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EncounteringOtherness”’[ih[the[Heimskringla

The Kings Sagas (konungasignr) areld genrel ofl Icelandic $agas, whichlwere writtenl at thel énd of the 12
century and in thel first half of the 13" tentury. Thisl genre concentrates onl telling about! thel kings of
Norwayl JandlItheyt Jcanl Ibel lcompared lwithl Jother lcontemporary thistoriographylin [Europe/ /'The
Heimskringla is often ¢alled thel toplofl thel KingsT$agas/ becausel of its sophisticated style.[ It was ritten
by an[Icelander, Snorti Sturluson (1178 /7901 1241) [around( thelyeart 1230. Snorri himself was onel of the
leading/ Icelandicl figures_of his day: 4 highlyl educated chieftain,[¥vholhadl personal ties tol Kingl Hakon
Hakonsson ofl Norway.

Historical anthropology is_methodologically a_good starting point for this topic, whichlis_ encountering
“otherness’linl the Heimskringla.[ Studying fotherness’ islabout studying/ mentalities AsLAron Gurevich
has said:

Onellofl thel Imainl ltasksl lofl_|historical Janthropology! lis_tol reconstruct_limageslof Ithe world which Jare
representativel ofl different epochsiand ¢ultural traditions. This  tequires_thel teconstruction of thel $subjective
realitylwhichl formed! thel ¢ontent of thel consciousness ofl peoplel ofl al given ¢pochiand culture.!

“Otherness” [ or “difference’ as it is also_howadays| called, aslanl object forl studylhas just found_its_way
intol the! field ofl historyl thanksl tol thel French' Annales school andlhistorical anthropology, which have
emphasized hewt approaches to old themes_inl history. During thellast decades_historians havel $studied
all_ kindsbfl marginal groups_and phenomena, andlin this senselstudying f‘otherness’ continues_ this
trend byl giving al Somewhat new perspective.

Historical anthropologyt also_emphasizes_that it isl possiblel tol usel harratives, likel thel Heimskringla, as
sources_fort history According to Sverre Bagge

... there must be somel connection between thel specifically. medieval kind ol narrativelandl contemporary
actors’_intentions_andl decisions; whichl means!_that  thel historical harratives_becomel important sources_for
howledieval peopleliinderstood themselves, theitf actions, andl theirl society.?

The authorship_6f Snorri has been widelyl debated’ but if twel consider that the Heimskringla ¢an be
seen as_ an expression of Norse mentality’ during the first halfl of thel 13" tentury, there is' hol heed to
further discuss_thel questionl ofl authorshiplhere.
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Becausel thel Heimskringlalis_ hot! al geographical treatisel it does hot havel comprehensive descriptions
about_ countries_and peoples. Thatlis why “thelothers” [or strangers”[were ot easyl tol find [ The best
wayl tol find descriptionsLon “otherness’ s tolstudytall kinds of contactsibetween people byl asking the
following questions. What kind of contacts would therelbe? What forms ofl S‘otherness’Lcanl bel found
inlthe’ Heimskringla? Inl¥vhichl situationsivould “otherness’ appear? Could “otherness’ el categorized?
What kind ofl ¢lementsisould belinvolved with! thel concept of “otherness”? Allin[all [t islimportant to
rememberi that Yotherness™linl thelHeimskringla i3/ just al teflectionl o fl mentality. Ultimatelyotherness”
canl teveal something about the Norse[worldview! in the[ 13" ¢entury and how! the Norsel peoplelwould
definel themselves_ and thelsvorld outside. Al few_examples_ofl S‘otherness’’ havel beenl chosen! forl this
articlelinl drder tol givelanlidea of how! it appears inl thel Heimskringla.

DefiningDotherness”

Thel concept_ofl Potherness’ derives. froml social psychology.[ 1t is 4 concept! that is' used svhenl group
identities_arel studied.. Whenl peoplelarel trying tol identify themselves_andl their’ groupl they! tend to
categorize. This is characteristic_ tolall human beings. Al human being identifies_himself with'a group, a
solealled innerf group,land ¢reatesla positive identity forl this group [This positivelidentityl¢an bel ¢reated
byldividing peoplelintolf‘us’land “them” [ thati s “the_others” [ Thislalsolmeans that peoplelare trying to
createlas great a differencelas possiblelbetween “usland “them’linl ordet to achievel this positivel group
identity, and(if it'is possiblel theyl tend tol exaggerate! thesel differences.”

Ethnicity is_onel tway_ofl grouping people It is_ typical forl anl ethnic_ groupl tolhave a strong feeling of
togetherness/and ¥thelothers’ standloutsidel thelethnic group.[Without this juxtapositionl¢thnicitylas a
conceptl does_notlexist. But thel definitions for ethnicity vary! commonlancestors_arel oftenl taken as a
starting| point,[ but this raises. thel question_ howl_many. generations_dolswel havel tol gol backi inl timelin
orderl tol belable’ tol talkl about_ commonl ancestors. Welshouldlalsol temember that althoughl ethnicitylis
supposed_itol_lreflect! Jcultural ldifferences_therel is_ nollclearl connection o1l correspondence_between
ethnicity and cultural differences. Al in[all ethnicity is 4 flexiblel concept.’ Ethnicl groups may hot be
separated_froml eachl other territorially; thel dividing boundary canl also bel 4 social_ one. Inl fact/| there
mayl hot bel & physical borderlinel that! divides_ethnid groups, and interaction’ and communication do
existtbetweenl differentl éthnic groups.
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Therd arelalsol degrees ofl differencelinsidel thel concept ofl éthnicity When people_categorize ethnicities
they alsol havel anl impressionl that therel arel different degrees_ofl f‘otherness’Linsidel the. concept_ of
ethnicity [Thisimeans| that the ¢ategories.stretchl from people that arel falmostllikel s’ to those,/wholare
“very_different fromlus”.[Inl bther swords_this_degreel ofl differencel canl bel called analog.[ [Tt is also
possible_that everybody outside_one’s_own grouplis_an alienl without anyt category. That is, they are
morelotlless outsiders and they may' belspoken  ofl as_ digital. [ Both! thesel terms,analog and digital,[Yvhich
Truselinl thislstudy, derivel fromlideas of Thomas Hylland Eriksen,Wwholhaslstudied ¢thnicityland identity

in‘history.’

Thel concept ofl stereotypelis_closelyl connected tol ethnicityl and identity.[ Stereotypeshelplindividuals
createlorder inl theirl social world [Quoting Thomas Hylland Eriksen/ ¥theyl[i.e..thel stereotypes]| makelit
possible_to_ divide! thel social sworldlintol kinds_ofl people, andl they provide simplel criteria for suchla
classification™” 8o, thel meaning bf stereotypes| is_ tol definel thel boundaries  6f one’s ownl group. The
negativel sideslarel that' stereotypeslsimplifyl and dolhot reveal thel truthl (because’ theyl arel created by
someonel_orl_somel group)landl they canl bellused toljustify, forl example, position and power of a
dominating grouplin aociety.”

WholéncountersNthe[Other”?

To find outlwholis 9the Other’ in thel Heimskringla, it had to bel decided first swholis thel subject,swho
encounters ‘the.Other”.[Because  thel Heimskringla ¢oncentrates.on Norwaylit would be natural to look
at thoselwholwerel $eenlas “otherslin Norwegian  society However,it is hot ¢asyl toldefine. Norwegian
society,vhichwas(still in the process of becoming al statel during Snorri’s timelinl thel 13™ century/ And
what about Snorri’slsociety, thelIcelanders? What was| their part? Il decided thatlit swould bel best tol¢all
thelsubject Norsd societywithout definingf its_ physical boundaries,which[would havelbeenlanl impossible
tasklas forl example Norwaylwas_onlyl just onlits way to becoming a state The conceptloflNorselsociety
includeslbothNorwegians and Icelanders,[solitlis very ¢convenient to uselitin this context.

Nevertheless, Il alsolstudied the relationshiplbetweenl these_ twol_groups_in_ thel Heimskringla. [The
questionl of whenl the Norwegian settlers.becamelIcelanders'has been debated by scholars.[1 thinki that
Gunnat Karlsson has convincingly proved in one of his articles” that' the Norwegianl ettlers who  ¢came
tol Tceland at thel end bf thel 9" tentury could hot identify themselves as Norwegians' + they identified
themselves/ withl thel tegion/they came’ from, forl éxamplelSogn,/More orl Hordaland . Thisl tegionalismlis
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alsoléemphasized byl Snorri/swhol oftenl tells whichl part. ofl Norwaylal character twas_ from.[Thel ¢hildren
andllgrandchildren lofl Ithel Isettlers, however, lcould not lusel thesel lnames, land they began’ tol call
themselves Icelanders/ Butl as_ Karlssonl points_out, Icelandic selfl awareness_did not arisel immediately,
butlwould_comelintol being graduallyl during’ thel hext centuries. Thel felationshipl between Icelanders
and Norwegians was_ ¢loselbecausel Icelanders hadl telatives'inl Norwayland. they wereldlsoldependent.on
thel tradelwithl the/Norwegians.

Inl thel beginning bfl the 13" century thel telations| betweenl Tcelanders  and Norwegians' becamel tense.
TheNorwegian kingslwerelannoyed that theyl ¢ould hot subjugate thelIcelanders. Thel situation became
solcritical that thel Norwegian,| kingl Hakon[ IV [twas_about tolattack Iceland, but it is said that Snorri
Sturluson succeeded inl ¢convincing thel kingf that! this'was iinnecessary. How! then does thelHeimskringla
describel thel relationshiplbetween Icelandersiandl Norwegians?. Onl onelhand $norri describes.howt the
Norwegianl kings’ tryl tol subjugatel thel Icelanders: for examplel King Olavi Haraldssonl demanded! that
Icelanders should accept the laws he had madeland pay himl tribute.'”Onl the other hand Snorri shows
that' some kings appreciated and even helped thelIcelanders: forl éxample King Harald Hardruler helped
thel Tcelanders” during thel famine.' " But thel Heimskringla does hot reveal muchl About! thel ordinary
relations betweenlIcelanders_and Norwegians. Welonly havel sporadiclaccounts_of Icelandic merchants
whol camel tol Norway! to Jsell furs'* [ wel know Ithat Tcelandic skalds were highly esteemed fin ithe
Norwegianl court, and some Icelanders acted as kingsT énvoys according to thel sagas".

Tol conclude/ it seems that by the beginning of thel 13" ¢entury Icelanders had developed 4 feeling 6f
selfl awareness_and theyldid_not identify! themselves_as. Norwegians. Their closelrelations with the
Norwegians H shared. culturel and teligion - arel reflected inl their own tway inl Heimskringla, but notlin
thellevel of ordinaryl men/ If Norwegians_werel considered_strangers. by Icelanders, theylswould have
beenl ¢categorized as thoselwholarelalmostllikel s’ according tol thel terms ofl analog difference.

TheWworldoffhelChristians

Thel connection' betweenl thelinhabitants ofl thel British[ Tsles and thel Icelanders/Norwegians_is a good
examplel of how! Christianl peoplelarel described in thel Heimskringla. Thel Norsel ¢ulture spread tol the
British Isles twith immigrants who eame’ from Denmark and Norway! in the 9™ and 10" centuries. The
contacts_werel not peaceful atl thelbeginning,[whenl thel raiders/wholwere ¢alled Vikings ot heathenslby
thel Anglol $axons, plundered andlsacked thel Isles. But' somel raiders brought theitrl families $with them
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andsettled downlmostlylin  thel ¢astern parti of England [INorwegians had dlsolsettled downlon Shetland,
Orkneylandl other small islands. In[ Irelandl thesel Norse! raiders_and merchants_ founded hew! market
places_land Jgotl involved withl thel internal laffairs lofl ithel Irish. Thel Heimskringlal imentionsl lsome
Norwegians whol madel trading{ Yoyages tol England and. that therel werel sSome Englishl merchants living
inViken" ' Thel case[o fl the/ Norwegianl Kingf MagnusBarefoot,wholtaided Scotland and Ireland [ tells_of
lesslpeaceful contacts After hehad died and hislson, Sigurd[Yvas king off Norway, 4 manl¢amel from|the
Hebrides.[Hisihame was Harald Gillel and hel ¢claimed tol belsonl of King Magnus/ Barefoot.[Harald[ Gille
is'described as having had darkl éyes and dark hair. Hel was dressed inl Trish tyle." Thislindicates that he
was_very different from Norwegians because his.appearancelis.émphasized.

Christianitylbrought a hew connection between  thel English and thelNorwegians and thelDanes.[Inlthe
Heimskringla it is mentioned. that during the reignl off Harald Gille, the bishoploff Stavanger! waslan
Englishman ' There is/ also 4 storyl ofl anl English priest,swhol was manhandled byl twol Norwegiansand
whosel tonguelwas ¢utl 6ff[ Thel priest prayed for Saint Olavi afterl whichlhe ¢ould again/speak.'This Tast
story_does_hot/ however, emphasizel that thel priest twas_an Englishman.[The point is_tolinderlinel the
miraclel donel byt Saintl Olav.[Inl tealityl therel was_quitel 4 strongl Englishl influence_onl thel Norwegian
church: Englishl priests_and missionaries_ camel tol Norway, English saints_werel popular and the Old
Norsellanguagel adopted loanwords from Englishl ¢concerning Christianity and the ¢church.'®

Weldolhot havelanl overall picturelofl thelinhabitants_ofl thel Britishl Isles'inl the Heimskringla, butl they
seem_not to havelbeen very strange. Thismayl belduel tol thel fact that therelswerel Norselimmigrantslin
thel British/ Isles'and[ that! there/were trading ¢contactslbetween Norwayland England. Perhaps_ thelmain
differencelbetweenl thel inhabitants of thel British! Isles_and  thel Norwegians ot Daneslswas thellanguage
and_theirl swayl ofl dressing, aslis shownl inl thel casel off Harald Gille/ Becausel therel werel manyl Norse
settlementslon ithel Britishl Isles_Jandtherel werel contacts_dueltoltradel Jand__missionary_work, the
Norwegians_andl thel Danes_ maylhavel seenl thel inhabitants_of thel British| Isles_as_ quitel familiar.. Most
importantly/ thelinhabitants of the[ British{ Islesswerel Christians_and they belonged. to_ thel samel sphere
of Christianitylas_ thelIcelandersland thelNorwegians.

ThelReathens[3fheldeallStrangers

Mylnext examplelis_ the[West Slavs, called thel Wends'in thel Heimskringla. It'is_notl surprising that the
Wends_inl thel Heimskringlal arel hot described in’ detailf Snorri rarelyl does. It is_ inderstandable that
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becausel of theit! geographical position, thel Norwegians. did hot have_as_ closel contactsswithl thel West
Slavsias thelDanes,wholwere neighbours_ofl thel Westl Slavicltribes. Butlitlis surprising howi negativelan
imagel the' Heimskringla gives bf thel Wends. Thel bnly positivel - ot heutral account His in O/fs saga
TryggvasonarTThel lsagal ttells s that' Kingl Olav, beforel hel becamel king/ wasl married tol a_ Wendish
princess, butl that' shel died few! years/after they wereltarried."T After that Snorril ¢oncentrates onl thelbad
side ofl thel Wends.[ Wel getlan/imagel 6f d heathen tribe that tortures thelinnocent Christianslwith taiding
and pillaging [ Thel Wendslattacked forf éxamplel the trading place KK onungahilla,whichlis situated onl the
present westl coast_ ofl Sweden.[Thel saga tells'howt the Wendsl tried tol ise. magic against! thel Christian
inhabitants_bfl thel town,” how! they fhowled as_ dogs™ as_ they besieged the townl and how theyl finally
conquered'it and took thelinhabitantsl as/ $laves.”

Creating contrasts.between! thel Christians and thelheathenslis ¢haracteristicl forl thel European medieval
traditionof_historiography/ Inl this_ sense, thel episodes_concerning thel Wendsl seem tol repeat! this
tradition.[ So, Jheathenisml lis' ithe main 'featurel that  Icharacterizes  thel Wends_lin' the I[Heimskringla.
Knowing/ ithel historical background, itl is_possiblelithat_ thel Wends_lgot__their heathen label inl ithe
Heimskringla becausel bf thel crusades against’ the West Slavs_in thel mid 12 century, tol bel exact in
1147 At thel time thel Danes united with! thel Saxonl armyl and! they attacked al Westl Slavic tribe, the
Abotrites.”'[ 1t would have been hol svondet(ifl Snorri had heardlabout! thesel évents and. that theylvould
havelinfluenced his_ imagel ofl thel Wends./All in[ all[ thel Wends_could bel characterized strangel and
different in’ thel eyes.of. Norwegians o1 Icelandersiaccording tol thel Heimskringla.

In Magniiss_Sond_Saga_{ch.[6) King Sigurdl makes_ 4 journeyl tol thel Holyl Land.[Onlhis_svay hel fights twith
theS*heathen blimenn’ onl thel Spanishl Isles ofl Menorca andl Ibiza. Thesel$ol¢alled ‘bluelmen’linl the
sagalarel Moors. Thelword blir- meanstherelSblack’land blimenn_teterred tol thelinhabitantsLof Blilind -
Blackl Lands[twhichlwas_anlindefined, farl awayl geographical arealinl thelminds_ofl the learned medieval
Scandinavians./As_ thel wordlitselfl reveals, it was the blackl skinl that mattered. Inlthe fornaldarsigur
blamennverel associated with forces_ofl evil[ Nevertheless, blimenn teterred later hot onlyl tol black men
butlalsoltolMoors and Saracens.So, herelwelhavel thel thin'line/ between! the supernatural and éthnically
different’ éenemies,whichlis by nolmeans al deviating featurelin/ thel Heimskringlal (o inldother Old Norse
sources).” As thel giants  of thelOld Norse mythologyl became the Finnart inlhistorical twritings, so did
the blamenn_of the fornaldarsign’ becomel thel enemies_ ofl Christianity: black men, Saracens, Moors.[As
John Lindow has_pointed out, it must have beenl difficult tol draw 4 linel betweenl thel supernatural and
thelhatural inl thesel contexts. Lindow!haslalso_observed that what!islstrikingf about! thel description  of
strangers_and otherl groupsiin Nordicltradition are Thowt closely they tesemblelattributes o fl Supernatural
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beings”.*[1nl fact, inl thel Middlel Ages there hardly existed 4 division/ betweenl thel supernatural and the
natural In people’s mindslangelsiwerelas teal as.demons.

It isLobvious_ that inl thel Middlel Ages Icelandersland Norwegians must havelhad 4l faint inderstanding
of farf off places that they knewl onlylby name: $pain, Sicily/Jerusalem, Byzantium.[But'it Seems that the
geographical distancel had less_importance. thanl religion whenl regarding thel Fotherness” ofl people.
Namely, thel Christianl concept__ofl the[svorld twasl that it consisted_ofl Christian peoples. Heathens and
hereticsldid not belongf tol theitl world: they swerel outside_ ofl Christendom. 1t seemsl thatl this. Christian
world view_islperceptiblelalsolin thel Heimskringla [ as strangers arel thosel wwhol stand outside. the
Christian” community. [Theselloutsiders_arel described as_extremelyl different.[ F“Otherness’ based bn
ethnicl differencel does hotl seeml tol playl 4 majort part in thel Heimskringla. In' thel case_of blimenn it is
obvious! that! $kinl ¢oloutl that differed froml thel $tandard is’ onel factot! thatt makes theml different, but 1
would seel_thel skinl coloutl only! as_ 4 featurel that emphasises_that blimenn swere evil and enemies_of
Christianityl asliwerel alsol_thel Wends. Al in[ all[ heathens_in| thel Heimskringla seeml tol bel strangers
without anyl¢ategory,which swould meanl that theirl degreel ofl differencelis digital.

Results

Based onl the tesults*ive havel formed 4 model that! presents thel Norsel worldview! in the! first halfl of
thel 13" century conveyed by thel Heimskringla. The model consists ofl circles that areinside one
anotherIn thel centrelarel thel Icelanders_and thel Norwegians. Therelis a dotted linel that divides them
andlit teflects thel ¢lose  telation between them.[In  the nexti spherelare thel bther Christian countries.[In
thislarticle thel inhabitantsl bfl the! Britishl Isles_iwerel takenl s anl examplel how! thel Christiansl were
depicted.[Theylare.morelor less_alien, but  as_theyl belong tol Christendom/ theyl are not totally  strange.
Thel thickl linel divides_ the. Christianlworld froml the hon Christian.[ Thel ¢aseof thelWends and blamenn
showl¢learly/ that'heathens wereldescribed as éxtremely different inl thel Heimskringla.

Thelquestionlis, does thisimodel tepresent Snorri’s worldviewl ot doesit teflect the. Norse worldviewlin
the Ibeginning Jof Ithe[ 113" century? ISnorri was Jan Jeducated Jman land el visited Norway' twice.
Undoubtedly/ he had morel information’ bf thel outside world than many! bfl hisl contemporaries on
Icelandl orlin[ Norway [ Butl I $upposelit is_not tool farl froml thel truthl to suggest, that alsol thel ordinary,
uneducated peopleshared Snorri’slworld view! inlits_ mainl features: Icelanders’ considered Norwegians
tol bel “‘almost like tis”[ Christians formed! thel Wwotld off the saved bnesl andl butsidelwere “thel damned
souls”Lof the heathens.
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Figuré 1.

1 1celand

2 Norway

3. Thd Christian world
4 Heathens
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HSig Haralds sagal Sigurdarsonar
Msona Magnussonal saga
MblokHgMagnuss sagal blinda okl Haralds gilla
Hsona Haraldssonal saga
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