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The title of our paper draws deliberately on the Disney movie Frozen II in which the song Into the 

unknown is presented. The movie, in spite of being presented in a fantasy world, makes use of 

Sámi culture and presents people, who live in the margins of the society in a far-off part of the 

land. In a similar vein the Old-Norse Icelandic sagas concentrate on the Norse (or Scandinavian, 

if you prefer) societies, and from time-to-time present characters from the margins, often called 

Finnar. We plunge into the unknown with the topic of our paper. 

The Finnar of the sagas have been examined in various contexts: their ethnic background has been 

subject of research as well as their role in the saga literature. Mostly, the Finnar are associated 

with use of magic in the sagas. This paper sums up the latest archaeological information on the 

Viking Age and Early Middle Ages and problematizes written sources such as sagas mentioning 

the Finnar and Finland. Even though the Finnar in the sagas mainly refer to Sámi people, some 

passages could refer to Finns. Could the contextualization of written sources and latest 

archaeological results bring new insights into this question? 

 

Finnar in the saga passages 

 

The sagas which mention the Finnar – no matter in which saga genre category they belong to – 

are from the 13th and 14th centuries. It is obvious that they should be interpreted first and foremost 

as products of their own time meaning that they reflect on the society in which they were written 

down, where the manuscripts were circulated, read and presented. The written sources, stemming 

from the Christian period, are of course biased. However, it should not be ruled out that these 

passages could bear traces of earlier, pre-medieval contacts between Scandinavians and Finnar. 

After all, these peoples had been living as neighbours for centuries. This can be proved, for 

instance, by some mentions in the Swedish runestones (Zilmer 2005: 139-140) and archaeological 

evidence. The question is: is it possible that some of the saga passages convey a picture of the 

Finnar that stems from real contacts that took place before writing down the sagas? 

To begin with, the basic question has been who are the Finnar in the sagas. First of all, the question 

involves obviously the linguistic side: where does the word derive from and what does it mean. 

Considering the limitations of this presentation, this research history will not be repeated, but it is 

sufficient to say that the word is an ethnonym given by Scandinavians to their neighbours, and that 

it could probably stem from a Germanic *fenna meaning ‘a man’ (Kallio 1998: 617; Koivulehto 

1995: 82–83; 1993: 400). This explanation is very plausible because in many cases the ethnonyms 

stem from words which mean ‘man’ or ‘people’. 

As has been pointed out already in the earlier research (Aalto 2010), the Finnar in the sagas seem 

to refer usually to the Sámi people. This can be deduced, for instance, from saga passages that 

locate the stories to the area of Norway. Also, medieval Norwegian provincial laws which refer to 

the Finnar, must be interpreted to be Sámi people because it would not make sense that the 

Norwegians would have had Finns as their closest neighbours and who would have lived among 

them. Because the Old Norse-Icelandic sagas heavily rely on tradition that stems from Norway 

and the geographical view to the Scandinavian mainland comes from “the Atlantic side”, it means 

that lands beyond the Keel mountains are already rather distant and knowledge concerning the 

lands east of them are vaguer which is apparent in saga literature. 

However, in some cases there may raise a question whether the saga passages actually refer with 

the term Finnar to people living in the area of present-day Finland. This is, of course, interesting 

because the written evidence of people living in Finland in the early Middle Ages - not to mention 

the period before that - is scarce. This possibility, again, raises following questions: 
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•  If the Finnar in some saga passages refer to the Finnar in Finland, who are they? As the 

archaeological and toponymical evidence show, present-day area of Finland was 

inhabited by people who spoke Finnish and Sámi languages. Traces of Sámi languages 

can be found all the way to the south of Finland. It is assumed that the speakers of Sámi 

in the south of Finland gradually assimilated to the speakers of Finnish. 

• If the word Finnar is used both for Finns and Sámi people in the sagas, can we deduce 

that the speakers of Old Norse could not make a difference between them? 

To explore this question further and compare the written evidence with the archaeological, the 

selected, relevant saga passages should be mentioned. In addition to group name Finnar, we can 

find the place name Finnland on few occasions. Passages from Heimskringla (Ynglinga saga, 

Óláfs saga helga) in addition to Fundinn Noregr and Hversu Noregr byggdist will be examined 

here. The latter two are to be found in Flateyjarbók dating from the end of the 14th century, and 

Heimskringla, which was written by Snorrri Sturluson, dates around 1235. 

The fact that Scandinavians (or Norwegians at least) made a distinction between place names 

Finnland and Finnmǫrk itself is indicative that these places and possibly people living in them 

were acknowledged to differ from each other. However, we do not know whether this was known 

only by some authors or whether it was common knowledge. Ynglinga saga, which is the opening 

saga of Heimskringla, deals with the Kings of the Svear. Finnland in the context of this saga 

appears used in relation to the activities (battles, raiding) of kings centred in Uppsala.  Finnland 

in this saga is not simply located relative to the kingdom of the Svear on the Baltic Sea, but indeed 

appears to be across the sea. 

Ynglinga saga has two interesting passages concerning the Finnar. In the first one, Vanlandi, king 

of the Svear, is invited by Snær [‘Snow’], apparently leader of the Finnar, to spend the winter in 

Finnland (Heimskringla I: 28–29). Vanlandi married Snær’s daughter Drífa [‘Snowdrift’], but he 

did not take her with him back to Uppsala and did not come back for her even if he had promised 

to do so.  Drífa sent a witch called Huld and her son to Uppsala. Huld’s task was to bring Vanlandi 

back to Finnland by magic or else to kill him. The result is that the spell cast by Huld makes 

Vanlandi eager to go to Finnland, but he is forbidden by his friends. In the end a mara (some kind 

of spirit and apparently part of Huld’s spell, cf. Eng. nightmare) kills Vanlandi.   

Another king of the Svear, King Agni, suffers a similar fate. He was mentioned as harrying in 

Finland, and where he forced Skjálf [‘Shiver’], the daughter of another leader of the Finnar, Frosti, 

to come with him and marry him. Skjálf hatched a plot against Agni asking him to give a memorial 

celebration for her deceased father. During the party Agni became heavily intoxicated and he went 

to his tent. While he was sleeping, Skjálf came with a thick rope, tied it around Agni’s necklace, 

and men loyal to Skjálf then hung Agni on a tree. After that Skjálf and her men escaped with a 

ship, presumably returning to Finnland across the sea. (Heimskringla I: 37–39.) 

The account of Ynglinga saga as such does not provide proof that the Finnar of Finnland refer to 

Finnic linguistic-cultural groups. The Finnar of Ynglinga saga and elsewhere in saga literature are 

very similar to the Finnar in Finnmǫrk. They are described in the same ways. The Svear who were 

in contact both with the Finns and the Sámi doubtless perceived a difference between the groups 

but this information is not conceivable in the sagas written by Norse authors. However, even if the 

Svear could have made a difference between the speakers of Finnish and Sámi languages already 

before the Middle Ages, we do not have direct written evidence on this, but we are relying on later, 

medieval sources. 

In Ólafs saga helga in Heimskringla we are told that, in his youth, the king was on a plundering 

expedition in the Baltic Sea. He plundered Eysýsla (Ösel) and after that it is said that he came to 

Finnland. The Finnar retreated into the woods, and they shot at Norwegians with arrows causing 

deaths to many of Ólaf’s men. During the night they also conjured up a storm but nevertheless 

Ólaf and his crew were able to flee (Heimskringla II: 10–11)  

The Heimskringla passage mentions two place names, Herdalar and Bálagarðssíða in a poem, 

which also refers to the inhabitants as Finnlendingar, not Finnar. Scholars have tried to identify 
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these saga names with real place names but the task is impossible. The place names given in this 

case are very general, and it is a typical feature in saga literature that distant places are given names 

which are not necessarily geographically accurate (Schalin 2014). The toponym Bálagarðssíða is 

also mentioned in Helgisaga Óláfs konungs Haraldssonar, but in that context the place name is 

mentioned to be located “á Sjólandi” (Helgisaga: 215). If we consider that the saga was of West 

Norse tradition, it is highly unlikely that the tradition would contain detailed information about a 

remote place in the distant east.  

Fundinn Nóregr, also used as an opening section in Orkneyinga saga which is included in 

Flateyjarbók, gives an account that mentions that Þorri was king of Kvenland and Finnland.  

(Orkneyinga saga 1965: 3). The same text describes a sailing route including the reference to the 

‘Sea of Åland’ which however is not inaccurate. Hversu Nóregr byggðisk is a redaction of the 

same text that mentions that Þorri was king of “Gottlandi” as well as “Kơnlandi ok Finnlandi” bit 

it lacks much of the topographic information of Fundinn Nóregr (Flateyjarbók I: 21). The passages 

in Flateyjarbók do not refer to the inhabitants of Kvenland/Könland and Finnland, but as such they 

convey understanding of the geographical knowledge of the lands beyond Norway. 

The difference between Finns and the Sámi in the pre-medieval period can actually be traced to 

toponyms Finnland and Finnmǫrk. The components -land and -mark which have different 

meanings: land refers to an inhabited area whereas mark denotes wilderness, forest area or frontier 

area (Hansen & Olsen 2004: 80). It is possible that Finnmǫrk was a term for any area without fixed 

settlements where the Sámi lived or used resources (Mundal 1996: 102), and this area is adjacent 

to areas settled by Norwegians. The word could have originally been applied to any area beyond 

domains of settlements as wildernesses inhabited by the ‘other’ rather than referring to a single 

specific geographical location. Again, if “land” denoted an inhabited area, we could speculate that 

Finnland referred to south-western part of Finland as it did in the Middle Ages.  It was inhabited 

by sedentary agriculturalists by the Viking Age. This would suggest that the “land” was perceived 

as settled by Finnar. This remains, however, speculation without decisive proof, and is 

problematized by the fact that mobility between today’s Sweden and Finland across the Baltic Sea 

had been ongoing more or less continuously since the Stone Age: there is no reason to assume that 

the toponym Finnland is a term that first emerges in the Viking Age. 

To conclude: despite the marginal role that the Finnar have in the sagas, it is interesting that there 

are several names for (supposedly) Finno-Ugrian peoples given by Scandinavians in medieval 

sources (Lappir, Semsveinar, Finnar, Finnlendingar, Kvænir, Kirjálar, Bjarmar). These terms are 

indicative of a need to differentiate between these groups. It is safest to conclude that these 

ethnonyms reflect several cultures connected to the eastern trade route (Hansen 2020: 39-69; 

Korpela 2004: 56–60). The source value of medieval sagas and other written sources for the period 

before the Middle Ages is of course limited because the texts are clearly biased by Christianity. 

However, the need to differentiate different ethnic groups probably came up prior to the opening 

of the eastern trade route during the Viking Age, but as we lack written sources for this period, 

this cannot be demonstrated.  

The Finnar as a group name bears connotations such as ‘other’ and ‘use(r) of magic’ which 

obviously during the Christian time was associated with heathenism and therefore it was 

something negative as such. Originally differences related to religious practices became 

meaningful for Scandinavians only after they themselves had converted to Christianity. Therefore, 

the saga passages written by Christian authors emphasise the religious difference of these people. 

They do not emphatically speak of their societies and imply only vaguely to day-to-day contacts 

such as trade with them. 

 

Archaeology as a source of information 

 

Archaeology is the study of both the ancient and recent human past through material remains. 

When it comes to the Finnish Iron Age it means a time without written sources. Therefore, the 
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archaeologists have to rely only on the material remains. What do the material remains tell about 

the people who inhabited the areas of present time Finland? Although we need to be critical and 

not fall into oversimplifying interpretations, it's evident from the material culture during e.g. the 

Late Iron Age that it tells about long-distance contacts to many areas. Some geographical areas 

bear more evidence of this than others and when it comes to contacts with Scandinavia (and 

perhaps the Mälar area especially), Western Finland (Finland Proper, Satakunta, Tavastia and 

southern Ostrobothnia) show strong indications of this. Based on the archaeological find material, 

these areas were probably inhabited by communities who got their livelihood mainly from 

permanent agriculture and animal husbandry, although fishing and hunting furs must have been a 

vital part of the outcome as well.  

However, some of the permanently settled areas, such as northern Satakunta, southern 

Ostrobothnia and northern Tavastia, were probably situated on the border region between the 

northern boreal forest and the agrarian regions in the south. But who lived on the other side of this 

area, often called the wilderness area (Taavitsainen 1999; 2004) and what kind of contacts did 

these groups have with each other? Previously these areas have been called erämark, which is a 

historical definition to an economy based on fur trade. But recent studies have been able to show 

that these outland areas, especially in the north, were indeed settled by people, thus contradicting 

previous interpretations of occasional archaeological traces in these areas deriving solely from 

hunting expeditions by populations living outside this area. This archaeological material contains 

not only datable stray finds (of copper-alloy) which have risen in numbers due to avocational 

metal-detecting, but also of excavated burials and of settlement sites (Kuusela 2014; Hakamäki 

2018). 

Although there have occurred both ethnic, social, and linguistic changes in Lapland already during 

the 4th-8th centuries AD (Aikio 2012), the Sámi have often been separated from the rest of the 

archaeological research. They are mentioned in the archaeological literature when it comes to 

cosmological and religious activities and when interpreting atypical burials (Amundsen 2017) but 

they are seldom included as an active population who would have interacted closely with the Norse 

communities during the Viking Age (e.g. Hansen & Olsen 2014: 2–4; Ojala 2014: 175). Moreover, 

naming ethnic identities and even discussing Sámi ethnicity in the past seems to be sensitive for 

many archaeologists (Kuusela 2014; 221; Spangen 2015). Yet, we know that the Sámi (or the 

mobile groups of the north,  if we want to exclude ethnic terms) were a vital and integrated part of 

the Viking economic system through animal trapping (furs) and hunting of marine animals (e.g. 

walrus ivory, blubber), not forgetting fishing (Hennius et al. 2018; Gjerde & Bergstøl 2020). 

 

Trading sites, networks and gift-exchange during the Viking Age 

 

Looking from the archaeological evidence the communities living in the agrarian areas of southern 

and western Finland were clearly integrated in the long-distance contact networks of the Viking 

Age. Imports of European high-quality swords, Scandinavian, Baltic and Eastern copper alloy 

objects, glass beads and Arabic silver coins were brought to Finland through both trade and gift-

exchange, which could be either political alliances and/or based on social relations. We know that 

regional variations were big during the Late Iron Age but there were areas where local small scale 

middlemen could get their hands on luxurious products from both the east and the west (Raninen 

& Wessman 2014; Raninen & Wessman 2015). 

This can be seen also outside the traditional agrarian settlements and the number of finds in the 

outland areas starts to rise during the Viking Age, which means that the contacts between the 

farmers and the mobile (Sámi) groups probably intensified (Kuusela et al. 2011; Kuusela 2014; 

Hakamäki 2018; see also Hennius 2021).  

These imports indicate strong contacts between Western Finland on one hand, and the kingdoms 

in the Mälar area and Gotland on the other (Schauman-Lönnqvist 1999: 69-70; Callmer 2017: 137) 

but it also suggest that there were groups on the Finnish mainland who had access to high quantities 
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of furs which could then be traded to the Scandinavian market. Yet, Viking Age market-places are 

rare in Finland. Kyrksundet on the isle of Hiittinen (Swe. Hitis) in the south-western archipelago 

is an example of a seasonally used marketplace. Amongst the excavated objects are western and 

eastern silver coins, Scandinavian dress ornaments and jewellery (Edgren 2005; Asplund 2008: 

129–133). While Kyrksundet is situated in the archipelago there is another, probably an outland 

trading post, excavated quite recently in Pirkkala, close to Tampere. From here decorated antler 

and bone spoons and arrowheads have been found. There are also faunal refuse from fur-bearing 

animals, imported glass beads and a 10th century dirham, all suggesting long distance trade. 

Tursiannotko is therefore an important site for future studies in this area of research (Raninen 

2017). 

The influences this long-distance trade brought can be seen in the elements of the Finnish male 

dress which became similar to the Swedish and Baltic dress during the Viking Age. This goes for 

both the brooch types and the weapons (Thunmark-Nylén 2006; Raninen & Wessman 2014). The 

female dress ornaments, on the other hand, stayed regionally distinct. In Finland and on the island 

of Gotland, for example, the dress ornaments were unique for just that area (Gustin & Wessman 

2021). Yet, the networks between Central Sweden and the Finnish areas of southern Ostrobothnia, 

Satakunta and Finland Proper were active already before the Viking Age (Callmer 2017: 137). 

Finnish-Baltic pottery and Finnish types of dress ornaments have been found in the famous Birka 

burials but also in the rest of the Mälaren region and vice versa Scandinavian objects found on the 

Åland Islands and in burials on the Western Finnish coast (Gustin 2015; Gustin 2016). 

But there were far reaching trade networks also to the boreal forests in the east. Those roles, 

presumably connected to the lively fur trade, are reflected in prestigious imported Permian 

pendants, so called silver Glazov rings, and copper-alloy belt mounts in the material record 

(Roslund 2017: 170). Similar activities have been documented also from the Scandinavian inland 

regions during the Middle Iron Age, where raw materials and other resources were sought also 

beyond the agrarian regions (Hennius 2021). This has led to assumptions that at least some people 

from Finland acted as middlemen between the fur hunters and the Svear, which also made them 

attractive partners in the evolving trade networks (e.g. Schauman-Lönnqvist 1999: 69; Callmer 

2017; Gustin & Wessman 2021).  

Such areas could for example be Tursiannotko as already mentioned but also two famous burials 

come to mind. The boat burials of Pukkila in Isokyrö and Kaavontönkkä in Vähäkyrö, both in 

southern Ostrobothnia, are excellent examples of the far-reaching trade networks between the east 

and the west. Boat burials as such are often associated with a Scandinavian elite. Famous examples 

in Central Sweden are Vendel and Valsgärde (Hackman 1938). There are similarities both in the 

burial custom and in the grave goods which consists of high-rank weapons and other imported 

items, bear claws from pelts, northern types of arrowheads, Permian mounts etc.). The location of 

these burials, often along important communicative routes (such as e.g. the Kyrö River) could 

indicate a wish to demonstrate power in a specific area and perhaps even a means to control 

important land or water routes (Wessman et al. in prep.). This has been demonstrated also 

elsewhere in Finland (Kuusela et al. 2016) and in Sweden (Hennius 2021), especially in these 

border zones between the core settlements and the outlands.  

Another distinctive development in the southern Ostrobothnian region during this time period is 

the emergence of a unique type of water burials in both Levänluhta in Isokyrö and Käldamäki in 

Vörå. Both sites are situated peripheral to the settlement areas. Levänluhta, which is contemporary 

with the Pukkila burial, however reflects a different burial ritual although within the same 

geographical area and time period. Moreover, Levänluhta (AD 350-800) has been suggested to be 

a non-normative burial for only certain types of deceased members of the community (Wessman 

2009; Wessman et al 2018). It might mean that the people buried in Levänluhta and Pukkila were 

neighbouring communities, perhaps of a different ethnic descent, which is suggested by the aDNA 

studies performed on some of the Levänluhta individuals and with a result resembling those of 

modern Sámi descent. (Wessman et al. 2018; Sikora et al. 2019; Wessman et al. in prep.) Also the 
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stable isotopic analysis from the site shows a broad distribution in the deceased’s dietary habits 

indicating that different groups were indeed living in the area, all with distinct and versatile 

livelihoods (Oinonen et al. 2020). 

 

Combining the information 

 

How to combine the information from the medieval saga sources concerning the Finnar and 

archaeological data from Finland? It must be stated first that none of the saga passages gives us 

definite reference to the present-day area of Finland and its people, although in some cases –  such 

as the passage in Óláfs saga helga – gives us fairly convincing grounds to believe that this is the 

case. Generally, the saga passages act as evidence that the contacts between the Finnar and the 

Scandinavians existed, and that they were perceivable still to Icelanders/Norwegians who wrote 

down the sagas after the Viking Age. The sagas bear traces of old stories – topoi –  connected to 

the Finnar which makes it relevant to examine also the possibility to look at the saga evidence 

against the archaeological finds from Finland. Obviously the contacts between the Scandinavians 

and the Finnar were not confined exclusively to the northern parts of Fennoscandia. 

The contacts described in the sagas tend to focus on marriages between Scandinavian men and 

Finnkonur, trade with the Finnar and their heathenism, i.e., their religious deviation from 

Christianity and many times reluctance to convert. Interestingly, the topos of trade between 

Scandinavians and Finnar, resonates with the archaeological finds. Men living in the western part 

of Finland were using dresses, brooches and weapons of Scandinavian style. Finnish-Baltic pottery 

has been found in the Mälar region which has raised questions whether they were perhaps made 

by women who had moved from these areas across the sea as part of inter-regional marriages. 

Regarding this, the other saga topos –  that of a marriage between a Scandinavian king and a 

finnkona –  could reflect some real-life practises even if the saga passages themselves hardly 

describe any one, historical event in this case.  

As has been pointed out, the sagas do not differentiate between the “Sámi” and the “Finns” who 

could have been regarded as one group at least for those Scandinavians who were not in close 

contact with them. When examining the Viking Age Finnish settlements, this is not surprising. 

The aDNA analyses from Levänluhta water burials show that the forefathers of the Sámi people 

were living in Southern Ostrobothnia around the time when the Viking Age began. They were 

living in close connection to the people who culturally resembled Scandinavians. This could be 

seen to reflect that the people and cultures in Finland were not as homogenous as has been 

presented: different local communities lived side by side and we can expect that the boundaries 

between the groups were diffuse. As it seems, some people acted as middlemen between the fur 

hunters and the Svear who bought the furs. Ethnic labels are in this context impossible to use, and 

not even necessary because the ethnicity was probably secondary to these people. 

 

Concluding remarks 

 

Looking back to the past with no written sources is a dive into the unknown. Finding the 

connection between medieval saga literature and archaeological evidence dated to the Viking Age 

or even prior to it, is a challenge. The point in this short presentation has been that if we want to 

investigate whether the sagas ever refer to people living in the area of present-day Finland, we 

have to look at the archaeological data. Especially the latest and upcoming aDNA analyses increase 

our knowledge about the populations in Viking Age Finland and their heterogeneity. It could partly 

explain why the Finnar in the sagas are an undifferentiated population in the eyes of their 

Scandinavian neighbours because the boundaries between these two groups were diffuse. 

Obviously, the biggest reason for the descriptions could be the geographical and temporal distance 

between the saga authors and the depicted events. However, the seed of truth could be found in 
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some of the topoi confirming what we already know with the help of archaeological finds: the 

contacts between the Finnar and their Scandinavian neighbours were lively in the vast area of 

Fennoscandia and that Finnar were an integral part of the Viking Age trade network. 
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