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The Causes of the Viking Age

The Vikings burst guite suddenly into European history in the last
decade of the 8th century with a series of terrifying attacks on the
coasts of Britain, Ireland and Francia. For centuries, their
Seandinavian homeland had been a remote region about which
other Europeans knew little and cared less. Why then, after
centuries of obscurity, did the Scandinavians take to the seas to
make such a dramatic impact on the world?

At the time of the first Viking raids, strong rulers such as the Frankish
Emperor Charlemagne and king Olfa of Meraia had brought western

Europe a level of peace and prosperity it had not enjoyed since the fall
of the Roman Empire, Ports, towns and monasteries were undefend-
ed. The unexpected attacks of these Scandinavian pirates were deeply
shocking, the more so as the Vikings were pagans and recognized
none of the accepted taboos that protected the property and person-
nel of the Church in times of war between Christians, The mobiliy
of their fast, seaworthy ships made the Viking anacks doubly terrify-
ing, as they could strike almost without warning anywhere on the
coast or on navigable rivers. The frst raiders amacked coastal coms-
munities and monasteries to acquire portable wealth and captives
for ransom or the slave markets, Later, conquest and settlement
Decame more important motives for Viking anacks. The period of
Viking activity lasted about 300 years, from roughly 789 1o 1100. In
that time the Vikings played a decisive role in the developiment ol
much of western and eastern Europe, and were themselves trans-
tormed from pagan barbarians to Christian Enropeans,

Above: in the centurivs
feading up to the Viking Age, The geographical range of Viking activity was enormous, 5|;|;|r||ﬁ1'|ls_; most of
Seandinavia was ruled by
fierrrior artsfocrals r.r'ur'.m-u- 1) . z i i
poscer and status depended on whole coastline of western Europe, and even North Africa and the Medi-

wudr itnd plunder, Their terranean were not secure from attack. In the east the Vikings sailed down

the known world and going some Wiy heyond it "L"iLinH rafds affected the

Ir.lln'.'..fi';l;r (TR LS n.l!:.m; r:f f.l'_ﬁ'
showy wvapons and armour
like this bromze-decorated
irom helwet from a 7th- 0 the British Isles, Normandy and, 10 a lesser extent, in Russia but they also

century ship burial at Vendel,  pushed at the limits of the known world, crossing the North Atlantic to set-
Sweder. e in the uninhabited Facroe Islands, Ieeland and Greenland and to discov-

er, but fwl to settle, North America. Viking traders and hunters extended

the limits of the known world even further, sailing far into the Arctic waters

of the White Sea and exploring the west coast of Greenland as far north as

Melville Bay in search of walrus ivory and hides. Faced with this far-flung

actvity it is all too easy to forget that Scandinavia itsell was also the scene of

a great deal of Viking raiding and piracy. The Viking expansion was in no

the great rivers of Russia 1o cross the Black Sea and the l_‘..l..ﬂ}i.m Sea o
atack ['.mhl'.mtinnplr and the Abhasicd {‘..ltlph:m-, ‘k'iLing» selt]edl r,ﬂrmiu-.l'!.'

way a Scandinavian campaign against the rest of the world: Vikings were
guite happy to plunder their own Kind if the opportanity arose.

The werm *Viking™ has come to be applied o all Scandinavians of the peri-
od, but in the Viking age itself the term wikingr applied only to someone
who went ¢ viking, that is plundering. In this sense, most Viking-age Scan-
dinavians were not Vikings at all, but peaceful farmers and crafismen who
stayed quietly at home all their lives, For many others, being a Viking was
just an occupation they resorted to for long enough o raise the money 1o



buy, or otherwise acquire, a farm and settle down. Nor were those who went
viking necessarily exclusively Scandinavian: Irishmen, Anglo-Saxons, Franks,
Bretons and Slavs all joined in Viking raids at times. Though it has led to
unneccessary controversy on some important aspects of the history of the
Viking age (the question of Viking violence, for example), the wider use of
“Viking" is too well established to insist on using the word only in the narrow
meaning of “pirate”,

The Wrath of God

The Vikings' victims had little difficulty explaining the raids: they were God’s
punishment on a sinful people. Archbishop Wulfstan of York expressed this
view cloquently in his Sermon of the Wolf to the English, written after Svein
Forkbeard’s victory over the English in 1014: “Things have not gone well now
for a long time at home or abroad, but there has been devastation and perse-
cution in every district again and again, and the English have been for a long
time now completely defeated and o greatly disheartened through God's
anger; and the pirates so strong with God’s consent that often in battle one
puts to flight ten, and sometimes less, sometimes more, all because of our
sins ... what else is there in all these events except God's anger clear and visi-
ble over his peoples™ (tr. D. Whitelock, English Historical Documents I, Oxford
1979).

Modern historians have found the Viking age harder to explain. Land-
hunger caused by a growing population has often been proposed as a cause
of the Viking expansion. The population of Scandinavia certainly was rising
in the centuries before the first raids, and it continued to do so during and
after the Viking age. The area under cultivation was expanding, new settle-
ments were created and iron production increased to meet the demand for
tools, Scandinavia has relatively little good arable land and it might be
expected that the pressure of a rising population would soon be felt. Norway
has not been self-sufficient in food since the Middle Ages, and both Norway
and Sweden have seen considerable emigration in periods of population
growth in recent historical times. There is evidence of migrations out of
Scandinavia before the Viking age. The Cimbri and Teutones who invaded
the Roman Empire in 113 8¢ probably originated in Jutland, while many of
the Germanic peoples—including the Goths, Burgundians and Vandals—
who invaded the Roman Empire in the 5th century Ap had traditions that
they had originally lived in Scandinavia, To the 6th-century Gothic historian
Jordanes, Scandinavia was the “womb of pcnplcs"_ There was also consider-
able emigration out of Scandinavia during the Viking age, and it may be sig-
nificant that the earliest Scandinavian settlements, dating from the early to
mid-9th century, were made by Norwegians in the northern and western isles
of Scotland and the Faeroe islands,

But the first wave of Vikings was dominated by raiders, not settlers—more
than 80 years passed before any major settlements were made. lceland was
only settled in 870s, and the Danish settlement of eastern England began
around the same time. Norwegians did not begin to settle in northwest
England until around 900, and the Danish settlement of Normandy dates
from 911. Despite the intensity of Viking raiding in Ireland, there were never
any extensive Scandinavian settlements there, while the Rus (Swedes) who
ruled in eastern Europe were a small warrior-elite; their subjects remained
overwhelmingly Slav. Land-hunger, then, can hardly have been the main
cause of the Viking expansion—it is more likely that it was the success of the



Abave: This bronze slatuette
of the Buddbor samebow fouwnd
s sy f-rmr neirthern Iuadia to
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are erpderree Mt the

Scandinavians already had
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fiefure the Viking ape.

Viking attacks that opened the way for Scandinavian setlement,

Another reason put forward Tor the Viking explosion is Scandinavian ship-
building. The Bth century, it has heen argued, saw the Scandinavians per-
fect the echnology of the seagoing sailing ship: before this time they had
relied on Lhuge rowing boats which, while suitable for piracy in sheltered
coastal waters, were inadegquate lor long-distanee raiding. The adoption ol
the sail, therefore, opencd up enorsous new opportumues for piracy which
the Scandinavians were quick 1o exploit. Ivis true that without seaworthy
ships the Viking expansion could not have happened, but this is not the
same thing as demonstting that they were a canse of it Though no pre-
Viking ship ver discovered in Scandinavia has provided any evidence of the
nse of the sail, ke 7th-century stone carvings from the Baltic island of
Gotland do show sailing ships, as does a recently discovered 7th-century
stone carving lrom Jutlnd, v is therelore possible that the Seandinavians
had suitable ships for some time before the start of Viking raiding.
Moreover, sea-raids out of Scandinavia were not completely unknown
before the Viking age, the earliest recorded one being a raid of the Heruls
(from Jutland) on the lower Rhine in anp 287,

Traders and Raiders

A more important factor in the Viking expansion was probably wrade: i is
certainly the most convincing explanation ol the origins of the Swedish
expansion 1o the east. The Sth century was a time of politeal siability in
western Europe. The resulting econmmic recovery led o an increase in
trade with Scandinavia, which was an important source ol luxury goods
such as furs, amber and walros ivory, and probably of more mundane prod-
ucts such as hides. By the mid Sth century the Swedes had already begun o
establish themselves in settlements such as Staraja Ladoga, east of the Daltic.
These are best explained as bases for the collection of wibute in furs, which
the Swedes could then use to supply the western European market, At about
the same time, Arab merchants were penetrating eastern Europe [rom the
south along the Volga and the Don. As a result. high quality Arabic silver
coins known as divhems began o cirenlate in eastern Europe, giving the
Swedes an incentive o push further east w tap directly into o new and
lucrative market,

The existence of piracy implies the presence of something worth plunder-
ing, so the inerease in trade with western Europe may also have encouraged
Viking raiding. Viking piracy, preving on merchant ships, may have been
endemic in the Baltic long before it spilled over into the North Sea. Even
the earliest Viking raiders in the west seem 10 have known which places o
attack, and 1t was ;uuh:nhl}' 141 Eu:.‘u‘rf'ul merchant VOVIZCS that the
Scandinavians lirst learned about western Europe’s vich and unguoarded
ports and coastal momasteries, The Scandinavians were certainly known to
the Anglo-Saxons and Franks before they began miding; according to the
Northumbrian scholar Aleuin, writing alter the sack of Lindisfarne in 793,
his conntrymen were so Buniliar with them that they had even adopted their
hairstyles. The circumstances ol another early Viking raid, on Portland
. 789, also suggests that the Anglo-Saxons were already familiar with
scandimavian merchants, Three shiaps from Horthaland (in Norway) arrived
al the port. The king's reeve Beaduheard, believing them to be merchants,
ordercd the erews (o go to the roval residence at Dorchester: Beaduheard
was killed for his trouble. Smallseale pirate raids like this continued to prey
on coastal settlements and merchant shipping wiil the 12th century,



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 Olaf Tryggvason in the 10th century, went raiding
to build up their wealth and reputation. This would gain them a following
of warriors, who would support a bid for power at home. Even the great
Cnut was successiul abroad before he won power in Denmark,

Others, like Erik Bloodaxe, 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. Ivar, 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
Forkbeard 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.

Right: This stlver coin was
struck at the Channel port of
Quentovic during the reign
of the Frankish Emperor
Charlemagne (769-814).
The trading ship in the
design reflects the growing
commercial prosperity of
western Europe at the time,
By the end of the 8th century
the rich pickings were
encouraging the
Scandinavians to turn to
piracy.




Timeline: AD 1-824

SCANDINAVIA

. AD 1-400 warrior
aristocracy emerges in
southern Scandinavia

¢. 400600 forts built at
Eketorp and Ismantorp on
Oland. Angles and Jutes
migrate to Britain

¢ 550 Gothic writer Jordanes
records locations of
Scandinavian peoples

¢. 600800 kingdoms develop
in Denmark, Norway and
Sweden

¢. 700 ship burial at Vendel

& 720 Anganwr king of
Denmark

¢. 725 Willibrord leads the
first Chiristian mission to
Scandinavia

726 military canal built at
Kanhave, Denmark

737 First phase of Danevirke
rampart completed

808 Godired king of the
Danes destroys Slav town of
Rence and transters
merchants to Hedeby.
Danevirke extended

210 Godired murdered

813 Danish kings campaign to
re-establish their authority in
Vestold, Norway

823-14 Ebo, archbishop of
Reims, makes mission to
Denmark

BRITAIN AND
IRELAND

¢ 425-500 Saxons migrate 1o
Britain

597 St Augustine begins
conversion of Anglo-Saxons

635 St Aidan founds
monastery on Lindisfarne

664 Synod of Whithy ensures
dominance of Roman church
in England

¢. 789 Norwegian Vikings
attack Portland

793 Vikings plunder
monastery of Lindisfarne

795 First recorded Viking
raids on Scotland and Ireland

WESTERN
EUROPE

¢ 450 & 160 Heruls raid
Spain

. 528 Hygelac king of the
CGeats raicds Frisia and the

Rhine

¢ 570 Danes raid Frisia

799 Vikings raid Aquitaine
8O0 Charlemagne organizes
defences against Vikings

810 King Godlred raids Frisia

THE EAST

¢. 700 Swedes established at
Staraja Ladoga

WORLD
EVENTS

410 Visigoths sack Rome.
Emperor Honorius tells
Britons to fend for themselves

476 fall of Roman Empire in
west
182 Clovis King of Franks

511 Clovis dies; Frankish
kingdom divided

535 Byzantine reconquest of
Italy begins

622 Mohammed's flight
(hipra) from Mecca begins
Mushim era

642 Mushms conquer Egypt

711 Mushms begin conquest
of Spain

732 Frankish King Charles
Martel halts Muslim advance
near Poitiers

750 Umayyad Caliphate
overthrown by Abassid
dynasty; Umayyad exiles take
over Spain

800 Charlemagne crowned
emperor in Rome

814 death of Charlemagne;
succeeded by Louis the Pious



AD 825-906

SCANDINAVIA

. 825 Danish coinage in
Hedeby begins

826 Danish King Harald Klak
baptized at Mainz, Ansgar’s
first mission to Denmark

§29-30 Ansgar’s first mission
to the Svear at Birka

850 Ansgar builds churches
at Ribe and Hedeby

852-4 Ansgar’s second
mission o the Svear

854 Horik, king of Denmark,
killed in cwvil war

¢. 860 Gardar the Swede
explores coast of Ieeland

¢. 570-950) ‘."ikiugﬁ settle
teeland

r. 885900 Harald Finehair
wins the battle of Hafrsfjord

uniting most of Norway under

hits rule

. 900 Norwegian scttlement
in northwest England

902 Vikings expelled from
Dublin |

902-54 West Saxon conquest
of Danelaw

BRITAIN AND
IRELAND

& 825 Irish monks driven
out of Facroes by Vikings

832 Armagh raided three
times in one month

839-40 Vikings winter in
Ireland for the first tme
841 Viking base established
at Dublin

850 Vikings winter for the
first time in England

865 Danish Great Army
itnvades England

867 Danes capture York

870 Danes conquer East
Anglia

. 870 Farldom of Orkney
established

B71-99 Allred king of Wessex
B74+914 "Forty Years Rest” in
Ireland

8769 initial Danish
settlement in England

78 Alfred defeats Danes at
Edington.

Treaty of Wedmore
establishes Dancelaw

836 London recaptured from
Danes

WESTERN
EUROPE

834-7 Dorestad raided
annually

842 Vikings winter in Francia
for the first time

845385 Friaa under
iitermittent Danish control
844 First Viking raid on

Spain

845 Hamburg and Paris
sacked, First Danegeld paid by
Franks

85962 Bjorn Ironsides and
Hasteimn raid in
Mediterranecan

¢. 8362 Charles the Bald
orders construction of
fortified bridges against
Vikings

8856 Vikings besiege Paris

891 Vikings defeated by
Arnulf at the Dyle

THE EAST

839 Swedes reach
Constantinople

860 Rus attack
Constantinople for the first
time

e. 862 Rurik becomes ruler of

Novgorod. Askold and Dir
seize Kiey

¢, 882 Oleg unites Novgorod
and Kiev

WORLD
EVENTS

827 Muslims invade Sicily

830-4 il war in Carolingian
empire

843 Carolingian empire
partitioned

846 Muslim pirates sack
Vatican

«. 850 Spanish Christians
push Muslims back to

R. Duero

. B63 Byzantine missionaries
Cyril and Methodius sent 1o
convert Slavs. Schism between
Orthodox and western
churches

888 Final breakup of the
Carolingian empire. Odo
king of West Franks, Amnulf
king of East

¢. 900 revival of Byzantine
power in Turkey and the
Balkans



Timeline: AD 907-1024

BRITAIN AND

SCANDINAVIA IREIAND

917 Vikings recapture Dublin
930 Icelandic Althing
founded

934 Danes defeated by Henry
the Fowler, king of Germany

937 English defeat Norse-
Scottish alllance at bartle of
Brunanburh

948 bishops appointed to

Ribe, Hedeby and Arhus
951 Enk Bloodaxe killed at
Stainmore: end of Viking
kingdom of York

958 death of Gorm the Old

960 Harald Bluetooth

restores Danish dominance in

Norway

¢. 965 Harald converts Danes
to Christianity

968 Dancvirke refortified
against German invasion

¢ 970 Sigtuna founded
97481 Hedeby under

German occupation

. Y80 round forts built in
Denmark
986 Enk the Red begins

settlement of Greenland

980 Viking raids on England
recommence

991 Olaf Tryggvason defeats
English at Maldon

995 Olaf Tryggvason unites

Norway. Olof Skotkonung

becomes first king of both

Svear and Gotar

1000 conversion of Iceland.

Olaf Tryggvason killed at

hattle of Svald

. 1000 voyages to Vinland

1014 Brian Boru defeats
. alliance of Leinster and Norse

at Clontarf.
Svein Forkbeard conquers
England

1015 Olaf Haraldsson

conquers Norway
1016-35 Cnut king of England

1027 first stone church in
Denmark built at Roskilde

1030 Olaf Haraldsson killed
at bautle of Stiklestad. He is
soon regarded as a saint

e. 1030-5 battle of Tarbet
Ness: Farl Thordinn of
Orkney wins control over
most of northern Scotland

1042 end of Danish rule in
England

WESTERN
EUROPE

911 Rollo founds Normandy

914-36 Vikings occupy
Brittany

1002 Svein Forkbeard uses
Normandy as base 1o attack
England

THE EAST

97 Rus attack
Counstantinople

911 Rus make treary with
Byzantines

912-13 Viking raiders in
Caspian Sea

941 Igor unsuccessfully
besciges Constantinople and
makes treaty, Rus becoming
assimilated into Slavic
population

964-71 Swyatoslav campaigns
against Bulgars, Khazars and
Byzantines

. 980 Varangian guard
formed at Constantinople

988 Viadimir, prince of Kiey,
converts to Orthodox
Christianity

1019-54 zenith of Kievan
power

1041 Ingvar the Widefarer's
expedition 1o the east

WORLD

956-73 Oto the Great
emperor of Germany

941 Hugh Capet king of

France

c. 965 Mushim silver mines
exhausted

U78 war between East and
West Franks. Athelred king
of England (10 1016)

1002 Muslim Caliphate of
Cordoba collapses into petty

stales

1042-66 Edward the
Confessor king of England



AD 1043-1500

SCANDINAVIA

1043 Magnus the Good
defeats Wends at baule of
Lyrskov Heath near Hedeby
104764 conllict between
Harald Hardrada of Norway
and Svemn Estrithson of
Denmark

1085 oldest known grant of
land to the church in
Scandinavia. Cnut IV
abandons planned expedition
1o England

1107-11 Norwegian king
Sigurd the Jerusalem-farer
leads crusade to Holy Land
1122-33 Art Thorgilsson
writes Islendingabok (the
Book of the Ieelanders)
1147 Danes attack pagan
Wends as part of Second
Crusade

1155=-70 civil wars in
Scandimavia

1163 [irst coronation in
Scandhinavia: Magnus
Erlingsson crowned king of
Norway

1169 Danes conquer Rugen
Island and begin expansion
mto Baluc

1261 Greenland comes under

direct rule from Norway
1263 lceland comes under
Hurwrgim'l rule

1341 Eskimos occupy
Western Settlement,
Greenland

1380 Eskimos occupy Middle
Settlement, Greenland

late 15th century last Norse
Greenland colony becomes
extingt

WORLD
EVENTS

WESTERN
EUROPE

BRITAIN AND

IRELAND b o

1045 last Rus attack on
Constantinople

. 1050 bishopric founded in

Orkney
1055 Seljuk Turks take
Baghdad

1066 Harald Hardrada killed

at Stamford Bridge. Battle of

Hastings

1069 Svemn Estrithson invades

England

1071 Seljuks defeat

Byzantines at Manzikert

1071 Normans expand into
southern ltaly

1075 last Danish invasion of

England

1079 baule of Skvhill, Isle of

Man: Godred Crovan unites

Man and Hebrides

1085 King Alfonso I of Leon
takes Toledo from Muslims

1095-9 First Crusade
1095 Malcolm Canmore, king
of Scotland, recognizes
Norwegian sovereignty over
Hebrides
1103 Magnus Barelegs, king
of Norway, killed raiding
Ulster

1147-8 Second Crusade

1153 King Harald Eystein
raids east coast of England

from Norway 1155 Frederick Barbarossa

crowned emperor

1156 Somerled wins southern
Hebrides rom Godred 1 of
Man

1170 Anglo-Normans conquer

Dublin
1187 Saladin takes Jersualem
1204 Fourth Crusade takes
Constantinople
1237-42 Mongols invade
eastern Europe

1263 Scots defeat Hakon IV
at Largs
1266 Norway cedes Man and
Hebrides to Scotland
1271 end of Rurik dynasty in
Rus
1337 outbreak of Hundred
Years War between England
and France

1347 Black Death in Europe

1453 Ouoman Turks take
Constantinople. End of
Hundred Years War

1469 Denmark cedes Orkney
and Shetland 10 Scotland



I: The Origins of the Vikings

The Vikings™ way of life was shaped by their Scandinavian
homeland. Its harsh environment, seafaring tradition and the
power struggles between rival warlords led the Scandinavians to
plunder their richer neighbours to the south.

I'he homeland of the Vikings was the three modern Scandinavian coun-
ines: Denmark, Norway and Sweden. Scandinavia is a vast region stretching
some 1200 miles (2000km) from the neck of the Jutland peninsula in the
sotith 1o North Cape well bevond the Arctic Cirele. Only in the far north
and south does Scandinavia lack clearly defined borders,. In the north
dcandinavia merges seamlessly into the wndras of north Russia,
Scandinavia's short southern land Irontier across the neck of the Jun

and
has always been hard to define, and its present position dates only from
1920, However, southern Jutland has extensive areas ol infertile soils and
until the advent of modern agricultural methods it was a sparsely populated
arca which acted as a nawral buffer zone between the German Eu,'l:lilll"-. Iy
the south and the Scandinavians 1o the north,

Below: The circular stone fort Southern Scandinavia—]Jutland, the Danish islands and Sweden south ol
of Grdborg is the Largest of
waatmry file om Cland during
the Migration Period, a Hive :
of intense competition Dy rivers of meltwater from ice sheets during the last lee Age, this area has
benwwen rival eiiefdoms. The  the best soils in Scandinavia, Though rarely rising above 1000 feet (300m),
fort was pressed imto service . ;
again in the late Viking period T :
as i refupe against Wendish  were @ significant obstacle o wavel and Tormed a natreal barrier between

the Southern Uplands—is essentially a low-lying extension ol the north
European plain, Though there are large arcas ol infertile sands deposited

the Swedish Southern Uplands, an arca ol lakes, bogs and dense forest,

pirates.  the Danes and the Swedes until the 17th century,




Norway, on the west ol the Scandinavian peninsula, is completely dominat-
cd by a long range ol ancient fold mountains known in Viking times as “The
Keel™ These rise steeply ITrom the seacin the west and deeline gradually in
the southeast 1o the Gull ol Bothnia and the lowlands sound Lake Viinern
and Lake Milaren in Sweden, The west coast is indented with deep fjords,
some of which penetrate over a hundred miles inland, OIT the coast are
chains ol'islands and reefs, the Skerry Guard, which form a sheltered coastal
passage lor shipping. This sea route to the north, the “North Way™, gave
Norway uts name. During the lee Age the Scandinavian peninsula was very
heavily glaciated, and the landscape of Norway and northern Sweden has
been scoured by ice. Soils are generally thin, stoney, waterlogged and infer-
tile: only in the Trondelag, around Oslo Fjord and the plains around Lake
Vinern and Lake Milaren are there extensive areas of fertile soils. During
the Ice Age, the weight of the Scandinavian ice cap depressed the land sur-
face. Since the 1ce cap melted at the end of the Ice Age, the land—relieved
of the huge weight of ice—has been steadily rising. As a result, the coastline
has receded since Viking times. This is most evident in central Sweden: in
Viking times Lake Milaren was an inlet of the sea offering casy access to the
interior. The relative fall in sea level was a contributory factor in the decline
of some Viking age ports and trade centres such as Birka on Lake Milaren
and RKaupang on Oslo Fjord, which gradually became more and more diffi-
cult to reach by ship.

Climate and Agriculture

The climate ol Scandinavia is maritime in the west and continental in the
ast, Because ol the moderating influence ol the Gulf® Stream the
Norwegian coast has cool summers and, for its Eutitnde, mild winters, 1t is a
poor climate for growing grain, but agriculture based on pastoralism is pos-
sible even in the Lofoten Islimds over 120 miles (192km) north of the Arctic
Circle. Norwegian waters remain ice Iree throughout the year, Inland the
climate deteriorates rapidly and winters in the mountains are severe, with
heavy snowfalls. However, the mountains were an important source of sum-
mer grazing and of bog-iron ore. Most of Sweden lies in the rain shadow of
the Norwegian mountains, and the climate is much drier. Summers are
warm and sunny, but Sweden’s remoteness from the warming influence of
the Gulf Stream means that winters can be severe, and sea ice can close the
Baltuic to shipping for several weeks or even months each year. The climate
of Denmark and southernmost Sweden shows both maritime and continen-
tal influences, with moderate rainfall, warm summers and cold but not
severe winters. The climate is well suited to pastoral and arable farming
which, combined with the best soils in Scandinavia, has always made
Denmark and southern Sweden the richest farming region in Scandinavia.

The geography of Scandinavia has always exerted an influence on its histori-
cal development, most obviously in the field of communications.
Mountains, forests and bogs have always made overland travel difficult in
the Scandinavian peninsula: most long-distance overland travel took place
in the winter when the ground was frozen hard. However, Scandinavia is
well provided with sheltered coastal waters, [jords, lakes and navigable
rivers; [rom the Stone Age, boats and ships became the most important
means ol transport, so the Vikings were heirs 1o o long tradition of seafaring
and shipbuilding, The poverty ol the soils in much of Scandinavia added
another incentive Tor sealaring as lishing, seal and walrus hunting and wrade
all offered attractive alternatives, or at least supplements, to a hard living on



Above: The impartance of
ships and the sea iy evident
thrrong ot Scandinaiian
freefristoric art, religion and
Fruarial customs, Chieftains
were fresquently buried in
ships, or within an enclosure
of stones arranged to form the
autline of a ship, as in this
Bronze Ape burial in Gotland,

the Land, The shortage of good soils may also
have led o Euud hunger at times ol popalation
growth, and bred a willingness to emigrate,

The nature ol the land also had a grea ellect on
the political development ol Scandinavia,
Communication by both Land and sea were easi-
est i Denmark and southern Sweden. This
region had the best soils and climate, so it conld
support the densest population. As o resulr, it was
the first arca of Scandinaia 1o see the fTormation
of a unificd state; this explains why Denmark, in
spite of its small size, remained the leading
Scandinavian kingdom until the 17th century,
Norway by contrast has a highly fragmented geo-
graphy which nawrally lends itsell 1o the Torma-
tion of strong local identitics, The wo lirgest
arcas of good Barming land, and hence the
wealthiest and maost densely populated parts ol
Norway, were the Trondelag and the Oslo Fjord
region, Since they are widely separated, they
developed as rival power centres, delaying the
unification of the counry.

The E:lr]}' Seandinavians

The first Innnan inhabitnts of Scandinoavia were
nomadic hunters who followed the seasonal migeations ol reindeer herds
across whit wis then the north German winde into southern Scandinavia at
the height of the st glacition around 11000 pe. Permanent human settle-
ment i Scandinavia began around SO0 years ago as bands of huntergath-
erers moved north in the wake of the rewreating ice sheers, These bands
moved between semi-permanent camps every few months to exploit a wide
range of seasonal anmmmal and plant foods, There is no convincing evidence
of any later migrtions into Scandinavia, so it seems likely that the Vikings
were the direct descendants of these hunter-gatherers. Around 4000 we the
carly Scandinavians adopted agriculture, probably as a result ol contacts
with farming peoples to the south, Around 2000 ne Dint wols began o be
replaced by bronze, and iron tools began to appear e 500 ne, The Stone
Age (Neolithic) farmers lived in isolated family farms, b impressive mega
lithic commumnal tombs stand as monuments o some sort of common iden-
tity. By the Bronze Age, in the more fentile areas at least, Grms were begin-
ning to cluster together in villages. The presence of a single large dwelling
among otherwise smaller dwellings suggests that villages were dominated by
a headman or chiel, Small numbers of richly furnished graves also point to
the emergence of a ruling class in Bronze-Age Scandinavia. This process of
increasing social sirmtificanon continued throughowt the Scandinavian lron
Age (o S pec—=An 1),

The beginning of the Early Iron Age (500 no=ap 1) appears 1o hive been
marked by a decline in population, perhaps caused by climatic deterion-
tion, but the population was growing again by the end ol the |;|-|'|iu|| anil
would continue to do so thronghout the remainder of the Iron Age, Some
of the most important finds of this period are votive offerings of weapons,
cauldrons, pouery and food, as well as several human sacrificial victims,
deposited in bogs and superbly preserved by the acid conditions.
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used to bang Dim still in place
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It was in the Roman Iron Age (ap 1=400) and the succeeding Germanic
Iron Age (A00-800) that Scandinavian society developed its Buniliar Viking
characteristics, Because of the virtual absence of literary sources, it is impos-
sible to reconstruct the political and social changes of the period in any
detail, but they can be drawn in ontline on the basis ol archaeological evi-
dence and by comparison with the better-documented German peoples o
the south.

In the Roman Iron Age the objects found in votive deposits are almost
exclusively weapons, presumably thank offerings for victory in battle. The
presence, especially in Denmark, of many Roman weapons in these oller-
ings suggests that the Scandinavians were often engaged in baule with the
German tribes 1o the south, who were in direct contact with the Roman
Empire. The increasing importance of war in society is also indicated by the
appearance of warrior graves lurnished with weapons, suggesting that
Scandinavian society was now dominated by a warrior elite, A smaller num-
ber of graves containing weapons and prestige luxury goods suggests that
this warrior elite included a class ol chiefiins or, perbaps, peay kings, Finds
of everyidiy Roman objects like pottery and coins alongside luxury goods
like glass, silverware and jewellery show that there were direct or indirect
trade links between Scandinavia and the Roman world, Seasonal trading
centres, olten associated with cult centres, such as Lundeborg Denmark,
sprang up. Finds of Roman goods are, not surprisingly, most common in

southern Scandinavia but they are not evenly distributed: a notable concen-




Abave: The centuries
immeediately preceding the
outbrreak of Viking raiding

saw greal development in
Scandinavian shipbuilding
techmiques. This 8th cemtury
caived picture store from
Grotland shows an early
sailimg ship alongside
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tration in Spelland suggests that in the late
Roman Iron Age a centralized authonty,
probablya kingdom, had developed here with
enough power 10 control irade over a wide
A,

The indirect canse of these social changes was
probably the Roman influence on the
German wibes to the south. Through a com-
bination of trade, subsidy, plunder and pay-
ment for mercenary services, the German
tribes in direct contact with the Romans were
greatly enriched, and this must have made
them an atwactive target for miding by their
poorer neighbours to the north. Those who
were most successful in these raids would
soon be set apart from the rest of society by
their greater wealth and status, s likely tha
the Roman Iron Age saw the development of
the comitatus or war band, an institution
which is well attested among the German
ribes in this period. The comitafus was made
up of young warriors who became the follow-
ers of i successful chieltain or king. In return
for their loyalty the warriors expected to be
rewarded, and the war band wounld only sty
together as long as the leader had the wealth
to rewird them., Though a leader could gath-
er wealth through peacelul means such as Iandownership or by controlling
irade, military expeditions o win plunder and mbute were usually more
eifective. This ereated a very competitive, predatory society, where success
in war was the key o power and stus. It also led to the concentration o
power in fewer and fewer hands and to the merging of iribes, cither volun-
tarily 1o wage war or resist aggression more effectively, or because a weaker
tribe hadd been conguered by a stronger. It was probably in this way, for
example, that the Danes emerged as the dominant people of southern
Scandinavia by the 6th century,

The Early Germanic Iron Age or Migravon Penod (400=600) saw the prolil-
cration of fortifications across Seandinavia: over 1500 are known, As
Scandinavia sulTered no invasions from owtside in this period these fortifica-
tions should be seen as evidence of internal insecurity born of these intense
power struggles. Many of these fortifications were probably the centres of
chieftaincies and local kingdoms. There is also evidence of a wendencey [or
settlement to move away from the coasts, a sign that piracy was rile.
Though, no doubt, unreliable in detal, the early historical traditions of the
Scandinavians hold that this was indeed a period of constant conflict
between competing tribes. Though Scandinavia escaped invasion during
the Migration Period, the Jutland wibes of the Angles and Jutes joined the
Saxons in migrating to Britain in the 5th century. What prompted this
Illii.{!':itih:ll is not known, but it is E:H.!ll-."qﬂlh' thiat I:]t:*}' wirre tnder pressure
[rom neighbouring peoples.

The Rise of Kingdoms

The archacological evidence points to the development of powerful region-
al kingdoms in the Late Germanie Iron Age (GO0-800), the last period of



the Scandinavian Iron Age belore the Viking age. One such kingdom was
centred in Uppland in Sweden, north of Lake Milaren, around the pagan
cult centre of Gamla Uppsala. Nearby are cemeteries at Vendel and Vals-
garde containing burials with exceptionally rich furnishings, including ships
and fine armour. These were probably cemeteries of the royal dynasty of the
Svear people from whom Sweden would take 1ts name. Jutland was the cen-
tre of another early kingdom, though the evidence here comes from large
scale defence works rather than burials,

In 726, a canal was built through an isthmus on the island of Samse, proba-
bly to regulate shipping and in 737 an earthwork barrier —the Danevirke—
was built across the neck of the Jutland peninsula. (The reason we have
such precise dates is because timbers can be dated by dendrochronology,
the study of their ring patterns). Both were major projects, and whoever
built them must have been able to command labour and resources over a
wide area. At around the same time a trading place at Ribe was founded. All
of these projects were perhaps the responsibility of King Angantyr, who St
Willibrord met on a mission to Jutland in the early 8th century. Angantyr is
described as king of the Danes, but whether this means all of them or just
the Danes in Jutland is uncertain: the latter seems more likely. The rich bur-
ial mounds at Borre and Oseberg in Vestfold suggest the development of an
emergent kingdom in this part of Norway immediately before the Viking
Age, In the course of the Viking age these primitive and precarious states
would be forged into the medieval kingdoms of Denmark, Sweden and
Norway.

Right: The wealth and
splendour of the late
fron Age Scandinavian
aristocracy is evident
from this jewelled
Vendel-stvle brooch
from Aker, Nonvay.




The Scandinavian Environment

Scandinavia’s h istory has always been shaped by its landscape,
especially its relationship with the sea.

Despite its northerly latitude, Scandinavia has a surprisingly mld climate

LEETH 1 thanks to the warming Gull Stream. The coastal areas of Norway, though
riel wet, are mild. Sweden has severe winters, but warm, dry summers compen
sate. Agriculture is restricted by the scarcity of suitable soils. Denmark, the

siallest country, has the highesi |.l|1'lE|I.HlI”]I'| aof arable land, 111'.1kin:._lh the
' & Danes the wealthiest, most numerous and maost |m|i|u.11!:- adlvanced of the
BT reres In Scandinavians in the Viking age. Norway has only two extensive areas ol
farmland: around Trondheim in the north and Oslo Fijord in the south.
gl Because of the great distance and poor communications between them,
LT N and T they became rival power centres, delaying the creation of a unihied
firies harlion Norwegian kingdom until the 12th centry. In times ol rapid population
' erowth, shortage of arable land became serious; the Viking age was just one
pAry . of many periods in which Scandinavians migrated in scarch ol land to farm.
Ll The sea was an i:ln;r-nr.'ll:l fact ol hife. The powverly ol thie Lnd made !.I'-.ltlil.z;_'!
fers , W an essential source of food, and the geography of the region meant that it
] I wits often easier to travel by water than by land. Boat-building and seaman-
' et ship were essential skills, most obviously for the island-dwelling Danes. In
g Norway the mountamous terrain and deeply indented coastline made
(eel, holeds e inland travel arduous; sailing along the sheltered fjords was far quicker and
. wiler, In Sweden, rivers and lakes offered the best routes it the :|1-|:-|'F1_.
I eiadah forested country; long-distance ravel overland mainly ok place in winter,
' ! when the bhogs and rivers were frozen,
LAl The pantern of Viking activity is closely related o the locations of the
' scandinavian peoples. Norwegian expansion was mostly to the west: 1o
Scotland, Ireland, the Faeroe Islands, leeland and ultimately o Greenland
I and North America. The Danes’ erritory straddled the main sea roane from
' ) the Baltic 1o the Rhine, so it is not
surprising they first concentrated
lwo contrasting on Frisia and then spread 1o
"""J"'h"':;:;:’l {:’:::Z;":j;{’; England and Francia. Swedes, ot
Morusay's f:n'.rurrg:-r Fpord ol Trioim Ehl:' wieslern seas Dby tlLr'
{right), amd the pastoral [Yanes and ."'-Jnn-.:':_'_i;iuw_ had only

p ; =13
landscape of Hrn_n.l'rsﬁru.r i one outlet: east, along the greal
[dewmmark, wafh @ ifenr gerndd

the Seiero Brgt to Siaellands rivers that led mto the hearthnds
Ohdde (helow]. ol Ruissia.

B e e e e e ey S




S

Lofogrii”
Islgnds 4" 05
warming Gulf Stream ¢ _~ 1-\

makes pastoral fﬁi'rniné"t{,\ft 3 {
possible as far north” . |
as Lofoten F;}i@ nds .

L
-
o B —
- ¥ -
-

ey | . g F'} M-'E-E:'
o v S A '{?h %o goaS > FINLAND
T ."I f B 4 . < s J' . ‘:::;J{ Ir" 1,': N

et . - ,r; i \ - / ; fqﬁj i\m ij

/i G 7 o) b LB g

- \ ot v ] e - .

-, > 1A 2 o 1 fﬂd s é‘gme conifecous U

. 5> - | w R ~ 2

¥ v ™ ¢ Jorests were andmportant, . >
§ Cg? "iu: C . ﬂm {::'\-.‘_. L-FA\':;

o LSundsvall o N
- - .} . af % |
.1'5._.*'_""‘""‘%--"-5{*?
Trondhei il , o &
(&) | :.-'
L 53V L |
= -
B e I\ > Aland et &
{ i o ;
i [ '.‘."J" 3 5 Ry ! 4 o fi 3 ?:‘;‘ B
¢ “North Way'; sea route SWEDEN | | Vs e—7

through sheltered-chiannels
between:coastal islands

e

j 4t

t{%ki:zﬂim |
od land and many navigable *
il '

rways made this the most

L !

* ddensely populated area of
70 B ' _giking-age Swedegp i
) =) f 4 3 p
/ o -* X
If}k')l..f&*’m S
;—”J ® its commanding Po
\ {;}F y the Baltic made Gﬂ :
fithern ﬁ # major centre of VikiNg &
¢ X -
Oland ™
\) . gion: Ratural frontier X
& 5. : ZQ een-Danes a \

7

. A \
PP
( Katieg I>\

Climate and arable land in
Scandinavia

land over 200 metres

land over 500 metres

LAY

North Q&

land over 1000 metres

?Z‘ arable soil

average January temperature

¢ sheltered Limfiord, ¥ __ | 0,C (eastern limit)

- main sailing route be - average July temperature
North Sea and Baitic 15;C (northern limit)

in Yiking times._.<

S ¢ a

| 000mm mean annual rainfall
(eastern limit)

= E P PF W 8




Scandinavia Before the Vikings

“Our fewd with the

Franks grew worse

when Hygelac

satdled with his fleet
to the shores of
Frisia. Frankish
warriors attacked
ham there, and
outtfoughl fim . .
he fell, survonnded
Iy his velainers ... "
from the Sth-
century Anglo-
Saxon poenm
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|/Hygelac's raid, 528
One of the eariiest recorded
Scandinavian pivate raids
on western Enrape was bry
Hygelac, a king of the
Ditnes or the Geals [i.e.
Craar), c. AD 528, The
raiders were defeated by the
Franks on the lower Blrine,
but they created a lasting
imprression as the raid is
recorded in four
independent literary sources
ircluding Gregory of
Towurs's tth-cemtury bigtory
of the Franks and the Beh-
century Anglo-Saxon epic
proem Beowulf.

S dth-century coasthine
at’ Danes
i Franks
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The hallmarks of Viking society—trade, seaborne raids and a
warrior elite—have their roots in the earlier Iron Age.

Scandinavia was first settled by bands of huntergatherers moving north in
the wake of retreating ice sheets about 8000 vears ago. Farming was prac-
tised in southern Scandinavia by 4000 e, bronze-working by 2000 BC and
iron-working by 500 se. Litle is known about Scandinavia in the Early lron
Age (e 500 no=an 1): few setlements have been discovered and the most
important finds are the superbly preserved bodies of human sacrificial vie-
tims which are sometimes found in Danish peat bogs. During the Roman
Iron Age (o ap 1=400) chiefly dwellings, cult centres, richly furnished war-
rivr burials and votive hoards of weapons appear in southern Scandinavia,
These point to the emergence of a warrior aristocracy and the beginnings
of political centralization. The impetus for this was probably competition to
control the wealth generated by contacts with the Roman Empire,

The votive offerings of a ship and weapons from Hjortspring (« 350 bC) sug-
gests that sea-raiding was already common in Scandinavia during the Early
Iron Age. The Heruls (from Jutand) raided Frisia in Ap 287 and Spain in
. 455 and & 460, while the Danes are known to have raided Frisia in « 528
and e 570. The migrations of the Jutes and Angles from Jutland 1o Britain
in the 5th century are also unlikely to have been entirely peaceful.
Scandinavia largely escaped the dislocation suffered in the rest of Europe
during the Migration Period (e 400-600). Fortified local
power centres, such as Eketorp on Oland, and the impres-
sive burial mounds at Gamla Uppsala
point to the emergence of well-orga-
nized chiefdoms. The final period
of the Scandinavian Iron Age
before the Viking Age was the
Vendel period or Late
Germanic lron Age (¢ G00-

800). A rampart—the Dane-

virke—was built to protect

Denmark from the south,
and lavish ship burials were
made—evidence that Scan-

dinavia's first regional
kingdoms had

# from Denmark
or Sweden

developed.
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Pagan Religion and Burial Customs

Above: Thor pors fisking for
the world wepewnt. In bis nght
band be wrelds Fu bameer
Myillmir, readdy to stun the
beais. This sceme appwears on a
runestone from the church ar
Altuna im Swwden, bestimaony
o the long coexistencr of
Christiamity and paganism in
much of Scandinaiia,

Above right: g warrior rides
into Valballs om Odin's eight-
legged borse Mespmir and
welcomed bry & Valkyrie, The
Wrne Jppredrs om an Ntk
crntury stome carring from the
indarmad of Cotland.

Most Vikings were pagans, and the old gods Thor, Odin and Freyr
lived on in Scandinavia long after much of Europe was Christian.

Unlike Christianity, Scandinavian pagan-
ism did not have a systematic theology
and lacked absolute concepts ol good
and evil or of the afterlife, Religion was a
matter of the correct performance and
observance of sacrifices, rimals and lesti-
vals, rather than of personal spirituality.
There was no fulltime priesthood; it was
usually the king or local chieftains who had the responsibility for ensuring
that festivals were observed. A cvcle of cosmological myths told ol the cre-
ation of the world and of s ultimane destrucoon. Vikings believed thar all
things were subject to fate, including the gods who would perish at
Ragnarok, the final cataclysm that would destroy the world.

As in other polytheistic religions, the Viking gods ruled over differem
aspects of human life. The most important were Odin, Thor and Freyr.
Odin was a rather sinister deity who, with his brothers, had cremed the
human race and gave man the knowledge of poetry and of writing in runes,
Odin was the god of wisdom, power, war and poetry: he was a sorcerer and
could deprive men of their wits and exercise his power of life and death in
wildly unpredictable ways. Odin's anributes made him the god ol kings,
chieltains, warriors and poets: both the Danish royal family and the Earls of
Hladir claimed descent from him. The most popular god among the peas-
antry was Thor, the god of physical strength, thunder and lighining, wind,
rain, good weather and crops. Using his mighty hammer Mjolinir, Tho
defended the world against the destructive power of the giants. Unlike
Odin, Thor was a straightforward, reliable god, but he was none wo bright
and the myths concerning his deeds olten highlight in a humorous way the
limitations of brute sirength. Pendants fashioned in the sign of the hammer
were often worn by Thor's devotees.

Freyr was the god of wealth, health and fertility: he was portrayed with an
erect phallus. Offerings were made 1o Freyr at weddings. The Swedish
Yogling dynasty traced its ancestry 1o a union between Freyr and Gerd, a
giant woman. Freyr had a sister and female counterpart Freyja, who gave
huck in love and represented sensuality, Freyja was the leader of the disir, a
race of female demigods who presided over fertility in nature and in
humans. The god Loki was a cunning, witty mischief-maker, whose schemes
were always geting the gods and himsell into rouble. Though he was not
an unambiguously evil figure like Satan, Loki was capable of grea wicked-
ness and treachery, and the Vikings believed that his scheming would lead
in the end 1o Ragnarok.

The Vikings had rather vague ideas about the aherlife. The souls ol heroic
warriors who had died in batle were aken by the Valkyries—lemale
demigods—to feast and fight in Odin's home, Valhalla, the hall of the slain,
until the time came for them o march ot 1o fight side by side with the
pods against the gians at Ragnardk. Frevia oo might claim a share of the
warriors' souls, as well as at least some women's. Others went 1o the dismal
twilight world of Hel. It was also believed that the dead could live on in the
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even horses, wagons and a!;l:.m Il FIVes 15 |.l|ll|:l.|!|]". a sign thal people
believed that the alterlife would resemble this lile, and that somehow these
objects would be uselul w the dead. However, in some cases, such as the
rich ship barals at Oseberg and Gokstad, the grave goods may have been
imtended more to i.ll!g: es5 the living with the wealth and status of the
deceased s Bamily than o !:1|'1||| the dead. Whatever the beliefs that lay
berhandd 1, the pra tice of lumishing ETAVES in this way has provided archae-
-lila_:;l':*n!*- with major source of information abodl Seamcdinavian socielv in

the Viking age.

Belore the Viking age, cremation was the normal method of disposal of the
dead throushow Scandinavia. The dead were cremated in evervday clothes
together with any goods that were to accompany them. The remains were
alterwards gathered ogether and placed in an pouery urn and buried m
scattered on the ground. The grave could be
g ’ mmarked by a mound or E'il" ol stones or, 4% at
Lindholm Haje, by ‘||Ii|.l-1..||.,|ill'i| scitings ol

| stones. Early in the Viking age inhumation

began o be pracuced in Denmark, Gotland and
Birka. The riche:

“chamber grave” type, where the body was laid

inhumations were of the
hudly clothed in a pmber-lined pit surrounded Ty
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Scandinavia by around 100



II: Scandinavia in the Viking Age

The Viking age was a period of prosperity in Scandinavia. The
influx of wealth from trading and raiding boosted the economy.
The population was rising; new villages were founded and the area
under cultivation increased. Scandinavia’s first towns developed and
the medieval kingdoms of Denmark, Norway and Sweden emerged.

With the start of Viking raids in the last decade of the Bth century, western
Europeans, not surprisingly, began to take a greater interest in Scandinavia
than they had before, and contemporary literary evidence becomes more
plentiful, Western European writers understandably tended o concentrate
on what the Vikings were getting up to abroad, however, and though there
are numerous scattered references 1o events in Scandinavia, there are long
periods for which they give no evidence at all. These accounts can be sup-
plemented by the works of later Scandinavian historians such as the 12th-
century Dane Saxo Grammaticus and the 13thcentury authors of the lce-
landic sagas. Though vivid and realistic in style, these later works are based
largely on orally rransmitted historical raditions and contain unreliable and
even fictionalized material, so they have 1o be used with some caution, The
Scandinavians themselves were not fully literate in the Viking age, but runes
(which had come into use in the Roman Iron Age) were used for charms
and for memorial inscriptions, some of which include valuable historical
information, Despite the limitations ol the sources, it is fair to say that the
Viking age marks the end of Scandinavian prehistory.

The Free and the Unfree

Scandinavian society in the Viking age was divided into the free and the
unfree. Of the unfree—the slaves—we know very little, but their reatment
probably varied greatly according to their skill and abilities, and many were
freed as a reward for good service. The free shared the nght to bear arms,
to speak at the local assembly (the allthing) and to the protection of the law.
Though most freemen were tenant or frechold farmers, Scandinavian soci-
ety was not egalitarian, and the free class included a great range of wealth
and status, from the landless labourer to the anistocracy. This inequality was
reflected in the scale of fines laid down by law to compound a homicide:
the more wealthy and influential the victim, the higher the fine that had o
be paid to his family by the guilty party. As legal judgements had to be
enforced by the individuals concerned, this also put poorer freemen al a
disadvantage unless they had a powerful lord 1o force the guilty party 1o
comply. Though hierarchical, society was not static, and the Viking age
offered the ambitious and the able many opportunities to increase their
wealth and raise their status by joining pirate or rading expeditions over-
seas or by entering royal service.

The aristocracy exercised considerable power locally, even down to resiting
and replanning whole villages. The aristocracy played a leading role at the
local assembly, where they would arbitrate in legal disputes, and also at the
more important regional assemblies (things) where major issues were dis
cussed. The aristocracy’s power and influence was based on landownership,
and by offering protection to less powerful men in return for their political
support. The highest of the aristocracy bore the title jarl (English “earl”™),
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which probably originally meant simply "prominent man”. The most power-
ful jarls, such as those of Hlafr in Trondelag or of Orkney, were consider-
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ritories. The anistocracy played an important role as war leaders, organizing
local defences and raising contingents of troops for the royal army. Some
chiefiains led Viking raids and the most successful, like the Dane Thorkell
the Tall at the end of the 10th cenry, built up such large armed lollowings
that they became potential rivals 1o the king. The independence of the aris-
wocracy was challenged in the Viking age by the growth of royal power which
sought to exercise direct authority at a local level, rather than having 1o
work through the intermediary of the local chiefiams.

Struggles for Power

By the beginning of the Viking age, monarchy was already the dominam
force in society. Though the power of the monarchy was limited 10 some
extent b the need for the Ljng ti consiilt the assemblies belore t,ﬂ-.uu;
major decisions, the king usually got his own way. Fos i"l...i||||h]|'. when Si
Anskar asked King Olal of the Svear for permission to preach in 850, the
king told him that he would have 10 seck the approval of the assembly. Tha
proposal initally aroused oppositon but Olal, who favoured Christuanaty,
was able o mamipulate proceedings 1o persuade the assembly 1o agree.
Another theoretical hmitation on the power of the monarchy was that the
king had w be accepted by the more important assemblies. In practice this
was usually a formality and, il necessary, the assemblies could be overawed
by an impressive show ol force, as Olal Tryggvason did with the Norwegian
assemblies in 9495,




The king's income came from landownership, tolls on trade, wribute and
plunder from war. Royal administration was rudimentary and was per-
formed by members of the king’s retinue, the hird, probably :1|}|mi1m*d on
an ad hoc basis for a specific task. Kings moved constantly from estate to
estate: they had favoured residences but the Viking kingdoms did not have
permanent administrative capitals. Viking kings were primarily rulers of
men rather than rulers of territory, Though usually the two went together, it
was not always necessary 1o have a kingdom 1o be recognized as a king:
many of the 9th-century Viking leaders were kings who, apparently, pos
sessed no lands.

Right: This silver ring from
Homelund in Denmark was

made in the 10th century, a
fine example of Viking
craftmanship in precious
metais.

The rules governing roval succession were that a king had to be descended
from a king on either his father’s or his mother’s side. A king might usually
be succeeded by one of his sons, but any male member of the roval dynasty
was eligible. This meant that there could be many potential claimants fo
the throne, and succession disputes were common. Joint Kings were a com-
mon expedient when rival claimants who had equal support were prepared
to compromise, but disputed successions olten led to civil wars. The losers
in these civil wars, if they survived, went into exile to lick their wounds. All
was not lost for exiles of royal blood: they might persuade the ruler of a
neighbouring kingdom to provide them with military support to renew the
struggle or they might use the prestige that came from possessing royal
blood to raise a warrior band and go plundering. With luck, an exile might
acquire wealth, fame and a mighty following of warriors with which to try
once again to win power at home or a kingdom overseas. Returning exiles
were a major destabilizing influence in the Viking kingdoms and a constant
headache for established kings,

Denmark

The Viking kingdom we know most about in this period is Denmark. By
around 800 the Danes had already created a kingdom which included all of
modern Denmark, part ol Germany and the provinces of Skane and
Halland which are now in Sweden. The Danish kings also seem to have
exercised some form of dominion over the Vestfold region of Norway. In



the early Middle Ages Skiane and Halland formed the Danes’ “mark”, o
border, which gave its name to the whole country.

The main preoccupation of the Danish kings at the beginning of the Viking
period was the threat (real or imagined) of Frankish expansionism.
Godfred, the first Danish king about whom we know much more than his
name, pursued an aggressive policy towards the Franks, attacking their Slay
allies in 808 and leading a large fleet to ravage Frisia in 810, Godfred also
rebuilt and extended the Danevirke rampart in 808, to protect Jutland from
Frankish invasion. After Godfred was murdered in 810, his nephew
Hemming 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 Godfred, and Anulo, a nephew of an earlier king. Sigfred and Anulo were
both killed in the battle which followed, but Anulo's party was victorious
and chose his brothers Harald Klak and Reginfred as joint kings. In 813 the
sons of Godfred returned and drove Harald and Reginfred into exile where
they recruited an army and tried, but failed, to win their throne back the
following year. Reginfred was killed and Harald went into exile in Francia.
When Godfred’s sons fell out among themselves in 819, Harald returned
and became joint king with one faction of the Godfred sons but was driven
out again in 827. By the 830s only one of Godfred’s sons, Horik, survived.
He was to hold onto his power until 853 when he was overthrown by a rebel-
lion within his own family.

Little is known about Denmark for the next century. The kingdom was [re-
quently divided and for some time around 900 at least part of it was ruled by
a Swedish dynasty. Around the mid 10th century, Gorm the Old (d. 958)
founded a new, and soon to be illustrious, dynasty. Gorm’s son, Harald
Bluetooth united Denmark and built a series of fortresses across the king-
dom to secure his direct authority in all parts of the country. Denmark was
under pressure from the Germans in the 10th century; in 974 they occupied
Hedeby, but were driven out seven years later by Harald. In 987 Harald was
deposed by his son Svein Forkbeard.

Viking raiding had begun to revive in the late 10th century, and successful
Viking leaders like Olaf Tryggvason and Thorkell the Tall rivalled Svein in
prestige and wealth, Svein bolstered his own position by leading his own
highly successful raids against England. At first Svein was content to milk
England for Danegeld, but as English resistance crumbled he conquered
the country in 1013, only to die a few months later.

Norway

At the beginning of the Viking period Norway was divided up into some-
thing like a dozen chiefdoms and petty kingdoms, and local identities were
still very strong. The Vestfold was probably the most politically advanced
area of the country in the 8th century, but by around 800 this region was
under Danish control. Danish influence declined as a result of the damag-
ing succession disputes of the 9th century, and shortly before 900 the king
of Vestfold, Harald Finehair, succeeded in winning control of much of
Norway at the battle of Hafrsfjord. For this achievement Harald is tradition-
ally credited with being the founder of the Norwegian kingdom. He and his
successors, however, faced the continuing opposition of the powerful jarls
of Hladir. Harald reigned for some 50 years, and was succeeded around 930
by his son Erik Bloodaxe. Erik was soon driven off the throne by his younger
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
Bloodaxe’s son Harald Greycloak, 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 of Jarl
Hakon of Hlafir and Svein Forkbeard. The allies restored Norway to Danish
control—if the jarls of Hlafir had to submit to a king, they preferred to do so
to a distant rather than a near one.

Hakon remained the most powerful man in Norway until 995, when Olaf
Tryggvason, a grandson of Harald Finehair who had won much fame and
wealth as a Viking leader, invaded, put Hakon to flight and established him-
self as king over the whole country. Olaf ruled only five years before being
killed at Svold (location unknown) in battle against an alliance between
Svein Forkbeard and Jarl Erik of Hladir. Svein and Erik divided 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 about in this period.
There were two main peoples, the Svear, from whom Sweden takes its
name, in the region around Lake Milaren, and the Gétar around Lakes
Vinern and Vittern. Very littde is known about the Gotar, and they are not
mentioned in primary sources as being involved in Viking raiding (though
that might only be the result of confusion over identities). The names of a
few Svear kings are known from the 9th century, but the extent of their
authority is not known with any precision, However, by around 890 the
Svear kingdom probably included most of central Sweden and the islands of
Gotland and Oland. The relationship between the Svear and Gotar appears
to have been close, and some Svear kings were actually of Goétar origin. The
first king known for certain to have ruled both the Svear and the Gotar was
Olof Skotkonung (ruled e 995-1020), but the unification of the two peo-
ples in a single kingdom was not complete until the 12th century.

From Pagan to Christian

The period between 800 and1000 saw the beginning of the Christianization
of Scandinavia. The Vikings 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. Many early conversions may
have been motived by practical rather than spiritual concerns. The first
Viking king to be baptized, Harald Klak in 826, probably did so to win the
support of Emperor Louis the Pious against his rivals at home. Christian
rulers such as Alfred the Great often made baptism a condition of peace
treaties. Some Vikings were baptized several times in this way without ever
truly accepting Christianity. The Annals of St Bertin record that after a
Frankish abbot had baptized a group of Vikings in 876 “he bestowed gifts
on them and sent them back to their own people, but afterwards, like typi-
cal Northmen, they lived according to the pagan custom just as before.”
Despite such setbacks, Christianity was well established among the Viking
settlers overseas by 900. Christianity was tolerated in Scandinavia from the
early 9th century, and there were churches in Hedeby, Ribe and Birka by
the 850s. The Vikings seem to have readily accepted Christ as a god to be
invoked along with the traditional Norse gods, but it took far longer for the



Christian god 1o be ac I.'|?I¢‘{l as the sole god. An lcelander, Helgi the Lean,
said that he was a Christian “but invoked Thor in matters of seafaring and
dire necessity.” The real breakthrough for Christianity came only in the
later 10th century, when kings like Harald Bluetooth and Olaf Tryggvason
converted, While no doubt sincere enough converts, these kings recognizet
the potential of Christian doctrines and church organization as a means of
strengthening the monarchy and promoting the unity of their kingdoms.

Right: Thor was the most
popular of the Norse gods,
and bis bammer symbol was
often womm to invoke bis
protection. This 10th-century
amulet was found in lceland:
its design has been strongly
influenced by the Christian
crucifix,




From Chiefdoms to Kingdoms
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The kflrgl of Denmark emerged as the most pnwﬂ'fuiﬁu'rr in
Scandinavia as chiefdoms gave way to organized states.

When Scandinavia emerged from s prehistoric period at the end of the
Sth century, the Danes were politically the most advanced of the
Scandinavian peoples. The kings of Denmark dominated an area far urger
than modern Denmark; their overlordship was recognized over much ol
what is now southern Sweden and as Far north as Vestfold in Norway, Kings
were chosen [rom a single royal family, but any member of that Eumily could
aspire 1o the kingship. As a result, succession disputes were common,
Unsuccessful chiimants often went into exile o pursue 4 carcer as Yiking
lcaders in order o win wealth and repubation to make a fresh bhid for the
throne, This destabilized the Danish monarchy, and s anthority « |||I,|.p-q'||.
in the second hall of the “th centary.,

Shortly before T Harald Finehair (d. £930), a king or chielain in Vest-
fold, exploited the collapse of Danish power to make himsell master ol
maost ol southern Norway., Harald s traditionally seen as the Tounder of the
Norwegian kingdom, though his control over the '|m'|.l.|':|1|]_!.|i']- of Hladir in
the Trondelag remained weak., By the mid-10th century Danish POWET Was
reviving under hing CGorm (d. 958) and his son Harald Bluewoth (958-87)
re-established Danish control over Naorway, Harald was Er.lirliin'd in 965
and became the first Scandinavian king actively o promote Christianity

Harald s suceessor Svein Forkbeard increased the wealth and authority of
the momarchy by leading a seres of well organized and successful raids on
England, culminating in his conguest ol ITE COUNEry in [OT5, By l.-.ulm|,; the
raids himsell, Svein largely prevented any other Viking getting enough
wealth and prestige w challenge his throne, though in 995 a Norwegian
Viking, Olal Tryggvason, did emporarily establish himsell as king ol
sorway, He lost his kingdom and his life a1 the Bawde of Svald in 10040,
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neighbouring Cour people appear 1o have had a close relationship, and Iy
975 Olol Skotkonung was described as king of the Svear and Goar, The iwo
peoples were not securely united until the 12th century, however, The Sveu
kings also collected tribute from Finnish areas east ol the Baltic. Danish
immfluence wis nol as SLrOng as in Norway, but Olof, whose nickname
“Skotkonung” means tributary king, acknowledged Svein as overlord,
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Rural Settlement
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Maost Scandinavians of the Viking age lived peacefully by
agriculture, rearing animals and growing crops in small villages.

The main Guming activity in all the settled parts of Scandinavia—including
Halogaland, well beyond the Arciic Circle—was animal hushandry; canle,
Pigs, sheep and goats were all reared by the Vikings. In Denmark and south-
ern Sweden, arable Garming was also important; the main crops were barley,
rye, vats, peas, beans and cabbage, Denmark may even have produced sur-
plus grain. In Arctic Norway and the marginal upland areas of Norway and
Sweden, hunting and fishing made a significamt contribution 1o the dier as
well as providing valuable trade goods,

In Denmark small villages were the normal form of settlement. These vil-
lages seem 1o have shifted their sites slightly every hundred years or so, and
only settled down onto permananent sites alter the end ol

the Viking age. There are few large areas of fertile Land
in Norway, and the broken nature of the werrain led o
a dispersed settlement pattern with isolated Garms on
small pockets of cultivable land. In Sweden wo, set-
tement was dispersed, but in the fertile areas of
Vistergithand and Uppland, villages were begin-

ning to appear by the end of the Viking age as

a result of the subdivision of existing farms,

The population of Scandinavia was rising

during the Viking age, and
the period saw an expansion
of the area under cultivition
and the creation of new set-
tements where enough suit-

able land could be claim-
ed in between established
settlements.

The mout vpical Viking-age

farm building was the long

house, which accommaodat-

ed both people and animals

under one rool, Farms had

ey owibuldings for use as
workshops or storage. A com-

mon type of smaller building

was the sunken-floored hut,

which was hall buried in the
ground. These buildings were

well insulated and may have

been used for storing products
which needed 1o be kept cool. Building
techniques reflected the local environment, In much of Norway and
Sweden, where timber was plentiful, buildings had solid wooden walls and
rools made of a layer of waterprool birch bark covered with insulating wrf,
In less forested areas such as Jutland, timberdramed buildings were walled
with clay-plastered wattle and roofed with thanch. In weeless areas such as
leeland, turf and stone were used as much as possible.
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Yorbasse: a Viking farming
village
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Trade and Trade Routes
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Alongside raiding and settlement, Vikings operated a far{lung

trade network from Greenland te Central Asia.

Scandinavian trade with the rest of Europe increased in the 8th century,
and probably encouraged the Viking expansion. Scandinavians on trading
vovages would have become aware of the unguarded riches of western
Europe, while the growing fur mrade provided the incentuve for the Swedes
to establish themselves in northern Russia. Some Scandinavians made a v
ing exclusively as merchants, but most were part-imers who also engaged in
farming, crafts or even piracy. The most valuable goods were initially
acquired as plunder or wribute. Huge amounts of silver, paid as Danegeld,
came from England and Francia; furs and slaves were extoried as tribute
from the Finns, Lapps and Slavs and then raded for silver with the Arabs,
Wealth flooded into Scandinavia during the 9th and 10th centuries; on the
Baluc island of Gotland alone, 40,000 Arabic, 38,000 Frankish and 21,000
Anglo-5axon silver coins have been found in hoards from this pernod.

Most trade was short-distance, conducted by farmer-merchants 1o and from
dozens of small ports around the Scandinavian coasts. A smaller number of
international trading places attracted merchanis from England, Frisia,
Germany and occasionally even as far alield as the Caliphate of Baghdad.
Most of these centres began as seasonal meetng places where craftsmen set
up temporary workshops and merchants contld trade by barter or for silver.
Successful centres, like Hedeby and Ribe, developed into Scandinavia’s first
towns. Kings sought to encourage and control trade by protecting mer-
chants from piracy in exchange for tolls and taxes. In
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Kaupang: a Viking-age trading place
Kaupang was sited on a sheltered bay close to the mouth of Oslo Fiord. Large
seasonal markets were beld bere (the name means “market place”™ from c. 750-%00,
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TP id I'rade was international; English, Frankish, Dawish and Arabic coins bhave been

o . A o, alomg with Rbewish, Frisian and Slavic pottery, Rivenish gloss and English
.“i:m.L (coast | bromnzes. There was probably no permanent population; most of the buildings so far
tburials | =Ny | excavated were craftsmen’s workshops, Industrial activities included ship répairs,

Y | soupstone carving, metalworking and glass bead production. Graves in the mearby
‘Birkholsberget cemeeterics comtained imported goods and agricultural tools, and were probably those
¥ \ - ".:-; aff local farmiers wha were dalso seasomal waders.,
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Ships and Seafaring

“The winter after
King (laf came
from Halogaland,
he had a greal
vessel nerll al
[adehammer, which
was larger than any
sfidfr in the
country... Ihorberg
Skafhoge was... the
master builder of the
ship; but there were
many ofhers
hestdes—some to fell
waodd, some (o \f.lr.rl.l":r
i, some lo make
nails, some to carry
timber; and all that
wies used was of the
hest,

King Olal
Iryvgavason’s Saga

Right: memorial slabs from
the Baltic island of Gotland
offer the earliest clear
evidence of the uge of the sail
in Scandinavia, This 8th-
century stone shows the
diagonal stitching in the sail,
and the rigging beld by the
fwo crew members,

Without seaworthy sailing ships, the Viking expansion would
have been impossible. Their importance is demonstrated in art,
poetry, religion and burial practices.

Viking ships were built using the clinker or lapstrake technique in which
the lower edge of each hull plank overlaps the upper edge of the one below
it. This technique gave the Viking ships light, flexible hulls which “rode” the
waves and had excellent sea-keeping qualities. Viking ships were double-
ended, with the bow and the stern built in the same way, and were steered
by a side rudder (always on the right, hence starboard). There were many
different wpes of Viking ship, all built to suit a particular purpose or mari-
time environment.

Typical of a small Viking warship is the 11th-century longship known as
Skuldelev 5, found with four other wrecks 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 carsmen. Tests with a replica of the ship have shown that 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 18 inches (50 cm) of water; it
would have been ideally suited to raiding in the shallow waters of the
Baltic and the southern North Sea, and could have sailed far inland up
rivers. Norwegian longships, such as the Gokstad ship, sailed mostly in
deeper Atlantic waters and were broader and had deeper keels than Danish
longships. The rovyal fleets of the late Viking age also included much larger
“dragon” ships such as King Olaf Tryggvason’s “Long Serpent”. At 100 feet
(30m) long and needing a crew of over 50 oarsmen, Skuldelev 2 was
probably such a ship.

Trade ships, built with cargo carrying capacity in mind, were shorter than
longships and had wider, deeper and heavier hulls. Trade ships relied on
their sails for propulsion and could be worked by small crews of four 1o six
men: a few oars only were carried for manoewring in harbour. The most
important type of seagoing trade ship was the sturdy knary, represented by
wreck 1 from Skuldelev. This was 54 feet (16.5m) long and had a cargo
capacity of 24 tons. The knarr was undoubtedly the type of ship which was
used for to carry setilers across the North
Atlantic to lceland, Greenland and
America (> pages 98-9). Local trade was
carried on in small ships such as
Skuldelev 3, which had a cargo capacity
of 4 tons.

It is not known exactly how the Vikings
navigated their ships. Where it was
convenient they hugged the coast,
navigating by prominent landmarks
ashore: certainly most of the Danish raids
on Francia and southern England could
have been carried out this way, However,
the Vikings, especially the Norwegians,
did make considerable open sea voyages
on which they could be out of sight of
land for several days or longer. Though
they lacked the magnetic compass, the




Vikings possessed a simple sun compass which
could locate north with tolerable accuracy in
clear weather, Viking navigators could also use
the stars to judge latitude, a great aid to
navigation if the latitude of the destination was
known. Navigators would have been heirs 1o a
stock of orally ransmited practical knowledge of
sea and weather conditions. The presence of an
island over the horizon 11|ii.;|]11 be detected by
cloud formations or the direction of fight of
seabirds; a slackening of the sea in stormy
conditions could indicate that the ship had sailed
into the lee of an island made invisible by rain or
cloud. Despite tricks like these, the Viking
seafarer was desperately vulnerable to being
blown off course or shipwrecked in bad weather.
Sometimes a storm-driven mariner would find his
way home to tell of a sighting of a new land, but
many more must have been lost without trace,
Below: fine weather pames
adormed the FFdErE rrf- Elehiis
of Viking ships. Originally
streamers weve aftached fo
the bales in the edge to give
an indication of wind speed
and strength, The Vikings
bad fewr manigational aids
m'mr ﬁ‘lri.l'{lr CHIE i t'."flr.?E"F'f
Enowledge of landmarks,
secl conditions and the

posifions of the sun and
shars fo find thetr way,

Right: “Helge Ask™, a replica
of the Skuldelev § ship, a
seall Danish warship of

¢ 1000 fowund in Roskilds
Frord, Swift under sails or
oars, even fully laden it bas a
dranght of only 18 inches
(50 i) smaking it ideally
suited for raiding far inland
on rivers lfke the Seine and
the Loire.




Viking Towns

“[Hedely | is a large
torene al the other
end af the world

seit. .. | he toun 15
not vich i goods. ..
1he u’.n'f;ir:’ I.I'rrr.lrf s
fish, serice i 18 50
Jfli"r'rf!'.ff::f. Il often
hr:rf,f]i'n'n\ that a
newborn .u'.h!f.-.lh'if s
tossed inlo the sea
to save raising i,
Also ...

My |"||r."'| e .Ir.'IIH'."f

TLNEXEI T

fiosbands, ..
Notheng can
ru.rirlf,ww with the
dreadful singing of
h’-:'u'fu'ul;'alfr. Worse
even than the
barking of dogs.”
al-Tartushi, an
Arab merchant

{rom ."-'-E:-ilin, & Ysl)

Towns were slow to develop in Viking Age Scandinavia, but by
1000 there were several thriving urban cenires.

Scandinavia had no true towns belore the Viking age, though there were
several seasonal market centres. When towns did spring up, it did not hap-
pen spontaneously. Urban development went hand in hand with the growth
of roval power, and most towns appear to have been deliberately founded,
often on virgin sites, by rulers 1o encourage, control and profit from wrade.
By the late 10th century towns were also being founded as administrative
and ecclesiastical centres,

The earliest towns in Scandinavia, Ribe, Birka and Hedeby, all date from
the late 8th century, The Danish monarchy played an important role in the
foundation of Hedeby, and both Ribe and Birka were under close roval con-
ol in the earlv 9th century, suggesting that they oo were deliberate roval
foundations. Hedeby, the largest of the three wwns, had a population of
1000-1500: Ribe and Birka were somewhat smaller. Ribe has sur-

vived as a trade, ecelesiastical and administrative centre o the
present day, making it Scandinavia’s oldest town, but Birka
and Hedeby both fell victim to falling sea levels, which

made it increasingly difficult for the deeper draught-

ed merchant ships of the 10th century 1o use

them. Birka was abandoned around Y70,

Hedeby by 1100,

Hedeby, Ribe and Birka remained the
only towns in Scandinavia until the
10th century, when Arhus was
founded, apparently as a crafi
and manufacturing centre. The
pace of urban development
increased around

10H): Sigiuna,

Trondheim,

Oslo, Viborg,

Odense, Ros-

kilde and Lund

were all founded

as administrative or

Hedeby

For most of the Viking age Hedeby was
Scandinaria’s largest toum, Though some
sort of settlement existed at Hedeby before King
Godfred settled a colomy of merchants there in 808,
it was profbably this act that led to Hedebry developing L
into an international markel centre. Theve was a meind, and : L
the remains of what was probably a toll statton have been exca- :
werted, bat Iittle else is kvoww about the adweinistration of the fown. A
wide range of manufacturing activities were carvied ont, including wmetal,

bone, amber and glassworking, pottery and ship repair. In the 10tk contury

Hedeby was provided with substantial defences linking it with the Danevirke rampart

buet it wias sacked by Havald Havdrada in 1050 and by the Wends in 1066. By 1100 Hedelry
bad been abandoned i favour of mearby Schlesung, probably becanse Schleswig was easier of
access to the deeper drawghted merchant ships wihich were then coming into wse.
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Women in the Viking Age

Above Right: these bone s
are Bpnical of the cloak
fastemings used Iy Viking-ape
imien for everyday wear.
'y powiie froies seltlereent
at the Udall im Novth Usst in
the Owier Hebrides

Scandinavian sociely was male dominated, but women were far
from being chattels: many were strong-minded and had a high
status in the community.

Men and women had clearly defined and SepArale sod ial roles in Viking-age

Scandinavia, Men ploughed, fished, hunted, traded and fought. Most
women'’s lives were more narrowly confined to the home: they milked the
cows and churned butter, ground grain and baked bread, spun wool, wove
cloth and looked alier the children. The grave goods in pagan bunals mar-
ror these roles exactly: men were buried with weapons and tools, women
'|.'|'||h |!"|'l.‘|.'"‘|'|"|-. 114 1.'!”"“'”‘|L -1|1l| '|'||I.':l'||ir||_'I l|'1||||'|:||||l'|l|. -!I'Ill {1E||l'| h‘llt"".'hllhl

utensils that would be useful in the alierlife.

I'hough marriages were usually arranged by negotiations between the
prospecive hushand and the bride’s Bither, the woman's wishes would usu-
ally be taken into account. A marriage was regarded as an alliance between
m|||,||w-._ [he bride normally brought a dowry to the |:.||lr|t':|'-u|1||r. and the
husband paid her a “bride-p ice; both remained her property alter mar-
riage. Women had the right to a divorce if a marmage proved unworkable,
and the marriage contract could stipulate how the joint estate should be
divided in such an evenmality. Though they had no role in pubhic hie, with-
in the home women exercised great anthonty over slaves and dependents,
and would abwavs e closely involved 1 “I.Lil.l! flecisions alle ningr the family.
If her hushand was awav, at war of on business, a wife would have tall
responsibility for the running of the house and Earm m his absence; and if
she were widowed she would have 1o take her husband's ]r|.ui.' ll tme.
Family honour was of as much concern to women as it was o men. In
lcelandic literature at least, they were never slow o urge their menfolk
Like revenge lor any I1|iu!"-. and it is likely that they ook the lead in com
memorating the dead. Pagan graves in Denmark suggest that women's sta-
tus increased with age: some of the most richly furmished burals are ol
WOIMET ;l!_r,:'r.i M) or over, while the 1|||.||i1‘. of grave goods in male burials

decreased with the age of the dead man



Right: teews Larwee, imtricately- There 15 no reliable evidence o
decorated gold disc brooches suggest that women eve
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Viking armies that were active
in western Evwrope in the sec-

aiid hall of the 91l cenlury were

accompanied by their wives and families. These women would have given
useful support to the army, cooking and caring for the wounded. Women,
naturally, were much more prominent participants in the Viking settle-
ments in Ieeland and Greenland, where their presence was essential from
the start. Women in leeland during the seulement period seem 1o have
enjoved higher status than those elsewhere in Scandinavia, and strong-

minded independent women commaonly appear in the sagas. The participa-
ton of women in the atempt to settle Vinland is also recorded in the sagas
and by linds of spindle whorls ar the shortlived Norse settlement at L Anse-
aux-Meadows (P pages 95-9). There is very little evidence that Scandinavian
wornen accompamed the Ros on lh:'ir.ium'mw.'ﬁ in the east, though
finds of wypically Scandinavian female artifacts and rare hiterary reter-
ences show that there were at least some. Arab sources suggest that
maost of the Rus found local women; if this is true, it could explain
why the Rus were so rapidly assimilated into the native blav popu
lation.

Left: women's clothing of the Below: a group of everyday bousebold
Viking age can be ttems, including spindle whorls and
recovsiructed from rags wheistomes from a Viking-age farm at
found at Hedelry and Birka, Bryasits Gill, Kentmere. Place names
A good-guality outfit wosuld sugpest that there were many farms in
bave consisted of a prinafore iis part of the Lake District during the
drezs of fine woolen fabrc Viking-age, but Brvanis Gl i3 the oy
over a long-sleeved, ankie- one to have been excavated: the rest are
i length linen tuntc. A pair of buried under present-day farms.
/ gilt oval broockes would Women's skill with the spindle whorls
- have fastemed the dress at the ensured that Viking-age farms were
shoulders; pold thread was vartsaally self-sufficient as far as

used to decorate the bem. clothing was concerned.




I11: The Viking Raids

Below: Thjn'gl'.r Hig Vr'kuflg_l.
ceint no fonger be regarded
simifely as the bloodthirsty

plunderers shows in tvis 198
centry J‘rcifll.l'r.ul[-: |r.r.'|' V.owenz
Fralick, there can be no doubi
that thetr ratds cansed great
destruction in western Europe,
:‘:i{rf.':'l'd.ll.ll]' {0 snoRdSTErTEs,

The Vikings have become a byword for seaborne terror: violent
raiders descending in their longships to plunder monasteries and
butcher peaceful communities of men, women and children. But
were they really more violent than their Christian contemporaries?

The most hotly debated issues regarding the history of the Vikings are thei
numbers, and the destructiveness and violence of their vaids. Traditionally,
the Vikings have been regarded by historians as wantonly cruel, violent and

destrucnve ever, In recent vears a new view of the Vikings

has gamed widespread acceprance. The Vikings, it is argued, were the vie-
tims ol a bad press: their numbers, violence and desuructiveness were greatly
exaggerated by monastic chroniclers who were prejudiced against them
becanse of their paganism and their habit of plundering monasteries.
Rather than destructive raiders, the Vikings should be regarded primarily as
traders, settlers and skilled craftsmen. The level of Viking violence was onh
worse than that normally prevailing in early medieval Europe in so far as it
did not exempt the church.

In fact, these wo views of the Vikings are not irreconcilable. Most Viking-
age Scandinavians were indeed peaceful farmers, craftsment and traders
whose lives were probably rarely touched by violence. However, those
Scandinavians who chose warfare or piracy as a profession, that is the war-
nors who went ¢ viheng and participated in the plundering expeditions that
s terrified the monks of Christian Europe, must have been prepared 1o use
extreme violence o achieve their ends: viking was by definition a violent
oCCupanon,

Tu.v- stok-Blonler. o

HNNDRI LYNDRING -« BRAND.




Feeding the Wolves

Were the Viking warriors actually 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 to live off the land, there can be little doubt either that
in wars between Christian states, the peasantry would have suffered greatly
from pillaging by enemy armies—and the foraging of “friendly” armies may
have been only slightly 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 time 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 violence
into an evervday threat for the populaton 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 only 16 instances of natives
plundering and burning, compared to 110 by the Vikings.

The group that arguably suffered the most from Viking raids, the church,
was relatively immune from warfare between Christians; even in Ireland,
where battles 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 the knowledge of the writers. It is, of course, possible that some of
these accounts may have been exaggerated by the writers’ very personal fear
and horror of an enemy who made a point of attacking churches, but gener-
ally they agree very closely with accounts of Viking raids written in the very
different cultural atmospheres of Orthodox 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 the 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; the 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 practice of killing cap-
tives 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 to believe the Vikings capable, may have been performed as
a sacrifice to the warriors’ god Odin. In 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 1s
certainly representative of an important class within it. Having said this,
there is no reason to suppose that the Vikings were uniquely inhuman: they
were barbarian warriors, and their behaviour was probably neither better



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

Fleets and Armies

Western European sources tend to give the strength of the Viking invaders
in terms of numbers of ships in their fleets, rather 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 with the last question first: when the numbers mentioned in the
sources are small, for example the account in the Frankish Royal Annals of
a raid by 13 Viking ships in 822, it is reasonable to assume that 1t 1s an exact
count. With larger fleets there is certainly a much greater likelihood that
the figures are an approximation. But at what point can we justifiably begin
to suspect exaggeration? There is in fact remarkable consistency between
sources from Ireland, Francia and Britain as to the size of Viking fleets.
Before 850 fleets of over 100 ships are rarely mentioned, the exceptions
being fleets under roval leadership such as Godfred’s attack on Frisia with
200 ships in 810. After 850, sources often mention Viking fleets that were
120, 150, 200 or 250 strong, as well as many smaller ones. The tendency has
been to accept the smaller figures as reliable and to reject the larger ones as
exaggerations, although in most cases the only “evidence” of exaggeration is
that the figures are large—a dangerously circular argument. The wide-
spread agreement between independent sources of the same period argues
strongly in favour assuming most of the figures, large and small, to be at
least approximately accurate. Only in exceptional circumstances can higures
from primary sources be rejected outright. For example, the assertion of
Abbo, the historian of the siege of Paris in 885-86, that the Viking force
numbered 700 ships and 40,000 men is almost certainly a gross exaggera-
tion, because it would have been impossible to keep such a huge army in
the field for so long under early medieval conditions.

We do not vet know enough about Viking ships to be able to say how many
men they held on average. The 9th-century Gokstad ship was built for a
crew of 32 oarsmen, but it 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 «. 1000 found at Skuldelev had only 24
oars. If ships were carrving horses, provisions, wives and children, plunder
or captives, they would also have carried fewer men than the theoretical
maximum. Even so, if we take the smallest of these three ships as being typi-
cal, and assume that it carried no supernumeraries, we would sull have 1o
conclude that the larger Viking fleets of the later 9th century carried armies
of a few thousand warriors rather than the few hundred some historians
have argued for. An army of this size would be difficult to keep together for
a long time, and the evidence suggests that once a base was established the
Viking armies often split up into raiding bands of a few hundred men to
plunder the countryside.

Literary and archaeological evidence 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 century. The larger of the 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 of these “dragon ships” in the fleet
of 160 ships Cnut used to invade England in
1016, his army could very easily have numbered
G-7000. By way of comparison, it is estimated
that the Norman army at Hastings—which also
invaded in a fleet of longships—numbered
some 56000 men. There were even larger ships
available at this time; King Olaf Tryggvason's
ship the “Long Serpent” had 68 oars and was
capable of carring several hundred men. These
dragon ships were probably used mostly for
coastal defence, however,

Important further evidence that the Viking
armies were not small comes from a document
known as the Burghal Hidage, compiled in
Wessex around 900, This is a list of the burhs or
fortified towns in Wessex, and the number of
hides (a measure of land) which were assigned
to each for the purposes of garrisoning. The for-
miula used assumed that four men were needed
o defend one pole (5 /2 yards) of wall and that
one man was to be supplied from each hide
assigned to the burh. Wareham, for example,
was assigned 1600 hides, meaning that its

Above: The Anglo-Saxon - s - ; . . 4 c P
Chinlole ot comodled defences were of such a length as to require 1600) men to man them, that 1s

during the reign of Alfred the 100 poles (2200 yards). This corresponds exactly with reality: Wareham's
Grreat (871-901) to give defences stll exist, and are 2180 yards in length, Defences would not have

an“official” account of events y .. built unless the men were available to man them—walls that were too
and lighlight the leading role

of i kings of Wessex in long to be manned properly would have been worse than useless, As the
combatting the Vikings. These total number of hides assigned to burhs in Wessex was 27,071, it must be a
pages cover the years 861-74, 4y assumption that this number of armed men could be raised by the king-
when East Anglia, v ; O : .

sl sud Auveis wae dom of Wessex for garrison duty alone. When it is also taken into account
overrun by the Danes. that Alfred the Great kept an army on standby and also had a fleet, the
armed strength of Wessex must have been somewhat over 30,000 men,
Admittedly they could not all be concentrated in one place at the same
time, but it is difficult to believe that a Viking army numbering in the hun-
dreds, rather than the thousands, could have brought Wessex to its knees,

let alone conguer all the other Anglo-Saxon Kingdoms as well.

Omn the other hand, the only excavated Viking fortification in Britain, a
camp built by the Danish Great Army at Repton in the winter of 873-4, had
defences of only 200 yards in length. 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 more than 150.
However, the fort lay on the banks of the River Trent and, as it had a slip-
way, it may have been built primarily as a protective enclosure for ships
rather than as accommodation for the whole army.

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



ial is that these were the victims of an epidemic. Pre-modern armies could
expect to suffer heavy casualties from disease, and a death rate in winter
camp of less than 5 percent would be improbable even in good conditions,
and one of more than 35 percent unlikely even in a major epidemic. If the
mass burial contains the total Viking dead (the presence of other scattered
burials around the site shows that actually it does not), it would point to the
Great Army having a minimum strength of 600 and a maximum strength of
4000 men, plus camp followers.

Though a major Viking army of the 9th century may have numbered a few
thousand warriors, there certainly were not vast hordes of Vikings streaming
out of Scandinavia. Vikings tended to concentrate in particular areas at par-
ticular times, When Francia was intensively raided in 879-92, England and
Ireland saw litde Viking activity, and when the Vikings moved to England in
8O2, Francia enjoved a respite. There were rarely more than one or two
large Viking forces active at any one lime, so total Viking numbers must
have been quite limited.

The First Raids

The earliest recorded Viking raids were on England: the first, according o
the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, around 789, was a raid by three ships from

R
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Norway on Pordand in which the reeve Beaduheard and his men were
killed. In 792 the great Mercian King Offa arranged coastal delences, pre-
sumably against Viking pirates, and in 793 came the shocking raid on the
famous monastery founded by St Cuthbert on the Northumbrian island of
Lindisfarne, one of the holiest places in the British Isles. The Vikings ran-
sacked the church, killed some of the monks and carried off others into
captivity. However, the monastic buildings were not destroved and many of
the monastery's treasures, such as the splendid Lindisfarne Gospels, sur-
vived, Presumably the monks had at least a little warning of the atack and
were able o hide much of the monastery’s wealth before the Vikings struck,
It is difficult today 1o appreciate quite how appalling the attack must have
seemed to contemporary Christians. When Alcuin wrote of the atack, "it
was not believed that such a voyage was possible,” he was not expressing sur-



prise at some hitherto unsuspected seafaring ability on the part of the
Vikings—he was well aware of contacts between Northumbria and
Scandinavia—but shocked that God and the saints had not intervened 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, Frisia and Francia but
rarely penetrated more than a few miles inland. Though the speed and
mobility enjoved by the Vikings made such hit-and-run raids hard to pre-
vent, 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.

While disunity in western Europe did not cause of the Viking raids—Europe
has only rarely been more united—the Vikings were sensitive to political
problems and quick to take advantage of them. When civil war broke out in
the Frankish empire in 830, with serious consequences for the effectiveness
of the coastal defences, Viking raiding entered a new and more serious
phase which lasted until 865. Viking fleets became larger (30-35 ships at
first, rising to over 100 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.

In the first phase of Viking activity, raiding 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. After conquering East Anglia,
Northumbria and Mercia, the Vikings made extensive settlements in eastern
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 period 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 harried constantly by the English until their army dispersed in
896, bringing this phase of Viking activity to a close. More effective Irish
resistance led to a virtual cessation of Viking activity in Ireland 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 lower Seine
by Charles the Simple in return for undertaking to keep other Vikings out.
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Though there were occasional border troubles, the settlement, which
became known as Normandy, effectively ended Viking incursions up the
Seine. In 914 the Vikings attempted to create another settlement in cont-
nental Europe by conquering Brittany, but in 936 the Bretons drove them
out, virtually ending Viking activity on the Continent. Only Frisia, on the
main Viking route from Denmark to southeast England, was still raided reg-
ularly. Northwest England was settled by Norwegians from around 900, but
after this the Vikings were thrown onto the defensive by the kings of
Wessex, who had conquered all of the Scandinavian settlements in England
by 954. This was not to be the end of Viking activity in England, however;
raids began again in the 9805 on an increasingly devastating scale. In
Ireland, the long hiatus in Viking activity known as the “Forty Years Rest”
came to an end in 914, Raiding continued steadily from then on, but the
distinction between Viking attacks and internecine conflicts became
increasingly blurred as the Scandinavians became absorbed into the indige-
nous population of Ireland,

The Impact of the Vikings

The Viking raids had a great., sometimes decisive, Impact on western
Europe. But although the Vikings have been blamed for the break-up of the
Carolingian empire, the driving force for this process was internal and
dynastic; the Vikings profited from the empire’s internal problems but did
not cause them, The Vikings usually came a poor second to dynastic con-
cerns in the priorities of the Carolingian rulers, and they were sometimes
even welcomed as allies in internecine struggles. Roval measures against the
Vikings were often perceived by the Franks to be half-hearted, and by
demonstrating the ineffectiveness of roval power, the Vikings may have has-
tened its decline. The Vikings brought the Franks one certain benefit: their
occupation of Brittany in 914-36 broke the power of the native rulers and
paved the way for the region’s incorporation into Francia. The most impor-
tant long-term consequence of the Viking involvement in Francia was, how-
ever, the establishment of the Duchy of Normandy, Though the Norman
expansion of the 1 1th century cannot be considered an expression of inher-
ited Viking spirit—it was caused by internal political and social develop-
ments—its importance to the history of England, France and ltaly can hard-
lv be understated.

In England and Scotand. the Vikings broke up the existing power struc-
tures with far-reaching consequences for the history of both countries. In
Scotland the Viking attacks on the Picis, the Northumbrians and
Strathclyde Britons shifted the balance of power in favour of the Scots,
allowing them to unify the country. In England the Vikings eliminated the
kingdoms of East Anglia, Northumbria and Mercia, leaving Wessex as the
sole Anglo-Saxon kingdom. When the Danelaw was conguered by Wessex in
the 10th century, the English were, for the first time, united under one



crown. Thus both England and Scotland owe their existence as unified
states indirectly to the Vikings. The extensive Danish settlements in eastern
England have also had a major influence on the development 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
settlers in England were absorbed into the native population within 150
years or so. In the Hebrides they preserved their identity a little longer and
in Orkney and Shetland, well beyond the end of the Viking age. Aside from
the cultural damage caused by attacks on monasteries, the Vikings had sur-
prisingly little effect on Ireland, 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 are harder to gauge.
Damage to the agricultural economy caused by raids and campaigns is likely
to have been shortlived. Towns were built mainly of wood, so although 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
Dorestad, probably did so because the rivers which provided access to them
silted up, rather than because of Viking attacks. In Ireland and England, the
Vikings seem actually to have benefitted trade and promoted urbanization,
both directly by founding towns and settlements themselves and indirectly
by prompting the Anglo-Saxons to build their fortified burhs.

The most damaging aspect of the Vikings' acuvities 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 destroyed, others were simply
abandoned by their terrified monks. The monastic libraries were destroved,
their books burned or looted for 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 {lisptrﬂc{l, carried off into captivity or killed.
The revival of learning fostered by Charlemagne, known as the Carolingian
Renaissance, had collapsed before the end of the of the 9th century, while
the brilliant monastic culture of early Christian Ireland never recovered
from the Viking attacks. Whether this was a long-term setback to European
civilization 1s impossible to say, but the short-term damage to the cultural
life of Europe was immense.

Right: This silver ecclesiastical
chalice with gilt-bronze
decorations was made around
Al 700, and is one of the finest
achievements of late Celtic art.
Part of a hoard of valuables
buried during the Viking age,
presumably to conceal them
from raiders, it was unearthed
inn 1868 in Ardagh, County

Limerick.



The Raids Begin
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a terrifying new threat from the sea.

Viking raids on the Britush Isles began in the late 780s and began to affect
the contument by 799. Iniually the Vikings anacked isolated coastal commu-
nities and monasteries. Rarely defended, they were easv and profitable tar-
gets. According to the Anglo-5axon Chronicle, the first Viking raid on
England took place around 789, when three pirate ships from Norway
attacked Portland. In 792 the Mercian King Offa arranged coastal defences
for his kingdom; in the following year the famous monastery on Lindisiarne
was pillaged. The first raids on Ireland and Scotand were recorded in 795
and the first on Francia in 799,

For the hirst 30 vears or 5o, the raids were fairly etfectively resisied. Bath the
Anglo-Saxons and the Franks recognized that the greatest danger was tha
the Vikings would sail upriver and penetrate inland. The Anglo-Saxons
blocked the rivers with bridges, while the Frankish emperor Charlemagne
stationed coastguards and fleets on them. However, there was little that
could be done o protect 1".'-.'.E1r1-‘~|:1|. coastal areas like Frisia. In 810, the
Danish King Godired, feeling threatened by Frankish expansion on his bor-
der, ravaged the empire’s vulnerable Frisian coast: by the ume the Franksih
fleet and army had gathered, the raiders were long gone. Like an carlier
attack on the Franks Slav allies, the Abodrites, this was as much a show of
strength as a plundering expedition. After his death in 815, Charlemagne’s
successor Lous the Pious at first continued to maintain effective coast

defences. However, in the B30z, the l,"lTl[]-I:'l,' was riven by mtermal contlicts,
and its defences weakened. By 840 the Vikings had penetrated the Rhine
four times 1o sack Dorestad, the empire’s richest port




$

ATLANTIC

OCEAN

o

y ¥ o
MERCIA - 718,
; _ Offo sets up

X i?ﬁl - e
105 Vikings killed by local forces after
‘ ;:;Hiq:uhu[m F N
fay a s
uf i, ! \S_‘ "_ 3 e
.y e Al ]
Hisray "'l!.\,dt* 'i. I'lJn..___ 8 : T2s mems
Viking raids, 789-839
fh“:- f:l:l __,j' Viking atrack routes ‘ |
Charlemagne and Lowis the Pious _A campaigns of King Godired [
5""'."5"":"’:,”"’" Tf“‘“ s Viking raid, 789833
ﬁmhmﬁrﬁnﬂﬂuw a4 Viking rsid 849
ﬁrmim'u..l:hhnﬁiﬂt x Viking victory
circular forts bas been found N Vidng
along the Frisia and Flanders e defest
coast, but only limited s Viking camp
excavatons bave been done, and _ border
mone has definitely been dated to
the early 9th century. ‘ coast defence fleets
© possible site of Frankish fort A town sacked




The Raids Intensify

A very hard
winter: In March,
120 shaps of the
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Charles ...

his men could nol

rea lized

r.ﬂrnw'f.-h win. So he
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lo go away.

The Annals of St
Bertin, Ab 845

Civil war among the Franks allowed Viking raiders to sail
upriver and strike deep into the heart of Francia.

As soon as the Frankish emperor Louis the Pious died in 840, his three
sons—Lothar, Charles the Bald and Louis the German—fell out over their
inheritance. The Vikings were quick 1o exploit political weakness, and raids
became more frequent. The civil wars damaged royal authority, and the
coastal defences created by Charlemagne collapsed. The great rivers of the
empire lay open to Viking fleets which could penetrate far inland, sacking
major towns, ports and inland monasteries. From being a seasonal threat,
the Vikings now became a permanent presence, seizing river islands such as
Oissel in the Seine 1o use as bases for prolonged campaigns of raiding.

Charles the Bald's kingdom, with its long coastline and many navigable
rivers, was hit the worst. The Vikings benefited from his internal problems:
in 843 a rebel count allied with them to seize Nantes, and in 858 his brother
Louis the German invaded, lorcing Charles 1o abandon a siege of the
Viking base at Oissel. Charles was forced o pay "Danegeld’ o buy the Vik-
ings off. In the long term this only encouraged more raids, but it bought
him time to deal with his internal enemies. Sometimes the Vikings could be
a help—their attack on Bordeaux in 848 discredited the rebel prince who
controlled the city, enabling Charles to restore his authority there.

Lothar's kingdom included Frisia and the Rhine estuary, both frequent tar-
gets of Viking raids. Lothar solved his Viking problem by granting lands in
these areas to Viking
chiefs on condition that
they kept other Vikings
oul. These Vikings were
unreliable bui
there were no raids fur-
ther the Rhine
than Dorestad before
#63. The eastern king-

dom of Louis the Ger-

allies,

down

man, with only a short
coastline, had litle trou-
ble from the Vikings.
England also remained
relatively untroubled by
raids. The Anglo-Saxons
inflicted some severe
defeats on the Vikings in
this period,
England an unattractive
l@arget 1n comparison Lo
Francia.
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Right: Charles the Bald, King of
the West Franks (843-77),
sham seated on bis Hhrone
from the fromtispiece of a
cantemporary Bible.
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The Vikings in the Mediterranean

Vik-fng fleets raided Christian and Muslim Spain, and struck deep
into the Mediterranean.

Only a vear after they had established a base at the mouth of the Loire, the
Vikings tumed their attention to Spain. A fleet of around 100 ships left the
Loire and pillaged on the Garonne before descending on the Spanish
Christian Kingdom of Galicia and Asturias. Local resistance was effective,
and the Vikings moved on round Cape Finisterre, to try their luck against
the Umayvad Emirate of Cordoba. The Vikings took Lisbon virtually unop-
posed, then, after sacking Cadiz and Medina Sidonia, they sailed up the
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River Guadalquivir and captured Seville, From there they raided the sur-
rounding countryside until, five weeks later, the Vikings were heavily defeat-
ed by a Muslim army: the Muslims claimed 1o have destroved 30 ships, killed
1000 men and taken 400 prisoners, most of whom were later executed. The
survivors surrendered their captives and booty and were glad to escape back
to the Loire with their lives.

Thirteen vears later the Vikings returned to Spain with 62 ships under
Hastein and Bjorn Ironsides, two of the most famous Viking leaders. At first
they had as little luck as then ot edecessnrs, '|'J-L:'i!'|[.f ‘iull.l‘ltltj'.' beaten h‘_-' bath
the Asturians and Muslims as they cruised south along Spain’s Atlani
coast. However, at the Straits of Gibraltar the Vikings luck changed
_-xlgrfiras. was sacked, then the coasts of Morocco, Murcia, the Balearic
Islands and Rousillon were ravaged. They spent the winter of 859-60 on the
island of Camargue, at the mouth of #he Rhone, before ravaging upstream
as far as Valence the following spring. But resistance was herce, so the
Vikings moved on 1o Iaaly, sacking Luna (believing it to be Rome) and sail-
ing up the River Arno to sack Pisa and Fiesole. After this Hastein and Bjorn
are said to have o sailed into the eastern Mediterranean, but their move-
ments are uncertain until 861, when they were again defeated by a Mushm
fleer off Spain. Finally, Pamplona was sacked before the 20 survaving ships
made it back 1o the Loire in 862. It had been a mighty feat but very costly.
I'he Vikings prefered easier targets: in the future Spain was only rarely raid-

| bighly motivated state.  ed, and the Vikings never returned 1o the Mediterranean.
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The Franks Fight Back

By 859 Charles the Bald had survived the worst crises of his reign
and could turn his attention to the Vikings, who now posed a
serious threat to the economy of the Frankish heartlands.

New fortifications were built, Roman town walls were restored, and fortified
bridges constructed across the rivers Seine and Loire, But the bridges were
the Fr-ﬁ.;f."n_[:' Hen of positioned well inland, and while they protected Paris and the Frankish
heartlands, thev effectively abandoned the lower reaches of both rivers 1o
the Vikings.

“Cheerles caresed el

fets vealm to
assemble about ) .
Charles’s army was sall unreliable—it ran away from the Vikings in 866—
but his sicge of the Vikings in Angers in 873 was a notable victory, He also
workemen and cards,  tied to play one Viking army off against another. In 860 he hired the ser-
ik fJ.'r.r. S iaita vices of Weland, a ‘u’iking chict based on the Somme, to attack the Seine
Vikings at their base on Oissel. The Seine Vikings offered Weland a huge
bribe to let them escape, and the next year they were back again, raiding on
Apckelie.  and the  the Marne. The Vikings only left the Seine in 866 after Charles had resorted
to the old expedient of paying Danegeld.
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Increasingly the most effective defence came not from the king but from

S local leaders. The Loire Vikings suffered a number of sharp deteats in the
it off to sh I3 860s at the hands of local counts, who could react more quickly than

ALY, -'-l":"h'.;j L o doren centralized royal forces. By the end of the 9th century, they had

become the basis of Frankish defence. There were limits to the

devolution of defence. however, and peasant bands which had

done bécause of the formed in 859 to fight the Vikings were suppressed by the counts,
Northmen, " This stiffening of Frankish resistance certainly contributed to the

. _ : " decline of Viking activity in the late 86{s, but it was the success of the

I'he Annals of 5t Danish Great Army which invaded England in 865 that more than anything

sertin, A #b2  turned Viking attentions away from Francia.

the Serne. he closed

the river, This was

2/The fortified bridge at Pont de I'"Arche

The key to Charles the Bald's
defences for the Seine was the

fortified bridge at Pont de - e Rk e =
FArche near Pitres. The bridge g e ; - -

was protected by garrisons o

stationed in large forts of

wood awd stone on both

bumks of the river.
Comatruction s begun in
B62, but work was slow. ﬂm,i
Hf.e ished bnd'p: 15
ikcing control in ,
Wu.r,g#n the bridye m _
forts was finally completed
ardind 870. A Viking fleet..
wilrich. En{q?‘d the Seine in
876 did not get'past.the
bridee, arnd the Vi "'-'-5:;".. sty
away for the next temyedrs,
The bridge and fort wiers
eveninally destroved in 25
Vikimg attack in 885, .n-ﬂ;} e

oy WF.. F!'%.




N ©® 100 ki
R e ey I
] W0 ity North Sea
4."":" !
L B6S
MERCIA u The Great Army
B&S
EAST
ANGLIA

o B&3
Wikings soil towgrds
Cologne. Emperor Lothar
o Uops them at Xonten,
- ond Ronc persuodes them
o keove peacefidly
T ] ‘F'E':-T
4 Cologne
Ghdm
KINGDOM OF
LOUIS THE GERMAN
Chartres
Newvdria 4 "J(
ek | Lanes Melur" e 86
m%m Bretons ally with Loe Cha .ﬁﬁmmh
- o Frankish .'":ihﬂtﬂmuﬁlmunrlm. nfﬂm'mhnmiﬂu | : [ 1
E;E'ﬁ-uﬂﬂ ] Le Mans lL_,fn*" wFleury % ot '
.y o, eayy Toursg Baurge: | &) o
#8617 Charles drives
Count Robert of Angers  Vikings out of KINGDOM OF
captures |2 Viking ships Angers
mrmm.-..-e?ﬂ‘ 5t
%4 . CHARLES THE BALD .
] 865 Paitou
4 .'!,.Iilu_u';“.ur . €864 I frmrn n
- Count of Auvergne i
defeated and killed
| b4 ~
B&S ¢ Clermont o i
Aguitgsnians kil
| I/¥iking raids and Frankish G M
. defence, 860-78 i
|’, | Kingdom of Charles the Bald, 870 —_—
E L § Frankith fort
| 5 Frankish forufied bridge OF LOUIS IT
~~wa#” Danish Great Army, D45 W=
x WViking victory ¥
. Viking defeat e M Ce
E | Viking camp '
i Viking raid, 861-&
F Viking raid, B&b6—TH .
| g Meditervanean Nen




The Great Army in England

"I thas year (e
host went across
Mercia into Fsi
N
Fedmuned the king

A H;;'.I";'f.' "

fought against
them, and the
Danes won ... they
slew the J"-'r;.'ra‘l.l_; cenel
overran the entire
kingdom, and
destroved all the
monasieries o
wwhich they came. ™
| he Anglo-Saxon
Chronicle,

A great Danish army arrives in England, and one by one the
Saxon kingdoms fell to the invaders.

For most of the 9th century, England seems to have escaped the worst of the
Viking raids that plagued Ireland and Francia, But it was yalnerable—divid-
ed mto small, uncooperatve kingdoms which could be picked off one at a
ume, and crisscrossed by Roman roads along which an invader could move
quickly. When the Danes did arrive in force, their imention was not merely
plunder, but conquest. In 865 a “great heathen army”™ under the command
of Ivar and Halfdan arrived in East Anglia, The kingdom bought peace with
a supply ol horses, and in 866 the Danes rode north. The Northumbrians
were preoccupied with a cvil war, and the Danes entered York unopposed.
The following spring, the two rival kings united to ury to recapture York, bt
the attack failed and they were both killed. The kingdom of Northumbria
died with them: by 876 York had become capital of a new Viking kingdom.

In 867 the Danes forayved into Mercia, A joint Mercian-West Saxon force
besieged them at Nottingham—the only time that one Anglo-Saxon king-
dom helped another against the Danes—and they withdrew to York. The
Danes returned to East Anglia in 869, where they defeated and killed King
Edmund, bringing a second Anglo-Saxon kingdom under their control.
The next vear they invaded Wessex. King Kthelrazd and his brother Alfred
resisted fhercely; the Danes withdrew to London, then back to York. They
invaded Mercia again in 873, and the kingdom collapsed after the Danes
ook the royal centre of Repron. Here the army split: Halfdan returned o
consolidate his hold on York, while the other half under Guthrum, Oscetel

v B4 and Anund went to Cambridge before invading Wessex in 875, Alfred, now
p— . king, was forced to take refuge in the Somerset marshes, But the Danes had
been weakened by the division of the army, and by the fact that many of
their fighters had decided to settle on the lands they had won in North-
umbria and Mercia. When Alfred managed to raise another army and won a
great victory at Eddington, the Danes agreed 1o leave Wessex.
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2/The Viking fort at ¢ ! e
N
Viking armies chose defensible S
positions for their winter g
camps with at least one side y &
defended by water or O
marshland. The small camp at
Repton was built for the Great
Army in the winter of 8734,
The river Trent protected one
side of the camp, the other
was defended by a D-shaped
rapipart and ditch which
incorporated an Anglo-Saxon
monastic church, A slipreay in mass burial of 230 &
the fort suggests that ships indviduals, mostly
were beached inside the Viking warriors
enclosure for protection. who died of disease
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The Great Raids on Francia

— e — —

“The Northmen
continue to kil and
teake Christian
people captive;
without ceasing
they destroy
charches and
dwellings and furn
towmns. Along all the
YOS e SPes
bodies of the clergy
and laity, of nobles
and athers, raf
women, children
and infants.
Annals of Si
Vaast, 8584

A!ﬁ'ed the Great’s successful defence of Wessex is bad news for

Francia as the Vikings seek easier pickings there,

The Viking fleet which had arrived on the Thames in 878 crossed the sea
the following year and landed near Calais. The Vikings acquired horses and
plundered northern Flanders on their way to Ghent, where they were
joined by their ships in a winter camp. This set a pauttern for the next 12
years: every year the Vikings moved on w0 a new camp, usually located at a
monastery on a navigable river, and used it as a base from which to raid the
surrounding countryside. For five years Flanders, the Rhineland and
Picardy were methodically ravaged. When these were exhausted the Vikings
moved south and sailed up the Seine to Paris in 885, Two fortified bridges
blocked their way. The Viking leader Sigfrid demanded safe passage, but
the Parisians refused. The Vikings auempted to destroy the bridges but,
encouraged by their bishop Joscelin and their count Odo, the defenders
held o for almost a vear before the city was relieved by Emperor Charles
the Fat. Instead of attacking the Vikings, however, Charles simply gave them
the permission they wanted to sail past Paris. They spent the next two years
raiding along the Marne and upper Seine. Charles’s pusillanimous act led
to his deposition and the final breakup of the Carolingian empire in 885,

The West Franks now chose as king a man who had proven his fighting spir-
it, Count Odo, the hero of Paris. With an eflfective display of force and the
encouragement of a payment of Danegeld, Odo nd the Seine of Vikings in
BRY. The Vikings now launched an unsuccessful invasion of Brittany before
moving back to try their luck in the East Frankish kingdom. The East
Franks' chosen successor to Charles the Fat, Arnull, was another man like
Odo, and the Vikings faced resistance wherever they went. The Franks had
built fortresses and town walls across the whole area between the Seine and
the Rhine. The final straw was a severe famine which affected Francia in
BO1-2; it was probably this, more than military pressure, that forced the
main Viking army to leave for England in 892, Francia had not seen the last
of the Vikings, but the worst of the raids were now past.

N

The heavily armed Frankish
cavalry was potentially the
most powerful force in Enrope.
Hoerver, low morale - the

| result of political instability
and poor leadership - often lec
tr the Franks being routed by
the Vikings,
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Wessex Defended
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Right: the Alfred Jewel was
smade as a bandle to g
poimtery, infended to be wsed az
ant @id to reading. Alfred
actively promoted education
and monasticism in the belief
that morval and spiritual
defences were as necessary to
bis kingdom as phresical
defences, such as the burhs,

The departure of the Great Army gave Wessex a breathing space,

and when the Vikings returned they found conditions utterly
changed.

After the Danes left for the continent in 879, Alfred reorganized the fyrd, or
peasant militia, so that it could stay in the field for longer. The roval armm
also became much more mobile, and was able to react quickly o Viking
attacks. A fleet was built to challenge the Vikings on the high seas. Most
important was the construction of a network of burhs—fortified settle-
ments—across the whole of Wessex. The overall effect ot these measures
was to deny the Viking armies the freedom of movement which they had
enjoved in the 560s and 8705, and make them much more vulnerable to
counter-attack, The acceptance by the Mercians of Alfred’s leadership in
#E6 also ensured a greater degree of cooperation between the Anglo-Saxons
than had existed before.

The Vikings continued to hold the initiative, however, and had the great
advantage of being able to retreat into friendly Danish-held territory if they
suttered a reverse. The Danes of Northumbria and the Danelaw also sup-
plied reinforcements and launched diversionary raids on the coasts of
Wessex. Despite this, the two Viking armies which arrived in Kent in 892
were not destined to prosper. The only major raid into Wessex was defeated
in spring 893 and when, shortly 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 their families and loot, Their ships were
either destroyed or taken to London and Rochester by the English. A raid
deep imto 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 avoid English forces, they returned to their East Anglian base
through Northumbria in 894,

The Viking army now moved to the River Lea, threatening London, but
Alfred blockaded the river and forced it to abandon its ships and flee over-
land into Mercia in 8395, After spending another winter under siege at
Bridgnorth, the frustrated Viking army broke up: some settled in
Northumbria and East Anglia, others returned to
Francia. After their departure the Anglo-
Saxon chronicler heaved a sigh of relief:
“the Viking army had not—by God’s
grace!l—afthicted the English people

1o a very great extent” he conclud-
ed. Though the English had not
won any great victories, they
had prevented the Vikings
from plundering at will,
and at no time had
Alfred’'s defences
looked hkelv o
break down.



Viking campaigns and
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The Conquest of the Danelaw

|/Campaigns and In Jjust seven years, Wessex conquered much of the Danelaw,

conquests, 902-16 creating a unified kingdom of England

m Wesse and allies, . ; : : 2 N ; : ;
902 When Alfred the Great died in 899, Wessex was still on the defensive. His

_ ;"I";'“‘“'d from Mercia. successor, Edward the Elder, was faced by a revolt by his cousin Aethelwold.
conquered by In 903 the rebel persuaded the East Anglian Danes to invade Mercia and
Wessex, 312—6 Wessex, Edward retaliated with a raid into the Danish-held Fens. Part of his
E;I_;:haﬁnﬂ#mz : army was defeated, but Aethelwold and the Danish King Eohric
borderof Danetaw, | .« o were killed. Peace returned until 909, when Edward despaiched

i m G "”ﬁ,-_f_:f an army to attack the Northumbrian Danes. A Danish counter-

Fri :E.;EEE s e - auack, was defeated at Tettenhall in 910.
Anglo-Saxan artack LS

+  Danish actack
| wegr Dublin Vikings
Anglo-Saxon vicTory

The power of the Kingdom of York was broken, and Edward’s
situation transformed. In co-operation with his sister
Athetlad, the ruler of Mercia, he began a piecemeal but

-'.. :

Angle-Saxen fortified towns: methodical conquest of the Danelaw south of the
o  burh established Humber. After the Danish king of East Anglia was
. ﬁiﬁuhed 5 . i killed in battle at Tempsford in 917, organized Danish
T afer 502 B s resistance crumbled. Edward narrowly missed adding

Danish fortified towns: ---_-,--: MNorthumbria to his kingdom. The Danes of

4  the Five Boroughs Northumbria had submitted to Ethelflaed in 918,

but she died before this coup could be followed
up, and in the following vear Ragnald, a

& ather forofied towns

Trish £ L -~ Viking chief from Ireland, ook control of
; f’{ S Man - York and the English-ruled Earldom of
Sea (F "t Northumbria.

o & kms | o
- The conquest of the Danelaw had

N 903904 taken just seven vears, Alfred had left

Edward with an efficient army which
could remain in the field for months
if need be, while the building of

burh was an effective wav of
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Left: tfis 108h-century carning
of a Danish warrior, from a
stone cross in St Andrew's
Church, Middleton in North
Yorkshire, shows bim wearing
a Viking belmet and
swrronnded by the weapons of
the period—a spear, round
shield, sword and battle-axe.
It may be a memorial to a
Danelaw aristocrat who bad
been converted to
Christianity.

- English contral, 916-19
= .=

“[Edward] devised a mode
of frustrating the Danes;
for he repaired many
ancient cities or buall
new ones in places
calculated for his
purpose, and filled
them with a
military foree ...”
William of
Malmesbury

Irish Sea

Dianish fortified pown

English Channel

consolidating every advance. But the decisive factor was Danish weakness
rather than English strength. Now that the Danes were settled, they had lost
their main military advantage over the English, their mobility, They had
crops to tend and homes to defend, and were less willing to spend months
on campaign. Edward’s achievement is often called the “reconquest” of the
Danelaw, but it was, in effect, the West Saxon conquest of England. By no
means all the English regarded Edward as a liberator—many fought with
the Danes—and his campaigns ended with the formal annexation of
English Mercia by the Kingdom of Wessex in 919,



The Kingdom of York

Above: Viking York flowrished
as a market for local goods
and improrts from
Scandinavia, Ireland and
Crervirany, and ils kings struck
large guantities of silver
pennies, This coin of Olaf
Crudfzfrihsson fc, 93941,
beleny) carries the pagan
syibol of a raver with
avtstrefched wnings.

From 866 to 954 York was the centre of a Viking kingdom

including most of the old kingdom of Northumbria south of the
Tees.

After they took York in 866, the Danes at first ruled through English puppet
kings, but in 876 Haltdan, one of the leaders of the Great Army, seized
power, Halfdan—the first of many Vikings to dream of uniting York and
Dublin—was killed in Ireland in 877, Little is known of his successors: some
of them are known only from their coins. Danish control came under threat
alter an Irish victory over the Dublin Vikings in 902 brought an an influx of
Irish-Norse settlers to northwest England. The death of three Danish kings
at the battle of Tettenhall in 910 left the kingdom leaderless, and opened
the way for the Irish-Norse Viking Ragnald to seize York in 919,

The Irish-Norse were never to establish themselves securelv, however, and
in 927 they were driven out by King Athelstan, who therely completed the
West Saxon dynasty's takeover of England. Olaf Gurhirithsson, King of
Dublin, wied o regain York with the support of the Scots and Swathelvde
Britons in 937, but was crushingly defeated by Athelstan at Brunanburh
{location unknown, but probably near the Humber}. In 939 Olaf was back,
He conquered Northumbria and the Five Boroughs of the Danelaw in a
lightning campaign, but his victory proved to be ephemeral; by 944, York
was back in English hands. Erik Bloodaxe, an exiled king of Norway with a
mighty reputation as a warrior, returned York to Viking control for the last
tume in Y48. For the next six vears he struggled for control with King Olaf
Sihtricson of Dublin and the English King Fadred, but it was the North-
umbrians themselves who drove him out of York to his death in an ambush
on Stainmore in 954, Eadred, apparently unopposed, took control of
Northumbria.

| /¥iking Jorvik, 886-954
Mast of the Scandinavian
(predominantly Danish) settlement in
York—[orvik, as the Vikings called
it—lay to the south of the old Roman
fort, which was the ecclesiastical and
administrative centre. This continued
o function undisturbed under the
'r"ikfngx, wwhase kings were often an
friendly terms with the archbishaps.
Scandinavian York grew rapidly, and
settlement spread onto the west bank
of the Ouse in the 10th century. By
HNNY York's population was probably
arosereed 10,0, making it a large city
by the standards of early medieval
Europe.

|_ _] main area of Scandinavian settlement
®  excivabed Viking site

+ pre-Morman church
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Vikings in Ireland I

Above: this small buwan
figure, an enamelled mount
from a bronze bowl, was
fownd in a Viking grave mn
Scandimaria, It s Bepical of
the many fine pieces of Irish
craftsmanship pillaged by the
Vikings, The 9th century saw
the end of the “polden age™ of
early Christian Irish
civilization, which produced
fredsures such as the gh
crosses, the Book of Kells and
the Ardagh chalice.

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

Ireland’s Viking age began with a raid on a church on Lambey Island near
Dublin in 7895. Viking activity developed in a similar way to that in Britain
and Francia, The first phase, which lasted until around 830, involved simall
fleets in uncoordinated attacks on targets—primarily monasteries—within
20 mules of the coast. In the 830s raiding became much more frequent, and
the tleets larger. Inland areas became vulnerable as the Viking fleets began
to saill up navigable rivers such as the Shannon, sacking the monastery ai
Clonmacnoise in 836, and then into Lough Erne and Lough Neagh,

Early 9th-century Ireland was divided into five competing high kingdoms,
but the high kings had little control over their quarrelsome sub-kings, so
there was no coordinated response to the raids. By 840 the Vikings had
become a permanent presence, building fortified camps, the most impor-
tant of which was at Dublin. Around this time the shadowy warlord Turgeis
provides the first evidence that Viking ambitions now extended beyond
plunder to conquest and political control. Once the Vikings began to de-
velop permanent settlements, they became more vulnerable to counter-
attack, and Insh resistance became more effective. In 847 the Vikings suf-
tered four major defeats, atter which many of them moved to Francia.

The first raiders and setters had been Norwegians, but in 851 the Danes
won control of Dublin, only to be expelled two years later by Olaf the
White, a son of a Norwegian king. Olaf made himself king: of Dublin, and
under him the Vikings began 1o be drawn into Irish politcal life, alternately
fighting and allving with their neighbours. When Olaf’s successor Ivar died
in 873, the Dublin kingdom entered a period of politeal instability. Many
Vikings lelt Ireland to raid in England or Francia or seule in Iceland, and
for the next 40 years Ireland saw little Viking activity,

1/Viking Dublin
Dublin, Ireland’s first true
tovm, originated as a
longpirort, a fortified
eniclosure il by the
Vikings in 841 to protect
their ships and act as a
raiding base, Dublin
prrobuably developed as
centre for slave irading,
and excavations have
showsn that by the 10th
century it had becomee a
prrospierous wmevchant dand
mranufacturing toumn,

® major excavation
10ch-century Dublin

H nsion in | 1th |
and | 2th centuries
+ pre-Norman church

7 rmarshiand {drained in |
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UThe Vikings in Ireland: |
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Vikings in Ireland II
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The “Fortly Years’ Rest” was followed by renewed raiding but
graduaﬂ}l the Vikings were assimilated into the Irish population.

The long respite from Viking raids which Ireland enjoved between 874 and
914 became known as the “Forty Years' Rest”™. Manv Vikings had moved o
England or Francia where raiding was now reaching s peak; those who
remained suffered a series of defeats culminating with their expulsion from
Dublin in 902, But as the opporinities for raiding in. England and Francia
dechned, the Vikings turned their attention to Ireland again. Within a few
vears the Vikings were re-established in strength at Dublin, Wextord,
Waterford and Limerick, and were once again raiding deep inland along
Ireland’s navigable rivers. Ireland also experienced a great deal of small
scale coastal randing by Vikings settled in the Hebndes and northern isles,
which continued into the 12th century.

The Vikings made no lasting territorial conquests or extensive settlements.
The Dublin Vikings were frequently diverted by their ambitons to rule York,
while the Irish-Norse towns were often at odds with each other. lrish resis
tance was often highly effective and it was only Ireland’s disuniy thar
enabled the Viking enclaves 1o survive, Tradition has it that Ireland’s Viking
age ended at the battle of Clontarf m 1014, when Brian Boru, the king of
Munster, defeated an alliance between Leinster and the Dublin Vikings,
though he himself was killed in the fighting. In reality, it ended more with a
whimper than a bang. Under constant pressure from the kings of Munster
in the south and the kings of Meath in the north, the power ol the Irish-
Norse was in sharp decline by the late 10th century. Though the nanve king-
doms often sought them as allies because of their fighting qualities, they had
little influence in their own nght: several times betore 1000 the Dublin
Vikings had been torced o pay tribute to Irish
kings as the price of keeping their indepen-
dence. By this nme the Irish-Norse were begin-
ning to lose thewr Viking denuty through con-
version to Christianity, intermarriage with the
Irish and adoption of the Gaelic language; the
Irish now knew them as the "Ostmen”™ (men of
the east) to distinguish them from the Scandin-
avians.

Left: in responze fo fe Viking
raids of the 10th century, the
Irish built a servies of church
belltowers wihich conld also
serve as lookout posts and
refuges, like this one on the
monastic island of Deverizh

; a Right: although the Vikings
in Lough Erne.

bad little Lovrg-Term
influence in Ireland,
Scandinavian styles did find
their way into Irish art, The
Cross of Cong was made
arownd 1123, long after the
Irish Vikings had lost their
independence bul 115
decaration still shows a
strong imfluence of the Late
Morse Urnes stvile,
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The Vikings in Scotland
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Bilow: St Cedumiba’s Alibey
o thre fsland of lona was one
of the first places in Scotland

aftacked by the Vikings, As

the Nowse settlers of the 1sles
conperted v Christeamiby,
Viking rwlers became patrons
—rather than plunderers—af
the abbey. By the §1th century
it had become the burial place
of the Norse kings of Man and
the Isles,

Viking raids on monasteries were followed by permanent
settlements in the Scottish islands and along the coast.

The earliest recorded Viking activity in Scotland was an attack on the
monastery of Colmeille on lona in 7495, Over the next 50 vears raids contin-
ued unabated around the western coasts, By the mid-9h centary, however,
the emphasis had shilted from raiding 1o seulement. Very little is known
about the settlement process. but the first settlements probably began as
raiding bases early in the century. By 900, settlers—mostly Norwegians—
were well established in the slands and along the coast from Galloway 1o
the Morav Firth, In Orknev and Shetbind the native Celis were i_nlllpli.'ll'h.
submerged by the newcomers, but in the Hebrides and the southwest they
were soon intermarrying with the Norse 1o produce a hybrid people known
1o the Irish as the Gall-Gaedhil (“foreign Gael™), from which Galloway gets
its name, One result of Celuc influence was that many of the settlers adopi-
ed Christianity belore SO0,

The polincal orgamzation of the settlements 15 uncertain but, as later m
lceland, they were probably made under anstocratic leaders such as keul
Flatnose who ruled in the Hebrndes Trom around 540 o S80. Towards the
end ol the Yih century, the Norwegian Vestlold kings extended their
authority over Orkney, establishing an ecarldom under loose roval control.
They also clamed sovereigniy over the Hebnides, but it would be 200 vears
hefore their authority there was anything more than theoretical. The
Orkney earldom soon expanded, taking control of most of the Scandina-
vian settled areas of Scotland by the reign of karl Sigurd the Stout (e $80-
1014),

The most important effect that the Vikings had on Scotland in this period
was to break the existing power structures, In 800, Scotland was divided
between four ethnic groups: the Picts of the Highlands, the Scots of
Dalriada, the Britons of Sirathclvde and the Anglo-Saxons of Northumbria
All four suffered from Viking attacks, but the Scots seem 1o have been weak-
cned less than their neighbours. Turning circumstances to their advantage,
they overran the Picts in 844, the Strathelvde Britons in the 9205 and
Lothian in 973, 1o create the kingdom of Scotland.
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Scandinavian Place Names 1in Britain
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Above: placenames of Novse
origin predomiingte in much
of northuest England.,
However the survival of
Anglo-Saxan placenames such
s Kaber (ca-beorg =
“sackdme Wll™) alongside
Hadmes of i Morse origin
such as Keld (“spring”) and
Thwaite (“clearing”} show
that the native inbabitants
were mof driven out by flre
pe settlers.

Below: thes sumdial e the
prorch of 5t Gregory's Minster
at Kirkdale in Yorkshire shows
the Novse settlers becoming
assimtilated isito the Anglo-
\axon popalation, A man uith
a Scandinaian nawie bas
restored a Christian charch
aned recorded the fact in
Anglo-Saxom: “Ohvm, son of
Cramal, acquired the church of
St Gregory when it was
tumbled and ruined, and bad
it vebilt from the growed in
boronr of Christ and 5t
Gregory™ during the earldom
of Tostig (1055-65).

Placenames are the most important source of evidence about the
extent of Viking settlement in Britain and Ireland.

If we had to rely only on archaeological evidence, such as bunals, stone-
carvings or settlements, the picture would be much less complete. This 15
especially true in England, where Scandinavian settlements have proved
very difficult o dentfv. Though many Scandinavian placenames date from
alter the Viking age, their distribution gives a broad indication of the densi-
tv of Scandinavian settlement. In Orkney, Shetland and Caithness, almost
all placenames are of Scandinavian character. Scandinavian placenames are
also common in the Isle of Man, Cumbnia, Yorkshire and the East Midlands;
in East Anglia, the Hebrides and Galloway; and, to a lesser extent, along the
coasts of northwest Scotland, Lancashire, Cheshire and South Wales, There
are few Scandinavian placenames in England south of the 9th-century bor-
der of the Danelaw, and they are absent even from many areas north of i

Irespite the Vikings' long immvolvement in Ireland, there are few Scandin-
avian placenames there, mirroring the lack of hterary and archaeological
evidence tor Scandinavian settlement outside their coastal bases. A scatter-
ing of prominent coastal features, especially around the Irish Sea, have
Scandinavian names—a sign of the Scandinavian domination of these
waters during the Viking age. In general, Norwegian placename elements
are commonest in northwest England, Man and Scotland, and Danish ele-
ments in eastern England. The most characteristic Danish placename

clements are -fy, as in Thurkleby (“Thurkil’s

farmstead”), and -thorpe as in Kettlethorpe Man
("Keul's outlving farm”). Hybrid names gl
- H : .
incorporating a Danish personal name and -

a ) v - 2 -
the English element -fun, as in Grimston —
AR T 1 L] = i
(“Grim’s village™), are also common in the S 5

-

Danelaw. Typical Norwegian placename ele-

isles are e,
’!—ﬂ“ k)

stathir, found in Grimista ("Grim’s place™),

ments found in the northern

- i Y 5 ; s b 8w
and -bofstadr, as in Ishister (“eastern farm™). a2 -
I'he Norwegian -thveif in, Brackenthwaite -
(“*bracken clearing”), is common in Cumbria .

4

and Dumiries. Common Scandinavian ele- | ==

ments in coastal placenames are -ey (island),
-holm (islet), <wick (bay) and -ford ([jord).




Scandinavian pEu:enames in Britain and Ireland

Scandinavian placenames:

I - almost tomlly Morses
| - mixed Gaelic and Morse

- mixed Gaelic, Morse and Damsh

mixed Danizh and
Anglo-Saxon
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and Anglo-3axon

mixed Morse, YWelsh,
Danish and Anglo-Saxon

Limdy isolated Scandinavian placenama border af Danelaw
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The Duchy of Normandy

Rollo’s Vikings, allowed to settle in Normandy as a defence
against other raiders, rapidly adopted a French, Christian identity.

In 892, most of the Vikings on the Seine crossed the Channel o rad in
England, and those who remained began to settle down. Their last major
raid—on Chartres in 91 1—was defeated, and their leader Rollo made a
peace agreement with the Frankish King Charles the Simple. In return for
his homage and conversion to Christianmity, Rollo was made count of Rouen
(the rulers of Normandy did not use the title “duke” before 1006). Charles'
intention was that Rollo would prevent any other Vikings sailing down the
Seine o attack his kingdom. In this respect, the agreement was a great suc-
cess and, apart from some border woubles, the Viking threat to the Seine
valley was permanently ended. Rollo was granted further lands around
Baveux in 924 and his successor William Longsword acquired the Cotentin
peninsula in 933, but attempis 1o expand eastwards were defeated.

Normandy—{rom Normannia, or "Northman's Land™—owes 1ts name to
the Vikings, but their long-term influence was slight. Placename evidence
points to fairly dense Scandinavian (mainly Danish) settlement i coastal
areas, but elsewhere it was very sparse: the Scandinavians were clearly a
minority in Normandy as a whole. The settlers have left little archaeological
evidence of their presence, indicating that they quickly adopted Frankish
material culture and burial practices. Some newly arrived settlers started a
briel pagan revival around 942, but most of the earlier settlers had already
converted by this stage. Economic ties with the north, never strong, were
abandoned by the late 10th century. Scandinavian speech probably suraved
until the early 11th century, The last vestige of Scandinavian cultural influ-
ence was the presence of
a Norwegian poet at the
ducal court in 1025, Well
Above: one of a pairof  before 1066, Normandy had
Scandinavian -ﬁb"f‘“} ¥ bhecome; administratively,
clothes fasteners, found in a : o :
Viking: groive il Piises o culturally and linguistically,
Normandy., & French principality.
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The growth of the Duchy of
MNormandy, 211-1051
Scandinavian settement:
dense
e i perged
Scandinavian place names
Marman territory:
| eriginal grant, 91
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-i acquired 933
| acquired 1051
Morman campaigns. FH=1014
=t  Frankish campaign, $43-5
- %  town sacked
Above: William of Normuandy Flanders ” -
besieges the castle of Dinan in Thn!r:-um\ o 1::;: i
Betamny in 1064, in a scene o Morman defeat
fromt the Baveux Tapestry.
The castle 15 a typical motte-
and-bailey of the period, with
i wooden stockade on fop of
an earth monnd, The three- %
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The Vikings in Brittany

o = = Blocked out of the Seine by the Normans, the Vikings invaded
lhe Northmen. . Brittany and drove its nobles into exile.
devastated all -
Briteenny. . For most of the Sth century, Britan .y escaped relatively lightly from Viking
: attacks; although it suffered s share of coastal raids, the region was periph-
eral to the Vikings' main interesis. The worst attacks were probably in 847
Poher and frrectt and #5858, when parts of Brittanv were briefly occupied, but a series of Breton

Maihedot, count of

victories 538-491 won the region a 2ikvear respite. In many ways the Vikings

throng of Bretons ) : : AT
: were more of a help than a hinderance 1o the Bretons in this period. The

T
WU YETM e TEEr] : : - : ! - g Y ;
took refuge with  Frankish emperors were too preoccupied with internal problems and

\thelstan, fine of  Viking attacks to prevent the Bretons expanding to the south and west, and
were obliged 1o recognize Brittany's independence, The Vikings proved use-

the Anpgles. .. Bt . : i 5 !
e A '”""III but ful alhes; a joint Breton-Viking army atacked Le Mans in 863,

the poorer Bretons . ol N
But in the l0th century, the situanon changed. The settlement of Rollo and

his followers in Normandy in 911 closed the Seine w Viking raids, and in
remeined in fhe  England the Danes were being pushed onto the defensive, Only Brittany
bower of the and Ireland n*muim*rl. open 1o attack, and I'rnn? 912 _[i_'u- raids i.nlrrl.aiﬁﬂi.
Most coastal monasteries were abandoned as their terrified monks fled with

Northomen,  their relics and manuscripts. By 919 Brittany's detences had completely col-
defenceless aned  lapsed: the nobility fled o Francia and England, and the Vikings under
- Rognvald conquered the whole country, making their capital at Nantes. The
conquest seems to have been a purely military takeover: there is no evi-
Chronicle ol dence of any settlement nor, apparently, did the Vikings engage in trade,
Nantes, 919 Nantes, whose position at the mouth of the Loire should have enabled it 1o
become a flourishing trade centre like York or Dublin, was semi-derelict

when the Bretons recaptured it

who tilled the soul
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2/The fort at Camp
de Péran
The fort at Camp de Péran
vas either built or occupied by
the Vikings in the sarly 10th
century; weapons and pottery of ramBars
the period bave been found
there, as well as a coin from : e
York. lts shape and ! ) Y
construction are similiar to 5 F T
that of the round forts of 3 E__: i
Deestmiark (o page 84). Its L s b7,
earthen vamparts, soome 12 feet ‘_fi_—i
(4 meetres) bigh, would bave ji{
been topped by a wooden ik
stockade. The fort was “i.?j
destroved by fire some time 3 f_l
durirg the 930s, possibly :;— i
during Alan Barbetorte’s E
| invasion. In places the beat :l' -
| wits 50 intense that the clay
. ramparts bave become vitrified,

¥ |Oth-century cain fram York




| IThe Vikings in Brittany, 836-939 | e
#2318 g 50 mies

Vikings from Mantes buifd fort
|| area occupied by Vikings, 914-39 039

s border of Brittany, afver 851

et  Viking raid Bretons storm fort
o  monastery or other church #0014
! armacked or abandoned, 836-939 Diod Burned in last recorded

Viking capial. 919-37 Viking attack on Brittany

Viking fort
Yiking ship burial
x Viking victory
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Above: three of the weapons  In 931 the Vikings concentrated at Nantes 1o launch an invasion of Francia.
found in the Viking fortat  The Bretons saw their chance and rebelled. Though the rebellion was put
Campr de Péran—a lomngsword : g T Ll ais

with a pattern-welded blade, 90D the weakness of the Vikings® position was exposed. This encouraged
and heo iron spearbeads.  Alan Barbetorte ("twisted-beard”), an exile in England, to lead an invasion
of Brittany in 936. Nantes was retaken after a fierce battle in 937 and the
last Vikings were expelled from their fort at Trans near Dol in 939, The
ettect of  the Viking occupation was disastrous for Breton independence,
however. The anthority of the dukes never fully recovered, and by the 11th

century Brittany had become a satellite of Normandy. ‘



The Viking Warrior

Rf('-‘ﬂj‘ decorated weapons and lavish burials proclaimed the
status of Viking warriors; bonded by loyalty and pride, they were
the elite of their society.

Right: this carved wooden
head on the Oseberg cart

{c. 800 shows the frerce
Viking warrior of legend. The
cart is part of the vich
assemhblage of grave goods of
a Viking gueen in the Oseberg
shipr burial from Norneay.

Verv litde is known about the orga-
nization of the Viking armies that
ravaged western Europe. The basic
unit was the fid, a king's or chief-
tain’s private retinue of warriors.
'he warriors of the lid formed 3
felag or fellowship, bonded together
by mutual lovalitv. Discipline was
probably mamtained mainly by the
individual warrior’s tear of dishon-
our il he abandoned his leader and
E“ilrrlp;lllil”‘l'\ iII .lli,t[,'ll.t_': IH[t'..-lll]'l. A WdT-
rior should [ellow his leader to his
death if necessary. A Viking army
was sitnply a group ol i which had
oI l{]g’l_"lhlﬁ'l faet 4 COmimion ;_Iilr-
pose, When a campaign was over the
army dispersed into its respective fel-
lowships to settle, go home or join another army somewhere else. Local
defence within Scandinavia was provided for by a levy system which
required all able-bodied men to bear arms in an emergency. The local
chieftain’s Iid probably provided the backbone of the levies. In battle,
Viking warriors expecied their kings or chieftains o lead from the froni
under their standards. In an age of primitive battlehield communications,
the standard showed warriors the direction of advance and provided a rally-
ing point in dire emergency, The most feared Viking warnors were the
berserkers, devotees of the war god Odin. Their name i1s probably derived
from the bearskin shirts they wore. Berserkers worked themselves into a
rance-like frenzy betore battle which apparenily lefi them immune o the
|:'.|:i1| of wolnds.

Vikings did not go out of their way to seek battle, but if there was no alter-
native the usual tactic was o form a defensive shield wall 1o meet the enemy
attack. Two forces could be locked in battle for hours, shield wall to shield
wall: the decisive moment came when one force lost its nerve and tried o
withdraw, or when its shield wall was broken. Casualties could be very one-
sided, as the victors could inthict great slaughter on a fleeing enemy without
much risk to themselves, Despite the Vikings' skill as navigators, sea battles
were rare; when they did occur, the main tactic was to board the enemy ship
and clear its decks by hand-to-hand fighting.

The most Favoured weapon in Denmark and Norway was the double-edged
longsword, which was used for hacking at the enemy rather than thrusting.
Frankish swords were prized for their qualitv, but Scandinavian smiths were
also highlv skilled, and their finest swords had a pattern-welded core to give
greater strength and Hexibility, Axes are the weapon with which the Vikings
are most often associated, and these were often used as a cheaper alterna-
tive to a sword. In Sweden the most common weapon was the spear, with a
pattern-welded socketed blade up o 2 feer (60 cm) long mounted on an
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War was the most prestigions
activity in Viking-age
Scandinavian society, amd
poszession of beautifully
finizhed weapons was an

important means of displaving a warrior's status and
wealth, The bilts and scabbards of sswords were often

richly decorated, as were ceremornial axes (right),
Pertsafrs the commonest weapon, thouph, was the
shear {abowve).

ash shaft 6=9 feet (2-3 m) long. The sockets of the finest quahty spears were
inlaid with patterns in silver. Bows and arrows and fightung knives were also
used. The most important defensive weapon was the circular shield. Usually
these were made of wood with iron bands to strengthen the rim and an IrOn
boss which held the grip and could be used also as a knuckle-duster. Shields
were about 3 feet (1 m) in diameter to protect the whole body from the
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 mail coats and metal helmets (usually fitted with face guards), but
most warriors probably had to make do with a tough leather jerkin 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
maobility, which kept them constantly one step ahead of the defenders.
Their fast, shallow dranghted ships were ideal for lightning attacks on
coastal settlements or taking larger armies far inland alnnj_.: rivers. On land
the Vikings campaigned as mounted infantry, covering long distances quick-
lv on commandeered horses. By the time the local defences had been mus-
tered, the Vikings would be long gone. In the 12th century, traditional
infantry tactics were abandoned in favour of armoured {'umlr{y‘.

Left: metal helmets and
charmmiail coals were wormn by
wealtlry chieftains even before
the Viking age; this belmet
wwas found in the Trh-cenfwry
ship burial at Vendel in
Sreden.
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The North Atlantic Saga

The Fiking expansion in the North Atlantic was very different
from the Viking raids in the British Isles—from the start,
seftiement was the main motive. Though Danes and Swedes were
involved, the settlement of the Faeroe Islands, Iceland and
Greenfand was dominaled by emigrants from Norway.

Above: The Vesturrorn on Lhe first explorers of the North Atfdantic were Irish monks, whose practice
lceland’s mpged southeast
congst wondd have been many ; ; ey :
settlers’ first sight of their new unnvalled knowledge of the northern seas. These vovages were acts of faith,

bomeland. and the monks trusted o God to bring them 1o a sale landtall, No doubt a

of peregrinalio—sailing into voluntary exile for God—had given them an

great many of them must have vanished without trace, but by around 700
Irish monks were living on the Faeroe Islands as hermits and by 800 they
had discovered Iceland, which they called Thule, and even sailed bevond it
tor the frozen sea.

I'he Viking expansion in this area was originally a by-product of the raids on
the Scottish islands which began at the end of the Sth century, The environ-
ment of the isles 1s similar to that of western Norway, and in the Lirst half of
the Yth century Norwegians began to settle permanently in the area, Here
they will have come into contact with Irish monks, and it was probably from
them that the Vikings learned of the existence of land to the north.

Beyond the Control of Kings

In Icelandic wadition, the setlement of the Facroes and leeland is held to
have been begun by exiles fleeing the tyrannical rule that king Harald
Finehair 15 said to have 'Jrupm'r{t after his victory at I-I;t!n’r'jm'{l. This is



unlikely to be the whole story. The battle of Hafrsfjord is believed to have
taken place between 885 and 900 but, according to the Irish monk Dicuil,
Vikings had reached the Faeroes and frightened off the Irish hermits there
by the time he was writing in 825, The settlement of Iceland had also begun
before Halrsfjord. The first Vikings to reach lceland were off-course seafar-
ers . 860 and the first settlers began to arrive about 10 vears later, at which
time Harald Finehair is unlikely to have been much more than a toddler.
Iceland was not fully settled until ¢ 930, so Harald’s rule may have played a
part in sustaining emigration, but it cannot have been the ininal cause.

However, there may be a wider truth in the Icelandic tradition. The leaders
of the settlements were aristocrats of middling rank—Ilocal chieftains—
there were no jarls or kings among them. The local chieftains were the main
losers by the growth of centralized authority in Scandinavia in the 8th and
9th centuries, and the opportunity to emigrate to a new land beyond the
control of kings must have been attractive to them. The government of
Iceland, with its svstem of district things and the natonal Althing in which
the chieftains or gofar played the leading role, was probably very similar to
traditional forms of government before the rise of royal power in
Scandinavia. The only significant national official was the Lawspeaker, an
elective position with no executive authority. Decision making was a consen-
sual process and though only the gofar could vote in the Althing, the need-
ed to consider the wishes of their supporters as freemen could withdraw
their allegiance if they wished. The peaceful adoption of Christianity as the
official religion in Iceland by a vote of the Althing in 1000 was probably the
greatest achievement of this form of government.

While the gofar were all of roughly similar wealth and status, the Icelandic
svstem worked well. However, the gofar were not a closed class, and though
the status could be inherited, men could fall out of the class or rise into it.
In time a few pre-eminent chiefly families emerged, the consensual system
broke down and in the 13th century civil wars broke out as they fought each
other for supremacy. In desperation the Icelanders turned to Hakon 1V,
King of Norway, to restore order and in 1263 the country was formally
annexed to Norway. In the end, the Icelandic colony succumbed to the
forces of centralization from which its founders had believed they were
escaping.

A significant number of the original settlers of Iceland came from the Norse
colonies in the Hebrides. Several of the leading settlers were second-genera-
tion emigrants, the product of mixed Norse-Celtic marriages, and some
were already Christians. The settlement of Iceland coincided with a period
of strengthening Celtic resistance to the Vikings, and it is likely that this
prompted this exodus of otherwise apparently well established Norse set-
tlers—there was no hostile native population in Iceland to threaten the
long-term survival of the settlements,

Exodus to Greenland

The settlement of Greenland was probably a result of population pressure
in Ieeland. Greenland was discovered accidently by a storm-driven seafarer
around 930, but its hostile, ice-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
discovered the ice-free eastern fjords. By this time, all the good land in.
Iceland had long been settled. Many latecomers, like Erik himself, were liv-



Righr: Traditional haymaking
in the Faeroe Islands. Though
bleak and treeless, the Faeroes
bad good pastureland for
sheefr and cattle, making them
attractive to Norvegion
settlers.

ing on marginal land, so there was no shortage of potential setilers willing
o emigrate o Greenland.

Though fascinating in its own right, the Norse discovery of America
¢. 1000 cannot be said 1o have great historical significance, True, it is a tril-
ute to the seafaring skills and adventurous spirit of the Vikings, but it was in
reality the last gasp of their westward expansion. The distances were too
great, the Vikings” numbers too few, their ships too fragile and the natives
too hostile for the brief Norse attempt at settlement to have been sisiain-
able. The discovery was soon forgotten outside Ieeland, and it made no con-
tribution to the later European exploration and colonization of the
Americas which began at the end of the 15th century.

The Faeroes, Iceland and Greenland are bleak and inhospitable places to
settle but they would not have appeared unatiractive to a 9th-century
Norwegian. What the settlers were looking for primarily was good grazing
land—arable farming was not important in Norway —and grass grows well

in the Faeroes and Iceland. The climate was milder in the early Middle Ages
than it is today, and it was possible even in Greenland to grow a litde grain,
The Faeroes and Greenland were treeless, but Iceland had abundant birch
woodland at the time of the settlement, though this was unsuitable for ship-
building. The colonies’ lack of timber for shipbuilding was a serious disad-
antage. Once the ships used by the original settlers had decayed, they
could be replaced only with great difficulty, and the colonies’ vital rade
links passed increasingly under foreign control. Both lceland and
Greenland suffered severely from the climatic deterioration known as the
“Liule lce Age” that began around 1200, In Iceland the problem was com-
pounded by serious volcanic eruptions: the worst, from Mount Hekla in
1104, scattered ash over half the island and forced the abandonment of
many farms. Some eruptions caused glaciers to melt, sending disastrous
floods rushing into the lowlands with heavy loss of life. Iceland’s popula-
tion, which was about 60,000 at the end of the Viking period, had fallen by
half by the 17th century. The Greenland colony, which had never num-
bered more than about 4000, was hit so severely that it had become extine
by 1500. The Greenlanders were not helped by their extreme cultural con-
servatism, which prevented them learning anything from contacts with the



Right: Brarthled, Eirik the
Red's farm in the Norse
areenland colomy's Eastern
settlement. By the late 10th
century the best land in
leeland was taken and tihe
good grazing of the ice-free
west coast of Greenland
aftracted many

settlers.

Eskimos: to the very end they struggled to continue the farming economy of
their Norwegian ancestors in the shadow of the advancing glaciers.

Fhe setlements in the Faeroes and Iceland were the only permanent exten-
sions to the Scandinavian world to result from the Viking expansion, and in
this lies their main historical significance. Elsewhere in Europe, the
scandinavian settlers were absorbed by the nauve population within a few
generations, leaving little behind to tell of their presence beyond place-
names and loan words in the local language. In the Faeroes and Iceland,
however, there was no native population, and the settlers retained an identi-
ty rooted in the west coast districts of Norway, from whose dialects the
Faeroes and lceland langunages have developed. The Icelanders showed the
emigrant’s preoccupation with origing in their magnificent saga tradition,
Alone of all the Germanic peoples, they preserved the pagan mvthology and
traditions of their ancestors, and eventually recorded 1t after their conver-

sion o Christianity.




The Faeroes and Iceland

Vt'km_:: seltlement of the remote, mountainous Faeroe Islands led

toeiang ; . ;
eps to the accidental discovery of Iceland.

The Faproes Thic
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Faeroes are a mountanous and windswept chain of slands abour 1490

miles northwest of Shetland, According 1o the Faerevinga Saga, the first
I "-.il-:.:n!_; setiler was Grimr Kambain, His second name 15 of 1rish arrn, so he
had probably spent some time i Ireland or the Hebrides. Most of the ser-
tlers, however, came directly from the Norwegian wesi-coast districts of
Soun, Rogaland and Agder. Settlement must have begun around 825, when
the Irish monk Dicwl 1rr|r|i||.1|ru'i|: that the Vikings had scared away his

brethren who had been using the islands as a retreat for over a centun

1/The settlement of The chimate s unsutable for crop growing, but the slands have good graz
the Faeroes, ing and sheep and cattle reanng became the basis of the economy, 1o take
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! pro-Yiking cultivation (shielings) tor the summer months, The early history of the Faeroese setle-

I pra-Vildng cross siab ments 18 obscure, but the land seems o have been claimed by a few arsto-

_ cratic families who then divided it among their followers. By 895 the seude-
Wikiing sectlemant

ments had been brought under the direct control of the kings of Narwia
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Right: the forbidding
sopdheast coast of leelamd was
tve first famdfall for mamy of
the earliest Norse explovers of
Ieeland, There ivere few safe
barbowurs bere and grazing
s poor, 50 this part of
lceland never became densely
popselated, Mozt sefilers
folloeed the coast westuards
to the more favourable
western fovds.

Shorly afterwards, Floki Vilgerdarson set out from Rogaland 1o explore the

1/The exploration | ; : :
of Iceland. c. 860-70 islandd, 1 he t‘?-'.lll'ihfll!lrl. Was NotL a greal success. Flaki spent the firse winte:

on Brewdafjord, but because he had neglected to gather winter todder all his
= G'-;:I:'-I'rm‘? A livestock starved to death, The seaqace was slow breaking up that spring, anil

¢ ! '
b i the bad weather forced him to spend the next winter on Borgarfjord
" addod the Viking . B : : . s :
SR lhoroughly disillusioned by his experiences, Floki decided o call the new
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The Settlement of Iceland

Vikiﬂgs chiefs settle in Iceland, dividing the good grazing land
round the coasts among their followers.,

The first setlers of Iceland were two foster-brothers, Ingoll and Hjorleif,
They made a reconnoitre of the East Fjords in the late 860s, and around
870 returned 1o seutle. Hjorleif was killed by his Irish slaves during the first
winter, but after three vears exploring Ingolf made a permanent setlement
at Revkjavik, More settlers soon followed; most were from western Norway,
but there were also Danes, Swedes and Scandinavians from the Hebrides, By
930 nearly all the good grazing land had been claimed. Except in the south-
west, most of the settlements were close to the coast: the barren mountains
and lava plains of the interior were, as they stll remain. uninhabited.

The 12th-century Iecelandic Landndmaldk (The Book of the Settlements)
identifies some 430 leaders of the seulement period. Mostly men of aristo-
cratic background, they brought their families, personal retinues and slaves,
They took personal possession of the land, farming some themselves and
settling their retinues as tenants on the restof their claim. Early settlements
were lawless, and disputes often degenerated into protracted blood-feuds.

Local leadership was assumed by the godar, wealthy chieltain-priests who
were well placed to resolve or manipulate disputes and offer advocacy and
protection o smaller landowners, Theyv presided over the district assem-
blies, or Things, which dealt with local disputes. In 950 an annual all-Iceland
assembly, the Althing, was set up o deal with major disputes and establish
common laws. Iceland was divided into four quarters which had equal vot-
ing rights in the Althing, Only chieftains could vote, and the Althing
remained an oligarchy, entirely under their control. In 1000, the Althing
agreed to accept Christianity as the official religion, and the first bishopric
was established at Skalholt in 1056, The system provided stable government
until the 13th century, when the concentration of power in the hands of a
few chiefly Families led o civil war. As a result, Ieeland came under direct
rule from Norway in 1263,

ies in Eyjafjordor, c. 1190
Exvia wr in e worth of Iceland offers a good
examprle of the way Viking chieftancies worked.
Local leaders, u:lfgu:hr, would protect less powerful
landowners, and presided in the district Thing.
Their followeers, or thingmen, were free to transfer
their lovalty from one godar to another. As a result,
chieftancies were political rather than geographical
units, and a godar’s thingmen could be spread over
a unde ared.

seats of chieftains: farms of their thingmen:
B Gudmundr @ Gudmundr

2 @ Smundr Thorkelsson & Omundr Thorkelsson
B Thorvardr Thorgeirsson @ Thorvardr Thorgeirsson

B |on Ketilsson @ Jon Kerlsson
B district Thing
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Below: the Icelanders adopted Christianity as
their official religion following a vote by the
Althing in 1004. To demonstrate bis adberence
the new faith, Thorgeir, the pagan Lawspeaker,
cast bis idols of the pagan gods into this
wraterfall. This act gave the falls their name,
Godafoss, the falls of the gods.
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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
traditions of vernacular literature.

Iceland’s isolation from Europe 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 literature was written down in the 12th and 13th centuries, but it
includes much orally-transmitted material that was originally composed up
to 200-300 years earlier. 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 i1s the conservatism of the Icelandic
language, however, that modern Icelanders have less difficulty reading Old
[celandic literature than modern English speakers have in reading
Shakespeare.

Old Icelandic literature consists of poetry and the prose works known as
sagas. The poetry falls into two genres, Skaldic verse and Eddic verse,
Skaldic verse is an imporiant historical source, as these heroic poems were
composed by court poets (skalds) to commemorate the achievements of
their aristocratic and roval patrons. As such, they are hardly impartial
accounts, but are often the most contemporary sources available for some
10th- and 11th-century events. The Eddic verses consist of a mixtare of
mythological and heroic poems, composed during the Viking age but con-
taining material which may be several centuries older. The mythological
poems, which describe the adventures of the Norse gods, are the most
important—without them, we would know almost nothing about early
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Righu: Egel Skallagrimsson,
from: a 17th-century
manuscript of Egil’s Saga.
Brave warrior, murderer,
merchant, farmer and great
proet, Egil entbodies the
contradictory faces of the
\-"ik!—ﬂg dgre 11 d yr'r.rgff.', fargfr-
than-life character. Many
Viking-age poems attributed
to bim are incorporated into
the saga,




Right: #his late Icelandic
manuscript showrs scenes from
pagan Norse meythology. O
the left iz the wolf Fevrir, a
mortal enemey of the pods,
Threy restrained Fenrir wiih
chains, but at Ragnarok. the
ered of the world, be wwill
hyeak bis bowds and devonr
Odine, Oha the right iz
Yeedrasl, ihe sacred ash iree
which suprfrorts Hhe wnfverse,

Far right: a page from Harald
Finehair's saga, part of Snorri
Strrfnzon’s Hetmskringla (The
Cirefe rrlf'.l'h.e' Waorld), Swor
wrnde Bhis snontimeniol

Bistory of the kings of

Morwerav, wihich plaved an
anportand fuart in forming the
Nortoegian saafiosal :‘d:-::r;‘r;.-.
aromnd 1225, Though it
conbains much legendary
material, it 15 one of the major
historical sowrces for Viking-
age Seandinavia, This early

I dth-cemtn T T 'r'ff_.l.l',
krotew ds e Codex Frasiama

diter owe aof s awerrers, Oio
Frits, is one of the finest of all
wredieval Feelandic books,

Above; becanse ifs economy
was dependent an cattle,
medieral lceland bad plentiful
suprplies af calfekin—the raw
material for vellum, the main
writing material of the Middle
Apes. As a result, books were
relatively tnexpensive and
wridely auailable, Maost
HIRNSCFIES were
cerpillsermineceted aned Fiven
chedfr witlifarian Findings,
ftke the sturdy wooden covers
af this 14th-century copy of
MNial's Raga.
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Germanic paganmism. Medieval leelanders were not ashamed ol their pagan

past and, alone among the Germanic peoples, they recorded their pagan

myths and beliefs. The longest of the mythological pocms, the Havamal,

(Savings of the High One) i1s a body of ethical teachings attributed o Odin,
Maost of the savings concern the everyvday concerns of the peasant farmer,
but in others the Viking love of fame and glory shines through.

The heroic poems in the Edda are largely concerned with legendary
characters such as Sigurd the Volsung (Siegfried of the Niehe-
lungenlied). Some real ligures from the Migravon Period, including
Attila the Hun and the great Gothic King Ermaneric, also put in an
appearance, but they have been transformed into the stuff of legends
and their Eddic exploits bear no relation to historical reality.

Fhe prose sagas include a wide range of genres from weighty narra-
tivee histories such as Snorri Sturluson’s Heimskrngla, an epic history
of the kings of Norway, to myths, romances and supernatural tales,

However, the most onginal works are the family sagas, mstorcal

novels based loosely on the personalities and events of Iceland’s

settlement period but mainly written in the 13th century. This was
a time of social and political disintegration, and family sagas probably
catered for an escapist desire to recreate a “golden age” of the past. A
favourite theme of these sagas is the working out of a blood feud. In Njal's
Saga, for example, bonds of kinship, personal loyalty and friendship inex-
orably draw Njal, a man of peace and goodwill, into quarrels not of his mak-
ing, with ultimately fatal consequences. The authors of the family sagas were
much concerned with the workings of fate. This does not mean that their
characters are the pawns of blind fate, however; they control their destinies,
and meet their fates as a consequence of their own weaknesses and errors.
Compared to the chivalric romances then fashionable in western Europe,
the family sagas are swrikingly modern-seeming works written in a com-
pellingly terse siyle and featuring psychologically realistic characters. The
best of them—Njal's Saga, Egil's Saga and Laxdala Saga—rank among the
greal works of Luropean hterature,



The Vikings in Greenland
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@ Norse Greemlander. The
seftlers were culturally very
enpseratitee g meade o
effort to learn from the
Eskimos' long experience of
living in Arctic conditions.
This frratatly comtributed fo
the seftlemments” decling wiben
the climate deteriorated

At the edge of the known world, Norse settlers eked out a
precarious existence along the sheltered fjords of western
Greenland.

lee-bound Greenland owes its optimistic name to Erik the Red, who hoped
it would attract settlers. The first Norsemen to sight Greenland were
Gunnbjorn Ull-Krakuson and Snaebjorn Galti, around 900 and 978 respec-
tively, All III-I.':-.' saw was the barren, f_{]':l.l'.'j':lh‘lfl east coast. But around 983, Erik
discovered an ice-free region to the west, with sheltered fjords and good
grazing. He returned to Ieeland o persuade others o follow him, and

in 986 set out again with 25 ships. Only 14 made it round Cape
Farewell, but this was enough to found two sertlements: the

Eastern and, 300 miles further north, the Western,

At first the settlements flourished. The climate was milder than today

and 1t was even possible 1o grow eereals in sheltered places. Cartle and
sheep rearing was the basis of the economy, but the settlements’ most
vialuable exports—walrus iwory and hide and polar bear furs—came from
rich hunting grounds to the north. Even further north, the Norse waded
with the Eskimos. At its I‘Jl:;‘t]aH the Morse populaton numbered around 4000,
Fhe Fastern Settlement eventually included 190 farms, 12 parish churches, a
cathedral, an Augustinian monastery and a Benedictine nunnery. The small-
er Western Settlement had 90 farms and four churches. Between the two was
the Middle Settlement of 20 farms. The settlers were probably organized on
Icelandic lines, with Erik the Red taking a role akin to the Law-speaker.

The Greenlanders lost their independence in 1261 when they came under
Norwegtan rule, Soon after 1500 the climate began to deteriorate. Stock-rear
ing suffered and sea-ice cut the seulers off from the outside world for years at
a tume, The Eskimos began to move south and there were violent clashes
with the Greenlanders. By 1410, the date of the last recorded contact,
only the Eastern Settlement survived. Archaeological excavations

have shown that some contacts continued afier this date, but a ship
reaching the Eastern Setddement in 1540 found only deserted farms
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Voyages to Vinland

Above: a sprndie wihord found
at L'Ange gux Meadouws.
Nince sprirming wnes a female
occupation im Viking societies,
sich finds sbow that there
wiere women among ihe
settlers,

“Leif set sail when
fler TS vy fu
retrt tnlo prolonged
diffreulties el sea,
and finally can
o leanels wwhos
VAT PR ITY, "I:'-" .'r.uc'r‘u‘r
nerer suspected.
I'here were fielids i
wild wheat grounng
there, aned vines,
ane among the trees
were maples, "
Firik's Saga

Viking r.tpﬂﬂsfun reached its westernmost limits as seafarers from
Greenland established a foothold on the North American
continent.

The Tcelandic sagas tell how, around 985, Bjarm Henolfsson was blown off
course from Greenland, and made a chance sighung of land 1o the west
Some 15 years Luer, Leif Eiriksson set out from the Eastern Settdlement
Greenland o investigate Bjarni’s sighting, Sailing to the northwest, he first
carme upon a land of bare rock and ghiers which he called Helluland {Skab
Land). Sailing south he next reached a low, forested land. This he called
Markland (Wood Land), Leif pressed on sull further south and spent a win-
ter in a land with a mild climate, where grapes grew wild and rivers teemed
with salmon. Leif called this Vinland (Wine Land).

The locations of his discoveries will probably never be established with
absolute certainty, Helluland was probably Baffin Island; Markland was
almost certainly Labrador. Identifving Vinland is more difficult. The only
Norse settlement so far discovered in North America 13 at "Anse aux
Meadows in Newfoundland, but this is oo far north o fir the saga deserip
tions. Vinland probably layv south of the Gull of St Lawrence, the approx-
mate northern limit of the wild grapes, bt north of Cape Cod, the south-
crn limit of the Atdantic salmon.

Leif™s vovage was followed up by attempis 1o setle permanently in Vinland,
occasionally vovages from treeless Greenland o collect umber lrom
Markland continued as late as 1347, The only Norse artifact so far found
south of Newloundland is a coin of King Olaf the Peaceful of Norway
(1066-93) [rom an Indian site at Godard Point in Maine. This is not enough
o prove that the Norse were ever there: the Indians may have obtained it by
trading with the Inuit of the Canadian Arctic, who were in direct contact
with the Norse settlements in Greenland.
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2/The Viking
settlement at L'Anse
aux Meadows

This cluster of turf bouses
could bave accommodated
abrowt 90 peaple, It was
occupied for na move than a
fer vears—{from avound
1000-1020, according to
radiocarbon dates. This
settlement may bave served as
a base for vovages to the south;
buttermuts (wivich do not grow
morth of the St Lawrence
River) bave been found on the
site. Some fishing and lunting
wenet on, But there is no
evidence of farming. The main
activity was carpentry and
blacksmithing assoctated with
ship repair,
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V: The Vikings in the East

Swedish traders sailed far up Russia’s rivers to dominate the
lucrative routes to the East. Their ranks were swelled by Viking
mercenaries on their way to join the Byzantine emperor’s elite
Varangian guard. These Scandinavians, knoun to their
contemporaries as the Rus, gave Russia its name and ils first
centralized state, before adopting the language and lifestyle of
their Slavic subjects and the religion and culture of the Byzantines.

The Viking movement east was dominated by the Swedes. Two terms are
used to describe the Swedish Vikings in the east: Rus and Veringjar, o

Below: Many rune stowes from

Varangian. Rus is probably derived from Ruetsi, the Finnish name for the

Sweden record exploits in the  Swedes, which itself probably derives from the Scandinavian rédr, meaning a
east. This inscription from  crew of oarsmen. Rus is only ever used o deseribe Scandinavians living in

Uppland is @ memorial to
Ragnvald who bad served as a

Russia (which gets its name from the Rus), never from the homelands.

mercenary in the Byzantine V¥ arangian is derived from Old Norse wdrar, pledge or oath, and means
army. ‘men of the pledge”. The name, which only dates from the mid-10th centu-
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ry, probably came into use to distinguish newly
arrived Scandinavian mercenaries and traders
from the increasingly Slavicized Rus.

Scandinavian expansion east of the Baltic pre-
dates the outbreak of Viking raiding in the west
by more than a century. From the beginning it
wis dominated by trade and the closely related
activity of tribute-gathering. Scandinavian mer-
chant graves from the east Baltic trading settle-
ments at Elbing and Grobin show that the earli-
est phase of this expansion began around 650. A
hundred vears later Scandinavians were living at
the Finnish market centre of Staraja Ladoga
(“Aldeigjuborg™ to the Vikings}, an excellent
hase tor the exploitation of the northern fur-trap-
ping grounds. Up to this point, the Scandin-
avians were probably still thinking mainly in
terms of supplying western markets. Staraja
Ladoga also had a commanding position on the
river routes that gave easv access to the heart of
Russia. When, at the end of the 8th century, Arab
merchants began to penetrate the Volga, thev
introduced fine quality silver coins into circula-
tion in Russia, providing the Scandinavians with
the motive to press inland to discover their
source. By the 850s the Rus, as thev were now
known, had completed their exploration of the
Russian river system and had established direct
rade contacts with the Arab raders on the Volga
and with the Byzantines at Constantinople, The
Russian rniver system was an ideal highway for
long distance trade. The rivers Lovat (flowing to
Lake l.aclugu and the Gult of Finland), Dvina (to
the Gulf of Riga and the Baltic), Dneipr (1o the
Black Sea) and Volga (to the Caspian) all have



Right: The Rus guickly
adopted the Greek Onthodox
religion of their Byzantine
neighbowrs to the south, while
mainitaining trade links with
their Scandimavian
homelands, These Byzantine-

style Christian artefacts found §
their way from Kiev to

Scandinavia: glazed pottery §
Easter egg, a bronze cross,
and a silver locket pendant
made to bold a relic.

navigable headwaters rising within a few miles of each other in the hill
country south of Novgorod. Except for short distances where ships had o
be portaged—carried or drawn overland—from the headwaters of one river
system to another, or to avoid rapids, it was possible to sail the light, shallow
draughted Viking 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 greal 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 wraders had pio-
neered to launch raids on Constantinople and the Islamic lands around the
Caspian Sea, though without conspicuous success. It is also unlikely that the




Above: The lure of Arab silver
was the driving force of
Swedish expansion into easi-
ern Ewrope. The thousands of
Arab dirbems found in
haards, such as thiz one from
the island of Gotland,
represent only a fraction of
the wealth that flooded into
Scandinavia from the east
during the Viking age.

Rus state based on Kiev and Novgorod, which developed in the second hall
of the 9th century, was established without subjugating the neighbouring
Slavs first. According o the 12th-century Russian Primary Chronicle, the
Varangian Rus first made the Slavic and Finnish ribes of Russia into mbu-
taries, but were then driven out. However, disputes among the tribes per
suaded them to vite the Rus to come back to rule over them and keep
order. Around 862, three brothers armived with their kinsfolk. The eldest,
Rurik, established himself at Novgorod, the second at Beloozero and the
third at Izborsk. When his brothers died, Rurik became ruler of the whole
of northwest Russia,

Some time later, two Rus chieftains from Novgorod, Askold and Dir, sailed
down the Dneipr and captured the hilltop town of Kiev. Novgorod and Kiev
were rival Rus centres until Rurik's successor Oleg captured the town and
made it his capital around 882, Though the story of the Slavs’ invitation to
the Varangians was no doubt invented to give the authority of the Kievan
dynasty a legitimate basis, in general outline it is probably accurate. After a
period of ribute gathering, independent Rus leaders took control of the
trading settlements of northwest Russia, from which they subjugated the
surrounding Slav population. Eventmally the ruler of Novgorod (probably
Rurik, though his existence is doubted by some historians) was recognized
by all the 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 contribution to the development of
the Kievan Rus state is the most controversial issue in the history of the
Viking expansion in the east. Unfortunately the subject has been bedevilled
by competing nationalisms and, in the Soviet period, by political ideology—
there are some Russian historians who would maimntaimn that the Bus were



Slavs. However, the original Scandinavian identity of the Rus is not in
doubt, as the Annals of 5t Bertin, the earliest source to mention them, make
clear in their account of an embassy which was sent to Louis the Pious from
the Byzantine Emperor Theophilus in 839: *[ Theophilus| also sent with the
envoys some men who said they

meaning thewr whole people—were called
‘Rhos’ and had been sent to him by their king who was called Khagan for
the sake of friendship, so they claimed. When the emperor [ie Louis] inves-
tigated the reason for their coming here, he discovered that they belonged
to the people of the Swedes.” (The Annals of St. Bertin, J.1L.. Nelson,
Manchester University Press 1991). A slightly later Arab writer, Al-Ya qubi,
also identifies the Rus as being of the same race as the pirates who attacked
seville in 843—44. The names of the earliest rulers of the Rus state—Rurik,
Oleg (Helgi) and Igor (Ingvar)—are also clearly of Scandinavian rather
than Slavic origin.

There can be little doubt then that the first rulers of the Kievan Russian
state were Scandinavians, and that it was their initative that led to the cre-
ation of the state as a political entity. It was also largely due 1o the activities
of Scandinavian merchants that Russia experienced rapid urban growth in
the 10th century. For example, the Rus transtormed Novgorod from a
minor Slavic settlement on the island of Gorodisce into a major fortified
market centre in the 9th century, before moving the whole settlement o a
larger fortified site (the “New Fortress™ from which the city gets its name) a
few miles to the north in the 10th century.
Because of the Scandinavian connection,
early Kievan Rus also had wider ranging
connections with the rest of Europe than
any succeeding Russian state would enjoy
before the 18th century,

Right: The Rus travelled as far
as the Black and Caspian
seas, where they traded with
Arab merchants of the
Abbasid caliphate. Arab ves-
sels of pottery, silver and
bronze have been found at
Viking settlements in Russia.

Scandmavians and Slavs

[t is doubtful, however, that Scandinavian
influence plaved much part in shaping the
cultural development of Kievan Rus.
The Slavic peoples of eastern
Europe were at a very similar level
of social and technological devel-
opment as the Vikings., They were
skilful ironworkers and craftsmen,
active traders and efficient farmers
while many of their fortified setile-



ments were fast approaching true urban 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 1s 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 but Byzantine. Prince Vladimir’'s conversion to Orthodox
Christianity in 989 opened Russia to the powerful civilizing influence of the
Byzantine Empire, and ensured that the country would develop a cultural
identity which was quite distinct from the Latn-influenced west. Kievan
Russia’s alphabet, literature, architecture, music, art, law, education system
and political ideologies were all fundamentally Byzantine in origin.

Though the Scandinavian presence in Russia is well attested archaeological-
lyv—for example, the 187 Viking oval brooches found there far exceeds the
number found in western Europe—it is clear from the evidence of Viking-
age cemeteries that the Rus were a minority among the Slavic population
even in the towns—and there i1s no evidence at all of Scandinavian rural set-
tlement. The Rus must have formed a warrior and merchant elite, but
despite a stream of new arrivals from Scandinavia continuing into the 11th
century, they became increasingly influenced by the Slavs, with whom they
imtermarried and allied. A sign of this 1s the adoption of Slavic names by the
ruling dynasty. The first Rus ruler to have a Slavic name, Igor’s son Svvato-
slav, came to power in 945 and his son Vladimir (978-1015) worshipped the
Slavic god Perun before his conversion to Christianity. By the mid-10th cen-
tury, Slavs formed an important component of Rus armies, and even num-
bered among the commanders. There was still a distinction between the
language of the Rus and that of the Slavs at this time, but Slavic speakers
must have been the majority among the ruling classes because Slavic
became the language of the church after the conversion to Christianity in
989. Certainly by the 11th century the Rus were, to all intents and purposes,
Slavic in language and culture. In all the process of assimilation to the
native population had taken about 150 years to complete: about the same
length of time as it took for the Viking settlers in England to lose their
Scandinavian identity.

Dynastic links with Scandinavia remained strong in the 11th century, and
Viking warriors continued to pass through on their way to join the
Varangian guard at Constantinople, but the merchants were mostly gone,
The exhaustuon of the Islamic world’s silver mines between 965 and 1015
led to the decline and eventual abandonment of the trade routes to the
east. After 1066 fewer warriors came, and the ranks of the Byzantine emper-
or's Varangian guard of “axe wielding barbarians™ were increasingly filled
with exiled Anglo-Saxons.

Vikings in the Baltic

Perhaps the area of Viking acuvity about which least is known is the Baltc,
which in the 9th and 10th centuries must have been something of a Viking
lake. The paucity of our knowledge is due to the lack of contemporary writ-
ten sources for this period; the Slavs and Balts who lived on the south and

east shores of the Baluc were illiterate, while the Vikings” own runic alpha-
bet was only suitable for short inscriptions. Nor were western Europeans



Below: These Viking runes
were probably carved into the
polished smavble of the
cathedral of Hagia Sophia in
Constantinople by a member
of the Byzantine emperor's
elite Varangian guard. The
inscription bas not been fully
deciplered but it inchedes the
nante Halfdan.

much interested in Slav-Scandinavian relations before the late 10th century.

The West Slavs or Wends had a |f“'.i%"-' number of trading towns ftl{'.nng the

southern Baltic coast, and finds of large quantities of Arabic silver coins
show that they were tied in in an important way with the Baltic and Russian
trade routes. The Wends were warlike, and though the Danes and Swedes
occcasionally managed to take control of a trading town on the coast, such as
the unidentitied Reric in the early 9th century, they made no headway
inland. Later saga accounts speak of great Vikings like Olaf Tryggvason cut-
ting their teeth on raids in the Baltic agamst the Slavs and Balts, and there
can be no doubt, even in the absence of more reliable sources, that they did
sutfer a great deal of Viking raiding. However, the most famous Vikings of
the Baltc, the Jomsvikings are almost certainly legendary. The Jomsvikings
are said to have been a sworn fellowship of elite Vikings who sold their ser-
vices to the highest bidder. Somewhat improbably, judging from what more
contemporary sources have to tell us about the Viking appeute for the
opposite sex, women were forbidden o enter their fortress at Jomshorg—
probably Wolin, at the mouth of the Oder, Excavations have shown that in
the 10th century there was a fortified trading settlement and Slavic cult cen-
tre there, with a population that included Scandinavians as well as Slavs. It
does not quite live up to the saga descniption of a great fortress with an aru-
ficial harbour for 360 ships, but perhaps a band of Scandinavian mercenar-
ies serving a Slavic prince there might have given nse to the legend. There
was a certain amount of cultural interchange between the West Slavs and
the Scandinavians. The Scandimavians mayv have learned bridge-building
techniques frem the Slavs, while they learned shipbuilding from the
Scandinavians. In this the Slavs had decidedly the better part of the bargan,
and in the 11th century they applied their new found skills to give the

Scandinavians a dose of their own medicine,




The Swedes in the East
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Swedish adventurers travel along the rivers of Russia to found a
trading empire stretching from the Ballic to the Black Sea.

While the Viking expansion westward was dominated by Danes and
Norwegians, that to the east was dominated by the Swedes. Known as the
“Rus”, from the Finnish word for Swede, they eventually gave their name 1o
the Russian state, Their eastward expansion was motivated primarily by the
desire to control trade routes. [t began well before the start of what is nor-
mallv regarded as the Viking Age: even before 7iH), Slay and Balt towns such
as Elhing and Grobin had signilicant permanent Scandinavian populations,
and by the mid-8th century, Scandinavians were living at the Finnish seule-
ment at Staraja Ladoga on the River Lovat, By the early %ih century, the Rus
were navigating the Volga and the Lovat-Dneiper river systems 1o make
direct trading contacts with the Abbasid Caliphate and the Byzantine
Empire far o the south.
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) During the course of the 9th century the Kus Y .
Lol S founded merchant owns such as Novgorod, o e .
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The Swedes in the | exacted tribute in furs and slaves from their Slav subjects to trade with the

East, 800-913 Arabs for silver.

Slavs, c. B0O Unce established at Kiev, the Rus were within easy striking distance of the
By e “"idt‘l-‘f_;*l'i* Black Sea and its rich coasts. Like the Vikings in the west, the Rus were not
B contral by : , o

Ms— inclined to trade if they thought they could take what they wanted by force,
ntre wit : - - !

Pl Sl il in 860 and 907 savage but unsuccessful attacks were made on the
population Byvzantine capital Constantinople. The second attack was followed by trade
main lines of Swedish | Wreaties in 907 and 911, Viking fleets also penetrated the Caspian Sea. The

—¥ penetravion greatest of these raids was in 912-13, and followed an agreement by which
Askold andg Dir, 3 5 agre are I 7 1 1 L i

= :.EEE?EI and Dir thi. Rus 1gl:_ﬂ| io sh Are halt [}.'IL.E.!|LIH{1.E1'. from the :Th:pf_-rlumnl with the
Khazar khan in return for permission to sail through Khazar territory. The

e s, Rus found the Muslim lands around the Caspian Sea virmally defenceless,
Rus fleet, $12-13 but news of their arocities so outraged the Khazars that they went back on

T portage their agreement and ambushed and destroyed the Rus fleet on its way

'  batile home.
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From Scandinavian to Slav
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Like the Viki ngs in the west, the Rus were absorbed by the peoples
they conguered, and in a few generations they adopted Slavic
names and culture.

The process of the assimilation first becomes apparent in the reign of
(".Illrg'u successor Igor (912-45). The Rus signatories 1o the trade Lreaty
agreed between Oleg and the Byzantines in 911 had all had Scandinavian
names; but when Igor agreed a similar treaty with Byzantium after his
unsuccessful attack in 944, several of the Rus signatories had Slav names,
Igor was the last Bus ruler to have a Scandinavian name (lgor is a variant of
Ingvar): the name of his successor Svyatoslav (945-72) is Slavic. Many
Scandinavians sull fought in Svyatoslav’'s armies, however, and he himself
was the epitome of a pagan Viking conqueror. He campaigned against the
Khazars and the Volga and Danubian Bulgars, adding huge areas o the
Kievan state, but these were all lost after his death. By the reign of Vladimir
I (978-1015), Slavonic influence came o dominate the Kievan state. With
the adoption of Orthedox Christianity as the state religion in 988,

Byzantium became the main external influence on Russian develop- -
ment. By the time Kievan Rus reached the zenith of is power in the ._“f_f:i_a{f
reign of Yaroslav the Wise (1019-54), the Rus were thoroughly oL :
Slavic in character., s
Around 965 the flow of Arab silver through Russia to Gt
Scandinavia began to dry up as the Muslim world's silver mines AT
became exhausted. The Scandinavians sought new sources of v" A
silver, and a new wave of Viking raids erupted in the west. This o o
ume, Swedes ook part, and by 1015 they had abandoned their et :.'7-

eastern trade routes. But the memory of the wealth of the east per-

sisted for another generation, and around 1041 Ingvar the Widefarer,

a Swede, made a famous attempt to re-open the trade routes with the
Arab east. A remarkable
group of runestones in
central Sweden com-
memorate many of the
cied with
Ingvar when his expedi-
tion met with disaster
in "Serkland”, probably
somewhere in central
Asia.

men who

Right: the Golden Gate at
Kiee whas busle during the
reign of Yaroslae the Wize
(1019-54). Although defensive
i form, its grandeur suggests
that its main purpose was to
advertise the wealth amid
proweer of Kievan Rz, [The
church on the second storey
was added at a later date.)
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Righe: this 1 1th-century fresco
from the cathedral of 5t Soplia
in Kiev depicts Elizabeth, the
daugirter of Yaroslav the Wise.
By this period the Rus bad
adopted May wavs and
Byzantine religion, but ties with
Rcandinavia were still strong. A
steady streamt of Scandinavians
fowght for the princes, or passed
through on thedr way fo join the
Byzantine emperor's elite
Varangian guard in
Constantinople, One of these
wias Harald Hardrada

[ pages 124-25), wiho
miarried Elizabeth.
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VI: The Transformation of the Vikings

Below: These 12th-century
walrus ivory chesspieces were
found on the island of Lewis
in the Owuter Hebrides, This
growp—_ihe king and iz
consort, supported by the
church and ihe warrior
IRSTOCTACY=—18 i MICTOCDEm
af the early medieval
Scandinavian state.

The Vikings made a dramatic impact on Europe, but in the long
term the impact of Europe on the Vikings was far greater. Between
1000 and 1200, Scandinavia was integrated into Latin
Christendom, but before the Vikings settled douwn completely, there
was one last burst of raiding and congquest.

This final upsurge of Viking activity sprang from two causes. The more
important of them was probably the continuing centralization of authority
in the Scandinavian kingdoms, a process which was now spreading (o the
Earldom of Orkney and the Kingdom of Man. Ringship was getting more
and more expensive, but royval government was not developed enough to
raise regular, reliable income from taxes. Predatory expeditions were there-
fore needed to raise revenue. The other major cause was the progressive
exhausuon after 965 of the silver mines of the Islamic world. This led 1o the
decline and abandonment of the eastern trade routes, and ended the flow
of Arabic silver which had been the main fuel of the Scandinavian economy
in the 10th century. Renewed raiding in the west was a means to find a new
silver supply. The decline of the trade routes and the growing power of
Kievan Russia must have made freebooting in the east both less E::nﬁl;:l}lc
and increasingly difficult, and for the first time, many Swedish Vikings
joined the expedinons to the west.

The new wave of attacks concentrated mainly on the British Isles, and were
initially old-style small scale pirate raids on vulnerable coastal communities




Abore: The suppression of
piracy in the Baltic by the
12th-century Scandinaiian
kings aided trade and led to
tie growwth of new towns such
as Vishy on Gotland,

in Ireland, Wales and western England. The main source of these raids was
the Norse settlements in the northern and western isles of Scotland, and
they would continue into the 12th and 13th centuries, long after the end of
Viking raiding elsewhere. This was a region of highly fragmented and com-
peting power structures: in Ireland, the many petty kingdoms and the inde-
pendent Norse towns; the Welsh principalities; the Kingdom and Man and
the Isles and its rival the Earldom of Orkney, It was also an arena for compe-
ition between the emerging centralized kingdoms of England, Scotland
and Norway, which all had ambitions to extend their authority into the area.
In such circumstances Viking freebooters like Svein Asleifarson from
Orkney could prosper atter they had been suppressed in more settled areas.
Apart from occasional royal forays, such as King Magnus Barelegs's expedi-
tion in 1098, these raids had no political objectives, and were merely 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 the raids on eastern England from Denmark
and Norway, These too started out as small-scale pirate raids, but in the 990s
they were escalated by Olal Tryggvason and Svein Forkbeard into methodi-
cal plundering and tribute-gathering expeditions by professional armies.
Svein was the reigning king of Denmark, Olat aspired to the Kingdom of
Norway, but the new stvle centralized monarchy was expensive to acquire
and maintain, and for both men Viking raiding was a means of financing
their ambitions. Olal briefly achieved his ambition before being killed in
battle in 1000, but Svein survived to become the most successful Viking
leader so far. Though they probably involved rather larger armies than
those of the 9th century, these attacks may not have been particularly
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Above: Though actively
promaoted by kings from
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Scandinaria was mot
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destructive—once they had demonstrated their superiority over the English

defences, the armies were usually content to be bought off by huge
Danegelds, rising from 24,000 lbs. of silver in 1002 o 48,000 Ibs. in 1012,
Lacking a revenue-raising machinery at home, Svein had become a parasile
on the English kingdom's efficient administrative system, which raised these
sums without apparent difhculty. By 1012, English morale was collapsing,
and in a final campaign Svein conquered the country and was accepled as
king of England in 1013. He did not live to enjoy his miwmph but, after
putting down a revival of English resistance, his son Cnut inherited the
kingdom in 1016,

The Triumph of Cnut

Cnut’s congquest was essentially a political takeover. England saw the intro-
duction of a new ruling class, but there was no widespread Danish setile-
ment as in the 9th cenwry. Even after over 30 years of raiding, England’s
resources were far greater than those of any Scandinavian kingdom, and
though he went on to become King of Denmark and Norway and overlord
of Sweden, Cnut's power base was always England. Cnut recognized the
institutional superiority of the kingdom he had conquered: he adopted the
trappings 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 acceptance powerfully symbolized by Cnut’s atten-
dance at the coronaton of the Emperor Conrad in Rome in 1027,

Cnut failed to give his empire any institutional coherence; it fell apart after
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Left: Viking influence
persisted in England long
after the Vikings bad ceased
to be a threat. This Normamn
arcineay al Kilpeck church,
Herefordshire, is
extravagantly decorated in the
Late-Viking Urmes style.

his death, and in 1042 the native dynasty returned to power in England.
However, a claim to rule England was inherited first by the Norwegian King
Harald Hardrada and then the Danish Kings Svein Estrithson and Cnut IV,
All three intervened unsuccessfully in England in pursuit of their claims:
only after the failure of Cnut IV's expedition of 1085 even to set sail, and his
subsequent murder, was the Viking age in England truly over.

The Twilight of the Viking Age

In the rest of the British Isles the Viking age faded away more imperceptibly
as the Norse seulers gradually assimilated with the native Celts. Piracy and
raiding, in ships very little different from those the Vikings used, continued
to be a way of life in the isles until the 17th century, but as part of the Gaelic
way of life.

After the break-up of Cnut’s empire, Sweden recovered full independence,
while Denmark passed briefly under Norwegian rule untl the accession of
Svein Estrithson in 1046, Svein's claim was challenged by the new
Norwegian king, Harald Hardrada. Years of destructive and ultumately furile
warfare followed, but by 1064 Harald reluctantly accepted Svein as ruler of
Denmark. The process of progressive centralization, which had begun
before the Viking age, had finally reached a state of balance and would go
no further untl the Union of Kalmar in 1397, Denmark, Norway and
Sweden had become stable territorial kingdoms, each lacking the resources
permanently to dominate the others. To varyving degrees, all three king-
doms still lacked internal stability. Even Denmark, which had the longest
tradition of unity, sulfered long civil wars in the 12th century and was even,
very briefly, divided into three parts in 1157 after a particularly inconclusive
conflict, Norway too was frequently subject to civil wars, but by the mid-13th
century it had emerged as the most stable of the Scandinavian monarchies
after abandoning the traditional elective principle which so often led o suc-
cession disputes. In its place the monarchy had adopted the theocratic prin-
ciple which also formed the basis of the powerful French and English
monarchies, ruling by right of inheritance and divine appointment. Unity
came last 1o Sweden: the Svear and the Gotwar were not permanently united
under one king until the reign of Knut Erikson in 1172,

A crucial factor in the consolidation of all three Scandinavian kingdoms was
the adoption of Christanity. Those kings who first created united king-
doms—Harald Bluetooth in Denmark, Olaf Tryggvason and Olaf
Haraldsson in Norway and Olol Skdtkonung in Sweden—were all remem-
bered as much for their missionary activities as for their other achievements,
Christianity had many advantages for a king intent on centralizing authority
in his kingdom. Christianity brought a new ideology of divinely ordained
kingship which helped to raise the king above his subjects. Conversion also
made relations with the Christian kingdoms of western Europe casier. The
church brought with it able and literate administrators who could help in
the creation of effective royal governments. The foundation of bishoprics
helped not only the propagation of the faith, but also created new admin-
strative centres, An elficiently administered kingdom made the raising of
revenue from taxes, tolls and fines casier and more reliable, and reduced
the king's dependence on more hazardous means of acquiring wealth such
as plundering expeditions. The growth of roval government also offered the
ambitious a peaceful route 1o the acquisition of wealth and status through
service 10 the crown: the process of centralization which had originally
made Viking raiding so auractive as a means to these ends had by the late



Below: The death of Ofaf

Haraldsson at the Battle of

Stikelstad in 1030, from a
13th-century leelandic
manuscript, Olaf actively
promofed Christianity among
bis sujbects; the brutality of
bz methods was wo obsiacle
to bis canonization soon after
bris death.

| 1th century made it unneccessary.

Though the church was jealous of its spiritual authority and could some-
times bring unwelcome interference in internal affairs from the papacy, it
was aware that a strong monarchy made its own task of conversion easier,
and kings could usually rely on the church 1o help increase roval authority,
The boundaries of bishoprics and archbishoprics helped to define the bor-
ders of the Scandinavian kingdoms. For example. the archbishopric of
Uppsala founded in 1164 included the bishoprics of both Svealand and
Gotaland as well as the bishopric of Abao in Finland, prefiguring by some
vears the boundaries of the medieval Swedish kingdom, By replacing a
diversity of local practices and beliefs with a uniform religion, Christianity
could also act as a unitying influence and help create a common identity,
However, it would be the late 12th century before the Scandinavian king-
doms were thoroughly Christianized. While those who were anxious for
political advancement were quick o follow their kings™ examples, paganism
lingered among the ordinary people, especially in Sweden where the great
cult centre at Uppsala, only 18 miles (30km) from the roval Christian cen-
tre at Hi;gluna, was probably sull in use as late as 1110.
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Europe’s Last Pagans

Scandinavian expansion, which had come to an end after Cnut’s triumph,
began again towards the middle of the 12th century. The kingdoms of west-
ern Europe were now too strong to challenge, but south and east of the
Baltic were the still pagan west Slavs or Wends and the Baluc and Finnic
peoples. The Wends were active and skilled pirates, and the Danes in partic-
ular had suffered greatly from their Viking-style raids. At least to begin with,
it was self-defence as much as religious fervour that led the Danes and the
Swedes to become involved in the crusades to conquer and convert
Europe’s last pagans. The Norwegians too turned their energies to crusad-
ing, but were more likely to go to the Holy Land. Although many of the
campaigns in the Baltic were indistinguishable from Viking raids in the tac-
tics emploved, they were an integral part of the wider European crusading
movement and a clear sign of Scandinavia’s entry into the mainstream of
Europe.
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Raids on Athelraed’s Kingdom

AEthelreed, the insecure Saxon ruler of England, was faced by a

“Then one of th
Viking warriors let
g0 a spear from his

herneds, fel it fly
from his fist so that
it went all too
deeply into
Fthelveed s noble
thane. ™
Anglo-Saxon
pocm he Battle
af Mealdon

Above: a silver penny of
Athelrard, king of Frgland
from 978-1016. Fthelred

wits certainly unsuited to the
role of warrior king, bul bis
mickname “Unroed™ does mot
meam “wnredidy " —his

kingdom was wealtiry,
efficient and had a mﬁé——‘

fleet. The Saxon word means”
“ill- advised”; Ftveleed
failed to t'n.spu'n/pﬁi ce in
s subyects, Darish

series of relentless Viking attacks.

After the fall of the kingdom of York in 954, England enjoyed 26 vears of
freedom from Viking anacks. But instability in Scandinavia and an interrup-
tion of silver supplies from the Middle East prompied a new spate ol vy
in the 980s. The radders were numerous, well organized and—in contriist
the Anglo-Saxons—purposefully led, The meule of the Anglo-Saxon kings
had declined after the death of Edgar in 975, His successor Edward, mur-
dered after an unhappy reign of three vears, was replaced by his 124vear-old

brother, the unwarlike Ethelraed.

In 991 Olaf Tryggvason, a descendant of Harald Finehair, ravaged Kent and
Sussex and defeated the East .-"4.11;.;“;1!'1\ under the Ealdorman H‘_nhltllnlh al
Maldon, Essex. He was bought off with a massive payvment of 22,000 Ibs of
silver, but two vears later was back for more, in alliance with the [Danish
King Svein Forkbeard. Olaf ook his money and reputation 1o Norway,
where he established himself as king, Svein returned o Denmark and spent
the next five years trying to sieze Norway from his former ally. Danish vaids
on England continued unabated, however, and another Danegeld, of
24,0000 1bs, was paid in 1002, Later that year Kthelred, advised of a conspar-
acy, ordered a massacre of Danes living in England. Svein’s sister was saiil 10
have been among the victims: true or not, Svein was back campaigning in
southwest England in 1003 and in East Anglia in 1004, The lollowing year
there was a famine in England; Svein and his army, which had 1o live off the
land, gave the country a brief respite, but he retrned again in 10067 and

was bought ol with 36,000 1hs of Danegeld,
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The Danes Conquer England
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Above: Odda’s Chapel was
part of the Saxon monastery
al Deerburst, CGlowcestershire.
This was the buvial place of St
Alphege, a monk martyred by
the Danes in 1011, King
Edmund, defeated at
Ashingdon in 1016, fled to
Dieevbrerst, praevsneed by Cond.
The two met on nearby Alney
Island in the Severn, amnd
agreed to divide the kingdom.

A e 1009
Englich fleet breaks up-after
quarrels. Danes land unopposed

B ¢ i009
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ang Berkshire

C # Spring 1010
Thorkel repairs ships before
raiding Eost Anglia and Mercia

D # Sprng 1013
MNorthumbrians and Five Boroughs
sufymit o Svein

Eeinl3
Wimnchester submits to Swedn and
pives hostoges

F#l103
Londoners rebulse Svein's ottocks
with support of Thorkel, but
submit later v the year

GeI0I3
Woest Country submits to Svein

H & Christmas 1013
Artheiraed ffees to Normandy

| #Feh 1014
Sveln dies

| # Spring 1014
After Svein's death, ALthelred
returns to ravage Lindsey, forcing
Vikings to retreat to Denmark

K#l1012-12
base of Thorkell's fleet

Sometime between 1007 and 101 3, the objective of Svein’s
campaigns in England changed from extortion of Danegeld to
outright conguest.

Unlike the 9th-century Viking invasions, this was a political venture aimed al

enlarging roval power and prestige, not an invasion of settlers. The warriors

who followed Svein, and after him Cnut, were professional soldiers fighting
tor a share of the Danegeld. Although many of the leaders and some hand-
picked warriors stayed in England after the conquest, most of the Vikings
took their earnings and went home to Denmark, Norway and Sweden,

After Svein's departure in 1007, Athelraed ordered a H'Il'tphl.l'tlding [

| gramme. Unfortunately his new fleet broke up in chaos in 1009 amid accu-

sations of treason, and when an exceptionally large Viking army led by
Thorkell the Tall arrived ar Sandwich later that vear. there was no-one to
oppose it. The army spent three profitable years ravaging southeast
England, relatively unhindered by a defence that became more and more
disorganized. After a Danegeld of 48,000 pounds was paid in 1012, however,
Thorkell changed sides and entered AEthelraed's service, for which he was
paid a further 21,000 pounds of silver in 1014,

Realizing that English morale was collapsing, Svein returned to England in
the spring of 1013, At Gainsborough he was met by representatives of the
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Below: the end-siab of an early
11th-century Viking tomb,
probably of one of Cnut's
followers. It is decorated with a
“great beast” intertwined with a
serpent. Probably made in southern
England by a Scandinagian
erdftsman and fosnd in St Paul's
churchyard, London in 1852,

Northumbrians and the Five Boroughs, who recognized him as king.
When he marched south, Oxtord, Winchester and Bath submitted. Only
London —assisted by Thorkell—held out, but when AEthelraed fled to
Normandy after Christmas 1013, it oo surrendered,

Five weeks later Svein died. Athelred returned 1o England and the
Viking army, now led by Svein’s inexperienced son Cnut, withdrew to
Denmark. Supported by Thorkell, who had changed sides again, and
another great warnor, Enk of Hladir, Cnut returned in 1015.
He wintered at Poole Harbour, and in spring 1016 marched
north to take control of Northumbria. In April King
Athelred died, and was succeeded by his able son Edmund
[ronside, who rallied the English to renewed resistance.
Throughout the summer and autumn, he fought Cnut
across the breadth of southern England. Finally, at
Ashingdon in Essex, Edmund was betrayed on the field of
battle by the Ealdorman of the Mercians and crushingly
defeated. Cnut pursued Edmund to Gloucestershire, where
the two agreed to share the kingdom. When Edmund died a
few weeks later, Cnut became master of the whole of
England.



The Empire of Cnut

“Cornd v
exceplionally tall
and strong, and th
handsomest of men
:'.xr'.-']ﬂf.fnu lies nose,
ahich was thin,
fugh-set and rather
hooked, He had o
faar complexion and
£l l,l'.'..r.rr' thick heead rJ||"
hevrr. His eyes were
better than those of
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both more handsome

and keener-sighted,
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aa o waliand,

iictortones aned the

happiest of men in
style and grandewr,”
Kvntlhinga Saga,
mid-13th centun
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Chut ruled England firmly and effectively, but found it harder to
build a Scandinavian empire.

If Cnut expected 1o be accepted as king when he returmed to Denmark in
1014 afier the death of his father Svein, he was disappointed; the Danes had
already chosen his brother Harald, Deprived of a kingdom at home, Cnut
returned o England. By the end of 1016, he had conguered the whaole
country (& page 120-21). Three years later Harald died, and Conut went o
Denmark to secure his succession. Leaving a regent to rule the country, he
returned to England, which he always recognized as his most important pos-
session, He consolidated his hold there by granting lands and titler 1o his
followers, establishing a new Anglo-Danish aristocracy. Otherwise, he ruled
in the Anglo-Saxon tradition and made lew changes. He taxed the English
heavily to support his housecarles (bodyguards) and to fund a standing
fleet, but his rule was not unpopular; he was remembered as a strong king
who supported the church, legislated wisely and kept the peace.

One of Cnut's chief aides was Erik, earl of Hlafir, the pro-Danish ruler of
the Trondelag. His absence in England gave Olaf Haraldson, a
Norwegian of roval blood with a successiul Viking career behind
him, the chance 1o defeat the pro-Danish forces in
Norway and make himself king in 1016. When Olaf
allied with the Swedes and invaded Skiine in
1026, Cnut could no longer ignore him. In
1028 he ok a fleet of 50 ships, picked
up reinforcements in Denmark, and
invaded Norway. Olal, whose hard-
line imposition of Christianity had
made him unpopular, fled to
Sweden. Two years later he
returned, but was defeated and
killed by the Norwegians at
Stikelstad. Cnut appointed his
Enghish concubine Aeclfgifu as
regent, but she became so unpopular
that his grip on Norway began to slip.

\'r-rrh

Cnut was arguably the greatest of the
Viking kings, but his empire fell apart as
soon as he died in 1035, His son  and
chosen heir Harthacnut was accepied
as king in Denmark. but the English
chose his brother Harald, while the
Norwegians crowned Magnus the
Good, the son of Cnut's old enemy
Olal, When Harald died in 1039,
Harthacnut was finally able to
make good his claim to rule
England. After his death in 1042,
Aethelred's son Edward
returned from exile in
Normandy, and the line of
Wessex was restored.
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The Thunderbolt of the North

Below: the Varangian guard,
the Byzaibieg emporor's elite
corfps of Scandinarion merce-
ngries, This ilustration, from
@ nranuseripl of B Byzantine
frigtorian fobn Scylitzes,
shones them with their Viking
axes, three-poimted banners
and knte-shaped shields

Harald Hardrada—the Thunderbolt of the North—journeyed from

Norway to _Jerusalem before dying in an attempt to seize the
throne of England.

Harald's career began at the age of 15, when he fought for his half-brothes
Ring Olat Haraldson at the battle of Stiklestad in 1050, They were defeated,
and Harald fled first 1o Sweden and then o Russia, where he became a mer-
cenary tor Prince Jaroslay of Novgorod, Three vears later, Harald moved on
to Constantinople to join the Byzantine emperor's elite Varangian guard.
After nine vears’ campaigning, Harald had won gold and fame; now he
would seek a share of Magnus the Good’s Danish and Norwegian kingdom

In 1044 Harald returned o Sweden. Exploiting his wealth and reputation,
he raised an army and invaded Denmark in 1046, Magnus quickly agreed o
share his kingdom, and on his death the lollowing vear, Harald became sole
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R i ruler. But his nephew Svein Estrithson seized Denmark, and vears of brutal

Kang Harald ... \arfare ollowed. Harald repeatedly ravaged Denmark, but Svein’s dogged
J,|'|r._r,7'_| nared, wilf a resistance finally forced Harald to acknowledge him as king of Denmark in
164, Harald also faced frequent opposition to his rule in Norway, earning
his nickname “Hardrada™ (Hard Ruler) by the ruthless means he used 1o
moistaches ... He  gefend his authority. -

was brutal o his The death of England’s King Edward the Confessor in 1066 led 1o Harald's
erienties dnd dealt last expedivon. Edward left three claimants to his throne, Harald Hardrada,
William Duke of Normandy and Harold Godwinson the Earl of Wessex. The
_ - English chose Harold Godwinson, but both Harald and William laid plans
ofrpasition ... bl g invade England. Harald moved first. He entered the Humber with 300
generous (o firs  ships, crushed the English at Fulford Gate and took York on 20 September.
Five davs later he and most of his army lay dead on the field of Stamlord
: Bridge: it was said that only 24 ships were needed o take the survivors
Ring Harald's  home. The victor, Harold Godwinson, marched his exhausted army south to
Sagn his own death ar Hastings just 19 days later,
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The Struggle for England

Wiitiam of Normandy invaded England, but other Norsemen soon
arrived from Denmark and Ireland to contest his claim and assist
the English rebels.

Following his victory at Hastings, William the Conqueror quickly took con-
As a result of the ol of the southeast, and it appeared as il the English would quietly accept
Normans  him as their king. Two years later, however, his grip on the country was

; shaken by a series of rebellions.
plindering

After his death, Harald Hardrada's claim 1o the English throne had passed
o to the Danish king Svein Estrithson. It was to him that the rebels turned for
greal famine  support, offering to accept him as king. In 1069, Svein sent a fleet of 240
frreviailed that  ships to England under his son Cnut and other nobles. The fleet landed at
Dover and then sailed north, enjoying little success until it joined the rebels
on the Humber. The Anglo-Danish army marched on York and wiped out
fuman flesh,  the Norman garrison. William marched north, but failed 1o draw the rebels
horses. doos aned  into baule, and headed back to the Midlands to crush a rising. Around
=R Christmas he retuwrned, captured York, and forced the Danes to retreat to
the Humber.

England. .. such a

meit. .. devorred

ceets, .. M1 was
norvijec o see William spent the winter in his notorious “Harryving of the North”, a brutal
hiuman CONpISEs campaign of ravaging intended as much to make the area unattractive to

rotting in the the Danes as to punish the rebels. Undeterred, Svein joined his son on the
Humber in the spring of 1070. In June, part of the Danish fleet moved
south to the Fenlands to join the English rebels under Hereward in sacking
streels... " Peterborough, But, with English resistance almost at an end, Svein reached
an agreement with William and returned home with his plunder.

horises and the

Stmeon of

Durham  Five vears later, Cnut returned to England with a Danish-Norwegian fleet of
200 ships at the invitation of two rebellious Norman earls. By the time he
arrived the rebellion was over, and apart from sacking York he achieved
nothing. The last Viking threat to England came in 1085 when Cnut, now
king of Denmark, once again planned to invade. By now, though, Norman
England had proven its strength and the Danes saw no profit in their king's
amtions. Disputes prevented the fleet from sailing, and in 1086 Cnut was
assassinated.

Right: in this scene from the
Baveux tapestry, William's
fleet approaches the English
coast, By 1066 the Normans
bad adopted the French
language and culture, but the
design of their ships still
reflects their Scandinavian
heritage.
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The Kingdom of Man and the Isles

Right: 5¢ Magmes® chaireh on
Egilzay in Orkerey s the sole
survivor of a number of fine
stone churches built by the
Morse in the northern isles
after their conversion to
Christianity, The tower was
originalty 12-15 ft (4-5m)
taller and bad a comical roof,
giving il the appearance of an
Irish monagtic round tower.

As happened throughout the Viking world in the 11th century, the
Scandinavian settlers in Scotland began to develop centralized
governments.

The process began in the Earldom of Orkney during the reign of Earl
Thorfinn the Mighty (1014-64). Thorfinn was an able war leader: he defeat-
ed a Scottish attempt 1o recover Caithness in 1035 and added Ross, Sher-
fand, the Isle of Man and, possibly, lands in Galloway and Ireland to his
dominions, Thorfinn's victories brought him enormous prestige and,
though he acknowledged the sovereignty of the Norwegian crown, he was a
considerable ruler in his own right. Thorfinn was more than just a warrior,
however, and in his later years he attempted to give his domains a unifving
administrative and ecclesiastical structure. The first Earl of Orkney 1o be
brought up as a Christian, he actively promoted the conversion of the still
largely pagan Norse settlers of Orkney, founding a bishopric at his palace at
Birsay after visiting Rome in 1048,

Alter Thorfinn’s death the Orknev carldom lost control of the Isles. In 1079
Godred Crovan of Islay succeded in uniting the Hebrides and the Isle of
Man in a kingdom which he ruled undl his death in 1095, Godred divided
his kingdom up into five regions, which wgether sent a total of 32 represen-
tatives o the annual assembly at Tynwald (from Thingvillr—the meeting-
place) in the Isle of Man. The modern Manx parliament is the direci
descendant of this Viking assembly,

The independence of the kingdom of the Isles was soon challenged by the
Norwegian monarchy. In 1095 King Magnus 11 “Barelegs” agreed a trean
with Malcolm Canmore, king of Scotland, confirming Norway's ancient
claim o the Hebrides and Kintyre. But resistance in the Kingdom of the
Isles meant that Magnus had to establish his authority by a brutal ravaging
campaign in 1098, In what was to be the last major Viking campaign in the
Irish Sea, he went on o capture Dublin and to exact plunder and tribute in
Galloway and Anglesev. Magnus's reign brought Norwegian power in the
Isles 1o its peak, but his achievement had only been made possible by his
prolonged absence from Norway. After Magnus was killed in Ireland in
1104, Godred's son Olaf revived the kingdom, though he and his successors
tactfully recognired Norwegian sovereigniy,
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The Twilight of Viking Scotland

“In 1156 during

the wight of

Epipiany a naval
bettle was foughi
between Godred
and Somerled, and
therve was micch
slaughter on both
sefes. When
daylveak came. ..
they divded the
Kingdom of the
Isles betiveen
them...”
Chronicle of the
Kings of Man

and the Isles

The Viking age died hard in the Scoltish Isles, and raids continued
until the late 12th century.

The slow assimilation of the Norse settlers of the Hebrides into the native
Celtuc population was nearing completion in the 12th century. A sign of this
was the rise of Somerled, a chieftain of Argvll of mixed Scottish and Norse
descent, In 1156 Somerled won control of the southern Hebrides after
defeating Godred 1 of Man in a sea battle fought by moonbight on a mid-
winter's night ofl Islay. From now on, the strongest influence in the Isles
would be Gaelic but, preferring a distant lord to a near one, Somerled and
his successors continued to acknowledge the sovereignty of the Norwegian
rather than the Scottish kings.

In an area where central authority was weak, there was stll room for an old-
fashioned Viking freebooter to make a living from piracy. Perhaps the last
Viking was an Orkney Islander, Svein Asleifarson, who maintained a band of
some 80 [ollowers at his hall on Gairsay, According to the Orkneyinga Saga,
Svein raided twice a year. His “spring-trip”, as he called it, started after sow-
ing had been completed on his farm and lasted until midsummer. Then,
after the harvest was safely gathered in, he set off on his "autumn-trip”
which lasted until midwinter. Svein raided the Hebrides, Wales and Ireland,
plundered English merchant ships in the Irish Sea and even sacked a
monastery in the Scilly Isles. After 30 vears of piracy, he was eventally killed
on a raid on Dublin in 1171.

By the 13th century, Norse dominion was fading. The Scots had recovered
Ross, Caithness and Sutherland by1202, and harboured ambitions 1o seize
control of Man and the Isles. In1263 King Hikon IV of Norway led an expe-
P dition to strengthen his authority there. His "Great Fleet”

o juickly overawed the Hebrideans but, after an indecisive
skirmish with the Scots at Largs, Hikon withdrew and
died soon afterwards in Orkney. His suc-
cessor Magnus VL, with trouble at home,

E:."%_r ceded Man and the Hebrides 1o
T Scotland in 1266 in return for 4000
E_._ marks and an annuity. Only Orkney
coe £| @nd Shetland remained in Norse
. 1 hands, until they were finally ceded
'%.J_ ii by Denmark in thel5th century.
sarids

Left: a Hebridean galley or
Nyvaig, from a canving on the
16th-century tomb of
Alexander MacLeod at Rodel,

o — | i k1 s~ S . B

T e The Nyvaig, first used in the

1 2th century, shoiws the

influence of the Norse galley,

though the steering oar bas




Viking Scotland, |1 10414469
Somerled's possessions, | |56:
- | from Kingdom of the lsles " Svein Asleffarson, | 140-7|

B rom Scottand Harald Eystein, 1153
territory acquired by Scotland: o Hikon IV, 1263
B cecedvy Norway, 1266 5 barde

& & conquered, 1199-1202 . burial place of Lords

of the lsles
I ceded by Denmark, 1468-9

65 ko
||
40 rrel
N
h
*y
h (3]

|!'.--.r t..‘ 1) g
&y ¥ e
| T—p e A {*"lr-ﬁ'". :
e J: | Vi & K. bon :
a v A HIHS;]HH " ,u..-,. QAh-mhm
SCOTLAND
- L T N | ¥
1; R
® ; Narit h
Somerled defeats Godred " o e 4 | :
af Man in sea g = Fgi £ j i.fanu.'.-rm' - = Y 3 ¢4
' ! I et . k. .||I. |_1il"l'.|‘.l-.-"$_
N Tl o Ranrew G IS Y
55 4,
' i forisy |
A King Harald Eystein
3 ~ Narse raid on England,
i . to Hartlepool, Whitby,
o ~the Woash
5 YWhitby
? Scarbarough
Hmao - York
Anglo-Mormans ]
; Elqli'laﬁ -B"Hﬁ‘ o ) |"-|-"" - ::
= bl ”ﬁ*ﬂu | PAnglesey ) : ﬂm“"f-! KINGDOM L 'I:,:i
= Swein Asleiforson . B, RN S0 OF JE b o
= killed raiding | L T ey ENGLAND . tothe
= i 5W ke Wash




The Early Scandinavian Church

Below: pagan motifs persisted
in the work of ma iy
Scandingvian craftemen who
were called on to decorate the
new churches, The carvings on
thiz portal of the stave church
at Hylestad in Noroay
tllustrate scenes from the
Sigurd legend.

3'--..

B

The introduction of Christianity brought new styles of
architecture and art to Scandinavia.

The first Scandinavian churches were built by the monarchy and the aristoc-
racy, the same people who in pagan times would have been responsible for
{T[IH”I.“'IH l:]1l' COTrreel !I':llh{']‘\:rl_lll'l_" ol :'illli_ll'\ i_ll]lfl |L""!.'|_I1.'EJ]"G.. .l.xl'll_' rl]'\"-ul 4I'|'I_|]'L'l'][,"‘:i
of the 10th and 11th centuries were rectangzular structures built of wooden
staves. Though simple in plan, these churches could be elaborately decorat-
ed as many surviving fragments of carved and painted wood show. The
finest example is the spectacularly carved portal of c 1070 from Urnes in
west Norway. In Denmark and Sweden, wooden chorches were replaced
with stone from the 11th century onwards, but in Norway the tradinon of
building in wood survived, and the 12th century saw remarkable develop-
ments in the architecture of the stave church. The earliest stave churches
were built with their timbers set directly in the earth, and would have rotted
away within 25 vears or so. However, the later Norwegian stave churches
were provided with stone foundations, lifting the church off the ground and
protecting it from roi—in several cases up 1o the present day, Stardy sill tim-
hers were laid horizontally on top of the foundations into which the vertical
staves of the church walls were sel.

The earliest stone churches in Scandinavia were built ar Roskilde during
Crnut's reign. While native craftsmen could build wooden churches to a
high standard, Scandinavia had no tradition of stone architecture or of
stone carving {as opposed to incising designs on flat stone surfaces). It was
lh(‘t‘(‘:h_‘:t’i,' PECESSATY IIIZII I'r'I:'Il_l"'b.Hll,']'l 12 |,:ll' ]:-r'uugh[ i_l'l II-I,:I"] ;,I,':,]I-I:lil_[i, .I'.'_;'I_I::l]'ll,‘
chiurches of the 11th and 12th centuries therefore have much o tell us
about the ecclesiastical and secular links between Scandinavia and the resi
of Europe. Surviving architectural fragments show similarities with eastern

' = & 1| The church in | 2th-
Trondhei| century Scandinavia
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ﬂip‘.hl: staive clsireles REAEE
faall, erftem i'.l':l.'urr.afr.l'.'p
decovated stvictiores wath
carved portals, verandabs,
gprires and dragon-headed
frowials thar baoe am almpost
orentaf fook about fhem: they
mriist Famlk s the maost
distisichive miommmienls of the
late Viking age. This omne, at
Sogme in Norway, was buwill in
the second I-.r.rf af the

1200 cewitivry

Below: by tive 1200 contury,
lareer chiirches (i Devivrrark
and Sweden were being buslt
of stone, often by imported
presaE; b Jhul:l': cathedral is
conestrucied i finely cut local
gramite. Like the cathbedrals at
Lund and Ribe, it shows a
strowg influwence of bthe Amplo-
Morwan and Crermarmis
Romanesue

English ecclesiastical architecture, evidence both of
the ongins of the masons and of the English culiar-
al influence Cnut introduced to Denmark. After
Cnut’s death in 1035, the English connection weak-
ened, and the Danish church came under the sway
of Germany. The |2th-century cathedral at Ribe
was not only inspired by German R{ITTl.ITlt"i-i'llll."
architecture, it was actually built of stone imported
from the Rhineland. Denmark’s most magnificent
| 2th-century cathedral, at Lund (now in Sweden),
is an eclectic mixture of German, Anglo-Norman
and Italian raditions, showing the increasing open-
ness of Scandinavia to European influences,

Norway's main toreign links in the 12th century
conunued o be with the Briush Isles, and the
authority of the ar Illmhnp of Trondheim extend-
cd to the bishoprics of Kirkwall in Orkney and Peel
in the Isle of Man. For the 12?th-century rebuilding



Scandinavia After the Vikings

Above: this late 12th-century
tapestry from Baldishol
church in Nonvay shows a
typical Scandinavian
borseman of the time. The
period saw the abandonment
of traditional Viking-stvle
infantry tactics in favour of
mousted knights clad in
belmets and chatnmail, with
shart lances and pointed
shields.

“Only for their civil
wers are the Danes
distinguished. ”
Helmold's
Chromicle, 12th

century

The Scandinavian states became medieval Christian monarchies,
and 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 Harald 111
(1074-80) tolerated Viking raids in the Baltic in return for
a share of the plunder, and the Norwegian King Harald
Eystein led a plundering expedition on the English coast as
late as 1155. By this time, however, the Scandinavians were
more often the victims than the perpetrators of pirate raids,
Since the early 11th century, Denmark in particular had
been troubled by raids by the Wendish (Slavic) tribes on
the southern Baltic coast. These became increasingly seri-
ous around 1100, despite reprisal raids the Danes proved
no more able to maintain effective defence than the Franks
and Anglo-Saxons had to 9th-century Viking raids.

By 1100 Denmark and Norway were largely Christianized, but in Sweden
paganism remained strong; a major cult centre continued to fourish at
Uppsala, and it would be another century before the country was thorough-
ly Christian. Denmark was already a united realm by 1000, and by 1100 the
strong regionalism which had hindered unification in Norway was declin-
ing. In Sweden the Svear and Gétar, though usually united under the same
king, continued as two separate kingdoms until ¢ 1172, The Scandinavian
monarchies remained elective, and succession disputes often led to civil
wars in the 12th century.

Despite this internal instability, the Scandinavian kingdoms had greatly
expanded by the 13th century. The Danes and Swedes were heavily involved
in the crusades against the pagan Wends and Finnic peoples of the south
and east coasts of the Baltic. Under Valdemar Il {1202-41) the Danes
became the dominant power in the Baltic, but soon lost their empire to the
Germans, The Swedes began to conquer the Finns in the mid-11th century,
and by 1292 had reached the Karelian isthmus, where further eastward
expansion was checked by the Principality of Novgorod. Norway lacked the
opportunities for expansion at the expense of politically less advanced peo-
ples that the Danes and Swedes enjoyed, but it did extend its control o the
MNorse settlements of Greenland (1261) and Iceland {1253}. Norwegians,
like the Danes and Swedes, became involved in the Crusades but their expe-
ditions, such as that of King Sigurd Jorsalafari (*Jerusalem-farer™) in 1107,
were to the Holy Land and brought no territorial gains,

Right: this rownd church on
the Danish island of
Bormbolm was built in the
12th century, when the
Wendish raids were at their
peak. Its sturdy, fortified
structure meant that it could
double as a refuge against
attack.
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Viking Kings and Rulers, 800-1100

KINGS OF DENMARK

Early kings

. 120 Angantyr

d. 810 Codired

810-12 Hemming

812-13 Harald Klak (deposed)
B19-27 (deposed)

812-13 Reginfred (deposed)

R13-54 Horik

819-27 Harald Klak (deposed)

854—c. 857 Horik 11

c. B73 Sigired

.. 873 Halfdan

d. & 900 Helgi (possibly legendary)

¢. 900-36 Swedish Olat Dynasty
(Olaf, Gnupa, Gurd, Sigtrvg)

e 936940 Hardegon

The Jelling dynasty

. 940=hH8 Gorm the Old

958-87 Harald I Bluetooth

987-1014 Svein Forkbeard

1014-18 Harald 11

1019-35 Cnut the Great (King of
England 1016)

1003542 Harthacnut

1042-46 Magnus the Good (King

of Norway 1035)

Dynasty of Svein Estrithson

1046-74 Svein Estrithson
107 4=80) Harald I11
1080-86 Cnut the Holy
1086-495 Olaf Hunger
10951103 Erik the Evergood

KINGS OF NORWAY

1030-35

1035-46
104566
106669
1067-93
109395
1095-1103

KINGS OF

Svein Alfivason (deposed, sor
of Cnut the Great ruling
under regency)

Magnus the Good

Harald Hardrada

Magnus I1

Olaf the Peaceful

Hakon Magnusson

Magnus I Barelegs

THE SVEAR

. BRO=4950) Harald Finehair

. 930-¢. 936 Erik Bloodaxe (deposed,
King of York 948-54)

£, 936-60 Hakon the Good

¢. 960-70 Harald Greycloak

D95-1000 Olaf Tryggvason

1015-30 Olal Haraldson (St Olaf)

r. 829 Bjorn

r. BH() Olaf

GR0-95 Erik the Victorious

995-1022 Olof Skotkonung

1022-50 Anund Jacob

L5060 Emund the Old

106066 Stenkil Ragnvaldsson

1066-70 Halsten (deposed)

1070-7 Hakon the Red

#=1080 Inge I (deposed)

1080-83 Blot-Sven

10831110 Inge I (restored)

KINGS OF DUBLIN

d. 852-6 Ragnall

¢. B56-71 Olaf the White

B71-73 Ivar

d. 875 Eystein Olafsson

. B81 Bardr

d. 888 Sigfrid

. 896 Sigtrvg |

¢, 902 Hingamund

G17-21 Sigtryg 11 (King of York 921)

921=54 Guthirith (King of York 927)

934-41 Olaf Guithfrithson
(King of York 939)

94145 Blacaire

945-50 Olaf Cuaran

H8Y-1042 Sigtryvg Silkbeard

10368, 1046-5Y
1052-72
1072-95
10951114

Echmarcach
Diarmit

Gotraid (expelled)
Muirchertach



KINGS OF YORK

HT6=77

r. NR3-95
. D002
e. 919-21
002
M2=-10
902-10
O902-10
919-21
921-27
927

927-39
95941
941-43
94344
O944-46
94648
Y48

949-52
952-54

Halfdan (deposed)
Guthirith

Cot

Siglrid

Fihelwald

Halidan

Eowils

Ivar

Ragnald

Sigtrvg  (King of Dublin 917)
Guthfrith (expelled, king

of Dublin Y921)

Athelstan

(King of Wessex 924)

Olaf Guthirithson (King

of Dublin 934)

Olal Cuarian (expelled, King
of Dublin 945)

Ragnald Il (expelled)
Edmund (King of Wessex 9349)
Fadred (King of Wessex
946-50)

Erik Bloodaxe

Olaf Cuarin (expelled)

Erik Bloodaxe (expelled, Ring
of Norway ¢. 930-¢ 936)

FARLS OF ORKNEY

. 102065
103746
106453
1064893
10931103

Thorfinn the Mighty
Rognvald (deposed)

Paul (deposed)

Erlend (deposed)

Sigurd

(King of Norway 1103-30)

DUKES OF NORMANDY

9] 1-c. 925
. 92542
942-96
GO6=1026
1026-27
102735
103587

Rollo (Hrollr)

William Longsword
Richard |

Richard 11

Richard 111

Robert the Magniticent
William the Conqueror
(King of England 1066)

PRINCES OF KIEVAN RUS

. 870

d. B2

. BO3

r. 894

r. 895910
d. 954

d. 954

d. «. 963

. 9851014
1014-18
101420

101 4= 10350

Rognvald of Mare
Sigurd the Mighty
Cauttorm

Halland (abdicated)
Torf-Eina:

Arnkel

Erlend

Thorfinn Skull-Spliter
Havard

Hlodver

Liot

Skuli

Sigurd the Stout
Sumarlidi

Einar

Brusi

¢, B62=T4

r. B79-913
91545
O045-72
9724978 /80
O978/80-1015
101554

Rurik (semi-legendary ruler
of Novgorod)

Oleg

lgor

Svyatoslav |

Yaropolk |

Viadimir

Yaroslav the Wise
dynasty survives to 1271
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Viking marauders in their longships burst through the defences of
Pth-century Europe, siriking terror into the hearts of monks,
peasants and rulers alike for two centuries. But the Vikings were
more than just marine terrorists, and this atlas shows their
development as traders and craftsmen, explorers, settlers and
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