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Abstract 
During the early medieval period in Scandinavia, writing could be accomplished using 

one of two different writing systems. Runes had been in use since long before the Viking Age, 

and stayed in use until the late Middle Ages. The Latin alphabet was introduced to the area 

along with Christianity during the tenth and eleventh centuries, and eventually became the main 

writing system used by Scandinavians to this day. The production and transmission of texts by 

women, and in religious contexts, both in runes and in the Latin alphabet, have in this thesis 

been examined in order to shed light on how medieval Scandinavian women participated in 

different acts of writing, in connection to their religious expression. As much comparable 

research within the fields of history and Norse literature has so far been focused either on the 

literate activities of men, or on the roles of pre-Christian women in cultivated literature, this 

thesis seeks to identify women who expressed themselves within the context of pragmatic 

literature, and within the Scandinavian Catholic orthodoxy, using either one of the two available 

writing systems. 

The research has been conducted through close readings of three main sources, a 

runestone from the eleventh century, a charter issued in 1352, and a testament issued in the 

same year. Each case study has been placed in its own historical setting, and analysed with this 

context in mind. The thesis finds that women of a certain social standing had the opportunity to 

commission acts of carving or writing by others, and that they through these commissions show 

a certain awareness of the different purposes which the carved or written word could serve. 

Through involving themselves in literate processes, these women managed to significantly alter 

their own surroundings, whether through erecting monuments or influencing the actions of 

ecclesiastical institutions. Additionally, the last two chapters show that women could 

appropriate some of the social authority of Church officials in order to further their own 

spiritual, as well as practical, aspirations. The thesis concludes that women were not excluded 

from engaging in the production or transmission of texts, nor did they have to take on the social 

roles of men in order to actively participate in literacy. Instead, they seem to have employed 

mutually beneficial relations with literate professionals, and thus been able to actively 

participate in the creation of text through the role of commissioner.  
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Background 

1.1.1 Research questions 

As the title suggests, this thesis will investigate to what extent, and how, women in 

medieval Scandinavia were involved in the processes of writing, distributing, and receiving 

written messages of a religious nature or in a religious context. What possibilities of religious 

expression did the two-script culture of medieval Scandinavia offer women of different social 

standing and during different times? Which women were involved with the processes that 

modern scholars have defined as part of the realm of literacy? Moreover, were female religious 

expressions purely made in pursuit of spiritual beliefs, or could they also influence other factors 

such as social or political status and material gain? 

1.1.2 Scope 

The nature of these research questions, when applied both to runic inscriptions and to 

documents written with ink on parchment, has necessitated the inclusion of sources which lay 

far apart in time. In Scandinavia, the period spanning the first half of the second millennium 

A.D. saw the rise and fall of many dynasties of rulers of the distinct Scandinavian regions later 

defined as Norway, Sweden and Denmark, as well as unions between these regions, changing 

borders, and annexations of peripheral territories. These 400 years also roughly correspond to 

the period of time in which the tenets of Catholicism dominated in the region. Catholic 

Christianity gradually established itself beginning with the influence of missionaries at the turn 

of the eleventh century, taking hold with the formation first of the Archdiocese of Lund (1103), 

and later of the Archdioceses of Nidaros (1152/3) and Uppsala (1164).1,2 From that period 

onwards, the Catholic Church and its representatives would maintain a prominent position in 

Scandinavian social and political realms, albeit with changing relationships to various royal 

authorities, for several centuries. Its downfall is generally defined as beginning in 1527 in 

                                                
1 Eldbjørg Haug “The Nidaros Church as a Political Actor in the Norwegian Commonwealth”, Rex Insularum: 
The King of Norway and his ‘Skattlands’ as a Political System c. 1260 – c. 1450, ed. Steinar Imsen 
(Fagbokforlaget, Bergen: 2014), p. 103. 
2 Anders Winroth, The Conversion of Scandinavia: Vikings, merchants, and missionaries in the remaking of 
Northern Europe (Connecticut: Yale University Press, 2012): p. 104. 
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Sweden, when its gradual replacement by Lutheranism began as a consequence of the Protestant 

Reformation. In Denmark-Norway, the official year concluding the same process is usually set 

to 1537, when Lutheranism became the official religion under King Christian III.3 

The period between 1000 and 1400 A.D. no doubt saw many women expressing 

themselves through the use of parchment and ink, or other modes of writing, in a religious 

context. Although not as extensive as the records still extant in many other European countries 

from this period, the Scandinavian kingdoms do still possess a large number of original charters 

and manuscripts from the Middle Ages. The inclusion of the early years of Catholicism in 

Scandinavia has however allowed for the examination of two very different categories of 

evidence – the written and the carved. Medieval Scandinavian men and women had the 

opportunity to express themselves both in Latin and in the vernacular, both in runic script and 

in Roman letters. Evidence suggests that the runic alphabet, the fuþark, had been in use in 

changing form since the third century A.D. at the latest, and stayed in use into the Middle Ages, 

alongside the Roman alphabet, which entered hand in hand with the introduction of 

Christianity.4  

The choice of research topic is based on a perceived lack of attention in the field of 

medieval studies to the religious expression and literacy of Scandinavian women, especially 

during the Catholic period. Several excellent general works exist on the topics of gender and 

literacy, and these will be used to lay the groundwork for my own investigations. Much valuable 

work has also been done in the field of philology in identifying scribal hands and exploring 

script culture, but the fact remains that the male experience dominates the source material and 

provides opportunities for more detailed study, in comparison to the source material which 

shows women’s use of text. Among scholars of English pragmatic and religious literature, much 

work has been done on the religious lives of women, and the extensive records still extant have 

moreover made it possible to look more closely at lay practitioners of Christianity in context 

with the actions of papal authorities.5 In studies of medieval Scandinavia, much investigation 

                                                
3 K. E. Christopherson, “Hallelujahs, Damnations, or Norway’s Reformation as Lengthy Process,” Church 
History 48, no, 3 (1979): pp. 279-80. 
4 Terje Spurkland, Norwegian Runes and Runic Inscriptions, transl. Betsy van der Hoek (Woodbridge: The 
Boydell Press, 2005): p. 20. 
5 See Norman Tanner and Sethina Watson, "Least of the Laity: The Minimum Requirements for a Medieval 
Christian", Journal of Medieval History 32, no. 4 (2006). 
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has been carried out with eye to women in sagas and mythology, but the activities of Christian 

women have garnered much less interest.  

1.1.3 Method 

A qualitative approach better suits the purpose of this thesis than a quantitative 

approach. Therefore, the main body of this thesis will consist of three case studies, which will 

illustrate varying types of sources in which women expressed themselves in a religious context 

in the two different script cultures, discussed in further detail below. The primary source 

material considered for this thesis follow the criteria of having been carved, written, read or 

commissioned by a woman within reasonable doubt, in a religious context. I will discuss the 

possibilities for women of writing, commissioning others to write, reading, or commissioning 

others to read, as well as how far their acts of writing or carving were serving one or several 

specific purposes.  

The primary source material will be examined through a few different, but interlinking 

approaches. Each case study will open with a chapter describing the historical context of its 

main primary source. This context will be explored both through the use of other primary source 

material, and through general historical works, a necessity in order to place each source within 

the context of relevant religious, political, and social circumstances. Following this, each case 

study will include a historical-comparative description of the type of source in question, taking 

into account previous scholarly discourse on the characteristics, use, and spread of sources of 

the same nature. The analysis of the sources themselves will be conducted through the lens of 

historicism and new historicism, attempting to understand both how those involved in creating 

the text understood it, as well as the larger social and cultural implications of the text. This will 

be done through a close reading of each source, examining language use, material aspects, 

content, and context of production. The analysis will further follow some of the approaches of 

gender criticism,  by considering whether the gender of its producer or commissioner did or did 

not affect its reception, and whether women’s uses of writing were different, or served different 

purposes than that of men. Lastly, through the lens of the aforementioned religious context, the 

analysis of each source will consider the implications of its religious expression, and whether 

such expressions were expected, common, extraordinary, or served any other purposes than the 

purely spiritual. 
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Runestones will be rendered in photos in Appendix 1, and all transliterations and 

interpretations of these in the text will be rendered according to generally accepted practices 

within the field of runology, with transliterations in bold type, normalisation in italics, and 

translations in quotation marks. According to Michael Barnes it is important that scholars 

dealing with runes have sufficient linguistic knowledge, do not jump to conclusions based on 

little or no evidence, and follow a consistent practice of notation.6 I have attempted to take his 

suggestions to heart as best as possible in this thesis. Charters are similarly rendered in 

photographs whenever possible (see Appendix 1), and full translations of the main charters used 

given in Appendix 2. Quotations from Norwegian charters will appear normalised in the text, 

and translations provided in the footnotes. Quotations from Swedish charters have been left as 

they are rendered in the printed editions of the Diplomatarium Suecanum, in line with the 

Swedish tradition. Names from the runic sources have been normalised according to Lena 

Peterson’s lexicon of Nordic rune-names, with Norwegian and Icelandic names normalised 

according to the Old West Norse tradition, and Swedish names according to the Old Swedish 

tradition.7 Names from the charter sources are similarly rendered, but all place names which 

are still in use have been given their modern Norwegian or Swedish spellings. Names of 

medieval institutions have been given in English, with their Norse names given at the first 

mention, as such: “St. Mary’s Church (Maríu Kirkia)”. 

1.1.4 Sources 

The present thesis employs a narrow definition of the term “Scandinavia”, as the main 

sources used will be those found in the modern kingdoms of Norway and Sweden, with main 

focus on the Norwegian material. Such geographical definitions are, however, of little use for 

a thesis spanning a stretch of time in which these kingdoms were not at all constant or fully 

established, as we know them today. A cultural as well as a practical definition has been made 

in the decision to focus on Norway and Sweden. Due to the very different nature of some of the 

sources examined, a discussion of their typical characteristics as well as previous research into 

their purpose and particulars will precede each case study, as mentioned above. Some notes on 

the status and historicity of each type of source and a justification for bringing them all together 

in a comparative fashion is nevertheless necessary here. 

                                                
6 Michael Barnes, “On types of argumentation in runic studies”, Proceedings of the Third International 
Symposium on Runes and Runic Inscriptions, Grindaheim, Norway, 8–12 August 1990 (1994): pp. 26-7. 
7 Lena Peterson, Nordiskt Runnamnslexikon, 5th ed. (Uppsala: Institutet för Språk och Folkminnen, 2007). 
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The case study of the first chapter discusses memorial stones commissioned by women. 

The earliest memorial inscriptions date back to Proto-Norse times, and memorial stones are 

perhaps the most well-known artefacts exhibiting runic writing, nevertheless they were not the 

only material upon which runes were carved. One of the arguments concerning the shape of 

runic letters supposes that they consist of vertical and diagonal lines because they were 

originally intended for wood, a material on which horizontal lines would be hard to read.8 Runes 

have been found on weapons, jewellery, and bone, as well as on stones and on wooden sticks, 

most of the latter category being from the remarkably well preserved medieval finds at Bryggen 

in Bergen. Diverse types of messages can be found in the Bryggen material, as well as on Proto-

Norse artefacts, possibly the most common use being to denote who had made or owned an 

object. Aslak Liestøl asserts that even during the early Viking Ages, runic script was used for 

carving messages, recording business transactions, and other everyday purposes. He deems this 

the primary use of runic script, asserting that runic script was “not solely or even chiefly a 

monumental form of writing”.9 The custom of raising rune stones existed before the Viking 

Ages, but had a period of increased popularity in the tenth and eleventh centuries, the centuries 

to which most of the over 3000 rune stones in Scandinavia are dated.10 Since non-memorial 

inscriptions exist both from the time before, during and after the fashion of memorial stone-

raising, there is no reason to believe that memorial runic inscriptions in any way replaced the 

custom of carving more ordinary messages on other objects.11 The sources do however indicate 

that the fashion of erecting rune stones rose rapidly in the tenth century, and died out some time 

during the twelfth century, somewhat later in Sweden.12 One can thus say there was a period of 

memorial use which in many ways differed from the practical use of runes. The content, 

contexts and conventions of such memorial inscriptions will be treated in more detail in the first 

chapter below. 

                                                
8 Erik Moltke, Runes and Their Origin, Denmark and Elsewhere (Aarhus: Aarhus University Press, 1985): p. 32. 
9 Liestøl, Aslak. “The Literate Vikings”, Proceedings of the Sixth Viking Congress, eds. Peter Foote and Dag 
Strömbäck (Uppsala: Almqvist & Wiksells, 1971): p. 75 
10 Terje Spurkland, “Viking Age Literacy in Runes – A Contradiction in Terms?”, Literacy in Medieval and 
Early Modern Scandinavian Culture, ed. Pernille Hermann (Viborg: University Press of Southern Denmark, 
2005): p. 139. 
11 Evidence of non-monumental use of runes is scarce from the Viking Ages, a fact Liestøl attributes to the 
enormous odds against preservation of rune sticks over time. He does however point to several messages in 
Scandinavian language carved on wooden sticks or objects preserved from the trading centres of Hedeby, 
Kaupang, Southern Jutland and Staraja Lagoda to support his claim of continuous everyday use of runes in the 
early Viking Ages. Aslak Liestøl, “The Literate Vikings”, p. 70. 
12 Signe Horn Fuglesang, “Swedish Runestones of the Eleventh Century: Ornament and Dating” in 
Runeninschriften als Quellen Interdisziplinärer Forschung (1998): p. 208. 
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A memorial stone transmits information only to those who are geographically close 

enough to read it. Its geographical location is thus probably caused by deliberate placement, 

and should be considered in an analysis of its inscription. The message carved may be spread 

through word of mouth, but that presupposes an initial visit to the stone. These runic monuments 

and the charters of the second and third chapters are separated by approximately three hundred 

years, but a hypothesis by Birgit Sawyer may contribute to drawing the two categories together 

in terms of their purpose. Greatly simplified, her argument states that such stones may often 

have served to legitimise inheritance claims. In cases where a relative had died abroad, the 

raising of a rune stone in their memory contributed to making their deaths official, opening up 

for the division of their property among family members. The memorial inscriptions may also 

serve to clarify who had the strongest familial ties to the deceased, and were thus more entitled 

to their goods.13 Such an interpretation places the rune stones in context with pragmatic 

literature. This raises the additional question of whether the rise of pragmatic literacy was in 

some way eased in Scandinavia, due to the already existing tradition of raising runestones in a 

pragmatic context, but such an investigation would deserve more attention than can be afforded 

here. Pragmatic literacy is also a category into which the charters may seem to fit snugly, 

although in this thesis I will attempt to show how these, as well as the memorial inscriptions, 

may have served more than one mode of expression. 

 The runic inscriptions may seem to be the only uncorrupted written primary sources 

from the early Middle Ages, especially in contrast to manuscripts, which have often been passed 

down through a number of rewritings. Charters are however of a very different category to 

manuscripts, because they rarely consist of copies or re-writings of other textual sources. On 

certain occasions, a charter will refer back to a different charter, and we sometimes find copies 

or translated versions of charters. The re-writing of charters for archival purposes may present 

a type of textual tradition, although shorter than what is usually the case in manuscript sources. 

In instances where a charter has been re-written, or translated and forwarded, one could 

potentially examine how the agenda of the text changes during transmission, as it is 

appropriated by each scribe. Of most original charters however, it can be said that they may 

present several agendas, but that these have not been altered through the act of transmission.  

                                                
13 Birgit Sawyer, The Viking Age Rune Stones: Custom and Commemoration in Early Medieval Scandinavia 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), p. 69. 
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Charters are by nature mobile, and in certain instances produced with the purpose of 

transmitting information across a geographic distance. This was not, however, their only use. 

Charters could be read aloud at exclusive meetings or in public, or serve as physical evidence 

of ownership. Documents such as the charter issued by king Hákon V Magnússon and addressed 

to Gyrðr Þróndarson, ordering Gyrðr to pay the canons of St. Mary’s Church (Maríu Kirkia) 

what they were due according to the will of Queen Eufemia, offer at least three options for 

transmission at first glance.14 Firstly through a communicative act, transmitting a direct 

message over a geographical area from one man to another. Secondly, in the context of 

pragmatic literacy as a physical symbol of ownership, entitling the money to the canons and 

serving as proof of the transaction if necessary. Thirdly, as a public announcement (if the charter 

was heard by a group of people) of queen Eufemia’s devoutness and generosity in her will, 

making sure an audience was aware of her patronage. There are also several examples of 

charters existing only as copies, mainly made by those who would benefit from the charter’s 

preservation, such as ecclesiastical institutions, who were often the recipients of gifts of land. 

In some areas of Europe, the production of cartularies, or copybooks, became common in the 

middle ages. These contained transcripts of charters documenting an institution’s rights and 

properties, and the most important authenticating feature in these cases were the witnesses 

mentioned in the original charter, who could testify to the truth written in the cartulary if 

needed.15 A similar practice existed in Scandinavia with the writings of cadastres, which were 

not transcripts of charters, but summaries of the properties owned by a particular institution, 

often a monastery. The entries in these cadastres would at times specify how a property had 

come under the institution’s ownership, often through testamentary bequests or through other 

pious gifts. 

1.1.5 Overview 

The secondary literature discussed in the theory section below will provide a base of 

previous research to serve as a starting point, and the primary sources analysed by these scholars 

as occasional comparative material for the case studies examined in this work. The case studies 

will be presented in a chronological fashion. The first chapter will consist of a case study of the 

                                                
14 DN II 118. 
15 Georges Declercq, "Originals and Cartularies: The Organization of Archival Memory (Ninth-Eleventh 
Centuries)," in Charters and the Use of the Written Word in Medieval Society, ed. Karl Heidecker (Turnhout: 
Brepols, 2000): pp. 162-3. 
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Dynna stone (N 68), with references and comparisons to Swedish runestones which also present 

themselves as part of the tradition of raising Christian memorial stones. The main focus of the 

second chapter is a charter written in Norse, issued by Ingibjǫrg Hákonardóttir in 1352, with 

reference and comparison to two other charters issued in Latin by her, or by her and her son 

King Magnus. The case study of the third chapter consists of the last will and testament of Elin 

Þorðardóttir, issued in the same year as Ingibjǫrg’s charter, with reference and comparisons to 

the testaments of several Swedish and Norwegian women approximately contemporary with 

Elin. The concluding chapter will attempt to see all three case studies in a wider context, and in 

relation to each other.  

1.2 Theory 

1.2.1 Literacy 

The most common use of the word literacy suggests that it involves the ability to read 

and write. In the Middle Ages, the words literati and illiterati referred mainly to those 

knowledgeable in Latin, and those who were not.16 Neither of these definitions serve especially 

well to describe the concept as used in this thesis, namely to denote the specific field of study 

in which the changing use and nature of communication in societies has been examined. 

Literacy has come to serve as an umbrella term under which one might expect to find studies 

of script culture, studies of the use and transmission of text and imagery, as well as studies 

considering the evolution from oral to literate societies, the latter category often relying on 

anthropological studies of known oral cultures to extrapolate how previous oral societies 

functioned.17 Many scholars have delved into the implications of the use of writing throughout 

history; most notable for medievalists is Michael Clanchy’s study From Memory to Written 

Record. His investigation concerns the increasing use of written records in England from 1066 

– 1307, and he examines the changing significance of, and trust in the written word from the 

reign of Edward the Confessor to the reign of Edward I. In the shift from an oral culture based 

on memory to one based on written record, he sees an accompanying shift in the ways of 

                                                
16 Michael T. Clanchy, From Memory to Written Record: England 1066-1307 (Oxford: Blackwell, 1993): pp. 
226-52. 
17 For visual literacy, see i.e. Leslie Webster “Visual Literacy in a Protoliterate Age”, in Literacy in Medieval 
and Early Modern Scandinavian Culture, ed. Pernille Hermann (Viborg: University Press of Southern Denmark, 
2005). For anthropology-based research on oral versus literate culture, see i.e. Stefan Brink, “Verba Volant, 
Scripta Manent?” in Literacy in Medieval and Early Modern Scandinavian Culture, ed. Pernille Hermann 
(Viborg: University Press of Southern Denmark, 2005). 
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thinking and acting.18 Clanchy’s exploration of English practices is highly relevant for a study 

on Scandinavian literacies, as the use of charters in Scandinavia may to some degree have been 

influenced by English practices. Many of the first missionary bishops and monks in Scandinavia 

were English, and the Cistercians of the Lyse and Hovedøy monasteries in particular would 

have been familiar with the use and distribution of charters from their homeland, where 

administrative documents had been in use since the late eleventh century.19 These monasteries 

remained in close contact with their mother convents, as can be seen both through the exchange 

of abbots between mother- and daughter-convents in the mid-thirteenth century, as well as 

through the cult of the Norwegian saint Óláfr taking hold exceptionally early in English 

monastic circles.20 Furthermore, Clanchy’s work is in itself useful because of its general 

interpretations of the processes involved in the rise of pragmatic literacy. Clanchy’s work is 

thus not only relevant for England, but can be easily employed for its fundamental observations 

in studies of other European countries as well, a feat which has kept it relevant and respected 

since it was first published.   

Stefan Brink describes the change from an oral to a literate society as a slow process, 

but one which served as a basis for an intellectual revolution. Focusing on a period of c. 800 – 

1300 A.D., which he sees as the transitional period in which Scandinavian society changed 

from an oral to a literate culture, he acknowledges runic inscriptions as reflections of an existing 

literacy in society before the rise of Latin script culture in Scandinavia. He does however not 

see the change in society as complete until Latin writing made its way into administrative and 

especially legal processes, maintaining that the runic inscriptions did not ideologically or 

mentally change society to the effect that the written word took supremacy over the spoken 

word. Before Christianity brought its Latin literates, oral culture in Scandinavia thus still 

provided the main arenas for preserved communication, and Brink sees the runic inscriptions 

as “products of an oral culture” rather than reflecting an early culture of literacy.21 Aslak Liestøl 

does coin Viking Age Scandinavians as “literate”, and suggests that the memorial use of runes 

was secondary to the everyday carving of runes on sticks, as mentioned above. Liestøl supports 

this claim with tenth-century inscriptions from known Viking trading centres, which show 

many similarities to the everyday carvings of business transactions, messages, and ownership 

                                                
18 Michael T. Clanchy, From Memory to Written Record, pp. 1-16. 
19 Michael T. Clanchy, From Memory to Written Record, p. 154. 
20 Christian C. A. Lange, De Norske Klostres Historie i Middelalderen (Christiania: C. Tønsbergs Forlag, 1856): 
p. 627. 
21 Stefan Brink, “Verba Volant, Scripta Manent?”, pp. 78-85. 
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labels found in urban excavations from the fourteenth century, suggesting a continuous 

tradition.22 Arnved Nedkvitne argues that if runes were in fact in widespread use in the writing 

down of short messages, a larger part of this material would have been preserved, on basis of 

analogy with Catholic liturgical fragments.23 Sverre Bagge deems this analogy false, as the 

liturgical fragments were preserved because they were written on parchment and used for 

bookbinding and other purposes after the Reformation, and no similar purpose encouraged the 

preservation of runic messages on bark, wax, or other perishable materials.24 Terje Spurkland 

sees runic inscriptions, both memorial and practical, as texts with specialised social functions, 

both pragmatic, in light of Birgit Sawyer’s inheritance argument, and cultivated. He 

nevertheless acknowledges that runic script never played any significant part in government 

and administration, nor in the publishing and enforcing of laws. The runic script culture was 

restricted compared to the use of books and manuscripts, yet Spurkland sees the runic 

inscriptions as manifestations of vernacular literacy, and in order to avoid the intrusion of runes 

muddling the concept of literacy, suggests the term runacy for this literacy in runes.25 

1.2.2 Gender 

The restriction of this thesis to include only the female experience has its roots in gender 

studies, specifically the subcategory of women’s studies, which attempts to create new 

approaches in fields that have traditionally been gender blind. Modern discourse on gender 

theory and gender as a social construct will not be considered in this thesis, simply because I 

wish to employ an emic, rather than an etic approach to the subject, as far as is possible.  The 

thesis is rather more occupied with how women would exploit the opportunities of the written 

word differently than men would, as a consequence of their gender or limitations brought onto 

them because of their gender.  

Anneke Mulder-Bakker emphasises the necessity of placing the female experience 

alongside the male experience, as well as considering age and authority, lay and professional 

status, in addition to gender.  This thesis will examine female literacy mainly in reference to 

male literacy, which is more visible in our surviving primary sources, and which provides 

                                                
22 Aslak Liestøl, “The Literate Vikings” p. 75 
23 Arnved Nedkvitne, The Social Consequences of Literacy in Medieval Scandinavia (Turnhout: Brepols 2004): 
p. 104. 
24 Sverre Bagge, From Viking Stronghold to Christian Kingdom: State Formation in Norway, c. 900 – 1350 
(Copenhagen: Museum Tusculanum Press, 2010): p. 243. 
25 Terje Spurkland “Viking Age Literacy in Runes – A Contradiction in Terms?”, pp. 146-149. 
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enough evidence to separate norms from exceptions. Mulder-Bakker and Stafford have also 

pointed out that there has in recent times been too much focus on femininity in gender history, 

given the importance of the middle ages in fashioning some of the fundamental models of 

western masculinity.26 A work examining literacy as an instrument of religious expression from 

the runic script culture into the Latin book culture of medieval Scandinavia, with awareness of 

both male and female experiences, would no doubt be a valuable work. This thesis would 

however constitute only a chapter in such a work. 

Although primarily focusing on pre-Christian history, Judith Jesch’s work on women in 

the Viking Age contains some concluding remarks on how the introduction of Christianity 

affected the lives of Scandinavian women. She surmises that the early stages of Christianity 

came with broadened opportunities for women, both for expression on memorial inscriptions, 

and for travel through pilgrimage.27 Birgit Sawyer’s work on the same subject stretches further 

into the middle ages, and she also employs both runic, charter, and other literary evidence in 

her investigation. She specifically targets the assumption that women enjoyed a higher status 

before the intrusion of the new religion in the 10th and 11th centuries. Through the use of a 

comparative look at the various primary sources, she concludes that although the position of 

pagan and Christian women in society differed, one period was not necessarily “worse” than 

the other.28 Jenny Jochens examines the women of Viking Age Scandinavia from a literary 

starting point, examining evidence for female skalds as well as the portrayal of women in Old 

Norse literature in general.29 Carol J. Clover similarly uses the Íslendingasögur as a starting 

point, to discuss the seemingly binary social divide which many of them seem to exhibit, which 

is not divided according to biological sex, but to social and economic capabilities. She states 

that the category of megð (breadwinners) includes “able-bodied men (and the exceptional 

woman)” whereas the category of umegð (dependants), “a kind of rainbow coalition of everyone 

else (most women, children, slaves, and old, disabled, or otherwise disenfranchised men)”.30  

Pernille Hermann states that literacy “includes cultural, ideological, sociological, 

psychological and technological aspects” interrelated to the concept of the ‘ability to read and 

                                                
26 Pauline Stafford and Anneke B. Mulder-Bakker, Gendering the Middle Ages, eds. Pauline Stafford and 
Anneke B. Mulder-Bakker (Oxford: Blackwell, 2001): p. 4. 
27 Judith Jesch, Women in the Viking Age, (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 1991), p. 69. 
28 Birgit Sawyer, Kvinnor och Familj i det Forn- och Medeltida Skandinavien (Alingsås, Sweden: Viktoria 
Bokforlag, 1992), p. 102. 
29 Jenny Jochens. Old Norse Images of Women. (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1996). 
30 Carol J. Clover, “Regardless of Sex: Men, Women, and Power in Early Northern Europe”, Representations, 
No. 44 (California: University of California Press, 1993): p. 13. 
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write’.31 Purely acknowledging that women had the ability to read or write is not enough, and 

is also hard to do considering the evidence available. In light of previous research one must 

examine the context in which they did so, as well as to what degree they were indeed ‘literate’. 

Did women dictate texts, or did they write or carve text themselves? Did they have text read 

out loud by others, or did they read themselves? The main focus for this work will however rest 

on the production, reach, context, and purpose of texts attributed to women. Their expressions 

may not necessarily have been written by their own hands, but their own knowledge of how 

text could be employed is just as important as the question of whether they wrote themselves.  

1.2.3 The Catholic church 

Even though the case studies below focus on non-professional religious women, the 

general and specific history of the ecclesiastical institution that officially governed them, may 

not be ignored. Investigations of the decrees and regulations of church authorities may shed 

light on the tendencies in society that these decrees sought to correct. For the first chapter, the 

activities of missionary bishops and the process of the conversion of Scandinavia are the most 

relevant topics. Anders Winroth treats this subject thoroughly in The conversion of 

Scandinavia, with references both to early hagiographic works, and runic inscriptions.32 

Dagfinn Skre’s article on missionary activity in the early Middle Ages has shed light on how 

the missionary process progressed in Norway, and burial finds at Birka have shed some light 

on the existence of early Christians, as well as on women’s participation in the Christianisation 

process in Sweden.33  

The rise and progress of Catholicism in Scandinavia has been treated in several 

historical works, as well as included in a more recent and in-depth investigation of the 

Archdiocese of Nidaros by Eldbjørg Haug.34 Certain developments in canon law have been 

considered here, such as the Fourth Council of the Lateran of 1215, as it concerns the laity to a 

large degree. On lay reception of the decrees of this council, Norman Tanner and Sethina 

                                                
31 Pernille Hermann, Chpt. 1 “Introduction” in Literacy in Medieval and Early Modern Scandinavian Culture, ed. 
Pernille Hermann (Viborg: University Press of Southern Denmark, 2005): p. 9. 
32 Anders Winroth, The conversion of Scandinavia: Vikings, merchants, and missionaries in the remaking of 
Northern Europe (Connecticut: Yale University Press, 2012). 
33 Dagfinn Skre, “Missionary Activity in Early Medieval Norway: Strategy, Organization and the Course of 
Events”, Scandinavian Journal of History, 23 (1998): pp. 1-19.  
Nancy L. Wicker, “Christianization, Female Infanticide, and the Abundance of Female Burials at Viking Age 
Birka in Sweden”, Journal of the History of Sexuality, Vol. 21, No. 2 (Texas: University of Texas Press, 2012): 
pp. 245-262. 
34 Eldbjørg Haug,“The Nidaros Church as a Political Actor in the Norwegian Commonwealth”, pp. 101-134. 
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Watson have made key discoveries relating to the English experience, some of which may be 

comparable to developments in Scandinavia.35 With the new religion followed the 

establishment of monastic institutions, which came to serve important positions in 

Scandinavian society. For a long time, Christian C. A. Lange’s work from 1847 was the only 

comprehensive work on the subject of Norwegian monasteries.36 Recent years have however 

seen an increase in works focusing on individual monasteries throughout Scandinavia, as well 

as a more comprehensive account of some of the most prominent monasteries in Norway by 

Karl Gervin.37 A closer investigation of religious context will be presented along with each case 

study, as the women whom they mention are contemporaneous with widely different stages of 

Catholic orthodoxy in Scandinavia, some living in constant interaction with the Church and 

monastic institutions, and some having only just converted to the Christian religion. 

 

  

                                                
35 Norman Tanner and Sethina Watson, "Least of the Laity: The Minimum Requirements for a Medieval 
Christian", pp. 395-423. 
36 Christian C. A. Lange, De Norske Klostres Historie I Middelalderen. Christiania: C. Tønsbergs Forlag, 1856. 
37 Karl Gervin, Klostrene ved Verdens Ende (Oslo: Pax Forlag, 2007). 
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2 Building Bridges: Women and 
Runestones 

2.1 Introduction 

2.1.1 The Missionary Period of Scandinavian Christianity 

The Passio et Miracula Beati Olavi describes Christian missionary activity in Norway 

before the days of the famous saint in this manner: 

“eandem ingressi sunt terram pedes euuangelizancium pacem, euuangelizancium bona. 

Hactenus sacrilegis ydolorum mancipate ritibus, et supersticiosis erroribus deluse, set 

multi suscipere contempserant”.38 

This quote is taken from Metcalfe’s 1881 edition, which in turn is based on a manuscript dating 

to c. 1200. It has often been attributed to Eysteinn Erlendsson, who was the Archbishop of 

Nidaros from 1159-1188.39 Although not contemporary with the conversion process, and 

certainly coloured by the needs of the Archbishopric, this account does not stray too far from 

current scholarly consensus. Well before the ninth century, Scandinavians had already come 

into contact with Christian ideas on their journeys to the continent and beyond, but the 

conversion of Scandinavia is traditionally said to have begun in earnest with the arrival of 

missionary clerics. Perhaps the most famous early missionary is the monk Ansgar, who had 

some limited success converting people in Sweden already in the 830’s.40 More than a century 

would pass before the first Scandinavian kings converted to Christianity, who with their 

conscious Christianising efforts paved the way for the establishment of a more permanent 

church organisation in the area. This happened at various times throughout Scandinavia. In 

Denmark, Haraldr blátönn is thought to have converted in the mid 960’s, whereas several 

                                                
38 “there entered into that land the feet of them that preach the gospel of peace and bring glad tidings of good 
things. The peoples of that country, previously subject to the ungodly rites of idolatry and deluded by 
superstitious error, now heard of the worship and faith of the true God – heard indeed, but many scorned to 
accept”. Translation by Devra Levingson Kunin, A history of Norway, and the passion and miracles of blessed 
Óláfr, ed. with an introduction and notes by Carl Phelpstead (Viking Society for Northern Research, 2001), p. 
26. Quote from Frederick Metcalfe, Passio et Miracula Beati Olavi: Edited from a twelfth-century manuscript in 
the library of Corpus Christi College, Oxford (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1881): p. 67. 
39 Frederick Metcalfe, Passio et Miracula Beati Olavi, p. 57. 
40 Anders Winroth, The Conversion of Scandinavia, pp. 103-4. 
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Norwegian rulers had tried and failed at conversion since the reign of Hákon Aðalsteinsfóstri 

around the same time, but none have been considered successful by posterity until the 

martyrdom of Óláfr Haraldsson, c. 1030. In the case of Sweden, the sources give more 

inconclusive evidence, but as pointed out by Winroth, medieval historians exhibited a tendency 

to exaggerate the role of religion in conflicts between rulers in the pursuit of a higher, Christian 

truth, which complicates even the seemingly tidy accounts of royal conversion from Denmark 

and Norway.41 What seems evident both from the written and the archaeological sources, is that 

the preaching of travelling missionaries and the examples of Christian kings paved way for the 

new religion to gradually make its way to the people. This process happened with differing 

speed from region to region, and was in some places accompanied by more violence than others. 

Although most of the known early missionaries to Denmark and Sweden had been sent 

from the Frankish Empire, a considerable amount of missionary activity, especially to western 

Scandinavia, also came from English monastic circles. Linn Lager points out that features both 

on memorial stones in the Mälar valley, and of the early liturgical language, show a greater 

degree of English influence than what contemporaneous historical writings express, 

emphasising that the latter were heavily influenced  by the political ambitions of the diocese of 

Hamburg-Bremen.42 Before the events of 1066 and the defeat of Haraldr harðráði, relations 

between Norway and England were also good, and it was from being fostered in the Christian 

court of the Anglo-Saxon king Æþelstan that the first baptised king of Norway, Hákon 

Aðalsteinsfóstri, received his epithet. But also Haraldr blátönn and Otto II Rufus are believed 

to have sent missionaries to Norway in the tenth century, and the archaeological record from 

the south-eastern part of Norway shows that pre-Christian burials were decreasing drastically 

in the last half of the tenth century, indicating that missionaries were active and successful in 

the area. In some areas of Trøndelag on the other hand, pre-Christian burial practices were 

upheld well into the eleventh century, emphasising the importance of regional variation when 

it comes to the conversion to new religious practices.43 

In the early days of the Church, requirements for lay Christians were not yet numerous, 

nor were they clearly defined. An apparent need for legislation to prosecute those who avoided 

                                                
41 Anders Winroth, The Conversion of Scandinavia, pp. 112-8. 
42 Linn Lager, “Runestone Crosses” in Runestones: A Colourful Memory, ed. Eija Lietoff (Uppsala: Museum 
Gustavianum: 1999): pp. 49-52. 
43 Dagfinn Skre, “Missionary Activity in Early Medieval Norway: Strategy, Organization and the Course of 
Events”, pp. 7-9. 
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baptism, as seen in the laws of Charlemagne, which threatened with death as retribution for 

such actions, support the assumption that even this most fundamental rite was not universally 

observed in the early Middle Ages.44 On the other side, Anders Winroth sees baptism as a useful 

tool for chieftains because of the requirement for a priest to perform the ritual, which meant the 

chieftain who had clerics at his disposal might retain some control over who was baptised. But 

he also points out the similarities between the bond of godparenthood and that of sworn blood 

brotherhood, emphasising the use of familiar concepts in the introduction of the new religion.45 

Dagfinn Skre also credits the early Church with adapting its presentation of Christianity to the 

Scandinavian aristocracy in a manner which showed their God as similar to the old pre-

Christian gods, in that royals and nobles attained a higher status in his eyes than the rest of the 

population.46 It is reasonable to assume that missionary preachers would similarly have 

encouraged regional traditions which could easily be given new meaning in a Christian setting, 

while at the same time trying to instil in the people the values and morals of the new faith. The 

raising of runestones is one tradition which may be interpreted in such a light, as the practice 

had a major increase in popularity during the missionary period of Scandinavian Christianity. 

2.1.2 Christian Memorial Stones 

Among the many uses in which runic letters could be employed, commemoration may 

be the most well-known. Before discussing runic inscriptions on memorial stones, it is 

reasonable to consider what set this use apart from other uses of runes. Compared to an owner 

or craftsman’s signature, available only to persons handling the object upon which it is carved, 

a monument is a visible communication directed towards its surroundings, which stands out 

significantly from its environment. Finds of colour in some runic inscription and use of the Old 

Norse verb fá, (from proto-Norse *faihijan, usually used in past tense fáða), meaning “to paint”, 

on many rune stones have given rise to a hypothesis that runes may not only have been carved 

in stone, but also painted to make the inscriptions more visible.47 Þórhallur Þráinsson has found 

evidence that not only the runes themselves, but also the ornamentation on runestones were 

painted, often in red and black.48 References to painted runes may also be found in the corpus 

                                                
44 Norman Tanner and Sethina Watson, “Least of the Laity: the Minimum Requirements for a Medieval 
Christian”, p. 404. 
45 Anders Winroth, The Conversion of Scandinavia, p. 140. 
46 Dagfinn Skre, “Missionary Activity in Early Medieval Norway”, p. 6. 
47 Terje Spurkland, Norwegian Runes and Runic Inscriptions, p 42.  
48 Þórhallur Þráinsson, “Traces of Colour”, Runestones: A Colourful Memory, ed. Eija Lietoff (Uppsala: 
Museum Gustavianum, 1999): p. 24. 
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of Old Norse literature, although the writing down of this tradition likely postdates most 

runestones.49 This addition to an already time-consuming process of carving runes into large 

stone slabs adds to the impression that runes on memorial stones served a different purpose, 

one possibly worthy of more effort, than many of the artefact inscriptions. The memorial 

inscriptions often place great emphasis on the commissioner of the monument, who is often 

mentioned first, in the formula ‘X raised this stone in memory of Y’. Although the monuments 

are visible additions to their environment, Terje Spurkland suggests that they were not meant 

to be ‘broadcast’ in the manner of Roman script, which were often read aloud, but rather to be 

mediated eye to eye. He thus stresses that runic inscriptions, as opposed to Roman script, were 

addressed to the individual, rather than to the collective.50 

On Christian memorial stones, crosses and other decorations give further information 

about the religion of the commissioner. On one of the Hargs bro runestones, a cross is placed 

centrally at the top of the inscription, connected by its base to the zoomorphic ornamentation 

below, and on the Bro runestone, the inscription encases a centrally placed cross.51 We may 

also find phrases such as “Ingridh lét gera brú eptir Ingegærdh”, “Ginnlaug […] lét gera brú 

þessi ok reisa steinn þenna eptir Azur”, or “Sigridh lét gera brú þessi […] fyrir sálu 

Holmgers”.52 Applying the idea of a soul not only places the commissioner decisively in a 

Christian context, but the act of having a memorial raised also becomes explicitly Christian 

when connected to bridge-building. The building of a bridge or a causeway is assumed by 

Magnus Olsen to have been a symbolic act, the bridge aiding in the deceased’s journey to the 

afterlife, thus functioning as a gift for the soul of the deceased and contributing towards their 

salvation.53 Ragnar Kinander argues that the building of roads and bridges were included in the 

“spiritual-wordly trade” conducted by the Catholic church, framing bridge-building as an act 

which would please God and lead to the deceased’s suffering in purgatory being eased.54 

Similarly, Elias Wessén poses the question of whether even stones which were not connected 

                                                
49 For literary references to painted runes see for instance Hávamál v. 157 in Edda: Die Lieder des Codex Regius 
nebst verwandten Denkmälern: 1: Text, eds. Gustav Neckel and Hans Kuhn (Heidelberg: Carl Winter, 1983). 
50 Terje Spurkland “Viking Age Literacy in Runes – A Contradiction in Terms?”, p. 139. 
51 U 617 $, and U 311, see appendix for images. 
52 “Ingridh had [a] bridge made in memory of Ingegærdh”. “Ginnlaug […] had this bridge made and this stone 
raised in memory of Azur”. “Sigridh made this bridge […] for the soul of Holmger”. U 617 $, U 311, and Sö 
101, own translations. 
53 Magnus Olsen, “Gjøre bro for ens sjel”, Maal og Minne (1936): pp. 210-212. 
54 “(…) den andligt-värdsliga byteshandel” Own translation in text. Ragnar Kinander, Sveriges Runinskrifter: 
Kronobergs läns Runinskrifter, Vol 4 (Uppsala: Almqvist & Wiksells Boktryckeri, 1935): pp. 7-10. 
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to bridges would keep the deceased’s name alive, and thus encourage prayers for their soul.55 

Peterson argues that the reason why the words sial and and are found quite consistently in 

accusative forms when they follow the phrase “gæra bro fyriR”, is that they should have the 

meaning “in exchange for” or “as payment for”. She states that the phrase has been placed in 

the wrong category in Fritzner’s dictionary, where it is given meaning 7 of the word fyrir; “for, 

for the benefit of […]”, consistent with Olsen’s argument. But the phrase is in this entry 

surrounded by a wealth of other examples which contain dative forms, and Peterson thus claims 

that Fritzner should have placed the phrase under meaning 25; “in return for what one has done 

or given”, where the other examples also have accusative forms.56 Jonas Wellendorf draws the 

focus from the bridge itself to the river, with a hypothesis that the bridges mentioned in 

Christian visionary literature from the Middle Ages may have been influenced by the pre-

Christian Nordic motif of weapon-filled rivers, which criminals who escaped justice in life had 

to endure after death. He emphasises the fact that the motif of punishing floods and bridges 

which the righteous could cross, only appear in Christian literature well after the tradition of 

raising bridge-stones in Scandinavia flourished.57 Such runestones may in certain cases have 

served as a surrogate for an official of the church, mediating the exchange of an act of bridge-

building for the help of a soul directly to God, or to the next passing cleric.  

One runestone found near the Sokna river in Norway (N A53) bears the inscription: 

sak[s]i:kirþi kous þaka firir.sal[o] mouþor sinar þou[r]riþi.bru þisa  

 Saksi gerði, Guðs þakka, fyrir sálu móður sinnar, Þorríði, brú þessa.  

 “Saksi made, in thanks to God, this bridge for the soul of his mother, Þorríðr.”58 

The wording of the inscription, “this bridge” rather than “a bridge”, indicates that this was not 

only a symbolic bridge, but also a physical structure which would have been visible from the 

place where the memorial stone was raised. The location of the stone, positioned near a place 

where a bridge had in fact been situated until the 1940’s, further supports this hypothesis.59 If 

the building of a bridge as a gift for the soul of the deceased constituted a second physical act 

                                                
55 Elias Wessén, Sveriges Runinskrifter: Upplands Runinskrifter, Vol. 7 (Uppsala: Almqvist & Wiksells 
Boktryckeri, 1943): p. 26. 
56 Lena Peterson, "Gæra bro FyriR sial: En semantisk studie över en runstensfras", p. 347. 
57 Jonas Wellendorf, “Over Mytologiske Floder”, in Maal og Minne 1 (2006): pp. 20-24. 
58 Transliteration, normalisation and translation by Terje Spurkland, in Norwegian Runes and Runic Inscriptions, 
p. 108. 
59 Spurkland also mentions that on several occasions, “bridge stones” have been found near the archaeological 
remains of bridges. These do not necessarily contain the phrase “gerði bru”, but do support the theory that 
building a bridge would often closely follow or precede the act of raising Christian memorial stone. Terje 
Spurkland, Norwegian Runes and Runic Inscriptions, pp. 108-9. 
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of commemoration to that of raising a runestone, this would set Christian bridge-stones apart 

from earlier memorial stones. A bridge would not only symbolically aid the deceased, but would 

also benefit the living who travelled in the area, allow for easier travels for wandering 

missionaries, as well as facilitate church-going at a later stage of the Christianisation process.60 

We thus not only have focus on the commissioner, but also on the commissioner’s contribution 

to the salvation of the deceased’s soul and their generosity toward their local community.  

Anne-Sofie Gräslund found that in the runic material from Uppland, women were 

mentioned much more frequently on bridge-stones than on runestones in general, with 39% of 

all runestones mentioning women, and 55% of all bridge-stones mentioning women. On 

runestones which did not explicitly mention a bridge, but were placed close to rivers or marshes, 

she found that 48% of the inscriptions mentioned women.61 These include women being 

commemorated, as well as women commemorating others. Birgit Sawyer found that 12% of all 

runestones were commissioned by women alone, whereas 15% of runestones were 

commissioned by women together with men, based on an analysis of a corpus of Swedish, 

Danish, and Norwegian inscriptions comprising a total of 2308 inscriptions, 1016 of these from 

Uppland.62 The fact that a number of economically independent women took it upon themselves 

to raise runestones, show that they were aware of the social implications of the action. The 

percentage of women who commissioned memorials in their own names, thus inserting 

themselves into the monument, understood both the significance of creating the monument and 

employed it for their own gain, instead of leaving the honour to a male relative. 

Perhaps due to the high number of runestones raised in general in Uppland, Öland, and 

Södermanland from the late tenth to the late twelfth century, the highest number of Christian 

memorial stones featuring crosses, prayers, and bridge-building, are also found in these areas. 

In Norwegian inscriptions, only two extant inscriptions mention the building of a bridge for 

someone’s soul. The Swedish rune material show numerous examples and variations of the 

soul’s gift phrase mentioned above, some including the mention of raising of stones, and 

making of ‘marks’, for a person’s soul (sál), spirit (and), or both.63 In Uppland, inscriptions 

have also been found to mention other improvements to the landscape, such as the creation of 

                                                
60 As emphasised in Anne-Sofie Gräslund, “Runstensbroar i ett Kvinnoperspektiv” in Bro till Evigheten: Broens 
rumsliga, sociala och religiösa dimension under vikingatid och tidlig medeltid, eds. Andreas Nordberg and Lars 
Anderson (Stockholm: EO Grafiska, 2009): p. 29., and Kristen Zilmer, “Christian Runic Inscriptions in a 
Dynamic Context”, Runes and Their Secrets: Studies in Runology (2006): p. 449. 
61 Anne-Sofie Gräslund, “Women on the Bridge to Conversion”, p. 60. 
62 Birgit Sawyer, The Viking Age Rune Stones: Custom and Commemoration, pp. 191-257. 
63 Lena Peterson, "Gæra Bro Fyrir Sial: En Semantisk Studie Över En Runstensfras", p. 342-5. 
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fords and the clearing of roads.64 Magnus Olsen states that the rapid spread of the bridge-

building tradition in certain Nordic regions must have been grounded in “a deeply rooted 

consensus between the newly converted and the men of the church, – at once in the views of 

the church and of the heathen Northmen, on certain aspects of life after death.”65 Anders 

Hultgård also underlines that the idea of a journey being undertaken after death in order to reach 

the afterlife was present both in Christian and in pagan thought.66  

2.2 The Dynna stone and its Swedish Counterparts 

2.2.1 Language, dating, and material aspects 

The memorial stones treated in this case study will consist of the Norwegian Dynna 

Stone (N 68) as the main point of discussion, with comparisons being drawn from Swedish 

memorial stones from Uppland and Södermanland.67 As part of the Norwegian runic corpus, 

the Dynna stone stands out quite spectacularly. Firstly, it is one of only two extant bridge-stones 

found in the Norwegian area. Secondly, the ornamentation on the stone is of a unique nature, 

being the only known depiction of a biblical story on a runestone. Thirdly, the memorial stone 

was raised by a woman as sole commissioner, in memory of another woman, a combination not 

found elsewhere in Norway. Among its Swedish counterparts, discussed in further detail below, 

we do find several examples of women commemorating women, especially mothers 

commemorating daughters, which is the case on the Dynna stone. The inscription is written in 

Norse, and reads: 

× kunuur × kirþi × bru × þryrikstutir × iftirąsriþi × tutur × sina × suuasmarhanarst × ąhaþalanti 

Gunnvǫr gerði brú, Þrýðriks dóttir, eptir Ástríði, dóttur sína. Sú var mær hǫnnurst á Haðalandi. 

“Gunnvǫr made [a] bridge, daughter of Þrýðrikr, after Ástríðr, her daughter, who was [the] handiest 

maiden in Haðaland.” 

                                                
64 Mats Ronnevik, Bro- vad- och väg-innskrifter i Uppland och till dem knutna studier. Stockholm: Seminariet i 
arkeologi, særskilt nordeuropeisk, Stockholms universitet, 1978, p. 21. 
65 "[synes å forutsette] en samstemthet mellem de nyomvendte og kirkens menn som bunner dypt, - på én gang i 
kirkens og i de hedenske nordboers syn på visse sider av livet efter døden." Own translation. Magnus Olsen, 
Kjeldeskriftfondet, Norges Innskrifter Med De Yngre Runer: I. Østfold Fylke; II Akershus Fylke Og Oslo; III. 
Hedmark Fylke; IV. Opland Fylke. Vol. 1. (Oslo: Norsk Historisk Kjeldeskrift-institutt, 1941): p. 201. 
66 Anders Hultgård, “Bron till den andra Världen”, in Bro till Evigheten: Broens rumsliga, sociala och religiösa 
dimension under vikingatid och tidlig medeltid, eds. Andreas Nordberg and Lars Anderson (Stockholm:  EO 
Grafiska, 2009): pp. 99-102 
67 Sö 101, U 311, U 330, U 489, and U 617 $ have been studied in detail, whereas other runestones from the area 
will be mentioned more briefly, where they are relevant. 
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Magnus Olsen transliterates runes 15-20 as þririk, stating of the grapheme which he sees as i, 

number 17 in the inscription (see Appendix 1), which is damaged at the bottom, that “rightfully, 

nobody has considered the small slanted line on the bottom left […] it is without doubt 

accidental”.68 Spurkland observes this rune as the grapheme Y, transliterating lines 15-20 as 

þryrik, which if correct would be the earliest example of this rune being used to denote the 

phoneme /y/ in the Norwegian corpus.69 I am inclined to follow Spurkland’s reading in this, as 

most of the twigs in the inscription are so short and placed so high up on their staves, that had 

corresponding damage been present on these, they too could easily be interpreted as i.70 In the 

inscription’s Swedish counterparts, this rune is still being used to denote palatal /r/, a sound 

which had disappeared in Norway by the time of the Dynna stone. The use of the rune o to 

denote nasal a in the beginning of the name Ástríðr and in the preposition á, suggests that the 

inscription belongs to the late Viking Age, before this rune changed its sound value to /o/.71 

The mix of long-branch and short-twig runes used in the inscription also suggests a transitional 

phase, before most Norwegian carvers began using short-twig runes. The stone has often been 

given a relative dating based on the somewhat older Alstad stone, which was also raised by a 

woman and stood a mere day’s walk away from where Gunnvǫr raised her own runestone.72 

The style of ornamentation also corresponds to the classical Ringerike style of the early eleventh 

century, which supports Olsen’s dating of the monument to c. 1040.73   

The runestone is made from a type of sandstone typical for Ringerike, and at time of 

writing it stands at a height of 2,82 metres, excluding pedestal, at the Historical Museum in 

Oslo.74 Before being brought to the museum, the stone stood on a grave mound at the Nordre 

Dynna farm, and had done so for as long as anyone could remember.75 Magnus Olsen assumes 

                                                
68 “Med rette har ingen festet sig ved den lille skrå strek nede til høire […] den er utvilsomt tilfeldig”. Own 
translation in text. Magnus Olsen, Kjeldeskriftfondet, Norges Innskrifter Med De Yngre Runer: I. Østfold Fylke; 
II Akershus Fylke Og Oslo; III. Hedmark Fylke; IV. Opland Fylke. Vol. 1. (Oslo: Norsk Historisk Kjeldeskrift-
institutt, 1941): p. 193. 
69 Terje Spurkland, Norwegian Runes and Runic Inscriptions, p. 105. 
70 See Figure 3 in the appendix. 
71 Henrik Williams, Åsrunan: Användning och ljudvärde i runsvenska steninskrifter, (Uppsala: Institutionen för 
nordiska språk, 1990), pp. 88-9. 
72 Kulturhistorisk museum, Oslo, "Alfstad - Alstad - Kirkested | Kulturminnesøk", in kulturminnesok.no 
(Accessed April 12th, 2018). 
https://kulturminnesok.no/minne/?queryString=https://data.kulturminne.no/askeladden/lokalitet/52758. 
73 Signe Horn Fuglesang, Some Aspects of the Ringerike Style: A Phase of 11th Century Scandinavian Art. Vol. 
1. Mediaeval Scandinavia Supplements (Odense: Odense University Press, 1980): pp. 87-9. 
74 Measurements by O. Rygh, mentioned in Magnus Olsen and Kjeldeskriftfondet, Norges Innskrifter Med De 
Yngre Runer vol. 1, p.196. 
75 Older sources report that the stone has at times been laying flat on the ground, as seems to have been the case 
when the poet Wergeland came across it in the mid-nineteenth century, and subsequently wrote a poem in which 
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that the stone had been placed purposefully in context with the grave mounds on the farm, and 

Spurkland suggests that its position may point to a form of cultic continuity. Due to the stone 

having been raised during the early Christian period, respect for the old burial traditions might 

still have been substantial, and it would thus make sense to place the memorial close to the old 

grave mounds.76 Another reason why Gunnvǫr may have devised this placement for her 

monument, is visibility. The pre-Christian tradition of elevating the resting place of the dead 

through placing them in highly visible mounds in the landscape, is through the placement of 

the Dynna stone extended into a Christian context. Such an act might symbolically both connect 

Ástríðr to her ancestors, and elevate her monument and its Christian ornamentation in a physical 

manner, for all passers-by to see. The Dynna stone is tall compared to its Swedish counterparts, 

and legends tell that an additional “arm” has at some point been broken off its top, possibly 

making the entire monument closer to three metres tall at the time it was raised.77 When 

factoring in the height of the mound which it stood upon, as well as the average height of early 

medieval buildings, the monument must have been imposing in the landscape, and visible to 

the naked eye at a long distance in the relatively flat landscape of Gran.  

Even though the Dynna stone presents no crosses, nor prayers in the inscription, as often 

seen on Swedish bridge-stones, it is hard to deny its Christian  nature. The runestones 

mentioning bridges seem to have been closely connected to the missionary activities of the 

Church, and the ornamentation on the stone further supports classifying the stone as a Christian 

memorial stone. The motif of the Three Kings taking up a large portion of the front face of the 

stone was first identified as such by the priest J. Haslef in 1797. The ornamentation also consists 

of other scenes from the Nativity of Christ, including a depiction of the infant Christ, the star 

of Bethlehem, and the stable in which Christ was born. Much like Sö 101, known as the 

Ramsund rock, also commissioned by a woman, the ornamentation makes reference to scenes 

from a story which we have to assume was well-known in the early eleventh century. The scenes 

on the Ramsund rock however, depict the story of Sigurðr Fáfnisbani, which takes place in the 

legendary pre-Christian past, while the inscription makes use of the Christian commemoration 

phrase gerði brú, even explicitly “for the soul” of Holmger.78 But the two monuments may not 

                                                
it features. The stone is however not known to have been moved far from its geographical location at Nordre 
Dynna farm. Henrik Wergeland, "Valdrisen Po Heimvægen" in Henrik Wergelands Samlede Skrifter: B. 2. Vol. 
2. (Christiania: Chr. Tønsbergs Forl, 1852): pp. 388-389. 
76 Terje Spurkland, Norwegian Runes and Runic Inscriptions, p. 105. 
77 Magnus Olsen and Kjeldeskriftfondet, Norges Innskrifter Med De Yngre Runer, p. 195. 
78 Sö 101. 
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be that different after all, as Gräslund has pointed out that the figure of Sigurðr at the time of 

conversion came to be identified with Christ, while the Dynna stone depicts Christ himself.79 

Parallels have also been drawn between Sigurðr and the figure of St. George, as he often appears 

on church portals in Scandinavia where one would expect a depiction of the aforementioned 

saint.80 A combination of pre-Christian and Christian elements is less evident, but nevertheless 

also present on the more typical runestone designs which employ both crosses and zoomorphic 

ornamentation, as the latter had already featured in Scandinavian art since the fifth century 

A.D.81 For Christian women who did not have the means or opportunity to commission biblical 

artwork or scenes from pre-Christian legend on their memorials, the cross could in an equal 

manner serve as a powerful externalised marker of their faith, but on the later runestones they 

may have become a standardised part of runic ornamentation, and their religious significance 

must not be exaggerated.82 Lager asserts that the fusion of elements from the old tradition and 

the new religion was encouraged by English missionaries, as a “calculated process to benefit 

the conversion”, whereas such practices were discouraged by clerics from Hamburg-Bremen.83  

2.2.2 Content 

The genealogical information provided in the inscription tells us that Gunnvǫr was the 

daughter of Þrýðríkr, and that she herself had a daughter named Ástríðr. It is not uncommon for 

commissioners of runestones to present themselves by use of their patronyms, so we should not 

insert too much meaning into the fact that Ástríðr’s grandfather is the only other name 

mentioned in the inscription. Sigridh, the commissioner of the Ramsund rock carving, also 

identifies herself in her inscription through connections to her father, as well as to her son, 

presenting herself as “Sigridh, mother of Alrekr, daughter of Orm”.84 When a woman named 

Ingridh had a bridge made in memory of her daughter Ingegærdh in Uppsala, half of the 

inscription consisted of the names of her three sons Ingemar, Ingevald, and Karl, and the 

statement that they too participated in the memorial act for their sister.85 The fact that no brother 

is mentioned on the memorial to Ástríðr may mean that she had none, or if she had brothers, 

                                                
79 Anne-Sofie Gräslund “Runstensbroar i ett Kvinnoperspektiv”, p. 28. 
80 Elizabeth Ashman Rowe, "Quid Sigvardus Cum Christo? Moral Interpretations of Sigurðr Fáfnisbani in Old 
Norse Literature", Viking and Medieval Scandinavia 2 (2006): p. 167. 
81 Þórhallur Þráinsson, “Twisted Animals of Heathen Origin”, in Runestones: A Colourful Memory, ed. Eija 
Lietoff (Uppsala: Museum Gustavianum, 1999): p. 31. 
82 Kristel Zilmer “Crosses on runestones”, Current Swedish Archaeology 19 (2011): 89-94. 
83 Linn Lager “Runestone Crosses”, p. 52. 
84 Sö 101. 
85 U 311. 
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that Gunnvǫr did not feel the need to include them in the memorial inscription. Perhaps her 

relation to Þrýðríkr was sufficient to clarify her identity to passers-by. The fact that no husband 

seems to have participated in the memorial, points to the fact that Gunnvǫr might have been a 

widow, as seems to be the case with many of the bridge-building women.86 

The additional information given at the end of the inscription which states that Ástríðr 

was the handiest maiden in Haðaland, is unusual.87 On memorials to men, their skill in war or 

worth as farmers are sometimes emphasised, such as on the Bro runestone raised by Ginnlaug 

in the memory of Azur, who the inscription states was part of the “guard against Vikings” with 

Gæitir.88 Similar statements are rare on memorials to women.  Any additional information about 

the deceased woman normally regards kinship or marriage, such as on the Morby stone raised 

by Gulløy in Uppsala, on which she states that she had a bridge made for the spirit of her 

daughter Gilløgh, “sem átti Ulfr”.89 Another peculiar feature about the last part of the Dynna 

inscription is that it lacks separation marks between each word, instead dividing the sentence 

into two parts. This may of course be attributed to the carver running out of space, but the 

alliteration of the words hǫnnurst and Haðalandi, seen in connection with the separation marks, 

suggests that this praise might be supposed to be read as poetry, composed in a metre similar 

to that of fornyrðislag: 

Sú var mær hǫnnurst   

á Haðalandi.90 

A stone bearing ornamentation in the early Urnes style, raised in Västmanland by Holmgautr 

in memory of his wife Óðindísa, gives similar praise of domestic abilities following its prosaic 

dedication phrase, and in a similar metre: 

Kemr hýfreyja   

til Hôsumýra   

                                                
86 Magnus Olsen and Kjeldeskriftfondet, Norges Innskrifter Med De Yngre Runer, p. 200. 
87 Magnus Olsen draws a connection between the ornamentation on the Dynna stone and its praise of Ástríðr, 
suggesting that it may be a recreation of a tapestry made by Ástríðr, as a few textile finds show similar 
ornamentation. The art historian Signe Horn Fuglesang disputes this, and sees the ornamentation in context with 
the Ramsund carving as a definite part of a stone ornament tradition, rather than an imitation of a tapestry. Signe 
Horn Fuglesang, Some Aspects of the Ringerike Style, p. 87. 
88 Interpretation of “uikika x uaurþr” as “viking guard” by Judith Jesch, Women in the Viking Age, p. 59. 
89 "Whom Ulfr owned (in marriage)", Own translation. U 489. 
90 N 68. 
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eigi betri,   

en býi ráðr.91  

Judith Jesch has suggested that one of the obligations for women at the death of a husband or 

other close relative was to compose a poetic lament.92 Might we expect that this part of 

Gunnvǫr’s memorial was composed by herself in honour of her daughter? Even if Gunnvǫr did 

not compose the verse herself, it is worth considering that the choice of the word hǫnnurst may 

have risen partly from metrical needs, as well as from the need to describe Ástríðr. The lack of 

mention of a husband, such as on the stone commemorating Gilløgh, and the fact that her 

handiness rather than her housekeeping skill is recognised, as on the stone raised for Óðindísa, 

may suggest that Ástríðr was unmarried, and lived on the estate which Gunnvǫr herself 

managed. But such negative evidence is perilous. She may for instance have had a husband who 

pre-deceased her, but whom Gunnvǫr did not think much of, or her handiness may simply have 

surpassed her housekeeping skills. Anne-Sofie Gräslund explains the lack of additional praise 

for women on most memorial stones with the division of labour on early medieval farms, in 

which women’s work pertained to the private and internal workings of the farm, whereas men’s 

work lay in the public and external sphere.93 The evidence of the Dynna stone however, shows 

that domestic abilities could be commemorated on an equally impressive scale as the martial 

bravery of men.  

2.3 Conclusions 
The statistics discussed in the introduction of this chapter indicate that women on a 

larger scale took part in public acts of commemoration after they had converted to Christianity. 

In Norway we see no such numbers, in line with the fact that Norwegian runestones never quite 

show themselves as part of any distinct tradition. It is possible that the medieval Swedish 

landscape necessitated the building of bridges and causeways on a higher scale than in Norway, 

because of the abundance of wet marches and rivers which characterised many Swedish areas 

                                                
91 "No better housewife will come to Hôsumýrr, to manage the household”. Own translation. Vs 24 $. 
Samnordisk runtextdatabas. Downloaded February 2018. http://www.nordiska.uu.se/forskn/samnord.htm 
92 Judith Jesch Women in the Viking Age, p. 62. 
93 She also points out that the borders between what was public and what was private were not as defined as they 
are in the modern world. Feasts in great halls were for instance important political arenas, and seating and other 
planning of these were the responsibilities of women. Anne-Sofie Gräslund “Women on the Bridge to 
Conversion” in Runestones: A Colourful Memory, ed. Eija Lietoff (Uppsala: Museum Gustavianum, 1999), p. 
59. 
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before drainage ditches were made in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.94 The topography 

of Sweden would have brought increased opportunities for recently converted women and men 

to contribute to the salvation of their deceased family members, while at the same time 

improving travelling conditions for pilgrims, priests, and church-goers. 

Based on the increased percentage of women involved on bridge-stones as opposed to 

other memorial runestones, it seems that the arrival of Christianity brought increased 

opportunities for women to express themselves in a public manner through new uses of an old 

custom, and that they quickly embraced practices which could grant their loved ones easier 

passage to the afterlife. But through the early Christian memorial tradition, they also received 

the possibility to elevate their own positions in society. Of the Morby stone, Mindy MacLeod 

states that in raising her stone and building a bridge, “[Gulløy] was well aware that she was 

ensuing her own immortality, leaving behind a memorial which testifies as much to her own 

actions as to the death of her married daughter.”95 Even if immortality was not necessarily 

exactly what Gunnvǫr and Gulløy had in mind, they must have been aware that they were 

creating physical and lasting proof of their own ability to act as independent agents. It is likely 

that the women who stand alone as sole commissioners of such splendid memorials were the 

ones who disposed of their own wealth, and were therefore likely widows. Birgit Sawyer sees 

most of these memorials as testaments to women documenting their rights to these resources 

through inheritance. But why then build bridges, and not just raise stones? It is clear that there 

will have been several intertwined reasons for women to raise runestones, and inheritance may 

well have played an important part. In the case of Ástríðr however, nothing points to the fact 

that Gunnvǫr may have inherited any significant amount from her. The prose, poetry, and 

ornamentation seems to point towards Gunnvǫr wishing to honour a skilful daughter, while at 

the same time expressing her status and religion through the highly visible act of commissioning 

a memorial stone. 

As traditions continued changing over time, the High Middle Ages saw an increase of 

memorial stones marking the physical resting place of the person they commemorated, as well 

as runic inscriptions carved on grave slabs, on church walls, and other places in or near 

churches. As parish churches were established all over Scandinavia, and clerical activity 

                                                
94 Anne-Sofie Gräslund, “Runstensbroar i ett Kvinnoperspektiv”, p. 27. 
95 Mindy MacLeod, “The Morby Runestone” in Bro till Evigheten: Broens rumsliga, sociala och religiösa 
dimension under vikingatid och tidlig medeltid, eds. Andreas Nordberg and Lars Anderson (Stockholm: EO 
Grafiska, 2009), pp. 67-8. 
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increasingly became fixed in geographical locations, the identity of the Christian organisation 

arrived at a more established stage, and the Church begun promoting different religious 

practices. The younger formulas in Christian rune carvings place less emphasis on the 

commissioner, and the inclusion of the Pater Noster and Ave Maria, as well as the mention of 

the ártið of the deceased, become more common.96 A person’s ártið was the anniversary of 

their death, often recorded in reference to Catholic feast-days, and mentions of these 

anniversaries were meant to encourage prayers from passers-by. Runic inscriptions mentioning 

the ártið of the deceased may have been directed at passers-by in order to compel them to pray 

for the soul of the deceased, but they may also have served as reminders of oral agreements 

between the deceased (or the bereaved), and the officials of the church, in which prayers were 

to be said each year on the ártið of the deceased, for the benefit of their soul. As the case studies 

below will demonstrate, the practice of ártiðahald (observance of such anniversaries) would 

come to constitute an important service provided by clerical institutions in exchange for 

donations of material riches.  

  

                                                
96 Kristel Zilmer, “Christian Runic Inscriptions in a Dynamic Context”, pp. 443-6. 
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3 Gifts for one’s soul: Women’s 
Charters 

3.1 Introduction 

3.1.1 Ingibjǫrg Hákonardóttir and the Cultured Elite of Fourteenth 
Century Scandinavia 

Ingibjǫrg was born in 1301 to the Norwegian king Hákon V Magnússon, and his wife 

Queen Eufemia of Rügen. Her father has been remembered by posterity as a king with a 

distinctly religious outlook, who after his death was partly venerated as a saint, though never 

canonised. Gustav Storm postulated that the earlier sanctity of King Hákon Hákonarson had 

been mixed up with that of his grandson after the death of the younger Hákon, amalgamating 

into an idea among commoners of a “King Hákon the holy” with the same ártið as Hákon 

Hákonarson, and the same burial place as Hákon Magnússon.97 To what extent his saintly nature 

was the result of accurate reports or later propaganda is uncertain, however his writ of privilege 

of 1300, to St. Mary’s Church in Oslo, suggests a king who saw great value in having clerical 

institutions on his side.98 The writ, given along with gifts of land, stated that the chaplain, 

canons, vicars, deacons, and other clergymen of the church should have the same rights and 

honours as the laymen of the king’s retinue, the hirð.99 Examinations of skeletal remains buried 

in and around this church have revealed an unusually high number of adult males compared to 

similar burial places, as well as a higher mean stature, believed to have been the result of “a 

varied and nourishing diet and generally good living conditions, often in successive 

generations”.100 This fact agrees with the written evidence of the status granted to the church, 

                                                
97 Gustav Storm, "Om Den Hellige Kong Haakon Og Peder Syvs Psalterium," Forhandlinger – Det Norske 
videnskaps-akademi No. 11 (1879): p. 10. 
98 The Church of the Virgin Mary in Oslo later became an institution even more intimately connected to the king, 
its provost from 1314 onwards being the kingdom’s chancellor and the keeper of the kingdom’s seal, by order of 
the same king. For more on the status and influence of the king’s royal chapels, see Sverre Bagge, Den 
Kongelige Kapellgeistlighet 1150–1319 (Oslo: Universitetsforlaget, 1976). 
99 “That learned man who is or comes to be their leader, shall have the right of a landed man with all honours, 
and those priests who hold prebends there, [those of] knights, and vicars and deacons [those of] housecarls. And 
all clergymen secondly, the same as those of our lesser retainers.” Own translation of DN I 91. 
100 P. Holck E. T. Brødholt, "Skeletal Trauma in the Burials from the Royal Church of St. Mary in Medieval 
Oslo," International Journal of Osteoarchaeology 22 (2012): p. 212. 
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as well as the status of the men buried there, supporting the view that St. Mary’s Church  and 

its men held an important position in the kingdom at the time.  

Ingibjǫrg’s mother, Queen Eufemia of Rügen, has been plausibly identified through 

skeletal remains as one of the few women buried in St. Mary’s Church. She attached her seal 

in witness to Hákon’s writ of 1300, and is later believed to have commissioned three romances 

written in Old Swedish, Ivan lejonriddaren, Hertig Fredrik av Normandie and Flores och 

Blanzeflor. The eldest of these, Ivan lejonriddaren, contains a statement that the queen had 

ordered the work to be translated from the French tongue in 1303.101 She thus created the basis 

for the literary tradition of the Eufemiavisor, which also also appear in several Middle Danish 

translations from the 15th century onwards.102 Ingibjǫrg’s parents were not only closely 

cooperating with ecclesiastical institutions, but also part of a court culture involved in the 

production of romance literature. Ingibjǫrg, being the only legitimate child of the king, was 

probably already early in life granted a good education.103 King Hákon even made significant 

changes to the laws of succession after her birth, giving a legitimate daughter a right to the 

throne in 1301, as well as moving a legitimate grandson all the way up to third place in the line 

of succession the following year.104 If King Hákon intended for her to be able to inherit the 

throne, he must have also made sure she learnt the skills necessary to take on such a 

responsibility. And even if she were not the intended heir to the throne, as a noble woman she 

must have been taught both to manage a large household with many servants, and to take charge 

of affairs should something happen to her future husband. 

Ingibjǫrg appears in more than forty charters throughout her lifetime, counting originals 

and those only extant in later copies. Some merely mention her, but many of them are also 

issued by her. Many shed light on her political ambitions, such as the alliance agreement made 

in 1318 after the capture of her husband. Ingibjǫrg and her cousin, who was married to Duke 

Erik’s brother Valdemar, allied with Duke Kristoffer of Halland and Archbishop Esger of Lund 

against the kings of Denmark and Sweden.105 Another document which is often mentioned in 

support of the idea of Ingibjǫrg as an independent and politically minded woman is a marriage 

                                                
101 William Layher, Queenship and Voice in Medieval Northern Europe (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), 
p. 93. 
102 Jürg Glauser, "Romance (Translated Riddarasögur)," in A Companion to Old Norse-Icelandic Literature and 
Culture, ed. Rory McTurk (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2005), 376. 
103 King Hákon had an illegitimate daughter from a previous relationship, named Agnes. She married the 
lendmann Havtore Jonsson, and from a charter issued in 1312 we know that the king gifted her and her husband 
a farm in Soleyum. DN 1 132. 
104 RN III 52, and RN III 7. 
105 RN III, 1055.  
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agreement of 1321, in which she promised her daughter Eufemia to Albrecht of Mecklenburg, 

as part of a defence agreement against the king of Denmark.106 This move may have been one 

of the factors leading to attempts by the leading men both in Norway and Sweden to limit her 

independent power.107 Ingibjǫrg’s life has not been the most popular topic in the field of 

medieval history, but whenever it has been studied, it seems most weight has been placed on 

her political endeavours. She did however also issue a number of charters in which she 

bestowed gifts upon monasteries and other religious institutions. Surviving charters attesting to 

her religious patronage are most substantial in numbers during the later years of her life, but are 

not limited to that period. 

Her involvement with St. Mary’s Church, so generously endowed by her father and 

mother before her, shows itself for the first time in a source from 1320. Páll Eiríksson, the last 

known man to have held the position of merkismaðr in the retinue of a Norwegian king, issued 

a charter granting lands to St. Mary’s Church for the soul of King Hákon, for himself, and for 

his ancestors. Ingibjǫrg is not mentioned as a witness, but in the charter, Páll specifically claims 

that he has made this gift “meðr samþykt minnar frú Ingibjǫrgu hertoginnu í Svíaríki, ok ráðs 

míns herra Magnus konungs”.108 A charter from King Magnus of the same year confirms the 

gift.109 The king was three or four years old at the time, and is unlikely to have had the social 

and political awareness necessary to advice such an action, nor to dictate such a charter. One 

may assume that Páll had conferred with Ingibjǫrg about this gift for her father’s soul, as was 

fitting given her role in managing her son’s affairs at this time. Additionally, a charter on behalf 

of King Magnus appears two years later, confirming the rights to lands and privileges given to 

St. Mary’s Church by his grandfather and predecessor, King Hákon.110 It is not unlikely that 

the Duchess had a hand in the issuing of both of these charters, given her apparent familiarity 

with the medium, as well as Páll Eiríksson’s emphasis of her role in approving his own gift to 

the same institution. As the chapel was so closely connected to the king, especially following 

Hákon’s writ of 1300, King Magnus seems to have continued confirming his protection of St. 

                                                
106 RN IV 122. 
107 Grete Authén Blom, Norge i Union på 1300-tallet: Kongedømme, politikk, administrasjon og forvaltning 
1319-1380 (Trondheim: Tapir Forlag, 1992), pp. 47-9. 
108 “with the consent of my lady Ingibjǫrg duchess of Sweden, and the counsel of my lord King Magnus”. Own 
translation. DN VI 37. 
109 DN I 161.  
110 DN XXI 29. 
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Mary’s Church on his own accord on many occasions after he came of age, and later encouraged 

his son to do the same.111  

Before delving into the charters of this case study, it is necessary to take a closer look 

at what the sources have to say about the religious life of the Duchess Ingibjǫrg, and that of her 

contemporaries. Although aware that practices varied greatly in different regions, Watson and 

Tanner have argued that the medieval church in general focused on the clergy when creating 

legislation concerning obligatory knowledge among the laity. It was mainly up to the clergy to 

educate the people on the aspects of their faith, and in cases where church authorities found the 

faith of the people lacking in some aspect, the blame often fell on the local clergy, who had 

failed to instruct them.112 Tanner and Watson place great emphasis on the role of the fourth 

Council of the Lateran in 1215, which was undoubtedly one of the most important councils with 

regards to the role of the laity within the Catholic church. Pope Innocent placed great stress on 

reaching the laity through correct preaching, as well as on their moral conversion, confession, 

and penance.113 This council was held more than a hundred years before Ingibjǫrg’s time, but 

doubtlessly influenced Catholic thought and custom in a lasting fashion.  

It is important to remember that Scandinavia by the fourteenth century was not an 

isolated region at the periphery of the Catholic area, but rather closely connected to the rest of 

Europe, much thanks to increased possibilities for communication as literate societies 

developed. Western Europeans were linked through their common denominator in the Catholic 

church, and papal orders and representatives travelled to this region, just as Scandinavian 

ecclesiastics travelled to Rome and pilgrims to Jerusalem.114 When it comes to the matter of 

contact between Scandinavian royals and papal authorities, the evidence is not lacking. Much 

of this correspondence has been preserved by the archives of the Vatican. Although the pope 

seems to have been more closely involved in the conflicts ongoing between ecclesiastical 

officials in Norway at the beginning of the fourteenth century, he did also concern himself with 

royal matters. One charter attests to Pope John XXII in the 1320’s having sent two 

representatives to respond to a complaint of nonbelievers having made attacks to the king’s 

                                                
111 A selection of letters showing King Magnus’ involvement with St. Mary’s Church, one of which was issued 
in cooperation with his son. Many of them are confirmations of previously given privileges: DN II 198, DN V 
370, DN VI 165, DN VI 209, DN I 241, DN I 277, DN VI 250. 
112 Norman Tanner and Sethina Watson, "Least of the Laity: The Minimum Requirements for a Medieval 
Christian," pp. 417-21. 
113 Andrew W. Jones, "The Preacher of the Fourth Lateran Council," in Logos: A Journal of Catholic Thought 
and Culture 18, no. 2 (2015): p. 139. 
114 One runestone which is now lost, attests to Scandinavians going on pilgrimage from as early as the eleventh 
century. The pilgrim who raised it in preparation for her trip was a woman named Ingerun. U 605 †. 
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territories. He addresses the letter they carried directly to Ingibjǫrg, and asks that she receive 

his representatives well.115 A letter from pope Innocent VI in 1353 allows for exceptions to be 

granted to members of monastic orders sitting at the King and Queen’s table, so that these 

clerics can eat meat even when the rules of their order forbids it, and an identical privilege was 

granted to members of monastic orders dining with Ingibjǫrg.116 There is thus no doubt either 

of the fact that Ingibjǫrg had connections to papal authority, or that she would surround herself 

with people who followed monastic rules, or else she would not have had any need for the papal 

exception letter. 

3.1.2 The Medieval Use of Charters 

The English word ‘charter’ comes through the Latin charta from Greek khártēs, 

meaning “sheet of paper/papyrus”.117 In modern use, it denotes a document conveying a 

privilege or right, during the middle ages often written down on vellum or parchment and 

handed to its recipient as proof of transactions of land, gifts, rights or similar.118 In the Swedish 

collection Diplomatarium Suecanum, more than forty thousand documents from before the 

fifteenth century have been published since 1829.119 A similar collection called Diplomatarium 

Norvegicum exists for the Norwegian material, containing around nineteen thousand documents 

from before 1570, the first volume published in 1847.120 Not all of these documents are charters 

in the strict sense of the term. The collections include papal decrees, personal correspondence, 

royal decrees, law amendments, and other categories which are probably much more useful to 

modern historians than they would have been to their contemporary writers. As mentioned 

above, the two kingdoms of Sweden and Norway were not always separate and divided entities 

throughout the middle ages, and thus there is some overlap of documents, where the original is 

at present day stored in one of the two countries, but has its own entry in both collections. This 

is often due to these documents concerning matters relevant both to Norwegian and to Swedish 

history, and is the case with many of the documents pertaining to the life of Ingibjǫrg 

                                                
115 DN VI 119b. 
116 DN VIII 246a and 246 b. 
117 “Χάρτης” in A Greek–English Lexicon, ed. Liddell & Scott (Oxford: Clarendon Press. 1940). 
118 "Charter,"  in The Concise English Dictionary of English Etymology, ed. T. F. Hoad (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1996). 
119 Riksarkivet, Svenskt Diplomatarium - Riksarkivet (2018). https://riksarkivet.se/diplomatariet (Accessed 17th 
of March, 2018).  
120 Dokpro.uio.no, Dokumentasjonsprosjektet (2014). http://www.dokpro.uio.no/ (Accessed 17th of March, 
2018).   
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Hákonardóttir, a woman whose life and history it would be absurd to claim ownership to by 

any single one of the Scandinavian countries.  

There exists a general consensus that medieval writers would have come in contact with 

many different types of writing, without necessarily categorising them as a modern reader 

would do. Nevertheless, charters are bound by certain conventions and formulaics which make 

them easily recognisable. With the rise of pragmatic literature, charters became necessary 

documents to prove one’s ownership to land or other rights, and increasingly throughout the 

middle ages, they functioned in similar ways to the property deeds and legal contracts of the 

present day. Contrary to modern documents, which exist as interactions between two 

individuals such as seller and buyer, medieval charters were usually not addressed to the 

intended recipient, but to the general public.121 The aforementioned formulaic nature of the 

charters resulted in a distinct uniformity in form, and most of the Scandinavian charters are 

addressed to “öllum mönnum þeim sem þetta bréf sjá eða hœyra”, often with an additional 

statement that “þat sé öllum kunnigt, at”, followed by the charter’s message.122 The second 

phrase occasionally functions as a substitute for the first, serving as the charter’s address. These 

formulas give some useful insights into the history of the practice of issuing charters. If not 

necessarily the fact throughout the later stages of their use, these introduction phrases show that 

charters have at some point been read aloud in public places or at other gatherings. The phrase 

“seeing or hearing” supports the assumption that for the majority of people, reading was not a 

private and visual act, but a public and auditory one. Clanchy points out that before trust in 

writing was established in England, an exchange would be made publicly and with witnesses 

present, who could later be called upon to recite what they had heard as proof of the agreement. 

The practice of handing over a knife or other object to the recipient accompanied the spoken 

agreement as a symbol of the trade. As trust in writing increased, there may have been a period 

of overlap, in which charters accompanied symbolic objects and public words, before 

eventually replacing the objects altogether, but the witnesses remain a part of the document.123 

The phrase “öllum kunnigt” similarly attest to the fact that being able to read Roman script was 

restricted to an elite, and not expected of the common man. 

  

                                                
121 Michael Clanchy, From Memory to Written Record, p. 85. 
122 “[to] all those men who see or hear this letter”. “all who are able, sees that”. Own translations. 
123 Michael Clanchy, From Memory to Written Record, p. 254. 
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3.2 DN II 312 and its Latin Counterparts 

3.2.1 Language, dating, and material aspects  

Ingibjǫrg was probably residing at the fortress of Varberg in Sweden during the spring 

of 1352. The fortress was built by Duke Jakob of Halland, at one point an ally of Ingibjǫrg’s 

first husband Duke Erik, and it probably fell to her along with northern Halland after Erik’s 

death. Two original charters place her at the fortress in 1352. Ingibjǫrg issued one of these 

along with her son on the 25th of March, and this charter is written in Latin, while the other was 

issued on the 23rd of April, in her name alone, and written in the vernacular. A seventeenth-

century translation of a now lost charter issued by Ingibjǫrg, also dated April 23rd, is 

summarised in the Regesta Norvegica. Due to its young age it has not been analysed in depth, 

but will be mentioned briefly in this chapter.124 A charter issued in Skänninge in 1358 is one of 

the last charters in which Ingibjǫrg can be identified in the surviving sources.125 All four of 

these charters testify to gifts of land, money, or goods to monastic institutions, and all three 

originals have been examined and translated for the present case study. The main source of 

analysis will be DN II 312, Ingibjǫrg’s surviving charter of April 23rd 1352, with comparisons 

to her charter issued with her son, and her last charter from Skänninge. 

Michael Clanchy asserts that in medieval England, Latin, French, and English were the 

three main languages in use, but that they often served different purposes. He points out that a 

rivalry between Latin and the two vernaculars can be noticed in medieval sources, with regards 

to their dignity and status. French and English were often the spoken languages of official 

proceedings, whereas any records of these proceedings were written down in Latin.126 In the 

Norwegian sources the two languages of record are Latin and Norse, the oldest Norse charter 

dating to the very beginning of the thirteenth century, and transcripts of lost charters dating as 

far back as the 1180’s.127 When going through the medieval charters of the Diplomatarium 

Norvegicum, one may notice a trend of ecclesiastical documents being written in Latin, and 

those issued by royals, nobles, and commoners mainly being written in the vernacular. As in 

Clanchy’s English examples, it is reasonable to assume that also in Scandinavia, the language 

of record would vary according to the nature of the document and the status of the persons 

                                                
124 RN VI 124. 
125 Her very last appearance is in DS 6303, 1360, in which she issues a receipt for Lars Ingebjörgsson. 
126 Michael Clanchy, From Memory to Written Record, pp. 200-3. 
127 Odd Einar Haugen, "Paleografi," in Handbok I Norrøn Filologi, ed. Odd Einar Haugen (Bergen: 
Fagbokforlaget, 2013), p. 202. 
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concerned, and would not necessarily follow the language spoken at the time of production.128 

Around the same time as when he issued the charter at Varberg fortress alongside his mother, 

King Magnus was creating reforms to introduce the vernacular as the administrative language 

in Sweden. Despite this fact, many of his surviving documents are written in Latin, the trend 

seeming to show that he used Latin mainly to ecclesiastical recipients in Sweden, but used the 

vernacular to all recipients in Norway. 129 Ingibjǫrg seems to follow the same practice as her 

son, except in the now lost charter, which was supposedly written in Latin.   

As mentioned, DN II 312 is the only surviving charter from Varberg written in the 

vernacular. Following the hypothesis that context and recipient could dictate the language of a 

document, as well as the King’s own practice, this might make sense as her charter with 

Magnus, as well as her charter of 1358, bestowed gifts upon Swedish monasteries or convents, 

while her own gift was bestowed upon the monastery at Hovedøya (Hofuðey klaustr) in 

Norway. The vernacular had been in use in writing among royals and nobles in Norway much 

longer than in Sweden, where Latin had remained the most common language for all records. 

Nevertheless, that does not explain why she supposedly issued another charter in Latin on the 

same day, describing similar gifts to the same institution. It seems the scribe of DN II 312 was 

not a Swede, as the language suggests West Norse rather than East Norse.130Although the 

languages of Norway and Sweden were similar, and their speakers certainly were intelligible 

to each other, there were some differences in vocabulary. Additionally, Swedish charters from 

the same time exhibit a considerably more frequent use of the letters ‘w’ and ‘h’, such as in the 

case of a charter issued by King Magnus in Strängnäs on February 7th of the same year, which 

was probably written by a Swedish scribe. That charter uses the combination “th” in words such 

as “thæssom”, rather than “þ” as seen in Ingibjǫrg’s charter, an invention which appeared in 

Swedish around the mid-fourteenth century. Magnus is in his charter named as king of 

“Swerikis Norikis oc Scanø”, whereas in Ingibjǫrg’s charter, these territories are written out as 

“Noregs Suia ok Skane”.131 Both the spellings and the order of territories point to the intended 

destination of the charters, the first concerning Swedish matters, thus placing Sweriki first in 

his title, the other concerning gifts to a Norwegian institution, naming Magnus first as king of 

Norway, secondly of Sweden and Skáne. Use of the personal pronoun jak would have further 

                                                
128 Michael Clanchy, From Memory to Written Record, p. 207. 
129 Inger Larsson, Svenska Medeltidsbrev (Stockholm: Runica et Mediævalia, 2001), p. 62. 
130 Even though linguists typically set the starting point of Middle Norwegian to 1350, such abrupt end points 
exist mostly for the sake of convenience, and the charter does not show sufficient signs of language development 
to be called Middle Norwegian, so it will continue to be referred to as Norse here. 
131 DS 4780. 
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suggested a Swedish scribe, but being of royal heritage, both Magnus and Ingibjǫrg refer to 

themselves by use of the formal plural pronoun vér. 

DN II 312 is relatively well preserved, except for some damage on the right side of the 

parchment, obscuring words and letters on six of the lines. Remains of Ingibjǫrg’s seal or 

signum are still intact, but it is hard to make out any details in its present state, despite it having 

been repaired in 1947.132 The text is twenty-five lines long, and the last three or so lines seem 

less elaborate. This is probably due to the concluding formulaics not having been dictated, but 

left to the scribe to finish on his own. The scribe has used a cursive script common to his time, 

although slightly antiquated. He employs both the Carolingian open-necked version of the letter 

“a”, and the neckless version which came into writing around 1300.133 A number of letters bear 

a distinct downward curl or flourish, such as the “b” in “Ingibiorgh”, but this is not consistently 

carried out. Many common abbreviations are used, such as superscript lines over often used 

words, showing that they have been shortened. The scribe has also used a mixture of “ok”, “oc” 

and the Tironian nota (resembling a plus sign or a small number 7) to denote “and”. The use of 

a diacritic dot over each “y” was developed in order to distinguish it from the insular “v”, which 

looked similar, but this addition is rendered useless here as the scribe does not use the insular 

“v”.134 It is possible that he simply saw this as a common writing convention, without being 

aware of the reasons behind its use. Eivind Vaagslid identifies the writing as a distinct scribal 

hand, but has not connected it to any other known scribe or letter.135 It is probable that the 

person writing the charter had a good knowledge of Latin writing, and possible that this was 

someone in Ingibjǫrg’s retinue, rather than that of the king. From the papal exceptions requested 

by Magnus we know that she had members of monastic institutions dining at her table at least 

on certain occasions, and it is not unreasonable to think that she would have ecclesiastics with 

her in Varberg. No witnesses are mentioned for Ingibjǫrg’s charter, and the parchment only has 

one slit for the attachment of a seal. 

3.2.2 Content 

In the dispositio of DN II 312, Ingibjǫrg states that she wants to have an altar built for 

her soul at the monastery of Hovedøya off the coast of Oslo. For this, she has given all the 

                                                
132 A note on the back of the parchment attests to this. 
133 Odd Einar Haugen, “Paleografi”, p 229. 
134 Odd Einar Haugen, “Paleografi”, p. 230. 
135 Eivind Vågslid, Norske Skrivarar i Millomalderen (Oslo: Eigen utgjevnad: I kommisjon ved Universitetsforl., 
1989), p. 331. 
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property belonging to her at Bygdøy, including grain, livestock and farming equipment. 

Furthermore, she gives to Abbot Arnulfr of Hovedøya all her secure income from that property, 

which he shall use to her benefit. To Hovedøya she has also given two hundred marks of silver, 

and to the monastery of Lyse in Bergen she gives her farm in that same town. These last two 

gifts were gifts she had previously given to one Guðrún Þorgeirsdóttir and one Ingibjǫrg 

Munansdóttir, who had both died, meaning the gifts fell back into her possession according to 

the conditions with which they were given. These two women are also included as recipients of 

the spiritual exchange for which she has given the gifts. Of Guðrún, she states that “skal hennar 

sál í þessari várir sálugjöf vera lúttakande”, and the gift to the monastery of Lyse is specifically 

made for her own soul, that of Ingibjǫrg Munansdóttir, and all other of her vildarmanna 

(distinguished men).136 For the gift to Lyse, she specifically requests of Abbot Arnulfr that he 

acquire a reply from them in the form of a letter.137 

The establishing of an altar at Hovedøya is also apparently mentioned in the now lost 

charter of the same date, which further details which prayers should be said at the new altar, 

how to celebrate the anniversary of her death, and that the monks on that day shall receive beer 

for a certain amount of money.138 Both of Ingibjǫrg’s gifts to the monastery at Hovedøya thus 

mention the building of a new altar, and furthermore, both name Abbot Arnulfr as the one 

responsible for overseeing the business. An altar would be a physical manifestation both of her 

faith and of her patronage to the monastery, a patronage of which the monks would be reminded 

each day on the anniversary of her death. Her contemporaries in Florence are recorded to have 

expressed themselves in a similar way, through their patronage in having elaborate chapels built 

and decorated. Even though the contribution of the women of Florence to their chapels may 

have been a great deal more aesthetically impressive, these women had a much more limited 

control of their own lives and assets, as even the widowed women of Florence were rarely in 

control of the disposable wealth necessary for such endeavours.139 Ingibjǫrg’s contemporary 

Monna Gemma Velluti, one of very few women able to dispose their own wealth, oversaw the 

building and decoration of a lavishly decorated chapel in Santa Croce in the 1330’s.140 Both 

women were involved in imposing themselves personally into the physical configuration of a 

                                                
136 “Shall her soul in this, our soul-gift, receive reverence”. Own translation, DN II 312. 
137 DN II 312. For full translation, see appendix. 
138 Christian C. A. Lange, De Norske Klostres Historie I Middelalderen, p. 411. 
139 Virginia Chieffo Raguin and Sarah Stanbury, Women's Space: Patronage, Place, and Gender in the Medieval 
Church, Suny Series in Medieval Studies (Albany, N.Y: State University of New York Press, 2005), pp. 166-73. 
140 Virginia Chieffo Raguin and Sarah Stanbury, Women's Space: Patronage, Place, and Gender in the Medieval 
Church, pp. 169-70. 
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chapel or a monastery, however Gemma’s memorial was for her son, whereas Ingibjǫrg’s was 

for herself and for her two female friends. 

Ingibjǫrg’s last charter, of 1358, includes a clause which states that the gifts given to the 

convent of nuns in Skänninge are given in perpetuity, stipulating for herself and her heirs “never 

to at any opportunity demand the specified goods returned at any time or in any way.”141 The 

charter written in Norse gives no such clause, perhaps owing to the different formulaics required 

for this charter compared to the ones written in Latin, but neither does it present a security 

clause such as those she seemed to have attached to her gifts given to her female friends. Those 

gifts were apparently intended to be owned only by those specific women, and rather than 

passing to their heirs, fall back to Ingibjǫrg upon their deaths. The charter she issued along with 

her son, DN XVIII 17, states that the property at Hammarö is given to the sisters of Skänninge 

in perpetuity, whereas the property at Faurås comes with a repurchase-clause. This property 

and the goods appertaining to it only belong to the sisters “until they are bought back from the 

sisters concerned for two hundred marks of pure weighed Colognian silver by our heirs or 

successors”.142 It may be significant that the charters Ingibjǫrg issued alone for the benefit of 

monastic institutions were given in perpetuity, perhaps meaning that her only living son and 

heir, King Magnus, had no claim to or need for these properties.  

3.3 Conclusions 
The charters examined above which Ingibjǫrg issued alone, DN II 312 and DN XVIII 

20, were also witnessed and sealed by her alone. A woman having her own seal was not 

uncommon in Sweden at this time, as women had from the 1250’s onward begun to increasingly 

participate in bureaucratic processes, often with ecclesiastical institutions as their counterparts 

or beneficiaries.143 The norm in such cases seems to be that these ecclesiastical institutions not 

only received and kept charters, but also sent representatives to witness and assist in the making 

of such charters, as shall be further explored in the chapter below. It seems clear that Ingibjǫrg 

had a high enough status, and employed competent enough people in her retinue, to issue 

charters on her own. Of all the women whose religious expressions have been or will be 

examined in the present thesis, she is perhaps the one whom we have most reason to believe 

was literate in the most rudimentary sense of the word; namely that she could read and possibly 

                                                
141 DN XVIII 20. 
142 DN XVIII 17. 
143 Inger Larsson, Svenska Medeltidsbrev, p. 104. 
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also write. Her personal correspondence with Bishop Auðfinnr in the 1320’s, as well as her 

specific request for Abbot Arnulfr to bring back a letter from the abbot and the monks at the 

Lyse monastery, may be taken as evidence of this.144 But as mentioned above, her charters are 

written in different hands, and we may even assume that taking the act of writing upon herself 

would have seemed an endeavour beneath her station. She is furthermore the only one with a 

link both to pragmatic as well as cultivated literature, having been a part of a Norwegian court 

culture which birthed the Eufemiavisor, as well as the Swedish milieu from which 

Erikskrönikan originated, the romance narrative in which her first husband stars as the hero.145 

 Even though she issued and sealed her charters alone and in her own name, Ingibjǫrg 

still had counterparts in ecclesiastical institutions who could carry out her wishes. The 

aforementioned Bishop Auðfinnr names himself her clericus specialis in one of his letters to 

the Duchess, and Abbot Arnulfr is given responsibilities with regards to her property in Bergen. 

The Abbot receives ample payment for this service, both personally and in the form of gifts to 

his institution. Rather than inserting a statement that she gives her property at Bygdøy “with all 

that belongs to it”, Ingibjǫrg lists its appurtenances down to the specific number of cows. This 

shows either that she was involved to a great degree in the supervision of her own properties, 

even when residing in the neighbouring country, or that she employed someone who was. 

Furthermore, this information might have been useful for the Abbot when it came to the 

practical aspects of taking over the property, and for managing the farm in the name of his 

monastery.  

Ingibjǫrg’s charter issued with King Magnus, as well as her last gift of 1358, bestowed 

gifts upon a convent of nuns in Skänninge, which along with the monastery at Hovedøya seems 

to have held a special position for Ingibjǫrg. Not only did she give large gifts of land to the 

sisters at Skänninge, but it was also from there that she issued the last of her surviving charters. 

This charter, issued in 1360, is a receipt for one Lars Ingebjörnsson, for all that he has collected 

                                                
144 DN X 17, DN VII 87, and RN VI 11. 
145 Kim Bergqvist holds that Erikskrönikan was composed shortly after the civil war during which Duke Erik lost 
his life, whereas Fulvio Ferrari claims that it was composed when Magnus Eriksson came of age. This debate 
does not matter much for the present time, as Ingibjǫrg was alive and active in court at both points of time.  
Kim Bergqvist, “Debating the Limitations of Kingship in Fourteenth-Century Sweden: Political Language and 
Norms in Romance and Chronicle” in The Eufemiavisor and Courtly Culture. Time, Texts and Cultural Transfer, 
eds. Olle Ferm, Ingela Hedström, Sofia Lodén, Jonatan Pettersson, and Mia Åkestam (Stockholm: KVHAA, The 
Royal Swedish Academy of Letters, History and Antiquities, 2015): p. 69.  
Fulvio Ferrari, “Literature as a Performative Act: Erikskrönikan and the Making of a Nation” in Lärdomber och 
Skämptan: Medieval Swedish Literature Reconsidered, eds. Massimilliano Bampi and Fulvio Ferrari (Uppsala: 
Svenska Fornskriftsällskapet, 2008): pp. 75-79. 
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or paid out in her name.146 It has been witnessed and sealed by herself alone, as seems to have 

been the case with many of her charters. But it is the location in which this charter was issued, 

rather than its content, which is of greater interest. It has been assumed that Ingibjǫrg died not 

many years after issuing this charter. At the age of sixty then, she had already reached a 

respectable age for a woman of the fourteenth century, and it is possible that this was indeed 

one of the last charters issued by the Duchess. She might even have been allowed entrance into 

the convent at Skänninge, not as a nun but as an old woman in need of care. And what better 

place to receive such care, than a place where the inhabitants owed her gratitude, and were 

already praying for her soul, and for the souls of her loved ones? No testament survives from 

Ingibjǫrg, but considering her substantial production of pragmatic texts throughout her life, it 

would be strange had she not done so, unless she died suddenly. It would not be surprising if 

she had picked for herself in such a document, a resting place at the monastery of Skänninge. 
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4 Gifts for one’s soul: Women’s 
Testaments 

4.1 Introduction 
Testaments are documents which specify which arrangements are to be carried out, 

especially with regards to property, after the death of an individual or a married couple. Only 

three testaments exist in the Norwegian material from the thirteenth century, but they increase 

dramatically in numbers throughout the fourteenth century, presumably as the custom of 

documenting inheritance took hold. A similar trend can be seen in the Swedish material, where 

114 of the roughly 800 existing testaments are dated to before 1300, whereas more than half 

are from the fourteenth century.147 This is to be expected both with regards to document 

survival, and seen parallel to the rise in pragmatic literature. The Scandinavian custom of 

issuing testaments may have been influenced by English practice, or by the practices of other 

European areas. A similar increase in testaments to that of the Scandinavian material has been 

observed in Lübeck, and has been linked to the upsurge of plagues in the fourteenth century.148 

Many testaments written by merchants from Lübeck are summarised in the Regesta Norvegica, 

because they make mention of the merchants’ affairs in Norway. Merchants may have had more 

reasons to write out their testaments than most people, seeing as they dealt with goods and 

money which were not necessarily tied up in a specific property, but followed the merchant. A 

man named Johannes van Gronowe states in his testament of 1359 that part of the sum which 

he is leaving to his colleagues should be taken from his outstanding payments in Bergen.149 

Another, Werner Kusfelt, leaves 50 marks to his two children in Bergen, Mette and Helge.150 

Merchants from Lübeck can also quite often be found providing pious gifts to clerical 

institutions within Norway in their testaments, although many reserved these for institutions in 

Germany, or provided gifts to institutions in both countries.151 This evidence shows that 

especially in western Norway, German merchants were intimately connected to the local urban 

                                                
147 Calculations based on entries found in Riksarkivet, Svenskt Diplomatarium - Riksarkivet (2018). 
Sok.Riksarkivet.Se. https://sok.riksarkivet.se/. 
148 Ahasver Von Brandt et al., Regesten Der Lübecker Bürgertestamente Des Mittelalters: 1278-1350. Vol. 18. 
(Lübeck, Veröffentlichungen Zur Geschichte Der Hansestadt Lübeck, 1964). Summary in Samuel Kline 
Cohn, Last Wills and Testaments: Oxford Bibliographies Online Research Guide (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2010): p. 7. 
149 RN VI 611 
150 RN VI 580 
151 For examples, see RN VI 1338, 512, 704, 1410, 446, and 632. 
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society, being involved not only on a mercantile level, but also on a personal and religious level. 

Both the influence of German merchants as well as the impact of plagues may have had an 

effect on the production of testaments by Scandinavians. As was the case with pragmatic 

literature in general, the practice of producing testaments further south in Europe had already 

persisted for some time, the earliest known Italian testament dating to A.D. 879.152 One may 

assume that as the Christian religion, so did testamentary practice establish itself later on the 

European periphery, than in its centre. 

In medieval England, there seems to have existed a formal distinction between a will 

and a testament, in which wills dealt with landed property, while testaments served to distribute 

other personal property. 153 A “last will and testament” was thus a document which served both 

purposes, and the words are in modern use interchangeable. I have not observed any similar 

distinction in the Scandinavian sources, which refer to such documents only as “testaments”, 

but often include both movable and unmoveable goods. Medieval testaments were not written 

merely to distribute goods among relatives, but also to grant gifts to churches or other 

ecclesiastical institutions, in exchange for masses to be sung or other services to be provided 

after death. The writing of testaments was certainly interlinked with fear of death, and of the 

stay in purgatory which inevitably followed. It is nevertheless important not to view pious gifts 

given on death’s doorstep simply as last-ditch efforts to save one’s soul. Gifts provided to 

clerical institutions through testaments may very well have constituted only the last of a series 

of gifts given throughout the testator’s life, of which the testament makes no mention. Clive 

Burgess’ investigation into the wills of late medieval Bristol has showed that testators of that 

town would only detail requests for funerary services and for masses held in their memory in 

their testaments, leaving out instructions for greater endeavours, such as the building of alms-

houses or provision of stipends for priests.154 Such undertakings would either be completed 

during the lifetime of the devout, or left to be completed by their heirs or the executors of their 

wills. Burgess suggests that executors, heirs, trustees, and others left in charge were well aware 

                                                
152 Patricia Skinner, "Women, Wills and Wealth in Medieval Southern Italy", in Early Medieval Europe 2, no. 2 
(1993): p. 135. 
153 Clive Burgess, “Late Medieval Wills and Pious Convention: Testamentary Evidence Reconsidered”, Profit, 
Piety and the Professions in Late Medieval England, ed. Michael Hicks (Gloucester: Allan Sutton, 1990), p. 30. 
154 Clive Burgess, “‘By Quick and by Dead’: Wills and Pious Provision in Late Medieval Bristol”, The English 
Historical Review, vol 102, no. 405 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987): p. 850. 
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of their responsibilities for pious provision which followed the death of a family member, and 

challenges the notion that wills provide a comprehensive impression of religious provision.155 

The Regesta Norvegica at time of writing contains 163 entries which are listed as 

‘testaments’, but nearly half of these consist of the testaments of German merchants, as 

mentioned above, most of which are taken from the archives of the Hanseatic city of Lübeck. 

A higher survival rate of medieval documents in Germany thus distorts the numbers for the 

Norwegian material, making Norwegian testaments appear more numerous, as well as altering 

its gender balance, since all the Hanseatic documents are issued by men. Not counting German 

testaments then, the Regesta Norvegica contains 85 testaments, 21 of which have been issued 

by a woman alone, two by married couples, two by unknown persons, and the rest by men. This 

number does not represent the surviving original documents, as it includes mentions of such 

documents in charters, cadastres, copies, cartularies, and other correspondence. Roughly 25% 

of the known testaments from medieval Norway were thus issued by women, which is not 

insignificant when seen alongside the more substantial majority of male voices in the surviving 

documents in general, although the sample size is perhaps too small for the statistics to be 

relevant.  

A testament could be written on one’s death bed, but also while healthy. Two testaments 

survive from the previously mentioned Werner Kusfelt, and one of his fellow merchants from 

Lübeck issued no less than three testaments from 1376 to 1381.156 Evidence of the production 

of testaments exists not only in the form of the documents themselves, but can also be glimpsed 

in charters detailing transactions made after the testator’s demise. Many charters explicitly state 

that an exchange has taken place as a consequence of a testamentary request, providing 

evidence that a testament has at some point existed, even if it is no longer extant. This is the 

case with King Hákon V’s letter to Gyrðr Þróndarson, mentioned in the introductory chapter, 

which shows that Queen Eufemia had made a testament before she died, as Hákon is referring 

to that testament.157 Such charters are perhaps more likely to survive than the testaments 

themselves, as testamentary documents would be unsuitable as proof of transactions, simply 

because they document gifts to many different persons and institutions within the same body of 

text. An additional factor which is important to consider when dealing with testaments as 

                                                
155 Clive Burgess, “‘By Quick and by Dead’: Wills and Pious Provision in Late Medieval Bristol”, pp. 851-57. 
156 RN VI 580, 1203, 238, 632, and 937. 
157 DN II 118. 
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historical sources, is inheritance law. Testaments might represent only the part of a person’s 

wealth or property which was intended for other recipients than the person’s lawful heirs, as 

noted by Patricia Skinner in an investigation of Italian wills.158 If dying individuals wished for 

all of their property to pass to their heirs as described in the laws which their community 

followed, there would be no need of a testament, and as a consequence, one cannot assume that 

the property detailed in a will represents the total wealth of the testator. The text of Bengta 

Jonsdotter’s testament, issued in 1371, explicitly forbids her heirs to in any way start a dispute 

over the property she has given to the convent of Vadstena for her soul, threatening with the 

vengeance of God himself and of the Virgin Mary should they do so.159 Such phrases are not 

always used in Scandinavian testaments, although they may present a variation on a warning-

formula which often appears in charters of privilege. The very existence of such a formula 

nevertheless presents pious provision through testamentary gifts as a deviation from existing 

norms and laws of inheritance. 

4.2 DN IV 359 and its Swedish Counterparts 

4.2.1 Language, dating, and material aspects 

In 1352, contemporaneous with Ingibjǫrg and Magnus giving their lands inherited from 

Ingibjǫrg’s youngest sons to the monastery at Skänninge, a woman named Elin lay dying in 

Oslo. She may have been dying from the same plague which took Ingibjǫrg’s two sons, 

although of the cause of her terminal illness, her testament makes no mention. She only states 

that she is “heil at samviti, þó at krǫnk til líkams”.160 As with Ingibjǫrg’s charters, the language 

it is written in most closely resembles Old Norse, even though the transition to Middle 

Norwegian was slowly beginning at this time. Elin’s testament will in this chapter be compared 

both to the testaments of some of her contemporaries in Norway, as well as to a selection of 

testaments issued by Swedish women, which will serve to show a few interesting differences. 

The language in these documents is noticeably different from the Norwegian testaments, often 

distinguishing themselves as Old Swedish e.g. by use of the first person pronoun jak.  

                                                
158 Patricia Skinner, "Women, Wills and Wealth in Medieval Southern Italy", pp. 135-6. 
159 DS 8689. 
160 “Sound of mind, though sick of body” Own translation, DN IV 359. 
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As mentioned above, copies and confirmations of testamentary gifts might have better 

opportunities for longevity than the documents themselves. Both Elin’s testament and many of 

its Swedish counterparts are however quite well preserved. Elin’s testament contains four slots 

for the attachment of seals, presumably those of “Hallvarðr á Sjá, sira Symon Eiríksson 

krossbróðir í Oslo, sira Jóarr at Krosskirkju ok Ólafr Þórgeirsson”, as detailed in the testament 

itself.161 This must mean that Elin had no seal of her own with which she could confirm her 

document, so she left the task of authentication to these four men, three of which were certainly 

part of clerical institutions. The Swedish testaments suggest a more widespread use of seals in 

that area, even among women. Several female testators in Sweden sealed their testaments with 

their own seals, such as Ramfrid Bengtsdotter, who issued her testament in 1359. The text states 

“sæter iak ther medh mith incigle”.162 Bengta Jonsdotter’s testament, issued in 1374, lists a 

number of men who have attached their seals “medh mino eghno”, and Ingegerd Birgersdotter 

states in her testament “læter iak mit incighle hængias”.163 Other female Swedish testators, who 

did not have seals of their own, explicitly expressed this in their testaments. Ragnhild, widow 

of Kättilvast, who in 1356 issued her testament, states that “iak hauer eigh sielf incigle”, and 

another Ragnhild, widow of Morakarl, states in her testament of 1420 that she asks four men to 

seal the document, “mik eghit incighle ey hawande”.164 In the case of Elin and other female 

testators in Norway, this does not seem to have needed to be explicitly stated, as no similar 

statements are found in the Norwegian testaments. There are however examples of women 

attaching their own seals to testaments also in the Norwegian material, such as in the case of 

Jarþruð, who issued her testament in 1307 and stated that “til sanns vitnisburðar setti ek mitt 

innsigli ok fyrirnefndu góðra menn sín innsigla”.165 

Elin’s testament is dated in the same manner as Ingibjǫrg’s charters, with reference to 

Christian feast days, but the year is given as “anno Domini ccco. lo. secundo.”, rather than by 

reference to the year of the current ruler.166 The testaments of Swedish women seem to follow 

the same practice, and it seems this was the more common way of dating charters in general. 

DN IV 359 is written in a similar cursive script to that of DN II 312, though it is in places hard 

                                                
161 " Hallvarðr of Sjá, master Symon Eiríksson, canon in Oslo, master Joar of the Holy Cross Church, and Ólafr 
Þórgeirsson”. Own translation, DN IV 552. 
162 "For this I set my seal" Own translation, DS 6092. 
163"with my own". Own translation, DS 8689, and "I let my seal be attached". Own translation, SD 1384. 
164 "I do not myself have a seal". Own translation, DS 5651, and “not having a seal of my own”. Own translation, 
SD 2726. 
165 "For this true testimony I set my seal, and the previously mentioned good men their seals”. Own translation. 
DN II 85. 
166 "The year of the Lord 1352". Own translation, DN IV 359 
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to read because of degradation of the ink and damage to the parchment. The scribe uses a 

version of the Turonian nota which resembles a lowercase ‘t’ to denote ok, as well as the 

common abbreviation “m;” to denote með, as well as making consistent use of the Carolingian 

open-necked ‘a’. The abbreviations are marked by different forms of superscript lines, the 

words for money and measurements having been giving a curvy line resembling a ‘Ʌ’, the word 

með being denoted by an ‘m’ with a superscript curved line resembling an inverted ‘u’, in 

addition to the more common straight line, which shows that words have been shortened by 

leaving out certain letters. Eivind Vaagslid identifies the scribe as Ketill, canon in Oslo, as he 

is both a kinsman to Elin, and mentioned last of the two executors of the testament.167 

4.2.2 Content 

Perhaps the most interesting aspect of Elin’s testament, is that in addition to giving away 

land and possessions, she also gives her own daughter to the convent of nuns in Oslo. That the 

convent would on occasion take in children has been supported by skeletal finds, which show 

that children as young as six to eight years old may at times have resided there.168 The need to 

place her daughter Ingibjǫrg in a convent suggests that Elin had no living husband who could 

continue to care for the girl, although the testament gives no age for her daughter. According 

to the legislation attributed to Magnús Hákonarson, Ingibjǫrg stood to inherit everything from 

her mother, if she had no brothers. If she did, they would be entitled to inheriting twice as much 

as her, and if those brothers had sons, those sons would stand equal to her in the division of the 

property.169 One would expect any such relatives to appear in the testament, however, seeing 

as Elin bequeathed much of her moveable goods to friends and kinsmen as well as to clerical 

institutions. The legal course of events, had it not been outweighed by the last will of Elin 

herself, would be that Ingibjǫrg would have fallen under the guardianship of her kinsmen. These 

kinsmen would have the right to decide both who she would marry, and the size of her dowry, 

as well as to manage her property until she turned twenty. The inheritance section of the laws 

explicitly states that “Engi mær skal hafa forræðe fear sins fyr en hon er .xx. vetra gomul. þo at 

                                                
167 Eivind Vaagslid, Norske Skrivarar i Millomalderen, pp. 339-40. 
168 Jacob M. Klafstad, "To barn i Kristin Lavransdatters kloster", Tidsskrift for Norsk Legeforening no. 133 
(2013). Online edition, published 25.06.2013. Accessed 18.04.2018. https://tidsskriftet.no/2013/06/medisinsk-
historie/barn-i-kristin-lavransdatters-kloster#reference-5. 
169 Keyser, P. A. Munch, G. Storm, and E. Hertzberg, Norges gamle love indtil 1387, Vol. 2 (Christiania: C. 
Gröndahl, 1848), p.80-81. 
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undir hana hafe borit. nema hon se gipt með frenda sinna raðe”.170 It is clear from the testament 

that Ingibjǫrg did have living relatives at the time of her mother’s death, as the testament leaves 

a headdress to “Guðríðu, frændkonu minni”, and a black horse and a horn to “sira Katli, frænda 

mínum”.171 Through offering her daughter to a convent however, Elin in practice made the 

convent her guardian and manager of her property. For Ingibjǫrg’s entry, Elin gives two 

merkisból in Dale, land which would generate two marks annually in rent, as well as an entrance 

fee of eleven marks. She also leaves a number of items to Ingibjǫrg, presumably to take with 

her to the convent, “henni sjálfr til afrǽðis”.172 These include clothes, bedclothes, bench-covers 

and other textiles, as well as cups, tankards, a large gilded chest and a smaller black chest, a 

diadem and other jewellery, a fur-lined mantle, and a pot and kettle.173 It is possible that many 

of these items were already intended as part of Ingibjǫrg’s dowry. There are many possible 

factors which may have prompted Elin to send her daughter to a convent rather than leaving her 

in the care of relatives, such as fear that she too would succumb to the plague, her relatives not 

having the capacity to care for her, or religious conviction. Due to her illness Elin may not have 

lived long enough to arrange a worldly marriage for her daughter, but if she intended for 

Ingibjǫrg to eventually take the vows of the convent and become a nun, she had arranged for 

her instead a spiritual marriage to Christ.174 

Additionally, the testament attests to Elin having a wide network of ecclesiastical 

acquaintances. As mentioned, the witnesses listed for her testament include Hallvarðr á Sjá, 

identified by Vaagslid as the same Hallvardr who was the priest of Sjóvar church, sira Symon 

Eiríksson, a canon in Oslo, and the priest Jóarr of the Holy Cross Church (Krosskirkja). Two 

other ecclesiastics are further mentioned as executors of the testament, the archpriest Hallvardr, 

and Elin’s kinsman and canon in Oslo, Ketill. A copy of a charter from 1349 was issued by 

three canons of Oslo by the names of Symon Eiríksson, Ketill Ólafsson, and Hallvardr 

Arnaldsson, just a few months prior to the issuing of Elin’s testament.175 Two of these are quite 

                                                
170 "No maiden shall manage her own property until she is twenty winters old, even if she has inherited it, unless 
she has been married with the advice of her kinsmen". Own translation of R Keyser, P. A. Munch, G. Storm, and 
E. Hertzberg, Norges gamle love indtil 1387, p.75. 
171 “Guðríðr, my kinswoman” and “Ketill, my kinsman”. Own translation, DN IV 359. 
172 "for her own disposition" Own translation, DN IV 359. 
173 DN IV 359. 
174 The Benedictines were especially known for embracing this symbolism of nuns as brides of Christ, and could 
undergo a rite to become a consecrated virgin along with the profession of their vows. The convent of nuns in 
Oslo was a convent of Benedictine nuns, and may have made use of this rite. For a comprehensive treatment of 
this motif, see i.e. Dyan Elliott, The Bride of Christ Goes to Hell: Metaphor and Embodiment in the Lives of 
Pious Women, 200–1500 (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2012). 
175 DN IV 286. 
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certainly the same men who set their seals on Elin’s testament, and Hallvardr Arnaldsson is 

probably the same Hallvard who was the archpriest in Oslo until 1372.176 These canons had a 

connection to the church where Elin wished to be buried. The charter which the three canons 

copied regards a large gift of land to St. Hallvard’s Church (Hallvardskirkja), and for her resting 

place and for annual prayers, Elin similarly gives land which would yield an annual rent of 15 

marks to the same church, as well as two marks and two pounds of wax. St. Hallvard’s Church 

was the seat of the bishop in Oslo, and several kings and other prominent people had been 

buried there before Elin’s time. According to Morkinskinna, Sigurðr Jórsalafari died in Vík in 

1130, and thereafter “var lík hans flutt til Ósló ok jarðat í Hallvarðskirkju”.177 It is likely that to 

be buried there, a large donation was required. Jóarr of the Holy Cross Church seems to have 

had similar interests in making sure Elin’s document was properly witnessed and executed, as 

he received a red cloth of silk as well as an offering of half a pound of wax and half a mark, on 

the condition that he would perform masses for Elin’s soul. The convent of nuns at Nunnusætr 

Abbey received a green silk cloth with the same requirements, as well as receiving her daughter 

Ingibjǫrg and the lands which followed her entry. Additionally, a “systur Elizabet” received 

one agnus dei.178 This sister was probably one of the nuns at the convent to which Elin sent her 

daughter, possibly revealing that she already had close contacts with the sisters of the convent, 

thus providing another motivating factor for sending her daughter there. 

The testament indicates that Elin was a wealthy widow, suggested in particular by the 

large amounts of bedclothes and textiles listed in her testament, many made of linen, silk, or 

even baldachin, a luxurious fabric of Baghdadi origin. Only among the rich could such comforts 

be afforded, and as in all societies throughout the ages, luxurious bedclothes were a way to 

demonstrate the wealth and status of a family to visitors. Bedsheets, pillow covers and other 

textiles were both expensive and time-consuming to produce. The common people of 

Scandinavia are thought to have slept on straw and skins during the time when Elin issued her 

testament, as they would continue to do in many rural areas until as late as the nineteenth 

century.179 It is also wise to consider that Elin may have owned lands which had already been 

                                                
176 P. A. Munch, Det Norske Folks Historie, Vol. 2 (Christiania: Chr. Tønsbergs Forlag, 1855), p. 143. 
177 "His body was carried to Oslo and buried in St. Hallvard’s Church”. Own translation of C. R. Unger, 
Morkinskinna: Pergamentsbog fra første Halvdel av det trettende Aarhundrede: indeholdende en af de ældste 
Optegnelser af Norske Kongesagaer (Christiania: Published by C.R. Unger, 1867), p. 198. 
178 “Sister Elizabet”. Own translation, DN IV 359. 
179 Marta Hoffmann, “Beds and Bedclothes in Medieval Norway”, Cloth and Clothing in Medieval Europe: 
Essays in Memory of Professor E. M. Carus-Wilson, Eds. N. B. Harte and K. G. Ponting (London: Heinemann 
Educational Books, 1983), pp. 365-7. 
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given away in earlier gifts, although the divide between testamentary requests and other pious 

profession seems not to have been as large in medieval Norway as it was in medieval 

England.180 The testament of Gyrið Andresdotter, which is the earliest recorded testament 

issued by a woman listed in the Regesta Norvegica, gives instructions for the building of an 

altar, as well as confirming an earlier gift, and instructions for the feeding of paupers are given 

both in the testament of Queen Isabella, and that of Gróa Þórleifsdotter.181 

4.3 Conclusions 
As mentioned above, about 25% of the surviving testaments from medieval Norway 

were issued by women alone. It seems clear that when issuing their testaments, most often on 

their death beds, women tended to trust the act of writing to a professional, most often a cleric. 

If Elin’s testament is representative of its genre, the clerics who were given the task of writing 

out the document, or indeed those who served as witnesses, might often also have been part of 

institutions benefiting from the gifts of the dying. The sources of this case studies have also 

shown that owning a seal was not exclusive to women of royal birth, such as Ingibjǫrg 

Hákonardottir. If a testament issued by the Duchess herself had survived, it is unlikely that she 

would have listed in it all the properties and goods she had given as pious gifts throughout her 

life, and similarly, we can not trust the testaments of other women to be comprehensive lists of 

their activities in securing an eased passage through purgatory for their souls or for the souls of 

others. What we may glimpse however, are religious institutions providing an alternative to 

legally grounded inheritance customs. Just as Elin’s daughter Ingibjǫrg would have ended up 

with her relatives had it not been for the opportunity of offering her up to a convent, so would 

all of Elin’s lands and other goods. Her testament, and the gifts detailed in it, provided her with 

her preferred resting place, as well as continued mass and prayers for her soul after her death. 

In this aspect she accomplishes the same as Ingibjǫrg Hákonardottir did with her pious gifts, 

namely extending her own stay on earth by way of being remembered, at least for the agreed 

upon time that the masses should take place. 

Women did not only issue testaments, but could also serve as executrices in certain 

cases. In his testament, Eindriði Symonarson leaves a farm to his sister Elin, and states that it 

                                                
180 As examined by Clive Burgess, “‘By Quick and by Dead’: Wills and Pious Provision in Late Medieval 
Bristol”, pp. 851-57. 
181 DN II 70, DN XXI 15, and DN II 243. 
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shall be the rightful property of her and her heirs in perpetuity, on these conditions; “hon skal 

láta gera glergluggi þann ýzta norðravegginn í kórinum í Mariu kirkju með Mariu skript, ok 

skjǫld minn undir […] ok fœða Jórunni frændkonu okkar ef hon lifr eptir mik.”182 It was thus 

not only clerical institutions who could be subject to the requests of the dying, but surviving 

relatives as well. It was up to the executors of the testament to conduct the deceased’s business 

after their death, and the individual requests of each testator must have added up to a significant 

amount of responsibilities both for executors and for clerical institutions. The belief in 

purgatory nevertheless prompted charity towards the poor and aided in the upkeep of churches 

and monasteries through monetary gifts. A testament represented one last chance to bequeath 

gifts for the salvation of one’s soul, and the act of composing the document itself seems to have 

been done in quite a public manner, with many prominent clerics present. It is not unlikely that 

the act of testament-making contained an oral aspect as well as the more obvious written aspect, 

but exactly what this oral aspect would have contained apart from the dictating of the document 

to a scribe, is uncertain. Might there have been a requirement that the testament was proclaimed 

in some way, and did it serve as a document of authentication for the executors once they set 

about fulfilling the deceased’s wishes? We know that Queen Isabella’s testament was issued in 

the form of a chirograph, where the text was written out twice and the parchment then divided 

into two parts in an uneven fashion, serving as two parts of a contract between the queen and 

the recipients of her gifts.183 This would not have been possible with most other testaments, 

which often describe gifts to several different persons and institutions. It furthermore seems 

obvious that only those who could afford to do so, would bequeath gifts through testamentary 

practices, and for this reason we see no trace of less fortunate women in these documents, except 

where they are the recipients of charity, as is the case with Eindriði’s sister Jórunn. Most female 

testators in Scandinavia seem to have been widows of a high social standing, and when we get 

a glimpse into their personal property through testaments, their goods are of a decidedly female 

category, and most often consist of clothes, textiles, jewellry, and other home utensils. One 

notable exception in the Norwegian material is Gunnhildr Sigurðardotter, who gives land in 

different skipreiðr on the west coast of Norway to churches there, as well as leaving a ship to 

“Ólafi mínum”.184 The sources tell us that some of these women had the ability to seal their 

                                                
182 “She shall let a glass window be made on the outermost northern wall in the choir of the Church of St. Mary 
with an icon of St. Mary, and my coat of arms underneath […] and sustain our kinswoman Jórunn if she outlives 
me.” Own translation, DN I 233. 
183 DN XXI 15. 
184 “My Ólafr” Own translation, DN II 248. 
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own testaments, but not all. In conclusion, the women who issued their testaments in Norway 

and Sweden decisively show their religious conviction through such expressions, introducing 

their testaments by leaving the most valuable gifts to ecclesiastical institutions for the benefit 

of their souls, while at the same time granting readers a glimpse at what else they may have 

owned and cared about, which they wanted to leave to specific friends or kinsfolk. As well as 

showing religious conviction however, the testaments show that there existed an opportunity 

for circumventing traditional inheritance law, and it is not unlikely that more women than Elin 

used this to their advantage. 
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5 Conclusions 
Already before the rise of pragmatic literature brought the practice of issuing charters 

to the Christian women of Scandinavia, the tradition of raising memorial stones offered 

possibilities for religious expression. During a transitional period in which the pre-Christian 

religion was losing its hold, while Christianity was gaining ground, already established 

traditions were modified and appropriated by the Church, or by Christians, to fit the new notions 

of what happened after death. As discussed above, the idea that the deceased would have to go 

on a journey after death seems to have represented a common ground between pre-Christian 

and Christian thought, be it through rivers of punishment, in order to reach a specific destination 

in the afterlife, or through purgatory. The memorial stones which mention bridge-building thus 

serve a purpose which might have seemed familiar to newly-converted Christians, and the 

bridge-building itself represented an improvement to infrastructure which was beneficial to the 

Church. There is a noticeable increase in female participation and commemoration on Christian 

bridge stones as opposed to other memorial stones, especially in the Swedish region of Uppland. 

This shows that women of the eleventh century certainly made use of such opportunities for 

religious expression. But as the Dynna stone indicates, the custom of erecting bridge stones was 

not exclusive to Sweden during the early Christian period.  

What all runestone-commissioning women do have in common, is that they have taken 

it upon themselves to alter the landscape through erecting a stone or altering an already naturally 

occurring face of rock. They all seem to have employed someone who was knowledgeable in 

runes, stone-carving, or both, to convey their message to their surroundings. Whether they 

composed the messages themselves is unclear, but if poetic lament was indeed one of the 

responsibilities of pre-Christian women, some of the inscriptions support a Christian 

appropriation of this tradition. It is possible that the stones themselves served as a reminder 

both to the individuals passing by them, and to God, of what pious endeavours women had 

undertaken for the souls of their relatives. It has been suggested that the women who 

commissioned runestones, especially on their own, must have been of a certain social standing, 

and often also widowed, to have the means and opportunity to commission such monuments. If 

the runestones also served the purpose of documenting inheritance, such a purpose would not 

necessarily be diminished by the fact that the stone was also helping the soul of the deceased. 

It would, however, change how the commissioner presented themselves to the world. 
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As the Latin alphabet and the use of ink and vellum altered the way administration 

functioned in Scandinavia, both in the Church and among the ruling classes, so did it change 

the ways women could express themselves in a religious context. As Gunnvǫr altered the 

landscape of Dynna with her memorial stone, so did Ingibjǫrg alter the physical configuration 

of the monastery of Hovedøya by having an altar built there, and they both achieved this by 

engaging in the production of text. During the eleventh century, church-building was in its 

starting phase in Scandinavia, but by the fourteenth century, a large number of clerical and 

monastic institutions had established themselves in the North. Women now found their 

counterparts in these institutions, giving generously for the salvation of their souls in life, and 

also for masses and other soul-services after death. Many women still saw to the salvation of 

the souls of their loved ones, and in Ingibjǫrg’s case, even of their close friends. Due to the fact 

that there now existed orders of ecclesiastics who through their life choices were perceived as 

being closer to God than most people, diverse opportunities for salvation opened up through 

the help of these ecclesiastics. Acts of religious expression, such as the writing of charters to 

legally confirm gifts, or writing of testaments for the same purpose, were required to access 

these opportunities, and it is clear that women increasingly took part in these acts of writing. 

Through commissioning writing, they seem to have found alternative ways to access the 

authority which a literate society would ascribe to the written word. 

Women not only entrusted to the men of the Church to sing masses for their souls, but 

seemingly also to write, witness, seal and even execute the wishes they put forth in their charters 

or testaments. Ingibjǫrg, being a woman of high social status, did not need clerics to witness all 

of her charters – her voice already held its own authority in the public space. She did however 

enlist the help of Abbot Arnulfr in Oslo in order to carry out the wishes which she dictated to 

her scribe at her fortress in Sweden. Elin had no seal of her own, but through her ecclesiastical 

acquaintances accessed the authority inherent in the act of writing, and acquired her own voice 

in the public space, as well as assurance that her will would be carried out after her death. These 

connections seem to represent a mutually beneficial relationship, in which the institution to 

which the ecclesiastical representative belonged benefited from women’s gifts, and women 

benefited by receiving masses and prayers for their souls. But beyond that, the women who 

dictated their charters and testaments may have been aware of the power which the written word 

afforded – through having their words put to vellum, witnessed and sealed, they could alter the 

physical configuration of monasteries as well as influence decisions of entrance, and even 
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circumvent inheritance law. Through acts of writing – and not necessarily by their own hands 

– women could thus alter the fate of their souls as well as that of their belongings.  

It is important not to forget the importance of a woman’s wealth and status in these 

cases, as the women whose voices have been discussed in the present thesis seem largely to 

have been widows of a high social standing. Ingibjǫrg was the daughter of a king and the mother 

of another, and Elin had the connections and means necessary to be allowed a burial place by 

the altar of St. Mary, in one of the most significant churches in Oslo during the middle ages. As 

is often the case for historians, the voices of the powerful ring clearer than the voices of the less 

privileged. Nevertheless, it seems evident that women participated in the realm of literacy and 

in a religious context throughout the middle ages, from commissioning runestones in the 

eleventh century, to the acts of issuing charters and testaments in the fourteenth century. 

Furthermore, that they did not do so in the form of a few women taking on roles traditionally 

held by men, but rather on a larger scale and in larger numbers. Gunnvǫr, Ingibjǫrg and Elin 

were each part of different practices in which not only they, but many other women participated, 

claiming a voice for themselves in the context of pragmatic literacy through commissioning 

highly visible monuments, or appropriating part of the authority of clerics in a mutually 

beneficial, religious exchange. 

These three case studies have provided some insight into three different circumstances 

during the Middle Ages in Scandinavia, in which women seem to have found themselves able 

to actively participate in literacy. Although the first case study is separated from the other two 

by about three hundred years, certain similarities and continuities in the female participation in 

literacy may be found. The two contemporary case studies from the middle of the fourteenth 

century hint at an increasing literary participation by women during this time, and a more 

comprehensive study of this development might prove rewarding. These case studies may serve 

as a starting point for examining how women of medieval Scandinavia approached texts and 

writing in a different way than men did. Furthermore, a more comprehensive study might 

provide further insights than the limited framework of the present thesis can afford, and 

examining female voices in other contexts than the explicitly religious may also lead to a better 

understanding of how the women of medieval Scandinavia participated in the production of 

text.  
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Appendix 1 – Images 

 

Figure 1:U 617 

Source: Zejo. 2009. Runic Inscriptions Of Uppland No. 617, Assur's Stone, Near Bro Church 
In Uppland. Image. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:U_617,_Bro_2.jpg. 

 
Figure 2:U 311 

Source: Wessén, Elias. Sveriges Runinskrifter: Upplands Runinskrifter, Vol. 7:2.1. Uppsala: 
Almqvist &Wiksells Boktryckeri, 1943, Pl. 7. 
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Figure 3:NiyR p.196 

Source: Olsen, Magnus, and Kjeldeskriftfondet. Norges Innskrifter Med De Yngre Runer: I. 
Østfold Fylke; II Akershus Fylke Og Oslo; III. Hedmark Fylke; IV. Opland Fylke. Vol. 1. Oslo: 
Norsk Historisk Kjeldeskrift-institutt, 1941, p. 196. 
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Figure 4:NiyR p.195 

Source: Olsen, Magnus, and Kjeldeskriftfondet. Norges Innskrifter Med De Yngre Runer: I. 
Østfold Fylke; II Akershus Fylke Og Oslo; III. Hedmark Fylke; IV. Opland Fylke. Vol. 1. Oslo: 
Norsk Historisk Kjeldeskrift-institutt, 1941, p. 195. 
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Figure 5:Sö 101 

Source: Montelius, Oscar. Sveriges hednatid, samt medeltid, förra skedet från år 1060 till år 
1350. Vol. 1. H. Linnström, 1877, p. 349. 
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Figure 6:U 330 

Source: Wessén, Elias. Sveriges Runinskrifter: Upplands Runinskrifter, Vol. 7:2.1. Uppsala: 
Almqvist &Wiksells Boktryckeri, 1943, Pl. 19. 

 
Figure 7:U 489 

Source: Jewell, Christine. 2007. Runestone U 489 From The 11Th Century AD. Image. 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:U_489,_Morby.jpg. 
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Figure 8:DN II 312 

Source: Arkivverket. n.d. "Diplom Fra 1352". Charter. Oslo. Danske Selskabs Samling, 
Norske Pergamenter, nr. 30. National Archives of Norway. 

 
Figure 9:DN XVIII 17 

Source: National Archives of Sweden. 2018. SDHK Nr 6358. Image. Accessed May 16. 
https://sok.riksarkivet.se/bildvisning/Sdhk_6358_6358.jpg 
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Figure 10:DN XVIII 20 

Source: National Archives of Sweden. 2018. SDHK Nr 7301. Image. Accessed May 16. 
https://sok.riksarkivet.se/bildvisning/Sdhk_7301_7301.jpg. 

 
Figure 11:DN IV 359 

Source: National Archives of Norway. 2018. Dokumentene Forteller. Image. 
https://dokumenteneforteller.no/2014/10/29/fridingulstad/. 
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