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Abstract 

 

 Old Norse literature and “Viking” culture has played a large part in American 

media, especially in fantasy films, video games and books. The precise nature of how 

Americans first understood and appreciated this Old Norse material has largely gone 

unnoticed. The outset of interest can be traced back to 1837 when Carl Christian Rafn 

published pieces of the Vinland sagas that transformed the American foundation myth. 

In an age of reform, nineteenth-century American writers used Rafn’s exposure of a 

North American Viking past to support different causes. By comparing different 

nineteenth-century literary works that refer to Old Norse literature, this thesis explores 

nineteenth-century American society and culture to better understand how Rafn’s 

revelations and the available Old Norse texts influenced the search for the definitive 

American identity.  

 

 

Útdráttur 

 

Fornnorrænar bókmenntir og menning víkinga hefur spilað stórt hlutverk í 

bandarískum miðlum, sérstaklega fantasíukvikmyndum, tölvuleikjum og bókmenntum. 

Hvernig nákvæmlega stóð á því að Bandaríkjamenn fóru að skilja og meta hinn 

fornnorræna arf hefur að mestu leyti legið órannsakað. Upphaflega áhugann má rekja 

aftur til 1837 þegar Carl Christian Rafn gaf út hluta af Grænlendinga sögu og Eiríks 

sögu rauða sem um leið umbreyttu þjóðsögunni um upphaf Bandaríkjanna. Á 

umbótatímum 19. aldarinnar notuðust bandarískir rithöfundar við uppljóstrun Rafns á 

tengingu víkinga við fortíð Norður-Ameríku til að renna stoðum undir ólíka málstaði. Í 

þessari ritgerð verða ólík bókmenntaverk sem vísa til fornnorrænna bókmennta 

rannsökuð til að varpa frekara ljósi á bandarískt samfélag og bandaríska menningu. Í 

framhaldinu verða áhrifin af  uppljóstrun Rafns og þeim fornnorrænu textum sem voru 

aðgengilegir á þeim tíma rannsökuð til að varpa ljósi á hvaða áhrif þeir höfðu á leitina 

að hinni endanlegu sjálfsvitund Bandaríkjanna. 

!
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'
1. Introduction'

 

1.1. American Reception of Old Norse Literature 

Over the centuries different groups of people have read Old Norse literature and, more 

importantly, written, translated, and interpreted the sagas and the literature through 

different cultural lenses. At times, they were searching, like the Swedes and Danes in 

their seventeenth-century power struggle, for an answer to a present-day dilemma; 

other peoples may have enjoyed the literature without an agenda, but they were still 

walled in by their cultural biases and limitations.1 Rather than diminishing the power of 

the sagas, the constant reinterpretation through the generations has given the already 

complex Old Norse literary corpus an even more complex identity. This growth has 

created in itself a study of reception: how Old Norse literature has been received by 

different groups of people.  

American reception is one of the least discussed fields when it comes to Old 

Norse literature in the post-medieval world, because the influence it had in America 

feels relatively flat and uninspired. This thesis demonstrates that the introduction of the 

Old Norse literature to nineteenth-century America, however, had a large impact on 

how Americans viewed themselves and how they defined themselves as a people. 

Social issues like slavery and inequality for women, as well as the reform movements 

that were created to solve these problems, must be taken into account because it 

impacted in different ways the regional cultures that shaped the American writers in the 

nineteenth century who were attempting to elucidate the American identity. 

Nineteenth-century America was a complicated tangle of social objectives. As 

Americans began confronting their social issues, Old Norse literature was applied to 

the discourses used to support or condemn aspects of the many different reform 

movements. Some references to Old Norse literature, such as Herman Melville’s vague 

imagery that reflected the mythology, were passing glimpses of learned individuals and 

held no real meaning for the nation at large.2 A few references, however, helped to 

push and to pull the direction of the nation, and to mold the national discourse towards 

each author’s perception of the American identity. 

''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''
1 Karen Skovgaard-Petersen, “The Literary Feud Between Denmark and Sweden in the Sixteenth and 
Seventeenth Centuries and the Development of Danish Historical Scholarship,” in Renaissance Culture 
in Context: Theory and Practice, eds. J.R. Brink and William F. Gentrup (Scolar Press, 1993), 114-119. 
2 Erik Ingvar Thurin, The American Discovery of the Norse: An Episode in Nineteenth-Century American 
Literature (Lewisburg: Bucknell University Press, 1999), 50-52. 
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After the United States won the battle for independence from England in 1783, 

the young country found itself master of its own destiny. American Romantic writers, 

such as James Fenimore Cooper, had high hopes for the New World in the new 

century, believing that man could finally rise to his full potential now that he had left 

the bloodstained and sin-saturated Old European World.3 Many intellectuals and artists 

of the early nineteenth century, including Walt Whitman and Ralph Waldo Emerson, 

wanted to make sure that the United States avoided the same mistakes as its European 

parents by breaking the bonds that tied America to its European past.4 This thesis 

shows that this paradox prevailed through the nineteenth century: a desire to cut ties 

with the Old World, yet using material from Europe as a crutch for the American 

identity. Writers used European materials selectively to fit their arguments, as is 

discussed below. 

Use of Old Norse literature did not enter the discourse on American identity 

until the middle of the nineteenth century. Interest in the Old Northern past trickled into 

American consciousness from England, which had seen an increase in scholarship on 

this topic since the end of the eighteenth century.5 A number of texts were written in 

the 1820s and 1830s, which are addressed more fully below, which directed the 

attention of both England and the United States toward Old Norse literature that had 

been previously on the periphery of obscure scholarly fields. 6  

The middle of the nineteenth-century found Great Britain and young America in 

very different places. The British Empire was sprawling across the globe and showed 

no sign of slowing, while the United States was attempting to formulate its identity in 

the world. Despite the noticeable differences between the two cultures, many 

Americans like Emerson, saw themselves as an extension of the English race, who in 

turn were grappling with their own identity crisis: as the English translations of the 

Icelandic sagas became available, a growing distaste in an Anglo-Saxon past met a 

powerful Nordic heritage to cling to.7 The Vinland sagas, which discuss Viking activity 

that took place on the North American continent, were for the first time revealed to 

''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''
3 Merle Curti, The Growth of American Thought (New York: Harper and Row, 1964), 362. 
4 Henry Nash Smith, “Walt Whitman and Manifest Destiny,” Huntington Library Quarterly 10, no. 4 
(Aug. 1947): 373; Patricia Jane Roylance, “Northmen and Native Americans: The Politics of Landscape 
in the Age of Longfellow,” The New England Quarterly 80, no. 3 (Sept. 2007): 452. 
5 Andrew Wawn, The Vikings and Victorians: Inventing the Old North in Nineteenth-Century Britain 
(Suffolk: D.S. Brewer, 2000), 5-24. 
6 Geraldine Barnes, Viking America (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 2001), 117; Wawn, The Vikings and 
Victorians, 3. 
7 Wawn, The Vikings and Victorians, 31. 
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Americans amidst this search for identity and naturally became a subject of great 

interest in the United States.8 While both countries would go onto use the ties to the 

Viking spirit to boast their racial ties and flex their colonial muscles, the situation in the 

United States was much more complicated than a disagreement between Anglo and 

Nordic past.9 

The U.S. at the time was not simply divided between the North and South on 

the issue of slavery; it was fractured into pieces as nationalism spread locally, creating 

many small sections of the America that believed in many different causes.10 A 

complex network of reforms complicated the reception of Old Norse literature.11 

Religious differences split the intellectual east coast, while industry and social changes, 

such labor movements and women’s rights, created further riffs between different 

geographical locations in the country.12 In the midst of a financial crash and depression 

and among the clamor for multiple social reforms, the Vikings “returned” to find very 

unsteady ground on which to land.13 

 

1.2. Research Questions 

Romanticism from the eighteenth century had created within the United States a 

need to establish a new narrative that separated itself from Europe. For some American 

writers, the Northmen, who belonged to a kind of pre-European world, provided the 

Romantic foundation myth they desired.14 Annette Kolodny suggests that the need for 

national identity was indeed sought in its origins. 15 The introduction of the Viking past, 

then, created a new discourse through which nineteenth-century Americans could 

search for their identity. Images and ideas were borrowed from Old Norse literature and 

incorporated into this search. The discourse, however, became manipulated throughout 

the fractured regions in the United States. Each passage and reference to Old Norse 

''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''
8 Carl Christian Rafn wrote Antiquitates Americanæ in 1837 and provided Latin translations of parts of 
the Vinland sagas. For more information, see section 2.2. 
9 Andrew Wawn, “Victorian Vinland,” Approaches to Vínland: A Conference on the Written and 
Archaeological Sources for the Norse Settlements in the North-Atlantic Region and Exploration of 
America, eds. Andrew Wawn and Þórunn Sigurðardóttir. Sigurdur Nordal Institute Studies, Vol. 4. 
(Reykjavík: Sigurdur Nordal Institute, 2001), 193-194. 
10 Curti, The Growth of American Thought, 389. 
11 Curti, The Growth of American Thought, 360. 
12 Samuel Eliot Morison and Henry Steele Commager, The Growth of The American Republic, Volume 1 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1957), 520-521. 
13 Curti, The Growth of American Thought, 364-367. 
14 Annette Kolodny, In Search of First Contact: The Vikings of Vinland, the Peoples of Dawnland, and 
the Anglo-American Anxiety of Discovery (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2012), 104. 
15 Kolodny, In Search of First Contact, 205. 
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literature or the American Viking heritage, therefore, must be placed within the 

author’s sphere of influence in order to create a complete picture of American 

reception. 

While there have been a few books that focus on American reception, the works 

have been either summaries or do not fully contextualize the references within the 

nineteenth-century American experience. The purpose of this thesis is to analyze how 

the introduction of Old Norse material to the United States affected the budding 

American identity. In the first chapter, I discuss the cultural and social climate of 

nineteenth-century America in order to provide some context for these Old Norse 

references. I have chosen a select number of references that pertain to the American 

identity to compare against each other with the purpose of analyzing the effects that the 

massive changes in the country, geography, chronology, and the different reform 

movements had on the interpretation of Old Norse literature. The following questions 

are explored: 

 

1. Which Old Norse sources were available and used in nineteenth-century 

America, and were they available in different places? 

2. How did geography, chronology, and the different reform movements affect the 

reception and use of Old Norse literature? 

3. How did the personal agendas of the authors of the sources, as well as the 

American authors using them, change the American perception of the Old 

Norse material? 

4. How did understanding of Old Norse material differ within the same reform 

movement? 

5. How did each author use Old Norse material in attempting to define his or her 

interpretation of the American identity? 

 

The nineteenth-century pursuit of American identity forced many people to 

confront the utopian façade that had been built in the New World: in the face of the 

growing disdain for slavery, the suppression of women, the expansion west, and the 

violence and hubris that accompanied both the Mexican War of 1846 and the Civil War 

(1861-1865), the “veil of hypocrisy of the American ideal” was in danger of being 
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exposed.16 Caught in the crosshairs of its own idealism, American writers looked 

towards the past for answers to their confused identity. Many, such as Clara B. Colby 

(1846-1916), Margaret Fuller (1810-1850), and Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803-1882), 

used connections and references to multiple cultures, but as the popularity of America’s 

Viking past grew, the Old Norse literature found itself perfectly placed as a vehicle to 

carry their own beliefs within the national conversation. 

 

1.3. Methodology 

By comparing not only these references but also the sources that inspired the 

authors, the glaring differences in regional American reception will come into better 

light. I use a comparative approach for this thesis to inspect references in two separate 

reform movements of the nineteenth century—abolition and women’s rights. The 

differences in reception and interpretation can be viewed according to which sources 

were available and how they were used, the geographical location, the time in which 

the material was written, and the individual purposes within the reform movements. 

The next chapter explores the cultural context within the United States during 

the nineteenth century, and attempts to trace the sources as they came into the country. 

Starting with Carl Christian Rafn (1795-1864); Esias Tegnér (1782-1846); and their 

influential works, I inspect which sources American writers reference. Carl Christian 

Rafn, an Old Norse scholar from Denmark, had an enormous impact on the American 

reception with his translations of pieces of the Vinland sagas published in Antiquitates 

Americanæ.17 It is impossible to discuss the scholarship without mentioning his name 

thus a more thorough analysis of his impact is provided in 2.2. Swedish poet Esias 

Tegnér published his epic poem Frithiofs Saga in 1825, but also found an American 

audience through an 1833 English translation, as well as an 1837 review by Henry 

Wadsworth Longfellow (1807-1882).18 Early translations, such as Samuel Laing’s 

translation of Heimskringla (1844), played an important role for many American 

''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''
16 Javier J. Rodriguez, “The U.S. Mexican War in James Russell Lowell’s The Biglow Papers,” The 
Arizona Quarterly, 6.3 (2007): 3. 
17 Extensive archaeological and literary research has been published about Vinland. For further reading, 
see Robert Bergersen’s Vinland Bibliography (1997); William and Elizabeth Fitzhugh’s Vikings: The 
North Atlantic Saga (2000); Einar Haugen’s "Was Vinland in Newfoundland,” from Proceedings of the 
Eighth Viking Congress (1977); and archaeological publications by Helge and Anne Stine Ingstad 
(2000), Brigitta Wallace (2003), and Edmund S. Carpenter (2003). 
18 George T. Flom, introduction to Frithiof’s Saga by Esias Tegnér (Chicago: The Engberg-Holmberg 
Publishing Co., 1909), xx-xxiv. Longfellow’s role will be discussed more in section 2.3. 
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writers, including Longfellow.19 As Americans became more familiar with Old Norse 

literature, the sources became more domestic. By the end of the century, Clara B. 

Colby and Marie A. Brown (1843-1900) relied heavily on the work of Rasmus B. 

Anderson (1846-1936), a Norwegian immigrant who taught at the University of 

Wisconsin.20 Which sources the writers relied upon, which sources were available and 

where they were available says a lot about not only the comprehension of Old Norse 

literature but also the context into which they fell, as well as to the political agendas in 

which they were used. 

This methodology has been used to some extent by the scholars discussed in 

sections 1.7-1.9. While the scholars do trace the Old Norse sources through Rafn, they 

do not investigate the differences between the works in regard to chronology, political 

purposes, or geography, nor do they compare literary references side by side. This 

important step is lacking in current American reception scholarship. This thesis 

establishes the different issues Americans found themselves facing, compares a select 

number of Old Norse references found in nineteenth-century American literature, and 

analyzes them in terms of their uses in defining the American identity. 

The literature of Ralph Waldo Emerson and William Gilmore Simms (1806-

1870) are analyzed and compared with regard to their sources, their differing reform 

opinions and the geography that shaped and separated them.21 Emerson had little to say 

about Rafn or Vinland, unlike the many other writers from New England, the South, 

and the Midwest who eagerly grasped Rafn’s material to suit their own needs.22 Simms 

was no different, incorporating Rafn’s discoveries into his own agendas of white 

supremacy, as seen in his 1841 article, “The Discoveries of the Northmen.” 23 Emerson, 

who eventually took up the call for abolition activism, and Simms, who wrote about the 

benefits of slavery, display interesting ends of a spectrum on one topic in nineteenth-

century America.  

The first case study compares and contrasts Simm’s article with Emerson’s 

book English Traits, as well as some of his anti-slavery speeches.  Emerson, 

''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''
19 Wawn, “Victorian Vínland,” 192. 
20 Marie A. Brown, The Icelandic Discoverers of America: Honor to Whom Honor is Due (Honolulu: 
University Press of the Pacific, 2014 [reprinted from the 1890 edition]), 100-110; Elizabeth Cady 
Stanton, ed. The Woman’s Bible: Part I: Comments on Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and 
Deuteronomy (New York: European Publishing Company, 1895): 31. These writers will be explored in 
more detail in Part 4. 
21 See Part 3 for a comparative study of Emerson and Simms. 
22 J.M. Mancini, “Discovering America,” Critical Inquiry 28, no. 4 (Summer 2002): 869-871. 
23 Kolodny, In Search of First Contact, 126-127. 
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representing the New England intellectual elite, discussed race in both texts. In the 

latter, his racism still existed but was channelled into virtuous abolitionism.24 Emerson 

danced around racist topics, utilized the Vikings to support his theories, which rang 

with white supremacy, yet he still supported the abolition cause.25 Simms has been 

described as the “Southern James Fenimore Cooper,” and, like Emerson, he was a 

powerful personality in the literary field who also injected the Vikings into his 

writings.26 By comparing these two authors, the use of Vinland and America’s Viking 

heritage can be seen through the eyes of established New England intellectuals, as well 

as through the eyes of the distancing, slavery-bound South. This study shows the 

differences in how the sources were used geographically and to establish arguments 

within the same reform topic. It also unveils the underlying racism that latched onto the 

Viking ideal, which not only showcased itself outside of the Southern United States, 

but also came to define part of Nazi Germany’s racial propaganda a century later.27 

A number of nineteenth-century women used Norse material, in particular the 

mythology, in their writings supporting women’s rights. These writers used a 

surprisingly varied array of information to support, through various arguments, the 

need for equality for women in the United States. The second comparative study looks 

at works by four different women involved with women’s rights: Margaret Fuller, 

Clara Bewick Colby, Matilda Joslyn Gage, and Marie A. (Shipley) Brown. Similar to 

the first comparative study, I analyze how Old Norse literature is used within the 

reform movement. Whereas Emerson and Simms represent polar opposites of an issue, 

the women discussed in the second case study were striving for the same goal of 

equality. They provide a unique insight into how Old Norse literature was molded to fit 

each author’s style and approach. 

A brief reference to Norse mythology appears inside Margaret Fuller’s 

landmark feminist text The Nineteenth-Century Woman. Writing in the 1840s, Fuller 

was part of the transcendentalist movement of New England.28 To contrast her work, I 

''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''
24 Ralph Waldo Emerson, English Traits and Representative Men (London: Grant Richards [World’s 
Classics], 1903), 26. 
25 Morison and Commager, The Growth of The American Republic, 520. 
26 Kolodny, In Search of First Contact, 126. 
Molly Boyd, “The Southern American Adam: Simms’s Alternative Myth,” Southern Quarterly 41, no. 2 
(Winter 2003): 73-74. 
27 Lars Lönnroth, “The Vikings in History and Legend.” The Oxford Illustrated History of the Vikings, 
ed. Peter Sawyer (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997), 247. 
28 Margaret Fuller, Essays on American Life and Letters, ed. Joel Myerson. (Schenectady: College & 
University Press, 1978), 8. 
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examine another expedition into Norse mythology in support of women’s rights. In 

1895, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, a stalwart of the women’s suffrage movement in the 

United States, published a biblical commentary with the help of a number female 

academics. The Woman’s Bible elaborated upon verses that the writers believed the 

male-dominated Church had taken out of context and had used to wrongfully stigmatize 

women.29 Early in the text, however, contributor Clara Bewick Colby interrupted the 

commentary with a musing on creation myths that included detailed knowledge of Old 

Norse mythology. 

Matilda Joslyn Gage (1826-1898), considered an extreme feminist at the time, 

also made reference to Scandinavian sources.30 Her text focused more on the unfair 

treatment of women throughout history by the Christian Church.31 Her interest in Old 

Norse literature lay in how the old laws dealt with women.32 Joining Gage at the end of 

the century in the criticism of the patriarchal church was Marie A. Brown. Her 1890 

book, The Icelandic Discoverers of America: Honor to Whom Honor is Due was 

somewhat of an extension of Rasmus B. Anderson’s arguments against Columbus 

found in his book, America Not Discovered by Columbus (1874). 33 Brown claims in 

her book that the pre-Christian Icelandic commonwealth held women in a much higher 

regard than the American Church, romanticizing the Vikings and demonizing 

Columbus.34 Tracing her sources back to Samuel Laing, a very interesting narrative can 

be seen as she desperately gropes through Old Icelandic texts for a different American 

identity than explored in the musings of Fuller from half a century earlier.35 Though 

both sought to acheive equality for women, these authors were separated 

chronologically and geographically. The second comparative study shows the 

differences in how the sources were used geographically, chronologically, and, when 

compared with the first case study, illuminates the amount of manipulation Old Norse 

material went through to fit the needs of nineteenth-century American writers. 

 
''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''
29 Stanton, The Woman’s Bible, 5-6. 
30 Kolodny, In Search of First Contact, 208-210. 
31 Matilda Joslyn Gage, Woman, Church & State: A Historical Account of the Status of Woman Through 
the Christian Ages: with Reminiscences of the Matriarchate (Chicago: Charles H. Kerr & Company, 
1893), 1-7. 
32 Kolodny, In Search of First Contact, 209. 
33 Annette Kolodny, “Gudrid Thorbjorndottir: First Foremother of the American Empire,” in Women’s 
Narratives of the Early Americas and the Formation of the Empire, eds. Mary McAleer Baulkun and 
Susan C. Imbarrato (London: Palgrave MacMillan, 2016): 13-15. 
34 Brown, The Icelandic Discoverers of America, 20. 
35 Wawn, The Vikings and Victorians, 99-109; Kolodny, In Search of First Contact, 246-248. 
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1.4.  Review of Scholarship 

The current scholarship on nineteenth-century American reception is slim and 

lacking. Most scholarly articles typically focus on one aspect of a writer’s relationship 

to the Scandinavian literature. For example, Javier Rodriguez inspects James Russell 

Lowell’s stance against the Mexican War in The Biglow Papers, in which Lowell 

scorns the fascination with the Dighton Rock, the supposed rune stone in the Taunton 

River identified by Rafn as a Viking artifact, while Daniel Kilham Dodge looks closer 

at Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s Scandinavian translations.36 Even with a number of 

substantial and important books written on American reception, nothing has been 

produced to match the outpouring of detailed works on Victorian English reception, 

which is due in part to the overwhelming presence of Norse references in popular 

literature in England that had been increasing since the seventeenth century.37 Even 

after the 1837 revelation, the sagas and the Viking past left a minimal impact in 

America compared to the surge of interest displayed in England. 

  

1.5.  Geraldine Barnes 

While it is true that few sagas outside of the Vinland sagas and Laing’s 

translation of Heimskringla made much of an impression on nineteenth-century 

America, the assessment that no impact was left is simply not true. A handful of 

scholars have tried to impress this point with a number of helpful yet incomplete and 

imprecise overviews of Old Norse literary impact on nineteenth-century America. 

Perhaps the most well known book on American reception of Old Norse literature is 

Geraldine Barnes’s 2001 book, Viking America. Barnes, a prolific writer in the Old 

Norse field, traces the literature from abroad, how it came to the United States, and its 

progress throughout the different stages of American culture. She lists the many 

histories that mentioned the Viking past, and she cites Longfellow’s 1837 essay on 

''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''
36 Daniel Kilham Dodge, “Longfellow’s Scandinavian Translations,”Scandinavian Studies and Notes, 6, 
no. 7 (Aug. 1921): 192; Rodriguez, “The U.S. Mexican War,” 8.  
37 Matthew Townend, The Vikings and Victorian Lakeland: The Norse Medievalism of W.G. 
Collingwood and His Contemporaries (Kendal: Cumberland and Westmorland Antiquarian and 
Archaeological Society, 2009), 8. Andrew Wawn is the most prominent name in Victorian scholarship, 
but there are many other works on European reception. Most recently Judy Quinn published Studies in 
the Transmission and Reception of Old Norse Literature (2016). Old Norse Made New. Essays on the 
Post-Medieval Reception of Old Norse Literature (2007) edited by David Clark and Carl Phelpstead, and 
Northern Antiquity: The Post-Medieval Reception of Edda and Saga (1994) edited by Andrew Wawn are 
some examples of the many available resources. 
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Esias Tegnér’s Frithiofs Saga in the North American Review as the genesis of popular 

American interest.38  

Barnes begins in the earliest stages of American history and dedicates only two 

chapters to nineteenth-century reception, attempting instead to give a thorough 

overview of the historiography. She gives a very detailed account of the pre-Rafn 

references and writings, and then analyzes the numerous historical works whose 

authors relied almost solely upon Rafn’s Antiquitate Americanæ. The majority of the 

literature she inspects deals with the Vinland sagas. This methodology provides a 

detailed bibliography for works in America that found the contact with Norsemen 

important, but it leaves out a significant portion of American writing, like Emerson and 

the transcendentalists, who are mentioned only in passing.39  

Focusing on the Vinland sagas and their impact on America rather than the 

authors who spurred them along leaves out an important element: context. Barnes 

follows the writings of the Fireside poets, like Longfellow and James Russell Lowell 

(1819-1891), but goes into very little detail on any of the authors whose focus was not 

entirely historical. She briefly expands upon the relationship between Anglo-Americans 

and Native Americans, but the focus remains primarily literary.40 For most of her book, 

Barnes assiduously maintains a literary path that nevertheless provides an extremely 

valuable overview of the introduction of America to its Viking past. The other works 

discussed in this chapter try to cover the missing pieces from Barnes’s book, but none 

of them quite capture the academic quality of Viking America.  

 

1.6.  Erik Ingvar Thurin 

In 1999, Swedish-American author Erik Ingvar Thurin published The American 

Discovery of the Norse: An Episode in Nineteenth-century American Literature, which 

remains relatively unknown. Thurin, whose background lay more in nineteenth-century 

American literature, taught English literature at the University of Wisconsin-Stout and 

published a few books based on the works of American Renaissance writers like 

Emerson and Walt Whitman.41 In The American Discovery of the Norse, Thurin 

focused on the main writers from the American Renaissance, following each and every 
''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''
38 Barnes, Viking America, 117. 
39 Barnes, Viking America, 62. 
40 Barnes, Viking America, 117-120. 
41 “Erik Ingvar Thurin,” The Dunn County News, last modified July 25, 2005, 
http://chippewa.com/dunnconnect/community/obituaries/erik-ingvar-thurin/article_e06947ff-2e71-5965-
a8e9-650cfd43e9d0.html. 
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reference to Vikings or the Norse literature, regardless of its impact or importance. For 

instance, in the chapter on Herman Melville, Thurin dissects the complex imagery of 

works like Moby Dick, Omoo, and Mardi, prying apart any visual sign that could relate 

to Norse mythology. Claiming that Captain Ahab has certain Thor characteristics 

because Melville had read Frithiofs Saga stretches assumptions to the breaking point.42 

Thurin nevertheless provided an unprecedented investigation of some of the most 

important authors of the nineteenth-century and their use of Old Norse literature. 

Due to the scope of his research, Thurin, like Barnes, analyzed only a small 

portion of texts. Unlike Barnes, Thurin mostly ignored the scholarship of Henry 

Wheaton, North Ludlow Beamish, Benjamin Franklin De Costa, and other nineteenth-

century historians. His short “Introduction,” however, covered the essential 

personalities: Tegnér, Rafn, and Longfellow.43 Rather than tracing the sources used by 

American historians, Thurin investigated the Victorian English, Danish, and German 

literature that possibly inspired the nineteenth-century American writers.  

The scope of Thurin’s book did not allow for discussion outside of the 

American Renaissance writers. Only in the introduction did Thurin attempt to 

contextualize the references by acknowledging the racial tension in the United States.44 

He addressed these limitations by calling his selection of writers “a peculiar minority” 

in the grand literary reception of Norse material.45 Without fully contextualizing the 

transcendentalist movement, of which Emerson and Margaret Fuller were all involved 

with, Thurin leaves the spiritual narrative incomplete.46 Likewise, consolidating women 

writers into one chapter and then explaining the lack of Old Norse content found in the 

writing of Emily Dickinson does not give full credit to nineteenth-century writers that 

Thurin ignored like Marie A. Brown and Matilda Joslyn Gage.47 

Far from comprehensive, The American Discovery of the Norse at least gives an 

interesting look at literature outside of poetry and histories of the early nineteenth-

century. What is more, Thurin covered a piece of American literature mostly ignored 

by Old Norse scholars and certainly overlooked by Geraldine Barnes: the American 

Renaissance. His references, however, lie in isolation. Without detailing the anti-

slavery movement, the Mexican-American War, the Civil War, or the many writers 
''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''
42 Thurin, The American Discovery of the Norse, 57-63. 
43 Thurin, The American Discovery of the Norse, 15-30. 
44 Thurin, The American Discovery of the Norse, 30-31. 
45 Thurin, The American Discovery of the Norse, 31. 
46 The spiritual aspect of transcendentalism will be addressed in section 2.5. 
47 Kolodny, In Search of First Contact, 209; Brown, The Icelandic Discoverers of America, 58-70. 
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who emerged at the end of the century, much of Thurin’s work has gone unnoticed and 

unappreciated. 

 

1.7.  Annette Kolodny  

In 2012, Kolodny published In Search of First Contact: The Vikings of Vinland, 

the Peoples of Dawnland, and Anglo-American Anxieties of Discovery. The book 

places the “mythology of a pre-Columbian discovery of America,” in the words of 

Ralph Bauer, into “insidious political uses in the justification of racist legislation and 

state policies of Indian removal.”48 Kolodny, more than Thurin or Barnes, attempts to 

address the turmoil of nineteenth-century America and set the introduction of Old 

Norse literature within that tumultuous context. She went to great lengths to not only 

provide a complete look specifically at nineteenth-century American reception of the 

Vikings and Old Norse literature but also to contextualize these references within 

American society, with an emphasis on the issues pertaining to Native Americans.49  

Identity is a central part of Kolodny’s thesis. She explains that Rafn’s Vinland 

revelations allowed Americans to reexamine who they were as a nation.50 For Kolodny, 

images of the Vikings were responses to “nineteenth-century America’s many needs 

and anxieties,” that developed partly because of a lack of a cohesive identity in the 

United States.51 With violence and slavery overtaking the American narrative, these 

anxieties about who Americans were and what they represented were evident in many 

written texts not only about the Norse discovery of Vinland but also in much of the 

nineteenth-century American literature. An influx of immigrants in the nineteenth-

century posed a major threat for the Anglo-American established power, which added 

unease to the American foundation story and its place in the American identity.52 

Similar to Barnes, Kolodny follows the sources as they passed through Rafn, 

Longfellow, the historians and into the popular culture of United States. She also 

touches on some of the other literary camps by discussing those in the outer circles of 

Norse interest, like Emerson and Thoreau.53  

''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''
48 Ralph Bauer, “The Invention of Viking America: Review of Annette Kolodny’s In Search of First 
Contact,” Resources for American Literary Study 37 (2014): 225. 
49 Kolodny, In Search of First Contact, 104-113. 
50 Kolodny, In Search of First Contact, 121. 
51 Kolodny, In Search of First Contact, 207. 
52 Mancini, “Discovering America,” 877; Nicola Beisel and Tamara Kay, “Abortion, Race, and Gender 
in Nineteenth-Century America,” American Sociological Review 69, no. 4 (Aug. 2004): 499. 
53 Kolodny, In Search of First Contact, 141-147. 
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The themes presented throughout In Search of First Contact are by far the most 

thorough and well placed within American historical context. Kolodny provides a lot of 

context and goes into detail about some later women writers, in particular Marie 

Shipley and Elizabeth Joslyn Gage, and their social interests that brought the Old 

Icelandic literature to their attention.54 She does not compare or contrast the authors, 

their sources, or the references made, and thus stops short of painting a full picture for 

understanding the uneasy place Old Norse literature found in nineteenth-century 

America and how its reception changed and varied chronologically or geographically.  

 

1.8.  Other Related Scholarship 

Only one other text deals as extensively as Kolodny’s book with American 

identity through Old Norse literature: Approaches to Vinland, a collection of papers 

from a 1999 colloquium on the Viking presence in North America, edited by Andrew 

Wawn and Þórunn Sigurðardóttir. In the article he contributed, Wawn brings up both 

racial and religious tensions in the United States that certainly played into the Vinland 

Vikings versus Columbus narrative. He also traces the sources, paying particular 

attention to the Victorian writers, such as Samuel Laing (1812-1897), who contributed 

to passing Old Norse interest across the Atlantic. Wawn also reveals the emergence of 

the United States as powerful nation as part of the reason scholars like Guðbrandur 

Vigfússon and Rafn included not only English translations of sagas in the works but 

also specifically worked on translations of the Vinland sagas.55 This is particularly 

significant as the Vinland sagas were, and remain today, rather insignificant and on the 

periphery of Old Norse scholarship.56 

 A few other scholars have contributed to the topic of Old Norse reception in 

America, but they focus on one or two aspects of the overall picture. In the same 

collection of papers edited by Andrew Wawn, Inga Dóra Björnsdóttir further addresses 

the racial tensions of the United States, arguing that up until only a brief time before 

the Norse introduction to America, Columbus had been all but forgotten.57 Javier J. 

''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''
54 Kolodny, In Search of First Contact, 208-250. 
55 Wawn, “Victorian Vínland,” 194-197. 
56 Barnes, Viking America, 87. 
57 Inga Dóra Björnsdóttir, “Leifr Eiriksson versus Christopher Columbus: The Use of Leif Eriksson in 
American Political and Cultural Discourse,” in Approaches to Vínland: A Conference on the Written and 
Archaeological Sources for the Norse Settlements in the North-Atlantic Region and Exploration of 
America, eds. Andrew Wawn and Þórunn Sigurðardóttir. Sigurdur Nordal Institute Studies, Vol. 4 
(Reykjavík: Sigurdur Nordal Institute, 2001), 220. 
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Rodriguez, Daniel Kilham Dodge, Henry Nash Smith and Patricia Jayne Roylance are a 

number of authors, spanning from the nineteenth-century to the twenty-first, who 

pursued cultural and social context of individual nineteenth-century writers, addressing 

their usage and relationship to Old Norse literature. These articles are specific and far 

from comprehensive but help to build a nineteenth-century narrative of how literature 

dealt with America’s introduction to its own past. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Melton'

' ' '

15'

2. Historical Context 

 

2.1.  Nineteenth-Century America 

In order to understand the impact of Old Norse literature in the United States, it 

is essential to appreciate the social and cultural circumstances that were taking place 

throughout the country. Nineteenth-century America prior to the Civil War was a 

collision of Old World traditions and foundations and New World democracy and 

morals. The “orderly, law-governed universe” that hinged on the harmony of natural 

law and developed from the eighteenth-century Enlightenment thinking met with the 

blossoming individualism of American democracy.58 As intellectuals like Emerson 

amplified and encouraged this type of “self-reliance,” the United States began to 

splinter into sectionalism, which eventually developed into a fevered nationalism. This 

led the South to secede from the Union, which sparked the American Civil War.59 The 

country at this time, however, was not simply torn by ideologies between the North and 

South. The Midwest, the West, and the competition between the progressive cities and 

the more traditional, rural communities created a much more complicated American 

landscape than has previously been described in texts on nineteenth-century American 

reception.60 When Rafn published his defining work, a nation fractured by beliefs and 

ideological leanings was clamoring for a solution to its identity crisis.  

 

2.2. Carl Christian Rafn 

The impact of Carl Christian Rafn’s 1837 publication of Antiquitates 

Americanæ and his later English summary, America Discovered in the Tenth Century, 

cannot be overstated.61 Rafn was a Danish scholar well known in Old Norse field for a 

number of important contributions, including works about the Norse discovery of 

North America in the Vinland sagas.62 Thus, when he introduced the American public 

to their country’s true founders in 1837, it had the air of authenticity.63 He included in 

''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''
58 Curti, The Growth of American Thought, 373. 
59 Curti, The Growth of American Thought, 389. 
60 Richard C. Wade, “Urban Life in Western America, 1790-1830,” The American Historical Review 64, 
no. 1 (October 1956), 19. 
Mancini, “Discovering America,” 871. 
61 Annette Kolodny, In Search of First Contact, 111. 
62 Thomas H. Webb, “February Meeting. Letter of James Sullivan; Professor Rafn,” Proceedings of the 
Massachusetts Historical Society 8 (1864-1865): 180-182. 
63 North Ludlow Beamish. The Discovery of America by the Northmen in the Tenth Century (London: T. 
and W. Boone, 1841), preface. 
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the text Latin translations of Grœnlendinga saga and Eiriks saga rauða, and explained 

that at the end of the tenth century the Norse explorers who settled in Greenland had 

not only visited the North American coast but had also attempted to establish a 

colony.64 

Rafn calculated the exact location of Vinland using the sailing distances 

provided in the Vinland sagas, even though they at times contradict each other.65 He 

accordingly placed Vinland in New England, where the directions and landscape 

descriptions seemed most logical.66 A handful of strange artifacts appeared to support 

Rafn’s math. A skeleton had been found in the Fall River in 1831, which Rafn himself 

claimed dated back to the Viking Age.67 The inscriptions on the Dighton Rock in the 

Tauton River in Massachusetts and the speculation surrounding the Newport Tower, 

another “Viking Age artifact” confirmed by Rafn, fit into his New England Viking 

narrative despite plenty of contemporary skepticism.68 Though these artifacts were all 

later disproved, Rafn, in wanting to create the American narrative, accepted uncritically 

any and all evidence that supported his theory with “childlike delight.”69 

A number of Americans had some knowledge of their Norse connection prior to 

Rafn. Like Victorian England, the information lay mostly within academic fields. In 

fact, Henry Wheaton (1785-1848) had even translated pieces of the Prose Edda in The 

North American Review as early as 1829, which resulted in little or no public 

reaction.70 He wrote The History of the Northmen, or Danes and Normans in 1831, six 

years before Rafn’s landmark text. The book displayed Wheaton’s knowledge of Old 

Icelandic literature, but the scope was so grand that the Vinland narrative was easily 

overlooked.71 Though he does give thanks to Rafn, whose earlier work Wheaton must 

have known, he relied instead of on the available German and Scandinavian 

scholarship, as well as Adam of Bremen’s medieval account and the eighteenth-century 

work History Vinlandiæ antique written by the Icelandic historian Thormodus 

''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''
64 Wawn, “Victorian Vinland,” 193. 
65 Carl Christian Rafn, Antiquitates Americanæ, sive scriptores septentrionales rerum ante 
Columbianarum in America. (Kobenhagen: Hafnia, 1837), xxxiv. 
66 Rafn, Antiquitates Americanæ, xxxiv-xxxvi. 
67 Barnes, Viking America, 122-123. 
68 Kolodny, In Search of First Contact, 166.  
69 Einar Haugen, Voyages to Vinland (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1942), 147. 
70 Dodge, “Longfellow’s Scandinavian Translations,” 194. 
71 Kolodny, In Search of First Contact, 115; Henry Wheaton, History of the Northmen, or Danes and 
Normans (London: John Murray, 1831), 28-31. 
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Torfæus.72 Wheaton nevertheless concluded, just as Rafn had, that Vinland lay in New 

England by tracing the sailing directions and by interpreting similar clues about the 

landscape, geography, and especially the amount of daylight.73 

After Wheaton, every major historian who wrote about Norse activity in 

America referred to Rafn as their guide. They all cited a specific passage from 

Grœnlendinga saga that speaks of the length of the days in Vinland with respect to 

both Greenland and Iceland. The passage in question says, “sól hafði þar eyktar stað ok 

dagmál stað um skammdegi.” 74 In their translations of the Vinland sagas, Magnus 

Magnusson and Herman Pálsson explain that this wording could indicate anywhere 

between the forty and fifty degree latitudes, or, as they put it, “anywhere between the 

Gulf of Saint Lawrence and New Jersey.”75 It was this defining feature of Rafn’s work 

that caused a stir within the literary community. The American writers initially 

appeared less interested in the fact that Norse Vikings had stumbled upon their shores 

five hundred years before Columbus than with the assumed fact that they had landed in 

New England. 

The placement of ancient Vinland within the boundaries of New England by a 

respected antiquarian and Old Norse scholar like Rafn shaped the discourse of 

America’s Old Scandinavian past for the rest of the century. Even when later 

nineteenth-century American scholars like Willard Fiske (1831-1904) and Arthur 

Middleton Reeves (1856-1891) took a step back from Rafn and addressed his theories a 

little more critically, they still gave him credit for rediscovering Vinland and, more 

importantly, clung to his assessment of Vinland being located in New England.76 

As the legend of Vinland crept into American culture, the majority of 

historians, artists, poets, activists, and intellectuals who took up the Nordic trends in 

their works relied on the overzealous word of one man: Carl Christian Rafn. While 

Tegnér’s Frithiofs Saga also saw success in America the same year as Antiquitates 

Americanæ, the interest for most Americans lay in Vinland and the Norse discovery of 
''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''
72 Wheaton, History of the Northmen, 1-31. 
73 Wheaton, History of the Northmen, 24. 
74 “The sun rose at 9 A.M. and set at 3:30 P.M. on the shortest day of winter.” Grœnlendinga saga in 
Eyrbyggja saga. Brands þáttr ǫrva. Eiríks saga rauða. Grœnlendinga saga. Grœnlendinga þáttr, ed. 
Einar Ól. Sveinsson og Matthías Þórðarson, Íslenk fornrit, vol. IV (Reykjavík: Hið íslenzka forritafélag, 
1935), 251. 
75 Magnus Magnusson and Hermann Pálsson, trans. The Vinland Sagas: The Norse Discovery of America 
(London: Penguin Books, 1965), 56. 
76 Arthur Middleton Reeves, The Finding of Wineland the Good: the history of the Icelandic discovery of 
America (London: Frowde, 1895), 1; Horatio S. White, Memorials of Willard Fiske, Vol. II: The 
Traveler (Boston: Richard G. Badger, 1920), 97-98. 
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America.77 Jacob Aall, in praising Rafn’s thoroughness, expressed that the secretary of 

the Royal Society of Northern Antiquities of Copenhagen had corresponded with the 

secretary of the Historical Society of Rhode Island in order to confirm the likenesses 

between Rhode Island and the descriptions in the Vinland sagas.78 Curiously, Rafn, 

who had never set foot on American soil, was the same secretary who made these 

connections and confirmed the supposed artifacts.79 Rafn’s influence, and Longfellow’s 

by proxy, has not been overlooked by scholars who work with American reception, but 

it has been woefully underestimated. 

 

2.3. From Rafn to Longfellow 

The information about Vinland in Rafn’s Antiquitates Americanæ proved to be 

explosive for Americans.80 His theories may not have been as successful, however, 

without a conduit straight into the American public. For this, Henry Wadsworth 

Longfellow, whom Rafn had met in the summer of 1835, took it upon himself to 

introduce the United States to Rafn’s ideas and to Scandinavian literature in general.81 

As most Americans could not read Danish or Latin, or were not in the academic crowd 

that would read a work like Antiquitates Americanæ, much of what the public and the 

subsequent poets learned came through the mouth or pen of Longfellow. 

Longfellow’s review of Frithiofs Saga in 1837 has been credited for the 

introduction of Old Norse literature to American popular culture.82 Rafn’s and Tegnér’s 

success coincided with Longfellow’s interest in Scandinavian languages.83 Frithiofs 

Saga and Rafn’s Vinland artifacts provided inspiration for Longfellow’s poetry.84 In 

1841, four years after Rafn’s groundbreaking work, Longfellow published his poem 

“The Skeleton in Armor” in local literary journal, Knickerbocker Magazine.85 A sketch 

of the Newport Tower was published alongside the poem in the magazine, which 

''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''
77 Barnes, Viking America, 117. 
78 Jacob Aall, “Snorre Sturleson’s Saga of the Kings of Norway,” (Christiana, 1839), in C.C. Rafn’s og 
C.J. Thomsen’s Fortjenester af oldskriftselkabet og af oldtidsvidenskaben, ed. Jens Jakob Asmussen 
Worsaae (Kobenhavn: Det Hele Thieles Bogtrykker, 1886), 3. 
79 Kolodny, In Search of First Contact, 107. 
80 Wawn, “Victorian Vínland,” 193. 
81 Allen Wilson Porterfield, “Eight Unpublished Letters of Longfellow,” Scandinavian Studies and Notes 
5, no. 5 (Feb. 1919): 154; Dodge, “Longfellow’s Scandinavian Translations,” 192. 
82 Longfellow, Henry Wadsworth, The Complete Poetical Works of Longfellow (Cambridge: Houghton 
Mifflin Co, 1893), 598.  
83 Kolodny, In Search of First Contact, 154. 
84 See  Longfellow’s poems “The Saga of King Olaf” and “The Skeleton in Armor.” 
85 Barnes, Viking America, 123-125. 
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deepened the public’s interest in the Old Norse connection to America.86 From his 

correspondence with both Rafn and Tegnér, not to mention his partial translation of 

Frithiofs Saga in 1837, Longfellow had become, in the public’s eye, America’s own 

Scandinavian expert.87  

 

2.4. Nineteenth-Century Historical Writing 

The Viking past in America was first and foremost a historical account. 

Therefore, it was essential to look through the following nineteenth-century historical 

works that discuss the American-Scandinavian past or passing references to America in 

more general works about the Danes or Norwegians: History of the Northmen, or 

Danes and Normans (1831) by Henry Wheaton; The Northmen in New England, or 

America in the Tenth Century (1839) by Joshua Toulmin Smith; The Discovery of 

America by the Northmen in the Tenth Century (1841) by North Ludlow Beamish; 

America Before Columbus (1864) by Willard Fiske; The Pre Columbus Discovery of 

America by the Northmen (1868) by B.F. De Costa; America Not Discovered by 

Columbus (1874) by Rasmus B. Anderson; and The Finding of Wineland the Good 

(1895) by Arthur Middleton Reeves. 

 The focus of these books was the shaping of the American historical narrative. 

Due to Rafn’s widespread popularity, every one of these authors, except for Henry 

Wheaton, used the supposedly reliable information found in Antiquitates Americanæ. 

In some cases, the authors seemed to rely solely upon Antiquitates Americanæ for their 

information about Vinland.88 Some authors, like North Ludlow Beamish (1797-1872), 

included a map of Vinland that showed the modern coast of Massachusetts with some 

Old Norse names attributed to suspected locations. The late-century texts by Arthur 

Middleton Reeves and Willard Fiske still cited his work and placed Vinland within 

New England, though they made a point to confess that Rafn’s enthusiasm and lack of 

critical insight are somewhat troubling.89 The result was that for the majority of the 

nineteenth-century Carl Christian Rafn ruled the scholarship. 

''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''
86 Longfellow, The Complete Poetical Works of Longfellow, 659. 
87 Dodge, “Longfellow’s Scandinavian Translations,” 192; Barnes, Viking America, 125. 
88 Beamish, The Discovery of America by the Northmen, 64-65; B.F. De Costa, The Pre-Columbian 
Discovery of America by the Northmen, (Albany: J. Munsell, 1868), 30. 
89 Reeves, The Finding of Wineland the Good, 1; White, Memorials of Willard Fiske, Vol. II, 98. 
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The historians themselves traced Old Norse information through Rafn and back 

to their sources, often citing Flateyjarbók as the genesis for the Vinland sagas.90 

Flateyjarbók contains the oldest extant version of Grœnlendinga saga, dated to around 

1380-1395.91 Though the saga deals explicitly with Vinland, the earlier works of Adam 

of Bremen, writing at the end of the eleventh century, and Ari Fróði in his 

Landnámabók, mention Vinland in reference to the colonization of Greenland.92 The 

nineteenth-century American writers more than likely preferred citing Flateyarbók 

because the two manuscirpts containing the other essential saga, Eiriks saga rauða, had 

glaring contradictions.93  

Beamish published The Discovery of America by the Northmen in the Tenth 

Century a decade after Wheaton’s book. Beamish not only acknowledged Rafn’s 

important contribution with Antiquitates Americanæ, but also dedicated his book to the 

Danish scholar. 94  Using Rafn’s translations of Eiríks saga rauða, which were 

transcribed by Rafn himself from the Icelandic Flateyjarbók, Beamish guided 

American readers through the transmission of the sagas.95 He not only relied on Rafn’s 

calculations and the archaeological proof found around New England but he also 

connected the place name mentioned by Þorfinnr Karlsefni, Hóp, with Mount Hope 

Bay, which connects to the Taunton River, where the Dighton Rock was found.96 

Joshua Toulmin Smith (1816-1869), on the other hand, criticized Wheaton and Rafn. 

Using eighteenth-century sources, Smith proved that there was at least some discussion 

of the Norse in America prior to Rafn, even though the older sources did not undermine 

the narrative Antiquitates Americanæ had established.97 

The post-Civil War historians appeared to take a step back from Rafn. B.F. De 

Costa (1831-1904) admitted in The Pre-Columbian Discovery of America by the 

Northman that Rafn had been a little over-enthusiastic in his attempts to make the 

pieces of the sagas and Vinland fit. Even after Gustav Storm’s dismantling of Rafn and 
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90 Beamish, The Discovery of America by the Northmen, 47; Reeves, The Finding of Wineland the Good, 
3. 
91 Magnus Magnusson and Hermann Pálsson, The Vinland Sagas, 29. 
92 Magnus Magnusson and Hermann Pálsson, The Vinland Sagas, 24-26. 
93 Magnus Magnusson and Hermann Pálsson, The Vinland Sagas, 29; Gísli Sigurðsson, The Medieval 
Icelandic Saga and Oral Tradition: A Discourse on Method, trans. Nicholas Jones (Cambridge: The 
Milman Parry Collection of Oral Literature, 2004), 266-268. 
94 Beamish, The Discovery of America in the Tenth Century, preface. 
95 Beamish, The Discovery of America in the Tenth Century, 47. 
96 Beamish, The Discovery of America in the Tenth Century, 94. 
97 Joshua Toulmin Smith, The Northmen in New England, or American in the Tenth Century (Boston: 
Hillard, Gray and Co., 1839), 6-7. 
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his conclusions in 1887, the assertion that Vinland referred to modern-day New 

England persisted and Rafn was still credited.98 Like the historians before him, Arthur 

Middleton Reeves, who was gently critical of Rafn, traced the Vinland information 

from Rafn back to Flateyjarbók.99 Unlike his predecessors, however, Reeves included 

facsimilies with his publication and did not even mention the controversial 

archaeological evidence, such as Newport Tower or The Dighton Rock, which had by 

that time been the source of much ridicule by James Russell Lowell and others.100  

If, according to the vague statements in Grœnlendinga saga, Vinland could 

have been anywhere on the coast between New Foundland and New Jersey, why did 

Rafn argue so arduously for a New England setting? Could his cordial relationship with 

Longfellow and the growing importance of Boston in the 1830s and 1840s have 

partially swayed Rafn’s coordinates? Could Rafn have been pressured to adjust the 

coordinates to fit the modern mood? After all, Tegnér had adjusted the ending to 

Frithiofs Saga in order to appease contemporary audiences.101 The evidence, especially 

in regard to where vines of grapes are known to grow, however, seemed to point to 

New England, and the Bostonian intellectual crowd were more than happy to accept 

this theory. 

 

2.5. Literary Camps 

Some attention must also be given to a couple of literary camps that quickly 

welcomed Old Norse literature. The Fireside poets consisted of Longfellow, Lowell, 

John Greenleaf Whittier, Sidney Lanier and a handful of others. They incorporated 

Rafn’s Vinland material and other small references to Old Norse literature into some of 

their poetry. 102  Whittier published “The Norsemen,” in 1841, the same year as 

Longfellow’s “Skeleton in Armor.” Whittier based his poem on yet another artifact 

supposedly connected to the Old North—a fragment of a statue found near the 

Merrimack River.103 Some of his later work showed that he was very familiar with the 
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Norse mythology and attempted a few kennings in “The Dole of Jarl Thorkell.”104 

Sidney Lanier also tried his hand at a Vinland-themed poem with “Psalm of the West,” 

but it proved to be one of his worst pieces.105 None of these poets had quite the impact 

that Longfellow had on the American public, but as a group, the Fireside poets 

represented a collection of enormous talent whom many Americans revered and 

respected, and their usage of Old Norse literature made it all the more accessible. 

The transcendentalists, on the other hand, wrote the Old North into intellectual 

American thinking. Born out of a revolutionary reaction to the Unitarian denomination, 

American transcendentalism formed in New England and eventually became 

synonymous with Boston, the city of the future.106 Transcendentalism developed out of 

Immanuel Kant’s arguments against John Locke’s skepticism, and found a place in the 

North East of the United States with a group of revolutionary, Harvard-bred 

philosophers and poets. For Emerson and his transcendentalists, the Unitarian Church 

suppressed man’s full potential and his ability to grow and reason with discernment, 

thus the American transcendental movement began as what Perry Miller described as a 

“religious demonstration.”107 Their concern was the soul—the soul of man, the soul of 

the country, the soul of the individual. The transcendentalists did not see themselves as 

a new movement but instead as the true extension of mankind’s spiritual 

development.108 They looked back to older cultures, including the Old Scandinavians, 

from whom they believed to be descended, for inspiration and instruction for their 

country’s current spiritual crisis.109 Writers like Fuller channeled beliefs from older 

cultures into the contemporary issues of slavery, women’s rights and Manifest 

Destiny—things they considered dangerous to the well being of their country’s soul.110 

Understanding that transcendentalism was first and foremost a religious 

demonstration is essential to understanding how the Old Norse American saga fit 
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perfectly into their narrative.111 The writing of Emerson, Channing, Margaret Fuller, 

and many others were infused with mysticism and belief in the supernatural, something 

they thought was dangerous to let slip from religious institutions.112 At a time when 

New England was regaining its prominence in intellectual America, the poets and 

philosophers steeped in transcendentalism were searching for past cultures whose spirit 

matched that of the ideal American spirit.113 Rafn’s revelation of an American Viking 

past fell into the laps of the transcendentalists who not only lived in New England, 

where the Vikings had visited, but were also pushing for a culture independent from 

Europe.114 That the burgeoning transcendental and literary circles were stationed in the 

same location where Carl Christian Rafn had matter-of-factly placed the Viking Age 

Vinland brought the sagas and the Vikings to a new and different level that they did not 

achieve in Victorian England. Erik Ingvar Thurin has argued that the transcendentalists 

were on the periphery of American reception; they nevertheless represent a crucial step 

in how and why Old Norse material moved through America the way that it did. 115 

 

2.6.  Manifest Destiny and Native Americans 

By the time Antiquitates Americanæ infiltrated the American conscience, 

interest in the West sparked up again, and in the 1840s many Americans set out to 

settle in Oregon.116 This had multiple implications within the already tense American 

regionalist mindset. The number of people pushing the frontier included some of the 

millions of immigrants flowing into the United States, many of whom not only caught 

the nationalism spreading through the country but also brought with them an affinity 

for their native countries.117 A large number of immigrants also flocked to the large 

cities, which later saw a drastic change in values from the country’s more rural 

populations, causing further tension within American communities.118  
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The expansion west became known as Manifest Destiny—a term that entered 

the American lexicon in the 1840s and represented the belief that it was America’s 

destiny, even God’s will, for them to control the land mass between the Atlantic and 

Pacific Oceans.119 The fact that the Vinland sagas set a precedent of white people 

interacting with Natives created in many a justification for the reprehensible treatment 

of and violence towards the Native American population. 120  The country’s true 

European discoverers were revealed at the same time as the last of the Cherokees were 

being pushed out of the South East and the final phase of the Trail of Tears was being 

completed.121 Americans saw in themselves the spirit of the Vikings whose adventures 

in the west put them in violent contact with Natives—a gruesome parallel of a 

westward destiny whose path was blocked by savages. Patricia Jane Roylance argues 

that in the nineteenth-century, “Vikings were yoked with Native Americans.”122 

Violence against and tensions with Native Americans, always strained to breaking 

point, was suddenly reshaped by the introduction of the Vinland sagas.123 As the 

Viking “foundation myth” grew in popularity, it became a safe-haven for Anglo-

Americans to excuse both Columbus’s and their own disgraceful treatment of the 

Native population. The Vikings, according to the sagas, had been victim to the 

Natives.124 Therefore, American history began not with genocide but rather with a 

brave and hearty trial and failure against the Indians. 

The Vinland sagas were certainly not a blueprint for confrontations with 

Natives, as Þorfinnr Karlsefni and his companions were pushed out of the country by 

violence and bad weather.125 Contemporary Americans, however, would succeed where 

their brave ancestors had failed: push west across a dangerous passage to establish 

lasting settlements in what Joshua Toulmin Smith calls, “an uninterrupted imaginative 

association between white Viking and white Anglo-American settlers.”126 The east 

coast intellectuals, who had much to say on the issues of women’s rights and abolition, 
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were oddly silent when it came to the Indian plight.127 In fact, Roylance argues that the 

evidence of European discovery found in the Vinland sagas allowed Anglo-Americans 

and cultural icons like Longfellow and Emerson to dismiss Native American culture 

altogether.128 The Vinland sagas, then, were welcomed into the westward narrative of 

the frontier, where racial tensions collided violently with destiny of the United States. 

 

2.7.  Race 

The racial discourse in England during the 1830s and 40s focused on a Saxon 

versus Nordic past, which found its way into some discussions within the United 

States. This discourse paled in comparison to the racial tensions surrounding slavery, 

which eventually led to civil war.129 The anti-slavery movement in the United States 

began with the Quakers in the first half of the eighteenth-century, but not until the Age 

of Reform in the 1830s did the anti-slavery movement begin to organize alongside 

other reform movements.130 Even then, it stumbled over its own inner division, 

squabbling over the correct way to proceed forward toward emancipation.131  

By this time a clear division could be seen in the United States on the issue of 

slavery, yet the overall attitude towards the black population was still full of 

contempt.132 The stance against slavery grew in popularity and in solidarity, yet the 

question of what to do with slaves after they were freed remained hotly debated. 133  

Even the Northerners who became the most vocal about ending slavery did not seem to 

want the black population to move in next door. A popular solution that developed 

involved shipping the freed slaves back to Africa.134 This paradox of wanting to end 

slavery but not wanting the African-Americans to tarnish the Anglo-American dream 

exposed overwhelming racist stances within the United States and even within the 

abolition groups themselves. 
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Race and slavery remained a mere talking point within the American narrative 

until the Nat Turner revolt of 1831, which caused a wave of panic and led to an intense 

defense of slavery throughout the south.135 As the decade moved forward, the number 

of racist discourses increased. By the mid-1830s, southerners were boldly preaching the 

inferiority of blacks.136 Southern social theorists and writers like George Fitzhugh not 

only claimed that the white race was superior to the black race, but that slavery saved 

Africans from a much more horrifying fate of cannibalism and idolatry.137 Even 

Emerson, who later became an important voice within the New England abolition 

movement, struggled at first with his feelings toward the black race because they had 

yet to prove that they could remain “self-reliant.”138 The sagas themselves appear bereft 

of any racial discrimination, aside from the derogatory skrælingjar term used to refer to 

the natives in the Vinland sagas. Meaning “weakling” or “wretch,” the Vikings 

obviously felt a sense of superiority to these lower savages.139 It seems fitting that the 

only reference in the Icelandic saga corpus that seems to ring with racist feelings 

should include a foundation myth of the United States and be introduced to the United 

States at a time of intense racist feelings.  

The two sides of the anti-slavery argument grew in tandem: the increase of pro-

slavery rhetoric like Fitzhugh’s spurred abolitionists into further action. The skeptical 

Emerson finally gave into the mounting pressure and gave his first anti-slavery address 

in 1837.140 The passing of the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850, which legally required 

Northerners to return runaway slaves to their masters, was the final straw for many East 

Coast intellectuals who decided they needed to become more involved with the 

abolition movement. 141 With the introduction of Rafn’s work amidst this tumult, the 

intensity of the drifting sides of American values, especially in relation to race and 

slavery, certainly had an effect on the way Americans viewed the Vinland sagas, which 

had shifted the American foundation myth. 
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2.8.  Women’s Rights 

Though very few abolitionists relied on Old Norse literature for their 

arguments, the writers who supported women’s rights appeared to have an affinity 

toward the subject. Women writers in nineteenth-century America were often trapped 

in what Elizabeth A. Petrino calls “the limits of expression.”142 They were expected to 

write about appropriate themes—love, beauty, or only those topics that could aid 

others.143 Women came from nature, while men belonged to culture, and they therefore 

were required to write according to their natural definitions.144  

The demand for women’s rights in America began in the previous century on an 

individual level with women like Marry Wollstonecraft pushing for equal treatment.145 

As the women’s suffrage movement moved forward, the American literary world 

remained stubborn and hostile. Even by 1845, when Margaret Fuller began to write for 

the short-lived literary magazine, Dial, female writers were merely tolerated.146 Not 

until the 1850s did the movement become organized enough to start working towards 

structural changes in American marriage and society.147 As the different reforms 

became more entwined, some strict abolitionists considered the plea for women’s rights 

a distraction to the much more urgent cause of ending slavery.148 Many men were 

afraid that the political emancipation of women would in their minds overturn centuries 

of proven social success, thus throwing the U.S. into further chaos. 

The women’s rights movement in nineteenth-century America became 

inextricably linked with abolition—not simply because the latter spawned the former 

but because many questioned why black men should be able to vote when white 

women could not.149 In fact, one of the leading arguments for women’s suffrage 

throughout the latter half of the century was that women votes would counter-balance 
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the recently gained black vote.150  Race not only played a part in the abolition 

movement but also in the fight for gender equality. Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan 

B. Anthony did not see eye to eye on how to incorporate the southern white women 

who were late to join and who expected white supremacy to be a part of the agenda.151 

To complicate the movement even further, there was a large backlash early on, not only 

amongst the male-dominated literary crowd, but even within the growing number of 

prominent female writers, such as Helen Hunt Jackson, who believed in a much more 

traditional role for women.152 

Throughout the nineteenth century, women writers found useful metaphors that 

assisted their arguments in the Icelandic literature, and in particular within the Norse 

mythology. Fuller wrote Iðunn and her golden apples into her seminal work, Woman in 

the Nineteenth Century.153 Near the end of the century, Clara Bewick Colby referenced 

Thor’s palace in an address to Midwestern farm wives about the importance of good 

working conditions.154 Matilda Joslyn Gage, on the other hand, found inspiration from 

the medieval Icelandic legal codes.155 The stalwart suffragists Elizabeth Cady Stanton 

and Susan B. Anthony ignored the Norse literature completely in their efforts. 

Old Norse references were few and remained mostly on the periphery of 

American women’s conscience. The exception was Marie A. Brown’s book, The 

Icelandic Discoverers of America: Honor to Whom Honor is Due (1890), which was 

based on Rafn’s material and on the work of Rasmus B. Anderson.156 The use of Old 

Norse literature in the women’s rights increased in the second half of the century and 

became more involved with a national narrative, which focused not only what it meant 

to be an American woman but on what it meant to be specifically American. 

 

2.9. A Violent Identity 

Depending on one’s perspective, violence interrupted or eventually defined the 

nineteenth-century narrative on American identity. The Battle of 1812 caused 
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considerable confusion for those who had believed in a peaceful American utopia.157  

Decades later the Mexican-American War erupted over the question of slavery 

extending beyond the Missouri Compromise of 1820 into Texas.158 With this outbreak 

of more violence, many of the literary elites began to have doubts about America’s role 

as the redeemer for Europe’s sins.159 The American Civil War lasted only four years 

but turned out to be one of the deadliest and costliest wars in the nation’s history.160 As 

America tried to pick up the pieces during the Reconstruction years following the Civil 

War, it found itself growing into a definable world power yet still steeped in violence 

and aggression. 

There appears to have been a disconnect between the romanticizing of the 

American Viking past and the aggression displayed in both the sagas and in nineteenth-

century America. Violence in the sagas was smothered by American values of the 

nineteenth-century: striving against incredible odds towards some noble cause.161 Aside 

from Longfellow’s “Skeleton in Armor,” the majority of American writing at this time 

overlooked the violence that is now associated with the Vikings, and they instead 

elevated the nobility of adventure.162 Sidestepping the violent tendencies of the Vikings 

echoed the American tradition of ignoring its overt aggression toward “the Other.” 

Violence against others has defined the American experience since the Revolutionary 

War, even though many have attempted to bury it under the promotion of liberty and 

economic freedom. In fact, Javier J. Rodriguez explains that the “American identity has 

been implicated by the exclusion of and violence against others.”163 The Viking past 

played perfectly into this double standard. America’s Norse ancestors were no doubt 

violent, but their daring deeds and noble spirit justified the small skirmishes recorded 

with the skrælingjar.  

The need for a defendable and justifiable American identity increased as the 

turbulent events of the mid-nineteenth-century pushed the ideal many had for the States 

further from its Puritan and utopian roots. The climax of the Civil War undoubtedly 
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crushed and confused the Americans whom Walt Whitman had claimed would be the 

“new man.”164 With over half a million lives lost in four years, the post-Civil War and 

Reconstruction era threw America’s identity into even more uncertainty as they 

scrambled to rebuild the nation. For many writers, historians, and activists, Rafn’s 

introduction to the Vinland sagas came at an opportune time. Here was a ready-made 

foundation myth that gave the American experience an extra dimension—one that was 

stretched and manipulated to fit the many pressing needs and anxieties of nineteenth-

century America.165 
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3. Case Study 1: Ralph Waldo Emerson and William Gilmore Simms 

 

3.1. Representative Authors 

I have selected two authors that deal with the anti- and pro-slavery movements 

of the mid-nineteenth century for the first case study: Ralph Waldo Emerson, who 

hailed from New England, and William Gilmore Simms, who represents the proud but 

resentful South. Throughout the nineteenth century, literary camps sprang up in 

different parts of the country at the same time as regionalism, patriotism, and 

nationalism were taking root.166 The most obvious split occurred between the North 

and the South, the latter of which relied heavily upon the institution of slavery for its 

booming cotton industry.167 As New England abolitionists began to meddle in the 

affairs of the South, the southerners, especially Simms, began to resent the Union and 

defend slavery more staunchly than ever before.168 Emerson and Simms had much in 

common. They both became the faces of their respective literary camps, eventually 

became synonymous with their respective geographic locations, and both entered into 

the slavery discourse in the 1830s and 40s. Most importantly, both used Old Norse 

material in their arguments for and against slavery. 

The year 1837 proved to be important not only for Rafn but for Emerson and 

Simms as well. Emerson, who had been reluctant to become involved with any kind of 

reform, gave his first anti-slavery speech in November of 1837.169 The same year, 

Simms published his article, “The Morals of Slavery,” in Southern Literary Messenger 

and established himself as a champion of slavery, arguing that slavery secured “social 

usefulness” for African-Americans.170 By the time Rafn unleashed the Vinland sagas 

onto the American public, both writers had begun defining their sectionalist and 

nationalistic ideals. Interestingly, both men trusted Rafn’s hypothesis. Emerson 

sporadically commented on the Viking trips to North America in The Conducts of Life, 
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placing Vinland in New England, just as Rafn does.171 Although hailing from South 

Carolina, Charleson-based Simms also believed Vinland lay within New England.172 

 

3.2. Emerson’s Anglo-Saxonism 

American transcendentalism had risen to national prominence in 1836 with the 

help of Emerson’s genre-defining essay, “Nature.”173 Though the self-reliance of the 

individual Vikings who pushed so far westward fit well into the idealistic framework of 

transcendentalists, they did not pick up on the topic as quickly as Longfellow and the 

Fireside Poets.174 Erik Ingvar Thurin points out that in 1847 Emerson had borrowed 

and read Samuel Laing’s translation of Heimskringla, Mallet and Percy’s Northern 

Antiquities, and George Dasent’s version of the Prose Edda.175 Thus, he was aware of 

Old Norse literature but appeared less inclined to use it outright the way Longfellow 

had. 

The main point of emphasis of Emerson’s interest in Old Norse literature comes 

from his book, English Traits—a journal of sorts from Emerson’s 1833 trip to England. 

It was there that he met his hero Thomas Carlyle who inspired in Emerson, among 

other things, his blatant “Anglo-Saxonism.” 176  In Emerson’s peculiar brand of 

American Anglo-Saxonism, he lumped Nordic, Norse, and Anglo-Saxon into the 

category of “Gothic,” which he most likely derived from George Perkins Marsh (1801-

1882), a lawyer and writer from Vermont whose important environmental writings 

eventually overshadowed his race narratives.177 American writers made little distinction 

between these groups of people, using these terms interchangeably.178 In English Traits 

Emerson makes a surprising statement, claiming that Snorri Sturluson’s Heimskringla 

is the English race’s Odyssey or Iliad.179  As a New Englander, Emerson saw himself as 

an extension of the English race, who, after all, partly descended from Vikings. 

Therefore, the Heimskringla was part of his own Anglo-Nordic heritage. This 
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American appropriation was common during the early nineteenth-century search for 

identity through literature—the writers seemed to take what they needed from other 

cultures for their own purposes without fully understanding the fine distinctions.180 

Emerson’s use of the Norse literature in the chapter titled “Race” in English Traits 

reflects the toxic racism that led the Nazis to use the Vikings as propaganda a century 

later. Within the text, however, there is no outward disparaging of races, except against 

the French. 

 Out of this Ango-Saxonism that Emerson preached grew a historical narrative 

that not only fit America’s divisive status but also easily incorporated the Viking past. 

The Americans, English and by extension, Norse, all belonged to a hearty and energetic 

Northern, Anglo-Saxon group, much like the Vikings.181 On the other side stood the 

Roman Catholic, the Southern Europeans and the French.182 George Perkins Marsh 

played a major role in the dispersion of this dichotomy through the United States. To 

him, English had lost its “Gothic” roots and had fallen into a more Roman state of 

mind; thus the American Revolution proved to sever the colonies’ Roman influence.183  

Emerson connected the strong-willed and adventurous Vikings with English 

success and the American spirit, but made a distinction between the heroes of the sagas 

and the corrupted knights of Southern Europe.184 The sources that Emerson had access 

to appear to support this division. Samuel Laing, in his 1844 dissertation that 

accompanied Heimskringla, claimed in his introduction, that there were only two real 

European powers: the Roman and the Northern people.185 Laing came from Orkney and 

was more known for his race theories about Scandinavian superiority than his 

translation skills, in part because he had no real knowledge of Old Icelandic.186  He was 

also extremely hostile towards Catholicism and considered New England and Iceland 

to be the “only colonies ever founded on principle.”187 Andrew Wawn argues that 

Laing’s dissertation became more about the political beginnings of England, and that 

he undoubtedly allowed some of his prejudice infiltrate the pages of his Heimskringla 

translation, in which the Norse, as he saw it, saved England from the misery of 
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Catholicism. 188  Emerson, who likewise romanticized England and its Norse 

background, saw his own prejudices mirrored in the “Odyssey” of the English people. 

The splitting of the United States along ideals such as slavery created in 

Emerson’s own world a similar North/South dichotomy that he perceived to exist 

between Northern Europeans and the French.189 The Northerners, to Emerson, aligned 

well with the “Nordic freedom-loving peoples.”190 The aristocratic South, on the other 

hand, appeared to fit well with the ideals of Southern Europe. Emerson and his New 

England colleagues equated the southerners with the French who in their minds labored 

under Papal tyranny.191  

 

3.3. Emerson’s Old Norse References 

The handful of Emerson’s references to Old Norse literature and Vikings in 

general, as discussed by Erik Ingvar Thurin, lie mostly within this race narrative. He 

adored the adjective “handsome” that is used to describe nearly every hero and claimed 

that the English have inherited the same type of positive features.192 This rhetoric 

seems at odds with Emerson’s later career as an abolitionist, particularly in light of the 

fact that he had already given a number of speeches against slavery before publishing a 

book that openly boasts the superiority of the English race. In the mid-nineteenth 

century, however, race and slavery were not as tightly bound as today. Emerson 

himself seemed to compartmentalize these issues. He struggled with how to respond to 

slavery, which he found reprehensible, but he thought his job as a writer, philosopher, 

and a self-reliant individual should keep him in more neutral ground, leaving the 

activism to those more adept.193 The anti-slavery movement originally irked him, and 

though he eventually changed his attitude toward reformers, he still had his doubts 

about the black race’s ability to live up to his expectations.194  

Emerson’s sole reference to Old Norse literature in his anti-slavery works came 

in a speech given in Worcester in 1849. The speech begins by condemning the slavery 

of the South, but excuses the Southerners as ignorant of their wrong doings.195 Emerson 
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then dives into a bizarre analogy in which he compares Vikings to the slave-holding 

states. Emerson does not cite any literature, though he may have pulled information 

from Laing’s translation of Heimskringla, which he revered.196 He boldly states that the 

Americans came from Norwegians, which falls in line with his musings in English 

Traits. He then separates the Icelanders from the Norse Vikings by claiming that the 

Icelanders were “Christianized and civilized” and that they did not take part in the 

piracy that ruled the rest of Scandinavia.197 He claims that the Viking lifestyle, while it 

had its merits and was the preferred occupation of noblemen, eventually became 

outdated due to the organization and defence of the towns and kingdoms on the 

continent that had been plundered repeatedly for centuries. Accepting their defeat, the 

Norwegians moved on. The Viking life of piracy “became disreputable, and it was at 

once given up by the mass of the nation.”198 Emerson was arguing in a sense that 

slavery may have had its place in history, but society had progressed past its use and, 

like the piracy practiced by the Vikings, must be laid aside as “disreputable.” The 

South was “as innocent in their slaveholding as we are in our Northern vices.”199 

Following this statement, Emerson then blames Christopher Columbus for introducing 

slaves into the United States. The inclusion of Columbus had wider implications than 

simply excusing the Vikings of their violence and piracy, however. Christopher 

Columbus had come to represent the Southern European ideal that Emerson 

despised.200 Additionally, Columbus could be seen as the tether to Europe, which 

needed to be severed in order for America to reach its full potential.201  

The discrediting of Columbus eventually grew into a cultural phenomenon with 

racial implications. For contemporary historians and writers like Joshua Toulman 

Smith, establishing the Vikings over Columbus as founders of America created “an 

uninterrupted imaginative association between white Viking and white Anglo-

American settlers.”202 And though Emerson finally took a stand against slavery, he 

never fully abandoned his role that Nell Irvin Painter titled, “the philosopher-king of 

American white race theory.”203 To him, the Vikings and by association Old Norse 
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literature, helped to establish his Anglo-American identity. Without ethnic distinctions 

between Gothic, Anglo-Saxon, and Norse, Emerson was able to bind together the best 

characteristics of the Germanic races and call it “American,” thereby distinguishing the 

Anglo-American extension from all the inferior groups gathering in the North 

American melting pot. 

Emerson’s refusal to acknowledge distinctions went further than shades of 

Germanic ethnicity. He skirted around the violence of the sagas by admitting that the 

Vikings were indeed murderous but “excellent persons in the main.”204 The energy 

once given over to violence and murder had since been transformed by Icelanders into 

literature which they then passed to their even more civilized descendants, the English, 

and, by extension, the Americans.205  He at least acknowledged that killing was 

common amongst his Nordic ancestors. The selective ways in which Emerson used the 

sagas for his agendas reveals the need for an American identity that was anchored in 

antiquity in order to give his ideals credence. 

 

3.4. Simms’s Racism 

Emerson looks tame in his tunnel vision toward Old Norse literature compared 

to William Gilmore Simms’s article from 1841, “The Discoveries of the Northmen.” 

Simms received his information from Rafn, and he believed, like many contemporary 

writers, that Vinland referred to New England.206 Simms, however, exploited some of 

Rafn’s points for the justification of Native removal from the southern United States. 

Combined with his literature defending slavery, Simms took the Old Norse race 

narrative to a much more sinister level. Like his heroes Coleridge and Wordsworth, he 

viewed the United States through a romantic lens and despised the materialism that 

industry brewed.207 In contrast to Emerson, Simms viewed England not as a pleasant 

relative but as a snobbish and outdated power.208 To Simms, the destiny of white 

America lay threatened between colonial England and Native Americans.209 He did not 

buy into the murky distinctions of Emerson’s brand of Anglo-Saxonism but preached a 
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brazen and racist worldview. In his History of South Carolina, Simms argued that 

slavery was a necessary tool in civilizing the Africans.210 He even criticized the 

emancipation of the slaves of the West Indies, claiming that the British did the former 

slaves a disservice by setting them free for they now had no place in civilized 

society.211  

 

3.5.  Hvítramannaland 

In “The Discoveries of the Northmen,” Simms repeats, sometimes verbatim, 

parts of Rafn’s text. This in itself was not out of the ordinary, as Beamish, Longfellow, 

and other writers published pieces throughout the decade that summarized Antiquitates 

Americanæ.212 Simms, on the other hand, focused on one specific detail of Rafn’s 

writings: Hvítramannaland. Literally translated as White-man’s Land, also known as 

Ireland the Great, this obscure land shows up in three major Old Icelandic works—

Landnámabók, Eyrbyggja saga, and Eiríks saga rauða.213 The story in Landnámabók 

comes from Chapter 122, in which the descendants of Úlfr inn skjálgi are named.214 

One of his descendants, Ari Másson, “varð sæhafi til Hvítramannalands” and was 

trapped in this mysterious country, possibly against his will.215 According to the saga, 

White Man’s Land or Greater Ireland, lay “vestr í haf nær Vínlandi enu góða; þat er 

kallat sex dœgra sigling vestr frá Írlandi.”216 Hermann Pálsson and Paul Edwards 

explain in their translation that this mysterious land may have come from Irish legends 

and that a Land of White Men existed in the midst of medieval geographers.217  

A strikingly similar episode occurs at the end of Eyrbyggja saga when Guðleifr 

ends up in a foreign and mysterious land where the in habitants appear speak the Irish 

language.218 The saga does not mention the name of the location, nor what the 

inhabitants look like, but Simms, echoing Rafn’s calculations and observations, 
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obviously connected the two places in an effort to support his theory. The two names, 

Hvítramannaland and Írland it mikla appear almost in passing in Eiríks saga rauða in 

connection to orphaned skrælingjar boys.219 In this instance, the boys simply state that 

the land from which they come featured people wearing white garments and crying out 

loud, but no race is mentioned.220 The only information about this mythical place 

comes from Landnámabók, which states that it is in the sea near Vinland. Both Rafn 

and Simms ignore this comment and believe Hvítramannaland to be part of the 

continent situated south of the Chesapeake Bay.221 The other sagas simply suggest that 

some of the fantastic settings described were references to Hvítramannaland. Kristján 

Ahronson translates the name in Eiríks saga rauða as “men of white” land, suggesting 

that the description had more to do with the garments the men were wearing than their 

race.222 

The implicit purpose for Simms’s argument was to establish a white colony or 

nation that predated the Native population that was, at that time, being driven out of the 

southeastern United States.223 Simms found justification for the removal of the Natives 

in Rafn’s placement of Greater Ireland in the southern United States.224 If the Vikings 

had indeed stumbled upon a white society of Irish-descended proto-Americans, the 

only explanation for their absence in the mid-nineteenth century was that the Indians 

had terminated them.225 Simms relished the idea of an ancient white civilization that 

predated not only Columbus but also the Vikings that was concentrated right in his own 

in South Carolina, which for many Carolinians was the “center of the universe.”226 

Because his father was an Irish immigrant, Simms, like Emerson, avoided 

criticizing the Irish; he instead demonized the Native Americans who deserved to be 

pushed back to the South Western United States. 227 In Rafn, Simms found not only 

justification for the removal of the Native Americans, but also an anchor to his own 
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Irish heritage that had been somewhat marginalized by contemporary writers like 

Coleridge. The manifest destiny of the United States may have looked westward 

towards the Pacific, but these passages from the sagas reinforced the ideal that the 

South belonged to the Anglo-Americans as their own inheritance. He could not resist 

adding on to Rafn’s translations of Eyrbyggja saga by claiming that White Man’s Land 

was “clearly a democracy,” further connecting the Vikings with Americans.228 While 

Emerson and Simms clearly shared distaste for races other than their own, Simms 

deviated from the more regal English arguments into sinister and outright racism.229 

Both men found uses for Rafn’s writings and the Old Norse literature, both steeped in 

racism, but on opposite ends of a single reform movement.  

Simms had to make a number of concessions with the Old Norse sources, 

however. For instance, the most sophisticated Viking Age ship could not have sailed 

from Ireland to South Carolina in six days.230 Simms echoed Rafn, saying that this was 

most likely a mistake made by the scribes.231 A scribal error is possible, yet the 

reference in Eyrbyggja saga does not give a place-name; Guðleifr and his men simply 

assume that the strangers spoke Irish.232 Simms argued that because the Irish monks 

had spread to Iceland and the Faroe Islands, it was not a stretch to suggest they could 

have crossed the Atlantic to North America.233 This type of assumptive reasoning was 

built on top of Rafn’s suspect evidence and a mythical foreign land mentioned in the 

sagas shows the lengths to which white supremacists of the nineteenth century would 

go to justify their place at the top of the social hierarchy. 

 

3.6. Conclusions 

Simms and Emerson were separated by nearly 1,000 miles and by one of the 

most polarizing subjects that America has ever faced. Though many other writers found 

inspiration from Old Norse literature or were more involved in the anti-slavery 

movement, such as James Russell Lowell, these two men bent the literature to their 

advantage. Representing very distinct and different cultural groups—Emerson the 

intellectual East Coast, Simms the defiant and regionalist South—they found assistance 

for their agendas in Rafn and in the Vikings. They are a great example of how 
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geography affected the reception of Old Norse literature within the United States. 

Emerson, according to Rafn, lived in modern-day Vinland, thus giving him a strong 

Norse connection. Simms, on the other hand, believed he was living in Rafn’s “White-

Man’s Land” in South Carolina, giving a scholarly voice behind the white supremacy 

of the south. Moreover, their writings reflect America’s struggle with its own identity 

as the same sources and literature were stretched and molded to fit the anxieties 

haunting both men and their social pursuits.  

Simms’s article is a mere five pages, most of which is a regurgitation of Rafn’s 

Antiquitates Americanæ.234 Emerson’s most powerful use of Old Norse literature is 

“English Traits,” in which he quotes and cites sagas. America’s Norse past, at least in 

the early part of the nineteenth-century, presented excitement but also confusion. Not 

until the end of the century did writers like Rasmus B. Anderson and Marie A. Brown 

dedicate full-length works to the question of the Norse past. For Emerson and Simms, 

and to some extent for contemporary Americans, their Norse connection is 

acknowledged and even celebrated, but in the overall representation of the American 

people, this narrative remained sidelined—present but not dominant. Even the later 

nineteenth-century push for more appreciation of its Viking background was not able to 

overcome Christopher Columbus or the continually confused and ever changing 

American view of itself.  
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4. Case Study 2: The Fight for Women’s Rights 

 

4.1. Women Writers  

The following passages were chosen for a comparative study because they 

display the complexity of Old Norse references within the same reform movement. The 

chronology, geography, and the choice of sources vary between Old Norse references 

made by Margaret Fuller, Clara Bewick Colby, Matilda Joslyn Gage, and Marie A. 

Brown. Comparing the references in the women’s rights movement and those made in 

the anti-slavery movement also reveals a different understanding and appreciation of 

Old Norse literature. This issue was complex, as not every Old Norse reference fell 

within the women’s rights discourse. Lydia Howard Sigourney mentions Rafn in a note 

in her poem, “The Newport Tower,” (1844) but she personally opposed the activism of 

Stanton and Anthony.235 On the other hand, many suffragists and popular poets like 

Emily Dickinson avoided the topic altogether and still found ways to address the issues 

that were important to them.236 

 

4.2. The Transcendental Iðunn 

Margaret Fuller was extremely critical of how women were treated by the 

patriarchy in the United States. She had grown up in New England and remained a 

powerful voice among the Boston elite until she excused herself from American life to 

focus on her European interests in 1847.237 In her book, Woman in the Nineteenth 

Century (1845), she was extremely critical of the men who continuously attempted to 

hold women back. In her mind, the ideal female, when allowed to grow to her full 

potential, would usher in a new era of American pre-eminence.238 This idealistic way of 

thinking, coupled with the transcendental belief in the mystical and the miracle allowed 

Norse mythology to find a comfortable place in her arguments.239 Though she never 

cites where she gained her information, having been in the same literary circles as 

Emerson, Lowell, and Longfellow, she would have most likely been aware of other 

authors using Old Norse material for inspiration. 
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Fuller took a number of ancient stories, including the myth of Iðunn within 

Norse mythology, and incorporated it into the transcendental framework of religious 

demonstration.240 Perry Miller explains that the transcendentalist “reaches out for the 

results of an older and more complex culture…reworks them and refashions them to 

suit his own needs.”241 Advocacy for women fit within this framework, and stories 

from the Germanic and Nordic past appeared to support her arguments. For her, there 

was a connection between the strong women like Brunhilda from the Nibelungenlied 

and Iðunn from the Poetic Edda and the current disdain for dependency on men. Before 

she enters into Iðunn’s tale, Fuller laments the hypocrisy of intolerant men who “insult 

the liberties of their daughters.”242 Thurin points out that Fuller hoped that the young 

American women would channel the spirit of their ancestors and not rush off to marry 

simply because it was expected of proper ladies.243 

It is curious that Fuller chose to discuss a myth in which a goddess is rescued 

by the male character Loki, whose nature is ambiguous at best. She focused instead on 

the emptiness felt by the other gods in Iðunn’s absence. The message was clear: 

without the powerful goddess, “discords arose, and love grew cold,” or, without the 

equal balance of woman, man would be lost.244 Fuller did not praise Loki’s rescue, 

who, after all, was responsible for Iðunn’s disappearance in the first place. Instead, she 

praised the stoic and triumphant return of the goddess as she soars back to her rightful 

place among the gods. This was taken as an omen for the coming emergence of strong 

women who would demanded to return to their equal standing among men. Modern 

woman had inherited Iðunn’s spirit, but somewhere through the ages, the female status 

had been lowered. For Fuller, the time had finally come to take back her place. She 

exclaims that, “We must welcome her form as the speck on the sky that assures the 

glad blue of Summer. Yet one swallow does not make a summer. Let us solicit them in 

flights and flocks!”245 If masses flock, like Iðunn, to their ancient place beside men, not 

only would woman regain her stripped power, but the human race in general would 

fulfill its true and perfect nature as a transcendent spirit.246  
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4.3. Midwestern Mythology 

Fuller was not alone in fashioning the Norse mythology to fit her feminist 

agenda. Near the end of the century, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, with the assistance of 

dozens of American and foreign female intellectuals, published the first volume of The 

Woman’s Bible (1895), a biblical commentary that pointed out specific verses that had 

been taken out of context and used negatively against women by the male-dominated 

Church.247 Nothing about the work mirrors Fuller’s interest in a Germanic past or 

clings to Rafn like texts from earlier in the century.  

An interruption titled “Myths of Creation” appears in The Woman’s Bible 

between the fourth and fifth chapters in the Book of Genesis.248 The interruption was 

written by Clara Bewick Colby, a contributor who lived in the Midwest, far removed 

from the intellectual literary circles of New England. “Myths of Creation” begins: 

“Nothing would be more interesting in connection with the ‘Woman’s Bible’ than a 

comparative study of the accounts of creation held by people of different races and 

faiths.”249 Colby goes on to compare myths from three cultures, including an Old Norse 

creation myth, yet does not separate the Christian faith from these older beliefs with 

any clear conviction. She concedes that the creation account in Genesis is superior only 

in that it “satisfies the highest aspirations and deepest longings of the human soul.”250 

Her goal with the comparisons was to witness any mistreatment of women in other 

creation myths to support Stanton’s claims that God intended for men and women to 

rule equally and together.251 Colby found no case of female degradation in the ancient 

myths of the Algonquins or the Mayas that she included alongside the Norse myth of 

Óðinn, Loki and Hœnir in which they gave life to two trees that become the first 

humans, Askr and Embla.252 

Colby obviously knew the Norse mythology well. Citing Dr. Anderson, 

presumed to be Rasmus B. Anderson, as their time at the University of Wisconsin 

overlapped, she describes the story found in the Poetic Edda, which she equates to the 

Norse Bible.253 The myth is retold straightforwardly, and Colby connects the trees with 
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the tree of life, Yggdrasill. She finishes her remarks on Norse mythology with this 

telling sentence: “There was nothing in the Norse mythology that taught the 

degradation of women, and the lay of Sigdrifa, in the Edda, is one of the noblest 

conceptions of the character of woman in all literature.”254 Sigrdrífumál describes the 

Valkyrie Sigdrifa bestowing wisdom to the warrior Sigurðr.255 Much of the wisdom 

grows from general advice, such as warnings not to tempt other men’s wives or to be 

careful with his words. A strong female warrior who explains to a man how to live 

would have been a powerful image for writers like Colby and Fuller, who pursued, in 

their own ways, a more equally balanced society. 

A growing need for equality and a distinct shift from transcendental thinking to 

a more straightforward Midwestern mindset can be seen between these two passages. 

For Fuller, the lack of the balance between genders was lamentable. Somewhere along 

the way, man had forgotten the need for his counterpart, as displayed by Loki’s careless 

sending off of Iðunn. Fuller’s message was a warning of sorts: if we don’t set our path 

straight, our men and our society in general will be wandering in grief, incomplete 

without the necessary other half. Fifty years later, the Norse mythology still played a 

part in the literary discourse for women’s equality in the United States. By the time 

Elizabeth Cady Stanton had published The Woman’s Bible, however, there was more of 

a sense of urgency and of resentment found in this Old Norse reference. The warrior 

Sigrdrífa had replaced Iðunn, a goddess of love and beauty. A battle-proven Valkyrie 

instilling ancient knowledge to a male who depended on her assistance provided a 

much more formidable figure. Fuller’s pleas had been ignored, and the lack of change 

in the intervening years called for more intense imagery and demands. The time for 

lamenting was past; now was a time for action. 

Colby, like Fuller, connected the American race with the Norse. 256 Both women 

also seemed to believe that women’s status had been lowered over the years. Neither 

author outright blames the Church, although Colby, participating in The Woman’s 

Bible, certainly laid some blame at the feet of the men in the Church. This would not be 

the case with the other two women discussed in this study. 
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4.4. Matilda Joslyn Gage 

Matilda Joslyn Gage had taken part both in The Woman’s Bible and in Stanton’s 

multi-volume work, The History of Woman Suffrage (1881-1889).257 Gage marked a 

shift in the use of Old Norse literature because of her views toward the Church. Her 

scathing 1893 book, Woman, Church & State: A Historical Account of the Status of 

Woman Through the Christian Ages, carried out a similar function as Colby’s 

interruption in The Woman’s Bible by questioning the manipulation of women by the 

religious patriarchy and by looking toward the past for precedents of better treatment of 

women. 258 She accuses Christianity of restricting “the liberty woman enjoyed under 

the old civilizations.”259 This outlook differs greatly from the pious transcendentalism 

of Fuller and the subtle but poignant metaphors used by Colby. While their arguments 

against the patriarchy called for change, they still operated within the Christian 

narrative. Gage stepped out of this narrative, causing her to seem more radical. 

Like Colby and Fuller, Gage set her Old Norse references side by side with 

examples from other ancient cultures. In Woman, Church & State, Gage dug through 

history looking for references to the respectful treatment of women or examples of the 

cultural matriarchate. Her approach in using Old Norse literature was markedly 

different because she ignored any mythology and instead focused on Grágás and the 

Old Icelandic law code.260 Though written around the same time as The Woman’s 

Bible, Gage’s reliance on the laws displayed a number of important distinctions. First, 

her distrust of the Church and religion would have made a mythological reference seem 

inappropriate and out of place. Second, the text created an illusion of stability by 

sidestepping the mythology and putting faith not in the untrustworthy sagas but in 

concrete law, which planted the precedents of better treatment of women firmly in 

reality.261  

Gage argued that the “Old Scandinavians,” meaning pre-Christian 

Scandinavians, protected their women much better with their laws.262 She did not, 

however, cite any sagas. Instead, her information appears to have come from Icelandic 

historian Jón A. Hjáltalín’s 1872 article that described the preferential treatment of 
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women in the sagas, but he ended his article with the admission that every saga 

displays the Scandinavian woman’s double nature as vindictive and affectionate.263 

Annette Kolodny points out, however, that the most of the laws written in Grágás, 

which was set down well after the Christian conversion, were of Christian 

inspiration.264 Gage’s vague references to Old Norse literature suggest that Gage was 

unfamiliar with the Icelandic sagas or the law codes.  

 

4.5. The Crusade Against Columbus 

Gage argued that women everywhere were in fact more highly regarded prior to 

Christian interference—a wrong she attributed to the Catholic-Latin world rather than 

the Scandinavians or Teutons.265 The knowledge that there had been a culture on the 

continent that had a history of respecting their females but had, like modern American 

women, been hushed by the Church further fed this idealogical split.266 This separation 

played an important role in Marie A. Brown’s book from 1890, The Icelandic 

Discoverers of America: Honor to Whom Honor is Due. Brown combined Gage’s 

feminist criticism of the church with the anti-Catholicism discourse derived from 

Rasmus B. Anderson, taking the criticisim of the Church to another level. Her research 

resulted in a polarizing discourse, with the “pagan” Viking founders representing a 

free-loving society on one side, and Catholic Columbus representing the oppressive 

Latin Church, and by extension the Christian patriarchy, on the other.267 

Brown’s text differed from the other three in a number of ways. For instance, 

she did not line up other cultural myths alongside Old Norse myths in order to make a 

compelling argument or metaphor. Furthermore, her sources were numerous and 

stretched far beyond just Rafn and Laing. She cited a number of prominent Swedish 

historians, such as Oscar Montelius and A.E. Holmberg.268 Much of her argument, 

however, came from Rasmus B. Anderson’s 1874 book, America Not Discovered by 

Columbus. 269 Anderson, sifted through Rafn’s work and developed the idea that 
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Christopher Columbus had visited Iceland prior to his American discovery.270 The 

evidence for this argument is incredibly thin and is based solely on a journal entry by 

Columbus’s son that mentions his father’s trip to an island called Thule, presumed to 

be Iceland.271 He went even further, suggesting that Guðríðr Þorbjarnardóttir, a female 

side character present throughout the Vinland sagas, must have shared her experience 

from Vinland with the papal authorities on her pilgrimage to Rome.272 Brown also 

derived inspiration from Samuel Laing, noted translator of Heimskringla, who was 

known at the time for his extreme political views.273  

Both Anderson’s and Laing’s works reflected their political leanings and social 

agendas. Hailing from the Midwest of the United States and coming from a Nordic 

background, Anderson stood to gain from discrediting Christopher Columbus: his 

ancestors would be rightly venerated, while the credit for the argument would lift the 

Midwestern academic world to the level of New England.274 Laing, as Andrew Wawn 

points out, allowed his obsession with the English foundation myth to cause his work to 

become suspect. 275  Surprisingly, Anderson edited Laing’s 1889 edition of his 

translation Heimskringla and his accompanying dissertation that was based heavily on 

Rafn’s work.276 Six years earlier, however, Gustav Storm proved much of Rafn’s 

claims to be false.277 Laing’s biases have been questioned, and Anderson’s theories, 

which Scandinavian-loving Longfellow refused to endorse, are humorous marks in 

American Old Norse scholarship.278  

For Brown, though, women’s rights were intertwined with the Norse discovery, 

and both were being obstructed by the Church. She equated Christopher Columbus 

with Latin Europe and the Catholic Church, and his “discovery” of America appeared 

as outright thievery from the free-loving Northern Race.279 She also mirrored Gage’s 

views of the treatment of females in the pagan past. The Old Icelanders were a free 
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people, and as they had discovered North America well before Columbus, Brown also 

belonged to the same freedom.280 Exposing Columbus as a fraud would expose a 

deceitful Church and thereafter release the societal bonds of American women.281 

Brown took the feminist argument a step further, not just by looking to the past 

“for the hardiest elements of progress” but by manipulating history in order to assuage 

her feminist and anti-religious agenda.282 Just like Fuller, Brown desired equality for 

women and found representations of women’s lost status in Old Norse literature. 

Unlike Fuller, however, Brown pitched the literature up against the patriarchy and the 

Church. Nevertheless, Brown and Fuller, along with a number of other activists for 

women’s rights, found a romanticized American identity in the shadow of Old Norse 

literature. 

 

4.6. Conclusions 

Though these women shared similar if not identical goals, their use of Old 

Norse literature varied greatly. As the century progressed, a number of trends can be 

identified. First of all, the narrative shifts away from the religious or mythic 

commentaries associated with the transcendental rhetoric. Second, as the sources 

become more domestic, such as Colby’s and Brown’s reliance on Anderson’s research, 

the necessity for the Vinland sagas decreases. Though Anderson built much of his 

material on Antiquitates Americanæ, Rafn began to disappear from the American 

discourse.283 This also relates to the geographic location of these writers. Gage lived in 

New York; Colby, the daughter of immigrants, started in Wisconsin but moved to 

Nebraska soon after she was married; and Brown eventually followed her husband to 

England. Even Fuller left the United States to pursue a more fulfilling life in Italy.284 

Thus Rafn and his calculations, though important to Brown’s book, did not carry the 

same weight for their arguments as they did for Simms’s. 

 Another important factor is the subtle racism that can be found in these 

references. Every woman connects herself in someway to the Norse race. In most 

instances, this connection was used to elevate the American woman’s past and in so 

doing, remind her readers that her place ought to be higher than it currently was. This 
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argument, however, does not include women of color, nor the slaves or freed black 

men. Thus, even though the women’s rights movement spawned from the abolition 

movement and even though some of these feminist works were meant to speak for the 

American woman in general, they could not suppress the Anglo-American ethnocentric 

need to place the white plight above that of the “Others.” Not only did women find a 

precedent for women’s rights in Old Norse literature, they also found an identity that 

distinguished itself as superior to an estranged people. The Americans could not help 

but to see their own powerful spirit within the Vikings who discovered America. From 

those same Vikings, an American precedent was set as the Anglo-Nordic spirit rose 

above all adversity, including the lowly skrælingjar. The references made by these 

women were not outright racist in the way that Simms or Emerson boasted, but the lack 

of inclusion of anyone of color set the tone for American identity that exists even 

today. 
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Final Remarks 

 

Though the nineteenth-century authors used different sources for their 

references, Carl Christian Rafn’s influence can be felt in nearly every work. His fervent 

desire to make New England fit as Viking Vinland affected the nineteenth-century 

writers and reformers who then incorporated the Norse foundation myth into their own 

discourses.285 Rafn and Tegnér introduced Old Norse literature at a time of real unrest. 

The Vinland sagas, Rafn’s bizarre archaeological proof, Norse mythology, and 

eventually, parts of the Icelandic sagas, found themselves in the uncomfortable context 

of a political and social tug-of-war. Rafn’s zeal worked in his favor because even 

though the Newport Tower and the skeleton in the Fall River were proven to be much 

too young to be Norse related, American scholarship still filtered through his work. 

Scholars today still at least have to mention Rafn and his calculations when discussing 

Vinland. They have doubts about where the Viking Age Vinland actually was but are 

inclined to place Vinland closer to Newfoundland, where L’Anse aux Meadows has 

provided the only real proof of Viking activity on North American soil.286  

 It appears that there was little difficulty in acquiring texts like Antiquitate 

Americanæ or Laing’s Heimskringla in different parts of the United States, but further 

archival analysis must be completed before an accurate map of where the sources were 

available or where they were concentrated can be accurately recreated. Margaret Fuller 

and Arthur Middleton Reeves cited foreign scholars in their works, which means that to 

some writers, Rafn was not the final authority. While Laing and George Desant had 

some influence on a handful of authors, the interest appears to have lain fully in the 

relationship between the Nordic past and the American present. Writers in nineteenth-

century America used Old Norse sources—all of which passed through Carl Christian 

Rafn—to identify Americans as descendants of the Viking spirit or as heirs of an anti-

Catholic tradition.287 

 The geographical and chronological differences in the use of Old Norse 

material in the United States worked hand in hand. As time passed and Rafn’s “proof” 

of a New England Vinland was exposed as unsubstantiated, the discourse of America’s 
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Nordic past moved away with from Rafn, both in theory and in distance. By the end of 

the century, Midwestern scholars took the country’s Viking narrative into their hands, 

leading to inland sailing theories and false rune stones in the middle of the country.288 

The Midwestern writers had little to gain from an east coast Viking settlement, thus 

turning their attentions inland, focusing on the local evidence, which also turned out to 

be unreliable, as well as on their struggle for academic and cultural relevancy.   

 The racial tones of the early writers also receded with time. As the women 

writers pushed for equality, Anglo-Saxonism and outright racism had no place in their 

arguments. The obsession over race displayed by Emerson and Simms had mostly 

melted into a thinly veiled white hierarchy in the women’s rights texts at the end of the 

century, though Anglo-Saxonism returned in full by the turn of the century.289 Colby 

and Brown emphasized the Nordic connection in American women, but the purpose 

had less to do with racial properties than with the vibrant spirit. The majority of the 

women’s rights texts analyzed in this thesis came after the emancipation of the black 

slaves in the United States, which freed up more energy to put towards the problems of 

gender inequality. 

Old Norse literature was used throughout the country during the nineteenth 

century for a number of reasons, but the references within the context of social reforms 

had one thing in common: it was used in a desperate attempt to carve out American 

identity. Each individual had a personal agenda within their respective reforms, thus 

each author selected the piece of the Old Icelandic literary corpus that was available to 

fit their needs. Simms focused almost solely on Hvítramannaland, a small part of the 

content found in Antiquitate Americanæ. Emerson’s familiarity with Heimskringla, in 

which Óláfr Tryggvason was purchased as a slave when he was a child, shows a willful 

ignorance toward the medieval slave market. 290 Gage similarly had a one-sided view of 

the sagas, taking the word of Jón A. Hjáltalín and ignoring any possible mistreatment 

of women displayed in the mythology or elsewhere.   

Very few nineteenth-century authors appeared to simply enjoy the literature. 

Regardless of geographic location, the time in which they wrote, or the reform 
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movement to which they were attached, these authors used the Old Norse material for 

their own purposes. With the possible exception of Arthur Middleton Reeves and his 

mentor Willard Fiske, very few American writers who were privy to the Vinland sagas 

or to Old Norse literature incorporated the material for the literature’s sake; it was a 

means to an end. The early problems within the United Sates confused the Romantic 

writers and left them wondering what America was supposed to be. The violence and 

Reconstruction from the latter half of the century inspired intellectuals to redefine the 

American identity. Many different elements were used in these attempts to clarify what 

it meant to be American, including the Old Norse literature that Carl Christian Rafn 

presented. The result was a dismantling of the Nordic historical narrative to rebuild the 

American tradition according to each writer’s interpretation of what America’s true 

identity should be. Old Norse literature gave this identity a foundation that, regardless 

of the many hands that attempted to mold it, could not escape its violent and 

contradictory nature. 
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