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Summary 

Jarls, in modernity, are most notably recognized for their characteristics of something 

of a regional warlord or perhaps even a petty-king with the ability to muster fighting men for 

their cause, while meanwhile still owning allegiance to a king or another powerful individual 

as their overlord. Although this brief description is not incorrect in any capacity, the reality of 

this office of power is not so simple. The overall state of current scholarship on the jarl, as an 

institution of Early Medieval power, is very lacking and often contradictory. In many instances 

within contemporary literature, jarls are able to surpass royal power and operate with a 

noteworthy degree of independence. Be this as it may, jarls are often referred to as being 

seconds to kingly power and are additionally subjected to a direct comparison to the earls of 

Great Britain without a proper examination of their exact roles ever having taken place. 

It is my aim to take this great matter upon myself and begin to unravel the shroud of 

mystery that surrounds the jarl’s functions in society with the intent to give insight into the jarl 

as an institution, but also how this office of power developed. When handling matters such as 

this, where the lack of scholarship is arguably due to a lack of easily accessible information, 

one must begin to look elsewhere for new methods to employ. It is from this revelation that this 

work will therefore rely on skaldic poetry to undertake the matter at hand. By applying skaldic 

poetry as the primary source, various attributes of how the skald refers to the jarl will be 

compiled, and in turn, interpreted under a variety of attributes. These attributes will then be 

subjected to an examination both quantitatively and qualitatively to see how jarls were 

portrayed by skalds. Therefore, clarifying not only the exact roles of the jarl, but also 

understanding how the office developed over a 400-year period.  

Through this work, it becomes evident that the office of the jarl was able to maintain its 

usage in society, but also developed in accordance to society at the time. By undertaking this 

examination through the usage of skaldic poetry as a primary source, it can effectively be seen 

that the jarl, as an institution of power, is quite clearly displayed as being more powerful and 

having more societal functions than what modernity credits it for. 
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1 Introduction 

‘Let the retinue take in how the quick-mettled king among jarls made out to sea; there was no 

end to the over-powering lord striving against the ocean.’ 

-Arnórr jarlaskáld Þórðarson on Þorfinnr jarl Sigurðarson 

Þorfinnsdrápa, stanza 15 

 

In c.995 one of the most powerful men in Scandinavia met his end at the hands of one 

of his slaves. This man, reportedly had control of sixteen districts within Norway, with each 

district appointed a jarl by his hands.1 While powerful, he was not a king like many of his rivals, 

but a jarl; Hákon Sigurðsson. Two centuries later in c.1195 the Norwegian crown finally put an 

end to the longstanding relative independence of not a rival kingdom, but the jarldom of Orkney 

by defeating Haraldr jarl Maddaðarson.2 Despite this supposed power, out of the various titles 

found within Medieval Scandinavian society, that of the jarl is perhaps the most ambiguous. 

There is a distinct lack of modern scholarship and research involving the societal functions, in 

addition to the actual office of the jarl itself. Jarls are referred to as being second only to the 

kings and are described as a legitimate threat to kingly power, as can be seen throughout Old 

Norse literature.3 The greater part of current scholarship where this title of power is included, 

simply comprises of brief summaries about the jarl akin to a passing mention found within an 

introductory book to the Viking Age. Furthermore, apart from the acknowledgement that jarls 

held some sort of authority and governance responsibilities, the information that is presented 

about the jarls is frequently contradictory and vague, often resulting in the reader left wanting 

further information. Jarls are additionally subjected to a wide range of various labels and 

characteristics, normally without any semblance of uniformity on the matter. This has arguably 

resulted in the tendency to categorize the jarls within a wider aristocratic context, without an 

actual analysis on the jarls themselves ever occurring within the various discussions.  

                                                 
1 Edith Marold, Vivian Busch, Jana Krüger, Ann-Dörte Kyas and Katharina Seidel, translated from German by 

John Foulks, “Einarr skálaglamm Helgason, Vellekla” in Poetry from the Kings’ Sagas 1: From Mythical Times 

to c. 1035. Skaldic Poetry of the Scandinavian Middle Ages 1, ed. Diana Whaley (Turnhout: Brepols, 2012), 323 
2 Ian Beuermann, “Jarla Sǫgur Orkneyja. Status and Power of The Earls of Orkney According to Their Sagas”, in 

Ideology and Power in the Viking and Middle Ages; Scandinavian, Iceland, Ireland, Orkney and the Faroes, eds. 

Gro Steinsland, Jón Viðar Sigurðsson, Jan Erik Rekdal and Ian Beuermann. (Leiden: Brill, 2011), 109 
3 Angus A. Somerville & R. Andrew McDonald, The Vikings and their Age (Toronto: University of Toronto 

Press, 2013), 40 
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Philologist and language historian, Klaus Johan Myrvoll, has suggested that skaldic 

poetry may be a feasibly employed source, but has yet to be utilized to its potential.4 Finding 

support in Myrvoll’s suggestion, this work will aim to provide a new examination of the jarl as 

a societal institution and its development than readily available through the fresh guise of using 

skaldic poetry as the primary sources. In order to go about this, this work will lean on the 

theoretical approach of using skalds as eye-witnesses to the Early Medieval period by using 

their employed metaphors and other symbolic terminology as accurate representations of what 

they describe. Furthermore, the metaphors will be systematically compiled and categorized into 

9 different attributes, then subjected to examination quantitatively and qualitatively. By using 

these methodologies and theories, this work will therefore seek to bring clarity to the jarl as an 

institution of power and in turn, display its development over the course of c.850-1250. Through 

this exploration, we can begin to unravel the finer points of the office of the jarl, and begin to 

see whether or not there is more to this office of Early Medieval power than what it is credited 

as at this current time. 

 Histography  

Early Medieval Scandinavian historian Jón Viðar Sigurðsson has notably contributed to 

the wider discussion pertaining to the jarls by astutely navigating through the complexities of 

the power structure of Early Medieval and Medieval Scandinavian society by displaying the 

importance of generosity in society. 5 In addition to Jón Viðar’s notable contributions, through 

his historical analysis of the Early Medieval Scandinavian power structure through c.1000-

1300, Nikolai Alexander Olafsen provides a unique and informative look of the history of the 

jarl’s political role in the later periods as the first of its kind in his master’s thesis.6 The work 

of these two individuals are not representative of the entirety of the corpus, however. When 

looking at other relative works, one may find themselves experiencing a feeling of discontent 

with the information presented about the jarls found elsewhere in other works, itching to know 

                                                 
4 Klaus Johan Myrvoll, ‘Bruk og misbruk av skaldekvæde hjå norske historikarar’: in Historisk tidsskrift, ed. 93 

(2014) 383-406 
5 Jón Viðar Sigurðsson, Viking Friendship. The Social Bond in Iceland and Norway, c. 900–1300. (New York: 

Cornell University Press, 2017) and Jón Viðar Sigurðsson, Ideology and Power in the Viking and Middle Ages; 

Scandinavian, Iceland, Ireland, Orkney and the Faroes, (Leiden: Brill, 2011), both come highly recommended. 
6 Nikolai Alexander Olafsen, "Kongens høyre hånd? En studie av jarlenes politiske rolle i Skandinavia og på 

Orknøyene, ca. 1000 – 1300." (Master’s Thesis, University of Oslo, 2017). Retrieved March 05, 2019, from 

http://www.duo.uio.no 

http://www.duo.uio.no/
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more than what was conveyed. This feeling is anything but ill-founded as the overall current 

state of the histography involving the jarls as an office of power is in reality quite limited to say 

the least. The general assumption of the institution of the jarl is that they were something of a 

hybrid between a landed warlord and an aristocrat, but many of the authors tend to shy away 

from focusing on the jarl in-depth. 

When jarls appear within a discussion, it is commonly done so as a passing mention, 

almost as if it was intended as a way of simply acknowledging the existence of the office. More 

frequently, when jarls are brought up in the majority of academic works, this office of power 

within Scandinavian society is normally only quickly mentioned at best, almost as if the various 

authors are completely aware of the complexities of the office, not daring to touch upon the 

matter further. It is during these instances that when the office of the jarl is brought up, it is 

done so as contextual information, similar to what one may find in an introductory book seeking 

to outline or perhaps provide a brief overview of the Viking Age intended for newer audiences. 

It is also just as common to find this title of power simply being employed as a transitionary 

method within historical overview analyses with the sole purpose to bring the discussion of the 

freedmen and women of Scandinavian society into the subject of the kings. In many instances, 

it is quite normally the case that when used as a transition between the Scandinavian social 

classes, that more attention is given to the freedmen and women, rather than the actual jarls 

themselves.7 We are able to see this this trend being visibly displayed within Ideology and 

Power in Norway and Iceland, 1150-1250 as well.8 In this work, Costel Coroban, an assistant 

professor of linguistics at Ovidius University of Constanta, describes the concept of power 

through a single century with relative ease by using the historical method as an analytical tool, 

but the lacking discussion of the jarl leaves one wanting further information. In fact, outside of 

the first page of the introduction, the office of the jarl is not discussed with the one exception 

of appearing within a model displaying society in High Medieval Norway, instead favoring the 

kings and the goði, or the Icelandic chieftains.9 An unfortunate turn of events for a book aiming 

to discuss ideology and political power in Norway, where it is acknowledged in the introduction 

that “the kings, the jarls and the chieftains (goði) were the holders of political power”.10 It is 

quite common that it is here that we also begin to see just how frequently the jarls are subjected 

                                                 
7 Somerville & McDonald, The Vikings and their Age, 39-42 
8 Costel Coroban, Ideology and Power in Norway and Iceland, 1150-1250 (Cambridge: Cambridge Scholars 

Publishing, 2018) 
9 Ibid, 1 
10 Ibid.  
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to simply having an aristocratic label slapped onto them without much more thought given on 

the matter, completely forgoing any particular effort to unravel their exact role as the supposed 

‘second to the king’, if any at all.  

Just as information regarding the functions of the jarl is problematic, assigning them an 

exact label has been something of an issue as well. There certainly are some sources that do 

refer to the jarls as their proper title, as is displayed within Angus A. Somerville’s and R. 

Andrew McDonald’s historical overview work, The Vikings and their Age.11 There are however 

scholars who have gotten in the habit of referring to the title of the jarl and the earls of the 

British Isles as one and the same, without a comparative analysis of the two titles having 

occurred. There have even been reoccurring discrepancies with regards to how some refer to 

them in their own works. Ethnologist Alexander Fenton uses the title of jarl in a brief outline 

of the social classes, while discussing the consolidation of settlement within Orkney, but then 

proceeds to style them as earls for the remainder of the chapter.12 This trend occurs elsewhere, 

as seen within the historian and archaeologist, Barbara E. Crawford’s chapter within Celtic-

Norse Relationships in the Irish Sea in the Middle Ages 800-1200, where she states that the 

rulers of Orkney retained the title of ‘jarl’, but shortly after refers to the “Orkney earldom”.13 

This effectively only furthers the inconsistency of the jarl as a label.  

It is perhaps quite unsurprising that this issue has been nothing short of a common trend 

that even occurs upon scouring indexes. All too often that upon reaching the jarl’s entry in an 

index, if present, one will find it being accompanied by the title of the earl in some way, often 

appearing as such; “jarl (earl)” or other variants. In some cases, one will simply come across 

“jarl: see Earls”, merely being referred to the earls with the author not attempting to even make 

note of the actual title. When an explanation is given as to why the jarls are being referred to as 

earls, many of these authors and respected scholars alike cite a matter of etymology for their 

reasoning; the Old Norse word of jarl is the equivalent of earl.14 Be this as it may, it is beneficial 

to consider matters beyond an etymological approach. Etymology is undoubtfully a useful 

method that should be used for supporting evidence where plausible, but just as words can 

                                                 
11 Somerville & McDonald, The Vikings and their Age, 39-42 
12 Alexander Fenton, Northern Isles: Orkney and Shetland, (Edinburgh: John Donald Publishers LTD, 1978), 20-

22 
13 Barbara E. Crawford, “The Kingdom of Man and the Earldom of Orkney—Some Comparisons” in Celtic-

Norse Relationships in the Irish Sea in the Middle Ages 800-1200, eds. Jón Viðar Sigurðsson and Timothy 

Bolton (Leiden: Brill, 2013), 66-71 
14 Ibid, 67 
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develop, so can their meanings. It is therefore, my intention to understand what the Old Norse 

term of jarl actually meant while in use and how the institution developed over time. Would it 

be correct to then assume that the modern term earl does in fact refer to the Viking Age and 

Early Medieval term of jarl? 

It is mentioned within The Anglo-Saxon chronicle that upon his conquest in Anglo-

Saxon England in c.1016, Knut divided up his new domain; “Wessex for himself, East Anglia 

for Thorkell, Mercia for Eadric and Northumbria for Eric.”15 It is interesting to note that this 

Eric mentioned is Eiríkr Hákonarson, Jarl of Lade. Jarls had stepped foot within Britain 

previously, but it was this division of Anglo-Saxon soil at the hands of Knut that reportedly 

heralded in the introduction of the title of earl as an institution in England by its replacement of 

the ealdorman.16 The presence of the Scandinavians amongst the Anglo-Saxon ealdorman has 

been suggested as a possible cause of this implementation, but has yet to reach a unified 

consensus on the matter. In her discussion of the Danish Conquest of England, Ann Williams 

is of the belief that for this change to have occurred, it would have had to be accompanied by a 

change in function for it to be of real significance. Williams continues by pointing out that this 

speculation, while plausible, is unlikely due to Þorkell’s power in East Anglia resembling that 

of his predecessor.17 However, she does not recognize Þorkell’s strained relationship with Knut 

at this time, which could be a contributor as to why Þorkells power resembled that of his 

ealdorman predecessor. Just as with the ambiguity surrounding the jarls, the roles and exact 

power of Knut’s earls are indistinct and it is uncertain where their exact authority laid.18 In 

c.1030, the disappearance of the Scandinavian earls from English governance affairs reportedly 

gave way to the direct prevention of a lasting Anglo-Scandinavian establishment, which would 

have allowed something of a renewed Anglo-Saxon institution to occur.19 This disappearance 

of the Scandinavian earls, may in fact be quite telling. It is possible that upon the Scandinavian’s 

departure or waning influence, the title could have been able to change with regards to function 

in accordance with Anglo-Saxon concepts of power, which would have ultimately separated 

itself from that of the jarl. This appears to be the case, as when the societal roles of kings and 

earls in late Anglo-Saxon England are explored, one will find that power lay firmly in the king’s 

                                                 
15 Dorothy Whitelock, David C. Douglas and Susie I. Tucker (eds), The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle; a revised 

translation, 2nd Edn (London: Eyre and Spottiswoode, 1965), 1017 
16 Ann Williams, Kingship and Government in Pre-Conquest England, c.500-1066 (London: MacMillan Press 

LTD, 1999), 131 
17 Ibid. 
18 Ibid. 
19 Ibid, 132 
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favor. 20 Jarls are, however, described as being seconds to the kings and are quite difficult to 

tell apart from one another in Old Norse literature. The earls of the British Isles have yet to 

enjoy a comparison such as this. Despite this, it is still difficult to say for certain.  

Established as an institution by Knut, there is little doubt to conclude with relative 

certainty that the title of earl was a Scandinavian transmission of the office of the jarl, that later 

changed into ‘earl’ on an etymological basis. The matter of societal function and institutional 

development is more complicated and less clear. There certainly is a healthy amount of 

evidence leaning in support of the two titles developing differences in function and power alike, 

but there has yet to be an analysis of the jarl’s development nonetheless a comparison of the 

two. Until someone specifically embarks on the task to clarify their roles, it cannot be said for 

certain in good faith whether or not ‘earl’ can or should be used when referring to the office of 

the jarl.  

Upon his examination of Medieval Scandinavian politics, Medieval historian Eric 

Christiansen, proclaims that; “They upheld or dislodged kings, cults, rivals; fitted out fleets and 

dominated districts; they maintained military households, and could count on freeholders as 

clients”, an astute introduction if there was any, indeed, as Christiansen is able to directly 

convey more information regarding the societal functions of the jarl than many of his 

predecessors.21 Although, this statement does not come without its issues. The problem with 

this description is two-fold; analytical and labeling. Outside of stating actions and functions, 

the beforementioned trend of not actually examining the functions of the jarl or their societal 

roles to bolster the claims resurfaces. Labeling is once again an issue as well; he does not 

actually refer to the jarls as such directly. Even though he makes note of certain acts of power 

associated with the jarls, Christiansen has applied this description to ‘chieftains’ or ‘magnates’ 

rather than jarls.22 The one occurrence of the title of the jarl is when it is suggested that the title 

was just a commodity that these chieftains or magnates could purchase at the right price from 

the king, seemingly forgetting the powerful hereditary dynasties of the Jarls of Lade, Møre or 

the Orkneys, each capable in their own right to challenge royal power.23 This is not to say that 

the jarls were not chieftains, because they certainly were. The title of chieftain is a 

generalization that is used to denote landed regional rulers or perhaps community leaders, while 

                                                 
20 Stephen Baxter, The Earls of Mercia (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 124 
21 Eric Christiansen, The Norsemen in the Viking Age (Oxford: Blackwell, 2006), 160 
22 Ibid. 
23 Ibid. 
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the title of jarl designates an individual (chieftain) who is just below the king.24 Jón Viðar 

Sigurðsson makes note of this as well, by making a clear distinction of the two titles while 

explaining the intricacies of gift-giving and power within Scandinavian society.25 So, in 

essence, the jarls themselves were chieftains, but not every chieftain was a jarl and the act of 

assigning the jarls such a wide-ranging term only leads to further confusion regarding the matter 

at hand.  

The notion of how the jarls are often referred to as being the seconds to kings or another 

similar phrase denoting that the jarl was a powerful and high-ranking member of society, able 

to directly oppose royal power, must be considered as well. It is certainly of interest to note that 

while the jarls are labeled as such, the earls of Great Britain have yet to enjoy a comparison 

such as this. Although it is not elaborated upon, out of the various labels that have been applied 

to the office of the jarl, this assertion makes the most sense, as it is frequently difficult to 

effectively distinguish a king and a jarl from one another within contemporary literature, a trend 

that medieval historian Henry Loyn realizes and makes note of as well.26 This notion is 

supported throughout the Old Norse literary corpus, but becomes quite evident within skaldic 

poetry in particular. Stanza 25 from Einarr skálaglamm Helgason’s, Vellekla hosts but one 

instance of this assertion; 

Hitt vas auk, at eykir  

aurborðs á vit norðan  

und sigrunni svinnum  

sunnr Danmarkar runnu.  

Ok holmfjǫturs hjalmi  

Hǫrða valdr of faldinn  

Dofra danskra jǫfra  

   dróttinn fund of sótti.27 

 

Vellekla ́ s 25th stanza displays several different titles in use, each of which conveying rulership, 

that are attributed to either Hákon jarl Sigurðarson (valdr, dróttinn) or king Haraldr blátǫnn 

(jǫfra), but the indisputable title that directly conveys kingship, konungr, is not present.28 

                                                 
24 Nora Berend, Christianization and the Rise of Christian Monarchy; Scandinavia, Central Europe and Rus’ c. 

900-1200 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 128 
25 Jón Viðar Sigurðsson, Viking Friendship. The Social Bond in Iceland and Norway, c. 900–1300. (New York: 

Cornell University Press, 2017), 57 
26 Henry Loyn, The Vikings in Britain (Oxford: Blackwell, 1994), 7 
27 “It also happened that the draught-animals of the plank ran from the north under the wise victory-tree south 

towards Denmark. And the ruler of the Hǫrðar (Hákon jarl), the lord of the Dofrar (Hákon jarl), wearing the 

helmet of the island-fetter, sought a meeting with the Danish rulers (king Haraldr blátǫnn).” Translation by 

Marold, “Einarr skálaglamm Helgason, Vellekla”, 314 
28 Geir T. Zoëga, A Concise Dictionaory of Old Icelandic (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1971), 247 
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Interestingly enough, upon the subject of labels, Jón Viðar Sigurðsson observed that “dróttinn” 

is used only in reference to kings, but makes special note to clarify that the Jarls of Lade would 

be treated as kings within his work.29 Prose works such as Jómsvíkinga saga, not only displays 

this trend as well, but frequently goes further. Within this saga, shortly after the events that 

stanza 25 from Vellekla conveys, king Haraldr blátǫnn attempted to impose Christianity onto 

his supposed tributary, Hákon Sigurðarson, which ultimately results in Hákon breaking all ties 

with Danish authority without challenge. After this account occurs within Jómsvíkinga saga, it 

states afterwards;  

“ok sitr Hákon nú of kyrt í landino, ok ræðr nú einn fyrir öllum Noregi, ok geldr 

aldregi síðan skatta Haraldi konúngi Gormssyni, ok er mjök í rénan þeirra 

vingan” [And now sits Hákon quietly over in the land, and now rules alone over 

entire Norway, and never again paid tribute to King Haraldr Gormsson].30 31 

This passage may be short, but it potentially speaks volumes of the power wielded by the jarls. 

This trend may not be a commonly reoccurring instance within the entirety of the corpus, it is, 

however, still nevertheless present and potentially telling of the power of the jarl. Afterall, how 

can a jarl be second to kingly power or even comparable to an aristocratic office of the earls of 

Great Britain, when a king cannot always enforce their policies on them?  

Depending on the exact centuries covered, caution is however urged when employing prose 

works to convey any assertion of historical value for some of the earliest centuries. Prose works 

were written several centuries after the events they describe, and Jómsvíkinga saga is no 

different. The events described within must have occurred sometime in the mid to late 10th 

century on the basis on the individuals who appear within the work, but the actual work itself 

was composed sometime in the 13th century. This has given way to the belief that Jómsvíkinga 

saga and other prose works are nothing but works of fiction.32 While others argue in favor of 

Jómsvíkinga saga, claiming its credibility by drawing comparison to the mostly historical 

Orkneyinga saga.33 Regardless of being a complete work of fiction or a viable source, one must 

                                                 
29 Jón Viðar Sigurðsson, “Kings, Earls and Chieftains. Rulers in Norway, Orkney and Iceland, c. 900-1300” in 

Ideology and Power in the Viking and Middle Ages; Scandinavian, Iceland, Ireland, Orkney and the Faroes, eds. 

Gro Steinsland, Jón Viðar Sigurðsson, Jan Erik Rekdal and Ian Beuermann. (Leiden: Brill, 2011), 71-80. 
30Jómsvíkíngasaga. (n.d.). Accessed 03.04.2019. Retrieved from https://heimskringla.no/wiki/Jómsvíkíngasaga 
31 Translation by author. 
32 Sirpa Aalto, ‘Jómsvíkinga Saga as a Part of Old Norse Historiography’ in Scripta Islandica, ed. 65 (2014), 33 
33 Ibid, pp. 33-53 

https://heimskringla.no/wiki/Jómsvíkíngasaga
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always be mindful to subject any source to contextual criticism, before historical parallels are 

to be made.  

This lack of scholarly work regarding such a well-known Early Medieval Scandinavian 

institution is indeed quite lacking and in truth when present, quickly becomes a maze of 

contradictory information that often leaves one wanting furthering material. Despite the 

inconvenience this all brings; it is still moderately understandable due to the ambiguity of the 

jarl as an office of power, and thus their societal functions. Even though there are no true 

shortages of primary sources one could make use of, whether philological, historical or 

archaeological, none of which provide a definitive answer regarding the societal functions of 

the jarl or its development as an institution. It is perhaps from this assertion that one can begin 

to see why the state of scholarship regarding a well-known institution of Medieval power is as 

lacking as it is. It is perhaps time for an individual to undertake the great task of unveiling the 

shroud of mystery regarding the jarl’s role in society and the development of the office of the 

jarl, a task I am excited to undertake myself. 
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2 Theory and Methodology 

 Theoretical premise  

There are several relevant theories that one might use when studying the Viking and 

Medieval social strata of rulership, friendship and even networking. Jón Viðar Sigurðsson has 

long theorized that the concept of networking, under the guise of friendship and gift-giving can 

be used as a  method intended to explain the power structure of Early Medieval Scandinavia.34 

In his examination of rulership through the lens of Konungs skuggsiá in the edited work, 

Ideology and Power in the Viking Age and Middle Ages, Jón Viðar Sigurðsson employs what 

is called the ‘core’ definition. The methodology of this ‘core’ definition could be summarized 

as establishing the internal structure of a set of values or beliefs as coherent and should therefore 

be analyzed by their descriptions.35 In the same work, Olof Sundqvist´s examination of cult 

buildings in the Late Iron Age and the Early Medieval period in the Mälar region undergoes a 

long-term perspective theory, as a means to view how rulers used halls and cultic buildings to 

express and maintain political power.36 Sundqvist ultimately concludes that both Christian and 

pre-Christian cult buildings, like the hall, were expressions of sovereignty from those who 

owned them.37 The interpretations produced from Sundqvist’s theory, often reinforces that of 

Gro Steinsland, who theorizes that rulership within Early Medieval Scandinavian society was 

dependent on religious ideology and that descent from the divine, god or giant, to be a central 

aspect of societal rulership.38 Additionally, we see that historians tend to lean on the historical 

method alongside a critical text analysis as means to comprehend the concept of societal power, 

as Costel Coroban does in his work, Ideology and Power in Norway and Iceland, 1150-1250.39  

The theory employed in this work will differ. My personal understanding of the societal 

institution of the jarl will alternatively, be through the eye-witnesses of the time, the skalds. In 

                                                 
34 Jón Viðar Sigurðsson, Viking Friendship. The Social Bond in Iceland and Norway, c. 900–1300. (New York: 

Cornell University Press, 2017) 
35 Jón Viðar Sigurðsson, “Kings, Earls and Chieftains. Rulers in Norway, Orkney and Iceland, c. 900-1300” 70 
36 Olof Sundqvist, “An Arena for Higher Powers. Cult Buildings and Rulers in the Late Iron Age and the Early 

Medieval period in the Mälar Region.” in Ideology and Power in the Viking and Middle Ages; Scandinavian, 

Iceland, Ireland, Orkney and the Faeroes, eds. Gro Steinsland, Jón Viðar Sigurðsson, Jan Erik Rekdal and Ian 

Beuermann. (Leiden: Brill, 2011), 163 
37 Ibid, 203 
38 Gro Steinsland, “Origin Myths and Rulership”, in Ideology and Power in the Viking and Middle Ages; 

Scandinavian, Iceland, Ireland, Orkney and the Faeroes, eds. Gro Steinsland, Jón Viðar Sigurðsson, Jan Erik 

Rekdal and Ian Beuermann. (Leiden: Brill, 2011), 62 
39 Coroban, Ideology and Power in Norway and Iceland, 1150-1250, 7 
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their poems, skalds define societal functions of positions of power, including the jarl, through 

both metaphors and symbolical terminology; kennings and heitis. Metaphors and symbolical 

language, are for many people, arguably seen as matters of poetic imagination or even rhetorical 

extravagance, as cognitive linguist and philosopher, George Lakoff explains.40 Contrarily, 

metaphors have been argued to be present within every-day life, allowing metaphors to be 

alternatively viewed as linguistical expressions conveying preciseness.41 Therefore, metaphors 

and other symbolical terminology will be seen as reflections of practical functions in the society 

of their time and offer an astute perception of how certain offices were valued within society. 

There is of course, the matter of the hermeneutical spiral. The concept of the 

hermeneutical spiral presents some interesting challenges, that everyone is subjected to, myself 

included. Historians have endeavored to define the Viking Age and the Early Medieval period, 

ever since Snorri Sturluson composed his work centered around Norwegian and Swedish kings, 

Heimskringla. Archaeologists have strived to illuminate these periods as well, by excavating a 

wide array of structures, all of which are subjected to interpretation on the basis of already 

existing knowledge. How can we in modernity effectively contribute to the furtherment of 

understanding about the Early Medieval period without being subjected to currently existing 

notions? Every new piece of information is ultimately influenced from the outside in its own 

way, be it contemporary political conditions, the period of composition or the general prevailing 

viewpoints of that respective period. When the text has been subjected to influence from other 

works and outside influences, how is it possible to truly understand any text when there is 

essentially no absolutely valid interpretation of it?42 It is here we must ask ourselves; how might 

one allow the text to speak for itself? The language used by the skalds presents this opportunity, 

by using the skald as an eye-witness and their employed language as a means to provide clarity 

can allow the source to stand on its own. 

By approaching skaldic poetry as a source, I consequently rely on fundamental 

philological theory and considerations. Since this work is based upon philological editions, it 

is directly subjected to the editor’s selection of included poems and in turn, their sources. The 

poems that the editors have opted to include within the edition are likely their own personal 

interpretations of the best-preserved transmission of the poem. The majority of surviving 

manuscripts exist as copies, and copies of copies, and therefore stay at a degree of unreliability, 

                                                 
40 George Lakoff and Mark Johnsen, Metaphors we live by. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1980), 3-5 
41 Ibid, 6 
42 Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method. (New York: Continuum, 2004), 386 
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as no two copies are normally the same.43 I, however, aim to look beyond the prose and 

alternatively toward skaldic poetry. Some skaldic poetry is preserved in full and continuous 

form within manuscripts, hosting a date not far in time from the original period of the poem’s 

composition.44 This is not reflective for the majority of poems, though. Many poems are 

fragmented and scattered, sometimes lost completely and sometimes found in different 

manuscripts, hosting different variations of the poems themselves.45 Despite this, as philologist 

Diana Whaley explains, the skalds have left us many clues regarding their original form and 

techniques.46  

 Methodology  

In his 2014 article, “Bruk og misbruk av skaldekvæde hjå norske historikarar”, Klaus Johan 

Myrvoll argued that skaldic poetry is a superior source to employ when compared to the prose, 

but has yet to be used to its fullest potential at the current time.47 Originating as an oral tradition, 

skaldic poetry hosts rigid and intricate metrical rules that allows it to favor an accurate 

memorization of the material, and thus an accurate transmission into written culture.48 As 

Myrvoll perceptively explains, skaldic poetry is not immune to alteration, it however still has a 

fixed form in both meter and rhyme, which has allowed for a distinct lack of variation when 

contrasted to the prose.49 This work will follow suit with the suggestion presented by Klaus 

Johan Myrvoll, preferring to use the skaldic poetry corpus for the primary sources. It is from 

this assertion that can allow one to see that skaldic poetry does in fact contain information that 

is closer to the events in which they describe when compared to prose works. By making use 

of the skaldic poem corpus as my primary source, I will do something entirely new in a 

historical sense, meanwhile taking philological, and where possible, archaeological 

considerations into account. 

                                                 
43 Mathew J. Driscoll, “The Words on the Page: Thoughts on philology, old and new” in Creating the Medieval 

Saga: Versions, Variability and Editorial Interpretations of Old Norse Saga Literature. The Viking Collection, 

vol. 18. (Odense: University Press of Southern Denmark, 2010), 87 
44 Diana Whaley, ‘Reconstruction of skaldic poems’ in Poetry from the Kings’ Sagas 1: From Mythical Times to 

c. 1035. Skaldic Poetry of the Scandinavian Middle Ages 1. (Turnhout: Brepols, 2012), xxxix 
45 Ibid. 
46 Ibid, xl 
47 Myrvoll, ‘Bruk og misbruk av skaldekvæde hjå norske historikarar’, 383-406 
48 Diana Whaley, “Skaldic Poetry” in A Companion to Old Norse-Icelandic Literature, ed. Rory McTurk 

(Oxford: Blackwell, 2005), 488 
49 Myrvoll, ‘Bruk og misbruk av skaldekvæde hjå norske historikarar’, 383-406 
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Between modern scholarly sources, translations of skaldic poems and online databases, 

there are unquestionably no lack of available means to access the skaldic poetry corpus. The 

Skaldic Poetry of the Scandinavian Middle Ages series from Brepols is a great tool to access 

the skaldic poetry corpus. Just as this exploration seeks to provide a fresh examination of the 

jarl as an institution, the series sets a high standard by seeking to provide their readers with an 

updated analytical compilation of the wide-ranging skaldic poetry corpus. Each one of the 

volumes found within the Skaldic Poetry of the Scandinavian Middle Ages series truly provides 

superior information not mimicked elsewhere. In the beginning chapters of each volume, a brief 

but often detailed biography is included of each notable individual recorded within the poems 

respectively covered. Upon the introduction of a new poem, the various editors of each volume 

provide detailed introductions of the actual poem, informing the reader of contextual 

information, about not only the poem, but also a brief historical look at the aspects within the 

poem in addition to an orthographic analysis. These editors go a step further by providing a 

step-by-step look at each surviving stanza in its metrical form, but also in normalized Old Norse 

that is accompanied with an English translation and when alternative interpretations of the poem 

are known, they too are included. These sources will be an immense assistance by not only their 

contents, but as well as the benefit of providing a single source for such a wide-ranging 

exploration. 

On the basis of relativity to the matter of the jarls, only three volumes from the series will 

be used. Even though they are certainly interesting and informative in their own right, Poetry 

on Christian Subjects and additionally, Poetry in fornaldarsögur, both do not adequately 

contribute to the discussion due to their contents lacking useable information regarding the 

office of the jarl and will thus be omitted on the ground of relevance. Instead, preferring to 

focus on the volumes that host any degree of viably useful information that could be used to 

see how the jarls are described and the attributes assigned by the skalds. Therefore, establishing 

Poetry from Treatises on Poetics edited by Kari Ellen Gade, Poetry from the Kings’ Sagas from 

Mythical Times to c. 1035 as well as Poetry from the c.1035 to c.1300, which were edited by 

Diana Whaley and Kari Ellen Gade respectively, as the main sources used for this work. Using 

these three volumes to access the required skaldic poetry needed, will provide the discussion 

with an informative, and credible resource to undertake the task at hand. 

Just as this work will make use of the skaldic poems that can be found within the Skaldic 

Poetry of the Scandinavian Middle Ages, it would certainly be appropriate that the timeline used 
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to bring clarity to the office of the jarl mimics that of the series in which the poems have been 

accessed from. The series begins at what is labeled as ‘mythical times’ and does not reach its 

conclusion until the 14th century. Although this timeframe could certainly be mimicked, there 

is a lack of usable sources that prevents doing so in actuality. The eldest skaldic poem that hosts 

a description of a jarl does not occur until Sigurðardrápa, composed sometime in the 10th 

century and touches upon events regarding one of the earliest famed Jarls of Lade, Sigurðr 

Hákonsonar. The oldest jarl that appears in the corpus, however, is Sigurðr’s father, Hákon 

Grjótgarðsson within Háleygjatal. The act of claiming that an analysis starts at ‘mythical times’ 

but in reality, beginning around c.850 via Hákon Grjótgarðsson would certainly be troublesome, 

making the 9th century as good a date as any to begin with. Sturla Þórðarson’s 13th century 

poem, Hrynhenda contrasts this by providing the youngest recoverable description of a jarl 

within the selected corpus. Scholars are fairly certain on the exact date of the composition of 

Hrynhenda, attributing its creation in Iceland during the summer of c.1263.50 The appearance 

of Birger Magnusson in the poem, however, is brief and centered around the events of sending 

off his daughter to marry King Hákon Hákonarson’s son in c.1251, a date that will be favored 

instead. Just as Hákon Grjótgarðsson provides us with a feasible starting date, Birger 

Magnusson will supply an ending date, effectively setting the parameters of this work to c.850 

– 1250. These parameters will not only corelate to the eldest and youngest recoverable skaldic 

poems, but have the added benefit of demonstrating the development process of the jarl as an 

office of power during the early Viking Age through the High Middle Ages.  

 The methodological strategy: quantitative and qualitative analysis 

Employed by kings and jarls alike, skalds were masters of their craft and rarely shied away 

from labeling kings or jarls with certain attributes and descriptions befitting their respective 

offices, even when the individual simply appeared in the poem, not necessarily having to be the 

skald’s patron. It is of my opinion, that the best way to go about demonstrating how the office 

of the jarl developed over the centuries and clarifying their societal functions is best done by 

the examination of the symbolic terminology the skalds used to describe the individual jarls 

along with the inclusion of their direct actions. By using Vellekla, we can see how effective this 

strategy may be. The skald who composed the work, Einarr skálaglamm Helgason, describes 

                                                 
50 Valgerður Erna Þorvaldsdóttir, “Sturla Þórðarson, Hrynhenda", in Poetry from the Kings’ Sagas 2: From 

c.1035 to c. 1300. Skaldic poetry of the Scandinavian Middle Ages 2, ed. Kari Ellen Gade (Turnhout: Brepols, 

2009), 678 
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Hákon Sigurðsson as “Fangsæll folkeflandi fylkir knátti”, meaning; [The plunder-rich battle-

supporting ruler].51 This short description may seem trivial, but the reality of the situation is 

quite different indeed, as it yields much information that can be used. Einarr skálaglamm 

Helgason’s description of the jarl effectually informs us that Hákon was seen as a man of 

generosity through the mention of plunder, as well as being not only just a ruler, but rather, one 

of quite some power, powerful enough for Einarr to make obvious note of. Even though the 

descriptions of the jarls as seen within skaldic poetry may be the best way to unshroud this 

mystery of the roles and development of the jarl, it is still certainly no easy task. As mentioned 

earlier, the skaldic corpus range is indeed quite broad and any discussion of which can become 

quite cluttered. Where exactly should one start to undertake this task?  

I will begin by systematizing all of the relevant data in a single table, which will be provided 

within the appendix of this work along with other relative graphs. The appendix will be 

organized alphabetically by the name of the poems, to provide the reader the luxury of an easily 

referable source. As a whole, the compiled data will be analyzed quantitatively, as a means to 

provide wide-ranging examples suitable for chronological considerations. However, when 

highlighted stanzas appear in the examination, special care will be taken to examine them 

qualitatively as well. This table will consist of every recoverable attribute, description and of 

course kenning that pertain to the individual jarls found within skaldic poetry. This compilation 

will not only include the attributes of the given jarl and the centuries he was active, but will go 

several steps further by providing additional information in order to provide the reader with 

greater framework regarding the exploration. The included supplementary information will 

range from the names of the poems, the skald who composed said poems, their affiliation, in 

addition to the exact stanza of where the description occurs within said poem. The inclusion of 

the names of the skald who composed the poem alongside the poem’s name may seem to be 

rather redundant to some and perhaps not of importance. On the contrary, it is quite important 

to do so, as many poems share the same name, but not the same composer. We can see this 

instance through the skaldic poem known as Hrynhenda, which can refer to several distinct 

works composed by Óláfr hvítaskáld Þórðarson, Sturla Þórðarson or Arnórr jarlaskáld 

Þórðarson respectively. The inclusion of such supplementary information as the precise 

location of jarl’s description within the original source will be included as well, as this will 

allow the reader to easily locate any of the given descriptions of the jarl. 

                                                 
51 Marold, “Einarr skálaglamm Helgason, Vellekla”, 312 
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Moreover, a single descriptive word summary, such as ‘ruler’ or ‘warrior’ will also be 

included for every description that has been recorded. These single word descriptions will serve 

as the analytical categories for the upcoming examination and will anchored in the theoretical 

framework; the skald as an eye-witness. Doing so will serve as an exemplary way to further 

categorize the descriptions in addition to being able to easily understand just how the holders 

of the title were viewed. In many instances a single word description will not be plausible. For 

instance, take one of the descriptions of Skúli Bárðarson in Háttatal; “the friend of the people 

pledges himself to the chant of the shield.”52 By assigning one descriptive word to a phrase 

such as this would be counter-productive, as it is quite clear that the skald is conveying more 

than one attribute that is assigned to the jarl that we can use. In instances such as this, several 

separate descriptive words will be favored separated by a comma. To refer back to the 

previously used description of Hákon Sigurðsson, stanzas with multiple descriptions will 

instead be recorded alphabetically as ‘ruler, warrior’ as he is both being described as a warrior 

along with a kenning for ‘ruler’ (friend of the people).  

As just noted, such words as “ruler” and “warrior” will be employed as a single word 

descriptive summary in order to show how the skald portrays the jarl. The other labels that will 

be made use of include; ‘cultic’, ‘divinity’, ‘excellence’, ‘generous’ ‘seafarer’, ‘wisdom’ and 

of course ‘other’. Some terms, such as ‘seafarer’ and ‘generous’ are to assign the qualities of 

just that, a man who is seen as one who embarks on ocean-bound voyages or to show mastery 

handling a ship and a man who is seen as a generous individual respectively and arguably leave 

no question for further explanation at this current moment. These two may not need further 

explanation as to their meanings, yet this cannot be said with the rest of the included 

descriptions. The label of ‘divinity’ will be applied to the jarls who have any sort of divinity 

attached to them; a distinguisher between pre-Christian and Christian divinity is not made. The 

‘cultic’ attribute originates from several stanzas effectively assigning cultic functions (pre-

Christian religious functions) or meanings behind the actions of the jarl. The label of ‘wisdom’ 

will be assigned to all descriptions of the jarl that pertain to directly being wise or having a 

notable degree of intelligence. When used within the appendix, the term of ‘excellence’ will be 

used as a blanket description intending to convey that the jarl is being assigned greater qualities 

than that of his peers or fellow man. It is here that such terms that signify bravery or prowess 

will fall under. Out of the vast skaldic poetry corpus, many attributes assigned to the jarl do not 

                                                 
52 Kari Ellen Gade, “Snorri Sturluson, Háttatal” in Poetry from Treatises on Poetics. Skaldic Poetry of the 

Scandinavian Middle Ages 3, eds. Kari Ellen Gade and Edith Marold (Turnhout: Brepols, 2017), 1067 
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appear in enough frequency to warrant assigning them their own distinct categorization and are 

therefore labeled as ‘other’. When this label is designated, a second label will follow suit. Take 

the instance of when Rǫgnvaldr Brúsason is referred to as “the prudent Rǫgnvaldr” within 

Rǫgnvaldsdrápa.53 In this stanza we see that the act of prudency is the assigned attribute by the 

skald, effectively becoming ‘other-personality’ within the compilation. These established 

interpretations often mirror those assigned by the editors of the employed editions of Skaldic 

Poetry of the Scandinavian Middle Ages. They do, however, frequently go further and thus, are 

my own personal interpretations of the various attributes through the meaning of the kennings 

and the context of the actual stanza. Regardless of being an adjective, a title or context, of my 

own personal interpretation, these designators will hereby be referred to and treated as an 

attribute within this work. 

This work will follow in line and provide the same abbreviations as Skaldic Poetry of the 

Scandinavian Middles Ages. Many of the abbreviations encompassed within these editions also 

include an abbreviated form of the skald´s name alongside the poem. When the skald’s 

abbreviation is included within this work, there are several poems with the same name or is a 

stanza brought into this work for comparison or context. Otherwise, just the abbreviation of the 

poem will be favored. For example, when examining some of Vellekla´s stanzas, the name of 

the poem will be capitalized, appearing as VELL and the number of which stanzas will follow. 

The full list of which can be found within the provided appendix. 

The attributes and descriptions of the various jarls that have been accumulated through the 

before mentioned volumes of the Skaldic Poetry of the Scandinavian Middle Ages will readily 

serve as a strong focal point with the aim of establishing a more concrete idea of the roles of 

the jarl within society and the development of the office. The added benefit of not having been 

embarked upon previously grants the unique chance to trace the development of such a well-

known position under a fresh guise. This will be done by using the recorded attributes found 

within the provided appendix in the back of this exploration, but while preferring to focus more 

so on the few most reoccurring attributes. In order to show this, the impending examination will 

be split into three distinct segments hosting qualitive analyses based on the quantitative results 

in addition to theoretical perspectives on rulership. Segment one, The rulers who practiced 

Bounty, will provide a look at the displayed generosity of the jarls within skaldic poetry. The 

                                                 
53 Diana Whaley, “Arnórr jarlaskáld Þórðarson, Rǫgnvaldsdrápa” in Poetry from the Kings’ Sagas 2: From c. 

1035 to c. 1300. Skaldic poetry of the Scandinavian Middle Ages 2, ed. Kari Ellen Gade (Turnhout: Brepols, 

2009), 181 
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second, The rulership of Jarls, will explore the finer points of how the jarls are frequently 

emphasized as being rulers, and finally the last portion, Jarls and the Divine, will provide a 

unique look at the jarl’s relationship with the supernatural as an institution of power. These 

attributes provided within each segment will be analyzed through historical contexts, but also 

while employing other primary sources when able to, such as archaeological and literature to 

bolster the feasibility of employing the theoretical approach of using the skald’s employed 

metaphors as precise conveyances of societal aspects. 

The inspection of the stanzas will be subjected to examination both quantitatively and 

qualitatively. The quantity of the applied attributes will be included within the first few 

paragraphs of each segment to provide the context of the attribute’s appearance throughout the 

centuries. Qualitatively, inside every segment, stanzas will be brought into the discussion. Each 

of these stanzas will be representative of every century covered, in order to reinforce the 

chronological aspect of every attribute being covered. The stanzas that are being brought into 

the examination directly, will ultimately be chosen from their relevance to the respective subject 

of the segments, as well as their ability to provide an interesting, but informative examination 

as a source. In instances where a more in-depth analysis of a stanza is required or when it is 

simply more favorable to do so, the full poem will be supplied in original form; in Old Norse 

and retaining its original metrical form. Otherwise, when full stanzas are provided, they will 

appear in normalized Old Norse and accompanied by an English translation. When available, 

several other relative stanzas will accompany the main ones. This will not only provide further 

reinforcement to the qualitative examination by bolstering it quantitively, but will furthermore, 

bring further light onto the comparative attributes being discussed at the time. 
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3 Results 

Not including the interpretations that fall under the vast umbrella of the label of ‘other’, 

there are 8 distinct labels that jarls have been attributed with within skaldic poetry that has 

resulted in a grand total of 444 separate stanzas being examined between c.850 -1250. When 

every attribute is tallied, however, the parameters of this work yields a total of 634 separate 

logged attributions of jarls when including the attribute of ‘other’ (87). When examining the 

raw data on chronological grounds, it presents some interesting revelations. The labels of 

‘divinity’ (33), ‘excellence’ (78), ‘generous’ (59), ‘ruler’ (177), and ‘warrior’ (159) occur 

throughout every century. While the numbers of appearances do naturally vary, there are only 

three attributes that are not present throughout each century being covered. The attribute of 

‘cultic’ (12), comes into use in the earliest portions and phases out completely from skaldic 

poetry around the late 10th century, but as will be discussed at a later point in time, there is 

feasible evidence to allow us to assume that it carried on into the 11th century. Whereas 

‘seafarer’ (13) and ‘wisdom’ (16) are not present until the early 10th century, but both do persist 

until the end of the set parameters. These provided attributes fall under a very limited number 

of contexts, the vast majority of which referring to battle. When deviations of this do occur, it 

is either under the guise of a cultic context or akin to generic praise being applied onto the jarl 

with no real indicator of further context. 

 



20 

 

 The rulers who practiced Bounty 

3.1.1 Generous by nature 

The importance of generosity is displayed throughout the entirety of the skaldic poetry 

corpus, where it becomes evident and fairly quickly at that, that the jarls are frequently 

described as being generous individuals. This is a reflection of the importance of generosity 

within Old Norse society, as a means of reinforcing one’s societal position. As it happens, the 

reflection of generosity being important within society shows that the skald’s metaphors and 

terminology are in fact able to mirror important societal and social aspects in their poems, at 

least as we understood them to be. The interpretation of ‘generous’ occurs with a total of 59 

separate logged attributes and every century covered within this exploration. In some of the 

oldest appearances, where the attributes are applied onto jarls living in the late 9th century, it is 

in reference to being liberal with sacrifices, but is most frequently in use as a means to describe 

the overall generosity of the jarl towards his subjects or routine, a trend that continues 

throughout the covered centuries of this exploration. Displaying that the usage of the label does 

change contexts, but stays the same; maintaining a relationship through gifts. The interpretation 

of generosity appears by itself the most, but is secondly most commonly grouped with the 

attribute of ‘ruler’ and that of ‘warrior’ as a close runner-up. While paired with these two 

attributes, there is seemingly no real way to differentiate without entering into redundancy. 

When ‘generous’ is paired with ‘ruler’, it is done so just to reinforce their rule. As for ‘warrior’, 

rulers needed experience as a warrior to effectively rule as well, so when accompanied by 

‘warrior’, it is simply only another label employed to reinforce their rule.  

This generosity of jarls is conveyed throughout a variety of contexts; governance, 

feasting, warfare or even having some sort of situation rooted in the application of having cultic 

function by way of being generous with sacrifices. The latter of which is particularly true when 

concerned with Hákon Sigurðsson and in order to give the proper justice it deserves, will 

undergo a complete analysis of its own in an upcoming segment, Jarls and the Divine, but will 

nevertheless be briefly discussed in the beginning portion of this segment. This wide spread 

overlap, while certainly great in an informative sense, does yield some problems with regards 

to how best take this interpretation of the ‘generous’ attribute without venturing into a confusing 

overlap with other attributions already discussed or those that will be discussed at a later point. 

Such a thing will however, be attempted at this time. The selection of provided examples from 



21 

 

the appendix will start chronologically by order of appearance within the skaldic corpus as a 

way to provide an easily referable and understood analysis of any developmental aspects of the 

jarls.  

The oldest stanzas that involve the trait of generosity within skaldic poetry are found to 

also relate to the interpretation of having a cultic societal function. This relation occurs 

contextually, through what the stanza as a whole is portraying, as seen by the earliest 

appearance of ‘generous’ within SIGDR 6 and additionally, VELL 15. The association of the 

two attributes also appears directly, through the action of a more direct assignment, as is 

displayed within HÁL 9 and, of course, Tindr Hákdr 8. The matter of the ‘cultic’ attribute is 

perhaps one of the most complex and least touched upon points of the discussion surrounding 

the jarl within historical research. Thus, it is better suited to leave those stanzas for the section 

pertaining to it directly. Although, it is important to briefly note the appearance of the ‘cultic’ 

trait within this segment in order to provide the correct chronology of this examination, even 

momentarily. As such, we will quickly turn to Tindr Hákdr 8, where Hákon Sigurðsson is 

described as “gæfs Hôkunar” [generous Hákon] in direct reference to providing a ritual or 

sacrifice.54 It is additionally, interesting to briefly make note that in the majority of instances of 

the ‘generous’ label appearing with regards to Hákon Sigurðsson, is accompanied by the ‘cultic’ 

or ‘divine’ attribute or at least has the context of such. This tendency only deviates three times, 

as shown within, Tindr Hákdr 6 and 32 and VELL 15. The occurrence appears as 

“auðrýrir” [wealth-diminisher] and is attributed to Hákon Sigurðsson. This applied 

characteristic correlates with a later stanza that refers to Hákon as being ‘plunder-rich’. The 

correlation is important, as the action of receiving plunder characteristically stems from violent 

means, such as war, and war allowed rulers to reward their routine with the spoils.55 It is here 

that it becomes apparent that the only time wealth is actually mentioned within the selected 

parameters of the skaldic corpus as a matter of importance, is through the action of being 

generous. Although, it is unknown if this is in reference to being wealthy in itself, or a method 

to convey greater generosity.  

 One of the first appearances of ‘generous’ being applied in a non-cultic context appears 

with one of the sons of Hákon Sigurdsson, Eirikr Hákonarson and provides us with a fitting 
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starting point to begin a full-fledged analysis on chronological grounds. This application of 

generosity occurs within Bandadrápa stanza 2. The poem itself is believed to have been 

composed sometime during Eirikr’s rule of Norway, putting the composition date of the poem 

in the first portion of the 11th century, but c.1010 has been suggested as an approximate date.56 

As the editor, Russel Poole, makes note of, Bandadrápa is characterized by complex kennings, 

and we will therefore tread carefully in this particular examination.57  

Hoddsveigir lét hníga 

harða ríkr, þás barðisk, 

(logreifis brátt lífi) 

landmann Kíars (handa). 

Stálœgir nam stíga 

stafns fletbalkar hrafna 

af dynbeiði dauðum. 

    Dregr land at mun banda.58 

 

Contextually, BANDDR 2 is retelling Eirikr’s first great feat, when at a remarkably young age, 

he engaged and killed his father’s son-in-law in a battle, Tíðenda-Skopti, as revenge for being 

rebuked by his father when he attempted to use Skopti’s mooring location the following year.59 

This may be the topic, but the stanza conveys another message to the listeners, or readers, for 

that matter. The start of the poem begins with the application of one of the kennings used to 

assign generosity within BANDDR 2 by attributing Eirikr as “Harða ríkr hoddsveigir” [The 

very mighty treasure-bender].60 Treasure is easily understood as ‘gold’ or at least another form 

of valuables and the fact that it is being ‘bent’ is a heiti for being broken, or bended in this 

instance, into portions to give out to his routine. Eirikr is not the only one being assigned 

generosity here, though. The skald additionally conveys Skopti as such as well; “logreifis brátt 

lífi landmann Kíars (handa)” [the presenter of the flame of hands].61 This kenning, unlike its 

counterpart that was just explained, is certainly less obvious as to what it is trying to convey. 

The word ‘flame’ is a commonly employed way of describing gold, so Skopti is characterized 

by presenting gold onto others. The matter of Skopti’s attribution could be delved into further, 
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but while related to the Jarls of Lade by marriage and likely a chieftain or simply a man of some 

societal standing, he himself was not a jarl. What is important to gauge from this, though, is 

that the skald takes special care to attribute both parties with the attribute of being generous, 

displaying its importance in society.  

Jón Viðar Sigurðsson is of the opinion that kings are described as being more generous 

than jarls or chieftains and are additionally described more thoroughly, to better convey their 

superiority.62 This assertion is directed toward the prose, though. As far as skaldic poetry is 

concerned, an exploration comparable to this one would be need to embarked upon, but with a 

focus oriented toward the kings. As underlined previously in VELL 15, skaldic poetry shows 

us that the descriptive words used between jarls and kings are normally the same with very few 

deviations and when changes do occur, they are normally quite minor and still transmit the 

same point. It is quite intriguing to note that when the word ‘treasure’ is referred to within 

skaldic poetry outside of this context of the jarl, it is only applied in a Christian context or onto 

kings, both legendary or historic. Other individuals, such as chieftains or other powerful 

individuals, such as Skopti, are not attributed as such. In RvHbreiðm Hl 35, the legendary 

Danish king, Fróði is said to have “bestowed treasures” and several stanzas later in RvHbreiðm 

Hl 60, Haraldr inn hárfagri is noted as the “the quick-witted cutter of treasures.”63 One may 

alternatively purpose that this is meaningless, as the kings are described as performing different 

actions onto the gold (cutting and giving over bending). The action of “cutting” is more 

physically powerful than that of “bending”, this could be a method by the skalds to convey the 

superiority of the king over the jarl through the action of “cutting”. Despite this, those 

individuals are urged to consider Nizarvísur’s 6th stanza, where King Sveinn Úlfsson is 

presented as a generous ruler by characterizing him as “the other bender of the snake’s lair.”64 

Sveinn was at one point a jarl, who would later ascend to the throne of Denmark and the poem 

itself is dated to having been composed around 1064, several decades prior to his ascension.65 

If such designators were used to designate a difference between jarls and kings, such an 
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occurrence would not have taken place. Furthermore, we see that the jarls and kings are 

commonly attributed with same descriptive characteristics with regards to their generosity.  

It has been noted previously that the characteristic of ‘generous’ is an often-reoccurring 

attribute that is shown throughout the skaldic poem corpus. Arnórr jarlaskáld Þórðarson’s 

Þorfinnsdrápa, stanza 16, is another example. ÞORFDR 16 is the beginning of an account that 

informs us that jarl Þorfinnr of Orkney, led a large force south into England and is reportedly 

supported by his co-jarl and nephew, Rǫgnvaldr Brúsason. The surrounding land of the defeated 

English is then subjected to intense plundering, burning and killing at the hands of the two 

jarls66 With regards to generosity, though, our attention must maintain on ÞORFDR 16. Arnórr 

jarlaskáld Þórðarson wastes no time in applying this attribute onto Þorfinnr; “hôr hringdrífr” 

[lofty ring-strewer].67 The word ‘lofty’ is better suited to be more simply put as ‘imposing’, and 

can be interpreted as being above the common man in status. This could of course be in 

reference to his stature, but given the context and the rest of the characteristic, it is unlikely that 

the skald would attribute him as being “generous and imposing in height”. ‘Ring’, is simply a 

common heiti [synonym] for some sort of object of wealth, be it an actual ring, a coin, or 

perhaps an item of symbolic wealth. The word, ‘strewer’, is a verb signifying the scattering of 

something; the rings. So, essentially being able to read as; the great / imposing man (Þorfinnr) 

is redistributing wealth from his success in battle through the plunder amongst his routine. Like 

the examples displayed through Bandadrápa, the jarl’s characteristic of generosity mirrors that 

of a king, not a chieftain. An assertion that is further reinforced within the 12th century work, 

Eiríksdrápa, where King Eiríkr Sveinsson of Denmark is described by the skald as 

“hringvarpaðar” [the ring-thrower].68 

Now that the state of the oldest poems has been established and some examples that are 

representative of the chronological middle portions of the ‘generous’ attribute has been 

discussed in detail, we can shift our focus onto one of the earliest poems; Háttatal. This mid-

13th century poem lathers praise onto Skúli Bárðarson and well over half of the logged 

interpretations involving generosity call it their home. Ht 47 conveys the interpretation of 
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‘generous’ on four distinct attributions of the 13th century jarl, Skúli Bárðarson. When Ht 47 is 

removed from metrical form and then rendered into English, it reads as;  

“The gold-generous gold-diminisher gives gold to the host of men; I hear 

that the ring-liberal ring-shortener pledges away rings. The bracelet-grim 

bracelet-flinger promotes tree-trunks of the sword with bracelets; the gold 

threatening gold-breaker does full damage to the gold.”69 

The first appearance of generosity kicks off the stanza and appears as “the gold-

generous gold diminisher”. The second application of the ‘generous’ characteristic follows 

shortly after in the guise of “the ring-liberal ring-shortener”. The third appears as “the bracelet-

grim bracelet-flinger” and finally as “the gold threatening gold-breaker”. Snorri even concludes 

the stanza with the added emphasis of Skúli’s generosity by ensuring that his audiences are 

aware that Skúli does “full damage to the gold”. The praise of Skúli’s generosity is anything 

short of being readily apparent, but contextually is there more to be seen? The reference of 

‘tree-trunks of the sword’ is a kenning for warriors, so Skúli is being conveyed as being 

generous to warriors. It is likely in reference to members of his personal routine or perhaps 

members of the king’s army, of which Skúli was in charge. Aside from this, however, there is 

nothing more to be gained from Ht 47. The other relative stanzas found within Háttatal 

ultimately convey the same thing; Skúli’s generosity. Unlike many of the earliest skalds, Snorri 

appears to be quite straight forward. 

Jarls are certainly portrayed as generous individuals throughout skaldic poems, but why 

does this matter? This was a vital part of early Scandinavian society and an individual’s political 

power was highly subjected to their ability to establish friendships. Recent studies display this 

theory by astutely highlighting the importance of friendship and gift-giving as vital aspects of 

Viking Age society.70 Gifts were the main currency of these friendships and were an important 

tool in the arena of Scandinavia politics and power structures of the time, that would allow one 

to additionally increase their honor and maintain alliances and other social contracts.71 As 

displayed, ‘generous’ is frequent, but seldom leads to differing meanings, that are thus open to 

further interpretation and when instances of this do occur, it is with regards to those involving 

the ‘cultic’ attribute. Rulers relied on popular support, which was secured by gifts and jarls 

were apparently no different. 
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With regards to the displayed generosity within the skaldic poetry corpus, and in turn, 

this exploration, it is an overwhelming present trend that occurs within every century covered 

within the established parameters in some shape or form. The earliest cases of the ‘generous’ 

attribute being applied onto a jarl that lived in the late 9th up until the mid-10th century, is applied 

with cultic context, but still makes note of their generosity in a more traditional manner that is 

reflective of the latter portions of the parameters. This is displayed by SIGDR 6 and VELL 15, 

where the two jarls are described similarly as the “wealth-wounder” and “wealth-diminisher” 

respectively. Yet, these two stanzas both heavily relate to the interpretation of ‘cultic’ to such 

a degree that both stanzas were omitted, in favor of being explored in a later segment. Around 

the time that Háleygjatal was being composed, there is a shift and the application of the 

‘generous’ attribute is being applied in a more direct manner in relation to having a cultic 

function. HÁL 9 and Tindr Hákdr 8 both exemplify this and are best described as a way of 

having a direct relationship with the divine as way to support their rule, through being generous 

with sacrifices. Despite the earliest examples of generosity being overshadowed in some way 

by jarls having a cultic function in society, the attribute of ‘generous’ is nevertheless present. 

Thus, allowing us to perceive that generosity was an important reinforcement methodology 

within the later portions of the mid-10th century through the composition of Sigurðardrápa.72  

Once the attribute of having a cultic function vanishes from usage within the 

chronology, ‘generous’ is only ever used to convey generosity in a more traditional method, as 

highlighted by both Bandadrápa as well as Þorfinnsdrápa. Within these two poems, we begin 

to see the jarls are being applied with labels involving wealth more directly, rather than thought-

provoking kennings, with the addition of an accompanying verb, used to signify that the jarl is 

redistributing their wealth onto their routine. It is these types of attributions that survive in the 

corpus up until c.1250. These attributes of generosity applied onto the jarls are additionally 

mirroring those used to designate kings and their generosity. To summarize, the youngest 

examples of the interpretation of ‘generous’ involve the jarl maintaining a relationship with his 

men, while the oldest examples can be seen as a way of reinforcing their rule by maintaining a 

relationship with the divine. As the centuries pass, the ‘generous’ interpretation becomes more 

frequent and more visibly associated with items of monetary value or items conveying status 
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with the aim of reinforcing the jarl’s authority, rather than involving cultic actions of the pagan 

past, as displayed chronologically by Bandadrápa, Þorfinnsdrápa and finally, Háttatal.  

3.1.2 Sustenance for loyalty  

Generosity by way of gift-giving, ensured a ruler a loyal and permanent group of 

warriors, at least as long as the ruler was able to keep providing for their routines.73 The 

interpretation of ‘generous’ does not just appear as gifting physical objects of monetary or 

representative value within skaldic poems, but rather, also appears as a way to keep their 

routines fed and their tankards full, as a way to reinforce the host’s authority and status in 

society. Take the instance of Þorfinnr Sigurðarson of Orkney, found within the mid-11th century 

poem, Þorfinnsdrápa, stanza 2. When ÞORFDR 2 is normalized from its metrical form, the 

stanza reads “{Alkostigr niðr Rǫgnvalds} drakk {fen hrosta} í gǫgnum {allan felli orms}; ræsir 

drýgði þá rausn.”74 The first portion of the stanza, “Alkostigr niðr Rǫgnvalds” is able to be 

translated into English as “The excellent descendant of Rǫgnvaldr (Þorfinnr)”. The trend of 

referring to the ruler as a descendent of someone is present as well. In this instance, it is likely 

to assume that it is in reference to Rǫgnvaldr Eysteinsson, the mid-9th century jarl who founded 

the Møre dynasty, to whom the Jarls of Orkney descended from. This sort of acknowledgement 

of lineage was another common method of reinforcing one’s legitimacy and is commonly 

employed, especially with regards to particularly powerful or notable individuals, as just been 

displayed, or directly to the divine or supernatural, another matter that will discussed in depth 

at a later point.  

What is of particular interest, with regards to this section, is not necessarily the 

excellence of Þorfinnr or his boasted pedigree, but rather, what comes next within ÞORFDR 2; 

“drakk {fen hrosta} í gǫgnum {allan felli orms}; ræsir drýgði þá rausn.” [drank the swamp of 

malt through all the serpent’s slayer; the ruler practiced bounty then].75 “The swamp of malt” 

is a kenning for ‘ale’ and the “the serpent’s slayer” is not a great warrior as one may expect, but 

is actually a kenning conveying ‘winter’ and is therefore passing on that Þorfinnr is drinking 

ale throughout the entirety of winter. The skald then directly conveys to his audience that 

Þorfinnr is not enjoying this feast by his lonesome, and is rather, providing this feast for others, 
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by way of practicing bounty. It is this part of the stanza that makes ÞORFDR 2 so intriguing, 

as it is displays, quite clearly at that, he has the qualities of excellence through the action of 

being more generous than his peers on a quite remarkable level. He does this by providing his 

routine and in addition to any guests who were present at his hall at the time, sustenance 

throughout the entirety of winter by providing great feasts and such things were normally 

restricted to that of yuletide celebrations.76 This would have undoubtfully come at great 

monetary expense, that the average man or even local leader could not hope to afford. Afterall, 

this heavy degree of consumption of ale shows truly excessive wealth destruction, something 

only the most powerful rulers would have been able to undertake.77  

Although ÞORFDR 2 is a rather unique stanza that’s context and especially the 

magnitude of the mentioned feast is not displayed frequently, it does effectively show us two 

notable things in particular; the importance of feasts and the power of Þorfinnr. The former of 

which, while not as populous when compared to other contexts of generosity, is nevertheless 

still present within the skaldic poetry corpus with regards to jarls and is therefore, still an 

important part of reinforcing one’s legitimacy and authority over others. From the scale of the 

feast alone, it can certainly be assumed that Þorfinnr must have been a jarl of quite some power. 

Holding feasts were financially draining and for Þorfinnr to be able to hold such an extravagant 

and continuous feast, that is best compared to those held at yule throughout the entirety of the 

winter for his routine would have assuredly been especially draining. Afterall, as Jón Viðar 

astutely proclaims; “the one who arranged the biggest feasts was the richest and most 

powerful.”78 This presents the theory that if feasts were employed as a means to secure loyalty 

and increase one’s power, per the importance of generosity in Old Norse society, an extremely 

expensive season long binge throughout the entirety of winter would have certainly gathered 

Þorfinnr quite a remarkable degree of power and support from his routine. It is therefore likely 

that Þorfinnr was a jarl of quite some power with coffers, and the ale to prove it.  

Though not as grand or complex of an example when compared to that of 

Þorfinnsdrápa, feasting makes an appearance within Snorri Sturluson’s Háttatal. Even though 

it is on a far less grandiose scale, Ht 86 does better exhibit the relation between feasting as a 

method of generosity, without an analysis of the stanza particularly needing to be undertaken 
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as was done with ÞORFDR 2. This is achieved by attributing Skúli as “the hastener of the ring”, 

a common variant of the ‘generous’ interpretation, who “makes the damagers of the wand of 

the shield boss merry with drink and beacons of falcon-perches advance as a gift.”79 Efficiently 

and quite simply, explaining that Skúli is practicing generosity through way of providing a 

means to keep warriors [damagers of the wand of the shield boss] happy, and therefore loyal, 

by providing them with ale. 

Generosity through feasting seems thus to have been employed as reinforcement of 

one’s authority and political power. Archaeologists such as Davide Zori and his colleagues 

mirror this assertion, by explaining that excessive drinking can be interpreted as a feature of 

promotional feasts, intended to reinforce the status of the host.80 This not only reinforces the 

importance of feasting’s relation to power, but bolsters this segment by means of providing 

archaeological support to an exploration focusing on skaldic poetry. Jón Viðar discusses in 

great detail the usage of feasting with regards to the Icelandic chieftains and Norwegian kings. 

Even though the jarls are present within his work regarding Viking Age friendship, they are 

never actually included as an institution to the degree that chieftains and kings are. By 

employing hermeneutics, he does, however, make mention that Iceland’s first and only jarl, 

Gissur Þorvaldsson, would have likely made use of the same power apparatus used when he 

was a chieftain during his tenure as the jarl, as sources make no distinctions upon the matter.81 

Having died in the mid-13th century, the situation of Gissur allows us to at least see that feasting 

would be employed by jarls in the middle and later portions of this exploration. As displayed 

in the previous segment of this chapter, the jarls are heavily attributed with the trait of 

‘generous’, so it is certainly quite plausible for us to assume that while the feasting context is 

not as readily populous when compared to other forms of generosity, it is nevertheless still an 

important reoccurring method employed by jarls that did not just spring into use within the 11th 

century by way of Þorfinnsdrápa and Háttatal.  

 

. 
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 The rulership of Jarls 

3.2.1 Terminological Reinforcement 

The attribution of ‘ruler’ is the most populous attribution within the entirety of corpus, 

with the quantitative result hosting 177 appearances on separate occasions out of the total of 

444 logged stanzas of the jarls found within skaldic poetry. As one may expect, ‘ruler’ does 

commonly occur alone, but is most frequently paired with that of ‘excellence’ and ‘warrior’, 

the former hosting 24 appearances, while the latter contains 32. It is also very intriguing to note 

that ‘wisdom’ is almost always applied alongside the attribution of ‘ruler’ or ‘excellence’. As 

such, an analysis of how the jarls are portrayed as rulers in skaldic poems cannot simply focus 

on the attribution of ‘ruler’ alone. We must follow suit by the example set by the skalds and 

include these other attributions within a discussion such as this, as a means to provide a truly 

proper examination of the subject. 

The attribute of ‘excellence’ is a very broad term, initially established as a means to 

simply convey any portrayal of ‘above averageness’ when applied to a jarl, whether denoting a 

great personality, beauty, vigor, bravery and so on, just as is seen in the prose.82 If we are to 

refer to the skald, the eye-witness of the time, there is an interesting trend present that does not 

mirror prose works. ‘Excellence’ is unexpectedly only applied as a method by the skald to 

portray superiority regarding the jarl’s rulership abilities or as his prowess as a warrior. This 

attribute only truly occurs when the skald is either directly praising the jarl as a ruler, their 

competence in battle, or when the previous two examples are seen contextually through the 

contents of the stanza. For instance, take the example of RST 11, where Eirikr Hákonarson was 

attributed with ‘excellence’ by way of being noted as the “Ítr jarl” [The splendid/glorious jarl], 

but when the relative portion of the stanza is read as a whole, it can be read as “The splendid 

jarl long ago extremely swiftly made five ships glide for the third time against the Ormr 

belonging to the strong man of the storm of swords” which effectively illustrates that Eirikr has 

mobilized five ships for battle.83 The rest of the stanza, commemorates when Eirikr and his men 

board the ships of his enemy. Depending on how one looks at it, there is a potential deviation 

within Ht 97, where Skúli is referred to as having “splendor”, and is quickly followed with 
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applications of the ‘generous’ attribute. Yet, even though a battle or any act of warfare is not 

mention with Ht 97, the previous stanza makes great mention of Skúli’s skill in battle and many 

stanzas are meant to be read together within skaldic poetry without stopping.  

The attribute of ‘warrior’ is the second most commonly reoccurring characteristic that 

is applied onto the jarls, with a total of 159 different occurrences. In terms of the chronology, 

the attribute exists within every century covered by this work and frequently appears as a 

kenning. We do, contrarily, see that the jarls themselves decline in appearances within skaldic 

poetry around the 13th century. The employed kennings are sometimes quite unassuming in 

nature and are simply stated, easily being seen for what the skald is seeking to convey. Out of 

159 occurrences, there are no shortages of examples where this can be seen, but take the 

instance of when Sigvaldi Strut-Haraldsson is referred to as being “heiptmildan” [strife-liberal] 

in both JÓMS 12 ad 13.84 Additionally, Knútr Háraldsson as “böðhraustr” [battle-brave] in 

HÁKFL 6 and the application of [battle-elf] occurs in reference to both Hákon Sigurðsson and 

Skúli Bárðarson in VELL 26 and HÁKKV 10, respectively.85 Just as many of the occurrences 

of ‘warrior’ are in the guise of simple kennings, they are additionally commonly seen as being 

quite complex and intricate phrases, often leaving one left to interpret what the skald is truly 

saying. This can be highlighted by Tindr Hákdr 7, where the skald states that [the jarl sated the 

ravens, where the mighty assemblies of barbs came together], in reference to Hákon 

Sigurðsson.86  

The assignment of being a warrior is an extremely present attribute, spanning the 

entirety of the corpus. The act of being a warrior can indeed be seen as being quite simple; an 

individual who fights. One must, however, be aware of the reasoning as to why they are being 

referred to as warriors, thus the reasoning of its emphasis within skaldic poetry. Skalds portray 

jarls as powerful, successful warriors because it was a vital aspect that allowed them to become 

rulers. Afterall, just as archaeologist and historian, Sverre Bagge explains, the best way to 

legitimize your rule is through power.87 An assertion that is displayed not only by the presence 
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of ‘warrior’ by its lonesome, but additionally through the reoccurring trend of pairing ‘warrior’ 

and ‘ruler’ within skaldic poetry. 

This pairing of these two attributes is first seen when applied to one of the first Jarls of 

Lade, Sigurðr Hákonsonar, in SIGDR 2. Once stripped of metrical form, the relative portion of 

SIGDR 2 qualitatively reads as “Meiðr morðteins es mǫrgi, æðri í dyn fleina; hjǫr fær 

hildibǫrrum Sigvarði jarli hjari” [The tree of the battle-twig is more outstanding than many in 

the din of spears; the sword provides battle-ready Sigurðr jarl with land].88 The stanza begins 

by making note of the “tree of the battle-twig”, which is not in reference to an aggressive tree 

with warlike tendencies, but is instead, a kenning for warrior and refers to Sigurðr. Sigurðr is 

being described as being better than others in battle, with his ‘excellence’ visibly present. 

Ultimately, the first portion of SIGDR 2 is portraying Sigurðr as an excellent warrior. The 

second portion is directly transmitting that through the acts of warfare, Sigurðr acquires land 

(to rule) by being a warrior himself. 

This tendency is shown to continue onto the 11th century by way of Sigurðr’s grandson, 

Eirikr Hákonarson, and additionally, two of the jarls of Orkney, Rǫgnvaldr Brúsason and 

Þorfinnr Sigurðarson. Turning to the jarls of Orkney, we see that Rǫgnvaldr is characterized by 

being a “Sá gunnbráðr gramr” [battle-hasty ruler] in ÞORFDR 22, who “would have brought 

all of the ancient land under his sway” had his fleet not been defeated by the Norwegian 

chieftain, Kálfr Árnason.89 With regards to Þorfinnr, ÞORFDR 5 informs us that he is “ready 

to guard his realm, mind-bold, and to mount attacks”.90 This is of particular interest, as it makes 

mention of guarding his land, rather than a more offensive behavior, such as acquiring more 

land. The skalds seem to certainly prefer to place more of an emphasis on conquering than 

defending. Finally, in the 13th century, we turn to Skúli Bárðarson, who has the ‘warrior and 

‘ruler’ pair used in reference to him. The examples show that the jarls needed to be warriors in 

the later centuries as well, as is shown in Ht 53, which reads as; “the battle-Týr can subjugate 

the land with battle.”91 

The usages of ‘excellence’ can be seen as a way to reference the jarl’s rule, whether 

directly by way of corresponding with the ‘ruler’ or by being used alongside the interpretation 

of ‘warrior’, which nevertheless still reinforces the jarl’s authority as a ruler. A realization that 
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parallels that of Early Medieval kings throughout skaldic poetry.92 It has been said that the prose 

makes great mention of personal descriptions with regards to rulers, where the higher ranked 

individual gets more attributes applied on them as a way to reflect their superiority.93 This 

examination has displayed that this is not a trend reflected within skaldic poetry, at least not 

with jarls.  

The attribute of ‘warrior’ is one of the most quantitatively present attributes in the 

provided appendix, being second only to ‘ruler’. This could be a reflection of the importance 

of war in Early Medieval Scandinavian society. War gave rulers a chance to reward their 

followers with plunder, subsequently furthering the notion of how important the ‘generous’ 

attribute is.94 Warfare allowed rulers to not only conquer new territory, but also provided them 

a means of legitimizing their power.95
 This notion is reflected within the employed corpus, as 

the skald presents warfare as a direct action of legitimizing power. To conclude this segment, 

it is quite fitting to end with a quote in reference to one of the most powerful jarls, Hákon 

Sigurðsson; “bold in battle, better than any ruler, is established upon the seat of those powerful 

princes.”96 

3.2.2 Kingly terminology of rulership 

Like other attributes, ‘generous’ and ‘warrior’, that of ‘ruler’ exists within every century 

set by the parameters of this exploration that first débuts within the late-9th century when applied 

onto Sigurðr Hákonsonar and concludes with the mid-13th century jarl, Birger Magnusson by 

way of Sturl Hryn 2. The subject of how much power they wielded as rulers, though, is another 

matter entirely, a matter that aims to be further clarified from this work. To do so, a look at the 

applications of the ‘ruler’ label itself is pivotal and therefore must be undertaken. Despite the 

importance of the acknowledgment of ‘ruler’, it can often, like ‘warrior’, be seen as a very 

straightforward attribute, but appears in a variety of ways and contexts. This attribute is largely 

present and applied onto several jarls in a variety of ways, with the dual function of establishing 

the chronology of the attribute’s appearances. Two of the most qualitatively telling instances of 
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‘ruler’, Tindr Hákdr 3 and ÞORFDR 10 will be investigated in more detail. Both of which were 

chosen in relation to their context, meaning and similarities to attributes applied onto other 

rulers. 

The first occurrence of ‘ruler’ is applied onto Sigurðr Hákonsonar within SIGDR 3, 

where the skald does so indirectly and in the form of a kenning [the land-recipient].97 The skald 

seemingly prefers to refer to his rule indirectly, as every instance of Sigurðr’s attribution as a 

ruler, follows this tendency and a direct attribution of Sigurðr being a ruler never occurs. From 

this point on in the mid-late 10th century, however, we begin to see the appearance of a more 

direct conveyance, by using actual titles such as, lord, jarl, prince, or simply ruler. This is not 

to say that the skalds cease to use kennings and other symbolic terminologies to refer to jarls as 

rulers, such occurrences assuredly do wane in frequency in favor of the bestowment of an actual 

title or the direct attribution of being a ruler, but are still present until c.1250. Hákon Sigurðsson 

seems to herald in the direct attribution of being a ruler after his father’s death. If we are to 

consider the matters of VELL 28 and 30, we can see that Hákon is simply referred to as “gramr” 

[the ruler] and additionally, in HÁL 13 as “stillir” [the ruler], both variants in Old Norse are 

also meant to be taken as terms used to designate kingship.98 In the 11th century, before his 

ascent to kingship, we see that while still a jarl, Sveinn Úlfsson is described as “sterkja jarls” 

[the powerful jarl] in MAGN 5, conveying not only power, but rulership from the presence of 

the title.99 Considering the latter years covered within this exploration, Erlingr skakki is 

described as being “the lord of men” in the 12th century.100 Finally, turning to the earliest 

covered jarl, Birger Magnusson is described as “the awe-inspiring lord of the Swedes” within 

HÁKKV 38 in the mid-13th century. 

One of the more noteworthy examples of Hákon’s attribution of ‘ruler’ is shown within 

Tindr Hákdr 3 and reads as follows; 

Dreif at Viðris veðri 

— vargr gleypti ná margan — 

— varð auðfundit virði 

valgagls — þinurs hagli, 

þars í sundr á sandi 
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Sǫrla blés fyr jarli 

(þess hefr seggja sessi) 

serk hringofinn (merki).101 

 

The majority of this stanza is home to kennings being used to denote the battle of Hjǫrungavágr 

and subsequently, Hákon’s prowess in the midst of combat.102 The ability to prove one self’s 

might in battle, was important for rulers. We find the focal point of the applied term of rulership 

at the end of the stanza, where the skald informs his audience that Hákon had to remove his 

mail-coat in the midst of the battle, subsequently becoming injured, where he presents Hákon 

as “seggja sessi” [the benchmate of men].103 This terminology used in reference to jarls and 

kings within skaldic poetry only occurs four times in its entirety; Hákon jarl Sigurðsson (mid-

late 10th), King Óláfr Tryggvason (late 10th), Þorfinnr jarl Sigurðsson (mid-11th), and King Óláfr 

Haraldsson (early-mid 11th). 

What do benches or the action of sharing a seat with someone have to do with the jarl’s 

rule, though? This terminology is likely in reference to seating order at feasts, that has been said 

to mirror the social hierarchy of early Scandinavian society, by way of recreating it directly 

through seating.104 When feasts occurred, it was normally the ruler who hosted the event, since 

feasting shows extreme wealth destruction that only rulers or the most powerful individuals 

could afford.105 The ruler would sit at the head of the table, with men of the most comparable 

rank or closest advisers sitting closest to him in descending order until the end of the table was 

reached. Those closest to the head of the table, near the ruler, were on a relatively equal societal 

standing with them, while those furthest were individuals of lesser standing. The action of 

sharing a bench or being a “benchmate” of someone, directly shows a status of relative 

comparability. Therefore, Hákon can be seen as being portrayed as the equal of the common 

man within Tindr Hákdr 3. One potential way to view this is for one to take this to mean that 

Hákon is literally on a comparable status to that of a commoner. This is certainly feasible and 

worth consideration, but holds little merit in actuality, since rulers have long hedged their rule 
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with relating to the common man. So, this attributing of Hákon as being “sessi seggja” is simply 

another example of this trend taking place as early as the 10th century.  

The “benchmate” terminology occurs only three other times. The first of which, Hfr 

ErfÓl 3, bares a remarkable similarity when compared to Tindr Hákdr 3 by its description of 

King Óláfr Tryggvason as being; “þess sessa þjóðar” [the benchmate of the people].106 With 

Hfr ErfÓl 3, the assertion of the tendency of reinforcing one’s rule by comparison to the 

common folk is being bolstered. There is in addition, the addition of clearly displaying that 

kings are making use of this exact terminology as well and within the same centuries. Thus, 

displaying this terminology is not only reserved for jarls, or vice-versa for that matter. In Ótt 

Hfl 14, King Óláfr Haraldsson has been described “þopti skjǫldunga” [benchmate of kings] 

and the final example of the terminology appears within ÞORFDR 4, where it displays that 

Þorfinnr jarl Sigurðsson is declared as the “þess morðkennds essa þengils” [that battle-skilled 

benchmate of the monarch].107 

The matter of Þorfinnr’s attribution as the “essa þengils” may have only been introduced 

as a passing mention, due to its ability to provide an excellent stopping point with regards to 

displaying that the jarls have employed similar terminology as the kings did aimed to denote 

rulership. Be this as it may, ÞORFDR 4 is qualitatively significant in its own right. ÞORFDR 4 

displays, quite clearly, that there is evidence that a jarl has been described as being comparable, 

or at least on par to royal power by the portrayal of Þorfinnr as being the benchmate of the 

monarch. It is therefore, certainly appropriate that Þorfinnr is used to highlight the other 

instance of the provided qualitative examination of ‘ruler’ that is applied to a jarl in more detail. 

To do this, we now turn to ÞORFDR 10, as the skald provides a previously unthought of 

consideration through his employed terminology with regards to skaldic poetry. 

Hátt bar Hjalta dróttinn  

hjalm at geira jalmi  

— ógnstœrir rauð Írum  

odd — í ferðar broddi.  

Minn dróttinn naut máttar  

mildr und brezkum skildi;  

hendi Hlǫðvis frændi  

                                                 
106 Kate Heslop, “Hallfreðr vandræðaskáld Óttarsson, Erfidrápa Óláfs Tryggvasonar” in Poetry from the Kings’ 

Sagas 1: From Mythical Times to c. 1035. Skaldic Poetry of the Scandinavian Middle Ages 1, ed. Diana Whaley 

(Turnhout: Brepols, 2012), 405 
107 Whaley, “Arnórr jarlaskáld Þórðarson, Þorfinnsdrápa”, 234-5 
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     hermenn ok tók brenna.108 

ÞORFDR 10, like Tindr Hákdr 3, is heavily focused upon conveying a great battle, which can 

be seen as further cementing the battle prowess of Þorfinnr. The first thing that we notice is that 

the skald starts the poem by addressing Þorfinnr as “Hjalta dróttinn” [lord of the Shetlanders]. 

The skald additionally makes a point to establish the generosity of Þorfinnr; “Mildr dróttinn” 

[generous lord] as well as establishing a lineage to his grandfather, Hlǫðvir. What is of 

particular interest with regards to this discussion, is the way the skald refers to Þorfinnr’s 

lordship. The skald presents him as dróttinn. A term that Jón Viðar Sigurðsson has identified 

with kings, God or Jesus, and the jarls of Orkney in particular are singled out and are said to 

never be described as such within the same work.109 Yet, here it is, being clearly presented twice 

in the same stanza. Þorfinnr appears with this label several times in ÞORFDR 8 and 13, with 

the addition of appearing in ÞORFDR 22, where it is applied onto his nephew, Rǫgnvaldr. The 

tendency of referring to jarls as dróttinn is found throughout the skaldic poetry corpus. In 10th 

century poems, like Vellekla, Hákon Sigurðsson is first described as dróttinn within VELL 25. 

Usage of dróttinn within skaldic poetry reaches its peak within the 11th century, being used with 

regards to Rǫgnvaldr Úlfsson in AUSTV 14, as well as in poems related to Rǫgnvaldr Brúsason 

and Þorfinnr Sigurðsson, and in the 12th century with Erlingr skakki as displayed within 

ERLDR 2. It is interesting to note that on the subject of the Orcadian jarls, it has been expressed 

that the jarls were highly subjected to the whim of their overlord, the King of Norway, but the 

earliest example of this is not dated until the late 12th century; c. 1195.110 The provided example 

is in reference to the defeat of Haraldr Maddaðarson at the hands of the Norwegian king.111 

This defeat resulted in the Norwegian crown taking direct control of the earldom, resulting in 

Shetland becoming a direct property of Norway. Orkney was eventually returned to Haraldr, 

but only as a fief.112 It is interesting to note that, after Haraldr’s defeat, this exploration has 

brought to light that the skalds never again make note of the Orcadian jarls, at least not in the 

poems that have survived into modernity. 
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Regardless of the attribute’s vast presence within skaldic poetry when applied onto jarls, 

it is never applied onto the oldest jarl covered, Hákon Grjótgarðsson. This is most likely a result 

of Hákon’s sparse representation within skaldic poetry. Out of the 444 logged stanzas, he is 

only made note of three times. Hákon, as the progenitor of the Jarls of Lade dynasty, and having 

been granted control over district of Firðir by Haraldr hárfagri as underlined by HÁL 7, was 

certainly a ruler, even if he was never attributed as such within surviving poems.113 The direct 

absence of the ‘ruler’ attribute within the mid-9th century, is therefore likely a result of an 

absence of surviving sources, rather than a lack of function. This ever-present and most 

populous attribute within the entirety of the appendix is first seen with one of the oldest jarls in 

the late 9th century, and remains in use until the end of the set parameters: c.1250, with nothing 

to suggest it would not carry onto later centuries. Even though the “benchmate” terminology is 

not a common one, it is one that is equally split between the jarls and kings in both quality and 

quantity throughout its usage in the 10th to 11th century. The word, dróttinn, was normally 

thought to have been exclusively used for kings, God and Jesus. Instead, skaldic poetry displays 

that dróttinn is applied not once, but on several varying occasions onto several different jarls 

from the 10th – 12th centuries. Despite this, it is important to make note of that after Rǫgnvaldr 

Úlfsson’s labeling as dróttinn, he is referred to as a “heiðmanns” [tributary] in reference to King 

Óláfr Eiríksson of Sweden in AUSTV 17, three stanzas after his application of dróttinn.114 

Regardless, there is seemingly much more to the jarls as an office of power than meets the eyes. 

Afterall, even kings were known to pay tribute to other kings. 

 Jarls and the Divine. 

3.3.1 The jarl as a cultic leader 

Following in accordance with previous segments, this one will provide the examination 

in chronological order from eldest to youngest examples. Unlike the other sections, we still start 

the matter regarding cultic functions with a jarl who is present within the corpus, but who is not 

directly attributed with the function that is currently being discussed in order to provide superior 

contextual information than readily available; the first Jarl of Lade, Hákon Grjótgarðsson. 
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Hákon Grjótgarðsson is made note of in the earliest portions of Háleygjatal and having lived 

sometime in the mid-9th up until early 10th century, is the oldest jarl present within the current 

skaldic poetry corpus. He is however, not attributed with the function of cultic matters, but is 

described as “Freys ôttungr” [kinsman of Freyr] in HÁL 7.115 The action of being attributed as 

being kin of the gods is a separate matter entirely, and will be discussed thoroughly shortly 

within this segment. This does not necessarily mean that Hákon Grjótgarðsson did not perform 

cultic actions of the pagan past, only that the few stanzas we have in modernity pertaining to 

him simply do not make note of it. It would be natural for one to question why a jarl who is not 

attributed with the currently covered interpretation is being covered in an exploration centered 

around direct attributions. The reason is rooted in matters of chronology. This discussion aims 

to bring needed clarity to a vague subject and in order to do this correctly, the groundwork 

needs to be established for one to see how development of the jarl’s cultic functions began. 

Skaldic poetry, while certainly a feasible source for one to employ, does have its limits 

due to its survival and transmission into written form and can only provide an accurate glimpse 

into the past up until a certain point. It is here that the theoretical approach of using the skald 

and their metaphors as a way to view society comes up short. However, archaeological 

considerations are left unencumbered and it is there that we must briefly turn to. Finding 

inspiration in ethnologist and religious historian, Olof Sundqvist’s theory regarding power 

being expressed within buildings, the hall will be favored due to its importance within 

society.116 On the topic of materiality and the concept of space in late Iron Age Scandinavia, 

archaeologist Lotte Hedeager describes the hall or ‘sal’ as “the centre of the human micro-

cosmos” owned by a ruler, most notably a king or a jarl.117 It has even been suggested that the 

so-called pagan “temple” that Adam of Bremen mentioned, that once towered proudly over 

Uppsala, could be reinterpreted as a large feasting hall where the ritualized festivals could have 

occurred.118 It was through these halls that rulers conducted their affairs as well, and can be 

seen as a sort of transmission of their societal power to the public or perhaps even an attribute 

of power in itself in pre-Viking Age Scandinavia, an assertion that is reaffirmed by 

Christiansen.119 These centers of society had a multi-faceted purpose, but with regards to the 
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topic at hand: communion with the divine. The high seat, reserved for the owner of the hall, 

served the purpose of acting as the channel for the supernatural; which can be seen as a cultic 

function through the act of being a medium between society and the divine.120 The exact dates 

employed by Hedeager during this specific discussion are unbeknownst. We can however, 

assume with a relative degree of certainty from drawing upon her use of the term “late Iron 

Age”, and the dates used within the title of her work, c.400-1000, that the time being referred 

to pertains to around the 9th century.    

The usage of a hall may not appear within Hákon Grjótgarðsson’s stanzas, but as a local 

ruler, we can assume that such a structure would have not only been present, but additionally 

made ample use of since the hall allowed rulership to take physical shape.121 It is unlikely that 

the structure owned by the jarl, that additionally serves as their way to reinforce their rule, 

would not reflect the role of the institution that it effectively represents. Afterall, the 

construction of cultic buildings is ultimately intended to not only symbolize religious aspects 

and rituals, but to legitimize local political power.122 Hedeager astutely states that Iron Age 

Scandinavia hosted persistent and slow-changing structures of world views and ideologies, we 

can consequently conclude that societal institutions would also follow suit with this pace.123 It 

is therefore possible to come to the assumption that despite first being attributed to his son 

within skaldic poetry, Hákon Grjótgarðsson and other early jarls, who are not made note of 

within the skaldic poem corpus, would have been attributed as having a cultic function, had 

there been more accessible poems to add to modernity’s current corpus. 

Sigurðr Hákonsonar, who has the distinction of being the first jarl with the interpretation 

of having a cultic function, lived sometime in the late 9th – early 10th century. Like his father 

before him, Sigurðr’s appearance within the skaldic poetry corpus is brief, only occurring a 

handful of times within Háleygjatal and his attribution of having a cultic societal function only 

occurs once. When normalized and rendered into English, HÁL 9 reads as follows; “he who 

supplied beer of the cormorants of the chosen of the Haddingjar to the swans of the god of 

cargoes”.124 This stanza is particularly quite interesting in regards to both context and 
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interpretation. The context is rather grim, as the stanza pertains to trickery and recounts the 

instance of when Sigurðr Hákonarson and his routine were burnt alive, but does reinforce a 

matter discussed prior. Through their offers of friendship, Haraldr gráfeldr and his brother, 

Erlingr Eiríksson, trick Sigurðr’s younger brother into divulging to them that Sigurðr was at a 

feast and was only escorted by a small routine. The pair proceed to where Sigurðr is staying 

and set the hall ablaze, killing the jarl and his routine.125 Through the context, we see that 

through the guise of friendship, although false friendship, the two brothers gain the ability to 

carry out their treacherous deed that may have otherwise not been possible.  

The content of HÁL 9 is where things become quite intriguing. The direct action is 

provided through Sigurðr giving beer of the “cormorants of the chosen of the Haddingjar”. 

Alcoholic beverages were an integral part of society, not only with regards to feasting and the 

attribution of generosity, as highlighted in an earlier segment, but especially when concerned 

with cultic functions. For example, Philologist Rudolf Simek’s work attests to this, through his 

belief that the function of alcohol was a vital part of ceremonies pertaining to peace or unions 

that was prevalent in numerous archaic tribes.126 As has been displayed previously within the 

segment of the previous section pertaining to ÞORFDR 2, ale can certainly be a powerful 

political tool used to solidify one’s authority through feasting. Though in this instance, beer is 

more likely a metaphor for blood; “the beer of cormorants”. This usage of beer as a kenning for 

blood is not unheard of, occurring in other skaldic poems, like Háttatal, where it notably 

appears as “corpse-beer”.127 This attribution of beer to represent blood may in fact be due to the 

importance of beer in society, being reflected into the importance of rituals and sacrifice and 

blood’s involvement in such activities. The Haddingjar, are semi-divine, warrior-aristocratic 

figures in Scandinavian tradition who are frequently associated with cultic practices. The final 

portion, “to the swans of the god of cargoes” is effectively describing the ravens of Óðinn, the 

god of death, where bodies are being conveyed as cargo.128 A possible rendering of an 

interpretation could be that Sigurðr was known to perform blood sacrifices by providing Óðinn 

with the bodies of chosen warriors to a relative degree for the skald to make note of. We can 

therefore conclude with reasonable certainty that Sigurðr Hákonssonar’s brief inclusion into the 

skaldic corpus allows us to see that he held some sort of cultic function in society. 

                                                 
125 Ibid, 207 
126 Rudolf Simek, Dictionary of Northern Mythology (Cambridge: D.S.Brewer, 2007), 128 
127 Gade, “Snorri Sturluson, Háttatal”, 1116 
128 Poole, ‘Eyvindr skáldaspillir Finnsson, Háleygjatal”, 207 



42 

 

Sigurðr Hákonssonar’s attribution of having a cultic function is not only seen to exist 

within HÁL 9, instead the attribute reoccurs within Sigurðardrápa, SIGDR 6 and this time, 

with the added benefit of being much more apparent. This stanza is particularly interesting on 

several different accounts; the reinforcement of one’s authority through generosity is once again 

present, the hall is described as a temple and we begin to see that rulers held rituals. The skald 

begins the stanza by making note that “Maðr hafit með sér ask né afspring fats esksi” [a man 

will not have to bring either a bowl or the offspring of the ash vat], which is in reference to 

some sort of ritualized gathering and “þingat at færa fesæranda.” [with them to the meeting 

with the wealth-wounder].129 So, we see quite clearly that the skald provides the rationale that 

bowls are not needed because of Sigurðr´s great degree of generosity. Although, this is a 

possible way to look at it, there is much debate on what exactly this portion was originally 

meant to convey, either argument includes food being involved, so it is still safe to assume that 

some sort of feasting is occurring.130 Shortly after, the skald refers to Sigurðr, the jarl, as being 

“valdi vés” [ruler of the temple] while in reference to his hall, directly correlating and 

reinforcing the points made by Lotte Hedeager’s work while on the topic of the hall and its 

importance in society.131 Some have taken valdi, a form of valdr, to mean priest, and while this 

is definitely not an outlandish translation due to the context and what the stanza is directly 

conveying, ‘valdi’ is still perhaps better suited as the more traditional translation of ‘ruler’.132 

The evidence of there being an established priestly class within pre-Christian society is scarce 

at best. Archaeologist Mike Parker Pearson questions the extent of a coherent and doctrinal Old 

Norse religion, something a priestly class would certainly need, and describes Old Norse 

religion as being best explained as wide-ranging concepts that were transmitted across linguistic 

and cultural lines, which would simply render the concept of an establish priestly class 

incompatible on a foundational level.133 SIGDR 6 does, however, show us quite clearly that 

rulers, such as jarls, led and performed rituals in society, similar to priests, prior to the 

solidification of Christianity as the dominant religion. The skald is conveying that the jarl is 

clearly seen to have had their societal functions intertwined with cultic purposes, effectively 

                                                 
129 Marold, “Kormákr Ǫgmundarson, Sigurðardrápa”, 283 
130 Ibid. 
131 Ibid. 
132 Angus A. Somerville & R. Andrew MacDonald, The Viking Age: A Reader, (Toronto: University of Toronto 

Press, 2010), 101 
133 Mike Parker Pearson, “The Origins of Old Norse Ritual and Religion in European Perspective”, in Old Norse 
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reinforcing Sundqvist’s theoretical interpretation that rulers, in this case, the jarl, of having a 

role in pre-Christian cultic practices.134 

The appearance of having a cultic function as an attribute is survived by Sigurðr 

Hákonssonar’s son, the famed Hákon Sigurðsson, who inherited the jarldom of Lade upon his 

father’s untimely demise. Unlike that of his father, the interpretation of having a cultic function 

is not confined to just two instances, instead, occurring throughout several poems on numerous 

occasions. In fact, this attribution of ‘cultic’ is most abundantly present when referring to 

Hákon. It is also important to make note of that like his father, Hákon, is directly attributed with 

being involved or leading sacrifices. Hákon’s mention within Tindr Hákdr 8 can easily be seen 

as a straight-forward example when compared to most, by simply stating that “gæfs Hôkunar, 

þess’s veitti {gǫglum Yggs}” [generous Hákon, who supplied plenty to the geese of Yggr].135 

The beginning portion is referencing Hákon’s distinct lack of frugality of undertaking rituals 

and providing sacrifice to the old gods. While the latter of Tindr Hákdr 8 makes mention of 

“gǫglum Yggs” [ the geese of Yggr], which is another kenning for Óðinn´s ravens, similarly to 

what is displayed within HÁL 9.136 The trend of generosity occurs once more, by way of a 

direct appearance and attribution onto Hákon. Effectively reinforcing the before mentioned 

notion of not only its significance in society, but also of the importance of maintaining a 

relationship with the divine as a ruler, just as the kings did. It seems to be important for rulers 

to have a good relationship with the divine to ensure their support.137 

Whereas the previous stanza was able to be dissected into a smaller portion, meanwhile 

retaining its relevance, the same cannot be said of the contents of VELL 15. To understand the 

finer points of the assigned attribute, the context and what it contributes to the wider picture 

will be taken into consideration. 

Ok herþarfir hverfa 

(Hlakkar móts) til blóta 

(rauðbríkar fremsk rœkir 

ríkr) ásmegir (slíku). 

Nú grœr jǫrð sem áðan; 

aptr geirbrúar hapta 

auðrýrir lætr ôru 

                                                 
134 Olof Sundqvist, “An Arena for Higher Powers. Cult Buildings and Rulers in the Late Iron Age and the Early 

Medieval period in the Mälar Region.”, 203 
135 Poole, “Tindr Hallkelsson, Hákonardrápa”, 351 
136 See the provided appendix. 
137 Jón Viðar Sigurðsson, Viking Friendship. The Social Bond in Iceland and Norway, c. 900–1300., 87 
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     óhryggva vé byggva. 138 

The first thing that stands out is the trend of a jarl, in this instance, Hákon, being designated as 

kin of the divine arises once more; “And the sons of the Æsir”. It is unknown at this time who 

the other individual is. It is however, quite plausible to assume that it is one of Hákon’s sons, 

for it is rather unlikely that the skald would refer to nameless men within his routine as being 

kin to the Æsir. The other portion of the stanza that directly pertains to Hákon can be translated 

as “the powerful keeper of the red board of the meeting of Hlǫkk”, being essentially a glorified 

reference to him as a powerful warrior, which is certainly not very telling with regards to 

matters of the jarl’s cultic societal functions.139 VELL 15 directly makes note of not only 

sacrifices are being performed, but has the added benefit of directly informing the reader that it 

is Hákon himself who is performing them; “And the sons of the Æsir (Hákon & assumed son), 

beneficial to the people, turn to the sacrifices; the powerful keeper of the red board of the 

meeting of Hlǫkk (Hákon) prospers from this.” Hákon’s rituals are quite successful, as per the 

result of the harvest quickly improving and the stanza makes note that the grain once more 

begins to grow and the earth begins to experience a re-blossoming.140 This success of Hákon’s 

sacrifices is undoubtedly significant, by way of displaying that he is directly responsible for 

good and bad harvests, just as the kings are shown to be within skaldic poetry.141 There is also 

the matter of the attribute of generosity occurring once more. Hákon himself is directly 

supplying the good harvest and the supposed renewal of the earth as a gift to the people, which 

can be viewed as a means of solidifying his power and political position as a ruler by earning 

their friendship.  

The evidence of the functions of the jarl as a cultic institution is readily apparent. 

Interestingly enough, the ‘cultic’(12) attribute appears just almost as frequently as some of the 

straight forward attributes, such as that of ‘seafarer’ (13). The attribute does not occur within 

skaldic poetry with Hákon Grjótgarðsson, but by taking note of the importance and function of 

the jarl’s ‘sal’ or hall, we can alternatively see that the institution of the jarl held such a role in 

society around the late Scandinavian Iron Age, prior to Sigurðr Hákonssonar’s attribution 

                                                 
138 “And the sons of the Æsir, beneficial to the people, turn to the sacrifices; the powerful keeper of the red board 

of the meeting of Hlǫkk (Valkyrie) prospers from this. Now the earth flourishes as before; the wealth-diminisher 

lets the messengers of the spear-bridge once again inhabit the sanctuaries of the gods without sorrow.” 

Translation by Marold, "Einarr skálaglamm Helgason, Vellekla", 303 
139 Ibid. 
140 Ibid. 
141 Bagge, From Viking Stronghold to Christian Kingdom: State Formation in Norway, c. 900–1350, 148 
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within skaldic poetry. The characteristic of the jarl having a cultic function in society, is truly 

highlighted by Hákon Sigurðsson, where the assigned interpretation reaches its highest 

concentration of occurrences. Unlike that of his father, where one of the two relative stanzas 

had to undergo a full-fledged analysis, many of the relative descriptions of Hákon Sigurðsson’s 

role with the occult are quite straight forward and simply stated, leaving little to actual 

interpretation. The interpretation of jarls being assigned a cultic societal function begins to 

immediately wane in appearances after reaching its peak with Hákon Sigurðsson, only 

appearing as rough interpretations from there on out, until it vanishes entirely. The first portions 

of VELL 18 display this, as the skald conveys that there is another person, or perhaps persons, 

leading or taking part in the ritual. If this is to be seen as one of Hákon’s sons, as suggested 

prior, then the attribute can be seen as having survived onto at least one more generation. 

Unlike Christianity, the old religion had no true central authority outside of local 

community leaders, like the jarls, leading rituals for that individual community. The old 

religions, are perhaps best put as being something of a ununified set of beliefs and would have 

found it difficult to resist the strong central authority of the church with set leaders. While 

reportedly a staunch pagan, Hákon Sigurðsson witnessed Christianity increase in power within 

his lifetime, resulting in the old religion to undergo a process of deterioration, along with the 

cultic functions of the jarl accompanying it. 

3.3.2 A Divinely Reinforced Institution 

The jarl’s relationship with the divine does not reach its conclusion at their description 

of having a role in the cultic functions of their societies. Although, this relationship is quite 

different in nature from what has been previously discussed. The label of ‘divinity’ is a 

reoccurring attribute found within the entirety of the skaldic poetry corpus that first occurs 

within the 10th century poem, Háleygjatal in stanza 7, appears in several 11th century works 

such as Rǫgnvaldsdrápa, and concludes in stanza 53 of Háttatal, composed in the early-mid 

13th century. These three works display that the trait of ‘divinity’ of the jarls is present within 

the entire parameters of this exploration, and thus effectively spanning a four-hundred-and-

fifty-year period. The interpretation of ‘divinity’ is indeed frequent, but never actually overlaps 

with the label of ‘cultic’ as one may expect. Instead, it occurs most regularly alongside ‘warrior’ 

and ‘ruler’ or by its lonesome. Furthermore, it appears under the context of describing the 

labeled jarl as being either a god himself or their kin without any deviations. At no point in the 
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entirety of the skaldic poem corpus does it appear in another way. Attributing rulers to the 

divine should come as little surprise, as there is a long tradition of pagan and Christian kings 

alike using divinity as a method to reinforce their rule or legitimacy. Though, when this 

tendency is brought up within academic works, it is normally done so in reference to just the 

kings, and not the jarls. It is therefore quite interesting, indeed, that through skaldic poetry the 

skalds are clearly transmitting that it was not just the kings who used this method of 

reinforcement, but that the jarls have done so as well. 

 The 10th century poem, Háleygjatal , is an exemplary specimen of the assertion in its 

entirety, that the jarls, like kings, employed divinity as a way to reinforce their rule, in addition 

to showing that the Jarls of Lade exerted their rule, or “virtual kingship” as Russell Poole refers 

to it, over the coastal areas in Northern Norway.142 No time is wasted in conveying the divinity 

of Hákon’s lineage. Within the first stanza, the skald responsible for its composition, Eyvindr, 

directly requests that the crowd listen to his words “while I [Eyvindr] reckon his [Hákon 

Sigurðsson’s] lineage back to the gods.”143 So, even though Háleygjatal  is clearly being made 

for the purpose of providing a divine lineage, are there any further clues from the stanzas within, 

where the attribute of divinity is applied? The application of divinity, as an attribute, is first 

made note of within HÁL 7, where Hákon Grjótgarðsson is described as “Freys ôttungr” 

[kinsman of Freyr] toward the end of the stanza, ultimately concluding with his death in battle 

at Fjalir in Stafanessvágr.144 Besides from his given attribute of being the kin of a god toward 

the end of the stanza, Hákon Grjótgarðsson is only referred to as a great warrior in the guise of 

a kenning. Contextual information does little better at presenting further evidence of any sort 

of methodology behind the attribution of ‘divinity’, but from what we can gather, Hákon has 

recently had Firðir placed under his control by King Haraldr hárfagri. This did not sit well with 

jarl Atli hinn Mjovi, who refused to relinquish control over Sogn, a refusal that would ultimately 

lead to the death of both jarls.145 We see this same trend of divinity being present in HÁL 10, 

where Sigurðr Hákonssonar is described as the “kinsman of Týr” while covering the topic of 

his fate at the hands of Haraldr gráfeldr and Erlingr Eiríksson.146 Other than these two jarls 

being attributed as kin of the divine, their deaths are also a notable part of their appearance. 

This aspect of the stanzas was also noticed by Russel Poole, who comments on the similarity 

                                                 
142 Poole, “Eyvindr skáldaspillir Finnsson, Háleygjatal”, 205 
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to that of Ynglingatal, a poem that enumerates twenty-six generations of both Swedish and 

Norwegian rulers.147 Interestingly enough, the Yngling kings appear in HÁL 4 and are 

portrayed as the direct rivals of the jarls of Lade; “because of the belligerence of the eastern 

kings, when the sons of Yngvi fastened the ring-destroyer to the tree.” 148 Poole asserts that the 

emphasis upon divine descent may in fact be seen as another level of rivalry by attempting to 

promote the jarls of Lade as the equals of the Yngling dynasty.149 While this is certainly 

interesting and indeed, an astute assertion by Poole that surely makes sense, with regards to this 

exploration, this only supports the notion that the jarls did employ the attribution of the divine 

to secure their rule and legitimacy, just as the kings did.  

Háleygjatal certainly displays that the jarls of Lade employed divinity to reinforce their 

position as rulers, as their kingly counterparts did, but what of the other skaldic poems? Vellekla 

and Hákonardrápa both host examples of Hákon Sigurðsson being referred to as kin of various 

gods, although the most frequent god he is paired to is Óðinn. Unsurprisingly, Óðinn, the chief 

god of the Norse pantheon, appears as the most dominating god to be associated with, which 

has also been recognized by Ian Beuermann.150 So, this attribution of Hákon as being the 

descendent of the chief god in the pre-Christian religion is not exactly outrageous. The skaldic 

poetry corpus supports this notion, with a few points of interest. The attribution of Óðinn is 

only ever done under the guise of one of his numerous other names and is not as prevalent as 

one may expect. The attribution to Óðinn itself occurs only with Hákon Sigurdsson, but with 

regards to the corpus in its entirety, and appears seven times, in comparison to Týr’s six 

occurrences and Freyr’s four. Scholars have often assumed that Óðinn or Freyr are the deities 

most commonly associated with rulers, but perhaps it is time to reconsider Týr’s role. This 

could of course, however, be an example of a distinguishing point between jarls and kings, as 

it is certainly possible that kings are more often attributed with Óðinn than the jarls. It is 

important to not forsake other jarls, such as Þorf-Einar Rǫgnvaldarsson of Orkney as being 

described with Odinic characteristics.151 There is additionally the matter of how the jarls of 

Orkney liken their lineage back to giants, rather than gods as a method to reinforce their rule. 

Steinsland theorizes that giants are used in origin myths as a means to be associated with the 
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native population and gradually becomes a more frequent trend closer toward the end of the 

Early Medieval period152 However, this tendency of likening one’s lineage back to solely giants 

was not recoverable by means of skaldic poetry, and will therefore not touched upon further. 

This attribution of Hákon as being the descendent of the chief god in the pre-Christian religion 

is anything but a surprise. Afterall, his lineage is harkened back to divine figures, just as is done 

with the Yngling Kings, as we have seen within Háleygjatal.  

Even though each one of these entries strengthen the belief that jarls employed divinity 

to bolster their own rule, one entry is of particular interest. VELL 31 refers to Hákon Sigurðsson 

in two noteworthy ways; “Ôss hríðar Fróða” [The god of the storm of Fróði] and the 

“konr ragna” [descendent of the gods].153 The former of these two characteristics makes no 

mention as to who it is in reference to and could be interpreted as a kenning used to denote a 

renowned warrior as the latter portion of “Ôss hríðar Fróða”, is a relatively common kenning 

for a sea-king, attributing the person to which of whom it is applied to with the likeness of a 

legendary Danish king.154 However, upon her analysis of Vellekla, Edith Marold, an Emeritus 

Professor of Early Germanic and Scandinavian Philology at Christian-Albrechts-University, 

makes note that Kock interprets the “Ôss hríðar Fróða” portion of VELL 31 as an apposition 

of “konr ragna” [descendent of the gods], which we know is in reference to Hákon, and 

therefore gives us the alternative to conclude that “Ôss hríðar Fróða” is in fact a reference to 

Hákon with the addition benefit of Hákon being portrayed as a god himself.155 This is in all 

reality, remarkable, as this does not occur elsewhere in the entirety of the corpus. The latter, 

makes no distinction as to which god Hákon is descended from, but due to his before mentioned 

relationship with Óðinn and segments of the stanza directly stating that Hákon is piling up the 

fields with the slain and that Óðinn was allotted the bodies, Óðinn is indeed a likely possibility. 

With regards to Hákon and Vellekla, it is undoubtfully quite fitting to end this paragraph with 

a quote from Vellekla directly; “What doubt might there be that the gods guide the destroyer of 

the kin of princes? I declare that the exceedingly powerful gods increase the might of 

Hákon.”156 

 The hereditary dynasty of the Jarls of Lade may have been noteworthy and powerful 

rulers whose rule was hedged with divine support. They were, however, not the only jarls to be 
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attributed as such. Rǫgnvaldsdrápa, the poem centered around the 11th century Orcadian jarl, 

Rǫgnvaldr Brúsason stanza, is just one such example. Through the first stanza, it is conveyed 

by the skald, that “the war-hasty Njǫrðr (Rǫgnvaldr Brúsason) of battle brought about ten 

ancient blizzards of the file of graven shields in Russia.”157 Even though this is indeed a colorful 

stanza, that arguably invokes much to the imagination with its vivid descriptions, it does not 

host a complex interpretation. RǪGNDR 1 is simply a means to convey that Rǫgnvaldr was a 

warrior of some renown, which corelates perfectly to the previous section regarding warriors 

and rulership; power was central to legitimacy.158 With regards to contextual matters, 

RǪGNDR 1 relates to Rǫgnvaldr’s long service as a landvarnarmaðr, or the commander of 

defensive forces, at the court of King Jaroslav.159 Unlike its predecessors and despite the 

presence of the tendency of divine attribution, further feasible information that is relative to the 

topic at hand is unable to be extracted, as the stanza is simply used to convey the battle prowess 

of Rǫgnvaldr Brúsason with the reinforcement of the divine correlation. A similar picture is 

presented within Þorfinnsdrápa’s stanza 14. Where on the topic of Rǫgnvaldr’s uncle and joint 

jarl of Orkney, Þorfinnr Sigurðarson, is referenced as “that Baldr of the sword” in the midst of 

praising his prowess in matters of war. 

The interpretation of ‘divinity’ is not just a label that surfaces within the oldest and 

middle portions of the corpus. Instead, we see this interpretation presented within one of the 

youngest poems covered as well. The excessive work of praise, known as Háttatal, to both King 

Hákon Hákonarson and Skúli Bárðarson alike, that is presented within the poem, hosts 

numerous examples of the interpretations of ‘generous’, ‘ruler’, or ‘excellence’ onto Skúli 

Bárðarson. While certainty less common than the before mentioned attributes, that of ‘divinity’ 

is well accounted for. We see this tendency take shape through Ht 35 where Skúli is described 

as “Heitfastr hjálm-Týr” [the pledge firm helmet-Týr], Ht 43 as “Snar-Baldr” [the bold Baldr] 

with regards to furthering the importance of combat praise and interestingly enough, as well as 

“Auð-Týr” [the wealth Týr] within Ht 48 in the guise of supporting the before-mentioned subject 

of generosity. Despite their presence, however, they seem to follow suit with Rǫgnvaldsdrápa 

and Þorfinnsdrápa, hosting little more to be analyzed further without overstepping into 

redundancy as they simply reinforce a trend of referring the jarl as a divine figure in a warrior 

context, with the addition of a single attribute of generosity. 
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 The presented interpretations of the label of ‘divinity’ is quite intriguing. Based off what 

has been recovered within this examination, it is unlikely that this attribution of divinity has 

anything to actually do with the direct action of having a role in the occult, and is instead, a 

methodology employed by the jarls to reinforce legitimacy of their rule – as the kings did. As 

has been made note of previously, this action of assigning divine ancestry was not just 

undertaken by pagan rulers, but is nothing short of a commonality with the Christian kings. The 

action of attributing the jarl with that of the divine is undeniably present within the latest periods 

and while the tendency is shown to be existing throughout the entirety of the parameters of this 

exploration, it does wane in appearance. These interpretations arguably yield little further 

insight when compared to that of the stanzas found within Háleygjatal or Vellekla. Whereas 

Háleygjatal directly conveys its intention of assigning Hákon’s divine lineage as a way to 

bolster his standing against the Kings of the Yngling dynasty, and the relative stanzas within, 

offer much to interpret to support this assertion, the later poems provide no new content to draw 

upon, outside of simply being present. These later examples of ‘divinity’ seemingly just convey 

that attributing the jarl with such an attribute was a method of reinforcing their prowess in battle 

or generosity, as a way to reinforce their rule.  

There is one difference in particular that stands out, though. Chronologically, in the 

eldest poems, the jarl is referred to as the kin of the god that he is being likened to, giving way 

to the tendency of the jarl being assigned as that god directly, a trend that starts with Hákon 

Sigurdsson, and eventually replaces the kinship trait completely as seen within Þorfinnsdrápa 

up until Háttatal. The reasoning for this is currently unbeknownst. It is, however, feasible to 

assume that Christianity is the root cause of this tendency. As Christianity solidified itself 

within Scandinavia and its holdings, the authority of pagan rulers and the old power structure 

waned. While important elements of the pagan past survived, the power structure certainly 

changed to more directly favor that of the new religion, consequently, the new power it brought 

to the jarl’s counter parts; the kings.160 The continuation of using the old gods as namesakes 

after the general acceptance of Christianity is certainly an interesting aspect to consider. While 

the reasoning is unbeknownst, it could feasibly be rooted as a method to apply the traits 

associated with that god onto the jarl instead of assigning the jarl as a descendent from the 

divine. Regardless of how or why, the tendency of the divine attribution to reinforce their rule 

is certainly a present and persistent attribute of the jarls within skaldic poetry.   
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4 Conclusion: The Benchmates of Kings 

By systematically compiling the data, it has been displayed that the jarls are assigned with 

8 main attributes between c.850 – 1250; ‘cultic’(12), ‘divinity’(33), ‘excellence’(78), ‘ruler’ 

(177), ‘seafarer’ (13), ‘generous’(59), ‘warrior’(159), and ‘wisdom’(16), alongside the wide-

ranging interpretation of ‘other’ (87) to make a grand total of 9 different attributes with 634 

separate registered logged appearances over a four-hundred-year period. Using the skalds as 

eye-witnesses to the Early Medieval period and their employed metaphors and other forms of 

symbolic terminology as accurate reflections of their time, often reinforced the theories and 

interpretations of others, such as, Olof Sundqvist, Jón Viðar Sigurðsson, and Gro Steinsland. 

This work, however, went further and displayed that there is more to this institution of power 

than previously credited for.  

 Over the course of this 400-hundred-year exploration, the majority of the attributes are 

chronologically present within the entirety of the parameters; ‘divinity’, ‘excellence’, 

‘generous’, ‘ruler’ and ‘warrior’. The data, on quantitative grounds, presents quite a clear 

picture; jarls were seen as rulers and certain attributions or terminologies were employed to 

legitimize and reinforce their rule. Skalds employed these terminologies as a way to convey the 

jarl’s rule as seen by way of ‘ruler’ or as a means to reinforce the legitimacy of the jarl and his 

rule; ‘divinity’, ‘excellence’, ‘generous’ and ‘warrior’. This application of authoritative 

reinforcement onto the jarls was found to mirror that of another institution of medieval power; 

the kings. Other societal offices, such as chieftains, are seen to be described similarly when 

mentioned, but drastically fall short when compared to jarls and kings, but a full-fledged 

examination of which has yet to occur. Take the matter of Skopti in BANDDR 2, where the 

skald refers to him as being generous and a warrior, just as he does with jarl Eirikr. He is, like 

others equal to his societal standing throughout skaldic poetry, not attributed with any further 

praise that could be used to employ the attribute of ‘excellence’ and is certainly not given the 

attribute of ‘divinity’, as the kings and jarls are. The one occurrence of the divine in BANDDR 

2 is plainly in reference to Eirikr’s victory over the chieftain. So, it can be seen that a portion 

of these interpretations are relevant to all three institutions, but the entirety of the corpus favors 

only the jarls and the kings.  

 As ‘divinity, ‘excellence’, ‘generous’ and ‘warrior’ can be understood as reinforcing the 

rule of the jarl as a societal institution, the examination of the actual interpretation of ‘ruler’ 



52 

 

gave way to some interesting realizations. Skaldic poetry does not only convey the jarls as being 

“second to the king”, but instead, goes further by attributing jarls with a degree of equality with 

the kings within the 10th to 12th centuries. The highlighted terminology of “benchmate” was 

used as a means to display a degree of equality to whom the designated individual is sharing 

the bench with. This term was additionally used as a means to reinforce a ruler’s authority, by 

using it in the same fashion, but directed toward the common man. The first application of the 

benchmate terminology occurs in the 10th century and is in reference to the jarl, Hákon 

Sigurdsson. Skaldic poetry displays that the benchmate terminology survives onto the 11th 

century, where it is used in reference to both kings and jarls alike. However, its usage halts and 

does not carry onto the 12th century. Quantitively, the terminology is not very populous and 

only occurs four times. The implications from this is little, as it is present and used equally with 

jarls and kings. We in modernity must also be mindful to remember that not every poem that 

was composed survived into modernity. It is, however qualitatively, remarkable on the basis of 

what it is conveying. It is important to remember that this terminology is shared equally between 

kings and jarls. This is shown with not only the application of the “benchmate” terminology, 

but also from the presence of dróttinn when used in reference to the jarls, a label previously 

thought to be reserved in use for kings and divine figures. Chronologically, a jarl is first applied 

as being a dróttinn in the 10th century, later appearing in its highest frequency within the 11th, 

and making its final appearance in the 12th, by way of Erlingr skakki. Taking these two terms 

into consideration, it can be seen that the jarls were likely at the peak of their power from the 

10th to 12th century that eventually waned in the mid or late 12th in favor of kingly power.  

 The three attributes that are not fully persistent within every century are, ‘cultic’, 

‘seafarer’, and ‘wisdom’. The latter two, both come into use in the early 10th century and then 

continue in use in every century covered up until the end of the parameters. In all reality, both 

of which provided little to explore, hence why the other attributes were favored. In hindsight, 

‘seafarer’ may have been better suited to the ‘other’ interpretation and ‘wisdom’ categorized as 

‘excellence’. The former of which, however, presents an entirely different situation. Through 

exploring skaldic poetry as a credible source and the compilation of data, it has been seen that 

the jarl’s role in society was not just restricted to that of rulership. On the contrary, skaldic 

poetry yields that the jarls had a leading role in matters of the occult. The attribute directly 

comes into use in the late-9th century by way of Sigurðr Hákonarson in Sigurðardrápa and only 

remains present within skaldic poetry up until the late 10th century. In the Jarls as a Cultic 

Leader segment, archaeological concerns were brought into the discussion as a means to 
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underline how the ‘sal’ or hall of local rulers, like jarls, were physical transmissions of not only 

societal power, but representative of the jarl’s cultic role in society through their usage of 

communication with the divine. So, it is certainly quite unlikely that this attribution of the jarl 

having a cultic role in their society would have simply sprung into existence in the mid-9th 

century. Instead, it is far more feasible to assume that this would have been a developmental 

process that owes its scarcity due to a lack of surviving sources. One must additionally consider 

the matter of VELL 15’s reference to “the sons of the Æsir”, where it was discussed that this is 

indeed quite likely to be in reference to Hákon Sigurðsson, as is established, but also one of his 

sons. Should this assertion hold true, the attribute of jarls having a cultic function can then be 

extended by one more generation before truly phasing out of usage. Taking these two assertions 

into consideration, the chronology of the attribute would therefore need to be re-set to the early 

or mid-9th – early 11th century rather than the late-9th – late 10th.  

Through the usage of skaldic poetry, it can be seen that the jarl, as an institution of 

power, is quite clearly displayed as being more than what historians tend to credit it as. From 

the findings of this exploration, there are three things in particular that certainly stand out. First 

of which, jarls are consistently making use of kingly methods of reinforcing their authority over 

four centuries. Secondly, the jarl, as an institution, did not only hold responsibilities of 

governance and rulership. Some of the earliest recoverable stanzas clearly display to its 

audiences that the jarls did in fact hold a cultic function in their societies, a trend that would 

eventually phase out of existence sometime in the late 10th century within surviving skaldic 

poetry. Finally, we see that the jarls are frequently described as having more power in society 

throughout the entirety of the corpus, than many historical works assign onto them. This is truly 

underlined at the peak of their power, within the 10th to 12th centuries. Whereas, during this 

period, we see that jarls are assigned with the same terminology as the kings and there are even 

instances of direct references of being their equals having occurred. Even though this exact 

degree of institutional power ultimately wanes and vanishes from use completely around the 

mid-12th century, it is nevertheless interesting to note, that at no point in skaldic poetry does it 

ever become easy to identify a jarl between a king. Unless, of course, the skald makes the effort 

to do so. 

 As the 13th century comes closer, the power of the king seemingly begins to overtake 

that of the jarls, as the tendency of referring to the jarls as their equals, or “benchmates” for that 

matter, vanishes completely. It is only at this point, and this point only, that we can begin to see 
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the jarls as having a true similarity with the earl, outside of etymological matters. Perhaps, it is 

time for a more suitable comparison to be suggested, at least up until the 12th century. It is 

conceivably far more plausible for us to begin to consider that the jarls can be seen as something 

of a skattkonungr [tributary king] at the peak of their power. Skattkonungrs would be a better 

comparison than the earls of Great Britain, as they hold a degree of comparability with the 

actual king, but were still occasionally subjected to tributes on the basis of individual power 

rather than institutional, just as jarls are seen to be through skaldic poetry. We do not need to 

necessarily change the term and the designation, but could alternatively begin to open up the 

pre-existing terminology of skattkonungr to include other powerful, king-like offices of power. 

This work has demonstrated the effective use of skaldic poetry as a source and has 

brought to light three main considerations involving the jarls. The earliest jarls, were not just 

responsible for rulership, but certainly did have some sort of function in society that was rooted 

in cultic practices. We see by the compiled data that the skalds convey that the jarls are making 

use of the same legitimization techniques as the kings did over a 400-year period. Skaldic poetry 

additionally shows that at their peak of power, the jarls enjoyed a relative degree of 

comparability with their kingly counterparts, and were truly the benchmates of kings. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



55 

 

Bibliography 

Aalto, Sirpa, ‘Jómsvíkinga Saga as a Part of Old Norse Historiography’ in Scripta Islandica, 

ed. 65 (2014), 33-53 

Batey, Colleen E., Judith Jesch & Christopher D. Morris, The Viking Age in Caithness Orkney 

and the North Atlantic. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1982. 

Bagge, Sverre, From Viking Stronghold to Christian Kingdom: State Formation in Norway, c. 

900–1350. Copenhagen: Museum Tusculum Press, 2010. 

Baxter, Stephen, The Earls of Mercia. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007. 

Berend, Nora, Christianization and the Rise of Christian Monarchy; Scandinavia, Central 

Europe and Rus’ c. 900-1200. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007. 

Beuermann, Ian, “Jarla Sǫgur Orkneyja. Status and Power of The Earls of Orkney According 

to Their Sagas”, in Ideology and Power in the Viking and Middle Ages; Scandinavian, 

Iceland, Ireland, Orkney and the Faroes, eds. Gro Steinsland, Jón Viðar Sigurðsson, 

Jan Erik Rekdal and Ian Beuermann, 109-161. Leiden: Brill, 2011. 

Beuermann, Ian, “The Long Adaptation of Pagan and Christian Ideologies of Rulership” in 

Ideology and Power in the Viking and Middle Ages; Scandinavian, Iceland, Ireland, 

Orkney and the Faroes, eds. Gro Steinsland, Jón Viðar Sigurðsson, Jan Erik Rekdal and 

Ian Beuermann, 367-386. Leiden: Brill, 2011. 

Campbell, James, The Anglo-Saxon State. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000. 

Carroll, Jayne, “Markús Skeggjason, Eiríksdrápa” in Poetry from the Kings’ Sagas 2: From c. 

1035 to c. 1300. Skaldic Poetry of the Scandinavian Middle Ages 2, ed. Kari Ellen Gade, 

432-460. Turnhout: Brepols, 2009 

Christiansen, Eric, The Norsemen in the Viking Age. Oxford: Blackwell, 2006. 

Crawford, Barbara E., “The Kingdom of Man and the Earldom of Orkney—Some 

Comparisons” in Celtic-Norse Relationships in the Irish Sea in the Middle Ages 800-

1200, eds. Jón Viðar Sigurðsson and Timothy Bolton, 65–80. Leiden: Brill, 2013. 



56 

 

Clarke, M. J, “Akha feasting: an ethnoarchaeological perspective” in Feasts: archaeological 

and ethnographic perspectives on food, politics, and power, eds. Michael Dietler & 

Brain Hayden, 155. Washington, DC: Smithsonian Institution Press, 2001. 

Coroban, Costel, Ideology and Power in Norway and Iceland, 1150-1250. Cambridge: 

Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2018. 

Driscoll, Mathew J, “The Words on the Page: Thoughts on philology, old and new” in Creating 

the Medieval Saga: Versions, Variability and Editorial Interpretations of Old Norse 

Saga Literature. The Viking Collection, vol. 18. eds, Judy Quinn and Emily Lethbridge. 

84-104. Odense: University Press of Southern Denmark, 2010. 

Fenton, Alexander, Northern Isles: Orkney and Shetland. Edinburgh: John Donald Publishers 

LTD, 1978. 

Fulk, R. D., “Sigvatr Þórðarson, Austrfararvísur” in Poetry from the Kings’ Sagas 1: From 

Mythical Times to c. 1035. Skaldic Poetry of the Scandinavian Middle Ages 1, ed. Diana 

Whaley, 606. Turnhout: Brepols, 2012. 

Gadamer, Hans-Georg, Truth and Method. New York: Continuum, 2004. 

Gade, Kari Ellen, and Edith Marold, Poetry from Treatises on Poetics. Skaldic Poetry of the 

Scandinavian Middle Ages 2, vol 2. Turnhout: Brepols, 2017. 

Gade, Kari Ellen “Þorbjǫrn skakkaskáld, Erlingsdrápa” in Poetry from the Kings’ Sagas 2: 

From c. 1035 to c. 1300. Skaldic Poetry of the Scandinavian Middle Ages 2, ed. Kari 

Ellen Gade, 631-8. Turnhout: Brepols, 2009. 

Gade, Kari Ellen, Poetry from the Kings’ Sagas 2: From c. 1035 to c. 1300. Skaldic Poetry of 

the Scandinavian Middle Ages 2, vol 2. Turnhout: Brepols, 2009. 

Gade, Kari Ellen, “Rǫgnvaldr jarl and Hallr Þórarinsson, Háttalykill” in Poetry from Treatises 

on Poetics. Skaldic Poetry of the Scandinavian Middle Ages 3, eds. Kari Ellen Gade 

and Edith Marold, 1001-1093. Turnhout: Brepols, 2017. 

Gade, Kari Ellen, “Sturla Þórðarson, Hákonarkviða” in Poetry from the Kings’ Sagas 2: From 

c. 1035 to c. 1300. Skaldic Poetry of the Scandinavian Middle Ages 2, ed. Kari Ellen 

Gade, 699-727. Turnhout: Brepols, 2009. 



57 

 

Gade, Kari Ellen, “Snorri Sturluson, Háttatal” in Poetry from Treatises on Poetics. Skaldic 

Poetry of the Scandinavian Middle Ages 3, eds. Kari Ellen Gade and Edith Marold, 

1094-2009. Turnhout: Brepols, 2017. 

Gade, Kari Ellen, “Steinn Herdísarson, Nizarvísur" in Poetry from the Kings’ Sagas 2: From 

c. 1035 to c. 1300. Skaldic Poetry of the Scandinavian Middle Ages 2, ed. Kari Ellen 

Gade, 359-366. Turnhout: Brepols, 2011. 

Hedeager, Lotte, Iron Age Myth and Materiality: An Archaeology of Scandinavia AD 400-1000. 

London & New York: Routledge, 2011. 

Heslop, Kate, “Hallfreðr vandræðaskáld Óttarsson, Erfidrápa Óláfs Tryggvasonar” in Poetry 

from the Kings’ Sagas 1: From Mythical Times to c. 1035. Skaldic Poetry of the 

Scandinavian Middle Ages 1, ed. Diana Whaley, 400-440. Turnhout: Brepols, 2012. 

Jón Viðar Sigurðsson, “Kings, Earls and Chieftains. Rulers in Norway, Orkney and Iceland, c. 

900-1300” in Ideology and Power in the Viking and Middle Ages; Scandinavian, 

Iceland, Ireland, Orkney and the Faroes, eds. Gro Steinsland, Jón Viðar Sigurðsson, 

Jan Erik Rekdal and Ian Beuermann, 69-108. Leiden: Brill, 2011. 

Jón Viðar Sigurðsson, Viking Friendship. The Social Bond in Iceland and Norway, c. 900–

1300. New York: Cornell University Press, 2017. 

Lakoff, George and Johnson, Mark, Metaphors we live by. Chicago: Chicago University Press, 

1980 

Marold, Edith, “Einarr skálaglamm Helgason, Hákonardrápa” in Poetry from the Kings’ Sagas 

1: From Mythical Times to c. 1035. Skaldic Poetry of the Scandinavian Middle Ages 1, 

ed. Diana Whaley, 279. Turnhout: Brepols, 2012. 

Marold, Edith, Vivian Busch, Jana Krüger, Ann-Dörte Kyas and Katharina Seidel, translated 

from German by John Foulks, “Einarr skálaglamm Helgason, Vellekla” in Poetry from 

the Kings’ Sagas 1: From Mythical Times to c. 1035. Skaldic Poetry of the Scandinavian 

Middle Ages 1, ed. Diana Whaley, 280-329.Turnhout: Brepols, 2012. 

 

Marold, Edith, Vivian Busch, Jana Krüger, Ann-Dörte Kyas and Katharina Seidel, translated 

from German by John Foulks, “Kormákr Ǫgmundarson, Sigurðardrápa” in Poetry from 



58 

 

Treatises on Poetics. Skaldic Poetry of the Scandinavian Middle Ages 3, eds. Kari Ellen 

Gade and Edith Marold, 272-285.Turnhout: Brepols, 2017. 

Moore, David W., The other British Isles: A history of Shetland, Orkney, the Hebrides, Isle of 

Man, Anglesey, Scilly, Isle of Wight and the Channel Islands. Jefferson: McFarland & 

Company, 2005. 

Myrvoll, Klaus Johan, ‘Bruk og misbruk av skaldekvæde hjå norske historikarar’: in Historisk 

tidsskrift, ed. 93 (2014), 383-406 

Lethbridge, Emily, “Bjarni byskup Kolbeinsson, Jómsvíkingadrápa” in Poetry from the Kings’ 

Sagas 1: From Mythical Times to c. 1035. Skaldic Poetry of the Scandinavian Middle 

Ages, ed. Diana Whaley, 959-998. Turnhout: Brepols, 2012. 

Loyn, Henry, The Vikings in Britain. Oxford: Blackwell, 1994. 

Olafsen, Nikolai Alexander, "Kongens høyre hånd? En studie av jarlenes politiske rolle i 

Skandinavia og på Orknøyene, ca. 1000 – 1300." (Master’s Thesis, University of Oslo, 

2017). Retrieved March 05, 2019, from http://www.duo.uio.no 

Owen, Olywyn, The World of the Orkneyinga Saga: The Broad-cloth Viking Trip. Orkney 

Islands Council, 2006. 

Parker Pearson, Mike, “The Origins of Old Norse Ritual and Religion in European Perspective”, 

in Old Norse Religion in Long-Term Perspectives: Origins, Changes, and Interactions: 

International Conference in Lund, Sweden, June 3-7, 2004, eds. Anders Andrén, 

Kristina Jennbert, and Catharina Raudvere, 86-90, Lund: Nordic Academic Press, 2006. 

Poole, Russell, “Tindr Hallkelsson, Hákonardrápa” in Poetry from the Kings’ Sagas 1: From 

Mythical Times to c. 1035. Skaldic Poetry of the Scandinavian Middle Ages 1, ed. Diana 

Whaley, 336-356. Turnhout: Brepols, 2012. 

Poole, Russel, “Eyvindr skáldaspillir Finnsson, Háleygjatal" in Poetry from the Kings’ Sagas 

1: From Mythical Times to c. 1035. Skaldic Poetry of the Scandinavian Middle Ages 1, 

ed. Diana Whaley, 195-212. Turnhout: Brepols, 2012. 

http://www.duo.uio.n/
https://www.amazon.co.uk/s/ref=dp_byline_sr_book_1?ie=UTF8&text=Olwyn+Owen&search-alias=books-uk&field-author=Olwyn+Owen&sort=relevancerank


59 

 

Poole, Russel, “Eyjólfr dáðaskáld, Bandadrápa 2” in Poetry from the Kings’ Sagas 1: From 

Mythical times to c.1035. Skaldic poetry of the Scandinavian Middle Ages 1, ed. Diana 

Whaley, 454-468. Turnhout: Brepols, 2012. 

Richards, Julian D., The Vikings; a very short introduction. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2005. 

Simek, Rudolf, Dictionary of Northern Mythology. Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 2007.  

Stavnem, Rolf, “Hallar-Steinn, Rekstefja" in Poetry from the Kings’ Sagas 1: From Mythical 

Times to c. 1035. Skaldic Poetry of the Scandinavian Middle Ages 1, ed. Diana Whaley, 

893-938. Turnhout: Brepols, 2012. 

Steinsland, Gro, “Introduction” in Ideology and Power in the Viking and Middle Ages; 

Scandinavian, Iceland, Ireland, Orkney and the Faroes, eds. Gro Steinsland, Jón Viðar 

Sigurðsson, Jan Erik Rekdal and Ian Beuermann, 1-14. Leiden: Brill, 2011. 

Steinsland, Gro, “Origin Myths and Rulership”, in Ideology and Power in the Viking and 

Middle Ages; Scandinavian, Iceland, Ireland, Orkney and the Faeroes, eds. Gro 

Steinsland, Jón Viðar Sigurðsson, Jan Erik Rekdal and Ian Beuermann, 60-65. Leiden: 

Brill, 2011 

Somerville, Angus A. & R. Andrew MacDonald, The Viking Age: A Reader. Toronto: 

University of Toronto Press, 2010. 

Somerville, Angus A. & R. Andrew McDonald, The Vikings and Their Age. Toronto: 

University of Toronto Press, 2013. 

Sundqvist, Olof, “An Arena for Higher Powers. Cult Buildings and Rulers in the Late Iron Age 

and the Early Medieval period in the Mälar Region.” in Ideology and Power in the 

Viking and Middle Ages; Scandinavian, Iceland, Ireland, Orkney and the Faeroes, eds. 

Gro Steinsland, Jón Viðar Sigurðsson, Jan Erik Rekdal and Ian Beuermann, 163-210. 

Leiden: Brill, 2011. 

Valgerður Erna Þorvaldsdóttir, “Sturla Þórðarson, Hrynhenda", in Poetry from the Kings’ Sagas 

2: From c.1035 to c. 1300. Skaldic poetry of the Scandinavian Middle Ages 2, ed. Kari 

Ellen Gade, 676-698. Turnhout: Brepols, 2009. 



60 

 

Williams, Ann, Kingship and Government in Pre-Conquest England c. 500-1066. London: 

MacMillan Press LTD, 1999. 

Whaley, Diana, “Arnórr jarlaskáld Þórðarson, Þorfinnsdrápa” in Poetry from the Kings’ Sagas 

2: From c. 1035 to c. 1300. Skaldic Poetry of the Scandinavian Middle Ages 2, ed. Kari 

Ellen Gade, 229-260.Turnhout: Brepols, 2009. 

Whaley, Diana, “Arnórr jarlaskáld Þórðarson, Rǫgnvaldsdrápa” in Poetry from the Kings’ 

Sagas 2: From c. 1035 to c. 1300. Skaldic poetry of the Scandinavian Middle Ages 2, 

ed. Kari Ellen Gade, 178-181.Turnhout: Brepols, 2009.  

Whaley, Diana, Poetry from the Kings’ Sagas 1: From Mythical Times to c. 1035, Skaldic 

Poetry of the Scandinavian Middle Ages 1, vol 2. Turnhout: Brepols, 2012. 

Whaley, Diana ‘Reconstruction of skaldic poems’ in Poetry from the Kings’ Sagas 1: From 

Mythical Times to c. 1035. Skaldic Poetry of the Scandinavian Middle Ages 1, xxxix-

xliv. Turnhout: Brepols, 2012. 

Whaley, Diana, ‘Skaldic poetry’ in A Companion to Old Norse-Icelandic Literature, ed. by 

Rory McTurk, 479-502. Oxford: Blackwell, 2005. 

Whaley, Diana, “Þjóðólfr Arnórsson, Stanzas about Magnús Óláfsson in Danaveldi” in Poetry 

from the Kings’ Sagas 2: From c. 1035 to c. 1300. Skaldic Poetry of the Scandinavian 

Middle Ages 2, ed. Kari Ellen Gade, 88-103. Turnhout: Brepols, 2009. 

Whitelock, Dorothy, David C. Douglas and Susie I. Tucker (eds), The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle; 

a revised translation, 2nd Edn. London: Eyre and Spottiswoode, 1965. 

Zori, Davide, Jesse Byock, Egill Erlendsson, and Thomas Wake. “Feasting in Viking Age 

Iceland: Sustaining a Chiefly Political Economy in a Marginal Environment in Antiquity 

ed. 87 (2013), 150–67 

Zoëga, Geir T., A Concise Dictionary of Old Icelandic. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1971. 



61 

 

Appendix 

 

0 50 100 150 200 250 300

cultic

divinity

excellence

generous

ruler

seafarer

warrior

wisdom

Quanity of Jarl attributes

9th century 10th century 11th century 12th century 13th century


