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INTRODUCTION

The Whole from Its Parts

Annals written by Irish clerics report that in the year 858:

. . . it was worth coming in order to kill those Gall-Gaedil [“Foreign Gaels”] who were slain there, for they were men who had forsaken their baptism, and they used to be called Norsemen, for they had the customs of the Norse, and had been fostered by them, and though the original Norsemen were evil to the churches, these were much worse, these people, wherever in Ireland they were.1

These “Foreign Gaels” appear here and in several other monastic records from the ninth century. They were treated with scorn and disgust by the writers, themselves Irish-language (Gaeilge) speakers, who were horrified by the actions of their fellow countrymen. These Gall-Gaedil had thrown in their lot with the Norse-speaking Vikings, who had first arrived in Ireland in the final years of the eighth century. For the cleric recording their activities, the Foreign Gaels were reprehensible for not only behaving like Norsemen, but also because doing so required them to refute their Christianity.2

This short passage reveals several historical facts. The first is that the gulf between “native” Gael and “foreign” Norse was not impossible to traverse. The second is that this cross-cultural exchange began quickly: the Norse trading town of Dyflin (later Dublin, the subject of chapter 1) was only settled in the year 841, less than a generation before the annalistic entry above. The third and most useful for this book is that while religion was among the differences between the Gaels and the Norse, that attribute was also possible to change.

Much ink has been spilled regarding the conversion of the Norse in Ireland to Christianity.* This is both as its own process, as well as part of the larger narrative of the Christianization of northern Europe. But historical, archeological, place-name, and folkloric evidence support both the spread of Norse pre-Christian religious practices into Ireland, as well as the mingling of Irish religious traditions rooted in the pre-Christian period. This fusion of two separate but related northern European cultures was carried across the North Atlantic, from southern Ireland to the Orkney Islands to Iceland, wherever Norse and Gaelic populations settled together. And while eventually these lands were fully integrated into the Christendom that characterized the European Middle Ages, for generations people lived these traditions. Their mark has been left on documents, artifacts, and tales. And because of these chance survivals, it is possible to contemplate, revive, and occupy the Norse-Gaelic worldview in modern times.

This book is the culmination of two decades’ worth of curiosity and labor. I do not intend it as the final word on the topic, but rather as the beginning of a conversation I hope continues long after my lifetime. After years of solitary practice, when I encountered the larger modern polytheist or “neo-pagan” community in the mid-2000s, I was surprised to find a strict boundary. Those who honored the gods of Ireland and other Celtic-family language regions often used the term “druid” to describe themselves, while those who followed Norse and other Germanic-family language traditions distinguished themselves as “heathen.” There was a pervasive sense of division, often on gendered lines: druid organizations were frequently women-centered and prized magic and mysticism, while heathen groups were typically led by men and prided themselves on celebrating the practical rather than the arcane.

I wanted to respect the community as it existed, but I also felt uneasy navigating what seemed like an unnecessary separation. What seemed to others like a clear distinction between unrelated cultures appeared to me as an exciting chirality that generated dynamism and power by its near differences, like a lithium-ion battery. I had the opportunity to move to Ireland for a year-long Irish Studies program at University College Cork in 2007, and went with an open mind to learn as much as I could about the Irish end of my faith. Instead, I found even more evidence for the interplay and integration of “Germanic” and “Celtic” society in the form of the Vikings in Ireland and their descendants, the Hiberno-Norse.

When my now-husband and I visited the Isle of Man on spring break, we finally found the whole we had sought from its parts: a single island nation that fully acknowledged its roots from both Gaelic and Norse cultures. It manifests in amusing ways. One restaurant named their largest steak the “Manannán,” and the second largest the “Odin.” We visited as many local museums and bought as many volumes on Manx history as we could. In one, A. W. Moore’s The Folk-Lore of the Isle of Man, Midsummer is described: “. . . this was the day on which the Druadh [Druids] cut the mistletoe, and thus enabled Balder to be slain.”3 Here we had found the seed we did not know we were looking for, the singular particulate around which condensed a new way of thinking for us. This was an explicit link between the Celtic druids and the Germanic god Balder (Old Icelandic Baldr), written out plainly at the end of the nineteenth century.*

When I returned to the United States to finish my undergraduate history degree, I managed two competing motivations. The first was to continue to explore and test documents and artifacts from the spaces where Norse and Gael had lived together to see if further evidence for their cultural fusion could be found. The second was to remain objective, open, and honest about the process. The best histories are those which question a small number of primary sources, sometimes even just one, and report back fairly and critically on what was found. I did not want to “cherry-pick” the finest examples out of context and spin them into a narrative that could easily be criticized as a self-fulfilling conclusion fabricated out of thrown-together data.

Rather, I began the long but rewarding process of studying medieval literature in its contemporary setting, being careful to contextualize and situate every narrative, figure, visual, and reference with the environment in which it was composed. I wrote a thesis on the appearance of Gaels in Icelandic settlement texts, the conclusions of which appear in the chapter on Iceland. I studied later medieval and early modern narratives that repeat earlier themes and suggest oracular transmission of tales of Norse-Gaelic paganism. Finally, for my doctoral thesis, I returned to Ireland—this time to Trinity College at the University of Dublin, that Hiberno-Norse town par excellence. There, I researched and analyzed a trio of Middle Irish dynastic propaganda texts for how they remembered the Norse in Ireland. The summary of that dissertation is found in chapter six.

I collate these discoveries in this book to allow other readers, historians, modern polytheists, and curious seekers to read my conclusions and form their own. While the final chapter includes some material that can be used to recreate Norse-Gaelic pagan practices for a modern mindset, this book as a whole is not meant as an irrefutable instruction manual or dogmatic declaration of what once was. It is a guidebook to a vanished country. I present you these glimpses and waypoints in the hope that you venture there on your own, and the historical material becomes for you what you will.

TERMINOLOGY USED IN THIS BOOK

Names have a power and magic all their own. Inevitably, they fall short of describing exactly what they are supposed to. To give something a name references ideas that are not meant to be included, and excludes some that ought to be involved. This problem multiplies exponentially when using modern terms for medieval ideas—or medieval terms for modern ones. The best we can do is talk about them explicitly so that their use in the book is best understood by any reader, regardless of their background knowledge or previous understanding of the terms. This is not meant to change all use of these names in all places, but rather to let you know how I am working with them here.

Celt/Celtic: First written in Greek over 2,500 years ago, this term refers broadly to people who use a language from the vast Celtic family. Previous members of this group were found in western and central Europe. Today the Celtic languages are found in two subgroups in the extreme northwest: Brittonic Celtic, which includes Welsh, Breton, and Cornish; and Goidelic Celtic, which includes Irish, Scottish Gaelic, and Manx. The relationship between ethnic/genetic ancestry and the use of the language is complicated. The term “Celtic” was picked up, after extremely long disuse, in the modern period for racial and nationalistic ends. In this book, “Celtic” refers exclusively to the broader language family.

Gael/Gaelic: This refers to people who use one of the languages in the Goidelic language family, descended from Goídelc or Old Irish, which was spoken nearly without dialect across what is now Ireland, the Isle of Man, and western Scotland. In the ninth through twelfth centuries, this term was spelled as Gaidheal and many other variants, and was used extensively in the primary sources looked at in this book. There are other contemporary ethnic terms such as Féni and Cruithin,4 but “Gael” is used most consistently. It is a useful term to refer to Goídelc-speakers wherever they were, as it sidesteps both medieval and modern political boundaries.

Germanic: A language family that includes modern English, Dutch, Swedish, and Icelandic, and medieval languages such as Old Norse and Old Saxon. This term is loaded by modern racist ideology, and is used solely in this book to refer to related languages and the cultures that used them in the ninth through twelfth centuries.

Heathen/Heathenism: From Old English hǣþen (pronounced “hahthen”) and possibly of further antiquity. A calque or direct translation of the Latin pāgānus (see “Pagan” below), referring to non-Christians, especially those found outside of cities or other community areas served by Christian churches. By using a specifically non-Latinate term, the word is used as an adjective label to describe religious practices and spiritual beliefs in a Germanic context, particularly but not exclusively by speakers of Old Norse. This book uses this label as an umbrella term for Norse devotional and magical practices of the ninth through twelfth centuries, but this does not imply that such things were all the same everywhere. “Heathen” is also used by modern religious practitioners, including the author themself, but this is an intentionally anachronistic label of reclamation.

Irish: Of or pertaining to the geographical island of Ireland. As today, Ireland in the ninth through twelfth centuries was inhabited by occupants speaking both Gaelic and Germanic languages, and this book is careful to not equate Gaelic speakers with residents of Ireland. A tenth-century permanent resident of Dyflin, for instance, was Irish, even if their family background and only language was Norse.

Norse: Short for Old Norse, known to its own speakers as dǫnsk tunga or “the tongue of the Danir,”5 spoken in the ninth through twelfth centuries across Europe, into eastern Asia and northern Africa, and at the North American settlements in what is now Greenland and Newfoundland. Gaelic primary sources refer to several subsets, such as Danair and Lochlannaigh,* and they use terms for them like geinti (gentile, that is, non-Christian or pagan) and gall (foreigner); the use of these labels is covered further in chapter 2. Norse is used in this book as a catch-all for people using Old Norse language and cultural values such as trading towns and ship technology. A sub-term is “Hiberno-Norse,” a resident of a Norse town in Ireland. (Hibernia is a Latin name for Ireland and thus used here as an adjective.)

Pagan/Paganism: An umbrella term from the Latin pāgānus, meaning either “rustic,” as in not a city-dweller, or possibly “civilian,” as in not a soldier, that is, untrained; in the later centuries of the Christianized Roman Empire the term was used to describe non-Christians and their practices. Prior to dogmatic, exclusive monotheism, there was no need for a description of religious worship and philosophy outside of other ethnic determinants. This book uses this term to categorize polytheistic (belief in multiple gods) and/or animist (belief in divinity in multiple, concurrent sources) religious activity, found in pre- and non-Christian contexts.

Viking: A term for sea-going Norse raiders who struck against coastal and riverine settlements from the end of the late eighth century onwards. While the name is meant for the raiders specifically (and most of them had other occupations besides), their predations made enough of an impression on contemporary chroniclers that the entire time period is often called “the Viking Age.” This results in “Viking” serving as an adjective for Norse culture and artifacts, even those unrelated to raiding, such as “Viking houses” or “Viking towns.” “Viking” is also a very popular term today, and while most people now know that Vikings did not wear horned helmets or furred loincloths, the image of a seagoing raider summons a mountain of correspondences, for better or worse. Because of this, I restrict use of “Viking” in this book to refer exclusively to the raiders, and therefore it does not come up as often as one may expect in a volume about the Norse.

NORSE-GAELS IN HISTORY, AND HISTORICAL WRITING

It is apparent the entire premise of writing about medieval history is fraught with pre-conceptions and erroneous connections. Further complicating the issue, and perhaps the reason why this book does not have much in the way of antecedents, is that historians and medievalists need to focus on one subfield to do the sort of research that completes a doctorate and produces peer-reviewed literature. Old Norse scholarship, often specifically Old Icelandic, requires one set of linguistic tools and specialized training that can take years to acquire. Old and Middle Irish require another.

Even when one academic learns both, their ability to discuss and publish is curtailed by conferences and journals that are managed by experts of a singular subfield. While it is not unpleasant to be the resident Norse expert at Irish colloquia and the Irish specialist in Norse research fora, it is somewhat lonely. This is likely a product of the Anglophone world’s inherent bias toward English history, where Middle Irish, Old Norse, and other medieval languages are valued by their proximity to Old and Middle English. While I am all for acknowledging and studying as many contemporary societies as possible, the English relationship to Norse and Gaelic cultural interchange is not a priority here!

Nonetheless, this is not empty territory. The high-water mark of recent scholarship is the four-way collaboration between Colmán Etchingham, Jón Viðar Sigurðsson, Máire Ní Mhaonaigh, and Elizabeth Ashman Rowe entitled Norse-Gaelic Contacts in a Viking World, published by Brepols in 2019. Gísli Sigurðsson* has also produced work on Gaelic themes in Norse literature, notably 1988’s Gaelic Influence in Iceland: Historical and Literary Contacts. The small volume goes in and out of print, a testament both to the enduring interest in Irish and Icelandic medieval history as well as its perennial obscurity. Other books inherently touch on Norse and Gaelic themes in their discussion of Irish Sea-area history, such as Ben Hudson’s Viking Pirates and Christian Princes (2005), Clare Downham’s Viking Kings of Britain and Ireland (2007), Mary Valante’s The Vikings in Ireland (2008), David Griffith’s Vikings of the Irish Sea (2010), and the 2018 collaboration between Howard B. Clarke, Sheila Dooley, and Ruth Johnson: Dublin and the Viking World.

This particular book beholds the what, when, and how that historians and archeologists have labored to answer, values and upholds their contributions, and then asks why? Why did Norse people moving west in the very late eighth and ninth centuries set up towns in Ireland, intermarry with elites and commoners, learn the Irish language, and raise their children in their new homelands?

Why did the Gaels in Ireland, Scotland, and the islands in between themselves learn Norse shipbuilding and sailing technology, use their currency, intermarry, move to towns, and become members of the larger Norse-speaking world from the Gaelic-speaking one? Why did this fusion of cultures travel further across the Atlantic to the Faroes, Iceland, Greenland, and beyond? Why did their stories, mythologies, fables, and beliefs become intertwined, and remembered long after the whole of northern Europe became Christianized? And why is the cultural heritage of the Norse-Gaels so compelling today?

These questions, while clearly focused on a particular region and time period, are also relevant outside the medieval North Atlantic. Much of twentieth and twenty-first century historical scholarship is on colonialism and its products, such as decolonialization and post-colonial theory. Premodern history, such as that in this book’s purview, offers a look at pre- or rather “a-colonial” cultural interchange. How do societies that are not interested in empire-building and do not have the mechanisms for sustained foreign resource extraction interact with other societies of this type? Fascinating and careful interchanges occur anywhere neither side has the might of a modern empire behind them.

While the Norse were not quite in Ireland for a picnic, and their ready participation in the slave trade is acknowledged, they also were not operating as members of a well-funded and technologically advanced state seeking wealth to bring home to their “mother” nation. Simply put, Gael and Norse were both peoples who functioned without modern coercion or cultural superiority maxims motivating their movement. They looked to the other culture and saw ideals and structures they could admire, and as this book demonstrates, they took what they liked and made it their own.

Indeed, the act of coming from elsewhere could grant something or someone even further prestige. For instance, in Laxdæla Saga, the Icelander Egill Skallagrímsson proclaims of a boy born to an enslaved Irish noblewoman and an Icelandic father: “He’s of even better family on his mother’s side than his father’s.”6 As covered in chapter 4, the contemporary accuracy of the Icelandic sagas and other medieval literature is suspect—without voice recorders, there is no way to know that
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