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Preface to the Third Edition

This is the second major revision of The Vikings, first published in English in 1991 and revised in 1998. The Danish version (first published in 1987, eighth edition 2012) has been updated many times; the book is also published in Finnish, Polish, Italian, Russian, Estonian and Hungarian.

When I started to the write the Danish edition of this book in the mid-1980s, I faced a great – and exciting – challenge. I set out to produce a coherent story of this important and fascinating period, investigating both the Viking Age within Scandinavia, and ‘Viking’ activities and achievements in Europe and beyond. Ideas and sources from many scholarly disciplines were mined; and, being the book’s sole author, I required much help and encouragement from many valued colleagues and friends. I aimed at a fairly clear-cut account, without too much academic discussion.

In this third English edition, the book’s structure and basic story-line follow those of the first edition. But research into the Viking Age is immensely active and has been so for many years. Not only are new archaeological finds made all the time; new methods of investigation also continue to develop, which has led to the rapidly growing use of, for example, many natural scientific innovations. Further, the focus of research has changed through time. Had the book been written today, some chapters would have been weighted somewhat differently.

The revisions made here comprise comprehensive updates of new archaeological finds, new precise dating, and important new interpretations of monuments, events and other matters – all within the given limitations of space. However, I have used traditional general words for Viking activities abroad: ‘expansion’, and in some cases ‘colonization’, as their meanings are broad and because they are easily understood (unlike the now often preferred word ‘diaspora’). The bibliography has also been revised. Many titles have been replaced so that readers may be introduced to the current state of research.

I would like to extend my warm thanks to all who helped with the two first editions of this book – some of whom have since died – and especially to Hans Bekker-Nielsen, Ole Crumlin-Pedersen, Gillian Fellows-Jensen, Steen Hvass, Niels Lund and Preben Meulengracht Sørensen in Denmark; to Charlotte Blindheim, Signe Horn Fuglesang, Olav Sverre Johansen, Heid Resi and Gerd Stamsø Munch in Norway; to Björn Ambrosiani, Birgit Arrhenius, Inga Hägg, Ingmar Jansson and Peter Sawyer in Sweden; to Frans Verhaeghe in Belgium; to Tom Fanning in Ireland; to James Graham-Campbell and Ray Page in England. Also to Lene Larsen and Sigrid Fallingborg for typing the final manuscript, to Orla Svendsen for many drawings, to Mogens Kristensen of the publishers Gyldendal for his cooperation on the Danish edition of the book and to Sue Margeson and Kirsten Williams for their translation into English and their useful comments. But my greatest thanks go to David M. Wilson, who read the Danish manuscript and suggested many improvements. And to Erich, who both read and commented on the whole book, and made sure that Styrbjørn was kept happy, while his mother spent much of her time at the typewriter instead of playing with him.

In relation to this new edition I am very grateful to Søren M. Sindbæk, Sarah Croix, Poul Baltzer Heide, Pernille Hermann, Jens Christian Moesgaard, Jens Peter Schjødt and, once again, David M. Wilson, for help and advice.

Else Roesdahl, Aarhus, September 2015
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The Allure of the Vikings

The Viking Age is shot through with the spirit of adventure. For 300 years, from just before AD 800 until well into the eleventh century, Scandinavians from the modern countries of Denmark, Norway and Sweden played a decisive role in many parts of Europe. The Vikings affected almost every region accessible to their ships, and left traces that are still part of life today, such as loan-words in the English language, and many place-names in Normandy; they founded Ireland’s major towns and were the first settlers on Iceland.

The modern fascination with the Vikings has inspired many books, exhibitions, museums and reconstructed monuments. The Vikings have become a kind of Scandinavian trademark and people in many parts of the world, from the Shetlands to Normandy and the United States, celebrate their Nordic roots by remembering the Vikings. Scandinavia looks upon the Viking Age as a golden age, when noble deeds were performed abroad and there were great developments at home – the modern kingdoms of Denmark, Norway and Sweden took shape, Christianity was introduced and the first towns were established, forming the basis of modern Scandinavia.

The classic image of the Vikings, appearing on foreign shores in their ships, sword in hand, performing bloody deeds, plundering churches, extorting money, engaging in battle, murder and abductions, is a one-sided picture, created originally by contemporary clerics in Western Europe, who tended to record only violent events, and elaborated by medieval story-tellers and historians, among them the Icelandic saga writers, in their search for a dramatic national identity. But the Vikings were not just warlords. Their kings were engaged in complicated international politics, engineers built fortresses and bridges, merchants traded over vast distances – from northern Norway to Hedeby in southernmost Denmark, from the town of Birka in Sweden (near Stockholm) to Russia, from Iceland to Dublin. They were explorers who colonized hitherto uninhabited lands in the North Atlantic – the Faroes, Iceland and Greenland – and they were the first Europeans to reach America (around AD 1000). Large groups of Vikings settled in areas they had conquered, cultivated the land, and became integrated with the native population, as in England; they established themselves in trading colonies, as in Dublin, or as an economic and political élite, as in certain parts of Russia.

Scandinavians were employed as imperial guards in Byzantium and as regular mercenaries. Elsewhere Viking chieftains were granted an area of land at the mouth of a great river by the local king or emperor in return for preventing other Vikings from sailing into their kingdom. Around AD 911, for instance, the French king gave the Viking chieftain Rollo the land around the mouth of the Seine. Rollo and his successors consolidated their power and in time dominated what later became Normandy. In 1066, Rollo’s great-great-great-grandson William conquered England, and his descendants have occupied the throne ever since.

The activities of the Vikings have an almost kaleidoscopic character, and often the same person appears in different roles and in different places. The world of the Vikings was large and offered the individual many opportunities. Most Scandinavians, however, lived peacefully and comparatively unaffected by the dramas of the age. They concentrated on winning a livelihood for themselves and their families, and from time to time they heard exciting tales of the conquest of Paris, journeys to Baghdad or a shipwreck in the North Atlantic. Many owned a few objects imported from the great world outside, perhaps a quern for grinding flour, or some beads.

Scandinavia had its own culture, with strong traditions. During the three centuries of the Viking Age that culture developed through extensive contact with other countries, assimilating and transforming many foreign influences. It is largely through the study of the Viking homelands, with their astonishingly high level of technical and organizational achievement, that our picture of the period has been altered. It used to be thought that Vikings were just energetic, robust, straightforward people or that they were wild, barbaric, axe-wielding pirates; and that they lived in a fairly democratic society. The Viking Age is now seen as having been altogether more complex, with a strong class system, diverse social conditions and far more radical achievements. In an era of rapid change, the Vikings took every advantage of their unusual ability to re-adjust, and their gift for enterprise produced quite exceptional results and innovations.
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Ornament and inscription on a rune stone from Tullstorp in Skåne, Sweden, c. AD 1000. The inscription reads: ‘Kleppe and Åse set up this monument in memory of Ulv.’





The Study of the Viking Age

The generally accepted terms ‘Viking Age’ and ‘Vikings’ will often be used in this book, although they reflect concepts no longer current. The linguistic origin of the word ‘Viking’ is uncertain and has been much discussed, but by the end of the Viking Age, it was used both for one who fights at sea – a pirate or a robber (West Norse víkingr) – and for warfare at sea or harrying (West Norse víking). Outside Scandinavia, however, other names for the ‘Vikings’ were commonly used, such as heathens, northmen, the people from the North, the Danes, rus, the foreigners. Foreign writers clearly did not always know from which area in Scandinavia a group came, even though they gave them a name such as ‘the Danes’, which implies they came from Denmark. A band of Vikings was also often made up of people from different regions.

Our knowledge of the Viking Age in Scandinavia and abroad is based on a wide variety of sources: written evidence (including runic inscriptions on stones) that is either contemporary with, or dates from soon after, the events described; poetry; place-names and personal names; archaeological finds (both evidence of human activity and remains of animals and plants); landscape and climate. Each source poses its own problems and many disciplines – history, literature, linguistics, place-name studies, archaeology, zoology, botany and other natural sciences – help cast light on aspects of the Viking Age; a comprehensive survey is only possible through interdisciplinary research and international co-operation.

With the current influx of new information and research, our perception of the period is under constant revision. The start of the Viking Age can no longer be fixed categorically at AD 793, the earliest recorded raid in Western Europe, on Lindisfarne monastery in Northumberland, because there is indirect evidence of slightly earlier Viking attacks in the west. Also, the people from present-day Sweden had already engaged in an eastward expansion, and, most importantly, many essential characteristics of the social structure and economy of the Viking Age go far back into the eighth century. However it seems reasonable to date the beginning of the Viking Age to the ‘late eighth century’ or ‘around AD 800’. For that was when the violent Viking expeditions and the far-reaching expansion gathered momentum – and these are first and foremost what characterize the period.

The end of the Viking Age is also often linked with a particular year in the English calendar: 1042, when Harthacnut, the last Scandinavian king of England, died. But all Scandinavians did not disappear from the land at this date, and in some places, such as Dublin, their presence continued to be felt until the late twelfth century. In the Orkneys and Shetlands, the Hebrides and the Isle of Man, it lasted even longer, whereas in the Rhineland it had ceased far earlier than in England. However, aggressive military activity had stopped almost entirely by the second half of the eleventh century, so it is reasonable to take that as the end of the period.

If the perception of the Viking Age’s chronological boundaries has become more complex, the view of its technological and other capabilities has been revolutionized. The strange Viking ships of nineteenth-century pictures were painted without any archaeological information, on the assumption that Scandinavians were barbarians at a primitive stage of technological development. But during the last 100 years remains of many ships have been excavated, revealing that they were extremely elegant and efficient sailing vessels (Plate 2). The towns, fortresses and bridges that have been unearthed also bear witness to great technological and organizational abilities.

The picture of a barbaric North is no longer valid. It was created partly on the basis of written sources, and partly on the ideological grounds that European culture, classically inspired and Christian, was ‘superior’. The emphasis has shifted to understanding all aspects of past cultures on their own terms. Most of what we know about Viking Age conditions, however, relates to the upper classes, as traces of their activities, deeds and ideals tend to be better preserved and more thoroughly studied than those of their inferiors.

A more complex view of the period also recognizes that the extensive Scandinavian region, while having important features in common, consisted of very different areas, and that it went through important internal changes, so a knowledge of life on a small farm in the north of Norway in the ninth century is not of great help in understanding the lifestyle of people buried in the tenth century at Birka, the great cosmopolitan trading centre in eastern Sweden. Without taking local factors into account, the great exploits abroad would be reduced to disjointed and incomprehensible events and stories.

WRITTEN SOURCES

In the past, the study of the Viking Age was based chiefly on written evidence. Since the early twentieth century, however, extensive studies have shown that many of the exciting stories about the Viking Age are more like ‘historical novels’ than accurate accounts; they were composed a long time after the events they describe, perhaps with the deliberate intention of glorifying a particular family in order to legitimize its rights to land, or to a kingdom, or to endorse a certain policy.

This is the case with many of the Icelandic sagas, written down mainly between about 1200 and 1400, including Snorri Sturluson’s great work Heimskringla, ‘The Circle of the World’, a history of the Norwegian kings from the earliest saga age to 1177, which dates from around 1230. It is also true of the account of the first Scandinavian rulers in Normandy written by the cleric Dudo, c. 1020, De moribus et actis primorum Normanniae Ducum, and of Saxo’s work on the deeds of the Danes, Gesta Danorum, finished around 1200. Historical events and their interpretation, which had been passed on by word of mouth, often acquired a deliberate bias when they were eventually written down, or a new episode might be added to the life of a well-known person. Very few writers had reliable knowledge of what had happened and what things were like a hundred or more years ago. In addition, many of the stories are only preserved in copies of copies, which gives further scope for errors and improvements on the original manuscript.

It is often impossible, therefore, to distinguish pure fiction from an embellished version of an event, and improvements and additions to make the story more coherent, from what was once objective reality. The writers themselves were clearly not always sure which was the most accurate version and in any case their perception of ‘historical truth’ was quite different from the one most people have today. They wrote for their own age and their work was often dedicated to a person of high rank and social standing. Their works must be seen against this background, and not as attempts to reproduce historical reality in the modern sense. Sometimes it seems that eveything in a story is fiction, with the possible exception of the main characters’ names, for as time went on, Vikings and the Viking Age became a literary motif. However, the stories are often works of exceptional literary merit, expressing a deep fascination with the Viking Age.

The saga of the Jomsvikings, for example, written down in Iceland around 1200, tells the story of a group of professional warriors who spent the winters in a fortress, Jomsborg, on the south coast of the Baltic, and went on expeditions during the summer. They were subject to strong discipline, performed great exploits and were closely involved in Danish politics. In the end, they suffered a crushing defeat at Hjørungavåg in Norway. Many of the protagonists, among them Norwegian earls and Danish kings, are historical figures from the end of the tenth century, but most of the rest is probably just a good yarn. Works of this kind have been instrumental in creating stereotypes of the Viking period.

Not all later written sources on the Vikings have to be rejected or used so cautiously, however. The fifteenth-century Irish Annals, for example, contain a reliable version of the original Viking Age annals which related much about the activities of the Vikings. Many scaldic poems, composed by Scandinavian poets, or scalds, whose names we know, in public eulogy of Viking princes, are thought to have been quite faithfully handed down from generation to generation, even though they were not written down until after the Viking Age, mostly at the end of the twelfth century, or in the thirteenth century, as part of the Icelandic sagas.

Many are preserved in Snorri Sturluson’s Heimskringla, and Snorri, himself a scald, argues for the authenticity of the poems in his preface. He singles out the old scaldic poems and the historical writing of his compatriot Ari Þorgilsson as his most important sources but ends by saying that even though Ari had learnt from ‘old intelligent persons’ and was himself ‘anxious for information, intelligent, and of excellent memory’, the most accurate information came from the poems ‘if the metrical rules are observed in them and if they are sensibly interpreted’. Snorri also relates that there were scalds at the court of the Norwegian king Harald Finehair around 900 ‘… whose poems people know by heart even at the present day, together with all the sagas about the kings who have ruled in Norway since his time’. He goes on:


although it be the fashion with scalds to praise most those in whose presence they are standing, yet no one would dare to relate to a chief what he, and all those who heard it, knew to be false and imaginary, not a true account of his deeds; because that would be mockery, not praise.



Some of the poems about gods and the great heroes of the past, known as eddaic poems, also go back to the Viking Age, though their date is often debatable. The eddaic poems are known mainly from a manuscript called Codex Regius, which is a copy made in Iceland at the end of the thirteenth century from a slightly earlier manuscript. This collection of poems is often called The Elder Edda, in contrast to Snorri Sturluson’s book on the art of poetry, which he himself called Edda, and which is often referred to as The Younger Edda, or Snorri’s Edda.

Many Scandinavian poems thus give information about people, events and the cultural history of the Viking Age, as well as being a distinctive, exciting and often complicated form of poetry. It is fortunate, too, that most of the surviving scaldic poems tell of the situation in Norway, as hardly any other contemporary written sources about that country have survived.

Another source of information is laws written down in the Middle Ages containing provisions which go back to the Viking Age, or provisions which prohibit certain activities customary in former pagan times. It is often difficult, however, to distinguish the earlier provisions, since the laws in general reflect social conditions of the time when they were written down. Much had changed since the Viking Age, not least because of the influence of Christianity.

Whatever the problems with such sources, an account of the Viking Age would be meagre indeed if all the later prose accounts, the eddaic poems and legal provisions were dismissed out of hand. This is particularly true of the major works of Norse literature which dramatize the fact and fiction of the Viking Age, chronicling events such as Harald Finehair’s struggle to unite Norway, the colonization of Iceland, the conversion of Greenland, and the expeditions to America. Although the historical framework and the chronology may be distorted or wrong, and although additions may have been made for literary or other reasons, many sagas, if read as the literary works they are, undoubtedly contain as much of the reality of the Viking Age as anything that can be reconstructed today. The sagas were closer to the events, and were produced in an age whose ideals and outlook on life were in many ways akin to those of the Viking Age.

The most reliable written information about the Viking Age is of course contemporary, but there are very few sources dealing with Scandinavia, and there are many gaps, both chronologically and geographically. Furthermore, many contemporary sources are difficult to understand today, and they can sometimes give misleading information, either intentionally, or because the writer was badly informed.

The alphabet of Viking Age Scandinavia consisted of sixteen symbols, runes, which were used mostly for messages on wooden sticks (of which very few survive), or to indicate ownership of an object, or for scribbles on all sorts of objects, and most importantly, on stone memorials or rune stones. There are around forty-five Viking Age and early medieval rune stones in Norway, about 220 in modern Denmark, and around 2,500 (including many small fragments) in modern Sweden, of which about half are in Uppland in central Sweden. In addition, a number of inscriptions with Scandinavian runes have been found in the Viking colonies.

Generally speaking rune stones offer very different types of information than the traditional records written on parchment and kept in libraries, and, in particular, the large, late Viking Age group of rune stones from central Sweden gives a good insight into matters of cultural history, politics and social organization. A large stone at Runby (between Stockholm and Uppsala) records:


Ingrid had the laðbro made and the stone cut in memory of Ingemar, her husband, and of Dan and of Banke, her sons. They lived in Runby and owned a farm. Christ help their souls. It shall stand in memory of the men as long as mankind lives.



The laðbro is presumably a quay or jetty for the loading and unloading of ships, very useful at Runby, which lay on an important Uppland waterway. In Sjusta in the same district there is a splendidly ornamented stone which commemorates Spiallbuði, among others. He lost his life in a church in Novgorod (Hólmgarð) in Russia which was dedicated to St Olaf, the Norwegian king who was killed in 1030. The inscription reads:


Runa had this memorial made to Spiallbuði and to Svein and to Andvett and to Ragnar, her sons and Helgi’s [?], and Sigrið to Spiallbuði, her husband. He met death in Hólmgarð in Olav’s church. Öpir cut the runes.



Apart from rune stones, contemporary written information about the Viking homelands is almost exclusively the work of foreign clerics, few of whom had visited Scandinavia. Nearly all these texts are in Latin and they were usually written following political or military confrontations on Denmark’s southern border, or attempts to convert the pagan northmen to the true Christian faith. Particular light is shed on Denmark as most missionary and political activity was directed towards this country. The Frankish Annals, for example, record that in 808 Godfred, King of the Danes, wished to fortify his southern border with a wall stretching from the North Sea to the Baltic. This arose because of a dispute with Charlemagne.

A few foreign sources mention the situation in other Scandinavian countries. When the Norwegian chieftain Ohthere visited the court of King Alfred the Great in England he described his life and wealth in northern Norway, and his sea journey to Hedeby in southern Denmark c. 890; Alfred’s account of his tales still survives (cf. here). The experiences of Ansgar, later Archbishop of Hamburg-Bremen, and other missionaries in Sweden and Denmark in the mid-ninth century were recorded by Rimbert, Ansgar’s successor, who describes life in Birka in central Sweden. There is also a fairly comprehensive description of all the Scandinavian countries written c. 1075 by the German cleric Adam of Bremen. The account is part of his great work about the history of the Archbishops of Hamburg-Bremen, Gesta Hammaburgensis Ecclesiae Pontificum. It contains many interesting pieces of information, including the only contemporary description of a pagan Scandinavian temple, the main shrine of the Svear in Uppsala in Sweden.

Far more written evidence exists of Viking activities outside Scandinavia, but here too there are gaps. It is largely a matter of chance what has survived in a reliable form and what has been lost; only those regions which were Christian or Islamic early on – Western Europe, the British Isles, Byzantium and the Middle East – had a literary tradition; and the evidence is of a very varied nature. The Christians mention Scandinavia and the Vikings chiefly in annals and in some histories, while the Muslims refer to them in geographical works, but both see the Vikings as pagan barbarians.

In the Baltic countries and in the Russian realm Christianity did not gain a foothold until the second half of the tenth century at the earliest, and large parts of these areas remained pagan, and hence virtually undocumented, until well into the twelfth century. But a number of Swedish rune stones, such as that from Sjusta mentioned above, tell of journeys to these areas and to lands further south, and Arabs or travellers from Byzantium who encountered or heard tell of the exotic northmen in Eastern Europe mention them in their writings.

The Faroes, Iceland and Greenland were converted to Christianity around AD 1000. As they were remote from literate Europe, there is virtually no written evidence about them dating from the Viking Age itself. There is also very little about Scotland and the Scottish islands. Adam of Bremen gives us a few glimpses, but otherwise we must look to other sources, especially place-names and archaeological finds, or try to extract information about the Viking Age from later literature.

Another problem in understanding the Viking expansion is that the written accounts of events and impressions are so one-sided. The Vikings’ settlements abroad, their way of life, trade and other peaceful pursuits rarely interested Western European writers. Contemporary sources recorded dramatic events such as plunder, extortion of money, slaughter and killing, battle and conquest, peace treaties and political alliances. For example, in Regino’s Chronicle (Regino was abbot of the monastery at Prüm, between the rivers Maas and Mosel), the entry for the year 892 records the following:


But when the Normans [the Vikings] went into the monastery [in Prüm] they destroyed everything, killed some of the monks, slew most of the servants and led the rest away prisoners. When departing they entered the Ardennes, where they attack and without difficulty take a newly built fortress on a prominent mountain top in which an innumerable amount of people had taken refuge; after having killed them all they return with immense booty to their fleet and sail with heavily laden ships and all their crew to the regions beyond the sea.



The problem of interpreting the meaning of any thousand-year-old word, whether in Old Norse, Old English, Latin or Arabic, is often disregarded, yet the meaning of many words has altered so fundamentally that today we cannot be sure what they originally signified. Viking Age people naturally knew what the Old Norse konungr (king) meant and what the title represented, but it is clear that the role of a konungr was very different to that of a modern European king, and we only have an incomplete picture of the duties, rights and resources of Viking kings. Some words may also have had different meanings in different parts of Scandinavia, or may have undergone a semantic change during the three centuries of the Viking Age.

Despite the reservations discussed above, there are quite a few reliable written sources on the Viking Age, though most of those dealing with Scandinavia are about the later rather than the early Viking Age. For the first time in Scandinavian history these sources become numerous enough in the Viking Age to give us a framework of events and to contribute to our understanding of the development of the period and its culture, as well as recording the deeds of specific people and contemporary attitudes.

PLACE-NAMES

Many place-names established during the Viking Age are still in use both in Scandinavia and in Scandinavian settlements abroad. The name types which were common in the homelands can generally be identified on the basis of the linguistic analysis of the names’ form and meaning, by analysing the status and geographical locations which are associated with settlements of various name types, and by comparing place-names at home with place-names in the colonies. In many areas, new names arose after the Scandinavian conquests and settlements, such as Stearsby in northern England, where both the prefix Stear-, derived from the Scandinavian personal name Styrr, and the suffix -by (settlement) are Scandinavian, or Toqueville in Normandy with the Scandinavian personal name Toke as prefix and a French suffix: -ville. An analysis of place-names also makes it possible to distinguish between areas settled mainly by Norwegians and those settled mainly by Danes.

As well as supplying evidence of Viking settlements abroad and of the geographical distribution of settlements within Scandinavia, place-names obviously provide information about naming customs (both with regard to persons and places) and about language. They can also shed some light on such matters as religion. For example, place-names compounded with the name of the god Odin (such as Odense, in Denmark) are evidence of the worship of this chief god, and the number of place-names based on the names of various gods reflects their popularity in different parts of Scandinavia.

In the colonies the number and character of Scandinavian or partly Scandinavian names depended both on how many settlers arrived and on their status in the community, and also on how much influence their language came to have on the local dialect. The latter was partly determined by how closely the original language was related to Scandinavian, and perhaps also by the character of the Scandinavian settlement: whether it was peaceful co-existence or total domination. Danish and English, for example, were not very different, and people soon learnt to live peacefully together in England, so here a kind of mixed language came into being. Swedish and Slav, however, belonged to two completely different language groups, so in Russia no mixed language arose. The local language prevailed, with a number of Scandinavian loan-words, and Scandinavian names given to rapids in the river Dniepr, which many had to pass in order to reach Byzantium, were presumably used only by the Scandinavians themselves.

In the Orkneys and Shetlands, however, the local language was completely replaced by Scandinavian and developed into the dialect Norn, which has survived almost to this day. Virtually all place-names here are Scandinavian, but a number were obviously created long after the Viking Age. In England, too, not all the Scandinavian place-names are the result of name-giving and acquisition of property immediately after the ninth-century conquests. Those containing Scandinavian nature words borrowed by the English language, such as beck (Old Norse bekkr: brook) and fell (Old Norse fell: fell, mountain), are especially likely to have been created long afterwards.

ARCHAEOLOGICAL FINDS

The major advances made in our understanding of the Viking Age are due to archaeology and to interdisciplinary research based on recent archaeological finds, which have done much to stimulate popular and academic interest in the subject.

If archaeological remains are reasonably intact, they can be understood to a certain extent without specialist knowledge: a complete ceramic cooking-pot gives immediate information about the form of cooking-pots, and a silver arm-ring about fashion, aesthetics and wealth. But further research into contemporary ceramic vessels may identify a pottery sherd found in Scandinavia as an English import, and weighing large numbers of silver arm-rings may reveal that they represent units of weight in systems of Oriental origin.

Objects and structures rarely survive intact, however. A hinge may be all that remains of a casket, the lower ends of the supporting timbers all that is left of a bridge, and dark traces in the soil from posts which have completely rotted away the only sign of a house. Many iron objects, such as swords, and also wooden objects, even if the entire form has survived, usually bear scant resemblance to the original.

A model or a drawing can give a good impression of the original appearance of structures and objects, how they functioned, and what technology and labour were used in their manufacture. A full-scale reconstruction made in the original materials, using the original technology, is best of all. Such reconstructions have been made of ships and houses, not just small objects, fulfilling both scholarly and popular demands.

Unlike written sources and place-names, archaeological sources increase constantly. New material is added almost daily and occasionally sensational finds turn traditional interpretations upside down. The discovery of the Trelleborg fortress in Denmark in the 1930s and the excavations of Scandinavian Dublin and York between the 1960s and 1980s took the world by storm.

Apart from grave-goods and valuable items hidden for safe-keeping, most excavated objects tend to be discarded possessions and rubbish, which can make it difficult to draw a coherent picture of, for instance, the development of crafts in a particular town. Comparisons and generalizations about burial customs are also often problematic, since local circumstances affected what the dead were given to accompany them in their graves in pagan times. As with nearly all archaeological remains, it is mere chance which graves are known today and to what extent their contents have survived.

The many advances in archaeology are largely due to systematic research into subjects such as the role of iron in the economy, the significance of towns, resources, technologies, networks and trade, identities and power, means of payment, ships, or the relationship between Scandinavian and Saami settlements in northern Scandinavia. New excavation methods and scientific analysis have also played an important part, raising new questions about the period and solving some of them. Perhaps the most revolutionary of the new excavation methods has been the use of machines to uncover large areas quickly and cheaply. As a result, a whole Viking Age village, Vorbasse, in central Jutland, has been discovered. When shovels and manual labour were the only tools in rural excavations, hardly more than a handful of houses were uncovered. Maritime archaeology is now a major research area. Divers can examine wrecks in fairly deep water, while in shallow water several conventional excavations have been carried out after isolating the area with sheet piles and pumping out the sea water. The harbour area at Hedeby was investigated in this way. The water-logged conditions there were exceptionally good for the preservation of items which normally rarely survive, such as clothes.

[image: image]
The principles of dendrochronology. The date 737 corresponds to the felling of timber for a phase of the Danish border wall, Danevirke.



Technological and scientific analysis has been used to determine the hardness of the cutting edges of knives and axes, which is essential for understanding the properties and effectiveness of these tools. Previously only their shape was noted. Examination of beetles, vermin, plants and microscopic remains in and around houses reveals details of people’s living conditions, and an analysis of bones and plants provides evidence of diet and basic economic conditions. Thanks to geological and topographical research, we now know that in Sweden’s central lake district, where the town of Birka was situated, the land has risen about 5 m since the Viking Age. This is obviously a decisive factor in our understanding of traffic and settlement conditions in that period.

Scientific dating methods, primarily dendrochronology, are also responsible for new advances. Dendrochronology allows the precise year of felling of timber to be determined by comparing the width of the year-rings with those in another piece of timber of known age, provided that the outer year-rings have not been cut away or damaged. Ships, for example, can often be dated. Also, important structures, such as remains of fortifications, can now sometimes be dated precisely and thus linked with other structures of a similar age in a larger area, and perhaps placed in a political context. This is the case with one phase of the Danish border wall known as Danevirke, now dated to AD 968. Harald Bluetooth is known from documentary sources to have ruled Denmark at that time, and that year there was a political crisis between Denmark and Germany. The two complementary sources produce a new and more complex picture of the situation.

Since the end of the twentieth century, increasing systematic use of metal detectors (particularly through close co-operation with detectorists in many countries) has brought to light vast numbers of objects, which otherwise would not have been found. Such finds have led, without the need for excavation, to the identification of many new settlement sites – throwing new light on settlement patterns, long-distance networks and many other features. Further, geophysical methods have been increasingly used to localize structures, thus leading to more efficient excavation strategies – sometimes even saving time and money by obviating the need for excavation.

The use of DNA and isotope- and bio-molecular analyses has also produced major new evidence. Examination by such methods of bones, teeth, hair or other body parts can, inter alia, indicate family relations and the geographical origin of both men and animals; skeleton remains in a mass burial at Weymouth, in south-west England, have, for example, been identified as the remains of executed Scandinavians – Vikings for whom raids turned out disastrous. The use of all such methods have contributed greatly to a better understanding of individuals and their circumstances and, particularly in relation to animal remains, for example reindeer antler used for combs, to the use of natural resources and trade routes.
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SCANDINAVIA


[image: image]
Scene on a picture stone from Tjängvide in Alskog, Gotland, Sweden. A woman welcomes a rider on an eight-legged horse, perhaps the god Odin on his horse Sleipnir. Behind her is a dog, and several people and a house. Schematic drawing. The Swedish History Museum, Stockholm.





Geography, Nature and Culture

The Viking homelands of Denmark, Norway and Sweden were not distinct, well-defined political units in the Viking Age, but they began to take shape during this period. Their common borders, established a little later, have since changed several times, although Scandinavia’s southern border along the river Eider remained in place right up to 1864. The present border lies about 60 km further north.

Travelling in Scandinavia today, the great distances and varied landscape are still very striking. Stretching from the North Cape at the northernmost tip of Norway to Denmark’s southern border, it constitutes half the length of Europe measured north to south. Northern Scandinavia is crossed by the Arctic Circle and lies on the same latitude as Greenland; in mid-summer darkness never falls, while no light penetrates in mid-winter. Denmark and southern Sweden, on the other hand, are on the same latitude as northern England and southern Scotland in the west, and Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania and northernmost Poland in the east.

There have obviously been changes in the physical appearance of Scandinavia since the Viking Age. The land has risen considerably above sea-level in some places, large wetland areas, especially in Denmark, have been drained, and many forests have been cleared for agricultural use. The basic physical conditions of Viking times are, however, recognizable today and they naturally affected living conditions fundamentally (Plate 1).

NORWAY

Present-day Norway is about 1,800 km long and very narrow in places, with large areas of mountain plateaux more than 1,000 m above sea-level. The highest mountains
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