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Laudatio Jørn Ørehagen Sunde

Dirk Heirbaut

Jørn Øyrehagen Sunde was born in 1972 in a place not far from Bergen, 
the old medieval capital of Norway. He obtained his master's degree in law 
at the University of Bergen in 2000. He thereafter became an assistant at 
the Law Faculty of the Arctic University of Norway in Tromsø, the world’s 
northernmost university. This meant working on the PhD throughout the 
polar night and without direct contact with his supervisor, the Oslo pro-
fessor Dag Michelsen, who lived 1150 kilometers away. Yet, already as a 
PhD student, Jørn Øyrehagen Sunde made a great impression on foreign 
colleagues, particularly during a research stay at the Max Planck Institute 
in Frankfurt. Having returned to Bergen, he defended his PhD there in 
2007. He immediately became a professor, first in the Law Faculty and 
soon thereafter in the Centre for Medieval Studies. In 2019, he moved 
to the University of Oslo as a professor in the department of public and 
international law. In addition, he also became a part-time researcher at the 
Norwegian National Library.

Jørn Øyrehagen Sunde is a very dynamic speaker at conferences. The stu-
dents of his law faculty have awarded him the Lecturer of the Year Prize 
several times. His talent for generating enthusiasm with students, PhD 
students and colleagues had already become clear before he started his 
academic career. He was a guide at the Barony Rosendal, a historic manor 
house. Since 2015, he also works part-time as a researcher for the Barony 
Rosendal Museum and he has also published on its history.  

Norwegian and foreign colleagues know Jørn Øyrehagen Sunde thanks to 
his many publications. This year, for example, he published two books and 
co-edited three others. In his publications, Jørn Øyrehagen Sunde deals 
with a broad range of aspects of Norwegian legal history, ranging from 
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gender and the law to property law. Among his favourite topics are courts 
and parliaments in Norwegian history. Two of his books deal with the re-
cent history of Norway’s Supreme Court, but he has also studied other 
Norwegian courts. In doing so, he has not limited himself to legal rules, 
procedures and judgements. He has also looked into the life of courts, pay-
ing particular attention to rhetoric in court and the importance of language 
in law. Although he is an all-round legal historian who has researched 
every era of Norwegian law documented in written sources, Jørn Øyreha-
gen Sunde has a particular love for the Middle Ages. This becomes most of 
all clear in the great research projects he has recently undertaken. They fo-
cus on the Code of the Realm of King Magnus the Lawmender, a ruler who 
was as important for Norway as Napoleon was for France. Like Napoleon, 
Magnus the Lawmender made a new national law for his country, with this 
major difference that his legislation preceded Napoleon’s by more than 
five centuries. Given its importance, Jørn Øyrehagen Sunde has directed a 
research project on the textual and structural variations in the Code of the 
Realm, followed by another project on this 1274 Code and the City Code, 
which followed two years later. Moreover, with Erik Opsahl, he also man-
aged a more general project on social governance and legislation, to which 
many European colleagues contributed. 

As this indicates, it would be wrong to see Jørn Øyrehagen Sunde as a 
scholar of Norwegian legal history only. In fact, he constantly strives to put 
Norwegian law and its history within a broader context. Given the shared 
history with Denmark, to which Norway belonged in the early modern 
era and Sweden, with which Norway was together in a personal union of 
the kings of the Bernadotte dynasty in the nineteenth century, this context 
has led Jørn Øyrehagen Sunde to study Norway’s place within the group 
of Nordic countries. However, he has added a Norwegian perspective by 
also considering Scottish legal history. After all, some parts of Scotland 
are closer to Norway than London.  Jørn Øyrehagen Sunde goes beyond 
Norway and its neighbours by constantly adding a European perspective to 
his research. Readers can find a beautiful example in his article on the four 
daughters of God and their long journey to Norwegian law.

Due to his research on Norway in a European context, Jørn Øyrehagen 
Sunde has promoted a study of legal history and comparative law in which 
not just the legal systems of some great nations come to the fore but which 
also gives the law of other countries its due. Thus, the innovative book 
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Comparing Legal Cultures, which he co-edited with Sören Koch, also has 
chapters on, for example, Norway and Belgium. For his comparative re-
search, Jørn Øyrehagen Sunde developed the concept of legal culture as 
an analytical tool, a novel approach which has found much acclaim with 
comparative lawyers. Jørn Øyrehagen Sunde has also contributed in other 
ways to the methodological development of legal science, as he has pub-
lished both on the method of law in general and on the method of legal 
history in particular. 

Although this laudation focuses mainly on Jørn Øyrehagen Sunde’s great 
achievements as a legal historian, given that the Sarton medal rewards 
historical research in an academic discipline, an overview of his career 
would be incomplete without mentioning his attention to contemporary 
issues. Thus, he has worked on topics as diverse as fishing rights, petro-
leum licenses, climate litigation and human rights and digital law. He has 
also proven himself a staunch defender of Nynorsk, one of the two official 
written standards of Norwegian, which is closer to the original Norwe-
gian dialects. In contrast, the other standard, Bokmål, has undergone many 
more Danish influences. Like Jon Fosse, laureate of the 2023 Nobel Prize 
for Literature, Jørn Øyrehagen Sunde tries to publish as much in Nynorsk 
as possible, contributing to its ongoing survival. Last but not least, Jørn 
Øyrehagen Sunde makes a tremendous effort to bring the academic world 
to ordinary people. For example, his work on the Code of the Realm also 
led to an exposition moving throughout Norway, which brought this medi-
eval text closer to children. He writes in newspapers, appears on radio and 
television and has become a popular author in Norway. Thousands of cop-
ies of Jorn Oyrehagen Sunde’s books on legal history are sold in Norway.  
He is also a great speaker; by now, he has given more than 600 speeches 
outside the academic world, bringing legal history to the public. 
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