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‘Norway’ was
originally a geograph-
ical concept. Thisis
particularly conveyed
in the English and
German name for the
country, more clearly
than in the modern
Scandinavian form
(Norge). ‘The way to
the north’ was the
long sailing route
along the Norwegian
coast. It began in the
Skagerrak-Kattegat
area, went round Lin-

desnes—the country’s



southernmost point
—and continued
northwards to the
extent of permanent
settlement. In the
Viking Age this was
represented by the is-

lands around Tromsg.

In 890 or there-
abouts a man called
Ottar travelled from
the very northern-
most part of this
area, all the way to
England. He told
King Alfred of the
journey he had made,
and his account

was written down

(Lund 1984: 18-

22). Ottar said that
all the way south he
had had ‘the land of
the northmen’ (noro-
manna land) on

his port side. This
country was long
and narrow. Ottar
called it Noroweg.
Ottar’s taleis not

the only mention of
‘northmen’ (Norwe-
gians) at this time.

In a contemporary
skaldic poem (Harald-
skvaeoi, see below) we
find Harald Finehair
called ‘king of the



northmen’ (drottinn
noromanna; Finnur
Jonsson 1912: 22).
From this we can
deduce that names
such as ‘Norway’ and
‘northmen’ were in
common use in the
second half of the
ninth century. The
terms themselves al-
most certainly derive
from southern Scan-
dinavia, because it 1s
from that perspective
that the Norwegian
coast and its people
lay to the north.

Nothing indicates

that ‘Norway’ formed
a political unit in the
early Viking period,
and there are no sur-
viving sources that
suggest this even as

a possibility. There
were also several
Norwegian territories
(landskaper), probably
with roots stretching
back into prehis-
tory, that possessed
names of their own
—for example, Halo-
galand, Trendelag,
Meare, Hordaland,
Rogaland, Agder, and

so on, together with



equivalent ethnic or
tribal names for their
populations (haleygir,
brendir, meerir, byrdar ,
rygir, egdir). Similarly
when we consider
these ‘tribes’ (an area
of this kind 1s called

a folkland, ‘people’s
land’, in Old Norse), it
1s likely that this was
an identity shaped by
geographical prox-
1imity and not, for

example, a matter of

political organisation.

A possible exception
1s Trendelag, which

originally consisted

of a tightly popu-
lated area around
the inner part of the
Trondheim fjord. The
Trenderne’s collective
assembly organisa-
tion, with Frostaasa
central meeting place,
may have its origins
in the early Viking
Age or even farther
back (Sandnes 1967).
In modern times
‘the creation of Nor-
way’ (or rikssamlingen
as it 1s known, liter-
ally ‘the unification of
the realm’) has taken

up a much greater



space in Norwegian
historiography

than the equivalent
processes have

done in neighbour-
ing countries. In a
frequently cited pan-
Scandinavian histori-
cal encyclopaedia, the
Norwegian article on
the subject takes up
seven entire columns,
while the compar-
ative Swedish text
spans two and the
Danish one (Simensen
et al. 1969). This
difference depends on

several factors. When

modern historical
science developed
around the middle of
the nineteenth cen-
tury, Norwegians—as
citizens of a resurgent
nation after several
centuries in union
with Denmark—were
active in seeking their
historical specificity
(Dahl 1990: 43-85).
This they claimed

to have found, in

a Herderian spirit,
especially manifest

in the creation of

the nation and in its

earliest history. In



addition, we should
remember that
Norwegians could
build such a history
on remarkably rich

and comprehensive

sources: the Old Norse

saga literature and
above all the kings'’
sagas, which treat the
Norwegian monarchs
in particular.

The thirteenth-
century kings' sagas
(building on learned
historical enquiry
that began on Iceland
with Seemundr frooi

100 years earlier)

contained much
that could sustain
the independence of
nineteenth-century
Norwegians. Espe-
cially important was
the saga-writers’
construction of a
close connectedness
in Norwegian his-
tory, right from the
first half of the ninth
century to the saga-
authors’ own time.
This connection took
the form of a long
dynastic line. This
began with Halfdan
the Black and Har-



ald Finehair around
850, and ended
with the kings of the
Sverre family in the
thirteenth century. In
some of the sagas this
long lineage was ex-
tended further back
in time, as far as the
legendary Ynglinga
kings of Gamla Upp-
sala (Krag 1991).
Harald Finehair’s
significanceasa
national king and
dynastic founder was
summarised in the
saga called Fagrskinna
(c. 1220-30; author

unknown):

Harald, son of Half-
dan the Black, took

the kingdom after his
father. He was then a
young man reckoned in
winters, but had in full
measure the manliness
that a courtly king
should possess. His
hair was of a remark-
able colour and in this
respect could be likened
most to silk. He was
the most handsome of
all men and unusually
strong, and as tall as

can be seen from the



stone on his grave that
lies at Haugesund. He
was a very wise man,
forward-looking and
courageous, and he
also brought luck with
him. He set himself the
objective of becoming
king over the realm of
the Norwegians, and
with increasing honour
the country has been
in the hands of his line
even to our own time,
and so shall it always
be.
(Old Norse text in
Bjarni Einarsson
1985: 58-9; trans.

Neil Price)

With the exception
of a few skaldic verses
there 1s no contempo-
rary source that sheds
any light on Harald’s
conquest. The most
important source,
Haraldskveoi: (Finnur
Jonsson 1912: 22-5),
contains information
that does not entirely
match the picture
painted by the sagas.
Snorri Sturluson con-
structed a systematic
description of the

whole conquest from



one region to another,
encompassing all of
what would become
the later kingdom.

To him the battle at
Hafrstjoror (a little
south of Stavanger)
that is the focus of
the verses, marked
the completion of
Harald’s conquest.
According to Snorri,
in this battle Har-
ald’s last opponents,
who were kings of
the Vestlands in

the region south of
Bergen (Bjarni Adalb-
jarnarson 1979: 114-

17), were defeated.
But if we work from
the verses that area
contemporary source,
the situation (not the
outcome of the battle)
appears to have been
different: here it is
Harald in his south-
west Norwegian
kingdom who was
attacked by rivals that
came from the east,
probably with Danish
support (von See
1961:105-11).

This, together with
the fact that the royal

manors mentioned



in connection with
Harald and his im-
mediate successors
lay in the Vestlands,
suggests that the
kingdom Harald first
took over included
the central and
southern parts of the
Vestland region. From
what we know it
seems that the start-
ing point for Harald’s
conquest was Sogn,
where his maternal
grandfather was king,
and not Vestfold as
Snorri writes (Olafia
Einarsdottir 1971).

In the Nordvestland
and further north it
appears that Harald
had no more than
a purely formal
overlordship, while
jarls who were subor-
dinate only in name
in fact possessed
the real power. The
best known of these
jarls are Hakon Gr-
jotgardsson and his
successors. Their seat
lay at Lade in Tren-
delag, but the family
came originally from
Halogaland, where

they also continued



to enjoy considerable
influence. Hakon was
an expansionist ruler
in his own right and
in many senses Har-
ald’s equal.

It can hardly be
coincidence that the
regions that were
unified around 900
also formed the
‘north way’. This was
a rich trade route
that could certainly
tempt a would-be
conqueror, whether
beginning from the
south like Harald or
from the north like

Hakon. Alongside
the process of uni-
fication, and partly
preceding it, we also
see a significant inner
network being cre-
ated, sometimes over
great distances, by
family ties within the
highest social strata
of chieftains, even
though the political
structures in the new
kingdom were weak.
Viken, that is the
coastal region of
south-east Norway,
was not part of
Harald’s kingdom.



Here Danish kings
had been influential
from the beginning
of the Viking Age. At
the start of the ninth
century the Frankish
annals mention a
certain King Godfred,
who was a formidable
opponent even for
Charlemagne. Con-
cerning his descen-
dants it is written
there that for a time
they were resident in
‘Vestfold’—the north-
ernmost part of their
kingdom—to quell an
uprising (Rau 1968:

102). Throughout the
entire tenth century
there were petty kings
in Viken, who at least
in the second half of
the century were sub-
regents to the Danish
kings.

The dynasty of
Finehair was a reality
insofar as Harald (d.
c. 932) was succeeded
as king by two of
his sons, first Eirik
Bloodaxe (1. ¢c. 930-
4) and subsequently
Hakon the Good (. c.
934-61). Around the
middle of the tenth



century the Danish
kingdom again be-
came strong, and
King Harald Blue-
tooth (r.c. 958-87)
was able to become
overking of Norway,
including both Viken
and the kingdom that
Harald Finehair had
unified. At first the
sons of Eirik Bloodaxe
were sub-kings, and
afterwards Hakon
Sigurdsson Ladejarl
(grandson of Hakon
Grjotgardsson) ruled
the greater part of

Norway as the Danish

king’s jarl. In the last
years of his reign,
Hakon (who died

in 995) managed

to establish more
independent control
over the coastal area
from Lindesnes and
northwards.

During the period
fromc. 950to 1035
we find that the dom-
inance of the Danish
kings was extending
over the whole south
Scandinavian region.
The Danish monarchs
were attractive collab-

orative partners for



chieftains elsewhere
in the north, because
they could offer their
allies lucrative partic-
ipation in the Danish
Viking enterprises
overseas, especially
in England. Jarl
Hakon’s son, Eirik jarl
(d.c. 1024), revived
cooperation with the
Danish kings, and
ended his career as
Knut the Great’s jarl in
Northumberland.
Olaf Tryggvason (r.
995-1000) and Olaf
Haraldsson (St Olav,
r.1015-28/30) even-

tually succeeded in
breaking the Danish
hegemony in Norway.
But before their
assumption of the na-
tional throne, both of
these men had gained
power and wealth in
England, in connec-
tion with the Danish
conquest there (Krag
2003:191-6). With-
out these resources
that they brought
home with them, they
would hardly have
been able to lay the
foundations on which

to build a kingdom



at home. Later saga
tradition depicted the
two Olafs, both sons
of Danish sub-kings
of the Viken region,
as inheritors of Har-
ald Finehair. For this
we find no support
in contemporary
sources, that is to say
the skaldic verses, and
it appears to be a later
construction (Nielsen
1908; Krag 1989,
2002).

Events that took
place later in the
eleventh century,

from 1035 onwards,

meant that the reigns
of Olaf Tryggvason
and Olaf Haraldsson
were not just isolated
episodes in Norwe-
gian history. When
the Danish Empire of
the North Sea disin-
tegrated on the death
of Knut the Great in
1035, a genuine Nor-
wegian dynasty could
establish itself in their
homelands. The first
of these kings was the
son of Olaf Haralds-
son, Magnus the Good
(r.1035-47), and

the next was Olaf’s



half-brother, Harald
Sigurdsson Hardrada
(the ‘Hard-Ruler’

or the ‘Ruthless’, r.
1046-66). A few years
after his death Olaf
Haraldsson was also
canonised, and this
contributed to the
legitimation of his
successors’ thrones.
The later Norwegian
kings of the Middle
Ages were all de-
scendants of Harald
Hardrada. Under Olaf
Haraldsson and Har-

ald Hardrada we also
find the @stlands—

not merely Viken but
also the inner territo-
ries—for the first time
incorporated in the
national kingdom.
The skald Ottar the
Black tells how Olaf
Haraldsson broke
down resistance in
the interior: all the
kings of Hedmark
fled, ‘apart from he
who sat furthest
north, and whose
tongue you ordered
to be cut out ... Now
you rule over wide-
ranging lands, that

five kings possessed



before, as far east

as Eidskog. No king
previously had such
a kingdom’ (Finnur
Jonsson 1912:271-
2).

The shift in religion
was equally impor-
tant. Christianity had
already penetrated
most parts of the
coastal regions by
the tenth century
(Rolfsen 1981; Sol-
berg 2000: 311-20).
Hakon the Good had
taken pains to bring
English missionaries
to the country (Birkeli

1960). It was under
Olaf Tryggvason

and Olaf Haraldsson
that the whole coun-
try was converted,
and a Norwegian
church established
(Krag 2003: 196-
201). The process of
Christianisation met
with little resistance.
It was not this, but
instead his conflicts
with Knut the Great,
the Ladejarls and the
Norwegian coastal
aristocracy that led
to Olaf Haraldsson’s
downfall in 1028-30.



It was after 1035
that the unification
of Norway became a
continuing process
moving in a single
direction. A decisive
element was the
disappearance of
the Danish kings as
a power in Norway.
The same is true for
the Lade jarls, whose
line died out on the
male sidein 1029,
thereby ending the
last princely family
that could match
itself with the kings.
This meant that it

was the new Nor-
wegian dynasty,
the descendants of
Olaf Haraldsson and
Harald Hardrada,
with whom the local
chieftains would have
to cooperate if they
wished to retain their
power and influence.
Collaboration
between the kingdom
and the chieftains
found its organisa-
tional expression in
the king’s hird and
the institution of
the lendmann (Krag
2001). The hird was



originally the king’s
bodyguard and con-
tinued to be so. But
under a peaceful king
such as Olaf Kyrre

(r. 1066-93) we see
that it to some degree
altered in character
and began to take on
civil functions as a
royal court (Andersen
1977:289-94; Hamre
1961).

While the members
of the hird stayed
with the king, his
lendir menn were
set up around the

country as his rep-

resentatives. The
actual word lendr
maor refers to the fact
that a lendmann had
received ‘land’ (1.e.
landholdings) in the
name of the king. The
land symbolised the
bond between the
two, and meant that
the lendmann had

the king’s authority
behind him. This con-
nection, and loyalty,
stretched equally

in the opposite
direction. The lend-
mann wasasarulea

chieftain in his home



district, and pos-

sessed an estate of his

own that far exceeded

in value that which
he received from the
king. The support
that the kings gained
from such men, with
their considerable
local influence, was
fundamental for

the cohesion of the
kingdom.

This network also
made it possible for
the king to assert
himself abroad.
When military-
minded kings took

to the warpath,

they brought with
them not only their
own hird, but also
the lendmenn and
their ‘huskarls’. This
was the situation
during Magnus the
Good’s and Harald
Hardrada’s cam-
paigns in Denmark
in the 1040s and
1050s (the latter fell
at Stamford Bridge
in 1066), and under
the last ‘Viking’ king
Magnus Barelegs (r.
1093-1103) on his

invasion of Scotland



and Ireland. We see
something similar in
connection with Sig-
urd Jerusalem-farer’s
(r. 1103-30) crusade
to the Holy Land in
1108-11. Sigurd was
incidentally the first
European king to take
up a crusade.

The parallel devel-
opment of ecclesiasti-
cal organisation was
a prerequisite for the
consolidation of the
kingdom, and meant
simultaneously that
Norway took its place

among the European

Christian monarchies.
The religion itself and
its accompanying
ideals supported the
notion of a Christian
king, as a necessary
institution in this
world, ordained by
God. Through its
preaching and its
administration of

the sacrament, the
Church prepared ordi-
nary people for life in
the next world. Chris-
tianity in this way
also came to shape
popular mentalities

and ideas in Norway,




as it had elsewhere.
With time the Church
became a social
institution that in
many ways was more
powerful than the
throne. The clearest
expression of this can
be seen around 1300,
when 40 per cent of
landownership in
Norway, measured
by value, was in the
hands of the Church,
a remarkably high
proportion (Andersen
1977:301-39; Helle
1974:236-42).

As an institution

the Church eventually
achieved indepen-
dence of the king.
This development
began with the
establishment of
permanent bishoprics
around 1100 (Trond-
heim, Bergen, Oslo,
later also Stavanger
and Hamar), prior

to which the bishops
had been part of the
royal hird and had
accompanied the
king on his travels
around the country.
An important step

wastakenin 1152-



3, when the arch-
bishopric of Nidaros
was established. In
addition, numerous
monastic houses had
been founded from
around 1100 and on-
wards. Apart from the
five Norwegian bish-
oprics, the Nidaros
church province also
included Greenland,

Iceland (with two

bishoprics), the
Faroes, the Orkneys,
and the kingdom of
Man and the Isles.
The link between
the Church and the

monarchy had great
practical significance.
It was quite simply
decisive for the de-
velopment of a royal
administration that
made use of script,
which gradually came
into being from the
second half of the
eleventh century.
At this time the first
laws were written
down, having previ-
ously been passed on
through oral tradition
(Helle 2002).

In the eleventh cen-

tury and the begin-



ning of the twelfth,
the kingdom was
largely undeveloped
in institutional terms.
There were no fixed
rules for royal suc-
cession. All the king’s
sons—of whom few
were born in wedlock
—had the right of
inheritance. It was
therefore common to
find joint kingdoms,
in which two or more
pretenders shared

the throne, without
splitting up the terri-
tory, between them. If
the kings got on well,

this arrangement
could promote peace
and stability (Bjergo
1970). However, in
the period 1134-
1217 there arose by
phases a struggle
between various pre-
tenders to the throne
and their adherents.
An especially intense
conflict developed
between King Mag-
nus Erlingsson (r.
1161-84) and his
SUCCEeSSOrs On one
side, and on the other
Sverre Sigurdsson (r.
1177-1202) and his



followers within the
party known as the
birkibeinar (‘Birch-
legs’; Helle 2003:
369-76; Gathorne-
Hardy 1956). The
strife ended when
Sverre’s grandson,
Hakon Hakonsson (r.
1217-63), managed
to consolidate a re-
united kingdom, with
a strongly personal
control of power, and
left it to his successors
as an uncontested
and formalised inher-
ited monarchy.
Throughout the

period of civil war the
organisational expan-
sion of the Norwegian
kingdom continued
(Helle 1974). For

the state as a whole,

it was of especial
importance that the
local administration
became more solid
than before. Earlier
the lendmenn had
shared the king’s
interests at a local
level together with
another group of
‘civil servants’, the so-
called armenn (‘ser-

vice-men’), without



any formal system.
Now the whole
country was divided
into administrative
districts called syslur,
and in each sysla sat
a royal bailiff called
syslumadr (Andersen
1972). In the second
half of the thirteenth
century there were
forty to fifty such
districts.

At this time the
hird also changed in
nature. It came to
embrace not only
those hirdmenn who

always accompanied

the king, but also ex-
hirdmenn who at the
conclusion of their
service formed a
royal network over
the whole country. As
time passed this was
transformed into an
ever more formalised
aristocratic corpo-
ration, in effect a
nobility, though with
less comprehensive
privileges than in
neighbouring coun-
tries. The lendmenn
formed the most
senior section of the
hird (Hamre 1961).



For most Norwe-
gians the thirteenth
century represents
their country’s time
of grandeur. Several
elements have come
to characterise this
period: political
stability, a cultural
flowering and a ‘Pax
Norvegica' that drew
to itself vast areas—
from the Gota River
to Greenland, from
the Irish Sea to Finn-
mark—and laid them
under the Norwegian
Crown (Helle 2003:
385-91). Three gen-

erations of kings,

all of them Sverre’s
descendants, reigned
in this period. Hakon
Hakonsson was the
dominant figure of
the century because
of the length of his
reign. On his death he
was succeeded by his
son Magnus Lagabgte
(r.1263-80), who was
in turn followed by
his sons—first Eirik
Magnusson (r. 1280-
99) and thereafter
Hakon Magnusson (r.
1299-1319).



While Hakon
Hakonsson
completed the ter-
ritorial expansion
which brought
both Greenland
and Iceland under
Norwegian domin-
ion (in respectively
1261 and 1262),
Magnus Lagabgte
devoted most of his
energies to the inner
consolidation of the
realm. In 1274 the
National Legal Code
(Landsloven) replaced
the earlier provincial

laws, and Norway

was thereby among
the first European
countries to have a
single law. This oc-
curred seventy years
earlier than in Swe-
den, whose national
law followed the Nor-
wegian model, and
all of 400 years before
the same happened in
Denmark. The king’s
personal power was
also far greater in
Norway than in its
neighbours.

Magnus Lagabgte
pursued a peaceful

foreign policy. He



recognised that it was
impossible for the
Norwegian king to
maintain long-term
possession of the
Hebrides and Man,
and relinquished
these territories at
the Peace of Perth in
1266, ceding them

to the Scottish king
Alexander III. At the
same time there oc-
curred a reorientation
of foreign policy,
away from those
regions that were
colonised by Norwe-

gians in the Viking

Age and towards a
greater concentration
on Scandinavian
affairs. Parallel with
this, however, the
Norwegian kingdom
was let down by
generally poor mil-
itary and economic
development during
this period (Bjergo
1995:95). In the four-
teenth and fifteenth
centuries this made
Norway the underdog
of the Scandinavian
collective that grew
into being at this

time. From 1450,



Norway was part of
a durable union with
Denmark that lasted
until 1814.
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