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Fig. 23. Impression of a signet ring from the grave of the Frankish king
Childeric at Tournai, Belgium. After WaLLace-HADRILL 1962.

it is found, for instance, in Havamadl, “The Words of the High One”.
One could indeed have it both ways, for Odinn was certainly inter
alia the lord of the runes and of magic.

Here we reach the heart of the problem: what is the purpose of the
bracteate designs? Who do they represent? This is a large and
problematic topic on which Professor Karl Hauck in Miinster has
worked for many years now. In what follows I shall repeatedly build
upon results which he and other researchers in his bracteate project
have come up with. The most up-to-date report on the status quo of
research is Hauck 1992, in where place-name research and other dis-
ciplines also have a part to play. It should, however, also be noted that
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there are still differing opinions on the subject of Hauck’s results
amongst Scandinavian prehistorians.

According to Hauck it is Odinn who plays a quite dominant role
on the bracteates. On the A-bracteates he is shown in his role as the
prince of the gods while some of the B-bracteates show him in the
course of various acts of magic.

On some of the more detailed C-bracteates - on the large bracteate
from Funen (fig. 22), for instance - we can see more than just a man’s
head above an animal that looks more or less like a horse. If one
looks closely, there is also a human hand on the neck of the beast and
a human foot near one of its forelegs. Hauck explains this on the
strength of later medieval charms that are preserved in both pagan
and Christian versions. Their function is to cure a lame horse, and a
man has to “draw his hand along its flank, whisper in its ear and
tread upon its right foot” - “leg to leg, joint to joint, as it was was it
best” (free translation from Hauck 1983, 519 and 522). The C-brac-
teates thus function by demonstrating the healing power of Odinn
that was still called upon in these later charms. Hauck has also point-
ed out more evidence for it being Odinn who, as the prince of the
gods, is virtually the only figure to appear on the bracteates (Hauck
& Hoors 1973; Hauck 1988, 22-31).

In the Viking Period, however, Odinn was certainly not the only
god of the Scandinavians and he can hardly have been so in the
Migration Period either. This is, in fact, also demonstrated by the
bracteates where several figures can appear together, especially in a
small group of B-bracteates unique in their design of three persons
together (MACKEPRANG 1952, P1.6:11-16). The largest and most attract-
ive member of this group is the large bracteate from the Gudme II
hoard (AxBOE 1985), but an important detail is found only on one of
the pieces: a bracteate that was found near Fakse (fig. 24). This is a
broken feather- or branch-like object one end of which is lodged in
the breast of the figure in the middle. This is so peculiar a detail that
it must justify associating this picture to the myth surviving in Norse
literature which includes a matching detail. Hauck, consequently,
interprets this bracteate design as a representation of the death of
Baldr. Baldr stands in the centre, with the mistletoe in his trunk, while
Odinn can be seen to the right, identified by his spear, and Loki
stands to the left, in woman’s clothing. It was in this tale that Loki
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duced and used the bracteates. In the first case, they were evidently
familiar with the concept of a ruler, and with the symbolic language
which the Roman Empire used to praise its divine sovereign, for the
Roman coins were a medium of deliberate imperial propaganda
(HANNESTAD 1986; KROMANN 1989). It was the concept of the divine
emperor that was the basic ideological foundation of the Roman
state.

On the other hand, there is no reason why anybody up in the
north, in Scandinavia, should act as propagandists for the imperial
power; they must have had their own reasons for using his portrait.
Both the principal motif in itself and the details that were selected for
copying must have been comprehensible, and must have been used in
a context that was so important that gold was used as the material for
its representation. And the massive emphasis on Odinn in his role as
lord is so striking that it virtually must have some mundane cause. If
we look upon this as the projection of political ideals into the religious
sphere, the establishment of a divine lord could be connected to the
attempt by worldly princes to establish their power here in Scandin-
avia. For Man does indeed have an inclination to create his gods in
his own image.

We really know nothing for certain of political history in Scandin-
avia before the Viking Period. When the historical sources begin to
flow we find, on the whole, the three kingdoms that we know from
the Middle Ages, but it is unclear when they were formed. In the case
of Norway, according to Snorri Sturluson, this took place at the battle
of Hafrsfjord in the late 9th century. In Denmark, Harold Bluetooth
has often been credited with this on the basis of the inscription “he
won for himself all of Denmark and Norway” on the large Jelling
stone of the second half of the tenth century, but he cannot have
been the first to have done this.

In the years around A.D. 800 we know, from the annals of the
Frankish kingdom, that the Danish King Godfred and his successors
were opponents whom Charlemagne had to take very seriously indeed,
and it appears that their kingdom at this time may have included
both Scania and the Oslofjord region (ALBRECTSEN 1976, 11-26). From
as early as ¢. 520 we hear of Chlochilaich, the king of the Danes,
being killed during a raid on northern Gaul (GReGORY OF TOURs, The
History of the Franks, 111:3). This man is presumably identical with the
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Hygelac who is named in the Anglo-Saxon poem Beowulf. But we
have no idea whether in the fifth century the Danes lived primarily
in what is now Denmark; indeed we are right in the middle of the
Migration Period; and to illustrate the uncertainty of our knowledge
and the variability of tradition, Beowulf has Hygelac as king of the
Geatas, who presumably were living in Central Sweden. We also do
not know what power and authority a “king” really had (cf. NiAsman
1988, 126f. and 131-136).

If we look at archaeological finds from Scandinavia we can trace how
the centre of gravity of the distribution of finds of imported goods
and gold shifts through the course of the Iron Age. In the Early
Roman Iron Age there is a clustering of finds on Lolland, including,
amongst others, the rich graves at Hoby and Juellinge (HaNsen 1987,
Karte 16). In the Later Roman Iron Age the centre of gravity shifts to
eastern Zealand, to Stevns in particular (Hansen 1987, Karte 25).
Here we have the extraordinary rich princely grave at Himlinggje,
and Ulla Lund Hansen has shown how in this area a great part of the
importation of Roman luxury goods to Scandinavia was controlled:
the finest and most singular articles went no further into Scandinavia
than to eastern Zealand while the more run-of-the-mill goods could
be redistributed to other regions (Hansen 1987, 220ff.; Hansen 1988).

In the Earlier Germanic Iron Age there are relatively few imported
glass or bronze vessels, but this is, by contrast, the most opulent period
in Danish antiquity as far as gold is concerned. In both respects the
area around Gudme in south-eastern Funen is absolutely pre-eminent
(HANsSEN 1988; FONNESBECH-SANDBERG 1987). Here we find the gold
hoard from Broholm, with more than four kilograms of gold, and
several more gold and silver hoards, including the bracteate hoard
Gudme II (AxBoE 1985). The status of the Gudme region apparently
reaches its zenith in the Migration Period, but its pre-eminence can
also be traced before and after this period according to the evidence
of the excavations at the present-day village of Gudme, in the cemet-
ery of Mollegdrdsmarken and at the possible “port-of-trade” at Lun-
deborg (THRANE 1987; THRANE in Hauck 1992; PETERSEN 1988; THOM-
sEN 1989). In the course of time, a good quantity of imported items
has been found at Gudme (fig. 26), coming from widely dispersed
parts of Europe.
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Fig. 26. Map of the sources of coins, glass and terra sigillata found in the Gudme area. After
Perrrsen 1988.

Such a concentration of wealth was very probably accompanied by
a matching power and, possibly, religious influence too: Gudme
means “the home of the gods”. And in several ways there seem to be
changes in Germanic social structure in the course of the Roman Iron
Age; certainly, inter alia, with their roots in the influence of the
neighbouring Roman Empire and in the turmoil of the Migration
Period.

An important factor in the development of the Germanic chief-
tainships and kingdoms was, apparently, the growth of the retinue
system (see, for instance, HEDEAGER 1987, 132f. and HEDEAGER 1988,
249ff.). We have to assume that kinship had great significance for the
individual Iron-age person: the family was what one belonged to, and
in times of need one could find help and support from one’s kindred.
But during the Early Iron Age a class of professional soldiers seems to
have emerged, associated with a chieftain in a relationship of personal
loyalty without being related to him - like Hrolf Kraki and his war-
riors whom we know of from the sagas. A warrior class system of
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this kind must have needed to distinguish itself in some way from the
world around it and to maintain an order of rank within itself.

The Roman army already had a well-developed system of badges of
rank and distinction (MAXFIELD 1981). And in the course of the Later
Roman Iron Age and the Migration Period it appears that the Ger-
manic folk create their own such decorations, probably also in associ-
ation with the emergence of the known Germanic kingdoms: the
Goths, the Franks, and so on. From the 6th and 7th centuries one
can note the ring-swords, which the German archaeologist Heiko
Steuer believes were distributed to the selected warriors of the prince,
to a form of retinue; the ornamented helmets that are found in rich
graves of the same period may have played a similar role (fig. 27)
(STEUER 1987). In Denmark we know of four loose sword-hilt rings of
gold, all of them from the Gudme area, where a couple of simpler,
bronze examples have also been found (THRANE in Hauck 1992; one
is illustrated in THRANE 1987, Fig. 7:511).

In the Later Roman Iron Age and the Migration Period it is the
armrings which are interpreted as marks of status. Joachim Werner
regards the so-called snake’s-head rings as badges of the retainer while
the so-called Kolben armrings (penannular armrings with thickened
terminals) were restricted to members of a royal family (WerNER
1980; Hauck 1985). I am doubtful as to whether the difference in
rank between different ring-types can be interpreted so precisely
(STEUER 1982, 2471f.), but in any event there is a Kolben armring in
Childeric’s grave, where it was deposited together with a gold onion-
head brooch. This is a Roman status symbol (STEUER 1982, 245ff.) and
thus one example of how the Roman and the Germanic could be
combined, just as Childeric’s signet ring - which undoubtedly is a
Roman feature - displays his Frankish royal symbol, his long hair. In
Denmark we find both ring-types in the Himlinggje graves and the
Thorsbjerg bog finds, and there are two Kolben armrings in the gold
hoard of Broholm (Catalogue: KYHLBERG 1986, 118-121).

It i1s worth mentioning that armrings (armillae) found a place
amongst the Roman military decorations, amongst other things in
the form of open rings with thickened or animal-head terminals
(MaxrELD 1981, 86-90). Werner, indeed, sees the armillae as direct
prototypes for the Germanic snake’s-head rings (WERNER 1980, 24{f.).
It seems that none of the Scandinavian snake’s-head rings show signs
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Fig. 27. To the left: the upper part of a ring-sword from grave 7 at Valsgirde, Uppland. This name is
given because of the ring with an attachment loop which can be seen in the upper left-hand corner
of the hilt. The ring may be loose, or, as here, cast in one with the loop and therefore with no utilit-
arian function. To the right: a bronze die from Torslunda on Oland which shows two warriors with
swords and magnificent helmets; the leading warrior has a ring-hilted sword. The patrix die was
intended for the stamping of foils for the decoration of similar display helmets; it measures 50 x 57.5
mm. After Stk 1987.

of wear or any other evidence of use, not even those found in graves.
This could well mean that they were not used as ordinary dress jewel-
lery; were the surviving examples produced especially for burial or
sacrifice, or were they only worn/displayed on very particular occa-

sions, just as Roman soldiers only wore their decorations in parades
and such like?

Politics and Religion

The multifarious and deep influences exercised upon the Germanic
communities in Scandinavia and central Europe in the first four cen-
turies A.D. must have resulted from continuous contact with the
Roman Empire which in certain cases must have been quite intensive.
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This is not just a matter of some relatively short periods such as
when usurpers in Gaul had an acute and particular need for mercen-
aries, even though such episodes can leave their mark on finds from
free Germania (e.g. WERNER 1973). But if the Germans were not already
subject to continuous Roman influence such special engagements
could hardly have resulted in fundamental changes in society; in such
a case even the most precious imported Roman showpieces would
have had no value beyond that of curiosities.

The bracteates clearly belong in an upper-class milieu, with the elite
who clearly sought to appropriate and demonstrate power and
influence. To wear, to give away and to sacrifice gold were important
elements in the creation of prestige in a state of competition such as
the elite of the Migration Period found themselves in (HmEs 1989; cf.
HEepEAGER 1990, 39-86). I take it for granted that the bracteates had a
magical, amuletic function - through the power of the pictures, the
runic inscriptions and the symbols that are found on them - together
with their value as jewellery. This means that an interpretation of
their motifs will contribute to the understanding of the religious
ideology of the bracteates’ users.

But in the Scandinavian Migration Period too, religion and political
power must have been irretrievably interwoven - in general terms,
just as they were in the Roman Empire and the Middle Ages - and as
far as I can see, the bracteates are capable of illustrating political
notions as well as religious ones, essentially through the recurrent use
of symbols of lordship. Several Germanic royal dynasties later claimed
that they had divine ancestors - as a rule, in fact, Odinn himself -
which can properly be interpreted as an element in the legitimization
of the dynasty, and as a parallel of a sort to the later ages’ “king by
the grace of God”. When the Frankish King Clovis converted to
Christianity in 496 he was praised for his renunciation of the divine
status of his pagan ancestors (STauBACH 1983, 29f. with further refer-
ences). In the case of England, Bede notes that many kings reckoned
their descent from Woden (BEpA VENERABILIS, Historia Ecclesiastica
Gentis Anglorum 1.15; cf. Loy~ 1962, 230). According to Snorri,
Skjold, the founder of the royal Danish Skjoldung dynasty, was the
son of Odinn, and Earl Hakon also reckoned his descent from a son
of Odinn. The kings of Uppsala, by contrast, drew their lineage from
Yngvi/Freyr, 1.e. from one of the Vanir (Ynglinga Saga, Ch. 5-10).
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The bracteates show how far the Scandinavians had the assurance
to appropriate and exploit the Roman influences to their own ends.
With the insignia of the Roman emperor, Odinn was elevated as the
prince of the gods at the expense of the other deities, and this must
have made a particular sense for those in power in this world at a
time when a kingship of the Danes may have been in the process of
formation. Odinn, the Prince of the Gods, could indeed have been
held forward as a model for worldly imitation.

MA*

Summary

Roman influence in Scandinavia was not just a matter of barbarian
craftsmen simply imitating foreign objects or taste. Through almost
500 years of neighbourhood with the Romans the Germanic peoples
acquired not only a number of Roman objects, but also a knowledge
of many aspects of Roman civilization; possibly partly through (he-
reditary?) service in the Roman army. Not only their material culture
was affected, but their society and way of living as a whole.

The Scandinavian gold bracteates of the Migration Period adopt
important details from the pictorial language used by the Romans to
praise the divine emperor: 1.a. the diadem with a central jewel and the
round imperatorial brooch. The motif of Victory crowning the
emperor was also taken over by the bracteate makers. The sources can
be traced to Roman coins and medallions, but motifs and details are
used and integrated within a Germanic context of magic and mytho-
logy, apparently praising Odinn as the lord of magic with powers of
healing and elevating him as prince of the gods. The conscious use of
details testifies not only to a knowledge of their meaning, but also to
a political situation in Scandinavia with powerful lords struggling to
establish themselves, perhaps as kings of an early Denmark, and
propagating Odinn at the expense of the other gods as a divine model
and legitimation to worldly ambitions.

* I wish to thank Dr. John Hines, Cardiff, for his translation and useful comments.
The National Museum

Frederiksholms Kanal 12

DK - 1220 Copenhagen K.
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