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ABSTRACT
There is a growing acceptance that pre-Christian Nordic religion was not a single monolithic
cultural system, but rather varied along a range of geographic, social, temporal, and even
cognitive axes. Despite this, relatively little scholarly attention has yet been paid to distinct
articulations of Late Iron Age Nordic paganism, and there has been no systematic attempt to
establish the limits of – or the axes along which – such pre-Christian religion varied. This project
seeks to address precisely this lack, producing not only four articles – three case studies and a
methodological essay – but allowing the applicant to seek further funding to hold a conference
(and thus establish a lasting scholarly network) addressing regional, temporal, and social
discrepancies in pre-Christian Nordic religion during the Late Iron Age. Employing a balance of
etic methods developed in the Study of Religion and emic approaches favoured in philological
research, the articles proposed here will examine a range of archaeological, textual, and
toponymic evidence, and argue for several distinct articulations of pre-Christian religion
(including household cult, Gotlandic religion, and the limits of regional variants). It is hoped that
the work outlined in this project will result in a conscious debate about the relationship between
such articulations and their aggregate assemblage, and thereby contribute to several areas of
interest to the Bernadotte Programme of the Royal Gustavus Adolphus Academy for Swedish
Folk Culture, particularly the study of pre-Christian Nordic religion, but also to the wider Study
of Religion, Nordic cultural history, and Viking Studies.
PROJECT DESCRIPTION
The scholarly study of pre-Christian Nordic religion has a long and storied history, stretching
back at least as far as the works of the Icelandic scholar-statesman Snorri Sturluson in the 1220s. 1
Until only relatively recently, academic work on Late Iron Age and Early Medieval Nordic
culture was – consciously or not – inspired by the discovery of the Indo-European linguistic roots
of philology, 2 and sought to reconstruct a single, unified picture of “how things really were”. In
the Study of Religion, this often took the form of attempts to restore a consolidated mythology of
the pre-Christian inhabitants of the region, such as Gabriel Turville-Petre’s discussion of “the
Norse Olympus”. 3 Whether deliberately or not, much modern scholarship has, like TurvillePetre’s Myth and Religion of the North, been influenced by Snorra Edda’s presentation of a
rationalised mythological world simultaneously inhabited by a range of supranatural beings from
gods and jǫtnar to dvergar. 4 Such approaches do not, however, allow for the diversity inherent in
a “single culture” that spans a huge geographic area (from modern Russia in the east to North
America in the west) and many centuries of history (arguably from the sixth to the early
thirteenth century in some areas), and which calls assumptions of a “common religion” into
question.
This is not to say that no work has been done on localised or specific articulations of preChristian Nordic paganism. Yet what studies of religious diversity there have been have tended to
concentrate on one of two axes of variation: distinctive regional and geographic models on the
one hand, and articulations based on social status on the other. Examples of the former include
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examinations of the cults of particular gods in different regions, 5 work on the range of Swedish
and Danish sacrally-charged buildings now dubbed “cult houses”, 6 and my own previous work,
which has drawn on theoretical developments in the wider Study of Religion to examine both
geographic and temporal variation in the sacrally-charged spaces of the pre-Christian Nordic
region. 7 Studies of the religions practiced by different social classes have understandably tended
to focus on the warrior elite, whose descendants are responsible for much of our medieval textual
source material. 8 There has also been some movement towards a more abstract discussion of
these discrepancies in recent years: John McKinnell first argued that pre-Christian religion was
Both One and Many in 1994, Fredrik Svanberg pushed for Decolonizing the Viking Age in 2003,
and Stefan Brink demonstrated intense regional variation in sacral toponymy in 2007. 9 Jens Peter
Schjødt has proposed four potential axes for religious variation (2009; 2012), and Andreas
Nordberg’s analogy of articulations of a religion as comparable to the dialects of a language
helped communicated the issue to a wider audience. 10 These developments have led to a slow
groundswell of dissatisfaction with the idea of a single reconstructable pre-Christian religion
practiced throughout the Nordic region.
However, despite this rising awareness, there has been no systematic study of the limits of
the diversity Nordic paganism exhibited, nor of the axes along which it varied. The project
outlined in this application therefore intends to catalyse a conscious debate regarding the tension
between unity and diversity in pre-Christian Nordic religion. It will produce not only a number of
pilot-study publications, but also involve seeking further funding for the holding of a conference
at Stockholm University in 2018, and thus the establishment of a scholarly network focused on
synthesising the academic output of scholars from different disciplines and national backgrounds.
The Department of Ethnology, History of Religions, and Gender Studies is an ideal proving
ground for this project given the range of methodological approaches and empirical data under
study there: the research programme in ethnology has a traditional focus on “pre-industrial
culture of Sweden and the other Nordic countries”,11 the programme in gender studies focuses on
the effects of variant identities on cultural output (including religion), 12 and the programme in the
history of religions has not only a strong profile in pre-Christian Nordic religion, but also in a
range of historic and contemporary religious systems from elsewhere in the world (such as Islam)
that feature a range of articulations. 13 Prof. Olof Sundqvist, the proposed mentor of this project,
has not only a good deal of supervisory and project-management experience, but is one of the
foremost scholars worldwide on pre-Christian Nordic religion. Much of his work has direct
relevance to the proposed project, particularly his work on the distinctly-Swedish Late Iron Age
Uppsala cult, the influence of the Roman Mithras cult on Early Iron Age Germanic religion, and
the formation of localised Saints’ cults in the early medieval Nordic region. 14 It is therefore hoped
that this project and the academic milieu at Stockholm University will enrich one another, and
allow for a great deal of productive cooperation.
OUTCOMES
The project for which this application seeks support has two main outcomes: a number of
scholarly publications, and a lasting effect on ongoing academic discourse on pre-Christian
religious history. They may be summarised as follows:
•

Direct Results:
o The revision and subsequent publication of three articles presently in preparation
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The research, writing, and eventual publication of one completely new article supporting the
aims of this project
Indirect results: the writing and submission of funding applications to funding bodies in support of:
o A conference on the theme of discrepancies between articulations and the systems they
constitute in pre-Christian Nordic religion
o An ongoing network of international scholars from a range of disciplines working on localised
articulations, including a number of workshops and publications
o

•

The publications envisaged as resulting from this project include the revision and
subsequent publication of three articles presently in preparation, each of which deals with themes
of variation and unity in pre-Christian Nordic religion. ‘Domestic and Household Religion in the
Pre-Archaic North: Pre-Christian Private Praxis’ argues for a distinct articulation of Nordic
paganism based in the household, and is intended for both scholars of Iron Age Scandinavian
culture and historians of comparative religion more generally. It is anticipated this article will be
submitted to journals that address both of these audiences such as Temenos or Chaos:
Skandinavisk tiskrift for religionshistoriske studier. ‘Processes of Religious Change in Late-IronAge Gotland II: Centralisation, Enclosure, Privatisation, and Nationalisation’ builds on my
forthcoming chapter in the edited volume Place and Space in the Medieval World to deconstruct
the complex of religious and cultural changes accompanying Christianisation in Late Iron Age
Gotland, and is intended for an audience of academics interested in both Gotlandic culture and
the Christianisation of the Nordic region, potentially in a journal such as Viking and Medieval
Scandinavia or Fornvännen. ‘Reasoning Our Way to Privacy: Towards a Methodological
Discourse of Viking Studies’ is a methodological polemic calling for greater conscious discussion
of methods and theories employed in the study of cultural phenomena in Late Iron Age
Scandinavian culture, and it is hoped that it will be published in a high-impact journal such as
The Saga Book of the Viking Society for Northern Research or Method and Theory in the Study of
Religion.
In addition, this project is intended to produce an entirely new study of regional
articulations of pre-Christian Nordic religion. As outlined above,15 there have been a number of
studies of regional cults dedicated to a range of supranatural beings, some of which also seem to
have been venerated across the Nordic region, while others appear to have had only
geographically restricted followings. This new article will offer an overview of previous
scholarship on the topic and synthesise their findings, before attempting to establish the limits of
variation that appears to have been acceptable for such localised cults. Key case studies are
expected to be based on medieval textual accounts and archaeological evidence for the cults of
Óðinn in Iceland, Þórr in both Gotland and Iceland, and Freyr in Sweden and Iceland. On the
basis of these findings, the case of Þorgerðr Hölgabrúðr – seemingly an independent goddess
worshipped in northern Norway – will be examined, and her relationship to regional female
figures such as Freyja and Frigg discussed. This article is intended to demonstrate the value of
deliberate examination of the relationships between individual articulations and the whole they
constitute, and will be submitted for publication in a journal with a wide readership such as
Viking and Medieval Scandinavia. This work will also form the basis of a number of
presentations at academic conferences and workshops during the period of the project, with the
aim of not only increasing the quality of the eventual study, but also of promoting and discussing
future developments in the study of diversity and discrepancy in pre-Christian Nordic religion.
These presentations are expected to include seminars at the project’s proposed host institution.
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This project is also intended as a pilot study for future work. Any funding received from
the Bernadotte Programme will thus also be used to allow me to draft and submit further funding
applications to other funding bodies. The immediate aim of these applications will be the holding
of a conference at Stockholm University on the theme of the project, tentatively entitled ‘Unity
and Diversity: Articulations and their Assemblages in pre-Christian Nordic Religion’. It is hoped
that this conference would attract interest from a number of motivated scholars from across the
Nordic region (and potentially beyond), and thus allow the foundation of an ongoing academic
network. Subsequent funding applications would focus on supporting the holding of a number of
workshops and seminars in this network, which – it is hoped – will produce a number of
publications in the form of both multi-author edited volumes and single-author monographs.
Finally, the project outlined in this article will allow me scope for a significant degree of
professional and personal development. If successfully funded, it would be my first post-doctoral
research position, enabling me to develop and further establish the scholarly material presented in
my PhD dissertation – particularly in disseminating (via publication) the material that makes up
the three articles in preparation described above. It would therefore also allow for significant
improvement to my publication profile, and give me highly valuable experience at running a
small research project. I would also anticipate making the most of the opportunities inherent in
being based at a new institution in an entirely new country, and would seek to engage in the
scholarly milieu at Stockholm University by participating in seminars, workshops, and
conferences. I therefore believe the support of the Bernadotte Programme would greatly increase
my future academic value to (and employability at) Nordic research institutions.
TIMELINE
The project outlined in this application is designed to start in September 2017 and last until
March 2018 (i.e. eight months over two semesters). It is planned that the first semester (autumn
2017) will be employed in the revision of the three articles presently in preparation, and to
conduct fundamental research towards the new article. This research will be presented at local
seminars at Stockholm University, and the feedback and input so gained incorporated into future
drafts of the material. Initial, small-scale funding applications for the planned conference will be
drafted and submitted to funding bodies offering mobility funding such as Nordplus,
Kulturkontakt Nord, the Erasmus Programme, and Nordforsk. The spring semester 2018 will be
used for final revisions to any articles in press (typesetting, etc.), and for the drafting of the
fourth, new article, which – it is hoped – will be ready for submission by the close of the project.
Further presentations at international conferences will run alongside this drafting process,
allowing the presentation of substantial material to a wider scholarly milieu. A second round of
funding applications (incorporating any feedback received from the first semester’s applications)
for conference funding, support of the putative network, and future post-doctoral positions will be
submitted to funding bodies with wider areas of interest, such as the Velux fonden and A.P.
Møller og Hustru Chastine Mc-Kinney Møllers Fond til almene Formaal.
It is thus anticipated that the project would be complete by the close of the spring
semester 2018, but would result in a conference in late 2018 and a number of subsequent
publications in the following years. The project is thus expected to have lasting effects not only
for my own academic career and the scholarly milieu of Stockholm University, but also to
contribute to several academic areas of interest to the Royal Gustavus Adolphus Academy for
Swedish Folk Culture, particularly the study of pre-Christian Nordic religion, but also to the
wider Study of Religion, Nordic cultural history, and Viking Studies.
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