
HISTORICAL ANALYSIS

A Technical and Historiographical Analysis of Hjalmar 
Hjorth Boyesen’s A History of Norway
Published: July 25, 2026  |  Index ID: #728

The study of Norwegian history underwent a significant transformation during the late 19th century, transitioning 

from localized sagas to structured, scholarly narratives intended for an international audience. Central to this 

transition was the work of Hjalmar Hjorth Boyesen, specifically his seminal text, A History of Norway: From the 

Earliest Times. Published as part of the influential "Story of the Nations" series, Boyesen’s work represents a

critical juncture in historiography, blending the romanticism of the Victorian era with the emerging rigors of

academic history. This article provides an in-depth technical analysis of the text, its bibliographic variations, and its

role in defining the Norwegian national identity for the English-speaking world.

The Historiographical Context of the Late 19th Century

In the late 1800s, history was increasingly viewed through the lens of national evolution. For Norway, a country still 

navigating its union with Sweden and seeking its own distinct voice, the documentation of its past was an act of 

cultural preservation. Hjalmar Hjorth Boyesen, a professor at Columbia University, was uniquely positioned to 

bridge the gap between Scandinavian heritage and Anglo-American academic standards. His work, "A History of 

Norway: From the Earliest Times,"served not only as a chronological record but as a thematic exploration of the

Norwegian character.

The text’s primary objective was to trace the development of the Norwegian people from their prehistoric origins 

through the Viking Age, the Middle Ages, and into the modern constitutional era. By analyzing the 1900 edition, 

which includes supplemental chapters by C.F. Keary, we can observe how the narrative was adapted to include

contemporary political shifts, such as the growing tensions within the United Kingdom of Sweden and Norway.

Authorial Profiles and Scholarly Contributions

Understanding the technical depth of the text requires an examination of the contributors involved in its various

editions:

•  Hjalmar Hjorth Boyesen (1848–1895): A Norwegian-American author and scholar. His approach was 

characterized by a deep familiarity with Old Norse literature and a commitment to presenting Norwegian history as 

a vital component of European civilization.

•  C.F. Keary (Charles Francis Keary): An archaeologist and historian at the British Museum. Keary’s additions to 

the later editions (specifically post-1885) provided a more objective, data-driven perspective on Norway’s recent 

political and economic advancements.

•  G.L. Baden and Baron Holberg: Earlier historians whose works (e.g., The History of Norway, From the earliest 

Times) provided the foundational data sets that Boyesen and Keary later refined and modernized.

Structural Architecture of the Text

The narrative architecture of Boyesen’s work is divided into distinct thematic pillars. Rather than a simple linear 

timeline, the book employs a structural model that evaluates the country across four primary domains: Geography, 

Culture, Politics, and Economy. This multi-dimensional approach was revolutionary for its time, moving away from

purely monarchical history.



Technical Breakdown of Content Domains

The following table outlines the technical focus areas within the 1900 "Subscription Edition" of the text:



Domain Technical Focus Areas Methodological Approach

Geography Topographical influences on 
settlement patterns, fjord formation, 
and climatic constraints.

Deterministic Geography: Analyzing 
how the rugged landscape shaped 
the independent spirit of the 
peasantry.

Comparative Analysis: 1886 vs. 1900 Editions

A technical comparison of the original 1886 publication and the 1900 revision reveals significant shifts in 

historiographical focus. The 1900 edition, often referred to as the "Story of the Nations" Vol. 55, reflects a more

nuanced understanding of the 19th-century constitutional crisis between Norway and Sweden.

Key Bibliographic Variations

1.  Chapter Expansion: The 1900 edition includes a "New Chapter on the Recent History of Norway" by C.F. 

Keary, extending the timeline to 1885 and beyond.

2.  Visual Documentation: While early copies were often unillustrated or lacked comprehensive indexing, the 

"Subscription Editions" featured high-quality engravings and fold-out maps, enhancing the educational utility of the 

text.

3.  Linguistic Shift: As noted by modern reviewers, the prose reflects the transition from late-Victorian floral 

language to a more concise, academic style in the technical chapters added by Keary.

Mathematical and Procedural Models in 19th-Century History

While modern history relies on big data and algorithmic analysis, Boyesen used a Comparative Narrative Model. 

This involved cross-referencing the Heimskringla(the Sagas of the Norse Kings) with archaeological findings

available in the 1880s. The "formula" for his historical synthesis can be expressed conceptually as follows:

H = (S + A) * (G + P)

Where:H = Historical Narrative SynthesisS = Saga/Literary SourcesA = Archaeological/Physical EvidenceG = 

Geographical DeterminantsP = Political Evolution

This methodology ensured that the history was not merely a collection of myths but was anchored in the physical

and political reality of the Norwegian landscape.

Practical Implementation: Using the Text as a Research Tool

For modern researchers and genealogists, A History of Norwayserves as a primary source for understanding how

the 19th century perceived the past. To effectively utilize this text in a research capacity, one should follow this

technical workflow:

Step-by-Step Research Workflow

1.  Source Verification: Ensure you are using the 1900 T. Fisher Unwin edition for the most comprehensive 

coverage of the late-19th-century political climate.

2.  Cross-Reference with Digital Archives: Utilize the Internet Archive or Google Books to search for specific 

terms (e.g., "Calmar Union," "Hanseatic League") to find occurrences across multiple editions.

3.  Linguistic Normalization: Account for the difference in spelling and terminology. 19th-century texts may use 

antiquated names for regions and historical figures.



4.  Contextual Mapping: Use the book's descriptions of geography to map historical events to modern 

Norwegian fylker (counties).

Case Study: The Viking Age Through a 19th-Century Lens

A critical component of Boyesen’s work is his treatment of the Viking Age. In the 1880s, the "Viking" was a figure of

both terror and fascination. Boyesen’s technical analysis of Viking maritime technology was remarkably advanced

for his time.

He analyzed the Gokstad ship(discovered in 1880, just years before his book was finalized) to provide technical

descriptions of clinker-built hulls and their impact on Scandinavian expansion. This integration of contemporary

archaeological discovery into a historical narrative set a new standard for the "Story of the Nations" series. Boyesen

argued that the structural integrity of the longships was a direct reflection of the social cohesion of the Norse

people.

Troubleshooting Common Historical Misconceptions

When reading 19th-century texts, researchers often encounter "failure modes" in the narrative—areas where the

author's bias or lack of modern data led to errors. Below are common issues and their modern solutions:



19th-Century Error/Bias Modern Historical Correction Solution for Researchers

Over-reliance on Sagas: Treating the 
Sagas as verbatim historical fact.

Sagas are now viewed as literary 
constructs with historical kernels.

Cross-reference Boyesen's saga 
accounts with modern archaeological 
carbon dating.

Summary of Broader Implications

Hjalmar Hjorth Boyesen’s A History of Norwayremains a cornerstone of Scandinavian historiography in the English

language. Its value lies not just in the facts it presents, but in its methodology—how it synthesized disparate

sources into a cohesive national story during a period of intense nation-building. For the technical writer or

historian, it offers a masterclass in thematic organization and the integration of multidisciplinary data, from

geography to law.

As the work is now in the public domain, it has become a vital resource for digital humanities projects. The

accessibility of this text through platforms like the Internet Archive ensures that Boyesen’s scholarship continues to

inform our understanding of Norway’s past. While modern readers must navigate the linguistic and ideological

nuances of the late 1800s, the technical foundation of the work—its commitment to a comprehensive, multi-domain

analysis—continues to be the standard for historical survey texts today.

In conclusion, the collaboration between Boyesen and Keary created a document that was both a product of its

time and a precursor to modern integrative history. By studying its structure, sources, and evolution through various

editions, we gain insight into the mechanics of history itself—how it is written, how it is revised, and how it

eventually becomes part of the "knowledge base of civilization as we know it."
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