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Preface



When I was invited by James Thin to write the original History of Orkney (published by Mercat Press in 1987) it was a chance not to be missed. Equally welcome was the opportunity to undertake a thorough revision, which appeared as The New History of Orkney in 2001. The title was intended to indicate that it was based on the previous history and generally followed the same framework but was substantially rewritten, containing several new chapters and additional material based on later research. The opportunity has been taken in this reprint to make some further minor changes.


When the 2001 edition appeared I noted that the bibliography contained 171 entries for books and papers which had been published since the publication of the original history (more than a quarter of all entries) and this flow of new work continues unabated. The bibliography now includes some of the more important books and papers which have appeared since 2001. New translations of some primary sources supplement Orkneyinga saga—Ekrem and Mortensen’s Historia Norvegie, Anderson and Gade’s Morkinskinna and Finlay’s Fagrskinna—and recent work in Scandinavian history has been made accessible in English with the appearance of volume 1 of The Cambridge History of Scandinavia. A different window on the past is provided by the rapid development of genetic studies including work by James F. Wilson, although it has to be admitted that historians have not altogether come to grips with the findings of the geneticists. Place-names provide another approach to the same problem of the Pictish-Norse transition, and a good deal has recently been published, including papers by Peder Gammeltoft and books edited by him. Barbara Crawford’s interdisciplinary Papar Project investigates sites associated with the clergy of the pre-Norse church; the first instalment has been published in The Papar in the North Atlantic and more recent developments in the project can be found on a large and informative web-site. A series of books has emerged from a European Union project, ‘Destination Viking-Sagalands’, including Olwyn Owen’s The World of Orkneyinga Saga. An apparently endless stream of Viking-age studies continues.


Barbara Crawford has a long and detailed chapter on the bishopric of Orkney in Steinar Imsen’s handsome volume on the Archbishopric of Trondheim (Nidaros), and a festchrift presented to her (West over Sea, edited by Beverley Ballin Smith et al.) contains a number of papers relevant to Orkney. Other work on the medieval church includes papers on St Magnus by Phelpstead and Thomson, and a full-scale academic study by Antonsson which places Magnus firmly in the context of the medieval cult of saints.


There are also books of a more general nature and with a wider chronological spread. The Orkney Book, edited by Donald Omand, provides a comprehensive survey of Orkney’s prehistory, history, economy and culture, and Stones, Skalds and Saints, edited by Doreen Waugh, contains a series of conference papers on the natural environment, history and literature of the islands.


It is surprising that rather less has been published on the more recent history of the islands, but the hitherto neglected seventeenth century has been illumined by two publications by James Irvine. His Blaeu’s Orkney and Shetland not only prints and comments on Blaeu’s maps, but includes the hitherto unpublished ‘New Chorographic Description of Orkney’, which probably dates from 1644 and is one of the earliest descriptions of the islands. Another useful source is his book The Orkney Poll Taxes of the 1690s, which transcribes the parish-by-parish returns. Sheena Wenham’s book, A More Enterprising Spirit, provides a valuable study of the economy and social life on the eighteenth century Graemeshall estate in the parish of Holm.


Two splendid books on the twentieth century have appeared: Howard Hazell’s The Orcadian Book of the Twentieth Century consists of a large collection of extracts from local newspapers, and it demonstrates what a rich and fascinating source they provide. Virginia Schroder’s Bloody Orkney takes its title from the wartime poem of that name, and it records the memories of servicemen and women. Although they were far from home and living in bleak surroundings, their impressions of Orkney were not invariably as negative as the poem suggests.


Finally, the author has not been altogether idle in his retirement. My book, Orkney: Land and People, to some extent supplements The New History of Orkney, having the same chronological spread but dealing less with earls and sagas and more with the day-to-day life of ordinary folk. It describes farming and settlement through the centuries and examines institutions such as the parish bailie courts and kirk sessions which attempted to control the economic, social and moral affairs of the community.
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Pictish Orkney


Orkney people even in recent centuries preserved a knowledge of the Picts, but it was little more than the name which survived. The Picts of Orkney folklore belonged not so much to the real past as to a magical world inhabited by mermaids, finns and seal-folk. In the course of time it was forgotten that they had been human, and they became thoroughly confused with the trows (trolls) who inhabited the mounds and tumuli which were such a prominent feature of the landscape. Farmers who could make little sense of Bronze-Age sub-peat dykes and field boundaries which were unrelated to the present pattern of arable land, spoke of ‘picky’ (Pictish) dykes, whatever the real age of these structures. These dykes were regularly linked with the supernatural, and along their course were to be found names such as ‘the trow’s buil’ (the troll’s lair).1 Similarly the wild oat grass with which so much of the land was infested until modern times was known as ‘Pight oats’; it grew and ripened fast and was believed to make excellent bread if only it could be cut before ‘the Picts’ threshed it out.2 The same identification of Picts with mythical creatures is found in Shetland where names incorporating ‘Pict’ such as Petester, Pettidale and Pettawater were applied to out-of-the-way places well known to be the abode of trows.3 Another such name is Pickaquoy (‘the Picts’ field’) on the outskirts of Kirkwall, once haunted by ‘Picts’, but now inhabited by keep-fit enthusiasts at the Pickaquoy sports-centre, and the customers of two of Orkney’s largest supermarkets. Nowadays the only ‘little people’ found at Pickaquoy attend Glaitness Primary School.


The belief that the Orkney Picts were different from other races is not recent. Much the same view is found in the Historia Norvegiae, written c.1200 at about the same date as Orkneyinga saga:


These islands were first inhabited by the Picts and Papae. Of these, the one race, the Picts, little exceeded pygmies in stature; they did marvels in the morning and in the evening in building walled towns, but at mid-day they entirely lost all their strength and lurked through fear in little underground houses.4


It can be seen that the author of the Historia had no real knowledge of the Orkney Picts, but was making deductions from what might be described as ‘archaeological evidence’. The remains of a broch such as Gurness with its surrounding settlement must have looked like a ‘walled town’ to Norse settlers who had no similar buildings, and medieval Orcadians must have wondered what had been the purpose of souterrains (underground chambers); it would have seemed logical to deduce from the low entrances to brochs and chambered cairns that ‘the Picts’ had been dwarf-like creatures. The deductions which nowadays we are likely to make from the Historia are rather different: we are likely to conclude that, since by 1200 ideas about the Picts were so wide of the mark, the pre-Norse population had ceased to exist as a distinct group at an early stage of Norse colonisation.
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1. The Broch of Gurness








The same belief that the Picts were an exotic race, altogether more primitive than their neighbours, continues to obscure our understanding of Dark Age Scotland.5 In a sense the Picts were indeed a vanished race, since by 1200 the kingdom of the Picts had long since been incorporated in Alba, and the kingdom of Alba had subsequently evolved into Scotland. The language of the Picts had also vanished, replaced by Norse in Orkney and Shetland, and by Irish Gaelic even in eastern Scotland. The idea that the Picts had been different also stems in part from their name, Picti (‘painted people’) and from the recurring symbols which appear on Pictish sculpture and which defy interpretation. We are now less certain about some of the other supposed features of Pictish society for which they were once regarded as distinctive: it would now be thought doubtful that Picts practised matrilineal succession whereby kingship descended from the mother, although as in other contemporary kingdoms, kingship did not pass from fathers to sons in a regular fashion. Ideas about the language of the Picts have also been revised: their speech may not have been so outlandish as was once supposed, and perhaps it was not greatly different from the language spoken in some other parts of Britain. Modern opinion regards the Picts c.800 AD as ‘a typical north-west European barbarian society with wide connections and parallels’.6


Pictish Orkney is unlikely to have been a poverty-stricken place supporting only a primitive population, as those who sought to explain the replacement of the Picts by the Norse at one time supposed.7 Its fertile boulder clay soils were amenable to cultivation and, by the late Pictish period, scrub-woodland had been removed by upwards of 4,000 years of agriculture. The Picts c.800 AD had a much longer history of agriculture behind them than the period which separates them from the present day. Cultivation was extensive, and the lighter soils and better drained land had long been utilised. In addition to arable land which grew bere on the manured infield and some oats on outfield, there was also good grazing at no great altitude which encouraged a mixed farming economy. Cattle tended to be more important than sheep in most places; other domestic animals included pigs, horses, goats, geese, ducks, dogs and cats, and red deer were hunted both for their meat and for their antlers.8 The absence of timber was a drawback; perhaps it was supplied by coastwise trade, but to some extent the lack of wood was compensated by the availability of excellent building stone and abundant supplies of peat for fuel. The island environment had the advantage that it combined the resources of land, sea and shore, rather than relying on the land alone—diversity is a distinct advantage in a subsistence economy. Fish were larger in size and probably more abundant than today when commercial fishing has depleted the fishing grounds. We know from the Birsay sites that cod, hake, haddock, saithe, pollack, ballan wrasse and conger eels were caught, showing that, in addition to inshore fishing, there was a capability to engage in offshore line fishing. However, at Howe the relative scarcity of the bones of large cod and ling suggests that the shoreline and nearby waters provided plenty of fish without having to take to the open sea.9 The cliffs provided seabirds and their eggs, and the beaches were a source of stranded or driven whales, seals, ‘spoots’ (razor-fish) and limpets both for food and bait.10 Seaweed was available to manure the land, and driftwood was also plentiful as long as North American forests extended to the banks of rivers and the edge of the tidewater. The drowned landscape of low green islands with long lengths of coast, extensive inshore fishing grounds and access to the open sea provided a uniquely attractive environment. Late Pictish Orkney was a comfortable place by Dark Age standards.


The first information about Orkney from classical writers are statements attributed to the Greek voyager Pytheas of Massilia (Marseilles) who claimed to have sailed round the British Isles c.325 BC.11 His book, Concerning the Ocean, is lost, but several ancient authors quote from it, although not always approvingly. Pytheas recorded the place-name ‘Orkas’ which he applied to the north-east extremity of Britain (presumably either Dunnett or Duncansby Head). Pomponius Mela, a Roman geographer writing in the early first century AD, supplies the first record of the place-name ‘Orcades’, and on Ptolemy’s map, compiled from information gathered no later than Agricola’s campaign of 80-84 AD, these names appear again, although two names are recorded for the headland—Tarvedunum and Cape Orkas.12 So the name ‘Orkney’ has an ancestry which stretches back at least as far the brochbuilding period, although it was apparently not confined to the islands north of the Pentland Firth. The ‘Orc’ element has been interpreted as a Celtic place-name meaning ‘a young pig’ or ‘a boar’. It seems to fit into a series of animal names in the north of Scotland including the Caerini (rams) in west Sutherland, Cornavii (horned animals, stags) from Caithness, and the Lugi (possibly ravens) from east Sutherland, while Ptolemy’s Tarvedunum, (‘bull fort’) is a name of the same kind, possibly related to ‘Thurso’ for which a derivation from Thjorsá (‘bull river’) has been suggested.13 Similarly the ‘cats’ of Caithness, although not shown on Ptolemy’s map, belong to the same naming tradition.14 The implication is that the Orc were one of a group of peoples, each identified by a totemistic animal name, which later coalesced into the kingdom or kingdoms which we find in the late Pictish period. Perhaps surprisingly, these totems do not appear on later Pictish stones although the sculptors frequently made use of animal themes.


The various references to Orkney by classical writers are bedevilled by the fact that, as seen by most writers, Orkney lay at the farthest extremity of the British Isles, and so there was always a symbolic value in claiming that Roman rule had been established there or enemies pursued to its shores. This is quite the most significant point to bear in mind when dealing not just with classical references but also with Arthurian legends and even some supposed missionary journeys. Thus the story that an Orkney chief was among those who made submission to the emperor Claudius in 43 AD might be true, but there is a strong suspicion that the account is boasting about the completeness of the emperor’s conquests, which were not in fact complete and are unlikely to have extended to Orkney. Similarly when Agricola’s fleet circumnavigated the north of Scotland in 84 AD, Tacitus (his son-in-law) tells us that Orkney was ‘discovered and subdued’, again claiming, with considerable exaggeration, that Roman rule had been extended to the extremities of Britain. The circumnavigation also gave rise to a local tradition that the fleet landed in Shapinsay, where in the eighteenth century the name of the little croft of Grukalty was ‘corrected’ to ‘Agricola’. A reputed find of Roman coins at this site was used as confirmation of this improbable story.15


[image: Illustration]


2. Woollen Hood. The hood was found in a bog in St Andrews parish in 1867 and has been carbon-dated to between 250 AD and 615 AD.








Although Orkney was well beyond the parts of Britain which the Romans occupied, some measure of political interaction is a possibility. The occurrence of Roman objects is only to be expected, since artefacts are frequently found far beyond the frontiers of the empire in a variety of locations ranging from Iceland to southern India. Finds from some of the brochs include much-prized Samian ware, coins, metal artefacts, jewellery and glassware. Some of these finds are surprisingly early, including fragments of amphorae of a first century date from the Broch of Gurness, and first and second century coins from the Broch of Lingro.16 Perhaps the trade often involved second and third-hand contacts, but there were probably times during the long Roman occupation of southern Britain when links were more direct. The nature of finds indicates an interest in sophisticated Roman fashions and a desire to gain access to Rome’s material culture. The occurrence of luxury items, however, is consistent with periodic looting and gift exchange as well as regular trade, while the relatively small number of Roman artefacts from broch sites and a lack of stylistic influence suggest that Orkney was not greatly Romanised.


While ordinary folk in later centuries lost touch with the real Picts and confused them with supernatural beings, there has also been uncertainty in academic circles about what constitutes a Pict. Gordon Childe’s book on Skara Brae, published as late as 1931, was given the unfortunate sub-title ‘A Pictish Village in Orkney’.17 It would now be considered entirely improper to apply the term ‘Pict’ to the Neolithic period, and the name is now used in a more restricted sense. The name ‘Pict’ first appears in 297 AD as a name used by the Romans as a collective name for the peoples north of the Antonine Wall,18 but it avoids the question of Orkney’s political and linguistic links with mainland Scotland at this time. Orkney is described as ‘islands of the Picts’ in the Bern Chronicle, when it repeats Bede’s account of the ‘annexation’ of Orkney by Claudius. The statement is valueless as evidence that Orkney was Pictish in 43 AD, but it shows that shows that its English author writing c.800 AD found it natural to assume that Orkney was Pictish, and thus provides evidence which can be taken to show that Orkney was part of a mainland Pictish kingdom in the author’s own day.19 Although the Norse at about the same date approached Orkney from the opposite direction, the place-name ‘Pettlandsfjörðr’ (‘Pictland Firth’, Pentland Firth) shows that they too called the inhabitants Picts.20 To the Romans the meaning of the name was obvious—the ‘Picti’ were the ‘painted people’, and one view is that it originated from their custom of tattooing their bodies.


It is not entirely clear which language or languages were spoken in pre-Norse Orkney. The language of the Picts, found from Angus, Fife and Perthshire northwards, was not modern Gaelic but Brittonic or P-Celtic. It was similar to the language once spoken in the Roman province of Britain and was allied to Gaulish. Branches of Brittonic continued to be spoken, not only in Pictland, but also in Strathclyde, Wales, Cumbria, Cornwall and Brittany. Irish Gaelic (Goedelic or Q-Celtic) on the other hand, was the forerunner of modern Gaelic; it had been introduced via the kingdom of Dál Riata (Argyll), and by the late Pictish period it was rapidly replacing Brittonic throughout Pictland. Thus Orkney, presuming that its language was Celtic, is likely to have spoken the Brittonic variety, although in the immediate pre-Norse period some Goedelic influence might be expected (see Chapter 3).


The distribution in modern Scotland of the former Brittonic language is traced through a number of characteristic place-name elements such as pit (Pitlochry), aber (Aberdeen), carden (Cardenden), lanerc (Lanark) and pert (Perth).21 These names are very common in the Pictish heartland and their occurrence corresponds in general terms with the distribution of Pictish sculpture, except in the north and in Orkney where Pictish sculpture is still found but these Brittonic names are missing. The northernmost pit-names are in south-east Sutherland (Pitfour, Pitgrundy, Pittentrail). Because these typically Brittonic names are entirely absent from Orkney, and also because of the great difficulty in making sense of Orkney ogham inscriptions, it was once believed that only upper-class incomers spoke Pictish, and the rest of the population spoke an unknown and more primitive language, perhaps as different from other European languages as Basque.22 However, aber is a river-mouth or confluence, carden is a thicket, lanerc a clearing, and pert is a wood. River-mouths, woods, thickets and clearings are not very common in Orkney, so these Brittonic elements might be absent simply because they are topographically inappropriate—they are not found because they describe features absent from the Orkney landscape. Katherine Forsyth’s re-interpretation of the ogham-inscribed spindle-whorl from Buckquoy reveals that it may be written in Old Irish rather than in an unintelligible non-Celtic Pictish.23 The long-held belief that Orkney Picts spoke a primitive non-Indo-European language is now regarded as unlikely.
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3. Buckquoy Spindle Whorl. Linguistic evidence from modern research suggests that the ogham inscription on this spindle whorl may be written in Old Irish rather than an unknown non-Indo-European language as was at one time believed.








A twelfth century geographical tract, De Situ Albanie, describes the seven divisions of Pictland, which included all of eastern Scotland north of the Forth.24 Each division is described as consisting of two parts, a regio and a subregio, evidently a kingdom and sub-kingdom. What is described is a somewhat theoretical model of client kingship, incorporating the idea that a kingdom ought to comprise the king and his toisech, and that these regional kings in turn stood in a client relationship to a high king. As central kingship strengthened, the former regional kings later appear as ‘mormaers’ (‘great officials’), and it is a matter of debate how much independence some of them retained in the late Pictish period and even into the Viking Age. The De Situ Albanie makes no mention of Orkney; it was written shortly after 1165 and, although some of the information came from the Bishop of Caithness who knew that Caithness had been a Pictish province, there was apparently no longer any memory that Orkney had been a part of Pictland. De Situ Albanie is as ignorant of the Orkney Picts as is Orkneyinga saga and the Historia Norvegiae.


We do know, however, that kings of the kind which De Situ Albanie describes had existed in Orkney, and that they stood in a client relationship to kings on the Pictish mainland. Soon after Columba arrived in Iona he crossed the ‘spine of Britain’ and at or near Inverness he visited the court of King Bridei mac Máelchú (King of the Picts c.555–c.585). We are told that Columba was concerned for the safety of Cormac ua Liatháin, an Irish holy man associated with Iona, who was voyaging in northern waters in search of a hermit retreat. Adomnán’s Life of Columba is a collection of miracles rather than a conventional biography, and for Adomnán the point of the story is to demonstrate that Columba had miraculous foreknowledge of the danger Cormac would face when he arrived in Orkney. We are more likely to be interested in the presence of an unnamed Orkney king at Bridei’s court and the light the story sheds on their relationship. Columba addressed the Pictish king:


Some of our people have recently gone out desiring to find a desert place in the sea which cannot be crossed. Earnestly charge this king (‘regulus’) whose hostages are in your hand that, if after long wanderings our people chance to land in the islands of the Orcades, nothing untoward shall happen to them within his territories.25


The Orkney king is described using the Latin diminutive ‘regulus’ (little king or subject-king) whereas Bridei is called ‘rex potentissimus’ (most powerful king). Bridei was evidently King of Pictland, or at least that part of it which lay north of the Mounth, whereas the Orkney regulus was in a dependent relationship. Bridei held Orkney hostages, and this is sometimes taken as evidence of a hostile relationship, but the holding of hostages was a standard Dark Age precaution which at the less harsh end of the scale was little different from the fostering of the client king’s son at the high king’s court as a means of creating a lifelong bond between foster-father and foster-son. We therefore cannot assume that Bridei had recently conquered Orkney. As the story reaches us, it seems that Bridei could expect to be obeyed, although the Orkney king’s attitude to Christianity appears to have been hostile. We need to remember, however, that Adomnán was writing c.690 AD, and so we might wonder how much he really knew about the relationship of Orkney and Pictland a century and more before he wrote his account. The relationship he describes might well have been more applicable in Adomnán’s own day when, only a few years before, a Pictish king (another Bridei) had indeed conquered Orkney (see below). Over the long period from the fifth to ninth centuries there was a gradual decay of petty kingdoms and the emergence of a stronger central authority able to extend its control over ever wider areas, but how far that process had progressed by Columba’s time is uncertain.


Another contact with Dál Riata or Argyll (the area from which Columba operated) is an expedition against Orkney by Áedán mac Gabráin (King of Dál Riata 574–608) who had been ‘ordained’ king by Columba at the command of an angel.26 Columba was present at a meeting at which Áedán gave up his right to ‘expedition and hosting’ from the Irish part of his kingdom, but retained his ‘tribute and ship-service’.27 It became apparent to what purpose Áedán could put his ship-service when in 580 AD he launched an attack on Orkney. The reason for the campaign is unknown; the Annals of Ulster merely record ‘a campaign in the Orkneys by Áedán mac Gabráin.’28 A repeat of the entry in the following year might be a continuation of the campaign, but is more likely to be a double entry resulting from careless copying. Áedán might have been using his superior sea-power to attack a vulnerable part of Pictish territory, but for all we know he could have been helping the Picts to subdue a rebellious province. His expedition, however, shows that significant contacts were possible along the Hebridean seaways which the Vikings were later to dominate, although Pictish sculpture points to links with eastern Scotland being even stronger.


A century later there is an equally brief record of an expedition against Orkney in 682 AD. The Annals of Tigernach note that ‘the Orkneys were destroyed by Bridei’.29 This was the formidable Bridei mac Bile (king of the Picts 672–693). It has been suggested that the attack on Orkney might be connected with the siege of Dunnottar which was recorded the previous year,30 and that these events consolidated Bridei’s power in the north before his crushing victory at Nechtansmere in 685 AD—the Dark Age Bannockburn —which ended Northumbrian domination of southern Pictland. We are still in the period when we cannot assume that the very limited information which has survived necessarily coincides with events which had the greatest significance at the time. It does, however, seem possible that Bridei mac Bile won more than a temporary victory in Orkney, and that the beginning of a closer political relationship dates from this period. Then in 709 AD the Annals of Ulster record that ‘a war was fought in the Orkneys and in it fell the son of Artabláir’.31 The identity of Artabláir is unknown, but it seems that this entry implies an outside attack either from Pictland or from Dál Riata. Perhaps this war continued, or even completed, the process by which Orkney was integrated with the Pictish kingdom. Closer links with Pictland brought new influences, particularly a strengthened Christian presence, but whether it involved a new ruling class of incomers is unknown. There is some evidence of a more thoroughly Pictish culture, and an incoming aristocracy seemed a likely theory as long as it was believed that two languages were spoken in Orkney, non-Indo-European by the majority and Brittonic by an aristocratic elite, but if that idea is abandoned, there is less reason to suppose there was an influx of mainland Picts. Closer ties could develop within the existing client relationship, and a modification of material culture might also occur. The Pictish high king could probably find compliant members of the royal kinship group in Orkney whose allegiance could be secured by buttressing their position and rewarding their loyalty or, if all else failed, he might threaten to support the claims of competing relatives.


By this date Pictish kings were well capable of exercising authority in Orkney. The wreck of 150 ships in 729 AD at ‘Ros-Cuissine’ (tentatively identified as Troup Head on the Buchan coast) testifies to the surprisingly large number of ships which it was possible to muster on the direct route northwards from eastern Scotland.32 Sculpture often deals with land warfare but it rarely depicts ships, suggesting that seafaring was not of much interest to those who commissioned the carved stones. A representation of a ship does appear on the St Orland’s stone from Cossans in Angus: it has a high-prow and was probably planked and, although it is shown without sails, it may illustrate the type of ship which the Picts used.33 Perhaps they were not so entirely land-based as is sometimes supposed, but in the long run Pictish Orkney was vulnerable to Norwegian penetration because its ships were inferior to those of the invaders.


The incorporation of Orkney into a mainland Pictish kingdom was probably at a relatively late date, but we ought not to think that Pictish culture was imposed from outside as a result of the new political link, or indeed that Orkney had hitherto been peripheral or in any way inferior to Pictland in a cultural sense. A ¾ inch crescent and v-rod inscribed on the bone of an ox from the Broch of Burrian, North Ronaldsay, with an even smaller disc and notch on the reverse side, is an example of the informal, almost casual use of Pictish symbols on everyday objects,34 and similar bone artefacts with the crescent and v-rod and the double disc have been found at Pool, Sanday. A stone bearing the double disc motif was placed face-down in the floor of a building at Pool in a context carbon-dated to the mid-sixth century. It shows the use of typical Pictish symbols well in advance of any likely incorporation of Orkney in a mainland Pictish kingdom.


It has been possible to describe Orkney’s changing relationship to mainland Pictland at least in outline, but the limits of our knowledge are demonstrated by the fact that we do not know for certain the name of a single Orkney Pict. There are several mythical kings such as Belus, Gaius and Gunnas,35 besides the improbable Gunphar who, according to Geoffrey of Monmouth’s romance, accompanied King Arthur on an expedition against Rome. Godbold is only marginally less dubious: he was reputedly killed at the Battle of Hatfield in 633 AD in the company of Edwin of Northumbria whose power, according to William of Malmesbury, extended to the Orkney islands.36 No greater reliance can be put on ‘Niva Mac Oirck, prince of the Orcades’ who, according to the Annals of Clonmacnoise, was among the 7,000 men killed in Ireland in 717 AD.37


Although we do not know the names of any Pictish kings with any certainty, we are fortunate to possess a ‘portrait’ on a slab from the Brough of Birsay, possibly of early eighth century date (Fig.4).38 The slab was at one time over 6 feet high, but is broken into fragments; it bears the common Pictish symbols of the mirror, crescent and v-rod, the elephant-like ‘Pictish beast’ and an eagle, below which a procession of three warriors is shown in low relief. All three warriors wear ankle-length robes, drawn in at the waist. They have square shields (which is unusual), they have a sword in a scabbard on their left side, and they carry spears. The warriors appear in order of seniority: the leader is a commanding figure of regal appearance while the last member of the group is a beardless youth. The leader is distinguished by his elaborate curls possibly with a circlet, his robe is trimmed with a fringe, he carries a larger spear and has a decorative shield. Metal objects from Pictish sites suggest additional details which supplement what we see on the sculpture: silver chapes to protect the tips of leather scabbards, silver and bronze pommels for sword hilts, and bronze spearheads.39 It may be that the Birsay sculpture depicts a ‘regulus’ since Pictish stones have sometimes been thought to record actual events, or the trio might represent heroes from Pictish mythology or figures from an unidentified biblical story. It is reasonable to suppose, however, that the procession shows authentic aristocratic Picts as they wished to be perceived.


In St Mary’s church at Burwick, South Ronaldsay, a rough beach stone has been preserved on which a pair of footprints are carefully engraved (Fig.5).40 The use of stones of this kind in the inauguration of kings is well attested from Ireland and the Hebrides. Stones of this kind were set on a mound and, in a ceremony which was originally pagan and latterly involved Christian clerics, the ancestry of the new king was recited, and he symbolically stepped into the footprints of his ancestors. The best known footprint is cut into the rock near the summit of Dunadd where kings of Dál Riata were inaugurated. The existence of similar stones in an Iron Age context at the Broch of Clickhimin, Shetland and in Caithness, and late medieval descriptions of the inauguration of the Lord of the Isles, suggest a long history of ceremonies of this kind.41
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4. Birsay Warriors. The figures are on a slab from the Brough of Birsay which also contains Pictish symbols. Although the subject of the carving is not known, the slab probably shows aristocratic Picts as they wished to be perceived. (© Crown Copyright. Reproduced courtesy of Historic Scotland).








Since Orkney sculpture, including the Birsay warriors and the symbols which accompany them, is of a kind standard throughout Pictland, it is legitimate to use sculpture from other parts of Pictland to describe the way of life and the values of Pictish aristocrats. It was a society with a passion for warfare and for hunting; the stones regularly represent battle scenes, and they show mettlesome horses, dogs, stags, and all the trappings of the hunt. Warfare and hunting were, of course, universal medieval enthusiasms, but as far as Pictland was concerned the hunt was rooted in the woods and farmland of the Angus and Perthshire countryside, and it is not obvious how hunting translated into insular conditions. Bone remains reveal that red deer were at one stage a surprisingly important source of food at Howe and at Skaill,42 and the survival of deer in Orkney must have involved a degree of management, perhaps by establishing protected hunting reserves in suitable areas such as Hoy. Perhaps, like their Norse successors, Picts took part in annual deer drives in the Caithness Dales whenever hunting was not interrupted by intermittent low-scale warfare. In the nineteenth century an incoming laird, Archer Fortesque of Swanbister, hunted with hounds in the Orphir hills, and no doubt the Pictish aristocracy were also capable of staging somewhat artificial hunts in the Orkney countryside.


When the Norse arrived in Orkney they were entering a Christian country which apparently had a rich and powerful church. Orkney, however, probably did not have a long history of Christianity, and the formal conversion of the islands may even have been as late as the early years of the eighth century —less than a century before the onset of Viking raids. At one time it would have been assumed that Christianity was much older, having first been established by St Ninian’s mission to Orkney and Shetland in the early fifth century.43 The reason for believing that there had been such a mission is the numerous Ninian dedications and place-names—the St Ninian’s chapels in Toab and at Stews in South Ronaldsay, ‘Rinansey’ (supposedly St Ringan’s island or North Ronaldsay),44 and further Ninian dedications in Shetland including St Ninian’s Isle. It is, however, clear that Ninian’s activities (if he existed) were confined to southern Scotland.45 A revival of Ninian’s cult in the twelfth century led to new dedications which laid a false trail and gave rise to mistaken theories about the extent of travels. There must, however, have been occasional Christians in Orkney from Roman times onwards, coexisting with a majority who followed pagan cults, but Christianity made no discernible progress until it received royal support.
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5. The Ladykirk Stone. This stone, preserved in St Mary’s Church, Burwick, has a pair of carefully engraved footprints. Stones of this kind were widely used for the inauguration of kings.








In Adomnán’s account of Columba’s meeting with Bridei mac Máelchú at which the Orkney ‘regulus’ was present, we learn that the Pictish king was willing to provide protection for Christian travellers throughout the area he controlled including Orkney, although it is by no means certain that Bridei or the regulus were converts. We are told that Cormac ua Liatháin did reach Orkney,46 but we ought not to assume that Christianity was introduced as a result of his visit. Cormac was described by Adomnán as having previously founded a monastery,47 but on this visit to Orkney he was not the leader of a mission, but a hermit seeking a place of retreat. We are led to believe that Cormac escaped ‘imminent death’ as a result of Bridei’s intervention, although pagans were not usually so hostile to Christianity.


A glimpse of pre-Norse priests is to be found in the Historia Norvegiae where, having described the pygmy Picts, the author turned his attention to the Papae:


And the Papae have been named from their white robes which they wore like priests; whence priests are all called Papae in the Teutonic tongue. An island is still called after them Papey. But as is observed from their habit and the writings of their books abandoned there, they were Africans adhering to Judaism.48


The author had no better knowledge of the Papae than he had of the Picts, and he believed them to have been a separate ‘race’. Whereas he makes deductions from archaeological evidence when he describes the Picts, his information about the Papae seems to come from the place-name, ‘Papey’, (‘priest-island’, Papa Westray), and from his knowledge that ‘papar’ was a general term for priests. It is interesting to find Ninian-dedications associated with papa-names as at Papil in Yell and at Papey Geo near Wick.49 Presumably both the place-name and the dedication result from an ‘antiquarian’ interest in what the Norse recognised as a pre-Norse Christian site to which they attached a suitable pre-Norse dedication. Viking pirates on their first arrival cannot have had much knowledge of early Christian saints, so perhaps both the papa-name and the dedication date from a time when, or after Christianity was re-established. When the author of the Historia Norvegiae tells us that the Papae were ‘Africans adhering to Judaism’ he simply shows the extent of his ignorance. The story of the books which were found abandoned is unlikely to be true—a book which might have a silver mount was a rare and valuable object not likely to be abandoned except in the most dire emergency. Of course the arrival of Vikings might have been a dire emergency, but the tradition of the abandoned books is more likely to be an echo of Ari’s account in Islendingabók of how the first settlers in Iceland were reputed to have found ‘Irish books, bells and crosiers’ which had been left behind by Irish Papae when their place of retreat was disturbed.50 A fragment of what may have been a highly ornate book mount of an eighth-century date was found at Munkerhouse, Stromness, although there was nothing to suggest that it had been abandoned in dramatic circumstances.51 Hermit settlement of the same kind as was found in Iceland was described by the Irish monk Dicuil in his book Liber de Mensura Orbis Terrarum, written c.825 AD.52 He mentions uninhabited islands which from their description must be Faroe and which had been regularly visited by Irish hermits for about a century until Viking attacks led to the abandonment of their settlements.
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6. Papa-names. Papleyhouse, Eday, and the Steevens of Papy may not be genuine papa-names (H.Marwick Orkney Farm-names, 50, and ‘Place-names of North Ronaldsay’, 57). A further papa-name at one time existed, the unidentified island described by Fordun as the ‘third Papay’.








Adomnán’s account of Cormac’s travels and the presence of hermits in Iceland and Faroe have unduly influenced ideas about the Orkney Papae, especially since Orkney papa-names are identical to Icelandic forms such as Papley and Papyli. It is understandable that scholars lacking a detailed knowledge of Orkney topography have assumed that Orkney papa-names also denoted colonies of hermits. However, Orkney and Shetland with their settled population were rather different from the empty lands to the north. A knowledge of the sites reveals that some of the principal papa-names are applied to important places on good farming land. Papdale, for example, is the site of Kirkwall and is always likely to have been a central place in relation to the rest of Orkney. Several papa-names do show a degree of seclusion insofar as they are relatively small islands—Papa Westray, Papa Stronsay and the unidentified ‘third Papa’ which Fordun includes in his list of Orkney islands.53 Papa Westray and Papa Stronsay, however, are fertile and their inhabitants are not likely to have been restricted to a colony of hermits, nor are hermits likely to have commissioned the sculpture found at several of these sites. Later we find that a surprisingly large number of these papa-names are associated with the earldom family: Earl Rognvald Brusisson had his residence at Kirkwall (Papdale), we find him collecting his Yule malt from Papa Stronsay, it was there that he was killed, and his place of burial was Papa Westray.54 Paplay, now in Holm but once a distinct parish, was another big estate with a papa-name. Paplay is ‘Papa-byli’, the settlement of the Papae, and it lies on well-drained south-facing farmland known for its early crop. We find this estate detached from the earldom c.1099 by King Magnus Barelegs to provide a dowry for St Magnus’s sister (see Chapter 6) and, since she lived in Norway, Paplay became the residence of her mother.55 As late as the fifteenth century Earl William Sinclair was at some trouble to acquire Paplay and re-unite it with the earldom estate after a gap of 350 years.56 We gain the impression that the papa-names were estates of a well endowed Pictish church, and it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that much of this church property was at some point confiscated and found its way into the hands of the Norse earls.


The development of a mutually supportive relationship between kings and the church was a general feature throughout north-west Europe at this time. Royal support brought obvious advantages to the church: it led to mass conversion and to the enforcement of Christian practices; kings endowed the church with the land which made it rich and influential, and they provided the protection a property-owning church required. There were equal advantages for the king: his power was sanctified by divine authority and by belief systems which were supportive of his government; he might use the church to bring his kingdom into contact with the wider British and European communities, and a richly endowed church also provided careers and a comfortable life-style for junior members of the royal dynasty whose literacy made them useful supporters of royal power. An alliance of church and state may also have been a particularly effective way of extending the secular rule of mainland Pictland into areas ripe for conversion such as Orkney.57 The Papae and their landed estates were the products of this kind of church—they were the very antithesis of hermits.


King Nechtán mac Derile (King of the Picts c.706-724 and 728-9) encouraged the institutionally stronger Roman church in Pictland, most famously when c.715 AD he sent messengers to Abbot Ceolfrith in Northumbria seeking advice on conforming the Pictish church to Roman observance. Nechtán’s reforms are elaborated in the legend of St Boniface who is reputed to have arrived from Northumbria with seven bishops (symbolically one for each of the Pictish provinces) and to have built 150 churches.58 This ‘Boniface’ is not the same person as the better known St Boniface of Crediton who carried Christianity to Germany. It is presumably the Pictish Boniface who is commemorated by the Boniface dedication in Papa Westray. To further complicate matters, this Pictish Boniface seems to be the same person as Curitan who is associated with Rosemarkie.59 Whereas the Boniface legend emphasises the Northumbrian link, it has been suggested that his alter ego, Curitan, actually belonged to a pro-Roman faction within the Columban church, and that direct Northumbrian influence on the organisation of the church in the north of Scotland was limited.60


Northumbrian contacts with Orkney are illustrated by the two eagles, the symbol of the evangelist John, one from the Knowe of Burrian, Harray, and the other from a gospel fragment known as Corpus Christi 197b (Figs.7 and 8). The similarities are so great that it is obvious that the Birsay sculpture and the manuscript were executed from a common pattern. Yet on close examination the Orkney sculpture is in several respects the better version. Influences need not necessarily be all in the one direction, so perhaps the gospel was produced at a Northumbrian centre which was receptive to Pictish art.61 The important point, however, is that the eagles show that Orkney had a direct contact with the area which was then the very heartland of progressive Christianity. On the other hand, Christian influences are unlikely to have been exclusively Northumbrian: if the inscription on the spindle-whorl from Buckquoy is Old Irish, it points to an Irish ecclesiastical connection since only a cleric was likely to be able to write. The inscription, however, is on a very portable object and so, although the Irish connection remains valid, the Irish-speaking cleric was not necessarily in Orkney.
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7 and 8. Eagles. The similarities of the eagles from the Knowe of Burrian and from the manuscript gospel fragment (Corpus Christi 197b) suggest that they were executed from a common pattern. This provides evidence of Northumbrian contacts, yet in some respects the Orkney eagle is the better version, for example in the way the legs are depicted.








The theory that the many Orkney dedications to St Peter are a proto-parochial system associated with these changes has been proposed by Raymond Lamb (Fig.9).62 The Peter-dedication, of course, emphasises the connection with the Roman church, and we know that this dedication was used at Egglespethir (‘Peter-church’), the stone church built near Restenneth in Angus at Nechtán’s request by architects sent from Northumbria. A cluster of Peter-dedications is also found near Rosemarkie with which Boniface-Curitan was reputedly associated. In support of the idea that Peterkirks form a contemporaneous network, Lamb sees the distribution as relating to districts a good deal larger than the present parishes; he believes that many are locally known as ‘kirks’ rather than chapels, although only a few eventually became parish churches.63 Another relevant feature is that several of them occupy broch sites, suggesting that secular centres of power were converted to religious purposes and used to endow the church. One Peterkirk for which Pictish origins are particularly convincing is St Peter’s, the parish church for the north parish of South Ronaldsay. It occupies a site on sandy land close to the shore, as do many early Orkney churches, and it lies within the extensive and fertile district of Paplay. Furthermore a slab at one time built into the sill of a window is incised with the crescent and v-rod and the mirror symbols.64 Thus the Peter-dedication is found within a district with a papa-name and in association with finds of characteristic Pictish sculpture. Lamb’s persuasive Peterkirk theory, however, needs to be treated with a degree of caution, and the way he further elaborates his scheme to pinpoint the actual circumstances of Orkney’s official conversion at the hands of the Northumbrian emissary, Ecgbert, is imaginative reconstruction—not necessarily wrong, but venturing beyond the provable facts.65
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9. Peterkirks. Dedications to St Peter. This distribution has been interpreted as an eighth-century proto-parochial system.








A good reason for believing that the dedication on Papa Westray is to Boniface/Curitan (rather than the better-known St Boniface of Crediton) is the dedication to St Tredwell which is found in the same small island. Tredwell (Triduana or Trolla) was a holy virgin who was a member of Boniface’s legendary mission. The dedications cannot be taken as evidence that Boniface/Curitan and Tredwell were active in Orkney but they do show that, either in Pictish times or later, someone wished to add substance to the legend. Tredwell, we are told, attracted the unwelcome attention of a Pictish king who sent messengers to tell her how her beautiful eyes inflamed him; no sooner had Tredwell received the message than she plucked out her eyes, skewered them on a twig and told the king that he could have what he so much admired.66 Tredwell is a native variant of St Lucy of Syracuse of whom the same story is told, and there is nothing in the legend to connect Tredwell to Orkney. However, in addition to her chapel in Papa Westray, there are other dedications in Caithness (Croit-Trolla) and Sutherland (Kintradwell) and there is a Cairntrodlie near Peterhead which mark the spread of her cult northwards. Whereas all knowledge of Boniface faded, the cult of Tredwell continued to be popular long after the passing of the Picts. When Bishop John of Caithness was attacked and blinded by Earl Harald Maddadsson’s men c.1201, his sight was miraculous restored by Tredwell’s intervention (Chapter 8).67 Latter-day Presbyterian ministers in Papa Westray had difficulty in preventing their parishioners from paying their devotions to Tredwell before coming to listen to their sermons.68


St Boniface church in Papa Westray is closely associated with the names Munkerhouse (Monks’ house) and Binnas Kirk (boen-hus, prayer house). Finds from the site include stones inscribed with crosses of a pre-Norse type, and also a fragment of a decorated corner-post shrine.69 Recent rescue investigations of the eroded coastal location revealed a large and complex site, one phase of which involved a change of use of an Iron Age settlement to ecclesiastical purposes. Lamb has suggested that St Boniface church was the seat of a pre-Norse bishop who was installed as a result of the Northumbrian mission to Pictland; he maintained that a bishop’s seat in Papa Westray was not necessarily peripheral, but was conveniently situated on sea routes connecting it to places in Shetland such as Papil in West Burra and St Ninian’s Isle.70 The story of St Findan, if we can believe it, provides possible confirmation that a bishop was found in Papa Westray, or somewhere else in the North Isles of Orkney, in the mid-ninth century (see Chapter 3).
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10. Papil ‘Pony-rider’ Stone. This slab from Papil, West Burra, Shetland, depicts the ‘Papae’, the clergy of the late Pictish church.








Dedications to Laurence can be seen as a variant of the Peter-dedication. Laurence (Archbishop of Canterbury 606-616 AD) was Augustine’s immediate successor and so Laurence-dedications could also be used to demonstrate allegiance to Canterbury and Rome. Laurence came to be known as ‘the Apostle to the Picts’, apparently on no better a basis than that he sent unfriendly letters to native British churches.71 The now ruinous St Laurence church in Burray occupies what is possibly an early site, but the best evidence comes from Papil in West Burra, Shetland, where the Laurence-dedication is combined with the papa-name and with Pictish sculpture of an ecclesiastical nature.72 In the same way that the Birsay warriors provide us with a portrait of Pictish aristocrats, one of the stones from Papil provides a picture of the Papae. It shows a procession making its way to a free-standing cross (of which none have survived). The figures wear ankle-length hooded cloaks of a monkish appearance, they each hold a staff or crook, and they carry a satchel which might have contained a precious book. The leader, perhaps an abbot or bishop, is easily identified since he is mounted on a horse—not one of the prancing Pictish horses which appear on scenes of hunting and warfare, but nonetheless a fine-boned thoroughbred. The monks and their leader are not hermits, but well fed and prosperous clerics, conscious of their dignity. Perhaps the distinction between monastic and missionary settlement is somewhat blurred, and priests and monks live in a single community. The members of this group seem to have a pastoral function in relation to the surrounding populace, and to be travelling out to a recognised preaching station. The spiral decorations might even represent waves, suggesting that the community had crossed the sea on a mission to bring organised Christianity to Shetland.


Closely nucleated villages associated with brochs seem to have flourished in the first and second centuries AD, and excavations at Howe indicate a sizeable community.73 The use of the broch tower at Howe ended in the fourth century and the fortifications were abandoned. Scattered rural settlement always existed in parallel with broch villages and, although settlement on certain broch sites including Howe continued throughout the Pictish period, villages were in decay and there was a reversion to more a dispersed pattern of settlement.


Excavations at Buckquoy (Birsay),74 Pool (Sanday), and at Skaill (Deerness)75 reveal in differing degrees that late Pictish society could sustain a comfortable life-style. At Buckquoy a sequence of Pictish houses span the seventh and early eighth century. The first two successive houses have a cellular plan with small rectilinear cells opening off a central living area. House 4 has a ‘man-shaped’ outline with four chambers in a linear arrangement. The main living chamber had a substantial slab-lined hearth on which peat was burned, and on either side there were wooden benches or sleeping platforms. Buckquoy did not stand alone but was part of a community along the shore of the bay, and it also needs to be interpreted in relation to the Pictish site on what is now the tidal island of the Brough. Buckquoy might be seen as a working part of a manorial estate associated with a royal or aristocratic residence of a kind which was then common in northern Europe. Finds include an inscribed spindle whorl, bone pins, a double-sided comb, a bone spoon and a painted pebble of a type which is widely distributed and is believed to have been used for magical purposes. Good quality Pictish buildings are found at Pool and at Skaill where the building of a prestigious rectilinear house in the late Pictish period was associated with the appearance of a new and relatively fine type of pottery. Peter Gelling, who investigated the site, was impressed by the contrast between the Pictish period and the squalid living conditions of the first Norse settlers on the site —the coming of the Norse in some respects brought a regression in material culture which lasted for the best part of 200 years.


A striking example of the affluence of the upper stratum of Pictish society is to be found in the 28 pieces of ornamented silver found in 1958 at St Ninian’s Isle in Shetland.76 Despite being found on an ecclesiastical site, the treasure appears to be of secular origin and it has been dated to about 800 AD—the very end of the Pictish period. Obvious possibilities are that it was concealed to prevent it falling into the hands of Viking raiders or, alternatively that it was Viking loot, but treasure was concealed as a matter of routine, so we might be mistaken in making a direct connection between the buried treasure and the Viking threat. What may well have been a similar hoard was discovered at the Broch of Burgar in 1840: the items which have now been lost are said to have included a silver vessel, silver combs, pins and brooches, a fragment of a silver chain and a large number of amber beads.77 Moulds discovered in the Pictish horizon on the Brough of Birsay were designed for the production of brooches similar to those found on St Ninian’s Isle,78 so clearly there were metal-working specialists in Orkney capable of producing work of the same design and quality.


It has been possible to build up a reasonably coherent picture of Pictish Orkney, at least in the last century or so of its existence. Orkney was a successful farming-fishing community which already possessed most of the crops, animals and technological skills which characterised pre-modern farming in recent centuries. It was a society dominated by a warlike aristocracy, but it may not have been greatly disturbed by warfare apart from infrequent external attacks. The islands were ruled by a ‘regulus’ who was subservient to the a king in mainland Pictland, although for most of the time he was probably free to act as if he was independent. The affluent elite had a lifestyle with interests which were typical of Dark Age society, such as warfare and hunting, and they possessed surplus wealth which enabled them to command the skills of craftsmen who worked in precious metal, in stone, and presumably in more perishable materials. They lived on landed estates, and their wealth probably also derived from food renders and services exacted from the surrounding community. The church in many ways mirrored this secular society and shared its values, and yet, although it reinforced rather than challenged existing power structures, Christianity no doubt was also an effective means of introducing a more outward-looking and enlightened society. This was the society which now had to meet the onslaught of the Viking invasions.
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Orkneyinga Saga and the Early Jarls


With King Harald Fairhair and the story of his great voyage which established the Orkney earldom, there is a strong sense of a new beginning. We do not know for certain the name of a single Orkney Pict, but events are now illumined by the full light of saga—we have all the detailed stories, the memorable characters, and apparently the very words spoken by the leading protagonists. Yet saga is not always what it seems. Orkneyinga Saga was written in Iceland c.1200 AD, some three hundred years after the date of Harald Fairhair, and it was not well informed about early times. The saga as it has come down to us is a composite document, based on a variety of written and oral sources, and the material was revised on more than one occasion.1 Often the way the story is told reflects both the literary concerns of the writers and the political biases of their sources.


Orkneyinga saga begins with three daunting chapters dealing with the mythical ancestry of the earls. These chapters must have deterred many readers who made the very natural mistake of attempting to read the saga from the beginning. The real action begins in Chapter 4 when King Harald hårfagre (‘Fairhair’) sets out to punish Vikings who are using the islands as a base from which to attack Norway. Thus the first Vikings are not Norwegians appearing over the horizon to raid Orkney, but Vikings who were already in the islands and were attacking the homeland. The saga-audience would know who these people were: they would assume that they were petty kings and defeated chiefs who were continuing their resistance after Harald Fairhair had united Norway by his victory at Hafrsfjord. Icelanders believed that many people emigrated on account of Harald’s tyranny, and since they knew that many of their ancestors came from Shetland, Orkney and the Hebrides, they could readily accept that King Harald’s power had extended to these parts. Harald’s voyage was a triumphal progress: we are told that he subdued Shetland, Orkney and the Hebrides, attacked the Isle of Man and annexed land farther ‘west’ than any king of Norway had done since. During the course of this expedition Ivarr, a son of Earl Rognvald of Møre, was killed and in compensation the king gave Rognvald Orkney and Shetland. Rognvald did not intend to remain in the islands, so he passed them to his brother, Sigurd hinn riki (‘the Mighty’) who becomes the first of a line of earls who were to rule the islands for the next six hundred years.2 The great voyage is so thoroughly ingrained in popular and scholarly history, both ancient and modern, that it comes as a bit of a shock to realise that it might not be true.


The kind of information we have from British sources could hardly be more different. In contrast to all the detailed stories of saga, Irish Annals consist of little bullets of information so briefly recorded that it is often difficult to understand the course of events. Annals, however, have the great advantage that they come attached to a date which, if not always entirely accurate, seldom has much margin of error. A typical entry from the Annals of Ulster in 794 AD records ‘the devastation of all the islands of Britain by the gentiles’3 (heathen Scandinavians). Other entries point to a sudden onset of raiding about that time. There are records from the same decade of attacks on Rathlin, Skye, Iona and Ulster,4 but there is no mention of Orkney about which the Irish were less well informed and not much concerned. Harald Fairhair’s expedition is much later. Saga seldom contains dates, and it struggles even with such key events as the Battle of Hafrsfjord, but we know that the great battle took place at some date between 880 AD and 900 AD.5 Harald Fairhair’s voyage to Orkney, if it was a real event, was after Hafrsfjord, and so there is a century of Viking activity in the British Isles about which Orkneyinga saga is silent.


To some extent the gap can be filled by other sagas. Eyrbyggia saga contains the same story of a great expedition to punish Vikings who were raiding Norway, but instead of King Harald, it is Ketil flat-nefr (‘Flatnose’) who led the expedition. Ketil was put in command by King Harald and he succeeded in conquering the Hebrides, but apparently as a personal domain, since it was reported that ‘he was not doing much to bring the islands under King Harald’s rule’.6 In Laxdæla saga we again find Ketil Flatnose, but this time he is on the other side—he is now one of the chiefs fleeing from King Harald’s tyranny.7 Yet another account found in Landnámabók attempts to make sense of these conflicting traditions: it describes King Harald’s voyage of conquest in terms which echo Orkneyinga saga’s account, but we are told that as soon as King Harald returned to Norway, Vikings, Scots and Irishmen swarmed into the Hebrides, and so a second expedition led by Ketil Flatnose was sent to reconquer the islands.8 However, there are problems with the chronology of all of these accounts: Sigurd the Mighty, the first Orkney earl, fought a war allied to Thorstein Óláfsson rauda (‘the Red’), an adult grandson of Ketil,9 and so it seems that Ketil’s activities in the Hebrides actually belong to a period a good deal earlier than the founding of the Orkney earldom as described by Orkneyinga saga.


The main problem about accepting King Harald’s great voyage as a real historical event is that we read about it only in Icelandic sources of a much later date. If we go to contemporary records in Ireland, England and Scotland we find no mention of this great voyage, although we do find accounts of other royal fleets. The sporadic raids of the 790s had by the mid-ninth century turned into major expeditions of conquest. We are told of ‘a great and vast royal fleet’ led by ‘Tuirgéis’ which came to the north of Ireland (c.838 x 845 AD),10 and in 849 AD a naval expedition of 140 ships led by ‘the King of the Foreigners’ came to take control over the Scandinavians who were already in Ireland.11 These expeditions have more than a passing similarity to the events described in Orkneyinga saga, although they were a generation earlier than the first possible date for King Harald’s great voyage. It is possible, however, that fleets of this size were raised in the Hebrides and Ireland rather than brought across the North Sea. Warfare on a scale which could sustain a prolonged siege of Dumbarton, and which could bring about the temporary submission of southern Pictland, points to the power of Norse kings based in Ireland and western Scotland.12 The relationship of these ninth century rulers to Orkney and Shetland is largely conjecture, although Orkneyinga saga believed that it was with Orkney assistance that they had conquered much of Scotland.13


There were, however, implications for Orkney even in the earliest phase of raiding in the Hebrides. Orkney was the landfall after the crossing of the North Sea and it was the launching point for the equally exposed voyage round Cape Wrath into the Minch. There must have been many occasions when ships experienced delay while waiting for weather, provisions were needed, allies and reinforcements might be found, and those caught late on the voyage home might be forced to over-winter. It is possible that the onset of raiding in the 790s was made possible by the acquisition of an Orkney base. By the time large royal fleets are recorded in Ireland in the mid-ninth century, Orkney must have been thoroughly under Norse control.


When we look to Irish Annals in the period 880-900 AD for confirmation of Harald’s voyage of conquest, we draw a complete blank. It seems impossible that a major expedition could date from this period. The one piece of contemporary evidence which seems to support the voyage is Norse: a verse in Thorbjorn Hornklove’s Glymsdrapa refers obliquely to Harald’s victory over Scots. It is, however, by no means certain that this victory was during the course of Harald’s expedition as described in Orkneyinga saga. Snorri Sturlasson offers contradictory opinions: in King Harald’s saga he quotes the verse to support the great voyage,14 but in St Olaf’s saga he takes the verse to refer to Harald’s plundering of Scots at a later date after he had made peace with Torf Einar.15 Haakon Shetelig noted that another poem, also by Thorbjorn Hornklove, which describes the Battle of Hafrsfjord, tells us that Scottish-Irish ‘spears’ were among Harald’s enemies, and so the victory over the Scots commemorated in Glymsdrapa might have been at Hafrsfjord rather than in Scotland.16 Another possible occasion when Harald might have encountered Scots is a Viking attack on Dunnottar which is around the right date (889 x 900 AD) but about which no details are known.17 Thus we cannot be sure that Glymsdrapa, despite its mention of Scots, refers to the great voyage. On the contrary, it seems more likely that the story of the voyage is a historical deduction or a fictional account which has been reconstructed from this and other verses.


One strand of opinion is that Harald’s expedition is entirely apocryphal, the story being shaped by Icelandic prejudices and modelled on the later voyages of King Magnus Barelegs (1098 and 1102).18 There are certainly numerous points of contact with Magnus Barelegs’ expeditions (see Chapter 6). Both King Harald and King Magnus made two voyages to the west; they campaigned in much the same regions, and the claim is made in their respective sagas that they subjected to their rule a wider area than any other Norwegian king;19 both conquered Orkney, and both established a new regime with someone named Sigurd in charge; both expeditions resulted in the death of an important person (Ivarr and Kali), and on both occasions a relative received generous compensation which had far-reaching consequences for the government of the islands. It seems possible that the saga-writer knew little or nothing about Harald Fairhair’s expedition but lifted an ‘off-the-peg’ account which he used as a historical template for the great voyage. This is further suggested by other Magnus Barelegs parallels in the early part of the saga: the mythical genealogy in Orkneyinga saga describes how the sons of the eponymous Nor divided Norway into two parts, the islands and the mainland, in the same way as the west coast of Scotland was divided by Magnus Barelegs’ 1098 treaty with Scotland. The myth even includes the annexation of a peninsula when a ship is dragged across an isthmus with the legendary sea-king at the tiller, in the same way that Magnus was reputed to have claimed Kintyre.20 It seems that the saga-author had King Magnus much in mind when he wrote these early chapters.


The story of the great voyage was politically useful to Norway because King Harald’s expedition could be used as a quasi-historical basis for asserting Norway’s sovereignty. In 1021 we find King Olaf using the myth for that purpose: Olaf maintained that the first earls had been placed in the islands by King Harald Fairhair, and so their successors held the islands i lén (as an administrative fief from the king) rather than by hereditary right (see Chapter 5).21 Whether or not these arguments were actually used as early as this occasion is uncertain, but the myth was even more relevant at the time the saga was written (c.1200) when the relationship between king and earl was being redefined. In 1195 Earl Harald Maddadsson was forced to make abject submission after Orkney’s ill-judged intervention in Norway’s civil wars ended in defeat at the Battle of Florevåg (see Chapter 8). King Sverre, who had threatened to make another ‘great voyage’ to punish Orkney, dictated terms which detached Shetland from the earldom and imposed strict controls on Harald Maddadsson’s Orkney.22 It is common practice to justify arrangements which are in fact innovations by searching for historical precedents: the expedition of Magnus Barelegs had imposed direct royal control, and the fostering of a belief that there had been similar voyages by King Harald Fairhair in the remote past served the purpose of establishing a claim that the earldom of Orkney and the Kingdom of Man and the Hebrides had been integral parts of the king’s possessions ever since the very creation of the kingdom of Norway. The way in which this argument is put into the mouth of St Olaf adds the extra authority of Norway’s warrior king and patron saint. Thus the story of King Harald’s voyage may or may not be based on an ancient legend, but it seems likely that these supposed events had received a good deal of publicity in 1195—only a year or two before the saga-writer wrote his account.


With no details of the conquest of Orkney, nor any mention of its previous inhabitants, the saga plunges straight into a campaign fought in the north of Scotland by Sigurd the Mighty in alliance with Thorstein the Red, grandson of Ketil Flatnose. Their opponent was a fearsome Pict named Maelbrigte Tusk, so called because of a large protruding tooth. It had been agreed that both sides were to meet on an appointed day with 40 men, but Sigurd suspected treachery so he brought 80 men, mounted two to a horse. When Maelbrigte saw two feet on each side of every horse he knew that he had been betrayed, but he was to have posthumous revenge. Sigurd cut off Maelbrigte’s head and was riding home in high spirits with the head dangling from his saddle-bow when he grazed his leg on the ‘tusk’ and as a result contracted blood-poisoning and died.23


Set-piece battles are commoner in legend than in reality, and it would be a mistake to take Sigurd’s encounter with Maelbrigte too literally. The story, however, relates to the beginnings of a prolonged struggle between native and Norse in the north of Scotland. The name Máel Brigte was later current in the family of the Mormaers of Moray (see Fig.22) whose power-centre was somewhere in the vicinity of Inverness. The author of Orkneyinga saga believed that the conflict was in this area: we are told that Sigurd had a fort somewhere well south into the Moray Firth, and that his place of burial was at Ekkjalsbakki, the Dornoch Firth. The farm of Cyderhall near Dornoch appears in the thirteenth century as Syvardhoch (‘Sigurd’s mound’) and so the place-name appears to provide unexpected confirmation of this part of the saga’s account.24


Sigurd the Mighty was succeeded by his son, Guthorm, who ruled for one winter and died childless. Then Hallad, son of Rognvald of Møre, was sent to rule the islands, but he proved powerless to control Danish Vikings who plundered Orkney and the coast of Caithness, so he gave up the title of ‘jarl’ and returned to Norway, ‘which everyone thought was a huge joke’.25 The saga tells how, back in Norway, Rognvald gathered his sons in a family conference to discuss what was to be done. The sons one by one step forward to ask Rognvald if it is his will that they should go to Orkney;26 one by one Rognvald foretells their greater destiny: Thorir will succeed his father as earl in Møre, Hrollaug will emigrate to Iceland where he will be the ancestor of distinguished families, and Hrolf, who is unaccountably absent in Orkneyinga saga’s account but present according to Landnámabók,27 is destined to conquer Normandy and become the ancestor of the Kings of England. The outcome is a decision to send Torf Einar, Rognvald’s youngest slave-born son. There was no love lost between father and son: Rognvald tells Einar, ‘I don’t expect you to succeed because all your mother’s people were thralls, so the further you go and the longer you stay, the better I’ll be pleased’. Einar is given a single ship (in contrast to the great fleet with which King Harald had invaded) yet, despite his limited resources, he immediately defeats the Danish vikings, Kalf Skurfa (‘Scurvy’) and Thórir Tréskegg (‘Treebeard’) and takes possession of the islands.
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11. Early Norse Earls of Orkney, c.900 AD to c.1065. Earls of Orkney are shown in bold.








Of course, telling the future is not very difficult if you are writing 300 years after the event when everybody knows that important families in Iceland, England and Orkney trace their descent from these people. It is, however, interesting to see the way in which the story is told. It is a common theme in folk tales that brothers are set a difficult task, and that it is the despised youngest son who succeeds where the proud elder brothers fail. When the youngest son is rejected by his father, you know that he is the hero—he is the one who will kill the dragon and marry the princess or whatever the story requires. It shows how saga sometimes makes use of folk-tale motifs which impose their own conventional form on actual events.


There are, however, considerations more important than folk-tale motifs which shape the way the story is told. Orkneyinga saga is the Jarlasaga, the saga of the earls, and, since the earls are the subject matter, the saga-writer is at pains to establish their status from the outset. This is his main purpose in these early chapters. He is particularly concerned to establish the status of Einar; previous earls, Sigurd the Mighty, Guthorm and Hallad, were a dynastic dead-end, whereas all the earls who follow are in Arnór’s phrase ‘Torf-Einar’s kin’.28 The saga-writer establishes the status of Einar in two rather different ways:


• He takes every opportunity to emphasise that the Møre family are proper ‘earls’, legally established in Orkney by King Harald Fairhair, the greatest of early Norwegian kings.


• He depicts Torf Einar as a self-made man, succeeding by his own efforts, owing nothing to anyone, and in some respects capable of dealing with King Harald Fairhair as an equal.


There is bound to be difficulty in combining these contradictory themes of dependence and independence, although they are neatly combined in Einar himself. Royal houses often trace their descent, not just from gods, but also from giantesses—the mythic model requires the prototype king to be the descendant of social opposites.29 It can be seen how these opposites operate in the case of Torf Einar: his father’s ancestry provides a right to rule and confers legitimacy notwithstanding his illegitimate birth, whereas his mother’s forebears, because they were unfree, provide him with freedom to carve out a self-made career and break free from the constraints of a dependent relationship to Harald Fairhair. We have already seen some aspects of Einar’s self-made image: his mother’s people are thralls, he is rejected by his father who apparently has little regard for Orkney, and he succeeds in the conquest of the islands without much help from anyone.


Yet the saga is as much concerned with legality as it is with this self-made theme. We have seen how, according to the saga, the earldom was established in grand style by King Harald Fairhair who personally arrives in Orkney with his fleet. The same concern for legality is found whenever a new earl is appointed: when Harald was about to return to Norway at the close of his great voyage ‘he gave Sigurd the title of earl’;30 when Hallad was sent from Norway ‘King Harald gave him the title of earl’31 and, in the case of Torf Einar, ‘Harald gave him the title of earl’.32 Step by step the saga is careful to tell us that each earl’s title derives from King Harald Fairhair.


Although the primary purpose of the source which the saga-author was using was to assert the dominion of the Norwegian kings over the Orkney earls, he was also able to use the myth of the great voyage in a way which reflected favourably on the earls. An account which provided such impeccably respectable origins for the Orkney earls was useful because not everyone necessarily agreed. The Historia Norvegiae, written about the same date as the saga, described how the Picts and Papae were exterminated by Viking attacks:


…certain pirates, of the family of the most vigorous prince Ronald, set out with a great fleet, and crossed the Solundic Sea (the North Sea) and stripped these races of their ancient settlements, destroying them wholly, and subduing the islands to themselves.33


In this account we again find memories of the ‘great fleet’ and we find the Møre family, but King Harald Fairhair is missing. The Historia is not particularly interested in the status of the rulers of Orkney, so they are not dignified by the title of ‘earl’ but dismissed as ‘certain pirates’. The Historia is less partisan than the saga and for that reason its account might be preferred, although, with its fabulous description of the Picts and Papae (Chapter 1), it is not necessarily better informed about the early Viking period.


Because the saga wishes to give a central place to the establishment of the Møre earldom, and particularly to Torf Einar, other traditions which were current about early Orkney history are ignored. We might even describe these traditions as deliberately written out of the saga in order that the establishment of the earldom becomes the beginning of the story. Thus the ninth century Viking raids and the wars which are well documented in Irish Annals are omitted, and there is only the briefest of mentions of the conquests of Ketil Flatnose and Thorstein the Red. Nor does the saga find a place for Ragnar Loðbrók (‘Hairy-breeks’) although there is compelling evidence that he was well known in Orkney at the time the saga-writer was collecting his information. We find Ragnar, not only in Saxo Grammaticus,34 but also in Háttalykill, the twelfth century poem of which Earl Rognvald Kolsson (St Rognvald) is believed to be joint author, and in Krákumal which may also be the work of an Orkney poet.35 The twelfth century inscription which says of Maeshowe that ‘this mound was built before Loðbrók’36 seems to equate Ragnar, rather than Harald Fairhair, with the beginnings of Norse times. In the Irish Duald Mac-Firbis Fragment, which because it mentions an eclipse can date the events it describes to 865 AD (i.e. before Harald Fairhair), a certain ‘Rognvald’, reputedly the son of Halfdan the Black, King of Norway, remained in Orkney while his older sons made a slave-raid to Spain and North Africa.37 It has been suggested that this ‘Rognvald’ might be equated with Ragnar Loðbrók or even with Rognvald of Møre. One theory is that the ‘certain pirates of the family of Rognvald of Møre’ to whom the Historia Norvegia refers, were already established in the islands before the time of King Harald Fairhair, making it easy for King Harald to grant them what they already possessed.38 Thus there was a corpus of legend, admittedly of a dubious nature, some of which was current in Orkney when the saga-author was gathering his material, but which he chose not to use because he wanted to make the foundation of the earldom the beginning of his story.


The status of the earls is also the main concern of the first three chapters of Orkneyinga saga which describe their ancestry. Genealogy in saga-times has been described as ‘an imaginative art’39 whereby some choice of ancestors was usually possible. We certainly ought not to put much reliance on the factual accuracy of this genealogy beyond the most recent generations. There is a natural temptation to dismiss these chapters as being of no real value, and yet it is interesting to see the kind of ancestors which were provided for the Orkney earls. We do not know if this genealogy was devised by the saga-author, but the ancestors are so well suited to his purpose that we may suspect that he shaped the genealogy, even if it is not entirely his own invention. It would have been easy to have provided a prestigious ancestry by linking the earls to the royal families of Scandinavia, or perhaps tracing their descent from Odin. Instead the forebears of the earls are to be found in the elemental forces of the far north, the Sea, the North Wind, Flame, Frost and Snow. It is a genealogy which serves the purpose of establishing the earls as belonging to an ancient, magical family with a natural right to rule in the northern world. It is, however, a family which exists independently of the royal dynasty of Norway, rather than merely as a junior branch.40 The genealogy is definitely part of the independence theme.


[image: Illustration]


12. Papdale House, Kirkwall. Papdale was the home of Malcolm Laing, the historian, and Samuel Laing, who introduced Norse sagas to the English-speaking world with his translation of Heimskrigla. For a time Robert Scarth, the Agricultural Improver, lived there. More recently Papdale was saved from demolition by Orkney Heritage Society and was the home of the author.








With such an ancestry Torf Einar was well equipped to deal with King Harald Fairhair almost on terms of equality. Back in Norway Einar’s father, Rognvald of Møre, was killed when he was burned in his house by Halfdan Háleggr (‘Longlegs’), the king’s son. Faced with his father’s anger, Halfdan fled to Orkney where he made himself king. Torf Einar was expelled and took temporary refuge in Scotland, but then returned and defeated Halfdan in a sea-battle. As darkness fell, Halfdan leapt overboard and swam ashore. The saga describes how the following morning he was discovered and given by Einar as a sacrifice to Odin by the carving of the ‘blóðörn’ (‘blood-eagle’): Halfdan’s ribs were hacked from his spine, and his lungs drawn out through his back, thus creating a horrifying and bloody caricature of a winged bird. As events unfolded Einar celebrated his victory by reciting a series of sarcastic verses.41


We will return to the blood-eagle in due course, but for the moment we can follow the saga’s account of the dealings between Torf Einar and King Harald Fairhair. Harald strongly disapproved of the burning of Rognvald of Møre who was his friend and ally, but he could not ignore the killing of his own son in such humiliating circumstances. Harald descended on the islands for a second time. The outcome was that Harald came to an accommodation with Einar whereby a fine of 60 gold marks was exacted from the islands. We are told that Einar offered to pay the entire fine personally on condition that the odal (or udal) rights of the bonder (leading farmers) were made over to him. The bonder agreed to this arrangement because ‘the rich ones expected to be able to buy back their rights and the poor ones had no money to pay the fine’.42


This account makes a number of points about Einar’s status: Einar is not defeated in battle even when confronted by the great king; Einar pays the entire fine, and he is wealthy enough to do so apparently without difficulty; indeed by acquiring the odal rights of the bonder, he is able to turn the whole affair to his advantage. When faced with the wrath of the king, Einar acquits himself well. The killing of Halfdan and the subsequent peace-making with King Harald are further parts of the ‘independence’ theme.


The question of the real meaning of these odal rights is difficult, but at one level it is easy to see that the saga-author is comparing Einar’s acquisition of odal rights to what the king was reputed to have done in Norway. According to Harald Fairhair’s saga:


King Harald made this law over all the lands he conquered that all the udal property should belong to him, and that the bonder should pay him land dues for their possessions.43


The Orkneyinga saga is making the point that whatever Harald Fairhair could do in Norway, Torf Einar was powerful enough to do in Orkney. It is a story designed to enhance Torf Einar’s status by likening him to the Norwegian king. The account in Orkneyinga saga (and indeed in King Harald’s saga) has the effect of indirectly suggesting that the king’s authority was less in Orkney than it was in Norway, since it was Torf Einar rather than King Harald who acquired the odal rights. A different version in St Olaf saga is designed to emphasise the Norwegian king’s feudal superiority over Orkney. In St Olaf’s saga we are told that it was King Harald who made Orcadians give up their odal rights and hold their land under oath from him.44


It would be wise not to accept the acquisition of odal rights by Torf Einar (or King Harald) entirely at face value, especially if we take the story to mean that all property-owners were reduced to the status of tenants.45 It seems that the real issues in this early period were not so much the latter-day concepts of tenancy and rent which acquiring odal rights might seem to imply, but the question of how new and extended forms of lordship were to operate in a udal society. An extension of lordship depended on expanding the lord’s ability to command military service, to exact food renders, and to billet fighting men by means of enforced hospitality. In addition to dependants who lived on the earl’s personal lands, there was the larger group of udallers who owned their own farms, but were nevertheless required to accept the earl’s lordship and the obligations which that entailed. It appears that enforced military service outside Orkney was particularly contentious. When Torf Einar’s great-grandson, Earl Sigurd the Stout (not to be confused with Sigurd the Mighty), was hard pressed in Caithness, Orkneymen initially resisted his attempts to compel them to serve outside the islands. The odal rights come into the story once again: we are told that Sigurd ‘gave the Orkneymen their odal rights in return for war-service’.46 Thus the saga would have us believe that odal rights, whatever they might be, were acquired by Torf Einar but returned to the bonder about a century later.


Odal rights, however, may have less to do with these issues than with events nearer to the saga-author’s own time. One source which seems to have been at the writer’s disposal is the argument used c.1137 when Earl Rognvald Kolsson was attempting to levy taxation for the building of St Magnus Cathedral (see Chapter 7).47 The story that earls had acquired rights over the udallers in the remote past seems to be a twelfth century quasi-historical fiction which was used to justify this tax. This useful fiction, however, might have had been constructed from genuine memories of popular resistance to early earls when they attempted to command military service.


It was not enough that Torf Einar was depicted as a great man in his own right, succeeding by his own efforts, and able to deal with Harald Fairhair on something approaching terms of equality—there is more. By means of a series of subtle touches the saga-writer endows Einar with the characteristics of Odin. In doing so, he provides the Orkney earls with a mysterious, archaic and god-like ancestor. Implicit is a comparison between Odin, ‘father of the gods’ and the founder of royal dynasties, and Torf Einar, the ancestor of all the earls who follow.


Some of these ‘Odin-touches’ are fairly obvious, but others are so delicately inserted that they have the quality of a literary puzzle. To the saga-audience the first allusion was not difficult: the saga-writer alerts his readers with a one-sentence description of Torf Einar as ‘a tall man, and ugly, one-eyed, yet of all men the most keen-sighted’.48 This is Odin who was one-eyed, having sacrificed the other in order to gain wisdom. Then in the next chapter we are given a demonstration of Torf Einar’s keen-sightedness despite the loss of an eye. The morning after Halfdan’s defeat, while Einar’s ships are searching for him, it is Einar who personally sees something on the shore of North Ronaldsay, now standing up, now lying down. ‘It’s either a bird or a man’, he says, ‘Let us go and find out’. This vivid description has sometimes been thought to preserve a real knowledge of how, in the flat landscape of the North Isles of Orkney, movement is magnified on the distant horizon. The man is hideously transformed into the bird by the cutting of the blood-eagle, and this again introduces Odin. The saga tells us that Torf Einar ‘gave him to Odin as an offering for victory’. Since the saga has just cast Einar in the persona of Odin, the sacrifice of Halfdan to Odin becomes somewhat complicated: Einar is both the giver and receiver of the sacrifice, rather like Odin in the verse in Hávamál which describes how he hanged himself on the world-tree, ‘dedicated to Odin, given myself to myself’.49 Odin’s sacrifice of himself gave him a knowledge of poetry, and an ability to speak spontaneously in skaldic verse.50 Einar has somewhat similar abilities. The saga would have us believe that, as Halfdan was captured and sacrificed, Einar, in a state of continuous elation, poured forth a series of mocking verses in celebration of his revenge. Skaldic verse is in reality a complicated form of poetry, and is not composed spontaneously by mere mortals.


Einar’s proud half-brother, Thorir the Silent, had not followed a dishonourable course with regard to the killing of their father by Halfdan Longlegs. Thorir had, in fact, acted in a way which was strictly correct. King Harald, was ‘very angry’ when he heard his sons had burned Rognvald and he marched against them. Thorir was given the king’s daughter in marriage as compensation for his father’s death, he was confirmed as earl, and was given his father’s lands. It would have been not just impolitic but ungenerous to reject such freely given compensation. Yet it is the unloved youngest son who emerges with the enhanced reputation. The verses tell us that, while Thorir sits at home ‘silently drinking’, Einar ‘makes din of battle’ and exacts terrible vengeance. Einar, like Odin, has drunk the mead of poetry, and is far from silent.51


The way the saga-writer handles the story of Torf Einar shows something of his methods. He quotes the poetry at length, dividing it into stanzas separated by short prose links which are designed to explain the verses and provide continuity. It is a technique which we see in other parts of the saga when the writer uses poetry as his source. The verses contain factual information which reappear in the prose, but brief phrases in the verses are expanded and sometimes completely altered by the saga-author. These explanatory links are not always successful. For example, the verse which gives us Einar’s nick-name ‘Torf’ tells us nothing more, but in the prose link the name is expanded into the story that Einar was the first to cut peat (‘torf’), which he imported into Orkney from ‘Torfness’ in Scotland. The only point to be taken from this absurd legend relates, not to Torf Einar’s own time, but to the twelfth century, when the saga-writer apparently thought that coastwise trade in a low-cost, bulky cargo such as peat was a real possibility. The author, however, usually had access to sufficient oral tradition to make better sense of the verses, perhaps in the form of a generally accepted interpretation of their meaning—or perhaps no additional information is actually needed. The Torf Einar poetry is not particularly obscure by the standards of skaldic verse: it is obvious that it is the killing of Halfdan, King Harald’s son, which is being described, and those involved are identified by name rather than disguised by difficult kennings.


We can therefore be sceptical about information which does not receive corroboration in the verses. Whereas King Harald’s ‘first’ voyage seems to be political propaganda designed to proclaim the Norwegian king’s dominion over Orkney, the Torf Einar verses may provide a better basis for the ‘second’ voyage to revenge Halfdan. The verses describe the reaction which Einar expects:


Many men coming from different directions, and not low-born, are eager to take my life... Men say that the brave king is a danger to me. I shall not be afraid of that...52


Those ‘not low-born’ must be high-born, so Einar is referring to the expected hostility of Harald Fairhair and his sons. Strictly the verses speak only of Einar’s expectation of an expedition against him, but the expectation is not likely to have been recorded if it had proved groundless. The verses therefore provide an acceptable source for one, but not two expeditions against Orkney, although the extent of King Harald’s personal involvement remains unclear.


A central question is whether the blood-eagle derives from mentions of eagles in the verses or whether the saga-writer had independent information. It is an important question: we want to know whether the blood-eagle was a real event, or whether it is a literary creation. One of the mentions of eagles in the verses reads:


Many men are eager to take my life, but they certainly do not know before they have killed me, who will come under the eagle’s claws.53


We might readily assume that the eagle is mentioned in the verse because the poet, ostensibly Torf Einar himself, is alluding to the blood-eagle. But ‘coming under the eagle’s claws’ is a much-used metaphor for violent death, and it is possible that the poet intended nothing more.54 When the saga-writer was working up his account, it may be that he really did have a tradition that Halfdan was killed by the cutting of the blood-eagle, but another possibility is that the description of the sacrifice in the prose link is simply an imaginative expansion based on the verses.


The blood-eagle, although doubtful as history, serves an important literary purpose. It is, of course, a memorable incident, but its function is more than merely to provide a thrill of horror. To a Christian audience c.1200 with no knowledge of heathen sacrifice, and given the saga’s absence of dates, the barbarity of the blood-eagle fixes Einar in the remote heathen past. Although the saga passes no moral judgement, the incident enhances rather than diminishes Einar’s reputation. Indeed the sacrifice to Odin ‘for victory’ in the opening chapters of the saga presages the success of his descendants. In addition, the saga-writer gives his work a unity by the contrast between the heathen Einar at the beginning of the saga and the saintly Magnus whose martyrdom marks the moral high-point of his story.


What then can we make of the myth of King Harald’s great voyage and the story of Torf Einar? Until comparatively recently these stories were accepted at face-value. After all, when saga is the only source, it is not immediately obvious that we should distrust what it tells us. However, even when we have only a single source, we can still try to handle it critically. The saga’s account was written long after the event, and deals with a period when the relative proportions of myth and history are difficult to determine. The stories rely on skaldic verse from which it is notoriously difficult to create continuous narrative. Folk-tale motifs, historical templates and twelfth century concerns about the relationship between the king of Norway and the earl of Orkney further shape the story. The saga-author is selective in his use of sources, failing to incorporate traditions which did not suit his literary purpose. There are further problems with Torf Einar: no account of his activity outside Orkney has been preserved, and the imprecision of his dates makes it impossible even to speculate about his involvement in wider Viking affairs. Einar emerges from the pages of saga as a memorable figure, ancient, powerful and mysterious—but as a literary figure rather than a real person. The poetry, however, does contain a core content which is probably factual:


Einar belongs to the Møre family; he kills hostile Vikings; he is nicknamed ‘Torf’; he defeats ‘Hafoeta’ who is King Harald’s son; this battle takes place somewhere in ‘the islands’; Einar kills him, and thus avenges his father which Thorir, Hrolf and Hrollaug had failed to do; the death of Halfdan provokes the wrath of King Harald and his sons who are expected to mount a formidable expedition against Einar and may actually do so.


This meagre outline is all we know about Torf Einar. The saga story is a sophisticated literary work designed to provide an appropriate prelude to the more historical sections of the saga by creating suitable origins for the earldom and a fitting ancestor for the earls. The most interesting parts of the story are unsubstantiated by the verses: King Harald’s great voyage of conquest is political propaganda which may or may not have a real basis; the comparisons of Einar to Odin are, of course, entirely literary; the blood-eagle is probably an imaginative construction which gives a completely new meaning to an innocuous mention of eagles in the verses; the story of the odal rights is very likely a twelfth-century legal argument transplanted to what was thought to be an appropriate chronological point. We may conclude that there was a historical Einar, but he needs to be carefully separated out from the literary creation.
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Place-names and the Pictish-Norse Transition


Since Orkneyinga saga tells us nothing about the Picts or how the Norse came to establish themselves in Orkney, place-names play an important part in attempting to understand the settlement process. Place-names studies have often tried to establish the relationship between the Norse and their Pictish predecessors; an investigation of common farm-names has been used to describe how Norse settlement expanded and intensified, and attempts have also been made to identify the regions of West Norway which supplied the original colonists.1


The Norse, whatever their relationship to the previous population, indelibly stamped the islands with many thousands of their own place-names—the whole vocabulary of today’s landscape is unmistakably Norse. The names of the islands generally include the –øy (‘island’) termination as in Westray, Rousay, Sanday, Shapinsay, Flotta, Burray, Gairsay, Egilsay, Fara, Eday, Hoy, Graemsay, Copinsay and Ronaldsay. Hills often incorporate the Norse fjall, now in the form ‘fea’ or ‘fiold’, giving rise to names such as Kierfea and Blochnie Fiold, while valleys usually have a dalr-name (‘dale’). Headlands are ‘nesses’, as in Stromness (the ‘stream’ or ‘tide headland’) and round the coast there are innumerable instances of geo, often a chasm-like inlet where the roof of a cave has collapsed. Larger inlets and bays have the –vik element as in Rackwick, Marwick and Barswick, or else –vágr as in Kirkwall, Walls and Osmundwall. These vágr-names now have a ‘wall’ termination, having suffered a misguided attempt to correct what was perceived to be a dialect pronunciation. Kirkwall was still ‘Kirkwaa’ (Kirk Bay) in 1482-3,2 but by 1490 it had been ‘corrected’ to the more proper-sounding ‘Kirkwall’.3 It is interesting that this change took place well in advance of direct English influence. Other names which have undergone a transformation to Scottish forms are the freshwater features. Thus Heldale Water in Hoy appeared as ‘Heldale Witten’ as late as Johan Blaeu’s Atlas Novus (1654), and subsequently the ‘witten’ (vatn) became ‘water’. Even more commonly the Scots ‘Loch’ was adopted, while the standard stream names are the Burn of … type (Burn of Swartabreck, Burn of Hillside).4


The pioneer of place-name studies was the historian, Per Andreas Munch (1810-1863) whose main interest was the identification of places mentioned in saga as a means to understanding the course of events.5 As a Norwegian visitor to Orkney he found himself in a landscape littered with names which were often identical to those in Norway, the meaning of which was readily apparent to him, although lost to nineteenth-century Orcadians. The Faroese philologist, Jakob Jakobsen, whose work includes the posthumous translation of his two-volume dictionary of the Norn language in Shetland,6 made a number of visits to Orkney between 1905 and 1919. The landscape is so thoroughly Norse that Jakobsen initially believed that hardly any place-names could be traced to any other language.7 However, four years later he changed his mind and produced a list of over 40 Shetland names which he believed contained Celtic elements,8 and Hugh Marwick followed with a list of nearly 30 names from Orkney.9 By the time of Jakobsen’s final visit he had developed an enthusiasm for Celtic names and, in an off-the-cuff remark, he suggested that between 5% and 10% of Orkney place-names were Celtic – a much greater proportion than anyone would now think possible.10 The existence or otherwise of a sub-stratum of Celtic place-names is important to our understanding of the Pictish-Norse transition: if a good number of such names survive then the co-existence of the Pictish and Norse populations is implied, whereas if pre-Norse names are missing, or are few in number, it is more likely that there was a sudden break with the past, probably in violent circumstances. A complication is that Celtic names are not necessarily pre-Norse since they are also capable of having been introduced in the Norse period by Gaelic-speakers from the Hebrides and from Ireland, many of whom might have been thralls. In order to identify whether any names could be positively identified as pre-Norse F.T.Wainwright subjected Orkney’s Celtic place-names to a stringent test: since any name which is, or might be Gaelic is capable of having been introduced in the Norse period, he searched for names which could only be Brittonic and hence could not be late introductions. His ruthless pruning of Jakobsen and Marwick’s lists left one or two names which might be Brittonic, but he concluded that there was not a single name which could beyond doubt be attributed to the Picts.11


Words of Celtic origin also occur in Faroe where there was no previous population from whom any words could have been inherited,12 so the Celtic words which have entered Faroese must have come from Gaelic-speaking thralls, or have been introduced as a result of Norse contacts with the Hebrides and Ireland. Since Orkney had even more frequent contacts, and might have had a bigger thrall-population, it is likely that Orkney’s Celtic place-names are Viking-age borrowings rather than pre-Norse survivals. The most convincing loan-word is airigh (sheiling) which is found as the place-name ‘Airy’ in Sanday, Stronsay and Westray.13 It is likely to reflect the social circumstances in which borrowing occurred: while the Gaelic-speaking thralls were shivering on the sheilings and grazing-places to which they gave airighnames, their masters were warm and snug in a farm with a good Norse name. These Gaelic borrowings, however, are seldom if ever unique to Orkney, but are part of Scandinavian speech throughout the wider North Atlantic area.


Names of large features such as islands are not usually amenable to replacement, and indeed several of the islands do combine the Norse øy, island, with a pre-Norse element. One name of this kind is ‘Orkney’ itself: we have seen that the element ‘Orc’ (possibly ‘pig’) can be traced back to the Roman period; the Norse interpreted the name as orkn, seal, and they added ‘islands’ with the plural definite article producing the form ‘Orknøyene’ (‘the Orc or seal islands’). Shetland has some island names, Yell, Unst and Fetlar, which seems very ancient, possibly even non-Indo-European. Although names of this kind are less obvious in Orkney, there are some island-names for which a Norse derivation is not immediately obvious (Shapinsay, Stronsay and Rinansey or North Ronaldsay). However, the great majority of the islands do have Norse names often of a simple descriptive type: Hoy (high island), Flotta (flat island), Westray (west island) and Sanday (sandy island). As a general rule place-names survive invasion and colonisation—the fact that even major islands were re-named as a result of Norse settlement is an indication of an unusually drastic process.


It is, however, possible that the decay of Brittonic and its replacement by Goedelic in mainland Pictland somehow created a situation whereby place-names in Orkney were unusually susceptible to replacement or translation. There is a note attached to the Ravenna Cosmography which refers to a state of confusion about island names:


Also in the same ocean are thirty-three islands called the Orchades, not all of which are inhabited. Nevertheless we would wish, Christ willing, to name them, but because of the confusion resulting from this land being controlled by differing peoples who, according to the barbarian fashion, call the same islands by differing names, we leave their names unlisted.14


The Ravenna Cosmography was able to record the names of 27 islands in the Hebrides, so it seems that the problem was not simply remoteness and a lack of information but something more specific to Orkney. Unfortunately we do not know which languages were causing confusion: the Ravenna Cosmography was compiled in the late seventh or early eighth century, so the competing languages ought to be Brittonic and Goedelic (or even Brittonic and the supposed non-Indo-European language). However, it seems quite possible that the note is a later addition, and refers to the Norse period when a wholesale replacement of earlier names was taking place.15


The completeness of Norse naming led F.T.Wainwright in his Northern Isles (1962) to describe the Picts as ‘overwhelmed politically, linguistically, culturally and socially’.16 As a description of the end result, Wainwright’s phrase could not be better. Yet ‘overwhelmed’ is a very comprehensive term which can be used to disguise our ignorance of what actually happened. On the one hand ‘overwhelmed’ might mean widespread slaughter, enslavement, and the flight of survivors to mainland Scotland; on the other hand, it might describe an altogether more peaceful process brought about by intermarriage and the disappearance of the Pictish identity under the sheer weight of Norse immigration. Various permutations of the ‘War Theory’ and the ‘Peace Theory’ dominate the debate about the relationship between the Picts and the Norse.17


The view that Norse settlement was relatively peaceful received a boost from the publication of A.W.Brøgger’s Ancient Emigrants (1929). Brøgger believed that Norse settlers were ordinary peasant farmers in search of new land rather than Vikings intent on piracy. He pictured the colonists stepping ashore into ‘a veritable museum’, full of the monuments of a vanished race. He imagined that the Picts were a much-reduced remnant of the brochbuilders and, by using adjectives such as ‘aboriginal’ and ‘primitive’, he created the impression that they were no great impediment to Norse settlement. He even made the astonishing claim that ‘the relation between Celtic and Norse populations in the northern Scottish islands was much the same as in the Faroes and Iceland’.18 Of course it was absurd to compare Orkney which had a settled population to lands which were devoid of permanent inhabitants when the Norse arrived, and where the only people were hermits. A better knowledge of Pictish Orkney makes it out of the question that Norse settlers occupied the islands simply by default. Brøgger’s book is now outdated, but at the time it was much admired and among others it influenced Hugh Marwick. Marwick did not agree with Brøgger’s proposed chronology of farm-names, and he was not so dismissive of the Orkney Picts, but he nevertheless was able to envisage settlement proceeding as in Iceland by a series of ‘landtakes’ which took place without reference to the previous inhabitants much in the way that Brøgger had imagined.19


A different kind of ‘Peace Theory’—and one not quite so peaceful— resulted from the appearance of Peter Sawyer’s book, The Age of the Vikings (first published in 1962). Sawyer proposed that, despite the high frequency of Danish place-names in the north of England, the conquest of Danelaw was actually accomplished by relatively small war-bands rather than by the massive influx of new colonists which had previously been envisaged.20 Orkney was virtually ignored in Sawyer’s book, but his views were enormously influential, and created the expectation that Scandinavian settlement in Orkney would similarly have been undertaken by incomers who imposed themselves on subservient natives who might continue to form the majority of the population. Brian Smith has pointed out that Sawyer’s approach was particularly congenial to archaeologists because it came at a time when they were turning away from the old-fashioned view that cultural changes necessarily imply invasions and the arrival of entirely new populations.21 Yet major movements of population did take place in the Viking Age when Iceland and Faroe were settled, and so mass immigration as in Iceland, rather than domination by an elite as postulated for Danelaw, is a possible model for the settlement of Orkney.
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13. Stanley Cursiter and Hugh Marwick. Stanley Cursiter (1887–1976), Queen’s Limner for Scotland, at work on a portrait of Hugh Marwick (1881–1965), an authority on Orkney’s language and place-names.








A key archaeological site for understanding the relationship between the Picts and the Norse is Buckquoy, Birsay, where the Pictish houses were described in Chapter 1. Finds from a later phase include a number of bone pins, two combs and fragments of pottery of native manufacture within houses which, from their shape, appeared to be Norse. Anna Ritchie, who excavated the site, interpreted this evidence as indicating that ‘some form of social integration between Pict and Norseman existed at least in the ninth century and possibly into the tenth century’.22 Similar native artefacts have been found nearby on the Brough, and there are also Norse houses built in succession to Pictish settlements at Skaill (Deerness),23 Pool (Sanday),24 and Scatness (Shetland).25 The current orthodoxy is that is that ‘a period of overlap —first indicated at Buckquoy—is the norm’.26 Notes of caution, however, have been sounded about the Buckquoy evidence as a result of re-evaluating the age of the buildings, and the most recent survey (James Graham-Campbell and Colleen Batey’s Vikings in Scotland) advises us to be ‘somewhat circumspect’ about the light which it sheds on the Pictish-Norse transition.27 Even if there was contact the evidence falls short of explaining the exact nature of the relationship. There seems to be no real justification for the recent statement that ‘the cultural traits present in the buildings at Buckquoy can be interpreted as an integration of cultures, probably spurred by intermarriage and trading rather than violent takeover’,28 although for the last 25 years that is how the site has been interpreted.


A cross-slab from Bressay in Shetland is another important piece of evidence for the ‘Peace Theory’.29 It has been taken to show that Christianity and Pictish art continued to exist into the Norse period, at least in attenuated form. A similar stone from Papil, which like the Bressay stone shows the hooded figures of papae, was originally dated on stylistic grounds to c.800 AD—the very end of the Pictish period in the Northern Isles. The Bressay stone has been described as an inferior copy of the Papil stone, characterised by ‘haphazard scatter of decoration and marked clumsiness of drawing’. It has therefore been regarded as being of an even later date, possibly as late as 900 AD which, if correct, places it about a century into the Norse period. Raymond Lamb suggested that an impoverished church lacking secular support still continued to exist, but could no longer afford to commission sculpture of good quality.30
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14. Marwick. The pattern of the centrally located skáli-name (now divided into Langskaill and Netherskaill) and the peripheral quoys was Hugh Marwick’s first use of place-names to chart the chronological expansion of settlement.








It is doubtful if a date well into the Norse era would have been assigned to the Bressay stone quite so confidently were it not for the ogham inscription which appears on the edges of the stone. The inscription is clear, but its interpretation is a matter for debate: it appears to include the Celtic words meqq (son of) and crrossc (cross) in combination with a personal name which might be Pictish, but it also includes the word dattrr which has usually been taken to be the Norse ‘daughter’. A further pointer to Norse influence is the use of a colon (:) as a word separator since this is a common characteristic of runic inscriptions.31 The fact that the short inscription might have words in three languages, Gaelic, Pictish and Norse, caused Wainwright to describe the stone as ‘an artistic and linguistic hotch-potch’,32 and it led to the belief that there was a very confused linguistic situation in Shetland at this time. However, the cautionary note by Michael Barnes that the word dattrr, for all we know to the contrary, might be Pictish rather than Norse would, if accepted, weaken the whole argument in favour of the very late date, and this in turn might lead to a reconsideration of the theory that Pictish sculpture survived into the Norse period.33


It might seem that research into the biological characteristics of present-day Orcadians could settle the proportion of Pict and Viking in their ancestry.34 These studies have involved measurement of stature, pigmentation of eyes and hair, blood-groups, finger and palm-prints, colour vision deficiencies, and disease patterns. Unlike the popular image of people of Viking descent, Orcadians are not particularly tall; they do tend to have high frequencies of blue and grey eyes, but are less blonde than the Scandinavians, red hair being quite frequent; finger and palm prints relate to Norwegian patterns, but blood groups show marked differences. Recent DNA research into the Y-chromosomes inherited from male ancestors is a promising line of enquiry; it suggests that a significant proportion of the Orcadian populations are likely to be Norse in the male line, although the extent to which the remainder descend from indigenous pre-Norse Picts or from more recent Scots immigrants is not so easy to determine.35 Genetically, as well as geographically, Orkney lies mid-way between Scotland and Ireland on the one hand, and Scandinavia on the other. It is, however, by no means obvious that this sheds much light on the Pictish-Norse transition. Later immigration from Scandinavia as well as from Scotland (the extent of which a historian would not even attempt to quantify) has no doubt greatly modified the Pictish and Norse populations which existed a thousand years ago. At present geneticists have a rather naive view of history and historians an almost total ignorance of genetics.


Despite the modern tendency to favour various versions of the ‘Peace Theory’, the opposite view has always had its supporters, and lately they have been re-grouping. Storer Clouston vigorously attacked Brøgger’s ‘fresh view’ of the settlement of Orkney on the grounds that the more historical parts of Orkneyinga saga describe a military society of a kind unlikely to have evolved from settlement by leaderless peasant farmers.36 More recently the ‘War Theory’ has been re-stated in appropriately belligerent fashion by Iain Crawford, who was dismissive of the archaeological evidence from Buckquoy, and reasserted Wainwright’s view that the disappearance of Pictish place-names was a clear indication of a violent take-over.37 Recently Brian Smith has argued the case for believing that the Norse settlers exterminated or expelled their Pictish predecessors.38


The ‘War Theory’ is also the view which appears in early documentary sources. In 794 AD the Annals of Ulster record ‘the devastation of all the islands of Britain by the gentiles’39 (heathen Scandinavians), and there are numerous other records of extremely violent attacks on the Hebrides and Ireland in that decade and the next. These attacks are unlikely to have bypassed Orkney, and indeed the establishment of bases in the Northern Isles may have been a pre-condition of the sudden outburst of Viking activity farther to the west. At any rate it seems improbable that the early phase of Norse activity could simultaneously take different forms – peaceful colonisation in Orkney and Shetland and violent raids in the Hebrides. In the absence of any evidence to the contrary we ought to conclude that Orkney was subjected to the same brutal attacks.


The settlement of Orkney has sometimes been envisaged as consisting of two phases, first, informal settlement during the period of raiding and, second, overwhelming immigration following the political consolidation of Norse rule and the establishment of the earldom.40 The place-name evidence, however, is difficult to reconcile with gradual settlement over such a lengthy period.41 Individual Norse settlers or small groups entering a predominantly Pictish society could not escape using existing place-names, and if further settlers later arrived in overwhelming numbers, they would use the names which were already familiar to their fellow-countrymen. Name replacement is more likely to take place when large numbers settle simultaneously, communicating with each other but having a hostile relationship and minimal contact with the indigenous inhabitants. A persistent feature of written sources is the memory of ‘the great fleet’ which came to Orkney— and a great fleet might have brought a sudden influx of the kind which causes names replacement. It has been seen that there is reason to doubt the precise details of King Harald Fairhair’s voyage when he was reputed to have established the Orkney earldom, but similar ‘great fleets’ appear in other guises. In the Historia Norvegiae we are told that certain pirates of the family of Rognvald of Møre ‘set out with a great fleet… and stripped these races (the Picts and Papae) of their ancient settlements, destroying them wholly, and subduing the islands to themselves’.42 It sounds the kind of circumstances which might result in old place-names being lost and new ones being created. Great fleets also appear at several points in Irish sources, for example c.838 AD when Tuirgéis brought a ‘great and vast royal fleet’ to the north of Ireland, and in 849 AD when we hear of a fleet of 120 or 140 ships.43 Even in the tenth century Erik Bloodaxe’s large and highly mobile following settled down in Orkney from time to time, the movements of Erik and his family depending on the success or failure of military campaigns in other parts of Britain (see Chapter 4).


A ninth century host of this kind might behave as the Danes did in England when they ‘shared out the land of the Northumbrians and proceeded to plough and support themselves’.44 This would open the way for further immigration into Orkney similar to, but possibly earlier than population movements into Faroe and Iceland. For the indigenous inhabitants enslavement was one possibility. Whereas Brøgger and his contemporaries imagined a society of free peasants and played down the place of slavery in the Viking Age, there has recently been a tendency to emphasise the role of thralldom. Farmers, even on middle-sized holdings, might own several men and women who were typically employed in heavy outdoor work.45 Medieval Orkney had a good many very large farms which might have needed slave labour, some of which later appear as the earl’s bordlands. In some cases the layout of these farms seems to consist of a central core of desmene, peripheral to which there were satellite communities which were differentiated in a way which has been thought to preserve the distinction between free and unfree.46


And yet, if the Pictish population was simply enslaved in situ, a greater proportion of Pictish names might have been expected to survive. Slavery is certainly a possibility—but it must have been accompanied by a good deal of dislocation which removed Pictish thralls from their familiar surroundings. The other possibility is extermination or wholesale flight. The clearing out of the existing population would be easier in a group of relatively small islands than in a country with a greater land mass. Iain Crawford drew on the analogy of the Australian aborigines, a good number of whose names survive except in Tasmania where there are no names because aborigines were exterminated.47 The Norse, however, were not simply hunting down a primitive people—they were not noticeably superior to the Picts except, significantly, in their sea-going capacity and their ability to launch devastating attacks on small islands. Another analogy might be found in the Balkans, where at the end of the twentieth century there were many instances of ‘ethnic cleansing’, when whole populations were deliberately set on the move by massacres and threats of violence in order that their persecutors could take possession of their homelands. The attacks on Iona provide an illustration of how quickly these methods could succeed. In Iona the motivation was plunder rather than the acquisition of land, but the result was the same. The island was attacked in 795 AD, it was ‘burned’ in 802 AD, and in 806 AD the killing of 68 of its monks led to the withdrawal of the community to the comparative safety of Ireland (807 AD). The martyrdom of Blathmac who deliberately accepted torture and martyrdom on Iona rather than reveal where the church treasure was hidden shows the violence which the raiders were prepared to use when they met resistance.48


While place-names lead to the verdict that the Norse takeover was thorough and violent, rather different conclusions have been drawn from the way early church sites were re-used by the Norse. In Papa Westray the Norse gave the island a Papa-name, and the Pictish ecclesiastical site was later occupied by St Boniface church which preserved (or was given) a dedication to a Pictish saint (see p.17). Papa Stronsay also has a church, probably of a twelfth century date, which overlies a pre-Norse ecclesiastical site, although the degree of continuity is uncertain. St Peter’s in South Ronaldsay also lies within a district with a Papa-name (Paplay); it has Pictish sculpture and possibly an early dedication, and it was later rehabilitated as a parish church. St Ninian’s Isle in Shetland is another site which bridges the Pictish-Norse period: an early church in which Pictish treasure was concealed was succeeded by an eleventh or twelfth century church which was given a Ninian-dedication, presumably because the existence of a previous church was known and Ninian was regarded as an appropriately early saint. Continuity of this kind can be found at a good many other locations.


The contrast between ‘the continuity of resort’ on these ecclesiastical sites and the lack of continuity as suggested by place-names is a problem which it is not easy to resolve. Some interpretations simply assume Pictish-Norse continuity without fully taking into account the implications of the place-name evidence, while the opposite view is that ‘continuity of resort’ on ecclesiastical sites was not really continuity at all, but re-occupation after a period of interruption. The violence of attacks on churches cannot be doubted, at least as long as churches were wealthy, and Vikings were unlikely to have left places like Papa Westray in peace, although that has been suggested.49 Yet the evidence from graves indicates that the Norse were fairly quick to adopt Christian burial practices, so there was probably a general toleration of Christian beliefs once the church was stripped of its possessions. The evidence of St Ninian’s Isle seems to point to a lengthy period of abandonment, but the hiatus on some other sites might have been quite brief, or perhaps Christianity was never really extinguished.50


If the legendary adventures of St Findan are to be believed, they provide confirmation of the existence of a Christian community in the mid-ninth century—well into the Norse period. The Vita Findani is one of the more factual saint’s lives and it describes how, as a young man, Findan was captured in Ireland by Viking slave-traders, but on the voyage back to Norway he was able to escape on an uninhabited island which was apparently located somewhere in the North Isles of Orkney. Eventually he plucked up courage to attempt to escape and, trusting in God and buoyed up by his clothing, he was able to swim and wade to a nearby island where he was found by clerics who took him to an ecclesiastical settlement where he was able to converse with a bishop who had been educated in Ireland. Besides suggesting the possibility of ecclesiastical links with Ireland rather than with mainland Pictland, the story provides a hint about language: since only the bishop could speak Irish we are led to expect that other members of the community were Brittonic-speaking Picts. The important point, however, is the existence of a religious house, apparently somewhere in Orkney, still surviving, or perhaps re-established, at a date when the Norse settlement of the islands was well advanced. One suggestion is that, if Findan’s uninhabited island was the Holm of Papay, it would fit very neatly with Papa Westray which Lamb identified as the possible seat of a Pictish bishop.51


Orkney place-names studies are dominated by the magisterial figure of Hugh Marwick (1881-1965), Rector of Kirkwall Grammar School and then Director of Education.52 Marwick met Jakob Jakobsen in 1909, acting as his Orkney informant,53 and his Orkney Norn (1929) was modelled on Jakobsen’s Shetland dictionary. Marwick’s place-name ideas evolved through a series of ‘Antiquarian Notes’ which he wrote for the Orkney Antiquarian Society of which he was the first secretary. In his ‘Antiquarian Notes on Stronsay’54 he identified four large settlement units in the island associated with boer-names, Everbay, Housebay, Erraby and the Bay, which he described as ‘great original settlements’, and he discussed similar places in other islands where these ‘boers’ had been ‘replaced and overlaid’. He also discussed places with bólstaðrnames and showed how in relation to the boers they were ‘secondary and derivative’.


When Hugh Marwick described the Stronsay bólstaðr-names as ‘secondary’ to the boers, he assumed that they were secondary, not just in their geographical location, but also in chronological sequence. Over the next few years he used his personal knowledge of the topography and history of Orkney’s farms to build up a more elaborate ‘chronology’ incorporating other place-name elements. His scheme first appeared in his ‘Orkney Farm-name Studies’55 and was not greatly modified when 20 years later it was set out in its final form in Orkney Farm-names (1952). He envisaged a zone of ‘primary settlement’ characterised by the boer-names which he had described in his Stronsay paper; these places were ‘greatest in the scale of ancestral dignity’.56 In this same primary zone he placed skáli-names (Skaill, Langskaill, Backaskaill) and farms with Bu of …-names (Bu of Burray, Bu of Orphir, Bu of Rendall). In a surrounding zone of secondary settlement Marwick placed land, garðr and bólstaðr names (Redland, Trumland, Colligarth, Bressigarth, Isbister, Wasbister). The further class of staðir-names, older forms of which preserve a ‘-staith’ ending (Tormiston, Tormistaith, and Costa, Costaith) possibly represented new names on already settled land. A final peripheral zone was characterised by setr/sætr-names (Warsetter, Morsetter) and by the very numerous kví-names (Pickaquoy, Quoybanks, Queena). This ‘chronology’ and the outward spread of settlement which Marwick envisaged is shown in Fig.16.


[image: Illustration]


15. The Bu of Burray. Hugh Marwick placed Bu of … names in a zone of important Primary settlement (see Fig.16). This imposing farm stood on one of the bordlands of the earls of Orkney.








Marwick’s model proved to be a fruitful scheme, not only capable of shedding light on the settlement pattern in Orkney, but providing a method which could be used to investigate Norse names in other parts of Scotland,57 yet his scheme is open to serious criticism. Marwick thought of the Norse settlement of Orkney as being a process similar to the settlement of Iceland as described in Landnámabók, where the first generation of settlers marked out large settlements on the best land, and their descendants and later arrivals moved outwards from this nucleus to establish a zone of secondary settlement. It is, however, unlikely that the settlement of the empty land of Iceland provides a good model for the settlement of Orkney which had a Pictish population and several thousand years of farming activity. It is unlikely that the Norse settled on prime sites then moved out to establish secondary settlement on new land without reference to the fields and farms created by the native population. The concept of primary and secondary settlement is often used, but it is a model which may not be entirely appropriate to the Norse settlement of Orkney.
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16. Marwick’s Place-name ‘Chronology’ (after Bailey, Orkney, 1971).








Marwick attempted to create, not just a relative chronology, but to connect his scheme to real dates by reference to the skat-paying status of farms. He believed that skat, the Norse land tax, had been established during the course of King Harald Fairhair’s great voyage of conquest in the late ninth century and consequently, if a farm paid skat, it must already have existed when King Harald put a tax on it c.900 AD. He admitted that the system might have been modified later, but he considered that ‘there were difficulties in accepting such a view’.58 He did not say what these difficulties might be, but possibly he had in mind that urislands (ouncelands) could not have remained consistently 18 pennylands if extra pennylands had been created in a piecemeal fashion. The existence of a number of places with the name ‘Kirbister’ (church farm) caused Marwick some heart-searching. The Kirbisters mostly paid skat, so Marwick’s reasoning dated them to a period a good deal earlier than Earl Sigurd’s conversion in 995 AD, but perhaps they might have been founded by Viking-age Christians comparable to the Christians recorded in Landnámabók who settled in Iceland at a time when most people were still heathen. Skat-paying was an argument which Marwick considered crucial to his chronology; if any of the skat-paying places with bister-names could be as late as the official conversion to Christianity then, ‘the whole argument must go by the board’.59


Seventy years later most of this argument has indeed ‘gone by the board’. We have already seen that there is reason to doubt King Harald Fairhair’s voyage as a real historical event, nor would it now be thought possible that a system of land assessment and taxation could have been imposed during the course of this voyage, or at anything like so early a date.60 But if skat was not imposed by Harald Fairhair, there is no longer a need to suppose that all the farms which paid skat had come into existence before 900 AD. This allows us to construct a more credible model of settlement growth. We can now see that the growth of settlement was over a much longer time-scale. Instead of a settlement pattern which was imposed within two or three generations in the Viking Age and thereafter was little changed, we can envisage the pattern of settlement evolving more gradually with a particular need for new names in the eleventh, twelfth and thirteenth centuries as population increased and settlement intensified. Outward expansion on to hill land did occur in times of population growth in the way Marwick envisaged but, in islands of no great land mass, the process of internal division was often more important. This intensification generated a whole host of division-names such as Everbist, Midgarth, Nears, Nistigar, Uttesgarth, North Setter, Symbister and Isbister (respectively upper, middle, lower, lowest, outermost, north, south and east). New settlement strained the language of internal subdivision to its absolute limit, resulting in such linguistic monstrosities as Upper Nisthouse (‘the upper lowest house’). At the same time many fields with generics such as akr (cultivated field), kví (field), garðr (enclosure) and sætr (grazing place) became permanent settlements.


A compelling reason for rejecting Marwick’s scheme as a ‘chronology’ is that there can be no doubt that farm-generics were active simultaneously rather than consecutively.61 Marwick’s scheme leads us to expect that that many generics had ceased to form new names even before 900 AD, but there is a great deal of evidence that this was not the case. New names continued to be created as late as the nineteenth century when quoy (field), garth (enclosure) and bu (big farm) remained in use as common nouns. Only staðir and skáli failed to create new farm names in the post-medieval period. In the case of skáli, it ceased to be an active name-forming generic because the long open hall designed for the feasting of a military retinue became obsolete in the post-Viking period. It can be seen that, rather than forming a chronological sequence, these place-name generics describe farms of different size, type and location.62


[image: Illustration]


17. Size and Location of Place-names. The graph shows the average size in pennylands, distance from the sea, and the median distance from hill land. It is only setter, staðir, skaill and Bu of … names which have well defined locational characteristics since places with other generics tend to cluster in an ‘average’ position. Compare these characteristics to Marwick’s scheme in Fig.16.








Orkney place-name research cannot be said to have produced much in the way of certainty or unanimity. We now have less confidence in our ability to arrange farm-names in a chronological sequence and to assign dates to them. Models of the outward spread of Norse settlement which Hugh Marwick constructed from farm-names have proved inadequate. No one would doubt the importance of place-names in understanding the Pictish-Norse transition, but there is little agreement how place-names relate to other evidence. Overwhelming Norse naming suggests a more complete break with the Pictish past than most archaeologists have hitherto been prepared to envisage.




OEBPS/images/fig-7.png





OEBPS/images/fig-2.png





OEBPS/images/fig-11.png
Ketil Flar-nose
1

Aud the Deep-minded
|
Rogavald, Earl of More Sigurd the Mighty ‘Thorstein the Red
Harald Fairhair |
King of Norway Hrolf ~ Hallad  Torf-Einar Guthorm Groa m. Dungad, native rule
in Caithness
Halfdan Erik Hakon Dukes of Arnkell Erlend Thorfinn Skullsplitter ~ m  Grelod
Long-legs Blood-axe the Good Normandy
King of King of
Norway and Norway
York
|
1 [ I I ! T T 1
Erik’s sons. Ragohild m. Arnfinn Havard Harvest-happy Ljot Hlodver Skuli Dau.  Dau.
ruled Orkney m. Ragahild m. Ragahild m. Eithne
956 dau. of Kjarvall
King in Ireland
J
Earl Gilli, m Swanlauga dau. Sigurd I Einar  Einar
Ruler in m. Havard of The Stout Klining ~ Hardkioptr
Hebrides Freswick m.(1)?
m. (2) Plantula ()
dau. of Malcolm 11
King of Scots
|
T T 1
Hiodver Sumerlidi Einar I Brusi Thorfinn I
Wry-mouth The Mighty

Rognvald





OEBPS/images/fig-15.png





OEBPS/images/common2.png





OEBPS/images/fig-3.png





OEBPS/images/fig-4.png





OEBPS/images/fig-16.png
lmmaar

PERIPHERAL

\/\/ PRIMAR'
Aand

boer or hyr

SECONDARY I

Quoyx
Quee-

-stadfir
ston -sta






OEBPS/images/fig-8.png
K
1o






OEBPS/images/fig-12.png





OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		About the author



		Title



		Copyright



		Contents



		List of Maps and Illustrations



		Preface



		Acknowledgements



		1. Pictish Orkney



		2. Orkneyinga Saga and the Early Jarls



		3. Place-names and the Pictish-Norse Transition



		4. Earl Sigurd and the Raven Banner



		5. Earl Thorfinn and the Christian Earldom



		6. The Martyrdom of St Magnus



		7. St Rognvald and Orkney’s Twelfth Century Renaissance



		8. Harald Maddadsson



		9. Earl John and his Successors



		10. King Hakon’s Expedition and the Loss of the Hebrides



		11. Angus and Strathearn



		12. The Sinclair Earldom



		13. Orkney at the End of the Middle Ages



		14. The Marriage Treaty and the Pawning of the Islands



		15. Taxing and Renting Land in Norse Orkney



		16. Under Scottish Rule, 1468-1513



		17. The Summerdale Years



		18. The Reformation



		19. Earl Robert Stewart



		20. Earl Patrick Stewart



		21. The End of the Earldom



		22. Tacksmen, Lairds and Udallers, 1615-1707



		23. Old-style Farming



		24. The False Dawn of Agricultural Improvement



		25. Merchant-Lairds and the Great Kelp Boom



		26. Linen, Fishing and the ‘Nor Wast’



		27. The Nineteenth Century Agricultural Revolution



		28. Orkney Society in the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries



		29. Farming in the Twentieth Century



		30. The Twentieth Century: War and Peace



		Measurement of Land



		Weights and Measures



		Glossary



		Notes to the Text



		Bibliography and Abbreviations



		Index













Guide





		Cover



		Start











OEBPS/images/f00ii-01.png
ORKNEY N M,_m? Papa Westray North Ronaldsay
y

StTredwells

Brough of Birsy
S

Shapinsay

Balfour Vilage.

[/
7 : iﬂudﬂumy
‘Burray

South Ronaldsay I3 P =

e )

Burvick

PENTLAND FIRTH
Pendand Skerries





OEBPS/images/fig-5.png





OEBPS/images/fig-17.png
1000 ysets |

750 yuts

500 yares o

25035

Disance fom the Sea

Inland/Arable

Coastal/Marginal
Coastal/Arable

Disancefom il Land

55 vards. S0y 50 Taids





OEBPS/images/pub.png
ORIGIN





OEBPS/images/common.png





OEBPS/images/fig-9.png
Swiona @

St Boniface

+
B stTredwelt,

Muckle Skerry O

Scale (Miles)

@ Peterkirks

O Chapels dedicated to St.Peter






OEBPS/images/fig-13.png





OEBPS/images/fig-14.png
A s6m.

14 pennylands
o

Grugaic ¢
2 ponnylands

‘Burn of Marwick

Cumiaguoy
2 pennylands

Skanaquoy

O Breck
1172 pennylands

Quhaquoy =
2%/4 pennylands
s

O)Langski
3 pennylands

Nether Skaill
3 pennylands

HALF MILE

o
Liaquoy
172 pennylands

\
]
!






OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
BIRLINN ORIGIN G

WILLIAM P. L. THOMSON j

‘So far as Orkney history is concerned . . . the book of the century’

THE ORCADIAN





OEBPS/images/fig-6.png
Palw Westray Steeven of Papy

Papa Stronsay
=g






OEBPS/images/fig-1.png





OEBPS/images/fig-10.png





OEBPS/images/common1.png





