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‘Islands not far from Norway, Denmark and Germany’: Shetland, Orkney and the spread 

of the Reformation in the North 

 

Charlotte Methuen 

 

 

This chapter considers the relationships between the Norwegian city of Bergen and the Shetland 

and Orkney islands during the period from the 1520s, when Lutheran ideas began to arrive in 

Bergen, and the 1560s, when Scotland’s Reformed Reformation was introduced and 

implemented in Orkney and Shetland. In the context of the Norwegian Reformation, Bergen was 

a key point of entry for Lutheran ideas in Norway; it was also the closest point of contact to 

Norway from Shetland and Orkney, and there were close trading links between Bergen and 

Shetland in particular. Moreover, in the mid sixteenth century, many (probably the majority) of 

the islanders will still have spoken Norn, probably bilingually with Scots, and Norn will certainly 

have been mutually comprehensible with Norwegian, and arguably also with Danish and Low 

German. However, as Peter Marshall observes in his discussion of the Reformation in Norway 

elsewhere in this volume, there is no evidence that Lutheran ideas had been accepted in Orkney 

by the time the Scottish Reformation was implemented there in 1560,1 and the same is probably 

true of Shetland. This chapter explores why this is the case, given the links to Norway and the 

importance of trade routes in the spread of the Lutheran Reformation from Germany to 

Scandinavia, and especially to Bergen. Sources for this period are scarce, so that very little 

evidence exists to investigate these relationships. 

Until 1468, when they were given to Scotland as part of the dowry of Margaret of 

Denmark on her marriage to James III of Scotland, Orkney and Shetland had been part of the 

kingdom of Norway, which was under Danish rule. Scottish influence had long been growing but 

after the impignoration, contacts to Western Norway continued, particularly to Bergen. Indeed, 

Imsen concludes, ‘Shetland was in a certain sense still Norwegian.’2 Orkney’s relationships to 

Scotland were probably stronger than to Bergen.  However, one factor that connected the 

populations of the Northern Isles to Norway in a particular way was that of language and 

specifically, Norn.  



Norn was a variety of Scandinavia Norse, spoken in both island groups. It was later 

displaced by Scots, and the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries were a time of transition. 

Documentary evidence indicates that Scots probably became prevalent in Orkney earlier than in 

Scotland, and legal business in Orkney was already being conducted in Scots in 1438.3 Gordon 

Donaldson assumed ‘a time-lag of something like a hundred and fifty years between the point at 

which the Scots tongue prevailed in Orkney and the point at which it prevailed in Shetland,’4 and 

that period of transition included the sixteenth century. Eve for Orkney, however, Barnes 

suggests a situation in which Scots was ‘widely spoken’, but ‘Norn was the principal language of 

the islands in the sixteenth century, in the sense that it was the first language of the majority of 

the population,’ and ‘many understood and used both languages.’5 Ljosland argues that Orkney 

Scots emerged ‘between 1468 (the impignoration) and 1560 (the reformation).’6 In Shetland this 

development probably came later, extending into the seventeenth or even the eighteenth century.7  

By the early sixteenth century, Scots was probably the language of administration in both 

Orkney and Shetland, while Latin was the language of the church, and Norn the normal means of 

communication of the local people.8 The islanders must have functioned as bilingual 

communities, with immigrant Norwegians learning Scots, and immigrant Scots learning Norn.9 

Since Norn formed ‘part of a West Norse dialect continuum’,10 its prevalence would have given 

Shetlanders and Orcadians a mutually comprehensible spoken language with Norwegians and 

Danes.11 

The ability to speak a West Norse dialect, however, may well have opened up 

relationships beyond Norway and Denmark, for Kurt Braunmüller asserts that most early modern 

Norse languages were probably mutually comprehensible with Middle Low German, ‘the lingua 

franca of the multinational Hanseatic League,’ which was probably mutually comprehensible to 

many speakers of Norse languages (and thus to Norn).12  This is important for considering the 

spread of the Reformation, since Hansa merchants helped to spread Reformation ideas across 

northern Europe.13 Several of the German Hansa cities were early adopters of the Reformation:  

Hamburg introduced the Reformation in 1528, although the city had already been strongly 

influenced by Lutheran theology several years earlier; 14 Lübeck, which had close relationships 

to Bergen, suppressed the mass in June 1530, and adopted an evangelical church order in May 

1531;15 Lutheran preachers had been active in Bremen since 1522, although the city did not 

officially introduce the Reformation until 1534.16 From the 1520s, therefore, a significant 



proportion of merchants and traders from these Hanseatic cities were potential sharers of 

Reformation ideas.17      

Norn was not a written language, but as Cohen and Twomey point out, ‘print often had to 

rely on the oral to promote it,’18 and in many contexts Reformation ideas will first have been 

shared orally, either through conversations or by reading texts aloud.19  Bilingual speakers of 

Scots and Norn would have had understood a wider range of read-aloud texts than would those 

who spoke Scots alone: they could potentially understand Bibles, religious books and pamphlets 

composed in Danish, Norwegian, and Middle Low German as well as the English available to 

speakers of Scots. Körber suggests that around the Baltic ‘non-Germans’ had far less access to 

Reformation ideas than did the speakers of one of the German languages.20 As speakers of Norn, 

there is good reason to include Orcadians and Shetlanders amongst ‘the speakers of one of the 

German languages’. 

Linguistic factors, then, would suggest that Orkney and Shetland would be more 

accessible to Lutheran ideas than other parts of Scotland. However, as Peter Marshall has 

indicated, there is scant evidence of early evangelical influence in either Orkney or Shetland. On 

the death of Robert Maxwell, Bishop of Orkney, in 1541,21 James V described the diocese of 

Orkney to  Pope Paul III as made up of ‘islands just under the pole, not far from Norway, 

Denmark and Germany’, in which ‘the cause of Catholic faith and law are little observed’.22 By 

this date, as the pope will have been painfully aware, Norway, Denmark and many of the 

German territories had rejected papal authority and introduced the Reformation; however, James’ 

emphasis on the diocese’s vulnerability to reform seems mainly intended to persuade the pope to 

confirm the appointment of Robert Reid as Bishop of Orkney.23  Once in post, Reid reformed the 

constitution of St Magnus cathedral in Kirkwall along humanist grounds, emphasising the need 

of theological instruction, the suppression of heresy and the provision of preaching “in the 

common tongue” (probably Scots).24  The new constitution highlights theological conflict as an 

issue to be addressed. It perhaps significant that James Skea/Kaa and Andrew Lowson/Guilmus 

were accused of heresy and fled Orkney during Reid’s episcopate,25 and it is conceivable that 

Reid feared that Orkney and Shetland were particularly exposed to the heretical evangelical ideas 

through the islanders’ contacts with Norway. However, in his previous post as Abbot of Kinloss 

(which he continued to hold concurrently with his episcopal role), Reid had already shown 



himself an enemy of heresy, so the concerns expressed in the revised constitution may represent 

Reid’s own interests rather than being related to the specific context of the Diocese of Orkney. 

 Evidence for personal contacts between Bergen and the Northern Isles in the sixteenth 

century is provided by Bergen’s town records, which bear witness to associations between 

individual Orcadians and Shetlanders and evangelical families in Bergen, those of the cathedral 

clergy. Contact between Bergen and the islands in this period were probably primarily through 

traders who brought barley and oatmeal, hides, butter, wool, homespun and other woollen 

products from Orkney and Shetland for sale in Bergen.26 Indeed, until 1580, ships from Orkney 

and Shetland (unlike shops from elsewhere in Scotland) were permitted to trade toll-free in 

Bergen, as if they were domestic shipping.  However, Orcadians and Shetlanders who wished to 

settle in the city had to apply for citizens’ rights, which could be rescinded, and to that extent 

they were treated like other foreigners.27  

Nonetheless, Ludvig Daae’s reading of Bergen’s records led him to collude that ‘there 

was in Bergen a constant influx of young people from the islands.’28 Shetlanders were to be 

found in the household of the Bergenhus, in trade, and as servants. The Shetlander Anders 

Monsson, was a servant in the household of Vincens Lunge, a key supporter of the Bergen 

Reformation, although the date of his service is unclear. Nils Hjelt (i.e. Neil the Shetlander) was 

a member of the household of Jens Skjelderup, Lutheran superintendent of Bergen from 1557 

until his death in 1582.29 In 1569, Nils was ordained, later serving at Fana.30 It is not known 

when he had first settled in Bergen, but it is striking that he was ordained to serve in Norway’s 

Lutheran Church nearly a decade after the introduction of the Calvinist Reformation in Scotland 

in 1560. It is possible that Skjelderup himself was interested in Calvinist or Reformed theology, 

for in 1570, he came into conflict with Bergen’s town council after he sought to remove images 

from the town’s churches.31 Moreover, in 1571, Torleif Gregoriussen was disciplined for his 

Calvinist teaching on the Eucharist.  Gregoriussen had been sent by the Bergen cathedral chapter 

to study at the University of St Andrews.32 This was presumably only after the Reformation had 

been introduced there, in 1560, and therefore at the behest of Skjelderup as superintendent. That 

Gregoriussen was sent from Lutheran Bergen to Reformed St Andrews rather than to 

Copenhagen or to one of the German Lutheran universities to study offers a reminder that 

confessional differences may appear clearer to the historian in retrospect than they did at the 

time.33  However, the resulting controversy about his Eucharistic theology indicates that 



confessional differences did make themselves felt. Both Gregoriussen and Nils Hjelt provide 

evidence for contact between Bergen and Scotland’s Reformation, and Nils Hjelt is the only 

sixteenth-century Shetlander known to have served as a Lutheran priest. 

Perhaps the most prominent Scot in Bergen’s history in this period was the Orcadian 

merchant Jon Thomessøn or Lille Jon, who became a citizen of Bergen in the early sixteenth 

century, making several appearances in the Bergenhus accounts between 1516 and 1522 and 

becoming a town councillor by 1522.34 Jon Thomessøn was a man of significant means:  when 

on the night of 8/9 November 1523, he and other Scots underwent a brutal attack by German 

merchants, in which his brother-in-law was killed, he lost goods worth nearly 11,000 marks.35 

Thereafter Jon Thomessøn remained in Bergen, although other Scots were required to leave, and 

by 1543 he had become one of Bergen’s two mayors, a position which he held until at least 

1548.36 He was known to be a ‘godfryctig, from’ (god-fearing and pious) man,37 suggesting that 

he was conforming to the ecclesiastical norms of a town which by then had been officially 

Lutheran for some years. 

In the second half of the sixteenth century, at least one Shetland family developed 

familial links to Bergen’s evangelical clergy through marriage. On 4 August 1566, Mikkel or 

Michel Jonson, parish priest of Bergen’s cathedral from 1553 until 1572, married ‘a young girl 

from Shetland.’38 The girl, whose name is unknown, was the grand-daughter of Matts Tierpis, 

chaplain at Bergen cathedral between 1536 and 1558,39 whose daughter Katherine had married 

David Sanderson Scott of Reafirth in Shetland at some point in the 1540s.40 David’s sister Anna 

Sandersdotter was also married to a Bergen citizen, Hans Fybo or Fønbo.41 Another Matts Tierp, 

presumably Katherine’s brother, served as cathedral chaplain from 1558 until 1571.42 Mikkel 

Jonson was a colleague of Matt Tierp junior and Mikkel’s wife was probably the younger Matt 

Tierp’s niece. By the time of their marriage in 1566, the Reformation had been introduced into 

Shetland, but the marriage between Katherine Mathewsdaughter, the daughter of a Lutheran 

pastor, and David Sanderson Scott must have taken place at a time when Shetland was still 

nominally Catholic and its priests did not have legitimate offspring. In other Reformation 

contexts, the marriage of a clergyman – or as in this case, the marriage of a respected member of 

the community to the daughter of a clergyman – certainly attracted comment,43 but it is not 

known how David’s marriage to Katharine was received. 



This slight evidence suggests that some level of contact between Bergen and the Northern 

Isles continued throughout the sixteenth century, and that it did not change significantly either 

when evangelical theology first began to be preached in Bergen in the 1520s or when the 

Reformation was officially introduced in Norway in 1537.   However, it also seems that these 

contacts did not result in any significant transmission of Lutheran ideas and practices to either 

Orkney or Shetland. This contrasts with the experience of Iceland, which received Reformation 

ideas via trade with Hamburg, and where the Reformation took shape under the influence of a 

group of Icelandic theologians who had studied in Wittenberg.44 The situation in Orkney and 

Shetland appears to have been closer to that of the islands which constituted the Danish diocese 

of Funen. Grell suggests that ‘the absence of an evangelical movement’ there might reflect the 

islands’ ‘relative isolation in geographical terms, situated away from any major trade route,’45 

and this would apply also to Orkney and Shetland, which were not closely integrated into the 

Hansa network. Moreover, as Tadhg Ó hAnnracháin and Morten Fink-Jensen point out 

elsewhere in this volume, patterns of migration bore complex relationships to religious change.46 

In this case, while migration from Orkney and Shetland to Bergen was probably complemented 

by migration from Bergen to Orkney and Shetland (such as Katherine Mathewsdaughter 

discussed above), these patterns of movement seem not to have functioned as a channel for 

religious change. This may reflect the fact that, as Henning Laugerud and Henrik von Achen 

show, many of the outward trappings of religion initially continued in Norway, and specifically 

in Bergen, although they might be invested with new meaning.47 It also seems likely that the 

majority of Orcadians or Shetlanders had only a superficial engagement with or understanding of 

church ritual: although Orkney and Shetland constituted the diocese of Orkney with an 

impressive cathedral in Kirkwall, Orkney, no religious order had a house in the Northern Isles,48 

and there were few parish clergy. Moreover, Robert Reid’s reforms of the cathedral chapter had 

tended to focus those clergy’s efforts on the cathedral rather than on their parishes. To 

theologically uneducated laity visiting Bergen, the significance of theological and liturgical 

changes – or even the fact of those changes – may therefore have been difficult to realise and to 

assess. Moreover, it is impossible to gauge the extent to which the differing religious cultures of 

Bergen and of Orkney and Shetland were experienced simply as in line with other differences 

between local cultures, or between rural and urban culture.49 



The contacts between Orkney and Shetland on the one hand and Bergen on the other may 

serve to illustrate the distinction between teaching (or deep learning) and the dissemination of 

information proposed by Esther-Beate Körber as a tool for understanding the spread of the 

Reformation around the Baltic. Luther’s theology, she argues, needed the former, since it 

‘required of its recipients that they make it their own, that they engage with it and that they see 

themselves and their world in a new light.’50 While islanders who settled in Bergen must have 

had some opportunity to engage deeply with evangelical theology and practice, the same 

opportunities were not available to Orcadians and Shetlanders who remained on the islands. 

Moreover, although the sixteenth century saw Orkney’s and Shetland’s trading links with Dutch 

and German merchants increase, and Brian Smith believes that ‘The vast majority of Shetland’s 

trading ties in the period were with Germany,’51 neither Shetland nor Orkney had a significant 

sea-going merchant class in this period,52 although In consequence, trade tended to be conducted 

by ships visiting the islands.  Klaus Friedland cites evidence for ‘merchants from Danzig in 

Shetland from 1487 onwards, from Bremen after 1498, from Hamburg after 1547, from Lübeck 

after 1562, from Rostock after 1599, from Stralsund after 1601, and perhaps also from the so-

called Zuider-Zee cities of Kampen and Deventer after 1498.’53 While Kirkwall in Orkney 

proved a harbour in a town which could foster personal contacts, Shetland had a very particular 

pattern of trade, with ships arriving every summer, each anchoring in its own voe [bay], and 

communication with those on land taking place by small boat.54  This cannot have been 

conducive to religious debate and exchange in the same way as patterns of trading which 

required a ships and their crews to spend time in a port, with the possibility of dining with local 

people and visiting the local churches.55 That some such contacts did nonetheless take place, is 

suggested by the existence of a ‘very early German communion card’, of the type issued in 

Danzig in the mid-sixteenth century, in Dunrossness church in Shetland.56  Overall, however, 

although there can be no doubt that trading routs helped to spread Reformation ideas, the lack of 

evidence for Lutheran ideas in Orkney and Shetland suggests that a certain depth of contact was 

more conducive to the transmission of evangelical ideas.  

 In addition, Orkney and Shetland were rural societies, and in general Reformation ideas 

established themselves more easily in urban contexts.57 Grell sees ‘the overwhelmingly rural 

character of early modern Norway, even when compared with Denmark,’ as a key reason for the 

lack of popular support for the Reformation there.58 Moreover, the dissemination of Reformation 



ideas was often supported by the presence of either a university or a printing press, neither of 

which existed in Norway,59 let alone in the Northern Isles, which did not even have a Latin 

school.  Norn, unlike Scots, was not a written language, and Körber suggests that the spread of 

Lutheran theology and practice was much more difficult where there was no written language.60 

The most important players in the promulgation of the Reformation were often educated middle 

class laity, whose numbers must have been small in both Orkney or Shetland.  

Although this chapter has investigated the lack of any clear transmission of Reformation 

ideas between Bergen and the Northern Isles, it nevertheless provides a reminder to the need to 

look beyond national boundaries – and national historiographies – when discussing the impact of 

the Reformation. Sixteenth-century Orkney and Shetland existed in a complex network of 

relationships which linked them to the German Hanseatic cities on the Baltic and to Norway and 

Denmark as well as to Scotland. The Reformation in the Northern Isles did not take shape in 

isolation.  Rather, it was linked to, and helped to define, the wider experience of Reformation 

across this whole network. 
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