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Abstract

In the early 1980s, a runestone fragment with a Christian inscription from the early eleventh
century was discovered in Harstad town, northern Norway, in masses originating from the
farm Ervika. Runestones are very rare archaeological finds in this region, but, despite being
included in runological overviews, the Ervika stone has not been studied or published by
archaeologists or historians. This reflects a tendency where evidence of early medieval
Christian influences and the Christianization processes in northern Norway have been
surprisingly little discussed apart from general overviews and some local studies of specific
find categories. In this article, we aim to initiate a broader debate about the complexities of
the Christianization processes in northern Norway by presenting and evaluating relevant
finds. This includes the material that has emerged over the last decade due to increased
interest in private metal detecting. We emphasize the particularities of the geopolitical and
sociocultural context in the north, where impulses from the Eastern Church and Saami culture
and religion may have affected the reception and practice of the new religion. The Ervika
runestone fragment serves as a point of departure, and we describe the find and its context in
some detail to ensure it is included in future research by runologists, archaeologists, and

historians.
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Introduction

In 1977, the farmer on the Ervika farm in Harstad municipality, northern Norway (Fig. 1 and
2), was digging a cellar for his new barn. The masses were left until the next spring, when
they were sold to different building sites (pers. comm. D. Killengreen, Ervika, 29 May 2021).



A part of these masses was bought by Karl Andreas Kind in Harstad town and used to level
out his house plot. A few years later he discovered a strangely shaped rock in these masses.
When he washed the rock, he realized it had a runic inscription. The County conservator in
Tromsg, archaeologist Jens Storm Munch, was contacted. He collected and brought the
runestone back to Tromsg Museum (Harstad tidende, 25 June 1982). Later that same year,
runologist Aslak Liestgl interpreted the text on the stone and confirmed it to be an original
Christian runic inscription from the eleventh century, though he suggested it had been written
by different persons on two occasions and in a somewhat strange ‘dialect’ (Harstad Tidende,
20 July 1982). The relatively unassuming stone fragment (Runor N A222, museum no Ts.
8168, unimus.no/portal) was temporarily exhibited in Tromsg Museum in 1983 (Munch
1983), and later included in the (semi-) permanent exhibition on the Iron and Middle Ages
that opened in 1994. It was on display until 2005/6, when the exhibitions were changed. Since
then, it has been in store in the museum basement. It is described in a relatively recent
compilation of Norwegian runic inscriptions, where it is concluded to date from the early
eleventh century (Spurkland 2005, 136), but further interpretation has been limited to
discussions about certain runic particularities (Larsson 2004; Kornsather 2013). So far, the
runestone fragment has not been discussed or published in an archaeological or historical
context, which means it has not been considered in broader discussions about the political and
social developments in northern Norway in the Viking and Early Middle Ages.

This is unfortunate, as the runestone find has historical and archaeological significance as an
example of early Christianity in northern Norway, and particularly in the Harstad area, where
the elites associated with the estates of Bjarkay and Trondenes played significant roles in the
political turbulence of the time. Norway was Christianized in the tenth to eleventh centuries,
according to historical sources by kings who were also in the process of unifying previous
regional chiefdoms into one Christian kingdom. Based on saga accounts, a common
understanding is that the battle of Stiklestad in Trgndelag in 1030, where Tore Hund of
Bjarkey allegedly killed King Olaf Haraldsson, represents a final shift in power and religion
and mark the transfer from the Viking Age to the Middle Ages in Norway. This is obviously a
simplification, and in current academic discourse, the conversion is frequently discussed as a
long-drawn process rather than a sudden change, though with regional and social variations in
the manner of how and how fast the Christianization happened (Solli 1996; Nordeide 2011a,
2020, 1639-40). Nevertheless, the early medieval Christianization of the Norse population in
northern Norway has been little discussed as a regional phenomenon apart from some studies
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were local archaeological and historical sources are employed to suggest tendencies, either in
generalized overviews or focusing on specific finds or find categories, which does not do full
justice to the complex processes in question. Admittedly, this is also due to the limited
amount of relevant archaeological and historical evidence available (e.g. Bertelsen 1998;
Sellevold 2004; Treedal 2008; Rgskaft 2015).

It should be possible, however, to conduct broader studies of the Christianization in the Far
North based on the collective relevant archaeological material, not least considering the
increasing amounts of metal finds that are coming to light due to private metal detecting. The
planned national celebration of the anniversary of the Stiklestad battle in 2030 could be a
perfect occasion to initiate more research on this important topic and material. The present
article will introduce and discuss available evidence that can be employed in a broader
discussion about the early medieval Christianization process(es) in northern Norway. The
Ervika runestone fragment provides a point of departure, while we are also concerned with
raising awareness about its existence among researchers. We therefore present the runestone
find in more detail, provide more substantial documentation of the stone and its context, and
discuss the implications of this Christian runestone in the historically important Harstad area
for our understanding of the Christianization of the Far North. Since the expertise of the
present authors lie within archaeology, we will focus on contextualising the runestone as an
archaeological object related to the early Christian faith and customs in northern Norway. Our
understanding of the runic inscription is mainly based on previously published translations

and interpretations.

Furthermore, we will present certain other find groups in northern Norway that reflect the
Christianization process, and which have not previously been published together or in much
detail. Importantly, we believe the conversion processes in northern Norway have to be
studied through a different lens than the Christianization of the rest of the emerging
Norwegian kingdom, which means we will touch upon a range of archaeological and
historical evidence that illustrate the particularities of the geopolitical and sociocultural
context of the region during the Viking and Middle Ages. Particularly important to the
Christianization processes in the north are the cultural and possibly Christian influences from
the east, considering the prevailing contacts between northern Norway, eastern Fennoscandia,

and Northwest Russia. Another particularity for the region is the pronounced presence of



another cultural, ethnic, and religious group, the Saami, which may have affected the
Christianization efforts and reception in the vast region of northern Norway.

The Ervika runestone fragment

The runestone from Ervika is the top fragment of a larger stone, which in its current state
measures 47 x 11,9 x 4.8 cm and weighs 4.85 kg (Fig. 3-4). It is four-sided with an almost
trapezoidal cross-section. The broadest side is flat or somewhat convex, while the opposite
side is concave. The two remaining sides slants toward the concave side. The inscription has
been interpreted to start at the broadest side (line A) and continues over the tip, with line B
and D on the narrow sides and line C on the concave side. Lines are read interchangeably
from left to right and vice versa. Because of the break in the stone, the end of line B and D
and the start of line C are missing. This means that the start of line A may also be missing.
The first seven runes have been assumed to have been made with a different tool than the rest
of the inscription, as they are shallower and less distinct than the rest (Ts. 8168, Markali
1983). For this study, we arranged for 3D documentation of the runestone that is freely
available online in the UiT Open Research Database (Arntzen 2022). A recent study based on
the 3D model concludes that certain runes in other lines also appear shallow and slackly
written. Even if a closer inspection of the stone itself is necessary to confirm this, it may
indicate that all the runes on the stone are contemporaneous (pers. comm. runologist K.
Zilmer, 21 September 2021).

Runologist Aslak Liestgl proposed the first reading of the runic inscription, which has been
somewhat adjusted by runologist James Knirk in 1992, resulting in the reading that is
currently recorded in the Runic Archives of the Museum of Cultural History, University of
Oslo (pers. comm. K. Zilmer, 17 August 2021):

8A -—bkrain x"+kul-rastji-stn-pin

8B afyr-shot-hoksalu:puriso—

8C —{n,r}l{h,n}:anpamanbiph:hislar
8D (u){k,n}prstatir{h,n}atposibap(i)-

In the Scandinavian runic database Runor, the following interpretation is recorded, though

this appears to be suggestions based on Liestel’s notes rather than conclusive readings (pers.

comm. K. Zilmer, 17 August 2021):



8A ... Kolr reisti stein penna

8B fyrir ond ok salu Poris ...

8C run(?) par(?) standi(?) er(?) ept(?) pessi beedi ...
8D ... en pd man bida ...

8A ... Koll raised the stone

8B for Porir's spirit and soul ...

8C rune(?) may stand(?) there(?) in memory of(?) both of them ...
8D ... and then one prays ...

There are many uncertainties attached to this interpretation, both because the stone is a
fragment, which means the inscribed lines are cut off, and because the runes themselves are
possible to interpret in several ways (pers. comm. K. Zilmer 17 August and 20 September
2021). We will leave to runologists to further debate the interpretation of the runes, though
this is obviously a task that would be of great importance for future discussions about the
runestone and its context. Here, we will focus on the religious aspect of the inscription,

presuming it to be correct that this should be considered a Christian runestone.

According to the available interpretation, the inscription follows a relatively standard formula
for memorial runestones. In this context, the mentioned phrase ond ok sélu is of particular
interest, as this is undoubtedly a Christian expression, though written in an unusual manner as
shot hok salu. According to historian of religion Gro Steinsland, there are many words in the
Norse pre-Christian corpus for the human psyche (Norw.: sjelskrefter), while sal or salu only
occurs with the Christian idea of a dualism between matter and soul (Steinsland 1990, 64).
Even so, Christian runestones usually feature the word gnd, which originally meant ‘breath’ in
pre-Christian contexts. Runologist Terje Spurkland dates the Ervika stone to the early
eleventh century, which means it possibly features the earliest known use of the word sal for
spirit or soul on a runestone in Norway. Spurkland further notes that the combination of the
two terms ¢ond and sélu reflects the use of the terms anima and spiritus for spirit and soul in
Christian Latin texts, based on the Christian tripartite understanding of humans as spirit, body,
and soul. The combination ¢ond ok salu is only known from eighteen other runestones, all in
Sweden (Spurkland 2005, 136-37).



Due to the large runestone corpus in Sweden, it is not surprising that certain particularities in
runic inscriptions are more frequent there than in the smaller corpuses of Norway and
Denmark. However, as the Ervika inscription is placed on a stone fragment, it is relevant to
consider whether it was brought here from somewhere else in an already fragmented shape,
possibly after several phases of use and reuse, or whether it was carved and raised at or
nearby the initial find spot in Ervika. A visual examination by geologist Professor Steffen
Bergh concludes that the stone is of a massive metamorphic rock classified as meta-psammite
or sandstone, which can be found in the terrain close by the town of Harstad (pers. comm. S.
Bergh 16 June 2021).! However, such metamorphic sandstones are also present in many other
areas of Scandinavia and Europe, so that the correlation does not determine the runestone’s
provenance. As the stone is compatible with the local bedrock, we still take as our point of
departure in this article that the stone was carved in the Harstad area and raised close to its

initial find location on the Ervika farm.

The archaeological and historical context of the runestone find

The find spot and exact context of the runestone fragment are difficult to reconstruct apart
from the fact that it came from the area that is now the mentioned barn cellar at the historical
farmyard of Ervika. This sits on a so-called settlement mound (also called farm mound), a
widespread phenomenon in northern Norway, with some 8-900 recorded sites so far (Martens
2016). The distribution of settlement mounds is particularly dense in this coastal region of
southern Troms County, with fifty-five registered monuments in Harstad municipality alone
(Henriksen 2021). The mounds consist of remains of wood and turf buildings, household
implements and trash, food remains like animal bones, and dung that has built up over
centuries of habitation in the same spot. The phenomenon is closely associated with the
coastline and a regional economic adaptation where fisheries have been combined with
particularly sheep, goat, and cow husbandry. Farms were placed at convenient locations with
access both to the ocean and good agricultural areas. Cereal growing has been of very limited
importance due to climatic and local environmental and topographical conditions, resulting in

dung being little used as fertilizer and instead accumulating into mounds along with other

1 A few white lines and spots are probably scratches inflicted by an excavator grab during the processes
that moved the stone from the farm of Ervika to a garden in Harstad in the late 1970s. A few brownish red spots
could be residues of some sort, but they could also be clusters of the mineral hematite in the rock, which is an
oxidized version of magnetite that is often found in metamorphic sandstones. It is noted in the museum catalogue
that the broken end of the stone has been “burnt” (Ts. 8168), and Bergh confirms that the darker colour of the
break end could be due to charcoal (pers. comm. S. Bergh 16 June 2021).



remains at the settlement site. Cultural layers in settlement mounds are notoriously complex
due to the continuous settlement and reuse of building materials. Few extensive excavations
of the site type have been conducted, but the data available suggest that most mounds have
bottom layers from the eleventh to thirteenth century, while some go back to the Iron Age or
even the Neolithic (Bertelsen 2018a with references). The settlement mound at Ervika has not
been investigated or dated, but the farm features recorded stray finds and heritage sites dating
from the Stone Age to the Early Modern Period. Minor excavations at Ervika’s neighbouring
farms to the north, Rgkenes and Arnes, have provided evidence of these dating back to the
Viking Age (Henriksen 2021, 16). It is likely that the Ervika farm also date back to this time.
However, the exact chronological context of the runestone fragment is not possible to
reconstruct, due to the extensive intrusions while building the barn cellar and the complex

cultural layers.

It is still possible to evaluate the find context on a broader level. An important aspect of the
Ervika farm and the runestone find here, is the proximity to Trondenes only 3.2 km farther
east (Fig. 2). This was an Iron Age chieftain’s farm and later a medieval church site of pivotal
importance to northern Norwegian (and Norwegian) history. In Snorre Sturlusson’s version of
the King’s sagas, Asbjgrn of Trondenes is instrumental in the series of events that ultimately
lead to the killing of King Olaf Haraldsson (later St. Olaf) in the battle of Stiklestad in 1030.
At the same time, the narrative about Asbjgrn is symptomatic of the transitional times in
which he was living, including the religious change. According to Snorre, Asbjgrn took over
the farm when his father died in the early 1020s. He wanted to keep up his father’s tradition of
hosting large blot feasts three times a year (Holtsmark and Seip 1979a, 322). This was an old
tradition in honour of the Norse gods, but it was adapted into a Christian custom with the
conversion (Steinsland 2005, 275-77). The feasts prerequisited large amounts of grain for
beer brewing, and as crops failed and the king forbad export of grain from the south to the
north, Asbjgrn desperately sought help with relatives in southwest Norway. They agreed to
circumvent the king’s prohibition and sell him grain. However, on his way back north, he was
stopped by the king’s administrator at the royal estate Avaldsnes, Tore Sel, and not only
bereft of the purchased grain, but humiliated by losing the costly sail of his ship. He later kills
Tore Sel, earning the name Asbjern Selsbane (“Sel-killer’). Asbjern avoided being killed for
the offense but was instead offered to become the king’s new administrator at Avaldsnes.
Asbjgrn agreed but never took up the position, because his uncle, the chieftain Tore Hund at
Bjarkay, an island just 20 km north of Trondenes, made him realize this would be a



degradation from running his own farm. Due to the added offense against King Olaf of not
agreeing to become his administrator, Asbjgrn was killed with a spear by Olaf’s men as
revenge. According to the saga, King Olaf was subsequently killed by Tore Hund with the
same spear in the battle at Stiklestad in 1030. Afterwards miracles occurred related to the
king’s remains and he was subsequently sanctified (Holtsmark and Seip 1979a and b), which
had great importance for the implementation of a Christian rule in Norway by his son King
Magnus the good.

The Ervika farm sits on the west side of the Bergsvagen bay and looks straight onto
Altevagen on the other side of the bay. Altevagen is a good natural harbour located on the
opposite side of a ca. 300 m wide isthmus from the Trondenes farm. In Altevagen, you can
still see the massive turf wall foundations of what used to be two large boathouses belonging
to the Trondenes chieftains. The largest boathouse is ca. 30 metres long (Fig. 5) and has been
partly excavated, yielding an Otto Adalhaide coin dating to 995-1040. Two charcoal samples
from a hearth and another feature were radiocarbon dated to 1210+80 and 910+£100 BP
respectively (Bolstad and Matland 1996), here calibrated anew to 666-988 and 8991282
(OxCal 4.4.4, Bronk Ramsey 2009, Reimer et al. 2020). This indicates use in the Late Iron
Age and possibly into the early medieval period. The largest boathouse is shaped to give room
for a long and narrow boat, which would be characteristic for a VViking Age warships. The
other boathouse is shorter and broader and would fit a boat more suited for transportation of
goods. If Asbjarn was a historical person and chieftain at Trondenes, it is highly plausible that
he stored his ships in these boathouses in Altevagen. Thus, the dramatic events leading up to
his killing and the subsequent killing of King Olaf can be said to start there.

Asbjern’s uncle Tore Hund of Bjarkey features as an important antagonist in Snorre’s King’s
sagas and a representative for the northern elites that opposed the king’s expanding power.
This political process went hand in hand with the Christianization of Norway, and this may be
why it has become a common understanding among the general public that Tore also opposed
this change of faith. However, the saga states that Tore Hund was the kings’ man (lendman)
before any of the dramatic events that culminated with the killing of King Olaf (Figenschow
forthcoming). In the Greater Saga of St. Olaf, incorporated in the Flateyar book, Tore Hund is
named among the lendmen who partook in the army that opposed and lost to King Olaf in the
battle of Nesjar in 1016. According to this source, the king gave his opponents the choice of
becoming his lendmen by swearing an oath of allegiance to him or to face death (Eikill 2016).
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Tore Hund evidently swore the oath, since he survived, but it seems he was only granted the
promised position during the Christening expedition of King Olaf to northern Norway around
1020 (Holtsmark and Seip 1979a, 310). This would arguably have prerequisited that Tore was
a Christian (Bratrein 2018; Figenschow forthcoming), or at least that he agreed to be baptized,
whether or not that affected his personal beliefs. The same is true of Asbjgrn, who could not
have been offered the position as the king’s administrator on Avaldsnes, had he not been a
Christian. More than representatives for the heathens, Tore and Asbjern functions in the saga
narrative as representatives for the power struggles during the kings’ attempts to unify the
Norwegian kingdom. As mentioned, these struggles were only overcome St. Olaf’s son, King
Magnus the Good, well helped by his father’s sanctity, which sealed the conversion to
Christianity in Norway. In fact, Tore Hund was among the first witnesses to the miracles
associated with Olaf’s dead body, claiming that Olaf’s blood healed his wounds after the
battle at Stiklestad. Thus, one might say that, according to Snorre, Asbjern of Trondenes’
actions in the 1020s ultimately resulted in the fact that Olaf was killed, sanctified, and
remained Norway’s eternal king (Fidjestel 1987, 48).

While it is hard to know if individuals in the sagas did and said what is described, or indeed if
they even existed, the story does testify to the importance of Trondenes as one of several large
estates in this area. However, while the neighbouring Bjarkey estate, where Tore Hund
supposedly reigned, remained surprisingly resilient through centuries of both religious and
political turbulences, the Trondenes estate appears to have been confiscated by the king early
on, possibly after the killing of Asbjgrn Selsbane in 1024. The estate was subsequently gifted
to various branches of the Church (Andreassen and Bratrein 2011). During the Middle Ages it
became an important canonry. A massive stone church was initiated here already in the late
twelfth century, probably following one or several phases of wood churches. Even if the still-
standing stone church was built in stages and apparently only finalized in the fifteenth
century, the extensive foundation wall indicates plans for a church of the current size from the
beginning (Bratrein 1970; Hansen 2003; Eide 2005). The church is surprisingly large for an
area that must have been relatively sparsely populated in the Early Middle Ages, and it has
been suggested that it served as a minster church during the earliest Christian period, housing
several priests and alters. Preserved cadastres going back to the High Middle Ages show that
the Trondenes church owned parts of farms in an extensive geographical area in the Middle

Ages (Hansen 2003; Berg 2013). These cadastres are the first historical sources mentioning



Ervika, listing the farm as landed property belonging to the Trondenes church by the mid- and
late fourteenth century (DN VI, 228; DN 6, 346; DN VI, 393; NG XVII, 23).

Apart from the strong association of Trondenes with Norse and Norwegian culture, it should
be noted that the region was also home to Saami groups and individuals in the Viking Age
and early medieval period (Johansen 2004). The Saami are stereotypically associated with
reindeer herding, but they have had a variation of livelihoods and adaptations depending on
local ecology and topography as well as changing contacts and interaction with neighbouring
groups. We can see some clear differences in the archaeological material between mainly
Norse and mainly Saami settlement areas, but both archaeological and historical sources
indicate close and frequent contacts between the two groups, particularly in border zones and
on the larger islands on the Atlantic coast, like Hinngya, where Ervika and Trondenes are
located. While maintaining their distinct cultural practices, with a different language and
hunting and fishing as their main activities, it has been suggested that Saami groups were in a
sense integrated into the Norse reciprocal economy in the Late Iron Age, supplying chieftains
along the northern Norwegian coast with valuable goods like furs that were used to build and
maintain these elites’ power bases (Schanche 1986; Hansen 1990; Storli 1991; Hansen and
Olsen 2014). At the same time, the Saami were clearly seen as culturally different from the
Norse, and the early medieval missionary activity does not seem to have been aimed at Saami
groups. They were mostly left to continue to practice their ethnic religion into the early
modern period, though Saami individuals and groups who were in close contact with Norse or
Norwegian groups appear to have adopted (some) Christian traditions and beliefs at an early
stage (Rydving 1995; Mundal 2012; Rasmussen 2016).

Thus, the runestone fragment is found in an area that was at the centre of the religious and
political tug of war in northern Norway at the time when it was carved, as well as an area of
mixed cultural and religious influences. This adds to the significance of the Christian
inscription on this memorial stone, particularly considering that it is one of only three
runestones recorded in the vast geographical area of northern Norway, of which the two

others appear to have been carved and raised in pre-Christian contexts.

Other rune finds in northern Norway
The geographically closest example of another runestone is the large Gimsgy stone from the

farm Sande in Lofoten, some 115 km southwest of Ervika (Fig. 1). The ca. 700 kg Gimsgy
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stone is now in the Arctic University Museum of Norway in Tromsg. Gerd Hgst (1958) dates
the inscription to the early tenth century and interprets it to read .uki : asa : b: raispa : uar :
aft: .tap:.i.:nafis: pa:is:asi:...:papan :au.ua: staina: pisa : (1.ki, Ase's brother,
erected this mound after ... Neefe's ... when Ase fled from hence, and also these conspicuous
stones). Based on the landscape context, other erected stones, and possible hollow roads that
have been recorded or are mentioned in older written sources, archaeologist Gerd Stamsg
Munch suggests that the Gimsgy runestone was part of a monument leading to a river crossing
(Munch 1982a). This is a common placement in the landscape for memorial runestones within
a Christian context, as building bridges and providing safe crossings of rivers was considered
a pious Christian act, but river crossing also held particular significance in pre-Christian
contexts (Sawyer and Sawyer 1993, 198; Lund 2005).

Another runestone called Langsteinen (‘the Long Stone’, Runor N A17) is found on island
Lauvgy in Steigen, some 120 km south-southwest of Ervika as the crow flies. The runes on
this stone are worn and have not been possible to interpret. The 4,25 m high stone slab has
been dated to 200-600 based on its association with four gravemounds, though it is now
separated from three of these by a modern road (Askeladden Id 37742). The landmark was
knocked over by the road service during edge cutting in 2014, leaving it in three parts. In

2021, the stone was resurrected by help of a specially constructed steel framework.

Finds of other runic inscriptions have been few and far between in northern Norway. Apart
from the impressive medieval stone church, Trondenes features a ca.16,000 m? settlement
mound stretching under the diocese farm and in part the church itself. An early 1960s
excavation of 80 m2 uncovered eight house foundations, whereof the oldest was assumed to
date to the thirteenth century (Ramstad 1964a; Bertelsen 2021). The perhaps most interesting
find from the Trondenes excavation in our context is a wood stick with runes stratigraphically
dated to the fourteenth century. The runes spell fupo”rkhnias(t)omly (Runor N A15), i.e. the
futhark (Ramstad 1964b), and may be seen as a practice tool for someone learning to spell.
One drinking horn from the island Hammargy in Nordland County carries the inscription
“rooo” (N 538, Olsen 1960). In recent years, another two runic inscriptions on spindle whorls
have been found through metal detecting, which has also revealed several so-called runic
letters (pers. comm. T-K Krokmyrdal, 2 December 2021, see below), but these have not been

interpreted so far.
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The northernmost find of a runic inscription in Norway is perhaps the most spectacular, as it
is inscribed on a silver neckring from a hoard found in Botnhamn on Senja, Troms County.
Runologist Magnus Olsen interpreted it to read 8A furu- trikia frislats a 8B uit auk uiks fotum
uir skiftum (8A We travelled to meet the valiant men of Frisia §B (and) we divided the spoils
of the fight) (N 540, Olsen 1960, 137-38), though Judith Jesch concludes that the runes more
likely refer to trade with Frisia than war (Jesch 1997). The writing style and language has
been dated to the early eleventh century, and Olsen notes that it could be carved by either a
Norwegian or Swedish speaking person (Olsen 1960, 137-38). As mentioned, Aslak Liestgl
noted that the runes on the Ervika stone seemed to be written in some ‘odd dialect’ (Munch
1982b). It would be interesting if further study could compare the language of the two
contemporaneous inscriptions, perhaps considering if a particular northern Norwegian tongue

may have influenced the runic language.

Returning to the three runestone sites in northern Norway, these are all at or close to what was
central places in a wider geographical context in the Iron Age, a significance marked by i.a.
remains of so-called courtyard sites at Gimsgy, Bjarkay (close to Trondenes/Ervika), and at
two locations in Steigen. These large structures of multiple rooms around a ‘courtyard’ are
interpreted to have served as regional assembly sites for military, ritual, and legal thing
gatherings (Storli 2006a; Iversen 2015a and b). While the courtyard site at Gimsgy and Bg in
Steigen appear to have gone out of use in the seventh century, Bjarkgy and the VVollmo site in
Steigen were in use into the Late Iron Age. The variation may reflect a centralization of the
legal landscape. In the Middle Ages, a common thing for the entire Halogaland was
established at the assembly site of Steigen (Iversen 2015a and b), and the king’s lendman for

the region also had his seat at Steigen at least from the early twelfth century.

All the three runestone sites are also located nearby early medieval churches. Finds of
Christian burials and a King Olaf Kyrre coin from 1065-1080 underneath the standing
medieval Early Gothic stone church in Steigen indicate earlier church buildings at the site.
There was also a medieval church at Vinje on Gimsgy (Askeladden Id 57833-2), though the
oldest record of this is from a 1432 written source (Ulseth 1997, 162). As mentioned, the large
church at Trondenes probably had earlier predecessors built from wood. Thus, it appears that
the pre-Christian legal, administrative, and ritual significance of Steigen, Trondenes/Bjarkay,
and Gimsgy was maintained despite the conversion, establishing these landscapes as early
Christian nodes in a form of spatially distributed cult continuity (Andrén 2013). This is further
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substantiated by the rare stray finds of early medieval cross pendants from Vinje and Steigen
respectively. Such cross-shaped objects may throw further light on the Christianization
processes in northern Norway and increasingly so with the new finds that have been added to

the museum collections in recent years.

Early medieval objects as expressions of Christianity

The introduction of ‘Christian’ objects, like crosses and crucifixes, does not necessarily reveal
much about the personal beliefs of those who possessed the objects, but the influx of such
sacral objects can be argued to reflect some degree of Christian influence (Bratrein 2018,
118). Our survey of finds of late Viking and early medieval (eleventh to twelfth century)
crosses and crucifixes in northern Norway, reveals that they are surprisingly scarce. Jorn
Staecker (1999a) lists six examples in his extensive overview of cross- and crucifix pendants
from this period. The collection of the Arctic University Museum in Tromsg includes an
additional seven cross-shaped or cross-related objects from the Early Middle Ages. Only two
of these are artefacts missed or omitted by Staecker. The remaining objects have been
recovered after 1999, mainly through private metal detecting, which has become increasingly
popular. This has resulted in extensive new finds of metal artefacts, of which the finders are
legally obligated to submit any finds older than 1537 (the Protestant Reformation in Norway),
and coins older than 1650, to the regional university museums (as well as any Saami finds
older than 1918). The find type composition may be affected by restrictions on where you are
allowed to perform metal detecting, which is mainly in ploughsoil and away from protected
heritage like medieval settlement and church sites. However, compared to small objects like

coins, buckles, and so on, crosses and crucifixes remain remarkably rare.

Among the finds currently in the collections in Tromsg, there are many impressive and
striking objects. Notably, the earliest cross and crucifix pendants originate east of the find
places in northern Norway, or they are inspired by objects and ornamentation from the
Eastern Church. Of the thirteen crosses and crucifixes recorded (Table 1, Fig. 1), there are
four encolpia, of which only one, from Kjgpsvik, Tysfjord, is discussed by Staecker. He
defines it as type 3.3.2, a subgroup only found in the Nordic countries and dated to ca. 1075—
1125. It is considered a local copy of encolpia with the motive of Christ on one side and Mary
praying in an antiqgue manner with her hands stretched in the air on the other. The latter type
of encolpia are widespread in Northwest Russia and down to the Black Sea, but the Nordic

type has variations in the iconography indicating that the Maria orans motive has been
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misunderstood as another crucified figure (Kielland 1927, 60-61; Staecker 1999, 164-72). In
2005, another encolpium of the same shape was found in a hoard at Workinnmarka in
Tromsg, but here the Mary figure is correctly portrayed (Storli 2006b), possibly suggesting an
eastern import. Half of yet another encolpium of a similar shape has been found in a Saami
scree burial in Vatnan, Fauske, east of Bodg (Holberg 2019). This is decorated with a wheel
cross and palmettes on the side that is preserved and has its closest parallel in the encolpium
from the so-called bishop’s hoard from Halikko, Joensuu, Finland, which is dated to the
twelfth century (Schanche 2000, 404). The find context could indicate early Christian
impulses in the coastal Saami communities. A fourth encolpium (Ts. 15395.1) found at Vinje
in Lofoten in 2016, close to the medieval church site and about one kilometre west of the site
of the Gimsgy runestone described above, belongs to Staecker’s group 3.4.3. The type is
dated to ca. 1050-1100. It is considered to be inspired by eastern or Byzantine crosses
encolpia, though the distribution in Mid-Norway and East Sweden and the find of a mould in
Trondheim suggests they were produced in Scandinavia (Staecker 1999, 184-91). In addition,
a silver chain with zoomorphic fittings typical of the Early Middle Ages has been found in
Jarfjord, Finnmark. According to the finder, this was originally attached to what appears to

have been an encolpium that was removed and sold to a Russian captain (Ts. 1018).

The cross-shaped silver sheet pendant (Ts. 733) from a hoard from Flatvollen in the Lyngen
fjord, Troms, is defined by Staecker as a cross of type 1.2.6 and dated to the eleventh century.
He interprets this as inspired by sixth century Byzantine crosses. The type has only been
found at two other sites, in Finland and on Gotland respectively, apart from a fourth similar
find (Ts. 1652) in the hoard from Botnhamn (Staecker 1999, 103-05). In the latter hoard,
three smaller cross pendants of the same type were hanging from the largest cross-shaped
sheet pendant, and separated fragments of a neck-chain, possibly the same as the cross-shapes
were attached to, carried several smaller axe-shaped silver sheet pendants. Furthermore, the
hoard contained a crucifix of Staecker’s type 2.1.3, which is dated to the eleventh century and
frequently found in southeastern Europe as well as in Denmark, with dispersed finds in the
Baltics and Northwest Russia. Some examples portray Maria orans in the fashion of the
Eastern Church rather than Christ (Staecker 1999, 134-43). A Byzantine inspired crucifix of
Staecker’s type 2.1.2 was part of the lost silver hoard from the island Haukay in Skjervay,
northern Troms. The type dates to the eleventh century and is usually found east of the Baltic
Sea and in eastern and northern Sweden (Kielland 127, 61; Staecker 1999, 127-32). Another
cross from Steigen (Ts. 4223) has no known find context. The type is dated to ca. 1000-1125
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and commonly found in Northwest Russia, as well as in eastern and northern Sweden
(Staecker 1999, 110-15). A Christ figure from the Haukgy hoard, which Staecker omits, has
no known parallels, but it has been assumed to be from the eleventh century (Bragger 1928,
28; Spangen 2005, 52-53). A somewhat younger find is a Christ figure found at Ankenes in
Ofoten, Nordland, which has been dated to the late twelfth century (Kielland 1927, Fig. 48).
A gilded bronze head of the crucified Christ was found close to the medieval church site in
Steigen in 2019. It has been identified as Limoges art and stylistically dated to ca. 1200 (Ts.
15863).

There has been a long discussion within history and archaeology as to whether imports and
objects of Christian importance are to be interpreted as signs of Christian influence and early
Christianization (e.g. Mikkelsen 2002, 2019; Nordeide 2011a, 2020, 1645 with references).
Things may change both functional and symbolic importance when introduced into new
geographical, social, and cultural contexts, and they must be interpreted accordingly. Hence, it
is interesting that, of the finds with known find contexts, only two early medieval crosses in
northern Norway are associated with churches. One encolpium was found in a Saami grave,
while seven of the 13 finds of cross-symbols have been made in the context of rich silver
hoards. Such hoarding is widespread in areas of Norse influence during the Viking Age and
has been interpreted in various ways, e.g. as treasures, wealth saved for the afterlife,
bridewealth, or cenotaph burials (e.g. Grieg 1929; Burstrom 1993, Hardh 1996, Myrberg
2009). Based on Svarfdzla saga, archaeologist Torun Zachrisson has proposed that the hoards
demarcate borders (Zachrisson 1998). In northern Norway, the silver hoards feature a
combination of jewellery of southwestern and eastern origins. Eastern jewellery is otherwise
most commonly found in Saami contexts in northern Norway. The hoards also seem to be
located in border zones between the Norse/Norwegian and the Saami population, and possibly
also in symbolic and physical liminal zones in the local landscape (Olsen 2000; Spangen
2005, 2009, 2010). One interpretation is that ‘in-between’ groups with combined Norse and
Saami affiliations were under pressure during the early medieval Christianization of the Norse
population and thus sought towards a Saami identity, expressed through eastern jewellery,
while also prolonging ritual practices related to a pre-Christian Norse identity, such as the
hoarding (Spangen 2005, 2009, 2010).

However, the eastern origin or inspiration of the early encolpia and other crosses could
indicate more direct eastern Christian influences, especially as they are largely found in
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hoards in the border areas of the emerging Norwegian kingdom. Throughout the Middle Ages,
Norwegian and Swedish kings and the rulers of Novgorod, and later Moscow, claimed and
disputed each other’s authority and rights to trade with and tax the Saami in large areas of
today’s Troms and Finnmark County, with reciprocal attacks between Russian/Karelian and
Norwegian agents recorded in historical sources between 1250 and 1444 (Hansen and Olsen
2014, 160-62). Church building and presence through religion were key aspects of this power
struggle. This is illustrated by the late 12" century Norse poem Rimbegla, which associates
the border of the settled Norwegian land with the fjord Malangen in Troms and the world’s
northernmost church in Lenvik on the south side of this fjord (KLNM 4, 281). According to a
written source, the church was burnt by the Russians sometime in the late 14™ century
(Bratrein 1977, 9), which insinuates the importance of religion in the ongoing conflicts. Ten
kilometres farther west along this fjord we find the Botnhamn hoard, containing several 11"
century cross symbols of eastern origin and the neckring with the Norse runic inscription,
possibly suggesting a religious and political rivalry in the area earlier than the written sources
attest to.

Apart from cross symbol pendants, we have few certain Christian symbols from the tenth and
eleventh centuries in northern Norway. There are many examples of raised stone crosses from
the Middle Ages in southern Norway, but this is not known north of Trgndelag (Nordeide
2011b). In northern Norway, the so-called Trollsteinen (Askeladden Id. 8417-1), “the Troll
Boulder”, is, to our knowledge, a unique (surviving) example of this sort of Christian
demarcation in the landscape. A 75 cm tall cross has been carved into a large boulder. The
cross was defined as Normannic by sculptor Arthur Gustavson in 1935 and thus dated to the
Early Middle Ages (Rist-Anderssen 1966). A recent investigation of the carving comparing it
to updated art historical typology suggests that it may date from somewhat later in the Middle
Ages (Bertelsen 2018b). The boulder has been moved several times but is now situated close
to its original location in the inner part of Kjerkvagen, “the Church Bay”, in Lofoten, not far
from the excavated medieval urbanized fishing village of Vagar in Storvagan. It is uncertain if
Kjerkvagen is the location of the twelfth century church allegedly raised in Végar by King
Eystein Magnusson (1103-1123). The cross-marked boulder has been suggested to have been
used as an altar in early Christian ceremonies or an offering stone for the local Saami
population that was “Christianized” by carving the cross. Another possibility is that the cross
marked the Christianization of the whole area and the takeover of this from local non-
Christian Saami groups (Bertelsen 1998; Bertelsen 2008; Ragskaft 2015, 254). However, there
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is no other evidence for either a Christian or Saami ritual use of the stone, and the age and

original meaning of the carved cross remains obscure.

Despite some variation in find circumstances, the quality, rarity, and find contexts of the early
medieval Christian symbols in northern Norway, we find that they all point towards Christian
expressions in elite contexts. Religious expressions of common people are more difficult to
identify, but over the last few years, metal detecting has brought to light at least ten lead
amulets (lead strips, usually bent or rolled up) with runic inscriptions in northern Norway
(pers. comm. T-K Krokmyrdal, 2 December 2021). The individual inscriptions have not yet
been interpreted, but these lead amulets usually contain Christian prayers and protective
spells. They are thought to be expressions of the Christian faith of “ordinary” people. As they
are usually found in ploughed fields, where metal detecting is allowed, and thus are without
specific contexts, they are generally dated to the twelfth to the fifteenth century based on the
characteristics of the runes carved on them (Steen 2017). Hence, until the individual
inscriptions are interpreted and dated, it is difficult to know whether the northern Norwegian
finds are expressions of early Christianization or the established Christian faith of the High
Middle Ages.

Burials as evidence for religious change

As mentioned, saga stories about northern chieftains in opposition to the king has been
conflated with a prevailing idea of consistent defiance against the early Christianization
efforts in northern Norway. In line with this notion, it has been claimed that pre-Christian
burial traditions were maintained in northern Norway well into the eleventh century, though
the archaeological material has not been systematically studied to answer this question
(Solberg 2000, 315; Reskaft 2015, 245). In a seminal overview of Iron Age finds in northern
Norway, archaeologist Thorleif Sjgvold maintains that the burials he includes indicate
persistent pre-Christian traditions in the region into the eleventh century. However, this is
based on a definition of stray finds of weapons and jewellery as remains of destroyed burials,
arguing that since similar stray finds are rare from the medieval period, when (Christian)
burials did not contain gravegoods, stray finds of such objects from the previous centuries are
likely to represent overplown or otherwise disturbed graves (Sjgvold 1974; see also Solberg
1985, 65). This can be discussed, as archaeological investigations of the find circumstances
for singular weapons in southern Norway have indicated them to be deposits rather than burial
goods (Lund 2005, 120), and metal detecting in later years is changing our understanding of

both types of stray finds and their contexts (Fredriksen 2023). Yet, even if we accept
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Sjevold’s argument and include stray finds of weapons and jewellery in an overview of Norse
burials in northern Norway, very few non-Christian burials from the eleventh century can be
identified with any certainty. Either the typological dating of the relevant objects is uncertain,
or it covers both the tenth and the eleventh century (Table 2, see also Bratrein 2018, 118). In
the vast study area of northern Norway, stretching some 1200 km from the south to the north
and featuring a total of 737 Norse Iron Age graves (Sjgvold 1974), only nine graves, as
defined above, are unanimously dated to the eleventh century, while another twentytwo may
date to this century (Table 2). A thorough investigation of the content and context of these
(presumed) graves is beyond the scope of this article, but it would be beneficial to future
discussions about how long pre-Christian burial rites were maintained in different regions of
the Far North.

Interestingly, the nine typologically dated eleventh century pre-Christian graves included by
Sjevold do not seem to be found in remote regions but in central Norse areas in the vicinity of
early Christian nodes, for instance not far from the early Christian burials at Haug in Hadsel
(see below), close to the medieval church and churchyard at the famous farm Borg in Lofoten,
and on the farm Berg in Trondenes Parish, where a stray find of an eleventh century axe (Ts.
5665) has been interpreted as gravegoods. This was found ca. 1 km southwest of Ervika and 2
km southeast of the Trondenes medieval church (Sjgvold 1974, 137). In Romsdal in western
Norway a similar “parallelism” in Christian and pre-Christian burial customs has been noted
in the tenth century. It has been interpreted as an expression for a “symbolic warfare” in a
time of cultural stress due to the Christianization process and related regional power struggles
that included proving one’s divine support (Solli 1996, 96, 111). When put in writing in the
eleventh century, the Gulathing Law for western Norway strictly forbids burials in mounds,
which suggests that this was a practice that still had to be actively opposed. In contrast, in the
Rus empire, in today’s Ukraine and Russia, which was officially Christianized in 988, burials
continued to have pre-Christian traits, including gravegoods and mounds, into the eleventh
and twelfth century, even in Christian burial grounds and in Christian urban environments. A
similar tendency to preserve pre-Christian burial traits is evident in eastern Sweden. This
underlines how morphology does not always reveal the religious affiliation of a burial
(Jansson 2005, 38, 56-67). In Denmark too there seems to have been a high degree of
religious tolerance around 1000, as Thor’s hammers and barrow burials were made, even if
the kings were all buried as Christians (Nordeide 2011a, 310). Such local variations and

regional differences are not associated with the present national borders and must have
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depended on the power balance between proponents for the new and the old faith, impulses

from relevant contact networks, as well as pre-existing local and regional traditions.

Northern Norway covers a vast area and there was likely substantial variation in
morphological traits in the Late Iron Age pre-Christian burial customs, which may have
resulted in similar variations in early Christian graves (Nordeide 2011a, 287, 292-95).

As mentioned, another factor was the presence of Saami groups who continued their ethnic
religious and ritual practices, including specific burial rites. This may have affected the burial
practices at the farm Haug in Hadsel, some 80 km southwest of Trondenes, where, underneath
a large settlement mound, there are traces of possible Christian graves dating back to the tenth
century, of which around thirty burials were discovered and excavated in the 1980s due to
road construction work. Most of the graves in question show great variation in orientation and
placement of the skeletons. Only a few of the deceased are placed in coffins on their back
with their head to the west, as usually prescribed for Christian burials, but all the burials have
very little gravegoods, and graves and coffins are dug into the ground and placed adjacently
and sometimes on top of each other, which would be unusual for pre-Christian burials. Thus,
the early radiocarbon dates of the burials came as a surprise. One skeleton of a biological
female buried in a coffin (grave H, Ts. 8818) in the prescribed east-west direction, was dated
to cal AD 955-1020. In grave HP2 (Ts. 8809) a male dated to cal AD 995-1110 was buried
on his back with his hands on his chest. No coffin was found, and the direction of the grave is
not recorded in the report. Another early coffin burial, grave A, was oriented east-southeast—
west-northwest, though it contained the skeleton of a female positioned on her right side with
the knees drawn up, a position not usually associated with Christian burials. The coffin wood
was dated to cal AD 985-1165, but this could be due to reuse of old wood, which was
documented for the coffin in grave H. Unit 46 (Ts. 8821) contained the burial of an 8-10
years old child dated to cal AD 980-1025, but specifics of the burial are not given in the
report. The rest of the excavated burials are of later dates, morphologically diverse, and

oriented in various directions (Sellevold 1996).

Studies in other regions suggest that medieval graves and churches did not always have an
east-west direction but could be oriented according to the sunrise on Easter day, the solstices,
the equinoxes and possibly also a range of other factors. However, once a church building was
established, the surrounding burials would normally align with this (Kréuchi 2021; Ridderstad

2013). The excavations at Haug also revealed the foundations of two small houses with
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flagstone floors that have been considered possible remains of small churches related to the
graveyard. The find of a wood plank decorated in animal style has been suggested to be part
of a church bench or other church furnishing (Sandmo 1990; Munch 1991; Sellevold 1996).
The finds cannot be seen as conclusive, but they obviously add to the understanding of the
site. If the building remains are old church or chapel houses, the variation in orientation of the
graves at Haug could suggest that these are from a time before the building of a church house.
Despite these quite ambiguous results, the Haug site is frequently quoted as the oldest
example of Christian burials in northern Norway. In favour of that interpretation, one might
note that early Christian burial sites were likely used by Christian congregations settled in a
wider region, and these may have brought with them various ritual preferences. Despite some
investigations of the morphology of Norse Iron Age grave monuments in the region (e.g.
Holand 1989; Evensen 2003), we have limited knowledge about how the bodies were
positioned in pre-Christian burials, making it difficult to establish if the variation in the
burials at Haug could be related to such previous traditions. The burials may also have been
influenced by Saami burial rituals mixing with early Christian impulses (Sellevold 1996).
This interpretation has been presented for a well-preserved eleventh century burial in the
unusual context of a bog at Skjoldehamn on Andgya, 44 km west of Ervika (Svestad 2021).
The fact that early Christian burial sites and churches would be meeting places for
congregations from a wider region, regularly attracted other activity such as trade and created
Christian footholds for the king in strategic places (Nordeide 2011a, 305, 312-14). Recent
metal detecting finds at Haug may indeed indicate trading activity here in the tenth century

(Krokmyrdal 2021, 22-23), fitting well with this general pattern of early Christian influence.

Discussion

We have limited historical and archaeological sources to the local and regional
Christianization processes in northern Norway, which makes the find of an early eleventh
century Christian runestone in the Trondenes area all the more interesting. We have no way at
present to know exactly where in the landscape this runestone was originally placed, but, in
general, runestones with inscriptions containing the verb for standing, standa, such as the
Ervika inscription, seem to have been deliberately placed in already defined contexts or by
physical installations that would contribute to the cultural structuring of the landscape. Thus,
such runestones tend to emphasize constructed places on the farm property, such as bridges,
roads, burials, and even assembly (thing) sites (Zachrisson 1998, 168-169, 173). Another
effect of raising a runestone with a Christian text may have been to Christianize important
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places in a previously pagan landscape (Lund 2005), or, in this case, a landscape where non-
Christian beliefs and rituals were still actively present. The cross in the Trollsteinen may be
understood the same way. This need to mark parts of the landscape with Christian symbols
can be said to reflect the medieval Christian belief that all matter was literally possessed by
the devil and other evil forces. This could only be expelled through exorcism, i.e. by making
present good counterforces. Still, sacredness was not securely embedded in matter, which
could be profaned again (Nilsson 2021, 56, 59), making this an ongoing battle between good
and evil. The consecration of Christian cemeteries, for instance, was of vital importance to
drive evil spirits away so that the bodies could rest in peace, away from the heathen,
unfaithful and excommunicated. At the same time, this provided the cemetery with the same
legal immunity and privilege as a church (Nilsson 2021, 67). This can perhaps be transferred
to wider landscapes, resulting in a need to physically mark the Christianization of the
surroundings, and thereby marking the inclusion of the inhabitants in a specific social and
legal order, such as the Christianization of the regional law communities previously
associated with the courtyard sites. While silver hoards, as far as we know, were buried
without visible signs overground, the placement of hoards containing Christian symbols in
border areas towards the main Saami settlement area, and more locally in natural or cognitive
liminal zones of the landscape, would also fit with a cosmology where there was a constant
need for protection against the inherent evil of the surroundings.

The variation in the tenth to eleventh centuries burial practices in northern Norway may
reflect a similar ambiguity as well as a power struggle through symbolic material expressions.
It may also be related to the social status of different groups and individuals. The eleventh to
twelfth century cross symbols appear to be related to elite contexts. On the other hand, the
eleventh century pre-Christian burials are known because they are represented by finds of
weapons such as spears and axes, suggesting that these too are related to high-status
individuals. This could reflect a similar tendency as in Denmark, eastern Sweden, and Rus,
with a degree of religious tolerance in the period of Christianization. To some extent this
probably depended on group or individual access to knowledge about the appropriate
Christian rituals. Leaders in society that were supporting and working for the Christian kings
had priests brought in and ritual objects procured for the correct performance of the new faith,
initially in proprietary churches on private farms. Still, Christian ways may have had many
local variations, perhaps especially among those not in contact with priests on a daily basis.
This may be what is expressed in the varied positioning of the dead in the burials at Haug.
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However, Christian expressions among the wider population in northern Norway is difficult to
identify as long as we only have evidence from one limited excavation of a possible early

Christian burial site.

Gender may be another reason for variation. Two of the oldest Christian graves at Haug
contain biologically female individuals, while the eleventh century finds Sjgvold (1974)
believes are remnants of graves consist almost exclusively of weapons, which are usually,
though not exclusively, associated with males (Table 2). The general picture in Norway does
not imply that women were forerunners of the Christian faith, yet this may have been the case
in some areas and social groups. The presence and influence of the Saami is a related
complication in understanding the conversion process in northern Norway. The pre-Christian
beliefs and religious customs of the Norse and the Saami have abundant overlap and have
clearly affected each other (e.g. Mundal 1996, Price 2002, Solli 2003). While Christianization
of the Norse population may have created a more antagonistic relationship with the generally
non-Christian Saami population, there are also indications of some early Christian Saami
individuals and communities (Mundal 2012, Rasmussen 2016). The local and regional
variations in these inter-ethnic and multi-cultural contexts needs to be studied further to reveal
how this influenced the local practices of the new Christian faith in different areas of northern

Norway.

The eastern (-inspired) encolpia and cross symbols found in hoards in northern Norway
indicate an eastern Christian influence that has been little discussed. Byzantine influence in
the Nordic countries has been generally downplayed by researchers (Lind 2012), perhaps
particularly for western Scandinavia, while the impulses from the east have been far more
visible in the Baltic area, including eastern Sweden (Jansson 2005). Northern Norway
stretches as far to the east as to the north, and historical and archaeological sources underline
the constant contact and communication east-west. Yet, eastern influences have mainly been
discussed concerning the Saami population and the Eastern church only concerning the
Christianization of the eastern Saami groups in the sixteenth century (Hansen and Olsen 2014,
316). However, the Russian Orthodox Christianity has been suggested to have been influential
in eastern parts of the Bothnian Bay before the Roman Catholic church was established here,
only being repressed following the Russian-Swedish peace treaty of Néteborg in 1323 (Widén
1964, 17-18, as referenced in Rasmussen 2016, 43-44). The eastern(-inspired) cross symbols
in the hoards in northern Norway are evidently results of early medieval eastward contacts.
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Looking beyond the Saami connection to these areas, they could potentially be the result of
missionary attempts from the Eastern church. Another possibility is that they are the result of
a more individual approach, where representatives for the Northern Norwegian elite adopted
the type of Christianity they were exposed to on travels or through their networks. Perhaps
this was the Christianity they implemented in their early proprietary churches, installing
priests that could perform the rituals they had observed in churches in the east (Lind 2012,
351). This may not have been direct contacts to Russian areas, as very similar content is found
in hoards in eastern Sweden, including encolpia and crosses associated with Byzantium
(Hardh 1996, 150-151; Zachrisson 1998, 210-211, 214-215; Storli 2006b, 187). On the other
hand, eastern (-inspired) encolpia were not necessarily part of a particularly liturgic context,
as encolpia were carried by Byzantine clergy and secular dignitaries alike (Staecker 1999, 59).
Encolpia are fairly common in settlement contexts in North-West Russia (Makarov 2009,
548). In Scandinavia, they occur mainly as single finds or in hoards. The former could be
related to settlements or defined as depositions, depending on the context (Staecker 1999,
Table 4, Spangen 2005, 2010). In any case, the influx of eastern-inspired crosses and cross-
shaped encolpia in northern Norway does hint at contact with Eastern Christianity, whether
directly or through Swedish contacts. The variations in the burials at Haug, Hadsel, could
potentially be related to such influences, since the Eastern Church was less strict in the
ecclesiastical regulation of burial practices than in the Western Church (Lind 2012, 350).

If anything, both historical and archaeological evidence suggests that the eleventh century was
a time of transition. From the evidence available so far, the position of the wealthy is most
visible. It is clear from the sagas that the northern Norwegian chieftains at the turn of the last
millennium were not necessarily opposed to becoming Christians. Taking the Christian faith
would be a prerequisite for maintaining a good relationship with the Christian kings, which
again would ensure the chieftains’ social and economic position in a changed social order. A
runestone like the one from Ervika is likely to have been commissioned by someone of
means, which would fit well with the fact that the elite in this area seems to have allied with
Christian kings at a relatively early stage. This underlines that the conflict between King Olaf
Haraldsson and the Halogaland chieftains was not primarily a religious conflict, but a power
struggle. This is further emphasized by the king’s apparent confiscation of the Trondenes
estate, including Ervika, possible already after the death of Asbjern, and its consequent

transfer to the Church, which is likely to have happened soon after. It would be of importance
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to the king to place a large church institution just here, making a point of the new order of the
world; the power was now with one god and one king (Hansen 2000, 135).

The establishment of a large church at Trondenes may also have served as a counterweight to
the powerful Tore Hund, who resided on the island Bjarkay only 20 km farther north, and any
subsequent leaders of the Bjarkay family. The owners here kept their massive estate through
several phases of opposition to the Norwegian kings in the Middle Ages (Andreassen and
Bratrein 2011). As the name Tore (Thorir) occurs on the runestone from Ervika, it may be
tempting to relate the inscription directly to the saga character Tore Hund, who is described as
the king’s man and thus implicitly a Christian. Presuming Tore was a living historical person,
it appears that he became a more devote Christian with the death of Olaf Haraldsson. Tore
exits the sagas by leaving for a pilgrimage to the Holy land (Holtsmark and Seip 1979b, 131)
and we are not told when, where, or how he died. It is known that runestones were erected in
memory of relatives that went away on raids, trade, or crusade never to come back. If the
commissioner of the stone, Koll, had been known from the sagas as someone close to Tore,
such a connection and motive behind the stone could perhaps have been discussed. However,
the name Koll is not mentioned in the sagas concerning Tore Hund. Tore was a common

name, and thus an association of the runestone with Tore Hund would be pure speculation.

The conversion process of the elite may have been relatively swift, but this does not rule out a
more long-drawn process of general Christianization in the region, with many religious and
cultural impulses shaping the ritual and material expressions over time. Further archaeological

investigations of relevant object and sites are necessary to illuminate this question.

Conclusion

In this article, we have presented and discussed a runestone fragment found in Ervika in
Harstad, northern Norway, in the early 1980s. The eleventh century Christian inscription on
this top part of a larger runestone inspired a wider survey of Christian symbols and burial
customs in northern Norway to explore what we know about the Christianization in this part
of the country. Both runestones and Christian symbols are not surprisingly related to elite
environments, but pre-Christian customs also seem to have been maintained in these milieus
into the tenth and possibly the eleventh century. On the other hand, the great variation in
morphological traits of the tenth and eleventh century graves at a probable early Christian
cemetery at Haug, Hadsel, suggest that the buried individuals were from a variety of
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backgrounds or had a variety of interpretations of the Christian ways. This could be due to the
dual cultural context, as northern Norway was settled by two main ethnic and cultural groups,
the Norse and the Saami or to contacts with eastern Sweden, the Baltics, and today’s
northwest Russia, which brought impulses from Eastern Christianity. Christian objects are
not, however, necessarily indicative of conversion or personal faith, and the material is
somewhat skewed due to the particular find contexts of the crosses and crucifixes we are
aware of so far. More systematic archaeological investigation of medieval Christian burial
grounds and church sites are needed to understand the Christianization of northern Norway.
This should be particularly interesting as we are fast approaching the national celebration of
the millennial anniversary for the battle of Stiklestad in 1030, popularly understood as the
turning point for the Christianization in Norway and largely associated with conflicts with
chieftains in the north and particularly those of the neighbouring estates to Ervika. To
summarize, early medieval northern Norway presents a complex conversion situation that has
not been systematically explored. What appears evident is that the Christian conversion in this
region cannot be understood as a blueprint of the processes farther south.
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