
Contents

Maps ix
Illustrations xi
Abbreviations xv
Preface xvii

Introduction 1

The Scandinavian Background 3
The European Background 8
Administrative and Narrative Literacy 10
Latin and the Vernacular in Medieval Scandinavia 11
Who was Literate? 12
Intended and Unintended Consequences of Literacy 13

Chapter 1. Literacy before 1200: Religious Conformity
and a New Elite Identity 15

The Historical Background 17
Hagiographies -  A Modification of the Traditional, Oral Way of

Communicating Norms? 20
Use of Literacy to Standardize Liturgy and Religious Beliefs 22
The King’s Administrative Literacy: Foreign Correspondence and Laws 25
The Annals and the New Understanding of Time 28
The Rise of the Chronicle as the Narrative of the Whole Elite 30
Did Literacy Have Important Social Consequences before 1200? 33



VI Contents

Chapter 2. Literacy 1200-1350: The Construction of Great Organizations 36

Gregorian Church Reforms and Ecclesiastical Uses
of Administrative Literacy 38

Bishops’ Use of Visitation and Synod to Communicate Orally with
the Lower Clergy 38

Use of Writing by Bishops to Give Legally Binding Instructions to
a Larger Public 41

Administrative Literacy and Church Jurisdiction 42
Use of Literacy to Create Judicial Conformity in the International

Post-Reform Church 44
Ideological Conformity among the Clergy Created through Systematic

Use of Literacy 47
What Did the Church Communicate to Illiterates through its Liturgy? 50 
Sermon and Confession: Oral Communication of Written Knowledge 55 
Did Parish Priests Have Sufficient Skills to Transform Literate

Knowledge into Oral Communication? 58
Accounting in the High Middle Ages: Written Registers Combined

with Oral Explanations 63
Literacy and the Power of the Reformed Church in Medieval Society 65

The Emerging Scandinavian States’ Uses of Administrative Literacy 67
The Royal Chanceries 68
The King’s Communication with his Subjects in Non-Judicial

Affairs Was Normally Oral 71
Imitation of Ecclesiastical Financial Administration by the Crown 74
When and Why Were Laws Committed to Writing? 75
Did Writing Stimulate a More Generalizing Understanding of Laws? 83 
Written Evidence in Court Cases -  For Whom Was it Useful? 85
Literacy and its Role in Centralizing the Judiciary 94
Literacy in the Judiciary -  Do the Extant Sources Deceive Us? 103
State and Literacy in the High Middle Ages 104

Identities and Norms in the Scandinavian Narratives
of the High Middle Ages 106

Iceland and the Rest of Scandinavia 106
Identities and Norms of the Reformed Church: God’s Meek Men

in a Pacified Society 109
From Hagiographies to Sermons -  The Emergence of a More

Literate Mind? 111
Identities in the Sagas of Icelanders: National or Familial? 115
Social Norms in the Sagas of Icelanders: Respect for Legal Rights

and Social Distinction 121



Contents vii

Identities in the Kings’ Sagas: Icelandic and Norwegian Traditions 123 
The Norms of the Kings’ Sagas: The King’s Monopoly on Legitimate

Violence and Jurisdiction 130
Identities and Norms in Sturlunga Saga: Pre-State Iceland

Without Heroes 13 3
The Social Background of the Icelandic Saga Tradition of the

Thirteenth Century 137
The Continued Clerical Dominance in Denmark 139
The Swedish Narrative Tradition -  A Late Development 142
The Written Narrative: Reconciling Norms 145
The Social Consequences of Narrative Literacy 147

Conclusion 151

Chapter 3. Literacy 1350-1536: The Emergence of a
Broad, Literate Elite 157

The Church’s Decreasing Innovation in its Use of Administrative Literacy 158 
New Accounting Methods -  Imported from the Curia? 158
Papal Power and the Written Word in Scandinavia

in the Late Middle Ages 162
Did Prayer Books for Lay People Prepare the Way for

the Reformation? 164

Reinforcement of the Vernacular as an Administrative Language by
the State and Merchants 168

The Royal Chanceries Taken over by Laymen 168
Use of New Accounting Methods by the Crown 172
Transition from Latin to the Vernacular in the Swedish and

Danish Judiciary 177
Merchants’ Use of Literacy to Become More Competitive 179
The Rise of Vernacular Schooling 184

Private Uses of Vemacular Literacy 18 8
Literacy and Personal Prestige among the Nobility 188
Landowners’ Use of Literacy for Accounting on Their Own Estates 192 
How Important Was Literacy to Peasants? 192
Gender 201

The Rise of the Courtly Narrative 211
The Clergy as Passive Recipients of European Literate Culture 211
The Written Courtly Narrative -  Public and Patrons 214



Contents
vin

The Written Courtly Narrative’s Image of the Ideal Knight and 
Courtier

The Written Courtly Narrative and the Rise of Swedish Nationalism 
The Written Courtly Narrative -  Entertainment or Propaganda?
The Orally Transmitted Ballad and Popular Culture 
Administrative and Narrative Literacy
The Private Letter and Literacy’s Potentiality as an Instrument 

for Political Opposition

218
220
225
225
234

235

Conclusion
237

Conclusion
241

Organizing State, Church and Trade Using Oral Communication 
Literacy as a Means of Preserving Norms and Institutionalizing 

Social Practices
Literacy as a Means to Better Social Control, with Less Use 

of “Legitimate Violence”
Literacy’s Ability to Make a Complex Society Predictable 
Literacy and Social Cohesion
Literacy’s Role in Promoting Social Cohesion on the National 

and European Levels
Literacy and the Emergence of New Class Differences 
Did Literacy Have Similar Consequences in All Societies?

241

242

244
245
246

250
253
254

Bibliography
Index

257
277


