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Around the year 1200 the Nordic world had become a part
of Christian Europe. In the course of the twelfth Century the
churches of the North had been assimilated into the papal
universal Church and had been organized into three
ecclesiastical provinces. They had been deeply influenced by
the Gregorian reform movement, and the first Steps had
been taken towards a compromise Hbertas ecclesiae. This
happened basically in collaboration, but sometimes in con-
tention and strife, with the royal authority.

Christianity under the authority of the Church formed at
the same time the strengest link in the more comprehen-
sively organised society which was beginning to evolve.
Nevertheless, when it came to granting the Nordic countries
an incipient 'national' identity, the unifying power of the
king was just äs significant. The pace of development
towards state-like kingdoms in Denmark and Norway had
accelerated from the middle of the twelfth Century under
organisational and ideological influence from Europe. There
were similar tendencies in Sweden, but here the decisive
break-through did not happen until the mid-thirteenth Cen-
tury. In Iceland political power was gathered in the hands of
increasingly fewer local chieftains and this was in the pro-
cess of undermining the balance in the social Organisation
of the Icelandic 'Free State'. Ultimately it meant that the
ground would be ready for Iceland's subjection to the
Norwegian crown, which in the thirteenth Century estab-
lished a 'Norwegian Empire' which included all the Norse
island communitites from the Orkneys to Greenland.

Maintaining the contacts initiated by the Viking raids
and later settlements, the Norwegian church and crown
turned towards the west. In Denmark and Sweden, on the
other hand, the crown, the church and the aristocracy
focussed their attention on the old Viking routes to the east
and took an active part in the eastwards expansion from
western Europe in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. The
conversion of the Slavs, Balts and Finns was the ideological
objective; but in practice territorial conquest, trade and
colonization were equally important motives. Denmark was
around 1200 in process of becoming the leading power to
the south and east of the Baltic Sea. The Swedish church
and crown, on the other hand, had established a bridgehead
for further expansion in the south-west Finnish coastal
region around Turku, the original Finland.

In time, however, German economic and political inter-
ests would dominate the countries around the Baltic. About
1200 Hanseatic merchants started to take the lead in the

increasing east/west trade in north Europe, and were to play
a decisive role in drawing Scandinavia into the 'commercial
revolution' of the High Middle Ages. This accelerated the
urbanization process. Established towns grew, new ones
were founded, and an urban adminstration System on a
European model began to take shape.

While Scandinavian expansion in northern Europe
around 1200 was directed towards the east and west, the
most significant cultural impulses came from the south—
from continental Europe to southern and eastern Scan-
dinavia: mainly by way of the British Isles to Norway and
Iceland. Romanesque church architecture and art had
spread throughout most of Scandinavia by the twelfth Cen-
tury and by the second half of the Century the first Gothic
elements began to appear. Foreign impulses met with local
traditions and this encounter led to the flourishing of Scan-
dinavian culture of the High Middle Ages.

The most original cultural product of this period, how-
ever, was in the field of vernacular literature; in the Norse
chronicles and sagas, the North's greatest contribution to
world literature. Here the Icelanders led the way by virtue of
their narrative tradition and their special interest in litera-
ture. Already by about 1200 the foundations were laid for
the sagas of the Norse kings, and the Icelandic sagas (the
family sagas) were in embryo. At this time the Danish
historian Saxo was writing his great work on the achieve-
ments of the Danes. This was written in Latin, for the
vernacular tradition was not yet äs strong in Denmark and
Sweden äs it was in the western Scandinavian area. In these
areas the Scandinavian languages were first written down äs
the laws were codified, and they then advanced decisively
throughout the whole of the Scandinavia. There were
already differences of dialect which provided the starting
point for the eventual development of the national
languages of the Nordic countries.

Despite the fact that Scandinavia around 1200 must be
regarded äs part of Europe, we occasionally catch a glimpse
of the distinctive cultural features of Scandinavian society,
both collectively and individually. Not least among these
was the freedom of the peasantry, the egalitarian aspects of
which have left their mark to this day.

The east end of Trondheim cathedral, the archiepiscopal church of Norway.
The building was strongly influenced byEnglish architecture. The octagon
east ofthe choir was built c. 1200 in early Gothic style and signals the
advent ofnew architectural ideas.
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