dH L & & @

® ® # dTJ4O0MA NUHHLYEON

The Incorporation and Integration
of the King's Tributary Lands
into the Norwegian Realm
c. 1195-1397

By

BRILL

?

NORTHERN WORLD & @

® ® @ T H E



The Incorporation and Integration of the King’s
Tributary Lands into the Norwegian Realm
c. 1195-1397



The Northern World

North Europe and the Baltic ¢. 400-1700 A.D.
Peoples, Economies and Cultures

Editors

Barbara Crawford (St. Andrews)
David Kirby (London)
Jon-Vidar Sigurdsson (Oslo)
Ingvild Oye (Bergen)
Richard W. Unger (Vancouver)
Piotr Gorecki (University of California at Riverside)

VOLUME 53



The Incorporation and Integration
of the King’s Tributary Lands
into the Norwegian Realm
c. 1195-1397

By
Randi Bjershol Weerdahl

Translated by
Alan Crozier

LEIDEN « BOSTON
2011



Front cover illustration: The letter M with the king handing over a law code to a
man. Detail from manuscript GKS 1154 2°, the Hardenberg Codex, fol. 01v.:
Norwegian laws 14.-16. century.

With kind permission of the Royal Library in Copenhagen.

Back cover illustration: Detail from the same folio as the detail above. Manuscript
GKS 1154 2°, the Hardenberg Codex: Norwegian laws 14.-16. century.
With kind permission of the Royal Library in Copenhagen.

This book is printed on acid-free paper.
Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Wardahl, Randi Bjorshol.

[Norges konges rike og hans skattland. English]

The incorporation and integration of the king’s tributary lands into the Norwegian
realm, c. 1195-1397 / by Randi Bjorshol Wardahl ; translated by Alan Crozier.

p. cm. — (The Northern world ; v. 53)

Includes bibliographical references and index.

ISBN 978-90-04-20613-7 (hardback : alk. paper) 1. Norway—Politics and
government—1030-1397. 2. Norway—Kings and rulers. I. Title.

JN7421.W37 2011

949.1—dc22

2011008797

ISSN 1569-1462
ISBN 978 90 04 20613 7

Copyright 2011 by Koninklijke Brill NV, Leiden, The Netherlands.
Koninklijke Brill NV incorporates the imprints Brill, Global Oriental, Hotei Publishing,
IDC Publishers, Martinus Nijhoff Publishers and VSP.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, translated, stored in
a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical,
photocopying, recording or otherwise, without prior written permission from the publisher.

Authorization to photocopy items for internal or personal use is granted by Koninklijke Brill NV
provided that the appropriate fees are paid directly to The Copyright Clearance Center,

222 Rosewood Drive, Suite 910, Danvers, MA 01923, USA.

Fees are subject to change.



CONTENTS

AcKNOWIdZEmENtS .....covcuecueirieerricrrieieieieteetrecee e seeaenees ix
Notes on the Use of Names .........ccoceecuviurivincincnicincnnieicnenneennens xi
ADDBIEVIAtIONS ..ot xiii
MAPS ittt e XV
INtroduction ........ccciciiiiciiiccicc s 1
TREME .. 1
The Norwegian medieval state .........c.coceverivccincricincinenicnnes 3

Norway and the tributary lands in the perspective
of national hiStory ... 6
Alternative Perspectives ..........ooveevcereerererererereirerereeseeseseseeseseenes 14
Approach and plan of study ......c.cccceecevecerncrnccncnceeeees 18
The source material ... 24

PART ONE
INCORPORATION

Chapter One In the Norwegian Kings” Sphere of Interest ...... 31
The Norse World ..o 32
The Norwegian kings’ policy in the south-west ..........ccccceeueec. 40
ConCIUSION ..o 63
Chapter Two The Norwegian King’s Tributary Lands ............ 69
The designation “tributary land” ..o 69
King and earl, 1195-1267 .....cccccovuvueiverrirrecieiricicieinecieiseienaes 71

Icelandic chieftains and the establishment of royal
1OTASHIP  ceeeeiiic s 89
Direct lordship over the Faroes ........cccoovveerinincncveennincenne 112

CONCIUSION cevieteeieeieeeeeeeeeeeete ettt st e st et s et et s s esessesssenesaesns 114



vi CONTENTS

PART TWO
INTEGRATION

Chapter Three Judicial Unity or Diversity? .........cococoevecunence
King Magnus’s legislative project and the tributary lands .....
Legislative authority ...
Special legislation ..o,
ConClUSION ..o

Chapter Four The Establishment of the King’s
Administrative APParatis ........ccocceoveecererceerreeerererreresenseessesesenes
The shrieval organization .........cceccnenercnineenennieeennene
Lawmen and lawthing ...,
Other royal representatives in the administrative

APPATALUS .ottt
CONCIUSION ...t

Chapter Five Change and Continuity, 1270-1319 ..................
TRE FATOES ..voveveeeeeeeeteereecteecteereeereeetee e s e re e e
OTKNEY ettt
SREIANA ..o
TCEIANA v
CONCIUSION vttt ettt

Chapter Six The Norwegian Realm and the Personal Union
with Sweden, 1320-1350 ......ccccceviuemmicrrmncremnierrecreeereiseeseeenennes
OTKNEY ettt et
[CLANA oot
CONCIUSION ettt

Chapter Seven On the Periphery of the Kingdom,
13511397 e



CONTENTS vii

Conclusion To Serve a King, as all Other Lands in the

WOTLA ettt 273
INCOTPOTAtION ...ooviveeiiriiiciiicciccccc e 273
INtegration ... 283
The tributary lands and the Norwegian medieval state .......... 289
APPENDICES
Norwegian Kings and Regents c. 880-1442 .......ccccocceuvierviccrvucnnee 293
Earls of Orkney and Caithness .......c..ccoccvevevevcurencrrenccenccrneccrnnncnens 294
Royal Officials in Iceland, c. 1273-1397 ...ccccceovuvernevrrecrrecrreenne 296
Bibliography ......ccooiiiiic e 303
Primary SOUICES ... s 303
Reference Works ... 305
Secondary literature ........cococoeveeurecerenceeenecineereeneeeesecseeeseeenes 305

TIUACX ettt s et e st s et et s e et et st et ettt se e enes 317






ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

This book is a revised edition of my doctoral dissertation, Norges
konges rike og hans skattland. Kongemakt og statsutvikling i den nor-
rone verden i middelalderen. It brings to a close my study of the inte-
gration of the Norse island communities into the Norwegian realm
in the Middle Ages; a study that began with a MA-thesis and ended
with the doctoral dissertation in 2006. I am grateful to the Norwegian
University of Science and Technology for providing me with a doc-
toral scholarship and a workplace at the Department of History and
Classical Studies.

For this edition I want to express my gratitude to the following
individuals: Alan Crozier for doing an excellent job translating the
manuscript; my doctoral supervisor Steinar Imsen for his continual
academic guidance and encouragement and for suggesting GKS 1154
for the cover illustration; my opponents Barbara Crawford and Jén
Vidar Sigurdsson for valuable comments and suggestions, and for their
assistance with terminology, genealogies, maps, and other details in
the final phase; Helgi Porldksson for his careful reading of the original,
Norwegian manuscript and his comments and advice on the Icelandic
sections; Philadelphia Ricketts for her meticulous proof reading and
valuable advice on style and technicalities, and Marcella Mulder at
Brill for her guidance and support.

I am also grateful to considerate colleagues and students for their
continual support.

The Norwegian Research Council and the Norwegian University of
Science and Technology kindly provided funds for the translation.

I'm grateful to the the Royal Library, Copenhagen for permitting me
to use the illumination in GKS 1154 as a cover illustration.

Thanks to Arild, family and friends.

Randi Bjershol Werdahl
Trondheim, January 2011






NOTES ON THE USE OF NAMES

Norwegian, Orcadian, Shetland, Hebridean, Manx, and Faroese per-
sonal names are rendered in modern Norwegian and English. Icelandic
personal names are rendered in their Old Norse form, nominative case.
Old Icelandic nicknames are rendered in Old Norse, uncapitalized
and not italicized following Icelandic practice, while Norwegian nick-
names are rendered in their modern form and capitalized following
Norwegian tradition. Nicknames of Norwegian kings are translated to
English. Place names, if they still exist today, are rendered in modern
Norwegian, Icelandic, Faroese, and English versions. Translations of
citations from primary and secondary sources are by the translator
and author unless otherwise stated. Quotations are rendered in their
original form.
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INTRODUCTION

For it was unseemly, he said, that the land did not
serve a king, as all other lands in the world.!

Theme

The game of power politics in which Norwegian kings and claimants
to the throne competed to unite Norway under the rule of one king
was a process that began in earnest in the 1130s and did not end until
1241. The power struggles created a need for new administrative and
fiscal instruments, and from the end of the twelfth century the king
began to build up a nationwide, centralized apparatus to deal with
the collection of taxes and fines and the administration of justice. The
political consolidation and the incipient state-formation process also
had consequences for areas bordering on Norway, and areas which
had strong cultural and historical ties to Norway and the Norwegian
crown. The Norwegian king sent tax collectors to the large areas shared
by Norway, Sweden, and Russia in the far north in the fourteenth cen-
tury. Jemtland, today a Swedish county bordering on central Norway,
was integrated in the kingdom of Norway from the end of the thirteenth
century. The consolidation also had consequences for the Norse?* island
communities in the North Atlantic, along the coast of Scotland, and in
the Irish Sea. While Man and the Hebrides were ceded to the king of
Scotland in 1266, the rest of the “tributary lands”—Greenland, Iceland,

' According to Hdakonar saga Hikonarsonar these were Cardinal Vilhelm of Sabina’s
words about Iceland when he was in Bergen to crown King Hakon Hakonsson in
1247. Old Norse orig.: “puiat hann kalladi vsannlikt at land pat pionadi ecki vndir
einn-huern konung sem o6ll 6nnur i verolldinni”. Hdkonar saga Hdkonarsonar etter
Sth. 8 fol., AM 325 VIII, 4° og AM 304, 4° (HsH), ed. by M. Mundt, Norrene tekster
2, Oslo 1977, p. 144.

2 In this book Norse (ON norrenn) should be understood as Norwegian or West
Nordic referring to Norway and areas and communities in the Viking Age and the
Middle Ages where the inhabitants were descendants of Viking emigrants and shared
a common Norse cultural heritage and language (Old Norse); the Norse world. See
Steinar Imsen, “Introduction”, in S. Imsen (ed.) The Norwegian Domination and
the Norse World c. 1100-1400, ‘Norgesveldet’, Occasional Papers No. 1, Trondheim
2010, pp. 13-33, on the usage of ‘Norse’, ‘Norse world’, ‘Norwegian’, ‘Scandinavian’,
‘Nordic’ etc. in historical research.



2 INTRODUCTION

the Faroes, Shetland, and Orkney—became integral areas, in political,
judicial, and administrative terms, in the realm of the Norwegian king
at the end of the thirteenth century.’

The integration of formerly autonomous or semi-autonomous areas
into larger political units is a characteristic feature of political devel-
opment in north-west Europe in the High Middle Ages.* In national
traditions of historical research this process tends to be depicted
as self-explanatory, natural, and inevitable, but although it is often
described, it is rarely analysed.” Historians tend to see the integra-
tion of the border zones and the Norse island communities as being
directly associated with the emergence of a Norwegian medieval state
in the thirteenth century, without looking more closely at how the
areas were integrated and the consequences this integration had for
the formerly autonomous or semi-autonomous areas.® In this book we
shall see that the Norwegian crown used the same tools in the inte-
gration of Iceland, the Faroes, Shetland, and Orkney as were used for
the consolidation of Norway. Although there was scope for continuity,
centralization and outside rule led to major upheavals in the Norse
island communities, not just in the thirteenth century, when the king’s

> Medieval Norway consisted of present-day Norway as far north as Troms County
and as far south as Bohusldn in present-day Sweden. The areas in the north, includ-
ing Finnmark, the northernmost county in present-day Norway, were not integrated
into any state organization in the Middle Ages. There were no fixed borders before
the seventeenth or eighteenth century in this area. See Magne Njastad, Grenser for
makt: Konflikter og konfliktlosning mellom lokalsamfunn og ovrighet ca. 1300-1540,
doctoral dissertation in history, Skriftserie fra Institutt for historie og klassiske fag
42, NTNU, Trondheim 2003, pp. 207-208; Lars Ivar Hansen “Fra Noteborgsfreden til
Lappecodicillen, ca. 1300-1751: Folkegrupper og statsdannelse pa Nordkalotten med
utgangspunkt i Finnmark”, in S. Imsen (ed.), Grenser og grannelag i Nordens historie,
Oslo 2005, pp. 362-86.

* Philippe Wolff (ed.), Histoire du Languedoc, Toulouse 1967; Niels Skyum-Nielsen,
“Estonia under Danish Rule”, in N. Skyum-Nielsen and N. Lund (eds.), Danish
Medieval History: New Currents, Copenhagen 1981, pp. 112-35; Rees R. Davies,
Conquest, Coexistence and Change: Wales 1063-1415, Oxford 1987; James Given, State
and Society in Medieval Europe: Gwynedd and Languedoc under Outside Rule, Ithaca
and New York 1990; Marta VanLandingham, Transforming the State: King, Court and
Political Culture in the Realms of Aragon (1213-1387), The Medieval Mediterranean
43, Leiden 2002.

> Given 1990, pp. 8-9.

¢ E.g. Barbara E. Crawford, The Earls of Orkney-Caithness and Their Relations with
Norway and Scotland: 1158-1470, unpublished doctoral dissertation in history, St.
Andrews 1971, p. 144; Steinar Imsen, “Earldom and Kingdom: Orkney in the Realm
of Norway 1195-1379”, Historisk Tidsskrift (HT) 79, 2000, p. 163.
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instruments of government were established, but also in the shadow of
national political development in the fourteenth century. Although the
fate of the Norse island communities was part of a general European
evolution, it has not been regarded in that light. We shall see that
the integration of the Norse island communities into the political and
administrative system of the Norwegian kingdom is comparable to
similar processes in Western Europe.

The Norwegian medieval state

In the course of the High Middle Ages a number of political units and
organizations—of differing size and duration—developed features that
today we associate with states. Medieval states, however, were not stable
units. They were products of a process whereby the internal structure
and function of the states was in constant change. “State formation” is
therefore a more adequate term than “state” for the situation in which
the Norwegian kingdom found itself in the High Middle Ages” and for
the process that we shall now consider more closely. Research on the
Norwegian state-formation process in the High Middle Ages has in
many ways been a debate about who benefited from the state forma-
tion and what type of state it was. Despite this, Norwegian historians
just as often proceeded from international research findings in their
studies. This applies both to the perception of the content of the state-
formation process and to its consequences for society.®

7 In this book the Middle Ages are divided into the following periods in accor-
dance with the prevailing practice in Norwegian medieval research; the Early Middle
Ages c. 800-1130, the High Middle Ages c. 1130-1350, and the Late Middle Ages
c. 1350-1537, “Viking Age” refers to the period from the first Viking raids in the
British Isles ¢. 800 to the fall of the Norwegian King Harald Sigurdsson in the battle
of Stamford Bridge in 1066.

8 See e.g., Charles Tilly, Coercion, Capital and European States, AD 990-1990,
Oxford 1990, p. 5; Harald Gustafsson, Gamla riken, nya stater, Stockholm 2000, p. 21.
Alan Harding argues in Medieval Law and the Foundations of the State, Oxford 2002,
ch. 1, that there was a concept of the state in the Middle Ages. Although it has been
qualified somewhat in recent years, it is still Max Weber’s definition of the power state,
or modified versions of it, that is the foundation in both international and Norwegian
medieval research. (E.g. Susan Reynolds, Fiefs and Vassals, Oxford 1994, p. 26; Susan
Reynolds, Kingdoms and Communities in Western Europe 900-1300, Oxford 1997,
pp- 323-24). However, the use of the concept of state in medieval research has been
more controversial internationally, see Susan Reynolds “The Historiography of the
Medieval State”, M. Bentley (ed.), Companion to Historiography, Routledge 1997(b),
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The Norwegian state-formation process started during the power
struggles at the end of the twelfth century.” As elsewhere in Europe,
succession disputes and wars between rival political factions were
among the most important forces impelling territorial consolida-
tion and state formation.'® The power contests required the internal
strengthening of royal power, and kings had to extract more resources.
This led to more efficient administration and control of the territory
of the realm, and to a vigorous growth of public organization and
authority in Norway from the end of the twelfth century. This growth
had the effect that the crown and the church were constantly bringing
new areas under their controlling authority, and a nationwide, central-
ized political-administrative organization was established under the
auspices of the king. The organization consisted of governing bodies
at central level connected to the king’s court, and royal officials acting
in the king’s interests locally. Another important feature of the process
in Norway was that local and regional magnates who had previously
enjoyed autonomy entered an alliance with the king or came under

p. 117. Norwegian historians have also nuanced the definition of state and considered
it in the light of legislation, among other things, but most of the elements that are
supposed to characterize the state-formation process in Norway can still be found
in Joseph R. Strayer’s classic On the Medieval Origins of the Modern State, Princeton
1970. See Sverre Bagge, “Udsigt og innhogg: 150 ars forskning om eldre norsk histo-
rie”, HT 75, 1, 1996, pp. 65-69 for Norwegian research on state formation.

® On the characteristic features of the state-formation process in Norway, see
Knut Helle, Norge blir en stat 11301319, Oslo 1974, pp. 27-28; Steinar Imsen, Noregs
nedgang, Oslo 2002, pp. 58-60; Knut Helle, “The Norwegian Kingdom: Succession
Disputes and Consolidation”, in K. Helle (ed.), Prehistory to 1520, The Cambridge
History of Scandinavia vol. 1, Cambridge 2003, pp. 369-91; Sverre Bagge, From
Viking Stronghold to Christian Kingdom. State formation in Norway, c. 900-1350,
Copenhagen 2010. On the significance of warfare and military power in studies of
state development in Norway in the Middle Ages see Kare Lunden, Norge under
Sverreceten 1177-1319, Oslo 1987 [1976], pp. 137-38, 416-36; Kéare Lunden “Det
norske kongedomet i hogmellomalderen”, Studier i historisk metode 13, Oslo 1978,
pp. 124-50; Sverre Bagge, “Borgerkrig og statsutvikling i Norge i middelalderen”, HT
65, 2, 1986, pp. 145-97; Hans Jacob Orning, “Hakon Hakonsson, Skule Bardsson og
norsk statsdannelse i forste halvdel av 1200-tallet”, HT 1, 1997, pp. 2-19; Hans Jacob
Orning, “Statsutvikling i Norge og pa Island i heymiddelalderen belyst ut i fra en anal-
yse av bordr kakali Sighvatssons og Sverre Sigurdssons vei til makten”, HT 4 1997(b),
pp. 469-86; Knut Derum, Romerike og riksintegreringen: Integreringen av Romerike i
det norske rikskongedemmet i perioden ca. 1000-1350, doctoral dissertation in history,
Acta Humaniora vol. 183, Oslo 2004; Bagge 2010, pp. 40-65.

10 See e.g. Samuel Finer, “State- and Nation-building in Europe: The Role of the
Military”, in C. Tilly (ed.), The Formation of National States in Western Europe,
Princeton 1975, p. 95.
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his control. As the crown increasingly gained control over society,
one usually needed to engage in royal service to obtain positions of
power. The aristocracy became more of a national aristocracy than it
had been, and in Norway it even became a service aristocracy.

State formation in Norway, however, was not just a top-down pro-
cess. Studies of the interaction of local communities with the central
power show that the communities’ own institutions were also driving
forces in the development, and that to some extent they were built into
the new state community." The state-formation process also comprised
the establishment of a common national law and the development of a
system for the administration of justice under royal auspices.

It was generally considered that the Norwegian state-formation
process was completed with the death of King Hékon V Magnusson
(1299-1319) in 1319, and that the Norwegian medieval state was dis-
solved in the middle of the fourteenth century as a consequence of
plague, agrarian crisis, and unions with neighbouring kingdoms.'* The
traditional view of the fate of the Norwegian medieval state in the
fourteenth century is mainly due to the perception of national politi-
cal developments after 1319. From 1319 to 1355 Norway shared a
king with Sweden, and from 1380 to 1905 Norway was in union, first
with Denmark until 1814 and then with Sweden until 1905. Recent
research, however, paints a more nuanced picture of development in
the fourteenth century, less focused on nation-building. Changes in
the administrative apparatus are now characterized as a restructuring
of the organization of the state for greater efficiency, not as dissolu-
tion. This reorganization is said to have started before the personal
union with Sweden was established in 1319."

I See e.g. Steinar Imsen, Norsk bondekommunalisme fra Magnus Lagabote til
Kristian Kvart. Middelalderen, Trondheim 1990, pp. 38-39, 193-94; Dorum 2004, e.g.
pp. 380-82.

12 See Helle 1974, pp. 27-28; Lunden 1976, pp. 389-95; Imsen 2002, pp. 60-63.
I render Norwegian, Orcadian, Shetland, Hebridean, Manx and Faroese personal
names in modern Norwegian and English and Icelandic personal names in their Old
Norse form. Place-names, if they still exist today, are rendered in modern Norwegian,
Icelandic, Faroese, and English versions.

B Imsen 2002, pp. 62-76. Imsen sums up the most important arguments for a
reorganization, not a dissolution, of the Norwegian state in the fourteenth century. Cf.
Grethe A. Blom, Norge i union pd 1300-tallet, Trondheim 1992, pp. 827-34.
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Norway and the tributary lands in the perspective of national history

Knowledge of development in Nordic history and the strong nation-
building tradition in some works on Norwegian history is essential for
understanding the changed view of the fate of the Norwegian medieval
state in the Late Middle Ages. The need of the modern nation state
for historical legitimacy and the role of historians as producers of this
legitimacy have influenced in various ways the view of the relation-
ship between the tributary lands and the Norwegian crown among
Icelandic, Faroese, Scottish, and Norwegian historians. Research is
thus influenced by the historians’ national or regional background,
and the research topic is not the tributary lands as a group, but each
tributary land’s national or regional history."

Even if there are conclusions about the consequences of state forma-
tion for the tributary lands, they rarely originate in studies focusing on
the Norwegian state-formation process, but from inquiries with other
aims. In modern historical research the relationship of the tributary
lands to Norway and the Norwegian king has, almost without excep-
tion, been considered from a national historical perspective, with each
land’s relationship to the Norwegian crown being studied separately.
Research on medieval state formation has traditionally proceeded
from the boundaries of the modern nation state, and historians also
tend to emphasize the strong continuity between the medieval states,
the states in the early modern period, and today’s European nation
states. This is also characteristic of most of the research on the rela-
tionship of the tributary lands to Norway."* After having been affiliated

4 See Randi Bjershol Werdahl, “The Norwegian Realm and the Norse world:
A Historiographical Approach”, in S. Imsen (ed.) The Norwegian Domination and
the Norse World c. 1100-1400, ‘Norgesveldet’, Occasional Papers No. 1, Trondheim
2010, pp. 35-57, on the influence of national history on research on the relationship
between the Norwegian realm and the tributary lands.

!> Susan Reynolds’s “The Historiography of the Medieval State” (Reynolds 1997b)
gives a fine summary of the use of the concept of state in medieval and interna-
tional research about state formation in the Middle Ages. For a general introduc-
tion to nationalism and national history, see e.g. Sven-Eric Liedman, “Nationalismen
1871-1914”, in Ingi Sigurdsson (ed.) Internasjonale idéstromninger og nordisk kul-
tur 1850-1914, Oslo 1996, pp. 3-16; George C. Iggers, “Changing Conceptions of
National History Since the French Revolution”, E. Lonnroth et al. (eds.), Conceptions
of National History, Berlin 1994 [1990], pp. 132-50; Miroslav Hroch, “From National
Movement to the Fully-formed Nation: The Nation-building Process in Europe”, in
G. Balakrishnan (ed.) Mapping the Nation, New York and London 1996, pp. 78-97;
Miroslav Hroch, “Europeisk nasjonalhistorie”, in @. Serensen (ed.), Jakten pd det nor-
ske, Oslo 2001, pp. 217-28.
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first to the Norwegian king, then to the Danish-Norwegian crown for
several centuries, the status of the former tributary lands today varies
greatly. Man and the Hebrides, as we have seen, were given up in 1266,
while Orkney and Shetland were pawned to the king of Scotland in
1468 and 1469. Greenland, Iceland, and the Faroes did not accompany
Norway into the union with Sweden in 1814, remaining under Danish
rule. Iceland achieved full independence as a state in 1944, whereas
Greenland and the Faroes still belong to Denmark.

The conclusions drawn by the nineteenth-century national research
tradition are still the most prevalent views among Norwegian his-
torians concerning the tributary lands and their relationship to the
Norwegian crown. The first few generations of Norwegian historians
perceived Hakon Hakonsson’s reign (1217-1263) to be the golden age
in Norwegian medieval history. The tributary lands are alleged to have
been incorporated into the kingdom in the period c. 1195 to 1262, and
in the spirit of nation-building the tributary lands became the very
symbol of the age of greatness under King Hakon, when the kingdom
of Norway was strong and expansive enough to establish overseas pos-
sessions.'®

Despite this, the tributary lands—with a few exceptions—have been
omitted from studies of the consolidation of the kingdom of Norway
and the Norwegian state-formation process.”” Pioneering Norwegian

16 P, A. Munch, Det norske Folks Historie (NFH) III, Christiania 1857, sections
129, 130, 133-35, 148-51; IV, 1, Christiania 1858, sections 6, 22-42, 50, 58, 59; 1V,
2, Christiania 1859, sections 69, 72, 77, 85, 93, 106; Unionsperioden, 1, Christiania
1862, sections 30, 35, 53, 55-56, 75, and Unionsperioden, 2, Christiania 1863, sec-
tions 5, 9, 19, 25; Historisk-geographisk Beskrivelse over Kongeriket Norge (Norgesveldi)
i Middelalderen, Moss 1849, and Samlede Afhandlinger, Christiania, 1873-76.
Nineteenth-century imperialism and modern colonial history have also made their
mark on research and on the perception of what a tributary land (Old Norse skatt-
land) really was: terms such as ‘dependency’ (Norw. lydrike or biland) and ‘colony’
(Norw. koloni), are sometimes applied to the tributary lands, as if Norway was a mod-
ern Atlantic colonial power in the Middle Ages. See e.g. Grethe A. Blom’s definition of
‘skattland’ in Kulturhistorisk leksikon for nordisk middelalder (KLNM) XV, 1970, cols.
446-50. See also Ottar Dahl, Norsk historieforskning i 19. og 20. drhundre 1990 [1959];
Sverre Bagge, “Nationalism in Norway in the Middle Ages”, Scandinavian Journal of
History (SJH) 20, 1995, pp. 1, 3; Bagge 1996; Knut Kjeldstadli, “History as Science”, in
W. H. Hubbard et al. (eds.) Making a Historical Culture: Historiography in Norway,
Oslo 1995, pp. 52-81; Odd Arvid Storsveen, “Evig gammel. Henrik Wergeland, P. A.
Munch og historiens nasjonale funksjon”, in @. Serensen (ed.) Jakten pa det norske,
Oslo 2001, pp. 229-47, for introductions to, and analysis of, Munch’s political project
and the first generations of Norwegian historians.

17 For a survey of research on medieval Norway, see Bagge, “The Middle Ages”, in
W. H. Hubbard et al. (eds.), Making a Historical Culture: Historiography in Norway,
Oslo 1995(b), pp. 111-31. Norwegian research on state development in the High
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historian Peter Andreas Munch’s ambition to include the tributary
lands in his national history of Norway, Det norske Folks Historie (The
History of the Norwegian People), written 1852-63, is unique, and
few of his successors have followed his example.'® Works on this topic
are usually confined to present-day Norway, with the result that the
Norwegian medieval state appears like a Norwegian nation state, with
today’s borders, while the tributary lands are regarded as “overseas
possessions” or “dependencies” with their own national histories, and
without any great relevance for the national Norwegian narrative.
Another characteristic feature of both nineteenth-century and even
more recent Norwegian research is the lack of interest in the tributary
lands after the 1260s. Late medieval Orkney, Shetland, Faeroe, and
Iceland are almost excluded from Norwegian historiography.
Hypotheses with an evolutionary approach to the rise of a Norwegian
national medieval state in the High Middle Ages and its decline in
the Late Middle Ages still influence accounts of medieval history by
Norwegian and foreign historians.”” Over the last decades, however,
Norwegian historians have rediscovered the tributary lands and stud-
ied them without the national perspective of previous generations.”

Middle Ages is discussed in Dahl 1990; Bagge 1996, pp. 65-69; Imsen 2002, pp.
58-76.

'8 Alexander Bugge (1870-1929) gave some attention to the Norse lands over-
seas and their relationship to the Norwegian kingdom in his account of the history
of Norway 1066-1319 in Norges Historie, vol. 11, 1, pp. 330-37, Kristiania 1915. Cf.
Alexander Bugge, Den norske sjofarts historie vol. 1, Kristiania 1923, pp. 169-203.

¥ Edward H. Cowan’s article on the conflict between Hakon Hakonsson and
Alexander IIT of Scotland in 1263 is entitled “Norwegian Sunset—Scottish Dawn:
Hakon IV and Alexander IIT”. (In N. H. Reid (ed.), Scotland in the Reign of Alexander
III 1249-1286, Edinburgh 1990, pp. 103-31). Icelanders still divide medieval history
into ‘Pjodveldi’ (the Icelandic Commonwealth, until 1262-64 or 1320), ‘Norska 6ldin’
(the Norwegian Age, 1320-1400), and ‘Enska 61din’ (the English Age, 1400-1520). See
e.g. Bjorn DPorsteinsson, Islenzka pjédveldid (Reykjavik 1953), and Enska dldin 1 sogu
Islendinga (Reykjavik 1970); Gunnar Karlsson, Iceland’s 1100 Years: The History of a
Marginal Society, London 2000, p. 79.

% E.g. Arne Odd Johnsen, Betalte Suderoyene og Man skatt eller lensavgift til Norges
konge (1153-1263)?, Oslo 1966 (English version, “The Payments from the Hebrides
and the Isle of Man to the Crown of Norway: Annual Ferme or Feudal Casualty?”,
Scottish Historical Review (SHR) vol. 48, no. 145, part 1, 1969, pp. 18-34); Per Sveaas
Andersen, Vikings of the West: The Expansion of Norway in the Early Middle Ages,
Oslo 1971; Per Sveaas Andersen, Samlingen av Norge og kristningen av landet 800-
1130, Oslo 1977; Per Sveaas Andersen, “Den norske innvandringen til og bosetningen
i Skottland i vikingtiden og middelalderen; Nyere synspunkter i britisk forskning”,
HT 65 1986, pp. 420-28; Per Sveaas Andersen, “When Was Regular, Annual Taxation
Introduced in the Norse Islands of Britain? A Comparative Study of Assessment
Systems in North-Western Europe”, SJH 16, 1991, pp. 73-83; Per Sveaas Andersen,
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The tributary lands have also, to some extent, been drawn into the
study of Norwegian state formation in the High Middle Ages.”

For generations Icelandic historians chose to focus on one aspect
of the relations between Iceland and Norwegian royal power, namely,
how King Hakon Hékonsson and his son King Magnus Hakonsson
(1263-1280) succeeded in subjecting Iceland to the Norwegian crown
in 1262-64. In Iceland, a national historiography was initiated and
driven by political forces and national needs comparable to those in
Norway. Icelandic historians also emphasized an age of bygone great-
ness in order to give historical legitimacy to the modern Icelandic nation
state. In what we may call traditional Icelandic historical research, the
whole long period from 1262 to 1944 was regarded as a negation of
the pjédveldi (the Commonwealth or Free State in Icelandic histori-
ography), from 800 to 1262. According to this tradition, an indepen-
dent Icelandic state came to an end when Iceland submitted to the
Norwegian crown, followed by almost 700 years under Norwegian and
Danish rule.”

“Den norske innvandringen til Hebridene i vikingtiden og den norrene bosetningens
senere skjebne”, HT 73, 1994, pp. 265-85; Per Sveaas Andersen “Nordisk innvandring,
bosetning og samfunnsdannese pa Isle of Man i middelalderen”, Collegium Medievale
(CM) 8, 1, 1996, pp. 5-50.

2 Knut Helle, Konge og gode menn, Oslo 1972; Grethe A. Blom, Magnus Eriksson
og Island: Til belysning av periferi og centrum i nordisk 1300-talls historie, Trondheim
1983; Steinar Imsen, “Bygdesamvirket som rikspolitisk utsiktspunkt: Kommunalt liv
i Norgesveldet mot slutten av gammelnorsk tid”, Heimen, 3 1988, pp. 121-41; Imsen
1990; Steinar Imsen, “Public Life in Shetland and Orkney c¢. 1300-1550”, New Orkney
Antiquarian Journal, 1 1999, pp. 53-65 (also printed in Norsk bondekommunalisme fra
Magnus Lagabetes tid til Kristian Kvart. Del 2 Lydriketiden, Trondheim 1994). See also
Narve Bjorgo, “800-1536: Makt—og avmakt”, in N. Bjergo, @. Rian, and A. Kaartvedt,
Selvstendighet og union, Oslo 1995, pp. 19-132; Hans Jacob Orning, Unpredictability
and Presence. Norwegian Kingship in the High Middle Ages, The Northern World
vol. 38, Leiden 2008; Orning 1997b; Randi Bjershol Weerdahl, Skattland og kongemakt
1262-1350, unpublished degree thesis in history, Trondheim 1998; Randi Bjorshol
Weerdahl, “For & oppnd kongens gunst”, Rapporter til det 26. nordiske historiker-
mote i Reykjavik 2007, Reykjavik 2007, pp. 35-57 (an English version, “Friends or
patrons? Powerful go-betweens in the Norwegian realm in the High Middle Ages”,
will be published in Jén Vidar Sigurdsson and Thomas Smaberg (eds.), Friendship in
the Nordic countires c. 900-1800). See also Knut Helle, “Thorvald Thoresson and the
Political and Administrative Circumstances in Norway in 12997, CM 15, 2002, pp.
45-58; Steinar Imsen, “Tingwall and Local Community Power in Shetland during the
Reign of Hakon Magnusson, Duke and King”, CM 15, 2002(b), pp. 59-79. See also
Kére Lunden, “Syslemannen Torvald Toresson mot husfrue Bjorg i Kollavag i 13077,
CM 16, 2003, pp. 303-15.

2 Ingi Sigurdsson, Islenzk sagnfreedi frd midri 19. 61d til midrar 20. aldar, Reykjavik
1986, p. 120. See also Ingi Sigurdsson, “The Influence of International Ideological
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Over the past decades, less attention has been paid to Iceland’s con-
stitutional status in relation to Norway in the High Middle Ages, with
historians mainly working on internal political developments, e.g. the
local chieftains’ power struggles, prior to the submission of 1262-64.
Still, the nation-building motif has continued to leave its mark even
after independence from Denmark was obtained in 1944, and the
nineteenth-century interpretation of medieval Iceland continues to
feature in general accounts of Icelandic history from the 1950s and
-60s onwards.”

With few exceptions historians working on Icelandic political his-
tory still prefer to study the period prior to or including the submis-
sion of 1262-64.* However, recently some works have been published
on Iceland and Icelanders’ relations to Norwegian royal power after
1262-64.7

The former Norse territories in the Irish Sea and along the Scottish
coast have long since become parts of Irish and Scottish history, and
as such have been included in modern Irish, Scottish and British
historiography as well, though Orkney and Shetland seem not to be
perceived as integral parts of Scotland until the second half of the six-
teenth century.®

Like their Norwegian colleagues, Scottish historians have tradition-
ally focused on the kingdom’s expansion and territorial consolidation

Currents in Iceland 1850-1914”, in Ingi Sigurdsson (ed.), Internasjonale idéstromninger
og nordisk kultur 150-1914, Oslo 1996, pp. 74-88. This perception of early Icelandic
historical research is also shared by Jon Vidar Sigurdsson in “Allir sem sja lita po
ekki jafnt a: Sagaritun um islenskar midaldir fram um 13007, and Helgi Porléksson,
“Sagnfreedi um Islandssdgu 4 timabilinu 1300-1550”, both articles in Saga XXXVIII,
2000, pp. 33-57, 59-81.

2 See Olafur Lérusson, Lov og ting, transl. by K. Helle, Bergen and Oslo 1960,
pp. 74-75; Sigurdur Lindal, “Islandsk utenrikspolitikk i det 13. arhundre og bakg-
runnen for overenskomsten 1262-1264”, Jussens venner 4, Oslo 1969, pp. 289-334;
Helgi Porlédksson, “Stéttakugun eda samfylking baenda? Um séguskodun Bjorns
Porsteinssonar”, Saga og kirkja. Afmelisrit Magniisar Mdr Ldrussonar, Reykjavik
1988, pp. 187-88, and Helgi Porldksson 2000, pp. 68-71.

2 Jon Vidar Sigurdsson, Chieftains and Power in the Icelandic Commonwealth,
Odense 1999; Orning 2008; and Patricia P. Boulhosa, Icelanders and the Kings of
Norway, The Northern World vol. 17, Leiden 2005.

» Blom 1983; Jén Vidar Sigurdsson, “The Icelandic Aristocracy after the Fall of the
Free State”, SJH 20, 3, 1995, pp. 153-66; Axel Kristinsson, “Embeettismenn konungs
fyrir 14007, Saga XXXVI, 1998, pp. 113-52.

% Steinar Imsen, “The Scottish-Norwegian Border in the Middle Ages”, in A. Woolf
(ed.), Scandinavian Scotland—Twenty Years After. The Proceedings of a Day Conference
held on 19 February 2007, St. Andrews 2009, p. 22.
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in the Early and High Middle Ages, and especially its relationship with
England. Scottish historians have paid less attention to developments
in the realm’s periphery, and, in general, the Norse element has played
a limited part in Scottish medieval research and popular presentation
of Scottish history.”” However, a shift in interest can be observed from
the 1980s and -90s. Consequently, the Norse territories and their rela-
tion to the Norwegian kingdom receive considerable more attention in
recently published presentations of Scottish medieval history.?

Most studies of the Norse element in Scottish historiography are
regional in scope; in addition, they often focus on the Early Middle
Ages, as do the majority of works on Norse heritage in Britain.?* As
for the High Middle Ages, there are studies of relations between the
Scottish and Norwegian crowns, i.e., events leading up to or following
the clash between King Hakon Hékonsson and King Alexander IIT
(1249-1286) over Man and the Hebrides in 1263.%°

In contrast to the traditional approach to Scottish history, local
and regional historical interest in Norse heritage flourished, particu-
larly in Orkney and Shetland. The beginning of the twentieth century
saw an increasing interest in the area’s history when representatives
of the islands’ cultural elite began to publish collections of histori-
cal records, books and articles.’® The regional perspective is still very

¥ E.g. Archibald A. M. Duncan, Scotland. The Making of the Kingdom, Edinburgh
1975. See e.g. R. Andrew McDonald, The Kingdom of the Isles. Scotland’s Western
Seaboard, c. 1100-c. 1336, East Linton 1997, pp. 8-9; Terry Brotherstone and David
Ditchburn, “1320 and A’That: The Declaration of Arbroath and the Remaking of
Scottish History”, pp. 10-31, Richard D. Oram, “Gold into Lead? The State of Early
Medieval Scottish History”, pp. 32-43 and Steve Broadman and Michael Lynch,
“The State of Late Medieval and Early Modern Scottish History”, pp. 44-59, all in
T. Brotherstone and D. Ditchburn (eds.), Freedom and Authority. Historiographical
Essays presented to Grant G. Simpson, East Linton 2000; Robin Frame, The Political
Development of the British Isles 1100-1400, Oxford 1995.

% Alex Woolf, From Pictland to Alba 789-1070, Edinburgh 2007, is a good example.

2 Crawford 1971; Barbara E. Crawford, Scandinavian Scotland: Scotland in the
Early Middle Ages 2, Leicester 1987; Rosemary Power, “Magnus Barelegs” Expeditions
to the West”, SHR 65, 180, 2, 1986, pp. 107-32; Beverley Ballin Smith et al. (eds.), West
Over Sea: Studies in Scandinavian Sea-borne Expansion and Settlement before 1300: A
Festschrift in Honour of Dr Barbara E. Crawford, The Northern World vol. 31, Leiden
2007; Alex Woolf (ed.), Scandinavian Scotland—Twenty Years After. The Proceedings
of a Day Conference held on 19 February 2007, St. Andrews 2009.

% Richard L. Lustig, “The Treaty of Perth: A Re-examination”, SHR 58, 165, 1, 1979,
pp- 35-57; Cowan 1990.

' See source collections like J. Storer Clouston (ed.), Records of the Earldom
of Orkney 1299-1614, Edinburgh 1914, and Alfred W. and Amy Johnston (eds.),
Diplomatarium Orcadense et Hialtlandense, vol. I, London 1913. The interest in Norse
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much alive in these parts, and local historians have in recent decades
been joined by scholars from the Scottish universities.*> Concerning
political developments, Barbara E. Crawford’s doctoral dissertation
on the earls of Orkney and their relationship to the Norwegian and
Scottish kings, represents a turning point in modern research on the
history of Orkney and Shetland.*

Ever since the nineteenth century, there has been close contact
between Norwegian historians and local historians of Orkney and
Shetland. As a consequence of the renewed interest in the history of
the Northern Isles amongst Norwegian historians over the last decades,
new ties have been made between Norwegian and Scottish historians.*
Since then Norwegian historians have made valuable contributions to
the understanding of Orkney and Shetland history, and vice versa.*®

Peter Andreas Munch was dedicated to the medieval history of
the Norse island communities in general. For instance, he saw to the

heritage is especially expressed in J. S. Clouston’s and A. W. Johnston’s introduc-
tions to these works. Clouston publications also include “The Goodmen and Hirdmen
of Orkney”, Proceedings of the Orkney Antiquarian Society, vol. III, Kirkwall, 1924,
pp- 9-19, “Two Features of the Orkney Earldom”, SHR 16, 61, 1918, pp. 15-28,
and A History of Orkney, Kirkwall 1932. See also Sebastian Seibert, Reception and
Construction of the Norse Past in Orkney, Frankfurt am Main 2006.

2 William L. P. Thomson’s The New History of Orkney, Edinburgh 2001 and Seibert
2006 provide up-to-date accounts of both Orkney history and the scholars who have
explored it, while Brian Smith’s publications on Shetland provide an overview of his-
torical research and historiography, in “Shetland, Scandinavia, Scotland, 1300-1700:
The Changing Nature of Contact”, in G. G. Simpson (ed.) Scotland and Scandinavia,
Edinburgh 1990, pp. 25-37; Shetland Documents 1195-1579, Lerwick 1999 (ed. with
John Ballantyne); and Toons and Tenants: Settlement and Society in Shetland, 1299-
1899, Lerwick 2000. See also William P. L. Thomson, “Ouncelands and Pennylands in
the West Highlands and Islands”, Northern Scotland 22, pp. 27-44.

3 Crawford 1971. By Barbara E. Crawford, e.g., “Weland of Stiklaw: A Scottish
Royal Servant at the Norwegian Court”, in HT 52, 1973, pp. 329-39; “Papa Stour:
Survival, Continuity and Change in One Shetland Island”, in A. Fenton et al. (eds.),
The Northern and Western Isles in the Viking World. Survival, Continuity and Change,
Edinburgh 1984, pp. 40-58, and “Thorvald Thoresson, Duke Hékon and Shetland”, in
Kongsmenn og krossmenn. Festskrift til Grethe A. Blom, Trondheim 1992, pp. 69-89.

3 P. A. Munch travelled in the area in 1849. (Sverre Steen, “Peter Andreas Munch”,
in Norsk Biografisk Leksikon (NBL) IX, 1940, p. 449; Seibert 2006, p. 105). See J. S.
Clouston’s expression of gratitude to Edvard Bull in “Preface”, Records of the Earldom
of Orkney 1299-1614, Edinburgh 1914, p. vii; Smith 2000, p. xiii on Steinar Imsen’s
interest in Shetland and Orkney history and Norwegian-Scottish contacts.

% E.g. Andersen 1971, 1977, 1986, 1991, 1994, 1996; Barbara E. Crawford (ed.),
Northern Isles Connections: Essays from Orkney & Shetland Presented to Per Sveaas
Andersen, Kirkwall 1995; Imsen 1988 and 1999.
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publishing of The Chronicle of Man and the Sudreys® The historic
Norse element in Ireland and on the Scottish mainland is relatively
well-documented in recent Irish and Scottish research. However, the
focus has been on the Early and High Middle Ages.”” The bulk of
research is on the relationship between Norwegian and Scottish royal
power in the thirteenth century, and Manx relations to Norway prior
to 1266.%

There is also a research tradition that focuses on Man and the
Hebrides’ status as an independent or semi-independent political
entity in the High and Late Middle Ages, the so-called “Kingdom of the
Isles”. Andrew McDonald’s works on the inner political developments
of the Manx-Hebridean kingdom ¢. 1100-1336 show the importance
of acknowledging and studying lost political entities, and that focusing
on the relations between Norway and Scotland alone is too narrow.*

There are rather few studies of Greenland’s and the Faroes’ medieval
history. Concerning Greenland this can be explained by the fact that
there are few, if any, connections to its Norse past within modern
Greenland society. Nevertheless Greenland’s Norse past has gained
more attention from historians than the Faroes’ in the Middle Ages.*

% Chronica Regvm Mannice et Insvlarvm. The Cronicle of Man and the Sudreys, ed.
and transl. by P. A. Munch, Christiania 1860. See also Gustav Storm, “Magnus Barfods
Vesterhavstog”, HT 7, 1882, Rekke III, pp. 1-20.

* On the Vikings” descendants, Dublin, and developments in the Irish Sea until
c. 1100, see Crawford 1987; Andersen 1996, pp. 5-50; Sean Duffy, Ireland in the
Middle Ages, Basingstoke 1997; Woolf 2009. Examples of studies on political devel-
opment are McDonald 1997; Rosemary Power, “Meeting in Norway: Norse-Gaelic
Relations in the Kingdom of Man and the Isles 1090-1270”, Saga-Book XXIX, 2005,
pp. 5-66; Clare Downham, “Living on the Edge: Scandinavian Dublin in the Twelfth
Century”, in B. B. Smith et al. (eds.), West Over Sea: Studies in Scandinavian Sea-
borne Expansion and Settlement Before 1300: A Festschrift in Honour of Dr Barbara
E. Crawford, The Northern World vol. 31, Leiden 2007, pp. 33-52. Ian Beuermann
discusses the Manx prince Gudred Olavsson’s journey to Norway in 1152/53 in Man
Amongst Kings and Bishops. What Was the Reason for Godred Olafsson’s Journey to
Norway in 1152/53?, Senter for studier i vikingtid og nordisk middelalders skriftserie
vol. 4, Oslo 2002. See also Bauermann’s doctoral dissertation in history, Masters of the
Narrow Sea: Forgotten Challenges to Norwegian Rule in Man and the Isles, 1079-1266,
Acta Humaniora vol. 286, Oslo 2007. For summaries of research on Man and the
Hebrides, see McDonald 1997; Beuermann 2002 and 2007.

% E.g. Johnsen 1966; Lustig 1979; Cowan 1990; Beuermann 2002 and 2007. See
also Patrick Topping, “Harald Maddadsson, Earl of Orkney”, SHR 58, 174, 2, 1983,
pp. 105-20.

¥ McDonald 1997 and R. Andrew McDonald, Manx Kingship in Its Irish Sea
Setting, 1187-1229: King Rognvaldr and the Crovan dynasty, Dublin 2007. See also
Beuermann 2007.

* Finn Gad, Gronlands historie vol. I: Indtil 1700, Kebenhavn 1967.
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There was an increased interest in the Faroes’ medieval history
in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries parallel and inter-
woven with the general growth of national sentiments in western
Scandinavia.* Since then interests in Faeroese medieval history has
decreased. However, Hans Jacob Debes has published articles on the
historical connections between the Faroes and Norway, where, for
instance, he discusses the question of the alleged submission to the
Norwegian crown in the thirteenth century. In addition, Steinar Imsen
included the Faroes in his study of peasant communalism.*

Alternative perspectives

The last decades have seen the publication of several works concerning
medieval history where the national perspective has been deliberately
set aside in favour of a transnational outlook, studying and compar-
ing historical phenomena and processes across today’s national bor-
ders. For example, the British historian Robin Frame compares the
emergence of different political-administrative systems in The Political
Development of the British Isles, 1100-1400. In this and similar studies
the British Isles are regarded as a whole and as a single area of inves-
tigation, a perspective that is well suited to revealing and analysing,
among other things, the dominant position of the English kings in
the islands before the military conquest began.** Although it certainly

4 This interest led, among other things, to the sources collection Diplomatarium
Feeroense (DF), ed. J. Jakobsen, Térshavn 1907. On national currents in the Faroes,
see Hans Jacob Debes, “Faroe Islands”, in P. Pulsiano (ed.), Scandinavia in the Middle
Ages: An Encyclopedia, New York and London 1993; “Feergyene og Norge: En tusinarig
forbindelses begyndelse, forleb og afslutning”, HT 74, 1995, pp. 24-25; “Ideer og iden-
titet—Feeroerne og europziske tidsbevaegelser”, in Ingi Sigurdsson (ed.) Internasjonale
idéstromninger og nordisk kultur 1850-1914, Oslo 1996, pp. 58-73.

> Hans Jacob Debes, Nordurlond og Foroyar and Skattland og len, Feroya saga I-11,
Toérshavn 1990, Debes 1993, pp. 184-186; Debes 1995; Imsen 1990.

# Frame 1995; G. W. S. Barrow, Feudal Britain: The Completion of the Medieval
Kingdoms 1066-1314, London 1956, is regarded as the pioneer in this tradition. See
e.g. Rees R. Davies (ed.), The British Isles, 1100-1500: Comparisons, Contrasts and
Connections, Edinburgh, 1988; cf. Davies 1990, ch. 1 and Rees R. Davies, The First
English Empire: Power and Identities in the British Isles 1093-1343, Oxford 2000; John
Gillingham, “The Beginnings of British Imperialism”, Journal of Historical Sociology 5,
1992, pp. 392-409; Reynolds 1997b, pp. 130-31, 133-38; McDonald 1997, pp. 9-10. In
Davies 2000 the author gives an account in the preface of the relationship between the
comparative line that he represents and the traditional national approach.
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entails methodical challenges, a transnational perspective is essential
in studies of composite political units like the kingdom of Norway in
the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries.* Such a perspective can intro-
duce questions of a type that cannot be answered in a limited national
context, and it requires the examination of phenomena such as state
formation across modern national boundaries, boundaries that medi-
eval historians—more or less consciously—take as their starting point.
British research also demonstrates how to make use of research find-
ings from several national traditions in a different context, for instance
in comparisons of the establishing of royal institutions. Accordingly,
available studies on developments within each Norse territory, and
bilateral studies on relations to the Norwegian realm, can be of use
in research projects that aim to do more than explain a nation’s or
region’s uniqueness.

Inspired by the British research of the last few decades, I have cho-
sen to investigate the relationship between the tributary lands and the
Norwegian crown in a holistic perspective. The tributary lands will
therefore be treated as part of the Norwegian king’s sphere of interest
in the time before they were incorporated, and subsequently as a part
of the king’s realm. It is also necessary to treat the tributary lands in
a holistic perspective because I want to use the empirical study of the
lands to draw conclusions about the political-administrative develop-
ment of the Norwegian kingdom in general.

In State and Society in Medieval Europe: Gwynedd and Languedoc
under Outside Rule the American historian James Given has performed
a comprehensive study of the integration of formerly autonomous or
semi-autonomous areas into larger political units in the High Middle
Ages. Starting from the premise that conditions before the integra-
tion were different, Given describes and explains how Gwynedd in
Wales and Languedoc became politically, administratively, economi-
cally, and socio-politically integrated in the monarchies of England
and France respectively, and the consequences of the process. Among

“ Richard J. Finlay, “New Britain, New Scotland, New History? The Impact of
Devolution on the Development of Scottish Historiography”, Journal of Contemporary
History 36, 2001, pp. 384-85; Oram 2000, pp. 32-43; Alexander Grant and Keith
Stringer, “Introduction. The Enigma of British History”, in A. Grant and K. Stringer
(eds.), Uniting the Kingdom? The Making of British History, London and New York
1995, p. 5, esp. n. 4, and Nicholas Canny, “Irish, Scottish and Welsh responses to
centralisation, ¢. 1530-c. 16407, ibid., p. 147.
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other things, Given examines the fate of the original political and
administrative structures. His comparative analysis reveals the dif-
ferent forms that “outside rule”, as he calls the result of the integra-
tion, could take within the frame work of the same kingdom.* Given
believes that the great differences in the way Gwynedd and Languedoc
were ruled were due to local conditions which set limits to the kings’
exercise of power, and thus to the integration. Given postulates a scale
for measuring the extent to which a local community was integrated in
the political-administrative organization of a kingdom. A minimalist
solution, according to this approach, is a lax hegemony over the com-
munity, with the local elite accepting a form of royal overlordship and
periodic payment of tribute. Given counts the total reorganization of
local political structures as a maximalist solution, in which traditional
governing mechanisms are abolished and replaced by the political-
administrative structure of the core area.*

Given thus uses the term “outside rule” to describe the political-
administrative result of the integration process. By this he means that
the basis for the government of Gwynedd and Languedoc was placed
in the core area of the monarchy, in England and the Ile de France.
Given makes a direct association between the establishment and struc-
ture of outside rule and the state-formation process, and the cultural,
administrative, judicial, and fiscal instruments resulting from it.*’
Given’s approach to and analysis of the integration process, his choice
of theme and object of study, is very interesting in connection with my
study of the tributary lands. Were they ruled from outside? Were the
premises for their political-administrative structure placed in Norway,
the core area of the king’s realm, or did the original structures persist
even after the king had established his power? Like Given, I too directly
associate outside rule with state formation, and therefore I investigate
whether characteristic features of the Norwegian state-formation pro-
cess also made themselves felt in the studied areas.

Given’s study has a great deal in common with more recent works
about the unification of Norway, which are relevant for the integra-
tion of the tributary lands. These are works which analyse the admin-

# Given 1990, pp. 5, 65.

% Given 1990, p. 42. In his account of the situation in Wales before and during
the English king’s final conquest of Wales, Given primarily uses Davies 1987, and for
Languedoc, Wolff 1967 (Given 1990, p. 38, n. 82).

47 Given 1990, pp. 1-11.
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istrative and political consolidation of Norway in the Middle Ages
by examining the relationship between central government and local
community.* The Norwegian historian Magne Njastad also draws
attention to differences in the administrative development in different
territories in a study of conflicts and conflict resolution between the
local community and the national authorities c. 1300-1540 in Jemtland
and Borgarsysla. Moreover, Njastad has, like Given, chosen to look at
areas with very different political and social structures, stressing the
limits local conditions set on the central authorities’ ability to exercise
power.*

It is not my intention to make a direct comparison with the results
of other studies of integration in medieval Norway. However, I want
to use their findings to show that it is necessary and fruitful to view the
integration of the tributary lands in relation to contemporary devel-
opment in Norway and, not least, to consider the integration process
within the larger European context to which it belonged.

In the pre-state phase in the twelfth century, the ties between the dif-
ferent territories and the king were relatively uniform. The kings were
highly dependent on the benevolence of local magnates if they wished
to maintain their political hegemony. The magnates’ power position
was mainly due to their local power base, and not to their relations
with the king. Although state formation led to greater centralization,
the thirteenth-century states were also loosely tied together. They con-
sisted of territories which were primarily linked to each other through
their relationship to a shared prince. The territories could border on
each other or be geographically separated. They could also have differ-
ent status in the kingdom and different systems of government.”

In the sixteenth century the European states found themselves in
a process where the loosely connected units were giving way to more

“ This applies, for instance, to Imsen 1990; Njastad 2003; Dorum 2004. Imsen
1990 is not primarily about integration but it nevertheless describes the expansion
and development of the crown’s political-administrative apparatus locally.

¥ Njastad 2003, ch. 16; Given 1990, p. 15.

% At the end of the thirteenth century Aragon comprised parts of the Iberian
Peninsula, islands in the Mediterranean, parts of southern Italy, and Sicily. The
English king’s dominion included England, parts of today’s France and Ireland, Wales,
the Channel Islands, etc. Although the whole of Wales was under the English crown
from 1282, there were different systems of government in the country. Some parts
were ruled by the king’s vassals while others were governed directly from England
(Davies 1987, pp. 363-67; Given 1990, pp. 51-52).
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permanently composed principalities.”® Terms such as “conglomerate
state”, “mosaic state”, and “composite state” have been employed to
describe these loose formations.”> A conglomerate state is character-
ized by political and historical diversity. It consists of territories with
their own laws, systems of government, historical traditions, and het-
erogeneous nations or ethnic groups. The term conglomerate state has
also been used to describe the kingdom of Norway in the High and
Late Middle Ages.>® This study of the integration of the tributary lands
should help to further elucidate the consequences that territorial con-
solidation and state formation had for the kingdom of Norway and for
the tributary lands, and whether the kingdom of Norway had more in
common with the more firmly welded states of the late medieval and
early modern period than the loose units that are said to characterize
the twelfth and the thirteenth centuries.

Approach and plan of study

The relationship between the Norse island communities and the
Norwegian king underwent several phases in the period from c. 800
to 1400. The relationship arose when the first emigrants from what
would later become Norway began to settle on the islands in the North
Atlantic, along the coast of Scotland, and on the Irish and British
mainland from c. 800. In what is called the Viking Age in Norwegian
historiography, c. 800-1066, contacts between the Norse island com-
munities and the Norwegian kings were unstable and varied in charac-
ter. There were, however, historical, cultural, economic, ecclesiastical,
and political bonds which were the basis for the next phase; from the
end of the twelfth century the Norwegian crown established firmer
control over the Faroes, Orkney, and Shetland. When Greenland and
Iceland were submitted to the Norwegian crown in 1261 and 1262-64
respectively, all the Norse island communities, apart from Man and

51 Gustafsson 2000, p. 27.

52 Knut Mykland, Bonniers virldshistoria 13, Revolutionernas tid, Stockholm 1985;
H. G. Koenigsberger, “Composite States, Representative Institutions and the American
Revolution”, Historical Research 62, 148, 1989, pp. 135-53; J. H. Elliott, “A Europe of
Composite Monarchies”, Past and Present 137, 1992, pp. 47-71; Harald Gustafsson,
“The Conglomerate State: A Perspective on State Formation in Early Modern Europe”,
SJH 23, 1998, pp. 193-98, 209-10.

3 Njastad 2003, pp. 249-50.
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the Hebrides, had been incorporated into the kingdom of Norway.
In reality, the administrative integration had started at the end of the
twelfth century, because the king already had officials in the Faroes,
Orkney, and Shetland at this time. But the real integration process,
which comprised, among other things, the establishment of a royal
administration, a legal community, and regular tax collection, gained
momentum during the reign of King Magnus Hakonsson, 1263-80.

The period up to the end of the twelfth century will be considered in
a background chapter, but since the aim of this study is to chart and
analyse the process that led to the tributary lands becoming a political-
administrative part of the Norwegian king’s realm, it is necessary to
give a more thorough survey of the subsequent incorporation phase.
I choose, however, to concentrate the principal empirical investiga-
tion on the period c. 1270 to 1400, that is, the political-administrative
integration under King Magnus Hakonsson and his sons and its con-
sequences for the tributary lands in the fourteenth century.

In earlier research on unification and integration, scholars have
studied several aspects of integration and outside rule, examining, for
example, judicial, administrative, socio-political, cultural, and eco-
nomic development.* In connection with the tributary lands, how-
ever, the sources impose clear limitations on which aspects of the
integration process can be studied. For example, the Norwegian naval
defence system (ON leidangr) never comprised the island communi-
ties, and therefore it is hardly possible to investigate military integra-
tion.” The same applies to economic integration, for even though we
have scattered information about the king’s revenue from the tributary
lands, it is difficult to perform a comprehensive study of the resources
extracted from them.

The historical and cultural aspects of the integration will be the topic
of my account of links between the Norse island communities and the
Norwegian crown before c. 1270. Starting from the state-formation
process and the political-administrative development in Norway, I
focus on the government of the tributary lands, and investigate the
judicial, administrative, and socio-political aspects of integration and
the further development of the king’s rule. As regards the judicial

* See Imsen 1990; Given 1990; Njastad 2003; Dgrum 2004.

%> On the naval levy of Norway, see Claus Krag, “The Early Unification of Norway”,
in K. Helle (ed.), Prehistory to 1520, The Cambridge History of Scandinavia, vol. 1,
Cambridge 2003, p. 189.



20 INTRODUCTION

development, among the issues I wish to consider are whether a for-
mal basis was established for the king’s rule over the tributary lands,
and whether they became a part of the legal community that King
Magnus Hakonsson established in Norway in the 1270s. We shall then
go on to look at the administrative integration and how outside rule
was organized and functioned. I choose to investigate three aspects of
this rule: the king’s administrative apparatus, the local public sphere,
and the men who were active in the king’s service in the government
of the tributary lands. The study of the king’s administration includes
the establishment and expansion of the king’s local organization. This
primarily consisted of the officials and institutions that were to safe-
guard the king’s and the inhabitants™ interests locally, from the earl
of Orkney to the local assemblies. By local public sphere, I mean the
interaction between the inhabitants of a tributary land and the king’s
representatives in their attempts to find solutions to matters of com-
mon concern. In this study I will concentrate on what happened at the
administrative level of the tributary land and/or the sheriffdom (sysla)
level, the two uppermost, and often concurrent, administrative levels,
and pay less attention to the consequences for the smaller local com-
munities.” What consequences did outside rule have for the original
government systems of the lands, for local public life and the local
elite? Originally the local public sphere had been controlled and regu-
lated by the inhabitants of the island communities. A central question,
therefore, is whether the king’s officials and the institutions of royal
power took over the role formerly played by the land’s own inhabit-
ants and bodies.

In Norwegian research on the Middle Ages it has been found that
there was a direct link between the growth of the state and socio-
political development. The “king’s men”—the men who swore their
personal fidelity to the king and became his liegemen or sworn men
(ON handgegnir menn)—are said to have undertaken far-reaching
duties of a military, administrative, and political kind in return for
their privileges. This is supposed to have been an important devel-
opment in the maintenance and further expansion of the Norwegian
medieval state, while it simultaneously strengthened the position of
the aristocracy in society. The local participation of the aristocracy was

¢ Cf. ch. 4 for a presentation of the crown’s local administrative apparatus.
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equally important when the king brought Iceland under his rule. Its
role in the integration process and its further destiny will therefore
be a major topic of this study, which will also shed light on the thesis
that there were “feudal features” in the government of the kingdom of
Norway in the High and Late Middle Ages, as is usually claimed.”
Another aim of the study is to establish whether changes in the
governance of the tributary lands were due to changes in the national
Norwegian government in the fourteenth century, or if they were a
result of local needs. By following developments in the government of
the tributary lands up to the formation of the Kalmar Union between
Denmark, Norway, and Sweden in 1397 we can also obtain answers to
the question of whether the kings had a separate strategy for the gov-
ernment of the tributary lands, or if these were treated like Norwegian
local communities or regions. The study may also help to illuminate
what happened to the Norwegian medieval state in the Late Middle
Ages. On the basis of events in national politics, I choose to divide
the investigation of the government of the tributary lands into three
separate periods. The first period, from c. 1270 to 1319, starts with the
state-building project of Magnus Hékonsson and his sons and covers
the judicial, administrative, and socio-political integration and its con-
sequences up to the death of Hakon V Magnusson in 1319. Part two
follows the development from 1320 until the next major watershed in
historiography, 1350, when the ravages of the plague abated. Hiakon
V’s death and the subsequent personal union with Sweden is usually
regarded as one of the most important dividing lines in Norwegian
medieval history. We have already seen that Norwegian historians have
traditionally ascribed great significance to the unions of the fourteenth
century for the development of national government, but that opin-
ions have changed in recent years. The Black Death and the ensuing
agrarian crisis are said to have led to a reorganization of Norwegian
national government. But while the plague also struck Orkney and

7 See Steinar Imsen, “King Magnus and his Liegemen’s ‘Hirdskra A Portrait of
the Norwegian Nobility in the 1270s”, in A. J. Duggan (ed.), Nobles and Nobility
in Medieval Europe, Woodbridge 2000(b), pp. 205-20, about the Norwegian king’s
liegemen. On the role of the Norwegian aristocracy in state development and their
monopoly on royal offices, see O. J. Benedictow, “Norge”, in Den nordiske Adel i
Senmiddelalderen: Rapporter til det nordiske historikermode i Kobenhavn 1971, pp.
14-17; Helle 1972, pp. 561-72; Hirdskrden. Hirdloven til Norges konge og hans hand-
gangne menn (H), ed. and transl. by Steinar Imsen, Oslo 2000, pp. 42-50.
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Shetland, it did not reach the Faroes or Iceland at this time. In view
of the question of whether it was local or central factors that influ-
enced the government of the tributary lands, it is therefore particularly
interesting to examine whether the crisis also had consequences for
the government of the Faroes and Iceland. This last study period ends
with the establishment of the Kalmar Union. After that time we can
scarcely talk of a separate Norwegian state, although the kingdom of
Norway continued to be a political entity until 1537.

From a study of relations between the king and the magnates, the
Norwegian historian Hans Jacob Orning has drawn the following con-
clusion: the king’s exercise of power depended on his presence and his
unpredictability.”® In this study we will look at how the king exerted
his power in areas that were geographically distant from the political
centre of the kingdom, where poor communications were a constant
problem, and where the king himself never set foot. My study there-
fore seeks to explain how it was possible to establish, develop, and
maintain direct royal mastery over a long period of time despite the
king’s physical absence, and, as we will see, despite very few examples
of what Orning calls royal unpredictability.

I have already stated that the study is restricted to Iceland, the
Faroes, Shetland, and Orkney. The Greenlanders consented to pay tax
to the Norwegian king in 1261, but lack of sources makes it impossible
to investigate the integration of this tributary land in the king’s realm.
Greenland will nevertheless be brought into the account of the his-
torical relationship between the Norwegian king and the Norse island
communities and in connection with the incorporation. The same
applies to Man and the Hebrides, which were ceded to Alexander III of
Scotland in 1266 without having been formally incorporated into the
Norwegian king’s realm. As we saw at the beginning, there were also
other territories under the Norwegian king’s rule or to which the king
claimed a right. Jemtland has been described in modern research as a
tributary land, but since the province is never called the king’s tribu-
tary land (ON skattland) in the contemporary sources—as Greenland,
Iceland, the Faroes, Shetland, and Orkney are, and as are Man and the
Hebrides for that matter—I choose to omit Jemtland and the king’s

% Orning 2008, “Conclusion”.
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territories in the northernmost part of Scandinavia from this study.”
In addition, as we shall see in the next chapter, the Norse island com-
munities shared a cultural, economic, and ecclesiastical heritage.

The chief focus of this book is public life in the tributary lands and
those who took part in it. The study is, in this sense, a traditional work
of political history, with the men who had legitimate power and acted
on behalf of the king or the inhabitants at the centre. I shall divide the
actors into several groups, with a main distinction between the men
who were in the king’s service—the king’s men—and those who were
not. In a study that in large measure concerns the administration of
the king’s interests locally, the men who represented the king in the
tributary lands necessarily play a major part. This group comprised the
king’s officials, royal liegemen, and emissaries of the king sojourning
in the tributary lands. I choose in addition to include the officials’ local
agents in this category, even though they had not sworn personal oaths
of loyalty to the king, as the officials and the king’s liegemen had.®

The next distinction is made between the common people and the
local elite or aristocracy. The Old Norse word for the common people
as a group, almiigi was in use from the thirteenth century in Iceland
and Norway. This was not a uniform group, but in this context the
term refers primarily to the part of the population who did not belong
to the king’s men, the clergy, or the local secular aristocracy. The term
was without exception used only about the farmers or peasants (ON
beendr), but we also have examples in the sources of a distinction
being made between prominent farmers and the common people as
a whole. By the mid-fourteenth century the concept of almiigi had
begun to move in the direction of the meaning it acquired after the
Reformation, paupers and people of humble means, while the farmers
were chiefly those who owned land.®’ There were, however, differences

¥ Imsen 1988; Steinar Imsen, “Republikken Jimtland—myte eller verkelighet?”,
Jamten 89, 1996, pp. 51-63; Steinar Imsen, “Det norske grenselandskapet Jemtland”,
in H. Gustafsson et al. (eds.), Vid grinsen: Integration och identitet i det formoderna
Norden, Goteborg and Stockholm 2006, pp. 61-74.

% For other definitions of “king’s men”, see Helle 1972, pp. 82-83; Imsen 1990, pp.
79-81; Imsen 2000b.

¢ Olav Bo, “Almuge”, KLNM 1, 1956, col. 106. The term seems to have come
from Iceland, where it was in use in the 1260s. From the 1280s it also occurs in
Norwegian royal letters (Imsen 1988, p. 133). In agreements between Norwegian kings
and Icelanders from 1262 onwards the terms almiigi and bendr are both used. See
Diplomatarium Islandicum (Islenzkt fornbréfasafn) (DI). vol. 1, eds. Jon Sigurdsson,
Jon Porkelsson et al., Kaupmannahofn and Reykjavik 1857, nos. 152 A, 153 A-D,
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between farmers. The honourific title of béndi was primarily used about
the king’s men and members of the top economic and social stratum
in the farming community—the local elite—from the end of the thir-
teenth century. If they became the king’s liegemen, representatives of
the local elite could also be recruited to the national aristocracy, and
even at times to the high aristocracy of the realm. While the core of the
Norwegian national aristocracy in the High Middle Ages consisted of
the leading members of the hird (ON hird), the king’s retinue of men
that owed him fealty and service, the high aristocracy consisted of the
richest landowners and the men occupying the top spiritual and secu-
lar ranks, along with their families. The king’s counsellors and leading
local and central officials in the king’s court and the hird were usually
recruited from the high aristocracy.®*

The source material

The greatest challenge in this study is the paucity of sources. Compared
with the situation in other European countries, the extant written
source material from the Norse world is very limited. The character
and scope of the sources change, however, in the course of the period
under study. Whereas our knowledge of political conditions before
1270 mainly derives from Icelandic sagas and annals and Irish and
British chronicles, which were sometimes written several centuries
after the events took place, the diplomatic material is the most impor-
tant source from the end of the thirteenth century. Thus the source
material differs greatly in character, from the detailed accounts of the
sagas and chronicles to the more laconic, standardized style of the
diplomas.

The sagas are the result of the flourishing literary environment in
Iceland during the High Middle Ages. The chief figure in this envi-
ronment and genre is Snorri Sturluson, author of Heimskringla,

I1 177. In Arna saga biskups (Asb), ed. Porleifur Hauksson, Reykjavik 1972, e.g. ch.
62, 63, 107, the two words are used alternately about the common people attend-
ing the local assembly. The king also used the words interchangeably: around 1320
the Icelandic writers of a letter called themselves bendr and almiigi, but the king’s
answer refers to pegnar (Eng. subjects) and almiigi (DI II 337, 342, IX 4 [1319]). See
also Halvard Bjerkvik, “Bonde. Norge”, KLNM 1II, 1957, cols. 89-95; Magnus Mar
Larusson, “Bonde. Island”, ibid., cols. 95-97.

62 Helle 1972, pp. 82-83; Imsen 1990, pp. 81-82. See Imsen 2000b; Helle 2003, pp.
381-85, about the hird.
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the most famous saga of the Norwegian kings. The Icelandic sagas
are usually divided into the following subgroups by scholars: kings’
sagas, concerning the Norwegian kings up to and including Hakon
Hakonsson (1217-1263); the sagas of Icelanders or family sagas, such
as Njdls saga; Icelandic contemporary sagas, such as the compilation
Sturlunga saga; and the bishops’ sagas, saints’ lives, and legendary and
chivalric sagas. The later kings’ sagas (from Sverris saga to Hdkonar
saga Hdkonarsonar) and the two bishop’s sagas from my period, Arna
saga biskups and Laurentius saga biskups, can also be counted among
the contemporary sagas.®® In this project I chiefly use the kings’ sagas,
the contemporary sagas, and the bishops’ sagas, and since the chief
empirical study begins around 1200, it is primarily the source value
of the contemporary sagas that I have to consider. Saga material other
than the contemporary sagas will mainly be used to show how the saga
writers perceived the relationship between the king in Norway and
the Norse island communities before the final phase of the integration
began, and to elucidate the historical relationship between Norwegian
kings and the Norse island communities c. 800-1200.

The value of the different types of sagas as historical sources is a sub-
ject of constant debate among historians working with West Nordic
history before 1300.%* In my case it is especially the lack of contempo-
raneity and the virtual impossibility of checking the sagas against other
source material that is the challenge. Although Olafs saga helga about
King Olav Haraldsson the Holy (St. Olav) (1015-1028) contains infor-
mation about royal taxation of the Norse island communities from the
first half of the eleventh century, we must assume that this and similar
statements might have been products of the saga writers’ own times,
in this case mainly the first half of the thirteenth century. Moreover,

% See e.g. Theodore M. Andersson, The Problems of Icelandic Saga Origins.
A Historical Survey, New Haven and London 1964; C. J. Clover and J. Lindow
(eds.), Old Norse-Icelandic Literature. A Critical Guide, Ithaca 1985; Else Mundal,
“Sagalitteraturen”, in O. E. Haugen (ed.), Handbok i norron filologi, Bergen 2004, pp.
267-302, about the sagas.

6 Qlaffa Einarsdéttir, “Om Samtidssagaens kildeveerdi belyst ved Hakonar saga
Hakonarsonar”, in Samtidarsogur 11, Forprent, Niunda alpjédlega fornsagnapingio,
Akureyri 1994, pp. 638-53; Vésteinn Olason, “The Political Element in Islendinga
saga: A Summary”, ibid., pp. 799-802; Sverre Bagge, Society and Politics in Snorri
Sturluson’s Heimskringa, Berkeley and Los Angeles 1991, pp. 1-21. In his doctoral
dissertation Hans Jacob Orning shows in detail the source-critical challenges posed by
Sturlunga saga and Hdkonar saga Hdkonarsonar when they describe the same course
of events and persons. (Orning 2008, pp. 228-31).
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we can rarely check the statements against sources other than sagas
produced in the same literary environment at the same time.®

Although the contemporary sagas—written down c. 1200-1340
about the period c. 1150-1320—are presumed to be relatively reliable
as regards events and chronology, they too pose challenges. The estab-
lishment of the king’s rule in Iceland is described in Islendinga saga (in
the Sturlunga saga compilation), in Hdkonar saga Hédkonarsonar and
in the Icelandic annals. Anyone who reads the story of the murder of
Snorri Sturluson in Islendinga saga and then turns to the account of
the same event in Hdkonar saga Hdkonarsonar will understand the
problem. Although Sturla Pérdarson is the author of both works and
there was a relatively short time between the events and the time when
the account was committed to writing, the narratives are different: In
Hdkonar saga Hdkonarsonar, an official king’s saga commissioned by
Hakon’s son and heir, Magnus Héakonsson, it seems as if Sturla elected
to censor the account: he chooses not to mention King Hakon’s role in
the drama as he does in Islendinga saga.® The censorship also affects
the role of the author and other actors in the political game in Iceland
in the mid thirteenth century.

In connection with this study I especially wish to stress the impor-
tance of the sagas about the Icelandic bishops Arni Porlédksson and
Laurentius Kalfsson.”” The detailed account in Arna saga biskups, for
example, gives insight into the king’s local rule that is unparalleled in
the Norse source material from the Middle Ages. Like the rest of the
contemporary sagas, the bishops’ sagas are also heavily influenced by
the authors’ attitudes to the topics of the texts, and the bishops’ oppo-
nents are not always portrayed in a flattering light. Nevertheless, the
authors’ tendency to support the bishops in the sagas is so explicit that
it is easier to unveil it than in other contemporary sagas.®®

For Orkney and Shetland there are also statements in Scottish
sources to supplement the information in the Norse material. The
notices in the Icelandic annals—relatively short, chronicle-style entries

65 See e.g. Orkneyinga saga (Os), ed. Finnbogi Gudmundsson, [slenzk fornrit
XXXIV, Reykjavik 1965, ‘formali’, § 3, on the relationship between Orkneyinga saga
and the kings’ sagas.

% HsH, ch. 248; fslendinga saga (IsD), Sturlunga saga I, eds. Jon Johannesson,
Magnus Finnbogason, and Kristjan Eldjarn, Reykjavik 1946, ch. 146, 151-52.

67 1 use Pborleifur Hauksson’s edition of Arna saga biskups (Reykjavik 1972) and
Arni Bjornsson’s edition of Laurentius saga biskups (Lsb), Reykjavik 1969.

¢ See e.g. Asb, p. cxi.
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written by clerics in Iceland in the High and Late Middle Ages—can
also be used to check the accounts in the sagas, although the connec-
tion between individual sagas and annals is not entirely clear.” The
Icelandic annals also pose challenges of source criticism, among other
things when it comes to chronology.”” The annals become richer in
scope and more contemporary the further into the study period we
come, from brief notices at the start of the thirteenth century to fuller
narratives of complete chains of events at the end of the fourteenth
century.

My premise is that, as long as one is familiar with the context in
which the sources arose, it is possible to use them critically as histori-
cal sources. This is also a necessary attitude when working with the
material that is considered by many to be the most trustworthy of
all source material, namely, the diplomas. For whereas the sagas have
been subjected to source-critical assessment since the early twentieth
century, the diplomas have seen less theoretical debate about their
source value.

Diplomatic sources are usually divided into two categories: norma-
tive and non-normative.”! The normative sources include law codes,
amendments, and ordinances. To the normative sources we may also
add the agreements reached between representatives of the tributary
lands and the crown, and between Norwegian and Scottish kings.
Normative sources can only give limited insight into how a kingdom
was governed in practice, but they tell us about the king’s motives

® Soga om Magnus Lagabotes (AM 325 x, 4) (MLs), transl. and ed. Kr. Audne and
Hallvard Magergy, Noregs kongesoger vol. 4, Oslo 1979, pp. 347-50; Asb, pp. lxii—
xcix. The Icelandic annals are printed in Islandske Annaler indtil 1578, ed. Gustav
Storm, Christiania 1888.

7 On the annals as a historical source, see e.g. Knut Dorum, “Ble Erik av Pommern
kronet i Norge for Kalmarmetet?”, in HT 74, 1995, pp. 469-72; Erik Opsahl, “Erik av
Pommerns kroning og Norges rolle i dannelsen av Kalmarunionen”, ibid. pp. 473-91,
Eldbjerg Haug “Erik av Pommerns norske kroning” and “Erik av Pommerns norske
kroning nok en gang. Svar til Knut Dgrum og Erik Opsahl”, ibid. pp. 1-21 og pp.
492-508; Eldbjerg Haug, “The Icelandic Annals as Historical Sources”, SJH 22 1997,
4, pp. 263-74; Eldbjerg Haug, “Muligheter og begrensninger i de islandske annalene”,
Forum Mediaevale, Ny rekke 5, 2002, pp. 57-80.

I Besides Diplomatarium Islandicum (DI), Diplomatarium Norvegicum (DN), and
Norges gamle Love indtil 1387 I-V (NgL), I also use Records of the Earldom of Orkney
(REO), Diplomatarium Orcadense et Hialtlandense (DOH), Diplomatarium Feeroense
(DF); Shetland Documents 1195-1579 (SD), Norske middelalderdokumenter (NMD),
Norske diplomer til og med 1300 (ND) and other collections and special editions of
sources.
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and intentions. Since the normative material received great atten-
tion from nationally-oriented historians in the nineteenth century, I
investigate with particular care the conclusions that have been drawn
from the normative material alone. When it comes to diplomas of a
non-dispositive character, such as letters of witness, property charters,
judgements, complaints, and non-normative royal letters, the greatest
challenges come from the absence of dates and from later transcrip-
tion of lost originals. In my study I shall use some of the oldest original
Norse diplomas and some of the most controversial transcripts.”” At
the same time, there are datings and interpretations of the content
of the diplomas which have been made in very different traditions of
source criticism and national historiography. Moreover, the fact that
sources have been important in nation-building rhetoric has influ-
enced dating and critical appraisal.

Although I omit Greenland from the empirical study because of
the lack of sources, this does not mean that the source material is
especially rich for the other tributary lands. The uneven geographical
distribution of the sources is one of the major challenges of the study,
as in all projects that use source material from different geographi-
cal areas. The largest number of sources concern Iceland, where espe-
cially the contemporary sagas give a unique insight into that society.
The Icelandic material allows us to draw relatively certain conclusions
about most of the problems raised by the study. When it comes to
the Faroes, Shetland, and Orkney, the source material is at times so
meagre that I must underline that some conclusions are necessarily
hypothetical. Although this practise leads to methodical challenges, I
choose to supplement the gaps in the source material by bringing in
conclusions from the other tributary lands and Norway in order to
back up my conclusions.

7> Duke Hakon Magnusson’s ordinance for the Faroes from 1298 is preserved
in the original (Sth. 33, 4°) and printed in Seydabreevid, eds. J. H. W. Poulsen and
U. Zachariasen, transl. M. Barnes and D. R. Margolin, Térshavn 1971, the whole of
which is dedicated to this document known as the “Sheep Letter”. The rules that regu-
lated relations between the Icelanders and the Norwegian king after 1262, known as
Gamli sattmdli, on the other hand, are preserved only in transcripts from the fifteenth,
sixteenth, and seventeenth centuries (see e.g. NgL I, no. 12; DI I 152, 153, I 177).
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CHAPTER ONE

IN THE NORWEGIAN KINGS’ SPHERE OF INTEREST

The oldest written information we have about the influence of the
Norwegian kings over the Norse island communities to the west
comes from Adam of Bremen (c. 1075-80) and from the anonymous
history of Norway written almost a century later, Historia Norwegie
(c. 1160-75). Adam of Bremen’s history does not use any comparable
collective term for the islands, but it does inform us that “The ocean
off Norway contains many considerable islands, of which nearly all
are now subject to the rule of the Norwegians.”' Adam of Bremen
thus assumed some form of Norwegian hegemony over parts of the
islands. Historia Norwegie is the oldest source using a term indicat-
ing the payment of tribute, namely insula tributaria. The author lists
the Norwegian tributary islands between Norway and Ireland: Orkney,
which the author apparently uses at times as an umbrella name for
the earldom of Orkney (Orkney and Shetland) and the Norse island
communities in the Irish Sea (Man and the Hebrides), the Faroes and
Iceland. With the exception of Iceland, all these islands are said to
have paid tax to the kings of Norway.?

The aim of this chapter is to show that the historical conditions
existed for the integration of the tributary lands in the realm of the
Norwegian king in the thirteenth century. We shall therefore look
more closely at the formation of a Norse cultural sphere and the
Norwegian kings’ connections with all the Norse island communities
before the incorporation process gained momentum from the end of
the twelfth century, in the case of the Faroes, Orkney, and Shetland, and
from the 1220s for Iceland. We will see that, even if the Norse island

! Adam av Bremen, Beretningen om Hamburg stift, erkbiskopenes bedrifter og
oyrikene i Norden (AB), transl. Bjorg Tosterud Danielsen and Anne Kathrine Frihagen,
Oslo 1993, pp. 214-17, IV.xxxv (34), p. 215. See pp. 14-15 for dating. English transla-
tion: Adam of Bremen, History of the Archbishops of Hamburg-Bremen, transl. Francis
J. Tschan, New York 2002.

? Historia Norwegie (HN), ed. Inger Ekrem and Lars Boje Mortensen, transl. Peter
Fisher, Copenhagen 2003, pp. 12-14, 65-75. For the dating see Lars Boje Mortensen’s
introduction, pp. 11-24.
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communities to the south-west were in the Norwegian kings’ sphere
of interest from the eleventh century, and the kings at times had some
influence over political development in the islands, it is doubtful
whether we can claim that the Norwegian kings exercised any form of
rule over the Norse island communities until towards the end of the
twelfth century.

The Norse world

In Domination and Conquest. The Experience of Ireland, Scotland and
Wales 1100-1300 (1990) the British historian Rees R. Davies investi-
gates cultural and ecclesiastical influence, colonization, and trade, in
order to show how the Normans, the English, and the Anglo-Norman/
English crown established a dominant role in the British Isles from the
end of the eleventh century. Davies then argues that this dominance
was a necessary condition for the territorial expansion that came in the
thirteenth century. But whereas the dominance of the post-Conquest
English kings in the British Isles and English colonization led to what
was at the time an extreme encounter between the original Irish and
Welsh cultures and the continental Anglo-Norman culture, it is simi-
larity that characterizes society in Norway and the Norse island com-
munities in the Early Middle Ages.?

From the end of the eighth century the sea was no longer an insur-
mountable obstacle to people in Scandinavia. Shipbuilding technology
and good navigation skills enabled trading and plundering voyages to
the British Isles. People from Norway began at an early stage to settle
in the area around the Irish Sea and on the islands west and north
of Scotland. The Faroes, Iceland, and Greenland were also settled,
directly from Norway and indirectly from the Irish Sea area.* In the
Viking Age the Irish Sea was a Norse-Gaelic sea, an easy point of entry
for plundering raids on the Scottish and English mainland.

In the course of a couple of hundred years, the newcomers estab-
lished communities inspired by the ones they had left behind. But
while the islands in the North Atlantic were virtually uninhabited at

3 Davies 1990.

4 On Norse settlements to the west, see e.g. Andersen 1971, pp. 69-76, 78-85;
Andersen 1986, pp. 420-28; Andersen 1994, pp. 265-85; Andersen 1996, pp. 5-50;
Crawford 1987; McDonald 1997, pp. 13, 24-30; Gunnar Karlsson 2000, pp. 9-16.
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the time of the settlement, this was not the case in Orkney, Shetland,
the Hebrides, Man, and the Irish and Scottish mainland. The islands
north of Scotland and in the North Atlantic acquired a predominantly
Norse culture and maintained relatively close links with Norway and
the Norwegian king. This also happened to some extent in Man and
the Hebrides, but unlike Orkney and Shetland, a large Gaelic element
survived in the population, especially in Man, the southern Hebrides,
and on the mainland. In these areas the Norse population was assimi-
lated in the course of the Early Middle Ages, although it has been
suggested that Norse social, economic and cultural tradition remained
predominant in the Late Middle Ages in the Outer Hebrides.®

The Norse island communities developed different political and
administrative structures. In the British Isles there were three influ-
ential Norse political centres in the Early Middle Ages: the Norse-
Irish kingdom of Dublin, the kings of Man and the Hebrides, and the
first earls of Orkney.® From c. 850 to 950 the Norse-Irish kingdom of
Dublin dominated the Irish Sea area, but from the mid-tenth century
Dublin lost its grip on the Norse sphere, to be replaced by the kings of
Man and the Hebrides and the earls of Orkney.

The kings of Man and the Hebrides played an important part in
political events in and around the Irish Sea from the mid-tenth cen-
tury to the mid-thirteenth century.” The political structure consisted
of many rival petty kings according to the Irish pattern, and it was
not until ¢. 1080 that the kingdom functioned more as a political unit.
A Norse-Gaelic dynasty controlled Man and the major part of the
Hebrides from the end of the eleventh century until 1265, and laid
the foundation for kingship in the islands. The kings ruled their king-
dom through a network of chieftains. The island kingdom remained
a political power factor in the Irish Sea area as long as naval strength
was the decisive factor. For long periods, however, the kingdom was
torn by internal strife and rivalry.

* Richard Oram and Paul Adderley, “Innse Gall: Culture and Environment on
a Norse Frontier in the Scottish Western Isles”, in S. Imsen (ed.), The Norwegian
Domination and the Norse World c. 1100-1400, ‘Norgesveldet’. Occasional Papers
No. 1, Trondheim 2010, pp. 125-48.

¢ On the successors of the Vikings, Dublin, and developments in the Irish Sea until
c. 1100, see e.g. Andersen 1996, pp. 5-50; Sean Dufty, Ireland in the Middle Ages,
Basingstoke 1997, ch. 2; Beuermann 2002, ch. II.

7 See e.g. Andersen 1994 and 1996; McDonald 1997, ch. 1-3; Beuermann 2002,
pp. 15-22.
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Like the kingdom of Man and the Hebrides, the Orkney earldom
was also hereditary. Unlike the lands to the south, however, Orkney
followed the Norse tradition of inheritance, as a result of which the
earldom was often divided between family members who had equal
claims to it. The consequence was a division of the dignity and territory
of the earl between several heirs, and a relatively high level of conflict
between rival claimants and earls.® In the ninth, tenth, and eleventh
centuries the earls of Orkney acted as expansive, independent princes.’
Like the kings of Man and the Hebrides, they had their strength in the
navy, and began early on to expand southwards to the Scottish main-
land and in the Irish Sea. The king of Scotland was primarily occupied
with establishing his power base in the core area in the south in the
ninth and the tenth century. Early in the eleventh century, however,
the Orkney earls forged dynastic ties with the Scottish royal house, and
Earl Torfinn Sigurdsson (d. 1065) received Caithness and Sutherland
from his maternal grandfather, King Malcolm II (1005-1034), and the
joint earldoms of Orkney and Caithness became a reality. The geo-
graphical expansion of the earldom culminated under Torfinn in the
mid-eleventh century when the earl dominated much of Scotland and
made Man and the Hebrides tributary lands. Earl Torfinn also took
the initiative to set up an episcopal see of his own in Orkney c. 1035."°
The economic foundation for the expansion of the earls in the tenth
and eleventh centuries was revenue from cereal cropping, the abil-
ity to control the trade route between the North Sea and the Irish
Sea, and plunder. After Torfinn’s death his realm disintegrated and
the lands went back to their former rulers." The earls of Orkney were
dependent on support from the local chieftains who were attached to
them through kinship or marriage. The chieftains gave the earls mili-
tary assistance, in return for access to positions of power and the right
to food and lodging (veizla) and property belonging to the earldom.
Besides the chieftains and their men, the earl’s liegemen also took part

8 See Barbara E. Crawford, “The Joint Earldoms of Orkney and Caithness” in
S. Imsen (ed.), The Norwegian Domination and the Norse World c. 1100-1400,
Trondheim 2010, pp. 75-97.

° On developments in the earldom in the ninth, tenth, and eleventh centuries, see
Crawford 1987, ch. 2-3; Thomson 2001, ch. 4-5.

1 See Crawford 1987, pp. 80-81, ‘Founding of the Orkney Bishopric’, and below.

1 The Orcadians’s raiding expeditions in the twelfth century are described in detail
in Orkneyinga saga, e.g. ch. 78-80.
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in the government of the earldom. Shetland was a part of the earldom
from c. 800-900, probably ruled by the earl’s local supporters.

Our knowledge of Faroese and Greenlandic society in the Early
Middle Ages comes from the saga tradition of the thirteenth century.
This chiefly describes how Norwegian kings and earls from the tenth
century tried to integrate the Faroes in the kingdom. The sagas describe
both Faroese and Greenlandic society as relatively homogeneous farm-
ing communities without a dominant princely power or aristocracy."

The Icelanders had developed a political structure of their own,
based on the Norse society they had left behind." Political power was
in the hands of the chieftains (ON godar, sg. godi). Together with their
kinsmen, the chieftains constituted the local aristocracy. There are
said to have been 39 (or 48) chieftains in Iceland in the Early Middle
Ages, and even though there was concentration of power from the
mid-twelfth century, no form of central power ever developed in
Iceland, apart from the General Assembly, the Alpingi, an annual
assembly or althing of all the free males, established around 930. At
the General Assembly, the Law Council (ON lggrétta) had legislative
power, whereas the Quarter Courts, one for each of the four quar-
ters into which the island was divided, and the the Fifth Court (ON
fimmtardomr) had judicial power. There were also thirteen district
assemblies or things (ON ping) scattered around the four quarters."
Iceland constituted one large legal district, and it was a society where
law and order had to be maintained without the presence of a prince
or any other central power. The chieftains were central to local public
life. Among other things, they nominated thingmen (ON pingmenn),
representatives to the General Assembly from the local things. The
chieftains themselves sat in the Law Council with their hand-picked

12 Fereyinga saga, ed. Olafur Halldérsson, Islenzk fornrit vol. XXV, Reykjavik 2006,
and Greenlendinga saga & Greenlendinga pdttr, ed. Einar Ol. Sveinsson et al., Islenzk
fornrit vol. IV, Reykjavik 1935; Gad 1967; Debes 1990.

3 See Magnus Stefdnsson, “The Norse Island Communities of the Western
Ocean”, in K. Helle (ed.) The Cambridge History of Scandinavia. Prehistory to 1520
vol. 1, Cambridge 2003, pp. 208-20; Jon Vidar Sigurdsson, Berit Gjerland and Gaute
Losnegird, “A skape eller gjenskape eit samfunn”, in Ingélfr: Norsk-islandsk hope-
hav 870-1536, Ferde 2005, pp. 117-59. On political development in Iceland in the
period from the settlement until ¢. 1100, see Gunnar Karlsson 2000, parts I and II,

. 20-27.

P Fjérdungr or quarter was the term for the four parts into which Iceland was
formally divided. This division is traditionally said to go back to the tenth century.
(Magnus Mar Larusson, “Fjerding. Island”, KLNM IV, Oslo 1959, cols. 381-382).
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thingmen as advisers and nominated judges to the courts. The chieftains
thus had direct control over legislation and indirect control over the
judiciary authority. Since there was no central power, each Icelander
had to prosecute any offences against him and try to obtain compensa-
tion and redress. An ordinary Icelander was wholly dependent on his
chieftain’s support, for example if he wanted to bring a case to court.
The chieftains functioned as heads and unifying factors in the self-
defence of the local community, but they were in turn dependent on
the people’s support if they were to maintain their power. The system
thus had an element of reciprocity. A chieftaincy (ON godord) was
originally a lordship over people, not over territories. It consisted of a
group of households with the chieftain’s followers, in practice clients.
The system had a built-in imbalance, however: a strong chieftain usu-
ally became stronger, and this was probably what led to the collapse
of the system in the thirteenth century.

Cultural community is rarely mentioned as an important factor in
the incorporation of the Norse island communities into the Norwegian
kingdom in the thirteenth century.”” But with the exception of Man
and the Hebrides, there is little doubt that Norway and the Norse
island communities were perceived as a cultural community in the
thirteenth century. In addition to a common language, the awareness
of a shared past was important. It is chiefly in the case of Iceland that it
is possible to demonstrate the existence of a cultural community with
Norway that went beyond language, primarily because the community
comprised the intellectual milieu of the two countries.'® Among the
Icelandic chieftain class there was a consciousness of the links with
Norway and the Norwegian king and of the history of each family
before it came to Iceland. Icelanders entered the service of Norwegian
kings and earls, and members of the Icelandic aristocracy could be
fostered in Norway and have close bonds of kinship.!”

> The Faroese historian Hans Jacob Debes emphasizes, however, that since the
inhabitants were of Norwegian origin, ties to Norway were both natural and neces-
sary. He also stresses the shared culture and language, and the fact that people from
the islands were not perceived as foreigners in Norway (Debes 1995, p. 34). See also
Gunnar Karlsson 2000, 1.10 Identity.

16 Bagge 1991, pp. 250-51.

17 J6n Loftsson, a powerful chieftain at the end of the twelfth century, is a good
example in this respect. Jon was brought up in Norway and is said to have been
nephew of King Magnus Barelegs (1093-1103) (Magniiss saga blinda ok Haralds gilla,
ed. Bjarni Adalbjarnarson, Heimskringla III (Hkr III), Islenzk fornrit vol. XXVIII,
Reykjavik 1979 [1951], ch. 21).
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The cultural community was also an ecclesiastical community." In
the course of the Early Middle Ages bishoprics were established in
Man and the Hebrides (Sodor), in Orkney, the Faroes, Greenland,
and two in Iceland. The earldom of Orkney-Caithness comprised
two bishoprics: the see of Orkney with the archdeaconry of Shetland,
and the see of Caithness, which was under the archbishopric of York.
Until 1102/4 all dioceses except Sodor fell under the archbishopric of
Hamburg-Bremen. From then on they belonged to the newly estab-
lished archiepiscopal see of Lund (Denmark) until Norway obtained
its own archbishopric in 1152/53, when all the sees in the Norse world
were assembled in the archiepiscopal province of Nidaros."” This lasted
until 1472 when both Orkney and Sodor were transferred to the newly
established Scottish archbishopric.

The foundation of the archiepiscopal see of Nidaros must be regarded
as confirmation that the Norwegian kings’ process of uniting the king-
dom had achieved its goal, and also that the papacy recognized the
kingdom as a political unit on a par with other European kingdoms.
The unification also reflected the general ecclesiastical development
in Europe. The Norwegian historian Narve Bjorgo thinks that it is
reasonable to regard the Norwegian kings’ North Sea policy around
1150 in the context of the establishment of the ecclesiastical province
of Nidaros. The Norwegian kings are said to have displayed a strong

'8 Nidaros archbishopric has been a neglected field of research, especially the
relationship between Nidaros and the overseas bishoprics. The information on
the establishment of the Norse ecclesiastical organization and the development of
the archbishopric of Nidaros comes from Steinar Imsen, “Nidarosprovinsen”, pp. 15-
39, in S. Imsen (ed.), Ecclesia Nidrosiensis 1153-1537, Senter for middelalderstudier
NTNU, Skrifter 15, Trondheim 2003; Jén Vidar Sigurdsson, “Island og Nidaros”,
ibid., pp. 121-39; Barbara E. Crawford, “The Bishopric of Orkney”, pp. 143-58;
ibid.; Alex Woolf, “The Diocese of Sudreyar”, ibid., pp. 171-82, and Brian Smith,
“Archdeacons of Shetland 1195-1567”, ibid., pp. 161-69. See also Marit Myking, Vart
Norge kristna fra England? Ein gjennomgang av norsk forskning med utgangspunkt
i Absalon Tarangers avhandling Den anglesaksiske kirkes indflytelse paa den norske
(1890), Senter for studier i vikingtid og middelalder. Skriftserie 1, Oslo 2001; Jén Vidar
Sigurdsson, Det norrone samfunnet. Vikingen, kongen, erkebiskopen og bonden, Oslo
2008, and Heidi A.Q. Beistad, Kirkens frihet. Biskop Arne Torlaksson som Islands refor-
mator, unpublished degree thesis in history, Trondheim 2008, which investigates the
implementation of Archbishop Jon’s programme of reform in Iceland ¢. 1270-1290,
and Solrun Hommedal, Dom og dommere. En undersokelse av officialembetet i Norge
og pa Island 1290-1458, unpublished degree thesis in history, Trondheim 2010, about
the official of the bishoprics.

1 There was one exception, however; Jemtland remained under the archbishopric
of Uppsala.

2 Crawford 2003, pp. 154-55.
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commitment to attaining a separate Norwegian ecclesiastical province
from the start of the twelfth century, but the question whether the
geographical extent of the ecclesiastical province was a result of the
king’s policy vis-a-vis the Norse island communities or if the estab-
lishment of the ecclesiastical province was the reason for the king’s
incorporation policy cannot be answered with certainty—the sources
are insufficient for that?! Assumptions that the incorporation of the
island communities was more forceful because the kings wanted to
enjoy as large a domain as the archbishop’s cannot be corroborated
with the evidence available to us. Nor is it possible to document that
the establishment of the archbishopric led to stronger ties between the
Norse island communities and the king in the latter half of the twelfth
century. The appointment of Norwegians as bishops in Iceland from
1238, on the other hand, must be seen as a stage in the king’s policy
for that country.”” From 1238 the Icelandic bishops were elected by
the canons in Nidaros, whereas they had formerly been recruited from
Icelandic chieftain families.

When it comes to economic ties, we know very little about trade
in and between the Norse island communities and Norway before
1100, but trade between the Irish Sea and the North Sea is said to
have been important for the rivalry in the area in the tenth and elev-
enth centuries, and both Icelanders and Norwegians were engaged in
shipping between Iceland and Norway at this time.”* Oldfs saga helga

! Bjorgo 1995, p. 30. See HN, pp. 184-92 where the philologist Inger Ekrem uses the
section in Historia Norwegie about the tributary islands to re-date the source to before
1152/53. Ekrem’s conclusions assume that it was a desideratum of Norwegian ecclesi-
astical policy that the archbishopric should be established. Her conclusions, however,
have been challenged because it is very difficult to find source references to support
them, and Historia Norwegie is still dated to 1160-75. See Lars Boje Mortensen’s com-
ment on Ekrem’s hypothesis. (HN, pp. 15-24).

22 See, for example, Jon Vidar Sigurdsson 2003, p. 127, col. 2. On the king’s policy
vis-a-vis Iceland in the 1230s, see ch. 2.

» On trade between Norway and the Norse island communities, see Knut Helle,
Bergens bys historie 1. Kongesete og kjopstad til 1536, Oslo 1982, pp. 160-70, 307-10,
348-50, 360-64; Helgi Porldksson, Vadmadl og verdlag: Vidskiptum og biiskap Islendinga
4 13. og 14. old, Reykjavik, 1991, pp. 507-15; Hallvard Mageroy, Soga om austmenn:
Nordmenn som siglde til Island og Gronland i mellomalderen, Oslo 1993, pp. 30-40;
Bjorgo 1995, p. 23; Helgi Porlaksson, “King and Commerce. The Foreign Trade of
Iceland in Medieval Times and the Impact of Royal Authority”, in S. Imsen (ed.),
The Norwegian Domination and the Norse World c. 1100-c. 1400, ‘Norgesveldet’,
Occasional Papers No. 1, Trondheim 2010, pp. 149-73; Patricia P. Boulhosa, “Of Fish
and Ships in Medieval Iceland”, ibid., pp. 175-97.
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mentions a Faroese trading ship which sailed to Norway with wool
around 1020.*

Dependence on supplies from Norway and the Norwegian market
for the sale of their goods have been perceived as a major reason why
Iceland and the Faroes came under the Norwegian kings™ control.®
Even though it is tricky to prove that destitution led to dependence
on Norwegian supplies to the islands—the conclusion to this effect is
drawn, among other things, from statements in Icelandic annals from
the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries—the extensive trade between
Norway and Iceland shows that shipping and commerce were very
important for links between the countries, and that this activity in the
remainder of the High Middle Ages was completely under the con-
trol of the Norwegian king and Norwegian merchants. There was an
upswing in Norwegian trading from the twelfth century. At the end of
the century merchants from Orkney, Shetland, the Faroes, Greenland,
and Iceland are reported to have been in Bergen, which was becom-
ing the staple port for Orkney, Shetland, and the islands in the North
Atlantic. From the end of the thirteenth century, the Norwegian
kings had a monopoly on trade with the tributary lands.?® The trading
community lasted until about 1400. It did not include Man and the
Hebrides, however, which were affected early on by English control
of trade in the Irish Sea.” From Grdgds, the combined laws of the
Icelandic Commonwealth—preserved in manuscripts from the thir-
teenth century onwards—we know that trade between Norway and the
Norse island communities was regulated by the crown at least from
c. 1200.”* The kings granted privileges in trade with Iceland to the
archbishopric and could decide whether to impose or waive landaurar,
a fee that merchants from the islands had to pay when they arrived in

» Oldfs saga helga, ed. Bjarni Adalbjarnarson, Heimskringla IT (Hkr II), Islenzk
fornrit vol. XXVII, Reykjavik 1979 [1945], ch. 135.

% Blom 1970, cols. 446-50; Helle 1974, pp. 119-20; Kirsten Hastrup, Culture and
History in Medieval Iceland, Oxford 1985, pp. 223-28.

% Debes 1995, p. 34; Magnus Stefansson, “Bergen—Islands forste hovedstad”, in
L. @ye (ed.), Kjopstad og rikssentrum, Bergen 1986, pp. 70-87.

77 See e.g. Davies 1990, pp. 7-9.

% On Grdgds and the dating of its manuscripts, see Grdgds: Lagsafn islenska
pjédveldisins (Grg), eds. Gunnar Karlsson, Kristjan Sveinsson, and Mérdur Arnason,
Reykjavik 1992, pp. ix—xvii; Jon Vidar Sigurdsson, “Fristatens forfatning: Et symbol
for fall?”, in A. Eidsfeldt et al. (eds.), Holmgang: Om formoderne samfunn. Festskrift
til Kdre Lunden, Oslo 2000, pp. 189-204. Cf. below.
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Norway.?” Seeing that the Icelanders escaped having to pay the duty
if they had paid it in the Faroes, Orkney, or Shetland, the area seems
to have become a single trading zone. Agreement on cargo and berths
to Iceland and the other island communities were regulated in the
Norwegian urban law code, known as the Townlaw, Byloven’.

With the one exception of Man and the Hebrides, the historical, cul-
tural, ecclesiastical, and economic bonds were mostly strong between
Norway and the future tributary lands. Norway and the islands must
have been perceived as a separate cultural sphere, where a shared
language, history, ecclesiastical province, and trading zone created a
community. Although connections with Norway and the Norwegian
king were not equally strong in all the islands, we may nevertheless
conclude that the Norse cultural sphere was an essential factor for
the continued development of political relations between the over-
seas communities and the Norwegian king. This is a feature in com-
mon with the development, for example, in the British Isles, where
the English king, besides colonizing, also established ecclesiastical and
economic links with the areas that he would later bring under his con-
trol. Yet there is a crucial difference, namely, that there were few, if
any, cultural bonds between the majority of the inhabitants of Wales
and Ireland and the continental aristocratic culture, represented by
the Anglo-Norman crown and the Anglo-Norman aristocracy, and the
culture the English settlers brought with them.*

The Norwegian kings’ policy in the south-west

“West over sea”

According to Orkneyinga saga, King Harald Fairhair (d. 940/45) con-
quered Shetland, Orkney, and the Hebrides and attacked the Isle of
Man on a punitive expedition against Vikings who used the islands
as a base for plundering along the coast of Norway. The king is then
said to have established an earldom in Orkney and Shetland, and

¥ Grethe A. Blom, “Handelsavgifter. Norge”, KLNM VI, 1961, cols. 125-27. There
is also a statement in Heimskringla about how travellers from Iceland had to pay a fee
to the earls of Lade (rulers of parts of Norway c. 970-1029) in the eleventh century,
but this statement may be an anachronistic product of the thirteenth century (Oldfs
saga helga, ch. 43).

% Davies 1987; Given 1990.
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thus created the political ties between the Norwegian crown and the
earldom.”

It is no longer the norm to trust what the saga says about King
Harald’s expedition, for unlike accounts of later westward expedi-
tions by Norwegian kings, there is no record of this one in Scottish,
Irish, Welsh, or English chronicles and annals. Moreover, the source
is far from contemporary with the alleged event, and it contains too
many anachronisms. It is likely that this and other saga accounts of
Norwegian kings’” dominance over Orkney, Man, and the Hebrides in
the ninth, tenth, and early eleventh century are products of saga writ-
ing in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. Harald Fairhair’s expedi-
tion appears to have a literary parallel in the saga traditions of King
Magnus Barelegs’ expedition in 1098 and 1102.** Furthermore, there
are alternative narratives of the origin of the earldom, and today it is
usual to assume that the political structure emerged of its own accord
within the framework of Norse culture and under Norse, Irish, and
Scottish influence.”® In the sagas both the Manx-Hebridean kings
and the Orkney earls seem to have been independent princes in the
period 900 to 1050. It is therefore difficult to believe the sagas when
they say that Norwegian kings in the first half of the eleventh century
attempted to unite the Norse island communities in the Irish Sea and
along the coast of Scotland into a political unit, and that the kings
at times enjoyed mastery over much of the area. It was the Orkney
earls who best succeeded in achieving that ambition from the end of
the tenth century to the middle of the eleventh century.* At any rate
it is dubious to claim, as some Norwegian historians have done, that
the Norwegian kings strengthened their political grasp of the unified
Norwegian kingdom on Orkney and Shetland, since there scarcely was
a unified Norwegian kingdom in the eleventh century.*

1 Os, ch. 4. According to the saga tradition, King Harald Fairhair mounted a
new expedition to Orkney when one of the first earls killed the king’s son (Os, ch. 8;
Haralds saga ins hdrfagra, ed. Bjarni Adalbjarnarson, Heimskringla I (Hkr I), Islenzk
fornrit vol. XX VI, Reykjavik 1979 [1941], ch. 22, 27, 31).

32 See Thomson 2001, pp. 24-28, for a survey of the critical views and research on
King Harald’s expedition and the origin of the earldom.

3 HN, p. 67. See Barbara E. Crawford’s hypothesis about Ragnvald Earl of Mere in
“Orkney and Caithness, Earldom of”, in Michael Lynch (ed.), The Oxford Companion
to Scottish History, Oxford 2001, pp. 467-70.

34 Oldfs saga helga, ch. 100-103; Os, ch. 17.

» Bjorgo 1995, p. 25; Andersen 1977, p. 134.
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The period from c. 1040 to the early twelfth century, according to
Norwegian historians, was characterized by an expansive policy on the
part of the Norwegian kingdom.* At first the attention of the kings was
directed towards Denmark and England, where they had hereditary
claims. Up until 1065 their involvement in Orkney was confined to
military support for rival earls and claimants to the earldom. According
to Orkneyinga saga, the earl of Orkney went to King Harald Hard-
ruler Sigurdsson (1046-1066) in Norway and entered into a friendly
relationship with him. The saga, however, does not mention homage,
and it cannot be established whether the king’s ability to influence who
occupied the Orkney earldom was due to his authority by virtue of his
overlordship over the area or the earldom.?”

In 1065 King Harald Hard-ruler claimed the English throne and
mounted a campaign against England via Shetland and Orkney. The
two joint earls of Orkney, Pal and Erlend, are said to have accompanied
the king southwards and taken part in the Battle of Stamford Bridge
where the king fell in 1066.%® King Olav Kyrre Haraldsson (1066-1093)
did not follow up Harald’s claim to the British Isles, and although he
was on good terms with his nephews, the Orkney earls, it is difficult
to see that he attached any priority to the islands in the Atlantic and
the Irish Sea.

According to Orkneyinga saga, the earl’s son Hakon Pélsson wanted
to secure for himself a part of the earldom. He is said to have asked
King Magnus Barelegs for support and simultaneously tried to con-
vince the king of what he could gain from conquering Man and the
Hebrides. Hikon brought up Harald Fairhair’s expedition and pointed
out how easy it would be to plunder in Ireland and Scotland with the
Hebrides as a base. Moreover, when the king had secured the area, he
could obtain reinforcements from Norway and lead an army against
the English to avenge Harald Hard-ruler. King Magnus is said to have
allowed himself to be persuaded, and in 1098 he and his navy headed
west.”

% Andersen 1977, p. 160.

37 QOs, ch. 21, 31.

*# Os, ch. 34.

¥ King Magnus’s expedition is described in Magniiss saga berfeetts, Hkr 111, ch.
8-11; Os, ch. 38-42. In addition to the Norse saga evidence, the expedition is also
described in British sources. For views on the background to the expedition, see
Andersen 1977, pp. 174-75; Power 1986; Bjorgo 1995, pp. 27-29; McDonald 1997,
pp- 34-37 for summaries.
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After first having stopped at Orkney on his voyage south, King
Magnus harried and plundered his way to the Hebrides and Man. He
subdued the islands and captured the son of the king of Man. The area
around the Irish Sea was in political turmoil in the eleventh and twelfth
centuries, afflicted by unrest between rival royal houses and magnate
factions both in Ireland and on the islands. There were also hostili-
ties between Normans and Welsh, and competition for the growing
Scottish kingship. The westward expansion of the Norman aristocracy
influenced conditions on the islands and the mainland alike, and King
Magnus lent his support to King Gryftydd ap Cynan, who had been
driven out of Gwynedd by two Norman earls.* In 1098 King Magnus
reached an accord with King Edgar of Scotland.*! In this treaty Edgar
formally recognized Magnus’s claim to the islands west of the coast of
Scotland, along with the peninsula of Kintyre on the mainland. Edgar
had probably counted this area as belonging to his sphere of interest.*
Although it can justifiably be claimed that neither Magnus nor Edgar
had effective control over the areas they shared between themselves in
1098, information from the twelfth and thirteenth centuries shows that
control of the area was ceded to the Norwegian kings.* The Scottish
king referred to this overlordship when he tried to buy Man and the
Hebrides in the mid-thirteenth century, and it was mentioned as
a basis for the Norwegian king’s lordship in the Treaty of Perth in
1266—the agreement that sanctioned the Norwegian king’s cession of
Man and the Hebrides to the king of Scotland. Even though the prin-
ciple of the king’s territorial sovereignty was not the foundation for
this overlordship, we can draw the conclusion that the islands along
the coast of Scotland and in the Irish Sea were nevertheless regarded
as the Norwegian king’s dominion, and the local kings and earls as
his vassals.

The agreement was reached without a single mention of the kings
of Man and the Hebrides or the earls of Orkney, so in this light the
legal basis for the Norwegian king’s lordship over the Hebrides, Man,
Orkney, and Shetland was exclusively an agreement between the two

* The information about King Magnus’s support for King Gryftydd is found only
in Orkneyinga saga. See Davies 1987, ch 4 on the Norman expansion into Wales.

41 Os, ch. 41; Magniiss saga berfeetts, ch. 10. Orkney and Shetland are not men-
tioned in connection with the agreement. In the sagas the king of Scotland has become
Malcolm instead of Edgar.

2 McDonald 1997, p. 39.

# McDonald 1997, p. 36.
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kings. Relations with the local princes, however, were determined by
the extent to which King Magnus was capable of exerting actual power
in the area. Although it is not explicit from the treaty, it may be that
the agreement of 1098 meant that the Norwegian king acquired the
authority to install new kings in Man and the Hebrides and a new earl
on the islands.* But since both the kingdom of Man and the Hebrides
and the earldom of Orkney were hereditary, the king’s freedom of
choice was limited at first, and we shall see later that in practice it was
not until 1220 that the Norwegian king gained more direct influence
over who ruled Man and the Hebrides. The fact that the earldom was
a dual one also tells us something about the earl’s scope for action.
Although the earls of Orkney paid homage to the Norwegian king and
were appointed by him, the Norwegian king did not become lord of
Caithness, which belonged to the Scottish king’s dominion.

Scope for action or not, Magnus Barelegs’ expedition had direct
consequences for the Orkney earls. When the king and his fleet came
to Orkney on their way to the Irish Sea, he captured the two joint earls
and sent them to Norway, where they later died. The earldom was
temporarily abolished, and the king put his own son Sigurd in charge
of the islands, backed by advisers who were to govern in his name.”
In 1102 King Magnus headed west again, this time to Ireland, where
he became deeply involved in the rivalry between the Irish kings. On
this expedition Magnus was killed and his son Sigurd returned to
Norway from Orkney to secure the throne. In Orkney the earldom
was restored.*®

Historians have ascribed different motives to King Magnus for his
campaigns against the British Isles: from raiding and attempted con-
quest to a desire to make an impact in English politics in order to
establish an Anglo-Norse empire comprising Scotland and Ireland.
However, Per Sveaas Andersen and most of today’s Norwegian and
Scottish historians support Gustav Storm’s hypothesis that King
Magnus’s main aim was to bring the Norse communities in the Irish
Sea and along the coast of Scotland under his rule and attach them
more firmly to the kingdom of Norway.” Most historians also assume

4 See Johnsen 1966, pp. 11, 16.

% Os, ch. 39, 42; Magnuiss saga berfeetts, ch. 8.

6 Magniiss saga berfeetts, ch. 23-25; Os, ch. 43.

47 See Storm 1882, p. 20; Andersen 1977, pp. 163-67, 175; Bjergo 1995, pp. 27-29;
McDonald 1997, pp. 34-5, 37. See also Power 1986; Rosemary Power, “The Death of
Magnus Barelegs”, SHR 73, 196, 2, 1994, pp. 216-222.
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that the Scottish kings’ attention was mainly directed southwards to
England at this time, and King Magnus was able to take advantage
of a temporary power vacuum on the coast of Scotland to establish
his overlordship over the area.”® It cannot be ignored, however, that
King Magnus’s treatment of Man and the Hebrides was more like a
plundering raid, even though he did get directly involved in political
matters in the Norse communities. The harrying and pillaging were
not confined to the Norse island communities either, and the story in
Orkneyinga saga gives the impression that Magnus’s aim was some-
thing more than control of the Norse island communities in the area.
On the basis of the saga accounts, some Norwegian historians have
drawn the conclusion that the Norwegian kings wanted to bring as
many of the Norse islands as possible under their rule and that the
Orkney earls’ need for military support from Norwegian kings led
to dependence and vassal status at the end of the eleventh century.*
Historians also tend to assume that there was a keen Norwegian inter-
est in the areas to the south-west at the end of the eleventh century
because Norwegian kings wanted to control trade there and take
advantage of the local princes’ military potential.®® The information
in the sagas, however, leaves no doubt that military intervention and
military support for rival earls in return for homage were the only
means the Norwegian kings had at their disposal for influencing politi-
cal development in the earldom. Yet this was not sufficient to limit the
earls’ independence, or to give the kings lasting influence over internal
affairs in the earldom. The only example of motives of power steering
Norwegian kings’ attitudes to development in and around the British
Isles before King Magnus’s expedition in 1098 is King Harald Hard-
ruler’s campaign against England. We can therefore draw the conclu-
sion that the Norwegian kings’ involvement in the west was minimal,
with few—if any—consequences for the independent position of the
Orkney earls, or for the status of Orkney and Shetland before 1098.
The treaty of 1098 established the Norwegian kings’ formal over-
lordship over the islands in the Irish Sea and along the coast of
Scotland. Without the participation of the local princes, the two kings
divided the territory between themselves. But even though the treaty
of 1098 was to be of formal significance in the relationship between the

8 Bjorgo 1995, pp. 27-28; McDonald 1997, p. 39.
¥ Andersen 1977, pp. 170-171; Bjorgo 1995, pp. 25-26.
% For a summary of these opinions, see Bjorgo 1995, pp. 24-27.



46 CHAPTER ONE

Norwegian and the Scottish crowns, this can hardly be used to argue
that Orkney and Shetland became dependencies of Norway and the
Norwegian king from the end of the eleventh century, since the lack
of royal presence again after 1103 ment in reality complete freedom
of action for the earls. The concept of “dependency” is in any case an
anachronism in this context. As the term is usually employed by his-
torians, a “mother country” has to receive considerable revenues in the
form of taxes and other dues from the dependency, and there has to be
a centralized administration to safeguard the interests of the mother
country locally. These factors did not exist in the relationship between
the Norwegian crown or Norway and the earldom around 1100.

Man and the Hebrides, 1103-c. 1266

After the death of King Magnus in 1103, the Norwegian kings seem
to have taken less interest in the area around the Irish Sea, as their
focus was more on domestic matters. After the death of King Sigurd
Magnusson the Crusader (1103-1130), conflicts for the Norwegian
throne began between members of different branches of the Norwegian
royal dynasty. The whole period from 1130 to c. 1240 is often referred
to as the Civil Wars Era, although there were lengthy periods of peace.
As a result of the fighting, there were long spells when the Norwegian
kings showed no interest in developments outside Norway, although
the Orkney earls were directly affected by the hostilities. The power
vacuum in the Irish Sea was filled by the local princes and their ambi-
tions at each other’s expense.’® The Norwegian kings nevertheless
maintained contact with the local princes, and most historians think
that the kings of Man and the Hebrides held the islands on behalf
of the Norwegian kings from the latter half of the twelfth century.””
Moreover, until the end of the twelfth century, the Scottish kings
always had their attention directed south towards England and the
continent and did not intervene in political developments on and
around the west coast of Scotland.”

In 1153 King Olav of Man died. According to the Manx Chronicle,
Gudred, Olav’s son, was in Norway and paid homage to King Inge
Haraldsson (1136-1161) when his father died. Gudred succeeded his

1 McDonald 1997, pp. 37-40.
52 See Bjorgo 1995, p. 30; McDonald 1997, p. 49; Thomson 2001, p. 91.
3 McDonald 1997, pp. 68-69.
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father as king and is said to have been the first Manx-Hebridean king to
pay homage to a Norwegian king. The oath of fealty, however, was not
taken seriously by King Gudred, who displayed great independence in
his conflict with Somerled MacGillebrigte in Argyll in the 1150s and
1160s. King Gudred soon clashed with his chieftains, who turned to
Somerled and invited him to intervene. Gudred fled to Norway, but
regained the southern part of the kingdom after Somerled was killed by
the king of Scotland in 1164. The northern part was divided between
Somerled’s rival successors.” King Gudred had sworn an oath to a
Norwegian king and probably received the islands in fee from him.
But even if the Norwegian kings in principle enjoyed overlordship
over Man and the Hebrides from 1098, we cannot prove that they had
actual authority in the Manx-Hebridean area in the period from 1103
to the 1220s. Nor did the Norwegian kings mount any expeditions to
the Irish Sea.”

While the Faroes, Iceland, and Greenland were outside the sphere
of interest of other kingdoms than Norway, the Norse areas off the
coast of Scotland soon noticed the presence of the Scottish king. At
the start of the thirteenth century Scotland was a united hereditary
monarchy with a political structure like that found at the same time in
England. As elsewhere in Europe, the state-formation process here too
led to territorial expansion and the incorporation of marginal areas.
This process mainly took place from the end of the twelfth century.
The kings extended their territory southwards to England, northwards
in Ross, Moray, and Caithness and westwards to the coast.*® Around
1200 the English kings began to pay greater attention to developments
in the British Isles. Both Irish kings and Welsh princes had long been
the English kings’ vassals. The kings of Man and the islands also paid
homage to the English king, in part as a consequence of the English
king’s involvement in conflicts in Ireland.”” The pressure of Scottish
kings on northern England ended in utter humiliation for Scotland in

* Beuermann 2002, p. 61. McDonald 1997, p. 67.

> See also Andersen 1977, p. 178.

% Duncan 1976, pp. 151-66; Frame 1995, pp. 89-97; McDonald 1997, pp. 68-69;
R. Bartlett, “The Celtic Lands of the British Isles”, in D. Abulafia (ed.), The New
Cambridge Medieval History c. 1198-c. 1300 vol. V, Cambridge 1999, pp. 822-27.

7 Frame 1995, pp. 44-47. In 1212 King Ragnvald of Man and the Hebrides became
King John II’s vassal and in 1219 King Henry IIT’s (McDonald 1997, pp. 87-88).
King Gudred is also said to have paid homage to the English king (Beuermann 2002,
p. 249, n. 33).
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1173. The Scottish king had to pay homage to the English king, and
until 1188 Scotland was virtually subject to English overlordship.®

Before 1200 Man and the Hebrides had few, if any, formal ties to
Scotland. Local power was in the hands of the Manx royal dynasty and
Somerled’s successors.” On the other hand, in the thirteenth century
the territories of the local magnates on the west coast of Scotland came
under pressure from the king of Scotland and from Scottish magnate
families eager to expand their lands. These families were a more inte-
gral part of the Scottish monarchy than the magnates in the west. The
expansion was supported by royal expeditions against Argyll. Although
the Manx-Hebridean kings were able to maintain their independent
role throughout the thirteenth century, Scottish pressure and inter-
nal rivalry led them to seek support from King Hakon Hakonsson in
Norway from the 1220s.° Scottish pressure was probably the reason
for the renewed interest of the Norwegian kings in the area.

In 1210 the kings of Man and the Hebrides were in Norway to be
reconciled with King Inge Bardsson (1204-1217) and his advisor Earl
Hakon Folkvidsson. They paid the outstanding tribute to the king,
swearing fealty and allegiance in return for once again holding their
lands in fee.’' In 1224 representatives from the islands were in Bergen
to ask King Hakon Hékonsson to give them assistance and settle dis-
putes between them. But it was not until 1228-29, when the internal
strife came to an end in Norway, that the king found the time ripe for
a military intervention in the south-west. King Hakon fitted out an
expedition to support King Olav of Man in 1230, and he also installed
a new king over parts of the Hebrides.®* The expedition, however, did
not succeed in doing much more than to show that the Norwegian
king was willing to intervene in the islands if necessary.

% The English crown had ample opportunity to become involved in Scottish
politics, but it was only after King Alexander IIT’s death in 1286 that it made seri-
ous attempts to control the Scottish throne. (Davies 1990, p. 105; Frame 1995, pp.
44-47; McDonald 1997, pp. 68-69; Michael Brown, The Wars of Scotland 1214-1371,
Edinburgh 2004, ch. 8).

* McDonald 1997, pp. 68-71.

% McDonald 1997, pp. 88-89; Cowan 1990, p. 114; Brown 2004, ch. 4.

1 Sagaen om baglere og birkebeinere (Boglunga sogur) (Bs), transl. G. Pedersen,
Norges kongesagaer vol. 3, Oslo 1979, p. 340. For a Norse edition of the saga, see
Soga om Birkebeinar og Baglar. Boglunga sogur I-11, ed. H. Mageroy, Norrene tekster
vol. 5, Oslo 1988.

2 HsH, ch. 165-67; McDonald 1997, pp. 89-91; Cowan 1990, pp. 114-115; Brown
2004, ch. 4.
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Alexander II of Scotland (1214-1249) had the goal of incorporat-
ing Man and the Hebrides into the Scottish realm. From the 1230s
the increased Scottish pressure meant that the Manx-Hebridean kings
found it harder to maintain their independence by showing loyalty
to either the Scottish or the Norwegian king. In addition, the local
aristocracy on the islands was being increasingly drawn into Scottish
society on the mainland.®® In 1244 Alexander dispatched emissaries to
Norway to ask whether King Hakon was willing to give up his over-
lordship over the islands. The answer was no, and the king of Scotland
then tried in vain to buy the islands from Hakon.** In 1248 the local
princes Ewan MacDougall (Jon Dungadsson) of Argyll and Dugald
MacRuairi (Duggal Rudrisson) sailed to Bergen, where they asked
Hékon to make them kings of the northern Hebrides. They probably
came to Bergen on the occasion of Hakon’s coronation. King Harald
of Man at that time held the southern Hebrides as part of his king-
dom. He married King Hakon’s daughter in 1248. With this marriage
Hakon was probably trying to re-establish a stable political atmosphere
in the Hebrides and increase the influence of the Norwegian crown in
the region. Both Ewan and other men from the islands took part in
Hakon’s battles in Denmark in 1253.%°

King Harald and the king’s daughter perished on the way back
to Man. Ewan MacDougall of Argyll, who held most of the north-
ern Hebrides in fee from Hakon, also made an agreement with the
Scottish crown. Yet Alexander II perceived Ewan’s territory as a threat.
When Ewan refused to cede the land he held in fee from King Hakon,
Alexander II mounted a campaign to the west, but the Scottish king
died before any settlement was reached.®

When Alexander IIT (1249-1286) came of age in 1260-61, the policy
of expansion was resumed, first through negotiations, then by force of
arms. The islands were once again torn by dynastic strife, and King
Alexander used this as an excuse for intervening. The campaign was
directed against the territory of the King of Man, and was probably
intended to challenge Hakon’s authority in the area. Hakon responded

¢ Duncan 1976, p. 548; McDonald 1997, pp. 96-97.

% HsH, ch. 245-46.

¢ HsH, ch. 259-61. McDonald 1997, p. 99; Cowan 1990, p. 115; Brown 2004, pp.
80-85.

% HsH, ch. 261. McDonald believes that Ewan was installed in the same area as
Uspak in 1230 (McDonald 1997, pp. 99-102). See also Duncan 1976, pp. 554-55.
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by leading an expedition westwards in 1263. After the king had inter-
vened in the islands with the support of some local rulers, there were
a few encounters between Norwegians and Scots and raids by local
magnates loyal to Hakon on the Scottish mainland. Hakon died, how-
ever, in Orkney in the winter of 1263 without the conflict having been
resolved.®”

Hékon Hakonsson’s campaign shows that the Norwegian crown
was incapable of protecting the inhabitants of the Hebrides against
Scottish aggression. Hakon’s great difficulty was the failure of the local
magnates to display loyalty, and especially Ewan of Argyll’s reluc-
tance to assist the king’s expedition. Since neither the Scottish nor
the Norwegian king had previously been able to demand full loyalty
from their vassals, it was only now that this became a problem for the
princes who were vassals of two lords.*®

Alexander III invaded the islands and gained control of them in
1265. The king of Man later surrendered. It would take many gen-
erations, however, before the king of Scotland had real political con-
trol over the Hebrides. Man sought protection from the English king.
King Magnus Hakonsson (1263-1280), however, chose a different line
from his father’s vis-a-vis Scotland.® Negotiations were initiated, and
in 1266 they resulted in the conclusion of peace at Perth. In the Treaty
of Perth, Magnus ceded his lordship of Man and the Hebrides to the
king of Scotland in return for financial compensation, and Alexander
IIT acknowledged and guaranteed Magnus’s rule over Orkney and
Shetland.”

When the Norwegian king showed a greater desire to intervene in
the Norse areas in the Irish Sea at the start of the thirteenth century,
it was probably due mainly to increased Scottish pressure. But even
if King Hakon was willing to fight to maintain Norwegian overlord-
ship, the odds were against him from the very start. In political and

 HsH, ch. 319-31.

% McDonald 1997, pp. 115-19. McDonald describes here the choices Ewan and
Dugald made. Ewan chose Scotland, whereas both Dugald and his son Eirik chose
Norway (HsH, ch. 319, 325). See also McDonald 1997, p. 117 on the changes which
had the consequence that the Scottish and the Norwegian kings demanded absolute
fealty and loyalty from their vassals in the mid-thirteenth century. See also Orning
2008, part II, ch. 2, on King Hakon Hakonsson’s demand for absolute loyalty.

% Bjorgo 1995, pp. 77-81; McDonald 1997, pp. 115-16 on Man and the Hebrides.

7 DN VIII 9; NMD, pp. 110-119 (Norwegian transl.) and on the extant versions
of the treaty.



IN THE NORWEGIAN KINGS’ SPHERE OF INTEREST 51

geographical terms, at the least, Man and the Hebrides were probably
closer to the Scottish than the Norwegian crown in 1263. In addition,
the Norwegian king had not tried to establish a more direct lordship
over Man and the Hebrides after 1200. The Norwegian kings had con-
tented themselves with exercising control and overlordship through
local vassals and sporadic demonstrations of power. Also, a Norwegian
presence probably was not strong enough at the start of the thirteenth
century to make it possible, in the long term, to incorporate Man and
the Hebrides into the Norwegian realm, even if the outcome of King
Hakon’s expedition had been different.

Orkney and Shetland, 1103-1195

The Norwegian kings installed the earls in Orkney, and in this way they
maintained a certain degree of control over the political situation in
the earldom in the twelfth century.” Yet although royal overlordship
over the earldom had been formalized in 1098 and there was a certain
amount of royal involvement, the family of the earl mostly functioned
as an independent princely house in the twelfth century. The earldom
enjoyed a new golden age under Ragnvald Kolsson (1136-1158), with
tax collecting, local organization with good coverage, the canoniza-
tion of Earl Magnus Erlendsson (c. 1105-1115), and the construction
of St Magnus Cathedral.”> Even though the Orkney earls’ position as
independent princes culminated during the time of Earl Ragnvald, the
process did not take place without Norwegian influence and blessing.
Ragnvald was originally called Kali Kolsson, the son of a Norwegian
lendr maor™ (‘royal vassal’) and an Orkney earl’s daughter. Kali and
his father belonged to the circle around King Sigurd Magnusson the
Crusader and had close ties to the aristocracy of western Norway,
which would later form the core of the aristocratic faction in the
Norwegian power struggles. In 1129 Kali received the title of earl from

7' See e.g. Os, ch. 43, 44 on the installation of the joint earls Hakon Palsson and
Magnus Erlendsson. Os, ch. 46-50 on the conflict between the earls Hakon and
Magnus, and ch. 63-75 on Pal and Ragnvald.

72 Thomson 2001, ch. 6, 7.

73 The lendir menn (sg. lendr madr) constituted the top layer of the royal hird. In
the twelfth century they were still local magnates attached to the king by oaths of fealty
and service. The lendir menn were royal vassals and held crown land from the king as
a personal fief. They had numerous political, military, legal and administrative tasks.
From 1277 the royal vassals were called barons, and they were granted the right to use
the title herra (Lord, Sir) (Krag 2003, pp. 184-201; Helle 2003, p. 382).
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King Sigurd and adopted the more Orcadian-sounding earl’s name
Ragnvald. However, he did not reach Orkney before 1135, but then
both the king and the Norwegian lendir menn (‘royal vassals’) sup-
ported Ragnvald in his struggle to establish himself as earl of Orkney.”
To ensure the backing of the Orkney chieftains, Earl Ragnvald agreed
that Harald Maddadsson (1138-1206), the young son of the Earl of
Atholl, should be earl along with him. Harald can be regarded as a
Scottish candidate, but he and Ragnvald were subsequently joint earls
until Ragnvald died in 1158.

King Inge Haraldsson’s counsellors, brothers Erling and Ogmund
Ormsson, recommended the king to invite Earl Ragnvald to Norway to
secure his support at the expense of King Inge’s joint kings and rivals
in the power struggles. In 1148 both earls went to Norway to King
Inge. Here they were probably formally appointed by the king and
swore an oath of fealty to him.” Earl Ragnvald restored his links with
the aristocracy of western Norway, and in 1151 he made a pilgrimage
to Jerusalem along with Erling Ormsson and several Norwegian mag-
nates. The government of the earldom was left in the hands of Earl
Harald Maddadsson. While Ragnvald was away, one of King Inge’s
co-kings, Qystein Haraldsson (1142-1157), sailed west with a large
fleet. Earl Harald was captured in Caithness, stripped of the earldom,
and then reinstated as earl after giving the king three or seven marks
of gold and paying homage.”® The likely purpose of King Qystein’s
journey was to plunder the west coast of Scotland and England. The
demonstration of power to Earl Harald can be viewed in connection
with the political situation in Norway and the fact that the earl had
previously paid homage to King Inge. The expedition has also been
linked to an increased south-western Norwegian orientation, although
it is difficult to substantiate that conclusion from the information
in the sagas. The cash that the earl paid was probably his tribute as
vassal.”’

After the death of Ragnvald in 1158, Harald established himself as
sole earl. Until the 1190s he acted as an independent and ambitious

7 Os, ch. 42, 58-76, 103.

7> Os, ch. 85. The relationship between Earl Ragnvald and Erling Ormsson is also
described in Haraldssona saga, Hkr 111, ch. 17.

76 Os, ch. 85-91; Haraldssona saga, ch. 20.

77 Os, ch. 91. See also Bjergo 1995, p. 30; Thomson 2001, pp. 115-16. On the tribute
see Johnsen 1966, p. 6; Imsen 2000, p. 177, and the next section.
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territorial prince, with only loose ties to the Norwegian and Scottish
kings. However, the latter half of the twelfth century brought a change
in the earl’s position. Harald had to struggle to preserve an indepen-
dent earldom in an atmosphere of increased royal authority in both
Norway and Scotland. Orkney and Shetland were relatively far away
from the core lands of the Scottish realm, and the king of Scotland was
not pressing to have Orkney and Shetland brought under his sway, as
he did in the case of Man and the Hebrides. Scottish state formation,
on the other hand, had direct consequences for Earl Harald’s territo-
ries on the Scottish mainland. King William I of Scotland took action
against the earl when he had become involved in uprisings in Ross
and Moray. The earl was also in conflict with the Scottish bishop of
Caithness. Heavy fines, loss of land, and humiliation were the result
for the earl.”®

Earl Ragnvald, as we have seen, can be associated with the circle that
would later become the so-called lendir menn’s party in the Norwegian
power struggles. Earl Harald’s sympathies also seem to have lain in
that direction. Sverre Sigurdsson was king of Norway from 1177
(sole king 1184-1202), and in 1192 the son of Sverre’s rival, the late
King Magnus Erlingsson (1162-1184), was brought first to Shetland
and then to Orkney. Earl Harald gave the insurgents a ship, but it
is uncertain how great a role he actually played in the rising of the
Eyjarskeggjar against King Sverre in 1193. The rebellion was crushed
in 1194, and in the following year Earl Harald felt that the safest thing
would be to attend a hird-stefna, a meeting of the hird in Bergen in
order to ask the king for mercy.

Orkney and Shetland did undoubtedly belong to the Norwegian
king’s dominion in the twelfth century, but it does not seem as if the
Norwegian kings made any attempt to establish a more direct mastery
over the earldom; the kings’ involvement extended to the appointment
of earls and military support against rival earls. Otherwise it was not
until the end of the twelfth century that Norwegian kings began to
develop administrative instruments that made it possible to exercise
more palpable lordship over peripheral areas where they had only lim-
ited authority.

78 See Barbara E. Crawford, “Norse Earls and Scottish Bishops in Caithness, a Clash
of Cultures”, in C. Batey et al. (eds.) The Viking Age in Caithness, Orkney and the
North Atlantic, Edinburgh 1993, pp. 134-37; Thomson 2001, pp. 113, 117-120, 122-27
on Earl Harald Maddadsson’s conflicts with the Scottish kings.
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It is important, however, to stress that the Orkney earldom in
the twelfth century was already becoming an anomaly within the
Norwegian kings’ sphere of interest. Originally, the hereditary earl-
doms in Norway had been equated with sub-kingship, and the earls
were counted as independent princes. The saga authors nevertheless
portrayed the earls as dependent princes in a state of formal or real sub-
ordination to either Norwegian or Danish kings. The first Norwegian
kings had by then largely accepted earldoms as a form of rule in areas
where the king still did not have enough authority to govern by him-
self. Already in the eleventh century, however, there were at most two
earls at the same time in Norway. And, whereas the dignity of earl
had previously been a tool used by the kings to attach the leading
magnates more closely to him, in Norway from the eleventh century
it was reserved for members of the royal family.”

The Orkney earldom, moreover, differed from those in Norway in
that the earls were also earls of Caithness, which they held under the
king of Scotland. While it was common in the British Isles and on
the continent for the same man to be the vassal of several lords, this
divided loyalty would cause problems for the Orkney earls in the thir-
teenth century.

Royal lordship in the south-west

In a study of the relationship between the Norse island communi-
ties and the Norwegian kings, the question of the nature of the kings’
lordship over the islands must necessarily receive some attention.
Overlordship was the dominant form of “outside rule” in north-west
Europe before the thirteenth century. It meant that the king had for-
malized, indirect lordship or dominion over an area or community,
while a local prince ruled on his behalf and exercised direct lordship.
Within the framework of overlordship, vassalage and military inter-
vention were the king’s most important implements for maintain-
ing control over outlying parts of the kingdom or other spheres of
interest.®

7 The earldoms had probably been regarded as a burden on the national kingdom
(Andersen 1977, p. 278).
8 See e.g. Davies 1990, ch. 5.
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Herradomr/herradeemi, the Old Norse equivalent to lordship and
dominion, rarely occurs in the source material®' Despite its virtual
absence from the sources, herredomme, the modern Norwegian ver-
sion of the word, is frequently used by medieval historians in Norway,
usually as a synonym for riki (rule, realm) and veldi (dominion), con-
cepts that are often associated with the king’s granting of territories
of varying size as fiefs to high-born men in the Early Middle Ages.*
We also find the term used in German-language medieval research,
where Herrschaft and Uberherrschaft is used to designate the king’s, or
some other lord’s, authority over an area.*> The Old Norse words her-
radcemi, riki, and veldi were not exclusively geographical entities. Like
lordship and Herrschaft, they also refer to the power and authority
that kings and lords exercised over a geographical area and its inhabit-
ants. In Norway kings, dukes, and earls enjoyed riki or veldi, whereas
royal vassals (lendir menn) did not because they lacked princely dig-
nity. This meant in practice that the princes (usually earls) in Norway
either had riki by virtue of their personal power base or because it was
given to them by the king in the form of delegated royal authority.
Royal authority comprised, among other things, full power to collect
the crown’s revenue in an area, usually in return for a tribute paid to
the king. It also meant that the local prince, as the king’s representa-
tive, exercised direct lordship in the territory and had extensive mili-
tary duties. To be a princely representative and hold land on behalf of
the king, it was essential that the occupant had formalized ties to the
king and had sworn fealty to him, becoming the king’s liegeman. In
this context, overlordship means that the actual government of the ter-
ritory was exercised by men with princely dignity who were formally
subordinate to a king.

Even if the king himself exercised direct lordship over an area, he
left the actual ruling of the area to his representatives. This meant in
practice that the revenue from the area went to the king, while the
king’s local representative kept only part of the revenue as payment.
The representatives had neither princely dignity nor royal lordship,

8 H, p. 135 and in the judgement of the Council of the Realm in the dispute between
the king and the sons of Havtore about Borgarsysla in 1347 (NgL IV, p. 377).

8 NgL V, Glossarium, p. 284 (herradémr/herradcemi), 322-23 (riki), 701 (veldi).
Ebbe Hertzberg, Lén og veizla i Norges sagatid, Gottingen, 1893, pp. 287, 296-303.

8 See e.g. Njastad 2003, pp. 12-14 on “Herrschaft”.
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although they could also hold their territories or administrative dis-
tricts in fee from the king.** Whether the king’s lordship was indirect
or direct can be used as a yardstick for how much actual authority the
Norwegian kings had over a territory, and how far the state-formation
process had come.

Even though it may be argued that King Magnus Barelegs of Norway
and King Edgar of Scotland did not have any permanent authority
over the areas they formally divided between themselves in the 1098
treaty, sources from the twelfth and thirteenth centuries show that the
Norwegian kings were regarded as having a form of lordship over the
islands in the Irish Sea and along the coast of Scotland.* What kind of
lordship did the Norwegian king have in the south-west in the twelfth
century and—importantly—what did it mean in practice?

The Norwegian king had authority to appoint new kings of Man
and the Hebrides and new earls in Orkney.* To explain the conditions
for this territorial lordship, we must bring in the Norse settlement, the
development of a Norse cultural sphere, and the cultural, political and
especially the historical links between the Norse island communities
and the Norwegian crown.

Territorial lordship meant that the local princes gradually became
perceived as holding the islands in fee from the king of Norway. This
can be documented as regards the local kings and the earls, but to
obtain further clarity as to whether the local princes held their domin-
ions in fee from the king from the middle of the twelfth century, I
would like to consider two factors: “vassalage” and “tribute”.

Vassalage usually refers to the relationship between the king and
his liegemen in a Norwegian context. It involved adoption into service
by a hand-clasping ceremony, an oath of fealty, and mutual obliga-
tions of protection.”” Some Orkney earls had become liegemen of the
Norwegian kings even before 1100, but from the mid-twelfth century

8 On fiefs and the question of whether earls and sheriffs held fiefs in Norway, see
Hertzberg 1893, pp. 307-11 and Mikal Lie, Lensprincipet i Norden, Kristiania 1907,
p. 33.

8 For example, King Alexander III referred to this lordship when he tried to buy
Man and the Hebrides, and it was mentioned as the basis for the lordship of the
Norwegian king in the Treaty of Perth.

8 See e.g. Johnsen 1966, pp. 11, 16.

8 Hertzberg 1893, p. 325. See H, ch. 19 for a description of the ceremony.
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on, all earls were the Norwegian kings’ liegemen.®® The king of Man
and the Hebrides first swore allegiance to a Norwegian king in 1152.
Also, Gudred Olavsson probably became a liegeman of King Magnus
Erlingsson in 1164.% After that, no Manx-Hebridean king swore alle-
giance to the king again until 1210, but in the period 1220 to 1263 ties
were close between King Hékon and the kings of these islands.

Vassalage and the formal subordination of the local rulers to the
Norwegian kings characterized relations between the Norwegian kings
and the local rulers in the Irish Sea and Orkney from the middle of
the twelfth century. But did the kings and the earls hold the islands
in fee?

The most important information about the kings’ revenues before
1200 comes from Historia Norwegie, where the author mentions Man,
the Hebrides, Orkney, Shetland, the Faroes, and Iceland as tributary
islands, and informs us that the Norwegian kings received tribute from
the Hebrides, Orkney, and the Faroes.

The Norwegian historian Arne Odd Johnsen shows that the trib-
ute mentioned in Historia Norwegie and Robert de Torigni’s Chronica
refers to the dues rendered by the Manx-Hebridean kings as vassals,
and not to a regular tax paid by the islands’ inhabitants. This tribute
was most probably paid at royal accessions in Norway, to renew exist-
ing bonds of vassalage and to fulfil old obligations. Johnsen believes
that the Orkney earls also paid tribute to the kings in the twelfth cen-
tury, a view shared by Steinar Imsen. The regular revenues from the
islands went, with few exceptions, to the local rulers.” The payment of
tribute shows that the local rulers in the southwest formally held the
islands in fee from the Norwegian kings. In addition, there are more
examples in Johnsen’s article to support the conclusion that the Manx-
Hebridean kings formally held the islands in fee from the Norwegian
kings from 1152.°' The Norwegian king thus had the ability to control

# In 1148 Earl Ragnvald and Earl Harald probably became liegemen of King Inge,
and in 1151 Earl Harald also had to pay homage to King Inge’s co-regent Qystein
Haraldsson.

8 Johnsen 1966, pp. 9-11; Beuermann 2002, p. 61.

% Johnsen 1966, pp. 4-11, 17. Johnsen also thinks that the ransom Earl Harald
Maddadsson paid to King @ystein in 1151 could be a kind of tribute, not least because
it was linked to the earl’s homage to the king. See Imsen 2000, p. 177 on the Orkney
earls.

! Johnsen’s conclusion requires that one follows Hertzberg and includes word-
ing such as riki, veldi, forrdda, setja yfir, skipa land, etc., Old Norse terms indicating
fiefs and/or presupposing or resulting in fiefs (Hertzberg 1893, pp. 287-88, 294). An
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who exercised direct lordship of Orkney and Shetland and to some
extent of Man and the Hebrides. However, since both the kingdom of
Man and the Hebrides and the Orkney earldom were hereditary, the
king’s freedom of choice was limited, and it was only after 1220 that
the Norwegian king gained more direct influence over who ruled Man
and the Hebrides.

The Faroes, Greenland and Iceland

According to saga tradition, the Norwegian kings completed a process
by bringing the Faroese under the crown during the reign of Magnus
the Good Olavsson (1035-1047), when a Faroese received the islands
in fee from the king. The process is said to have begun in the days of
Hékon Sigurdsson, earl of Lade at the end of the tenth century, and was
continued by kings Olav Tryggvason (995-1000) and Olav Haraldsson
the Holy (1015-28). Under Norwegian pressure, the Faroese decided at
the General Assembly in Térshavn to accept Christianity and pay tax
to the Norwegian king.”? Faroese historian Hans Jacob Debes rejects
this statement about a fief as an anachronism from the thirteenth
century.” It may be suggested that the claim that the Faroese con-
sented to pay tax to King Olav the Holy was nothing but a product
of the later need to create historical legitimacy for royal lordship over
the islands. It is likely that no form of royal lordship was established
in the Faroes in the eleventh century.

Olav the Holy is also said to have wanted to bring Iceland under the
rule of the king. An emissary of King Olav announced the king’s desire
to become king of Iceland and receive tax from the country at the
General Assembly. The Icelandic chieftains, however, were not inter-
ested, nor did they go to Norway as the king asked them to, probably
for fear of being kept there. The Icelanders who visited Norway on
behalf of their chieftains were instead retained in Norway as hostages,
with the exception of one who was sent to Iceland to proclaim the

example is Earl Harald’s ransom payment in 1151, another is the record in Robert
de Torigni’s Chronica that King Gudred Olavsson held Man and the islands from
the Norwegian king (Johnson 1966, p. 5-6). Robert de Torigni’s Chronica is printed
in Chronicles of the Reigns of Stephen, Henry II and Richard I (Robert de Torigni’s
Chronica) 1V, ed. from a manuscript by Richard Hewlett, Wiesbaden 1964 [London
1884-89)].

2 Feereyinga saga, ch. 28-35. See also Oldfs saga helga, ch. 58, 124-29, 135-36,
142-43.

% Debes 1995, pp. 34-35.
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king’s wish that the Icelanders should accept his law and pay pegngildi
and nefgildi®* The king’s proposal was supposed to be perceived as a
threat, but the Icelanders still refused.

The saga account may be read as an analogy to King Hakon
Hakonsson’s policy vis-a-vis the Icelanders from the mid 1230s, when
he worked to gain their consent to pay tax and accept the king as their
lord. Snorri Sturluson, the author of Heimskringla, which contains the
sagas of Olav Tryggvason and Olav Haraldsson, had first-hand knowl-
edge of the king’s policy.” As in the case of Olav Haraldsson’s alleged
policy for the other island communities, it is difficult to trust accounts
that may to a great extent originate in the thirteenth century.

King Olav Haraldsson is also associated with a set of provisions in
thirteenth-century manuscripts of Grdgds. These regulate the rights of
Icelanders in Norway and the rights of Norwegian merchants and the
king in Iceland, as well as other matters that can be regarded as a result
of close trading connections and Icelanders sojourning in Norway. The
provisions are known as the Icelanders’ agreement with King Olav the
Holy, but they cannot automatically be traced back to the eleventh
century.” Even though the provisions concern the mutual rights and
obligations of Icelanders and the Norwegian king, they can hardly be
used as arguments that the Norwegian kings had any form of lordship
over Iceland, as Patricia P. Boulhosa indirectly claims.” Apart from
the alleged pressure under King Olav, which the Icelanders resisted,
there is no evidence of any form of royal policy or pressure vis-a-vis
Iceland in the eleventh century. But the provisions show that there
were very close ties and frequent connections between Norwegians
and Icelanders.

The provisions were probably important for the many Icelanders
who were in the service of Norwegian kings and earls, as priests, poets,
and hirdmen (ON hirdmenn, ordinary members of the hird without
rank or title).”® The classical Icelandic hirdman had been driven from

% begngildi was the compensation paid to the king for the killing of a freeman and
nefgildi a form of poll tax, literally “nose tax”. See Halvard Bjerkvik “Skatter. Norge”,
KLNM XV, 1970, cols. 424-35.

» See ch. 2.

% Grg, pp- 479-80. Jon Jéhannesson 1956, pp. 134-42; Boulhosa 2005, pp. 43-45.

7 Boulhosa 2005, pp. 85-86.

% Sg. hiromadr. Examples of Icelanders serving as hirdmenn in the tenth and elev-
enth centuries: Oldfs saga helga, ch. 182, 209; Haralds saga Sigurdarsonar, Hkr 111,
ch. 9; Prestsaga Gudmundar géda, Sts 1, ch. 1-2, Haukdcela pdttr, Sts I, ch. 4. Icelanders
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the country by his enemies and returned with honour after a splendid
career abroad, where he had saved the life of a Norwegian king or an
earl. The hird and the liegemen described in sagas such as Egils saga
and Njdls saga are modelled on the royal hird as it was in the High
Middle Ages, the period when the saga writers lived. Their descrip-
tions nevertheless show the importance of hird service for people in
Iceland, and how interested Icelanders in general were in what their
fellow countrymen did abroad. A career in the hird of a Norwegian
king or earl or in the service of Orkney earls was an opportunity for
adventure and heroic status for young Icelanders who had run into
problems at home.”

From about 1100 to 1220, there was no special royal policy towards
the Icelanders and Greenlanders, and the Norwegian kings exerted no
form of lordship over Iceland and Greenland before the 1260s. Nor
did the Norwegian kings have any revenue from there, except for the
landaurar that Icelanders had to pay on arrival in Norway, and what
the kings may have earned from commerce. The king’s revenues and
the inhabitants’ payment of tax to the king were then the central issue
when King Hédkon Hékonsson formalized his lordship over Iceland
in 1262-64. There were, however, close ties between Icelandic and
Norwegian society, and the political and administrative structure of
Iceland was affected by the development of kingship in Norway. The
concentration of power in Iceland and the close connections of the
Icelanders with the retinues of Norwegian kings and earls probably
had the consequence that Norwegian political organization and ide-
ology made themselves felt in Iceland from the twelfth century. In
the twelfth and early thirteenth century, Icelandic-born liegemen were
involved in the various factions in the Norwegian power struggles.'®

also served in the Orkney earls’ hird (Brennu-Njdls saga, ed. Einar Ol Sveinsson,
Islenzk fornrit vol. XII, Reykjavik 1954, ch. 83-90, 153-58).

® Egils saga Skalla-Grimssonar, ed. Sigurdut Nordal, Islenzk fornrit vol. II,
Reykjavik 1933. Weerdahl 2007.

190" E.g., Haraldssona saga, ch. 5; Hikonar saga herdibreids, Hkr I11, ch. 312; Prestsaga
Gudmundar g6da, ch. 1-2, Haukdeela pdttr, ch. 4. It is striking that the Icelanders con-
sistently found themselves on the side of King Sverre Sigurdsson’s opponents; in 1158
Porvardr Porgeirsson, at the age of eighteen, went to Norway where he became King
Inge Haraldsson’s hirdman. Porvardr returned to Iceland after Inge’s fall and declared
that he would not serve any other king after Inge. Porvardr asked his brother Ari not
to join the faction that had brought down King Inge, but to join the group that would
probably rise in Viken (the Oslofjord area) to avenge Inge, and thus to take Porvardr’s
place (Prestsaga Guomundar géda, ch. 1).
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They functioned exactly like Norwegian-born liegemen, and most of
them were ordinary hirdmen. Very few Icelanders had high rank or
offices in the hird, and no Icelandic-born liegemen performed mis-
sions or assignments for the king in Iceland before 1220. The homage
of the Icelandic liegemen did not give the Norwegian kings any form
of lordship over Iceland. No Icelandic chieftain became a royal liege-
man, although members of the chieftain aristocracy were represented
in the retinues of Norwegian kings and earls."™

The Icelandic chieftains used the Norwegian king’s apparatus and
methods as a model for the government of their own lordship. This
meant, among other things, building up the institution of retainers
(fylgdarmenn), which was virtually identical to the hird. Like the
Norwegian kings, the most powerful chieftains used trusted men
to maintain and exercise their power locally, and the chieftains had
retainers who probably swore allegiance to them from the first half of
the thirteenth century.'®

Although bonds between Iceland and Norway in many areas were
stronger than between Norway and the other island communities, the
Norwegian king’s lordship did not extend to Iceland in the twelfth
century. Nor does it seem as if the kings wanted to establish any such
lordship over the country at this time. Because of the lack of lordship,
the Norwegian kings had no means by which to exert power in Iceland
when conflict broke out between Norwegian merchants and Icelanders
in southern Iceland in 1218. There were no men or institutions to
safeguard the interests of the king or the Norwegians in the country.
There can be no doubt, however, that the conditions for establishing
royal lordship over Iceland existed, and that a further consolidation
of the territories within the Norwegian king’s sphere of interest would
most likely also comprise Iceland.

01 E.g. Porvardr and Ari Porgeirsson (Prestsaga Gudmundar géda, ch. 1-2; Sts 11,
40th genealogy (gen.) Ztt Porgeirs Hallasonar) and Gizurr Hallsson (Haukdela pattr,
ch. 4; Sts 11, 7th gen. Haukdzlir). The genealogies are the family trees (cettskrdr) in
Sturlunga saga 11, eds. Jon Jéhannesson et al., Reykjavik 1946. In addition I use infor-
mation about genealogy from the following works: Islenzkar @viskrdr (L) 1-V, ed.
Pall Eggert Olason, Reykjavik 1948-52; Einar Bjarnason, Islenzkir eettstudlar, Reykjavik
1969, J6n Johannesson, Islendinga saga I-1I, Reykjavik 1956 and 1958, and J6n
borkelsson (ed.), Islenzkar drtidaskrdr eda Obituaria Islandica (IA), Kaupmannahéfn
1893-96.

12 Jén Vidar Sigurdsson 1999, pp. 76-77; Jon Vidar Sigurdsson, Frd godordum
til rikja. Préun godavalds d 12. og 13. old, Reykjavik 1989, pp. 111-12; Jon Vidar
Sigurdsson et al. 2005, pp. 174-77.
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Like Iceland and Orkney, Greenland, according to saga tradi-
tion, became Christian on the initiative of King Olav Tryggvason.'®
Although Olav Haraldsson is said by the sagas to have taken an inter-
est in Greenland, there is no record of him having exerted the same
pressure there as he is supposed to have exerted in the Faroes and
Iceland.

In the case of the Faroes, it seems as if tax payment and the pres-
ence of a syslumadr or ‘sherift’, a royal official safeguarding the king’s
interests locally, had become a reality in the 1170s."** According to
Historia Norwegie, the Norwegian kings received tribute from
the Faroes at set times.'” In Orkney, Man, and the Hebrides, on the
other hand, the tribute can be associated with the dues owed by the
local princes for their fiefs. Around 1175, according to Sverris saga, a
man known as Kalv the emissary held the king’s syslur (sg. sysla) in
the Faroes. A sysla referred to the sheriff’s fixed administrative district,
his fief (ON Ién) that he held on behalf of the king, and his office or
sheriffdom.' In 1247 King Hakon Hakonsson sent men to Iceland
and Greenland to get the inhabitants to agree to pay tax and submit to
the king’s lordship. In this connection there is no mention of Orkney,
Shetland, or the Faroes. Since the Norwegian king exercised direct
lordship over Orkney and Shetland at this time, it is probable that the
position of the Faroes was more like that of Orkney and Shetland than
that of Iceland and Greenland.!”” Hans Jacob Debes assumes that the
establishment of the ecclesiastical province of Nidaros had the result
that the Faroes became liable to pay tax to the king of Norway, but
he does not deny that the Faroes could have been incorporated into
the Norwegian political system early in the twelfth century, before the
establishment of the archbishopric in Nidaros.'® It is not possible,
however, to substantiate this claim from the source material. Debes

103 Ola'fs saga Tryggvasonar, Hkr 1, ch. 86, 96.

104 See ch. 4 about the development of the shrieval organization.

1 HN, pp. 12-14, 65-75. On the significance of tribute and broader meaning of
tax, see Johnsen 1966, pp. 9-10; HN, p. 192.

196 Syerris saga (Svs), ed. Porleifur Hauksson, Islenzk fornrit vol. XXX, Réykjavik
2007, ch. 1. The dating to c. 1175 is based on the information in the saga text and the
year that Sverre Sigurdsson came to Norway (1176). See ch. 4 for an overview of the
king’s local administrative apparatus.

17 See ch. 3.

1% Debes 1995, pp. 36 and 38.
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does not mention the reference to Kalv the emissary, although he
thinks that the Faroese might have paid tax to the king at this time.

The information about Kalv cannot be checked against any other evi-
dence. It can be used, however, to argue that King Magnus Erlingsson
had established a form of direct lordship or rule in the Faroes parallel
to the establishment of the institution of sheriff in Norway. This agrees
well with the information in Historia Norwegie about the Faroes as a
Norwegian tributary land. This account is dated to the period 1160-75,
mostly within the reign of Magnus Erlingsson, when the first sheriffs
or syslumenn appeared in Norway.'” We therefore cannot rule out the
possibility that the king had other types of revenue from the Faroes
than tribute from a royal vassal; moreover, it does not seem as if any
royal vassal held the Faroes in fee from the king. The presence of a
royal sheriff in the Faroes also foreshadows the incorporation process
that characterizes the relationship between the Norwegian crown and
the Norse island communities from the end of the twelfth century to
1262-64. However, in the case of Iceland there were other forms of
political dominance and influence than lordship and direct interven-
tion in local government.

Conclusion

The Viking Age expansion created a cultural, economic, and eccle-
siastical sphere and laid the foundation for connections between the
Norse island communities and Norway, and for the interest that
Norwegian kings took in the area. It was probably this community
that Adam of Bremen had in mind when he wrote around 1070 that
almost all the important islands outside Norway were now subject to
the Norwegians.""” For Adam the world of the northmen was the land
of the Norwegians.

Whereas Man and the southern Hebrides came under the early
influence of Gaelic and later Irish and Scottish culture, Norse culture
held its own in Orkney, Shetland, Iceland, Greenland and the Faroes.
Besides a shared language and history, the cultural community also
comprised the establishment of a trading community with Bergen as

19 HN, p. 24. See ch. 4 on the development of a royal administrative apparatus in
Norway.
110 AB, IV, ch. xxxv (34).
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its centre. In addition to the ties to Norway, there were links with the
Irish mainland, the English kings, and the emerging royal power of
Scotland. This challenge to Norse culture and Norwegian kingship was
not only found in the Irish Sea, but also in Orkney and Shetland. It
was so weak, however, that it did not have serious consequences until
the Late Middle Ages. In Iceland, Greenland, and the Faroes there
was no challenger to Norse culture, and especially in Iceland the cul-
tural and political bonds with Norway and the Norwegian king were
intertwined.

Despite the historical connections and the attempt of the saga tradi-
tion to establish a historical royal lordship over the island communi-
ties along the coast of Scotland and in the Irish Sea from the end of
the ninth century, the Norwegian kings showed only sporadic interest
in the area before 1098. Neither in principle nor in practice did the
Norwegian kings have any kind of lordship over the island communi-
ties. The limited interest they did show rarely had any restraining effect
on the independence of the local princes. The local Norse rulers strove
to expand and consolidate their own realms. In the eleventh century
they operated in a geographical area that was still outside the sphere of
interest of the nearby monarchies in England, Scotland, and Norway,
whose attention was mostly directed further to the south and east.
Before 1098 the Norwegian kings had neither the will nor the ability to
give this sphere any great attention. They were occupied with the uni-
fication process in Norway and the opportunities offered by the disin-
tegration of the Danish North Sea Empire. The attempts to assemble
the Norse island communities in the south-west into a political unit in
the tenth and eleventh centuries took place without the direct partici-
pation of Norwegian kings. Furthermore, is it not possible to see that
the king had any kind of formalized lordship over Orkney, Shetland,
the Hebrides, and Man around 1065-66, when Norwegian historians
think they can detect a westward turn in the Norwegian kings’ for-
eign policy. It seems that it was only after the kings were forced to
give up Denmark and the territories in England that the Norwegian
kings’ territorial ambitions moved northwards and westwards in the
British Isles, at least for a while. Apart from support for rival Orkney
earls who sporadically approached Norwegian kings, the direct physi-
cal presence of the kings was the only way to exert influence on the
earldom and the earls.

The Norse island communities were nevertheless within the
Norwegian kings’ sphere of interest. From 1098 onwards the Norwegian
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kings had a form of lordship in the Irish Sea and along the coast of
Scotland. The practical political expression of this lordship in the
twelfth century, and in the case of Man and the Hebrides until 1266,
was overlordship. Direct lordship was in the hands of the local princes
who paid tribute to the Norwegian king in return for a fief with its title
and dignity. This royal lordship imposed very few limitations on the
local princes. It looks as if the most important factor in the intensifica-
tion of the Norwegian king’s involvement in the south-west was inter-
nal stability in Norway for, with the exception of the conflict between
Earl Harald Maddadsson and King Sverre in the 1190s, it was not until
the Norwegian Civil Wars were succeeded by long periods of peace in
the first half of the thirteenth century that we see the outlines of major
royal involvement in the south-west, including an attempt at inten-
sification of lordship in Man and the Hebrides. Before that time the
king’s intervention in local matters in the islands was decidedly ad hoc,
coming in the form of pure demonstrations of power, involvement in
succession disputes, or support for local kings and earls.

The core of the overlordship was the local rulers’ formalized ties
to the kings and the kings’ ability to profit from these ties. This form
of lordship gave the Norwegian kings no great revenue or authority
over the islands. Any local taxes and dues went to the local ruler, not
to the king. The local rulers had direct lordship and hence also exer-
cised the day-to-day government of the area. A principle based on the
delegation of direct rule to powerful local representatives was also fol-
lowed in Norway from the start of the unification of the kingdom in
the Viking Age until the kings found other solutions for maintaining
their control over the country. Vassalage is chiefly visible after 1150 in
the south-west, and it did not seem to have any consequences for the
position of the local princes in their realms until after 1195. But even
if the Orkney earls and the Manx-Hebridean kings were vassals of the
Norwegian king, in practice they mainly functioned as independent
princes, even after the 1150s. The formalized ties were loose, and were
often the result of a concrete situation, such as a desire to provide
support against rivals or the king of Scotland, or a result of a demon-
stration of Norwegian power. In the middle of the twelfth century the
Norwegian crown had not yet developed the administrative instru-
ments that enabled it to exercise any direct government in the west.
The only way Norwegian kings could exert more direct influence and
control over conditions in the Irish Sea and the Atlantic islands was
through personal presence and/or military intervention, as in the case
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of the military expeditions that were initiated, and finally led, by King
Héakon Hékonsson in the period 1228 to 1263. Without royal presence,
the king’s influence in the Irish Sea quickly diminished. From 1098 to
1263 no Norwegian king ever set foot on Man or the Hebrides, while
Orkney had just one visit, from @ystein Haraldsson in 1151. On the
occasions when Norwegian kings had the ability and will to become
actively involved, the practical consequences of the local rulers’” subor-
dination were intensified. The result was temporarily reduced freedom
of political action for the local princes, and a development that led in the
long term to the establishment of direct royal lordship. It was not until
the last decades of the twelfth century that the king began to establish
an apparatus for local administration in Norway. At the same time,
the Norwegian kings began to demand ever-increasing loyalty from
their vassals. In this situation the dual loyalties of the Orkney earls and
the Manx-Hebridean kings entailed both challenges and opportunities.
The local rulers and magnates found themselves with divided loyalties
when relations between the Scottish and the Norwegian king led to
conflict from the 1220s. King Hakon, for example, was dependent on
support from the local Hebridean magnates in 1263, and some of these
magnates used their dual loyalties to put pressure on their overlords
in Norway and Scotland.

If we ignore saga tradition, it is not possible to demonstrate any
form of royal policy or strategy for Iceland and Greenland before
the 1220s. We note, however, that the Norwegian kings must have
intended to have some kind of rights over the Norse communities,
although it is difficult to discern this from the saga authors’ perception
in the thirteenth century. When it comes to the Faroes, however, the
situation was different. These islands seem to have acquired a royal
sheriff at the same time as King Magnus Erlingsson was expanding
the sheriff institution in Norway. This can be regarded as a portent of
the intensification of royal lordship that would take place in all Norse
communities in the thirteenth century.

Early in the thirteenth century, not only was the Norwegian kings’
lordship in the Irish Sea and along the coast of Scotland intensified,
but the crown seems already to have established more direct lordship
over the Faroes. As a result, the Faroes, Shetland, Orkney, Man, and
the Hebrides had a formalized relationship with the Norwegian king,
which gave them a different status vis-a-vis the kingdom than Iceland
and Greenland. I therefore think that it is justified to call Man, the
Hebrides, Shetland, Orkney, and the Faroes “the original tributary
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lands”. In this case, the designation should not be linked to the king’s
revenue from the island communities, but should be regarded as evi-
dence that they, in both formal and real terms, had a different status
from Greenland and Iceland from about 1100 until the 1260s. King
Magnus Barelegs’ alleged territorial lordship in the south-west can
therefore be considered the starting point for an incorporation process
that ended with the tributary lands—except Man and the Hebrides—
becoming integral parts of the Norwegian realm. The new system
involved more than vassalage, demonstrations of military power, and
the payment of tribute. But if the Norwegian kings were to have the
same rights and revenues from the Norse island communities as they
gradually acquired in Norway, some important factors were still lack-
ing. Some of these factors came about in the period 1195-1264, when
the incorporation process gained momentum.






CHAPTER TWO

THE NORWEGIAN KING’S TRIBUTARY LANDS

In the period from the 1170s until 1264, the Norwegian kings estab-
lished direct rule over the Faroes, Shetland, Orkney, Iceland, and
Greenland, which go together under the term “tributary lands” (skatt-
land) in the sources from the 1260s on. We shall now look more
closely at how this establishment took place and view it in connection
with the development in Norway.

Both the change in the status of Orkney and Shetland after 1195
and the establishment of the king’s lordship in Iceland have previously
been examined in detail. I will make considerable use of the results of
this research in my study, but my primary aim is to focus on the fol-
lowing problem. What was the significance of the relationship between
the king and the Orkney earls and between the king and the Icelandic
chieftains for the establishment of direct royal lordship?

In addition to developments in power politics, we shall also examine
whether the king established a judicial foundation for direct lordship
or if it was exclusively based on the existing overlordship as regards
the original tributary lands. But first let us take a closer look at the
term “tributary land”.

The designation “tributary land”

There are several definitions of the Old Norse word skattland: “Land
that pays tax to a foreign prince or realm [...] especially about the
lands that lay outside Norway proper but belonged to the Norwegian
Empire”, “Land with an obligation to pay tax to the ruler of another
land; about the Norwegian tributary lands”, or “Land obliged to
pay tribute to the crown of Norway”, including “all the old outlying

» |

Norwegian areas in the west”.

! Johan Fritzner, “skattland” in Ordbog over Det gamle norske Sprog (Ob), III, 1954
[Kristiania 1867], p. 294; Ebbe Hertzberg, “skattland”, NgL V, Glossarium, 1895, pp.
562-63; Blom 1970. (Quotations translated from Norwegian by Alan Crozier).
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If we discount the corresponding Latin expression insula tributaria
in Historia Norwegie, the term skattland first occurs in the written
sources in Hdkonar saga Hédkonarsonar from 1264-65. Here we read
that the Norwegian earl Skule Bardsson received all of the tributary
lands as part of his earldom in 1217.2 In other sagas, however, the term
is absent.? Skattland is most frequent in the normative sources starting
in the 1270s, when it is used as an umbrella term for the Norse island
communities to the west and south-west of Norway which belonged
to the king’s realm. Conforming with this, public documents around
1300 refer to “The realm of Norway’s king and his tributary lands”. For
the rest of the fourteenth century the word skattland is employed, with
few exceptions, only in diplomas regulating trade in the king’s realm.*
The term skattland was probably coined in the thirteenth century in
the milieu of the national kings. It was originally used in politico-legal
contexts, for in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries the kings did
not use the word to refer to individual tributary lands. On the other
hand, we have examples showing that representatives of the tributary
lands used the term about their own lands.” From the fifteenth cen-
tury the king’s person moves more into the background in connection
with the tributary lands, which are termed “Norway and her tributary

2 HsH, ch. 22, “[...] at Skula Jarli uar iattadr pridiungr af Noregi ok aullum skat-
tlondum.” Hdkonar saga Hdikonarsonar is dated to 1264-65 (Hdkon Hdkonssons saga
(HsH 1979), Noregs kongesoger vol. 4, transl. and ed. F. Hodnebe and H. Mageroy,
Oslo 1979, p. 8).

* The term is not used in Heimskringla, Sverris saga, Boglunga sogur, Sturlunga
saga, or in the fragment of Magnus Lagabotes saga (MLs).

* Magnus Lagabetes landslov (ML): NgL 11, p. 4 (1274) and NgL III, p. 3, n. 13;
Byloven: NgL 11, p. 4 and NgL III, p. 3; Jonsbok (Jb), ed. Mér Jonsson, Reykjavik 2004,
p- 91 and H, p. 81. “Skattland” is found, for instance, in the following amendments:
NgL 111, 53/DI 11 176 [1302-1313]; DI II 522 (1348), III 150 (1361), 315 (1383). The
term also occurs in many amendments and royal letters about trade from the fifteenth
and sixteenth centuries, e.g. DI III 643; IV 380, 687, V 115. See also DN VII 100 (1323)
where the proclamation about the government of the kingdom concerns “framleidis
vm allt rikit; Norege oc sua skattlondom”, and DN IIT 477 (1388), where the issuers
of the charter electing Queen Margrete address “ollum monnum ifuir sendalangan
Noregh oc pes skatlandeen”. Interestingly, there is no Latin version of the term in
the source material apart from “insula tributaria” in HN. The lands are instead listed
separately by name (DI III 643, IV 578). The “tribute” in HN probably refers to the
fee paid by a vassal, not to tax (Johnsen 1966; Andersen 1991; Imsen 2000). In the
Icelandic annals the term is used in connection with the coronation of King Erik of
Pomerania (IA, p. 418 (1391)). In 1495 the term occurs for the first time in a non-
dispositive diploma (DI VII 315). In the sixteenth century the Icelanders used the
word skattland in petitions to the king (DI VIII 348, 540).

> DI VIII 348, 540.
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lands” (“Noregh oc pas skatlandeen”), for example in the demand of
the Norwegian Council of the Realm for the redemption of Orkney
and Shetland—pawned to Scotland by the Danish king in 1468-69—at
the accession of new kings in 1483, 1512, and 1524.¢

The obligation to pay tribute and submit politically to the king of
Norway has thus been a central feature of historians’ definitions of
skattland and what gave a territory the status of tributary land. The
question of status tends to be linked to the time when the kings first
received tribute from the area. Yet it was not just tribute and submis-
sion that characterized the status of a tributary land, even though, in
the case of Iceland for instance, it is visible as a marker of the transi-
tion from the pjédveldi or Free State to a part of the king’s realm. In
this study of the incorporation process we shall also look at other fac-
tors that can be said to typify skattland status.

King and earl, 1195-1267

The settlement of 1195 and the consequences for the Orkney earl

Earl Harald Maddadsson supported the failed rising of the Eyjarskeggjar
against King Sverre Sigurdsson at the start of the 1190s.” Both Orkney
and Shetland men took part in the rebellion. After it was quashed in
1194, King Sverre is said to have contemplated sending an army to
punish the Orcadians. Earl Harald, the local bishop, and the leading
men in Orkney forestalled him, however, by coming to Bergen in the
summer of 1195. At a meeting of the hird, the king accused Harald of
treachery because he had supported the Eyjarskeggjar. The earl took all
the blame, defended himself, and begged the king for mercy. He was
forgiven, after which the king dictated an agreement. This was writ-
ten down along with a list of the farms and properties in Orkney and

¢ DN III 477. The term skattland was still in use, however, as an umbrella term
for the lands. Separately, too, the tributary lands are described as belonging to the
crown of Norway; In 1505 the Norwegian Council of the realm stripped the Icelandic
governor of his office of governing “the land of His Grace [the king] and the crown
of Norway, Iceland”. In 1507 King Kristian ruled that all amendments issued by King
Hakon V should also apply to “lands lying under the crown of Norway along with
Iceland, Shetland, and the Faroes” (Norges gamle Love. Anden Raekke 1388-1604 (NgL
2. 1) vol. II, eds. O. A. Johnsen et al., Oslo 1914, nos. 178, 194). See also, NgL, 2. r. II,
no. 186, § 2 (1483), NgL, 2. r. IV, Oslo 1995, no. 32, § 66 (1512), 218, § 35 (1524).

7 On the rising of the Eyjarskeggjar and the subsequent settlement, see Svs,
ch. 118-20, 124-25, Os, ch. 112.
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Shetland which the king confiscated from those rebels who had fallen
in the battle of Florvag. The crown was now established with a royal
sheriff in Orkney and later also with local liegemen. The earldom of
Orkney was nevertheless to continue. Shetland in its entirety, on the
other hand, was placed under royal administration and detached from
the earldom.

Chapter 10 in Hirdskrd, the law code regulating the rights and duties
of the royal hird from the 1270s, deals specifically with earldoms in the
tributary lands. It is clear that the 1195 settlement was the foundation
for relations between the kingdom of Norway and the earl of Orkney
until 1267, when an agreement was reached between King Magnus
Hakonsson and Earl Magnus Gilbertsson (1256-1273). In addition,
we may safely assume that the general rules about earls, as recorded
in chapters 9, 11, and 12 of Hirdskrd, were also to apply to the earls
of the tributary lands.® But before we look more closely at the conse-
quences of the 1195 settlement, it is necessary to say something about
the Norwegian kings’ earls and earldoms in Norway in general from
the end of the twelfth century until c. 1260. The provisions in Hirdskrd
serve as a good point of departure here. Although Hirdskrd in its pre-
served form is ascribed to King Magnus, there is reason to believe that
these regulations—in part at any rate—are of older origin, and can be
traced back at least to King Hakon Hakonsson’s time.’

In Hirdskra the earls come immediately after the king, the king’s
sons, and dukes in rank, and like them they enjoy princely dignity.
Unlike royal vassals and other liegemen further down the hierarchy of
the hird, an earl was granted almost regal lordship over his earldom.
He was also entitled to have his own hird. This lordship thus gave the
earls full right to govern their earldom. This meant that the earl was
entitled to all the revenue from the earldom and that the earl’s own
organization attended to both the king’s and the earl’s interests. The
earls were the king’s powerful deputies. They had far-reaching military
obligations in the defence of the earldom and of Norway, and they
were obliged to take part in expeditions when the king commanded.

8 Weerdahl 1998, p. 92.

? In his examination of Ear]l Harald’s submission to King Sverre Sigurdsson in 1195,
Hans Jacob Orning assumes that the king accused the earl of disloyalty in accordance
with Norwegian law (Orning 2008, p. 165). It is not very likely that Norwegian law
applied in Orkney around 1200, but as the Norwegian king’s earl and liegeman, Earl
Harald was probably subject to the rules about earls in the hird law. See ch. 3.
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But the dignity of earl also carried restrictions. The earls only had lim-
ited right of disposal of the resources of the king and the earldom. An
earl could not leave the country without the king’s permission or have
contacts with chieftains, i.e. magnates, with whom the king was on
hostile terms. The Hirdskrd also has a section about disloyal earls and
the procedure for dealing with them.” Before 1195, these rules were
not all relevant to the Orkney earldom, as the king had no revenue
from it. This, however, was to change.

Hans Jacob Orning investigates Earl Harald’s submission to King
Sverre in his analysis of Norwegian kings’ exercise of power in the
High Middle Ages."! Like Orkney historian William P. L. Thomson,
Orning regards Harald’s behaviour as an expression of the time of
transition in which the earls found themselves. Like the other mag-
nates in the realm, the earl was confronted with the king’s demand for
absolute loyalty—constant in time and place—which made it totally
impossible to support anyone other than the king.'? Earl Harald faced
the same challenge in his relationship to the king of Scotland.

Orning points out that initially there was no difference between the
king’s relationship to magnates in the tributary lands and to magnates
in Norway. In King Sverre’s time, for example, all magnates were given
quarter and settlements by the king after uprisings. As a rule they were
also granted favourable terms, with one exception: Earl Harald was
treated with unusual severity.” The harsh conditions that King Sverre
imposed on Earl Harald are the reason why the year 1195 has been
perceived as a turning point in the history of Orkney and Shetland.
The settlement tends to be regarded as the end of a virtually indepen-
dent earldom with only loose formal ties to the Norwegian kingdom.™*
In addition, Earl Harald’s disloyalty to King William I of Scotland
had the consequence that the king of Scotland tightened his grip on
Caithness.

0 H, ch. 11-12.

" Orning 2008, part II, ch. 2.

2 Thomson 2001, p. 113; Orning 2008, 178-80.

 Orning 2008, pp. 191, 226-27.
* Crawford 1971, p. 144; Imsen 2000, pp. 163-169; William L. P. Thomson sums
up Earl Harald’s problem as follows: “The problem which Harald had to face was the
growth of royal power in Scotland and Norway, both endeavouring to extend their
control into peripheral areas, and to convert the loose ties of the saga-period into a
more binding feudal relationship” (Thomson 2001, p. 113).
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Earl Harald, as he himself stressed in 1195, had been in trouble
with his overlords before. Previous confrontations with Norwegian
kings, however, had not had such serious consequences, and no earl
of Orkney before him had entered a settlement with a Norwegian king.
In 1151 it had been sufficient to pay tribute and swear the oath of
fealty to King Qystein Haraldsson in order to be reinstated as earl,
but in 1195 the king demanded more. According to Sverris saga, the
king drew up a letter of settlement, which has not been preserved.
Sverris saga cites just a few points and Orkneyinga saga even fewer.
There may thus have been elements in the settlement of which we are
unaware. King Sverre took Shetland from the earl’s domain and placed
it directly under the crown, with all taxes and dues. The Shetlanders
subsequently had to deal directly with the king and his representatives.
The earl got Orkney back in return for paying the king half of his
revenue from fines, the sakeyrir.'> Moreover, the king sent a sheriff to
Orkney to manage his interests.

Although the earls probably sympathized with the lendir menn’s
party in the Norwegian civil wars, no previous earl had supported
an open uprising against a Norwegian king. The closest example of
similar disloyalty is Earl Harald’s backing of Scottish rebels, which
also had serious consequences for him. In form and content, then, the
settlement of 1195 is chiefly the king’s punishment for Earl Harald’s
disloyalty, but since we have no examples of other magnates being
punished as harshly by the king, it is necessary to find an explanation
for King Sverre’s reaction. One of the suggestions put forward by Hans
Jacob Orning is that the peripheral location of Orkney in relation to
the centre of the kingdom may be an explanation, and that the king
could therefore choose another strategy than he might have employed
in Norway. Over the earl of Orkney he asserted a strict, coercive lord-
ship, whereas elsewhere he preferred a more reciprocal and voluntary
lordship. The confrontation between King Sverre and Earl Harald is
also the only one studied by Orning where friendship does not appear
to have been the result. The meeting between king and earl ended with

5 The sagas do not agree about how large a share of the fines should go to the
king. In Sverris saga the king takes half the fines and none of the rents (Svs, ch. 125).
Orkneyinga saga says nothing about the king’s revenue from Orkney, but that all
Shetland’s dues and taxes went to the king, and that the Orkney earls had not held
Shetland since 1195 (Os, ch. 112). In Boglunga sogur, on the other hand, we read that
all fines and taxes from both Orkney and Shetland went to the king (Bs, pp. 338-39).
I choose to rely on the statement in Sverris saga.
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the earl submitting to the king, not with a promise of mutual friend-
ship and an exchange of gifts.’* And since Earl Harald was probably
much less of a threat to the king than Norwegian magnates such as
Bishop Nikolas Arnesson and Jon Hallkjellsson, Sverre could punish
Harald severely without fear of jeopardizing his royal power. In 1198
the earl also reached a settlement with the king of Scotland, whereby
he lost half his earldom of Caithness."”

Otherwise there are no examples of the earls in Norway having
their powers reduced under King Sverre. Thus, Sverre’s treatment of
Earl Harald was unique. The existence of special rules for earls of the
tributary lands in Hirdskrd also underlines the fact that the Orkney
earls in principle had a different relationship to the king than earls in
Norway.

There is another side to the 1195 settlement. In the middle of the
twelfth century, overlordship with delegation of royal authority to a
deputy was the only way to maintain a form of control over the mar-
ginal areas of the realm when the king himself could not be present.
This had also been the case in Norway before the expansion of the
kings’ political-administrative organization started at the end of the
twelfth century. The power struggles forced a reorganization to main-
tain control of and gain revenue from territories made subject to the
king. An organization was created in which men attained status and
power by serving the king, rather than merely through a local power
base. The expansion of the shrieval organization was in progress under
King Magnus Erlingsson, and was continued by King Sverre.”® In 1195
King Sverre had the sheriff as a new instrument to control the earl
and safeguard his own interests in Orkney and Shetland. The king’s
interests chiefly comprised a share of the earl’s revenue from Orkney,
and all the revenue from Shetland.

The saga tradition and Lord Henry Sinclair’s accounts from 1492
and 1500 give us some insight into the kind of income the earls had
from the earldom in 1195.” The oldest economic foundation of the

!¢ Orning 2008, pp. 226-27, 216.

7 Crawford 1971, pp. 72, 77.

8 See ch. 4.

! For extensive accounts of the earl’s and the king’s revenue from Orkney, see
Hugh Marwick, Orkney Farm-Names, Kirkwall 1952, pp. 191-223; Crawford 1971,
pp- 193-194; Andersen 1991; Imsen 1994, pp. 258-59; William P. L. Thomson, Lord
Henry Sinclair’s 1492 Rental of Orkney, Kirkwall 1996; Imsen 2000, pp. 176-78;
Thomson 2001, ch. 5, 15.
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earldom seems to have consisted of veizla, the earl’s right to be enter-
tained by his subjects, and the rents paid by tenants of the earl’s estates.
The accounts from 1492 and 1500 show that there were two types of
property: estates that went with the title of earl, and the earl’s private
possessions. The former type, which became available to the earl on his
appointment, reverted to the king when the earl died. They were thus
granted in fief to the earl, and the earl received the rents from them.
The earldom’s estates consisted of different types of land; “bordland”
was the biggest and most remunerative landed property that accompa-
nied the dignity of earl. Up to the start of the thirteenth century these
large ‘mensal’ estates consisted of a dozen strategically placed manors.
These estates were administrative centres which tended to be occupied
by the earl himself or his magnates. Like manors in Norway, the bord-
land was exempt from tax. It is uncertain how large a percentage of all
land was bordland, but most of it was presumably split up and rented
to tenants during the thirteenth century. In addition to bordland there
was a category of land that goes under the name “auld earldom” in
the accounts. This was not exempt from tax, but it was still a part
of the earldom’s property that reverted to the king when the earl died.
The earls also had private estates, known as “conquest lands”. These
were properties that an earl had bought, inherited, or received as gifts
during his lifetime. They did not go back to the king when the earl
died, but were inherited by the earl’s family. Around the year 1500
this amounted to approximately twelve per cent of the land, roughly
the same size as the earldom’s property before it was transferred to the
king of Scotland in 1470.

There were many different kinds of taxes in Orkney around 1500,
and the question of the origin and age of the local taxation and land-
assessment system has been—and still is—a major problem in histori-
cal research into Orkney.” It was once common to date the advanced
land-assessment system, with the units eyrisland (ounceland) and
peningsland (pennyland), to the tenth or the eleventh century. It was
also common to date the annual taxes we know from the High and
Late Middle Ages that far back in time. Per Sveaas Andersen, on the

2 Imsen 2000, p. 176. See Thomson 2001, pp. 208-15 on tax in Orkney, and on the
discussion of whether or not Orkney was subject to the naval levy. See Thomson 2001,
p. ch. 5, where he comments on earlier research, including Clouston and Steiness,
p- 162, p. 170, and ch. 15 on the earl’s and the king’s properties, as well as on taxation
and landholding in Orkney during the Norse period.
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other hand, believes that regular annual taxation was first established
at the end of the twelfth century or early in the thirteenth century.
Andersen’s main argument is that the old earldom was hardly capable
of establishing such a complex and sophisticated tax system as the
one we find in Orkney in the Late Middle Ages, and that it is unlikely
that the Orcadians would have introduced annual taxation before it
became common in the rest of north-west Europe. He associates the
land-assessment system of the Orkney and Shetland type with the
establishment of a more advanced and centralized administration.?!
The same arguments could also be said to apply to revenue from fines.
Indeed, Steinar Imsen uses Andersen’s arguments to draw the conclu-
sion that regular annual taxation must be regarded as a result of the
state-formation process in the thirteenth century, and that it was most
probably a product of the kingdom.*

Steinar Imsen believes that the “taxes and dues” mentioned in con-
nection with Shetland in the 1195 settlement were paid in kind—but-
ter, malt, or the like—which had originally been part of the Orkney
and Shetland inhabitants’ contribution to the earldom. In Norway,
fines, which are not mentioned in Orkneyinga saga but are in Sverris
saga in connection with the 1195 settlement, were a result of the state-
formation process, probably introduced to Shetland and Orkney in
1195, when the earl was granted the right to half of the revenue from
fines.?®* Before 1195 all income from the earldom went to the earl; the
king only received his vassal’s tribute. This was presumably paid as a
lump sum when a new earl was appointed.?* After 1195, however, it
seems as if the king received half of the income from the local fines.
It is only Boglunga sogur that mentions tax from Orkney, and as we
shall see later, all tax revenue probably went to the king in the High
and Late Middle Ages.

Moreover, the king had crown estates in Orkney, from which the
sheriff or his agents were responsible for collecting rents. It is perfectly
possible that the crown estates originated with King Sverre’s confisca-
tion in 1195 of properties belonging to the Eyjarskeggjar. We do not
know, however, how much this amounted to. J. S. Clouston calcu-
lated that it was about twenty per cent of the land in Orkney, whereas

2 Andersen 1991.

2 Imsen 2000, pp. 177-78.

# Ibid.

** Johnsen 1966, pp. 18-19; Crawford 1971, p. 192; Imsen 2000, 177-78.
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Thomson believed that it could not have amounted to a large area by
the end of the Middle Ages. In the course of the fifteenth century this
was incorporated into the other property of the earldom and accom-
panied it when it came under the Scottish crown.”

The presence of a royal sheriff doubtless threatened the earl’s posi-
tion and diminished his role as royal representative. A situation arose
in Orkney with two parallel organizations representing the king in the
earldom independently of each other, one looking after the king’s inter-
ests, the other safeguarding the earl’s interests as well as the king’s.

At first, the settlement of 1195 did not lead to a lasting change in the
earl’s position and function, or to greater subordination. Earl Harald
Maddadsson exploited the weakening of the crown after King Sverre’s
death in 1202. The sheriff was killed, Shetland was regained, and the
Orkney earls maintained an independent role until 1209, when the
order from 1195 was restored.*

Full powers of government or a permanent reduction in the earl’s
position?

We know very little about the political and administrative develop-
ment of Orkney and Shetland from 1195 to 1267. It is not possible, for
example, to ascertain whether half of the income from the fines still
went to the king, because the king’s revenue from Orkney is not men-
tioned in the sources again until after 1300. Recent research on place-
names, however, shows that the crown may have established a system
of royal administrative centres in Orkney, and that the names Houseby
and Harray (herad) that we find in the islands today are remains of a
royal administrative organization that may have been introduced after
1195 (or 1098-1102). The husabyr farms may originally have belonged
to Orcadians whose property was confiscated after the rising of the
Eyjarskeggijar.”” In Iceland we see that Hikon Hékonsson confiscated
Snorri Sturluson’s estate in the 1240s, and Bessastadir, which was
one the biggest farms, later became the seat of the king’s governor

» Thomson 2001, pp. 162, 222-28.

% Bs, pp. 338-39.

¥ Barbara E. Crawford, “Houseby, Harray and Knarston in the West Mainland of
Orkney: Toponymic Indicators of Administrative Authority?”, in P. Gammeltoft and
B. Jorgensen (eds.) Names through the Looking Glass: Festschrift in Honour of Gillian
Fellows-Jensen, Copenhagen 2006, pp. 21-44.
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in Iceland. However, there are no hiusabyr farms in Iceland or in the
other tributary lands.

The prevailing perception has long been that earls with full author-
ity continued to function as the king’s representatives, exercising direct
lordship in Orkney on behalf of the crown.?® Because of the lack of
sources it is impossible to say with certainty what role the earls had
in the earldom. Even if we bring in what we think we know about the
earls’ links with Scotland and the political and administrative develop-
ment in Norway, any conclusion about the earls’ position in the period
must be regarded as tentative.

Earl Harald’s sons, the joint earls Jon and David, found it best to enter
into a settlement, pay fines, and swear fealty to King Inge Bardsson in
1210.” The 1210 settlement was a consequence of the peace that arose
in Norway after a settlement between King Inge and his rivals in 1208.%
Boglunga sogur tells how new royal sheriffs were sent to Orkney and
Shetland even before the earls were reconciled with the king. They sent
the bishop of Orkney to Norway to ask King Inge and his advisor Earl
Hakon Folkvidsson for a settlement. And after the bishop had received
the necessary guarantees, the earls and the bishop came to Bergen in
1210. Like their father, Jon and David also left it to the king and Earl
Hakon to settle their case. They had to give security and hostages, pay
a fine, and swear fealty and allegiance. After this, they were put in
charge of Orkney and Shetland, on terms of which we do not know
the details. But there is little doubt that it was essentially the situation
after the settlement of 1195 that was restored. Shetland was not given
back to the earldom, and had its own sheriff in 1223.*!

The kings of Man and the Hebrides were also reconciled with King
Inge and Earl Hakon. After having paid the outstanding tribute to the
king, they swore fealty and allegiance and once again received their

# Crawford 1971, pp. 155-62, 178-85, 195; Imsen 2000, p. 175.

* Bs, pp. 339-40.

% Bs, pp. 327-33, 338.

' The sources give different information about Shetland in this connection.
Orkneyinga saga says that the Orkney earls had not held Shetland after 1195 (ch.
112). In Boglunga sogur, however, Earl Harald is said to have taken Shetland back
in 1202 and King Inge placed Jon and David, Harald’s sons, over both Orkney and
Shetland (pp. 339-40). However, King Sverre’s son-in-law, the lendr madr Gregorius
kik Halldorsson, was sheriff of Shetland in 1223 (HsH, ch. 86; HsH 1979, p. 91; Sverres
saga (Svs 1979), transl. Dag Gundersen and ed. H. Mageroy et al., Norges kongesoger
vol. 3, Oslo 1979, p. 222.
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lands as fiefs from the king.’? There are great differences between the
settlements that the earls of Orkney and the kings of Man and the
Hebrides entered with the king and the earl in Norway. No sheriffs
were sent to Man and the Hebrides. And while the Orkney earls had to
pay fines and give security and hostages, it was sufficient for the Manx-
Hebridean kings to pay the outstanding tribute and swear fealty.*
Moreover, the Orkney earls were conditionally reinstated. These dif-
ferences confirm that King Inge still had only indirect lordship over
Man and the Hebrides, a lordship maintained through oaths of fealty,
tribute, and enfeoffment. The position of the Orkney earls in the earl-
dom had become different to what they had shared with the kings
further south in the twelfth century. The crown maintained a hard
line with the earls, and the political-administrative reorganization in
Norway also comprised Orkney and Shetland. The original tributary
lands were thus divided into two groups in the period 1195-1210.
Jon was sole earl after the death of David in 1214. In 1224 Earl Jon
came to Norway and settled his differences with the king, according
to Hdkonar saga Hdkonarsonar. The earl left his son as a hostage with
the king.** The background to the settlement of 1224 is not explicitly
described in the saga. Barbara E. Crawford assumes that Earl Jon may
have had links with King Hakon’s opponents in Norway, chiefly Earl
Skule Bardsson, and the meagre information in the saga does not allow
any other reasonable explanation.” In 1217 Earl Skule had sent a letter
to Earl Jon with the king’s seal, but without the knowledge of the king
or his counsellors. The letter was intercepted by the king’s men and
never reached the earl of Orkney. We do not know what it contained,
because the reactions of the men close to King Hakon were concerned
with how Skule had used the royal seal without informing the king. The
context in the saga makes it clear that the king’s men suspected Earl
Skule of conspiring with his friends against the king, among whom
the earl of Orkney was evidently numbered. The letter may also be
connected with the division of King Inge Bardsson’s realm after his
death between his brother Earl Skule and King Hakon. In 1217 Skule
acquired lordship over a third of Norway and all of the tributary lands.
The division was primarily a territorial demarcation for collecting the

2 Bs, p. 340.

¥ See also Johnsen 1966, p. 10; Crawford 1971, p. 154.
3 HsH, ch. 101.

3 Crawford 1971, pp. 156-57.



THE NORWEGIAN KING’S TRIBUTARY LANDS 81

king’s and the earl’s revenue, but it also meant that Earl Skule gained
control of the appointment of sheriffs in the tributary lands.*

In 1223 the earl of Orkney, together with the bishop of Orkney and
the sherift of Shetland, attended a national assembly (Norw. riksmote)
in Bergen where the subject of discussion was the division of the realm
between the king and Earl Skule.”” At this meeting the points of dis-
pute were numerous between the king’s men on the one hand and Earl
Skule’s men on the other. Although the king did not enter any kind of
settlement with any of the earl’s supporters at the national assembly,
this meeting might have provided the background to the settlement
with Earl Jon the following year.*® The gravity of the situation is under-
lined by the fact that the Orkney earl’s son was left behind in Norway
as a hostage after the settlement. In 1226 the earl of Orkney was in
Bergen again together with several men from the west. The king then
settled his dealings with them in consultation with Earl Skule. In 1228
the earl of Orkney and king Hékon exchanged gifts, and in 1230 the
ear]l of Orkney assisted the king of Man with ships in his endeavour to
maintain his position in the islands.* The description of the exchange
of gifts with king Hakon may also suggest that relations between King
Hakon and the earl of Orkney had not been without friction, and that
the establishment of direct lordship after 1195 did not take place with-
out resistance from the earls. This is confirmed by events in Orkney
in 1231.

In 1231 Hanev the Young was the king’s sheriff in Orkney. He
belonged to the local chieftain aristocracy, and he held the rank of
skutilsveinn within the royal hird. Like the lendir menn, the skutils-
veinar (pl.) belonged to the hird’s top stratum, although they were
outranked by the lendir menn. Hanev had several guests staying with
him—amongst them his brothers and Olve ilt-eitt, a ship’s captain and
royal liegemen, who had remained in Orkney after the Norwegian-
backed expedition by the king of Man in 1230—and a large armed

% HsH, ch. 22; Grethe A. Blom, Samkongedomme—enekongedomme—Hdkon
Magnussons hertugdomme, Trondheim 1972, p. 20. It was probably Skule who
appointed King Sverre’s son-in-law as sheriff of Shetland some time before 1223.

¥ HsH, ch. 86. On the national assembly in 1223, see Helle 1972, part II, 238.

% In the same year several representatives from the Hebrides were also with the
king, in order to present their needs to him. This is said to be connected with the gen-
eral political climate in the Irish Sea area and increased Scottish pressure (McDonald
1997, pp. 88-89).

¥ HsH, ch. 11, 86, 101, 147, 162, 166.
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retinue. One of Earl Jon’s kinsmen, Snakoll Gunnesson, demanded
some property that he thought belonged to his branch of the earl’s
family. Sneekoll turned to Hanev and his brothers for support. And
when Hanev and his men met the earl and his retinue at Thurso in
Caithness, a heavy bout of drinking ended with the killing of Earl Jon
by Snaekoll, Olve ilt-eitt, and several of Hanev’s men. The earl’s friends
and Hanev’s kinsmen negotiated a truce, and agreed that the matter
should be settled by King Hakon. In summer 1232 the parties went to
Bergen in a group comprised of most of the Orkney magnates. The
murder was settled at a meeting of the hird. Four men, among them
Olve ilt-eitt, were beheaded. With the aid of the skutilsveinar, Hanev,
Snaekoll, and all the representatives of the chieftain aristocracy escaped
having to atone for the murder. Hanev and Snaekoll then headed north
with Earl Skule. After some time in the service of the earl, Hinev was
allowed by the king to return home and died on his way back to
Orkney. Snzkoll stayed with both Earl Skule and King Hakon for a
long time. He was also one of Skule’s sheriffs during the rising of the
so-called Varbelgir in 1239.% It should also be mentioned that many
of the Orkney chieftains, and among them several of Earl Jon’s kins-
men, perished on the way back to Orkney in 1232. The title of earl
therefore passed by inheritance to a Scottish branch of the dynasty,
the Angus family.*!

Hanev the Young and his supporters belonged to the Orkney aris-
tocracy, which traditionally had close ties to the earl’s family. Like the
earls, King Hakon evidently relied on the support of the local aristoc-
racy in Orkney. And in 1231 both the earl of Orkney and the king
had liegemen in the islands. The saga’s account shows that both King
Hakon and Earl Skule were well informed about the Orkney aristoc-
racy.” Both Skule’s and Hakon’s policies may have helped to split the
Orkney chieftains. The killing of Earl Jon also shows the problems
the king could encounter by using officials with local connections in
Orkney. The sherift and his retinue thus functioned independently of
and in direct conflict with the earl and his men. Direct royal rule did
not work without friction in an earldom with a tradition of autono-
mous earls.

% HsH, ch. 168-79. On the rivalry between the different branches of the Orkney
earl dynasty, see Crawford 1971, pp. 158-59.

1 HsH, ch. 173; Thomson 2001, pp. 134-37.

4 HsH, ch. 168-73.
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Barbara E. Crawford believes that the problematic relationship of
Earls Jon and David to the Norwegian kings was the reason why there
was a sheriff in Orkney in 1209/10 and 1231. Crawford suggests that in
normal circumstances the earls may have acquired full rights to gov-
ern Orkney after 1231, and points out that nothing is said about royal
sheriffs in Orkney apart from the years 1209-10 and 1231.* The fact
that the sources do not mention royal sheriffs or other royal represen-
tatives in Orkney between 1210 and 1231 or between 1231 and 1264
does not necessarily mean that Orkney was not governed by them.
We actually know very little about the government of Orkney under
King Hakon Hékonsson, but from what we know about the strength
of government in Norway under King Hakon and his active policies
vis-a-vis the tributary lands and Iceland, there must nevertheless be
grounds for assuming that he did not relax his control over the earl-
dom, particularly because the king probably received large revenues
from the earldom after 1195.*

There were two types of earls in Norway in the thirteenth century.
There were earls of the realm, who in some periods had been the real
rulers of the kingdom, as in the case of Skule Bardsson, and there were
earls who functioned as royal deputies in territorially demarcated parts
of the kingdom.* The earls usually belonged to the royal family, and
they were given a limited area for their maintenance, either because
they were too powerful to be ignored, or as a reward. From the end
of the twelfth century until the death of Earl Knut Hakonsson in 1261,
the earls in Norway proper ruled their earldoms by themselves, with
no intervention from the king.* The king did not have sheriffs in the
earldoms. And even though the earls in Norway did not find their
status reduced either formally or in practice as the Orkney earls did,
it is evident from the chapters in the Hirdskrd about domestic earl-
doms that a division of lordship between king and earl was perceived
as disadvantageous both for the crown and for the people.”” Based on
Grethe A. Blom’s conclusions about the Norwegian earls in the High
Middle Ages, we may believe that the position of the Orkney earls,

# Crawford 1971, 178-85.

# See also Imsen 2000, p. 175.

# Blom 1972, pp. 25, 28.

6 There were exceptions, but they are mostly to do with the relations between King
Hakon and Earl Skule and their men (Blom 1972, pp. 22-23).

¥ H, ch. 9. See also Imsen 2000, pp. 166-68 on the earls in Norway.
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both as regards the king and within the earldom, was weaker than that
of the Norwegian earls after 1210. I would once again bring in Hans
Jacob Orning’s conclusion that the Norwegian magnates could be a
potential threat to the king. This is visible not least in the relationship
between King Hékon and Earl Skule. Skule had to be placated because
he and his Norwegian supporters had such a strong power base within
Norway that they were a real menace to the king. This was not the
case with the earl of Orkney, in 1195, 1210, or 1224. Admittedly, the
ear]l of Orkney could form an alliance with Skule against the king, but
on his own he was no threat to King Hékon, and therefore could be
held in check by methods other than those required for the magnates
in Norway.

Earl Magnus Gilbertsson’s disloyalty and the settlement of 1267

The earl of Orkney had two overlords, and hence double bonds of loy-
alty and military obligations, to both the Scottish and the Norwegian
king. Predictably enough, this loyalty became a problem when con-
flict arose between King Alexander III of Scotland and King Hakon
Hakonsson in 1263. Relations between Earl Magnus Gilbertsson
and King Hakon seem to have been good at first: when King Hékon
assembled the navy to move against the Scots, the earl of Orkney was
present in Bergen. On the way south he stopped in Orkney to get the
islanders ready for the campaign. The plan was that he would follow
the king southwards along the coast of Scotland.*® But the earl did
not follow King Hakon. He did not take part in the fighting between
the kings, but seems instead to have sought refuge in Scotland. When
the Norwegians feared an attack on Orkney in 1264, the defence of the
islands was undertaken by a Norwegian. Nor was Earl Magnus present
when the peace treaty was signed in Perth in 1266. In the following
year the earl and King Magnus Hakonsson were reconciled in Bergen.
According to Hirdskrd, the stipulations in the 1267 settlement supple-
mented those from 1195.%

Earl Magnus’s vanishing act and the settlement of 1267 have nec-
essarily led to speculation. Most historians assume that he went to
Scotland and thereby broke his oath of loyalty to King Hakon. Others,
however, argue that there need not have been anything so dramatic

4 HsH, ch. 319-28.
4 MLs, p. 353; H, ch. 10.
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behind it, and that it may have been accepted that the earl stayed out
of a conflict between his two overlords.*

Both King Hakon and King Alexander IIT probably demanded abso-
lute loyalty from their vassals in 1263.>' The earl of Orkney thus ended
up in a conflict of loyalty. Earl Magnus had come to Bergen in accor-
dance with his duty to his Norwegian lord. If the earl’s absence had
been approved by King Hékon, he probably would not have come to
Norway in 1263. Moreover, the expansionist Scottish king represented
a real threat to Orkney in the wake of King Hakon’s death in 1263.>

The earl’s absence in 1263, his sojourn in Scotland in the 1260s, and
the settlement of 1267 support the conclusion that there was serious
disloyalty to King Hékon. For the fourth time in less than seventy
years, an earl of Orkney had to reach a settlement with a Norwegian
king. Even though King Magnus probably had a milder temper than
his father, it is doubtful whether the additional clauses (orig. ON
“fleerium einka malom”) agreed in 1267 strengthened the position of
the Orkney earl. If anything, the earl’s position was further weakened,
and it is difficult to believe that he subsequently enjoyed full right to
govern his earldom.”

By 1267 the state-formation process had come a long way in Norway.
The administrative reorganization had been implemented most fully at
the local level, and the country was divided into about fifty sheriff-
doms. Both Shetland and the Faroes were governed by sheriffs, and
royal lordship had been established over Greenland and Iceland. In
addition, the king had revenue from Orkney. This was collected by a
royal sheriff both in 1195 and, as we shall see later, in the fourteenth
century. As long as the king received tax, fines, and rents from Orkney,
it seems unlikely that King Magnus would have given the earl of
Orkney full right of government in the earldom and left the collection
of the king’s revenue to him, as Barbara E. Crawford claims.> Since
the king received tax from Orkney, we cannot compare the position of
the Orkney earl with that of the earls in Norway. The Norwegian earls
kept the revenue from the earldom for themselves. The tax payments

% Crawford 1971, pp. 163-65; Imsen 2000, pp. 168-69.

1 McDonald 1997, p. 117; Orning 2008, part II, ch. 2.

52 MLs, p. 353.

% H, ch. 10. See also Imsen 2000, p. 175.

5t See Svs, ch. 125 on the confiscations, and Crawford 1971, pp. 148, 183-85, 190-
208 on the earldom’s revenues and who received them. For a more detailed account
of the king’s and the earl’s properties and revenues in Orkney, see ch 7.



86 CHAPTER TWO

seem rather to suggest a parallel to the situation in Iceland from 1258
to 1268, when Gizurr Porvaldsson held parts of the country as earl, but
the king nevertheless received taxes from his earldom.>

The judicial foundation for the king’s direct lordship over Orkney and
Shetland

It is impossible to draw conclusions about developments in Orkney and
Shetland after 1195 without considering the fact that the Norwegian
kings had enjoyed overlordship of the islands long before Earl Harald’s
submission. The settlement of 1195 confirms that the king’s lord-
ship over the islands must have been territorial and not exclusively
a result of the formalized bonds between king and earl. King Sverre
could change the territorial extent of the earldom and the terms by
which the earl held it, without the consent of the earl or the Orcadians,
as he could also do with earldoms in Norway. The formal status of
Orkney and Shetland in relation to the crown in Norway was a result
of the territorial lordship that was established in 1098, and this was
not changed in 1195. Orkney and Shetland were under the Norwegian
kings’ overlordship both before and after the 1195 settlement. The
settlement regulated the relationship between king and earl, and the
terms on which the earl held the earldom. The Norwegian kings had
previously intervened in the succession to the earldom and influenced
developments in it, at times with military support. But prior to 1195
the Norwegian kings had not used their right to define the terms on
which the earls held the earldom.

The settlement between King Sverre and Earl Harald Maddadsson
in 1195 and the agreement between King Magnus and Earl Magnus
Gilbertsson in 1267 had momentous consequences for the Orkney
earls. The earl’s position was weakened, direct royal lordship was
established, and Shetland was placed under royal government as a
separate sheriffdom. The relationship between king and earl and the
conditions regulating it thereby became part of the judicial founda-
tion for the tributary status of Orkney. Yet this does not mean that
the king’s lordship in Orkney was based solely on vassalage. It was
not the 1195 settlement itself that legitimated the presence of a royal
sheriff. It was the king’s overlordship of the tributary land that was the

55 See below on the earldom in Iceland.
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foundation for the punishment of Earl Harald, and a weakened and
subdued earl offered a good occasion to establish the same adminis-
trative apparatus in Orkney and Shetland as the king had in Norway.
The lordship was not a result of the homage paid by the local kings or
earls to the Norwegian or Scottish kings, but of the fact that the area
was perceived as being in the Norwegian king’s sphere of interest and
subsequently a part of his domain. Although Shetland was governed
as a sheriffdom in Norway, the country continued to be regarded as a
tributary land with a different formal relationship to the crown than
the Norwegian realm’s core area.

Both the 1098 agreement and the Treaty of Perth in 1266 were
intended to set the boundaries for the territorial ambitions of the two
kingdoms.*® The stipulation in the Treaty of Perth shows how King
Magnus viewed his lordship over Orkney and Shetland and the rights
this gave him. The treaty specifies that the respective island commu-
nities—Man and the Hebrides for King Alexander III and Orkney and
Shetland for King Magnus Hakonsson—with all their domains, rights
over men, revenues, services, and all the rights and appurtenances
within them, were to be reserved for each of the kings.”” In connec-
tion with Man and the Hebrides it is also stated that they were to
be subject to the laws and customs of the kingdom of Scotland, and
had to be treated and judged in accordance with them. The Treaty
of Perth leaves no doubt that the Norwegian kings’ lordship of the
Norse island communities was and had been primarily territorial. The
agreement put an end to the territorial disputes between Scotland and
Norway, and transferred formal lordship over all the islands along the
Scottish coast, with the exception of Orkney and Shetland, to the king
of Scotland. The Treaty of Perth otherwise confirms the overlordship
that King Magnus Barelegs acquired over all the islands west and north
of Scotland in 1098 in that it refers to all the rights the Norwegian king
had enjoyed there of old. The treaty, however, does not consider the
issue of the status of Orkney and Shetland vis-d-vis the Norwegian

% Os, ch. 41; Magniiss saga berfeetts, ch. 5 (1098); DN VIII 9 (1266). On the treaty
of Perth see, for example, Lustig 1979, pp. 35-57. Here Lustig gives a good survey of
conclusions about the treaty in Norwegian and Scottish research.

7 NMD, p. 112. Original Latin text: “et exceptis jnsulis Orchadie et Hietlandie quas
jdem rex Norwegie cum dominijs homagijs redditibus seruicijs et omnibus juribus
et pertienciis suis infra easdem contiguis dominio suo specialiter reseruauit jta quod
omnes homines dictarum insularum [...] subiaceant legibus et consuentudinibus regni
Scocie et secundum eas exnunc in posterum tractentur et judicentur.”



88 CHAPTER TWO

crown. This was an internal Norwegian matter. What the treaty says
about royal lordship is very interesting in itself. Having lordship gave
rights over the men, revenue, services and all the rights and appurte-
nances yielded by the islands. This is much more than formal, indi-
rect lordship in the manner of 1098. A modern expression such as
“territorial sovereignty” perhaps best covers what the crown meant
by lordship in 1266. The king probably felt that the inhabitants were
also subject to the laws and customs of the kingdom of Norway, and
should be treated and judged according to them, as the people of Man
and the Hebrides were made formally subject to Scottish law and cus-
toms in 1266. The change can be explained in terms of developments
in the kingdom of Norway from the end of the twelfth century. The
Treaty of Perth shows how the Norwegian crown regarded its lordship
over the area under King Magnus Hakonsson, and how the Norwegian
and Scottish kings in 1266 legitimated their lordship over the islands
and in relation to each other. Although the king’s law probably did not
apply in Orkney and Shetland until later in the thirteenth century, the
king asserted a formal lordship over the territory, irrespective of his
relationship to the earl.

Even though it was Earl Harald Maddadsson’s disloyalty that led to a
reduction of the earl’s position, the general expansion of the kingdom
had the result that Orkney and Shetland became a part of the kingdom
in administrative terms. Earl Harald was under pressure from over-
lords who were less dependent than before on local rulers to safeguard
their interests in the periphery of the kingdom. Although it was a step
on the way, the vassalage of the local magnates did not automatically
lead to the establishment of a more direct royal lordship. This required
the will, and above all the ability, to exercise direct royal rule.

The earl lost his role as the king’s deputy and was no longer alone
in guarding the king’s interests locally. At his side he now had a royal
sheriff, and Shetland changed from being a part of the earldom to
being treated like a sheriffdom in Norway. In this respect the settle-
ment of 1195 should be regarded as a turning point in the history of
Orkney and Shetland, even though the earldom was maintained and
the status of the lands vis-a-vis the king did not change.

Direct lordship, as far as I can see, is characterized by the fact that
revenue which would previously have gone entirely to the earl now had
to be shared with the king, and that the king had men of his own pres-
ent to manage these revenues. And since the king’s revenue included
fines, we may assume that the sheriffs in Orkney and Shetland also
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had a role in the local administration of justice. Even if the establish-
ment of a shrieval organization was the result of the 1195 settlement, it
cannot be proved that King Sverre Sigurdsson, or King Inge Bardsson
for that matter, pursued a special policy of incorporation for Orkney
and Shetland. Royal power in Norway still had not been fully consoli-
dated in King Sverre’s time, although the original tributary lands were
embraced by the general expansion of national rule by the king from
the end of the twelfth century.

Icelandic chieftains and the establishment of royal lordship

Historiographical note

The establishment of the king’s lordship in Iceland took place in
two spheres. The king acquired control over the Icelandic chieftain-
cies through confiscation and transfers. Parallel to this, the king’s
representatives worked to secure direct lordship for him, which was
comprised of tax from the Icelanders and their acceptance of sub-
mission to the Norwegian crown. This process is a theme in virtually
all research dealing with political development in the country in the
period c. 1220-1264. The prevailing opinion is based on the relation-
ship between King Hakon Hékonsson and the Icelandic chieftains who
were his liegemen; the confiscation of Snorri Sturluson’s estate after his
murder and the king’s deliberate strategy vis-a-vis the Icelandic chief-
tains are thought to have brought Iceland under the Norwegian king.**
However, in 1258, about ten years after King Hakon had launched
his Icelandic policy and his strategy for dealing with the Icelandic
chieftains, only one of the Icelandic chieftains was a royal liegeman.
Moreover, Icelanders were recruited to the Norwegian king’s hird long
before 1220, without this having any consequences for Iceland’s status
in relation to the Norwegian crown. It is therefore necessary to bring
in other aspects in addition to the chieftains’ status as liegemen in

% See e.g. Jon Johannesson 1956, “Fjorbrot pjédveldisins”; Gunnar Karlsson, “Fra
bjodveldi til konungsrikis”, ed. Sigurdur Lindal, Saga Islands 11, Reykjavik 1975,
pp. 29-53; Bjorn Porsteinsson and Sigurdur Lindal, “Logfesting konungsvalds”, ed.
Sigurdur Lindal, Saga Islands 111, Reykjavik 1978, pp. 34-40; Gunnar Karlsson 2001,
pp. 80-82; Orning 2008, pp. 227-56 on the establishment of royal lordship over
Iceland.
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order to describe and explain how and why the transition to royal
lordship was able to take place.

In this account we shall first look at how the king was able to gain
control over the Icelandic chieftaincies, now large domains, and con-
sent to tax payment. Then we shall look more closely at why the king
employed Icelandic chieftains to gain control over the country, before
we finally focus on the judicial foundation for the king’s lordship.

King Hakon’s strategy: control of the chieftaincies and consent to tax
payment

King Hakon’s desire for lordship over Iceland seems to have been in
accordance with the church’s ideological approach to government and
kingship. In his comment on the king’s policy towards Iceland, the
pope’s emissary, Cardinal Vilhelm, the bishop of Sabina, who was in
Norway to crown King Hakon, expressed the view that all the countries
in the world should serve a king.” However, in his policy to gain con-
trol over Iceland, king Hakon relied on a more practical approach.

In 1250 King Hakon was in control of a substantial share of the
former chieftaincies in the Western, Northern, and Southern Quarters
of Iceland, and by 1264 King Magnus had acquired legal authority
over or title to the territories of all the chieftains in Iceland, as well as
promises of tax payments from the Icelanders. Control of these ter-
ritories was essential for establishing a foundation for political power
in Iceland.*®® A chieftaincy was in principle a private and personal lord-
ship in a decentralized pre-state society. And even though it was origi-
nally the personal bond between the chieftain and the farmers that was
the foundation for the chieftain’s position, this situation changed in
the 1220s with the concentration of the majority of the chieftaincies
into the hands of considerably fewer chieftains and their families—
Asbirningar, Sturlungar, Oddaverjar, Haukdelir, and Svinfellingar—
controlled the majority of the chieftaincies.®’ Their domains consisted
of several chieftaincies that became the basic units in the organization

% HsH, ch. 257.

6 Olafur Larusson, “Godi og Godord”, KLNM V, 1960, cols. 363-66; Jon Vidar
Sigurdsson 1999, pp. 71-75, 209.

61 Jon Vidar Sigurdsson 1989, pp. 132-37; Jén Vidar Sigurdsson 1999, pp. 13-16,
62-83.
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of Icelandic society c. 1220.5 The chieftains were motivated by a desire
for supreme lordship in Iceland. We can therefore say that Iceland too
underwent a form of a national unification process in the High Middle
Ages.®® From the 1220s the process entered a new phase, and ambi-
tions led to conflict in the form of power struggles. This lasted more
or less without interruption until 1261.

In the period from 1217 to 1220 there had been several conflicts
between Icelanders and Norwegian merchants in Iceland, and in 1220
Earl Skule Bardsson threatened to send an army against Iceland. This
was averted by, among others, Snorri Sturluson, who was then in
Norway. Snorri is said to have promised the earl that he would ensure
peace for Norwegians in Iceland and try to get the country to submit
to the king. Snorri became a royal liegeman with the hird rank of lendr
madr and went back to Iceland. On his return, he sent his son Jon to
the earl as a guarantee of his loyalty.** Snorri Sturluson may initially
have wished to keep his promise to make Iceland submit to the king.
However, he became embroiled in the power struggles.®® Moreover,
Snorri was scarcely included in the king’s plan, as it was not really
effectuated until the late 1240s.

The warfare forced many Icelandic magnates and their relatives to
leave Iceland. There was a whole Icelandic community in Bergen, and
King Hakon’s and Earl Skule’s retinues gave them a chance to earn a
living.% The chieftain Sturla Sighvatsson, Snorri’s nephew and great-
est rival, also came to Norway. In 1235 he and King Hékon agreed

6 Jon Vidar Sigurdsson 1999, p. 71. In addition the Vatnsfirdingar and Hitdeelir
each controlled a chieftaincy.

¢ Orning 1997, pp. 471-73.

8 HsH, ch. 38, 59; Isl, ch. 38, 41. Hdkonar saga Hdkonarsonar and fslendinga saga
do not agree as to who initiated the expedition. In the former it is Skule who is the
active party, whereas the king plays a more active role in the latter.

 Jon Vidar Sigurdsson 1999, pp. 71, 135-39, on the power struggles in Iceland and
Snorri’s part in it. Orning 2008, pp. 232-33, 236-37, on Snorri’s lack of ability or will
to work to secure Iceland for the king.

% In Bergen, the Icelanders assembled at the home of Aron Hjorleifsson. Aron had
been expelled from Iceland in 1225 and was a royal liegeman (Isl, ch. 55; Porgils saga
skarda (Psk), Sts 11, ch. 4). Icelanders who pursued a career in the hird in Norway at this
time were: Snorri’s son Jon Snorrason and Gizurr Porvaldsson c. 1230; the Sturlungs
P6rdr kakali Sighvatsson and Porgils skardi Bodvarsson; Sighvatr Bodvarsson, another
Sturlung, took part in King Hékon’s last expedition in 1263 (HsH, ch. 319). Porgils
skardi Bodvarsson’s retainer, Bergr Amundason, was also a royal liegeman. On King
Hakon’s Icelandic liegemen, see Jon Jéhannesson’s “Hird Hakonar gamla a Islandi”,
Samtid og Saga IV, Reykjavik 1948, pp. 116-36, and Wardahl 2007.
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that Sturla should make the country submit to King Hakon.®” Sturla’s
condition was a position of rank awarded by the king if he succeeded.
King Hakon is reported to have said that Iceland would be more
peaceful if one man governed it. However, he did not want this to be
achieved by slaughter, and asked Sturla to send men to Norway or take
over their power in some other way.®® This too failed to bring King
Hakon closer to what seems to have been the goal: royal lordship over
Iceland. Sturla gained a strong position in Iceland, but he does not
seem to have secured the country for the king in any sense. The king’s
desire for lordship over Iceland was silenced by the noise of fighting
Icelanders and the king’s own conflict with Earl Skule Bardsson.

Snorri Sturluson, Snorri’s son Orekja, and other close supporters
were also forced to leave Iceland because of the power struggles. They
came to Trondheim and stayed with Skule Bardsson—who had now
received the title of duke—from 1237 until 1239, when they returned to
Iceland. There was a general, royal ban on Icelanders leaving Norway
in the spring of 1239, but Snorri and the others set off home to avenge
kinsmen who had been killed by Snorri’s former sons-in-law, Gizurr
Porvaldsson and Kolbeinn ungi Arnérsson in 1238.%

In 1240 Gizurr Porvaldsson—the king’s skutilsveinn—and Kolbeinn
Arndrsson received a letter from King Hakon. The king called Snorri
a traitor and ordered Gizurr to get Snorri to leave Iceland, either
voluntarily or by force, and to kill him if nothing else was possible.
The reason was Snorri’s departure from Norway in 1239. Snorri was
killed on Gizurr’s orders in 1241. The killing initially led to intensi-
fied strife between the Sturlungar, the powerful chieftain family, and
their supporters on the one hand, and Gizurr and Kolbeinn on the
other.” Snorri’s enemies in Iceland, including Gizurr, may have used

67 [sl, ch. 92, 139; HsH, ch. 180.

8 HsH, ch. 180; Isl, ch. 139.

% As a lendir madr, Snorri could not leave Norway without the king’s permission.
Snorri had close ties to Earl Skule Birdsson, but the sources do not mention this as the
reason for the king’s reaction to Snorri’s violation of the ban. The friendship between
Snorri and Skule is underlined by the rumours that later circulated in Iceland, to the
effect that Skule had secretly given Snorri the title of earl (Isl, ch. 126, 139, 143-46,
151; HsH, ch. 243). Skule Bardsson received the title of duke in 1237 (HsH, ch. 190).

7 Hdkonar saga Hdkonarsonar mentions Gizurr’s role in the killing of Snorri, but
says nothing about the king’s part. The king indirectly admitted his guilt when he said
in the same year to Orzkja Snorrason that he deserved to die more than his father on
account of the departure for Iceland in 1239, and, in connection with the arbitration
between Pordr kakali and Gizurr Porvaldsson in 1247, that he (the king), and not
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the king’s letter as an excuse for eliminating a powerful opponent in
the Icelandic power struggle.

Since the lendr madr Snorri had left Norway against his liege lord’s
will, King Hékon could claim Snorri’s property and chieftaincy in
accordance with Hirdskrd.”" Although Gizurr Porvaldsson was ordered
to secure the king’s properties in the Borgarfjorour area some time
before 1245, the king’s demand for Snorri’s property and domains did
not become a topic of concern until the end of the 1240s.”> When the
king put Porgils skardi Bodvarsson in charge of Borgarfjordur in 1252,
he declared that Snorri’s estate had fallen to him the day Snorri died,
with the exception of Reykholt which belonged to the church.” The
appropriation of Snorri’s inheritance must be seen as part of the king’s
strategy, and it is likely that the king deliberately set out to ensure
control of the chieftains’ territories.

Although the king already seems to have had some kind of strat-
egy for acquiring lordship over Iceland in 1235 and 1241-45, it did
not become a reality until 1247; it was at this point that the king
used his control over Borgarfjordur, and the Sturlung P6ror kakali
Sighvatsson’s local power base in this area, and sent P6rdr and Bishop
Henrik of Hélar to Iceland with the task of bringing Iceland under the
king’s lordship and getting the Icelanders to pay tax. The king placed
Pérdr in charge of Snorri’s chieftaincies and properties, and gave him
authorization to take control of the chieftaincy of Porleifr of Gardar
as well, as a punishment for sailing to Iceland in defiance of the king’s
prohibition in 1239.7 Porgils skardi Bodvarsson, P6rdr’s kinsman, was
to stay with the king as a hostage and a guarantee.

When Po6rdr reached Iceland, he took control of Snorri’s domain in
Borgarfjordur, then the Western Quarter and Borgarfjordur south of
the Hvita river. As P6rdr did not need to seek legal title to the chief-
taincies in order to control them, Jén Vidar Sigurdsson takes this as
evidence that the king already had a powerful influence in Iceland in

Gizurr, was responsible for Snorri’s death (HsH, ch. 244, 246, 248, 257; Pérdar saga
kakala (Pk) (Sts II), ch. 45). On the further power struggle in Iceland after 1241, see
Jon Vidar Sigurdsson 1989, pp. 74-79.

7' H, ch. 15, 35.

72 See Jon Johannesson 1948, p. 127.

73 Pbsk, ch. 10.

74 HsH, ch. 257.
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1247.7 Snorri’s status as royal vassal thus ensured the king’s owner-
ship of the territory Snorri left at his death. Through Pérdr, the king
may have gained the title to the Northern and Western Quarters.

In 1249 Po6rdr forced the chieftains Haraldr and Filippus Seemun-
darsons from Oddi to leave Iceland. They transferred their chieftain-
cies to King Hékon, and received them back as fiefs after having sworn
an oath to the king. Around 1250 the king had acquired the title to or
owned the Borgarfjérdur-domain, the domain of the Oddaverjar, and
the Western and Northern Quarters.”® Pordr was a liegeman when he
was favoured by the king in 1247. We can therefore say that Snorri’s
and Pordr’s links to the hird were crucial for the king’s ability to secure
ownership of, and title to, the chieftains’ domains.

The king’s strategy brought some immediate results: Pordr estab-
lished a kind of “autocracy” in the country, and in accordance with
the strategy the king had outlined with Sturla Sighvatsson in the 1230s,
he forced the Seemundarsons and others to come to Norway. Bishop
Henrik, however, was not satisfied with Pordr’s efforts. There was no
progress in the matter of getting the Icelanders to pay tax, and Péror
was accused of exploiting the king’s support to strengthen his own
position in Iceland by fighting Gizurr and other opponents of the
Sturlungar. King Hékon ordered Po6rdr back to Norway, and he left
Iceland in 1250, never to return.”

Despite the limited success, the king continued to rely on Icelandic
chieftains to fulfil his political ambitions. The strategy was now known
among the Icelanders staying at his court. They were wrangling among
themselves because they all wanted to be sent to Iceland. Those who
were not dispatched by the king were retained in Norway, to prevent
further escalation of the conflicts in Iceland and to safeguard the king’s
representatives as well as possible. But even though there were a large
number of high-born Icelanders in Norway, many of the chieftains

7> bsk, ch. 47-48. See also Jon Vidar Sigurdsson 1989, p. 76. Pordr kakali Sighvatsson
was the son of Sighvatr Sturluson and the most active of the Sturlungar in the power
struggles in the 1240s. On Po6rdr Sighvatsson’s road to power in Iceland, see Orning
1997.

76 [sl, ch. 161-62; Jén Vidar Sigurdsson 1989, pp. 76-78.

77 Poror Sighvatsson and Bishop Henrik were supposed to put forward the message
that all Icelanders had to consent to be under King Hékon’s lordship and pay such
taxes as they agreed on. After he returned to Norway, Pordr was given a sheriffdom
first in Gauldalen, in southern Trendelag, then in Skien (Pk, ch. 47-48; HsH, ch. 257,
268, 270, 273, 276, 282-83, 285). Pordr is also said to have taken part in King Hakon’s
raids on Halland in 1256, the year that he died (IA, pp. 133, 192, 329).



THE NORWEGIAN KING’S TRIBUTARY LANDS 95

and their sons were still living in Iceland. They had no bonds of loyalty
to King Hakon and were free to obstruct chieftains who came from
Norway.

In 1250 King Héakon had secured effective control over much of the
country and had power over an area greater than that of any Icelandic
chieftain. Ownership of and title to the chieftaincies gave the king
rights very like those enjoyed by the chieftains, but not direct royal
lordship, which seemed to be the king’s ultimate goal. After 1250 the
king abandoned the strategy of employing only one man, and sent
several Icelanders to Iceland along with Bishop Henrik. In 1252 Gizurr
Porvaldsson was put in charge of most of the Northern Quarter, Porgils
Bodvarsson over Borgarfjordur, and Finnbjorn Helgason over “the ter-
ritory north of Vadlaheidi”.’® These were areas that Pordr had ruled
and that the king now owned or had legal title to.

Gizurr, Porgils and Finnbjorn came into conflict with the agents
that Pordr had placed in charge of his domains before he went to
Norway in 1250.” The ensuing struggle with P6rdr’s agents and the
chieftains’ own ambitions resulted in the consequence that their prom-
ises of tax to the king did not get top priority. The king’s right to the
territories was also disputed, by other chieftains and the farmers. In
the end, Porgils lost Borgarfjérdur to Pordr’s agents. Gizurr went to
Norway in 1254 after losing most of his family when they were burned
in an attack on their home, and Finnbjorn died in 1255. In addition
to the king’s chieftains and Pordr’s agents, others were brought into
the conflict. Among these was Porvardr Poérarinsson, who became
an ally of Porgils in 1255, and won a decisive battle against Péror’s
agents.** Porvardr tried to be proclaimed chieftain in Eyjafjérour in

8 Pk, ch. 48; Svinfellinga saga, Sts II, ch. 1; bsk, ch. 10; HsH, ch. 269, 273, 276.
There is no agreement between the different sagas in the compilation Sturlunga saga
as regards Gizurr’s territory. According to Islendinga saga he received most of the
Northern Quarter, whereas Porgils saga skarda places him over the Southern Quarter.
Besides Gizurr and Porgils, Finnbjorn Helgason also went to Iceland. Filippus and
Haraldr Seemundarsons also returned to Iceland in order to take back their territory
on behalf of the king, but their ship was wrecked on the way (HsH, ch. 273; Isl, ch.
161-64; bsk, ch. 10, 13-23).

7 bsk, ch. 10-18. Eyjolfr Porsteinsson had been put in charge of Skagafjérdur, Hrani
Kodransson received Eyjafjérdur, and Porleifr Pérdarson Borgarfjordur. In addition,
Hrafn Oddsson, Seemundr Ormsson, Sturla Pérdarson, and Nikulds Oddsson were
bound by an oath of loyalty to P6rdr.

80 fsl ch. 188; bsk, ch. 39, 50-53. Porvardr was drawn in to avenge his brother
Oddr, who was Gizurr’s agent after Gizurr left Iceland in 1254. Oddr was killed by
Eyjolfr Porsteinsson and Hrafn Oddsson.
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1256 after Pordr’s agent had fallen. The farmers refused because they
were awaiting orders from Pérdr Sighvatsson or the king.*' Porgils,
on the other hand, received an enfeoffment from the king in 1256,
and at this time he controlled the whole Northern Quarter, including
Eyjafjordur. Porvardr then turned against his former allies and killed
Porgils in 1258.%2

In 1245 King Hékon retained the sons of Icelandic chieftains in
Norway because he wanted to receive tax from the country.®® To be
put in charge of the king’s Icelandic territories, the chieftains had to
promise to endeavour to get the Icelanders to agree to pay tax and sub-
mit to the king. In this way the king wanted to legitimate his lordship
with the Icelanders” consent. The work of obtaining tax from Iceland
thus went on parallel to the king’s acquisition of control over the chief-
taincies. Payment of tax by the whole of Iceland was not established
by law until the period 1261-64.

At first the task of announcing the king’s desires and obtaining
the Icelanders’ consent to pay tax was left to Icelandic chieftains and
Norwegian-born bishops in Iceland. The Icelandic chieftains, however,
displayed little will or ability to implement the king’s wishes in the ter-
ritories to which they were appointed by the king. The king’s strategy
of using local players, such as chieftains and bishops, was eftective for
ensuring control of the Icelandic chieftaincies, but less so for achiev-
ing the king’s ambitions for tax and acceptance of direct royal lord-
ship over the country. The conflict between Gizurr, Porgils, Finnbjorn,
Pordr’s agents, and later Porvardr Pérarinsson can be regarded as a
new, intensive phase in the civil strife. The strategy had thus made the
king dependent on mutually dissenting Icelandic chieftains who had
little interest in furthering the king’s cause in the country. The local
connections on which the king was so dependent instead became a
problem.

It does not seem as if King Hékon considered any other strategy
in the 1240s and early 1250s. Military conquest, which was the way
the English and French kings preferred to ensure direct lordship in
the thirteenth century, is not mentioned. Nor did the king dispatch
Norwegians as emissaries at this time. However, the chieftains’ own

81 psk, ch. 54-64.

8 Psk, ch. 65-67, 76. Porgils also received the farmers’ support in Skagafjordur and
held Snefellsnes after his father and his grandfather.

8 Pk, ch. 4.
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ambitions, the bishops’ involvement in Icelandic matters, and conflict
between chieftains had the result that the king’s strategy had to be
altered, and the process was protracted.

Even though the chieftains displayed scant willingness to comply
with the king’s demand for tax, the king gained consent to the pay-
ment of tax for the first time in the 1250s. Yet this was not due to
either Porgils or Gizurr. It was because the king changed his strat-
egy in 1254, the first time he employed Norwegian emissaries in his
Icelandic policy. From the middle of the 1250s the task of persuad-
ing the Icelanders to swear to pay tax and accept the king’s rule was
increasingly left to loyal, Norwegian-born king’s men who lacked pri-
vate ambitions for political power in Iceland. Despite a certain degree
of success, the emissaries were largely forced to stand looking on as
the chieftains fought among themselves, and report their lack of inter-
est to the king. In the summer of 1254 Sigvard, bishop of Skalholt,
was sent to plead the king’s cause at the Alpingi. The king also sent a
Norwegian to keep an eye on the bishop.* In 1255 Bishop Henrik of
Holar, Porgils Bodvarsson, and the king’s emissary managed to sum-
mon the farmers to assemblies, and the majority of the freemen in the
Northern Quarter consented to pay tax to the king as they had agreed
with the king’s emissary.®®> Almost ten years would elapse, however,
before the king got the whole country to assent to pay tax.

In 1258 King Hakon’s policy reached a critical point. Gizurr
Porvaldsson was then the only surviving chieftain with formalized
ties to the king. He was given the title of earl and authority over
Borgarfjordur and the Southern and Northern Quarters. Gizurr once
again promised King Hakon that he would impose peace on the coun-
try and get all the Icelanders to pay tax. The king sent out additional
men to work for the latter and to keep an eye on the earl.®

It is perfectly possible that this Icelandic earldom can be associated
with the king’s strategy for obtaining tax, and that the appointment to
the highest dignity in the kingdom was supposed to inspire Gizurr to

8 The emissaries had with them letters of summons to Icelanders from the king.
They most likely concerned Gizurr. In 1255 Ivar Engelsson arrived in Iceland as an
emissary. He was a royal fehirdir (treasurer) in 1245 and an experienced envoy. Ivar
was supposed to promote the king’s cause in Iceland with support from the bishops
there. He also brought with him the royal letter that gave Eyjafjordur to Porgils (HsH,
ch. 283; bsk, ch. 5, 64-67).

85 HsH, ch. 283.

8 [s], ch. 192-93, 197; HsH, ch. 300; IA, pp. 66, 133, 192, 257, 330.
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make an extra effort. In reality this was probably a goodwill gesture
towards Gizurr, who now had almost thirty years in the king’s service
behind him. The earldom can also be directly linked to the formal lord-
ship that the king had established over large parts of Iceland, showing
the rights the king claimed to have in the area. Gizurr set up a hird
and transferred Borgarfjordur to Sturla Pordrsson, a Sturlung who was
also a central figure in the power struggles. Even though Gizurr dis-
played great aptitude in his role as earl, in practice he did not func-
tion exactly like the earls in Norway. Even though he had full power
of government, the revenue from the earldom still had to be divided
equally with the king.*” In addition, he was under surveillance by the
king’s spies and emissaries. The ear] went too far, however, when he
promised his men the same rank with the king as they had with him,
and he deceived the inhabitants on the matter of taxation. In the sum-
mer of 1260 two of the king’s emissaries met at the General Assembly,
where they proclaimed the king’s desire for consent to taxation. They
got nowhere, blaming their failure on the earl’s influence.®

Instead of summoning Gizurr to him or stripping him of the
title, King Hakon chose another solution. In 1261 the king’s emis-
sary Hallvard Gullsko came to Iceland. Besides reminding the earl of
the promises he had made to the king, he also brought a royal letter
that took Borgarfjérdur from the earl and gave it to Hrafn Oddsson.®
Hrafn was chieftain in the West Fjords without any known links to
the king. He had been one of Pordr Sighvatsson’s supporters, and in
that capacity he had expelled Porgils from Borgarfjordur and taken
part in the arson attack on Gizurr in 1253. It is not known why Hrafn
Oddsson received Borgarfjordur, but royal service was probably now
the only option for anyone wishing to secure and expand his personal
power base. We do not know whether the king had appealed to Hrafn
or vice versa. It is nevertheless probable that the king had such detailed
knowledge of the situation in Iceland that he made an advance to
Hrafn. Since Earl Gizurr had not functioned in accordance with the
king’s plan, Hrafn may have seemed like the only alternative. Hrafn’s
support and influence in Iceland were probably necessary to ensure
the king direct lordship. And by ensuring his support, the king could

8 A letter is said to have come from the king stating how much tax the king was to
receive from the country and how much Gizurr would have (HsH, ch. 300).

% HsH, ch. 300, 301, 311; Isl, ch. 192-95.

% [sl, ch. 197.
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also prevent new struggles between Gizurr and Hrafn. In 1261 the
king was the strongest political actor in Iceland, and with the king’s
support there were few, if any, who could challenge Hrafn’s position.
Hrafn had to send his son to Norway as a hostage as a guarantee, and
he probably had to transfer his power to the king in order to receive
Borgarfjordur, to be put in charge of it again by the king. Gizurr’s
position was thus weakened to the advantage of a man with whom
he was not on good terms, and Sturla Pérdarson lost the fief he held
from the earl.”

Hrafn immediately became Hallvard Gullsko’s most important sup-
porterin 1261, and functioned as a battering ram against the recalcitrant
Earl Gizurr. Hrafn and Gizurr had to reach a settlement in Hallvard’s
presence at the General Assembly in 1262.°' Hallvard Gullsko must
nevertheless be credited with the final success of the king’s policies.
His mission was to get the Icelanders to swear to render tax, land, and
submission to the king, and he must have had full authority to negoti-
ate the terms with the Icelanders and to give guarantees on behalf of
the king. Hallvard also exerted pressure on the remaining Icelandic
chieftains to hand over their territories to the king. In 1264 the last of
them transferred his chieftaincy to the crown.”

The ownership of the properties and chieftaincies left by Snorri
Sturluson, and titles to other chieftaincies, gave the king a foundation
for controlling much of Iceland, and not least for controlling those
who were to rule the country. But control of chieftaincies alone did
not give the king tax revenues from Iceland. Nor did it lead to the
establishment of direct royal rule. Before we look more closely at the
judicial foundation for the king’s lordship over Iceland, we shall look
more closely at the Icelandic chieftains’ role in King Hékon’s policies.

Why did the king use Icelandic-born liegemen to gain control of
Iceland?

Any man who represented the king locally in the middle of the thir-
teenth century usually became the king’s liegeman and joined the hird.

% Sturla Pérdarson made an enemy of Hrafn to such an extent that in 1263 he had
to leave for Norway after Hrafn had chased him and his son out of the district (Isl, ch.
197; Sturlu pdttr (Sts II), ch. 1, 2-3).

U [sl, ch. 197-98.

°2 Ibid.; HsH, ch. 311; IA, pp. 134 (1262), 135 (1263 and 1264). See e.g. Jén
Jéhannesson 1956, p. 223.
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All the men whom the king put in charge of the territories he con-
trolled in Iceland were also royal liegemen. Belonging to the hird was
essential for this type of responsibility and favour. This enabled the
king to summon the chieftains to Norway, to keep them there and, if
necessary, to punish them. We shall now see that the chieftain’s birth-
place and personal power base in Iceland must also be regarded as
equally important factors in the king’s policies for making the country
submit to him.

By 1220 Icelanders had already been making careers for themselves
in the retinues of Norwegian kings and earls for several centuries.
However, belonging to the royal hird did not have political conse-
quences for Icelanders until the king started his effort to bring Iceland
under his control. The king’s strategy is said to have been to tie as
many chieftains as possible to him as liegemen, but far from all the
Icelandic chieftains in the period 1220-1262 rendered homage to the
king. Neither Sturla Sighvatsson, Pérdr Sighvatsson’s agents, nor a
prominent chieftain like Kolbeinn Arndérsson were liegemen. In the
case of Kolbeinn, the fact that he did not belong to the hird is even
emphasized in the saga account. In the period from 1258 to 1261, as
we have seen, Gizurr was the only chieftain in the hird. Hrafn Oddsson
entered the king’s service in 1261, but he does not seem to have gone
to see the king before 1269. Although he did not render homage to the
king when he received Borgarfjordur, he nevertheless provided guar-
antees for his loyalty. Many chieftains became liegemen in the period
1262-1264 when the king secured lordship over the rest of Iceland.”

The king had a very limited recruitment base, not because there was
a shortage of Icelanders in the hird, but because the king seems to have
preferred the chieftains and their sons and nephews. We shall return
to this, but first let us look more closely at why the chieftains and their
men became royal liegemen in the period 1220-1264.

% Among the chieftains and their close relatives, the following were liegemen in
the period 1220-1262: Snorri Sturluson, his sons Jon and Oraekja, Gizurr Porvaldsson,
borleifr Pérdarson of Gardar, Arni 6reida Magnusson, Loftr Palsson, Pordr kakali
Sighvatsson, Porgils skardi Bedvarsson, Filippus and Haraldr Seemundarsons. Among
chieftains and their close associates who were not the king’s liegemen we find: Sturla
Sighvatsson, Sturla Pérdarson, Kolbeinn Arnérsson, Oddr Pérarinsson, Eyjolfr
borsteinsson, Hrani Kodrdnsson, Seemundr Ormsson, Hrafn Oddsson, Porvardr
Pérarinsson, and many more. Although Pérdr’s agents had sworn loyalty to Pordr,
this did not tie them to King Hikon (Psk, ch. 10-12). The oath of loyalty was personal,
and had to be sworn in the king’s presence. There is nothing in the sources to suggest
that the agents had established bonds with the king at this time.
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Gizurr, Pordr, and Porgils were already liegemen when the king
decided to send them to Iceland. Porgils had even been a leading fig-
ure in King Hakon’s regional division of the hird in Trondheim.** In
the period 1247-1261 it was only the Seemundarsons who rendered
homage to the king in order to be placed in charge of their former
territories in Iceland. The other chieftains or future chieftains did
not become liegemen to be put in charge of the king’s territories in
Iceland. Service in the king’s hird was a way for banished Icelanders
to earn a living. Moreover, it conferred prestige in both Norway and
Iceland. Porgils Bodvarsson’s career in the hird is illustrative in this
regard. Porgils was a Sturlung. In 1244, at the age of eighteen, he came
with his companion Bergr Amundason to Norway. After a long stay
with a royal vassal, his host and an Icelandic hirdman recommended
Porgils to the king for service in the hird. Porgils wanted to go back
to Iceland, but this time the king kept him and other prospective
chieftains in Norway. The solution in this situation was to join the
hird.”® Porgils became a liegeman after the king had initiated his policy
towards Iceland. However, he did not become a liegeman to be put in
charge of the king’s territories, but by joining, he did become part of
the circle from which the king recruited his representatives in Iceland.
Moreover, the Icelandic chieftains were recruited to the top level of
the hird. Gizurr became skutilsveinn at the age of nineteen, a rank
also held by Pordr kakali and Porgils skardi. The Icelanders’ interest
in the prestige and opportunities that came with hird service, and in
particular high-ranking positions, can be compared to the endeavours
of Welsh, Scottish, and Irish princes and magnates to be knighted by
the English king at the same time.*

The Norwegians whom the king sent to Iceland as emissaries in
the 1250s were of course also liegemen. Belonging to the hird was
thus essential for any man who wanted to be put in charge of the

 Gizurr had been a skutilsveinn since 1229. Pérdr had probably been in the hird
in the period 1237-1242. Both Gizurr and Pordr were also sheriffs in Norway in the
1240s and 1250s (Is], ch. 164, 192; Pk ch. 47; HsH, ch. 276, 283). Porgils pursued a reg-
ular hird career with the king and was hird governor in Trondheim in the 1250s (Psk,
ch. 8 Werdahl 2007). As sheriff and hird governor respectively, P6rdr and Porgils
must have held the rank of skutilsveinn.

% bsk, ch. 2-5; Waerdahl 2007.

% Rees R. Davies emphasizes the potential that a formalized link to the English
crown and a title of knight could give a member of the local aristocracy (Davies 1990,
pp. 48-53). Cf. ch. 1 on the Manx-Hebridean kings’ and magnates relationship to
English and Scottish kings.
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king’s domains in Iceland. Hird membership gave the king influence
over the chieftains and thus over development in Iceland. In 1246
Gizurr Porvaldsson and Pordr kakali fought each other for hegemony
in Iceland. They were both royal liegemen, and together with their
supporters they agreed that the king should settle the dispute between
them. The king’s arbitration in the matter between Gizurr and Pordr
in 1247, and the king’s acceptance of responsibility for the killing of
Snorri, shows how strong an influence he already had in the country.
The arbitration was in accordance with the stipulation in the Hirdskrd
that judicial conflicts between hirdmen should be resolved within the
hird or by the king.””

The only Norwegians who represented the king in Iceland were
bishops and royal emissaries. Norwegians could be used to negoti-
ate with the Icelanders about paying taxes, but they were not put in
charge of the territories the king controlled from 1247 to 1264. Why
did the king not appoint Norwegians to govern territories in Iceland
when Pérdr Sighvatsson and Gizurr Porvaldsson could be sheriffs in
Norway?

Unlike the Icelanders, the Norwegians had no local connections or
local power base in Iceland. Both were essential if the king’s represen-
tatives were to get the necessary support from other chieftains and the
people of Iceland. It was not sufficient to have support from the king
alone. Norwegians probably were not even considered as an alterna-
tive, since the situation was tricky enough for the Icelandic chieftains
who did have local support. The Norwegian monarchy also had once
been established by winning over local magnates for the crown. The
transition from a pre-state to a state society is characterized in Norway
by, among other things, the fact that the loyalty of the local aristocracy
was shifted from the local community to the crown. The establishment
of royal lordship in Iceland demonstrates this process in practice.”

In addition, there was an element of sympathy and personal prefer-
ence in the king’s relations with the Icelandic chieftains. The pope’s
emissary, Cardinal Vilhelm, thought that P6rdr deserved to be sent
to Iceland in 1247 because he had suffered great losses.” In 1258, when
Gizurr was sent out alone as earl, presumably there was also an ele-

97 Pk, ch. 44-45; HsH, ch. 257; H, ch. 36.

% See e.g. Helle 1974, pp. 204-206.

% Pk, ch. 46-48. Pordr’s father and brothers had fallen in battle against Gizurr and
Kolbeinn Arndérsson in 1238.
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ment of sympathy for Gizurr on the part of the king. Gizurr’s wife and
sons had been burned to death in their home in 1253, when Gizurr’s
enemies tried to eliminate him. Moreover, Gizurr had served the king
since 1229.1%

Icelanders who had served in the king’s hird in Norway, and who
had a local power base, or the potential to achieve one, were put in
charge of the king’s domains in the period 1247 to 1261. Hrafn Oddsson
had neither rendered homage nor served the king when he received
Borgarfjordur in 1261. He was nevertheless the country’s most power-
ful chieftain alongside Gizurr. Hrafn’s appointment corroborates the
conclusion that place of birth and a local power base may have been
as decisive as hird membership for the king.

The king’s policies towards Iceland, and Greenland for that matter,
must be regarded in light of the domestic political situation in Norway
from c. 1220. The Birkebeiner faction, of which Hakon Hakonsson
was a product, had their core area in western Norway, and their less
certain control over southeastern Norway was constantly being chal-
lenged until the 1230s. From this perspective, and the fact that the sea
was the principal means of communication, it is not surprising that
the consolidation of the realm of the dynasty which derived from King
Sverre also comprised the Norse island communities in the southwest.
Moreover, Earl Skule held the tributary lands as part of his earldom
from 1217 to 1223. No real policy for Iceland can be documented
before the 1240s, however. The internal political situation did not
allow a focus on Iceland until Skule had been defeated in 1240.

The agreement of 1262, the judicial foundation for the king’s lordship

At the same time as the king completed the process of gaining control
over the Icelandic chieftaincies, he also laid a judicial foundation for
royal lordship in Iceland and for relations between the Icelanders and
the king. In the period 1262-64 the Icelandic farmers finally agreed
to pay tax to the king and swore the oath of loyalty to the king at the
Quarter Courts at the General Assembly.

Norwegian emissaries had negotiated with the Icelanders about the
payment of tax since the 1250s. In 1262, Hallvard Gullsko announced
that King Hékon wished for obedience and tax from the Icelandic

100 fol ch. 171-72, 174-79.
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farmers in return for benefits and amendments to the law code.'”
He then had to negotiate with the farmers at the General Assembly,
because they wished to dictate terms for swearing loyalty to the king
and paying tax. In 1262 the farmers from the Northern and Southern
Quarters west of the Pjorsa river swore at the General Assembly that
they would render land, submission, and tax to King Hdkon Hakonsson
for eternity. According to Hdkonar saga Hdkonarsonar the terms for
the Icelanders were written down in a document.'” These terms and
conditions were the basis for the formal relationship between the king
and the Icelanders in the Middle Ages, and for this study of the judi-
cial foundation of the king’s lordship in Iceland.

Today there are a large number of extant manuscripts from the
fifteenth to the eighteenth century recording the mutual rights and
duties of the Icelanders and the king. The different manuscript texts
are referred to as Gamli sdttmdli, Gizurarsdttmadli, “the act of submis-
sion”, “the old covenant”, or the Icelanders’ agreement/treaty/pact with
the Norwegian kings.'”® With a few exceptions, the texts are virtually
identical. For 150 years historians have tried to date and classify the
different texts by comparing the context of the texts with each other
and with information from sagas and annals. When Rudolf Keyser and
P. A. Munch published the first volume of Norges gamle Love (The old
laws of Norway) in 1846, they claimed to have identified the stipula-
tions from 1262 in two of the texts (AM 175 A, 4° and AM 45, 8°).1%
But ever since the middle of the nineteenth century the dating of the
texts has led to a vigorous discussion as to which dates and political
situations the different texts refer. Munch had changed his mind when

11 HsH, ch. 311.

192 The statement that the terms were written down occurs only in Hdkonar saga
Hdkonarsonar (HsH, ch. 190). Original text: “med slikum skildaga sem bref pat vottar
er par var epter giort.”

1% On the names of the texts and generally about the agreement of 1262, see
Jon Sigurdsson, Om Islands Statsretslige Forhold, 1855, pp. 1-12; DI 1 152; NFH 1V,
1, 1858, pp. 368-69; Konrad Maurer, Island von seiner ersten Entdeckung bis zum
Untergange des Freistaats, Munich 1874, pp. 470-80; Konrad Maurer, De nordger-
maniske retskilders historie, 1878, pp. 86-88; Jon Porkelsson and Einar Arndrsson,
Rikisréttindi Islands, Skjol og skrif, Reykjavik 1908; Bjorn M. Olsen, “Um upphaf
konungsvalds 4 Islandi”, Andvari 1908, pp. 18-88 and “Enn um upphaf konungsvalds
4 Islandi”, Andvari 1909, pp- 1-81; Knud Berlin, “Et Islandsk Skrift om Isleendernes
‘gamle Pagt’”, Tilskueren, 1908, pp. 817-30; Gudni Jonsson, “Gamli sattmali”, KLNM
V, 1960, cols. 170-71; Joén Johannesson 1956, pp. 328-32; Bjorn Porsteinsson and
Sigurdur Lindal 1978, pp. 34-40.

101 NgL 1, 12 A (AM 175 A, 4°) and B (AM 45, 8°), pp. 460-62.
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he published the fourth volume of Det norske folks historie in 1858
and 1859. He redated AM 175 A, 4°, 12 A in Norges gamle Love I, to
1302 and the Icelanders’ acclamation of King Hakon V Magnusson at
the Alpingi.'®

As a result of studies of the agreement texts, at the end of the nine-
teenth century there were two differing opinions as to the origin of
the texts and their relative chronology. According to both schools,
the shortest texts contain the conditions granted to the people of the
Northern and Southern Quarters in 1262.'" But whereas one opin-
ion traces some of the agreement texts back to the oath sworn by the
Oddaverjar, Sidumenn, and Austfirdingar later in 1262 and in 1263
and 1264, others think that the longer texts derive from the acclama-
tion of King Hakon V Magnusson (1299-1319) in 1302. Munch laid
the foundation for the latter view, which is the opinion still prevailing
today. His conclusions were followed up by German judicial historian
Konrad Maurer and further developed by Icelandic historian Bjorn
M. Olsen.'””

Yet despite the prevailing opinion, it is not possible to establish
a sure dating and relative chronology for the different texts. In any
single text, as we shall see, there can be provisions that are anach-
ronistic if they are dated to 1262, while others are anachronistic if
they are dated to the fourteenth century. There have also been objec-
tions to the traditional view of the origin and internal chronology of
the manuscripts. Patricia P. Boulhosa challenges the traditional view
when she draws the conclusion that it is impossible to group the texts
in agreement with each other or to arrive at an internal chronology

1 NFH 1V, 1, p. 368, n. 1 and 2, IV, 2, pp. 358-59 and especially 359, n. 3. Cf.
Konrad Maurer’s comments (Maurer 1878, p. 97). The Alpingi retained its name
even after it was transformed into a lawthing (ON lpgping) or regional, representative
assembly in 1271-73 (cf. ch. 3, 4, 5).

¢ See NgL I 12 B; DI 1 152, 153, 156. The texts in no. 152 differ from the rest
because they lack some clauses that occur in the majority of the texts. Traditionally
these texts have been dated to 1262, whereas the longer texts are associated today with
the acclamation of King Hakon V in 1302 (e.g. NgL I 12 A (redated to 1302 by Munch
in NFH IV, 1, pp. 368-69 and 2, p. 359). See Boulhosa 2005, pp. 106-10.

17 See e.g. Jon Sigurdsson’s dating of the texts to 1262, 1263, and 1264 in DI I 152,
153, 156. The arguments against this dating can be found in NFH IV, 1, pp. 368-9
and 2, p. 359; Maurer 1874, pp. 470-80. See also Bjorn M. Olsen 1908, pp. 59-76,
where he further expands the argumentation against the dating to 1263 and 1264.
Jon Johannesson’s account of the origin and dating of the agreement of 1262 follows
Munch, Maurer and Olsen, and represents the prevailing view of the dating (Jén
Jéhannesson 1956, pp. 332-38).
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in the corpus of texts. Boulhosa argues that the extant texts do not
represent different agreements from different years, but are a result of
attempts by the Icelanders in the fifteenth century to create texts about
the establishment of royal lordship in the 1260s."® If this is correct, it
is not the provisions from 1262 that are preserved but the Icelanders’
later perceptions of them.

Within the framework of this study it is not necessary to engage in
a critical analysis of the origin and dating of the agreement texts. The
aim here is primarily to learn whether it is possible to say anything
about the kind of terms the Icelanders agreed when swearing loyalty
to King Hakon Hékonsson in 1262. We shall therefore concentrate
on the content and not try to create an alternative classification of
the texts. Since the texts only vary to a small extent, I will treat them
together as a corpus and not divide them as has traditionally been
done. The question is whether some of the provisions recorded in the
longer texts can be traced back to the political situation in Iceland in
1262, and hence be counted as part of the judicial foundation for the
king’s lordship in Iceland and the relationship between the king and
the Icelanders.

According to Hdkonar saga Hdkonarsonar, the demands posed by
the Icelanders were written down in a letter of witness. Testimonials
of this kind were a common way to document agreements, and the
majority of the agreement texts—even if they are defective in diplo-
matic terms—take the form of recorded testimony about what the
Icelanders agreed to grant the king and on what terms. The following
clauses recur in most of the agreement texts:

The Icelanders promised the king skattr and pingfararkaup'® as the law-
book bear witness and their duties as subjects.

The king would let them enjoy peace and Icelandic laws.

The king would ensure regular supplies by ship every year.

Property left by Icelanders who died in Norway was to go to the rightful
heir or await collection by his legal agents.

Landaurar''® was to be abolished.

Icelanders would retain the best rights they had enjoyed in Norway; the
king himself had offered this in his letter, and promised to keep peace
with them.

1% Boulhosa 2005, pp. 142-44.
1 Tax and fees paid for those who travelled to the assembly.
119 See ch. 2 and below.
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They would agree to be ruled by the earl as long as he was loyal to the
king and kept peace with the Icelanders.

The king would not summon any Icelanders abroad except in accor-
dance with the law-book or after a judgement at the Alpingi.

Only Icelanders were to be sheriffs and lawmen.

In addition, some texts specify that Icelanders who were appointed
as royal officials should come from families that had previously held
chieftaincies.

The texts end with a promise that the issuers and their heirs should
be loyal as long as the king and his successors kept the agreement. It
was to be regarded as invalid if it was broken in the view of the best
men. Some transcripts record, in addition, the Icelanders’ oath to the
king."!

The majority of the clauses can be linked to the political situation in
Iceland in the 1260s as we know it from the annals and sagas.'"> The
wish for peace (in clause 2, above) may be purely formulaic, but it
may also have been rooted in a real desire for peace among Icelanders
who were tired after almost forty years of power struggles. Peace was
used by the king as an argument for intervening in Icelandic affairs
in the 1230s and 1240s.'”® We read in Hdkonar saga Hdkonarsonar
that the king offered the Icelanders benefits and amendments to the
law. The Icelanders were probably aware of King Héakon’s active role
in legislation and understood that henceforth it would be the king, not
the chieftains, who passed laws. This clause was probably an attempt
to ensure old Icelandic law or that the king’s laws would be adapted
to Icelandic conditions.'"*

The clause about shipping between Norway and Iceland has been
ascribed great significance as an explanation of why Iceland became

"1 See NgL 112 A; DIT 153, 156, I1 177. See DI'1 153 B, § 2 (the Alpingi) and DI
11177, § 6 (the law-book). DI T 153 B and NgL I 12 A both include the officials’ social
background, which is not mentioned in most of the texts. DI'T 153 B additionally has
the oath. See Boulhosa 2005, pp. 112-42 for an overview of the different clauses and
their distribution in the different texts.

2 My arguments, in addition to my own interpretation, are based on the con-
clusions of Munch, Maurer, and Bjérn M. Olsen. Bjorn M. Olsen’s conclusions are
extremely comprehensive, and his argumentation is not only more thorough but is
also linked to other source material and factual history to a much greater extent than,
say, Munch’s (NFH IV 1, p. 368, n. 1, 2, IV, 2, pp. 358, 359; Maurer 1874, pp. 470-80;
Maurer 1878, pp. 86-88; Olsen 1908, pp. 59-76).

13 See Gunnar Karlsson 2000, p. 84.

114 See ch. 3.
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a tributary land."® Some of the texts specify that the ships must bring
necessary or useful goods to the country.''¢ The Icelanders were prob-
ably dependent on Norwegian ships for maintaining contacts with
Norway in the 1260s. It is difficult, however, to prove any urgent need
for such guarantees in the 1260s, since traffic between Norway and
Iceland was relatively extensive at this time."” The king nevertheless
granted a similar demand from the Faroese in 1270/71. It appears likely
that the Faroese got the idea from what the Icelanders had stipulated
ten years earlier.

The conditions about the Icelanders’ inheritance and rights in
Norway and the landaurar are recognizable from thirteenth-century
editions of Grdgds, the thirteenth century compilation of Icelandic
law. They were among the original provisions regulating the rights
of the king and Norwegians in Iceland and the rights of Icelanders in
Norway."® Since Icelanders in Norway had rights equivalent of a hauldr
or freeholder, in accordance with older law, it is understandable that
they wanted to retain older regulations in this sphere."® In some of the
agreement texts, the Icelanders refer to the king’s letter, i.e. “his letter”.
It is perfectly possible that they are citing King Hakon’s promises of
benefits, which Hallvard Gullsko brought with him in 1262.

The landaurar was a fee that foreigners had to pay on arrival in
Norway.'® Icelanders escaped having to pay this once again, or it was
refunded to them, if they had already paid it “in the islands [the Faroes
and Orkney, and possibly Man and the Hebrides] or Shetland”, unless
they had returned to Iceland in between. We do not know whether the
inhabitants of the original tributary lands paid this fee. But since a fee
paid in the original tributary lands counted as payment in Norway,
this suggests that Iceland before 1262 had a different trading relation-
ship with Norway and the king than the tributary lands. That year
must have been the right time to abolish the fee.

115 E.g. Blom 1970.

" DI 177, § 5.

17 Mageroy 1993, pp. 62-79.

118 See ch. 1.

19 See Grethe A. Blom, Kongemakt og privilegier i Norge inntil 1378, Univer-
sitetsforlaget, 1967, pp. 63-66, on Icelanders’ rights in Norway—including freeholders’
rights—and the agreement with King Olav. See also Boulhosa 2005, pp. 66, 80-85.

120 See ch. 1.
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The condition about the earl has created problems for those who
have tried to date the different agreement texts and ascertain their
relative chronology; the clause is obviously associated with Earl Gizurr
Porvalds