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SAXO GRAMMATICUS
AND SCANDINAVIAN HISTORICAL
TRADITION.

(PRESIDENTIAL ADDRESS DELIVERED TO THE SOCIETY,
22 MARCH, 1940).

By A. CAMPBELL, B.Litt.,, M.A.

HE Gesta Danorum of Saxo Grammaticus is well known

to consist of two main parts. The first—occupying
Books I-IX—deals with Danish legendary history in the
heroic age, and has been freely used by all modern
students of Germanic legend. The second main part of
Saxo’s history occupies the bulk of Book XI and the whole
of Books XII-XVI. It deals with the history of Denmark
from the time when Sveinn Ulfsson was firmly established
on the throne by the death of his great enemy, Haraldr
Harthrathi, in 1066 down to Saxo’s own period, and is
well known to historians as a source of major importance.
Between these two parts of Saxo’s work there is a short
section, occupying Book X and the first few pages of
Book XI, which has attracted less attention than the
other two, but which is full of interest, especially to the
English student, for it deals with the period from gz5 to
1066, during which Danish and English affairs were most
intermingled, and during a part of which England was a
province of a Danish empire. Upon this part of Saxo’s
work, apart from a few rather perplexed references to it in
Freeman's Novman Conguest, modern historians of Anglo-
Saxon England have hardly drawn at all. This is perhaps
understandable: it is often clearly at fault historically and
much of it is derived from Adam of Bremen. Accordingly,
the historian tends to dismiss this part of Saxo as an
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Scandinavian accounts the Jémsborg vikings play a part,!
in the West Norse accounts Palnatéki, the Jémsborg
leader, supports Sveinn, whereas, in Sven Aggesgn and
Saxo, Haraldr takes refuge at Jém. In Sven Aggesgn,
Palnatdki supports Haraldr, and, although in Saxo he
supports Sveinn, he has there no connection with the
Jémsborg settlement. There is very good non-Scandin-
avian evidence that Haraldr did take refuge in a Slavonic
country at the end of his reign,? so here again the Danish
tradition seems to contain a greater element of truth than
the West Norse. Saxo and Sven Aggesgn, while telling
widely different stories, have sufficient agreements on
points concerning which Adam of Bremen is silent to show
that they draw on tradition concerning Haraldr’s end, and
that Adam is not the sole source of their versions. For
example, in both these writers, Haraldr is engaged in
erecting a monument to his mother when his son’s rebellion
breaks out.

Saxo and Sven Aggesgn, the Icelandic Sagas, and the
German chroniclers Adam of Bremen and Thietmar, all
have stories to the effect that Sveinn of Denmark was
captured and held to ransom by his enemies early in his
reign. The accounts differ so widely that it is not possible
to decide even vaguely the nature of the incident which
underlies them. Nevertheless, Saxo and Sven Aggesgn,
while telling obviously independent stories, have in
common the feature that Sveinn was ransomed by the
women of his country with their jewels, and thus show
that they are working on a Danish traditional account
of the matter, and not merely embroidering upon Adam of
Bremen.3

1 Except, of course, in Danish chronicles which merely follow Adam of
Bremen,

2 Adam of Bremen, 11, 25-6; Encomium Emmae, 1, 1.

3 Saxo shares with the .dnnals of Roskilde and the Chronicon Erici the view
that Sveinn was captured three times: Adam savs twice, other authorities
(except those which follow Adam) once.
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Adam follows his account of Sveinn’s capture with his
famous and now discredited story that Eirikr of Sweden
expelled Sveinn from Denmark soon after the latter began
toreign. Sveinn applied vainly for help to Thrucco, king
of Norway. This Thrucco is Tryggvi, whom Adam,
knowing him to be Olaifr’s father, assumes to have been
a son of Hakon Hlathajarl, and to have ruled between
Hékon and Olafr. This inept handling of the Nor-
wegian royal genealogy is typical of all non-West Norse
authorities.! Next, Sveinn sought help from Zthelred of
England, again in vain, but finally the king of Scotland
entertained him for fourteen years. On the death of
Eirikr, Sveinn returned, but was expelled again by
Eirikr’s son, Olifr. At this point, Sveinn underwent a
spiritual regeneration, and the heart of his enemy was
softened, so that he restored Sveinn to his kingdom.
Saxo reproduces this ridiculous story, which seems to have
no better foundation than Sveinn’s frequent absences
from Denmark on foreign expeditions, and follows Adam
so closely that there is no reason to believe that the story
had any place in Danish tradition. Saxo, however,
knows that Tryggvi was never king of Norway, so he
makes Olafr Tryggvason the king whom Sveinn asks for
belp. He, however, spoils the effect of this reasonable
alteration by making Eadweard (d. 978), instead of
ZEthelred, the king of England to whom Sveinn turned,
when Olafr of Norway (who did not come to the throne
till 995) rejected his petition.? Saxo also omits Sveinn’s
clash of arms with Eirikr’s son.

Saxo gives a detailed account of Sveinn’s defeat of
Olafr Tryggvason, and, although we have no account of

1 One need only quote as an example William ot Malmesbury’s extraordinary
attempt to trace the succession of the kings of Norway from Olafr Helgi to his
own time (Gesta Regum 111, 260).

2 §axo, it must be admitted, says that at the time when Sveinn applied for
help to Olafr, the latter was ruling Norway, but did not vet enjoy the title of
Kking.
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the matter by Sven Aggespn, Saxo has so many details,
which are not found in Adam of Bremen, that we can have
no doubt that he is drawing on Danish traditions which
resembled but were not identical with those found in the
West Norse sources. Adam merely makes Oldfr Trygg-
vason perish in an attempt to end the threat implied in the
good relationships which Sveinn and Olafr of Sweden
have established. He has the well-known story of Olafr's
final leap into the sca.  Suxo, like the West Norse sources,
traces the beginning of the war to an insult offered by
Olafr to Sierithr, the widow of Eirikr of Sweden. Olafr
seeks her hand in marriage, aiming at combining forces
with Sweden. Sveinn, however, has the merits of his
daughter Thyri brought to Olafr's attention, and so
Ol4fr having secured a promise of her hand, when he meets
Sigrithr, has her tipped into the sea, as she is coming on
board his ship. Sveinn then married Sigrithr himself, and
refused to allow the marriage of Olafr and his daughter to
proceed. Olair, robbed of both royal ladies, sets out to
avenge himself, but falls in a sea fight, in describing which
Saxo, like Adam and the \West Norse sources, tells the
story of Olafr’s leap into the sea. Saxo also knows the
famous story of Einarr Thambarskelfir’s bow. As in the
cases of the last battle of Hakon G6thi, and of the
Jomsviking battle, we see here that the Danish and West
Norse historical tralitions agree to a considerable extent
concerning the details of a great fight, while diverging
widely concerning the circumstances leading up to it.
In the West Norse accounts, Olafr actually marries Thyri
(whom they make Sveinn’s sister, not his daughter), and
one cause of the war is the bad feeling between her and
her brother Sveinn. Adam of Premen appears to
confirm the West Norse version, for he says that Olafr was
married to a noble Danish Iady, who incited him to war
against Denmark. Adam gives her name in the form
Thore.  Sigrithr is now held not to have been an historical
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figure, and both the Danish and the West Norse traditions
are historically at fault in introducing her into the story.
Saxo, however, is the more at fault, since he makes her the
mother of Knitr.

Saxo and Sven Aggesgn suggest by their silence that
Sveinn’s wars in England were entirely forgotten by
Danish historical tradition, or, rather, were replaced by
legends about his early capture by his enemies. Sven
Aggesgn does not mention Sveinn’s wars in England at all.
Saxo, however, had before him Adam’s story, that Sveinn,
accompanied by his son Knitr and Olafr Helgi (whom
Adam believed to be a son of Olafr Tryggvason), conquered
England and expelled Athelred. Accordingly, Saxo
felt that a word should be said on the matter, so he makes
Sveinn succeed in making a peaceful agreement that he is
to succeed to England on the king’s death. (Saxo, by a
slip, calls the king Athelstan instead of Athelred). Saxo
seems to imply that Sveinn succeeded to England under
this pact, for he says that at his death the English made
Eadweard, the Norwegians Olafr, king.

According to Adam, Knutr returned to Denmark on the
death of Sveinn, and there planned a fresh expedition
against England, while the Norwegians made OlAfr king.
Kniitr returned to England, Athelred died in the course
of the siege of London, and Knitr secured the crown.
Saxo considerably modifies this account. He makes
Knutr undertake various campaigns in the Slavonic area
after Sveinn’s death,! and then embark upon a conquest
of England. Saxo, having obliterated the ,former ex-
pedition in which Sveinr}, Knitr, and Olafr Helgi
operated together, makes Olafr and his brother Haraldr
join Knutr’s expedition. Here, he may be simply re-
arranging his material, or he may have known the widely

L These campaigns seem to be a fantastic traditional magnification of a
peaccful journey undertaken to visit his mother by Knutr during the period
be-tween his withdrawal from England in ror4 and his return there in 1o15.
See Encomium Emmae, 11, 2.
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spread European tradition that Olafr Helgi hzlped
Knitr to conquer England. Adam mentioned that
Sveinn drove Athelred out, but he failed to make it clear
that he returned after the death of Sveinn, so Saxo seems
to have thought it an oversight when Adam makes
Athelred still king during the war with Knitr.! Saxo
knew the story of the bargain of Eadmund Ironside and
Knitr to divide the kingdom until the one to outlive the
other should succeed to it all, but, in telling it, he
substitutes Eadweard for Eadmund, because Adam
mentions that Athelred left a son named Eadweard.
Adam mentions Eadmund, but believed he was a brother,
not a son of Athelred. Accordingly, Saxo not un-
naturally inferred that Athelred did not return after his
expulsion, but that his son Eadweard was the enemy with
whom Kniutr had to contend. He therefore transfers to
Eadweard, not only the story of the treaty of Eadmund
and Knitr, but two traditional stories about the death of
Eadmund, of a type familiar in English sources. It is
historically regrettable to make the Confessor die early in
Knitr’s reign, but Saxo only does so in an attempt to
reconcile a good stock of traditional material with Adam.

It has already been noticed that Saxo makes Olafr Helgi
accompany Iknutr to England, and many sources, both
West Norse and non-Scandinavian, have a tradition that
Olafr helped Knitr to conquer England, so Saxo may
here be drawing on tradition. On the other hand, it is
not likely to be more than an invention of his own when
he makes Haraldr Harthrathi take part in the expedition
also. Saxo seems to have thought of Olafr and Haraldr
as regular companions, for he makes Haraldr share

1 The Annals of Roskilde, similarly, find Adam difficult at this point: they
solve the matter by duplicating the .Ethelreds, so that the first one fights
Sveinn and the sccond Kmitr. They know that ZEthelred was succeeded by
his son Eadmund (this is an advance on Adam, who thought Eadmund was a
brother of Aithelred), so they put his reign between those of the Aithelreds,
He drives out Knutr (who has Olafr with him}, but dies, and Knutr returns to
fight the second AEthelred, who is the facther of Eadweard.
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Olafr’s flight to Russia. When, however, Saxo mentions,
as a possible reason why Olafr and Knitr parted company,
the seduction by Knitr of Alfifa of Northampton, with
whom Olafr was in love, he is no doubt giving the Danish
version of the story of the disagreement of Kniitr and
Olafr, of which we know the West Norse form from the
Legendary Saga of Olafr Helgi, Saxo does not reproduce
Adam’s error about the paternity of Olafr Helgi, and this
also suggests a use of tradition to correct Adam.

Saxo goes on to note the marriage of Knutr to Emma
and of Knutr's sister Astrithr to Emma’s brother, Richard
of Normandy. Here Saxo is following Adam, and
reproduces his mistake that it was Richard, Emma’s
brother, instead of her nephew Robert, who married
Astrithr. Saxo’s next paragraphs deal mainly with four
matters: (1) Knutr's relationships with Olafr Helgi; (2)
Knitr’'s relationships with his brother-in-law, the duke of
Normandy; (3) the story of Earl Ulfr; (4) Knutr's
relationships with the German emperor.

To Olafr Helgi, Saxo does reasonable justice; he knows
about his miracle with the chips, his flight to the east and
return, and Knutr's use of internal corruption against
him, all familiar elements in the West Nerse tradition, but
not found in Adam of Bremen. Nevertheless, Saxo has
quite a different chronology of the outstanding events of
Olafr’s last years from the familiar one found in the West
Norse accounts, for he places the battle of the Helge-a
after Olafr's return from his eastern exile. I propose to
deal with this matter elsewhere,! so I will here merely
remark that a minute examination of the material derived
by Icelandic sources from the lost Saga of Knutr has led
me to believe that that Saga had a chronology of Oldir’s
Jater period differing from that of the Sagas of Olafr Helgi,
and in some degree resembling that of Saxo. Tradition
would again seem to be divided against itself.

1 See my forthcoming edition of the Encomium Enunae Reginae, Appendix
Ilc.
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Saxo’s story of Knutr's two wars with his Norman
brother-in-law is extraordinary. The first war was
undertaken in the cause of Astrithr, for the duke was
a most bitter hater of his wife. The duke was driven from
his country, and Astrithr married Earl Ulfr. The second
war was intended to wipe out the memory of the same
wrongs. The duke-(who had apparently returned to
Normandy) again fled, but Knitr died in Normandy in the
course of the campaign. Here we seem to have traditions
derived from the same unknown events, which gave rise
to the stories in the Norman chroniclers concerning the
uneasy relationships of England and Normandy in
Knitr’'s time! One can be confident only that Norman
and Danish tradition have diverged independently and
widely from the truth. Adam of Bremen only remarks
that Richard (i.e. Robert) died on a pilgrimage taken to
avoid the anger of Knutr, whose sister he had repudiated.

I will touch only briefly on Saxo’s story of Earl Ulfr’s
rebellion, his part in the battle of the Helge-a, and his
death, for I have discussed it in detail in a work about to
be published,? and will only remark that, while Saxo’s
version has remarkable similarities with those given by
snorri and Fagrskinna, it has the peculiarity of making
(lfr fight against Kniitr at the Helge-4. Here we are able
to confirm the Danish tradition against the West Norse in
its surviving form from the sober evidence of the Oid
English Chronicle. For the whole story of Ulfr, and his
strange descent from a bear (a legend known also from
English sources), Saxo draws upon tradition; Adam of
Bremen knows only that Ulfr was married to Knitr's
sister.

Saxo and Sven Aggesgn share with the West Norse
tradition the misconception that Henry III was already
emperor when he married Knitr’'s daughter. Saxo and

1See Freeman's Norman Conquest, 1, note PPP; Stenton’s Anglo-Saxon
Enzland, pp. 402-3.
2 Encomium Emmae Reginae, loc. cit.
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Sven, however, have a wild story that Knitr went to Italy
to assist his son-in-law against certain rebels. Sven
places an invasion of France on this journey, thus seeming
to telescope Knutr's alleved Norman and Italian ex-
peditions, which Saxo keeps apart. The West Norse
tradition is that the emperor accompanied Kniitr on a
pilgrimage to Rome. Saxo and Sven seem to have a
Danish traditional story arising from Knutr's peaceful
visit or visits to Rome. At least one such visit is a well-
established historical fact, and since it is noticed by Adam,
Saxo appears to have definitely preferred to follow the
more picturesque story offered by tradition. Saxo is also
contradicting Adam when he makes Knitr’s son-in-law
already emperor.

Saxo’s story of events after the death of Kniitr is as
follows. Horthaknitr is ruling Denmark as under-king
at the time of his father’s death, and Kniitr’s other sons,
Sveinn, who had been ruling Norway, and Haraldr, who
had been ruling England, are already dead. The Nor-
wegians make Magnis Olafsson king, when Knitr dies,
and Hoérthaknitr makes peace with him, the terms being
that whichever outlives the other shall succeed to both
realms. Hoérthakmitr hurries to England, where he finds
that affairs have been put in good order by his cousin
Sveinn Ulfsson, and invites his half-brother Eadweard to
share the kingdom with him. Since Saxo has already
made Eadweard, the son of /Ethelred die, he has to make
this Eadweard the son of the dead one, and Emma has to
be the widow of the former Eadweard, instead of Athelred,
at the time when Knutr marries her. After the death of
Hérthaknitr, Sveinn returns to Denmark, but the Danes
hold to the terms of the treaty, and make Magnus king.
Meanwhile Harold Godwinson (whom Saxo apparently
knows to be Sveinn’s cousin3) holds a slaughter of Danes

3 Gee Freeman’s Norman Conquest, I, p. 744, where, however, a different
interpretation of Saxo’s obscure words is preferred.
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(this no doubt is a magnification of the murder of Earl
Bjorn, Sveinn'’s brother), allows Eadweard only the empty
title of king, and ultimately kills him, and secures the
throne. Sveinn is beaten by Magnus in Jutland both in a
sea and a land fight, and retreats, contemplating flight to
Sweden. The position of Magniis is rendered secure by a
great victory over the Slavs. Before this battle he is
encouraged by a dream, as in the West Norse sources,
though there the character of the dream is entirely
different. He afterwards returns to the pursuit of Sveinn,
but is killed by a fall from his horse, which had been
startled by a hare. This account compares very favour-
ably with that of Adam of Bremen, apart from the wild
story about the murder of King Eadweard, and the
magnification of the murder of Bjorn into a massacre.
Adam, for example, places the death of Sveinn Knitsson
and the succession of Magnus to the Norwegian throne
after the death of Kniitr, does not know about the pact of
Magnus and Hérthaknuitr, and has an account of the war
of Sveinn and Magnis more complimentary to the Danish
king’s prowess than those of either Saxo or the West
Norse sources, and doubtless derived from Sveinn himself.
Saxo is also able to add to the story the well-established
fact that Horthaknutr associated Eadweard with him in
the government of England. In making Haraldr die
before his father Knutr, Saxo unhappily deserts Adam in
favour of a bad Danish tradition, which also appears in
Sven Aggesgn. That writer is extremely brief in his
treatment of the reign of Sveinn, and extremely ill-
informed, for he believed that all Knutr’s sons died before
him, and that his nephew Sveinn succeeded him at once.
He agrees with Saxo that Magnus was killed by a fall from
his horse, so this story may be presumed to represent a
current Danish version, differing from both the West
Norse tradition and from Adam of Bremen. The \West
Norse sources are so very much more diffuse than Saxo in
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their account of the wars of Magnis with Sveinn and
with the Slavs, that it is difficult to compare them with
him. The familiar West Norse story that Sveinn was
originally in Magnus’ service is absent from Saxo, and
may not be a sound tradition: the only skaldic verse
quoted to support it may be otherwise interpreted.!
It may be said that, in dealing with the period from
the death of Knutr to that of Magnds Géthi, Saxo
diverges freely from Adam, and frequently (though not
always) improves his story as history by so doing.
Saxo is not in frequent conflict with the West Norse
sources in this period, but, on the one major matter
concerning which he diverges from them (the precise
relationships of Sveinn and Magnis), he is not improb-
ably following a Danish tradition which is more sound
than the West Norse.

In the next period, corresponding to the reign of Haraldr
Harthrdthi in Norway, the relationships of Saxo, Adam,
and the Sagas are very much the same as in the one just
discussed. Saxo is able to correct Adam’s statement
that Haraldr went to the East before the death of Olifr
Helgi, and agrees with the West Norse tradition that he
went at the time of Olafr's fall. Of Haraldr’s adventures
in the East, Saxo tells only the well-known one of the
serpent in his prison. Saxo is less well-informed than
Adam, in that he places Haraldr’s return after the death
of Magnus, but, whereas Adam knows only that there was
a protracted war between Haraldr and Sveinn, Saxo is
able to describe the battle of Niz from Daunish traclition,
and also a battle in the Dyrsa which is unknown to the

1 This is a verse attributed to Thjotholfr Arnérsson, and quoted by Heums-
kringla, Magwis saga Goda, chap. 23, and by Fagrskunna, p. 207. Itrecords how
Sveinn and Magnus swore oaths, but that their peace was not to be lasting.
Adam of Bremeh, 111, 11, Schol. 62, records that once, during the war of Sveinn
and Magnus, the former, discouraged by defeat, concluded peace, et factus est
homo victoris, faciens ei sacramentum fidelitatis.  If this be true, Thjétholir’s
verse would fit the occasion perfectly, and accordingly, it is not conclusive
evidence that Sveinn was in the service of Magnus before the war began.
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West Norse tradition. Saxo had, no doubt, before him
Adam’s note of the fall of Haraldr in England and the
death of Harald of England just afterwards, but, like the
West Norse sources, he also tells how Haraldr Harthrathi
and his men were caught without their heavy armour in
their last fight. It may be said that, in this period, Saxo
is able to correct and amplify Adam of Bremen from
traditional accounts of the wars of Haraldr Harthrathi
in Denmark and England, and, while he is far more
brief than the West Norse Sagas which cover the
period, he does not conflict with them on any matter
of fact. It should, however, be observed, that he
does not regard Sveinn Ulfsson as a popular monarch.
whereas his popularity is always stressed in the Sagas,
This is very significant, for the character-drawing of
the Sagas is to be regarded as of even more questionable
historicity than their incidents. One need instance
only the manner in which the characters of Olafr Helgi
and Magnuis G6thi may be seen undergoing manipulation
when the earlier and the later versions of the Sagas
concerning them are compared. Accordingly, Saxo’s
view of Sveinn’s character has as good a claim to
consideration as that in the Sagas.

Early in this paper, I proposed two questions. I am
confident that the first, whether Saxo’s history of the
tenth and earlier eleventh centuries draws on tradition
as well as upon Adam of Bremen, has been conclusively
answered in the affirmative. The second question con-
cerned the relationships of the Idinish and West Norse
historical traditions. I have shown that, when these
diverge, the Danish is often to be preferred to the West
Norse, and that, therefore, when neither probability nor
independent evidence conclusively support the one against
the other, the literary superiority of the Sagas should not
lead the historian to prefer them. I have emphasised
that the West Norse tradition is often divided against
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itself. I have sometimes spoken in this paper of a Danish
historical tradition. One last and familiar question arises.
How far are the traditions which we find in Saxo and to
some degree in Sven Aggespn to be regarded as Danish,
and how far are they derived from West Norse oral
sources ? If Saxo had been found generally to agree in
his traditional matter with West Norse sources, it would
be possible to argue that he does not draw on a fully
independent tradition. But, in the portion of his history
that has been studied above, he has so often been found
to diverge from familiar elements in the West Norse
historical tradition, that contact with that tradition need
not be suspected in that part of his work. Saxo’s agree-
ments with Sven Aggesgn point to the existence of a body
of tradition upon which they both drew, for these, while
striking, are not sufficiently close to be attributed to the
use by Saxo of Sven’s book as a source for the historv of
the period under discussion. I would finally claim that
the check upon the West Norse historical tradition
provided by Saxo’s account of the period 925-1066 is
scarcely to be over-valued, not only for the study of the
Sagas to which it can be directly applied, but as a warning
against the assumption that any Saga represents the only
version of a story which was known to tradition, or that,
faced with divergent traditions, the writer of a Saga will
necessarily choose the one nearest to historical truth.

APPENDIX: SAXO AND SVEN AGGESON.

The view expressed above, that Saxo and Sven Aggesgn
knew independently a certain amount of historical
tradition, seems to me to explain sufficiently the relation-
ships of their accounts of the period 925-1060. It is true
that Saxo’s account of the fall of Haraldr Blaténn, and of
Sveinn’s subsequent capture by his enemies and release,
might be regarded as modified from Adam of Bremen'’s

1 See however the Appendix below.





