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Abstract
The aim of this paper is to discuss peace agreements and rituals from 
the perspective of the history of religions. Hostages, fosterages, inter-
marriages, and other ritual activities were associated with peacemak-
ing during the Viking Age. These ritual activities will be discussed 
in relation to a proposed conflict and consensus model on the macro 
and micro levels, with examples from England and Iceland. The ex-
amples include the treaties between the Viking ruler Guthrum and 
Alfred the Great in the 880s as well as conflicts and agreements in the 
Landnámabók and the Íslendingabók, in addition to iconography (some 
archaeological objects) and place names. Through these examples I 
will present an analysis of peace agreements, or peacemakings, as 
mutual understandings, as well as power relations within a ritual 
framework. The agreements in the examples are also seen in relation 
to other societal activities and forces such as economy, politics, and 
law. The paper brings together a synthesis of previous research and 
new readings and interpretations of primary sources.

Keywords: Peace processes, hostages, fosterages, intermarriages, Viking Age, 
conflicts, conflict solutions, rituals, Iceland, England

What is a peace process? Peace processes have rarely been examined in 
Viking Age Studies. Some medieval historians, however, have focused 
on peace, or the means to stabilise a society. The medieval historian Gerd 
Althoff has discussed the nature of vertical bonds between German nobles. 
Others, such as the historians Lars Hermanson and Jón Viðar Sigurðson, 
have stressed the importance of personal bonds, ‘friendship’, within Scan-
dinavia and Iceland during the Viking Age and the Middle Ages (Jón Viðar 

1  The article is an expansion and translation into English of some sections of Part I of my 
doctoral dissertation Gísl: givande och tagande av gisslan som rituell handling i fredsprocesser un-
der vikingatid och tidig medeltid (‘Gísl: Giving and Taking of Hostages as a Ritual Act in Peace 
Processes during the Viking Age and Early Middle Ages’) (Bergen 2016). A shorter Swedish 
version has been published in Krig och fred i vendel- och vikingatida traditioner (Stockholm 
2016).



STEFAN OLSSON266

Sigurðsson 1999; Althoff 2004; Hermanson 2009; Kershaw 2011). These stud-
ies describe the bonds that maintained a society from within, i.e. vertical 
bonds of friendship. Through such bonds a ruler could control a territory 
or subjugate the territory of a rival.

Within the history of religions – in addition to a focus on mythical narra-
tives such as the one about the so-called Fróða friðr (Froði’s peace) – analyses 
have been undertaken to determine the vertical bonds of ‘friendship’ in 
relation to the power ideology of rituals, or in relation to the cosmological 
superstructure of the Viking Age hall (e.g. Sundqvist 2002, 2016; Nordberg 
2003). In my investigation I will focus on how counterparts, i.e. rulers and 
their subordinates, but also on how people at other societal levels communi-
cated across territorial boundaries during peace processes. I will especially 
emphasise horizontal, rather than vertical, bonds, and suggest how rituals 
may have functioned as a communicative means to reach consensus between 
conflicting sides.

Territorial boundaries, consensus, and communicative acts

A conflict may occur either (a) across borders or (b) within a society. In 
this paper my concern is with the former, even if the distinction between 
the two may be difficult to discern. I define these boundaries as areas of 
confrontation. 

If a border, or territorial boundary, was the subject of low-level warfare 
and temporary peace agreements, it must, contrary to the stable Limes Ger-
manicus in the Roman Age, have been maintained by certain instrumental 
means. The historian Eva Österberg describes such means in an article about 
farmers and central powers in border societies (Småland) in early modern 
Sweden (Österberg 1989, 73ff.). Although Österberg describes conflicts 
within border societies in the 16th and 17th centuries controlled by a feu-
dal state, she emphasises the mutual agreements in certain communicative 
spaces. She is influenced by the Marxist consensus concept, but uses it at 
the microlevel. The concept of consensus is understood as a solution of 
mutual agreements through a willingness to negotiate and communicate, 
where the level of interaction is important. Österberg’s understanding of 
conflicts in border societies is crucial for my own understanding of peace 
processes across areas of conflict. Borders and boundaries are understood 
as areas which must be upheld communicatively. I define these borders 
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and boundaries as areas of confrontation.2 These existed both within and 
outside a society. An example of an area of confrontation is the present-day 
Southern Göteborg Archipelago, which was the venue for various meetings 
involving trade, but also peace conferences, during the Viking Age and early 
Middle Ages.3 The ideas of Österberg might therefore be used to analyse the 
conflict and consensus of border societies during the Viking Age (Österberg 
1989, 74–6). In my opinion her principle of agreements can also be used in 
analysing Viking Age society. Österberg (1989, 73–6) understands consensus 
as a mutual will to reach an agreement, where the willingness to negotiate 
is determined by the level of interaction.

Certain communicative spaces existed in the areas of confrontation. 
Österberg mentions the assembly places in Småland, still referred to in the 
16th century as the (Swe) tingsplatser, ‘thingsteads’, as such communicative 
spaces. It seems likely that ritual places, thingsteads, and other kinds of 
gathering place also had this communicative function in the areas of con-
frontation during the Viking Age. In recent years it has been suggested, for 
example by the Scandinavist Stefan Brink (1997, 403ff.), that both cult places 
and thingsteads were multifunctional (see also Sundqvist 2002, 101ff.), but 
this idea has been disputed.4 I will not discuss this here, but would like to 
add another aspect: the mobile features of both cult places and thingsteads. 
The mobile cult place might be compared to the traditional practices of no-
madic peoples such as the Sami, but also to lifestances and religions such 
as Islam.5 A mobile feature of a cult place is mentioned in the Landnámabók, 
when stocks from high seats or coffins were brought from the homelands 
and discarded off the Icelandic coast.6 This might be compared to Sundqvist, 
who claims that the cultic object seiðhjallr was used only in times of need 
and not permanently (Sundqvist 2012). The mobile feature could also be a 

2  According to the Oxford English Dictionary (OED) ‘conflict’ means ‘strike together’, 
‘clash’, ‘contend’ (OED 1989, 713). It may further be related to ‘collision’, ‘to clash’, ‘to be 
at variance’, ‘to be incompatible’ (OED 1989, 713). I will instead rely on the OED definition 
of ‘confrontation’ as ‘the bringing of persons face to face; esp. for examination of the truth’ 
(OED 1989, 719). It may also be related to ‘the coming of countries, parties, etc., face to face: 
used to a state of political tension with or without actual conflict’ (OED 1989, 719).
3  Several sources describe Brännö (Brenneyja) as an island where kings met every third 
year for festivities.
4  In a recent article the archaeologists Sarah Semple and Alexandra Sanmark (2008, 
245–259) cast some doubt on the multifunctional thingstead. Andreas Nordberg (2011, 21) is 
cautious concerning the division between funeral place and cult place.
5  The goahti of the Sami could be multifunctional even if the construction differed depend-
ing on location. In Islam the prayer mat becomes a cultplace.
6  This custom can be intermingled with Christian imaginations, since Christians in the 
Landámabók practise the same custom.
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characteristic of thingsteads. Torsten Blomkvist touches on the mobile fea-
ture of the thingstead in stressing the distinction between gatherings and 
places which were fixed in the landscape (T. Blomkvist 2002, 104ff.). The 
Hirdskraa (Hirdloven ca. 1273) describes how the spoils of war were divided: 
they tied a vébǫnd and shared the spoils within that area.7 Saxo Grammaticus 
(Book 8) also mentions this custom. I will not further outline the mobility 
theme here. It seems, however, that times of mobility such as war, plague, 
or drought have had some impact on the nature of ceremonies and rituals, 
which may also have influenced where people met and how they interacted. 

I will describe the functions of those communicative spaces and in areas 
of confrontation later in this paper. First, it is necessary to describe the society 
in which the communicative spaces and areas of confrontation occurred. 

Development of society, spacial and temporal variation

Some historians have pointed out the importance of temporal variations 
and societal changes during the Viking Age and the early Middle Ages. 
Sverre Bagge (1986, 158ff.) and Nils Blomkvist (2005, 265), for example, 
have described a process of change for early medieval Norway and Got-
land, respectively. Bagge portrays the pre-state society as decentralised, 
dominated by a ruler and competitive ‘big men’ (Sw stormän; OI mikill maðr), 
and a societal web which relied upon personal bondage. The state society 
was dominated by a king with a dependent aristocracy, ground rents, and 
a fixed societal hierarchy (Bagge 1986, 81ff., 92f., 97f.). The means to achieve 
this fundamental societal change can be seen in the directed mission in 
late Iron Age societies such as Saxony (9th century) and Norway (late 10th 
century). Archaeologists like Alexandra Sanmark (2004, 43–53, 91–106) have 
also drawn attention to this change.

By ‘society’ I mean a society in the early stages of state formation. It was 
characterised by periods of peace and violence. In this period there was 
also a horizontal division of what Brink (1997, 403f.), in a study of aspects 
of space and territoriality in Early Scandinavia, calls the administrative 
divisions of OSw rike, land and hundrade. It is my purpose to distinguish the 
personal bonds occurring among groups and individuals in and between 
such administrative divisions.

I will present a model as a tool for understanding the relationships be-
tween society, areas of confrontation, and communicative spaces. Its purpose 

7  Hirdloven ch. 33: um Þat skipti et guð getær sigr [oc] hærfong.
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is to describe the dynamic processes before, during, and after a conflict. It 
is almost a truism among political scientists that a society reshapes after 
pandemics, war, natural disasters, or other crises. Historians like Thomas 
Lindqvist (1988, 32f.; cf. Stylegar 1999, 116f., 122ff.) have pointed out that 
the main reason for war or raids during the Viking Age was plunder. But 
crises such as drought or plague seem also to have caused migrations and, 
therefore, engagements (fig.1). 

Interest – mutual or unilateral – in creating peace may arise during con-
flicts. In the Viking Age and early Middle Ages such interest was located 
in communicative spaces at various levels. There were at least three steps 
in these peace processes.

The first step was the establishing of social relations through ceremonies 
involving rituals like oaths, gift-giving, banquets and perhaps a decision to 
exchange hostages and tributes (ON geld), and to intermarry. These ritual 
performances often (but not always) occurred in communicative spaces 
such as things and halls. The symbolic expressions of these ritualistic per-
formances varied and depended on the situation in which they occurred.

The next was the stabilising of economic relations, such as trade or 
cooperation between crafts, and access to resources. This might mean ad-
mission to fertile lands, pastures, woods, and coastal areas with harbours 
and fishing rights, etc. These trade cooperations or land sharings between 
opposing sides might be implemented through ritual. 

Finally, the peace agreement needed to gain legal force. It might be 
written, but was in most cases oral. The agreement had then to be accepted 
by both sides.

These steps were not necessarily communicated at assembly places; 
they might also be communicated at market or other societal spaces which 
were sometimes temporary. These spaces were flexible in their function, 
but existed within the areas of confrontation. An important aspect was the 
societal consequences of the peace processes. Conflicts may have brought 
an influx of new ideas which might be seen within the society at the judicial, 
societal, and economic levels, and these were reflected in the sources that 
described the events. 

The model may help us in our analysis of the opposing sides, their sym-
bolic actions in peace agreements, and their adaption to the society after the 
conflict. Clearly, as a model it is merely a simplification of reality. It is also 
important to stress that peace processes during the Viking Age and early 
Middle Ages were never straightforward. If, for example, one side was 
stronger, the weaker had to submit. To underline these differing conditions 
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and to exemplify how the model can be used, I will briefly present two case 
studies. The first deals with the peace processes between Alfred the Great 
(OE Ælfrēd) and the Viking ruler Guthrum (OE Guðrum) in late 9th century 
England. The second addresses the various conflicts and solutions described 
in the Icelandic Íslendingabók and Landnámabók. These include conflicts at 
both the macro and micro levels. 

The peace processes between Alfred and Guthrum

In the second half of the 9th century Wessex (OE Westseaxna rīce) and East 
Anglia (Ēast Engla Rīce) were societies in the midst of dynamic changes 
which were sometimes at war but which also enjoyed periods of peace. Af-
ter Alfred the Great, the Christian ruler of Wessex, had defeated Guthrum, 
the heathen ruler of East Anglia, at the Battle of Edington (OE Eðandune) in 
Wiltshire between 6th and 12th May 878 (The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle MS F, 71 
f.). Christianity gradually gained a foothold in the Danelaw.8 According to 
Alfred’s biographer, Asser (d. 909), the Danes fled to a fortification after the 
battle. The Danes were besieged for two weeks, enduring much hardship, 
until they surrendered to Alfred. The peace treaty was much to Alfred’s 
advantage. The written treaties cannot be trusted as neutral documents 
because they are written from the Anglo-Saxon perspective. However, from 
the perspective of power balance it is important to note that Guthrum was 
not completely defeated: he kept his lands and thus the ability to raise more 
troops. This process probably culminated with the death of Eric Haraldsson 
‘Bloodaxe’ (OI Eiríkr Haraldsson) at York in 954.

Ritualistic performances

The rituals performed during the peace conferences between Alfred and 
Guthrum exemplify the activities in areas of confrontation that can be ana-
lysed with the help of the model. When the first peace conference was held 
after the Battle of Edington, the Danes sent hostages to the Anglo-Saxons to 
guarantee the peace. This is an example of the establishment of communica-
tion, as envoys were probably also sent. 

Asser claims that the ‘heathen’ swore to leave Alfred’s realm, which 

8  The term ‘Danelaw’ (OE Dena lagunema) appears for the first time in the Doom Book (Code 
of Alfred) of 1008. The term was used more frequently in the 11th and 12th centuries, when 
the term denoted Yorkshire, Derbyshire, Leicstershire, Northamptonshire, and Bucking-
hamshire (Hadley 2000, 2 ff.).
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implies that oaths were taken within a ritualistic framework (The Medieval 
Life of King Alfred the Great, 33; The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle MS F, 71 f.). From 
other Old English sources we know that these could be ring oaths for the 
heathens, and an example of what I refer to as the mobile feature of the 
ritual place, i.e. ritual objects were moved to a place in the area of confron-
tation which became a communicative space where the oaths were sworn 
(see Olsson 2012, 69). Guthrum, however, vowed to let himself be baptised. 

Seven weeks later Guthrum arrived with a retinue of thirty men for a 
second peace conference at the royal estate of Wedmore. Guthrum was bap-
tised and Alfred became Guthrum’s godfather (The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle 
MS F, 72).

There is only a brief explanation of the rituals performed when Alfred 
and Guthrum negotiated and agreed on peace terms. These ceremonies and 
rituals do not seem to differ from those of peace processes among continental 
Germanic peoples (see Lundgreen 1995, 603–12; see also Olsson 2012). An 
understanding of something of its contextual character might be obtained 
from the theoretical perspective of performance suggested by the historian 
of religions Catherine Bell (1997, 159–62). Performance models suggest active 
rather than passive roles for ritual participants, who reinterpret symbols as 
they communicate them.9 Cultural life has come to be seen as the dynamic 
generation and modification of symbolic systems, as something constantly 
being created by the community. In performances actions are important. 
Performances like the exchange of hostages were performances in the sense 
that they aimed to reach something beyond themselves.

As a description the treaty cannot be considered a neutral text recorded 
by only one side. Furthermore, it was perhaps written some decades after 
the peace building. The notion of an Alfred who took pity and chose a lim-
ited number of hostages may be a Christian interpolation. Despite this the 
treaty must be considered contemporary in its original setting. While the 
peace processes were very much on the terms of the Anglo-Saxons, one can 
assume that the symbolism in the account, as well as in reality, expressed 
the symbolism of the victor. However, the heathen Danes and the Christian 

9  This type of symbolism can be seen in the history of Normandy by Dudo of Saint-Quen-
tin from the late 10th century. The Duke of Normandy, Rollo, identified as Ganger Hrolf by 
the Icelanders, was required to kiss the foot of King Charles as a condition of the treaty of 
Saint-Clair-sur-Epte in 911. Rollo refused to perform this act, and ordered one of his war-
riors to kneel in his place. The warrior took Charles’s foot to his mouth and the king fell on 
his back (Normandiets historie under de første Hertuger, 62ff.). It must be added that Dudo of 
Saint-Quentin lived several decades after these events, so the story should be taken with a 
grain of salt.
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Anglo-Saxons seem to have understood the rituals in a similar way, which 
indicates that the Danes shared similar knowledge of, and presumptions 
about, peace processes with the Anglo-Saxons. If we accept the accuracy of 
the gesture of limiting the number of hostages, it may have been a signal 
of goodwill in an early form of chivalry. 

Oathtaking was involved in the peace processes, combined with the 
exchange of hostages; it constituted the essential element of rituals (see Ker-
shaw 2011, 17). Formally, the oaths taken by both heathens and Christians 
were considered equal. There is therefore no clear label for the meeting 
grounds for these oathswearings and exchange of hostages, and this may 
confirm some of my assumptions of a temporary communicative space, or 
spaces, if the rituals were performed not only in one location but also on 
separate occasions. The Danes may have brought sacred objects such as 
rings and sworn on them. 

This ritual probably gave the impression that Guthrum (OE Guðrum) had 
formally submitted to Alfred, and it might be understood as consonant with 
the ideology of a Christian ruler who had no rival but relied on his own 
auctoritas, ‘authority’. However, Alfred also had to give up something to 
secure this agreement. According to Asser Alfred gave ‘many fine houses’, 
probably estates, to Guthrum (The Medieval Life of King Alfred the Great, ch. 
35; The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle MS F, 72). 

Guthrum may have seen Alfred as an ally. East Anglia was hardly a uni-
fied realm, but was rather several separate territories under earls and chief-
tains, and successive wars weakened Guthrum. The history of the Danelaw 
has neglected the importance of eccelesiastical power, but alongside royal 
power it might also have proved useful to Guthrum as a source of alignment 
for the control and defence of his territory (cf. fig.1) against internal enemies. 
What is important, however, is that these rituals were performed in com-
municative spaces, even if the Anglo-Saxons and Danes may have differed 
in their interpretation of the rituals’ significance. The rituals’ performances 
illustrate the first part of the model: the establishment of social relations.

Economic and judicial matters

When Alfred and Guthrum signed a treaty at Wedmore, the border between 
Wessex and the Danelaw was constituted. Several years later, between 886 
and 890, Alfred and Guthrum signed a new treaty, the Treaty of Alfred and 
Guthrum, which is preserved in two manuscripts in a body of legislation 
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from the late 11th century.10 This agreement included the division of the 
Thames but also some judicial matters and trade relations, which were to 
some extent ritualised (Die Gesetze der Angelsachsen 1, 126f.). 

The treaty constituted: (1) the land boundaries asserted through water-
flows up the Thames and some tributaries (the Lea, to Bedford, up the Ouse 
to Watling Street); asserted (2) that if a man were killed, whether English or 
Danish, there should be a fine of eight half marks; (3) that if one of the king’s 
thanes was accused of murdering, he should take an oath in the presence of 
twelve of the thanes, and a man of lower degree in the presence of eleven 
men, but if he refused he should pay threefold (Die Gesetze der Angelsachsen 
1, 126f.). The swearing of oaths probably occurred in some sort of commu-
nicative space, for example, a thingstead. 

The treaty covered some trade issues, including also some rituals. Ac-
cording to the treaty: (4) a guarantor well known (to both sides) should 
guarantee the acquisition of slaves, horses, and oxen; (5) in the oathswear-
ing it was ordained that neither slaves nor freemen should go to the other 
side for commerce with cattle and goods without hostages given to show 
goodwill (Die Gesetze der Angelsachsen 1, 126f.). These are examples of how 
rituals or ritual actions connected with commercial interests functioned as 
an access to effect or regulate the area of confrontation. Hostages were a 
vital strategy in this regulation to avoid conflict. And it is important that 
the hostages could be used as a tool by both sides and were not necessarily 
themselves subordinated. In my opinion it is also important to note both 
the degree of subordination in cases like these but also the possibility they 
afforded to effect peaceful relations. 

The Treaty of Wedmore suggests violence occurred in the area of con-
frontation. If this were not the case, the regulations would have been un-
necessary. It therefore exemplifies the third step in the peace process, in 
which the agreement became lawful and was accepted by both sides. On 
this occasion it appears to have been the end of a lengthy process. Almost 
a decade elapsed between The Treaty of Wedmore and The Treaty of Alfred 
and Guthrum. The latter was probably the result of the experience gained 
during this interim period. 

I have given examples here from larger areas, realms, which might be 
analysed with the help of this model. I will also give an example of how a 
narrative might arise because of confrontations and peace processes. Next, 

10  The manuscripts (MS 383) are preserved at Corpus Christi College, Cambridge (Ker-
shaw 2000, 44, 48). The treaty should not be confused with the 11th century agreement Laws 
of Edward and Guthrum, written by Archbishop Wulfstan II.
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I will show how the model can be used as an analytical tool for understand-
ing feuds and personal disagreements, with examples from the Icelandic 
Íslendingabók and Landnámabók.

Conflicts and conflict solutions in Íslendingabók and Landnámabók

The Íslendingabók and the Landnámabók are problematic sources, because 
there is a time discrepancy of between 130 and 300 years between when they 
were written and the period they describe, the colonisation and Christiani-
sation of Iceland. I will not address here the extensive debate about their 
source value. It is enough to note that the conflicts probably originated in 
the struggle for resources during the Landnám era, during which Iceland 
was settled (Orri Vésteinsson 1998, 8–9; Hayeur Smith 2004, 16–7; Jón Viðar 
Sigurðsson 2008, 51).

In early Icelandic society conflicts often occurred at the levels of kin-based 
groupings and individuals. There were no rulers with the rank of the Earls of 
Lade (ON Hlaðir) in Trøndelag in Norway, for example. The Icelandic goðar 
had political and judicial as well as religious functions, but their influence 
was probably limited and their dominance largely depended on their lands 
in attractive coastal regions with fertile soils, woods, and access to fishing 
grounds, harbours, and driftwood. Land disputes were the main cause of 
the 126 conflicts that I have noted in the Íslendingabók and the Landnámabók 
(table 1). The blood feud was a special mechanism of violence. In table 1 
(in appendix) I have noted the blood feuds which immediately escalated 
into conflicts where revenge was the single motive. An insult beneath the 
surface may have caused these feuds. 

Other causes of conflict were accusations of witchcraft, heritage dis-
putes, theft, molestation, and murder. The periods of agreement between 
the conflicts, for which there was some kind of consent, are important here. 
Naturally the reason for the consent varied. But I would like to emphasise 
this consent as an attempt at consensus. These are examples of conflict and 
solutions relieving each other within areas of confrontation. 

In the longer perspective the main result of the conflicts during the 
Landnám era was the creation of the Alþingi, the general assembly, in 930 
and the later organisation of legislative districts, fiórðungar, which resulted 
in territorial strengthening. This is not new information; I merely wish 
to point out that the experiences drawn from the areas of confrontation 
strengthened the communicative spaces.



PEACE AGREEMENTS THROuGH RITuALS... 275

Areas of confrontation and communicative spaces

A lack of information makes it difficult to define areas of confrontation. 
Naturally, this is true of the conflicts in the Íslendingabók and the Landnáma-
bók, where descriptions are cryptic. The locations of the disputes limited the 
significance of the areas of confrontation: the texts describe how clashes took 
place on high ground, in valleys, or in the backwoods between farmsteads. 
These became boundaries when periods of collaboration followed conflict.  

In these contexts there are examples of how communicative spaces such 
as thingsteads and farms could be transformed into areas of confrontation. 
The Íslendingabók (ch. 5) tells of the chieftains Hönsetore (OI Hænsa-Þórir) 
and Tunge-Odd (OI Tungu-Oddr), who fought the lawman Thord Gellir (OI 
Þórðr gellir) several times at the Althing (OI Alþingi). 

Another narrative in the Landnámabók tells how Erik the Red (OI Eiríkr 
Þorvaldsson hinn rauði) broke into the house of Thorgest (OI Þorgestr) at 
Breidabolstead (OI Breiðabólstaðr) to retake his high-seat pillars, which he 
had entrusted to Thorgest. It is not clear if Breidabolstead functioned as a 
hof, a cultic building, but perhaps there were some ritual restrictions linked 
to this place. The break-in was a crime in any case, and Erik was summoned 
to the thing. This escalated into a blood feud between him and Thorgest. 

The feud between Erik and Thorgest is an example of cooperation in-
volving trust from its outset, and it can be compared to the examples given 
concerning the swearing of oaths. In this case, however, each side may have 
blamed the other and differed about the nature of Erik’s offence. This is an-
other example of regulation in areas of confrontation, since they were both 
able to affect the result of the feud. Erik and Thorgest met several times at 
the Thorsness Assembly (OI Þórsnesþingi), i.e. at a communicative space. 

The model makes possible an analysis of the details of narratives such 
as the one about Erik and Thorgest which assists in understanding the 
confrontations and communicative spaces, with a focus on various conces-
sions, demands, and compromises. From a broader perspective mediation 
between different areas such as hostages, intermarriage, and fostering might 
then be explained in a wider setting. They were tools to regulate borders 
or boundaries at different levels and in different contexts in different parts 
of Scandinavia as well as in the Viking diaspora. The actions could also be 
seen within a framework in which economy, laws, and social issues belong 
together and depend on one another.

The story of the thingstead at Thorsness illustrates the need for balancing 
structures like the thingstead and the presence of negotiators.
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The feud at the Thorsness thingstead

The feud at the Thorsness thingstead is described in both the Landnámabók 
(125–126, ch. 85) and the Eyrbyggja saga (14–18, ch. 9–10). Here is a sum-
mary of the Landnámabók’s account: Thorulf Mostur-Beard (OI Þorólfr 
Mostrarskegg) took possession of a headland between the Staf River (OI 
Stafá) and the Thors River (OI Þórsá) in the Breidafjord (OI Breiðafjǫrðr). 
Thorulf named the area Thorsness (OI Þórsnes). Near the headland was 
the holy mountain of Helgafell. Thorolf also established a hof, which he 
dedicated to Thor (OI Þórr), and a thingstead for the district assembly 
(OI heraðsþing). An agreement was made between Thorolf and the people 
who visited the assembly that they should not ease themselves and defile 
the ground at Thorsness, which was believed to be holy. Instead, a special 
rock, Dirt Skerry (OI Dritsker), was set aside for the people’s need. Thorulf 
was succeeded by his son Thorstein ‘Cod-Biter’ (OI Þorsteinn þorskabítr). 
Then Thorgrim Kjallaksson (OI Þorgrímr Kjallaksson) – a chieftain of the 
Kiallekings grouping – and his brother-in-law Asgeir of Eyr (OI Ásgeirr á 
Eyri) refused to go to the rock. Thorstein and Thorgeir the Bent (OI Þorgeirr 
kengr) fought Thorgrim and Asgeir at the assembly and many men from 
the Kiallekings and the Thorsnessings were killed and wounded before they 
were separated. However, Thord Gellir took responsibility for a reconcilia-
tion, and since neither side gave away, the field was considered polluted by 
the spilling of blood. It was decided that the thingstead should be moved 
to the eastern part of the headland, which was now also considered holy 
(126, ch. 85). 

In the more extensive 13th-century version of the Eyrbyggja saga (17–18, 
ch 10) Thord is attributed with having the solutions to the conflict in de-
tail. Thord, the mightiest of the chieftains of Breidafjord, was called to a 
peace meeting (OI stefnulag) between the parties, the Kiallekings and the 
Thorsnessings, and obtained a truce (OI griðr).11 He called the fight in the 
thingstead a breach of the peace (OI friðbrot). It was on his advice that the 
thingstead was considered polluted and was thus moved inland when nei-
ther side was prepared to stand down. He decided that Thorgrim should 
bear half the cost of the hof and in return receive half its debts (OI hoftollr). 
Half the men of the assembly were to support Thorgrim. Thorgrim was to 
assist Thorstein in all his law cases and in the foundation of the new thing-
stead, however holy Thorstein considered it. According to the Eyrbyggja 
saga Thord also arranged a marriage between his female relative Thorhild 

11  For a discussion of the concepts of griðr and friðr, see Olsson 2016, 267–81.
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(OI Þórhildr), the daughter of his neighbour Thorkel Main-acre (OI Þorkell 
meinaker), and Thorgrim. Bestowed with these honours, Thorgrim took 
the name goði, a title which included judicial and cultic functions as well as 
general leadership positions (see Sundqvist 2009, 22–53).

In this story the ritual actions at the Breidafjord were a means of assert-
ing authority for the people involved. Recently, Sundqvist (2016), with the 
support of both text sources and archaeological material, has shown that 
attacks against thingsteads may have had a ritual dimension. If someone 
severed the peace bands (OI vébǫnd) that surrounded a thingstead or burned 
down a farm belonging to the opposing side, it could serve as a ritual marker 
against a hostile rival. According to Sundqvist (2016, 169) these actions were 
performative: i.e. ritual actions had the ability to change society as well as 
individuals. In my opinion similar power demonstrations can be seen in the 
confrontation between the Kiallekings and the Thorsnessings. 

The confrontation mediated at the thingstead may be related to the model 
I presented at the beginning of this article:

Social relations were established. In this case it included a wedding and 
the future common rituals associated with the hof and thingstead.

There were economic settlements concerning the expenses for the hof, 
whereas debts were seen as shared income between Thorgrim and Thorstein.

Both sides accepted the settlement: both had to give something connected 
with pride to give away (see below). According to the Eyrbyggja saga the 
agreement stated that neither side should pay fines for manslaughter and 
woundings. After the thingstead was moved to the ness, Thord made it the 
Quarter Thing (fjórðungsþing) of all the Westfirthers (OI vestfirðingr), which 
may be seen as an inclusive act within laws and rituals. 

The conflict started when Thorulf Mostur-Beard effected the hallowing 
of the thingstead. The restrictions were too much for the neighbouring 
Kiallekings. The Eyrbyggja saga mentions that Thorgrim and Asgeir did 
not care about the pride of the Thorsnessings, and their hostile actions 
had begun when Thorstein was very young and had recently succeeded 
his father. Thorgrim and Asgeir may have seen Thorstein as too weak to 
oppose them. As was the case with the peace processes between Guthrum 
and Alfred, this conflict had it roots many years earlier than it was solved. 
(Thorgrim inherited the conflict from his father). 

When the solution was accepted by both sides, the actors strengthened 
their societal positions. The Eyrbyggja saga (18, ch. 11) tells us that Thorstein 
became a man of great generosity; he had sixty freemen (OI frelsingja) in his 
household and often went to sea as a fisherman. Thord, as the text describes, 
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confirmed – and even strengthened – his position as leader (lawspeaker) 
with the establishment of the Quarter Thing. Thorgrim’s new honours made 
him – at least in name – an equal of Thorstein and Thord. He was, however, 
less powerful than Thorstein, whom he had to support in all his affairs. 

In this case economic, legal, social, and religious actions and functions 
were mixed and renegotiated. In accordance with the model this societal 
restructuring may be due to times of crisis. The thingstead was thus a multi-
functional place and the concept of ‘holiness’ could therefore be questioned.

Some scholars have pointed out that the Eyrbyggja saga could only make 
dark assumptions of the past, which is bestowed with sorcery, superstitions, 
and heathen rituals (e.g. Ármann Jakobsson 2007, 44). Both the Landnámabók 
(126, ch. 85) and the Eyrbyggja saga (18, ch. 11) state that the Westfirthers used 
to sacrifice humans at the Quarter Thing at Thor’s rock (OI Þórssteinn), or 
Thor’s Boulder, a statement which has been regarded as an exaggeration 
(see Näsström 2002, 44, 57). On the other hand, Theodore M. Andersson 
(2006, 154) points out that there is little exaggeration in the narrative style 
of the Eyrbyggja saga, which may reflect the author’s intention to ‘produce 
something more like history’.

Even if the story of the Thorsness dwellers cannot be trusted – as it is 
described in the Eyrbyggja saga and in the sense that it depicts an historical 
event – the main structure of the story is the same as in the Landnámabók 
version.

Conclusion

The model I have used is designed as an analytical tool to investigate what I 
refer to as areas of confrontation during the Viking and early Middle Ages, 
when peace and war closely followed each other. Rituals were part of the 
regulations in these areas. I have given examples from the peace processes 
between rulers of Wessex and the Danelaw, where the swearing of oaths 
and other rituals was essential to the regulating of areas of confrontation 
beyond law and economy. The resolution of this conflict exemplifies how 
previous experiences contributed to the making of consensus through 
communicative spaces such as thingsteads, market places, and churches. 

In the cases from the Íslendingabók and the Landnámabók the sum of the 
experiences from different conflicts may explain the emergence of regula-
tions between individuals and groupings. This was the case with the feud 
between the Kiallekings and the Thorsnessings. The conflict began with the 
actions of Thorulf Mostur-Beard, who hallowed, and thereby protected, his 
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headland. This was accepted for a time by the neighbouring communities. 
However, the initial agreement was not enough to prevent the conflict from 
emerging after many years, and it was not until the old thingstead was 
abandoned and moved to a new place that the conflict ceased, whereupon 
a new society took shape. With the new societal order balancing regulations 
such as gift-giving, weddings and economic and judicial collaborations were 
made possible, which were to an extent ritualistic, as in the English case, 
and a result of the conflict’s solution. 

By searching for hierarchies and other vertical patterns, the possibilities 
for both counterparts in a conflict to affect peace processes can be emphasised 
and discussed. Such an approach identifies both power and anti-power in 
peace processes which research would otherwise not elucidate.
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Appendix:

Table 1. Causes of conflict reported in the Íslendingabók and the Landnámabók.

Land disputes 35
Blood feud 18

Murder 17
Insult 11

Witchcraft 9
Duel 5

Lawsuit 5
Heritage disputes 5

Theft 4
Molestation 4

Riot of thralls 2
Suicide 1
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Figure 1. A schematic description of conflicts and conflict solutions in the 
Viking Age and the early Middle Ages.
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