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‘Óðinn from Lejre’: An Interim Report.
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Figure 1. The Lejre figurine. Design by Rune Knude / Zoomorgraphic.

Persons interested in Viking-Age Scandinavia (and in the connections between Beowulf and Lejre) may be interested to have before them an English-language summary of a recent article, published in Danish, reporting on a unique Viking-Age object discovered in 2009 outside the village of Gammel Lejre, Denmark.  The complete article — ‘Odin fra Lejre’, is by Tom Christensen, the archaeologist in charge of the ongoing excavations at Lejre. The full text can be found in the 2010 issue of ROMU, the annual journal of Roskilde Museum (pages 7–25). Included there are over two dozen images, chiefly in color, that display that remarkable object to best advantage and help to place it within a broadly European context. What follows is the gist of Christensen’s article along with a selection of its photos, reproduced here in black and white. 
Reports on the earlier excavations at Lejre are included in Beowulf and Lejre, ed. by J.D. Niles and M. Osborn with contributions by Christensen (Tempe AZ, 2007).
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Figure 2. The figurine is made of silver with niello inlay. 
Photo by Ole Malling.

Summary of ‘Óðinn from Lejre’, by Tom Christensen.  The summary is by Carl Edlund Anderson, Universidad of The Sabana, Chia, Colombia, with John D. Niles, University of Wisconsin – Madison.
 It’s not that big—just 1.75 centimeters high, and weighing only 9 grams — but what the Lejre figurine lacks in size, it makes up for in unprecedented detail and significance. Made of silver with niello inlay, it is composed of three groups of elements:

· A finely carved chair with four corner posts, each topped with a stylized animal head (one missing), plus a backrest, with two additional animal heads placed symmetrically atop it;
· A human-like figure seated in the chair;
· Two birds perched on the armrests of the chair.

Stylistically, the figurine can be dated to around ad 950. It seems to represent the kind of Viking Age hall-furniture known in later Icelandic sagas as a hásæti or ‘high-seat’. There is a tantalizing possibility that it depicts the god Óðinn (Othin, Odin) sitting in his high-seat throne of Hliðskjálf (mentioned by Snorri Sturluson in his thirteenth-century Prose Edda).
From this perspective, the archaeological context in which the figurine was found may be no less significant than its material form. It was found in 2009 during Roskilde Museum’s excavations at Lejre, on the Danish island of Sjælland.  In Old Icelandic literature as well as medieval Danish chronicles, Lejre is well known as the seat of the legendary Skjöldung dynasty of kings (equated with the Scylding kings of the Old English poem Beowulf). Regardless of whether or not any historical reality underlies such legends, Lejre’s importance as a central place during the late Germanic Iron Age and the Viking Age (c. 500–1000) has been confirmed by the Museum’s excavations, which have revealed a set of late Iron Age hall-type buildings measuring up to 60 metres in length.

Considering the Lejre figurine’s detailed design, its chair may well have been inspired by an actual model — perhaps something similar to the box-chair known from the Oseberg burial (ad 834). More directly comparable are other Viking-Age miniature chair figurines, many of which appear to have been modeled on full-sized wooden chairs. Some such figurines, such as one from a richly furnished female burial at Fyrkat, Jutland (c. ad 980), appear to have been worn as amulets. Another, from a different female burial that took place at Hedeby, Jutland (c. ad 900), includes — like the Lejre figurine — corner posts and armrests with bird-like figures and animal heads, as well as signs of an occupant (now missing). 

The Lejre figurine’s chair retains its occupant, who wears a long robe and a cloak, both of which are decorated with prominent bands. Four strongly profiled rings on the figure’s chest, as well as a heavy neck-ring, represent jewelry or regalia. A hat on the figure’s head and what is perhaps a mustache suggest that the figure represents a male god, for hat and mustache are typical features of images of male divinities from Scandinavian and Slavic regions during this period. Such an identification may be strengthened by the two birds perched on the armrests of the chair. With their strongly delineated beaks, they call to mind Óðinn’s two ravens, Huginn and Muninn.  Indeed, it may be that the Lejre figurine represents Óðinn seated on Hliðskálf with his two ravens, attributes that emphasize Óðinn’s role as a wise and powerful ruler. If so, this symbolism is enhanced by the overall composition.

To a great extent, the roots of the symbolism of the ruler on his throne lie in the classical world, and perhaps in the Byzantine Empire, which grew out of the Roman Empire’s eastern half. Here, once Christianity had been accepted as a state religion (380 AD), depictions of either the emperor or Christ as ruler often show those figures frontally enthroned, a posture signaling authority. This imagery made its way into Carolingian France, where thrones (known from extant examples as well as illustrations) likewise symbolized a ruler’s power. Similarly, in later Christian Denmark, Romanesque church murals often show Christ seated on a throne as maiestas domini, ‘the lord in majesty’.

In many such depictions — be they paintings, mosaics or sculptures — enthroned rulers are shown wearing long robes along with additional decorative items that have symbolic significance. For example, forms derived from classical Roman clavi, bands of rank on Roman dress, continued to be depicted in early Christian and Byzantine art, while the Byzantine omophorion, derived from the Roman toga trabea, is a broad brocade band worn as part of episcopal dress, similar to the pallium in western Roman Catholicism. 

Such elements of dress are strongly reminiscent of those on the Lejre figurine. Although discussion of the ultimate inspiration for this imagery — and of whether that imagery provides conscious parallels with Romano-Byzantine regalia — would be too complex to investigate here, the overall impression given by the Lejre figurine, with its harmonious symmetry and its calculated symbolism of lordship, is that of a heathen Scandinavian deity depicted in terms of the classical/Christian tradition.
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Figure 3. The back of the chair with its stylized beasts. 
Design by Rune Knude / Zoomorgraphic.
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Figure 4. The back of the chair. Photo by Ole Malling.
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Figure 5. The seated personage is robed. Successive rows of neck and chest ornaments 
can be discerned, among other details. Photo by Ole Malling.
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Figure 6. One of the pair of perching birds. Photo by Ole Malling.
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Figure 7. Side view of the seated personage. A helm-like cap and what appears to be a moustache 
identify the personage as male, very likely a male deity.  Design by Rune Knude / Zoomorgraphic.
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Figure 8. Detail of the head of the central personage, showing its identifying features. 
Photo by Ole Malling.
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Figure 9. This free-standing figure from Højby, near Odense, is 16 cm high. 
A naked figure with cap (or helm) and moustache is depicted in a semi-seated posture. 
The hands once held objects of an unknown kind. To judge from the posture, the figure may once 
have been associated with a seat or throne. Photo: National Museum, Denmark.
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Figure 10. This ivory panel depicting Christ’s crowning or blessing of the 
Byzantine emperor Romanos II (939–963), to the left, and his queen Eudokia, to the right, 
is nearly contemporary with the Lejre figurine. One robe looks very much like the other. 
From C. Mango, The Oxford History of Byzantium (Oxford, 2002).
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