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   In the year 793 the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle records: “on the sixth day before the ides of 

January in the same year, the harrowing inroads of heathen men made lamentable havoc in the 

church of God in Holy-island, by rapine and slaughter.”   The Norsemen thus received their 

introduction to the rest of Europe for having sacked one of Christendom’s most hallowed 

monasteries.  Saint Aidan had founded this Holy Island, Lindisfarne, in 635 on land granted by 

Oswald, King and Saint of Northumbria.  Two centuries later one such seafaring raider was 

himself canonized and can be found listed in litanies with King Oswald. 

     The transformation of a Viking into a Saint and the conversion of his people to Christianity 

raise important questions.  How could a Viking be transformed into a Saint?  What was the 

relationship between this transformation and the spread of Christianity into these distant lands?  

These questions can be answered in part by turning to the early liturgical practices of the 

Norwegians.  Much of early Norwegian liturgy was borrowed from other places, which could 

only have been brought about through the type of cultural exchange the Viking expeditions made 

possible.  The integration of indigenous and borrowed aspects of liturgical celebration by the 

medieval Norwegians additionally sheds important light on the process of the inculturation of 

Christianity. 

     In addressing these questions, this paper will examine the historical context, drawn in large 

part from the saga of the Norwegian Kings, Heimskringla, penned by Snorri Sturlson in the early 

thirteenth century.  The liturgical manuscripts used by the medieval Norwegians and the sources 

from which they were drawn will then be addressed.  A study of how the liturgical texts came to 

bear on the historical context and created the Saint and King of Norway, St. Olav will be 

undertaken.  Finally, I will make some remarks as to the contemporary relevance of this study. 
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     The conditions existing in the homelands of these Scandinavian seafarers have recently 

received a great deal of attention as scholars seek to understand the social and economic 

conditions that gave rise to the Scandinavian incursions into the rest of Europe.  In the Viking 

homeland of Norway, competition was rampant between many petty chieftains and local 

assemblies known as Things.  Not all Viking activity, however, resulted in incursions where rape 

and pillage ensued, as is still often assumed.  Viking expeditions included the founding of 

colonies in previously unpopulated Iceland, as well as in Greenland, and the Faerøes, Orkneys, 

and Hebrides.  The Vikings undertook trading expeditions along the rivers of Northern Europe, 

into Russia and even to the classical ports of the Mediterranean.  This brought them into contact 

with foreign cultures and foreign practices, including Christianity.  Processes of consolidation 

were beginning to take place in all of Scandinavian lands and the end result was the creation of 

Scandinavian kingdoms incorporated into the wider European milieu.  The situation has been 

likened to that prevalent in continental Europe during the sixth through eighth centuries. 

     The process of bringing Christianity to Norway was accomplished under the auspices of three 

missionary kings: Håkon “the Good,” Olav Tryggvason, and Olav Haraldsson.  The last of these 

became Saint Olav, the patron saint and eternal king of Norway.  The process of unifying the 

Kingdom of Norway reached a decisive turning point with the first of the two most important 

battles in Norwegian history: the battle at Hafrsfjord near Stavanger, that was fought circa 872.  

King Harald Hårfagre “the Fairhair” strengthened his position as ruler of large areas of the 

country as result of this battle.  The Christianization of Norway fell to his son. 

     Upon Harald’s death in 934, the Thing (general assembly) declared Harald’s illegitimate son, 

Håkon “the Good,” King of Norway.  Håkon had been raised as a Christian at the court of the 

English King Athelstan.  Heimskringla records, “King Athelstan had Håkon baptized, and 
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brought up in the right faith, and in good habits, and all sorts of good manners, and he loved 

Håkon above all his relations; and Håkon was beloved by all men.”1 

     Håkon attempted to bring his Christian religion to the people of Norway, beginning in the 

area around present-day Trondheim.  “It was his intent, as soon as he had set himself fast in the 

land, and had subjected the whole to his power, to introduce Christianity.  He went to work first 

by enticing to Christianity the men who were dearest to him; and many, out of friendship to him, 

allowed themselves to be baptized, and some laid aside sacrifices.2”  Heimskringla recounts how 

Håkon encouraged the people to not only abandon their sacrifices to the Nordic gods, but sought 

to move the celebration of the Yule to the same time of the year when the Christians celebrated 

the Nativity of the Lord.  It is interesting to note that the Yule celebration remained largely the 

same as it had been under pagan rule.  However, the celebration was now done in honor of the 

one God to celebrate the birth of our Lord Jesus Christ.  The feast had been appropriated and 

reinterpreted by the Christians. 

     Håkon met with a great deal of resistance in converting his people to Christianity.  Many of 

the same bondermen (petty freeholders) who had elected Håkon King of Norway at the previous 

Thing, refused to accept his Christian religion as their own.  Sensing that the loss of the sacrifice 

would lead to the failure of their harvest, the bondermen insisted that Håkon partake of the 

horsemeat sacrificed in the name of the Norse god Odin.  Håkon refused but the Earl Sigard 

eased the tense situation through his intervention, although a general reaction against Håkon did 

ensue.  The efforts of Håkon to bring his people to Christianity were a resounding failure. 

     Nearly half a century later, in 988, Heimskringla records that the future King of Norway, 

Olav Tryggvason landed on the Scilly Isles, located off the south west coast of England.  There, 

Olav encountered a hermit and fortune-teller who said to Olav: 
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Thou wilt become a renowned king, and do celebrated deeds.  Many men wilt thou bring to faith 
and baptism, and both to thy own and others' good; and that thou mayst have no doubt of the truth 
of this answer, listen to these tokens: When thou comest to thy ships many of thy people will 
conspire against thee, and then a battle will follow in which many of thy men will fall, and thou 
wilt be wounded almost to death, and carried upon a shield to thy ship; yet after seven days thou 
shalt be well of thy wounds, and immediately thou shalt let thyself be baptized.3 
 

Everything happened as the hermit had told Olav and “Olav agreed to let himself be baptized, 

and he and all his followers were baptized forthwith.  He remained here a long time, took the true 

faith, and got with him priests and other learned men.”4  Shortly thereafter Olav married the 

daughter of the Viking King of Dublin, Gyda.  Olav’s forays into England continued as Olav 

sacked the south east of England for a second time, forcing King Æthelred to pay tribute to 

secure peace.  The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle recounts that Olav was confirmed in England in 994 

with King Æthelred as sponsor, as part of an arrangement in which Olav was given royal gifts 

and agreed not to make war on England again. 

     Regardless of the specifics of his conversion and baptism, it can be concluded that Olav was 

baptized in England and after his conversion became a zealous promoter of Christianity.  While 

remaining in England, Olav learned that Earl Håkon, who now ruled Norway, had become, in the 

words of the saga, “very intemperate in his intercourse with women, and even carried it so far 

that he made the daughters of people of consideration be carried away, and brought home to him; 

and after keeping them a week or two as concubines, he sent them home.”5  The jarl (Earl) also 

had renounced Christianity and reverted to pagan beliefs.  Olav returned to Norway in 995 with 

English money and English priests to depose Håkon.  The following year, the Thing in 

Trondheim proclaimed Olav Tryggvason King of Norway, just as had been the case with his 

great grandfather more than a hundred years before. The vengeful heirs of Earl Håkon fled to 

Sweden.6  For several years Olav went from region to region within Norway, forcing the people 
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to accept Christianity or come under the sword.  Olav did not accommodate pagan beliefs or 

practices as King Håkon had done previously. 

     A miracle is recounted in Olav’s bringing of Christianity to the region of Rogaland.  There 

King Olav called a Thing and told the people of his intent to convert them to Christianity.  Three 

bondermen were prepared to speak against the king: 

But when he would begin to speak such a cough seized him, and such a difficulty of breathing, 
that he could not bring out a word, and had to sit down again.  Then another bonderman stood up, 
resolved not to let an answer be wanting, although it had gone so ill with the former: but he 
stammered so that he could not get a word uttered, and all present set up a laughter, amid which 
the bonderman sat down again.  And now the third stood up to make a speech against King 
Olav's; but when he began he became so hoarse and husky in his throat, that nobody could hear a 
word he said, and he also had to sit down.  There was none of the bondermen now to speak 
against the king, and as nobody answered him there was no opposition; and it came to this, that 
all agreed to what the king had proposed.  All the people of the Thing accordingly were baptized 
before the Thing was dissolved.7 
 

     Through such means as force and miraculous happenings Christianity spread through the 

whole of Norway and all of the Norwegian territories.  The Althing (general assembly) of 

Iceland immediately adopted Christianity upon its presentation by King Olav in the year 1000.  

The other territories of the Orkneys, Shetlands, Faerøes, and Greenland also accepted the faith.  

The Bishop Sigurd and other priests, who came to Norway from England with Olav, assisted in 

these missionary efforts.  Many scholars have come to believe that because some of these areas 

had already been exposed to Christianity or were already nominally Christian, Olav’s zeal to 

convert them was of no great consequence.  However, it was during the reign of Olav 

Tryggvason that all of Norway was made Christian. 

     The structures of the Christian Church also began to be put in place.  Olav built for himself a 

royal residence and erected a timber church, dedicated to St. Clement, along the River Nid.  He 

founded the town of Trondheim here, known as Nidaros.  It was upon this same site that the 

present Cathedral of Nidaros was to be constructed.  Since Olav had concluded peace with the 
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English King Æthelred, many connections developed between the Norwegian and English 

courts, which most certainly would have included liturgical practices brought by the English 

clerics. 

     Olav’s enemies, including the exiled descendants of Earl Håkon and Swein the Forkbeard, 

King of Denmark, conspired against him.  During the same year that Leif Eriksson, who had 

been baptized in the presence of Olav Tryggvason, was exploring the coast of North America, 

King Olav was killed.  In what is recounted as one of the bloodiest battles in the Heimskringla, 

the conspirators slaughtered King Olav and divided the Kingdom of Norway among them.  Once 

again the lands of Norway were ruled over by foreign kings, their vassals, and petty Earls. 

 

     Less than a decade later, in the year 1007, at the age of twelve Olav Haraldsson went on his 

first Viking raid.  A descendant of the Norwegian royalty, Heimskringla records Olav 

Haraldsson’s involvement in over twenty pitched battles.  He took part in some very lucrative 

raids on Canterbury and up the Thames River to London. 

     Following these raids on England, Olav turned to Rouen.  Several important events took place 

during these early years in Olav’s short life that were to have a profound effect on the 

establishment of Olav as Norway’s patron saint and perpetual king.  At the age of eighteen, Olav 

spent an autumn and the following winter in Rouen.  Heimskringla records this event: 

During this time there were two earls in Valland, William and Robert; their father was Richard 
earl of Rouen.  They ruled over Normandy.  Their sister was Queen Emma, whom the English 
king Ethelred had married.…  the earls of Rouen, who have long reckoned themselves of kin to 
the chiefs in Norway, and hold them in such respect that they always were the greatest friends of 
the Northmen; and every Northman found a friendly country in Normandy, if he required it.  To 
Normandy King Olav came in autumn (A.D. 1013), and remained all winter (A.D. 1014) in the 
river Seine in good peace and quiet.8 
 

Olav was a guest of Richard II, the Duke of Normandy, who was an able statesman and a zealous 

Christian.  There was time for long conversations in the long winter nights between the young 
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Olav and the duke. Olav certainly made good use of his time in other ways as well.  He no doubt 

visited the splendid cathedral in Rouen, where he would have encountered the liturgy associated 

with the reform-minded Archbishop Robert of Rouen.  In Rouen the Gregorian chant that flowed 

through the cathedral with its mild melody must have softened Olav’s hard Viking mentality.  

Perhaps he visited the many monasteries and monastic schools in Rouen and its vicinity.  While 

in Rouen Olav certainly did not undergo an abrupt conversion, but underwent a spiritual 

development, which may have begun when he raided the Christian England, that now received 

new impulses.9  So Olav would have been strengthened in his faith, as well as discovered many 

Christian practices hitherto unknown to him. 

     Olav’s stay in Rouen was not only influential for his spiritual development.  In Rouen, Olav 

first heard stories of Charlemagne.  The Normans would have regarded Charlemagne as the ideal 

for Christian kings.  Stories of his life, and most importantly his success at unifying the Frankish 

kingdoms under the rule of Christendom would have been highlighted.  These stories certainly 

would have served to stir Olav’s imagination.  Sometime after having departed Rouen for the 

Mediterranean, Olav’s destiny was changed by a dream, recounted in Heimskringla: 

he saw a great and superb man, in splendid clothes, standing by his bed; and it came into the 
king's mind that this was King Olav Tryggvason who had come to him.  This man said to him, 
“Thou are very sick of thinking about thy future resolutions; and it appears to me wonderful that 
these thoughts should be so tumultuous in thy soul that thou shouldst even think of laying down 
the kingly dignity which God hath given thee, and of remaining here and accepting of a kingdom 
from foreign and unknown kings.  Go back rather to that kingdom which thou hast received in 
heritage, and rule over it with the strength which God hath given thee, and let not thy inferiors 
take it from thee.  It is the glory of a king to be victorious over his enemies, and it is a glorious 
death to die in battle.  Or art thou doubtful if thou hast right on thy side in the strife with thine 
enemies?  Thou must have no doubts, and must not conceal the truth from thyself.  Thou must go 
back to thy country, and God will give open testimony that the kingdom is thine by property."  
When the king awoke he thought he saw the man's shoulders going out.  From this time the king's 
courage rose, and he fixed firmly his resolution to return to Norway.10 
 

Olav began to conceive of himself as the Charlemagne of Norway.  His nation was divided and 

ruled by petty earls.  His people’s faithfulness to Christianity had waned since the death of Olav 
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Tryggvason.  Olav then decided to return to Norway and claim the Kingdom as his own, sailing 

via Rouen and England, where he traded his exploration vessels for war vessels. 

     Olav returned to Norway and was, like the other missionary kings of Norway, proclaimed 

King by the Thing at Trondheim.  Olav met with resistance from the earls and bondermen, who 

did not want to be subjected to the rule of a central king.  They preferred their older alliances 

based on clan lineage and the emerging allegiance to local earls.  This is not how Olav conceived 

of a united Norway, nor was this how Charlemagne had won success in the Frankish realm.  

Olav then set about to impose his law: 

In each Thing he ordered the Christian law to be read, together with the message of salvation 
thereunto belonging, and with which many ill customs and much heathenism were swept away at 
once among the common people: for the earls had kept well the old laws and rights of the 
country; but with respect to keeping Christianity, they had allowed every man to do as he liked.  
It was thus come so far that the people were baptized in the most places on the sea-coast, but the 
most of them were ignorant of Christian law.11 
 

The Christian law that Heimskringla writes of and that concerned Olav during the later part of 

his life was the moral code imposed upon the people by their Christian faith. 

     Like his namesake before him, King Olav Haraldsson “built a king's house in Nidaros, and in 

it was a large room for his court, with doors at both ends.  The king's high-seat was in the middle 

of the room; and within sat his court-bishop, Grimkel, and next him his other priests.”12  Adam 

of Bremen also relates the priests whom Olav had brought with him from England.  “He had with 

him many bishops and priests from England, by whose admonition and doctrine he himself 

prepared his heart for God, and to whose guidance he committed the people subject to him; 

among those famous for teaching and virtues were Sigafird, Grimkil, Rudolf, and Bernard.”13  

Olav’s skald recalled of King Olav’s habits during this period, 

The king, who at the helm guides, 
His warlike ship through clashing tides, 
Now gives one law for all the land – 
A heavenly law, which long will stand.14 
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     As Olav consolidated control over Norway, and issued the one Christian law for all of 

Norway, so too were other Scandinavian kings consolidating control over their kingdoms.  Many 

of the petty earls whom Olav subjugated had been vassals of the King of Denmark, Canute the 

Great.  Canute not only was King of Denmark, but also had been proclaimed King of England in 

the same year Olav gained control of all Norway.  This political situation had important 

implications for the ecclesial future of Norway.  Since England was under the control of Canute, 

Olav appealed not to England from whence his bishops came for their recognition, but to the See 

of Bremen.  In this way, Nidaros was brought under the ecclesial authority of Bremen, as were 

all the other Scandinavian churches at their creation by Pope Nicholas I in 858.15 

     To undermine the tenuous universal control Olav exercised over Norway, Canute began 

offering rewards to Norwegian earls who would challenge the authority of King Olav.  The earls 

and bondermen who were displeased at having lost their sovereignty were quick to oppose King 

Olav.  In response, King Olav allied with the King of Sweden, Anund Jakob, to attack Denmark 

in 1026, although they were defeated in battle.  Two years later Canute the Great landed in 

Norway and without a single battle laid claim to the land and promised the Norwegian people 

that their local leadership would be restored.  In reality, Canute the Great merely transferred to 

his appointee the authority that King Olav had consolidated. 

When King Canute had, as before related, laid all Norway under his power, he set Earl Håkon to 
manage it, and gave the earl a court-bishop, by name Sigurd, who was of Danish descent, and had 
been long with King Canute.  This bishop was of a very hot temper, and particularly obstinate, 
and haughty in his speech; but supported King Canute all he could in conversation, and was a 
great enemy of King Olav.  He was now also in the bondermen's army, spoke often before the 
people, and urged them much to insurrection against King Olav.16 

 
Olav Haraldsson fled to from the country and went to the court of the husband of his wife’s half-

sister, King Jaroslav (Jarisleif) in Novgorod, Russia. 
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     In 1029 Earl Håkon died and King Canute sent his mistress, Aelfgifu (Alfiva), and their son, 

Svein, to govern the country.  Olav heard of Håkon’s death and in 1030 he began his return to 

Norway, via Sweden.  He was warned that the earls and bondermen had assembled a large army 

to meet him, but Olav ignored the warnings and persisted towards Trondheim.  Heimskringla 

places Olav’s dream that was recounted earlier at this point in Olav’s life.  He entered Norway 

with an army consisting of the men who had stayed with him in Novgorod as well as others who 

had joined him in Sweden, many of whom were Swedes.17  As Olav’s journey came to a close, 

seeing the land of Norway, he became very silent: 

Then the bishop rode up to him, asked him why he was so silent, and what he was thinking of; 
for, in general, he was very cheerful, and very talkative on a journey to his men, so that all who 
were near him were merry.  The king replied, full of thought, “Wonderful things have come into 
my mind a while ago.  As I just now looked over Norway, out to the west from the mountains, it 
came into my mind how many happy days I have had in that land.  It appeared to me at first as if I 
saw over all the Throndhjem country, and then over all Norway; and the longer this vision was 
before my eyes the farther, methought, I saw, until I looked over the whole wide world, both land 
and sea.  Well I know the places at which I have been in former days; some even which I have 
only heard speak of, and some I saw of which I had never heard, both inhabited and uninhabited, 
in this wide world.”  The bishop replied that this was a holy vision, and very remarkable.18 
 

     The battle that followed is the second of the two most important battles in Norwegian history: 

Stiklestad.  The battle is recounted in incredible detail in Heimskringla, from the king’s armor to 

the banners carried by the opposition.  Skalds’ verses are recorded and the following dream of 

King Olav is recounted: “he seemed to see a high ladder, upon which he went so high in the air 

that heaven was open: for so high reached the ladder.  Awakened, he had come to the highest 

step towards heaven.”19  Olav’s forces were, however, not victorious at the battle and he himself 

was slain.  Heimskringla records the passion of Olav on July 29, 1030: 

Thorer Hund, went forward in front of the banner with his troop, and called out, “Forward, 
forward, bondermen!”  Thereupon the bondermen raised the war-cry, and shot their arrows and 
spears.  The king's men raised also a war-shout; and that done, encouraged each other to advance, 
crying out, “Forward, forward, Christ-men!  Cross-men!  King's men!”…  The weather was 
beautiful, and the sun shone clear; but when the battle began the heaven and the sun became red, 
and before the battle ended it became as dark as at night….  Thorer [the Dog] struck at the king, 
and they exchanged some blows; but the king's sword would not cut where it met the reindeer 
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skin, although Thorer was wounded in the hands….  The king said to Bjørn [the Bear] the 
marshal, “Do thou kill the dog on whom steel will not bite.”  Bjørn turned round the axe in his 
hands, and gave Thorer a blow with the hammer of it on the shoulder so hard that he tottered.  
The king at the same moment turned against Kalf [a leader of the bondermen] and his relations, 
and gave him his death-wound….  Thorstein Knarrarsmid struck at King Olav with his axe, and 
the blow hit his left leg above the knee.  Fin Arnason instantly killed Thorstein.  The king after 
the wound staggered towards a stone, threw down his sword, and prayed God to help him.  Then 
Thorer Hund struck at him with his spear, and the stroke went in under his mail-coat and into his 
belly.  Then Kalf struck at him on the left side of the neck….  These three wounds were King 
Olav's death; and after the king's death the greater part of the forces that had advanced with him 
fell with the king.20 

 
     The life of King Olav Haraldsson came to an end, but his effect on the people of Norway was 

just beginning to have its effect.  As the Saga of Olav Haraldsson continues, events are described 

as to how even the enemies of King Olav came to believe in his sanctity.  Some of King Olav’s 

friends had buried him at a secret place as rumors about strange lights at night over his body 

brought fears that King Olav’s enemies might abduct his body.  Stories of miracles taking place 

in the area where he was buried started spreading.  Heimskringla records: “In the sand-hill where 

King Olav's body had lain on the ground a beautiful spring of water came up and many human 

ailments and infirmities were cured by its waters….  The bishop adorned King Olav's holy 

remains, and cut his nails and hair; for both grew as if he had still been alive.”  The saga 

continues and tells of 

much talk about King Olav's sanctity, and there was a great alteration in the expressions of all 
people concerning him.  There were many who now believed that King Olav must be a saint, 
even among those who had persecuted him with the greatest animosity, and would never in their 
conversation allow truth or justice in his favor.  People began then to turn their reproaches against 
the men who had principally excited opposition to the king; and on this account Bishop Sigurd in 
particular was accused.  He got so many enemies, that he found it most advisable to go over to 
England to King Canute.  Then the Throndhjem people sent men with a verbal message to the 
Uplands, to Bishop Grimkel, desiring him to come north to Throndhjem.  King Olav had sent 
Bishop Grimkel back to Norway when he went east into Russia, and since that time Grimkel had 
been in the Uplands.  When the message came to the bishop he made ready to go, and it 
contributed much to this journey that the bishop considered it as true what was told of King 
Olav's miracles and sanctity.21 
 

Upon his return to the Cathedral of Nidaros, Bishop Grimkel, who had accompanied Olav from 

England and been his friend, officially canonized Olav Haraldsson a saint.  All in Norway soon 
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accepted not only Christianity, but also the very Christian law King Olav had sought to impose 

upon his people.  The laws of the country gradually came to include the Christian values.  For the 

subsequent five hundred years, the laws of the country came to be known as St. Olav’s Law. 

     Four years after the death of King Olav, his son Magnus, was presented the crown after 

Canute’s representative Svein was deposed.  King Magnus arrived in Norway in 1035 and was 

Norway’s king until 1047.  Magnus undertook the construction of a shrine for the remains of his 

father.  One of his followers, King Olav Kyrre (1066-1093), started building a stone cathedral on 

the site of the former timber Church of St. Clement.  More than one hundred years went by 

before the most central person in the history of the Cathedral started his work, the architect and 

master promoter of St. Olav Archbishop Eystein Erlendsson.  When Nidaros was declared a 

bishopric in 1043 it was part of the ecclesiastical province of Bremen-Hamburg, of which it 

remained a part until 1103.  In 1103, Cardinal Alberich came to Denmark as papal legate to and 

selected Lund as the see for the new metropolitan.  The local bishop, Asger, a friend of Anselm 

of Canterbury, received the pallium and the archiepiscopal dignity.  The Bishopric of Nidaros 

became a suffragan of the See of Lund until 1152, when Nidaros itself was declared an 

Archbishopric, with its own suffragans. 

     In the last of these periods, under Archbishop Eystein’s tutelage, the important shrine to Saint 

Olav grew to international prominence and assumed the status of a major pilgrimage site.  Adam 

of Bremen has described the stream of pilgrims that visited the shrine of the Saint: “The body of 

the most blessed king and martyr Olav reposes there, at whose grave God until this day performs 

great miracles of healing, so that thereto come great numbers from distant lands in the hope that 

they can be helped by the holy martyr’s intercession.”22  What King Olav could not accomplish 
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in life, came to be after his martyrdom and canonization through the work of his followers and 

the liturgies they celebrated in his stead. 

     Beyond the historical information that it presents, Sturlson’s Heimskringla is important for 

another reason.  The saga evidences certain aspects of thirteenth century Scandinavian 

anthropology.  There is a strong concern for the concepts of fate and luck.  Moreover, there is an 

intimate relationship between the fate of the people and the fate of their king – a King in the 

Royal Norwegian bloodline. 

 

     We turn now to the liturgical manuscripts used by the medieval Norwegians and the sources 

from which they were drawn.  When Nidaros assumed the status of an Archbishopric in 1152 

with its suffragan dioceses of Oslo, Bergen, Stavanger, Hamar, Kirkwall in the Orkneys, 

Kirkjubær in the Faerøes, Skálholt and Hólar in Iceland, Gardar in Greenland, and Sodor and 

Man (the Isle of Man and Hebrides), the manuscripts created for the See attest to the existence of 

the Rite of Nidaros.  Unfortunately, since the Reformation came to Norway in 1521 under the 

force of the Danish royalty, the vast majority of the liturgical manuscripts were either destroyed 

or dismantled for use as binding of other books.  Many of these fragments are now part of the 

Arne Magnusson collection housed at the University of Copenhagen.  The sole place where any 

complete manuscripts used by the churches within the Province of Nidaros survived was in 

Iceland.  For that reason, many of the manuscripts used in the modern editions of the liturgical 

books are Icelandic in origin.  Those Icelandic manuscripts and the associated fragments of 

Norwegian manuscripts that remain have been studied by Helge Fæhn and Lilli Gjeløw and 

published by the Norsk Historisk Kjeldeskrift-Institutt. 
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     The liturgical books that have been edited are the Manuale Norvegicum (Presta Handbók), the 

Ordo Nidrosiensis Ecclesiae (Orðubók), and the Antiphonarium Nidrosiensis Ecclesiae.  

Additionally, the Missal and Breviary of the Nidaros were printed in 1519 and is available in a 

modern facsimile edition. 

     The edition of the Manuale by Fæhn (1962) is based on three manuscripts: Thott 110, 8° (MS 

C); NKS 32, 8° (MS D); and NKS 133 f, 4° (MS B).  All three of these are to be found in the Royal 

Library of Copenhagen.  Thott 110 contains three independent codices: one Sacramentary, one 

Manuale, and a mixed codex with material from both of these categories.  The Sacramentary dates 

from the beginning of the thirteenth century, while the Manuale dates from the middle of the 

fifteenth century.  The provenance of the Sacramentary is unknown, while the Manuale is probably 

from the area around Bergen.  Magnus Orknøyjarl suggests that the mixed codex, dating a century 

later than the Sacramentary, comes from West Norway, perhaps Trøndelag.23  In this manuscript, 

Olav heads the list of martyrs, even before the protomartyr Stephen.24  Both Latin and Norwegian 

are found in Thott 110.25  NKS 32 (MS D) contains two parts.  The first is the oldest of all parts 

examined and dates from around 1200.  The manuscript surely belonged either to the church of St. 

Mary’s or that of St. Nicholas, both of which are in Østlandet (Eastern Norway).  The litany of 

saints is prolix and contains the Norwegians saints, as well as English, Irish, and German saints.  

The neumes, which bear a resemblance to the German neumes east of the Rhine (such as Saint 

Gall), strengthen the connection with Germany.  The more recent part dates from around 1300 and 

is associated with Trøndelag.  The third manuscript, NKS 133, dates to the middle or last half of the 

thirteenth century.  Fæhn finds evidence that the manuscript originally belonged to the parish church 

of St. Gregory in Nidaros.  It contains a mixture of Sacramentary and Manuale.  The unique feature 

of this manuscript is its connection with the Northern French tradition, similar to that of the 
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Dominican Liturgy.  The developed quadrangular musical notation, the designation of “officium” 

for the introit, and the addition of the prologue of St. John evidence this connection. 

     The Ordo Nidrosiensis Ecclesiae (Orðubók), edited by Gjerløw and published in 1968, is 

based on nine manuscripts.  The archetype of the Ordo Nidrosiensis is likely to have come into 

being between circa 1205 and 1224, while none of the existing manuscripts can be dated earlier 

than the last third of the thirteenth century.  The small Nidaros fragment is presumably a direct 

descendant of the archetype.  The complete manuscripts now possessed are all Icelandic in 

provenance, although the AM 679 4° is closest to the Nidaros archetype.  The dates and 

provenance of the nine manuscripts are summarized in the table below: 

AM 679 4° 1275 - 1300 Iceland 
AM 680a 4° 1250 - 1267 Augustinian monastery of Viðey or Diocese 

of Skálholt, Iceland 
AM 678 4° 1300; 1400  
AM 791 4° before 1397 Church of Vallanes, Iceland 
GKS 3273 4°, ff. 133-134 circa 1300 Iceland 
Stockholm Kungliga Biblioteket Isl. 
perg. 8: o, no. 5. Cover 

1593 Church of Glaumbær, Diocese of Hólar 

Stockholm Kungliga Biblioteket Isl. 
perg. 4: o, no. 36 V 

mid-14th 
century 

 

Stockholm Kungliga Biblioteket Isl. 
perg. 4: o, no. 5.  Fly-leaf and f. (3)v 

12th century; 
late 13th 
century 

 

Oslo Lat. fragm. 140b (= Ord 1)  Archdiocese of Nidaros 
   

     Gjerløw has identified five sources for the Ordo Nidrosiensis Ecclesiae.  The Rite of Nidaros 

is essentially that of the Roman Rite, using the Gregorian (Hadrianum) Sacramentary with the 

Carolingian supplement.  The Gradual of the Rite of Nidaros is faithful to the stable tradition 

presented by Hesbert in the Antiphonale Missarum Sextuplex.  Given the agreement of the Rite 

of Nidaros with the general Roman liturgy, the sources are drawn from many places in Europe.  

The first source Gjerløw identifies is Der Rheinauer Liber Ordinarius, representing the Clunaic 

reform of the Benedictine abbey of Rheinau.  The Ordo of both Nidaros and Lund contain 
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directions mostly in agreement with RhC when it differs from RhA.26  The redactor of the Ordo 

Nidrosiensis clearly had the Rheinauer customary, although probably not in its original form.  

This customary may likely have been introduced during the episcopate of Archbishop Absalon 

who in 1187 called a meeting to create uniformity of liturgical use in his province.27  The 

directions in the Ordo Nidrosiensis for Holy Week can be identified as having coming from the 

Decreta Lanfranci.  This feature distinguished Nidaros from the other Scandinavian Ordos that 

make use the RhC source, but not the Lanfranc source.  Another crucial source for the Ordo 

Nidrosiensis was Bernold of Constance’s Micrologus de ecclesiasticus efficiis, one of the most 

widespread liturgical books of the twelfth century.  As was done elsewhere in Europe, it is likely 

that a decree was passed in Nidaros prescribing the Micrologus usage.  This is yet another 

distinct element from the other Scandinavian ordinaries.  While the Micrologus would have been 

prescribed, a fourth source would not have been prescribed, although it was very popular in the 

twelfth century.  Honorius’ Gemma animæ is the source of nearly all the didactic, interpretive 

passages in the Ordo Nidrosiensis.  It is possible that the redactor of the Ordo Nidrosiensis 

possessed a Norse copy of this source, as the Gemma animæ forms part of a 1220 Gamal norsk 

Homiliebok written in Old Norse.  The translators or compilers of the same book of homilies 

extensively used another of Honorius’ works, Speculum ecclesiæ.  A final source of the ordos 

contained in the Ordo Nidrosiensis that Gjerløw cites is the Barking Ordo Lectionum ‘de 

Significatione,’ a text used by Letbert, the Abbot of Saint-Ruf near Avignon (1100-10). 

     Gjerløw has also edited the Antiphonarium Nidrosiensis Ecclesiae.  In her introduction, Gjerløw 

notes, “strictly speaking, the Nidaros antiphoner is the antiphoner embedded in the Nidaros 

Ordinary of the early thirteenth century….  However, liturgical service books had been used in 

Norway for a long time before the introduction of the Ordinary.”28  Because of the paucity of such 
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early Norwegian manuscripts, the sources upon which Gjerløw based the edition of the 

Antiphonarium Nidrosiensis are all fragments.  Twenty small fragments of Antiphonarium, all now 

stored in Riksarkivet (the State Archives) in Oslo, were analyzed in conjunction with a dozen 

Breviary fragments, both with and without notation.  From this analysis and comparison with other 

sources Gjerløw has made some tentative conclusions about the origin of the early musical 

manuscripts in Norway.  Most of the sources are English, both monastic and secular.  The Abbeys 

in the area near Winchester are of special interest, since they are similar in many respects.  Several 

of the sources, however, are French and bear the mark of the cursus of William of Volpiano, a 

reforming monk of the Clunaic order who served at Rouen for some time. 

     A study of the liturgical texts associated with the Saint and perpetual King of Norway, Olav 

Haraldsson, is important for several reasons.  As was outlined above, King Olav Haraldsson was 

a man deeply involved in political issues.  He was most certainly a ruthless warrior; else he could 

never have consolidated the Norwegian kingdom, even if he did loose it to King Canute the 

Great.  As mentioned Sturlson’s Heimskringla is important for reasons other than the historical 

information it presents.  The stories recorded in Heimskringla are also recorded in Passio et 

Miracula beati Olavi, used by Archbishop Eystein for later used for the development of the 

Liturgies of Saint Olav. 

     The Liturgies of Saint Olav underwent two periods of development.  The first period is not 

attested to in any Norwegian manuscripts, or any from the area that later became the Province of 

Nidaros for that matter.  The earliest Latin liturgical material concerning Saint Olav that remains 

today is English.  “A votive Mass for Saint Olav found in an English missal from Sherborne, the 

‘Red Book of Derby’ (or Darley) from 1061, has until now been considered to be the earliest 

material.”29  The editor of this manuscript argues that the manuscript was written in a monastery 
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in the Diocese of Winchester, within the Province of Canterbury.  The Red Book of Derby 

contains the following three Mass prayers for the votive Mass of Saint Olav: 

[Collect:] God, crown of kings and Victory of martyrs, let us experience the pious protection of 
Olav, the holy king and martyr, that through your magnificence which we glorify in his passion 
we may receive the crown of eternal life which is promised to those who love you. 
 
[Secret:] Trembling in front of the inscrutable power of your mystery, we implore you, Almighty 
Father, that you may sanctify these creatures chosen for the holy sacrifice to the flesh and blood 
of Christ in heaven, and that you may let Olav, the holy king and martyr, intervene for us, that we 
may reach salvation of life and soul. 
 
[Postcommunion:] Received by the delights of the life-giving sacrifice, the Word made flesh, we 
beseech you, Almighty God, that our sins may be reconciled through Him and through the 
intervention of Olav, the most holy king and Your martyr, that we may be worthy of enjoying the 
fruits of the present life and of participating in eternal life.30 
 

Gunilla Iversen notes that these prayers all drawn from the Common of Martyrs, and in particular 

that used for an English king and martyr.  These three prayers were retained in the 1519 printed 

Missal of Nidaros. 

     Saint Olav also occurs in the litanies of other English liturgical books.  The earliest mention 

of Olav is found in a fragment for the Dedication of a Church edited by Michael Lapidge, where 

his name is added at the end of the list.  The fragment is dated to the first half of the eleventh 

century and was made for Exeter or Ramsey.  A similar fragment for the Dedication of a Church 

also located to Exeter, but dating from the latter half of the eleventh century includes Olav’s 

name at the head of the litany, followed by Saint Pancras.  The first full liturgical book that 

includes Olav in a litany is the Leofric Psalter, donated to the Exeter Cathedral by Bishop 

Leofric (1050-72).  In this litany Olav stands together with the martyrs of England: Alban, 

Oswald, Edmund, Edward the Martyr, Kenelm, Frederick, Ermengild, Alphege, Ethelbert, and 

Ethelreda.  “Most of these English saints had been persons in a royal position and were either 

newly established as saints in the eleventh century or reestablished in connection with 

translations during this period.”31 
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     The earliest source for the Office of Saint Olav is another of the books from those that Leofric 

donated to Exeter, the Leofric Collectar.  This manuscript, edited by Dewick and Frere, contains 

the all of the collects, save Prime and Compline, which were used for the Office of Saint Olav.  

Six prayers are included, although that for Second Vespers is the same as the Collect for the 

Mass cited above. 

[Matins:] Almighty eternal God, strength of the warriors and victory of the martyrs, look 
gracefully upon the solemn feast of this day and let your Church rejoice in a solemnity without 
end, and with the intercession of Saint Olav, king and martyr, make perfect the prayers of all your 
faithful ones. 
 
[Terce:] Almighty eternal God, who has sanctified the blessed and happy joy of this day when we 
celebrate your holy servant Olav, fill our hearts with your love and care, so that we may celebrate 
the shedding of his blood on earth and through his merits perceive his patronage in heaven. 
 
[Sext:] God of ineffable compassion, who allowed the holy king Olav to conquer the enemy in 
dying for the sake of your name, mercifully grant to your servants that with his intervention, in 
your name they might deserve to overcome and extinguish the temptations of the ancient enemy. 
 
[None:] God, who through the passion of Saint Olav, king and martyr, consecrated this day, we 
pray you, that through this same intervention, may flourish in our actions that which will be 
rewarded by heavenly prize. 
 
[Second Vespers:] Almighty God, we pray you, grant that just as we praise the divine miracles in 
the passion of the holy king Olav, so also through his pious prayers may we attain your 
indulgence. 
 

The first of these prayers, that for Matins, is drawn from the Office of Saint Oswald, the king of 

Northumbria who sponsored Saint Aidan.  The second of these was used for the Office of Saint 

Edmund, king and martyr in English uses and in Rouen.  As with the three prayers cited earlier, 

these six prayers are retained in the 1519 printed Breviary of Nidaros. 

     That the cult of Saint Olav had spread to this area within thirty years of his martyrdom is 

remarkable.  Clearly there were many among the English who came to revere Olav, believe in 

the miracles accomplished in his name, and support his opposition to King Canute who was then 

still King of England.  Surprisingly, it is not merely in York that one finds reference to the 

commemoration of Saint Olav, as his feast day was observed in Winchester, Canterbury, London 
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and Exeter.  There is some agreement among historians that Olav Haraldsson’s Bishop Grimkell, 

who died in 1047 as Bishop of Selsey, England, likely composed the Office for Saint Olav. 

     When Eystein Erlandson was proclaimed Archbishop of Nidaros in 1152/3, he began work on 

a variety of projects.  Today he is best remembered for commissioning and designing the 

Cathedral of Nidaros that was inaugurated in 1152/3.  The second generation of liturgical texts of 

Saint Olav shows that Eystein was concerned not only with the edifice of the Church of Nidaros, 

but with her reputation as well.  The cult of Saint Olav had already received considerable 

prestige by Eystein’s day, as has been seen to be the case in England.  It was fitting then that as 

Nidaros assumed a new role as a Provincial See and Archbishopric that the patron saint and 

eternal king of Norway have unique liturgies written for him.  Eystein relied heavily on a source 

concerning the life of Saint Olav, the Passio et Miracula beati Olavi in his composition of 

prayers, capitula, lessons, and responsories for the Divine Office. 

     Until recently, scholars were unaware of the Passio et Miracula source, until a manuscript 

written in the 1180s was discovered at Fountains Abbey in Yorkshire and subsequently edited by 

Frederick Metcalfe.  It is known that Eystein was in exile in England between 1180 and 1183, 

and was entertained at Bury Saint Edmunds on at least one occasion.  It seems quite possible that 

Eystein was promoting the new office of Saint Olav and may have carried a copy of the Passio et 

Miracula with him. 

     The nine lessons that make up the Divine Office of Saint Olav are drawn from the important 

Christian events of his life and mirror the life of Christ as told in the Gospels: 

Olav’s conversion and missionary work 
[Resp:] Placed in his royal position, King Olav was poor in spirit.  Although he was involved in 
governmental duties of his royal power, his open mind was constantly meditating over celestial 
things. 
[Verse:] All worldly vanity bored him, and the glory and pleasure of his worldly kingdom seemed 
vile to him. 
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Olav as a successful Christian preacher 
[Resp:] O such a great fervor of faith that had inflamed the heart of the most unvanquished martyr 
who was placed in the midst of savage peoples.  But he never ceased to preach to all the word of 
salvation. 
[Verse:] He had many enemies who tried to convert the right ways of the Lord. 
 
Olav as indefatigable preacher 
[Resp:] Righteous as a lion, full of confidence and without fear, and following the example of 
Job, he was not afraid of the multitude nor feared the contempt of his own kinsmen. 
[Verse:] He offered himself to perils and did not refuse to accept martyrdom. 
 
Olav as follower of early Christian missionary martyrs  
[Resp:] And thus faithfully fulfilling the office of the evangelist, he fastens on the armor of faith 
and the helmet of salvation.  He went around to towns, villages, and country houses, everywhere 
spreading the doctrine of salvation. 
[Verse:] Such great labors for good Jesus sustained him before he could convert the unbelieving 
people. 
 
Olav’s benefit to his people and the memorial left them by his honorable way of life  
[Resp:] The people eagerly gathered to be baptized also in many parts of Norway.  Because of the 
multitude of the faithful, iniquity held its mouth closed. 
[Verse:] Those who trusted in idols were confused, but the number of believers increased from 
day to day. 
 
Olav’s flight to Russia and return through Sweden 
[Resp:] Faith flowered and the new plant of the word of God bloomed copiously.  Devout and 
cheerful people offered gifts for the building of churches. 
[Verse:] The King extolled more than can be believed the sweetest rewards of his labor already 
tasted. 
 
Olav’s death at the Battle of Stiklestad 
[Resp:] Christ’s martyr had come to the place where his most holy body recently rested, where 
the cruel inhabitants of this place were stubborn in their ill-will and enemies to the truth. 
[Verse:] They collected an army and came together against the Lord and against his Christ. 
 
Olav’s dream of the ladder to heaven 
[Resp:] The night before the day of his passion the honorable martyr Olav saw Jesus dressed in a 
splendid garment standing before him and saying to him: “Come, my beloved, it is time for you 
to pick the sweet fruits of your labors.” 
[Verse:] Wondering over this sight and seized with inspiration, he received the divine prophecy. 
 
The first miracle: the  blind man made to see by Olav’s blood 
[Resp:] The glorious King Olav, the Lord’s precious martyr, was strengthened by the divine 
vision and came exulting to the place of his passion. 
[Verse:] And through effusion of his blood he achieved the palm of eternal joy. 
 

Several interesting points present themselves in examining these texts in light of the historical 

text of Heimskringla.  While the historical accuracy of the latter can be doubted in some 
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specifics, there are many areas of the lessons in the Divine Office of Saint Olav that diverge from 

historical accuracy.  The testament of his honorable life that Olav is supposed to have left his 

people is questionable.  Like his namesake before him, Olav Haraldsson sometimes used brutal 

tactics to bring his people to Christianity.  He certainly was not loved by all during his lifetime 

and the people of Norway were not immediately willing to surrender the Nordic gods and 

sacrifices.  The two dreams recounted in the history of Olav Haraldsson are conflated in the 

Office lessons.  This conflated and contrived dream portrays Olav as having foreknowledge of 

his defeat and impending death.  From Heimskringla one can see that this is certainly not the 

case.  Olav entered battle intending to win.  While his mind may have been focused on celestial 

things, he most certainly had in mind regaining control of the lands and riches of Norway. 

     What is important in these liturgical texts is not that Eystein ignored or lied about these less 

than holy aspects of Olav’s life, but that certain other aspects of Olav’s life were emphasized.    

Olav certainly did posses the insatiable desire to bring Christianity to his people.  The depth of 

his conversion we can never know – it is possible that Christianity was merely a power of 

unification for Olav, as he saw it for Charlemagne.  Regardless of the motives, history has 

judged Olav on his effectiveness at converting the Norwegian people to Christianity.  Although 

not successful during his lifetime, the events that followed his life and social environment in 

which these events took place made Olav the focal point of Norwegian Christianity.  Eystein did 

not rewrite or fabricate the life of Olav, but reinterpreted Olav’s life as a Christian in light of the 

needs and understanding of the twelfth century European context. 

     These texts served the needs of the burgeoning Province of Nidaros, and in so doing both 

incorporated and distinguished the Norwegian people with the wider European context.  “As in 

the case of English kings such as Edward, Oswald, and Edmund, dynastic and patriotic 
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considerations greatly helped the establishment of his cult and made him the patron saint of 

Norway.”32  The narrative of St. Olav’s life was rewritten, primarily through the liturgy, to create 

a strong symbol of Christianization for the Norwegian people, a people who were at the same 

time becoming part of a larger European milieu, yet retained their distinctive way of life.  To this 

day Olsok (Saint Olav’s Day) is commemorated as an important national holiday in Norway. 

 

     For the contemporary liturgist, the success of Eystein at reinterpreting the life of Olav 

Haraldsson, to create the narrative that gave rise to the Saint Olav as the patron saint and 

perpetual king of Norway presents an interesting case of inculturation.  A local bishop was able 

to find within his own national tradition an individual who had already been accepted as a 

Christian saint and in advancing the causes of his people wrote unique liturgical texts that were 

to influence the way the rest of the world was to see Norway.  No longer was Norway a land of 

Viking raiders, wrecking havoc on sacred Christian sites.  Norway and its people were regarded 

as members of Christendom and their Saint Olav was to go before them, with the light of 

Christian faith burning bright for all to see.  This was the accomplishment of the liturgical texts 

and those who promoted them. 

     Perhaps today there are similar figures in whom one can find a potential advocate.  

Individuals such as Oscar Romero, martyred for what he preached, present themselves as models 

of behavior and champions of a cause.  Can contemporary liturgists influence how various 

groups will make use of such individuals?  Who will appropriate them and for what cause?  The 

life of Saint Olav Haraldsson is only one example in one age and one place.  We too must 

recover and reinterpret the lives of those who are our potential advocates for the cause of right 

and peace, by formulating and promulgating liturgical texts as Archbishop Eystein did. 
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Map of the Province of Nidaros in the year 1152/3, with the five Norwegian Dioceses of Nidaros, Oslo, Bergen, 

Stavanger, Hamar, and the six overseas dioceses of Kirkwall in the Orkneys, Kirkjubær in the Faerøes, Skálholt and 

Hólar in Iceland, Gardar in Greenland, and Sodor and Man (the Isle of Man and Hebrides). 


