)iþ. A short form of names in Fríð-, -fríðr is Fríða. NR s.v. Ígulfríðr, Ígul-, -fríðr, Fríða

Inga

A short form of names in Ing-, Ingi- This name is very common is Swedish and Danish, and probably spread from there to Norway in the 1200's, where it then became fairly common. Occurs in Old Danish, Old Swedish and in OW.Norse as Inga. Runic examples include nominative case ika, in(k)a, [ika], inka, [inka], genitive case ikur, ikuR, inku, and one example in which the case is uncertain, iku. Found in the Anglo-Scandinavian names Inga (c. 1160) and Ynga (c. 1202). GB pp. 12; FJ pp. 149; CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names"; CV pp. 313-314 s.v. Ingi; NR s.v. Inga, Ing(in)-

Ingibjörg, Ingeborg, Ingeberg

staff deliverance, Freyr's deliverance

The prefixes Ing- (found before a vowel), Ingi- (used before a consonant), Ingin- and Ingv- are derived from Germanic *Ingwia-, compounded with the suffix of belonging, -ia-, to form Germanic *Ingwaz, which is assumed to be the name of a Germanic god who the person worshipped, nevertheless there is no direct proof. This name element may be related to other words of Indo-European origin, such as Greek encox, "lance, staff" in a meaning related perhaps to male genitalia, since the name is also thought to be associated with the god Ingvi-Freyr. Alternately the name may indicate national origin from the Germanic *ingwianiz, "Ingaevones" (Latin inguaeones, ingaeuones) described by Pliny and Tacitus, who describe this people as a coastal Germanic tribe who took their name from that of a mythical person from which the tribe sprang (heros eponymos). For the suffix -björg or -borg see above. Found in Old Danish as Ingiburgh, in Old Swedish as Ingeborgh and in OW.Norse as Ingibjörg or Ingibiörg. Runic examples include the nominative forms inkiber, inkiberh, inki:burk. This name appears in Landnámabók for Ingibjörg Ásbjarnardóttir in chs. 23, 38 and 55; Ingibjörg Gilsdóttir in ch. 40; Ingibjörg Rauðsdóttir in ch. 63; and Ingibjörg Hróðgeirsdóttir in ch. 75. In Orkneyingasaga (c. 1200) Ingibjörg Finnsdóttir is the wife of Earl Þórfinnr and mother of Paul and Erlend. In Laxdæla saga (c. 1245) Princess Ingibjörg is the sister of King Óláfr Tryggvasson of Norway and a friend of Kjartan. Another Ingibjörg appears in Vápnfirðinga saga, daughter of Hróðgeirr inn hvíta ("the white"). The name Ingibjörg appears in the legendary saga Örvar-Odds saga, c. 1250, as the name of Hjalmar's beloved. This name appears as well in the legendary saga Egils saga einhenda og Asmundar saga berserkjabana, c. 1300, as the mother of Egill einhenda ("one-hand"). Ingibjörg also appears in the legendary saga Helga þáttr Þórissonar, c. 1390, as the daughter of King Goðmundr. Ingibjörg in fagra ("the fair") is the wife of Friðþjóf inn frækna ("the brave") in the legendary saga Gautreks saga, c. late 1200's. A short form of names in Ingi- is Inga. A short form of Ingibjörg is Imba. GB pp. 12; FJ pp. 344; CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names"; CV pp. 66, 313-314 s.v. björg, Ingi; NR s.v. Ingibiörg, Ing(in)-, -biörg/-borg 

Ingiey, Ingiøy 

Freyr island, Freyr luck, staff island, staff luck

For the prefix Ingi- see above. For the suffix -ey or -øy see above. Found in Old Swedish as Ingø. Occurs in the runic nominative form inkiu. NR s.v. Ingiøy, Ing(in)-, -øy 

Ingifríðr, Ingiriðr, Ingriðr

staff beloved, beloved of Freyr

For the prefix Ingi- see above. For the suffix -fríðr see above. Found fairly frequently in Danish (for example in the Latinized form Ingifridis) as well as in Swedish. Forms in Ingiriðr are very common in Norway but less so in Iceland, and are also recorded in Danish and Swedish. Occurs in Old Danish as Ingifrith and in Old Swedish as Ingefridh. Runic examples include the nominative forms hikifriþr, [inkifriþ], genitive forms [ikifriþ--], RkRkriþnr and the accusative form ik[in]friþi. Ingifríðr may be found in the Anglo-Scandinavian forms Ingefrit (c. 1185) and Ingefrid, while Ingiriðr may be the root of names such as Ingeride (c. 1163), Ingerithe, Ingerith (c. 1218), Ingrede, Ingretha (c. 1214). This name appears in Landnámabók for Ingiríðr Kjartansdóttir in ch. 59. Ingiriðr Þórkelsdóttir appears in Orkneyingasaga (c. 1200) as a widow on the Isle of Man who marries Sveinn Ásleifarson. A short form of names in Ingi- is Inga. A short-form of names in Fríð-, -fríðr is Fríða. FJ pp. 150, 151, 343, 344, 348; CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names"; CV pp. 313-314 s.v. Ingi; NR s.v. Ingifríðr, Ing(in)-, -fríðr, Fríða

Ingigerðr, Ingigærðr

staff protection, Freyr's protection

For the prefix Ingi- see above. For the suffix -gerðr see above. Occurs in Old Danish as Ingigerth, in Old Swedish as Ingegærdh and in OW.Norse as Ingigerðr. Runic examples include the nominative forms igikeR, ikiker, ikik(e)r, ikikiarþ, ikikirþ, inkikar, inkik[h]r, inkikieþr, in[k]ik[in]r, inkikirþ, inkikirþr, accusative forms ikikerþi, inkikiari, and a form in which the case is uncertain, inkikiar. This name appears in Landnámabók for Ingigerðr, sister of King Dagstyggr in ch. 63. In Orkneyingasaga (c. 1200) Ingigerðr Óláfsdóttir appears as the sister of Sveinn Ásleifarson and is married to Þórbjörn Clerk and later to Þórfinnr Brúsason of Stronsay. The name Ingigerðr appears in the 14th century legendary saga Hálfdanar saga Eysteinssonar for three women, the daughter of King Hergeirr, the daughter of Hreggvid, and the daughter of Kollr. A short form of names in Ingi- is Inga. GB pp. 12; FJ pp. 344, 349; CV pp. 197, 313-314 s.v. Gerðr, Ingi; NR s.v. Ingigærðr, Ing(in)-, -gærðr

Ingigunnr

staff war, Freyr war

For the prefix Ingi- see above. For the suffix -gunnr see above. Occurs in the runic accusative form as inkikuni. A short-form of names in Gunn- or -gunnr/-guðr/-gundr is Gunna. NR s.v. Ingigunnr, Ing(in)-, -gunnr/-guðr/-gundr, Gunna

Ingilborg

angel deliverance Christian. See Engilborg above.

GB pp. 12; CV pp. 66 s.v. björg

Ingilaug

dedicated to Freyr, Freyr purification, staff dedication, staff purification

For the prefix Ingi- see above. For the suffix -laug see above. Found in Old Swedish as Ingeløgh. Runic examples include the nominative forms ikilauh and ikiluk. NR s.v. Ingilaug, Ing(in)-, -laug

Ingileif, Ingilæif

staff inheritance, Freyr's inheritance

For the prefix Ingi- see above. For the suffix -leif, -læif, -löf see above. Occurs in Old Swedish as Ingelef and in OW.Norse as Ingileif. Runic examples include the nominative forms [ikilaif], ikilef, [iku]lef. A few instances of this name are recorded in Iceland, and it is common in Norway from the 900's onward. It is found in Sweden as well, but not in Denmark. This name appears in Landnámabók for Ingileif Ásbjarnardóttir in ch. 77. An Anglo-Scandinavian form may be found in the Latinized Ingolieva (c. 1180-1200). A short form of names in Ingi- is Inga. GB pp. 12; FJ pp. 150, 344, 350; CV pp. 313-314 s.v. Ingi; NR s.v. Ingilæif, Ing(in)-, -læif/-löf

Ingimóð

Freyr courage, Freyr wrath, staff courage, staff wrath

For the prefix Ingi- see above. For the suffix -móðsee above. Occurs in Old Danish as Ingimoth and in Old Swedish as Ingemodh. Found in the runic nominative form inkimoþ. A short form of feminine names in -móð is Moda. NR s.v. Ingimóð, Ing(in)-, -móð

Ingirún

Freyr secret, staff secret

For the prefix Ingi- see above. For the suffix -rún see above. Found in Old Swedish as Ingerun. Runic examples include the nominative forms ikirun, [ikirun], [iskirun] and the genitive form [iki]runaR. A short form of names in Rún- or -rún is Runa. NR s.v. Ingirún, Ing(in)-, -rún, Rúna

Ingiveldr Ingveldr, Ingvildr, Ingvöldr

Freyr's power

For the prefix Ingi- see above. The suffix in these names seems to be from vald, "might, power". A short form of names in Ingi- is Inga. GB pp. 12; FJ pp. 344; CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names"; CV pp. 313-314, 675, 721 s.v. Ingi, valda, völdugr

Ingiþóra

Freyr Thórr, staff Thórr

For the prefix Ingi- see above. For the suffix -þóra see above. Runic examples include the nominative forms [igiþur-], ikiþora, [ikiþur-], the genitive forms ikiþoru, ikiþoruR and the accusative forms inkiþuru, ink-[þu]ru. NR s.v. Ingiþóra, Ing(in)-, -þóra

Ingríðr

Freyr beloved, staff beloved

For the prefix Ingi- see above. For the suffix -fríðr see above. Occurs in Old Danish as Ingirith, in Old Swedish as Ingridh and in OW.Norse as Ingiríðr. Runic examples include the nominative forms ainkriþ, ikriþ, ikriþr, infri[þ], inkriþ, [in]riþr. A short form of names in Fríð-, -fríðr is Fríða. NR s.v. Ingríðr, Ing(in)-, -fríðr, Fríða

Inguðr, Ingunn

staff wave, Freyr's wave

For the prefix Ingi- see above. For the suffix -uðr or -unnr see above. The name Inguðr appears in Landnámabók for Inguðr, wife of Ásbjörn Arnórsson in ch. 28. The form Ingunnr is also found in Landnámabók for Ingunnr Þórólfsdóttir in ch. 74 and Ingunnr, wife of Ketill hængr in ch. 90. In Laxdæla saga (c. 1245) Ingunn Þórolfsdóttir is the wife of Glúmr Geirason and mother of Þórðr Ingunnarson. A short form of names in Ingi- is Inga. GB pp. 12; CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names"; CV pp. 313-314, 655 s.v. Ingi, unnr 

Ísgerðr

ice garth, ice protection

The prefix Ís- is probably from Old Icelandic íss, "ice on sea or water". For the suffix -gerðr see above. This name appears in Landnámabók for Ísgerðr Þórsteinsdóttir in ch. 46 and Ísgerðr Hunda-Steinardóttir in ch. 55. The name Ísgerðr appears in the 14th century legendary saga Hálfdanar saga Eysteinssonar as the daughter of King Hlöðver who married King Hergeirr. GB pp. 12; FJ pp. 349; CV pp. 197, 319 s.v. Gerðr, íss Isibel  Christian, Isobel GB pp. 12 Ísönd  Celtic, Yseult GB pp. 12 

J

Name

Meaning

Notes Source

Jarðrúðr, Jarþrúðr

earth mighty

The prefix seems to be from the stem of Old Icelandic jörðr, genitive jarðar, "earth". For the suffix -þrúðr see above. The short form for names in -þrúða is Þrúða. GB pp. 12; FJ pp. 154; CV p. 747 s.v. Þrúðr, Þrúða 

Járngerðr 

iron garth, iron protection

The prefix Járn- is identical with Old Icelandic járn, "iron". For the suffix -gerðr see above. This name appears in Landnámabók for Járngerðr Þórarinsdóttir in ch. 29; and Járngerðr Ljótsdóttir in ch. 83. GB pp. 12; FJ pp. 344, 349; CV pp. 197, 325 s.v. Gerðr, járn

Jódís

horse goddess

The prefix Jó- or Ió- comes from OW.Norse jór (derived from Germanic *ehwaz) "horse". For the suffix -dís see above. This name appears in Landnámabók for Jódís Illugadóttir in ch. 34; Jódís Snörtardóttir in ch. 42; and Jódís Þórarinsdóttir in ch. 46. A short-form for names in -dís is Dísa. GB pp. 12; FJ pp. 345; CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names"; CV pp. 100, 326 s.v. dís, jór

Jófast, Iófast

horse steady, horse firm

For the prefix Jó- or Ió- see above. Runic examples include the nominative case iofast and accusative case iofastu. For the suffix -fast or -föst see above. NR s.v. Iófast, Ió-, -fast/-föst 

Jófríðr, Iófríðr

horse beloved

For the prefix Jó- or Ió- see above. For the suffix -fríðr see above. Found in OW.Norse as Jófríðr or Jóríðr. Occurs in the runic nominative form iufriþ. This name appears in Landnámabók for Jófríðr Gunnarsdóttir in chs. 20, 40 and 86 and Jófríðr Tungu-Oddsdóttir in chs. 20 and 26. Jófríðr Tungu-Oddsdóttir also appears in Hænsa-Þóris saga. Jófríðr Gunnardóttir is also mentioned in Gunnlaugs saga ormstungu. A short-form of names in Fríð-, -fríðr is Fríða. GB pp. 12; FJ pp. 345, 348; CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names"; CV pp. 326 s.v. jór; NR s.v. Iófríðr, Ió-, -fríðr, Fríða

Jöfurfast, Jöfurföst, Iöfurfast, Iöfurföst

prince steady, prince firm, boar steady, boar firm

The prefix Jöfur- or Iöfur- comes from OW.Norse jöfurr, which is derived from Primitive Scandinavian *eburaR "prince", figuratively from "wild boar". For the suffix -fast or -föst see above. Runic examples include the nominative forms iafurfast, iafurfost, iufrfast, iufurfast, iufurfas[t], iufur[-ast], the genitive form iufurfast and the accusative forms iafa=ur=k=ut=fast, [iufirfast]. NR s.v. Iöfurfast/-föst, Iöfur-, -fast/-föst

Jöfurfríðr, Iöfurfríðr

prince beloved, boar beloved

For the prefix Jöfur- or Iöfur- see above. For the suffix -fríðr see above. Runic examples include the nominative forms [iafurfriþ...] and iyfur*firþ. A short form of names in Fríð-, -fríðr is Fríða. NR s.v. Iöfurfríðr, Iöfur-, -fríðr, Fríða

Jóhanna 

Christian, Joanna. A short form for Jóhanna is Jóka. CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names" Jóka

 Jóka is a short form for Jóhanna. CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names" Jólinn   GB pp. 12

Jóra 

This name appears in Landnámabók for Jóra

Helgadóttir in ch. 46 and Jóra Harradóttir in ch. 55. GB pp. 12

Jóreiðr

boar heath, royal heath, warrior heath

The prefix Jór- is derived from *ebura, "wild boar" and related to Old Icelandic jöfurr, "king, prince, warrior", from the custom of wearing a boar crest on the helm. For the suffix -eiðr see above. This name appears in Landnámabók for Jóreiðr Ölvisdóttir in ch. 22; Jóreiðr Tindsdóttir in ch. 28; Jóreiðr Þiðrandadóttir in chs. 81 and 83; and Jóreiðr, mother of Ari prests hins fróði ("the wise priest") in ch. 83. GB pp. 12; FJ pp. 345; CV pp. 247, 326 s.v. heiðr, jór

Jórhildr, Iórhildr

boar battle, royal battle, warrior battle

Possibly an Anglo-Scandinavian formation.

For the prefix Jór- see above. For the suffix -hildr see above. Occurs in the runic accusative form [in]orilt-. May be represented in the Anglo-Scandinavian names Joril, Jorild (c. 1202). FJ pp. 158, 345, 349; CV pp. 261, 347 s.v. hildr, jöfurr; NR s.v. Iórhildr, Iór-, -hildr

Jórunnr, Iórunnr

boar love, boar wave, royal love, royal wave, warrior love, warrior wave

For the prefix Jór- see above. For the suffix -uðr or -unnr see above. Found in OW.Norse as Jórunn. Runic examples include the nominative forms iaurun, iurun, -(u)(r)(u)(n), the genitive form [io]runa and the accusative forms iuruni, (in)u(r)un(in). This name appears in Landnámabók for Jórunn Helgadóttir in ch. 20; Jórunn Þormóðardóttir in ch. 21; Jórunn Einarsdóttir in ch. 29; Jórunn Ingimundardóttir in chs. 55 and 56; Jórunn, mother of Hallr prestr ("priest"), in ch. 83; Jórunn manvitsbrekka ("slope of man's wit") Ketilsdóttir in ch. 85; Jórunn, wife of Hafr-Björn, in ch. 86; Jórunn Hjaltadóttir in ch. 94; Jórunn, sister of Grímr lögsögumaðr ("law-speaker") in ch. 95; and Jórunn Ölvisdóttir in ch. 98. This name appears twice in Laxdæla saga (c. 1245): Jórunn Björnsdottíir is the wife of Höskuldr Dala-Kollsson; and Jórunn manvitsbrekka. Another Jórunn appears as the wife of Oddr Onundarson in Hænsa-Þóris saga. There is also a Jórunn in Vápnfirðinga saga, Jórunn Einarsdóttir. GB pp. 12; FJ pp. 345; CV pp. 347 s.v. jöfurr; NR s.v. Iórunnr, Iór-, -unnr/-uðr Jutta   GB pp. 12 

K

Name

Meaning

Notes Source

Kaðlín

Celtic, Kathleen

This name appears in Landnámabók for Kaðlín, the daughter of Göngu-Hrólfr (Rollo), in ch. 32. GB pp. 12 Kára   GB pp. 12

Kata Kate

Kata is a short-form for the name Katrín. CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names"

Káta

glad, cheerful

Káta (feminine name). Feminine equivalent to the masculine name Káti, which is from the OW.Norse adjective kátr "glad, cheerful". Runic examples include the nominative form kata and the accusative form katu. NR s.v. Katla kettle, helmet See -katla, above. This name appears in Landnámabók for Katla, mother of Þórgrímr Kötluson, in ch. 46. GB pp. 12; FJ pp. 349; CV pp. 337 s.v. ketill 

Katrín 

Christian, Cathrine. The short form of Katrín is Kata.

GB pp. 12; CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names" 

KetilalfR, KætilælfR

helmet elf

The prefix Ketil- or Kætil- is from OW.Norse ketill, originally "kettle" but meaning also "helmet" or "chieftain with helmet." For the suffix -ælfR see above. Found in Old Danish as Ketilelf. Occurs in the runic nominative form kitelfR. NR s.v. KætilælfR, Kætil-, -ælfR

Ketiley, Kætiløy

helmet luck, helmet island

For the prefix Ketil- or Kætil- see above. For the suffix -ey or -øy see above. Found in Old Swedish as Kætilø. Runic examples include nominative case katily, ketilau, [ketilau], [ketilu], [kitilau] and genitive case ketilyaR. NR s.v. Kætiløy, Kætil-, -øy

Ketilgerðr, Kætilgærðr

helmet garth, helmet defense

For the prefix Ketil- or Kætil- see above. For the suffix -gærðr or -gerðr see above. Runic examples include nominative case ketilkir and possibly accusative case netilkiarþi. NR s.v. Kætilgærðr, Kætil-, -gærðr

Ketillaug, Ketillauga, Kætillaug, Kætillauga

helmet dedication, helmet purification

For the prefix Ketil- or Kætil- see above. For the suffix -laug or the weak side-form -lauga see above. Found in Old Danish as Ketilløgh, in Old Swedish as Kætilløgh, and in OW.Norse s Ketillaug. Occurs in the runic nominative form kitiluha. NR s.v. Kætillaug/-lauga, Kætil-, -laug

Ketilríðr, Kætilfríðr

helmet beloved

For the prefix Ketil- or Kætil- see above. For the suffix -fríðr see above. Found in Old Danish as Ketilfrith, in Old Swedish as Kætilfridh, and in OW.Norse as Ketilríðr. Occurs in the runic nominative forms kitilfiriþR and kit:itf[riþ]. A short form of names in Fríð-, -fríðr is Fríða. GB pp. 12; FJ pp. 349, 350; CV pp. 337 s.v. ketill, NR s.v. Kætilfríðr, Kætil-, -fríðr, Fríða

Ketilvé, Kætilví

helmet holy place, helmet priestess

For the prefix Ketil- or Kætil- see above. For the suffix -vé or -ví see above. Runic examples include nominative forms katilui, katil×ui, ketilu[in], |kitilui, [kiti]lui, [kitilui]. NR s.v. Kætilví, Kætil-, -ví 

Kitta 

Kitta is a short-form for the name Kristín.

CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names"

Kjalvör

keel defender

The prefix in these names comes from Old Icelandic kjölr, genitive kjalar, "keel", a term also used of the mountains that divide Norway from Sweden, and for the spine of a book. For the suffix -vör see above. This name appears in Landnámabók for Kjalvör, the maternal aunt of Tungu-Oddr in chs. 20 and 51. GB pp. 12; FJ pp. 351-352; CV pp. 341 s.v. kjölr; NR s.v. -vör

Kolbrún

coal-brow, black-brow

The prefix Kol- is identical with Old Icelandic kol, "coals, black as coal". Found as a nickname. A short form of feminine names in Kol- is Kolla. FJ pp. 345; CV pp. 81, 347 s.v. brún, kol, Kolbrún; NR s.v. Kolla

Kolfinna

coal-black Saami, black magician, black sorceress

For the prefix Kol- see above. For the suffix -finna see above. This name appears in Landnámabók for Kolfinna, daughter of Illugi inn svarti ("the black") in chs. 25 and 59; Kolfinna Hallsdóttir in ch. 60; and Kolfinna Hængsdóttir in ch. 90. A short form of feminine names in Kol- is Kolla. GB pp. 12; FJ pp. 345, 348; CV pp. 154, 347 s.v. finnr, kol; NR s.v. Kolla 

Kolfrosta

black frost

For the prefix Kol- see above. The suffix -frost is related to Old Icelandic frost, "frost". This name appears in the legendary saga Bósa saga og Herrauðs, c. 1300, as the name of the mother of King Hárekr. A short form of feminine names in Kol- is Kolla. FJ pp. 343, 345; CV pp. 174-175, 347 s.v. frost, kol; NR s.v. Kolla

Kolgríma

coal-black mask

For the prefix Kol- see above. For the suffix -gríma see above. This name appears in Landnámabók for Kolgríma Beinisdóttir in ch. 98. A short form of feminine names in Kol- is Kolla. GB pp. 12; FJ pp. 345, 348; CV pp. 216, 347 s.v. gríma, kol; NR s.v. Kolla Kolla  Found in OW.Norse as the by-name Kolla, for which the etymology is uncertain but which may be related to OW.Norse kolla "female, woman". Kolla is also found as a short form of feminine names in Kol-. occurs in the runic nominative form kola. NR s.v. Kolla

Kolþerna

coal-black maid-servant

For the prefix Kol- see above. The suffix may be related to Old Icelandic þerna, "maid-servant". A short form of feminine names in Kol- is Kolla. GB pp. 13; FJ pp. 345, 348; CV pp. 347, 734 s.v. kol, þerna; NR s.v. Kolla 

Kormlöð  

Celtic, Gormlaith. This name appears in Landnámabók for Kormlöð, daughter of Kjarvalr, an Irish king. GB pp. 13 

Krafla

 While Geirr Bassi reports this as a woman's name, I've been unable to find other documentation contining this as a name. If it is a valid name, it may be related to Old Icelandic krafla, "to paw or scrabble with the hands", an infant's nickname. This is also the name of an Icelandic volcano. GB pp. 13; CV pp. 354 s.v. krafla

Kristín 

Christian name, a Norse form of Latin Christina. Found in Old Danish as Kristina, in Old Swedish as Kristina, Kirstin etc., and in OW.Norse as Kristín. Occurs in the runic nominative form kr(e)stin. A short form for Kristín is Kitta. GB pp. 13; CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names"; NR s.v. Kristín

Kristrún

Christ-rune, Christ-secret Christian. For the suffix

-rún see above. A short form of names in Rún- or -rún is Runa. GB pp. 13; FJ pp. 350-351; CV pp. 504 s.v. rún; NR s.v. Rúna, Rún-, -rún 

L

Name

Meaning

Notes Source

Langlíf

long life

Originally a nickname, "long-life". A few instances of Langlíf occurring as a personal name appear in Norway after 1200. Found in Denmark as Langliva from c. 1150. May be represented in the Anglo-Scandinavian place-name Langliuetorp (c. 1100's). GB pp. 13; FJ pp. 184

Lauga 

Lauga is a short form of the name Guðlaug.

CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names" 

Leikný, Lekný, Lækný

young, active, skilled in witchcraft

This name is related to the Old Icelandic word leika, "to play, sport; to delude, trick", also used in phrases such as "to be hag-ridden" in the sense of nightmares. Also related to the giantess' name Leikn, which was also used to mean "she-troll, ogress, sorceress". For the suffix -ný see above. The name Lekný appears in Landnámabók for Lekný, mother of Þórgrímr and Finnr inn draumspakr ("dream-speaker") in ch. 73. GB pp. 13; CV pp. 382 s.v. leika, Leikn; NR s.v. -ný

Líf, Hlíf

defense; life

Originally a by-name. Possibly related to Old Icelandic hlífa, "to give shelter, to cover" and to hlífð, "defence, protection". The form Líf may be Hlíf with the initial h lost, or it may be related to Old Icelandic líf, "life". The name Hlíf appears in Landnámabók for Hlíf hestageldr ("horse-gelder") in ch. 27; Hlíf Hrólfsdóttir in ch. 66; and Hlíf Heðinsdóttir in ch. 68. The name Líf appears only in mythology. GB pp. 11; FJ pp. 188; CV pp. 271 s.v. hlífa, hlífð

Líknvé, Líknví

solace holy place, compassion holy place, solace priestess

The prefix Líkn- is from OW.Norse líkn "goodness, compassion, favor, help, solace". For the suffix -vé or -ví see above. Found in the runic genitive form liknuiaR. NR s.v. Líknví, Líkn-, -ví

Lína 

Christian name. This name appears in Landnámabók for Lína, daughter of Þórleif Þórðardóttir in ch. 48. GB pp. 13 

Línhildr 

flax battle, linen battle

A hypothetical Anglo-Scandinavian construction. The prefix lín- is related to Old Icelandic lín, "flax, linen". For the suffix -hildr see above. May be present in the Anglo-Scandinavian name Linild (c. 1202). GB pp. 13; FJ pp. 189, 345, 349; CV pp. 261 s.v. hildr

Ljót

giving light, or ugly

May derive from Old Icelandic *ljótr, "giving light" but may instead be related to Old Icelandic ljótr, "ugly". This name is often used in the sagas for an old, hag-like woman who is usually depicted as a seið-kona or witch. This name appears in Landnámabók for Ljót, mother of Hrolleifr inn mikli ("the great, the large") in ch. 58; Ljót Einarsdóttir in ch. 74; and Ljót, whose farm was at Ljótarstöðum, in ch. 92. GB pp. 13; FJ pp. 350; CV pp. 395-396 s.v. ljótr

Ljótunn

light wave, ugly wave

For the prefix Ljót- see above. For the suffix -unn see above. This name appears in Landnámabók for Ljótunnr, the sister of Kolgrímr inn gamli ("the old") and wife of Björn gullberi ("gold-bearer") in ch. 19. GB pp. 13; FJ pp. 350; CV pp. 395-396, 655 s.v. ljótr, unnr

Ljúfa

loved, beloved

Identical to Old Icelandic ljúfr, "dear, beloved; mild, gentle, kind". Found as a woman's name in western Iceland. This name appears in Landnámabók for Ljúfa, wife of Björn of Bjarnarfjörð, in ch. 53. GB pp. 13; CV pp. 396 s.v. ljúfr

Ljúfvina

beloved friend

For the prefix Ljúf- see above. The suffix -vina is identical to Old Icelandic vinr, "friend". This name appears in Landnámabók for Ljúfvina, daughter of the king of Bjarmaland, in ch. 40. GB pp. 13; CV pp. 396, 709 s.v. ljúfr, vinr

Lofnheiðr

beloved heath

The prefix Lofn- is used as the name of the goddess Lofn, one of Frigga's handmaidens, known as the goddess of love. The name is akin to modern English "love". For the suffix -heiðr see above. GB pp. 13; CV pp. 247, 397 s.v. heiðr, Lofn

Lofthæna, Lopthæna

? hen

The prefix may be related to the masculine name Loptr, which appears in the Eddas as one of the names of Loki, and as a masculine human name in Landnámabók. The suffix is identical with Old Icelandic hæna, "hen". This name appears in Landnámabók for Lofthæna Arinbjarnardóttir in ch. 22. The form Lofthæna appears in the legendary saga Örvar-Odds saga, c. 1250, as the mother of Oddr. GB pp. 13; CV pp. 305, 398 s.v. hæna, Loptr

Lúta

bowing, worshipping

This name may perhaps be related to Old Icelandic lúta, "to lout, bow down; to kneel in Christian worship; to pay homage to". GB pp. 13; CV pp. 400 s.v. lúta 

M

Name

Meaning

Notes Source

Mábil 

This name appears in Landnámabók for Mábil, the wife of Helgi Hængsson, in ch. 91. GB pp. 13

Mær, MáR

maiden

Found in OW.Norse as Mær. From the OW.Norse mær "maiden". occurs in the runic accusative form mai. NR s.v. MáR

Máfa

  GB pp. 13

Magnhildr

mighty battle, battle strength

The prefix Magn- or Mægin- is from OW.Norse magn "might, main, strength, power" or OW.Norse megin "might, main, strength, power," derived from Germanic *mazina-. For the suffix -hildr see above. Found in Old Danish as Magnhild and in OW.Norse as Magnhildr. These names appear to come from Germany. Found in the runic genitive form [ma(h)niltar]. NR s.v. Magnhildr, Magn-, -hildr

Máild  

GB pp. 13

Málfríðr

? peace

For the suffix -fríðr see above. A short-form of names in Fríð-, -fríðr is Fríða. GB pp. 13; FJ pp. 348; CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names"; NR s.v. Fríða

Mallymkun

servant of Lomchu?

Celtic name. It is uncertain whether this is a masculine name or a feminine name. The first element, Mal-, is the Celtic word for "servant". The second element is perhaps the genitive case of a Celtic name, Lomchu. Occurs in the runic nominative form mal:lymkun. NR s.v. Mallymkun

Málmfríðr

? peace

For the suffix -fríðr see above. A short-form of names in Fríð-, -fríðr is Fríða. GB pp. 13; FJ pp. 348; CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names"; NR s.v. Fríða

Malmury

servant of Maria

Celtic name. It is uncertain whether this is a masculine name or a feminine name. The first element, Mal-, is the Celtic word for "servant". The second element is the Celtic genitive-case form of Maria. Occurs in the runic accusative form mal:mury NR s.v. Malmury

Manga 

Manga is a short form for Margrét. CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names"

Mardöll, Marþöll

mermaid

Mardöll appears in the Eddas as one of the names of the goddess Freyja. The word is also used as a common noun meaning "mermaid". GB pp. 13; CV pp. 412 s.v. Mardöll

Margrét 

Christian, Margaret. A short form of this name in Old Norse is Manga. GB pp. 13; CV pp.

xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names"

Máría 

Christian, Mary, Maria GB pp. 13 Marína  Christian GB pp. 13 

Matthildr, Mattildr

? battle

Christian name compounded from Matt- and -hildr. The suffix -hildr appears frequently in women's names, sometimes without the aspirate h as in this name: see above. GB pp. 13; FJ pp. 349; CV pp. 261 s.v. hildr

Mæva 

This name appears in Landnámabók for Mæva Þórvarðardóttir in ch. 23. GB pp. 13

Melkorka 

Celtic. Melkorka appears as the slave-concubine of Höskuldr Dala-Kollsson in Laxdæla saga (c. 1245) who is said to be an Irish princess. This name appears in Landnámabók for Melkorka, daughter of the Irish king Mýrkjartan in ch. 39. GB pp. 13 

Mjaðveig

mead strong, mead battle, mead holy, mead intoxication

The prefix Mjað- comes from the stem of Old Icelandic mjödr, genitive mjaðar, "mead, honey-wine". For the suffix -veig see above. CV pp. 433, 690 s.v. mjödr, veig; NR s.v. -væig

Mjöll

snow, white as snow

Identical with Old Icelandic mjöll, "fresh, powdery snow". This name appears in Landnámabók for Mjöll, daughter of Án bogsveigir ("bow-swayer") in ch. 56. GB pp. 13; CV pp 433 s.v. mjöll

Móbil  

GB pp. 13

Móða 

A short form of feminine names in -móð. Occurs in Old Danish as Motha and is found in the runic nominative form muþa. NR s.v. Móða

Móðir

mother

Móeiðr

? heath

For the suffix -eiðr see above. This name appears in Landnámabók for Móeiðr, wife of Vestar Hængsson, in ch. 90; and Móeiðr Hildisdóttir in ch. 91. GB pp. 13; CV pp. 247 s.v. heiðr

Molda  

GB pp. 13

Mundgerðr, Mundgerða, Mundgærðr, Mungærðr

protection garth, protection defense, mind garth, mind defense

The prefix in this name is either Mun- or Mund-: both prefixes occur in Continental Germanic names. Names in Mun- are related to OW.Norse munr "mind, will." Names in Mund- are related to OW.Norse mund "hand; protection." Both prefixes are uncommon in Scandinavia; Mund- appears in OW.Norse Mundgerðr or Mundgerða and in Old Danish Munder. The prefix Mun- appears only in the masculine name MunulfR. For the suffix -gærðr or -gerðr see above. May occur in the runic nominative form [munkir]. NR s.v. Mun(d)gærðr, Mun-, Mund-, -gærðr

Myrgjöl, Myrgjol 

Celtic name. Appears in the runic accusative form murkialu. This name appears in Landnámabók for Myrgjol, the daughter of the irish king Gljómalr in ch. 37. GB pp. 13; NR s.v.

Myrgjöl Mýrún

 Celtic. This name appears in Landnámabók for Mýrún, daughter of the Irish king Maddaðr. GB pp. 13   

N

Name

Meaning

Notes Source

Nauma

narrow, used

poetically to mean "woman" The name Nauma appears in the 14th century legendary saga Hálfdanar saga Eysteinssonar as the wife of King Sæmingr. CV p. 146 s.v. nauma, naumr

Nereiðr

? heath

For the suffix -eiðr see above. GB pp. 13; CV pp. 247 s.v. heiðr

Niðbjörg

? deliverance

For the suffix -björg see above. This name appears in Landnámabók for Niðbjörg, the daughter of King Bjólan and Kaðlín Göngu-Hrólfsdóttir, in ch. 32. GB pp. 13; CV pp. 66 s.v. björg

O

Name

Meaning

Notes Source

Oddbjörg

weapon-point deliverance

The prefix Odd- is identical with Old Icelandic oddr, "point, weapon-point, spear-point, arrow-point." For the suffix -björg see above. This name appears in Landnámabók for Oddbjörg Grímsdóttir in ch. 48. The name Oddbjörg appears in Hrafnkels saga freysgoða as the wife of Hrafnkel. GB pp. 13; FJ pp. 345; CV pp. 66, 462 s.v. björg, oddr

Oddfríðr

weapon-point beloved

For the prefix Odd see above. For the suffix -fríðr see above. This name appears in Landnámabók for Oddfríðr, daughter of Helgi af Hvanneyri, in ch. 29. A short-form of names in Fríð-, -fríðr is Fríða. GB pp. 13; FJ pp. 345, 348; CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names"; CV pp. 462 s.v. oddr; NR s.v. Fríða

Oddgerðr

weapon-point garth, weapon-point protection

For the prefix Odd see above. For the suffix -gerðr see above. GB pp. 13; FJ pp. 345, 349; CV pp. 197, 462 s.v. Gerðr, oddr

Oddkatla

weapon-point kettle, weapon-point helmet

For the prefix Odd see above. For the suffix -katla see above. GB pp. 13; FJ pp. 345, 349; CV pp. 337, 462 s.v. ketill, oddr 

Oddlaug

weapon-point purification, weapon-point dedication

For the prefix Odd see above. For the suffix -laug see above. GB pp. 13; FJ pp. 345; CV pp. 374, 462 s.v. laug def. IV, oddr 

Oddleif

weapon-point inheritance

For the prefix Odd see above. For the suffix -leif or -læif see above. GB pp. 13; FJ pp. 345, 350; CV pp. 462 s.v. oddr; NR s.v. -læif/-löf, -læifR/-lafR

Oddný

new weapon-point

For the prefix Odd see above. For the suffix -ný see above. This name appears in Landnámabók for Oddný Einarsdóttir in ch. 73; Oddný, daughter of Oddr inn mjóvi ("the slim") in chs. 92 and 94; Oddný daughter of Þórbjarnardóttir in ch. 95. GB pp. 13; FJ pp. 345; CV pp. 462 s.v. oddr; NR s.v. -ný

Óðin-Dísa

Óðinn goddess, Óðinn priestess

This name is formed from the woman's name Dísa, prefixed with an OW.Norse by-name from the name of the god Óðinn. Appears in the runic accusative form oþintisu. NR s.v. Óðin-Dísa, Dísa

Ólaug

ancestor dedication, ancestor purification

The prefix Ó- is derived from the Primitive Scandinavian *Anu-, from *anuR "forefather, ancestor". For the suffix -laug see above. May occur in the runic accusative form [oloh]. NR s.v. Ólaug, Ó-, -laug

Óleif, Ólæif

 A feminine variant of the masculine name ÓleifR or ÓlæifR, which is a side-form of ÓlafR. Runic examples include the nominative form [ulef] and the accusative forms olaif, [ulaif]. NR s.v. Ólæif, ÓlæifR, ÓlafR

Ölhildr

ale battle

The prefix Öl- is identical with Old Icelandic öl, "ale". For the suffix -hildr see above. GB pp. 13; FJ pp. 349; CV pp. 261, 763 s.v. hildr, öl

Ólöf

ancestral inheritance

This is a more modern spelling of the Old Norse name Álöf, the feminine form of Óláfr. Occurs in Old Danish as Olof, in Old Swedish as Olaf or Olof, and in OW.Norse as Ólöf. Runic examples include the nominative forms olauf, [olauf], uluf, the genitive forms auluafaR, ulaufR and the accusative forms olaf, [oloh], oluf, ulafu. This name appears twice in Laxdæla saga (c. 1245): Ólöf Guðmundardóttir, granddaughter of Óláfr pái ("peacock"); and Ólöf Þórsteinnsdóttir, the granddaughter of Unn in djúpúðga ("the deep-minded"). GB pp. 13; FJ pp. 342, 350; CV pp. 471 s.v. Óláfr; NR s.v. Ólöf, ÓlafR

Ölrún

ale rune, ale secret

For the prefix Öl- see above. For the suffix -rún see above. A short form of names in Rún- or -rún is Runa. CV pp. 504, 763 s.v. rún, öl; NR s.v. Rúna, Rún-, -rún

Öndótt

looking full in the face, fiery-eyed

Probably originally a by-name from the Old Icelandic adjective öndóttr, "looking full in the face, fiery-eyed". This name appears in Landnámabók for Öndóttr, sister of Ölvir barnakarl ("friend of children") in chs. 32, 40, and 63. GB pp. 17; CV pp. 764 s.v. öndóttr

Ormhildr

dragon battle

The prefix Orm- is identical with Old Icelandic ormr, "serpent, snake, dragon." For the suffix -hildr see above. This name appears in Landnámabók for Ormhildur Hróarsdóttir in ch. 85. GB pp. 13; FJ pp. 345, 349; CV pp. 261, 468-469 s.v. hildr, ormr 

Ósk

wish maid

Identical with Old Icelandic ósk, "wish", the proper name is found in Landnámabók. Related to one of the names of the god Óðinn, Óski, and to a common epithet for the Valkyries, ósk-mær or "wish-maiden". In Laxdæla saga (c. 1245) this name appears both for Ósk, the mother of Þórsteinn surts inn spaka (Thórsteinn Black the Wise) and granddaughter of Unn in djúpúðga ("the deep-minded"), and also for Ósk the daughter of Þórsteinn surts inn spaka. These same characters also appear in Landnámabók in chs. 33, 39 and 44. GB pp. 13; CV pp. 473 s.v. ósk, Óski, ósk-mær

Ótama

untamed

Probably originally a by-name. From the OW.Norse adjective útamr "untamed". Appears in the runic nominative form [utaRa]. NR s.v.

Otkatla

? kettle, > helmet

See -katla, above. This name appears in Landnámabók for Otkatla Þórðardóttir in ch. 48. GB pp. 13; FJ pp. 349; CV pp. 337 s.v. ketill

 

R

Name

Meaning

Notes Source

Ráðhildr

counsel battle

A hypothetical Anglo-Scandinavian construction, possibly present in the Anglo-Scandinavian palce-name Rathildayle (c. 1100-1200's). The prefix Ráð- is identical with Old Icelandic ráð, "counsel, advice, rede". For the suffix -hildr see above. FJ pp. 209, 345, 349; CV pp. 261, 485 s.v. hildr, ráð

Rafarta, Raförta 

Celtic GB pp. 14

Rafnhildr, Hrafnhildr

raven of battle

For the prefix Rafn- see above. For the suffix -hildr see above. A few instances of this name are recorded in West Scandinavia. Possibly present in the Anglo-Scandinavian place-names Rauenhilbanc (c. 1209), Rauenylridding (c. 1320). FJ pp. 212, 349; CV pp. 261, 281 s.v. hildr, hrafn

Ragna 

A short form of feminine

names in Ragn-. Appears in Old Danish as Regna, and in Old Swedish and OW.Norse as Ragna. Runic examples include the nominative forms ragna, rakn, rakna, [rana]. Ragna appears in Orkneyingasaga (c. 1200) as a woman of distinction, the mistress of a farm on North Ronaldsay. GB pp. 14; FJ pp. 345; CV pp. 488-489 s.v. regin; NR s.v. Ragna, Ragn-

RagnalfR, RagnælfR

divine power elf

The prefix Ragn- is related to Germanic *razina-, in Gothic ragin "counsel, decision", OW.Norse rögn, regin n. pl. "power, power of the gods". As a personal name element this word has the Germanic sense of "rede, counsel, decision", but in Scandinavia acquired a secondary meaning with the religious interpretation. May derive from either Germanic *ragn or the side-formen *rægin. For the suffix -ælfR see above. Found in Old Swedish as Ragnælf. Runic examples include the nominative form raknilfR,/EM> and the accusative form rahnilfi. NR s.v. RagnælfR, Ragn-, AlfR, -alfR, -ælfR

Ragnbjörg, Ragnbiörg, Ragnborg

divine power deliverance

For the prefix Ragn- see above. For the suffix -björg or -borg see above. Found in Old Swedish as Ragnborgh and in OW.Norse as Ragnbjörg. Occurs in the runic nominative form r-knburk. NR s.v. Ragnborg, Ragn-, -biörg/-borg

Ragnfríðr

divine power beloved

For the prefix Ragn- see above. For the suffix -fríðr see above. Found in Old Danish as Ragnfrith, in Old Swedish as Ragnfridh, and in OW.Norse as Ragnfríðr. Runic examples include the nominative forms ragnfriR, rahnfriþ, ra(h)nfriþr, [rahnfriþr], the genitive forms rahnfriþ, raknfriþarrahnfriþi. A short form of names in Fríð-, -fríðr is Fríða. GB pp. 14; FJ pp. 345, 348; CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names"; CV pp. 488-489 s.v. regin; NR s.v. Ragnfríðr, Ragn-, -fríðr, Fríða

Ragnheiðr, Ragneiðr

divine power heath

For the prefix Ragn- see above. For the suffix -eiðr see above. A short form of Ragneiðr is Ranka. GB pp. 14; FJ pp. 345; CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names"; CV pp. 247, 488-489 s.v. heiðr, regin

Ragnhildr, Ragnhilda

divine power battle

For the prefix Ragn- see above. For the suffix -hildr see above. Found in Old Danish as Regnhild, in Old Swedish as Ragnhild or Ragnhilda, and in OW.Norse as Ragnhildr. The name Ragnhildr is common in Norway from the 800's onwards and is occasionally found in Iceland as well. The form Ragnhilda is common in Norway in the 1300-1400's. Frequently found in Sweden. Danish has Rægnhildr, which probably represents a loan from the Continental Germanic name Reinildis. Runic examples include the nominative forms rahniltr, rahn[ilt]r, raknhiltr and the genitive form rag[niltaR]. May be present in the Anglo-Scandinavian names Ragenilda (c. 1180-1204), Raenild (1185), Regenild (1202), Raginalda (c. 1220),

Ragenil (c. 1230),

Ragnilda (c. 1149-1181),

Raganild (c. 1149-1181),

Raganildis (c. 1149-1181),

Ragnilde (c. 1149-1181)

etc. Orkneyingasaga (c. 1200) gives this as the name of one of the daughters of the Norwegian king Eiríkr blóðøx ("blood-ax"). A short form of Ragnhildr is Ranka. GB pp. 14; FJ pp. 213-214, 345, 349; CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names"; CV pp. 261, 488-489 s.v. hildr, regin; NR s.v. Ragnhildr, Ragn-, -hildr

Ragnvé, Ragnví

divine power holy place, divine power priestess

For the prefix Ragn- see above. For the suffix -vé or -ví see above. Found in Old Swedish as Ragnvi. Occurs in the runic accusative form ragnui. NR s.v. Ragnví, Ragn-, ví

Rannveig, Rögnveig, Ragnvæig, Rannvæig

divine power strength, divine power battle, divine power holy, divine power intoxication

For the prefix Ragn- see above. Found in OW.Norse as Rannveig, Rögnveig. Runic examples are found in the nominative forms ranuaik, ranuauk and ronuig. NR s.v. Ragnvæig/Rannvæig, Ragn-, -væig

Ragnvör

divine power

For the prefix Ragn- see above. For the suffix -vör see above. Occurs in the runic nominative form rahnuor. NR s.v. Ragnvör, Ragn-, -vör 

Ragnþrúðr

divine power might

For the prefix Ragn- see above. For the suffix -þrúðr see above. Found in the runic nominative form raknþruþr. NR s.v. Ragnþrúðr, Ragn-, -þrúðr

Rakel 

Christian, Rachel GB pp. 14

Randalín 

Christian GB pp. 14

Randvé, Randví

shield holy place, shield priestess

The prefix Rand- is from OW.Norse rönd "shield." For the suffix -vé or -ví see above. Runic examples include the nominative forms ranti, ronti and the accusative forms rantui, [rantui]. NR s.v. Randví, Rand-, -ví

Ranka 

Ranka is used as a short form for the names Ragneiðr and Ragnhildr. CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names"

Rannveig

house strong, house battle, house holy, house intoxication

The prefix Rann- is identical to Old Icelandic rann, "house" (related to the root in modern English ransack, "house-search"). For the suffix -veig see above. The name Rannveig appears in Vápnfirðinga saga as the daughter of Lýtingr Ásbjarnarson. Another Rannveig appears in Þórsteins þáttr stangarhöggs as the wife of Víga-Bjarni ("Killer-Bjarni"). GB pp. 14; CV pp. 483, 690 s.v. rann, veig; NR s.v. -væig 

Reginleif

gods' inheritance

The prefix Regin- is identical to Old Icelandic regin, "ruling powers, the gods." For the suffix -leif or -læif see above. GB pp. 14; FJ pp. 345, 350; CV pp. 488-489 s.v. regin; NR s.v. -læif/-löf, -læifR/-lafR

Ríkuláta

the proud one

Originally a by-name meaning "the proud one". A single instance of this is found as a by-name in West Scandinavia in the 800's. See also the name Ríkilát in Jarlmanns saga ok Hermanns. May occur in the Anglo-Scandinavian name Rikelot (1202). FJ pp. 218

Ríkvé, Ríkví

rich holy place, rich priestess

The prefix Rík- is from the OW.Norse adjective ríkr and the Germanic *ríkia-, "mighty, distinguished, rich". For the suffix -vé or -ví see above. May occur in the runic nominative form rikui. NR s.v. Ríkví, Rík-, -ví

Rjúpa

ptarmigan

Although Geirr Bassi Haraldsson identifies this as a proper name, the word is the noun rjúpa, "ptarmigan", and is used in Landnámabók as a woman's nick-name, not a proper name. GB pp. 14; CV pp. 501 s.v. rjúpa

Róta

to stir, overturn, tear; bring disorder

Occurs in OW.Norse as the mythological name Róta, from the OW.Norse verb róta "to stir, overturn, tear; bring disorder". This name also is found in a runic inscription in the nominative form rota. NR s.v. Róta

Rúna 

Short form of feminine names in Rún- or -rún. Found in Old Swedish as Runa and in OW.Norse for a mythological character. Runic examples include the nominative forms runa, [runa], runo and the accusative form runu. NR s.v. Rúna, Rún-, -rún

Rúnfríðr

secret beloved

The prefix Rún- is from OW.Norse rún, which is derived from Germanic *rúnó in the original sense of "secret, hidden knowledge". For the suffix -fríðr see above. Occurs in the runic nominative form runfriþ. A short form of names in Rún- or -rún is Runa. A short form of names in Fríð-, -fríðr is Fríða. NR s.v. Rúnfríðr, Rún-, -fríðr, Fríða  

S

Name

Meaning

Notes Source

Salbjörg

hall deliverance

The prefix Sal- is identical with Old Icelandic salr, "hall, house". For the suffix -björg see above. GB pp. 14; FJ pp. 346; CV pp. 66, 510 s.v. björg, salr

Saldís

hall goddess

For the prefix Sal- see above. For the suffix -dís see above. A short-form for names in -dís is Dísa. GB pp. 14; FJ pp. 346; CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names"; CV pp. 100, 510 s.v. dís, salr

Salgerðr

hall garth, hall protection

For the prefix Sal- see above. For the suffix -gerðr see above. GB pp. 14; FJ pp. 346, 349; CV pp. 197, 510 s.v. Gerðr, salr

Salvör

hall defender

For the prefix Sal- see above. For the suffix -vör see above. GB pp. 14; FJ pp. 346, 351-352; CV pp. 510 s.v. salr; NR s.v. -vör

Sæhildr

sea battle

The prefix Sæ- is identical to Old Icelandic sær, "sea". For the suffix -hildr see above. GB pp. 15; FJ pp. 346, 349; CV pp. 261, 618 s.v. hildr, sær

Sæuðr, Sæunn

sea battle

For the prefix Sæ- see above. For the suffix suffix -unnr or the older form -uðr see above. GB pp. 15; FJ pp. 346; CV pp. 618 s.v. sær, unnr

Sandey, Sandøy

sand fortune, sand luck, sand island

The prefix Sand- is from OW.Norse sandr "sand". For the suffix -ey or -øy see above. Occurs in the runic nominative form santau. NR s.v. Sandøy, Sand-, øy

Sásgerðr, Sásgærðr

god garth, god protection

This name is a variant form of Ásgerðr (Ásgærðr, Æsgerðr, Æsgærðr). The origin of the initial S-sound is perhaps from children's speech. occurs in the runic nominative form soskiriþr. NR s.v. Sásgærðr, Ás-/Æsgærðr, -gærðr

Sefa

calm, self-possessed, tranquil, gentle, leisurely

This is the feminine equivalent to the masculine names Sefi or Siafi, which are from the Old Swedish adjectives siæver, sæver "calm, self-possessed, tranquil, gentle, leisurely". Runic examples include the nominative form sifa and the genitive form sifuR. NR s.v. Sefa, Sefi/Siafi 

Sesilída 

Christian, Cecily GB pp. 14

Sibba

Sibba is a short form of the name Sigbjörg, Sigbiörg. Occurs in the runic genitive form sibu. NR s.v. Sibba

Síða

side

Probably originally a by-name, this name is derived from OW.Norse síða "side". A runic example occurs in the genitive case as s(in)-u. NR s.v. Síða

Sigbjörg, Sigbiörg

victory salvation, victory deliverance

The prefix Sig- comes from OW.Norse sigr (Genitive: sigrs), which is derived from Germanic *seziz, *sezuz, "victory, conquest". For the suffix -björg see above. Found in Old Danish as Sighburgh, in Old Swedish as Sighborgh and in OW.Norse as Sigbjörg. Occurs in the runic nominative form sigbiurg. A short form of Sigbjörg or Sigbiörg is Sibba. NR s.v. Sigbiörg, Sig-, -biörg/-borg

Sigga

victory

A short form for women's names in Sig-. A few instances of this name are found in Norway and it appears in the Anglo-Scandinavian names Sige (pre-1195), Sigga (pre-1195 to 1202). FJ pp. 231, 346; CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names"; CV pp. 527-528 s.v. sigr

Siggunnr

victory battle

For the prefix Sig- see above. For the suffix -gunnr see above. Occurs in the runic genitive form shunar. A short-form of names in Gunn- or -gunnr/-guðr/-gundr is Gunna. NR s.v. Siggunnr, Sig-, -gunnr/-guðr/-gundr, Gunna

Siglaug

victory dedication, victory purification

For the prefix Sig- see above. For the suffix -laug see above. Found in Old Swedish as Sighløgh. Occurs in the runic nominative forms sihlauh and siklaug. NR s.v. Siglaug, Sig-, -laug

Signý

new victory

For the prefix Sig- see above. For the suffix -ný see above. Occurs in Old Danish as Sighni, in Old Swedish as Sighne and in OW.Norse as Signý. Found in the runic nominative form sikni. Cleasby-Vigfusson states that this name found in Landnámabók comes from the name of the goddess Sigyn, the wife of Loki. A short form for women's names in Sig- is Sigga. GB pp. 14; FJ pp. 346; CV pp. 527-528 s.v. sigr, Sigyn; NR s.v. Signý, Sig-, -ný

Sigríðr

victory beloved, victory fair

For the prefix Sig- see above. For the suffix comes from -fríðr, see above. This name was very common in Norway and Iceland through the whole medieval period. Also common in Sweden and frequent in Denmark. Found in Old Danish as Sighrith, in Old Swedish as Sighfridh or Sighridh and in OW.Norse as Sigríðr. Runic examples occur in the nominative case as sikriR, sikriþ, si[k]riþr, si[kr]iþr, siriþ, siri(þ), [siriþ], [siri(þ)], siriþr, siriþ..., the genitive case forms siriþaR, sirþaR and the accusative case forms [sifriþ], siriþ(in)R. Anglo-Scandinavian forms may include Sigreth (1143-1147), Sirid (1185), Sigherith (c. 1200), Sigerith (c. early 1200's), Sigrida (1202), Sigerithe (c. 1200-1254), Syrith (1245), Sigreda, Segrida etc. A short form for women's names in Sig- is Sigga This name appears in Egils saga Skallagrímssonar, c. 1230, as Sigríðr Sigurðsdóttir, who married Þórólfr Kveldulfsson. Sigríðr, wife of Þórsteinn of Lysufjord, appears in Eiríks saga rauða, c. late 1100's. A short form of names in Fríð-, -fríðr is Fríða. GB pp. 14; FJ pp. 234-235, 346, 348; CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names"; CV pp. 527-528 s.v. sigr; NR s.v. Sigríðr, Sig-, -fríðr, Fríða

Sigrlaug

dedicated to victory, victory purification

For the prefix Sig- see above. For the suffix -laug see above. A short form for women's names in Sig- is Sigga. FJ pp. 346; CV pp. 374, 527-528 s.v. laug def. IV, sigr

Sigrún

victory secret, one who knows the secret of victory

For the prefix Sig- see above. For the suffix -rún see above. Found in Old Swedish as Sighrun and in OW.Norse as Sigrún. Occurs in the runic nominative form sirun and the accusative form sikrun. A short form for women's names in Sig- is Sigga. A short form of names in Rún- or -rún is Runa. FJ pp. 346; CV pp. 504, 527-528 s.v. rún, sigr; NR s.v. Sigrún, Sig-, -rún

Sigunnr

victory love, victory wave

For the prefix Sig- see above. Found in the runic genitive case form shunar. NR s.v. Sigunnr, Sig-, -unnr/-uðr

Sigveig, Sigvæig

victory strength, victory battle, victory holy, victory intoxication

For the prefix Sig- see above. For the suffix -veig or -væig see above. Found in OW.Norse as Sigveig. Occurs in the runic nominative form sikuik. NR s.v. Sigvæig, Sig-, -væig

Sigvör

victory defender

For the prefix Sig- see above. For the suffix -vör see above. Found in OW.Norse as Sigvör. Occurs in the runic genitive form skuaraR. NR s.v. Sigvör, Sig-, -vör

Sigþrúðr, Sigrúðr

victory might

For the prefix Sig- see above. For the suffix -þrúðr see above. Found in OW.Norse as Sigþrúðr. Runic examples include the nominative forms sigruþ and sikruþr. A short form for women's names in Sig- is Sigga. A short form for names in -þrúða is Þrúða. A short form for Sigþrúðr is Sissa. FJ pp. 346; CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names"; CV p. 527-528, 747 s.v. sigr, Þrúðr, Þrúða; NR s.v.

Sig(þ)rúðr, Sig-, -þrúðr

Sissa 

Sissa is a short-form for the name Sigþrúðr. CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names"

Skálphæna

gossip hen

The prefix possibly comes from Old Icelandic skálp, which is literally "scullery-water, dish-water" but which metaphorically is applied to gossip, i.e., the kind of talk women do while scrubbing. The suffix is identical with Old Icelandic hæna, "hen". The name is found in Landnámabók, and I think is likely to have started out as a nickname. CV pp. 305, 542 s.v. hæna, skálp 

Skírlaug

pure dedication, bright purification

The prefix Skír- is from the OW.Norse adjective skírr "clean, pure, clear, bright". This prefix does not appear to originate as a Scandinavian name element, but rather is an import from either OH.Germ. or Old English.

For the suffix -laug see above. Occurs in the runic nominative form [skirlauh]. NR s.v. Skírlaug, Skír-, -laug

Skjaldfríðr

shield peace, shield beloved, shield fair

This is a hypothetical Anglo-Scandinavian construction, possibly present in the Anglo-Scandinavian names Scelfride, Sceldfrithe (c. 1100-1400's). The prefix Skjald- is identical with Old Icelandic skjöld, genitive skjaldar, "shield." For the suffix -fríðr see above. A short-form of names in Fríð-, -fríðr is Fríða. FJ pp. 250, 346, 348; CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names"; CV pp. 553 s.v. skjöld; NR s.v. , Fríða

Skjaldvör

shield defender

For the prefix Skjald- see above. For the suffix -vör see above. A number of instances of this name are recorded in Norway. May be present in the Anglo-Scandinavian names Scelduuare, Seldwar (c. 1200-1330). GB pp. 14; FJ pp. 250, 346, 351-352; CV pp. 553 s.v. skjöld; NR s.v. -vör

Snælaug, Snjólaug, Sniólaug

snow purification, snow dedication

The prefix Snæ- is derived from Primitive Scandinavian *snaiwaR, related to Old Icelandic snær, "snow". There are several forms of the word, including snær, snjár, and snjór. Most proper names are compounded in the oldest form of snær, however this name is also found with the later spelling Snjólaug, Sniólaug. For the suffix -laug see above. Found in OW.Norse as Snælaug. Occurs in the runic nominative form sniolauk. GB pp. 14; FJ pp. 346; CV pp. 374, 577 s.v. laug def. IV, snær; NR s.v. Sniólaug, Snió-/Snøy-, -laug

Snotra

wise

Snotra is the name of one of the goddesses mentioned in Gylfaginning in The Prose Edda, where she is named as the thirteenth among the ásynjur or goddesses: "she is wise and courteous. From her name a woman or a man who is a wise person is called snotr". The name Snotra also appears in the legendary saga Gautreks saga, c. late 1200's, as the name of one of the daughters of ridiculously ignorant family - the saga says she is called Snotra because she is the brightest. All the names in this family rhyme (Totra, Fjötra, Hjötra, Snotra) and it is unlikely that any except Snotra were used outside of fiction or nicknames. CV p. 576 s.v. snotr, Snotra Sölva   GB pp. 15

Sólveig, Sölveig

sun strong, sun battle, sun holy, sun drunkenness, golden intoxicating beverage

The prefix Sól- is perhaps from Old Norse sól, "the sun", or from sölr, "sun-colored, yellow, sallow". For the suffix -veig see above. GB pp. 14; CV pp. 579, 621, 690 s.v. sól, sölr, veig; NR s.v. -væig

Sólvör, Sölvör

sun defender, yellow defender

For the prefix Sól-, Söl- see above. For the suffix -vör see above. GB pp. 14; FJ pp. 351-352; CV pp. 579, 621 s.v. sól, sölr; NR s.v. -vör

Sóma

honor, respect

Feminine name from OW.Norse sómi "honor, respect." occurs in the runic accusative form somu. NR s.v. Sóma

Søyvör, Sæyvör

sea defender

The prefix Sæ- or Søy- is from OW.Norse sjár, sjór, sær which are derived from Primitive Scandinavian *saiwaR, "sea, ocean". Found in the runic genitive form saufaraR. For the suffix -vör see above. NR s.v. Søyvör, Sæ-/Søy-, -vör

Spana

provoker, one whom allures

Possibly related to Old Icelandic spana, "to provoke, to allure". GB pp. 14; CV pp. 580, 582 s.v. spana, spenja

Stafnhildr, Stafnhilda

prow battle Hypothetical

Anglo-Scandinavian construction, possibly found in the Anglo-Scandinavian name Stauenilde (c. 1200). The prefix Stafn- is related to Old Icelandic stafn, "the stem of a ship, prow". For the suffix -hildr see above. FJ pp. 262, 346, 349; CV pp. 261, 586 s.v. hildr, stafn

Steina, Stæina 

Appears in Old Swedish as Stena. A short form of feminine names in Stein-, Stæin-. Occurs in the runic accusative form steinu. NR s.v. Stæina, Stæin- Steinbjörg,

Stæinborg

stone deliverance

The prefix Stein- is identical with Old Icelandic steinn, "a stone". For the suffix -björg or -borg see above. Found in Old Swedish as Stenborgh and in OW.Norse as Steinbjörg. Runic examples include the nominative forms stainbog, [stainbroþ], [stinburk]. A short form of feminine names in Stein-, Stæin- is Steina, Stæina. NR s.v. Stæinborg, Stæin-, -biörg/-borg

Steinfríðr, Steinríðr, Stæinfríðr

stone beloved

For the prefix Stein- see above. For the suffix -fríðr see above. Found in Old Swedish as Stenfridh and in OW.Norse as Steinfríðr or Steinríðr. Runic examples include the nominative forms stinfriþr, stnfriþ, st[yn]friþ and the accusative form stanfriþi. A short form of feminine names in Stein-, Stæin- is Steina, Stæina. A short form of names in Fríð-, -fríðr is Fríða. NR s.v. Stæinfríðr, Stæin-, -fríðr, Fríða Steinhildr,

Stæinhildr

stone battle

For the prefix Stein- see above. For the suffix -hildr see above. Found in Old Swedish as Stenhild. Runic examples include the nominative case forms steniltr, stineltr, stniltr. A short form of feminine names in Stein-, Stæin- is Steina, Stæina. NR s.v. Stæinhildr, Stæin-, -hildr

Steinlaug, Stæinlaug

stone dedication, stone purification

For the prefix Stein- see above. For the suffix -laug see above. Occurs in the runic nominative form steinlauk. A short form of feminine names in Stein-, Stæin- is Steina, Stæina. NR s.v. Stæinlaug, Stæin-, -laug

Steinnvör, Steinvör, Steinor

stone defender

For the prefix Stein- see above. For the suffix -vör see above. This name is common in both Norway and in Iceland, often in the form Steinor. Steinvör hófgyðja ("temple-priestess"), a relative of Brodd-Helgi ("Spike-Helgi"), appears in Vápnfirðinga saga. GB pp. 15; FJ pp. 265, 346, 351-352; CV pp. 591 s.v. steinn; NR s.v. -vör

Steinunn, Steinuðr

stone wave

For the prefix Stein- see above. For the suffix suffix -unnr or the older form -uðr see above. GB pp. 15; FJ pp. 346; CV pp. 591, 655 s.v. steinn, unnr

Stynfríðr

groan(?) beloved

The name-element Styn- (perhaps from OW.Norse stynr "groan") is not well-known except in this name and in the masculine name Stynbjörn. For the suffix -fríðr see above. Occurs in the runic nominative form st[yn]friþ. A short form of names in Fríð-, -fríðr is Fríða. NR s.v. Stynfríðr, -fríðr, Fríða

Sunnifa 

This is a Scandinavianized form of Old English Sunngifu. Legend has it that this was the name of an Irish Christian queen who fled to Norway, where she died. The name is common in Norway in the 1200's. The name is found, but very infrequently, in Iceland, Sweden, and Denmark. GB pp. 15; FJ pp. 271-272

Svala

bird, swallow

This name is taken from the bird, "swallow". May occur in the Anglo-Scandinavian name Swale (1185). Found as a woman's proper name in Bandamanna saga. GB pp. 15; FJ pp. 273; CV pp. 606 s.v. svala

Svana

swan

This name is related to Old Icelandic svanr, "swan" and possibly also to Old Icelandic svanni, a poetic word used to mean "lady". GB pp. 15; CV pp. 606 s.v. svanr, svanni

Svanhildr

swan battle

For the prefix Svan- see above. For the suffix -hildr see above. GB pp. 15; FJ pp. 349; CV pp. 261, 606 s.v. hildr, svanr, svanni

Svanlaug

swan purification, swan dedication

For the prefix Svan- see above. For the suffix -laug see above. GB pp. 15; CV pp. 374, 606 s.v. laug def. IV, svanr, svanni

Sveina, Svæina

Found in Old Swedish as Svena. A short form of feminine names in Svein-, Svæin-. The prefix Svein- or Svæin- is from OW.Norse sveinn "youth, young person, young man." Occurs in the runic nominative form suina. NR s.v. Svæina, Svæin-

Sveinheiðr, Svæinhæiðr

youth heath

For the prefix Svein- or Svæin- see above. For the suffix -heiðr or -hæiðr see above. Found in the runic nominative form [sueiniþ]. A short form of feminine names in Svein-, Svæin- Sveina or Svæina. NR s.v. Svæin-, -hæiðr

Svínhildr

pig battle

A hypothetical Anglo-Scandinavian formation, possibly found in the Anglo-Scandinavian names Suinild, Swynild (c. 1220-1234). The prefix Svín- is identical with Old Icelandic svín, "swine, pig". For the suffix -hildr see above. FJ pp. 283, 349; CV pp. 261 s.v. hildr

Sylgja

brooch

The name Sylgja appears in the legendary saga Bósa saga og Herrauðs, c. 1300, as the name of Herrauð's mother. It is possibly identical with the Old Icelandic sylgja, "brooch". CV pp. 614 s.v. sylgja

Systa

sister

This name is derived from OW.Norse systir "sister." Found in the runic accusative form systu. NR s.v. Systa

 

T

Name

Meaning

Notes Source

Tíðfríðr

time beloved

Found in Old Swedish as Tifridh. The prefix Tíð- is from OW.Norse tíð "time", often found as the prefix Tý- in Old West Norse names. A related term corresponding to this name element seems not to exist in Continental Germanic but is common in Old English. For the suffix -fríðr see above. Runic examples include the nominative form [tiþfr]iþ and the accusative form [tifrit]. A short form of names in Fríð-, -fríðr is Fríða. NR s.v. Tíðfríðr, -fríðr, Fríða 

Tobba 

Tobba is a short-form for the name Þórbjörg. CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names"

Tófa 

Found in Old Danish as Tova, in Old Swedish as Tova and in Old West Norse as Tófa. Frequent in both Old Danish and Old Swedish. This name is found as a short form of names such as Þórfríðr. Cleasby-Vigfusson states that this name is related to German zóbe, "a handmaiden". Runic examples include the nominative forms tufa, tuf(a), (t)ufa, [tufa] and the accusative forms tufu, [tofu]. GB pp. 15; CV pp. 638 s.v. Tófa, NR s.v. Tófa

Tóka 

Found in Old Danish as Toka, may occur in Old West Norse as Tóka. This name is the feminine equivalent to the masculine name Tóki, which is a short form of Þórkell, Þórketill or may also represent a compund with the suffix -ki added to names in Þór-/Þúr- (Þýr-). The feminine name Tóka is also found as a short form of OW.Norse Þórkatla. Runic examples include the nominative case [tuka] and the accusative case toku. NR s.v. Tóka

Tóla 

Found in Old Danish as Tola, in Old Swedish as Tola, and appears as in OW.Norse as a fictional character, Tolla. This usually occurs as an East Scandinavian name, and is found frequently in Danish. Tóla is a short form of names in Þórl- such as Þórlaug or Þórlöf. Runic examples include the nominative forms tola, tula, [tula], [tul(a)]. FJ pp. 288; NR s.v. Tóla

Tonna 

This name is a short form of the woman's name Þórný. Found in Old Danish and in Old Swedish as Tonna. Also found as an Anglo-Scandinavian name (ca. 1220-1225). Runic examples include the nominative form tuna and the accusative forms [(t)on(o)], ton(u). FJ pp. 288; NR s.v. Tonna

Tóra 

This name is a short form of feminine names in Þór-/Þúr-. Occurs in the runic nominative forms [tora] and tura. NR s.v. Tóra, Þór-/Þúr-

Torfa

turf, sod

Proper name from Landnámabók. Perhaps related to Old Icelandic torf, "turf, sod". CV pp. 636-637 s.v. torf, Torfa

Totra

tatters

Snotra appears in the legendary saga Gautreks saga, c. late 1200's, as the name of the mother of a ridiculously ignorant family - the saga says she is called Totra because she would not wear any clothes which were not in tatters. The name is related to Old Icelandic tæta, "to tear to shreds" and tætingr, "tatters, shreds". All the names in this family rhyme (Totra, Fjötra, Hjötra, Snotra) and it is unlikely that any except Snotra were used outside of fiction or nicknames. CV p. 647 s.v. tæta, tætingr 

U

Name

Meaning

Notes Source

Uðr, Unnr, Auðr

wave

Appears as a feminine proper name in Landnámabók and Laxdæla saga. Uðr is an older form of this word. The three forms of the name are used interchangably, for instance Auðr in djúpauðga ("the deep-minded") is called Auðr in Landnámabók, but Unnr or Uðr in Laxdæla saga. The name Unn appears in the legendary late 13th century Gautreks saga as the mother of Starkaðr. GB pp. 15; CV pp. 648, 655 s.v. Uðr, unnr

Úlfeiðr, Úlfheiðr

wolf heath

The prefix Úlf- is identical to Old Icelandic úlfr, "wolf". For the suffix -eiðr see above. GB pp. 15; FJ pp. 347; CV pp. 247, 668 s.v. heiðr, úlfr

Úlfhildr

wolf battle

For the prefix Úlf- see above. For the suffix -hildr see above. Found in Old Danish and in Old Swedish as Ulfhild, and in OW.Norse as Úlfhildr. Occurs in the runic nominative form [olfil](r). FJ pp. 347, 349; CV pp. 261, 668 s.v. hildr, úlfr; NR s.v. Úlfhildr, Ulf-, -hildr

Úlfrún

wolf rune, wolf secret

For the prefix Úlf- see above. For the suffix -rún see above. A short form of names in Rún- or -rún is Runa. GB pp. 15; FJ pp. 350-351; CV pp. 504 s.v. rún; NR s.v. Rúna, Rún-, -rún

Una, Unna

enjoy, be happy

Found in Old Danish as Una, and in in Old Swedish and OW.Norse as Una, Unna. The runic examples should be interpreted as Una, from the OW.Norse verb una "to enjoy, be happy with, be content". Runic examples include the nominative form una and the accusative form unu. GB pp. 15; NR s.v. Una/Unna

Undrlaug

under dedication, under purification

The prefix is from OW.Norse undr "under". A correspondence to this name element seems not to exist in the Germanic languages. Since there is no evidence that a simple name *Laug existed, the first element cannot reasonably be interpreted as a prefixed by-name. For the suffix -laug see above. Runic examples include the nominative form untrlauh and the genitive form utrlaukar. CV pp. 374 s.v. laug def. IV; NR s.v. Undrlaug, -laug

Unnr

wave, billow; to love, beloved

Found in OW.Norse as Unnr. From Old West Norse unnr "to wave, billow, roll, undulate" or identical to the suffix -unnr/-uðr. A runic example may occur in the runic nominative form u=n/n=u. NR s.v. Unnr, -unnr/-uðr

Úrsúla 

Christian, Ursula GB pp. 15

V

 

Name

Meaning

Notes Source

Vætildr, Vethildr

 In Eiríks saga rauða, c. late 1100's, the Vinland explorers capture two skræling boys, who reveal their mother's name to be Vætildr or Vethildr. This would, if correct, have to be a Norse understanding and rendering of an Algonquin name. 

Valdís

foreign goddess, death goddess

The prefix Val- is of uncertain origin. It may come from Primitive Germanic *walha-, meaning "Celtic, Welsh, foreign" or Primitive Germanic *wala-, Old Icelandic valr "the dead on a battlefield" as found in the word valkyrja. For the suffix -dís see above. A short-form for names in -dís is Dísa. GB pp. 15; FJ pp. 347; CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names"; CV pp. 100, 675, 676 s.v. dís, Valir, valr

Valgerðr

foreign garth, foreign protection

For the prefix Val- see above. For the suffix -gerðr see above. A short form of Valgerðr is Valka. GB pp. 15; FJ pp. 347, 349; CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names"; CV pp. 197, 675, 676 s.v. Gerðr, Valir, valr

Valka 

Valka is a short form for Valgerðr. CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names"

VéalfR, VíælfR

holy place elf, elf priestess

The prefix Vé- or Ví- is identical with Old Icelandic vé, "temple, sanctuary" and related to Gothic weihs, "holy". For the suffix -ælfR see above. Occurs in the runic nominative form uielf/uielf=r. NR s.v. VíælfR, VíælfR; CV pp. 687 s.v. vé

Vébjörg, Víborg

holy place deliverance, priestess deliverance

For the prefix Ví-, Vé- see above. For the suffix -björg, -borg see above.Found in Old Danish as Wiburgh, in Old Swedish as Viborgh, and in OW.Norse as a fictional character Vébjörg. Runic examples include the nominative forms uibug, uiburk and the accusative forms uiborg, uibruk. NR s.v. Víborg, Ví-, -biörg/-borg; CV pp. 687 s.v. vé

Védís

holy place goddess, sanctuary goddess, holy priestess

For the prefix Ví-, Vé- see above. For the suffix -dís see above. This name is found in Landnámabók, of a woman with family members with names in the same prefix: Végestr and Vémundr. A short-form for names in -dís is Dísa. GB pp. 16; FJ pp. 347; CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names"; CV pp. 100, 687 s.v. dís, vé

Vefríðr, Vífríðr

holy place beloved, beloved priestess

For the prefix Ví-, Vé- see above. For the suffix -fríðr see above. Found in Old Danish as Wifrith and in OW.Norse as Véfríðr. Runic examples include the nominative forms uifir, uifiriR, uifriþ, uifriþr and the genitive form uifrþaR. A short form of names in Fríð-, -fríðr is Fríða. NR s.v. Vífríðr, Ví-, -fríðr; CV pp. 687 s.v. vé 

Végunnr, Víguðr, Vígundr

holy place battle, battle priestess

For the prefix Ví-, Vé- see above. For the suffix -gunnr see above. Runic examples include the nominative forms uikuntr, uikuþr, uikuþ.... A short-form of names in Gunn- or -gunnr/-guðr/-gundr is Gunna. NR s.v. Víguðr/-gundr, Ví-, -gunnr/-guðr/-gundr, Gunna; CV pp. 687 s.v. vé

Végerðr, Vígærðr

holy place defense, priestess defense

For the prefix Ví-, Vé- see above. For the suffix -gærðr or -gerðr see above. Found in Old Swedish as Vigærdh and in OW.Norse as Végerðr. Runic examples include the nominative forms uiker, uikr and the genitive form uikerþaR. NR s.v. Vígærðr, Ví-, -gærðr; CV pp. 687 s.v. vé

Vélaug

holy well, holy bath, priestess well, dedicated as a priestess

For the prefix Vé-, Ví- see above. For the suffix -laug see above. GB pp. 16; FJ pp. 347; CV pp. 374, 687 s.v. laug def. IV, vé

Véný

new holy place, new priestess

For the prefix Vé-, Ví- see above. For the suffix -ný see above. GB pp. 16; FJ pp. 347; CV pp. 687 s.v. vé; NR s.v. -ný

Véreiðr

holy place beloved, beloved priestess For the prefix Vé-, Ví- see

above. GB pp. 16; FJ pp. 347; CV pp. 687 s.v. vé

Vérún, Vírún

holy place secret, priestess secret For the prefix Ví-, Vé- see

above. For the suffix -rún see above. Occurs in the runic nominative form uerun. NR s.v. Vírún, Ví-, -rún; CV pp. 687 s.v. vé

Vígdís

battle goddess

The prefix Víg- is identical to Old Icelandic víg, "battle, strife". For the suffix -dís see above. Appears as both the name of a human woman in Landnámabók and as the name of one of the valkyries. In Laxdæla saga (c. 1245) Vígdís Hallsteinsdóttir is the wife of Víga-Hrappr ("Killer-Hrappr"), while Vígdís Ingjaldsdóttir is the granddaughter of Óláfr feilan ("wolf-cub") and wife of Þórðr goddi. A short-form for names in -dís is Dísa. GB pp. 16; FJ pp. 347; CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names"; CV pp. 100, 715 s.v. dís, víg

Vilborg

will deliverance, favor deliverance

The prefix Vil- is identical to Old Icelandic vil, "will, liking, favor". For the suffix -borg see above. GB pp. 16; CV pp. 66, 705 s.v. björg, vil

Vilgerðr

will garth, will protection

For the prefix Vil- see above. For the suffix -gerðr see above. GB pp. 16; FJ pp. 349; CV pp. 197, 705 s.v. Gerðr, vil

 

Y

Name

Meaning

Notes Source

Ynghildr, Yngvildr

Freyr battle

The prefix Yng- or Yngv- is probably related to the name Yngvi-Freyr, the founder of the Yngling line (Ynglingasaga), and may be related to names for the god Freyr. For the suffix -hildr see above. The suffix -hildr appears frequently in women's names, sometimes without the aspirate h see above. Yngvildr, a descendant of Karlsefni and mother of Bishop Brandr is mentioned in Eiríks saga rauða, c. late 1100's, and in Grænlendinga saga (1382-1395). GB pp. 16; FJ pp. 349; CV pp. 261, 726 s.v. hildr, Yngvi, Yngvi-Freyr

Yngvöldr

Freyr ?

For the prefix Yng- see above. Yngvöldr appears as a woman's name in Landnámabók. CV pp. 726 s.v. Yngvi, Yngvi-Freyr

Yrsa, Ýri, Ýrr

yew tree, bow  GB pp. 16

Name

Meaning

Notes Source

Þjóðbjörg, Þiúðborg

deliverance of the people

Found in Old West Norse as Þjóðbjörg or Þióðbiörg. The prefix Þjóð-, Þiúð- is from OW.Norse þjóð "folk, people". For the suffix -björg see above. Runic examples include the nominative form þiuþburh and the accusative form [þiauburi-]. GB pp. 16; FJ pp. 347; CV pp. 66, 739 s.v. björg, þjóð; NR s.v. Þiúðborg, Þiúð-, -biörg/-borg

Þjóðgerðr

garth of the people, protection of the people

For the prefix Þjóð- see above. For the suffix -gerðr see above. GB pp. 16; FJ pp. 347, 349; CV pp. 197, 739 s.v. Gerðr, þjóð; NR s.v. Þiúð-

Þjóðheiðr, Þiúðhæiðr

folk heath

For the prefix Þjóð-, Þiúð- see above. For the suffix -heiðr or -hæiðr see above. Occurs in the runic nominative form þiuþreiþr. NR s.v. Þiúðhæiðr, Þiúð-, -hæiðr

Þjóðhildr

battle of the people

For the prefix Þjóð- see above. For the suffix -hildr see above. This name is found in Landnámabók. In Eiríks saga rauða, c. late 1100's, and in Grænlendinga saga (1382-1395), 

Þjóðhildr is the name of Eirík's wife, who was famous for her early conversion to Christianity and for building the first church in Greenland. GB pp. 16; FJ pp. 347, 349; CV pp. 261, 739 s.v. hildr, þjóð; NR s.v. Þiúð-

Þjóðvé, Þiúðví

folk holy place, priestess of the folk

For the suffix -vé or -ví see above. Occurs in the runic nominative forms þiauþui, þiauþui(r). NR s.v. Þiúðví, Þiúð-, -ví

Þóra

Thórr's woman The feminine uncompounded form of the Old Icelandic name element þóra-, from Þórr, god of thunder. Þóra appears also as a short form of names in þór-. Common in both Norway and in Iceland from the earliest times onward, also frequent in Swedish and Danish. Found in Old Danish as Thora, Thura, in Old Swedish as Thora, and in OW.Norse as Þóra. Runic exampls include the nominative forms þora, [þora], þura, [þura], the genitive forms [þoru], þru, þuru and the accusative forms þoru, þuru. In Orkneyingasaga (c. 1200) Þóra Sumarliðisdóttir appears as the wife of Earl Erlend and the mother of St. Magnus. Þóra borgarhjörtr ("town-hart") appears in the legendary saga Bósa saga og Herrauðs, c. 1300, as the wife of Ragnar Loðbrokkr. Another Þóra appears in Egils saga Skallagrímssonar, c. 1230, Þóra hlaðhönd ("lace-cuff"), who eloped with Björn Bjarnarsson. GB pp. 16; FJ pp. 296; CV pp. 743 s.v. Þórr; NR s.v. Þóra

Þórarna

Thórr's eagle, Thórr's hearth

The prefix Þór- is identical to the Old Icelandic Þórr, the god of thunder. In modern usage the vowel is long (Þór-) before vowels h or d, but short (Þor-) before consonants, however it is thought that the long vowel occurred always during the Viking Age. The suffix -arna is either from arinn, "hearth" or more likely from arin, related to Old Icelandic örn, "eagle". A few instances are recorded in Norway, one in the 800s, and the name is frequent in Iceland, though it is not found in East Scandinavia. A short form of women's names in þór- is Þóra or Tóra. GB pp. 16; FJ pp. 296, 300, 347, 348; CV pp. 743, 767 s.v. Þórr, örn

Þórbjörg

Thórr deliverance

For the prefix Þór- see above. For the suffix -björg see above. This name appears twice in Laxdæla saga (c. 1245): Þórbjörg, the daughter of Ármóðr and the second wife of Hrútr Herjólfsson; and Þórbjörg digra ("stout"), daughter of Óláfr pái ("peacock"). In Eiríks saga rauða, c. late 1100's, Þórbjörg knarrarbringa ("ship-breasted") is the mother of Þjóðhildr, the wife of Eiríkr rauðr ("the red"); Þórbjörg lítilvölva ("little prophetess") also appears in the saga as an itenerant sybil. A short form of women's names in þór- is Þóra or Tóra. A short form of Þórbjörg is Tobba. GB pp. 16; FJ pp. 296, 347; CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names"; CV pp. 66, 743 s.v.

björg, Þórr

Þórdís

Thórr's goddess

For the prefix Þór- see above. For the suffix -dís see above. This name appears three times in Laxdæla saga (c. 1245): Þórdís Óláfsdóttir, daughter of Óláfr feilan ("wolf-cub") and wife of Þórarinn; Þórdís Snorradóttir, daughter of Snorri goða ("priest") and wife of Bolli Bollasson; and Þórdís Þjóðólfsdóttir, wife of Ósvífr Helgason and mother of Gudrun. The name Þórdís appears in Vápnfirðinga saga as the wife of Lýtingr Ásbjarnarson, and also the wife of Helgi Ásbjarnarson. Another Þórdís is mentioned in Hrafnkels saga freysgoða and in Egils saga Skallagrímssonar (c. 1230), the daughter of Þórolfr Skallagrímsson. A short form of women's names in þór- is Þóra or Tóra. A short-form for names in -dís is Dísa. GB pp. 16; FJ pp. 296, 347; CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names"; CV pp. 100, 743 s.v. dís, Þórr

Þórelfr

Thórr's elf

For the prefix Þór- see above. A short form of women's names in þór- is Þóra or Tóra. GB pp. 16; FJ pp. 296, 347; CV pp. 743 s.v. Þórr

Þórey

Thórr's fortune, Thórr's gift, Thórr's island

For the prefix Þór- see above. For the suffix -ey or -øy see above. A short form of women's names in þór- is Þóra or Tóra. GB pp. 16; FJ pp. 296, 347; CV pp. 134, 743 s.v. ey, Þórr

Þórfinna

Thórr's Saami woman, Thórr's sorceress

For the prefix Þór- see above. For the suffix -finna see above. Appears in Laxdæla saga (c. 1245) as Þórfinna Vermundardóttir, grandaughter of Óláfr pái ("peacock") and wife of Þórsteinn Kuggason. A short form of women's names in þór- is Þóra or Tóra. GB pp. 16; FJ pp. 296, 347, 348; CV pp. 154, 743 s.v. finnr, Þórr

Þórfríða

beloved of Thórr

For the prefix Þór- see above. The suffix -fríða is the weak side-form of -fríðr, see above. Occurs as a Scandinavian name in England. Found in the runic nominative form þurfi(r)iþa. A short form of names in Fríð-, -fríðr is Fríða. NR s.v. Þórfríða, Þór-/Þúr-, -fríðr, Fríða

Þórfríðr, Þúríðr

beloved of Thórr For the prefix Þór- see

above. For the suffix -fríðr see above. Found in Old Danish as Thorfred, Thorith, found in OW.Norse as Þúríðr. Runic examples include the nominative forms þeriþr, [þurfrikr], þurfriþ, þurfriþr, þuriþ, found in the case as þurufiriþi and in the accusative case as þou(r)riþi. A short form of Þórfríðr is Tófa. A short form of names in Fríð-, -fríðr is Fríða. NR s.v. Þórfríðr/Þúríðr, Þór-/Þúr-, -fríðr, Fríða

Þórgerðr, Þórgærðr

Thórr's garth, Thórr's protection

For the prefix Þór- see above. For the suffix -gerðr see above. Found in Old Danish as Thorgard, in Old Swedish as Thorgærdh and in OW.Norse as Þórgerðr. Runic examples include the nominative forms þorker, þorkir, þukir, þurkairþ|, þurkarþr, þurkir, the genitive forms [þorkerþa], þorkerþaR, [þo]r[*kiai]rþ[in] and the accusative forms þurkirþi, þur*kirþu. Appears in Laxdæla saga (c. 1245) twice: Þórgerðr the daughter of Egill Skallagrímsson and wife of Óláfr pái ("peacock"); and Þórgerðr Þórsteinnsdóttir, daughter of Þórsteinn rauða ("the red"), wife of first Dala-Kollr, then Herjólfr, and mother of Höskuldr Dala-Kollsson and Hrútr Herjólfsson. A woman called Þórgerðr silfra ("the silver") appears in Vápnfirðinga saga. Gunnlaugs saga ormstungu and Egils saga Skallagrímssonar, c. 1230, mention Þórgerðr Egilsdóttir, child of the famous Egill Skallagrímsson and sister to Þòrsteinn Egilsson. Þórgerðr, the wife of Herjólfr Bardarson and mother of Bjarni Herjólfsson appears in Grænlendinga saga (1382-1395). A short form of women's names in þór- is Þóra or Tóra.

GB pp. 16; FJ pp. 296, 347, 349; CV pp. 197, 743 s.v. Þórr, Gerðr; NR s.v. Þórgærðr, Þór-/Þúr-, -gærðr

Þórgríma

Thórr's mask, hood, cowl or disguise

For the prefix Þór- see above. For the suffix -gríma see above. A short form of women's names in þór- is Þóra or Tóra. GB pp. 16; FJ pp. 296, 347, 349; CV pp. 216, 743 s.v. gríma, Þórr

Þórgunnr, Þórguðr, Þórgunna

Thórr's battle

For the prefix Þór- see above. For the suffix -gunnr see above. Found in Old Danish as Thorgun, Thrugun, in Old Swedish as Thorgun, and in OW.Norse as Þórgunnr. Runic examples include the nominative þorgun, þorkun, (þ)(o)rkuþr, þurgutr, þurkun, þurkunr, þurkuntr, þurkutr, þurkutru, [þurkuþr] and the dative form þurkuni. Þórgunna, a woman from the Hebridies, appears in Eiríks saga rauða, c. late 1100's, as the mother of Leifr Eiríksson's illigitimate son Þórgils, and it is suggested that she is the same Þòrgunna who appears in Eyrbyggja saga, though the chronology between the two sagas cannot be reconciled. A short form of women's names in þór- is Þóra or Tóra. A short-form of names in Gunn- or -gunnr/-guðr/-gundr is Gunna. GB pp. 16; ; FJ pp. 221, 296, 347; CV pp. 743 s.v. Þórr, gunnr; NR s.v. Þórgunnr/-guðr/-gundr, Þór-/Þúr-, -gunnr/-guðr/-gundr, Gunna

Þórhalla

Thórr's stone

For the prefix Þór- see above. The suffix -halla is identical to Old Icelandic hallr, "flat stone, big stone, boulder". Appears in Laxdæla saga (c. 1245) as Þórhalla in málga ("the gossip"), a servant on the farm of Ósvífr Helgason. A short form of women's names in þór- is Þóra or Tóra. GB pp. 16; FJ pp. 296, 344, 347; CV pp. 235, 743 s.v. Þórr, hallr

Þórheiðr, Þórhæiðr

Thórr brilliance, Thórr beauty

For the prefix Þór- see above. For the suffix -heiðr or -hæiðr see above. Occurs in the runic nominative form þureiþ. NR s.v. Þórhæiðr, Þór-/Þúr-, -hæiðr

Þórhildr, Þórhilda

Thórr's battle For the prefix Þór- see

above. For the suffix -hildr see above. Several instances of this name are recorded in Iceland from the time of the Landnám, which indicates that the name must have been known in Norway as well, though it is not recorded there. It is also found in Sweden and Denmark. Found in Old Danish as Thorhild and in OW.Norse as Þórhildr. May occur in the runic nominative forms [þorilþ], þoril-. Possibly present in the Anglo-Scandinavian place-name Durildewell (c. 1205). A short form of women's names in þór- is Þóra or Tóra. GB pp. 16; FJ pp. 296, 307, 347, 349; CV pp. 261, 743 s.v. Þórr, hildr; NR s.v. Þórhildr, Þór-/Þúr-, -hildr

Þóríðr, Þuríðr

Thórr's ?

For the prefix Þór- see above. The suffix -ríðr is of uncertain origin. A short form of women's names in þór- is Þóra or Tóra. GB pp. 16; FJ pp. 296, 347, 350; CV pp. 743 s.v. Þórr

Þórkatla

Thórr's kettle Thórr's helmet

For the prefix Þór- see above. See -katla, above. A short form of women's names in þór- is Þóra or Tóra. A short form of þórkatla is Tóka. GB pp. 16; FJ pp. 296, 347, 349; CV pp. 337, 743 s.v. Þórr, ketill; NR s.v. Tóka

Þórlaug

dedicated to Thórr, Thórr purification

For the prefix Þór- see above. For the suffix -laug see above. Several insteances of this name are found in Iceland, but after the 900s the name does not appear in Norway again until the 1400s. A few insteances are recorded in Sweden as Thorløgh. A short form of names in Þórl- is Tóla, while a short form of women's names in þór- is Þóra or Tóra. GB pp. 16; FJ pp. 288, 296, 311, 347; CV pp. 374, 743 s.v. Þórr, laug def. IV

Þórleif

Thórr's inheritance

For the prefix Þór- see above. For the suffix -leif or -læif see above. A short form of names in Þórl- is Tóla, while a short form of women's names in þór- is Þóra or Tóra. GB pp. 16; FJ pp. 288, 296, 347, 350; CV pp. 743 s.v. Þórr; NR s.v. -læif/-löf, -læifR/-lafR

Þórljót

Thórr's light, Thórr's ugly woman

For the prefix Þór- see above. For the suffix -ljótr see above. A short form of names in Þórl- is Tóla, while a short form of women's names in þór- is Þóra or Tóra. GB pp. 16; FJ pp. 288, 296, 347, 350; CV pp. 743 s.v. Þórr Þórlöf Thórr inheritance For the prefix Þór- see above. For the suffix -leif, -læif, -löf see above. Found in Old Danish and in Old Swedish as Thorlof. Occurs in the runic nominative form þurluf. NR s.v. Þórlöf, Þór-/Þúr-, -læif/-löf, -læifR/-lafR

Þórný

Thórr new woman

For the prefix Þór- see above. For the suffix -ný see above. Occurs in the runic nominative form þurni. A short form of women's names in þór- is Þóra or Tóra. A short form of Þórný is Tonna GB pp. 16; FJ pp. 296, 347; NR s.v. Þórný, Þór-/Þúr-, -ný, Tonna 

Þórodda 

Thórr's point or edge

For the prefix Þór- see above. The suffix -odda is identical to Old Icelandic oddr, "point, weapon-point, spear-point, arrow-point." A short form of women's names in þór- is Þóra or Tóra. GB pp. 16; FJ pp. 296, 345, 347, 350; CV pp. 462, 743 s.v. oddr, Þórr

Þórunn

Thórr's wave

For the prefix Þór- see above. For the suffix -unn see above. Found in Old Danish Thorun, in Old Swedish Thorun and in OW.Norse Þórunnr. Runic examples include the nominative forms þorun, þoruþr, þurun, þurunr, þuruþr and the genitive form þurunaR. Appears in Laxdæla saga (c. 1245) as Þórunn hyrna ("horn"), daughter of Ketill flatnefr ("flat-nose") and wife of Helgi inn magri ("the lean"). Two other women named Þórunn appear in Eiríks saga rauða, c. late 1100's, and in Grænlendinga saga (1382-1395), one as the descendant of Karlsefni and mother of Bishop Björn, the other as Karlsefni's mother. A short form of women's names in þór- is Þóra or Tóra. GB pp. 16; FJ pp. 296, 347; CV pp. 655, 743 s.v. unnr, Þórr; NR s.v. Þórunnr/-uðr, Þór-/Þúr-, -unnr/-uðr

Þórvé, Þýri, Þórví, Þýrví

Thórr's holy place, Thórr's priestess

For the prefix Þór- see above. For the suffix -vé or -ví see above. Found in Old Danish as Thorwe, Thyrwi and in OW.Norse as Þorvé, Þyri. Runic examples include the nominative forms þerui, þirui, þuri, þurui, [þyrui], the genitive form þuruiaR and the accusative forms þourui, þurui. A short form of women's names in þór- is Þóra or Tóra. GB pp. 16; FJ pp. 296, 347; CV pp. 687, 743 s.v. vé, Þórr; NR s.v. Þýrví/Þórvi, Þór-/Þúr-, -ví

Þórveig

Thórr strong, Thórr battle, Thórr holy, Thórr intoxication

See Þór- above. For the suffix -veig see above. A short form of women's names in þór- is Þóra or Tóra. GB pp. 16; FJ pp. 296, 347; CV pp. 690, 743 s.v. veig, Þórr; NR s.v. -væig

Þórvia

Thórr's ?

For the prefix Þór- see above. A short form of women's names in þór- is Þóra or Tóra. GB pp. 16; FJ pp. 296, 347; CV pp. 743 s.v. Þórr

Þórvör

Thórr's defender

For the prefix Þór- see above. For the suffix -vör see above. Found in Old Danish as Thorwar and in OW.Norse as Þórvör. Occurs in the runic accusative form þoruar. A short form of women's names in þór- is Þóra or Tóra. GB pp. 17; FJ pp. 296, 347, 351-352; CV pp. 743 s.v. Þórr; NR s.v. Þórvör, Þór-/Þúr-, -vör 

Þraslaug

? purification, ? dedication

For the suffix -laug see above. GB pp. 17; CV pp. 743 s.v. laug def. IV

Þrúða

heroic, doughty

Short form of names in -þrúðr. GB pp. 17; CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names"; CV p. 747 s.v.

Þrúðr Þrúðr

heroic, doughty

Þrúðr was the daughter of the god Thórr and the goddess Sif, but also appears as a human name and in compounds. GB pp. 17; CV p. 747 s.v. Þrúðr 

Þrúðrún 

heroic secret

For the prefix Þrúð- see above. For the suffix -rún see above. Occurs in the runic nominative form þruþrun. NR s.v. Þrúðrún, Þrúð-, -rún

Þura 

Þura is a short form of the name Þuríðr

CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names" 

Þuríðr, Þóríðr

Thórr's ?

Þuríðr is a weakened form of Þóríðr. See Þór- above. The suffix -ríðr is of uncertain origin. This name appears four times in Laxdæla saga (c. 1245): Þuríðr the daughter of Ásgeirr æðikollr ("the hot-head"); Þuríðr Eyvindardóttir, sister of Helgi inn magri ("the lean") and wife of Þórsteinn rauðr ("the red"); Þuríðr the daughter of Höskuldr Dala-Kollsson; and Þuríðr the daughter of Óláfr pái ("peacock"). Another Þuríðr appears as the daughter of Oddr Onundarson in Hænsa-Þóris saga. There is another Þuríðr in Eiríks saga rauða, c. late 1100's, the daughter of Eyvindr austmann ("the easterner or Norwegian") and sister of Helgi inn magri. Gunnlaugs saga ormstungu mentions Þuríðr dylla ("sow-thistle"), daughter of the title character and mother of Illugi svarti ("the black"). A short form of Þuríðr is Þura. GB pp. 17; FJ pp. 347, 350; CV pp. xxxiv s.v. "Pet Names"; CV pp. 743 s.v. Þórr

Þyra, Thyra, Þýri

Thórr's holy place, Thórr strong, Thórr's battle

Cleasby-Vigfusson says that Þyri is a weakened form of Þórvé, or the even older form Þórveig. The name occurs in modern Danish as Þyra or Thyra. See Þór- above. For the suffix -veig see above. Fellows-Jenson claims that the suffix in Þyri is actually from Primitive Scandinavian wig, "battle". Found in Old Danish as Thorwe, Thyrwi and in OW.Norse as Þorvé, Þyri. Runic examples include the nominative forms þerui, þirui, þuri, þurui, [þyrui], the genitive form þuruiaR and the accusative forms þourui, þurui. This name is extremely common in Denmark from early times onward, including in the runic inscription turui. Found in Sweden as well, including the runic inscription Þurvi. Also found in West Scandinavia. GB pp. 17; FJ pp. 319, 347; CV pp. 690, 743 s.v. veig, Þórr; NR s.v. Þýrví/Þórvi, Þór-/Þúr-, -ví, -væig

Þyrna 

Of uncertain etymology. Occurs in the runic nominative form [turno].

NR s.v. Þyrna

Þyrnni

  GB pp. 17
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The following is a list of masculine and feminine names taken from The Old Norse Name, by Geirr Bassi Haraldsson (a.k.a. G. Fleck). Dr. Fleck collected his data from three main sources, the Landnámabók, the Íslendingasögur, and Snorri's Heimskringla. Some of these sagas are more trustworthy than others as historical sources; the names below have all been extracted from the Lándnamabók.

I have used Dr. Fleck's spellings, which are the normalized Old Norse spellings. The numbers are also taken from Dr. Fleck's work, but the names are re-sorted here in order of popularity.

Because of the limitations in ASCII text, in the following lists I have used the letter <Ö> to represent the Norse letter that looks like an <O> with a reverse-comma hook on the bottom. Two other letters are also used that are not found in the Roman alphabet. <Þ> is the letter "thorn," pronounced like the <th> in <thorn>. <ð> is the letter "edh," pronounced like the <th> in <this>.

Masculine Names

Þorsteinn 83

Þórðr 72

Þorkell 58

Þorbjörn 55

Þórir 55

Þorgeirr 51

Helgi 50

Þórarinn 45

Ketill 44

Bjórn 42

Þorgrímr 41

Grímr 32

Þórólfr 30

Þorgils 29

Einarr 28

Eyvindr 28

Þorvaldr 28

Ormr 27

Þormóðr 25

Oddr 24

Þorleifr 24

Úlfr 21

Brandr 20

Hrólfr 20

Óláfr 20

Ásgeirr 19

Bárðr 19

Eyjólfr 18

Halldórr 17

Hallr 17

Hrafn 17

Sigurðr 17

Atli 16

Ásbjórn 16

Ingjaldr 16

Eysteinn 15

Skeggi 15

Snorri 15

Arnórr 14

Hróaldr 14

Steinn 14

Steinólfr 14

Önundr 14

Ásmundr 13

Bjarni 13

Bóðvarr 13

Illugi 13

Jörundr 13

Már 13

Þóroddr 13

Eiríkr 12

Hildir 12

Þorfinnr 12

Örn 12

Auðun 11

Egill 11

Guðmundr 11

Gunnarr 11

Herjólfr 11

Sigmundr 11

Þorlákr 11

Heðinn 10

Ófeigr 10

Vémundr 10

Þorbrandr 10

Özurr 10

Án 9

Jón 9

Kolbeinn 9

Kollr 9

Sölvi 9

Þorleikr 9

Þorvalðr 9

Ölvir 9

Örnólfr 9

Ari 8

Eilífr 8

Finnr 8

Geirmundr 8

Gizurr 8

Hallsteinn 8

Haraldr 8

Kjallakr 8

Kolli 8

Sturla 8

Þórhallr 8

Þr´ndr 8

Flosi 7

Gísli 7

Guðlaugr 7

Gunnsteinn 7

Hallvarðr 7

Hólmsteinn 7

Hrappr 7

Hóskuldr 7

Óleifr 7

Refr 7

Surtr 7

Sveinbjörn 7

Torfi 7

Þorbergr 7

Arngrímr 6

Álfr 6
Bergþórr 6

Bersi 6

Gl&uacte;mr 6

Hallbjórn 6

Hámundr 6

Högni 6

Kári 6

Óttarr 6

Sighvatr 6

Steingrímr 6

 

Masculine names found 5 times or less

The following names were found between 4 and 5 times: Arngeirr, Ármóðr, Ásbrandr, Áskell, Ásl´kr, Bergr, Brúni, Brynjólfr, Bödmóðr, Börkr, Finnbogi, Galti, Geirr, Gellir, Gestr, Gnúpr, Grímólfr, Gríss, Guðleifr, Gunnjörn, Gunnlaugr, Gunnólfr, Hallkell, Hákon, Hávarðr, Hermundr, Hjalti, Hjörleifr, Hjörr, Hrafnkell, Hrani, Hreiðarr, Hróarr, Ingólfr, Ivarr, Karl, Kálfr, Kárr, Kjartan, Klængr, Koðrán, Kolgrímr, Kolr, Konáll, Mörór, Oddi, Otkell, Rúnólfr, Sigfúss, Skíði, Skúli, Skúmr, Steinarr, Steinmóðr, Steinrøðr, Styrmir, Sumarliði, Svartr, Svertingr, Sæmundr, Teitr, Úlfar, Úlfheðinn, Valgarðr, Vestarr, Vigfúss, Þórhaddr, Þorgestr, Þórormr, Þorviðr

The following names were found 3 times: Aðils, Arnbjórn, Arnmóðr, Ásmólfr, Bolli, Bölverkr, Dufþakr, Finni, Finnvarðr, Flóki, Gautr, Geiri, Geirrøðr, Gils, Grani, Hafliði, Hafr, Hallgrímr, Halli, Haukr, Hálfdan, Hárekr, Hlöðver, Hróðgeirr, Hrómundr, Hrærekr, Hórðr, Ísleifr, Ísrauðr, Jósteinn, Jökull, Karli, Kleppjárn, Kollsveinn, Máni, Njáll, Oddleifr, Pétr, Snæbjörn, Steinbjörn, Steinþórr, Svarthöfði, Sveinungr, Sólmundr, Tanni, Tjórvi, Tyrfingr, Vermundr, Vestmaðr, Vébrandr, Végestr, Véþormr, Vífill, Þiðrandi, Þjóðólfr, Þóðrekr, Þröstr, Ævarr, Ørlygr, Ölmóðr

The following names were found 2 times: Alrekr, Arinbjörn, Arnaldr, Arnoddr, Arnríðr, Auðólfr, Álfgeirr, Áli, Áni, Árni, Ási, Bárekr, Beinir, Bjartmarr, Bjólan, Björnólfr, Bótólfr, Bröndólfr, Bótólfr, Dagr, Dálkr, Eiðr, Eindriði, Endriði, Erlendr, Erlingr, Erpr, Friðleifr, Fróði, Gamli, Geirleifr, Geirólfr, Geirsteinn, Geirþjólfr, Gísl, Glædir, Gormr, Grenjaðr, Grettir, Grímkell, Grjótgarðr, Guðrøðr, Gyrðr, Hafþórr, Haki, Hallgeirr, Hamall, Hásteinn, Hávarr, Hergils, Herrøðr, Hersteinn, Hlenni, Hreinn, Hrifla, Hrolleifr, Hrosskell, Hrói, Hrútr, Ingimundr, Ísólfr, Kaðall, Kali, Ketilbjörn, Knjúkr, Knöttr, Kolbjörn, Kolskeggr, Kvistr, Kýlan, Lambi, Leiðólfr, Ormarr, Ósvaldr, Páll, Sámr, Skapti, Skarpheðinn, Skefill, Skjóldúlfr, Skopti, Skorri, Skæringr, Snörtr, Sóti, Starkaðr, Starri, Stórólfr, Styrbjörn, Tindr, Úlfljótr, Valbrandr, Váli, Verliði, Véleifr, Vésteinn, Viðarr, Víkingr, Þorfiðr, Þorgautr, Þórálfr, Ögmundr, Öndóttr

The following names were found once: Aðalsteinn, Afavldr, Alfarinn, Arnis, Arnkell, Arnlaugr, Arnljótr, Arnsteinn, Arnþórr, Áskr, Auðr, Ádám, Ásgautr, Ásrøðr, Ásvaldr, Ávaldi, Ávaldr, Ávanger, Barði, Bauger, Bálki, Bekan, Briningr, Bjarnheðinn, Bjálfi, Bjólfr, Blæinger, Bogi, Bragi, Brandi, Brattr, Breiðr, Broddr, Brúsi, Darri, Drafli, Dufnall, Dufniall, Dugfúss, Dýri, Eldgrímr, Eldjárn, Elfráðr, Elliðagrímr, Eyfrøðr, Eyjarr, Eylaugr, Eymundr, Eyþjófr, Fálki, Finngeirr, Fleinn, Forni, Freysteinn, Freyviðr, Friðmundr, Föstólfr, Garðarr, Gaukr, Gautrekr, Gálmr, Geitir, Gjafvaldr, Gripr, Guðþormr, Gufi, Gunnvaldr, Guttormr, Hafgrímr, Hafljótr, Hallaðr, Hallfreðr, Hallgils, Hallormr, Harðnefr, Harri, Háleygr, Há1fr, Háls, Heggr, Herfinnr, Hergrímr, Herlaugr, Hjallkárr, Hjálmólfr, Hjörtr, Hnaki, Holti, Hólmkell, Hraði, Hrafsi, Hrollaugr, Hrossbjórn, Hróðmarr, Hróðólfr, Hundi, Hundólfr, Húnbogi, Húnrøðr, Hvati, Hyrningr, Hæringr, Hængr, Höggvandill, Játmundr, Játvarðr, Jófreiðr, Jólgeirr, Jósurr, Kalman, Kjaran, Kjötvi, Klaufi, Klyppr, Knörr, Kormákr, Kóri, Krumr, Kúgaldi, Meldún, Melpatrikr, Móðólfr, Mýrkjartan, Möttull, Naddoddr, Nagli, Narfi, Nefsteinn, Nereiðr, Nikolás, Nikulás, Oddbjörn, Oddgeirr, Oddmar, Óblauðr, Óli, Órækja, Óspakr, Ósvífr, Ótryggr, Patrekr, Ragi, Ragnarr, Rauðúlfr, Raumr, Ráðormr, Reistr, Reyrketill, Roðrekr, Rögnvaldr, Rönguðr, Saxi, Sigarr, Sigfastr, Sigtryggr, Sigvaldi, Skagi, Skamkell, Skati, Skálpr, Skjaldbjörn, Skjálgr, Skorageirr, Skólmr, Smiðkell, Smiðr, Sokki, Stafngrímr, Steinfiðr, Steini, Styrkárr, Styrr, Súlki, Svanr, Svarðkell, Svartkell, Svávarr, Sveinn, Sæbjörn, Sæmingr, Sökkólfr, Sölgi, Sölvarr, Söxólfr, Torráðr, Tryggvi, Úlfkell, Vaði, Vestliði, Vébjörn, Véføðr, Vékell, Véþorn, Vilbradr, Vilgeirr, Vígbjóðr, Víglundr, Vígsterkr, Yngvarr, Þangbrandr, Þengill, Þjóðarr, Þjóstarr, Þjóstólfr, Þorgnýr, Þorljótr, Þórhalli, Þrasi, Þráinn, Ögurr, Öngull
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The following is a list of bynames (nicknames) taken from The Old Norse Name, by Geirr Bassi Haraldsson (a.k.a. G. Fleck). Dr. Fleck collected his data from three main sources, the Landnámabók, the Íslendingasögur, and Snorri's Heimskringla. Some of these sagas are more trustworthy than others as historical sources; the bynames below have all been extracted from the Landnámabók.

I have used Dr. Fleck's spellings, which are the normalized Old Norse spellings. The numbers are also taken from Dr. Fleck's work, but the names are re-sorted here in order of popularity.

Because of the limitations in ASCII text, in the following lists I have used the letter Ö to represent the Norse letter that looks like an O with a reverse-comma hook on the bottom, and {oe} to represent the o-e ligature, where the two vowels share the same right side. Two other letters are also used that are not found in the Roman alphabet. þ is the letter "thorn," pronounced like the

\th\ in thorn. ð is the letter edh pronounced like the \th\ in this. 

A few notes before we proceed to the list: there are essentially two types of bynames. One follows the given name as a second word, the second is prefixed to the given name to form a compound word. For example, kráka 'crow' would follow the given name, e.g. Þorsteinn kráka 'Þorsteinn the crow,' while Kráku- 'crow' is a prefix, e.g. Kráku-Þorsteinn 'Crow-Þorsteinn.' Bynames that are prefixed to the given name are identified in the lists in two ways. They are capitalized, and they end in a dash, meaning that they are hypenated with the given name. Bynames that follow the given name do not have the dash and are not capitalized, as was usual in Norse naming.

While most of the bynames are used by both men and women, there are a few that take different forms depending on the gender. A good way to tell the difference is that the feminine forms will use the definite article in rather than inn, and will end in a instead of i, generally.

The first list is the entire list of bynames, in alphabetical order. The second list is an extraction of those bynames that are specifically characteristic of women.

Bynames

Byname Meaning number of occurances

inn gamli old 32

goði priest, local leader 17

inn hvíti white 15

inn sterki strong, powerful 15

inn auðgi rich 12

inn rauði red 10

inn spaki wise 8

inn svarti black 8

inn digri stout, fat 7

inn rammi strong 7

Víga- Battle- 7

inn fróði learned, wise 6

hersir chieftain, local leader 6

smiðr smith, metal-smith 6

inn goði priest, local leader 5

inn helgi holy 5

Skáld- Skald-, Poet- 5

austmaðr east-man, man from continental Scandinavia 4

inn halti halt, lame 4

inn hávi tall, impressive 4

Hólmgöngu holm-gang, duel 4

inn mikli great, large 4

inn mjóvi slim 4

inn ríki mighty, rich 4

inn skjálgi squinting 4

vikingr viking 4

in auða rich 3

Dala- Dale-, from the Dales 3

inn fagri handsome 3

hálmi straw 3

hjalti (sword) hilt-knob 3

kappi champion 3

kráka crow 3

lambi lamb 3

mjöksiglandi much-sailing, far-travelling 3

Tungu- Tongue- 3

þurs giant, troll 3

inn austrœni easterner 2

beigaldi weak, sickly 2

bíldr ax, ax-blade 2

blákinn swarthy-cheek 2

blundr sleep, slumber 2

blöðruskalli bladder-baldpate 2

brún brown 2

brækir brack (water) 2

inn danski Dane, from Denmark 2 

dúfunef dove-nose, dove-beak 2

gjallandi shrieking 2

inn grái gray 2

gyðja priestess 2

Hafr- Billygoat- 2

inn hamrammi strongly-built 2

háleyski man from Helgoland 2

heljarskinn swarthy-skin 2

hestr horse 2

holbarki braggart 2

holmðr cleft-palate 2

hrogn roe, spawn 2

Hvamm- Grassy Slope- 2

inn hvassi sharp, keen 2

hœngr male salmon 2

höggvinkinna cut-cheek 2

höggvinkinni cut-cheek 2

inn hörzki man from Hörðaland 2

inn illi evil, bad 2

illugi bad-thought, evil-mind 2

inn írski Irish 2

kjálki jawbone 2

knappr knob, button 2

kornamúli grain-snout 2

Kráku- Crow- 2

krókr hook, wily, crooked 2

inn lági low, insignificant 2

læknir leech, doctor 2

máni moon 2

meinfretr stink-fart, harm-fart 2

inn óargi virtuous 2

inn prúði stately, proud 2

inn rakki straight, upright 2 

rauðfeldr red-cloak 2

rauðr red 2

Sleitu- Trick-, Fraud- 2

Sléttu- Smooth- 2

in spaka wise 2

spákona prophetess 2

spörr sparrow 2

suða south 2

suðeyingr South-Islander 2

torfi turf, sod, peat 2

trandill split-stick 2

töskubak pouch-back, purse-back 2

inn ungi young 2

Valla- Field- 2

váþni weapons 2

inn örvi speedy 2

allsherjargði high-priest 1

askasmiðr shipwright 1

auga eye 1

aurriði salmon-trout 1

austmannaskelfir terror of the east-men 1

ábóti abbot 1

inn ánauðgi oppressed 1

árbót year-blessing, harvest 1

Bagal- Crozier- 1

in bareyska woman from the Hebrides 1

Barna- child, children 1

barnakarl friend to children 1

bast bast, cord 1

beiskaldi gripe, nag, bitch 1

bekkjarbót pride of the benches, bride 1

bekkr bench, brook 1

belgr pelt, skin, hide-bag 1

berbeinn bare-leg 1

berserkjabani berserks-bane 1

berserkr berserk 1

beytill banger, horse-penis 1

Bifru- Beaver- 1

birtingr trout 1

bitra bitterness 1

bjarki bear-cub 1

Bjarneyja- Bear Island- 1

bjarnylr bear-warmth, able to remain warm in winter 1 

bjálki beam, rafter 1 

bláfauskr swarthy old man 1 

bláskegg black-beard 1 

blátönn black-tooth 1

blesi blaze, white star on a horse's forehead 1

inn blindi blind 1

blindingatrjóa peg-pole 1

blígr staring, gazing 1

Blót- Heathen Sacrifice- 1

Blund- Doze-, Slumber-, Blink- 1

blönduhorn mixing-horn 1

bogsveigir bow-swayer, archer 1

Brand- Burn-, Arson- 1

breiðr broad, fat 1

breiðskeggr broad-bearded 1

Brennu- Burned-, Arson-Victim- 1

brimill large seal 1

Brodd- Spike-, Bull-Goad- 1

Brunda- Heart-, Rut-, Mating- 1

buna hang-stocking, one with his stocking hanging down his leg 1 

bundinfóti one with bound feet 1

bunhauss gash-skull 1

burlufótr clumsy-foot, -gait 1

búandi farmer 1

byrðusmjör chest-butter 1

bægifótr gimp, limp-leg 1

böllr ball, glans penis 1

dettiáss thud-beam 1

Digr- Stout-, Fat- 1

inn digra stout, fat 1

in djúpúðga deep, subtle, wise 1

inn dofni drowsy, dopey 1

inn draumspaki dream-reader 1

drápastúfr poetaster, bad poet 1

drífa snowfall, snow-drift 1

Drumb- Stump-, Dry Log- 1

dýr animal, deer 1

inn egðski a man from Agðir 1

eikikrókr oaken-crook 1

eldr fire 1

inn eldri elder, older 1

inn enski Englishman 1

eyverska woman from the Orkney Islands 1

inn eyverski man from the Orkney Islands 1

farmaðr sea-farer 1

farserkr travel-shirt 1

feilan wolf-cub 1

fiskreki fish-driver whale 1

inn fíflski foolish, moronic 1

Fjarska- Distant-, Afar- 1

in flamska woman from Flanders 1

flatnefr flat-nose 1

Flugu- Murderer- 1

flöskubak flask-back 1

flöskuskegg flask-beard 1

freysgoði priest of Freyr 1

fullspakr fully wise, very wise 1

fylsenni foal-forehead 1

gagarr barker, dog 1

galti boar 1

in gamla old 1

gandr witchcraft, sorcery 1

geirr spear 1

geit nanny-goat 1

gellir yeller, screamer 1

gerpir brave, daring man 1

gígja fiddle, eleoquent lawyer 1

inn glaði glad, happy 1

gleðill fun, good cheer 1

Glíru- wink-, Blink- 1

glóra gleam, sparkle 1

glömmuðr blusterer 1

gneisti spark 1

Gnúpa- Stoop-, Droop- 1

gnúpa crouch, stoop 1

inn grá gray 1

gráfeldarmúli graycloak-snout 1 

gráfeldr gray fur coat/cloak 1

grettir scowler 1

gríss shoat, piglet 1

gufa smoke, steam 1

Gull- Gold- 1

gullberi gold-bearer 1

gullskeggr gold-beard 1

gylðir howler, wolf 1

Göngu- Walk- 1

Hafnar- Haven-, Harbor- 1

hafnarlykill haven-key 1

hafrsþjó buck's thigh 1

haklangr long-chin/cheek 1

hani rooster 1

harþfari fast-traveller 1

haugabrjótr cairn-breaker, grave-robber 1

inn haukdœlski man from the Hawk-Dale 1

hauknefr hawk-nose, hawk-beak 1

hausakljúfr skull-cleaver 1

haustmyrkr autumn (early) dusk 1

Há- High- 1

inn háðsami scoffing 1

hákr hake, fish 1

hálftröll half-troll 1

háls neck, throat 1

inn hárfagri fair-hair 1

hegri heron 1

heiðmenningr mercenary 1

Hella- Flat-stone, Slate- 1

helluflagi surprise-attack 1

inn heppni lucky, happy 1

herkja one who exerts himself utterly 1

Hesta- Horse- 1

hestageldir horse-gelder 1

hesthöfði horse-head 1

hilditönn battle-tooh/tusk 1

híma loiterer, dreamer 1

hímaldr laggard 1

Hítdælakappi Hítdale-warrior 1

hjaltlendingr Shetlander 1

hjálmr helmet 1

Hjálmun- Helmet- 1

hjörtr hart, stag 1

hlammandi shouting 1

Hlíðmannagodi priest of the men from Hlíð 1

hlymreksfari limerick-traveller 1

Hlöðu- Storehouse-, Barn- 1

hnappraz button-arse 1

Hof- Temple-, (King's) Court- 1

hokinn crooked, bent 1

hokinrazi crooked-arse 1

Holta- Wood-, Forest- 1

holtaskalli wood-skull 1

horn horn 1

hornabrjótr horn-breaker 1

Hólm holm, small island 1

hólmasól holm-sun 1

Hrafna- Raven- 1

hringja buckle 1

hringr ring 1

hryggr afflicted, sad, grieved 1

inn hugprúði stout-hearted 1

Hunda- Hound-, Dog- 1

húslangr longhall-builder 1

hvalmagi whale-might 1

hvalró whale-calmness 1

hvikatimbr timber-quaker 1

hvítaský white cloud 1

hvítbeinn white leg 1

hyrna ax-blade horn 1

hýnef downy-nose, one with a tuft of hair on the end of the nose 1

hærukollr hoary-head 1

Höfða- Head- 1

höfði head 1

höggvandi hewer, headsman 1

Hörða- Hörðalander 1

igrár grayish 1

illbreiðr broad-sole, flat-foot 1

illingr evil man 1

jafnkollr even-mind, level-head 1

jarlakappi champion of earls 1

jarlsskáld earl's skald 1

járnsíða iron-side 1

Jótun- Giant- 1

Kaða- Hen- 1

kaldmunnr cold-mouth 1

kamban lame, crippled 1

kampi whiskers, beard 1

kanoki (church) canon 1

karlhöfði carved figurehead 1

karlsefni man's-equal, he-man 1

katla little kettle 1

inn katneski man from Caithness 1

keiliselgr cone-peak, mountain 1

keilismúli cone-peak, mountain 1

kengr crook, horseshoe-formed crook of metal, bend, bright 1 

kerlinganef hag's-nose 1

kimbi bundle, package 1

kjölfari keel-traveller 1

klaka twitter, chirp 1

klakkhöfði saddlepommel-head 1

klaufi cleft-foot, clumsy boor 1

kleggi horse-fly 1

kleykir person in trouble or in disgrace 1

knarrarbringa merchantship-bosom, big tits 1

kneif nippers, tongs 1

kné knee 1

knýtir knitter, person who knits 1

kolbrún coal-brow, black eye-brows 1

Kolbrúnarskáld skald with black eyebrows 1

korni grain 1

korpr corby, crow 1

krafla crawl, paw, scratch 1

kraki bean-pole, scrawny runt 1

krákunef crow-nose, crow-beak 1

in kristna Christian 1

inn kristni Christian 1

kroppa hump, hunchback 1

Krömu- Pinch-, Press- 1

kuggi cog, a kind of ship 1

kúla ball, knob, hunchback 1

kváran shoe, boot 1

Kveld- Evening- 1

inn kyrri quiet, gentle 1

kögurr fringed cloak, fringe 1

körtr short, short penis 1

köttr cat 1

lafskegg wag-beard, dangle-beard 1

inn landverski man from the country 1

langhöfði long-head 1

laxakarl salmon-man 1

leðrháls leather-neck 1

leggr leg 1

leifr abandoned, left out 1

lína line 1

in ljósa nurse, midwife 1

loðbrók shaggy-pants 1

loðinhöði shaggy-head 1

loðinkinni shaggy-cheeked 1

loki loop on a thread 1

Lón- Inlet- 1

lútandi bowing-down, grovelling 1

Lög- Law-, Legislator- 1

lögmaðr law-man, lawyer 1

löngubak ling-back, fish-back 1

Magr- Thin-, Skinny- 1

inn magri thin, skinny 1

mannvitsbrekka hill of man's wit, paragon of wisdom 1

Mág- Kinsman-, Relative- 1

M&aacutena- Moon- 1

Mela- Wild-Oats- [place name] 1

Miðfjarðar- Mið-Fjord- 1

miðlungr middling, average 1

in mikla great, large 1

mjóbeinn slim-leg, girlish 1

mjód{oe}lingr Mjódale man 1

in mjóva slim 1

Molda- Mould-, Earth- 1

mosháls moss-neck 1

mostrarskegg bearded man from Mostr in Norway 1

muðr mouth 1

Músa- Mouse- 1

Mýra- Mire-, Moor-, Myrr- 1

Nafar- Gimlet-, Drill- 1

inn norr{oe}ni Norwegian 1

ofláti dandy, gaudy person 1

orðlokarr word-plane, one who shapes his words carefully 1

ormstunga serpent-tongue 1

in óborna unborn, illigitimate 1

inn óði mad, frantic, raging 1

ógæfa unlucky 1

óþveginn unwashed 1

pái peacock, splendid man 1

ranglátr unjust, vicious 1

Rauða- Iron-Ore- 1

rauðkinn red-cheek 1

rauðrefr red fox 1

raumr huge, clownish person 1

refr fox 1

refskegg fox-beard 1 

reyðarsíða trout-bank, whale-coast 1

reyðr red whale, trout 1

Reyni- Try-, Attempt- 1

rotinn broken 1

rugga cradle for a baby 1

rymgylta runaway-sow 1

saurr mud, dirt, excrement 1

sekr outlaw, exile 1

Sel- Shed- 1

Sela- Seal- 1

sjóna seeress 1

sjóni seer 1

skagi low cape/headland 1

Skalla- Bald-pate- 1

skalli bald-pate 1

skapti shaft-maker 1

skarfr cormorant 1

skattkaupandi tax-collector 1

skál bowl, cup, balance-scale 1

skálaglamm tinkle-scales, concerned with hard cash

1

skáldaspillir skald-dispoiler, plagiarist 1

skálpr blabber, gossip 1

Skegg- Beard- 1

skeggi islander, rough-neck 1

skegglauss beardless 1

skeiðarkinn weftbeater-chin 1

skeðarnef weftbeater-nose 1

skeifr skew, crooked 1

skeljamoli seashell-shard 1

skerjablesi skerry-blaze 1

skinfaxi sheen-mane, shiny mane 1

Skinna- Skin-, fur-Trader 1

Skjaldar- Shield- 1

skotakollr Scot-hill 1

skógarnef forest-nose 1

skrauti splendid, fancy 1

inn (snar)skygna swift-eyed 1

skytja marksman, shooter 1

skökull cart-pole 1

slagakollr brisket, cut of meat 1

sleggja sledge-hammer 1

slítandi tearing, slitting 1

sløngvandbaugi ring-slinger 1

sl{oe}kidrengr slender as a youth 1

smiðjudrumbr smithy-drum, anvil 1

smjör butter 1

smjörkengr butter-hook 1

snara snare 1

snarfari swift-traveller 1

snepill snip, flap, earlobe 1

sneypir snipper, gelder 1

inn snjalli swift 1

snúinbrók twisted-tartan 1

snæþrima snow-clash 1

Spak- Wise-, Gentle- 1

stafr staff, stave 1

stikublígr yardstick-gaze 1

stjarna star 1

stoti one who walks with a stiff or short trippling walk 1

inn stórhöggvi great-slasher 1

inn strangi strong 1

strúgr pride 1

stöng staff 1

inn suðreyski South-Islander 1

sundafyllir sound-filler, able to fill a bay with fish by magic 1

surtr black 1

súgandi sucking, suckling 1

súrr sour 1

svarfaðr riot, rumble 1

svartiþurs black-giant, black-troll 1

sviði agony, burning pain 1

Sviðu- Singe-, Sheep-Head-Singe- 1

Svína- Swine-, Pig- 1

sælendingr Sealander, Dane 1

sælingr fortunate 1

tálkni gasp 1

Tin- Tin- 1

tinteinn tin-spit 1

titlingr sparrow 1

tjaldst{oe}ðingr camp-grounder, man from the tent-place 1 

Torf- Turf-, Sod-, Peat- 1 

inn trausti trustworthy 1

trefill ragged rag, shred 1

tréfótr tree-leg, peg-leg 1

trumbubein trumpet-leg 1

inn tryggvi true, honest 1

tvennumbrúni double-brows 1

upplendingr Upplander (Sweden) 1

vaggagði squat-wiggle 1

vandræðiskáld difficult skald 1

váganef weigh-balance-nose 1

vámúli woe-snout, bad-mouth 1

veðr ram, male sheep 1

viligísl lust-hostage, slave to sexual desire 1

vífill weevil, beetle 1

Víkinga- Viking- 1

víss wise, knowing, learned 1

væna promising, hopeful, fair 1

inn væni promising, fair 1

vöðvi muscle 1

Völu- Prophetess- 1

völubrjótr witch-breaker, exorcist 1

Vörsa- man from Vörs (Norway) 1

inn yngri younger 1

þegjandi silent 1

þistill thistle 1

þjófi thudder, whistler 1

þorskabítr codfish-biter 1

þorskafjarðargoði Codfish-Fjord-priest 1

þrymr loud noise, alarm 1

þunnk´rr curly-head 1

þunnskeggr thin-beard 1

þursasprengir giant-destroyer 1

þvari spear, dart 1

þyna belly, abdomen 1

þynning skinny, scrawny 1

þongull branch of seaweed 1

ørrabein scar-leg 1

ørrabeinsstjúpr scar-leg's step-son 1

Øxna- Oxen- 1

øxnabroddr ox-goad, ox-spike 1

øxnamegin ox-might, ox-strength 1

{oe}ðikollr mad-head, wild man 1

ölfúss desirous of beer 1

öndurr snow-shoe 1

öngull angle, fish-hook

1

örðigskeggi bristle-beard 1

örn eagle 1

Specifically Feminine Bynames

Byname meaning number of occurrences

gyðja priestess 2

spákona prophetess 2

in bareyska woman from the Hebrides 1

bekkjarbót bride 1

eyverska woman from the Orkney Islands

1

in flamska woman from Flanders 1

knarrarbringa merchant-ship bosom, big tits 1

sjóna seeress 1

Völu- Prophetess- 1
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Melding the desire for SCA-style heraldry with the aesthetics of a pre-heraldic persona can be a real challenge. Heraldry is at the core of many of our most meaningful activities, and it's no fun to be left out of the game! So what can a culturally secure Viking do to get in on the game?

The short answer is, "not much." Let's face it: there simply is not a great deal of heraldic-style activity evident in Viking history. Heraldic historians say that this is because the concept and usages of Western heraldry, properly defined, are creations of the eleventh and succeeding centuries. So someone who wants to participate in heraldic activities while retaining a Viking Age persona will simply have to adjust his or her expectations to the historic realities of the Viking Age. However, some aspects of Viking Age culture can be adapted to SCA-style heraldry: the use of color schemes, the use of appropriate art styles for specific personas, and certain aspects of display styles. This article serves as an introduction to those usages.

This article will not address the feasibility of registering any particular style of arms through the College of Arms. I cannot comment on that issue, since I am not now, nor have I ever been, a warranted herald! 

The Concept of the Personal Signifier

Insofar as we understand it, the personal identifying symbol was not employed during the Viking expansion. Indeed, except perhaps for the use of runes, one can scarcely find a hint of it. Rather, the culture relied on oral cues rather than visual ones, and on a horizontal hierarchy of personal alliances rather than on a vertical hierarchy of overlordship or a system of totems. Who you were depended most on your own deeds and actions, your "wordfame," or personal myth. Personal status was further enhanced by richness of display through chattels such as jewelry, textiles, furs, and imported goods, as well as through elaborate carving on everyday objects. This Viking Age fondness for surrounding oneself with rich display is the hook upon which we can hang our SCA heraldic observances, while never quite toppling over into those Frenchified excesses to which our heirs will eventually become susceptible.

Some of the post-Viking period Icelandic sagas mention Viking Age personalities carrying shields with attributed "arms"--really just sketchy descriptions of a figured shield (Heimskringla, Laxdaela Saga, Njal's Saga, and the Olaf Sagas; see Radford, pp. 24f). Additionally, from time to time mentions are made of variously colored shields. However, available archaeological information seems to belie some of the saga evidence. For example, shields in the sagas are sometimes said to incorporate points (Gisli's Saga, Laxdaela Saga; see Radford, p. 23), whereas all the archaeological examples of Viking Age shields are round. Further, many of the individuals chronicled in the sagas actually lived well after the Viking Age, such as King Magnus Barelegs, to whom is attributed a figured shield. Accordingly, if you don't discount the sagas as suspect history, you might want to consult them in order to locate these literary references. But always be careful to contextualize.

According to saga literature, there was at least one exception to this rule: Sigurdr Hlodvisson the Stout, Jarl of the Orkneys. His story is in sections 11-12 of the Orkneyinga Saga as well as in Njal's Saga (section 157). He possessed a personal standard that he had borne before him in battles, a magical banner embroidered by his mother, a sorceress:

"[I]t will bring victory to the man it's carried before, but death to the one who carries it."

It was a finely made banner, very cleverly embroidered with the figure of a raven, and when the banner fluttered in the breeze, the raven seemed to be flying ahead. (Orkneyinga Saga, 11, page 37)

Sigurdr lived in the late tenth and early eleventh centuries; he met his death at the Battle of Clontarf (1014), after he was forced to carry his own banner because no one else was willing to die for him. There is, of course, no way of knowing how true this story is, but it makes a rattling good song!

Colors and Color Usage

Here we are on firmer ground. There does seem to be some indication that color preferences were sometimes used as personal identifiers. The Gokstad burial ship was fitted with 64 shields painted solid black and solid yellow, displayed alternately (Brøgger and Shetelig, pp. 88- 89); there is corroborating saga evidence to support the idea of displaying shields in this fashion while in port. Accordingly, some version of the concept of "household colors" may have existed.

Very little is known of the actual extent of Viking Age painting. Black, red, yellow, and brown comprise the majority of colors employed in extant Viking painted artifacts. Most known Viking painting was executed on carved woodwork; the Gokstad ship tiller and the Oseberg sledges are some standout examples of carved painted woodwork. Usually the objects were painted a light color (white, yellowish white or plain yellow) and highlights were picked out in black, brown, and/or red. (Yes, even Vikings knew that the heraldic color system works!) Rows of dots or billets, sometimes paired with parallel lines, are found on some extant pieces.

Most of the extant painted shields (for instance, those from Gokstad and Valsgärde) are of a single color--red, yellow, or black. The leather-covered one from the tenth-century warrior grave at Ballateare on the Isle of Man is more complex. It was apparently painted in two colors--red and black--over white gesso with a repeating motif of dots between narrow parallel stripes, somewhat like the painted board from Jelling. The gesso was allowed to show through in some areas, making it a three-color design (Bersu and Wilson, p. 60). Whether this was a functional or a ceremonial shield is unknown. There are references to other studies from the first half of this century on Viking Age weaponry, but it's in Swedish (Gotland) and Norwegian. Bersu and Wilson even say "comparative material of this sort is scanty and meaningless." (p. 61)

However, there are a find or two indicating that painting on a flat, permanent surface might also have been more common than we think. On that subject, Brøgger, Falk, and Schetelig say:

Only one object in the Oseberg Collection has decorative painting independent of wood-carving. This is the 'chair'.... whole sides, all of which are painted with ornaments in several colours on a light ground. Along the edges there are geometrical borders, and the entire compartment is filled with close and complicated ornament.... The motifs and design differed considerably from those of the ornament of the wood-carving, and there is thus reason to believe that on the whole the painting belonged to a different artistic circle, in the same way that textile art had its own style and form. (p. 404)

Accordingly, any piece of Viking camp or tourney furniture (chests, chairs, benches, stools, high seat pillars, tent frames) would look really appropriate if painted in this fashion, especially if it was carved beforehand. This works most effectively if a set of "household colors" are chosen and used consistently, in conjunction with an appropriate art style for the time and place of the owner(s).

Another interesting phenomenon of color usage is a form of "regional heraldry." There is some archaeological evidence for cloth remains in various parts of the Viking world that hint at regional color "preferences," if you will, for various colors. Viking Age dig locations yield different ratios of archaeological remnants of particular colored garments. For instance, in Viking Age Dublin,

judging from the remains, the color purple was fairly commonly worn. In Jorvík (and perhaps, by extension, the Danelaw) the predominant color seems to have been red. In Scandinavia proper (Norway, Sweden, Denmark), they seem to have worn more greens and blues (Walton, p. 18). If your persona is from a specific place, it is possible to customize your garments and the colors you wear to be very true to the archaeological remains from that part of the world.

Conclusions about the cultural significance of color choice can sometimes be drawn from literature. For example, from context it seems that red was for fancy wear, blue for death (Radford, p. 6). Many of the burial finds from Birka were dressed in extremely dark blue wool, which may support the conclusion of a relationship between the color blue and death. This area of inquiry is ripe for further exploration, beyond the obvious economic and regional issues involved.

Artistic Style

There are several periods or styles of Viking art: Broa, Oseberg, Borre, Jelling, Mammen, Ringerike, and Urnes, and they overlap some. Familiarize yourself with them, so you know whether it's appropriate for a particular persona to steal motifs from Borre or Jelling style! For an in-depth treatment of the subject, see Klindt-Jensen and Wilson's Viking Art, or an excellent quickie version in James Graham-Campbell's coffee-table book The Viking.
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The art styles of the Viking Age, especially of the earlier Viking Age, lacked most of the static tendencies of medieval heraldry; instead, they were aggressively fluid and active. The use of single static zoomorphic figures in a style we might call "heraldic" is an innovation of the art style in the Mammen period, beginning in the last third of the tenth century (Fuglesang, p. 178). Before that, fluid groups of zoomorphic motifs, often combined with abstract interlace, were the rule. The earlier your persona, the less strongly you should consider using a single creature motif or a traditional heraldic layout of static, discrete objects.

Display Styles

Two main forms of heraldic display are compatible with Viking Age culture: the banner and the shield.

Many Viking ships seem to have had some sort of prow ornament that was sometimes shaped like a dragon's head; sometimes, however, it looked more a flag or standard. Some of these were made of metal and removable. Many of the Viking coffee-table books refer to them as "weather vanes." They are shaped like a modified quarter-circle. Extant ones seem to be pierced at the curved edge, perhaps for the addition of streamers.
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There are seven extant weather vanes from this period. All some combination of copper, bronze, and/or gilding. They were re-used as ornaments on church spires, which is why they survive. Two are included in From Viking to Crusader; other large format Viking coffee table books usually have one. The one above is the Heggen vane, from Modum, Akershus, Norway. The one below is from Källunge, Gotland, Sweden. All the extant ones are in Ringerike style, which means they date from late tenth through as late as the twelfth century. Sources differ on whether they were flown atop the mast or the prow, with most saying prow. That conclusion matches more of the historical iconographic evidence, but the issue is by no means definitively decided.  

The historical iconographic evidence for this type of display is slim, but it does exist. A silver penny minted at York under Anlaf Sihtricsson, circa 942, depicts a standard in the same basic shape as the weather vane, including streamers. The standard has a cross on it and a cross- shaped finial atop the pole. In the eleventh century Bayeux Tapestry, a similarly shaped standard, also with streamers, is depicted downed at "fratres Haroldi regis". Later, a carved stick from thirteenth century Bryggen [Bergen], Norway, depicts a fleet of some forty-five ships (Magnusson, pp. 59-60). Three of the ships sport "weather vanes" with streamers at the prows; two others have carved heads, and one flies a gonfanon.

The weather vane-shaped standard makes a good banner. Since it's secured on two sides, it doesn't flap all over the place or flop over. You can rig such a banner to hang from the frame of a tent, the crosspiece of a gateway, or the top of a spear (during those non-martial periods, that is). If you pick a device that looks good on that shape, so much the better. 

With respect to shield display, the first rule is that it should of course look good on a centergrip round shield. But the question you should ask yourself is, how much effort do you think would a Viking would have invested in painting something spiffy on a war shield? After all, why make art on something that is designed to be torn up and discarded in fairly short order? Practically speaking, fighting shields were more likely to have had ornamental ironwork, that could travel from shield to shield, than to have painted ornament. (Ceremonial shields, of course, might have been fancier, just as later-period parade helms are fancier than battle helms from the same period.) Nevertheless, there is that SCA urge toward heraldic display, so let's assume you feel you have to paint your shield.
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Among the heraldic elements that convey a Vikingesque look are some of the field divisions. ( Gyronny divisions, both those with straight lines and those with curving ones ("gyronny arrondi") look especially good on a round shield. So does the ordinary known as a pall (, which looks sort of like an uneven-sectioned gyronny, or some of the plainer quadrate (cross) effects. 

If you want an animal charge, the single most common period emblem for Vikings seems to have been the raven. Other beasts known to them would also make especially good choices include the northern brown bear (not the polar bear; they were only found in Greenland, which was discovered at the end of the tenth century), the wolf, Þórr's storm-goats, Freyja's cats, or perhaps horses.

Wyverns, serpents, and other ribbony worm-like critters are also good; the College of Arms has registered some good examples of Norse critters over the years (if you're interested in registered arms, that is). They're a chief element in the Jelling style; there are also many instances of them in the Mammen period and afterward. The Bamberg and Cammin caskets, at least one of which is pictured in most coffee-table Viking books, have depictions of snakes. The sinuous regularity of the Urnes style often employed snakes as motifs (see the central panel of the Urnes stave-church doorway, second half of the eleventh century, for a probable example). Urnes is the latest of the Viking Age styles.

For more ideas, you should consult motifs from any available Viking period iconographic source: runestones, metalwork, wood carving, and so on. Wherever possible, get a look at photos of actual artifacts rather than line drawings. One thing to remember, though, is to adhere to the Rule of Scale: don't take a tiny motif (like a little border element) and blow it up to huge, and don't take a huge motif (like an Oseberg carved post) and do it tiny. Instead, try to find design elements that fit the scale of the item on which you want to put them. An annotated bibliography of easily accessible coffee-table books on Vikings can be found elsewhere at this site; any of those books would be likely to yield the sort of pictures you should be consulting.

An Example

Here is how I imbue my own mid-tenth century Danelaw persona with the practice of SCA- style heraldry. To begin with, I stress red in my persona's dress and accessories, in accordance with the "regional heraldry" concept. I display my device (Gules, three square weaver's tablets in bend Or) as a flag on a quarter-round flag shape with the curve to dexter base. This maximizes the visual effect of an implied heraldic bend, for the sake of the heraldically minded observer, while remaining true to my Viking Age aesthetics.

 My husband and I are very fond of bears. Believe it or not, we discovered that the only Viking Age depictions of bears are from the tenth-century Danelaw, where our personae are steaders; how fortunate for us! So we have adapted those bears, which appear as part of the "roofs" of some carved stone coffin lids, to display on our tent and seating. The tents and furniture of my household are all painted with the same shade of "household yellow" paint. Details are added in brown and red as required. You can see a photo of this effect at Mar-Joshua ibn-Eleazar's Pavilion taxonomy website.
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