CHAPTER FIVE

SLAVERY IN THE VIKING AGE

s

Stefan Brink

Early Scandinavian society was more or less until the 1960s looked upon as an
egalitarian peasant society, with free farmers, kings and chieftains (Sw bygdehivdin-
gar). In the Icelandic sagas and the earliest provincial laws there were, of course,
mentions of slaves, most commonly known as prelar. So the existence of a slaving
class was known, but not given any particular notice. Kings could have many prelar,
farmers some. This fact did not alter the view of the prehistoric society; it was still
looked upon as fairly homogeneous. When the number of thralls was discussed, some
scholars reckoned with large quantities in society, as many as ¢. 25 per cent of the
population.

No modern and serious discussion of slavery in prehistoric Scandinavia has, however,
seen the light so far. When the topic has been under analysis, the two main sources
consulted have been the provincial laws and the Icelandic sagas; the former evidencing
the last phase of thralldom in Scandinavia with the manumission of thralls, and for the
latter sources — the sagas — we always have the creeping suspicion that they describe
more the time of the writing of the sagas (thus mainly the thirteenth century) and what
these authors thought of or had heard of thralldom in the Viking Age.

It would hence be hazardous to use sagas and the provincial laws to reconstruct the
Viking Age situation of the thralls. In the sagas the thrall is always a stereotype — dark,
short and stupid, no doubt used as spice in the narrative to contrast with the blond, tall
and wise hero. The descriptions of thralls in these stories are far too stereotypical to use
in any serious analysis of Viking slavery (see below). What we can deduce from the
stories is the fact that many of the thralls in Iceland seem to have been seized abroad;
very often slaves from Ireland are mentioned. Another interesting aspect in the sagas is
the stories where a child of a female slave and an Icelander grows up as a free man and
makes a reputation for himself.

The provincial laws are the most important sources for us in our study especially of
medieval slavery (hence from the twelfth and thirteenth centuries). Here we get a wide
range of terms for slave, and we get an insight into the judicial dependence of the
slave in society (Nevéus 1974; Iversen 1994); there must have been legal rules in these
laws, which were based on old customs, hence older than the Middle Ages. In order to
understand prehistoric slavery, and to complement what we can learn from the laws,
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archaeology, onomastics, and especially the semantic and etymological analysis of
slave terminology are vital (Lindkvist and Myrdal 2003; Brink 2002, 2003, 2007,
forthcoming). v

However, the first question to ask is, what is a slave? This may sound self-evident, but
the attempts to define a slave have been complicated, wide-ranging and problematic.
One prominent scholar has written on this topic: “The ambiguities of this word [slave}
are indeed so confusing that sociologists might be well advised to eliminate it from their
discussion altogether’ (Leach 1967: 14). A definition of slave and slavery must contain
social, economic as well as judicial aspects. What is characteristic of a slave in all
societies is that he or she is the property of another, being looked upon as a tool, a
‘thing’, not a human being, to be used or abused at the master’s will or whim. The slave
has no family, hence no social context, and the child of a female slave belongs to the
owner. The slave has no legal rights. He or she is a judicial subject insofar as slaves are
often mentioned in law-rules, but a slave could not act legally; it was the master of the
slave who talked and acted for the slave.

The philosophical justification for slavery, mentioned already by Roman lawmen
such as Ulpian and Justinian, was that a man who was defeated and caught in war and
not slaughtered had given up his right to live (Watson 1987: 8; Turley 2000: 3). In war
all defeated men not killed in battle should be slaughtered afterwards; that was the
custom not only in ancient Europe, but also among North American Indians and other
people. If their life were spared, they had forfeited their right to be free. They had been
given a gift, their life, but had to pay back by giving up their freedom, the right of
being looked upon as a human being; instead they became a tool for their master.

When we try to understand early society in Scandinavia it is obvious that it was
decisive for an individual to be part of a family and a social group. You were in a way
identified by your affiliation to a family, a group and a society. The worst punishment
you could thus get was to be cut off from this group and society, to be excommunicated
or outlawed, which has been described as a ‘social death’. In other words we can see that
our forefathers had another concept of freedom than we have. Freedom was not defined
as an individual freedom, but a right to belong to a fellowship, to be part of a social
group. A stranger was often considered as an enemy. It is from this perspective that we
have to understand how our ancestors could accept and even justify slavery.

The natural point of departure for all discussions on slaves in early Scandinavia has
been the ancient Edda poem of Rigspula. Here, we find an allegorical description of
society, in which named persons represent the social classes, among them the slaves. In
the poem, descriptions are also given of each person’s (i.e. each social category’s)
behaviour, name, daily occupation and physical appearance. This poem has therefore
been used as a kind of description of the tasks of a Scandinavian slave in the Viking Age
(‘to make stone fences, to manure the arable land, to herd pigs and goats and to dig
peat’).

Unfortunately, one has to use the Rigspula with great care and caution, especially
if the aim is to use it as a kind of cultural-historical source for life in Viking Age
Scandinavia (Dronke 1992: 671 ff.). The poem is a very special one, a mythical allegory,
in which the principal character, Rigr, as the god Heimdallr is called in the poem, bears
an Irish name (Ir 77, Olr 74g ‘king’). Also the dating of the poem is problematic. Earlier,
the Rigspula was looked upon as an ancient poem, while later research has tended to
place it in the thirteenth century (Simek 1993: 294 ff.; Karras 1988: 60). However,
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there are scholars who even today are prepared, at least tentatively, to place the Rigspula
as early as the Viking Age (Meulengracht Sgrensen 1993: 164).

The relevant part of the Régspula, in which we learn about the slaves, starts with Rigr
coming to Ai and Edda, and eventually begets a child with Edda:

Edda bore a child,

T 21

In rough linen she {wrapped}
the black-{skinned} boy.
[Heavy were his eyes} —

they called him Thrall [Pre//].
[...1

There was on his hands
wrinkled skin,

gnarled knuckles,

[scabbed nails,}

fingers thick —

face unlovely,

bent back,

long heels.

He began more then

to test his might

plaiting bast,

packing burdens.

He carried home then

kindling through the cruel day.

There came to the homestead

a gadabout girl.

Soil was on the soles of her feet,

her arm sunburnt,

down-curving her nose —

her name, she said, was Thrallwoman [P#}].

Children they bred,
had a home and were happy.
I think they were called
Bawler and Byreboy,
Clump and Clegg,
Bedmate, Stinker,
Stump, Stout,

Sluggish and Grizzled,
Stooper and Longleg.
They fixed fences,
dunged fields,

worked at the pigs,
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watched over the goats,
dug the peat.

The daughters were

Stumpy and Dumpy,

Bulgingcalves and Eaglenose,

Shouter and Servingmaid [Ambdirt],

Greatgossip,

Tatteredcoat

and Craneshanks.

From there have come

the generations of thralls [Preela etter].

(from Poetic Edda, vol. 2: Mythological Poems,
ed. and trans. U. Dronke (1997)

© Oxford University Press)

It is very clear that the author is following a certain slave topos that is always found
whenever slaves are mentioned in Old Norse literature. The thrall was dark, short,
stupid, gloomy and ugly; this was in contrast to the tall, blond, handsome and attractive
hero. The picture of the thrall is often used in contrast to the free human being
(Meulengracht Sgrensen 1993: 161 ff.).

It is apparent that we are here dealing with literature. Therefore, one has to approach
the text with the utmost care, if one wishes to extract historical facts from it. This
literary topos is found again and again in the Old Norse texts. The thralls were not
only ugly, but also cowardly and stupid, as in the story of Pdrdr inn huglausi (Pdrdr the
coward) in the GZsla Saga Sirssonar. This Pdrdr was so cowardly and stupid that he put
on another man’s clothes, whereby, owing to his stupidity, he was killed in that other
man’s place.

To sum up, the qualitative aspects of the slaves and their situation during early times
are difficult to obtain in the Old Norse literature. The picture drawn here is based on
stereotypes and clichés.

THE TERMINOLOGY FOR SLAVES IN
EARLY SCANDINAVIA

An excellent point of departure for a discussion on the terms for slaves in Scandinavia is
to be found in a paragraph in the Old Law of the Gulathing (198): Tver ero hans hinar
bezto ambatter. Seta. oc deigia. oc tveir preelar. pionn oc bryti (i.e. “Two bondwomen are
counted as the best, the housemaid and the housekeeper. Two thralls are counted the
best, the foreman and the master’s personal servant’; GL trans. by Larson 1935: 144).
Here, we see that the early West Scandinavian ambditt was obviously some kind of
collective term for a female slave, while the male counterpart was prell. The seta and
deigja, and the pjonn and bryti, were hence slaves with some kinds of special functions.
The most commonly used contemporary term for a slave was ON preell, OSw, ODa
preel. This word, which is assumed to go back to a Proto-Scand. *prahila-, has an obscure
background. Several etymologists connect the word with Goth. pragjan and OE pragan
‘to run’, thus ‘the one who runs for someone’. The word ambdtt, ambist f. as a name for a
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female slave is believed to be a loan from Vulgar Lat. ambactus ‘servant’ (cf. Sw dmbete).
Other names for female slaves were deigjz, which is derived from the word deg ‘dough’
and which thus had the meaning of ‘the one who bakes’, and py f. (< *pius0), which is
closely related to Goth. piwi and OE peown. There are several other slave words formed
on the same stem, such as Goth. pizs m. ‘slave’, OE pédow m. ‘servant’ (cf. plowian ‘make
someone a slave’), ON pjinn, OE péowen ‘slave, servant’, ON pji (< * pewan) ‘keep in
slavery, treat as a slave, torment’, Goth. piwan ‘keep in slavery’ (found in the compounds
anapiwan and gapiwan) (Hellquist 1948; de Vries 1962).

In Old Swedish we find the words fostri m. and fostra f. for male and female slaves.
The words have the meaning of ‘the one who is brought up in the household/on the
homestead’, which probably alludes to the fact that these slaves were not prisoners of
war, but were born and raised on the farm.

Names for foreigners sometimes have a secondary meaning of ‘slave, unfree’, which
has an obvious background in the fact that prisoners of war and kidnapped or bought
foreigners were vital as sources of new slaves. This is obviously the background of the
word slave, Sw slav, which is thus really the ethnic name, and also the word OSw va/,
ON valir ‘Celt; slave’, also in the adjective valskr, which goes back to Wales, Wallonia, etc.
The OE equivalent, wealh, pl. wealas, with an older meaning ‘foreigner, Briton, Welsh-
man’, had in Anglo-Saxon a secondary meaning of ‘slave’, which is believed to have the
same background — Britons and Welshmen taken as prisoners in all the battles between
the ethnic groups (Bugge 1905: 43; cf. Faull 1975).

The thralls did not make up a homogeneous mass. Some were labourers, working the
land and herding the cattle. They were probably — legally and economically — equal to
the cattle they herded. However, there were also thralls with some special tasks, such as
the deigja (above), and some obviously had qualified duties. We are here getting close to
a social category of trusted servants and officials. This was the case with the ON bryti,
originally an unfree servant, according to handbooks, who during the medieval period
was transformed into a person of high status. The word bry# goes back to a Proto-Scand.
*briitjan, a formation from the stem of the verb ON /brjdta ‘break’. Thus, it is believed
that the original meaning of bryi was ‘he who breaks (and distributes the bread)’, hence
a semantic pendant to the OE hlafbrytta. The word bryti was also borrowed into Finnish,
as ruttio, ruttia ‘steward, slave’. A bryti seems therefore originally to have been some kind
of steward on a farm, a supervisor over the rest of the thralls. Later on, we meet the bryt:
as a steward on royal and lordly estates.

However, when we consult contemporary sources, such as runestones, we get a
different picture. In for example the inscription on the famous runestone at Hovgarden
(U 11) on the island of Adelss, opposite the more famous island of Bjorkd where Birka is
located, we can read: lit rista tolir bry[tli i rop kunuki, Rez# Jet rista Tolir bryti i Rod kunungi,
which has been translated as “Té6lir the steward of Ropr had them [the runes} rightly
carved for the king’. This very important historical runic inscription from probably the
middle of the eleventh century is not easy to interpret. Elias Wessén (in U) assumes that
the erecting and carving of the inscription was commissioned by the king. Wessén, and
many with him, have connected the passage ‘bryti i Rodh’ with the case in the Ostgita
Law (Dripsb. 14) which deals with zarls bryti i ropzs bo, and he thinks that Tolir bryti was
the king’s ombudsman in the district called Roden (i.e. the coastal area). Erland Hjdrne
(1947: 25-55; cf. Rahmqvist 1994: 109) argues — in my opinion quite convincingly —
against Wessén’s interpretation, and instead proposes that To/ir bryti was a bailiff, a
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manager on the royal farm Hovgérden. This runic evidence indicates that a bryti in the
tenth and eleventh centuries was to be found rather high up the social ladder, in the case
of the Hovgérden stone a man in close proximity to the king, probably his bailiff, and
hence not a slave on the very lowest rung.

It has to be admitted that we have very little knowledge of the status of the thrall
and the number of slaves in prehistoric Scandinavia. Probably it is quite wrong to
compare the situation of a Scandinavian thrall with that of a slave in the Roman Empire
2,000 years ago or in North America during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.
According to the etymological evidence of the contemporary terms for ‘slave’ in early
Scandinavia, the diversified meanings found may suggest different kinds of dependence
on an authority. The original meaning of several terms is ‘servant’. This dependence may
not have been an extremely repressive relation between the servant and the master and
may instead have been more of a ‘client—patron’ relationship.

It is not possible to rely on the fact that the meaning ‘slave, thrall, unfree’, found in
lexica and encyclopaedias, was valid and adequate also in prehistoric times. From the
etymological list above, it is evident that an often recurring, semantic component
was ‘servant’. There is nothing that excludes the possibility that a word in an earlier
language stage had the meaning ‘(free) servant’, that later on was changed to ‘(unfree)
servant, slave’, and vice versa. Hence, it is possible that, for example, in the word ON
prell we have a semantic component of ‘servant’, in the form of a kind of dependence
between a superior and an inferior, maybe a warrior, craftsman or a priest, that is, a
patron—client relationship.

We know that a free man could give himself as a slave to another, to settle a debt or
because of poverty. From this fact it is close to a case where someone is giving up his
freedom and accepts a judicial slave status as, for example, a warrior in a hird. By taking
an oath of fidelity a young man could be taken up as a warrior in a king’s or a chieftain’s
personal hird. By doing this, he accepted to come under the master’s personal jurisdic-
tion, literally he laid his life in his hand, but he was probably socially elevated, being
close to the king or chieftain, having a seat in his hall. This kind of warrior could be
called a karl, ON rekkr/OSw *rinkr or sveinn. This is to be illustrated with, for example,
the ON wveringi, Sw viring, institution (Russian varjagu, Greek varangoi). A viringlvarjag
was the name for a Northman gone east and taken up duty in the hird of the Byzantine
emperor in Constantinople. The word goes back to a Proto-Nordic *waragangja-, a
compound of vér, OFE wer f., OHG wara ‘oath, treaty, fidelity’ and the verb gangjan
‘walk’, hence ‘someone who takes an oath, enters into a treaty’.

WHAT WERE THE FUNCTION AND THE NUMBERS
OF SLAVES?

The numbers of slaves assumed in early research are in my opinion grossly over-
estimated. When Northmen were dealing with slaves, in Ireland, Anglo-Saxon
England or Francia, large quantities could have been taken. But the custom seems to
have been either to take them as hostage and then ask for a large ransom, or to sell them
at some slave market. The bringing home of slaves to Scandinavia was certainly a fact,
but in my opinion only on a small scale; probably the slave was seen as a precious
commodity, to show off. I think slaves were fairly uncommon in society. There might
have been working slaves on ordinary farms, but larger quantities were probably only to
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be found on chieftains’ and well-to-do farmers’ farms. This could be reflected in some
‘double graves’, found in Denmark and Sweden, where one of the buried is often
beheaded and has his or her hands tied (interpreted as a slave) and the other one is
obviously a wealthy man or women with rich grave goods.

Regarding the function of slaves, they were probably of a wide range, from the chattel
slave, the prell, working on the fields and herding cattle, sheep and swine, via household
slaves, as the py, deigja, fostra and amma, to officials and stewards fairly high up on the
social ladder, but judicially on a slave rank, as probably were the &ryzi. A warrior in a
personal hird was probably in reality legally unfree, but had a fairly high social status.
The slave institution in prehistoric Scandinavia was hence, depending on economic,
social and legal aspects, probably rather complex.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Brink, S. (1997) ‘Names and naming of slaves’, in J.P. Rodriguez (ed.) The Historical Encyclopedia
of World Slavery, 2 vols, Santa Barbara, CA: Clio.

(1999) ‘Social order in the early Scandinavian landscape’, in Ch. Fabech and J. Ringtved

(eds) Settlement and Landscape, Arhus: Aarhus University Press.

(2002) ‘Slavery in Scandinavia, as reflected in names, runes and sagas’, in P. Haernes and

T. Iversen (eds) (2002).

(2003) ‘Ambdtt, seta, deigja — threll, thjonn, bryti. Termer f6r trilar belyser trildomens dldre

historia’, in Th. Lindkvist and J. Myrdal (eds) (2003).

(2008) Lord and Lady — Bryti and Deigja, Some Historical and Etymological Aspects on Family,
Patronage and Slavery in Early Scandinavia and Anglo-Saxon England. (The Dorothea Coke
Memorial Lecture in Northern Studies 2004-5), London; Viking Society for Northern
Studies, University College London.

— (forthcoming) Vikingatidens slaveri, Stockholm: Atlantis.

Bugge, A. (1905) Vesterlandenes indflydelse paa nordboernes og scerlig nordmeendenes ydre kultur, leveseet
og samfundsforbold i vikingetiden (Videnskabsselskapet i Kristiania. Skrifter II, Hist.-filos.
Klasse 1904:1), Christiania: no publ.

Dronke, U. (1992) ‘Eddic poetry as a source for the history of Germanic religion’, in H. Beck,
D. Ellmers and K. Schier (eds) Germanische Religionsgeschichte. Quellen und Quellenprobleme,
Berlin and New York: de Gruyter.

(ed. and trans.) (1997) The Poetic Edda, vol. 2: Mythological Poems, Oxford: Clarendon.

Faull, M. Lindsay (1975) ‘The semantic development of Old English wealh’, Leeds Studies in
English, 8: 19—44.

Foote, P. (1977) ‘Pralahald 4 Islandi. Heimildakénnun og athugasemdir’, Saga. Timarit
Sigufélags, 15: 41-74.

GL = The Earliest Novwegian Laws. Being the Gulathing Law and the Frostathing Law, trans. from the
old Norwegian by L.M. Larson (Records of civilization 20), New York: Columbia University
Press (1935).

Hzernes, P. and Iversen, T. (eds) (2002) Slavery across Time and Space. Studies in Slavery in Medieval
Europe and Africa (Trondheim studies in history 38), Trondheim: Tapir.

Harrison, D. (20006), Slaveri. En virldshistoria om ofribet, vol. 1: Forntiden till Rendssansen, Lund:
Historiska media.

Hasselberg, G. (1944) ‘Den s.k. Skarastadgan och trildomens upphorande i Sverige’, Viitergor-
lands fornminnesfivenings tidskrift, 5(3): 51—90.

Hellquist, E. (1948) Svensk erymologisk ordbok, 3rd edn, Lund: Gleerup.

Hemmendorff, O. (1984) ‘Minniskooffer. Ett inslag i jirndlderns ritualer, belyst av ett fynd i
Bollstands, Uppland’, Fornvinnen, 79: 4—12.

55



— Stefan Brink —

Hjirne, E. (1947) ‘Rod och runor’, Kungl. Humanistiska Vetenskaps- Samfundets i Uppsala drsbok
(1946): 21-126.

Holm, P. (1986) “The slave trade of Dublin, ninth to twelfth centuries’, Peritia, 5: 317—4s.

Holmquist-Olausson, L. (1990) ‘ “Algmannen” frin Birka. Presentation av en nyligen undersske
krigargrav med minniskooffer’, Fornvinnen, 85: 175-82.

Iversen, T. (1994) Trelledommen. Norsk slaveri i middelalderen, Bergen: Dept. of History, University
of Bergen.

J6n Hnefill Adalsteinsson (1986) ‘The position of freed slaves in medieval Iceland’, Szga-Book, 22:
33—49.

Karras, R. Mazo (1988) Slavery and Sociery in Medieval Scandinavia, New Haven: Yale University
Press.

Krag, C. (1982) ‘Treller og trellehold’, {Norsk} Historisk tidsskrift 61: 209—27.

Leach, E. (1967) ‘Caste, class and slavery: the taxonomic problem’, in A. de Reuck and J. Knight
(eds) Caste and Race. Comparative Approaches, London: Ciba Foundation.

Lindkvist, Th. (1979) Landborna i Norden under dldre medeltid (Studia Historica Upsaliensis 110),
Uppsala: Dept. of History, Uppsala University.

Lindkvist, Th. and Myrdal, J. (eds) (2003) Trilar. Ofria i agrarsamhiller fran vikingatid till medeltid
(Skrifter om skogs- och lantbrukshistoria 17), Stockholm: Nordiska museets forlag.

Meulengracht Sgrensen, P. (1993) Fortaelling og are. Studier i islandigesagaerne, Arhus: Arhus
universitetsforlag.

Nevéus, C. (1974) Trdlarna i landskapslagarnas sambille. Danmark och Sverige (Studia historica
Upsaliensia 58), Uppsala: Acta Universitatis Upsaliensis, Uppsala University.

Olsson, M. (1999) Vikingatida trildom. Om slaveriets plats i Skandinaviens ekonomiska historia (Lund
Papers in Economic History 67), Lund: Dept. of Economic History, University of Lund.

Patterson, O. (1982) Slavery and Social Death. A Comparative Study, Cambridge, MA: Cambridge
University Press.

Rahmgqpyist, S. (1994) ‘Ortnamn paverkade av administration i dldre tid’, in G. Ulfsparre (ed.)
Ortnamn virda att varda, Stockholm: Rai.

Randsborg, K. (1986) “The study of slavery in northern Europe: an archaeological approach’,
Acta Archaeologica, 55 (1984): 155-60.

Simek, R. (1993) Dictionary of Northern Mythology, trans. A. Hall, Woodbridge: Brewer.

Skyum-Nielsen, N. (1979) ‘Nordic slavery in an international setting’, Medieval Scandinavia,
11 (1978—9): 126—48.

Turley, D. (2000) Slavery, Oxford: Blackwell.

U = Upplands runinskrifter, 4 vols (SRI 6—9), Stockholm: Almqvist & Wiksell International
(1940-58).

de Vries, J. (1962) Altnordisches erymologisches Worterbuch, 2nd edn, Leiden: Brill.

Watson, A. (1987) Roman Slave Law, Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press.

Wilde-Stockmeyer, M. (1978) Sklaverei auf Island. Untersuchungen zur vechtlich-sozialen Situation
und literarischen Darstellung der Sklaven im skandinavischen Mittelalter (Skandinavistische
arbeiten s5), Heidelberg: Winter.

56



