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Abstract

This paper deals with personal names from the Proto-Scandinavian period that refer to religious concepts
such as gods or holiness. Such names fall into four categories. The first one contains * ansuz *as; heathen
god’ and the second one *albiz ‘elf’. The third is made up of names cognate to the adjective * hailaga-
‘holy’, and the fourth of names cognate to ancther adjective, *wiha- ‘holy’. Finally, it is argued that names
of individual gods do not occur in Proto-Scandinavian personal names, athough they do become very
popular during the Viking Age.

*k*

1. Introduction

The old Germanic personal names are, from a social and ideological point of view, characterized
by three main features: religion, heroism and family bonds. The religious aspect seems to be an
inherited, Indo-European feature, which the Germanic languages share with Greek and other
Indo-European languages (Andersson 1998: 1-6). The purpose of this paper is to give an
overview of the sacral personal names in Proto-Scandinavian times, that is, during the period that
precedes the Viking Age, roughly speaking from around the birth of Christ to A.D. 700. By
‘sacral personal names | mean names that contain words which in their normal meaning refer to
religious concepts. Examples of such names are Thorsten, containing the name of the god Thor,
and Helgha, formed from the agdjective helagher ‘holy’.

It might be appropriate to begin with a few words on the general structure of the Germanic
system of personal names. A basic feature is the dithematic or two-component names. These
names are compounded with two elements (words), which can be combined quite freely. Some
elements are, however, restricted by certain rules as to their occurrence. They might be restricted
with respect to gender or to their position in the name. It is important to remember that although
there are some compound words hiding among these names, usually there is no semantic
connection between the first and the second part. A name like Thorsten, compounded from Thor
and sten ‘stone; hillfort’ is thus not to be understood as ‘the stone of the god Thor’ but as a more
or less arbitrary combination of two collateral elements. These dithematic names are a heritage
from Indo-European times and they were thus already well established during Proto-Scandinavian
times.

2. Pre-Christian sacral personal names during Proto-Scandinavian times

The personal names of the Proto-Scandinavian period are known through runic inscriptions which
to a considerable degree are made up of personal names. Some hames are also recorded in literary
sources and some can be abstracted from place-names. All of these sources have their problems.
As to the place-names, we are confronted with the eternal question of which first elements are
personal names and which are not. Turning to the runic inscriptions, the reading of them aways
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involves an element of decipherment. Even when a reliable reading of the runes can be
established, it is not aways easy to identify and delimit the personal names. As we know little
about the context of the origin for these inscriptions, and as our knowledge of the society that
created them is also limited, interpretations of the names depend heavily upon the approach of the
individual researcher; in terms of how he or she sees the function of the texts and the contexts in
which they came into being.

An influential person in this respect was the German Wolfgang Krause. He regarded the
inscription of runes as aritual act and the person who performed this act as a rune-magician. This
had a pronounced impact upon Krause's understanding of persona names, which he preferred to
give interpretations in terms of magical abilities or ritual functions. | will give one example. On
the Vanga stone in Sweden, we can read the name haukopuz, probably meaning ‘to be like a
hawk’ (Peterson 2004: 8). According to Krause (1966: 148), thisis — as he puts it — obviously a
descriptive byname of a rune-magician, who expresses his supernatural forces with the sharp eye
of the hawk. It is hardly surprising that Krause's strongly theory-dependent interpretations have
met with scepticism or even mockery among the highly rationalistic historical linguists of
Scandinavia. Thisis of course a research-community of which | myself am apart. | think it isfair
to say that we have discussed these old names from an etymological and word-semantic point of
view, but have usually avoided the contextualisation of the names and the inscriptions. Although
Krause certainly exaggerates the magic and ritual aspects, it is possible that we might have
underestimated the importance of ritual in connection with the creation of these runic inscriptions.

3. Thenames

My survey is based on Lena Peterson’s excellent Lexicon of Proto-Scandinavian personal names
(2004), published on-line by the Institute for Language and Folklore at www.sofi.se. Thislexicon
lists and interprets personal names that occur in sources from around the year zero to around A.D.
700. The sources used are the Proto-Scandinavian runic inscriptions, place-namesin -lev or -lov —
which usually contain a personal name as their first element — and finally the Scandinavian names
in the Old English poem Beowulf. | have extracted all the names that are given a religious
interpretation, and these names are presented in the list below. | might add that all interpretations
are taken from the Lexicon.

Sacral personal names from the Proto-Scandinavian period
B = Beowulf, P = place-name, R = runic inscription

*albiz ‘elf’, Old Norse, alfr m. ‘elf’

Alba; short form of e.q., Albigaizaz/-harjaz P

Albigaizaz/-harjaz; * gaizaz ' spear’, * harjaz ‘warrior’ P
Albiharjaz, B

Albiz; ‘df’ or from Apawulfaz P

*ansuz ' (heathen) god’

Ansugastiz; gastiz ' Quest; stranger’ R

Ansugislaz; *gislaz ‘arrow shaft'? R

Ansulaibaz; -laibaz to Old Norse leif f. ‘inheritance’ B
From adj. * hailaga- ‘holy’

Hailaga; a substantivization B
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From adj. *wiha- ‘holy’

Hropiwiha; *hropi- *praise, commendation’ + a substantivization? P
bunrawihaz,; *punra- ‘thunder’ + a substantivization? P

Wihaz; a substantivization? R

Wiwa, ‘the one who consecrates ? R

Wiwila; aderivation with the diminutive ending *-ilan to Wiwaz R
Wiwjo, afeminine derivation to Wiwaz R

Wihastainaz, * stainaz ‘' ston€ B

As the list makes clear, the material can be grouped neatly into four categories. First, there are
names that contain designations for supernatural beings. Here we find * ansuz, that is dss * heathen
god', and, perhaps more surprisingly, *albiz, corresponding to Old Norse alfr and modern
English elf'. In the Norse tradition, the a/var constitute a collective of supernatural beings, clearly
subordinated in relation to the mighty Asir and Vanir. In late Icelandic tradition they appear as a
variety of pucks or gnomes. However, the fact that the designation *albiz occurs in Proto-
Scandinavian personal names might suggest that earlier on, they held a more advanced position in
the beliefs of the Scandinavians. This is actually indicated in written sources as well, where esir
and alvar are sometimes mentioned together as two equal groups.*

On the other hand, the simplex name Albiz has to be taken into consideration. According to a
well-known rule, designations for or names of supernatural beings do not occur as simplex names
or as last (main) elements of compound names. There are two exceptions to this rule, however:
Alfr (including the feminine variety -elf) and Dis (see Janzén 1947: 259-261). As an explanation
for why alfr and dis occur as the main elements of personal names, it has been suggested that they
were deities of a lower kind, even partly human in nature. They were not venerated in the same
way as the gods and their names were not put under taboo (Andersson 1993, 4546, cf. Mundal
1990, 310-313). This is one possibility. Another is that the names A4/biz and the Viking Age
equivalent Alfr might not be identified with the mythological alfi. Instead, they could be derived
from a compound name, Apawulfaz (Janzén 1947: 62—63, Peterson 2004: 22).

Beside these theophoric names, we also find formations based on the adjectives * hailaga-
and *wiha-. These words are usually trandated ‘holy, sacred’, but most probably there was a
difference in meaning between them, a difference that is difficult to pinpoint today. Perhaps wiha-
had a more delimiting, spatial quality, while * hailaga- had more to do with peace and healing
(Vikstrand 2001: 234-236). Only one name can be connected with * hailaga- and that is Hailaga,
where the adjective in its definite form is used as a noun and a name. This name corresponds
directly to Old Norse Helgi and might be understood as ‘the holy one' or ‘the headler’.

The group of names originating from *wiha- is larger but also more problematic. It is not
certain that all names here actually are cognates of this word. Etymologically, one has considered
two different word roots of |E *weik-. The first one has the meaning ‘to separate’ (‘aussondern’)
and can be found in a group of words for ‘consecrate’ or ‘holy’. Well known is the ON vé
‘sanctuary, holy place’. Used as a houn and meaning ‘holy person’, this *wiha- ‘holy’ might be
behind the three first names on the list. The second root IE *weik- means (roughly) ‘fight,
struggle’ and can be found in Icelandic vig n. ‘a fight, a struggle’. If we assume that this is the
root we are dealing with, the meaning of -wika in the three first names would be ‘fighter, warrior’
(Janzén 1947: 115 with references, Pokorny 1959: 1128-1129, Peterson 1994: 149). Turning to
the following three names — Wiwaz, Wiwila, Wiwjo —, there is the problem with the intervocalic
/wi/. | would like to cite Lena Peterson (1994: 147), who writes, “This is an extremely tricky
group of names, which | would prefer not to have to go into, but they cannot be left out.” This
also summarizes my feelings towards them. However, John Kousgard Sgrensen (1989: 9) has
rather convincingly argued that Wihaz on the Eikeland-fibula (ek wiz wiwio writu runor asni)
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should be understood as *wiha- *holy’, used as a noun with the meaning ‘ priest, holy man’. In the
inscription, this word could be used either as a title or as a personal name. A close parald is
provided by the Gothic weiha ‘priest’. This *wihaz is also well attested in a number of Viking
Age personal names such as Olvér, Gudvér and bérir. Further, Kousgard Sgrensen (1989: 15)
explains Wiwaz on the Norwegian Tune-stone as an origina * Wiha-wihaz ‘priest at avé —vé, of
course, meaning ‘sanctuary’. Although there are problems with this interpretation as well
(Peterson 1994: 148-149), it has a certain elegance about it that makes it attractive.?

Beyond al the difficulties one might nevertheless conclude that *wiha- ‘holy’ occurs in one
personal name from Proto-Scandinavian times. That isin Beowulf’s * Wihastainaz, corresponding
directly to Old Norse Vésteinn. Finaly, Wiwila in the Veblungsnes-inscription corresponds to Old
Norse Vifill, a name that has also been interpreted as originating from a religious title (Muller
1968, Sundgvist 1998: 95). An Old Swedish equivalent seems to occur in a couple of Swedish
place-names. Today they appear in the landscape as Vivelsta and Vivelsjo, but they might have
developed from a * Vivils-Husa (Hellberg 1979: 129-130, Vikstrand 2001: 393-394). If that is
correct, a personal name can be ruled out, and one must conclude that the names contain the
religious title * vifill.

Y et another name should be discussed in areligious context. That is alugod, which occurs on
aclasp from Vaglgse in Denmark. The name is normalized by Peterson as Alugodaz or Alugodu.
Asitsfirst element it contains the much debated word a/u. Usualy, it is translated as * protection’,
but no consensus prevails as to its meaning (see Hast Heyerdahl 2006: 171-183, Widmark 1991:
48). The word occurs in a number of inscriptions, both alone and in different phrases resembling
formulas. It seems to belong to aritual language and — irrespective of its actual meaning — most
probably has religious associations.®

4. Do names of gods appear asfirst elementsin Proto-Scandinavian per sonal hames?

During the Viking Age, personal names containing the name of a god become a distinctive trait
for Scandinavia. It is, however, most uncertain whether such theophoric names existed already
during Proto-Scandinavian times. A key role is played by the name bPunrawihaz, corresponding to
Old Norse Périr. Lena Peterson (2004: 32) writes that this name contains as a first element the
word * punra- ‘thunder’, later associated with the god Thor. She adds, however, that the name
“possibly” could be understood as originating from a common noun — an appellative — meaning
‘priest of the god Thor’. This later opinion can be traced back to the Danish scholar Kristian Hald
(1971, see also Kousgard Sgrensen 1989). Hald’'s opinion was that the name should be
understood as an originally meaningful compound formed from the god’'s name Thor and the
above discussed *wihaz ‘religious leader, priest’. This word or title was, according to Hald,
initially used of a religious leader and later developed into a persona name. Following this
interpretation, we would in fact have personal names containing the names of gods already during
Proto-Scandinavian times. | am not, however, convinced that thisis the case.

Aside from bunrawihaz, an element punra- occurs in two further Proto-Scandinavian names.
These are bunragautaz and bunrawulfaz. \f Punrawihaz contains the name of the god Thor, it has
to be asked how the other two names are to be understood. As | see it, the form of the
compounds, with the first element in its stem form, strongly suggests that it should be conceived
as the common noun * punra- ‘thunder’. It is a well-known rule that when names occur as a first
element in other names, they are in the genitive case. Thorsten Andersson (1993: 44) has
suggested that the ambiguity of the word * por- — both a name of a god and a common noun —
could have motivated stem composition in this case. Lennart EImevik (2007: 80-81) has pushed
this line of argument even further, suggesting that the god's name could aso be found in place-
names with stem composition, such as Torlunda. | do not find this convincing. It is of course true
that personal names like Thorir and place-names like Torlunda can and have been associated with
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the god Thor, but this is the result of later reinterpretations. The fact that the names have stem
composition and that this form has become established in the onomasticon shows that it is not the
god Thor that the name-givers primarily had in mind.

In my opinion, the name of the god Thor cannot be attested with any certainty in Proto-
Scandinavian personal names. The same goes for the name of the god Freyr, which later on,
during the Viking Age, frequently appears as an element in personal names. The only Proto-
Scandinavian name in which it might appear is Freawaru in Beowulf, corresponding to a Proto-
Scandinavian Fraujawaru (Peterson 2004: 37). This name has been apprehended by Elias Wessén
(1927: 76) as a meaningful compound, signifying ‘princess, daughter of a king'. He does not
elaborate this interpretation, and it is not mentioned by Peterson. However, both Wessén and
Peterson interpret the first element of the name as the noun *frauja- ‘lord, master’, and this is
probably correct. This is the same word that the name of the god Freyr is derived from, but it is
not the name itself —asmall but important distinction.

In this context one must also mention the name Wulpupewaz. This is inscribed on the chape
of a sword-sheath found at Torshjerg in Schleswig. The chape belongs to a famous deposit of
arms from a defeated army and is dated to around A.D. 200. It is awidely believed that the name
Wulpupewaz contains the name of the Old Scandinavian god Ullr in its Proto-Scandinavian form
*Wulpuz. The last element is pewaz ‘servant’ and the name should, according to this opinion, be
understood as ‘the servant of the god UlIr'. This opinion goes back to old interpretations by
influential scholars like Otto von Friesen (1920: X) and Wolfgang Krause (1966: 54). In such a
compound, however, the name of the god ought to be in the genitive (Tveitane 1979: 149,
Andersson 1993: 52). Rather, this name is a dithematic Germanic variation-name, containing the
same element Wulpu- that is well known from West and East Germanic personal names, such as
Gothic Gulduradus (= * Wulpu-), Lombardic Vuldotrada and OHG Vuldebert (Andersson 1993:
51 with references, 53).

The Torshjerg chape was found on old Scandinavian territory, but it belongs to the armour of
a defeated army. On archaeological grounds it is possible to trace the origin of this army to be
from the land between the Elbe and the Rhine; that is, from a West Germanic area (llkjear &
Lanstrup 1981: 57-58, 61). Thus, the person to whom the chape belonged was most probably not
a Scandinavian but a person of West Germanic origin. This ailmost excludes the possibility of
Wulpupewaz containing the name of the god Ullr, as heis known only from Scandinavia.

My conclusion, then, is that names of gods do not occur in Proto-Scandinavian personal
names. As such names are well attested from the Viking Age, when they are one of the most
popular name types, their rise and gain in popularity must have been arather rapid process during
the centuries preceding the Viking Age.

Notes
1. E.g., Voluspa 48: Hvat er med dsom? Hvat er med dlfom?

2. Ottar Grgnvik (1987 s. 54 f.) believes that wir on the Eikeland-clasp stands for Wiwar, that is the same
name as on the Tune-stone. It is formed to the root *weik-/* wik- with an adjectival suffix Gmc -wa-. The
meaning is ‘the one who consecrates'.

3. It might be added that Elmar Seebold (1994 s. 62 f.) interprets the latter element as the word gud,
although with in an older meaning of ‘sacrifice’. He sees in the inscription not a personal name but a phrase
expressing good wishes (Heilswunsch), in which alu has the meaning ‘festival’, developed from an older
sense of ‘beer’.



Per Vikstrand, Sweden 1017

References

Andersson, Thorsten. 1993. Sakrala personnamn — eller profana? Klassifikations- och grénsdragnings-
problem i det gamla nordiska personnamnsforrédet [Religious personal names — or profane?]. In: Lena
Peterson (ed.), Personnamn i nordiska och andra germanska fornsprak, 39-60. Uppsala: NORNA-
forlaget.

Andersson, Thorsten. 1998. Germanskt personnamnsskick i indoeuropeiskt perspektiv [Germanic personal
names in Indo-European perspective]. In: Thorsten Andersson, Eva Brylla, and Anita Jacobson-
Widding (eds.), Personnamn och social identitet, 13-35. Stockholm: Kungl. Vitterhets Historie och
Antikvitets Akademien.

Elmevik, Lennart. 2007. Yggdrasill. En etymologisk studie [Yggdrasill. An etymologica study]. Scripta
Islandica 58, 75-84.

Friesen, Otto von. 1920. Réokstenen. Runstenen vid Roks kyrka, Lysings hérad, Oste_}_”gé'tland, ldst och tydd.
[The ROk stone. The rune stone at ROk church in the county of Lysings in Ostergétland. Read and
interpreted]. Stockholm.

Ilkjear, Jargen, and Jarn Lenstrup. 1981. Runefundene fra lllerup &dal. En arkaeologisk vurdering af vore
addste indskrifter [The runes from Illerup &dal. An archaelogical valuation of our oldest inscriptions].
Kuml, 49-65.

Hald, Kristian. 1971. Personnavne i Danmark. 1. Oldtiden [The personal names of Denmark. 1. Ancient
times]. Kagbenhavn.

Hellberg, Lars. 1979. Forn-Kamar. Ortnamnen och stadens forhistoria [Ancient Kalmar. The place-names
and the prehistory of the city]. In: I. Hammarstrom (ed.), Kalmar stads historia 1. Kalmaromrddets
Jforntid och stadens dldsta utveckling. Tiden intill 1300-talets mitt, 119-166. Kalmar.

Host Heyerdahl, Gerd. 2006. Vom altgermanischen Kulturerbe. Ausgewdhlite Schriften zur Runologie und
Altgermanistik. Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang.

Janzén, Assar. 1947. De fornsvenska personnamnen [The Old Swedish personal names]. In: Assar Janzén
(ed.), Nordisk kultur 7. Personnamn, 235-268. Stockholm: Albert Bonniers forlag.

Kousgérd Sarensen, John. 1989. Om personnavne pa -vi/-vee og den ferkristne prasstestand. Med nogle
overvejelser over en omstridt passage i Glavendrup-stenens indskrift [On persona names in —vi/-vee
and the Pre-Christian clergy. With some considerations regarding a debatable passage in the inscription
of the Glavendrup stone]. Danske studier, 5-33.

Krause, Wolfgang. 1966. Die Runeninschriften im dlteren Futhark. 1. Text. Gottingen: Vandenhoeck &
Ruprecht.

Mundal, Else. 1990. The position of the individual gods and goddesses in various types of sources-with
specia reference to the female divinties. In: Tore Ahlbéck (ed.), Old Norse and Finnish religions and
cultic place-names, 294-315. Abo: The Donner Ingtitute for Research in Religious and Cultural
History.

Miller, Gunter. 1968. Altnordisch Vifill — ein Weihename. In: Helmut Birkhan and Otto Gschwantler
(eds.). Festschrift fiir Otto Hofler zum 65. Geburtstag, 363-371. Wien: Verlag Notring.

Peterson, Lena. 1994. On the relationship between Proto-Scandinavian and Continental Germanic personal
names. In: Klaus Duwel (ed.), Runische Schriftkultur in kontinental-skandinavischer und -
angelsdchsischer Wechselbeziehung, 128-175. Berlin: Walter de Gruyter.

Peterson, Lena. 2004. Lexikon over urnordiska personnamn [Lexicon of Proto-Scandinavian personal
names]. Uppsala: The Ingtitute for Language and Folklore. (Available online at www.sofi.se)

Seebold, Elmar. 1994. Die sprachliche Deutung und Einordnung der archaischen Runeninschriften. In:
Klaus Duwel (ed.), Runische Schriftkultur in kontinental-skandinavischer und -angelsdchsischer
Wechselbeziehung, 56-94. Berlin: Walter de Gruyter.



Per Vikstrand, Sweden 1018

Sundqvist, Olof. 1998. Kultledare och kultfunktionarer i det forntida Skandinavien [Cult leaders and cult
officialsin prehistoric Scandinavial. Svensk religionshistorisk drsskrift, 76—-104.

Tveitane, Mattias. 1979. On a new account of Germanic religion. A4rv. Scandinavian Yearbook of Folklore
35, 141-150.

Wessén, Elias. 1927. Nordiska namnstudier [ Scandinavian name-studies]. Uppsala: Uppsala universitet.

Widmark, Gun. 1991. Fornvdstnordiska forleder i omljudsperspektiv [First elements of compounds in Old
West Scandinavian, from the viewpoint of mutation]. Uppsala: Uppsala universitet.

Vikstrand, Per. 2001. Gudarnas platser. Forkristna sakrala ortnamn i Mdlarlandskapen [The Places of the
gods. Pre-Christian sacral place-names in Central Sweden]. Uppsala: Acta Academiae regiae Gustavi
Adolphi.

Voluspd = Edda. Die Lieder des Codex Regius nebst verwandten Denkmalern. Herausg. von Gustav
Neckel. Heidelberg. 1927.

Per Vikstrand

The Institute for Language and Folklore
Box 135

SE-751 04 Uppsaa

SWEDEN

per.vikstrand@sofi.se





