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The Causes of the Viking Age 

Aho\C:: in the untun'r1 
/t'.J~/;,g up lu ,,.,. Vi kin~ Agr. 

Sc.mJin.u;,, k~IS ntltJ b)· 
u·,.tmfJr .ui•ltKTtlb u-huJ< 

pouv1 .mJ st.ltus tkprn.l~.._{ ,,, 
w.Jr owJ plutuln. I Mir 

,, .. sr;~~ ,.,,. ~,,Jt,mff«i ,,. 
#J()U'' &('til(Mn.f ,mJ untuHIY 

lik.r thi' bm~~ tw.Jit'.l 
ifUif l•f'l,rt {rotn .J 7tlt· 

unt•ry tl•'t' ln~ri.Jl al \'f"NJd. 
s,~dl"n. 

Til£' Jlihi11g.< b11rst quite 1ttddc11lj' i11to £uropt·orr lristot)' ;,. 1/rl! last 
decodl' of thl! 8th t'e11t11ry with a uries of terrifyi11g olladH 011 tlrl! 
COO-liS of Bl'itain, Ireland aut/ Fruncia. l-Or ct!ttluries, their 
Sraudiuatriau !lome/aud had bull a rcmotr regio11 abo11t which 
other Europnm< h11rw lillie a11d carNIIe.u. Why the11, aftu 
ct•11111rit·s of obsc11rity, tlid 1/w St•amJi,truia"s take to the ><'fl$ to 
maltc rurh a dramatic imparl 1111 lltt• w11rld? 

\t the time of the lia;t \'iking raitb. "rong rult•~> 'ucb as th<· Frankbh 
l:mpcn,r Cha1 h:magnc .mel King Of fa of ~fctda had brought \\t·stcrn 

bn op•· a lc' d of pt·.•u: and pwspct hr il h.ul 111>1 c•!i<>)cd ,;""'' the: ('all 
of tltc Rum~m Empire·. Potu., 10\\lh and mon.t~tlcl ics ''4'1 t.' uudctCnd­
t•d. 'llu· unc.\p<'<'t<·<l .Ut.ICk.' uf thc..c Scanclin.ll'ian pit-:>tt'' 1\Ct<' d<'q>h 
\hut king, tl1t' mw ,. \c:) a ... the \ 'iking ... wen.· J.Mtf-m' .uul 1 t.•ruguiJcd 
none or the; ,\C:rt.'ptcd lahon\ I hat JliOl('Ctctltlw P' upca t} .md pcNm· 
nel uf tlw Chuu.h m tirllc' ol war hC't\\l'Cll C:hri-.ti:m\. Tht• nmhilil) 
ur their fa."tl. f;(';\\\UI"thy .,hip; made: the._~ Viking :UI:t<.:k\ duuh1y lr..'lrify­
inlr{. a., thc•y t·nulcl .. u·ikt· ahnn't ''itl1ouc ,,,truing ~lll)'\\hCit: on t-ht· 
cna't nr on n:.nigtlhle rin·t "· Tht· £h-..t raickr, aU:Ickt•d coa\tal c:-om· 
munidcc; and nwna'itcric!t tu acquitc port<\hlc..· \\calth anti ctptiH"\ 

fur •·.m,om n1 the ~l.t\'t' m:tl'kCI\. L'lh:r, conquest and st·Uicmcnt 
lwcunc mu1 c impm taut moth c-. fur Viking all:lck!t,. Tht· pt·riud of 
\'l~ing :1cthit\' l;l\t<·d about !I(~) )t:ar>, fmm mughly iK!l tu 1100. In 
that time the \1kinJ;' pla1c:d a tlcci>in· tole in Ill<' d<:lclopm<·nt of 
much C)r '' C\lt"ru .uul c-:\. .. tcau ~:tu upc. and ''ca c 1 hc•mwh n~ uom\-

fhrmcd fawn P:lbtan h.uh.ui.tn!) IC) C.hthtian Emopc·;uh. 

The gcogt aphical lang<" uf Viking ~•cth·ity wa) cnm mmc,~ ~P~'uning mo~L uf 
the; knH\\1t \n)rld and guing "'()lllC "·'l tx.1·ond h. ViLing raid:\ afTct,;Lcd dw 
whole.· CCM"t1inc or \\l'\IC111 Europt.:. ;mel c:n.·n Nmth r\frica .met llw ~lcdi­
tcn'ancan "cat' not \Ccm t' fa om .. Ht;,ck. In the co~t the Vi ling~ ~ail<.·d flmn1 
the gn:~\1 li\Cf\ ur RU\~i.l to C'IO'IS the lllnck Sea and the C~l!iipi.ul Sc~t tu 
attae..:l Con\t:mtinoplt• ~met the Ahhaliitl C.aliphatt. \'iking' ~~·ttlctl C'-l<·nshd)' 
iu the lkithh l'te~. Xot m.uHI) and. tu ;.a lt.•..,.-,cr c:xtt.•nt, in Rth .. i:\ htn the)' al\.(l 
pu4iihc(t at tlw limit'- ul rht· knuwn "'n Jd, cro,,ing llw ~orth Atlantic tn "i("l• 

cle .. in the uninhabitctl Fowrnt· f,.lanch. kt•l:md and (-;u:t.·nland anclw cli\C:'c)\­
cr, but f~il tn 'CIIIc. North Amcric:t. Viking trade" and hunt<'" •·~tended 
rllc limit' uf the known wurld c\cn furthc·r. ~iling far into the :\1rtic W'ah;l) 
uf Ulc Whit<· Sea and '"Pi<JJing the ""'t W<'-'L of Gt ecnland a~ far north a> 
~tchillc 1\.1)· in search of '"lnt> ilo•) and hide,, Facer! "'ilh thi; tar-flung 
;tc~d\"it)· it i~ :all tOO C:l')' tn fn1 t,;CI that Sc:;mdintt\ ia itlelf" W.IS aho lhc \CCJlC of 
a g:~ c•;H deal or Vi Ling raiding and pir.u:y. The Viking expansion \\'~'~ in no 
way a Scaud.ina\'i:\1\ t~ampaign aga.iu~t lht· rc.st uf tlw world: Viking\ \\ctt• 
<illite happ) to plundc:• their uwn ~in•l If the oppc>ttunh)' am ...... 

The tcnn "Viking· lli" come to be "l'l>lit'cl 1<> <til Sc;ntdin;l\i;tm ulthc peri­
od. but in the Vi~ing age ihclf Ulc tcrnl vilciugr applied only "' >ulllconc 
who \\CUt i ttikiug, 1hm b plundcliny. In chis M;USC, nw~t Vik.ing-.,gc Sc.-an­
dina,i:au~ \\ere no1 \'iklng., at all, lmt pcaccfill f.\11111!1:. :.md cr,.lhuwn "·hn 
\Ul)cd quieti)' .u home .til their lhc,. Fnr man)· nthcl~, bdng •~ \'iling wa.' 
ju.ltt an O<"c'liJMtion thc.:r 1 ':~o1tcd to fur lung enough to r..liM: the moncr 1u 



h11y. 01 otherwi\c acqui~t•, a f~nn and ~ettle down. Nor we1e thme 11ho IH'nt 
1·iking nt·n·"al'ily c:\clmi1cly St.:anclinmian: lri .. hml·n, Anglo-Sa,mh, Ft:mk,, 
1\1 etom and Sb11~ all joined in Viking r.tid' at time\. Though it ha' k·d to 

un•wrre";n')· conu·oH'I'Y on 'ome important a'IH'C'I\ of the hi'>tor~ of the 
Viking agt· (the que~tion of Viking 1iolent.:e. fi>r n;ample), the wider U't' of 
"Vil..iul( i' 100 welle'>tahli,lwd to imi~l on using the \\01 cl on I)· in 1lw na11 ow 
nwaning of "pirate". 

The Wrath o f Cod 

The \'iking,· victim~ had little difliculty c'plaining the raid~: thcr welt~ Cod\ 
puni,hnwnt on a ~inful peoplt·. Atchbishop \\'ulf\tan or York c'p•c,,ccl thi-. 
dew l'loqucntl)· in his Snmmr of lhr ll'olf 111 tlrr l~ul{lillr. IITittcn ahn S1dn 
Fml..ht·;ucl'\ l'irlot)' merllw Engli-.h in 1014: 'Thing'> ha1c not gone wcllnow 
for a long lime at home or ahmad, but thet c ha\ ht·cn del'<l)tation and J>l'l '>l'· 

cution in C\CI)' disuin again and again, and llw Englbh haH: been for a long 
time nm1 rompletciY ckfeau•d ~utd wo g• eatlv di,ht'<Ulencd through Cocl\ 
:utger; ancl the pirate' 'o \!long with Cod'' con,t:nt that often in b.utle one 
J>llh to flight ten, and 'ometimc\ k~s, somctimt'' llllltC, all becauw of' our 
'in' ... what ehe is there in all the'!.: e\t:nl~ e:\t:epl Gocl'~ anger ckar .mel vbi­
ble met hi'> people?" (1r. D. Whitelock, Eugli1h lfiltmiml 1Jocummt1 /, <hlotcl 
197!)). 

:'l loclnn hi'>Wrian~ ha1·e fo11nrl the Viking age harder lO e'plain. l.ancl­
hungtT C:tll'cd b}· a growing population ha' often lwen ptoposed a<. a ra11'e 
of 1lw \'iking e'pamion. The population of S<'anclina1·ia certainh "''' ti~ing 
in the renturie\ hcf01 e 1he fit 't raid~. and it continued to do \o duting and 
a.ltet tht· \'il..ing age. The atca under cuiLimtion wa' e:o..panding, new '>t'tlle­
menh Wt't c created and iron pmcluction increa~ecl to meet the demand for 
wot.. . .Sranclin;wia ha~ rdatin·ly little good arahle land and it might he 
cxpt·ru·cl 1ha1 the pre\\Utt' of a ri\ing population \\Ottld ~oon be fell. Norway 
ha~ 1101 hccn ~clf-\unici<·nl in food \ince 1he :'l lidclk Age\, and hcllh .Norwar 
and Sweden hare \een comiderahle emigration in period' of population 
gwwth in tcccnt hiswdral time ... There i\ nidence of migration' out of 
Scandinavia hcfme tlw \'il..ing agt•. The Cimhri and Temonc~ who inratlt-d 
the Roman Empire in II!\ n<. ptohably ol'iginalt•d in Jutland, while man) of 
the Ct·rmanic people!>-inclucling the Golh,, Btug11ndians and Vanclal..­
who invaded the Ruman Empire in the 5th n•ntlll)' AD had tracliliom that 
they had odginallr lilt'cl in Sranclinavia. To the lilh-<-cnlllt)' Gothic hi~1ol'ian 

.Jordan<''• Scandinmia 11.1~ the "11omb of people!>". There wa~ aho ron,ider­
able emigration out of Scanclin;l\'ia during the Vil..ing age, and it ma)· be \ig­
nificant that the carlie"t 'kanclim11ian settlement\, elating from Llw cat!)' to 

micl-9th rt'llllll)', were maclt• hy .Nomcgi:ms in the not them and we~tem i~le.., 
of Snlllaml and the Faemc hlanch. 

But the fir '>I wave of Viking\ wa\ dominated h)' raider'>, not settle• !t-lllOt e 
than HO year\ pa~~ed bcl(ll e all)' majo•· settlellll'lH\ 11e1 c made. lcdand wa\ 
ontr wukcl in 870~. and lht· Dani~h >ettlcnwnl of t'a\lcrn England hegan 
around 1he ~amc time. Norwegians did no1 begin to \enle in notthwc\t 
England until around 900, and the Oanbh settlement of :'\ormand) date~ 
fwm HI I. Dc~pitc the intemity of Viking raiding in It eland. the• e 11en· ncn•r 
<lll)' t')den\ilc Scandinavian ..,ettlemenb there, while the Rus {S11cclt•\) who 
ntlt'cl in l':t~tem Europe 11ere a \mall warrim-clite; their subjccls •emaincd 
overwhelmingly Slm·. Land-hunger, then, can hardly have been the main 
cau~c of the Viking cxpamion-it h more like!)· that it wa> the \liCt'e\\ of tlw 



1\huvt: Tl1is bn.)u~~.JI,IIut'tlc­

nf thr Ut~ddb.r somt'lmrt• (muul 
its U\1)' {rtmt IWrth.-nr lm/id lu 
llt'l~li i11 Suw/m in tlr~ 6th ur 
it/1 Ultllll)' 1u. Finds likt: tbis 

df"t" t'l'itlcm·~ tb.:tl tbr 
Sc.uulimwianJ alrwllly l~1tl 

rm'tlt.'·mugiug Inuit• ~cmt:rctt 
bt'(m-c tht' Vikittg t:gr. 

Viking attack." that opcncclthc way lbr Sc:uulina,·i:m sc uJcmcn l. 

Anu1hcr n:a.!\011 put fonvanl for tlu: Viking explosion b Scandina,·ian .\hip­
building. The; 8th cctll ttry. i1 lla-, hn.:n argued, saw the Scandinavians per· 
ft.cl the technology of dw ~w:tg:oi n~ sailing sh ip: before this lime they had 
relied on l:u"J,;'e l'oh·ing buat'i wl tic: h. while suitable f01· ~iracy in silchcrcd 
roa~tal water!\, were inadcquatl' J(u luug~cliMaJH.:c raiding. The adoption of 
the ~;til, lltcrcfnrc , opcnc·clttJ) i 'IH ir'l~C Ht"i tiC'\\' <tJliHlrt1 tttil ics f'ctr pil-;tC)' which 
the Sc:u1d in:wians wt.·n· quid .. Itt c:\ ploit. 11 is tnu; that wi1hm u sc;a\,·nnhy 
sh ip.\ the Viking cxpa11~iou t onld not h:wc ltappc:ncd, hm 1hi~ is not the 
s~tmc Lh ing a"i tlctnon~tr;lling- I hat they '''t:Jc :1 cau!>C' of' i1. Though no pt·c­
Viking ~hip p .·t tli"ic;OH.'I'Cd iu Scandinavia has proviclcd any t:\•id<:IICC or th e 
usc or the .')a il. lat e 71lt•et,' Jllllr)' SIOIW c::tr\'ing:s from lht: Baltic island of 
Got land do ~hem· ,ail iug ~hip.;: , a s dot:) :t rcc·cutly d iscun;rc·tl 7t1H:c;nttuy 
Monc car,.ing li n 11l Jutlauc l. It h t lu;n·fitrc· pn-;.,ihh· tholl th e Sr:mtlin:wi~m'i 

hacl suitah lc ... hip~ fur ,\ UIIIC lime hcforc t he :-.lal'l ur Viking raiding. 
~ lon;o\'C; r, ~c-:H·aid, nu t nr Scanclin:l\'ia \\en; not complctt;ly unknvwn 
before the Viking: nge, tlw c·ctrlic:st rC'cordcd one hc: ing a raid of tlu: Hc ruls 
(from J11tland) on ll~t• lo\\C'I. Rh ine in AU :!Si . 

Traders and Raiders 

A mmc impon:ml fac10r in the Viki11g expansion wa.s ptobab1r u-;u.lc.: it is 
C<:rtaill))' the lllO!!It COrl\'i11d11g: t:Xp l:tnation of the orig ins or the $\Vt:tli slt 

expansion to the: ca~t. The Hlh {_'Cll l t ll}' W:t\ a li111l' or poli tical !'itabilitr in 
wes tern Eu rnpc;. The resulting <:cu nnmi'"· recovery lt:cl to an increase in 
trade \Vi tit Scan<lina\'ia, which wa~ an important source of luxury goods 
!>11 Ch :l.S furs. ;unhc;J" and wah·us ivcny, ancl prohabl}' of' more mundane prucl­
llCIS suc;h as hides. nr the mid Sth CCI1t111J the Swedes had alrcacly hcgu n IO 

c:stablisl1 thcmsei\'CS i1t s.culcn tcn ts SI ICh a..; Slar:'~ja L.:uloga, c;t't c•f tltc Baltic. 
These arc best explained a:, ht~Bcs ffH' the collcc1ion of tr ihutc in fur.s, which 
the Swedes could then u o;e tu :-.uppl)' the " ·estern Em·opcolll mal'ket. At about 
I he samt: t ime, Arab merchants \n.:rt· ru:nctrati ng <;astern Europe lhnn the 
south along the Volga and lht.: Don. As a n.:suh . high <luality Arabic silver 
(:oins known a s dirhrmJ hcg-:1n to c.irc11l:uc in casH: r n Europe, g i\'ing tlu: 
Swedes all incc nti\'c to push further ca.,t tu Lap din:t.:tlr in to a new and 
ltu:rat i\'t: JJJ:trkct. 

The cx iSt(:JICc; or pirac:r impl ic~ the prcs.enn: or so mething \\'UI'Ih plundcr­
int;. so the increase iu tr:ulc wilh western Europe may aho have Cll (Ottrag:ed 
Viki11~ •·a iding. Viki ug piracr. preying on merchant ships. may ha\'c; lwt:n 
cnclt;mk in the naltic long hcfm c it ~pillccl U\'CI' in to tile. North Sea. E\'CII 
tltc '";arli cst Vi kin~ raider.s iu the wcM ~eem to have knmnt wh ich plac:cs to 
attack, and it was prohahi )' on p~accrul merchant myagcs that the 
Sct lltl ina\'ians lirs t learned :ll.unll wcstcl'n Europe's rich and unguarded 
ptHtS :uu l cc•a.!'ltal IIIUJJaStcrics. Tl tc Sc:u ulina\'ians were ccnaiuly know12 to 

tiu· Anglr,..Saxons a nti Franks hc forc thc.:y hcgan raiding; ac:cord ing to the 
i'!nnhumhrian scholar t\h:u in , ''Titing after th e sack of Lindisfan1c in 7~)~1 . 
It is c:.:oll nl11'111cu wcl'c so I:Hlli lia t· wilh 1hcm th:n thcr hacl C\'Cil adoplCcl their 
haitstyles. The drcu mstan<:cs of anotht:l' ca1·Jy Viking l'aid . on Portland 
r. 7H~-l. also su ggcst c; t hat the :\nglo·Saxons were aln..:aclr fam iliar with 
Scan<lina\'ian nwrd~an ts. 'Thn:c sl1ips from HOrtl~abuul (in Norway) arrin:cl 
at the pol'l. The.: king·:-. lt:C.\'c Bc~ultthc:ud. hclie\'iug thclll lU he mcrchaut.s, 
otdc!rc:d th e crew!'- to go IO lhc rorll t'csidcnl'e :11 Dorcl tCSicl': Hc:tduhcarci 
was killed for his trouhlc. Small-scdt· pirate raids like this continued lO prey 
ou coastal settlements a ud merchant sh ipping un t il the 12th ccruury. 



Rivals and Exiles 

Many Viking leaders were royal exiles, and this points to another reason for 
the Viking expansion. Immediately before and during the Viking age, 
Scandinavian society was going through major changes which saw the pro­
gressive centralization of power in fewer and fewer hands. However, 
Scandinavian society had a relatively numerous class of men who, through 
the possession of royal blood, could aspire to kingship. Competition for 
power was intense, and succession disputes were frequent and bloody. For 
the losers in these struggles, there was little choice but to go into exile. 
Some of these exiles, like OlafTryggvason in the lOth century, went raiding 
to build up their wealth and reputation. This would gain them a following 
of w·arriors, who would support a bid for power at home. Even the great 
Cnut was successful abroad before he won power in Denmark. 

Others, like Erik Bloodax.e, may have decided that if they could not rule at 
home, they would rule abroad. Erik, driven off the Norwegian throne by his 
brother, sought a kingdom overseas in compensation, establishing himself 
as the King of York in 948. kar, Halfdan and the other leaders of the Great 
Army that invaded England in 865 seem to have been intent on establishing 
overseas kingdoms from the start of their careers. The Danish King Svein 
Fo1·kbeard was an example of another kind of leader. Recognizing the 
threat successful Vikings could pose to his own position, he led his own 
plundering raids to overawe potential rivals with his wealth and military 
prowess. As royal power became more entrenched in the 11th century, the 
Scandinavian nations evolved into medieval European kingdoms. Their 
rulers could depend on reliable institutionalized sources of wealth-gather­
ing, such as taXes and tolls, and the importance of plunder as a means of 
buying support declined. There was no longer such a strong incentive to go 
raiding, and the Viking age faded away. 

Righ" This silver coin was 
stntck at the Chann~l porl of 
Qu~ntovic during th~ nign 
of tlu: Frmrkish Emperor 
Charl~magne (769-814). 
The tradittg sbip itr tJJe 
de.sign ~ tile growing 
commercial /JI")sperity of 
ltle$fCJ• ErlfOpe at the lime. 
By the end of the 8th amt:ury 
the riciJ pickitJgs wen 
encou-raging the 
Scandinavians to tum to 
piracy. 
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I: The Origins of the Vikings 

Uc:lo": "IIH ri,-rul.tr 110114' fort 
o(Cnlbmg is tlu- Ja,.,;4'.JI of 

m.my b,;ilt Otl 0/twt/ 1/uring 
thr ,\ligr.rticm l'rric'lll, 11 tim.­

of lt~lfnU r.omftttitio" 
/,,.,.,,.. .. , ri 1ul rltlr{doms. '11~or 

fort UUI/UI'IJI'rl brUt unriu 
11g.,;,, It~ t!Jr /atr Viki,g prriod 

1JJ ,, ,. .. fuxr ng.ritut w,.,,u,/, 
pir.llts. 

Tire Vi/lings' waJ of life was shaped by th eir Scaudiuavia11 
homeland. Its harsh 1?1111ironme11t, seafaring tradition tmcl th e 
power s truggles between rival warlords led the Sccmdi11avia11s to 
plunder their richer ru,ighbours to the south. 

The homeland of the Vikings was the three modern Scanclin;wian cmm· 
tries: Dcnm:t.rk. ~Of\\'a}" and Sweden. Sc::uutimni:l i\ a \-:J\l rc:ginn \trctching 
\Omc 1200 miles (2000km) from the nccl. of the Jutland pt·nilhnla in till" 
\Onth 1<1 Nonh Cape wclll>c)Ond the Arctic Circle. Onl)' in the f:u nmth 
:tnrl \onth doc< Sc:mdina,·ia lac!. clearlr deli ned border•. In the um th 
Scandinavia merges scamlcssl)' into the rurHir:t\ or nunh Ru\\i:t. 
Sc:mrlin:l\ia"; shon somhern land f1untier ac11m the neck of the .Jntbncl 
ha.$ :tl\\":t)~ been hard lO clcfinc. and il.!t prc~cnl pu~itinn elate) nnJ)' ru.un 
1920. l·lm' c'cr. somhcrn JuU:md has cxu:n~h·c a1ca~ nf infcrlilc \Uil\ :mel 
11111 il the ad,·cm of modem aglicuhural methucb it """ a >p:n <d)• populated 
area which acted as :t na.1ur-~d bu.ITcr zone bCI\\CCU I he CcJman pcupl<'\ ln 

tlu: ~onth ami the Scandina,ians to the non h. 

Sou th ern Sc:mcl ina\·ia-:(tnland. the D:mi;lt bland> :md Swc:clen 'on th uf 
the Sout hern Uplands-is csscnt iallr a luw-lring cxh:miun of the tltll' th 
European plain. Though there arc large arc:t\ or infertile ~uub dcpu\ilcd 
hy ai\'cr~ of mchw:ucr from icc shcct.s during Lhc laM Icc t\gc. thi l\ :uca ha'i 
the best >oil> in Scaudiua\ia. Though mrclr 1ising abm·e I 000 feet (!lOOm). 
th e Swedish Southe rn Uplands. an area o f lakes, hog• and d ense fore\!. 
wcJ'c a signilicanl ohtritadc to tra\'cl and fcwmccl a n:Uul'al h:u·ricl' hciWct:n 
the Danes anti the Swedes u ntil the 17th ccn tttl)". 



Norwar, on the \\'est nl' the S<.:andinavian pe ninsula, is cumplc td)' dominat­
ed by a long range of' ancie nt l'o lclnlonntains known in Viking times as 'The 
Keel". These ri se.: ste<;pl)' l'rwn tlH: sea in th e.: west and ch:dine gradually in 
the SOIIlhcastto the Gnll' of Hothnia and the lowlands around Lake Viin<:rn 
:mel Lake 1vliilaren in Sweden. T he wcsl <.:oast is indented with deep fjords, 
some of' which pene tr:u c over a hundred miles inland. OfT the coast arc 
chains of'islands and reefs, the Skerry Cnard, which form a shch erecl coastal 
passage.: for shipping. This sea rout ~.: to th e.: north. the ''North Wa(', ga,·e 
Non,~l)' its name.:. Dul'ing the Icc Age 1hc Scanclina\'ian peninsula was \ 'CI)' 

hem·ily glaciated, ami the landscape of N<m,~IY :111d nonhcrn S11·cdcn has 
been courccl by icc. Soils arc generally thin, stoney, waterlogged and infer­
tile: only in the Trondclag, around 0 lo 1:jord and the plains around Lake 
Viincm and L,ke ~liilarcn arc there cxtcn h·c arc~1s of fcnilc oils. During 
the Icc Age, tht.: 11·cight of the Sc:111din:wian icc c:1p dcprt.:.SSCd the land sur­
face. Sin ct.: the icc Clp melted at the e nd of the Icc Age, the land-rclic,·cd 
of the huge weight of icc-h:ts been stcaclil)' rising. As a result . the coastline 
has receded incc Viking times. This is most c\idcm in cen tral Sweden: in 
Viking times L,kc ~liilarcn ''~ts an inlet of the sea offering easy accc to tht.: 
imerior·. The rclath·e fall in sea le,·cl \\~ts a contributory factor in the decline 
of some Viking age porL~ and ll~tdc cemres such as Birka on l.;1kc i\ liilaren 
and K:mpang on O slo ~jord, which gradually became more and more diffi­
cult 10 reach b}· ship. 

Climate and Agriculture 

The climate o f' Scandinavia is maritime in the west and continental in the 
c asL Because of' th e mncl<:rating inf'111c n ce of' the Gulf' Stream the 
Norwegian coast has cool snnn11crs and, for its latitude, mild winters. It is a 
poor climate for growing grain, b111 agricllhurc based o n pastoralism is pos­
sible even in the Lofi11en Islands over I !!0 miles ( I !l2km) north of the Arctic 
Circle. Norwegian waters remain icc free throughout the year. Inland the 
climate dc terio1~11es rapidl}• and wint ers in the motnltains arc severe, with 
hC:t\'}' snowfalls. Howc\'Cr, the monntains were an important source of sum­
mer gr.tz ing and of bog-iron ore. ~lo t of Sweden lies in the r~t in shadow or 
the Norwegi:m mountains, and the climate is much drier. Summers arc 
11~rm and sunny, but Sweden's remoteness from the \\~lrming influence of 
the Gulf Stream means that 11·inter can be e\'crc, and sea icc c.,n clo c the 
Baltic to shipping for e\·cr~l weeks or even months each )'Car. T he climate 
of Denmark and southernmost Sweden show both maritime and continen­
tal influence , wi th moderate rainfall, warm summers and cold but not 
c\'cn: winters. The climate is well suited to pastoral and arable fam1ing 

which, combined with the best soils in Scandinavia, has always made 
Denmark and southern Sweden the richest f:muing region in Scandin:l\'ia. 

The geography or Scandinavia has ah,~\}'S exerted an influence on its histori­
cal development, most obvio us ly in the field of commun ications. 
i\lo umains, fores ts and bogs have always made overland tra\'el difficult in 
the Scandinavian peninsula: most long-distance m·crland u~wcl took place 
in the wintcr when the ground w:ts frozen hard. Howc\'cr, Scandin:\\'ia is 
we ll provided with sh eltcred coastal waters, fjord s, lakes and navigable 
rive rs; from the S tone Age, boats and ships bec!une the m ost importalll 
means o f' transport, so the Vikings were heirs to a long Lraditinn of' seaf;uing 
and shipb11ilding. The povel'l)' of' tla; soils in much of' Scandinavia adckd 
another incen tive for scafhring as fi shing, seal ami walrus hunting and trade 
all offe red auractive alternatives, o r at least su pplenu:n ts, 10 a hard living on 



Al}iJ\ c-: 'I IJt lmfMrlmlft' of 
1hip1 am/ the lt'.J ;, tl-itlm t 

tiJroHghout Sr.mJ;,u11-ia11 
prtMstoric .J,1, t't'llgion ami 

f,urifll cuiiOmJ, Chir{talns 
W'C'I'I:: {rYt(Utntly IJurictl I~ 

1l!iPJ. or within on rntlosurt' 
of llOiftl ommg.-J to form tiN 

()utlinr of ll 1111p. a.. in th/1 
Hrt'm:.t A.tr burWf ;,. Glt/Jtul. 

1hc land. The :,hort:1g:c uf g:oml \Uil .., may al,'iu 
imvc led I n Janel ln11 1gcr at t i nu:~ n f popula tion 
growth . anclluc;d a wi lli11gnc~' to c:migralc. 

The n:uurc or the land also had at-;' cat dTcrl on 
the politica l dc,·clopmcnt nf Scandin:wia. 
Communicuion h)' both land and ~' were ca..,i· 
est in Ocn111ark aucl southci'U Swcclcu. Thi\ 
n:giou hacl the hc:st ~Oil( ;uul climate. ~o it cuuld 
suprmrt I he dcusc.M population. A' a rc~uh. it \\';t-\ 

the first an::t of Scmclin:t\i:t to ~c the fcumation 
of a unified ~late; this t.•xpl:tiu~ why Denmark. in 
spite of i1s small size. remained the lcading­
St.--;mclina\·ian kingdom until the 17th century. 
Non\"<.1)' by CUillJ"<.\~1 has a highly rr:lgmcnu:d geo· 
graph)' which nalln'ally lend' it~df tu th e fitrma­
tion nf Slrnng loc;,( ident ilic\. The two largcM 

area~ of good farming Ja ntl , and hence lhc 
wealthiest and uwM d cn~d)' pupul:ttcd part'\ of 
Nun\-:.ty. WCI C the Trondclag: :m d lhc o~Jo l:it u d 
regio n. Si nce clu:y a rc widc.:ly "~cparatccl. they 
dc\·clopcd as rh-:tl power cen tres. clclayi ng tht· 
unification or the CCJU11tf)'. 

The f..arly Scandina\'ian~ 

The li tst h uma tt inh<~hitant.s of Sr;m clin:wia wctc 
nomadic; h ttn tcn; who fnl1owcd tltc :'ic:tSUJ tal migr:u icltl!'l ~·r tci•ulci 'l" hct cl' 
:u;ro!'l' what was th en the nonh German IUIICh'a i ll to ..,mu lu;J u Sn111<liu:wia at 
tltc hdg:h t of the laM glaciatiun :uuund 11.000 Ht:. l'~:•manc1H luuuau M•ttlc·· 
mcnt in Scanclin:wi:1 bcgnn around HOOO )'C;.If.\ ;1gu as haml\ of' lmn tc~r..gat h· 

Crt'l"\ mon:ct nonh in the w:li..C or the rc:u·catiug icc shcciS. Tht'\C hanch 
mmcd hetwccn scmi·pcnnancnt c:unp\ c.."\cJ")' r'cw 111Unths In exploit a wide 
range nf .M;asonal animal and plant fuods ... rhc1c i~ nu rc.mvinring t'\idcnrc 
ul any late•· migr.nion\ into Sauulium·i:t, so it 't:C'l11"l likclr that the ViJ..iiiJ.;S 
\\ere the direct clc>ccndaniS of the>c hunLt:r-gaahcrc,..,. Arorrrrd ·1000 11<: tht· 
e:&rl)' Scanclimt\·ians adopted :-tJ,rricuhurc. prohahly :b a rc\uh uf runt ace~ 
\\ilh f;trruing pcopiL-,; lo the 'Olllh. Amrrncl 200() 11<: Oint IUHI\ hcgan ltl tw 
n·placcd h)' hron:rc. :uuJ iron tool~ hcgan tn :tppcar r. !tOO nc .. The Sumc 
Agt· (Neolithic) f;mucr.~ lhcd in isolated family 1<11 m~. hut icnprt:~~ill' cnc•ga· 
lithic cumunmaltombs srand a.' mmmmctH') tn "unc \Url ol cummun hlcn· 
Lit)'. Br the llrunze Age, in the more fertile arc;IS :u Jcast. fa11n~ \\CI c hc..-gin· 
ning tn clu.)LCr together in \'illag~. The pn~nc;c nr :\ ~inglc large dhclling 
au~<>rtg mhl'n,;;c smaller d\\cllin!." "'S8''''' thai ,;uages \\Cic ch>min:llc'fl by 
:l ltt"':uhnan ur chief. Sm .. 'lll numbcn ur richl)' f111 nidu.:cl gr:\\<."S :ti\C) puint tu 
the emergence of a ruling d;n., in Bron.Jc-Agc Sr.mclin:wia. Thb prntc'~ of 
inC"n.""a.)ing "-Kial stratiJic,tion continued 1hrnughout the Sc.":tndina\ia11 II ur1 
r\ge (r. 500 11<: -\11 1000). 

·n,c l>eginning of the E.,rly Icon Age (500 IM:~\u I) appc.,,.., w ha\c been 
m:ulcd by a clcclinc in popul:uion, perhaps '"'u;.:~l h)' climatic clc1criura­
tion, hlll the population wa. .... guming :lh,"aill h)' the end or the pt'liucl :mel 
,,·oulcl cominuc to do M.) 1hroughum the remainder uf the h on 1\gc. Scmw 
nf tltc mu'it imJKln:mt rinds uf thh pcl'iud ate \CJthc nlfc1 inH' uf \H:apon~, 
c;mld1on\, puuc.:ry and food. =-~ \\cl) a~ !tC\ef'"~ll human '"'crilic·ial \'ic·lim,, 
t lcpn~itcrt in hog; nnd SIIJ>cl hly 1,1 cM;nccll))" cl't: :trid cmulitim1\, 



Jltlmt•: llum.w ftlc:rifia ll'ilS 
coumum iu l nm Ag4" 

Sc·.mdiu.u·i,r. ilu· r•ictims' 
bodie-s wert: /JI,rt'-t'tlwitb 11tlu·r 

olfrn'ngs tu tho• ~Vlf.S in pr:.tt 
bogs, wllt*fY t!Jt' dJc•mir.rls in 

th~· gnumrl h.11~ fH¥.'$-t'n'(d 
tht'm br rt'm.utJbit' C(mditiun. 

·rollrmd rii(Hl wtts {muul in 
Jut/,mJ, witb tlu• /JiJr mpe 

used to haug him still ,-,, fdtiU 
.unrmd l1is r1u.k. 

It was 111 the Roman lrnH Age (An 1- ·100) and the MtCC:ccd ing Germanic 
lrnn Age (·IOih~IIO) tha t Scandinavian sucict)' dc\'clopcd its famil iar Viking 
charactcJi~tics. (\c.:c:aliSC nf the \'il"l\1~1) ahscm:c of litCI':H')' MmffC~, it ill impO'i· 

sihlc tn rccnn!-itnu:l the politk--;tl and social changes of the pcriorl in an}' 
d<; l:til , htll they can be drawn ill outline Ull the baSiS Of :uchaculngic.aJ c\'i· 
dc nc<; a nd hy <:omparisnu will' tlu: bcucr·do<:umcnted German peoples to 
1 he..: ~mil h. 

lu the Roman Iron ,\ gc the ol~jccts fo11ncl in \'nt ive rlc:pusi ts an; a lmost 
cXci HSi\'d )' "'capon~. prcsumabl)' thank ofl'crings for \·ic:wry in baulc. The 
prc~CIICC, cspcdallr in Denmark, or manr Roman weapons in lhcsc offca·· 
i ng~ suggc;~ts ch:u the: Scanc.linavi;ms were often cuga);ed in hau lc with the 
German tr i be~ w the sou th, who were in dirccl contact with the Rom;m 
Empire. The incn;.asing imporwnc.:c c..1fw~l l' i11 !!Udct)' is also iudic:ncd hy the 
ap pearance of wa rrior gra\'cS furn ished with \\'(:a puns, sugg:t:sti ng that 
Sc:mdina\'ian ~odccy was now dominated by;-. warrior eli te. A smaller num· 
her or gr-:l\·cs con tai ning weapons and prest ige luxury goods suggests that 
this waniol' dile included a da,)S ur ch iefl~tins 01·, p<;l'haps. petty kings. Finds 
or cvcq·tl:l)' Roman ol1jccts li ke po11cq· '"'d coins alongside lttxuq· goocb 
like glas..~, sih·e n,-;:,rc and jewcllcrr show that thctc were; din;cc o r indirect 
trade links between Scand ina\'ia :tnd the Roman world. Sc:tSfH'tal trading 
cculn:~. often a.:..ot.ocia~c;cJ wi1h cu h cen tre;~ . such :·1s I.Hndehorg in Denmark. 
5prang u p. Fiuds ur l~oman good~ arc, not surprising !)'. most common in 
suuthc•·n Scanciin:wia hut the)' arc no1 even I)' rlistr ibtucd: a ncHablt c;onccn· 



AbO\ c: Tbt: u ntmit•s 
immt'diart'ly prut'tling tit<' 
outbr~nk of VUdu~r: r.1iditrg 

s.w• grr..:t il~•tlopmt'nt in 
s,·,wditr.u·i.w shipbui/di,g 
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Cot141m1 .short•s mr .-arly 
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lr,uion in ~j:clbnd suggcs1s 1ha1 in 1hc lal<: 
Roman Iron Age a cc nu-a lizcd ;tuthority. 
probably a kingdom. had dt;n : lopcd h<'rcwilh 
e nough power 10 cont rol tr;.ulc o\'cr a wide 
~rca. 

The indirect cause o f thcs.t.: social changes ,,-;\S 

probahly 1hc Ro rnau influe nce on the 
Gcnnan tril>e!t to dtc ~outh. Through a com· 
bin:uicm of u·aclc. >Uhsi<l)'. plundco· and pay· 
mcnt fo1· mcrc:cn:u·y scr\'ice s, tlu; German 
u·ihcs in direct conwc1 with the Romans ,,·ere 
gl'c:uly enrich ed. ancl this musl have marie 
1hcm an auractivc target ror ntidiug by t ltcir 
poorer neig hbours to th e north. Those.: who 
were 1110~1 succcs~iful in these ra ids wou ld 
soon he M: t apan rrom the rc.st of society hr 
thdr gn:atcl· wealth anrl status . It b. likely that 
the Roman Iron Age S:t\\' the dc\'clopmcnl of' 
the rmuila11n or war hand , au i n~t il11lion 

which is wel l atlC!)led among 1hc Ccl'man 
trihc-s in thh. period. The comitulru was made 
up of )'01 111g- wan·iol'S wiHJ IJecame the foiloW­
CJ":'t of a .)\lt:cc~~rul chieftain or king. l1' return 
for their loyalty 1hc \\':'ll' l'iOI'S cxpct.:tcd H> he 
I"Cw:u<il•d, :md the w:u· band wnulcl on lr "'il:t)' 
tuge1 hcr a,~t lung a.s the leade r hacl the wc::thh 
ln reward I he m. T hough a kaclt;r cnulcl gadt· 

cr wcahh through peaceful rn cnns such as la ndnwncr.ship or hy com rolling 
t r:lclc , military exped itions to '''in plunder and 1ributc were usuallr more 
cll'ccrjvc. This Cl't.'atcd a \ 'CI')' competitive. predatory society, where succcs~ 
ii1 WOlf was the kc)' lU PO\\'CI' :tnd 51:1111!). h also lccl to the COJH:c nli";HiOH or 
power in fewer and fewer hnncis :tncl to the mtrging of tribes . dlhcr ,·ohm­
tarily 10 \\'age w:u· o r resist aggn; .. '\siun more efTcnh·cly. or because a \\'Cake•· 
tribe; had hccn cnnquc rcd Ur ~~ stronger. h was prul>:1bly in this war. fol' 
example, th;H the l)a nc~ e merg ed a.!'t the d ominant people of soulilcrn 
Scanclin :\\'ia hy the 6th ccn1my 

The Eal'ly Ceo·mauic lmn ,\ gc Ill' ~liw·:llion Pcriorl (·100-600) saw I h e prolil: 
c1-;1Lion of fo niti catiu ns ~u:ross Scandinavia: O\'e r 1500 arc known. A.s 
Scandina\'ia suiTcn:d no iu,·:u;ions from otusiclc in Lhis pcric;HI these f'ortific:L­
Lions should Uc seen as evidence of internal insecurity horn nf 1hcsc intc11sc 
power su·ugglcs. Man)' of these fonifk:uinns wc:rc probably the centres of 
chicfraincics and local kingdoms. 'Tiu:rc i'i abo c\·idc ncc uf a H:aulcncr for 
scttlcmctH 10 rnn\'c awar f'rom th e cna :-.ts . a sig n that piJ·acr wa:, rife. 
Though, no rioubt. unrcliahl~· in de tail , 1hc c.:arly hi~tmic::;li u·adilions of the 
Scandinavians hold tha L this was indeed a period uf co nstall1 tun flict 
bctw(:cn competing tribes. Tho ug lt Sca JuliJJa\·ia escaped in,·asion during 
1hc Mig1-;11ion Period, t ltc.J utlaucltl"ibcs of' the Auglcs aiHI.Jutcsjoi llcd the 
Saxons in migrating to Uri1aiu in the 5 th ccauury. \ Vh at p rompted this 
migratio n is n ot known, bu t it is possiiJic th:n they \\'ere under prcs!iurc 
from uciglaluJtlring peoples. 

The Rise o f Kingdoms 

The :tr..:h:tcolngic:tl c\'irlc ncc puinl.s to t ile dc,·clopmcnt u f powc1fta l rq~iun­
;ol kingduons in 1hc L:u c Germanic Iron Age (liOO-SO()) , 1loc las1 period nf 



the Scandinavian Iron Agt• hclo1c the Viking age. One ~uch kingdom wa~ 
cc·nu t•d in Uppland in S11eckn, no1th of L<tke ~lf1lat en, around the )Mgotn 
cult n·nu t' ol Gamla Upp,ab. :-:ear by ;u c rcmc:tcric:' at \'cncld and Vah­
gatdc: ront<tining tmriab 11ith 1'\.1 q>tionally rich hn ni,hing,, including 'hip' 
and fine anuour. The'l' 1\l'l t' p1 ohably cemcH·t it'' o( the 1 optl clp1a't~ of the 
S\l:ar pt·oplt- £'10m whom Sllt'clt·n would take ih uame . .Jutland l~<h the·< c·n­
tn: of anothl'l carl)' kingdom, though tlw ericknn: he1e come~ hom l;ugc 
'l:ale ddc·nre works nulwr than huriab. 

In i~(i, a ranal w<ts built tlu ough an isthmm on the i'land of S.llll'•ll, p1 oha­
bly to rc·gulate ,hipping .mel in i:H an eartlmm k h.urier -the: Dane1 it kc:­
ll<h built an o\\ the nnl.; of the Jutland pcnin,ula. (The rea .. on \\C ha1c 
-.uch prt•ci,t· date'> i' ht•cau't' timber' can he clatl'd lw clenclmcln onology. 
the \llHI}" of their ring ll.lllnm). Both 11erc 111:\jor pJ()jccts, and whoc1cr 
built them llll"t h;\\c hc·en able to command labour and n;<,ource' mt•t a 
wide at ca. ,\t around the !>a me time a trading plan· at Rib~; wa\ lclltlldt·d. All 
of thc'l' p11~jecl'> were pcrhap' 1 he re~ponsihility of J.;ing Angan I) r, who St 
\\'illiln 01 cl met on a mi,.,ion to .Jutland in the l'atly Hth cemury. :\ngantH i' 
cll''n il>l'd ·" king of the Dam·,, hut whether thi' tnl'illl' all of tlwm or jmt 
tht· Darw' in .Jmlancl i' unn·nain: the Iauer 'eem., mon· likclr. The ridt hm­
ialmocuHI'> .Jt Hone ;mel 0\t.'het gin \'c~tfolcl '>li!;J.;e\1 the dc\clopment or .Ill 
cmctgt'lll kingdom in tlti' J>.ll'l of :-:om·ar imuwdiatl'iy hcfm<· tlw \'iking 
Agc. In the cmu·~t; ol tlw Viking age the~c primitil<' and prcrari<ll1'> '>talt''> 
1\0Uid lw lotgccl into tlw llll'Ciin·al kingdolll\ or Dt~nmark, S\H'Ckn ancl 
;-.: orwa \. 

Ri!(hl: 1 J.,. rn·.rlth .mJ 
$fllmdtmr 1>( II•<' I.Jie 
lro11 . ~~~ .\c.mditllll'i<Jtr 
aristocr~IC)' is ~t~itl~lll 
from this jcll'tii~J 
Vrmlrl-stylt• bw1>cll 
{runt Akt'l• Nnnl'd)'. 



The Scandinavian Environment 
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Scandiltnvia 's his/my has always beett slwfJed by it.r lattdscape, 
especially its relationship with the sea. 

Despite il\ unrthcdr latitude. SC'anclinada h:t' a ... urpri:\inglr mllrl dim:ue 
than~ to the w:uming Culr Stu:am. flu.· t'tM<slal an·a, uf Nc.H\\'<l). though 
\\Ct. art: mild. S\H:dcn IHh \t'H'Il' winll.T'h h'u \\'arm. dry 'ummcl·, t'ompcn­
,;ue. Ag-rkultult' j, l~'lrint•<l hy tlu: .. ra.dl) c,fsuitahl1· o,c•ih. l)cllllHut..., tht-" 
'mallt:"t ftHIUtry. hol' th1.· highl'\l p1c,pwcim1 nl •trahll- land. making the 
Dant·s 1hc \\Calthit"\1, nHl\1 ll111l1l'ICHh anrl rnu\1 polilk.-11) .ld\';nu.:c<l ot Lhc 
Scandin:wimh in lht! Vi~ing: o1gc·. Nor\\'ay hao, olll) t\\o t''lt'll'i'l' ;uca~ uf 
farmland: around Tumdhdm in tlw nurth and (hlu Fjord in l11t.~ ')vlllh. 
1\ccaw"~c' of rhc gn·ar cJi,r;mcc- aJlcl poor cnmmunicariml\ lwtWt'('ll them, 
they hccamc· ri\'al power lcntJC\, delaying the rrc:uinn of a unific•d 
~on\·cgian kingdom uulil I he 12th tcntttr). In limP'!~ nf rapid pnpulation 
gt owth. -,hmt~lgt: nf arahlc land hcc:anw "'CI'iou~; 111c ViJ..ing agt' \\,l\ j1t..,t on<: 
nf UHut)' JK:I inti., in whkh Scanclimwiotn\ mi~-tr.ned in "'t'ar\h of burl to thrm. 

Tlw "<'a wn"i :tn impnrtanl f:trt of lifl·. The: ~W)\l'rh' uf clw laud mad-.4 thhiu~ 

om C:'l'tctuial c.,mucc uf fcMHI, antl lht· gt·ograph)· uf thl: aegiun UH'aiH time ic 
W~h often C41,icr Ln tr~wel h\' watt:r than h) Janel. 1\.u:u-huilding .mel 't:otman· 
'hip wc:rc t.''i''lt..'ntial \killc.,, 1110'1 uhdousl~· for tht· j,Jand·d\H·Iling llant·~. In 
~orw;n tlu· monntainou"' tcrr-:liu and clccplr indcntl·d ('Oastline made._· 
inland tr..-t\d ;.:uduouo,; !Sailing along the ~hclccrcd t,jmd\ wa' fhr quicker ancl 
'~Lie;;L In S\\t·c.h:u. li\t"l~ and lakcll utlcJl·d the l.x:.,L toutc ... into the dc:n,dy 
((uc,tt:d c umtu~·: lonJ,t-<li,LanCl' tl':nd n\c·•lattrl lll;:lilllr tonk plarl' in wiuwr. 
Wllt'll tllC' hog-. and rht..•l' \\t'lt' fJ U/t'IL 

'lite pattt-'IU nf Viking arti\'ity j, dn\(•1) n·I:Hl'd IH tlH: lur;uimh ut tlH' 
Sranclin:wi:m people\. Nur\\'('J,tian t•xpan\inn \\a' mo~tl)' tu du- Wt.'!'tl: tn 
Slollancl. II(·Jancl, th(' fat·tcw J,Jaud..,, kt·l:mc.l ;111d uhirnawly tu \.tt·t·ul;llld 
and Nt)l th . \nu:·ric\\, '"llll' Uant~' ten itol')' Ml'-lddkd the main ~caJoute t1 um 
the 1-\ahic tu 1hc Rhint•, ~) il b no1 
'lii'Jlli~ittg: tht•) fif\l COI,CC'Illl'atc.•d 
on Frh,i;1 ;ulcl thc·n '1J>1 ead 1u 

1-:ugJancl .md Fr.mcitt. S\\l'<k,, c:u1 
uiT f1 nm Chl· \q'o,tt'lll o,t·~" h\· thl· 
l>alll'~ autl NonH'Kian,, h~ul unl) 
one otlllct: ca~t . ~•lung the gtt-•at 

1 hca ~ tlml led into the ht•aJ dand' 
of Ru ... .,b. 
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Scandinavia Before the Vikings 
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1),.! hallmarks of Viking Stlt'iety-tratle, •ce~boml' raids e111d ll 
wCirrior elite-have their roots ;, th e earlier Iron Age. 

Scandin:wia wa.'l fit M "tCII h:d hy bancb of huu tcr-gathcrct) mo\ ing north i 11 

the wake uf 1 cu (.·oujug icc .. hccl!oi .tbuut HOOO ) ca1 :t :tt;(). F'o~nuing '' "' pt-:.-tc· 
t;..cd in o;oulht'lll ~kandin:wia ll\ ·1000 m .. h~rmte-wurlo.ing hr ~!()()() II(' and 
iJ mHHn king h) 500 nc. Uttl<· b knuwn ahmu Sn.mtliua\'ia in 1hc Early II on 
Age· (r. 500 1\<"-.\n l): few ,.<·ulcmcnt\ ha\'c lwc.~n di~-u\crcd and the nt0\1 

imp4n·1anL finds arc •he \Upcrhly pn·s.ea,cd hociics of human \acJ ificial ,·ic­
rim~ which aac \Ontetimc~ found in Dani\h peat boK!t· Ouring the Roman 
It on Age ( r. \1> 1-HlO) chi ell) ch, cllin); '· cult ccncu:., lichl) fUI ni<hcd ""u·­
riur hurial' ;tnd \.tHiH.' hooucl, ul ''capon~ appear in ~lllthcrn &andin;\\'ia. 
Tht·\c puitll tn thc •·mcrgcnn.· nf a warrim ari'Jto(' I'"';'U,.1' and the hc:ginuing' 
or political ccmralilollion. Tht• impcUI\ rur lhi\ \\'a'\ prohahly compclltion 10 
control dtc ,,,·ahh gc:nca-:ucrl hy cunt:.cc' with tht• ~nman EntJ)irt·. 

Tlw \Ill he olft·ring' of,, \hip and W<'<1pn11> fwn\ l ljm 1\pl·ing (r. :150 11<:) '"!:· 
gcsts that \Ca·raitling wa.s ahcacly c:ommott in Scandina,~a dtn iu~ tht.· ~uly 
hun A~tc. The Her nb (fmm Jutland) raided Frbia in \1\ ~Si and Sp<1in in 
r. 455 and r. 460. while tht· D~mc~ arc known to haH.' raided Fri~ia in r. 528 
and r. 5i0. The migrouihn~ of the Jute~ ancl Angl<·\ hum Jutland co Hlitail t 
in the 5th et:ntury an• ahn unl ilt>ly lo h:n•f· hecn cntirclr pcac(•ful. 
&:tnclin:l\;a laJ-gcl)· C\Capcd I he di,lucatinn '!tUil'cn .. ·d in tht• n·-.t or Eut ope 
during the \ ligr;nion l'cr·iod (r. 400- 600). Fortified local 
po\\CI' centres, \uCh a_, l::kt·tur p un Oland. and 1hc illlJ)I cs-

;iw huri .1l mmutd, a1 c:amla UpJhala '~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
JX>iUt lo tJH: C'IHCJ-gt•J1ft.• uf \\l'IJ-urga· 
nitcd chicfdo•m. The final pcri.,d 
or the Scanrlin:wian Iron Age 
bdiwc the Viking Age ""' 1hc 
Vcndcl period or Latt· 
Ct.•rm.mk h on Age ( r. 600-
800). A r.tn1par1-1hc nacw­
virkc-wa~ buill to protect 
Dct1mark rrom the .,(tUth, 
:UJd lavi~h ;hip huriah wen· 
madc:.-c..-·viclencc; chnt Scan· 
dinavia's fi r \t rc_.ginna l 

kingdom\ hacl 
dt!\clopcd. 
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2/lron·Age Scandinavia 
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Pagan Religion and Burial Customs 

\hch.: T'- r:on fiJ.•' (w 
W .... ,u ~"'· I• bu n&k 

N,.J h.> wvldJ h• ,..,.,,., 
\ti<"Jt,,,-, ,-,..-.Jy to""" tiN 

IN.ul lltiJ Htrtf' .,,, .. , (Ut (/ 

"'"~ctortt fro"' tht rbt~rrh at 
Alt"'"-' in ~uotd,.,, t,stimony 

.to llw lc>"!C u~.'(,'Jt;nt', of 
ChriJtiJrtlt'y iJ tuJ PoJt.Jnism in 

''"''h of MoJ,.Jm.J .. -i.s, 

Above n~tu: u WoHl"''qr ridf's 
into Vo~l~ll.J ,.,. Odm'J ttght· 
~J J.,m .. .\lnr"'' .,,.J IJ 

M'f'lco, nJ ~"' Vo~lhnf'. fN 
-~,., .. ~.," "'" ,. \tl•· 

«f!!IW'V ltm.l (Jt1-.. "f {rolfltl, 
tol.loJ of c,.,,,.,.J 

M ost Viltings werr pagans, and thr old J:Ods Thor, Odirr arrd f'rt')r 
livrd on in Scandinat•ia long aft" much of Europr wa> ChriJtiarr. 

Unlik<· Ctu i'tio.mil\·, Scandiua\ian JMR·Ul· 
hm did 1101 '""" .1 ,,-su·mati~ llll·<llogy \)'i 
and lackt·cl all\oh11c ronccp" ol K""d 
an~_l c\'il ur uf the .ahcrlift". Rdig:inn "'~'-.a 
matter uf clw currcc1 perfontMnt.c .mel 
obsel'·._tnu uf "'u:rifiu ...... rituo1h .mel ft-"'t1-
,-... l~. r~uhc:r lh.tn ur pcnonaJ 1.pintu.llil) 

TI1c.:n· "a.' nu full·time pric..""thood; ic ~a.~ 
mualh tht· ~ing ur IC>CII chicham\ """ h,ul lh(' rt><p<>n<ibilit' fnr c·n,urin~,; 
thac fc.:\U\,&h \\t'ft' ubsened. J'\ C\dc uf c U\molugical myth' tuld uf clu ru. .... 
ation uf the '\o\urld anc1 uf ib uhirn.nt• ck,cnaninn. Vikings hdinc:cl th.u .111 
thing' wt•n· <ubject 10 fate:, inrhulin~ 1lw god• who wuuld pc• i'h :ol 
R:Jgnarfrk. olw final caLad)'sm th.ll \\uuld tlc\Uoy the world. 

A' ln utht• t pnl)thciuic rdigion,, tht VHdng guds ruled U\t'r clifh'tt·nt 
a~pc<l' nt hum..tn lift•. The mo~l impunoull \\-c.•rc Odin. Thur .mel Ftqr. 
Odin "·" ,, ra1hrr \llllncr dell' wlw. "ilh hi< brothe<', had nt·.uo·d tile' 
hunMn r.uc .:md g .. ,e man the lJ1o\\kd~c of (k)(:ll'\ and of"ritin}: m runr,. 
Odm ~"-' tlu- J.tnd uf "i"idorn. fMJ\\t:r. ".lf and I)C)(>U)": he wa.\ a 'ltrtc·rt·r and 
could dcf•tt\t" nlt'n of tht-ir "it' .md c·,nci\.t' hh ~cr of lift• .mel clc:-;~th in 
\\ildh' unp~e•cli<:t.thlc: wa~'· Odin'' .uuibutc'\ m.aulc him the J.tUd ul LinK'· 
chich.un'\, ~·.u rior\ .tnd pc>el\: bnth tlw I ).tni\h rural family ;nut tlw l· .. u h c If 
lll:u''i• daimc·d cksrent from him. Tho• 1111>\l popular god anum~ lh<· )" ""'. 
anti") '<v·l' Thm, the god of phy,k.ll 'ut•nl(th, thunder and lightnin);. wind. 
rain. good ,u·~utwr and crop,. U'in~ hi' migh t)' hammer .Mjf•tlnit·, rtun 
ch:fenclf•d tlu- ~nr1d :tgainst cht~ clt:~cruc:tiH' po~er of the giant\. l'nliLt· 
Odin. Thor l\;h 3 nraight!orw.ud. rdi.thk gud, but he ~~t.\ nwu.· cue, lu iglu 
and the nntfh fUilH"ming hi~ dc(.·d, uhnl hi~hlight in a bumurn\1\ "·'' thf' 
linlit.ation' uf hrutc 'ueng1h. Pt·ndoun' f,l,hiuncd in the 'ign uf the• h.tmmt·r 
"en.· uht·n l\nm t~ Thor·, dC"'\nlt:t:'-

Frc}r "·" clw J;<KI uf "cahh. ht·.ohh .mel lnlilil)' he""' p<>rtl.l)nl ""h 0111 
err( I ph .tlht,. Oth:ting' '\Crt.• m~ult· to l'u·yt .u ~edding,, l"ht· "'H·dhh 
Yngling clpl.l,t)' tl.l<'l'd it!'. <mcc,cry to "' uniun bt"lwecn Ftc~·· antl ( ~<·Hl, a 
giant \\01 11.\ll, F~t')1 had a ~htcr ~mel fc•m,ll<" nwncerpart Frcyj~•· \\hu A·"c' 
lud: iu lu><' .md H·prcsemed sen>UOilit)'. Freyj.o was the lcadco ul 1lw r/i1ir, a 
race o( lcnMJc.• demigods ~ho ptc;\itlc.'d U\Cf fertility in n.Ulllt' .md in 

hunldn' ' I" he ~ud Lc))l..i w~ a nanninR. ~itt) mi~hief .. ma'ker. ""CI"" tro( hc·uu~, 

"e•e al""'' ll<'tting the god< .tncl "'""'·If in1n trouble. ·n,uugh lw "·" nm 
an unamhigunu'l) ("\il figure lil<· S.u.m. I ol.i "-•L\ Gtp.tblc uf J.:tt·.u \\It l.t·d .. 
nc(O' .tnd au·.u he·'"'·· ~nd the \"il.ing\ hdit.'\t:ct th~u his. ~twmin,; l\uuld 1t .tel 
in tht" cnci w R.&Nn.1rOl. 

The Viking' houl r.ntwr vague ide:;\.\ .tbtHH thC" aht·rlife. The 'oul' uf ht•tnic; 
war1itH' whn h.u-1 died in balllt.:· \\('IC t.\kt'l\ b,· the Valkvth'\-l~o.·malc . . 

demigucl~cn ft··"' .tnd fight in Oclin·, home. V~tlhalh•. thc· hall ut 1hc ,),tin, 
until 1hc: linw c.tmc for them 1u m.ttfh cull LU fi~hl 'ick tn \iclt- "ith lht· 
J:,<KI\ •• ~.ain't tlw ~i.mt\ •U R...&J<n•uul hnJ·' tun might claim .t ,h.uc· nf IIH' 
warriC'Ir'\. "ml,, ·'' "c·ll ~at lt·a.'<t some \\UIIU'n·~. Othcn l\t·nt au llw di,m.tl 
ll\;light \\urlcl ul lid. h ''~ .al"• lw:lit·u·d 1h.1t I he dead could liH· uu in tlw 
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~l<.lH', The cn11111\ou Pl".tt:dt:t: ol placing t'\C'IJday nl~j\'tl\, \\·c:apun~. tuoh ancl 
cn.·n hor~c,, W4li{Uih atHI ,hjp, in ~l'a\l'' h ptohahh· a <tign that pt·nplc 
h(:licH·d that tlu.: afterlife \\Ottld H'!o,.t.'mhl<· thi' lite and that ~>m<.-how Lhc~c 
objt·cts \\utald hc U\eful tel th" dt:ad. HnWC\cr. in "tolllc ca .. c~. Mlch as the 
rit:ll "hip htuiab at {hcht•rg ancl \.okM .. ul, the g1aH· good' may ha\c been 
intt·rulctl uuu" HJ impu·-., llw li\'iHg: with IIH.' \H'alth and 'tt<Hu' of the 
<I<T<'<"cd'' l:unily than t<> help til<' dead. \\'h;Ht·H·r the bdicf\ that Ia\' 
lx•hind it. the pranin.· uf fmui-,hin~ gro\\c:s in dti' \v-;'y h.t, prmith·d :uch<!c· 
nlugbt\ witlt a ttlo~jor "'cHliCC nf itdotmaLiou abc.HH ScuHiiltavian ... ud-..-ty i11 
tlt\c' \ 'iking 01gt:. 

lkfn1 c: the \'lkiug agt..·, ncmatinn was 1 he nm mal mcc hhd ut di,pu,al of the 
clcad throughm11 Scanclina\-ia. Thc de;Hl \H'tC nematt•d in C'\t'l)da)" dotht~'\ 
lngt·tht-r \\itll :mv ~ond-. thnt wc.:tt• to accnrnp.tny thl·m. The fl'HJttill\ ,H~rc 
af'lcn\·~nl\ gathc.•J<·cl togelht·a and pJarcd i11 au pullt'l'} urn and buried or 

\filtH•tcd on 1he gunmd. The gr.t\t' cuuld lw 
m:u S...t•d hy a tnuund or pi1c· nf "<lone-. ur. a ... at 
l.inclltulm llnjc, hr ,hip-,lmpccl •ctting• uf 
'HJIIC\, Ecu·l)' in the Viking agt• inhtunation 
hqpn to he practkt.•cl in Dcmn:uk. (~Hianrl and 
Birka. Tht.· richer inhumation\ wc:rt.• of tht• 
.. dtantl>cr g rave- t)'pt.·. whctt• lh<~ hotly wa'i laict 
hilly duthccl in a Limll('r-litwd pit 'llrt nundt•cl hy 
gta\'C guoch a11d \Omt·timc' hhl'l('"' or human 
sacrilict'\. The rununnn p(·uple would bt mnr-.~ 
likely tn he huriC"cl in a "'implc \\OCJflcll coffin ur 
birch-hat k s iHnn<l. With the 'Pr<·ad of 
Ch•·istianiay. inhumalion. \dthom gra\'e goods. 
became- the normal hn•·ial p1·aclict: acrus-, 
Scat~clinnvia by :u ound I 000. 



II: Scandinavia in the Viking Age 
The Viking age was a period of prosperity in Scandinavia. Th e 
influx of wealth from trading and raiding boosted the economy. 
The population was rising; new villages were f ounded and the area 
under cultivation increased. Scandinavia 's first towtts developed and 
the medieval kingdoms of Denmark, Norway and Sweden emerged. 

With the \!art of Viking raids iu the la.'tt decade of the 8th century, wc\lt:tn 
Emopcans, 1101 surprisingly, bcgau IO lake a wc;uer imcrest in Scandiuavia 
than they had before, and contemJ)()rdl'y liter.Jry evidence become~ ntm c 
plentiful. Western European wdter~ undet ~•andably tended 10 conremr;ue 
on what the Vikings were getting up w ahtO.ul, however, and though thet e 
arc numerou~ ~auered reference;, to e\Cill'i in Scandinavia, there ;ut· long 
pet iud~ f<>r which thl.") gi"e no C\idence at all. These account5 can be \11)>­

plcmented by the works or later Scandina,ian hi~torian.'t such '-'-' lht· 121h· 
ccmury Oanc SaJ..o Crammaticu~ and the 13th<cntur)' authors of tlle h:l.~ 
landic ~lfol.'· Though vivid and n·ali\li<; in ~•> le, these later worJ...\ ;u e ha_\t·tl 
largely on orally transmiued hi~toricaluaditiun~ and contain untcliahle .mtl 
l."en firtionalited material, so they ha'e to ht' used with some cautic:m. The:· 
Snmdinavians themselves were not fully litera[(• in 1hc Viking age, but ttttH'\ 
(which had come in10 usc in 1hc Roman It on Age) were uM:d for rhattn\ 
and for memorial inscriptions, ~~~~H~ of which include valuable histm inti 
inf<Hmation. l)e,pite the limitation;, of the:· ~llltet·s, it is fair to"">' that tlw 
Viking ag<· mark.~ the end or Sc;U1dimt' ian Jllt·hi~wry. 

The Fn:e and the Unfree 

Scandina\ian ~x:icty in the Vi~ing age \\a~ di,·idcd into the ftce and lht· 
unfrt·e. Of the unfree-the sJa,es-\\e ~now \Ct')' little, hut their tre.ttrnent 
pll)bahly varied greatly accurding 10 their , l.ill and abilitics, and man)' \\l'tt' 
frec·d a_~ a rew;:ud fur good service. Tlw ftee ~harc·d the right to bcou atm\, 
10 'l'<·ak a1 1hc local assembly (tlw alhhing) aml1o the prolection of tlw law. 
Though mo~1 freemen were ten<lllt or ft~Thold famters, Scandina\ian \uri· 
ety wa~ not egalitarian, and tl1e f1 ee c ia~ included a great r.mge ol wealth 
anrl \UIIu~. ft om the Jan dies.~ labmrr er to tlw ;u iqocracy. Thi!. iuequalit)' wa' 
t dlcru·d in the scale of lines laid do\\~ I by law 111 compound a homicidt·: 
th<" mort' wealthy and influential thl' vinim, the higher the fine I hat h.ICI 111 

be paid w hi' family by tbc guilty party. A.' legal judgements had to he 
enfot ccd by the indi,;duals conct~t ned, 1hi' al..c1 pill poorer fr eemcn at .1 

di'>ildv,mtagc unlc~ tht:} had a po\\erful lord 10 force the gt•ilt)' jMit)' tu 
comply. Though hierarchical, society wa\ not '1atic, and the Vikirrg .tgt· 
offe•cd the ambitious and the ahlt· m.my opportunities to inc1ea.,c:; their 
we.thh and r.ti'>C their statu!\ by joining pit ate or u-adiug npedi1iom OH't· 
'iCa\ ur by en1ering royal service. 

The ;u httx:racy exercised considcr.thle power locally, even down tu 1 e\iting 
and 1eplanning whole village\. The a ti sto<"l<tt:y played a leading tole at lht· 
lont l a.\.'>Cmhly, where they would arbitr.He in legal dispu1cs, and "''"at the 
mmt· imponant tegional assemblies (thing') whe1c major i'l~ucs wctt· di.,.. 
ru><wcl. Tlw aristc>eracy's pcl\\Cr ami iufluenn· wa\ ba!>Cd on landqwncl\hip, 
.md by olkring protection w Jc~, f><ml't lui men in rewm for their polilit'al 
\Upf>oll. The highest of the ari~wn.ll') hun· th<" title jarl (Engli\h "t·arl"). 
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-.hidt probably originally IIIC',UU •imply "prominent man·. The mo<O pov.~r· 
ful jarl<, <nch as tho~ of lllal'it in 'l'tnutldag or of Orkney. """' Wthitlt·r· 
.1l>k mlcr< in their own tight, ''"'' d'iug 'ittu<~lly ro)'al P""'''' u\l'r "tdt· tt·t · 
ritutic:\, 1lle aristOCr.\C) pl.l)t·d an impma..uu role: tti \\-.tr lcaclt:l,, UIJtolnilillK 
luc:aJ dcfcnc~ and r:tl,illJ:t ccnuingt·nh of troop~ for the: IO)al ann) . Sunu­
chiduin~ led \"ol.ing r.1id, .uul tlw llttl'l '11<<·<·~\lul, lil.c till' 1>.111<' 1 ht•tl.dl 
the fall at the end of tht• lOth< t'lll\11). h11ih up 'U<h lafKe amll'cl lt•llu""'K' 
that lllcl bccatne potenti.dJ 11\.th tu tltc" \.mg. TI1e indcpcndcnct· ul the. .ui\o­
tu•fran \o\<U ch.allcn~c.·d in I he• V"1lr.m~ .l~t· h\ the gro\lilh of ro).t.IJ"'"c.·r \lihu h 
'<IIIRhl tu cxerci<c.· dirn t .utthurit) .tt ·' lc1(.ll lc\el, rdlhcr liMn h.l\in~ tn 
\\or\. through the intc.:rmt·cii.u') ol lht lnt .tl t; hkfl.tin' 

Struggles for Power 

lly th<- beginning nf 1lu• VikinK ,,ge. mnn,uc·hr wa'l ahc..~ady tlw dnmiu,~eu 
f01cc in society. Though lht• t>t•Y~el ol' chc.~ IIHlna•chr was limiu·d w \CHlW 
extent b) the need fut tlw king ttl '""'"It the a.sembli<:> IX'fnot· 1.1\.ing 
majur decisions, tht• l.ing 11\la.tll} !:'" hi'""" ,..,. For namplt•, -.lu·n St 
An>I..U" ;ul..ccl King 01.11 uf til<· S\l·,u lur p<Tmi"ion I<> preach in !1'>(1, tht 
king told him that h" "ould ha'~ 1<1 ~-d. the apprm-al of th<· as><·mhh , 11u· 
ptnpost.l initht.lly ounu~-d c'PJMt'ilinn hut Ol..1f. \\ho l.nourcd <.:In i'ti.mil\, 
"·"able to manipulolh: prcH.tTdinK' tu fJot"l,u.tdc the a.~...c:mhl~ tn .tgu·c· • 
;\nothcr theoretical limit.uicm nn tht· Jttt\o\t-r of the num;trdn ""·'' th.ll tlw 
lin~ had to be .tcceptc.:d h) lht· mcut· impurtanl .1.~'\Cmblic,. In pr.u tiu• tlu!l 
".<b u,u.aJiy a fonn .. tlit} .met, if nc·u.,·'.\.ll)", the .Llt'W·mbHcs cnulcl ht CJ\t:t.t\\t'cl 

lJ) .ln imprc~\iH· ~hn\o\ ol lute t;·. ·'' 01.tl ~lt)N:K'~l\011 did ~ith tht: ~cw,,c.·,.;i.m 
.L,~·mhlie~ in 995. 

l 



The king's income canw from landowner~hip, wlb on trade, tribute and 
plunder from war. Royal administration wa~ rudimentary and wa~ per­
formed by member~ of the king's retinue, the hirtl, probably appointed on 
an ad hoc basis for a sp~:cific task. Kings mm·ed constantly fmm eMate to 
estate: they had fa,·ourcd residence'> hltl the Viking kingdoms did not h<wc 
permanent arlministrative capitals. Viking kings 11ere primarily rulers of 
men rather than ruler:. of territory. Though usually the two went together, it 
wa\ not alway~ necessary to haH: a kingdom to be recogni;ed as a king: 
many of the 9th-<:entur)' Viking leader~> were kings who, apparently, po~ 
.-.essed no bnds. 

Righi: This silt•••r ri11g from 
Hom~lu11d ;, De11111urk u•,•s 
m,uJe i11 t"e lOth ceuturv, c1 

(i11e I'Xumplt· of Viki11g 
Crd(iiii,UISIJip iH J1reciOll.$ 

metals. 

The rules gm·erning royal!>ucct:'>o,ion were that a king had to he de-.CE·nded 
from a king on either his lather'!> or hi~ moLher's ~ide. A king might muall) 
be succeeded by one of hb ~ons, but any male member of the royal d)1Ja~t} 
was eligible. This meant that there could be many potential claimants lhr 
the throne, and succession disputes were common. Joint kings \\TIC a com­
mon expedient when riml claimant~ who had equal support we1 e prq>at eel 
to compromi~c. but disputed 5ucccssions often led to ci,·il wars. Tlw lmer' 
in these ci\oil wars, if they sur\'iYcd, went into exile w lick their 1\0llll<b. •\II 
was not lost for exiles of royal blood: they might persuade the ruler of a 
neighbouring kingdom to pnl\'ide them with military support to renew the 
struggle or they might me the prcsLige that came fn>m po~sc!>:.ing 1 O)'<ll 
blood to rtlbc a warrior band and go plundering. With luck, an exile might 
acquire wealth, fame and a mighty following of waJTims with which 10 try 
once again to win power at home or a kingdom oYerscas. Rctuming exiles 
were a major dcstabili1.ing inOucnce in the Viking kingdom~ and a con!>tmll 
headache for established kings. 

The Viking kingdom we know mo~t about in this pc1·iod is Denmark. B)' 
around 800 the Danes had already created a kingdom which included all of 
modern Denmark, part of Germany and the provinces of Skane and 
llalland which arc now in Sweden. The Danish kings also secn1 to haYe 
exercised some form of dominion OYer the.: \'cstfold region of Norway. In 



the early Middle Ages Skane and Halland formed the Danes' "mark", or 
border, which gave iiS name to lhe whole country. 

The main preoccupation of lhe Danish kings at the beginning of lhe Viking 
period wa~ the threat (real or imagined) of Frankish expansionism. 
Godfrecl, the first Danish king about whom we know much more than his 
name, pursued an aggressive policy towards the Franks, a11acking their Slav 
allies in 808 and leading a large fleet to ravage Frisia in 810. God fred also 
rebuilt and extended the Danevirke rampart in 808, to protectJutland from 
Frankish invasion. After Godfred wa~ murdered in 810, his nephew 
I lemming became king and Godfred's sons fled into exile. Two years later 
Hemming died, and the crown was fought over by Sigfred, another nephew 
of God fred, and Anulo, a nephew of an earlier king. Sigfred and Anulo were 
both killed in the battle which followed, but Anulo's pany wa.s vicwrious 
and cho~c his bJOthc•·s Harald Klak and Reginf•ed as joint kings. In 813 the 
sons of Godfred rcwrned and drove Harald and Rcginrred into exile where 
they recruited an army and u·ied, but failed, to win their throne back the 
following }Car. Reginfred was killed and Harald went into exile in Franda. 
When Godfrcd'~ sons fldl out among them~clves in 819, Harald returned 
and became joint king with one faction of lhe God fred son~ but was driven 
out again in 827. By lhe 830s only one of Godf1 cd's sons, Horik, survi\:cd. 
l ie wa~ to hclld onto his power until 853 when he was ovcrtluown by a rebel­
lion within his own family. 

Little is known about Denmark for the next century. The kingdom W<lS fre­
quently di,•ided and lor some Lime around 900 at least pan of it was mled hr 
a Swedish dyna~ty. Around the mid lOlh century, Corm the Old (d. 958) 
founded a new, and soon to be illustrious, d)•nasty. Corm's son, Harald 
BlueLOoth united Oenmark and built a series of fonresses across the king­
dom to secure his direct authority in all pariS of the country. Denmark was 
under pressure from the Germans in the lOlh century; in 974 they occupied 
Hedeby, but were dri,•en out se,·en years later by Harald. In 987 Harald wa\ 
deposed by his son Svcin Fork beard. 

Viking raiding had begun to revive in the late 1Oth century, and successful 
Viking leaders like Olaf T ryggvason and Thorkell the Tall rivalled Svcin in 
prestige and wealth . Svein bolstered his own position by leading his own 
highly successful raids against England. AI first Svein was content to milk 
England for Danegcld, but as English resistance crumbled he conquered 
the country in I 013, only to die a few months later. 

Norway 

At t11e beginning of the Viking period Nonvay was divided up into some­
thing like a dot.en chiefdoms and peuy kingdoms, and local identities were 
still very strong. The Vestfold wa~ probably the most politically advanced 
area of lhe country in the 8th century, but by around 800 tllis region was 
under Danish control. Danish influence declined as a result of lhe danlag­
ing succession disputes of the 9th century, and !>hortly before 900 the king 
of Vestfold, Harald Finchai•·, succeeded in winning control of much of 
Non"ay at the battle of Hafrsfjord. For this achievement Harald is tradition­
ally credited wilh being the founder of lhe Norwegian kingdom. He and his 
succes~ors, however, raced the continuing opposition of the powerful jarls 
of l llaOir. H arald reigned for some 50 years, and was succeeded around 930 
by his son Erik Bloodaxc. Erik was l><>On driven ofT the throne by his )Ounger 
brother Hakon the Good, and went into exile to earn a fearsome reputation 



as a Viking leader and to become, for two short periods between 948 and 
954, King of York. Hakon was killed some time around 960 by Erik 
Bloodaxc's son Harald Creycloak, who then became king. Harald spent 
much of his reign trying unsuccessfully to gain control of the Trondelag, 
and was eventually killed around 970 fighting against an alliance ofjarl 
llakon of l llai'Jir and Svcin Forkbeard. The allies restored Norway to Danish 
control-if the jarls of lllaOir had to submit to a king, they preferred to do so 
lO a distant rather· than a near one. 

Hakon r·emaincd the most powerful man in Norway until 995, when Olaf 
Tryggvason, a grandson of Harald Finchair who had won much fame and 
wealth as a Viking leader, invaded, put l lakon to flight and established him­
~elf as king O\Cr the whole counlf)'. Olaf ruled only five year~ before being 
killed at $\old (location unknown) in battle against an alliance between 
Svein Fork beard and Jarl Erik of lllal'ir. Svein and Erik di,idcd control of 
the country between them, but Norway had been united and it would be 
again before long. 

Sweden 

Sweden is the Scandinavian country we know least abom in this period. 
T here were two main peoples, the Svear, from whom Sweden takes it:. 
name, in the region around Lake ~lalaren, and the Cot<tr around L,kc!> 
Viinern and Viittern. Ver)· Jiule is known about the Cotar, and they are not 
memioned in primary '\ources a<; being invoked in Viking raiding (though 
that might onl}· be the re~uh of confusion over identities). The name~ of a 
few s,·ear kings arc known from the 9th century, hut the extent of their 
authority is not known with an)' precision. H owever, by ::u ound 890 the 
$\'ear kingdom probably included most of central Sweden and the blands of 
Gotland and Oland. The relationship between the s,ear and Gotar appear\ 
to ha,·e been clo c, and some $\'car king~ wcr e actually of Co tar origin. The 
lir~t king knmm for certain to ha'e ruled both the s,ear and the G(Har wa' 
Olof Skolkonung (nrlcd c. 995-1020), but the unilication of the two peo­
ple!> in a single kingdom was not complete until the 12th century. 

From Pagan to Christian 

The period between 800 andlOOO saw the beginning of the Christiani1ation 
of Scandinavia. The Vikingb came into contact with Christianity through 
preaching missions like St Anskar's, which began in the 820s, and also 
through their activities in the Christian lands. l\ I any early comersions may 
ha,·e been motived by practical rather than spiritual concerns. The first 
Viking king to be bapti7ed, H arald Klak in 826, probably did so to win the 
support of Emperor Louis the Pious against his rivals at home. Christian 
n1lers such as Alfred the Great often made baptism a condition of peace 
treaties. Some Vikings were bapti1ed several limes in this way withom e'er 
truly accepting Christianity. The Annals of St Benin record that after a 
Frankish abbot had baptized a group of Vikings in 876 "he bestowed gift~ 
on them and sent them back to their own people, but aftcmard~. like tn>i· 
cal 1'/orthmen, they lived according to the pagan custom just a~ before.·· 
Despite such setbacks, Christianity was well established among the Viking 
settlers overseas b)' 900. Christianity was tolerated in Scandimwia from the 
early 9th century, and Lhcre were churches in Hedebr, Ribc and Birka by 
the 850s. The Viking~ seem to have readily acccptt:d Christ as a god to be 
invoked along with the traditional Norse gods, but it took far longer for the 



Chri,tian god lO he at:ccpted as the '>Ole god. An lcdandcr, llclgi the Lean, 
'<tid that he \\-:\' a Chri,tian .. but imokt:d Thor in matter'> of '>l'afaring and 
dire nt'C:l''>'>ity." Tht• tt:al hn:al..tht <mgh for Chli'>tianitr came on I~ in the 
latet I Oth ccmun·. when king ... like llar.tld Blue tooth and Olaf Tr.gb"·.t,on 
com ened. While no doubt since• e enough com en,, thc'>e king' 1 ecogni1ctl 
the potential of Cltd,tian doctrine'> and church organi1ation ""a ntt·an'> of 
'tt t•ngtht•ning the monarchy and pt omoting the unity of their kingdoms. 

Rij~ht: Tbor ll'JS tf1r most 
f>Ofml.•r of tbe Non~ grnls. 
,md hi~ """'"'"symbol u•.JS 
oft.., II 'Om to im'Ok<' his 
prot<'nio,., This IOth·«'llttll)' 
.mtulct wJs (ou11d i11 k<'l.111d; 
it• dl'sign bas butt strongly 
it~{lm!llrrd by tbt' Cf1risti.m 
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From Chiefdoms to Kingdoms 

\bm": ll.u.JIJ 8IJ~rlootl1't 
nmt ,u.,,. m tllf' ltum" Ill)'•'' 

c '"" t,ry >~I )rllttiJ( uvNld 
t)fla;m.J//y 1•·11 r' l"t'rn bti_l(#•tl}• 

Jl•m•UJ. It H ,IU&nbc.t •J.:.t"C 
I /.~roll./ tOMm.JIUkJ docw­

..,.,_,,..~ ~ to ( •IH'Wf lou 
{J16n..W ,,..,..,_,,..,, 

thut II.61.J#J u ba tlf'Oif few ,.,,.,1/ .. n ,,..,.,.,,, .,,.t 
,'••.'rmnry .,,..J ,...J, I~ f),,,..., 

( hmtwn ... I No MU.-1)' 
hJP'' :.-.1 A me Ito~./ tl·r PJ~·"' 

KtrJt 1,..,,., .md Hrp<nt 
""1fiJI't"d on tl•u sui.· f'( tltt" 

JJiflnf', .rn,J tl•c• flturr- c;f ChriJt 
un tl•t nthrr. 

Th t Jrillf:l tif /)~/IIIIOrJr l!llll'r,!il'd 0\ lhl' 1111111 pou•Prfu/ forCt' ill 
Scalldi1101•ia aJ chit'fdoms I(Ol'l' u·a1 Ia "rt:ani:rd •lair•. 

\\"lwn \4 .uutm.l\ J.t t:mcrg«.·d hom it!t 111 dw.tnllt. J»t·ricl(l .ll tilt" c·ml ul llu­
Sih tTHlUc). 1Jw llant"' \\t'f(' pulatac.tlh. the: IIHJ'I ouh.uut·cl uf tlu­
Sr.uulina\l.m t••·••Jth''· l'tu: Lin~' ctlllc·ttiiJ.ul.. flcnniJhllc:dttn .ut·a f.u l.tl~t·r 

th.m mucin n lknm~nk: tlu.·ir O\t·Jinul,hip \\'·'' U'l"O~UiJNI UH'I IIHH h ot 
\\h;H j, JIU\\ !WHitllc·Jn Sn<"<h·n ;uul a' l.u tlwth ,,, \'t·,tfold in :\'""'·'' · lo\i11g' 
v.c·u· c hu"C·n tlum .\ 'ingk tu\.U loumlh hut .lit\ 111l'mlwr c•l th.u l.uml\ c oulcl 
fl,phc• 1u the ~ing,hip. \, ,\ tt·~ull, '\1lt c t'"iun di'J>IIIt.'" '\t'IC' cummun. 
Lin~•• c '"'~u1 tl.um.utt' uht·n \H' Ill uuu c '-tic_• to pm,ut: a t.un-r OL\ \ tLIIIJ( 
lc .u·lc:n an urtlt r tu v.in \\t'+lhh ancl tqJUI.IUnn rn m.tlc· a he ~~oh hacl Ina the· 
tlucuw. I hi\ clc"'\t.:'ll•ihlt·d dw ll.mi'h lllt•tMtc 11\, .nul ih .Uitlu•rlt\ c c•llar•wcl 
in tht.· 't't uml h.tll u( lht· 9th tcllltlf) · 

Shull I) 1•·1<111' !liM I ll.uald f'im·hau (d. r.•l:\0), .t l..ing m < hiclt.tiu in ,.,.,,. 
·fnhl, c•,pluiu·cl the· c·ollap\t' uf 1>.UII\11 ptt\H'I to make· hlmwll 111.1\h'l c)( 
nw\t ol 'out he·• u Nun,-~,\-. ll.u.tlcl j, u.uluion.tlh Wl'll .,, thc· fmuult-1 ul tht· 
:-o:tu";·~i.U1 ki11~tlum, thcHI~h hj, t Cllltlttl ti\C'I the.: ~~)\\'('1 ruJjarJ... tlf Jl),ldll lit 

tht· lloucldag u·m;~un·cl \H.tl4 1\\ tht· muiHhh ct·tttnf\ ll.u11,h po\\t·r "~" 
lt'\1\IUJ.;: unckr 1\.in;;t (";.c,ml (d. !t:~o;) ,1wl hi' !Wtll ll.u~tlcl Rhu-lnuth (11.:h4i) 
ft"-i''lolhlidU"d l>.lhl'h (CUttrul U\t'l '-.'ot'\\,t\ , JI.Jr.dd \\"3\ h .apll1CII Ill 'fh~) 

.uul IN"c llllt' tlu- til\l S<.amlirM\I.IU Ling ltti\t'l\ tn prcJUIUtc' ( htull.uttl\ , 
ll.u~ld', 'llttt"'\"'ur S't·in FmLh,·.ucl llh tt.l'(·tl lht• \\c:ahh .mel .mthutll\ ul 
tlw mwt.t1c h) h\ It .uling a '('ric· .. ul ,,d) nq.;omi1t:d ~uut 'uc u·,,lul &.tiel" un 
~~nglancl, t 111111111,\tinJ,; in hi' nmcltll'l ,,1 tlu• c'HIIIII) in 101!\. 1\\ k.ulin~o; thc· 
1aicl~ hin J,c·H, S\t•in largd\' prnt·ntt·d ·"') ui1H't Viking J.;PlllllJ.t c·uuugh 
\n-•alth .uul tnt· .. ti~t· tu thallcnJ.tC' hi.. rluuru·, though in HH5 .1 ~u'''''Hi.\n 
\'ikin~. C U.tr I t\J(J(\a..,on, ctlcl tt·mpu1.111h c•,cahli'h him,c·ll ·'' Liug uf 
~nl'\\.1\ , llt·Ju,t hh l..inJ;dnm .mel l11' hie· .11 tht• 1\.ttllc..· ufS\c-lltl in ltKKt 

•• he hi\1111) ••I S•M clt·n in thi .. IK"Iiucll\ I( \ \\t.·ll LUU\\~l. nw '-IH.II anclllw 
nt'ighhumtug (~JI;U pc·nplt• ·'I,JX";.U 11, lttl\c~ b. •I c. I' ..c rc.·btitm,fup •• uuiiJ\ 
!ti5 c >lui '-tlt.Jlunung ..._<~, ck"·nhc·cf :t' Ling ul tlu s,, .... r .md ( .t,t~r. I he 1\\n 

r~uplt"C\ \\t'lt'IIUI 't'CU1d\ Ultih·cl until tlu l~lh cc·ntnn,lumt'\t r. llw Su,u 
l.iiiJ.;"' .tl\u c nlkfH·d u ilmtt: fuml Hnni'h .tu·,, ... c.· •• ,t of lht· n.tltic. l>.tni"'h 

inlhu·nu· ''·" ont a\ "JtronH "' iu ~UI\\,'l· hut Olul. \\hCl'lt' ni4 ln.mw 
.. Sk01lmu111g .. mt•;u'' 11 itHttan kin~(, .u k1 umlc·cl~t·d -.;,du a\ n\t ·• lc •• .-1. 

I 2/The ro und fort at Fyrluot 
1,.. JJ '• .(" IHI#fli,.J /twJUA 
1),."'-.,R k' · • l'"rb.J,Iy bwr/1 
Jro•ooJ 'so by '~'JIJ lll-ood>. 
I~ .dJ fol/ofr J>IJ.J.I,J J..;p, 
UIQ'nh~~& ,,..,, th,y ,...,,. pL."-.nl 
bot., '""'''oJI111,.tl••rrl\' a.nth pow~r 
m.w aun~ol~·roJbk ~mCJfltti.J II( /...lbv.r 
JnJ r .. ,,_,,,._n., t:..trl1cr IAt"uh kin~ 
J.JJ f'\t''''~·d puul'r mdntrtly 
ti'''"'J:h tlv t J.it'(t.Jinl; by (u~iftlirrg 
amlt.JmumiHI{ tl•rk {urlf (lnuu.-n 
dJ ,,,/kl ... ~ 1\1~ roNnJ fum}, 
lf.uo~IJ ~ owlJ • wtfml lou linr:J,..,. 
J;rntl). 
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Rural Settlement 

(}/r{/it I /Ill 

fl/1/()1/g lilt ,,,, 1/UIIt 

/IIIII of 
/1111 alnnd/ 

lrl111 tlun 
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,b(,,e 1/v u,H,_,,.,, ~·'" u JS 
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M ost Scaudiuar•ious of I he Viki111{ Ol{r lil'f·d fuocefr~IIJ h) 
ogrirultun·, rt·aritrg animals o11d grou-illl{ rrops ;,. small••illaJ:rs. 

1lw m.tin f.uming .ltthit\ in .tlltiH· ,...-uh·d p.uh uf Scandin.t\M-IIhlttclmg 
Haln~.ll.uut. \\c·ll ht·}nnct the o\1uir (.iu k-\\-,h animal hu,h.uulq; raul .. ·, 
pig~. 'hn·p .mel ~CMh\\t"l(" allu.~.uccl h, tlu· Vi~it'~'· In l)t_'lllll.ul.. olllcl ~ulth­

\'1"11 S\H'tit·n •. u.thlt· (.uming ''·''a I'<) unpott.lllt: the main nnp' \\t'lt' h,u It·). 
t'\l'. o,H,, pt'·''· lw.m' o.uul c.•hh.Jg:t·. lknm.u ~ 111o:t\· t'"-'11 h.tH' JUUch&t c·d .. ur· 
plw"' ~t.un . In \nlit Nm'"~" and llu· m.u,_;itl.\1 uphu!CI ;tu.·._t, nf t'\u''"·"' .uut 
S\H.'dt·n. huuliUJ.t .nul n .. hing m.ult• •• 'l~llifit .am nnurihtuinn IU lht• cltt'l ·" 
\\c:llol' pttt\iclm~o: \,alu."'hk tr..tdt• ~'"wJ,_ 

In Ut·nm.ul. \1}1.;111 \ill.l~(" ... \\t>h" lht• IIHI u..-1 lut Ill nl' "<'Hit•mt'lll. nw .... · \il­
lJJ.,;t"\ -.c:Tm tu IMH' 'hiht•d thl'i1 ,j14·, ,Ji,;luh ,., ... ,, lumdu·cl \t'.n' n1 ""''· .uu1 
cmh ""t'ltlt·cl clu\\11 UIIICJ pt·nn.m.mt·nl ,jlt-, .tlh:t tht.• c•tul u£ 
1lw \'it..in); ot).:t', I ht·l(• .nt• Ct"\' I.H'};C' .uc.-.1' nf krtilt• bud 
in Nun,,l\, .mcl1lw luulen n:-Hu1~ ut altt• h·t&.litt lt-d w 
a tfi,pt·&.....,·cl "K'tllt•mt•nt p.llLeJn , .. ilh j,.ul.ut·tll.um' nu 
\JIIJII pcx lt'h ul c ulti\Olhlc lomd. In S\\t·ckn too,....._., .. 
tlenwnt "''' cli'JM'I'\4,'d, htu in the.· Inuit· .nt',l' uf 
\':l,tt·t~,·,.l.uul .mel l ppland. \iiiJ).:l'' \\t'lt' ht."l{in· 
ning lc) app•· .u In tht· t'lld nf lht• \'il.ing .t);t' .h 

.. 1 n~,uh of llw 'uhch\l,inn ol C"'1'1111J.: f.u 111, 

,,,. pupul.umn uf S<:andin,\\1.\ "·'' 1 ;,111~ 
durin); the· \ 'ilm,.:; ~'N:'"· and 
Lhc pt'l iuct "''" .m t''Jl.l11'ion 
uf IIH' ollt'ol UIHkt nthh.uinn 
o-mct lht• t H',tliuu uf au·w "14.'1· 
llt·nu:nl\ wht•tt• t'tt'HIJ.th ~ttit· 
a hit· l.mcl c uulcl be· t I aim· 
cd in ht'I\H't'll t'\l,thl•,hed 
~tdt•ttlt'lll' 

' llw mn't t\pic .tl \ tlin~-o~gc· 
far-m huilclin,; "·" aht• lcmq 
huu\t', "'hie h .ttttmunudal· 
ed bolh JX'oplc .uul .mimaJ!l. 
1111clt•t nut· auuf. l·anth had 
m:tU) uuthuii•HnH' 14u ll"4' :h 

\\orl,hup' m 'fUI.tgc· .. \ nJm· 
nwn 'H"- nf' '111,\llt·J huilding 
\\;h the 'un\.c.·n ·fluurt.~d hut. 
"hie h ~.,, h.tll huric.·d in tht· 
gumncl . I hc·!oe• hmlchnJ.t" \\c'rt• 
\\c.-11 in,ul.uc·cl .uul mon ha\C· 
h~t.·n u,.._.d feu ''"'in~ J>n)clun' 
,,hkh nt-c-dc·cl to he.· lqlt ('OUI. Ruiltliu~ 

tc.·<·hniqtu·, tt'flt-t tt·cl lilt• Iota) c•tniHUIIIh'Ht. lu murh uf NcU\\,\)" .uul 
S\\eden. y,Ju·~t· cimhc·r wa_ot plt·ntihtl, huilcliu~o;, h.td 'nlicl \Hkxh'u "·'"'.nul 
ntclf, m.ull· nf ol l.t\t'l ur \\:ttt•l PI~H)t hhc h I Milt. c •• \l'lt'd \\ilh ill\UI.lliiiJ.; lUll. 
lnlt·,., ttur,tt·cl .u.-.,, \Udt a.\.Jmlaucl, ciml'k'r-h.lml'd buil<lin~' \\("It' Y.,llktl 
\\ilh c ),l\·pl.t,klc'cl \llo,Utl~ .tncl rtK•Inl \O.Uh th.uc h . In tre.,:lc.·· ... , .ut..·.h ... uch ,1, 

l(d;uul, 11111 .uul Mnnc• \\Cit• u"-t·cl .l, much·" pu ...... ihlc:. 

-
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Vorbasse: a Viking farming 
village 
\'"~ in)wtlJnJ iJ tJy M#v wtt pkt' 
\ ,.; .. , ,.,,.,..,,.$. t'fiLit< ,., '"'" bff, 
"'"' .lt'Jt,J. T7N ,,~ 1-.u .. ctHff{'k"C ,.;,,.wy 
of OIIC"(Utiofr. LutJJt<t {ro-t 1/JIVII,.J /Ofltl 

10 API 100 ........ tlv- till..tp ,..w IU '" ,rru'fll, ~.rl-- .abo..t -5o.,...,,., .. ~~­
,.,.,~r- -oo..IO<JOIJ.n.M.,.. 
.... {Jr.u •• I, l.iJIJ~ • .JI o( ,.,.,,.,... ,_ 
~o.~,.,. si:~. TW ...,, .... n.,..,,.,..,. .. ..., ,.,.,_' 
Tt'.ul"lr _, ,.,,... """.,.,, lO ,......, 
,~1 ~JI1f 11\Uol&oi"*W. ~ 
,.,ruft' Mil# J..u.,. ptoJJKAI" ,.,., •• of 
fttOd u I.W. Wtlld IH trJJh/ fr., tlv 
~ t'W~I '' C()t;Ll lfOI pronk {IW ;t~lft 
~I buiiJin~ ri,.bn. ;,..,,, t.dvt.lt"""' 
• .m~J MJJpS.tottt' ,.au fro"" 1\•un~...ry • .,,..J 
~c~hl 1/UoJ/ity /H.*ti''Y UH.IIJI\1 1/WI'mJ/t)lf('$ 

froM IlK Rhine"Liml. 



Trade and Trade Routes 

Above: ;, Viki11g trmt.Uctions. 
si11Jf'r was wlu~d by wtigiJI. 
This Pl'ir of OO/a11a SCilles 

from Viki"g Dubli11 dnt~s 
from the 9th cmtury and 
would havt! 11«11 uyd (or 

tt!~isbi"J: col11s or/Jacksilvt!r. 

A lmrgside raiding and settlement, Vikings op erated a Jarflung 
trade 11 etwork from Greenland to Central Asia . 

Sc;andina\'ian tracic wi1h the rest of Europe increased in th<· 8th ccntun', 
~tnd p1·obabl}' t'ncouragcd Lhc Viking t·xparbJOu. Scandinadans on u·ading 
voragcs would hol\'e become ectvt.ll'e of 1he ungwuded rkhe.-, ot we~tt>1n 
Europe. \\hilt< the gr()wiug ful' UddC pro ... ickd the inn.·nthc ror the ~wede$ 
10 establish lhf"nF,f"ln·.;; in nonlwrn Rn~ ... ia. Sorne Srnnclin:wi:m~ made a liv­
ing <"xclusivclr as nwrchanls, btu moo;t wen• parHim<."rs who also engaged in 
ntrming, cJ-afts or even pit ~tcy_ The must valuable goods we re: inilially 
acqui1c:d <L' p lund<."r 01 trihutc. l lugt· <utiUliUI"i of 'ilvcr. paid as Oauegdd. 
C'OHIW f'nnu England .\nd F1<.H1c-i~t: Jm"' and ,JaH'' '''t'rc t·xtortcd tt!<> tributt.' 
from tht· finn~. l.apfh and Slavs and tht•n lra(l<"d fo1 sii\'CI" with tht-. J\rah,, 
Wealth 11ooc.led into Scandinada dm in)( tlw 9th and lOth centuries; on the 
Baltic island of Gotland alone, 40.000 A~>hic, 38,000 Fr,nkish ~nd 21,000 
.A.nglo.Sa.'ICon siher coins ha'e been found in hoards I rom 1hi" period. 

MosttrddC: was short-dbtancc, conduCL('d by fanlJCr-rncrchants 10 and frorn 
doLeJls of small ports around the: Sc::audinavian coasu,. A ~mallcr number or 
inte1 nationa l uading p la(.e.s atuancd merchants from England, Frisi:t, 

Germany and oce<"ionalh e' <'11 "' fm afield as the Caliphate of Baghdad. 
~~0~1 of the-se cen1re~ lx-gan ~., -sea~nal m(.->t~ti 1 1g phtres where cntfUm1en set 
up 1emporarr work~hops and merchant' could 1radc hy harlt:.'r ur for siiH·r. 
Succcs~ful centres. Like: llcdt·by and Ribc. developed into Scandin avia'~ first 
town~. Kings ~ought to encourage a ud control LJ"aclc by protecting mcl'­
chanlli from pir•cy in exchange for· toll> and taxes. ln 
this way, u-adc aided the gro,,'lh - FAlCOIIHM 

fUll of royal pO\\'er in llMIU 1~01 
Scandi na,ia. _ ,.....- :-I'StON£ Btrb • 
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Kaupang: a Viking-age trading place 
K.dU/Nmg was sit~d on " sbdter?d b.ry clOS4! to tbt utONth of Oslo Fjard. Larg~ 

srasfmdl nw'*f'll wen> ~Hid M~ (tbe nantt mtaus "market piau .. from c. 7$0..900. 
frath wm mlf'niUii&llal; E.ngluh. FrankiJ/J, o.misiJOJIId Arabic coi~ts how Mil 

fouml, Q/ong with R.Mnish. Frisi.m anti Slat.-..;c pottery. Rh.-.~tisiJ glass and l:.rrgli$11 
bronzc>.s. Tlwn w.1s fJrob.Jhl)• no prnn.menl J>Uimlntwu; mQ11 of II~ b11ildmgs so far 

f'X<ai •·JI~tl u't'~ « 4Umnt'l U!OrksiJOfts. lndNstrial ac--h111riu incl11d.td ship "pai,-,; 
sOJpslont can'"'!:· mtt.flu.-'o'*mg Dlld giMs bead prOdrteliOn. Crm-u in tltt ntarby 

anrrl!'ric.l. COtrtainrd inrtMrlt•d goods and axrfculturo~l tools, .md wt'rf' prob.lb/y tbw~ 
o{ lOcal farmer~ u1ho u~ also seasorwltrJtkrs. 

••• 
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Below: s.il~r &tW tJ~ (1)('9"'fitd_ 
mtdium of ~f'hangt ;,_ Viking 

~mtdinavi". C:O,m t~~td 
jtw<llery....,.. o(ltn lurdt/d 
I-nto smaU pi«-t'S (known '!Js 
lu~oekiJI"-"" fot l'Oitvt'lie~~ 

u·haJ. rugo#ilhng brr4/( 
trdilsa¢qhl 
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Ships and Seafaring 

''ThP wi ntrr njtn 

1\mg Olaf cam'' 
from I lnlo;;nlrmd, 

h1• had n [!:11'((/ 

Ff\\1'1 built a/ 

/ ,(1(/ehll llllllfl. u•hirh 
wl/1 lmgn than fill)' 

lllljJ Ill I hi' 
roun ll)--. l ltmbng 
.\ lrafhof!X wa1.,, till' 

111(11/rr hu il</rJ uf thl' 
lllljJ: butllwrt• ll't'll' 

1/UIIl\' n/hrn 
hl'lidt'l-101111' / 11 ji•l{ 
wood, mml'lo 1haf"' 

il •. >anu lo mallr 

nm/1 .. lflllll' to ra rn 
lonlwr; ((lid all thai 
!IIII I llll'lf ltlil\ oj / /i(' 

Ill'S! . .. 

Kial!{ Olaf 
Ta ygg\.tson 's ';aga 

Ri«ht: ,emorial slabs front 
t~ Baltic isla11d of Cotla.nd 

offtrthe ~arlit.st clear 
evilknce of tl1t use of the sail 

in SumditUJvia. Tin's 8th· 
untury stOift shows tiJt 

diagomd stit&i,g i11 tht sail, 
a11d the rigging held by tbe 

two cmv numiH,.,. 

W ithout sea worth)' sailing ships, the Viking e.~pansion would 
have been impossible. Their· importance is demonstrated in art, 
poetry, religion and burial practices. 

Viking ships were ~>uilt using the clinker or lapstrokc technique in which 
the lt>wcr edge of each hull plank Ol'erlaps tl>e upper edge of the one below 
it. This technique ga\'C the Viking ships light, fkxible hulb which ··rode" the 
waves and had excellent sea·keeping qualities. Viking ships " 'ere double· 
ended. with (he bow and t.ht' stern built in the sarnc wa\', and were stt·crcd 

' by a side rudder (always on the l'ight, hence starboard). There were many 
different types of Viking ship. all built to suit a particular pm·posc or mari­
time en,;ronmcnt. 

Typical of a small Viking warship is the lltl1·century longsh ip known as 
Skuldelev 5. found with four other " 'reeks at Skuldelev near Roskilde in 
Denmark. The ship was 57 feet ( 17.5m) long by 8 feet (2.5m) wide, and had 
a crew of 26 oarsmen. Tests ''ith a replica of the ship have shown 1.ha1 it 
could reach speeds of over 9 knots under sail and over 5 knots when rowed 
by a full crew. Even fully loaded it drew only IS inches (50 em) of water; it 
would have been ideally StLited to raiding in the sha llow waters of the 
Baltic and the soutl1e1·n Nonh Sea. and could hal'e sai led far inland up 
rivers. Norwegian longships. such as the Cokstad sh ip. sailed mostly in 
deeper Atlantic '""ters and were broader and had deeper keels than Danish 
longsh ips. The royal fleets of t11e late Viking age also included much larger 
"dragon" ships such as King OlafTrygl('·ason's "Long Serpent". At 100 feet 
(30 m) long and need ing a crew of over 50 oarsmen, Sku ldelev 2 was 
probabl) such a ship. 

T1-ade shifb. bui lL with c .. rgo carr)ing capacil) ln 1nind. wcte shoncr than 
long>hips and had wider. deeper and he;" icr huU>. Trade ships relied on 
t11eir sails for propuhion and COLLid be wo,·ked by small crews of four to six 
men: a few oars on ly \\'CTC rarricd for manoeU\'I·ing in harbour. The most 
important type of seagoing trade ship was the swrdy km,-r. represented by 
w•·eck I from Skuldelev. This was 5-I feet ( 16 .. ;m) long and had a cargo 
capaci ty of 24 tons. The knarrwas undoubtedly the t)'P<' of ship which was 

used fo•· to ca•·•·y settlers across the North 
Atlantic to Iceland, Greenla nd and 
America ("' pages 98- 9). Local Lrade ""3> 

carded on in small :,hips ~u ch as 
Skuldelcv 3, which had a cargo capacity 
of -l cons. 

h is nol known exaclJy how the Viking~ 
navigated the ir ships. \\'here it wa~ 
conven ient they hugged the coast. 
na\'igating by pl'ominen t landm arks 
ashore: ccnaioly most of the Danish raids 
on Francia and southern Englaud could 
ha,·c lx"en carried ou1 rhb \,-ay. Ho,,·c,·er, 
the Vikings, csp<·cially the Non,·egians, 
did make considerable open sea \'O)-ages 
on which they could be ou t of sight of 
land for scve•·;ll days or longer. Though 
thC) lacked the magnetic compass. the 



Vikings possessed a simple sun compa~s 1\'hkh 
could locale nonh with tolerable accuracy in 
clea1· \\'eathcr. \'i!Ung naviga1ors could also use 
the stars to judge latitude. a great a id to 
na,igation if the lathudc of the destination '~as 
known. Na' igaLOI'S wo11ld have bc<·n heirs lO a 
swck of orally transmillcd practical knowledge of 
.wa and weather conditions. The prcscncc- of an 
island over ohe horizon might be detected b) 
cloud form3lions or the dit·ection of Oight of 
seabirds; a slackening of the sea in stormy 
condition• could indicate chat the ship had sailed 
into the Ice of an island made in,isible by rajn or 
c loud. De>pitc tricks like these . the Viking 
seafarer was dcspct'atcly vulnerable to be ing 
blown off course or sh i pM·eckcd in bad weatl>er. 
Sometimes a StOI' fll·<lri\'(·n matincr would find his 
'"'A)' home to tell of a sighting of a tww land. bm 
many more must ha\e been lost witho ut Llf tce. 

6dow: fine uteatber r•,mel 
adomed liN! masts of lt(m.S 
of Viki~tg s.l1ips. Origmally 
streamers rvtrt ttlflrciJed lo 
t!Jr IJoles ; , tlw f'df(t' 10 gh•r 
tm ilrdic.1tion of 11•ind spred 
am/ ''"''gtb. 11~e \'ikmgs 
/uul few ""'tig~rticm.tl aids 
ami ,.t/ie(/ ou (UI rx{"rl 
knowledge of landmarlls, 
sc,, conditions and tiN 

positions of tlte sun aud 

stars to find 1/.wir Wtl)'-~;::~;";1;"""': 

Right: c.He/gr Ask'', a repliat 
of tiJ~ Skt~ldel~ S sllip. a 
smo/1 Don;sh warship of 

c. 1000 found;,, Ro$l.:ilth 
F;t>rd. Swift under tail.$ or 

oars$ ntttn fully lotklr itiJas a 
drarlght of only 18 indJr.s 
(50 cnt} makbtg it ideal/)' 

1uited for raidit~g far inla11d 
o, rivers like the Sei,r mtd 

t1Je l..oi,·e. 

• 

.-. 
• 

__ ,,.~ 
~~sblpof 
(. IIIJ() ..... prob.thly bt.ilt 
-forsbowlb.m.mo.u 

-· TJJo.rb ~.,. 
o..b<.g ship ..... - • ..., 
..... ..nhy-w..ld <NI/y 
"""" ,..,. ....J"" Wdl.rnl 
axutal w.JtnJ, ~'"a 
"rvyal y.ubt"lry 1M Vika"' 
qrt«tt ,, u.rllou' lntritllllfOIIrtd 
tlwa:r.s~ 



Viking Towns 

"[fh tMn;J ''a IIIIJ,:,• 

/llot>/L atlht otl/11 

nul of 11/1 1u11ld 

\It/, •• //u /OU'Il I\ 

1111f ruh 111 em"/'. 
llu 't"f'l' fo"'l'' 
jJ\/t \IIIU Ill\ \0 

j•l• ultful It o{lt 11 

lwfi!" II\ thai a 
7u'tt'hm 11 tnfu,lt\ 

low I /IIlli tlu "" 
/o \lll'r lfli\1111-; 11 

\ (,u .eomt 11 

11111 rltl'mrr tint I 
htl\loflllll\, 

\otlllnf!. 1(11/ 

lflllljJIIII u'l/h tl 

druulful ""1,.'111/! of 
fh II {II 11/lft, <1'01\ 

11 'II /(/1111 (/t 

bmkmg of dO(.!. I 

• ll·i.IIIII,JII, .111 

\ 1,1h IIIC'lt h.tlll 

hom ...,p.nn, '· q·,o 

T ow11s were slow to develop ;, Viking Age Sca~tdi11a via, but by 
/000 there were severa/thrivi11g urba11 ctmlres. 

Scandina,'ia hacl no trut' town" bclort· the Vikin~ aj{t'. though tht·rt· \\c,:r(• 
'(.'\<.T.tl "<-"asonal m<U kN C4.' 1Hfl' ' · \\'hc.·n 1own~ d id sp1 ing up. it did not hot~ 
pt·o 'pontaneoush l ' r-ban dtH·Inpul<'nl \\COt hand in hand \\ith tht• gro,,th 
of n.l\'al 1x.m .. er, a.nd mo .. t town .. ._\pf>t'at to ha'c lx·t-o d(·l ibe~ttl) f01and('(l, 
oftt•n on \irgin \itt~. 1>\ ruJt:l", to c.·ncour"g~. ('Hnlrol aru1 pulfit ftona tr.ldc. 
IJ, the late- lOth t'(.'ntun tm"'' \\l' t <' ~tlso lxi11g foundl'd .,s admmi"cmthe 
;:u'ld ccclc~iastic._t l cc·n•rcs. 

The carlic-:;1 wwns in Scand inavia. Rihc. Bi1ka and Hcdcb~·. all date r1om 
tl1c latt 8 th t(•ntm,·. fhc Dani ~h mou;_u'chv p layed an ilnponant rok in the.! 
foundation of l lt-dcb) . ~lnd lx•th Ribe ;md Birka ,.,rrc under dose roYal con­
trol in the carh 9th cc:ntm'\. l!ottg~t"\ling thtu they too we;.·rc._· d<·liber.ue rO)'al 
foundations. l lc<kbv. the largest of the thrl--e town~. h.td a population of 
1000-1500; Ribc Jnd l\irka \\Cte '-ome"'haa \mali c._~ .. Ribc ha~ ~ur-
vivcd as a trade._·, ccdcSl<tli.tic,,l ~tnd ;-uhni ni'\lr:tlh e (Cnl rC to the 
prc-.;cnt da,·. anaking i1 Stomclinavi,t'!o. o ldc"'lt town, b tu Rirk-'1 
.uld llcdebv both f('ll '-ntirn to r,111inR sea l c·,el~. which 
n1ade it incrca,ingl) dinkuh for the deeper dr·aught· 
('(( merchant ship, of the lOth c!'nuu·v lO usc 
lhern . Birka was abanclonert around 9i0. 
lledebv by II Oil. 

llt.:dc..·by. Ribe and Bil ka rt.·maiucd lht.• 
only towns in Scandinavia urHil th<· 
I Oth ccntur'L ''hen At hu~ w._ ... 
founded. app~lrentl} as ~i crart 
o_lnd m;lnuranurulg o : nu e ~nw 

pace ol' u• boln dt"H'Iopm<•fu 
inrreat~Ctl around 
l 000: Sigtuna, 
Ttundhein'l • 
Q,lo. \'ihorg, 
Odensc, Ro<· 
kildc and Lund 
were all founrlf'd 
a~ admin i'(tnniH~ or 

Hedeby 
For m()ll of tlw V•kin& age> J-(~Jrhy 1.tW 

SCiJndiNovra~s larxf'st town. 1"bo~tgb wmf' 
sort of ~nkmNrt u;sud at Htdf'by ~~"~ King 
Gtldf"J Sdtl~d 11 t'O/()If')' of mncbomu tiN~Y. in 808. 
It wvs p~hly tbis tJd thJt kd to lll'd8y dn-odop1ng 
;nto an irtlnJrJttOnal Marlcl't untrr. 111f'-rr u...u: 11 mint, "ltd 
tlx rrmai"" of 11/h.Jt llJoL,I probJb/y" toll JI.JtiO" lxwc ~n tXea· 
rvtN. but littlt t~ u .btou'n obout the 6tlmhtistnitio" of tlw tow,., A 
u.-ide range of mllllll{artHring adimh.-.s ~ caml'd out, iiJdudutg ltfdid. 
borr~. amiHT and glauu.vrlcin", polt~ry and slt;p rt'pa;r. In tht! lOth u ntury 
I letk-by rtom provM.-.d with substimiJal d4tncn linking '' r.vitiJ the O.mc-virk .. mmp.m 
b~tl ;, u.-'tJJ ,Jaeknl by llaruld Jlardmda h1 IO.SO and lry tlw Wt nds In 1066. By t 100 Nt'tlf!by 
had hf'tn t~lxtmbmcd ;, (af"(}Ur of ~~~arb)! Sd1lnwi'g, probably b«~tu.H' &l!ltflt-ig u.u.1 ea#crof 
aun.s to tbt dNpn drat~gl11t'd lfl~bant ships U.-'bkh "-'t'n!' tlwn comilrR i11to NSf'., 



<'ccl('\ia,uc.ll u·ntrt·~ ~honh bt•furt• n1 afu·r this rlalt•. 
CrbJn dc."\eJuptnt•nl ,,,h .sJm,c~t in S\H·den \\ht~rt' ro,dl 
ouuhurit\ dt·\eluJ)t"d 111u1e \lowlv t h ~tn 111 lh·•• mtl •l.. and 
~or"J). ll) 1100 then.; h(' t e 'till onh tum l0\\11~ an 
'"edt:n. \\bile in Oc.·nm.ul.. thCH' 'h("IC" I; and in XuO\,l\ 
then· \\tH• t"il{hL 

Roche /lakby NVI tb< fU>I 
tCHt'fr ;, kandlna&:t.-, IQ lmt.,. ,, 
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Women in the Viking Age 

"\Ho 11 • I rultlu 
Ouji I lwd111 

f, m 1111/lflat hn '"" 
hnd /i,·,u 1.11/irl ''" 

1 ml r:;." I t h a I ' lw 
hod 110 Jurthn 

JnmJtt <11 I 111 

( m/h111 II/ ... \11 1/u 

hat/ n 1/uf' hu dt 

l<tnlh 111 n Jmn/, 
flllll 11'111'11 ,, ll'fl\ 

1 IIIIIJ,ft ted 1/u 

lot!dulilll'llh 

1'({/itfi/Jf, I t/111/ 

Jntfm~< d t1 {111 11 
1'11\tl.!.!t. \111 look nll 

hn HO <'11'"'~ 

/.111 'fo/1 •.•• II u•o1tlt! 

I~· hmd '"{inti 
tlltll/ /tt I I \fiiiiJtft 11} 

r/ ll'tiiiUIII nrlljliiiK 

{milt 111dr ha~onf, 
11'!/IJ Ill 1// ll th 

•t't'llfth rwtl wrh 11 

largf' rt/1111/r'. • 

L"dad .t S<tg. t 

Abo"c: Rittfu; tl*~ bon~ pinl 
Dtr lyflieal of tl~ c/Qa• 

f.utt"ni,p ulftl by ViHn~agt' 
wom~, for ~'t'')vla)t wt>ar. 

Tlwy CO~M from a sdtl~m~nt 
al tlw l,.lda/1 ;, Nor11J Uist "' 

the 0f4t~r llt!bridn. 

Scandinavian .tociety was male domiuatedt but wometr were far 
from bei11g chattels: mat~y were strot~g·mit~ded atrd had a ltiglr 
stat11s ;,. /he commmrity. 

Men and womt.•n h.1cl clcarl)• <klint·d and sepa •'Ulc social roles in Viking·ag~.: 
Snndina1·i;c. Men ph>ul(hcd. fished, hurued, rraclecl and fought. Most 
\\Omeu's lh'es \H;~re more narrowly confint·d to the houlC: the) mil\..eci tht: 
cows and churned buuer. ground grain and baked bread, spun wool. wrwe 
cloth and lookt-d aflcr the child•-en. Tht· grnve good• in pag-•n burials mir­
rur the~c rolt·~ exac1 ly: men were bmicd \\'ith wt·apons and tools, women 
\\ith je-\\lelle•), nc."cclkworl and we;wing equiptnent. and or her hmL~·hold 
tltcn'iils that \\'nuld lx.· u.M~ful in rhe afu·rlifc•. 

Though marriages " 'ere usually arranged b)' neg01i:uions between the 
pro~pecli\'t' husband t.tnd the blidc', father. the woman's wishc.:•s would usu-­
ally lx· taken Into ac<"ounl. A maniagc wa-'\ rcgardt:d as an all i:uu:e bctwef"n 
equa l<. Tilt' hricl~ normall) brought a dn11ry 10 the p~rtnership, and the 
husband paid ht·r oJ •IJiidc-p•·irr·; both remained her property o:~ftcr mar­
riage. \Vornt•fl had 1he 1 ight to a di\·orce if <1 marriage.· pruvt•d unwotkahlr-, 
and the rnarriage contr:~cl could stipulalc: how the joint. cst:Uf> should tx· 
dhitkci in such an C\'Ciltualit). ·rhough Llu·y had no role in public liJC, with­
in Llu: horne \\Onlt"n exercised grc~al aul110dt)' o \cr slm·'t\S and dependent..~. 
and would ah,•ays he closcl) in\'o h cd in major decisions ;tffecting the t3mily. 
(f her hu~band was away. at war or on business. a wife would have lull 
r<·os-pousihility for the running of the house ancl f<inn in his absence: and if 
sh e " ·ere \viclowed slw would have.: to wkc h er husband's plar, .. full time. 
Family h onour was of ca.!t much concern to women ac; it w;l"i to nwn . In 
lfcl.mdic litt.:ntturc ,,, lt~t. they were nc\·cr slow to urge th<:ir mt·nfolk lO 

take a·e,engt• lor an) injm''· .md it is likd) tb.at L11ey took the learl in com .. 
mernor.Hing che deact. Pagan gr<.t\CS in Denmark sugg-est that women's &t;:t­

ltls incT<.'<lS('d with a.ge: somt· of lh e mO!i:L richly furnished buriaJs ttre of 
wom(•u agc:d 50 or o"rr. while tht .. qmilit) or grave goods in maJc burials 
decreased whh lh<: aJ{l' of the dead man. 



Ri,ttht: lu'Q lafK', ittlricatdy­
Jeeor.tted gold disc broociJf's 

of~~~ ty~ u~d by both 
wotJU'tl atld ttwn (or {orstcnit~f< 

cloaks or slt>f'Prd co.tts--o 
t'c'f)' f'XJWnsiw llllt•nwlivr to 

tlH' bmre pins illustml4·d em 
tlw h{t. 
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There is no rcliab](' c\'idcncc to 
suggcM that womc:u evt:r 
fought as w:u·riors }llong!i:irle 
their menfolk, but it is 
known that at J(•;_\bt sum<.· of 
the warriors of dl<" grc::u 
Viking armies dlat were active 
in weste rn Europe in the S(·C­

Uild httlf o l the ~th t•enll11)' werr 
ac<·omp~mied by tllch wive-s and families. These women would have: givc:l'l 
useful support. to the atm)'• cooking and Cluing fot the wounded. \\romt>n, 
nauu·ally, wt>re much more prominent p<lrticipant.;; in I he Viking sctllc­
mcnl~ in Iceland and Grt·cn land, wlwrc cJu."ir p•·est•nc<· "as essential fl'om 
the sLart. \\'om('n in lcelanci during thf> sc-ulen1c1U period seem 10 ha\'t" 
enjoyed highe;.·r stat us th an those elsewhere in Scandina\·ia. and suong­
rnindcd independent women commonly appear iu tlu .. saga~. Tht" pankipa­
Lion ot women in tl1c aucmpt to ,:,cttle Vinlanc.J is al.so recorded in 1he S:lg<'S 
and by finds or spindle whorls a1 1he shC)I·t·Hvt"d Norse selth-'mcnt at L'AnM'­
aux·Mraclows (.,. fxitr 9.\'- 9). There is ,·cry Iiiii<' t•viclcncc 1 haL Scandinavian 

women accompanied the Rus on 1heir jour·nevs in the ea~t. 1hough 
rind.; of typically Scandinavian female artif~tcts and lttrc literary n~f<·r-

ences show thai lhcr·c were at least some. Arab sources sugg(':)l thai 
most of Uu: Ru.s IC.)UJid local women: if thi~t is true. it could Pxplain 
why the Rus were so rapidly assimilated imo the na1jve !)lav popu· 
lmion. 

Lt-.ft: women's tlotiJittg o{tl~e 
Viking 11ge an be 
r«<nSITNdt-d from rag1 
{oKIUI al H~ and Bir*.a. 
A good•q~tality outfit would 
ha~ a>nsistt>d of a pt"no(orr 
df'r:U o( fitu woolm fabric 
~a long-s/Nt}td, ankl.-­
l~ngth lint!n fllnic. A /Hfi" of 
gilt ov.1l broociJU would 
b.Juc ("$k'u~J the tiiTSS at th< 
shoulden; gold tht'Md was 
u..kd to dffom '' tM btm. 

Below: a group of t!t't'rydll)' lwflst'IHH.d 
it~ms, including spi,d/e whorl5 and 
UIIH!Istottn from a Viking..ag~ {ann al 
B')'Q"ts Gill, Kentm'". Pla,cc 110mc-s 
suggnt tiUJt thc-rr u.otrr '""11)1 farms in 
this JNirl o{ th« Lak~ Distrit:.t duri,g the 
V'd.:ing~g~. '"" Bl')'attts Gill is tht! only 
OtJe to JN1~ bun ucavatbl; the rat an 
bNried undu prr.snrt-day (amu. 
Womt!n's skill with the spittdlt! whorLs 
ettSIIITd that Viking"(tge famJS 1«~ 
virtually MJ{ .. s.u{fio'n~t a.s (ar as 
dOlhing was wnurnf'd. 



Ill: The Viking Raids 

Rclow: Thort.g/1 tin! V;kHf,f(S 
~un rro longt',. bfo rq:ankd 
s1mply as tht' l1foa.dt!Ji"'l)' 

pllmdt'~s siJfJt~'ll m this 19tiJ· 
ccutmy p.1;,1tmg by I ,orrn:. 

I m/i(IJ, tiH'rr CQtr b~ uo cloubt 
thotl tllt•ir n1;ds rmtsed gtl'ttl 

ll~structio, m u>tstn~t J_urof>r, 
t>SfNCiidly to mmrastrries. 

1),e Vikings have become a byword for seabome terror: tliolent 
raiders descending in their longs/rips to plunder mouasteries aud 
butcher peaceful communities of men, women and children. But 
were they really more violeut thau their Christian contemporaries? 

The moM hoLiv dc·h.tu•d issues regarding LI H.:' hiSlOI"\ of Lhl· Viking"' au~ Lhl~ir 
n lunbcr'l. ;mel the- dC!)It ttClt\ t:lll''S <.tnd ,·iulcnce o{ d u.:il taid-,. f t adi1 ionctllv. 
I he \ 'i k.ings hctH' b<.•eu reg<trdcd b) hi-,tmiath as w:uuonl~· cnad, \iolenc ;md 
de ... tntrliH' pi rate hoard(!. lloweH' r. in 1 cccnt Yt-'~H~ a nt·w view of 1 he \'il..in~ 

ha" g-:.uncd ,,;despread accepL:'lnCt'. The Vikings. it i~ argue-d, ,.,.en· th<· ,if. 
ti nh of a h~•d pu~s!t: theil m nnb('''· \lolcuCl' a ud dcsu·unin:•n(•"-0\ wen· grratl~ 
exag_g(~t ~ut'd b) monastit C'hronicler' who Wl'I"C p reju ci iccd ngaill(jl 1hC'm 
ht·cau'\t' IJf their P•lJ;;"~lni'm and 1hcir hahil or ph m dcdng momt\Lel it\. 

Rath~r Lh.m de>U'll<'tin· raider>. the \ 'ikin!l"> >hould be •~gatdtd p • in>atih "' 
u.1dcr,, scnlt·..-.~ anc.l 'li llt-d crat1,mcn. l'he lc\'(•1 of VIking- dolf'nrc w;~, onh 
\\'OfSt.' than th.tt nonnallv p revailing in C"arl) mcdie\·al Em ope in 'iO tar a'i it 
dirl nm t'X<'mpl rhe church. 

lu fact. t )U'"(.' two \ic·w~ o r the \'ilings arc not irrcconc-ilabk·. ~1 n..,l Viking· 
ag<: S('andimwian~ \\(•rc ind<"cd peacefu l fa1 mc:1 s. crafbmcnl .md tr.ldt'rl'l 
who~c li\c·~ \\Crc probably rat el) tnuc:hc..·d h) \'iolt•n('t'. 1-lo\H'\' t' l , tl • n~t" 

Stanrlin~\\itllh '' ho chu'*' wou hut· or pi1-acy .._, <l prf>fc•!<l!'lion. that i!) tlw war· 
rior~ who \\(' 01 t t tl/tinKand fXU'tki p ottc-d in tht• ph mdt.•J;ng cxpf'dition' thm 
~o rcrrifi<·clthC' mon~ oJ Chrb Lian Europe. mus1 h;w(" hc..•f'n prepared lOuse 
es:treme 'iolenct:' to achic"c their end~: tttldng\\(t'i\ hv detin it..ion a 'iolen l 
on:upation . 



Feeding the Wolves 

Were the Viking warriors acLUally any more violent than their Christian con­
temporaries? Charlemagne's execution of 4500 Saxon rebels at Verden in 
782 shows that the Christians were capable of waging war ruthlessly. As early 
medieval armies had lO live orr the land, there can be little doubt either that 
in wars between Christian states, the peasantry would have suffered great.ly 
from pillaging by enemy armies-and the foraging of "friendly" armies may 
have been only slight.ly less destructive. While western Christendom was no 
stranger tO violence, at the time of the outbreak of Viking raiding it was nev­
ertheless more peaceful than it had been at any Lime since the fall of the 
western Roman Empire, and, away from disputed borderlands, fortifications 
of any sort were rare. From being exceptional, the Vikings made ' 'iolence 
into an everyday threat for the population of much of western Europe for 
long periods of time. Even in Ireland, the most anarchic region of western 
Christendom, the Vikings brought a great increase in the scale of violence. 
In the period 831-919, Irish sources record on ly 16 instances of nath·es 
plundering and burning, compared to 110 by the Vikings. 

The group that arguably suiTe•·cd the most from Viking raids, the church, 
was relatively immune from warfare between Christians; even in Ireland, 
where batt.les between the monks of rival monasteries were not unknown, 
churches were rarely plundered. Monasteries were the main centres of liter­
acy in western Christendom, and most of our contemporary accountS of 
Viking raids were written by monks. According to these sources, Viking raids 
were often marked by wanton destruction and appalling savagery unparal­
leled in t.11e knowledge of the writers. It is, of course, possible that some of 
t.liese accountS may have been exaggerated by the writers' very personal fear 
and horror of an enemy who made a point of auacking churches, but gener­
ally they agree very closely with accountS of Viking raids written in the very 
different cuiLUral au110spheres of Ort.l10dox Constantinople and the Islamic 
lands. They also agree very closely with what the Vikings said about them­
selves. Skaldic poetry of the Viking age glories in bloodshed: 

"The destroyer of the ScotS fed the wolves: he trod on tl1e eagle's evening 
meal [of corpses). The battle-cranes flew over the rows of the slain; the 
beaks of the birds of prey were not free from blood; t.l1e wolf tore wounds 
and waves of blood surged against the ravens' beaks.~ (trs. A P. Smyth , 
Warlords and Holy Men London 1984). 

Egil Skallagrimsson composed these words in praise of Erik Bloodaxe, but to 

judge the values of the whole of Scandinavian society on the basis of skaldic 
verse would be as unwise as it would be to judge late 20th-century western 
society on the basis of violent movies. However, skaldic verse was composed 
for an elite warrior audience, and everything else that we know about this 
class suggestS that it accurately reflects its values. It is also from Scandinavian 
sources that we know of the "blood eagle", the Viking pract.ice of killing cap­
rives by hacking through the ribcage on either side of the spine and then 
tearing the victim's lungs out. This horrific act, of which some historians are 
oddly reluctant 1.0 believe the Vikings capable, may have been performed as 
a sacrifice to the \varriors' god Odin. ln fact, it is only common sense to 
assume that Viking pirates went out of their way to create fear and terror, if 
only to weaken their victims' will to resist. The ruthless Viking image may 
not be typical of Viking-age Scandinavian society taken as a whole, but it is 
certainly representative of an important class within it. Having said this, 
there is no reason to suppose that the Vikings were uniquely inhuman: tl)ey 
were barbarian warriors. and their behaviour was probably neither better 



nor worse than that, for example, of the the pagan ancestors of the Fnmks 
and Anglo-Saxons who invaded the Roman Empire in the 3rd to 5th 
centuries. 

Fleets and Armjes 

WesLem European sources tend to give the strength of the Viking il1\·aders 
in terms of numbers of ships in their fleets, •·ather than the number of men 
in their armies. This raises some obvious problems when used as a basis for 
calculating the size of the Viking armies. How many men can you get in a 
ship? Were all Viking ships the same size? How accurately were they count­
ed? To deal 1dth the last question first: when the numbers memioncd in tJ1e 
ources arc smttll, for example the account in the Franki~h Royal Annals of 

a raid by 13 Viking ships in 822, it is reasonable to assume •hat it is an exact 
count. With larger 11eet.s there is certainly a much greater likelihood 1hat 
t.he Jlgures arc an approximation. Blll a t what point can we justifiably begin 
to suspect exaggeration? There is in fact remarkable consistency berwecn 
sources from lrt>land, Francia and Bdtain as to the size of Viking llects. 
Before 850 fleets of O\'er 100 ships are rarely mentioned. the exceptions 
being 11eets under royal leadership such as Godfred's auack on Frisia wil11 
200 ships in 810. After 850, sources often mention Viking lleets that were 
120, 150, 200 or 250 su·ong, as well as many smaller ones. The tendency has 
been to accept the smaller figures as reliable and to r~ject the larger ones as 
exaggerations, although in most cases the only "evidence" or exaggeration is 
that the figures are large-a dangerously circular argument. The wide­
spread agreement between independent sources of the same pcTiod argues 
strongly in favour assuming most of the figures, large and small , to be at 
least approximately accurate. On ly in exceptional circumstances can figures 
from primary sources be rejected outright. For example, rhe assenion of 
Abbo, the historian of the siege of Pads in 885-86, that the Viking force 
numbered 700 ships and 40,000 men is almo~t certainly a gross exaggera­
tion. because it would ha1·e been impossible to keep such a huge army in 
the field for so long under early medieval condi tions. 

We do not yet know enough about Viking ships to be able Lo say how many 
men they held on a1•erage. Tht: 9th-century Gokstad ship was built for a 
crew of 32 oarsmen, but iL was fitted with 32 shields on each side, suggesting 
a total complement of up to 70 (a double crew would allow rowing in 
shifts). The slightly later Ladby ship also had 32 oars, but was less broad 
than the Gokstad ship, and so probably could not carry as many men, while 
the smaller of the two longships of r. 1000 found at Skuldelev had only 24 
oars. 1f ships were can-ying horses, pro1~sions, wives and children, plunder 
or captives, they would also have carried fewer men than the theoretical 
maximum. E1·en so, if we take the smallest of the e three ships as being typi­
cal, and assume that it carried no supemumerades, we would sti ll have to 
conclude that the lcu·ger Viking lleets of the later 9th century carried armies 
of a few thousand wan·iors raLher than the few hundred some histodans 
ha,·c argued for. An army of this size would be difficult Lo keep together for 
a long time, and the evidence suggests d1at once a base was established d1e 
Viking armies often spli t up into raiding bands of a few hundred men to 
plunder t.he countryside. 

Literary and archaeological e\·idence suggests that the royal fleets that 
attacked England in the period leading up to the Danish conquest 
(980-1016) included longships that were rather larger than those used in 
the 9th centul)'. The larger of Lhe longships from Skuldelev was just such a 



ship: it had 50 oars and could have carried a 
complement of 80-100. Even if there were only 
a few dozen or these "dragon ships" in the fleet 
of 160 ships Cnut used to im·ade England in 
1016, his army could very easily have numbc•·cd 
5-7000. By way of comparison, it is estimated 
that the Norman army at Hastings-which also 
invaded in a fleet of longships-numbered 
some 5-6000 men. Thc•·c were even larger ships 
available at this time; King Olaf Tryggva;,on's 
ship the "Long Serpent" had 68 oars and was 
capable of earring scvcl-dl hundred men. These 
dragon ships were probably userl mostl y for 
coastal defence, however. 

r mportant further evidence that the Viking 
armies were not small comes fro01 a document 
known as the Btn·gl•al Hidage , compi led in 
Wessex around 900. This is a list of the burhs or 
fortilicd towns in Wessex, and the number of 
hide< (a measure of land) which were assigned 
to each for the ptLrposcs of garl'isoning. The for­
mula used assumed that four men were nccdt:d 
to defend one pole (5 t/2 yards) of wall and that 
one man was to be supplied from each hide 
assigned 10 the burh. Wareham, for example, 
wa> a>signcd 1600 hides, meaning that its 

Abo•·e: TIN! Anglo-Saxon d r f 1 1 1 · 1600 h J · 
Cl . 1 .1 d c,cnces wc•·c o sue 1 a engt 1 as to rcqutre men to man t em, t tat ts 

'JrOme e cCI4S compt e 
dttring '"' Tf'ign of Alfred the 400 poles (l/200 yards). This c01·responds exactly with •·eality: Wareham's 

Cr.at (871·901} to give defences stm exist, and are 2180 yards in length. Defences would not ha,•c 
an .. official" accmmt of t-vetrts been built unless the n1en were available lo man them-walls that were TOO 
and highlight the leading role 

of the kings o{Wesso: ;,, long to be manned properly would have bccn worse than useless. As the 
oomb(lflirtg tl.~oe Viki,gs. TIJeSe total number of hides assigned to burhs in \\'essex was 27,071, i1 must be a 
pag~s cowr tlw years 862-~4, fair as.<;:urnption d1at Llais number of armed 1 nen could be raised by the king-

'""'" £•" A>tglra, I f \'' r • I I \m · · 1 k · Nortbumbria tmd Mercia were (om o ·t essex 10r gam son c uty a one. ·vr1en Jl 1s a so La en 1nto accounL 
0 .,.,.,.,, by'"" Dan.,. Lhat Alfred tl>c Great kept an army on standby and also had a ncet, the 

armed strength of Wessex must have been somewhat m·cr 30,000 men. 
Admiuedl)• they could noc all be concentrated in one place at the same 
time, hut it is diflicult to bclie,·c that a Viking army numbcl'ing in the hun­
dreds. rather ll>an ll>e thousands, could have brought Wes,('x to its knees. 
let alnnc conquer all the oll>cr' Anglo--Saxon kingdoms as well. 

On the other hand , Lhe only excavated Viking fortilication in Britain, a 
camp built by the Danish Great Army at Repton in the winter of 873-4. had 
defence; of only 200 y-~nls in lengtl>. The enclosed area is therefore small. 
and could not have accommodated a large force, while the defences could 
have been manned adequately with a garrison of no rnorc than 150. 
Itowevct·, tl>e fort lay on ll1e banks of ll>e River Trent and, as it had a slip­
way, ic may have been built prima!'ily as a protective enclosure for ships 
rall>er than as accommodation for ll>e whole army. 

A mass btLrial discovered outside the fon at Repton contained che remains 
of ;u least 249 individuals. 80 percent of them males aged 15 to 45. The 
bones were arranged around a central but;aJ of a high status male, presum­
ably one of the leaders of the Great Army sun·ounded by his followers. As 
none had apparently died of injuries, the most likely explanation of the bur-



Righc; TIX! martyrdom of St. 
f.Jnumd, from a JStiH:~11t11ry 

u.u/1 po;,11mg in Pickering 
elm~}], North Yorluhirr. 'rlw 

Vikir~g G"at Amry whil'h 
i1il){ld4>d England;, 86S mad.t' 

sbort toork of tiJe small 
kingdom of £ast Anglin. Its 

king, &Jnmnd, u•a.s eoptJt~<l 
;, b.lttl.t' and pul to a cnud 

death. TJw cull of St. Edmund 
became popular in tiJe 

Danelaw aft~r the Viking 
Sf'tlltrrs bt-gm1 10 couwrt to 

Christr'at~ity. 

ial is thal these wc•·e the victims of an epidemic. Prc·modcrn armies could 
expect to su!Ter heavy casualties from disease , and a death rat<' in winter 
camp of less than 5 pet·cem would be improbable I'Vcn in good conditions, 
and one of more than 35 percen t unlikely even in a m'tior epidemic. If the 
ma;s burial contains the total Vi king dead ( 1 he presence of other scaueo·ed 
buoials around the .;te show• that acmally it does not). it would point to tlw 
Great Army having a minimum strength of 600 and a maximum strength of 
4000 men, plus e<tmp followers. 

Though a m:tior Viking anny of the 9th cen t tnT may have numbered a few 
chousand warl"lors, dle1·e C('J'tain l}' \\1t'rc not va\l hordes ofVlkinbY5 .s1rcaming 
out of Scandinavia. \rtkings tended to conc<'ntr•tc in particular areas at. par­
ticular times. \\~1cn Francia w~ts intenshely raided in 879-9\!, England and 
Ireland saw liulc Viking acti,•ity, and when the Vikinf,'S moved to England in 
M92, Francia t'njo}cd a rc~pitc. There "'ere rarel} more lhan one· or· two 
largt• vn. .. ing forces acti"c al any one time, so LOHtl Viking numbers must 
have been qu ite li mited. 

Tbc First Raids 

The earliC'St fC('orded Viking raid~ were on England: t.ltc first, according to 
the Anglo-S<txon Chronicle, around 789, was a ra id hy three 'hips from 

Norwa) on Portland in which the ree\'e BeaduhC"ard and hi\ men wc."'rc 
lUlled. In 792 the great. Mercian King Q(fa a~tangccl coastal defences, pre­
sumably against Viking pirates. and in i93 came che shocking 1-aid on lhc 
famou~ momtstery founded h)' St. Cu t.h bert on t.he Nonhumbrian island of 
Lindisfarnc, one of the holiest places in the Rritish Isles. The \ ' iking> o'an· 
sacked t.he church. l..illed some of the monks and carried otT others in lo 
cap.-ivity. H o\\'cvcr. IIH· mona~tic building!) were nol destroyed :-md mart) of 
t.he ononastet')''s treasures. such as the splendid Lindisfarnc Gospels. sur­
vived. PresunMbly the monks had at least a little warning or tht' attack and 
were abll.' to hide onuch of the mona~tCt')''s "ealth hcfoH· 1he Viking> ~truck. 
It is difficult today to appreciate quite how appalling the attack must. have 
scc111cd to contemponu')' Christians. \.Vhcn Alcuin wmt~ oJ the :lllacl., "it 
was not believed that such a voyage was possible," he was noti'Xpr<'s~ing sur-



prise at some hitherto unsuspected seafaring ability on the pan of the 
Vikings-he was well aware of con tacts between Nonhumbria and 
Scandinavia-but shocked that God and the saints had not imervened to 

prevent it happening. If somewhere as holy as Lindisfarne was not safe, 
nowhere was. 

The raid on Lindisfarne was typical of the first phase of Viking activity which 
lasted until around 834. Small fleets of up to about a dozen ships launched 
uncoordinated raids on the coasts of Britain, Ireland, Fdsia and Francia but 
rarely penetrated more than a few miles inland. Though the speed and 
mobility enjoyed by the Vikings made such hit-and-run raids hard to pre­
vem, Frankish and Anglo-Saxon resistance was often well organized and 
effective. All too often. however, the Vikings would have struck and put to 
sea again by the time a force had been gathered against them. The Irish, 
who were in a permanent state of anarchic disunity, put up much less effec­
tive resistance and suffered severely from Viking raids in this period. 

Vlhile disunity in western Europe did nol canse of the Viking raids-Europe 
has only rarely been more united-the Vikings were sensitive to political 
problems and quick to take advamage of them. When civil war broke out in 
the Frankish empire in 830, with sedous consequences for the effectiveness 
of the coastal defences, Viking raiding enteJ·ed a new and more serious 
phase which lasted until 865. Viking neets became larger (30-35 ships at 
first, dsing to over I 00 by the 850s) and bolder, sailing far inland along navi­
gable rivers like the Rhine, Seine, Loire and Shannon to sack major towns. 
A few raids were also made on Spain and the Mediterranean, though these 
were not great successes. 

l n the first phase of Viking activity, ,·aiding had been a seasonal activity with 
the fleets returning home for the winter. In this second phase the Vikings 
built camps and began to overwinter in western Europe, allowing an earlier 
start to raiding the next spring. Permanent settlements were also made in 
Scotland and Ireland. The Carolingians' dynastic disputes ensured that for 
most of this period Francia was the focus of Viking activity. The granting of 
Walcheren as a fief to a troublesome Viking leader in 841 began a period of 
intermittent Viking rule in Frisia which lasted until the 880s. 

Conquest and Settlement 

A third phase of Viking activity, characterized by conquest and settlement. 
began in 865 when a large Viking army invaded East Anglia, shifting the 
focus of Viking activity to England. Afte1· conquering East Anglia, 
Northumb1·ia and Mercia, the Vikings made extensive setllements in eastem 
England in the 870s. This period also saw the beginning of the settlement of 
Iceland, though this was a peaceful affair. The successful resistance of 
Wessex under Alfred the Great caused those Vikings who did not have the 
means or the inclination to settle to move their activities back to Francia in 
the pedod 879-92. After the Franks made things too hot for them there, the 
Vikings tried their luck again in England. Alfred the Great had completely 
reorganized the defences of his kingdom in the previous decade, and the 
Vikings were hanied constantly by the English until tl1eir army dispersed in 
896, bringing this phase of Viking activity to a close. More effective Irish 
resistance Jed to a virtual cessation of Viking activity in I reland after 874. 

The period from 896 to 954 saw a gradual decline in Viking activity. In 
Francia Rollo and his Vikings were given lands to settle on the lowe1· Seine 
by Charles tl1e Simple in return for undertaking to keep other Vikings out. 
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Though there were occasional hordcr trouble·~'~· Lhe scnlf'ulc·nt, \'t'hich 
b('camc known as Normandy, ('ffcctivcly ended Viking incursions up the 
Seine. In 914 the; Vikings attempted LO create anothc1· scttlemt·nt in conti­
nental Europe b) conqu<'ring 1\liuany. but in 936 the lkcLOllS ru·ove them 
0111, virmally encling Viking acth·ity on th<• Continent. Onh f1 isia, on the 
rnain Viking route from Denmark to southeast England, was stjll1-aidcd reg­
ulad). Northwest England wa<ii settled by Norwegian~ from atom'l<l 900, but 
after this the Viking> were tlarown onto the dcfemi,·e b) the kings ol 
\\r(''\SCX. who had conquered all nf t.he Sc<indinavian t;<•ult·mcnL' in England 
by 9!H. 1l1is wa..~ not Lo be the end of Viking act.hit) iu England. hoWC\'Cr~ 
raids began again in the: H80s on an incrca.'>ing:l} d<·\'a.'>Lating scale. ln 
Ireland, the long hiatu> in Viking anivity known as the "Fort) Years Rest• 
came to an end in Bl..J. Raiding con1inued 'itcadily f1·om then on, but t.he 
diiitinclion between Viking attacks and internecine conOicts bC'camc 
increasing!) blurred as the Scandinavian; became ab>orbcd into the indige­
nous poptalation of Ireland. 

The Impact of the Vakings 

The Viking raids had a great. somclimcs dcC'isin~. impact on Wt:.)tcrn 
Em·opc. But although the Vikings have i><•t•n blamnllor the bn·ak·np of the 
Carolingian empire. tht· driving fonT for this proc<·<ts was irHc..~rnal and 
dynastic: the Vik.ings profited from a he empire's interna.l problems but did 
not cau"ie them. The Vikings usually came a poor ~ccoud lo d) uastic con­
cerns in 1he primidec;; of the Car{)lingian rulct·~. oHtd They \\'ere' somet.in1es 
e,·en wclconlcrl as allies in in tcrncdrw stntgglt:s. Ro~al lllC'a"ufC'S agai 11st th<' 
Vikings were often pcrcri\-rd by the franks to be half-hcancd, and by 
demonstrating tht' inefTeclheness of royal powc.~r. tlu.: \'ikiugs ma) haH~ ha!r 
tened its decline. The Vikings brought the f'nmk> one C<·a·tain bendit: their 
occupadon of Briuanv in 914- 36 broke the pm'"·cr of the native •·ulcrs and 
paved the way for the region ·s inco1·£_l()r~1tion inlo Franda. The most impor­
a.ant long-term tonsequence of the Viking invoh·crncnt in Fr..mcia was, how-­
rvc·r, the <'Stahli<hmem of the Duchy of Normandy. Thmagh the 1'\orman 
t•xpansion of the lith cc·nuu: cannot b<· considc..·rcd an cxpn._•s..c;;ioll ofinlu..'l-­
itt:d Viking spirit-it was caused by inlcr·nal political and ~ocial dC\'CIOfF 
fflt'nb-iUt imponanct.:: tv th(-" hbtory of England, France and llalv can hard­
h• b<' understated. 

In England and Scollaud. the Viking~ brokl· up the existing power struc­
ture~ \\ilh f••r~reaching <'Oil'i-<'qu<'nccs r01· the hi.stor,· of both countries. ln 
Scotland the Viking auack" on the Pictc;;, tht· Nonhull'lbrians and 
Smathclyclr Briton• shifted tht· balance of power in fa1·our of the S;ms, 
aiJo,dng them to unif) lhc cmmll)'· In England the Vikings eliminated the 
kingdoms of East Anglia, Northumbaia and Mea·ri.a. Jca,ing Weoscx a• the 
sole Anglo-S(Ixon kingdom. \\.hen 1ht~ Dancla\'f' ""'~ conquc•cd by \\'essex in 
the lOth century, thf' English were, for the first titnc·. united under on<' 



crown. Thus both England and Scotland owe their existence as unified 
states indirectly to the Vikings. The ex1cnsive Danish settlements in eastern 
England have also had a major influence on the developmcOL of the English 
language, which has acquired hundreds of loan words from Old Danish, 
including ones as basic as sky, egg and sister. Despite this, the Scandinavian 
:.culers in England were absmbed into the nalive populalion within 150 
years or so. In tl1e Hebrides they preserved their identity a liulc longer and 
in Orkney and Shetland, well beyond the end of the Viking age. Aside from 
the cultmal damage caused by auacks on mona:.teries, the Vikings had sur­
prisingly little effect on I reland, but they did give the country its first towns 
and drew it more closely into the European economy. 

The effects of the Vikings on the European economy arc harder to gauge. 
Damage to the agricultural economy caused by raids and campaigns is likely 
LO have been short-lived. Towns were built mainly of wood, so altl1ough they 
burned easily, they were also easy to rebuild. Repeated raiding would not be 
good for their prosperity, but the two main towns which are known to have 
gone out of existence altogether in the Viking period, Quentovic and 
Oo1·estad, probably did so because the riYers which pro"ided access to them 
silted up, ratl1er than because ofViking attacks. In Ireland and England, the 
Vikings seem actually to have benel'itted trade and promo1ed urbanizalion, 
both directly by founding towns and seu.lements themselves and indirect!} 
by prompting the Anglo-Saxons to build their fortified burhs. 

The most damaging aspect of the Vikings' acthilies was their attacks on 
monasteries, which were the main cultural centres of early medieval 
Europe. Over a large area of northwest Europe, monastic life came to a vir­
tual end. Many monasteries were completely destro}·ed, others were simpl)' 
abandoned by their terrified monks. The monastic libraries were destroyed, 
their books burned or looted lor the sake of their decorated covers. Works 
of art and craftsmanship in precious metals were hacked up and melted 
down. Perhaps most importantly, the monks-that is the writers, artists and 
craftsmen themselves-were dispersed, carried off into caplivity or killed. 
The reviYal of learning fostered by Charlemagne, known as the Carolingian 
Renaissance, had collapsed before the end of the of the 9th century, while 
the brilliant monaslic culture of early Christian Ireland never recoYcred 
from the Viking attacks. Whether this was a long-term setback to European 
civiliLation is impossible to say, but the short-term damage to the C\lltural 
life of Europe was immense. 

Right: This silver ecclesiastical 
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buried duri11g the Viking age, 
presumably to c011ceal them 
from raiders, it was unearthed 
i11 1868 in Ardagh, Cotmty 
Limerick. 
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The peace mrd prosperity of 8th -century Europe was shattered by 
a terrifying new threa t f rom the sea. 

Viking raid~ on the British Isles began in the btc 780• anci bc>g»n 10 affect 
1he conlinenl by 799. Jnitially tl'te Viking~ auackt·d holmed ~:lM'U'I ( mmnu~ 
nioies and monaster ie>. Rardy dcft•ndt•<l. tht·) were eaw <llld profitnble tar­
get<. According to tlw Anglo-Saxon Chroniclt-, the fit·st \'iking raid on 
England took place around 789. when three pirate ship' from 1\'on•ay 
attacked Portland. In 792 the Merdan King Offa arranged cua;tal deJence1 
for his kingdom; in Lhe following }t·.ar lhc: fmnou\ nmmt-:,lt'l]' on Lindisfarn<" 
was pillaged. The first raids on Ireland and Scotland were recorded in 795 
and Lhe fu'SL on Francia in 799. 

For the fio-st 30 years or so. the raid> were fairly effectively re<isted. Botl1 the 
Anglo-Saxons and the Franks rccogni71;•d that the greatest danger wa• that 
the Vikings wou ld sai l upril'cr and penerrate in land. The Anglo-Saxon> 
blocked tl1c lil'cr' with bridges, wh ile tlw Frankish emperor C:hadcmagne 
sLaLioncd coa.nguard~ and neets on 1hem. However. thete was liltlc that 
conld be done to protect exposed coastal areas like frisi«. In 810. tlte 
Danish King Godfred. feeling threatened b) Frankish expansion on his bor· 
dcr. ravaged rhc empire"< vu lnerable Frisian coast: b) the time the franhih 
OeN and army had gathered, the rltiders were long gone. Like an earlier 
auack on the franks' Slav a llies, the Abodl'ites, this was a. much a show of 
strength as a p lundering expedition. Mter hb deatl1 in 815. Charlcm:ogne\ 
~ucct!ssor Louil> the Pious at linl continued to maintain cffecLivt• coa"'1 
defences. Howt>vcr, in the 830s. the empire was rin·n by imcmal conflicts, 
and its defences weakened. By 840 the Vikings had penetrated tl1e Rhine 
four times to sack Dol"estad. tl1c empire·, richest port. 
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The Raids Intensify 
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C ivil war among the Franks allowed Viking raiders to sail 
11priver and strike deep into the heart of Francia. 

JU soon <l!l Lhc l:'rankish c.:mpcror l.oui.., th<" J>iuus dkrl Ill 810. hi-. thtte 
sons--LoLh<.u. Chal'lco; the Bald <:u1cl l .oui~ Lhc.: Gc..·tnMn- lt•JJ out 0\('1 tlu-ir 
inhcl"itanCl'. Titc: Vi kin~ \\'l're quirk 10 t.•xploit polilical wc-~tln(·\.~. and raids 
bccarne lllol"c lrcqu<·1tt. 1 he civil war" damaged rov~tl aUihorhy, and 1he 
coast.al dl·fcnCl'S c1 caLed by CharJcmagnr collil p~·d. The grea1 d\ crs of the 
eutpil c hi) open to Viking llt•cf-' wh ich could p\·nc.·lrau.· far inland, sacking 
nuyor l0\\11~. po1 b and inhuul mona,lc.•t;<..,. Fn1111 hdng a \Ca')(mttl lhrcat~ 
1 ht• Viking~ nm, lwcanw .l rwn1Mnc.·n1 prc"'cnrC', sci1ing riY(T islttnd~ such as 
Oi\.'K'I iu Lhc Seine LO LIM: a:-. bases fOr prolonged campaigns Qfraiding. 

Charle$ th<:' Baler~ king(IOIIl, wi1h ih lung coa\11iuc and many na,·igahlc 
rivers, was hil the worsl. '"n,( .. \'ikings bcucfiwd hom his i111crn:1 l problems: 
in 8-43 a tebel count allied wiLh Lhcmto sciLC N;_mws, and in R5R his lunlhcr 
Lou1s lhc: Ce1 man in"aded. to1 dug Charl<·~ 1u abandon a .:;icgc: nf the 
Viking base ao Oi"~l. Charlc> was lorccd to pay 'Dancgclcl' oo buy Lhc \'ik· 
ing' oiT. In 1hc lung tct'lll 1his unlv caH:ouragcd mo re raid'i, hill il bough1 
him lime liJ deal \dLI; hb. inu:rnalcnemic.:~. Someti mes lhc Vikings could be 
a li ei~Lhcio :mack on Boo'tlcaux in i\48 dhcrt'<Uocd oho: rt'hcl prince"'"' 
controlled the dty. cnahling Charles 10 •·c~toJ·c hb aulhority 1hcrc. 

Lothar's kingdom included Fri>ia and the Rhine estuary, bolh fo·equent tat' 
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The Vikings in the Mediterranean 
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Viking Jleet.s raided Christian and M uslim Spa ill , a11d struck d eep 
into the Mediterranea11. 

Only a year after they had established a base at the mou1h of 1he Loire. 1hc 
Vikings nu-ncd 1hcir ancruion to .Spain. A nt·~• of around I 00 ships left the 
Loit•c and pillaged on the Cdronne before descending on the Spanish 
Chri~lian JUngdom of Galicia and Asturias. Loc<:~.l resistance '"'a!C eO'ecti\'e. 
a.nd t.hc Vikings 1110\'C:d on round Cape Fini~let•re. LO try their luck against 
the Umayyad Emi1-ate of Cc.wdoba. The Vikings took Usbon 'irtuallr unop­
posed. then. after sacking Cadi1 and Med ina Sidonia, they sailed up the 
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Rh·cr Gu~dalquivir and captured Se\rillc. From there thC)' raided the S1tr· 
rounding counU)"Side until. fh·c weeks later. the Vikings \\ere hea,ily defeat· 
ed by a ~htslim an1w: tl,c Musli1ns da.irncd to have dei,u·oyed 30 ~hips. killed 
1000 men and t.;.-t.kcu 400 prisoners, n'IO:')l ofwhol'n were huer executed. The 
stu'Yi\'Or~ surrendered their c:apti\'CS ttnd boOt)' and were glad to escape back 
to the Loire " •hh theif l i\(;~. 

Thirteen ycai'S lau:r the Viking~ r c:u_u·ned w Spaial \\'ith 62 ships under 
HaMcin ;:~nd 8joru lr oosides, t\\'0 of rhe ruost famous Viking leaders. At first 
they had a~ liltlc luck as thc:ir pl"e<iecessors, being soundly beaten by both 
1he Aswrians and f\1us1ims as they cruised south along Spain's Atlan•ic 
coast. However, ac the Slraits of Gib1·altar the Vikings· lucl. cholnged. 
Algcciras was sacked. thc.·n the· coast' of ~·forocco, Mnl'<'ia. the Balearic 
l~land~ and RousHion ,,.<·rc ravaged. They ~pen1 the winter or 8.:>9-60 on the 
island of Camarguc. at l.h(" IIIOULh or tffC"Rhont, before 111\'aging upstream 
a:, far as Valence the follo\ ... ing spring. But resi\Vtnce w~ fierC(.". ~o t.hc 
Viking:. n'lovc.."-d or1 to Italy, S(t.Cking l.tUHl (believing it lO lx· Rome) and s..UI­
ing up Lhe R.h t:r A.tuo to sack r,isa ~nd Fiesole. After Lhis Hastcin and Bjorn 
aa: :said to have l(l ~ailed imo lhc eastenl ~·lcdilcrrancan, but their mo"c­
mcn~ are un('ertain until 861, when 1hcy were again defeated b)' a Muslim 
Oec:t orr Spain. Finally. Pamplona was sacked before the 20 suni\'iug ship\ 
made h back to the Loire in 862. 1 t had been a mighty fc:\1 but \'CfY co~t.l). 
The Vikings prefcrcd easier mrgets: in the fuuu-c S1>ain "-ru. onl) rnrely J'aid· 
cd, and the Vikings n<.•Ycr rcmnu .. ·d to Lhc Mc-ditcn-ancan. 
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The Franks Fight Back 
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By 859 Charles the Bald had survived the worst crises of his reign 
and could tum his attelltion to the Vikings, who 11ow posed a 
serious threat to the ecouomy of the Fraukish heartlauds. 

New fo rt ifications were built, Roman town walls were r estored, and for tiJicd 
bridges cousu·uctt.·d across the li\·crs St:ine and Loire. But the bddges weJ'e 
positio ned well inland, and while they proLCcted Paris and the Frankish 
hcart1ands. thC}' cJTcctivcly abandoned the lower reaches of both •·lvers lO 

the Vikings. 

Chal'les's army '"as s1ill unre liable-it ran away from th e Vikings in 86fr­
but his .siege of the Vikings in Angca·.s in 873 was a notable dctol'y. He also 
u·ied w play one Viking anny o ff ngains1 anothe r. ln 860 he hired Lhe ser· 
vices of ' "''eland , a Viking chief based on the Somrnc, to attack the Seine 
Vikings a t tlaeir base on Oissel. The Seine \ 'Hdngs o fl'ered ' Veland a huge 
bribe to let rhf:m escape. and the next year they were back again. raid ing on 
the .Marne . T he Vikings only Jcft the Seine in 866 after Charles had resorled 
10 the o ld expedien t of paying Danegelct 

lnctcasingly lhe most effecti,•e d C"fence c:;~ rne no1 from the king hu1 from 
lo<:al leaders. T he Loire Vikings suffered a number of shar p defeats in lhc 
860s allhe hand~ of local coL•nts. \\lho could re~ct more (Juickly {han 
ce n tralized royal forces. By d1c end of the 9 th ccntlll")', t..hcy had 
bcco rnc the basis of Frankish defence. T hetc: were limit..s LO the 
devolution of d efence, howe,•e r, and peasan t bands which had 
formed in 859 to fight the Vikings were supprc..-sscd by Lhe counts. 
T his stiJTening of fran k ish resistanre renainly conlrihuted to the 
decl ine of Viking acti\·ity in the la te 860s, but il was the success of the 
Danish Ctt>at .A.rmy which itwaded EnglaJ1d in 865 lhal rnot<' 1 h~ n an)'Lhing 
t11rned Viking atlentions away from Fa-an da. 

2fT he fortified bridge at Pont de I' Arc he 
Tl)e key to Charles the Bald's 
defem:.rs for the Seine WiiS tbe 
(orti{it'.d bridge at Pont dt 
/'A~ht 11e11r P;trn 11u~ bn'dge 
was protected /)y garrisons 
stationed in large forts of 
UlOotl tmd stone 011 both 
b;mks o( the ,.;,!Cr. 
C011$tn~tio, waJ begm1 hr 
862, but w•ork rvas s/Qw 
tl>e unfinisiJtd b""ridge 
rmder Vtk;ng control itt 
\l'orl.: 0 11 tile b1idgtamlits 
{om u.-as finally oomplet~d 
al'()wtd 870. A Viking (lut­
wlliGh e-u~t?d the Seine in 
876 did ttot get past.the 
bridge. amlthe Vii.:~ dayed 
a u '4 )' fu r the next le.rr J.lf~N. 
The bridge and fort wen 
t'Vcmtually dt'$troyt'.d in fz 
Viki"g ottack in 88$. 
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The Great Army in England 
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2/The Viking fort at 
Repton 
Viking afflties chose defemible 
positions for their winter 
camps with at least one side 
defended by tuat~ or 
,arsiJland. The small camp at 
#?.topton was built (or tin- Great 
Army in the wintero(873~. 
Then·~ Trent protected one 
side (4 the camp, the othn 
was def•nded l>y a 1)-, hap.d 
rampart and ditch which 
incorporated an Anglo-Saxon 
monastic clntrth. A slipway in 
tM fort suggests t/Jat ships 
were beached insidf the 
enclos111'e fo,. protection. 

A great Danish anny arrives in Er1glmrd, and one by one th e 
Sa.~on k ingdom,t Jell to the invaders. 

Fot most of the 9th century. England seems to have escaped the worst of the 
Viking raids that plagued Ireland and Francia. Btn it was vulnetable-divid· 
cd into small, unc;ooperarh·e kingcioms which could be picked off one at a 
time, and crisscrossed by Roman roads along whit.:h an invader could move 
quickly. \Vhcn the Danes d id ar1ivc in force, their irucnlion was not merely 
pJ undea·, but conquest. In 865 a "gl'cat he;uhcn atmy .. under the <:ou'lrnand 
of lvar a nd Halfdan arrived in East Anglia. The kingdom bought peace with 
a supply of horses, and in R66 the Danes rode nonh. Th e Nonh umbrians 
were p reoccupied wid1 a civil war, ;md the 0 ;-m e!<i en tered York unopposed. 
The following spri ng. the two li \'al kings uniltd to uy to recapture York, bHL 
the auack failed and they wct·c both killed. The kingdom of Northumbrio 
d ied with them: by 876 York had become capital of a new Viking kingdom. 

In 867 the Danes for~yecl in to Mercia. A j oi nt Mercian-West Saxon force 
besieged them at ~olti ngham-the on ly time I haL o ne Angl(')ooSa.xon king· 
dom helped another against the Danes-and they withd rew to York. The 
Danes returned to East Anglia in 869, where they dcfc<l!ed and killed King 
Ed mun d. bring ing a second Anglo-Saxon kingdom u nder their conU"ol. 
The next year they invaded Wessex. King IEthelrred and h is brother Alfred 
rcsist.cd fiercely; the Danes wi1h drew to London, then ba<'k to Yo rk. T hey 
invaded Mercia agai n in 873, and the kingdom collapsed after the Danes 
took the ··oyal cenu·c of Repton . llere the army split: Half dart returned to 
consolidate his hold on York. while the o ther half under Cuthrum, Oscctel 
and Anund went to Cambridge before in"ading Wessex in 875. Alfred, now 
king. was forced to take refuge in the Somerset marshes. But the Danes had 
been weakened by 1he division of the ~nmy, and by th e fact that many of 
their figh ters had decided to s~:u.lc on the lan ds they had won in Nonh· 
umbl'ia and Mel'cia. \Vhen Alfred managed LO raise a no Lhcr army and \•.'On a 
great victory at Eddington, the Dane. agreed to leave We>>ex. 
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The Great Raids on Francia 
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A lfred the Great's successful def ence of Wessex is bad news for 
Francia as the Vikings seek easier pickings there. 

The Viking fleet which had arri,•ed on the Thames in 878 crossed the sea 
the follo"1ng year an d I<Ulded ncar Calai:.. The Vikings acquired horses and 
plundered northern Flanders 0 11 Lhcir way LO Ghent, where l hcy were 
joined by their ships in a winter camp. This set a pattell1 for the next 12 
yeaJ'S: e\'ery year t11e Vikings mo,·cd on to a new cawp, usually located at a 
monastery on a navigable Ji\'CI'. and used it as a base fi'Om which to raid the 
surrounding countryside. For five yea1·s Flanders, the Rhineland and 
Picardy were met11odically ravaged. 'vl~1en t11ese were exhausted the Vikings 
moved south and sailed up the Seine to Paris in 885. Two fonilied bridges 
blocked their way. The Viking leade1· Sigfrid demanded safe passage, but 
t11e Pal'isians refused. The Vikings attempted to destroy the bridges but, 
encouraged by their bishop .Joscelin and their count Odo, the defenders 
held out for almost a )'Cal' before the city was relieved by Emperor Charles 
the Fat. Instead o f auacking the Viki ngs, however. Charles simply gave them 
t.he permission Lhey wanted to sai l past Pari'i. T hey spent the next t·wo years 
raiding along the Marne and upper Seine. Charles's pusil1animous acl led 
to his deposition and the final breakup of the \.arolingian empire in 888. 

The West Franks now chose :c• king a man who had proven his fighting spir­
it, Gown Odo, the hero of Paris. Wi th an effective d isplay of force and the 
e ncouragement of a payment o f l)ancgclcl, Odo rid the Seine of Vikings in 
889. The Vikings now launched 3 11 unsuccessful invasion of Brittany before 
moving back to try thei r luck in the F.asL F"rimkish kingd om. The East 
Franks' chosen succc'iosor to Charles lhe F'm, A.rnulf, was another man like 
Odo, 'and t11e Viki ngs faced n:sistance wherever they went. The F1-a11ks had 
built fortresses and town walls acro!'<is 1he whole area bet\,·een the Seine and 
the R.hine. The final SLJ..tw \ .... as a sevt~rc famine which affected Francia in 
891- 2; it was probabl)• this, mo re tha n military p ressure, that fo1·ced tllc 
rnain Viking ar my lO leave for· England in 892. Francia had nol seen Lhe last 
of t11e Vikings. but the worst of tlH: .-aids were now past. 
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Wessex Defended 
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The departure of the Great Army gave Wessex a breathing space, 
a11d when the Viltiugs returned they [ou11d co11ditions utterly 
cha11ged. 

After the Danes left for the cominent in 879, Alfl·ecl reorg;mized the Jyn/, or 
peasant miliLia, so t11at it could stay in the field for longer. The royal atmy 
also becarne much more mobile, and was able w react quick..ly LO Viking 
attacks. A fleet was built to challenge the Vikings on the high seas. Most 
irnporlant was Lhc construction of a network of lmrhs- fonifi.cd scu le· 
ntents-across the whole of Wessex. The ovct·all effect of these measures 
was to deny the Viking arm.ies the freedom of movement which they had 
enjoyed in the 860s and 870s. and make them much more vul nerable to 
counter-attack. The acceptance by the Mercians of Alfred's lcade rsltip in 
886 :tlso en•urcd a greater degree of cooperation between tl>c Anglo-Saxons 
than had existed before. 

The Vikings contin ued to hold the initiative, however, and had the great 
advantage of being able to retreat huo frienclly Danish-held territory if they 
suffered a reverse. The Danes of Northumbria and the Danelaw also sup­
plied reinforcements and launched diversionary ra ids on the coasts of 
Wessex. Despite this, the two Viking a rmies which arrived in Kem in 892 
were not destined to prosper. The onLy major raid in to Wessex was defeated 
in spring 893 and when, shonly after, the two Viking armies joined up at 
Benfleet in Essex they had no sooner gone on a raid than the English cap­
tured their camp, together with the ir fam ilies and loot. Their ships were 
either destroyed or taken to London and Roch ester by the English. A raid 
deep into Mercia later in the year also ended in defeat and the Vikings were 
lucky to escape into the Danelaw. Late in 893 the Vikings took Chester, but 
the English destroyed the local food supplies and hunger forced them into 
Wales. To a'•oid English forces, they returned to their East Anglian base 
through North umbria in 891. 

The Viking al'n'ly now mo\·cd to the Ri\'cr Lea, threatening London, btu 
Alfred blockaded the rh·er anrl forced it w abandon its ships and Oee over­
land into Mercia in 895. After spending ano th er winter under siege aL 

BridgnorLh, 1he fru~nrated Viking army btokc: up: some settled in 
Northumhria Hnd East Anglia, othei'S reLUnlcd to 
Francia. After their depanm·e Lhc Angle>· 
Saxon chronicler heaved a sigh of relief: 
"the Viking arnt)' had not-by God's 
grace!-alllictcd the English people 
to a ,·cry great extent .. he conclud­
ed. Though the English had not 
won an y great victori es, the)' 
had p reve nted the Viking> 
fro m plunde•·ing at will, 
and at no Lime had 
Alfred's defences 
lookcrl like ly to 
break down. 



Viking campaigns and 
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The Conquest of the Danelaw 
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In just seven years, Wessex conquered much of the Danelaw, 
creating a unified kingdom of England 

\\~1en Alfred the C•·eat died in 899, Wessex was still on the defensive. ais 
successo1·, Edward the Elder, was fa<·crl by a rcvoll hy his cousin Acthelwold. 
ln 903 the rebel pcr~uadcd Lhc East Anglian Danes to in\'adc Mercia and 
Wessex. Edwat·d t'etaliat~d with a •·aid into the Danish-held Fens. Pan of his 

army was defeated, but Aethelwold and the Danish King Eohric 
were killed. Peac<.> retumed until 909, when Edward desparched 
an army to aHack the Nonhumbrian Oanes. A Danish coun ter· 
attack. was defeated at Tcucnhall io 910. 

The power of the Klngdom of York was broken, and £dward"s 
si tuation transforntcd. ln c.:o-opcration with his sister 

A'.thefl<ed, the ruler of Me•·cia, he began a piecemeal but 
m ethodical conquest of th e Danelaw south of t he 
Humber. Afrer 1he Danish king o f East Anglia wa~ 
killed in battle at Tclllpslonl in 917, organ i<cd Danish 

t'CSistanc::c crumbled. Edward narrowly rnisscd adding 
Nonhumbria to his kil>gdom. The Danes of 

Nonhu mbria had submitted to A'.thelnred in 918, 
but she died before this coup could be followed 

up, and in the following year Ragnald, a 
Viking chief ft·om h·eland. took control of 

York and the English-ruled Eal'ldom of 
Northumbria. 

K I NG DO M 
O F YO RK 

909 <o 

The conq uest of the Danclaw had 
taken just seven years. Alfred had left 
Edwal"d with an efficient army which 
could remain in lhe field fOr months 
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2/Campaigns and 
conquests, 9 16-20 

Weuex and ames, 
916 

<onqvered by Wessex: 

'"-:J 917 

r:J Early 918 

- Ute 918 

- aMe>'ed by Weuex. 
919 - other area under 
English control. 9 I - border of Danelaw, 
916 

-..J 
Anglo-Saxon awck. 
917 
Danish anack, 917 

-..J Dubl•n Vikings 

X v,k,ng vtctof')' 

Anglo· Saxon fonified towns: 
Q buth established 

before 916 

0 

• 
burh esubUshed 
after 916 
Danish fortified town 

e other Danish town 

l.efa: this IOth-untury carving 
of a Danish wam'or? from a 
stoue c.TOSS in St Andnur s 
CJ1u1'Ch~ Midd/l't()ll ilt Norlh 
Y(JrJ:.shi"· shows him tvearing 
a Vikittg INim~t and 
SltrTOIIttded by the wt'O{XJIIS of 
the period.-a spear, round 
shield, tWOr'd nud baNle·a:t:e. 
It ma)' be a memorial to a 
Dandaw aristQQ'/ll JviiO ''ad 
bel'tt conwrted to 
Chrisrianity. 

Allin 

918 <> 
0.... o(Yorl< 

Wbmilt<>M<mo 

"{Edward] devised a modt 

of frustrating the Danes; 
for hR repaired many 
ancient cities or built 

new ones in places 
calculated for his 

purpose, and .filkd 
them with a 

military force ... " 
William of 

e v011< 

" 919 

lincoln 

'""'' 
917 " 

Dones of Eosr 
Angfio oM /AtfCIO 

tllf>ufsed ot 
"Wtggwgdmere·· 

i'ut:liJII ('hulln,J 

consolid:.:ning ('\' t'f}' arlvancc.~. But the dc:cbh·c factot" was Danish weaknes..'\ 
racher than English strcngLh . Now LhaL the Danes were seulcrl, they had losL 
tl1eir ma in military advanmgc O\'cr th e English. their mobility. They had 
crops to tend and homes w defend, and we1·e less willing lO spend months 
on campaign . Edward's achievement is often called the "reconquest" of the 
Dane law, bm it was. in dfccl, the '"test Saxon conquest of England. Ry no 
means all the English regarded !edward as a liberator-many fought \''i th 
the Danes-and hi s campaigns c.:ndcd with the formal annexation o f 
English Mercia by the Kingdom of Wessex in 919. 



The Kingdom of York 

Above: Viking Yorl.: {lo11rished 
a.s a ,,tJrket (or'local goods 

mrd im/X)rlS /rom 
Scandi,tavia, lrellmd a11d 

Ge"'um y, all(/ iu kings slmck 

I 

large qrumtities of silw r 
pemri~s. TIJis coin of Olaf 
GutiJ/rithsson (c. 939-41. 

hf'lorv) entries the pagan 
symbol of d ralJffl with 

outstretched wings. 

From 866 to 954 York was the centre of a Viking l<ingdom 
includiug most of /he old kingdom of North.umbria south of th e 
Tees. 

Aller they took York in 866, the Danes at lii'Sl n tled through English puppet 
ki ngs. but in 876 Halti:lan, one of the lead ers of the Great Army, seiLcd 
powc•·· l laHllau-Lhc.~ lina of man}' Viking.s 10 dream of uniling York and 
Dublin-was killed in Ireland in 8 77. l.iult? is known or1·1is successor•:,; some 
of them are kuown on ly from th eir ('oi n~. Dan ish co•nrol came under thrcal 
after an Irish ,jewry over Ll>c Uublin \'iki ngs in 902 brought an an influx of 
lrish-Not·se selllers to no rthwest England . Th e d eath of three Danish kings 
at th e baule of Teuen ltall in 910 left th e kingd om lead erless. and opened 
rhe way for the Irish-Not"SC Viking Jb g nald t.o seize York in 919. 

The lrish~Norsc were n<:>ver to est.ablish thenlSCl\'eS securely. ho,,·c,·cr, and 
in 927 they were drh·en out by King Athelstan. who Ll>creby completed the 
West Saxon d)1ta>ty'• tak~over of Engla nd. Olaf Gtnhfrithsson, Ki ng of 
Dublin, u·icd to regain \'ork with the ~uppon of rhe Scots aud Su.._u.hdydc 
Brho ns in 93i. but was crushingly dcfea teci by Athelstan m Brunanburh 
( location unknown, but probably n car the Humbe r). ln 939 Olaf was back. 
H e conquered Northumbl"ia and the Five Boroughs of rh e Danelftw ln a 
lighming campaign, but his \'ktory pro\'cd to be ephem~ra l : by 944, York 
was hack in English hands. Erik Bloodaxc, an exiled king o f Non,•ay wi1h a 
mighty reputa[ion as a watrior. returned York to Viking control for the IRst 
time in 918. For the next six years he su·ugglcd for control with King O laf 
Sih tricson o f Dubli n an d the English Ki11g fadrcd , but it was th e Non h· 
ulnbrians Lhcmselves who drove him OUL of York LO h is dcmh in an am bush 
on Sta in rnore in 954. Eadred, a pparen tly u no pposed . too k contro l of 
NOJ"lh umbria. 

/ 

' 
l Niking Jorvik, 886-954 

Mo-st Q( the Scandinavian 
(predomilrantly Da11is!J) settlcme111 in 
York-jorvik, as t~ Vikit~gs ~llt.d 
it-Jay to tile soutiJ of tbe oM Roma11 
fort, wbic.h r.vM the ud~siastical ami 
admiuistrdtive cMirr. This oo,#mu~d 
to {rmct.iou undisturbed 1mdf!r t1Jf! 

Viki11gs, rvhose kings were often ou 
rn·~ndly te-rnrs with the an:IJ/IisbQps. 
Sr:.mtd;,ravian York grnv rapidly, and 
settlement spread outo tiN! west bank 
of the O use ;, the 1Oth ceutttry. By 
100() Yorlr's p()pttlation was probabl)' 
armmd 10,()()(), makilrg it a large ciry 
b)' th¢ standards of early medie.ual 
europe. 

[_] ~n area or Scandinavian settlement 

• excavated Viking site 

+ pl'e--Norman c.hu;ch 
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Vikings in Ireland I 

Above: this small buma, 
figul't'. an cnamdled m01mt 

{rOm a br011-:.e b()w/, was 
found in o Viking grat~ ;, 

Samditravia. It is typical of 
th~ mauy fin~ pieas of Irish 

a-aftsmansiJip pillaged by tl~ 
Vikiugs. The 9tll century &ttw 

tht tnd u{ the "'galdt11 age" of 
Mrly Christian Irish 

dvili;:;ation, rvhicl! produud 
fr?ltStlrt'S StiCh as tJ~ JJ;gh 

crosses, the 8oQJ:. of Kells and 
the AYdagb chalie<. 

R t 

0 100"' 

0 IOI))ods 

v 

Vikings raided the coast of Ireland, sailed up rivers to strike deep 
inland and established a p erma nent settlement at Dublin. 

Ireland's Viking age began with a r.tid on a church on Larnbey Island-near 
OubUn in '7.95. Viking activity de,•eloped in a sim ilar way co that in Rritain 
aud Francia. The firsl phase, which laSLcrl until around 830. involved small 
ncct..\ in uncoordinated atmc;ks on LargC't.s-primarily monasleries--wjthin 
20 miles of the coasL In ohc 830s raiding became much more frequent, and 
the llect' larger. Inland areas b<·came ,·ulnerable as the Viking nee!< began 
LO sail up navi!,r.tblc 1ivcrs .such as the;.· Shannon. sacking the monastel) ' at 
Clonmacnoise in 83(), and I hen into Lough Erne and Lough Neagh. 

Early 9th<cntury Irelan d was divided into live competing h igh kingdoms, 
but the high kings had link conu·ol over their quao·relsome sul>-kings, so 
there was no coordinated response to the raids. By 840 the Vikings had 
become a pennanem presence, building fortified camps, the mosl impor­
tant of wh ich was at Dublin . Around this time the shado<")' warlord Turgeis 
pro,~des the fi1'St cvidcucc that Viking ambitions now extended beyond 
phmd,,.- to conquest an d po li tical con trol. Once the Vikings began to de­
''clop permanent settlements, 1hey hecame more vulnerable to CO\IIHer­

attack, and Irish resistan ce became more e ffective. In 847 the Vi kings suf­
fered four major defeats, after wh ich many of them moved to Francia. 

The lio-st o·aiders and settlers had been Nonvcgians, but in 851 the Dam:s 
won conu·ol of Dubli n , on ly to be expelled two years later by O laf the 
White, a son of a Norwegian king. O laf made himself king- of Dublin, and 
undCJ' him the Vik.inff-t began to be drawn into h·ish political Hfc, alternately 
lighting and allying with their ncighboLU·s. Wl1cn O laJ's successor lvar died 
in 873. the Dublin kingdom emercd a peoiud of political instability. ~I any 
Vikings left Ireland to raid in England or Francia or settle in Iceland, and 
foo· the next 40 years Ireland saw little Viki ng activity. 

-

e 1· 

+ 

I /Viking Dublin 
Dublin. In land's {iY$1 trn~ 
town, origina ted as a 
longplrorl, a fortified 
enclosure built by tl1<t 
Vikings in 841 to protect 
tbei,. ships a~td act fU a 
roiding ~Hue. Dublin 
proixWiy tf~veloped as 
centre for slave tradi11g, 
and excavatitms IJave 
s.botwJ tbat by the IQtb 
cetJtury it had become a 
prospero11s merciJant "''d 
numufac.turing /Qwn • 

• major excavation 

0 IOtt.o<entvry Dubllt~ 

• Expansion in l l th 
and 12th ccnwries 

+ pre-Norman church 

n m~,r'$hi:Jnd (dr:~-ined in 
Ang4o-Norman period) 
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2/The Vikings in Ireland: 
the first wave, 79 S-873 
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Vikings in Ireland II 

''Bmdh ... mn from 

thr il'l""l' a111/ hunt 
tluough tlw ll•olf of 

.1/1/eb/1. al/l/fuu/ud 

(1/ t/11 flj ll.f::. JIIP {HJ\ 

hulk tlmw ujJ 1111 

111111 to Jnoln l Ki Ill!; 
Bmm, !Jutliu• 

\ l!'ltrr/ I II I ojf till' 
fll 111 11 nd tiu· IIi ll.f:: \ 

hmrl. Fht•i.mg\ 
hlonrl 'f'illnl nt'l'l 

!In \II/ mj1 ojlfu• 
bll)' \ 1/I"IJ/, 111111 thr 

Willi lllflu•tdP!I II/ 

U!l((l, 

the death ot 
Bt i.ul Bnru 

f rn Ill ,\;a I\ \agu 

Dw "Forty Years' Rest ·• was followed by renewed raiding but 
gradually the Vikings were assimilated iuto the Irish pt~pulatiou. 

1 he long !'<:>pit<: ll'om \'ik.ing 'aids which l1 eland e•~IO)·ed bet"een lS74 and 
9 l4 became knm,1l (.'!.;; thf' "for" \'ears· R~s1"'. Man}· Viking-. had moverl w 
England or Fr..1ncia where raid ing was now n·aching iL~ peak: tho..:c who 
rc1mtin~d ,ttJft.·n:d a sc.·ries of defl~aLS culminatiHg v .... itll theiJ c.·xpul,inn f•om 
Dublin in 902. Rlu a' che oppornmitie~ for raiding in F.nglanci .mel Franda 
declined. t.he Vikings turned Lhcir aucntion Lo Ireland ag;.tin . \\'ithin .t few 
)c.u--. the Viking,;; wc.·•·c rC'-cstablished in ~u ength a1 Dublin , \Yexfo1d, 
\Vaterford 01nd Lilnedck. -and \\f"rf· once again l'airling cieep inl~tnd along 
Ireland's na\'igablc rh•crs. Ireland ~llso experienced ~~ gn:at deal of small 
scale coastal raiding by \'ikiug<> !)t'Uil'd in the llcbridc~ and umtht'rn i~k--s. 
which continut'd irno the 121h cennt •t. 

The Vikings mad<: no la')ting tcrrilorial conqu~:sb 0 1 t'Xtt'nsi\'t' M.:ttlemcnts. 
The Dublin Viking!-~ were frequf"nth• divened by the-ir -ambitions 1o ruk York, 
\\hile the lri~h .. f'\orse 1owns \\'f'l'(' often at odds wi1h each Olh<'r. Irish rcsiv 
Lance.: was oflcn h ighlv dft't:Lin~ and iL wa:, onlv Lrdand'') di~u ll it) that 
enabled t11c· Viking (~ndave.;, to su r'\ive. Tr.,.di1ion has i1 th;~ l lrt"land'~ Viking 
age enrtert at the hau le of Clon1a1f in 1014, when Brian lloru. 1hc king ol 
~1Lmster. dcfcatt.·d an alliance between Ldnstc.:r ~md llu: L>ublin \'ikiug:,. 
though he hi rnself \.;as killeci in 1he fighting. In re-ali• y. it e ndt>d rnnre- wi1 h a 
\.;hirnper I han a hang. Under ('OilStiUH prf>SSUI'C rro rn 1he kings of Muno;wr 
in tJH~ soulh and tJte kings of Meath in Ute.: north. the powt..•r ol the 11 i~h­
l\'or~c wa:, in sh;uv decline.: by Lht: hue lOth cenuuy T ho ugh the nathe king­
don'ls uften sought 1 hem a'; allies berau'ie of their fighting quali 1ics, th<''} had 
little influence in their own righl: sc,·cral Limes before 1000 the Dublin 
Vikings laad lxTn torcctl to pay u-ibutc.: to lrbh 
kings as the pr·ice or keeping theil' indepen· 
dence. Rv this t inw the lri~h·Nor~c were begin­
ning to lose their Viking idcntilY through con­
ve, .,ion to Ch1 htianity, imennaniage with the 
lri~h anci arloprion of the Gaelic lanb'lmge; the 
Irish now knC\\ lhcm as th<.' .. O!<>Uncn .. (men ot 

Llw t·a:,t) LO dbdngui..::h thern fron1 llw Scandin­
avian~. 

le(t: ;, ~sponu t () the Viking 
raids of the tOtb century, the 
Irish built a $t!ries of dmrch 
b<lltotuef'S wbiGh co11ld also 
~MN as lookout posts and 
refuges, like th-is tmt! otJ the 
monastic is.l.amf of CHvenish 
in LoHgh Eme. 

Right: altbouxh tiJt! Vikings 
h11d little /cm,¢~1cnn 

m{lucna in lrdaml. 
SCAmlinauimr stylet tlid (rnll 
their way into Irish at1. 1"'he 

Crws of Coug u•as made 
around 112J, lo~tg after the 
Irish Vikings had los/ their 

indepettdettce but its 
d~corariolt strU shows a 

strong influence of tiN late 
Nors4" Umcs st'l•l,., 



The Vikings in Ire land: conflict 
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The Vikings in Scotland 

~nu"\ fJ/uwfl'luf tit!' 
1/dl//rln, 11 fl( /11 ug 

fh, lim 111 " I''· 
u•lu 11 11 l.111g utlhd 

f..JfiTl alllllul .. 
I hr11 11 fJI a jll'lr 

balll \f!rt mmt 
had falltll 1111 hot/1 
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Below: St Columba•s Abbey 
011 tlte islmul of IC'ma "'as Ortt' 

of tht- first pllltt'l i11 Scotland 
tJU4Jclted by t)w V;kings. As 
th~ Noi'U Mllltrs of tiN U/n 
COtn.'n't~ by Clmsttamty. 

Wking rwl~n b«.tm, patmm 
-rt~//Kr ti'OIH pftilllln'rr'S-4( 

tiN ~Jbbey, By tM IIIII Untwry 

it hDd b«oml' tl't b1u-ia/ plaet 
of tiN Nom· kuiJ:I of Man and 

tlw lslt's. 

Vikit~g raids 011 mo11asteries were followed by perma11erll 
sellleme11tS i11 the Scottish isla11ds a11d a/o11g the coast. 

Tht" t"otrli(''l recorded \'iking acti' ir, in Scotland ,,~a~ au .tu.te·~ on 1he 
mona~tc~rr nf Colmti lle on lona in 795. (),,., lht: next 50 years r.tith f<•nli l)· 

ucd unaiMI<:ct .u·uund the Wl'Slcrn toa•us. nv lht:• m id-9th t:cn tury. IHlWt' \ ('1' 

th<' e mpha'i' had sh ifted from r·aiding to ' <'llle mcn t. Very liuh· i:-. known 
about tit<· ... eul<'m<'nt process. but tht.• HrM l'i<'tdcments ptoUabh ht.·g-.m ::t~ 

raiding h.,,t, earl\ in the ceruun. B\ HOO. '<'ttlers-mosth NonH·gi,m~ 
Wl'n: wdl t.·,tahliiiiihCd in the bl~md' ~mel .tlong the coast from G.tllowa~ 10 
the ~lor.tl ~lflh. In Orkne> and Shctl.tnd lhl' nmiq• Celts "e1e wmplewl\ 
submcr~t.·cl 1)\ th<" neKcome~. but 111 the H('hride;;; and the south\\ t''' thC', 
\\Cn: ~)()n intc·rman,ing \\ith the NOJ\t' ro produce a h~brid peopk ln<n\1l 
to the lri'h ,1, lh(' Caii-Caedhil ( .. lou_'IJ{Il G.t('l"'), from "hkh Gaii0\\'4'~ get~ 

its uam<'. O ne rc~ult of Celtic inflm·nr<· ""' thm many of tlw ~l'ttltr ~ .tdopt· 
ed Chri"i,util)' her ore 900. 

The po litit:al o rg.mi7ation of the stttlemcnh i\ uncertain but, ·'' later iu 
Iceland. tht·~ wt.·n· prohabl}' madt" tlltdl·r ari\tc)(T;_ttlc kaders surh .l, KcLil 
FlaUlO><: "ho ruled in 1he Hebride; hom ,around 840 to AAO. T o\\ard< the 
e nd of thl.• ~hh ccntun.·. th e :...:or\'eJti.ul \ ·c"tfo ld kings exu·nckd thctr 
authoril" OH'I OrknM·. establi~hing 4.lll t'4trldom under )oo"i(" ro\4t1 <onuoL 
The) abo d ._timcd ~\creignl\ O\("r th(.• I tcbnt.lcs. but it would lx_· 20() \l'<tf\ 

before thl.•ir ,urthoril\· I here wa.;, an' chillR more than lhcor(•tic.tl 1 h~ 
Orkncv t•arlc,lmal '!loon cxpanrt~d. taki rrg <onuol of most of tht· Scandina· 
\'ian '><'llkd .u t·:a< ol Scml•nd by the •l'i~-:n of Earl Sigurd tlw ~t oul (r. 98c>­
l014). 

The mo\t impoll<llll effect that I he Vi~in~:~ had on Scotland in tlti, l){'l'iod 
was to b u.·c.tk tht· l'xbting powc1· slruCltll(''· ln 800. Scotland w~l"' flhicl('cl 
between fotu ethnic groups: lht· Pi<1< of the llighland,. tht• Scot< of 
D .. dri~tclil, lht.· Briton~ of Su-.. ithclwlt.· .met the .:\nglo-Sa.,on:, of ~orthumhria. 

All fonr 'ltfTcrt·d f1om HIJng au.tck.<. hnl lhl' Scots seem to haH: lx•t•n \\l'olk· 

cnccl ]t-,, lh<l.ll 1lwn nc:ighbom~. Tm ning rirnun~t.ances to thci1 .lch.anw.g<', 
thC) 0\t' lf,tn lhe riel> in 844. tht' Sll<tthrhde Britons in the !120s and 
L01hian in !173. 10 cr cate the kingdom of ~rotl:lnd. 



I 

Viking Scotland, aoo-1 0 14 
• • • • • • elhnK voups c.. 800 

;wa of None wtttemeM. 
9dt ~ lOch cct~tunes 
date o( serzk.rmo.nr fMt1 

v,~ raids.: 
O;lnH. 874 

_,# Si£VI'd the Mlg:hry and 
Thontan the Red. 889- 900 

do!h<d .... - ....,.aun>l nods 

..... 
E'i • ::a • 
N 

I 
I' 

lS 

I 

.. ' 

.. ...... 

I 

• • 

ClonDrf 
4 . 1014 

• 

E.orl s.eurd ond 
King 8f0d•f o( 
Mon kilkd 

Eu1dom of Oo1a>ey 
<. 880 
(, 900 - (. 1000 

X battle 

• mcmanery or 
setd~~nt raided 

_.JI v.~ U'ade I"'Ule 

S'W 

60 1 

~ 

I •< 960 

I ,, 

I S<otthh attempt to ~opbnt 
1 Ca>thnc>• de(eoted 

I 

I 

I 
.~, 

~ 

• • 

P i c I s 

I' OR T RI U 

• Dunk<ld 
•': . \ \ ·-~ · A!JUO<OA';_, ).. X 

U I 

• Ounnotar 

, , ,, 11 
(St;otj) .. ~- . • 839 904 r' '-,.,.,.d br VoM>gs 839, 866 and 903-f 

,.oumb:u~ 
S I II 

, I' • f , I -..... -
STRA fi iCl\I)E 

(Bn t(NU) 
I, I 

• ~<. 850 
~l:t 

I . " \t \ < 

- • 870 

.. -• • 
• 

Dobfo """"" .. ..., 
S..ottqde CIIP'Iol 
"""""'~y .... 
.-de ...... 



Scandinavian Place Names in Britain 

Abov~: placemtmes of Nors(' 
origin predominat(' in much 

of ,ortlnuest Englmrd. 
HorJ't'l~r the SJm.;, • .,, of 

Anglo-Sa.'COn placename$ tuch 
<IS Kabtr (~.a ~bOOf8 • 

"'iaclulaw !Jill"') alongsitl«' 
11amt.s of pure Norst origm 

s uch as Ktld ("'tpring .. ) ami 
Tlm'llitc ("cl4!arinj(') sbou• 
that tiN native inhnbitartts 
u.oen' not drit-cn out by the 

ne-w Sf'ttlas. 

6dow: this srmdial iu tin! 
porch of St Grqory's Mhut~ 

at KhluJale in Yorksltire shows 
t!Je t'loru settlers becomiug 
assimilated into tJ~ Anglo­

.~axon population. A man with 
a $t'.imdiltaviatr rumtt' IMs 

t'Uton-d a Christia" clmrch 
~utd r'ff()rd,.d the fa~/ itt 

Anglo-.Wxon: "Onn, scm of 
(Jamal, acquir.-d the dmi'CIJ of 

St G,-egory u•ht.w it u•os 
turnbltd a,td ruined. and had 
it nb,,ift from the ground;,, 

honour of Chritl and St 
Grtgory• dttring lin- car/do, 

o{Tostig (lOSS-OS). 

P 1ace11ames are the most importa11t source of evide11ce about the 
exte11t of Vilii11g settleme11t i11 8ritai11 a11d lrela11d. 

If we had to rch onh on archaeological t"vidcnc(>, surh a.'i hurials, slone­
carvi ng!t or seuJt•mt'J l t~. the pinurc would be mtu-h ks~ complc1e. This i'i 
~~pccially true in England. whcr·e Scandinavian .S('tllcmcnt.s han.· prO\'cd 
'ery difficuh lo identify. Thot1g-h HlatW Scandinavian placcna~nc·~ datt' from 
nfte•· the \'iking agt>. tht>ir di~tribution give~ a broad indic(ILion of the: den:,i­
'Y o f Scandinavian '\.ettlemem. In Orkney, Shf"tland and Caithnf'SS. aln'IO~L 
.til placenamcs a rc of&-andinavian charttcwr. Scand inavian plart>names are 
.t lsn rommon in the h ie o f Man, Cumbria, Yorkshire a nd 1he Eas1 tv1 irl lanrl~: 
in Easl Anglia, the I kbridc~ and Galloway: and, to a lcssc1· extent, along tht> 
coas~J, of nort.hwt:sl Scot..laud, Lancao;h irc, Cheshire and South \t\'alcs. rhcre 
ate lc,.,.· Scandioa,i::Ul placen~unes in England ~uuth of the 9Lh<c:n tury l>or­
der· of the Danelaw. and Lher ate absent even fr·om n1any areas no• t..ll of iL 

Dc~pite th e Vi kin~· long involvem<'n l in Ireland. lhf"re aTf" ff"w Sranctin· 
avian plarcnames lhcre. mirroring the lack of li1<•rary anci archaeological 
t.'\'idc:n.ce for Scaudjmwian M:Uicmc:nt outside their coastal basc.s. A scauer· 
ing of prominent coastal lcalures. especial ly around the Irish Sea. ha\'C 
Scaudina'" ia" nau1es-a ~ign ut lht· Scandinm ian domination of thc~c 
wmer~ during th e Viking age. In general. Norwegian pJaccname elements 
are com mo n f':S[ in norrhwes1 England, ~1an <~nd S('fHiand. and Danish de­
mt>nts in ca"iUJrn England. The mosl charartcris li c Oani~h p lacename 

M an 
clements are · /1)1, as ln Thurkkhy ("Thurkil 's 
f~trmslcad"). and ·thorpe a~ in Kculcthorpc 
("'Kctil's o uLivlnp. farm''). Hybrid na mes 
incorporati ug a Daubh persunaJ name and 

- . 
the English elemt·nt -tun. as in Crimston 
("CI'im'< village"), aae also wmmon in 1.he 
Danela''· Typical Norwegian placenarne el~ 

menls found in 1he northern isl e~ a r f' 
... ff.tlfhi1; found in Grimista ("Grim· s place"), 
and -fxj/sfadr. as in lsbistc1· ("eastern fann-). 
fhc Norwegian -tlmeit in. Brackt·rnhwaitc 
("bracken deariug'"). is common in Cumbria 
and Dumfr'ies. C:ollHnon Scand inavian clc:- ..._ 
rnen ts in coastal placenames are -()1 (i~land). 

-holm (isle1.), -•uicil (ba)') and j(mt (~ord). 

---
... _ -- -_,.,... .. 

Mull, Jura & lslay 

, 

-• 

-
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The Duchy of Normandy 

Abo...-c: one of a pair of 
Smndinavhm fibulaf', or 

dotlt~-1 (astcm:rs. (tmiJ(/ ;, a 
VUti~tg gnwe! at Pltres in 

Nom1at1dy. 

( ,o/jr 1ll' .'i l ,\l lt / <J 

Du c h y 

R ollo's Vikings, allowed /(>settle in Normandy as a defence 
again,</ otlwr raider,,, rapidly adopt.ed a French, Christian it/entity, 

In 892, most of the Vikings on the St.·inc cros~t·d the Channc.:1 to raid in 
England. anct 1hose who remained began 10 senlc down. Their last major 
•-aid-on Chanres in 9 11-\,ras defeated. and 1heir leader Rollo made a 
pc~tcc agreement with the Frankish Kiug Charles the Simple. lu I'Ctum for 
his homage and conversion to Christianiry. Rollo was made count of Rouen 
(1J1e n ders of :-lo•·mandy did not use the title "duke" before I 006) . C:harles' 
intention was that Rollo would ptevent i.Ul)' other Vikjugs saiJ ing dO\.,·n the 
Seine m a u.ack his kingdom. In [his respect.. the agrecnu:nt was a great sue· 
cess and. 3 J)lWt from some border trouhles. the Viking 1hreat co the .Seine 
valley wa:,· J.>Cnnaneruly e nded. Rollo was g r·a nted funhet' lands ar·ound 
Rayeux in 924 and his successor \~Villiam Longsword acq uired the Cotcntin 
peninsula in 933. but attemplS to expand eastwarrls were defPated. 

Normandy-from 1'\ormannia, o r .. Nonhm~\ll ·s L...·md"-owes it~ name 1.0 

the Viking:,, but tJu:ir long-term influence: was slighl. Placename evid<"nce 
points to fairly dense Scandinavian (main ly Danish) seulenH.'IH in coastaJ 
art'as, bm elsewhere i1 was very' sparse: 1he Scanclin~wians were clearly a 
minol"ity in No,·mandy as a \\1hole. T he ~ltlets have leflliule archaf'ological 
evidence of their pn:sl'ncc. indicating that they quicklr adoptt·d F'rankbb 
l"nmerial cuhure and burial practices. Some newly aJ-rived seu.Jers star ted a 
brief pagau revival atound 942, but most of the earlier seuler·~ had alrrarlr 
com·crtcd by this stage. Econontic t ics with the north , nc,·e•· su·ong, \\'ere 
ahan<ioned by 1hP late )Q[h cenll.ll)'. Scandinavian .speech probably .survircd 
until the: early lith cen tu •) '· T he la.:,t ve~ligt· of Scandin;wian culuu-al ionu. 
ence was the presence of 
a Norwegian poel a 1 1·h e 
ducal court in 1025, Well 
before I 066, i'lom1andy had 
become, arl min istra li vely, 
culturally and lit\guistically, 
a French p1incipality. 
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Abo\"t: \t'illiam of Nonnandy 
besieges /he aJStlt> Q( J)i.ruw in 
Britl?llny m 1064, ;, a $Celie 
from the Bayeux ·rape:stry. 
Tl~t• ca$tle is a rypial/ motte· 
and-bailey of the period. wUIJ 
a wootkn #ockadt: ~, wp (){ 
"" to1111J "'ound. ilu three· 
point~d banner$-IW() run a$ 

go,tfalons-.:rrr of Norse 
origin, as at't tile mythical 
btast$ ;,,the tape.$try's 
margins. 

- tB95 
V•kh'lg chk( "Ro4o" 
orr/~ !It! se.ne 

. ,. 
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The growth of the Duchy of 
Normandy, 911-1051 
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• • Se:u~dinavlan pl~c:e names 
Non'flan ~rrilOry: 

~=:il original grant. 911 

[ I aGqvir«d 924 

L :J •equk<d 9)) 

I I acqulr«! I OS I 

Norman campaigns. 91 1- 1 0 1 .. 

.........,- Frankish eMnpaign. 943-S 

~ town sacked 

* X 
siege 

Nornun dclcat 

~Arras 

Noyone 

Vermaudois 

N 

t 



The Vikings in Brittany 

• Tlw •\ m l im/In 

tlf"!'ll \ lal i'd all 
Hn I rwu 1. 

Hallll'dor, 1'1111111 of 

l'ol•n. 11 nd a ~rml 

thrnng of Bri'IOII ' 

look rejllgt' with 

-\tlu11frlll, lang of 
tit!' Anglr'l ... /Jut 
the pomn Brr/rJ/1.\ 

who tillu/ lhr 1m! 
ll'mainrd 111 the 

pmt'l'l o/ t lw 
~~111//1111(11 , 

drjl'llll'le" rnul 

/rf/lh """· · 
Chronid(• nl 
Nanws, 919 

2/The fort at Camp 
de Peran 
The fort d l CantJJ de Pirau 

B locked out of the Seiue by /he NorlllltiiS, the Vikings invaded 
Brittany and drove its uobles iuto exile. 

For lllO:tt uf t.he 9th o .. ·utut"V , B111...tn 1\ t'\C.:~lJJt'd rdali\'clv LighLly from Viking 
auack:t; ~hhough it sum:n:d ih ~h.u l' 1)1 coa .. t .. t.lraids, the regio n wa:-. pcriph· 
rrnJ to the Vikings' main intc-'H'":!l'\. Tht" hOI'Sl (\ltacks w<·re probably in 847 
and R88. wlwn pans of Br iuanv \vf'at" helen\ oC'cUpJed, but d ~t-"·ries of Breton 
,·icwrie., ~8>).-~~1 won lh(' region a 2()..\'(·ar respite. In many ways 1he Vikings 
wen: mme o l ._t help than a hindc.·1·aun: to the Bretons in thi:t period . T he 
Fl'anki~h t'111pe1 0 1 ' '' (' t'e luo p• eot·cupied with iaucrnal problems and 
Viking a ttacks to plt:\t:llt the Bfetons expanding to tht· -.outh and wc~t. and 
were ohliged to refogni1e Brinanv'<l\ ind~p~n denc~. Th<" Vikings p r·oved use­
ful alli(~s; ajoin L Breto n· Viking armv atW('ked I.e \·fans in 865. 

But in the lOth u :nuu·v. the: 'illa.ttion changed . fhc: ~c:tdcnu.:nt of Rollo and 
hi<~\ ro llmH•r:. in 1\oJJn;:.mdv in <HI do~d the Sc:in4.: to Viki ng r:-t..kb. and in 
England thc- Oanes wt~ re lwi ng pudwd OIH O the dt:fensivc~. Onh· Rrittany 
anrl ln>Jand remaineci open ro alla('k, and from 9 12 the rrtids iru~nsified. 
~·lo~l coasLal mo na:o;Lcrit·s wen; abandoncrl as thl·ir t.crrifit•d monks fled wilh 
their rclks and manuscript!<~. Bv 919 Hdm.m y"s ddc.·n<·cs had <:omplt:td y col­
lapsed: the nobi1i l }' ned to Francia ~-md England. and the Vikings under 
Rognvald conquered the '''hole coLIIl lf\ , nMJ..ing their capila l at Nantes. T he 
conquest ,;;eems to hav(" heen a pllrf"h mili1ary takf"o,·er: there is no evi­
dence ut any senlemcn1. nor. a ppo1rem ly, d id 1hf' Vikings engage in trade. 
Nanle~. whose positio nal the moUl h of the Loire should havt enabled i1 Lo 
bccornc a Oourishing 1radc centre like York or Dublin, w::t..."i semi-derelict 
when the 13rewns rt'C(.tplutcd it. 

N 

was either buUt or occupied l>y 
the Vikittgs in the earl)' IOtiJ 
u .n tmy; Wf'a/H)ns and poNeY)• of 
the JWriod hmte !Jef!ft formd 
there~ as wt'll as a ro;u from 
York. Its sha~ and 

t 
coustmction are similiar to 
that of the round forts of 
Denmark (..,. /J.nge .~). Its 
eartln!n ramparts. some I 2 fut 
(4 met res) high. tuQII/d l>aVt 
been IOfJped ir)1 a wooden 
stoc-kade. 'l"Jw- (t>rl was 
destroyed try (iff' rome time 
during tlH! 9.JOs, /XJSSibly 
tiUI•ing Alan fJarbt?toru"s 
im•asit)n. 1, places the beat 
was so intense IIMt the cia)' 
ramparts have fH_t;Qme vitrified. 

X IOth·CII:f'IWry <otn from Yol'k 
.,.., 



I /The Vikings in Brittany, 836-939 
border oiBritt.'IJly, after 85 I 

arei'l « cup•ed by Vi'ungs. 914-39 

~ Viking rUJ 

tnonanery or othe.,. church 
auxked or abandoned. 836--939 
Vikjn~ Cilpltal, 919-)7 
Viking (on. 

Viking shlp bunaJ 

Viktng victory 

Vtking de(e:at 

Bf'eton reconquest. 936--9: 

.........,. Alan lbrbetorte 

~ 

l'~ 
y. 'f 

St Pol 
de: leon 

Oo m nonee 
P o h er 

Cor riC) n a i l1(' 

Quimper'f 

1-
l' 

\tla~tllt 

()I I'll, 

• 938 
Vil<tnf$ from Nonte$ build fort 

• 939 
Bretons storm (on 

t 101• 
Dol burned'" km r«otded ----\: 
v.K~ng onodc on Bt•nony 

936* 
Alan 6orbttorte mums 
wid> ~eer ('"'" Englond 

Vilnnes 

'f x ss8 
'I. St Gllcbt --
J l-de Rhui ..._.,.,.;;, 

54,867-9 
875,863 

0 
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, ... ,._ 

Normandy 

• 936 
Alan surpmes pony o( 
Vil<ini' at o weddmg 
ond e>"tcutes them 

Re nn es 

• 8•3 
first Vik•ng ou«t on Nontb 

• 8•J-960 
{teqiltnt auodts 
• 919 
Vi*Mgf mcke Nontes 
their cop•tol 
• 937 
Bretons expel Viklttg$. 
SuMvon withdraw down 
Lo•re voJky 

Ab<we: tiJtW of 11Je wtapo11s 
{umtd ;, tbt Vikittg fort at 

Camp de P;rau-a lottgStiiOr'd 
with a paNenr-uJtlded bl11dt-, 

cmd two iro11 sprarbeads. 

In 931 the Vikings concenmtted m Nanl<:S 10 launch an inva~ion of Francia. 
Tlw Breron' s~w their· chance and rebelled. Though Lhe rebellion wa> puL 
clown fhe weaknt·ss of Lhl· Vikings' posilion was exposed. This encouraged 
Alan BarbewrLl' ("'twistt·d~bcani"), an exile in Englaud, to lead an invasion 
of BriLLany in 936. t'>anres was re1aken afu:r a ficr·cr: bartle in 937 and 1he 
l;cu Vi kings were expelled from Lhcir fori al Trans near Dol in 939. The 
t:fferl of the Vikjng occupation \Vas disas1rous for Breton indcpcndc::nte, 
howe,'er-. The auLhoriLy of rhc rlukes never fully r·ecover·cd, and bv Lhc I I 1ri 
cenmrv Briuanl' had hecome a saLelliu: of Normandy. · 



The Viking Warrior 

Right: this carwd waoden 
IJead o tJ the Oseberg cart 
(c. 800) shows tJJt fin'a 

v;king warrior of legend. The 
carl i.s part of tl)t> tich 

assemblage of grave goods of 
a Viking quee, ;, the Oubers 

ship burial from Norway. 

Richly decorated weapons aud lavish burials prr)c/aimed the 
status of Viking warriors; bo11ded by loyalty a11d pl'ide, they were 
the elite of their society. 

\\·" li uk is kn o"11 about the orga· 
n iT.llion of the Viking armies t ha t 
r~wag<·d wcs1crn Europe. The ba$ic 
unil was Lh(' lid. a king·s or chief­
tain 's IJ ' i\·me re linuc of warriors. 
Th(' wa •·dors or th (' Iii) rormed a 
ping or 1<-llow,h ip. honcled together 
hy mu tual lo,·ahy. DiscipH nc was 
probabl) m~liut.tincd maiul> by the 
indh·idual warriot's f<:al' of dishou· 
our if he abandoned his le<lder and 
contpanlons in battle: ide(lll)' <' war· 
rior should follow h is Jeadcr 1.0 h is 
d ea th if nccc:;sary. A Viking armr 
\\'a .. ~ simph a gtoup o( /KJ wlli<:h ltad 
come togetht' l rnr· a common pur­
pose. \\'h ('ll ~l campaign W(l.S over the 
an1n clisper";ed into its respeniw· fel· 

lowo;;hips to ~eu le, go h ome o r join t.molhcr armr somewhere else. Local 
defence wi thi n Scancli na\'l<-1 \•fas pro \'icled for by a levy syst(' J11 w·h ich 
required all able-bodied 111t:n lO bear aJ ms i n au emc:l'gency. The lucaJ 
chitftain "s /iiJ p•·obably p10vided the backbone of the levies. lot baule, 
Vil..ing wal'l'iors ex pected lhei r· ki ngs or chiefwins 10 lead fro m the from 
u nder th eir standards. ln an (lge of primitive baulcfleld communic;alion~. 

1he l'Ulndarrl tohow<"rl wan-ion; lhf' direction of ach·ancc and provided a raJiv­
ing poi nt in rlirc <'m<·rgcncv. The most feared Viking warriors were lhc 
berserkers. denHces of tJlc war god Odi•L 'Tlteir llflrtle b probably derived 
frotn Lht· bearskin shills they wore. Berserkers worked lh emselves into a 
trancc-lile fr·c nty before baulc: which appare nll) lt>f1 them immune 10 1he 
pain of wounds. 

Vikings did not go out of thdr war to seck battle. but if there was no aher­
uaLivt" lhc: u'lualtactic was tv fonn a defensi\'e !)hie ld '"·all to meeL the e nc m} 
anack. Two forces cou ld be locked in haule for hours, shield wall 1.0 shield 
wall: lhe derisive momen1 rame when o ne fmTe lost it.s nerve and tried to 
\\'i lhrlraw, o r when its shie kl wall wa~ b1·okcn. Casualties could be vcrv ont:­
~irlcd. a~ the ,;c.:wrs could in llict g reat s laughter on a Oeeing e nemy wilhout 
much r isk w thcm.sC.'hcs. Oc:~pitL' Lhc Vikings' skHI as navigators, sea bauJes 
wel'c: l'cue; when the) did occut, the n•ain taCLic was lO board the e nenly sh ip 
an d clea• it' decks by h<u) d·1f~h<md fight ing. 

The most favoured weapon in Ueumad. and Norway was the double-edged 
long~wol'd. which was u~c:d f01 hacking al t.he enCill}' ra ther' t.han lhrusting. 
Fnln\..i,:,h sword:) \\'e rl' pfi:ted for {heir qualjty. bul Scandinmian ~miths were 
a lso high I} ski11c;:d, t~nd 1heir line"'t swords haci a pmtern~weldcd core to gh·c 
g re:uer strength and llcxibili ty. Axes a rc the weapon with which the Viki ngs 
are m os.t ofwn associated. and these ,,·ere often used as a cheaper alterna­
tin.· to a sword. In Swedcu Lhl' must common weapon v .. ·as t.he spear. \\o'ith a 
pallcrn·wc:ldcd socketed blade up to 2 reel (GO em) long moun ted on an 



War was the mOJt prutjgiou! 
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ash shaft 6-9 feet (2-3 m) long. The so~kets of the finest quality spears were 
inlaid with pauems in silver. Bows and arrows and fighting knives were also 
used. The most important defensive weapon was the circular shield. Usually 
these were made of wood with iron bands 10 strengthen the rim and an iron 
boss whi~h held the grip and could be used also as a knuckle-duster. Shields 
were about 3 feet ( I m) in diameter to protect the whole body from tlle 
neck to the thighs. Towards the end of the Viking age, the round shield was 
superseded by the kite-shaped shield. Those who could afford them wore 
chain rnail coats and metal helmets (usually fitted with face guards), but 
most warriors probably had to make do with a tough leather jet·kin and a 
hardened leather cap. Scale armour, probably imported from Byzantium, is 
known from Sweden. 

The Vikings' success depended not on superior equipment, organization or 
tactics-most Europeans waged war in a very similar way-but on their 
mobility, which kept them constantly one step ahead of the defenders. 
Th e ir fast, sha llow draugh<ed ships were ideal for lightning attacks on 
coastal settlements or taking larger armies f<ir inland along r ivers. On land 
the Vikings campaigned as mounted infantry, covering long distances quick­
ly on commandeered horses. By the time the local defences had been mus­
tered. the Vikings would be long gone. In the 12th cenwry. traditional 
infantry 1acLics were abandoned in favour of armoured cavalry. 

important means of displayi,g a wom'or's statu.J and 
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IV: The North Atlantic Saga 
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homeland. 

The Viking expansion in the North Atlantic was very different 
from the Vihing raids in the British Isles-from the start, 
settlement was the main motive. Though Danes and Swedes were 
involved, the settlement of the Faeroe Islands, Iceland and 
Gree11land was dominated by emigrants from Norway. 

The ii.rsl explorers of I he North Atlantic werf' lri..:;h monks, whose pr~ctice 
o f jJn ·rgriunJio-r;aili ng i nto volun lary C'Xile for God-had given them an 
u1uivallcd knowledge o r the no nhern seas. These \'O}>ages were acts of faith. 
and Lhc monks tntsterl 10 Goci to hring rhe.m ro a snfe landfall. No doubt a 
great many o f I he m must have vanished wlthout Lrace. b ut by around 700 
Irish mon ks wer<' li\ing on tht> F~t>roe Isla nds as hermits and by 800 they 
had rlistoY{'rerl Icela nd. wh ich they called T hule. and e,·en sailed beyond it 
10 1he fro1.en sea. 

The Viking <'xpansion in Lh is tln:~a was originally a by-product of Lhe raids on 
Lhc ScotLish island s which b<.!gan "'t l h t" e nd of the 8th cen rury. The e n"iron­
mcnt o f ' "" isles is similar to tha t of western Non vay. and in the first half of 
Lhc Yd1 <·e nnu y Non "·egians hf'gan to settle permanently in the area. Here 
they will have <·omC' i nro c-ontao wi1h lri.;;h mon ks, a nd it was probably fi'Olll 
thc m1ha1 1he Viking< learn ed o f the existence of land to the n onh. 

Beyond lhe Control of Rings 

In Icelandic u·adit.iou . Lhc: scltle me u t of the Facrocs and I celand is held Lo 

ha,•e been begu n Uy exiles 11c ciug Lhc tyra nnical ruk that king Hara ld 
F.ine hair is said 10 have im posed after his vicwry a t 1-l afrsfjo rd. This is 



unlikely to be tht: whole story. The battle of Hafrsljord is believed to have 
mkcn plan· between 885 and 900 but, according to the Irish monk Dicuil, 
Vikings had reached the Faerocs and frightened off the Irish hermits there 
bv the time he was writing in 825. The settlement of Iceland had also begun 
befon· Harr~ljord. The first Vikings to reach Iceland were off-course seafar­
ers c. 860 and the first ~ettlers began to an·he about 10 years later, at which 
time Harald Finehair is unlikely to have been much more than a toddler. 
Iceland wa~ no1 full) settled until c. 930, so I larald's nsle may ha,·e played a 
pan in ~ustaining emigration, but it cannot have been the initial cause. 

However, there may be a wider truth in the Icelandic tradition. The leaders 
of the settlements were aristocrats of middling rank-local chieftains­
tllcrc wt·n· no jarls or kings among them. The local chieftains were tlle main 
losers by tlle growth or centralized authority in Scandinavia in the 8th and 
9th centuries, and the opportunity to emigrate to a new land beyond the 
control of l..ings must have been attractive to them. The government of 
Iceland, with its S\Mem of djstrict Jhmgs and the national Althing in which 
tlle chieftains or gullar played the leading role. was probably very simila1 to 
traditional forms of government before the rise of royal power in 
Scandinavia. The only significant national official was the Lawspeaker, an 
elective position \vith no executive authority. Decision making was a consen­
sual process and though only the gu{}ar could vote in the Althing, the need­
ed to consider the wishes of their supporters as freemen could withdraw 
their allegiance if tllcy wished. The peaceful adoption of Christianity as the 
official religion in Iceland by a vote or tlle Althing in 1000 was probably the 
greatest achievement of tllis form of government. 

While the go{lm were all of roughly similar wealth and status, the Icelandic 
svstem worked well. However, the golJar were not a closed class, and though 
tlle smtus could be inherited, men could fall out of tl1e class or rise into it. 
In time a few pre-eminent chiefly families emerged, the consensual l>ystem 
broke down and in the 13th century civil wars broke out as tlley fought each 
other for ~upremacy. In desperation the lcelanders turned to Hakon IV, 
J(jng of orway, to restore order and in 1263 the country was formally 
annexed to Norway. ln the end, the Icelandic colony succumbed to the 
forces of cen tralization from which its founders· had believed they were . 
c~capsng. 

-\ "l{rllfie<mt number of tlle original settler~ of Iceland came from the orse 
colonsc~ m the Hebrides. Several of the leading settlers were second-genera­
tion emigrant~. the product of mixed • or e-Celtic marriages, and some 
\\Crc already Christians. The settlement of Iceland coincided with a period 
o f 'll engthening Celtic resistance to the Vikings, and it is likely that this 
ps ompted thi~ exodus of otherwise apparently well established Norse set· 
tler~-1hcrc wa~ no hostile native population in Iceland to threaten the 
long-tesm survival of the settlements. 

L'<odus to Greenland 

The settlement of Greenland was probably a result of population pressure 
in Iceland. Greenland was discovered accidently by a storm-driven seafarer 
around 930. but its hostile, icc-bound appearance excited little interest until 
Erik the Red, a man with many enemies, rounded Cape Farewell some time 
around 983, looking for a safe place to spend his exile from Iceland, and 
cli~covered tht• icc-free eastern ljords. By this time, all the good land in. 
Iceland had long been settled. Many latecomers, like Erik himself, were liv-
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ing on marginal land. so there was no short.agc of potential "'C"tllers willing 
to cmigr~ne w Green land. 

Though fascinating in i ts own right, the Norse disCOVt'I'Y or America 
c. 1000 cannot be said to have great histotical .significance-. True, il is a triiJ.. 
ute to the seafari ng skills a nd adventurous spi1~it of the Vikingti. but it was in 
reality the last gasp of their ,.,.·esLward expansion. The d istances '"ere too 
great. the Vikings' numbers too few. theit sh ips wo fragile a nd 1he nath•es 
too hostile t{lr the brief Norse attempt at sculcmenL to have been sustain­
able. The discovetv was .soon forgotten outside (ccland, and i1 made no con­
tribution to the later European exp lo ra Lion and coloni nuion of Lhe 
America. which began a t the e nd o f the 15th ccnttuy. 

The Facrocs. Iceland and Green land are bleak and inhospitable places to 
settle but thty would no1 have appeared unant·activt: to a 9 th·c<:n l111)' 
~orwcgian. \"' hat t.hc :-::ettlers Wf"re lookjng fot ptill"mri.ly was good grazing 
land- arable farming was no l important in NOI'\vay -and gr a..'\S grows well 

in t.he Faeroes and Iceland . 1 he eli maLe'"'" milder in the eal'l)' .Middle Ages 
than it is today~ and it was possible even in Greenland to grow a liuJc grAin . 
The Faeroes and Greenland were treeless, but Iceland had abundaut birch 
woodland at the Lime of the scttlem~nt, though this was unsuitable for ship­
building. The colonies' lack o f timber for shipbui lding was a serious disad­
vantage. Once the sh ips used by the original seulers had d ccayC'd, th e) 
could be t•eplaccd on l)' wi th great di rficult)', and the colon ies' viral track 
links passed inc reasing!)' under foreign control. Both Ice land and 
G•·een1and suffcrt:d severely from the climatic dcteriotation known as 1hr 
"Little Icc Agt:" that began arou nd 1200. In Iceland the problem was com­
pounded by scrio u.s \'Oicanic eruptions: th e worst. from Moun I Hekla in 
1104, scaucrcd ash o\'er ha ll· the island and forced the ahanrlonment of 
many farms:. Some e ruption s caused glaciers to melt. sending disastrous 
Ooods rush ing into th e lowlands witl1 hea,~· loss of life. kdand's popula­
tion, which was abou t 60,000 at Lh e e nd of the Viking period, had fa lle n hy 
half b)' the 17th cen tury. The Greenland colony, wh ich had never num­
bered more rJ1an about 4000, was hit so severely that i1 htid hecome extinct 
b)' 1500. The Green landers were not helped hy their extreme cultural con­
scrva1 ism, which pre\'ented lhem learning anything from COJHaCLS with the 
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Eskimos: LO the \'ery end t..h.ey su·ugglcd 10 <·ont inuc the thrming economy of 
1hcir Nor·weghm anfestors in Lhe shado, ... · of t.he advancing glaciel's. 

The set!lements in Lhe Facroes and Iceland wcrl' the only pcr111anc:nt exten­
sions to t..he Srandinavian \forld to resu lt.. from lhe Viking expansion, and in 
this lies their main historical significance. Elsewhe re in Europ<', the 
Scandinavian scH)(~rs W(>'re absorbed by the native popu lation \\'it..hin a few 
g('nerations, leaving little behind to tell of their· presence !Jcyond placc­
nan'lcs and loau words in I he local language. In 1he Faeroes and rceland, 
howc.·vcr. there was no nati\'e populmion, and the seulet·s I'e tained an iden ti­
ty I'Ootcd in the wcs1 coast dislricts of Norway. from whose dialens lhe 
Facrocs an cl Iceland languages ha,•e developed. The Icelanders showed !11e 
emigrant's preoccupation wi t..h origins in their magnificen t saga lrad ition. 
Alone of all the German ic peoples, they preserved the pagan mythology and 
traditions of their ancestors. and evcnHially recorded it after 1hc•ir con\·Pr· 
:-,.ion to Christianity. 
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Viking St!lllement of the remote, mowrtainous Faeroe !&lands led 
to the auiderrta/ discovery of Iceland. 

lhc ~a<•rnt' .ut• a mour1t.ainou' ;uut \\111<1,\H'pl <.halll of i'lanrl!"~ .1hou1 190 
milt.·' nnrllmt·,t C)r Sht'tland. According 10 1h<' F'aeu~'ing-a Saga. lh<· fir'1 
\'iking ..,,·u lt•1 '"·l~ < :dmur 1\..;_unU<-ua. I 11'1 M'fot'lfl name is ol Jr i~h unJ.(in, 'n ht 
had pu>IMhh !-oiWn l ~ornt' Linic.:: in ll d.mct or lh<" Hebfid~s. Mo'1 uf I he' ~1-
Llt:n, hnwt·\t~t, r;une direCLh II 0 111 llw N.u-wegian wesH.:u~t\l di,Lric 1 ~ c.f 
Sogn. Ro"'~d~uHI anci .\gder. Seukmt'IH 11111\t IM\t> hegun ~uou11ll K~n. "htn 
lhl' ln'h mnnl Dicuil complawc:d th.u 1hr \'iL.ing~ had '<att•d ·'"''' hi, 
brcth•c.·n '" hu lucl h<>t·n u~ing dtt" ,,J.uut' ·" .1 rr~n.-a1 for O\ e• ._, H'ntnn. 

Tht" dutl.\lt' j, un,uitahle for c-rop ~lO\\IIIg. btu I he i~lancl~ h.\\t .. KHc.KI ):l.tl· 

ing .Ulcl ,Ju:qJ .md c;nde rearing lx·c ._mw the ba~i~ of the c-·ronom' I o t;tl..f" 

.uh.\ntou~c.· nl mmuuain pat;.tttr("-.. ''l~utdt'l' tttnH•ci their anim.ll' up to .u_·r~ri 
(~;ih tc.:' ling') 1m Lhe \ummer month,. I li e t••ulv hi~tory o f 1he FtH ... H)t''t' 't'll lc-.. 
Oll'IH' il'! oh'c me.-, lnu 1he land 'etm' to ho~n· b c·t·n daimed hy a kw .11 i'to~ 
Clauc t.untltt·, \\·hn th<'n ctivid<'d iL .11nong lhd r follm\TT:S. R, H9!") t lw 't'lllt·­
ment~ IMtl ht·c.•n brought under tht cli~t·H tontrol o f the kintot' ol \;o"""' 

1 h~ \ '~"'K' h.ul pwbabh hcdrd of h d.tnfl from the lmh ldt<·• -.·ulr" 
\\t'lt' tn £ind c.roLicr\. lx~k' .u1tl utht"l t:\idcru.:c ot mcm,l,tif \('lilt·-
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Shonh aflf"l'"Ward\, Floki Vilgc.·rdanon set out hom RoJ:(aland LO e\plon.•· tlw 
h1<uld. 1 h<.· c:~p<.·ditiou was nol ;.1 grc:-at success. Flok1 spent the firo;,t "inw.­
on Brt"iclaijord, hut hc.~nlHSt' lw haci ncgJcned to gather wiuteJ Joddc•J all hi~ 
li\-cstock ~t~u,·cd to dt:ath. fht: st:a-icc Wib slow btt'aking up thai -,piing, and 
L.hc bad weather fon·f'd him to 'P<"nd rhe next winter o n Bo•·garfjord • 
Thoroughly disillu'\lonccl b) hi'i cxpcril'n<.c~. tloki dcdclt:d IU t.:all the ll("\\ 

lancl lcc..·l.tnd. 'Th()ugh tht· u:.urw 'illiCk, othf'r mrmh("r-. of hi' p~ny ga\ c 
m01 (~ favourahle fC'J>OII,, and hv 870 <;;(lu i eo began h) .lr&i\ l'. 

' 

,,, \f' 

• Goroars ..,.,.. p....$ thor 
l<tlond iS on 1sfo~ 

• Aoki's (!rst winter. 
Seo k~ In fiord 
dt:loys hi$ <ttport~1re 

' 
~ .., + Gordor wmters ht'~ 

H tJS!lvd< 

Bod weocher prevents • 
FW:i from leovtng. He lS 

{otced to .stoy o 
S«ond wlrntet 

,..,..t'lr C'f"'rt"rf" ,..,fr,t-f 

N 

t~: .. _ 

-· p 
~' \ 

-
• t Noddo<ldml>s 

mount01" to 

look ror ""'' of 
l!ummt lfe. sees 
ItO~. ond leo'CS 

PAP€Y 
• 

PAPOS • 

c.860 . 
Gordor, blown off course 

from Hebnde.s. $tlhu- ir.md 

+ FIOO so1fs (rom fWeofond vtO $h('UQnd ond 
die Foeroes to ~xptore Noddod's s.i.rfltml 



The Settlement of Iceland 
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Viki11gs chiefs se/1/e in Iceland, dividing the good grazing land 
round th e coasts among their followers. 

The first >ettle r·s of Iceland were two foster-brothers, lngolf and lljul'icif. 
They made a reconnoiLrc of the: EasL ~Jords in lhf> hue 860s. and around 
870 tewrned to setlle. lljorldf wa~ killed by his I r ish slaves during the flr.st 
winter, but after Llll'cc years exploring lngolf made a pennanc·rn sc:ulc:mc:nl 
at Revkia, ik. More sculc rs .soon t()llowed; most were rrom western Non .... ~n. 

' " ' l)lll there \\'CI'C also Oanes, Swt·dcs a nd Scandina\'ians from the llt-hridc~. B)' 
930 neal'!~· all the good gra1 ing lanci had been claimed. EXCC!Jl in the !'JOUlh· 

wesL. llJO;,t of the st~Uicnwn ts werr dose LO the co~15t: lhc ha• rc11 mo wtltlins 
and lava plailtsoft h(' interior were. as they stillrcmain.ml illllabitcd. 

The 12th·c<·mury lccl•ndic' /.rmdnrimnM!t (The Book o r the Seulcmeut.<) 
identifies some ti;~O leaden; or 1he seulerne nl pel'iod. l\·(o~tly 111en of al'islcr 
c•·a tic backgrouud. rhqr hrough1 1heir families. pel'sonal relinucs and slaves. 
Thcv lOOk personal possession or [he land. fanlliug $(JIJIC tltcrnsclvcs auci 
sc:uling their retinues as tentmts o n the rest of lheir d~d 1n . £arl> :-.cHkmcm!') 
wc.:rc l<twkss. and dispuLes often dc:gene1-;;tled inw proU";t<·lcd hloQd·fcnds. 

Local lc:adcrship was ass11 1ned b) 1he griJm. \\'eahhy chicJtain-pric.·sb ,,·ho 
were well placed to resolvf" or manipulme dispult':;, aud otTt·r advocacy and 
pro lct:lion h> small('r lanriO\n\e rs. They presided O\t' J" the dislricL asscm· 
blics, or "fhini:_,F5, which d~:tll with local dbpuleo:;;, ln 930 an an nual a 11·1cc1and 
assembly. I he A/thing, was :O:C"l up lo de;.1l \"ilh 1n~jor dispulcs tmd cst~1blish 
common Jaws. Jre Jand WaS di,•ided lnLO rour quari<TS whkh had ("(')t Jal \'Ol­
iug righ t:-. in 1he Althi,g. Only c hicrtains cou ld vote , a nd the A/thing 
r('ma ined an o ligarchy. e util'dy u 1uJcr Lhcir c·mnrol. [n 1000, the AlthbtJ.f 

agre~d to ~ccept Clwhtianity as tlw oflidal religion, tmd 1he firsl bi.~hoprk 
was established a t Skal holt i" I Of>fi. l'hc system provided swble govern meut 
until the l3th Cc.'IHUJ]. wh~·u the concC'ntration of pnwer in the hands of a 
few chidlv families Jed w civi l wm·. A"' a result, Iceland came unde1· direct 
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their loyalty from 011c godnrto n11otbcr. As a rrsult. 
chie{laudcs were political rat!J~r t!Jau geqgrdphical 
""its, attd tt godars tlt;,tgmeu cmtld IJe sprl!ad QVff 
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e Thorv:ardr Thorgcirsson 

e J6n Ketilsson 
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Icelandic Literature 
Medieval Iceland occupies a special place in the history of 
European civilization as the home of one of Europe 's oldest 
tradi tions of vernacular literature. 

Iceland 's isolation from Eu rope allowed its ancient Germanic myths, leg­
ends and storytelling traditions to survive, and its aristocratic social struc­
ture fostered a fascination with family history and national origins. Most old 
Icelandic literar.ure was written down in the 12th and 13th centuries, but it 
includes much orally-transmitted materi al that was original ly composed up 
to 200- 300 years earliet:. Shortly after Iceland lost its independence to 
Norway in 1263, its literary tradition began to decline, and by the later 
Middle Ages it had died out. Such is the conservatism of rhe Icelandic 
language, however, that modern Icelanders have less difficulty reading Old 
Icelandic literature than modern English speakers have in reading 
Shakespeare. 

Old Icelandic literature con,ists of poetry and the prose works knm,,, as 
sagas. The poetry falls in ro two genres, Skaldic verse and Eddie verse. 
Skaldic verse is an important historical source. as these heroic poems were 
composed by court poets (skalds) to commemorate the achievements of 
their aristocratic and rnyal patrons. As such, tiH:y are hard!) impartial 
accounts. but are often the most contemporary sources available f'or some 
lOth- and I I rl1-ce01ury evenrs. The Eddie verses consist of a mixture of 
mythological and heroic poems. composed during the Viking age hu1 con­
taining material which may be several centuries o lder. The m)•thological 
poem>, which desc1 ibc the adi'Cnturcs of the Norse gods. are the most 
important-without them, we would know a lmost noth ing about early 

"(·all[, rlu and lunmu 11 dtr, 

lnrl 10 rltn O!lt' \ wlj, 
Onr> !In IlK /I, mill lht~l lll'l'fT tb!'l. 

rh j'alill' uf (I /1/(/1/ \ denll.' 
I lw lltwanwl 

Righc: Egil SkaUagrim:s.srm, 
from tJ llth-centm)' 

mamrsctipl of £gil's Saga. 
Brave warrior, murtler·er, 

meri.:luml, {t1nm!r aud great 
poet, £gil embodies the 

co, trndictory faces of tiJe 
Vikitzg age in tl single, larger­

t!Jtlu-lift clmracter. Many 
Vikiug-age poems aH.,'ibuted 
to him are incorporated into 

the saga. 



Right: ll1is Jntt• Jndamlic 
mamuaipt sJx.m>s scenes from 

pag.m Norse- m)•tlmlng)'. fhr 
tht left is the w()lf 1-Nrrir, a 

mortal ~~~~my of tb~ J(Ods. 
They lt'.SlPuint'd Frmrir wit/1 

clmms. but at Ragnafflk. the 
,.,J of the WMid, J~e will 

bwak his btmds and devour 
Odbr. On the right is 

YggdrosU. the S<JC~tl a.sb trt'e 
which supports tbc 'mi~~t·~. 

1--:tr right: a page fnmr /Ia mid 
1-'itrebair's saga. pttrt of Snorri 
Sturii~-Son's HcrmskTing.l~ ('t'IJ( 

Cird~ of the Worltlj. s,um 
U!r(J/(' this UJ(HHUII('nt.a/ 

history of tiJt- kmgs of 
Noru•ay. wbich played mt 

impnrlmtl part in formi11g the 
No~iatt tttttiomrl idcutiry, 

ar'()mrd 1ZZS. Thou,~/, it 
conldim mucb lq:t"mlmy 

matt"rial. it is oue of tl~ maior 
butorical source-s for Vikiug­
age Seandinavia. Tbis (>.arty 

14th•Unlluy ml'nu.-.cript, 
km:mm tl$ tiN CfXk:c Frisimut 
a{kr oue of it:s ou•~tt-r'S, Otto 

Fms. i.s rme of lbf' /int'sl of all 
ttrf'dieval Ycelaudic books. 

Above:: because its ~·cu,omy 
was dept>udent 011 cattle, 

medit!l!al keland had plentiful 
supplies Qf calfskin-the Ydw 

mau:ri.al for vtllum, tb~ main 
Jvriti"if ""'t.:rit1l of tl~ Nliddle 
A~t's. As t1 rt'sult. Woks wtre 

ndat;tl('ly ;,expeusiw aud 
widelv available. Most 

manuscripts were 
u,rillmnimrt~tl (tud gi"e" 

ciJtap utilitaria11 bi11di11g$. 
like- tbt• sturdy ruoodetJ eul-er~ 

of this J 4th-centttl')' copy of 
Njai>s S.aga. 

Uennanit pagauisJll . . Mcdic\al kclaudcr~ wen.· noL asharncd of Lheir pagan 
pa.o;t aud. alone ;:unung th(· Germanic peoples. Liley rccor·ded Lhcit pagan 
an~·ths and bdictS. the longest of Lhc myLhologit:al poems, the HdvanuU.. 
(Saying> of the lligl• One) b a bod) of <:Lhicaltcaching> attributed to Odin. 
MoM of the sayings concern 1hc cv('ryday <:on<:cm!-0 of Lhc pc;.L,aJH farrn'-~r, 

l)UL in others the Viking love ol fame and glorv ~hines through. 

The heroic poems in the Edda are largely concerned with legendary 
characters such as Sigurd the Volsung (Siegfried of the l':icbc· 
lungenlied). Some real Ogures from the Migmtion Period. including 
Auila the Hun and the great Gothic King E:rrnancric, also pur in an 
appea•-ance. but they have been u-dnsforrncd into the stuff of legends 
and their Ed <tic exploits bear no' elation to historical reality. 

fht· proM.: sagas iucludc a wide range of genre:, from wciglnv narra­
th·c hisL<>rics such as Suorri Studuson's 1/einuklingltl, an epic hi:swry 
of Lhe king~ or Nor·way. to mvths, romancc:s aud supernatural t.alcs. 
l-lowcnT, I he most original works arc the family saga..<;.. historkaJ 
novds based loosely on Lhc personalities aurl C\'CrlL'i. of Iceland's 
sctllcrncm period but mainl~· wrill.cn in the 13th n:nllll')'. This wo.ts 

a time- of ~ocial and poliliral cli~iintegrtllion, and fami ly s;:,ga~ probably 
ratered for an escapis1 de~ire 10 rc(reatf'" a .. golden age .. of the pas1. A 
fa\'Ouritt' thel'ne of these sagas is lht" working out of a blood feud. rn i\jal's 
Saga, ror example, bond< of kin<hip, personal loyalty and friendship inex­
orably draw Njal. a rnan of peace and goodwill. into quarrels not or his mak­
ing. with uhimalely fatal cnnsequences. The aut.hor" of the family sagas were 
rnuch concerned with the ,,·otkjngs of fate. This docs noL mean that their 
characters are dH· pawns of blind face, however; Lhcy c01urol their destinie~. 
and meet thei•· fate:~ a~ a consequence of tJ'teiJ own ""'cakncsses and er·ror :,. 
Compru ed Lo Lhc chivalric J'omancc~ then f~lshionable in \\'eSlCr n Europe. 
Lhe family sagas a1'c stl'ikingly n"'odc:r·n-se::emlng wol'k!) wriuen in a cont­
pellingh terse >Lyle and featu1 ing psvchologically realistic characters. The 
best of thcm-Njal's Saga, fgil's Saga and Laxda:la Sa{l,'a-rank alllong thu 
~.,cal works ot European literature. 



The Vikings in Greenland 
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c. 986-c. l341 • 
• b rrn 
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• o ther Norse building 

• modem settlement 
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At the edge of the known world, Norse settlers eked out a 
precarious e:<istence along the sheltered fjords of western 
Gree11land. 
l ce·houncl Cref'nl:=tnd owes ils optimi:sLic na me to Edk lhe Red, who hoped 
i1 would auracl scllk rs. T he flrs1 Norsemen lO sig iH Cn:c nland were 
Gunn~jorn Ulf.Krrtkuson a ncl Snac.~bjon t Galti , around 900 and 978 resper­
livelv. ;\II lhc:'v saw was tJtc barren, Q:)acialed east coas1. Ru1 a1'0 und 983, Erik 

' I <.> 

d iscovered an ice-free rf'gion lO che west. with sheltered fio rds and good 
gr~7ing. t-Ie I'Clllmcd to kdand to persuade o Lhers 1.0 follmo~ him. a ud 
in 986 set O lll again with 25 ships. o'''Y 14 mack· iL roun d Cape 
fare\~<" II , but t h is was enough to fou nd two sen lements: t h e 
E.ttstcrn and. 300 mi les funher non h. 1h e Westen&. 

AI (ii"Slthe settlc.·mc:m.s nourished. The cJirmue was mil<ie1· 1han lOt.l<ty 

and it was even possihle 10 grow tt-ret\ls in shd tcrcd p laces. r.aule a nd 
shee;·p n~adng was the basis of Lhc economy, hlll 1he seltlements' most 
,·aluable expons- walnts ivoty and hidc: and polar bear furs-came from 
1 i<'h hunti•~g grounds to the nonh . Even furtJ1er non h. tht" ,Ne;u'Sc: u-adcd 
witJ1 the Eskimos. A1 iL~ p<"tlk. fhe Notse population n umbered a1·ound 4000. 
Tht: E'lillCIII &-ttJenu:nt cvcntuall}' inclu ded 190 farms, 12 patish «.'hurc hes. ~\ 
caLhcdral. an Augustinian monastery and a 13c:ned k linc.: nu nnery. The smaiJ~ 
t~r \Vt:S i e;~l'n Settlemem had 90 farms and four c hurches. Be L'''ec.m 1 ht' twu w~1s 
the;· Middle Seulement o f 20 farms. Tht"' seltltrs wc•·c probably o rganized on 
lcelanclk lines, with l~rik the Red taking a role akin to the l..aw--spe"ket. 

The Greenla nders lost 1hei•· illdepen(kn<:c in 1261 whc..·n they cam e under 
No'""egia n rule. Soon after 1300 th e climaw began w detetioraw. Stock·rcar· 
ing suflered and sea*ice nu 1he seu le rs off from the outside world for years m 
a lime. T he Eskimos began to mo\'C sou th and the1-e we•·e viol(·nt dashc.s 
w'it11 the Creen1anders. Ry 14 10, 1he date of the last recorded contact, 
only lhc: E-astern Settlement surv i,·ed. Archaeological e x<-;.W:-Hion s 
havt: shm ... ,, that some con1.acL~ <'OIHilll)ed after th .is date. but a ship 
·~ching Ute l£astcn1 Settlemen t in l 5<t0 found only d esetled f::1.nns 
and. in one or them, a sin gle u n bn riecl body. 
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Voyages to Vinland 

Abo'c:" sprndl~ u.J10rl (ou~rd 
at I "A.H-U" QUX Mf'•ulows. 

Sin« spinnin~ uus a (c>mal,. 
OCC'N{Jativn ; , V1l:mg sorit'tit>s. 

su ch find& siJOUI that t iN" 

f t/Nl" II 'O,tt'll f iiiJ (IIII: tiJt' 
seNI~rs. 

~, l/111 11/i/ .,.,,II 

'" Tl'fll ll'flll\': "'' 
lUll 11/loJno/ongl'd 

dijfim/fit~ at It'll. 

1/TI/( /i 1111//) I/{ 11/f 

11/11111 (1111111 uo/w\1 

t \illt /ltr lu had 

1111 'II II0/11 tin/. 
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wtld H'hml gmlt'lilg 

thnl', wu/ r•ill rl, 
ami 11111011{( l ilt• II'I'P\ 

11'111' 1111/filt·l • .. 

Eit jl.,', Saga 

V iking expansion reached its westemmost limits os u afarers f rom 
Greenland established a foothold on the North American 
continent. 

The kt'l.m dic· '"f.f.tl'l t<·ll how, ;.u-otmfl 9R:,, Bjat ni Jlc ijolf.,son w.t~ hlmul ofT 
course r1utu <_:u·<'n l;mrl , a nd madt .l r h:lt ttc ' ighting of land 10 tht \H'\1. 
Som t· jj )t·:us l:tu-r, t .(·if Eirik~l'on , .._., 01 11 fro m the l::asu~rn St'Uit·nwut in 
GI'Cclllaud to im•<'SI igale ~jarn i 's si~h ti ntJ.. Sai I i ug to ttw norl lw,.·l·~ l . he fir~ I 
c~ull~ uptJU a l;m(l of hare rock and ~1atit•r, which he <allf'ri f-l d lul.uul (S1.th 
Land). S.oiling '"'" " he next oe .odocd :o l<m, lore,ted land. Th i' h<· t.ollcd 
Mari.J.mcl (\\'<)(>d Land). Ldf pr<''"'" o n ''ill fnnher south a nd ' IX' III ,, \\in· 
tcr in ot l.mc1 \\ ith a mild climate. \\lll·n.· gr;tpe~ grew ,,iJd and r1H·f\ lt't 'med 
"ith '-11mon . IA·of called this \ 'inl.mcl (\\i nt' l.a nd). 

T'hf" lo(".llloll' of hi~ disco\-cri ('~ will pt n iMbh ne,er be cstoibli~h<•d \dlh 

ahso hne lt' t t.oint) . l id Inland "''" prnhahl) Baffin Island; ~hn·kl.tncl " '"' 
almo~t Cl'ltai nly Lahr;1rlo r. lrlen 1it\ ing \'i nland i~ more di llin ll l. T h(' on I) 
Nn f 'l' Sl' llknu ·u l so far d is('o,·e rt'd in No n h Am e rica i!'l ; It I 'A 11~t <~ u x 

.Meadows ill Nt•\d(HJ n(lland. but th i' j , wo fa1· uor lh to fi t tht• .~~.aga fl 4.·scri1r 
Lion~. \'i111,1ncl proh;lhl) lay south ul 1lu: <.~ult of St l.a\' .. T('Il((', thl' app1o\.i~ 
m<-ttt· mnl lu·rn limit of the hiJd gaotpt·'· hut north of Cape Ccx:l. tlw \oOHLh· 

em limit or lht• .\ tla ntic silinon. 

L.cifs 101<tg~ wa~ follo"ed up bv dUempr~ 10 senle pem1anentl) on \ 'inland. 
occasion~tlh \'O) ages from Lrcdcs' Gre{'nland to co llect umbt' l f1 o rn 
~la rkl.md con un ued as late a' 1 3~7. 'l lw only Norse artifact so f," fuund 
soo11h of Newfoundland is a coin t>f Ki ng Olaf the Peaceful of Norway 
( 1066-93) front an Indian sil~ at God .trd l'oi nr in Maine. This is n m t>nongh 
lO prove that tht· Norst> we re ever tht'rt': l l iC Indians m ay havt· o hwirH"'d it by 
t rad ing wic h 1lw Inuit of the Canad itlll Arct ic. who were in di rt.-'('1 comact 
"~rith the NoN<' '§f'll lemf'tHS in Gtecnl~l ud. 
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sit~ Somt- (isl1ing and l1unting 
wen.r on, bu.t tl~rt is no 
evidtnt'.e of r~rnrin~. Tl!r main 
activity wa.s cart~ntry and 
blacksm;/l,ing assodatt d 1v;1h 
sh-ip repair. 
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V: The Vikings in the East 

Below: Many nme stofle$ from 
Sttlt'deu ~cord exploiu ;, ll~e 

east. This inscripticm from 
Upplnnd is a nu:moriol to 

Ragnvald wbo bad served as a 

•• • 

merceuary in tl~ Uy~autine 
amty. 

Swedish traders sailed Jar up Russia 's rivers to dominate the 
lucrative routes to the East. Their ranlts were swelled by Viking 
mercenaries on their way t<> join the Byzantine emperor's elite 
Varangian guard. These Scandinavians, ltnow11 to their 
coutemporaries as the Rus, gave Russia its name and its Jirst 
centralized state, before adoptiug the language and lifestyle of 
their Slavic subjects and the religion and culture of the Byzantines. 

The Viking movement east was dominated by t.hc Swedes. Two 1erms are 
used lO describe the s,,•edish Vikings ill lhc cast: H.tis and Vd'1ingjar, or 
Vanmgian. Rus is probably derived ftom Rttolsit the I<Jnnish name for rhe 
Swedes. which itself probably derives fl'om t.l1c Scandinavian rodr, meaning a 
rrew of oarsrnen. Rus is on lv ever used to dcscJ·lbc Scandinavians Jiving in 
Russia (which gets ils name fronl the Rus). nc,·cr from lhc homcland<i. 
Varanghm i'> derived fl'om Old Norse vdmr. pledge or ottth. and means 
''men of rhe pledge". The name. "hich only dates from the mid· lOrh centu· 

T')'. probably came irHo usc to distinguish nf'WI}' 
arrh·ed Scandinavian mercenaries and traders 
from the increasingly Slavicizcd Rns. 

Scandinavian expansion east of the Baltic pte­
dales The outbreak of Viking raiding iu the: wc-sl 
by more than a century. f,·om Lhe beginning ll 
""" dominated by trade and the closely ,·dated 
at:tiviLy of Tribu te-gathering. Scandinavian rncl'­
ch tml graves from the east BaiLie trading scuk ... 
men1s a1 Elbing and Grobin sh 0\\1 thaL the earli­
est phase of !his expansion began <\round 650. A 
hundred years later Scandinavians wel'e lhing at 
the Finnish market centre of Staraja Ladoga 
("Aideigj uborg" ro the Vikings). an excellent 
base for the exploitation of the nonhem fw··rrap­
ping grounds. Up to thi s poinL, the Scandin­
avians were probably still thjnking mainly in 
terms of supplying western markets. Staraja 
Ladoga also had a cornmanding posilion on the 
river routes thou gave easy aC'cess to the h eart of 
Rus.~ia. When, a1 the <"nd of the 8 th century, Arab 
merchants bt.!gan to penetrate the Volga, they 
introduced fine quality silver coins inm circula­
tion in Russia. providing the Scand inavians \\"'ith 
th e motive to press inland to discover their 
source. By rhe 830s rhe Rus, as Lh ey were n o1~ 
known, had compkred their exploration or the 
Russian river syste m and had establish ed diren 
trade contacL' wirh !he Arah traners on 1he Volga 
and with the ByLantines at Constantinople. The 
Russian river system was an ideal highway for 
lo 1'lg distance trarlc. The rivers l_..ov<lt (flowing to 
Lake Ladoga and the Gulf of Fin land), Ovin a (to 
t.hc Gu lf <Jf Riga and the Baltic) , Dneipr (to the 
Black Sea) and Volga (ro the Caspian) all have 
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navigable headwaters rising within a few miles of each other in the hill 
counuy south of Novgorod. Except for short distances where ships had to 
be por1aged- ca1Tied 01· drawn overland-from the headwaters of one river 
system to another, or to avoid rapids, it was possible to sail the light, shallow 
draughted Viki ng ships all the way from the Baltic to the Caspian or the 
Black Sea. 

Novgorod and Kiev 

Though trade was the main driving force behind this movement, it was not 
entirely peaceful. The routes through Russia were dangerous, and traders 
ran a great risk of attack by the local Slavs or steppe nomads, especially at 
the impassable Dneipr rapids south of Kiev where boats had to be drawn 
overland. Viking raiders sometimes followed the routes the traders had pio­
neered to launch ra ids on Constantinople and the Islamic lands around the 
Caspian Sea, though without conspicuous success. It is also unlikely that the 
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Rus state based on Kiev and Novgorod, which developed in the second hall 
of the 9th century, was established without subjugating the neighbouring 
Sla,·s first. According w the 12th·cemury Russian Primary Chronic!<•, the 
Varangian Rus tlrst made the Slavic and Finnish uibes of Russia into uibu­
caries, but were then d1;ven oul. However, disputes among the trihes per· 
suaded them to invite the Rus to come back to n.tle over them and keep 
order. Around 862, three brothers arrived with their kinsfolk. The clrles1, 
Rurik, established himself at Novgorod, the second at Bcloozcro and d1e 
third at lzborsk. V.'hen his brothers died, Rurik became ruler of the whole 
of northwest Russia. 

Some time later. two Rus chieftains from Novgo•·od, Askold and Dit', sailed 
down the Dneipr and captured the hilltop town of Kie\', No .. gorod and Kiev 
' •ere rival Rus centres umil Rurik's successor Oleg captlll'ed the town and 
made it his capital around 882. Though the story of the Slavs' imitation to 
the Varangians "as no doubt in\'ented to give the authority of the Kievan 
dynasty a legitimate basis, in general outline it is probably accurate. After a 
period of u·ibute gat11ering. independent Rus leaders took control of the 
trading settlements of northwest Russia, from "hich the)' su~jugated the 
surt·ounding Slav population. Eventually the ruler of No .. gorod (probably 
Rurik, though his existence is doubted by some historians) was recognized 
by all t11e Rus, but two leaders broke away and established a rival centre at 
Kiev which was later captured by Oleg, who made it his main residence. 

The importance of the Scandinavian conu·ibut.ion tO the development of 
the Kievan Rus state is the most controw;:rsial is.suc in the history of the 
Viking expansion in tl1c easL Unfortunately tl1e subject has been bedevilled 
by competing nationalisms and, in the Sovie t period, by political idcolob'Y- . 
there are some Russian historians who would maintaln that the Rus were 



Slavs. However, the original Scandinavian identit)' of the Rus is not in 
doubt, as the Annals of St Berlin, the earliest source to men lion them, make 
clear in their account of an <~mbassy which was sent to Louis the Pious from 
the Brtantine Emperor Theophilus in 839: "[Thcophilusj also sem with the 
envoys som(· me n who sa id they-meaning their whole people-were called 
'Rhos' ;mel h ad been sent to him by their king who was called Khagan for 
the sake of friendsh ip , so they claimed. When the crnpt·r·or [i.e. Louis) inves­
tigated the reason for their· coming here. he discovered that they belonged 
to the people of the Swede:.." (Tiu Annals of St. Berlin, J.L. Ndson. 
Manchester University Pres.~ 1991). A sligh t!) later Arab writer, Al-Va'qubi, 
also identifies the Rus as being of the same r-.tcc a> the pirates who auacked 
Se,; lle in 843-44. The n~mes of the earl iest rulers of the Rus sta rc-Rnrik, 
Oleg (Helgi) and Igor (Tngvar)-are also clearly of Scandinavian rather 
than Slavic origin. 

There can be lillie doubt then that the first nrlers of the Kievan Russian 
state were Scandinavians, and that it was their initiative that led to the cre­
ation of the state as a political e ntity. It was also large!)• due to the activities 
of Scaudinavian merchants that Russia experienced rapid urba11 growth in 
1he lOth cenwry. For example, the Ru• u·a r1sformcd Novgorod from a 
minor Slavic se tlle ment on the island of Comdisce into a major fonified 
market ccnu·e in the 9LIJ cemmy. before mo,·ing Lilt' whole seukment to a 
larger fortified site ( the " ew Fortress" from which the city gets iL5 name) a 
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few miles to the north in the lOth century. 
Because of the Scandinavian connectio n. 
early Kievan Rus also had wider rang ing 
connectio ns with the rest of Europe than 
any succeeding Russian state would e•"tiov 
before the 18th cenLtll)'. 

Scandinavians and Slavs 

It is d oubtful, however, 1hat Scandina\·ian 
innuence played much pan in shaping L11 e 

cultural development of Kievan Rus. 
Th e Slavic peoples of eastern 
Europe were aL a ' 'ery similar level 
of socia l and technological deve l­
opment as the Vikings. They wer·e 
ski lful ironworkers and cmftsmen, 
active traders and efficient farme rs 
while many of their fortified setlic-



menlS were fast app1·oaching u·ue ut·ban status. They may have lacked the 
unity and purposeful leadership of the Rus, but they had very little to learn 
from them. Indeed, the limited nature of Scandinavian cultural influence 
on the development of early Russia is immediately obvious from the fact 
that there are only six or seven Scandinavian loan words in the Russian lan­
guage. Neither is there any apparent Scandinavian influence on early 
Russian law, institutions or religion. 

In fact the most important cultural influence on Kievan Russia was not 
Scandinavian bm Byzantine . Prin ce Vladimir's conversion to Orthodox 
Christian ity in 989 opened Russia to the powe1ful civi lizing influence of the 
Byzan Line Empire, and ensured that the country would develop a culn.1ral 
identit)' which was quite distinct from the Latin-influenced west. Kievan 
Russia's alphabet, literature, architecture, music, ar t, law, education system 
and political ideologies were al l fundamemally Byzantine in origin. 

Though the Scandinavian presence in Russia is well attested archaeological­
ly- for example, the 187 Viking oval brooches found there far exceeds the 
number found in westem Europe-it is clear from the evidence of Viking­
age cemeteries thai the Rus were a minority among the Slavic population 
even in the wwns-and there is no evidence at all of Scandinavian rural set­
de me nt. The Rus must have form ed a warrior and me rchanl elite, but 
despite a stream of new arrivals from Scandinavia continuing into the 11 t11 
century, they became increasingly influenced by the Slavs, with whom they 
intermarried and allied. A sign of mis is the adoption of Slavic names by the 
ruling dynasty. The first Rus ruler to have a Slavic name, Igor's son Svyato­
slav, came to power in 945 and his son Vladimir (978-1015) worshipped the 
Slmic god Perun before his conversion 10 Christianity. By the mid-10th cen­
tury, Slavs formed an importam component of Rus a1·mies, and even num­
bered among the commanders. There was still a distinction between rhe 
language of the Rus and thai of the Slav~ at this time, but Slavic speakers 
must have been the majori ty among the ruling classes because Slavic 
became the language of the church after me conversion to ChrisLianity in 
989. Certainly by the .llth century the Rus were, to a ll inten tS and purposes, 
Slavic in language and culture. In all the process of assimila tion to the 
native population had taken about 150 years to complete: about the same 
length o f time as it took for the Viking settlers in England to lose t11eir 
Scandinavian idcmity. 

Dynastic Jinks wim Scandinavia remained su·ong in the 11th centmy. ru1d 
Viking warriors co ntinued to pass through on their way to join the 
Varangian guard at Constantinople, but the merchants were mostly gone. 
The exhaustion of the Islamic world 's silver mines between 965 and 1015 
led to the decline and eventual abandonmem of the u·ade routes to the 
east. After 1066 fewer warriors came, and me ranks of the Byzantine emper­
or·s Varangian guard of "axe wielding barbarians~ we1·e increasingly fllled 
with exiled Anglo-Saxons. 

Vikings in the Baltic 

Perhaps the area of Viking activity about which least is known is the Baltic, 
which in the 9th and lOth cemuries must have been something of a Viking 
lake. The paucity of our knowledge is due to me lack of contemporary writ­
ten sources for mis period; the Slavs and BallS who lived on the soum and 
east shores of the Baltic were illi terate, while the Vikings' own runic alpha­
bet was only suit.able for short inscriptions. or were western Europeans 
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much intc,·ested in Slav-Scandinavian relations before the late lOth century. 

The West Slavs or Wends had a large number of trading towns a long the 
southern Baltic coast, and finds of large quantities of Arabic silver coins 
show that they were Lied in in an impOI'tant way wil11 l11e Baltic and Russian 
u-adc routes. The Wends were wadike, and mougb l11e Danes and Swedes 
occasionally managed to take control of a trading town on the coast. such as 
me un identified Reric in the ea rly 9th cerlluJ)', they made no headway 
inland. L'ltCJ' saga accounts speak of great Vikings like OlafTryggvason cut­
Ling their teel11 on raids in the Baltic against the Slavs and l~a l ts, and there 
can be no doubt, cwn in the absence of more reliable sou,·ces, thattl1C)' did 
,uffer a great deal of Viking raiding. However, the most famous Vikings of 
me Baltic, l11e Jomsvikings are almost certain ly legendm}'· The j omsvikings 
are said to haw been a sworn fellowship of elite Vikings who ;old their ser­
vkes l<l the higbe>t bidder. Some\~hat improbably, judging from what more 
contemporary sources ha,·e to tell us about the Viking appetite for the 
opposite sex, women were forbidden to enter thci r fortress :ll jomsborg­
probably Woli11, a t the mouth of the Oder. Excavations have shown that in 
the lOth C<'JHUI)' there was a fortified trading settlement and Slavic cult cen­
u·e there, with a population that included Scandinavians as well as Slavs. It 
does not qu ite live up to the saga description of a great fo1·trcss with an :u Li­
ficial harbow· for 360 ships, but perhaps a band of Scandina,~an mercenar­
ies se1ving a Slavic prince there might have gi,·en tise to the legend. There 
was a certain atnounl of cultural inU.'rc;hangc bc1wccn Lhc \ Vest Slavs and 
the Scandinavians. The Scandi11avhlns rnay han: learned bridge-bu ilding 
techniques from the Slavs, while they learned shipbui lding from the 
Scandinavians. In this l11e Slavs had decidedly the better part of the barg-ain, 
and in !he llth centtn)' they applied thl'ir new found skills to give the 
Scandinavians a dose of their 0\\~1 medicine. 
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During the course ur Lhe 9th ccutul1' 11w Ru:-. 
fonn dcd mcrcha111 towns <;uch as No\·gorod. or 
\\"011 romrol of exio;;dng Slav town" 'iuch Kiev and 
u~cd lhtm as bas(•-. from whkh 10 o;;:uhjugmc their 
ltin u.·dand-.. Uy the 8()0s Novgorod had emerged 
as Lhc pn:domi nant Rus cenu·e undc.·•· i~ semi-lc."g~ 
c ndal) n•lcr Rurik, who is commonly •·<·ga• dt-d as 
the rou nder of the..· Russian St<H C. Around 882 
Oleg. Rurik's kinsman and successor, lOok c.:on­
CI'CII of K.iev and mmlc i1 lhe capital of a state Lhal 
Slrt..· tchcd frc.nn lhc: Glllf or Finland aln10!'11 10 the 
Black St•c.t. Though lht" Rus gave theit name to 
Russia, nowhere in the vast Ki <:van state " ' C1"(• 

Scandinavians in a majoril)'· Even Lhc towns were.· 
pteduminam ly Slavic in character, and there is 
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The Rus wet<.· a m ilital')' aucl mercha111 elite who 
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The Swedes in the 
East, 800-913 
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X battle 

~ place sacked 

exacted tl'ibute in fut"S and slaves from 1heir Sla\' subjects lO trade with the 
Arabs for· silver. 

Once established aL Kiev. rhe Rus wet'e within easy striking distance of 1he 
131ack. Sea and iL~ rich coasl.S. l.i ke lhe Vikings in the west. Lhe Rus were nor 
inclined to u-ade if they thollght they could take what they wanced by fot·ce, 
and in 860 and 907 savage btH unsuccessful attacks were made o n the 
Byzantine capital Constantinople. The second attack was followed by u-ade 
treaties in 907 and 91 I. Viking Heets also penetrated the Caspian Sea. T he 
greatest of rhese rl'lids was in 912-13, and followed an agreement by which 
the Rus agreed to share half the plunder from the cxpedidon with the 
Khazar khan in return for per·n1ission to sail through Kl1azar territOIJ'· T he 
Rus found the Muslirn lands around the Caspian Sea virtually defenceless, 
but news of their auocities so outraged the Kha.zars that they wem back on 
theil· agreement and amblashed and destroyed the Rus nee• on its way 
home. 
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From Scandinavian to Slav 
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Like the Vikings in the west, the Rus were absorbed by the peoples 
they conquered, and in a Jew generations they adopted S/a.vic 
names and cullu.re. 

The process o f dH:' assimilaLio n first becomes apparclH in the reign of 
Oleg·~ suCtl·~sor Igor (912-45) . The Rue; sig nalOrie:, LO th e Lradc Lrcacy 
agreed between Oleg and lhe By·ta.1 tit't l'S in 911 had all h~Hi Snmdinavian 
names; but \Vh c:n Jgor agreed a simila r t re<t ry with 1\}t ant..ium after his 
unsucccs.sfuJ auack in 944. se\'eral of Lhc Ru:, signatories had Sla\' names. 
lgor was t.he la:,t Rus n llcr l O have a Scandina\'ian name (Igor i.s a \ O:llia nt of 
lngvar ): the name o f his successo1 SvyatosJav (945-72) is S lavic. Many 
Scandina\ians still fought in Svyatmdav's annies, howe,1e r'. aud he: himself 
was the epito me of a pagan Viki ng conqueror. He campaign~d against the 
Kha7ar·s a nd the Volga and Danubian Bn lgars. adding h uge areas w th(~ 
Kit:van stale, hm these were all losl afltT II is death . By the reign of Vladimir 
1 (978-1015). Slam nic inn11ence came to dominate the Kie,·an state. With 
the adopcion of Onhodo.x Christia n ily ~t .s the sLate rel ig ion in 988. 
Byzantju m became th e main c xl crnal innuence on Russian develop~ 
rnent. By Lhe lime Kievan Rus Jeachcd Lhc zenith of iL~ power in the 

• 1"4 
re ign of Yaroslav th e Wise (1019-5•1), the Ru~ we •·e th oroug hly .,.,~ 
Slavic in characte r. ~~ 

Arou nd 905 1he no\•/ of Atab ~i l vcr th ro ugh Russia to 
Scandjnavia began to dry up as the Muslim world 's silver mines 
became exhausled. The Scandinavians sought new sourres of 
sHver. and a new wav<: o f Viking raids erupted in the \,,est. 't h is 
time, Swerles lOOk pan, and b)' 1015 they had abandoned lheir 
eastern trade routes. BuLlhe memory of the wealth of the cast per­
sisted for anothe•· gene•·ation. and around 1041 lngvar <he Widefare•·. 
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a Swed e, mad e a famo us m tc m pt co re~open lhe u·adc routes with lhc 
Arab east. A remarkable 
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cen tra] Swed e n CO fl'l­
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that ;u maiu purpose 14-'0S to 

aduer~ise tbt wt:tlith muJ 
por.wr of Kievau R~ts. (fbe 

church on the> secoud storey 
w(Js added nt a later date.) 

'~ ••• . ,. . . 
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The growth of Kievan Rus, 
912~1054 
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ar~a under Rvs control: 

C KJevan Rus 912 

971 (indud1ng temporary g3m$) 
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Right: this 11th-ut~tury fresco 
from the cathedral of St S(Jphia 
in Kiev depicts £lh:abeth . the 
daughter o{ )'aroslav tiJf' Wise. 
8y this period tl1e Rus had 
adopted Slav ways and 
8y:tmtint' r'tligiou. b 11t ttes rt11th 
Scandi,a rlia werf' still ~trtmg. A 
ste-ady stream of Scmrdim1r•iaus 
fougbt f(Jr the! princts. or P•I$St:d 
tiJTtmgh <m their way to join the 
Byztmtiue t mperol"s elite 
Varmrgi.an guar<l ;, 
C<mstantinopk. O ne of these 
wa$ Harald HardMda 
( • pages L24·25J. wl10 
married Eli..abtth. 

+ c. 1041 
Jngvor the Wide(oret 
attempts 10 rt<>pen 

N 

t 
vode routes to "Serl<fond' 

• 922 

A • 9•J 
Igor anodes CoostonOOopfe 
but his fleet is destt~ by 
Byzantines us~g Creek fire 

8 • 1043 
Rus fleet destroyed by 
8)-z.omines .in Jon ouod: 
on Constontinop.le 

c •too 
survi\'Ors otttmpt to retl.ltrl 
home overfond but ate 
<optuf«< or J<;JJed 01 Vorno 

Arab mudlont 
Jbn Fof}fo.n meecs 
Rus stove uodets 
• . 971 ' 

~:!.-..J~~ JyY<Jtoslov sods liil, 

n 1 a t k 
S ~ (I 

Ba~-....... "-~ 
9.3. 

Rus sodc and hold Bordo for 
several months in {o<e of 
MusAim counrer-ouodci 
They witM'ow ·~~ 

epldem:C bteakt'~ 

·I 

ro•r o 
.Jnror k.ilkd as hi$ 

expeditioo ends in 
dis!:!J!Cf, somcvd!crc 

.: 'ttl cerurol Asio 



VI: The Transformation of the Vikings 

Below: These 12th·ceutury 
wa/nu ivory cMupi«tt wert" 

foatttd on thf. island of Lewis 
in tbt Outn H~britks. Tim 

gn>op-lh< •i•g a.d /ri$ 

-· ••ppo.r<d by the 
clntwb and tW W~~rrior 

Qnst~ 11 Mkrocosm 
of rh< tarly m<di<'Wl 

Scandinavialf state. 

The Vikings made a dramatic impact 011 Europe, but in the lo11g 
term the impact of Europe on the Vikings was far greater. Between 
1000 and 1200, Scandi11avia was integrated into Latin 
Christendom, but before the Vikings settled down completely, there 
was one last burst of raiding and conquest. 

This final up~n•·ge of Viking acth•it)' sp• ang from two causes. 1 he more 
importam of them was probably the continuing centralizatio n of ,lllthorill 
in the Scandinavian kingdoms, a pron·«;~ which was now s:pre~1ding to t.hc 
Earldom of Orkney and the Kingdom of Man. Kingship w·"' geuing more 
and more expensive, but royal government was not d~"·cloped enough to 
raise regul.tr. reliable income from t.lX<'~. PredatOr) expedition• were ther<­
fore needed to raise revenue. TI1c oth<'r major cause was che prog1essh·e 
exhaustion after 965 of the sih•er mini'S of the Islamic wodd. This led to the 
decline and abandonment of the ca>~e•·n 1rade routes, and end~d 1hc flow 
of Arabic >ilvcr which had been the main f'u~l of the Scandinavian economy 
in the lOth ccn1ury. Renewed taidiug in th<' wesl was a m<:ans to tind a new 
silver suppl) . rhc decline of the trade routes and the growing power of 
Kie-'all Russi,, muSt have made frccbo01ing in the east both lc>S profitable 
and increasing!) difficult, and for the fir<t time, many S"cdish Vikings 
joined the expeditions to the "esL 

The new '"ine of attacks concentrated main I)' on 1he British Isles. and were 
initially old·St) lc small scale pirate raid• on mlncrable coastal communities 



A~: The suppnssion of 
pir#cy ;, tht Balti' by the 

l2tiJ-cenhtry Scandinavian 
k;ngs a;ded trade attd led to 

the growth of new towns such 
4$ Vi$b)' ou (jo tlaud. 

in ltcland, Wales and westem England. The main source of these nuds was 
the Norse scttlcrncnu~ in the non hcrn and westct·n isles of ScoL1and, and 
they would cont:inm: into the 12th and 13th centuries, long aftcl' the end of 
V iking raiding e1sewht~rc. This was a region of high ly fragmented and com­
peling power structures: in lre hmd. the many petty kingrlo ms and the ind<."­
pendent Notse towns; the Welsh principalities; the Kingdom ann Man and 
the Isles and its tival the Earldom of Orkney. lt was also an arena for compe­
ution between the emerging centralized kingdoms of England, Scotland 
and Norway, which all had ambitions m ex tend their authority into the area. 
In suc h ci n:un'tstanccs Viking freebooters like Svein Asleifarson fron1 
Orkney could prosper after they had been suppressed in more settled areas. 
Apart li·om occasional royal forays, such as King Magnus Barclcgs's expedi­
tion in 1 09R, these rairts had no political objectives, and were rnctcly an 
unpleasant nuisance. Neither in England, Wales nor Ireland did they threat· 
en any permanent Viking conquest: only in Scotland were any territorial 
gains made. 

The same could not be said of t11e raids on eastern England from Denmark 
and Nonvay. Th~se too started out as small-scale pirate raids, but in the 990s 
they were escalated by OlafT•·yggvason and Svein Forkbeard into methodi­
cal plunderi ng and trihuLc-gaLhcring expeditions by professional armies. 
Svein was 1he reign iug king of Denmark, Olaf aspired to the kingdom of 
Non"ray, but the new style centntlized monarchy was expensive to acqui re 
and mHintain, and for bo th me n Viking raiding w·..ts a means o f financing 
their ambiuons. Olaf brie[]y acbje1•ed his ambition before being killed in 
battle in 1000, but Svein survived to become the most successfu l Viking 
leader so far. Though they probabl)' involved rather larger armies than 
those of the 9th c~ntur·y, these auacks may no t have been partic ularly 
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Alxwc-: Pagtm ilfMJ5t''Y 
survi~d «WII into~~~ 
Christian era itt Scandi111wian 
art. Tl1is J2th-cen1Jtry 
tapestry, from Skog church in 
Sw-eden. sht'tws Odin (on the 
left}, TIJor witl1 /,isiJammtr 
(ceutr~) tmcl tin: {mifily god 
Frcyr holding alf «'-ar of conr 
(right). 



Above: Th(mgl, active/)• 
pn.>mof.NI by kings f,.om 

armmd 1000 onward, 
Scandinavia was not 

t/tQm,,ghfy Chri.stian;zed until 
t/}~ JJ//1 ct,lUT')', 14/hetl thi$ 

stave dm,.ch a/ Kaupaug, 
Sogne(jord, Nonv(J)', was 
built. The stave-building 

method of constructio11 was 
(trstr4sed itt tire late Vik;,tg 

age> {0'1' domestic buildings as 
well as churches. 

rlestntnive-onn: tl1<·y had dcrnon:\U'atcd thc:ir supcriodty over the English 
defen(es. 1h c armies were usually content to be bought off by huge 
Danegeld,, tising from 24,000 lb,. of 'ilver in 1002 to 48.000 lbs. in 1012. 
Lacking a revenue-raising madl ii1CI)' at home, Svcin had bc<:otne a parasitt> 
on the English kingdom's efficient admin istraLivc system. which r-aised these 
sums without apparent d ifficult}. 13)' 1012, English morale was collatJSing, 
and in a final campaign Svdn conquered the country and was accepted as 
king of Fngland in 1013. He did not li\'c to enjoy his triumph but. afte•· 
puning down a reviv;tl of English rcsisu-tncc, h is sun Cnut inherited lhe 
kjngdom in I 016. 

The Trimnph of Cnut 

Cnut's conquest was essentially a political {akeover. F.nghmci s;n.,.· the intro­
duction of a new ruli ng class~ but there was no '''idespread Danish sertl<"· 
mcnt as in the 9Lh ccntw)'. Even after over 30 years of raiding, England's 
rcsoun:es were far greater than those of any Scandinavian kingdom, and 
though he \VCI'll ou to become King of Denmaa·k a nd Nor·way and ovt"rlord 
of Sweden, Cnut's po1ve•· base was always England. Cnut recogni1ed the 
instjtutional superiority of the kingdom he had conquered: he adopted the 
u-appings of Anglo-Saxon Christian kingship and became a generous bene­
factor of the church in England and Scandinavia. This made Cnut the first 
Scandinavian king to be accepted as an equal by the other Christian rulers 
of western Europe-an a<:ccptancc powerfulh• 'ymboli~ed by Cnut's atten­
dance a t the coronaLion of the E1Hpt:ror Conrad in Rome in 1027. 

Cnul flt.i led LO gh·c his cmpir·c any instilULional coherence~ it rell apan aflfor 





Left: Viki11g influence 
pe-rsist~d ;, £ngltmd long 
after"tlH Vik.ingJ had c.u.s~d 
to In a thnot. Tl1i.1 Norman 
on:bwoy ot Kilt>«J: d1Hrch, 
Hnr(onJ.sbinJ is 
atmw1antly d«<rat~d iJ!I 1M 
lat~·VIItin& Um~1 sty/~. 

his death, and in 1042 the native dY'"'''Y returned 10 power in f;ngland. 
Howevc1. ~l tldim to n•le England was inhcrhcd first by t.he Nol'\"~ginu King 
Harald Hardrada and then the Oani~h Kings Svein Estrith;on and Cnut IV. 
All three intenened unsuccessfulh in t:ngland in pursuit of their claims: 
onh after tlw f.oilure ofCnml\r s exp<:dition of 1085 even to sctl>.lil, ,mel hi< 
subsequent murder, \\"dS the \'iking age in England LrUly m·cr. 

The Twilight of the Viking Age 

ln the J'c>l. of ohe Bl'itish Isles the Viking agr f'aded away mol'c imp<·n·<·ptibly 
as the Norse settle1'S gradually as>imilatcd with the native Cells. Piracy and 
raiding. in ' loip> H"')' little differem f1 0111 tho<c the Vikings used. continued 
10 be a""' of life in the isles until th<' 17th cemurv, but as part of tloe (:adic 
wav or life . • 

After t11e bocak-up ofCnut's empile. $\\cd<·n •·ecovered full independence, 
while Denmark passed briefly uncl<·r Non,egian rule until the .ocn·••ion of 
Svein Estrith<on in 1046. $vein's claim was challenged by the new 
Nonvt·gi.uo king, Harald J-lardJ-ada. Yt·.ors of destructi,•e and ultimat.-ly futi le 
wa1·farc followed, but by 1064 Hanold reluctantly accepted Svcin '" •·ulcr of 
Oenmaa k. Th(' process of progressive centra lization, which had hcgun 
before the \'iking age. had finally •·cacht'd a stale of balance .uod would go 
no further until the Union of Kahnao· in 1397. Denmark, Norway and 
Sweden had become stable territorial kingdoms, each lacking the ocsoul'<:es 
permanent~\ 10 dominate the others. To 1':\f')ing degrees, all three king­
doms still lacked inocmal stability. E1en Denmark, which had the Ionge>! 
tradition of unity, suffered long cil'il wao·~ in the 12th cemury and wa< <'''en. 
I'CIJ' bl'iefly, di\idcd into ll1rce par iS in 1157 after a partkularly in concl u~he 
conOict. Noo·w;l)' tno was frequently sul>j<'CI 10 dvil wars, but by tl ae mid-l'lth 
century it had emerged as ll>c most >~able of the Scandina1•i;uo mo n:uThics 
after abandoning ohc trad itional electil'c I" indplc wh ich so often led 10 suc­
cession di§IHIICS. In its p lace the monarch)' had adopted the theocratir pl'in­
ciple which also fonned the basis of the powerful French ;ond Fngli~h 
monruchoes. ruling h)' right of inhea it.uotc .md di1ine appointment. Uni11 
came last tu Sweden: the S1ear and Llo<· COtar were not pern1ancmly united 
under one J..ing until the reign of Kmn Erikson in 1172. 

A cnocial factoo· in the consolidation ofallthree Scandina1ian kingdoms was 
the adoplion of Christianity. Those ki11gs who first created uni t<'d king­
doms-llara ld l\luclOoth in Denmark, Olaf T ryggvason a nd Olaf 
Hal'aldsson in Non vay and Olof Skotkonung in Sweden- were a ll n·mt·m­
bered as much for their missionary activities as fol' t.hcir Other ach ievements. 
Christian it~ hMI many ad1-antages for a l-ing intent on centralizing :outho,;ty 
in his kingdom. Christirulit) brought a new ideology of di,incly ordained 
kingship "hich helped to raise the king abo1e his subjects. Conve,..ion also 
made relations "ith the Christiru1 kingdonu of western Europe easier. The 
church brought 1.itl1 it able and literate adminisu-ators who could help in 
the creation of efTecti,•e ro)-al go,·ernmcnLS. The foundation of bishoprics 
helped not only the propagation of the faith, bm also created nc"' admin­
stralive centres. An efficiently ad minbteo·cd ki ngdom made the raising of 
revenue from t.:lxcs. tolls and fines casic1· and more reliabJe, and reduced 
tl1c king's dependence on more h:uardous means of acquiring w<·alth such 
as plundering expeditions. The growth of roval government also offered Llle 
runbitious a peaceful rome to the acqui~ition of wealth and status tlwough 
senice to the cro"n: the process of ccntrali<ation which had originall) 
made \'iJ..ing •aiding so am-active as a mean• to these ends had b) the late 



flelow: J1-e death of Olaf 
Httmhksou attlx- &ttle of 
Stik~lstad in 10.10, from a 

IJtb-century lceia!fdic 
mamtScripl. Olaf actit.~ly 

promowd Chrish"mdty ammtg 
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'I 1 th century made i l unnecc(·ss~u)'. 

T hough the chlll'ch was jealous of iL' spiritual authority and could some­
chnes bring LHl\,·elcomc intc1fcrcncc in internal aiTairs from th.e papacy, it 
was aware that a su·ong monarchy made its own task of co1Wcrsion easier, 
and kings could usually rely o n the church to help incrca.sc royal authmity. 
The boundaries of bishoprics and archbishoprics helped to define the bor­
den; of the Scandinavian kingdonls. For example, the archbishopric of 
Uppsala founded in 1164 included the bishoprics of both Svealand and 
Gotaland as " 'ell as the bishopric of Abo in Fin land, prefiguring by some 
years the boundar·ics of the medieva l Swedish kingdom. By r·eplacing a 
d iversity of local practices an d beliefS with a uniform 1·eligion, Christianity 
could also il(l a.-5 a 11nit)ing influence and help create a cornmon identity. 
However, it wou ld be the late 12th cenuu·y before the Scandinavian king­
doms were thorough1y Christianized. \Vh ilc those who were anxious for 
poli tical advancemem were quick to follow their kings' examples, paganism 
lingered among the ordinary people, especially in Sweden where the great 
cult centre at Uppsala, on ly If! miks (30km) from the royal Christian ccn­
u·e at Sigtuna, wa' probably s1 ill in use as late as 1110. 



Europe's Last Pagans 

Scandinavian expansion, which had come to an end after Cnm's triumph, 
began again towards the middle of Lhe 12111 century. The kingdoms of wesL­
ern Europe were now too strong tO challenge, but south and east of the 
Sallie were lhe still pagan west Slavs or Wends and lie Baltic and Finnic 
peoples. The Wends were active and skilled pirates, and the Danes in partic­
ular had suffered greaLly from ilieir Viking-style raids. At least LO begin with, 
it was self-defence as much as religious fervour I hat led the Danes and tJ1e 
Swedes to become involved in the crusades LO conquer and convert 
Europe's lasl pagans. The Norwegians too lurned their energies to crusad­
ing, but were more likely LO go to Lhe Holy Land. Although many of the 
campaigns in Lhe Baltic were indistinguishable from Viking raids in the tac­
tics employed, Lhey were an integral pan of the wider European crusading 
movemem and a clear sign of Scandinavia's entry into the mainsu·eam of 
Europe. 

Right: By the 12th century, 
Scandinavia11s like this knight 
on a gravesto11e from Vejersleu 
i11 Denmark were 
participati11g in cmsades to 
the Holy Land - evidence of 
their entry into the political 
and cultural mainstream of 
medieval Europe. 



Raids on lEthelrred's· Kingdom 
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!Ethelrad, the iasecure Saxon ruler of £agland, was faced by a 
series of rrlet~tlns Viking a Hacks. 

After the f.11l of tlw kingrlom of Yoo k in 951. England enjoyffi 26 )<'"'' uf 
frc(.·dom from Viking anad::s. l\ut in.,tabilit)' in Scandinavia and an i nlt'llllp· 

Lion of sil\'cr ~upplic-•s rl'(un the Mitld)(" E._,.,, prompted a new sp;.u~ o f' l':lid~ 
in the 980s. T lw r:lidf'r'~ wrrc nul'l1l'I'Ou:o,, wd l o •-ganizcd and-in ('~inlr':•'l tn 
the Anglo-Saxc)rh-pur'J)ft5efuJiy lt-d. T ile mc1tlc of 1he Anglo-Saxun king" 
had cledilh'fl afler lht• dc:~ttb of Edgar in 97!'1. IIi~ :Htf('essot E:dw;_ud. mur· 
derect .tft.~ r M'lunlupp\ reign of three )C.t.r,, \ .. a, feplaced b)' hi.s 1~-u·~u-tJid 

brmhe1. che um ... •rlike IEthclr..cd. 

In 991 Ol.ll'li')K!l'"'"'"· a descendant ol ll,orald Finehair, ra\'aged K••nt •nd 
Sussex ;.1nd dcfe.ued 1he E.1o~t Angti-ans und<.:r chc Ealdom1an B)hnnmh .u 
Ma1don. E_~srx. lie \\~.-ls l>Ought oJT wi1J1 •' m;h,i\'e parmem of22,000 II" of 
sih·e •·. btu t\q) )t':u' lal<·r was back JOr· more, in alliane"e with Lht' n.mi'h 
King S\'t'i n Fm l..bta r·d . O laf took his mmwy and l'eJYUlation lU NuJWil)'• 
when" lw l'S I .Jh l i~ht·d himself as king . s,·cin •t .. llanH•d to Denmark a11d spt•nc 
1he tH"XI lin_· )'t:ars trying to s icze l':orway h o rn hi.r; forrner ally. Oaubh raid;; 
o n England (.'OtHinucd unabated . hnw•'\t'r, ttnd another Danq.;dd, of 
24,000 lbs. "-;.'s p.1id in 1002. L-.ter 1ha1 }~i\1'/t:thelr;.t-d, ad"iscd of·' con,pu 
3<.)". ord.:rcd d maS.\o'lCre or Oanes lh ing HI 1-'ngl.md. s\·cin. s si.stcl· \\.1." "-llcllo 

ha"e been among the \icdms: 1cue or riOt. S\cill was b.1.ck camp.ugniug in 
soulh"'-est England in 1003 and in C..t't \nglia in J()(H. TI1e follo""'K H'·" 
there was a famine ill England; SH.~in .md hi' ,lllll)'• which had co lhe on tilt' 
land. g<~H• lh<• rounuy a briefn·spitl'. but 1w f{'lt lll1t>'cl :1gain in 10U6-7 .uHI 
was bough• off \vi 1 h SG.OOO lbs of Danl'w.·ld. 
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The Danes Conquer England 
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C + Sp""i 1010 
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E • 1013 
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f1~S hoSIOiCS 

F • 1013 
l.Dndoncrs repulse S¥cin's ottocl<s 
wtlh sut>port of 1horl<eN. but 
submh Joter In rhe ytOr 

G • I0/3 
West Counuy sllbmlu to S"ein 

H t ChriWnOs 1013 
i£.rlletr#!d (fees to Normandy 

• F<b 1014 
S"eln dits 

) • Spring I 014 
After Svc•n's deor.h, ..£rherr~ 
returns to ra~tc lindsey, forcing 
V;.lunfS to retreat to Dtnmork 

K • 1012- 13 
bose o( ThorkeN's {ket 

Sometime between 1007 and 1013, the objective of Svein's 
campaigns in England changed from extortion of Danegeld to 
outright conquest. 

Unlik<' l h (' 9th-century Viking in\'asions, Lhis was a poli1 ical venture ~imed t tl 
en larging royal po"e• and prestige, not an in\·asion of settle rs. The waa riors 
who followed s,·cin, and after him Cnut, were professional soldiCI'S fighliug 
for a sha•·c of 1he Danegeld. Although many of Ll1e leadt'rs and some hand· 
picked '""'-riors stayed in England after the conqul"st. most of the Vi kings 
took L11eir eam i11gs ann went hOm<'" to Denmark. Non,·ay and Sweden. 

After Svcin ·s depa rture in I 007, tEthelrre-d o rdered a sh ipbu ildil1g pro· 
gramme. Unfortunate!)' his new tlcct U1'0kc up in chaos in 1009 amid accu­
sations of u·easo11, and wh<:n an exceptionall y large Viking army led by 
Thorkdl 1he Tall anived aL Sand,,•ich latel' thaL year, there \,·as no-on(' 10 

oppose it. The army spent three prori tahlc yea rs ravaging southeast 
England, •·clativdy unhindered by a defence that became more and lllo r<· 

disorgani1.•·d. Afler a Danegeld of 48,000 pounds wa> paid in 10 12, however. 
Thorkell changed sides and clltcrcd !Ethclnnl's sen·ice. for wh ich he \"''S 

paid a further 21,000 pound5 of si lver in 1014. 

Realizing thnt F.ngli.sh morale \\'aS C'OIIapsing, Svdn rctun1cd to Englanrl in 
the spring of 1013. At Cainsbol'ough he "·as met by •Tpresentatives of the 

! /Campaigns of Svein 
and Thorkell, I 009-14 

England. I 009 

Thorkcll, I 009 - Thorl<ell. IOIQ-11 - Svein, 1013 
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2/Cnut's conquest of 
England , 1015- 16 

division of England under the. 
Tr<atyofAiney. l016: 

Cnut' s portion 

Edmund's portion 

Cnut's campaigns: 

- lOI S - spnns 1016 - s-vmmer I 0 I 6 - auwmnl016 

X Danish victory' 

X Anglo-Saxon victory 

X lnconcJuslve Ntde 

* siege 
l.UI(S, county ravaged 

WE L S H 
PRI NCES 

A 0 Sep,101S 
Cnu< loads 

8 0 1015-16 
Cnut wmtt:rs 

C Osprlng 1016 
Northumboons submlr to Cnut 

JH J·'I"Moy 1016 
Danish ~t orriw:s or Greenwich 

£ •spnng 1016 
Dones repulsed from LMdon 

F • """""' 1 o I 6 
Dones d<( .. t fngl<sh 

Bdow: the end-slab of an early 
11th-u-ntwry Viking tomb, 
probably of one of Cn1d-'s 

foil~. It i.s decorat~d with a 
.. gn-at bea1r" inUffwined with a 

urpent. Probably made in southern 
£ngland by a Scmulinauian 

craftsman and {otmd in St l,nt>~l~s 
chun:lryard, L,o,don in 1852. 
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Nonhumbrians and the Five Boroughs, who recognized him as king. 
When he marched south, Oxford. Winchester and Bath submiued. Only 
London - assisted by Thorl:.ell-held out, but when A'thelra:d lied to 
Nonnandy after Christmas 10 13. it too sun·endered . 

Five weeks later Svein d ied . !Ethelra:d returned to England and the 
Viking army, now led by $vein's inexperienced son Cnu L. withdrew LO 

Denmark. Suppor1cd by Thorkell, who had changed sides again, and 
another great warrior, Erik of Hlallir, Cnut retumed in I 015. 
He wimered at Poole Harbour, and in spri ng 1016 marched 
north to take control of Nonhumbria . In April King 
!Ethelrred died, and was succeeded by his able son Edmund 
Ironsid e, who rallied the English to re newed resistance. 
Throt.tghou l the summer and autumn , he fought Cnut 
across the breadth of southern England. Finally, a t 
Ashingdon in Essex, Edmund was betrayed on the field of 
battle by the Ealdorman of tbc Mercians and crushingly 
defeated. Cnut pursued Edmund to Gloucestershire, where 
the two ag•·eed to share the kingdom. When Edmund died a 
few weeks later, Cnut became master of the whole of 
England. 



The Empire of Cnut 
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Cnut ruled Englatul firmly and eff~ctively, but formd it harder to 
build a Scandir~avia" empire. 

If Cnut expected to be a<'Ccptcd .ts ling \\hen hl· rctun1ed to Oenmarl m 
1014 afler the death of his fcuhc;r S\ tin . he \\-a\ d i .... -.ppointcd: the Oanes h.ut 
alread' chosen his brother ll.,r~tld. lkpd,t·d or a kingdo m ar ho rne.:. Cnut 
re turned to England. ll) the t•nd of lOll;, hc; had conquered the ,,hok 
coun••)' (..,. page 120-21) . Thu--c• ) t.A•'r~ lalt.~r Har::tlrl died. and Cnut went w 
Denmark to secu•·e hb successio n. l..t·;wing "' regcm to rule 1he c.:oun u-y. ht· 
•·eturncd to Engla nd , '"hic.:h h e ~•hv. • t'S e·rec.gn itt•d as h is most impu11an1 pus-­
~e~sion. l ie consolida ted hi~ hold ll u.·n· by gran ting l<li\Cb an d Lilk r to hio; 
fo llowers, es1ablishing ~'new Auglo~Oani<ih a rio;tocmcr. Orhe l'wls<.:, he.· ruled 
in th t: Anglo-Saxon tl'aditiou a nd umrlt• lf•w ch:lngt·s. l-Ie t.."txed 1hf' t-:•1glhh 
he.-1\ ily LO suppon his houl\t'C :u h_·~ ( bodygu:-11 d ,;;} omd to fund a st~mdi n~ 
flecl, but his tule W ".tS not unpopul.n·: he wao; remembered a:, a .sLrong king 
~A'ho supported the ('hurch. lcgi~I.U('d ''i'd' ;u1d kept the peace. 

One of Cnu!'s chief aid'"' w-,.. Erik . .arl of lllaair, the pro-Danish ruler of 
the Trondelag. H is absence in England gave Olaf Haraldson. a 
No"'egian of royal blood with a su<<<Mful \"!king career behiod 
him , the chance 10 defc:at the pro--Danish forces in 
No"'"'Y and make himself king in 1016. \\~oen Olaf 
aJiicd with the S\\·edes and imo.tdcd k.lne in 
1026, Cnu1 could no longer ignore him. In 
1028 he took a Oeet of .SO ships, picked 
up feinforcertJetH.s in Denmark, and 
invaded Norway. Olaf, whose hard· 
line i rnposit.ion of Christian ity had 
made him un popular, ned LO 
Swede n. Two years later he 
returned, but was defeated a ncl 
killed by the Norwcgian5 at 
Srikelstad . Cnut appoinled his 
English concubine Aclfgifu as 
regem, bm she became so unpopular 
that his grip on No"'"'Y began to s~p. 

Cnut "-dS arguabh the g rc:o_ttc' t o f 1hr 
Viking kings. but his empire fell •'P•" t .1~ 
t!J()On a~ he died in 1035. Jlj, scm and 
chosen heir Harthttenlll was acct'pWcl 
as king in Denmark. but t he: Engli11.h 
chose his brolher 11 arald, whil<· lht 
N<u wegia n .s crowned M :rgnus 11ic 
Good, Lhe son of Cnut·s o ld cncll1)1 

Olar. When Harald died in I 0~!1. 

Hanh ac nut \V<ls lln;_rlly able to 
make good his claim to r ule;: 
England . Afrer his dea1h in 1042. 
Aelhe h ed's son Edward 
returned rrom exi le: in 
Normandy, and the line o r 
\\•t'SSCX \\"35 res10red. 
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The Thunderbolt of the North 
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H arald llardrada-the Thunderbolt of the North-jounuryed from 
Norway to Jerusalem before dying;, an attt'mpt to sei~e the 
th rorte of Ertglartd. 

Harald's earce1 lx·gan atrhe age of 15. '\hnl lw fought for his half~lnulht·• 
King Olat ll~u ,tld~on m lhf' b<-Ullc: of Stikk,I.Hl in I 030. They \H~I t .. ch:.·l t>.w.·tl. 
and 11.11ald Ut.·cl firs t to s,,.eclen a ud dJcu lo Ku,:-.ia, wht'rc he berauu· a mt·r· 
cen<l •)' i<JI' p , i nc·c· Jaroslav of Novgorod . T lu c·c· y(·;•• ~ l~• lcr. Harald n io\ t•( l on 
to Con~mmciuoplc l O join rh e Hrzautinc cmpt·•or·, elite \'arangi.tn gu:ud. 
AfLer nine n·ar~· cal"npaigning. 11 ~lrald lt.HI '"011 gold and fanw: ucm lie.· 
would we!... (l .. h.uc of ~lagnus tht: Good ·, O.mi-.h and Kon,·cgian lingclum 

In I 0-1-.t ll.tr.,td r{·Uu nl'd 10 Sweden. l.\.pluititt~ hi'S wcahh ancl rq,ut.uiun. 

he rai~l .m .tnn' arld imadc..-d Dcmn~u l.. in 1 U lfi. \l.tgnu.~ quklh o_t.grl'(."d In 

shan: hb kingdom. and on his death Llw fullo,,ing H.·ar. Harald hc-"(.tllll" ••.ulc 
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n11e.-. 1'\ul h is nephew Svein Esu-lthson seized Denmark. and years of bru~d 
warfarf' lbiiO\\'ed. 1-Jar·ald repec:uedly 1·avaged Deuwatk, but Svcin ·s dogged 
r·csistancc fina lly forced Haralrl 10 ackno,\'leclge him as king of Oeru n~tk in 
1064. Harald also fuced frequem opposicion LQ h i~ rule in No,·way. etu ni ng 
his nickname ''H ardrada"' ( Hard Ruler) by the ruthless means he used lO 
defend his autho1·ity. 

Tht• death of England's King Edward Ute Confessor in l0661ed (0 Har:lld's 
last c~ pcdition. Edward lf.:ft three daimanlS to his th rone. Hantld Hardrada, 
\Villiam Oukc of Nutrnaudy and I .larold Godwin son the Earl of \\'essex. The 
English chose Hat•old Cod\\rinson , bul both ll atald and ·william laid p lans 
to invade England. Harald moved firs1. He enLef..-d 1he llumbet 'villa 300 
sh ips. crushed tl1c English at Fulford Gate and took York on 20 Septeml:>ef. 
Five days la ter he and most of his army lay dead on the tield of Stamford 
61'idgc;: it w"s :,ajd that on1y 24 ships were nc<:dcd to take d1c sun·ivors 
home. The victot, llarold Godwinson, marched l1is cxJmustcd army south to 
his own death aL Hastiogsju~l 19 days lawt. 
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The Struggle for England 
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W illiam of Normandy invaded Eugland, but other Norsemen soot! 
arrived from Denmark and Ireland to contest his claim and assist 
the English rebels. 

Following his victory ar Hastings, Wi ll iam the Conquer·or quickly wok con· 
u·ol of t.hc sout.hca", and it appeared as if rhc English 'vould quict.Jy accepr 
him a.\ Lheir king. Two rears latt•r, however. his grip on the coumry was 
shaken hy a series of rebellions. 

After his dcarh, HarAld Hardrada's claim to the English t.Ju·onc had passed 
to th e Danish king Svein Estrit..hson. It was to him that the rebels turned for 
support, offering to accept him as king. ln 1069. Svcin sent a tlect of 240 
sh ips to ~:ngland under his son Cnur and ot.l1er nobles. The fleer landed at 
nover and Lhen sailed nonh, Clti0)1ing liulc success until it joined the rebels 
on t.he Humber. The Anglo-Danish anny marched on York and wiped out. 
the No.,nan garrison. William mar<:hed north, but failed to draw the rebels 
int.o bat.t.lc, and headed hack to the Midlands to crush a rising. Ar·ound 
Christmas he returnee!, captured York, and forced rl1e Danes 10 retreat. ro 
t.he Humber. 

William spent. t.l1e winrer in his notorious "Harrying of t.he Nor·t.J1", a brutal 
campaign o f ravaging intended as much to make the area unattractive to 
t.l1c Danes as to punish the rebels. Undeterred, Svein joined his son on t.l1e 
Humber in the spring of 1070. In June, part of rhc Danish fleet moved 
south ro t.l1e Fenlands to join the English rebels under Hereward in sacking 
Peterborough. Bur, " 't.h English resistance almost at an end, Svein reached 
an agreement with William and returned home with his p lunder. 

Five years later. Cnut ret.urned to England with a Danish-Norwegian fleet of 
200 ships at t.he invitat.ion of two rebellious Norman earls. By the time he 
arrived t.h e r·ebcllion was over, and apart from sacking York he achieved 
not.l1ing. The last Viking threat ro England came in 1085 when Cnut., now 
king of Denmark, once again planned to invade. By now, t.l10ugh. Norman 
England had proven its strength and t.he Danes saw no protit in t.hcir king's 
ambitions. Disputes prevented t.lle neet. from sailing, and in 1086 Cnut was 
assassinaled. 
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The Kingdom of Man and the Isles 

Kighr: St •\ofagttt~s' dmrcl1 ou 
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Irish momutic round tower. 

A s happened th roughout the Viking world in the lith century, the 
Scandinavian settlers in Scotland began to develop centralized 
govern ttl en ts .. 

The process began in the Earldom of Orkney during the re ign o f Earl 
Thorfin n tl1e Migh ty (1014-64) . Thodlnn was a n able war leade r: he deft>at­
ed a Scottish attempt to recover' Caithn ess in 1035 a nd added Ross, Shet­
land , the Isle of Man and, possibly, lands in Gall oway an d Ire land to his 
don1inions. T hol·finn's vicLOrics brought him enormous prestige and, 
though he acknowledged 1hc sovereignLy of th e Non .. •egian crown , he was a 
considerable t ulcr in his own dghL T'horHnn was more than just a warrior, 
howeve1·, and in his later years he auempted to give his do mains a unifying 
administrdth·c and ccclcsia.'\tjcal strunure. The first Earl of Orkney to be 
brought up as a Christian, h e aelivdy promoted the conversion of the still 
largely pagan Norse settlers f)f Orkney, founding a bishop1-ic at his paJace at 

Bir-say after visiting Rome in 1048. 

After Thodinn 's death the Orkney earldom lost conrrol of rhe Isles. In I 079 
Codred Crovan of !slay succcdcd in un itjng the He bride< and the Isle of 
Man in a kingdom which he r·ulcd until his death in 1095. Godred divided 
his kingdom up into live t'cgions, which t.ogcthcr sent a rotal of 32 represen­
tattvcs to the aunual assembly at Tynwald ( from ThingvO/Jtt-lhe meeting­
p lace) in the Isle of Man. T he m od ern Manx parli a me nt is the d irect 
descendant of thio;: Viking assembly. 

The independence of tltc kingdom of the Isles w·.as soon challenged by tlle 
Non,·egian monarchy. In 1095 King ~lagnus Ill "Barclcgs" agreed a treaty 
with .Malcolm CarullOn.:. king of Scotland, con firming Norway's ancient 
claim to the llcb.-idcs and Ki ntyre. But resistance in the Kingdom or the 
Isles meant t11at Magnus had to csrablish his aurhorit)' by a br-utal ravaging 
campaign in 1098. ln what was to be the lasl rn:-yor \'iking campaign in the 
Irish Sea, he wenL on to capture Dublin and to exact plunder and tribute in 
CaJioway and Anglesey. Magnu.s·s rcibrn hronght Norwegian power in the 
Isles to its peak, but his adtie,·erm:nt had on ly been made possible by his 
pl'olongcd absence fnlm Norway. Afcer Magnus was killed in Ireland in 
1104. Godrcd's son Olaf revived rhe kingdom, tllough he a nd his successors 
Lactfully rc<:<)gnizcd Norwegian soverf>igncy. 
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The Twilight of Viking Scotland 
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The Viking ag~ died hard in tile Scollish Isles, and raids continued 
until the late 12th century. 

The slow .tssimil::uion of tbe NOJ"\(.' o,t·ulers of the Hebrides into 1he n:uhe 
Cchit popul~tion was nearing cornpktion in the 12th century. A •ign of this 
was th<· risr of Somcl'ied. a chicfwiu of t\rgyll of mixed Scotlbh aud Norse 
descent. In I I !I(\ Sorncrlcd won routrol of the southcrn llchriclcs ~f'ter 
dcfcating Coclrcd II of ~tau in a sc·a h.1ulc fought by Jnoonlight on a mid· 
"inter's night ofT Isla\ . from now on, the nrongest influcnc~ in the l~les 
would fx> c .• dic but, preferring a di ... ull lord to a near one. Somel'icd and 
his successors continued to ackno"ledgc the so'ereignl) of the No"'egian 
rather than the Scottish kings. 

In an area \\here central authority'""'~ , .. eak, there was still room for an old­
fa.<hio ned \'iking freebooter to make a lh ing from piraC). Perh.•ps the la>t 
Viking was an Orkney Islander, Svein A<lcifarson. who maintained a band of 
some 80 followers a t his hall on Gair"'Y· According to the Orkneyinga Saga. 
Svein raided twice a year. His "'spring·tl i1>". as he called it, started ar~er sow­
ing had been cumplctcd o n his fa. m and lasted unti l midsumme•·· Then, 
after the h•nc" was safely gatheted in, he set off on his "aultlmn-uip" 
which lasu:d until midwinter. S\ein ,,,idcd the Hebrides, Wales and Ireland, 
phUidercd English merchant ships in the Irish Sea and e'en sacked a 
monastc11 in the Scilly Isles. Mtet 30 1 c.u s o f piracy, he was e-entu.lll) killed 
on a raid on Dublin in 1171. 

By the 13th ccn UIIJ'• Norse dominion was fading. The Scots had rccovcaed 
Ross, Caithness and Sutherland byl202, ltlul harboured ambitions 10 sci1c 
conu·ol of M.m and the Isles. lni2G3 King ll~kon IV o f Non••ay kd an t•xpc·· 

clition to su·engthcn his authority there. His "G•e:u Fkc•1" 
quickly overawed the Hebricleans but. after an indecisive 

sl.innish with tht· S<-ot< at Largs. Hakon withdrew and 

~ -
dit-d soon aftel'\\'atds in Orknc). H i< <nr· 

rt·'l.o;or \l agnus \'1, with trouble at home, 
rl'ded lllan and the Hebrides to 
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Scotland in 1266 in return for 4000 
mao ks and a.n annuity. Only Orkney 
and Shctlacld remained in Norse 
hands, until they were fina lly ceded 
by Denmark in Lhel5th century. 

I j 
I 1.<1<: a Hdmdtan gallry or 

Nyvaig. from" carvit•& on th~ 
l6th--antury UJmb of 
Al~xandrr MocL.~:od at RodtJ. 
The N)'V"ig, (int uud ;, the 
12th c~tury, shou•sthe 
inf/u<n« of tbt Norst 1alt.y, 
tbo11gb tbl! lltninl oariM1 
b«n nploc.-d by th< "'"" 
qfrc:tiw s.tnw n;ddn. 
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The Early Scandinavian Church 

Below: pagan motifs persi$ted 
in tl)e work of rntury 

Se~mdilmvitm cra{t:;mtm who 
were called em to tk cortde the 

neut chui"CIU'S. Tlx- carvings (Jfl 

thJ's portal a( tire stave church 
n l Hyl~stad in Nonuay 

illustrate scenes from the 
Sigurd legeud. 

The introduction of Christianity brought new styles of 
architecture and m·t to Sca11dinavia. 

The first Scandinavian chmches " 'ere built b) the monarchy and th e alist<x:­
racy, the &"l.me people who in pagan Limes would have been responsible for 
ensuring Lhe correct observance of r ituals and festivals. Th e fi l'st ch urches 
or the lOth and -1 l th cen curies were rectangular structures buih of wooden 
staves. Though simple in plt:t n. 1hese ch11rches could he e laborately decorat­
ed as many surviving fragnH~lHS o f carvf>d and pain ted wood show. The 
finest example is the spcnacuhu-ly carYcc-1 portal o r r. 1 070 from Urn es in 
' ''eSt Nor"'\'ay. In Oc:nrnark and Swcdcu. wooden c hurches were replan;ct 
wiL.h stone from the 11 tl\ century o nwards, but in Norway cJ1e t radit.io n o r 
build ing in , .. ·ood ~un'ivcd. and the l2L.h century saw J"(~mtu·kabJc develop~ 

rnents in Lhc owchitecturc of Llle stave church. 1'hc earliest slave ch urches 
were built with their· tim.bers set directly in the ean h. au d would have rotted 
away within 25 yeats or so. Howevc1'. the laler Nor,•,ceg-iau sta,·c: churches 
were provided with stone foundatio ns, lifting the church oJT the ground and 
protecting it from •·ot-in SC\'eral cases up to the present day. Sttu·dy sill tim­
be rs were laid hori'lon ta lly on top of the foundatio ns into which the venical 
staves or lhe church walls were set. 

Th e earliest ~tone churchc~ in Scandi navia were builL al Roskildc during 
Cnut's reig-n. \·Vhilc nath·e <.:raftsmcn could build wooden c hurches to a 
h igh sta ndard, Scandinavia had no u-adilion or stone arch iLcc tu re or of 
stone carving (as opposed to incising designs on Ha L sLOue smfaccs). It was 
therefore necessary for craftsmen to be brough t in from a broad. S tone 
ch urch es of the l ith and 12th centu!'ics therefore have m uch to tell us 
about the ecclesiastical a nd secular li nks between Scandinavia an d the rcsl 
of Europe. Survh~ ng archit('Ctt1r«l rr«gn1ents "'how simila1 lUes wi th eastern 

v 



Righi: slfttlf' thw'C..hts u~re 
1.11/, o{tt:u t'labvrutdy 

dt"rot-atrd lti'HCIUI'CS witiJ 
Gal1¥'d /XJI't.Jis, t•(mmdohs~ 
splt"U ""'' dtdJOff·l~aded 

/iwinls tfut ru ..... ,,, obmw 
orinflal ld aboHt tbrm: they 

lfi..SI raH. OS t/~ most 
distittCiw .. m(}tUint~I.J of tM 
late Vikins age. l111s otrt, at 

Sognt' iu l'ianJ•.ty, UJ<IS built in 
tbi' ucoml half of tlw 

12th century 

Relow; by tiff' 12th ~fttltury, 
lm1;er dmrcl~s in Dt•nmark 

aud StJtt.'tlc•Jt ll'li'rt' IH'ing built 
of stout'. o(tt!n by lntfJOt1ed 

masons; \ tf)0'1f cotl~dral is 
CVIfstru<tttl in (int!ly cwti<J<JI 
granitr. Lilu tiV' CtJtlvdruls 111 

LNnd and Rtbor. 11 J10u.-s a 
sl trmg •wflut'fft:r of tiN ANglo-

1\"o"'"·'" und c:nmanic 
#l()tndllt$(JUt, 

English ccclcsia>li<al arch itecture, evidence bo th of 
the origins o f' 1hc· masons and of the English cultuJ'­
al in n ucn<·c~ CnuL introduced to Denmark. After 
Cntl('s dea1h in I 035, the English connection weak­
ened, and 1he Oanish church came under the sway 
of Germany. The 12th<enmry cathedral at Ribe 
was not onl) inspired b)' German Romane•que 
architecture, it was anually built of s10ne omponed 
from the Rhineland. Denmark's most magnificent 
12th<entury cathedral, at Lund (now in Sweden), 
is an eclec tic mixture of German, Anglo--No rman 
and I talian 1ra<i ilions, showing the increasing open· 
ness of S('anclinavia 10 ~~uropean influences. 

Norway's mai n tooeign links in the 12th century 
cominued lo be with the British Isles, and the 
authorit• of the •trchhi•hop of Trondhcim extend­
ed 10 the bi•hoprics of Ki rkwall in Orl.nev and Peel 
in the hie ol M.1n. For the 12th-centul')' rebuilding 



Scandinavia Mter the Vikings 

Above: tiJis /au 12th-antury 
tapostry f"'m Baldi$hol 

church ;, Norway siJows a 
typical Scandinavian 
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The Scandinavia" states became medieval Christian monarchies, 
a11d were themselves raided by less settled peoples to the east. 

The death of Harald Hardrada at Stamford Bridge and the 
dismal failure of the Danish expeditions to post-Conquest 
England effectively mark the end of the Viking age. Some 
Viking raiding did continue: the Danish King Hanild Ill 
(1074-80) tolerated Viking raids in the Baltic in return for 
a share of the plunder, and the Norwegian IGng Harald 
Eystein led a plundering expedition on the English coast as 
late as 1153. By this time, however, the Scandina,oians were 
more often the victims than the perpetrators of pirate raids. 
Since the early llth cemury, Denmark in particular had 
been troubled by raids by the Wendish (Sia\oic) tribes on 
the southern Baltic coast. These became increasingly seri· 
ous around ll 00, despite reprisal raids the Danes proved 
no more able to maintain effective defence than the Franks 
and Anglo-Saxons had to 9th-cent\lry Viking raids. 

By lJOO Denmark and Norway were largely Christianized, but in Swedt:n 
paganism remained slrong; a major cult centre continued to flourish at 
Uppsala, and it would be another century before the country was thnrough· 
ly Christian. Denmark was a lready a united realm by 1000, and by 1100 the 
strong regionalism whic:h harl h indered unification in Norway was dcd in· 
ing. In Sweden the $\·ear ;md Gotar. though usually united under the same 
king, continued a' two separate kingdoms until c. 1172. T he Scandinavian 
monarchies remained e leclive, and succession disputes ofLen led 10 civil 
wars in· the 12th century. 

Despite this in tern al instability, rhe Scandinavian kingdoms had great ly 
expanded by the 13th century. The Danes and Swedes were hea\oily invoh·ed 
in the crusades against t11e pagan Wends and Finnic peoples of the south 
and east. coasts o r the Baltic. Under Valdemar II (1202-41) the Danes 
became the dominant power in t11e Baltic, but soon lost their empire to the 

· Germans. The Swedes began to conquer tile Finns in the mid-11th cen tury, 
and by 1292 had reached the Karclian isthmus, where further eastward 
expansion was checked by tile Principality of Novgorod. Non.ay lacked the 
opportun ities for expansion at the expense of politically less ach>anced peo­
ples that the Oanes and Swedes enjoyed, but it did extend its conu·o l to t11e 
No,·se settlements of Greenland (1261) and Iceland (1263) . Nonvegians, 
like tl>e Danes and Swedes, became involved in the Crusades but their expe­
d it.ions, such as that of King Sigurd Jorsalafari ('Jerusalern-farcr") in 1107, 
were to the Holy Land and brought no territorial gains. 

Righi: this round cburciJ on 
the Danish island of 

Bombolm was built in the 
12th cmtu:ry, when the 

Wendish Yaids wen attJu.i,. 
peak. II$ sturdy, fortified 

$lructure meant that it rould 
double QS a rrfuge against 

anaclt.. 



Sca.ndinavian expansion, II 00-1292 
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Viking Kings and Rulers, 800-1100 
KI GS OF D ENMARK 

Early kings 
c. 720 
d.810 
810-12 
812-13 

8 12-13 
8 13-54 
8 19-27 
851-c. 857 
c. 873 
c. 873 
d. r. \)00 
c. 900-36 

(. 936-910 

Angan tyr 
C'>()(lfted 
lienuning 
llar..old Klak {dcpo.>ed) 
8 19-27 (deposed) 
Rcginfred (deposed) 
Hol'ik 
11arald Klak (depo-.ed) 
Horik II 
Sigft <:d 
Halfdan 
l lc lgi (possibly legendary) 
Swcdi•h O laf Dyn asty 
(Olaf. Gnupa. Gllld, igtryg) 
H ardt·gon 

The Jelling dynasty 
c. 940-58 Gorm the O ld 
95B-87 l laralcl l BhtctoOJJt 
987-1014 s,-ein ~orkbeard 
I 0 14-18 Harald II 
1019-35 

1035-42 
!042-46 

Cnutthe Great (King of 
England 1016) 
Hanhacnut. 
Magnus the Good (King 
of N01way 1035) 

Dynasty of Sve in Estrithson 
104(>-74 SV('in Estrith son 
1074-80 Har.1ld I ll 
1080-86 Cnmthe Holy 
1086-95 Olaf !Iunger 
1093-1103 Erik the Evergood 

KINGS OF NORWAY 

r.llS0-930 
c. 930-r. 936 

(, 93()...60 
c. 960-70 
995-1000 
1015-30 

llarald Finehair 
Erik Blooda.xe (dcpowd. 
King of York 948-54) 
Hakon the Good 
H arald Greycloak 
Olaf1' f)'gg\'aSOn 
Olaf I lar..oldson (St Olaf) 

1030-35 

1035-46 
1015-66 
106(H)9 
1067-93 
1093-95 
I (l\J5- 1Hl~ 

S\ein Allh-ason (deposed, son 
ofCnu1 the (:,·t·at mling 
under regency) 
Magnus t i lt' (:oud 
Hm·ald Hardr·ada 
Magnus II 
Olaf the Peacdul 
llakon Magn o<;.<on 
M"gn tL~ Ill 1\a r.·l..gs 

Kl1 GS OF THE SVEAR 
r. 829 
r. M5!J 
(JS0-95 
\195-1022 
1022-50 
1050-60 
1060-66 
106()...70 
1070-? 
?-1080 
1080-83 
1083--1110 

Bjorn 
O laf 
Erik the Vicwrious 
Olof Skotkonuug 
Anund Jacob 
Emuud the Old 
Sten ki 1 Ragn\'a ldsson 
l l alsten (dc po><:d ) 
Hakon the Red 
lnge I (depo~d) 
Blot.Sven 
lngc I (restored) 

K INGS OF D UBLI N 

<1.852-6 
f. 856-71 
871-73 
d.875 
d. 881 
d.l!88 
d . 896 
r. 902 
9 17-21 
9~ 1 -34 

934-11 

941-45 
91!>-80 
989-1042 
I O~lfr-8, I 04f>-.'i2 
1052- 72 
1072-95 
1093-111-l 

Ragnall 
Olaf the White 
l v·.u 
Eystein O laf...so11 
B:u'tk 
Sigf•·id 
Sigu·yg I 
Hingamund 
Sigtryg TI (King of York 92 1) 
Guthl'l·ith (King of York 927) 
Olaf Gothfdt hsou 
(King of York \139) 
81.\caire 
O laf Cuarii.n 
Sigu·yg Silkbeat d 
Edunarcach 
Oiarmit 
Gofmid (expclkd) 
Muirchenach 



Kl GS O F YO RK 

876--77 
c:. AA:~95 
(. 900--902 
(, 9 19--21 
902 
902--10 
902--10 
902--10 
919--21 
921--27 
927 

927--39 

939--41 

9<11--43 

943--44 
944-46 
9 1&-48 

94H 
919--52 
952--54 

Ha lfdan (ckposed) 
Guthfrith 
Cnnt 
Sigfrid 
Ethclwald 
H.tlfdan 
Eowils 
l\~ll 

Ragnald 
Sigu)·g (King o f Dnhlin 917) 
Gml•frith (c·xpdlcd. King 
of l)uhlin 921) 
Athclstan 
(King of Wc,sex 9211) 
01.11 Cuthhithson (King 
of Dublin ~J:H) 
O laf Cuadu• (expel led, King 
ol Dublin 915) 
R.tgnald It (('xpclkd) 
F:dmund (King ofW<·,scx 939} 
Eadred (King of W<''-"'x 
91~56) 

~~ri k Bloodaxc 
O laf Cu;u .in (expelled) 
lt ik BI<X>d.•xe (expdlcd. King 
of 1'/orwa) t. 930--r. 936) 

EARLS OF ORKNEY 

(. t\70 
<1.892 
r. 893 
(. 894 
(. 895--910 
d.954 
d.954 
d. r. 963 

(. !!85--10 14 
1011-18 
1014-20 
10 14-r. 1030 

Rogn,.aJd of More 
Sigurd tlw Might) 
Cuuorm 
11alland (abdicat.od) 
To•f·Einar 
Amkel 
Friend 
Thorfinn Skull-Splitter 
11avard 
l llodver 
l.iot 
Sknli 
Sigurd the Stout 
Sumar1idi 
Finar 
llrusi 

c. I 020--65 
10:17--46 
1064-93 
1064-93 
JU~I:q 103 

Thorllnn the ~tight\ 
Rogn,.ald (deposed) 
l'.n d ( tkpo:wd) 
E•lcnd (dq>osed) 
S•gurd 
(King of 0\nrway I 10:~30) 

D uKES oF NoRMANDY 

91 1--r. 925 
(. !!2:>--42 
942--96 
991\--1026 
102~27 

1027--35 
1035--87 

Rnllo (Hrolfr) 
\\llliam lA.mg~ord 
Richard I 
Richard II 
Richard Ill 
Rnhc•·t t1H' Magnilk••n t 
William the Conqueror 
(King of Fngland 1066) 

PRINCES OF Kr£VAN Rus 
r. t\62--79 

(. 879--913 
!) 1 :~5 

91!'>--72 
~)72--978/80 
978/80-IO IG 
1()1 :>-51 

Rurik (semi-legendary rukr 
uf Novgw od) 
()leg 
Igor 
S\1'lltosl.l\ I 
Y,tropolk I 
VIa dim i ,. 
Yarosla' the ~\lse 
tly11asty 511nlive.s to 1271 

• 
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