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Abstract. Throughout Nordic history, angelica (Angelica archangelica) has been a valued resource,
often referred to as sweet. This article is inspired by multispecies studies and examines the role of
sweetness in the relationship between this plant and Nordic peoples. A review of the ethnobotanical
literature is woven together with historical, philological, and ethnographic data to trace angelica’s
properties and uses throughout Nordic history. Angelica’s area of distribution expanded over time
and its carbohydrate content increased in some semi-domesticated varieties. In turn, humans relied
on it as a food source and conveyor of cultural meaning and value. We find that the plant has been
associated with different qualities at different times and that it became sweet through time both
materially and symbolically. However, angelica has now mostly disappeared from Nordic diets, while
other ingredients in early twentieth century dessert recipes have remained. Our interdisciplinary
analysis indicates that symbolism, rather than taste, may explain the sweet character that is associated
with angelica in the Nordic region.

Keywords: interspecies relationship, multispecies studies, interdisciplinarity, Angelica archangelica,

plant history.

Introduction

[t has been argued that the Anthro-
pocene, the present time when human
activity alters the physical structure and
substance of the Earth, demands that we
pay attention to the fact that we are a result
of our relationships with more-than-human
others (Van Dooren et al. 2016). Who we
are biologically and culturally depends
on a multitude of interspecies relation-
ships (Haraway 2008; Tsing 2012). We are
entangled with the microbiome in our guts
(Lorimer 2016), the game we hunt (Ingold
2000), and the crops we cultivate (Miller
2019). In Donna Haraway’s (2008:244)
terms, in becoming who we are, we “always
become with” other species. Ontological
approaches that emphasize the agency of
nonhuman beings and multi-species rela-
tions in shaping existence have recently
been proposed to enrich the field of ethno-
botany (Daly et al. 2016). A multispecies
approach allows tracing how aspects of the

human being come to be in tandem with
other species, and vice versa (Hayward
and Kelley 2010). Examples of such
ethnobotanical work include the study of
bi-directional domestication of humans
and wheat (Barnes 2016), people-plant kin
relationships (Miller 2019), and commu-
nication between people and plants being
mediated by chemosensory queues (Daly
and Shepard 2019). These journeys take
place through a reciprocal process of
sensation forged by shared relationships
across time that shape all species’ genetics
and behavior (Hayward 2010).

It is through sensation that many inter-
species relationships are built. Sensation
is bound to the properties of the sensory
organs; organisms living in the same place
and time may perceive completely differ-
ent worlds (Stevens 2013), yet sensation
acts as the practical medium for cohabitant
relationships. Exploring the sensory is key
to addressing human-environment inter-
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actions (Shepard 2004) and both people
and plant experiences of these interactions
(Miller 2019). The ways in which plants are
perceived through the senses determines
their usage (Shepard 2004). For example,
medicinal plants are selected and classified
in culture-specific ways according to their
organoleptic, or sensorial, properties (Geck
et al. 2017; Shepard 2004). Sensation can
vary with age, sex, individual experience,
and culture (Wysocki et al. 1991), taste
and smell being socially and culturally
constructed (Majid and Burenhult 2014;
McCook 2013; Mosby 2017). Sensation
may also change through time. Transfor-
mations and continuities of human-plant
experiences and relationships result in
changes of the sensory perception of plants
over time (Miller 2019) but, to the best
of our knowledge, no study has explored
these transformations and continuities
through the lens of the sensorial in a deep,
multi-century timeframe. Transformations
in plant-culture relationship continuities
leave linguistic, historical, biogeographi-
cal, cultural, evolutionary and, sometimes,
archaeological traces. Plant names are kept
and loaned as plant material and related
knowledge travel (Teixidor-Toneu et al.
2018), permeating the land as place names
(Ouren 1973). Intimate entanglements
of human and plant trajectories figure in
myth, epic, law, and religious texts, and
impregnate all forms of art.

In order to reveal a living history of how
“sweetness” has steered human-angelica
interdependence in the Nordic countries,
we employ a combination of philolog-
ical, historical, ethnobotanical, and ethno-
graphic methods to follow angelica across
land, sea, and time. With this study, we
engage new evidence by exploring the
role of sensation in establishing, maintain-
ing, and adapting multi-species relations
in our research context. Specifically, we
ask: 1) why and since when has angelica
been associated with sweetness; 2) how do
plant organoleptic properties shape values
and uses throughout centuries; and 3) how
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have Nordic people and angelica influ-
enced geography, biology, and culture? By
exploring these questions, we show how
our approach to engaging the past and
the present value of a culturally import-
ant plant in tandem sheds light on ways
to keep meaningful relations with it in the
future.

Angelica in the Nordic Region

Angelica archangelica (angelica) is a
bi-annual plant from the Apiaceae family
that has been appreciated for its scented
stems and roots. Up to 2 m tall, the herb has
broad divided, serrated leaves and white
flowers in large umbels. Angelica flowers
and fruits in July and August. It contains a
variety of secondary metabolites, as well
as several sugars and produces a large
aromatic root. There are two subspecies
of angelica. Angelica archangelica subsp.
archangelica, which occurs predominantly
in alpine habitats, has slightly smaller
fruits and a less pungent flavor than A.
archangelica subsp. litoralis, which occurs
along the coast. Angelica archangelica
subsp. archangelica grows along streams,
in meadows, and in willow thickets in
alpine areas (Figure 1). It is common in the
Scandinavian mountains, the Faroe Islands,
Iceland, and Greenland. Given uncertainty
on subspecific identification from many
bibliographic sources, we do not discrim-
inate between the two subspecies.

Angelica seems to be native from
northern Fennoscandia to Eastern Siberia,
including a population in the Himala-
yas (Ojala 1986). Other authors have
described its native range as spanning
from Norway, Sweden, Iceland, Green-
land, the Faeroes, Finland, and Russia to
eastern parts of continental Europe, having
been introduced and sometimes natural-
ized to the south and west of these areas
(Hegi 1965), including Denmark (Bronde-
gaard 1978) and Great Britain (Mabberley
2008). Native species are considered
to occur naturally in a specific area, but
usually the boundary between native and
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Figure 1. Angelica archangelica growing wild in the Finse mountainous area, Norway. Photo by Anneleen Kool.

naturalized is rather opaque. Its apparent
native range in the wider Nordic region
contradicts assumptions of the plant being
spread by Viking Age travel, which we will
discuss shortly.

Methods

By exploring the past and present rela-
tionships between Nordic populations and
angelica through time, we evaluate in what
ways multi-species relations craft shared,
tangled histories (Kirksey and Helmre-
ich 2010). To maximize time depth, we
engage sources documenting angelica
and its uses mainly from three epochs:
ethnobotanical twentieth century litera-
ture, floras from the eighteenth century,
and medieval texts. Medieval texts cover a
variety of genres, from laws to saga narra-
tives, where plants’ characteristics and
uses are not necessarily outlined explic-
itly. The plant mentions are interpreted

according to the literary context. Since the
medieval text transmission did not follow
rules of word-by-word copying, but rather
favored individual adjustments of the text
content, the data collection has included
all medieval manuscripts (text bearers)
of the different text witnesses mention-
ing the Old Norse for angelica, hvonn (f.)
and hvannir (pl.), alone or in compound
nouns, and considered them as sepa-
rate sources in accordance with a new
philological perspective (Nichols 1990).
Interestingly, however, the content in the
angelica descriptions appears stable in the
text transmission with few adjustments.

A brief cataloging of Norwegian place
names and farm names related to angelica,
including the modern Norwegian plant
name “kvann,” have been conducted,
consulting the digital database of Norwe-
gian place names' and Oluf Rygh’s
collection of Norwegian farm names?.

Journal of Ethnobiology 2020 40(3): 289-304
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Ethnobotanical data from Sweden,
Norway, Denmark, Faroe Islands, Iceland,
and Greenland were compiled from two
eighteenth century floras, Flora Norvegica
by J. E. Gunnerus (1766-1776) (Jorgensen
et al. 2016) and Svensk Flora by C. von
Linnaeus (1745) (Jorgensen 2011), and
eight twentieth century national ency-
clopedic works and academic articles
(Bjarnadottir and Hilmarsson 2018; Bonne-
val and Robert-Lamblin 1979; Brendegaard
1978; Hoeg 1974; J6hansen 1994; Svan-
berg 1998, 2011; Svanberg and Agisson
2012). Some ethnobotanical literature cites
literary sources from the past, and they
were revisited whenever possible.

To add a contemporary perspective,
we conducted four structured interviews
(Bernard 2011) with four chefs working in
New Nordic Cuisine restaurants (Tholstrup
Hermansen 2012) in Iceland and Norway.
Interviewees were asked how angelica
is used in New Nordic Cuisine kitchens,
where is it sourced, where knowledge
about its use comes from, and how they
would describe angelica’s taste and smell.
New Nordic Cuisine cooks were addressed
because of their role in shaping modern
food trends in the Nordic Countries (Thol-
strup Hermansen 2012). Prior Informed
Consent and agreement for publication was
obtained, and we followed the ISE Code of
Ethics (International Society of Ethnobiol-
ogy 2006).

All data were collated in a joint table
allowing diverse bodies of knowledge from
different time periods (historical, philolog-
ical, ethnobotanical, and ethnographic) to
be brought into conversation (Van Dooren
et al. 2016). The resulting table (Supple-
mental Table 1) is organized with one
dated and localized mention of use, taste,
or harvesting of angelica per row, and
allows inferring changes in sensory percep-
tions (Research Question [RQ] 1) and uses
(RQ 2) over time. With this, we can narrate
how human-angelica relationships have
influenced each other’s lives (RQ 3). Data
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were organized according to their reference
to one of three levels of human-angelica
entanglements discussed here: 1) sensorial;
2) utilitarian and symbolic (from practi-
cal uses to symbolic meanings); and 3)
geographical (Table 1). Categories used
to classify data and link different kinds
of evidence were adapted from standard
ethnobotanical classification methods (see
references in Supplemental Table 1).

Table 1 elucidates how different types
of data (historical texts, ethnobotanical
literature and interviews, and botanical
and archaeobotanical studies) contribute
to the understanding of the three themes of
human-angelica relations studied here over
time. With this combination, we discuss
how the plant’s own “sweetness” of taste
and smell, but also the “sweetness” of the
managing, eating, and sharing angelica as
a holistic experience, played a role in the
use, abandonment, and value for the plant
across time and space.

Our final dataset catalogs 210 different
entries (Supplemental Table 1) of angel-
ica based on data gleaned from historical
and ethnobotanical sources, as well as
interviews. Each entry includes a descrip-
tion of how angelica has been used in
a specific location from a single written
source or interview. Entries are organized
systematically under types of use, show-
ing varied uses of angelica. Cultivation or
wild harvest of the plant is mentioned in
medieval sources, as well as ethnobotani-
cal literature. Because of its importance in
human-plant relations, mentions of taste
were systematized as entries separate from
those of use. Explicit mentions of taste
appear in sources going back to the seven-
teenth century. Taste is also mentioned in
two floras (Jergensen 2011; Jorgensen et al.
2016) and during interviews.

Results
Results summarize and weave together
our multiple sources. First, we present how
sweetness has both mediated the relations
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Table 1. Overview of the data collected using different sources and methods.

Contribution to
understanding

Sources of Data

Historical
medieval texts

Modern
ethnobotanical
literature (review)

Modern

botanical and
archaeobotanical
literature (review)

Ethnobotanical
interviews

Sensorial Context of use
perceptions of

angelica

Citations in stories
and events, laws,
diplomas, riddles

Angelica’s cultural
value (utilitarian
and symbolic)

Geographical Recorded

Descriptions of
organoleptic
properties, context
of use

Past uses

Recorded localities or

Chemical profiles

Population
management,
semi-
domestication,
selection

Area of
distribution,
dispersal routes,

Descriptions of
organoleptic
properties, context
of use

Current uses in New
Nordic Cuisine

Sources for angelica
(wild collected,
cultivated)

genetic diversity

distribution, localities or areas  areas of occurrence,
dispersal, of occurrence, accounts of
population, and accounts of management and
management management and  cultivation, plant

cultivation, laws,
diplomas, place
names

names

between angelica and the Nordic peoples
and resulted from those relations. Then,
we discuss the plant’s broader significance
in many aspects of Nordic life past and
present. Finally, we evaluate the role of
human-angelica relations to plant dispersal
and selection, demonstrating how angelica
and the Nordic peoples’ cross-species rela-
tions have shaped each other’s histories.

Relatedness: Sensory Perception of
Angelica across Centuries

Angelica is presented in medieval,
Enlightenment, and early twentieth century
literature as a source of joy and is some-
times explicitly described as sweet. In the
nineteenth to early twentieth centuries,
angelica was the best you could offer an
honorable guest, a treat, a delicacy, and a
source of joy and pride. Eaten eagerly and
fondly, the stems and petioles have sweet-
ened Nordic lives as raw snacks when
hiking in the mountains, as a prized and
protected cultivated crop, and cooked
as a dessert. Peasants in Norway used to

“feast on angelica stems” on Midsum-
mer Day (Fossa 2004:134) and the plant
was “much sought-after” in other times of
the year too (Fossd 2004:134). Fishermen
from Hillesgy and Nesseby, in Norway,
ate the stalks in fish liver oil “fondly” in
the early to mid-twentieth century, as
they considered them a purifying treat
(Hoeg 1974). Peeled angelica stems were
eaten “eagerly” by Sami people, accord-
ing to Linnaeus (Jergensen 2011:79). In
the seventeenth century, angelica stems
were “the delightful snacks and summer
fruits” of the Sami (Svanberg 2011:187). In
Forsand (Norway), wild-collected angelica
was “sweet and had a good taste” (Hoeg
1974). The Ammassalik Inuit in Green-
land appreciated this plant “deeply” and,
in the early twentieth century, it was in
great demand in Greenland (Bonneval and
Robert-Lambin 1979; Brondegaard 1978),
where people consumed it raw and chil-
dren dipped the stems in powdered sugar
to eat them. In Olafs saga Tryggvasonar
(fourteenth century; Halldérsson 1961),

Journal of Ethnobiology 2020 40(3): 289-304
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the king requests an angelica stalk from
a man carrying a bundle of stalks near a
church. The king brings the stalk to his wife,
who suddenly remembers the possessions
she had received as a childhood present
and she now encourages her husband
to reclaim those possessions (Figure 2).
Within the literary context, the motivation
for Oléfr serving his wife the piece of hvan-
niola (angelica stems) is not outlined, rather
the plant appears as a rhetorical device in
the narrative of recalling sweet memories
of the past.

Angelica’s use as a dessert also indicates
its sweet qualities. In the Faroe Islands, the
plant was served as a dessert, with cream
or thick sour milk (rémastampur) and sugar
at least between the eighteenth and early
twentieth centuries (Svanberg 1998). This
was offered as a treat and a refreshment,
especially to visitors and travelers (Brende-
gaard 1978; Svanberg 1998). In the 1850s,
the usual breakfast for St Hans (June 23™) to
St Olaf’s day (July 29%) in the Faroe Islands
was angelica stems alone or with tykmeelk
(literally, “thick milk”); consuming them
with sugar and cream was reserved for
the wealthy (Brendegaard 1978). In north-
ern Norway, angelica stalks were peeled,
cut into small pieces and cooked into a
porridge that was eaten as a dessert with
milk or cream (Hoeg 1974). More recently
(early and mid-twentieth century), jams
have been made out of it (Hoeg 1974).

Angelica’s sweetness is also evident
in its local names. In Faroese, the lower
part of the leaf stalk is the “sweet bite”
(satabiti, grand, skalkur, or goturstykki;
Fossa 2004:134) and in the Shetland
Islands, the plant was called sweetaks
(Brian Smith, pers. comm., October 2019),
possibly meaning “sweet-spike.” Sweetness
is also explicitly mentioned in the ethno-
botanical records in relation to the lack
of other sweet foods. In Iceland and the
Faroe Islands, angelica stems were the only
sweet foods available before trading posts
made sugar available in the seventeenth

Journal of Ethnobiology 2020 40(3): 289-304

Figure 2. Queen Thyra is being offered an angelica
stalk from her husband Olav Tryggvasson, by Erik
Werenskiold (Sturlason 1899). The collection of
Norwegian kings’ sagas from the Middle Ages has
been published several times, including this 1899
magnificent edition published with contributions from
six renowned Norwegian authors of that time.

century (Svanberg 1998, 2011). Angelica’s
sweetness stems from the plant’s ethereal
oil that gives it a strong aromatic scent, a
powerful flavor, and a “bigger or smaller
content of sugar” (Hoeg 1974:202). Home-
grown varieties in Norway were far sweeter
than wild angelica (Hoeg 1974). At least
some of the cultivated populations have
been semi-domesticated, with sweetness
and fleshiness achieved through selection
(Feegri 1951). Specifically, a cultivated vari-
ety grown in Voss (Hordaland, Norway) has
almost solid petioles, contrasting with the
hollow ones from wild populations, and
approximately a 50% higher sugar content
(Feegri 1951).

While the sweet qualities of angelica
are reflected in these many ways, angelica’s
sweetness is not straightforward. Angel-
ica’s flavor has been compared to that of
celery (Fossa 2004), juniper berries (Grieve
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1977), and musk (Fossa 2004), sweet-like
and fruity, but also bitter and acrid. Accord-
ing to Linnaeus, the Sami ate both sweet
plant parts “like an apple” or “like a turnip”
(Fossa 2004:135). Currently, New Nordic
Cuisine chefs describe it as a “slightly
overly aromatic celery,” having a “powerful
floral flavor,” perhaps bittersweet, almost
like licorice and dill, but not quite. Angeli-
ca’s taste and smell are distinct.

[ always think of it as a quite aromatic
celery.... But it is not concise. It's quite
confusing because it feels like some-
thing that could almost be licorice, but
it is not. And it is a bit towards dill, but
not. (G.V., June 12, 2019)

It's a fresh leaf, it's very floral, it's very
green... it's fruity as well... a little bit
cardamom, a little bit cumin, espe-
cially when it is dried in the seeds.
Sometimes it tastes a bit like licorice,
but | think it is very distinct in its own
right. It is not something that tastes like
something else. | would always think
that something tasted like angelica.
But it is very sweet; it is a sweet, fresh
plant, I think. (T. S., August 15, 2019)

It is very floral and very powerful. |
think that's... the two important things
about the angelica. Really, really floral,
really powerful.... (G. K. G., August
20, 2019)

[t has a very distinctive taste, distinc-
tive smell, it’s kind of bittersweet, with
a very floral flavor, sometimes | feel like
there is a hint of licorice in it.... But |
am not sure how to describe it. Bitter-
sweet, | guess. (A. ., July 21, 2019)

Significance: Angelica’s Multifaceted
Permeation into Nordic Life from the
Middle Ages to Today

From dessert to vegetable and condi-
ment, liquor aromatizer and famine staple
food, angelica has played an important
role in Nordic medicine, food security,

enjoyment, and gastronomic identity
(Supplemental Table 1). Angelica has been
a valuable crop across the Nordic region
(Supplemental Table 1) and this culinary
multi-functionality is put to use today
in New Nordic Cuisine kitchens. Seeds,
stems, petioles, leaves, and roots are used
in soups, brines, pickles, oils, infusions,
desserts, rubs, salts, and sauces (Figure 3).
For example, butter is flavored with “a lot of
the plants around the area including angel-
ica root... because [in a traditional recipe
where butter was stored underground] the
butter would naturally take on all the flavor
from what’s around it” (T. S., August 15,
2019).

Although rarely used in modern-day
cooking, angelica culinary uses keep being
innovated. A Sdmi informant of Rautio et al.
(2016) developed new uses as an ingredient
in “non-Sami” recipes besides using angel-
ica in a traditional manner. Through the
New Nordic Cuisine movement, angelica
reaches restaurant tables as an ingredient of
old recipes, such as candied angelica, but
in non-traditional recipes. Traditional food
plants have almost disappeared from Euro-
pean diets but are being put back into focus
by innovative cuisine trends (Luczaj et al.
2012). And innovation is ever ongoing.

In restaurants like Maaemo here, or
the ones around Scandinavia, you take
the time to look back in order to move
forward. (T. S., August 15, 2019)

Angelica’s  strong fragrance was
employed to bestow its protecting power
against ill health, in general, and infec-
tious disease, specifically. Its “floral flavor”
protected against smelling “anything nasty”
(Svanberg 2011:187-188) and its fragrance
was said to keep the smell of death away
(Bjarnadéttir and Hilmarsson 2018). Laid
in doorways and hallways, “the strong
smell prevented infections from spread-
ing” (Brondegaard 1978:297). Angelica
was likely used medicinally in Scandinavia
and the North Atlantic isles before making

Journal of Ethnobiology 2020 40(3): 289-304
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Figure 3. (a) “Celeriac and angelica” (Sellerirot og kvann), Brutus Bar (Oslo, Norway). Fried celeriac root with
angelica: pickled stems, fresh leaves, and a sauce made from stems, leaves, and “angelica capers.” Photo by Hans
Petter Hval. (b) “Cured and hung smoked Arctic char, angelica, and goat cheese,” Dill Restaurant (Reykjavik,
Iceland). Photo by Sverrir Arnar Fridpjofsson.

its way into the European pharmacopoeia.
In the British Isles, for example, its folk
uses are surprisingly few considering how
strongly the plant was recommended in
written texts and by medical practitioners
(Allen and Hatfield 2004). Unknown to the
Greeks and Romans, it is not included in
classical materia medica (e.g., Matthioli;
Staub et al. 2016). Harpestreng, who wrote
the first vernacular herbal in Scandinavia
in the thirteenth century (the oldest manu-
script preserved dates to the second half of
the thirteenth century), does not mention
it, perhaps because the book is influenced
by the southern materia medica (K. Kjes-
rud, unpublished MS). Probably it came
to be known outside Nordic areas during
the medieval ages, through the travels of
monks from Scandinavia to other parts of
Europe (Fossa 2004).

The role of angelica has extended well
beyond food and medicine, being worn
against spells and as a charm, used as a
toy, substituted for tobacco, burned as an
incense, crafted into flutes, and more (see
Supplemental Table 1 for a comprehensive

Journal of Ethnobiology 2020 40(3): 289-304

referenced list). It even has been a tool for
torture in the aforementioned Olafs saga
Tryggvasonar (Halldérsson 1961), which
describes how the king punishes a man
because he did not want to be baptized.
The king takes a snake in his hands and
directs it into the man’s mouth. The man
was initially able to prevent the snake from
entering his mouth, but the king ordered an
angelica stalk be put in the man’s mouth
so that the snake could enter through the
hollow center of the stalk and the man
could not avoid his punishment. For differ-
ent reasons, both hollow stalks and the
solid petioles have been recognized as
important qualities of the plant: the first to
be used as a rigid tube, the second for a
higher carbohydrate yield.

Another example that angelica’s cultur-
al value extends beyond usage is its ap-
pearance in a riddle in a row of riddles
that Gestumblindi made for king Heidrek
in Hervarar saga ok Heidreks (Helgason
1924). The king is supposed to guess which
two women or two maidens are having
children together without a man involved,
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because they do not have a husband. The
king guesses the riddle right: “There are two
angelicas, with a younger plant in between
them” (Helgason 1924:10). The plant is
described to have the symbolic value of a
fertile woman, and thus to also be a symbol
of fertility. The smaller plants, hvannkalfr in
Old Norse, are symbolic of maidens. The
fertility association may draw on the way
the plant spreads from the rich number of
seeds the flower produces. Moreover, the
vase shape of the flower top can be associ-
ated with feminine figures.

Movement and Change: Entangled Plant
and Human Dispersal and Domestication
Angelica was likely an important
resource in Viking times. Some authors
have written that it was a major export
commodity from Norway at the time,
especially to France (J6hansen 1994) and
the Faroe Islands (Svanberg and Agisson
2012), but there is no historical evidence
grounding this claim. The economic value
related to the plant can be recognized
from several laws that were formulated in
Norway and Iceland in the twelfth century
and from the earlier mentioned example
of the literary description of a man bring-
ing a bundle of angelica stems outside the
church (in Olafs saga Tryggvasonar; Hall-
dérsson 1961), a typical medieval meeting
place for exchange and trade. Furthermore,
a legal document from the late fifteenth
century mentions harvested angelica as the
church’s property and implies that angel-
ica has served as an income for the church
and a way of paying tax by local farmers to
the church (DI'V, p6rkelsson 1893-1907).
Angelica must have been an important
resource for the Norse settlement of the
Faroe Islands and Iceland. While no writ-
ten sources from the Middle Ages indicate
that angelica was exported or transported
in maritime travels, genetic evidence does
draw a picture of the dispersal across the
North Atlantic that matches people’s trav-
els during the Viking age (Alsos et al. 2015;
Haywood 1995). The genetic analyses in

Alsos et al. (2015) identify a Nordic and
central European population of angelica
that disperses from Norway to Iceland and
the Faroe Islands, and also from the Faroe
Islands to Iceland. A Norwegian and Faro-
ese subpopulation is differentiated from
individuals in Iceland and Greenland,
further strengthening the idea of a Viking
dispersal. However, this possibility is not
mentioned by the authors, who assume
the plant was predominantly dispersed by
birds (Alsos et al. 2015) and genetic data
provides little insight into the timing of
dispersal events.

Despite angelica’s assumed importance
during the Viking age, its archaeobotanical
record is scant. Seeds are the most likely
plant part preserved, as all other plant parts
are fleshy and it is likely that any trade for
horticulture would have involved seeds.
However, only one seed of angelica has been
excavated from a Viking Age site (Hedeby;
Behre 1983). Given that the vegetative parts
of the plant were the most commonly used
and that it was common practice to remove
the inflorescences to keep the plant from
dying (Rautio et al. 2016), this is perhaps
not surprising, nor does it contradict histor-
ical records of the importance of the plant.
Therefore, it appears likely that the plant
was traded as a raw material.

Linguistic evidence can also point to
ancestral distribution of angelica (Teixidor-
Toneu et al. 2018). Names deriving from the
Old Norse, hvonn (f.) and hvannir (pl.), exist
in all major North Germanic languages
(Icelandic, Swedish, Norwegian, Faroese,
and Danish) as well as Inuit, while the Sami
name has a proto-Norse origin (see Supple-
mental Table 1). These names support the
idea that angelica has been used since
at least the Viking age. Place names that
include the vernacular name for angelica
may also indicate where the plant has been
recognized as valuable. While place names
are not easily dated, they do showcase a
long tradition of recognizing angelica in
the surroundings, either cultivated or wild.
Taking Norway as an example, there are 720
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place names including the stem “kvann,”
angelica’s name in Norwegian. The major-
ity of them are from the counties Hordaland
(214) and Sogn og Fjordane (156), located
on the western coast of Norway. Angelica
is common in these two areas today, as it
is common almost everywhere in Norway.
However, Voss, the putative center of angel-
ica domestication, is located in the north of
Hordaland, close to the border with Sogn
og Fjordane, confirming that angelica was
particularly important in these regions.
Analysis of place names also suggests a link
between the cultivation of a sweeter vari-
ety with a widespread or abundant angelica
population. In Oluf Rygh’s collection of
Norwegian farm names?, 25 names include
“kvann,” but only one refers to cultivation,
Kvangarsnes®. This name is derived from
the Old Norse hvanngardr, literally mean-
ing the garden for cultivation of angelica.
The rest indicate areas where the plant was
growing, perhaps because the majority of
the angelica used was harvested from the
wild. Wild collected angelica is mentioned
in one Old Norse saga, the Fostbraedra saga
(manuscripts preserved from the fourteenth
century onwards), where the foster brothers
Porgeirr and Pormodr went to a mountain
to collect angelica (Porélfsson 1925-1927).

Dispersed with human assistance
or not, angelica populations have been
managed across the Nordic countries.
Selected organisms were harvested,
competitors removed, and plants thinned
and pruned (Fegri 1951; Rautio 2014;
Rautio et al. 2016). “Rotarfjall” or “going
mountain rooting” was the expression used
for gathering angelica roots in Iceland
(Gudjonsson 1941). In Norway, going on
long collective trips to harvest the plant in
the wild and bring it home to sell it was
a historic tradition (Heeg 1974). Sami
tended angelica in the wild, harvesting it
selectively and sustainably, and spread-
ing it to new areas (Rautio et al. 2016).
[solated populations of angelica still exist
in the Sapmi (Sami territory spanning from
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the northern parts of Norway, Sweden, and
Finland to the Kola Peninsula in Russia)
and are understood as anthropogenic relics
(Almark 2006; Ericsson 1984).

While the notion of taste and the char-
acteristics of cultivated or wild collected
plants are not outlined in the medieval
sources, the quest for sweeter and flesh-
ier stems that we hear about in younger
sources may have fueled cultivation efforts.
Still, we do not know exactly when or
where cultivation of angelica began. The
Old Norse records of angelica take us back
to the mid-twelfth century (1150-1175)
in a law describing the penalty for people
who steal the plant (Gragds and Kristinna
laga Pattr; Finsen 1852). Sentences refer-
ring to a specific hvanngard (literally,
“angelica garden”) in various Old Norse
laws from Iceland and Norway up until
the eighteenth century (Supplemental
Table 1) regulate the ownership of culti-
vated angelica plants that were valued as
an agricultural resource belonging to the
farmer. The mentions of cultivated angel-
ica in legal documents, literature, and the
stated reasons for laws regarding it, make
it clear that the cultivation of angelica
must have been wide-ranging. In 1500s
Denmark, “everyone wantled] it in their
garden” (Brendegaard 1978:295) and, over
time, “well-kept angelica-gardens enclosed
with stones” became the “pride of a Faro-
ese household” (Svanberg and Agisson
2012:236).

The Present Moment for this Multi-
Species Relation

Angelica was key to world-making
in the Nordic countries since the Viking
age and angelica’s populations are, to an
important extent, a legacy of their rela-
tionship with humans. Many authors have
mourned the disappearance of angelica
traditions and gardens (e.g., Feegri 1951;
Fossa 2004; Hoeg 1974). Angelica is very
rarely used today in Nordic diets and has
been replaced by rhubarb to some extent
(Fossa 2004; Svanberg and Agisson 2012).
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Changes in taste preferences and food
sourcing may be at the bottom of this shift,
as explained by one of the interviewed
chefs.

[ just think it is the flavor profile. It's
disappeared from what we want.
Sometimes when | have served angel-
ica a lot of the guests are kind of ‘oh,
[ haven’t had this in a very long time.
This reminds me of my childhood.” And
it's just kind of lost out.... And then
of course it is not in your day-to-day
supermarket, and... it goes away. (T. S.,
August 15, 2019)

Nonetheless, in the past decades, there
has been an interest in reviving angelica
gardens in the Faroe Islands (J6hansen
1994; Svanberg 1998; Svanberg and
Agisson 2012) and semi-domesticated
varieties are being cultivated again in
Norway through the main seed exchange
association, perhaps unsurprisingly called
“KVANN Norwegian Seed Savers.” Since
2014, people adhered to KVANN have
retaken active selection of varieties of
angelica with non-hollow stems. Seeds
from populations of semi-domesticated
angelica in three localities around Voss that
had survived neglect were used. Seeds from
these varieties are now available from the
seed exchange society, grown by a hand-
ful of members. Interest is steadily growing;
angelica is becoming popular again (Karl
Aakerro, KVANN, pers. comm., September
2019), and its special taste may provide
clues to its future life.

Discussion

Given angelica’s multiplicity of uses
and its symbolic value, it is not surprising
that human and angelica populations have
profoundly depended on and shaped each
other. This article has shown that weav-
ing together different kinds of evidence
of angelica uses and descriptions that
are rarely brought into conversation with
one another allows for the tracing of its
cultural significance through centuries.

Old Norse sources in different genres, from
laws and diplomas to entertaining saga
literature, ethnobotanical literature from
the eighteenth to twentieth centuries, and
interviews from today have been collected,
systematized, and analyzed with regard
to three different research questions: one
concerning the actual taste of the plant,
the second concerning the evolution of
people-plant relations through time, and
the third on how this reflects people and
plant-travels. Within this quilt-work of
sources, the notion of “sweetness” tracked
the transformations and continuities of
human-angelica experiences and rela-
tionships over time. It is impossible to
say with certainty when angelica was first
sweet: medieval sources on hvann do not
say anything about its flavor. Yet this does
not mean that the plant was not used as a
sweetener in this period, as it had been in
the Faroe Islands and Iceland prior to other
sources for sweetness. What we can say is
that, since the Viking age, a bidirectional
relationship has been established between
humans and angelica. The plant was likely
dispersed by humans, wild populations
harvested and probably carefully managed,
and gardens established throughout Nordic
countries. In turn, humans came to depend
on it for food, medicine, social status, and
a myriad of other purposes.

Our findings shed light on the chang-
ing role of organoleptic properties and
sensation in shaping human-plant rela-
tions through time, and the impact this
has on both landscapes and culture. We
find that organoleptic perceptions medi-
ate people-plant relations (e.g., Geck et
al. 2017; Shepard 2004), but only in part.
While sensation determines the ways
plants will be used by a specific culture,
sensation is not just based on physical
properties. Angelica’s sweetness is not only
sweet in taste, but linked to sweet, pleas-
ant experiences of harvesting and feasting.
While plants” chemical profiles contribute
to defining their cultural roles (e.g., Daly
and Shepard 2019), so do their attributed
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symbolism and historical roles in culture.
Angelica has accumulated a sweet signif-
icance from a number of directions. lIts
coumarins, essential oils, and carbohy-
drates (Wahlin and Blixt 1994) are likely to
play a role in the plant’s taste. Its morpho-
logical qualities symbolize feminine and
fertility ~characteristics, attributes that,
together with taste, bestowed sweetness
to the plant—so strong that the sight or the
taste of angelica evokes pleasant memo-
ries from the past to New Nordic Cuisine
clients, as well as medieval queens.

So why is there not angelica ice-cream
being sold in Oslo’s squares? Taste pref-
erences are shaped early by dietary
experience in humans (e.g., Stein et al.
2012): the lack of direct experience with
certain plants during childhood may rule out
ingredients from later diets. As an example
of an individual experience of the crafting
of angelica’s sweetness during childhood,
we refer to one report from Iceland. Illugi
Jonson explained to a local newspaper
in 1988 that angelica is given to children
when they are young, because if given to
adults who have never eaten it before, they
will usually dislike the flavor (Halldérsson
1988). lllugi’s granddaughter remembered
the last time she met her grandfather, when
she was five (Hildur Hauksdottir, pers.
comm., November 2019). He took her for
a walk in the area where he lived his whole
life to get angelica stalks for her to take to
the city. She still eats angelica stalks every
time she gets a chance—the sweetness of a
family memory is driving the taste for the
plant.

Our results also show that people-plant
relations shape supposedly wild plant distri-
bution, genetic and phenotypic diversity
and, in turn, human livelihoods (e.g., Levis
et al. 2017). Human and plant trajectories
become materially dependent through
sensation first and then through adaptive
management (Rautio et al. 2016) strategies
such as domestication (Cassidy and Mullin
2007; Rival 2007). The wide range of uses
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and the associated qualities connected
to the plant have possibly directed the
distribution and semi-domestication of
the plant. Olafs saga Tryggvasonar (four-
teenth century; Halldérsson 1961) presents
a hollow angelica for which we have
evidence of cultivation in the sixteenth
century (Brendegaard 1978:295). Modern
forgotten, semi-domesticated varieties have
been selected for solid stems with higher
carbohydrate content (Feegri 1951). The
sweet associations have directed the selec-
tion and cultivation of plant types that
qualified for sweetness.

People-plant bonds can weaken and
be forgotten during periods of abandon-
ment, when plants and landscapes “rewild”
(Rival 2016). Vast regions of the world are
regarded as untouched wilderness because
the impact and role of traditional plant
management practices have been underes-
timated (Fowler and Lepofsky 2011; Levis
et al. 2017). In the current social, political,
economic, and cultural contexts, symbolic
meanings of most traditionally used plants
are lost (Kujawska and Svanberg 2019).
We observe this precise phenomenon in
our research context. In parallel, new defi-
nitions of a plant’s properties are in place:
angelica is labeled as potentially toxic by
the European Medicine Agency because of
its furarocoumarins content (EMA 2007).
While Angelica archangelica is not consid-
ered dangerous and can be sold without
restriction in Norway (Lovdata 2005), this
new framework for people-plant relations
can contribute to weaken more-than-human
relations. Despite the current neglect and
loss of value of angelica when compared to
earlier times, angelica clings to Nordic life
through intimate links to specialized groups
of people. Through them and through the
palates of Nordic peoples, angelica may
continue to entangle with Nordic peoples
in the Anthropocene.

Plants” sweetness is not just a matter of
taste, as it carries the flavors, smells, and
textures of the natural environment and
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its symbolic associations to the palate. It
is never unidimensional. Impossible to
measure on a kitchen scale, sweetness is
crafted while managing plant populations,
during planting or harvesting, outdoors,
and only sometimes brought onto the
dining table. Angelica’s sweet delicious-
ness is often experienced in the open air.
The gardening that turned angelica’s wild
populations into a crop also provided food
security, a source for candied pleasure, and
a household’s pride. We show here that
angelica has shaped what it means to be
Nordic, thereby contributing to the under-
standing of multi-species relations and the
role of sensation in ethnobotany.

Notes
" www.edd.uio.no.
2 https://www.dokpro.uio.no/rygh_ng/rygh_felt.html.
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