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INTRODUCTION: GENTES, GENTILE
IDENTITY, AND STATE FORMATION

IN EARLY MEDIEVAL EUROPE

Ildar H. Garipzanov, Patrick J. Geary, and Przemysław Urbańczyk

n recent decades, historians attempting to understand the transition from 
the world of late Antiquity with its unitary imperial system to the medieval 
Europe of separate kingdoms have become increasingly concerned with the 

role  of  early  medieval  gentes,  or  peoples,  in  the  end  of  the  former  and  the 
constitution of the latter. Much of the original impetus for new thinking about 
ethnic identities in the Migration Period came from anthropologists studying 
contemporary  social  and  cultural  identity  formation  and  mobilization.1 

Eschewing  older  understandings  of  ‘gentile’  or  ‘ethnic’  identity  as  coherent, 
homogeneous social and cultural groups sharing a common ancestry, language, 
and customs,  studies  have  more  recently  provided growing  evidence  for  the 
constructed, subjective, nature of gentile/ethnic identity and its representation 
in  written  sources.2 Consequently  gentes  have  been  increasingly  viewed  as 
situational  constructs  fostered  by  ‘political  ethnicity’,3 as  the  phenomena  of 

I

1 The collection of essays edited by Fredrik Barth in 1969, and his introduction to that 
volume  in  particular,  has  been  especially  influential  in  undermining  the  traditional 
approach: Ethnic Groups and Boundaries: The Social Organisation of Ethnic Difference, ed. 
by  Fredrick  Barth  (Boston:  Little  Brown,  1969).  For  a  more  general  introduction  to 
current  approaches  to ethnic  groups  in anthropology see  Richard  Jenkins,  Rethinking  
Ethnicity: Arguments and Explorations (London: Sage, 1997). 

2 In this volume the term ‘gentile’ will be used mostly in the sense that derives from 
classical  Latin  and  is  accepted  in  The  Oxford  English  Dictionary,  2nd  edn  (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1989): ‘of or pertaining to a gens or gentes’.

3 Patrick J.  Geary,  ‘Ethnic Identity as  a  Situational Construct  in the Early Middle 
Ages’, Mitteilungen der Anthropologischen Gesellschaft in Wien, 113 (1983), 15–26 (pp. 16
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social  psychology,4 as  the  result  of  contemporary  ethnic  discourses,5 or  as 
literary constructs of late classical and early medieval Latin authors.6 

The scholars supporting an opposite, and more traditional, approach — the 
one suggesting that a gentile identity binding together the members of a gens was 
an  inherited,  objective  category,  powerful  enough to  define  and limit  human 
behaviour, and that it cannot be reduced to the matter of political or discursive 
constructs7 — are today a minority. One of the main problems with the latter 
‘primordial’ interpretation is that it is very difficult to define the mechanisms that 
could have maintained ‘gentile’ identities on a less rational level. In the 1960–90s, 
the Viennese School, led by Reinhard Wenskus and later by Herwig Wolfram, 
advanced the thesis that it was a narrow noble elite (Traditionskern) that was the 
carrier of gentile identity.8 This thesis has been repeatedly questioned in recent 
decades; and Walter Goffart and his pupils in Toronto have been especially vocal 
in this criticism.9 By now, the Traditionskern theory has lost much of its appeal 
among  North  American  and  European  scholars  —  although  it  still  exercises 
certain influence in Scandinavian academia.10 In recent years, Wolfram has clearly 

and 24).  See  also idem.,  Aristocracy  in  Provence:  The  Rhône  Basin at  the  Dawn of  the  
Carolingian Age (Stuttgart: Hiersemann, 1985), p. 114.

4 Falko  Daim,  ‘Archeology,  Ethnicity  and  the  Structures  of  Identification:  The 
Example of the Avars, Carantanians and Moravians in the Eighth Century’, in Strategies of  
Distinction, pp. 71–93 (pp. 76 and 92–93).

5 Walter  Pohl,  ‘Telling  the  Difference:  Signs  of  Ethnic  Identity’,  in  Strategies  of  
Distinction, pp. 17–69 (pp. 61–69).

6 Walter Goffart,  Narrators of Barbarian History (AD 550–800): Jordanes, Gregory of  
Tours, Bede, and Paul the Deacon (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1988); Walter 
Goffart,  ‘Jordanes’s  Getica  and  the  Disputed  Authenticity  of  Gothic  Origins  from 
Scandinavia’,  Speculum, 80 (2005), 379–98;  and Patrick J. Geary,  The Myth of Nations:  
The Medieval Origins of Europe (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2002), especially 
chapter 2, ‘Imagining Peoples in Antiquity’, pp. 41–62.

7 Peter J. Heather, ‘Signs of Ethnic Identity: Disappearing and Reappearing Tribes’, in 
Strategies of Distinction, pp. 95–111 (pp. 109–10).

8 See especially Reinhard Wenskus,  Stammesbildung und Verfassung: Das Werden der  
frühmittelalterlichen gentes (Cologne: Böhlau, 1961); and Herwig Wolfram, Geschichte der  
Goten:  Von  den  Anfängen  bis  zur  Mitte  des  sechsten  Jahrhunderts:  Entwurf  einer  
historischen Ethnographie (Munich: Beck, 1979).

9 See especially some essays in On Barbarian Identity.
10 See for instance Lotte Hedeager,  Skygger af en anden virkelighet: Oldnordiske myter 

(Haslev: Samlerens Universitetet, 1997).
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INTRODUCTION

distanced  himself  from  this  concept.11 Moreover,  in  his  awareness  of  trans-
forming and often distorting role of Latin discourse for our understanding of 
early medieval  gentes, Walter Pohl, the current leader of the Viennese School, is 
much closer to the Toronto School than one might imagine after reading some 
recent studies on early medieval identities.12 

Thus, Walter Pohl points out that the size of many early medieval  gentes  — 
the Franks  are  the most  obvious  example  — prevented all  members  of  these 
groups from communicating to each other. Therefore, he argues, anthropological 
models of group identity — through ‘direct participation in rituals, gift exchange, 
and other forms of communication in which the gens reproduced its identity’ — 
cannot  be  applied  to  these  groups.  He  suggests  that  the  survival  of  these 
communities  was  mainly  due  to  written  ‘Roman–Christian  discourse’,  which 
rationalized and fostered gentile identity.13 

Notwithstanding that the Toronto and Vienese Schools still disagree on the 
extent to which the presence of Germanic or Avar names, words, and terms that 
appear in Latin texts may provide evidence of social structures and cultural trad-
itions  extraneous  to Roman–Christian discourse,  these  two major  traditions 
essentially  agree  in  that  there  was always  a  discrepancy  between  the  early 
medieval ethnic discourse and the gentile communities it described. Therefore, 
while analysing early medieval gentes and gentile/ethnic identities, one must be 
aware of dealing with two intertwined, but still separate, phenomena: the term 
in  early  medieval  discourse  available  to  historians  via  contemporary  written 
sources and large social groups, whose members, to a lesser or greater extent, 
could have shared, or have not at all,  common identity, and whose activities 
mediated via material artefacts studied by archaeologists. To make matters even 
more complicated, archaeologists and historians apply different methodological 
approaches,  techniques,  and  terminology,  developed  within  their  separate 
disciplines,  to  describe  ethnic  and  political  developments  in  early  medieval 

11 Herwig  Wolfram,  Gotische  Studien:  Volk  und  Herrschaft  im  fruhen  Mittelalter  
(Munich: Beck, 2005), p. 231.

12 The most obvious example are the articles by Walter Goffart, ‘Does the Distant Past 
Impinge on the Invasion Age Germans?’,  pp.  21–37 and  Alexander Callander Murray, 
‘Reinhard Wenskus on “Ethnogenesis”: Ethnicity and the Origin of the Franks’, pp. 39–
68, both in  On Barbarian Identity.  In his generally positive review of this volume,  Guy 
Halsall  has  nonetheless  designated  it  as  ‘gloriously  bad-tempered  volume’,  English  
Historical Review, 118 (2003), 1349–50 (p. 1349).

13 Pohl, ‘Telling the Difference’, p. 68.
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Europe. As a result of  these two factors, in many cases  territorial  and socio-
political units reconstructed on the basis of the archaeological methods do not 
correspond  to  the  peoples  and  polities  described  in  early  medieval  written 
sources.14 Such  an  epistemological  problem  can  be  resolved  only  through 
comparative  analysis  of  written  and  material  evidence,  and  many  inter-
disciplinary case studies in this volume clearly demonstrate the productiveness 
of such an approach to understanding better the multifaceted nature of early 
medieval ethnicities.

Constantly  changing  early  medieval  ethnicities  were  fixed  in  the 
contemporary  discourse  as  coherent,  stable,  and  separate  units,  described  in 
Latin sources with such terms as gentes or nationes. Furthermore, in most cases, 
early medieval authors preferred to fit the ethnic groups they encountered into 
the ethnic model of the world known to them from the previous authoritative 
discourse they inherited from Antiquity. The inertia of the ethnic discourse was 
so strong that when early medieval authors observed the fluid world of early 
medieval ethnicities, they sometimes saw the gentes which no longer existed but 
which they expected to see. The case of the Avars who replaced the Huns in 
Pannonia but whom Frankish narratives continued to call Huns for centuries 
thereafter just as the Huns had been termed Scythians, is a good example of 
such inertia. This discrepancy between the early medieval ethnic discourse and 
the blurry ethnic world of the early Middle Ages must be always kept in mind.

The lively and creative debate on the nature of early medieval ethnicity has 
concentrated with few exceptions on the Migration Period of European history, 
essentially  the third through sixth centuries,  and it  has focused primarily  on 
Germanic groups that entered the Roman Empire and created new identities 
and polities.15 The period following the creation of these ‘barbarian successor 
kingdoms’ has either been ignored or else assumptions from the earlier period 
have been applied to the entire early Middle Ages. Moreover other groups such 
as  the  Slavs  or  those  who  did  not  migrate  into  the  Empire  such  as 

14 Theoretical  problems faced  by archaeologists  trying  to  grasp  ethnicities  are  well 
presented by Siân Jones,  The Archaeology of Ethnicity: Constructing Identities in the Past  
and Present (London: Routledge, 1997). 

15 An exception is the series of essays edited by Alfred P. Smyth, Medieval Europeans:  
Studies  in  Ethnic  Identity  and  National  Perspectives  in  Medieval  Europe (London: 
Macmillan, 1998). Some of these essays extend the period of investigation into the high 
Middle Ages and even beyond.

4



INTRODUCTION

Scandinavians,  have  received  little  attention  from  those  developing  new 
approaches to medieval ethnicity.16 

This  volume seeks to begin to redress  both of  these imbalances.  First  its 
chapters  examine  the  issue  of  ethnic  or gentile  identity  in  the  formation of 
medieval polities after territorialization, that is to say, in the period of the eighth 
through eleventh centuries. If  one accepts as a point of departure that  gentes 
were not ‘immutable biological or ontological essences’17 and that the discourse 
describing them had been also gradually  changing,  then one can expect that 
gentes  and gentile identities  could have been and meant something different 
from what they had been during the period of migration and the establishment 
of new, mixed societies within the Empire. In particular, the authors seek to 
understand the relationship between ethnic identities and state formation in 
the period when recognizable medieval polities emerged. To what extent did 
common identities assist in the consolidation and creation of early medieval 
kingdoms and to what extend did the formation of these kingdoms create a 
discourse of common identity as a means to centralization and control?

Second, most of the authors address the relationship between group identity 
and state formation in those regions deemed ‘peripheral’ to a scholarship that 
has concentrated almost entirely on Germanic peoples settling in southern and 
western Europe. These chapters rather look at the intertwined issues of ethnic 
identity and state formation in Scandinavia and in the western Slavic regions, 
areas in which the new approaches to the history of ethnicity have but little 
penetrated traditional scholarship. 

16 With the notable exception of Florin Curta’s  work on the early Slavs  along the 
Danube: The Making of the Slavs: History and Archaeology of the Lower Danube Region, ca.  
500–700 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001). For instance the volumes that 
have been published in the Studies in Historical Archaeoethnology series in San Marino 
deal with Franks, Alamanni, Saxons, Anglo-Saxons, Lombards, Ostrogoths, and Visigoths, 
and most of them do not consider developments beyond the eighth century. The only 
volume on Scandinavia in this  series,  The Scandinavians from the Vendel Period to the  
Tenth Century: An Ethnographic Perspective,  ed. by Judith Jesch (Woodbridge: Boydell, 
2002), discusses various matters except for the issue of ethnic identity. The only essay in 
Medieval  Europeans: Studies  in  Ethnic  Identity  and  National  Perspectives  in  Medieval  
Europe, ed. by Alfred P. Smyth (London: Macmillan, 1998), that touches on the Slavs is 
that of Simon Franklin, ‘The Invention of Rus(sia)(s): Some Remarks on Medieval and 
Modern Perceptions  of  Continuity and  Discontinuity’,  pp.  180–95,  while  valuable,  is 
largely historiographical.

17 Walter Pohl, ‘Introduction: Strategies of Distinction’, in Strategies of Distinction, pp. 
1–15.
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However,  it  is  the  contention  of  this  volume  that  the  developments  in 
Scandinavia  and in Slavic  areas may and should be studied in their dynamic 
relationship with the process of state formation and group identity within the 
Frankish kingdoms. This powerful, expansionist society not only interacted and 
influenced  the  development  of  state  structures  on  its  northern  and  eastern 
borders, but it also provided models of discourse about the relationship between 
centralizing power and group solidarity. Not that these discourses were simply 
adopted by the Franks’ neighbours, but rather they became part of the range of 
possible options selectively adapted to local circumstances.

We are very much at the beginning of an attempt to map these complex 
relations, and these chapters, first presented  by  historians, archaeologists, and 
linguists  gathered at the international conference ‘Gentes, “Gentile” Identity, 
and State Formation in Early Medieval  Europe’,  held under the aegis  of  the 
Centre for Medieval Studies at the University of Bergen, Norway, in September 
2005,  have  by  no means created a  harmonious synthesis  of  these  important 
issues. This volume thus presents the polyphony of views and historiographic 
approaches reflecting academic discussions that at times became heated debates 
among the participants. Even though the editors have worked closely with the 
authors  to  ensure  that  they address  the  problems and issues  raised by  other 
contributors, we have organized the volume to reflect the broader themes of 
ethnic/gentile identity and political formation from late Antiquity to the high 
Middle Ages.  The astute reader will recognize that not all of the authors fully 
share the same methodological or conceptual perspectives. Yet we hope that the 
wide range of theoretical approaches presented in this volume, some of which 
are  by  no  means  shared  by  the  editors,  will  help  the  reader  grasp  a  wider 
spectrum of interpretations related to this historiographic debate.

Thus the issues of the debates concerning ethnic identity and ‘ethnogenesis’ 
or  the  appearance  of  new  peoples  at  the  end  of  Antiquity,  as  well  as  the 
continued  development  of  ethnic,  national,  and  regional  discourses  in  the 
Frankish world, are addressed in the first part of this volume. The introductory 
chapter by Peter Heather clarifies the issues of the previous debates on ethnic 
identity in the age of the Great Migrations. In so doing Heather’s contribution 
provides a bridge to the issues of the period 700–1100 that is the focus of this 
volume. The chapters by Helmut Reimitz and Janet Nelson reassess the issues of 
Frankish  identity  within  the  context  of  the  Carolingian  state  and  lay  the 
groundwork  for  the  subsequent  investigations  of  ethnic  identity,  political 
structure, and transformation in the Nordic and Slavic regions adjacent to the 
powerful and expansive Frankish world.

6
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In particular, the first chapter shows how the nineteenth-century academic 
view of  ethnic identity as  an objective category controlling the behaviour of 
individual human beings has been gradually undermined in the last fifty years. A 
variety  of  reactions  to  excessive  nationalism  has  combined  with  revised 
understandings — derived from anthropological and sociological studies — of 
identity  as  fundamentally  a  subjective  category  to  challenge  deeply  held 
conceptions in many areas of historical research, but not least with regard to the 
largely Germanic groups caught up in the fall of the Roman Empire. Heather 
surveys  a  number  of  positions  that  have  been  adopted  on  the  nature  of 
Germanic group identity leading, over the last decade in particular, to a highly 
polemical debate between them. Heather’s review of the main lines of thought 
on early medieval  gentes concludes with the suggestion that one further basic 
fact about these groups — that they were certainly socially stratified and highly 
unequal — needs to be brought more into discussions of how their senses of 
group identity worked.

In the second chapter, Helmut Reimitz addresses an important issue of the 
identity  and  identifications  of  the  Franks,  which  from  the  time  of  the 
establishment of the European nation-states onwards have been often presented 
as perfect ancestors of the French or Germans. He argues that these examples of 
the national appropriation of the past rest on the discussions of identity and 
identification  which  took  place  in  the  Carolingian  written  discourse.  The 
transmission of Carolingian historiographical compendia, in which Carolingian 
historical  texts  were  combined  among  other  things  with  earlier  Frankish 
histories,  clearly  points  to  the  existence  of  such  discussions.  Through  the 
combination,  transformation,  and  transmission  of  those  texts,  Carolingian 
authors were able to express diverse outlines of Frankish identity. In modern 
historical research mainly interested in writing a single history of the Franks, the 
differences,  and  above  all  the  combination,  of  these  outlines  of  Frankish 
identity  have  been  rarely  noticed.  In  contrast  to  this  traditional  approach, 
Helmut Reimitz’s chapter focuses on various methods and techniques used in 
the  ninth-  and  tenth-century  telling  and  retelling  of  Frankish  history  and 
accentuates the concurrent diversity of these early historiographical models and 
concepts linked to the idea of Frankishness.

The  ambiguous  nature  of  Frankish  identity  and  Frankishness  is  further 
analysed by Janet Nelson. In the third chapter she critically evaluates the general 
assumption that  Frankish identity  underpinned the empire  of  Charlemagne. 
She tests  that  assumption  by  looking  at  the  territorial  divisions  of  the 
Carolingian realm, Frankish narratives — especially Einhard’s  Vita Karoli — 

7
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Carolingian  capitularies  and  oaths,  and  the  persistence  of  the  ‘ethnic’  laws, 
demonstrating the subtle and labile meanings that ethnic labels could carry in 
the Carolingian Empire.

In the ninth through eleventh centuries, many European regions lying at the 
outskirts  of  the  post-Roman  civilization,  especially  in  Nordic  and  Slavic 
peripheries,  experienced  crucial  political  and  geopolitical  changes,  which 
radically  transformed  all  spheres  of  social  life  and  led  to  the  emergence  of 
states.18 The  numerous  theories  and  hypotheses  explaining  this  profound 
transformation typically  interpret  the  similarities  and regional  differences  of 
state formation in those regions according to evolutionary models. Most Nordic 
and Slavic  countries  have  had distinct national  historiographic  traditions,  in 
which  the  early  states  and  ethnic  identities  emerging  in  the  ninth  through 
eleventh centuries have served as foundation blocks for modern ethno-political 
identities.  The  origins  of  modern  national  identities  have  been  pushed  by 
national  historians  as  far  back  as  possible  in  order  to  prove  the  unbroken 
continuity between the early medieval  ethnicities and corresponding modern 
nations.  As  a  result,  the  study  of  eventual  changes  and  profound  trans-
formations in ethnic and political identities in the course of the last millennium 
has not been so much on the research agenda until recently. In many countries 
of northern, central, and eastern Europe, such myths of national origins have 
been firmly established in public mentalities via textbooks and works of vulgar 
popularization, which makes any attempt of their deconstruction or correction 
a rather tedious endeavour. 

Chapters  four  through  six  present  attempts  of  such  deconstruction  in 
relation to early Nordic identities and polities. Stefan Brink’s chapter turns to 
early  Scandinavian landscape,  toponyms and ethnonyms,  in  order to address 
one fundamental question, namely: was the Nordic world in the European early 
Middle Ages — which in Scandinavian studies is described as the Vendel period 
and the Viking Age — organized, and geographical space identified, out of some 
spatial, territorial, structure or on the basis of a group of people? In his analysis 
he compares the evidence of classical and early medieval authors on northern 
gentes with onomastic evidence from Scandinavia. He insists that many  gentes  
listed  by  such  authors  as  Jordanes  match  the  names  preserved  in  the 
Scandinavian  landscape.  Brink therefore  argues  that  those  authors  were  not 

18 See the most recent overview of these processes in Christianization and the Rise of  
Christian Monarchy:  Scandinavia,  Central  Europe,  and Rus’  c.  900–1200,  ed.  by Nora 
Berend (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007). 
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ignorant of Scandinavian geography and that their digressions on Scandinavian 
peoples  cannot  be  purely  fictitious.  His  main  conclusion is  that  it  was  the 
groups of people that structured early Scandinavian landscapes: Many of the 
oldest place names in Scandinavia, which most likely go back to the first half of 
the first millennium, denote either people (-inge) or home territory for a group 
of people (-heimr/-hem). Another group of territories, whose names end with 
-land or –ríki and the first element consists of the name of the people living in a 
given territory, appeared in a later phase. Brink argues that these land and ríki 
were legal districts, with some kind of common legal customs and probably a 
common central assembly. Later on, in the ninth through eleventh centuries, 
these  land were succeeded by administrative districts called  hærað in southern 
Scandinavia and hundari in central Sweden. Thus, the pattern of changes in the 
early  Scandinavian  landscape  suggests  a  disruptive  nature  of  early  medieval 
group identities in the Nordic world in the European early Middle Ages.

Ildar Garipzanov takes further the topic of early medieval Nordic identities 
by  focusing  on  the  early  Danish  identity.  He  questions  an  established 
historiographical  tradition,  heavily  relying  on  the  evidence  of  contemporary 
Frankish sources, to trace the origins of modern Denmark, and the Danish state 
inhabited by the Danes within a fixed territory, back to as early as the turn of 
the eighth century. In response to this tradition, Garipzanov points out that the 
perception of  ninth-century Frankish  annalists  of  their  northern neighbours 
was  greatly  influenced  by  the  previous  Frankish  discourse  on  Scandinavian 
gentes, which was ultimately derived from the late classical ethnic tradition. In 
the early Carolingian discourse, the Danish gens led by their own kings became 
the main military as well as political opponent of the Franks to the north. At the 
same  time,  ninth-century  narrative  sources  written  outside  the  Carolingian 
Empire, such as Old English Orosius, as well as archaeological, numismatic, and 
onomastic  evidence  suggest  that  the  Danish  kingdom  referred  to  in  the 
Frankish sources was limited to southern Jutland and Fyn. The mainland of this 
kingdom, southern Jutland, was intensively colonized by Saxons and Jutes in the 
eighth century, and the presence of Frisians and Slavs can be attested for the 
ninth century. Garipzanov argues that a Danish ruling elite, probably from Fyn, 
was able to establish itself in this region and offer a unifying frontier identity in 
response to an immanent threat of Carolingian aggression in southern Jutland 
in the early ninth century. 

Sverre Bagge’s case study dealing with the creation of the medieval kingdom 
of Norway turns to another important issue of early ethnic and group identities, 
namely, their role in the process of state formation. In doing so he readdresses 
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the  important  issue  which  has  been raised by  Alfred P.  Smyth,  namely ‘the 
tensions  between  local  loyalties  and  the  centralizing  forces  of  monarchical 
government’.19 Based on detailed analysis of narrative, legal, and epic sources, 
Bagge  argues  that  early  medieval  Norway  was  hardly  characterized  by  deep 
ethnic  or  regional  divisions.  Most  probably,  group  identities  were  mainly 
attached  to  smaller  units  which  made  internal  divisions  relatively  easy  to 
overcome.  The  long,  protected  coast,  which  formed  an  excellent  line  of 
communication, and the scattered population also contributed to this result. 
The absence of strong regional identities made the monarchy the main object of 
‘national’ identification. The construction of a new identity was facilitated by 
such  cultural  factors  as  the  ancient  mythology  and  poetry,  combined  with 
Christian  impulses  and  the  influence  of  European  courtly  culture.  Finally, 
Bagge  points  to  the  significance  of  a  social  factor  in  the  process  of  the 
establishment  of  the  medieval  kingdom  of  Norway  and  the  new  identity 
attached to it. In this process, a certain group of people acquired state-related 
positions and an elevated social status. Thus, since this group of people gained 
their  positions  and status through the  attachment to  the  emerging state,  its 
members were interested in the state’s continued existence.

As the chapters in the first two parts of this volume demonstrate, much is to 
be gained from the development of an interdisciplinary approach and common 
scholarly language useful for both traditional historians and archaeologists in 
order  to  understand  in  a  comprehensive  manner  the  early  stages  of  state 
formation in medieval Europe. But if the application of such an approach to the 
study  of  the  so-called  ‘centre’,  that  is  the  Frankish  world,  as  well  as  to  the 
northern periphery, is largely an academic exercise, this is decidedly not the case 
in the study of regional and ethnic solidarities and state formation in eastern 
and southeastern Europe. In the past two decades we have seen again political 
instrumentation  of  the  medieval  past  in  the  context  of  the  emergence, 
reemergence, or attempted emergence of contemporary states across eastern and 
central Europe. These movements are based, as were their predecessors in the 
nineteenth  century,  on  particular  readings  of  the  medieval  past  in  order  to 
connect the history of present polities to medieval ones and thereby to justify 
contemporary aspirations by an ancient pedigree.20 

19 Alfred P. Smyth, ‘Preface’,  in  Medieval Europeans: Studies in Ethnic Identity and  
National Perspectives in Medieval Europe,  ed. by Alfred P. Smyth (London: Macmillan, 
1998), pp. ix–xvii (p. xvii).

20 In general see Geary, The Myth of Nations.
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While the most extreme of these attempts, such as those that took place in 
the Balkans in the 1990s, have been led to horrific acts of slaughter and ethnic 
cleansing, others aim to affirm liberal and pacific agendas by anchoring them in 
a  venerable  past.  But  whatever  the  ultimate  goal  of  such  historical  political 
arguments,  they  draw from  the  common tradition,  largely  developed  in  the 
nineteenth century, of trying to understand nations and people through their 
origins. This tendency, which Marc Bloch condemned long ago as the ‘idol of 
origins’, is dangerous because while it masquerades as a search for origins, it is 
actually a search for causes, and more especially causes that explain everything: 
origins  that  carry  eternal  essences.21 The  chapters  in  the  third  section 
interrogate and challenge some of these ideological assumptions. 

The  section  begins  with  Oleksiy  P.  Tolochko’s  examination  of  the 
ethnography  of  the  Primary  Chronicle (the  earliest  chronicle  of  the  Eastern 
Slavs) and in particular its account of migration and settlement of Slavs in their 
new homeland in eastern Europe, an account that still  exercises its influence 
upon the ways scholars tend to imagine the earliest stages of Rus’ ethnic and 
political  history.  It  has  never  been recognized as  yet  another medieval  origo  
gentis. On the contrary, it was viewed as an equivalent of a modern ethnographic 
report  allowing  scholars  to  glean  the  Eastern  Slavs’  ‘pagan’  prehistory.  The 
present article revisits the chronicle’s account trying to uncover its sources, as 
well as its narrative and ideological structure. Tolochko argues that the twelfth-
century cleric who authored the Primary Chronicle constructed his image of the 
Slavs’  pagan  past  out  of  various  elements,  none  of  them  ancient.  The 
‘ethnography’ of the Eastern Slavs, which fascinated scholars for so long, was a 
device  that  allowed the  chronicler  to  draw a  sharp  contrast  between ethnic 
diversity, typical of paganism, and uniformity imposed by Christian faith. 

Religion, Christian and polytheistic, and its relationship to group identity is 
also  the  subject  addressed  by  Christian  Lübke  in  his  investigation  of 
Christianity and paganism as constituent elements of gentile identity east of the 
Elbe  and  Saale  Rivers.  For  almost  two  hundred  years,  from  Charlemagne’s 
attack on the civitas Dragaviti  in 789 up to the revolt of the Luticians in 983, 
the existence of a pagan religion among the Polabian Slavs did not play a role 
that was worth mentioning for their Christian neighbours. But the decades after 
983  show not only  firm religious  beliefs  of  these  Slavs  but  also  a territorial 

21 Marc Bloch,  The Historian’s Craft, trans. by Peter Putnam (New York: Alfred A. 
Knopf, 1953), pp. 29–35.
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organization focused on cult-places, which had priestly personnel. At the same 
time there emerged a new kind of common consciousness of a Slavonic identity 
that countervailed the differences between the various tribes of that region, the 
differences  which  were  related  to  the  separate  traditions  and  socio-political 
orders of those tribes. The chapter raises the question of how far diffusion of 
Christianity  pushed  this  process,  and  if  there  was  something  like  the 
phenomenon of ‘challenge and response’  that formed the framework for the 
particular Polabian development: the formation of the union of the Luticians, 
who were temporarily equivalent rivals to neighbouring Christian states. 

Both the  lack  of  a  well-developed theoretical  discussion and  a  dearth  of 
sources, argues Przemysław Urbańczyk, make the possibility of understanding 
identities  of  tenth-century  inhabitants  of  what  would  become  Polish  lands 
particularly  vexing.  Studies  of  this  critical  pre-state  period,  when  radical 
transformation characterizing  all  spheres  of  socio-cultural  reality  took place, 
continue to focus on supposed ‘tribal’ identities. A consensus exists that during 
this period people were organized in distinct units discernable by their names 
attached to separate territories having their own political  organizations, with 
archaeologists  substituting  terms  such as  ‘cultures’  for  ‘tribes’  and historians 
‘states’. 

However, neither of these terms clarifies the pre-state system of supra-local 
identities nor does the underlying implicit assumption about ‘tribal’ territorial 
organization  resonate  with  modern  anthropological  concepts  of  ethnicity 
viewed in strictly subjective terms. At the same time,  the scarce and laconic 
written accounts make it difficult to find a new approach to the problem, and 
archaeological  data,  while  more  abundant,  are  not  easily  converted  into  a 
discourse that satisfies historians. Therefore, despite the obvious importance of 
the knowledge of the early medieval collective identities for studying the state-
formation  process,  Polish  historiography  has  not  reached  a  satisfactory 
understanding of the organization and dynamics of this period. 

Our understanding of the process of constructing a new collective identity 
based on identification with the Christian state that around the turn of the 
millennia  was  officially  called  Polonia while  its  inhabitants  could  identify 
themselves  as  Poloni is  equally  problematic.  At  best,  one  can  point  out  the 
inadequacies  of  previous  models  of  tribalism  and  conversion to  explain  the 
emergence of a Polish state at the end of the first millennium that should be 
viewed  as  a  complex  process  triggered  by  the  centralizing  ambitions  of  the 
mighty Piast dynasty that effectively expanded its domain shortly after the mid-
tenth century. 
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The  situation  in  early  medieval  Dalmatia  is  somewhat  clearer,  but  only 
marginally so. Neven Budak argues that this region, described by Constantinos 
Porphyrogenytos, was divided between the kingdom of Croatia, the Byzantine 
theme of Dalmatia, and a number of smaller Slavic principalities to the east and 
south of  Croatia.  Surviving  sources  giving  information about  these  political 
units are scarce and mostly of foreign origin. However, it is still possible to trace 
the existence and possible changes of some local identities, although we cannot 
be sure about who exactly used them. This chapter argues that the general Slavic 
and Roman identities were predominant, and that a number of more specific 
ones appeared due to social development, religious affiliation, or geographical 
groupings. The view from outside — mostly recognizing only Slavs and Romans 
— was obviously less complex than the self-identification of the inhabitants of 
Dalmatia. It seems that these separate identities gradually developed after the 
settlement period, but that they were also reduced in number in the course of 
the tenth and eleventh century, with the strengthening of royal power in the 
kingdoms of Croatia and Dioclia. 

Most of the chapters in this volume discuss the origins, around the tenth 
century,  of  modern  European  states  whose  national  histories  provide  a 
continuous narrative from the end of the Migration Period to the present. As a 
counterpoint to this form of linear history, in the final chapter Patrick Geary 
explores the problems and dangers of such constructions by looking at the ways 
that  historians  have  represented  the  history  of  Slovenia/Carinthia  from  the 
early seventh century to the appearance of the state of Slovenia in the twentieth. 
The medieval dossier is particularly rich including both Latin and Slovene texts 
from the early Middle Ages as well as physical objects, topography, and detailed 
descriptions  of  rituals  of  lordship  that  have  been  exploited  to  create  a 
continuous narrative of a people and its leadership. However in this chapter, the 
author  deconstructs  this  narrative  and  suggests  alternative  ways  of  under-
standing these sources, asking about the scholarly and ideological implications 
of  medievalists’  contribution  to  national  identity  in  this  region  with 
implications for other areas of Europe.

The editors and authors of  this volume firmly believe that the exploration of 
issues of ethnic or gentile identity, projected into the period of state formation in 
the Nordic and Slavic regions of Europe, is not only appropriate but important. 
In some cases, those polities created during this period have survived through the 
early modern and modern periods. In other cases, new polities created in the past 
two centuries have claimed a legitimacy deriving from these vanished kingdoms 
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and principalities. As a result, in some regions of Europe, such as the Balkans, the 
traditional images of medieval ethnicities and states, originating in the nineteenth 
century, still influence political debates and haunt some modern politicians. 

The study of the origins of polities risks being teleological if the study of these 
origins  implicitly  or  explicitly  implies  that  the  origin contains  the  primordial 
rights, either denied or achieved, through the centuries, that define the nation. 
Similarly,  the study of  the medieval  origins  of  polities  imply  that an essential 
continuity of identity can be discovered across centuries or even millennia in spite 
of conquest, migration, conversion, and transformation, a continuity that may be 
more misleading than informative about either the past or the present.

The  acknowledged  dangers  of  attempts  to  uncover  the  origins  of  con-
temporary polities and nations have led some progressives to attempt to deny any 
relationship between so-called ‘invented traditions’ or ‘imagined communities’ of 
the present and the deep past of these regions.22 As a result, political scientists and 
sociologists are often content to look to only the most recent history of regions for 
an understanding of the salient elements of their political and cultural identity. 
But  for  medievalists,  this  just  won’t  do:  whatever  one  thinks  of  how 
contemporary politicians use the evidence of the past, historians cannot ignore 
the whole accumulated weight of archaeological and written evidence that can be 
discerned over more than a millennium in most of Europe. However we must be 
cautious about how we apply the traditional tools of historical and philological 
analysis to interpret this evidence: The tools were forged in the service of the 
nation-state and thus cannot be taken as neutral, scientific means of establishing 
the  relationship  between past  and present.23 By  questioning  some  traditional 
concepts of early medieval  ethnicity and state formation, this volume seeks to 
engage not only historians but general public interested in the origins of nations 
and states.

22 The  most  influential  of  these  are  Benedict  Anderson,  Imagined  Communities:  
Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, revised edn (London: Verso, 1991); 
Ernst  Gellner,  Nations  and  Nationalism (Ithaca:  Cornell  University  Press,  1983);  but 
against this view see Anthony D. Smith, The Ethnic Origins of Nations (Oxford: Blackwell, 
1986).

23 On the problems of redefining the methods for the study of early medieval peoples 
see in particular Kingdoms of the Empire: The Integration of Barbarians in Late Antiquity, 
ed. by Walter Pohl (Leiden: Brill, 1997); and Strategies of Distinction.
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1. ETHNICITY, GROUP IDENTITY, AND
 SOCIAL STATUS IN THE MIGRATION PERIOD*

Peter J. Heather

p to 1945, few doubted that an individual’s identity was an inherited, 
objective category, which both defined and limited human behaviour. It 
could be  measured straightforwardly  in  terms of  language and other 

visible  cultural  traits,  and  human  beings  came  in  easily  recognisable  entities: 
‘peoples’. More than that, no one doubted that this had always been the case. It was 
expected, in other words, that the past would be as full as the present of ‘peoples’ 
acting as composite units. This expectation was applied not least to the so-called 
Migration Period of the middle centuries of the first millennium  AD, when the 
political map of Europe was remade, and the monolithic political structures of the 
old Roman Empire gave way to a series of successor states. The common German 
term for this era, the  Völkerwanderungen — ‘movement of peoples’ — gives the 
game away. Much of the action of this era was traditionally seen as having been 
carried  forward  by  culturally  homogeneous  groups.  In  the  last  two  scholarly 
generations,  however,  a  series  of  challenges  to  its  various  intellectual  building 
blocks has undercut much of this vision of the past. And, as a result, a number of 
different positions have been adopted on the nature of the senses of identity, if any, 
likely to have been operating above all in the Germanic-speaking groups caught up 
in  the  remaking  of  the  Roman  West.  This  dynamic  debate  has  exercised 
considerable  influence  on  many  related  fields:  hence,  I  take  it,  my  original 
invitation to speak at the Bergen conference, for which I would like to express my 
gratitude to its organizers here.

U

* Many thanks to Chris Wickham and Bryan Ward Perkins for reading this paper for 
me.
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This general context defines the aims of this chapter. It will attempt to review 
the main positions that have been adopted on the identity issue, before suggesting 
some further lines of thought which need to figure, in my opinion, much more 
strongly in the discussion if it is to progress. It is important, though, first to issue a 
brief  word of  warning.  Academic  historians specialize  in  disagreeing with  one 
another: in many ways that is the whole point of the discipline. For the most part 
they usually do so in reasonably good humoured fashion. Identity in the Migration 
Period,  however,  seems  to  be  something  of  an  exception,  with  some  recent 
contributions being characterized by a surprising amount of vitriol.  Now I am 
obviously a party to these debates, and cannot pretend to be disinterested. My 
review will concentrate, however, upon what people seem to be saying generally in 
their work, rather than picking up on isolated statements, a tactic that is often 
adopted to maximize disagreement. Precious few of us manage to avoid saying 
something stupid on at least one occasion in any given piece of writing.1

Nationalism and Beyond

The  common  intellectual  roots  of  the  various  revisionist  positions  taken  on 
identity in the Migration Period are well understood these days, but I will briefly 
review them, in order to lay out the starting point shared by all the more recent 
work. One huge stimulus to this fundamental reappraisal of early European history 
was  provided  by  Hitler’s  death  camps.  In  a  real  sense,  these  represented  the 
ultimate destination of rampant, runaway nationalism. The basic proposition of 
nineteenth  and  early-twentieth-century  nationalism  centred  on  a  complete 
certainty  in  the  inherent  ‘rightness’  and  antiquity  of  the  nation-state  as  the 
principle vehicle for organizing larger human population groups. It is sometimes 
hard  to  recapture  now  the  almost  religious  fervour  which  nationalist  feeling 
generated among many people in this era. For nineteenth-century nationalists, it 
was right to organize modern populations on the basis of nation-states, because 
national  groupings  —  largely  defined  by  language,  but  also  other  supposedly 
characteristic  cultural  attributes  —  had  always  been  the  original  and  most 
fundamental form of human organization. And where language groups were not 
currently the basis for political boundaries, this only reflected the fact that the 
natural order of human affairs had been illegitimately interfered with at some 

1 I will also avoid inventing labels for people’s intellectual positions. This is usually also 
a reductive process.
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point in between. In this general intellectual context, it was impossible  not to 
think that the various groups encountered in Migration Period sources must have 
taken the  form of  culturally  homogeneous entities,  bound together  by  strong 
senses of group identity. And, with few dissenting voices, it was on the basis of this 
assumption that narrative accounts of the period were framed.2

If this were innocent enough in itself, it was only a relatively small further step, 
however, to a position where some intellectuals and politicians were willing to 
claim, first, that some nations were inherently superior to others, and, second, that 
the proper order of contemporary politics should be based on the supposed extent 
of an ancient ‘people’s’  domains.  And under the third Reich in particular, the 
Migration Period became an area of history subject to massive ideologically-driven 
distortion, with the exploits of Goths and other Germanic speakers helping to fuel 
Nazi  demands  for  lebensraum in  eastern  Europe,  and  the  sense  of  Aryan 
superiority which culminated in the death camps. It was, however, not only the 
Nazis who were playing such games.3

Since 1945, not least in horrified reaction to all this, thinking has moved on. 
Historians have studied nineteenth-century nationalism as  a  specific  historical 
phenomenon in its own right, with the result that it is no longer possible to view 
the nation as an ancient and fundamental principle of human organization. The 
kinds of national identities which came to the fore in nineteenth-century Europe 
did  not  represent  the  re-emergence  of  something  fundamental,  but  were 
themselves  created  in  historical  time,  the  product  of  particular  sets  of 
circumstances,  and  of  human  beings  motivated  by  particular  sets  of  beliefs. 
Without  canals,  railways,  widespread literacy,  and newspapers,  amongst  many 
other developments, identity could not have functioned in the same way, and it 
would have been impossible to bind together numerically huge and geographically 
dispersed populations into national-type communities. Nationalism also required 
the  conscious  input  of  intellectuals.  These  were  the  men  who  created  the 
dictionaries, identified the national costumes, and collected the dances and folk 

2 Even where these accounts were framed in highly scholarly fashion by individuals 
with no obvious axe to grind: see, for example, what remains to my mind the best of the 
older literature:  Ludwig Schmidt,  Geschichte der deutschen Stämme bis zum Ausgang der  
Völkerwanderung:  Die  Ostgermanen (Munich:  Beck,  1934); and  idem,  Geschichte  der  
deutschen  Stämme  bis  zum  Ausgang  der  Völkerwanderung:  Die  Westgermanen,  2  vols 
(Munich: Beck, 1938–40).

3 Herwig Wolfram, History of the Goths, trans. by T. J. Dunlap (Berkeley: University of 
California Press,  1988),  pp.  3–5,  for an introduction;  see  also below on Kossinna and 
Kostrzewski for one example of this in action.
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tales which were used to define individual national cultures. They also generated 
the  educational  programmes  which  solidified  these  elements  into  a  cultural 
phenomenon  which  could  be  transmitted  from  generation  to  generation. 
Linguistic affinity — contrary to what was commonly assumed before 1945 — 
does  not  automatically  generate  some kind of  common group identity  even 
among  modern  populations,  let  alone  between  ancient  and  modern  ones, 
although it is certainly worrying that some politicians, particularly in eastern 
Europe, are still trumpeting the old views.4

While  historians  were  busy  demonstrating  that  old  assumptions  about 
continuities linking ancient and modern language groups were unsustainable, 
social  scientists  were  busy  explaining  why.  Their  research  concentrated 
fundamentally on how identity works at the level of the individual. Before 1939, 
anthropologists  tended  to  think  that  race,  language,  and  culture  were  usually 
coterminous, and that, between them, provided adequate and measurable criteria 
for defining in a straightforward manner the sense of identity which made any 
given individual belong to a specific larger group. Every group, it was supposed, 
would  have  its  own  racial,  linguistic,  and  cultural  profile.  Research  naturally 
concentrated on assembling a list of concrete categories by which identities could 
be judged, and researchers came up with a list of boxes to tick, such as biological 
self-perpetuation,  fundamental  social  values  held  in  common,  interaction  and 
communication, self-identification and identification by others. The underlying 
assumption was that, when examined under such headings, each group would have 
a unique profile which would set it apart from its neighbours, and that any cases of 
questionable identity could be resolved by ticking the boxes. The approach also 
implied that, if you started with separate groups A and B, and then, over time, they 
swapped cultural items to such an extent that they now scored the same under all 
the headings, then they would be found to have merged.

This world was turned upside down in the 1950s by a young anthropologist 
who went to the hills of North Burma to study, amongst other things, how identity 
worked in  that  environment.  He came back  with  revolutionary  results.  What 
Edmund Leach realized in North Burma was why the long-established ‘tick-the-
box’ approach to identity had never quite worked out in practice, in the sense that 

4 The literature on modern nationalism is huge, but see, for instance, Ernst Gellner, 
Nations and Nationalism (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1983). On the continued use 
of medieval historical myths to manufacture modern nationalisms, see Patrick J. Geary, 
The Myth of Nations: The Medieval Origins of Europe (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 2002). 
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people with a perfectly clear sense of their own identity often failed to show the 
‘right’  set of cultural traits.  Leach’s work showed  that group identity does not 
necessarily  vary with measurable cultural  traits at all.  People  sharing the same 
measurable cultural traits (including language: the great symbol of nationalism) 
can think of themselves as belonging to separate larger groups, and people with 
different  cultures  can  think  of  themselves  as  belonging  to  the  same  units. 
Fundamentally, identity is about perception, not check-lists of measurable items: 
a combination of the perception of identity the individual has inside his or her 
head, and the way they are perceived by others. In a real Copernican revolution, 
he realized that measurable cultural traits revolve around identity and not identity 
around  the  cultural  traits.  Cultural  items  may  express  the  identity  which  an 
individual perceives inside their head, but they do not define it. A Scotsman may 
choose to wear a kilt, but he remains a Scotsman even if he doesn’t, and should a 
non-Scot don one he doesn’t suddenly become Scottish.

Leach’s conceptual leap has been supported by countless subsequent studies, 
and  has  profound  consequences.  It  suggests  an  entirely  different  view  of  the 
nature of the bonds which create human identity prevailing before World War II. 
Whereas identity was viewed up to 1945 as an unchanging given, a defining aspect 
of the individual’s  life,  studies inspired by Leach’s work have shown both that 
identity can and does change, and that particular individuals can have more than 
one  group  identity,  sometimes  even  choosing  between  them  according  to 
immediate  advantage.  In  the  end,  in  a  post-nationalist  world,  this  is  not  too 
surprising.  EC citizens,  for  instance,  have  both  their  home  national  and  a 
European identity, the United States decided in the early 1990s to recognize many 
joint citizenships for  life;  previously  this  was  a privilege limited to joint Irish-
American and Israeli-American citizens, with everyone else having to choose one 
way  or  another  at  eighteen.  Overall,  however,  discussions  of  identity  were 
transported a million miles from the expectation — appropriate for the nationalist 
era — that individuals would have one fundamental identity which would define 
them for the entirety of their lives. The pendulum, indeed, has swung in some 
intellectual circles entirely in the other direction. From being a major determinant 
of life choices, identity has sometimes found itself relegated to a very minor walk-
on part. A particularly influential set of essays — the origin or at least the symbol of 
the instrumentalist approach to identity — arguing this view was published in 
1969 by the Norwegian anthropologist Fredrick Barth. In his introduction, Barth 
famously characterized group identity as an ‘evanescent historical construct not a 
solid enduring fact’. In this view, identity is no more than a strategy for personal 
advancement,  not something so basic as to be beyond individual  control.  This 
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research opened up a still more radical line of attack upon old assumptions about 
the Migration Period even than the historians’ reconsideration of nationalism. Not 
only should ancient and modern population groups not now be linked, but Leach 
and Barth potentially threw into question the whole idea that the groups named in 
Migration Period sources were solid historical phenomena at all.5

At the same time — and in reality, of course, these different lines of research 
were influencing each other all  along — archaeologists were mounting a third 
assault on the old order.  When scientific archaeological investigation began — 
usually  of  cemeteries  —  in  the  later  nineteenth  century,  it  rapidly  became 
apparent that similarities and differences in artefact design made it possible to 
create distribution maps showing coherent clusters of places where the same 
material remains prevailed. Initially, these maps were based almost exclusively 
on pottery types, since pottery fragments are both indestructible and relatively 
easy to find. In principle, however, any kind of similarity — in burial custom, 
house-types, metalwork, or whatever — could be used, and soon many other 
factors came to be taken into account. It quickly became commonplace to label 
each  grouping  of  similar  artefact(s)  ‘the  “something”  culture’,  where  the 
‘something’ was either the name of a distinctive artefact, or of the site where the 
characteristic material had first been excavated. The really intriguing question, 
however,  was  how  had  these  ‘cultures’  —  that  is  distributions  of  similar 
materials — come into being? 

Here, the pioneering figure was the German archaeologist Gustav Kossinna, 
who argued that these areas of distinct material culture could only be the physical 
remains  of  ancient  ‘tribes’  or  ‘peoples’.  His  argument  was  a  touch  more 
sophisticated  than  sometimes  portrayed.  He  did  not  say  that  all areas  of 

5 Edmund R. Leach,  Political Systems of Highland Burma: A Study of Kachin Social  
Structure (London: London School of Economics and Political Science,1954); compare 
the  highly  influential  collection  of  essays  Ethnic  Groups  and  Boundaries:  The  Social  
Organisation of Ethnic Difference, ed. by Fredrick Barth (Boston: Little Brown, 1969): the 
quotation  is  from  his  introduction.  For  general  surveys  of  the  sociological  and 
anthropological  literature  on  identity,  see  (amongst  many  other  possibilities)  G.  C. 
Bentley, ‘Ethnicity and Practice’,  Comparative Studies in Society and History, 29 (1987), 
25–55; Peter Kivisto,  The Ethnic Enigma: The Salience of Ethnicity for European-origin  
Groups (Philadelphia: Balch Institute Press, 1989); Eugeen Roosens,  Creating Ethnicity:  
The Process of Ethnogenesis (London: Newbury Park,1989); and Azril Bacal,  Ethnicity in  
the Social Sciences: A View and a Review of the Literature on Ethnicity (Coventry: Centre 
for Research in Ethnic Relations, Warwick University, 1991). J. Y. Okamura, ‘Situational 
Ethnicity’,  Ethnic  and  Racial  Studies,  4  (1981),  452–65,  formalized  the  concept  of 
‘situational ethnicity’.
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archaeological  similarity should be equated with independent ancient peoples. 
This was only true, he argued, in cases where sharp boundaries could be drawn 
between  different  archaeological  areas,  and  where  the  similarities  within  the 
bounded area were marked and distinct. But terms such as ‘sharp’, ‘marked’, and 
‘distinct’ are made to be argued over. Kossinna’s own interests lay overwhelmingly 
in the history  of ancient Germanic-speaking peoples,  and here his work went 
further. On the basis of some dateable finds, such as Roman coins, he was able to 
introduce  a  sense  of  chronological  evolution  into  his  largely  pottery-based 
cultures, and, by extension, to associate them with particular groups named in the 
literary sources.  His basic  working assumption was that each of the ‘peoples’ 
named  in  the  literary  evidence  would  have  its  corresponding  archaeological 
‘culture’.  Having  thus  made  an  initial  identification  of  ‘group  x’  (from  the 
literary  evidence)  with  ‘culture  x’  (from  archaeological  material  of 
approximately  the  right  date  and  place),  he  could  then  write  about  the 
undocumented past of ‘group x’ on the basis of the archaeological evidence for 
‘culture x’ alone.  Kossinna’s basic explanation of archaeological cultures — that 
they  represented  the  material  remains  of  distinct  historical  peoples  —  was 
adopted almost universally across early-twentieth-century Europe. Archaeologists 
often disagreed with one another about specific identifications of remains and 
peoples, but that this was the correct basic approach to take was rarely challenged. 
In the work of scholars such as Gordon Childe it became a dominant paradigm of 
archaeological interpretation between the two world wars.6

Kossinna’s  basic  mode  of  archaeological  interpretation  needs  to  be  kept 
separate from the controversies which surround other aspects of his research. 
His  explorations  of  central  European  pre-history  had  the  unapologetically 
political purpose of tracing the early history of the Germanic  Volk, which he 
considered an inherently superior race, and of identifying the territories it had 
occupied in the past. On the basis of these investigations, he was even prepared 
to make territorial claims about the present, as were some of his peers. Already 
in 1919, the peace conference at Versailles after World War I had witnessed the 
unholy spectacle of Kossinna and one of his Polish disciples, Józef Kostrzewski, 
in  turn  attempting  to justify  competitive  placements  of  the  new  frontier 
between Germany and Poland on the basis of rival identifications of the ancient 

6 Gustav  Kossinna,  Ursprung  und  Verbreitung  der  Germanen  in  vor-  und  früh-
geschichtlicher Zeit (Leipzig: Curt Kabitzsch, 1928); Gordon Childe, The Aryans: A Study  
of Indo-European Origins (London: Kegan Paul, 1926); and idem, The Dawn of European  
Civilization (London: Kegan Paul, 1927).
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nations responsible  for the same set of  archaeological  remains.  Kossinna had 
died in the meantime, but his claims about the broad spread of ancient Germans 
were seized upon with gusto in the Nazi era. These were highly political exten-
sions to the basic method, however, and not central to it. Supposing that the 
past  was  full  of  peoples  who  each  had  their  own  material  cultures  did  not 
necessarily have to encompass political claims about the present.7

Viewed from the other side of the Nazi death camps, the political dimensions 
of  Kossinna’s  archaeology  are  entirely  repugnant.  Even  beyond  the  politics, 
however, Kossinna’s basic approach to archaeological interpretation, now often 
labelled  ‘culture  history’,  from  its  propensity  to  generate  quasi-historical 
narratives  about  material  cultures,  has  come  in  for  fundamental  criticism. 
Kossinna  came to  intellectual  maturity  in  a  later-nineteenth-century  Europe 
awash  with  nationalist  fervour,  and  the  insight  that  nineteenth-century 
nationalism must be understood as a very specific historical phenomenon, has had 
a profound impact upon the operating assumptions of archaeologists as well as 
those  of  historians  and  social  scientists.  Its  overall  effect  has  been  deeply 
liberating,  with  scholars  able  to  reconsider  the  evidence  freed  from  the 
expectation that ancient ‘peoples’ ought to be visible archaeologically in the form 
of distinct material ‘cultures’. Previously, investigators had felt an overwhelming 
imperative  to  force,  as  best  they  were  able,  the  evidence  into  line  with  a 
people=culture straitjacket. Once the ties of this expectation were loosed, and as 
more  material  came  to  light,  correspondences  started  to  collapse.  Sometimes, 
there were too many ‘peoples’ for the number of observable ‘cultures’. Here, the 
ancient Germani, Kossinna’s old stomping ground, provide an excellent example. 
Archaeologists now identify — still largely but not entirely on the basis of pottery 
— about half a dozen material cultural zones in Germanic-dominated Europe at 
the  start  of  the  first  millennium.  Tacitus’  contemporary  gazetteer,  however, 
documents the names of over fifty primary political units among the first-century 
Germani,  so  that  the  relationship  between  ‘peoples’  and ‘culture’  is  far  from

7 For discussion of some of the political dimensions of all this, see, for example,  John 
Chapman and Pavel Dolukhanov,  Cultural Transformations and Interactions in Eastern  
Europe (Aldershot: Avebury  1993), pp. 1–36;  Paul Barford,  The Early Slavs: Culture and  
Society in Early Medieval Eastern Europe (London: British Museum Press, 2002), pp. 1–26; 
and Geary, The Myth of Nations. In reality, what was at stake was usually whether a particular 
set of remains had been generated by ‘early’ Germans or ‘early’ Slavs.

24



ETHNICITY, GROUP IDENTITY, AND SOCIAL STATUS

straightforward.8 In  other instances,  as existing remains were subject  to closer 
scrutiny,  the boundaries between cultural areas, previously considered distinct, 
started to blur,  or,  the opposite phenomenon, the identification of  important 
local variations undermined supposed homogeneities from within. By the later 
1980s, therefore, more radical theorists were rejecting the entire concept of the 
archaeological  culture,  arguing  that  it  was  a  fantasy  created by  the  misplaced 
expectations  of  intellectuals  brought  up  in  a  Europe  where  nationalism  was 
running wild.

A decade and a half further on, however, the concept of the archaeological 
culture  has  not  disappeared.  It  never  did  among  continental  European 
archaeologists and even the most radical of British or American practitioners have 
in practice usually retained it in one form or another. The central reason for this is 
that  identifying  regional  grouping  of  material  remains  by  similarity  does  — 
sometimes — have an empirical basis. The idea that the existence of such areas of 
similar  material  culture  might  also  be  telling  us  something  important  about 
ancient  societies  has  received  important  theoretical  support.  Modern  ethno-
graphic studies have shown that particular material objects may be emblematic of 
identity or coded with important social meanings, and hence that the distribution 
patterns of analogous items from the past may be significant.

But  none  of  this  is  to  underestimate  the  importance  of  the  intellectual 
revolution separating us from the conceptual world of Kossinna. Patterns of simi-
larity do sometimes exist, and, where they do, probably do mean something. But 
no simple rule — such as ‘cultures’=‘people’ — can be applied. The significance 
of any particular pattern of similarity will depend on its precise nature. According 
to exactly what similarities (and dissimilarities) prevail, an archaeological ‘culture’ 
might  represent an area  of  general  social  or  economic  interaction,  an area  of 
shared religious belief (where, for instance, funerary rites are distinct and similar), 
or even, in some cases, an area of primary political association, such as Kossinna 
tended to suppose.  A good way to summarize the difference is  that Kossinna 
thought of archaeological cultures as the remains of a thing — a ‘people’ — but, 
where they do retain them, modern archaeologists regard them as the remains of a 

8 Compare the listings of Tacitus with maps such as Malcolm Todd,  The Northern  
Barbarians 100 BC–300 AD (London: Hutchinson University Library, 1975), of the main 
zones  of  archaeological  similarity.  Any possible  correspondence is  not  made  any more 
straightforward by supposing the ancient Germani as a whole to have been the ‘people’, for 
why, then, is there more than one cultural zone? An intermediate position is to attempt to 
link the cultures to the broader cult leagues that Tacitus also mentions: Rolf Hachmann, 
The Germanic Peoples (London: Barrie and Jenkins, 1971).
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system. In overall terms, however, the key point — and this is the way that this 
archaeological research has been generally received, for instance, by historians — 
is  that  destroying  the  culture=people  equation  has  further  undermined  any 
remaining  expectations  that  population  groupings  met  in  Migration  Period 
sources are likely to have been bound together by firm bonds of identity.9

Identity in the Post-Nationalist Period

This triple  assault from history,  the social  sciences,  and archaeology made it 
imperative to rethink old orthodoxies about identity in the Migration Period. 
Already  by  the  1960s,  a  fundamental  reconsideration  of  the  nature  of  early 
Germanic-speaking groups was underway. The single most influential work here 
was  Reinhard  Wenskus’  masterpiece  of  1961,  Stammesbildung  und Verfassung 
(‘The Generation and Bonding of Tribes’). By re-reading the old sources without 
nationalist preconceptions, he was able to show just how much evidence there was 
for huge discontinuities in the history of Germanic-speaking groups in the Roman 
and early  medieval  periods.  As  Wenskus  showed so clearly,  and at  such  great 
length, you don’t have to read far even in the pages of the first-century Roman 
historian Tacitus to find individual Germanic groups being exterminated, such as 
the Ampsivarii or Bructeri, and entirely new ones being created, such as the Batavi 
who splintered away from the Chatti.10 And when you get to the great Germanic 
migrations  of  fourth  to  the  sixth  centuries,  the  evidence  for  discontinuity  if 
anything  multiplies.  All  the  Germanic  groups  of  this  era  —  Goths,  Franks, 

9 For  this  developing  archaeological  discussion,  see,  for  example,  Archaeological  
Approaches to Cultural Identity, ed. by Stephen Shennan (London: Unwin Hyman, 1989); 
Theory in Archaeology: A World Perspective, ed. by Peter Ucko (London: Routledge, 1995); 
Colin  Renfrew and  Paul  Bahn,  Archaeology:  Theories,  Methods  and  Practice (London: 
Thames and Hudson, 1991); Ian Hodder,  Symbols in Action: Ethnoarchaeological Studies  
of  Material  Culture (Cambridge:  Cambridge  University  Press,  1982);  idem,  ‘Style  as 
Historical Quality’, in  The Uses of Style in Archaeology, ed. by M. A. Conkey and C. A. 
Hastorf  (Cambridge:  Cambridge  University  Press,  1990),  pp.  44–51;  Chapman  and 
Dolukhanov,  Cultural Transformations, pp. 6–25 (including an instructive difference of 
emphasis on the part of the two authors). The work of Ian Hodder (especially Symbols in  
Action on the Baringo) has  been particularly important in rehabilitating the view that 
patterns of similarity and difference in material  cultural items might sometimes reflect 
important aspects of human organization.

10 Chatti: Tacitus  Histories 4. 12,  Germania 29; Ampsivarii etc.: Tacitus  Annals 58, 
Germania 33.
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Vandals, and so on — can be shown forming and reforming new political units, 
despite a continued usage of  anachronistic terms such as Visigoth for the pre-
Hunnic era Goths in some of the handbooks. All were created on the march, many 
of them recruiting from a wide range of manpower, some of which was not even 
Germanic-speaking at all. If largely Germanic-speaking, the Visigoths created by 
Alaric, for instance, certainly counted Iranian-speaking Alans and some, perhaps 
Turkic-speaking, Huns within their ranks. Wenskus, I have it on good authority, 
was  already  influenced  in  fact  by  some  of  the  new  social  scientific  studies  of 
identity, but that does not show up in his written work, which draws on little more 
than the ancient sources themselves to make his point that simple biological self-
replication over time cannot be used to explain such group identities as show up in 
the Germanic world.11

So successful was Wenskus in demonstrating discontinuity, that, following on 
from his  work,  the historical  agenda quickly switched to thinking about what 
might have held these Migration Period groups together at all. For, amidst all the 
clear  discontinuities,  evidence  suggesting some continuity  remained.  The term 
‘Goth’  turns  up  in  literary  evidence  from  the  first  to  the  seventh  centuries. 
Burgundians, likewise, show up in different places over much the same kind of 
period, and there are other examples as well. Why was this? The evidence, it should 
be stressed, makes this a serious and important historical question, which certainly 
needs an answer,  and it is unfair,  as has recently been asserted, to suggest that 
showing  even  a  desire  to  pursue  this  issue  reflects  some  kind  of  emotional 
hankering after the old certainties of unbridled German nationalism. Whatever 
they were, these labels were substantial enough to play major historical roles: some 
of  the groups  involved being able  to field armed forces  which were large and 
coherent enough to survive sustained conflict with a still powerful Roman state, 
before emerging as the founding bodies of its early medieval successors.12

11 Reinhard  Wenskus,  Stammesbildung  und  Verfassung:  Das  Werden  der  
frühmittelalterlichen  gentes  (Cologne:  Böhlau,  1961).  I  am  grateful  to  H.  Reimitz  (in 
personal communication) for the information about Wenskus’ reading.

12 To  my  mind,  therefore,  Alexander  Callander  Murray,  ‘Reinhard  Wenskus  on 
“Ethnogenesis”: Ethnicity and the Origin of the Franks’,  in  On Barbarian Identity,  pp. 
39–68,  is  not  an  entirely  sufficient  response  to  Wenskus’  work.  Murray  convincingly 
argues that Wenskus has been to an extent misinterpreted in the subsequent literature, in 
that he was really writing to show how some continuity could be maintained despite all 
the evidence for discontinuity, whereas it is the latter element in his work which has been 
emphasized in its  reception. This is  fair  enough,  but to imply therefore that Wenskus 
wrote  only  to  preserve  elements  of  the  old  German  nationalist  approach  to  the 
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In the germanophone world, the quest for an answer, was taken up by what is 
now commonly called the ‘Vienna School’ generated around its founder, Herwig 
Wolfram. And, largely I suppose because it was Wolfram’s work rather than that of 
Wenskus which has  been translated into English (and several  other  languages 
besides), it is through Wolfram’s prism that Wenskus’ work has largely come to be 
known in the wider academic world. Wolfram’s contribution was to develop and 
give greater coherence to some thoughts which were already rumbling around in 
more inchoate form in Wenskus’ great work, which is not that easy to read, even 
for those fluent in German. Fundamentally, Wolfram’s work concentrates on the 
nature of  any sense of  identity in these groups and on the question of  which 
particular  human  beings  were  crucial  to  its  transmission.  His  so-called 
ethnogenesis theory develops the idea of a small elite of royal or noble clans, who 
replace  the  old  nineteenth-century  visions  of  Germanic  group  identities,  for 
instance,  as  an  attribute  shared  in  equally  by  a  total  population  group.  In 
Wolfram’s view, it is the survival of this self-conscious elite — a kernel of tradition: 
Germ.  Traditionskern — through the ups and downs of many centuries, which 
imparted  some  sense  of  community  to  the  various  followers  who  attached 
themselves to its train at different points. Those followers could be many and 

Völkerwanderung seems  unfair,  given  that,  amidst  the  discontinuities,  there  remain 
continuities to be explained. Walter Goffart’s famous argument, based on legal and other 
literary sources from the successor states, that the end of the Western Roman Empire was 
‘surprisingly peaceful’  — which potentially offers a  vision not requiring the Germanic 
dominated participants in the action to have been substantial military-political entities — 
does not stand up when placed against more contemporary narrative evidence from the 
fifth century for the degree of violence attending the process: Walter Goffart, Barbarians  
and  Romans  AD 418–584:  The  Techniques  of  Accommodation (Princeton:  Princeton 
University Press, 1980), pp. 3–39; and idem, ‘Rome, Constantinople, and the Barbarians 
in  Late  Antiquity’,  American  Historical  Review, 76  (1981),  275–306,  with 
counterargument in  Peter J. Heather, ‘The Huns and the End of the Roman Empire in 
Western Europe’,  English Historical Review, 110 (1995), 4–41; and idem, The Fall of the  
Roman  Empire:  A  New  History  (London:  MacMillan,  2005).  However  constituted, 
therefore, these groups must have been (or  become) substantial historical phenomena of 
some kind,  or  they would never  have  survived the  shock  of  violence.  Walter  Goffart, 
Barbarian  Tides:  The  Migration  Age  and  the  Later  Roman  Empire (Philadelphia: 
University  of  Pennsylvania  Press,  2006), pp.  119–85  determinedly  maintains  the 
perspective that the settlement procedures enacted for incoming settlers were ‘legal’ and 
‘peaceful’, although other parts of the book (for example chapter 5 on the Rhine crossing) 
gracefully concede many (but not all) of the counterarguments I have offered against his 
view that the original  penetrations of these settlers onto Roman territory were equally 
‘legal’ and ‘peaceful’.
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varied, and were subject to substantial changes in composition over time. Wolfram 
also chose the word ‘tradition’ with care. He sees identity as an ideology which 
could be bought into, and there is a marked sense in his work that, even among the 
social  elite,  traditions  might  be  deliberately  adopted  rather  than  naturally 
inherited.  This  vision  stemmed  fundamentally  from  Wolfram’s  work  on  the 
Goths, and in particular his response to the evidence for the Amal family preserved 
in Jordanes’ Getica, but has since been applied much more widely than this. At his 
most unguarded, Wolfram is even ready to suppose that some of these ideological 
traditions, if not the actual bloodlines of the people concerned, may indeed have 
gone back to Scandinavia, with some correspondences being identified between 
cultural references found in some Migration Period materials and some Old Norse 
texts. But these possible Scandinavian connections, it should be stressed, are not his 
main point, which rather focuses on the role of a small, ideology-dominating, elite 
in providing a line of continuity around which larger groups might be built.13

Within this same tradition, but moving the vision forward substantially in 
theoretical terms, stands the work of Walter Pohl. Pohl’s contributions seem to 
me essentially  three-fold. First,  he has developed a much more systematically 
critical approach to the textual evidence than it was ever Wolfram’s concern to 
provide. Borrowing much critical apparatus from literary theory, Pohl’s work 
stresses — rightly — that it cannot be assumed that early medieval texts are 
simple records of reality. Rather, they are representations of it, many of them 
shaped by the distinctive concerns of their authors. It is extremely important, 
therefore, not simply to use information convenient for an argument without 
thinking  through  how  its  author’s  concerns  and  preconceptions  may  have 
shaped  it.14 Second,  and  perhaps  more  immediately  relevant  to  the  identity 

13 See Herwig Wolfram,  Geschichte der Goten: Von den Anfängen bis  zur Mitte  des  
sechsten Jahrhunderts: Entwurf einer historischen Ethnographie (Munich: Beck, 1979), for 
the first German edition, translated into English in 1988 as Wolfram, History of the Goths. 
The work’s different editions have seen many additions, but the basic model has stayed the 
same.  The  use  of  Scandinavian  material  is  a  feature  particularly  of  Herwig  Wolfram, 
‘Origo  et  Religio:  Ethnic  Traditions  and  Literature  in  Early  Medieval  Texts,’  Early  
Medieval Europe, 3 (1994), 19–38, though see also Wolfram, History of the Goths, pp. 29–
35, for the possibility that, among those later calling themselves Goths, at least the Amal 
dynasty may have been descended from immigrants from Scandinavia. 

14 This is a powerful theme running right through Pohl’s work. It was already there in 
Walter  Pohl,  Die Awaren:  Ein Steppenvolk im Mitteleuropa,  567–822 n.  Chr. (Munich: 
Beck,  1988),  and  can  be  found  in  his  more  recent  contributions  too:  Walter  Pohl, 
‘Introduction: Strategies of Distinction’, in Strategies of Distinction, pp. 1–15; idem, ‘Telling 
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debate, there is a systematic engagement in Pohl’s work with social scientific 
literature  on  identity,  particularly  the  instrumentalist  sociology  which  has 
developed  from,  through,  and  around  the  work  of  Barth.  Wolfram’s  work 
always  remained  largely  ‘pragmatic’,  as  it  were,  rather  than  taking  on  a 
deliberately  theoretical  dimension.  The  instrumentalist  tradition  focuses  on 
identity as a  construction consciously adopted by individuals  with particular 
purposes in mind. In Pohl’s work, such conscious processes work on a number 
of different levels: from isolated individuals picking on a particular identity for 
purposes of self-advancement in particular contexts, or, more in the Wolfram 
mode, of leaders consciously using assertions of broader group identity as part of 
the process by which larger population groupings, such as the successor states to 
the Roman Empire, were built. These two elements come together in a healthy 
distrust of what early medieval texts have to say about characteristic cultural and 
physical traits as markers of identity.15 Third, there is in all this an implicit, and, 
under recent pressure, more explicit critique of the work of Wenskus. For Pohl, 
the  Traditionskern idea  is  too elitist,  and  attempts  to  reconstruct  the  likely 
contents  of  these  traditions  (drawing  upon  Pohl’s  emphasis  upon  proper 
criticism  of  the  textual  evidence)  have  drawn  on  far  too  eclectic  a  mix  of 
materials, from the demonstrably partly-classical materials in the case of stories 
generated in Theoderic’s  Ostrogothic  Italian kingdom, to various bits of  old 
Norse mythology. It also failed to notice the extent to which Roman ideas and 
traditions,  rather  than  genuinely  old  ‘Germanic’  ones,  were  utilized  in  the 
construction of larger group identities in texts written in the successor states. In 
essence, then, Pohl has added literary and social theory to the mix, and in the 
process moved the debate onto new ground.16

This  developing  line  of  germanophone historiography has  prompted many 
responses in a variety of languages: too many to be discussed here. Many of these 
have  found  themselves  broadly  in  agreement  with  the  lines  of  thought  being 
developed in Vienna.17 Two clusters of response in particular should perhaps be 

the Difference: Signs of Ethnic Identity’, in  Strategies of Distinction, pp. 17–69; and idem, 
‘Ethnicity, Theory, and Tradition: A Response’, in On Barbarian Identity, pp. 221–39.

15 Pohl,  ‘Introduction:  Strategies  of  Distinction’,  pp.  1–15;  idem,  ‘Telling  the 
Difference’, pp. 17–69; and idem, ‘Ethnicity, Theory, and Tradition’, pp. 221–39.

16 For explicit critique of Wenskus, see Pohl, ‘Ethnicity, Theory and Tradition’, pp. 
221–39.

17 In English, particularly Patrick Geary, Before France and Germany: The Creation and  
Transformation of the Merovingian World (New York: Oxford University Press,  1988). 
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singled out, however, both because their prominence has made them influential, 
and  also  because  they  are  arguing  that  even  this  much  revisionism  does  not 
represent a significant enough departure from the old pre-war orthodoxies.

The first  is  the  work of  Patrick Amory.  In  an initial  article,  he explored 
Burgundian legal  materials, arguing that its usages of the terms ‘Roman’ and 
‘Burgundian’ were so incoherent that they give us no reason to suppose that 
identifiable  Roman  and  Burgundian  communities  actually  existed  on  the 
ground.18 In People and Identity in Ostrogothic Italy, he similarly attempted to 
relegate group identity among Theoderic the Amal’s  followers to an entirely 
will-o-the-wisp phenomenon. In Amory’s vision, Theoderic conjured an army 
together from  assorted oddments  of  population from  the  collapsed  Hunnic 
Empire, on the one hand, and the Balkans’ military establishment of the East 
Roman Empire on the other. It was, however, firmly an army, with no cultural 
homogeneity  whatsoever,  and  virtually  no  womenfolk  either.  It  could  thus 
maintain  no  continuous  identity  after  Italy  had  been  conquered,  and  once 
Theoderic paid it off, its various members disappeared without trace into the 
Italian landscape,  transforming themselves into Italian landowners essentially 
indistinguishable from their Italo-Roman counterparts. 

The argument rests in part on social theory — Barth’s views being taken as 
justification that this is a possible view of this particular human collective — but 
also just as crucially on a series of observations about the historical evidence. 
First,  Amory  argues  that  classicising  historical  sources  are  infected  with  a 
‘migration topos’, which makes them view any large group of barbarians on the 
move as a ‘people’, a population group comprising men, women, and children. 
Procopius, he asserts, is the only source to describe Theoderic’s move to Italy in 
these terms, and must be discounted. Second, he considers that Theoderic paid 
off his army in tax shares, as argued for famously by Walter Goffart, and that 
therefore  no  cohesion  could  be  maintained  among  its  members  when  they 
turned this cash wealth into land purchases dotted across the Italian peninsula. 

Further  applications  of  this  model:  Typen  der  Ethnogenese  unter  besonderer  
Berücksichtigung  der  Bayern,  ed.  by  Herwig  Wolfram  and  Walter  Pohl  (Vienna: 
Österreichische  Akademie  der  Wissenschaften,  1990);  L.  A.  Garcia  Moreno,  ‘Gothic 
Survivals in the Visigothic Kingdoms of Toulouse and Toledo’, Francia, 21 (1994), 1–15. 
C. R. Bowlus, ‘Ethnogenesis: The Tyranny of a Concept’, in  On Barbarian Identity, pp. 
241–56, cites numerous other applications of the model: see further below.

18 Patrick  Amory,  ‘The  Meaning  and  Purpose  of  Ethnic  Terminology  in  the 
Burgundian Laws’, Early Medieval Europe, 2 (1993), 1–21.
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Third, he assembles a prosopography of some 379 individuals. The conclusion 
he draws from this tremendous labour (and its creation is a major achievement) 
is that none of the categories which have traditionally been supposed to mark 
out Gothic identity — Arian religion, military service, Germanic language, etc. 
— actually  work in terms of defining a coherent body of Gothic manpower 
within Theoderic’s kingdom. And just as Theoderic had once to invent an army 
in  the  Balkans,  so  one  had  to  be  reconstituted  within  Italy  from  equally 
disparate  sources  to  fight  off  Byzantine  aggression,  when  Belisarius  was 
unleashed upon the Italian kingdom in 536.19 In many ways, Amory’s key piece 
of evidence is a damaged papyrus which tells the story of a certain Gundilas, and 
the  way  that  he  twisted  and  turned  in  the  course  of  the  Gothic  war  in  a 
desperate attempt to keep hold of his estate.20 Although this is a single example, 
it does thoroughly inform Amory’s thinking. What people generally wanted in 
his view was, like Gundilas, to hold onto their land, and any assertion of group 
identity was a strategy towards that aim. In overall terms, Amory might be said 
to be ‘out-Wolfram-ing’ Wolfram. Under his microscope, group identity really 
is reduced to an ideological cloak of king and court, deployed only a particular 
moments by particular leaders for their own purposes.21

The second is a volume of essays deriving from a number of sessions on early 
medieval ethnicity at Kalamazoo in May 2000. Naturally, it takes the form of a 
series  of  individual  contributions,  with  many  of  the  papers  having  entirely 
individual  concerns.  Within  the  volume,  however,  there  are  two discernible 
clusters of papers. One addresses methodological problems in studying identity 
through archaeological evidence. The common theme between the papers is a 
concern  to  point  up,  through  particular  case  studies,  besetting  problems 
inherent in the continued used of  ‘culture history’  models of  interpretation, 
underlining the point that individual ‘peoples’ do not have their ‘own’ material 
cultures. There is nothing particularly new about this point to an anglophone 
audience at least (see above: it has been well made many times before), although 

19 Patrick  Amory,  People  and  Identity  in  Ostrogothic  Italy  489–554 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1997); see pp. 12–18 on social theory and pp. 348–485 for 
the prosopography. For the tax share view of the accommodation problem, see Goffart, 
Barbarians and Romans, and further now Goffart, Barbarian Tides, pp. 119–85.

20 J.-O. Tjäder, Die nichtliterarischen lateinischen Papyri Italiens aus der Zeit 445–700, 
3 vols (Lund, 1954–82), I, no. 49 = Amory, People and Identity, appendix 1.

21 Though what Amory thinks the purpose of the army’s reinvention in the 520s to 
have been is never clearly laid out.
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the individual cases have merit, of course, and the problematic nature of this 
interpretative paradigm is perhaps worth re-emphasizing in a broader intellec-
tual  context, since  some central  and east  European archaeologists of  the old 
school continue to operate very much within its parameters.22

The  other  cluster  of  papers  —  much  more  coherent  in  fact  than  the 
archaeological  studies  —  responds  to  the  work  of  what  it  terms  the 
‘Ethnogenesis  theory’  of  the  ‘Vienna  School’.  First  and  foremost,  Wolfram 
himself is taken to task, in particular for the way in which he attempted to use 
fragments  of  what  he  tries  to  identify  as  ‘authentic’  Germanic  tradition 
preserved in classicizing Graeco-Roman literary sources. From these materials, 
as we have seen, Wolfram tried to flesh out the kinds of ideological structures 
that may have been transmitted over time within the Traditionskern and bought 
into  subsequently  by  the  various  followers  who  attached  themselves  to  the 
‘peoples’  these  leaders  created.  As  far  as  many  of  the  contributors  to  the 
Kalamazoo volume are concerned, the method is illegitimate. They both deny 
that  any  late  antique  text  really  contains  genuine  Germanic  traditions,  and 
consider any attempt  to understand these  fragments  using  materials  in  later 
Norse texts as thoroughly misguided: a poisonous leftover from the Nazi period. 
If  Wolfram  takes  most  of  the  flak  here,  then  Pohl  certainly  represents  a 
secondary  target.  His  work  is  also  criticized  for  relying  too  heavily  on  the 
sociological literature which regards identity as entirely open to manipulation 
by the  individual.23 Other  papers  in  the  cluster  argue,  on the basis  of  royal 
titulature, that ethnicity was not a politicized — and hence, by implication not 
a very significant — issue in early medieval successor kingdoms to the Roman 
Empire, and that Wolfram’s ethnogenesis model tends to get cited uncritically, 

22 The  case  studies  are  Sebastian  Brather,  ‘Ethnic  Identities  as  Constructions  of 
Archaeology: The Case of the Alamanni’, pp. 149–75,  on the Alamanni; Hubert Fehr, 
‘Volkstum as  Paradigm:  Germanic  People  and  Gallo-Romans  in  Early  Medieval 
Archaeology since the 1930s’, pp. 177–200, on the whole Reihengraber debate, and Florin 
Curta, ‘From Kossinna to Bromley: Ethnogenesis in Slavic Archaeology’, pp. 201–18, on 
the Slavs; all in On Barbarian Identity.

23 Walter Goffart, ‘Does the Distant Past Impinge on the Invasion Age Germans?’, in 
On Barbarian Identity, pp. 21–37;  Murray, ‘Reinhard Wenskus on “Ethnogenesis”’, pp. 
39–68; and Bowlus, ‘Ethnogenesis’, pp. 241–56. The same message is transmitted both in 
the introduction and paper of Gillett: Andrew Gillett, ‘Introduction: Ethnicity, History, 
and Methodology’,  pp.  1–18;  and ‘Was  Ethnicity  Politicized  in  the  Earliest  Medieval 
Kingdoms’, pp. 85–122 both in On Barbarian Identity.
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even when the scholarship in question is actually arguing for something that is 
quite incompatible with its central tenets.24

How should the contribution of the Kalamazoo volume be characterized, then, 
in overall terms? The papers are learned, and offer much historiographical insight 
into the development of particularly germanophone scholarship, but their overall 
contribution to the identity debate, it seems fair to say, is attempting to be no more 
than a negative one. I’m not referring here just to the rhetoric in which some of the 
papers are couched, although the polemical tone of the second cluster of papers is 
striking, and does in my view detract from the respect which the volume might 
otherwise  command.  It  is  extremely  bad  manners  for  the  editor  to  give  a 
representative of the supposed Vienna School right of reply, and then abrogate to 
himself the last word. This reminds me of the tactics adopted at some of the more 
disreputable Church councils of the late antique period, particularly Ambrose’s 
ambushing of his so-called ‘Arian’ opponents at Aquileia.25 Each side having had 
its say, the book’s readership is perfectly capable of thinking for itself and does not 
require further commentary from one of the interested parties, especially the one 
that is if anything overrepresented in the volume.

This point aside,  the overarching intellectual  point being made is  also,  and 
quite  explicitly,  a  negative  one.  The different contributions are  between them 
arguing, first, that the ethnogenesis model of Wenskus as interpreted by Wolfram 
does not hold water even in its core proof cases, such as the Goths and the Amal 
dynasty, and, second, that the model has subsequently been serially misapplied in a 
multitude of disparate instances. It is, of course, perfectly reasonable to try to argue 
this case, and the ethnogenesis model is not one that I myself would subscribe to, 
so I am broadly convinced of it, even if a less ill-mannered style might have been 
much preferable.  Particularly  in  the case  of  the Amal  family,  in  my view,  the 
broader evidence suggests that royal families were far too ephemeral and easily 
disposable to carry the weight of historical importance which this model requires 
of them.26 But, of course, other readers must review the evidence and decide for 

24 Respectively Gillet, ‘Was Ethnicity Politicized’, and Bowlus, ‘Ethnogenesis’, which is 
a rewritten version of C. R. Bowlus, ‘Ethnogenesis Models and the Age of Migrations: A 
Critique’, Austrian History Yearbook, 26 (1995), 147–64.

25 Gillett,  ‘Introduction’,  pp. 14–18.  On  Aquileia,  see  the  text  of  Roger  Gryson, 
Litterature  arienne  latine (Paris:  Cerf,  1980),  with  the  superb  commentary  of  Neil 
McLynn, Ambrose of Milan (Berkeley: California University Press, 1994).

26 Where my views clearly coincide with some of what was argued in the Kalamazoo 
volume is on the point that far from a record even of active political myth among the 
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themselves. The second line of argument — that the views of Walter Pohl can 
really  be  disposed  of  by  dismissing  them  as  really  just  Wolfram  with  a  little 
sociological window dressing — is equally negative, and seems to me much less 
convincing. Having read rather a lot of Walter Pohl over the years, it seems totally 
ridiculous, to me at least, not to recognize that, whatever the identity of his teacher, 
Pohl’s work is treading paths very different to those carved out by Wenskus and 
Wolfram, neither of whom were working with the same sociological and textual 
frames of reference.27 More generally, what none of these papers is even attempting 
to offer is an alternative explanation of the central phenomena that still require 
explanation: why was there any continuity in the names of Germanic groups at all, 
and how did group identities work among those entities who carved out successor 
states to the Roman Empire? They are very clear that Wolfram’s Traditionskern is 
mistaken, they do not much the instrumentalist sociology of Walter Pohl, but no 
further alternative is offered. This is not really a criticism of the volume, since the 
authors were not trying to generate an alternative model of how group identity 
might work, and some of their arguments could indeed act as prolegomena to 
something more creative, but it does underline its relatively limited intellectual 
ambitions.28

Ostrogoths  of  Italy,  the  Amal  genealogy  was  fantastical  flattery  which  could  have 
convinced no one to act or think in a way other than they were already planning to: Peter 
J. Heather, Goths and Romans 332–489 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991), pp. 3–
68. The point is  in my view confirmed by how recently the Amals had risen to power 
among the Goths, and how quickly they were disposed of when the Byzantines invaded: 
Peter J.  Heather,  ‘The Huns and the End of the Roman Empire in Western Europe’, 
English Historical  Review,  110 (1995),  4–41; and idem, The Goths (Oxford: Blackwell 
1996), pp. 259–76.

27 Gillett,  ‘Introduction’  grudgingly accepts  that Pohl has a  ‘consciously theoretical 
approach’ (p. 14), but still insists that the sociology is used ‘to justify not shape the model’ 
(p.16). Apart from being patronizing, I think this formulation is also simply inaccurate.

28 The one  slight  exception to this  is  the  ending of  Kulikowski’s  paper.  His  main 
concern is to examine the limitations and complexity of the evidence for Goths on Roman 
soil in the period 376–418, stressing that can be read either as the story of a wandering 
people or of amorphous armed band, which gathered and lost manpower as it went. He 
does,  however,  offer  an entirely undeveloped suggestion towards  the end that  both or 
neither model might be appropriate, and that what might really be going on is that we lack 
the conceptual vocabulary adequately to discuss the phenomenon: Michael  Kulikowski, 
‘Nation versus Army: A Necessary Contrast?’, in On Barbarian Identity, pp. 69–84, at pp. 
83–84. No light is shed in this paper, however, on what in his view this more appropriate 
conceptual framework might be.
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Moving Forward?

The old orthodoxy, then, is certainly dead. There is no serious contributor to 
current debates who doesn’t believe what the social  scientists have taught us 
about identity since World War II, and who doesn’t accept the demonstrable 
historical evidence for discontinuity in Migration Period group identities. That 
does not mean, however, that consensus is about to break out. Indeed, to judge 
by the Kalamazoo volume, this particular subject area has a tendency to generate 
heated exchanges of  opinion. Some of it  is  pretty trivial  — the kind of spat 
which in the post-Thatcher era in British public life now tends to be called 
‘handbags (that is  not pistols)  at  dawn’ — but some of the polemic is  both 
intensive  and extensive  enough to make one think that  its  authors perceive 
something  extremely  important  to  be  at  stake  beyond  the  academic’s  usual 
desire to make a name for him- or herself.

I also have to make it clear that I am a thoroughly entirely interested party to 
these  debates.  I  have  been  fingered  in  one  of  the  other  contributions  to  the 
Kalamazoo volume as a ‘New Romantic’ who wants to take the discussion back to 
nineteenth-century views, because I have argued for a Gothic identity which was 
more  broadly-based  than  Wolfram’s  royal-family  centred  Traditionskern. 
According  to  this  paper,  I  pay  only  ‘lip  service’  to  the  idea  of  identity  as  a 
‘situational construct’ while in fact taking a ‘biological approach’ to identity, and I 
bend the  evidence  to  make  it  fit  with  these  ideas,  which  are  characterized  as 
‘preconceived’.29 The truth or otherwise  of  these characterizations is  for  more 
disinterested readers to judge. I mention them in passing merely to underline the 
point  that  I  harbour  no  illusions  that  any  synthesizing  contribution  I  might 
attempt in this paper — as opposed merely to surveying the range of views on offer 
and their intersection — could even begin to bring debate towards a conclusion. 
What I  would like  to include  instead,  therefore,  as  this  paper’s  more  positive 
intellectual contribution, is a series of observations which, in my view, need to 
become much more fully part of the mainstream debate, if further progress is to be 
made.

29 Kulikowski, ‘Nation versus Army.
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The Basis of Disagreement

First, it is worth reminding ourselves of why disagreement exists at all. It does so 
because  the  bonds  tying  an  individual  to  larger  groups  are  always  difficult  to 
fathom, even in modern contexts where evidence is plentiful and can be gathered 
at first hand. This point emerges extremely clearly from any trawl through the 
sociological  literature,  where,  despite  plentiful  first-hand  evidence,  researchers 
often find it strikingly difficult to gauge the extent to which the behaviour of any 
particular set of individuals is being constrained by their group identity.30 Early 
medievalists, by contrast, are dealing with a thoroughly foreign world where the 
amount of  evidence available  is  extremely limited.  One effect  of  realizing that 
identity  is  fundamentally  a  subjective  and  not  an  objective  phenomenon,  for 
instance, has been to remove the power of archaeological evidence to contribute 
anything much to the discussion at all. As modern ethnographic case studies have 
shown, it is likely only to have been only a highly limited range of objects, if any, 
which were imbued with special significance as markers of group membership. It 
will only ever be an educated guess, therefore, as to which items in any Migration 
Period assemblage might have had a similar meaning, although sometimes those 
guesses can be reasonably convincing. Florin Curta, for instance, has recently made 
a plausible identification of a few items in Lombard and Gepid assemblages from 
the Middle Danube Plain in the sixth century that might have had significance for 
them in the construction of their group identities.31 

To a very great extent, therefore, because most Germanic groups of the mid-
first millennium had evolved only highly limited literacies, if any, we are forced 
back on second-hand, outside Graeco-Roman materials to learn anything about 
them. And this too is a limited and potentially hazardous data set. As many have 
pointed  out,  barbarians  —  ‘outsiders’  —  had  such  a  powerful  ideological 
significance in the Roman world that its authors tended to write about them in 
prescribed ways. This argument can certainly be taken too far, as was the fate of 
Amory’s recent attempt to dismiss Procopius’ account of Theoderic’s march to 
Italy, with families as well as an army in tow, as a mere migration topos. It is in 
fact  described  as  such  in  a  series  of  more  contemporary  sources,  including 
Ennodius’ panegyric which was pronounced before Theoderic’s Gothic court a 
decade and a half after the Goths’ arrival in Italy, in front of people who had 

30 Or identities: see below note 35.
31 Florin Curta, The Making of the Slavs: History and Archaeology of the Lower Danube  

Region ca. 500–700 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), pp. 190–226.
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participated in the trek. But even if taken too far in that particular case, it is 
nonetheless true that cultural information about barbarians in Graeco-Roman 
texts is always highly loaded, and, just as important, that most Roman authors 
were interested in outsiders only for the potential military threat they might 
pose to Roman security. As a consequence, we have no comprehensive, detailed 
inside account of  how any barbarian group of the Migration Period actually 
worked, least of all its sense — if any — of group identity: that most slippery of 
topics.32

The most I would claim for instance — and even I am more optimistic than 
some — is that some of the narrative evidence offers possible vignettes of some 
group identities in action, giving some idea of the strength of group identity 
operating among the groups concerned. I have argued in the case of Theoderic’s 
Goths  in  Italy,  for  instance,  that  while  some  groups  certainly  preferred  to 
surrender  to  Byzantine  invasion rather  than  fight,  nonetheless  the  narrative 
makes  no  sense  whatsoever  without  a  substantial  core  who  were  attached 
enough  to  their  identity  and  independence  to  hold  on  to  it  with  huge 
determination in the face of highly adverse circumstances.33 These vignettes are 
relatively  few  and  far  between,  however,  and  others  might  well  contest  my 
conclusions. But even if you were to accept that they can say something about 
the  strength of  a particular  group identity,  they shed little  or no light on its 
nature,  offering  no  clue  as  to  the  traditions  practices  and  cultural 
commonalities,  if  any,  upon which  which  that  strength was  based.  There  is 
much cross-over here between my views and some of those expressed in the 

32 Ennodius,  Panegyrico  Theoderico 26–27  and  Ennodius,  Vita  Epifani 118–19, 
compare 111–12 both in  Magni Felicis  Ennodii  Opera  omnia,  ed.  by Wilhelm Hartel, 
Corpus  scriptorum ecclesiasticorum,  6 (Vienna:  C.  Geroldi  Filium,  1882).  See  further 
Peter J. Heather,  ‘Roman and Goth in the Kingdom of the Ostrogoths’, in  Regna and  
Gentes, ed. by Hanz-Werner Goetz and others (Leiden: Brill, 2003), pp. 86–134 (p. 110). 
For  introductions  to  the  general  cultural  baggage  which  infects  Roman  accounts  of 
barbarians, see, for example, Y.A. Dauge,  Le Barbare: recherches sur la conception romaine  
de la barbare et de la civilisation, Collection Latomus, 176 (Brussels: Latomus, 1981); or 
Pohl, ‘Telling the Difference’.

33 Heather,  The  Goths,  especially  pp.  259–76  and  appendix  1;  one  of  the  central 
problems with Amory’s view of the Ostrogoths in my opinion, likewise, is that he offers no 
explanation of why the war continued after 540. At that point, Belisarius offered surviving 
Gothic landowners the opportunity to keep their lands under Byzantine rule. According 
to Amory’s vision of them — Italian landowners who were forced to fight — there was 
thus no reason for the war to continue. See further  Heather,  ‘Roman and Goth in the 
Kingdom of the Ostrogoths’, especially pp. 128–32.
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Kalamazoo volume, where much emphasis is put on the paucity of the available 
evidence.34

I would, however, draw a slightly different conclusion from this as regards 
the appropriate modes of  argumentation which should follow. To my mind, 
what  this  means,  in  fact,  is  that  there  is  actually  huge  room  for  legitimate 
disagreement within this hotly contested subject area. The smaller the body of 
available evidence, and the more elusive its nature, then the greater number of 
legitimate  possible  positions  that  the  evidence  authorizes.  Faced  with  these 
kinds of data sets, it is perfectly reasonable of course to work out one’s own 
‘best-guess’ to the right answer. What needs to be done first, however, in this 
and  all  similar  intellectual  situations  is  to  delimit  the  full  range  of  possible 
positions which is compatible with the available evidence. You can then choose 
to adopt one particular position within that range, for whatever reasons seem 
appropriate. But since the margin for error increases with every step, it is not 
very wise to be overly dismissive of any work which falls within the permissible 
range, even if it is not in the end your own preferred option.

Identity Crisis?

Second, the revisionist work on identity in the social sciences grants, at least in my 
reading of it, still wider license for disagreement than is currently being generally 
recognized in some early medieval circles. At the same time as Leach, Barth, and 
other instrumentalists were observing individuals swapping allegiances according 
to immediate benefit, a second group of researchers — the so-called ‘primordialists’ 
— were coming up with apparently opposite results. What they showed was that, 
in  some  cases,  inherited  senses  of  group  identity  do  apparently  constrain 
individuals into patterns of behaviour which go against their immediate material 
interests. Differences in appearance, speech (whether language or dialect), social 
practice, moral values, and understandings of the past can act — once they exist — 
as  formidable  barriers,  in  certain contexts,  to  individuals  who might  wish,  for 
personal advantage, to attach themselves to a different group. Further research has 
also  suggested  that  the  individual  picks  up  many  of  these  group-defining 
characteristics in the earliest years of life. This helps explain why they might have 
such a profound effect.  Primordialists  also argue that  the potentially  powerful 

34 See particularly Bowlus, ‘Ethnogenesis’, and Kulikowski, ‘Nation versus Army’; but 
the theme is there in most of the anti-ethnogenesis papers.
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bonding of individuals to larger groups is a basic human behavioural trait. A highly 
particular type of larger group identity may have been generated in the nationalist 
era, but there is no reason to suppose that individuals could not have been bound 
in powerful ways to different types of larger group in the more distant past.35

The two lines of research have sometimes been held to contradict each other, 
not least by their proponents. And when talking about the kinds of differences 
which might prevent an individual from changing group identity so easily — 
religion, language, social values, etc. — the primordialists can sound as though 
they are still stuck in the intellectual world of pre-1945, making out check lists 
and ticking boxes. Actually,  they are not. In the primordialist  view, it is not 
these ‘things’ themselves that decide identity, but the individual’s reaction to 
them. Take, for instance, religion. Religion is not a major determinant of group 
affiliation  in  every  context.  In  most  of  Europe,  Catholics  and  Protestants 
consider themselves to belong to the same larger groups of humanity and just go 
to church in different places. But in Northern Ireland, also part of Europe, for 
particular historical reasons, the same religious difference functions much more 
strongly  (though  not  universally  by  any  means)  as  a  symbol  of  communal 
allegiance.  Like  Leach  and  Barth,  therefore,  primordialists  still  emphasize 
perception, not objectively measurable criteria, as the root of identity. It is not 
the item in the box that decides group affiliation, but how individuals react to 
that item.

Rather than being diametrically opposed, the two approaches between them, 
in  my  view,  actually  define  the  opposite  ends  of  a  spectrum  of  possibility. 
Depending  upon  particular  circumstances,  not  least  past  history,  inherited 
group identities can in practice exercise a more or less powerful constraint upon 
their individual members, and provide a greater or lesser rallying cry to action. It 
is  in fact entirely characteristic to find every conceivable  position along that 
spectrum  being  occupied,  both  by  individuals  in  different  groups,  and 
individuals  in  the  same  group.  The  same  individual  might  even  display  a 
simultaneous dependence upon an inherited identity in some contexts, while 
trying to manipulate it or break free of it in others. There is thus no difference 
in principle between groups exercising stronger and weaker holds upon their 

35 References as above note 5. For some historical applications of this vision of group 
identity, see Anthony D. Smith, The Ethnic Origins of Nations (Oxford: Blackwell, 1986). 
Bentley, ‘Ethnicity and Practice’, pp. 25–55, uses Bourdieu’s concept of the habitus as one 
theorized approach to how identity could be culturally programmed into the individual by 
the society in which they are born and come to maturity.
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individual  members. In both cases,  identity  consists of  one or more possible 
group  affiliations  generated  in  individuals  by  their  life  experiences,  but, 
according to context, these  possible  affiliations can exercise  a  hold that  it  is 
more or less powerful. 

Equally important, alongside such informal constraints, there can also be more 
formal barriers to changing identity. This point must not be forgotten. As an 
individual, you can claim any identity you want to, but that doesn’t mean it will 
be recognized. In the modern world, broader group membership usually means 
possessing the appropriate passport, and hence having the ability to satisfy the 
criteria for extracting it in the first place, whatever these might be. And, again, 
different countries have tougher or easier rules on citizenship, and these rules can 
be  based  on  different  principles:  usually  blood  descent  and/or  residence  in 
different combinations. In earlier eras, of course, passports didn’t exist, but Greeks 
and Romans monitored citizenship carefully, and in my view there is reason to 
think  that  this  will  also  have  been  true  of  at  least  some  Migration  Period 
Germanic groups. I have made this point before and attracted some criticism for 
it, but I remain confident that the criticism is misplaced. For one thing, as we shall 
explore  in  more  detail  below,  Migration  Period  groups  were  composed  of 
individuals arranged in a number of clearly defined social statuses. At the very 
least,  these groups were capable  of monitoring and maintaining these internal 
boundaries.  Equally  important,  in  the  case  of  many of  the  groups settling on 
Roman  soil,  group  membership  became  a  meal  ticket,  entitling  the  qualified 
individual to a share of the assets — fiscal or landed according to one’s view of the 
accommodation issue — that were distributed for the support of the incoming 
group.  The idea  that  just  anyone could  have turned up in  Italy  in  the  490s, 
asserted that they were a Goth, and picked up an income on the strength of that 
claim is very unconvincing.  Those who had trekked around the Balkans with 
Theoderic, fighting off the Byzantines as they went, and risked their lives in the 
conquest of Italy would have been more than a little aggrieved.36

Overall, it seems to me, the comparative literature on identity is telling us 
that for individuals born into all but the simplest of contexts, group identity 
comes in layers. Immediate family, wider kin, town, county, country, and these 
days even wider affiliations (such as citizenship of the EU), together with their 

36 For the careful monitoring of citizenship in the classical world, see A. N. Sherwin-
White,  The  Roman  Citizenship,  2nd  edn  (Oxford:  Oxford  University  Press,  1973). 
Criticism of the passport analogy: Guy Halsall, ‘Movers and Shakers: The Barbarians and 
the Fall of Rome’, Early Medieval Europe, 8 (1999), 131–45.

41



Peter J. Heather

own life choices — the desire to live somewhere else entirely — all provide the 
individual with possible claims to membership of larger groups. But all groups 
monitor membership to some degree and it is a false extension from this original 
observation to suppose that individuals have a completely free choice of group 
affiliation. As is observable both in the contemporary world, and in the records 
of some past societies, these larger groups might be more and less exclusive in 
formal  terms,  and exercise  more and less  powerful  holds,  in  informal  terms, 
upon their individual  members’  loyalty.  Essentially,  Barth’s  famous aphorism 
sets  up  a  false  contrast.  Everyone  now agrees  that  every  group identity  is  a 
situational construct. Group identities are created, they change, they can cease 
to  exist  entirely.  Even  the  strongest  group  identity  can  disappear.  But  it  is 
extremely  important  to  add  the  rider  to  this  argument  that  some  group 
identities are more ‘evanescent’ than others. Or, to put it another way, some 
situations construct a stronger set of group identities than others. 

One should not just assume, therefore, that all group affiliations are of the 
most contingent kind, and that history need necessarily be written in terms of 
people swapping them according to convenience. This is likely enough to have 
happened some of the time, but not always. To my mind, the importance of this 
point  cannot  be  overstated.  For  if  a  blanket  position  on  group  identity  is 
adopted  a priori — whether it is viewed as strong (the era of nationalism) or 
weak (as currently often seems to be the case) — then it provides a justificatory 
charter,  allowing  evidence  to  the  contrary  to  be  ignored  or  argued  away 
according  to  convenience.  Modern  understandings  of  identity  suggest  very 
firmly, however, that we should not be expecting one kind of group identity 
always to have prevailed, and that we should approach the Migration Period, or 
any other, with eyes open to what the credible evidence suggests.

The Tyranny of Ethnicity

My third observation stems from the first two, namely that the term ‘ethnicity’ 
needs to be used more circumspectly. At the moment, ethnicity is the generic 
term which turns up whenever group identity is being discussed in the early 
Middle  Ages.  But  ethnicity  is  only  one  kind  of  group  identity.  A  fairly 
commonly accepted definition of a functioning ethnic unit in the social sciences 
is that developed by the Soviet anthropologist Dragazde:

A firm aggregate of people, historically established on a given territory, possessing in 
common relatively stable peculiarities of language and culture, and also recognizing 
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their unity and different from other similar formations (self-awareness) and expressing 
this in a self-appointed name.37

In other words, ethnicity is precisely that type of group identity which exists 
when there are strong cultural commonalities linking together members of the 
group  concerned.  But  other  types  of  group  identity  exist  too:  political 
associations which are based on common interest but do not rely on so many, if 
any, pre-existing similarities in language, etc. to make them work.

Recognizing this point, and being much more sparing with the ‘e-word’ has a 
number of advantages. First, as we have seen, there is usually no evidence one 
way or the other in early medieval sources as to whether any particular group 
might have been bound by the kind of cultural ties that might constitute an 
ethnicity or not. They most did not write anything themselves, and our Roman 
authors were neither interested nor informed enough to provide the necessary 
information. Concentrating upon the question of whether or not any particular 
collection of human beings is an ethnic group — with the implicit assumption 
that if you cannot prove it to be one, it cannot have a grouping worth worrying 
about — is thus an argument which in most cases will quickly end up going 
nowhere. It might even draw attention away from more answerable questions, 
such as whether the overall behaviour of the group concerned suggests that it 
generated a reasonably strong degree of political solidarity or not.

Amory’s  study  of  Ostrogothic  Italy,  in  my  view,  is  a  case  in  point.  It  is 
desperately  concerned  with  the  ethnicity  point,  trying  to  prove  via  its 
prosopographical  analysis  that  there  were  no  cultural  commonalities  among 
Theoderic’s  following.  In  fact,  even  here,  where  the  evidence  drawn  upon  is 
relatively  plentiful  compared  to  other  Migration  Period  groups,  the  sample 
remains so limited, that the study can prove nothing of the sort. Amory assembles a 
prosopography of 379 individuals, but no one thinks Theoderic conquered Italy 
with an army of less than 20,000 men, and Amory’s study covers a time period of 
two to three generations.  His prosopography thus assembles  a  data  set  of  379 
individuals out of a minimum total of 50,000, and that total figure should at least 
be doubled since it covers only men, unless you accept Amory’s assertion (which I 
don’t) that no women and children came to Italy with the army. He has therefore 

37 Dragazde cited in Renfrew and Bahn, Archaeology, p. 169; compare the very similar 
checklist in Smith,  The Ethnic Origins of Nations, pp. 22–31. The anonymous reviewer 
pointed out that there is a Stalinist hue to this vision of ethnicity. That may be so, but it  
will  do to  define  one  end  of  the  spectrum of  possible  types  of  group  identity,  where 
political identities, with little or no cultural commonalities, stand at the other.
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379 individuals (not all of unquestionable relevance by any means) out of a total 
data population of 100,000+, so that the ethnicity question can only remain as 
open at the end of the study as it was at its beginning. A more interesting and more 
answerable line of enquiry,  in my view, would be to worry less about traits of 
ethnicity and concentrate more upon issues relevant to the question of whether 
any political and military continuity united Theoderic’s armed following of c. 490 
with the armies which fought so hard to prevent Byzantine conquest from 536. 
Amory also doesn’t appear to see the logical  non-sequitur at the heart of  his 
enterprise. At its beginning, he surveys the literature on identity from the social 
sciences before drawing from it the unexceptional conclusion that identity is a 
fundamentally  subjective  phenomenon.  The  rest  of  the  book,  however,  is 
precisely  devoted  to  trying  to  measure  it  via  such  objective  phenomena  as 
language and religion.38

Second, it seems to be the ethnicity issue which generates much of the heat in 
the  debate.  Several  of  the  anti-Viennese papers  in  the  Kalamazoo volume,  for 
instance, are united by a collective concern that too much has survived into more 
modern scholarship of old nationalist- and particularly Nazi-era teaching about the 
nature,  ancient  roots  of,  and  continuities  within  Germanic  culture.  And  it  is 
precisely this  which this  seems to have generated much of  the vigour of  their 
writing.39 In my view, it will usually be correct to decouple Migration Period and 
old Norse materials, and the point surely needed to be made, if perhaps without 
some of the rhetorical hyperbole, but the fixation even here with ethnicity remains 
a problem. Especially given that, because of the state of the evidence, we’re not 
usually  in  a  position  to  decide  anything  at  all  about  the  issue  of  cultural 
commonalities anyway, then thinking about dimensions of the identity question 
beyond the ethnicity issue might well open up more productive areas for research. 
Third, and perhaps most important, as the social scientific literature stresses, there 
are many different types and strengths of group identity. If one blanket term — 
ethnicity — is used whenever group identity is to be discussed, then this point will 
tend  to  be  lost,  and important  variations  missed.  The  Graeco-Roman sources 
stress, for instance, that some sixth-century Slavic groups were particularly open to 

38 Amory, People and Identity in Ostrogothic Italy, passim but see especially pp. 12–18 
(on identity) and pp. 348–485 (the prosopography).

39 This is certainly a theme in the contributions of Murray, ‘Reinhard Wenskus on 
“Ethnogenesis”’,  pp.  39–68;  Goffart,  ‘Does  the  Distant  Past’,  pp.  21–37;  Gillett, 
‘Introduction’, pp. 1–18; and idem, ‘Was Ethnicity Politicized’.  Bowlus, ‘Ethnogenesis’, 
pp. 241–56, has other concerns.
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accepting outsiders as full  and equal members, whereas some Germanic groups 
operated  much  tougher  entry  rules.  Now,  these  reports  may  or  may  not  be 
accurate, but it is the kind of potentially important distinction which gets lost 
when ‘ethnicity’ is used as a blanket term for all kinds of group identity.40

Social Structure and Identity

My final observation would be to propose that there also needs to be much fuller 
recognition and discussion of the implications for group identity which follow 
from the well-documented fact that Germanic or Germanic-dominated groups of 
the Migration Period were not egalitarian in nature. This may seem a surprising 
point for  me to make given that  I  have been accused of  retreating to a Neo-
Romantic  position,  in  arguing  for  a  broader  spread  of  and  participation  in 
Migration Period group identities than that advocated, for instance, by Wolfram. 
But I in fact adopt only to a relatively broader position, not the nineteenth-century 
view that Migration Period groups consisted of large numbers of entirely equal 
freemen. In my view, narrative evidence from Graeco-Roman sources indicating 
that there were two quite distinct grades of fighters in many of these groups is 
entirely  consistent with a large amount of  the legal  evidence generated by the 
western successor states. Both suggest hierarchically organized societies, with three 
distinct statuses: free, freed, and slave. Only males of the right age in the first two 
categories were allowed to fight, and the boundaries between the categories were 
carefully maintained, with public ceremonies laid out for anyone crossing between 
them — particularly upwards of course — because rights and privileges varied 
dramatically according to status.41 Now, it is possible, of course, to dispute this 

40 Maurice  Strategicon 11. 4. 12–16 with commentary of Peter J. Heather,  ‘Signs of 
Ethnic Identity: Disappearing and Reappearing Tribes’, in Strategies of Distinction, pp. 95-
111. The evidence assembled in this paper led me to argue entirely explicitly there that 
different types and strengths of group identity were operating among different Migration 
Period groups. As far as I know, I am the only participant in current debates to have stated 
on paper that they think different strengths of group identity operated among different 
Migration Period groups. If I may be allowed a work in my own defence, I would argue 
that this contradicts the view of Kulikowski, ‘Nation versus Army’, pp. 69–84, that I hold 
a ‘pre-conceived’ view of identity.

41 On the narrative evidence, see Heather, The Goths, appendix 1. The legal evidence 
emerges clearly from even the briefest survey of the collections of law produced in the 
successor states.
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evidence, but no one has yet done so, and there is a huge amount of it. Nor has its 
potential significance for the identity question been taken on board.

This  seems  to  me  three-fold.  First  and  most  important:  as  all  the  instru-
mentalist literature has emphasized, there is a strong element of self-interest in 
group identity.  Where  there  were  different  grades  of  membership of  a  group, 
therefore, it is pretty clear that degrees of allegiance will have varied accordingly. 
Freemen will  have had much more at stake in maintaining the identity of any 
group to which they belonged than freedmen, who in turn will have had a bigger 
interest in it than slaves. And, in fact, some of the narrative evidence does illustrate 
this,  with an Ostrogothic  force in Dalmatia surrendering — that is  having no 
further interest in fighting — after  all  the elite  warriors within its  ranks were 
killed.42 These differences in status were also either created or strengthened by the 
share-outs of wealth — whether in the form of tax or land — which followed the 
creation of the western successor kingdoms, since the freeman class appears as a 
significant  property-owning,  politically-active  group  in  early  medieval  charter 
evidence.  What  all  this  tells  us,  in  other  words,  is  that  there  were  powerful 
structural reasons why groups would not have extracted similar levels of loyalty 
from all their members.43 And to the extent that the prime — though certainly not 
the only — method of acquiring one’s status, and hence one’s differentiated degree 
of loyalty to a group, like one’s property, was clearly by birth through one’s parents, 
then I do indeed plead guilty to having a partly biological approach to identity.44

Second,  these  variations  in  status  are  potentially  of  extreme  importance 
when it comes to thinking about all the political discontinuities in the history of 

42 Procopius Wars 5. 7. 3; compare too the disheartening effects of the loss of Totila’s 
raiding fleet, which had likewise been manned from the Gothic elite: Procopius Wars. 8. 
23. 10.

43 On  this  active  freeman  class  more  generally,  see  Chris  Wickham,  ‘Problems  of 
Comparing Rural Societies in Early Medieval Western Europe’, Transactions of the Royal  
Historical Society, 6th series, 2 (1992), 221–46; compare Chris Wickham, ‘State, Lordship 
and Community in the West (c. A.D. 400–600)’, in The Cambridge Ancient History, vol. 
14, ed. by Averil Cameron and others, 2nd edn (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 
2000),  pp.  437–68.  There  were  of  course  additional variations of  standing within the 
different status groups.

44 But — if I may again defend myself — I would distinguish this position from what I 
take to be a properly ‘biological’ approach to identity, such as that asserted in the Nazi era, 
where the individual was supposed to have particular epigenetic physical traits to belong to 
the given group. I’m not entirely sure in fact if the latter is the latter view with which 
Kulikowski, ‘Nation versus Army’, is trying to associate me: the drafting is too imprecise. 
But if so, I strongly object.
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Migration Period groups. We know that people swapped allegiances and that 
there was a marked tendency to create ever larger groupings as a response to the 
problem of trying to preserve independence on Roman soil, in the face of an 
empire which was naturally, and with good reason, hostile to such aspirations. 
What  we  also  need  to  be  thinking  about,  however,  is  the  basis  on  which 
manpower was joining the new groups being created.  For the newly  created 
larger groups certainly maintained these distinct differences in status. The fully 
assembled Ostrogoths of Theoderic the Amal,  for instance,  the product of  a 
thirty-year  process  of  gathering  in  smaller  population  contingents  in  the 
Balkans, still contained clearly-differentiated warrior status groups, as we have 
seen, when the process was complete. This suggests very strongly that not all of 
their new members had been taken in on the same terms.45

Finally,  but not least  important,  it  is  also worth considering where these 
different status categories came from. What they are clearly not, is Roman. In 
Roman law, freedmen were partly dependent upon their former masters during 
their own lifetimes, but their children were completely free. The hereditarily 
dependent class of freedmen found in early medieval texts is a thoroughly non-
Roman phenomenon. Now, it could, of course, be a product of the new socio-
political  mix  represented  by  the  successor states.  Alternatively,  the  fact  that 
these basically three-fold and entirely non-Roman status designations are found 
everywhere from Anglo-Saxon England to Visigothic Spain might suggest that 
they have their origins in Germanic society of the late Roman period. If so, then, 
even if we can no longer use Norse myths to reconstruct it — and frankly most 
of us never had the slightest inclination to do so — then this might represent a 
real  non-Roman contribution to the  new world order which followed West 
Roman collapse, and suggest a broader methodological route by which we might 
uncover some others.

Conclusions

As befits what can only be a thoroughly interim kind of study, I would like to 
finish not with a traditional conclusion, which would not be remotely useful at 
this point in the debate, but by highlighting what I see as the major issues which 

45 For a broad assembling and discussion of the evidence for group formation in the 
fifth century, see Heather, The Fall of the Roman Empire, pp. 443–59. On the Ostrogothic 
process of group formation in particular, see idem, Goths and Romans, pp. 227–308.
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differentiate the various positions currently being adopted. First, although it is 
sometimes  hidden,  a  central  issue  is  the  extent  to  which  individual  scholars 
believe in the reality of large-scale migration into the Roman Empire in the later 
fourth and early fifth centuries, undertaken by large mixed social groups of men, 
women, and children. Those who want to argue that group identities played a 
role  of  little  importance  in  the  action,  are  also  those  who  would  argue  that 
traditional  views  of  migration  are  equally  mistaken.  Thinking  more  about 
migration might well be one mechanism, therefore, for carrying debate further.

The  second  issue  at  stake,  it  seems  to  me,  is  the  degree  of  political 
participation  and  hence  of  social  differentiation  operating  in  non-Roman 
societies. The steeper and taller the social pyramid operating among Migration 
Period groups, then the less widely spread and broadly based their  operative 
senses of group identity.46 A third issue is whether there was any reason for any 
pre-existing  senses  of  identity  to  have  continued  to  exist  —  that  is  be 
deliberately maintained — in the world of the successor states, where we find 
labels such as ‘Goth’, ‘Burgundian’, or ‘Roman’ appearing in the texts. Despite 
recent attempts to argue that the terms are meaningless, the question remains 
open. I would only re-emphasize here that since everyone agrees that belonging 
to  an  armed  group  which  created  a  successor  kingdom  brought  substantial 
rewards in its train — whether in the form of land or tax revenues deriving from 
land  —  then  it  is  far  from  clear  that  distinctions  in  group  identity,  which 
defined who might and who might not benefit from these rewards and on what 
terms, will have disappeared quickly.47 Fourth and finally, the real significance 
of the realization that identity is a fundamentally subjective phenomenon still 
needs further internalization. At the moment, it is being taken to mean that 
group identity is  always a weak and marginal factor in people’s lives, and that 
they have a completely free choice between larger associations. My own reading

46 Contra  Gillett,  ‘Introduction’,  pp.  17–18,  the  size  of  the  politically  active  and 
important group in any society does matter. My work differs from that of Wolfram, for 
instance, in offering — rightly or wrongly — an entirely different interpretation of the 
working of Gothic politics, which has very considerable implications for both the nature 
and strength of Gothic group identity.

47 Peter  J.  Heather,  ‘Law  and  Identity  in  the  Burgundian  Kingdom’,  in  The  
Burgundians: An Ethnographic Perspective, ed. by Giorgio Ausenda (Woodbridge: Boydell, 
forthcoming) argues that the case made in Amory, ‘The Meaning and Purpose of Ethnic 
Terminology’, — that the ethnic labels found in the Burgundian law code were confused 
and lacked real substance — is itself mistaken.
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of the literature suggests that this is a false extension. Group identity is always 
based  fundamentally  on  subjective  rather  than  objectively  measurable  phen-
omena,  but  that  does  not  mean  either  that  it  is  always  weak,  or  that  an 
individual can belong to any group they might want to. In our post-Freudian 
world, we should all by now be well aware of the power of the subjective.
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2. OMNES FRANCI: IDENTIFICATIONS AND
 IDENTITIES OF THE EARLY MEDIEVAL FRANKS

Helmut Reimitz

Beneath  the  red  ramparts  of  Paris  the  army  of  the  Franks  lay  marshalled. 
Charlemagne was due to review his paladins. They had already been waiting for more 
than three hours. [. . .] At every officer he stopped his horse and turned to look him 
up and down. ‘And who are you, paladin of the Franks?’ [. . .] The King had reached 
the last knight entirely in white armour; only a thin black line ran round the seams. 
The rest was light and gleaming, without a scratch, well finished at every joint, with a 
helmet surmounted by a plume of some oriental cock, changing with every colour in 
the rainbow. [. . .] ‘Well you there, looking so clean [. . .]’ said Charlemagne, who the 
longer  war  lasted had less  respect  for  cleanliness  among his  paladins.  ‘I,’  came a 
metallic voice from inside the closed helmet, with a slight echo as if it were not a 
throat but the very armour itself vibrating, ‘am Agilulf Emo Bertrandin of Guildi-
vern!’ ‘And why don’t you raise your visor and show your face?’ The knight made no 
gesture. His right hand gloved in close-webbed chain mail, gripped the crupper more 
firmly, while a quiver seemed to shake the other arm holding the shield. ‘I’m talking 
to you paladin!’ insisted Charlemagne. ‘Why don’t you show your face to your king?’ 
A voice came clearly through the gorge piece. ‘Sire, because I do not exist!’ ‘This is 
even too much!’ exclaimed the Emperor. ‘We’ve even got a knight who doesn’t exist! 
Let’s just have a look now.’ Agilulf seemed to hesitate a moment, then he raised his 
visor with a slow but firm hand. The helmet was empty. No one was inside the white 
armour with its  iridescent  crest.  ‘Well,  well!  Who’d have thought  it!’  exclaimed 
Charlemagne. ‘And how do you do your job, then, if you don’t exist?’ ‘By will power,’ 
said Agilulf, ‘and faith in our holy cause!’ ‘Oh yes, yes, well said, that is how one does 
one’s duty. Well, for someone, who doesn’t exist, you seem in fine form.’1

1 Italo Calvino,  The Nonexistent  Knight,  trans.  by Archibald Colquhoun (Orlando: 
Harvest, 1977), pp. 3–7. I would like to thank the organisers of the conference for inviting 
me and so for the opportunity to discuss my ideas with such a splendid group of scholars. I 
am grateful also to Walter Pohl and Herwig Wolfram for reading and commenting on 
earlier versions of this article. My thanks in particular to Bonnie Effros for her suggestions 
and corrections with regard to the English-language version published 
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talo Calvino’s story begins by describing a Frankish knight in the army of 
Charlemagne who exists only  as  an ideal  image.  In the story the knight 
finds himself, on the one hand, in constant conflict with his not so perfect 

contemporaries and, on the other, awakening hopes in them which they can 
never entirely fulfil. Calvino hardly could have found a more fitting setting for 
such a story than the Carolingian Frankish Empire.  There are few historical 
epochs which have been used as a screen for so many and such varied projections 
of identity. This phenomenon was especially  true in the process of founding 
European nation-states when the stylization of the Carolingian Franks and their 
empire  as  the  perfect  predecessors of  the  French or  the  Germans  was  more 
oriented to contemporary political claims than to historical reality.2 Examples 
range from Napoleon’s ‘recreation’ of Charlemagne’s Frankish Empire,3 Adolf 
Hitler’s ‘reunification’ and defence of Karl der Grosse’s realm, which had been 
divided  among his  descendants.4 In  Europe  generally,  Charlemagne  and the 

I

2 Compare,  for example,  Bernd Schneidmüller,  ‘Sehnsucht nach Karl dem Großen: 
Vom Nutzen eines toten Kaisers für die Nachgeborenen’, in Geshichte in Wissenschaft und  
Unterricht,  51 (2000), 284–301; Karl Ferdinand Werner,  Geschichte Frankreichs,  I: Die  
Ursprünge Frankreichs bis zum Jahr 1000 (Stuttgart: Deutsche Verlagsanstalt, 1984), pp. 
34–56; Arno Borst, ‘Das Karlsbild in der Geschichtswissenschaft vom Humanismus bis 
heute’, in Karl der Große: Lebenswerk und Nachleben IV. Das Nachleben, ed. by Wolfgang 
Braunfels and Percy Ernst Schramm, 3rd edn (Düsseldorf: Schwann, 1968), pp. 364–402; 
Robert Folz, Le souvenir et la legende de Charlemagne dans l´empire germanique médieval  
(Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 1950); and Jürgen Voss, Das Mittelalter im historischen Denken  
Frankreichs (Munich:  Fink,  1972).  For  the  use  and abuse  of  early medieval history in 
general,  see  Walter  Pohl,  ‘Ursprungserzählungen  und Gegenbilder:  Germanisches  und 
archaisches Frühmittelalter’,  in  Meistererzählungen vom Mittelalter:  Verlaufsmuster und  
Epochenimaginationen  in  der  Praxis  mediävistischer  Disziplinen,  ed.  by  Frank  Rexroth 
(Munich: Oldenbourg, 2007), 23–41; and the forthcoming volume:  Vergangenheit und  
Vergegenwärtigung: Frühes Mittelalter und Europäische Erinnerungskultur, ed. by Helmut 
Reimitz and Bernhard Zeller, Forschungen zur Geschichte des Mittelalters, 14  (Vienna: 
Österreichische Akademie der Wissenschaften, 2008), in press. 

3 For  Napoleon´s  appropriation of  Charlemagne,  compare  the  examples  in  Sabine 
Tanz, ‘Aspekte der Karlsrezeption im Frankreich des 19. Jahrhunderts’, Das Mittelalter, 4 
(1999), 55–64 (pp. 56–57). See also Schneidmüller, ‘Sehnsucht nach Karl dem Großen’, 
pp. 285–86; and for a general overview Robert Morrissey,  L’empereur à la barbe fleurie:  
Charlemagne dans la mythologie et l'histoire de France (Paris: Gallimard, 1997).

4 After  the  start  of  the  war  against  Russia  the  Germans  established  a  ‘légion  des 
volontaires  français  contre  le  bolchévisme’,  from  which  originated  later  the  ‘division 
Charlemagne’. In 1943 Hitler gave the officers of this legion eighty exemplars of special 
plates  as  a  present,  on  which  one  side  showed  a  picture  of  the  ninth-century  Metz 
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Carolingian Empire were established as collective figures of integration after the 
Second World War,5 where previously there had been intense disputes over the 
adoption of Frankish history in both countries. The question remained in the 
minds of the most eminent medievalists of the 1930s whether or not Karl der 
Grosse  — or Charlemagne — was German or French.6 One still  finds today 
Frankish history divided into separate trajectories  of  German and French in 
some historical handbooks. Beginning with the Salian and Ripuarian Franks of 
the Migration Period, through the western Neustrians and eastern Austrasians 
of the Merovingian era, the Carolingian western and eastern Franks down to 
the  medieval  realms  of  the  French  and  German  kings,  some  scholars  have 
conceived  of  a  continual  division  of  Frankish  history  and  thus  perpetuated 
conceptions of the early medieval Franks that never really existed.7 

Still,  when criticizing these historical constructs, one should not overlook 
how much these adaptations derive from conflicts over identity and identifi-

equestrian statuette of Charlemagne. On the other side was an inscription ending with the 
Iron  Cross: ‘Imperium  Caroli  magni;  divisum  per  nepotes  anno  octingentesimo 
quadragesimo tertio, defendit Adolphus Hitler una cum omnibus Europae populis anno 
millesimo nongentesimo quadragesimo tertio’; compare  the  picture  in Karl  Ferdinand 
Werner,  Karl  der  Große  oder  Charlemagne:  Von  der  Aktualität  einer  überholten  
Fragestellung,  Sitzungsberichte  der  Bayerischen Akademie  der  Wissenschaften  1995,  4 
(Munich: Bayerische Akademie der Wissenschaften, 1995), pp. 10–11.

5 A famous example is the organization of the exhibition on Karl der Große: Werk und  
Wirkung  organised  by  the  European  Council  in  1965. For  further  examples  from 
Germany see  Peter  Segl,  ‘Karl  der  Große im deutschen Bundestag’,  Das  Mittelalter,  4 
(1999), 75–94; idem, ‘Europas Grundlegung im Mittelalter’, in Europa - aber was ist es?  
Aspekte seiner Identität in interdisziplinärer Sicht, ed. by Jörg A. Schlumberger and Peter 
Segl  (Cologne: Böhlau,  1994),  pp.  21–43; idem,  Karl der  Große  und die  Grundlegung  
Europas  im  Mittelalter (Abensberg:  Weltenburger  Akademie,  1993);  and  Pohl, 
‘Ursprungserzählungen und Gegenbilder’. 

6 Karl der Große oder Charlemagne: Acht Antworten deutscher Geschichtsforscher, ed. by 
Karl  Hampe and others  (Berlin:  Mittler,  1935),  pp.  9–29; compare Werner,  Karl der  
Große oder Charlemagne, pp. 9–10. 

7 For a fundamental critique of these constructed continuities see Matthias Springer, 
‘Gab es  ein Volk der  Salier’,  in  Nomen et  Gens,  ed.  by Dieter  Geuenich  and Wolfgang 
Haubrichs,  Reallexikon der germanischen Altertumskunde, 16 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1997), 
pp. 58–83; idem, ‘Riparii — Ribuarier — Rheinfranken nebst einigen Bemerkungen zum 
Geographen von Ravenna’, in Die Franken und die Alemannen bis zur Schlacht von Zülpich, 
ed.  by Dieter  Geuenicht,  Reallexikon der  germanischen Altertumskunde,  19 (Berlin:  de 
Gruyter,  1998),  pp.  200–69  (pp.  200–02);  idem,  Ribuarier  §  2,  in  Reallexikon  der  
germanischen Altertumskunde, 25, 2nd edn (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2003), pp. 569–73.
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cation that already existed in the early Middle Ages. However, disputes over the 
meaning and adoption of the Frankish name took place in an entirely different 
context. In the Carolingian period, the question had less to do with the ‘Franks’ 
as they should have existed in some distant past, as with the ‘Franks’ as they 
were  supposed  to  be  in  the  present  and  future.  The  ideal  Frank  of 
Charlemagne’s  time  was  the  man  who  remained  true  and  loyal  to  Charles’ 
lordship, campaigned with him in war and appeared at his assemblies. Against 
the background of comprehensive efforts at legitimation after the usurpation of 
the kingship by the Carolingians in 751, the concept of the Frank was chiefly 
used as a term of affirmation in Carolingian historical writing.8

In  the  Chronicle  of  Fredegar’s  Continuations,  composed  more  or  less 
simultaneously with the takeover of royal authority by Pippin III, the rise of the 
Carolingians and the establishment of Frankish lordship are bound together. As 
central actors in the narrative, the Carolingian principes and kings from Charles 
Martel on became the measuring rods for the political geography of Frankish 
rule.  In a  succession of  brief  notices Charles  marched out,  overthrew a city, 
provincia, or  gens and then, with God’s help, returned again — usually to his 
patria Francia or to ‘terra Francorum, solium principatus sui’. 9 

8 For  a  rhetoric  of  affirmation in Carolingian historiography  see  Helmut Reimitz, 
‘Grenzen und Grenzüberschreitungen im karolingischen Mitteleuropa’,  in  Grenze  und  
Differenz im frühen Mittelalter, ed. by Walter Pohl and Helmut Reimitz, Forschungen zur 
Geschichte  des Mittelalters,  1  (Vienna:  Österreichische Akademie der Wissenschaften, 
2000), pp. 140–48. Compare the discussion in Walter Pohl, ‘Zur Bedeutung ethnischer 
Unterscheidungen in der frühen Karolingerzeit’, in  Franken und Sachsen vor 800, ed. by 
Jörg  Jarnut  and  Matthias  Wemhoff,  Studien  zur  Sachsenforschung,  12  (Oldenburg: 
Isensee,  1999),  pp.  193–208;  and  Rosamond  McKitterick,  ‘Political  Ideology  in 
Carolingian  Historiography’,  in  The Uses  of  the  Past  in  the  Early  Middle  Ages,  ed.  by 
Yitzhak Hen and Matthew Innes (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,  2000), pp. 
162–74; for the use of the name of the Franks from a different perspective see also: Hans-
Werner Goetz, ‘Zur Wandlung des Frankennamens im Frühmittelalter’,  Integration und  
Herrschaft. Ethnische Identitäten und soziale Organisation im Frühmittelalter, ed. Walter 
Pohl  and  Maximilian  Diesenberger,  Forschungen  zur  Geschichte  des  Mittelalters,  3 
(Vienna: Österreichische Akademie der Wissenschaften, 2002), pp. 127–44.

9 For example,  Continuationes Fredegarii, c. 13–19, in  Fredegarii et aliorum chronica  
vitae sanctorum, ed. by Bruno Krusch, MGH SRM, 2 (Hannover: Hahn, 1888), pp. 84–
119  (pp. 175–77):  ‘praeda multa sublata,  bis eo anno ab his hostibus populata,  iterum 
remeatur  ad propria’;  ‘Firmata  foedera  iudiciaria,  reversus  est  victor  fiducialiter  agens’; 
‘Victor cum pace remeavit, opitulante Christo rege regum et domino dominorum. Amen’, 
(Aquitania);  ‘cum  magna  spolia  et  praeda  victor  reversus  est  in  regnum  Francorum’, 
(Frisians); ‘cum magnis thesauris et muneribus in Francorum regnum remeavit, in sedem 
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Later Carolingian historiography, in which this same strategy is sustained, 
built  upon this  framework of Frankish lordship and politics.  The Annals  of  
Metz (Annales Mettenses priores), written in 805, project the model back to the 
time of Pippin II, the Frankish mayor of the palace who died in 714.10 The 
Royal Frankish Annals, whose oldest extant redaction dates from around 790 
and  which  were  extended  later  to  829,  also  build  upon  the  gesta of  the 
Carolingian principes, particularly those of Charles Martel.11 Here, however, the 
reports of the  Continuations are not simply paraphrased and compiled,  as in 
The Annals of Metz, but rather their narrative is continued after the death of 
Charles Martel in the year 741.12 Charles Martel’s victories serve as the starting 

principatus  sui’,  (Burgundia);  ‘gentemque  illam  sevissimam  ex  parte  tributaria  esse 
praecepit atque quam plures hospitibus ab eis accepit; sicque, oppitulante Domino, victor 
remeavit ad propria’ (Saxons).

10 For example, Annales Mettenses priores, s.a. 692, ed. by Bernhard von Simson, MGH 
SRG, 10 (Hannover: Hahn, 1905), p. 15, on embassies to Pippin II: ‘Confluebant autem 
ad  eum  circumsitarum  gentium  legationes,  Grecorum  scilicet  et  Romanorum, 
Langobardorum, Hunorum quoque et Sclavorum atque Sarracenorum. Exierat enim fama 
victoriae et triumphorum eius in omnes gentes, ut merito propter virtutem et prudentiam 
eius cunctae circumsitae nationes amicitiam illius magnis oblatis muneribus implorarent’. 
Annales  Mettenses  priores,  s.a.  714,  p.  19,  on  Pippin´s  death:  ‘Eodem  quoque  anno 
Pippinus princeps iterum molestia corporali  correptus,  circumsitis  gentibus Francorum 
dominationi subactis, in pace obiit XVII. Kal. Ian.’

11 For the context of the oldest extant redaction of the text see Matthias Becher,  Eid  
und  Herrschaft,  Untersuchungen  zum  Herrscherethos  Karls  des  Großen,  Vorträge  und 
Forschungen, 39 (Sigmaringen: Thorbecke, 1993). For the different extant redactions of 
the text see Friedrich Kurze, ‘Über die karolingischen Reichsannalen von 741 bis 829 und 
ihre Überarbeitung I: Die handschriftlichen Grundlagen’,  Neues Archiv der Gesellschaft  
für ältere deutsche Geschichtskunde, 19 (1894), 295–329; idem, ‘Über die karolingischen 
Reichsannalen  von  741-829’,  Neues  Archiv  der  Gesellschaft  für  ältere  deutsche  
Geschichtskunde,  20  (1895),  9–49;  idem,  ‘Über  die  karolingischen  Reichsannalen  von 
741–829  und  ihre  Überarbeitungen’, Neues  Archiv  der  Gesellschaft  für  ältere  deutsche  
Geschichtskunde, 21  (1896),  9–82;  and  idem,  ‘Zur  Überlieferung  der  karolingischen 
Reichsannalen und ihrer Überarbeitung’,  Neues Archiv der Gesellschaft für ältere deutsche  
Geschichtskunde,  28  (1903),  619–69.  Compare  Helmut  Reimitz,  ‘Der  Weg  zum 
Königtum  in  historiographischen  Kompendien  der  Karolingerzeit’,  in  Der  
Dynastiewechsel  von  751:  Vorgeschichte,  Legitimationsstrategien  und  Erinnerung,  ed.  by 
Matthias  Becher  and  Jörg  Jarnut  (Münster:  Scriptorium,  2004), pp.  280–88,  with 
bibliographical references to the still ongoing discussion of Kurze´s assumptions. 

12 For a recent discussion of the relationship between the Annales regni Francorum and 
the  Continuationes Fredegarii see  Rosamond  McKitterick,  ‘Die  Anfänge  des 
karolingischen  Königtums  und  die  Annales  regni  Francorum’,  in  Integration  und  
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point for the triumphal story of the rise of the Carolingians and the success of 
the Franks. Under Pippin,  this  process continues with the usurpation of the 
kingdom by the Carolingians in 751, the assertion and expansion of Frankish 
lordship,  down  to  the  glorification  of  the  deeds  and  successes  of  his  son 
Charlemagne, who conquered the greater part of Europe in the course of his 
numerous military campaigns.13 A most significant development is  especially 
evident in The Royal Frankish Annals, when the term ‘Frank’ is used as a term 
of affirmation in connection with the legitimation efforts of the Carolingians 
after 751. The conception of ‘Frank’ is used at the beginning of Charlemagne’s 
reign, especially from 768 or 771, in order to present as well as generate a broad 
consensus in favour of the only recently achieved kingship of the Carolingians.14 

This  connection  can  perhaps  be  illustrated  by  the  record  of  the  Frankish 
conquest of Italy in 773/74 in The Royal Frankish Annals: 

He [Peter, the papal missus] came to urge the glorious king and the Franks, for the 
service of God, the rights of St Peter, and the relief of the church, against King 
Desiderius and the Lombards; and he had come by sea because the Lombards had 
closed the roads to the Romans. Then the eminent lord King Charles took counsel 
with the Franks as to what he should do; and after it had been decided that what 
the  missus of  the  apostolicus requested,  on the  authority  of  the  lord  apostolicus 
Hadrian,  should be done,  the glorious King held the general assembly with the 
Franks at the city of Geneva. There the said lord king divided the army; he himself 
proceeded by way of the Mont Cenis, but he sent Bernhard, his paternal uncle, 
with other  fideles across the Great St Bernhard. Both armies reached the defiles, 
and Desiderius came in person to confront the lord king Charles. Then the lord 
King Charles, with the Franks, pitched camp at the defiles and sent a scara of his 
through the mountains. Realising this, Desiderius abandoned the defiles, and by 
the help of the Lord and the intercession of the blessed apostle Peter both the 
above-said  lord  King  Charles  with  the  Franks  and  all  his  fideles entered  Italy 
without loss or any upset through the open passes.15 

Herrschaft:  Ethnische  Identitäten  und  soziale  Organisation  im  Frühmittelalter,  ed.  by 
Walter  Pohl  and  Max  Diesenberger,  Forschungen  zur  Geschichte  des  Mittelalters,  3 
(Vienna: Österreichische Akademie der Wissenschaften, 2002), pp. 151–68 (pp. 155–56); 
Sören  Kaschke,  Die  karolingischen  Reichsteilungen  bis  831:  Herrschaftspraxis  und 
Normvorstellungen in zeitgenössischer Sicht (Hamburg: Dr. Kovač, 2006), pp. 99–130.

13 For the triumphal narrative of this part of the  Annales regni Francorum, compare 
Rosamond  McKitterick,  ‘Political  Ideology’;  and  eadem,  History  and  Memory  in  the  
Carolingian World (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2004), pp. 113–19. 

14 McKitterick, ‘Die Anfänge des karolingischen Königtums’.
15 ‘Tunc domnus ac praecelsus Carolus rex consiliavit una cum Francis, quid perageret; 

et sumpto consilio, ut ita,  sicut missus apostolici  per verbum domni Adriani apostolici 

56



OMNES FRANCI

This passage not only celebrates the famous King, but also his joint activity 
with the Franks, and the consent and the community of the Franks at the same 
time. Building upon the rhetoric of the  Continuations, Charlemagne, like his 
grandfather Charles Martel, returns to Francia after the conquest of Italy with 
great triumph — but here  The Royal Frankish Annals  also emphasize that he 
returned together with the Franks.16

This association frequently expressed in The Royal Frankish Annals, was not 
only  described  in  various  other  longer  narratives  of  Carolingian  historical 
writing like the Chronicle of Fredegar’s Continuations and The Annals of Metz, 
mentioned above, but also in additional texts, such as several of the so-called 
minor  Carolingian  annals.  In  their  specific  continuations  of  this  historio-
graphical  tradition,  they  contribute  to  the  development  of  a  new  master 
narrative  of  the  rise  of  the  Carolingians  and  the  establishment  of  Frankish 
rule.17 The concept of ‘Frank’ in these narratives does not refer primarily to a 
specific region, but instead represents a sense of political integration.18 How-
ever, two elements of this process are frequently overlooked. First, the use of the 
Frankish name by no means builds upon its use in the historiography of the 
Merovingian period; it constitutes rather a new phase in the understanding of 

postulavit,  ita  fieret,  tunc  synodum  suprascriptus  gloriosus  rex  tenuit  generaliter  cum 
Francis Ienuam civitatem. Ibique exercitum dividens iam fatus domnus rex, et perrexit ipse 
per montem Caenisium et misit Bernehardum avunculum suum per montem Iovem cum 
aliis  eius  fidelibus.  Et  tunc  ambo  exercitus  ad  clusas  se  coniungentes,  Desiderius  ipse 
obviam  domni  Caroli  regis  venit.  Tunc  domnus  Carolus  rex  una  cum  Francis  castra 
metatus  est  ad  easdem  clusas  et  mittens  scaram  suam  per  montanis.  Hoc  sentiens 
Desiderius clusas relinquens, supradictus domnus Carolus rex una cum Francis auxiliante 
Domino et  intercedente  beato  Petro  apostolo sine  lesione  vel  aliquo conturbio  clusas 
apertas Italiam introivit ipse et omnes fideles sui’, Annales regni Francorum, s.a. 773, pp. 
34–36. The English translation is from Annals of the Kingdom of the Franks, trans. by P. D. 
King, Charlemagne: Translated Sources (Lambrigg: King, 1987), pp. 75–76. 

16 ‘Tunc  gloriosus  domnus  Carolus  rex,  ipsa  Italia  subiugata  et  ordinata,  custodia 
Francorum in Papia civitate dimittens cum uxore et reliquis Francis Deo adiuvante cum 
magno triumpho Franciam reversus est’, Annales  regni  Francorum,  s.a.  774,  p.  40;  the 
English  translation  is  from  Annales  of  the  Kingdom  of  the  Franks,  trans.  by  King, 
Charlemagne, p. 77.

17 McKitterick, History and Memory, especially pp. 84–119. 
18 For  a  more  detailed  discussion  of  this  aspect  see  my  forthcoming  study  ‘Die 

Historiographie  der  Zukunft.  Geschichte  und  Identität  in  den  Frankenreichen  der 
Merowinger-  und  Karolingerzeit’  (Habilitationsschrift,  Universität  Wien,  2008),  in 
preparation.
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the term. Second, it is rarely noticed that there were conflicts over the meaning 
of  the  Frankish  name  in  the  Carolingian  imperium,  which were  intensified 
precisely through its establishment as a key term for political integration. 

This  process  of  redefining  the  meaning  of  the  Franks  can  be  seen  in  the 
continuation  of  the  narrative  of  The  Royal  Frankish  Annals after  790  and 
especially after the account of Charlemagne’s imperial coronation in the entry of 
801. The affirmative description of the joint actions of Charlemagne with the 
Franks loses its overall  presence in the text and is  replaced by a slightly more 
differentiated terminology that enabled the text to describe different parts and 
peoples of the Empire under Frankish rule.19 In the annal entry of 801, following 
Charlemagne’s  successful  campaign  in  Italy,  during  which  he  was  crowned 
emperor by the pope, set straight the affairs of the city of Rome (‘non tantum 
publicis sed etiam ecclesiasticis et privatis rebus’), and received an embassy from 
Harun al Rashid in Pavia, Charlemagne does not return to his regnum Francorum, 
but to Gaul (‘in Galliam reversus est’). In 803 the annals mention an embassy of 
the Byzantine emperor Nicephorus I, which was sent after a Frankish mission 
(‘legatio Franciae’) had been in Constantinople in 802; Charlemagne met the 
Byzantine messengers in  Germania at the river  Saale  in a place called  Saltz (‘in 
Germania super fluvium Sala, in loco qui dicitur Saltz’).20 In the entry dated 806, 
the division of the Empire (‘divisio regnorum’) is still confirmed by the Frankish 
magnates  (‘optimates  Francorum’).  However,  in  the  same  year  Charlemagne 
sends  his  eldest  son  Charles  on  a  campaign  to  the  land  of  Slavs (‘terram 
Sclavorum’), but the text only states ‘cum exercitu’, rather than ‘una cum Francis’. 
Similarly  in  806,  the  Emperor  sends  an  army  into  ‘terram  Beeheim’,  which 
according to the text is not called ‘exercitus Francorum’, but rather a force from 
several territories (‘manus de Baioaria et Alamannia atque Burgundia’).21 

19 For a more detailed analysis and comparison of concepts of identity in the different parts 
and versions of the Annales regni Francorum, see my forthcoming work ‘Historiographie der 
Zukunft’.  I should like to thank the participants of the theme group: ‘Rulers, History and 
Exegesis: The Formation of Political Identity in the Carolingian Empire’, Mayke de Jong, 
David Ganz, and Rosamond McKitterick, who generously shared their insights on this topic 
with me; see the forthcoming studies of Rosamond McKitterick on Charlemagne, of David 
Ganz on Einhard and of Mayke de Jong on Louis the Pious. For a recent good summary of 
the discussions on the continuations and redactions of the Annales regni Francorum after 800, 
with all relevant bibliography, see Kaschke, Die karolingischen Reichsteilungen, pp. 277–96.

20 Annales regni Francorum, s.a. 803, p. 118
21 Annales regni Francorum, s.a. 806, pp. 121–22: ‘Illisque absolutis conventum habuit 

imperator  cum  primoribus  et  optimatibus  Francorum  de  pace  constituenda  et  con-
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Such  efforts  to  redefine  the  role  of  the  Franks  in  the  history  of  the 
Carolingian  Empire  were  not  confined  to  the  continuation  of  The  Royal  
Frankish Annals, but they can also be observed in the reworking of the narrative 
from 741 to 801, which the editor, Friedrich Kurze, called Annales qui dicuntur  
Einhardi.22 In  many  passages,  the  text  of  the  revised  version  changed  the 
description of  the  Frankish  kings  coming home in ‘terram suam or  regnum 
suum  in  Franciam’ after  victorious  campaigns  or  enterprises.23 Sometimes 
passages are simply omitted; in other cases the text of the revised version just 
mentions the return of the king to his regnum,24 or replaces Francia with more 
specific names of localities,  villae, or  civitates,  which sometimes are located in 
the broader region of Gallia.25 

servanda inter filios suos [. . .] De hac partitione et testamentum factum et iureiurando ab 
optimatibus  Francorum [.  .  .]  Karlum filium  suum  in  terram  Sclavorum qui  dicuntur 
Sorabi, qui sedent super Albim fluvium, cum exercitu misit. [. . .] Missa est et manus de 
Baioaria et Alamannia atque Burgundia’.  

22 McKitterick,  History and Memory, p. 55; Roger Collins, ‘The “Reviser” Revisited: 
Another Look at the Alternative Version of the Annales regni Francorum’, in After Rome’s  
Fall. Narrators and Sources of Early Medieval History, Essays presented to Walter Goffart, 
ed. by Alexander Callendar. Murray (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1998), pp. 
191–213;  compare,  however,  the  comments  by  Kaschke,  Die  karolingischen  
Reichsteilungen, pp. 278–79. 

23 Compare above, pp. 56–57. 
24 For example, Annales regni Francorum, s.a. 755, p. 12: ‘Pippinus [. . .] reversus est in 

Francia’;  Annales  qui  dicuntur  Einhardi,  s.a.  755,  ed.  by  F.  Kurze,  in  Annales  regni  
Francorum, p. 13: ‘in regnum suum regressus est’. Annales regni Francorum, s.a. 763, p. 22: 
‘Rex Pippinus [. . .] in Franciam reversus est’;  Annales qui dicuntur Einhardi, s.a. 763, p. 
23: ‘patriam reversus est’. Annales regni Francorum, s.a. 769, p. 30: ‘[Karolus] reversus est 
in Francia’; Annales qui dicuntur Einhardi, s.a. 769, p. 31: ‘at rex [. . .] revertentur’.

25 For  example,  Annales  regni  Francorum, s.a.  753,  p.  10:  ‘Stephanus papa venit  in 
Franciam’;  Annales qui dicuntur Einhardi, s.a. 753, p. 11: ‘Eodem anno Stephanus papa 
venit ad Pippinum in villa, quae dicitur Carisiacus’.  Annales regni Francorum, s.a. 776, p. 
48: ‘reversus est domnus Carolus rex in Franciam’; Annales qui dicuntur Einhardi, s.a. 776, 
p. 49: ‘in Galliam reversus est’. Annales regni Francorum, s.a. 779, p. 54: ‘Et tunc reversus 
est suprascriptus gloriosus rex in Franciam’; Annales qui dicuntur Einhardi, s.a. 779, p. 55: 
‘Quibus peractis rex trans Rhenum Wormaciam civitatem in hibernia se recepit’. Annales  
regni Francorum, s.a. 782, p. 60: ‘Ibi peracto placito reversus est domnus Carolus rex in 
Franciam’;  Annales qui dicuntur Einhardi,  s.a.  782, p. 61: ‘Cumque conventu completo 
trans Rhenum in Galliam se recepisset’.  An example with a new terminology added is: 
Annales  regni Francorum,  s.a.  757, p.  14: ‘Et dum reversus est Pippinus rex’.  Compare, 
Annales qui dicuntur Einhardi, s.a. 757, p. 15: ‘Atque his peractis in Galliam reversus est’. 
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Redefinitions of the meaning and the concept of the  Franci in  The Royal  
Frankish Annals or other products of Carolingians historiography, however, can 
be observed not only in the rewriting or reshaping of the texts, but also in the 
integration of the texts into broader historiographical narratives, reaching back 
to the time before the Carolingian rise to power. Rosamond McKitterick has 
pointed out that Carolingian historical works were frequently transmitted with 
other  historiographic  texts  as  Frankish  history  books,  being  bound  together 
with  these  different earlier  histories.26 The Royal  Frankish  Annals and their 
affirmative  usage  of  the  Frankish  name  often  constituted  the  textual 
cornerstone  of  such  historical  compendia.27 Over  the  course  of  the  ninth 
century  the  Annals were  joined  with  all  three  of  the  known  Merovingian 
historical works: the Historiae of Gregory of Tours, composed at the end of the 
sixth century,28 the Chronicle of Fredegar compiled around 660,29 and the Liber  
historiae  Francorum,  written  in  726/27.30 Thus  the  story  of  Carolingian 
successes was not only tied to very different narratives of early Frankish history, 
but  also  with  partially  competing  historiographical  conceptions  of  Frankish 
identity.31

26 See McKitterick, History and Memory, pp. 39–60.
27 See Reimitz, ‘Der Weg zum Königtum’, pp. 280–89. 
28 Gregory of  Tours,  Historiae,  ed.  by Bruno Krusch and Wilhelm Levison, MGH 

SRM, 1,1 (Hannover: Hahn, 1951).
29 Fredegar,  Chronicae cum continuationibus,  in  Fredegarii  et  aliorum chronica vitae  

sanctorum, ed. by Bruno Krusch, MGH SRM, 2 (Hannover: Hahn, 1888), pp. 1–193.
30 Liber historiae Francorum, ed. by Bruno Krusch, MGH SRM, 2 (Hannover: Hahn, 

1888), pp. 215–328.
31 See Eugen Ewig, ‘Trojamythos und fränkische Frühgeschichte’, in Die Franken und  

die  Alemannen  vor  der  Schlacht  von  Zülpich,  ed.  by  Dieter  Geuenich,  Reallexikon  für  
germanische  Altertumskunde,  19  (Berlin:  de  Gruyter,  1999),  pp.  1–30;  idem,  ‘Zum 
Geschichtsbild  der  Franken  und  den  Anfängen  der  Merowinger’,  in  Mediaevalia  
Augiensia. Forschungen zur Geschichte des Mittelalters, ed. by Jürgen Petersohn, Vorträge 
und Forschungen, 54 (Stuttgart: Thoerbecke, 2001), pp. 43–58; Ian N. Wood, ‘Defining 
the Franks: Frankish Origins in Early Medieval Historiography’, in Concepts of National  
Identity in the Early Middle Ages, ed. by Simon Forde, Leeds Texts and Monographs, new 
series, 14 (Leeds: Leeds School of English, 1995), pp. 21–46; and Helmut Reimitz, ‘Die 
Konkurrenz der Ursprünge in der fränkischen Historiographie’,  in  Die Suche nach den  
Ursprüngen: Von der Bedeutung des frühen Mittelalters, ed. by Walter Pohl, Forschungen 
zur  Geschichte  des  Mittelalters,  8  (Vienna:  Österreichische  Akademie  der  Wissen-
schaften, 2004), pp. 191–209. See also Alheydis Plassmann,  Origo gentis: Identität und  
Legitimitätsstiftung  in  früh-  und  hochmittelalterlichen  Herkunftserzählungen  (Berlin: 
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In  Gregory of  Tours,  the  political  and social  integration of  the  Frankish 
kingdoms  is  depicted  from  the  beginning  in  close  relationship  with  the 
traditions  and  structures  of  late  antique  senatorial  Gaul.  The  narrative  of 
Gregory demonstrates that it was the adoption of the Catholic faith by Clovis 
and  the  Franks  that  represented  the  basis  for  the  political  success  of  the 
Merovingians.32 Correspondingly,  Gregory only  reports  the  establishment  of 
Frankish kings on former Roman territory after the crossing of the Rhine.33 By 
contrast, the  Chronicle of Fredegar  attempts to ground a privileged position of 
the Frankish magnates in the Merovingian kingdoms with a prehistory reaching 
deep  into the  mythical  past  —  the  Frankish Trojan legend.34 Although the 
historical narrative in this chronicle is strongly marked by the perspective of the 
Merovingian kingdom’s eastern areas, the social and political eminence of the 
Franks is not — as in the later Liber historiae Francorum — tied to a particular 
region.  Contradicting  Gregory,  and  written  some  seventy  years  after  the 
Chronicle of Fredegar, the  Liber historiae Francorum  likewise traces the origins 

Akademie, 2006); and Magali Coumert, Les récits d´origine des peuples dans le haut Moyen  
Age occidental (550–850) (Paris: Insitute d’Études Augustiniennes/Brepols, 2007).

32 See Martin Heinzelmann, Gregory of Tours: History and Society in the Sixth Century, 
trans. by Christopher Carroll (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), pp. 132–
34; Ian N. Wood, Gregory of Tours (Bangor: Headstart History, 1994); and Eugen Ewig, 
Die Merowinger und das Frankenreich, 3rd edn (Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 1993), pp. 18–
20. For a discussion of works on Gregory, who, in the words of Ian Wood, ‘has become a sort 
of an academic industry during the last decades’, see Steffen Patzold’s appendix to the second 
volume of  Rudolf  Buchner´s  ninth  German  edition:  Gregor  von Tours,  Zehn  Bücher  
Geschichten, ed. by Rudolf Buchner, Ausgewählte Quellen zur deutschen Geschichte des 
Mittelalters, 3, 9th edn (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 2000), pp. 477–
91;  Grégoire de Tours et l’espace gaulois,  ed. by Nancy Gauthier and Henry Galinié, 13e 
supplement à la Revue Archéologique du Centre de la France (Tours: Mediarch, 1997); 
and  The World of Gregory of Tours, ed. by Kathleen Mitchell and Ian N. Wood, Cultures, 
Beliefs, and Traditions: Medieval and Early Modern Peoples (Leiden: Brill, 2002).

33 For the different versions of the Frankish  origo see the overview of Hans-Hubert 
Anton, ‘Origo gentis: Die Franken’, in  Reallexikon der germanischen Altertumskunde, 22, 
2nd edn (Berlin: de Gruyter 2003), pp. 189–95. For their interpretation as competing 
accounts, see Ewig, ‘Troiamythos’; and Reimitz, ‘Die Konkurrenz der Ursprünge’. 

34 Fredegar,  Chronicae,  II:4–6,  pp.  45–46;  III:2–7,  pp.  93–4;  compare  Maximilian 
Diesenberger and Helmut Reimitz, ‘Zwischen Vergangenheit und Zukunft: Momente des 
Königtums  in  der  merowingischen  Historiographie’,  in  Das  frühmittelalterliche  
Königtum: Ideelle und religiöse Grundlagen, ed. by Franz-Reiner Erkens,  Reallexikon der  
germanischen Altertumskunde, 49 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2005), pp. 214–69.
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of the Franks and their kings to the heroes of Troy.35 Here the Franks’ social 
dominance is also made the consequence of their descent, with status equal to 
that of the Romans. But in contrast to the Chronicle of Fredegar, it is made clear 
in the text who these Franks are supposed to be in the present: the elites of the 
western royal centres in the Parisian basin, and the regions along the Seine and 
Oise.36 The  term  Franci is  reserved  for  them  in  the  narrative,  while  the 
inhabitants of the eastern parts of the Merovingian realm are distinguished as 
‘Austrasii vel superiores Franci’.37

As  indicated  above,  these  three  texts  should  not  be  treated  as  isolated 
products of a dark age, but rather as building upon, and often reacting to, one 
another. Therefore the account of Gregory of Tours served as a basis for the 
narrative of Frankish history down to the end of the sixth century for both the 
Chronicle of Fredegar  and the  Liber historiae Francorum. But in the selection, 
editing, and supplementing of episodes from the original, the common past of 
the Franks was re-organized and shaped according to contemporary needs.38 

In modern historical research, the differences and particularly the competition 
of these versions of Frankish identity in the histories often go unnoticed, which 
is  also due to the effort  to write a  single history of  the Franks.  In  the early 
Middle  Ages,  however,  these  fine  distinctions  were  taken very  seriously  and 
frequently developed further. This can be seen in the combination of the three 
Merovingian  historiographical  texts  with  The  Royal  Frankish  Annals in  the 

35 Liber historiae Francorum, c. 1–6, pp. 241–47.
36 Compare Richard Gerberding, The Rise of the Carolingians and the ‘Liber Historiae  

Francorum’ (Oxford, 1987).
37 For example, Liber historiae Francorum, c. 27, 36, and 41, pp. 285, 304–5, and 311. 

Compare Gerberding,  Rise of the Carolingians,  pp. 146–48; Paul Fouracre and Richard 
Gerberding,  Late Merovingian France. History and Hagiography, 640–720 (Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 1996), pp. 79–80; and Wood, ‘Defining the Franks’.

38 For some observations and comments on the comparison of the different reworkings 
of Gregory, see Diesenberger and Reimitz, ‘Zwischen Vergangenheit und Zukunft’; Helmut 
Reimitz,  ‘Social Networks and Identity in Frankish Historiography: New Aspects of the 
Textual Tradition of Gregory of Tours´ Historiae’, in The Construction of Communities in  
the  Early  Middle  Ages:  Texts,  Resources,  Artefacts,  ed.  by  Richard  Corradini,  Max 
Diesenberger, and Helmut Reimitz, The Transformation of the Roman World, 12 (Leiden: 
Brill, 2003), pp. 229–68 (pp. 237–40); Helmut Reimitz, ‘The Art of Truth: Historiography 
and Identity in the Frankish World’, in Texts and Identities in the Early Middle Ages, ed. by 
Richard Corradini and others,  Forschungen zur Geschichte des Mittelalters,  12 (Vienna: 
Österreichische Akademie der Wissenschaften, 2006), pp. 87–104. 
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course of the ninth century, in which the royal annals’ use of the Frankish name 
—  briefly  illustrated  above  —  was  connected  alternately  to  these  specific 
historiographic concepts of Frankish identity.

Therefore it is hardly surprising that the combination of The Royal Frankish 
Annals with the  Liber historiae Francorum is particularly well documented in 
the western regions of the Carolingian Empire in the ninth century. The earliest 
extant copy of these combinations, Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France, MS 
lat.  10911,  is  a  compendium,  written  in  the  second  quarter  of  the  ninth 
century,39 which means that it was produced quite soon after the ‘end’ of  The 
Royal  Frankish  Annals in  829.40 In  this  manuscript,  the  Liber historiae  
Francorum is followed by the  Chronicle of Fredegar’s Continuations up to  the 
death of Charles Martel in 741 when the text of  The Royal Frankish Annals 
takes over the narrative from 742 on. Its contents are carefully aligned in order 
to avoid repetition between the last chapters of the  Liber historiae Francorum  
and  the  first  ten  chapters  of  the  Continuations;  from  the  latter  work,  only 
chapters 11 and following were included in the manuscript. Yet, the remaining 
part of the  Continuations is counted as chapters 52–55 of the  Liber historiae  
Francorum.  This  appropriation  of  the  Neustrian-Merovingian  past  to 
complement the Carolingian story of success probably does not match the usual 
localisation of the other two texts, especially use of the Continuations as sequel 
to  the  Austrasian-Pippinid  historiography  of  the  Chronicle  of  Fredegar.  Yet, 
such an annexation of the Merovingian past by Carolingian historians is similar 
to other historiographical tendencies which existed during the reign of Louis le 

39 Compare Reimitz, ‘Der Weg zum Königtum’, pp. 294–98, with a longer discussion 
and description of  the  manuscript,  whose  dating  was  suggested by Bernhard Bischoff. 
Compare  Pierre Desportes  and François  Dolbeau,  ‘Découverte  de  noveaux documents 
relatifs au Polyptique de Saint-Remi de Rheims: A propos d´une édition récente’,  Revue  
du Nord, 68 (1986), 575–607 (p. 585 and n. 35); and McKitterick, History and Memory, 
pp.  13–19.  See  also  Matthias  Tischler,  Einharts  Vita  Karoli.  Studien  zur  Entstehung:  
Überlieferung  und  Rezeption,  MGH Schriften,  48,  2  vols  (Hannover:  Hahn,  2001),  II, 
1157–58, who, however, suggests that the manuscript originates from Fleury and dates it 
to the late ninth century. 

40 The earliest part of the  Annales Bertiniani can probably be seen as an attempt to 
continue the writing of The Royal Frankish Annals in the 830s; compare the introduction 
in  The  Annals  of  St-Bertin:  Ninth-Century  Histories,  I, trans.  and  annotated  by  Janet 
Nelson  (Manchester:  University  of  Manchester Press,  1991).  Yet  the  manuscript 
transmission of the  Annales regni Francorum shows clearly that there was a break in the 
production of the text; on this, see my forthcoming study: ‘The Long and Short History of 
the Annales regni Francorum’, in preparation. 
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Pieux, for instance with the composition in the 830s of the  Gesta Dagoberti, 
which were employed as means of persuading aristocras of their links with the 
ruling family and other aristocratic groups in western Francia.41 I have argued 
elsewhere that a similar motive also may have inspired the compilation of the 
Paris compendium in which the Carolingian rise to power is anticipated and 
embedded  in  a  narrative  in  which  the  omnes  Franci of  The  Royal  Frankish  
Annals are defined historiographically as the elites of the western parts of the 
Frankish realm.42 

The  subsequent  transmission  of  this  history  book,  however,  also 
demonstrates that specific historiographic resources were not only used to form 
a West Frankish identity in the kingdom of Charles le Chauve, but were also 
worked  and  reworked  continually.  A  few  decades  later  the  production  of 
another Carolingian history book built on the same ensemble of texts as the 
Paris  manuscript:  Vienna,  Österreichische Nationalbibliothek,  Cod. lat.  473, 
from the third quarter of the ninth century. The contents of this second oldest 
manuscript with this combination of texts43 can also be explained in terms of an 
attempted appropriation of Neustro-Frankish history in the western regions of 

41 Compare Maximilan Diesenberger,  ‘Hair,  Sacrality,  and Symbolic Capital  in the 
Frankish Kingdoms’, in The Construction of Communities in the Early Middle Ages, ed. by 
Richard Corradini, Maximilian Diesenberger, and Helmut Reimitz (Leiden: Brill, 2003), 
pp. 173–212 (pp. 202–03); Max Buchner, ‘Zur Entstehung und zur Tendenz der “Gesta 
Dagoberti”: Zugleich ein Beitrag zum Eigenkirchenwesen im Frankenreiche’, Historisches  
Jahrbuch, 47 (1927), 252–74 (pp. 271–72); and Léon Levillain, ‘Étude sur l’abbaye de 
Saint-Denis à l’époque mérovingienne’, Bibliothèque de l’École des Chartes, 82 (1921), 5–
116  (pp.  104–06).  Earlier  signs  of  this  historiographical  tendency,  however,  can  be 
witnessed in the  Genealogia domni Arnulfi,  which originated in the first decade of the 
ninth century in Metz. In this  work, the Carolingians are portrayed as relatives of the 
Merovingians,  and it is  claimed that Arnulf’s grandfather,  Ansbert,  was married to the 
daughter of the Merovingian king, Chlothar; compare Ian N. Wood, ‘Genealogy Defined 
by Women: The Case of the Pippinids’, in Gender in the Early Medieval World: East and  
West,  300–900,  ed.  by  Leslie  Brubaker  and  Julia  Smith  (Cambridge:  Cambridge 
University Press, 2004), pp. 234–56; and Otto Gerhard Oexle, ‘Die Karolinger und die 
Stadt des heiligen Arnulf’, Frühmittelalterliche Studien, 1 (1967), 250–364.

42 Reimitz, ‘Der Weg zum Königtum’, pp. 296–97. 
43 For  a  third  compendium  building  on  the  ensemble  Liber  historiae  Francorum, 

Continuationes and  Annales  regni  Francorum,  see  St  Petersburg,  National  Library  of 
Russia, F.v.IV.4. Compare Ernst Tremp, Die Überlieferung der Vita Hludowici imperatoris  
des Astronomus, MGH Studien und Texte, 1 (Hannover: Hahn, 1991), pp. 128–38, with a 
later  dating;  but  for  the  dating  of  this  manuscript  and  the  context  of  its  production 
compare also: Tischler, Einharts Vita Karoli, II, 1163–76. 
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the  Carolingian  Empire.  In  the  Viennese  manuscript,  the  Liber  historiae  
Francorum, the  Continuations and The Royal Frankish Annals were combined 
with some other texts.44 On the basis of the selection, form, and order of these 
texts in the manuscript, I have argued elsewhere that it can be linked with the 
coronation of Charles le Chauve in 869 in Metz in the regnum Lotharii.45 

The short catalogue at the end of the manuscript,  which summarizes the 
codex’s historical narrative from Priamus to Louis le Pieux in just three pages, 
provides one of the most important arguments for such a hypothesis. In it, the 
development of Carolingian rulership and power is described as a continuous 
Neustro-Burgundian  successio of  Merovingian  kings  and  maiores  domus after 
Chlothar II. Thus, with its Austrasian elements erased, Carolingian history is 
depicted  as  an  uninterrupted,  western  Frankish  affair.46 Moreover,  this 
interpretation is supported by the manuscript’s particular version of the Liber  
historiae Francorum, in which the Neustrian perspective was emphasized more 
heavily and some mentions of Austrasian or Burgundian kings after Chlothar I 

44 It starts with the Liber pontificalis ending with the life of Stephen II, followed by the 
Revelatio sancti Luciani presbyteri de sancto Stephano (compare Bibliotheca Hagiographica  
Latina,  antiquae et  mediae aetatis,  Subsidia Hagiographica,  6–7,  2 vols  (Brussels:  Socii 
Bolandiani, 1898–1901), no. 7851); after which the ensemble of the three texts is placed. 
In this manuscript, however, the text of the Annales regni Francorum is divided into two 
parts. After the mention of the death of Charlemagne in 814, a part of Einhard´s  Vita  
Karoli has  been inserted  (c.  18–33).  With  the  last  part  of  the  entry  of  814 the  text 
continues under the heading:  Gesta Hludowici imperatoris filii Karoli magni imperatoris. 
At  the  end  of  the  compendium  two  little  texts  are  placed:  the  so  called  Metzer  
Karolingergenealogie and a  Catalogus regum Francorum from Priamus to Louis le Pieux, 
compare for a detailed description Helmut Reimitz, ‘Ein fränkisches Geschichtsbuch aus 
St. Amand. Der Cvp 473’, in Text – Schrift – Codex: Quellenkundliche Arbeiten aus dem  
Institut für Österreichische Geschichtsforschung, ed. by Christoph Egger and Herwig Weigl, 
Mitteilungen des Instituts für Österreichische Geschichtsforschung, Ergänzungsband, 35 
(Vienna:  Oldenburg,  2000), pp. 34–90. For a discussion of the arguments in Tischler, 
Einharts Vita Karoli, I, 450–69, and for a different dating and context, compare Reimitz, 
‘Der Weg zum Königtum’, pp. 299–307. 

45 Reimitz,  ‘Ein fränkisches  Geschichtsbuch’,  pp.  60–74.  Compare  also  Rosamond 
McKitterick, ‘Political Ideology’, and eadem,  History and Memory, pp. 121–23, who was 
the first to understand the compendium as a product of the representational work around 
Charles le Chauve. 

46 Compare the edition and the commentary of the text in the manuscript: Reimitz, 
‘Ein  karolingisches  Geschichtsbuch’,  pp.  52–9.  Compare  also  the  edition  in  Domus  
Carolingicae  genealogiae,  ed.  by Georg Heinrich Pertz, MGH SS,  2 (Hannover:  Hahn, 
1829), pp. 310–11; see also Wood, ‘Genealogy Defined by Women’, pp. 253–54.
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simply deleted. However, any mention of the Austrasians and their kings, called 
superiores  Franci in  the  Paris  manuscript,47 was  left  out.  The  result  was  the 
concentration of the text on the Neustrian kings since Chilperich I, by which an 
accession of Chlothar II to a Neustro-Burgundian regnum Francorum could be 
emphasized. And indeed, in the Viennese edition, Chlothar is not elected to the 
kingship by the Franks, Austrasians, and Burgundians (as he is in the version of 
the  Liber historiae Francorum in BnF, MS lat. 10911), but only by the Franks 
from Burgundy and Neustria.48 From this point on, the Austrasians, inhabitants 
of the eastern Merovingian kingdom, were deleted from the record of Frankish 
history  entirely  in  this  version  of  the  Liber  historiae  Francorum.49 One  can 
presume that behind this redefinition of the Franks through the suppression of 
the Austrasian identity of Frankish kings and elites in Merovingian history, lay a 
strategy that fits well the context of the Charles le Chauve’s brief reign in the 
Carolingian  Middle  Kingdom.  By  omitting  discussion  of  their  Austriasian 
competitors this  narrowing of the narrative implies that the Neustrian kings 
had  been  able  to  establish  dominion  as  far  as  the  Rhine.  To  translate  this 
historical strategy to the political context of 869, the Viennese version of Liber  
historiae  Francorum attempts  to  argue  that  the  regnum  Lotharii had  always 
belonged to a West Frankish kingdom as  it  was  retroactively projected into 
Merovingian history.

I have discussed these specific appropriations of the Merovingian past in West-
ern  historiographical  compendia  at  greater  length  elsewhere,50 but  in  the 
present connection there are three main observations to be made concerning 
the relationship of historiography and the construction of Frankish identity in 

47 See above n. 37.
48 Compare  Vienna,  Österreichische  Nationalbibliothek,  lat.  473,  fol.  99r:  ‘Franci 

autem super Niustriam et Burgundiam Chlotharium regem fecerunt’, with Liber historiae  
Francorum, c. 40, p. 310, where the version of the Vienna manuscript is not documented 
in the apparatus: ‘Burgundiones et Austrasii, cum reliquis Francis pace facta, Chlotharium 
regem in totis tribus regnis in monarchiam elevaverunt’.

49 Compare the examples in Reimitz, ‘Der Weg zum Königtum’, pp. 301–03. For a 
digital  edition of  the  three  history-books,  which  allows one  to  compare  the  different 
versions of the  Liber historiae  Francorum,  see:  Drei fränkische Geschichtsbücher aus der  
Karolingerzeit: Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France, MS lat. 10911, Vienna, ÖNB, lat. 
473,  St.  Petersburg,  NLR,  lat.  F.v.IV.4,  ed.  by  Helmut  Reimitz  and  others  at 
<http://www.oeaw.ac.at/gema/dbfg.htm> (forthcoming).

50 Reimitz, ‘Der Weg zum Königtum’.
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the Carolingian period, which can, in conclusion, be made through the brief 
comments on the Viennese historical compendium discussed above. First, the 
context of the organization of the manuscript of Frankish history can illustrate 
the  quality  of  models  of  identity  in  the  early  Middle  Ages  as  ‘situational 
constructs’.51 Ultimately,  Charles  le  Chauve’s  rule  in  the  kingdom  of  his 
nephew  did  not  even  last  one  year  and  hence  the  specific  model  of  the 
compendium did not last either. Secondly, this ‘situationality’ made the flexible 
deployment and basic openness of the term ‘Frank’ evident, even down to the 
end  of  the  ninth  century.  Building  on  the  historiographic  definition  of  the 
Franks in the  Liber historiae Francorum,  an entirely new concept of identity 
could  be  linked  to  the  Frankish  name  as  late  as  869/70.  And  finally,  both 
‘situationality’ and flexible deployment might be bound to the general strategies 
of the construction of identity in the early Middle Ages. Like the possible pre-
history of the Frankish kings outside of Gaul in the case of Gregory of Tours, 
the Austrasians fade out of Frankish history in the Vienna compendium. The 
fundamental strategy of identity construction in the sixth just as in the ninth 
century seems not to be the effort to differentiate, but to integrate. Herein lies 
the essential difference between the early medieval adoption of history and its 
modern  instrumentalization  mentioned  at  the  beginning  of  this  article. 
Although  in  the  process  of  the  establishment  of  modern nation  states  the 
conception that the world is  divided into various peoples already had a long 
tradition, in the early Middle Ages it was developed as an ‘operational tool’ for 
the legitimation of rule and the organization of society.52 To analyse this process 

51 Patrick J.  Geary, ‘Ethnic Identity as  a  Situational Construct in the Early Middle 
Ages’, Mitteilungen der Anthropologischen Gesellschaft in Wien, 113 (1983), 15–26.

52 This question is at the core of the five years research-programme ‘Ethnic Identities 
in Early Medieval Europe’ at the Institute of Medieval Research of the Austrian Academy 
of Sciences, which is funded by the Wittgenstein-Price, awarded to Walter Pohl by the 
Fonds  zur  Förderung  der  wissenschaftlichen  Forschung;  for  the  research-tradition,  see 
Walter Pohl, ‘Tradition, Ethnogenese und literarische Gestaltung: Eine Zwischenbilanz’, 
in Ethnogenese und Überlieferung: Angewandte Methoden der Frühmittelalterforschung, ed. 
by Karl Brunner and Brigitte Merta, Veröffentlichungen des Instituts für Österreichische 
Geschichtsforschung,  31  (Vienna:  Oldenbourg,  1994),  pp.  9–26.  For  more  recent 
discussions  see  Walter  Pohl,  ‘Ethnicity,  Theory  and  Tradition:  A  Response’,  in  On  
Barbarian Identity, pp. 221–39; idem, ‘Aux origines d’une Europe ethnique: Identités en 
transformation  entre  antiquité  et  moyen  âge’,  Annales:  Histoire,  Sciences  sociales,  60 
(2005),  pp.  183–208;  and  idem,  ‘Identität  und  Widerspruch:  Gedanken  zu  einer 
Sinngeschichte des frühen Mittelalters’, in  Auf der Suche nach den Ursprüngen: Von der  
Bedeutung des frühen Mittelalters,  ed.  by Walter Pohl,  Forschungen zur Geschichte des 
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it  seems  important  to  bring  the  diversity  and  concurrence  of  these  early 
historiographical  experiments  of  Frankish  identity  more  starkly  into  view, 
especially  when the question of  the  relationship  of  ethnic identity  and state 
formation  is  concerned.  Such  an  examination  of  continuities  and 
discontinuities  of  narrative  resources  in  the  formation  of  social  coherence 
helping  us  to  observe  how blueprints  for  ethnic  and national  identity  were 
created,  and  which  were  successfully  developed  in  the  West  in  following 
centuries.

Mittelalters, 9 (Vienna: Österreichische Akademie der Wissenschaften, 2004), pp. 23–36. 
See also Patrick J. Geary, The Myth of Nations: The Medieval Origins of Europe (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2002). 
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3. FRANKISH IDENTITY IN CHARLEMAGNE’S EMPIRE

Janet L. Nelson

arly  medieval  historians have  every  reason to talk  about  gentes.  They 
don’t,  these  days,  talk  about ‘race’,  but  about ethnicity,  identity,  and 
nationality. One good reason for not talking about race is that, as far as I 

can see, there was nothing like a modern idea of race, let alone racism, in the 
early Middle Ages. Origin-myths are not to be confused with biological pseudo-
science.1 True, there’s occasional evidence for stereotyped and highly pejorative 
attitudes to other peoples (Notker on Slavs in the 880s; and Saxon historians on 
Slavs in the Ottonian period)2 but these attitudes certainly don’t predominate. 
Popes had a style all their own: it was a pope who called the Lombards ‘a foully 

E

1 Patrick J.  Geary,  The Myth of Nations: The Medieval Origins of Europe (Princeton: 
University  of Princeton Press,  2002).  Ten years  ago,  I  briefly addressed the  question of 
Frankish identity in the Introduction to a collection of my papers, The Frankish World 750-
900 (London: Hambledon, 1997), pp. xiii–xxxi; and more recently I considered the mutual 
effects  of  historians’  writings  and  modern  national  conceptions  of  ethnic  identity  in 
‘England and the Continent in the Ninth Century II: the Vikings and Others’, Transactions  
of the Royal Historical Society,  6th series, 13 (2003), 1–28. Meanwhile the historiography 
continues  to  grow.  I  single  out  particularly  the  work  of  Walter  Pohl,  especially  his 
‘Introduction’,  and  ‘Telling  the  Difference:  Signs  of  Ethnic  Identity’,  in  Strategies  of  
Distinction, pp. 1–15 and 17–69; and his overview in ‘Aux origines d’une Europe ethnique: 
identités en transformation entre antiquité et moyen âge’, Annales: Histoire, sciences sociales, 
60 (2005), 183–208. Some further references are given in the notes that follow.

2 Notker,  Gesta  Karoli, II:12,  ed.  by  H.  F.  Haefele,  MGH  SRG  ns,  12  (Berlin: 
Weidmann, 1959), p. 75 (tadpoles, worms), compare I:27, p. 38, trans. by Lewis Thorpe, 
Two  Lives  of  Charlemagne (Harmondsworth:  Penguin,  1969),  p.  157;  Thietmari  
Merseburgensis  episcopi  chronicon, III:17,  ed.  by  Robert  Holtzmann,  MGH  SRG ns,  9 
(Berlin:  Weidmann,  1955),  p.  119 (‘greedy  dogs’),  trans.  by  David  Warner,  Ottonian  
Germany: The Chronicon of Thietmar of Merseburg (Manchester: Manchester University 
Press, 2001), p. 141. 
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stinking people’ (‘foetentissima gens’)3 but I know of no comparable statement 
from  anyone  else.  Charlemagne  noted  that  populi,  peoples  within  his  own 
empire, intermarried to make alliances ‘inter partes et regna [. . .] inter se soc-
iari’.4 He did so himself: one of his five successive wives was a Lombard; another 
was  an  Alaman;  and  one  of  his  mistresses  was  a  Saxon.5 Gentile  difference 
existed; racism did not. But the experience of writing this paper has taught me 
that what gentile identity, specifically Frankish identity, meant to Charlemagne 
and his contemporaries, is not so easy to pin down.

Modern historians risk another kind of intellectual pitfall, in casting early 
medieval  gentes as nations. In particular,  French and German etiological,  and 
teleological, national consciousness continues to be projected back onto Charle-
magne,  with curious results.  M.  Favier  is  disappointed to find Charlemagne 
‘ignoring  Paris’.6 Herr  Tischler  is  happy  to  find  Charlemagne’s  kingship 
fundamentally ‘German’.7 The eighth-century Franks inconsiderately sprawled 
right across ‘national’ frontiers. 

Charlemagne’s own thinking about frontiers, Frankish and other, can be seen 
in the 806 Division project — or rather the four alternative scenarios for division: 
number 1 might seem to respect Frankish identity for it assigns the whole of Fran-
cia — east and west — to Charlemagne’s eldest son Charles; on the other hand, it 
doesn’t respect other gentile identities; Pippin, the second son is assigned along 
with Italy and Bavaria, ‘a part of Alamannia’ — a southwestern corner of Ale-
mannia was to be carved out to give Pippin access across the Alps to Noricum and
Chur; scenario 2 provided for the situation if Charles died before the other two,

3 Codex Carolinus 45, ed. by Wilhelm Gundlach, in Epistolae Merovingici et Karolini  
Aevi, ed.  by  Wilhelm  Gundlach  and  Ernst  Dümmler,  MGH  Epistolae,  3  (Berlin: 
Weidman, 1892),  p. 561, opposing to this, ‘vestra praeclara Francorum gens, quae super 
omnes gentes enitet’. See Mary Garrison, ‘The Franks as the New Israel? Education for an 
Identity from Pippin to Charlemagne’, in The Uses of the Past in the Early Middle Ages, ed. 
by Yitzhak Hen and Matthew Innes (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), pp. 
114–61, at pp. 144–45. 

4 Capitularia regum Francorum,  I, no. 45, c. 12, ed. by Alfred Boretius, MGH Leges, 
Sectio 2 (Hannover: Hahn, 1883), p. 129.

5 Einhardi vita Karoli Magni c. 18, ed. by G. H. Pertz, G. Waitz, and O. Holder-Egger, 
MGH SRG, 25 (Hannover: Hahn 1911), pp. 22–23.

6 Jean Favier, Charlemagne (Paris: Fayard, 1999), p. 156.
7 Matthias Tischler,  Einharts Vita Karoli: Studien zur Entstehung, Überlieferung und  

Rezeption, MGH Schriften, 48, 2 vols (Hannover: Hahn, 2001),  I, 223 with n. 471 (‘der 
fränkisch Volkskönig’, ‘ein germanisch-patriarchalisch Familienvater’).
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then the two remaining brothers were to divide Charles’s share between them 
‘just  as  I  and  my  brother  divided  it  [in  768]’.  Scenario  3  provided  for  the 
situation if Pippin had died — a partition of the Lombard kingdom, with Louis 
getting Tuscany and northwest Italy as far as Provence, Charles the rest; the 
partition if Louis died was set out in scenario 4 — Pippin was to get part of 
Burgundy, Provence, and Septimania ‘as far as Spain’,  Charles Aquitaine and 
Gascony (map 1).8 Whatever notions of gentile territory were in their heads, 
those who devised this plan were prepared to drive a coach and horses through 
them, cheerfully dividing regna and provinces which didn’t in any case coincide 
with gentile territories. In light of scenario 2, we shouldn’t assume that scenario 
1  reflected the  Franks’  desire  to  preserve  Francia’s  unity.  Look again  at  the 
distribution of royal resources — and you will  find that Charles’ share was a 
lion’s share of those. This was a very different project from the  descriptio and 
divisio realised at Verdun in 843, when equal  shares were,  so far as humanly 
possible, the aim and outcome.9 Our starting-point, then, must be that there is 
nothing self-evident about early medieval gentile identities, and nothing to be 
taken for granted about the collective agency of men of the same regio.

To explore Frankishness in Charlemagne’s empire, I will now look first at annals 
— briefly, because Helmut Reimitz is dealing expertly with them. Then, second, I 
want to ask Einhard a few questions. Third, I look at miscellaneous texts that evince 
near-total silence on Frankish or any other ethnicity. If there’s a civilizing mission 
here,  it’s  not  a  Frankish-inspired  one.  Finally  I  consider  capitularies  and  legal 
business as the locus par excellence of ethnic practice. I argue that ethnic identity in 
this area was not — or not only — a situational construct10 but an operational 

8 Capitularia regum Francorum, I, no. 45, c. 1–4, pp. 127–28. See Peter Classen, ‘Karl 
der  Große und der Thronfolge im Frankenreich’,  in  Festschrift für H. Heimpel,  3  vols 
(Göttingen, 1972), III, 109–34 (with very interesting maps). The map in this volume does 
not show these scenarios and is provided for a more general reader.

9 Nithard, Historiarum Libri IV. 4–5, ed. by Ernest Müller, MGH SRG, 44 (Hannover: 
Hahn,  1907),  pp.  46–47,  trans.  by  Bernhard  W.  Scholz,  Carolingian Chronicles (Ann 
Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1970), pp. 169–72; Annales Bertiniani, s.a. 842, 843, 
ed. by Felix Grat and others (Paris: Klincksiek, 1964), pp. 43–45, and The Annals of St-
Bertin:  Ninth-Century  Histories,  I, trans.  and  annoted  by  Janet  Nelson (Manchester: 
Manchester  University  Press,  1991),  pp.  54 and  56.  See  Janet  Nelson,  ‘Le  partage  de 
Verdun’, in Media Francia, ed. by H. Pettiau (forthcoming).

10 Patrick J. Geary, ‘Ethnic Identity as a Situational Construct in the Early Middle Ages’, 
Mitteilungen der Anthropologischen Gesellschaft in Wien, 113 (1983), 15–26: a path-breaking 
paper.
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tactic for the securing of rights not necessarily against Franks, but in negotiation 
with them, and with neighbours of whatever ethnic group. Modern stereotypes of 
imperialism are unhelpful here. 

Annals

The  notion  that  the  Annales  regni  Francorum were  a  form  of  official 
propaganda produced in the reign of Charlemagne isn’t a new one, though it’s 
recently had a new lease of life.11 Exponents of the propaganda argument ought 
to ask themselves more insistently about audience. At whom were the annals 
directed? A comparison helps: the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. I always found just a 
wee bit hard to swallow the notion that these annals were produced by King 
Alfred in order ‘to indoctrinate the West Saxons with loyalty to himself and 
enthusiasm for his cause’,12 as if they went in for public readings of a text which 
is so very unlike the stirring rhythms and themes of  Beowulf. But at least the 
Anglo-Saxon Chronicle was written in the vernacular Old English. Contrast the 
Annales regni Francorum: in 793, at Würzburg or Frankfurt, how many laymen 
would have been able to understand, let alone be stirred to enthusiasm by, the 
account of the canal-building? You all know the dénouement: they dug and dug, 
‘sed in cassum. Nam propter iuges pluvias, et terram, quae palustris erat, nimio 
humore  naturaliter  infectam,  opus  quod  fiebat  consistere  non  potuit;  sed 
quantum interdiu terrae a  fossoribus  fierat  egestum, tantum noctibus  humo 
iterum in locum suum relabente subsidebat’.13 All right, there were successes: 

11 Rosamond McKitterick,  History and Memory in the Carolingian World (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2004), chapter 4, pp. 84–119 and chapter 6, pp. 133–35; and 
for  a  different  view,  Roger  Collins,  ‘The  “Reviser”  Revisited:  Another  Look  at  the 
Alternative Version of the  Annales regni Francorum’,  in  After Rome’s Fall. Narrators and  
Sources  of  Early  Medieval  History.  Essays  presented  to  Walter  Goffart,  ed.  by  Alexander 
Callander Murray (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1998), pp. 191–213, esp. p. 192.

12 R. H. C. Davis, ‘Alfred the Great: Propaganda and Truth’, History, 56 (1971), 169–
82 (p. 182).

13 Annales regni Francorum, s.a. 793, p. 93. I have put this passage in  Latin so that 
readers can try the effects of reading it aloud (and letting naturaliter resonate); but see 
also the translation of P.  D. King,  Charlemagne: Translated Sources (Lambrigg: King, 
1987), p. 125: ‘But it was to no avail, for because of constant rain and the ground, which 
was swampy and in the nature of things thoroughly waterlogged, the work which was 
done  could  not  hold.  However  much  soil  the  diggers  excavated  during  the  day,  an 
equivalent amount would slide down to replace it at night’. See Paolo Squatriti, ‘Digging 
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the  bringing  home  of  the  Avar  treasure  in  796  and  its  distribution  by 
Charlemagne ‘in palatio suo, liberali manu’.14 But interestingly enough there is 
no mention of  the  Franks in  that  passage.  Now the  idea of  the  Franks as  a 
Chosen People isn’t the same thing as Frankish identity but it’s surely closely 
connected, as cause or effect or both. Mary Garrison has done an excellent job of 
cutting this well-loved motif down to size — for instance by pointing out that 
Josiah was invoked in the Admonitio generalis as a model for Charlemagne, not 
Charlemagne as a new Josiah; and the Franks aren’t mentioned there at all.15 

What’s evoked by the liturgy, the poetry, the paraphernalia of the Aachen court, 
is  the  notion  of  a  Christian  people  —  as  often  as  not  without  any  ethnic 
signifier — which suggests that the people was multiethnic. Not even Alcuin’s 
invocation of a  beata gens and a felix populus includes any explicit reference to 
the Franks. There, I would go further than Garrison in seeing the reference to a 
Christian people of many peoples, rather than any actual single gens. 

Einhard

He’s responsible, isn’t he, for our image of Charlemagne the Frank? Einhard 
constructs  Charlemagne  in  ethnic  terms  that  are  also  profoundly  gendered. 
Suetonius offered him, ready-made, a model of virtus in the public man and the 
private man. The Frankish  gens could be like the Roman  gens,  the group in 
which and for which the public virtue of manliness was displayed. If the wars 
and the family provided theatres for complementary demonstrations of this, the 
description  of  Charlemagne’s  person  and  dress  showed  masculine  virtue 
embodied. For whom was the show? Not for Charlemagne, certainly, for he had 
died some fifteen years (probably) before Einhard wrote, though there were still 
some about who were, like Einhard himself, survivors of Charlemagne’s court. 
Einhard reached out, from his private otium at Seligenstadt, to the busy public 
servants at  Aachen,  and to a younger generation of  the  elite.  With what he 
hoped would be a passport to continued influence, he addressed the Emperor 
Louis, and leading clerics, but he also made a strong pitch for the attention of 
laymen who were new men: students of Latin and Christian rhetoric in an age 

Ditches in Early Medieval Europe’, Past and Present, 176 (2002), 11–65 (pp. 11–6 and 
49–51). 

14 Annales regni Francorum, s.a. 796, p. 98-99, trans. by King, Charlemagne, p. 127.
15 Garrison, ‘The Franks as the New Israel?’, p. 147.
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of new, defensive, warfare, men who had learned not only to walk the walk but 
to talk the talk. Walter Pohl recently suggested that Einhard in stressing that 
Charlemagne wore the garb of  his  Frankish forefathers (vestitus  patrius)  was 
actually  criticising  ‘many  Frankish  aristocrats  who  did  not  wear  it’.16 It’s  a 
thought-provoking  suggestion  —  but  it  assumes  that  there  really  was  a 
distinctive Frankish dress. The story about Saxons who snuck their way into a 
Frankish camp in 775 along with Frankish foragers one summer-day at siesta-
time, then began to slaughter the snoozing Franks, doesn’t suggest that Franks 
and Saxons looked different from each other, whether in  terms of  costume, 
facial hair, or weapons.17 An alternative reading to Pohl’s would be this, that the 
‘Frankish’ qualities Einhard depicted in Charlemagne were not in fact specific 
to  the  Franks:  in  the  literary  form  of  the  Vita  Karoli muscular  Latin 
Christianity  was  an ideal  of  manliness  for  the  multi-ethnic  elite  of  Louis  le 
Pieux’s  empire.  It  had  limits,  of  course:  Einhard  offset  it  against  peregrina  
indumenta, which were what they wore in Rome and I think we could add in 
Constantinople. ‘Foreign clothes’ consisted above all in a long tunic, and a long 
robe. Frankish clothes, first and foremost, consisted of pants, and a short tunic. 
The punchline of Charlemagne’s best joke was to the effect that the eastern 
emperor  should  have  sent  Charlemagne’s  envoy  back  on  his  thousand  mile 
journey not  with platitudes  or  pseudo-authoritative  grants of  provinces,  but 
with a good pair of breeches.18

16 Walter Pohl, ‘Franken und Sachsen: die Bedeutung ethnischer Prozesse im 7. und 8. 
Jahrhundert’, in 799. Kunst und Kultur der Karolignerzeit: Karl der Große und Papst Leo  
III in Paderborn, Beirträge zum Katalog der Ausstellung Paderborn 1999, ed. by Christoph 
Stiegemann and Matthias Wemhoff (Mainz: von Zabern 1999), pp. 233–36 (p. 234).

17 Annales regni Francorum, s.a. 775, p. 43, trans. by King, Charlemagne, p. 112.
18 This  joke  is  retailed  by  Notker,  but  I  venture  to  regard  it  as  representative  of 

Frankish humour of the period of Charlemagne as well as the later ninth century,  Gesta  
Karoli,  II:5, pp. 52–53 (my translation): ‘In the midst of such concerns [war and man-
management], the great-hearted Emperor in no way omitted to send envoys bearing letters 
and gifts to all kinds of kings of very distant places; and from these, in return, were sent the 
honours of all these provinces. When from the midst of the Saxon war he sent envoys to 
the king at Constantinople, the king asked [the envoys] whether the kingdom of his son 
Charles was at peace or was it suffering incursions from neighbouring peoples? The chief 
envoy replied that all was at peace except that a certain people called the Saxons were 
disturbing the Franks’ frontiers with very frequent acts of brigandage. “Oh dear”, said that 
man who was sluggish in idleness and was useless for any warlike action, “why does my son 
struggle  against  enemies  who  are  so  few,  have  no  reputation  and  totally  lack  manly 
courage?  You can  have  that  people,  together  with  everything  that  belongs  to  them!” 
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According to Einhard Charlemagne’s ‘Frankish’ clothing in winter included 
a kind of pullover or jerkin made of pelts, ex pellibus. Whoever interpolated the 
phrase ‘lutrinis vel murinis’, ‘of otters and ermines’ in c. 23 (this is a variant that 
Matthias Tischler has persuasively argued was not in Einhard’s original) may 
have borrowed it from the late Roman historian Justin; but a capitulary of 808 
fixed the prices of garments made from the pelts of martens and otters at 30 
solidi and of ‘better-quality ermines’ at 10 solidi.19 These were evidently items of 
high-status  exchange  (Tim  Reuter  wrote  of  a  ‘parallel  circulation  of  goods’ 
alongside the ‘normal’ economy)20 apparently operating in a particularly lively 
way in border regions (in marcha). These were pre-eminently zones of ethnic 
mixing. You bought your otterskin jerkin to show your status, and also that you 
belonged to the partes of Charles. Did that make you feel a Frank? An honorary 
Frank?  For  such  men,  Charlemagne’s  jerkin  could  have  made  him  an 
emblematic  figure of  a  frontier  zone that  Tim Reuter  called  the Wild  East, 
where Franks interacted with, and even shaded off into, assorted Others.  

Miscellaneous texts

In making an empire, Charlemagne not only encountered many non-Franks but 
roped them in. Encounters with Others are often thought to have led to sharper 
definitions  of  one’s  own  identity.  Charlemagne’s  empire,  less  predictably, 
promoted,  and  even  constructed,  other  identities.  It  was  not  until  two 
generations after Charlemagne’s death that an East Frankish author defined an 
emperor as one who ruled over plural regna.21 Charlemagne ruled as a monarch 
for precisely ten years: 771–81. Thereafter, having recreated autonomous regna 

When the envoy returned and reported this to the most warlike Charles, he laughed and 
said: “That king would have done you a lot more of a good turn if he’d given you some 
breeches for your long journey back!”’

19 Capitularia regum Francorum, I, no. 52, c. 5, p. 140, compare Tischler, Einharts Vita  
Karoli, I, 102–6. 

20 Timothy Reuter, ‘Plunder and tribute in the Carolingian Empire’,  Transactions of  
the Royal Historical Society, 5th series, 35 (1985), 75–94 (p. 85) (repr. in Timothy Reuter, 
Medieval Polities and Modern Mentalities,  ed. by Janet Nelson (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2006), pp. 231–50 (p. 240). 

21 Annales Fuldenses, s.a. 869, ed. by Friedrich Kurze, MGH SRG, 7 (Hannover: Hahn, 
1891), p. 70 and The Annals of Fulda: Ninth-Century Histories, II, trans. and annotated by 
Timothy Reuter (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1992), p. 61.
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for his sons Pippin and Louis in what had been Lombard Italy and in Aquitaine, 
Charlemagne  was  a  king  of  kings.  Pippin  and  Louis  were  Franks,  but  their 
mother was descended from the dukes of Alemannia, and Charlemagne ensured 
that  they  ruled  as,  respectively,  Lombard  and  Aquitanian  kings.22 It  was 
Charlemagne  who  in  his  son’s  name  perpetuated  the  Lombard  tradition  of 
administrative  law  for  Lombard  consumption.23 It  was  Charlemagne  who 
staged, in Saxony, a reception of Louis and the noble boys in his entourage all of 
them dressed as little Gascons.24 It was a charming charade, no more and no less. 
Aquitanians and Gascons were distinct gentes, though ruled in a single regnum. 
Louis went native, as Pippin did in Italy, because the natives had in their own 
ways gone Frank. At these kings’ courts, and in their entourages, Franks and 
natives rubbed shoulders. They fought Charlemagne’s wars, and together they 
extended  the  frontiers  of  what  Einhard  called  the  regnum  Francorum.25 

Charlemagne’s sons followed their father’s example. Thanks to Charlemagne’s 
cousin Adalard, author c. 812 of the De ordine palatii, we have direct testimony 
to the way Charlemagne brought the men of his far-flung regions together: ‘ut 
sicut hoc regnum Deo auctore ex pluribus regionibus constat, ex diversis etiam 
eisdem  regionibus  [.  .  .]  ministri  eligerentur  qualiter  familiarius  quaeque 
regiones palatium adire possent, dum suae genealogiae vel regionis consortes in 
palatio locum tenere cognoscerent’.26 Interestingly, in Adalard’s work, the word 

22 On Louis’s regime in Aquitaine, see Philippe Depreux, Prosopographie de l’entourage  
de Louis le Pieux (Sigmaringen: Thoerbecke, 1997), pp. 25–6 and 42–6; on Pippin’s in 
Italy, see François Bougard, ‘Public power and authority’, in  Italy in the Earlier Middle  
Ages, ed. by Christina La Rocca (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), pp. 34–58, esp. 
pp.  49–51;  see  further  C.  Villa,  ‘Cultura  classica  e  tradizione Longobarde:  tralatino e 
volgare’,  in  Paolo  Diacono  e  l’origine  dell’Europa  medievale,  ed.  by  P.  Chiesa  (Udine: 
Forum.  2000),  pp.  575–600;  Brigitte  Kasten,  Königssöhne  und  Königsherrschaft:  
Untersuchungen zur Teilhabe am Reich, MGH Schriften, 44 (Hannover: Hahn, 1997), pp. 
272–303;  and  Janet  Nelson,  ‘Charlemagne  —  pater  optimus?’,  in  Am  Vorabend  der  
Kaiserkrönung. Das Epos ‘Karolus magnus und Leo papa’, ed. by Peter Godman and others 
(Berlin: Akademie, 2002), pp. 269–82.

23 Capitularia  regum  Francorum,  I, nos  90–103,  pp.  190–212  (with  some  revised 
datings from François Bougard, La justice dans le royaume d’Italie de la fin du VIIIe siècle  
au début du XIe siècle (Rome: École français de Rome, 1995)).

24 Astronomus,  Vita Hludowici imperatoris, c. 4, ed. by Ernst Tremp, MGH SRG, 64 
(Hannover: Hahn, 1995), p. 294.

25 Einhard, Vita Karoli, c. 15, p. 17.
26 De ordine palatii c.  IV (cap. 18), ed. by Thomas Gross and Rudolf Schieffer, MGH 

Fontes iuris germanici antiqui, 3 (Hannover: Hahn, 1980), p.  66, ll.  296–301. For the 
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Franci crops up just once, in a recollection, via Gregory of Tours, of Clovis’s 
3000  Franks  who were  baptised  along  with him.27 Charlemagne’s  empire,  a 
regnum ex regionibus, did not have to be described as a Frankish one, even by a 
top-ranking Frank. It was a Christian one. 

The  minores,  lesser  landowners,  attended  Charlemagne’s  assemblies  and 
discussed and approved his capitularies.28 Is there any way we can get at the self-
definition  of  these  men  —  actual  or  virtual  descendants  of  Clovis’s  3000 
Franks? There was no mention of ethnicity in the oaths of fidelity sworn by 
omnes to Charlemagne, or in the capitularies that spelled out how such oaths 
should  be  sworn.  The  word  pars/partes in  such  oaths  implies  a 
Herrschaftsbereich, that is, a political and territorial entity.29 When a Bavarian 
preacher in the early ninth century bade his flock to observe the terms of their 
sponsio towards God, it is tempting to think that he was referring to the very 
same rather rare legal term used by Charlemagne in explaining the meaning of 
the oath in 802 (c. 3), namely, that everyone should strive to keep himself fully 
in God’s service according to his  sponsio.30 Charlemagne’s title,  rex Francorum, 

authorship and dating, see Janet Nelson, ‘Aachen as a Place of Power’, in Topographies of  
Power in the Early Middle Ages, ed. by Mayke de Jong and Frans Theuws (Leiden: Brill, 
2001), pp. 217–42, at pp. 226–32, published before the appearance of Bernard Bachrach, 
‘Adalhard of Corbie’s De ordine palatii:  Some Methodological Observations Regarding 
Chapters 29–36’, Cithara, 41 (2001), 3–34, whose criticisms of my earlier (1983) view of 
the De ordine I had made independently and gladly endorse. 

27 De ordine palatii c. IV (cap. 14), p. 58, l. 249.
28 De  ordine  palatii c.  VI (cap.  29),  p.  84,  ll.  476:  ‘[generalitas  .  .  .  laicorum  .  .  . 

conveniebat],  seniores propter consilium ordinandum, minores propter idem consilium 
suscipiendum et interdum pariter tractandum et non ex potestate, sed et proprio mentis 
intellectu vel sententia confirmandum, ceterum autem propter dona generalia danda’, ‘the 
generality  of  laymen  met  together,  the  seniors/lords/men  of  higher  status  to  frame 
policies,  the minores to receive these and meanwhile likewise to consider these  and to 
confirm them, not through the imposition of power [from above] but from their own 
mental understanding and judgement, and also to present their gifts in the general way’ 
(my trans.).

29 Matthias Becher, Eid und Herrschaft, Untersuchungen zum Herrscherethos Karls des  
Großen, Vorträge und Forschungen, 39 (Sigmaringen: Thoerbecke, 1993), pp. 111–20.

30 See  Sermon  II,  51,  De  periculo  principum (‘On  the  danger  of  leaders’),  of  the 
collection  in  Würzburg,  MS  Universitätsbibliothek,  M.p.th.q.  15,  edited  and 
illuminatingly discussed by James McCune, ‘An Edition and Study of Select Sermons from 
the  Carolingian  Sermonary  of  Salzburg’  (unpublished  doctoral  thesis,  University  of 
London,  2006),  pp.  214–17  (on  the  collection,  see  J.-P.  Bouhot,  ‘Un  sermonnaire 
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was a kind of shorthand. His power embraced all, in every regnum or province. 
But  there  is  no way  of  telling  whether  provincials  thought of  themselves  as 
Franci. Undoubtedly they were Charlemagne’s fideles, his faithful ones. 

Capitularies and legal business

In the capitularies of Charlemagne, there is only one place, so far as I know, 
where  Frankish  identity  is  mentioned  in  an  ethnic  sense.31 In  a  list  of 
instructions to be made known to missi is a prohibition on giving house-room 
to a criminal (latro): if anyone suspected of this crime is a Frank, he must swear 
with twelve peers that he had not known the guest to be a criminal, even though 
it might be his father, brother, or kinsman. If unable to swear thus, the suspect 
would  himself  be  adjudged ‘a  latro and an  unfaithful  one  of  us  and of  the 
Franks’.32 A  supplementary  ruling  says  that  adventicii,  immigrants,  must  be 
reported by  missi to Charlemagne’s assembly, along with their names and the 
names of their lords. The capitulary continues in c. 5: ‘We have likewise sent 
missi into Aquitaine and Lombardy [. . .]’ This capitulary survives in full in ten 
manuscripts,  among them  Paris,  Bibliothèque  nationale,  MS Lat.  4404,  and 
Leiden,  Bibliotheek der  Rijksuniversiteit,  MS Voss  Q.  119,  both ‘capitulary-
collections  with  an  Aquitanian  stamp’33 and  both  with  Lex  Salica;  also  in 
Blankenburg, Herzog August Bibliothek, MS Wolfenbüttel 13034 with the Lex  
Langobardorum; and in Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, MS Lat.  3519, 
5260, and 19415, all with a Bavarian collection of capitularies.35 A truncated 

carolingien’, Revue d’histoire des texts, 4 (1974), 181–223). Leaders’ danger is spiritual and 
arises from their responsibility for the souls of others.

31 I do not count Capitularia regum Francorum, I, no. 32 (the Capitulary De villis), c. 4, 
p. 83, where  Franci is used in a context where the word is a synonym for ‘free men’ as 
distinct from (unfree) members of the estate’s familia.

32 Capitularia regum Francorum, I, no. 67, c. 2, p. 156. Mordek dates this 805–13.
33 Hubert Mordek, ‘Fränkische Kapitularien und Kapitulariensammlungen’, in Hubert 

Mordek, Studien zur fränkischen Herrschergesetzgebung (Frankfurt am Main: Lang, 2000), 
pp. 1–53 (p. 35), ‘aquitanisch geprägten Kapitulariensammlungen’.

34 Here, with a core collection up to 805, Mordek, ‘Fränkische Kapitularien’, p. 40.
35 Mordek,  ‘Fränkische  Kapitularien’,  p.  38;  compare  also  Paris,  Bibliothèque 

nationale,  MS  Lat.  4995,  a  tenth-century  manuscript  that  apparently  preserves  the 
capitulary  collection  of  Count  Stephen  of  Paris,  and  another  group  of  manuscripts 
containing a collection ‘whose core does not extend beyond 811’,  Mordek, ‘Fränkische 
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version, with only the first three  capitula survives in further five manuscripts, 
three of them containing collections of Italian capitularies, one of those three 
with  Lex  Langobardorum as  well.36 The  first  conclusion  to  draw  is  that 
Charlemagne was legislating here for a multiethnic empire. The second is — 
and remember that missi were messengers as well as officials — that the message 
did in fact get through to the various provinces. The third is that multiethnic 
legislation  in  no  way  displaced  pre-existing  ethnic  laws,  but  rather 
supplemented them, and since new copies proliferated, perpetuated them. This 
was one important way in which Charlemagne’s regime made a pitch for the 
loyalty  of  the  regna.  Fourth and  finally,  the  notion  of  a  criminal  being  the 
infidelis of the Franks as well as of their ruler is worth stressing. In the Annales  
regni Francorum, oaths and fidelity are repeatedly presented as given to ‘Charles, 
his sons, and the Franci/gens Francorum’, while the same trio of parties are said 
to have been injured by breach of faith.37 There was a strong core of law-derived 
political consensus in this conception of Frankishness.

How  did  the  regna respond?  There  is  direct  evidence  from  Italy,  from 
Bavaria, from Burgundy, that Charlemagne’s faithful men in these regna wanted 
to be ruled by their own laws — laws that had pre-existed respective Frankish 
conquests. Saxons and Frisians too got their laws codified by Charlemagne, but 
these  had  little  resonance  where  written  law  had  no  currency.38 It  was  a 
different story with the Bavarians, who used their law adroitly to choose oath-

Kapitularien’, pp. 38 and Hubert Mordek, ‘ Kapitularien und Schriftlichkeit’, in Hubert 
Mordek, Studien zur fränkischen Herrschergesetzgebung (Frankfurt am Main: Lang, 2000), 
pp. 307–39 (p. 318, n. 62). 

36 Mordek,  Fränkische Kapitularien’,  pp. 37and 40 and Hubert Mordek, ‘Karoling-
ische  Kapitularien’,  in  Hubert  Mordek,  Studien  zur  fränkischen Herrscher-gesetzgebung 
(Frankfurt am Main: Lang, 2000), pp. 55–80 (67, n. 68).

37 Annales regni Francorum, s.a. 774, p. 38-9 (the Lombards submit themselves to the 
dominium/potestas of Charles and the Franks); s.a. 777, p. 48 (Saxons swear to maintain 
christianity  and  faithfulness  to  Charles,  his  sons  and  the  Franks);  s.a.  781,  pp.  58–9 
(Tassilo acknowledges his commitments to the pars or causa of Charles and his fideles, or 
being ‘subject’ to Charles, his sons and the Franks), s.a. 787, pp. 76, 78 (Tassilo’s oaths to 
Charles, his sons, and the Franks). On some legal implications, see Janet Nelson, ‘Kingship 
and Empire’, in The Cambridge History of Medieval Political Thought, c.350–c.1450, ed. by 
J. H. Burns (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), pp. 211–51, (pp. 215, 223); 
and Nelson, The Frankish World, p. xxii.

38 Wilfried Hartmann, ‘Karl der Große und das Recht’,  in  Karl der Große und sein  
Nachwirken: 1200 Jahre Kultur und Wissenschaft in Europa, ed. by P. L. Butzer and others 
(Turnhout: Brepols, 1997), pp. 173–92 (p. 184).
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helpers and sureties, and to assert their own agency within a regnal system that 
was  now an  imperial  one.  The officers  presiding over  their  courts  might be 
Bavarian  or  Frankish  but  they  were  appointed  by  Charlemagne  and  they 
recognised  litigants’  rights  under  their  own  leges because  Charlemagne  so 
instructed them. When Bavarian aristocrats used their law self-consciously in 
these dealings, this was at once an assertion of autonomy and a technique of 
accommodation to Frankish power.39 If this was a process of Frankicization, it 
was a paradoxical one. 

In  Italy,  men  occasionally  identified  themselves  in  court  as  living  by 
Lombard law, not because so far as particular cases went those laws promised 
special  advantage  or  even  were  very  different  from  Frankish,  but  because 
Lombard laws denoted identity in certain contexts, and because the claim to be 
judged by their laws defined the autonomy of these consortes regionis.40 On the 
Balkan edge of the Empire, in Istria, in 804,  homines capitanei, the local elite, 
used the presence of Charlemagne’s officers (one an Alaman, one a Lombard) to 
protest  their  customary  rights  against  the  oppression  of  a  regional  magnate 
(perhaps  a  Greek),  and  against  the  intrusions  of  Slav  immigrant  settlers.  ‘If 
Charlemagne can help us, they told Charlemagne’s missi, we can escape [ruin], if 
not it would better to die than to live’.41 

Ethnic identity was ‘reproduced through ethnic practice’, as Walter Pohl put 
it.42 Tim Reuter wrote that ‘if Renan’s nation was une plébiscite de tous les jours,

39 Warren Brown, Unjust Seizure: Conflict, Interest and Authority in an Early Medieval  
Society (Ithaca: Cornell University Press,  2001), especially pp. 16 and 124–39. See also 
Timothy  Reuter,  ‘Charlemagne  and  the  World  beyond  the  Rhine’,  in  Charlemagne.  
Empire and Society, ed. by Joanna Story (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2005), 
pp. 183–94.

40 Nelson, The Frankish World, p. xxii.
41 I placiti del ‘regnum Italiae’, ed. by C.  Manaresi, 2 vols (Rome 1955–58),  I (1955), 

no. 17, p. 55. See the fine commentary of Philippe Depreux,  Les sociétés occidentales du  
milieu du VIe à la fin du IXe siècle (Rennes: PUR, 2002), pp. 293–99, and Janet Nelson, 
‘England and the Continent in the Ninth Century III: Rights and Rituals’, Transactions of  
the Royal Historical Society, 6th series, 14 (2004), 1–24 (pp. 10–11).

42 Walter Pohl, ‘Ethnic Names and Identities in the British Isles’, in The Anglo-Saxons  
from the Migration Period to the Eighth Century: An Ethnographical Perspective,  ed.  by 
John Hines (Woodbridge: Boydell, 1997), pp. 7–40 (p. 8).
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early  medieval  ethnicity  was  une pratique  de tous  les  jours.’43 He might have 
added that the everyday was not exactly for every day. The ‘everyday practice’ 
was the use of law at assemblies, local and regnal, which did have about them 
something of the plebiscite; but assemblies were special situations. Though the 
law was not Frankish, and the officials were not Franks, the regular meetings of 
the assemblies themselves, their function as agencies of Charlemagne, could be 
seen as symptoms of a kind of institutional and ideological Frankicization. How 
did  one  of  the  minores think  of  himself  when  assembled  with  Franks, 
Thuringians, and Saxons at Pförring in Bavaria,44 or a homo capitaneus when at 
home in Porec in Istria?45 We may have to think again about Patrick Geary’s 
situational constructs, and admit that a man could have multiple identities, with 
context determining which was uppermost. I end with another quote from Tim 
Reuter: ‘Just as philosophers of consciousness are very uncertain that we can tell 
what it means to be a bat, so I am very uncertain what it means to be a Goth or 
[. . .] whatever.’  46 I hope I have left you in a similar state of uncertainty, or 
ambiguity, about what Frankishness meant in the empire of Charlemagne. This 
is not an authoritative conclusion, but it’s a realistic one.

43 Timothy Reuter, ‘Whose race? Whose ethnicity?’, in Reuter,  Medieval Polities and  
Modern Mentalities, ed. by Janet Nelson (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 
pp. 89–108 (p. 103).

44 Annales regni Francorum, s.a. 787, p. 78, compare above n. 37.
45 Above, n. 41.
46 Reuter, ‘Whose race? Whose ethnicity?’, p. 103.
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4. PEOPLE AND LAND IN EARLY SCANDINAVIA

Stefan Brink

ow do  Tyskland,  Deutchland,  Duitsland,  Germany,  An Ghearmáin, 
Allemange,  Alemania,  Německo,  Vācija,  and  Saksa all  relate to each 
other? Well, the answer to this silly question is, of course, that they 

all are the names of one and the same territorialized political entity found in 
Europe. Given that, why do we not use one single name for this entity, especially 
today in our modern, controlled and nivellating,  society of EU-conformism? 
The answer to this question touches upon the very core of a research field called 
‘onomastics’, which studies how names are coined and who coins them.

H
In Sweden (my homeland), our neighbour to the south is  Tyskland (if we 

ignore Bornholm),  and etymologically  we share  the  name for  this  European 
geographical  and  political  entity  with  the  inhabitants  of  the  country  itself, 
Deutchland,  and with  the  Dutch,  who uses  the  name  Duitsland.  The  name 
Germany is used in English, Germania in Italian, Германия in Russian, and An  
Ghearmáin in Irish. In eastern Europe the name of the country is derived from a 
stem  Nem-:  Německo in  Czeck,  Nemecko in  Slovak,  Niemcy in  Polish,  and 
Németország in Hungarian. East of the Baltic the name is derived from a totally 
different stem beginning with  Vo-/Va- as in Latvian  Vācija and in Lithuanian 
Vokietija;  whereas  Allemange is  used in France,  and  Alemania in Spain.  The 
Finns, however, use a different designation, namely  Saksa, which is similar to 
Saksamaa in Estonian. Of course, this usage of different names for nations and 
people is not a new or modern phenomenon as many modern names have roots 
in early history, and even in prehistory. In light of this, it is rather puzzling to 
find  that  in  literature  on  migrating  peoples  and  ethnicity  in  early  Europe 
ethnonyms, the names of peoples, are very often treated as auto-appellations, 
bestowed  upon  a  people  by  themselves.  This  possibility  has  probably  been 
overestimated. In the Romance languages, the toponym for ‘Germany’ is based 
on  the  ethnonym  Alamanian,  with  an  etymology  of  ‘all  men’,  while  the 
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German, Dutch, and Nordic toponyms have a base in ON þjóð ‘people’.1 Both 
appear to be autonyms. The name used by Anglo-Saxons seems to be a loan 
from  Celtic  (probably  Gaulish),  whereas  the  Finnish  toponym contains  the 
ethnonym, Saxons. The question is then, who coined ethnonyms and toponyms. 
Did the people or their neighbours do so? The answer is, most certainly both, 
but the normal toponymic rule is that it is their neighbours who name them and 
not  the  other  way  around.  This  has  to  be  modified  with  cases  where  some 
people have used a name for their own collective to distinguish themselves from 
their neighbours. But it is extremely difficult to determine whether ethnonyms 
—  like  ynglingar or  inguaeones,  both meaning  ‘the  people  claiming  the  god 
Ing(uaz) as their  heros  eponymus’ — were coined by these two peoples or by 
their neighbours.

In the late nineteenth century, the Norwegian philologist Sophus Bugge was 
discussing the name Danmark, as several earlier scholars and amateurs had done 
before. In his opinion, the name is derived from the inhabitative name  Daner 
‘Danes’.2 In another very influential  work written by the Swedish philologist 
Adolf Noreen, the toponym Danmark received a different interpretation.3 He 
argued that the name Danmark did not derive from Daner, but vice versa, and 
that the  Danes were formed from the territorial name  Danmark, in the same 
way as — in Noreen’s opinion — værmar is a derivative from Värmland, gautar 
from  Gautland (now  Götaland),  raumar from  Romerike,  or  hordar from 
Hordaland.

This  clash of  opinions between the two giants of  Scandinavian philology 
helps  us  formulate  the  second  problem  of  decisive  importance  for  our 
understanding  of  the  earliest  polities  and  social  formations  in  Scandinavia, 

1 The following abbreviations will be used throughout this chapter: 
Goth. Gothic
ODan Old Danish
OE Old English
OHG Old High German
OGoth. Ostro-Gothic
ON Old Norse
OSax Old Saxon
OSw Old Swedish
Pr.-Germ. Proto-Germanic
IE Indo-European
2 Sophus Bugge, ‘Folkenavnet Daner’, Arkiv för nordisk filologi, 5 (1889), 125–31.
3 Adolf Noreen, Spridda studier (Stockholm: Geber, 1895–24), II, 139.
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namely, how societies were organized and how geographical space was identified 
there.  Was  it  organized  out  of  some  spatial,  territorial  structure,  or  out  of 
identified people,4 who were looked upon as  having something in  common, 
something  that  bound  them  together?  Hence,  was  the  land of  the  gautar 
constituent from the very beginning — and if so,  land meaning what? — or 
were there some organizational elements imbued in the concept of a land which 
later on led to an organization and territorialization for the people living there? 
We cannot, as on the Continent, look for the answer in written documents or 
books, and our analyses must rely on the evidence of place names, combined 
with the weak — and controversial — information we can get from classical 
authors such as Tacitus, Pliny, Ptolemy, Jordanes, and Paul the Deacon, along 
with the silent evidence of archaeology.

This may be a hazardous enterprise since the value of those sources, such as 
Jordanes’  Getica, has been questioned to such extent that today it seems only 
fools  and ‘star-philologists’  —  and  here  it  is  rather  a  pejorative  designation 
(which I have seen used) for those who reconstruct words and names — persist 
in using them. This discussion is very much dominated by historians, dealing 
with  written  sources.  In  addition,  modern  archaeology  has  been  often 
marginalized and accused (rightly or wrongly) of using pre-war methodology 
(especially  Gustav  Kossinna’s  research),  which  was  tainted  by  the  affiliation 
with  Nazi-wartime  crimes.  The  debate  has  led  to  an  unfortunate  division 
between Walter Goffart with his disciples, on the one side, and the so-called 
‘Viennese School’ and scholars working with an ‘ethnogenesis’ paradigm, on the 
other. Scholars have been cast — especially by Goffart and his allies — as being 
either  the  good  ones  or  the  bad  ones.  Knowledgeable,  useful,  and  fruitful 
comments  have  been  produced  on  both  sides,  and  hopefully,  eventually 
something good will come out of this unfortunate polarization. (It is easy to see 
the  resemblance  of  this  discussion  to  the  fierce  polemic  concerning  the 
Icelandic  saga  tradition,  especially  in  the  1960s,  and  to  the  heated  debate, 
developing in the 1950–60s — in Scandinavia as late as in the 1980s — on the 
germanischen  Urrecht and  the  settlement  of  the  idea  of  an  egalitarian  pan-
Germanic peasant society in pre-Christian times). 

Meanwhile,  the discussion still  lacks two other important aspects, namely 
language  and  toponymy.  D.  H.  Green  has  dealt  with  important  linguistic 

4 I deliberately avoid using the words ‘ethnic’, ‘ethnicity’, and ‘ethnic group’ since they 
in  my opinion  are  extremely  difficult  to  define,  and  therefore  use  the  more  ‘neutral’ 
‘people’ and ‘folk group’.
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aspects of this matter, and historians mention place names now and then; but 
they  have  never  been  discussed  from  a  toponymic  methodological  point  of 
view.5 As  for  the most  heated discussion of  the  ‘ancestral  homeland’  of  the 
Goths,  it  is  often  stated  that  the  question  regarding  the  emigration  from 
Scandza can only be solved by analyses of texts.6 Yet it must be of interest for 
the debate to note that the word Goths (compare gutoni on the Pietroasa ring)7 

is formally identical with the ethnonym  gutar (< *gutaniz), that is the people 
living on Gotland, and furthermore, that there is a probable ancient linguistic 
affinity between gutar, Goths, and gautar (in Götaland) due to ablaut.8 This, of 
course, offers no proof that the Goths were from Gotland or Sweden. However, 
this formal linguistic affinity, taken together with geographical proximity (map 
2) (when the Goths first emerge in history, it happened on the north coast of 
modern Poland,  around the  mouth of the  Vistuła),  ought to be  part  of  the 
discussion in addition to analyses of written sources. One would assume that 
such linguistic affinities could be useful in dealing with ‘ethnic’ affinities when 
discussing a (non-existent) homeland of the Goths.

Goffart and  others have  more  or  less  disqualified  Jordanes’  Getica as  a 
fictitious construction, unreliable in regard to historical events and places. The 
main  critique  is,  of  course,  valid:  these  works  are  not  history  books  in  the 
modern sense as their main objective is to create a ‘useful’ history rather than a 
‘true’ history; and the uncertainties surrounding the writing, the rewriting, the 
editing, and the stemmas of the codices also make these sources difficult to use, 
sometimes hazardous. As for the place names, it is obvious that Jordanes knew 
of names in Ultima Thule that had historical and geographical bearings. They 
cannot be Jordanes’ whimsical creative inventions. Some examples can illustrate 
that such a viewpoint would be entirely impossible.

5 See D. H. Green,  Language and History in the Early Germanic World (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1998), and the German contributions mentioned and cited 
below.

6 For details and references see Walter Goffart, ‘Jordanes’s  Getica and the Disputed 
Authenticity  of  Gothic  Origins  from Scandinavia’,  Speculum,  80  (2005),  379–98 (pp. 
380–1). 

7 Hermann Reichert, ‘GUTANI ? WI HAILAG’, Die Sprache, 35 (1993), 235–47.
8 Ablaut is the regular change of vowels, as in strong verbs (run–ran–run, OSw biuþa–

bauþ–buþin).
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Map 2: Prehistoric People in Scandinavia.
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In Pliny’s  Natural History (AD 79),  Tacitus’  Germania  (AD 98),  Ptolemy’s 
Geographia (AD 125–50), Jordanes’  Getica (AD c. 550),9 and also other authors 
writing in the first millennium, we find names of peoples rather than territories. 
The most  detailed  is  perhaps  Jordanes’ enumeration of approximately thirty 
gentes in Scandinavia. Several scholars have, more or less successfully, tried to 
identify these names and locate them in geography.10 It is my estimation that 
around 50% of the names mentioned have been correctly identified and thereby 
given  a  plausible  location  on  a  map.  These  gentes are:  the  screrefennae ‘the 
Finns/Saami’,  the  suehans ‘the  Swedes’,  the  theutes ‘the  people  living  in  the 
province  of  Tjust  in  Småland’,  the  bergio ‘the  people  living  on  the  hilly 
Bjärehalvön in Skåne’, hallin ‘the people living in Halland (originally obviously 
the southern part of the later province of Halland)’, fervir ‘the people living in 
Fjäre (later a hundred) in the northern part of the later province of Halland’, 
finnaithae ‘the people living in Finnveden in Småland’, gautigoth obviously ‘the 
västgötar’, ostrogothae ‘the östgötar’, raumariciae ‘the people living in Romerike’, 
and grannii ‘the people living in Grenland’. A tentative identification has been 
given  to the  vagoth ‘the  gutar on  Gotland’,  the  lothida ‘the  people  living  in 
Luggude in Skåne’, the rugi ‘the people living in Rogaland’, and ranii ‘the people 
living in Ranríki’, that is, the northern part of today’s Bohuslän.

In  the  eighth  century,  Paul  the  Deacon commented on  Germania in  his 
History of the Lombards. It is said that numerous prisoners of war were captured 
and sold, presumably as slaves, to the south. He declares that he had knowledge 
of  this  remote region from Pliny’s  Natural  History  and other sources,  while 
naming such peoples as the Goths, Vandals,  Rugi, and Heruli. Paul claims that 
the  Lombards  (Langobardi)  originated  in  Germania from  the  island  called 
Scadinavia. It is also notable here that Paul the Deacon mostly identifies people 
and mentions territories only for large geographical entities, such as Germania 
and  Scadinavia, although admittedly building and citing his story from much 
earlier authorities such as the  Liber pontificalis,  Bede, Gregory of Tours, and 
Isidore of Seville. The same is the case with the anonymous Geographer from 
Ravenna, who sometime in the late seventh to early ninth century, excels in vast 

9 It is not clear to what extent Jordanes was dependent on an older work written by 
Cassiodorus; see for example, the discussion by Goffart, ‘Jordanes’s Getica’, p. 385.

10 A fairly late work, which was especially influential in Scandinavian studies, is Josef 
Svennung,  Jordanes  und  Scandia:  Kritisch-exegetische  Studien,  Skrifter  utg.  av  Kungl. 
Humanistiska Vetenskapssamfundet i Uppsala, 44,2A (Stockholm: Almqvist and Wiksell, 
1967).
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geographical knowledge, and enumerates peoples, albeit intertwined with some 
names of urbes (towns) and rivers in his Cosmographia.11 What is notable here is 
that  geographical  identification  is  focused  more  or  less  on  gentes.  Were 
identified territories thereby not existent in Scandinavia around the middle of 
the first millennium? Most certainly there were spatial entities, as some names 
such  as  raumariciae and  ragnaricii, mentioned  by  Jordanes,  indicate.  These 
ethnonyms seem to derive from names ending in -ríki, but unlike the toponyms 
for the medieval regions ending in -ríki, such as Raumaríki, this early  ríki was 
probably  not  territorialized.  It  was  a  polity  built  on  the  power  a  king  or 
chieftain  had  over  a  people,  a  polity  admittedly  with  some  kind  of  a 
geographical extension, however, with no explicit or defined borders, probably 
very similar to the influence and power an Icelandic goði (chieftain) had over his 
þingmen (followers) in his goðorð (legal district of the goði).

This  connection is  interesting  in  that  the  oldest  place  name  elements  for 
settled areas and settlements are the words which denote a people or a kind of 
territory. In Scandinavia — as in more or less the whole of the Germanic-speaking 
area — we find place names with the suffix -inga-. Most of these names occur in 
central eastern Sweden, where this suffix has evolved into an element -inge. These 
settlement  names  in  -inge most  certainly  go back  to an  inhabitative  name in 
-ingaR denoting an identified people. The most accepted theory, albeit with some 
formal problems, is that the settlement element -inge goes back to a ‘double’-suffix 
formation, with an inhabitative suffix -inga- and a collective or locational suffix 
-ia,  hence -inga-ia > -ingi > -inge.12 For example,  the name  Hämringe in the 
province of Uppland is an older Hæmbringi, containing the suffixes and a word 
hammar ‘a  small  (rocky) hill’.  The name must be understood as denoting an 
identified group of people who were in some respect located to a hammar. Since it 
is not the geographical fixed location but a group of people that hence was of 
importance when coining the name, such a name could have a spatial extension 
designating the territory in which this group of people moved and lived.13

11 Ravennas anonymus, Cosmographia: Eine Erdbeschreibung um das Jahr 700, trans. by 
Joseph Schnetz, Nomina Germanica, 10 (Uppsala: Almqvist and Wiksell, 1951).

12 Carl Ivar Ståhle,  Studier över de svenska ortnamnen på -inge, Studier till en svensk 
ortnamnsatlas, 3 (Uppsala: Lundequistska bokhandeln, 1946), p. 161.

13 For Anglo-Saxon equivalents,  ending with -ingas,  -ware,  -sæte/-sætan,  -ge etc.,  see 
Barbara Yorke, ‘Political and Ethnic Identity: A Case Study of Anglo-Saxon Practice’, in 
Social Identity in Early Medieval Britain,  ed.  by William O. Frazer and Andrew Tyrell 
(Leicester: Leicester University Press, 2000), pp. 69–89.
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In contrast to the West Germanic place names in -inga-, found for example in 
Germany and England, the Scandinavian -inge-names never seem to have had a 
personal name as the qualifier in the first element. Instead, the first element is a 
topographical term, such as in Hämringe, mentioned above, Ledinge from ledh 
‘route’, Björklinge from birki ‘a grove of birch trees’, and Skärplinge from skarp 
meaning ‘poor soil’. At least in Sweden, these place names can be dated to the 
first half and the middle of the first millennium, more specifically to the Roman 
Iron Age and the Migration Period — some of them can probably be placed 
even in the Vendel or Merovingian Period (c. 600–800).14

Another ancient place name element we have in Scandinavia is -hem, -heimr,15 

which is the same element as the German -haim and the English -ham making 
this place name element found, more or less, all  over the Germanic-speaking 
area. Decisive for understanding these names are place names like  Trondheim, 
meaning the territory of the  trønder in  Trøndelag.  It can be shown that this 
element obviously had a semantic content of something spatial, without having 
been territorialized (hence with defined borders).16 Thus, the semantic content 
for both -inge and -hem is not something punctual in the landscape, but it has 
some spatial extension where some identified people lived.

This  observation  seems  to  match  very  well  with  the  custom  of  classical 
authors’  use  of  gentes for  geographical  identification.  Therefore,  the  overall 
picture  of  place  names  indicates  a  general  difference  between  the  first  and 
second halves  of  the  first  millennium in  Scandinavia.  In  the  former  period, 
geographical  and  toponymical  identification  related  to  peoples  and  tribes, 
which certainly had a social and political background in the way polities were 
organized,  with  personal  power  over  people.  It  also  had  implications  for 
claiming access to and ownership of land and territories. In the late Iron Age in 
Scandinavia (c. 600–1050), we find place names with individuals as qualifiers 
and  place  name  elements  pointing  to  sites  and  punctual  references  in  the 
landscape, for example to a specific arable land, to farms, and to houses, which 

14 Ståhle,  Studier  över  de  svenska  ortnamnen  på -inge,  pp.  569–91;  compare  Stefan 
Brink, ‘Iakttagelser rörande namnen på -hem i Sverige’, in Heidersskrift til Nils Hallan på  
65-årsdagen 13. desember 1991, ed. by G. Alhaug and others (Oslo: Novus, 1991), pp. 66–
80 (pp. 67 and 77, n. 1 and 2).

15 As for the dating of -hem/-heim-names in Scandinavia, see Stefan Brink, ‘Absolut 
datering av bebyggelsenamn’, in Bebyggelsers og bebyggelsesnavnes alder, ed. by V. Dalberg 
and others, Norna-rapporter, 26 (Uppsala: Norna, 1984), pp. 18–64 (pp. 45–48).

16 See Brink, ‘Iakttagelser rörande namnen på -hem i Sverige’.
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likely reflects a change in land use and ownership of land. It seems fairly obvious 
that during roughly this period a consciousness of demarcation of territories 
began. Strict borders with boundary-marks can be placed as late as in the Viking 
Age or the Scandinavian early Middle Ages (after c. 1050), but a consciousness 
of dividing borders — in Old-Nordic  mark(ir),  but also  vidher and  mardher 
both denoting ‘large forest’ — is obvious during the late Iron Age. 

Therefore,  the  importance  of  identifying  ‘people’  in  an  earlier  period in 
Scandinavia is something that seems to have an actual background in society 
and the organization of land. This does not mean that the Scandinavians during 
the  early  Iron  Age  (c.  0–600)  lacked  proper  place  names,  toponyms,  for 
landscape features or even settlements and houses, but rather that place names 
worked in this early phase within a hierarchical structure, in which identifying 
people took precedence over identifying territories.17

Another question is  which indigenous word(s)  were used in Proto-Nordic 
Scandinavia equivalent to the use of gens and gentes on the Continent. The direct 
cognate to Lat.  gens was ON kind f. ‘family, tribe, people’, but a more common 
word was probably ON þjóð f. (< Pr.-Germ. *þeuðō) ‘people’.18 In the same way as 
for  kind f.,  þjóð f. seems to have had no extra semantic connotations, unlike ON 
herr m.  (<  Pr.-Germ.  *harja)  ‘people,  population,  multitude;  army’,  which 
semantically has a military component.19 This latter word, which has been assumed 
in several compounds such as ON herað n.,20 is often translated as ‘the people (that 
counts, namely, the people in arms), that is the men’, at least in earlier historical 
research. Several personal names have been derived from the word ON þjóð such 
as  Þjóðarr (< *þeuðō-gaiRaR/-harjaR),  Þjóðrekr (compare  OGoth.  Theudericus), 
and also the title ON þjóðann ‘king, chieftain’, compare Goth. þiudans. As we can 
see  from  our  weak  source  material,  this  title,  ON  þjóðann,  had  no  military 
connotations,  unlike  the  intimately  connected  ON  dróttinn (<  Pr.-Germ. 
*druhtinaz), a derivation from ON drótt f. (< *druhti-) meaning ‘retinue or body 

17 See the interesting discussion regarding the development of the place-name element 
kind in Sweden, by Thorsten Andersson, ‘Kind som ortnamnselement’,  Namn och bygd, 
88 (2000), 43–51 (pp. 43–44).

18 Jan de Vries, Altnordisches etymologisches Wörterbuch, 2nd edn (Leiden: Brill, 1962), 
p. 613. 

19 de Vries, Altnordisches etymologisches Wörterbuch, pp. 224-25.
20 Etymology may be,  in my opinion,  discussed;  see  for  example,  ibid.,  p.  223;  and 

Thorsten Andersson, ‘Herred’,  Reallexikon der germanischen Altertumskunde, 14 (Berlin: 
de Gruyter, 1999), pp. 435–40.
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of warriors’. The word  þjóð  is found in several old place names in Scandinavia, 
many obviously denoting assembly sites, and the most well known is probably 
Tjølling (<  Þjóðalyng),  which  is  the  name  of  a  parish  in  Vestfold,  southern 
Norway. The most plausible interpretation is that the church in this parish was 
erected on the pre-Christian assembly site, which was very common in parts of 
Scandinavia, 21 where the people (þjóð) of this settlement district met.22

Words for smaller divisions, tribes and large families are actually a rather 
complicated problem in early Scandinavian languages. In Proto-Germanic (and 
hence  probably  also  in  Proto-Nordic)  the  common word for  an  (extended) 
family  was  *hiwa,  later  found  in  Old  Nordic  languages  in  derivations  and 
compounds as hæ-, hi-, hy- or hjo-/hju-.23 The word is found on rune stones, but 
not in place names. Instead, the -inga suffix was used frequently for identifying 
smaller units of identified groups of people, related or not.

In Scandinavia probably the oldest territories we know of are the so-called 
landskap, normally translated as ‘provinces’, which in prehistoric and medieval 
times were called land. We can be fairly sure that these land were in existence 
well before the Viking Age.24 The first elements of the names of these provinces

21 See Stefan Brink, Sockenbildning och sockennamn: Studier i äldre territoriell indelning  
i Norden (Uppsala: Almqvist and Wiksell, 1990).

22 Stefan  Brink,  ‘Skiringssal,  Kaupang,  Tjølling  —  the  Toponymic  Evidence’,  in 
Kaupang in Skiringssal, ed. by Dagfinn Skre, The Kaupang Excavation project, Publication 
Series, 1; Norske Oldfunn, 22 (Århus: Århus University Press, 2007), 53–64 (p. 63).

23 Stefan Brink, Lord and Lady — Bryti and Deigja: Some Historical and Etymological  
Aspects of Family, Patronage and Slavery in Early Scandinavian and Anglo-Saxon England, 
The Dorothea Coke Memorial Lecture 2004–05 (London: Viking Society for Northern 
Research, forthcoming).

24 For the toponymic status and the dating of these territories (land), see Jöran Sahlgren, 
‘Namnet  Uppland’,  Ortnamnssällskapets  i  Uppsala  årsskrift (1961),  19–25;  Thorsten 
Andersson, ‘Länder- und Landschaftnamen’,  Reallexikon der germanischen Altertumskunde, 
17 (Berlin:  de Gruyter,  2000),  pp.  557–69; idem,  ‘Landschaften — Stämme — Reiche: 
Sprachliche Zusammenhänge in altnordischer Zeit’, in  Völkernamen — Ländernamen —  
Landschaftsnamen,  ed.  by  E.  Eichler  and  others,  Onomastica  Lipsiensia:  Leipziger 
Untersuchungen zur Namenforschung, 2 (Leipzig: Leipziger Universitätsverlag, 2004), pp. 
9–32;  Stefan  Brink,  ‘Land,  bygd,  distrikt  och  centralort  i  Sydsverige:  Några 
bebyggelsehistoriska nedslag’,  in  Centrala platser,  centrala frågor: Samällsstrukturen under  
järnålder, ed. by Lars Larsson and Birgitta Hårdh, Uppåkrastudier, 1 (Stockholm: Almqvist 
and Wiksell, 1998), pp. 297–326 (pp. 308–11).
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Map 3: Prehistoric Provinces in Scandinavia.
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are often ethnonyms or the name of a people (map 2 and map 3):  jæmtar in 
Jämtland, angermæn in Ångermanland, hælsing(i)ar in Hälsingland, gæstrikar in 
Gästrikland,  væstmæn in  Västmanland,  sødermæn in  Södermanland,  gøtar in 
Öster-  and  Västergötland,  gutar in  Gotland,  *hallir in  Halland,  iutar in 
Jutland/Jylland,  raumar in  Romerike,  *ranir in  Ranrike,  hringar in  Ringerike, 
þilir in  Telemark,  grenir in  Grenland,  rygir in  Rogaland,  horðar in  Hordaland, 
trøndr in  Trondheim,  and  háleygir in  Halogaland.  At  least  some  of  these 
‘landskap’ names appear to have been used at an earlier stage, for example, the 
ones  ending  with  -ríki:  Romerike,  Ringerike,  Ranrike,  and  perhaps  also 
Svearike.25 However,  the  large  majority  of  these  ‘landskap’  names  are 
compounded with the word land, which is the most common term for a larger 
territory,  a  region or a polity  in  Scandinavia.  During the Viking Period,  the 
word land was used in names for provinces and countries, and at least some of 
these place names were coined by the Scandinavians themselves from the names 
of the people living there.  This can be seen in the cases of  Langbardhaland, 
Lífland,  Saksland,  Grikland,  and  Virland.  Alternatively,  a  name  was  created 
based  on  some  characteristics  of  the  people  the  Scandinavians  met  in  that 
region, as in the case of Serkland ‘the country where people are wearing a serkr, 
that is a shirt, gown’.26 

25 Thorsten Andersson, ‘Hringaríki,  Ranríki,  Raumaríki: Till diskussionen om ordet 
rike i gamla nordiska ortnamn’, Saga och sed (1976), 56–83.

26 This usage of the word land ‘province, country’ is found on many rune stones: h[an] 
trukn-thi : [a] lf:lanti, ‘He drowned in Lífland’ (Sö 39); bruthur : sin : suera : as : uarth 
: tauthr * o * eklanti, ‘their brother Sverri(?), who died in England’ (Sö 46); han : austarla 
: arthi : barthi : auk : o : lakbarthilanti, ‘He ploughed his stern to the east, and met his 
end in the land of the Lombards’ (Sö 65); o sirklanti : likR : sunR iuintaR, ‘in Serkland 
lies Eyvindr's son’ (Sö 131); han uarth : tauthr : o| |oklati i lithi, ‘He died in the retinue 
in England’ (Sö 160);  kuthuiR : uaR uastr : a : aklati :  kialti :  skifti : burkiR : a  : 
sahks:lanti : suti : kaula, ‘Gudhvér was in the west; divided (up) payment in England; 
manfully  attacked townships  in Saxony’  (Sö 166);  biurn :  uaR trebin :  a  :  kut:lanti, 
‘Björn, (who) was killed on Gotland’ (Sö 174); o * eklanti, ‘in England’ (Sm 27); risti × 
stin × iftiR × kurmar × sun × sin + iaR × uaR + trbin × a × iklanti, ‘raised the stone in 
memory of Gudhmarr(?), his son, who was killed in England’ (Vg 20); hn * uarth * trbin * 
i  *  estlatum,  ‘He  was  killed  in  Estonia’  (Vg  181);  rahnualtr  *  huar  a  ×  griklanti, 
‘Ragnvaldr was in Greece’ (U 112); hon tuk| |knuts kialt a| |anklanti, ‘He took Knútr's 
payment in England’ (U 194);  hon hafthi o| |onklanti tuh kialt| |takit, ‘He had taken 
two payments in England’ (U 241); hon fil a uirlanti, ‘He fell in Virland’ (U 356); thiR * 
fyrthu * stin * thina * af * kutlanti, ‘they brought this stone from Gotland’ (U 414); han 
uas tribin + a + uirlanti, ‘He was killed in Virland’ (U 533);  saR × uarth × tuthr a × 
iut(l)ati × on skulti fara × til × iklanths,  ‘He died in Jútland. He meant to travel to 
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It  is  evident  that  in  the  eleventh century  the  word  land was  used  for  a 
‘province’, in this case Södermanland, as in this famous rune inscription: 

Ketill  and Björn, they raised this  stone in memory of Thorsteinn, their father; 
Önundr in memory of his brother and the housecarls in memory of the just(?) 
(and) Ketiley in memory of her husbandman. These brothers were the best of men 
in the land and abroad in the retinue, held their housecarls well. He fell in battle in 
the east in Gardhar, commander of the retinue, the best of landholders.27 

On an Upplandic rune stone the word land is perhaps denoting larger units than 
provinces:  ‘Stydhingr/Stœdhingr had the stone raised in memory of Árni,  his 
son. He travelled to every land’.28 

The  word  land was  ambiguous  in  early  Scandinavia  as  it  had  a  double 
meaning. The meaning ‘arable land, farming land’, for example, is undoubtedly 
the original meaning, and this is also the most common meaning of the word 
found in runic inscriptions.29 The second meaning found in early Scandinavia is 
land denoting a ‘province’ or a ‘kingdom’. For early Scandinavians, there was no 

England’ (U 535); hon uarth [tau]th(r) [a] kriklati, ‘He died in Greece’ (U 540); hn us| |
siok *  uti  *  tha thiR *  kialt  *  toku * a  kutlanti,  ‘He was sick abroad when they took 
payment on Gotland’ (U 614); han : uarth : tuthr : a : srklant, ‘He died in Serkland’ (U 
785); furu- trikia frislats a, ‘We travelled to meet the valiant men of Frisia’ (N 540). For 
abbreviations and sources for runic citations, here and below, see Samnordisk rundatabas 
<http://www.nordiska.uu.se/forskning/samnord.htm>.

27 * ketil : auk + biorn + thaiR + raistu + stain + thin[a] + at + thourstain : fathur 
+ sin + anuntr + at + bruthur + sin + auk : hu[skar]laR + hifiR + iafna + ketilau at + 
buanta sin * ¶ bruthr uaRu thaR bistra mana : a : lanti auk : i lithi : uti : h(i)(l)(t)u sini 
huska(r)la  :  ui-  + han + fial  + i  + urustu + austr  + i  + garthum + lis + furugi + 
lanmana + bestr (Sö 338). See also this Norwegian runic inscription: su uas mar hanarst 
× o hathalanti, ‘She was the handiest maiden in Hadhaland’ (N 68).

28 stRthinkr × lit resa stin × iftR × arna × sun × sen × han × fyr × hayrt × lant (U 
948).

29 Inge Særheim, Namn og gard. Studium av busetnadsnamn på -land, Tidvise skrifter, 
38 (Stavanger: Avdeling for kultur- og samfunnsfag, Høgskolesenteret i Rogaland, 2001). 
In the runic inscriptions: kiulfiR uarth um lanti thisu, ‘Gylfir acquired this land’ (Hs 14); 
thair : finr : auk : skofti : rais(t)u : s(t)in : thena : tha : es : (th)air : s(k)ithtu : lantom : 
sinum : saRn(e)r : uala, ‘Finnr and Skopti, Váli’s sons, they raised this stone when they 
divided their land(ed property)’ (N 29). In a couple of Danish inscriptions a term for an 
overseer or steward is found,  landhirdhi:  mana : sin : frinta : thans × uas * lantirthi ÷ 
kitils ÷ this ÷ nuruna,  ‘Manni, their kinsman, who was Ketill the Norwegian’s estate-
steward’ (DR 107); hon : uas : l(o)nt:mono : baistr : i : tonmarku : auk : furstr, ‘he was 
the first and best of landholders in Denmark’ (DR 133), osur lat:hirthiR : kukis : sun : 
raist runar thasi, ‘Özurr Estate-steward, Køgir's(?) son, carved these runes’ (DR 134).
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difference,  from  a  toponymical  point  of  view,  between  Frisland,  England, 
Serkland,  Lífland,  Estland,  Virland,  Jamtaland,  Hælsing(i)aland,  Gotland,  or 
Haþaland as these were all identified as regions where certain people lived. Due 
to the lack of written sources, we do not know when this new regional meaning 
for the word land occurred first. However, this meaning was well established in 
the  Viking Period and most  certainly  could have been used well  before this 
period. (It is doubtful if this meaning was used already in the Roman Iron Age. 
More likely  the secondary meaning of  the term  land, a territory or a  polity, 
evolved during later periods.)

The  classical  authors’  usage  of  names  of  people  for  geographical 
identification may have its setting during the first half of the first millennium in 
Scandinavia. During this period, societal power was personal, similar to that on 
the  Continent,  rather  than  territorial.  The  power  was  conducted  by  bonds 
between the (Goth.) reiks and his people, and not within a territorial (ON) ríki. 
It is unclear if this had a background in an unstable settlement structure. This is 
difficult to determine, as we simply do not know how unstable the geographical 
locations  of  different  people  were  in  mainland  Scandinavia  during  the 
Migration Period. It seems that there were some polities or folk groups that 
were geographically  identified by the demarcation of dense and large forests, 
surrounding a given folk group, and with one or several focal sites, marked out 
by some extraordinary ancient monuments.30

Therefore, we know the names of identified ‘peoples’ in Scandinavia as many 
of them were preserved in later territorial names ending with -land, -þjóð  and 
-ríki: iæmtar, hælsing(i)ar, svear, gautar, gutar, raumar, hrdar, and trønder (map 
2 and map 3). Since we lack written sources for early Scandinavia, we cannot tell 
if there was a similar development as on the Continent, where there were large 
groups of people who moved and changed settlement location, or if some small 
tribe  or  family  became  important  and  emerged  as  an  important  ‘people’.31 

Scholars from the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries allowed themselves 

30 See  for  example,  Bjørn  Myhre,  ‘Chieftains  Graves  and Chiefdom Territories  in 
South Norway in the Migration Period’, Studien zur Saschenforschung, 6 (1987), 169–88; 
and  Per  Ramqvist,  ‘Resources,  Population  and  Power  in  the  Migration  Period:  An 
Analysis  of the Archaeological  Remains in Central  Norrland’,  in  Archaeology East  and  
West of the Baltic, ed. by Ingmar Jansson, Estonian–Swedish Archaeological Symposium, 
2; Theses and Papers in Archaeology, new series, A7 (Stockholm: Dept. of Archaeology, 
University of Stockholm, 1995), pp. 33–38.

31 See for example, Patrick J. Geary,  The Myth of Nations: The Medieval Origins of  
Europe (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2002), pp. 114–21.
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far-reaching  conclusions  regarding  origines  gentium  and vagina  nationum 
following  the  close  linguistic  resemblance  of  the  names  found  in  works  by 
classical authors and the names of peoples and regions in Scandinavia (Cimbri 
—  Himmerland or  Haruden/Charuden —  Hordaland,  Hardsyssel),  whereas 
today most scholars are more cautious in this regard.32

Several of these peoples or folk groups have names referring to topographical 
features. These important ethnonyms are have not been considered in recent 
discussions. These names have often been discounted, because they are regarded 
as useless for locating gentes in early Europe. But ethnonyms of this kind make it 
possible to identify and locate a people to a certain geographical place or area, 
for instance (map 2 and map 3):  sygnir is formed from the fjord name  Sogn, 
egðir is connected to Agðir (provinces of Vest-Agder and Aust-Agder in Norway), 
mœrir to  *Mœrr (province  of  Mære,  Norway),  hælsing(i)ar to  hals (as  in 
Hälsingland and  Helsingborg in  Sweden and  Helsingør in  Denmark),  jæmtar 
probably to a *Iæmt (in Jämtland in Sweden), and *hallir in the province name 
Halland  referring to  Hovs hallar by the coast. In these cases, a topographical 
feature is the basis for the name of a people and can more or less be located with 
certainty and identified in the landscape. The names reveal stability, although 
one cannot disregard the possibility that peoples with those names moved from 
the area where we find the natural feature for the name in question to another 
distant area with the name still  attached to them. If  this possibility  is  to be 
considered, we have to reckon with the division of the name of a people, with 
the name used for two, or even more, groups.

32 See  for  example,  the  often  cited  analyses  by  Josef  Svennung,  ‘Svearnas  ö  och 
sithonerna  hos  Tacitus’,  Fornvännen,  57 (1962),  193–211;  idem,  Scandinavia  und  
Scandia:  Lateinisch-nordische  Namenstudien,  Skrifter  utg.  av  Kungl.  Humanistiska 
Vetenskapssamfundet  i  Uppsala,  44,1  (Uppsala:  Kungl.  Humanistiska  Vetenskaps-
samfundet  i  Uppsala,  1963);  idem,  Jordanes  und Scandia;  and idem,  Skandinavien  bei  
Plinius  und  Ptolemaio:  Kritisch-exegetische  Forschungen  zu  den  ältsten  nordischen  
Sprachdenkmälern. Skrifter utg. av Kungl. Humanistiska Vetenskapssamfundet i Uppsala, 
45 (Uppsala: Kungl. Humanistiska Vetenskapssamfundet, 1974). For a modern Stand der  
Forschung in the field, see for instance Germanen, Germania, germanische Altertumskunde, 
ed. by Heinrich Beck, 2nd edn (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1998); Germanenprobleme in heutiger  
Sicht,  ed.  by Heinrich Beck,  2nd edn (Berlin:  de  Gruyter,  1999);  and Gerhard Rasch, 
Antike geographische Namen nördlich der Alpen, ed. by Stefan Zimmer (Berlin: de Gruyter, 
2005).  For  Scandinavian  research,  see  Bent  Jørgensen,  Stednavneordbog,  2nd  edn 
(Copenhagen: Gyldendal, 1994);  Norsk stadnamnleksikon,  ed. by Jørn Sandnes and Ola 
Stemshaug,  4th edn (Oslo: Samlaget,  1997);  and  Svenskt ortnamnslexikon,  ed.  by Mats 
Wahlberg (Uppsala: SOFI, 2003).
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Other names for  gentes in Scandinavia are more difficult to understand or 
place, regarding geographical location or their etymological background. This is 
the case with the name of the Danes (Danir), which is obscure regarding both 
the etymology and the early occurrence of the people identified with this name. 
Jordanes states that the Danes originated in  Svitjod (Suetidi), which has been 
noted by early scholars and discussed extensively.  In reality  we have nothing 
substantial  to  corroborate  Jordanes’  strange  statement.33 The  name  of  the 
nation, Denmark (Danmark), contains the word  mark ‘dividing forest’,34 and 
traditionally the name is understood as a pars pro toto name, originally denoting 
the dividing forest towards the Saxons in southern Schleswig.35 Elias Wessén 
has  given  an  interesting  interpretation  in  regard  to  the  late  tenth-century 
inscription  on  one  of  the  famous  rune  stones  at  Jelling,  where  it  says  ‘the 
Harald, who won all of Denmark to himself’ (sa haraltr ias saR uan tanmaurk 
ala). Wessén’s interpretation is that by this statement, King Harald is bragging 
by  claiming  he  has  won  all  of  the  ‘Danmark’,  namely  the  border  forest  in 
southern Schleswig.36 

The name of the Swedes (Svear) has been interpreted as an autonym, a self-
praising name ‘we ourselves’, going back to an IE *sue- ‘self, own’, used in two 
obviously parallel stems Pr.-Germ. *sweaniz and *swīaniz (perhaps < *swejaniz), 
which explains name forms such as  Suiones,  Suehans, and  Sueones used by the 
classical authors, as well as ON svíar and OSw svear. This ethnonym is found in 
two Old Norse words: Svíaríki ‘the ríki of the svear’ — which can be found in 

33 ‘Suetidi, cogniti in hac gente reliquis [. .  .] eminentiores, quamvis et Dani, ex ip-
sorum stirpe  progressi,  Herulos propriis  sedibus expulerunt.  Qui inter omnes Scandiae 
nationes nomen sibi ob nimia proceritate affectant praecipuum’, Jordanes,  Getica (cited 
from Svennung, Jordanes und Scandia, p. 99).

34 See  for  example,  Ruth  Schmidt-Wiegand,  ‘Marca:  Zu den  Begriffen,  Mark  und 
Gemarkung  in  den  Leges  barbarorum’,  in  Untersuchungen  zur  eisenzeitlichen  und  
frühmittelalterlichen Flur in Mitteleuropa und ihrer Nutzung, I, ed. by H. Bech and others, 
Abhandlungen  der  Akademie  der  Wissenschaften  in  Göttingen.  Philol.-Hist.  Klasse, 
3,115 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1979), pp. 74–91.

35 See  for  example,  Jørgensen,  Stednavneordbog,  pp.  57–58;  Thorsten  Andersson, 
‘Länder  und  Landschaftsnamen:  Skandinavien’,  Reallexikon  der  Germanischen  
Altertumskunde,  17  (Berlin:  de  Gruyter  2001),  557–69  (pp.  557–58).  A  different 
interpretation can be found by Peter Sawyer, Da Danmark blev Danmark: Fra ca. år 700  
til  ca.  1050,  Gyldendal  og  Politikens Danmarkshistorie,  3 (Copenhagen:  Gyldendal  & 
Politiken, 1988), pp. 22–23.

36 Elias Wessén, ‘Nordiska folkstammar och folknamn: En översikt’,  Fornvännen, 64 
(1969), 14–36 (p. 18).
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the present-day name of the nation in Scandinavian languages,  Sverige  — and 
Svíþjóð  (an old stem composition37) ‘the  Svía people’ — which is used as the 
basis  for  the  name  of  the  Swedish  nation  in  English  (Sweden),  German 
(Schweden),  and  French  (Suède).  The  name  of  the  people,  Svíþjóð, was 
commonly transferred to the area where the Svíar lived; and there is a consensus 
today that from early on and into the transitional period between prehistory 
and  history  in  Scandinavia  (around  the  eleventh  century),  Svíþjóð  is  to  be 
identified and located to the region around the lake Mälaren in central eastern 
Sweden,38 comprising the provinces of  Uppland,39 Södermanland ‘land of the 
people living to the south’, and Västmanland ‘land of the people living to the 
west’. Probably  Svíþjóð  was identified with a core area of the  Svíar, the region 
around  the  lake  Mälaren,  whereas  Svíaríki and  Svíaveldi were  used  for  an 
extended  Svía state (ríki), later on comprising regions obviously not originally 
under Svía control, such as the region of the Götar.40

The name of the Göta people is, from a linguistic point of view, an extremely 
interesting  case,  which  has  recently  been  discussed  by  the  Swedish  ono-
mastician, Thorsten Andersson. The ethnonym has been preserved in the name 
of the region  Götaland  — the southern part of Sweden, south of  Svealand  — 
and in the name of two provinces: Västergötland ‘the province of the Götar to 
the west’ and Östergötland ‘the province of the Götar to the east’. The dividing 
natural feature, which has separated the  Götar from each other, is the second 
largest lake in Sweden, lake Vättern. The name of this people has been part of an 
earlier discussion of the ‘homeland’ of the Goths. However, in recent decades,

37 Hence not a genitive composition.
38 Peter Sawyer, ‘Svear. Historisch’,  Reallexikon der Germanischen Altertumskunde, 30 

(Berlin: de Gruyter, 2005), 165–70 (p. 165).
39 Interpreted as  an older  Up[svea]land by Harry Ståhl,  ‘Uppland och svearna:  Ett 

tolkningsförslag’,  Ortnamnssällskapets  i  Uppsala årsskrift  (1981),  36–45,  however today 
the interpretation ‘the districts higher up and away from the sea (and Roden)’ seems to be 
more acceptable  and plausible;  see  Thorsten Andersson, ‘Svethiudh,  det  svenska rikets 
kärna’, Namn och bygd, 92 (2004), 5–18 (pp. 9–14).

40 Andersson, ‘Svethiudh, det svenska rikets kärna’, pp. 5–18; idem, ‘Landschaften — 
Stämme — Reiche’, pp. 9–32; and idem, ‘Från Sethiudh till Svearike ur språklig synvinkel’, 
in Namnens dynamik: Utvecklingstendenser och drivkrafter inom nordiskt namnskick, ed. by 
Staffan Nyström, NORNA-rapporter, 80 (Uppsala: NORNA, 2005), pp. 53–76.
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especially  in  Germany,  Scandinavia  has  been  toned  down  as  a  potential 
‘homeland’ of the Goths, in favour of a location in Germany.41

From a linguistic point of view, the name Götar is to be seen together with 
the ethnonym Gutar ‘the people living on Gotland’ — the latter going back to 
Pr.-Germ. *Gutaniz, which is identical with Goths (< *gutaniz; compare gutani 
on the Pietroasa ring, probably reflecting a form in genitive plural, gutanê; nom. 
pl.  Gutans).42 The ethnonym Götar goes back to a Pr.-Germ. *gautaz (*gautôz 
pl.),  whereas  the  Goths  and  Gutar are  derived  from  an  -an-extension  in 
Schwundstufe, *gutaniz. It is well known that this linguistic relation with ablaut 
may also reflect a geographical relation, as with linguistically and geographically 
related river  and lake  names  (Mjær :  *Mors)  and inhabitant names  (grœnir : 
grenir in Grenland, dœlir : -dalr and -stœðingar : -staðir).43 The form *gutan- may 
be  a  parallel  form  to  *gaut-,  originally  functioning  as  a  second  element  in 
compounds (-gutan-).  To this  variant  we have several  parallels,  but it  is  also 
interesting to note that the -an-suffix had an individualizing function, much 
like that of a denominal derivation marking an affinity of some kind — as with 
ON goði (< *goðan) ‘pagan cult leader, chieftain’ to goð ‘god’. However, it is not 
impossible that there were two parallel stems with ablaut, *gaut- and *gutan-, 
which could have a linguistic and ‘ethnic’ relation in some way. Thus, it seems 
unwise not to take into account this linguistic evidence in the discussions on the 
‘origin’ of Goths, Götar, and Gutar, even though, in my opinion, the etymology 
of Götar and Gutar remains obscure.

During the middle of the first millennium, a kind of organization seems to 
have taken place among these identified folk groups, and the basis for this was 
probably some kind of a legal tradition, which bound the people together. The 
roots  for  such  a  legal  institution  can  possibly  be  traced  already  in  Tacitus’ 
Germania, but when we enter into the Vendel or Merovingian Period (c. 600–
800), we can assume a judicial structure in Scandinavia — certainly controlled 

41 See for example, Ludwig Rübekeil,  Suebica: Völkernamen und Ethnos, Innsbrucker 
Beiträge  zur  Sprachwissenschaft,  68  (Innsbruck:  Institut  für  Sprachwissenschaft  der 
Universität Innsbruck, 1992).

42 See  Wessén, ‘Nordiska folkstammar och folknamn’, 19–29; Thorsten Andersson, 
‘Götar’,  in  Från  götarna  till  Noreens  kor:  Hyllningsskrift  till  Lennart  Elmevik  på  60-
årsdagen  2  februari  1996,  Skrifter  utg.  genom  Ortnamnsarkivet  i  Uppsala.  Serie  B. 
Meddelanden, 11 (Uppsala: Ortnamnsarkivet i Uppsala, 1996), pp. 33–50; idem, ‘Götar, 
goter,  gutar’,  Namn  och  bygd,  84  (1996),  5–21;  and  idem,  ‘Gøtar’,  Reallexikon  der  
germanischen Altertumskunde, 12 (Berlin: de Gruyter 1998), pp. 278–83.

43 See Thorsten Andersson, ‘Götar, goter, gutar’, pp. 13–14.
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by kings  and chieftains  — with some geographical  focus  in  the landscape,  a 
thing site. This is evident around c. 800 — or more cautiously, in the ninth or 
tenth century — when we have an important runic inscription on an iron ring, 
making up by far the earliest law rule in Scandinavia. And what is so important 
in this inscription is the line ‘what the people are entitled to according to the 
law of the people’ (svaþ liuþiR æigu at liuþretti). This runic ring, with its law 
rule, is probably to be tied to one of these thing sites, the main thing assembly 
for the people called the Hælsingar in northern Sweden and for their province 
Hälsingland. We know from a written document that this place was the main 
assembly place for the Hælsingians during the Middle Ages, and this rune ring 
makes it plausible to assume that it was also the case for the period before the 
late Iron Age.44

A second important indication for a legal  background to the provinces is 
that more or less all of the old provinces in Sweden had their own provincial 
laws, the Hälsinge Law for the Hælsingians, the Guta Law for the Gutar on 
Gotland,  the  Östgöta  Law  for  Östergötland,  and  the  Västgöta  Law  for 
Västergötland,  etc.  Although these  laws  are  to  be  seen as  legislation  written 
during the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, mirroring the society of that 
period, the mere fact  that  we have similar  law books for different provinces 
(such as for Hälsingland, Uppland, and Södermanland) probably indicates the 
existence of  provincial  legal  customs,  of  which we know practically  nothing. 
And thirdly, an indication of a legal background for these land in Scandinavia is 
the fact that two of them were legal districts, namely Trøndelag, ON Þrœndalog 
‘the law district of the  trøndr’, and  Roslagen, OSw  Roþslagher ‘the law district 
for Roþ(r)in’. Beside these we have a couple of other names for districts in -lag/ 
-lg.45

44 See Stefan Brink,  ‘Forsaringen – Nordens äldsta lagbud’,  in  Femtende tværfaglige  
Vikingesymposium: Aarhus Universitet 1996, ed. by Else Roesdahl and Preben Meulengraht 
Sørensen (Højbjerg: Hiukuin, 1996), pp. 27–55; idem, ‘Law and Legal Customs in Viking 
Age Scandinavia’, in The Scandinavians from the Vendel Period to the Tenth Century: An  
Ethnographic Perspective, ed. by Judith Jesch  (Woodbridge:  Boydell, 2003), pp. 87–115; 
idem, ‘Legal Assemblies and Judicial Structure in Early Scandinavia’, in Political Assemblies  
in the Earlier Middle Ages, ed. by P. S. Barnwell and Marco Mostert, Studies in the Early 
Middle  Ages,  7  (Turnhout:  Brepols,  2003),  and  idem,  ‘Legal  Assembly  Sites  in  Early 
Scandinavia’, in Assembly Places and Practices in Medieval Europe, ed. by Aliki Pantos and 
Sarah Semple (Dublin: Four Courts, 2004), pp. 205–16. 

45 Stefan Brink, ‘Law and Legal Customs in Viking Age Scandinavia’.
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In my opinion, there was hence during the late Iron Age, roughly 600–1000, 
a  social  organization in  Scandinavia  based  on territories  called  land or  ríki. 
Several  of  these  have  atypical  names,  normally  given  from  a  topographical 
feature,  most  commonly  an  island,  such  as  Öland,  Lolland,  and  Langeland, 
where  the  element  land has  a  third  meaning,  namely  ‘large  island  or 
peninsula’.46 In  Norway  these  land are  very  often  valleys,  such  as  Valdres, 
Hallingdalen, and Gudbrandsdalen, an area around a lake, as probably for Voss, 
or a mountain. The territories seem to have been stable entities over time, partly 
because of topographical realities. There was presumable also a tendency for a 
kind of overlordship, with some king or leader dominating several  land;  this 
becomes obvious in the tenth and eleventh centuries. The power base, hence the 
people living in that land, was probably a stable factor, but the kings and leaders 
were more interchangeable. 

When analysing these land in Scandinavia, it is possible to identify — from 
later historical evidence, place names, and major ancient monuments — focal 
sites  in  these  land equivalent  on  a  slightly  lower  level  to  the  Yeavering in 
Northumbria,  Jelling in  Jutland,  Lejre in  Zealand,  and  Uppsala in  Uppland. 
These foci must have been the major thing assembly sites for the land. While the 
power structure in society was constantly changing due to personal abilities of 
leaders and to shifting  alliances,47 the  thing site  seems to have been a stable 
factor in the landscape and society. Dismissing the public thing assembly in the 
light  of  the  discourse  of  the  last  fifty  years  and  its  settlement  with  the 
nineteenth-century legacy of the free Germanic peasant and warrior society — 
in which free men were believed to have assembled at the  thing making wise 
decisions  in  legal  disputes  and  giving  consent  by  rattling  their  weapons, 
vapnatak — would be comforting. But new evidence has been discovered that 
forces us to take these thing assemblies into account when trying to reconstruct 
and  understand  our  prehistoric,  albeit  non-egalitarian,  Scandinavian  society. 
We know that society was hierarchical  and stratified, but we still  have these 
thing sites in addition to written contemporary evidence saying that a people in 

46 See  Harry Ståhl,  ‘Some Old Uppland Island Names’,  in  Proceedings  of  the  Sixth  
Viking Congress Uppsala 3–10 August, Bonäs, Dalarna 10–12 August 1969, ed. by Peter 
Foote and Dag Strömbäck (London:  Viking Society for Northern Research, University 
College London, 1971), pp. 87–99.

47 See Stefan Brink, ‘Social Order in the Early Scandinavian Landscape’, in Settlement  
and Landscape,  ed.  by Charlotte  Fabech and Jytte  Ringtved (Århus:  Århus  University 
Press, 1999), pp. 423–39 (p. 434).
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a  land around the year 800 had their  liuþrettr,  probably to be understood as 
some legal custom in force in that land.

When analysing these Scandinavian lands, a good example can be found in 
the Swedish province of Småland, a name meaning ‘the small lands’. During the 
Middle  Ages,  this  province  was  divided  into  several  hundreds  called  hærað, 
which were the oldest administrative districts we know of in Scandinavia and 
can be dated to the tenth or eleventh centuries. One of these districts is called 
Handbörd, OSw Andbyrþ, and the central parish in that hundred is Högsby. In 
the valley runs a major watercourse, Emån, which crosses an esker, a major land 
route between central Östergötland and Kalmarsund. On this site important for 
communication, we find the parish church built in *Hög, and this name means 
‘burial mound’ and denotes a lost ancient monument. The second element in 
the  hundred  name,  OSw  Andbyrþ,  is  the  word  OSw  byrþ,  which  has  the 
meaning ‘an obstacle in a watercourse, where you have to carry the boat and 
cargo past the hindrance’; and the first element is the particle and ‘facing or in 
front  of’,  giving  the  name  a  meaning  like  ‘the  place  facing/in  front  of  the 
obstacle in Emån’. This place was obviously the mound, *Hög. Now we know 
that one of the two ways of naming a hundred was to give it the name of the 
thing site for that hundred, and the other was to give it a name of the settlement 
district, the  bygd.48 In this case, it is obvious that we are dealing with a  thing 
assembly name, Hög, alluding to a thing mound. The neighbouring hundred is 
Aspeland, OSw Asboaland, meaning ‘the land of the asboar’, that is, the people 
living on or assembling on an esker. But in this hundred there are no eskers to 
combine  with  this  name.  Instead,  we  have  in  Handbörd one  of  the  most 
important eskers in  Sweden, and on this  esker we have found an important 
thing assembly for a hundred. The most plausible conclusion to this problem is 
that this thing assembly must be seen in connection with Asboaland, which then 
gives it a logical meaning ‘the land of the people assembling on an esker’. This 
indicates that we have found an older structure preceding the hundred divisions, 
the hærað, which hence ought to be older than the late Viking Age.49

Another case can be found in the northeastern part of the Swedish province of 
Skåne. During the Middle Ages, there were three hundreds, but an older structure 
is certainly an older  land, found as a name of one of these hundreds,  Villand, 
ODan Vætland ‘the land with/around the waters, lakes’, which was obviously split 

48 Thorsten  Andersson,  Svenska  häradsnamn,  Nomina  Germanica,  14  (Stockholm: 
Almqvist and Wiksell, 1965).

49 For this case, see Brink, ‘Land, bygd, distrikt’, pp. 308–11.

107



Stefan Brink

up  during  the  late  Viking  Age  or  early  Middle  Ages  (probably  the  tenth  or 
eleventh century) into three hærað, of which one kept the old name.50 

A third interesting case is the hundred called Finnveden in eastern Småland. 
This name is mentioned by Jordanes as  finnaithae for the people living here, a 
name obviously not invented by Jordanes, but identical with the unique place 
name of  Finnveden (probably OSw Finna-aiþ-).51 The name is remarkable as it 
contains the word finnar, the same word found in Finns and Finland and in the 
name screrefennae used by Jordanes probably for the Saami. This word is related to 
the verb to find (< Pr.-Germ. *finþan) with a cognate in OE fundian ‘to hunt, to 
go’, giving it an older meaning of ‘mobile people who hunt’. A way to understand 
this is to see an ancient appellation for the people dwelling there, who at the time 
of naming were still  a hunter and gatherer  culture,  in contrast to a sedentary 
culture on the arable lands around the great lake, Helgasjön, by Växjö.52 

The archaeologist Fredrik Svanberg has provided an interesting analysis of 
these small regions in southern Sweden and has been able to identify regional 
burial customs. He found that people living in Finnveden during the period c. 
800–1000 had used a special cremation ritual with characteristic mound-burial 
grounds and with specific artefacts deposited in the graves.53 This burial custom 
contrasted with those of their neighbours, indicating that this people, during 
this period, and identified by a specific and unique name, also had their own 
rituals and customs. 

Such ‘neutral’  examples  ought  to  be  of  more  interest  in  the  heated  and 
sometimes  provocative  debate  regarding  possibilities  of  using  archaeological 
evidence for identifying archaeological ‘cultures’ or customs — which, as some 
archaeologists assume, bound groups of people together — instead of repeated 
references  to  pre-war  methodological  excesses  and  Nazi  or  Soviet  ethnic 
archaeology, where Gustav Kossinna, of course, is an easy and obvious target.54 

50 Brink, ‘Land, bygd, distrikt’, pp. 316–20.
51 To my knowledge, this identification has not been questioned.
52 Brink, ‘Land, bygd, distrikt’, pp. 312–16.
53 Fredrik  Svanberg,  Decolonizing  the  Viking  Age,  II:  Death  Rituals  in  South-East  

Scandinavia  AD 800–1000, Acta Archaeologica Lundensia,  series.  in 8°,  43 (Stockholm: 
Almqvist and Wiksell, 2003), pp. 156–61.

54 See for example the essays in On Barbarian Identity, by Alexander Callander Murray, 
‘Reinhard Wenskus on “Ethnogenesis”: Ethnicity, and the Origin of the Franks’, pp. 39–
68 and Sebastian Brather, ‘Ethnic Identities as Constructions of Archaeology: The Case of 
Alamanni’, pp. 149–75.
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This discursive straitjacket is an obstacle to a fruitful discussion, and it does not 
particularly  encourage  archaeologists  to  take  part  in  the  discussion  mainly 
conducted  by  historians.  In  Scandinavian  archaeology,  one  seldom  sees  an 
identification of archaeological ‘cultures’ with ‘ethnic’ groups in the last three or 
four decades, so this methodological discourse (found on the Continent) seems 
not to be of immediate interest in Scandinavian studies.55

In  Svealand  (the  provinces  around Lake  Mälaren),  the  equivalent  to  the 
OSw hærað, hundred in Götaland, was called OSw hundari. The — hitherto — 
commonly accepted background to this concept and institution is to connect 
the  hundari with  an  early  existence  of  the  naval  organization,  called  ledung, 
which is backed up with two statements found in Germania by Tacitus.56 What 
we know from Scandinavian sources is that hundari is found on one rune stone 
from  c.  1050,  stating  that  a  man,  Jarlabanki,  alone owned a  hundari.57 The 
meaning of  this  statement has  been lively  discussed,  and we know from the 
earliest provincial laws (especially the Law of Uppland) that a  hundari in the 
Scandinavian early  Middle  Ages  was  a  territorial  unit,  which was to put  up 
warships and equip them with men and food. There has been and still  is  an 

55 For a modern discussion on archaeological ‘cultures’ and ‘ethnicity’ in Scandinavia, 
see  e.g.  Fra  Stamme  til  Stat,  I:  Jernalderens  samfund,  ed.  by  P.  Mortensen  and  B.M. 
Rasmussen  (Aarhus:  Jysk  Arkæologisk  Selskab,  1988);  Fra  Stamme  til  Stat,  II: 
Høvdingesamfund og kongemagt, ed. by P. Mortensen and B. M. Rasmussen (Aarhus: Jysk 
Arkæologisk  Selskab,  1991);  Myhre,  ‘Chieftains  Graves  and  Chiefdom  Territories  in 
South Norway in the Migration Period’ and Johan Callmer, ‘Territory and Dominion in 
the Late Iron Age in Southern Scandinavia’, in Regions and reflections: In honour of Märta  
Strömberg, ed. by K. Jennbert and others, Acta Archaeologica Lundensia, Series in 8° 20 
(Stockholm: Almqvist and Wiksell, 1991), pp. 257–73; Ulf Näsman, ‘Från region till rike 
— från stam till  stat:  Om danernas  etnogenes  och om den danska riksbildningen’,  in 
Rikssamlingen  —  Høvdingmakt  og  kongemakt,  ed.  by  Jens  Flemming  Krøger, 
Karmøyseminariet 1996 (Stavanger: Dreyer, 1997), pp. 46–65; and idem, ‘Danerne og det 
danske  kongeriges  opkomst.  Om  forskningsprogrammet  “Fra  Stamme  til  Stat  i 
Danmerk”’, Kuml (2006), 205–241.

56 ‘Their number [of foot soldiers] is also set, at one hundred each from every canton: 
that is what their own people call them, and what began as a number is now a name of 
honour’  (chap. 6).  ‘Likewise in these assembles  are chosen the leaders  who administer 
justice in the cantons and hamlets; each has a hundred associates from the commons, who 
provide influence as  well  as  advice’  (chap.  12).  The English translations from Tacitus, 
Germania, trans. by J. B. Rives (Oxford: Clarendon, 1999), pp. 79 and 82.

57 iarlabaki lit raisa stain þin- at sik kuikuan auk þinkstaþ þina karþi auk ain ati alt 
hu-tari þita (U 212), ‘Jarlabanki had this stone raised in memory of himself while alive, 
and made this assembly-place, and alone owned all of this Hundred’.
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intensive  discussion  in  Sweden  among  historians,  archaeologists,  and 
philologists regarding the age of this organization and as to what the basis for 
this  hundari originally was:  100 warriors for the  ledung ship,  100 farms as a 
taxable foundation for the  ledung organization, 100 units of land for taxation 
purposes, and so on. There is a tendency today to see the ledung as a fairly late 
institution (around the eleventh to twelfth centuries),58 but the fact is that we 
have only circumstantial evidence and assumptions rather than any solid way to 
date its origin. In Scandinavian philology,  hundari is  commonly supposed to 
come from a  Pr.-Germ.  *hundaharia-,  a  compound with Pr.-Germ.  *hunda- 
’hundred’ and  *harjaz (>  ON  herr)  meaning  ‘army;  people,  or  number  of 
people’,  hence  with  an  assumed  meaning  of  ‘an  army of  hundred  warriors’, 
which links up with a hundari as part of a ledung organization.59

There is no doubt that a  hundari was an administrative district, equivalent 
to the  hærað,  at  least  from the eleventh century onwards.  The idea  that  the 
hundari as well as the ledung are ancient relies partly on the fact that the word 
seems to have been used for an administrative faction or group of people (later 
district) among the Alamanni in southern Germany and Switzerland (-huntari), 
and in the Netherlands (-hunderi) from the eighth century.60 Furthermore, in 
the Middle Ages, the province of Uppland in Sweden was divided into three 
larger units, called Attundaland,  Tiundaland, and Fjädrundaland, meaning the 
‘land with respectively eight, ten, and four hund’. The word hund, also found in 
some district names, such as OSw Norund, Haghund, Laghund, and Opphund, is 
the  Pr.-Germ.  *hunda-  n.  ‘hundred’,  is  assumed to be  an older synonym for 
hundari,  used for  hund districts preceding the  hundari districts around Lake 

58 See for example, Niels Lund, Lið, leding og landevaern: Hær og samfund i Danmark i  
ældre middelalder (Roskilde: Vikingeskibshallen, 1996).

59 For a discussion of the etymology and concept of hundari, see Thorsten Andersson, 
‘Die schwedischen Bezirksbezeichnungen hund und hundare: Ein Beitrag zur Diskussion 
einer germanischen Wortfamilie’,  Frümittelalterliche Studien, 13 (1979), 88–124; idem, 
‘Hundare’,  Reallexikon der germanischen Altertumskunde, 15 (Berlin: de Gruyter, 2000), 
pp.  233–38.  For  a  discussion  on  the  dating  and  possible  connection  to  Roman 
organization, see Anne K. G. Kristensen,  Tacitus’ germanische Gefolgschaft, Det Konglige 
Danske  Videnskabernes  Selskab:  Historisk-filosofiske  meddelelser,  50,5  (Copenhagen: 
Munksgaard,  1983);  Alexander  Callander  Murray,  ‘From  Roman  to  Frankish  Gaul: 
Centenarii and Centenae in the Administration of the Merovingian kingdom’, Traditio, 44 
(1988),  59–100;  and  Thorsten  Andersson,  ‘Hundare och  det  germanska  hundratalet’, 
Namn och bygd, 87 (1999), 5–12.

60 Thorsten Andersson, ‘Hundare’.
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Mälaren.  To  date,  no  one  has  been  able  to  explain  why  we  had  these  two 
supposedly administrative and synonymous terms used in succession and why 
hundari had to replace the semantically identical hund. 

It is in my opinion fruitful to seek another explanation for hund. The word 
Pr.-Germ. *hunda- had no doubt the meaning ‘hundred’, but also a more fluid 
meaning of  ‘many,  plenty’.61 By assuming that this latter meaning was to be 
found in  hund, we can get out of the  ledung straitjacket, and search for other 
explanations of hund.62 A more likely explanation is that hund was synonymous 
with  e.g.  OSw  kind ‘people,  folk  group’  (which  later  evolved  to  ‘settlement 
district’)  and  to  OSw  hærað;  the  latter,  apart  from  having  a  meaning 
‘administrative district’, also had the meaning of ‘settlement district’, for which 
the Scandinavian languages have the word  bygd.63 For example,  this meaning 
can be found in the name OSw  Funbohærað,  in  Uppland,  where we had no 
hærað organization (instead hundari). If  hund (< Pr.-Germ. *hunda- n.) meant 
‘people, folk group’ > ‘settlement district (bygd)’, it would be logical to replace 
the word with hundari when a  ledung organization was established. With this 
hypothesis it seems possible to explain why hund was replaced by hundari, and it 
would also fit in with new ideas of the ledung organization being rather late and 
non-existent in the time of Tacitus.64

To  summarize,  we  end  up  with  a  picture  during  the  late  Iron  Age  in 
Scandinavia — before the emergence of the kingdoms of Sweden, Norway, and 
Denmark — characterized by several settlement districts, bygder, or land, which 
seem to have  an  older  background  in  ancient  folk  groups  probably  existing 
already in the early Iron Age. What seems to have changed is that these folk 

61 See e.g. Elof Hellquist, Svensk etymologisk ordbok, 3rd edn (Lund: Gleerup, 1948), p. 
370; Tacitus, Germania, ed. and trans. by Alf Önnerfors, 3d edn (Stockholm: Natur och 
kultur, 1969), p. 112.

62 The fact that hund seems to have a close cognate in a word OHG, OSax hunno (< 
*hunðnan-)  for  a  ‘centenarius’  in  the  Roman-Frankish  administration (see  Andersson, 
‘Hundare och  det  germanska  hundratalet’,  pp.  6–7)  is  not  problematic  for  my 
interpretation.

63 This is an assumption already made by Hellquist, Svensk etymologisk ordbok, p. 370.
64 However, it must be stressed from a philological point of view that the terms hund, 

hundari etc.  are  very  old  formations.  The  question  is  if  it  is  possible  to  transfer  the 
semantic content which, for example, the word  hundari had in the Middle Ages to, for 
example, the time of Tacitus. The answer is, of course, no, it is not. But what then did the 
term cover semantically in Pr.-Germ. time, and how did the word develop semantically? 
This is extremely difficult to find out, since we lack written sources, which might help us.
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groups (þjóð,  kind, etc.) evolved into territories or folklands, called  land,  ríki, 
etc., with some basis in a legal structure. These  land were transformed during 
the late Viking Age or the early Middle Ages, probably in the tenth or eleventh 
centuries;  and  some  were  split  up  into  administrative  districts,  which  in 
southern Scandinavia were called  hærað and in the provinces around the lake 
Mälaren  hundari. The latter in their turn obviously had an older and obscure 
history.
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5. FRONTIER IDENTITIES: CAROLINGIAN
FRONTIER AND GENS DANORUM

Ildar H. Garipzanov

he pendulum of recent research on early medieval  gentes  has swung in 
favour  of  the  constructed  nature  of  gentile  identity.  Many  recent 
studies analysing these groups in the Migration Period depart from the 

traditional,  ‘primordial’,  interpretation  of  gentile  identity  and  point  to  its 
fluidity  and dependence on various  external  factors such as  specific  political 
circumstances  or  contemporary  ethnic  discourses.1 The  latter  approach  has 
been less influential in the studies of  gentes  emerging on the periphery of the 
early medieval West in the ninth through eleventh centuries. In many national 
historiographies, some  gentes  appearing in those centuries are still  considered 
ethnic units leading to modern nations, and regna (kingdoms) created by those 
gentes  are often viewed as polities leading to modern nation-states. The early 
medieval gens Danorum seems to be an exemplary case of such an interpretation 
in Scandinavian studies. 

T

Many scholars analysing ninth-century lands to the north of the Carolingian 
realm  a  priori  use  the  term  Denmark to describe  them.2 Influenced  by  the 
teleological approach to the origins of modern Denmark, some historians think 
that ninth-century Denmark was united under dual  Danish kingship,  others 
stress that it was a non-unified territory ‘characterized by multiple kingship and 

1 For  details  see  the introduction to  this  volume.  For  the  modern,  more nuanced, 
‘primordial’  approach to early medieval  gentes  see Peter Heather’s  contribution in this 
volume.

2 A map of Charlemagne’s Europe in a recent volume on Carolingian history vividly 
illustrates  the  grasp of  this  approach:  Charlemagne:  Empire  and Society,  ed.  by Joanna 
Storey (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2005), p. xvi, fig. 1. 
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dynastic strife’.3 Most of them, however, agree that the people living on these 
lands in the early Viking Age were called Danes, and the latter are often viewed 
as a coherent ethnic group, the precursor of the modern Danish nation.4 These 
views have been dominant within Danish historiography since the nineteenth 
century and still dominate modern Danish society.5 Yet, these perceptions of 
Denmark as  a  stable  territorial  unit  — more or less  corresponding with the 
modern Danish state — going back to the ninth century or even earlier and the 
Danes as a homogenous ethnic group living on the Carolingian border seem to 
be very questionable after a closer look at our sources.6 

Available  evidence  suggests  instead  that,  similar  to  other  early  medieval 
gentes, the ninth-century gens Danorum was constructed under the influence of 
both contemporary ethnic  discourses  and a specific  political  situation to the 
north of the Frankish world: First, this particular  gens  is a telling example of 
how long-lasting ethnic discourse affected the Frankish vision of their northern 
neighbours — the vision that has influenced modern historiography so much. 

3 Else Roesdahl,  Viking Age Denmark  (London: British Museum, 1982), pp. 15 and 
223; and K. L.  Maund, ‘“Turmoil of Warring Princes”:  Political Leadership in Ninth-
Century Denmark’, The Haskins Society Journal, 6 (1994), 29–47 (pp. 32 and 46–47).

4 See for instance Herbert Jankuhn, ‘Karl der Grosse und der Norden’, in  Karl der  
Grosse: Lebenswerk und Nachleben, ed. by Wolfgang Braunfels, vol. 1,  Persönlichkeit und  
Geschichte,  ed.  by Helmut Beumann (Düsseldorf: Schwann,  1965),  pp.  699–707; Klavs 
Randsborg, ‘The Viking Age State Formation in Denmark’, Offa, 38 (1981), 259–76; and 
Olaf Olsen, ‘Royal Power in Viking Age Denmark’, in Les mondes normands (VIIIe–XIIe  
s.):  Actes  du  deuxième  congrès  international  d’archéologie  médiévale  (Caen,  2–4  octobre  
1987) (Caen: Société d’archéologie médiévale, 1989), pp. 27–32. For the detailed critical 
analysis  of  this  historiographic  concept  and  more  references,  see  Fredrik  Svanberg, 
Decolonizing the Viking Age, Acta archaeologica Lundensia, series in 4o, 24 and series in 8o, 
43, 2 vols (Stockholm: Almsqvist and Wiksell, 2003), I, 36–99.

5 For details and references see Kurt Villads Jensen, ‘Den hvide race og den danske 
jord’, Historie, 25 (1998), 91–102. He concludes: ‘At danskere altid har boet i Danmark, 
er en så fundamental del af moderne dansk selvforståelse, at den træffes overalt’ (p. 101). 

6 I do not mean that we cannot use the terms ‘Denmark’, ‘Danmark’, ‘Denamearc’, etc. 
in relation to the late Iron Age. Surely we can. The point is that scholars ought to be aware 
that the territories designated by these terms did not correspond with modern Denmark 
and were less stable than traditional national historians have believed. The origins of these 
designations  are  also  uncertain:  some scholars  link it  to  the  border  zone  in  southern 
Jutland  (see  the  previous  chapter),  the  others  connect  it  to  the  lands  in  modern 
southwestern Sweden (I will discuss this later on). The cartographic discrepancy between 
map  3  and  map  4  in  this  volume  clearly  illustrates  the  ‘wandering’  nature  of  these 
designations in the late Iron Age.
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Second,  the  gens  Danorum illustrates  well  the  construction  of  a  political 
community out of a fluid world of early medieval ethnicities as a response to 
particular circumstances — in this  case as  a  reaction to the situation in the 
northern Carolingian frontier in the early ninth century — and its dissolution 
when those circumstances ceased to exist.

Gens Danorum in the Frankish Written Discourse of the Ninth  
Century

The earliest  written sources  for  this  period were  composed by the  southern 
neighbours of the Danes, the Franks, and were heavily influenced by a Frankish 
ethnic discourse. Johannes Fried has previously noted that the Franks saw and 
described the others through a ‘gentile’ model, and as a result, they perceived 
neighbouring  peoples  as  coherent  ethnic  units  governed  by  their  kings  or 
princes. In his opinion, this epistemological pattern, operating with the notions 
of  gens  Danorum or  gens Nortmannorum, misrepresented the ethnic fluidity 
existing to the north of the Franks and led to their misunderstanding of many 
political and military developments which took place to the north in the ninth 
century.7

If we take into consideration the distorting power of the Frankish ethnic 
discourse, then we should be aware of the discrepancy between the image of the 
Danes and Northmen created in Frankish sources and the self-perception of 
people living to the north from the Carolingian lands. Einhard in  The Life of  
Charlemagne tried  to  grasp  this  difference  —  although  he  was  not  very 
successful in doing so — through the distinction between the name by which a 
people called itself  and the name under which the people was known to the 
Franks.  For  instance,  when he  describes  the  Slavic  group living  close  to  the 

7 Johannes  Fried ‘Gens  und  regnum:  Wahrnehmungs-  und  Deutungskategorien 
politischen Wandels im früheren Mittelalter: Bemerkungen zur doppelten Theoriebindung 
des  Historikers’,  in  Sozialer  Wandel  im  Mittelalter:  Wahrnehmungsformen,  
Erklärungsmuster,  Regelungsmechanismen,  ed.  by  Jürgen  Mietke  and  Klaus  Schreiner 
(Sigmaringen: Thoerbecke, 1994), pp. 73–104 (pp. 76–92). He writes: ‘So betrachten die 
Franken Fremde prinzipiell mit dem nämlichen gentilen Deutungsmuster, das sie auch auf 
sich selbst anzuwenden gewohnt sind. Sie bilden selbst dort Einheiten — jeweils ein Ganzes 
—, wo es noch keine entsprechenden Ganzheiten gibt. Diese Beobachtung gilt auch für die 
Konfrontation mit den “Normannen.” Die Franken rechnen mit ihnen als einem Volk. Was 
sie zwar nicht oder allenfalls nur sehr bedingt sind’ (pp. 78–79).
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Danes and known from all other sources as Wilzi, he indicates that, in fact, they 
called themselves not Wilzi  but Welatabi.8 But it is less obvious whether he 
employed a similar approach to describe the northern neighbours of the Franks 
or not. Einhard indicates that Nordmanni was a contemporary term used by the 
Franks (vocamus) to describe Germanic people living to the north and raiding 
Frankish coasts, while as he states, they were called (vocantur) Dani.9 In another 
passage, Einhard states that the Northmen are divided into two nationes, which 
are called  (vocantur)  the Danes  and the  Swedes.10 It  is  not clear  from these 
passages whether they called themselves with such a name or whether he knew 
this name from earlier literature. The passage from Ermold the Black describing 
the  baptism of  a  Danish king,  Harald  Klak,  and of   his  followers  in  826  is 
similarly ambiguous. Ermold notes that, although these people had been given 
the name Nortmanni by the Franks, from anciet times to his day they were also 
referred to by the name Deni.11

The Life of Ansgar, written by Rimbert half a century later, between 869 and 
876, follows Einhard’s distinction between the Danes and the Swedes, but this 
text  describes  them  with  the  term  gentes.  The  gens  Danorum  and  the gens  
Sueonum are presented in this hagiographic work as two major groups of people 
having their own kings and defined territories.12 But did Rimbert — his Danish 
origin still remains a matter of speculation13 — writing in Corbie, reflect the 
actual ethnic division in ninth-century Scandinavia or did he simply apply in his 

8 ‘Sclavis, qui nostra consuetudine Wilzi, proprie vero, id est sua locutione, Welatabi 
dicuntur’, Einhardi vita Karoli Magni, c. 12, ed. by G. H. Pertz, G. Waitz, and O. Holder-
Egger, MGH SRG, 25 (Hannover: Hahn, 1911), p. 15.

9 ‘Ultimum contra Nordmannos, qui Dani vocantur [. . .] bellum susceptum est’, ibid.,  
c. 14, p. 182.

10 ‘Hunc  multae  circumsedent  nationes;  Danes  siquidem  ac  Sueones,  quos 
Nordmannos vocamus’, ibid., c. 12, p. 180.

11 Hi populi porro veteri cognomina Deni
  Ante vocabantur et vocitantur adhuc;
  Nort–quoque Francisco dicuntur nomine–manni.

Ermoldus Nigellus, In honorem Hludowici, IV:11–14, in Poetae latini aevi Carolini, II , ed. 
by Ernst Dümmler, MGH, Poetae latini medii aevi, 2 (Berlin: Weidmann, 1884), pp. 5–
79 (p. 59).

12 Rimbert,  Vita Ansgarii,  ed.  by Georg Waitz,  MGH SRG, 55 (Hannover:  Hahn, 
1984).

13 James T. Palmer, ‘Rimbert’s  Vita Anskarii  and Scandinavian Mission in the Ninth 
Century’, Journal of Ecclesiastical History, 55 (2004), 235–56 (pp. 238 and 255).
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hagiographic  work  an  existing  paradigm  to  describe  ethnic  division  in 
Scandinavia? Johannes Fried presents a strong argument in favour of the latter 
interpretation.14 

This Frankish vision of Scandinavians divided into the Danes and Swedes 
can be illustrated by a story recorded in  The Annals of  St Bertin.  In 839,  an 
embassy from Emperor Theophilus arrived in the court of Louis the Pious at 
Ingelheim,  accompanied with some men claiming that their  gens  were called 
Rhos  (‘qui  se,  id  est  gentem suum, Rhos vocari  dicebant’) and asking Louis’ 
permission  to  pass  his  empire  on  their  way  back  home.15 Apparently,  the 
existence of such gens did not fit the Frankish vision of gentes living to the north 
and east of the Carolingian Empire.16 The matter was thoroughly investigated 

14 Fried, ‘Gens und regnum’, pp. 86–87.
15 This is the first mentioning of Rhos/῾Ρως in surviving written sources. For details on 

this embassy and the origin of this people, see Jonathan Shepard, ‘The Rhos Guests of 
Louis  the  Pious:  Whence  and  Wherefore’,  Early  Medieval  Europe, 4  (1995),  41–60; 
Simon  Franklin  and  Jonathan  Shepard,  The  Emergence  of  Rus,  750–1200  (London: 
Longman, 1996), pp. 27–50; and Ildar H. Garipzanov, ‘The Annals of St Bertin (839) and 
Chacanus of the Rhos’,  Ruthenica,  5 (2006), 7–11. Compare G. G. Litavrin,  Vizantija,  
Bolgaria, Drevnaja Rus’ (IX–nachalo XII v.) (St. Petersburg: Aleteja, 2000), pp. 24–46.

16 Without going into the details of the long-lasting Normanist debate, it is necessary 
to point out that most scholars outside Russia have generally agreed that this designation 
originates  from east  Scandinavia,  namely, from Roden,  the coastal  part of  Uppland in 
Sweden. Vilhelm Thomsen,  The Relations between Ancient Russia and Scandinavia, and  
the Origin of the Russian State (Oxford: James Parker, 1877), pp. 91–136. See Eldar Heide, 
‘Rus  “Eastern  Viking”  and  the  víking  “Rower  Shifting”  Etymology’,  Arkiv  för  nordisk  
filologi, 121 (2006), 75–77, for the most recent summary of Thomsen’s argument. Sven 
Ekbo has slightly modified this interpretation on a linguistic ground and has argued that 
this  name was ultimately derived from self-designation of the Northmen who traveled 
eastward from modern eastern Sweden in the sixth or seventh centuries. Sven Ekbo, ‘Om 
ortnamnet Roden och därmed sammanhängande problem’,  Arkiv för nordisk filologi, 73 
(1959), 187–99; idem, ‘The Etymology of Finnish Ruotsi “Sweden”’, in Les pays du Nord  
et  Byzance  (Scandinavie  et  Byzance):  Actes  du  colloque  nordique  et  international  de  
byzantinologie (Stockholm: Almqvist and Wiksell, 1981), pp. 143–45; and idem, ‘Finnish 
Ruotsi  and Swedish  Roslagen — What Sort of  Connection?’,  Mediaeval  Scandinavia,  13 
(2000), 64–69. Compare A. V. Nazarenko,  Drevnaja Rus’ na mezhdunarodnykh putjakh  
(Moscow:  Institute  of  World History,  2001),  pp.  11–12 and 33–34,  but  he  does  not 
address Ekbo’s linguistic argument. For other interpretations of the ethnonym ‘Rus’ and 
relevant  bibliography,  see  Alf  Thulin,  ‘The  Rus’  of  Nestor’s  Chronicle’,  Mediaeval  
Scandinavia, 13 (2000), 70–96 (pp. 71–72); and Wladislaw Duczko, Viking Rus: Studies  
on the  Presence  of  Scandinavians in Eastern Europe,  The Northern World,  12 (Leiden: 
Brill, 2004), pp. 19–24.
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at the Carolingian court, and the Frankish emperor came to the conclusion that 
they  belonged  to  the  gens  of  Swedes  (‘Quorum  adventus  causam  imperator 
diligentius  investigans,  comperit,  eos  gentis  esse  Sueonum’).17 This  example 
undoubtedly  proves  the  power  of  an  established  ethnic  discourse  over  the 
Frankish perception of peoples living in the Nordic world.18 

In this discourse, the Danes were viewed as the northern gens closest to the 
Franks. This perception had a long history in the Frankish written tradition, in 
which Dani appeared  as  early  as  the  late  sixth  century:  Gregory  of  Tours 
mentions them while describing the attack of a Danish fleet on Gaul in the sixth 
century.19 Later  on,  The  Chronicle of  Fredegar  and  the  Liber  historiae  
Francorum copied Gregory’s record in very similar expressions.20 In addition, 
Gregory and the  Liber historiae Francorum state that the Danes were led by a 
king (‘Dani  cum rege suo’).  Thus,  since  the late  sixth century,  the Frankish 
written tradition perceived the Danes as an obscure  gens  ruled by a king and 
living to the north from the Franks. 

This ethnic tradition was in turn linked to late classical and early medieval 
cosmography.  In  the  mid-sixth  century,  Jordanes  mentioned  them  in  his 
geographical  description of  Scandinavia  as  the  gens that  originated from the 
Suetidi.21 A few centuries later, an anonymous author from Ravenna referred to 

17 Annales Bertiniani, s.a. 839, ed. by Georg Waitz, MGH SRG, 5 (Hannover: Hahn, 
1983), pp. 19–20.

18 The distorting power of this ethnic discourse has not been taken into account by 
Horst  Zettel,  Das Bild der  Normannen und der Normanneneinfälle  in westfränkischen,  
ostfränkischen  und  angelsächsischen  Quellen  des  8.  bis  11.  Jahrhunderts (Munich:  Fink, 
1977), pp. 33–54, in his useful, albeit incomplete, compendium of the use of the names 
‘Danes’  and ‘Northmen’ in contemporary written sources.  Another problem is that he 
treats all references statically and does not try to trace any development in the use of these 
names. 

19 Gregory of Tours,  Libri  historiarum X, III:3,  ed.  by Bruno Krusch and Wilhelm 
Levison,  MGH  SRM,  1,1  (Hannover:  Hahn,  1951),  p.  99.  Gregory’s  contemporary, 
Venantius Fortunatus, also mentioned the gens of Danes in one of his poems, Carmina 7. 
7.  50,  in Venanti  Honori  Clementiani  Fortunati  presbyteri  Italici  Opera  poetica,  ed.  by 
Friedrich Leo, MGH AA, 4,1 (Berlin: Weidmann, 1881), p. 160. 

20 Chronicarum  quae  dicuntur  Fredegarii  libri  IV, III:30,  in  Fredegarii  et  aliorum  
chronica. Vitae sanctorum, ed. by Bruno Krusch, MGH SRM, 2 (Hannover: Hahn, 1888), 
pp. 1–193 (p. 103); and Liber historiae Francorum, ed. by Bruno Krusch, MGH SRM, 2 
(Hannover: Hahn, 1888), pp. 215–328 (p. 274).

21 Jordanes,  Getica,  23,  in  Jordanis  Romana  et  Getica,  ed.  by  Theodor  Mommsen, 
MGH AA, no. 5,1 (Berlin: Weidman, 1882), pp. 59-60.
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Jordanes while  describing  the  island Scandza  and stated  with  a  reference  to 
written texts that the Goths and the Danes came out of this island.22 In other 
parts of this  Cosmographia, the anonymous geographer mentions that ancient 
authors used to call Dania the region that was known in his time as the land of 
the Northmen.23 Such a clarification suggests that, when classicizing Einhard 
and Ermold the Black made a similar distinction between the name Nordmanni 
that was used by the Franks in the ninth century and the designation Dani by 
which this people vocantur, vocabantur, and vocitantur, both authors referred in 
the latter case to late classical texts.

Within this context, a reference to the gens Danorum in The Life of Willibrord 
that  Alcuin  wrote  in  the  late  eighth  century  —  Willibrord  was  a  Christian 
missionary in late-seventh- and early-eighth-century Frisia — seems to be nothing 
but a geographical topos. It can hardly be considered trustworthy evidence — as 
some scholars argue — to the presence of the Danes to the north of the Frisians, 
that is in southern Jutland, at the turn of the eighth century.24 Alcuin’s evidence 
could be questioned in several respects: First, it was written at the end of the 
eighth  century,  almost  a  century  after  the  described  events.  Second,  Alcuin’s 

22 ‘Ex qua insula pariterque gentes occidentales egressae sunt: nam Gotthos et Danos, 
imo simul Gepides, ex ea antiquitus exisse legimus’, Ravennas anonymus,  Cosmographia, 
I:12, in Ravennatis anonymi cosmographia et Guidonis geographica, ed. by M. Pinder and G. 
Parthey (Berlin: Fridericus Nicholaus, 1860), p. 29. Scholars have offered different dates 
for this source, which range between the late seventh and early ninth centuries. For details 
and  references,  see  Norbert  Wagner,  ‘Bac,  Corcac  und  Linae:  Zur  Graphie  c  beim 
Geographus  Ravennas’,  Beiträge  zur  Namenforschung,  15,1 (1980),  9–24 (p.  10,  n.  7). 
Franz Staab’s  argument in favour of the early ninth century, which is based on textual 
parallels between this text and Fredegar’s chronicle and the  Annales regni Francorum, is 
inconclusive: ‘Ostrogothic Geographers at the Court of Theodoric the Great: A Study of 
Some Sources of the Anonymous Cosmographer of Ravenna’,  Viator, 7 (1976), 27–64 
(pp. 31, n. 27). 

23 ‘Quarta  ut  hora  noctis  Northomanorum  est  patria,  quae  et  Dania  ab  antiquis 
dicitur’,  Ravennas  anonymus,  Cosmographia,  I.11,  pp.  27–28.  Further  in  the  text,  the 
author names his sources for Dania: ‘Iterum iuxta ipsos Serdefennos litus Oceani est patria 
quae  dicitur  Dania,  quae  patria  ut  ait  supra  scriptus  Aitanaridus  et  Eldevaldus  et 
Marcomirus Gothorum philosophi super omnes nationes velocissimus profert homines. [. 
. .] Quae Dania modo Nordomanorum diditur [sic! for dicitur — I. G.] patria’. Ravennas 
anonymus,  Cosmographia,  IV:13,  pp.  201–02.  On  the  identity  of  these  Gothic 
‘philosophers’  and their  possible  connection to the  court  of  Theodoric  the  Great,  see 
Staab, ‘Ostrogothic Geographers’, pp. 28–58.

24 Peter Sawyer, Da Danmark blev Danmark: Fra ca. år 700 til ca. 1050, Gyldendal og 
politikens Danmarkshistorie, 3 (Copenhagen: Gyldendal, 1988), pp. 13–15.
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description is not very consistent. He names the Danes three times and always 
with  different  spellings: ‘in  Danais,  ferocissimos  Danorum  populos’,  and  ‘in 
confinio  Fresonum et  Daenorum’.25 Alcuin  uses  the  first  spelling  also  in  the 
poetic version of the life of Willibrord: there he mentions the gens of the Danai  
— a poetic name for the ancient Greeks — living by the Frisians and having reges  
forte scelestos.26 On the one hand, such a description of the Danes points to Bede’s 
influence on Alcuin’s hagiographic work. The spelling Danai for the Danes can 
be  found  in  Bede’s  Ecclesiastical  History,  which  was  familiar  to  Alcuin. 
Furthermore, similar to his compatriot, Alcuin uses the term populi in relation to 
the Danes.27 On the other hand, this description also mirrored the intellectual 
atmosphere  at  the  Carolingian  court  in  the  late  eighth  century.  The spelling 
Danai corresponded to the growing popularity of Vergil’s Aeneid and classicizing 
trends at Charlemagne’s palace at the time: the Franks as new Trojans were to 
face their own Danai. Finally, both Bede and the early Frankish narratives were 
similar in the absence of the term ‘Northmen’ to describe peoples to the northeast 
from Gaul: they all are called Danes in accordance with the late classical tradition. 
The use of a plural form by Alcuin corresponds with such traditional usage; he 
mentions  very  ferocious  peoples  of  Danes  (‘ferocissimos  Danorum  populos’) 
living to the north, implying that they are divided among themselves in the same 
way as the Northmen are later differentiated in Einhard’s text. 

25 Alcuin,  Vita Willibrordi,  c.  9–10,  ed.  by Wilhelm Levison,  in  Passiones  vitaeque  
sanctorum aevi Merovingici,  ed. by Bruno Krusch and Wilhelm Levison, MGH SRM, 7 
(Hannover: Hahn, 1920), pp. 81–141 (pp. 115 and 123–24).

26 Alcuin, Carmina: Vita Sancti Willibrordi, II: 7, in Poetae latini aevi Carolini, I, ed. by 
Ernst Dümmler, MGH, Poetae latini medii aevi, 1 (Berlin: Weidmann, 1881), pp. 207–20 
(p. 211).

27 ‘Sunt autem Fresones, Rugini, Danai, Hunni, Antiqui Saxones, Boructuarii. Sunt alii 
perplures hisdem in partibus populi paganis adhuc ritibus servientes’, Bede’s Ecclesiastical  
History of the English People, V:9, ed. by Bertram Colgrave and R. A. B. Mynors, Oxford 
Medieval Texts  (Oxford:  Clarendon,  1969),  p.  476.  This  spelling also affected the so-
called  ‘Bavarian  Geographer’,  who  mentioned  ‘finibus  Danaorum’  in  the  Descriptio  
civitatum et  regionum ad septentrionalem plagem Danubii, written in the East Frankish 
kingdom  in  the  mid-ninth  century;  see  Erwin  Herrmann,  Slawisch-germanische  
Beziehungen  im  südostdeutschen  Raum  von  der  Spätantike  bis  zum  Ungarnsturm:  Ein  
Quellenbuch  mit  Erläuterungen,  Veröffentlichungen  des  Collegium  Carolinum,  17 
(Munich: Robert Lerche, 1965), pp. 212–21 (p. 220). For more details and references see 
Nazarenko, Drevnaja Rus’, pp. 51–70; and Eric J. Goldberg, Struggle for Empire: Kingship  
and Conflict under Louis the German, 817–876 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2006), 
pp. 135–36.
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Gens Danorum became more prominent in the Frankish annalistic discourse 
in  the  early  ninth  century  when  the  Carolingians  encountered  a  powerful 
enemy  on  their  northern borders.  The  Annales  regni  Francorum,  an  official 
narrative kept at the Carolingian court, uses two terms to describe Germanic 
neighbours to the north: Nordmanni and Dani. The first name was employed in 
earlier records and can be found already in the description of events in 782.28 

After the year 804, this term acquired a more general meaning in the annals: for 
instance, they narrate that in 812 the fleet  Nordmannorum  raided Ireland.29 

The term Nordmanni also acquired strong territorial connotations, especially in 
such expression as confinia Nordmannorum (in 813 and 828). For instance, the 
entry for the year 813 mentions that the Frankish messengers were sent across 
the Elbe to the border region (confinia) of the Northmen.30 Such usage agrees 
with  Einhard’s  assertion,  made  slightly  later,  that  the  Franks  called  their 
northern neighbours Northmen, a fair designation for people coming from the 
north. In the early eleventh century, Odbert in his  Passio Friderici  confirmed 
this  meaning:  ‘Northmen,  that  is,  northern  men’  (‘Northmanni,  id  est 
aquillonares viri’).31

Unlike  Nordmanni,  the term  Dani  was  re-introduced  in  the  annalistic 
narrative in connection to the war against Godfrid, king of the Danes, in the 
early  ninth  century.  The  previous  ethnic  discourse  on  the  Danes  became 
relevant in the situation of a new hostile polity, which emerged on the northern 
Frankish  frontier.  (The  oldest  surviving  manuscripts  of  the  Liber  historiae  
Francorum  were  produced around the  year  800,32 when the  term  Dani  was 
revitalized in the Frankish annals). As a result, in the early ninth century, this 
term acquired an explicit political meaning and was used in most cases in such 
expressions as rex Danorum (in 804, 808–12, 814, 817, 822, 826, and 827) or 
primores  Danorum  (in  809,  811,  and  813).  In  the  eyes  of  Carolingian 

28 Annales regni Francorum, p. 60.
29 Ibid., p. 137.
30 Ibid., p. 138.
31 Odiberti  passio  Friderici,  c.  19,  ed.  by  Oswald  Holder-Egger,  MGH  SS,  15,1 

(Hannover: Hahn, 1887), pp. 342–56 (p. 354).
32 Helmut Reimitz, ‘Social Networks and Identities in Frankish Historiography: New 

Aspects of the Textual History of Gregory of Tours’  Historiae’,  in  The Construction of  
Communities  in  the  Early  Middle  Ages:  Texts,  Resources  and  Artefacts,  ed.  by  Richard 
Corradini,  Max Dieseberger,  and Helmut Reimitz, The Transformation of the Roman 
World, 12 (Leiden: Brill, 2003), pp. 229–68.
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chroniclers, the Dani were a political gens, which similar to the gens Francorum  
had its own king or kings and constituted a kingdom on the northern border of 
the  Frankish  state.  Consequently,  it  is  not  surprising  to  find  the  following 
phrase in the record for the year 810: ‘After the death of Godfrid, king of the 
Danes,  his  brother’s  son  Hemming  succeeded  (him)  in  the  kingdom/royal 
power  (in  regnum)’.33 This  difference  in  meaning  between  the  Danes  as  a 
political gens and the Northmen as a more general term to describe the northern 
neighbours of the Franks is further illustrated in another passage: ‘Meanwhile, 
the kings of the Danes, that is the sons of Godfrid, deprived Harald of joint 
kingship and forced him to leave the territory of the Northmen’.34 

This  early-ninth-century  vision  of  gens  Danorum  affected  contemporary 
narratives describing some previous encounters of the Franks with the Northmen. 
For instance, in the revised text of The Royal Frankish Annals, the so-called Annals  
of Einhard, written in the early ninth century,35 the previous passages that described 
the interactions with the Northmen in the late 770s and early 780s without any 
reference to Danes were rewritten to include references to Sigfrid, rex Danorum (in 
777 and 782).36 By doing this, the revised text connected the earlier events to the 
later confrontation between Charlemagne and Godfrid, king of the Danes. 

Some  of  the  annals  continuing  The  Royal  Frankish  Annals kept  this 
distinction between Nordmanni and Dani. The Annals of Fulda,37 written in the 

33 ‘Godofrido  Danorum  rege  mortuo  Hemmingus  filius  fratris  eius  in  regnum 
successit’, Annales regni Francorum, s.a. 810, p. 133.

34 ‘Interea  reges  Danorum,  filii  videlicet  Godofridi,  Herioldum  de  consortio  regni 
eicientes Nordmannorum finibus excedere conpulerunt’, ibid., s.a. 827, p. 173. Very rarely, 
the two terms were used in the annals as synonyms, and one such example is the record for 
the year 823: it describes the arrival of Harald Klak from Nordmannia and mentions ‘statum 
totius regni Nordmannorum’, ibid., p. 163. At the same time, the chronicler narrates that 
Ebbo, archbishop of Reims, went with Christian mission to terminos Danorum.

35 Rosamond McKitterick, History and Memory in the Carolingian World (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2004), pp. 4 and 115–19. For more details and references on 
this source, Helmut Reimitz’s contribution to this volume.

36 Annales  qui  dicuntur  Einhardi,  ed.  by  Friedrich Kurze,  s.a.  777 and s.a.  782,  in 
Annales regni Francorum, pp. 49 and 61.

37 Annales Fuldenses, ed. by Friedrich Kurze, MGH SRG, 7 (Hannover: Hahn, 1891). I 
leave aside the questions of when and where they were composed. See Richard Corradini, 
‘Überlegungen zur  sächsischen Ethnogenese  anhand der  Annales  Fuldenses  und deren 
sächsisch-ottonischer Rezeption’, Die Suche nach den Ursprüngen. Von der Bedeutung des  
frühen Mittelalters,  ed. by Walter Pohl,  Forschungen zur Geschichte des Mittelalters, 9 
(Vienna: Österreichische Akademie der Wissenschaften,  2004), pp. 211–31; and idem, 
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East Frankish kingdom, predominantly used the term ‘Northmen’ to describe 
Vikings ravaging Frankish territories. The term Dani is extremely rare and always 
has a strong political connotation: in most cases it appears in the expression rex  
Danorum (852, 854, 857, and 873). So in 852, The Annals of Fulda mention the 
Northman Herialdus who fled to Louis the German because of the wrath of his 
lord  Horic,  king  of  the  Danes.38 The  description  of  Roric  who  controlled 
Dorestad in the mid-ninth century further illustrates a difference in the use of the 
two terms. The narrative calls him  Roric natione Nordmannus (850), who later 
received  a  part  of  the  regnum  Danorum  —  thus  making  a  clear  distinction 
between the natio of the Northmen and the gens of the Danes.39 This perfectly 
corresponds to the definition of nationes written by Regino of Prüm slightly later. 
In  the  ninth  century,  all  Northmen  most  likely  shared  similar  customs  and 
languages,40 and the Franks were not able to see any ethnic difference between 
different groups of the Northmen living on the territories of modern Denmark, 
southern Sweden, and Norway. The gens Danorum, by contrast, was perceived as 
the political entity bordering the Carolingian realm in the early ninth century and 
was characterized, first and foremost, by its own kings and its own regnum. 

Another major annalistic narrative continuing  The Royal Frankish Annals, 
The Annals of St Bertin, kept this distinction between the terms ‘Northmen’ 
and ‘Danes’ in the 830s, when it was still written at the imperial court.41 In 831, 
the  envoys  of  the  Danes  (missi  Danorum)  came  to  the  imperial  court  to 
corroborate  a  treaty.  In  836,  Horic,  king  of  the  Danes  (rex  Danorum),  is 
mentioned as denying any connection to a raid of unspecified Northmen on 

‘Die Annales Fuldenses: Identitätskonstruktionen im ostfränkischen Raum am Ende der 
Karolingerzeit’, in Texts and Identities, ed. by Richard Corradini and others, Forschungen 
zur Geschichte des Mittelalters (Vienna, forthcoming).

38 ‘Herialdus Nordmannus, qui superioribus annis iram domini sui Horic Danorum 
regis fugiens ad regem Hludowicum se contulit’, Annales Fuldenses, pp. 41–42.

39 This explains the passage from the year 891, which states that the strongest  gens  
among the Northmen were the Danes: ‘Erat autem ibi gens fortissima inter Nordmannos 
Danorum’, Annales Fuldenses, p. 120.

40 For details and references on the issues of the common Old Nordic language and an 
‘East Nordic-West Nordic’ split, see Michael Barnes, ‘Languages and Ethnic Groups’, in 
The  Cambridge  History  of  Scandinavia,  I: Prehistory  to  1520,  ed.  by  Knut  Helle 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), pp. 94–102 (pp. 100–01). 

41 On the matter of authorship for this period see  The Annals of St-Bertin:  Ninth-
Century Histories,  I,  trans. and annotated by Janet L. Nelson (Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 1991), pp. 6–7.
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Dorestad.  But  from  840,  any  distinction  between  Dani and  Nordmanni  
disappeared as both words were used to describe the Vikings coming from the 
north.  The first term, especially  in such expression as  pyratae Danorum,  was 
used most frequently. Such a use corresponds with the time when The Annals of  
St Bertin ceased to be a courtly narrative, and when Prudentius, a Spaniard who 
arrived to the court of Louis the Pious in c. 820, became the only author of the 
annals (843–61).42 As a result, the influence of the preceding ethnic discourse 
on the narrative  became less evident. For Prudentius whose origin obviously 
made him more familiar with the late classical tradition, both terms meant the 
same; consequently, he calls King Horic both rex Nordmannorum (in 845 and 
850) and  rex Danorum (in 847).  In a similar  vein,  Prudentius employes the 
classicizing  designation  Dania to  describe  the  region  in  which  the  Danish 
leaders Roric and Godfrid returned hoping for royal power.43 

The next author responsible for the description of the years 861–63 — he 
used the spelling Normanni, differentiating him from previous and later authors 
— continued to employ both terms as synonymous. When Hincmar of Reims 
took over the writing of the annals in 863, he stopped using the term  Dani  
almost entirely. (This term is mentioned only once in his part of the annals, in 
the record for the year 867). The Vikings coming from the north are called by 
the name they were known among the Franks for many decades and referred to 
in Carolingian capitularies:  Nortmanni.44 This was a good indication that the 
notion of gens Danorum lost its relevance to Frankish politics.

Other chronicles written in the ninth century confirm this conclusion. The 
Annales Xantenses  employs both words as synonymous, and the term  Dani  is 
extremely rare and has no political connotation.45 A similar approach is visible 
in the Annales Vedastini: this text predominantly uses the term Nortmanni and 
sometimes refers to  Nortmanni seu Dani (in 876 and 880),  while calling the 
Northmen’s rulers rex Danorum (in 880 and 886). As Horst Zettel’s analysis of 
other Frankish written sources from the late ninth and early tenth centuries 

42 The Annals of St-Bertin, trans. by Nelson, pp. 7–9.
43 ‘Unde Roric et Godofridus patriam, id est Daniam, repedant spe potestatis regiae 

nanciscendae’, Annales Bertiniani, s.a. 855, p. 45.
44 Fried, ‘Gens  und  regnum’,  p.  81. On the final  period in the composition of  The  

Annals of St Bertin and the role of Hincmar, see The Annals of St-Bertin, trans. by Nelson, 
pp. 9–13. 

45 For instance see the records for the year 856: Annales Xantenses et Annales Vedastini, 
ed. by B. de Simpson, MGH SRG, 12 (Hannover: Hahn, 1909), p. 18.
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demonstrates, in this period Nortmanni became the main term to describe the 
people north of the Carolingian realm.46

Thus, the ninth-century annalistic discourse on the Danes suggests that the 
term Dani was revitalized in the first half of the ninth century to describe the 
political entity that emerged on the Frankish northern frontier. This usage was 
in accord with the previous Frankish historiographic tradition going back as far 
as  the  late  sixth  century.  In  this  tradition,  the  gens  Danorum was  always 
characterized by its own kingship, reges Danorum, whom the Franks confronted 
with traditional diplomatic and military methods. This pattern of interactions 
disappeared in the 830–40s when small and mobile groups of Northmen started 
raiding  Frankish  coasts,  and  from  the  mid-ninth  century  the  term  Dani 
gradually  lost  its  strong  political  meaning;  the  term  began  to  be  used  less 
frequently  and  in  most  cases  was  treated  as  a  mere  synonym  to  the  word 
‘Northmen’,  which  gradually  came  to  dominate  Frankish  written  discourse. 
There are two possible explanations for such a change. First, the political union 
led  by  reges  Danorum  ceased  to  exist.  Second,  the  new  form  of  interaction 
between the Franks and the Nordic world could have made the ‘gentile’ term 
Dani less useful for the description of a changed political reality. 

The Old English Orosius, Onomastics, and Political Geography of South  
Scandinavia

In the late ninth century, the Danes and Denmark were mentioned in another 
source written outside Scandinavia, in England, namely  The Old English Orosius. 
This text, translated from Latin into Anglo-Saxon at the court of Alfred the Great, 
was augmented with a short description of northern Europe as well as with the 
authentic  accounts  of  two  travellers,  Ohthere  and  Wulfstan,  onthe  political 
geography of Scandinavia and the Baltic region.47 The Old English Orosius narrates 

46 Zettel, Das Bild der Normannen, pp. 34–44.
47 The standard edition of these passages is in  The Old English Orosius, ed. by Janet 

Bately (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1980), pp. 12–18. For different interpretations 
of  these  accounts  and  their  authors  see  Richard  Ekblom,  ‘Ohthere’s  Voyage  from 
Skringssal  to  Hedeby’,  Studia  Neophilologica, 12  (1939–40),  177–90;  Ole  Crumlin-
Pedersen, ‘Ships, Navigation, and Routes in the Reports of Ohthere and Wulfstan’,  in 
Two Voyages  at  the  Court  of  King  Alfred,  ed.  by Niels  Lund (York:  William Sessions, 
1984),  pp.  30–42;  Uwe  Schnall,  ‘Der  Schiffahrtsweg  von  Skíringssal/Kaupang  nach 
Haithabu  in  der  frühen  Wikingerzeit’,  Deutsches  Schiffartsarchiv, 4  (1989),  169–82; 
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that ‘the land which one calls  Ongle and Sillende, and some part of the Danes’48 

were located northwest of the Saxons — note that north in this source might have 
shifted up to 60 degrees clockwise and ‘northwest’ most likely meant north.49 Later, 
the text explains which part of the Danes lived there, while mentioning that the 
South Danes lived between the North Sea and the Baltic Sea and that to the east 
and north of them, meaning northeast and southeast, lived the North Danes ‘on the 
main lands and the islands’.50 Ohthere, a Northman from Halgoland (Hålogaland 
in modern Norway), indicates in his account that  Sillende lay to the south from 
Jutland (Gotland),51 that Denmark (Denamearc) was the name of the region in 
modern southwestern Sweden, and that the islands to the south of that region — 
that is Sjælland and some others — also belonged to Denmark (map 4). Although 
Haithabu, according to Othtere, was located ‘between Wends, Saxons, and Angle’, 
it nonetheless belonged to the Danes.52 Furthermore, Wulfstan’s account indicates 

Karsten Müller-Boysen, ‘“on thæt bæcbord Denamearc”: Politische Geographie von Bord 
eines  Wikingerschiffes  aus  betrachtet’,  in  Mare  Balticum:  Beiträge  zur  Geschichte  des  
Ostseeraums  in  Mittelalter  und  Neuzeit,  ed.  by  Werner  Paravicini  (Sigmaringen: 
Thoerbecke, 1992), pp. 21–37; and Bengt Odenstedt, ‘A New Theory of “Ohthere’s and 
Wulfstan’s Voyages”’, Studia Neophilologica, 66 (1994), 147–57.

48 ‘þonan westnorð is þæt lond þe mon Ongle hæt & Sillende & sumne dæl Dene,’ The  
Old English Orosius, ed. by Bately, p. 12. Bately interprets Ongle/Angle in  The Old English  
Orosius as references to Angol/Angul/Angel, a region in southern Jutland. For details see a 
translation note in  Ohthere’s Voyages:  A Late 9th-Century Account of Voyages Along the  
Coasts of Norway and Denmark and its Cultural Contexts, ed. by Janet Bately and Anton 
Englert (Roskilde: Viking Ship Museum, 2007). This book became available to me only 
after the completion of this essay

49 Niels Lund, ‘Introduction’, in Two Voyages at the Court of King Alfred, ed. by Niels 
Lund (York: William Sessions, 1984), pp. 5–14 (p. 12).

50 ‘Be westan Suþdenum is þæs garsecges earm þe liþ ymbutan þæt land Brettannia, & 
be norþan him is þæs sæs earm þe mon hæt Ostsæ. & be eastan him & be norþan sindon 
Norðdene,  ægþer  ge  on  þæm maran  landum ge  on þæm iglandum’,  The  Old  English  
Orosius, ed. by Bately, p. 13.

51 Compare Schnall, ‘Der Schiffahrtsweg von Skíringssal’, pp. 171–76, who identifies 
Sillende  with  Sjælland.  See  the  response  by  Müller-Boysen,  ‘“on  thæt  bæcbord 
Denamearc”’, p. 28.

52 ‘þæm porte þe mon hæt æt Hæþum, se stent betuh Winedum & Seaxum & Angle & 
hyrð in on Dene. Ða he þiderweard seglode fram Sciringesheale [Kaupang —I. G.], þa wæs him 
on þæt bæcbord Denamearc & on þæt steorbord widsæ þry dagas; & þa, twegen dagas ær he to 
Hæþum come, him wæs on þæt steorbord Gotland & Sillende & iglanda fela — on þæm 
landum eardodon Engle, ær hi hider on land coman — & hym wæs ða twegen dagas on þæt 
bæcbord þa igland þe in Denemearce hyrað’, The Old English Orosius, ed. by Bately, p. 16.
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Map 4: Ninth-Century South Scandinavia (after The Old English Orosius).

that not only such southern islands as Langeland, Lolland, and Falster belonged to 
Denmark, but also Skåne on the continent.53 

Thus,  The  Old  English  Orosius  makes  several  important  points  on  the 
political  geography  of  south  Scandinavia  in  the  late  ninth  century.  First,  it 
distinguishes  between  the  South  Danes  and  the  North  Danes,  and  many 
scholars now accept the probability of such division. Niels Lund thinks that the 
South Danes lived in southern Jutland down to the mouth of the Elbe,54 while 

53 ‘on bæcbord him wæs Langaland & Læland & Falster & Sconeg, & þas land eall 
hyrað to Denemearcan’, The Old English Orosius, ed. by Bately. p. 16.

54 Niels Lund, ‘“Denemearc”, “Tanmarkar but” and “Tanmaurk ala”’,  in  People and  
Places in Northern Europe 500–1600: Essays in Honour of Peter Hayes Sawyer, ed. by Ian 
Wood and Niels Lund (Woodbridge: Boydell, 1990), pp. 161–69 (pp. 166–69).
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Carsten  Müller-Boysen  argues  that  they  lived  only  in  the  northern  part  of 
Jutland up to Angeln and Sillende.55 Wolfgang Wagner has supported the latter 
interpretation and argues that northern Jutland was populated by the Jutes, who 
played as important a role in the formation of medieval Denmark and Danish 
identity as the early medieval  Danes.56 There is  a  strong possibility  that the 
difference between the Jutes (Giotes) and the Danes was not very feasible for the 
Anglo-Saxon adding  a  geographical  digression on Scandinavia  to  the  text  of 
Orosius, and that this anonymous composer could have viewed the Jutes as the 
South Danes. This interpretation agrees with an important feature of Ohthere’s 
and Wulfstan’s accounts: the term Denmark is applied to the territories, which 
were  inhabited,  according  to  the  digression,  by  the  North Danes.  The  two 
travellers  do not mention the division into the North Danes and the South 
Danes and never indicate that  Danes lived in Jutland, except that Haithabu 
belonged to them. 

Finally,  The  Old  English  Orosius repeatedly  distinguished  Gotland,  also 
known as Giotland, (modern northern Jutland) and Sillende (modern southern 
Jutland), and it is this distinction that deserves more attention. While the Jutes 
in habited early medieval Jutland, there is evidence suggesting that Sillende was 
a less populated region.57 In The Old English Orosius, it is also associated with 
the  Angles  (Engle)  before they had come to England.58 This assertion agrees 
with Bede’s statement, made in the early eighth century, that the Angles came 
from the land called Angulus, which was located between the territories of the 
Jutes and the Saxons, and that this territory remained unpopulated even at his 
time.59 Bede’s  final  assertion  seems  to  correspond  to  a  limited  number  of 
archeological finds in southern Jutland for the period of the sixth and seventh 
centuries. Wagner suggests that Danes, Saxons, Frisians, and Jutes repopulated 
this sylvan region only starting from the eighth century,60 when Jutland saw a 

55 Müller-Boysen, ‘“on thæt bæcbord Denamearc”’, pp. 24 and 31.
56 Wolfgang Wagner, ‘Danmarks tilblivelse i nyt lys’, Historie, 29 (2002), 292–339 (pp. 

308–10).
57 Wagner, ‘Danmarks tilblivelse i nyt lys’, pp. 296–311.
58 The Old English Orosius, ed. by Bately, p. 16.
59 ‘Porro de Anglis, hoc est de illa patria quae Angulus dicitur, et ab eo tempore usque 

hodie  manere  desertus  inter  provincias  Iutarum  et  Saxonum  perhibetur’,  Bede’s  
Ecclesiastical History, p. 50.

60 Wagner, ‘Danmarks tilblivelse i nyt lys’, p. 331. For more details and references see 
Ole  Crumlin-Pedersen,  Viking  Age  Ships  and  Shipbuilding  in  Hedeby/Haithabu  and  
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period of rural expansion.61 The construction and development in this period 
of an impressive rampart across South Jutland, later known as ‘Danevirke’ — a 
dendrochronological analysis has dated its earliest part by 73762 — could have 
been a reaction to such migrations.  Yet it is less clear what people or whose 
political authority lay behind this impressive project.63

Thus,  the  most  plausible  explanation  is  that  after  the  emigration  of  the 
Angles the density of population on the territory of southern Jutland to the 
north of the Eider decreased so that by the eighth century the region received a 
new name, Sillende. As Wolfgang Laur has demonstrated, this name in The Old  
English  Orosius  corresponds  to  the  Old  Danish  Silænde,  meaning  ‘large, 
extensive land’. The Frankish sources used a similar term  Sinlendi, which had 
the same meaning in Saxon64 — an indication that the Franks learnt this name 
from Saxons. For instance, the record of  The Royal Frankish Annals for 815 
narrates that the land (terra) Nordmannorum, known as Sinlendi, lies across the 

Schleswig,  Ships and Boats of the North, 2 (Roskilde: Viking Ship Museum, 1997), pp. 
33–34.

61 For details and all references see Ulf Näsman, ‘Exchange and Politics: The Eighth–
Early Ninth Century in Denmark’, in The Long Eighth Century, ed. by Inge Lyse Hansen 
and Chris Wickham, The Transformation of the Roman World, 11 (Leiden: Brill, 2000), 
pp. 35–68 (pp. 60–61).

62 Olsen, ‘Royal Power in Viking Age Denmark’,  29. Morten Axboe, ‘Danish Kings 
and  Dendrochronology:  Archeological  Insights  into  the  Early  History  of  the  Danish 
State’, in After Empire: Towards an Ethnology of Europe’s Barbarians, ed. by G. Ausenda 
(Woodbridge: Boydell, 1995), pp. 217–38 (p. 222), suggests that, in  Danevirke,  several 
phases of ramparts ‘are stratigraphically even older’. A 14C analysis dates the oldest part to 
c. 650–700; see Crumlin-Pedersen, Viking-Age Ships, p. 44.

63 Similarly, it is still unclear what political authority was linked to the construction of 
the Kanhave canal on the island Samsø in 726 and its reparation in c. 750. For details and 
references on the Kanhave canal, see Anne Nørgård Jørgensen, ‘Naval Bases in Southern 
Scandinavia from the 7th to the 12th Century’, in Maritime Warfare in Northern Europe:  
Technology,  Organisation,  Logistics  and  Administration  500  BC–1500  AD,  ed.  by  Anne 
Nørgård Jørgensen and others (Copenhagen: National Museum, 2002), pp. 125–51 (pp. 
135–37 and 143–45). Nonetheless, many scholars assume that such constructions ‘must 
have been planned and built by a central power’, namely, the Danish monarchy. See Egon 
Wamers,  ‘The  9th Century Danish-Norwegian Conflict:  Maritime Warfare  and State 
Formation’, in Maritime Warfare in Northern Europe: Technology, Organisation, Logistics  
and  Administration  500  BC–1500  AD,  ed.  by  Anne  Nørgård  Jørgensen  and  others 
(Copenhagen: National Museum, 2002), pp. 237–48 (p. 238).

64 Wolfgang  Laur,  ‘Det  gamle  landskabsnavn  Sinlendi  eller  Sillende’,  Sønderjyske  
Årbøger (1985), 5–13.
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Eider.65 Thus, the name Sillende was given to the vast, and probably scarcely 
populated, area in southern Jutland by neighbouring peoples — the Saxons, the 
Danes, and the Jutes among them — who colonized this area in the eighth and 
ninth  centuries.  As  a  result,  by  the  tenth  century  this  name  had  lost  any 
relevance to a new reality and went out of use.66

The same image of a thinly populated territory and its colonization from all 
the sides could be reconstructed from the earliest history of Haithabu, a major 
trading  hub  in  that  region.67 According  to  The  Royal  Frankish  Annals  this 
settlement,  already  existing  in  the  eighth  century,  was  initially  known  as 
Sliesthorp, the village on the bank of the Slie.68 After in 808 King Godfrid had 
destroyed the emporium  Reric and transferred its merchants to Sliesthorp, it 
became known under new names. The new name in Saxon, Sliaswich, indicated 
its new trading function as well as the steady immigration of Saxons from the 
south.69 But The Old English Orosius calls this emporium Hæþum, which means 
‘heath’ in Anglo-Saxon. This name most likely derives from Old Danish as the 
late-tenth-century  description  of  Anglia  by  Æthelweard  —  in  most  parts 
deriving from a corresponding passage in Bede’s Ecclesiastical History (1. 15) — 
demonstrates:  the  Anglo-Saxon  chronicler  wrote  that  this  town  was  called 
Sleswic by Saxons and Haithaby by Danes.70 Thus, in the Old Nordic world it 
became known as the settlement on the heath.71 The Nordic name suggests that 

65 A similar passage can be found in The Life of Louis by Astronomus, c. 25: ‘Qui cum 
Egidoram  fluvium  transissent,  devenerunt  in  terram  Nortmannorum  in  loco,  cuius 
vocabulum est Sinlendi’,  Astronomus,  Vita Hludowici imperatoris,  ed.  by Ernst Tremp, 
MGH SRG, 64 (Hannover: Hahn, 1995), p. 360.

66 Laur, ‘Det gamle landskabsnavn’, p. 12.
67 For an overview of the early history of Haithabu, see Crumlin-Pedersen, Viking-Age  

Ships, pp. 40–48.
68 Annales regni Francorum,  s.a.  804, p. 78. The ending -þorp is connected to many 

place-names in South Scandinavia. See Kulturhistorisk Leksikon for nordisk middelalder fra  
vikingtid til reformasjonstid, 22 vols (Oslo: Gyldendal, 1956–78), XVIII, 492–95.

69 This name became known to the Franks by the mid-ninth century: Rimbert,  Vita  
Ansgarii,  c.  24,  p.  52  and  c.  31,  p.  63.  For  further  details  and  references  see  Klavs 
Randsborg, The Viking Age in Denmark: The Formation of a State (London; Duckworth, 
1980), pp. 71–72. See also, Zettel, Das Bild der Normannen, pp. 94–96.

70 ‘Porro Anglia vetus sita est inter Saxones et Giotos, habens oppidum capitale, quod 
sermone  Saxonico  Slesuuic  nuncupatur,  secundum  vero  Danos,  Haithaby’,  Chronicon  
Æthelweard, 1. 4, ed. by A. Campbell (London: Nelson, 1962), p. 9.

71 Compare Sawyer, Da Danmark blev Danmark, pp. 72–73.
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the Danes in the early ninth century still saw the territory in which the town 
was located as scarcely populated. It is noteworthy that the second part of the 
Nordic name (-by meanting ‘town’ or ‘market place’) is a loanword from Low 
German.  The  various  names  of  Hithabu  in  the  early  Viking  Age  thus 
corroborates an image of a new trading outpost with a mixed population in the 
region with growing immigration from the south, north, and east.

Gens Danorum and a Polity in Southern Jutland

Archeological  evidence  from  Haithabu  confirms  that  this  emporium  had  a 
mixed population in the ninth century. After analysing different types of graves 
found  at  Haithabu,  Heiko  Steuer  has  stated  that,  before  the  year  800, 
approximately  500 mounds  belonged  to  ‘indigenous’  Saxons  and around 100 
burials  to  Danes.  This  composition changed  in  the  ninth  century,  when  the 
number  of  Saxon and Danish  burials  were  equal,  approximately  1000  graves 
each, and around 500 mounds belonged to Slavs.72 Yet Steuer’s conclusions must 
be dealt with caution. First, such straightforward ethnic interpretation of burials 
as  used in  his  article  has  been recently  criticized by  those  archeologists,  most 
noticeably by Guy Halsall,73 who advocate a constructed nature of early medieval 
ethnicity and a more careful approach to the ethnic ‘reading’ of burials. Second, 
Steuer’s  ‘reading’  of  archeological  data  was  based on the traditional  historical 
view  that  Schleswig  in  southern  Jutland  was  the  border  region  between  the 
Danes,  the Saxons,  and the Slavs.  As a result,  he interprets  the type of graves 
characteristic  for  Saxony and northern Frisia  as  Saxon without  considering a 
possibility  that  some  of  them  could  have  been  Frisian.  Although  no  typical 
Danish grave has been found in the earliest layers of Haithabu, he assumes that 
cremation graves (Brandgrubengräber) with Jutish ceramics could be considered 
Danish burials;74 this ignores an obvious possibility that those graves could have 

72 Heiko Steuer, ‘Zur ethnischen Gliederung der Bevölkerung von Haithabu anhand 
der Gräberfelder’, Offa, 41 (1984), 189–212 (p. 209).

73 Guy  Halsall,  ‘Early  Medieval  Archeology  and  History:  Some  Interdisciplinary 
Problems and Potentials for Twenty-First Century’, in  Mediävistik im 21. Jahrhundert:  
Stand und Perspektiven der internationalen und interdisziplinären Mittelalterforschung, ed. 
by Hans-Werner Goetz and Jörg Jarnut (Munich: Wilhelm Fink, 2003), pp. 163–85 (pp. 
164–5 and 169–70).

74 Steuer, ‘Zur ethnischen Gliederung der Bevölkerung’, pp. 196 and 209.
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pointed  at  the  presence  in  Haithabu  of  other  ethnic  groups  living  on  the 
Cimbrean peninsula in the eighth and early ninth centuries, such as the Jutes. 
Thus, a more balanced consideration of the cemeteries at Haithabu suggests that 
in the ninth century the region surrounding this  town was settled by Saxons, 
their  northern  ‘Jutish’  neighbours,  and Slavs,  while  Frisians75 and the  Danes 
coming from islands to the east from Haithabu were probably present inside the 
emporium.

Based on anthropological methods and available ninth-century archeological 
data, Tina Thurston has stated that this region played a crucial role in state 
formation in South Scandinavia. After the application of a locational analysis to 
a settlement pattern in southern Jutland and Fyn in the early ninth century, she 
argues that the settlements in this realm were hierarchically organized and there 
is no sign of competing central places there. Based on this, she suggests that it 
was  this  region that  constituted the  realm of  Godfrid,  regnum  Danorum  in 
Frankish annals,  confronting the Franks in  the early  ninth century.76 In her 
opinion, a Frankish expansion catalyzed the processes of political centralization 
in  the  region  to  the  north  from  the  Carolingian  Empire.  These  processes 
resulted in the creation of a centralized state in southern Jutland and on Fyn, 
which was led by the Fyn royal dynasty represented by Godfrid and his heirs:

I  suggest  that  what  they  offered was  expertise,  organization,  and leadership  in 
warfare. Political geography is the only geography involved here: Fyn had military 
leaders who were the most experienced and best-organized to lead an offense or 
defense against the Franks.77

75 On a Frisian quarter in Haithabu see Peter Schmid, ‘Friesische Gräberfelder und das 
Verhältnis  ihrer  Funde  zur  Sachkultur  im  Karolingerreich  und  in  Skandinavien’,  in 
Archäologische  und  naturwissenschaftliche  Untersuchungen  an  länglichen  und  
frühstädtischen Siedlungen im deutschen Küstengebiet vom 5. Jahrhundert v. Chr. bis zum  
11.  Jahrhundert  n.  Chr., I. Ländliche  Siedlungen,  ed.  by  Georg  Kossack and  others 
(Weinheim: Acta Humaniora, 1984), pp. 361–77 (p. 365).

76 Tina Thurston, Landscapes of Power, Landscapes of Conflict: State Formation in the  
South Scandinavian Iron Age  (New York: Kluwer, 2001), pp. 148–60. She states:  ‘The 
land of the Franks and the land of the Danes shared a border only on the neck of Jutland. 
If Godfred went there to fight the Franks, it might have been assumed that he was king of 
much more than he  was.  Other rulers  with similar power and capabilities  may simply 
remain nameless,  or  perhaps  are  named in the  Frankish  Annals  as  the  men from the 
various regions who negotiated peace in AD 811’ (p. 148).

77 Thurston, Landscapes of Power, pp. 78–79.
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As pointed out by Klavs Randsborg,78 The Royal Frankish Annals make a 
hint at Fyn as the powerbase of Godfrid’s dynasty: The entry for the year 815 
mentions that  when the  army of  Saxons  and Abodrites,  supporting another 
pretender for royal power, Harald Klak, reached the coast on the seventh day 
after crossing the Eider, the sons of Godfrid with their troops and ships stayed 
on the island located at the distance of three miles from the coast.79 This island 
was most likely Fyn. 

Some scholars, such as Peter Sawyer and Inge Skovgaard-Petersen, argue that 
Godfrid and his sons were controlling a territory much bigger than southern 
Jutland and Fyn. The first piece of evidence they refer to is the peace treaty 
between Hemming, the nephew of Godfrid, and Charlemagne in 811.80 The  
Royal  Frankish  Annals record  the  names  of  Frankish  counts  and  Danish 
magnates  (primores),  who  corroborated  the  peace  agreement  with  oaths 
according to their own rites and customs (‘secundum ritum ac morem suum 
sacramentis pax confirmatur’).81 Among the Danish nobles (‘honorabiles inter 
suos viri’), Osfrid of Skåne is mentioned, which is taken as the evidence to the 
kingdom of Godfrid and his  heirs including Skåne.  There are two problems 
with such an interpretation. First, the naming of the enemy’s leaders — among 
them  the  one  named  Suomi,  which  is  a  very  strange  name  for  a  Dane  or 
Northman — as taking oaths according to their own customs is quite unusual 
for the Frankish annals.  It could indicate that these ‘Danish’  leaders were so 
powerful and autonomous that they had to take part in swearing oaths along 
with  Hemming  and  his  brothers.  Second,  the  text  names  three  ‘Danish’ 
magnates with the name Osfrid, so each of them is specified in a certain way: the 
first with his nickname (cognomento Turdimulo), the second with his father’s 
name (filius Heiligen), and the third, Osfrid of Skåne, with the place of origin 
(de  Sconaowe).  This  indicates  that  his  origin  from  Skåne  —  he  is  the  only 
‘Danish’  magnate  who  is  specified  with  a  geographical  designation  —  was 
peculiar enough to use it as a distinguishing feature.

78 Randsborg, The Viking Age in Denmark, p. 16. He mentions there other arguments 
supporting Fyn as the home island of Godfrid’s dynasty.

79 Annales regni Francorum, s.a. 815, p. 106.
80 See for instance Sawyer, Da Danmark blev Danmark, pp. 40–42; and Inge Sovgaard-

Petersen, ‘Chapter 8b. The Making of the Danish Kingdom’, in The Cambridge History of  
Scandinavia, I: Prehistory to 1520, ed. by Knut Helle (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2003)), pp. 168–83 (pp. 172–73).

81 Annales regni Francorum, s.a. 811, p. 98.
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Another main piece of evidence in their argument is the record in The Royal  
Frankish Annals  that in 813, when two noble clans were fighting for Danish 
kingship,  Harald  Klak  and  Reginfrid,  two  royal  contenders  confronting 
Godfrid’s sons and his supporters, went with an army to Westarfolda, since the 
leaders (principes) and the people (populus) of that region refused to subject to 
them.82 Most scholars assume that this passage describes the uprising in Vest-
fold, the region on the western side of Oslofjord in modern southern Norway 
(map 5), and a naval expedition of the Danish kings to suppress it:83 since, 
according  to  Ynglingatal,  Oslofjord  was  referred  in  ninth-century  skaldic 
poetry as Foldin, the region to the west of the fjord could have been known as 
Vestfold/Westfolda already in the ninth century.84 But if this attribution of 
Westarfolda is true,85 then the passage suggests that  in the early ninth century 
Vestfold was a separate political unit with its own chieftains (principes), which 
temporarily accepted the lordship of Godfrid and his royal successors that could 
have been expressed in payment of tribute. This interpretation can be supported 

82 ‘Qui [. . .] ad Westarfoldam cum exercitu profecti, quae regio ultima regni eorum 
inter septentrionem et occidentem sita, contra aquilonem Brittaniae summitatem respicit, 
cuius principes ac populus eis subici recusabant’, Annales regni Francorum, s.a. 813, p. 102.

83 See n. 80 above.
84 Den norsk-islandske  skjaldedigtning,  ed.  by Finnur Jónsson,  2  vols  (Copenhagen: 

Gyldendal 1912–15; repr. Copenhagen: Rosenkilde and Bagger, 1973), I, 18. 
85 This traditional attribution begs some questions. First,  it does not fit exactly the 

description of this region in our Latin source. The text narrates an expedition to the most 
remote region of his kingdom lying to northwest and, unlike other similar descriptions of 
military activities  of Danish kings,  makes  no reference to a  fleet.  If  the region around 
Haithabu is taken as the point of departure, then an expedition to the northwest would 
lead to the region of Ribe (map 4). The passage also mentions that this region faces to the 
north the upper part of Britain (summitas Brittaniae). Such description does not exactly fit 
Vestfold,  but  makes  a  perfect  sense  in  relation to  the  western coast  of  Sønderjylland 
around Ribe — especially if we keep in mind the remark of Bede that Britain has Belgium 
(Gallia Belgica) to the south. ‘[Brittania — I. G.] (h)abet a meridie Galliam Belgicam’, 
Colgrave and Mynors, eds.,  Bede’s Ecclesiastical History, p. 14. Second, in Old Norse,  ein 
fold could also mean a flat land, which could be perfectly suitable for the description of 
western parts of southern Jutland. Therefore, there is a slight possibility that Westarfolda  
of The  Royal  Frankish  Annals,  whose  location  is  otherwise  unknown  in  Frankish 
narratives, refers not to Vestfold in Norway but to the region around Ribe. In this case, a 
Danish influence in ninth-century Vestfold could be explained not by its inclusion into a 
greater Danish kingdom of Godfrid and his successors, but by its proximity to Denamearc, 
the Danish mainland, which in the late ninth century, according to Ohthere, was located 
on the western coast of Sweden and farther up to Oslofjord.
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by the records in some West Frankish annals that describe the capture of Nantes 
by  Vikings  in  843.  The Annals  of  St  Bertin,  which  recorded this  event  from 
faraway, identifies the raiders as Northmen,86 but the local annalistic tradition in 
Aquitaine gives them another name,  Wesfaldingi.87 This name was most likely 
transmitted  by  eyewitnesses  of  this  event,  who  might  have  heard  the  self-
designation of the Vikings that pillaged Nantes.88 The name that the Aquitanian 
tradition  has  preserved  indicates  that  the  identity  of  those  Northmen  (it  is 
temptive to describe it as ethnic) was defined by their homeland — Westerfolda of 
The Royal Frankish Annals — and had no connection to a Danish identity. Such 
pattern of self-identification reminds us of Osfrid of Skåne in the list of ‘Danish’ 
magnates in 811 and of Ohthere, who mentioned that he lived in  Halgoland,89 

and  emphasizes  the  importance  of  smaller  regions  for  the  identity  and  self-
identification  of  Scandinavians  in  the  early  Viking  Age.90 Frankish  authors 
writing about Scandinavia and Northmen failed to grasp this fact. 

The Haithabu Coinage

Numismatic  evidence  could  provide  another  argument  in  support  of  the 
regnum Danorum  limited to southern Jutland and Fyn in the first half of the 
ninth century. Brita Malmer has demonstrated that the earliest Scandinavian 
coinage, often referred to as the Haithabu coinage, started in that region in the 
820s  and  ceased  in  the  mid-ninth  century;  the  next  issues  of  Scandinavian 

86 ‘Pyratae Nordmandorum urbem Namnetum adgressi, interfectis episcopo et multis 
clericorum atque laicorum sexusque promiscui, depraedata civitate, inferioris Aquitaniae 
partes depopulaturi adoriuntur’, Annales Bertiniani, p. 29.

87 ‘Nametis civitas a Wesfaldingis capitur’,  Annales  Englolismenses,  ed.  by Georg H. 
Pertz,  MGH  SS  16  (Hannover:  Hahn,  1859),  p.  486.  ‘Eo  quoque  anno  Namnetis  a 
Wesfaldingis  capitur’,  Chronicon  Aquitanicum,  ed.  by  Georg  H.  Pertz,  MGH  SS,  2 
(Hannover:  Hahn,  1829),  p.  253.  Compare  Wamers,  ‘The  9th  Century  Danish-
Norwegian Conflict’, pp. 245–46.

88 Such  a  transmission  might  explain  why  our  sources  has  preserved  the  form 
Wesfaldingi instead of expected Westfaldingi.

89 ‘Ohthere sæde þæt sio scir hatte Halgoland þe he on bude’, The Old English Orosius, 
ed. by Bately, p. 16.

90 For more examples see Eric Christensen, The Norsemen in the Viking Age (Oxford: 
Blackwell, 2002), pp. 112–17, and map 5.
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coinage appeared only in the tenth century.91 Initially,  she thought that this 
coinage was struck in Haithabu, but recent finds — by now almost 130 coins 
are known — make her believe that these coins were contemporaneously issued 
at the two major emporia of southern Jutland: a group, initially influenced by 
early Carolingian coins of the  Carolus/Dorestad type produced in 781–93/4 
(her class KG3–5), in Haithabu and a smaller issue, imitating Wodan/Monster 
sceattas of the eighth century (a sub-group in her class KG5), in Ribe. The final 
issue (her class KG6) was issued c. 850, although the place of its production is 
still  an  open  question.  Her  analysis  of  finds  suggests  that  the  earliest 
Scandinavian coins were used mostly as pendants and as such were frequently 
pierced and looped. 92

Björn Varenius takes this a step further and suggests that these coins were 
issued mainly as symbols of power by the sons of Godfrid struggling against 
their pro-Carolingian opponent, Harald Klak, who was baptized by Louis the 
Pious in 826. As such, the coins did not imitate contemporary coins of Louis 
the Pious but actively used Nordic symbolism. Consequently, Varenius states 
that this Nordic coinage ceased after the need for symbolic opposition to the 
Carolingian Empire no longer existed.93 Malmer argues, on the contrary, that 
some images used on the earliest Scandinavian coins, the deer fighting a snake 
and a ship with the fish beneath, could have expressed Christian symbolism: 
the deer and fish as symbols of Christ and the snake as a symbol of devil. She 
suggests  that  the  introduction  of  these  Christian  motifs  could  have  been 
related to Carolingian missionary activity in Denmark in the 820s.94 But such 
an interpretation causes several interrelated problems. First, the scene of the 
deer/Christ fighting a snake/devil would require an audience with a very deep 
knowledge  of  Christian  symbolism,  which  was  hardly  a  case  in  southern 
Jutland in the first half of the ninth century. The first missionaries came to 

91 Brita Malmer,  Nordiska mynt fore år 1000, Acta Archaelogica Lundensia, 4 (Lund: 
Berlingska Boktryckeriet, 1966).

92 Brita Malmer, ‘Kristna symboler på danska mynt ca. 825–1050’, in Kristendommen I  
Danmark før 1050: Et symposium i Roskilde den 5.–7. Februar 2003,  ed. by Niels Lund 
(Roskilde: Roskilde Museum, 2004), pp. 75–85 (pp. 75–8). She will express this modified 
vision of the Haithabu coinage in the second edition of her book, and I am grateful to her 
for kindly sharing with me the main outlines of the corrected approach as well as  the 
updated maps with the finds of the earliest Scandinavian coins. 

93 Björn Varenius, ‘The Hedeby Coinage’, Current Swedish Archeology, 2 (1994), 185–
93 (pp. 187–89).

94 Malmer, ’Kristna symboler’, pp. 75–78.
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that  region only  in  the 820s,  and it  seems that  their  mission was not very 
successful.95 The Life of Ansgar  mentions the first church built in Haithabu 
only  around  850  and  the  one  in  Ribe  slightly  later.96 There  are  no direct 
prototypes for such imagery in the contemporary Frankish manuscripts, and it 
usually  takes  much  more  time  before  such  symbolically  developed 
iconography emerges  in a Christian environment.  Second, the image of  the 
fish was a common Christian sign in the second and third centuries, but later 
on, other symbols became more important in expressing Christian messages. 
As a result, the fish was never used, to the best of my knowledge, as a Christian 
symbol on early medieval coins issued by Christian authorities. Finally, such 
symbolism can be expected from iconography used in manuscripts but not on 
coins. In the early Middle Ages, coins addressed much wider and less educated 
audiences,  and their  iconographic  language usually  employed much simpler 
and  more  easily  understandable  signs  and  symbols.  For  instance, 
contemporary  Carolingian  coins  expressed  their  Christian  message  via  the 
sign of a cross and the image of a Christian basilica, the Christian status of the 
latter was indicated with the signs of a cross atop and affront so that it would 
not  be  confused  with  any  other  building.  Meanwhile,  the  Haithabu  coins, 
while  being influenced by some images  from Carolingian coins such as the 
image  of  a  ship,  removed  the  signs  unequivocally  making  those  images 
Christian: the cross on the top of a ship-mast present on Carolingian coins 
disappeared  on  the  coins  struck  in  southern  Jutland.  Thus,  the  Christian 
interpretation of the Haithabu coinage causes too many irresolvable problems.

At  the  same  time,  the  imagery  on  the  earliest  Nordic  coins  can  be  easily 
interpreted within a common framework of  Nordic  beliefs  and symbols.  The 
imitations of Frisian Wodan/Monster sceattas are believed to represent the face 
of Odin. The image of a building is similar to the pattern of Nordic houses known 
from archeological excavations.97 It has a human-like head atop the roof, at the 
same place  where  the  Christian basilica  on Carolingian coins has  a  cross  and 

95 See for details Ian N. Wood, ‘Christians and Pagans in Ninth-Century Scandinavia’, 
in Christianization of Scandinavia,  ed. by Peter H. Sawyer and others (Alingås: Viktoria, 
1987), pp. 36–67 (pp. 36–43); idem, The Missionary Life: Saints and the Evangelisation of  
Europe  400–1050 (Harlow:  Pearson  Education,  2001),  pp.  123–41;  and  Palmer, 
‘Rimbert’s Vita Anskarii’, pp. 235–36 and 251–52.

96 Rimbert, Vita Ansgarii, c. 24, p. 52, and c. 32, p. 64.
97 For  details  of  this  coin type see  Gert Hatz,  ‘Malmer: CE II / Hus’,  Hikuin, 11 

(1985), 133–44.
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where Greek and Roman coins had the symbol of a deity to whom the depicted 
temple was dedicated. This feature suggests that the image on Nordic coins might 
also have referred to a building with a sacred function. It could be, for instance, a 
ting hut, the political, religious, and legal focal point of early Viking Age society.98 

Similarly, other images could have been inspired by local culture. The images of 
the deer or a quadruped could be a visual representation of common kennings for 
a ship, known from skaldic poetry, such as the water-deer (vánar hjörtr) and the 
horse of the sea (marblakkr).99 The images of the deer and a quadruped are always 
present with that  of  a  snake,  which may well  represent the Midgard serpent. 
According to Old Norse mythology, it was thrown by Odin into the sea and was 
Thor’s greatest opponent.100 This serpent could have personified all the dangers 
of the sea, since Thor was the protector of sailors helping them happily to escape 
those threats.101 Therefore, this imagery could have metaphorically presented the 
same image as was directly impressed on some other coins of Haithabu: the ship. 
The fish  underneath  the  ship  could  be  easily  interpreted  as  a  symbol  of  sea, 
especially because on later coins the fish beneath the ship was replaced with two 
intersecting  arcs,  most  likely  indicating  waves.  One  type  of  the  earliest 
Scandinavian coins depicts two roosters facing each other, which from the first 
glance remind us of two cocks — one crowing in Valhalla, the other in Hel — in 
The Poetic Edda, namely, in  The Seeress’s Prophecy  deeply rooted in the Viking 
Age mythology:

Golden-comb crowed for the Æsir,
He wakens the warriors at the Father of Hosts’;

98 For  details  on  this  assembly  places  and  all  references  see  Stefan  Brink,  ‘Legal 
Assemblies  and  Judicial  Structure  in  Early  Scandinavia’,  in  Political  Assemblies  in  the  
Earlier Middle Ages, ed. by P. S. Barnwell and Marco Mostert, Studies in the Early Middle 
Ages, 7 (Turnhout: Brepols, 2003), pp. 61–71.

99 On  the  definition  and  general  analysis  of  kennings  see  Wolfgang  Mohr, 
Kenningstudien:  Beiträge  zur  Stilgeschichte  der  altgermanischen  Dichtung  (Stuttgart: 
Kohlhammer,  1933);  and Bjarne Fidjestøl,  ‘Kenningsystemet.  Forsøk på ein lingvistisk 
analyse’, Maal og Minne (1974), 5–50. For the kennings for the ship using the names of 
different quadrupeds in its structure, see Rudolf Meissner, Die Kenningar der Skalden: Ein  
Beitrag zur skaldischen Poetik (Bonn: Schroeder, 1921), pp. 208–22.

100 For details and references see John Lindow, Norse Mythology: A Guide to the Gods,  
Heroes, Rituals, and Beliefs (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), pp. 229–30.

101 On this  function  of  Thor  see  Richard  Perkins,  Thor  the  Wind-Raiser  and the  
Eyrarland Image, Viking Society for Northern Research, 15 (London: University College 
London, 2001).
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And another crows down below the earth,
A sooty-red cock in the halls of Hel.102

Thus,  the  preceding  overview  demonstrates  that,  although  the  influence  of 
contemporary  Carolingian  numismatic  images,  such  as  those  of  a  ship  and 
basilica, on the earliest Scandinavian coinage is beyond doubt, the imagery on 
the  latter  was  reworked to express  the  cultural  world of  Nordic  beliefs  and 
symbols.

If the earliest Nordic coins were used predominantly as pendants, why were 
they  minted  in  the  first  place?  Their  weight  and  diameter  offer  a  possible 
explanation. Their average weight, 0.84 g for KG3–4 and 0.76 g for KG5–6,103 

is  close  to the  weight of  Carolingian  obols,  0.85 g.  At  the  same time,  their 
average diameter, about 20 mm,104 is bigger than that of obols, about 14 mm, 
and matches the size  of  Carolingian deniers,  weighing twice  as  much as  the 
Haithabu  coins.  These  features  suggest  that  the  production  of  the  earliest 
Scandinavian coinage had a close connection to Carolingian coins. The finds of 
Carolingian  coins  in  Haithabu  also  indicate  their  availability  for  local 
moneyers.105 Therefore, it is very probable that the earliest Scandinavian coins 
were reminted from concurrent Carolingian coins.

The main source of Carolingian coins could have been custom tolls collected 
from the merchants coming from the Carolingian Empire. The Royal Frankish  
Annals narrate that Reric, the emporium that was destroyed in 808 and whose 
merchants were moved to Haithabu, was of great value for the kingdom of 
Godfrid because of toll payments. It is obvious that this vectigalium persolutio

102 The Poetic Edda, trans. by Carolyne Larrington (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1996), p. 9.

103 Malmer, Nordiska mynt, p. 136, table 14.
104 Malmer, Nordiska mynt, p. 143, table 18.
105 Malmer, ‘Kristna symboler’, p. 75, has already pointed to this connection between 

the earliest Scandinavian and Carolingian coins. For this connection see also her paper 
‘South Scandinavian Coinage in the Ninth Century’, in Silver Economy in the Viking Age, 
ed. by James Graham-Campbell and Gareth Williams (Walnut Creek: Left Coast, 2007), 
pp. 13–27, especially fig. 2.4. (Unfortunately, this volume has not been available for me at 
the time of writing.) On the finds of Carolingian coins in Haithabu see Ralf Wiechmann, 
‘Karolingische Denare aus Bardowick — Münzumlauf an der nördlichen Peripherie des 
Frankenreichs’,  in  Delectat et  docet: Festschrift zum 100ährigen Bestehen des Vereins der  
Münzenfreunde  in  Hamburg,  ed.  by  Manfred  Mehl  (Hamburg:  Museum  für 
Hamburgische Geschichte, 2004), pp. 13–44 (p. 31).
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was  continued  in  Haithabu.106 Reminting  the  Carolingian  coins  that  were 
acquired  through  tolls  with  Nordic  symbols  would  have  demonstrated  the 
political power of authority standing behind them:  rex Danorum. This would 
correspond  to  a  similar  policy  undertaken  by  the  Carolingians  as  all  coins 
arriving in their empire were immediately taken out of circulation and reminted 
with the signs of Carolingian power and Christianity. In the same way, the coins 
carrying the signs of Carolingian authority were either reminted or turned into 
silver  objects  and  thus  limited  to  circulation  in  southern  Jutland.  This 
interpretation  agrees  with  much  higher  concentration of  silver  finds  in  this 
region than in the rest of ninth-century south Scandinavia: the average weight 
of silver hoards in southern Jutland is more than five times higher than in the 
rest of south Scandinavia.107

Most  finds  of  Carolingian  coins  in  Scandinavia  attributed  to  the  ninth 
century — the vast majority of them were issued contemporaneously with the 
early  Scandinavian  coinage  —  are  located  in  southern  Norway,  southern 
Sweden, Sjælland, and the north of Jutland around Limfjord.108 The finds of 
Carolingian coins  in  the  rest  of  Jutland and on Fyn are extremely  rare  and 
limited to  Haithabu (five  coins)  and Gudme,  a  central  place  on Fyn (three 
coins). Unlike the coins from Sjælland and the north of Jutland, most of the 
coins from those two places are not pierced and were found in a settlement 
context, which suggests that they were most likely lost by travellers from the 
Carolingian realm to Sjælland and farther to East Scadninavia. Sjælland alone, 
on the other hand, has fifteen Carolingian coins found in settlements or as stray 
finds.  The  vast  majority  of  them  are  pierced,  which  indicates  their  use  as 
pendants. 

106 ‘Godofrido vero, priusquam reverteretur, destructo emporio, quod in oceani litore 
constitutum  lingua  Danorum  Reric  dicebatur  et  magnam  regno  illius  commoditatem 
vectigalium  persolutione  praestabat,  translatisque  inde  negotiatoribus,  soluta  classe  ad 
portam, qui Sliesthorp dicitur, cum universo exercitu venit’, Annales regni Francorum, s.a. 
808, p. 88. See also Randsborg, The Viking Age in Denmark, pp. 14–15.

107 Randsborg, The Viking Age in Denmark, p. 145.
108 The following analysis is based on an updated database of Carolingian coins, which 

will  be  published  in  my  forthcoming  paper,  ‘Carolingian  Coins  in  Early  Viking  Age 
Scandinavia  (ca.  754–ca.  900):  Chronological  Distribution  and  Regional  Patterns’, 
Nordisk Numismatisk Årsskrift (forthcoming 2008 for 2003–05). Some data is available in 
Ildar H. Garipzanov,  ‘Carolingian Coins in Ninth-Century Scandinavia:  A Norwegian 
Perspective’, Viking and Medieval Scandinavia, 1 (2005), 43–71 (pp. 55–58).
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The pattern  of  distribution of  the  earliest  Scandinavian coins,  however,  is 
quite different.109 About thirty-five coins were found in southern Jutland, and 
only seventeen in Sjælland. Most of other finds are on the route from Haithabu to 
Birka in central Sweden, and Birka is the place with the highest concentration of 
the earliest Nordic coins in Scandinavia. This numismatic connection between 
Birka and Haithabu corresponds to the assertions of Frankish literary sources that 
the sons of Godfrid found a refuge in Sweden while fighting pro-Carolingian 
competitors for royal power. The finds of the earliest Nordic coins are extremely 
rare  in  southern  Norway,  northern  Jutland,  and in  the  southwestern  part  of 
modern Sweden which Ohthere calls Denmark. Thus, there is a strong negative 
correlation in the circulation patterns of Carolingian and Nordic coins in the 
ninth century, which means that the abundance of Carolingian coins goes hand in 
hand with the lack of Nordic ones and vice versa; Sjælland is a border zone for 
these patterns. Such distribution indicates that the territory in which Carolingian 
coins had a limited use and Nordic coins were much more predominant includes 
southern Jutland and Fyn. This territory most likely corresponds to the regnum  
Danorum  of Godfrid and his successors. The rulers of this region needed their 
own coinage partly as signs of political prestige and partly as the means providing 
diverse ethnicities unified in the regnum Danorum with material signs of a new 
‘Danish’ identity. These coins appealed to the common world of Scandinavian 
motifs, symbols, and mythology, which could be understood by people belonging 
to different North Germanic ethnicities. These coins were including, rather than 
excluding, signs of identity. 

The disappearance of this coinage in the mid-ninth century could have been 
a result of two processes. First,  shrinking trade with the Carolingian Empire 
after the start of Viking raids and the decay of Dorestad must have decreased the 
amount of tolls and therefore the amount of Carolingian deniers and obols that 
had to be reminted. This change must have undermined the limited material 
resources of authority that profited from that interregional trade and could have 
been an important factor leading to the second significant development: the 
weakening  power  of  the  Danish  kings  controlling  southern  Jutland  and 
dominating the regions to the northeast. The end of Carolingian expansion to 
southern Jutland had undermined a political impetus for unification of diverse 
parts constituting the  regnum Danorum.  This fragmentation corresponded to 
the  gradual  marginalization  of  the  name  of  Danes  in  the  Frankish  literary 

109 The following numbers are based on an updated database of the early Scandinavian 
coins composed by Brita Malmer, which she has kindly shared with me.
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sources in the second half of the ninth century, which was increasingly replaced 
with a more general term: Northmen.

The example of gens Danorum in the ninth century thus suggests that many early 
medieval  gentes were  characterized,  first  and foremost,  by  ‘political  ethnicity’, 
which  is  to  say  that  political  factors,  circumstances,  and  rational  played  a 
dominant  role  —  much  greater  than  a  coherent  ethnic  substrate  —  in  the 
creation  of  such  groups,  which  were  presented  in  contemporaneous  Latin 
discourse as constituting early medieval kingdoms. The presence of a dominating 
political  power threatening its  neighbours,  such as  the Roman Empire or  the 
Carolingian kingdom, should be counted among one of the major factors leading 
to the construction of such ‘political ethnicities’ and new identities. It was a threat 
of aggression that helped to overcome ethnic fluidity and facilitated the creation 
of new gentile identities in frontier regions of such empires; the construction of 
gens Danorum is a vivid example of such a process. 

Gens Danorum was constructed in two different respects: First, as a category of 
ethnic discourse, it was constructed in Frankish narratives from the sixth to the 
ninth century under the influence of the late classical cosmographic tradition and 
shaped the Frankish perception of northern neighbours, especially in the first half 
of  the  ninth  century.  This  ethnic  discourse  has  in  turn  affected  the  modern 
historiographic tradition of the origins of Denmark and the Danish state. Second, 
as  a  historical  phenomenon,  the  gens Danorum  of  the  ninth  century  was 
constructed in southern Jutland from people of different ethnicities in response 
to an approaching Carolingian expansion. The Danish ruling elite from adjacent 
islands was able to offer military expertise as well as military support from the 
Danes living to the northeast, and hence, it defined a unifying frontier identity. 
This  gentile  identity  was  constructed  through  the  ideological  and  cultural 
opposition to the Franks and appealed to unifying Nordic symbols and pagan 
signs  as  opposite  to  Christian  messages  of  Carolingian  coins.  The  earliest 
Scandinavian coinage issued at the two major emporia of the kingdom, Haithabu 
and Ribe, expressed this symbolic ‘warfare’ best of all. As soon as the need for such 
an opposition ceased to exist, the gentile identity that was connected to it faded 
away. It resurfaced farther to the north in the tenth century when new powerful 
rulers began forging new political communities.
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Map 5: The Law Provinces of Twelfth-Century Norway
(based on Norges historie, ed. by Knut Myckland, vol. 15, fig. 20).



6. DIVISION AND UNITY IN MEDIEVAL NORWAY

Sverre Bagge

Norway was a kingdom, it shall become a people. The Thrønds were set against the 
men of Viken, the men of Agder against those of Hordaland, the Hålogolendings 
against the Sognings.  Hereafter they shall all be one and they all shall know by 
themselves that they are one. This is the task God has laid on my shoulders.1

n  this  way,  Ibsen  lets  King  Håkon  Håkonsson  (1217–63)  explain  the 
essence of his political programme to his rival Duke Skule who marvels at 
Håkon’s vision and trust in God and himself as well as the formidable task 

he has taken upon him. The unity of the country and the people in the Middle 
Ages has also been a central theme in Norwegian historiography of the Middle 
Ages, to the extent that even the generally sceptical and anti-nationalist Marxist 
historian Edvard Bull took Ibsen’s words as the point of departure for an article 
about Håkon Håkonsson’s contribution to Norwegian unity in the thirteenth 
century.2

I

More  recent  studies  of  nationalism  have  often  rejected  the  idea  of  such 
sentiments  in  the  Middle  Ages,  although  there  is  by  no  means  general 
agreement on this point.3 Before discussing the idea of national  unity in the 

1 ‘Norge var et  rike, det skal bli et  folk.  Trønder sto mot vikværing, agdeværing mot 
hordalending, hålogalending mot sogndøl; alle skal være ett herefter, og alle skal vite med 
seg selv og skjønne at de er ett! Det er vervet som Gud har lagt på mine skuldre’,  Henrik 
Ibsen,  Kongsæmnerne  [The  Pretenders],  III,  in  Samlede  verker, vol.  1  (Oslo:  Gyldendal, 
1954), pp. 374–75. 

2 Edvard Bull, ‘Borgerkrigene i Norge og Haakon Haakonssons kongstanke’, Historisk  
tidsskrift, 5th series, 4 (1917), 177–94.

3 Ernest  Gellner,  Nations  and  Nationalism (Oxford:  Blackwell,  1983);  Benedict 
Anderson,  Imagined Communities:  Reflections on the  Origin and Spread of Nationalism, 
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thirteenth century,  however,  let  us  take  a look at  its  antithesis,  the  regional 
division. Was Norway actually deeply divided in the way Ibsen describes? Did 
Norwegian state formation consist in the victory of a central  monarchy over 
gentes  or consolidated regions? The first half of this chapter will  discuss this 
question on the basis of the limited source material available, after which the 
second half will deal with the united kingdom of Norway the thirteenth century 
and to what extent the vision Ibsen attributes to Håkon Håkonsson bears any 
resemblance to that of the contemporary kings. 

Ethnic and Local Communities in Early Medieval Norway

Little is known about Norwegian political organization before the unification 
in the tenth and eleventh century. There are very few reliable written sources, 
whereas the considerable archaeological evidence that exists is only indirectly 
able to throw light on political organization. An important source, admittedly 
not dating from the pre-unification period, is the  Historia Norwegie, which is 
probably  the  earliest  account  of  the  history  of  the  country.  Written  in  the 
second half of the twelfth century in Latin, only a relatively small part of it has 
been preserved; the extant version ends with St Olav’s accession to the throne in 
1015. What makes it particularly valuable from our point of view, however, is 
the geographical introduction, which contains information on the various parts 
of  the  country and the neighbouring peoples,  referred to  as  gentes,  many  of 
which are pagans.4 The account of the Finns or Sami, called  pagani gentes,  is 
accompanied by a description of their strange way of life, as nomads, living in 
tents, clad in skins and eating half-raw meat, and of their pagan religion and 
magic.  Other  gentes  are  the  ‘Kyriali,  the  Kweni,  Cornuti  Finni  and  the 
Biarmones’, and the Screlinga, living north of Greenland, a people consisting of 
dwarfs, that is probably Inuits. Actually, the term  gens  is normally used about 
peoples clearly distinct from the Norwegians, usually pagan and highly exotic 
linguistically  and  culturally,  as  well  as  religiously.  This  use  of  the  term 

revised edn (London: Verso, 1991); and Eric Hobsbawm, Nations and Nationalism since  
1780 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991) regard nationalism as a specifically 
modern phenomenon, whereas Anthony D. Smith is more inclined to assume a continuity 
from preindustrial ethnic groups to modern nationalism; see his  Theories of Nationalism 
(London: Duckworth, 1971) and National Identity (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1991).

4 HN, c. 1, pp. 52–53.
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corresponds to biblical and patristic language, where the term gentes often refers 
to pagans. There are, however, two exceptions to this. The first is the reference 
to  Norway’s  neighbouring  regions  to  the  east,  Svealand,  Götaland, 
Ångermanland, and Jämtland  — the author thus neither regards Sweden as one 
country  nor  Jämtland  as  part  of  Norway  — which  are  now,  thank  God, 
inhabited by Christian gentes. Here the reference to the recent Christianisation 
of the Swedes may be significant. Normally terms like incole or insulani are used 
for references to different kinds of Christian peoples. The term  nacio  is used 
once, about the inhabitants of the Orkneys, called Pape.5 Although the author 
does not state explicitly that these people were Christians, his etymology, that 
they were named after the German term for priest  because they dressed like 
clerics, at least gives a Christian association, which may explain the term nacio  
instead of gens. The second reference is to Håkon the Good, in the pagan period 
being elected king by ‘maritimis Norwegie gentibus’; which would imply that 
the coastal region — one of the three in which the country is divided — was 
inhabited by several gentes, but no details of this are given. 

Thus,  with  one  possible  exception,  the  author  of  Historia  Norwegie 
apparently does not think of the Norwegians as consisting of several peoples, 
tribes, or clans. His very elaborate division of the country is purely geographical. 
He divides Norway into three zones, the coast, the inland, and the forest to the 
north, inhabited by the Finns.6 The coast is further divided into patrie, four all 
together, which in turn are divided into twenty-two provincie.  The four patrie  
are Viken (Sinus Orientalis), extending from the Danish border (that is the area 
around Göta Älv) to Rygjabit (=Lindesnes), Gulatingslag (Gulacia), Trøndelag 
(Trondemia),  and  Hålogaland  (Halogia).  The  first  three  of  these  divisions 
correspond to three of the four law districts into which the country was divided 
(map 5). The provincie seem to correspond to the unit called fylki, which at least 
in some cases represents an ancient division. The inland is likewise divided into 
four  patrie,  which in turn are divided into twelve  provincie, that is fewer than 
the coast. The patrie  are first Romerike, Ringerike and the adjoining counties, 
extending to the border to Götaland, then Telemark with distant ruribus, then 

5 HN, c. 6, pp. 64–66
6 For  the  term  forest,  see  Lars  Boje  Mortensen,  ‘The  Language  of  Geographical 

Description  in  Twelfth-Century  Scandinavian  Latin’,  Filologia  mediolatina:  Studies  in  
Medieval Latin Texts and Their Transmission. Rivista della Fondazione Ezio Franceschini, 
12 (2005), 103–21 (p. 114) who suggests that it may be derived from the biblical reference 
to the forest of Lebanon as the wilderness to the north of Lebanon. 
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Hedmark  with  Alvdalene  (‘cum  convallibus  Albie’), and  finally  Gud-
brandsdalen and Lom with its neighbouring provinces.  These four  patrie  are 
listed from east to west and from south to north; the two former are to the 
south  of  the  two  latter.  The  author  does  not  list  the  number  of  provincie  
belonging to each patria.

Patria  in  Latin,  both  classical  and  medieval,  can  have  strong  emotional 
connotations. The word is used in medieval Latin for kingdoms as well as for 
smaller units, for example, the main provinces of Denmark. In a recent article, 
Sverrir Jakobsson interprets it in this way here, and thus as evidence of the deep 
division between ‘nationalities’ in medieval Norway expressed by Ibsen.7 This 
interpretation is, in my opinion, unlikely. Admittedly, three of the four coastal 
patrie  correspond  to  units  that  actually  had  a  political  function,  having  a 
common law and an assembly meeting every year. Most probably, Trøndelag 
had a fairly long history as such a unit.8 This region had a vast quantity of good 
agricultural  land within a small  and easily  accessible area along the sheltered 
Trondheimsfjord. Western Norway had the advantage of good communications 
along the coast, but there is little to suggest any strong integration. The creation 
of this region as a law district was probably the result of Harald Fairhair’s and 
his  successors’  conquests  and  suppression  of  a  number  of  petty  kings  or 
chieftains  in  the  ninth  and  tenth  centuries.9 Viken  had  similar  easy 
communications as Trøndelag, but there is less to suggest a political unity in this 
area. Moreover, the law district seems to come fairly late, possibly at the same 
time as the division of the diocese of Oslo into Oslo and Hamar in 1152/53. 
Finally, Hålogaland is a well-known geographical unit but neither seems to have 
been politically united nor to have had its own law. Judicially, it belonged to the 
law district  of  Trøndelag  (Frostating)  and ecclesiastically,  it  was  part  of  the 
diocese of Nidaros. It may, however, have had a  thing  assembly for the whole 
region.10 This  situation  was  formalized  in  the  thirteenth  century  with  the 

7 Sverrir Jakobsson, ‘Defining a Nation: Popular and Public Identity in the Middle 
Ages’,  Scandinavian Journal of History, 24 (1999), 91–102, compare p. 93 on the Danish 
provinces. 

8 Jørn Sandnes, ‘Trøndelags eldste politiske historie’, Historisk tidsskrift, 46 (1967), 1–
20;  and  Per  Sveaas  Andersen,  Samlingen  av  Norge  og  kristningen  av  landet  (Oslo: 
Universitetsforlaget, 1977), pp. 58–62. 

9 See most recently Knut Helle, Gulatinget og Gulatingslova (Leikanger: Skald, 2001), 
pp. 23–37. 

10 Inger Ekrem, ‘Essay on Date and Purpose’, in HN pp. 155–225 (pp. 177–78).
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division  of  the  Frostating  law district  into  two new  lagsogn,  Trøndelag  and 
Hålogaland, each headed by a lagmann, that is a judge appointed by the king.11 

The  division  of  the  inland  into  four  patrie  makes  sense  from  a  purely 
geographical point of view: the lowlands north of Oslo form the first region, the 
mountains from Telemark towards the coastal region in the west the second, 
and the districts around the two great valleys to the north, Østerdalen in the 
east  and Gudbrandsdalen in the west,  the third and fourth.  But there is  no 
evidence  whatsoever  that  these  patrie  were  anything  else  than  geographical 
units.12 Nothing in the extant sources indicates that their inhabitants regarded 
themselves as one people or that each region formed any kind of political or 
judicial unit. Given the considerable difficulties of communication within each 
of the regions, except the first one, this would also seem very unlikely. As for the 
first region or patria, around Ringerike/Romerike, we have fairly good evidence 
that  it  was  actually  divided  into  several  principalities.  Characteristically,  the 
inland  patrie  have  not  even  got  proper  names.  When  eastern  Norway  was 
divided into lagsogn in the thirteenth century, the new units did not correspond 
to those of Historia Norwegie. On the contrary, the units cross the basic line of 
division between the coast and the inland, as well as the old division between 
the law districts of Borgarting and Eidsivating.13 

Rather  than  regarding  Historia  Norwegie’s  patrie  as  evidence  of  deep 
emotional  or  political  divisions  within  Norway,  we  should  see  them  as  the 
expression of the author’s classical education. In contrast to his contemporary, 
Theodoricus  Monachus,  he  consistently  avoids  vernacular  terms,  preferring 
classical vocabulary, even if it is less exact. His use of patria should therefore be 
understood primarily by considering the units he denotes by this term, not by 
its  usual  contemporary  or  classical  meaning.  Further,  his  whole  account  of 
Norwegian  geography  corresponds  to  classical  genre  conventions  when 
narrating  the  history  of  a  country,  which  should  be  preceded  with  a 

11 Jens Arup Seip,  Lagmann og lagting i middelalderen og det 16. århundre,  Skrifter 
utgitt av det Morske Videnskaps-Akademie i Oslo, 2; Hist.-fil. Klasse, 3 (Oslo: Dybwad, 
1934), pp. 8–24. 

12 Knut Robberstad, ‘Ordet patria i Historia Norvegiæ’, Historisk tidsskrift, 35 (1949–
51), 187–91, and after him Ekrem, ‘Essay’, p. 178, concludes on the basis of this text alone 
that such assemblies actually existed but as there is no other evidence and the hypothesis is 
in itself unlikely, it seems better to seek another explanation. By contrast, there were of 
course local things in the inland as well as the coastal regions, but for far smaller areas.

13 Seip, Lagmann, pp. 13–16.
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geographical  introduction,  containing  where  the  country  is  situated,  its 
neighbours, and its internal divisions (Caesar’s ‘Gallia est omnis divisa in partes 
tres’).14 

This interpretation is confirmed by the narrative. If the author of  Historia  
Norwegie  really believed in his  patrie  as important units in Norwegian history, 
he would have an excellent opportunity to highlight this when narrating Harald 
Fairhair’s conquest of the country, but he only states that Harald conquered the 
whole  coastal  region.  Generally,  the  only  significant  division  in  Historia  
Norwegie’s  historical  narrative  is  the  one  between the  coast  and the  inland. 
Harald and his successors rule over the coast, while the inland kings, at least to 
some extent,  are  their  clients;  some of them also Harald’s  descendants.  The 
author lists Harald’s sons by name, sixteen altogether, and indicates the regions 
governed by some of them.15 Two of them become more prominent in  the 
second part of the narrative, namely Harald’s great grandson Harald Grenske 
and his  grandson Tryggve  Olavsson.  The  former  was  the  ruler  of  Grenland 
which the author most probably regards as a provincia, although he does not use 
the term. The latter grew up in the provincia of Romerike but later conquered 
the eastern part of Viken. He was killed on an island in Ranrike, that is in the 
northern part of what is present-day Bohuslän in Sweden. 

The author gives two versions of Tryggve’s death,16 the latter of which is the 
more  interesting,  probably  also  the  more  authentic:  The  inhabitants 
(provinciales) of Ranrike who were tired of his tyranny organized an assembly 
quasi pro communi utilitate regni and had him killed. It is not clear whether the 
author is sympathetic to the people or to Tryggve — most probably he blames 
the former for their treachery and the latter for his tyranny — but the reference 
to the assembly as well as to the  communis utilitas  implies a clear sense of the 
political  aspect  of  the  regional  divisions.  These,  however,  are  found  on  the 
provincial rather than on the patria level. 

14 On geographical descriptions as a conventional element in a proper  historia  in the 
Middle Ages, see Karl Ferdinand Werner, ‘Gott, Herrscher und Historiograph’, in Deus  
quit mutat tempora: Festschrift Alfons Becker, ed. by E.-D. Diehl and others (Sigmaringen: 
Thoerbecke,  1987),  pp.  1–31  (pp.  11–12).  See  also  Mortensen,  ‘The  Language’,  on 
geographical descriptions in medieval historiography according to the model of Orosius. 

15 HN, c. 11, p. 80  and 15, pp. 86–88.
16 The relationship between the versions is discussed in Sverre Bagge, ‘The Making of a 

Missionary King — the Medieval Accounts of Olaf Tryggvason and the Conversion of 
Norway’, Journal of English and Germanic Philology, 105 (2006), 473–513.
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The  Historia  Norwegie  therefore,  cannot  be  taken  as  evidence  of 
consolidated  regions  in  the  twelfth  century  but  on  the  other  hand  cannot 
exclude their existence at an earlier stage. The skaldic poems which are usually 
regarded as authentic evidence transmitted orally  from the Viking Age until 
they were written down in the thirteenth century, often link kings to the people 
of particular regions. The usual interpretation is that these references should be 
regarded as  pars pro toto,  the regional names being used for metrical or other 
reasons to  denote the  king  of  the  whole  country,  but  Sverrir  Jakobsson has 
recently used them as an argument for actual regional divisions.17 However, a 
closer  examination confirms  the  traditional  interpretation;  the  same  king  is 
often  given  several  regional  epithets.  Thus  Olav  Tryggvason  (995–1000)  is 
called  the  Hords’  brave  friend,  but  also  King  of  the  Norwegians.18 St  Olav 
(1015–30)  is  called  King  of  the  Trønds,  is  said  to  have  the  support  of  the 
Opplendingar, to be King of Sogn and the Egdar, and is said to have conquered 
the  Opplands.19 Harald  Hardrada  (1045–66)  is  called  respectively  the 
Sogningar’s friend, King of the Opplendingar, Sogn’s King, King of the Hordar, 
King of the people of Fjaler (that is Sunnfjord or a part of it), and King of the 
Egdar, in addition to being said to rule the whole of Norway.20 Magnus Barelegs 
(1093–1103) is  called King or Lord of the people  of  Voss, the Hordar,  the 
Trønder, the Sogningar, the Egdar, and the Opplendingar.21 

Even  if  the  regions  listed  above  clearly  did  not  have  separate  kings,  the 
frequent  reference  to  some of  them  may  indicate  some kind  of  community 
among  their  inhabitants.  It  is  noteworthy,  however,  that  only  one  of  them 
corresponds to one of  Historia Norwegie’s  patrie,  namely Trøndelag which is 
also  the  one  most  likely  to  have  been  an  integrated  region.  Of  the  others 
Hordaland, Sogn, and Agder are  fylki,  whereas Oppland is usually a common 
name  for  the  inland  region  of  eastern  Norway.  Therefore,  like  Historia  
Norwegie, the skaldic poetry indicates that the fylki or provincie were more likely 
to serve as political communities than the law districts or  Historia Norwegie’s 
patrie. The fact that some of the fylki have names ending in –riki, that is ‘realm’, 

17 Jakobsson, ‘Defining a Nation’, p. 93.
18 Den  norsk-islandske  skjaldedigtning,  ed.  by  Finnur  Jónsson,  4  vols  (AI-BII) 

(Copenhagen: Gyldendal, 1908–14) (henceforth Skjaldedigtning), BI, 148 and 156. 
19 Ibid., pp. 216, 220, 223, 303, and 239. 
20 Ibid., pp. 324, 342, 343, 346, 357, 373, and 362.
21 Ibid., pp. 404, 408, and 412.
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‘power’, many of which must be very old, may also serve as evidence of this.22 

Nevertheless, the existence of permanent political units before the unification, 
like the petty kingdoms mentioned in some of the sagas, seems doubtful. The 
situation is more likely to have been unstable, with chieftains controlling allies 
and clients and units of changing size surviving over a few generations before 
they were replaced by others.23 

The  so-called  civil  wars  from  1130  to  1240  form  an,  admittedly  late, 
empirical  test  of  the  idea of  regional  divisions.  Referring  explicitly  to Ibsen, 
Edvard Bull maintains that these wars were essentially between different parts 
of  the  country.24 Norway was a deeply  divided country,  with strong enmity 
between four main regions, the southeast (Viken), western Norway, Trøndelag, 
and  the  inner  parts  of  eastern  Norway,  that  is  a  division  corresponding 
approximately  to  the  division  between  the  judicial  districts.  The  division 
between these regions was not overcome until the Sverre dynasty under Håkon 
Håkonsson — the spokesman for national unity in Ibsen — had emerged as its 
sole ruler and its last opponent, Skule Bårdsson, had been defeated and killed in 
1240.  Bull’s  interpretation  has  had  considerable  influence  and  still  has  its 
adherents.  Andreas  Holmsen  has  combined  it  with  the  theory  of  social 
divisions,  claiming  that  the  aristocratic  regions,  Viken  and  the  West,  stood 
together against the more egalitarian ones, Trøndelag and the inner parts of the 
East.25 

I have discussed this interpretation in some earlier articles and rejected it.26 

The main arguments against  are the  following.  First  there is  no evidence of 

22 On the fylki organisation,  see Gustav Indrebø, ‘Den gamle norske fylkesskipnaden’, 
in  Norsk  middelalder:  Utvalgte  avhandlinger  for  historiestudiet, ed.  by  Andreas 
Holmsen,Universitetets og Bergen Museums radioforedrag, 35 (Bergen: [n. pub.], 1937; 
repr.  Oslo:  Universitetsforlaget,  1966);  and  Sølvi  Bauge,  ‘Fylke’,  in  Kulturhistorisk  
Leksikon for nordisk middelalder fra vikingtid til reformasjonstid, ed. by Finn Hødnebø, 22 
vols (Oslo: Gyldendal, 1956–78), V, 39–40.

23 Dagfinn Skre,  Herredømme.  Bosetning og besittelse  på Romerike  200–1350 e.  Kr.  
(Oslo: Universitetsforlaget, 1996), pp. 463–69. 

24 Bull, ’Borgerkrigene’, pp. 177–94.
25 Andreas  Holmsen,  Norges  historie.  Fra  de  eldste  tider  til  1660, 4th  edn  (Oslo: 

Universitetsforlaget, 1977), pp. 188–250.
26 Sverre  Bagge,  ‘Borgerkrig  og  statsutvikling  i  Norge  i  middelalderen’,  Historisk  

tidsskrift, 65  (1986),  145–97;  and  idem, ‘The  Structure  of  Political  Factions  in  the 
Internal  Struggles  of  the  Scandinavian  Countries  during  the  High  Middle  Ages’, 
Scandinavian Journal of History, 24 (1999), 299–320.
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regional divisions in the beginning of the conflicts. The attempts to show that 
there  is,  are  based  on  what  happened  in  their  later  phase,  but  this  proves 
nothing; any prolonged conflict is likely to lead to regional dvisions. Second, the 
divisions that eventually do occur can be explained by strategic considerations. 
Western Norway can only be controlled from the sea, which means that control 
of the popular levy, the leidang, which manned the fleet, is necessary to control 
the  region.  Consequently,  the  established  king  normally  controls  this  area. 
Rebellions will  normally  begin in eastern Norway which is  most suitable for 
guerilla  warfare.  A faction with success  in  this  region will  then try to move 
either south or north, to Viken or Trøndelag which explains why these regions 
are normally controlled by different factions. This explanation does not exclude 
the possibility of emotional attachment to a particular faction, but this will be 
the result of the wars, not their cause.

This kind of attachment to regions as well as the country as a whole can be 
illustrated by  two examples  from Snorri  Sturluson’s  Heimskringla.  The first 
concerns a conflict in Bergen between two chieftains belonging to King Inge’s 
(1136–61)  faction,  Gregorius  Dagsson  from  Viken  in  the  east  and  Erling 
Skjalgsson from Sunnhordland in western Norway. Erling blames his men for 
not  being  able  to  defeat  their  adversaries  in  a  place  where  they  would  be 
supposed to be superior, having friends and relatives all  over the area.27 The 
second is the discussion between Harald Hardrada and the English Earl Toste, 
Harold Godwinson’s brother, before the expedition to England in 1066, when 
Toste tells Harald that he can only win England with the support of its people. 
Toste proves his point by indicating the contrast between Harald himself who 
lost Denmark and his predecessor Magnus who won it, because Magnus had the 
people’s  support,  while  Harald  did  not.28 Thus  Snorri  imagines  emotional 
attachment to whole countries as well as to regions. Common to both of these 
themes  is  the  importance  of  networks.  Snorri  and  his  contemporaries, 
Icelanders as well as Norwegians, lived in a society of personal attachment which 
of course was stronger in  smaller  regions than in  larger  but  which could be 
extended to whole countries. Factions were formed on the basis of friendship or 

27 Snorri Sturluson,  Heimskringla,  ed. by Finnur  Jónsson, 4 vols (Copenhagen: Møller, 
1893–1900), I, The Saga of Håkon Herdebrei c 12.

28 Snorri  Stuluson, Heimskringla,  The Saga of Harald Hardrada,  III,  c.  79; compare 
Sverre Bagge,  Society and Politics in Snorri Sturluson’s Heimskringla (Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 1991), pp. 97–98 and 104–5.
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kinship, and a king could only rule by exploiting such ties.29 Lack of these ties in 
other countries than one’s own is the main reason for the ‘national’ attitude of 
the  sagas  in  this  respect.  Similar  considerations  can  also be  found regarding 
regional divisions. 

The Unification of a Long Periphery

It is of course difficult to tell exactly how such emotional links developed during 
the Middle Ages, but some observations can be made on the basis of geography. 
Norway is, in J.  A. Seip’s expression, one long periphery. It is  long and thinly 
populated, and most of the people lived along the coast in the Middle Ages as 
well as today. No doubt, people identified with local communities rather than 
the country as a whole but these communities were considerably smaller than the 
four legal districts, probably closer to Historia Norwegie’s  provincie  than patrie,  
maybe in some cases even smaller. As we have seen, most of the law provinces, as 
well as Historia Norwegie’s other patrie, were artificial creations in which strong 
regional  identities  were  unlikely  to emerge;  with the exception of  Trøndelag, 
they  seem  to  present  the  same  difficulties  to  unification  as  the  country  as  a 
whole. Actually,  three of the four judicial districts  seem to have emerged as  a 
consequence of the unification of the country. 

Norway was no doubt an emotionally divided country, but it was separated 
in such a way as to facilitate unification rather than the opposite. It was easier to 
create loyalty to an authority over the whole country than to a regional one; the 
units that commanded strong loyalties were too small to be a danger to the unity 
of the whole country. From a geographical and social-economic point of view, 
Norway was probably the easiest country in Europe to unite.  The long coast 
formed an excellent line of communications and gave the central authority good 
control  as  long  as  it  commanded  the  sea.  The  individual  regions,  with  the 
possible exception of Trøndelag, were too sparsely populated to form pockets of 
resistance to the central authority. Admittedly, some areas in the inner part of 
the country were difficult to control and submitted to the central authority at a 
late stage or not at all,  but they were too weak to present an obstacle to the 
unification of the rest of the country. At this point,  Norway seems to differ 
from  the  other  Scandinavian  countries.  For  example,  most  of  Sweden  was 

29 Bagge, ‘Borgerkrig og statsutvikling’, pp. 148–51; idem, Society and Politics, pp. 111–21; 
and idem, ‘The Structure’, pp. 312–17.
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divided into three regions with clear borders between them in the form of forest 
or uninhabited land, and the unification of the country was therefore a long and 
strenuous process. Denmark, on the other hand, had the advantage of good sea 
communications between all the parts into which it was divided, but contained 
wealthy and densely populated parts that might easily resist central authority. I 
will  therefore not generalize  from Norway to Scandinavia  as  a  whole  as  the 
regions  clearly  played  a  more  prominent  role  in  both  the  neighbouring 
countries. 

Norway  did  not  present  great  obstacles  to  unification but  neither  did  it 
present  great  incentives,  as  no single  part  of  the  country,  with  the  possible 
exception of Trøndelag, was strong enough to conquer the rest. The solution to 
this problem was pressure from abroad, either in the form of expansion from 
the richest and most densely populated country in Scandinavia, Denmark, or in 
the  form  of  Viking  chieftains  returning  from  abroad  with  great  wealth. 
However, Trøndelag also played an important role, either under its own ruler, 
the earl of Lade, or as a stronghold for the foreign kings. 

Little  is  known  about  the  founder  of  the  Norwegian  kingdom,  Harald 
Fairhair (d.  c. 935) as most of the information about him in the sagas must be 
dismissed  as  later  constructions.30 It  seems,  however,  that  his  realm  was 
confined to the coastal regions of western Norway, with most of his strongholds 
in the middle of this region, the  fylki  of Hordaland and Rogaland. The latter 
was also the site of the greatest event of his reign, the battle of Hafrsfjord, just 
south of present-day Stavanger, where according to the sagas he won the decisive 
victory over his enemies. There are some indications that Harald’s  conquests 
were  a  reaction  against  previous  Danish  overlordship  or  penetration  into 
Norway;  the Danish monarchy — if  there really  was a monarchy ruling the 
whole of Denmark as early as the ninth century — may have entered into a 
period  of  decline  between  the  series  of  kings  who  were  in  touch  with  the 
Carolingian Empire in the first half of the ninth century and the emergence of

30 For accounts of the unification of Norway in English, see Sverre Bagge, ‘Eleventh 
Century Norway: The Formation of a Kingdom’, in The Neighbours of Poland in the 11th 

Century,  ed. by  Przemysław  Urbańczyk  (Warsaw,  2002),  pp.  29–47;  idem,  ‘The 
Transformation of Europe: The Role of Scandinavia’,  in  Medieval Encounters,  ed. by J. 
Arnason and B. Wittrock (Leiden: Brill, 2004), pp. 131–65; and Claus Krag, ‘The Early 
Unification of Norway’, in The Cambridge History of Scandinavia, I: Prehistory to 1520, ed. 
by Knut Helle (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), pp. 184–201. 
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the  Jelling  dynasty  around  950.31 In  addition,  Harald’s  alliance  with  King 
Athalstan  of  Wessex may have  been directed against  Denmark.  His  alliance 
with  the  Lade  earl  of  Trøndelag  may  also  have  had a  defensive  purpose  by 
preventing a two-front war while he was engaged, offensively or defensively, in 
the south and east. 

The following rulers of Norway were allies or clients of the Danish kings, 
Viking chieftains or mercenaries returning with men and booty from abroad, or 
both. Their regional basis varied between the western coast, the southeast, and 
Trøndelag.  According  to  the  sagas,  Trøndelag  was  a  particularly  important 
region, wealthy, densely populated, and well organized, which may be true, as it 
was the only one of the law districts likely to have a history as an integrated 
region.  Trøndelag  produced  one  indigenous  dynasty,  the  earls  of  Lade  who 
ruled the country, partly under Danish overlordship, 970 to 995 and 1000 to 
1015, while it played a crucial part in the reigns of two of the conquering kings, 
Olav Tryggvason (995–1000) and St Olav Haraldsson (1015–30). Otherwise, 
like  the  later  civil  wars,  the  struggles  leading  to  the  final  unification of  the 
country were not between different parts of the country but between individual 
pretenders  seeking  support  from  various  areas,  but  usually  establishing 
particular  strongholds  in  one  of  them.  According  to  the  sagas,  there  was  a 
continuous conflict between two dynasties, the descendants of Harald Fairhair 
and the earls of Lade, as well as a split within the former dynasty, but in reality 
the situation was somewhat more complicated, as there is little evidence that the 
two  Olavs  were  actually  Harald’s  descendants.32 The  Danish  influence  was 
probably  stronger  from  the  mid-tenth  century  onwards  than  the  sagas  are 
willing to admit, and the final  unification of Norway in the first half of the 
eleventh century took place as a reaction against the Danish dominance. First, 
Olav Haraldsson conquered the country in opposition to Cnut the Great, but 
was eventually defeated by Cnut, after which the country came more strongly 
under Danish control than ever. The rebellion against the Danes in 1035 then 
led to further to the final establishment of a Norwegian kingdom, first under 
Olav’s son Magnus and then under Olav’s brother Harald and his descendants. 

31 Niels Lund, ‘Scandinavia c. 700–1066’, in The New Cambridge Medieval History II:  
c. 700–c. 900, ed. by Rosamond McKitterick (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1995), pp. 210–15.

32 Claus Krag, ’Norge som odel i Harald Hårfagres ætt’, Historisk tidsskrift, 68 (1989), 
288–301.
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Thus external forces had led to the pressure necessary to exploit an opportunity 
the long and easily navigable coast gave to create a united kingdom.

These geographical observations indicate that there was no great need for 
strong measures to overcome regional divisions. On the other hand, the king 
depended to a considerable extent on the mobilization of significant parts of the 
population to be able to govern the country. The peasant levy formed the main 
part of the military forces, and the wealthier part of the local population played 
an important part in justice and administration. The sources, sagas, laws as well 
as charters, therefore contain a considerable amount of appeals to the people for 
support of the central government. Although only a small minority had direct 
access to the written material, it is a likely hypothesis that much of its content 
was  made  available  by  being  read  on  assemblies  or  in  churches  or  was 
transmitted via royal officials. 

King and People: Patriotism and Common Culture?

We are then once more back to Ibsen and Håkon Håkonsson’s proclamation of 
national  identity.  Did  the  stronger  monarchy  and  more  centralized  political 
system of the thirteenth century also produce an emotional attachment to the 
country of Norway? Håkon’s words in Ibsen’s play sound more like those of a 
nineteenth century politician than a thirteenth-century king for whom making 
the people obedient to himself was a more important concern than creating a 
feeling  of  national  unity.  Nevertheless,  there  is  evidence  of  some  kind  of 
emotional  appeal  and patriotic  sentiments  in  thirteenth-century Norway.  We 
can distinguished between three elements.33

The first element is a national mythology going back to the pagan period, 
that  is  a  similar  kind  of  mythology  as  the  one  discussed  by  Wolfram  and 
Goffart.34 The existence of such a mythology is considerably easier to establish 

33 For a discussion of these questions, see most recently Sverre Bagge, ‘Nationalism in 
Norway in the Middle Ages’, Scandinavian Journal of History, 20 (1995), 1–18; and Kåre 
Lunden, ‘Was There a Norwegian National Identity in the Middle Ages’,  Scandinavian  
Journal of History, 20 (1995), 19–33.

34 See,  for  example,  Herwig  Wolfram,  ‘Origo  et  religio: Ethnic  Traditions  and 
Literature in Early Medieval Texts’, Early Medieval Europe, 3 (1994), 19–38; Walter Pohl, 
‘Telling the Difference: Signs of Ethnic Identity’, in  Strategies of Distinction, pp. 17–69; 
Walter Goffart, ‘Does the Distant Past Impinge on the Invasion Age Germans?’ in  On  
Barbaric Identity, pp. 21–37; and most recently idem, ‘Jordanes’s Getica and the Disputed 
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in  Scandinavia  than in the case of  the early Germanic  tribes.  Together with 
Iceland, Norway is one of the countries of Europe that has preserved most of its 
ancient,  pre-Christian  traditions.  The  Eddic  and  skaldic  poetry  is  usually 
believed to have been preserved orally from the Viking Age until it was written 
down in  the thirteenth century.  Although the amount of  material  that goes 
back to the Viking Age has been subject to some discussion, it is hardly possible 
to dismiss the whole tradition as learned constructions from the high Middle 
Ages.35 The Weibull School in Sweden made some attempts in this direction 
which, however, mainly hit saga tradition, whose value as evidence for the early 
Middle Ages has clearly declined.36 By contrast, they as well  as later scholars 
have mostly accepted the skaldic poetry as genuine. In light of the discussion 
between Wolfram and Goffart, the myths of origin form the most interesting 
part of this tradition. Like many of the myths in the new kingdoms formed in 
the tenth and eleventh centuries in the east and north, these ones deal with the 
dynasty and not with the people, in contrast, for example, to that of the Saxons 
in Widukind.37 Two such myths have been preserved in the ancient poetry, one 
about the Håleygjar, the other about the Ynglingar. The former celebrates the 
earls of Lade in Trøndelag who are said to be descended from Odin. The later 
was at least in the later tradition, possibly also from the beginning, regarded as 
the genealogy of the royal dynasty that came to power with Harald Fairhair, 
although he is not mentioned in the poem. The extant poem begins with Fjolne 
but there are allusions to descent from the god Frøy later in the poem. Frøy is 

Authenticity of Gothic Origins from Scandinavia’, Speculum, 80 (2005), 379–98.
35 See, for example, Joseph Harris, ‘Eddic Poetry’, in Old Norse-Icelandic Literature: A  

Critical Guide, ed. by Carol Clover and John Lindow (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 
1985), pp. 86–156 and Roberta Frank, ‘Scaldic Poetry’, in Old Norse-Icelandic Literature:  
A Critical Guide, ed. by Carol Clover and John Lindow (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 
1985), pp. 157-96. 

36 For example, Lauritz Weibull, Kritiska undersökningar i Norden historia omkring år  
1000  (Lund: Gleerup, 1911). On the Swedish Weibull School, see Sven-Erik Liedman, 
’Den  historisk-kritiska  skolan  in  idéhistorisk  belysning’,  Scandia, 41  (1975),  249–69; 
Birgitta Odén,  Lauritz Weibull och forskarsamhället  (Lund: Gleerup, 1975); and Sverre 
Bagge, ’The Middle Ages’, in Making a Historical Culture: Historiography in Norway, ed. 
by William H. Hubbard and others (Oslo: Scandinavian University Press, 1995), pp. 111–
31 (pp. 117–18). 

37 Helmut Beumann,  Widukind von Korvei (Weimar, 1950), pp. 21–39; and Sverre 
Bagge, Kings, Politics, and the Right Order of the World in German Historiography c. 950–
1150, Studies in the History of Christian Thought, 103 (Leiden: Brill, 2002), pp. 30–32.
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said to be the progenitor in Historia Norwegie, whereas Snorri regards Frøy as a 
descendant of Odin. Most recently Claus Krag has disputed the authenticity of 
this poem, claiming that it is  a learned construction from the twelfth century. 
However,  almost  all  the  reviews  and  other  comments  on  Krag’s  book have 
rejected this hypothesis and confirmed the authenticity of the poem.38 

The use of this mythology presented two problems from a patriotic point of 
view. First, it represented the religion of the past, which had now been replaced 
by Christianity. Second, it was not specifically Norwegian, but common to the 
whole of Scandinavia, probably also to larger parts of the Germanic world. The 
first problem was solved by regarding the pagan gods as human beings who were 
worshipped as gods after their death (Euhemerism), an idea that occurs both in 
Historia Norwegie and in Snorri’s Heimskringla. The second problem was solved 
by making one or a few of the pagan gods the ancestors of the royal dynasty 
which  was  probably  a  continuation  of  pagan  practice,  as  there  are  other 
indications from the Viking Age and earlier that chieftains regarded themselves 
as the descendants of gods. There may have been more poems of the same kind 
but only those of the most powerful lines have been preserved. It is certainly no 
coincidence  that  the  Ynglingatal  was  preserved  and  included  in  later 
historiography, as increasing importance was attached to the royal dynasty in 
the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. The many pretenders during the civil wars, 
most of whom served as puppets for aristocratic factions, show the importance 
of royal descent for the accession to the throne. 

During this period, and to some extent even before, the pagan mythology 
was supplemented by a second element, the Christian idea of the king as God’s 
representative on earth, an idea that was admittedly even less specific to Norway 
than the pagan one, but which was given a form that served to underline the 
importance  of  the  royal  dynasty.39 Clearer  rules  for  succession specified  the 
rights  of  the  various  descendants  of  the  previous  kings  and  reduced  the 
possibility of election, and the idea of God as the real elector through descent 
from  the  previous  king  was  formulated  in  the  laws  as  well  as  in  other 
documents. In this way, dynastic succession was combined with the idea of the 
monarchy as an office, and the unity of the country under one king was clearly 

38 Claus  Krag,  Ynglingatal  og  ynglingesaga:  En  studie  i  historiske  kilder  (Oslo: 
Universitetsforlaget, 1991); compare reviews by Bjarne Fidjestøl,  Maal og minne (1994), 
191–99; and Jørn Sandnes, Historisk tidsskrift, 73 (1994), 229–31. 

39 Sverre Bagge, The Political Thought of The King's Mirror (Odense: Odense Univerity 
Press, 1987), pp. 39–51.
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formulated,  not  in  opposition  to  regional  divisions  but  in  opposition  to 
potential pretenders who opposed the rules of succession laid down in the laws. 
In this way, the monarchy became an institution that could command a more 
permanent and unconditional loyalty than the one due to the individual king. 

The third element was the influence from European, notably French, courtly 
culture  in  the  thirteenth century,  which  was  of  course  even  less  specifically 
Norwegian than the other two but which served to set the king and his court 
apart  from  the  rest  of  the  population  and  thus  to  enhance  the  power  and 
prestige  of  the  social  elite.  From  the  mid-thirteenth  century  onwards,  a 
considerable number of  chivalrous romances, mainly French, were translated 
into Norwegian, probably largely at the initiative of the monarchy.40 To some 
extent  this  literature  may  be  regarded  as  a  kind  of  ‘cultural  rearmament’ 
directed  by  the  king.  Such  an  aim  is  explicitly  mentioned  in  some  of  the 
prefaces, for example, that of Strengleikar, a translation of the Lais of Marie de 
France. Here the translator points to the importance of reading the stories of 
the  past  to  learn  the  virtues  and  fear  of  God  from  them,  adding  that  his 
translation was made on King Håkon’s initiative.41 The moral message of this 
introduction does not appear entirely convincing, considering that many of the 
stories included in the volume dealt with illicit love. The fact that these stories 
had  their  origin  in  a  courtly  and  aristocratic  culture  was  probably  a  more 
important reason for translating them and introducing them to a Norwegian 
audience than their content. 

The  corresponding  import  of  the  norms  and  values  of  the  European 
aristocracy is further testified by the descriptions in Hákonar saga of banquets 
and festivities, of royal embassies to other countries, and above all, in quotations 
from foreign envoys speaking favourably of the manners of the Norwegians and 
their  king.  The King’s  Mirror contains  a  detailed  description of  etiquette at 
court, attaching great importance to such matters, and even declaring that the 
men who behave badly in this respect commit such a serious crime that they 

40 On the chivalric literature and the court milieu in Norway at the time, see Rudolf 
Meissner,  Die  Strengleikar (Halle:  Niemeyer,  1902);  E.  F.  Halvorsen,  ‘Norwegian  Court 
Literature in the Middle Ages’, Orkney Miscellany, 5 (1973), 17–26; and Marianne Kalinke, 
‘Norse Romances’, in Old Norse-Icelandic Literature, pp. 316–63.

41 Strengleikar: An Old Norse translation of Twenty-One Old French lais, ed. by Robert 
Cook  and  Mattias  Tveitane  (Oslo:  Kjeldeskriftfondet,  1979),  pp.  4–5.  See  Bjarne 
Fidjestøl, ‘Romantic Reading at the Court of Hákon Hákonarson’,  in Bjarne Fidjestøl, 
Selected Papers, ed. by Odd Einar Haugen and Else Mundel (Odense: Odense University 
Press, 1997), pp. 351–65.
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deserved to be killed, together with their families  — probably an allusion to 
crimen  laesae  maiestatis in  Roman law.42 The  most  important  aspect  of  the 
author’s description of the rules of etiquette is his insistence on respect for the 
king and his  distinction between those who belong to the  court milieu  and 
those who do not. The author repeatedly points out that manners at court differ 
from those elsewhere and that courtly manners may appear ridiculous among 
ordinary people. He also makes a sharp distinction between the members of the 
court, who live in surroundings which ought to inspire them to true nobility, 
and all others who are referred to as ‘cottars’ (kotkarlar), whatever their actual 
wealth and standing.43 

The courtly culture is of course no evidence of national sentiments; on the 
contrary,  it  has  been  regarded  as  the  expression  of  an  opposite  trend,  the 
formation  of  an  international  courtly  elite  in  opposition  to  the  specific 
traditions of each country. According to Gellner, the typical agrarian state was 
characterized by  a  great  gap  between an internationally  oriented elite  and a 
locally oriented people.44 In the thirteenth century, there is clear evidence of an 
increasing difference between a central elite around the king and the leaders of 
the  Church on the  one  hand  and  the  rest  of  the  population on the  other. 
However, it was the members of this elite who had the greatest interest in the 
kingdom of Norway and served as the king’s most important partners in the 
government of the country. From this point of view, the international courtly 
culture served the same purpose as the dynastic mythology and the Christian 
ideas of kingship. 

Therefore, the coherence of the Norwegian kingdom was established, not by 
underlining its difference from the neighbouring people, which, apart from the 
exotic gentes to the north, was small,  but by pointing to the unique position of 
the king and the dynasty. The political unit was defined by its ruler: a common 
king, to some extent also institutions, were the basis for ‘national’ loyalty and 
sentiments. As a result we are hardly dealing with a large democratic community 
held together by national sentiments, but rather with an elite held together by 
loyalty to the king, the dynasty, and an idea of a political community. This is not 
fundamentally  different  from  Snorri’s  networks,  partly  on  the  regional  and 

42 Bagge, The Political Thought, pp. 195–96 and 203–04.
43 Bagge,  The Political Thought, 179–80; and idem, ‘The Norwegian Monarchy in the 

Thirteenth  Century’,  in  Kings  and  Kingship  in  Medieval  Europe,  ed.  by  Anne  Duggan 
(London: King’s College, 1993), pp. 168–77.

44 Gellner, Nations, pp. 8–13.
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partly on the national level. There is, however, a difference of degree. After the 
end of the civil wars in 1240, the network around the king had become tighter 
and more extensive than before, and power and prestige had become dependent 
on belonging to this network. 

The  twelfth-  and  thirteenth-century  sagas  contain  national-patriotic 
sentiments, celebrating the virtues of the Norwegians and despising their neigh-
bours,  particularly  the  Danes.  Despite  his  strongly  religious  attitude, 
Theodoricus Monachus, writing around 1180, feels some patriotic pride at the 
exploits of his Viking ancestors who raided all over Europe.45 One of the most 
frequently cited examples of such sentiments is to be found in a story of the 
battle of Svolder (1000) where the Norwegian King Olav Tryggvason — one of 
the great heroes of the saga literature — was defeated and probably killed by an 
overwhelmingly superior force, consisting of Danes, Swedes, and a Norwegian 
rival of Olav with his men. Watching the enemy approaching, Olav expresses his 
contempt for the courage and skills of the Danes and the Swedes, while pointing 
to  Eirik  Ladejarl  and  his  men  as  the  really  dangerous  enemy,  ‘for  they  are 
Norwegians like us’.46 

This story shows a clear awareness of the existence of the Norwegians as a 
people different from the Danes and Swedes and a pride in belonging to that 
people,  thus  indicating  that  ‘Norway’  was  not  solely  an  artificial  creation. 
However, the story does not meet the crucial criterion in modern definitions of 
nationalism, the idea that the ‘national community’ should also be expressed in 
an  independent  state.  On  the  contrary,  it  is  directly  opposed  to  this  idea, 
containing no objection to the fact that the ‘good and brave Norwegians’ were 
actually  fighting  their  own king  and country.47 The  sagas  give  several  other 
examples of such behaviour, usually without any negative comments from the 
authors.48 

45 Theodoricus Monachus, Historia de antiquitate regum Norwagiensium, Monumenta  
Historica Norvegiae, ed. by Gustav Storm (Christiania: Brøgger, 1880).

46 Oddr Snorrason munkr, Sága Óláfs Tryggvasonar, ed. by Finnur Jónsson (Copenhagen: 
Gad, 1932),  pp.  210–18; compare  The Saga of  Óláfr Tryggvason,  trans.  by Theodore M. 
Andersson (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2003), pp. 123–26. See also the later version in 
Snorri  Sturluson,  Heimskringla,  ed.  by Jónsson,  I,  The  Saga  of  Olav Tryggvason,  c.  104; 
compare  Heimskringla,  trans.  by  L.  M.  Hollander  (Austin:  University  of  Texas,  1967). 
(References are to chapters, which are the same in the original and the translation.)

47 Bagge, ‘Nationalism’, p. 6.
48 Bagge, Society and Politics, pp. 66–70 and 106.
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According to  Heimskringla,  during a conflict with Denmark in the 1160s, 
Earl Erling Skakke, who ruled Norway on behalf of his son, skilfully exploited 
nationalistic sentiments. At a meeting with the people of Viken in Tønsberg, he 
declares himself willing to fulfil the treaty he entered with Denmark, to cede the 
region to the Danish king,  if  the people prefer,  ‘to be subject to the king of 
Denmark, rather than to the king who has been consecrated and crowned to 
govern this land’.49 To this leading question he receives the expected answer: 
the people flatly refuse to serve the Danish king. During the war against the 
Swedish Dukes from 1308 to 1309,  King Håkon V in a letter  expresses  his 
gratitude to the people of Trøndelag for their brave defence of their region, 
adding that they will be rewarded for their efforts. Having given instructions for 
the  coming expedition against  the enemy,  the  King ends  by  urging them to 
defend  ‘the  country  and  their  own  peace  and  freedom’.50 In  both  these 
examples, there is a close connection between the king and the country. When 
the  king  is  considered responsible  for  the  welfare  of  the  people  as  a  whole, 
existing for the sake of the country and its people, the step from loyalty to the 
king and ‘nationalism’ is not too great.

Furthermore, in the thirteenth-century sources attempts are made to link 
the  people  more closely  to  the  state  and create greater loyalty  to its  central 
institutions. The idea of treason against the country (landráð) already occurs in 
the  regional  laws,  written down in  the  early  twelfth  century,  but  is  vaguely 
defined. However, it becomes more clear in the National Law: ‘If a man acts so 
as to deprive  his  king of  the country or its  inhabitants’.51 Apart from a few 
scattered  comments  in  the  earlier  sagas,  such  as  Heimskringla52,  the  first  – 
though not wholly consistent – attempt to characterize inner strife as rebellion 
against the king in the sagas is the description of the pretender Skule Bårdsson's 
war against King Håkon Håkonsso 1239–40 in Hákonar saga.53 Slightly earlier, 

49 ‘at þjóna Dana-konungi heldr en þessum konungi, er hér er vígðr ok kórónaðr til landz’, 
Snorri, Sturluson,  Heimskringla, ed. by Jónsson, The Saga of Magnus Erlingsson, c. 24. See 
Bagge, Society and Politics, p. 104.

50 Diplomatarium Norvegicum, I, ed. by C. C. A. Lange and C. R. Unger (Christiania: 
Riksarkivet, 1849), no. 121.

51 ‘ef mann ræðr undan konungi sinum lond eða þegna’,  Landsloven IV:3,  Norges gamle  
Love II, ed. by R. Keyser and P. A. Munch (Christiania: Grøndahl, 1848), p. 49.

52 Bagge, Society and Politics, pp. 134-35.
53 Sverre Bagge,  From Gang Leader to the Lord’s Anointed: Kingship in Sverris saga and  

Hákonar saga Hákonarsonar (Odense: Odense University Press, 1996), pp. 112–19. 

163



Sverre Bagge

The King’s Mirror elaborates in great detail on the sacred character of the royal 
office,  the  obedience  the  people  owe to the  king,  and the  terrible  crime  of 
rebelling against or disobeying the king.54

In  these  latter  sources,  and  generally  in  the  ideology  of  the  thirteenth 
century,  the main emphasis is  on the king,  rather than the country. On the 
other hand, kingship became more impersonal during this period, in the sense 
that the royal office was emphasized more than the individual king. The king’s 
portrait appeared on seals and coins, and his officials acted in the king’s name 
and with his  authority.55 In this  way traditional  ideas  of  loyalty to a person 
might be exploited to create loyalty for an institution. Thus, we should not draw 
a too sharp line of division between loyalty to the king and loyalty to the nation. 
The King’s Mirror on some occasions seems to assume a fairly close connection 
between the two. Commenting on the disasters resulting from the division of 
the country between several kings, the author states that this division is not only 
a geographical one as it ‘divides the people’s loyalty’.56 There are also further 
examples pointing in the same direction.57 

As these examples are all derived from more or less ‘official’, literary sources, 
their  practical  importance  may  be  doubted.  Sverrir  Jakobsson  clearly  has  a 
point when regarding them as normative rather than descriptive.58 The detailed 
description of the expedition against Scotland in 1263 in  Hákonar saga may 
serve as a warning against exaggerating the peasants’ enthusiasm for fighting for 
their king and country. Several times King Håkon had to change his plans as the 
result of his men’s unwillingness to do what he wanted and parts of the fleet left 
the  expedition and went  home before  Håkon himself  withdrew.59 The  fact 

54 Bagge, The Political Thought, pp. 22–37 and 156–65.
55 Sverre Bagge, ‘Kingship in Medieval Norway: Ideal and Reality’,  European Monarchy:  

Its Evolution and Practice from Roman Antiquity to Modern Times, ed. H. Durchhardt and 
others (Stuttgart: Franz Steiner, 1992), pp. 41–52; and idem, ‘The Norwegian Monarchy’, pp. 
159–77.

56 ‘Þviat þeir sma konongar er þa hafa sunndr slitit riki þa slita þeir þægar í iam marga staðe 
astunndan folksens’,  Konungs  skuggsiá,  ed.  by  L.  Holm-Olsen  (Oslo:  Kjeldeskriftfondet, 
1945), p. 52; compare Bagge, The Political Thought, p. 193. The Old Norse term astundan, 
which means attention, desire or aim, must here refer to emotional ties linking the people in a 
country together,  in a similar sense as the idea of friendship or the common will  as  the 
foundation of a political community in ancient thought.

57 Bagge, The Political Thought, pp. 192-94.
58 Jakobsson, ‘Defining a Nation’, pp. 96-97.
59 Bagge, From Gang Leader, p. 142.
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remains, however, that the Norwegian king did manage to mobilize the peasants 
for foreign expeditions and that such mobilizations took place more frequently 
in the late thirteenth and early fourteenth century than both earlier and later.60 

I  have  previously  used  this  fact  as  an  argument  that  the  Norwegian  king 
depended  on  the  peasants  for  support  to  a  greater  extent  than  most  other 
contemporary kings.61 In light of this there is a certain ‘democratic’ basis for 
some kind of patriotism on the part of the peasant population. 

We must therefore conclude that ideas of a national community headed by 
the  king  did  exist  in  Norway  in  the  thirteenth  century  but  their  exact 
importance  is  difficult  to  assess.  We  know  more  about  the  official  view  in 
courtly circles than about the common opinion in the country at large, and the 
number of people who were directly involved in the royal government or even 
affected by it was very limited compared to modern conditions. To return to 
the debate between Gellner,  Anderson, Smith and others, nationalism is not 
only the willingness of some idealists  to sacrifice  everything for an imagined 
community but also an expression of the fact that every organized government 
involves a number of people who are interested in its continued existence. From 
this point of view, a further example was the promise made to King Håkon V on 
his deathbed in May 1319, shortly before Norway entered its first union with 
Sweden, not to give foreigners military commands or administrative positions in 
Norway. The king may have believed that native-born men would make better 
rulers over his subjects than foreigners, but the initiative is more likely to have 
come from the Norwegian aristocracy, which certainly wanted to reserve such 
positions for its own members.62 Both the people and the aristocracy repeatedly 
articulated these demands in the following period of unions with Sweden and 
Denmark, thus expressing the concrete interests attached to the existence of an 
independent Norwegian kingdom.

Despite the fact that the vision Ibsen attributes to Håkon Håkonsson seems 
more characteristic of the nineteenth century than the Middle Ages, ideas about 
the  unity  of  the  Norwegian people  under  one  king  and its  distinction from 
other peoples did exist in the thirteenth century and the following period. The 

60 Lunden, ‘National Identity’, p. 31.
61 Bagge, ‘Borgerkrig og statsutvikling’, pp. 192-94; and idem, ‘State Building’, pp. 138-39.
62 Diplomatarium Norvegicum I,  ed. by Lange and Unger,  no. 156. This was a usual 

condition when foreign princes succeeded to the throne; see Robert Bartlett, The Making  
of  Europe  (London:  Penguin,  1993),  p.  232,  with  reference  to  John  of  Luxemburg’s 
election in Bohemia in 1310.
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kingdom of Norway existed, not only by means of force and organization, but 
also through a kind of emotional link. By contrast, Ibsen’s greatest error is the 
assumption that the unity of this kingdom was the result of a long and bitter 
struggle against deeply rooted regional sentiments. The feeling of national unity 
in the population may not have been very strong, but it did not have to fight 
strong alternative units of identification.
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7. THE PRIMARY CHRONICLE’S ‘ETHNOGRAPHY’ 
REVISITED: SLAVS AND VARANGIANS IN THE 
MIDDLE DNIEPER REGION AND THE ORIGIN 

OF THE RUS’ STATE

Oleksiy P. Tolochko

he way scholars think about the beginnings of East European history 
was  framed  by  the  early-twelfth-century  cleric  who  authored  the 
Primary Chronicle in the Caves monastery of Kiev. Since the emergence 

of history as a modern discipline, generations of archaeologists and historians 
saw their  task in  authenticating this  medieval  tradition in ever-bigger  detail. 
The only available  narrative on the initial  Kievan history, came to be firmly 
integrated  in  major  syntheses  of  East  European  history  and  remains  the 
principal  way  of  presenting  the  earliest  stages  of  ethnic  and  political 
development of the region. It is still believed that whatever its understandable 
limitations, the picture canvassed in the  Primary Chronicle is  basically sound 
and  after  some  amendments,  can  serve  as  a  reliable  frame  to  support 
reconstruction of the past. The story as told by the chronicler, has two principal 
components to it: the epic picture of Slavic migration from the Danube and the 
acquisition of a new homeland in eastern Europe and the story of the ruling 
dynasty migrating from Scandinavia to preside over thus established order of 
things.1 

T

Both accounts survived in modern interpretations. Ironically, they fit well 
into ideas dominant in the last century about ethnicity and state formation, 

1 For an English translation of relevant chronicle fragments, see The Russian Primary  
Chronicle, ed. by Samuel H. Cross, Harvard Studies and Notes in Philology and Literature, 
12 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1930).
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where the state was seen as a natural stage in the existence of ethnically defined 
communities.  Unlike other European  origines  gentium,  they have never been 
challenged as the mere constructions of  a medieval  annalist.2 However,  they 
present the scholars with some serious problems, either acknowledged or not, 
and my discussion will deal with some of those.

The Migration Myth

In imitation of his Byzantine models, the chronicler starts his history with the 
story of Babel and of the spreading of the peoples on the surface of the earth. He 
then shifts his attention to the Slavs who, according to him, first inhabited the 
Danube region but after having been harassed by foreign invaders, had to move 
elsewhere, and their destination was to become the East European plain. While 
touring  the  Slavs  around  the  East  European  plain  and  advertising  prime 
locations  to  them,  the  annalist  divides  them  into  a  dozen  separate  ‘tribes’ 
(referred to as  plemena in  the chronicle).  He then goes on to describe  each 
‘tribe’s’ territory and asserts that after settling down, each has developed its own 
customs and laws and its own government. 

The chronicle’s choice of the term plemia is significant here since there were 
other  ethnic  terms available  for  him.  Church Slavonic,  which  served  as  the 
learned language within  Slavia Orthodoxa, had at least five principal terms to 
denote ethnicity and its various aspects. These do not necessarily form a clear 
hierarchical system, as their meanings overlap and much depends on the usage 
and  context.  Terms  are  not  clearly  defined  and  often  are  used  in  chain 
combinations,  apparently  to  fine  tune  and  shade  the  desired  meaning.  The 
problem with this nomenclature for the historian is that Church Slavonic is first 
and  foremost  the  language  of  Scripture.  It  was  specifically  devised  for  the 
translation of biblical texts from Greek (this later being very important in terms 
of underlying meanings) and only later and gradually has been adapted for a 
secular literature. Consequently,  biblical  usage,  obviously  normative, strongly 

2 Within the Slavic world, see the studies on Gallus Anonymus and Vincent Kadlubek 
by  Czeslaw  Deptula,  Galla  Anonima  mit  genezy  Polski:  Studium  z  historiozofii  i  
hermeneutyki symboli dzieopisarstwa srediowiecznego (Lublin: Instytut Europy Srodkowo 
Wschodniej, 2000); and Jacek Banaszkiewicz,  Polskie dzeje bajeczne mistrza Wincentego  
Kadlubka (Wroclaw: Fundacje na Rzecz Nauki Polskiej, 2000). 
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influenced the meanings and connotations of ethnic nomenclature in secular 
texts, including the chronicles. 

The basic type of human affinity, larger than a single family, is conveyed in 
the word rod (родъ), which normally means a kin-group but also can stand for a 
particular ethnic group and, in indirect cases, may signify belonging to a certain 
ethnicity; in that case, it comes close to the Latin gens. While signing the Ruso-
Byzantine treatises of 911 and 944, signatories sent from Kiev stated that they 
are ‘ot roda ruskago’  (translated as ‘of  the Rus’ nation’  or ‘from the Russian 
nation’).3 Apparently, the same phrase (spoken by the Ruses at imperial court in 
Ingelheim)  was  translated  into  Latin  as  ‘gente  Rhos’  by  the  author  of  The  
Annals of St Bertin.4 

To name a people in general, a medieval writer most probably would reach 
for iazyk (языкъ) with its emphasis on a linguistic aspect of ethnicity (among 
the  primary  meanings  are  ‘tongue’,  ‘speech’,  ‘language’).  However,  in  accord 
with its usage in the Scripture, the word bears a strong implication of a people 
being heathen (hence  iazychnik,  a pagan).  To convey a sense of  even greater 
foreignness a chronicler would pick up strana (страна), which normally means 
an alien people, strange and far removed, but also heathen. The most neutral 
term (from  which  modern East  Slavic  words  for  ‘the  people’  evolved  and a 
standard current equivalent of the Latin  populus),  narod (народъ), hardly had 
any ethnic connotations at all, revealing primarily the quantitative aspect with 
such meanings as ‘the multitude of people’, ‘the mob’, ‘dwellers’, ‘commoners’, 
and, rather unexpectedly, ‘species of animals’.

It  is  easy  to  notice  that  all  the  words listed above  stress  either  common 
descent or linguistic diversity, as well as confessional difference and strangeness; 
they  bear  no  sense  of  political  belonging.  Within  this  linguistic  paradigm, 
peoples  do  not  normally  form  political  entities  or  at  least,  ethnicity  is  not 
explicitly linked to a political organization. This is not to say that those who 
used Church Slavonic did not have a concept of a power resting in a certain 
ethnic  group,  only  to  stress  that  the  language  offered  no  ready  tools  for 
expressing the idea.  To manifest  authority  and ethnicity  one would have  to 
resort to the ethnic name used in lieu of the state name (‘Poles’, ‘Greeks’ and so 
on) or point to some political  unit in  lieu of  an ethnic  name (‘Greek land’, 

3 The Russian Primary Chronicle, ed. by Cross, pp. 151 and 159.
4 The Annals of St-Bertin: Ninth-Century Histories, I, trans. and annotated by Janet L. 

Nelson (Manchester: University of Manchester Press, 1991), p. 44. 

171



Oleksiy P. Tolochko

‘Polish land’ and so on). Also, there seems to be have been no terminological 
distinction between political versus ethnic communities.

In  dealing  with  Slavic  migration,  the  chronicler  would  prefer  plemia 
(плем�), roughly translated as ‘tribe’ in modern texts. Yet this is just one of at 
least  six  meanings  attested  by  the  dictionaries,  among  them  ‘descendants’, 
‘kinsfolk’, ‘extraction’, ‘kind’, and ‘people’ in general. In certain contexts, plemia 
would be virtually synonymous with rod. However, its most important meaning 
was  to denote the  twelve  biblical  Hebrew tribes,  a  sense  retained in  secular 
historical texts.

After having settled his Slavs, the chronicler proceeds by grouping his ‘tribes’ 
into still larger formations: those in the south paying tribute to the Khazars and 
those in the north paying to the Varangians. Here enters the Scandinavian royal 
family,  which  assumes  power  within  the  northern  group  and  in  the  next 
generation  moves  further  south  to  establish  themselves  as  the  lords  of  the 
southern realm. Thus the territorial structure of what became the Kievan state 
came to be formed. Rendered in modern terms, the story is that of Slavonic-
Scandinavian  synthesis,  where  the  Slavs  supplied  the  population  and  social 
structures, while the Scandinavians offered a charismatic royal clan. 

Anyone familiar with the literature on the question would recognize, in this 
slightly doctored chronicle account, the main ideas that still dominate academic 
writings  on  the  origin  of  the  Kievan  state.  Whatever  the  variants,  its  main 
theme  remains  the  same:  the  emergence  of  territorial  Slavonic  units,  their 
gradual moulding into some larger formations and eventual merger of the two 
areas by the Rurikid clan.5 

‘Savages of the Past’

Nineteenth century  scholarship took the  chronicle’s  account  of  Slavs  settling 
down  as  a  sort  of  ‘an  ethnographic  map’,  apparently  authentic  and contem-
poraneous.  The emergence of East European history as an academic discipline 
coincided with the creation of the European colonial powers and the resulting 
rapid  development  of  anthropology.  The Slavs  of  the  Migration Period were 
being  imagined  in  the  way  European  explorers  and  anthropologists  would 
construct their image of the ‘savages’ of the New World. Referred to as ‘tribes’ in 

5 See, for example, most recently Nikolai Kotliar,  Drevnerusskaja gosudarstvennost  (St 
Petersburg: Aleteja, 1998).
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the Russian academic discourse, the Slavs of the pre-statehood period were being 
interpreted as  the ‘nations’  in a sense used by the British and later  American 
authorities toward the North American Indians. Like ‘primitive nations’, they 
were viewed as the stable ethnic communities controlling a more or less defined 
territory and possessing rudimentary political institutions. 

When  archaeology  entered  Slavic  studies  in  the  late  nineteenth  century, 
much effort was put into pinpointing annalistic ‘tribes’ by means of archaeology 
and  translating  the  names  listed  in  the  chronicle  into  the  language  of 
‘archaeological cultures’. Although at times it seemed that the breakthrough had 
been reached, the results of these efforts always remained problematic. Yet the 
idea of annalistic ‘tribes’ being territorial structures remained.6 

Following on from this mapping seemed to be a legitimate procedure and 
soon maps presenting the chronicle’s ‘tribes’ became a standard attribute of any 
discussion on ‘Slavs before statehood’ (map 6). However, when two different 
sets of information were mapped, the resulting maps did not correspond to one 
another. In addition, maps using purely annalistic descriptions of the ‘tribes’ did 
not  overlap  with  those  drawn  on  purely  archaeological  data.  To  the 
embarrassment  of  archaeologists,  who  worked  on  the  assumption  that 
‘archaeological cultures’ are but material remnants of the peoples named in the 
written  sources,  neither  the  number,  nor  the  spatial  distribution  of 
archaeologically defined Slavic communities, matched the list of the chronicle. 
The difference in the stories of the East Slavic tribes presented by historians and 
archaeologists can be judged by comparing maps 7 and 8, which show the same 
region  of  the  Middle  Dnieper.7 From  the  viewpoint  of  historians,  it  was 
archaeology’s fault and if it had only devised more sophisticated tools and done 
additional field research, the two pictures would inevitably match. At the same 
time, the chronicle description has never been seriously contested. 

6 See, for example, a discussion in Valentin Sedov, Drevnerusskaja narodnost: Istoriko-
arkheologicheskoje issledovanije (Moscow: Iazyki Slavianskoj Kultury, 1999), pp. 230–53.

7 It is interesting that the historical maps have not evolved significantly in the recent 
century,  as  indicated  by  the  last  map  (map  7),  which  was  originally  produced  for  a 
nineteenth-century publication. 
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Map 6: People and Tribes of Kievan Rus’ (after Ihor Sevcenko, Ukraine  
Between East and West: Essays on Cultural History to the Early Eighteenth  

Century (Edmonton, Canadian Institute of Ukrainian Studies, 1996)).
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Map 7: Colonization of Eastern Europe (after Mykhailo Hrushevsky, History of  
Ukraine-Rus’, I: From Prehistory to the Eleventh Century (Edmonton, Canadian 

Institute of Ukrainian Studies, 1997)).
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Map 8: Archaeological Cultures in the Middle Dnieper Valley (after 
Etnokulturnaia karta territorii Ukrainskoi SSR v I tysiacheletii nashei ery (Kiev, 

1985), fig. 20).
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The Story of Babel Retold

The sources of the chronicler’s ‘ethnography’ are not quite clear. At best, his list 
reflects the ethnographic and dialectal division of his own time projected into 
the Migration Period. By the early twelfth century, however, standardization of 
the  material  culture  has  already  advanced  considerably.  This  would  partly 
explain  the  difficulties  in  archaeological  detection  of  ‘tribes’  since  normal 
ethnographic markers are not necessarily traceable in archaeological remains. 

The  prevailing  opinion,  however,  holds  that  with  the  emergence  of  the 
Kievan  state,  the  annalistic  ‘tribes’  all  but  disappeared  having  been  rapidly 
melted into a single Rus’ nation. Thus, the chronicler could not have possibly 
observed any ‘tribes’  in  his  own days  as  his  ‘ethnography’  must  have been a 
reproduction of some collective ‘historical memory’ dating back to the ‘settling 
period’ and miraculously surviving up to the twelfth century.8 This idea rests on 
an image — forged in the nineteenth century and still in use — of a medieval 
annalist  fundamentally  similar  to a  modern historian.  The chronicler  would 
essentially  resort  to  the  same  research  techniques  of  collecting  evidence, 
weighting it, sorting it out, and making additional investigation if necessary. His 
‘ethnography’  would  be  viewed  as  a  result  of  such  an  inquiry  into  the  oral 
tradition of the Slavs, analogous to one any nineteenth-century ethnographer 
would  make.  The  endurance  of  the  ‘historical  memory’  through  the  seven 
centuries is too subtle a matter to be discussed seriously, however. Whatever the 
research techniques employed by the author of the chronicle, they would hardly 
yield any results.

In the introduction to the Primary Chronicle, we deal with a fundamentally 
medieval way of thinking, deeply influenced by Christian historical concepts. 
The chronicler’s major task was to answer the questions vital to anyone writing 
the first history of his nation: Who are we? Where did we come from? Who 
were the first rulers? How does all this fit into the universal Christian history? 
(All the questions being reflected by the title of his work.) 

In terms of narrative, it could be achieved by the inventing of a continuous 
account from the creation of the world to one’s own times. The chronicler starts 
with the Flood, proceeds with the story of the Noah’s sons and the division of 
earth between their offspring, and then goes to the story of Babel. Among the 
seventy-two  peoples  (which  he  calls  iazytsy,  языци)  created  after  the 

8 Among  the  most  recent  examples  of  treating  the  chronicler’s  account  after  this 
fashion, see Sedov, Drevnerusskaja narodnost, pp. 201–03.
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destruction of Babel, he notices his Slavs and shifts his attention from the sacred 
history to the earthly one. 

The sources that inspired the creation of the chronicle and the models that 
had influenced the chronicler need further investigation.9 It is  clear  that  his 
account  was  designed,  not  to  report  some  facts,  but  primarily  to  teach  his 
readers an important lesson with some ideology in mind. The idea of a common 
Slavic homeland on the Danube, for example, was obviously suggested by the 
chronicler’s reading of some text associated with the mission of St Cyril and his 
invention of the ‘Slavic’ iazyk — which, as we know, refers to both the language 
and  people.  By  inserting  this  idea,  the  chronicler  was  able  to  connect  the 
Slavonic Rus’ to the territory where the Slavs had spoken their first Christian 
word and learned the true faith.

The following story of a single Slavonic people spreading over the face of 
earth and splitting into a number of separate ‘tribes’ is clearly an imitation of 
the story of Babel. The chronicle’s principal model was a Byzantine chronicle by 
George Hamartolos, which suggested how the proper narration on one’s history 
should  commence.10 The  Primary  Chronicle borrowed  from  it  extensively, 
including the account of Babel,  and mirrored it with the similar story of the 
Slavs as a fitting inauguration of the Rus’ history. This device allowed its author 
to provide a link between his local past and Christian universal history. This 
model was blended with yet another story known to the chronicler, that of the 
Hebrew tribes, which would account for the number of Slavonic ‘tribes’ settling 
down  in  eastern  Europe:  twelve  in  total.  The  biblical  story  probably  also 
accounts for the detailed description of each ‘tribe’s’ territory, modelled on the 
description of the Hebrew tribes’ shares of the Promised Land.

Since  the  scholars’  reading  of  the  introductory  pages  of  the  Primary  
Chronicle resembled reading of the modern ethnographer’s report on the ‘savage 
nations’, traditionally the chronicler’s comments on the ‘tribes’ were taken for 
precious glimpses into the inner structure of these societies. Consequently, the 

9 Recently,  the  influence  of  biblical  models  has  been  forcefully  stressed  by  Igor 
Danilevsky, Povest vremennykh let: Germenevticheskije osnovy izuchenija letopisnykh tekstov 
(Moscow, 2004).

10 For a discussion of Byzantine world chronicles available in Rus’, see I. Sorlin, ‘La 
diffusion  et  la  transmission  de  la  littérature  chronographique  Byzantine  en  Russie 
prémongole du XIe au XIIIe siècle’,  Travaux et Mémoires, 5 (1973), 385–408; Oleg V. 
Tvorogov,  Drevnerusskije khronography (Leningrad: Nauka, 1975); and Simon Franklin, 
‘The  Empire  of  the  Rhomaioi as  Viewed  from  Kievan  Russia:  Aspects  of  Byzantino-
Russian Cultural Relations’, Byzantion, 53 (1983), 514–18.
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lively  panorama of  vibrant  Slavic  communities  on  the  verge  of  an emerging 
statehood was pictured. Control over territory and the complex social structures 
— with local princelings, ‘the best men’, ‘the foremost men’, the town dwellers, 
and commoners — were especially stressed.

But what exactly does the Primary Chronicle report on the East Slavic tribes? 
Firstly,  these peoples are consistently referred to as ‘tribes’  (plemena),  and as 
mentioned above,  this term was reserved in Church Slavonic  mainly  for  the 
Hebrew tribes  of  the  Old Testament.  The  pagan  ways  of  life  are  the  main 
attribute of these East Slavic tribes. After having settled, each tribe devised its 
own pagan ‘laws’ and acquired heathen rites and customs:

The Drevlians [. . .] existed in bestial fashion, and lived like a cattle. They killed 
one another, ate every impure thing, and there were no marriage among them, but 
instead they seized upon maidens by capture. The Radimichians, the Vyatichians, 
and the Severians had the same customs. They lived in the forest like any wild 
beast, and ate every unclean thing. They spoke obscenity before their fathers and 
their daughters-in-law. There were no marriages among them, but simply festivals 
among the villages. When the people gathered together for games, for dancing, and 
for all other devilish amusements, the men on these occasions carried off wives for 
themselves,  and  each  took  any  woman  with  whom  he  had  arrived  at  an 
understanding. Wherever a death occurred, a feast was held over the corpse, and 
then a great pyre was constructed, on which the deceased was laid and burned. 
After the bones were collected, they were placed in small urn and set upon a post 
by the roadside, even as Vyatichians do to this day. Such customs were observed by 
the Krivichians and the other pagans, since they did not know the law of God, but 
made law unto themselves.11

The  temptation  to  consider  this  and  similar  passages  as  authentic 
‘ethnographic’ observations on the ancient customs was always strong among 
the scholars. The archaeologists were particularly pleased with the description of 
the  ‘burial  rite’  in  ‘small  urns’  allegedly  practiced  by  the  Vyatichians  and 
Krivichians. Yet the striking fact is that all the ‘customs’ described are but the 
prohibitions  against  the  heathen  practices  found  in  ecclesiastical  legislation 
(Church  statutes  and  Nomokanons)  of  the  twelfth  century.12 Therefore, 
stressing of the ‘law’ issue is not accidental here: the chronicler constructed his 

11 The Russian Primary Chronicle, ed. by Cross, pp. 141–42.
12 For English translation of the statutes, see  The Laws of Rus’ — Tenth to Fifteenth  

Centuries, ed. and trans. by Daniel H. Kaiser (Salt Lake City: Charles Schlacks, 1992), pp. 
41–50.

179



Oleksiy P. Tolochko

image  of  the  old  ‘pagan  tribes’  out  of  what  he  had  learned  from  the 
contemporary legal documents. 

The chronicler is  explicit:  this  is what differs ‘pagan tribes’  from ‘us’,  the 
Christian people.  The principal  opposition, then,  is  diachronic:  between the 
laws ‘made unto themselves’ and the true Christian law, between the heathen 
past and Christian present. However, there is one exception that links the past 
and present: the Poliane of Kiev. In the chronicler’s description, they stand in a 
sharp contrast to the rest of the heathen tribes as they cultivate Christian-like 
manners and laws even before the baptism, and they will be the first to embrace 
the new faith when the time comes.

Therefore, we should not be surprised to discover that the moment all these 
tribes had disappeared was the day of their conversion to Christianity. From the 
chronicler’s occasional slips of tongue, we know that at least some of the tribal 
names — if not the ‘tribes’ — did survive well into the early twelfth century. 
Yet the  Primary Chronicle drops them altogether from its narrative after 988 
when the names derived from the regional  urban centres replace for the old 
tribal names. Once converted, the Slovene, Severiane,  Krivichi have turned into 
the  Novgorodians,  Chernigovians,  and  Polotchans.  For  the  chronicler, 
Christian identity overrides tribal divisions and makes them obsolete. Ethnicity, 
as it was, is an attribute of heathenness and has been left in the pagan past and 
Christian  Rus’  is  presented  as  a  single  unified  nation  created  by  the 
conversion.13 

This transformation was taken up in scholarly literature as a sign of the rapid 
integration processes launched by state formation. The concept of the ‘Old Rus’ 
nation’  was  advanced,  and  in  just  one  generation  the  ‘tribes’  were  being 
assimilated into the single nation matching the single political unit. Rooted in 
nineteenth-century ideas of nation and state, this theory imagined a medieval 
polity similar to a modern state, capable of erasing local identities and loyalties 
and of producing a unified nation. 

However,  the  chronicler’s  list  of  Slavonic  tribes  is  probably  not  entirely 
without substance. Writing in the mid-tenth century, the Byzantine emperor 
Constantine Porphyrogenitus in his De administrando imperii, speaks of certain 

13 See for example, Simon Franklin’s remarks on the chronicle account as providing 
Rus’  with a  unity myth,  Simon Franklin,  ‘Borrowed Time:  Perceptions of  the  Past  in 
Twelfth-Century Rus’,  in Simon Franklin,  Byzantium — Rus — Russia: Studies in the  
Translation of Christian Culture, Variorum Collected Studies Series (Aldershot: Ashgate, 
2002), XVI, pp. 158–71.
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sclavinias subjected to the Ruses of Kiev and even names some of them: vervians, 
druguviti,  krivichi,  and  severii.14 One  can  recognize  the  names  from  the 
chronicler’s ethnographic catalogue. Constantine’s geographical scope is pretty 
much that of the chronicler: from Novgorod up north to Kiev to the south. Yet 
the Emperor’s list is much shorter. More intriguing still, Constantine does not 
mention the two most important ‘tribes’ of the Primary Chronicle: the Poliane 
of  Kiev  and  the  Slovene of  Novgorod.  In  both  the  chronicler’s  vision  and 
numerous modern interpretations, these two form the core around which the 
Kievan  state  took  its  shape  exactly  at  the  time  when  the  Emperor  was 
composing  his  treatise.  Their  absence  in  Constantine’s  report  therefore  is 
puzzling.  Apparently,  the Emperor’s informer knew nothing of  the allegedly 
dominant ethnic groups of eastern Europe. 

One is puzzled even more to learn that after having played the crucial role in 
the  introductory  pages  of  the  chronicle,  both  the  Poliane and  the  Slovene 
virtually disappear from the text, long before the rest of the tribes, as they do not 
feature beyond the legendary accounts. The chronicler must have felt that he 
had left some loose ends and justified the disappearance of the Poliane by stating 
that they were the first to accept the name of Rus’. The chronicle does not know 
any  territory  for  the  Poliane outside  the  town  of  Kiev  and  even  the  most 
optimistic  of  scholars  has  to  admit  that  their  domain  must  have  been  tiny 
indeed. A small territory occupied by the Poliane stands in a sharp contrast to 
the pivotal role they are believed to have played in the formation of the Kievan 
state. 

Several  strategies  were  developed  to  solve  this  puzzle.  In  the  1920s, 
Volodymyr Parkhomenko advanced a theory that the  Poliane must have been 
latecomers to the region already mastered by other ‘tribes’; thus their territory 
could not have possibly been sizable.15 In the 1940s,  Boris  Rybakov tried to 
clear some space for the Poliane on the Dnieper’s left bank and suggested that 
the  territory  of  the  Severiane  —  the  largest  group  here  —  must  have  been 

14 Constantine  Porphyrogenitus, De  administrando  Imperio, trans.  by  R.  J.  Jenkins 
(Budapest, 1949), p. 63. Some of the names are also to be found in the so-called ‘Bavarian 
Geographer’, normally believed to be a ninth-century text, Aleksandr Nazarenko, ‘Rus i 
Germanija v IX-X vv.’, in Dnevnejshije gosudarstva Vostochnoj Evropy 1991, ed. by Anatolii 
P. Novoselsvev and others (Moscow, 1994), pp. 35–61.

15 Vladimir Parkhomenko,  U istokov russkoj gosudarstvennosti (Leningrad: Gosudarst-
vennoje  izdatelstvo,  1924).  Parkhomenko’s  ideas  were  later  developed  by  Omelijan 
Pritsak,  see  Norman Golb and Omeljan Pritsak,  Khazarian Hebrew Documents  of  the  
Tenth Century (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1982).
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substantially smaller then previously believed. By evicting the  Severiane from 
the  major left  bank centres Chernigov and Pereiaslavl,  the scholar  hoped to 
populate this vacated space by the Poliane. Today, however, both theories have 
little  or  no support.  Archaeologists  associate  —  rightfully  or  not  is  another 
question — the area of the Luka Raykovets’ka-type sites on the right bank with 
the Drevliane and the culture of the Volyntsevo-type in left-bank Ukraine with 
the  Severiane.16 Recently,  a solution was found by linking the sites of the so-
called  ‘retinue  culture’  to  the  annalistic  Poliane.  Rich  burial  grounds  with 
elaborate burial rituals, prestigious objects, and expensive weaponry present this 
‘culture’ as left by the socially dominant warrior elite of the Kievan state. The 
sites are dated to the tenth and early  eleventh centuries,  and the ‘culture’  is 
largely Scandinavian in its outlook. All this makes it highly problematic that the 
‘retinue culture’ evolved from some Slavic background and that it has anything 
to do with the annalistic Poliane. The most important of all twelve, this ‘tribe’ 
apparently had no territory of its own or left no material trace of its existence. 
However puzzling, this fact correlates with the early departure of the  Poliane 
from the chronicle.

It  is  difficult  to  learn  anything  about  the  Slovene of  Novgorod.  The 
chronicler did not know their ancient ‘tribal’ name and simply called them by 
the generic name Slovene and explained this anomaly by the awkward suggestion 
that ‘they had excepted their own name’.17 Archaeologically, the Slovene are as 
elusive as the Poliane.18 Thus, it is likely that these two tribes never existed and 
were invented by the chronicler. 

One should note that according to an apocryphal account on St Andrew’s 
travels, inserted into the chronicle, the  Poliane and the  Slovene were the only 
tribes visited by the apostle on his journey through eastern Europe.19 He is said 
to have taught among them and prophesied their great future. A special role in 
the apostolic mission marks the  Poliane and the  Slovene and sets them apart 
from the rest of the Slavs. The problem of whether the Slavs of Rus’ enjoyed an 
apostolic word troubled the chronicler deeply as he knew that the Slavs were 

16 The  discussions  within  archeology  have  recently  been  summarized  by  Sedov, 
Drevnerusskaja  narodnost; and  Sedov,  Slaviane:  Istoriko-arkheologicheskoje  issledovanije 
(Moscow: Iazyki slavianskoj kultury, 2002).

17 The Russian Primary Chronicle, ed. by Cross, p. 138.
18 See, however, Sedov, Drevnerusskaja narodnost, pp. 158–65.
19 The Russian Primary Chronicle, ed. by Cross, p. 139.
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not among the peoples to whom the apostles preached. Despite this, he tried to 
tie them to an apostolic tradition. 

The legend of St Andrew travelling to Rus’ was a later development of the 
topic. At an earlier stage of the text, this idea was corroborated by the story of 
the  Slavs’  homeland in the Danube region,  which was the  land in  which St 
Andronicus, one of St Paul’s disciples, preached. More importantly, it was also 
the country where the apostles of the Slavs, St Cyril and St Methodius, invented 
the  Slavonic  script  and translated Scripture  into the  Slavonic  language.  The 
Danube region thus was viewed as a place where the Slavs were first baptized; 
and since they formed a single nation not yet divided into separate ‘tribes,’ the 
Slavs  of  Rus’  somehow shared this  experience.  The whole  idea of  the  Slavs’ 
‘Danubian homeland’ — and by extension, their migration and settling down 
‘along the rivers’ — thus appears to be the creation of the twelfth-century cleric 
trying to forge a surrogate Christian background for his pagan ancestors.

Therefore,  all  the above-mentioned features of  the narrative  suggest that, 
even if the chronicler based his account on the actual ethnographic landscape of 
the  twelfth  century,  he  tampered  with  it  considerably.  His  purpose  was  to 
communicate an important message about the history of his realm and used at 
least some of the Slavonic ‘tribes’ instrumentally as devices to facilitate his story 
telling.  Because  of  these  features,  his  account  has  limited  value  for  the 
reconstruction of the ethnography of the East Slavs before the formation of the 
Kievan state. 

The Royal Clan

St Andrew travelled northbound along what was later to become the principal 
East European trading route, the Volkhov-Dnieper, connecting the Baltic with 
the Black Sea. The same path was retraced by the Rus’  royal  clan on the way 
from its Scandinavian homeland to the final destination in the town of Kiev far 
to the south.

These two stories strategically placed at the opening of the Rus’ annals, put 
the route ‘from the Varangians to the Greeks’ firmly on the reader’s mind. In 
modern  historiography,  it  became  the  axis  around  which  the  territorial 
structure  of  the  Kievan  state  is  believed  to  have  been  formed.  Historians, 
especially those sharing the ideas of the ‘trade theory’, were fascinated by the 
image  of  the  great  trading artery  linking  up  the  world  of  the  Vikings  with 
Byzantium  and  Mediterranean  to  the  extent  that  this  imagined  grandiose 
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enterprise,  preceding the state and independent of  the state, was believed to 
have somehow mutated into a political organization.20 Yet for all we know, this 
route had not existed as a single commercial highway before the very end of the 
tenth century when its final points had been secured for the Kievan state. Before 
that  time  the  Volkhov-Dnieper  route  had  functioned as  two separate  ways: 
northbound  along  the  Volkhov  river  and  southbound  down  the  Dnieper. 
Therefore, they could not have served as the backbone for the future political 
organization and predetermined its territorial span.

The story of the royal clan’s journey is a device with its own function within 
the narrative of the chronicle and a discussion of it would take us beyond the 
immediate  topic  of  this  essay.  It  is  important to stress  here  that  one of  the 
reasons for the annalist’s manipulation with the ‘ethnic panorama’ of eastern 
Europe was to create a vision of the Slavs’ readiness to accept the royal clan. The 
fictitious  Slovene and  Poliane,  supposedly dwelling along the route, served as 
convenient ‘stations’ on the way of the moving princely clan. They supplied the 
Rurikids with the first ‘peoples’ to rule over; they were the first to embrace the 
new name  of  Rus’  and to transmit  it  to  other  Slavonic  tribes.  After  having 
fulfilled their mission, they disappeared. In the chronicler’s eyes, the arrival of 
the royal clan crowned what had been in statu nascendi for long time. 

By  the  same  token,  historians  in  the  twentieth  century  looked  at  state 
formation  as  a  natural  result  of  the  Slavic  tribes’  evolution,  each  of  them 
developing internally to the verge of statehood. It was only a matter of time and 
opportunity  that  one  of  the  ‘tribes’  would  generate  a  stable  political 
organization and start to organize the rest of the ‘tribes’ into a territorial state. 
The role of the Scandinavian princely clan was superfluous: the Rurikids simply 
happen to stumble upon the most advanced among the Slavic tribes, the Poliane 
of  Kiev,  who  had  developed  the  proto-state  of  their  own  and  would  have

20 This  image  features  prominently  in  two  most  important  nineteenth-century 
narratives on Russian history by Sergei Soloviev and Vasily Kliuchevsky. For the latter it 
served as a departure point in fashioning of ‘the trade theory’, advanced in Kliuchevsky’s 
once hugely popular and still influential ‘Course in Russian History’, echoes of which are 
still distinct in modern writings on the subject. On the ‘route from the Varangians to the 
Greeks’, see the influential study by Brim recently reissued as V. A. Brim, ‘Put iz variag v 
greki’, in Iz istorii russkoj kultury, II:1: Kijevskaja i Moskovskaja Rus, ed. by Fedor Uspensky 
(Moscow: Iazyki slavianskoj kultury, 2002), pp. 227–60 (originally published in Izvestija 
Akademii nauk SSSR. Otdelenije obshchevstvennykh nauk, 2 (1931)).
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become a core of  the future Rus’ state with or without the Rurikids.21 This 
teleology  went  out  of  fashion  together  with  the  departure  of  the  Marxist 
sociology from the Slavic studies. 

Recently, a new consensus has been found linking state formation in eastern 
Europe to Scandinavian infiltration into the region. Attracted by the oriental 
silver, the Vikings moved into eastern Europe in ever-larger numbers, exploring 
the  trading  roots,  setting  up  their  outposts  and  organizing  the  whole 
infrastructure  necessary  for  the  long  trade’s  successful  functioning.22 It  is 
implied that this Scandinavian infrastructure somehow served as a base for the 
future state of Rus’ and the political organization was simply an extension of 
commercial pursuits. So far, this is the most popular explanation. However, this 
explanation has certain problems such as, the spot where the Scandinavians did 
establish  their  political  and military  organization,  the town of  Kiev,  was  far 
removed from typical Scandinavian routes in eastern Europe. Archaeologically, 
the  principal  sites  that  would  help  support  a  Scandinavian  presence  in  the 
region are  located far  to the  north,  along the  Volkhov,  upper  Dnieper,  and 
upper  Volga  rivers.  One would imagine  that  the  Scandinavians,  should they 
decide  to  enhance  their  commercial  chances  with  military  and  political 
organization, would do this in the midst of their activity area. Yet the mythical 
‘Rus’ Kaganate’, which many scholars suggested as the first Scandinavian polity 
in eastern Europe, proved to be no less a moving target than the Scandinavian 
royal  clan  of  the  chronicle.  There  seems  to  be  no  site  with  a  sizeable 
Scandinavian presence which would escape the honour of being proclaimed a 

21 This was an almost uniformly shared premise in the post-World War II Soviet-style 
historiography,  deeply  influenced  by  the  Russian  ‘anti-Normanism’  school  of  the 
nineteenth century. In addition to patriotic sentiments, the Marxist methodology with its 
stress  on  internal  social  development  as  the  primary  source  of  state  formation  also 
contributed to the popularity of the idea.

22 For a conveniently summarized overview, see Simon Franklin and Jonathan Shepard, 
The Emergence  of  Rus  750–1200  (London:  Longman,  1996);  and Wladyslaw Duczko, 
Viking  Rus:  Studies  on the  Presence  of  Scandinavians  in Eastern Europe,  The Northern 
World, 12 (Leiden: Brill, 2004). Ingmar Jansson was among the first to canvass a more 
complex  picture,  suggesting  that  the  trade  was  not  the  only  incentive  driving  the 
Scandinavians to eastern Europe. Apparently, a large migration of the rural population 
also took place alongside the Viking-style pursuits. See Ingmar Jansson, ‘Warfare, Trade, 
or Colonization? Some General Remarks on the Eastern Expansion of the Scandinavians 
in the Viking Period’,  in  The Rural  Viking in Russia and Sweden,  ed.  by Pär Hansson 
(Örebro: Örebro kommuns bildningsförvaltning, 1997), pp. 9–64.
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capital  of  this  imaginary  polity.23 This  elusiveness  is  itself  revealing.  More 
important  still,  archaeologically,  there  is  no  continuity  between  the 
Scandinavian sites of the ninth and the tenth centuries and the later centres of 
the Kievan state. By the turn of the eleventh century, all the sites associated with 
Scandinavian trade, appear to have been either abandoned or destroyed. This 
seems to suggest  that  the  emerging  Kievan  state  was  not  dependent  on the 
Oriental trade and did not evolve from its infrastructure. On the contrary, in its 
territorial expansion, it took over and eventually cancelled the Oriental traffic 
by the Scandinavians in eastern Europe.

A few contemporaneous sources portray the early Kievan state as being set 
up by the Scandinavian community, which for some reason, diverted from the 
normal Scandinavian routes to the Orient and located itself on the very edge of 
the Khazar-dominated steppes. Scandinavians reside in the town of Kiev and 
appear in the sources under the name of ‘Rus’, which was their self-designation. 
The  only  description  of  this  society  is  the  famous  passage  in  Constantine 
Porphyrogenitus’ De administrando imperii. It is supplemented by two lengthy 
Ruso-Byzantine  treaties  from  911  and  944  and  the  Emperor’s  report  on 
Princess Olga’s visit to Constantinople sometime in the 940s or 950s, which 
also provide us with some sense of the composition of the polity’s ruling elite.24 

The cumulative image we can draw from these sources is that, even as late as 
the tenth century, the Rus’ of Kiev appear to be a rather small group, consisting 
of the princely clan and its military retinue and they all live in a single town. In 
winter,  ‘all  of  the  Rus’’  embark  on  collecting  tribute  from  the  surrounding 
Slavic tribes, and the source of their well-being is the ability to organize convoys 

23 It  is  believed  that  the  ruler  of  this  Scandinavian  polity  accepted  the  nomadic 
imperial title of ‘khagan’, hence the name of the ‘state’, ‘The Rus’ Khaganate’ sometime 
before 838. Apparently, this ruler had sent his envoys to the Constantinople in 838, who 
then find themselves  in Ingelheim,  and were noted in  The Annals  of  St  Bertin.  Many 
scholars’ enthusiasm notwithstanding, it seems highly unlikely that any ruler outside the 
nomadic world would accept the title of ‘khagan’ reserved for members of one charismatic 
dynasty only. It is inconceivable that a Scandinavian princeling deep in the woods of the 
north and far removed from the steppes would think of himself as a nomadic emperor. 
The whole theory rests  on the misinterpretation of a single word in  The Annals of  St  
Bertin; see,  Ildar H. Garipzanov, ‘The Annals of St.  Bertin (839) and  Chacanus of the 
Rhos’, Ruthenica, 5 (2006), 7–11.

24 The following is based on a more detailed discussion, in my ‘Kievan Rus’ Around the 
Year 1000’,  in  Europe Around the Year 1000,  ed.  by  Przemysław Urbańczyk (Warsaw: 
DiG, 2001), pp. 123–40.

186



THE PRIMARY CHRONICLE’S ‘ETHNOGRAPHY’

of  ships  in  the  summer  to  sell  what  had  been  collected  on  the  markets  of 
Constantinople.  For  outsiders  they  seem  a  nation  different  from  the 
surrounding  Slavs,  while  at  the  same  time forming  the  socially  and military 
dominant class.  As can be sensed from the names of  the Ruses listed in the 
treaties,  they  still  largely  retained  their  distinct  Scandinavian  character,  but 
among them appear individuals of Slavic, Baltic, and Finno-Ugric extraction. 

The archaeological trail of this community is the burial grounds of the so-
called ‘retinue culture’ of the tenth century found at several sites in and around 
Kiev and Chernigov. The material culture is Scandinavian, but with noticeable 
Oriental  influences.25 It  presents  the  Rus’  society  as  a  thriving  community 
engaged in warfare and foreign trade. Archaeology, then, seems to support the 
image drawn from the written sources, where the two groups, the warriors and 
the merchants, feature prominently within the Rus’ society. 

In addition, there are reasons to believe that the Rus’ of Kiev were not the 
old residents of the region and that they had reached the middle Dnieper valley 
not long before they were spotted by written sources. The question still remains 
whether  this  group  has  anything  to  do  with  those  Ruses  who  visited 
Constantinople and Ingelheim in 838/9 and attacked the city in 860. 

It is not quite clear how this community correlates with other concurrent 
groups of Scandinavians in eastern Europe. In 922, the Arab traveller Akhmed 
ibn-Fadlan’ had spotted one such group of the Rus’ merchants, slave and fur 
traders, in the middle Volga region and left an astonishingly informed report on 
their customs. But he failed to comment on their point of departure, leaving 
scholars to speculate whether or not they were freelancers coming directly from 
Scandinavia  or  if  they  were  affiliated  with  the  emerging  Kievan  state. 
Archaeologists would normally represent the picture of gradual Scandinavian 
infiltration along the north-south axis as a continual advancement and of the 
gradual takeover of river routes and adjacent territories. Yet it appears that there 
was no single stream of this infiltration by the Scandinavians and the movement 
was not so coordinated. Different groups of Scandinavians traversing the East 
European  plain  controlled  different  routes,  and  some  of  these  bands  were 
perhaps  short-lived.  Most  of  them  were  probably  independent  warrior-
merchant associations disbanded after the task was completed. And only one, 
that of Kiev, happened to develop a political structure. 

25 For the recent discussion, see Fedir Androshchuk,  Normany i slovjany u Podesenn:  
Modeli kulturnoji  vzajemodiji  doby rannioho sered.iovichia (Kiev: Kiev University Press, 
1999); and Duczko, Viking Rus, pp. 218–28 and 238–46.
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Unlike their fellows in the north, the Rus’ of Kiev found themselves in the 
midst  of  a  densely  populated Slavic  region and in  a  direct  contact  with  the 
powerful regional empire of the time, that of the Khazars, while their potential 
market was reluctant Byzantium. In this borderland territory, the creation of a 
more stable political structure was thus a matter of survival. In several attacks, 
the Rus’ forced Constantinople to accept their unsolicited services, and with the 
same military  force  they developed a harvesting area where tribute could be 
collected from Slavonic  tribes and force Byzantium to serve as  a  market  for 
goods thus collected. 

Historians are prone to the longue durée explanations, which communicate 
the sense of orderliness to the past and of the method to their own enterprise. 
They seem especially relevant when applied to the region with the size of eastern 
Europe. For a century,  longue durée explanations governed early Rus’ studies. 
Consequently,  state  formation  has  been  viewed  as  the  result  of  a  slow 
spontaneous ‘ethnic’  development inevitably culminating in a ‘political’  stage 
and,  in  due  course,  a  territorial  state.  The  ‘ethnography’  of  the  Primary  
Chronicle, being the ultimate source of written evidence, contributed much to 
this notion. Yet if we take it for what it actually is, if we accept that it is not a 
documentary  ethnographic  description of  the  tenth century,  but  a  medieval 
origo  gentis  masterfully  constructed by a Christian cleric  of  the early twelfth 
century, then we have to reconsider the established scholarly narrative of the 
earliest phase of East European history, which owes so much to the  Primary  
Chronicle. 
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hough not totally convenient with the historical structures, the region 
which  is  the  subject  of  this  paper  can  be  defined  by  geographic 
borderlines: the Elbe and Saale in the west, the Odra in the east, the 

Baltic Sea in the north, and the ridge of the Ore Mountains in the south. This 
region  and  its  Slavic  population  in  the  Middle  Ages  are  often  named  ‘Elbe-
marches’  (Elbmarken in  German)  and  ‘Polabians’  (Elbslaven in  German)  by 
scholars,  but  their  history  as  well  as  the  research  in  this  topic  is  much more 
complicated than one might conclude from the existence of such common names. 
First of all, it is important to point out the diversity and variety of the many Slavic 
communities which are known in this region from the written sources of the 
ninth  to  twelfth  centuries,  where  they  have  been  mentioned  in  the  form  of 
ethnonyms  or  choronyms.  Do  such  names  represent  gentes that  were 
characterized by their gentile identities? This question can hardly be answered on 
the basis of the written sources, which in most cases, do not provide any evidence 
about the particular gentile consciousness of the mentioned  gentes.  But if  one 
takes into consideration only the terminology that is known from a list of peoples 
written in the ninth century, the so-called ‘Bavarian Geographer’,1 one must draw 

T

1 See the edition of this source at Erwin Herrmann, Slawisch-germanische Beziehungen  
im südostdeutschen Raum von der Spätantike bis zum Ungarnsturm: Ein Quellenbuch mit  
Erläuterungen,  Veröffentlichungen  des  Collegium  Carolinum,  17  (Munich:  Lerche, 
1965), pp.  212–21; see also a recent edition with extended comments by Aleksandr V. 
Nazarenko,  Nemeckie latinojazyčnye istočniki IX-XI vekov: Teksty, perevody, kommentarii  
(Moscow: Nauka, 1993), pp. 7–51.
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another image of the region simply because there are fewer names mentioned. 
The  ‘Bavarian  Geographer’  gives  a  description ‘civitatum  et  regionum  ad 
septentrionalem plagam Danubii’,  but  the  civitates remain anonymous  simply 
because  he  only  cites  their  number  in  specific  regions.  But  these  might  be 
perceived as micro-regions which later on, in the charters of the tenth to twelfth 
centuries, were named by choronyms which then meant the older civitates — be it 
single ones or clusters of them. Compared to the later situation, older information 
is  mostly  related  to  bigger  tribes  or  to  unions  of  tribes  like  the  Abodrites 
(Abodriti, Obotriti), the Veletians (Weleti, Wilzi), and the Sorbs (Surbi,  Sorbi), 
whose territories are called regiones by the ‘Bavarian Geographer’. The following 
chapter summarizes all these Slavs under the name ‘Polabians’, which is, however, 
not a historically evidenced ethnonym but a name invented by historians.2 

Secondly, we have to consider the historical fate of the Polabians who did 
not survive as an ethnic community or a nation. Admittedly there are some 
descendants, that is the Sorbs in the German regions of what today are known as 
Brandenburg  and  Saxony,  who  live  in  the  regions  called  Lower  and  Upper 
Lusatia. However, these peoples do not have a historical memory that can be 
traced back to the Middle Ages. Their  name was even transferred, since the 
historic  Sorbs  lived  between  the  Saale  and  Elbe  rivers,  and  the  Slavs  who 
inhabited the present-day Sorbian territories were called  Lusici and Milzeni in 
the Middle Ages. Moreover, we do not have any written sources that originate 
from  the  Polabians  themselves,  nor  oral  traditions;  and  it  is  also  very 
questionable,  if  the  customs  and  national  costumes  of  the  modern  Sorbs3 

originate  from  their  Slavic  ancestors.  So,  it  is  impossible  to  trace  back  a 
supposed Polabian ethnicity or gentile identity by the way of the retrospective 
method.

Thirdly,  one  should  know  the  historiographic  background,  that  is  the 
discourse about the character of the German expansion to the East (‘deutscher 
Drang  nach Osten’,  ‘deutsche Ostexpansion’,  ‘deutsche Ostsiedlung’),  which 

2 See Christian Lübke, ‘Slaven zwischen Elbe/Saale und Oder: Wenden — Polaben — 
Elbslaven?  Beobachtungen  zur  Namenwahl’,  Jahrbuch  für  die  Geschichte  Mittel-  und  
Ostdeutschlands, 41 (1993), 17–43; the term Nordwestslawen was used for these Slavs by 
Joachim Herrman in  Die Slawen in Deutschland: Geschichte und Kultur der slawischen  
Stämme westlich von Oder und Neiße vom 6. bis 12. Jahrhundert, Neubearbeitung, ed. by 
Joachim Herrmann (Berlin: Akademie, 1985).

3 See the chapters about ‘Die Sorben in den Lausitzen’, in Die Slawen in Deutschland, 
ed. by Herrmann, pp. 452–83.
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resulted in the linguistic and ethnic Germanization of the Polabians and their 
lands. Was this something like a benefit because the Germans were the first to 
transfer ‘culture’ and ‘civilization’ to their neighbouring countries in the East? 
This opinion characterized German historiography up to World War II and 
more than a decade after it.4 Alternatively, did the migration of Germans form a 
dangerous thread, an aggressive turn to the East that finally climaxed in Hitler’s 
war campaigns, which was for a time the point of view of historians from the 
Slavic countries? And did Polabians then form something like a first bulwark 
against  the  German  aggression  as  stated  by  the  Polish  historian  Kazimierz 
Wachowski  in  the  beginning  of  the  twentieth  century,  whose  book  was 
reprinted in the years 1950 and 2000?5 This last perception of Polabian history 
was definitely rejected by another Polish historian, Benedykt Zientara, when in 
1980, he stressed the fact that the Polabians did not feel playing an anti-German 
role in history nor sharing a kind of Slavic solidarity with their Slavic fellow 
countrymen further to the east, the Polish people.6

It is certainly possible to agree with Zientara, but it must be considered that 
the expansion of Slavic groups to the west and north, and the emergence and the 
expansion of the Frankish Empire to the east gradually formed a frontier in the 
regions  defined  by  the  rivers  Elbe  and  Saale.  This  frontier  was  not  exactly 
defined, but was rather perceived as a border zone, which was named by the 
German word ‘march’ (marcha, Mark), and as homeland to both German and 
Slavic speaking peoples. Yet the difference between the two languages must have 
been felt strongly, if we recall the commonly accepted etymology of Niemcy, the 

4 A historiographical  survey is  given by Jörg Hackmann and Christian Lübke,  ‘Die 
mittelalterliche  Ostsiedlung  in  der  deutschen  Geschichtswissenschaft’,  in  Historio-
graphical  Approaches  to  Medieval  Colonization  of  East  Central  Europe:  A Comparative  
Analysis against the Background of Other European Inter-Ethnic Colonization Processes in  
the Middle Ages, ed. by Jan M. Piskorski (Boulder: Columbia University Press, 2002), pp. 
179–219.

5 Kazimierz  Wachowski,  Slowiańszczyzna  zachodnia (Warsaw:  Wende,  1902;  repr. 
Poznań:  Instytut  Zachodni,  1950;  Poznań:  Poznańskie  Towarzystwo Przajaciół  Nauk, 
2000).

6 Zientara gave this statement in the discussions during a Polish conference about the 
‘Polabian  Slavdom’  which  has  been  summarized  by  Jerzy  Strzelczyk,  ‘Slowiańszczyzna 
połabska (Uwagi  na  marginesie  poznańskiej  konferencji)’,  in  Slowiańszczyzna połabska  
między Niemcami a Polska: Materiały z konferencji naukowej zorganizowanej przez Instytut  
Historii UAM w dniach 28–29 IV 1980 r., ed. by Jerzy Strzelczyk, UAM w Poznaniu, Seria 
Historia,  95  (Poznań:  Wydawnicto  naukowe  Uniwersyteta  im.  Adama  Mickiewicza, 
1981), pp. 265–99 (p. 277).
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name of the Germans in the Slavic languages today: for the Slavs the Germans 
were ‘deaf’ or ‘dumb’. Additionally, one has to take into account that after the 
Christianization of the Saxons, all Germanic tribes of the Frankish Empire had 
become Christians, whereas the Slavs still adhered to their pagan religion. So, it 
can be assumed that the ‘alterity’ was vivid and formed an element of identity 
on both sides.

On the other hand, this statement finds little evidence in recorded sources 
until the tenth century. It appears that within the eastern parts of the Frankish 
Empire,  the  ‘alterity’  of  the  pagan  Slavs  was  not  perceived  as  a  conflict  or 
challenge. This may be connected with the fact that Slavonic individuals and 
groups  coming  to  the  west  as  settlers  and  peasants  were  welcomed  and 
integrated into Frankish manors. Obviously, the particular linguistic and ethnic 
features of these Slavs simply persisted. The secular sovereigns and authorities 
took no offence at it, and it is only the clerics who sporadically criticized this 
practice: for instance, the missionary Boniface and his pupil, who later became 
Abbot Sturm of Fulda, noticed the supposed awful smell of the Slavs.7

The attempts of Charlemagne to integrate the Slavs at the upper Main river 
into  the  Frankish  political  and  economic  system  adds  to  this  picture  of  an 
overall  peaceful  setting.  In  the  sources,  these  particular  Slavs  appear  as 
Moinwinida  et  Radanzwinida  —  a  newly  created  German  name  with  the 
element  wenden8 — that is  in contrast to all  the other Slavonic tribe-names. 
From  this  fact,  it  is  possible  to  draw  conclusions  concerning  the  low 
organizational structures of these Slavs. The Emperor himself commanded the 
foundation of special Slavic churches to accelerate their Christianization. 

Half a century later The Annals of Fulda report that the highest Carolingian 
representative in the border zone, Margrave Thakulf, was acquainted with the 
life-style  of  the  Slavs:  he  knew ‘leges  et  consuetudines  Sclavicae  gentis’.9 

Thakulf’s capacities extended to the Sorbs in the regions east of the Saale, where 

7 Erich Donnert, ‘Studien zur Slawenkunde des deutschen Frühmittelalters vom 7. bis 
zum  beginnenden  11.  Jahrhundert’,  Jahrbuch  für  Geschichte  der  UdSSR  und  der  
volksdemokratischen  Länder  Europas,  8  (1964),  289–358  (pp.  304–06);  and  Pius 
Engelbert,  Die Vita Sturmi des Eigil von Fulda: Literar-kritisch-historische Untersuchung  
und Edition (Marburg: Elwert, 1968), p. 83.

8 Helmut  Walther,  ‘Die  Ausbreitung  der  Besiedlung  westlich  von  Elbe/Saale  und 
Böhmerwald’, in Die Slawen in Deutschland, ed. by Herrmann, pp. 38–39; and Hans Losert, 
‘Regnitzslaven’, in Lexikon des Mittelalters, 10 vols (Munich: Artemis, 1977–99), VII, 586–87.

9 Annales Fuldenses s.a. 849, ed. by Friedrich Kurze, MGH SRG, 7 (Hannover: Hahn, 
1891), p. 38.
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in  contrast  to  the  regions  to  the  west,  compact  Slavic  settlement  was  only 
sporadically interrupted by the presence of Franks and Thuringians. Similar to 
the case of the Sorbs, the Carolingian control in the regions of the Abodrites 
and Weletians further to the north was weak. The Franks were content with 
supremacy over, and control of, both the frontiers at the Elbe and Saale and the 
highest  representatives  of  the  Slavic  tribes.  In  relation  to  this  policy,  the 
Carolingians  renounced  Christianization  as  possible  means  to  secure  their 
domination over the Polabian Slavs.

As recorded in two anecdotes from the chronicle of Thietmar, Bishop of 
Merseburg,  this  must  have  been  an  untroubled  coexistence  in  the  religious 
sphere up to the tenth century. The first anecdote describes the peaceful but 
also futile effort of the first bishop of Merseburg, Boso, to convert the Slavs. The 
wooed  Slavs  mocked  Boso  and  reversed  the  Kyrieleison to  ukrivolsa,  which 
means,  ‘the  alder  stands  in  the  bush’.10 The  second  anecdote  concerns 
Thietmar’s own journey to the eastern parts of his diocese. Here he observed 
that  the  Slavs  went  to  church  seldom  and  tended  to  praise  domestic  gods 
instead.11 Due to Thietmar, we know of some characteristics of the Slavonic 
religion,  because  the  chronicler  described  the  interpretation  of  the  outer 
appearance  of  the  ‘Glomuzi’12 lake  between  the  rivers  Mulde  and  Elbe  for 
clairvoyance as an example for the worship of  nature.  Apparently,  the Slavic 
realm of imagination was concentrated on cult places in nature, which were, 
according to their beliefs, populated with ghosts and demons. Worshipping of 
nature, foretelling of the future by the means of the interpretation of particular 
natural phenomena, and the leaving of offerings or sacrifices were elements of a 
cult that did not require the attendance of special priests. This counted in the 
domestic  area  too.  For  example,  in  ceremonies  on  the  occasion  of  birth, 
marriage, or death, they made use of little figures representing gods, which were 
carried  in  bags  or  arranged  in  house  alcoves.  In  summary,  these  practices 
indicate the territorial limitation of beliefs, and calling them ‘gentile-religious’ 
seems  most  suitable,  because  the  belief  in  their  efficacy  was  limited  to  the 
environment close to the individual tribes (gentes).13 

10 Thietmari Merseburgensis episcopi chronicon, II:36, ed. by Robert Holtzmann, MGH 
SS, ns, 9 (Berlin: Weidmann, 1935), p. 85.

11 Ibid., VII:69, pp. 483–84.
12 Ibid., I:3, p. 7.
13 The use of the term Gentilreligion (and Universalreligion) has been proved by Hans 

Dietrich Kahl,  ‘Heidnisches Wendentum und christliche Stammesfürsten: Ein Blick in 
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With regard to the consequences of these beliefs for the identity of the Slavs, 
it  has to be admitted that  they were completely different from those of  the 
Christian Germans. But in principle, at least from the point of view of the Slavs, 
this did not mean a strong opposition. Individuals who belonged to ‘gentile-
religious’  communities  were  basically  tolerant  towards  the  beliefs  of  others 
because they assumed that their gens had its own gods and accepted that other 
gentes respectively had other gods. The pure worship of the Christian god by the 
Germans did not cause disagreements within a land predominately inhabited by 
the Slavs, because the Slavs perceived the god of the Franks and Saxons as the 
‘foreign’ one, who was expected to have the same power and potency as they 
assigned  to  their  own  god.  This  fundamental  attitude  is  documented  by  a 
miracle tale from the region of Bamberg, dated from the eleventh or twelfth 
century.  In  Bamberg  there  existed  an  autochthonic  Slavic  population  that 
originated from the aforementioned ‘Main- and Rednitzwenden’, and in this 
town King Henry II, who was founder of the local diocese, was worshipped as a 
saint. When one member of this community was blind, the Christians in the 
neighbourhood advised him to pray to the holy Henry in order to be cured from 
his blindness. Yet the Slav was so convinced that the god of the Germans could 
help the Germans, not the Slavs, that he answered: ‘How can your Henry help 
me,  since  he  is  a  god  of  the  Germans  (deus  teutonicus)?’  The  coherencies 
between  the  ethnic  or  gentile  self-attribution  and  beliefs  explicitly  come 
forward in this anecdote.14 

At the same time,  the religious difference was obvious to the Christians: 
their religion was universal, and it claimed power and potency exclusively for 
their one and only God everywhere. However, a corresponding missionary-like 
zeal cannot be observed among Germans until the tenth century, and this could 
be  one  possible  reason  why  the  religious  differences  did  not  effect  the 
sharpening  of  identity  in  the  whole  region.  But  the  situation  profoundly 
changed in the middle of the tenth century, and two processes may have been 
crucial for this change. First, there was a certain alteration in the Slavic way of 
life  after  they  had  permanently  lived  in  their  lands  for  generations.  The 
formation of law and administration structures, growth of social differentiation, 

die  Auseinandersetzung  zwischen  Gentil-  und  Universalreligion  im  abendländischen 
Hochmittelalter’, Archiv für Kulturgeschichte, 44 (1962), 72–119.

14 The  legend  is  described  by  Hans  Dietrich  Kahl,  Slawen  und  Deutsche  in  der  
brandenburgischen Geschichte des zwölften Jahrhunderts, 2 vols (Cologne: Böhlau, 1964), I, 
77–78.
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and  peaceful  or  martial  contacts  with  foreigners  who  came  into  the  Slavic 
midland  along  the  trade  routes  became  the  main  conditions  for  a  general 
change,  which in different regional  forms also occurred in a religious sphere 
from the ninth century. Indicative of this change was the appearance of new 
arrangements in the construction of cult places, which finally formed temple-
like buildings. This phenomenon was observed and documented by researchers 
in the region of the Polabians and the Baltic Slavs first, mainly in the north of 
their settlement regions, where such places occured with a comparatively unique 
frequency:  they  were  mentioned  in  contemporary  written  sources  and  have 
been traced by archaeologists.15 

Second, when the centre of the East Frankish realm had been relocated from 
Bavaria to Saxony, political and military pressure on the Polabians intensified. 
Christianization  increasingly  took  the  role  of  a  strategic  element  that  was 
applied to the expansion of the Saxon rulers to the east, across the Elbe and the 
Saale. The difference from the gentile, ‘barbarian’, Slavs became a criterion for 
military arguments against them. At least for the educated elite of the Saxons 
the fight against them seemingly took on the character of a common task. 

Only recently, in a dissertation published in Münster, the development of 
these Christian arguments has been dated mainly to the government of King 
Henry I.16 The main argument by Christian Hanewinkel is that the intensive 
interactions between the Saxons and the Polabians were decisive for Henry’s 
policy in  the east and for the composition of the chronicle of  Widukind of 
Corvey:17 in  this  most  important  source  for  the  history  of  the  Saxons, 
Widukind intentionally drew the image of the hostile Slavs and barbarians. It 
seems as if the perception of the pagan Slavic enemy existed in everyday life and 
influenced the construction of the Saxon identity, that is the feeling of ‘we’, in 
the tenth century. Hanewinkel expresses that ‘the history of the Polabians, or 
the history of the Saxons, according to Widukind, requires the history of the 

15 Leszek  Paweł  Słupecki,  Slavonic  Pagan  Sanctuaries (Warsaw:  Institute  of 
Archeology,  1994);  and  Michael  Müller-Wille,  Opferkulte  der  Germanen  und  Slawen, 
Archäologie in Deutschland, Sonderheft 1999 (Stuttgart: Theiss, 1999).

16 Christian Hanewinkel, ‘Die politische Bedeutung der Elbslawen im Hinblick auf die 
Herrschaftsveränderungen  im  ostfränkischen  Reich  und  in  Sachsen  von  887  bis  936: 
Politische Skizzen zu den östlichen Nachbarn im 9. und 10. Jahrhundert’  (unpublished 
doctoral  thesis,  Universität  Münster,  2004),  e-version  at  <http://deposit.ddb.de/cgi-
bin/dokserv?idn=974874280> [accessed 21 December 2007]. 

17 Widukindi monachi Corbeiensis rerum gestarum Saxonicarum libri tres, ed. by Paul 
Hirsch, MGH SRG, 60 (Hannover: Hahn, 1935).
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Polabians to procure a specific sense to it’. Even if we disagree with this line of 
argument,  it  is  possible  to  refer  comparatively  to  a  recent  concept  by  Paul 
Hansen in relation to the work of the Danish chronicler Saxo Grammaticus: 
like Widukind, Saxo intentionally drew the picture of dangerous Slavic enemies 
in order to strengthen the inner coherence of the Danish kingdom.18 

Furthermore,  one can observe an intensification of religious positions on 
both sides  after  the  rule  of  Henry I.  On the  Christian side,  this  led  to  the 
foundation  of  the  bishoprics  of  Brandenburgh  and  Havelburg,  the 
archbishopric of Magdeburg, and the victorious fights against the pagans — the 
last of which was used as ‘propaganda’ for the coronation of Emperor Otto the 
Great.19 In autumn 955, after the battle at the Raxa river, Otto staged a brutal 
tribunal among the Slavs as his reaction to their demand for autonomy, which 
had obviously been tolerated until  the middle of the tenth century. A Slavic 
delegation  representing  several  tribes  declared  the  willingness  of  the 
confederates  (socii)  to  pay  a  toll  to  the  king  if  he  allowed  their  autonomy 
(dominatio regionis); otherwise they were willing to fight  pro libertate,  which 
meant certainly  more than just pure  freedom, but the continuation of  their 
accustomed lifestyle, which included their religious practices.20

As there  are  very few of these  sporadic insights  into the situation of the 
Polabians, the development on their side can hardly be understood: it appears as 
if it followed the principle of ‘challenge and response’. In the case of the Slavs, it 
must be considered within a gradual radicalization of their  reaction until  its 
climax in 983, when a great uprising of the union of the Polabian Slavs against 
the Saxons occurred. The members of this union carried a new name,21 which 

18 Paul Grinder Hansen, ‘Die Slawen bei Saxo Grammaticus — Bemerkungen zu den 
Gesta Danorum’, in Zwischen Reric und Bornhöved: Die Beziehungen zwischen Elbslaven  
und Dänen vom 9. bis 13. Jahrhundert, ed. by. Ole Harck and Christian Lübke (Stuttgart: 
Franz Steiner, 2001), pp. 179–86.

19 This argument is to be found in the charter of Pope John XII, 16 February 962; see 
Friedrich  Israel  and Max Emil  Möllenberg,  Urkundenbuch  des  Erzstifts  Magdeburg, I:, 
937–1192 (Magdeburg:  Historische Kommission für die  Provinz Sachsen und Anhalt, 
1937), no. 28; and Christian Lübke, Regesten zur Geschichte der Slaven an Elbe und Oder  
(vom Jahr 900 an), 5 vols (Berlin: Duncker und Humblot, 1984–88), II, no. 121.

20 Widukindi monachi Corbeiensis, III:53,  p. 132; and Christian Lübke,  Regesten,  II, 
no. 102.

21 This fact has been analyzed in Christian Lübke,  ‘Qui sint vel unde huc venerint — 
Bemerkungen zur Herkunft der Namen von Polen und Lutizen’, in  Die Suche nach den  
Ursprüngen: Von der Bedeutung des frühen Mittelalters, ed. by Walter Pohl, Denkschriften 
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had  not  been  in  use  before:  the  Luticians.  Not  only  did  they  organize  a 
surprisingly effective military force, but they also had a cult organization at their 
disposal that was able to concur with the Christian one quite successfully. This 
new  cult  organization  overcame  the  traditional  narrowness  of  the  Slavonic 
gentile  religion  and  put  —  according  to  Wolfgang  Fritze,  in  forms  of  a 
‘henotheistic increase’22 — the central sanctuary Riedegost (or Rethra) with its 
god Svarozyc ahead of the whole community.23 

A  more  reliable  witness  around  1000  was  the  bishop  and  chronicler 
Thietmar from Merseburg,  who gives  a  rare  but  significant  insight  into the 
construction  of  this  community.  It  is  not  so  much  about  Riedegost,  which 
stands in the centre of Thietmars description, but about the socio-political and 
constitutional elements.24 So, having described the constructed elements of the 
temple, the statues of the gods, the details of the cult, and the services of the 
priests, Thietmar furthermore knew that each part of the Lutician lands had 
such a shrine. But Riedegost had precedence over all the rest of them because 
this was the place where the Luticians  came together at general meetings (‘ad 
placitum [. . .] omnes concordant’) to discuss problems of the community, to 
decide upon war and peace, and to make their farewells and welcomes to the 
warriors. Ties bound to this special fortress formed solidarity amongst all ‘qui 
communiter Liutici vocantur’ and who did not tolerate a secular ruler over their 
community (‘Hiis autem omnibus [. . .] dominus specialiter non presidet ullus’). 

der  ÖAW,  Philosophisch-historische  Klasse,  322,  Forschungen  zur  Geschichte  des 
Mittelalter, 8 (Vienna: Österreichische Akademie der Wissenschaften, 2004), pp. 279–88.

22 Wolfgang Fritze, ‘Lutizen’, in  Lexikon des Mittelalters,  10 vols (Munich: Artemis, 
1977–99), VI, 23–25; see further Christian Lübke, ‘Forms of Political Organisation of the 
Polabian Slavs (until the 10th Century)’, in Origins of Central Europe, ed. by Przemysław 
Urbańczyk (Warsaw: Polish Academy of Sciences: Institute of Archeology and Ethnology, 
1997),  pp. 115–24; and idem, ‘The Polabian Alternative:  Paganism between Christian 
Kingdoms’,  in Europe around the  Year  1000,  ed.  by Przemysław Urbańczyk (Warsaw: 
DiG, 2001), pp. 379–90.

23 Thietmari Merseburgensis episcopi chronicon, VI:23, p. 303.
24 Thietmar  (Thietmari  Merseburgensis  episcopi  chronicon, VI:22–25)  felt  himself 

obliged to give his readers some information about the Liuticians, that is ‘qui sint vel unde 
huc  venerint’. So  it  may  be  true,  that  his  glance  at  the  pagans  was  guided  by  an 
interpretatio christiana; see for example, Stanisław Rosik, Interpretacja chrześcijańska religii  
pogańskich Słowian w świetle kronik niemieckich XI–XII wieku (Thietmar, Adam z Bremy,  
Helmold),  Acta  Universitatis  Wratislaviensis,  Historia,  144  (Wrocław:  Wydawnicto 
Uniweryteta Wrocławskiego, 2000). But what Thietmar tells about the military actions of 
the Luticians and about their constitution fits the historical circumstances very well.
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Consequently, we never learn the name of any leader of the Luticians or the 
name  of  any  Lutician  individuals.  Therefore,  it  is  highly  probable  that  the 
representatives of settlement communities formed the dominant social rank of 
the  Luticians, and these  were  individuals  who stood in  the  tradition of  the 
‘eldest’ of the clans and functioned as commanders of numerous strongholds. 
Consequently,  Thietmar mentioned that the Luticians were warriors (milites) 
who had been servants of the emperor in earlier times, but now were free people 
(‘quondam servi nostrisque iniquitatibus tunc liberi’) and lived their particular 
way of life (‘libertas more Liuticio’). 

A suitable judgement on the particularity of the Luticians has to consider 
earlier  conditions in  the societies that formed the new Lutician community. 
There are two clues to help reconstruct them: the first one is the tribal name of 
the Redarians, in whose region Riedegost was located and which was mentioned 
several times in the tenth century after 929; the second is the knowledge of later 
chroniclers that there was another name for the Luticians,  that is  Weletians 
(Wilzi). According to the above-mentioned ‘Bavarian Geographer’, in the ninth 
century the Weletians were composed of four tribes (among those were, as the 
later  sources  tell,  the Redarians),  whose union had already been defeated by 
Charlemagne and thereafter was under the authority of the Carolingian rulers, 
who made decisions concerning their highest political representatives. ‘Kings’ 
(reges),  however,  were  assigned  by  an  assembly  (populus)  of  the  community 
itself.  Even  though the  Weletians  slipped  away  from  the  supremacy  of  the 
Carolingian Empire, in the tenth century they were not acting as a political unit 
any more. Apparently the alliance broke up, and the individuals living in the 
former  Weletian  territories  showed  more  affinity  with  their  separate  tribes, 
which were most powerful between the Elbe and the Odra and dominated the 
region of the river Havel at the beginning of the tenth century.25 It was the 
Hevellians  who  were  ruled  by  a  famous,  and  obviously  already  Christian, 
dynasty which had its seat in Brandenburg, on the river Havel. In addition, they 
had  marriage  connections  with  the Czech  Přemyslids  in  Prague  and,  some 
decades later, with the family of Dietrich of Haldensleben, Markgrave of the 
Saxon northern mark. Moreover, the later archbishop Wilhelm of Mainz was an 
illegitimate son of Otto I and a princess from Brandenburg.

25 An extended analysis of the circumstances of the tenth century is given by Herbert 
Ludat, An Elbe und Oder um das Jahr 1000 (Cologne: Böhlau, 1971); for more details on 
the chronological course of the events, see Lübke, Regesten, II–III.
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When  Henry  I  and  Otto  I  extended  their  power  to  the  Polabian  lands 
including the territory of the former alliance of the Weletians, one special tribe 
stood at the top of the resistance: the Redarians. The kings and emperors did 
not succeed in pacifying them by any means: neither by war campaigns nor by 
more peaceful means such as the appointment of legates or margraves, or the 
foundation  of  bishoprics  (Brandenburg  and  Havelberg  in  948,  and 
Starigard/Oldenburg in  968)  and of  the  archbishopric  of  Magdeburg  (968). 
Finally in 968, Otto appealed without any success to the magnates of Saxony to 
fight against the Redarians with all their might. As his son, Otto II, resigned and 
paid more attention to his interests in Italy, it appears that the Redarians had a 
good chance to reorganize their forces in the 970s. The Ottonian charters from 
the  years  965,  973,  and  975,  related  to  the  Redarian  and  other  Slavonic 
provinces in the northeast of Polabia, indicate that there must have been a stable 
economic basis that allowed the tribes to pay a tribute in silver. Therefore, it is 
obvious that the Redarians were at the centre of the big uprising of the Polabian 
Slavs that shocked the eastern borderlands of Germany in 983. 

After  983,  we  do  not  have  any  concrete  information  about  what  was 
happening in the lands where the revolt had been successful. However, it seems 
to be very clear that within the next years the Polabians in the north turned in 
the  eyes  of  their  Saxon  neighbours  from  a  bundle  of  self-contained,  if  not 
competing with each other,  tribes to a strong and well-organized federation, 
whose members were called (and in all probabilities called themselves) by their 
new name: Luticians instead of Welatians. The etymology of both names is not 
totally clear, but there seems to be a certain parallelism:  Wilzi may be traced 
back to the Slavonic word vlci ‘wolves’, whereas Leutici is linked with Slavonic 
ljut-  ‘ferocious’. If we take into consideration the immense importance which 
ethnic communities attach to their name and to the myth of their origin, the 
change of name must be interpreted as a demonstration of the new character of 
the  political  entity.  The  temple  of  Riedegost-Rethra,  that  symbolized  the 
religious intensification and showed a period of transition from local natural 
deities to powerful gods, which were called by personal names, could stress this 
point further. This is a phenomenon that was characteristic of a new perception 
of  changing  social,  political,  and religious  conditions;  hence,  religion helped 
stabilize  the  world  around  and  legitimized  new  institutions  as  elements  of 
stability.26

26 For more details see Christian Lübke, ‘Religion und ethnisches Bewußtsein bei den 
Lutizen’, Światowit, 40 (1995), 70–90.
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In general,  there was a need for  new organizational  forms of  life  in  East 
Europe at that time. In Moravia, Bohemia, Poland, Hungary, and Kievan Rus’ 
such a system with new institutions developed in the ninth and tenth centuries 
and replaced the traditional structures of clans, settlement communities, tribes, 
and unions of  tribes.  By means of  their  military  retinues,  princes conquered 
larger territories and centralized their power. In addition, the introduction of 
the Christian Church, with its highly hierarchic structures, facilitated the whole 
process  that  produced  something  like  a  state-ideology  with  early  national 
features, albeit limited in the beginning to military personnel, administration of 
the state, and religious cults.27 Some parallels to these new patterns can be found 
in Polabia, where social organization was not based on undisputed monarchic 
power,  but  on  the  formation  of  a  common  ethnic  identity  that  formed 
something like  a Polabian alternative.28 This  particular way of  life  seized its 
power  from the  ‘henotheistic  increase’  of  the  traditional  pagan symbols  and 
signs. 

The Luticians formed the only case in the Slavic world where the increasing 
coherence in both religion and identity can be observed, because the challenge 
by Christianity brought the formation of an identity-building cult and ideology 
decisively forward. This conclusion can be considered in spite of the assumption 
that  the  Christian  chroniclers  tended  to  exaggerate  the  danger  of  gentile 
enemies and their addiction to awful atrocities towards Christians in order to 
urge  the  elites  to  fight  against  the  Luticians.  At  the  same  time,  forms  of 
coexistence of gentile Slavs and Christian Germans were possible in everyday 

27 František Graus,  Die Nationenbildung der Westslawen im Mittelalter (Sigmaringen: 
Thoerbecke, 1980). 

28 Anthony Smith compiled a large-scale comparative study on the formation of ethnic 
groups and located the kernel of  ethnicity  in a quartet of myths, memories,  values,  and 
symbols reflected in characteristic forms, styles, and genres expressing a certain historical 
configuration of  the  population.  As  he  found out,  there is  one  special  kind of  ethnic 
group,  which  is  formed  by  communities  with  vertical,  demotic  structures  stressing 
vehemently  their  ethnic,  unifying  bonds,  and  setting  them  apart  from  the  others: 
foreigners  and  enemies.  Frequently,  this  subtype  of  ethnic  group  forms  tribe-
confederations,  whose  clan-chiefs  are  bound  to  their  retinues  and  to  the  warriors  in 
general  by  great  unifying  experiences  in  war  and  migration.  Most  decisive  for  the 
preservation of the demotic structure of such societies are the existence of a special corps 
of priests on the one hand and the mass-mobilization of population in case of defence as a 
standard of warfare on the other hand. Actually we can find features of such an ethnic 
identity in the case of the Luticians. See Anthony D. Smith, The Ethnic Origins of Nations 
(Oxford: Blackwell, 1986).

200



CHRISTIANITY AND PAGANISM

life, wherever the latter did not propagate their Christian beliefs and practices.29 

So, for example, the political reality of the early eleventh century facilitated the 
alliance between the supposed arch-enemies of  the  Christian Empire — the 
Luticians— and its protector-king and later emperor, Henry  II.  This was an 
agreement that allowed the Luticians to export their ideology to neighbouring 
Slavic  societies,  to  the  Hevellians  and  Abodrites  (whose  princes  professed 
Christianity for a time) and even to the territories of the Polish Piast princes 
(where  the  renaissance  of  the  gentile  religion  may  have  contributed  to  the 
decline  of  Poland in  the  early  1030s).  The  propaganda  and  struggle  against 
Slavic  princes  shows the  second pillar  of  the  Lutician  identity:  the  hostility 
towards  the  domination  of  princes.  The  Luticians  formed  an  acephalous 
community without rulers, in which the most important decisions were not the 
prerogative of a monarch, but of a supra-regional convention of local elites in 
Riedegost. At that time, the absence of monarchical power and the spread of 
gentile  religion  made  the  Luticians  something  like  an  alternative  to  the 
overwhelmingly  successful  model  of  state  building:  the  centralized  regna of 
Christian dynasties in Poland, Bohemia, Hungary, and Kievan Rus’.30  

But in the long run, this alternative concept turned out to be unsustainable: 
the Lutician union lost its  power during a civil  war in the1050s among the 
tribes  whose  division  this  union  had  once  overcome.31 It  may  have  been  a 
decisive factor that, after the alliance with Henry II, the threat of the Saxons 
had decreased and the absence of challenges from outsiders facilitated the return 
of  old  conflicts  among them.  More  and  more  battles  between the  Polabian 
tribes and competing aspirants for princely power dominated events. In this 
context,  both  forms  of  religion  were  used  as  instruments  of  politics.  The 
conversion  to  Christianity  promised  military  support  from  the  Christian 
neighbours,  above all  from the Saxons and the  Danes;  the  adherence to the 
gentile  religion announced the support of  the conservative forces among the 
Slavic  societies.  After  the  civil  war  from  1057,  these  conservative  groups 
gathered once  more to lead the  mobilization of  all  pagan powers  in  a great 
uprising against the rule of a Christian prince of the Abodrites, Gottschalk. At 
that time, the body of Bishop John from Mecklenburg was chopped to pieces in 

29 Christian Lübke,  ‘Slaven und Deutsche um das Jahr 1000’,  Mediaevalia Historica  
Bohemica, 3 (1994), 59–90.

30 Christian Lübke, ‘Das “junge Europa“ in der Krise: Gentilreligiöse Herausforderungen 
um 1000’, Zeitschrift für Ostmitteleuropaforschung, 50 (2001), 476–96.

31 Lübke, Regesten, IV, nos 742–44.
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Riedegost, and his head was shown in front of the temple of Svarožyc.32 But in 
1068, Bishop Burchard from Halberstadt succeeded in advancing to Rethra and 
taking the  holy  horse,  which he  then in  a  symbolic  act  was  riding  home to 
Halberstadt.33 The experiment of the Luticians had come to an end, and the 
temple at Cape Arkona, on the isle of Rügen, replaced Rethra/Riedegost. 

In the Polabian area, a certain pragmatism emerged in the long run when 
dealing with Christianity from this constellation. Some decades later, there were 
Christian Slavic rulers in Alt-Lübeck and in Brandenburg who renounced any 
propagation of Christianity among their subjects; and the presence of Christian 
merchants  at  the  marketplaces  in  Polabia  was  presumably  a  common 
occurrence. Admittedly, the inaccessibility of their seats remained unacceptable 
for the bishops of Brandenburg, Havelberg, and Oldenburg and for the whole 
Christian  Church;  but  under  the  conditions  of  the  Saxonian  War  and  the 
Investiture  Conflict  during  the  reign  of  Henry  IV,  there  was  no chance  to 
develop an effective strategy for the reintegration of Polabia into the Christian 
world.  New  impulses  for  considerable  change  were  given  rather  by  a 
transformation of the global socio-economic conditions in Europe: especially by 
the emergence of cities and conditions resulting from the division of labour. 
With the  prices  for  fields  and corn increasing,  the investment in  colonizing 
actions became profitable. In these circumstances, it became highly profitable to 
take lands from the pagan Slavs.

These expectations were set by the Christian Church, as testified by two 
events  in  the  twelfth  century.  In  the  first  case,  Archbishop  Adelgot  from 
Magdeburg  encouraged  his  subjects  along  with  the  Saxons,  Franconians, 
Lotharingians, and Flemings to occupy the land of the Slavs by referring again 
to the awful atrocities of the pagans.34 The second event is connected with the 
Second Crusade, which united Saxons and Danes for the so-called  Wenden-
kreuzzug against  the  Polabians  in  1147.35 However,  it  was  a  questionable 
undertaking, in regard to both its intentions and its successes. The Crusade has 

32 Magistri Adam Bremensis gesta Hammaburgensis ecclesiae pontificum, III:50–51, ed. 
by Bernhard Schmeidler, MGH SRG, 2 (Hannover: Hahn, 1917), pp. 193–94.

33 Annales Augustani,  s.a.  1068, ed.  by Georg H. Pertz,  in MGH SS,  3 (Hannover: 
Hahn,  1839),  p.  128;  and  Wolfgang  Brüske,  Untersuchungen  zur  Geschichte  des  
Lutizenbundes (Cologne: Böhlau, 1955), p. 83.

34 Isreal and Möllenberg, Urkundenbuch des Erzstifts Magdeburg I, no. 193.
35 Hans  Dietrich  Kahl,  ‘Wendenkreuzzug’,  in  Lexikon  des  Mittelalters,  10  vols 

(Munich: Artemis, 1977–99), VIII, 2183.
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to be seen in the context of the colonization movement that had already begun 
in the southern area of the Sorbs. The chronicle of a Saxonian contemporary 
witness  and  priest,  Helmold  of  Bosau  in  Holsatia,  is  characteristic  of  this 
colonization process that went hand in hand with ethnic assimilation. He wrote 
that the ‘whole area of the Slavs between the Baltic Sea and the Elbe river was 
turned into a land for Saxonian settlement by the hand of God’.36 The question 
of how and when the traditional gentile identity of the Polabian Slavs changed 
in this process is hard to answer and has to be a subject of further research.37 

36 Helmoldi presbyteri Bozoviensis cronica Slavorum, c. 110, ed. by Bernhard Schmeidler, 
MGH SRG, 32 (Hannover: Hahn, 1937), p. 218.

37 Research in such questions is the main subject of the ‘Germania Slavica’-projects; see 
Wolfgang  H.  Fritze,  ‘Germania  Slavica:  Zielsetzung  und  Arbeitsprogramm  einer 
interdisziplinären  Arbeitsgruppe’,  in  Germania  Slavica I,  ed.  by  Wolfgang  H.  Fritze 
(Berlin:  Duncker  und  Humblot,  1980),  pp.  11–40;  and  Christian  Lübke,  ‘Germania-
Slavica-Forschung  im  Geisteswissenschaftlichen  Zentrum  Geschichte  und  Kultur 
Ostmitteleuropas  e.V.:  Die  Germania  Slavica  als  Bestandteil  Ostmitteleuropas’,  in 
Struktur  und Wandel  im  Früh- und  Hochmittelalter:  Eine  Bestandsaufnahme  aktueller  
Forschungen  zur  Germania  Slavica,  ed.  by  Christian  Lübke  (Stuttgart:  Franz  Steiner, 
1998), pp. 9–16.
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9. SLAVIC AND CHRISTIAN IDENTITIES DURING 
TRANSITION TO THE POLISH STATEHOOD

Przemysław Urbańczyk

uring the tenth century, crucial political and geopolitical changes took 
place and radically transformed all spheres of socio-cultural reality in 
northern  and  eastern  Europe.  This  transitional  period  creates 

problems when discussing the identity of the people who lived within the basins 
of the Oder and Vistuła rivers.  These periods of transition are attractive for 
scholars  who  wish  to  investigate  the  social  processes  that  ‘suddenly’  gained 
momentum and were triggered by the co-occurrence of various circumstances. 
The formation of an early state is a transition that allows for the casual or pre-
meditated actions of otherwise isolated actors to activate a powerful process that 
provides the impetus for large populations to develop new organizational stages. 
Many  regions  faced  such  transformations  which  inevitability  led  to  the 
emergence of a series of states on the outskirts of the post-Roman civilization 
that survives until today.1 However, these long-lasting successes should not be 
taken as  proof that,  during this  period,  all  attempts by  ambitious  leaders  at 
raising  the  organizational  structures  to  a  higher  level  resulted  in  the 
achievement  of  standard-type  statehood.  There  were  numerous  cases  of 
‘experiments’ with alternative political solutions, for example, the story of the 
unlucky Polabian pagans and the success of Icelandic ‘republicans’.2

D

1 See  for  example,  Europe  Around  the  Year  1000,  ed.  by Przemysław  Urbańczyk 
(Warsaw: DiG, 2001).

2 See  for  example,  Christian  Lübke,  ‘Religion und  ethnisches  Bewußtsein  bei  den 
Lutizen’,  Światowit, 40  (1995),  70–90;  idem,  ‘The  Polabian  Alternative:  Paganism 
between  Christian  Kingdoms’,  in  Europe  Around  the  Year  1000,  ed.  by Przemysław 



Przemysław Urbańczyk

There  is  much  historical  debate  concerning  the  circumstances,  common 
similarities, and regional differences that were decisive in the state formation 
processes.  When shaping one’s  ‘own’ ethno-political  identities,  there are also 
distinct national traditions to describe this period. Local scholars typically try to 
place  the date  of  the unquestioned continuation of the  settlement of  ‘their’ 
people in ‘their’ land as far back in history as possible; however, we must be 
cautious regarding the origins of the national identity. What these scholars have 
not taken into account are the eventual  changes  in individual  and collective 
identities that may have played some role in the formation of the state. This 
kind of analysis, or lack thereof, stems from the nineteenth-century idea of the 
‘nation state’, which viewed an independent state as a conditio sine qua non for 
the existence of a nation defined in political, not ethnic, terms; thus, the state 
emerged from the nation and warranted its survival. 

The national past was and still is an important source of arguments for the 
political discourse and negotiation. Recalling the mythologized representation 
of the past embedded in collective consciousness can be a very effective means of 
mobilization in the name of contemporary political concerns. Since it is not the 
subject of direct and critical judgment, the past may be easily manipulated to 
reach political goals. This may explain the endless dynamism of the process of 
continuous re-imagining of the national pasts. Ever-changing ideas about how 
‘it  must have  happened’  have  a  direct  influence  upon  the  constant  re-
interpretation of the past. Both the distant and the recent pasts are continually 
re-imagined, as each generation seeks its own explanations and justifications for 
its present situation.3 

Popular  representations of  a  given  state’s  origin  and formation are  often 
shaped by works of vulgarization and by school textbooks. As myths of national 
origins, they represent important elements of group identity, which makes any 
attempt at their deconstruction or correction a rather tedious endeavour, with 
little,  if  any,  rewards.  Mythologized  representations  use  political  history  as 

Urbańczyk (Warsaw: DiG, 2001), pp. 379–90; see also  Torsten Kempke and Christian 
Lübke, ’Polens Nachbarn im Nordwesten: Das Land zwischen Niederelbe und Oder im 
11.  Jahrhundert’,  in  The  Neighbors  of  Poland in  the  11th  Century,  ed.  by  Przemysław 
Urbańczyk  (Warsaw:  DiG,  2003),  pp.  61–88.  For  the  Icelandic  republicans  see  for 
example, Orri Vesteinsson, ‘The Conversion of the Icelanders’, in Europe Around the Year  
1000, ed. by Przemysław Urbańczyk (Warsaw: DiG, 2001), pp. 325–42.

3 I have already pointed this out in Przemysław Urbańczyk, ‘Early State Formation in 
East Central Europe’, in East Central and Eastern Europe in the Early Middle Ages, ed. by 
Florin Curta (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press), pp. 139–151 (pp. 139–40).
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heroic epics, while placing ancient rulers in the pantheon of the national heroes. 
Origin-narratives  and  heroic  deeds  are  particularly  useful  propaganda  tools 
during periods of political tensions, such as threats to or loss of statehood, or 
proclamations of independence. Recalling the ancient glory and stressing the 
original  ethnic  unity  always  defined  in  contrast  with  neighbours  seems  to 
legitimize effectively current political needs.

Polish historiography did not differ from the European standards of creating a 
more developed vision of one’s  ‘own’  past and there are various attempts to 
reconstruct the origins of the nation and the state formation process. Despite 
the  lack  of  sufficient  sources,  most  of  these  interpretations  offer  detailed 
descriptions of the effective transformation of the pagan ‘tribal’ society to the 
centralized  Christian  state.  Usually,  they  lack  theoretical  reflection,  which 
overlooks the complex problems of the necessary change of the individual and 
collective ethnic, religious, and political identities inevitably connected to such a 
transition.

Until the last decade, Polish historiography has been dominated by the work 
of the late Henryk Łowmiański. His monumental work,  Początki Polski (The  
Origins of Poland) was published in seven volumes between 1963 and 1985. He 
emphasized  the  ‘natural’  sequence  of  changes  deriving  from  one  another, 
describing  the  process  of  gradual  aggregation  of  Slavic  societies  towards 
structures  of  superior  organization:  from  ‘small  tribes’,  to  ‘large  tribes’  and 
‘state’. On one hand, Łowmiański attempted to equally provide significance to 
the gradual  and inevitable processes that led to the higher stages of  political 
organization, and the decisive role of political elites, on the other. He argued 
that the process of state formation was directly stimulated by ‘a group of social 
and political factors, themselves determined by suitable economic circumstances 
that  made  possible  the  growth  of  state  bureaucracies  and  mobilized  certain 
social forces’.4 At the same time, however, he maintained that the ruler and 
his  supporting  political  elites  played  the  most  important  role  in  state 
formation.5 His argument attempts to combine Marxist belief in the ‘objective 
foundations and directions of social development’6 with acknowledgement of 
the role of individual actors.

4 Henryk Łowmiański, Początki Polski, 7 vols (Warsaw: Ossolineum, 1963–85), IV, 115.
5 Ibid., IV, 109.
6 Ibid., V, 363.
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Like  others,  Łowmiański  treated  the  emergence  of  the  medieval  state  in 
‘national’ terms and viewed the nation as ‘the constitutive power of the state 
and the decisive factor in political life, as well as the emanation of society in its 
politically  conscious  categories’.  The  nation was  formed on the  basis  of  the 
ethnic group acting as a figurehead of the state and ready ‘to defend the state 
and to suffer for its prosperity’.7 Consequently, he applauded the ‘victory of the 
national idea over tribal sentiments’.8

In Poland, these supposed ‘tribal’ identities are still crucial for descriptions 
of the pre-state period because, there is common agreement among historians 
that during that time, people were organized in distinct units discernable by 
their names attached to separate territories having their own political organiz-
ations.  Therefore,  in  any  discussion dealing  with that  period,  one  may  find 
references to: ‘tribal period’, ‘tribal divisions’,  ‘tribal organization’, and ‘tribal 
strongholds’. Both historians and archaeologists use such categories today but 
these uncritically  refer  to these commonly accepted, but not clearly defined, 
ideas. Most scholars do not realize the interpretative consequences of this ‘tribal 
premise’ and do not discuss this in their works nor do they fully understand the 
meaning of the premise of the term ‘tribal’.9 

However, for those who study the earliest Middle Ages for Poland, using 
‘tribal’ terminology helps to overcome interpretative problems that result from 
the  extreme  scarcity  of  the  written  sources  and  lack  of  differentiated 
archaeological data. Source material that may be used to explain this transition 
from the well-organized and rich late antique communities, to the materially 
poor  and  decentralized  settlement  structures  of  the  second  half  of  the  first 
millennium AD, which eventually developed into a stable territorial state in the 
seventh decade of the tenth century, simply has not survived. Archaeologists 
who are professionally prepared to classify numerous, precisely dated, and well 
different-iated finds into territorially  distinct ‘archaeological  cultures’, find it 
very  difficult  to  divide  the  beginning  of  the  Middle  Ages  into  some clearly 
definable  units;  this  is  due  to  the  fact  that  excavations  produce  finds  that 

7 Ibid., VI.1, 6.
8 Ibid., V, 415.
9 See for example Piotr Boroń, ‘Słowiańskie plemię: O pojęciu i jego rozumieniu w 

polskiej  historiografii’,  in  Viae historicae: Księga jubileuszowa dedykowana Profesorowi  
Lechowi Tyszkiewiczowi w siedemdziesiątą rocznicę urodzin, ed. by Mateusz Goliński and 
Stanisław  Rosik  (Wrocław:  Wydawnictwo  Uniwersytetu  Wrocławskiego,  2001),  pp. 
189–207.
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suggest  trans-regional  uniformity  of  the  material  culture  of  the  Slavic 
populations of that period. 

With this, we may only contemplate the lack of any material evidence for 
identity differentiation, which somehow reminds us of the observance of some 
strict  rules  of  a  monastic  order.10 Thus,  archaeologists  cannot  apply  classic 
methods  of  local/territorial  identity  descriptions  in  terms  of  the  material 
culture, while historians are not able to solve the problem by offering precise 
ethnic  or  political  definitions.  This  inability  to  introduce  territorial  and 
chronological order results in an intellectual discomfort that was to be cured by 
applying, before World War II, the ethnological concept of a ‘tribe’ that would 
have hopefully ordered the irritating chaos.11 In this way, for the archaeologists 
‘tribes’ substituted ‘cultures’ and ‘state’ for historians. However, none of these 
terms  are  quite  adequate  and  they  have  not  provoked  serious  theoretical 
discussion in Poland.12 

The problem with  the  term ‘tribe’  is  that  early  medieval  written sources 
indicate objective ethnic/territorial divisions that may serve as evidence of some 
supra-local  identities of populations that lived between the Baltic  Sea in the 
north and the mountain belt in the south before the reign of our first historic 
ruler Mieszko I (before 965–92). On the other hand, archaeology cannot render 
data to identify such affiliations simply because of the lack of clear territorial 
divisions of the material culture. However, the written record provides us with 
recorded names that are treated as ethnonyms manifesting themselves into a 
consciousness of collective identities.

The  oldest,  and  most  fruitful,  list  of  such  names  may  be  found  in  the 
Descriptio civitatum et regionum ad septentrionalem plagam Danubii, commonly 
known as the ‘Bavarian Geographer’.13 Written in the mid-ninth century by an 

10 Jerzy Gąssowski,  ‘Early Slavs — Nation or Religion?’ in  Integration und Herrschaft:  
Ethnische Identitäten und soziale Organisation im Frühmittelalter, ed. by Walter Pohl and 
Maximilian Diesenberger (Vienna: Österreichische Akademie der Wissenschaften, 2002), 
pp. 269–72.

11 See the important book by Kazimierz Tymieniecki, Społeczeństwo Słowian lechickich  
— ród i plemię (Wrocław, 1928).

12 I  deal  with  this  issue  in  the  forthcoming book Przemysław Urbańczyk,  Trudne 
początki  Polski (Wrocław:  Wydawnictwo  Uniwersytetu  Wrocławskiego,  forthcoming 
2008), chapter 5.

13 Descriptio civitatum et  regionum ad septentrionalem plagam Danubii,  ed.  by Fritz 
Losek,  MGH  Studien  und  Texte,  15  (Hannover:  Hahn,  1997);  see  also  Monumenta  

209



Przemysław Urbańczyk

anonymous author working for Louis the German, this description of the trans-
Danubian lands  contains  a  series  of  collective  names  with numbers  of  their 
civitates that  have  been understood as  their  strongholds.  This  geographically 
chaotic list is commonly accepted as a reliable source of information on the sub-
division  of  the  Polish  lands  into  distinct  ‘tribes’.  This  can  be  more  widely 
understood in more political terms as territorial organizations were identified 
both internally and externally by their ethnonyms. 

Unfortunately, this historiographical optimism cannot find support in the 
original text as it reads: ‘Prissani, ciuitates LXX. Velunzani, ciuitates LXX. [. . .] 
Vuislane. Sleenzane, ciuitates XV. Lunsici ciuitates XXX. Dadosesani ciuitates 
XX,  Milzane,  ciuitates  XXX.  Besunzane,  ciuitates  II.  Verizane,  ciuitates  X. 
Fraganeo,  ciuitates  XL.  Lupiglaa,  ciuitates  XXX.  Opolini,  ciuitates  XX. 
Golensizi, ciuitates V.’14 Some of these ‘ethnonyms’ may be identified by refer-
ences in the later sources (for example,  Vislane, Slenzane, Dadosane, Milzane), 
some are explained more commonly by their resemblance of geographical names 
(for example, Verisane were those who lived by river Wieżyca), while others are 
still  cryptic (for example,  Lupiglaa).  The vague spatial  order of  these ethno-
territorial  entities  is  further  blurred  by  the  presence  in  the  list  of  the 
‘Bohemians’ (named  Fraganeo after their centre in Prague), which makes the 
geographical reliability of this document even more ambiguous.

There were many attempts to convert this list into a conventional map with 
‘Polonized’  ethnonyms  taken  from  the  ‘Bavarian  Geographer’  (for  example, 
Glopeani  =  Goplanie, Lendizi  =  Lędzianie, Velunzani  =  Wielunczanie, 
Prissani= Pyrzyczanie) and to estimate the power of those territorial units by 
the number of their ‘strongholds’.15 These ‘tribes’ are usually supplemented by 
other familiar names collected from other equally vague documents. However, 
what may be inferred from the document is only that the West Frankish court 
heard (probably  from merchants)  about some peoples  who lived  east  of  the 
Oder river and north of the Sudeten mountains, but nobody new their precise 
seats of power or the extent of their lands. The laconic nature of the ‘Bavarian 
Geographer’ makes it impossible to explain what the political character of those 

Poloniae Historica, 6 vols (Lwów,: n. pub, 1864–93),  I, 10–11.
14  Monumenta Poloniae Historica, I, 11
15 See for example, Henryk Łowmiański, ‘O identyfikacji nazw Geografa Bawarskiego’, 

Studia Źródłoznawcze, 3 (1958), 1–22; and Jerzy Nalepa, ‘Geograf Bawarski’, in Słownik  
Starożytności Słowiańskich,II, ed. by Władysław Kowalenko, Gerard Labuda, and Tadeusz 
Lahr-Spławiński  (Wrocław: Ossolineum, 1964), pp. 93–94.
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ethno-territorial units that are today called ‘tribes’, whose power the ‘Bavarian 
Geographer’ estimated by the quantity of their civitates — the quantities created 
by simple method of multiplying five. 

Some insight by the author can be found in the description of the Polabian 
area of which he was more familiar. There we find that a territory occupied by a 
named population might have consisted of one (regio) or several lands (regiones) 
that  were  sub-divided  into  civitates:  ‘These  civitates should  be  considered  as 
settlement-fields, to which belonged a stronghold as a major topographical and 
strategic element’.16 Such a settlement-community was represented by primores  
ac reguli17 and the community could appoint a prince (rex) ‘responsible for the 
political representation of the tribe [. . .] and command of the body of armed 
men’.18 The prince, however, had no executive power over his populus. 

Even  if  the  ‘Bavarian  Geographer’  was  better  informed  about  areas  that 
neighboured  the  West  Frankish  border  zone,  it  is  not  clear  how  these 
descriptions might be useful to explain the situation east of Oder. To further 
complicate the problem, archaeologists cannot confirm the given numbers of 
civitates that are traditionally represented as localities centred on strongholds; 
there  is  simply  no  connection  between  the  known  numbers  of  the  early 
medieval strongholds within supposed ‘territories’ and the list provided by the 
‘Bavarian  Geographer’.  Thus,  we  are  left  with  an  indication of  some ethnic 
/geographic divisions but we are unclear as to the type of supra-local identity 
that was attached to those territorial units. 

By the time we reach the tenth century, the situation has not really changed. 
We have more sources that name further ‘tribes’ and are used to construct maps 
of ‘tribal Poland’, but these maps are not any more reliable because most of the 
‘ethnonyms’ are known from the sources written in the eleventh century and 
beyond (map 9). Again, one could turn to the possible parallel of the Polabian 
neighbourhood that, because of its proximity to the imperial borders and its 
importance for the Saxon aristocracy, was mentioned in numerous accounts. 
However, this does not present a clear understanding of the collective identities 

16 Christian Lübke, ‘Ethnic Groups and Political Structures: Saxons, Slavs, Estlanders’, 
in Wulfstan’s Voyage: The Baltic Sea Region in the Early Viking Age as Seen from Shipboard, 
ed. by Anton Englert and Athena Trakadas, Maritime Culture of the North, 2 (Roskilde: 
The Viking Ship Museum, forthcoming 2008) .

17 Annales regni Francorum, s.a. 789.
18 Lübke, ‘Ethnic Groups’.
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Map 9: A Map of the Pre-Piast ‘Tribes’ (after Jerzy Wyrozumski, Dzieje Polski  
piastowskiej (VII wiek–1370) (Cracow: Fogra, 1999), fig. 15).
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in this period.19 For example, we still do not fully understand the nature of the 
‘tribes’ changeably identified as Veleti, Liutizi, or Redari.

In Poland, interpretations of some ‘tribal’ names, mentioned only once, have 
provoked  lively  controversies,  for  example,  the  question of  Pobarane whose 
name is  identified alternatively  with  rivers  Bóbr or  Obra.20 Some historians 
tend to supplement ‘tribal’ maps with ‘ethnonyms’ that are not mentioned in 
early sources but are rather constructed using names of some historic provinces, 
for example,  Pomeranians who were to live in Pomerania and  Masovians who 
supposedly settled Masovia.21 These constructs have been used for decades and 
have led to the common acceptance of them as real territorial units consciously 
identified by  their  inhabitants.22 On some occasions,  completely new ‘tribal’ 
units  are  introduced  by  authors who feel  the  need  to name  results  of  their 
classifications,  for  example,  Staro-Podlasianie which  were  ‘invented’  by  Jan 
Tyszkiewicz.23 Recently, archaeologists such as Andrzej Buko, have joined this 
trend by decorating their maps with new ‘tribes’ such as  Sandomierzanie and 
Lublinianie placed around the towns of Sandomierz and Lublin respectively.24

These reservations refer, first of all, to the poor quality of available sources 
and may provoke questions as to whether or not history and archaeology of the 
early  Middle  Ages  in  Polish  lands  can  identify  reliable  units  of  a  supra-
local/regional collective identity. To date, our desperate attempts were based on 

19 See for example, Christian Lübke, ‘Die Elbslawen — Polens Nachbarn im Westen’, 
in The Neighbors of Poland in the 10th century, ed. by Przemysław Urbańczyk (Warsaw: 
Scientia, 2000), pp. 61–78.

20 See  for  example,  Sławomir  Moździoch,  ‘Społeczność  plemienna  Śląska  w  IX–X 
wieku’, pp. 25–72; Lech Tyszkiewicz, ‘Głos w dyskusji w związku z referatem Sławomira 
Moździocha’, pp. 267–68; and Przemysław Urbańczyk, ‘Bobrzanie znad Obry?’, pp. 261–
66,  all  in  Śląsk  około  roku  1000,  ed.  by  Marta  Młynarska-Kaletynowa  and  Edmund 
Małachowicz (Wrocław: Polska Akademia Nauk Oddział we Wrocławiu, 2000)

21 See  for  example  criticism  of  this  tradition  by  Elżbieta  Kowalczyk,  ‘Momenty 
geograficzne państwa Bolesława Chrobrego: Na styku historii i archeologii’,  Kwartalnik  
Historyczny, 57,2 (2000), 41–76.

22 See for example a map published recently by Andrzej Buko, ‘Unknown Revolution: 
Archaeology and the Beginning of the Polish State’, in East Central and Eastern Europe in the  
Early Middle Ages, ed. by Florin Curta (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press), pp. 162–
78, fig. 7.1.

23 Jan Tyszkiewicz, Mazowsze północno-wschodnie we wczesnym średniowieczu: Historia  
pogranicza  nad  górną  Narwią  do  poł.  XIII  w. (Warsaw:  Mazowiecki  Ośrodek  Badań 
Naukowych, 1974), pp. 109–10.

24 Andrzej Buko, Archeologia Polski wczesnośredniowiecznej (Warsaw: Trio, 2005), fig. 4.1.
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the premise that there must have been some clearly discernable territories that 
were stable enough to use them as key elements in describing the ethno-political 
situation  before  Mieszko  I  established  the  state,  which  was  geopolitically 
accepted after his baptism in 966. Unfortunately, we have no tools to precisely 
understand and firmly pinpoint such a pre-state system in this period. 

And the traditional concept of a ‘tribe’ that refers to a list of characteristics 
rather than to a general model does not seem to be an effective tool for such a 
purpose.25 In fact it does just the opposite, by keeping us busy looking for ‘a 
bounded, homeostatic, integrated and essentially static whole’ that is not longer 
accepted by modern anthropology.26 In the 1950s, anthropologists realized that 
‘tribes as discrete bounded entities were essentially analytical models’27 and soon 
the term ‘tribe’  was  replaced by a much more flexible  concept of  an ‘ethnic 
group’ that was often discussed very subjectively.28 Collective identity of pre-
state societies is no longer discussed by passive reflection of cultural similarities. 
Instead,  scholars  look  for  subjective  self-identification  rather  than  some 
objective  criteria  for  discerning  individual  groups.  Therefore,  dynamically 
understood,  and  not  so  obvious,  ‘ethnicity’  is  considered  the  foundation of 
cultural  differentiation  rather  than  the  static  divisions  clearly  definable  as 
‘tribes’.29

Unfortunately,  anthropological  concepts  are  not  helpful  in  exploring  the 
ethnic  division  of  an  area  where  no  vernacular  descriptions  have  survived. 
Therefore,  in  studying  pre-state  Poland we are  left  with  inferences  based  on 
general anthropological knowledge supported by archaeological data. On the one 
hand, it is obvious that in order for states to emerge, it was necessary to have some 
previous organizational potential and initiative by people conscious of their aims, 

25 A typical  example  of  such  a  ‘definition’  may  be  found  in  Henryk  Łowmiański, 
‘Plemię’,  in  Słownik starożytności  słowiańskich,  IV, ed.  by  Gerard  Labuda  and  Zdzisław 
Stieber (Wrocław: Ossolineum, 1970), pp. 131–37.

26 Siân Jones,  The  Archaeology  of  Ethnicity:  Constructing  Identities  in  the  Past  and  
Present (London: Routledge, 1997), p. 52.

27 Richard Jenkins,  Rethinking Ethnicity: Arguments and Explorations (London: Sage, 
1997), p. 17.

28 See for example, Ethnic Groups and Boundaries: The Social Organization of Culture  
Difference, ed. by Fredrik Barth (Oslo: Pensumtjeneste, 1969).

29 See  for  example  Przemysław  Urbańczyk,  ‘Archeologia  etniczności  —  fikcja  czy 
nadzieja?’  in  Archeologia  w  teorii  i  w  praktyce,  ed.  by  Andrzej  Buko  and  Przemysław 
Urbańczyk (Warsaw: Scientia, 2000), pp. 137–46.
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that is eager to augment the efficiency of their economic and political power. On 
the  other  hand,  archaeology  shows  the  growth  of  such  a  potential,  which  is 
indicated by  the  trend of  building  fortified centres  starting in  the  mid-ninth 
century.  Even if  their  original  military  function is  not so obvious today,  they 
convincingly indicate the presence of some elites who were able to mobilize their 
followers who were ready to invest their labour in the execution of common goals. 
Alternative explanations point to their religious and symbolic functions,30 which 
allow a theoretical exploration of the problem of identity of the builders. Lothar 
Dralle proposed that a way out of this dead end created by applying the concept of 
a ‘tribe’, understood simply as an ethno-political unit.31 Using an example of the 
Polabian  Liutizians-Redars,  he  suggested  that  they  formed  a  loose  ‘assembly 
commonwealth’ rather than a stable political organisation, that was ideologically 
centred on the temple/oracle located in Radogost-Rethra.

Although this idea faced criticism,32 it offered a chance to turn our attention 
to the religious aspect of supra-local identities in this region. What we know 
about European pagan religions implies that they were very well localized and

characterised by territoriality and collectivism because they were shaped by the 
group consciousness of local populations and not by the objectified interpretation 
of the extra-sensual world that would be universal. For the early medieval pagans it 
was  obvious  that  other  territorial  communities  may  have  had  another  set  or 
another hierarchy of deities. Therefore, it was an inwardly ideology that was not 
inclined to expand [. . .] it played the role of an important element of group self-
identity.33 

30 For  further  discussion,  see  Przemysław  Urbańczyk,  ‘Wczesna  urbanizacja  ziem 
polskich’,  in  Civitas  et  villa:  Miasto  i  wieś  w  średniowiecznej  Europie  środkowej,  ed.  by 
Cezary  Buśko  and  others  (Wrocław-Praha:  Instytut  Archaeologii  i  Etnologii  Polskiej 
Akademii Nauk, 2002), pp. 37–47.

31 Lothar  Dralle,  Slaven  am  Havel  und  Spree:  Studien  zur  Gechichte  des  hevellisch-
wilzischen Furstentums (6. bis 10. Jahrhundert) (Berlin: Duncker und Humblot, 1981), 136.

32 See for example, Józef Spors, Studia nad wczesnośredniowiecznymi dziejami Pomorza  
Zachodniego: XII–pierwsza polowa XIII w. (Słupsk: Pobrzeże, 1988), p. 10, n. 2; Stanisław 
Rosik,  ‘Awans  słońca  w  mitologii  przedchrzescijańskich  Słowian  na  tle  przemian 
społeczno-politycznych’,  in  Człowiek,  sacrum,  środowisko:  Miejsca  kultu  we  wczesnym  
średniowieczu,  ed.  by Sławomir Moździoch (Wrocław:  Instytut Archeologii  i  Etnologii 
Polskiej Akademii Nauk, 2000), pp. 49–59 (n. 41).

33 Przemysław Urbańczyk, ‘The Politics of Conversion in North Central Europe’, in 
The Cross Goes North: Processes of Conversion in Northern Europe,  AD 300–1300,  ed. by 
Martin Carver (Woodbridge: York Medieval Press, 2003), pp. 15–28 (p. 16).
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Again referring to the Polabian example,  we should expect that many pagan 
cults and beliefs were observed locally.

We can find support for this theoretically promising idea in the Polabian 
area but, east of Oder, it faces a problem with the lack of sufficient sources of 
information.34 Written sources provide meagre data on pagan cults, which may 
indicate that local pre-Christian traditions were either quickly and effectively 
suppressed by the Church or extensively ‘filtered’ by priest-chroniclers. Some 
scholars deny the presence not only of any gods and idols but also of priests or 
temples that could have attracted loyalty of larger communities. According to 
linguists, the oldest Slavic vocabulary did not even contain notions of ‘temples, 
statues, priests’, which indicates ‘that proto-Slavs had not known such forms of 
religious rituals’.35

Faced with such a problem posed by verbal sources, the attention of both 
historians  and  archaeologists  has  for  a  long  time  concentrated  on  several 
mountains  that  boast  elaborate  dry-stone  ramparts  that  are  exceptional  for 
Poland. These mountains were believed to be the symbolic centres of regional 
communities  bound  by  common  beliefs.36 The  best  known  is  the  eminent 
Silesian  mountain,  Ślęża,  that  appeared  to  be  the  symbolic  centre  of  the 
Silesians’ territory (pagus Silensis) who had taken its name from this mountain. 
According  to  Thietmar  of  Merseburg,  in  pagan  times  Ślęża  ‘cum  execranda 
gentilitas ibi [in Silesia] veneraretur’ due to ‘qualitatem suam et quantitatem’.37 

This account was used to construct a hypothesis concerning an alleged Slavic
sanctuary on the top of Ślęża; however, there were no archaeological finds of 

34 See  for  example,  Przemysław  Urbańczyk  and  Stanisław  Rosik,  ‘Poland’,  in 
Christianization and the Rise of Christian Monarchy: Scandinavia, Central Europe, and Rus’ c.  
900–1200, ed. by Nora Berend (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), pp. 263–318.

35 Leszek Moszyński, ‘Przedchrzescijanskie Pomorze’, in Chrzescijanstwo na Pomorzu  
w X–XX wieku, ed. by Józef Borzyszkowski (Gdansk: Instytut Kaszubski, 2001), pp. 1–19 
(p. 14); see also, Hanna Popowska-Taborska,  Wczesne dzieje Słowian w świetle ich języka 
(Wrocław, 2000), p. 115.

36 Aleksander  Gieysztor,  Mitologia  Słowian (Warsaw:  Wydawnictwa  Artystyczne  i 
Filmowe, 1982), pp. 176–85; Lech Leciejewicz, ‘In pago Silensi vocabulo hos a quodam  
monte ... sibi indito: O funkcji miejsc kultu pogańskiego w systemie politycznym Słowian 
Zachodnich  doby  plemiennej’,  Sobótka, 42  (1987),  125–35;  and  Jerzy  Gąssowski, 
‘Archeologia o schyłkowym pogaństwie’, Archeologia Polski, 37 (1992), 142–46.

37 Thietmari  Merseburgensis  episcopi  chronicon,  VII:59,  ed.  by  Robert  Holtzmann, 
MGH SRG ns, 9 (Berlin: Weidmann, 1935), p. 473.
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relevance to support  this.38 Other  archaeological  studies  of  ‘holy  mountains’ 
also did not confirm this attractive hypothesis.

A competing theory views the oldest Slavic strongholds as sites that, rather 
than having military and/or settlement functions, had symbolic meaning for the 
local  societies  as  centres  of  power  that  sought  reinforcement  in  religious 
rituals.39 So  far,  however,  the  only  wooden  pagan  ‘shrine’  that  has  been 
identified and can be dated to the fourth decade of the eleventh-century, was 
discovered in Wrocław and closely resembles those known from the Polabian 
area (for example from Arkona and Gross Raden).40 A possible tenth-century 
cult centre was recently discovered at the stronghold of Kałdus in north-central 
Poland, where under the eleventh-century foundations of an unfinished basilica, 
a  heap  of  stones  containing  many  animal  bones  was  piled  near  the  water 
source.41 Another similar cult centre might have functioned at the top of the 
Lech Mountain in Gniezno in Greater Poland before a stronghold was built 
there in the late tenth century. Unfortunately, these discoveries lack support in 
written sources  that  could  help  in  identifying  those communities  who used 
these ‘shrines’, as well as describing the nature of their role in constructing and 
sustaining common identities of the surrounding populations. 

Having discharged the currently prevailing arguments referring to the ethnic 
and/or religious self-identification of the populations that lived in Polish lands 
in the pre-state times, we are left with the sphere of politics that is usually better 
illuminated by the sources. The need for group identification and the fear of 
being mistaken for an ‘alien’ are main sources of the ethnogenetic processes that 
are triggered by dominant elites trying to build ties of supra-local solidarity: the 

38 Grzegorz  Domański,  Ślęża  w  pradziejach  i  średniowieczu (Wrocław:  Instytut 
Archeologii i Etnologii PAN, 2002).

39 Urbańczyk,  ‘Wczesna  urbanizacja’,  p.  39;  for  more  discussion,  drawings  and 
literature see Marek Dulinicz, ‘Miejsca, które rodzą władzę (najstarsze grody słowiańskie 
na  wschód  od  Wisły)’,  in  Człowiek,  sacrum,  środowisko:  Miejsca  kultu  we  wczesnym  
średniowieczu,  ed.  by Sławomir Moździoch (Wrocław:  Instytut Archeologii  i  Etnologii 
PAN, 2000), pp. 85–98.

40 Sławomir  Moździoch,  ‘Archeologiczne  ślady  kultu  pogańskiego  na  Śląsku 
wczesnośredniowiecznym’, in  Człowiek,  sacrum,  środowisko:  Miejsca  kultu we  wczesnym  
średniowieczu,  ed.  by Sławomir Moździoch (Wrocław: Instytut Archeologii  i  Etnologii 
PAN, 2000), pp. 176–87.

41 Wojciech  Chudziak,  Mons  Sancti  Laurenti,  I:  Wczesnośredniowieczna  przestrzeń  
sakralna in Culmine  na Pomorzu Nadwiślańskim (Toruń: Wydawnictwo Uniwersytetu 
Mikołaja Kopernika, 2003).
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clearer it is who we are, the more obvious it is who they are. These concepts may 
be variously manipulated in both internal politics aimed at building collective 
solidarity  and,  at  the  geopolitical  stage  where  ‘hostile’  sentiments  may  be 
ignited. In a longer perspective, promotion of some combination of language, 
religion, and culture that are typical for ‘us’, that is, those who live within ‘our’ 
territory, leads to gradual unification of a divided society. As defined by Pierre 
Bourdieu, this essentially makes it easier to keep the social  order imposed by 
those in power who are able to monopolize the ‘symbolic capital’.42

Unfortunately, further analysis of the available evidence does not offer any 
firm basis for such discussion. It is obvious that Mieszko I was not the first, or 
only, builder of a centralized power structure; unfortunately, we do not know 
anything about his predecessors or his supporters that could help us understand 
those power structures. Judging from the written sources, one might say that the 
state suddenly popped up ex nihilo. Even the origin of the Piast dynasty is rather 
uncertain because the only account of relevance was written down in the early 
twelfth-century,  and  it  consisted  of  three  short  chapters  that  briefly  list 
Mieszko’s four predecessors (Piast, Siemowit, Lestek. and Siemomysl) and their 
unspecified deeds.43 There has been an endless discussion of the reliability of 
this  list44 and  the  meaning  of  the  story  that  explains  how  Mieszko’s  great 
grandfather took over the central power from some earlier ‘princely’ family.45 

Unfortunately,  we do not find any confirmation of these four names in any 
other contemporary evidence.

Even  more  speculative  are  interpretations  aiming  at  identification of  the 
Piasts’ political background. It is commonly accepted that Mieszko I ruled the 
tribe of Polanie who gave their name to the kingdom of Poland. Continued 
repetition of this ‘patriotic’ vision efficiently erased all doubts about the origin 
of our national ethnonym; however, there are no sources that support such a 

42 Pierre  Bourdieu,  The Logic  of  Practice  (Cambridge:  Cambridge  University Press, 
1990), p. 112.

43 Galli Anonymi Chronicae et gesta ducum sive principum Polonorum, I:1–3, ed. by K. 
Maleczyński,  Monumenta Poloniae Historica,  Series nova, 2. (Cracow: Polska Akademia 
Umiejętności, 1952), pp. 9–11.

44 See  for  example,  Jacek  Banaszkiewicz,  Podanie  o  Piaście  i  Popielu:  Studium  
porównawcze  nad  wczesnośredniowiecznymi  tradycjami  dynastycznymi (Warsaw: 
Państwowe Wydawnictwo Naukowe, 1986).

45 See for example,  Przemysław  Urbańczyk, ‘Zamach stanu’ w legendzie piastowskiej 
Galla Anonima’  in  Zamach stanu w dawnuch społecznościah,  ed. by Arkadiusz Sołtysiak 
(Warsaw: OBTA, 2004), pp. 219–26.
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statement.46 The available evidence makes it clear that the names of the state 
and its inhabitants appeared in reliable sources at the same time,  c. 1000, and 
subjects  of  Boleslav  Chrobry  (992–1025)  are  called:  Palani,47 Poliani,48 

Polani,49 or Poleni50 while he called himself PRINCE[P]S POLONIE which is 
testified by coins struck sometime after 1003.51 Such a concise chronology of 
the series of sources, albeit late, may indicate a premeditated political decision to 
choose a suitable name for both the state and its ‘citizens’. Careful analysis of 
the  available  evidence  allows  for  a  more  precise  investigation  unveiling  the 
‘why?’ ‘when?’ and ‘how?’ this had happened.52

Thus,  the deeply  rooted tradition of  claiming  the existence  of  some pre-
Polish ‘tribe of Polanie’  should be disregarded because of the lack of reliable 
information. Similarly,  the same must be said about  Lechitae who were first 
mentioned by Master Vincent in the early thirteenth century. Both ‘ethnonyms’ 
are  products  of  the  medieval  historiography  with  its  tendency  to  give 
etymological  explanations  and therefore,  we must  question the  opinion that 
‘among the eastern Lechitae the tribe of Polanie played the leading role and gave 
the  state  its  name’.53 What  we  are  left  with  is  a  short  account  written  by 
Widukind of Corvei,  c. 973, where we can read about ‘Misacam regem, cuius 
potestatis erant Sclavi qui dicuntur Licicaviki’.54 This may be the first attempt 
to give a name to the power that suddenly emerged to the east of the imperial 
border zone but, nevertheless, we still do not know how and if the followers of 

46 Przemysław  Urbańczyk,  ‘Początki  państw  wczesnośredniowiecznych  w  Europie 
Środkowowschodniej’, in Ziemie polskie w X wieku i ich znaczenie w kształtowaniu się nowej  
mapy Europy, ed. by Henryk Samsonowicz (Cracow: Universitas, 2000), pp. 53–70 (p. 67).

47 Sancti  Adalberti  martyris  vita  prior,  25,  ed.  by  Georg  H.  Pertz,  MGH  SS,  4 
(Hannover: Hahn, 1841), pp. 575–95.

48 Annales Hildesheimenses, s.a. 1003, ed. by Georg Waitz,  MGH SRG, 8 (Hannover: 
Hahn, 1878), p. 25.

49 Sancti Adalberti martyris vita altera, 21, 23, 25, and 30, pp. 595–612.
50 Thietmari Merseburgensis episcopi chronicon, III:55.
51 Stanisław  Suchodolski,  Początki  mennictwa  w  Europie  Środkowej,  Wschodniej  i  

Północnej (Wrocław: Ossolineum, 1971), p. 108.
52 Przemysław  Urbańczyk,  Trudne początki  Polski  (Wrocław:  Wydawnictwo 

Uniwersytetu Wrocławskiego, forthcoming 2008), chapter 12.
53 Łowmiański, Początki Polski, V, 406 and 422; and also Łowmiański, ‘Plemię’, p. 132.
54 Widukindi monachi Corbeiensis rerum gestarum Saxonicarum libri tres, III:66, ed. by 

Paul Hirsch, MGH SRG, 60 (Hannover: Hahn, 1935), p. 141.

219



Przemysław Urbańczyk

Mieszko identified themselves with a specific name. Unfortunately, nobody has 
convincingly  explained  this  cryptic  name  which  has  no  direct  parallels 
whatsoever in historical traditions.

The Jewish merchant Ibrahim ibn Ya’qub of Tortosa, who in 965 travelled 
in central Europe, explains the means of Mieszko’s power. In Prague, he heard 
about  ‘Mashaqqah,  the  king  of  the  north  [.  .  .] [who]  has  three  thousand 
warriors wearing coats of mail [. . .] He gives those men clothes, horses, arms, 
and everything they need’.55 This account indicates that Mieszko I used military 
power, as the most visible means of sustaining his domination. His full-time 
warriors  identified  themselves  with  their  commander  and  supported  the 
interests of his family which might have already then been accepted as the ruling 
dynasty. Unfortunately, we do not know how the members of that mounted 
military elite were recruited. Archaeological evidence indicates that they were 
armed like Scandinavians, which allows to ask whether these men could have 
been hired Viking warriors and not representatives of the local population.56

Archaeology  supports  the  vision  of  the  Piasts  expanding  their  power  by 
military  aggression  and  shows  reinforcement  of  the  core  of  their  territorial 
domain in  Greater Poland (Polonia Maior,  Wielkopolska).  We may ‘observe’ 
how this originally marginal area was densely settled and furnished with mighty 
strongholds  which,  in  the  second  quarter  of  the  tenth  century,  were  built 
according  to  a  unified  model  in  Bnin,  Giecz,  Gniezno,  Grzybowo,  Ostrów 
Lednicki,  Poznań  and  Smarzewo.  Around  the  middle  of  the  tenth  century, 
many  earlier  ‘tribal’  strongholds around this  core  territory were  burned and 
replaced with new military and administrative centres. Thus, Mieszko’s power 
already had a stable foundation before 965 when he  demanded the Bohemian 
princess Dobrava’s hand in marriage.

This  decision  firmly  placed  Mieszko  on  the  geopolitical  stage  and  his 
membership in the ‘club’ of acknowledged central European rulers was sealed a 
year  later with the official  baptism of himself  and his  followers.  One of the 
reasons for such a revolutionary move must have been to reinforce his power 
ideologically  by  adding a  new dimension to the  identity  of  his  people.  This 
allowed conditional support for his paramount position to be replaced with a 

55 Translation by Dmitriy Mishin, ‘Ibrahim ibn-Ya’qub At-Turtusi’s Account of the 
Slavs from the Middle of the Tenth Century’,  Annual of Medieval Studies at the CEU, 2 
(1996), pp. 184 and 187.

56 See for example see Michał Kara,  ‘Z badań nad składem etnicznym, organizacją i 
dyslokacją drużyny pierwszych Piastów’, Kronika Wielkopolska, 3 (1993), 33–47.
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collective  acceptance  rendered  by  his  military  followers  and  to  supplement 
ideologically his domination by a new religious factor. In the early Middle Ages, 
when common people did not pay much interest to frequent changes of the 
political situation, it was religion that could have been used to mobilize internal 
solidarity.

In the mid-tenth century Christianity effectively dominated the trans-ethnic 
and trans-territorial ideological sphere of a large part of Europe. Being involved 
in all aspects of social activity with its normative regulation, it allowed trans-
regional  integration.  At  this  time,  no single  power  factor could  control  any 
clearly delimited large area and its inhabitants. Large territorial  organizations 
must  have  had  a  rather  federal  structure  where  power  was  divided  among 
various  hierarchical  individuals  and  at  regional  levels,  while  masses  of 
inhabitants  were  not  directly  accessible  by  the  supreme  power  centre. 
Therefore, most social interactions took place within very limited distances and 
thus  were  concentrated  in  small  and  relatively  isolated  communities,  like 
villages,  monasteries,  and towns.  Interactions between those  socially  discrete 
groups were somehow regulated by the Christian ideology that could impose 
some  normative  pacification  and  made  each  relatively  isolated  community 
potentially open to the outside world. Christianity offered a sense of common 
origin and common destiny.  It  also supported domination of royal  dynasties 
seeking exclusive control over their territories.57 

Despite optimistic declarations by the Christian chroniclers, it is difficult to 
estimate how quickly the new Christian identity promoted by the Piasts was 
fully accepted by their people. The process was not made easier because, until 
the eleventh-century,  all  clergy was ‘imported’ from Bohemia,  Germany, and 
Italy.  At  the  beginning  of  the  eleventh  century,  according  to  Thietmar,58 

Boleslav Chrobry still used harsh methods to force observance of fasts and to 
eradicate  adultery.  Because  there  are  no  cemeteries  or  even  single  graves  in 
Poland that would indicate acceptance of Christian eschatology before the very 
late tenth century, archaeology suggests that there were difficulties amongst the 
people in accepting new identities.59 

57 For a broader discussion see Urbańczyk, ‘The Politics of Conversion’.
58 Thietmari Merseburgensis episcopi chronicon, VIII:2.
59 See, for example,  Helena Zoll-Adamikowa,  ‘Zum Beginn der Köperbestattung bei 

den  Westslawen’,  in  Rom  und  Byzanz  im  Norden:  Mission  und  Glaubenswechsel  im  
Ostseeraum während  des  8.–14.  Jahrhunderts, II, ed.  by  Michael  Müller-Wille  (Mainz-
Stuttgart: Akademie der Wissenschaft und Literatur, 1998), pp. 227–38.
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The process of constructing a new collective identity based on identification 
with the Christian state, was surely accelerated by frequent military conflicts 
especially when victories and defeats rendered it necessary to act in common. A 
profound role must have been played by the unexpected death of St Woitech-
Adalbert who was murdered by the pagan Prussians during his mission in April 
997. His international fame was confirmed by the unprecedented visit in 1000 
to Gniezno by Emperor Otto III and this surely helped the Piasts to reinforce 
their position as the sole pretenders to the throne of the Christian state that was 
officially named Polonia at the very beginning of the second millennium. At the 
same time, their subjects were identified as Poloni, which clearly differentiated 
them from the rest of the western Slavs. 

However, we do not know how broad this consciousness was in the people. 
As for the earlier period, we know only the external manifestation of a process 
that  cannot  be  grasped  in  full.  However,  this  new  ethno-political  identity 
referred to, and derived from, the consciousness of the ‘political’ people actively 
taking part in the process of shaping the state structures. They were led by the 
Piasts  who  needed  to differentiate  this  organizing  body  from  the  masses  of 
people who were still, on the whole, bound within local identities. In this way, 
the core for building the future political  nation was created with its  specific 
dynastic tradition, Christian ideology, and political goals.
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10. IDENTITIES IN EARLY MEDIEVAL DALMATIA 
(SEVENTH–ELEVENTH CENTURIES)

Neven Budak

arly medieval Dalmatia covers a region that in the first half of the tenth 
century, when described by Constantine Porphyrogenytus, was divided 
between the kingdom of Croatia, the Byzantine theme of Dalmatia, and 

a number of smaller Slavic principalities to the east and south of Croatia.1 This 
division was the result of the Slavic settlement in the seventh century, but also 
of the Frankish conquest of much of the ancient province of Dalmatia around 
the year 800.2 Prior to these changes, in the period of classical  antiquity, the 
name of Dalmatia had been used to describe the region between the Adriatic sea 
and the river Sava in the north, the river Drina in the east, and the borders of 
Histria and Norricum in the west.  The meaning of  the term ‘Dalmatia’  has 
changed through the centuries, and is now used to describe only the southern 
part of Croatia. To avoid confusion, in this chapter ‘Dalmatia’ will be used only 
in its ancient meaning.

E

Surviving  sources  that  provide  information  about  the  population  of 
Dalmatia in the early Middle Ages are scarce, especially those from the seventh 

1 Constantine Porphyrogenitus,  De administrando imperio,  ed.  by Gyula Moravcsik 
and R. J. H. Jenkins (Dumbarton Oaks, Washington, D.C.: Center for Byzantine Studies, 
1967), pp. 122–31 and 134–65; Neven Budak,  ‘Die südslawischen Ethnogenesen an der 
östlichen Adriaküste im frühen Mittelalter’,  in  Typen der Ethnogenese  unter besonderer  
Berücksichtigung  der  Bayern,  I, ed.  by  Herwig  Wolfram  and  Walter  Pohl  (Vienna: 
Österreichische Akademie der Wissenschaften, 1990), I 129–36.

2 For an overview of Croatian history in this period, see Ivo Goldstein,  Croatia: A  
History (London: Hurst, 1999) and Ludwig Steindorff, Kroatien: Vom Mittelalter bis zur  
Gegenwart (Regensburg: Friedrich Pustet, 2001). See also, Neven Budak, ‘Croats Between 
Franks and Byzantium’, Hortus artium medievalium, 3 (1997), 15–22 (p. 15).
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and eighth  centuries.  However,  it  is  still  possible  to  trace the  existence  and 
changes of some local identities after the Slavic settlement, due to the growing 
number of narrative and other sources from the ninth and tenth centuries.3 In 
this chapter I will not try to give a retrospective picture of the interpretations of 
early  medieval  ethnicities  created  by  Croatian,  Italian,  Serbian,  and  other 
historians interested in the ethnic history of Dalmatia. Generally speaking, what 
we could expect is more or less the same development that can be followed in 
other  European  historiographies  from  the  Baroque  and  the  ‘founding  era’ 
(Gründungszeit)  of  the  nineteenth  century  until  after  World  War  II.  The 
modernization of  approaches to  ethnic  issues  has  also  touched historians  of 
Dalmatia/Croatia, Bosnia and Hercegovina, and the neighbouring regions so 
that the most recent history written in Slovenia bears the deliberately chosen 
title  ‘Slovenian  history’,  rather  than  the  usual  ‘History  of  the  Slovenes’.4 

However, we can be sure that the general public, including many historians, still 
believe  that  today's  nations  are  direct  descendants  of  the  identically  named 
peoples  of  the  early  Middle  Ages.  The  search for  roots  that  are  as  deep  as 
possible attracts not only amateurs in Croatia, Bosnia, Serbia, and Montenegro 
—  to  mention  only  the  countries  on  the  territory  of  former  Dalmatia.  In 
addition, it is not surprising to discover conferences and books on Croats living 
2,500 years ago in Central Asia, even older Serbs descending from Palestine, or 
Slovenes living in pre-Roman Italy.

If we try to put aside the burden of national histories and concentrate on the 
texts that transmit  ideas of  identity,  we can classify  our sources due to their 
origin and chronology.5 The trap into which many scholars  have fallen,  and 

3 The otherwise interesting and challenging book by Florin Curta, The Making of the  
Slavs:  History  and Archaeology  of  the  Lower  Danube  Region ca.  500–700 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press,  2001), makes little reference to Dalmatia.  Moreover, with 
rare exceptions, the author is not acquainted with the literature about Dalmatia published 
after 1980. Still, his conclusions regarding the rather late settlement of Slavs in the region, 
as  well  as  the  usage  of  ethnic  designations  for  Slavs  by  Byzantine  and  other  authors, 
coincide with what can be said of Dalmatia and the Dalmatian Slavs.

4 Peter  Štih  and  Vasko  Simoniti,  Slovenska  povijest  do  prosvjetiteljstva [Slovenian  
History to the Enlightenment] (Zagreb: Matica hrvatska, 2004).

5 John V. A. Fine Jr’s book When Ethnicity Did Not Matter in the Balkans: A Study of  
Identity in Pre-Nationalist Croatia, Dalmatia, and Slavonia in the Medieval and Early-
Modern Periods (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2005), became available to me 
only after I  submitted this  chapter to the publisher.  Hence,  it  is  impossible for me to 
discuss the book in detail here. While I fully agree with Fine's general idea about how to 
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which  should  be  carefully  avoided,  is  to  use  much  later  sources  to  describe 
identities/ethnicities  in  earlier  periods.  The  classical  example  is  the  case  of 
Dalmatia  where  there  are  numerous  attempts  to  interpret  Constantine 
Porphyrogenitus’  tenth-century  De  administrando  imperio as  an  accurate 
description of peoples and events in the first half of the seventh century. A great 
majority  of  Croatian  and  Serbian  historians  believed  that  the  ethnographic 
picture offered by the Emperor reflects the unchanged, almost frozen, situation 
from the time of the Slavic settlement. Only in the late 1970s did a new theory 
emerge about a much later Croatian arrival in Dalmatia, around the year 800, 
gaining ever more advocates and culminating with the exhibition on Croats and 
Carolingians in Split, Croatia in 2000.6

In  order  to  systematize  our  sources  according  to  their  origin,  we  should 
classify  them  into  several  groups:  Byzantine,  Italian  (namely  Venetian),  and 
Norman,  western,  that  is  Lombard  and  Carolingian,  and  Dalmatian.  Some 
other means of classification could also be considered, but I believe that this one 
can be justified by the fact  that authors belonging to the same group had a 
similar  perspective  on  Dalmatia  and  the  peoples  living  there.  Byzantines, 
Venetians, Normans, and the papacy were all in close contact with Dalmatia — 
either  as  neighbours  or  frequent  visitors  to  the  province  —  but  the  diverse 

treat  sources  in  order  to  show  the  gradual  adoption  of  the  Croatian  name  by  the 
population living in what is today mostly Croatia and Bosnia and Hercegovina, I cannot 
support  some of his  arguments.  However,  the main problem of his  book is  what Fine 
otherwise  objects  to  in  ‘Balkan’  historians.  While  he  accuses  Croatian  historians  of 
deliberately falsifying or misinterpreting sources  in order to prove the antiquity of the 
Croatian nation — which is  in most  cases  a  justified accusation — he himself clearly 
writes his book as some kind of a panegyric to the destroyed Yugoslavia.  I  could have 
quoted several passages from his text which make it obvious, but I think that the final 
sentence of the book suffices for this occasion: ‘And thus, in this go-around of the 1990s, 
divisive  ethnicity  (arising  out  of  economic  difficulties  and  played  up  by  ambitious 
politicians)  succeeded  in  destroying,  at  least  for  the  present,  the  Once  and  Future 
Yugoslavia’. (p. 562). Yet the trap into which the author has fallen does not mean that his 
book gives no valuable thoughts and does not provide analysis of medieval sources in line 
with my own thoughts. I can only regret that I have not been able to include Fine's results 
in this study, for they would mostly support my conclusions. 

6 Lujo  Margetić,  ‘Konstantin Porfirogenet  i  vrijeme dolaska  Hrvata’  [‘Constantine 
Porphyrogenitus and the Time of the Arrival of the Croats’], Zbornik Historijskog zavoda  
Jugoslavenske  akademije  znanosti  i  umjetnosti, 8  (1977),  5–88; and  Hrvati  i  Karolinzi:  
Rasprave  i  vrela [Croats  and  Carolingians,  Discussions  and  Sources],  ed.  by  Ante 
Milošević (Split: Muzej hrvatskih arheoloških spomenika, 2000). 
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traditions  within  which  they  defined  their  relations  to  the  inhabitants  of 
Dalmatia  resulted  in  different  definitions  of  Dalmatian  identities,  that  is 
different terminology for naming them. Lombard and Carolingian sources, on 
the other hand, were not created in the immediate vicinity of Dalmatia,  but 
more importantly,  their authors were strongly influenced by classical  Roman 
scholarship  —  in  this  case  more  than  the  Byzantines  —  and  so  was  their 
vocabulary.

This classification, of course, is valid for the ninth and tenth centuries, while 
in  the  eleventh  century  changing  circumstances  reduced  the  interest  of 
Byzantine  authors  in  Lower  Dalmatia,  which  was  the  northern  part  of  the 
province, also called Croatia. Similarly, albeit for other reasons, there is no other 
contemporary  Venetian  chronicler  after  John  the  Deacon  writing  about 
Dalmatia  until  the  fourteenth  century,  and  the  same  is  true  of  Hungarian 
narrative sources.

The  most  important  of  the  earliest  descriptions  of  Dalmatia  and  its 
inhabitants is contained in  De administrando imperio. This work was written 
shortly before 950, although some of the information included in it was taken 
from earlier reports. Since the purpose of De administrando was to present the 
Emperor's son with information that was necessary for a ruler, we can assume 
that the author tried to be accurate, although he did not avoid some tendentious 
explanations of the role of his grandfather Basil I, but the glorification of his 
ancestor is not our concern in this case. Constantine dedicates eight chapters of 
his work to Dalmatia, beginning in Chapter 29 and continuing to Chapter 36, 
although there is a general agreement among scholars that Chapter 30 had been 
written  by  an  anonymous  author  and  was  interpolated  later  between  the 
chapters on Dalmatia and the Croats.

In Chapter 29, Constantine describes Dalmatia and the nations belonging to 
it. He tells the story of how Emperor Diocletian brought Romans from Rome 
and settled them in the  province;  in  Constantine's  days,  the  descendants of 
these Romans were called  Romani.  Dalmatia was then invaded by Slavs, who 
were  also  known  as  Avars.  They  expelled  the  Romans  from  most  of  the 
province, except the coastal towns. In an incomplete fragment of this chapter, 
Constantine mentions the Slavic nations in Dalmatia, which were dependant 
on the Empire from the time of Heraclius to the time of Michael of Amorion, 
the  Lisper,  but  then  became  independent  in  the  same  way  in  which  the 
Dalmatian  Romani started ruling themselves. These Slavic nations, which the 
author  mentions  on  several  more  occasions,  include  the  following:  Croats, 
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Serbs,  Zachlumi,  Terbouniotes,  Kanalites,  Diocletians,  and  Arentanians,  who 
were also called pagani.

If we accept the common opinion that Chapter 30 is an interpolation, it 
would be  best  to  first  analyse  chapter  31,  dedicated  to  ‘the  Croats  and  the 
country  they  now  dwell  in’.7 The  author  repeats  that  Emperor  Diocletian 
settled Romans in  Dalmatia,  but  explains  that  they were  defeated by Avars, 
without mentioning Slavs. Croats were ordered by Emperor Heraclius to defeat 
the Avars, which they did, and settled afterwards in the lands taken from their 
enemies. The author also explains the origin of the Croats, by stating that they 
were  descendants  of  unbaptized  Croats  living  in  White  Croatia,  situated 
beyond the Hungarians and next to the Franks and unbaptized Serbs. In the 
same  chapter  we  can find  mention of  four  nations,  namely  Romans,  Avars, 
Croats,  and  Serbs,  and,  regarding  Dalmatia,  two  countries:  Dalmatia  and 
Croatia, both being parts of the former Roman province of Dalmatia.

Chapter  30  is  more  comparable  to  Chapter  31  than  to  Chapter  29  in 
claiming that it was the Avars who first took Dalmatia from the Romans (also 
called Dalmatians), without identifying Avars as Slavs. Similarly, it states that 
the Croats came from White Croatia, led by five brothers and two sisters, and 
settled in Dalmatia after defeating the Avars.  Their  land was called Croatia, 
which, together with Diocleia, Serbia, Terbounia, the domain of the Zachlumi, 
and pagania, formed part of the Slavic regions in Dalmatia.

Chapters 32 through 36 describe other Slavic nations in Dalmatia, namely 
Serbs,  Zachlumi,  Terbounites,  Kanaliti, Arentanians or  pagani, and Dioclitans, 
always repeating the story about the Romans being defeated by the Avars and 
the specific Slavic nation coming under protection of Heraclius and taking its 
part of Dalmatia. The author usually refers to Chapter 31 and the story of the 
Croats coming first. Yet these chapters, excluding the one on Dioclia, suggest a 
more complex structure of identities: Constantine relates smaller Slavic nations 
to the Serbs in one way or another. For example, he writes that ‘the Zachlumi 
are  Serbs  from  the  time  of  that  prince  who  claimed  the  protection  of  the 
Emperor Heraclius’,8 and the same is said about the pagani. In the case of the 
Terbouniotes and Kanalites, the explanation is more complex: 

[They] descended from the unbaptized Serbs, from the time of that prince who 
came  out  of  unbaptized  Serbia  and  claimed  the  protection  of  the  emperor 

7 Constantine  Porphyrogenitus,  De  administrando  imperio,  ed.  by Moravcsik  and 
Jenkins, pp. 146–47.

8 Ibid., pp. 160–61.
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Heraclius  until  the  time  of  Blastimer,  prince  of  Serbia.  This  Prince  Blastimer 
married his daughter to Krainas, son of Belaes, zupan [count] of Terbounia. And, 
desiring to ennoble his son-in-law, he gave him the title of prince and made him 
independent. [. . .] The princes of Terbounia have always been at the command of 
the prince of Serbia.9 

In  these  cases  ethnic  identity  was  clearly  related  to  the  political 
subordination of one group to another, and with the gaining of independence 
such identity came to be expressed more. On the other hand, the losing of one's 
independence did not necessarily bring about a loss of identity. A longer period 
of subjection to a foreign ruler was needed before an identity fell into oblivion, 
as  was  the case with the  Trebounites,  the  Kanaliti,  and the  pagani/Arentani, 
whose names were never mentioned after the tenth century.

It  is  interesting to notice  that  Constantine offers  no explanation for  the 
origin of the Diocletians. He derives their name from the one of the abandoned 
towns  of  Dioclia,  which,  according  to  him,  was  named  after  Emperor 
Diocletian.10 He also mentions the story about the Romans being defeated by 
the  Avars,  but  merely  claims  that  the  land  was  repopulated  in  the  time  of 
Heraclius.  Only  the  context  of  his  whole  work  makes  it  clear  that  the 
Diocletians were also Slavs. This can be explained by the fact that Diocleia had 
for a long time been under direct Byzantine control, and there was no need to 
explain  further  the  origin  of  its  inhabitants,  who  for  the  Byzantines  were 
obviously Slavs without any other affiliation.11

Dalmatian Slavs are mentioned in another work written by Constantine, De  
cerimoniis aulae byzantinae.12 The instructions on how to communicate with 
these Slavs who are included in the work reveal that the emperors sent orders to 
the  rulers  (archons)  of  Croatia  and  Dioclia,  as  well  as  those  of  the  Serbs, 

9 Ibid., pp. 162–63.
10 Ibid., pp. 162–65.
11 One book that is still very good for the understanding of Byzantine politics in the 

region is Georg Ostrogorsky, Geschichte des byzantinischen Staates (Munich: Beck, 1965); 
see also Ivo Goldstein, Bizant na Jadranu [Byzantium on the Adriatic] (Zagreb: Latina et 
graeca, 1992).

12 ‘Formulae inscriptionum in litteris ad exteros [. . .] Ad archontem  Chrobatiae, ad 
archontem Serblorum, ad archontem Zachlumorum, ad archontem Canali, ad archontem 
Travunorum, ad archontem Diocleae, ad archontem Moraviae sic scribitur: Mandatum a 
philochristis  despotis  (Constantino et  Romano)  ad  illum archontem illius  provinciae’. 
Franjo  Rački,  Documenta  historiae  chroaticae  periodum  antiquam  illustrantia (Zagreb: 
Jugoslavenska akademija znanosti i umjetnosti, 1877), p. 416.
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Zachlumi, and Travuni. It is unclear whether this difference between the rulers 
of lands and those of peoples reflected differences in the organization of ethnic 
groups or was only a stylistic figure.

Constantine was therefore well informed about the population of Dalmatia, 
and we can presume that his informants were Byzantine officials visiting the 
province. He writes that the land called Dalmatia is divided between Romans, 
who  inhabit  the  coastal  towns  and  islands,  and  Slavs,  who  occupy  several 
sclaviniae,  that  is  Slavic  territorial  units.  He  clearly  distinguishes  between 
various  Slavic  groups  and always  names  them  by  their  specific  designations, 
using  the  collective  Slavic  name  only  to  describe  the  entire  non-Roman 
Dalmatian population or their language. The only time Constantine is not sure 
about the origin of the new inhabitants of the province can be found in Chapter 
29,  in  which  he  confuses  the  Avars  with  the  Slavs.  The  reason  for  this 
uncertainty  is  understandable if  we bear in  mind that  he was writing about 
events that  had happened more than three centuries  earlier  when the Avars 
were the power most often mentioned in sources describing the conquest of the 
Balkan provinces, while in his own days only Slavs were present in Dalmatia.13

As for other tenth- or early-eleventh-century Byzantine sources, such as the 
narratives of George Charmatolos, Zonaras, and Cedrenus,14 they are aware of 
the existence of the Croats when mentioning western Dalmatia.  Some other 
sources  describing  events  related  to  the  eastern  parts  of  the  province  — 
Skilitzes,  Kekaumenos, Zonaras, Michael of Devol, Nicephorus Brienius,  and 
Anna  Komnena15 —  mention  Serbs,  Croats,  Dioclians,  and  Travunians 
sometimes describing the inhabitants of Dioclia also as Dalmatians.

13 On the Avars and their possible presence in Dalmatia, as well as their relationship to 
the Slavs see Walter Pohl, Die Awaren: Ein Steppenvolk im Mitteleuropa, 567-822 n. Chr. 
(Munich: Beck, 1988).

14 The  chronicle  of  George  Chamartolos  mentions  the  war  between  Croats  and 
Bulgars in 925. Cedrenus knows about the Croats and their prince (1019), while Zonaras 
describes how a Byzantine emperor subdued Bulgaria and the Croats. Rački,  Documenta, 
pp. 392, 394, 432, and 433.

15 Vizantijski izvori za istoriju naroda Jugoslavije [Byzantine Sources for the History of 
the Peoples of Yugoslavia]  III, ed.  by  Jadran Ferluga and others (Belgrade:  Vizantološki 
institut, 1966), pp., 51–172, 189–218, 235–44, 245–56, and 367–94.
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Map 10: Early Medieval Croatia, Byzantine Dalmatia, and Carinthia.

In Byzantine historical writings from the tenth century onwards, the Slavic 
inhabitants of Dalmatia were recognized under their specific names. The same 
is true of the Slavic tribes living in the vicinity of Thessaloniki.16 This means 
that  a  clear  distinction  among  different  Slavic  groups  and  their  rulers  was 
important  to  the  Byzantine  court  because  of  its  political  interests  in  the 
province, as well as the everyday contacts between Byzantine Dalmatian towns 

16 The description of these Slavs is to be found in Miracula sancti Demetrii II;  see 
Vizantiski izvori za istoriju naroda Jugoslavije, I, ed. by Franjo Barišić and others (Belgrade: 
Naučna knjiga, 1955), pp. 186–88.
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and their Slavic neighbours. For example, when Basil I decided to settle disputes 
between the two sides in Dalmatia, he ordered the Dalmatian towns to pay a 
tribute to the lords of the hinterland.17 While most of the towns had to pay a 
certain sum to the ruler of Croatia, Dubrovnik owed its tribute to the archonts 
of  Zahumlje  and Travunia.  In  such situations  it  was  necessary to  know the 
differences among the Slavic lands and to give them proper names (map 10).

As for the origins of these names, our knowledge is limited. We do not know 
the origins of the names of the Croats and the Serbs, while all other Dalmatian 
Slavs received their names from local toponyms, which were Slavic or Roman 
(Zahumloi/Zahumljani: hum = hill/those living behind the hill; Arentani/Arenta 
=  Narenta =  river  Neretva;  Dioclitans/Diocleia =  Duklja;  Kanali =  canals?). 
Constantine  himself  offers  explanations  allegedly  deriving  from  the  Slavic 
language, except in the case of Dioclitans and Arentans, who apart from their 
Roman  name,  were  also  known  in  Slavic  as  pagani/pagans,  because  they 
remained unbaptized for a long time.18

Western sources give  us  a  different picture of  the identities  in  Dalmatia. 
After showing no interest in the events in Dalmatia for more than a century, 
chroniclers began to report on Charlemagne's successes against the Avars and 
later on, against the Byzantines in Dalmatia. In 799, the earliest information in 
The  Royal Frankish Annals concerns the death of Erich, Duke of Friuli,  in a 
battle against the inhabitants of the castrum Tarsatica in Liburnia.19 (Liburnia 
was the westernmost part of Dalmatia, and during the Ostrogothic rule it was 

17 Constantine  Porphyrogenitus,  De  administrando  imperio,  ed.  by Moravcsik  and 
Jenkins , pp. 146–47.

18 This name, of course, is also of Latin origin, although it is true that pogani in Slavic 
means unbaptized. The Slavic term is a loan word from Latin, and in this case it perhaps 
designated the people living in the  pagus of the former city of Narona,  not necessarily 
pagans. The baptism of the  Arentani happened perhaps a little later than in the case of 
other Slavs in Dalmatia, but one of their princes received baptism in Venice already in 830, 
while the Christianization of their territory must have been completed by the time of Basil 
I. The name pagani fell into oblivion soon after Constantine recorded it — in fact, he is 
the only author to use it.

19 (799) ‘Eodem anno gens Avarum a fide,  quam promiserit,  defecit,  et  Ericus dux 
Foroiuliensis post tot prospere gestas res iuxta Tharsaticam Liburniae civitatem insidiis 
oppidanorum opressus est’, Annales regni Francorum, p. 108. 
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treated as a separate province).20 Einhard’s Life of Charlemagne mentions only 
this event related to Dalmatia, albeit without naming the citizens of Tarsatica.21 

More detailed reports are related to the uprising of Ljudevit, Duke of Lower 
Pannonia,  because  Borna,  Duke  of  Dalmatia  and  Liburnia,  was  engaged  in 
suppressing the revolt as a Frankish vassal and ally.22 When writing about Borna's 
province,  The Royal  Frankish  Annals use  only  the  names  of  Dalmatia  and 
Liburnia and a short list of peoples living there. Apart from the Dalmatians, also 
designated as Romans — who were Byzantine subjects — the chronicler only 
knows of Slavs in general and there are only two cases where he mentions specific 
names. First, he stresses that Borna was also a dux Guduscanorum,23 and that these 
Guduscani abandoned  him during  a  battle  against  Ljudevit,  but  that  he  later 
managed  to  subdue  them  once  again.  From  this,  we  can  conclude  that  the 
otherwise unknown Guduscani were a smaller group within the borders of later 
Croatia, and that their name was mentioned only because their treason could have 
endangered the Frankish vassal. The other case was that of the Sorabi, for whom 
the annalist mentions that they were said to have governed much of Dalmatia — a 
statement that can be supported by Constantine’s description of the sclaviniae.24 

These same events were also described in Astronomus’ Life of Louis in which he 
narrates only about Dalmatia, Dalmatians, Romans and Slavs, and the Guduscani, 
thus leaving out the Serbs by including them with the Dalmatians.25

20 Julijan Medini, ‘Provincia Liburnia’, Diadora, 9 (1980), 363–45.
21 Einhardi vita Karoli Magni,  ed. by G. H. Pertz, G. Waitz, and O. Holder-Egger, 

MGH SRG, 25 (Hannover: Hahn, 1911), p. 16.
22 Herwig  Wolfram,  Die  Geburt  Mitteleuropas:  Geschichte  Österreichs  vor  seiner  

Entstehung (Vienna: Kremayr und Scheriau, 1987), pp. 268–72.
23 ‘Erant  ibi  et  aliarum  netionum  legati,  Abodritorum  videlicet  ac  Bornae,  ducis 

Guduscanorum et  Timocianorum,  qui  nuper  a  Bulgarorum societate  desciverant et  ad 
nostros fines se contulerant, simul et Liudewiti, ducis Panoniae inferioris qui res novas 
moliens  Cadolaum  comitem  et  marcae  Foroiuliensis  praefectum  crudelitatis  atque 
insolentiae accusare conabatur’. Annales regni Francorum, s.a. 818, p. 149.

24 'Exercitus  de  Italia  propter  Liudewiticum  bellum  conficiendum  in  Pannoniam 
missus est,  ad cuius adventum Liudewitus Siscia civitate relicta ad Sorabos, quae  natio 
magnam Dalmatiae partem optinere dicitur, fugiendo se contulit et uno ex ducibus eorum, 
a quo receptus est, per dolum interfecto civitatem eius in suam redegit dicionem’. Annales  
regni Francorum, s.a. 822, p. 158.

25 ‘Legatio  autem,  excoepta  amicitia  et  societate,  erat  de  finibus  Dalmatorum 
Romanorum et Sclavorum. [. . .] Praeterea aliarum aderant missi nationum, Abodritorum 
videlicet et Goduscanorum et Timotianorum, qui Bulgarum societate relicta, nostris se 
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There are three different reasons for this very simple classification. First, the 
situation in Dalmatia  was of  little  interest for Carolingian historians,  except 
during Ljudevit’s revolt. The Ordinatio imperii of 817 supports this statement, 
because, although Dalmatia had been part of the Empire since the peace treaty 
of Aachen in 812, neither the name of the province, nor of its inhabitants were 
mentioned in connection to the territories divided among the members of the 
Carolingian dynasty.26 Second, all Carolingian authors were under the strong 
influence of  classical  learning,  which permitted or preferred only  the  use  of 
classical names, such as Dalmatia or Liburnia and Dalmatians or Romans, with 
Slavs as the only ‘regular exeption’. Specific Slavic names were used only when it 
was necessary to explain some important event. The third and final reason could 
have  been  that  Dalmatian  Slavs  did  not  develop  clear  identities  other  than 
general  Slavic,  because  they  did  not  create  political  units  larger  than  the 
elementary ‘župe’ mentioned by Constantine.27 At any rate, it was not before 
823 that the Serbs were mentioned for the first time,28 and even more time had 
to pass before other Slavic names appeared in our sources — the Croats and the 
Narentanians in the first half of the ninth century,29 and other names even later.

Later, when the existence of Croatia was already known from other sources, 
western authors avoided using the specific Croatian name. In the late 840s, the 
famous theologian Godescalcus of Orbais left a brief description of his visit to 

nuper sotiaverant. [. . .] Fugatus a Baldrico Liudevitus, Bornae occurit Dalmatiae duci ad 
Calapium  fluvium  consistenti.  Sed  Borna,  Goduscanorum  perfidia  an timore  desertus 
incertum, suorum tamen iutus auxilio domestico discrimen imminens tutus evasit, sed et 
desertores  suos  postea  subegit.  Interea  Liudevitus  sequenti  hieme  Dalmatiam  iterum 
ingerssus, cuncta populari nititur, ferro quae animata erant perimens, inanimata vero igni 
contradens’. Anonymus, Vita Hludowici, ed. by Georg H. Pertz, MGH SS, 2 (Hannover: 
Hahn, 1829), pp. 451, 621, and 625–26; see also Reinhold Rau, Quellen zur karolingischen  
Reichsgeschichte, I (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1974), pp.  298, 306, 
and 310.

26 ‘Item  Hludovicus  volumus  ut  habeat  Baioariam  et  Carentanos  et  Beheimos  et 
Avaros, atque Sclavos qui ab orientali parte Baioariae sunt’.  Ordinatio imperii a. 817, in 
Capitularia regum Francorum, I, ed. by Alfred Boretius, MGH Leges, Sectio II (Hannover: 
Hahn, 1883), p. 271; and Rački, Documenta, p. 318.

27 On ‘župa’ and ‘župan’ see Milan Blagojević and Ludwig Steindorff, ‘Župan’, Lexikon 
des Mittelalters (Stuttgart: Metzler, 2000), pp. 709–10 [on CD-ROM].

28 See n. 22 above.
29 For Croats see n. 57 below, and for Narentanians see n. 31 below.
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the  Croatian  ruler  Trpimir  and stayed  at  his  court  for  some time.30 When 
referring  to  Trpimir,  he  writes  Sclavorum  rex and  calls  Trpimir’s  country 
Dalmatia. But Godescalcus knew not only of  Dalmatini  — who are obviously 
Slavs — but also of Latini, subjects of the Greek Empire. It is not clear whether, 
by mentioning the Greeks whom Trpimir fought, the author was referring to 
the citizens of Dalmatian towns or to a military expedition coming from the 
Empire’s  core  land.  Even  in  871,  which  was  rather  late,  the  Carolingian 
Emperor Louis II wrote to the Byzantine emperor about the Sclavinia and the 
Sclaveni, meaning the  Narentanians,  under  his  own authority  without using 
their  name.31 This  overview shows  that  Frankish authors  almost never  used 
specific names for Slavic groups, and they never used the name Croat.

Let us now examine a source written in Venice, a city that had close contacts 
to the opposite coast of the Adriatic. John the Deacon, living around the year 
1000, was often concerned with the wars between Venice and the eastern Adriatic 
Slavs, who endangered the sailing route between the lagoons and Constantinople. 
His chronicle is therefore a valuable source for the history of the Croats and the 
Narentanians  from  817  to  998.  John  makes  a  more  or  less  clear  distinction 
between  the  Slavs  in  Croatia  and  those  in  Narentania  and  mentions  their 
respective rulers. Yet while describing events from the ninth century, he never 
refers to the Croats by name and instead calls them simply Slavs.32 Inhabitants of 
Narentania were defined as Narentanian Slavs or  Slavs  from the Narentanian 

30 ‘Cum enim Tripemirus rex  Sclavorum iret contra gentem Graecorum et patricium 
eorum [...]  item homines Dalmatini, perinde idem similiter homines Latini Graecorum 
nihilhominus  imperio  subiecti,  regem  et  imperatorem  communi  locutione  per  totam 
Dalmatiam,  longissimam  revera  regionem  regem,  inquam,  et  imperatorem,  regnum  et 
imperium  vocant’. Lovre  Katić,  Rasprave  i  članci iz  hrvatske  povijesti  [Discussions  and  
Articles on Croatian History], ed. by Željko Rapanić (Split:  Književni krug, 1993): Codex  
584 Bibliotheca Bongarsiana.

31 ‘Sane spiritalem tuam nolumus ignorare fraternitatem super castra nostra dirupta et 
tot populis Sclaveniae nostrae in captivitate sine qualibet parcitate subtractis, supra quam 
dici  possit  animum  nostrum  commotum.  Non  enim  congrue  gestum  est,  ut  iisdem 
Sclavenis  nostris,  cum  navibus  suis  apud  Barim  in  procinctu  communis  utilitatis 
consistentibus’, Rački, Documenta, pp. 361–62.

32 (876) ‘Dehinc mortuo Domogoi,  Sclavorum pessimo duce, domnus Ursus dux et 
Johannes suus filius cum Sclavis pacem et concordiam iniit. Tamen adversus Narrentanos, 
cum quibus iurgium habebat, exercitum misit’. (878) ‘His diebus Sedesclavus, Tibimiri ex 
progenie,  imperiali  fultus  presidio  Constantinopolim  veniens,  Sclavorum  ducatum 
arripuit,  filiosque  Domogoi  exilio  trussit’.  (879)  ‘His  diebus  quidam  Sclavus  nomine 
Brenamir interfecto Sedesclavo ipsius ducatum usurpavit’. Ibid., pp. 366, 373, and 374.
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islands (map 10).33 In only one case, he uses the name Mariani, which appeared 
again in a local source towards the end of the eleventh century.34 Since this name 
is  Slavic  in  origin  (morjani),  and  means  ‘those  who  live  on  the  sea’,  we  can 
presume that this was a rare case when John wrote down the name that was used 
by Narentanians themselves. It was only when describing the events of 912 that 
he mentions the Croats for the first time, in the expression  Croatorum fines.35 

John’s most detailed account is related to the expedition of Peter Orseolo, Doge 
of Venice, into Dalmatia in 997 or 998,36 when John was Peter's secretary. When 
writing as an eye witness or at least contemporary, he knows about the Croats 
(Croati Sclavi, Croati, Sclavi) and their rulers (Croatorum iudex,  Croatorum rex, 
Sclavorum rex), but he does not mention the name of their country.37 He also 
confirms  the  existence  of  the  Narentanians  by  mentioning  Narentanorum  
nobiles.38 There is only one geographic term he uses: Dalmacianorum confinium39 

33 John the Deacon is the first source to mention the Narentanians (834–35): ‘Circa hoc 
tempore Venetici, negocii causa dum de Benevento revertebantur, a Narantanis Sclavis capti, 
pene  omnes  interfecti  sunt’.  Other  examples  (997–98):  ‘Illis  namque  temporibus  in 
Dalmacianorum  confinio  non  plus  quam  Jateranenses  cives  Veneticorum  ducis  ditioni 
obtemperabant,  quos Croatorum et Narentanorum principes crebro affligere solebant,  in 
tantum ut Narentani horum quadraginta compraehendentes, secum vinctos deportaverunt. 
[. . .] Tunc quorumdam relatione didicit, quadraginta Narentanorum nobilium de Apuleis 
partibus, peractis negociis, ad propriam velle reverti’. Ibid., pp. 335 and 424–28.

34 (839)  ‘Iste  namque  (Petrus  dux)  tercio  sui  ducatus  anno  Sclaveniam  bellicosis 
navibus  expugnaturam  adivit.  [.  .  .]  Deinde  pertransiens  ad  Narrentanas  insulas,  cum 
Drosaico Marianorum iudice similiter fedus instituit’, ibid., p. 335. The name apears again 
later in 1050, in a charter issued in favour of the Benedictine monastery of St Mary on the 
island of Tremiti: ‘una cum Berigui,  aduocatorem meum et rex Marianorum [. .  .] Ego 
Berigoy testis iudex Maranorum’, CD I, 78–79.

35 ‘Qui dum Chroatorum fines rediens transire vellet (Petrus filius duci Veneticorum), 
a Michaele Sclavorum duce fraude deceptus, omnibusque bonis privatus, atque Vulgarico 
regi, Simeoni nomine, exilii pena transmissus est’, Rački, Documenta, p. 388.

36 On  this  expedition  see  Frederic  Lane,  Venice:  A  Maritime  Republic,  3rd  edn 
(Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1981), p. 5.

37 ‘Hisdem namque dux a Croatorum Sclavorum oppressione suos potenter liberavit. [. 
. .] Circa haec namque tempora Croatorum iudex propter interdictum sibi censum a duce 
in Veneticos lesionis molestiam exercere conatus est. [. . .] Croatorum itaque rex ad suae 
gentis depopulationem ducem advenisse prenoscens, nunciorum studio eundem placare 
pacificis nisus est verbis’, Rački, Documenta, pp. 424 and 426.

38 See n. 31 above.
39 ‘Illis namque temporibus in Dalmacianorum confinio non plus quam Jateranenses 

cives Veneticorum ducis ditioni obtemperabant’, Rački, Documenta, p. 425.
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and this region is inhabited by Dalmacianorum populi and supports the doge with 
Dalmacianorum milites.40 It is interesting that John, reporting on the situation on 
the island of Osor (Absara), makes the distinction between those Dalmatians who 
were Romans and those who were Slavs. It is unlikely that the criterion for such a 
distinction was primarily a linguistic  one.  The island was divided into several 
communes,  each with a  castrum at its  centre.  Some of  these communes  were 
organized according to Roman tradition, and the others had a structure based on 
Slavic law.41 By the end of the tenth century, these communes had to be bilingual, 
as  we can see from the eleventh-century bilingual  epitaph from the village of 
Valun.42

John probably did not use the Croatian name in his description of earlier 
events because he could not have found it in his sources for the same reasons 
already mentioned above in regard to other western authors. The Croatian name 
appears in his chronicle in the description of events contemporaneous with the 
time of  Constantine’s  writing.  From this  time onwards,  he increasingly  starts 
using the name, replacing it reciprocally with the general Slavic. Since the pirates 
from the Narentanian islands caused so much trouble to Venice, John took more 
of an effort to point out their separate identity and differentiate them from the 
Croats, even by using their own name,  Mariani,  which is an exception for his 
narrative.

As for the papal chancellery, there are a number of letters written by popes 
to Croatian rulers from 874 to 928. For example, between 874 and 880, John 
VIII sent several letters to Domagoj, Zdeslav, and Branimir, using the title of 
gloriosus dux or comes Sclavorum, sometimes even without mentioning the name 
of the people they governed.43 In a letter addressed to the Dalmatian bishops in 
879,  he  discusses  the  possible  reaction of  Greeks  and  Slavs  to  the  changing 
attitude  of  the  bishops  towards  Rome.44 While  the  Greeks  were  obviously 
Byzantines, the Slavs could have been only Croats, because the addressees were 

40 ‘Unde Dalmacianorum populi omnes poene simul convenientes [. . .] Domnus namque 
dux utriusqe et Dalmacianorum ac Veneticorum militibus circum septus’, ibid., pp. 425–26.

41 Nada Klaić, Povijest Hrvata u ranom sredjem vijeku [History of the Croats in the Early  
Middle Ages], 2nd edn (Zagreb: Školska knjiga, 1975), pp. 115–20.

42 Branko Fučić, Glagoljski natpisi [Glagolitic Inscriptions] (Zagreb: Hrvatska akademija 
znanosti i umjetnosti, 1982), pp. 354–55.

43 All the letters are published in CD I.
44 ‘Porro si aliquid de parte Grecorum uel Sclauorum super uestra ad nos reuersione aut 

de pallii perceptione dubitatis’, CD I, 16–17.
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first of all  the prelates of Zadar, Split,  and Osor. Letters of Pope John X are 
preserved  in  a  sixteenth-century  manuscript,  believed  to  contain  authentic 
records  related  to  the  two  synods  held  in  Split  in  925  and  928.45 While 
addressing the Croatian ruler  Tomislav and Michael,  the duke of  Zahumlje, 
John  calls  them  respectively  rex  Croatorum,  and  excellentissimus  dux  
Chulmorum.46 The rex et proceres Croatorum as well as the episcopus Croatorum 
are mentioned also in the decisions of the first council.47 Otherwise, both the 
pope and the anonymous keeper of the minutes of the council know only of 
Slavs, the  Sclaviniam terram,  Sclavinica lingua,  Slavinorum regna,  Sclavonia et  
Dalmatia.48 Three years later, Leo VI distinguishes the  Croatorum terra from 
the rest of Dalmatia, and the decisions of the second council, confirmed by the 
pope,  use  only  the  name  of  the  Croats  (pax  inter  Bulgaros  et  Croatos and 
Croatorum princeps) without mentioning the Slavs.49

If we take into consideration also a fragment from the Vita Hadriani II (Life  
of Hadrian II) that recalls in 870 how papal envoys were captured by Slavs — 
who were Narentanians50 — we can conclude that during the ninth century the 
papal chancellery used only the general Slavic name for all Slavic inhabitants of 
Dalmatia, while the specific Croatian and Zachumlian names appeared only in 
the first quarter of the tenth century.

What about texts that originated in Dalmatia? Unfortunately, there are no 
narrative sources from the ninth and tenth centuries, and the narrative sources 
of the eleventh century are restricted to Benedictine cartularies.  Most of the 
written evidence from the earlier period consists of stone inscriptions, and a 
gradually growing number of charters.51 For example,  the name of Branimir, 

45 Nada  Klaić,  Historia  salonitana  maior (Belgrade:  Srpska  akademija  nauka  i 
umetnosti, 1967), pp. 95–98.

46 Ibid., p. 96.
47 Ibid., p. 101.
48 ‘Et quia Sclavi specialissimi filii sancta romane ecclesia sunt’;  ‘Quis enim ambigit 

Sclavinorum  regna’;  ‘Ut  nullus  episcopus  nostre  provintie  audeat  in  quolibet  gradu 
sclavinica lingua promovere’. Ibid., pp. 96, 97, and 101.

49 Ibid., pp. 105–6.
50 (870) ‘post dies aliquot navigantes in Sclavorum deducti manus’;  ‘libellos, quos a 

Sclavis receperant’, Rački, Documenta, p. 361.
51 All stone inscriptions from Croatia (except those from Byzantine Dalmatia) were 

published  in  Vedrana  Delonga,  Latinski  epigrafički  spomenici  u  ranosred.jovjekovnoj  
Hrvatskoj [Latin  Epigraphic  Monuments  from  Early  Medieval  Croatia]  (Split:  Muzej 
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who ruled Croatia from 879 to some time before 892, is to be found in five such 
stone inscriptions.52 Surprisingly enough, his  title,  if  connected to an ethnic 
name, shows that he was a duke of the Slavs, and not of the Croats, just as the 
pope called him in his letters. The oldest inscription with the name of a ruler, 
one from the mid-ninth century bearing the name of Trpimir,  says nothing 
about whose duke he was.53 The same is true of his son Muncimir's inscription 
dated 895.54 However,  a  dux Cruatorum is  mentioned in  one of  Branimir's 
inscriptions,  in  which  he  has  the  title  comes.55 Two  other  ninth-century 
inscriptions  with  no  personal  names  —  one  of  which  according  to  stylistic 
analysis was produced at a very early date — also probably mention Croats.56 

The epitaph of Wueen Helen from 976 reveals the royal title regina, and rex for 
both her husband and son, but without an ethnic name.57 Helen’s son Stephen I 
Držislav is commemorated in an inscription giving him the title dux magnus.58 

Unfortunately, this inscription has been preserved only partially so that we do 
not know the identity of the other person mentioned as dux Hroatorum. Could 
we conclude from Branimir's  and Držislav's  inscriptions that there were two 
dignitaries  in  Croatia:  one ruler  designated as  dux, rex or  even  dux magnus  

hrvatskih arheoloških spomenika, 1996); some other inscriptions are in Rade Mihaljčić 
and Ludwig Steindorff, Namentragende Steininschriften in Jugoslawien vom Ende des 7. bis  
zur  Mitte  des  13.  Jahrhunderts (Wiesbaden:  Franz  Steiner,  1982);  for  glagolitic 
inscriptions see Fučić, Glagoljski natpisi.

52 Delonga,  Latinski  epigrafički  spomenici,  p.  123:  the  inscription  bears  no  title; 
‘+Branimiro com[es/ite]  […]  dvx  Crvatorvm cogit[avit]’  (pp.  166–67);  ‘[T]emporibus 
domno B[ra]nnimero dux Slcaurom’ (pp. 207–08); ‘tempore domno [Br]anni[mero] dvci 
ego’ (pp. 217–18); and ‘[Br]animero dvcem Clavitnorum ego’ (p. 252). For papal letters to 
Branimir,  together  with  the  inscriptions  bearing  his  name,  and  contemporary 
archaeological  material  from Croatia  see  Mirjana Matijević  Sokol and Vladimir Sokol, 
Hrvatska i Nin u doba kneza Branimira [Croatia and Nin in the time of Duke Branimir] 
(Zagreb: Hrvatski studiji, 1999).

53 ‘pro dvce Trepime[ro]’, Delonga, Latinski epigrafički spomenici, p. 128.
54 ‘[. . . hu]bene co(m)psit opvs princeps na(m)q(ue) Muncimyr’,  Delonga,  Latinski  

epigrafički spomenici, pp. 156–57.
55 See n.50 above.
56 ‘[. . .] atorv [. . .]’ (Croatorum?); ‘[. . .] atorum f [. . .]’ (Croatorum fecit?), Delonga,  

Latinski epigrafički spomenici, pp. 52 and 194.
57 ‘[In hoc t]vmvlo q(ui)escit Helena fa[mosa quae fui]t vx[o]r Mihaeli regi materq(ue) 

Stefani r[egis]’, ibid., pp. 130–34.
58 ‘[. . . Svetos]clv dvx Hroator(um) in te(m)pvs Dirzisclv dvce(m) magnv(m)’. Ibid., 

pp. 108–09.
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Sclavorum, and the other, as dux Croatorum? Or were the ethnic names ‘Croat’ 
and ‘Slav’ understood as synonyms even in Croatia?

There are only two charters issued by Croatian rulers of the ninth century that 
have been preserved, but in much later and corrupted transcripts.59 Both rulers, 
Trpimir in 852 and his son Muncimir in 892, call themselves dux Croatorum; and 
Trpimir's  charter is  the oldest  document mentioning the Croats.  The charter 
issued in 1158 by king Geyza, in which he refers to a donation to the Church of 
Split,  made  by  Branimir  dux Chroatorum,  confirms that  the  chaplains  of  the 
Croatian court indeed used this title in the ninth century.60

This analysis of relevant sources suggests the following conclusions.  From 
the seventh and eighth centuries we have no contemporary information about 
any ethnic name in Dalmatia, but we can presume on the basis of later data that 
outsiders to the region would have distinguished two groups: Romans and Slavs. 
This  early  division  would  have  been  determined  not  only  on  the  basis  of 
religious difference — the Slavs had not yet been baptized — but also linguistic. 
We cannot say to what degree the Slavs developed their separate identities, but 
we can be sure  that  their  self-identification developed some time after  their 
settlement in  Dalmatia.  This  is  due  to  the fact  that  all  of  them,  except  the 
Croats and the Serbs, bore names deriving from local geographic names. 

The origin of the names ‘Croat’ and ‘Serb’ still remains unclear. However, 
since both exist in other parts of the Slavic world, they must have come with 
migrant groups, unless they were ‘wandering names’, not related to any specific 
migration. It is impossible to say who, if  anyone used them before the ninth 
century.61 The political changes initiated by the Carolingian conquest and later 

59 The charter of Trpimir is dated by scholars to 852, while Muncimir's charter was 
written in 892. Both are preserved in transcripts from the sixteenth century; CD  I, 3–8 
and 22–25.

60 ‘quas Branimir dux Chroatorum et sui progenitors donauerunt’, Codex diplomaticus  
Regni Croatiae, Dalmatiae et Slavoniae, II, ed. by Tadija Smičiklas (Zagreb: Jugoslavenska 
akademija znanosti i umjetnosti, 1904), 86–87.

61 Two public inscriptions from the beginning of the third century AD from the Greek 
colony of Tanais  bear names of three  men: one called  Horoúathos and the two others 
Horóathos. But those are personal names and there is no real evidence, in spite of the great 
similarity, that they are of the same linguistic origin as the later ethnic name of the Croats. 
However, many Croatian scholars still believe that the Tanais inscriptions prove the non-
Slavic, even Iranian, origin of the Croats. See Ante Škegro, ‘Two Public Inscriptions from
the Greek Colony of Tanais at the Mouth of the Don River on the Sea of Azov’, Review of  
Croatian History, 1 (2005), 9–28.
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by the renewed presence of  Byzantium at the time of Basil  I,62 the growing 
power of Venice, and the activities of the papacy concerning Bulgaria aroused 
interest in the region among contemporary authors producing texts in centres 
of political  power. Although most of the ninth-century sources still  mention 
only Slavs and Romans — sometimes also Dalmatian in reference to both — 
specific names, such as those of the Serbs, Croats, and Narentanians, began to 
make their first appearance for at that time. All of them, together with some 
others,  find  full  recognition in  Constantine's  De administrando imperio and 
other tenth-century sources.  We can assume that this  affirmation of specific 
ethnic names was the result of the gradual emancipation of Slavs in Dalmatia, 
either from Byzantium or from the Carolingian Empire.

However,  there was an obvious hierarchy of  identities:  Dalmatia  and the 
Dalmatians on the top. The second level consisted of Romans (Dalmatians) and 
Slavs,  or, geographically,  of Dalmatia  in the narrower sense as the Byzantine 
possession and  the  Slavic  land.  For  the  third  level,  there  were  two separate 
identities: one Roman and one Slavic. The Roman identity consisted of local, 
urban identities that were centred on the cult of local protector saints. As the 
Slavs  were  not  part  of  this  urban world  of  the  Romans,  their  ethnic  Slavic 
identity was made up of Croats, Serbs, and Dioclitans. Finally, there was also a 
fourth level, which consisted of smaller Slavic units that at a certain time could 
have been considered either as Serbian, Croatian, or independent.

Except for the Croats and the Narentanians, we have no idea what names the 
Slavic peoples of Dalmatia used themselves. The Narentanian name Morjani is 
of  geographic  origin  and  could  have  been  applied  to  all  inhabitants  of  the 
Narentanian islands and the coast. The name Croat was used by the chancellery 
of  the  Croatian  rulers,  but  not  necessarily  by  the  clergymen  composing 
dedicational  inscriptions in  churches.  However,  it  did  not appear  in  foreign 
sources until the tenth century and was probably used only by a limited group 
within the Slavic  regnum that gradually came to be called  regnum Croatorum  
and later  Croatia.63 With the growing power of these early Croats some other 

62 On Byzantine politics in Dalmatia in the ninth century see Goldstein,  Bizant na  
Jadranu, pp. 150–53; on the Adriatic in the Middle Ages, with the most recent literature 
see Neven Budak, ‘Die Adria von Justinian bis zur Venezianischen Republik’,  Saeculum, 
56 (2005), 199–213.

63 Constantine Porphyrogenitus was the first to use the name of Croatia. In Dalmatia 
itself it was first recorded in a charter issued on the island of Rab in former Byzantine 
Dalmatia in 1060: Crouatiae Dalmatieque regnum; CD I, 85–86.
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groups in Dalmatia accepted their identity, but the majority remained simply 
Slavic. 

This  short  outline  only  touches  the  problem  of  the  development  and 
intertwined nature of identities in early medieval Dalmatia, but I hope that it 
will instigate further research aiming at creating a more coherent picture of this 
complex phenomenon.
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11. SLOVENIAN GENTILE IDENTITY: FROM SAMO
 TO THE FÜRSTENSTEIN

Patrick J. Geary

s other essays in this volume demonstrate, much is to be gained from 
the  development,  by  traditional  historians  and  archaeologists,  of  an 
interdisciplinary  approach  and  a  common  scholarly  language  for 

understanding the early stages of state formation in medieval Europe. This final 
chapter  is  intended  to interject  a  note  of  caution  into  any  efforts,  however 
scholarly  or  well  intentioned,  to  construct  a  continuous  narrative  of  the 
formation of contemporary states out of early medieval polities. If historians are 
trained to look for continuities between the past and the present, they must be 
equally  prepared to recognize the subtle discontinuities, false starts,  and new 
beginnings that characterize history.

A

This  chapter  thus  reflects  on  how  historians  have  used  these  tools  to 
construct  integrated  histories  and  begins  to  offer  alternative  ways  of 
understanding the archaeological and textual evidence of the deep past through 
a specific but important case study. This is the dossier of the national history of 
Slovenia,  the newest and perhaps the most successful  of the states to emerge 
from the former Yugoslavia.  Here one can observe with exemplar clarity the 
popular search for a deep past, the traditional response of scholars who have 
sought to provide this past through careful study of sources in the best scholarly 
tradition, and finally alternative ways to undertake such analyses.

We begin with a recent, popular expression of Slovenian history found on a 
website  dedicated  to  the  Adriatic  Alpine  region:  ‘Slovenian  political  history 
dates back to the 6th century, when the Duchy of Carantania,  the first  free 
Slovene  state,  known  for  its  democratic  organisation,  legal  system,  popular 
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election of dukes and progressive women’s rights, was founded’.1 One could not 
ask for a more progressive past on which to build a better future! 

We might be tempted to smile  at this  creative  historical  gesture, but not 
everyone is laughing: just across the Austrian border from Slovenia is Carinthia, 
the  stronghold  of  Austria’s  Jörg  Haider,  who  is  keeping  a  close  eye  on  the 
Fürstenstein,  a  fragmentary  Roman  column  consisting  of  the  capital  and  a 
portion of  the  column  itself,  reputedly  the  stone  on which  those popularly 
elected and progressive Slovenian dukes were installed. Following the decision, 
announced in August 2005, to place an image of the stone on the Slovenian 
two-eurocent  coin,  Haider  ordered  it  removed  from  the  Landesmuseum  at 
Klagenfurt and transferred to the foyer of the main building of the Carinthian 
Landesregierung.2 This is not the first time that the Fürstenstein has been at the 
centre of a controversy between Haider and the Slovenians: in September 2001, 
after the new Slovene state dared to put the Fürstenstein on its first currency, 
the Slovene Toler, Heider unveiled the  Windischen-Denkmal — a monument 
to those  Heimattreue Carintians who voted to remain part of Austria in the 
1920 plebiscite, at Völkermarkt, Carinthia.3 For Haider, the appropriation of 
this object by the Slovene state appears an aggressive claim not only to a past but 
also to the  Slavic-speaking  population of  Carinthia,  a  population that  other 
popular amateur historians argue are not even Slavs at all but  Windische — a 
term used by medieval Germanic speakers from at least the eighth century to 
designate  non-Germanic  and  particularly  Slavic-speaking  neighbours.4 The 
term  was  distorted  and  popularized  in  the  1920s  and  1930s  by  right-wing 
Carinthian ideologues. According to a new and increasingly popular pseudo-
historical tradition, the Slovenes are direct descendants of the Veneti, not sixth-

1 <http://users.volja.net/stanex/slovenia01.htm> [accessed 1 December 2007].
2 The  recent  controversy  over  the  stone  can  be  followed  on  the  web  site  of  the 

Austrian National Radio: <http://oesterreich.orf.at/kaernten/stories/69295/> [accessed 
1 December 2007]. 

3 On this earlier phase of the contemporary nationalist controversy, see Heinz Dopsch, 
‘...  in sedem Karinthani ducatus intronizavi ... : Zum ältesten gesicherten Nachweis der 
Herzogseinsetzung in Kärnten’,  in  Regensburg,  Bayern und Europa:  Festschrift für Kurt  
Reindel  zum  70.  Geburtstag,  ed.  by  Kothar  Kolmer  and  Peter  Segl  (Regensburg: 
Universitätsverlag, 1995), pp. 103–36 (pp. 123–36).

4 See Herwig Wolfram, Die Germanen (Munich: Beck, 1999), p. 56.
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century latecomers to the region but rather ‘a people rooted in central Europe 
since time immemorial’.5

While  the  Veneti  myth,  based  on  amateur  philology,  history,  and 
imagination,  has  hardly  engaged  the  scholarly  community,  the  myth  of 
Slovenia’s origins in the early Middle Ages is quite different. As it turns out, 
Slovenia actually has a stronger claim to an ancient pedigree than most other 
European  nations.  We  will  first  examine  how  this  pedigree  has  been 
constructed,  not by  national  chauvinists  or  by  amateurs,  but  by  serious and 
thoughtful historians.

Construction of a national history of Slovenia is based not simply on the 
wishful  thinking  of  contemporary  Slovenes,  but  on  monuments,  both 
documents in Latin, Slavic, and German as well as objects as potent as the crown 
of  St  Stephen,  the  Strasbourg  oaths,  or  the  Scottish  ‘Stone  of  Destiny’  — 
monuments that can be linked to a history stretching over a millennium.

The dossier of evidence for Slovenian political identity and consciousness 
begins in the seventh century and includes material as rich and as varied as any 
in Europe.6 It starts with a passage in the Chronicle of Fredegar, written c. 648, 
that describes how one Samo ‘natione Francos’ was made king by the ‘Sclavi 
cognomento Winedi’,  who had rebelled against  the Avar Kagan,  presumably 
after the Avars’ defeat before the walls of Constantinople in 626, and ruled the 
Wendi for over thirty-five years.7 King Dagobert attempted to teach the Wends 
a lesson by coordinating an invasion involving the Lombards, Alemanni, and his 
own  Austrasians,  but  while  the  Lombards  and  Alemanni  were  successful, 

5 The most widely disseminated version of this myth is the book of Jožko Šavli, Matej 
Bor, and Ivan Tomažič, Veneti: First Builders of European Community: Tracing the History  
and Language of Early Ancestors of Slovenes (Vienna: Editiones Veneti, 1996).

6 Bogo  Grafenauer,  in  his  monumental  Ustoličevanje  koroških  vojvod  in  država  
karantanskih  slovencev:  Die  Kärntner  Herzogseinsetzung  und  der  Staat  der  
Karantanerslawen (Ljubljana: Slovenska akademija znanosti in umetnosti, 1952), provides 
all of the relevant texts and translations into Slovenian of the sources that have been at the 
centre  of  debates  concerning the  relationship  between medieval  Carinthian/Slovenian 
history and the present.  This study is  fundamental,  and the present paper draws on it 
extensively even if I do not share all of the conclusions of Grafenauer.

7 ‘Anno XL regni Chlothariae homo nomen Samo natione Francos de pago Senonago 
plures  secum  negutiantes  adsciuit,  excercendum  negucium  in  Sclauos  coinomento 
Winedos perrexit. Sclaui iam contra Auaris coinomento Chunis et regem eorum gagano 
ceperant revellare. [. . .] Winidi cernentes utilitatem Samones eum super se eligunt regem, 
ubi  XXX  et  V  annos  regnauit  feliciter’.  Fredegarii  Chronicorum  Liber  Quartus  cum  
Continuationibus, IV:48, ed. J. M. Wallace-Hadrill (London: Nelson, 1969), pp. 39–40. 
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Dagobert’s own army was soundly defeated. The victorious Samo then raided 
Thuringia,  inspiring  the  Sorbs,  who  had  been  Frankish  subjects,  to  place 
themselves under Samo’s rule.8

It is to the time of Samo that such popular conceptions of Slovenian history 
allude (although in the case cited above the date is off by more than a century) 
since they assume that Samo’s kingdom was centred in the Alpine regions that 
today comprise Slovenia and Carinthia. Of course, Samo is also claimed with 
equal conviction by Czech and by Slovak popular historians eager for a distant 
origin of  their  peoples.9 To the time of Samo, some would argue, should be 
dated the first use of the Fürstenstein, the aforementioned Roman capital that 
certainly  played  a  central  role  in  the  installation  of  later  Carantanian  and 
Carinthian dukes.

The next text that  speaks of  the kingdom of Samo, the  Gesta  Dagoberti, 
written in the ninth century, is wholly dependent for its narrative on Fredegar, 
telling  essentially  the  same  tale.  It  does,  however,  amend  its  source  in  two 
significant ways. First, it fails to mention Samo’s Frankish origin or his title.10 

Second, it grants the victory to Dagobert.11

A further transformation in Samo’s identity comes toward the end of the 
ninth century: the  Conversio Bagoariorum et  Carantanorum incorporates the 
version of the story in the  Gesta Daboberti, but here Samo has become ‘Samo 
nomine  quidam  Sclavus  [.  .  .],  dux  gentis  illius’.12 Moreover,  the  Conversio 

8 Fredegarii Chronicorum, ed. by Wallace-Hadrill, pp. 68 and 56–58.
9 It is encouraging to see that such claims are far from universal in popular media. A 

web site created by Radio Prag cheerfully admits,  ‘nobody is  sure of minor details like 
where Samo was from, where Samo lived, or where Samo ruled — if, that is, he existed at 
all’.  <http://archiv.radio.cz/history_96/history02.html>  [accessed  1  December  2007]. 
There is no scholarly consensus on the location or extension of Samo’s principality.  See 
Herwig  Wolfram,  Salzburg,  Bayern,  Österreich:  Die  Conversio  Bagoariorum  et  
Carantanorum und die Quellen ihrer Zeit (Vienna: Oldenbourg, 1995), pp. 43–44.

10 ‘Eo igitus anno Sclavi cognomento Winidi, quorum regnum Samo tenebat’,  Gesta  
Dagoberti, c. 26, ed. by Bruno Krusch, MGH SRM, 2 (Hannover: Hahn, 1888), p. 410.

11 ‘Rex vero terram illam devastans, ad proprium regnum reversus est’. Gesta Dagoberti, 
c. 26, p. 410. 

12 ‘Nunc recapitulantum est  de  Quarantanis.  Temporibus  gloriosi  regis  Francorum 
Dagoberti Samo nomine quidam Sclavus manens in Quarantanis fuit dux gentis illius. Qui 
venientes negotiatores Daboberti regis interficere iusset et regia expoliavit pecunia. Quod 
dum comperit Dagobertus rex,  misit  exercitum suum et  damnum, quod ei  idem Samo 
fecit, vindicare iussit. Sicuti fecerunt, qui ab eo missi sunt,  et regis servitio subdiderunt 
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provides additional information on the ‘Sclavi,  qui dicuntur Quarantani’ and 
their dukes after Samo. We learn that their duke Boruth asked for assistance 
against the Avars from the Bavarians, who came to their aid but also subjected 
the Carantanians and demanded their conversion. Boruth sent his son Cacatius 
as a hostage to Bavaria to be raised as a Christian. At the death of Boruth, the 
Bavarians sent Cacatius to the Carantanians on the order of the Franks and at 
the request of the Slavs, who made him their duke. On the death of Cacatius, 
three years later, with the permission of King Pippin and at the request of the 
Slavs, the Bavarians sent them Cheitmar whom the people made their duke.13

In addition to the text of the Conversio, scholars have also attached the ducal 
throne,  the  so-called  Herzogstuhl,  to  the  ninth  century.14 Scholars  have 
attempted to date this throne, composed of Roman spolia and made in the form 
of a double-seat, to either the reigns of Carlomann (876–80) or his son Arnulf 
of Carinthia (887–99), although the evidence for this dating is weak.15

To the tenth century belongs the first text said to be evidence of a separate 
Slovenian cultural tradition. This is a series of fragmentary texts bound together 
in a manuscript containing Latin religious texts — a sermon on penance and 
formulas for confession — but written in what is described as Slovenian.16 The 
texts,  variously  written  between 972  and  1023,  are  the  oldest  extant  Slavic 
manuscripts. Some philologists want to date the texts themselves even earlier — 

illos’. Die Conversio Bagoariorum et Carantanorum und der Brief des Erzbishofs Theotmar  
von Salzburg,  ed.  by Fritz Lošek (Hannover: Hahn,  1997), pp. 102–03; and  Conversio  
Bagoariorum et Carantanorum: Das Weißbuch der Salzburger Kirche über die erfolgreiche  
Mission in Karantanien und Pannonien, ed. by Herwig Wolfram (Vienna: Böhlau, 1979), 
pp. 40–41.  On the relationship between the  Conversio’s account of Samo and the other 
sources, see Die Conversio, ed. by Lošek, pp. 31–32.

13 ‘Mortuo  autem  Boruth  per  iussionem  Francorum  Bawarii  Cacatium  iam 
christianum factum petentibus eisdem Sclavis remiserunt, et illi eum ducem fecerunt. Sed 
ille postea tertio anno defunctus est. Iterum autem permissione domni Pippini Regis ipsis 
populis petentibus redditus est eis Cheitmar christianus factus. [. . .] Quem suscipientes 
idem populi ducatum illi dederunt’. Ibid., p. 104. On this passage of the Conversio and the 
formation of the Carantian duchy, see Wolfram, Salzburg, Bayern, Österreich, pp. 276–80.

14 On the ducal throne, see the extensive bibliography in Dopsch, ‘in sedem Karinthani  
ducatus intronizavi’, p. 103, n. 1.

15 Dopsch, ‘in sedem Karinthani ducatus intronizavi’, p. 103, n. 1. 
16 For a facsimile, edition, and critical commentaries in Slovenian, German, Latin, and 

English, see Brižinski spomeniki: Znanstvenokritična izdaja, ed. by Jože Faganel and others 
(Ljubljana:  Znanstvenoraziskovalni  center  SAZU,  Inštitut  za  slovensko  literaturo  in 
literarne vede, 1993).
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to the eighth century. Their existence both bridges the gap in historical sources 
concerning the political and cultural organization of Carinthia and suggests the 
depth of Slovenian cultural development.

Finally, the linguistic, institutional and social continuity of Slovenia derives 
from a series of accounts of the installation of the dukes of Carinthia. The first 
hint of the investiture appears in a letter of the imperial notary Burchard of 
Cologne describing the installation of Duke Hermann of Carinthia in 1161: ‘I 
enthroned the brother of the dead duke in the seat of the Carinthian duchy in 
the presence of the patriarch (of Aquileia), of the (archbishop) of Salzburg, and 
of many other princes’.17

While  this  text  seems  to speak  of  a  throne,  generally  assumed  to be  the 
Herzogstuhl,  recently Heinz Dopsch has argued that  Burchard is  also calling 
attention to the Fürstenstein by adding that after the installation, Archbishop 
Eberhard I of Salzburg, who opposed the imperial antipope Victor IV in favour 
of Alexander III, ‘began to rage against these words and standing on a stone 
having signed himself with the sign of the cross, he announced that the holy 
spirit would speak through him and that this was the word of the pope’.18 For 
Dopsch,  this  ‘stone’  could  only  mean  the  Fürstenstein  that  Burchard  had 
ignored in the installation ceremony.

The next  reference  to  the  ducal  ceremony is  a  comment by  the popular 
preacher Bertold of Regensburg, who, in a sermon written  c.  1272, mentions 
that it is inappropriate for a prince to come to the imperial court dressed as a 
rusticus as does the Duke of Carinthia.19 What this odd reference to the Duke 
dressed  as  a  rustic  means  becomes  clearer  through  an  insertion  into  the 

17 Excerpts of the letter are quoted by Dopsch, ‘in sedem Karinthani ducatus’, pp. 115–
16, citing the edition by Ferdinand Güterboch, ‘Le lettere del notaio imperiale Burcardo 
intorno alla politica del Barbarossa nello scisma ed alla distruzione di Milano’,  Bollettino  
dell’Istituto storico Italiano per il medio evo, 61 (1949), 51–58. ‘Nec mora, delatis interim 
litteris a curia, fratrem defuncti ducis in sedem Karinthani ducatus intronizavi presente 
partiarcha, Salzburgense aliisque plurimis principibus’.

18 ‘Contra quas ille archiepiscopus statim frentizare cepit; stansque super lapidem signo 
cruces signatus, spiritum sanctum ex se locuturum palam profitebatur; et erat verbum de 
papa’. Dopsch, ‘in sedem Karinthani ducatus’, p. 55. 

19 ‘Religiosi debent esse in spiritualibus pre ceteris quasi principes, unde et spirituales 
pre ceteris dicuntur. Sicut autem non esset honorificium principi ad curiam imperatoris 
venire ut rusticum, ita et religioso i[d est] unus illorum, qui in patibulo se convertit, quasi 
rusticus ut venit dux Carinthie’. Grafenauer, Ustoličevanje koroških, pp. 72–73.
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Schwabenspiegel, a compilation of customary law dating from c. 1275.20 There 
the installation of the duke of Carinthia is described: according to this text, no 
one may elect the duke, who is the hereditary imperial  hunt master, but the 
‘lantsaessen’,  that  is,  the  freemen  of  the  land.  They  select  from  among 
themselves a  Richter or judge who directs the election. Meanwhile,  the ducal 
candidate  is  dressed in  a  long grey shirt  with a red belt  and large red purse 
containing cheese, bread, and a hunting horn (as becomes a hunt master). He 
puts on two red peasant boots and a grey cloak with a gray Windish hat with a 
grey band. He is then mounted on a field horse, and amid singing in Windish, 
he is taken to a stone that lies between Glanegg and the hospice of our Lady’s 
Church where he is invested with all of his rights. Moreover, when he visits the 
emperor,  he  must  wear  the  same clothes  and bring  with  him  a  stag for  the 
emperor.21

This account is by no means the last report of this extraordinary ceremony. 
In  the  early  fourteenth  century,  it  is  described  in  detail  by  Ottokar,  in  his 
Österreichische  Reimchronik,22 and  by  Johannes  Victoriensis  in  his  Liber  

20 In general  on  the  date,  composition, and sources  of  the  Schwabenspiegel,  see  K. 
Nehlsen-von  Stryk,  ‘Schwabenspiegel,’  in  Lexikon  des  Mittelalters,  10  vols  (Stuttgart: 
Metzler,  1977–99),  VII,  cols.  1603–05.  The  standard  edition  remains,  Der  
Schwabenspiegel: nach e. Hs. vom Jahr 1287, ed. by Friedrich Leonhard Anton Freiherr von 
Lassberg, 3rd edn rev. by Karl August Eckhardt (Aalen: Scientia, 1972).

21 ‘Wie ain Hertzoug von Kaerndern hett sine Rechtt von dem lande vnd ouch dem 
Rich. Er ist ouch des Roemschen richs Jaegermaister. In sol ouch nieman ze hertzouggen 
noch ze heren han noch nemen denn die fryen lanttsaessen in dem land. Die sond ouch in 
ze herren nemen vnd anderss nieman. Das sind die fryen geburen des selben Landes die 
haisset man die lanttsaessen in dem land’. Der Schwabenspiegel, ed. by Anton, p. 133, note 
217, from Codex S. Gall. 725.

22 ‘Will iuch sîn gezemen / se hôren, wie er / sîn reht enphie, als ez is her / von alter 
gewonheit  komen?  /  sô  dem  lant  werdent  genomen  /  von  des  tôdes  getursten  /  sîn 
erbeherren unde fursten / und daz daz selbe lant / in des rîches hant / ledic gedîhet ,/ swem 
ez das rîche lîhet, / der selbe komen sol. / ûf ein velt, lît bî Zol, / daz is ze guoter mâze wît. / 
Darûf ein stein lît. / an dem steine muoz man schouwen, / daz darin is gehouwen / as ein 
gesidel gemezzen. / dâbî ouch nâhen ist gesezzen / ein gebiurischez geslehte, / die von altem 
rehte / darzou sint belêhent, / swem die selben jehent, / der under in der eltist sî, / swem die 
zît wonet bî, / als ich vor gesaget hân, / sô sol der selbe man / ûf den stein sitzen / mit sô 
getânen witzen, / das er dâvon iemen wîche’. Ottokars Österreichische Reimchronik nach den  
Abschriften  Franz  Lichtensteins,  lines  19,979–20,008,  ed.  by  Joseph  Seemüller,  MGH 
Deutsche  Chroniken,  5,1  (Hannover:  Hahn,  1890),  pp.  264–65.  I  am  grateful  to  my 
colleague Professor James Schultz for his advice on these texts.
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certarum  historiarum,  written  c.  1341.23 Describing the  installation  of  Duke 
Meynard in 1286, Johannes terms the installation ‘ritus ab antiquis sic extitit 
observatus’ and explains that there is a stone near the church of St Peter on 
which a free peasant sits, holding in one hand a multi-coloured cow and in the 
other a horse of a similar appearance. The peasant wears a felt cap and peasant 
boots. When the new duke, similarly dressed, approaches, the peasant asks in 
Slavic who he is and is told that he is the new prince. He asks if he is a just judge 
who seeks the health of the country, if he is of free status, worthy of this honour, 
and a true cultivator and defender of Christian faith. When told that he is, the 
peasant then asks by what right he can move him from his  seat.  The others 
respond with ‘sixty denarii, these coloured animals, and the clothes with which 
he is dressed, and he will make your home free from tribute’. On hearing this, 
the peasant, giving a slight tap on the shoulder of the duke, rises, and the duke, 
standing in the seat, brandishes a naked sword in promise of the just judgments 
that he will make. 

Johannes later describes the investiture of Duke Otto in 1336, saying that 
the  Carintians  refused  any  duke  who  was  not  installed  according  to  their 
‘ancient customs, that is, that he be solemnly seated on his throne’.24 The ritual 
was supposed to be followed as in the investiture of Meynard, although he adds 
that because so many years had gone by since the investiture of the latter, much 

23 ‘Anno Domini eodem, [1286], cum hec apud Augustam Vindelicam essent gesta 
tempore Iunii, Meynardus dux in Kalendis Septembribus in Carinthiam veniens in sede 
sua iuxta morem terre sollempniter sublimatur.  Cuius terre  ritus ab antiquis sic  extitit 
observatus:  Sub monte  Karinthiano prope ecclesiam sancti  Petri  lapis  est,  super  quem 
rusticus  libertus  ponitur,  tenens  in  una  manu  bovem  discoloratum,  in  altera  equam 
eiusdem disposicionis, habitu pilleo, calceis rusticalibus investitut; princeps autem novus 
veniens cum pannerio terre,  stipatus nobilibus,  vestibus suis exutus et indutus seorsum 
pallio pilleo, tunica grisei staminis et  calceis  corrigiatis,  baculum gerens in manibus sic 
procedit. [. . .] Rusticus autem in lapide residens Sclavice proclamabit: “Quis est iste, qui 
procedit?” Respondetur ei a consedentibus sibi: “Iste est princeps terre”’. Iohannes Abbatis 
Victoriensis,  Liber Certarum Historiarum,  caput  XIII, ed. by Fedorus Schneider,  MGH 
SRG, 36,1 (Hannover: Hahn, 1910), p. 251.

24 ‘Anno Domini  MCCXXXV.  Supradicto dux Otto,  ut fluctuaciones Karinthinaorum 
dissolveret, qui dicunt nullum principem terre sue rite posse feoda concedere vel iudicis 
excerere, nisi in eo priscarum consuetudinum lex servetur, ut scilicet super sedem suam 
collempniter  collocetur,  venit  Karinthia  et  in  ecclesia  Soliensi  a  Laurencio  presule 
Guecensi presentibus Heinrico Laventino pontifice, prepositis, abbatibus et prelatis, in die 
Processi et Martiniani benedicitur’. Ibid., cap. II, 195.

250



SLOVENIAN GENTILE IDENTITY

of  the  ceremony had been forgotten.25 In  subsequent descriptions,  a  second 
ceremony is described: after a solemn mass at Maria Saal, the new duke is seated 
on the Herzogstuhl where he receives the oaths and homage of the nobility.

In the fifteenth century, the ceremony is recorded in the Österreische Chronik  
der 95 Herrschaften,26 in Thomas Ebendorffer’s Chronicon Austriacus,27 and even 
in Enea Silvo Piccolomini’s De Europa (Pius II, 1458–64) published in 146128 

and  Jacob  Unrest’s  Carinthian  Chronicle completed  in  1490.29 The  last 
description of the ceremony appears in the Kärntner Landesstände a.d.J. 1564. 
The ritual  at  the  Furstenstein  was  probably  performed last  in  1414  for  the 
installation of Ernst  der Eiserne, who abandoned the title of Duke for that of 
Archduke. The last at the  Herzogstuhl was in 1651, by which time Carinthia 
had been firmly in Habsburg hands for over two centuries.30

Given this wealth of information about regional leadership, ritual objects, 
and distinctive linguistic tradition, it is hardly surprising that historians have 
woven a seamless history of Carinthian-Slovenian national identity from Samo 
to the present. The ducal tradition is assumed to stretch without interruption 
from Samo to its eventual absorption into the Habsburg family at the end of the 
Middle Ages, only to reemerge at the end of the twentieth century.

The right of the local populace to install the dukes, to demand in their own 
language that the dukes respect the rights of the poor and of the Church, is seen 
as  evidence  of  continuous  political  consciousness.  There  are,  of  course, 
chronological  gaps  in  the  narrative,  but  these  can  be  filled  in  with  careful 
historical  analysis:  between  Samo  and  the  mid-eighth  century,  one  assumes 
continued election of dukes following the defeat of Dagobert’s army.

25 ‘Multa tamen in huius festi observacione sunt improvide pretermissa, quia oblivioni 
tradita,  et  ideo,  quia  ab  intronizacione  Meinhardi  ducis,  avi  huius  Ottonis,  anni 
quinquaginta sex circiter comutantur’. Ibid., p. 196.

26 Österreische  Chronik  der  95 Herrschaften,  IV:299–300,  ed.  by  Joseph  Seemüller, 
MGH Deutsche Chroniken (Hannover: Hahn, 1909), p. 140.

27 Thomas Ebendorfer,  Chronica Austriae,  Lib.  III,  ed.  by Alphons Lhotsky,  MGH 
SRG ns, 13 (Berlin: Weidmann, 1967), p. 273. (The text excerpts Iohannes Victoriensis).

28 Enee Silvii Piccolominei, postea Pii PP. II,  De Europa,  ed. by Adrianus van Heck 
(Vatican City: Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, 2001), pp. 96–99.

29 Jacob Unrest,  Chronicon Carinthiacum, excerpts in Bogo Grafenauer,  Ustoličevanje  
koroških, pp. 133–39.

30 On the long series of references to the ritual, see Grafenauer, Ustoličevanje koroških, 
esp. at pp. 142–44.
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The late evidence of the ritual itself is dealt with by arguing that it is purely 
Slavic, not Germanic, and thus springs from a Slovenic origin. The Bavarian and 
later Carolingian control of the duchy are seen as the moment when the ritual 
of investiture and election evolved to include the address of the peasant to the 
duke  in  ‘Wendish’,  which  he  presumably  did  not  understand.  The  original 
written version that appears as an insertion into the Schwabenspiegel must have 
been  introduced  in  the  eleventh  century,  since  at  this  time  Swabian  and 
Carinthian relations were particularly close. Variations in the accounts, which 
scholars  have  long  seen  as  textually  interdependent,  are  explained  by  the 
evolution of political ritual and the distinction between investiture as duke of 
Carinthia and as an imperial vassal.31

The  subsequent  history  of  Carinthia  tends  to  be  rapidly  summarized 
following its absorption by the Habsburgs. Carinthia remained a duchy of the 
Holy Roman Empire until 1806 when, with the abdication of Emperor Francis 
II, it became a crown-land of the Austrian Hungarian Empire. Then in 1918 a 
portion helped form the kingdom of Serbs, Croats,  and Slovenes, which was 
renamed Yugoslavia in 1929.  In 1991 Slovenia,  the successor state to that of 
Samo, won its independence from Serb-dominated Yugoslavia.32

One can argue the virtues of accepting this history for the self-identity of 
contemporary  Slovenia.  One  can  also  commend  the  scholarship  that  has 
resolved  the  contradictions,  filled  in  the  lacunae,  and  established  the 
continuities  between  Samo  and  the  current  President  of  Slovenia,  Janez 
Drnovšek. One might almost say that doing so is precisely our responsibility as 
historians; this is our role in service of our nations.

But  perhaps  historians  could  find  another  role  than  to  resolve 
contradictions, fill lacunae, and establish continuities. Perhaps we need to offer 
alternatives, less integrative but, I would contend, no less valid visions of past 
and present, visions that might serve our nations and our world even better. Let 
us consider what some of the steps in this direction might be.

A  start  is  to  reject  the  image  of  medieval  peoples  as  the  homogeneous 
linguistic, cultural, and thus ethnic units so dear to nineteenth-century scholars 
and nationalists alike.  The image is one invented in antiquity by Greeks and 
especially  Romans,  who  recognized  the  heterogeneity,  complexity,  and 

31 Grafenauer,  Ustoličevanje koroških, provides a detailed discussion of these theories, 
although his intention is to demonstrate the reality of such a continuity.

32 On  the  recent  history  of  the  region,  see  Ivo  Banac,  The National  Question  in  
Yugoslavia: Origins, History, Politics (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1984), pp. 112–13. 
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malleability  of  their  own  societies  but  saw  ‘barbarians’  as  ahistorical  and 
immutable, part of the natural world rather than the world of human history. It 
is more appropriate to think of what our sources term ‘peoples’ as constitutional 
rather than biological or even cultural units.33 Membership in peoples was never 
simply a question of language, cultural heritage, or origins, and still less one of 
descent. One might describe them more accurately as programmes or parties 
than peoples, their names and their leaders rallying points in shifting political 
and military alliances. Indeed, these identities could change with great rapidity 
due to the fortunes of war and the advantages of alliances. What masqueraded as 
their  shared  histories  and  common  culture  were  claims  and  programmes 
presented by their leaders in their efforts to garner support.34 The example of 
the Slovenes is a case in point. From the time of the rebellion of Samo (himself a 
Frank) against the Avars, we have no evidence that his followers, or those of 
other dukes in the region were a single ‘people’. On the contrary, from the very 
outset, they were referred to by a variety of names: Slavi, Wendi, Carantani, and 
so forth. Already in the seventh century, Fredegar is aware that, in addition to 
Wends, another group he identified as Sorbs accepted Samo’s authority. Later, 
the  region,  while  predominantly  inhabited  by  a  population  that  spoke 
southwestern  Slavic  dialects  from  which  modern  Slovenian  developed,  also 
included speakers of various Germanic, Latinate, as well as other Slavic dialects. 
The dux Carinthiae was a regional, not an ethnic leader.

Second,  rather  than  searching  for  the  continuities  linking  the  Migration 
Period  to  the  present,  we  should  understand  the  essentially  discontinuous 
nature of ethnic identity. Nations and ethnic groups could and did change what 
appeared to be their essential characteristics, including language, religion, modes 
of  warfare,  customs, and even histories.  The heterogeneous makeup of these 
groups facilitated such transformations, since different options always existed 
within  these  societies,  and  they  remained,  even  in  spite  of  their  explicit 
ideologies, open to recruitment from without. Shared legends of origin could be 
contradictory or multiple, adjusted but not necessarily believed from generation 
to generation.

33 In particular see Wilfried Nippel,  Griechen, Barbaren und ‘Wilde’: Alte Geschichte  
und Sozialanthropologie (Frankfurt: Fischer, 1990).

34 See in particular Walter Pohl, ‘Telling the Difference: Signs of Ethnic Identity’, in 
Strategies of Distinction, pp. 17–69.
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Again, let us consider our Slovenians. Samo was a commander of a mixed 
group in rebellion against the Avars.35 It is quite likely that by the late seventh 
or early eighth century they had been reconquered by the Avar Empire. Neither 
was he the only  Slavic  leader in the region nor were the eighth- and ninth-
century dukes of Carinthia his direct successors. In addition to the dukes of 
Carinthia,  there  were  other  southwest  Slavic  principalities  such  as  a  certain 
Wonomir  who  led  a  Frankish  contingent  from  Friuli  in  the  late  eighth 
century.36 Indeed,  the  territories  ruled  by  various  dukes  and  princes  in  the 
region varied greatly across the centuries:  Carinthia could be quite an elastic 
term, but it was distinguished from other territories of similar ethnic identity 
and complexity including portions of Styria and Friuli as well as Carniola and 
other areas to the east, in what is now Slovenia.37 Simply drawing a straight line 
from  Samo,  or  from  Carolingian  Carinthia,  either  to  the  modern  State  of 
Slovenia  or  to  the  Austrian  Carinthia  does  not  work  politically  or 
geographically.

The continuity from the ninth to eleventh centuries is  equally uncertain, 
especially in terms of the presumably ancient ritual of ducal installation. That 
rituals may have existed in some part of Carinthia, prior to the last decades of 
the thirteenth century, is probable, but arguments that associate them with the 
Fürstenstein  because  of  its  antiquity  are  essentially  arbitrary.  If  indeed  the 
Herzogstuhl was assembled in the ninth century, it may have had more to do 
with East Frankish kingship than with Carinthian traditions from Samo. Even 
if these objects did form part of a ritual tradition, that tradition seems to have 
changed: the description of Archbishop Eberhard standing on a stone to preach 
— even if  by  some stretch this  were the  same Roman column know as  the 
Fürstenstein — suggests that in the twelfth century it was a speaker’s podium, 
not a seat.

35 Walter  Pohl,  Die  Awaren:  Ein  Steppenvolk  in  Mitteleuropa,  567-822  n.  Ch. 
(Munich: Beck, 1988), pp. 112–27 and especially pp. 256–61 on the relationship between 
Samo’s followers and the Avar kingdom.

36 Annales  regni  Francorum,  s.a.  796.  On  the  possible  origins  of  Wonomir,  see 
Wolfram,  Salzburg,  Bayern,  Österreich,  p.  82;  and  Harald  Krahwinkler,  Friaul  im  
Frühmittelalter: Geschichte einer Region vom Ende des fünften bis um Ende des  zehnten  
Jahrhunderts (Vienna: Böhlau, 1992), p. 150

37 Regional histories, rather than histories of ‘nations’ or ‘peoples’, are for this reason 
much  more  satisfactory.  See  in  addition  to  Wolfram,  Salzburg,  Bayern,  Österreich; 
Krahwinkler,  Friaul im Frühenmittelalter; and Alpen-Adria: Zur Geschichte einer Region, 
ed. by Andreas Moritsch (Klagenfurt, Ljubljana, and Vienna: Hohorjeva, 2001).
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The argument that the insertion into the Schwabenspiegel is eleventh century 
is difficult to maintain given that the Schwabenspiegel itself dates from the later 
thirteenth century. In any case, it is striking that the primary description of the 
investiture is that of Duke Meynard in 1286, which becomes the touchstone of 
all subsequent descriptions. That the ritual is described as ‘an ancient custom’ 
should be read as the same impulse acting to establish unbroken continuity of 
novel traditions in the Middle Ages that we observe in the present. As we have 
seen, already by 1336 Johannes Victoriensis could state that much of the ritual 
had been forgotten since the installation of 1286. Ancient customs could die 
quickly. Since few of the authors who describe the ritual were actually present 
for it, and since they seem to repeat, with various contradictory adjustments, the 
earlier versions, one must doubt that every Carinthian duke actually underwent 
such a ritual. That some sort of ritual was indeed performed around 1300 and 
for centuries thereafter is not in question. One may, however, doubt that this 
was a truly ancient ritual in the thirteenth century —it may well have already 
been an ‘invented tradition’ drawing on diffuse local lore. Moreover, it changed 
in details over time: the ducal throne substituting for the Prince’s Stone suggests 
that the ritual, and presumably its meaning, was quite labile across the period 
when it was practiced.

Third, we need to question whether nation or  ethne is  a  natural  or even 
appropriate  unit  of  historical  investigation.  We  must  deconstruct  these 
nineteenth-century  creations,  looking  instead  both  at  smaller  units  such  as 
regions,  cities,  kindreds,  and dynasties,  as  well  as  at  larger,  more  historically 
significant units such as religions and empires.

Likewise, we must introduce distinctions of gender and class into analyses of 
pre-modern polities. An earlier generation of historians asked whether women 
had a renaissance. We might ask whether women and peasants had a nation. For 
whom and to whom did the high medieval ritual of investiture of the duke of 
Carinthia have a meaning? Those participating were the region’s elite, regardless 
of  whether  they  were  Slavic  or  German  speakers.  Descriptions  of  the  ritual 
emphasize the significance to the elite, freemen of Carinthia, not to masses of 
ordinary peasants. Peasant presence and even ritual participation is not to be 
excluded,  but,  just  as  in  the  Weistümer known  across  the  German-speaking 
world of the same period in the later Middle Ages, these were rituals of lordship, 
not evidence of folk tradition and autonomy.38

38 On Weistumer as dynamic creations rather than statements of ancient tradition, see 
especially, Gadi Algazi, ‘Lord Asks, Peasants Answer: Making Traditions in Late Medieval 
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Fourth, one should not assume that the formation of a nation ended with 
the end of the Middle Ages, with territorialization or some ‘moment of primary 
acquisition’  of a homeland. Carinthia has meant different things at different 
times.  Its  religion  has  changed  from  paganism  to  Roman  Catholicism,  to 
Protestant Christianity, and back to Catholicism. The old duchy of Carinthia 
was divided into separate regions with separate elites and identities both in the 
Middle Ages and beyond. Prior to the nineteenth century, Slovene intellectuals 
and  elites  showed  no  interest  in  Slovenian  history  as  such.  Likewise  for 
linguistics: although as early as the sixteenth century Primož Trubar (1508–86), 
a Carniolan Protestant, separated Slovenian idioms from those used by Croat 
Protestants,  few  Slovenes  were  drawn  toward  a  national  identity  based  on 
language  and  some even  joined  Croatians  to  attempt  to  create  a  combined 
linguistic standard.39 Only gradually, beginning in the Napoleonic occupation, 
did Slovene intellectuals begin to develop a national identity that sought a unity 
of Slovene-speaking people across the divisions of Habsburg provinces.40 

As a result,  those Slavonic-speaking areas  east  of  modern Carinthia  share 
only  partly  the  history  of  that  portion that  was  closely  integrated  into  the 
Habsburg  domain,  and  the  past  century  has  given  new  and  formative 
experiences to those who live in what has, for the past fourteen years, been the 
independent state of Slovenia. Does this mean that the Fürstenstein, Samo, and 
the  rest  are  ‘invented  traditions’?  No.  They  are  not  figments  of  modern 
nationalist  imagination.  Nor  are  they  entirely  extraneous  to  the  history  of

German Village Assemblies’, in Between History and Histories: The Making of Silences and  
Commemorations, ed. by Gerald Sider and Gavin Smith (Toronto: University of Toronto 
Press, 1997), pp. 199–229 

39 Banac, The National Question in Yugoslavia, pp. 112–13.
40 Although already in the 1689 Carniolian polymath Janez Vajkard Valvasor produced 

a monumental Die Ehre des Herzogthums Krain, ed. by J. Krajec and Josef Pfeifer, 2nd edn, 
4 vols (Rudolfswerth: Krajec, 1877–79), the search for a common past of the wider region 
that would become Slovenia and the discovery and annexation of Samo and Carinthian 
history came still later. On language politics in the early nineteenth century, see Theodor 
Domej, ‘Sprachpolitik und Schule in Kärnten 1774–1848’, in Staat-Land-Nation-Region: 
Gesellschaftliches  Bewußtsein in den österreichschen Ländern Kärnten,  Krain,  Steiermark  
und  Küstenland  1740  bis  1918,  ed.  by  Harald  Krahwinkler  (Klagenfurt:  Hermagoras, 
2002), pp. 103–65.
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Slovenia. But they are not the national history of Slovenia: they are part of the 
deep and complex past of a whole region.41

European peoples continue to be works in progress: new ones appear and old 
ones transform; names endure but the content of these names changes. What 
the  Leitkultur of Germany or France or indeed of Europe is today is certainly 
not what it was a thousand years ago, and just as certainly, it will not be the same 
tomorrow. The experiences of 2001 are much more important for the present 
identity  of  Slovenia  than those of  the  seventh or  of  the  thirteenth century. 
History is not something in the past that we study: it is the world in which we 
live.

41 A  perspective  emphasized  in  both  Alpen-Adria, ed.  by  Moritsch;  and 
Gesellschaftliches Bewußtsein, ed. by Harald Krahwinkler. 
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