
Tidens 
En vänbok till Anders Andrén

Redaktion

Cecilia Ljung

Anna Andreasson Sjögren

Ingrid Berg

Elin Engström

Ann-Mari Hållans Stenholm

Kristina Jonsson

Alison Klevnäs

Linda Qviström

Torun Zachrisson

landskap



Kopiering eller annat mångfaldigande av denna inlaga 
kräver förlagets särskilda tillstånd.

Nordic Academic Press
Box 148

221 00 Lund
www.nordicacademicpress.com

© Nordic Academic Press och författarna 2019

Omslag: Lönegård & Co
Omslagsbild: Ivan Aguéli, ”Motiv från Visby I” (något modifierad), 1892.

Foto: Åsa Lundén/Moderna Museet, Stockholm.
Sättning: Anders Gutehall

Tryck: Livonia Print, Riga 2019
ISBN 978-91-88909-12-1

Boken har tryckts med stöd från
Hilda och Håkan Theodor Ohlssons stiftelse

Berit Wallenbergs Stiftelse
Samfundet Pro Fide et Christianismo, kyrkoherde Nils Henrikssons stiftelse

Sällskapet De Badande Wännerna



153

Scientia potentia est – knowledge is power. Few things em-
body this sentence better than the chair. We will explore 
it through an amulet from the Eketorp precious metal 
hoard (Närke, Sweden), deposited in a wetland around 
AD 960 (ÖLM 22 461) (Fig. 1a–b). It is a ‘chest’ or ‘box’ 
chair (Sw. kiststol), a type that is earliest known in Scan-
dinavia from the Oseberg ship grave (840s) and which 
clearly relates to Charlemagne’s throne in Aachen (around 
AD 790). The miniature is decorated with cross-hatching 
on all sides as well as the back. Judging from a soldering 
ring on the seat, and piercings for laces, a figurine was 
once seated on it but was lost or removed at some point. 
The loop is broken and no attempt was made to mend 
it. Despite its small size and worn state, the pendant is 
one of the rarest and most fascinating objects in a hoard 
that contains numerous other beautiful and valuable 
items, including brooches, neck-rings, exotic coins, a 
figurine and other pendants. There is something elusive 
and compelling about the chair, not only because it so 
obviously misses a vital component – the seated figure 
– the appearance of which we will never know, but also 

because the symbolism of the pendant is not very clear. 
Why would anyone adorn themselves with a place to sit?

The chair pendant must be seen in relation to other 
Viking Age miniatures of similar ‘everyday’ objects such 
as fire steels, shields or sieves. There was a tradition of 
miniaturizing the world. Most of the miniature objects 
seem to carry religious or magical meanings – possibly 
with legal implications – such as gold foil figures showing 
gods and/or humans in different situations, sieves possi-
bly relating to ritual drinking, and miniature weapons 
and armour. It is reasonable to infer that the chair was 
miniaturized out of a similar understanding.

In all, thirteen chair pendants have been retrieved 
from hoards and graves in Viking Scandinavia (including 
Hedeby), plus one non-looped miniature from a Danish 
royal/ritual site (Drescher and Hauck 1982; Christensen 
2010). In burials they were found with females, in cases 
where sexing could be made. These chairs were all de-
posited in the tenth century or, in some hoards, in the 
early eleventh, though several are worn and could have 
been used for some time before deposition. They are very 
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Fig. 1a–b. Silver chair pendant from Eketorp, Närke, Sweden, of a square ‘box’ type with low elbow-rests. Cast, hollow and looped. Hatched 
ornamentation on all sides, on parts of the front of the backrest and on the back side, and traces of gilding. On the lower front there are two 
pierced holes and on the seat a ring after soldering. ÖLM.22461.28. Original size 1.9 (h) x 1.6 (w) cm. Photographs: Per Torgén, Örebro County 
Museum (ÖLM). Used with permission.
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similar to one another, but there are two main variations 
to consider: square box chairs, and round ‘block’ chairs 
(Sw. kubbstol). The latter is a chair type made from a hol-
lowed trunk. Real-life block chairs from the ninth century 
have been found in Scandinavia, and they were used well 
into the twentieth century (KHLNM IX, col. 503, XVII, 
col. 207–212; Salin 1916). On Viking Age picture stones 
they seem to be the only type portrayed (cf. S. Lindqvist 
1941, Taf. 50, Fig. 125, Taf. 70, Fig. 171, 1942, 38–39, 
107–109, Fig. 480). Profiled rims on real chairs (as well 
as on miniatures) show that a cushion should be used for 
seating (KHLNM XVIII, col. 685), but some pendants 
are nevertheless decorated on the seat as well.

Three miniatures distinguish themselves by demonstra-
bly having (or having had) seated figures: the chair from 
Eketorp, one from Hedeby, now also without the figure 
(Drescher and Hauck 1982; Vierck 2002, 42–44), and one 
from Lejre, with an integrated figure (Christensen 2010). 
All of these are box chairs and from the tenth century AD, 
but the latter two have higher armrests than the Eketorp 
chair, and there are birds and wolf/dragonheads on the 
armrests and the back of the chair. Who was seated on 
these chairs? Their shapes and ornamentation provide 
some leads on that, drawing on comparative material.

Drescher and Hauck (1982) called the chair amulets 
‘Götterthrone’, Gods’ thrones; an understanding possibly 
arrived at through analogy with other, larger, statuettes 
such as one from Eyrarland (Iceland). There are other 
Viking Age statuettes with males gripping their beards 
and wearing pointed hats, which were interpreted either 
as gods or as earthly rulers, as those were also depicted 
with beards, moustaches and pointed hats. The two ex-
amples seated on a chair or stool belong to the eleventh 
century (Helmbrecht 2011, 147). This group of figurines 
is different from that of the chairs, yet they tell us some-
thing about general perceptions and the social context 
of the chair in Viking and early Medieval Scandinavia: 
there are associations with the divine or the elite, like the 
aforementioned chair from the lavishly furnished Oseberg 
grave. In particular, the case is strongly made through the 
miniature box chair from Lejre, with its still-intact seated 
figure wearing an elite woman’s dress while also fitting 
into a mythological iconographical scheme.

The Lejre chair has been interpreted as Hlidskjalf, 
Odin’s high seat, with Odin himself or Frigg/Freya en-
throned and accompanied by the mythological ravens 
Hugin and Munin (Christensen 2010). Whether the figure 
should be interpreted as male or female (and it certainly 
does look like a female based on the costume), it should 
here be noted that Odin and Frigg were not only gods 
but also representations of lordship and nobility. Seated 
in Hlidskjalf, the gods acquired the ability to see the 
whole world. This capacity, immanent in the chair, is 
iconographically underlined in the Lejre figurine by the 
two ravens, whose task it was to fly around the world 
and report back to their master on what they had seen. 
Two birds are also present on the Hedeby chair, as noted 
above, combined with animals (wolves?), and there can 

be little doubt that the two miniatures represent the same 
mythological chair or symbolism. Exactly the same scheme 
can be seen on the late medieval wooden chair (now in 
the National Museum of Iceland) of Þórunn Jónsdóttir, 
daughter of Icelandic bishop Jón Arason.

Real chairs were not unusual in Vendel and Viking-pe-
riod inhumation burials, notably in Swedish Vendel and 
Birka. Although in most cases the remains of the chairs 
themselves have not been recovered, it is understood from 
the position of the interred bodies and grave-goods that 
they were originally used in the burials. The practice was 
applied to both females and males. In some cases the 
burials are double, such as Birka graves Bj. 644 and 834, 
where a woman was seated on the lap of a male and both 
were seated on a chair (Price 2002, 132–139).

The twelfth-century Lewis chessmen (Robinson 2004; 
Caldwell and Hall 2014), found in the Hebrides but 
probably produced in Scandinavia, also testify to a con-
nection between chairs, high social status and religion. 
Several sets of gaming pieces made from walrus tusk 
were included in the Lewis cache. Although they differ 
a little in size and style, they are very similar when it 
comes to the interpretation and representation of the 
different pieces. Three pieces may be seated: kings and 
queens (always seated), and bishops (about half are seated, 
the rest are standing). The important role of the advisor 
is reflected in the Lewis chess pieces, where the Queen 
holds this position (originally a vizier, counsellor). The 
chairs are all box chairs, decorated with foliage, animal 
ornamentation and arcades (architecture). The rest of the 
pieces are shown as riders, footmen and pawns, and are 
never seated in chairs. Indeed, the chair is such a strong 
symbol for the king/queen that in other chess sets and 
traditions the royal pieces are simply rendered as chairs 
(Robinson 2004, 45–46).

Chairs and thrones are also shown on medieval Scan-
dinavian seals, starting in the twelfth century. Rulers are 
depicted on box chairs; on older seals they are simple, 
although sometimes with knobs or animal head termi-
nals, and in the thirteenth century they were often elab-
orated with architectural elements such as arcades and 
turrets. Other members of the royal family are portrayed 
as standing. With very few exceptions, armless folding 
chairs ( faldistorium) with animal-head terminals are used 
when depicting bishops and archbishops (Fleetwood 
1936–1947, 1951). This is probably with reference to the 
episcopal honorary seat by the altar, the cathedra, per-
ceived as a sign for the office itself. Although later than 
the miniatures, the seals illuminate how the chair was 
understood in a formalised iconographic scheme like early 
medieval heraldry, what was considered appropriate and 
significant at that time, and thus part of the meaning 
which had been passed on. It is interesting that bishops 
on seals are rendered with backless and armless chairs, 
while the preserved medieval examples of wooden so-
called ‘bishop’s chairs’ such as the one from Suntak Old 
Church, Sweden, usually have both (cf. also the Thule 
chair, Blomqvist 1963, 218–221, 224). This underlines 
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that heraldic renderings were heavily conventionalised 
and not truthful depictions (a bishop should have a lesser 
chair than a ruler), but it could of course also imply ori-
gins other than episcopal for the preserved chairs. In the 
ecclesiastic context one also finds many representations 
and images of medieval chairs in sculptural and picto-
rial art, in particular as the enthroned Mary (e.g. from 
Appuna, Viklau and Västergarn churches).

The Viking and early medieval chair also had legal-re-
ligious implications related to inheritance and succession. 
According to early medieval sources such as Flateyarbók, 
Fagrskinna and the Gulathing law, an heir had to physically 
sit in his father’s (or his predecessor’s) high seat (hásæti, 

ǫndvegi) to claim his inheritance and new status, and this 
is reflected mythologically (Steinsland 1991, 76–81; Sund-
qvist 2002, 266–267, 2016, 488). In several saga episodes, 
chieftains choose to die in their chair (Sundqvist 2016, 
230). When a ruler sits in the high seat, he or she is also 
an embodied link between the divine and the human, and 
so it is vital that the seat is taken for rituals to function. 
For example, in one episode, King Hakon the Good is 
expected, not to say forced, by his people to take his seat 
during a sacrificial feast and to consume some of the meat 
(Sundqvist 2016, 228–229). Possibly this was necessary 
to create contact between the community and the higher 
powers, and to ensure that the sacrifice was accepted.

Based on the contexts sketched out above, the min-
iature chairs may be interpreted as representations and 
symbols not just of lordship, but also of faith and knowl-
edge. Their role in hoards and women’s graves cannot be 
fully established, but like other miniatures and amulets 
they served to encapsulate and materialize an important 
concept. Reduction in scale skews the time and space re-
lations of the everyday lifeworld and thus has the capacity 
to create an ‘other’ dimension. Miniatures are domesti-
cated and manipulable versions of lifesize experiences 
(Stewart 1993, 65–69), intense embodiments of general 
principles (Alberti 2013, 46, 55), and may have served as 
links between the individual and the divine, as media 
for transcendence, or may have been used for divination, 
incantations or similar rituals.

The capacities of worldly rule were closely connected 
with aspects of religion, as they were with wisdom and 
erudition. These three interlaced aspects of power may 
be exerted not only by a chieftain but also by others. The 
execution of power thus rested on more than one person, 
although one may have been the formal focus, since ad-
visors and officiants would have provided much knowledge 
of myths, precedents and practices. The chair should be 
understood as a materialized office (Fig. 2), symbol for a 
role or persona that transcends the individual. Still, any 
holder will have the opportunity to make permanent im-
pressions, in the execution of office as well as on the chair 
itself – as shown by the traces left on the Eketorp chair.

Fig. 2. The Chair of Archaeology. Office seat of Professor Anders 
Andrén, Stockholm University (9/1/2018). Photograph by the author.


