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	Norse Paganism is a pre-Christian Scandinavian faith that traces its roots to the Germanic peoples of the Iron Age. The religion persisted and evolved until Christianization gradually swept across Scandinavia. At the outset of this transition, the movement saw considerable royal conversions driven largely by military ambition and economic incentive. Although many rulers embraced Christianity, a portion of the common population continued to honor the Norse gods, giving rise to a period in which both faiths coexisted with relative harmony.

	In the modern era, Norse Paganism has experienced a remarkable resurgence, drawing numerous religious communities back to what is known as the Old Norse Religion. Asatru, one prominent expression of this tradition, has achieved official religious recognition in several nations. At its core, Norse Paganism is a faith in which followers revive the spiritual customs and convictions of the ancient Norse people. Many people associate the Norse with the "Vikings," yet it is worth noting that "Viking" described a particular occupation rather than an entire population. Not every Norse person engaged in raiding or seafaring. Like any people, the Norse pursued a wide variety of livelihoods, held differing values, and made distinct lifestyle choices, while still participating in a shared cultural and spiritual framework.

	The Viking Age

	Spanning the medieval period from 793 to 1066 CE, the Viking Age stands as the most prominent era of Norse Pagan practice. During these centuries, Norsemen — also known as Northmen or Vikings — conducted widespread raids, established colonies, launched conquests, and engaged in trade networks stretching across Europe and into North America. This age followed the Migration Period and the Germanic Iron Age, and its reach extended both to the Scandinavian heartland and to every territory where Scandinavians put down roots. The Norse campaigns of raiding and colonization from the ninth through the eleventh century left a profound mark on European history. These pagan warriors hailed from the regions we now recognize as Sweden, Norway, and Denmark.

	Several forces drove their expansionary ambitions. Among the most influential were powerful individuals — clan leaders and landowning chieftains — who hungered for additional territory and captive labor. Alongside them were free-born men and younger adventurers lured by the prospect of opportunity beyond their borders. The desire to seize wealth from prosperous towns and unprotected monasteries also played a significant role. Further pressures may have included population growth that strained available farmland, deteriorating agricultural conditions, and political turmoil arising from Norwegian unification efforts. The aggressive expansion of the Carolingian Empire and its forced conversion of neighboring Saxons to Christianity may also have pushed the Norse outward.

	Several regions became primary destinations for these Norse settlers, who were known in the east as Varangians. Among the most significant were Ireland, Iceland, and the Faroe Islands. The Norse also briefly established a foothold in Newfoundland, marking their earliest known presence in North America. When not at sea, these people lived as self-sufficient farmers on their home territories. Throughout the Viking Age, the Norse homelands themselves grew more consolidated as smaller territories merged into larger kingdoms.

	England

	The Viking Age is commonly dated from 793, when Norse raiders descended on England and laid waste to the monastery at Lindisfarne. While this assault is traditionally treated as the era's opening act, some historians argue the age may have begun as early as 700 to 750, suggesting the Lindisfarne raid was unlikely to have been the Norse people's first contact with the British Isles. Archaeological evidence supports the notion of earlier Scandinavian engagement with the region. In those earliest encounters, raiding was relatively limited in scope, but by the ninth century it had escalated dramatically. The attack on Lindisfarne resulted in the killing of monks within the abbey, the drowning of others cast into the sea, the enslavement of survivors, and the plundering of the church's sacred valuables.

	Despite persistent efforts, the Vikings proved unable to subdue the Kingdom of Wessex under Alfred the Great. A truce was struck in 878, eventually giving way to a formal treaty around 886. Fresh Viking armies pressed hard against Alfred's forces from 892 to 899, but he ultimately repelled them. Raiding resumed in England in 980, eventually drawing the country into the orbit of the Canute Empire. Even so, the native royal house was peacefully restored in 1042, bringing the Viking threat to a definitive close.

	The Western Seas, Vinland, and Ireland

	England was far from the only territory shaped by Scandinavian expansion. The Norse extended their reach into western European waters, touching nearly every landmass within their sailing range. Iceland received around 900 settlers, and from there the Norse established colonies in Greenland and made attempts at settlement in North America. Simultaneously, communities took root across Faroe, Orkney, and the Shetland Islands, reaching as far as the Isle of Man and the Hebrides.

	Excavations at L'Anse aux Meadows on the northern tip of Newfoundland Island indicate that Norse activity extended at least as far south as regions where wild grapes flourished. Written records of Scandinavian incursions into Irish waters date to 795, when an unidentified island called Rechru was ravaged. At various points, the Norse established a significant presence in Dublin, Limerick, and Waterford. Irish rulers took a dim view of these foreign adventurers, and by the early tenth century Scandinavians had claimed rulership over Northumberland and Dublin alike. In 1014, the Clontarf Battle — fought with assistance from Orkney and certain Irish factions — ended in catastrophic defeat for the Irish Scandinavians. Though this battle foreclosed any prospect of Norse unification over Ireland, English invaders arriving in the twelfth century still encountered unmistakable Scandinavian dominance, albeit a Christianized one, in major Irish centers including Dublin, Cork, Limerick, and Waterford.

	The French and Carolingian Empire

	The robust defenses of the Carolingian Empire made sustained Norse settlement in the British Isles difficult to achieve. Beyond Normandy, Scandinavian influence on the languages and institutions of the European continent remains comparatively limited. Intermittent raiding continued throughout the Viking Age without producing lasting territorial gains. In the tenth century, a Norse settlement emerged along the Seine River, blending Dutch and Norman Viking populations — yet this represented the full extent of what the Vikings accomplished within Charlemagne's former empire. Norse raiders pushed considerably further south, penetrating the Iberian Peninsula and probing the Mediterranean coastline. These efforts, however, yielded far fewer settlements than those achieved elsewhere.

	Eastern Europe

	The Norse expansion into Eastern Europe carried considerably less violence than the campaigns waged along the Atlantic coast. Sporadic raids occurred across the Baltic, yet even where Viking-era kingdoms emerged in this region, none were established through outright military conquest. The eastward movement proved highly successful in its own right, carrying the Norse deep into the Russian interior. Despite formidable obstacles, they managed to establish dominance over Kyiv, Novgorod, and surrounding territories. Nevertheless, the Slavic peoples proved adept at absorbing these newcomers into their own culture, eventually giving them the name by which they would be remembered: Rus — the forerunners of the Russians.

	The opening decades of the eleventh century saw a renewed wave of Norse movement toward the east. Runic stones from Sweden record the names of men who traveled alongside a leader named Yngvarr on his eastward journeys. Scandinavians also reached Constantinople in present-day Istanbul, where they hired themselves out as soldiers, eventually forming the celebrated Varangian Guard in the service of the Byzantine Emperor. By the close of the eleventh century, the Viking Age had effectively ended; the once-feared Norse warrior no longer posed a meaningful threat to the surrounding world. Neither Norway nor Sweden would again produce the kind of outward adventuring spirit that had defined the era.

	The Viking Age represented the high point of Norse Paganism's influence. As the Norse raided and settled across Europe and reached toward the Americas, they carried their religious practices with them, spreading the faith far beyond its Scandinavian origins. The close of the Viking Age signaled the beginning of a distinctly Christian Scandinavian era. Historical accounts widely identify the eleventh century as both the twilight of the Viking Age and the decisive decline of Norse Paganism as a living tradition.

	The 19th Century

	Over the long course of its history, Norse Paganism engaged in ongoing transcultural exchange with neighboring peoples such as the Finns and the Sami. Yet when the eleventh century brought this tradition to a close, Christianity stepped in to fill the void, leaving Norse Paganism to survive only in fragments preserved within Scandinavian folk custom. It was not until the nineteenth century that genuine renewed enthusiasm for the old religion emerged, kindled among the Romanticists. Their movement breathed fresh life into Norse themes, most visibly through the incorporation of those themes into a wide range of artistic works.

	Political circles were drawn in as well. Nationalist movements began adopting the ancient beliefs and practices as symbols of cultural identity. Scholarly investigation into the subject took root during this same period, shaped at its origins by the sweeping Romanticist sentiment of the age.

	
Chapter 2: Norse Beliefs

	Known interchangeably as the Old Norse Religion, Norse Paganism is the accepted designation for the Germanic religious tradition that developed during the Proto-Norse period — the era in which North Germanic peoples separated to form a distinct branch within the broader Germanic family. With the Christianization of Scandinavia, this tradition was displaced and largely forgotten. The Old Norse Religion of that time was fundamentally polytheistic, embracing the veneration of many gods and goddesses and requiring its adherents to acknowledge a diverse divine pantheon. Within Norse mythology, these deities fall into two principal groupings: the Æsir and the Vanir. According to tradition, these two factions were once locked in conflict until each recognized that neither held absolute supremacy over the other, at which point they merged into a single unified pantheon. Among the many deities worshipped, Odin and Thor remain the most widely recognized.

	Giants, spirits, dwarfs, elves, and an array of other supernatural beings populate every corner of Norse belief. Norse cosmology centered on Yggdrasil, a colossal ash tree — sometimes called the "world tree" — whose branches and roots connected nine distinct realms of existence. Each realm functioned as a self-contained world. One of these was Midgard, the realm of human habitation. Another was dedicated to the afterlife. A specific deity presided over each realm, maintaining its order and character.

	Ritual practice and sacrifice formed the backbone of Norse Paganism. Kings and chieftains bore primary responsibility for overseeing these ceremonies. Carrying out such rites required designated spaces, and in
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