Chapte[ 33

Name borrowing among the Vikings

Henrik Williams

There are many sources that tell us about the personal names used by Scandinavians in the
Viking Age, not least the Old Norse sagas and the runestones of Denmark, Norway and Swe-
den. The names, as such, in these sources are readily available for study, the former most
easily by consulting Frik Henrik Lind’s dictionaries of Norwegian-Icelandic first names and
bynames (1905-15, 1920-21, 1931) and the latter by using Lena Peterson’s Internet diction-
ary of Runic names,

Alse naming customs are mentioned in the Old Norse literature, although it is uncertain
how dependable this material is. Thus sources may flow abundantly, et I would claim that we
know comparatively little about many aspects of names and naming among the Viking Age
Scandinavians, or the Vikings, as | shall call them hence-forth.

One area that requires much more research is name giving: not just why a certain person
was given a certain name, but also when in life names were given — was it only in the first year
or could a person’s name be changed later in life, perhaps more than once, and who got to
decide this?

The relationship between the first name and possible bynames also touches upen the
problem of naming. In medieval times the use of bynames was very common, probably be-
cause the denser population in the cities mace it necessary to distinguish between people with
the same first name, especially since some first names of Christian origin became extremely
COHMOn,

The medieval bynames were often of a non-flattering character, Ingrid Thieves’ fingers just
to name one example. But the use of these negative names was not neutral, we often find them
in sources where the name-hearers or the name-beaters’ relatives couldn’t “control” the form
in which they were referred to. It is more startling, however, to find that on the runic memo-
tials these superficially negative names were also frequently used, even though the memorial
was comttnissioned by a family member. Furthermore, the use of the hyname was almost often
exclusive, that is: a person was referred to only by what looks like his byname. A single
example should suffice. The name Opveginn is used on three Swedish runestones, all of them
in Uppland. In the first Opveginn is one of the five siblings commermorating a parent, in the
second Obveginn is the name of the stone carver, and in the third Obveginn is the father being
commemorated.

Now, the name Opveginn means ‘unwashed, dirty” and couldn’t really be considered a
yery positive name. Yet it was used without shame by the name bearers themselves and
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for their honored dead. Elsewhere (Williams 1993), Thave argued that superficially nega-
tive names may have been given as nicknames to participants in Viking expeditions where
such names can acquire a positive aura (cf, McClure 1981:72, 74). These and other names
are also indicative of “later” name giving, i.e. names not necessarily given to babies, al-
though many may certainly be the result of naming a person after somebody else {Swed.
uppkallelse).

['introduce my paper in this way because I want to emphasize that we know very little
indeed why any one person bears a certain name. This uncertainty is contested by no one, as
far as T know, yet it does not seem to have been considered in due extent at least within one
other area of onomastics, i.e. the question of name borrowing.

My reason for choosing to tatk about name borrowing is-simply that during my research
on personal names in the past decade, 1 have come across a number of names that have
brought the question of berrowing in focus.

To reveal the not-so-grand conclusion at the very outset of my talk: I have come to doubt
that the borrowing of personal names was 2 common methed of naming people in the Viking
Age.

1 should begin by defining what, exactly, | mean hy name borrowing, I use this term to
reler to a practice where a child, or perhaps a grown-up, in pre-Christian Scandinavian tradi-
tion would be given a name, taken from outside this person’s own family:

Thus | exclude two important ways of naming from what [ call borrowing. The first is
where foreign names are given to a Scandinavian simply because his or her family has a
foreign background. I imagine that most or all Celtic names, for example, were originally
introduced into the Scandinavian enomasticon, the stock of names, because the first bearers
had a Celtic or part-Celtic parent.

The second naming practice 1 exclude is the giving of saints’ names. These are indeed an
example of outside names mtroduced into the Scandinavian personal nomenclature, but they
cannot, of course, be seen as part of the original, pre-Christian, naming practices. Besides, the
Christian names occur late and seldom in the Viking Age, at least in eastern Scandinavia. Of
the more than 1,300 individual names occurring in Swedish runic inscriptions only haif a
dozen, found on stones after 1050, are saints’ names (Williams 1996:70).

Consequently I take the terr Name borrowing to denote two other, very different phenom-
ena. The lirst relates to certain names in runic inscriptions that are assumed to be borrowed
from fictitious persons in contemporary or older literature, Some of these are presumed to
have been imported from the Continent: e.g. Adli, Erlingr, Hagbardr, Hogni, Ingjaldr, Magnkildr,
and Uffi. Other names occur only as mythological names in Old Norse sources. Some of these
might seem somewhat odd: e.g. Beinvidr, Ennibrattr, Fainn, Figlvarr, Filnir, Higrvardr, Hornbori,
and Rota, but others look natural encugh: Fadir, Nefr, and Pegn. Especially the three last
examples should constitute a warning to us not 1o underestimate the richness of the Nordic
onomasticon, not to assume that all names were spread evenly over Scandinavia. We may very
well find that fictitious names in the Old Norse literature were current as actual personal
names in Viking Age Denmark and Sweden, and why not? On the other hand some names do
certainly seem as if they were borrowed. 1t is easiest to tell with the names that derive from
Continental sources (e.g. Ufft, cf. Peterson 1996:142), even if 1 think they are thought to be
too many. it is more difficult to tell whether a name in for example Sweden is borrowed from
Danish or Norwegian.
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The second kind of name borrowing deals with perfectly normal names in one Scandinavian
country that scme scholars believe have been imported from another.

One can, for example, find statemenis to the effect that a reasonably common name in the
Viking Age must necessarily have been given because some famous person had that very
name. These famous persons are usually kings and I would like to discuss a few instances of
this alleged practice.

Ome clear example is found in the corpus edition of Sweden’ runic inscriptions from the
province Vastmanland, where Sven B. E Jansson has the following to say about the name
Kniitr, which appears on the runestone from Lilla Kyringe (Vs p. 49):

Knair is not 4 common name in our ranic inscriptions from the eleventh century. If you
disregard the cases which refer to Canute the Great, there are only six instances [and he
names half a dozen stones around the Lake Malaren]. It seems very likely that the name
was put in use by naming after Canute the Great. {In that case the naming is also testi-
mony of the participation of Swedes in the Viking raids to England.) The occurrence of
the name on the runestone from Lilla Kyringe has therefore been used when dating the
inscription and the carvings of Balle in general !

In fact, there are two further instances of the name Kmitr in Viking Age Sweden, on the
runestone from Spanga church (Jansson 1953:266-68) and the fragment from Fivelstad church
(Gustavson: 1997:28). But the question is whether these eight name-bearers were all given the
name because their father or perhaps grandfather had served with Canute the Great in Eng-
land. Tt is certainly possible, but I don' see that it has any bearing on the dating of Swedish
runestones which no one has suggested be dated to the 10305 or earlier.

Also Hahon 1s 2 distinguished name, used by Norwegian nobility and kings. It was com-
mon in Norway, but not in leeland. In Sweden it was also common, or even very common,
since at least a score of Swedes are recorded on the runestones as having had the name Héakon.

The name Haraldr must be very old, since already Tacitus mentions a name Chariovalda
{Peterson 1984: 18; cf. the possible place-name Harjavalta in Finnish (op. cit. p. 6, note 2},
which must have been imported in the Proto-Nerse period). The name is also found in Old
High German and Qld English. One would surmise that since Haraldr was a common. Ger-
manic name it is only to be expected that a fair number of Scandinavians also bore it. But in
western Scandinavia the name is concentrated to the royal family, although possibly borrowed
from the Danish, and is found already in the ninth century. Many kings, especially Norwegian
of course, were called Haraldr but few other Norwegians before the 13th century and the
satne 1s true of Iceland.

There are also some seven Swedish name-bearers in the Viking Age with a more southern
provenance than Knitr, If all men named Kntitr had “borrowed” names the same should be
assumed for the men named Haraldr, | suppose, but this hasn't been claimed by anyone to my
knowledge.

Finally I want to mention the name Sveinn. The most famous Sveinn, of course, is Sveinn
Forkbeard. Now, in the Middle Ages Sveinn was a most common name in mainland Scandina-
via and owes nothing to its popularity to the church. Its etymology is clear, it means young
man, and the name seems to be perfectly comparable to for example Steinn. Nevertheless, as
late as in 1983 Staffan Hellbexg (p. 78 .) claims that the name Sveinn was popular in Sweden
because of Danish influence:
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Stnee the entire fashion of runestones, with the younger runic script, is considered to be
tmported from Denmark, it is close at hand to [...] see the high frequency of the narae
Svelnn as a manifestation of a Danish fashion in Sweden.?

He does not explain why this would be so, but the reference to a new way of writing runes
would date the influence very early indeed, to the ninth or tenth centuries, and could then
have nothing to do with Sveinn Forkbeard.

[tis quite interesting to take a look at the distribution of the name Sveinn in the Viking Age
inscriptions. There are more than 90 Swedish inscriptions with this name and 14 Danish. But
the Danish inscriptions are not spread all over Denmark. Almost all of them are found in
Skane or on Bornholm, areas very close to Sweden, whatever Sweden means at that time. If
the Swedes felt 2 need for importing a popular and common Danish name one would expect
amore general pattern of distribution on its home soil. But, of course, one could explain the
distribution pattern by assuming that Sveinn Forkbeard deserves all the credit for the names
high fashion, and by the time this happened few runestones were carved in Denmark proper;
at least the Bornholm ones are decidedly later,

[ want to round off this paper by a few observations.

It seems likely that at least some personal names in Scandinavia became popular within
royal families; at least Haraldr and Knuir belong to this group. From then on it could have
worked in two ways: either the names spread 1o other groups or just the opposite, that is they
were more or less monopelized by the high and mighty

But, in either case the name borrowing by “ordinary” people was affected primarily in the
country in which the particular name was adopted by the royalty. If Kwiitr, for example, en-
joyed a favorite position among Danish kings, other Danes may have felt encouraged to name
their sons Kmiitr or contrariwise were discouraged to use this exclusive name. But Scandinavians
outside Denmark were most likely not so affected. It is instructive ta note that in Norway and
Iceland the name wasn't used almost at all in early times. In Iceland there were one or two
early name-bearers, but the name never became popular. In Norway the name was not used
before the twelfth century, but did become rather common after the year 1300 (Lind col. 698
£.), probably because it had become a saint’s name. In Sweden, on the other hand, there were
some eight men named Kntitr already in the tenth century, Obviously the name pattern does
fluctuate in different Scandinavian areas.

Secondly, one must question whether the assumption of name borrowing between the
Scandinavian peoples can ever be used when discussing from where a certain individual got
his or her name. Even if a name was borrowed across the borders, once established in a new
country it could take on a life of its own, growing in popularity for other reasons than its
original royal connections, being handed down by other means of transformarion.

The question of name borrowing between the Scandinavians has never attracted much
attention. My reason for raising the topic here is that occasionally there will be a statement
assuming such borrowing to be an established fact which I very much doubt it to be. Possibly
the problem deserves more attention.
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Notes

U Knutr ar icke ndgot vanligt namn 1 vira runinskrifter frin tiochundratalet. Om man bortser
fran de belagg, dd namnet dsyftar Knut den store, finner man det endast sex ginger: 50
217,17 38,1792, U 818, 1 1149, Vs 15, Det forefaller mycket sannolikt, aw namnet har
kommit i bruk genom uppkallelse efter Knut den store. (1 54 fall ar ocksd uppkalielsen ett
vittneshord om svenskars deltagande i Englandstigen. |- - - |) Namnets forekomst p4 Vs
15 har darfor anvants vid dateringen av inskriften och av Balles ristningar over huvud
taget {...].

Efiersorm hela runstensmodet, med ny runrad, anses ha kommit frin Danmarle, ligger det
nara till hands atz [...] se ocksd den hoga frekvensen av namnet Sveinn som ert utslag av

danskt mode i Sverige.
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