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The Viking Age was filled with drama. It began in
the late 8th century, when pagan pirates from
Scandinavia fell upon the undefended monasteries
and settlements of western Europe in search of loot
and tribute, and ended in the 11th century, when
the Scandinavian peoples — converted by then to
Christianity — had come together to form the three
nation-states of Denmark, Norway and Sweden.
During this time, Viking sailors reached westward
across the Atlantic Ocean to Newfoundland,
colonizing the Scottish islands, the Faeroes, Iceland
and Greenland on the way; they raided and traded
along the coasts of western Europe as far as the
Mediterranean, fought repeated military campaigns
in England and France and founded settlements
there and around the Irish Sea; and they sailed
eastward along the river routes of Russia to the
shores of the Black and Caspian seas, founding
settlements, trading with Arabs and Bulgars, and
joining the mercenary armies of the Byzantine
emperor.
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The Cultural Atlas of the Viking World seeks to
explain and illustrate the wide-ranging world of the
Vikings. Part One looks at the physical background
of the Scandinavian homelands and traces the
history of human settlement there before the Viking
Age. Part Two examines the Viking Age in
Scandinavia: its social organization; the daily life of
its farmers, craftsmen and traders; its religion and
literature. Part Three considers the Viking
expansion overseas, and Part Four looks at the
Viking world at the end of the Viking Age.

Special features examine key aspects of Viking Age
culture, such as ships, art styles, and the pagan
gods, and highlight some of the most important
archaeological sites. Detailed maps show the
Vikings’ network of sea crossings and river routes,
their military campaigns, and their political and
cultural development. The photographs reveal the
range of artifacts made — and raided and traded —
by the Vikings, as well as the variety of landscapes
in which their lives were led.

J Detail of a ship from a picture-stone
f i tland: photo, Ted Spiegel.
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PREFACE

The Viking Age was filled with drama both in the
Scandinavian homelands and in the countries
overseas where the Vikings raided, traded and
settled by force. However, many of the lasting
changes that it brought about were the result of
peaceful endeavors and gradual developments. This
book is about peoples and places: a cultural atlas
of a widespread northern world, centered on
Denmark, Norway and Sweden, but reaching
westward across the Atlantic Ocean, eastward to
the shore of both the Black and the Caspian Seas,
and southward into the Mediterranean. The Viking
world can be seen as a network of the sea crossings
and river routes that were traveled by the ships that
have come to symbolize the Viking Age.

The Viking raids on western Europe began at the
end of the 8th century AD when these pagan
pirates fell upon undefended monasteries,
settlements and trading centers for loot and tribute.
The Viking Age proper had lasted scarcely three
centuries before the Scandinavians had ceased to
export violence to the west, even if the 12th
century saw them conquering and crusading in the
Slav and Baltic countries to impose Christianity
there by force. It was the conversion of the
Scandinavian countries to Christianity,
accompanied by the establishment of a literate
culture, that represents one of the major
transformations of the Viking Age — a transition
that involved several false-starts and piecemeal
progression during the 9th to 11th centuries.

The Viking Age was also the period that saw the
formation of the three European nation-states of
Denmark, Norway and Sweden, as a result of
processes of internal consolidation that had already
commenced before the beginning of the Viking Age.
Indeed, political problems at home, with enforced
exile for rival claimants and dispossessed leaders,
may have had as much to do with the fact of
Scandinavian expansion as any threat of famine or
land-shortage in the homelands — or any of the
other explanations offered for this remarkable
phenomenon. However, we shall never fully
understand this aspect of the Viking Age, for there
is very little written evidence about most of
Scandinavia from before 1200, though archacology
1s throwing light on state fortifications and other
monuments that reflect the growing centralization
of power in this period.

Scandinavia also experienced growing economic
sophistication during the Viking Age, on the back
of the wealth created by means of raiding and
trading. One of the most obvious impacts of this
process was the foundation of towns as centers for
trade and manufacture. Recent archaeological work
has revealed how this process was already
underway, in Denmark at any rate, before the
beginning of the Viking Age proper.

Though the study of contemporary sources, such
as the works of Anglo-Saxon, Frankish and Arabic

10

writers — and the runic inscriptions of Scandinavia
— throws much light on the Viking Age, as can also
the famous saga literature written down in the 13th
and 14th centuries, it is to archaeology that we
must turn to fill out our picture of life during the
Viking Age. Recent decades have witnessed much
increased excavation throughout the Viking world.
This book has thus been written, for the most part,
by archaeologists to highlight many of the most
recent discoveries, particularly through the special
features that complement the main text.

This Cultural Atlas is the creation of Susan
Kennedy and her team at Andromeda, listed on
page 2, given life by myself, but substance by a
team of four authors. Chapters 1-5 that set the
Scandinavian scene, both before and during the
Viking Age, were written by Dr Helen Clarke, my
former colleague in Medieval Archaeology at
University College London, whilst Professor Ray
Page, of Corpus Christi College, Cambridge, has
given us the benefit of his particular expertise in
contributing Chapter 6 on Scandinavian “Learning
and Religion”. Chapters 7 and 10, on the Vikings
in western and eastern Europe, are the work of
Neil Price, who studied the archaeology of the
Vikings in London and York, before embarking on
a fieldwork career in Sweden; Chapters 8 and 9 on
the Scandinavian involvement in the Celtic west of
Britain and Ireland, and the Norse expansion
across the North Atlantic, were written by Dr
Colleen Batey, of Glasgow Museums, who has
specialized in excavating and studying the Vikings
in Caithness and Orkney. The final chapter, on
“The Later Viking Age and After” makes use of
contributions from both of these authors. Amongst
others who have helped with the production of this
book, we are particularly grateful to Professor Sean
McGrail, of the University of Oxford, for advice on
Viking ships and for writing the feature on pp.
180-81. The features on pp. 4243, 64—65, 90-91,
94-95, 98-99, 138-39 and 158-59 are my own
responsibility, as well as the captions to the
illustrations in the main text.

To end on an explanatory note: it is not possible
to be completely consistent in quoting Viking name
forms and words. Where there is a recognized
modern form of a personal name, we have used it:
e.g. Eric Bloodax. Where there is not we have tried
to simplify the original form by removing
inflexional endings, accent marks or diacritics and
replacing unusual letter forms by more common
ones: e.g. instead of the Qld Norse d and p we have
used the modern English equivalents d, th. So
Haraldr Hardradi appears as Harald Hardradi,
Sigvatr pordarson as Sigvat Thordarson (Old Norse
words quoted being commonly in italic). If there is
a standard modern form of a place-name we have
used it. Otherwise we have used as far as possible
the local or recorded form.

James Grabam-Campbell







THE LAND, CLIMATE AND PEOPLE

The people known to us today as Vikings had their
homelands in the three countries that together make
up modern Scandinavia: Norway, Sweden and Den-
mark. Together they cover a vast area, stretching from
North Cape (Nordkapp) far into the Arctic Circle at a
latitude of 71° southward to the border between
Denmark and Germany, at about 55° latitude. The
total landmass is nearly 790,000 square kilometers.
Not surprisingly, there is great diversity in landscape
and climate within this enormous area. The flora and
fauna, the economic base and even the character of the
inhabitants vary from district to district; this is true
today, and the differences must have been even more
pronounced in earlier periods before the advent of

modern technology and communications.

In Norway and Sweden, which together form the
Scandinavian peninsula, the underlying rock is pre-
Cambrian granite, overlain in the west and north by
rather more recent folded and tilted rocks forming a
chain of high mountains, and in the south mainly by
limestone and chalk. During the period of glaciation,
or ice ages, from about 1,500,000 to 13,000 years ago,
massive glaciers moved southward from the Arctic
regions to cover much of the northern hemisphere. At
their maximum extent they reached as far as central
Europe, but over the millennia their range fluctuated.
Nevertheless, during all this time they covered much
of the Scandinavian peninsula. As they advanced in

Left Northern winters are long and
severe so that snow can lie for
months in inland valleys and
passes. It is hardly surprising that
skis originated in Scandinavia in
prehistoric times to maintain
communications under such
conditions, whilst sledges and
skates are known to have been
used during the Viking Age.
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THE LAND, CLIMATE AND PEOPL

the coldest eras they flattened and smoothed our the
land, and in places their weight forced it down to
hundreds of meters below its original level. When they
ated during warmer phases the melting ice drop-
ped deposits of gravels and stones that had been
picked up and carried along on their advances south,
and left behind moraine ridges (eskers). Thus, much of
the peninsula is covered by infertile, gravelly soils
poorly suited to agriculture or even forestry. The
southern parts of Sweden (the modern provinces of
Skane and southern Halland) and Denmark were
covered by glaciers only when they reached their
maximum extent during the coldest periods, and they
have fewer glacial deposits and more fertile soils with
limestone and chalk overlain by clay, as well as the
glacial gravels.

When the glaciers melted the land beneath was
relieved of the great pressure that the weight of the ice
had placed upon it, and it began to revert to its original
level. This “eustatic change” or “land elevation™ has
been a continuing process ever since the end of the last
ice age some 13,000 years ago, and is still going on,
quite rapidly in the north, less so farther south. In the
interior of the northern Scandinavian peninsula the
land is still rising at a rate of roughly 1 meter per
century. In the central regions of Norway and Sweden
the change is less pronounced but the rise is some 50
centimeters over a hundred years. There is hardly any
change in the height of the land in southern Scan-
dinavia where the impact of the glaciers was not so
strongly felt.

With the melting of the glaciers at the end of the last
ice age the sea level also rose, its increasing height
being most noticeable in southern Scandinavia where
the eustatic change was less pronounced. For example,
about 8000 BC Denmark was part of a single land-
mass that straddled the present countries of Britain,
Denmark and southern Sweden. It did not acquire its
present shape until several millennia later when the
land between western Jutland and England was flood-
ed by rising sea water to form the North Sea, and the
straits between the Danish islands and the Oresund,
the sound between Sjelland (Zealand) and Skane
(Scania), were formed.

As the glaciers melted people moved into Scan-
dinavia to settle on the new land, traveling slowly
northward as the ice retreated. Denmark, free from ice
by about 13,000 BC, was occupied first, but areas
farther north were not available for settlement until
some millennia later. However, by about 8000 BC
most of Scandinavia was open for settlement. These
first settlers were probably the ancestors of those
living in the region during the Viking Age (the three
centuries from about AD 800).

Scandinavia has seldom been subjected to fresh waves
of immigrant peoples, though it has always been open
to new cultural influences from the European main-
land. The exchange has not been all one way. Before
and during the Viking Age there was movement of
people and cultural influences from eastern Sweden
into southwest Finland and around the Baltic coast

present-day Estonia, Latyia and Lithuania). In the
6th centuries AD there were population
ts from the western seaboard of Denmark
lesser extent) Norway to eastern England,

he Viking Age itself migrations from western
scandinavia led to the setting up of new communities
ntic: the Faeroes, Iceland, Greenland
ica. As late as the 19th century, mass
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| THE LAND, THE CLIMATE AND PEOPLE
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occupation communications have largely relied on the
sea. Settlements were concentrated on habitable land
around the fjords, and many small communities grew
up in isolation from each other, each with their own
traditions and culture. A sturdy independence has
always characterized the fjord dwellers.

In the northern interior of Norway, winters are long
and severe with temperatures well below freezing
point; thick snow lies on the ground for many months
of the year. Along the coast the climate is far less
rigorous, with the Gulf Stream keeping harbors as far
north as Narvik free from ice throughout the winter.
The climate therefore also encouraged coastal settle-
ment, with fishing and whaling being the main means
of livelihood. Livestock (housed indoors during
winter) can be kept in the climatic conditions of
coastal western and northern Norway, and cattle,
sheep, goats and horses were and are bred for meat,
milk, cheese and transportation. Though relatively
mild temperatures along the coast allow the cultiva-
tion of fruit trees and some other crops where soil
conditions allow, crop-raising has never been of very
greataccount in the country as a whole and even today
only about 3 per cent of the land is devoted to arable
farming, mainly in the south and east.

Fish from the rich coastal fishing-grounds of the
North Atlantic and Arctic oceans has remained a
staple of the Norwegian diet up to the present day,
supplemented in earlier times with seabirds, found in
abundance along the coast, and their eggs. Up to the
end of the Middle Ages dried fish was the country’s
most important export commodity. Sea mammals
such as seals and walrus were trapped for their skins,
and, in the case of walrus, ivory.

Norway is not heavily forested, as much of it lies at
heights above the tree-line, but what woodland there
1s consists of coniferous forest of fir, pine and spruce.
Deciduous trees such as oak, ash and beech grow in
the south interspersed with conifers, and probably
never formed a very dominant feature of the vegeta-
tion. The far north is covered by tundra — a bleak,
open terrain of permanently frozen ground, suppor-
ting little vegetation, with taiga (coniferous forest), a
little farther south. Reindeer, elk and bear, together
with smaller fur-bearing animals such as Arctic fox,
marten, lynx and squirrel, are found in these northern
regions, and all have been hunted through the ages for
food, as well as for their fur or antlers. In the Viking
Age these raw materials were traded in exchange for
luxuries obtainable only from the more southerly and
industrially advanced countries of mainland Europe.

Sweden

Sweden has a total length of about 1,500 kilometers
from north to south. Along its eastern border it shares
the mountainous terrain of Norway but most of the
country is less than 500 meters above sea level with
low, undulating countryside, clothed in coniferous
forest, being the norm. There are numerous fresh-
water lakes and many navigable rivers, which have
served as arteries for waterborne traffic over the
centuries. An open landscape of tundra is found in the
far north.

The lowest and flattest land lies in three distinct
areas in central and southern Sweden: around Lake
Vinern in the west where there is the fertile plain of
Vistergotland and the river valley of the Gota; in the
tered on the great lakes of Hjilmaren and
laren and bounded to the south by the plain of

Above The coniferous forests of
Norway and Sweden provide the
natural habitat for fur-bearing
animals that were hunted for their
winter coats. Furs were traded by
Viking merchants to the east and
west in return for other luxury
goods, such as silks and wine.

Vegetation of Scandinavia

(top right)

Deciduous forest is the natural
vegetation of much of Denmark
and southern Sweden, gradually
giving way to mixed woodlands.
Unbroken coniferous forest (taiga)
covers nearly all the rest of the
region. Tundra — a treeless
vegetation of grasses and
lowgrowing shrubs — is found in
the permafrost areas of the far
north and in mountainous areas
above the treeline and below the
permanent snowline.

Right Inland lakes and waterways
were important for communication
during the Viking Age in Sweden,
whether by boat in summer or over
the ice in winter: Lake Siljan,
shown here, lies in Dalarna, an
important area for iron extraction.
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Ostergotland and to the north by Dalilven; and in the
south where the flat lands of Skane and Halland have
many of the characteristics of neighboring Denmark.
These areas, which naturally support deciduous
woodland mainly of oak, birch and beech, are the
fertile, crop-growing regions of Sweden.

Until the 17th century, Skine was virtually cut off
from the land to the north by the dense woodlands of
Smaland. Until this time it was actually part of the
kingdom of Denmark, and its contacts and influences
derived from the south and west, the continental
mainland. The plain of Vistergotland was sur-
rounded by forest, except on the west where it was
connected with the coast through the valley of the
Gota, and its contacts were largely westerly, with
Denmark and Norway and to the North Sea and
beyond. The Malaren region formed another distinct
unit with contacts mainly eastward and southeast
across the Baltic and northward along the moraine
ridges that penetrated into the forests of the north and
carried some land transport. This has always been the
richest area of Sweden and it was here that the Swedish
state began to emerge as a consolidated power in the
centuries just before the Viking Age.

Finally, the two Baltic islands of Oland and Got-
land differ from the rest of the country in their
maritime situation and their geological makeup. Both
are limestone formations with shallow but fertile soils,
temperate climates and good potential for both pas-
toral farming and crop-raising. Gotland lies almost as
close to the lands of the eastern and southern Baltic as
to Sweden itself, and its strategic position in the
middle of the Baltic Sea led to it acquiring control of
trade routes over the centuries, and the consequent
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accumulation of wealth. In the Viking Age and into
the Middle Ages it was virtually independent of the
Swedish mainland.

Sweden’s environment afforded the same natural
resources as Norway’s. Wild animalsin the north were
trapped for meat and fur; seabirds and fish (but fewer
sea mammals) were caught along the coasts; its forests
and woodlands provided softwoods and hardwoods
for building and many other purposes. Sweden also
has abundant sources of iron ore which were exploited
in ever increasing amounts up to recent times; copper
was first mined in the Middle Ages. Though by no
means densely populated, Sweden has always been
able to support a greater population than has its
Norwegian neighbor.

Denmark

Denmark belongs to the same geological formation as
southern Sweden and the flat lands bordering the
south coast of the Baltic Sea. It is low-lying — its
highest pointis only 173 meters above sea level — with
a long coastline in comparison to its landmass, which
is made up of the Jutland peninsula and hundreds of
large and small islands. Today, Denmark has wide
expanses of arable fields and very little tree cover. This
landscape is, however, mainly a product of the past
200 years, during which time bogs have been drained,
heaths reclaimed, and woodlands cut down to make
way for farmland. Untl the end of the Middle Ages
much of Denmark was covered with deciduous trees.

Water-meadows, marshes and bogs flanked its
numerous streams and surrounded the lakes, most of
which have long since been drained.

Denmark’s climate is more temperate and equable
than the rest of Scandinavia, and this is reflected in its
flora and fauna; it lacks the fur-bearing mammals that
brought wealth to its more northerly neighbors in
earlier periods. Agriculture has long provided its
economic base; arable crops could be grown on its
drier soils and livestock reared on the lush grass of its
water-meadows. Fish and wildfowl came from the sea
and from inland watercourses. :

Like Norway and Sweden, Denmark is divided into
a number of regions. The largest of these is the Jutland
peninsula, physically connected to the European
mainland. Throughout history, cultural innovations
from northwest Europe reached Jutland first, and
from there were disseminated to the rest of the
country, and then to Norway and Sweden, often after
a considerable lapse of time. In most periods it has
been the richest part of Denmark; it was not by chance
that Jutland became the main center of royal power
when Denmark finally emerged as a unified state in the
10th century.

The Danish islands, particularly the largest, Fyn and
Sjzlland, have distinct characters. In earlier periods,
they had their own systems of chieftainship. The
easternmost parts of Denmark had closer cultural
contacts with the peoples around the Baltic Sea than
with those of northwest Europe, and many Slavic

Left The Jutland peninsula
connects lowlying Denmark to the
European mainland: its western
beaches, unlike Norway's mainly
sheltered coastline, are exposed to
the full force of the sea, but this
was not a deterrent to Viking Age
sailors, whether raiders or
merchants.




Above The landscape of central
Finland is characterized by
coniferous forest and innumerable
lakes. Whilst Finland is the most
easterly of the Nordic countries
and its people are not of
Scandinavian stock, its western and
southern coasts came under the
influence of Sweden and Gotland
during the Viking Age.

Overleaf The Lofoten islands lie
toward the northern end of
Norway’s Atlantic seaboard;
despite their northerly situation,
they are kept mild and damp by the
Gulf Stream, and have been
inhabited by fishing communines
from early umes. Norway’s
island-shielded and fjord-indented
west coast provided a searoute
from the south and thus gave rise
to the country’s name, the
“North-way”.

traits — for example, in pottery types and methods of
shipbuilding — are evident there in Viking times. The
island of Bornholm is different yet again, more akin to
the Swedish islands of Gotland and Oland than to
Denmark proper. It lies far out in the south Baltic Sea,
some 140 kilometers east of the east coast of Sjzlland
where Copenhagen, Denmark’s modern capital, lies.
It is thus something of an anomaly in an otherwise
fairly tight-knit country. However, it lies only 30
kilometers off the coast of Skine, which — with
Halland — was a Danish possession until the 17th
century. Unlike those two provinces, Bornholm re-
mained politically affiliated to Denmark, if never
entirely culturally so.

Finland

Finland, on the other side of the Gulf of Bothnia from
Sweden, was not a Viking homeland. Its people are not
of Scandinavian stock: the Finnish language, belong-
ing to the Finno-Ugrian group of languages, is closely
associated with Estonian, spoken on the south coast of
the Gulf of Finland, and is more distantly related to
Hungarian and Turkish. However, southwest Finland
was strongly influenced by Sweden particularly in the
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Viking Age. Many Viking traits such as art styles,
types of jewelry and weapons can be traced here from
the 9th century onward, and for this reason Finland is
considered here as a Viking country.

Geologically, Finland is very similar to central and
northern Sweden, though it has no mountain ranges. It
was heavily glaciated during the ice ages, and most of
the land is covered with gravelly soil that s ill-suited to
agriculture. In the far north there is open tundra, and
farther south coniferous forest interspersed with in-
numerable lakes characterizes the landscape. The
Finnish landmass is somewhat larger than Norway,
about 363,000 square kilometers. The Arctic and
sub-Arctic north is still occupied by Lapps belonging
to the same cultural group as those of northern
Norway, Sweden and Russia, but most of the Finnish
population, which today numbers about 5 million,
live along the western and southern coasts. This area
was both visited by and partly occupied by Swedish
Vikings, and it is mainly there that the archaeological
remains of Viking Age settlement are to be found.
Finland subsequently became part of the medieval
kingdom of Sweden and remained a Swedish posses-
sion until the 19th century.
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SCANDINAVIA BEFORE THE VIKINGS

The first Scandinavians were an itinerant people,
gaining their livelihood from hunting, fishing and
gathering wild plants for food. Their settlements were
temporary encampments, mainly situated along the
coasts, on the banks of rivers, and on the shores of
lakes to take advantage of their food resources — fish,
shellfish, marine mammals and seabirds, and the
animals that roamed the countryside nearby. They
moved their camps in pursuit of game, and so left few
remains apart from their tools and weapons, made
from flint and other stone, and a few burials of
individuals who were interred beside the encamp-
ments. This migratory and widely scattered type of
existence continued for about 4,000 years and is
known to archaeologists as the Mesolithic or Middle
Stone Age.

The Neolithic revolution

A very great change took place about 4000 BC in
southern Scandinavia, when the growing of crops and
raising of cattle began to supersede hunting as the
main means of support. This change ushered in the
next great age of prehistory, the Neolithic or New
Stone Age, which lasted for over 2,000 years. The new
method of subsistence came to Scandinavia from the
south and may have been introduced by bands of
immigrants from continental Europe. It is unlikely,
though, that there was largescale immigration, and the
native population remained the same as the hunters of
the previous period.

Once agriculture was adopted, the form of settle-
ment changed. People occupied their homes for longer
periods, cultivating the adjacent land that had been
reclaimed from the primeval forest. But even these
settlements would not have been occupied for very
many years, for the surrounding fields would soon
have become unproductive from over-use and the lack
of fertilization, and the inhabitants would then have
moved to a new site where more new land could be
cleared and crop-raising begin anew. These semi-
permanent settlements remained small, consisting
only of a few buildings to house not much more than a
family group, and they were scattered sparsely
throughout the countryside, taking the form of iso-
lated farmsteads rather than villages. Nevertheless,
the burial customs of these early farming peoples show
that they had some idea of communal identity. They
were buried in large and elaborate grave-monuments
built above ground from enormous stones, known as
megaliths (as a consequence of which these structures
are termed megalithic tombs). They consisted of a
huge central chamber tall enough for someone to
stand erect, and a passage leading from it. The whole
was covered by a mound of earth encircled by a ring of
smaller, upright stones around the edge. Remains of
pottery vessels found within and around the entrance
to these tombs, which accommodated many indivi-
dual corpses, indicate that the burial of a body was
accompanied by elaborate rituals involving feasting,
and perhaps sacrifice, demanding the participation of
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the inhabitants over a wide area, for whom the
communal tomb provided a focus. Society as we
understand it today was starting to evolve.

These early farming communities are best known
from southern Scandinavia (Denmark, south Sweden
and southeast Norway). Not only was the climate
milder here, but they came earliest into contact with
the new cultural and technological impulses spreading
northward from the European mainland. In the forests
and tundra farther north, hunting, fishing and food-
gathering remained the primary means of livelihood,
and changes in economy and culture took place much
more slowly. Nevertheless, some tools and weapons
found in the north are of southern origin and show
that there were contacts between the two regions.

Neolithic farmers used more diverse tools and
weapons than did their hunting forebears, but these
were still made of locally occurring natural materials.
Flint and other stones were shaped into ax-heads,
which were fastened to wooden handles and used to
fell trees to clear the land. Sharp flint flakes were
fashioned into the cutting-edges of sickles for harvest-
ing crops. Arrow-heads used in hunting were also
made of flint. As time went on the shapes of some of
the implements, particularly weapons, evolved into
highly elaborate forms that must have demanded great
skill in their manufacture. Battle-axes of polished
stone and‘daggers of flint attest to the sophistication
that could be achieved by the craftsmen who worked
in these apparently intractable materials. It was not
until the end of the Neolithic Age, in the second
millennium BC, that stone and flint began to be
replaced by bronze for some simple weapons such as
flat axes and daggers. This change marked the transi-
tion to the Bronze Age.

Left Ceremonial flint ax-heads
form a votive offering at
Hagelbjerggard, Sjzlland,
Denmark, reflecting the important
role played by the stone ax in
Neolithic society — over and above
its fundamental use as a work tool
for land clearance.

Right The stone-lined entrance to a
large “passage-grave” mound at
Gillhog, Skane, Sweden: passage
graves were used by Neolithic
farming communities for
depositing bones from skeletons
that had previously been exposed.

Right The Bronze Age rock
carvings of Scandinavia, such as
this group from Bohuslan in
western Sweden, provide
mysterious testimony to cult
acivity. They portray men,
animals, ships, weapons and
various symbols, the most common
of which are the “cup-marks” —
shallow, round hollows chiseled
out of the rock face, either in
groups by themselves, or in
association with other carvings.
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The Bronze Age

Bronze is an alloy of copper and tin. Both these metals
had to be imported into Scandinavia from central and
western Europe in the prehistoric period. The use of
bronze must have marked a pronounced change in the
economy of early Scandinavia, drawing it into a wider
network of cultural contacts and making it more open
to influences from outside.

The Bronze Age began in Denmark about 1800 BC
and lasted for over a thousand years. Its culture
penetrated the northern parts of the Scandinavian
peninsula much more slowly, though discoveries of
bronze objects of uniform type throughout Scan-
dinavia show that there were contacts between north
and south, as there had been in earlier periods. In the
Bronze Age these contacts were apparently fostered by
trade: raw materials, perhaps mainly hides and furs,
were exchanged for copper and tin to make bronze
locally, or for manufactured bronze weapons such as
swords and axes which were imported from central
Europe and the British Isles.

Most of our information for the Bronze Age in
Scandinavia comes from burials or from the hoards of
objects in bronze and precious metals that were buried
or deposited, probably as religious votive offerings, in
bogs, swamps, rivers and lakes. Many graves have
been excavated from this period. Individuals were
buried under mounds of earth (barrows) or piles of
stone (cairns). Some of the mounds in Denmark and
southern Sweden were huge, still standing today up to
3 or 4 meters in height, and were situated on high
ground so that they dominated the landscape for miles
around. Cremation, with the burnt bones placed in
pottery vessels beneath the mounds, was common in
the later centuries of the Bronze Age but in earlier
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phases inhumation (burial of the unburnt body) was
predominant. These graves have much to tell us.

Denmark is particularly rich in the remains of
Bronze Age inhumation graves. In some, the
hollowed-out trunks of oak trees were used as coffins
to enclose the corpse, which was buried fully clothed
and accompanied by possessions including items of
personal hygiene such as razors and tweezers. In some
cases, damp soil conditions have preserved the woolen
garments of the deceased, and from these we have
learned that men wore belted tunics covered by cloaks,
and simple headgear. Women wore two-piece cos-
tumes and their hair was covered by an elaborate net
or bonnet. Thus we get a vivid glimpse of how some of
the people who lived in Scandinavia in these distant
times must have looked.

Remarkably little is known about settlement sites in
the Bronze Age, but what little evidence there is
suggests that the people at this time were basically
farmers who lived in long, rectangular farmhouses
with a cattle byre or barn at one end. Some farmsteads
were grouped together into small villages. Pottery
vessels, commonly used for storage and for preparing
food, were probably made by the women on the
farmsteads for their own use. At first farming im-
plements continued to be made of stone and flint, with
bronze being reserved for weapons or decorative
objects of status or display. By the end of the Bronze
Age, however — toward the middle of the first millen-
nium BC — bronze was being used for all implements
including the blades of sickles used for harvesting
crops.

Many of these bronze tools were probably made by
local craftsmen—farmers, but there must also have
been specialist metalworkers to make the more
elaborate objects that are most often found as votive
offerings in bogs. They include trumpetlike musical
instruments known as lurs, which consisted of a tube,
mouthpiece and flat “bell”; pictures of lurs found on
Swedish rock carvings suggest they were used at ritual
ceremonies. Intricately decorated helmets, shields,
bronze and gold bowls and female jewelry have also
been found, indicating that the Bronze Age was a
period of great wealth over much of southern Scan-
dinavia. Bronze Age society seems to have been
dominated by a rich and powerful chieftain class.
Splendid grave-goods of both bronze and gold concen-
trated in a few male graves suggest that the men
interred there belonged to a ruling class, and the
presence of a single very large farm in a village of
otherwise smaller dwellings may also indicate some
form of internal hierarchy. It has also been suggested
that the votive deposits of the Bronze Age were
manifestations of chieftainship: the rich and powerful
placated the local god or spirit who inhabited the place
with a splendid offering and at the same time secured
their position over their rivals with a display of
conspicuous waste.

The Iron Age: the roots of the Viking Age

About the middle of the first millennium BC a further
technological revolution took place, when iron re-
placed bronze as the material for most tools and
weapons. The idea of using iron was, like the use of
bronze, introduced from central Europe, but the metal
itself did not need to be imported. Abundant sources
of iron ore lay close at hand and easily obtainable on
the beds of the lakes in central and southern Norway
and Sweden and in Denmark. Known as bog-ore or
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lake-ore, these deposits could be raked up very simply
without having to be mined. The ore itself is not of
high quality and contains many impurities, but the
Scandinavians soon learned to extract serviceable iron
from it by smelting it in simple furnaces. At first the
tools and weapons made by the early Iron Age
blacksmiths were few and simple, but the skills and
repertoire of the Scandinavian craftsmen increased
over the centuries until their products were on a par
with any made elsewhere in Europe.

The Iron Age in Scandinavia lasted for about 1,500
years, and has been divided by archaeologists into a
number of distinct chronological phases. The Early
Iron Age (also called the Celtic Iron Age or the
pre-Roman Iron Age) spans the first 500 years of the
period. The Roman Iron Age denotes the time when
the Roman empire dominated the European mainland
(from the 1st to the 4th century AD) and influenced
Scandinavian culture, even though Scandinavia itself
never formed part of the empire. The Sth and 6th
centuries are known as the Migration Period (referring
to the mass migrations of peoples from east to west
across Europe); in Denmark this period is also called

Above An oak coffin has preserved
the fully-clothed body of a young,
woman (about 18-20 years old),
from the Early Bronze Age, at
Egtved, Jutland, Denmark. She was
wearing a string skirt and a shirt
with elbow-length sleeves. Her
body had been placed on a
cowhide and covered by a blanket
before the coffin was closed.



Below A reconstruction of an Early
Iron Age farm, comprising a typical
three-aisled longhouse, together
with its subsidiary buildings,
standing within a fenced enclosure.
The farm is to be seen at the
Historical Archaeological
Experimental Center at Lejre,
outside Copenhagen.

the Early Germanic Iron Age. The 7th and early 8th
centuries are variously known as the Vendel Period (in
Sweden), the Merovingian Period (in Norway), or the
Late Germanic Iron Age (in Denmark). Then follows
the Viking Age, the beginning of which is usually
placed about 800. The end roughly coincides with the
adoption of Christianity into Scandinavia — during the
second half of the 10th century in Denmark, some-
what later in Norway and Sweden.

The Early Iron Age (5th-1st centuries BC)

The first five centuries of the Iron Age in Scandinavia
remain comparatively obscure, for very few settle-
ments are known from this period. Farming must still
have been the economic mainstay, but evidence of a
deterioration in climate since the last centuries of the
Bronze Age suggests that productivity may have
declined. Grentoft, a rural settlement in western
Jutland dating from about 200 BC, throws some light
on these early Iron Age farmers, who must have lived
in buildings very similar to those of their Bronze Age
predecessors, grouped in villages surrounded by
fences. Grentoft probably housed about 50 people
and about 60 cattle, but it is difficult to know whether
this was an average-sized community for the time.
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There are, however, signs that rural settlements
were increasing in number and size toward the end of
the Early lron Age. Once again, the evidence comes
mainly from Denmark where a number of settlement
sites occupied during this period have recently been
extensively excavated. Hodde, Jutland, is typical of
the Ist-century BC rural settlements found in that area
and has many traits that are present in Danish villages
right up to the beginning of the Viking Age. At its
greatest extent Hodde consisted of 27 farmsteads,
each composed of a longhouse with dwelling and
cattle-byre under the same roof and a couple of
smaller subsidiary buildings, perhaps barns or work-
shops. Each building-complex was surrounded by a
fence, and the entire village was enclosed by a
common fence pierced by gateways affording direct
access from each farmstead to its fields. There was an
open area (a “village green” or “village square”) in the
center of the settlement. One of the farmsteads was
much larger than its companions and may have
housed the village chieftain, his family and retainers.
Blacksmithing, pottery making, weaving and spinning
were common activities, but the basis of village life
was cattle breeding and crop-raising, following the
traditions of the Bronze Age, but on a larger scale.
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‘Bog Sacrifice

l
‘ We can today only guess at the reasons why in
| Scandinavia from the Neolithic period onwards right
through the pre-Viking period the bodies of humans
and animals, as well as a variety of artifacts including
weapons and even warships, were thrown into bogs,
lakes and streams. But we can be fairly certain that
they were placed there as votive offerings or sacrifices
to the gods. From the number of depositions that have
been recovered, often in the course of draining land for
farming, it is clear that the practice was very wide-
spread. The different nature of the objects jettisoned
suggests that the offerings were made, perhaps accom-
panied by ritual prayers, to obtain a particular end —
such as an abundant harvest, or fertility in men,
women and animals, or success in battle.

The earliest depositions, made in the Neolithic
period, consisted mainly of stone and flint weapons. In
the Bronze Age more elaborate sacrifices were made.
Collections of personal and household objects such as
cauldrons were deposited, possibly to commemorate
the passing of a great or powerful individual. Bronze
weapons, particularly swords, were also sacrificed.
Very often the blades had first been bent back on
themselves or otherwise damaged, and it is argued that
this was done to represent a ritual “killing” of an
enemy. Animals, particularly horses, were also slaugh-
tered as part of the ritual. Human sacrifice seems to
have become widespread in the 1st century BC: most
of our evidence for this practice comes from Denmark
where the bodies of the men and women killed in this
way have been preserved in the acid soils of peat bogs.
The Roman Iron Age and the Migration Period saw a
return to predominantly weapon sacrifices.




Above Bronze objects, from
about 500 BC, found at Hassle,
Nirke province, Sweden, must
once have belonged to a Bronze
Age chieftain of that area. The
bronze cauldron, which contained
all the other finds, was made in
Greece; the ribbed cylindrical
buckers, the swords {which had
been bent) and the roundels
{origially from a chariot) were
manufactured in northern Italy or
the Alps.

Top left Tollund Man, now
displayed in the Silkeborg

Museum, Denmark, was hanged by
a hide rope before being submerged
in a bog. He had eaten what may
have been a sacrificial meal of
gruel, and was clothed only in a
leather cap laced around his chin,
and a leather girdle. He had a day’s
growth of stubble on his chin.

Left The Nydam ship, which dates
from the 4th century AD. Built of
oak, it is almost 23 meters long,
and is the precursor of the great
ships of the Viking Age. It was
found in a bog in Denmark
together with two smaller boats
and a large number of iron
weapons.

Other sites in Jutland show that alongside such
villages there were also smaller agricultural settle-
ments with only two or three farms, but we do not
know why there were such great variations in the scale
of settlement in the Danish countryside.

The practice of making votive offerings and sac-
rifices in bogs and lakes continued throughout the Iron
Age. By far the greater number of the recovered
offerings are of weapons, pottery or metal vessels
containing food, and animals, but a number of
spectacular discoveries of human sacrifices have been
made in the peat bogs of Jutland. These “Bog People”
— many of them displayed in fantastic states of
preservation in Danish museums — enable us to
reconstruct with amazing accuracy the physique and
appearance of some of the people who lived in the
farming settlements of Early Iron Age Scandinavia.

Most of these bodies have been found accidentally
by people digging peat in the bogs of Jutland, though
some have also been found in similar situations on the
Danish islands and elsewhere in northwest Europe.
We know them to be sacrificial victims because their
feet and hands are bound and in some cases a noose
has been fixed around their necks; some have also had
their throats cut. The acidity of the peat soils has
preserved their skin and hair, and even the contents of
their stomachs, in such a remarkable state of preserva-
tion that we are able to discover such details as how
they dressed their hair or even what they ate. We
know, for instance, that Grauballe man (so called
because he was found in a peat bog at Grauballe, near
Silkeborg, Jutland) had eaten a final meal of porridge
containing mainly barley, oats and emmer wheat with
some weed seeds shortly before he had his throat cut
sometime in the Ist century BC.

The Roman Iron Age (1st—4th centuries AD)
Though the deposition of sacrifices in wetlands con-
tinued throughout the Roman Iron Age, some marked
changes in the nature of the offerings can be observed.
Most of the objects belonging to this period are
weapons of war and — particularly in south Scan-
dinavia — are of Roman origin. It seems safe to assume
that they were booty taken in battle and were thrown
into lake, bog or stream as a thank-offering for victory
in war. These depositions may, therefore, be taken as
indication that there were numerous skirmishes at this
time between the Scandinavians and their neighbors to
the south who, though not part of the Roman empire,
were allies of the Romans and armed with Roman
weapons. Some Scandinavians may also have left their
homelands to serve as mercenaries in the Roman
armies, returning home after their tour of duty with
valuable and luxurious items of Roman workman-
ship. Many of these objects eventually found their way
into graves, symbols perhaps of the adventurous life
and high status of the individuals buried there.

Not all the products of the Roman empire came to
Scandinavia through these means. Throughout the
four centuries of the Roman era in mainland Europe
there was undoubtedly peaceful contact between the
Scandinavian peoples and the Romanized areas to the
south. Some of the more splendid items such as glass,
bronze and precious-metal drinking-vessels that have
been recovered may have arrived in Scandinavia
through the exchange of gifts between chieftain
families on either side of the border, but other more
everyday objects no doubt arrived through trade.
They are found in Norway, Denmark and central and
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southern Sweden, but in the later part of the period are
most common on the island of Gotland, occupying a
position in the middle of the Baltic Sea. The distribu-
tion of the finds shows the routes along which the
trading commodities traveled from southern and
central Europe: along the rivers Elbe and Rhine and
then up the western seaboard to Denmark and Nor-
way, or along the Oder and Vistula to the Baltic coast,
Gotland and central Sweden. Jewelry, pottery and
coins (denarii) all attest to this trade. They had an
important influence on the subsequent development of
native Scandinavian artifacts and art styles.

It is difficult to be sure what Scandinavian products
were exchanged for the more long-lasting Roman
objects, but furs from the north no doubt played an
important role. Agricultural products, particularly
grain and cattle hides, were also in demand by the
Roman legions and probably made up the bulk of the
goods sent south. There is evidence to suggest that
agricultural activities increased in Scandinavia during
these centuries and it is more than possible that this
was in response to a widening market. The villages of
Denmark multiplied in number, size and complexity,
and in Norway farming for the first time became an
important aspect of the economy. New land was
settled and cleared for crop-raising and stock-
breeding, and there is evidence of livestock being kept
among some of the small, scattered fishing communi-
ties north of the Arctic Circle.

It is in the centuries of the Roman Iron Age that we
can first trace the beginnings of the social and political
organization in Scandinavia that finally led to the
formation of kingdoms some hundreds of years later,
and it is reasonable to suppose that trade and cultural
contacts with the Roman empire played their part in
these developments. The best evidence for incipient
political centralization comes from Denmark where a
class of warriors with wealth deriving both from
control over trade and possession of land, and perhaps
also with religious responsibilities, emerged as chief-
tains over distinct regions of the country.

A center from which one of these chieftains may
have operated has recently been investigated at
Gudme near the east coast of the island of Fyn,
Denmark. A settlement was established there in the 1st
century BC and expanded in wealth and size over the
following centuries. It was at its most prosperous in
the late Roman Iron Age (the 3rd and 4th centuries
AD), though it continued in occupation at least until
the end of the 6th century. Excavations have shown
that the settlement was made up of longhouses of the
usual rural type, but objects discovered within and
around it are radically different from those usually
found in farming settlements of this date. Gold fittings
from weapons, gold rings, and chopped-up pieces of
gold and silver show that this was not just an
agricultural center, and Gudme’s exceptional
character is underlined by the discovery of small
figurines stamped into gold foil, normally associated
with cult centers in the later Migraton Period.
Gudme’s name itself has religious connotations: it
means “the home of god™.

A contemporary site lies at Lundeborg on the coast,
some 5 kilometers away. Investigations have shown
that this was not a permanently inhabited settlement,
but was seasonally occupied, probably in spring and
summer, and was a trading and manufacturing center
where luxury goods were imported, jewelry was made
and ships were repaired. It consequently appears
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to have served both as a market or fair and as the place
where visitors (many of them possibly pilgrims) would
disembark for Gudme.

Dankirke, near the west coast of Jutland, seems to
have served a similar function to Gudme, and may
have been the power base of a chieftain who con-
trolled the region of southern Jutland. Other sites of
similar type must have existed in Denmark and the
Scandinavian peninsula during the Roman Iron Age,
but they are as yet undiscovered, though their Migra-
tion Period equivalents are known.

The Migration Period (5th—6th centuries)
The Sth century was a period of great turmoil on the
European mainland as the Roman empire broke up, to
be replaced later by new political groupings such as
the Frankish kingdom (modern France and the Low
Countries) and the Visigothic kingdom of the Iberian
seninsula. This process was initiated by the mass
yvement of peoples east-west across Europe, but the

great migrations affected Scandinavia only slightly.
Some people set sail from western and southern
Denmark to settle in eastern England; a few others
may have migrated westward to northern England
from southwest Norway. But, in contrast to what was
happening in most of northwestern Europe, the Mi-
gration Period in Scandinavia appears generally to
have been one of stability and prosperity, with thriv-
ing agriculture and trade.

In Norway, the agricultural expansion that had
begun in the previous period continued. Many sett-
lements have been excavated in the southwest of the
country and seem to represent isolated farmsteads
devoted to stock-breeding, with some crops being
grown in neighboring small fields. The rectangular
longhouses, built of stone, sheltered both people and
cattle. A typical farm consists of one longhouse with
several smaller outbuildings, all surrounded by a stone
wall and with stonewalled droveways for cattle.
Similar farms are found on Oland and Gotland where

Above One of the most enigmatic
features of Scandinavian
archaeology from the Migration
Period to the Viking Age is a series
of gold foil figurines that are
interpreted as votive offerings.
About 2,300 of these tiny plaques
come from the settlement site of
Sorte Mulde, on the island of
Bornholm — a remarkable
discovery. One of those shown here
is of a man in a long cloak carrying
a staff, whilst the other has his
hand raised in greeting — or might
he be swearing an oath?

Above left This Migration Period
“bracteate” from Sweden was
clearly a prestige ornament — and
may have been intended as a
protective amulet. Bracteates are
pendants in the form of
single-sided gold disks, originally
imitating Roman medallions with
the emperor's bust. The design was
gradually transformed into
Scandinavian styles, including the
proliferation of the concentric
borders, as seen here.
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such as Borg on Lofoten,
Hovgirden in central Sweden and
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® Eketop

Above The interior of a cattle shed
in the “living museum™ that has
been reconstructed on the actual
site of Eketorp Il. As well as cows,
pigs, sheep and hens are kept and
roam at will in and out of the
buildings.

Eketorp

Eketorp, one of 16 definitely identified ring-forts on
the island of Oland off the coast of Sweden, is the only
one to have been completely excavated. It was first
built about 300 AD, and for the first 100 years of its
existence was sporadically occupied. The remains
from this period are known as Eketorp I. In about 400,
amuch larger area was surrounded by a stone wall and
filled with 53 buildings. This site is known as Eketorp
1. Though described as a fortification, it was essential-
ly an agricultural village. Between 150 and 200
inhabitants lived there in some 12 farmsteads and
raised sheep, cattle, pigs and horses. These were kept
indoors in winter, but in summer would have been
pastured in the surrounding countryside, where crops
of barley, wheat, rye and oats were grown. This diet
was supplemented by hunting and fishing, and the
occupants also made simple bronze objects and forged
iron tools and weapons. Eketorp Il was abandoned
about 700. It was reoccupied in the late Viking Age in
about 1000, but on a much smaller scale; this is
known as Eketorp III.

Below Excavations revealed the full
extent of Eketorp II. Both the
encircling wall and the buildings
were built of limestone bedrock. It
is because the foundations were so
well preserved that the fullscale
reconstruction of the site could be
made.

Right Visitors to Eketorp are able
to gain an impression of what life
was like inside a defended Iron Age
village before the Viking Age. The
entire outer wall has been rebuilt,
and can be seen in the background.
Each of the farmsteads consisted of
a dwelling-house, cattleshed and
outbuildings. In some of the
reconstructed buildings visitors can
see pots being made and iron and
bronze being worked.

30
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the same kind of husbandry was practiced. The
scattered distribution of these farmsteads differen-
tiates them from the village settlements of Denmark,
which continued to grow in extent.

Commerce and crafts flourished in the Migration
Period. These activities appear usually to have been
combined at a single site, as at Helgé on Lake
Malaren, central Sweden. Here exotic imports such as
gold coins (solidi) from the eastern Roman empire and
a figurine of Buddha originating from northern India
have been found alongside the molds and crucibles
that were used to cast native bronze jewelry. Some
gold-foil figurines similar to those found at Gudme
have also been discovered at Helgo and suggest that
it, too, may have been the site of religious observances.
These gold-foil figurines — tiny plaques of thin gold
stamped with male or female figures — were votive
offerings, and have been found at many other places,
but the greatest known concentration is at Sorte
Mulde on the island of Bornholm in the southern
Baltic, where an astonishing 2,300 were discovered
during excavations in 1986 and 1987 alone. Sorte
Mulde must have been the center of the chiefdom of
Bornholm, which controlled the waterborne trade of
the southern Baltic. It was the center of craft produc-
tion on the island and appears also to have been the
island’s religious focus.

Sites such as Gudme, Helgo and Sorte Mulde
suggest that the rites associated with religious belief
were becoming concentrated in specific sites during
the Migration Period. The deposition of votive offer-
ings in bogs, lakes and rivers, the main manifestation
of the religion of earlier periods, stopped sometime in
the 6th century. After about AD 500, sacrifices were
usually in the form of human beings, and precious
objects such as the gold-foil figurines and gold
bracteates (coin-like pendants) were buried on dry
land, most often in the vicinity of an important
chieftain’s residence. This fundamental change in
practice must signify a very deep change in ideas of
religion and society, and it has been argued that the
regional chieftains had a role both as religious and as
political leaders, acting in some way as intermediaries
between the gods and the people.

The Migration Period in most of Scandinavia was a
time of religious, political and social change taking
place within a background of increasing prosperity:
agriculture became more productive and trade ex-
panded. In contrast to mainland Europe, it must have
been a time of peace. And yet, some 1,500 defensible
forts were being built at more or less the same time.
Most of them are unexcavated and difficult to date
precisely, but the first phase of the fort of Eketorp on
Oland, for example, has been securely dated to the
4th and Sth centuries, and other investigated examples
indicate occupation at roughly the same date. The
building of forts is usually attributed to times of
unrest, but most modern scholars believe that the forts
of Migration Period Scandinavia were built for entire-
ly different reasons. They probably represent centers
of a well-organized society in which the regional
centers of power were demarcated and clearly visible
to the surrounding populations.

The Vendel Period (7th—8th centuries)

The last phase of the Iron Age before the advent of
Viking culture takes its name from a site in central
Sweden whose rich burials indicate the presence of a
royal dynasty in the years immediately preceding the
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Below The site on Helgé consists
of several groups of buildings —
shown here as rectangles —
standing on artificially constructed
terraces on a north-facing slope of
the island. Each terrace supported
a number of long, rectangular
wooden buildings, some of which
were dwellings and some
workshops. Not all the building
groups were occupied
simultaneously — perhaps only two
were in use at any one time — for
though the settlement was occupied
for some 400 years, the total
population could never have been
great. The hillfort and most of the
cemeteries that surround the
habitarion site date from before the
settlement.

Helgo

Excavations on Helgd, an island off Ekero in Lake
Milaren, have shown it to have been an important
trading and manufacturing site in the centuries im-
mediately before the Viking Age. It seems in particular
to have been a center for the production of the bronze
jewelry popular in the Migration and Vendel Periods,
for many thousands of molds used for the casting of
brooches and other decorative objects have been
found in the buildings that make up the site. Iron ore
was brought there from farther north in Sweden to be
worked into tools, weapons and objects of everyday
household use.

An abundance of exotic and rich finds have been
found on the site, but the reasons for this have long
been puzzled over since in many other respects Helgo
seems to have been a perfectly ordinary agricultural
settlement: the buildings on the site are of the type
found on Iron Age farms elsewhere in central Sweden,
and the grave-goods in the cemeteries that surround
the site are not particularly rich. Part of Helgo’s
importance may lie in its having been a cult center for
the pagan religion. This view is supported by the
presence of gold-foil figurines similar to those found at
other religious sites, such as Gudme in Denmark. It is
probably not insignificant, either, that Helgo’s name
means Holy Island.
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Left The amazing wealth generated
by the inhabitants of Helgo is
illustrated by this hoard of 47
Roman gold coins, minted in both
the eastern and the western empire
in the Sth and 6th centuri ere
may originally have been even
more, for the arm-ring was
probably made from gold derived
from melting down coins. It is
unclear how and why they reached
this remote island in central
Sweden. A possible explanation is
that Helgo was the focus for,an
extensive trade in commodities
such as furs from the far north,
greatly in demand in the lands
around the Mediterranean.

Right This decorated head from a
bishop’s crozier was found in
excavations at Helgé. It is of cast
bronze, richly ornamented with
inlays of glass and enamel, and has
a man’s head gripped between the
jaws of a wild beast. All these
features indicate Celtic
workmanship, and it may have
been made in western Britain or
Ireland during the 8th century. As
with the other objects of remote
origin found at Helgs, its presence
there remains a mystery. It has
been suggested that missionaries
may have visited the island before
Christianity was formally
established in that part of Sweden.

Left This bronze statuette of
Buddha sitting on a lotus throne,
only 8.4 centimeters high, is
evidence of Helgd's extraordinarily
far-flung connections. It was made
somewhere in north India in the
6th or 7th century AD, and
probably arrived at Helgo during
the latest phase of its settlement in
the Viking Age, possibly in the
baggage of a traveler who had
returned along the rivers of Russia
from the east. It seems to have been
regarded as an amulet: when it was
discovered, a narrow leather thong
was tied around the neck and one
arm.




Royal Burials of the Vendel Period

The center of the region of Uppland dominated by the
Svear was at Gamla Uppsala, some 10 kilometers
north of the modern town of Uppsala. Here are the
three great burial mounds, standing up to 20 meters
high, that are attributed to the Svears’ 6th-century
kings. They were excavated in the 19th century and
found to contain cremation burials with rich grave-
goods such as garnet-encrusted gold jewelry dating
from the early Vendel Period. The place retained its
importance into the Viking Age, serving both as a
royal center and as the center of the “official” pagan
religion of the time. The association of royalty and
religion was always close, and the king himself was
probably the high priest. Vendel and Valsgérde, north
of Gamla Uppsala, are also thought to have been
important centers from about 600 to the end of the
Viking Age. Cemeteries have been found and ex-
cavated at both. In the 7th-century burials, the bodies
were placed within boats, and the mounds covering
the burials were quite low, in contrast to those at
Gamla Uppsala. From the quality of the grave-goods it
is clear that the people interred here were of extremely
high status — powerful chieftains, if not actually kings.




Above left This mid 19th-century
lithograph of Gamla Uppsala
shows the three “mounds of the
kings™ with the 12th-century
church in the background. The
view is taken from the southwest,
and is little changed roday.
According to tradition, the east
mound is the burial site of King
Egil, the central mound that of
King Aun, and the west mound of
King Adils — all members of the
Yngling dynasty mentioned in the
13th-century history of the kings of
Norway, Heimskringla.

Left The cemetery at Valsgirde.
The burial mounds, dating from
the Vendel Period to the end of the
Viking Age, can be seen on the
ridge behind the modern house.
The earliest burials contained the
nichest grave-goods. The deceased
were laid in boats — suggesting they
were making a journey — and were
supplied with food and cooking
equipment. They were often
accompanied by horses and
hunting dogs.

Top An iron helmet, with bronze
decoration, found in a 7th-century
boat burial at Vendel: it has a
spectacle-shaped guard for the eyes
and nose. Some Viking helmets —
which did not have horns - would
have been of a similar type to this.
The burials at Vendel and
Valsgirde are noted for their
magnificent armor. This warrior
was buried with a shield, two
swords and other weapons, all of
the highest quality and finely
decorated.

Above Many of the finds in the
Vendel cemetery were elaborately
decorated with stylized patterns of
interlaced animals, from which the
Vendel style is named. 1t can be
seen on this drawing of the central
boss of a circular shield that was
found in a boar burial at Vendel.
The boss is of iron plated with
bronze; the shield itself would have
been made of leather-covered wood
and has rotted away.
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Viking Age. Centers of regional power had begun to
emerge in Scandinavia, particularly Denmark, during
the earlier phases of the Iron Age, and the political
entities of the Vendel Period should be regarded
therefore as merely the culmination of what had gone
before, and not as innovations. Their importance lies
in the fact that they provided a basis for what was to
come: the emergence of kingdoms proper in the
Viking Age and the true crystallization of the king-
doms of Sweden, Norway and Denmark at the
beginning of the Middle Ages.

The cemetery of Vendel in the province of Uppland
stands on the east bank of the river Fyris, which flows
southward to Lake Milaren. The rulers of the Svear, a
people or tribe mentioned by Latin writers of the
Roman period as being the dominant force in the
Baltic, and who gave their name to the later country of
Sweden, were buried in this cemetery. Their bodies
were placed in boats with their personal equipment
arranged about them as a sign of their rank. A similar
cemetery has been found at Valsgirde, a little farther
south on the same bank of the Fyris, and 27 kilometers
beyond, nearer to the Fyris’s outflow into Lake
Miilaren, stands Gamla Uppsala, the religious center
of the Svear, with its great burial mounds.

The opulent grave-goods — highly decorated armor,
horse trappings, glass drinking vessels and cooking
equipment, including cauldrons — and the profligate
use of boats in the burials at Vendel and Valsgarde
may be taken as evidence for the conspicuous creation
and consumption of wealth by a family or families
who controlled the lands and population over a large
area. They are the best examples we have of a royal
center at this time. The wealth and power of the Svear
probably resulted from their control of the trade that
flowed up and down the river Fyris, carrying furs and
iron from the north to centers in the south. Most
burials of this date in the same area contain poor-
quality grave-goods, and we may consequently as-
sume that the great bulk of the population living on
rural settlements enjoyed nowhere like the same
standard of living or luxuries as the occupants of the
Vendel and Valsgirde cemeteries.

The growth of strong central authorities in Scan-
dinavia during the Vendel Period led to other
developments, notably the establishment of market
and craftworking centers. Some of these — Ribe,
Denmark, for example — later developed into Viking
Age towns, but others, such as Ahus in Skane, Sweden,
flourished mainly in the 8th century and were later
abandoned. Largescale engineering works were also
undertaken at this time. The Danevirke, a great
defense work across the foot of the Jutland peninsula,
was begun before 737. It must have been a formidable
obstacle, consisting of an earth rampart about 10
meters wide revetted with timber, with a ditch (the
digging of which probably provided the earth for the
rampart) in front. The whole barrier extended south-
west for about 7 kilometers from the western end of
the Schlei fjord. The digging of the Kanhave canal on
the island of Samse, in about 726, was equally
impressive. A passage about 1 kilometer long and 11
meters wide was cut through a narrow isthmus in the
north of the island and deepened to allow shallow-
draft ships to pass. Its sloping sides were revetted with
timber, and all in all the work required considerable
technical skill as well as the availability of a large labor
force. All these achievements paved the way for the
later developments of the Viking Age.
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SOCIETY, KINGSHIP AND WARFARE

The Vikings

For historians, the Viking Age conventionally begins
with the first recorded raid by a Norwegian fleet on the
undefended monastery of Lindisfarne, an island off the
coast of northeast England, in 793 and ends in the 11th
century after the conversion of all the Scandinavian
countries to Christianity. For archaeologists, who look
to material evidence for signs of cultural change rather
than historical events to usher in new periods in human
history, the dates are somewhat different. Cultural
change can result from many factors and manifest itself
in different ways. Internal changes can produce a new
social organization, with new centers of power and
social hierarchies; these may derive from external
influences such as what is happening in adjacent lands,
from invasions from outside, or from increased
knowledge of the outside world as a result of enlarging
spheres of exchange and trade.

It is very obvious that such changes were taking place
in Scandinavia during the 8th century, very largely as a
result of contacts with the Christian continental main-
land. There, highly organized kingdoms with their roots
in Roman civilization were growing more powerful and
attempting to expand. They were casting their eyes
toward the lands of the pagan northerners whose
countries were the source of commodities much sought
after in the Christian south: furs, walrus ivory, amber,
for instance. The fact that the north was pagan was also
a challenge to the Christian church, and attempts at
conversion went hand in hand with political and
commercial interests. Thus, Scandinavia found itself
more and more open to influences from the continent.
We can see evidence of this, for instance, in changes in
the art-styles that decorated the jewelry and other
ornamental objects manufactured and used by the
Scandinavians at that time. Imported goods from the
south also show that Scandinavia was becoming more
closely involved with its continental neighbors. Pottery
and glass from the Rhineland is found in increasing
amounts, particularly in Jutland, and coins (a form of
exchange quite alien to the Scandinavians) began to
circulate in small quantities, and were even minted there
for a short time.

It is to things such as these that archaeologists turn
when defining a period of cultural change such as they
believed occurred in 8th-century Scandinavia. Thus, the
beginning of the Viking Age can clearly be seen in the
move away from the lifestyle of the Vendel Period
toward a different style — a different culture — in the
second half of the 8th century. The raid on Lindisfarne in
793 is thus the outward manifestation of a process that
had been going on throughout the previous 50 years —
the bringing of Scandinavia into Europe.

For about 50 years after the initial attack on Lindis-
farne the Vikings raided with ever-increasing frequency
along the coasts of the British Isles and the western
seaboard of mainland Europe, swooping down on
defenseless monasteries where there were rich pickings
in the form of church plate and other fine objects. We
can get some idea o what the Vikings seized from the

highly decorated metalwork that has been found in
some graves in Scandinavia. This early phase seems to
have been one of pure piracy: these raiders, who came
mainly from Norway and Denmark, had discovered the
ease with which they could rob the rich sites of western
Europe, and their lightning attacks were aided by their
fast and seaworthy ships.

In the second half of the 9th century, a new pattern
emerged — the Vikings turned from piracy to coloniza-
tion. Their ships now carried groups of settlers with their
domestic equipment and other supplies to new homes in
the Orkneys and Shetlands, Iceland and Greenland, and
later even as far away as North America. It was mainly
the Norwegians who traveled in this direction. The
Danes turned their attention to the more populated
countries of England and France, first of all sending
fighting expeditions and then settling there. The Swedes
mainly looked eastwards; their journeys took them to
southwest Finland, to the southern and eastern Baltic,
and then across Russia to Byzantium (Constantinople;

Left This enameled mount from a
bronze bowl is of characteristic
Irish workmanship, though found
in a pagan Viking grave at
Myklebostad in western Norway.
Such fine metalwork was amongst
the loot taken back to Scandinavia
by the first Viking raiders who
artacked monasteries and other
sites in the British Isles and western
Europe.

Page 36 Without the clinker-built
sailing ship there could have been
no Viking Age. Sea trials of
full-sized reconstructions of Viking
ships have demonstrated their
maneuverability, which gave them
the ability to carry out surprise
attacks.




Above The Viking raiders and
armies would never have achieved
their successes without first-rate
weaponry. This Norwegian array
of 9th and 10th-century iron
swords, spear-heads and axblades,
together with a unique helmet from
the chieftain’s grave at
Gj dbu, Norway, is display
on one of the 64 wooden shields
found in the Gokstad ship-burial.

displaved

modern-day Istanbul) and to the Caspian Sea and as far
as Baghdad. A smaller number of people from Vister-
gotland in central Sweden, with access to the west, also
traveled to the British Isles.

All these people are commonly referred to today as
Vikings. The derivation of the name is obscure. It is very
rarely mentioned in contemporary sources, and when it
is it refers to men who had gone “a-viking”, that is, who
had left their homes and land to take up piracy in
preference to normal farming pursuits. “Vik” means
creek or inlet in Scandinavian languages, and it may be
that the term “a-viking” derives from the places from
which the pirates set sail, or refers to the sheltered waters
in which they hid before swooping down on their prey. It
is possible, too, that “vik” refers to the trading places on
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the European mainland and in the British Isles visited by
the Vikings, many of which were known as “wic”
(meaning trading settlement) — for example Hamwic
near modern Southampton, England and Quentovic in
northern France. In the 8th century there was tremen-
dous commercial growth in northern Europe, and the
wealth of these towns would have made them attractive
targets for piracy and colonization. Perhaps the Vikings
were originally the people who visited these sites, either
as pirates or peaceful traders. To contemporary writers
in Europe the people from Scandinavia were not known
as Vikings. They called them Norsemen or Northmen,
and it is from this that the term Norse derives, now
often used interchangeably with Viking. Whatever its
derivation, Viking was never used of the Scandinavians
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as a whole, and only came into common usage with the
rise of the Scandinavian nationalist movements in the
19th century. At this period, the Vikings began to be
depicted in the horned helmets that are inextricably
associated with their popular image today, but have no
basis whatsoever in historical fact.

At the beginning of the Viking period Danes, Nor-
wegians and Swedes all spoke roughly the same lan-
guage known to themselves and to outsiders as the
“Danish tongue” (but referred to by linguists today as
Old Norse). Belonging to the Germanic branch of
languages that were spoken around the North Sea, it
shared common roots with Anglo-Saxon and Old High
German, but had diverged from them sufficiently to be
thought of by contemporaries as a separate language.
During the course of the Viking Age more distinct,
phonetic variations developed in the different regions of
Scandinavia. These dialects formed the basis of modern
Danish, Icelandic, Norwegian and Swedish, but could be
understood by all Scandinavians (as is still true of their
modern derivatives).

Anthropological examination of the skeletons re-
covered from inhumation burials indicates that the
Vikings were on average a little smaller than the modern
Scandinavian population. It is clear that some people,
we may assume from the upper ranks of society, were
taller, sturdier and generally more healthy than the rest,
whose skeletons show obvious deformations from the
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effects of malnutrition and heavy labor. Infant mortality
was higher than today and life expectancy shorter,
though it was not unusual for individuals to live to
between 40 and 50. Greater longevity was rare. The
most common diseases, reflected in the skeletal remains,
were rheumatism and arthritis, but there is little sign of
the dental caries that so plague people in modern
societies, no doubt due to the Vikings’ sugarfree diet.

Even when the Viking raids were at their height, most
of the population must have remained peaceably at
home to tend their flocks and herds, grow a few crops or
work as craftsmen. Why so many chose to leave
Scandinavia at this time to take part in seasonal raiding
expeditions or settle overseas remains something of a
mystery, but over-population in the homelands, lack of
cultivable land, and conflicts between different warring
factions have all been put forward as reasons. Probably
all these factors played a part in the great Viking
emigrations of the 9th and 10th centuries.

The social hierarchy

The evidence obtained from archaeology — especially
burials, with striking contrasts between the grave-goods
of the wealthy and the poor — rune-stone inscriptions
and scanty references in the written sources all suggest
that Viking society was highly stratified. Within each
territorial unit there was a strict hierarchy with a
chieftain or king at the top and an aristocracy to support

Above A picture-stone from
Gotland depicts seamen manning
the sail in the stern of a ship. They
are protected by a row of
overlapping shields tied to its side.
The men who went “a-viking”
perb2ps looked like this.




Right A silver coin of the Danish
king, Svein Forkbeard (d. 1014),
mnted ¢.995. This 1s one of the
earliest Scandinavian coins to have
been struck bearing a king's name
and with a symbolic royal portrait
on the front: they imitate
Anglo-Saxon onginals, with a cross
on the reverse.

Above A bucket made of yew with
brass hoops found in the Oseberg
burial. It had been placed inside
another bucket, which uself lay in
a barrel in the prow of the ship.
Buckets of this type were imported.

him and provide fighting forces when necessary. Below
were the lesser landowners — the farmers and merchants
who made up a class of free men (and also served as the
pool of fighting men), and on the bottom layer of all
were the slaves.

Before the Viking Age, power was already becoming
concentrated among a handful of dynastic families who
controlled the wealth of an area. The local ruler was also
military leader, religious head, administrator and peace-
keeper within the area he controlled. Wealth was mainly
in the form of landholdings, the produce from that land,
and taxes paid in kind by the people who worked and
tenanted it, but as society developed and power became
centralized in the hands of a single ruling family, royal
income was also derived from towns in the form of
market tolls and customs dues. Representatives of the
king, who wielded great power on their own behalf, as
well as his, were stationed in the towns and elsewhere
around his lands.

One of the clearest ways in which a king could
proclaim his power was by minting coins. The fact that
coins were minted at Ribe and Hedeby in Denmark for
brief periods in the 8th and 9th centuries, though a
monetary system did not become firmly established in
Scandinavia until the 11th century, gives strong grounds
for supposing that there was royal control over these
two early Viking towns. It is particularly significant that
Olof Skoétkonung (c. 995-1021/2), recognized as the
first king to control the whole of central Sweden, was the
first to strike coins at the town of Sigtuna, which he
founded, from about 995 onwards. Coins were first
minted in Norway at about the same time, by Olaf
Tryggvason (c. 964-1000). As the countries became
more united and the kings more powerful in the 11th
century, the issuing of coins became commonplace.

Though royal power was hereditary, a smooth succes-
sion from father to son was by no means assured — any
male member of the family might enforce his right to
succeed. This often resulted in family quarrels. Dynastic
feuding was particularly strong among the sons and
grandsons of Harald Finehair (reigned c. 870—c. 940),
the first recognized king of Norway. Sometimes poten-
tial claimants spent considerable periods in exile, ac-
cumulating wealth in campaigns abroad, in order to
recruit an army and return home to attempt to secure the
succession by force. Compromises were sometimes
reached whereby two kings could rule simultaneously,
or the country was divided into regions, each with its
own royal overlord, as frequently happened in Norway
in the 10th century.

The kings and their queens were buried in great style,
their bodies interred beneath great burial mounds
sometimes more than 20 meters wide at ground level.
Some of these graves have been excavated to reveal
grave-goods of enormous magnificence. Some of the
most spectacular finds have been made in southeast
Norway, most notably at Oseberg and Gokstad on the
Oslo fjord. Excavations undertaken at Oseberg at the
beginning of the 20th century showed that a young
woman, thought to have been a queen, had been buried
there in 834. It is possible to be so precise because
tree-ring dating shows that the timber used to build her
burial chamber came from trees felled in the fall of that
year. Her body had been placed inside a magnificently
carved ship together with all the splendid accoutrements
of her daily life: beds, bedding, and all manner of
household equipment. Other items she would have used
in life were also included; for example, sledges for
transport in winter and a wagon for summer journeys.
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Beside her in the burial-chamber wvas the body of an
older woman, possibly a servant or slave.

Just a little to the north of Oseberg, lies the largest
concentration of great mounds in Scandinavia at Borre,
traditionally associated with the Viking Age royal house
of Norway. When one of the mounds was destroyed by
gravel digging some 150 years ago, the remains of a ship
were recorded and some magnificent objects dating
from about 900 retrieved. Several great mounds have
been investigated in Denmark. At Jelling, central Jut-
land, a site associated with the 10th-century kings of
Denmark, two mounds have been excavated. The
wooden chamber in one has been dated by tree-ring
analysis to 958/9, and probably contained the burial of
King Gorm, the last great pagan ruler of Denmark, who
was later reinterred in the adjacent church by his son
Harald Bluetooth, who was a Christian. Striking grave-
goods, indicative of great wealth and rank, have been
found in a 10th-century burial chamber in a mound at
Mammen, in Jutland. Tree-ring dating of the corner
posts of the grave chamber that enclosed the body and its
equipment (including embroidered clothing and the
famous Mammen ax) shows that the trees used to make
them were felled in 970/1; the burial must have raken
place shortly afterwards.
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The Oseberg Ship Burial

The Oseberg mound beside the Oslo fjord in southeast
Norway, excavated in 1904, was found to contain the
most richly furnished burial known from the Viking
Age. It belonged to a woman who had been buried
with a companion in 834: we can be sure of that
because recent tree-ring dating has shown that the
oaks used to construct her burial-chamber were felled
that year. Though her jewelry had been robbed, the
quantity and quality of the surviving artifacts found
with her was extraordinary.

The burial-chamber was set behind the mast of an
elegant ship, perhaps providing transport for the
deceased. Also included were a wagon, four sledges
and 12 or more horses; the idea of making a long
journey is reinforced by the provision of a tent and
food, including an ox and a bucket of apples. There
were five beds, storage chests, oil lamps, a chair, a
tapestry wall-hanging, assorted kitchen and eating
utensils, and farming tools. In the chamber itself,
among various personal items, were the remains of
looms and a set of tablets for weaving a braid thathad
been left unfinished. The sumptious nature of the
Oseberg grave-goods reveals the standing of the
woman whosg family was able to dispose of so much
wealth in her honor — clearly she must have been
someone of the very highest status, possibly a queen.

Above Vessels and other utensils of
wood have rarely survived from the
Viking Age. This selection from
amongst the Oscberg grave-goods
includes two brass-bound buckets
from Ireland, the larger with
enameled mounts for its handle.
These are in the form of human
igures 1n Buddha-like posture.

Top right Excavation of the
hip in 1904 was directed
by Professor Gabriel Gustafson,
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Left The four-wheeled Oseberg
wagon is far from being an
everyday cart, though these were
certainly used for ordinary
transportation, but is richly carved
in a manner befitting a ceremonial
vehicle. Human heads terminate
the cradle that supports its
detachable body. This is decorated
on the front with a scene of a man
surrounded by snakes, who some
identify as the legendary hero
Gunnar, thrown to his death in a
snake-pit.

Above A narrow tapestry frieze
was found in fragments in the
Oseberg burial-chamber. It was
woven in colored wools in a variety
of techniques. This scene shows a
procession of armed figures, both
male and female, on foot and on
horseback, accompanied by
horse-drawn wagons. This
remarkable survival is a dramatic
reminder of how little is now
known of the colorful hangings
that would have decorated the
walls of the rich in the Viking Age.

Top A reconstruction of a bed that
was placed in the prow of the
Oseberg ship. Its head-planks are
carved into animal heads, which
were originally painted. Four other
beds, including the one the dead
woman was lying on, were found,
as well as bedding stuffed with
feathers and down. Beds did not
form part of normal household
furnishings. The Oseberg beds are
easily dismantled, and may have
been used when traveling.
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The lower ranks of societ
Beneath the royal and aristocratic class were the free
men, a highly diverse group covering all ranks from the
king’s close retainers to servants, that formed the largest
class in Viking Age Scandinavia. Most were farmers.
They had the right to own and bear weapons and to
attend and speak at the Thing, an assembly of all the free
men in a particular region that took place regularly (at
least once a year, sometimes more frequently) to make
laws, settle disputes about land and adjudicate in crimes
of violence and theft. Decisions were taken by casting
lots. A number of Thing sites are known (the most
famous is at Thingvellir in Iceland), usually consisting of
a flat, low mound surrounded by a shallow ditch. Thing
is a frequent element in Scandinavian place-names,
indicating the presence of such a meeting place, and
similar evidence from Scotland and elsewhere in the
western Viking world shows that the Vikings carried this
form of government to their overseas settlements. In
Scandinavia, however, as royal power increased, the
king was able to use his authonty to overrule or
manipulate the decisions of the Thing.

Wealth, in the form of land, was the chief determinant
of the relative status and importance of the free men.
Some owned immense estates that were leased out and
worked by tenants. The farmsteads or manors that
stood at the centers of some of these great estates are still
visible today, usually marked by huge burial mounds.
Toward the end of the Viking Age many of the richest
landowners erected monuments that carried runic in-
scriptions glorifying themselves and their families.

The lowliest class in society were the slaves, about
whom we know little, though references in written
sources make it clear that they played an essential role in
the economy. They are difficult to pin down through the
archaeological record. Graves with few or no grave-
goods may be those of slaves, but it is doubtful whether
they were even allowed the dignity of being buried in a
cemetery. A dead slave had no worth, and was probably
disposed of without ceremony. Some double graves
contain a richly furnished body and one with no
possessions, and these may be the burials of a master or
mistress and a slave slain as a human sacrifice. A
description of a Viking funeral on the river Volga in the
10th century, left us by Ibn Fadlan, an Arab merchant,
describes such an event:

What they do is this...if he (the deceased) is rich, they
gather together his wealth and divide it into three — one
part for his family, one part to provide clothes for him,
and a third part for nabidh which they drink on the day
that the slave woman is killed and burned together with
her master..\When a chief has died his family asks his
slave women and slaves, “Who will die with him?” Then
one of them says “Iwill.” When she has said this there is
1o backing out...most of those who agree are women
slaves...”

The indigenous slave force was supplemented from time
to time by captives acquired in raids abroad. Some were
brought back to the homelands as forced labor, others
were shipped on to be sold in the slave markets of the
east, for slaves were an important commodity in the
Vikings® trade with the Abbasid caliphate of Baghdad,
sold in exchange for large quantities of silver.

The emergence of the Scandinavian kingdoms

The development of Denmark, Norway and Sweden

into unified countries each under a single ruler took
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place during the Viking Age. The process is not well
documented, the written account being limited to
scattered references in contemporary continental his-
tories. The Royal Frankish Annals occasionally mention
Danish kings in the 8th and 9th centuries, and more
information is given by Rimbert’s Life of Ansgar written
at the end of the 9th century. The latest continental
source for Viking Age Scandinavia is Adam of Bremen’s
History of the Archbishops of Hamburg-Bremen, which
was written at the end of the 11th century and based on
eyewitness descriptions given him by informants. As all
these works were written by Christian clerics about
pagan lands we have to assume some prejudice on their
part, but they seem on the whole to be fairly realistic
contemporary accounts. They give us the names of
places, and of people, some of whom can be confirmed
by the later Icelandic sagas. The Icelandic sagas also
provide a historical source, but were written mainly in
the 13th century — that is, nearly two centuries after the
end of the Viking Age — and so must be treated with
caution. Nevertheless, from these and from material
evidence such as the construction of great monuments
and engineering works that obviously had royal direc-
tion behind them, it is clear that all three countries had
emerged as separate powers by the end of the 11th
century at the latest.

Most is known about Denmark, where it is possible to
discover the first indications of centralized royal power
in the foundation of the town of Ribe, the digging of the
Kanhave canal and the building of the Danevirke, all
perhaps instigated by King Agantyr, known to us from
the biography of St Willibrord, bishop of Utrecht, who
visited the “wild Danish people” in the early 8th century.
Somewhat later, in 808, King Godfred is mentioned in
the Royal Frankish Annals in connection with the
building of the second stage of the Danevirke, and he is
also said to have settled merchants in the early Viking
town of Hedeby (then in Denmark, now in Germany).
Other kings are mentioned in the 9th century, including
the joint kings Horik the Older and Horik the Younger,
who allowed the German missionary Ansgar to build
churches in Hedeby and Ribe in the 850s.

No kings are known by name for the next hundred
vears. In the mid 10th century a new dynasty, founded
by King Gorm, arose with its center at Jelling in central
Jutland. Gorm, about whom little is known, was
succeeded by his son Harald Bluetooth in 958/9. He set
up a great rune-stone in the churchyard at Jelling that
proudly proclaimed he had acquired for himself all
Denmark and Norway and made the Danes Christian.
During his reign Harald defended his realm by a chain of
fortresses (sometimes referred to as the royal fortresses
of Denmark) and initiated other great engineering works
such as the bridge at Ravning Enge on the road to Jelling.
He was deposed by his son Svein Forkbeard (d. 1014)
about 987, who later conquered England in 1013. Svein
was the first of a line of kings to rule both Denmark and
England until 1042, and also control south Norway.

Norwegian unification

With its long and indented coastline and high mountains
which made communications in the interior extremely
difficult, Norway was a difficult country to bring under
the rule of one man. At the beginning of the Viking Age
numerous chiefdoms were dotted around the Norweg-
ian coast, from the Lofoten islands in the far north down
to Vestfold and @stfold around the Oslo fjord. Fiercely
independent, each was unwilling to submit to outside
overlordship, and conflict rather than cooperation was
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the norm. Excavation of an 8th- to 9th-century home-
stead at Borg in the Lofoten islands allows us a glimpse
of the life led by some of these early Norwegian
chieftains. It must have been occupied by a family whose
wealth and position were derived mainly from the rich
fishing grounds of the area. However, finds of glass and
pottery from the Rhineland show that Borg was no
ordinary fishing community, but a place occupied by a
family of great status with contacts with the outside
world: the home of one of the lords of the North.

The move to bring these independent chiefdoms
together into a single realm was a bloody and protracted
undertaking that took 200 years to complete. The rich
burials inside the great mounds of Oseberg~and Borre
attest to the presence of a ruling dynasty in southeast
Norway in the 8th and 9th centuries, and we know from
references in poetry and the sagas that Borre was a center
of kingship in the Viking Age. The first king to achieve
any sort of unification was Harald Finebair, who
brought together Vestfold and the southwest of Norway
in the 880s and in so doing seems to have alienated many
of the people. This may have been the reason why so
many emigrated to the Scottish islands and Iceland at the
end of the 9th century. The north of Norway remained
out of this union and was independently ruled by a
family of earls based at Lade near Trondheim in
Trondelag, who must have achieved overlordship of the
other chieftains there. The following centuries saw
constant conflict between north and south, with the
Danish kings at times playing a prominent part in the
south. Sometimes the earls of Trondelag supported the
southern ruler, sometimes they did not, and the sagas tell
of many battles and internecine quarrels.

At the end of the 10th century Olaf Tryggvason, great
grandson of Harald Finehair, returning to Norway from
exile abroad (where he had taken part in Viking attacks
in England), used Trondelag as a base from which to
consolidate his control over the whole of the west coast.
Bur after his death (in a sea battle at Svéld about the year
1000 fighting against the allied strength of Olof
Skotkonung of Sweden and Svein Forkbeard of Den-
mark) the country was once again fragmented and for
the next 15 years rule was divided between the
Trendelag earls in the north and Danish and Swedish
kings in the south. The introduction of Christianity was
an important factor in the unification of Norway. Olaf
Tryggvason, converted during his exile in England,
attempted to impose the new religion (and was in-
strumental in its introduction into Iceland) but there was
a resurgence of pagan belief after his death, and it was
left to his successor Olaf Haraldsson (1015-30) to win
its general acceptance. After his death in the batte of
Stiklestad in 1030 he was proclaimed a saint as St Olaf of
Norway. More years of tumult were to follow, but by
the end of the 11th century Norway was a substantially
united and Christian country.

Developments in Sweden and Finland

It is not clear whether Sweden was ever united under a
single ruler in the Viking Age. Most of the evidence for
an incipient royal dynasty comes from the previous
period — from the great burial mounds of the Svear in
Uppland at Vendel, Valsgirde and Gamla Uppsala,
which was famous as a center of pagan worship in the
Viking Age. Similar great mounds with high-status
grave-goods are known at Hovgarden on Adels6, an
island in Lake Malaren where there are also the remains
of a later medieval royal castle. For the Viking Age itself,
though, there is scant information. Kings are mentioned




Above Excavations in Borg on
Vestvagoy, an island in Lofoten,
have revealed the remains of an
early Viking Age chieftain’s house,
over 80 meters long; 1t is situated
on the low hill in the left
foreground of this aerial view. lts
owners possessed gold objects as
well as pottery and glass from
western Europe, reflecting their
high social standing. However,
most of the finds are of a domestic
nature, farming and fishing being
the basis of the family's livelihood.

from time to time; for example, we know trom Rim-
bert’s Life of Ansgar that King Bjorn welcomed the
missionary to the town of Birka on the island of Bjorko

in Lake Malaren in the 820, after he had visited Hedeby
and Ribe in Denmark. But it is not until the late 10th
century that we know of a king whose rule reached
ond the land of the Svear. This is King Olof
Skotkonung who extended his authority across the
whole of central Sweden from the east to the west coast.
It seems clear that, as in Denmark and Norway,
Ch nity played a significant part in the unification of
Sweden. Olof was a Christian, and founded the first
Swedish bishopric at Skara in Ostergétland. It was,
however, left to his successors to complete the country’s
conversion to the new faith in the later 11th century
Finland remained pagan even longer, until the 12th
century. Though “kings™ are mentioned in later written
sources, the areas dominated by Swedish Vikings — the
southwest coast and the Aland islands — were probabl‘
ruled by a number of petty chieftain:
sense united until well after the Viking Age.
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Fortifications

The dynastic quarrels and armed struggles that ac-
companied the process of state formation must have
made the Viking Age a time of great uncertainty and
unrest. Towns were becoming more prosperous, and
needed stronger defenses against pirate attacks. By the
end of the 10th century the Vikings had become skilled
in the construction of town ramparts. Before that time
fortifications in Scandinavia were built mainly to
define and protect boundaries or to provide places of
refuge for the population in times of trouble.

The most striking example of a linear defense work
was the Danevirke, the name given to the series of
ramparts built at slightly different times that together
form a chain about 30 kilometers long across the
southern neck of Jutland. In 808 the Danish king
Godfred extended the original earth rampart, begun
over 75 years earlier. The Royal Frankish Annals
claim that he built a line of defense from the Baltic to
the North Sea, but in fact his extensions stopped well
short of the coast in the same extensive tract of boggy
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Below: About 700 Viking Age
hoards of silver coms (mainly
Arabic, English and German) and
jeweley have been tound on
Gotland. They represent the
accumulated wealth of the
islanders, perhaps acquired
through piracy. This hoard,
weighing more than 10 kilograms,

Left The small market center of
Paviken, reconstructed here, lay
beside a sheltered lagoon on the
west coast of Gotland, which was
otherwise badly provided with
good natural harbors. Here the raw
materials to support crafts such as
bead-making and ironworking
were imported, and ships were
bult and repaired.

Right The people of Gotland first
began to erect memorials in the
form of carved picture-stones in the
Sth century, and did so throughout
the Viking Age. Stone sculpture
was hardly practiced anywhere else
in Scandinavia before the 10th
century. The vivid scenes they
depict provide us with evidence
about such things as stvles of dress,
armor and the way ships were
rigged. The example shown here is
from Tangelgarde in the north ot
Gotland.

was placed 1 a bronze bowl and
bunied about 1140 beneath the
floor of a farmhouse at Burge. It
consists of around 3,000 German
coms, arm-rigs and other jewelry
made on Gotland itselt. More than
half 1ts werght is made up of silver
bars, many of them from Russia.
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land where the original rampart had ended. Godfred’s
wall was only broken by the Army Road (hwrvejen), a
prehistoric track or droveway, also known as the Ox
Road, that ran the length of the Jutland peninsula
and passed through a well-defended gateway in the
rampart.

Some 160 years later the final Viking Age phase of
the Danevirke was completed by King Harald Blue-
tooth. He joined the first two walls to the newly
erected defense around the town of Hedeby at its
castern end by building an immensely strong earth
rampart up to 13 meters wide, faced with turf and
surmounted by a timber palisade. In all these early
stages of building the Danevirke was made entirely of
earth and timber; it was not until the 12th century that
more durable materials such as stone and brick were
used. Nevertheless, the Danevirke proved an enduring
monument and so spectacularly successful in its
purpose of defense that it was refortified during the
Prussian—Danish war of 1864, and was even defended
with anti-tank barriers in World War II.

Also predating the great period of fortification in
the 10th century are the hillforts: almost 1,000 of
them in Sweden alone, where they crown the tops of
rocky hillocks in the broken landscape and are
particularly numerous in the Milaren area. It is not
easy to date these monuments, which consist of rough
walls made of huge granite boulders, from the ar-
chaeological evidence; there are no written sources to
give us a guide, and at least some of them may be
earlier than the Viking Age. Many of them, however,
contain occupation remains from the Viking as well as
earlier periods, and were clearly used, or reused, by the
Vikings for communal defense.

Some of these Swedish hillforts, such as Stenbyborg
on the island of Adelso in Lake Malaren, where there
are also large burial mounds from the pre-Viking
period, have associations with royal power; others,
such as Gaseborg in Jirfilla near Stockholm, may
have served both as refuges and as religious cult
centers. A particularly spectacular example is the fort
of Runsa on a peninsula that juts out into the northern
part of Lake Malaren. It has an inner and outer
rampart, the latter running along what was the
lakeside in the Viking Age, and the inner enclosing the
remains of buildings. This fort may have been oc-
cupied sporadically for fairly long periods of time, but
it must also have served as a temporary refuge for the
surrounding rural population. A burial ground close
by contains an important burial marked by upright
stones (some up to 2 meters high) arranged in the
shape of a ship. It is surrounded by other less
spectacular burials, and has been taken to suggest that
Runsa may have had some cult significance.

The town of Birka, on the island of Bjorko in Lake
Malaren, was already a flourishing center in the 9th
century. The hillfort {Borg) close to its southern edge
must have served as a strongpoint and refuge until the
town was surrounded by defensive walls in the 10th
century. The Birka fort consists of a rampart of earth
and stone encircling the landward side of a hill whose
western edge is naturally defended by a steep rocky
cliff against the lake. The fort (Hochburg) overlooking
the town of Hedeby in Viking Age Denmark (now in
Germany) would have served a similar purpose. The
fort crowns an outcrop of diluvial clay to the north of
the town, but because the countryside s generally so
flat, this type of monument is rare in Denmark.

The island of Gotland has about 100 forts, again
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not all of Viking Age date. The largest is at Torsburgen
near the east coast. Its great limestone wall stretches
for 2 kilometers around the crest of a steep slope,
standing up to 7 meters high and 24 meters wide in
places, making it one of the most spectacular ar-
chaeological monuments in the whole of Sweden.
Excavations have shown that it originated in the 4th
century AD but was then reused in the early 10th
century. Another defensive site on Gotland of con-
siderable interest, though not a hillfort, is Bulverket in
Lake Tingstade Trask in the north of the island.
Standing in shallow water at the edge of the lake, it
consists of a series of cellular wooden platforms built
together to form the four sides of a square, each 170
meters long. They originally supported buildings. The
central square is open, and the whole structure is
surrounded by a palisade of closely set, heavy wooden
stakes. This site 1s remarkably well preserved because
of its waterlogged situation, and is unique in Scan-
dinavia. The methods used in its construction are
reminiscent of building techniques practiced by the
Slavic peoples of the southern and eastern Baltic, and
it may originally have been built by immigrants to
Gotland. Its purpose is not entirely clear, but the
place-name “Tingstide™ suggests that it was part of a
Thing site in the Viking Age, when it was built and
occupied, and therefore not used exclusively as a
defensive structure. .

The long narrow island of Oland has 16 pre-Viking
forts, of which at least two, Ismanstorp and Eketorp,
were also in use in the Viking Age. Both consist of a
circular enclosing wall of limestone with the remains
of buildings inside. Ismanstorp is 127 merers in
diameter; its wall survives to a height of 2.5 meters
and it is broken by as many as nine entrances. This
number suggests that it cannot have been a very secure
fortification; nevertheless, it seems to have been used
as a refuge at the time of its construction and later in
the Viking Age itself.

The Iron Age fort of Eketorp, abandoned as a
permanent settlement about AD 700 except for
sporadic use as a refuge, was reoccupied about the
year 1000 when the earlier stone buildings were
rebuiltin wood and the stone wall supplemented by an
outer defense. In contrast to Ismanstorp, Eketorp’s
wall was pierced by only three entrances and it gives
the impression of having been a much more formid-
able fortification, perhaps serving as the headquarters
of a garrison charged with defending the south part of
the island against seaborne attack. The finds from its
latest phase show that it was also a trading center of
considerable wealth and significance. Despite its
trading activities, it did not develop into a fortified
Viking Age town. These were provided with defenses
of quite a different nature.

Town defenses

Before the 10th century Viking towns were undefend-
ed unless, as at Hedeby and Birka, they had a hillfort
some little distance away. The fact that the towns had
been open settlements until then tells us that life must
have been fairly peaceful in the 8th and 9th centuries,
allowing urban activities to be carried on without
threat from outside. Conditions had clearly changed
in the 10th century, which witnessed a great campaign
of wall-building. Hedeby, for example, gained the
great rampart that connected it with the outer defenses
of the Danevirke and is still visible today, standing up
1o 10 meters high in places. However, it began as a
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fairly small earth bank no more than 3 meters high,
which was crowned by a timber palisade, and it
reached its subsequent dimensions through repeated
rebuildings and refurbishments. When it attained its
final height it probably no longer needed a palisade to
make it defensible, and in this respect it seems to have
differed from other town walls. Its semicircular shape,
though, is extremely characteristic of the encircling
defenses of Viking Age towns.

Hedeby had grown up along the shores of an inlet,
Haddeby Noor. The main objective of the defenses
was to protect the town from the land. The semicircu-
lar rampart therefore enclosed the area in which the
settlement lay, with its two ends running down to the
waters of the Noor, but the whole of the shore lay
open to raids from the sea. This danger was
counteracted to some extent by the construction of an
underwater palisade to protect the eastern approaches
to the harbor.

A similar arrangement can be seen at Birka, but the
town wall here is much slighter than that at Hedeby
and must surely always have needed the added
protection of a palisade. It is also very likely that the
wall at Birka was never completed; only the northern
part is visible today, and the long stretch that would

Above The Danevirke — a system of
ar earthworks, built at various.
times, that cut across the base of
the Jutland peninsula — formed the
southern boundary of Denmark
during the Viking Age; it also
protected the developing town of
Hedeby. Each of its various earthen
ramparts carried a timber palisade
and was fronted by a ditch, with
cross-border traffic confined 10 a
single gateway. It was thus a
substantial fortification.

Overleaf The Danish Viking
fortress of Fyrkat in northeast
Jutland is one of a number built
during the reign of Harald
Bluetooth in the late 10th century.




Viking Age Scandinavia

During the Viking Age, Denmark
and southern and central Sweden
supported small agricultural
villages with a mixed farming
economy. In Norway, scattered
farming and fishing settlements
extended up the Atlantic coast and
along the fjord valleys. The first
Scandinavian towns were founded
at the beginning of the Viking Age
as trading and manufacturing
centers. More towns were founded
in the 10th century; other
settlements were seasonal market
centers where goods were
manufactured for local
consumption. Hillforts served as
defensive sites, but towns were not
defended with ramparts until the
10th century.
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have connected it to the fort (Borg) was possibly never
built. The surviving length of wall describes a gentle
curve, suggesting that it was intended to enclose a
roughly semicircular area with the north end of the
rampart continuing as far as the Lake Malaren shore.
The harbor was defended by a curving line of stakes
and blockading timbers.

It is impossible to tell whether similar harbor
defenses were built at Arhus in Jutland, a town
founded in the 10th century and surrounded by a
substantial earth and timber rampart right from the
beginning, since the modern harbor has wiped out all
trace of a Viking Age predecessor. The shape of
Arhus’s defenses, however, conforms closely to those
of Hedeby and Birka, as does the semicircular rampart
that defended Vistergarn on the island of Gotland.
Excavations have shown that this was also built in the
10th century. Finally, recently discovered urban forti-
fications at Ribe in Denmark suggest that this town,
too, was surrounded by a semicircular defensive
system in the 10th century. Excavations have exposed
the remains of a ditch 1 meter deep and 8 meters wide,
with some vestigial traces of an associated earth bank,
and the short stretches of the ditch that have been
traced follow a curving line.

The consistency of the town defenses of Denmark,
Sweden and Gotland in the 10th century is intriguing.
Their layout is so very similar that one is tempted to
think that they are all part of a common plan. But this
is unlikely to have been the case. They are more likely
to represent spontaneous responses to the need for
prosperous trading centers to defend themselves from
attack by land or water, whether by Viking pirates or
by Slav raiders, such as those who were to destroy
Hedeby in 1066.

A common defense plan

A group of sites in Denmark do, however, very
definitely display a common plan. The so-called royal
fortresses of Denmark were all built in the second half
of the 10th century, occupied for a very short period
and then abandoned, never to be reoccupied. Three of
the forts (Aggersborg and Fyrkat in Jutland and
Trelleborg on Sjzlland) have been excavated and their
plans and buildings can be reconstructed in detail. The
fourth (Nonnebakken) lies beneath the present town
of Odense on Fyn and almost all traces of it have long
since disappeared. A fifth has recently been discovered
at a site on the south coast of Skane, also called
Trelleborg. Its discovery was no greart surprise; the
coincidence of its name had always suggested to
scholars that a fort similar to that of Trelleborg in
Denmark might once have been built here. ~ All the
forts were exactly circular in plan although differing in
diameter. The interior was surrounded by an earth
and timber rampart with an external ditch, and
divided into quarters by streets which crossed at right
angles at the exact center of the circle. Long buildings
with curved sides were positioned within each quarter.
The similarity of the forts’ plans, the precision, with
which they were laid out and the skill with which they
were built single them out from all other Viking Age
fortifications, strongly suggesting that they were built
to the specifications of a single person.

The purpose for which these remarkable forts were
built has been a matter of controversy ever since
Trelleborg in Denmark (the first to be located) was
excavated in the 1940s. The original suggestion was
that the forts were built as garrisons and assembly
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points for the army that invaded England under Svein
Forkbeard in the early 11th century. However, the
tree-ring dating of timbers from the forts have since
shown that they were built about 980 when Harald
Bluetooth, Svein’s father and predecessor, was king of
Denmark. Excavation has shown that they were in
existence for only a very short period, probably no
more than 20 years at the most and perhaps much less
than that. Moreover, had they been designed to house
warriors who attacked England from the sea, they
would have been situated close to the coast beside the
harbors where the fleets would have assembled. The
forts, however, lie adjacent to land rather than water
routes, with only Aggersborg on the Limfjsrd stand-
ing beside a navigable fairway. They are all located in
the north and east of the country, and look toward the
Baltic rather than the North Sea.

Their role in the 11th-century conquest of England
may therefore be discounted. All the evidence points
to Harald Bluetooth as being the individual who
commissioned them, probably to impose and main-
tain order in the kingdom that he had recently
consolidated and converted to Christianity. They were
undoubtedly strongholds and probably garrisoned,
but their inhabitants did not restrict themselves to
warlike activities. Living within their ramparts were
gold- and silversmiths, and blacksmiths. Some of the
buildings were used as barns and stables.

The most likely explanation, therefore, is that the
Danish forts were centers of royal power from which
armed forces could quickly be dispatched to control
the surrounding countryside and uphold the authority
of the king. They would collect tribute and taxes in
kind from the rural population, and the forts both
served as treasuries where the king’s accumulated
wealth could be kept safe and housed workshops
where it could be converted into precious ornaments
for himself and his court.

Warfare and weapons

The right to carry weapons in the Viking Age was
enjoyed by all free men. They were expected to
assemble when called upon to do so by their king or
overlord. In some areas, notably central Sweden, local
people would also be required to man and arm ships.
For this purpose, the land was split up into units
containing a certain number of farms, each of which,
when required to do so, had to provide a fully
equipped ship.

The Vikings generally fought on foot. The fact that
horses were buried with some rich Vikings suggests
that there were some mounted warriors, but this was
certainly not usual. The Viking warships were used
mainly to transport armies to the scene of land battles;
maritime engagements were less common, though
some are mentioned in written sources. The best
known of these is the battle of Svéld about 1000.

Accounts in English and Frankish sources of the
land battles fought by the Vikings in western Europe
attest to the strength and skill of their fighting forces.
The Vikings struck terror into their opponents and
carried fire and sword throughout northwestern
Europe. The weapons that wreaked such havoc were
the sword, the spear and the battle ax. Short fighting
knives and bows and arrows were also used. Depic-
tions in contemporary carvings, such as the memorial
picture-stones found on Gotland, give us some idea of
how these warriors looked fully armed for battle. We
can learn much more from graves in the Scandinavian

Right Practical and beautiful: four
Viking Age swords from Sweden,
richly ornamented with inlaid
decoration on their hilts, including
animal ornament on the third from
the left. These were single-handed
weapons with double-edged blades,
the finest of which were pattern-
welded (like the one on the far left)
by Frankish smiths in the Rhine-
land; their grips were finished with
wood, which has perished in the
ground.
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countries and elsewhere, many of which contain the
weapons and armor of the fighting men who were
buried in them.

The sword was the finest of all the weapons, highly
prized for its fighting strength and as a status symbol;
the higher the rank of the warrior, the more mag-
nificent would be his sword. Often the hilt would be
richly decorated, but though an elaborate hilt denoted
a powerful owner, it was the blade that was the most
important part of the weapon, for it was on this that
the life of its owner depended. The double-edged
blades, between 70 and 80 centimeters long, were light
and flexible, strong and sharp. Some of them were
imported from the Frankish empire but their hilts were
made and mounted in Scandinavia and they were
often ornamented in the art styles favored by the
Vikings. The most famous of the Frankish sword-
smiths’ workshops was that of Ulfberht, whose name
is inlaid on many blades.

Blades of native Scandinavian workmanship were
not inferior to the more exotic imported examples.
They were also made in a method known as pattern-
welding whereby long strips of iron of slightly differ-
ent composition were welded together to form a core,
and a cutting edge of a harder and sharper steel was
welded to the sides. Then the blade was polished and a
longitudinal groove (known as a fuller) ground out
along the whole length. The purpose of the fuller was
to lighten the blade without reducing its strength and
to increase its flexibility. After a thousand years in the
earth, most of the sword blades that have been
recovered are now badly corroded but some of them
still display beautiful patterns on their surfaces.

Swords were carried in scabbards made of strips of
wood covered in leather and lined with fleece; the
lanolin from the wool would have served to preserve
the blade from tarnishing and rust. The most splendid
swords were kept in magnificent scabbards decorated
with bronze or gilt mounts around the mouth and at
the tip (the chape). Scabbard mounts have been found
in many graves, though the organic materials of the
scabbard itself have usually disappeared.

The double-edged swords were used to slash at the
enemy, no doubt inflicting terrible wounds. The
mutilated bones of skeletons unearthed at Hedeby and
elsewhere give some idea of the sort of injuries caused.
Short, single-edged fighting knives were designed for
thrusting at the opponent when engaged in close
combat, and the Viking warriors sometimes carried
both sword and knife. The most efficient thrusting
weapon of all was the spear with its slender, tapering
iron blade up to 50 centimeters long attached to a
wooden shaft by means of a socket. Some spears, like
the finest quality swords, must have been weapons of
status. Their blades were pattern-welded with sharp
cutting-edges and point, and the sockets were inlaid
with silver or bronze. Most of the spears that have
been found in graves, however, are simpler and
undecorated — but nevertheless very efficient.

Though the battle ax is popularly associated with
the Vikings, on the whole it seems to have been less
favored as a weapon than the sword and spear. Fewer
have been found, and those mostly in western Scan-
dinavia. They were made in a quite simple way: a
sharp cutting-edge was welded onto a shaped block of
iron, and the butt end was then slotted over a wooden

Below Ax-blades and spear-heads
from the river Thames at London
are grim reminders of the return of
Viking armies to England during
the reign of Athelred II
(979-1016). Any ax could always
have been used as a weapon, but
those shown here, with their
elongated “bearded blades”, were
developed specifically for use in
battle by Scandinavian warriors.



Above Not all axes were merely

| functional. This ceremonial ax has
inlaid silver decoration on both
faces of its blade. It was buried in a
| high-status chamber-grave,
constructed ¢. 970, at Mammen in
Jutland, and may well have been
made in a royal workshop of King
Harald Bluetooth. Its high-quality
ornament has given its name to the
Mammen style of Viking art.

handle and wedged tight. Most battle axes were
undecorated and are indistinguishable from working
axes; their attribution as battle axes results from the
fact that they have been found in graves with other
weapons. A few examples are much more splendid
and must have been made for ceremony or display.
The finest by far is the ax from the royal or aristocratic
burial at Mammen, Jutland. This is inlaid with silver
in the elaborate patterns that give their name to the
Mammen art style, and it is difficult to imagine it ever
being used in battle; it was probably a symbol of
wealth, status and power.

Bows and arrows were also used in warfare, but
were probably most commonly used in hunting. Iron
arrow-heads in various different shapes survive in
large numbers, though their wooden shafts have
nearly always disappeared. Wooden bows are rarer, as
— being made of wood — they have usually decom-
posed entirely in normal soil conditions, but a com-
plete one has been found in waterlogged ground at
Hedeby. It is 192 centimeters long and made of yew, a
strong, supple wood that was used to make bows
throughout the Middle Ages.

The Vikings defended themselves in bastle by carry-
ing circular shields that gave protection to the body
from shoulder to thigh. They were made of wood,
often lime, and were sometimes covered in leather
with the rim strengthened by an iron band. The shields
might then be decorated with metal mounts and
symbols and were sometimes brightly painted. Aniron
boss in the center protected the carrying hand. Little of
the wood from the shields has been preserved, but it is
possible to calculate their size from the metal fittings
that have survived. The shields found in the Gokstad
ship burial, which were painted black and yellow, are
1 meter in diameter, and it is reasonable to assume that
this was the normal size.

Another means of protection was provided by the
helmet and body armor worn by at least some Vikings.
However, such items are found so rarely in graves or
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other archaeological sites that it seems unlikely that
they were ever commonly worn and were probably the
prerogative of the highest ranks of society. The only
helmet to have been preserved from the Viking Age
was found in a grave at Gjermundbu in Norway.
Clearly a very great man was buried here, for as well as
a helmet he had a coat of chain mail and a fine sword
with a hilt inlaid with silver and copper. Both helmet
and mail coat were in a fragmentary condition when
discovered, but the helmet has been reconstructed and
is now in the Oldsaksamling Museum, Oslo. The iron
helmet is dome-shaped with a central crest and a sort
of visor to protect the nose and cheek-bones. Some
chain mail hung from the back to protect the neck. The
rest of the chain mail was probably in the form of a
short tunic worn over a padded or leather jerkin to
provide extra protection.

Other helmets are known only from pictorial
representations. The helmets of the warriors depicted
on the Gotlandic picture-stones are invariably conical
in shape and have a nose guard. A little figure from
Sigtuna in Sweden, carved in elk antler, also wears a
conical helmet with a nose guard, which is decorated
with a ring-and-dot motif. It is impossible to tell
whether these helmets were made of iron like the
Gjermundbu example; they may have been of a less
sturdy material such asleather. However, we do know
that none of them carried horns.

Equipment such as this probably belonged to the
rich and powerful among the Viking forces, or to the
professional fighting men who made up the private
armies or bodyguards of kings and lords, particularly
in Norway. The splendid swords with decorated hilts
and Frankish blades, the helmets and chain mail
tunics, would have been quite unknown to the vast
mass of fighting men, farmers and fishermen who were
pressed into service at times of trouble to fulfill their
duties to their overlord. These men would have been
simply armed, probably carrying only their working
ax to serve as a battle weapon.
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Royal Fortresses of Denmark

The 10th-century fortresses of Denmark are one of the
clearest evidences we have of a centralized power
structure in Denmark in the late Viking Age. Five such
fortresses are now known: Trelleborg on the island of
Sjzlland, Nonnebakken on Fyn, Fyrkat and Aggers-
borg in Jutland, and (only discovered in the late
1980s) Trelleborg in Skane. Most of our information
about the fortresses comes from Trelleborg in Sjal-
land and Fyrkat, which have both been extensively
excavated. The forts are precisely regular in plan. The
circular earth and timber rampart is pierced by four
equidistant entrances, and the axial streets divide the
interior into four segments, or quadrants. At
Trelleborg and Fyrkat each of these quadrants was
filled with four long buildings arranged in a square: at
Aggersborg there seem to have been 12 buildings in
each. At Trelleborg, a further 15 buildings were laid
out concentrically to the rampart, but outside it, in an
outer defended area. All the buildings were of oak, and
the streets were surfaced with timber.

Construction of the forts must have taken con-
siderable planning and engineering skill. To build the
fort at Fyrkat, for example, the site had first to be
leveled and extended, and 10,000 cubic meters of turf
and earth were shifted to construct the rampart. The

plans of the forts are so similar that they can only have
been the work of a single organizing authority,
presumably the king’s, and given the regularity of the
layout, it is not surprising that they were at first
thought to have had a purely military function: the
buildings, it was argued, must have served as barracks,
perhaps for the army assembled by Svein Forkbeard to
invade England at the beginning of the 11th century.
This view is no longer accepted. Excavation of the
buildings at Fyrkat showed that some were used as
dwellings, others as workshops where blacksmiths
and jewelers worked. Women and children were
found to have been buried in the cemetery just bevond
the rampart. Moreover tree-ring dating indicated that
the timber used in the buildings at Trelleborg came
from trees felled about 980 — in the reign of Harald
Bluetooth. Those at Fyrkat give similar results, and the
buildings show no sign of having been repaired,
suggesting that they cannot have been in use for more
than 20 or 30 years. If, as is now supposed, the
fortresses were used as centers of royal administration
where taxes were collected, and as strongpoints for
controlling the local population, their short life and
rapid abandonment suggest that political changes at
the end of the century rendered them unnecessary.

Left Aerial view of Trelleborg,
Sizlland, from the west. It stands
at the tip of a low peninsula that
was surrounded by marshy ground
in the Viking Age. The precisely 1
circular earth rampart with its four
entrances can be clearly seen, and
in the foreground there is a slighter.
rampart enclosing an outer area. ‘
The postholes of the buildings have
been marked in concrete, showing
their curved shape, and a full-scale
reconstruction of one of the houses
appears in the foreground.

Right This reconstruction of one of
the buildings at Fyrkar was erected
next to the site in the 1980s. The
long walls are bowshaped, and as a
result the roof is also curved. Outer
posts slope up to support the top of = -
the walls. On the Trelleborg
reconstruction, the posts are

upnight and form part of a

verandah or gallery round the ‘
building, but evidence from the |
excavations at Fyrkat and \
reinterpretation of the ‘
archaeological remains at

Trelleborg show that the Fyrkat
reconstruction must be correct.

The interior of the house is divided
into three rooms — a large hall n %
the center and a smaller room at

each end.
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grave at Fyrkat. Battle-axes were

became the symbol of Norse
terocity to the people of western

Left The head of a bartle-ax from a

particularly favored by the Vikings
of Norway and Denmark, and they

Europe who suffered their attacks.
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Top This reconstruction gives an
artist’s impression of the royal
fortress at Fyrkat based on the
findings of the excavations. The
outer face of the rampart was lined
with heavy tongued-and-grooved
umbers to prevent artackers from
scaling it. One of the four
quadrants has not been excavated.
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rampart

Above The regulanity of Fyrkat’s
plan — with four long buildings
symmetrically placed within each
quadrant, streets crossing at right
angles, and an exactly circular
perimeter ~ gives the fortress a
disunctly military appearance, but
recent investigations have shown
that it was not merely a barracks.
The buildings were used as
dwellings, workshops, stores and
stables.



DAILY LIFE

Rural communities

Most Vikings were farmers. Even those who went on
raiding parties to western Europe or sailed east or west
as merchants generally returned home to the farm,
bringing their loot or profits with them. Since agriculture
was of such importance, it is strange that we know
comparatively little about it. The best evidence comes
from Denmark, which had the largest area of cultivable
land. Many farming villages have been excavated there
in recent years, and several rural settlements are also
known from central Sweden, where crop farming was

also important. In Norway it was limited to the south,
and virtually nothing is known about the farms.

The most important cereals grown on Viking Age
farms in Scandinavia were barley, rye and oats, with a
little wheat also being cultivated in Denmark. Although
wheaten bread has been found in some of the graves at
Birka, central Sweden, there is no positive evidence to
show that wheat was grown in the vicinity of the town,
and it may have been imported as a luxury foodstuff.
Peas, beans, root vegetables and cabbage were also
commonly grown crops.



Above A selection of iron tools
used by Viking Age farmers, found
in Norway. Sickle blades {center),
needed for harvesting, are those
most commonly found, in both
male and female graves; other
tools, such as scythe blades (top)
and plow shares (right) are more
generally restricted to male burials.
As well as hay, foliage was an
important source of winter fodder
for cattle, and special broad-bladed
“leaf-knives” are known (bottom),
but these are less commonly found
in graves.

Left A massive drift of sand
covered this field at Lindholm Haje
in northern Jutland sometime
during the 11th century. When this
was removed, the field was
revealed exactly as it had been
before the fatal storm, even down
to the footprints and wheel tracks.
across the broad parallel beds that
are separated by narrow furrows. It
is not known what crop was being
grown here.

Archaeological investigation in Denmark has yielded
evidence of some of the fields where crops were grown,
as well as some of the farming methods used. At Ribe
simple scratchings have been found on the ground
surface beneath the Viking Age town. These show that
an ard was used to break up the soil preparatory to
sowing. The ard is a primitive wooden plow that merely
cuts a groove through the earth and does not turn it; it
was in common use until the late Viking Age when a
heavier plow with an iron-shod share was introduced. A
rare find was made at Lindholm Haje in north Jutland in
the 19505, when archaeologists removed the thick layer
of blown sand that had submerged the site, bringing
occupation to an end in the 11th century, and discovered
beneath it a fossilized Viking Age field with its long,
slightly curving furrows still intact from its last plowing.

Other agricultural tools must have been very common
on all rural settlements, but have not survived in very
great numbers. Cereals and hay were harvested with
iron sickles, and vegetation was cut for fodder with a
special implement known as a leaf knife. Wooden
pitchforks and spades have been found, and flails and
sieves for threshing and sifting the grain would also have
been made of wood. Barrels and baskets were used for
storage, and hay grown for fodder may have been
transported from the fields in carts.

Denmark’s Viking Age villages were surrounded by
arable fields, but they were also well placed for access to
pasture. The rearing of animals was just as important as
crop growing, and indeed cattle farming was probably
the predominant activity in many villages. Pigs and
sheep were also raised. On the Scandinavian peninsula
pastoralism was even more important, and trans-
humance (seasonal migration) was practiced in the
upland areas (as it still is today in some places). Flocks
and herds would be driven up to the higher pastures in
the summer when grazing was good and brought down
to the valley farms in the fall. Cattle would be kept under
cover during the hard winters and stall-fed with the hay
grown on the valley pastures in the summer and cut and
stored as fodder for this purpose.
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The best-known of Denmark’s excavated farming
villages are at Seedding and Vorbasse in central Jutland.
Though not identical in plan or layout, these and others
share a number of features in common. They consisted
of about six or seven individual farms, each of which
contained about eight or nine buildings of various size,
enclosed within a fenced compound. The largest build-
ing was the dwelling house, which had a cattle byre at
one end with stalls for up to 50 animals. The outbuild-
ings included barns and smithies and a scattering of
sunken-floored huts that may have housed the farm
slaves or laborers. There was usually a wood-lined well
within the compound. Each farm would have been
occupied by a single family, and all give the impression
of having been very prosperous between the 8th and the
10th centuries. At Sadding the buildings within their
fenced enclosures lie around a central open space that
was never built on and must have served as a communal
“village green™; at Vorbasse the farms were laid out
along a village street, four to the north and three to the
south, each with a gateway in the fenced enclosure
giving on to the central track. This difference in the
overall layout suggests that the two settlements may
have had dissimilar social functions.

These settlements do not lie beneath the villages of
today, but are found a short distance away. During the
300 years of the Viking Age they did not occupy a
permanent site, but shifted to a new location a few
hundred meters away everv generation or so. The
position of Denmark’s farming villages only became
fixed with the coming of Christianity when a stone
church was built as the community’s focal point. This
was at a time when population was increasing, and
there was a shift toward greater arable farming. The
villages founded then have remained on the same site —
usually one that was close to the best land for growing
crops — until the present day.

At one ume it was thought that the Viking Age farms
of central Sweden were isolated from their neighbors, as
they are today, and perhaps lay beneath today’s farms —
in other words, it was suggested that the same farm sites
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had been continuously occupied for over 1,000 years.
However, excavations of Viking Age villages at Pollista
and Sanda in the Malaren district have made it clear that
this was not the case, assuming that they are typical.
Though much smaller than the villages of Denmark,
each contained several farmsteads with a dwelling and
outbuildings, which are reminiscent of the Danish
groupings. The villages in the Milaren valley seem to
have moved from time to time, as they did in Denmark,
and are therefore unlikely to have been located where
the present farms now stand.

The agricultural communities of Viking Age Norway
remain elusive. Many farms from the pre-Viking period
have been discovered in the southwest of the country,
but the Viking Age itself is hardly represented. The
reason for this may be that here the farms were indeed
isolated and scattered, and so are difficult to find today.
One of the few Viking Age farms to have been excavated
in Norway is the 9th- and 10th-century settlement of
Ytre Moa at the inland end of the Sogne fjord. Itis not a
village of Danish type, but a single isolated farmstead
consisting of several small roughly square buildings,
each used for a different purpose; for example, dwelling,
storehouse or cattle shed. The shapes of the buildings
and the methods of their construction also differ from
their Danish counterparts. All the Ytre Moa buildings
are no more than a few meters square, with thick walls
of stone and turf with wooden paneling on the internal
faces. The difficulty of locating Viking Age sites in the
Norwegian countryside means that much more work is
needed to be done before the agriculture of that country
can be fully understood.

In some parts of Scandinavia — particularly along the
coasts of Norway — fishing played an even more
important role than agriculture in the Viking Age
economy. Many fishing implements have been found
showing that nets, lines and harpoons were all used. Seal
and walrus were also caught in the northern waters.
Ivory from the tusks of walrus was highly prized
throughout Europe at this time; it was only in the 13th
century that it began to be replaced by elephant ivory in
large quantities, and the trade declined. Walrus hides
were cut into strips and twisted to make rope.

Lakes and rivers supplied freshwater fish. Salmon
were especially abundant in Finland, and regular fishing
expeditions were made to the north in the spawning
season when the rivers teemed with fish. That fish and
shellfish featured prominently in the Viking Age diet is
evident from the large numbers of fish bones and shells
that have been recovered from household refuse heaps in
the towns. At Birka, for example, fish would have been
caught in Lake Malaren and the rivers that flowed into
it, but it is also clear that they were transported
considerable distances from the sea, probably having
been salted in barrels to preserve them.

Houses
The Vikings of Scandinavia mostly built in wood,
though stone and turf were also used in some areas,
particularly Norway. Nothing remains of the houses
themselves above ground level, and we have therefore to
rely on the interpretation and reconstruction of archaeo-
logical evidence, recovered through excavation, to give
us a picture of the buildings in which the Vikings lived.
For example, the traces of postholes in the ground
(distinguishable from the surrounding soil by differences
of color and texture) allow archaeologists to estimate the
length and arrangement of a timber-framed building.
The basic shape of the buildings was the same
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Left Iron fish-hook and barbed
fish-spear, with a stone net-sinker,
from Norway. This fish-spear was
found near a waterfall and may
have been used for salmon fishing.



er in central Sweden,

iv
Coastal and freshwater fishing
contributed greatly to diet in
Viking Age Scandinavia, and there
was even some trade in fish
products.

throughout Scandinavia: rectangular, sometimes with
curving walls, and of varable length. Buildings ex-
cavated at Szdding in Denmark are nearly 50 meters
long; at Borg in Lofoten, Norway, one even reached a
length of 83 meters. The width, however, was seldom
more than 5 meters, and was dictated by the dimensions
of the crosstimbers used to carry the roof. These were
supported on two rows of posts that ran the length of the
building and divided it longitudinally into three sections
consisting of a central nave and two rather narrower side
aisles. Sometimes, though, the posts were set back into
the walls, and these then carried the ends of the roof
rafters. This latter arrangement provided an uninter-
rupted internal space, and was the norm by the end of
the Viking Age. Aristocratic halls would have most
likely resembled these rural buildings, except that they
would have been larger and more richly furnished — the
very great length of the house at Borg suggests that it was
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a chieftain’s dwelling. No royal halls, with the possible
exception of one at Lejre and those in the 10th-century
royal forts of Denmark, have been excavated.

In Denmark the deciduous woodlands provided oaks
to build the framework of the houses and hazels and
willows for weaving the wickerwork panels that filled
the spaces between the upright posts of the walls. These
were then covered with a mixture of clay and dung to
make them draft- and weather-proof. This type of infill
is known as wattle-and-daub. The buildings in the royal
forts had solid timber walls but these have not yet been
discovered on any farming settlements; they used very
large quantities of oak and would probably have been
beyond the resources of the average farmer.

Few oaks are found in Sweden and Norway, except in
the far south and so softwoods (conifers) were used for
building. These provided the long straight horizontal
timbers that were piled one on top of another and
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Life in the Home

Much of what we know about domestic life in Viking
Age Scandinavia comes from the household posses-
sions that were included as grave-goods in burials.
Often, though, these are found in the graves of
wealthy individuals, and it is likely that most ordinary
households — especially those in the countryside —
contained few possessions. What people had they
made themselves, from their clothes, toys and cooking
utensils to their own houses. Only iron implements
and items such as combs, brooches and necklaces were
provided by itinerant craftsmen or bought in the
towns in exchange for farm produce. Imported lux-
uries such as spices, wine, and silks were mostly
enjoyed by the cosmopolitan urban populations.

Itis clear that men and women had distinct roles in
the household. The men worked in the fields and on
the farm, fished and hunted for game, while the
women prepared the food (including grinding the
grain for flour, baking and dairying), spun the wool
from the farm’s sheep and worked at the loom or with
the needle. In wealthier households, servants and
slaves would have carried out many of the most menial
tasks. The men would often be away from home for
long periods as sailors, warriors or traders, leaving the
women to guard the house and to supervise the work
of the household.

Above and right The iron cauldron
and griddle (top) were part of the
houschold equipment of a
Norwegian family. Gruel, stews
and boiled meat and fish would
have been prepared in the
cauldron, and the griddle was
probably used for making flat,
ened bread over the fire.
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Left This interior of a Viking Age
house, based on one excavated at
Hedeby, has been reconstructed at
Moesgard Museum, Arhus,
Denmark. The long open hearth is
the focus of the room: a source of
heat and light, and the only means
of cooking. An iron cauldron is
suspended from the ceiling on a
chain; a soapstone bowl and a
wooden bowl and ladle stand
beside the fire. The furniture is very
sparse — just a stool covered by a
sheepskin on the raised earthen
bench against one wall. Most
people slepr on the ground. The
two looms leaning against the walls
would have been in daily use by the
women. The larger loom with its
stone loomweights to tauten the
warp (bottom left) was used for
weaving woolen cloth; the smaller
loom produced narrower bands of
finer wool, or perhaps linen (flax
was grown in southern
Scandinavia). The bone pins
(bottom right) were used for
adjusting the thread during
weaving. Finished products would
have been smoothed by rubbing
them on a whalebone board with a
glass smoother (below).

notched together at the corners to form firm joints. The
length of each building was dependent on the length of
tree trunks available, and so these houses were often
made up of a series of independent rooms joined end to
end to form a single blockhouse. Sometimes, however, a
farm consisted of a scattering of small buildings, each
with its own function. The lowest timbers of the walls
usually rested on a row of stones that formed a sill and
this prevented the logs from rotting as they lay on the
damp ground. The sill might also support a timber floor,
which raised in this way provided some form of
insulation and was protected from decay. These sill
stones are often all the evidence that remains of the
buildings in a rural settlement.

One end of the dwelling houses was used as a barn for
storing crops or partitioned into stalls for cattle. Living
under the same roof as their animals provided a source
of heat for the inhabitants; a rather noisome form of
central heating. It also ensured that their beasts would be
safe from rustlers, as cattle were wealth. The living
quarters of the house had a hearth in the middle of the
floor to provide heat, light and cooking facilities. There
were no chimneys and the smoke from the hearth
escaped through gaps in the roof, which was covered
with thatch, turf or wooden shingles depending on the
availability of local materials. Benches ran along the
walls. They were usually an integral part of the structure,
consisting of flattened banks of earth reinforced at the
front with wickerwork. There was little other furniture,
and the benches acted both as beds and as seating
accommodation during the day. Simple crafts such as
spinning, weaving and basket-making were carried on at
the benches, but some farms had separate buildings for
particular activities. A forge has been found at Szdding,
for example, and many farmsteads must have had
similar provision for making and repairing essential
tools. The sunken-floored huts that are a feature of
Danish Viking Age villages may also have been used as
workshops for weaving, primitive potting and so on.

Buildings in towns did not need space for crop-storage
or cattle, so they were shorter than those of the
countryside. The best evidence we have of town houses
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Left Thus full-size reconstruction ot
a Viking Age town house trom
Hedeby stands at Moe
Museum in Denmark. It
12 by § meters and has wartle
and-daub walls in a umber
framework, with the weight of the
thatched roof supported by
external buttresses. This Hedeby
hou t 870, had a
between two

asures

»oms, one of which

other
contamed a baking-oven.

Below This blockhouse
construction of horizontal logs
with lapped corners 1s
the many different method
building in wood that were utilized
in Viking Age Scandinavia

comes from Hedeby where waterlogged conditions have
preserved the foundations and lower parts of the walls of
wooden buildings and even a complete gable of one
house, about 5 meters high. The Hedeby houses were
rectangular, about 12 meters long and 5 meters wide.
The walls were made of upright posts infilled with

wattle-and-daub and they were buttressed on the ex-
terior by sloping posts. There were three rooms; the
largest, central room contained the hearth and the
smaller rooms, one at each end, provided storage space
and working areas for the merchants and craftsmen of
the town who occupied these houses.

One of the Hedeby houses contains an oven in one of
the small rooms, but ovens were not common in
Scandinavia in the Viking Age, and the provision of a
separate kitchen is unusual. Most of the light inside the
houses came from the fire in the central room, possibly
supplemented by oil lamps, but a couple of tiny
windows would have let in a little daylight. Wood-
fronted earth benches were set along the walls close to
the hearth; the floors were of beaten earth. The solid
wooden doors to the houses could be locked.



Leisure

Gambling games with dice have been played since
antiquity, and it is clear that the Vikings were no
exception in finding relaxation and excitement in this
way — the dice found in Viking Age graves are often
large and oblong. Gaming-boards have also been
found, including a double-sided one from the Gokstad
ship-burial in Norway, as well as numerous gaming
pieces for playing games that combined luck and skill:
some were positional games, similar to nine-men’s-
morris or three-in-a-row, but games of pursuit similar
to fox-and-geese were also plaved. A particular type of
war-game played throughout Scandinavia during the
Viking Age was known as hnefatafl. It appears from
the many references to it in the Icelandic sagas to have
been a game calling for real skill, but even so it did not
survive the advance of chess, which superseded it in
the carly Middle Ages: the chessmen, carved from
walrus ivory and of Scandinavian origin, found on the
Isle of Lewis in the Hebrides, belong to the 12th
century, at the end of the Norse period. The rules of
hnefatafl are not recorded, but finds of playing pieces
and knowledge of later games indicate that it was
played between two players who had unequal forces
and different objectives —a king with a small army was
attacked by a larger army that tried to drive the king
Into a corner.

Feasts provided indoor entertainment for the better-
off and were occasions not only for drinking and
general excess, but also for listening to recitations of
poems and stories by professional skalds, as well as for
music and dance. We know little of the latter,
however. Musical instruments have only rarely been
found because they were made of wood and other
perishable materials, but we know that the lvre or
harp were plaved, as were simple flutes and pan-pipes
and a form of fiddle.

Outdoor activities included contests of strength and
skill. The importance of training with weapons led
naturally to competition in fencing, spear-throwing
and shooting with bow and arrow. Ball-games were
playved for pleasure, and were also enjoyed by spec-
tators. Horse-fighting, too, was popular with
audiences — contests in which specially selected stal-
lions would be goaded on to fight with each other by
the sight and smell of tethered mares. The sport is
often referred to in Icelandic stories, since it frequently
gave rise to quarrels and fights between contending
owners. Clearly, though, relaxation could also be
sought in private, in such solitary pursuits as playing a
flute or whittling a stick.

Children had their toys and some of those that
vive, such as wooden weapons and toy boats, show
aged in imitative play. For adults, there was
harp line to'be drawn between leisure and
ngs in earnest —animals were hunted both for
for sport, though the nobility had, as always,
for the latter, and falconry was a pursuit

ed to the aristocracy. We know from the sagas
that “swimming and board-play™ were sports to be
taught to a voung jarl, or earl.

Left Falconry was the sport of
noblemen. It may be portrayed on
this 10th-century cross-shaft, an
Anglo-Scandinavian carving from
Sockburn in Co. Durham — though
this horseman carrying a bird on
his wrist, beneath a snake, has also
been interpreted as a depiction of
the pagan god Odin.




Below Horse-fighting as a Viking
Age spectator sport may have had
its origins in carlier horse cults.
These fighting horses depicted on a
stone from Haggeby in Uppland,
Sweden, carved in the Migration
Period, have clearly had horns
attached o their heads. They are
being urged on by armed men.

Top right  This 11th-century
Swedish rune-stone shows two men
playing “at board™ (ar rafli}: the
game may be nine-men’s-morris,
which was widely played in the
Viking Age, or huefatafl. The
wooden hrefatadl board (right) was
found on a nanve Inish sertlement
at Ballinderry, Co. Westmeath. It
has a marked center and corners,
and 7 x 7 peg-holes; the style of
decorauon suggests that it could
well have been made in
10th-century Dublin. The number
of playing spaces on the huefatafl
board vaned, though 1t was always
uneven — the Gokstad board has 15
x 15, as has another from
10th-century York.
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Left Cut-away drawing of a box
padlock with T-shaped slot to
show how it was used with a
distinctive form of sliding key that
worked by compressing a system of
leaf springs to open the lock. Such
locks and keys are common in
11th- and 12th-century
Scandinavia, and from there they
also reached England, Iceland and
Greenland.

Domestic life

The house was the center of Viking life. Here people
found warmth, food and shelter. Here they worked at
their everyday tasks and relaxed by playing board
games, making music and listening to poets telling
stories about the gods and the exploits of past heroes.
Life was carried on around the long central hearth. The

3 As the key is Ifted 1t
compresses the ieaf springs.
10 open the padlock

brushwood fire rarely went out, but when required to be
relit, it was done by striking flint against steel. Meat and
fish made up most of the diet. Domesticated animals
(cattle, sheep, pigs, goats and poultry) were supple-
mented with game and wild fowl. Both meat and fish
were smoked, dried or salted in the summer and fall to
ensure adequate provisions for the long winter months.
The meat was mostly cooked by boiling in coarse,
hand-made pottery or soapstone bowls embedded in the
embers of the fire, or in an iron cauldron suspended over
the flames by an iron chain. Iron hooks were used to fish
the meat out of the boiling liquid. Occasionally a
particularly tender joint might be roasted on a spit.

Bread was made from barley, rye and pulses, and (less
commonly) wheat. Flour was handmilled on circular
grindstones or querns. These have survived in quantity
and, particularly in south Scandinavia, were often made
of lava stone imported from the Rhineland in Germany.
The bread was unleavened and would have been baked
over the fire on a flat iron or stone plate to make a
thickish pancake or griddle cake. Vegetables were
grown in the adjacent fields and berries and other fruits
gathered in the forests, or even imported; the discovery
of plum stones in rubbish pits in Hedeby suggests they
were brought there from central Europe, for instance.
Cheese was made from cows’, sheep and goats’ milk,
mainly perhaps as a way of using the surplus. Meals
were washed down with large quantities of ale, made
with barley, and mead, made of fermented honey and
water. Bjorr, possibly a strong liquor made from
fermented fruit juice, was also drunk.

Drinking cups would have been of wood or pottery;
drinking horns were also used. Imported glass vessels
would have been used only by the upper strata of society.
Platters, bowls, spoons and ladles were made of wood,
and have mostly vanished, either through decay or
because broken wooden objects would have been
thrown in the fire as a convenient source of fuel. Some
examples, however, have been preserved in waterlogged
ground. Most have the appearance of being hand-
carved, probably by members of the household, but
some vessels were lathe-turned, suggesting that
specialized woodworkers may also have produced
goods for the home.

From the grave-goods found in royal and aristocratic
burial mounds we may deduce that many aristocratic
halls were furnished with tables, settles or chairs, and
possibly even beds: a chair and beds, for example, were
buried with the 9th-century queen interred at Oseberg in
Norway. Fragments of a woven tapestry, used as a
wall-hanging, were also found. However, ordinary
people had few such possessions, making do with stools
and chests in which valuables (such as jewelry, silver and
clothing) were kept under lock and key. Wrapped in
blankets or skins, they slept not in beds but on the fixed
benches: the closer to the hearth, the higher your rank in
the household.

Occupying a place against the wall in most houses
would have been the upright warp-weighted loom for
weaving the woolen cloth used by the household and
also for making the sails of Viking ships. Being made of
wood, no complete Viking Age loom survives. However,
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there are many examples of the baked clay or stone
weights that held the vertical threads (the warp) tight.
Tablet-weaving was also done on small rectangular
frames of wood or antler to produce intricately pat-
terned bands, braid and ribbons to decorate clothing.
Cutting shears for the cloth and the combs used to card
the wool before spinning were of iron; the whorls that
weighed down the wooden spindle were of stone,
pottery or occasionally amber. Needles and pins were of
iron or bone and were often carried by the women in
small cylindrical containers suspended from their
brooches. Small glass bun-shaped objects found in
women’s graves may have been used to smooth seams,
and it has also been suggested that carved whalebone
plaques, nearly always found in wealthy female burials,
were used as boards for smoothing or pleating cloth.

Spinning, weaving and sewing must have almost
constantly occupied the women. The discovery of
gaming-pieces made of bone, antler, glass or amber
show that the men had more time for relaxing. Board
games were much played, including a war-game known
as hnefatafl. Wooden animals, boats, swords and spin-
ning tops have been found in many places, showing that
children had simple toys.
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Costume

The social distinctions that are evident in so many
aspects of Viking Age life were reflected in the kind of
dress worn by individual men and women: the style
and cut of the garments themselves, the materials used
and the quality of the brooches or pins that fastened
them made a clear statement about the wealth and

status of the wearer. Dress accessories, being made of

metal, have been recovered in large numbers from
excavated Viking Age cemeteries and settlements, but
textile remains are much harder to come by. We can
learn a little from the cloth impressions left, as part of
the manufacturing process, on the back of cast bronze
brooches, but the best evidence we have comes from
some bundles of cast-off clothing found preserved in
the mud of Hedeby harbor; they had been used as
packing material or perhaps for tarring ships. They
provided a rare source of information about the
different types and qualities of cloth in the Viking Age,
and the methods of tailoring. Fashions changed slowly
in this period so we can be reasonably confident that
the styles reconstructed from this discovery are
representative of the Viking Age as a whole.

Right Pairs of oval brooches
formed an integral part of female
dress, and are the commonest of all
brooches found in the Viking Age.
Most were of rather poor quality
bronze with simple designs; others
— like the pair shown here — were
gilded and decorarted with intricate
animal patterns. At the bottom of
each of this pair is a perforated lug,
allowing strings of beads to be
hung between them. The trefoil
brooch fastened an outer garment.

Below Both men and women wore
leather shoes that were low-cut and
slipper-like in shape. Men also
wore ankle- and calf-high boots
that laced either at the front or the
side. The usual material was cattle
hide, but goatskin was used for the
very finest quality boots.

Above Bronze brooches and pms
were worn on the shoulder to
fasten men’s cloaks, but were
sometimes made of silver in large
and elaborate designs. This bronze
example from Denmark 1s quite
small and is decorated with the
heads of three Viking men with
coiffed hair and drooping
mustaches.

Right The dress of the high-status
woman (above) is held in place by
three brooches: the one at the neck
fastens her long-sleeved,
ankle-length tunmic of finely pleated
linen, while the matching pair pin
the shoulder straps of her close
firting, calf-length woolen pmafore
dress. Outdoor clothing for the nich
was warm and weatherproot
(below). This woman is wearing a
long-sleeved outer garment of
high-quality wool that may have
been quilted with down.
Trimmings of braid in contrasting
colors, sometimes incorporarng
gold thread, were often sewn
around the neck and down the
front.

Right Contrasting styles in male
dress: (top) A man of the very
highest class wears an overshirt of
undyed linen above baggy
knee-length trousers of fine
worsted yarn. His rectangular
woolen cloak is fastened at the
right shoulder. Another rich man
wears a tailored and belted jacket

Strips of cloth (“puttees™) bind his
trousers below the knee (center). A
slave or servant’s clothing was
made of coarsely woven woolen
cloth. It was loose-fitting, being,
designed for work (botton).

trimmed with fur over a linen shirt.
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Depictions of men and women on various artifacts
indicate that long hair was favored by both sexes; some
men wore theirs tightly rolled into a bun at the nape of
the neck, others had their hair shaved, while the women
sometimes arranged their long flowing locks in rather
complicated styles knotted on the crown of the head.
Combs found in great abundance on excavated sites
suggest that people lavished care and attention on their
hair, perhaps with the aim of eradicating head lice.
Neatly groomed beards and mustaches were common-
place for the men. Men wore trousers and a long tunic
topped by a cloak, the women multi-layered ankle-
length garments in both wool and linen. A single
ring-headed pin or ring brooch fastened the men’s cloaks
at the shoulder, while the women’s garments were kept
in place by a pair of brooches (usually oval-shaped,
though styles varied from region to region) worn one on
each shoulder, with another at the neck.

Burial customs

For much of the Viking Age the Scandinavian peoples
retained their traditional religious beliefs. They wor-
shiped pagan gods and buried their dead according to
pagan rituals, and the objects that were interred with the
dead for, we assume, religious purposes, are today an
invaluable source of information about the way they
lived. The Vikings practiced two types of burial: crema-
tion and inhumation. The corpse seems to have been
buried or burnt in everyday clothes, and was usually
provided with the personal possessions and utensils that
he or she would have used in life. Sometimes the corpse
was buried inside a boat or wagon. This leads to the
assumption that some form of transportation was

believed necessary to carry the deceased to the next
world, and burial with horses (mostly found in Den-
mark, and at Birka in Sweden) may suggest the same
thing. However, it seems clear that burial with a boat or
wagon was reserved for wealthy individuals, and may
merely have been the means of emphasizing the high
standing and importance of the deceased person.

In rural communities in Norway and eastern central
Sweden cremation was the most common form of burial
until the end of the period. Cremation graves under
mounds cluster around the Viking Age farms, usually on
rocky outcrops. Because these places are not suitable for
cultivation, the graves have not been swept away by
modern agriculture and are still clearly visible today. In
the absence of excavations to establish the presence of
farm buildings (only recently undertaken in Sweden and
still almost unknown in Norway) such graves provide
the only indication of the sites of Viking Age farmsteads.
They have consequently been used to pinpoint centers of
population and estimate the number of inhabitants,
particularly in the Mailaren region of eastern central
Sweden, suggesting that the population may have
increased by a half during the Viking Age.

In most cases, the body to be cremated was clothed
and adorned with jewelry and fastenings for display or
utility, and incinerated on a pyre. The cremated bones
and melted jewellery were then gathered together and
disposed of in various ways, suggesting that different
religious rituals were being observed. In central Sweden,
for instance, the burnt remains were usually carefully
separated from the ash and charcoal of the funeral pyre
and placed in a pottery vessel, which was then deposited
in a pit dug into the earth; in parts of Finland they were

Above These burial mounds mark
one of the cemeteries that surround
the Viking Age town of Birka in
Sweden. Bunal customs varied,
both regionally and socially,
the Viking Age in Scandinavia,
both cremation and inhumation
were pracuced. It is estimated that
there are about 3,000 graves at
Birka, of which some 1,100 have
been excavated; many of these
contain rich grave-goods that have
thrown much light on the lives and
acuvities of the settlement’s
occupants.

Overleaf Some of the richest
Viking Age graves are boat-bunals,
but boat-shaped settings of stones
may have provided a symbolic
alternative. These settings form
part of the cemetery at Lindholm
Hoje in northern Jutland. The
stone outlines, which also include
circles, squares and triangles,
surround cremations.
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Burials in Viking Age Scandinavia
Both cremation and inhumation
burial were practiced in
pre-Christian Scandinavia, the
former being the dominant method
in Norway, most of Sweden and
Finland, and the latter in southern
Sweden, Denmark and Gotland.
Unlike inhumations, cremations
were usually covered with mounds
or cairns, making them easier for
archacologists to distinguish today.
The mounds might be circular,
square or triangular, or even
surrounded by a boatshaped setting
of stones; in some areas the
cremated bones were placed in
pottery vessels, in others they were
merely scattered on the ground. In
towns and settlements, burials were «
concentrated in cemeteries a little
removed from the centers of
population; in rural areas they
usually lay close to the homesteads.
Great earth mounds were erected
over the burials of the rich and
powerful, some of whom were
nterred in ships and boats, as at
Oseberg and Gokstad in eastern
Norway and Vendel and Valsgirde
in central Sweden. Such burials,
however, were not confined to the
highest ranks, and are particularly
common in coastal Norway.
Inhumed female corpses were also
sometimes placed in the bodies of
wagons and carts, perhaps
indicating a belief that the afterlife
could only be reached by making a
journey.
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scattered on the ground. The cremated remains, whether
buried or scattered, were then covered by a mound of
earth or simply marked by stones, which were arranged
in a number of different ways according to locality,
again indicating divergent religious practices. At Lind-
holm Heje in north Jutland, for instance, and at other
places, many of the graves are marked by boat-shaped
arrangements of stones. In central Sweden they may be
marked by circular mounds, or by triangular settings of
stones, \(H“\‘r;rﬂt‘\ \\'ith C‘()IICJ\'C SldCS.

The Swedish Viking influence on burials is clear on the
Aland islands, where there are cremations under
mounds, but in Finland itself a fusion of traditions and
practices is found. In the southwest, boat-burials were
common but no mounds were raised above the cremated
remains, which were merely scattered on the ground.

arther inland both cremations and inhumations were

covered by cairns of stones and earth. Inhumation
became common in southwest Finland in the 11th
century, perhaps indicative of the encroachment of
Christian customs, but grave-goods continued to be
buried in Finnish graves for another century.

Cremation of bodies was also commonplace in the
Viking Age towns of Norway, Denmark and Sweden.
The cemeteries, which sometime comprise huge
numbers of graves, were placed close to the settlement.
In Birka, for instance, at least 3,000 graves are known
from the 200 years of the town’s existence (not all of
these are cremations), and there may have been up to
7,000 burials at Hedeby. Other Viking Age settlements,
such as Kaupang in southeast Norway, are similarly
encircled by huge grave fields. It is very probable that
cemeteries also surrounded Ribe in Denmark, but only a
few graves have so far been discovered.

Left A stone-paved roadway helped
travelers in the late Viking Age to
cross the Risby valley on Sjzlland,
in Denmark. Excavations showed
that the river itself was crossed by
a wooden construction, beneath
which were discovered 2 wagon
wheel and a simple wooden sledge.

Right Wooden sledges provided an
important form of winter transport
during the Viking Age, the largest
of which were made to be pulled
by draft animals. The Oseberg
ship-burial in Norway contained
no less than four, of which three
(including this elegant example) are
beautifully carved; the fourth is a
plain workaday model.



The practice of inhumation raises a number of
questions that are difficult to answer. With the introduc-
ton of Christianity it gradually replaced crematon
everywhere, but we know it had been adopted by some
of the Scandinavian peoples by the beginning of the
Viking Age. In southern Jutland, where inhumation was
prevalent, this may have been the result of influences
from the Christianized lands to the south, but elsewhere
its use is more problematic. Why, for mnstance, did
people en the Baltic island of Gotland turn over to this
essentially alien rite? We shall probably never know.
Although inhumation was practiced outside these two
main areas, the archacological evidence suggests that it
was a rite confined to the upper echelons of society, or to
foreigners. The latter were most evident in the Viking
Age towns; they brought with them their own rituals
and religious beliefs. Some of the best evidence we have
for inhumation graves comes from the towns of Birka
and Hedeby. In the former, foreign traders came mainly
from the east, from Russia or even farther afield. If the
merchants were unfortunate enough to die at Birka they
were buried according to the customs of their homeland.
And they were mostly buried together in their own
cemetery near the fortress overlooking the town.

Excavations at Birka in the 19th century uncovered
numerous graves of the so-called “chamber grave” type.
A pitwas dug into the ground and lined with imber. The
body of the deceased was then placed, fully clothed, in
the chamber and was surrounded by objects of everyday
use. Horses were sometimes placed in such graves, and
human sacrifices are not unknown. Similarly rich
chamber graves have been found at Hedeby, and the
custom of interring bodies in subterranean chambers is
fairly common throughout Jutland, particularly in the
10th century. These burials are the most spectacular
inhumations known from Viking Age Scandinavia, but
other forms of inhumation are also found. Bodies were
buried in coffins, sunk into the ground in pits, or perhaps
buried swathed in a birch-bark shroud. Because the
bodies and their equipment were not cremated, the
metal objects buried with them are often in an excellent
state of preservation.

The burials described above contain the remains of
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ordinary men and women —some wealthier than others,
whether belonging to the farming or the merchant
community. The astonishing richness of objects found n
the huge burial mounds of royal or aristocratic in-
dividuals have been described in an earlier section of the
book. By the end of the 10th century the custom of
burial with rich grave-goods had died out in Denmark
and was becommng less and less common elsewhere
(other than in Finland), no doubt as a result of the final
triumph of Christianity over the pagan religion. From
then onward the practice of inhumation in east-west
orientated graves and without accompanying equip-
ment became prevalent throughout Scandinavia, and
burials can no longer be used as a source of information
about daily life as well as death.

Travel and communications
In Viking Age Scandinavia, communication was
naturally by water, along the extensive coastlines of
Norway and Sweden and threading between the
numerous islands along their shores. Natural harbors
along the coasts provided safe overnight anchorages
facilitating seaborne transport, and lake and river
systems could be used to penetrate far inland into the
heartlands of settlement. Stretches of impenetrable
forest, bogs, and mountains posed innumerable ob-
stacles to land travel across much of Scandinavia.
Nevertheless, the Vikings did journey over land when
necessary, a task made easier in winter, particularly in
the north, when wet and boggy ground was frozen
hard, and sledges, skis and skates could be used.
Several different types of sledge are known. The
simplest and lightest was the ski-sledge. Consisting of
a light body mounted on skis and pulled by hand, 1t
must have been used to transport light and compact
loads such as the furs from animals trapped in
the northern areas of Sweden, Norway and Finland.
Heavier sledges were used to convey bulkier goods.
They were dragged by draft animals, either horses or
oxen, whose hoofs were studded with iron ice-nails or
crampons to give a grip on the icy surfaces. Examples
of these sturdy sledges have been found in the ship
burials at Oseberg and at Gokstad.
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Left Bone skates for use over
winter ice are common finds, such
as these from Lund. They were
made from the metatarsals of
horses or cattle and were strapped
to the foot with leather thongs. The
skater used a stick, or sticks, like
the one shown here to propel
himself forward; sometimes they
were furnished with an iron tip

Skis were used in northern Scandinavia as early as
the Bronze Age. At least 100 examples from all
prehistoric periods are known from Finland alone,
about 30 of them dating from the Viking Age. Pine
was chosen to make the skis, which could be up to 2
meters long, since the natural resins in the wood
lubricated the underside to make them run more
smoothly over the snow-covered ground. Skates were
made from the longbones of horses, cattle or elks,
flattened on each surface and tied to the foot. They
were not like skates as we know them today, but more
like very short skis that fitted immediately under the
foot. The skater propelled himself over the ice using
one or two iron-tipped sticks.

At other times of the year, most people would have
traveled on foot, with only the rich and important
riding on horseback. Equestrian equipment — such as
stirrups, spurs and bridles — was commonly included
as grave-goods in high-status burials. The leather
bridles have decayed, leaving only the mounts, often
of ornately decorated gilded bronze, to show where
they had been. The decorations from wooden harness-
bows, probably used for harnessing horses to wagons,
have also been found. An especially fine wagon was
found with the Oseberg burial, but more everyday
examples are known from Denmark where, in the
10th century, it was common practice for wealthy
women to be buried in the detached bodies of wagons.

Roads were built to facilitate overland travel. The
Army Road running the length of the Jutland penin-
sula is the best surviving example. It follows the
highest ground keeping to the watershed, and comes
closest to what might be called a “main road” or
highway today, even though for most of its length it
was an unsurfaced track. Road surfaces (nearly al-
ways of wood) were only laid down across difficult
country, such as boggy land, and at their simplest
consisted of brushwood and branches spread out to
provide a fairly stable surface. In other cases they
might be built of closely set tree trunks or even
well-carpentered timbers.

Throughout Scandinavia, the innumerable rivers
and streams that flow across the landscape had to be
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negotiated by the traveler. Until the end of the Viking
Age, fords and causeways were the most usual form of
crossing. Freestanding bridges do not seem to have
been built until the late Viking Age. Ravning Enge
bridge, some 10 kilometers south of the royal center of
Jelling in central Jutland, built about 980, is an
amazing structure. Itis 700 meters long, 5 meters wide
and could carry a weight of 5 tonnes. More than 1,000
supporting posts of oak were used in its foundations
and an incalculable number of timbers made up its
superstructure. It cannot have been typical of bridges
built at this time; the amount of wealth and manpower
involved in its construction suggests that it was built
for a specific purpose, probably by King Harald
Bluetooth to enhance the entry into his royal center.

Other bridges are known from 11th-century
Sweden. They are mostly marked by rune-stones
recording the construction of the bridge, often by a
woman in memory of her son or husband or —as in the
case of larlabanki’s bridge at Taby in central Sweden —
by a landowner to enhance his local prestige. These
bridges are what we would call causeways today, a
raised pathway of stones covered with sand or gravel
affording a dry passage across a stream or marsh. It is
interesting that the number of these “bridges” in-
creases after the introduction of Christianity at the end
of the Viking Age. Perhaps we have not yet discovered
many earlier bridges, but it seems more than likely that
with organized Christianity came the need for im-
proved rapid communication between priests and the
people they served.

Ships and shipbuilding

Heavy reliance on waterborne travel and transport led
to the Vikings becoming skillful shipwrights and
excellent sailors. Their vessels ranged from the long,
narrow, shallow-draft warships to the sturdier ships
(strong enough to withstand the buffeting of the winds
and waves) that carried settlers and their equipment
westwards to the islands of the North Atlantic, and the
even sturdier cargo-carrying merchant ships. A variety
of fishing boats, ferries, and boats for inland journeys
were also built. The stark difference in speed and




Below This pair of silver and
copper inlaid stirrups are from a
richly equipped horseman’s burial
at Nerre Longelse on Langeland,
Denmark. Though horse harness in
general is common from Viking
Age burials throughout
Scandinavia, stirrups and spurs are
more rarely found, being
high-status items; they mostly date
to the latter part of the period.

comfort between journeys by water and by land is well
summed up by the German cleric Adam of Bremen
writing about Sweden in the 1070s. He records that
the sailing time from Skane in south Sweden to Sigtuna
on Lake Milaren was five days, but that the overland
trip took one month.

Whether large or small, the Viking ships had
various features in common. They were clinker built;
that is, their hulls were made of overlapping strakes
(planks), joined together with iron rivets and made
watertight by caulking, usually with animal hair. The
hulls were built about a long and deep keel that
formed the backbone of the ship; a keelson (or
mast-fish) to support the base of the mast fitted above
it. The stems and sterns were elegantly curved; in the
most prestigious vessels the prows ended in fierce
dragon heads or spirals embellished with glittering
metal fittings. The rudders were like huge oars,
attached to the starboard side of the stern and
manipulated by the steersman using a tiller.

Both sails and oars were used to propel the ships,
sometimes together. The genius of the Vikings was to
combine the two methods with a truly seaworthy hull
— the hull of a sail-driven vessel needs to be of wider
beam and higher sided than that of a ship moved by
oars alone. This problem was solved by the introduc-
tion of the keel, which gave the ships strength, stability
and flexibility. In addition to this, the invention of a
sailing mast that could be stepped and unstepped (put
up and taken down) while the ship was in motion
meant that vessels were less dependent on the vagaries
of the wind. Sails were introduced from farther south
in Europe just before the beginning of the Viking
Age. Ships with wide square or rectangular sails
are depicted on Gotlandic picture-stones dating from
the 7th and 8th centuries, and there is no reason
to suppose that these differed from the sails used
on Viking ships; none have survived, however.

Evidence of the variety of Viking ships comes to us
from the chance discovery of vessels in burials, as
wrecks, or submerged in harbors where they once
formed part of the defenses. At Skuldelev, Roskilde
fjord, on the Danish island of Sjelland, for example,
five ships were sunk to form a blockade across part of
the fjord in the early 11th century. Two of these ships
were warships, and with another found as a wreck
inside the harbor at Hedeby, they provide valuable
information about this type of vessel. All three are of
shallow draft, long (30 meters in the case of one of the
Skuldelev wrecks) and narrow, with provision for a
sail. More importantly, they clearly had seats for up to
18 pairs of oarsmen, and were obviously basically
rowing boats with the addition of a sail that could be
hoisted or lowered at will. The oars gave added speed,
but they also made the ships more maneuverable
during delicate tasks like beaching or berthing. These
were the type of ship that the Vikings would have used
for their startling raids upon the monasteries of
western Europe.

The blockade at Skuldelev also contained the
wrecks of two freight-carrying merchant ships. The
larger was 16.5 meters long, built of pine, and was
capable of carrying about 40 tonnes of cargo; it might
well have transported furs and other commodities
from the trading centers of Scandinavia to the markets
in the west. Remains of other similar merchantmen
have been found at Askeskarr in western Sweden, at
Kalstad near Kaupang, southwest Norway, and in the
harbor at Hedeby. All the ships were wider in
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proportion to their length than the warships, had a
hold that could accommodate goods, and relied on sail
rather than oars for their propulsion. Speed was not
essential. The real need was for seaworthy vessels that
could cross the seas without shipwreck or foundering;
oars were only necessary when the ship came into
harbor and had to be brought alongside the jetty. The
Askeskirr ship, for example, only had provision for a
single pair of oars.

These ships were designed to sail in the coastal
waters around Scandinavia and in the open seas to the
west. The warriors and merchants who set out east-
wards along the rivers of Russia to Byzantium and the
Caspian Sea needed vessels that were smaller and
lighter than these sturdy ships, capable of being lifted
out of the water and carried or dragged over portages
— specially constructed routes consisting of shallow
gulleys lined with timber — to avoid rapids, rocks, and
other such obstacles.

The vast majority of vessels used by the Vikings
were not the long-distance warships and merchant
ships but a variety of small boats designed for fishing
or to carry people, goods, local news and gossip from
one settlement to another; some traveled along the
coast but most plied the inland river and lake water-
ways. We have surprisingly little evidence about these
vessels, but a small fishing smack or ferry boat was
found in a reasonable state of preservation at Skul-
delev, and the ship in the Gokstad burial carried on
board three small rowing-boats including a four-
oared fa@ring. This was no more than 6.5 meters long.
Fragmentary remains of small boats have also been
found in boat-burials in Norway, Denmark and
Sweden. One of these —a small rowing boat with five
pairs of oars from the cemetery of Valsgirde, central
Sweden — has been reconstructed and tested.

Other such reconstructions have helped experts to
discover a great deal about the way Viking ships were
built and how they were rigged to run before the wind
and to tack. For example, some of the ships found at
Skuldelev have been meticulously copied and given
extensive sea trials. In the late 1980s, a replica of a ship
discovered at Tingstdde Trask on Gotland that may
well have sailed along the Russian rivers was built and
successfully sailed, rowed and dragged all the way to
Byzantium (modern Istanbul) in Turkey, a journey
that took about three months.

Unfortunately no shipbuilding yard of the Viking
Age has yet been discovered, but archaeological
excavations have uncovered several sites where ship
repairs took place. At one such site at Paviken on the
island of Gotland, traces were found of a “dry dock”
in which ships could berth while undergoing repairs,
together with innumerable ships’ rivets and tools. A
particularly interesting site has been explored on the
Fribredre river on the Danish island of Falster. Many
fragmentary ships’ timbers uncovered here suggest
that this was a breaking yard for ships; the timbers
taken from the old vessels would probably be reused
to patch up other ships. The site lies in the extreme east
of Denmark close to the south Baltic coast, an area
that shows frequent signs of Slavic influence. We can
see this at Fribredre, for example, in the use of wooden
dowels to attach the strakes, a method favored by the
Slavs, rather than the iron clenchnails usually prefer-
red by Scandinavian shipbuilders. A small vessel
excavated at Hedeby that shows a similar combina-
tion of Scandinavian and Slavic building techniques
was probably built in the eastern Baltic.



Viking Ships

Ships were not just regarded by the Vikings as
evervday means of transport: their significance is
shown in the role they plaved in the religious rituals of
the Viking Age. People of high social rank were
frequently buried with their ships. It was the excava-
tion of some of the great burial mounds of Scandinavia
in the 19th century that first revealed to modern eyes
the splendor and perfection of the Viking ship. The
magnificent vessel uncovered in the 9th-century burial
at Oseberg, Norway (shown right) was essentially a
“roval vacht”™, designed for coastal and inland waters.
For sheer shipwrighting skill, there is nothing to
surpass the 9th-century ship found in a burial mound
at Gokstad, also in Norway. This was probably the
tvpe of ship used by the early Vikings to cross the seas
to their new lands in the west.

The true diversity of Viking Age ships was demon-
strated in 1957 when at Skuldelev, Denmark, a group
of working ships was recovered from the bottom of
Roskilde fjord, where they had lain since being
deliberately sunk in the 11th century to form a
blockade. Differences in shape showed that while two
were warships, others had specialized functions as
cargo-carrying vessels, fishing boats or ferries. Enough
details were preserved to suggest how the Skuldelev
ships had been built, providing information about the
species of timber chosen, the sequence of building
stages (shown in the drawing at the top of the facing
page) and the woodworking techniques used. It also
proved possible to deduce how the masts had been
supported, and the probable shape and size of the sails
see the drawing of Skuldelev 3, top right). Recent sea
trials of fullsized reconstructions of three of the
Skuldelev ships have demonstrated how well they
handled under oars and under sail.

preservanon. Its seaworthiness was
demonstrated shortly after its
discovery in 1880 when a rephica
was sailed from Norway to
America across the rough warers ot
the North Attantic.

n the Viking Ship
near Oslo,
the Oseberg

the Gokstad ship 1s
less , 1t was superbly crafred
and was found mn a better state of
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Above Speaialized merchant ships
Iike the one known as Skuldelev 3
were deeper and broader i the
beam than the Viking warships. to
make room for cargo. Decking at
the ends was for the lookout

forward| and the helmsman laft).
There was little protection for the
crew. but the cargo was probably
covered with hides.

Below The magnificently decorated
ship found in the 9th-century
burial mound of a high-ranking
woman at Oseberg was never
intended as an ocean-going vessel.
It has nevertheless vielded valuable
evidence about Viking
shipbuilding. A distinctive feature
of all Viking ships was the
symmetrically shaped hull, with
curved stems of equal height at

1 Sail
2 Mast
3 Anachment firg

4 Stay

5 Stern

6 Side rudder

7 Oarport

8 Prare

9 Storage for oars and spars
10 Mast suppor:

stern and bow. The light drafr,
even when loaded, allowed ships to
go close into shore and far inland
up shallow rivers, and the deep
keel and steeply angled bortom
timbers reduced sideways dnft
when tacking agamst the wind. On
warships there were evenly spaced
oarports for oars the full length of
each sides: merchant ships had oars
only at the end.
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Above The curved fore- and
after-stems were carved from single
pieces of wood and fastened to
either end of the keel. The hull was
built of overlapping planks
(strakes) fastened to the keel and
stems and to each other with iron
nails. Evenly spaced floor umbers
were then fastened to the hull
planking, but not the keel, to give
resilience, and crossbeams above
each floor nmber were used to
support decking or rowing
benches. The lower end of the mast
was held fast in a mast step within
the keelson — a longitudinal timber
on top of the keel. In early ships
the mast was supported at deck
level by a massive timber known as
the mast-fish, in later vessels by an
upper crossbeam.



TOWNS, TRADE AND CRAFTS

Trade and urban growth
For more than 200 years the Vikings made use of their
sailing skills and their ocean-going vessels to dominate
the long-distance trade routes of northern Europe.
Locally available raw materials — furs, feathers and
down, timber and tar, iron ore, schist for making whet-
stones (for sharpening blades), soapstone for domestic
cooking vessels, salt fish, sealskins and walrus ivory, and
the amber found washed up along the coasts of the Baltic
Sea — were all in great demand in western Europe. Furs,
honey, wax, ivory and slaves (some captured in the west)
were exported to Byzantium and the east. The organiza-
tion of these goods for dispatch to foreign markets was
an elaborate process: the raw materials had to be
collected at their place of origin, transported to the
coast, and then assembled into cargoes to be loaded into
merchant ships. In addition, other goods were imported
from farther afield for trade. Silver was one of the most
important of these. Other imported goods included silk,
spices and jewelry from the east, and wine, glass, pottery
and weapons from western and central Europe.

The image of Vikings as traders and merchants is less
romantic than their image as warriors, invaders and
pirates, but it was through trade and commerce that

many significant innovations and changes were intro-
duced into Scandinavia during the Viking period. It was,
for example, the development of a well-organized
system of trade with internal routes centering on points
of assembly and shipment that provided the stimulus for
early town growth. Before then most people lived in
small, predominantly agricultural settlements.

The first towns in Scandinavia were places with a
relatively dense concentration of people who gained
their living through trade and the manufacture of
commodities mainly designed for the local market;
farming was of less importance. Some of these sites may
have grown up spontaneously because they stood at the
intersections of communication routes, but most seem to
have been deliberately founded by a king or great
landowner, no doubt with the intention of acquiring
revenue by imposing tolls on the commodities brought
into and exported from the town. Before the beginning
of the 8th century there is little sign of incipient town
growth in Scandinavia, though commerce and crafts
flourished at a few sites such as Helgé and Lundeborg
near Gudme, probably in connection with their role as
cult centers. This may reflect the lack of largescale
trading before that time, but may also indicate the

Below A lump of amber washed up
on a Jutland beach. Raw materials
formed the basis for trade from
Scandinavia during the Viking Age,
and included such exotic luxuries
as walrus ivory from the Arctic
north and amber from the Balric
Sea. The latter was much used for
beads, but also for amulets; they
were produced in urban workshops
both at home and abroad,
including Ribe and Dublin.
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The Vikings as traders

In the Viking Age, Scandinavia was
at the center of an extensive
trading network. The Vikings®
ocean-going ships gave them
command of the seaways of
northwestern Europe, and smaller
and lighter craft enabled them to
navigate the rivers of central
Europe and Russia to trade with
Byzantium and with the tribes who
controlled access to the great
overland trade routes of central
Asia. Scandinavia’s raw materials
were exchanged for silver and
luxury goods: silks, spices and o«
honey o flavor their food, and
wine to wash it down were
especially valued, as were pottery
and glass vessels from the
Rhineland, and Frankish swords.
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Hedeby
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Hedeby

Though archaeologists first began to investigate the
site at Hedeby at the beginning of the century, only
about 5 percent of the area of the Viking town has so
far been uncovered. Nevertheless, this is a far greater
expanse than has been investigated in any other
such Viking Age settlement. The layout of Hedeby’s
wooden-paved streets can be traced in great detail, as
can the groundplans of the buildings that served as
dwellings, workshops and stores for the inhabitants of
this prosperous trading center. Its international
character is reflected in the artifacts found there from
all over the Viking world and beyond, including some

Right The dominant feature in this
aerial view of Hedeby — a pleasant
rural spot today — is the curving
rampart, 1,300 meters long and in
places still standing to its original
height of 10 meters, which is now
clothed in trees. To the east (right}
is the shallow inlet of Haddeby
Noor and at the top are the blue
waters of the Schlei fjord which
connected Hedeby to the Baltic
Sea. A dense patch of woodland at
the north end of the rampart is the
site of the hillfort that overlooked
the town; the light-colored
buildings at its foot house the

Viking Museum.
area of the harbor have greatly extended our
knowledge of the nature of Viking Age shipping and
the construction of jetties and harbor defenses.

f
‘ from as far east as Baghdad. Excavations within the
|

Left Hedeby's busy waterfront as it
would have looked in the 10th
century. Merchant ships loading
and unloading cargoes of various
kinds are tied up alongside wooden
jetties that extend out into the
waters of the harbor with its
defensive barrier. Evidence for the
construction of the houses and
jetties has been provided by the
excavations that have taken place
over the past decades at Hedeby.
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Above A plan of the 10th-century
settlement. In the original mid
| 8th-century settlement, occupation
| was concentrated to the south
(Stidsiedlung) but by the 9th
century its focus had shifted to an
area around the mouth of a stream

flowing out into the Noor. The
only defense was the hillfort. By
the 10th century the semi-circular
rampart had been built up in stages
until it was at least 10 meters high
and enclosed an area of 24
hectares.

Above These silver coins, minted in
Hedeby about 825, are copies of
Frisian coins. The upper coin
carries a picture of a ship with high
curving stem and stern. The sail is
furled at the top of the mast. The
lower coin shows the gable of a
house, the roof possibly covered
with shingles and its crest crowned
with animal-head finials. The
slanting lines on either side are
probably wall-supports of a type
that are commonly found in
buildings excavated at Hedeby.
This coin has been pierced for later
use as a pendant.
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absence of rulers with power and authority to found
settlements. So we cannot really say that there were
towns in Scandinavia before about 700. After that date
they certainly existed, and gradually increased in both
number and size.

The towns founded by the Vikings in the 8th and 9th
centuries were not like towns as we understand them
today. They had no great public buildings built in stone,
and we know little about how they were administered.
They consisted of groups of wooden buildings, each
containing a separate household with a dwelling-house
and outbuildings within a fenced yard. Apart from the
fact that the inhabitants gained their primary source of
income from craft manufacture, there was little to
distinguish their settlements from a village. Most of our
information about these early towns comes from three
sites in particular, all the subject of archaeological
excavations in recent years: Hedeby and Ribe in Jutland
and Birka in central Sweden. All three are mentioned by
name in the 9th-century biography of Ansgar, the

“Apostle of the North”, who made two journeys, one in
the 820s and one in the 850s, from his monastery at
Corvey in north Germany to try to convert the bar-
barians of the north.

Centers of trade in Jutland

The site of Hedeby (known as Haithabu in German) lies
just south of the modern town of Schleswig in Germany.
Today there is nothing there but open fields, with only
the great semicircular rampart to show where the town
once stood. Until the end of the 19th century its site was
unknown to archaeologists. Mention is made of Hedeby
in a written source of 808, which says that the Danish
king Godfred settled a group of merchants there. This
has led historians to the view that Hedeby was founded
at the beginning of the 9th century. However, excava-
tions have uncovered a small settlement, dating from the
mid 8th century, to the south of what was later to
become the center of the Viking Age town. It was at least
partly rural in character at this date, containing some
long farm buildings in which cattle were kept. By the 9th
century it had been superseded by the so-called central
settlement clustered around the stream that flowed
through the site into Haddeby Noor, an inlet at the
southern end of the Schlei fiord. In the 10th century
Hedeby was surrounded by the very substantial rampart
that incorporated it into the Danevirke. At its greatest
extent, Hedeby covered an area of 24 hectares within the
ramparts and had a population of about 1,500 individ-
uals, bigger than other northern European trading
towns of this date, but nowhere near as large as the
long-established cities of the Mediterranean. An Arab
merchant, Al-Tartushi, who visited Hedeby in about
950, has left a graphic description of the place and the
customs of its pecple:

[It] is a large town at the very far end of the world ocean.
It has freshwater wells within the cty. Its people
worship Siris except for a few who are Christians and
have a church there...The town is poorly provided with
property or treasure. The inhabitants’ principal food is
fish, which is plentiful. The people often throw a
newborn child into the sea rather than mamtain it.

Hedeby’s low-lving situation and the waterlogged
nature of the soil means that organic materials such as
wood, leather or textiles have survived in a remarkable
state of preservation. The foundations of the houses can
be clearly traced. It seems to have been a highly
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Below Viking Age Ribe lay on the
north bank of the river Ribea
which did not then flow along its
present course) on a small sandy
peninsula that was slightly higher
than the surrounding wetlands.
Excavatons in 1989 uncovered a
stretch of the semicircular rampart
thar appears to have been built to
strengthen its defenses to the north
and east in the 10th century. It
probably surrounded a settlement
area of about 10 hectares. Later the
focus of the town moved to the
south bank, where the medieval
town developed.

ijn

Ribe

Ribe is one of the earliest towns of Viking Age
Scandinavia. It lies about halfway down the west side
of the Jutland peninsula in a sheltered position on the
river Ribea, about 5 kilometers inland from the North
Sea. The small seasonal market center that grew up
here in the early years of the 8th century, with
temporary booths where craftsmen made and sold
their goods, was thus extremely well placed to develop
trading connections extending right along the North
Sea coast, and it soon developed into a permanent
settlement. The many silver coins (sceattas) found at
Ribe, and probably minted there, show its importance
as a center of trade in the 8th century, and its role
continued for the next 200 years. From its earliest
beginnings, goods arrived there from western Europe
and the British Isles to be exchanged for the products
of Ribe’s fertile hinterland — possibly mainly cattle
hides (deep deposits of cattle dung have been found
among the workshop sites of the earliest settlement).
Amber washed up along the Jutland shore would also
have been a highly prized commodity.

From the beginning, too, manufacture was an
extremely important aspect of Ribe’s economy. Ex-
cavation of the debris found within the Viking Age
town’s industrial area has provided a wealth of
information about 8th- and 9th-century production
methods. Craftsmen worked in the open air crouching
over simple pit hearths that were protected by wind-
breaks. Here they cast bronze jewelry and decorative
mounts of all descriptions and made the glass beads
that were produced in their thousands. Amber was
worked into beads and pendants, and red-
deer antler was fashioned into the combs that were
always greatly in demand by Viking men and women.

rampart
(10tn century)

Right Excavation of Ribe’s
workshops has produced
considerable evidence about
manufacturing methods.
Bead-making was an important
craft. Raw glass (recycled
fragments of broken glass or glass
cubes imported from Italy) was
melted and then drawn out into
lengths that were softened and
wound around an iron rod. The
bead was molded into a round or
cylindrical shape before being
pushed off the rod. The debris
discovered in a bead-maker’s
workshop in Ribe includes broken
beads, discarded lengths of colored
glass, some of them banded or
twisted with trails of glass in other
colors, and hardened drops of
molten glass that fell to the ground
in the manufacturing process.




Above The town of Ribe is still
dominated by the tower of its
medieval cathedral, which stands
on the south bank of the river
Ribea as it flows through the
lowlying countryside of west
Jutland toward the North Sea. Ribe
became a bishopric in 948. The site
of the Viking Age town of the 8th
and 9th centuries lies in the
wooded area on the north bank. It
was abandoned or relegated to the
status of a suburb when settlement
moved across the river to the area
around the cathedral.
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organized settlement. Rectangular houses of two or
three rooms were arranged in yards surrounded by
ditches and wooden fences. The short sides of the yards
faced wooden-paved streets, probably essental in a
place that must frequently have been flooded. The
stream was canalized and lined with wooden planks. At
intervals along its length short flights of steps led from
the bank to the water, ending in small platforms where
clothes could be washed. An abundant supply of
drinking water was provided by wood-lined wells.
Within the harbor area wooden jetties or piers were built
out from the shore into deep water where merchant
ships could tie up to unload their goods. Together with
the harbor installations at other Viking Age towns, these
jetties provide convincing proof that Viking ships did
not always have to be beached, contrary to the view that
was held in the past.

Hedeby’s quantity of well-preserved artifacts enable
us to build up a detailed picture of the manufacturing
and trading activities of its inhabitants. It is clear that a
local trading network was established in the immediate
hinterland, with simple objects such as combs and
jewelry being made and exchanged for essential food-
stuffs with the population of rural villages such as Kosel
to the east. But there is also ample evidence of Hedeby's
place at the center of the expanding exchange of trade
between eastern and western Europe that developed
during the 9th and 10th centuries.

Goods such as silver and silk were brought to Hedeby
from the east on the merchant ships that crossed the
Baltic Sea. There they were exchanged for commodities
from western Europe, including wine and the more
mundane lava stones used to make grindstones. No
waterways connect Hedeby to the North Sea. The goods
must, then, have been carried overland between Hedeby
and the west coast. The most probable route followed
the course of the Danevirke, and it is possible that the
building of the rampart that connects Hedeby to this
defense work was in some way connected with the
town’s increasing trade and wealth. Hedeby was un-
doubtedly becoming an ever more attractive target for
attack. Icelandic sagas record a number of fierce as-
saults, culminating in its total destruction by a Slavic
force in 1066. Tree-ring analysis of timbers found
during recent excavations in the medieval core of the
nearby town of Schleswig show that building started
here as early as 1071. Could this have been the
replacement for Viking Age Hedeby, as historians have
long suspected?

The deserted site of Hedeby is in great contrast to the
modern and bustling town of Ribe on the west coast of
Jutland. A small market center that sprang up on the
north bank of the Ribe river in the first decade of the 8th
century grew to become the leading port on the west
coast of Jutland for the next 300 years. The cathedral
and the core of the medieval and modern town stand on
the south bank of the river. For long archaeologists
believed that the town visited by Ansgar in 854 must
have stood on the same site but successive excavations
around the cathedral failed to reveal any Viking Age
remains. Was Viking Ribe a myth? Did Ansgar never
come there at all> The question was spectacularly
answered by excavations that began in the 1970s when
digging started at sites on the north bank of the river. It
has been going on there almost continuously ever since.
We now know that Ribe was indeed a flourishing
settlement by the 9th century, but its center lay north of
the Ribe river in an area that had declined to the status of
a suburb by the end of the Viking Age. In other words,
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the Viking Age town was deserted and replaced by a
later settlement in another location. This movement is
not as obvious as the shift from Hedeby to Schleswig,
but it 1s equally as important.

Ribe stands at a crossing of land and water routes.
The Ribea river connects the town to the North Sea and
it lies on the land route that runs the length of Jutland
from north to south. It was thus in an ideal position to
control trade. By about 700 a small village comprising
only a couple of farms stood on the riverbank. It was a
magnet for other settlers who arrived within the next 10
vears. They set up booths and workshops there; the land
was divided up into plots, which were separated from
their neighbors by ditches and fences. At first, this area
was occupied only seasonally, perhaps at the time of a
market or fair in the summer months. Craftsmen came
to make and sell their wares (glass beads, jewelry,
combs); farmers came with their cattle. The change from
farming willage to market center was abrupt and
well-organized, and it is tempting to think that there
must have been a controlling force behind it. Was there a
king of Denmark at that time who felt that he would
benefit from a trading center on his land? The discovery
of about 300 of the small silver coins known as sceattas
dating from this period — far more than have been found
anywhere else in Scandinavia, and some of which may
have been minted in Ribe itself — is further indication
that the settlement was under royal control. As noted
carlier, the most likely king is Agantyr.

The early 8th-century market center of Ribe was
clearly a flourishing point of exchange between Scan-
dinavia and western Europe. Finds of pottery and glass
drinking vessels from the Rhineland show that wine was
being imported from central and southern Germany,
along with grindstones from the same area. Whetstones
were brought from Norway to be re-exported west-
wards. Cattle were taken to market for sale to the
Germans farther south. A permanent settlement began
to grow up some 100 meters to the southeast of the
market site, consisting of some large post-built houses, a
number of smaller huts, a street and wells. This may
have been the place where the governor of the market
lived, and this could well have been the center around
which the later permanent town developed.

By the mid 9th century, Ribe’s fame and importance
must have grown sufficiently to persuade Ansgar to
make the journey to visit it. By that time a ditch
enclosing an area of about 12 hectares seems to have
marked the edge of the town. It was too narrow and
shallow to be a defensive feature, and was probably a
customs boundary or other legal delineation. Not until
the 10th century was this ditch replaced by a true
defensive structure: a much more formidable moat and
an earth rampart. Before that, Ribe must have been
greatly exposed to attack.

We know less about Ribe in the 10th century than we
do about its earlier history. Its defenses have been
revealed in part, but the layout of its streets and the
buildings flanking them have yet to be discovered.
However, we know from documentary sources that the
first bishop of Ribe was appointed in 948. This may
mark the occasion when the main area of settlement
moved from the north bank of the river to the south side,
around the site where the cathedral now stands. In its
new position Ribe continued throughout the Middle
Ages as the most important ecclesiastical and commer-
cial center on the west coast of Jutland. It is the only
town in Scandinavia to have maintained continuity of
occupation from the 8th century up to the present day.

84

A Viking town in Sweden

In 829 Ansgar, responding to an invitation to bring the
Christian mission to “the land of the Svear”, set out to
sail to Birka in central Sweden. It proved a hazardous
journey. At one point his ship was attacked by pirates
who seized all his possessions (church furnishings and
books) and forced him and his companions to abandon
ship. Nevertheless, they did reach Birka, where they
were greeted by King Bjorn and Herigar, the king’s
representative in the town (praefectus, as Rimbert,
Ansgar’s biographer, calls him). Initially, the attempt at
conversion met with some success and Herigar was
baptized. Some 18 months later Ansgar returned to
Germany, leaving a bishop and some priests behind him.
He returned to Birka in the 850s when he obtained
permission to build a church and was allowed some land
on which to set up a house for his clergy. We know from
archaeological excavations that Birka, on the island of
Bjorko in Lake Malaren, was a flourishing settlement
by the time of Ansgar’s first visit. It was founded
sometime in the middle of the 8th century and continued
in existence for more than 200 years. Then the site was
abandoned and its commercial and administrative func-
tions replaced by Sigtuna, a town founded a short
distance away on the north shore of Lake Malaren, at
the end of the 10th century.

There is no town on Bjorké today. It is a green and
beaunfulisland, its grass sparkling with flowers in spring
and dotted with birch trees and juniper bushes. But there
are still signs of its past greatness. The ramparts of a
fortress (Borg) stand on a rocky eminence near the lake,
another rampart runs from the north coast, and more
than 3,000 mounds mark the sites of Viking Age burials.
More than 1,000 of these mounds were excavated in the
19th century and until recently provided most of our
knowledge about Birka in Viking times.

The graves show us that Birka was at its richest in the
late 9th and 10th centuries, and at its largest contained
as many as 900 people, including large numbers of
foreigners. These were probably merchants from the
countries to the east of the Baltic Sea, as grave-goods
such as dress-fittings and amulets of eastern type
indicate. Silver and silks from Byzantium and the east
were imported here for exchange with raw materials
from northern Scandinavia, particularly furs and down.
These commodities were also in demand among the
wealthy aristocracy of western Europe. They were
probably shipped there via Hedeby with which Birka
had close connections. Birka also housed craftsmen
manufacturing items such as combs and cast bronze
jewelry. As at Hedeby, most of these goods would be
distributed in the immediate hinterland in exchange for
agricultural produce, as the island was not big enough to
provide all the food the settlement needed. Some
foodstuffs — such as wheat and fruit — may also have
been imported from farther afield.

The reason for Birka’s abandonment is far from clear.
It does not seem to have been devastated by outside
attack, as Hedeby was. Its geographical situation may
have been an important factor in its decline. In the
Viking Age Birka was accessible from the north by land
routes that ran along the north-south ridges of glacial
gravels (eskers), or by water. At this time Malaren was
not a lake as it is today, but an inlet of the Baltic Sea, and
access for shipping was through the long narrow inlet
that reaches it from the southeast, where the modern
town of Sédertilje now stands. This inlet was cut off
from the lake by a narrow isthmus, and so ships reaching
Birka had to be dragged across a specially constructed




Above This aerial view shows the
site of the 9th-century trading
center of Kaupang, in southern
Norway, at the end of a fjord
protected from the open sea by
numerous small islands. Today the
sheltered harbor, in the center
foreground, is silted up. The site is
surrounded by numerous burial
mounds, now tree-covered,
containing rich grave-goods. There
is ittle to show us today where the
settlement was, but excavations in
the meadow on the right of the
harbor have revealed something of
its buildings and jetties, as well as
evidence for its flourishing,
manufactuning and trading
activities.

portage. The ships must have been fairly small and of
shallow draft to enable them to be manhandled in this
way. At the time of Birka’s foundation the water level
relative to the land was some 5 meters higher than it is
today, but the land was steadily rising and by the end of
the 10th century it had become difficult for the portage
to be used by ships that were, at the same time, becoming
bulkier and heavier. Another route into Lake Malaren
had to be found, through the strait where Stockholm
now stands. The ships using this passage had to thread a
tortuous path between myriad islands and skerries, and
this fairway no longer took them directly to Bjorko but
north of it, to the mouth of the Fyris river where the new
town of Sigtuna lay. Thus, Birka lost its essential lifeline
and its economic importance.
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Market centers

Much more widespread than the towns (and sometimes
mistakenly described as such) were the market centers,
or emporia — places where manufacture and trade were
carried on but where there was no permanent popula-
tion or urban organization. (The early 8th-century
settlement at Ribe, with its temporary booths and
workshops, would have been such a center.) One of the
only written accounts we have of these trading settle-
ments comes from a 9th-century English source, which
describes how Ottar, a Norwegian merchant, visited the
courtof Alfred the Great of Wessex, in England. He enter-
tained his host with stories of his journeys, and Alfred was
careful to have them written down. So we learn of a voy-
age Ottar made to Hedeby from the far north of Norway
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Below This great hoard of silver
cons, jewelry and hacked-up pieces
of silver was found in the town
area of Birka as long ago as 1872.
Payment in Viking Age Scandinavia
was made by weight of silver, and
this hoard, which weighs more
than 2 kilograms, must represent
the accumulated wealth of a rich
man, perhaps a merchant from the
east. All but one of the 450 coins
are Arabic in origin and were
minted in various places in the
Islamic world between about 718
and 977. The one non-Arabic coin
was minted in Byzantium sometime
between 948 and 959. Most of the
rest of the hoard comprises silver
arm-rings, but there are also tiny
pendants and ear-rings. The hoard
illustrates the close links that

existed between Birka and the east
up 1o the middle of the 10th
century when supplies of Arabic
cains began to dry up.

Birka

Very little was known about the town of Birka on the
island of Bjorko in Lake Milaren until new investiga-
tions began in the so-called Black Earth area— the area
of soil darkened by its content of organic remains from
two centuries of human occupation — in 1990. Impor-
tant early archaeological work had been carried out
here in the second half of the 19th century, but the
graves in the cemeteries that flank the town on the east
(Hemlanden) and the south soon proved a more
attractive area of investigation: more than a third of
Birka’s estimated 3,000 burials were excavated at this
time, often with spectacular results. The grave-goods
from these burials provided an invaluable source of
information for archaeologists, enabling them to
establish a chronology for the Viking Age, to evaluate
the countries with which Birka had trading links, and
even to reconstruct the clothing worn by the in-
habitants of the town 1,000 years ago. But it is only
since the beginning of the 1990s that archaeologists
have known anything about Birka’s buildings.

The town was divided into plots of land divided
from each other by passageways flanked by ditches. A
plot might contain one or two small wooden houses,
approximately 5 X 8 meters in area, and several
outbuildings — workshops or stores. The buildings
were timber-framed with wattle-and-daub walls. The
roofs were usually of wood or thatch, but sometimes
turf was used. The objects discovered in these plots tell
us that some of the people living in Birka were
craftsmen — jewelers and metalworkers. Some even
prepared the skins of foxes and squirrels to be used for
garment trimmings. Very many were merchants, as is
suggested by the large quantities of Arabic coins and
silver bullion that have been found.

Below Though glass beads were a
favorite part of female artire, glass
was an exonc material m Viking
Age Scandinavia. These glass
playing-pieces were discovered in a
grave at Birka, but were probably
made in Russia. They include a
figure that may represent a “king”
but looks more like a bear.

Above The earliest known
representation of Christ in
Scandinavia is this little silver-gilt
filigree crucifix found in a
10th-century grave at Birka. The
figure of Christ is wearing trousers
and is bound to the cross with
ropes.

Right An imaginauve
reconstruction of the settlement at
Birka in the 10th century. The
town's timber buildings are
clustered within a defensive
rampart, which runs up to connect
with the rampart around the
hillfort that dominates the town at
its southern edge. The harbor is
also defended with a palisade that
straddles the mouth of the bay. The
danger of fire in towns with
predominantly timber buildings
can be seen here: smoke is rising
from four burning houses at the
center of the settlement.
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carrying precious cargoes such as walrus ivory and
hides. On his way he put in at a port, called Sciringesheal
in the Old English report, which was five days’ sailing
time north of Hedeby.

Sciringesheal has been identified with Kaupang in
Vestfold on Norway’s southeast coast both on the basis
of Ottar’s description and on the archaeological finds
made there. The place-name Kaupang itself is sig-
nificant. It is met with in various forms throughout the
Viking world, and also in Anglo-Saxon England. In
Sweden it occurs as kdping (as in Loddekdpinge), and
in England as ceap (Cheapside in London) or ceping or
cieping (Chipping Sodbury). Basically it means market,
and this seems to have been what Kaupang was.

The name Kaupang is now attached to a farm and
there is no visible sign of the 9th-century settlement,
though the many burial mounds in the neighborhood
are of mainly 9th-century date. Today a meadow slopes
gently down the shore of a fjord well protected from the
open sea by islands and skerries. Smallscale excavations
here have revealed a cluster of six buildings arranged
roughly parallel to the shore. Finds of iron and bronze
slag, crucibles and waste from glass bead-making sug-
gest that some at least were workshops for making iron
tools and simple jewelry, but the lack of domestic
hearths and absence of household rubbish makes it
doubtful whether any of the buildings were permanently
occupied. The site of a ship-repairing yard has also been
discovered; presumably it served the needs of travelers
such as Ottar whose vessels had been damaged during
the arduous journey along Norway’s west coast. At least
two wooden jetties jutted out into the water, their
landward ends being built on stone foundations to
secure them to the shore. A rope for tying ships alongside
was also found there.

Kaupang’s commercial activities may not have been
on the scale of Ribe, Hedeby or Birka, but they were
certainly extensive and wide-ranging. Pottery from the
Rhineland, the British Isles and the Baltic countries has
been found there, as have balances and weights, the
essential equipment of a merchant. The imported goods
were probably exchanged for local raw materials,
notably schist and soapstone. The wreck of a ship witha
cargo of schist whetstones has been found at Kalsund
about 15 kilometers along the coast. Nevertheless,
though only a tiny part of the site has been excavated,
the overall impression is that this was a seasonal
encampment used only in the summer for manufacture
and trade. None of the characteristic features of a town,
such as an organized layout of streets and houses, are
seen here. Kaupang differs from true towns in other
important ways: it never acquired any defenses, prob-
ably because it was no longer in existence when the need
for fortifications became pressing in the 10th century,
and it was not replaced by a later town. Kaupang’s
abandonment by about 900 may have been the result of
sea-level changes or because its importance declined as
Danish influence in southern Norway decreased (it had
clear links with the network of trade based on Hedeby).

Kaupang is not unique. A seasonal market existed at
Skuldevig, on the north coast of the island of Sjzlland,
Denmark, no doubt because its sheltered site provided a
convenient harbor. There are signs of periodic occupa-
tion from the 8th until the 12th century, but nothing to
indicate that there were ever any buildings. Open-air
hearths and shallow clay-lined pits are all that remain of
this transitory market; the clay-lined pits may represent
the floors of the temporary shelters or tents that were
erected when the market was in progress.

Because the vestigial remains left behind by such
impermanent structures are so hard to identify, we have
no means of knowing how many other such market
centers existed in sheltered spots around the coasts of
Scandinavia. However, two such sites with somewhat
better preserved remains are known at Ahus and
Léddekopinge in Skane, now in Sweden but then part of
Denmark. Ahus, on the north bank of the Helge river,
was founded in the first half of the 8th century as a
seasonal market center specializing in craftworking,
notably the manufacture of beads. The discovery of
some small silver coins or sceattas of the type found in
such abundance in Ribe attest to its importance as a
trading center, but there are no indications tiat the
settlement was ever organized on a permanent basis.
Traces of buildings are few, and these are of sunken-
floored huts that were easily and rapidly erected and
probably never intended for fulltime occupation.

After about 50 years the site at Ahus was abandoned
and refounded a few hundred meters downstream on
virgin ground. This settlement covered an area of
roughly 10 hectares and remained in existence from the
second half of the 8th century into the early 9th century
when it was abandoned in its turn, probably to be resited
elsewhere. This second settlement was much more
substantial than the first, with numerous buildings and a
heavy dependence on bronze-working for its economy.
Sherds of pottery from the south Baltic coast and the
Rhineland show the extent of its trading contacts.
Nevertheless, Ahus never acquired urban features.

The same is true of Loddekopinge on the Lédde
river in western Skane where a group of sunken-floored
buildings dating from the 9th century cluster within a
small area inside an encircling bank. Excavations have
shown conclusively that these buildings were occupied
intermittently, perhaps only for a short period of time
each year or at even longer intervals. There is evidence to
suggest that trade was the main occupation at those
times, since objects of both western European and Baltic
origin have been found there. The site had been
abandoned by about 900 and permanent settlement
begun in a village, not a town, nearby.

Paviken on the island of Gotland seems to have been
another seasonal market center. While excavations have
failed to reveal any traces of large permanently occupied
buildings, there is considerable evidence of trading and
manufacturing activity. Arabic coins and weights in-
dicate that it had contacts with the east, and small glass
tesserae imported from northern Italy, which were used
in bead-making, have also been found. As well as this, it
had a ship-repairing yard and was a busy fishing center,
if the number of fishing implements found there is
anything to go by. Though there were other similar sites
on Gotland, which enjoyed trading links with Sweden
and the eastern-Baltic, none have revealed the same
wealth of evidence as Paviken. A few kilometers to the
south of Paviken lies Vistergarn, a site surrounded by a
semicircular rampart. It may have been intended for the
protection of Paviken, which was undefended, but the
limited excavations that have taken place there allow us
no certainty on this question.

Seasonal market centers are also known to have
existed in Finland. Recent excavations at Himeenlinna
(Swedish: Tavastehus) on the shore of Lake Vanajavesi
in the southwest interior of the country have uncovered
an area about 6 hectares in extent containing buildings,
a harbor and a rampart. The site was occupied from
about 800 until the end of the 13th century and from the
nature of the finds clearly served as a market center for

Manufacture and crafts

The growing prosperity of Viking
Age Scandinavia led to increased
demand for manufactured goods,
both for utilitarian purposes and
for items of adornment such as
brooches, beads and bridle mounts.
Towns and seasonal market centers
were the most important
manufacturing centers, with
craftworking areas developing to
supply the needs of the growing
urban populations and of the
surrounding countryside.
Excavation has shown other sites
to have served as centers of
production for tools, weapons and
objects in precious metals. Among
these were the workshops housed
within the 10th-century royal
fortresses of Denmark. Even some
farmsteads ~ for example,
Lundbjirs and Frojel on Gotland —
had craftsmen among their
inhabitants. These last two sites
specialized in making the
animal-head brooches favored by
Gotlandic women. The most
common form of female jewelry,
found in large numbers over most
of Scandinavia, were oval
brooches; round brooches were
favored mostly in Finland and
central Sweden. Clay molds used in
casting bronze jewelry have been
found in abundance in many urban
sites. Some everyday objects,
notably combs made of deer or elk
antler, were probably made by
itinerant craftsmen who traveled
from center to center producing
goods on demand — this would
explain why the shape and
decoration of combs are virtually
identical throughout the Viking
world. One of the most important
crafts would have been
ship-building, but archaeological
evidence for it is sparse. A number
of ship-repairing yards, however,
are known; for example at
Kaupang and Fribredre A. Few
mints were established before
1000; the number increased
significantly in the 11th century
with the centralization of royal
power,
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Woodcarving

Wood was the natural medium for sculptors in the
Viking Age to work in. Knives would always have
been readily to hand, burt a wider range of craftsmen’s
tools — chisel, gouge and file — would have been
required to execute some of the masterpieces of wood-
carving that are rare survivals from this period.
Foremost among those that have been preserved are
the many ditferent wooden artefacts from the Oseberg
burial, from the beginning of the 9th century. The rich
variety of their carving opens our eyes to the skill of
the artists who were working in wood at this time.

Study of the Oseberg objects shows that they are the
specialist work of several accomplished carvers, and
they probably represent the products of a single
workshop under royal patronage in southeast Nor-
way. One generation seems to have worked alongside
the next, for some of the carvings have an old-
fashioned appearance whilst others are in the fore-
front of the stylistic innovations that set the fashion
for much that followed in Scandinavian art during the
9th century. Some show a restraint in their execution
that is unusual in Viking art, whilst others have been
| carved in elaborate relief, with superimposed patterns
visible one through the other. The surfaces were
sometimes smooth or finely detailed, sometimes
embellished with metal bosses — or the motifs were
picked out with paint.

The designs appear to have been largely ornamen-
tal, created from stylized animals or birds. Decoration
of this sort is clearly seen on the ship itself, and on the
sledges. The ceremonial wagon has elements of a more
| complex iconography, but the unique series of five

animal-head posts provides us with even more of an
enigma. Without obvious function, they are generally
assumed to be cult objects. The placing of four of them
in the burial-chamber itself might well mean that they
were somehow possessed with protective powers.

e prow of the Oseberg

prow and stern are carved above
the waterline with fniezes of

h shghtly
e next, with which

it nterlaces. Ther
few ships so lavishly

Right One of a pair of animal-head 1
posts, carved in high relief, which
was found with two others in the
Oseberg burial-chamber. The
canine teeth are covered with metal
plates, as are the eyes, whilst the
decoration that fills all the
available surface is further
embellished with numerous tinned
nails. The animal ornament is nct
confined to the underlying scheme
of oval panelling, but writhes
about in a way that makes it hard
to understand the designs, though
they are in fact always kept under
control. This charactenistically
vigorous style replaced the styvle
that is seen on the ship itself.




Above This figural scene 15 carved
on one long side of the Oseberg
wagon-body (another is shown on
the front). Pictorial representations
are rare in Viking art, and the
significance of these is unknown.
The scene shows a woman of
authority with tlowing hair and an
elaborate necklace. She is
restraning an armed man from
attacking a man on horseback,
who is accompanied by his hound.
The rest of the wagon-body is
carved with ribbon-shaped
animals, iterlacing to form
decorative friezes.

Left One of four semi-naturalistic
carved men’s heads that form the
terminals of the cradle that held the
Oseberg wagon-body. Three-
dimensional carving and human
representation were both rare m
Viking art. Though fearsome 1n
aspect, the man's mask-like face,
with 1ts staring eves, 1s shown with
a sweeping mustache and well
trimmed beard, whilst a close-
fitting cap covers his hair. A
distinctive artistic personality can
be seen at work in the creation of
these four heads, each of which s
different. Their significance,
however, 1s lost to us today.

|
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the surrounding neighborhood: there is no evidence that
the site ever developed wider trading contacts. However,
two market centers on the coast — Turku (Swedish: Abo)
and Uusikaupunki (Swedish: Nystad) — were drawn into
a larger network of trade through their proximity to
Sweden. Similarly, the Aland islands in the middle of the
Gulf of Bothnia midway between Finland and Sweden
traded extensively with mainland Sweden, Estonia and
Gotland, but though there was a market center n the
Viking period, no true town grew up there until early
modern times.

Viking crafts

As well as being farmers, sailors, traders and
marauders, the Vikings were skilled craftsmen pro-
ducing — in addition to items for everyday use — fine
jewelry, elegant and practical weapons, intricate
wood-carvings and incised stones. The high standard
of their workmanship can be seen in their handling of
many different materials, from precious metals to
antler and bone. Most of the archacological evidence
shows that crafts were mainly carried on in the towns
and market centers, and a wide variety of skills was
practiced. Leather was tanned and made into shoes,
scabbards, belts and other articles. Wool and linen
were woven into cloth on upright looms and tailored
into garments. Wood was carved into a multitude of
household objects, particularly bowls and other con-
tainers, and also made into boxes and chests, many of
which were provided with locks and strengthened and
decorated with metal mounts. In contrast to later
periods, pottery was little used and evidence for urban
pottery-making is only fully attested in Hedeby; some
may have been made in the countryside in a very
primitive fashion. In many houscholds the vessels used
in food preparation were of soapstone; it was quarried
in Norway, probably roughed out at the quarries
themselves, and finished at the places to which the
stone blocks were exported.

Iron-working

Iron was of paramount importance to the Vikings,
being used to make tools and weapons, for ship-
building, and for many other purposes. The iron ore
found in bogs and lakes was often of rather poor
quality, but was nevertheless a valuable source of raw
material. The ore was smelted in simple bloomery
furnaces close to its source in the countryside. The
resultant raw iron was then fashioned into bars and
transported to centers either in towns or in the
countryside where smiths converted it into tools and
other artifacts. The discovery of a wooden tool chest
in a bog at Mistermyr on Gotland shows that a wide
selection of tools was available to blacksmiths. The
nails and rivets they produced would have been in
great demand in the shipbuilding and ship-repairing
vards where some of the most skilled of all the Viking
craftsmen worked.

The most highly regarded craftsmen of all were the
weaponsmiths on whose strong, sharp and flexible
swords and elegant but deadly spears the success of the
Vikings in battle depended. Working with intractable
materials under great difficulties, they had the highest
status of all Viking craftsmen and must have been well
rewarded for their labors and skill. They often worked
for an individual master, providing him and his
retainers with new weapons and refurbishing and
sharpening the old ones. Unfortunately, no workshop
used by a weaponsmith has vet been discovered; our
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knowledge of the skill and techniques involved comes
from the finished products themselves.

The weaponsmiths knew precisely the qualities of
the materials in which they worked, selecting one type
of iron for the core of the weapons, another for the
cutting-edges, and often welding strips of differing
hardnesses together to improve the flexibility of the
blades, particularly swords. This pattern-welding
technique was most widely practiced in the earlier part
of the period.

Gold, silver and bronzework

Gold and silver were used to make jewelry and other
adornments for the high-ranking members of society.
Gold was more prized thanssilver, being rarer, and was
acquired by melting down jewelry (and perhaps coins)
that originated in continental Europe. In the centuries
before the Viking Age, gold coins of the late Roman
period had arrived in large quantities in Scandinavia,
particularly Gotland and southern Jutland, and some
of these may have been used by Viking Age goldsmiths
to make neck-rings and arm-rings, and also brooches,
which were elaborately decorated with filigree and
granulation.

Silver was used to inlay patterns into other metals,
particularly iron, as on the Mammen ax, and was also
used for brooches, pendants and chains as well as the
neck- and arm-rings of various standard weights that
plainly served as a form of currency in a period when
coinage was little used. They are mostly found insilver
hoards: many are plain and simple, but others consist
of plaited and elaborately twisted silver wires. The
innumerable scraps of chopped-up rings (known as

hacksilver) that have been widely found are also an
indication that commercial transactions were paid for
in silver by weight. Merchants’ scales, used for
weighing cut pieces of silver, are frequently found in
Viking Age graves in Scandinavia.

Until the middle of the 10th century, most of the
silver entering Scandinavia came from the silver mines
of Transoxiana in central Asia, then part of a great
territory ruled by Muslim Arabs that stretched from
Baghdad to the borders of India. The silver was
brought to Scandinavia usually in the form of coins.
These are known as Kufic coins from the script (named
after the town of Kufah in present-day Iraq) used for
their inscriptions and would be melted down. Some
silver arrived in Scandinavia in the form of ready-
made jewelry, such as the Permian rings imported
from the Volga region of Russia. By the end of the
period these supplies had been replaced by silver from
mines in central Europe.

Below the upper ranks of society, men and women
had to make do with jewelry of baser metals, usually
bronze, sometimes gilded in an attempt to make it
seem finer. Fragments of clay molds used for casting
bronze have been found on a number of sites, particu-
larly in Ribe, Hedeby and Birka, suggesting that the
bronzesmiths were predominantly urban dwellers.
They must have been important members of the
manufacturing community, producing not only
bronze jewelry but other objects of everyday use such
as pins and needles, keys and lock cases, and were
called upon by the wealthier members of society to
supply decorative mounts for their harnesses and
plaques to attach to wooden chests and the like. On

Above A small selection of the
tools, including those used both for
iron-working and for carpentry,
conrained in an oak chest that was
found at Mastermyr on Gotland.
The chest also contained raw
materials, as well as part-
manufactured and finished
products — more than 200 objects
1n all. Its owner was clearly a smith
who could work in iron and
bronze, as well as being a joiner
and wheelwright. He may have
been a traveling craftsman who lost
his tools while crossing a great bog.

Right Silversmiths melted coins and
scrap silver to fashion rings and
brooches, as well as other types of
ornament. Many of the neck- and
arm-rings are made of rwisted, or
even plaited, rods, as can be seen
amongst this selection from the:
Sejro hoard, Denmark. Note also
the filigree-decorated disk
brooches, as well as some
hacksilver fragments used for
pavment by weight. The Sejre
hoard also contained 146 assorted
coins, most of which are Arabic

from central Asia) and date its
concealment to the second half of:
the 10th century.



the whole, however, their wares were not of very high
quality and were probably made to meet the needs of
local consumers.

The best evidence we have for their methods of
production comes from Ribe, where remains from
bronzesmiths’ workshops from about 800 have been
found in abundance. Here, and probably elsewhere,
the bronzesmiths worked in the open air, protected
from the worst of the weather merely by a fragile
windbreak. Little was needed in the way of furnish-

ings: a small forge (usually a simple pit) fueled by
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charcoal, on which the bronze ingots or scrap would
be melted in crucibles, and an adjacent hearth in which
a mold could be kept warm while the molten bronze
was being poured into it. The bronzesmith’s portable
equipment consisted of crucibles, molds, models for
the finished products, tongs for holding the hot
crucibles, and small files and chisels for retouching the
finished product once it had cooled and had been freed
from the mol

The crucibles were made of sand-tempered clay to
withstand the intense heat needed to melt the bronze.




|

Ornamental Metalworking

Much ornamental metalwork, women’s brooches in
particular, was mass-produced during the Viking Age.
This normally involved the manufacture of a series of
clay molds from a common master, each of which was
then used once, rather than the repeated use of a single
mold. This is because the normal clay mold had to be
broken open in order to release the cast ornament
before it was finished by hand (see below).

A mold for use in this way could be made from
either a newly-created model or, more often, an
already finished object. However, during the latter
part of the Viking Age, there is evidence that mass-
production of ornamental metalwork was also carried
out by means of multiple casting in molds carved out
of antler, or even wood. These could be used for
casting lead alloys (pewter), which had a sufficiently
low melting point not to destroy the mold itself. The
cheap brooches produced in this manner seem to have
found a ready market in the developing towns.

Another form of mass-production was utilized by
jewelers working for wealthier patrons able to afford
gold or silver. A die was used to impress foils with
basic designs in relief, which were then decorated with
exquisite filigree work. Such ornaments — amongst the
most skillfully made products of the Viking Age
metalworker — can readily take their place alongside

| the finest pieces from the Middle Ages.

Below Oval brooches were the
commonest type of Viking Age
jewelry, used in pairs to fasten the
shoulder straps of female dress.
Most were mass-produced, cast in
bronze in two-part clay molds,
which were discarded in pieces
after use, such as these from a
jeweler's workshop in Ribe,
Denmark.

Right This gold disc brooch (much
enlarged) is one of two found at
Hornelund in Denmark (c.1000). It
is made from two plates, the upper
impressed with a die before being
embellished with filigree work; the
plant ornament is influenced by
styles from western Europe,

Below bottom right A jeweler’s die
(patrice) of the type used for the
manufacture of gold filigree
ornaments, such as the pendant
from Hedeby shown on its right,

Left The manufacture of a pair of
oval brooches required two clay
molds to be made, each in two
parts. First, a master mold
impressed with an old brooch (or
one newly shaped in wax) is used
to cast a pair of wax models (1),
which are covered in clay (2). The
wax is melted and poured out, and
then wax pegs inserted for the pin
fittings (3). Next (4) a piece of
wax-impregnated cloth is pressed
into the mold to determine the
thickness of the final brooch; the
other side is then built up with clay
over the cloth (5), the mold heated
to run off the wax and the cloth
removed; finally, the two parts are
reassembled (6) and sealed ready
for use. The molten metal is poured
into the heated mold (7), which is
broken open once it has cooled
down (8), and the brooch is then
removed for finishing (9).
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I'hey were usually roughly cylindrical in shape, with a
small lug near the lip that could be gripped by the
tongs. When the bronze was in a liquid state the
crucible was lifted out of the glowing embers of the
forge with the tongs. A steady and careful hand was
needed to pour the molten metal into the neck of the
mold (the ingate) to make sure it filled all the intricate
lines of the pattern that had been impressed mnto the
clay, and to avoid any air bubbles being formed. The
mold was then left to cool down gradually beside the
hearth. When the metal within it had cooled and
solidified, the mold was removed from the hearth and
broken open to reveal its contents. The newly cast
brooch or plaque was then finished off by filing away
any excess metal, and further decoration could be
added at this stage. If the object were to be gilded, it
too would be done at this time.

The broken pieces of the mold were usually just
thrown down on the ground around the hearth.
Thousands of discarded pieces have been found in
excavations, providing evidence of how the molds
were made. A model (often an actual brooch, or else a
specially made lead prototype) was pressed into a slab
of prepared clay, or thin layers of clay were applied to
its surface, to produce a master. Liquid wax was then
poured into the master and removed when cold and
set. A number of identical wax positives could be
made from one master. The upper part of the mold
was made by pressing clay around the wax positive,
and heating it. As the wax melted, the design it carried
was left in the hardened clay. A piece of woolen cloth
covered in wax was placed in the hollow cavity of the
mold, and more clay pressed on top to form the back.
The whole was heated once more and after the wax
had melted out the two halves were separated and the
textile removed. The two parts of the mold were then
reassembled and covered with a thin mixture of clay
and water to fix them together firmly. The mold would
be placed in the hearth to heat it up before the molten
bronze was poured into the cavity left by the textile
plug. This prevented it from cracking with the heat of
the molten metal.

Using this method, many identical items could be
made from a single master cast. One of the most
common bronze ornaments was the oval brooch,
many hundreds of which have been found in upper-
class women’s graves from the 9th and 10th centuries.
These brooches were not worn merely for ornament,
but were an integral part of a high-status woman’s
apparel, one being worn on each shoulder to fasten her
dress. At least two of each design were therefore
usually made, but so many have been found bearing
identical patterns as to suggest that they were virtually
mass-produced. Nevertheless, though an individual
bronzesmith may have been especially skilled in
making one particular type of object, the finds from
the workshops at Ribe show that he would have been
capable of turning his hand to practically anything
that demanded casting in bronze.

Bead-making

Glass beads were also made in their thousands. Most
evidence for the craft comes from the 8th and 9th-
century towns or market centers — Ribe, Ahus,
Paviken and Kaupang — and the methods used were
always identical. Sherds of glass from drinking vessels
originally imported from the Rhineland provided the
raw material (cullet) from which the beads were made
and small cubes of brightly colored glass, sometimes
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covered with gold leaf, were added to achieve different
shades and hues. These glass cubes, or tesserae, were
probably made in northern Italy for use in church
mosaics. They provide graphic evidence of the dis-

tances over which commodities were transported at
this period. Rough lumps of blue glass were also

imported for use in this craft.

Like the bronzesmiths, the bead-makers probably
worked in the open. Their equipment was also simple:
a hearth, iron rods for forming the beads, and a
number of small metal dishes. The cullet was melted
on the hearth, and a small lump of molten glass was

Left A selection of Viking Age
necklaces and pendants found on
Gotland, including gold, silver and
colored glass beads. At the top and
bottom are pendants of imported
rock crystal in delicate silver
mounts of Slavic character. The set
of 32 “fish-shaped” pendants
forming an elaborate collar, at
center, represents a jewelry fashion
unique to Gotland; they are made
of gt bronze with applied silver
plates inlaid with niello.




Above Comb-making was a skilled
craft. Evidence of specialist
workshops has been found in
excavated Viking towns. The
methods of manufacture were
standardized and the single-sided
shapes are very similar across the
Viking world. Antler was the most
usual material, favored for its
natural strength; the back- and
toothplates were held together with
ron rivets.

then transferred to an iron rod. This was twirled
around while the glass solidified slightly before being
rolled on a flat surface to form a cylindrical or
spherical bead, which was then slipped off the rod to
harden. Additional threads of colored glass could be
applied at this stage to make polychrome beads and a
more complex technique was used to produce mosaic
beads, which involved fusing and then slicing multi-
colored rods of glass. Bead-making workshops can be
recognized by the debris surrounding the hearths —
blobs and thin threads of different colored glass that
fell to the ground in the manufacturing process. Some
of the iron rods have also been discovered. At Paviken,
Gotland, one rod still had a bead attached to it; the
glass may have cooled down and hardened before it
could be slipped off the rod.

Beads were also made in other materials, notably
amber — the orange and tawny coiored lumps of
fossilized pine resin that were picked up on beaches
around the Baltic Sea and (in much smaller quantities)
along the North Sea coast of Jutland. Although much
of it was sent overseas to the markets of the west,
many carved amber beads have been found in Viking
Age graves. Gaming pieces, pendants and amulets
were also carved out of amber.

Comb-making

Combs are found in great numbers in all excavated
Viking Age towns, and are also common in graves.
They must have been owned by all ranks of society:
some are extremely beautifully decorated {(some of the
finer ones even had bronze inlays), and others quite
plain. From the numbers found, the Vikings seem to
have carried a comb with them at all times, and to
have both used and dropped them frequently.

The comb-makers were highly skilled and specializ-
ed craftsmen who must always have had a buoyant
market for their wares. Comb-making was pre-
dominantly practiced in towns, and both the raw
material from which the combs were made (red deer
antler in southern Scandinavia, elk antler farther
north), together with whole and fragmentary combs
and semi-manufactured articles have been found.

The combs were made of a number of different
pieces that utilized almost the whole of the antler. A
pair of back-plates was shaped from long straight
pieces, given a slightly curving ridge and decorated
with geometric patterns. They were then attached one
on either side of a series of thinner rectangular slabs,
and these were finally filed into teeth. Whatever the
material used, Viking Age combs are remarkably
similar in shape and method of production, and
virtually identical examples have been found
throughout almost all the Viking world from Dublin
in the west to Novgorod in the east. This has led to the
suggestion that the comb-makers were itinerant crafts-
men, traveling from place to place to make and sell
their wares wherever there was a demand.

Art-styles

The Vikings loved ornament. All their artifacts, in-
cluding their ships and buildings, were densely packed
with the restless movement of decoration, often taking
the form of highly stylized animals. The very
characteristic art styles that they favored grew out of
what had gone before, but during the Viking Age
foreign influences were incorporated to produce high-
ly original designs of typically Scandinavian form. It
was not until the coming of Christianity that

TOWNS, TRADE AND CRAFTS

European influences came to dominate, and the last
Viking styles were superseded by western European
Romanesque art and architecture.

Most of our information on Viking art comes from
the objects that were buried in graves. We thus have
rather a one-sided picture, because the things that
have survived are mainly of metal or stone. Only a few
examples of wood-carving and decorated textiles have
fortuitously been preserved to show us that jewelers
were not the only artists and craftsmen to produce
spectacular items. For the purposes of study and
comparison, the art of the Vikings has been classified
by experts into separate styles, named for the place
where an object carrying the specific motif or group of
motifs that identifies that particular style was first
discovered. The beautiful and barbaric art of the
Vikings can be enjoyed and appreciated for itself. It is
also a very useful tool for archaeologists who use the
gradually evolving styles as chronological indicators
to date archaeological structures and features.

The Broa style, named after a burial at Broa on
Gotland, decorates objects that were made and used in
the second half of the 8th and a little into the 9th
century. As with all the styles, it is made up of highly
stylized animal motifs, either ribbon shaped and
entwined in tendrils or with more rounded bodies. A
new type has little paws that grip — a motif that is
called the “gripping beast”. “Gripping beasts” are
also present in the Oseberg style, current from about
800 to 875. The objects in the Oseberg ship burial,
dated to 834, that gives the style its name include most
of the few wood-carvings preserved to us from the
Viking Age and convey some idea of the great wealth
of wood-carving that has been lost.

Some gilt-bronze harness mounts found in a burial
mound at Borre, Norway, give their name to the Borre
style, which was used to decorate articles of personal
adornment for a hundred years after 850. It is a more
formalized and geometric style than those that went
before, one of its characteristic motifs consisting of a
chain of interlocking circles and squares called the
ring-chain. The style is found not only in Scandinavia;
both the true Borre style and variants of it decorate
objects that have been discovered in Viking settle-
ments overseas, from Iceland to Russia.

The same is true of the four remaining Viking art-
styles, though often objects found outside Scandinavia
display a debased and provincial form of the style. The
Jellinge style of the first half of the 10th century,
named from a silver goblet found in the burial in the
north mound at Jelling in Denmark (tree-ring dated
958/9), is characterized by S-curved ribbon-shaped
animals that interwine and overlap each other. An ax
unearthed from the Mammen burial, also in Denmark
and dated by tree rings to 970/1, typifies the Mammen
style of the second half of the 10th century. Like the
Ringerike style, largely confined to stone and named
after the district of southeastern Norway that was the
source of reddish sandstone used for carved stone
memorials, it is noted for seminaturalistic animals
almost obscured by interlacing plant tendrils.

The final Viking Age style, the Urnes style,
originated about 1050 and continued throughout the
Viking world into the 12th century. It is named from
the 11th-century stave-church at Urnes on Sogne
fjord, Norway, whose magnificent wooden carvings
are yet another reminder of the great skill of the Viking
craftsmen. Its main motif consists of an elegant
quadruped in conflict with a snake-like creature.



Viking Art

Scandinavian art of the Viking Age was primarily
decorative, its patterns based on various stylized
animals, though there were periods when ribbon
interlace or plant motifs became popular. Viking art
was open to influence from western Europe, but
foreign ideas were borrowed selectively and adapted
to Scandinavian taste. The essential continuity in its
development can be readily traced, though there seem
to have been short periods of artistic innovation,
usually followed by longer periods of conservatism.
One such period of change took place during the 8th
century (the “Broa style”), laying the foundation for
Viking art proper that begins with the “Oseberg
style”; another was in the 10th century, with the
creation of the so-called “Mammen style”, seemingly
under the patronage of King Harald Bluetooth and the
Danish court at Jelling.

It is customary today to divide the sequence of
Viking art into six successive styles: Oseberg-Borre-
Jellinge-Mammen-Ringerike-Urnes. But as a new style
came into fashion, it did not immediately replace the
old. At the same time, much of the mass-produced
jewelry was hardly in the mainstream of artistic
development. A major innovation during the late
Viking Age was the introduction of stone sculpture.
Earlier there had been only the picture-stones of
Gotland. Otherwise few pictorial scenes have survived
from Viking Age Scandinavia, the Oseberg tapestry
being a notable exception.

Far left  Gilt-bronze Above A pendant from a Swedish
harness-mounts from Broa, hoard (buried ¢.940), in the form
Gotland, of late 8th-century date, of a Borre-style “gripping beast”,
display a mixture of native with mask-like head, pretzel-
animal-art and of other animals shaped body and gripping paws.
and birds introduced from western The “gripping beast™, probably of
Europe, notably a distinctive Anglo-Saxon origin, entered
“gripping beast”. The Broa motifs Scandinavian art during the 8th
are used for the Oseberg carvings, century, and long remained

as on the ship (left). These form the  popular, though in the Borre style
basis for the 9th-century Oseberg geometric ribbon-interlace moufs

style. were much favored.




Below right The memorial erected
by King Harald at Jelling in the
960s was a unique stone

monument in Denmark at the time.

It was soon imitated, as was the
new motif that fills one of its faces:
a lion entwined by a snake. This
new dominance of a single motif is
characteristic of the style named
for the ornament on the Mammen
ax, which flourished during the
second half of the 10th century,
developing a lush version seen on
the ivory panels of the Bamberg
casket, Germany (right).

Left The Jellinge style is named for
the S-shaped animals on the silver
cup from the royal burial-chamber
in the north mound at Jelling,
Denmark. These ribbon-like
animals are intertwined to form an
open interlace pattern, as seen also
along the length of a harness bow
(above left) from Mammen in
Denmark. This terminates in
open-jawed animal-heads, each
having a “gripping beast” in its
mouth; the horse’s reins passed
through the central hole, The
Jellinge style flourished during the
first half of the 10th century,
overlapping both the earlier Borre
and the succeeding Mammen
styles,

Below The final phase of Viking art
has been named the Urnes style for
the magnificent wood carvings on
the Urnes stave-church in Norway.
Stylized animals are once again the
most important motifs and form
the basis for elegant designs that
have the appearance of mult-loop
patterns. A fine example in
metalwork is provided by this
small silver brooch from Lindholm
Hoje in Denmark, though such
openwork brooches have been
found throughout Scandinavia. The
style, which originated during the
mud 11th century, contunued in use
mto the 12th, when the fashion for
European Romanesque decoration
spread into Scandinavia.

Left The Heggen weather-vane
from Norway is probably from the
prow of a Viking ship; this face
displays two lion-like beasts,
descended from that on the Jelling
stone (above center), but with
tightly clustered tendrils forming
their manes and tails in the manner
of the Ringerike style. This
flourished during the first half of
the 11th century and a typical
example 1s provided by the Vang
stone (right), from southeast
Norway, on which the beast is of
lesser importance than the plant
motif. Foliate patterns of western
Europe origin were dominant
during this one phase o late Viking
Age art,

TOWNS, TRADE AND CRAFTS

TIME CHART
showing approximate duration
of the Viking art styles
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LEARNING AND RELIGION

The oral tradition

It is hard for people brought up in a culture of books to
understand how literature and learning can exist with-
out them. Yet, though the Vikings had no books until
they came under the influence of Christianity, this does
not mean they had no literature, or even learning of a
sort. Ari Thorgilsson (1067—1148) wrote his Book of
the Icelanders (a history of Iceland) in the early 12th
century and had to describe events that had taken place
some 250 years earlier. He had no written records to
guide him, so got his material, as he tells us, “from
the accounts of Teit, my foster-father, the most
knowledgeable man I ever knew, son of Bishop Isleif,
and of my uncle Thorkel Gellisson, whose memory went
far back, and of Thurid Snorradottur who was not only
well-informed but also completely trustworthy.” In
other words, he relied on the testimony of witnesses
passed on by word of mouth from generation to
generation: the oral tradition.

The Icelander Snorri Sturluson also relied on folk-
memory to write his history of the Norwegian kings
early in the 13th century. In his introduction to the work
he informs us, “At the court of King Harald [about 900]
there were poets, and people still know their poems, and
the poems of court poets of all the kings who have since
ruled Norway. And we put most trust in what is said in
those poems recited before the rulers themselves or their
sons. We assume to be true what is said there about their
exploits and battles. Because it is the poet’s custom to
praise most the man they are reciting to. But nobody
would dare to tell the man tales of adventures that
everyone — the man himself as for that — knew to be
nonsense or falsehood. That would show contempt, not
praise.”

This is one sort of learning the cultured Viking had: a
knowledge of the history of the great men of his people,
as contained in the poems recited in the royal hall. The
songs of the skalds, the professional court poets, were in
very complex form, with elaborate rhyme, rhythm and
alliterative schemes. Sentences intermingled, and a
specialized wording was used, removed from the idiom
of daily speech. The poets often made reference to the
adventures or characteristics of the pagan gods of
Scandinavia, which their listeners were expected to
recognize. To understand the poems was hard; to
produce them very hard. A court poet needed lots of
training and considerable memorized knowledge. So did
his audience.

Another range of learning was in the law. The Vikings
were a people who had great respect for the law —
though that is not how they are usually thought of today.
Law was made and administered by the local assembly
(thing), and preserved in the memories of its elder
statesmen. It controlled society and kept in check the
ambitions of great men if political power and authority
were there to enforce it. If the Icelandic sagas are
anything to go by, legal procedure was complicated and
precise, and methods of judgment in both civil and
criminal cases — there was in effect no difference between
them — depended on rigorous adherence to a proper
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code of practice. A case could be lost if it were pleaded in
the wrong form, if assessors were wrongly chosen, if it
were presented to the wrong court. Therefore success in
the law depended on learning gained by listening rather
than reading, by sitting at the feet of older lawmen, by
committing to memory the details of past judgments and
by observing the practices of the courts.

Runes

For all that they had no books, the pagan Vikings were
not illiterate. They used a script composed of letters
called runes. It is fashionable today to attribute to the
users of the runic alphabet all sorts of magical powers.
This is nonsense. Runes were merely a simple al-
phabetical script that could be adapted to various
purposes: memorial, legal, practical. Magic was only

Left A fearsome mask adorns this
runestone from Arhus in Denmark:
the inscription relates that “Gunuly
and Ggot and Aslak and Rolf set
up this stone in memory of Ful, ‘
their partner. He met his death <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>