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PREFACE

Stefan Brink and Neil Price

hy do we need a new book on the Vikings? It is true that syntheses of the period
appear with some regularity, most often written for a popular audience, together
with well-illustrated catalogues resulting from the frequent exhibitions that are held on
this theme. However, these books are not usually prepared with an academic audience in
mind, and are understandably organised around particular collections of artefacts or the
specific theme of an exhibition. At present there is no single work that gathers the latest
research from the complete spectrum of disciplines involved, and that brings together
all the leading scholars of the field. It has been our ambition to do this in this volume.
Most overviews of the Viking period have also been produced very much from a
British perspective, albeit sometimes with Scandinavian involvement. Bearing in mind
the geographic origins of the culture concerned, this brings with it certain inevitable
problems of access to material and, not least, language. By contrast, this book covers
both the homelands of the Vikings, as well as their impact on areas abroad. The authors
include both established seniors of the profession and younger, cutting-edge scholars.
We have here collected a team of some seventy authors who represents all the disciplines
that go to make up the study of the Vikings — archaeology, history, philology, compara-
tive religion, numismatics and cultural geography — drawn from every leading centre of
early medieval studies across Europe, North America and even Australia.

This book has taken a very, very long time to prepare. It was originally proposed in
outline by Neil Price, following a commission from the publishers. Having brought
Stefan Brink on board, the volume was then planned and designed in detail by both
editors, who shared communication with the individual authors. As the first papers
began to come in, however, a combination of illness, workloads and extended periods of
paternity leave forced Neil to adopt a secondary role. During this period we both have
also moved between not only universities but also countries several times. The burden of
the editing — that is, the primary work on the volume — has therefore been shouldered by
Stefan.

Stefan Brink: I would like to, first and foremost, thank my family, for accepting me
as a (more than usual) mental absentee for several years, when ‘dad was working on the
Viking book’. Secondly, all the authors, who have been extremely helpful and kind,
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despite the very long process of producing this volume, and thirdly the publisher,
Routledge, for their understanding position concerning the delays due to severe ill-
nesses, movements between jobs and overseas, child births, and other academic
commitments.

Neil Price: My principal thanks go to Stefan, not only for his friendship and
academic fraternity but in particular for his patience, tireless effort and good humour as
the weight of the editing fell to him, due to the proverbial circumstances beyond my
control: we are both the architects of this volume, but he is without doubt also its
engineer. I would also like to thank the contributors, who have similarly borne the
substantial delays and dislocations with (mostly) good cheer, and I echo Stefan’s respect
for Routledge’s forbearance. My wife and two children — both of whom were born
during the gestation of this book — deserve my gratitude more than anyone, and they
have it.
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Kungliga Vitterhets Historie och Antikvitets Akademien/The Royal
Swedish Academy of Letters, History and Antiquities, Stockholm

Latin
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Norges innskrifter med de yngre runer, M. Olsen et al. (eds) (Norsk historisk
kjeldeskrift-institutt. Norges indskrifter indtil reformationen 2), 6 vols,
Oslo: Jacob Dybwad/A.S. Bokcentralen/Kjeldeskriftfondet (1941 ff.)
Norwegian
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Old Swedish
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et al., Berlin: de Gruyter, 1973—2007.
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INTRODUCTION

Py

Stefan Brink

he approach used in this book combines two interactive levels of contributions:

longer articles providing overviews of important themes, supported by shorter
papers focusing on material or sites of particular interest. The kinds of subjects covered
by the latter include spectacular sites or finds, crucial written sources and the results of
the latest individual research projects on specialised subjects. In each case we have tried
to approach the leading international scholars in the relevant field.

The collection of articles starts with a presentation by Lotte Hedeager of the period
that preceded the Viking Age, to be able to set the Vikings in a historical context.
This is followed by a presentation of people and societies in Scandinavia — the
Viking homelands. Stefan Brink discusses the polities and the legal customs in Viking
Scandinavia, Inger Zachrisson the interaction between the Nordic people and the Sdmi.
Social aspects of society, such as gender roles and women in society, are discussed by
Audur Magniisddttir, while Stefan Brink discusses the lowest layer in society, the slaves or
the thralls.

The section on landscape and settlement begins with an overview of Scandinavian
place names from the period by Stefan Brink. The settlement structure of farms and
villages is then examined by Jan-Henrik Fallgren. An important special case, Tissg, is
presented by its excavator, Lars Jorgensen. The urbanisation, which in Scandinavia starts
in this period, is given an overview by Dagfinn Skre. In this section there are also several
in-depth articles covering the most important towns and proto-towns of the time, such
as Birka by Bjorn Ambrosiani, Hedeby by Volker Hilberg, Kaupang by Dagfinn Skre, Lejre
and Roskilde by Tom Christensen, Ribe by Claus Feveile, ‘Ridanaes’ at Frojel by Dan
Carlsson, Sebbersund by Jens N. Nielsen, Sigtuna by Jonas Ros, and Uppdkra and Lund by
Birgitta Hardp.

Viking Age economy and the international mercantile endeavours are then high-
lighted, trade being a major factor for the cultural development of the period discussed
by Soren M. Sindbak, and this theme is also covered in an article on coinage by Svein H.
Gullbekk. Very much tied to this is — for obvious reasons — the study of ships, ship-
building and maritime voyages, given an overview by Jan Bill, followed by presenta-
tions by Jobn Ljungkvist on handicrafts and Annika Larsson on textile technologies. The
crucial subject of Viking warfare is covered next, on the mechanics of raiding and
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combat, the detail of the weaponry, and fortifications, discussed by Gareth Williams and
Anne Pedersen.

A lot of attention has for a long time been upon the world of beliefs and mentalities,
therefore the section on religions in the Nordic area in the period is vital. It starts with
an overview by Anders Hultgird on the pre-Christian Scandinavian religion. Jens Peter
Schjodt presents the pagan pantheon, the gods and goddesses of the north, Olof Sundqvist
discusses the important question of a sacral kingship, while Gro Steinsland presents an
important aspect hereof, namely a hieros gamos, that is, a myth of marriage between a
ruler and a giantess. The creation of the mythological and eschatological world of the
Vikings is presented by Margaret Clunies Ross. The aspects of this supernatural world-
view that to a large extent survived into the Christian period are discussed by Catharina
Randvere. The material culture of the Old Norse religion and the encounter with
Christianity is presented by Anne-Sofie Grislund, together with burial customs presented
by Neil Price. One of the key elements of the mindset of Viking Age men and women
was their interaction with the invisible population of gods and other beings that shared
their lives, something which is discussed by Nei/ Price in the chapter ‘Sorcery and
circumpolar traditions in Old Norse belief’. It is difficult to find an adequate word
for this in modern languages, though something like ‘sorcery’ or ‘magic’ perhaps comes
closest according to Price. In Old Norse we find several different terms for it, the most
important being seidr, and in the Old Norse world important agents were the vplur. Price
also discusses links with and the interaction between Scandinavians and Sami on seidr
and shamanism.

The Viking world of language, runes, literature and art is covered in the next section.
Michael P. Barnes discusses the language of the Vikings, which we can reconstruct
mainly thanks to the runes, and this importance of the runes for any study of the Viking
period is stressed by Henrik Williams. One of the main cultural contributions by the
Scandinavians has been the sagas and the poetry from the Viking Age and the Middle
Ages. Judith Jesch presents the Viking poetry (the Eddas and skaldic poems), while Terry
Gunnell explores the way these poems may have been performed. The Icelandic sagas are
given an overview by Lars Lonnroth, and Anthony Faulkes gives a biography of the most
famous scholar-politician of them all, Snorri Sturluson. Gudrin Nordal discusses the
important genre of Icelandic sagas and Stephen Mitchell the heroic and legendary sagas,
which have seen a lot of attention in recent times. The unique Viking art and artistic
tradition are given an extensive presentation by Sir David M. Wilson.

We then turn the attention to the exploits that have given the Vikings their inter-
national reputation, namely their voyages abroad, their interaction with other cultures,
their explorations and colonisation of new land. Clare Downbham gives an overview for
the British Isles, and of the interactions between the Vikings and the Anglo-Saxons,
followed by a discussion by Julian D. Richards of the form and extent of Scandinavian
settlement in England, and special articles on the Danelaw by Dawn M. Hadley, the
kingdom of York by Richard Hall and the Isle of Man by Sir David M. Wilson. In a longer
article the important primary sources dealing with Vikings — or vikings, as Professor
Dumville prefers to label them — in insular sources are discussed by David N. Dumville,
and Gillian Fellows-Jensen gives an overview of the toponymic evidence, in the form of
place names. Viking contacts with Wales, Scotland and Ireland are covered by the
experts Mark Redknap, James H. Barrett and Donnchadh O Corrdin, with a special article
by Patrick F. Wallace on Viking Dublin.
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The Viking activities on the Continent are presented by Johan Callmer, discussing
encounters between the Viking world and the Franks, followed by a survey of colonisa-
tion and contact with France, in Normandy by _Jean Renand and in Brittany by Neil Price,
who also discusses Spain and North Africa. The expansion to the east is covered by
articles on Viking archaeology in Finland by Torsten Edgren and the Baltic by Heiki Valk.
Viking activities in eastern Europe from an archaeological aspect are discussed by Fjodor
Androshchuk, and an overview, drawn from the written sources, is presented by Jonathan
Shepard, who also focuses upon the role played by the Vikings in the emergence of the
Russian state. Viking interaction with Byzantium and the Middle East is discussed
by Egil Mikkelsen regarding Islam, and J. E. Montgomery presents an extensive article on
Arabic sources on the Vikings.

The Viking expansion into the North Atlantic region is given an overview by G7/i
Sigurdsson. The discovery and settlement of Iceland is covered in depth by Jin Vidar
Sigurdsson, looking at its unique laws, power structure and social organisation. Simun V.
Arge presents the evidence from the Faroes. The colonisation of Greenland is discussed
by Jette Arneborg, and Paul Buckland tells the history of life on a typical farm. The much
discussed history of the discovery of America is given an overview by Birgitta Wallace,
followed by a presentation of the evidence we have of expeditions that set out to North
America and the High Arctic by Patricia Sutherland.

The volume concludes with the last phase of the Viking period, and Scandinavia’s
developing links with the medieval, Christian world of Continental Europe. Here
Stefan Brink explores the process of Christianisation and the organisation of the early
Church, while Anne-Sofie Graslund and Linn Lager look at the evidence on the runestones.
Anne-Sofie also presents the material culture and the early Christian burial customs.
With Christianisation and the emergence of the medieval kingdoms in Scandinavia, the
Viking Age ended. These emerging kingdoms are presented for Norway by Claus Krag,
for Denmark by Else Roesdahl and for Sweden by Thomas Lindkvist. An important special
case, discussed by Niels Lund, is the enigmatic Cnut the Great, king over ‘England,
Denmark, Norway and parts of Sweden’.

NOTE

In this volume some authors use viking(s), other Viking(s). The background for this different usage
is as follows: since the beginning of modern English-language academic discourse, some scholars
have written viking while others have preferred Viking. The implication of the former is that the
word is a common noun (what latinate writers would have expressed as pirata), of the latter that it
is an ethnic term. There is a further complication, ‘the Vikings’ has become common (especially
as a book-title) and it implies our ability to generalise, which some scholars reject by always
preferring ‘vikings’ to ‘the Vikings’ or ‘the Vikings’. In this book, the various authors have been
allowed their preferred usage.



WHO WERE THE VIKINGS?

e )

Stefan Brink

he Viking Age was the period when the Scandinavians made themselves known,

or rather notorious. From around 8oo to around 1050 Scandinavians stirred up
northern Europe in a way they had never done before or since. Norwegians in particular
controlled and colonised the whole of the North Atlantic, from Norway, to the Faroes,
Iceland, Shetland, the Scottish islands, parts of Ireland, Greenland and all the way to the
eastern brim of North America. Especially Danes, but also Norwegians and Swedes,
ravaged and had an impact on the political and social development of England and parts
of France. Swedes travelled eastward, traded along the Russian rivers, and down to the
Byzantine and Islamic world. They established in Kiev, under the name of Rus’, a new
policy, the embryo of Russia.

Why Scandinavians were able to change the social and political map in such a
profound way in northern Europe is still under discussion. Early on one idea was that
Scandinavia had been overcrowded with people, or that it was because of years of bad
harvests that people had to leave. This cannot be the case. Today we instead stress power
struggles within Scandinavia and an escalating incentive to trade. One important factor
may be the new kind of sea-going ships that Scandinavians started to build. These
ships were long, narrow and shallow; hence they had no need of special harbours: you
could make land at any (sandy) beach. The smaller types, used on the rivers in the east,
could be dragged or even carried between watercourses.

One side of the Vikings, which has been toned down during the past fifty years, is the
ravaging, killing, raping, burning Viking; instead the peaceful, industrious, trading
Viking has been on the research agenda. Viking-age Scandinavians, no doubt, spent time
on both activities. However, the fear of the Northmen, of which we read in documents
and chronicles from Anglo-Saxon England and Ireland, probably had nothing to do with
them as traders. Still today, the word Viking is in the Anglo-Saxon world associated
with pirates and men of violence.

The reason for focusing on Vikings as traders in research during the past decades, is
partly because this side of the Northmen was neglected in early, romanticised history
writing, but it partly also mirrors society as a whole. Every era uses history for its own
purposes; every time shapes its own history. And especially during periods of strong
political hegemony and with strong political will in a country, it has been common to
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present the history which is the most relevant to the political will and struggle, to
sanction the politics you pursue. The use of history and the focus on the warrior Viking
in Nazi Germany is an obvious example. In post-war Europe, however, battered and
tired of war, it was more welcome and natural to focus on the peaceful side of the
Vikings, as traders.

THE VIKING AGE

The historical period of the Viking Age is a late construction. The Vikings themselves
had, of course, no clue that they were living in the Viking Age. A man-made, con-
structed historical period must have a beginning and an end. Very often some well-
known event has been used as the start and end of a historical period. Regarding the
Viking Age two monumental ‘events’ have framed the period. By tradition the start of
the Viking Age has been set at the year 793, which is the year we know that Vikings
attacked and plundered the monastery at Lindisfarne, near the coast of Northumberland,
mentioned in Anglo-Saxon chronicles. In the same way, by tradition, the end of the
Viking Age is usually set in 1066, with the battle at Stamford Bridge, near York, when
the English king Harold defeated a large army of Northmen under the command of the
Norse king Haraldr Hardrddi. In the handbooks it says that after this defeat, no Vikings
bothered the British people any more. The Viking era was over.

This is what may be read in a handbook, but it is a qualified truth. In 1070 the
Danish king Sven Estridsson came back to England to demand the crown, backed up
by the English aristocracy. The new king in England, William, thwarted his plans,
and Sven went back to Denmark the same year. In 1075 Knut, son of Sven, came to
England with a Danish fleet. And so on. A historically important aspect for the start of
Scandinavians beginning to travel outside Scandinavia for trade was obviously the
general expansion of trade which took place around 700, which led to the emergence of
many towns, or emporia, such as Dorestad, Quentovic, Hamwic, York, Ipswich etc.
Here, goods and money were in abundance, and with large quantities of sceattas coins,
minted by the Frisians, these towns probably were tempting goals for pirates and others.
In the light of these circumstances, cases have been made for pulling back the start of the
Viking Age to around 700. On the other side, an obvious end to the Viking Age was
the introduction of the new Christian religion and the establishment of the Church. And
with the Church came a new administration and government based on literacy. This
‘Europeanisation’ of Scandinavia can — with very good arguments — be said to be the end
of the Viking Age. And so we may continue. In my opinion there are no cogent reasons
for changing the start and the end of the Viking Age, which anyhow is just an approxi-
mation and a late construction to help us understand a complicated past.

THE WORD ‘VIKING’

The term which has been synonymous with a raiding or trading Northman during this
period is hence Viking. This was, however, not the common word used at the time. In
Francia these Scandinavians were called ‘Northmen’ or ‘Danes’ (in translation), and in
England they were called ‘Danes’ or ‘pagans’ in contemporary chronicles. In Ireland
Scandinavians were at first called ‘pagans’ (‘gentiles’), and then a distinction was made
between Norwegians, called Finngall ‘white foreigners’, and Danes, Dubgall ‘black
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foreigners’. In the east, Swedes could be called rus” or varjag (ON veringi, veringr). It is
in England during the ninth century (outside Scandinavia) that we find the usage of the
term Viking for ravaging Northmen.

There is no consensus regarding the origin or meaning of the word Viking. We find a
word wicing in the eighth century in Old English, but it is not certain that we are here
dealing with the same word. In Old Scandinavian there is masculine vikingr, which is
normally translated as ‘sea warrior’, and feminine v7king, meaning ‘military expedition
(over sea)’. The words are found in Anglo-Saxon chronicles as well as in runic inscrip-
tions. The latter are especially important for understanding the semantics of the words.
Vikingr is also used as a Scandinavian man’s name, and as a by-name (as in Toki vikingr on
a runestone).

The masculine word, vikingr, seems — according to runic inscriptions — to have been
the word used for a man who has gone away on a journey, obviously together with
several others — on a ‘group journey’ we would probably call it today. Most certainly, the
majority, perhaps all, of these journeys were raids and military expeditions, conducted
by a group of warriors (ON /id, drdtr) under the leadership of some king or chieftain.
One example is found on a runestone from Hablingbo on Gotland, which tells us that
Helge had gone westward ‘with vikings’ (mep vikingum).

The feminine word, v7king, has obviously denoted the actual expedition, the journey.
This may be exemplified by another runic inscription, from Hirlingstorp in Vister-
gotland, Sweden, where we can read that a man Toli ‘was killed in the west in viking’
(varp daupr a vestrvegum i vikingu). On another runestone at Géardstinga in Skane,
Sweden, we are told of several men famous for their expeditions (Per drengiaR waRu
w{ipa} {un}esir i wikingu).

But what about the original or etymological meaning of the word Viking? It is here
that the interpretations start to diverge. A popular hypothesis has been that the name
Viken, for the large bay up to Oslo, is the origin, hence the word originally meaning ‘the
people living or coming from Viken’. Another explanation is that the word comes from
vik ‘bay, inlet’, referring to ‘a person who dwells (or embarks) in bays’, or that these
Vikings often lie in wait in bays. A third is that it could contain a ‘Baltic word” wic, a
Germanisation of a Latin vicus ‘harbour, trading place’, which we find in names such
as Ipswich, Norwich, ‘Hamwich’ (> Southanmpton). This latter idea was much cosseted when
the warrior side of the Vikings was toned down, and the Vikings as traders were
favoured. A Viking would hence have been someone who visited these vicii or wics, and
therefore they were called wicingas, vikingar ‘persons who visited and traded at these
wics’. A fourth, but not so likely hypothesis, has been the idea that Viking could be
related to a word vika ‘a distance at sea’, hence a week (that is, a section or period), with
the meaning ‘a distance you were able to row between two pauses’. A fifth hypothesis is
that it must be related to ON vi%ja ‘to move, walk, travel’, with an assumed meaning for
Viking as someone who has digressed from home! All in all, no convincing interpretation
has so far been given of the word Viking. But from what has been said above, it seems
plausible to assume that a v7kingr (m.) who was out in viking (f.) probably had not left
Scandinavia for a peaceful trading journey. A warrior-like semantic component seems to
be found in the word.

If the word Viking was used for a man (or the warrior) or a military expedition
to the west of Scandinavia, we have seen that other words have been used for these
Scandinavians who went to the south or the east. The ones who travelled on the rivers in
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Russia could be called Rus’” or Varingar. The word Rus” is most certainly to be connected
to the name of the province Roslagen, the eastern part of the province of Uppland in
Sweden, which we also find in the Finnish name for Sweden, which is Routsi. The
word goes back to the words 70 ‘row’ and rodd ‘a rowing session’. One idea is that this
word Rus’ for a Swede was succeeded by the word veeringr, veeringi, in Russian varjag.
The explanation put forward for this latter word is quite interesting. It is supposed
that it emanates from the titles for the Scandinavian guard of the Byzantine emperor in
Constantinople, as a member of his personal bodyguard. The word probably has the
meaning of a person who has given an oath of fidelity (ON *uvir ‘oath, promise’),
obviously to the emperor. From here the word, so the hypothesis is, was later on
transferred to a Swede or a Scandinavian in general.
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People, society and social institutions

CHAPTER ONE

SCANDINAVIA BEFORE
THE VIKING AGE

LR X

Lotte Hedeager

hat is known as the Middle Ages in Scandinavia begins around AD 1000, half a

millennium later than the rest of western and central Europe. Only from this
date onwards did Scandinavia consist of unified kingdoms and Christianity was
established as a serious force in pagan Scandinavia. It is consequently only from this date
onwards that Scandinavia has its own written history. This does not, however, mean that
the people of Scandinavia were without history, or without any knowledge of ancient
events. Quite the opposite, in fact, although their historical tradition was oral, trans-
mitted from generation to generation within the constraints of rulers and traditions
of composition and performance.

The archaeological research tradition in the Scandinavian late Iron Age, that is, from
the migration period onwards (i.e. from the fifth century), has since the 1990s been
juxtaposed with the Old Norse sources from the twelfth to the fourteenth century. This
is due to the new approach in archaeology, which focuses on cognitive structures,
mentality, cosmology and systems of belief. However, the use of Old Norse sources as an
explanatory framework for the late Iron Age causes obvious methodological problems
and has been a matter of serious debate in the wake of this new research tradition.
Although written down in a Christian context, and although the fact that they may
exaggerate and fabricate at some points, these sources contain valuable information
on the mentality and cognition of the pre-Christian past. The reason is that structures of
collective representations in any society are highly stable and change very slowly. Using
the terminology of Fernand Braudel and the Annales school this is ‘la longue durée’ —
and following Pierre Bourdieu we are faced with the concept of ‘habitus’. Both of them
furnish archaeologists with a general theoretical framework of long-time perspective,
enabling them to get beyond the archaeological and textual evidence.

Lacking a modern separation of economic, political and religious institutions, pre-
Christian Scandinavia can so far be compared to traditional non-western, pre-industrial
communities; in both cases the world-view of a given society tends to fuse these separate
domains into a coherent whole. A number of new excavations have contributed to a
keener interest in ‘central places’ and ‘cult sites’, while major new finds of manorial
settlements, gold hoards etc. have encouraged interpretations using terms such as
‘kings’, ‘aristocracy’, and the like, providing a concrete counterpart to Old Norse
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literature, new directions in research into the history of religion, and place-name
studies. Among the most important sites in this respect are Gudmel/Lundeborg on Fyn
(Nielsen er al. 1994; Hedeager 2001), Sorte Muld on Bornholm (Watt 1999), Uppdkra in
the province of Skdne (Larsson and Hirdh 1998; Hirdh 2003) and Borg in Lofoten
(Munch ¢t al. 2003).

A new, interdisciplinary research movement has developed around these issues where
religious, judicial and political conditions are seen as closely interwoven and where an
alternative understanding of the connection between political authority, myths and
memory, cult activity, skilled craft production and exercise of power in the late Iron
Age has emerged (Myhre 2003 and Hedeager 2005 as the latest outlines). The inter-
disciplinary approach has been developed through the five-year research project
Vigar till Midgard at the University of Lund (Jennbert ez #/. 2002; Andrén er al. 2004;
Berggren er al. 2004). A similar approach is to be found in some other research projects
(Melheim ¢t @l. 2004, and to a certain degree in Jesch 2002). Earlier studies have been
based primarily on the economic character, involving such aspects as agriculture and
settlement, economy and society, trade and urbanisation. Combined with burial
evidence these topics have usually been the starting point for models of the social and
political organisation.

MYTH, MEMORY AND ART

Although without a written history of its own, Scandinavia in the sixth and seventh
centuries was nevertheless known to have held quite a special position in the minds
of the migration-period Germanic peoples in Europe as the place from which many of
them, or at least the royal families, claimed their origin (Hedeager 1997, 2000). This
Scandinavian origin myth, repeated by several of the early medieval narrators and main-
tained by the Germanic peoples of early medieval Europe, was more than just a series of
authors copying one another. Myths played a vital role in the creation of a political
mentality among the new Germanic warlords and kings in Europe (Hedeager 1997,
1998, 2000; Geary 2003; Hill 2003). Naturally, the factual element within these
early European migration myths is much disputed (see Hedeager 2000 and 2005 for
references). What is crucial, however, is not to what extent these people once emigrated
in small groups from Scandinavia, but that their identity was linked to Scandinavia
and that their kings were divine because they descended from Gautr or Odinn/Wotan,
with this figure’s clear association with the Germanic pagan religion and, maybe, the
Scandinavian pantheon.

The much later Old English poem Beownlf may draw on traditions that have roots in
the sixth and seventh centuries. Here there are possible ties between the ruling families
of the Wylfingas, etymologically identical to the Waffingas, the East Anglian royal family,
and the Wulfings who were thought to live in what is now south-western Sweden and
south-eastern Norway during the late fifth and sixth centuries. Furthermore, there are
archaeological indications of kindred relations between the royal families of East Anglia
and Scandinavia in the sixth and seventh centuries (Newton 1993: 117), not least the
connection revealed between the Sutton Hoo ship burial and the ship burials from
Vendel and Valsgirde in the mid-Swedish Milar area (Bruce-Mitford 1979; Lamm and
Nordstréom 1983).

From the sparse written but rich archaeological material it is evident that close
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contacts existed between the noble families of southern Scandinavia and those of western
Europe during these centuries. The Scandinavian origin myth among the Germanic
royal families/peoples, expressed in contemporaneous written sources, is supported
by the archaeological evidence, notably weapons, jewellery, and, not least, art and
iconography (Hedeager 1998). From about the beginning of the fifth century up until
the seventh, the Nordic figurative world was used as a symbolically significant style
among the migrating Germanic peoples. It was imitated and elaborated, becoming an
impressive elite art style (Salin 1904; Karlsson 1983; Haseloff 1981; Roth 1979; Speake
1980; Nisman 1984: map 10; Hines 1984; Lund Hansen 1992; Hgilund Nielsen
1997), until the point when Catholic Christianity put down firm roots during the first
half of the eighth century (Roth 1979: 86). In Scandinavia, on the other hand, where a
pagan warrior elite persisted during the Viking Age, the Nordic animal style ceased to
develop from around AD 1100.

It did not survive the meeting with a new belief system and the political and
social implications that this entailed. This can of course be explained through the idea
that the people — especially the elite — had acquired different tastes and therefore
preferred a new style around 1200 under the influence of the Church. More con-
vincingly, however, it can be argued that the lack of potential for survival and renewal of
the animal style in a Christian context had to do with its anchoring in a quite different
system of belief (Hedeager 2003). The obvious role of animal style as an inseparable
part of the pre-Christian material culture indicates that the animals also may have
had an indisputable significant position in the pre-Christian perception of the
world (Kristoffersen 1995, 2000b; Hedeager 1997, 1998, 2003, 2004; Jakobsson
2003; Gaimster 1998; Andrén 2000; Glosecki 1989; Magnus 2001; Lindstrgm and
Kiristoffersen 2001).

The Nordic animal ornamentation does not only incorporate animals, it s animals,
that is to say, it is entirely a paraphrasing of a many faceted complex of animal motifs
which suggests that these styles, structurally speaking, incorporate an overriding
abstract principle, reflecting social order and — perhaps subconsciously — also reflecting
the physical order of the universe (Roe 1995: 58). As a recurrent theme in the Old
Norse texts we find a dualist relationship between man and animal. It is expressed in the
words hugr, fylgja and hamr. It consists of protective spirits which attach themselves to
individuals, often at birth, and remain with them right through to death, when they
transfer their powers to another member of the family. Fylgja often appears as an animal
and is usually visible only at times of crisis, either in waking or in dreams. It is an
externalised ‘soul’ but also an embodiment of personal luck and destiny, and the concept
has much in common with the less attested hamr (Orchard 2002; Raudvere 2001: 102 f.,
2003: 71).

Acknowledging that contact with the Other World passed through the animals
and that the fylgja was the embodiment of personal destiny, also helps us understand
how animal ornamentation could sustain an organising role in the Scandinavian —
and Germanic — society up until the introduction/consolidation of Christianity. It
also explains how the animal style was involved in the creation and maintenance
of the socio-cosmological order and as such participates in the legitimisation of power
(Kristoffersen 1995, 2000a, b; Lindstrgm and Kristoffersen 2001; Hedeager 2003,
2004, 2005).
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GOLD AND GIFT-GIVING

The written sources, whether Old Norse or from early medieval Europe, give the
impression of gift-giving as the decisive instrument in creating and upholding these
political alliances, between lord and warrior-follower and among the warrior elite itself.
Items of gold and silver, often lavishly ornamented, played an important role for ritual
and ceremonial use in the social reproduction of the late Iron Age. Although the idea of
gift-giving was embedded in the cosmological world and as such was highly ritualised
all the way through (see Bazelmans 1999, 2000), it is only in the migration period (as in
the Viking Age) that the amount of hoards signal an outstanding intense competitive
display. During these centuries immense numbers of gold hoards were deposited all
over Scandinavia. They consisted of a wide variety of precious objects — bracteates, rings,
sword attachments, relief brooches etc. — and they were often highly decorated with
animal ornamentation. On this premise, it may be presumed that not only objects
but also elements of style — not least the iconographic ones — have been selected with
a great deal of care. By means of animal ornamentation these objects were imbedded
with special qualities and through time they got their own biography and therefore
communicated specific messages.

Broadly speaking, the hoards have been explained in two different ways: as
treasures, that is, ‘economic’ depositions meant to go back into circulation — or as
tactical gifts, that is, ritual sacrifices, meant for the supernatural world and a way
of creating alliances with the gods. In the past decade the latter explanation has been
the dominant approach (for discussion see in particular Geisslinger 1967; Herschend
1979; Fonnesbech-Sandberg 1985; Hines 1989; Hedeager 1991, 1992, 1999; Fabech
1994a; Wiker 1999). Although a great deal of the gold hoards are found in areas
which, from a modern and rational economic point of view, are marginal, in an overall
perspective they are connected to fertile agricultural areas. This is particularly clear in
Sweden where a majority of the gold finds come from the most fertile Swedish provinces
of Skdne and Vistergotland (approx. 22 kg, i.e. more than half of the gold from
mainland Sweden in this period) (Hedeager 1999: 246). The amount of gold in
Denmark is about 50 kg, in Norway it is much less (estimated one-third or less)
(Hedeager 1999). The hoards have obviously been deposited in deliberately chosen
localities in the landscape (see also Johansen 1996: 97). They have been found in
central settlement areas, in — or very close to — houses, and they have been found
in marginal areas where they are in particular linked to bogs, streams, coasts etc., that
means the transitional zone between land and water, and this is where a majority of
sacral place names, that is, names with Odinn, Tyr, Freyr and God, are located too
(Brink 1996; Andersen 1998: 26; Jakobsson 1997: 91). This transitional zone appears
to uphold a special position in the perception of the cultural landscape as places for
negotiation with the Other World and the depositions must reflect some kind of past
ritual practice. Once deposited, for generations the hoards may have shaped the land-
scape by creating a sacred topography in people’s minds. They may have represented the
link between past and present, between this world and the Other World, and as such
they gave legitimacy to the land by becoming part of the discursive knowledge of the
people who lived in these areas. Although hidden, these hoards remained ‘visible’ for
generations, continuing to play an active role in people’s negotiation with the past
(Hedeager 1999).
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The gold hoards were deposited in a period of great social stress, and gold played a
special role as mediator in resource-consuming political alliances and long-distance
networks. The hoards may have served as an instrument in organising — or reorganising
— the cultural landscape according to the cosmological world in a slightly more
hierarchical political structure all over fertile Scandinavia in the migration period.

CENTRAL PLACES FOR ACQUISITION
AND TRANSFORMATION

For the Nordic realm before 8oo, where there is no textual evidence of any specific
locations of religious or political power, the archaeological sources and the toponymic
evidence provide the only basis for analysing the hierarchical structure in this settlement
structure. The concept of ‘central places’ has been developed in Scandinavian
archaeology during the past decades to classify specific rich settlement sites from these
centuries, often with great quantities of metal finds indicating extended casting and
trade activities (Larsson and Hardh 1998; Hardh and Larsson 2002; Hedeager 20071;
Jorgensen 2003).

To understand the role of central places in southern Scandinavia it is important to
take into consideration the possible symbolic structure underlying the production
and acquisition of valuable goods, because the association of the elite with crafts and
long-distance trade can not merely be understood as a materialistic and economic
phenomenon, but also in terms of qualities and values prevailing within a cosmological
frame (Helms 1993; DeMarrais e 2/, 1996; Earle 1990, 2004). It is highly unlikely that
any prehistoric society ever saw activities and objects associated with remote distances in
a neutral light. The elite was involved in a process by which resources from outside were
brought into their society, where they were subsequently transformed, both materially
and symbolically, in order to meet local ideological needs. As a result of this, the central
places in the late Iron Age were localities where precious metals from the outside were
transformed into prestigious objects essential for local ritual purposes. Metal production
and craftsmanship are usually regarded as a neutral or even secondary affair, but
metallurgy and skilled craftsmanship were in fact closely connected to what these soci-
eties conceived of as the quality of power. The role of the metalworkers — especially
blacksmiths and jewellers — deserves special attention. Weavers, for example, have been
skilled artisans as well, but their activities are more difficult to trace (Holand 2001: 104
ff.). The technicalities of metallurgy and metalwork included a symbolic and ritual
element, which gave the practitioners a special status (Herbert 1984, 1993; Hedeager
2001, Jakobsson 2003; Haaland 2004; Gansum 2004).

Given the importance of forging and jewellery associated with any central settlement
and big farm from the fifth century until the late Viking Age in Scandinavia, such
activities must have served a purpose. This problem may of course be approached from
a functional perspective: all big farms needed tools and weapons, and forging must have
been an essential part of day-to-day work in all non-urban, pre-industrial societies.
Obviously weapons and iron tools were primarily manufactured to meet practical
demands, but this is not true of items of gold and silver, which met social requirements.
Keeping this in mind it is not surprising that forging and the manufacture of jewellery
hold a significant place in the mythological world of pre-Christian Scandinavia
(Hedeager 20071; Jakobsson 2003).
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Indeed, the Old Norse literature also throws some light on certain essential com-
ponents of ‘powerful’ places. For example, the hall assumes great importance in the
ideological universe represented in these texts (Herschend 1993, 1997a, 1999: 414;
Enright 1996; Brink 1996). Apparently ON sa/r means the kings’ and earls’ assembly
hall, cult hall or moot hall: the place in which the functions of ‘theatre, court and
church’ were united (see the comprehensive account in Herschend 1998). The hall was
at the centre of a group of principal farmsteads; it was the heart of the central places
from the later part of the Iron Age (a possible ranking of these places can be found in
Nidsman 1999: 1; Jgrgensen 2003), which existed all over Scandinavia, as is now increas-
ingly recognised. Places such as Gudme/Lundeborg, Sorte Muld, Lejre, Tissy, Toftegird,
Boeslunde, Jorlunde, Kalmargdrd, Norre Snede, Stentinget, Drengsted and Ribe in Denmark;
Trondheim, Kaupang, Hamar and Borg in Norway; Sloinge, Helgi, Birka, Uppdkra, Vi,
(Gamla) Uppsala, Hogom, Vendel and Valsgirde in Sweden (Munch ez al. 2003; Duczko
1993; Jorgensen 2003; Brink 1996; Callmer 1997; Larsson and Hardh 1998; Lundqvist
et al. 1996; Hedeager 2001; Hiardh and Larsson 2002; Skre and Stylegar 2004). Charac-
teristically, many of these sites are located a few kilometres inland, relying on one or
more landing places or ports situated on the coast (Fabech 1999). Although this is still a
matter of debate, such central places may have served as a basis for some form of political
or religious control exercised over a larger area; the radius of their influence went well
beyond the site itself. Furthermore, on several of these places a special building seems to
have served cultic functions as a pagan vi, for example in Uppdkra in Skdne (Larsson
2002) and Tissg on Zealand, which actually means “Tyr’s Lake’ (Jorgensen 2003; Tjr
being the war god among the wsir).

In addition to their ‘official’ function as trading and market sites, and as centres
where laws were made and cults were established, these central places were also associ-
ated with special functions such as the skilled craft of jewellery, weapons, clothing and,
furthermore, with special cultic activities performed by religious specialists. These
places were also the residence of particularly privileged warriors or housecarls (Brink
1996; Fabech 1998; Hedeager 20071; Jakobsson 2003). Some of the central places go
back to the fourth century (e.g. Gudme/ Lundeborg and Uppikra), but the majority do not
come into being until after AD 400. Many of these sites remained centres of power
and of economic activity far into the Middle Ages (for an overview of settlements in
Scandinavia, see Magnus 2002; Skre 20071).

SCANDINAVIA BEFORE THE VIKINGS

In the aftermath of the West Roman Empire, the Merovingians and subsequently the
Carolingians gained supremacy over neighbouring kingdoms by military conquest and
networks of long-distance alliances and gift-giving. Their form of political and eco-
nomic organisation, with centrally localised production sites, markets and emporia, is
reflected in the petty kingdoms of Scandinavia. Kings and nobles developed a great need
for luxury goods to fulfil the social and ritual obligations necessary to keep them in
power. The metal items, primarily weapons, jewellery and drinking equipment, are well
known in the archaeological records, while carved wood items, prodigal dress and fur,
food, alcoholic drinks, and the like are less well preserved and therefore less recognised.
The need for exotic raw material was the background for the increasingly intensive
exploitation of resources in northern Scandinavia (Myhre 2003: 91) and a closer contact
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with the Simi population, which in turn are manifested through the impact on the
Norse religion in the late Iron Age (Price 2002; Solli 2002). The emerging Scandinavian
warrior society with its dynamic and changing political configurations based on
alliances and military power, demanded extensive agricultural resources for its social
institutions as well. The reorganisation of the arable land, intensification in the pro-
duction process, expansive resource utilisation, a hierarchical settlement structure etc.
responded to this need. Manors with high density of buildings and evidence for
extensive resource consumption, including highly skilled metalwork and imported lux-
ury goods, developed during these centuries.

Against this background, however, the burial evidence is remarkably sparse. Gener-
ally speaking, during the late Iron Age cremation graves dominate and usually the grave
goods are therefore so heavily damaged that only small fragments have been preserved.
However, they confirm the impression of the rich material culture that existed among
the Scandinavian elite. Some impressive grave monuments were constructed during
this period, mainly on the Scandinavian peninsula. They are found in the inner part of
south-eastern Norway, generally in the best agricultural districts, close to rivers and
important land routes, and at strategic places along the coast. A remarkable site is Borre
in Vestfold with an impressive burial ground with a number of large mounds; the
earliest were built in about AD 600 and the others in the following centuries up to about
900. Borre is mentioned in the skaldic poem Ynglingatal as the burial place for the royal
dynasty of the Ynglingar, whom the poem claims to have reigned in Vestfold during the
seventh—ninth centuries Myhre 1992, 2003). Ynglingatal is first mentioned and used by
Snorri Sturluson in the 1230s, but ought to be from the ninth century (Myhre 1992:
301). During the same period comparable mounds were erected in Gotaland, Svealand
and in the province of Medelpad in Sweden. They were also situated in the most fertile
areas of the cultural landscape. Close to the old church of (Gamla) Uppsala, three of the
largest mounds in Scandinavia are to be found. They were all cremation graves from
around AD 500 and the early sixth century and the quality of the fragmented grave
goods confirms the status of the deceased. Uppsala, which is known as the religious and
political centre of the Svez kings in the Viking Age, had probably been so since the
migration period. Close to Uppsala two special burial grounds, at Vendel and Valsgirde,
are to be found. They contain burial mounds with unburned boat graves and grave
goods comparable with those of Sutton Hoo in East Anglia (Lamm and Nordstrom
1983). The cemeteries are dated from around AD 500 to 800 (Arrhenius 1983: 44).

In Denmark, the rich archaeological material stems from Migration-period hoards
and from rich settlements of the sixth, seventh and eighth centuries, while grave finds
from this period are sparse. No doubt, cremation burial practice was the norm during
these centuries except for Bornholm, where well-equipped humation graves are still in
existence (i.e. Jgrgensen 1990; Jgrgensen and Ngrgird Jgrgensen 1997). The only
impressive burial mound from Denmark is located in O/d Lejre on Zealand, dated to the
sixth century. Old Lejre is mentioned among others in Beowulf and in Gesta Danorum by
Saxo Grammaticus from around 1200 as the royal centre of the S&joldungs, the dynasty
of the Danish kings during the migration period. A newly excavated manorial site of
extensive size supports Lejre’s special position as a royal centre in early Danish history
(Christensen 1991; Jgrgensen 2003).

Lejre illustrates the kingly organisation of the late Iron Age. The presumed royal seat
was established and consolidated during the formative period of the sixth, seventh and
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eighth centuries, as were the royal centres at Borre and (Gamla) Uppsala. Whether the
written evidence contains a core of historical reality or not, the archaeological evidence
points to the establishment of a new political structure all over Scandinavia around AD
500. At the same time origin myths, royal genealogies, mythical tales and legends,
together with the symbolic language of animal style, ought to be perceived as the
ideological articulation of this new warrior elite, and the prerequisite for the emergence
of Germanic royalty. In their own way, they played an organisational role in the
establishment of these new kingdoms and served to demonstrate common cultural codes
all over Scandinavia.
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CHAPTER TWO

LAW AND SOCIETY

Polities and legal customs in Viking Scandinavia

—  ew@o

Stefan Brink

EARLY POLITIES AND PREHISTORIC PROVINCES

During the Viking Age Scandinavia was finally moving towards the establishment
of territorialised and unified kingdoms or states. Although we have no written
records for this, we must assume that there were several kingdoms or polities before the
establishment of Denmark, Norway and Sweden as major kingdoms. We know of several
people (gens) in Scandinavia, mentioned by classical authors at the beginning of the first
millennium, and by Jordanes in his history of the Goths, Getica, from around AD s00.
Many of these can be identified and geographically located, for example: theustes, which
should be the people living in the small province of Tjust; finnaithi, the people living
in Finnveden; and ostrogothae, the Ostgétar — all in southern Sweden; raumariciae, the
people living in Romerike; grannii, the people living in Grenland; and ranii, the people
living in Ranriki — all to be found in (medieval) Norway.

The provinces of Scandinavia, today called Jandskap, in prehistoric times called /and,
are certainly prehistoric, no doubt existent in and probably older than the Viking Age.
We have for example the name Jamtland mentioned on the runestone on Froson as
eotalont (J RS1928: 66), and Hadeland in Norway mentioned in the inscription on the
Dynna runestone (N 68) as hapalanti, both runestones dated to the eleventh century.

As is mentioned elsewhere in this book, Denmark and Norway began to emerge
as major kingdoms in the tenth century (see Roesdahl, ch. 48, and Krag, ch. 47, below).
However, state formation was a process covering several centuries. Many researchers
believe today that several smaller polities, /and, in Denmark were united into a kingdom
already in the eighth century (e.g. Olsen 1999: 23—37; Nidsman 1999, 2000). For
Norway, control of the smaller polities or /and — especially along the coast — was an
obvious struggle in the early tenth century, when the polities along the ‘North Way’,
obviously the coastal route, were united under the control of a king, hence the
emergence of the name Norway. Sweden, however, remained a very confederate kingdom
during all of the Middle Ages, consisting of different provinces (Sw Jand sg., ldnder pl.)
(see Lindkvist, ch. 49, below).

The interesting question, extremely difficult to answer due to the lack of written
sources, is what was the societal base for these smaller polities or Jand? It is probable that

23



— Stefan Brink —

Scandinavia had a similar situation to the one found for example in early Anglo-Saxon
England and early Ireland, with small kingdoms, lordships and short-lived larger
kingdoms. However, since we lack written sources in Scandinavia, we have no names
for the possible lords, petty kings, kings and ‘high kings’. Therefore, the mention by
Jordanes of a king Ropulf for the people called ranii (hence in Ranriki) becomes very
important (‘ranii, over whom Roduulf was king not many years ago’). It hence seems a
possible hypothesis that pre-Viking Age Scandinavia had a similar structure to Anglo-
Saxon England, and to the OId Irish fwath system, with small kingdoms or at least
polities under the control of a king, drdttinn, jarl or some other leader.

A toponymic analysis of these small Jinder, together with what we may reconstruct
from later written sources, indicates that what seems to have kept these communities
together was a common judicial custom. Attempts have been made to reconstruct focal
sites in these linder (often called ping, pingbrekka, pinglot, pingberg, pingmdt, pingvalllvglly,
Djddstefna, pjidarmdl, pjodarlyng, valllvgllvivelliv, liungllyng, lpt, haugr, fylkishaugr, logberg),
hence mounds, hillocks or plain fields, suitable for assembling, places where people met
for legal discussions and settlements (Brink 2003a, b, 2004). It is perfectly clear that
these legal communities were not working within an egalitarian peasant society, which
was the belief in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, but were instead a
hierarchical society, with kings, chieftains, free peasants, probably (semi-free) tenants
and copy holders, and, at the bottom, slaves. The question is hence, who controlled the
ping assembly? Was it a king or a chieftain, or was the ‘public’ important? What was the
role of the Lawspeaker and how was he picked out in the community — was he a chieftain
that ‘took’ the position, or was he elected to the office (if so, however, certainly from the
upper stratum in society)? Most probably someone ‘controlled’, maybe even ‘owned’,
the ping assembly. But with practically no written sources, we have to make probable
models from the few written sources we have, from toponymy and landscape analyses,
from retrospective analyses of the Old Icelandic literature and from early medieval
documents, and from comparing with the Frankish, Anglo-Saxon and Irish cultures.
The important knowledge we gain is that the Viking Age society, or rather societies,
were legal societies, for which the borrowing of the word /gg into the English language
(law, OE lagu < Pr.-Nordic */agu-) during this period is one obvious piece of evidence.

THE PROVINCIAL LAWS IN SCANDINAVIA

The earliest written laws in Scandinavia emanate from the high and late Middle Ages
(roughly eleventh to fourteenth century). They are to be seen as offsprings of the same
tradition as the Continental Germanic laws (leges barbarorum), such as the laws of the
Franks (i.e. Lex Salica), the Lombards, the Bavarians, the Anglo-Saxons etc., which,
however, started to be written down much earlier than in Scandinavia. The Continental
laws were all — in principle — written down in Latin, whereas the laws of the Anglo-
Saxon kings and the Scandinavian provinces strangely enough are in the vernacular.
The Scandinavian laws are not contemporary texts from the Viking Age. Therefore a
big issue in the discussion of these early provincial laws of Scandinavia has been to
decide to what extent they reflect earlier (thus Viking Age) legal customs, or whether
they exclusively reflect medieval legal ideology, mainly based on Roman and Canon law.
Hence, were these laws orally transmitted legal traditions and customs, which were then
written down, or medieval codifications and legislation by political agents in the Middle
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Ages, who based their law codes on Continental judicial patterns? In the nineteenth
century and more or less up to the middle of the twentieth century, the common stance
held, in principle, to the former, whereas today there seems to be solid consensus that
the Scandinavian provincial laws mirrored medieval judicial ideology, with a solid
foundation in Continental law and jurisprudence. Today researchers are — still — very
much occupied with comparing medieval Scandinavian laws with medieval Continental
(and Roman and Canon) law, trying to prove Continental influence on Scandinavian
laws.

A consequence is that in recent decades a focus has been on the Church laws (ON
Kristinn réttr, OSw Kirkin balker) within the provincial laws, rules of law which, of
course, have a background in Canon and Continental law. In recent times there have
been few analyses of other parts of the law, such as the behaviour between neighbours in
hamlets (Viperboa balker), the rural system and maintenance of arable fields and meadows
(lorpar balker) etc. (one exception is Hoff 1997, 2006). In these cases it would not seem
improbable that old, domestic customs are to be found.

With the massive reaction from the 1950s and onwards against earlier sloppy and
uncritical views on the medieval Scandinavian laws as codified oral law, mirroring a
prehistoric legal society — and more links between Scandinavian provincial laws and
Continental law will be found, no doubt — we have today a situation when it is time to
turn the whole question around and ask if there are any early intrusions or relics in the
laws that have been taken over from a customary, oral legal society.

The historian Elsa Sjoholm (1988) has been the most persistent in declaring that the
provincial laws of Scandinavia mirror medieval law, and that it is not possible to trace
earlier, prehistoric law. Sjoholm’s negative stance for finding early traces in the medieval
laws has probably been important for the lack of interest in the provincial laws during
the past decades. However, a few have continued to discuss law and legal practice in pre-
medieval Scandinavia, first and foremost the Danish legal historian Ole Fenger (1971,
1983, 1987, 1991), but also for example Peter Foote (1987), Bo Ruthstrom (1988),
Martina Stein-Wilkeshuis (1982, 1986, 1991, 1993, 1994, 1998), Anette Hoff (1997,
2006), Birgit Sawyer (1997) and Stefan Brink (1996, 2003a); cf. also Sverre Bagge
(1989, 2001), Jan Ragnar Hagland and Jgrn Sandnes (1994: ix ff.) and Magnus Rindal
(1994). Recently there has been a revival in interest in medieval laws around a research
group in Copenhagen (Ditlev Tamm, Michael Gelting, Helle Vogt, Per Andersen;
cf. Tamm and Vogt 2005).

TRACES OF PREHISTORIC LEGAL CUSTOMS
IN ICELANDIC SAGAS?

In the Icelandic collection of sagas, Heimskringla, we have the famous story told by
Snorri Sturluson about Thorgny, a lawman among the Svear and at their assembly in
Uppsala (Oldfs saga ins helga ch. 78), in a sub-province in Uppland. His forefathers had
been lawmen for generations, according to Snorri. Thorgny was known as a rich,
important and wise man and he had a large military escort (bird). In the same episode
Snorri gives us a description of an assembly meeting at the Uppsala ping (ch. 80): ‘On
the first day, when the thing was opened, king Olafr sat in his chair and his 4ird around
him. On the other side of the thing site sat Rognvaldr jarl (from Vistergotland) and
Thorgny in a chair, and in front of them sat the Aird of the jarl and the housecarls of
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Thorgny. Behind the chair and around in a circle stood the peasant congregation.” After
a persuasive speech by Thorgny that appealed to the congregation, the people made
noise with their weapons: ‘pd gerdi lydrinn pegar vdpnabrak ok gny mikinn’ (then the
people there clashed their weapons and made a loud noise).

In Olifs saga ins helga there is also the story of the sly lawman Emundr from
Skara among the Vistgotar, the most influential man in Vistergotland after the jarl
Rognvaldr. In this episode Emundr has a meeting with the king of the Swedes in
Uppsala where he tries to settle a problem, in which the law of the Gotar differed from
the law of the Svear: ‘er log vir greinir ok Upsala-lpg’ (when our law differs from
Uppsala law). Thus, at least for Snorri in the thirteenth century, the Vistgotar had their
law in the early eleventh century, and the Svear theirs.

This is, of course, medieval literature, and we have to take the stories for what they
are, literary constructions, but if we can qualify statements and details by Snorri and
others with information from sources other than literary sagas, we ought to be able to
listen to the authors of the sagas in a more historically observant way.

From what we know, it seems obvious that in early Scandinavia it was the custom
to make a noise with weapons at thing assemblies for expressing opinions, thus the
divisions of wapentakes in the Danelaw inform us, but the custom is also mentioned in
the much later Magnus Lagabgter’s Law (Jandslgg) (I:5; NGL 1: 409), where it says that a
verdict is not legally valid unless the people on the thing assembly, who stand outside
the marked-out and hollowed-out area where the judges sit, Jggrétta, give their consent
to the verdict by rattling or raising their weapons in the air (vdpnatak or pingtak).

In a famous episode in the saga of Egill Skallagrimsson the assembly at Gula ping in
western Norway is described: “Where the court was established there was a level field,
with hazel poles set down in the field in a ring, and ropes in a circuit all around. These
were called the hallowed bands (vébgnd ). Inside the ring sat the judges.” How accurate
may this account be? Is it to be looked upon as a fictitious literary invention by the
author without any historical bearings? Most probably, it is not. In the Gulathing
Law itself (ch. 91) it says that the ping site should have a round shape (pinghringr; cf.
Robberstad 1937: 198; Schledermann 1974: 374), and in the early Frostathing Law (I:2)
the word vébgnd is actually used; it says that the drmenn (bailiffs) from all fy/ki shall with
vébynd enclose the place of the men in the /lggrétta. In the so-called Hundabrevid from
the Faroe Islands vébgnd is mentioned in a context with lgghing: Var petta gort a logpingi
innan vebanda (Barnes 1974: 386), “This was done at the law ping within the hollow
bands.” Finally, the regulation of the use of vébgnd is also found in Magnus Lagabgter’s
landslgg (3:2) and bylpg (town law) (3:2). The background of the usage of hazel poles
to fasten the védbgnd on, mentioned in Egill’s saga, may also be based on fact. This
custom is for example known from Frankish Law (Lex Ribuaria 67:5) in the eighth
century.

THE THING SITE

Regarding the legal assemblies in Viking Age Scandinavia, we know for certain of their
existence (see Jesch 1998). A famous piece of contemporary evidence is the Billsta rune
monument in the parish of Tdby, just north of Stockholm. On two runestones erected
here one can read [ulfkil} uk arkil uk kui pir karipu iar pikstap ‘Ulvkel and Arnkel
and Gye they made here a ping site (pingstadr) (Jansson 1977: 121). Several other ping
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sites are known from runestones and place names in Sweden (see Brink 2003a, b, 2004).
It is also possible to reconstruct ping sites through archaeological excavations. One of the
most startling ones in recent times is the excavation at Pingnes outside Reykjavik in
Iceland. This may be the site of the famous Kjzlarnesping, mentioned in the Book of
Settlement. Founded by Porsteinn Ing6lfsson, the son of the first settler of Iceland,
Ing6lfur Arnason, this ping may have served as a kind of general assembly until 930, but
with no legislative role. A trace of this is that the chieftains of Kjalarnes and the
descendants of Porsteinn Ing6lfsson held the honorary title Allsherjargodi, the supreme
chieftain, whose function was to hallow the National Assembly at Thingvellir every
year. Except for the sparse information we get in the Book of Settlement and Ari’s words
in the Book of the Icelanders, very little is known of the ping assembly in Kjalarnes.
Therefore it is most interesting that recent archaeological excavations at Ellidavatn by
Pingnes have probably revealed this first assembly site (Gudmundur Olafsson 1987).
How old then was the ping-institution in Scandinavia? We cannot be certain. However,
in a ‘Stand der Forschung’ article, Per Sveaas Andersen (1974: 347) finds it plausible
that it goes back to the early Iron Age (i.e. before AD 600).

RELICTS OF PREHISTORIC LAW IN SCANDINAVIA?

For an analysis of our oldest legal sources in Scandinavia an obvious start would be for
example Baugatal in the Icelandic law collection, Grdgds; that is, rules concerning the
duty to pay and to accept payment for injuries. Although this law-rule is stuffed with
archaic words, it is very dubious, highly controversial and even uncertain if it has ever
been in use (see Barlau 1981; Sawyer 1982: 44; 1987; Meulengracht Sgrensen 1992: 169
f.; Jesch 1998).

Another possible departure could be the Old Danish “Vederlov’ (Witherlogh), the
penalty law of the king’s /ird, found in manuscripts from the late twelfth century, but
in two of these stated to be from old Knut’s days (understood as being from the time
of Canute the Great, thus in the early eleventh century). However, this law is also
very problematic regarding origin and age (Kroman 1975; Fenger 1983: 63; cf. Hjirne
1979: 151—208).

The Old Swedish so-called Hednalagen, that is, ‘Pagan Law’, has, as the title of the law
fragment indicates, also been assumed to be very old. The codex in which the Hednalagen
has been written down is from the mid-thirteenth century, but the age of the actual
law-rule is not known. The law discusses and regulates einvigi, the settling of disputes by
fighting, and some phrases have been looked upon as very archaic (see Nelson 1944: 57;
Stdhle 1954: 130 f.; Wessén 1968: 51).

In an interesting study, Peter Foote (1987: 63) analyses the Icelandic Grdgds,
especially Landabrigdispdrtr and Rekapdttr, and his conclusion is that these parts of the
law should be dated to the eleventh century. He even concludes that other parts of
Grdgds must be as old, perhaps even older, that is, from the pre-Christian period
(cf. Meulengracht Sgrensen 1992: 112 f.).

There are reasons to believe that the provincial laws may have older roots — words,
fragments and perhaps even law-rules — in their different provinces ({znd) respectively,
which are older than from the twelfth or thirteenth century. The codification, editing
and writing down of the provincial laws in books during the twelfth to fourteenth
centuries have, of course, seen the use of Continental law, jurisprudence and legal
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knowledge as the basis for the new product, and the transferring of laws to other regions,
as in the case of the Hilsinge Law, which is practically a copy of the Uppland Law. These
facts have naturally been revealed. However, for the tracing of older strata and details in
the laws, one has to look for things that differ. For example, the Hilsinge Law has taken
over the administrative structure from the Uppland Law, but used (obviously retained!)
a terminology totally unknown in the Uppland Law, which of course must have an
explanation.

THE FORSA RUNE RING: THE EARLIEST LAW
IN SCANDINAVIA

It is obvious that Viking society was a type of legal society, there is no doubt about this,
but it is very difficult to find traces of this and to reconstruct it. We have, however, some
— more or less — indisputable evidence of this legal culture in the Viking Age. One is the
inscription of the runic iron ring called the Forsa rune ring.

In the parish church of Forsa in the province of Hilsingland, northern Sweden, an
iron ring with a runic inscription has been hanging on a door for centuries. The ring
was observed and mentioned already in 1599, and the inscription was published and
translated around 1700 by the famous Olof Celcius. The ring measures 43 cm in
diameter and it contains nearly 250 runes.

Traditionally, and ever since an important and influential analysis of the inscription
by the Norwegian Sophus Bugge in 1877, this inscription has been called the oldest
legal inscription (law-rule) in Scandinavia. There has been consensus regarding the fact
that the inscription contains an ecclesiastical law-rule, regulating tithes, the protection
afforded by asylum in a church or the illicit cancellation of divine service. The main
argument for this being a church law is the occurrence of two key words, staf ‘(bishops)
staff” and lirpir ‘the learned (clergy)’, so read and translated by Bugge. The ring, and the
inscription, has therefore been assumed to be from the Christian period, although the
runes on the ring are very archaic; the same kind is found on for example the famous Rok
runestone in the province of C)stergétland (from ¢. AD 800).

In an important analysis of the inscription, made by the Norwegian runologist Aslak
Liestgl in the 1970s, he was able to prove that Bugge’s reading of lirpir was wrong.
Instead one should read liupir. This does away with the foundation of the traditional
interpretation and dating of the ring. There is nothing that forces us to tie the ring to a
clerical context any more.

The inscription reads:

: uksatuiskilanaukauratuastafatfurstalaki :
uksatuaaukaurafiurataprulaki :

: inatpripialakiuksafiuraukauratastaf :
aukaltaikuiuarrifanhafskakiritfurir

: suapliupirakuatliupritisuauasintfuraukhalkat :
inpaRkirpusikpitanunratarstapum :

: aukufakRahiurtstapum :

inuibiurnfapi :

which may be translated as:
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One ox and two aura [in fine} {to ?} staf {or] aura staf {in fine}l for the restoration
of a cult site (vi) in a valid state for the first time; two oxen and four aura for the
second time; but for the third time four oxen and eight aura; and all property in
suspension, if he doesn’t make right. That, the people are entitled to demand,
according to the law of the people that was decreed and ratified before.

But they made {the ring, the statement or?}, Anund from Tésta and Ofeg from
Hjortsta. But Vibjorn carved.

Today it seems more obvious to date the Forsa rune ring to the ninth century, which
makes its previous title of ‘the oldest law-rule in Scandinavia’ of course even more
accurate (Brink 1996; Killstrom 2007: 145, 201—2; Williams, ch. 21, below). We here
have a legal text, a kind of law-rule, from the early Viking Age. It has been proposed
that it regulates the maintenance of a v7, a cult and assembly site (Ruthstrém 1990). For
the failure of restoring the »7 in a legal way, you should pay fines, one ox and two aura
(grar) for the first time, two oxen and four grar for the second time and four oxen and
eight grar the third time, and failing this, all your property was to be suspended.
Perhaps the most important part of the inscription is the phrase svad liudir wigu at
lindrétti ‘that, which the people are entitled to demand according to the people’s right’
(hence, the law of the /and). Thus, we have here evidence of a special kind of law of the
people or the /and (most certainly Hilsingland), a liudréstr, cf. ON [jdréttr (see von See
1964: 57 ff.). This statement is unique for Viking Age Scandinavia, to my knowledge,
and it actually supports the statement by Snorri Sturluson, that different people had
different laws in early Scandinavia. The Forsa rune ring must be looked upon as one of
the most important artefacts of the early Viking Age, and for shedding light on early
Scandinavian society.
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CHAPTER THREE

THE SAMI AND THEIR INTERACTION
WITH THE NORDIC PEOPLES

e ——

Inger Zachrisson

uring the Viking Age a large part of the Scandinavian peninsula was inhabited

by Sdmi (Figure 3.1). Similar populations within the Uralic-speaking zone reveal
many common elements of society and culture, cosmology and religion, dwelling types
and settlement patterns. Sdmi territory was traditionally divided into sijte areas, a
territorial, economic and social unit. Society was socially and economically stratified; it
was changing, dynamic. Some Sdmi were probably settled. Regional differences were
still existing, but gave way to a more and more ‘pan-Sdmi’ material culture, and an
increasing religious and ethnic consolidation.

Central Scandinavia and the north Norwegian coast were important areas for contacts
between Sdmi and Nordic peoples. The archaeological material shows that there were
relatively clear and stable borders between their dwelling areas. Nordic expansion
northwards was primarily the result of an inner development, not of immigration.
Contacts between agrarian areas and hunting grounds must have been close and the
latter not primarily looked upon as ‘outlying land’ but as ‘a homeland’, where Simi
relatives still lived (Hansen and Olsen 2004; Schanche 2000; Zachrisson ez 2/. 1997).

Most of the written sources emanate from the early Middle Ages, but probably
describe the Viking Age as well. They give information about Sdmi in bozh northern and
central Scandinavia. But everything that is said about them is said by others. The word
for Sdmi is based on the Old Norse finnar (sing. finn) — it was through Nordic people that
knowledge of the Sdmi reached the world. Finnmark meant the ‘forest’ or ‘border land’ of
the Sdmi. Their own name, Saame, is recorded once, in an Icelandic saga from the
thirteenth century, in the word semsveinar (ON sveinn ‘young man’).

Skridefinnas (‘skiing Sdmi’) are depicted by king Alfred of Wessex ¢. AD 890 as
neighbours to the svear. Adam of Bremen writes in the eleventh century about Séritefini
living between Swedes and Norwegians, in the area of the Swedes, and that some of
them were Christianised. Historia Norwegie from ¢. 1150—75, probably written in south-
east Norway, describes Sdmi shamanism, and divides Norway lengthwise into three
zones from west to east: the coastal area, the mountains, and the forests of the finnar.
Snorri Sturluson, in the thirteenth century, and others talk about Simi in southern
Norway, for example Hadeland, Oppland, and possibly Hirjedalen (Mundal 1996,
2003; Zachrisson ¢t al. 1997).
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Figure 3.1

A schematic picture of Sdmi culture (vertical lines) and Nordic culture (horizontal lines),

¢. AD 1000 (after Zachrisson ez al. 1997).
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The Old Norse sources show that the Sdmi were a natural part of Norwegian society;
the two peoples lived in a kind of symbiosis. Some Simi moved to Iceland, according to
written sources and grave finds (Einarsson 1994). The borders between the peoples were
not sharp. The Norwegians knew that they shared the country with another people —
much more than later on. But the Sdmi were not looked upon as equals. Local petty
kings could have Simi in their service. Snorri Sturluson tells of a man named Finn, or
rather he was a finn. He was small and quick, a master on skis and with his bow, the
stereotypes of a Sdmi. He had long and faithfully been serving king Rorik of Hedmark
(Mundal 2003).

Finn was taken up as a Christian name in the Norse culture, and used in some of the
most aristocratic families. On the other hand, nearly all the Simi in the written sources
have Norse names. The concept finnkonge ‘Sdmi king’ shows Simi with a special status.
Conflicts between Sdmi and Norwegians are rarely described — it was considered wrong
to mistreat the Sdmi. The main criteria of Sdmi culture seem to be based on ecological,
economical and religious elements. Several people were probably bilingual (Mundal
2003; Zachrisson ¢t 2l. 1997). It was because of contacts, not in spite of such, that the
Sdmi for so long could maintain their own culture (Odner 1983).

One can distinguish between ten Simi languages today. During the Viking Age
their language area was larger to the south — Sdmi was probably the language in central
Scandinavia when the Indo-European language arrived (Sammallahti 1996; Strade 1997;
Wiik 2002). Influence from Sdmi to Nordic may be indicated as far south as Uppland
before AD 800 (Kusmenko and Rieller 2000). Many place names from the Iron Age and
the Middle Ages in Finn- or Lapp-, hence identifying ethnic origin, are to be found in
southern Norway, especially in the south-east (Olsen 1995).

According to genetic (mitocondric DNA) research, the Sdmi have a different genetic
disposition compared with other peoples in Europe. It could mean that they emanate
from a very old (west) European population (Sajantila ez 2/. 1995; cf. Hansen and Olsen
2004).

Differentiated societies are usually rooted in some form of surplus production, and
the possibility of using it in a trading position. The many prestige objects from the
outside world in Sdmi ancient monuments indicate exchange of a surplus. The Norse
chiefdoms functioned as redistributive systems (Odner 1983; Hansen 1990). When
they became established in the north, they depended on alliances with corresponding
societies to the south; one exchanges goods and marriage partners. In the north there
were to be found walrus tusks, exquisite furs and gerfalcons, prestige objects sought
after by the European elite — things that the Sdimi hunters had access to (Hansen and
Olsen 2004). Even if tax and plundering expeditions are mentioned, it was probably a
more varied reality with co-operation, useful for both parties (Odner 1983). But it does
not hinder an asymmetrical relation of power. The saga of Egill Skallagrimsson tells
about how Pérélfr Kveldulfsson in the tenth century in winter time went from Halo-
galand to trade with and tax the Simi in the mountains. From them he received fur
products, afterwards sold in England — ‘most went calmly but part of it with fear’
(Zachrisson ¢t al. 1997).

The north Norwegian chieftain Othere (ON Orzarr) reports to king Alfred of Wessex
in ¢. AD 890 that the finnas live along with and east of the Norwegians, hunting, fishing
and catching birds. Othere had 600 unsold tame reindeer, six of which were decoys. The
wealth of the Norwegian chieftains was said to be mostly in the tribute of the finnas,
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which was differentiated: ‘Each pays according to his rank. The highest in rank has to
pay fifteen marten skins, five reindeer skins, one bear skin, ten measures of feathers, a
jacket of bearskin or otter skin and two skip-ropes’, 60 ells long, one made from walrus-
hide and the other from sealskin. The size of the reindeer herd may indicate that it was
owned by several Sdmi. The chieftains seem to have divided the tribute from the Simi in
exchange for political patronage, goods such as agricultural products, imported textiles
or precious metals (Hansen and Olsen 2004). Historia Norwegie says about the Sdmi:
“There are also by the finnar numerous squirrels and hermins, and of the skins of all these
animals they every year pay large tributes to the kings of Norway, whose subjects they
are.’

When the kings’ power in Norway became stronger in the tenth century, the rela-
tions between the Sdmi and the Norsemen got more strained. During the eleventh
century the king got the fur trade as a monopoly. A surplus of fur probably lies behind
the many imported metal objects found among the finds of the ¢. ten large Sdmi sacri-
ficial sites in the interior of northern Scandinavia. The many Norwegian silver coins in
them are from ¢. 1050—1200. The coins were pierced, used as ornaments. But weights
here and at a dwelling site, plus non-pierced coins from another site and a grave,
indicate that the Sdmi by now were part of the ‘weight economy’ of Scandinavia —
perhaps as merchants themselves. Their society was well integrated in the trade and
economic system of the surrounding societies (Hedman 2003; Zachrisson 1984;
Zachrisson ¢t al. 1997).

Some twenty silver hoards from the tenth to the thirteenth century, characterised by
necklaces and bracelets, were found in the Sdmi areas in the north. The finds have a
complementary spread in comparison with the Simi sacrificial-site finds. The agglomer-
ation in the ‘border zone’ in Nord-Troms may indicate ritual depositions, perhaps
between representatives for both Sdmi and Norsemen, a symbolic confirmation of the
border between them. Some of the silver ornaments have a very low silver content.
Were they especially produced for the Sdimi (Zachrisson 1984; Hansen and Olsen 2004)?

Sdmi erected ‘hunting-ground graves’ ¢. 200 BC—AD 1300 in the inland of central
Scandinavia, which were as a rule cremation graves under modest stone settings
(Zachrisson et al. 1997; Zachrisson 2004; Bergstgl 2008; Skjglsvold 1980; Hansen and
Olsen 2004). Adopting burial customs from others does not, however, necessarily mean
that the underlying ideas were also taken over, but it indicates near contacts. Nordic
grave customs spread further and further north among the Sdmi in the inland of Sweden.
At the same time the agrarian areas at the coast experienced a boom.

Near contacts between Simi and Norsemen on a high social level are indicated at
Vivallen in Hirjedalen with twenty rich flat graves with inhumation burials from
¢. 1000 to 1200. They are typical of Sdmi graves as regards burial custom (orientation,
birch-bark shrouds), combinations of grave goods similar to those of the sacrificial sites
(locally made hunting arrowheads and pendants, eastern-type penannular brooches and
pendants, western coins and ornaments) and characteristic functional alterations of
objects, compared with their areas of production. There were objects of goat skin in
three graves. The dwelling site area nearby, from ¢. 800 to 1200, has up to now revealed
remains of two Sdmi huts with typical stone-filled fire-steads and bones of reindeer and
goats/sheep (Zachrisson ez al. 1997).

In the north so-called urgraver, graves of stone, and bear-graves, with ritually buried
bears, became characteristic Sdmi traits (Schanche 2000; Hansen and Olsen 2004).
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The Sdmi had a symbolic power in their magic, for which the Norsemen had great
respect. Sdmi figure as healers, advisers and masters of magic. Sdmi and Norse share
certain fundamental religious concepts, such as the seidr and the belief in magical
weapons and clothes. They fight together against the introduction of Christianity. In the
earliest Christian law codes for south-east Norway, written down before ¢. 1120, the
Christians are forbidden to go to the land of the finnar in order to have their fortune told
or to be healed. As far south as in Hedmark a Sdmi shaman hammer from about the
twelfth century was found at a dwelling site (Bergsland 1970; Zachrisson ef al. 1997;
Zachrisson 2004).

The Nordic peoples interpreted their relationship to the Sdmi in the light of myths.
The Norse live in Midgardr, the Simi in Utgardr. The goddess Skadi skis and hunts with
bow and arrows, like a Sdmi woman, and the Sdmi woman Snafrior became ancestress to
the Norwegian royal dynasty (Mundal 1996, 2003).

The Nordic and Sdmi elites exchanged marriage partners. There are women’s graves
with Nordic types of ornaments in Sdmi areas, and women’s graves with Sdmi types of
ornaments — often eastern, of bronze — in Nordic areas (Storli 1991; cf. Schanche 2000;
Zachrisson et al. 1997). Written sources tell of Sdémi women marrying Nordic men of
the highest level of society. King Haraldr Hdrfagri marries Snefridr, daughter of Svisi
the finn-king, who lives in a Sdmi hut at the royal mansion at Dovre in southern
Norway. They have four sons. In a high-status sphere Sdmi were evidently accepted
(Mundal 1996).

The ‘mats’ of birch-bark covering Nordic boat graves in Uppland were originally
parts of conical huts, Sdmi gdetie. Were they trade products or did Sdmi live close by?
Another question is why typical Sdmi items were used at such prestige occasions,
whether it was solely for practical reasons, or maybe also symbolical (Zachrisson et a/.
1997). The Sdmi have played a far greater role in both religion and economy than
formerly assumed (Price 2002).

The attire of Nordic Viking Age man — and woman — was evidently an ideal for high-
ranking Sdmi men. Male graves at Vivallen and Langdn Island in Angermanland con-
tained textiles of wool and linen: imported status objects. The richest man’s grave at
Vivallen shows ‘double-gender affiliation’ (he was probably a shaman): it consists of an
‘oriental’ belt belonging to the East Nordic/international male dress, and adornments
to high-ranking Nordic women’s attire, such as the necklace, knife and linen tunic
(Zachrisson et al. 1997; Price 2000). Such belts — perhaps signifying a shaman — have
been found in other rich Sdmi graves in east Scandinavia as well. Swords, on the other
hand, in Jimtland and Hirjedalen are as a rule found in hunting-ground graves,
not in those of the settled areas. Could this be a sign of Norwegian influence on Sdmi
(Zachrisson et al. 1997)?

The Sdmi functioned as specialists inside the Nordic economic system. They were

hunters and gatherers. Historia Norwegie says: “They are very skilled hunters, . . . nomads
who live in tents . . . these they take on their shoulders, fasten smoothed boards under
their feet . . . and move with their wives and children faster than the bird . . . whereby

the reindeer pull them.’

Sdmi women were of old specialists in preparing the pelts of animals, with methods,
tools and terminology of their own. The fur trade in the South Sdmi area was directed
towards Nordic people: the Sdmi words for ‘marten’ and ‘to prepare skin’ are here
borrowed from the Nordic language, while the same words in the North Sdmi area are
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from the Finnish language. The South Simi word for ‘snare’ is giele, but also snaarroe, a
word taken over from Nordic. It shows close collaboration (Zachrisson ez 2/. 1997).

Historia Norwegie also says about the Sdmi: “There is an enormous amount of wild
animals such as bears, wolves, lynxes, foxes, martens, otters, badgers and beavers . . .
squirrels and hermins.” The Nordic word for ‘fox’, ON refr, Norw rev, Sw riv, is probably
a loan from Sdmi/Fenno-Ugric to all the Nordic languages, which shows it to be an early
loan (Bergsland 1970; see Hansen and Olsen 2004). The black (or white) fur of the
mountain fox was one of the most valued of all skins from the north.

Trapping pits, usually in systems, for catching big game, elk or reindeer, seem once
to have characterised Sdmi culture, but later spread also to Nordic culture. In Dovre
there were such large systems that the meat, hides and antlers from reindeer caught here
must have been for sale at a large market, maybe a result of Sdimi—Norse cooperation
(Mikkelsen 1994).

Sdmi probably made skis for Nordic people. Most of the several hundred prehistoric
skis found in Fennoscandia are of Simi type, several with typical ornamentation. That
the Simi were specialised in skiing is stressed from the ninth to the nineteenth century
(Zachrisson ¢t al. 1997).

Sdmi were of old making exquisitely decorated objects of elk and reindeer antler,
often with resin inlay. Reindeer hunters buried in the south Norwegian mountains were
also specialised ‘comb-makers’, working in antler (Christensen 1986).

The much discussed stalotomter, a kind of hut foundations, may also indicate
specialisation. These Sdimi hut foundations, in rows, above the tree-line in Scandinavia,
indicate a new use of the mountains. It is debatable whether the dwellings were erected
in connection with hunting Mulk 1994; Hansen 1990), or for reindeer herding. New
types of location, with good grazing for reindeer, were now chosen for dwelling sites;
this was a new type of Sdmi society, based on a semi-nomadic living, which was
yet another economic differentiation (Hedman 2003; Storli 1994). Changes in the
vegetation indicate reindeer herding at S6sjon in northern Jimtland from at least the
thirteenth century and at Vivallen in Hirjedalen perhaps earlier (Aronsson 2004; Konig
Ko6nigsson in Zachrisson ¢t 2/. 1997). The South Sdmi language has words from before
AD 800 for driving with and milking reindeer. In all the Sdimi languages there are, of
old, special words for ‘tame reindeer’ as well as ‘wild reindeer’ (Knut Bergsland, see
Zachrisson ¢t al. 1997: 149).

Iron smithing is also stated during the Viking Age at Sjosjon, and iron arrowheads
like those from Vivallen and the sacrificial sites found there (Aronsson 2004). The
Simi seem to have been looked upon as specialists in this field according to written
sources, and it is indicated from hunting-ground graves of the Viking Age and before
(Zachrisson ¢t al. 1997).

Sdmi were well-known boat builders. A woman was buried in a sewn boat of
Sdmi type (Larsson 2007) in a Nordic boat grave in Vidstmanland, Sweden (Nylén and
Schonbick 1994). The Norwegian king Sigurdr Slembidjdkn ordered two sewn Atlantic
ships to be built for him by Sdmi in Lofoten. The Sdmi then made a feast for him — a
symbolic act.

On the shores of the border area in northern Norway, in then Simi areas, there are
hellegroper, oval/rectangular pits, used to extract train-oil from whale blubber or seal fat.
Some pits are so big that the production cannot have been only for local demand
(Henriksen 1995; Hansen and Olsen 2004).
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Thus, during the Viking Age the interaction between Sdmi and Nordic peoples was
intensified, especially in central Scandinavia. There was a high degree of reciprocity and
social acceptance between them. They had near economic, social and religious contacts.
Steadfast forms of collaboration developed, based upon the specialisation of the respect-
ive group.
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CHAPTER FOUR

WOMEN AND SEXUAL POLITICS

Py

Audnr G. Magniisdottir

ne late summer evening in 1238, the prominent politician and writer Snorri

Sturluson was enjoying the company of a few friends in his outdoor bath at
Reykholt. It is said that the men were discussing chieftaincy, which probably included
what characteristics a good chieftain should possess, how he should behave and perhaps
even what material symbols of status were necessary. Doubtless the men consumed
quantities of alcohol and in time started discussing the importance of alliances. Snorri
himself gave an account of his own well-planned ties through marriage, not only his
own, but even those he had planned on behalf of his children. Having been given that
account, the impressed assembly assured him that none within Iceland could match
Snorri’s powerful position due to his alliances through marriage (Sturlunga saga: 319)."

In the struggle for power in contemporary Iceland strong alliances were of utmost
importance. Snorri also believed that he had managed to secure his own position by
joining ties of friendship and marriage with many of the most powerful families in
the country (on Snorri as a politician, see Gunnar Karlsson 1979; see Faulkes, ch. 23,
below). His strategy had been to give his own daughters in marriage to men who were
socially and economically of the same standing as he was. But the social networks Snorri
had struggled for and which had impressed his friends, didn’t work out very well. In fact
one of his former sons-in-law was responsible for getting him killed. How could this
have happened?

Modern studies have tended to focus on the important role of marriage in medieval
politics as well as in the political strategies of later times, a view that is well formulated
by Georges Duby (1985: 19): ‘Marriage establishes relations of kinship. It underlines
the whole of society and is the keystone of social edifice.” This concentration on marriage
and biological kinship, which in modern society clearly has a different meaning than in
the Middle Ages, has meant that the social functions of other forms of relationship have
been neglected until recently, thus the role of friendship in medieval politics has been an
object of extensive research (i.e. Byock 1988; Althoff 1990; Jén Vidar Sigurdsson 1992;
Hermanson 2000). The treatment of marriage as the ‘keystone of the social edifice’ has
obscured the fact that monogamous marriage has not always been the norm, that other
forms of cohabitation were socially and politically as important as marriage, and that
kinship is changeable over time. Thus the concept family has to be discussed in relation
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to the historical context. In the Middle Ages blood ties weren’t necessarily the strongest
bonds between people. Similarly the phrase ‘politics’ is in no way unproblematic, not to
mention the expression ‘sexual politics’. What does it mean? And by whom are sexual
politics practised? Before going any further a definition of the phrase is necessary. In
Viking Age society — as in later times — women were subordinated to men. This
obviously meant that they did not have the formal right to take action in politics; their
possibilities of attaining power were thus minimal, as were the opportunities for them
to independently control large economic properties. Together with social and personal
honour (Pitt Rivers 1966; Henderson Stewart 1994), property is seen as one of the more
significant bases for power in medieval society, social honour being the type of honour
women could hardly ever achieve (for discussion about wealth and honour as the basis
for power in Iceland, see Helgi Porldksson 1982 and Jén Vidar Sigurdsson 1999; on
women, feud and honour, see Audur Magntsdéttir 2007). It is thus clear that women
neither had the formal rights nor the social and economic position to take action in
the field of politics. Yet there were women who had influence, some through their
husbands, some after they had become widows; in medieval Europe we even have
examples of women rising from the status of concubines to queens, which in itself could
illustrate the essential meaning of ‘sexual politics’ (Stafford 1983). On the other hand
we have no proof that indicates that these women had infended their future position;
most of them came to power after the death of their companion, hence they did not
exercise sexual politics. In the following the phrase ‘sexual politics’ will refer to two
modes of influence: firstly it signifies the actions of men planning their own and their
children’s relationships — marriage or concubinage — and secondly it will be used as
referring to women’s possibilities of exercising influence, through sexuality. This leads
us to the two main questions of this chapter: what was the political and social signifi-
cance of marriage and other sexual relationships in the Viking Age? Secondly, given that
the prospects of unmarried women achieving power were minimal, the question of
women actually taking part in politics will focus on women having, or having had,
sexual relationships with men (similarly, unmarried men were unlikely to achieve
essential power).

WHEN DID IT HAPPEN?

The myth of the ‘strong’ Viking woman, as she is illustrated in the Icelandic sagas, has
not been challenged with any intensity, in spite of the critical examination of the sagas
in general. The admiration for women like Gudrin Osvifursdéttir in Laxdela saga and
Audur Vésteinsdéttir in the saga of Gisli Sdrsson is still visible in recent studies, but the
question of this ideal woman’s whereabouts in time, space or even as products of the
authors’ mere fantasy is not raised. However, the historian’s possibilities of giving a clear
picture of the Viking Age in general are limited, as are the chances of getting a plausible
picture of woman’s actual situation (Jochens 1995; Jesch 1991). Hence, a study of
the political conduct of women during the Viking period is a challenge. The sagas are
inevitably at best the product of the thirteenth century, written by educated men of
high social standing, many of whom were directly or indirectly involved in the conflicts
and social changes that characterised the century. This undoubtedly had an effect on
their writing. Furthermore, the Icelandic sagas were composed in the same period as the
less known contemporary sagas, most likely by the same men. This in turn makes the
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striking disparity between the two genres’ ‘social reality’ interesting. Can this disparity
be the key to a society going under and a new one evolving?’

During the thirteenth century the Church grew strong as an independent institution
and accordingly followed the demands of the Church in Rome, among them the
demands of celibacy and monogamous sacred marriage. In the contemporary sagas
concubinage is common while the Icelandic sagas show a society where monogamous
marriage is the rule. In fact the scholar Einar Olafur Sveinsson (1940: 142) has described
the Icelandic sagas as the most monogamous literature in the world. What’s more,
women in the Icelandic sagas are far more visible than their sisters in the contemporary
sagas, and hold a stronger position. This contrast, on the one hand between the depic-
tion of intimate relationships in the two genres, and on the other hand their different
images of women, provides one possibility in approaching the use and importance of
sexual politics in the Viking Age. Inevitably this means that the point of departure is
the thirteenth century, that is, the period of saga-writing, and thus the focus of this
chapter will be on the contemporary sagas.

MEN’S POWER — WOMEN’S SEXUALITY?

It is well known that alliances through marriage were meant to create a bond between
two families. The obvious goal was to establish a strong horizontal connection between
the two groups (Audur Magnisdéttir 2003: 66). This type of relationship is typical
for marriage alliances, in which the families as a rule were of the same or similar social
and economic standing. But there were other means of creating effective alliances.
Friendship was one, fostering another. However, concubinage can be seen as the most
effective way of establishing strong, lasting and loyal alliances. In contrast to the
alliances made through marriage, these relationships were concentrated on one person
(in most cases of high social standing) and were vertical and hierarchical. In order to
show the difference between the two types of alliances it is fruitful to compare Snorri
Sturluson’s alliances through marriage with Sturla Sighvatsson’s relations through
concubinage and marriage. Snorri Sturluson and Sturla Sighvatsson were close
relatives. Sighvatur, Sturla’s father, and Snorri were brothers. Both Snorri, and in due
time Sturla, were active in the power struggle in thirteenth-century Iceland and
became competitors as Sturla gained age and strong alliances. From 1235 Sturla may be
seen as the most powerful chieftain in Iceland, but he was killed in the battle at
Orlygsstadir in 1238.

Before we go any further it is important to emphasise that in Iceland — as in the rest
of Scandinavia — the kinship structure was egocentric and bilateral. Each individual had
his/her own kindred; in practice this meant that only siblings had the same kindred.
This, however, was true only until they married. Marriage created new kinship ties. An
individual became a member of a new family and thus acquired new relatives. As a result
loyalties changed. The need for effective alliances was great and marriage could
strengthen the bonds between families. Within the same family, however, there were
several constellations created by marriage or concubinage, and conflicts of loyalty could
arise.

42



— CHAPTER 4: Women and sexual politics —

MARRIAGE AND SEXUAL POLITICS

When the time had come for Snorri Sturluson to marry, his mother had spent the
inheritance he should rightfully have had after his father’s death. Thus Snorri, at the age
of eighteen, was without property but of high social standing. His brother Pérdur and
his foster brother Seemundur Jénsson proposed on his behalf to Herdis Bersadéttir,
daughter of Bersi the rich and of P6rdur’s mistress, Hr6dny P6rdardéttir. Snorri had two
children with Herd{s but the marriage was not a happy one. The couple separated but
Snorri continued to control Bersi’s property.

Snorri also had a few concubines and with them another three children that we know
of. One of Snorri’s concubines was Gudrin Hreinsdéttir. She took care of his household
at Reykholt. They had several children, but only the daughter, Ingibjorg, survived to
adulthood. Gudrin was the daughter of Snaelaug Hognadéttir and the stepdaughter of
b6rdur Bodvarsson, who in fact gave his part of Lundamannagodord to Snorri, and in the
same year even the important farm Reykholt. Thus the relationship with the concubine
brought Snorri even more power and wealth than before (see Audur Magnisdéttir 2001:
68). Snorri used his children ruthlessly in order to ensure his political and economic
situation. His three daughters were married to some of the leading chieftains in the
country, and consequently Snorri established important alliances with the Haukdelir,
Asbirningar and Vatnsfirdingar. Through his own relationship to Hallveig Ormsdéttir,
the daughter of Ormur Jénsson from Oddi, and by far the richest woman in Iceland, he
strengthened his connection with the family of Oddaverjar. It was after having arranged
all these marriages that Snorri bragged about his good alliances in the outdoor bath in
Reykholt. What Snorri was striving for was to establish strong, horizontal relations
between his own social network and the leaders of other social networks, as strong as his
own. And, as his friends admitted, his efforts were promising.

However, marriage as a political instrument wasn’t always an effective way of
creating strong alliances. In contrast to what has been stated about marriage alliances
in contemporary Denmark, the relations between fathers and sons-in-law wasn’t particu-
larly secure in Iceland. Whereas in Denmark sons-in-law proved to be loyal supporters
of their fathers-in-law, and sons not, the circumstances in Iceland were the opposite
(Hermanson 2000: 174—5). A possible explanation is that in Iceland one could suppose
that sons and fathers had the same or similar ambitions, and strived for the benefit of
their own nearest family, the sons-in-law could, as leaders of other alliances, have
ambitions which in many cases weren’t parallel with those of the father-in-law. A
marriage was arranged between two socially and economically equal individuals, and if
the new son-in-law had his own political goals and alternative networks, he had the
possibility of standing on his own feet, or even opposing his father-in-law. In Snorri’s
case this meant that he couldn’t even be sure of support from two of his most powerful
sons-in-law, Gissur Porvaldsson and Kolbeinn ungi. Thus Kolbeinn as a son-in-law of
Snorri, but blood-related to Sturla, chose to support the latter when Sturla and Snorri
came into conflict.

Alliances established through marriage were indeed a bond of dependence, but if the
interests of the two families came into collision, each of them had the possibility of
acting independently. It wasn’t even certain that the two families had the same network
as a basis of power. This is one of the explanations of the frailty of the system. Strong,
horizontal ties could result in difficult conflicts between the leaders of the two networks,
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as the actors in many cases had the same social standing but an incompatible political
position. This, together with the kinship system being bilateral — where you not only
had different roles as son, brother, grandson, nephew, uncle, son-in-law and/or brother-
in-law, and had obligations to all of your relatives — made marriage an uncertain way of
establishing lasting and loyal bonds. This of course created a need for other comple-
mentary alliances. Fosterage and concubinage were as a rule vertical connections. Even if
the focus here lies on the latter, the character of both relationships makes an interesting
comparison to marriage.

CONCUBINAGE AND SEXUAL POLITICS

The insecurity of alliances through blood-relations may be well illustrated in the con-
flicts between Snorri Sturluson and his nephew Sturla Sighvatsson, in which case affinity
was no guarantee of alliance or a peaceful relationship. Furthermore, their conflicts put
their common relatives in a difficult position. The question of which of one’s relatives
one should support appears to be frequent in Sturlunga saga, and each time as problem-
atic. (For a short account of the political development during Snorri’s and Sturla’s
‘reign’ see Jén Vidar Sigurdsson 1999: 71—83; for the relationship between brothers
and nephews during the Icelandic Middle Ages, see Gudran Nordal 1998 and Torfi H.
Tulinius 2000.)

Sturla was an ambitious chieftain, and, like Snorri, he tried to establish strong
political alliances in order to secure his own position. As a young and promising
chieftain Sturla had a concubine, but in due time married Solveig Seemundarddetir,
daughter of the prominent Semundur Jénsson i Oddi. As a political alliance this
marriage didn’t work out well. Solveig’s brothers and sisters were tied to other families
through marriage, some of these families being Sturla’s prime enemies. As a con-
sequence, Solveig’s brothers could never give Sturla any support in his political struggle.
Instead, and in contrast to Snorri’s networks, Sturla’s most important networks were
those he established through his relation to the concubine Vigdis Gisl déttir.

Vigdis’ father, Gisl Bergsson, was a significant farmer (szdrbindi) in Midfjordur, a
district in which Sturla wished to strengthen his political position. Gisl Bergsson was an
influential man in his district, and by choosing his daughter as a concubine, Sturla
established a bond between the two families, and even got access to Gisl's own social
networks, mainly comprising important farmers in Midfjorour. As with marriage, the
relationship was supposed to bring benefit to both sides. Sturla himself attained the
support and loyalty of several farmers, including Gisl’s five sons, his nephew, and niece’s
husband. Their loyalty to Sturla and his father, Sighvatur, continued even after Sturla
got married. At least two of Gisl’s sons were at Orlygsstadir, where Sturla and Sighvatur
were killed, and they obviously were among Sturla’s closest supporters. The association
with Sturla was important to Gisl and his sons. Through their relationship they moved
upwards in the social hierarchy, which in turn affected their power position. But the
relationship was different from similar bonds through marriage. Gisl and his sons were
indeed members of Sturla’s network, but at the same time they were dependent on him.
If they opposed him, or failed in their support, they ran a risk of being excluded from the
network and thereby losing the benefits they had gained through the relationship. The
ties between Sturla and the family of the concubine were vertical — and hierarchical —
and can in many aspects be compared with the patron—client relations in contemporary
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Europe. The loyalty caused by the nature of the bond characterises concubinage in
twelfth- and thirteenth-century Iceland. As inferiors in social status, the family of the
concubine had neither contacts nor position to act independently against the chieftain,
which in turn resulted in strong loyalty and explains why these relationships were
stronger and more lasting than marriage alliances or even blood-relations. No less
important is that even though the chieftain could have several ties of friendship with
men of the same social standing as himself, the guardian of the concubine could not
establish more than one bond of friendship with a chieftain at a time. He could establish
networks with other farmers of the same social standing as himself, and to which the
chieftain also had access. In establishing friendship with chieftains, however, he had to
make a choice. As the farmer was bound only to one chieftain, problems such as which
one of your kinsmen to support never occurred in such relationships. Consequently the
relationships created by concubinage can be said to be stronger: loyalty was restricted to
one chieftain and could not be broken.

Sturlunga saga throws light on how marriage and other relationships, that is, con-
cubinage and friendship, were used to maintain, extend and strengthen the power
position of dignified men. In the Icelandic sagas friendship between men is common,
and the circumstances of marriage contracts are frequent objects of narrative. Women do
take action in the sagas: they incite to revenge, threaten their husbands and sometimes
even take part in fights. Examples of this are to be found in both family and contem-
porary sagas, not to mention the legendary sagas. A question that remains unanswered
is whether the authors were putting forth and thereby preserving stories from the past,
or if their narratives contained material from their own lifetime, or if the sagas include a
little of both. The form for behaviour, gender roles, social norms and codes must have
been familiar to the readers of the sagas, and perhaps the strong woman in many cases is
to be seen as a role model for negative behaviour.

Jenny Jochens (1980) has argued for the ‘educative’ purpose of the sagas, especially
regarding marriage and monogamy, while Preben Meulengracht Sgrensen (1993)
has studied the relationship between author, text and public in several of his works. He
underlines that in order to be understood the authors had to adapt their text to the
public they addressed. This naturally meant even putting forward certain propaganda
and/or opinions. Obviously this is highly relevant when studying women and gender in
the texts. Nonetheless the written sources must be seen as reflections of the society they
were created in, and perhaps the real position of the Viking woman is to be found in the
dissimilarity between the different genres. Let us have a closer look at the position of
women in Sturlunga saga and the Icelandic sagas.

WOMEN AND SEXUAL POLITICS

In discussing marriage, concubinage as well as other extramarital relations, the concen-
tration is often on the political role of these relationships, which inevitably leads the
focus of the analysis to men: men’s way of doing politics, men’s economic interests and
men’s struggle for power. But what was the role and status of concubines and was it in
any way different from that of the official wife? Under what circumstances could the
wife — or concubine — interfere as a recognised actor in the political arena? Through her
relationship to a man of a higher social standing, the concubine could advance socially.
This fact raises several questions that cannot be answered fully in this chapter. One is if
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the concubine thereby also advanced politically. Furthermore, it is interesting to discuss
the possibilities of women independently establishing relations like friendship and
concubinage, in which the man was equal or subordinate.

As stated above, medieval women were subordinate to men, to their fathers, brothers
and finally their husbands. However, the sagas show several examples of women who
go against their husbands, who take political decisions without consulting them,
who divorce their husbands and act independently. These examples in most cases are
women who in fact are socially superior to their husbands, and the saga-writers use this
difference in social standing as an explanation for the women’s behaviour.

Another explanation, which even clarifies the shifting opportunities of women in
other societies and periods, is that women can take a man’s place in his absence, but have
to withdraw when he returns. Nonetheless, none of the famous ‘strong’ women in Old
Norse literature are concubines. The position of the concubine was unavoidably less
secure than the official wife’s. Besides being subordinate to her ‘man’ as well as father
and brothers, on grounds of gender, the concubine was even subordinate in social
standing. This no doubt affected her position and possibilities of interference in politics
as well as her possibilities of deciding her own future. Thus Ragnheidur Pérhallsdéttir
was nothing but a mere object in the conflict between her lover Jén Loftsson and her
brother bishop Porldkur, and doubtlessly wasn’t able to affect the choice of her future
husband. When Sturla Sighvatsson got married, his concubine was sent home to her
father. And although Gissur Porvaldsson is said to have loved his concubine dearly,
neither she nor her sister, the concubine of Porgils skardi, are made visible in the saga.
An obvious explanation of the lack of ‘strong concubines’ may be that Sturlunga saga
focuses on the political struggle of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries where the main
actors of course were men. Thus it is difficult to get a clear picture of the concubine’s
status. However, there was probably a difference in rank between concubines of married
and unmarried chieftains. Hence even if Seemundur J6nsson had several concubines, he
also gave them responsibility for his various households, and after his death at least two
of his concubines had the same status as widows, which besides being economically
independent, meant the possibility of deciding the future marriages of their children
(Sturlunga saga 1. 299). In that way these women, in theory, were able to effect the
founding of new political alliances. Even if in Sturlunga saga we get a few glimpses of
women seemingly independently involved in social networks, only Pérdis Snorradéttir,
one of Snorri Sturluson’s illegitimate daughters, seems to achieve public acknowledge-
ment as a leader. After the death of Pérdis’ husband, Snorri attempted to take control
over his daughter and grandson, but failed. P6rdfs never married again, but took two
lovers and had one child with each of them. She obviously created her own alliances and
acted as a politician until her son was old enough to take his inheritance. By that time
P6rdis also withdrew from her former role, as she was now the mother of a man who had
reached adulthood and was ready and willing to see to his own rights. And, according to
tradition, the woman retired.’

Sturlunga saga reveals a society familiar to the authors. Sturla P6rdarson, who is the
author of the largest part of the compilation, describes events and conflicts he and his
close relatives took part in. Pérdis Snorradéttir, mentioned above, was his cousin, and it
is not unlikely that he admired her for how she had stood up to her father. Sturla’s
brother, Olafur hvitaskdld, has been pointed out as a possible author of Laxdwla saga,
in which we meet one of the most famous characters in the saga world, Gudrin
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Osvifursdéttir, the image of the strong Viking woman. Furthermore, Laxdwla saga
can be said to be the only saga in which a woman is the central figure. Indeed the
saga contains many exceptional ‘strong women’. Here we meet Audur djipidga, the
slave Melkorka, who turns out to be an Irish princess, Porgerdur, daughter of Egill
Skallagrimsson and mother of Kjartan Olafsson, and Brékar-Audur, the woman who in
spite of her two brothers takes revenge into her own hands. On the other hand none of
these women can be said to have practised sexual politics, possibly with the exception of
Melkorka, who in order to raise money for her son’s expedition to Ireland decided to
marry a farmer of good fortune (Laxdela saga: 50—1). Clear examples of how women’s
sexuality can lead to disaster and women using sexuality to accomplish their wishes are
on the other hand to be found in Gisli Sdrsson’s saga. However, none of these examples
shows a woman politically active and gaining respect as an actor in the public arena. On
the contrary, in most cases the counsels of women in the family sagas lead to disaster,
whereas the actions of their sisters in the contemporary sagas do not. The logical ques-
tion then of course is what conclusions we can reach from this contrast.

NOTES

1 Sturlunga saga is a compilation, in which [slendinga saga, by Sturla Pérdarson, constitutes the
largest and most important part. It is also in Islendinga saga that we find this tale of the feast
in Reykholt. Although we can never be sure of the veracity of the story, it nonetheless gives
insight into what qualities and contacts were regarded as important in contemporary Iceland
and Scandinavia. For a short but comprehensive account of the Sturlung Age, see Helgi
Porléksson (1993).

2 Ulfar Bragason (1991) has argued convincingly for the political significance of Geirmundar
pértur heljarskinns in the Sturlunga compilation and the political significance of Sturlunga
saga as a whole. His analysis has relevance for the study of the Icelandic sagas as well.

3 Cf. Laqueur (1990). — Lately Laqueur’s theories have been used in order to approach women’s
social, political and economic situation in medieval and early modern Scandinavia, i.e. Clover
(1993); Sjoberg (2001); Audur Magntsdéttir (2002).
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CHAPTER FIVE

SLAVERY IN THE VIKING AGE

Py

Stefan Brink

Early Scandinavian society was more or less until the 1960s looked upon as an
egalitarian peasant society, with free farmers, kings and chieftains (Sw bygdehivdin-
gar). In the Icelandic sagas and the earliest provincial laws there were, of course,
mentions of slaves, most commonly known as prelar. So the existence of a slaving
class was known, but not given any particular notice. Kings could have many prelar,
farmers some. This fact did not alter the view of the prehistoric society; it was still
looked upon as fairly homogeneous. When the number of thralls was discussed, some
scholars reckoned with large quantities in society, as many as ¢. 25 per cent of the
population.

No modern and serious discussion of slavery in prehistoric Scandinavia has, however,
seen the light so far. When the topic has been under analysis, the two main sources
consulted have been the provincial laws and the Icelandic sagas; the former evidencing
the last phase of thralldom in Scandinavia with the manumission of thralls, and for the
latter sources — the sagas — we always have the creeping suspicion that they describe
more the time of the writing of the sagas (thus mainly the thirteenth century) and what
these authors thought of or had heard of thralldom in the Viking Age.

It would hence be hazardous to use sagas and the provincial laws to reconstruct the
Viking Age situation of the thralls. In the sagas the thrall is always a stereotype — dark,
short and stupid, no doubt used as spice in the narrative to contrast with the blond, tall
and wise hero. The descriptions of thralls in these stories are far too stereotypical to use
in any serious analysis of Viking slavery (see below). What we can deduce from the
stories is the fact that many of the thralls in Iceland seem to have been seized abroad;
very often slaves from Ireland are mentioned. Another interesting aspect in the sagas is
the stories where a child of a female slave and an Icelander grows up as a free man and
makes a reputation for himself.

The provincial laws are the most important sources for us in our study especially of
medieval slavery (hence from the twelfth and thirteenth centuries). Here we get a wide
range of terms for slave, and we get an insight into the judicial dependence of the
slave in society (Nevéus 1974; Iversen 1994); there must have been legal rules in these
laws, which were based on old customs, hence older than the Middle Ages. In order to
understand prehistoric slavery, and to complement what we can learn from the laws,
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archaeology, onomastics, and especially the semantic and etymological analysis of
slave terminology are vital (Lindkvist and Myrdal 2003; Brink 2002, 2003, 2007,
forthcoming).

However, the first question to ask is, what is a slave? This may sound self-evident, but
the attempts to define a slave have been complicated, wide-ranging and problematic.
One prominent scholar has written on this topic: “The ambiguities of this word {slave}
are indeed so confusing that sociologists might be well advised to eliminate it from their
discussion altogether’ (Leach 1967: 14). A definition of slave and slavery must contain
social, economic as well as judicial aspects. What is characteristic of a slave in all
societies is that he or she is the property of another, being looked upon as a tool, a
‘thing’, not a human being, to be used or abused at the master’s will or whim. The slave
has no family, hence no social context, and the child of a female slave belongs to the
owner. The slave has no legal rights. He or she is a judicial subject insofar as slaves are
often mentioned in law-rules, but a slave could not act legally; it was the master of the
slave who talked and acted for the slave.

The philosophical justification for slavery, mentioned already by Roman lawmen
such as Ulpian and Justinian, was that a man who was defeated and caught in war and
not slaughtered had given up his right to live (Watson 1987: 8; Turley 2000: 3). In war
all defeated men not killed in battle should be slaughtered afterwards; that was the
custom not only in ancient Europe, but also among North American Indians and other
people. If their life were spared, they had forfeited their right to be free. They had been
given a gift, their life, but had to pay back by giving up their freedom, the right of
being looked upon as a human being; instead they became a tool for their master.

When we try to understand early society in Scandinavia it is obvious that it was
decisive for an individual to be part of a family and a social group. You were in a way
identified by your affiliation to a family, a group and a society. The worst punishment
you could thus get was to be cut off from this group and society, to be excommunicated
or outlawed, which has been described as a ‘social death’. In other words we can see that
our forefathers had another concept of freedom than we have. Freedom was not defined
as an individual freedom, but a right to belong to a fellowship, to be part of a social
group. A stranger was often considered as an enemy. It is from this perspective that we
have to understand how our ancestors could accept and even justify slavery.

The natural point of departure for all discussions on slaves in early Scandinavia has
been the ancient Edda poem of Rigspula. Here, we find an allegorical description of
society, in which named persons represent the social classes, among them the slaves. In
the poem, descriptions are also given of each person’s (i.e. each social category’s)
behaviour, name, daily occupation and physical appearance. This poem has therefore
been used as a kind of description of the tasks of a Scandinavian slave in the Viking Age
(‘to make stone fences, to manure the arable land, to herd pigs and goats and to dig
peat’).

Unfortunately, one has to use the Rigspula with great care and caution, especially
if the aim is to use it as a kind of cultural-historical source for life in Viking Age
Scandinavia (Dronke 1992: 671 ff.). The poem is a very special one, a mythical allegory,
in which the principal character, Rigr, as the god Heimdallr is called in the poem, bears
an Irish name (Ir 77, Olr rig ‘king’). Also the dating of the poem is problematic. Earlier,
the Rigspula was looked upon as an ancient poem, while later research has tended to
place it in the thirteenth century (Simek 1993: 294 ff.; Karras 1988: 60). However,
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there are scholars who even today are prepared, at least tentatively, to place the Rigspula
as early as the Viking Age (Meulengracht Sgrensen 1993: 164).

The relevant part of the Rigspula, in which we learn about the slaves, starts with Rigr
coming to Ai and Edda, and eventually begets a child with Edda:

Edda bore a child,

[...1

In rough linen she [wrapped}
the black-[skinned} boy.
[Heavy were his eyes} —

they called him Thrall {Prel/].
[...1

There was on his hands
wrinkled skin,

gnarled knuckles,

[scabbed nails,}

fingers thick —

face unlovely,

bent back,

long heels.

He began more then

to test his might

plaiting bast,

packing burdens.

He carried home then

kindling through the cruel day.

There came to the homestead

a gadabout girl.

Soil was on the soles of her feet,

her arm sunburnt,

down-curving her nose —

her name, she said, was Thrallwoman [P7r].

Children they bred,
had a home and were happy.
I think they were called
Bawler and Byreboy,
Clump and Clegg,
Bedmate, Stinker,
Stump, Stout,

Sluggish and Grizzled,
Stooper and Longleg.
They fixed fences,
dunged fields,

worked at the pigs,
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watched over the goats,
dug the peat.

The daughters were

Stumpy and Dumpy,

Bulgingcalves and Eaglenose,

Shouter and Servingmaid [Ambdit],

Greatgossip,

Tatteredcoat

and Craneshanks.

From there have come

the generations of thralls [Preela etter].

(from Poetic Edda, vol. 2: Mythological Poems,
ed. and trans. U. Dronke (1997)

© Oxford University Press)

It is very clear that the author is following a certain slave topos that is always found
whenever slaves are mentioned in Old Norse literature. The thrall was dark, short,
stupid, gloomy and ugly; this was in contrast to the tall, blond, handsome and attractive
hero. The picture of the thrall is often used in contrast to the free human being
(Meulengracht Sgrensen 1993: 161 ff.).

It is apparent that we are here dealing with literature. Therefore, one has to approach
the text with the utmost care, if one wishes to extract historical facts from it. This
literary topos is found again and again in the Old Norse texts. The thralls were not
only ugly, but also cowardly and stupid, as in the story of Pdrdr inn huglausi (Pdrir the
coward) in the G4/a Saga Sirssonar. This Pdrdr was so cowardly and stupid that he put
on another man’s clothes, whereby, owing to his stupidity, he was killed in that other
man'’s place.

To sum up, the qualitative aspects of the slaves and their situation during early times
are difficult to obtain in the Old Norse literature. The picture drawn here is based on
stereotypes and clichés.

THE TERMINOLOGY FOR SLAVES IN
EARLY SCANDINAVIA

An excellent point of departure for a discussion on the terms for slaves in Scandinavia is
to be found in a paragraph in the Old Law of the Gulathing (198): Tver ero hans hinar
bezto ambatter. Seta. oc deigia. oc tveir praelar. pionn oc bryti (i.e. “Two bondwomen are
counted as the best, the housemaid and the housekeeper. Two thralls are counted the
best, the foreman and the master’s personal servant’; GL trans. by Larson 1935: 144).
Here, we see that the early West Scandinavian ambdtt was obviously some kind of
collective term for a female slave, while the male counterpart was preell. The seta and
deigja, and the pjonn and bryti, were hence slaves with some kinds of special functions.
The most commonly used contemporary term for a slave was ON preell, OSw, ODa
preel. This word, which is assumed to go back to a Proto-Scand. *prahila-, has an obscure
background. Several etymologists connect the word with Goth. pragjan and OE preegan
‘to run’, thus ‘the one who runs for someone’. The word ambdtt, ambirt f. as a name for a
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female slave is believed to be a loan from Vulgar Lat. ambactus ‘servant’ (cf. Sw gmbete).
Other names for female slaves were deigjz, which is derived from the word deg ‘dough’
and which thus had the meaning of ‘the one who bakes’, and py f. (< *piujo), which is
closely related to Goth. piwi and OE peown. There are several other slave words formed
on the same stem, such as Goth. pius m. ‘slave’, OE péow m. ‘servant’ (cf. péowian ‘make
someone a slave’), ON pjinn, OE péowen ‘slave, servant’, ON pjd (< * pewan) ‘keep in
slavery, treat as a slave, torment’, Goth. piwan ‘keep in slavery’ (found in the compounds
anapiwan and gapiwan) (Hellquist 1948; de Vries 1962).

In Old Swedish we find the words fostri m. and fostra f. for male and female slaves.
The words have the meaning of ‘the one who is brought up in the household/on the
homestead’, which probably alludes to the fact that these slaves were not prisoners of
war, but were born and raised on the farm.

Names for foreigners sometimes have a secondary meaning of ‘slave, unfree’, which
has an obvious background in the fact that prisoners of war and kidnapped or bought
foreigners were vital as sources of new slaves. This is obviously the background of the
word slave, Sw slav, which is thus really the ethnic name, and also the word OSw v/,
ON walir ‘Celt; slave’, also in the adjective valskr, which goes back to Wales, Wallonia, etc.
The OE equivalent, wealh, pl. wealas, with an older meaning ‘foreigner, Briton, Welsh-
man’, had in Anglo-Saxon a secondary meaning of ‘slave’, which is believed to have the
same background — Britons and Welshmen taken as prisoners in all the battles between
the ethnic groups (Bugge 1905: 43; cf. Faull 1975).

The thralls did not make up a homogeneous mass. Some were labourers, working the
land and herding the cattle. They were probably — legally and economically — equal to
the cattle they herded. However, there were also thralls with some special tasks, such as
the deigja (above), and some obviously had qualified duties. We are here getting close to
a social category of trusted servants and officials. This was the case with the ON bryzi,
originally an unfree servant, according to handbooks, who during the medieval period
was transformed into a person of high status. The word bryt#i goes back to a Proto-Scand.
*byiitjan, a formation from the stem of the verb ON brjdta ‘break’. Thus, it is believed
that the original meaning of bryti was ‘he who breaks (and distributes the bread)’, hence
a semantic pendant to the OE hlafbrytta. The word bryti was also borrowed into Finnish,
as ruttio, ruttia ‘steward, slave’. A bryti seems therefore originally to have been some kind
of steward on a farm, a supervisor over the rest of the thralls. Later on, we meet the bryzi
as a steward on royal and lordly estates.

However, when we consult contemporary sources, such as runestones, we get a
different picture. In for example the inscription on the famous runestone at Hovgarden
(U 11) on the island of Adelsd, opposite the more famous island of Bjorks where Birka is
located, we can read: lit rista toliR bry[t]i i rop kunuki, Rezz let rista Tolir bryti i Rod kunungi,
which has been translated as “T6lir the steward of Ropr had them {the runes} rightly
carved for the king’. This very important historical runic inscription from probably the
middle of the eleventh century is not easy to interpret. Elias Wessén (in U) assumes that
the erecting and carving of the inscription was commissioned by the king. Wessén, and
many with him, have connected the passage ‘bryti i Rodh’ with the case in the Ostgota
Law (Drapsb. 14) which deals with iarls bryti i ropzs bo, and he thinks that Tolir bryti was
the king’s ombudsman in the district called Roden (i.e. the coastal area). Erland Hjirne
(1947: 25—55; cf. Rahmqvist 1994: 109) argues — in my opinion quite convincingly —
against Wessén’s interpretation, and instead proposes that Tolir bryti was a bailiff, a
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manager on the royal farm Hovgédrden. This runic evidence indicates that a bry# in the
tenth and eleventh centuries was to be found rather high up the social ladder, in the case
of the Hovgérden stone a man in close proximity to the king, probably his bailiff, and
hence not a slave on the very lowest rung.

It has to be admitted that we have very little knowledge of the status of the thrall
and the number of slaves in prehistoric Scandinavia. Probably it is quite wrong to
compare the situation of a Scandinavian thrall with that of a slave in the Roman Empire
2,000 years ago or in North America during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.
According to the etymological evidence of the contemporary terms for ‘slave’ in early
Scandinavia, the diversified meanings found may suggest different kinds of dependence
on an authority. The original meaning of several terms is ‘servant’. This dependence may
not have been an extremely repressive relation between the servant and the master and
may instead have been more of a ‘client—patron’ relationship.

It is not possible to rely on the fact that the meaning ‘slave, thrall, unfree’, found in
lexica and encyclopaedias, was valid and adequate also in prehistoric times. From the
etymological list above, it is evident that an often recurring, semantic component
was ‘servant’. There is nothing that excludes the possibility that a word in an earlier
language stage had the meaning ‘(free) servant’, that later on was changed to ‘(unfree)
servant, slave’, and vice versa. Hence, it is possible that, for example, in the word ON
praell we have a semantic component of ‘servant’, in the form of a kind of dependence
between a superior and an inferior, maybe a warrior, craftsman or a priest, that is, a
patron—client relationship.

We know that a free man could give himself as a slave to another, to settle a debt or
because of poverty. From this fact it is close to a case where someone is giving up his
freedom and accepts a judicial slave status as, for example, a warrior in a hird. By taking
an oath of fidelity a young man could be taken up as a warrior in a king’s or a chieftain’s
personal hird. By doing this, he accepted to come under the master’s personal jurisdic-
tion, literally he laid his life in his hand, but he was probably socially elevated, being
close to the king or chieftain, having a seat in his hall. This kind of warrior could be
called a karl, ON rekkr/OSw *rinkr or sveinn. This is to be illustrated with, for example,
the ON weringi, Sw viring, institution (Russian varjagu, Greek varangoi). A véringlvarjag
was the name for a Northman gone east and taken up duty in the hird of the Byzantine
emperor in Constantinople. The word goes back to a Proto-Nordic *waragangja-, a
compound of vir, OF weer f., OHG wara ‘oath, treaty, fidelity’ and the verb gangjan
‘walk’, hence ‘someone who takes an oath, enters into a treaty’.

WHAT WERE THE FUNCTION AND THE NUMBERS
OF SLAVES?

The numbers of slaves assumed in early research are in my opinion grossly over-
estimated. When Northmen were dealing with slaves, in Ireland, Anglo-Saxon
England or Francia, large quantities could have been taken. But the custom seems to
have been either to take them as hostage and then ask for a large ransom, or to sell them
at some slave market. The bringing home of slaves to Scandinavia was certainly a fact,
but in my opinion only on a small scale; probably the slave was seen as a precious
commodity, to show off. I think slaves were fairly uncommon in society. There might
have been working slaves on ordinary farms, but larger quantities were probably only to
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be found on chieftains’ and well-to-do farmers’ farms. This could be reflected in some
‘double graves’, found in Denmark and Sweden, where one of the buried is often
beheaded and has his or her hands tied (interpreted as a slave) and the other one is
obviously a wealthy man or women with rich grave goods.

Regarding the function of slaves, they were probably of a wide range, from the chattel
slave, the preel/, working on the fields and herding cattle, sheep and swine, via household
slaves, as the py, deigja, fostra and amma, to officials and stewards fairly high up on the
social ladder, but judicially on a slave rank, as probably were the bryzi. A warrior in a
personal hird was probably in reality legally unfree, but had a fairly high social status.
The slave institution in prehistoric Scandinavia was hence, depending on economic,
social and legal aspects, probably rather complex.
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Living space
CHAPTER SIX

NAMING THE LAND

Ly

Stefan Brink

he Viking Age in Scandinavia is — unlike in Francia, Ireland and Anglo-Saxon

England — a prehistoric period, hence with practically no written sources. To be able
to write the Viking history for Scandinavia we therefore have to rely upon other sources,
of which archaeology, of course, is the most important. Another vital source are the
place names, especially the names of settlements.

BACKGROUND TO THE TOPONYMIC STUDY
IN SCANDINAVIA

The study of place names (toponymy) has a long history in Scandinavia, being more or
less the cradle of research in this field. A couple of Scandinavian historians and especially
philologists produced some groundbreaking research in this field in the nineteenth
century; one to be mentioned is Oluf Rygh, Professor of Archaeology in Oslo, and the
founder of the series Norske Gaardnavne, which would become a foundation and guide-
line for future research.

What these early founders of the discipline were attracted by was the possibility
of extracting historical information from the old place names after they had been
scrutinised and interpreted in a linguistically solid way, according to known language-
historical rules. This material also lacks the problems related to letters, hagiographies
and chronicles, which are nearly always biased in some respect and difficult to use. On
the other hand, although the place names are linguistic entities, we do not get the full
historical narratives, only a contextual hint. But since place names are a mass material,
their potential as socio- and cultural-historical sources becomes great.

Place names have recently been highlighted again for their potential in landscape
studies (Tilley 1994: 18 f.). Since every name carries some historical information, place
names can make the landscape ‘speak’ to us. The names give another dimension to the
silent archaeological sources. They become small narratives that can be used in retelling
the history of an early landscape, a field of research that I have called spatial history, hence
whose aim is to write a history where people are not the agents, but the landscape is.

A crucial prerequisite for using place names in this way is to have them dated. This
problem has been discussed for nearly two centuries, and we now have a fairly solid
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chronology for the Scandinavian settlement names (Brink 1983, 1984; Strid 1999:
43 ff.). One important terminus is the transfer of place names, words and elements
from Scandinavia to the British Isles, and there especially to the Danelaw. From this
evidence we can see that in early Viking Age Denmark the usage of the element -by
must have been widespread, since so many English place names ending in -by of Danish
origin are to be found in England, and in the same way elements such as -preir and
-bdlstadr must have been in use in Norway, since they so often occur in northern
England, Scotland and the Isles. On the other hand, ancient Scandinavian elements such
as -vin, -heimyr, -losa and -lev/-lov are never found in the British Isles, which must indicate
that these place-name elements had ceased to be productive in the Viking Age, and
hence must be older. (For the Scandinavian place names in Britain, see Fellows-Jensen,
ch.28, below.)

The oldest place names we know of in Scandinavia are from the early Iron Age,
perhaps some also from the Bronze Age, mainly denoting large features in the landscape,
such as lakes: Vittern (OSw Vetur), Vinern (OSw Venir < *Vaniar), Siljan (OSw
*Sylghir), Mjisa (ON Mjgrs < *Mersa), islands: Ven (< *Hwadn?), Tjorn (ON Pjirn),
Rdédmanso (< Rudma), bays: Bleking (< *Blekungr), Fold, Sogn, and large rivers: Ljusnan
(< Litsn), Nidelva (< Nid), *Jostra (< *]dstra or Jastra), Viskan (OSw Visk). From this
period some classical authors (e.g. Tacitus, Jordanes) also mention several ‘people’ in
Scandinavia: for example theustes ‘the people living in Tjust, Smdland’, hallin ‘the people
living in Halland’ (originally obviously the southern part of the later province of
Halland), ranii ‘the people living in Ranriki’ (northern Bohuslin), grannii ‘the people
living in Grenland, Norway’ and raumariciae ‘the people living in Romerike, Norway’
(Brink forthcoming). The oldest settlement names we today fairly securely date to the
Roman period (¢. 0—400), such as names in -hem/-heim (cf. Germ. -haim and Eng. -ham),
-inge, ~lev/-lov, -ldsa, -vin (cf. Goth. winja ‘meadow’).

SETTLEMENT NAMES

The bulk of settlement names for the central areas in Sweden and Norway emanates
from the early Middle Ages (corresponding to the late Iron Age in Scandinavia, c. AD
500—1100), where very often the parish names (also in Denmark) are from the early Iron
Age. The major place-name elements from this period are -stad (< OScand. stadir), -by/
-bg, -land and -sater/-set. The last two most certainly originally denoted some kind of
arable land or meadow, whereas the first two probably denoted the actual farm. The -stad
names normally have a personal name as the qualifier, as in Gistad (Gislastadum 1375;
< OSw Gisle) in Ostergotland and Hagnesta (Haghnastom 1384; < OSw Haghne) in
Helgona, Sodermanland, but not always. It is not uncommon with a place name
or a topographical word as the first element, for example Sirviksta in Hilsingland
(< Viklingsstadir where *Viklingr is a lake name). The Scandinavian -by names from this
period never contain a personal name. Instead many -by names have a first element
relating to landscape features, for example Ekeby (< *Ekiby ‘the farm by the oak grove’),
Myrby (< *Myriby ‘the farm by the bog’), S#by ‘the farm by the lake or sea’, which is also
the case for the -/and and the -sater names. This trait makes them different from the -by
names of Scandinavian origin in England, where we often find a personal name as the
qualifier. There are great regional differences regarding the distribution of these place
names in Scandinavia: -sfzd names and -y names are very common in Sweden, -sez names
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Figure 6.1 The settlement district of Markim-Orkesta in Uppland, Sweden. (Drawing: Stefan Brink.)

are plentiful in Trgndelag in central Norway, while -/and names are typical in south-
western Norway.

For especially eastern central Sweden the place names ending in -4y and -stad make up
the large bulk of settlement names within the settlement districts. This is an indication
that these districts saw a restructuring or a new colonisation during the middle and
second half of the first millennium. It is also an indication that these districts were more
or less fully colonised during this period, with no possible expansion with new medieval
farms. One example of this kind of ‘fossilised’ late Iron Age settlement district is the
Markim-Orkesta district, north of Stockholm, in the province of Uppland (Figure 6.1).
Here we find a couple of place names ending in -inge and -tuna, which are probably to be
placed in an earlier settlement-historical phase than the many -by and -sza(d) names.

During the high and late Middle Ages (. 1000—1500) new areas were colonised
(especially during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries) and many new settlements
established. Major place-name elements for these new farms and hamlets are -zorp, -rud,
-ryd, -rod/-rod, -boda, -bile. Place names ending in -forp and -rgd make up the large part
of the Danish settlement names, obviously indicating radical changes in the landscape
and settlement structure. It seems likely that several of these -torp and -rsd names are to
be dated to as early as the tenth century. Also in southern Sweden place names ending in
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-torp and -ryd, -rid are common for medieval settlements, whereas we find names ending
in -boda and -bile in northern Sweden from this period. In Norway the major element
from this period of settlement expansion is -rzd. In these twelfth- and thirteenth-
century settlement names normally the first element is a man’s name (perhaps the one
who first cleared the land).

These ‘medieval’ place-name elements often denoted a clearance or swidden, as in
-ryd, -rud, -rod|-rid (< rud-lraud-), -rinning (< raudning-), -sved (< swid-), -fall (‘chopped-
down forest’) etc. In other cases the names denoted the new farm or croft, which was
often a single farm in the forest, such as -boda (-bopar ‘sheds, barns’) and -bile (< bol-ia-
‘farm’). The element -forp (< porp) has probably a special background (cf. Hellberg
1954). It is found all over southern Scandinavia (including southern Norway). It is
somewhat problematic, since a few of these names are obviously not from the Middle
Ages, but are really ancient, hence should be placed among place-name elements such
as -lev/-liv, -heim and -vin. The etymology of this ancient torp is not clear. The medieval
element forp, however, must be seen in a context of the huge colonisation in northern
Europe during the high Middle Ages, within a new ‘feudal’ agrarian system with a
‘manor’ and dependent tenant farms within an estate. In Germany these tenant farms
often had the name dorf (< porp), and the word for such a dependent farm was spread
with the new colonising strategy to Scandinavia. Early on, the element zorp must have
developed into a meaning of secondary farm, a farm detached from a hamlet etc., hence
not always denoting a tenant farm within an estate.

DISTRICT NAMES AND THE NAMES OF
THE COUNTRIES

The names of the Scandinavian countries are — apart from Iceland and Greenland — much
older than the Viking Age. Denmark (Danmark) contains the word mark ‘dividing forest’
and the name of the people Danir. Traditionally the name is understood as a pars-pro-toto
name, originally denoting the forest that divided the people from the Saxons in southern
Schleswig. The meaning of the name of the inhabitants, Danir, is obscure and still much
debated.

Sweden is a compound of svear and pjdd ‘people’, hence originally meaning ‘the svea
people’. The name of the Swedes (Svear) has been interpreted as an autonym, a self-
praising name ‘we ourselves’. The ethnonym occurs in Svizriki ‘the riki of the svear’,
which can be found in the present-day name of the nation in Scandinavian languages,
Swverige, and Svipjéd (an old stem composition), which is used as the basis for the name
of the Swedish nation in English (Sweden), German (Schweden) and French (Suéde). The
name of the people, Svipjdd, was commonly transferred to the area where the Svizr lived,
and there is a consensus today that from early on and into the transitional period
between prehistory and history in Scandinavia (around the eleventh century), Svipjid
is to be identified and located to the region around Lake Milaren in eastern central
Sweden, comprising the provinces of Uppland, Sidermanland ‘land of the people living to
the south’ and Vistmanland ‘land of the people living to the west’. Probably Sv#pjid was
identified with this core area of the Svizr, whereas Svizriki and Sviaveldi were used for an
extended Svia state (r7%&7), later on comprising regions obviously not originally under
Svia control, such as the region of the Gitar (Andersson 2004; Brink forthcoming).

Norway (Norge, Noreg) is different from the other two, since it does not contain
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an inhabitative name. Instead it seems to be a name of the route along the western
Norwegian coast, towards Trgndelag and Halogaland. This is the route (Nordwegh)
which Othere describes that he travelled from his home down to Kaupang, of which we
have a famous description from the 89os (Bately and Anglert 2007). This name became
so identified with the land along the route that it gave its name to the country. Hence,
Norway goes back to a Proto-Nordic *Nord(ryvegr, originally ‘the north way (route)’,
where the fricative dental must have been lost early, reduced between two other conson-
ants, in the same way as for the adjective ON norrenn ‘northerly’ (< nordrenn). We may
compare it with ON vestruegr ‘land to the west’, austrvegr ‘land to the east’ and sudrvegr
‘land to the south’ (which could be especially Germany or Italy) (Brink 2007a: 66).
Place names become a very important source for reconstructing a prehistoric and
early medieval organisational and administrative structure (Andersson 1965, 1982;
Brink 1996, 1997). A basic societal entity in early Scandinavia was the bygd, which may
be translated as ‘settlement district’. A bygd was an often naturally demarcated settle-
ment district, comprising several hamlets and single farms with their arable land
and meadows, surrounded by forests. We can see that they were looked upon by their
neighbours as a unit, and therefore given a name related to some characteristic natural
feature in the district (a lake, river, mountain etc.) or a collective name of the people
(e.g. a compound with -ingar) living in the district. The place names also reveal that the
bygd was probably a social, judicial and cultic unit, since we are very often able to

Ockelbo

| Norrbo
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| “Sjulsbo
- Nordanasbo -
' Akrarna
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Figure 6.2 The settlement district of Ockelbo in Gistrikland, Sweden, a small, probably Viking Age
bygd around a lake *Okle (today Bysjon), with the centrally placed Vi ‘pagan cult site’, where the church
was erected. (Drawing: Stefan Brink.)
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reconstruct a communal focus, with cultic and judicial indications. One example may be
the bygd Ockelbo in the province of Gistrikland in Sweden (Figure 6.2). Here we have a
small late Iron Age (probably Viking Age) bygd, surrounded by deep forests. The name
of the bygd is a compound of a lake name OSw Ok/e and bo ‘settlement district’. In the
very centre of the bygd, where a land route (an esker) and a watercourse (a river) crosses,
we find the place name Vi, denoting a pagan cult site (cf. German weibe ‘consecration’,
weihen ‘consecrate, make holy’, weibnachten ‘Christmas’, i.e. “The Holy Nights’). In this
hamlet a church has also been erected for this parish. It seems more than probable that
this place was the communal gathering place, as well as for social and judicial matters,
for this district.

Also in eastern central Sweden, but with traces in Denmark and Norway, we find
some really interesting place-name milieus, which obviously indicate some political
power in the landscape. I have called these milieus ‘Central Place Complexes’ (Brink
1996: 238), and they seem to be from the Vendel/Merovingian period and the Viking
Age, hence the second half of the first millennium. Normally we find as a focus in these
districts a place name with tuna or husa, probably denoting a king’s or a chieftain’s farm
or ‘manor’. Close by we nearly always find a place name Husby (< Husaby), which was the
name of a farm belonging to the king’s bona regalia during the Middle Ages (Brink
2000). The plausible assumption is that the husaby has taken over the administrative
function from the older ‘estate’. Also in the centre of the district we find one or several
place names indicating cultic activities: theophoric names, such as Torsdker ‘the arable
land dedicated to the god Pérr’, Ullevi ‘the cult site dedicated to the god Ully’, Frislunda
‘the grove dedicated to the god Freyr’ etc., names containing a cultic element or
obviously associated with cultic activities, Vi, Hov/Hof, Vang, Aker, or sometimes the
actual focus, the ‘estate’, has a theophoric qualifier, as in Ullerdker ‘the arable land
dedicated to the god Ullr’ and Torstuna ‘the “estate” dedicated to or in some way linked
to the god Pérr’. Moreover, in these milieus we nearly always find place names such
as Kar(le)by (< Karlaby), Rinkeby/Rickeby (< Rinkaby), Svenneby (< Sveinaby) or Tegneby
(< Tegnaby), hence with the qualifier in the plural. It has been assumed, with Anglo-
Saxon parallels (ceorl, rinc), that these words, karl, *rinker/rekkr, sveinn and pegn, denoted
some warriors who were obviously placed in the district. Finally we very often find one
place name, Smedby (< Smipa(r)by), obviously denoting one or more blacksmith(s), who
could forge weapons or jewellery, and one G#//berga in these milieus. No one has hitherto
been able to explain the background to this last name, but I would tentatively see this in
the context of a prehistoric guild (gi//e or *gill) institution, hence a kind of social unit, a
communal grouping, of which we know very little, but which could have been similar to
the Icelandic hreppr institution (see Brink 2008). (For examples of districts of this kind
see Hellberg 1979; Brink 1997: 418-31; 1998: 301—22; 1999.)

In the Viking Age we are for the first time faced with administrative districts, in
southern Scandinavia called herad, around Lake Milaren in central Sweden called
hundare, and in Norway called fy/ki. The harad institution is mentioned in a letter from
1085 and hundare is mentioned on one of the Jarlabanki runestones in Tdby (U 211),
Sweden, dated to ¢. 1050. The word fy/ki is a derivation of the word folk ‘people’,
originally probably ‘the armed men’; herad is disputed regarding its etymology, but
the first element seems to be the word heer ‘a group of warriors, warband’, and one of the
interpretations of hundare is that it is a compound of hund ‘hundred’ and her ‘army,
warband’. These administrative districts are thus the Scandinavian equivalents to the
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Anglo-Saxon hundreds (note, however, that OSw hundari is not linguistically identical
with OE bundred). In other words all these administrative terms are linked to armed
men, a force. The traditional explanation for both hwrad and hundare is that they have a
background in the naval organisation called the OSw Jepunger, ODa lething, ON leidangr
(Andersson 1965, 1982; cf. Lund 1996).

For reconstructing this hundred division the place names become vital. In the same
way as for the bygd, the hundred names have a background in either a name of the settle-
ment district, the bygd, which hence was used as a unit for the hundred, or the assembly
place of the district, hence the thing site (Andersson 1965, 1982; the same is the case for
the Anglo-Saxon hundreds, see Anderson/Arngart 1934, 1939a, b). For example the
name Mgre heerad in Sméaland has an older history as a name of a settlement district, a
bygd or a land, mentioned already in the famous journey by Waulfstan in the late ninth
century as Meore (Brink 2007a: 69), and Ullerdkers hundare in Uppland is originally the
name of the thing assembly site for this hundred (Vikstrand 20071: 182 ff.).

CULTIC AND THEOPHORIC NAMES

Finally the place names can give an important contribution to our reconstruction of the
pagan religion. Since we lack written records from the time of the Viking Age, we have
to rely on the Poetic Edda, Snorri’s Edda and Saxo Grammaticus, all written down
during the Middle Ages. The contribution of the theophoric place names (containing
the name of a god or a goddess) are twofold in this respect, they show us: (1) which of the
gods and goddesses were actually worshipped, and also (2) where cult was executed,
hence giving us a geographical dimension to the analysis. Moreover, we have the cultic
place names, hence names containing an element denoting a pagan cult site, such as v7,
hovlhof, vang, dker etc.

Not all of the deities mentioned in the Eddas are found in place names, and thus
they probably had no active cult, at least not in the landscape. The deities found in place
names are Odinn, Pdrr, Ullr, Ullinn, Freyr, Tyjr, ON Njgrdr and probably also the god-
desses Freyja, Frigg, OSw Nierper and Heern(?). This is to be compared with the much
larger pantheon mentioned by Snorri in his Edda.

When we map all the known theophoric place names in Scandinavia, we find a
surprising distribution. For example the gods Ullr and Freyr are, in principle, never
found in southern Scandinavia, while the god Tyr (Figure 6.3) is only found in Denmark
and with a single occurrence in southern (probably Danish-dominated) Norway, and the
god Ullinn — never mentioned in the literature, only in place names — is only to be found
in south-central and western Norway. This is an indication that the pagan religion in
Scandinavia was never homogeneous. It must have had regional variations and cults,
where certain gods and goddesses were worshipped (Brink 2007b).

Some place-name elements are certainly, in some cases probably, denoting a pagan
cult site (Andersson 1992; Vikstrand 2001). The most ‘secure’ one is vi (see above), Da
vee, ON #¢. It is found all over Scandinavia, both as a simplex Vi/V, and in compounds,
such as Odense (< ODa Othens-ve ‘the cult site dedicated to Odinn’) and Ullevi (< OSw
Ullar-vi ‘the cult site dedicated to Ullr’). The element hov, ON hof, is etymologically not
to be placed in a sacral semantic sphere. It originally meant ‘hillock’. No doubt in the
Icelandic sagas, and also in some place names, the word Aof denoted a cultic building or
site. This is also the case for the compound hofstadir. In the cases where hof obviously
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Figure 6.3 The distribution of place names containing the name of the god Tyr in Scandinavia
(Brink 2007b: 121).

denoted a cultic building or a hall, one cannot disregard the possibility that the
Scandinavian word, ON Aof, has been semantically influenced by the German word hof
‘mansion, court’, whereby a new meaning ‘(banqueting) hall’ has emerged. In the same
way as for v7, this element occurs both as simplex, Hov/Hof, and in compounds: Frashov
(Freeyshof 1391) in Trggstad, Dstfold, Norway. A much discussed element and word
is *al (< alh-). It was in early scholarship translated as ‘temple, sanctuary’, but this is
inaccurate. This meaning is found for the Gothic equivalent #/bs, in the Gothic Bible,
but a secular usage of the word in the Germanic languages obviously has been ‘protected
village’ etc. If we have examples of this word in Scandinavia (probably Frijel/, Fryele,
Norr- and Siderala, Ullerdl and some more), the meaning may have been ‘hall, communal
building (also for cultic matters)’ (Brink 1992).

The word sa/, ON salr, has been much discussed regarding its original meaning. It
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has been understood as a prehistoric sheiling and also as a barn for hay-fodder. Today
there is no doubt that sa/r in place names must be seen in a much more ‘aristocratic’
context (Brink 1996: 255-8). It was the Old Scandinavian word for a king’s or a
chieftain’s banqueting hall. The few place names containing this word are prominent
places, such as Uppsala in Sweden and Skiringssalr in Norway. A couple of names contain
the god Odinn’s name: Onsala in Halland, Odensala in Jimtland and the old name of
Huseby in Onspy (< Odins-py) in @stfold, Norway. The element sa/r is not primarily to be
set in a sacral context, but the denotation ‘hall’ reveals that cultic matters certainly have
been conducted at these places. The word harg, ON hgrgr has a similar background. In
the Icelandic literature it often has the same meaning as bof, hence denoting a cult site or
a cult building. The original meaning of the word was ‘heap of stones’. The assumption
is that from this original meaning a new one, ‘stone altar (on the outside)’, has emerged,
and later on from this ‘cult house’. The word is found as simplex Harg, and in com-
pounds: OSw Openshargh, Torshilla (< OSw DPors-heerghe), Skederid (< OSw Skap-hargh).

Some originally profane words also obviously occur within a cultic and sacral topo-
nymic context, namely #ker ‘arable land’, both as simplex Aker/Aker and in compounds:
Torsaker (< OSw DPors-akir), Onsdiker (OSw Opens-akir), Frosaker (< OSw Frgs-akir)
(Vikstrand 2002, 2004). Similar is the case of vang, ON vangr, in Norway, often found as
the focal farm in the district, by the church. The word eke (< ¢k-iaz) ‘oak grove’ with a
sacral toponymic meaning we find in Onsike (OSw Opens-eke), Hilke (< OSw Halgha-eke
‘the holy oak grove’), Alsike (probably < OSw Albs-eke), and the word boke (< bok-ia)
‘grove of lime trees’ has a similar background. The word /und ‘grove’ had, of course,
originally a profane meaning, but there is no doubt that the word could eventually
appear in a cultic context, not only in compounds (Torslunda, Frislunda etc.), but also as
a simplex: Lund. An interesting case showing this is the name Oklunda, found in
Ostkind’s hundred, in Ostergotland. Where the farm Oklunda is situated we have a
runic inscription carved in the rock, saying that the place (during the Viking Age) was a
vi, hence a ‘cult site’, and that cult site must have had the name O&/unda ‘the (cultic)
grove on the yoke’ (referring to the topographical situation) (Gustavson 2003; Brink
2003: 93—6). In Denmark there are several cult sites containing the word ODa hy//z
(probably) ‘shelf’, often with the name of the god Odinn as the qualifier, as in Vonsild
and Onsild (< ODa Othans-hylle) on Jutland.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

FARM AND VILLAGE IN
THE VIKING AGE

Jan-Henrik Fallgren

Despite the fact that the sources concerning the Viking Age settlement in Scandinavia
are actually poorer than for the settlement from older periods of the Iron Age, you
can nevertheless nowadays state that the general character of the Viking Age settlement
in Scandinavia in most aspects was a continuation of how the settlement was formed
and organised earlier during the three immediate preceding archaeological periods. The
same is also valid in most cases for how the settlement was localised in the landscape.
Any larger structural changes of settlement do not occur during the Viking Age. In
the main areas of agriculture, medium and large villages dominated. In the woodlands,
and in fjord and mountainous areas, there were, on the contrary, mainly smaller units:
hamlets and solitary farms (Hvass 1988; Kaldal Mikkelsen 1999; Lillehammer 1999:
13 ff.; Myhre 2002: 132 ff.; Ethelberg 2003; Holst 2004; Fallgren 2006: 8o ff.). In
certain regions, however, some important architectonic changes of the old three-aisled
longhouses took place during the course of the Viking Age. And in other parts of
Scandinavia this old type of house construction came, completely or partly, to be
replaced with an entirely new building type, the one-aisled house with roof-supporting
walls.

The predominant type of building in Scandinavia had, since the early Bronze Age,
been the three-aisled construction of the longhouses, where a number of posts, put in
pairs, supported the roof instead of the walls. The tunstall (part of the gable that
connects the roof with the walls) was consequently not yet known in Scandinavia. The
walls in these houses could be wattle and daub, deal walls anchored in furrows, or made
of earth, turf and stone, according to what the local conditions could best provide. In the
same way the material for roof-covering shifted — straw, turf or wood — according to the
natural environment of each region. The lengths of the houses of the Viking Age varied
from 5 to 50 metres. The longest house excavated to date, however, is 80 m long, found
at Borg in Lofoten in the northern part of Norway. The houses were as a rule separated
into different rooms, which had different functions. The longer the houses, the more
rooms and functions inside. These multi-functional houses could contain stable,
kitchen, storerooms, rooms for entertaining and for living. The width of the houses was
usually between 6 and 7.5 m.

From the end of the ninth century, or at the beginning of the tenth, a new type of
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three-aisled longhouse started to be built in the south of Scandinavia. These houses were
significantly wider: up to 12.5 m in width. They had only two pairs of roof-supporting
posts inside the house, which created more spacious rooms. They seem also in general to
be considerably taller than the older houses. The height to the roof has been calculated as
up to 10 m in the biggest houses. Probably the houses also had an upper floor. This type
of house, called the “Trelleborg house’ after the place on Zealand in Denmark where they
were first discovered, had substantial, supporting posts heavy at the sides outside long
convex walls, which gave the house a resemblance to a boat. These houses could be
found, other than in the Danish fortresses from the Viking Age, first and foremost on
the largest farms — the farms of the aristocrats — and could have several functions
(Figure 7.1). The so-called ‘“Trelleborg houses’ were in use in southern Scandinavia until
the beginning of the Middle Ages — the twelfth and the beginning of the thirteenth
century. But at that time several of them no longer contained inner roof-bearing posts;
instead the houses had developed into one-aisled constructions. Separate smaller one-
aisled houses existed even during the Viking Age in the south Scandinavian area, but it
was not until later during the thirteenth century that three-aisled houses were com-
pletely replaced by one-aisled houses in south and west Scandinavia (Hvass 1988; Skov
1994; Christensen 1999; Rasmussen 1999; Carelli 2001: 48 ff.; Jgrgensen 2001, 2002;
Ethelberg 2003: 345 ff.; Herschend and Kaldal Mikkelsen 2003: 67 ff.; Soderberg
200s5: 111 ff., 192 ff.).

On the other hand this technological building change entered eastern Scandinavia
much earlier. On the two large islands in the Baltic Sea, Oland and Gotland, the old
three-aisled houses began to be replaced by one-aisled houses with roof-supporting
timber-framed walls already at the end of the Merovingian period (Carlsson 1979, 1981,
2005; Thunmark 1979; Fallgren 1994: 120; 1998: 73; 2006: 157 f.), maybe through
influences from Slavic and Baltic architecture. During the Viking Age it seems that only
one-aisled houses existed on these islands. These new rectangular or square houses were

Figure 7.1  Reconstruction of a ‘Trelleborg house’ from Fyrkat, northern Jutland, Denmark
(from Birkebak & Bau 1982).
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in general smaller than the older three-aisled longhouses, and because these houses
seldom had several functions the number of buildings per farm became more numerous
than before (Figure 7.2). Even on the present Swedish mainland, in the Lake Milar
valley, one-aisled houses appear at the end of the Merovingian period, but became even
more common from the tenth century, when they also appear in Goétaland and in
northern Sweden. But throughout the Viking Age and later during the twelfth century
three-aisled houses still remained on certain farms within these regions (Nielsen and
Lindeblad 1997; Liedgren 1998; Ramquist 1998; Hallans and Svensson 1999; Borna-
Ahlgvist ez al. 1998; Githberg 2000: 81 ff.; Aqvist 2006).

In the Viking Age, just as earlier during the Iron Age, one can detect from the widely
varying sizes of farms large social differences among the landowning population in
Scandinavia. The difference between ordinary smaller farms and the few really big farms
was tremendous. The smaller farms could be composed of two or three buildings. These
consisted usually of a main building, which housed a dwelling area with or without a
stable, and one or two secondary buildings — often a stable or for storage. Sometimes
there were also one or two pit-houses — small, partly dug-down buildings, which were
used as workshops. The largest farms had between five to seven buildings. The
main building was significantly larger than on the smaller farms, and the number of
storage buildings, stables and workshops could be considerable. The floor area in the
main building on the ordinary farms varied between 150—250 m”. In the main buildings
of the largest farms the floor area was up to 300—650 m®. The collected floor area for all

Figure 7.2 Reconstruction of a one-aisled house with roof-supporting timber-framed
walls excavated at Gotland, Sweden (from Carlsson 1981).
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the buildings of the smaller farms amounted to about 200—350 m”. The collected floor
area for the many buildings of the large farms was considerably greater and varied
between about 550—1,090 m”. The largest of these magnate farms seem all to belong to
the late Viking Age. To date, the largest Viking Age farms found in Scandinavia are
those excavated in Old Lejre and Tissg on Zealand, Denmark, in Jirrestad in Scania,
Sweden, and at Borg in Lofoten, Norway (Hvass 1988: 86 ff.; Christensen 1999;
Jergensen 2001; Ethelberg 2003: 345 ff.; Herschend and Kaldal Mikkelsen 2003: 67 ff.;
Soderberg 2005).

During the late Roman Iron Age, and the Migration and Merovingian periods, there
were similar differences between different-sized classes of farms as during the Viking
Age. The farms of the aristocrats from these periods could be of the same considerable
size as the Viking Age farms. This has up to now most clearly become visible at the
excavations in the south Scandinavian area, in south-west Norway and on Oland and
Gotland in Sweden (Herschend 1988, 1993, 1997; Hvass 1988; Kaldal Mikkelsen
1999; Myhre 2002; Ethelberg 2003; Fallgren 2006: 26 ff., 143 ff.). On Oland, where a
very large number of houses and farms from these archaeological periods are still visible
today, one can establish that the floor areas of the existing four different farm sizes varied
between 110-834 m”. The total floor area of the magnate farms varied between 558
and 834 m’ (Fallgren 1998: 66 ff.; 2006: 26 ff., 143 ff.). In comparison with the
great majority of the largest known Viking Age magnate farms, it is actually only the
magnate farm at Tissg, with its total floor area of over 1,000 m?, that is larger than any
of the magnate farms on Oland from about AD 300 to 700. The fact that we can find
approximately the same classes of farm sizes during the Viking Age as earlier, and that
the majority of the largest farms during the Viking Age were of the same size as during
the three preceding periods, indicates that the social structure in force and the hierarchy
of society was the same during the Viking Age, at least in its main features.

The above-mentioned pit-houses could also be found earlier in the Iron Age on
several farms in southern Scandinavia, but became more common in all of the northern
territory during the Viking Age. Usually there was only one or at most a few on the
farms, but on the largest farms, where particular crafts were practised, as in Lejre and
Tissg on Zealand, in Ovra Wannborga on Oland and in Jirrestad in Scania, they could
be found in greater numbers. These farms are also distinguished by archaeological
excavation through a considerably greater variety of animal species in the bone waste,
with for example more bone from game than on the ordinary farms (Christensen 1993;
Fallgren 1994; Jorgensen 2001; Soderberg 2005).

The groupings of the separate farms whether within villages or separate in the
landscape could be very different within the different Scandinavian regions during the
Viking Age. The same was even true in the way the different buildings within the farms
were grouped in relation to each other and to enclosures or other boundaries of the
farms. In southern Scandinavia, especially in the south of Jutland, the farmhouses often,
but not always, were grouped within very regular-shaped tofts, which were delimited
by dug ditches or wooden enclosures. During the Viking Age these tofts become con-
siderably larger than they had been before in this region. The smaller farms in these
villages had a plot acreage of about 3,600 m?, while the plot acreage of the larger farms
could amount to 10,000-15,000 m”. At the end of the Viking Age the tofts in this
region became even bigger and acquired the same proportions as the tofts in the later
regulated villages during the medieval period. In that period the plot acreage of the
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villages lay between 9,000—25,000 m” and the biggest could have an acreage up to
40,000 m’ (Hvass 1988: 86 ff.; Jgrgensen 2001; Ethelberg 2003: 353 ff.; Holst 2004:
186 ff.). In the rest of Scandinavia these regular toft delimitations of the farms were in
general missing throughout the Viking Age. Instead the buildings of the farms in these
regions were often irregularly placed and totally or partly adjusted according to the local
topography. Often the houses were placed on built-up terraces or plateaus, on smaller
ridges or on slopes, or the farms were placed on a limited plane surface in a very hilly
landscape. The farms’ fences were made of stone and/or wood and were connected to
and from the farm in diverse directions, often as cattle paths, which led the cattle from
the farm to the pasture on the unfenced outlying land (Liedgren 1998; Olsen 1998;
Ramqvist 1998; Lillehammer 1999; Gothberg 2000; Selinge 2001; Myhre 2002; Aqvist
2000).

When it comes to how the villages were structured during the Viking Age, there
seem to have been fairly large regional differences within the Nordic area. In the most
southern part of Scandinavia there were more regularly shaped villages already at the end
of the Viking Age, especially in the south of Jutland, where the farms had developed
very regularly formed plot boundaries, and this is most clearly seen in the completely
excavated village at Vorbasse (Figure 7.3) (Hvass 1988: 89; Ethelberg 2003: 354; Holst

R | s G e

Figure 7.3 Farms with their yards and buildings in the Viking Age village at Vorbasse, Jutland,
Denmark. (Drawing: S. Hendriksen; Museum Sgnderjylland. In: Der spnderjyske landbrugs Historie
2000: 370 fig. 235.)
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2004: 187). Without doubt this structure was strongly influenced by the very regularly
formed Waldbufendirfer, Angerdorfer and Strassendirfer within Frankish and German areas,
which were the result of the standardised measurements of peasant holdings. But such
regulated villages seem only to have existed in an extremely limited quantity during
the Viking Age in Scandinavia. Later on in the medieval period, during the twelfth—
fourteenth centuries, they became more common, but only in the regions that were
totally or partly dominated by the great landowners: the nobility, the Church and the
monasteries (Fallgren 2006: 171 ff.).

In the rest of Scandinavia the villages seem in general to have had a totally different
and more irregular character, where the farmsteads were placed longer or shorter dis-
tances from each other, totally lacking limitations of the plot or with irregular frames of
the farmstead yards. The farmsteads in these villages were connected with each other
and the common, the grazing area, through cattle paths. The villages with this type of
structure lasted long into modern times, particularly in the regions of Scandinavia
dominated by self-owning peasants (Figure 7.4). The enclosures that still survive from
the Viking Age, or the ones we have found at archaeological excavations, show that the
enclosed area of the farmsteads, the arable land and meadows in these villages had been
separately enclosed. Every farm had one or several irregularly formed enclosures/infields,
which led out directly from the buildings at the farm or the borders that were possibly
around the farm. The enclosures of one farmstead adjoined the enclosures of neighbour-
ing farms, which resulted in the farms usually being separated about s0—200 m from
each other, and the settlement was spread out over a large area. Some common enclosures
or subdivided fields seem not to have been in existence before the Middle Ages in
Scandinavia (Fallgren 1993, 2006: 87 ff., 171 ff.). There are no indications of the more
regularly formed villages from the Viking Age in southern Jutland having any common
fields or enclosures. On the contrary, every farm seems to have had individual infields

Figure 7.4 Examples of villages with irregular fields and farms (M) with irregular yards. This irregular
structure lasted from the Tron Age long into modern times. (A) The village of Enerum 1761, Oland,
Sweden, (B) The village of Tillberg 1826, Dalarna, Sweden.
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with separate, enclosed long-strips, in exactly the same way as in the regular Frankish,
German and Norman villages on the British islands, before a common fallow system and
subdivided fields were introduced at the beginning or in the middle of the medieval
period (Hoffman 1975: 41; Dodgshon 1980: 75 ff.; Hoff 1984: 102; 1997: 84 ff,;
Roberts 1987: 199; Porsmose 1988: 270; Bartlett 1993: 114 ff.; Riddersporre 1995:
172; Holst 2004: 186 ff.). The village sizes in Scandinavia varied widely. Hamlets
consisting of two to four farmsteads have primarily been found in woodlands, moraine
and mountainous areas, as well as in the Norwegian fjord valleys. Larger villages with
fifteen to twenty and up to fifty farmsteads have first of all been found in the central
agricultural areas and could include areas of up to 400—500 hectares, settlement and
infields included.

Visible remnants of infields, with enclosures and fossil fields, are preserved in south-
west Norway, in Ostergotland and on Oland and Gotland, and to some extent also in the
Lake Milar area in Sweden. These are mainly composed of demolished stone walls,
which are often connected in huge systems. Previously these were mainly considered to
belong to earlier periods of the Iron Age, the Roman Iron Age and the migration period,
but new excavations and analyses of these have shown that they were also used and
constructed during the Viking Age and the medieval period (Fallgren 2006: 31 ff.,
159 ff.; Petersson 2006: 187 ff.). These stone walls normally enclosed the meadows and
only to a lesser extent the fields. The fields seem to be both few in number and small in
area. The farming during the Viking Age, as earlier during the Iron Age, can therefore
be characterised as a fairly pastoral economy, where cattle breeding and its products
constituted the essential part of agrarian production. This is also something that
becomes evident when comparing stables from the Viking Age with stables from the
Middle Ages and later: Viking Age stables in general housed more animals, sometimes
many more, than stables from the medieval and later periods could accommodate. In the
same way the bone material from the excavated farmsteads from the Viking Age shows
that cattle breeding was of greater importance than during the medieval period
(Myrdal 1999: 39 ff.).

Outside the enclosed fields and meadows, on the border of the outlying land, where
the pasture began, the grave-fields of the villages were usually located. However, some-
times they were to be found somewhat further out on the common, and in these cases in
connection with more important roads. Often there were several grave-fields around
each village, which were normally exposed in order to be visible from the neighbouring
villages. The grave-fields seem therefore to have helped define or delimit the enclosed
infields of the villages, where the enclosures were the physical manifestations of the land
belonging to the different farmsteads in the villages, and where the graves can be
interpreted as the symbolic expression of ownership and the rights of inheritance to
the land ‘enclosed’ (Fallgren 2006: 119 f., 136 ff.). There are indications that graves and
grave-fields had a function as a declaration of ownership of land and rights of inheritance
in the Christian society of Scandinavia (Jgrgensen 1988: so ff.; Arrhenius 1990: 74;
Ringstad 1991: 144 ff.; Gurevich 1992: 194 ff.; Zachrisson 1994; Skre 1998: 199 ff.;
Sundqvist 2002: 154 f., 170 ff.).
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CHAPTER SEVEN (1)

MANOR, CULT AND MARKET
AT LAKE TISSO

—— e @

Lars Jorgensen

ne of the Viking magnates’ complexes is situated on the west bank of Lake Tissg in

west Zealand in Denmark. The settlement is situated at a distance of 7 kilometres
from the coast and extends along the west bank for 1.6 km (Figure 7.1.1). The total
settlement area is about 50 ha. As early as the nineteenth century weapons and other
objects appeared in the lakebed near the settlement when the level of the lake was
lower. To date some fifty objects have been found in the lake — swords, axes, lances,
brooches and tools — the great majority of which are from the Viking Age. In this
connection the name of the lake is interesting — Tissg, which actually means T5r’s lake.
Tyr was one of the Viking war gods, and probably the lake finds represent offerings.
The objects found so far show that this votive tradition goes back at least to around
AD 600. The most spectacular find was made in 1977, when a farmer found a tenth-
century gold neck-ring weighing 1.8 kg. To this can today be added at least four
silver treasures. In 1979 the graves of two executed men emerged at the crossing over
the River Halleby A. The burials can be dated to the mid-eleventh century, which
corresponds closely with the end date for the settlement. In the same excavation were
found the remains of a 50-metre-long wooden bridge over Halleby A from the Viking
Age.

In the period 1995—2003 extensive excavations took place and ¢. 85,000 m” of the
settlement were excavated. Two manors and parts of extensive market and craft areas
were investigated. The metal objects show that the settlement began in the mid-sixth
century and ended in the first half of the eleventh century. All evidence indicates that
the full settlement area was in operation from the beginning of the seventh century and
for the next 400 years.

THE FIRST MANOR

The first manor, from the sixth and seventh centuries, comprises an area of ¢. 10,000 m’,
which is three to four times the size of ordinary Danish farms from the period. The
manor consists of a large main building, two largish houses and a few smaller houses.
The two largest houses are placed around an inner enclosure. The largest building has
a length of 40 m and was unusually well constructed from large timbers and had
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Figure 7.1.1 The archaeological status of the Tissg area in the Viking period. Contour lines (0.5 m)

and excavation areas are shown. Just north of the River Halleby A a workshop area extends along the

lake up to the second manor. North of this a pit-house area continues to the north along the lake to
the first manor.

white-plastered walls. Probably the whole complex burned down in the middle or
second half of the seventh century. On the basis of the metal finds the period of use can
be set at ¢. AD 550—650. The finds include brooches, a sword pommel, a spiral bead of
gold and a pair of gold pendants with inlaid garnets in cloisonné.
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THE SECOND MANOR

The first manor was then superseded by the later manor placed some 600 m further to
the south. The '*C datings seem to indicate a beginning around AD 700 and the manor
can be followed through four phases. The manor area of Phase 1 is about 10,000 m”. At
the centre lies the hall building, which is about 36 m X 11 m. A special fenced area was
built against the walls of the hall, and in this lay a small building. By the fence at the
northern end of the manor was the forge. As a Danish farm complex it is highly atypical,
and in the available material there is nothing to suggest agricultural production or
permanent livestock at the house complex. It is not only the structure of the house that
is odd. The pits dug for the roof-bearing posts in the hall were up to 3 metres deep. The
deeply dug posts might indicate high wind pressure on the building — perhaps because
it had two floors.

This atypical house structure is repeated in the subsequent Phase 2 from the eighth
and ninth centuries. The manor is extended to some 15,000 m°. The hall is rebuilt, as
well as the separate fenced area. The small building from Phase 1 is replaced by a larger
one. As in Phase 1 we can still find the forge at the northern end of the complex.

With Phase 3 from the ninth and tenth centuries there are changes in the structure of
the complex (Figure 7.1.2). The area of the manor is extended to about 18,000 m*, while
its core structure is retained. The hall is just rebuilt, as are the fenced separate area and
the related building. The forge is still placed by the north fence of the complex. Along
the west fence, though, new buildings are erected at different times. The most striking
thing about the development from Phase 1 to Phase 3 is the decided conservatism with
respect to the hall and the related separate fenced area with its single building. Over a
period of almost 250 years the combination of hall, separate area and smaller building is
maintained.

We can interpret the hall as the prestigious main building where the receptions and
feast took place, the Old Norse sa/r or hof, but the separate area and the small building
are clearly something special. Here it is worth noting that there is an unusually high
frequency, within the manor, of finds of heathen amulets and jewellery with motifs
taken from Norse mythology (Figure 7.1.3). The many heathen amulets and the weapon
offerings from the lake might indicate that cult activities were associated with the
manor. Perhaps the small building in the special fenced area of the manor could be a cult
building, a so-called hgrgr, often mentioned in the Old Norse sagas.

The concluding Phase 4 embraces the last half of the tenth century and the beginning
of the eleventh century. The most spectacular building is a very large hall with 550 m”
under the roof. The area is at least 25,000 m”. With Phase 4 the structure of the complex
changes radically. The hall building is of a new type; the fenced special area disappears,
and the other house types are replaced, mainly by houses with diagonal supporting
posts.

THE FIND MATERIAL

In general the second manor has a very high percentage of tin-plated and gilded objects
of bronze and silver, compared with other productive sites in Denmark. A characteristic
element in the inventory of the manor is weaponry: arrowheads, hilts, pommels and
other fittings from swords, bridles and spurs. The distribution of the ¢. 100 weapons
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Figure 7.1.2  Plan showing the layout of the manor in Phase 3, preliminarily dated to the
ninth—tenth centuries.
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Figure 7.1.3 Pendants depicting valkyries of the Norse mythology of gilded silver with niello inlays.
(Photo: John Lee, The National Museum of Denmark.)

and weapon parts from the site shows a clear concentration at the manor. Sherds of
Carolingian drinking glasses are likewise only found in the manor. Another element is
objects from the Carolingian and insular areas. The Carolingian ones include sword-belt
fictings, brooches and coins minted under Charlemagne and Louis the Pious. The
number of coins totals more than 130 with no fewer than ¢. 110 Arabic coins from the
eighth to the tenth century.

MARKET AND WORKSHOP AREA

Both south and north of the large house area there are extensive workshop and market
areas. There are thousands of post-holes, in which, however, it is extremely difficult to
find any system mainly due to the ploughing-down to which the site has been exposed.
One building type in the market areas, however, is the pit-house, of which eighty-five
have been excavated. In the southern workshop area iron forging and bronze casting
seem to have dominated the activities. Semi-finished material for strike-a-lights, shears,
knives and arrowheads are among the finds. Bronze casters worked in the same areas, and
among other things casting-moulds for tortoise brooches have been found, patrix dies,
models as well as miscast keys, brooches and Thor’s hammers. The distribution of
molten bronze and lead shows that jewellery was produced over most of the site. Tools in
the form of burins, small chisels and hammers for metalwork appear in the southern
workshop area.

The distribution of the trading activities is evident from the ¢. 350 weights, many
fragments of hack-silver and Arabic coins that have been found all over the area. The
distribution of the dateable finds shows that a very large part of the overall market area
was functioning at the same time. By contrast there are indications that this was only for
a short period at any one time. Compared with the find frequency at emporia such as
Ribe, Haithabu, Kaupang and Birka, the quantity of finds is smaller at Tissg. This does
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not suggest long-lasting occupation in the market and production areas. There seem to
have been short, but intense periods of activity.

A ROYAL PALACE?

The find material thus shows that people belonging to the absolute elite were at the
Tiss¢ complex throughout its functional period. The distinctive arrangement of
the buildings suggests, though, that they did not use it as a permanent residence. The
main residence must therefore lie elsewhere, and perhaps we should move up a level as
far as the ownership of the complex is concerned. It might have been a royal complex —
not a primary residence, but an establishment belonging to the royal estate system of a
mobile monarchy (see Jgrgensen 2003 for further discussion).

The possible function of the Tissg complex as a royal palace, but not as a main
residence, might also be indicated by the fact that no graves have yet been found in
connection with the site. If this absence of graves is real, it provides support for the idea
that the complex was not the magnate’s primary residence as it would be natural to
expect rich, dynastic graves in connection with the main residence. As to where such a
main residence might have been, we can turn our attention to Old Lejre near Roskilde,
where the residential complex has much more of the character of a permanent residence
(see Christensen, ch. 8.4, below).
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CHAPTER EIGHT

THE DEVELOPMENT OF URBANISM
IN SCANDINAVIA

Dagfinn Skre

he earliest Viking Age is the period when urbanism first gained a foothold in the
Scandinavian lands (Figure 8.1). At this time urban communities had for several
centuries been abundant further south and west in the Roman Empire, thereafter in the
Frankish and the English kingdoms. However, Scandinavia maintained its totally rural

Sigtunae
Birka

e Hedeby

Figure 8.1 Map showing the towns and sites discussed in this chapter.
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character almost up to the time when its inhabitants started raiding the coasts of these
kingdoms and of Ireland, and penetrating into the Slavonic areas in the Baltic.

This basically rural character was maintained throughout the period and also in the
following centuries in spite of urban communities being established in increasing
numbers through the Viking Age. At any time during the Middle Ages less than 10 per
cent of the Scandinavian population lived in towns. In the late Viking Age the figure
was around 1—2 per cent. In the early Viking Age, in the ninth century, a total of only
around 3,000—4,000 lived in the four towns of this time: Birka in the land of the
Swedes, Ribe, Kaupang and Hedeby in what was then the Danish kingdom. Far the
largest of these was Hedeby, which had more inhabitants than the other three counted
together. These four towns will be the main focus in the following, but the urban
development in the later Viking Age — the eleventh century — will also be touched
upon.

The modest size and number of towns should not lead one to underestimate their
importance. Towns played an important role in the transformation of the Scandinavian
tribal communities of the pre-Viking Age period to the three kingdoms of the late
Viking Age. They were also the main arenas for the development of legislation and
economic practices in the expanding trade of the period. Craft production underwent
major changes in the Viking Age and the establishment of towns was the main
condition for this development.

An urban community is composed of people whose main occupation is non-agrarian.
Basically they do not produce their own food; they depend on achieving it from the
surrounding rural society (Reynolds 1977: ix—x; Clarke and Ambrosiani 1995: 3;
Pallister 2000: 5). The typical activities of towns in the Viking Age were craft produc-
tion and trade. But these were not purely urban activities, in the sense that they took
place exclusively in towns. Trade and craft also existed in rural societies before the
Viking Age and continued to do so after towns were established (Callmer 1994). It is
the dense and permanent settlements inhabited mainly by people who perform these
activities that are the hallmark of the Viking Age town. In the late Viking Age, when
kings and Church started settling in the towns, bringing with them their courts and
clerks, towns also became administrative centres for kingdoms and dioceses, and for the
areas immediately surrounding each town.

TWO WAVES OF URBANISATION

The first town to emerge was Birka, the town of the Swedes, established in the mid- or
second half of the 700s. Birka was located on a small island, near the middle of Lake
Milaren, the main transport route of that region. Thereafter, three towns were founded
in rapid succession within the realm of the Danish king. The first was Ribe, founded in
the 790s. The site had been a seasonal marketplace since the first decade of that century,
but permanent settlement did not start until the last decade. Like the two other towns of
the Danish kingdom it lay in a cultural, political and economic border zone. This south-
western part of the kingdom lay closest to south-eastern England and the north-western
Carolingian Empire, where towns and trade flourished at the time. The Frisians in par-
ticular were active in the seaborne trade and Ribe was a part of their trade network.
Kaupang was established ¢. 800 in the north-western corner of the Danish realm, in
Vestfold in present-day Norway, on the border with the Northmen (Skre 2007a). A few
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years later (808) Hedeby was founded in the south-eastern corner on the border with the
Saxons and Slavonic tribes. Today, Hedeby is located close to Schleswig in Germany.

After this half-century of town foundations, two centuries went by without new
towns emerging. Then, in the decades around AD 1000, a new wave of urbanisation
swept over southern and central Scandinavia. The most important towns established
during this period were Sigtuna in Sweden, Arhus, Roskilde and Lund in Denmark, and
Oslo and Trondheim in Norway (Andrén 1989). All of these towns still exist today, as
do most towns from the following centuries. In contrast, all the four towns of the early
Viking Age were by the end of the period deserted or had suffered a major downfall.
Ribe disappears from the archaeological record around 850. Although it is mentioned as
a bishop see in written sources in the following centuries, definite traces of urban
activity do not reappear until the twelfth century. Kaupang was abandoned around 930;
Birka was deserted around 970, coinciding with the establishment of Sigtuna some
miles further north. The same thing happened to Hedeby in the 1060s, around the time
when Schleswig was established on the other side of the Schlei fjord.

The reasons for this apparent lack of continuity of the towns from the early to the late
Viking Age have been debated among scholars. For Ribe the question of continuity
throughout the Viking Age is still open, as the written sources and the continued use of
the town’s name indicate continuity in the urban community, while the archaeology
does not. For the others it has been proposed that the urban function moved elsewhere,
which seems to have been the case with Hedeby and Birka. However, this cannot be the
case with Kaupang, as there is a gap of about a century between the abandonment of
Kaupang and the rise of Oslo and Skien, the next towns to be established in the Oslo
fjord area. Only some 30 km north of Kaupang lies Tgnsberg, but in spite of extensive
archaeological investigations there, no urban traces older than the late eleventh century
have been found.

When it is so common in the early Viking Age, both the abandonment and move-
ment of towns need explanations beyond the fate of the individual town. For Hedeby,
Birka and Kaupang, poor harbour and sailing conditions have been pointed out as
important reasons for abandonment. For Hedeby, the shallow harbour and the increasing
size of ships may have been a main cause for building the new town Schleswig across the
fjord.

Concerning Birka it has been suggested that the abandonment was caused by the
closing of the southern sailing route from the Baltic Sea into Lake Milaren as a result of
land rise. However, the movement of the town to Sigtuna hardly helped in this respect,
as it made the approach from the south even longer. In the case of Kaupang, the harbour
basin did become somewhat shallower during the town’s existence, but the tenth-
century depth of 2—5 m was fully sufficient for the ships at that time. For Kaupang
and Birka, probably also for Ribe and Hedeby, one must seek other reasons for the
abandonment than those caused by nature.

Continuity and discontinuity in urban communities are complex phenomena which
need to be explained from a variety of approaches, some connected to the individual
town, some to the fundamental social and political structures of society. Of course
changes in trade routes and production lead to towns emerging and declining. More
importantly, though, the existence and growth of towns always depended on the power
structures of society. For trade and craft to flourish, peace and safety must be guaranteed.
If not, producers will not settle in town, traders will not bring their goods there and
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buyers will not bring silver to buy them. Not only did the town need someone to defend
it from attacks and plunder, but people also needed to know that disputes would be
fairly settled and that someone would see that buying and selling would take place
according to the law (Skre 2007b).

In the early Viking Age political power was less institutionalised; it depended more
on the personalities of the powerful, their charisma, their skill and luck in war and
politics, and their ability to attract important and powerful friends and allies. Therefore
control over land and people was rather unstable; a dynasty rarely kept in control for
more than a few generations. In the later Viking Age the political structure had
changed; the three Scandinavian kingdoms were more or less established. Royal power
now depended more on law and institutions and less on the personality of the king. This
difference is probably one of the main reasons for the instability of the towns of the early
Viking Age and the stability of the towns established in the late Viking Age.

However, there is obviously more to it. There is another type of discontinuity in the
late Viking Age: the old rural places of power, commonly called central places (see
below), all met their end. In some cases, most pronounced in Lejre—Roskilde and
Uppédkra—Lund, a town with central royal and ecclesiastical functions was established in
the vicinity around the time when the central place was abandoned. It is the new and
strong connection between king and Church which might hold a key to understanding
the discontinuity both in towns and in central places around the turn of the millennium.
A general conversion to Christianity took place at this time. The Church and the
kingdoms entered into a mutually beneficial alliance. The alliance built on the old
pagan connection between cultic and secular power now gained a much stronger base as
the Church was an international institution with a staff skilled in law, writing and
intellectual reasoning (Skre 1998).

To some extent there must have been a sentiment among people, chieftains and kings
in the final decades of the Viking Age that a new era had begun. The lack of continuity
not only in town and central places might indicate that kings had wanted to put a
distance between themselves and the centres of the old society. The vast number of
churches and clerical institutions in the major towns of the late Viking Age might
indicate that this was the case. To move a town was after all not such a big undertaking;
the investment in buildings and infrastructure was very low compared to the masonry
churches, monasteries and castles which sprung up in towns in the centuries following
the Viking Age. These buildings are the visible sign that towns now filled a wider
purpose. While kings and chieftains in earlier times resided on their aristocratic manors,
they now moved their household and following into the towns, where they also installed
their new ally, the Church. This meant a profound change in the inner life of the new
towns compared to the old ones, and in the functions towns had in the overall society.
They became more like towns of our own times; they became seats of power.

THE NON-URBAN PLACES OF TRADE AND CRAFT

Before the Viking Age, the typical urban activities of the period — craft production and
exchange of goods — took place in a rural context only. From the first millennium AD
traces of such activities are found most abundantly in large complexes called central
places (e.g. Uppékra, Tissg, Lejre, Gudme). The full nature of several of these sites is yet
unknown, as the task of excavating their deep and complex deposits and analysing their
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character and development is so overwhelming. Apparently they are first and foremost
aristocratic manors with more or less distinct traces of cultic activities, craft, trade, and
houses for people attached to the aristocratic household. However, during the long
period in which many of them existed, in the case of Uppdkra a whole millennium, there
are bound to have been some major changes in their size and functions, about which we
as yet know rather little. Many of these central places continued to flourish until the end
of the Viking Age.

Seasonal marketplaces with archaeological remains of craft and trade were connected
to several central places. The archaeological remains of these marketplaces are distinctly
different from the four urban sites mentioned. While the objects found are much the
same, although with a lower number of items of long-distance trade, there are no
remains of permanent buildings. These contrasts to the towns proper speak clearly about
the main difference between them — the town formed a separate community organised in
a specific way, while the marketplace had only seasonal gatherings of people. Between
the gatherings the aristocratic household and its warriors, staff and slaves made up the
local community on the manor nearby. Neither in organisation nor in their permanent
activities did the central places have an urban character.

Seasonal marketplaces are also found at locations that seem more or less independent
of central places. Some are large (Sebbersund, Frojel), while others, hitherto mostly
found in Gotland and Denmark, are very small: only a few pit-houses and scant finds
(Carlsson 19971; Ulriksen 1998). The earliest occur in the Roman period (see Thomsen
et al. 1993; Nielsen et /. 1994), but they are more numerous in the Viking Age.

Of the four towns only Ribe seems to have developed from a seasonal marketplace.
The other three seem to have been founded on virgin land. (The character of the eighth-
century Siidsiedlung and its relation to Hedeby remains to be fully explored.) Due to
only small areas having been excavated, many details of the settling of each town
are unknown. Excavations have demonstrated that there has been a period of seasonal
activity before people settled permanently there, at Kaupang less than ten years. Never-
theless, the towns were from the start distinctly different from the seasonal markets. The
area that developed into a town within a few years was from the earliest period organised
in a different way from the marketplaces.

Therefore it seems evident that those who organised the towns from the start had a
clear idea that they wanted to form a specific type of settlement — a permanent com-
munity, not a seasonal marketplace. This demonstrates that from the earliest Viking
Age there existed in Scandinavia an idea of what an urban community was and how to
organise it. The roots of these ideas are to be found in the Carolingian Empire and
England, possibly also in the Slavonic communities along the Baltic coast. But the ideas
were from early on adapted to conditions and demands typical of Scandinavia.

THE SCANDINAVIAN VIKING AGE TOWN

It is evident that the towns of the Viking Age were created and not self-grown com-
munities. Who created them? From the evidence it is clear that kings and petty kings
were instrumental in the initial phase. The evidence from Ribe is meagre, although
the probable mint in the town from the early eighth century onwards points to a
royal connection. On Birka’s neighbouring island lies Alsnéhus, the royal manor. Vita
Ansgarii, which describes the German missionary Ansgar’s travels to Birka in 829—30
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and 851—2, mentions a royal bailiff in the town. On what was probably the petty king’s
farm with the name Skiringssal, now Huseby close to Kaupang, the remains of an
aristocratic hall have been excavated. The connection between the Danish king and the
foundation of Hedeby is testified in the Royal Frankish Annals.

The urban community differed from the rural in many aspects. One of them was their
need for separate legislation. The laws for towns and trade in the twelfth century
onwards are called Bjarkgyrest, literally ‘Birka law’, in all three Scandinavian countries.
There is little doubt that the name refers to the Swedish Viking Age town. The name
tells us that the development of legislation for this kind of community started there,
probably due to it being the earliest of the four towns. The laws were then transferred,
altered and added to in the other towns of the Viking Age and later. The physical
borders of the town marked the area within which the law applied. The shallow
ditch surrounding Ribe from the early ninth century (Feveile 2006: 43—5) could be
an example of this legislative border, possibly connected to the marketplace being
converted into a town a few years earlier.

The earliest known version of the Bjarkgyrett is no older than the mid-thirteenth
century (Hagland and Sandnes 1997) and therefore it is impossible to reconstruct the
Viking Age town law in detail. However, by drawing on information in Vita Ansgarii
some general themes in the early law may be identified. It seems likely that the towns in
the first half of the ninth century were under royal administration through the bailiff
and that they had their own thing assembly. One of the original tasks of the bailiff may
have been to collect the land rent from each household as described in the earliest
versions of the law. In the thirteenth-century version the thing assembly gathered to
solve conflicts and convict the guilty in certain types of crimes. This may have been the
case in the Viking Age as well.

PLOTS, STREETS AND HOUSES

Town plans may be read as a manifestation of the ideas the founders had about what
an urban community was and how it should function. The administration of rights to
land, the maintenance of communal installations such as jetties and streets, the normal
resident’s need for space and water, the transport of people and goods within, to and
from the town: all of these and many more factors had to be taken into account
and realised according to the topographical conditions which each site offered. Some
standard solutions to these challenges were developed and a few of them will be
described in the following.

From the beginning the town area was divided up into plots, streets, etc. As only a
small percentage of each town is excavated, the extent of this original plot division and
the number and sizes of later extensions are unknown. However, in at least some of the
towns, especially Hedeby, which grew significantly in the tenth century, the town area
must have been extended, probably on several occasions.

In Ribe the main focus of activity was the street running through the town, parallel
to the river lying at least 40 m further to the south-west. The plots lay on each side of
this street, with their shorter end, 6-8 m long, towards it. The finds show that craft
and trade were focused on the part of the plot lying along the street, while the back of
the plots, extending some 20—30 m off the street, was used for dumping refuse. The
town area comprised forty to fifty plots and covered about 1 hectares.
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The Ribe plots were established at the beginning of the marketplace period and were
basically the same after it was converted into a town. Birka was founded with a some-
what different structure. The main focus here was the harbour. The streets run either
parallel to the shoreline or at a right angle to it. The plots have their short end towards
the harbour, they have the same width as the Ribe ones; but they are less than half as
deep. At its largest Birka covered ¢. 6 hectares and must have had well over 100 plots.

In the two towns established in the early 8cos, Kaupang and Hedeby, the structure is
much the same as in Birka. Both are focused on the harbour, and the system of streets has
the same alignment as Birka’s. All the six excavated plots in Kaupang have their short
end towards the harbour. In Hedeby the same general rule applies but with some
deviations, possibly due to larger surfaces being excavated and therefore more details
known. Plots in Kaupang and Hedeby have about the same size as in Birka. Kaupang
was in total somewhat smaller than Birka, about 5.4 hectares and go—100 plots, while
Hedeby was the largest town covering ¢. 24 hectares.

The focus on the street rather than the harbour in Ribe is probably an element
borrowed from Frisian settlements of the period (Jensen 2004: 243). By the time plots
and streets in Birka were laid out the idea of town organisation had changed somewhat.
Birka, Kaupang and Hedeby all have their focus on the harbour, probably reflecting the
Scandinavian emphasis on seafaring and seaways transport at the time. There is great
stability in the width and alignment of plots, as these elements remained nearly
unaltered from the laying out of Ribe onwards. The depth of plots was reduced after
Ribe, probably as a consequence of more congested space due to several parallel rows of
plots being laid out in the other towns. In each town the system of plots and main
streets was established from the start and was thereafter rarely altered, although
extensions may have taken place.

This rather uniform layout of streets and size of plots differ from what is seen
elsewhere in northern Europe during this period. The fact that the same principles
were applied when the Scandinavians established their urban communities in York and
Dublin later in the ninth century supports the idea that we are faced with a specific
Scandinavian way to organise towns.

As mentioned, the settling of each town took some time and initially many plots
were uninhabited. In Kaupang one of the six plots excavated in 2000—2 proved never to
have had a house; it was probably kept as a pigsty, at least in the first half of the ninth
century, which is the period from which the remains of houses etc. were preserved (Pilg
2007). In Birka one of the excavated plots, which used to house a bronzeworker’s
workshop, was uninhabited for some years, possibly decades, before a new house was
built there. But the normal thing in all towns seems to have been that each plot had one
building on it, although in Hedeby there was sometimes in addition a shed. Normally,
the houses, all of them built of wood, had the same alignment as the elongated plots.

The excavated houses vary somewhat in construction, size and function but are
nevertheless, as far as we know them, surprisingly uniform. As only trenches have been
excavated in Ribe we know little about houses there. In the three other towns houses are
generally about 4—5 m wide and 6-12 m long. In the excavated Hedeby and Birka
houses the walls normally carried the roof; in some Kaupang houses it was supported by
freestanding posts within the house. Such houses have also been found in the outskirts of
Birka. Both construction principles are common in rural settlements of the time,
although the rural houses are normally larger.
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Also the interior arrangements of houses are common in rural settlements of the time.
An open hearth was built on the floor in the central axis of the building, normally in the
middle of the main room. A hearth has been found in the corner of a house in Birka.
Many houses have permanent benches along the long walls for sitting, working and
sleeping. Earthen floors were common although a plank floor has been found at Birka.
Many houses seem to be pure dwelling houses and so far few workshops have been
securely identified. One exception is the bronze caster’s workshop in Birka. In Ribe and
Hedeby pit-houses have been found. In Hedeby they seem to be most numerous in the
blacksmiths’ area of town.

The layout of streets follows the same general pattern in the towns of the late Viking
Age, but the plots are normally more spacious. They give room for several houses with
a variety of functions probably reflecting the growing diversity in activities and
inhabitants in the towns. When the kings’ men and wealthy landowners started settling
in towns they obviously needed more spacious plots for themselves, their people and
their possessions. However, it took time for the new towns to develop this character. It is
not until the late eleventh and twelfth centuries that the largest of the new towns reach
the size of the towns of the early Viking Age. Most cathedrals, monasteries and royal or
clerical residences were built in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries.

CRAFT AND TRADE

Although trade and craft also existed before the Viking Age the urban environment
seems to have influenced their character. Craft products became more standardised at the
time when the producers moved into newly established towns. Series of identical items,
especially bronze brooches and combs, were produced. In earlier times, when these crafts
existed in rural communities, they mostly produced unique items, although grouped
around certain main types (Callmer 1995).

This probably reflects a change from producing mainly on commission to individuals,
to producing identical items for unknown customers in a market-like trade. There can
be little doubt what triggered this change. In the towns, sufficiently sized and stable
markets were established for this new type of production to be tenable. The higher
quantity of buyers is reflected in the fact that many craft products were now much
more widely distributed; not only local people came to buy them as was the case in the
older seasonal marketplaces. It is also evident that many craft products, such as bronze
ornaments and glass beads, were now obtainable for a much wider spectrum of the
population than was the case before the Viking Age.

In addition to the crafts already mentioned, remains from ironwork, glass-bead
and textile production have been found in all towns. In Hedeby remains from the
work of goldsmiths have been identified, and in Ribe the comb-maker, shoe-maker,
potter and amber smith have left their traces. The last type of craft was also exercised at
Kaupang. One should bear in mind that some crafts, like bead-making and metal
casting, leave many and very durable traces, while the remains from others, like
carpentry and comb-making, depend on the soil’s chemistry and humidity for their
survival to the present day. Thus the scope of crafts exercised in each town was certainly
broader than archaeologists at present are able to identify. For the same reasons, and
because of limited excavations, the volume of the various craft activities is difficult to
ascertain.
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Several of these crafts demanded highly skilled practitioners and this skill and
knowledge was passed on and developed through generations. Although local variations
existed, advances in one part of Scandinavia were taken up elsewhere quite swiftly.
Sufficiently dense and well-organised networks must have existed within several crafts.
To maintain quality and pass on skills in certain crafts, for instance metal casting, well-
organised and long-lasting workshops must have existed in several of the towns. The
excavation of one such workshop at Birka supports this assumption. Nevertheless, the
products demonstrate that skills varied considerably. It is a fact that the quality of glass
beads produced in Scandinavia fell rather dramatically from the eighth to the ninth
century, never to regain its former level.

Also the character of trade was altered during the early Viking Age and the towns
undoubtedly played an important role in this development. To track down these changes
it is more illuminating to use the common term exchange for the various types of
transactions that took place in this period and before (Skre 2001, 2007b). Trade, in the
sense that one acquires goods with the intention of selling them for a better price,
probably also took place, but it hardly dominated the exchange of goods. Trade in this
sense was probably mostly performed by people who transported the goods from their
areas of origin to markets and towns elsewhere. These goods may have been acquired in
different types of exchange, also as gift, tribute, tax or by sheer plunder. In addition, and
this may have been the more common type of transaction in towns, craftsmen and other
kinds of producers bartered their products to acquire things they needed. Or they may
have sold them for silver for which they could buy goods, pay fees, etc.

One given item may have undergone several types of exchange on its way from the
producer to its final consumer. The fur trade, in which Birka and possibly other Viking
Age towns were heavily engaged, must have involved a variety of exchange types.
One would assume that agents for the local aristocracy obtained fur from the hunters,
possibly including Sdmi, through barter or tribute close to the hunting grounds. The
furs were then brought to Birka, probably through channels controlled by the same
aristocracy. In Birka the fur was processed, including the cutting off of paws; hence the
numerous paw bones from squirrel, marten and fox, even the odd one from bear, found
there. Then most of the furs were probably sold in Birka, possibly for silver, and
transported further afar for resale or use. This kind of product may also have served as
gifts among aristocratic friends and allies.

Although all of these types of exchange existed throughout the period, their relative
importance shifted dramatically. By the end of the Viking Age paying with silver made
up a much higher proportion of transactions than at the start (Hirdh 1996; Gustin
2004). The towns seem to have been leading this development. In the late tenth century
a regular bullion economy existed in south and central Scandinavia. In the eleventh
century payment with unminted silver gradually disappeared as coins took over as the
dominating means of payment. However, in the tenth century cut-up pieces of Arab
silver coins, ingots and ornaments are commonly found in hoards, towns and market-
places. At the beginning of the century they are found most frequently in parts of
Scandinavia with towns from the same period. Cut-up pieces of silver are much rarer in
the ninth century, but excavations in the towns have yielded some, particularly from
the second half of the century. At this early stage the majority of the silver fragments
weigh less than 2 g, indicating that silver was used in everyday transactions involving
items of modest value.
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This development is mirrored in changes in weighing equipment. The earliest
Viking Age weights were rather imprecise and many local standards seem to have
existed. Their shape and material, cylindrical lead weights dominating, made them easy
to tamper with, which did not promote trust between trading partners. Around 860/70
a new type and standard of much more reliable bronze weights were introduced in
southern and eastern Scandinavia. One would expect that the increased trustworthiness
of weights facilitated trade and contributed to the strong growth in exchange where
silver was used as a means of payment (Steuer 1997; Gustin 2004).

The need for a trusted means of payment was one of the reasons for the shift to
coinage in the final decades of the Viking Age. The trust in the king as a ruler and
peacekeeper was extended into the economic sphere and made operational there. One
may say that the development in the means of exchange from local weight systems to
royal coinage mirrors the fundamental changes that took place in the Scandinavian
societies during the Viking Age. The towns were important arenas for the economic,
social and political driving forces in this development.
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CHAPTER EIGHT (1)

BIRKA

Py

Bjorn Ambrosiani

n the eighth century AD, while Charlemagne still relied on traditions linked to the

Roman Empire, western Europe slowly began to distance itself from the ancient
world. Increasing economic, political and religious activity led to broader political
contacts and emerging trade alliances outside the boundaries of the old empire
(McCormick 2001). Two important centres on the routes of travel across the Northern
Sea, soon to include the Baltic Sea area, were Quentowic and Dorestad (Clarke and
Ambrosiani 19971).

Several places for trade and early towns were established within a broad network as
bases for actively collecting raw materials, for example slaves and furs, particularly
attractive commodities at the new royal courts and in the towns across the whole of
western Europe.

One such place was Birka, established on a small island in a bay of the Baltic Sea
(Figures 8.1.1 and 8.1.2). Today this island lies in Lake Milaren ¢. 30 km west of
Stockholm in eastern central Sweden. Birka is one of Sweden’s most prominent archaeo-
logical sites, where archaeological investigations have been carried out at various
locations since the 1870s. Birka’s finds create the framework for understanding Viking
Age chronology in Sweden. Recent excavations have focused on questions concerning
the overall structure of the town and contacts between Birka and the greater north
European area. The sizeable complex of Birka and the royal manor of Alsnohus was
added to UNESCO’s World Heritage List in 1993.

THE TOWN

Eighth-century Birka lay on an island only a few kilometres in size, and in an area
still today heavily influenced by land uplift. The political power behind Birka’s
establishment lay at Alsnohus on the neighbouring island of Adelss. Birka’s town site,
the Black Earth, covers an area of ¢. 5—6 ha and is surrounded by the remains of a
complex defence system: a town rampart, an underwater palisade and a hill fort.
Extensive cemeteries contain altogether ¢. 2,000 grave mounds and many unmarked
inhumation graves which occupy considerable parts of the early island area (Ambrosiani

1992).
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Figure 8.1.1 Birka is situated on an island in the Lake Milaren bay, Bjorkfjirden, along the route
between the Baltic Sea and Uppsala, the centre of the Svear kingdom in prehistoric and medieval times.
The royal estate on Adelsé is visible in the foreground. (Photo © Bjérn Ambrosiani.)
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Figure 8.1.2 Map of Birka’s town area. The black earth area is protected by a defense construction,
the hillfort Borg and the town rampart. By and outside of these lay its cemeteries, of which Hemlanden
is the largest with ca. 1600 visible barrows. Coffin- and chamber graves, today lacking visible
constructions above the ground, are concentrated to areas closest to the town.

(Map by Bernt Forsblad © The Birka Project.)
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Archbishop Rimbert mentions Birka in his ninth-century account, Vita Ansgarii, as
the place of the first Christian mission to the Svea kingdom (Odelman 1986). Extensive
archaeological excavations were initiated by Hjalmar Stolpe in the 1870s, one in the
circle of scholars, including Oscar Montelius and Hans Hildebrand, employed by
the Museum of National Antiquities (SHM) in Stockholm. Stolpe excavated altogether
¢. 4,500 m” of the Black Earth area (Hyenstrand 1992) and ¢. 1,100 graves (Arbman
1940—3; Arwidsson 1984—9).

The main settlement area was located in a depression adjacent to the water, with
several longhouse terraces situated on a slope above the town. Shoreline-bound plots
were separated by ditches and later also wooden fences in a fan-shaped pattern following
the bay’s natural shape. The often rebuilt buildings, primarily of wood with wood or
reed roofs, were situated with their gables facing the water (Birka Studies forthcoming).

In 1990—5 the Black Earth excavations uncovered part of the mid-eighth-century
shoreline, 6 m above present sea level, and the stone foundation of an early jetty from
Birka’s earliest settlement along with the remains of a bronzeworker’s workshop (Figure
8.1.3). This part of the earliest settlement was shore bound until the end of the 700s.
Successive changes in land uplift in conjunction with the retreating shoreline exposed
new areas for settlement and necessitated the construction of new jetties at lower levels.
The workshop ceasing to exist shortly after the mid-8oos, its plot was rebuilt after
several decades of abandonment. Situated opposite to this and adjacent to the lane
leading down to the later jetty, another plot yielded the remains of houses belonging to

Figure 8.1.3 The large stone jetty resting on Birka’s original shoreline, allowing for isostatic and
eustatistic changes, is situated at ca. 6 m a.s.l., showing that the town must have been established
prior to or at about 750 AD. (Photo © Bjérn Ambrosiani.)
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merchants whose contacts reached far to the east: to the Rus’, the Khazars, Byzantium
and the eastern Caliphate (Ambrosiani 2001).

These Black Earth excavations yielded very rich settlement finds, including work-
shop products and objects of trade. All of the houses showed evidence of household
activities and textile production: spinning, weaving, and the production of fine thread
and high-quality fabrics (Andersson 2003). Furs were also produced (Wigh 1998,
2002), as well as combs and glass beads along with cast bronze objects.

DEFENCE

The town Birka was long believed to have been undefended, its earliest recognised built
defence being the hill fort Borg. Today an earlier system of ninth-century ramparts
is known to have existed, the larger part of which was successively covered by the
expanding town. The rampart, still visible today, probably dates to the tenth century at
the earliest, and the chronology of Borg has not yet been fully established. Recent
excavations have focused on an area outside and adjacent to Borg where evidence of a
strong, mainly tenth-century military presence has been uncovered. Terraces with the
remains of several generations of longhouses and finds linking to a male, armed presence
include sacrifices to the war god Odinn (Holmquist Olausson and Kitzler Ahlfeldt 2002).
Comparable finds have not been made in the hill fort itself, where instead graves from
¢. AD 800 lie superficially situated inside its rampart (Arbman 1940-3: 127—-31).

GRAVES

Characteristic of Birka are its richly equipped graves (Arbman 1940—3; Grislund 1980;
Arwidsson 1984—9) of which ¢. 1,100 were investigated by H. Stolpe. With altogether
¢. 2,000 mounds, Birka’s prehistoric cemeteries are among the largest in Sweden, the
majority of the visible barrows covering cremation layers particularly characteristic for
the Miilar Basin area in the Viking Age.

Unusual grave traditions for eastern central Sweden at this time are the unmarked
wooden coffin and chamber graves, lying in an area inside the later town rampart
and the hill fort. Regarding dress and lifestyle, these show links mainly to local
traditions. Both men and women were buried fully dressed with jewellery, weapons
and tools, but many of these graves also include objects from distant sources. They may
have been imported objects available at the local market or as part of the personal
belongings brought to Birka by merchants and craftsmen from their own respective
home regions.

CHRONOLOGY

The finds from Birka’s graves form an important basis for understanding Viking Age
chronology, but finds recently uncovered in the bronzeworker’s workshop have com-
plicated this picture. Objects dated as deposited in the 9oos can be directly linked to the
workshop’s moulds dating to the early 8oos (Ambrosiani and Erikson 1992, 1996).
The relationship between production and deposition, of objects in the Black Earth and
the grave contexts at Birka, is a central question for future discussion with implications
for the chronology of Birka’s monuments, but which generally influence Viking Age
chronology in various ways.
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Several early ‘Viking Age motifs’ can be shown to have been produced before AD 800,
showing that several ‘Viking Age’ phenomena considerably predate the earliest Viking
raids in western Europe in the 790s. This is also seen at Staraya Ladoga and Ribe,
implying that the chronological boundary of the Vendel period and the early Viking
Age, based on such material expressions, must be reconsidered as they existed already
decades earlier (Ambrosiani 1998a). This suggests that as a place for trade Birka existed
around the mid-700s at the latest.

In the 970s Birka ceased to exist: artefacts and silver hoards with Arabic coins
suggest that Birka still existed ¢. AD 970, but Anglo-Saxon coinage from the 98os and
domestic Sigtuna coinage from the 9g9os are lacking. Birka’s disappearance may
have been linked to the reorientation of water routes and the use of larger ships. The
transition to Sigtuna, where settlement appears to emerge at approximately the same
time, has been debated on the one hand as representing a societal change and on the
other as purely a relocation of function. If caused by the need for technically better water
routes, the latter is more probable.

HINTERLAND

Birka lay at the heart of a considerable hinterland, the area of the Svear: a primarily
agrarian area, with good mineral resources and wild game in areas beyond, all of primary
importance to the activities at Birka. From this area, produce, fuel and raw materials
were delivered to Birka, and, in turn, Birka supplied the hinterland with simple pieces
of jewellery, tools and implements. These appear in the many grave finds, until ¢. AD
1000 as traditional cremations covered by a barrow, containing men and women with
complete dress equipment (Ambrosiani 1998b).

Birka’s products appear in many distant places throughout northern Scandinavia,
showing the economic role of furs in the town’s trade. This is seen in the thousands of
paw bones from squirrels, marten and fox which have been found in Birka’s Black Earth,
evidence that the skins of wild animals were prepared at Birka for export (Wigh 2002:
120-3).

More difficult to understand is the production of metal, including probably both iron
and silver, perhaps copper as well, won from sources within a radius of 200 km from
Birka. Also in this respect, Birka could have been an important centre for collecting
such regional production (Ambrosiani 1997¢).

THE BALTIC SEA REGION AND BEYOND

Birka’s contacts with other places for trade/towns near the Baltic Sea were extensive.
West Slavonic pottery, amber from East Prussia, soapstone and whalebone from
present-day Norway and probably special produce such as honey and salt from the west
Slavonic area were important items of trade throughout this interregional network
where handicraft production was amazingly similar (Ambrosiani 1997a, b).

Birka’s early contacts were directed towards the south-west: to Denmark and the
Rhineland. Very few objects have an eastern origin: some Ladoga-type pottery, perhaps
the evidence of regional contacts with contemporary Staraya Ladoga (Bick forthcom-
ing). This situation changes at the end of the 8c0s: western contacts seem to be replaced
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by contacts towards the east (Ambrosiani 2001, 2002). This is simultaneous with the
appearance of the Rus’ and the earliest Scandinavian settlement in western Russia and
the Ukraine (Jansson 1997), which were used in establishing direct contact with Byzan-
tium and the eastern Caliphate.

Quantities of silks and silver were thus spread, and Scandinavia created its own
weight-based economic system grounded in an Arabian weight standard, apparently
though with locally manufactured instruments for weighing (Ambrosiani 2001; Gustin
2004; Sperber 2004). Many phenomena associated with this appear at Birka early in this
development, which implies Birka’s leading position in Northern Europe.

SUMMARY

Birka can be characterised as a complex early urban society with a diverse mix of
local and supra-regional backgrounds: its economy based on trade and handicraft and as
part of a contact network spanning the whole of northern Europe first turned towards
the south-west and later towards the east. Through this, Birka’s society bound together
local and outside worlds, which it influenced and was influenced by the changes therein.
Today Birka’s rich finds are an important key to greater insight into Viking Age
chronology and this northern European network of contacts and, therefore, also impor-
tant to west European archaeology.
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CHAPTER EIGHT (2)

HEDEBY: AN OUTLINE OF ITS
RESEARCH HISTORY

Volker Hilberg

he Viking Age emporium of Hedeby is situated at the narrowest part of the

Cimbrian peninsula near the Danevirke, which functioned as the Danish border to
the south in the Middle Ages. Accessible from both the west and the east, Hedeby
possessed a key position in connecting the trading systems of the North Sea to the Baltic
Basin. The place is known from written records since 804 and developed in the ninth
century to become the leading emporium or proto-town of the Danish kingdom until its
final destruction in 1066. Its functions and political role were transferred to Schleswig/
Slesvig on the other side of the Schlei/Slie fjord. Hedeby itself is well known for its
extensive archaeological research done by German archaeologists since 1900.

EXCAVATIONS AT HEDEBY, 1900-80

In 1897 Sophus Miiller, from the National Museum in Copenhagen, had identified an
area of ¢. 27 ha inside a huge and well-preserved semicircular rampart at the western
side of the Haddebyer Noor, an inlet of the Schlei, with the place mentioned on Viking
Age runic inscriptions found nearby as Hedeby (Figure 8.2.1) (Miiller 1897: 636—42
figs 395—6). To strengthen his identification small-scale excavation trenches all over this
area were started in 1900 (Stark 1988). In the following years, until 1915 and once
again in 1921, over 350 small trenches were opened by Wilhelm Splieth and Friedrich
Knorr from the Museum fiir Vaterlindische Altertiimer in Kiel revealing parts of the
emporium. Also ¢. 500—700 inhumation graves from a huge cemetery inside the
rampart were excavated between 1902 and 1912; the exact number is very difficult to
say because of several superpositions and destructions from younger, overlying settle-
ment structures (Arents 1992 vol. 1: 22—31). Knorr described very briefly the results of
all his excavation campaigns in only one article (1924). The documentation of each
year’s campaign consisted of handwritten reports, drawings true to scale and photos of
selected features and also cards with descriptions and drawings of find materials, which
survived the decades without any serious losses in the museum’s archive. An impressive
boat-chamber grave was published in more detail in 1911, and a full analysis was given
by M. Miiller-Wille in 1976 (Knorr 1911; Miiller-Wille 1976, Wamers 1994). But
Knorr’s excavations also turned the attention from the burials to the thick cultural layers
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Figure 8.2.1 Map of Hedeby with all excavation trenches between 1900 and 200s.

with conserved wood near the coastline, especially in the depression crossed by a small
stream (Knorr 1924: 27).

The resumption of the excavations in 1930 started with a narrow trial trench stretch-
ing from west to east and from south to north, which was dug out by the young Herbert
Jankuhn. Only in some parts was this trench widened because of special features: in
the west, Jankuhn excavated a group of ten chamber burials, which were surrounded by
ring ditches, one incineration and two inhumation graves. This part of the cemetery was
superseded by a younger settlement of several sunken-featured buildings consisting of
different phases with wells and pits. Unfortunately the results of these excavations were
never published in detail (Jankuhn 1933, 1986: 93—5 fig. 42; Aner 1952). The Hedeby
research of that time is strongly connected with the Nazi regime (Vollertsen 1989;
Steuer 2001). From 1935 Jankuhn concentrated his excavations on the low-lying areas
near the coastline, which are characterised by well-preserved wooden remains and a
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stratigraphy up to 2 metres (Jankuhn 1936, 1943). Archaeological research and interest
have been focused for decades in this area. The investigations were continued in 1962 by
Torsten Capelle and by Kurt Schietzel from 1963 to 1969 (Capelle 1965; Schietzel
1969: 10—-59; 1981). The excavated settlement structures form the basis of our know-
ledge of Hedeby and its layout in the Viking Age (Schietzel 1981, 1984; Jankuhn 1986:
95—100 plan 2; Clarke and Ambrosiani 1991: 138—41). Only ¢. 5 per cent of the area
inside the semicircular rampart has been excavated to date, and only a small part has
been analysed and published intensively (Schietzel 1981: 21; Radtke 1999: 364). Most
of the preserved wooden remains date to the ninth century; for the upper layers no wood
preservation could be found. Only a well with a terminus post of AD 1020 possesses the
youngest dendrochronological date from Schietzel’s settlement excavations (Eckstein
1976; Schietzel 1981: 68 f.).

To the north, lying on the south-eastern slopes of the hill fort, remains of graves
destroyed in the nineteenth century and a settlement pit have been found (Jankuhn
1986: 80, 87; Arents 1992 vol. 1: 14—18). In the south rampart remains of inhumation
and cremation burials have led to large-scale excavations over several years since 1957.
Klaus Raddatz, Heiko Steuer and Konrad Weidemann investigated 890 uncovered
burials making up a large part of a huge biritual cemetery. In the eastern area near the
coastline Raddatz and Steuer also excavated parts of an older settlement. Only the
structures of the settlement were published by Steuer; the cemetery hasn’t been
published yet in detail (Steuer 1974, 1984: 192—4; Jankuhn 1986: 100—2; Arents 1992
vol. 1: 44-53).

Underwater research from 1953 onwards has found its preliminary culmination in
the harbour excavation from 1979 to 1980, when parts of the jetties were excavated,
dating from the middle of the ninth century onwards (Kramer 1999; Radtke 1999: 370;
Kalmring 2006). In the harbour a lot of different objects and waste were deposited. In
front of the jetties also a large warship, measuring about 30 m in length, was recovered.
It was dated dendrochronologically to ¢. 982. Besides, we know of three other ship-
wrecks in front of Hedeby: a huge cargo-vessel of the so-called ‘Knorr’-type (t.p. about
1025), a smaller boat of Nordic tradition (t.p. about 965) and a barge dating to the
twelfth century (Crumlin-Pedersen 1997).

ARCHAEOLOGICAL AND GEOPHYSICAL
INVESTIGATIONS

Another important contribution to the Hedeby research is provided by systematic
archaeological prospection. During the 1960s K. Schietzel conducted a systematic field
survey inside the semicircular rampart. The materials collected consist mainly of pottery
and soapstone sherds, iron slags, and production waste in metal and glass, and this has
contributed much to our understanding of the whole settlement complex (Schietzel
1981: 21 f. map 23). Since 2003 systematic metal-detector surveys have been carried out
with the assistance of the Bornholmske Amatgrarkaologer and a German amateur group
of metal-detectorists from Schleswig-Holstein. From five campaigns about 9,700 metal
finds were collected and measured precisely with a D-GPS system (Figure 8.2.2)
(Hilberg forthcoming). Most of the relevant material dates to Hedeby’s younger phases,
coming from the disturbed or destroyed upper layers of the emporium. From the area
of the southern settlement no materials of pre-Viking Age date could be collected.
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Figure 8.2.2 Map showing finds of early medieval coins dated after c. 950 (found by metal-detecting).

With the metal-detected finds our knowledge of the settlement complex enlarged
considerably: for many different object types — such as ornaments, coins and weights —
larger series are for the first time at our disposal. Besides a typical Scandinavian character
in manufacture (Figure 8.2.3), the continental influence on Hedeby is clearly visible
from the ninth century onwards.

Also, since 1952 different geophysical methods on sea and land have been used for
archaeological purposes (Stiimpel and Borth-Hoffmann 1983; Utecht and Stiimpel
1983; Kramer 1999). A new project of large-scale geophysical research started in 2002;
during fieldwork of three weeks a total of ¢. 29 ha inside and outside the semicircular
rampart was analysed by four teams from Kiel, Marburg, Munich and Vienna using
Fluxgate- and Caesium-magnetometer and ground-penetrating radar (Figure 8.2.4).
The different prospection methods applied in recent years have provided for the first
time new data for the whole settlement complex of Hedeby and its development
(Hilberg forthcoming).

Inside the rampart the density of anomalies is very high; in the outer surroundings
the situation is totally different. The northern part inside the semicircular rampart is
characterised in the magnetogram by parallel courses and many rectangular structures
with a high magneticism. According to investigations done with ground-penetrating
radar some of these structures possess a depth of up to 1.7-1.8 m and could therefore
be explained as sunken-featured buildings. Comparable pit-houses were excavated in the
surroundings. Schietzel collected from his surface-survey a high amount of iron slags in
this north-western part; it was concluded that iron was processed there (Schietzel 1981
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2

Figure 8.2.3 Metal-detected animal-brooches in the Urnes style from the middle or second half of the
eleventh century. (1) Gilded silver, 3.6 X 3.65 cm, (2) bronze, 2.9 X 2.85 cm. (Photo: C. Franz, Stiftung
Schleswig-Holsteinische Landesmuseen Schleswig.)

maps 28—9; Westphalen 1989: 28—36 figs 5—7). The magnetic structures in this area of
the settlement could be interpreted as workshops (Figure 8.2.5) (Jankuhn 1986: 92);
any precise dating is at the moment impossible, but these structures seem to belong to
Hedeby’s younger phase of the tenth and eleventh centuries. In the north-eastern area
inside Hedeby’s rampart we also detected a lot of rectangular structures with a high
magneticism, sometimes aligned. These could also be interpreted as sunken-featured
buildings or workshops. From former excavations we know of workshops for metal
casting and glass production, which were lying immediately next to each other and
which would be dated to the ninth and tenth centuries. It was this area which Jankuhn
designated as the ‘quarter of craft activities’ in the 1940s and later (Jankuhn 1944,
1977; Hilberg forthcoming fig. 8).

A linear structure runs parallel to the shore and possesses small magnetic structures
lying in pairs opposite each other (Figure 8.2.5). It seems to be a street extending along
the whole shore with a length of ¢. 530 m, accompanied by houses on both sides. This
supposed street crosses the main excavation area of Jankuhn and Schietzel. It is visible
there in all layers and was often designated as a main street of the settlement (Jankuhn
1943: 38—40, 49 f. fig. 4; 1986: 98 f. figs 39—40; Schietzel 1969: 19—21; Randsborg
1980: fig. 23). This street also crosses a small stream with a narrow bridge, which is
dendrochronologically dated to AD 819 (Eckstein 1976; Schietzel 1969: 21-6 figs
10-14). As a consequence this street must have existed as early as the early ninth
century, but without more precise data — for example, provided by new excavations — its
extension at that time is still unknown. Streets stretching along the shore seem to be
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Figure 8.2.4 Magnetogram of the geophysical research from 2002 (dynamics ca —1o/+10 nT).

characteristic of early medieval trading centres, such as Sigtuna or Dublin (Clarke and
Ambrosiani 1991: 138—41 figs 5.5 and 4.23). In Hedeby this main street was apparently
crossed by several streets running from the harbour to the core areas of the settlement,
shown by Jankuhn’s and Schietzel’s excavations and also detected in the magnetometer
survey.

Around AD 9oo the settlement still wasn’t fortified. Perhaps a ditch existed in the
north with a width of ¢. 2.80 m and a depth of ¢ 1.30 m, which we could see in
the magnetometer picture for a length of c. 210 m (Figure 8.2.5). But at the moment it
is very difficult to interpret because it could be proved only in Jankuhn’s narrow trial
trench.
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Figure 8.2.5 Simplified interpretation of the magnetic anomalies (on the basis done by the teams
from Vienna and Marburg).

To the south-west of the settlement spread a huge cemetery area, with the mid-ninth-
century boat grave as a focus. Also, inside the rampart, in the south-west stretching
from the rampart to the ¢. 6 m contour, thousands of small anomalies with a lesser
degree of magneticism were investigated in 2002 (Figure 8.2.5). They could be inter-
preted as burials. Ring ditches were also detected in some cases (Steuer 1984: 203—9;
Eisenschmidt 1994: 38 f.; 2004: 302). From Knorr’s and Jankuhn'’s excavations a super-
positioning of the cemetery with house structures points to the usage of this area for
housing and production activities from the tenth century (Jankuhn 1986: 107, 110).
Settlement structures in the whole south-western area are proved by the 2002 magnet-
ometer survey; the density of detected houses seems to be less than in the northern parts
of Hedeby, but the whole area inside the rampart seems to be settled. Also, the data
from the surface-survey and systematic metal-detection point to settlement activities.
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Figure 8.2.6 Excavation of a burnt-down pit-house of late tenth-century date. (Photo: D. Stoltenberg,
Archiologisches Landesamt Schleswig-Holstein Schleswig.)

But further research is needed to decide if the cemetery area outside and inside the late
tenth-century rampart originally formed one burial ground.

The actual state of scientific analysis and publication still remains unfinished in some
important respects; for example; no detailed analysis of the settlement structure exists
apart from the first summarised reports, but recently a comprehensive study has been
finished (Schietzel 1981; Schultze 2006). An analysis of the harbour excavation is also in
preparation (by S. Kalmring). All burial finds remain unpublished, but they are studied
in Arents (1992), and aspects of burial rite are treated by Steuer (1984). Since 2002 a
group of younger researchers has been based in Schleswig using GIS in order to combine
all results from field research in Hedeby.
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EXCAVATION AND GEOPHYSICAL RESEARCH
SINCE 2005

In 2005 new smaller-scale excavations started to verify the results and interpretations of
the geophysical research. The existence of pit-houses in the higher, sandy areas was
attested and hundreds of soil samples for further geophysical analyses were collected.
Careful excavation and sieving of the spoil revealed a burnt-down pit-house in an
excellent state of preservation (Figure 8.2.6) and thousands of small finds dating from
the second half of the tenth century to the mid-eleventh century. The high magneticism
is due to a younger oven built in the house’s debris. The research over the coming years
intends to develop new methods in modelling geophysical data and collecting strati-
graphically excavated settlement remains. Especially for the late tenth and the eleventh
centuries, our knowledge of Hedeby’s position and role in the international trading
systems has enlarged considerably due to systematic metal-detection (Figures 8.2.2 and
8.2.3) and the new excavations, thus the supposed decline of the emporium around 1000
can now be doubted (Jankuhn 1986: 222 f.; Hill 2001: 107).
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KAUPANG — ‘SKIRINGSSALR’

e ——

Dagfinn Skre

aupang is located by the mouth of the Oslo fjord, in the region of Vestfold on the

fjord’s western side. The region is one of the most fertile in Norway. It is also one
of the richest in monuments from the Viking Age. The two Viking ships Oseberg
(buried AD 834) and Gokstad (buried AD 9oo—s5) were found in barrows a few kilometres
north of Kaupang. The ninth-century town Kaupang lies in a protected bay just by the
main sailing route along the coast (Figure 8.3.1). Also important for its location is
the mouth of the river Ligen just a few kilometres further west. In this part of Vestfold,
Ligen is the main route from the coastal areas inland. In the ninth century inland
regions of eastern Norway are known to have produced iron, whetstones and soapstone
vessels — all of which were popular trading goods in the Viking Age.

WHERE IS SKIRINGSSALR?

The history of Kaupang research goes back almost 200 years. One main theme in the
early research was to locate a place named Sciringes heal in the so-called ‘Ohthere’s
account’. This account was rendered ¢. 890 at the court of Alfred the Great of England
by the Norwegian voyager Ohthere, written down by the king’s scribes and included in
the Old English translation of the history written by the early fifth-century author
Orosius. However, the reference here to Sciringes heal is brief and raises more questions
than it provides answers. There are in fact only two pieces of information in the Old
English text. First of all, we learn that Skiringssalr was located about a month’s sailing
to the south from where Ohthere lived in Hélogaland in northern Norway. Sufficient
detail is provided about the route to identify the southern part of present-day Norway,
possibly the Oslo fjord area, as the most likely location. Secondly, it is said that
Skiringssalr was what in Old English was called a port, a word of multiple meanings,
covering modern ‘port’ or ‘harbour’, ‘marketplace’ and ‘town’.

The first important contribution in the efforts to locate Skiringssalr was made by Jens
Kraft (1822), who drew attention to two documents dating from the early fifteenth
century. These deal with land transactions in Tjglling parish in southern Vestfold. Some
of the farms referred to in the diplomas are said to lie in Skiringssalr, which therefore
seems to have been an old and now forgotten name for some part of the parish. Kraft also
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Figure 8.3.1 Digital model of the Kaupang area looking towards the north. The Viking Age sea level,
3.5 m above present, is recreated. The settlement area is surrounded by vast cemeteries. About 1 km
north of the settlement, at Huseby, an aristocratic residence was excavated. The hall was built a few
decades before the town was established and it was taken down some time at the beginning of the tenth
century. A further kilometre north is an ancient assembly site named Pjédalyng. The assembly site is
situated on the shore of a lake called Vitrir or Vettrir, which probably means ‘the lake where vertr
(supernatural beings) dwell’. A cliff on the shore of the lake bears the name Helgefjell, ‘the holy
mountain’. This complex of assembly place, sacred lake and mountain probably goes back to the Iron Age
(second to sixth centuries). (Copyright © Kaupang Excavation Project, University of Oslo.)

notes the farm Kaupang in the same parish. The name of this farm, which literally means
‘trade-bay’, indicates, he writes, that there was once a harbour for trade and seaways
transport there (Kraft 1822).

The cartographer and historian Gerhard Munthe, who came to Kaupang in the mid-
1830s, was the first to link Kraft’s information to Ohthere’s account. In his study of
geographical details in the sagas of the Norse kings he provides additional information
about the excellent harbour and the enormous number of grave mounds on the farm
(Munthe 1838). Peter Andreas Munch (1850) drew further on this information,
involving a number of written sources, and pointing out the possibility of several
Ynglinga kings, the mythical lineage of the Norwegian kings, being buried there. He
strongly supported Munthe’s conclusion that Ohthere’s por# is to be found at Kaupang,
and it is fair to say that this contribution exhausted the potential in the written sources
for reaching a decision on the matter.

In 1866 the antiquarian Nicolay Nicolaysen began a series of large annual
excavations. Solving the Skiringssalr puzzle must have been high on his agenda. In 1867
he began his excavations at Kaupang. In four weeks he excavated 71 of the then 115
remaining mounds north of the settlement and 8 mounds on a small cemetery south of
the settlement. Nicolaysen must have hoped to find the royal graves that Munch had
suggested should be there. The results were disappointing in both respects. Half the
mounds were without finds and the rest contained what may be called ‘normal’ Viking
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Age graves for south-eastern Norway. They were cremation graves only, rather rich in
weapons and brooches, but without indications of any ‘royal’ connection, or of abundant
wealth or extensive trade (Nicolaysen 1868; cf. Blindheim ez #/. 1981, 1999).

Nicolaysen’s limited results may have been the reason why archaeologists kept away
from Kaupang for many decades. Some minor excavations were conducted, but sub-
stantial progress was not made until Charlotte Blindheim began excavations in 1950.
The low, rocky ridge Bikjholberget had only one small grave mound, but Blindheim
discovered that the number of graves there was higher than in Nicolaysen’s cemetery.
During the following seven years she excavated seventy-four of them, all inhumations in
flat graves, the majority of them in boats. The precise number of excavated graves is hard
to determine, since every small piece of land was utilised for burial, and the digging of
new graves had destroyed some of the older ones.

Flat grave inhumations in boats are rather rare in the region and the number here was
extraordinary, indicating, along with the comparable wealth and abundance of imports,
that the community that buried their dead at Bikjholberget was of a special kind. The
hypothesis that Kaupang was Ohthere’s Skiringssalr was substantiated through these
finds. Bikjholberget still contains many unexcavated graves and Lamgya, the peninsula
east of the harbour, still contains some 94 grave mounds. In addition Blindheim has
collected information about several areas with flat graves at Lamgya. She has estimated
the original number of graves at Kaupang to be about 1,000.

Only an excavation of the settlement area could give a definite answer as to whether
Ohthere’s Skiringssalr is to be found at Kaupang. In 1956 Blindheim dug the first
trench in the area she believed to be the settlement area — a gentle slope on the opposite
side of the shallow bay. Over the following eleven years Blindheim excavated close to
1,500 m? of the settlement, which she estimated to have covered some 40,000 m?. On
the basis of 10,000 artefacts she dated the start to the late eighth century and the
abandonment to ¢. 9oo (Tollnes 1998). The start date coincided with the earliest datings
of the cemeteries. But the lack of tenth-century finds from the settlement was some-
thing of a puzzle, since both of the excavated cemeteries contained burials right up to
the mid-tenth century.

Despite the discrepancies in datings, the evidence for a substantial non-agrarian
ninth-century settlement at Kaupang was overwhelming. And when Blindheim
published the first summing up of her results in 1969, she concluded that Ohthere’s
Skiringssalr had been found (see also Blindheim and Tollnes 1972: 91).

WHAT IS SKIRINGSSALR?

But what kind of place is Skiringssalr and what is the meaning of the Old English word
port? Munch (1850) was the first to confront this issue, followed by Storm (19071), and it
is these two who have produced the main contributions based on the written evidence.
Blindheim’s excavations created a new basis for discussing these questions. Excavations
and surveys in 1998—2003 led by the present author provided even more relevant
evidence, which will be considered in the following.

Blindheim’s excavations brought for the first time substantial information about the
settlement. She found remains that she and her collaborator, architect Roar L. Tollnes
(1998), interpreted as those of five houses, none of which had a permanent hearth. It
would therefore have been impossible to cook there and also to live in them through the
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cold Norwegian winters. Blindheim does not state clearly whether she thinks the
kaupang had its own permanent population or whether it was a seasonal marketplace
(see, for instance, Blindheim and Tollnes 1972: 87-8). She used both Munch’s term
bandelsplass (trading site) and markedsplass (marketplace) (Blindheim 1969; Blindheim
and Tollnes 1972; Blindheim e /. 1981, 1999; Blindheim and Heyerdahl-Larsen
1995).

As a result of excavations in other Viking towns such as Birka and Hedeby from the
1970s onwards, radical new information was gathered about Scandinavian urban settle-
ments in the Viking Age. Interestingly, Blindheim’s results did not fit into this picture.
The Kaupang houses indicated a town, but the lack of hearths made their function
uncertain and the question of permanent population difficult to assess. The houses were
constructed in a completely different manner than in the other towns; their alignment
in relation to the shoreline was the opposite of that in the other towns. And although
some general regularity could be traced in the placing of the houses, the evidence
concerning plot division was at best ambiguous. Besides, there was little or no evidence
on the chronology in the development of the settlement through the ninth century.

The difficulty in deciding Kaupang’s character and the lack of chronological informa-
tion were the main reasons why new excavations and surveys were carried out 1998—
2003 (Figure 8.3.2; Skre 2007: 197). In the main excavation 2000—2 a site of 1,100 m’
was opened, and within this site an area of 400 m® was dug to the bottom. Additional
information was collected through the digging of a water-pipe trench through the
whole settlement area, by measurements of the depth of the Viking Age deposits
(varying from o to 1.1 m) and through metal-detecting and systematic collection of
artefacts (¢. 4,300) in the ploughed field, which covers most of the settlement area.

The analysis of the 100,000 finds and enormous masses of information is ongoing,
and many questions are still unanswered. However, the structure of the settlement and
the main stages in its development seem fairly clear. From the start in the years around
AD 800, in 803 at the latest, the area was divided into plots. In the early stage none of
the six excavated plots had a building on them, but all of them had remains of some
kind of activity, including crafts, such as blacksmithing and glass-bead production.

In the next stage, probably within a decade of the initial plot division, buildings were
erected on five of the six plots, one building on each (Figure 8.3.3). The sixth plot seems
to have been an enclosure with a small shed in one corner, possibly a pigsty. In addition
to the crafts already mentioned, there are remains of amberworking and textile produc-
tion, and on one of the plots there are substantial remains of metal casting, seemingly
mostly production of jewellery and mounts in lead, bronze, silver and gold (Pilg 2007;
Pedersen and Pilg 2007).

Judging from the deposits and the dating of the artefacts, these houses were being
utilised for quite a long period, probably several decades. Some of the plots have remains
of yet another level of houses on top of these remains, but ploughing during the past
hundreds of years has destroyed most of these more recent building remains. The young-
est preserved buildings were in use until some time in the mid-ninth century. From the
following period only some pits from the mid- or possibly late ninth century were
preserved, some of them wells, others with an unknown function.

From the settlement from the late ninth until the mid-tenth century only artefacts
from the plough layer are preserved. Therefore very little information exists about the
settlement in this period. Interestingly, artefacts recovered from the ploughed soil
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Figure 8.3.2 The extent of Blindheim’s (1956—74) and Skre’s (1999—2003) excavations in the
settlement area at Kaupang. (Copyright © Kaupang Excavation Project, University of Oslo.)

demonstrate that all the activities identified in the ninth century — trade and craft
production — continued until the mid-tenth century. But the number of artefacts drops
around AD 9oo—30. There are, for instance, only nine coins from the period 9oo—60,
whereas there are nearly 100 coins deposited in the preceding century. To the extent that
the number of deposited coins is a direct result of the intensity in trade, the difference
between the two periods is even greater than the number of coins indicates, since the
total import of coins to Scandinavia increased many times from the ninth to the tenth
century.
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Figure 8.3.3 House remains and plot division in the main excavation area 2000—2. Plot division is
indicated by ditches and rows of posts. The midden area lies in the ¢. 15 m zone between the houses and
the sea. The drainage ditches date from the twentieth century. (Copyright © Kaupang Excavation
Project, University of Oslo.)
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Nevertheless, this difference in the number of coins must have some other explan-
ation than a drop in economic activity. The reason for this is that the cemeteries give a
contrary picture: the number of graves more than doubles from the ninth to the tenth
century. The end and start dates of the cemeteries are the same as those of the settle-
ment. Only 204 of the original ¢. 1,000 graves have been excavated or collected, and
only 98 of these can be dated more closely. Of these, the number of ninth-century graves
is 43 (4.3 per decade) while the number from the tenth century is 55 (11 per decade)
(Stylegar 2007). This heavy overweight of nineteenth-century burials strongly indicates
that the permanent settlement at Kaupang continued to some time in the mid-tenth
century. The reduction in the number of coins and other artefacts from around AD 9oo
must be due to changes in, for example, waste disposal in the town.

Within the area with plot division there may have been go—100 plots covering ¢. 2 ha
(Figure 8.3.4). Surrounding this area there is a zone with finds from craft and trade
but no finds of permanent structure. This zone was probably used for setting up tents or
sheds by people who stayed temporarily in the town during market times etc. Based
on present knowledge the full extent of the town was ¢. 5.4 ha. Judged on the size
of households as well as the total number of graves, Kaupang may have had a population
of 400—1,000 people (Stylegar 2007).

No remains of defences have been found at Kaupang neither on land nor in the
harbour area. The reason may be that towns in the ninth century generally were without
extensive defences. The other towns had their main defences built around the time when
Kaupang was abandoned.

In 2000-T1 an aristocratic hall was excavated at the farm Huseby ¢. 1 km north of
Kaupang (Skre 2007: 223—47). The hall was about 35 m long and 11.7 m wide,
narrowing to 7.9 m at the ends. The hall was built in the latter half of the eighth
century. There is reason to believe that at Kaupang’s time the name of this farm was
Skiringssalr, named after the hall. When Ohthere called the town Skiringssalr this is an
indication that the town belonged to the chieftain who resided in this hall. The present-
day name of the farm, Huseby, indicates that the farm later, maybe in the eleventh
century, became one of the royal administrative farms (Skre 2007: 242-3).

Both archaeological and written sources indicate that the land along the Oslo fjord,
called Viken, was ruled by the Danish king in most parts of the Viking Age. The
initiative to establish a town in this border zone may have come from the Danish king.
In that case Kaupang would fit into the same pattern as the two other towns in the realm

of the Danish king, Hedeby and Ribe (Skre 2007: 445-69).
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Figure 8.3.4 A tentative reconstruction of the town in the mid-ninth century.
(Copyright © Flemming Bau.)
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CHAPTER EIGHT (4)

LEJRE AND ROSKILDE

Ry

Tom Christensen

he role played by Lejre and Roskilde in the transition from a pagan tribal society to

the Christian state has been greatly debated, primarily on the basis of medieval
sagas, chronicles and monastic sources. With variations, these texts relate how the
Danes’ first royal house, the Skjoldungas, had their seat at Lejre on Sjalland, while the
later Viking Age kings established their base at Roskilde, around 10 km east of Lejre
at the head of the Roskilde fjord (Skovgaard-Petersen 1977: 23 ff.). Over the past fifty
years there have been intermittent excavations at Lejre, which can provide the basis for
an evaluation of this site working from material remains. Excavations in Roskilde have
also produced new topographical insights.

LEJRE

The Lejre complex covers almost 1 square km and spans a chronological range from
the fifth/sixth century until the fourteenth. East of Lejre is an area characterised by three
monumental burial mounds and the remains of a ship setting at least 80 m long.
Observations made in the eighteenth century indicate that there were once at least
five impressive monuments of the latter type. One of the mounds, Grydebyj, contained
what appears to have been a chieftain’s cremation burial from the sixth/seventh
century, with extensive animal sacrifices. Parts of a tenth-century cemetery with
forty-nine inhumations have also been excavated around the ship setting. The finds
here do not differ markedly from those at other contemporary cemeteries (Andersen
1995).

The built area stretches over 500 m along the western bank of the Lejre River,
established on some of the small hills characteristic of the landscape in this region. The
eldest is a recently discovered settlement at Fredshgj (ROM j.nr. 615/84) from the sixth/
seventh century, currently (2004) under excavation (Christensen 2004). Two important
elements are worth mentioning here: a large hall building, and a heap of burnt stones
16 m in diameter and 0.75 m high. At the periphery of this heap were found pits packed
with bones and charcoal. In terms of metal finds, the site is not noticeably different from
its contemporaries among large settlements. However, the ceramic material should be
noted. The domestic wares are of high quality and unusually richly decorated with
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similarly remarkable stamps, while the imported pottery is mostly from the Frankish
region.

During the seventh century the settlement moved a few hundred metres southwards
to Mysselhojgiard (ROM j.nr. 641/8s). In the 1980s and early 1990s, parts of a settlement
complex, dated to the seventh to the tenth centuries, were excavated here. It appears to
have had a permanent form, in which the central buildings over at least three phases
were raised on the same spot as their predecessors. Two buildings are marked out by
their dimensions and construction technique: a structure 42 m long and 7.5 m wide,
and most spectacularly the structure so m long and 11.5 m wide that from its discovery
in 1986 was named the ‘Lejre Hall’ (Figure 8.4.1; Christensen 1991, 1993, 2001,
2004).

These buildings, set out on a little hill some 7 m high, form the core of the dwelling
houses. Downslope is an area characterised by handicraft activities with sunken-featured
buildings and a smithy. Most interesting in this context is a pile of burnt stone 35 m in
diameter and 1 m high, a parallel to that found on the earlier site at Fredshyj.

At some point in the tenth century the great halls were abandoned, and use of
the large stone piles ceased. The area was covered by a cultural deposit, with a few

Figure 8.4.1 The hall at Lejre, tenth century. (Photo: Roskilde Museum.
Copyright © Roskilde Museum.)
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sunken-featured buildings, from which the finds can be dated to the eleventh century.
The residences belonging to this period of occupation may lie on a hill immediately
north of the excavation. Test trenches and magnetometer surveys here have revealed the
existence of a 150 m X 150 m construction with an impressive palisade, surrounding
buildings of similar dimension to the halls on the Mysselhojgird site. It is also possible
that this bounded area is at least partly contemporary with the Myssebgjgard site itself.

The artefactual material from the excavations represents a broad spectrum ranging
from common household equipment to extraordinary metalwork, which forms a
striking but not especially common element. In this context we should also note the
Lejre hoard, containing among other items a number of silver vessels of Anglo-Irish
origin, found a few hundred metres west of the settlement area (Wilson 1960).

Closer to the Lejre River, but still on its west bank and connected with the Iron Age
and Viking period settlements, medieval occupation from the twelfth to fourteenth
centuries has been found. A stone-built cellar and a twelfth-century windmill are among
the finds here. The features here have clear parallels in the period’s feudal manor farms
(Christensen 1998).

It is thus possible to follow a continual settlement pattern at Lejre from the sixth/
seventh century until the fourteenth, and while the site has not been totally investigated
it is nonetheless possible to distinguish a number of general trends. The situation of
the two or possibly three Iron Age and Viking sites in this hilly landscape leaves no
possibility that this is a village of the larger type known from elsewhere at this period.
The overall layout seems to consist of at least one central building of impressive
dimensions, placed so as to be visible in its surroundings. At Mysselbojgdrd this is ringed
by other buildings, all of which can be followed over several successive construction
phases, and the whole site thereby exhibits a marked stability over at least two centuries.
If we also recall the hall and large stone pile at the earlier site at Fredshgj, then we see two
striking elements that appear to have been permanent fixtures in the Lejre settlement for
close on half a millennium.

The use of the term ha/l of course makes an assumption about these buildings in their
connection to a high-status milieu and pagan cult (Olsen 1966). The occurrence of fire-
cracked stone in association with late Iron Age buildings is a recognised phenomenon,
and the neutral term kogesten (‘cooking stones’, for boiling water) is the Danish standard.
In Norway they are known as bryggestein ‘brewing stones’, referring to their use in
historic times for the heating of water as part of beer brewing. The massive number of
these stones at Lejre is far in excess of what could be generated by ordinary household
activities, and in relation to the great hall buildings must be linked to events involving
more people than the residents of the settlement.

In a German source by Bishop Thietmar von Merseburg (Thietmari Merseburgensis
episcopi Chronicon, written 1012—18) Lejre is mentioned as caput regni, where the populace
gather regularly every ninth year at the winter solstice (yule), and perform sacrificial
rituals on a large scale. It may be these that are reflected in the halls, the stone heaps
and the huge quantities of faunal remains at the Lejre settlements. In view of the
monumental burial mounds and the ship settings, on archaeological grounds it can
be argued that Lejre was the seat of a princely or royal family in the Germanic Iron Age
and Viking period, simultaneously functioning as a central cult site. This interpretation
is strengthened by the fact that the accumulation of the stone pile ceases, and the
hall(s) are abandoned, both together at the end of the tenth century — at the point
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when the change of religion took place, and when Roskilde makes its appearance on the
map.

ROSKILDE

The written descriptions of Harald Bluetooth’s burial at Roskilde in 987, which have
formed one of the primary arguments for the dating of the town to the tenth century,
have been subjected to a critical scrutiny that concludes that these events can hardly
have taken place at that site (Lund 1998). Similarly, the archaeological remains cannot
support a foundation date prior to the year 1000, as only a couple of objects found
within the limits of the medieval town can be dated to the tenth century. The first time
the town can be said to appear with certainty in documentary sources is in an English
text from ¢. 1022 (Birkebak 1992: 58). At this time we also find the first archaeological
finds in the form of coins minted under Cnut the Great. Results from excavations
combined with stray finds and the ecclesiastical topography suggest an extensive settle-
ment, covering a considerable area in the eleventh century.

As is the case with the majority of the early medieval Danish towns, Roskilde was
founded on a navigable waterway at the head of a fjord, but the cathedral and — one
assumes — its associated royal manor were built on a 40 m high hill some 700 m from
the shore. If we add to this the location of the other early churches and an excavated
landing site on the fjord from the eleventh century, it seems that the town at this time
covered an area of perhaps half a square kilometre (Christensen 2000: 9—21 and Ulriksen
2000: 145-98). The markedly hilly terrain with watercourses and fords has drawn
natural boundaries between the churches and their adjacent buildings, giving an
impression of a settlement pattern reminiscent of what in northern and western Europe
has been called ‘the eleventh-century agrarian urban landscape’. This consists of several
separate settlements that only in the twelfth century combine to form a cohesive site.
When Roskilde gets its town wall in the middle of the twelfth century, and a true
settlement develops in the area around the cathedral, at the same time the old ‘suburbs’
and landing stage by the fjord are cut off.

The background to Roskilde’s location does not seem to have been the presence of an
existing trading site, nor does trade appear to have played an important role in the first
years of the town. Roskilde belongs to a group of bishoprics founded around the turn of
the first millennium, which the king and Church needed as administrative centres for a
new power structure. First and foremost the desire for good lines of communication
between the disparate parts of the realm, and a literally visible placement of church
buildings in the landscape, seem together to have determined the location of Roskilde,
coupled naturally with its proximity to the old centre at Lejre.

As we have seen, there is an impression of stability about Iron Age and Viking Lejre
until the end of the tenth century. At this time comes the disappearance of some of the
elements that, it is suggested here, were connected to pre-Christian cult, but the settle-
ment continues during the Middle Ages in the form of a manorial farm. The settlement
itself is not abandoned, but to judge from the excavations some of its functions are
transferred to the newly founded Roskilde. In this sense it is appropriate to speak of
pagan Lejre and Christian Roskilde.
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CHAPTER EIGHT (5)

RIBE

Py

Claus Feveile

he written sources about Viking Age Ribe are few (Skovgaard-Petersen 1981). Ribe

is mentioned for the first time in the Frankish annals in the 850s when the Danish
king Horik the younger gives the missionary Ansgar from the Episcopal residence in
Hamburg a piece of land where a church could be erected as well as permission for a
priest to take up permanent residence.

Among the participants at the synod in Ingelheim in 948 Bishop Leofdag of Ribe
(Liopdago Ripensis ecclesiae episcopo) is mentioned. In 965 and 988 Ribe is referred to as
an Episcopal residence as well. Finally Ribe occurs in Adam of Bremen’s Gesta from the
1070s, where the town is described as follows, ‘the town is surrounded by a river
streaming in from the ocean and through which the ships steer towards Friesland or at
any rate to England and our Saxony’.

The first archaeological attempts to locate ancient Ribe were carried out in the 1950s
and took place in the area around the present cathedral on the south-west bank of the
Ribe River. Here, however, the layers do not date back any further than to the end of
the eleventh century. In the 1960s the archaeological search for the town among other
things led to excavations outside the town, for example at Dankirke and Okholm
(Hansen 1990; Feveile 2001), 6-8 km south-west of Ribe.

The final breakthrough in the archaeological investigation of Ribe came in the 1970s,
when Mogens Bencard carried out a long excavation campaign for several years on the
north-east bank of the Ribe River. Here remains of the marketplace as well as one
inhumation grave dating from the eighth century were found. The excavations in 19706
are in course of publication: five volumes have been released and one is in preparation
(Bencard 1981, 1984; Bencard ¢t /. 1990, 1991, 2004). During 1984—2000 more than
twenty excavations were carried out on the north and east banks of the Ribe River. A
number of intermediate results and surveys have been released successively (Frandsen
and Jensen 1988a and b, 1990; Feveile 1994; Feveile et al. 1992, 1999; Feveile and
Jensen 2000), while a more comprehensive new series, Ribe Studier, dealing with the
results from the excavations of 1984—2000 has been initiated (Feveile 2006a).

The oldest part of Ribe is situated on the north and east banks of the Ribe River,
whereas from the end of the eleventh century the town centre was situated on the south-
west bank of the River. North-east of the river the landscape is dry and sandy, while the

126



— CHAPTER 8 (5): Ribe —

south-west side is divided into several small sandy islets, separated by meadow and
bogland. The north-east side is mostly flat, ¢. 3—4 m above sea level, but with a few small
areas up to 6 m above sea level.

Recent geological research shows a layer of drifting sand in an area of ¢. 6,000 m”
dating (by 'C) from around the birth of Christ, covering a plough-layer with traces
of furrow (ardmarks) (Dalsgaard 2006; Aaby 2006). Consequently the marketplace is
established on top of a natural sandbank that is several hundred years old and not — as
has previously been described — on a man-made layer of sand (Jensen 1991; Feveile
1994). The course of the river in the eighth—twelfth centuries is not known precisely.

Inac 200 m long and 8o m wide area along the river solid culture layers as deep as
up to ¢. 2 m have been investigated. The layers consisting of workshop floors, fireplaces,
waste layers etc. contain tens of thousands of archaeological objects, documenting
an extensive production of crafts (bead-maker, bronze caster, amber polisher, comb
manufacturer, shoe-maker, potter) as well as import and trade (raw materials for the
craftsmen, ready-made goods such as Frankish ceramics and hollow glass, volcanic
basalt, Scandinavian soapstone, whetstones of slate, whalebones and glass beads from the
Middle East). The oldest culture layers, which can be dated back to the period 704—10,
derive from marketplace activity, the organisation of which is not precisely known.
After relatively few years the marketplace was organised in a row of plots ¢. 6-8 m wide
and probably up to ¢. 20—30 m long placed at right angles to the river. Probably there
have been around forty—fifty plots in all. The individual plots are separated by shallow,
narrow ditches, in some places with preserved wattlework along the edges. The basic
structure exists unaltered for the next ¢. 150 years, with only small adjustments of
the plot boundaries. Until ¢. 770-80 to all appearance the use of the marketplace
has been seasonal. Therefore no housing constructions are found on the plots, only a few
pit-houses, wells and what appears to have been shelters etc. This, however, changes
insofar as at the latest from ¢. 77080 traces are found indicating actual buildings on the
plots throughout the year. Until now the excavations in Ribe have given no answers as to
the shape and size of these houses, but it must be presumed that we are dealing with
constructions like those known from other contemporary marketplaces in Scandinavia,
such as Hedeby, Birka and Kaupang. The growth of the layers stops around the middle
or second half of the ninth century for unknown reasons. The next finds made in the
marketplace are traces of buildings from the high Middle Ages, twelfth—thirteenth
centuries, and later in the form of post-holes, pits etc.

The course of the river in the eighth—ninth centuries is not known precisely and
correspondingly no archaeological investigations have been carried out in order to
investigate the look of the harbour area.

Behind the area with plots, in many small- and large-scale excavations traces of
settlements in the form of pit-houses, post-built houses, wells, fences and road systems
have been found. It is essential to note that to no degree worth mentioning are culture
layers preserved outside the marketplace area. Consequently we are dealing with so-
called flat or areal excavations, where only the features buried in the ground have
been preserved. Among the best-documented features are some post-built houses from
the second half of the eighth century and the beginning of the ninth. They are of
the same shape and size as known from contemporary rural settlements in Jutland. The
extent of the excavated area, however, has been so small that there exists no clear
evidence of how the settlement was organised: whether it had a farm-like structure or a
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more dense town-like structure. The material found in the settlement clearly indicates a
connection with the marketplace as to a certain degree traces of craft production and
trade are also found in the majority of the excavations outside the area with the work-
shop plots.

It must, however, be emphasised that although no certain permanent settlement
dating from the first half of the eighth century has been discovered, this might exist in a
number of undated settlement traces. At the same time it is also essential to notice that
there are only a very few single finds of objects from the tenth and eleventh centuries,
and there are absolutely no real constructions in the form of houses or wells etc. Despite
the few written sources about Ribe from the tenth and eleventh centuries it must, from
an archaeological point of view, be argued that the town either disappeared or at least
diminished considerably during these two centuries (Feveile 2006c: 84 ff.).

About forty-seven graves have been investigated dating to the eighth to eleventh
centuries (Figure 8.5.1). They are all situated in a large borderline area to the east
and the north of the settlement. The graves have been investigated in five separate
excavations, but there is hardly any doubt that originally they formed part of one big
or several large graveyards. The majority of the graves — about thirty-three of then — can
be dated to the eighth and ninth centuries. Apart from two graves — both inhumation
graves with children — they are poorly equipped cremation graves. The majority are
without burial gifts, while in some graves there are a few burial gifts in the form of glass
beads, iron items etc. One individual cremation grave from the eighth century con-
tained parts of riding equipment, while another grave from the ninth century contained
a Frankish sword mount of gilded silver. Fourteen inhumation graves can probably be
dated to the tenth—eleventh centuries.

-
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Figure 8.5.1  Plan of the town of Ribe, with the early Viking parts east of the river (shaded area).
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At the beginning of the ninth century a ditch was dug around the Ribe, ¢. 2 m wide
and 1 m deep (A). In several excavations the ditch was clearly seen to form the border
between the developed area on the inside and undeveloped area or graveyard on the
outside (Figure 8.5.1). Ditch A is so slight that it cannot be a fortification. Instead
the ditch was of a symbolic nature and merely marked the town limits. The ditch that
demarcates an area of ¢. 12 ha is well defined towards the east, while its northern
and possible western course is not known. Consequently it is not known whether the
ditch turns back to the Ribe River forming a semicircle, or whether the ditch stops at
the low-lying, wet area to the north of the marketplace. During the second half of the
ninth century or probably at the latest at the beginning of the tenth century the town
ditch was replaced in more or less the same place by a 67 m wide and 1 m deep and
flat-bottomed moat (B) with traces of a bank on the inside. During the second half of
the eleventh century the town was re-established on both sides of the Ribe River. On the
northern side the town now also covered an area in an eastern direction outside moat
B. Here a ¢. 10—12 m wide and 2 m deep moat with bank, moat C, was established.
This installation probably has to be seen in connection with other fortifications on the
southern side of the Ribe River.

Since the first excavations at the marketplace, at regular intervals sceattas have been
found, so that now 204 are known from Ribe (Bendixen 1981, 1994; Feveile 2006b,
2008). They have been found scattered and single, dropped in connection with trade.
The predominant type is “Wodan/Monster’ (85%), followed by ‘Porcupine’ (11%), ‘Con-
tinental Runic’ (2%) as well as a few other types, all in one single copy. The coins are not
only found dropped in layers from the first half of the eighth century, but the dropping
— and thereby also the circulation of this type of coin — continues until the beginning
of the ninth century. While the British numismatist M. Metcalf thinks the sceattas of
the “Wodan/Monster’ type were minted in Ribe or south-western Denmark (Metcalf
1993), other researchers think they were minted somewhere in the Frisian area before
¢ 755 (Malmer 2002).
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‘RIDANZ&ES’: A VIKING AGE PORT
OF TRADE AT FROJEL, GOTLAND

—— %o

Dan Carlsson

he Viking Age emporium ‘Ridanaes’ was one of the largest and most important

ports on Gotland during that period and was situated between Frojel church and
the present coastline (Figure 8.6.1). We are concerned with an area of some 10 ha, where
many traces of early buildings and several cemeteries have been found. Archaeological
excavations conducted over several years have revealed a port, and a trading and manu-
facturing centre in use from the late sixth century to approximately AD 1180.

/ymans farm
N

. )

N Fréjel Viking Port of Trade

Baltic Sea

v

.4

4

Fréjel

Holmen Kastal

Baltic Sea

Figure 8.6.1 ‘Ridanes’, the Viking Age harbour at Frijel, Gotland.
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The activities of the port peaked during the eleventh century and the early part of the
twelfth century, but continued at a more modest level until the seventeenth century
(when it was located on the present coastline). Nowadays, there are no visible signs of
the activity that once took place there. Nevertheless, the parish church’s position, the
presence of a defence tower/storehouse next to it and a large number of Viking Age
artefacts in the area are all evidence that we are concerned with an important early
medieval commercial centre. The name Ridands can be found on older maps and indi-
cates the site of the port.

In the late Iron Age/early Middle Ages the harbour site was situated close to a strait,
which separated the mainland of Gotland from an outlying island. The former strait,
which was well protected from strong winds, the church near to the coast and the
existence of a large number of stray finds in the area were reasons to believe that a port
might have existed here at an earlier period in the history of the region. A comprehen-
sive phosphate mapping revealed that a large area in direct contact with the eastern
shore of the strait had very high phosphate levels, a clear sign of an extensive settlement
along the former coastline.

EXCAVATIONS

The archaeological excavations at the site, which are still in progress, have provided clear
evidence for human activity in the latter part of the Iron Age and the early Middle Ages
(Carlsson 1999). They have revealed traces of settlement, early cemeteries and a large
number of artefacts connected with trade and manufacturing. The settlement, which is
indicated by rows of post-holes and stone remains, covers the whole area from the former
coast up to the school house and the schoolteacher’s house. We appear to have an urban
community here with obvious parallels at Birka, Hedeby, Wolin and Ribe. The settle-
ment was laid out in a regular pattern, with streets and alleys arranged symmetrically
and with rows of houses. We are clearly concerned with early urbanisation here.

A total of some 1,500 m” has been archaeologically investigated. Up to the time of
writing, the excavations have brought some 35,000 objects to light and in addition
large quantities of animal bone, burnt clay, slag, flint and charcoal have been found. The
finds are clear evidence for the intensive trade and industrial activity which took place
here. We have imports, such as (walrus) ivory from the North Atlantic, semi-precious
stones such as carnelian, rock crystal and amethyst from the Arabian peninsula and the
area around the Black Sea, imported raw glass material from Italy (for making glass
beads) and iron from either the Swedish mainland or from the island of Saaremaa in
Estonia.

Many of the objects discovered clearly reflect the trade and contact routes of the
Viking Age. Among these objects, there are a resurrection egg from Kiev in the
Ukraine, a brooch with arms of equal length from the Swedish mainland, an oval brooch
from Finland and more than 150 coins from the Caliphate, Germany, England and
Denmark. Most of these coins are German and were struck in the early eleventh century.

The settlement area was fringed by at least three cemeteries. It cannot be ruled out
that there are more cemeteries awaiting discovery, since the graves that have been
discovered are well below the surface and not visible. Many graves remained untouched
by ploughing, since they were up to a metre below the surface.
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CEMETERIES

The oldest cemetery is situated at the northern end of the area and was almost entirely
covered by later layers of settlement at the harbour. We have both inhumations and
cremations, and the cemetery covers the period from the seventh century onwards,
remaining in use into the tenth century. Most of the graves were well furnished,
especially those of women. They have the typically Gotlandic type of jewellery. The
grave goods suggest that most of the persons buried here were natives of Gotland, but
new investigation of the DNA of the male population gives a clear indication of the
extensive contacts eastwards. About 40 per cent of the male population (or their fore-
fathers) seem to have an origin in eastern Europe, meaning nowadays the Baltic States
and Russia.

A second cemetery is situated on the outskirts of the town area in the south and can
be dated to the eleventh century. Almost all those buried here are men. Several of them
are buried with weapons, such as axes and spearheads. One of the graves can be described
as a chamber grave in which the man was put in a timber-framed hole in the ground,
this then being sealed by a layer of timber. One of the graves in this cemetery contained
several fragments of a bronze bowl, of a type that has been found in large quantities in
the graves at the huge cemetery of Barshalder in southern Gotland.

The third cemetery (a Christian churchyard) is situated below the school house and
the schoolteacher’s house, just east of the harbour site (Carlsson 2000). Excavations
were carried out in 1998, and resulted in the discovery of forty-three skeletons, only
women and children. The deceased were buried with jewellery, mostly beads, but also
an animal-head brooch, decorative brooches, a double-comb and a pendant in the
form of an English silver coin struck for King Athelred the Unready (from around
AD 1000). Three of the graves were children’s graves. In addition, the skeleton of an
infant was discovered together with that of a woman. With one exception, the indi-
viduals lay on their backs in an east—west direction with their heads to the west. The
exception was a woman lying with her legs pulled up in the same direction as the others
but turned around, that is, with the head to the east. The dating of the cemetery is based
mainly on the excavation finds. From the shape of the objects and the style of jewellery,
it would seem that the graveyard was in use from the early eleventh century onwards,
perhaps, more precisely, from around AD 1000. It is not known for how long the
cemetery remained in use, but it can be assumed that it continued to be used until the
new church was built on the cliff. According to art historians, this took place around
1160.

THE VICARAGE

The remains of the vicarage have also been discovered during the excavations, situated
just west of the early churchyard mentioned above. The house was built of stone, had
two rooms and 1 m thick walls. The building is not visible on the surface and was
discovered by pure chance. A stone stair leads down to a well-built cellar from the
floor of the front room of the building. The stone-cut windows opening into the cellar
are preserved under a layer of soil. The remains of stained-glass windows are among
the most remarkable finds discovered here. Among the fragments, there is one with the
name Pethrus painted on it.
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The building appears to have been in use from the thirteenth century to the early
seventeenth century, when it must have been demolished. It is known from written
records that Frojel became a chapel attached to Klinte parish from the sixteenth century
onwards, and this could be the reason for the abandonment of the vicarage at Frojel.

‘RIDANZES’ AND ITS SETTING

All things being considered, it can be shown that the harbour and trading site at Frojel
was established in the seventh century, or perhaps even in the late sixth century, and
was in continuous use until the high Middle Ages. The extensive area of the settlement,
the number of culture layers and the large number of artefacts found here show the
importance of the site. There was extensive production of such items as combs, beads,
jewellery and other objects of everyday life. The large number of nails and rivets clearly
indicates that shipbuilding and ship repair were carried on here. The objects found also
reveal contacts with the outside world and show that Frojel can be added to the early
medieval emporia in the Baltic.

The main period of activity was the eleventh century, as is indicated by the coins.
From the latter part of the twelfth century, activity at the port declined and around
AD 1180 the site was deserted. One of the reasons for this is a drop in sea level, which
meant that the strait became too shallow for ships to enter the harbour.

The farm at Bottarve seems to have played a major role in the development of the
Viking Age harbour at Frojel. The farm, which is situated close to the present church
and directly above the harbour site, owned most of the land within and adjacent to
the harbour in the medieval and early modern periods. Maps show that before 1700 the
Bottarve farm was situated further to the north than today.

The physical location of the church, the excavated vicarage and the graveyard at
the schoolteacher’s house and the school, all indicate that there is a direct connection
between the Bottarve farm and the church. In other words, there is much that would
indicate that the first church at Frojel, like the one existing today, was built on land
belonging to Bottarve. It is also likely that there was a direct connection between the
farm and the harbour that grew up just west of it during the Viking period.

One can detect a strong functional connection between farm, harbour and church,
emanating from the farm and its owners. It would seem to be the case that the owner of
the farm at Bottarve laid out the graveyard and built the stave church that was probably
located on his property. There is every justification for regarding this first church in
Frojel as a kind of mission church. It can be suggested that an individual landowner took
the initiative and built one of the first churches in the region. The present church can
therefore be seen as its successor serving the whole parish.
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SEBBERSUND

Py

Jens N. Nielsen

he use of metal detectors has led to the discovery of a number of late Iron Age and
early medieval settlements of a special character in the eastern part of the Limfjord.
One of these settlements is Sebbersund near Nibe.

The Sebbersund site lies on the fjord coast, on a narrow, sandy foreland, part of which
is known as ‘Skt Nikolaj Bjerg’ (St Nicholas’ Mountain). The area was ideal for maritime
activities, such as anchoring and local and long-distance transportation. Excavations
took place here in the 1990s and in 2002 (Birkedahl and Johansen 1993: 3-8;
1995: 160—4; 2000: 25—33; Birkedahl 2000: 140 f.; Christensen and Johansen 1992:
199—229; Nielsen 2002: 6-27).

A TRADING PLACE AND PRODUCTION CENTRE

Approximately 70 pit-houses were excavated north of Skt Nikolaj Bjerg (Figure 8.7.1).
Marks in the cornfields show that the total number is considerably larger, perhaps nearly
300. Concentrated and overlapping pit-house remains indicate that when a pit-house
fell into disuse, a new one was usually put up almost on the same site. The limited
excavations do not allow for a more exact evaluation as to the structure of the pit-
house area. Nor do post-holes and other fillings found between the pit-houses allow
conclusions to be made as to structures, such as longhouses.

Loom weights and spindle whorls found in half of the pit-houses show the impor-
tance of textile production. The rest of the finds come from the filling of the pit-houses.
They comprise fragments of earthenware pots and soapstone vessels, glass beads, slate
whetstones, numerous combs made from bone and antler, bones from domestic animals,
and shells. A rather large amount of teeth from iron eel spears and fish bones indicate
that fishing took place in the shallow waters surrounding the foreland.

Post-holes and pits found north-east of Skt Nikolaj Bjerg cannot be identified as
remains from houses or other constructions. Several of the pits contained stones and
large amounts of flint that had been exposed to fire, as well as charcoal and clinker from
forges. The flint was probably used in connection with forge welding. Iron scales and
forge remnants show that ironworking was an important activity in this settlement.
There are also traces of bronze, silver and gold crafts.
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Figure 8.7.1  Plan of the excavated areas and Skt Nikolaj Bjerg. (1) Pit-houses, (2) workshop activity,
(3) the wooden church, (4) the stone church.

The investigation results concerning the two areas mentioned indicate the impor-
tance of production, probably with textile and iron manufacturing as the chief crafts.
Weights indicate that trade also took place here. These activities seem to have begun
around AD 700 and continued until the early twelfth century (Christensen and Johansen
1992: 211 f.).

A possible permanent settlement on the foreland would have been of limited size.
Sebbersund was probably a seasonal settlement, which attracted the local population as
well as people from distant areas, for instance Norway and the British Isles.

THE WOODEN CHURCH

The traces of a wooden church with adjoining churchyard were found south of the
workshop area (Figure 8.7.2). The church lies on slightly sloping terrain, which verges
on the coast towards the east. The westernmost third of the churchyard has not been
investigated. The churchyard measures approximately 40 m X 40 m, and it is bounded
by ditches towards the south and north.
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Figure 8.7.2  Plan of the wooden church and adjoining churchyard.

A rectangular area without graves in the middle of the churchyard indicates the
position of a church. The interpretation of a number of post-holes from a supposed
wooden church has caused some problems. However, the most likely hypothesis is the
following. The remains are probably from two churches, both of which had a narrow
chancel. The first church had wall posts dug into the ground and arranged in pairs. It
was succeeded by a church in the same position, but this second church had posts resting
on stones dug partly into the earth. The walls of both churches seem to have rested on a
sill beam, but the rest of the wall construction is unknown.

THE GRAVES

Approximately 468 graves of different types have been excavated. One of the more
remarkable ones is an east—west oriented stone coffin made from split granite boulders,
situated south of the church. Its western end consists of a large limestone slab with
a round recess for the head. The coffin was sealed with mortar in several places. It
contained the well-preserved body of a woman, who had the remains of a ‘pillow’” under
her head (see below). A small hazel stick lay across her pelvis. The woman was around
154 cm tall, a little over sixty years old and of delicate to normal build. She had not had
hard, physical work. There was evidence of her having given birth.

In at least twenty burials, wood traces indicate that boats had been used as coffins. In
grave no. 267, part of a boat seems to have been placed on top of the buried person.
Usually, the stem is pointing towards the east. Men, women and children were buried in
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boats. A 3.8 m long boat contained the burials of three people, including a child of nine
to eleven years. The boat burials are distributed evenly on the excavated part of the
churchyard. This and other conditions indicate that the use of boat parts as coffins
mainly served a practical purpose, as well as expressing the maritime connection. Several
other graves contained iron nails and spikes, probably from boats or boat parts.

A number of graves had traces of wooden coffins. As is the case with the boat graves,
the surface of the wood was apparently burnt. Most coffins are rectangular, but trapez-
ium coffins occur. A small group of wooden coffins may be troughs or the like. There are
probably graves without any coffin.

THE DEAD

The preservation conditions for the skeletons vary. Several graves contain skeletal parts
from more persons, probably due to the overlapping of graves. One person was buried
lying on the side, whereas the rest had been placed on the back, always with the head
towards the west. In approximately 18 per cent of the graves, boat graves included, the
head was supported by a ‘pillow’. In most cases, this was probably a turf, but also
burnt flint, bones, granite stones or clay were used as ‘pillows’. In a few graves, two
stones formed a niche around the head.

Anthropological analyses and the height of the skeletons show that women were
mainly buried north of the church and men on the southern side. However, this
sex-based division was not applied consistently, perhaps due to changes in burial
practice over the years. The children’s graves clearly tend to be concentrated, for instance
near the eastern part of the church and in the north-eastern corner of the churchyard.

Other aspects than sex and age seem to have influenced the choice of burial place. The
largest graves tend to lie in groups and have more free space around them. Only in one
case, one of these graves was overlapped by another grave (a child’s grave). Maybe this
tendency reflects the custom of burying leading persons (men especially) or families in
specific areas. Perhaps the woman in the stone coffin was buried on the southern side of
the church because she was the head of the family.

THE STONE CHURCH

Written sources mention a church situated on Skt Nikolaj Bjerg, and a small-scale
excavation in 2002 proved this to be correct. Before the building of the church began,
the site was levelled with a sand layer, which was up to 50 ¢m thick. The church, which
was built from granite ashlars, had a length of roughly 20 m. It consisted of a nave and a
narrower chancel. Several pieces of mortar with whitewash on one side indicate that the
inner walls were whitewashed.

Traces of crafts, such as forging, connected to the building of the church, were noted
at several places. A partly intact building layer was found underneath the foundation
layer for the floor, which consisted of flint blocks and granite stones, covered by a layer of
mortar. Some fashioned lime flags are probably remnants of the floor. In the western end,
large flint blocks placed on end created the base of the font. Pieces of fashioned lime
blocks found in a nearby layer may have covered the visible part of the font platform.
Fragments of yellow bricks of typical medieval shape were found in the eastern part of
the chancel. They are probably the remains of a brick altar.
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Considerable amounts of iron nails were found inside and outside the church. They
are not from coffins, but may be from the church construction, perhaps from a board
ceiling. The church is surrounded by graves on all sides, except to the west, where the
terrain slopes abruptly. Areas without graves on the southern and northern side of the
western part of the nave may indicate doors in the nave walls. The number of graves in
the churchyard has been estimated to around 100. The graves seem to have an east—west
orientation. Just a few graves were investigated, and they turned out to differ as to
construction and other details. A few graves were found inside the church, including
four children’s graves. Men, women and children are buried in the churchyard.

The present parish church lies 1 km west of Skt Nikolaj Bjerg. This church, Sebber
church, which was probably originally part of a Benedictine monastery, was first men-
tioned in 1268, but is probably older. It may have replaced the stone church on Skt
Nikolaj Bjerg.

DATINGS

The trade and crafts settlement came into existence around AD 700 and seems to have
existed until the early twelfth century. The settlement appears to have flourished in the
eleventh century (Christensen and Johansen 1992: 211 f.). Scientific dating methods
indicate that the wooden church was built in the first quarter of the eleventh century
and was probably given up during the second half of the twelfth century. It is an obvious
conclusion that the building of the wooden church was connected to the activities in the
trading settlement. The church was probably built by a local chieftain. The stone church
probably existed from the late eleventh century until around 1200. Thus, the two
churches may have functioned contemporarily. If this is the case, we are facing some very
essential problems concerning the founder and users of the stone church.
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SIGTUNA

Py

Jonas Ros

igtuna was founded ¢. 980, by the time when the town of Birka ceased to have urban

functions, and Sigtuna took over Birka’s role of being a port for long-distance trade.
Sigtuna also had other functions: it was a centre for craft production, and a market for
domestic trade for the town and the hinterland. There was also a mint in the town. King
Erik the Victorious probably founded Sigtuna. By founding the town, the king could
attach chieftains to him in a new way: he could grant plots in the town to them and he
could also grant lordship over hundreds and ship-sokes. Chieftains could then have had
jurisdiction over such districts, and could control and man warships. Sigtuna was a
centre for the Crown and a meeting-place for the elite.

The oldest mention of the name Sigtuna is on coins struck in the town. On the
coins, there are short forms of the name, for example S7b#, Stuete and Situn Malmer 1989:
63 ff.). Sigtuna is also mentioned in the skaldic poetry from the eleventh century.
Chieftains who later became kings are said to have visited the town. The name Sigtuna is
also mentioned in a runic inscription from the town of Sigtuna. The inscription records
that: ‘Sven ... carved the stone ... who transferred her to Sibtunum’ (i.e. Sigtuna)
(U 395). There are different interpretations of the place name Sigtuna. According to one,
the model for the name is the Celtic word Segodunon meaning strong fortification.
According to another, it is a compound of the word sig ‘trickling water’” and t#na, whose
meaning is obscure (Wahlberg 2003: 271 f.). The Tuna-places were some kind of central
places during the Iron Age.

TOWN PLAN AND EXCAVATIONS

Sigtuna has an S-shaped main street, Stora gatan, running east—west parallel to the
shore at the south of the urban area. The oldest map of Sigtuna dates from 1636
(Figure 8.8.1). The streets and the blocks have similarities with the present town plan.
The main street had its origin from the very beginning of the town. There were plots on
each side of the street. Alongside the street there were shops and the street functioned as
a market. A model for the town plan has been looked for in England (Schiick 1926: 129;
Floderus 1941: 65); it has similarities with the contemporary towns Bergen and
Trondheim.
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Figure 8.8.1  The oldest map of Sigtuna, dating from 1636. The church of St Per is in the western part
of the town. (1) The Urmakaren, (2) the Tridgdrdsmistaren, (3) the Professorn blocks, (4) the Sigtuna
Museum plot. (Copyright © National Land Survey of Sweden.)

Kings are mentioned in the written sources in connection with the town. One inter-
pretation is that there was a royal residence here, and that this moved to three different
places within the settlement area (e.g. Tesch 2003: 8 ff.). However, there is no written
or archaeological evidence of royal residences in the town (Ros 2001: 78, 177). Instead,
the king had an official, a ge/d-exactor, here, and in 1274 a Sigtuna Prefect is mentioned
(DS 572, 574). It is probable that there was a ge/d-exactor in Sigtuna from the beginning
of the town. A town law was needed to solve conflicts and the ge/d-exactor was probably
chairman at the town court. During the Viking Age the kings were itinerant, and they
had manors that they visited periodically. To the west of Sigtuna, on the other side of
the water Sigtunafjirden/Hatunaviken, there is a royal manor called Fornsigtuna, that is,
‘Old Sigtuna’ — the place name obviously showing a connection to Sigtuna. In the
Ynglingasaga Snorri Sturluson says that Fornsigtuna was a royal residence during
the Iron Age (ch. 5). The king granted Fornsigtuna to the bishop around 1130 (DS 852)
and the estate continued to be a royal manor until 1627. Small-scale excavations in
Fornsigtuna have given '“C dates to the Iron Age, especially to the Vendel and Viking
periods, though some 'C dates are later (Damell 1991: 30, 32 ff., 83 ff.). Extended
excavations would certainly show settlement contemporary to the town of Sigtuna.
Thus, there was no royal residence in the town of Sigtuna, which was probably at
Fornsigtuna. There was a similar situation at Birka, where the royal residence was on the
other side of the water, at Adelso.

The culture layer in Sigtuna covers an area of ¢. 700 m X 100 m and it is at the most
3.5 m thick. There have been many archaeological excavations in the town. To the north
of Stora gatan in a block known as Tridgdrdsmistaren large-scale excavations have taken
place: four and part of a fifth tenement were excavated (Petterson 1995). Excavations to
the south of the street in a block known as Professorn show that the plot structure was
of the same kind on that side of the street. The most common town plots in Sigtuna
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were ¢. 8 m wide and sometimes 30—40 m long, with as many as four or five buildings
with different functions. At the rear of the plots there was a residential hall with a
fireplace on the floor. Another building, with a household function, had a fireplace
in one corner. There were also buildings for storage and multiple functions. A great
number of tenements probably belonged to manors in the town’s hinterland. There was
little debris from craft production in the oldest layers; during that period the craftsmen
were periodically active in the town. During the eleventh and twelfth centuries, there
were shops alongside the street that were rented by craftsmen and traders.

In a block known as Urmakaren, plots of smaller dimensions were excavated
(Figure 8.8.2). The buildings along the street had household functions, but there was

Street

Figure 8.8.2 The remains of buildings on two plots and parts of two other plots in the Urmakaren
block in Sigtuna. The buildings date from the mid-eleventh century. (Drawing: J. Ros.)
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also debris from craft production in them. There was also debris from craft production in
the smaller buildings. The plots were c. 6 m wide and there were two or three buildings
on them. In the excavated area there were three different kinds of house foundations: sill
stone, post-hole and twig holes in lines. The buildings were made by the horizontal-
planking technique and wattle and daub, and during the eleventh century the
cross-jointing technique was introduced. King Olof Skétkonung’s minting-house was
found in the excavated area: pieces of lead with the impression of a die were found on the
floor (Ros 1991, 2001: 87 ff.). The first Swedish coins were made in Sigtuna: King Olof
Skotkonung started coin production ¢. 995 and it continued until his death ¢. 1022. He
invited English moneyers to Sigtuna and five moneyers had their names on coins made
in the town. Olof might have produced as many as two million coins. Olof’s son, Anund
Jakob, continued to make coins from ¢. 1022 until 1030/5, then there was a long period
without coinage. Production started again in Sigtuna under Knut Eriksson’s reign
1167—96 (Malmer 19971: 13, 25).

THE CHURCHES AND THE EPISCOPAL SEE

The foundation of Sigtuna took place during the pagan period. On the outskirt of the
town there are late Viking Age inhumation burial grounds (Douglas 1978: 61 f.). There
are also some later burial grounds in the town with no visible marking above ground.
The graves are Christian, oriented east—west. One of these grave-fields, dating to
¢. 1000, has been excavated in the western part of the town (Hillbom 1987).

Adam of Bremen mentions that Olof Skdtkonung had a bishop among his retainers,
and later, during the 1060s, there was a missionary bishop named Osmund in Sigtuna.
Adam calls Sigtuna civitas magna Sictone and Sictonia civitate. It became a bishopric
¢. 1070, during Stenkil’s reign, under Bishop Adalvard the younger, but the bishop
abandoned Sigtuna when Stenkil died (Adam of Bremen 2: 58, 3: 15, 4: 25, 28 ff.). In a
letter from the 1080s the pope expresses his joy that there are preachers among the
Svea people and the king is asked to send a bishop or priest to Rome (DS 24). It is not
known which was the episcopal church in Sigtuna.

In Sigtuna there are churches dedicated to St Per, St Nikolai, St Lars, St Olov, St
Gertrud and the Virgin Mary, which belonged to the Dominican monastery. There was
also a hospital of St George with a chapel. Archaeological investigations have revealed
another two churchyards. Most of the churches are in an east—west sequence north of the
settlement area. Only one is located in the settlement area: on the Sigtuna museum plot.
One suggestion is that that church was the bishop’s church (e.g. Tesch 2003: 9 f.);
however, it is more likely that St Per, situated in the western part of the town, was the
episcopal church. St Per was built ¢. 1100 (Redelius 1975). Earlier there was probably a
wooden church somewhere in the town. St Per might also have been a mother church
with a parish comprising the town and the surrounding area (Ros 2001: 147 ff.). This is,
however, a hypothetical speculation and the church of St Olov might have been the
episcopal church. The episcopal see was moved from Sigtuna to Old Uppsala in the
I11308.
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VIKING AGE UPPAKRA AND LUND

Py

Birgitta Hardh

he Iron Age centre Uppdkra is situated on a pronounced height, dominating the

plain of Lund. Uppékra belongs to the group of south Scandinavian central places
which have been recorded during the past decades, mainly in Denmark. The central
places are defined as multi-functional, regional centres with a long continuity. The finds
from Uppdkra show that the site kept the function of a central place during the entire
first millennium. With the vast extent of the cultural layer and the distribution of finds,
it is, at 40 ha, also the largest Iron Age settlement known from south Scandinavia, and
cultural layers measuring up to 2 m thickness have been recorded (Hardh 2000; Larsson
20014a).

Uppakra is situated 4 km south of the medieval city of Lund and for a long time there
were speculations whether Uppdkra was a predecessor of Lund. Archaeologically it has
been stated that the beginning of Lund is about AD 9g9o. The first time that the name
of Uppdkra appears is in a written document, a donation charter issued by King Cnut the
Holy from 108s.

When the new investigations started in Uppdkra in 1996 hardly anything was
known of a Viking Age settlement at the site. A number of field names containing
the word #9f#, known from cadastral maps from the eighteenth century, were possible
indications of a Viking Age settlement. Unfortunately agriculture has destroyed most
structures from the Merovingian, Viking Age and later periods. The thick cultural
layers derive mainly from the early Iron Age. However, two sunken-featured buildings,
one with a complete oval brooch in Borre style, and remains of a longhouse, have been
recorded.

In 1997 there was an opportunity to conduct a small excavation under the sanctuary
in the present church, built in the 1860s. Foundations from the Romanesque medieval
church under the present church were traced and beneath them, in a layer with occa-
sional fragments of ceramic of Viking Age type, a skeleton in a stretched position with
an east—west orientation was found. This could indicate an interment of Christian type
before the medieval period. It is plausible to consider the possibility of a church older
than the medieval one on the site. Not far from the present church a big encolpion,
probably made in Germany around 1000, has been found (Staecker 1999). It could have
belonged to a late Viking Age church.
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Especially worth attention are the results from the excavations in 2001—4. South of
the church an area has been investigated with manifold cultic or ritual manifestations.
In its centre there is a house with an exceptionally long continuation, at least from the
Roman Iron Age up to the beginning of the Viking Age. In the house a large number of
depositions have been recorded, among them more than 110 gold-foil figures, a metal
beaker with embossed figure foils in gold and a glass bowl from the Black Sea region.
Around the house there are depositions of weapons, partly destroyed and dated from the
Roman Iron Age to the Merovingian period, perhaps to the early Viking Age. Close to
the house there is a stone paving with abundant animal bones. Here a P6rt’s hammer
ring of iron has been found. The house was pulled down around AD 8co and the
depositions in the area ceased at the same time, probably indicating a fundamental
religious change (Larsson 2001b; Uppikrastudier vol. 10).

The main share of the Viking Age record comes from detector investigations. The
distribution of the finds covers the entire cultural layer. The site appears as one of the
richest Viking Age settlement sites, especially as regards ornament types. The number
of finds of various types from Uppdkra surpasses several times what previously was
known from the entire Skdne. For example, more than 100 fragments of oval brooches
have been found. More than 40 three-foil brooches, complete and fragments, and 43
equal-armed brooches have been registered so far. A category worth attention is a group
of about 40 round, cast and gilded bronze brooches and pendants with spiral or Terslev
decoration and, in one case, animal decoration in Jelling style. This type of brooch and
pendant is known mainly from places such as Birka, Hedeby and Tissg at Zealand.

Several of the ornaments are fragments and it is probable that they were intended to
be remelted and thus are to be seen as raw material for metal handicraft. Some patrices
show, together with moulds, the presence of metalwork in the Viking Age as in previous
periods. The indications for metal handicraft suggest that it was at a large scale and of
high quality (Kresten ez @/. 2001).

Over 380 weights have been found, among them several of the cubo-octahedric and
of spherical types, characteristic of the Viking Age. Also some fragments of balances
have been found. Coins dated to the Viking Age so far number 277. The dominant
group (c. 250 coins) is Arabic issues. Their composition has an early emphasis with
mainly Abbasid coins from the eighth and ninth centuries. From the tenth century there
are 40 Samanid dirhams, dating up to ¢. AD 950, while from the second half of the tenth
century and the eleventh century the number of coins is considerably smaller. There are
some German, English and Danish coins but although the number of coins has
decreased, the entire late part of the Viking Age is represented (Silvegren 2002).

Beside the coins there are several indications of long-distance contacts in the Viking
Age as well as in previous periods: for example a collection of ornaments and mountings
of west European, mainly Carolingian, origin, enamelled mountings from the British
Isles, probably from Ireland, and an oriental mounting, perhaps from the Khazarian
region.

There are many manifestations of the uniqueness of Uppdkra in the Viking Age. A
small silver statue in the shape of a fantastic lion-like animal with two snakes was
probably made in west Europe around 8oo (Figure 8.9.1). The best parallels to the
animal are to be found among the illustrations in the Book of Kells. A well-known little
statue represents a one-eyed man with horns on his head. The figure is closely associated
to horned figures with weapons, for example, on coins, stamped metal foils or patrices
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Figure 8.9.1 Imaginative animal in solid silver with necklace of gold (44 mm in length) found

at Uppdkra. Parallels to the animal can be found in the Book of Kells. It was probably manufactured

in western Europe ¢. 80o. (Photo: Bengt Almgren. Copyright © The Historical Museum, University
of Lund.)

for these (cf. Arrhenius 1994: 211 ff.). There are also a couple of close parallels in Tissg.
Apparently it is a representation of Odinn.

A small gilded silver head has its best parallels on the famous caskets from Kammin
and Bamberg, as well as on the belt mountings from the tomb under the church of
Jelling. It is of course not possible to tell whether this highly prestigious object was
made in Uppdkra, came there as scrap silver or shows the presence of some person
connected to the Jelling court. It indicates, however, direct or indirect connections to
the uppermost social levels in tenth-century Denmark.

As regards the variety, number and quality of finds, Uppékra is fully comparable
to the largest Viking Age central and trading places such as Birka, Hedeby and Tissg.
A severe obstacle for the interpretation is, as mentioned, the damaged cultural layers,
which means that traces of constructions are almost completely missing in Uppékra.
A central question is of course the character of settlement. The inland location, 7 km
from the coast, indicates that the place was hardly a site with shipping trade as the main
activity. In contrast to several of the Viking Age central and trading places, Uppékra
is not the result of a royal foundation in the early Viking Age. At the beginning of
the Viking Age Uppdkra had already existed for at least 8oo years and kept a position
as an exceptional site, a mighty centre for centuries. Thus it is obvious that Uppakra is
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not a parallel to Birka or Hedeby. Tissg on Zealand is characterised as an aristocratic
residence, a manorial farm with abundant finds of prestigious objects, traces of
qualitative handicraft and external contacts. The site has also continuity back into the
migration period. The settlement of the central place Gudme on Fyn covered a vast area
but was obviously not dense. Instead the record has been interpreted as a collection of
about fifty farms with dwelling houses and outhouses. This is a model which is also
possible for Uppékra, especially as the site is located centrally in a most fertile agrarian
region. It is also appropriate to consider that the earliest settlement of Lund, from
the eleventh century, has been reconstructed as a collection of spacious plots with a
settlement structure rather similar to concentrated rural farms (Carelli 2001: 107).

In the 99os Lund was established a few kilometres north of Uppékra. In this case it is
a foundation initiated by the king and with the Church as an active and powerful
partner. It is also most probable that the localisation of Lund is connected to the
presence of the mighty Iron Age centre. Here an infrastructure, roads and other com-
munications and a large population were already present. Whether the king had
influence in Uppdkra or whether he saw it as a competing power is hard to know. About
100 years later, as the above-mentioned donation charter shows, the king possessed
substantial estates in Uppdkra. It is obvious that Uppdkra was part of the political power
game in eastern Denmark in the decades around 1000. Two fortresses, Borgeby and
Trelleborg, are dated to this period. Borgeby is situated at the estuary of the rivulet
Lodde A, the entrance to the province of Skdne from the Strait of Oresund, and
Trelleborg is situated in the present town of Trelleborg on the south coast of Skdne. Both
sites are also situated at a communication link that connects the south and west coasts of
Skéne and which, in a north—south direction, runs through Uppékra as well as Lund
(Eriksson 2001; Jacobsson 2003). It is probable that the two fortresses also played an
important part in politics, even if it is too early yet to state how.

The investigations in Uppdkra have shown the complexity of centre formations
during the entire first millennium. They show a central place different from the well-
known Viking Age trading places, and neither is it a manorial farm like Tissg. The
size and continuity of the place are exceptional. Notwithstanding societal changes and
political turbulence, Uppdkra kept its dominant position for 1,000 years. Only with the
establishment of Lund did Uppdkra lose its position as a centre and become a mere
agricultural settlement.

NOTE

Numbers of objects from Uppékra given in this article refer to the standing of registered objects
in 2003.
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Technology and trade

CHAPTER NINE

LOCAL AND
LONG-DISTANCE EXCHANGE

Soren Michael Sindbek

Exchange was a delicate matter in the Viking period. Objects moved for many
reasons: gifts were exchanged to maintain personal allegiances, goods were dispersed
freely within families or organisations, treasures were robbed and trade was conducted
on strictly economic terms. The greater and more important share of exchange was
certainly conducted through the mesh of personal ties. Yet it is the impersonalised
commercial relations that have attracted the attention of modern scholars.

Viking trade has inspired bright visions and exorbitant claims: it has been identified
as a decisive vehicle for urbanisation, state formation and colonisation. Some even see a
commercial revolution that introduced market-trade in northern Europe. The search for
the origin of markets and a ‘spirit of capitalism’ has no doubt contributed unfairly to
the fame of the Vikings. But though its scope and importance have often been over-
emphasised, trade was a quintessential cultural phenomenon in Viking Age northern
Europe, and a hub of important change and innovations.

CONFLICTS AND CONJUNCTURES: A BRIEF HISTORY

The Viking Age is renowned as an era when trade and war went happily together — raids
being, so to speak, a continuation of trade by other means. When we examine the
sources more thoroughly, though, the common theme in the history of Viking trade was
that trading networks grew during relatively peaceful periods, and declined in periods of
conflict.

The first distinctive phase of growth is associated with the network of wics or emporia
—undefended port sites such as Hamwic, Dorestad, Ribe, Birka or Truso that developed
almost simultaneously in the eighth century from Wessex in the west to the Wista bay
in the east. The geographical scope of the network is reflected in the distribution of
many artefacts: the small silver coins or sceattas, and imports such as basalt quernstones
from the Mayen region, Frankish glass beakers, textiles etc. (Gabriel 1988; Parkhouse
1997; Nidsman 2000). They share a centre of gravity, and probably a locus of agency, in
the Rhine mouth, from which contacts extend down the Rhine valley, over the Channel
to southern England, and along the Frisian coast to southern Jutland. More limited finds
occur in Scandinavia proper, in the Baltic region and in the northern parts of Britain.
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The character of the sites, as well as the quantity and nature of the commodities,
show that long-distance exchange had attained a level of intensity and regularity not
found in other parts of northern Europe in this period. But, there were other spheres of
interaction. One emerges from the end of the eighth century when Staraya Ladoga in
north-west Russia and possibly Truso in Prussia became critical links in the near-eastern
economy through fur and possibly slave trade. Towards the end of the eighth century
Arabic silver coins, or dirhams, appear first in Russian then Scandinavian and other sites
along with mass-produced glass beads and other items of near-eastern origin (Noonan
1980; Davidan 1995; Callmer 1995). The beads arrived in sufficient quantities to oust
the local production of glass beads in such sites as Ribe and Ahus within a few years.

The first decades of the ninth century marked the apogee and a change of guard for
the emporia network. Hedeby (Haithabu) was established at the southern Danish
border and quickly took on the role as a bridge between the North Sea and the Baltic. As
the Royal Frankish Annals inform, its foundation happened in direct consequence of
political conflicts, and its protection was a matter for the Danish king. Kaupang in
Norway was established at the same time, and very possibly on the same initiative (see
Skre, ch. 8.3, above). It is worth noting that characteristic Norwegian products such as
Eidsborg hones and steatite vessels first occur in southern Scandinavia at the same time
(Figure 9.1) (Myrvoll 1985; Sindbak 2005: 137 ff.).

While the first decades of the ninth century appear to be a culmination of develop-
ments through the past century, the following period bears every mark of crisis. Many
of the sites that had previously transmitted long-distance exchange were either
extinguished or substantially reduced during the mid-ninth century, when the
Carolingian Empire disintegrated and Viking raids escalated.

Figure 9.1 Eidsborg hones and fragments of steatite vessels from Norway, found in Aggersbog,

Denmark. Stone objects, whose provenance can often be established by petrological analyses, are some of

the archaeologically most perceptible traces of interregional exchange in Viking Scandinavia. (Photo:
Department of Medieval and Renaissance Archaeology, Aarhus University.)
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Figure 9.2  Tenth-century hoard of brass bars from Myrvilde, Gotland. The seventeen complete bars are
41—3 cm long and were carefully adjusted to a weight between 390—410 g. The standardisation shows
that the bars were prepared to function as ‘economic’ objects of exchange. (Photo: Sgren M. Sindbaek.)

Around AD9oo little was left of the network that had existed 100 years earlier,
though key sites like Hedeby, Birka, Kaupang and Staraya Ladoga persisted. The most
thriving sites of this period were clearly those engaged with the eastern connections
(Ambrosiani 2002). These culminated in the period 930—70 when the influx of Arabic
silver was at its peak (Noonan 1994). The most distinguished economic feature of this
network was the ‘weight-money’ system, based on oriental types of scales and weights
introduced in the late ninth century (Steuer 1987; Gustin 2004). Their use as economic
instruments is reflected in the many hoards of hack-silver which are found over most of
the Viking world, but particularly in the Baltic region (Hirdh 1996). The great frag-
mentation in many hoards shows that ‘weight-money’ was employed for even very
trivial transactions (Figure 9.2).

But a new and very different phase of focused trading networks was under way. In
England the first burbs, or fortified regional centres, were organised in the 880s. During
the tenth century a new series of urban foundations in Scandinavia and the Baltic Sea,
such as Arhus, Lund and Wolin, became fortified in a similar way. Domestic coins
increasingly replaced ‘weight-money’ from the late tenth century. At the same time
the introduction of slow bulk-carrying vessels reveal a new level of security on the seas.
These developments all point to a new level of political organisation where trade, towns
and institutionalised royal protection proceeded together — a historical situation very
unlike that 200 years earlier.

A crux in discussions of Viking Age trade and exchange is the idea of ‘commercial
revolution’, variously identified with the beginning (Ndsman 1991, 2000; McCormick
2001; Hodges 2006) or the end of the period (Hodges 1982; Christophersen 1989;
Saunders 1995). Ambiguous results appear from analyses of many supposedly important
commodities like textiles, ceramics, iron, furs and other hunting products (Jgrgensen
1992; Roslund 2001; Magnusson 1995; Wigh 2001; Mikkelsen 1994). But the late
tenth-century changes noted above do coincide with increasing trade in at least one low-
value staple product — fish (Barrett ez a/. 2004). Market and non-market exchange
certainly coexisted throughout the Viking Age in northern Europe, their relative
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Figure 9.3 The distribution of the eighth—ninth-century Badorf-type ceramics from the middle Rhine

area shows a characteristic pattern. In south-east Denmark and northern Germany the ceramics are found

occasionally in rural sites (small symbols: less than five sherds). In the rest of Scandinavia and the Baltic

Sea areas, they occur regularly in emporia, but were never received beyond them. Apparently this ware

was not brought for trade, but for use by the traders, presumably Frisians. The map shows the ports that

received foreigners from the Rhine area in early Viking Age Scandinavia. (Map: Sgren M. Sindbak, data
according to Brather 2001 and Sindbak 2005.)

importance changing by conjunctures rather than by revolution (Verhulst 2002: 135).
But if an episode of more radical change must be identified, it occurred from the late
tenth century.

ROUTES AND NETWORKS

The ‘routes of the Viking’ are celebrated in countless historical maps. These mostly
reflect accounts of spectacular, individual journeys, and certainly not regular trade
routes. In a preliterate society, ‘routes’ are journeys taken on a regular basis. They are
defined by the knowledge of travellers, established through previous journeys or verbal
exchange.

An early synthesis of Viking trade, still alive in many contemporary works, pictured
a limited number of trading stations positioned along a few great trunk routes
(e.g. Arbman 1937; Jankuhn 1953). This model, which reflects the diffusionist outlook
of traditional historical archaeology, is related to the long-lived idea of Viking trade as
a link that united the Carolingian Empire with the Abbasid Caliphate (Bolin 1953
(1939); Hodges and Whitehouse 1983; McCormick 20071).

Some recent reconstructions rather envisage a dense scatter of sites, suggesting that
each would have acted as ‘central place’ to a region (Carlsson 1991; Nisman 1991;
Callmer 1994; Ulriksen 1998). The implied view is that urban milieus evolved on a
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local basis by a process of ‘urbanisation’. While this evolutionary perspective adds an
important dimension, it tends to disregard a vital aspect of communication.

Viking trade operated as a network. Long-distance exchange took place in bulk
along routes between specific localities, where large cargoes are loaded or unloaded.
Archaeology shows that the distribution of imports, as well as crafts with imported
raw materials, such as bronze casting, define a small group of sites as centres on quite
another scale than other possible trading places (Figure 9.3). It is not trade as such that
distinguishes these hubs from lesser sites. The latter were obviously important for local
trade and communicated with the nodal points — but not with the long-distance traffic
between them (Sindbak 2006).

The nodal points were spatial and temporal buffers between different traffics.
Hence, most were situated in locations where a topographical barrier caused a break in
traffic and demanded a transshipment and perhaps a temporary storage of goods. In the
Scandinavian climate, season was a critical factor, which may have affected more than
the choice of location: the need for temporal buffers between inland transport, mostly
carried out in the winter when grounds were firm and frozen, and sea-traffic, which took
place in summer, may have been a decisive reason why permanently settled trading
towns replaced the seasonal markets that seem to have prevailed earlier in the Iron Age.

The geographical structure of exchange networks ultimately derived from the choice
of individuals: each participant in a long-distance exchange will have had a significant
incentive to seek out what was considered the most favourable, safe and active places
for trading. To a traveller spending weeks or months on the journey a few days extra
were inessential compared to the ultimate objective of encountering suitable exchange
partners. This would compel most travellers to seek the same few sites. The geographical
outcome of these concerns would be exactly the situation that we seem to find: a ranked
network with a few sites acting as hubs or nodal points for long-distance traffic within a
widespread web of more local contacts.

COMMUNITIES, POLITICS AND PROTECTION

Commercial long-distance relations were rare connections in a network held together by
personal and mostly local ties. Could we have asked a Viking Age person about his or her
involvement in trade and exchange, we should very possibly have found long-distance
connections to have been a marginal interest. Instead, our informant might have
answered at length about the local exchange of essentials such as hay, cattle, food or
textiles. Most of these, unfortunately, are perishable; even when found, there is usually
little way of telling whence or in what way they were acquired.

Written sources are even less informative about local than about long-distance
exchange. We are therefore left with little evidence to reflect on this obviously impor-
tant subject. Interesting observations on scale and extent have emerged from studies on
the hinterlands of towns and trading sites (Bick 1997; Miiller Wille 2002; Palmer
2003). A few other enlightening cases have been discussed (Resi 1987; Zachrisson
1997). But a comprehensive reconstruction of Viking Age rural exchange is still
lacking.

Even commercial relations were preferably established within a frame of social ties.
Where possible, trade was conducted in connection with assembly sites or magnates’
residences, in which peace and protection were buttressed by political authority or
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sacrosanct protection (Skre 2006). This has provoked a long-standing debate on the
relationship between economy and politics. Through recent decades, exchange was often
subsumed as an aspect of political evolution. It has been argued that peaceful trade
presupposes an institutionalised political (i.e. royal) authority in order to organise and
protect trading sites (Hodges 1982: 184; Ambrosiani and Clarke 1991: 89), or to
guarantee the safety and legal protection of individual foreigners (Sawyer 1978; Lund
1987), or both (Hedeager 1993).

Trading sites were certainly a concern of rulers and a target of political ambitions in
early Viking Age Scandinavia. Written sources speak of kings in Ribe, Birka and
Hedeby. But was edict and patronage enough to secure the trading network at this
stage? The looting of Dorestad, Paris, London and many other sites demonstrates that
no ruler in the early Viking Age could guarantee market peace without a large share
of consensus; the lack of substantial fortifications in eighth—ninth-century emporia
suggests that they knew this to be the case. According to ship finds, it was only in
the tenth century that specialised cargo-vessels appeared in Scandinavian waters
(Crumlin-Pedersen 1999). Before that, trading ships each brought an armed crew for
protection.

It is becoming increasingly clear that the necessary protection for trade was often
provided by the interdependence of groups and communities, rather than by coercive
power. Individual safety and legal rights could be maintained by incorporating strangers
in households and conducting transactions there (Roslund 1994, 2001). The essential
relation of trust was facilitated, among other things, by symbolic communication
through artefact style (Gustin 2004). Potential tensions in the exchange situation were
accommodated for by establishing shared cultural norms and routine procedures for
exchange (Sindbzk 2005). The basic conditions for trade and exchange were provided
by township communities, by the félag or guilds of traders, and most importantly by
accepting common law.

The constitution of trading communities was important in another sense too. The
large trading sites are the only locations in the Viking world where great numbers of
foreigners would live together on a regular basis, as we see from the distribution of items
presumably brought as personal utensils (e.g. Brather 1996; Callmer 1998). Exchanges
occurred not only in bulk cargoes between these sites, but on a personal level within
them. As such, these motley communities must have been essential vehicles of cultural
transmission and innovation.
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CHAPTER TEN

COINAGE AND
MONETARY ECONOMIES

Svein H. Gullbekk

hen Scandinavians travelling outwards initiated the Viking Age in the eighth
century, theirs was a society without coinage, towns or states. Three centuries
later, in the mid-eleventh century, Viking society was familiar with coinage and towns,
and possessed emerging states within a framework of Christianity. Without docu-
mentary evidence of any significance, the archaeological and numismatic evidence
represents the building blocks for research on coinage and the monetary history of the
Viking Age. Coins have been found in greater numbers, with a wider geographical
distribution and continuity than any other objects in the Viking world. Viking coinage
is first and foremost perceived as silver pennies issued in the names of such renowned
Viking kings as Eirik Bloodaxe in York and Dublin (948 and 952—4), and Sven Fork-
beard (¢c. 985—1014), Olof Skétkonung (¢. 995—1022), Olaf Tryggvason (995—1000),
Olaf Haraldsson (the Saint) (1015—28), Cnut the Great (101635, king of England
1018-35), Harthacnut (1035—42, king of England 1040—2), Magnus the Good (1042—
7), Sven Estridsen (1047—74) and Harald Hardrade (1047—-66) at different Scandinavian
mints. All of these kings played key roles in the introduction and development of coinage
within the Viking world, as was also the case for anonymous Nordic coinages of the
ninth and tenth centuries in Haithabu and Ribe and the Scandinavian imitations of
Anglo-Saxon pennies from ¢. 990 to the 1020s in Lund and Sigtuna (Figure 10.1-10.4).
Money and its use in the Viking world have been commented upon by anthro-
pologists, archaeologists, ethnologists, historians and numismatists, and where there are
many experts there are different opinions. Viking society has been described as one of
gift-giving and as a status-oriented economy; in this view the coins found were brought
to Scandinavia and immediately deposited in the ground. If coins were used it was rather
in social contexts as part of a gift economy, or a redistributive economy, or that they
were mainly melted down and used for the production of jewellery. Other scholars
believe that the many coins found only represent a tiny fraction of what was once in use,
and that money was widely distributed, and used for small-scale transactions, in some
places on a daily basis. The use of coins in the Viking world has thus been connected
with raiding and looting, tribute and taxation, ritual deposit, gift-giving and long-
distance, regional and local trade.
Much research has been undertaken into the study of coinage in the Viking Age, less
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Figure 10.1  Kufic dirhams found in a small hoard in Vestfold in south Norway.
(Courtesy of Museum of Cultural History, Oslo.)

Figure 10.2 The silver penny was the main coin in Europe from ¢. 800 to the thirteenth century. Small
change was created by cutting pennies in halves or quarters. These cut pennies are all of Anglo-Saxon
origin found in the Viking world. (Courtesy of Museum of Cultural History, Oslo.)

so with the use of coins and monetary economies. This is very much a topic of current
development as a consequence of the many ongoing excavations and projects concerning
marketplaces, productive sites and urban settlements in the Viking world. Also, the
application of new technology has been very important and enriched Viking Age
numismatics beyond measure during the past decades (Jensen 1994: 237—41). Metal-
detectorists have discovered abundant numbers of single finds and archaeologists have
improved their record in finding coins in excavations (Ostergren 1989). Scholars who
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Figure 10.3 Scandinavian royal coinages were imitations of contemporary Anglo-Saxon coin types.

This Danish penny showing a snake as its main motif, issued for Cnut the Great (1018-35) in the 1020s

or 1030s, is considered the first nationalised coin type in Scandinavia. (Courtesy of Museum of Cultural
History, Oslo.)

Figure 10.4 Norwegian pennies from the 1050s and 1060s issued after Harald Hardrade (1047-66)
had established a national coinage. (Courtesy of Museum of Cultural History, Oslo.)

have followed this development are less inclined to doubt that coins were used and used
widely; however, the question has to be analysed in detail, and even though the con-
cept of money being used does not meet the same resistance as before, the concept of
monetary economies is still difficult to argue.

FROM ISLAMIC TO CHRISTIAN SILVER: A SHIFT
FROM EAST TO WEST

There are three major shifts to be observed in the monetary scene in the Viking world
from 750 to 1100. The first to occur is the flow of Islamic dirhams reaching Scandinavia
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in the decades around 80o. The second takes place in the last quarter of the tenth
century when Islamic dirhams disappear and are replaced with pennies of western
origin, first and foremost German and Anglo-Saxon. In the third shift, national state
coinages in Denmark and Norway replace foreign coins.

When the Viking Age commenced the greater part of all coins in the Viking world
were imported from the Abbasid and Samanid caliphates in the south-east, with smaller
numbers of dirhams from the Umayyad caliphate, and also dirham imitations struck
by the Volga Bulgars in Russia. The Islamic dirhams were introduced in the monetary
reforms carried out by the caliph Abd al-Malik in 696 and 698 (AH 77 and 79). As a
result of the Islamic iconoclasm dirhams were of uniform appearance with only
epigraphical design in Kufic writing, and for a long period also of stable weight and
good-quality silver. The weight started to vary significantly in the second half of the
ninth century, and the silver was debased in the second half of the tenth century when
the yield from mines in the Caliphate declined. When the caliphs in the Islamic world
went down the slippery slope of debasement, the Vikings turned their backs on their
coins. Instead an influx of silver from the west replaced the Islamic dirhams. While
coins from Francia, Germany and England had been neglible up to the second half of the
tenth century, discoveries of rich silver resources in the Harz mountains in Germany
fuelled minting in the Ottonian Empire and the Anglo-Saxon kingdom, especially from
¢. 975 onwards. (For a recent discussion on Islamic, German and Anglo-Saxon coins in
the Viking world, see Metcalf 1997 and 1998.)

In the years around 995, uniform regal coinages were issued in the name of reigning
kings: Sven Forkbeard in Denmark, Olof Skiétkonung in Sweden and Olaf Tryggvason
in Norway. In parallel with the vast imports of Anglo-Saxon pennies, Scandinavian
imitations of contemporary Anglo-Saxon coins were struck on a large scale within
Danish and Swedish territory. These coinages represent the first step in a process
whereby coinage gradually adopted national features, and which in the decades around
the mid-eleventh century culminated in substantial state coinages in Denmark and
Norway. Sweden did not produce any coinage in parallel with the Danish and Nor-
wegian kingdoms in the second half of the eleventh century. Coinage in Sweden came
to a halt in the 1030s, and even though vast numbers of foreign coins have been found
in hoards in Sweden, minting was not resumed until the 1140s, when coinage was
produced on the island of Gotland.

The total number of coins found in Viking territory adds up to more than 800,000
coins, with an emphasis on the islands in the Baltic Sea, and the coastal areas of main-
land Sweden, Denmark, then Norway and Finland. The finds from Iceland are few and
far between; it is only on Greenland that Viking Age coins have yet to be found, even
though it is likely that coins were there. The late eleventh-century penny struck in the
reign of the Norwegian king Olaf Kyrre (1067—93) found in Newfoundland reflects the
most western distribution of coins in the Viking world. Tracking the origin and final
destination of coins provides us with evidence for a beginning and an end; the question
to be answered is what happened to the monetary economy in between in the Viking world.

FROM SILVER TO COINS

In the Viking Age economy one can observe a transition from silver objects to coins in
the large hoard material. The shift from silver to coins took place gradually, with
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jewellery, rings and hack-silver being predominant in the ninth and the first half of
the tenth century. During the second half of the tenth century coins became more
numerous, and by the eleventh century coins outnumbered and outweighed silver.
Eventually, by the middle of the eleventh century, when state coinages were established,
hoards were predominantly made up of coins, in total c. 9o per cent (Hardh 1976: 140—
2; Gullbekk 2003: 23—4). From this point silver was second to coins in the Danish and
Norwegian economy and society until the collapse of state coinage after the mid-
fourteenth century.

COINAGE IN THE VIKING WORLD

Wherever they settled the Vikings assimilated local customs and habits, adopting
Christianity, statesmanship, law and coinage. The Vikings in England rapidly adopted
the habit of striking their own coins, already from the 89os (Grierson and Blackburn
1986: 318—9). The Anglo-Saxon coinage became a major influence for Scandinavian
coinage even in areas where contacts with German society were strong and German
coins abundant. The explanation for this is the fact that the Anglo-Saxon coinage and
monetary organisation were the most sophisticated at this time, and because Danish
kings also reigned over England and Norway ¢. 1018 to 1047. Anglo-Saxon moneyers
operating in Scandinavia had an important bearing on the early coinage of Denmark,
Sweden and Norway, as in the case of the travelling moneyer Godwine who made the
dies and inscribed his name on the reverses of the first royal coinages in Denmark,
Sweden and Norway ¢. 995. Anglo-Saxon moneyers are reported to have worked in
Denmark throughout the reigns of Cnut the Great, Harthacnut and Magnus the Good.
English moneyers are especially prevalent in the reign of Cnut the Great when almost
half of the moneyers were Anglo-Saxon. In some cases official English dies were brought
to Denmark and used in combination with locally produced dies at Danish mints
(Blackburn 1981: 425—47; 1985: 101-24).

Anglo-Saxon influence is clearly seen in monetary organisation and the use of coin
design. The large series of Scandinavian imitations of contemporary Anglo-Saxon
pennies in the first decades of the eleventh century are significant (Malmer 1997). Of the
few coins issued by Olaf Haraldsson (the Saint) of Norway, one uses the extraordinary
Agnus Dei-type issued in England ¢. 1009 as a prototype. Today only fifteen of Athelred
IT’s prototype Agnus Dei coins survive, most of which have been found within Scandi-
navia. It was struck for only a short period of time, and most probably the size of this
coinage was only a fraction of the common series issued in England in the reign of
Athelred II (978-1016). This makes the adoption of the Agnus Dei-type in Norway
remarkable, and it suggests that the people commissioning the dies had an awareness of
coinage as an effective tool of communication. Otherwise the influence on Scandinavian
coin design comes from Byzantine and not German coinage. This is especially the case
for Danish and Norwegian coinage in the 1060s, 1070s and 1080s. (For Byzantine
influence on Scandinavian coinage, see Skaare 1965: 99—111; Grierson 1966: 124—38;
Hendy 1970: 187—97. For Finnish imitations, see Talvio 2002: 28—9).

The production of coinage was never developed in any of the island societies that in
many ways played an important role in the history of the Viking world, especially for
the history of wealth and money in this period: Gotland, Oland, Bornholm, Iceland, the
Hebrides, the Faeroe Islands and Greenland. In fact, the production of coins can be
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attributed to a limited number of places within Viking Scandinavia: Haithabu, Ribe,
Lund, Sigtuna and Nidarnes before the expansion of minting in earnest developed in
Denmark in the 1030s and 1040s and in Norway in the 1050s and 1060s respectively.
After minting became widespread in the Danish kingdom, coinage was produced at a
number of mints: Lund, Roskilde, Slagelse, Ringsted, Viborg, Ribe, @rbak and Alborg;
and in Norway coins were minted at Nidarnes (Trondheim) throughout the eleventh
century and in Hamar for a short period in the 1050s. In addition there are many coins
struck in Norway in the reign of Olaf Kyrre (1067—93) with illegible legends, which
have yet to be attributed to specific mints. These issues were either struck at minor
mints of a temporary nature, or might have been struck by travelling mints, for example
if travelling kings brought with them equipment for minting to be used on demand.
The monetary systems that developed within the Viking world must be regarded as
the personal property of the king or issuing authority, which could be used for display
purposes and personal enrichment. Sven Estridsen and Harald Hardrade were the first
in Scandinavia deliberately to take advantage of manipulating the silver content of

their coins to make additional income, beginning in the 1050s and 1060s (Skaare 1976;
Gullbekk 1996).

THE USE OF MONEY AND MONETARY ECONOMIES

Arab historians writing in the ninth and tenth centuries describe northerners as trades-
men with a profound liking for silver and dirhams. In Frankish and English sources
Norsemen are described as savage men raiding towns and sacred places with a lust for
precious metal and exacting tribute in large figures with a beginning at Lindisfarne in
793.

Despite the emphasis on violence, the written sources also present Vikings as people
trading and exchanging goods and services with the locals. Icelandic sagas describe a
range of situations where culture, religion and economy came together within Viking
society. In these tales we hear of coins and money used for display, gift-giving, taxation,
bribery, fines, coins being buried in the ground to store wealth, the retrieval of hoards,
the manipulation of coinage, testing of coins, and trade in different forms.

The many silver hoards are one of the characteristics of the Viking world. These
hoards include more Viking Age coins from Germany and England than have ever been
found in those respective countries. In consequence one label that is often used about the
Viking Age is the Age of Silver. Coinage and economy in the Viking Age have been seen
as evidence for the Viking’s lust for silver, and often interpreted as a consequence of the
‘Law of Odinn’, individuals securing wealth for their prosperity in the afterlife by hiding
treasure in the ground. However, the question is whether they should be interpreted as
evidence for a monetised society, or on the contrary if they are to be interpreted in the
context of a society where coins were used only to a small extent.

On the basis of saga literature, the Viking Age economy and society are often
perceived as having peasant characteristics, very much reliant on self-sufficiency. In this
society a wide spectrum of goods and services were used as a means of exchange, with
a multitude of different social and economic meanings, as was the case in medieval
Scandinavia, and probably also before the Viking period. Even though the archaeological
evidence at first sight seems overwhelming, one should not overemphasise the value of
silver in this period. A hoard of a thousand silver coins is considered a large hoard, but
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the purchasing power would probably not be sufficient to pay a heavy fine or for a small
farm. If we compare the silver hoards of the Viking Age with the 55 kg of gold from
Merovingian Scandinavia, this represents, in total, almost the same value as the Viking
Age silver. From this perspective most of the hoards deposited in Viking society must be
considered small-value holdings, and only a few, as for instance the Spillings hoard with
more than 14,300 coins and 50 k of silver, found on Gotland in 1999, are to be regarded
as really large sums of money.

The large sums of money paid in tribute to Viking armies in Francia and England
have traditionally been considered the main reason for the many large hoards in Viking
Scandinavia. The evidence for tributes, however large, does not include any information
about what was paid, whether silver, gold, coins, goods or property. Indeed, not only has
the size of the sums been debated, but also whether the sums paid out to the Vikings
were carried to Scandinavia (Lawson 1984: 721—38; 1989: 385—406; 1990: 951-06T;
Gillingham 1989: 373-84; 1990: 939—50. For a numismatic approach to this question,
see Metcalf 1990: 165—76). The small number of Frankish coins from the ninth and
tenth centuries found within the Viking world does not suggest a close connection
between the recorded tribute payments and the import of coins to Scandinavia. The
Anglo-Saxon Chronicle lists enormous sums paid in tribute to Viking armies in the
years 991, 997, 1003, 1012 and 1018. If coins were used to pay Danegelds, and these
were carried to Scandinavia, one should expect an increase in the hoards. This is also the
case for the so-called Quadrofoil-type issued in the name of Cnut the Great ¢. 1017-25,
which is most numerous in Scandinavian finds. These pennies were current when the
enormous Danegeld of 82,500 pounds silver were paid to Scandinavian Vikings in 1018.
However, the so-called Pointed Helmet-type, replacing the Quadrofoil issue in the
years ¢. 1025—30/1, at a time where no records of tribute payments exist, is almost as
numerous in Scandinavia (Jonsson 1994: 222—3). Instead, German coins are the most
numerous in finds in the Viking world. The export of coins from Germany to Scandina-
via reached a peak in 1025—40. More than three-quarters of the German coins in
Swedish finds are made up of pennies from Lower Saxony, Cologne and the so-called
Otto-Adelaide pennies. There are no records of tribute payments being made to Vikings
from German territory. Instead the German coins have been labelled Fernbandelsdenare,
reflecting that the main reason for them being issued was to be used in trade with the
north and east. The evidence of tribute payments should not be disregarded, but
the coin finds suggest that other sources were more influential, for instance trade with
the Caliphate in the ninth and tenth centuries and Germany and England in the late
tenth and eleventh centuries.

One key feature of Viking Age hoards is their composition of coins. Hoards usually
contain a mixture of coins typical for the period when they were deposited, that is,
before ¢. 975 a mixture of Abbasid, Samanid and Volga-Bulgar dirhams with intrusions
of Merovingian, Carolingian, early Anglo-Saxon and Nordic coins. After ¢. 990 hoards
contained German and Anglo-Saxon pennies with smaller numbers of Scandinavian
imitations and eventually Danish and Norwegian coins, with intrusions of Hiberno-
Norse, Bohemian, Italian, Russian, Frankish and Islamic coins. This mixed composition
of coins from different regions is extraordinary, especially since neither German nor
English hoards from the same period resemble anything as heterogeneous as the
Scandinavian. The explanation for this is either that these coins arrived in Scandinavia
ready mixed or that coins were used extensively after they arrived in Scandinavia. The
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fact that locally produced coins mixed with foreign coins only a short period of time
after being struck, suggests that this was taking place within and not outside the Viking
world. Only in exceptional cases do hoards contain coins from one region only, either
Germany or England.

Regional variations exist not so much in the sense that some coins occur only in one
region, and not others, but rather that German coins make up a relatively larger part than
Anglo-Saxon coins in the hoards found in southern and eastern parts of Scandinavia, and
vice versa in the Norwegian material. The regional differences in the composition of
hoards, for instance the relatively large proportion of Anglo-Saxon coins in Norway, do
include larger numbers of coins from the Danelaw, for example minted at York and
Lincoln, while, on the other hand, hoards in Scania contain more coins from southern
England, minted at London and Winchester (Jonsson 1993: 205—32; von Heijne 2004:
98-167). This reflects different points of contact and trade routes where the distance
between the Danelaw in England was closer to Norway than other parts of Scandinavia.

The age structure of Scandinavian hoards is generally longer than what is usual for
hoards from Germany and England. Many coins found in Scandinavia must have been in
circulation for a considerable time after they were made obsolete in their respective home
markets. That coins of different origins and different points of arrival in Scandinavia, at
different times, ended up mixed in Scandinavian hoards suggests that they were used,
and used intensively within Viking society. The degree of fragmentation of dirhams in
tenth-century hoards suggests that they were used in Scandinavia, which is also
supported by the fact that the metal-detectorists have unearthed more Islamic dirhams
as stray finds than any coinage from the eleventh century. The many stray finds suggest
that they were used in small-scale exchange and trade. This is also indicated by the
testing of the silver quality which is described in documentary sources from Iceland.
The many test marks on coins found within the Viking world proves that these coins
were used outside the monetised areas in Germany and England, and tested by members
of Viking society.

The size of coinages within the Viking world is difficult to establish, and without
any documentary evidence estimates have to be made from the number of surviving
dies used to strike coins, as recorded from the coins available for study. The numbers
of dies in different coinages vary a great deal. It must be admitted that there are
methodological concerns with this technique even though general conclusions may be
drawn from this material. For instance, the survival rate of dies in the coinages struck in
the name of Danish, Swedish and Norwegian kings around the millennium can only be
seen as experimental in an economic sense. After state coinages were established in the
mid-eleventh century, the number of dies in use for creating coinage in Denmark and
Norway was much greater. Estimates consider Danish issues to have been in the range of
millions, and Norwegian ones in the hundreds of thousands, presumably even millions
(Suchodolski 1971: 20—-37; Jensen 1983: 19—26; Gullbekk 2005: 551—72). These must
be seen as evidence for the importance of state coinage and the use of coins within late
Viking society.

The records of thousands of locally struck imitations of Anglo-Saxon pennies, mainly
from Lund and Sigtuna, raise important questions about the use of coins in the decades
around the millennium. The traditional view is that coins and coinage formed part of
a universal weight economy (geldwirtschaft). Without natural resources of silver on any
scale, the source for precious metal to issue these large series of coinages in Lund and
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Sigtuna must have come from abroad of which foreign coins formed a substantial part.
In a weight economy the silver being coined or scrap should, in principle, not make any
difference. The extensive issues of Scandinavian imitations of Anglo-Saxon pennies
¢. 995—1020 cannot, however, be regarded as merely experimental coinages of crude
nature. Involvement of skilled moneyers and the use of dies from official English coinage
also suggest monetary operations on a grander scale. The evidence for either a weight or
money economy is hard to interpret in the Viking Age, but the scale of locally made
imitations of Anglo-Saxon coins suggests that coins were used with a premium, a
concept that must have been familiar to Vikings in contact with foreign lands and
merchants, a practice that became the rule rather than the exception with the intro-
duction of state coinages.

MONETISATION OF THE MARKETPLACE

Recent excavations undertaken in early urban Viking societies such as Ribe, Birka,
Hedeby, Tissg, Uppdkra and Kaupang make strong cases for the use of coins in a
marketplace context. The number of single finds from these seasonal productive sites
and urban settlements have increased manifold during the last decades. At Kaupang
some twenty coins were found during excavations in the 1950s and 1960s, while the
total has reached nearly 100 after using metal detectors for investigations in the 1990s
and 2000s.

The transition phase from market towns to towns took place at the same time as the
monetary import shifted from east to west in the second half of the tenth century. There
is no reason to think these processes were sparked off in either way, but it is interesting
to note that while the coins used in the market towns all over the Viking world were of
Islamic origin, the coins used in the newly established towns in the eleventh century
were of Christian origin.

Monetary influences in marketplaces became visible through local coin production
in Haithabu and Ribe already from ¢. 825. Coin production is not conclusive evidence
for the widespread use of coins in Viking Age society; however, it does provide an
understanding of how important coinage and money were, more so with the emergence
of state organisations in the eleventh century. Whatever perspective one takes on
numismatics, coinage and monetary history, the Viking Age represents a bridge
between Iron Age and medieval Scandinavia, and a decisive period in the history of
coinage and monetary development.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

VIKING SHIPS AND THE SEA

Py

Jan Bill

Geography has made shipbuilding and seafaring essential for the Scandinavians
throughout history. In a landscape where the waterways offered much more ready
communication lines than most of the inland, boats and ships were fundamental tools
for survival and societal development. It was the presence of water — the many straits
and fjords, and the ready access to the coast almost everywhere — that distinguished
Denmark from the Continent and made it part of Scandinavia. State formation was
dependent on ships, as only with ships some degree of control could be exercised over
the populated, coastal stretches of Norway and Sweden, and over the archipelagic
Denmark.

At the same time, ships were easy to build in Scandinavia as the primary resources —
wood for hulls, iron for fasteners and wool for sails — were locally available or produced
within the region. Ships could be, and were, built almost everywhere. Scandinavia was
therefore well positioned to develop maritime power at an early point in history, because
ships and seafaring played such a large role in the everyday life of much of the popula-
tion. And southern Scandinavia, placed on the threshold between the Baltic and the
North Sea, was also compelled by geography to play a role, as east—west trade started to
emerge in the early Middle Ages.

Ships and seamanship are thus central issues to study if we want to learn about the
Vikings, both at home and abroad; but they are reflections of what happened, not the
reason for it. The changes that we see in shipbuilding during the Viking Age are not
revolutionary, they represent improvements and adaptations to new uses rather than
inventions. Still, or therefore, ships are valuable sources. They represent concrete
material responses to needs that were important enough to be met with massive invest-
ments. Experimental archaeology has shown that building a 30 m longship may have
taken as much as 40,000 working hours, including production of iron, ropes and sail,
but excluding transport costs (Damgérd-Sgrensen er al. 2004: 44). Assuming a twelve-
hour working day and a surplus production rate of 10 per cent, this means that to build
such a ship one should command the surplus production of 100 persons for one year.
Manning and sailing the ship was an even larger challenge. Taking it to sea for four
months meant that 70 men were taken away from production and had to be fed.
Calculated as above, this would require one year’s surplus from 460 producers — which

170



— CHAPTER 11: Viking ships and the sea —

could, of course, be obtained by plundering. Smaller ships needed smaller investments,
but the figures underline that shipbuilding and seafaring demanded organisation, and
were a heavy burden on society. The leidang — the conscript naval organisation that was
in effect in Scandinavia after and possibly already during parts of the Viking Age —
exemplifies this, but the principle must have also been at work to a lesser extent in trade.

BEFORE THE VIKING AGE

The origin of lap-strake ships

The ships of the Vikings were built shell first on a backbone consisting of keel, stem and
stern. The primary component was a shell of planks, fastened together with clench nails
through their overlapping edges, hence the building technique is called ‘lap-strake’.
Finds of such vessels at the Nydam bog deposit in southern Jutland indicate that this
way of building vessels was replacing sewn plank boats in Scandinavia and northern
Germany in the first centuries AD. At the same time oars replaced paddles as means of
propulsion. It might be that these changes reflect influences from the Roman navy,
which was operating on the Rhine and in the southern North Sea then.

The lap-strake technique produces a hull which is strong and flexible. Caulking
material inlaid between the overlapping planks during the construction made the hull
watertight. Various materials were used, but the most common in Viking ships were
loosely spun yarns of wool. To stiffen the hull, frames were inserted. In the Nydam
vessels they consisted of a naturally curved timber — a compass timber — that was lashed
to cleats carved out of the planks and of a thwart, also lashed. As the thwarts served as
seats for the rowers, they — and thus the frames — sat roughly 1 m apart. This principle
for spacing the framing remained in use until the end of the Viking Age. Rowlocks,
mounted on the gunwale, served the oars, and the vessels could thus not be built higher
than rowing allowed. Boats could be of a notable size; the best preserved of the Nydam
boats, dated to ¢. AD 320, had twenty-eight oars and measured ¢. 23.5 m in length and
3.5 m in beam (Bill ez 2/. 1997: 44).

During the fifth to eighth centuries, important improvements took place. Finds from
the Anglo-Saxon ship grave Sutton Hoo in England and from Gredstedbro in south-
western Denmark, show that in the seventh to eighth centuries lashing of frames was
replaced with tree-nailed fastenings in the southern North Sea area. The Storhaug find
from Avaldsnes in Norway shows a large rowing ship with a solid plank with oar holes
instead of rowlocks. The grave, dated to between AD 680 and 750, is also the first find
in Scandinavia of a ship where the compass timber in the frame does not reach from
gunwale to gunwale (Christensen 1998).

The introduction of sail

Despite the widespread use of sail in Gaul and Britain in Roman times, there is little
evidence that Scandinavians adopted this technology before the Viking Age. We find the
earliest confirmation in the Baltic, where Gotlandic picture stones from the eighth
century change from showing rowing vessels to showing ships with sails (Imer 2004).
From around AD 800 depictions of sailing ships appear on Viking coins, runic stones and
graffiti, but the Oseberg ship from AD 820 is the oldest find of a sailing vessel in
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Scandinavia. Some written evidence points to the continuous use of sail in the southern
North Sea and the Channel from Roman times on. That it seemingly was not adopted in
Scandinavia is puzzling, but may reflect the unwillingness of shipowners rather than any
technological restraint in shipbuilding.

THE CLASSIC VIKING SHIPS

The Oseberg ship

The ninth and tenth centuries may be considered the time of the classic Viking ship, as
seen from today’s perspective. The three famous Norwegian finds, Oseberg, Gokstad and
Tune, dominate our impression of shipbuilding of this period (Brggger and Shetelig
1951; Bonde 1994). All of them being ships that were reused in rich burials, they
provide an insight into the vessels of the highest levels in society. They thus probably
also represent state-of-the-art ships of their time. With the Gokstad and Tune ships
having building dates close to AD 9oo, the three ships represent eighty years of ship-
building in southern Norway, and, as it seems, eighty years of increasing knowledge of
how to build ocean-going vessels.

The Oseberg ship, 21.5 m long and 5.1 m in beam, was propelled by thirty oars and
by a single square sail on a mast, mounted in a keelson just ahead of amidships. This
rigging remained characteristic of north European seafaring until the fifteenth century.
The ship measured only 1.6 m from the bottom of the keel to the upper edge of the
strake with the oar holes amidships, giving a modest draught of about 8o cm, but also
providing a similar modest freeboard. As with all medieval north European vessels
before ¢. 1150, a side rudder, mounted in starboard aft, provided steering. The hull has a
solid keel and a marked transition between the V-shaped bottom and the two side
planks. It is well suited for carrying sail but less so for rowing. The frames consist of
compass or floor timbers that reach in one piece all over the bottom, and on the top of
these beams that are secured with knees to the two side strakes. The floor timbers are
lashed to clamps in the bottom planking, and the beams carry a deck. There are no
thwarts for the rowers, who must have sat on chests or benches.

The arrangement around the mast — the oldest one preserved in Scandinavia — is of
particular interest. The keelson, which is carrying the weight of the mast and rigging,
and the tension of the shrouds and stays holding it, spans over two frames only. At
deck level, a mast fish spanning over four beams supports the mast in lengthwise
and transverse directions. The effect of the mast fish has been improved by giving it a
domed design. The mast fish split during the life of the vessel and was repaired with
a solid metal strap. Although clearly a refined design, the mast arrangement was thus
seemingly inadequate, and it is notable that the Oseberg ship is the only find of a
Scandinavian ship with a keelson spanning over only two frames. Apparently the ship-
builder, when building this vessel, was at the limit of his knowledge about the powers of
mast and rig in a vessel as large as the Oseberg ship (Bill 1997). (Figure 11.1.)

The Gokstad and Tune ships

Compared with the Oseberg ship, the Gokstad ship is a much more robust vessel. It is
23.2 m long, 5.2 m in beam, and measures 2.0 m from keel to gunwale, which makes it
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Figure 11.1 The central part of the Oseberg and Gokstad ships, showing the differences in keelson
and mast fish construction. (Drawing: Werner Karrasch, Viking Ship Museum in Roskilde.)
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not only about 8 per cent longer, but also 25 per cent higher than the Oseberg ship. This
is achieved by adding two extra strakes above the one with the oar holes. Its interior
structure is similar to that of the Oseberg ship, but it is equipped with thirty-two oars.
The keelson spans over four frames, and the mast fish over six. The keel is significantly
stronger, and the hull shape curved to provide good sailing. Full-scale reconstructions of
both the Gokstad and the Oseberg ship have sailed in the Atlantic in modern times,
proving the seaworthiness of the two vessels.

Recent analyses of the Tune ship, built ¢. AD 910, have shown that although smaller,
even this 19 m long and 4.2 m wide vessel has been sea-going (Guhnfeldt 2005).
In construction it is similar to the Gokstad and Oseberg ships, and it shares their
proportions as well. Although being distinct and different vessels, the three ship finds
give a remarkably homogeneous picture of how a ship sailing in the ninth- and early
tenth-century Skagerak region looked.

Ladby

The ship grave from Ladby on Fynen in central Denmark, however, gives a different
picture of Viking shipbuilding. The ship, which was only preserved as an impression
and rows of metal fasteners in the soil, has recently been thoroughly analysed and its
dimensions reconstructed (Sgrensen 2001). The length was 21.5 m, the beam 2.9 m and
the height amidships only 1.0 m. The vessel, which dates to around AD 900, was thus of
a different design from the Norwegian grave ships. It was lower and more slender, like
the rowed vessels from Nydam and Sutton Hoo. The reconstructed hull shape also
appears less specialised for sailing than in the Norwegian ships, and the frames are
tree-nailed, not lashed to the planking. While the latter may be a regional feature, it is
likely that differences in hull shape reflect that the ships were built for use in different
environments. Indeed the Ladby ship was suited for navigation in the Baltic and
Kattegat, not in the North Sea.

THE TIME OF SPECIALISATION

From the late tenth century on, the frequency of shipfinds increases, and the ships turn
up in other contexts. While the older finds are mainly vessels that have been selected for
funeral use, the younger ones represent the everyday use of ships. These are vessels that
have been lost by accident or warfare, that have been pulled ashore for scrapping, or
which have been filled in with stones and sunk to form part of sea-route blockages. This
may in part be why they show a much larger variation than the older finds, but it is also
a reflection of the growing amount of transport needs in society. There was an increasing
concentration of political power, and a growing trade channelled more and more
through ports and towns. This conditioned a growing number of ships to be deposited
at places where they would be preserved and later detected and studied.

The longships

The longship found in the harbour of Hedeby, known as Hedeby 1, is the first example
of a Viking warship in a size range that until now has only appeared among ships from
the end of the Viking Age (Crumlin-Pedersen 1997). It was severely damaged already by
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sinking, as it had served as a fireship in an attack on Hedeby at the most twenty-five
years after its construction in ¢. AD 98s. The ship, which was built with exquisite
materials and craftsmanship, has a reconstructed length of ¢. 30.9 m, and had sixty oars.
It is narrow, measuring only 2.6 m in beam, and has a height of 1.5 m amidships.
Because of its dimensions it is believed that it was intended for use in the western Baltic
and in coastal waters only. It was built from wood from the western Baltic region,
perhaps even from the vicinity of Hedeby itself.

An example of a sea-going longship is Skuldelev 2 (Figure 11.2), excavated as part of
a sea-route barrier protecting the access to Roskilde on Zealand (Crumlin-Pedersen ez o/,
2002). The ship, reconstructed to a minimum length of 29.2 m, was built in the Dublin
area in 1042. Its sea-going capacity is reflected in its larger beam of ¢. 3.8 m and height
of 1.8 m. It also had about sixty oars.

In 1997, ship remains excavated in Roskilde proved that ships were indeed built
longer than this (Bill ez 2/. 2000). The vessel, Roskilde 6, had been pulled ashore and
partially scrapped, and the preserved remains include only the keel, the central bottom
section and part of the port aft. The keel alone measured 32 m in length, and the overall
length of the vessel has been preliminarily reconstructed to 36 m. It probably had as
many as seventy-four oars. With a beam of about 3.5 m and a height of ¢. 1.7 m, its
proportions place it between Skuldelev 2 and Hedeby 1. The keel had been joined from
three pieces with two 2 m long, complicated scarfs. This solution is, until now, unique

Figure 11.2 The Viking Ship Museum’s reconstruction of the 6o0-oared longship Skuldelev 2. Built in
Dublin in 1042, the ship is constructed for use in the difficult waters of the Irish Sea. It probably came to
Denmark in the late 1060s or early 1070s. (Photo: Werner Karrasch, Viking Ship Museum in Roskilde.)
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in Viking Age shipbuilding and perhaps a testimony that longships of this size started
to reach the borders of what the shipwright could achieve. Roskilde 6 dates dendro-
chronologically to after 1025, and may be from the time of Canute the Great who, in the
later — and exaggerating — saga literature, is said to have had a ship of 120 oars (Snorri’s
Heimskringla: 417)!

Longships were also smaller than this. Skuldelev 5, with a length of 18.3 m and only
twenty-six oars, probably just deserved this title, as did vessels nos 3 and 5 of the five
vessels from the mid-eleventh-century blockade at Foteviken on the east coast of Scania
(Crumlin-Pedersen 1994; Crumlin-Pedersen ez 2/. 2002). (Figure 11.3.)

The cargo ships

The most important development in shipbuilding in the late Viking Age was, however,
the introduction of specialised cargo vessels. What marked out these was that they could
be sailed by a small crew, that they had a large loading capacity per crewmember and
that they were dependent on the sail for propulsion. They could have a few oars for
manoeuvring purposes, but these would under normal circumstances not be used
for moving the ship longer distances.

The oldest example of a Viking cargo ship in the archaeological record is the Klastad
ship. It was built in the closing years of the tenth century and wrecked near Kaupang,
Norway, with a cargo partly consisting of hone stones. It had an estimated cargo
capacity of ¢. 13 tons, and a length of ¢. 21 m (Crumlin-Pedersen 1999, also reports on
the ship from Askekirr).

Around AD 1000, the Askekirr ship found in the Géta River, close to Gothenburg,
shows a much more efficient hull shape, with a cargo capacity of ¢. 20 tons in an only
15.8 m long vessel. A few decades later, around 1025, shipbuilders around Hedeby
produced much larger vessels, as the 25 m long Hedeby 3 ship shows. Calculations
indicate that it could carry ¢. 6o tons.

The Skuldelev 1 find is a Norwegian-built, sea-going cargo ship from ¢. 1030. It is
16.3 m long and has a cargo capacity of 24 tons. Sailing experiments with several full-
scale reconstructions of this vessel have shown that a crew size of five to seven is
appropriate. Similar experiments with reconstructions of the much smaller Skuldelev 3,
which carries only 4.6 tons, show that it needs a crew of four to five (Andersen e /.
1997: 267). Thus the general rule in seafaring that efficiency in tons cargo per crew-
member increases with size also seems to fit on Viking cargo ships.

There were probably two factors that stimulated development of specialised cargo
carriers in Viking Age Scandinavia. One was increasing volume of trade and exchange,
and increasing stratification of society, which led to the need for more and more com-
modities being transported at as low a cost as possible. Another one was the expansion
into the Atlantic and keeping contacts with the North Atlantic settlements. This
required seaworthy vessels with the capacity to transport people, horses and cattle, tools
and supplies.

It is likely that specialised cargo ships started to be built earlier than reflected in the
archaeological record. Cargo ships were clearly not used as grave ships, which is the only
type of find that we have from before the late tenth century. Specialised cargo carriers
are known from other parts of northern Europe, and Rimbert, in his Vita Anskarii
(¢. 870), several times mentions the presence of ‘merchants’ ships’ in Hedeby in the
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Figure 11.3 The beam/length index values for Scandinavian ship finds from AD 300 to 1060. Rowed
boats are marked with open circles, combined rowing and sailing vessels with half open circles and sailing
vessels with filled circles. The Grgnhaug ship was rowed, but it is unknown if it also carried sail.

(Revised after Crumlin-Pedersen 1999: 17.)

mid-ninth century (Vita Anskarii ch. 24; Fenwick 1978). The at that time pirate-
infested Baltic may well also have made it necessary for trading expeditions to use
well-manned, highly manoeuvrable vessels, and Rimbert’s words cannot be taken to
document the presence of specialised cargo carriers. Still it seems likely that the Hedeby
3 ship represents significantly more than thirty years of experience in using cargo ships.
We may look for the oldest specialised cargo carriers from the establishment of extensive
settlements in Iceland in the late ninth century onwards. (Figure 11.4.)
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Skuldelev 1, ca 1030, 24 t

Skuldelev 2, 1042, ca 60 oars

Figure 11.4 Reconstructed amidships sections of ships mentioned in the text.
(Drawings: Werner Karrasch, Morten Ggthche del.)

NAVIGATION

From Hernar in Norway one should keep sailing west to reach Hvarf in Greenland
and then you are sailing north of Shetland, so that it can only be seen if visibility is
very good; but south of the Faeroes, so that the sea appears half-way up their
mountain slopes; but so far south of Iceland that one only becomes aware of birds
and whales from it.

(Trans. from Bill 1997: 198)

No navigation tools, apart from the lead, are known with certainty from the Viking
Age, and this description from Hauksbik, a fourteenth-century version of Landndimabik,
the Old Icelandic book on the colonisation of Iceland, is also likely to illustrate the
navigation method used 400 years earlier. It shows that crossing the Atlantic was an
‘island-hopping’ one where the course — with some luck — could be adjusted every few
days based on land observations. In between the seafarers travelled in a landscape where
any perceptible phenomenon was noticed and evaluated to provide clues about the
present position. Cloud formations, wind and smell would reveal the presence of land
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beyond the horizon. Changes in the colour and taste of the water may tell when
the currents changed. The sun, the moon, the stars, and the knowledge by heart of the
common patterns of changing wind and wave directions would help one to stay on
course. And sailors developed, as it happens for many today, an intuitive ability to
estimate the speed and ground covered by their vessels.

Such a navigation based on experience is embedded in the mind of individuals,
and this is also true for coastal navigation, which made up the larger part of Viking
voyaging. Memorised characteristics of coasts and waters, helped along by descriptive
toponyms, were essential navigation aids, and pilots with local knowledge were always
valuable. This cognitive character of early medieval navigation must have benefited the
Scandinavians compared with the people in other, less sea-oriented regions and been
part of the background for their maritime success.

AFTER THE VIKING AGE

The most obvious change in the ship archaeological record by the end of the Viking Age
is that longships disappear. Historically we know them to have played an important role
well into the twelfth century, and their vanishing among the archaeological finds may
be due to coincidence as well as real changes. What also happened, however, is that cargo
vessels partly took over their role. Being higher and more strongly built, they were an
adequate answer to more powerful missile weapons like the crossbow and heavier
armour. As the much higher and more heavily built cog appeared in the twelfth century,
it soon became the preferred warship, as often used against the now numerous coastal
cities as against other ships (Bill 2002).

The clinker-built cargo ships continued to be used, and changed initially only slowly
away from the design that they had achieved in the late Viking Age. The spacing
between the frames shrank, and the lowermost beams almost became one with the
floor timbers. From the late twelfth century change speeds up. The framing becomes
simpler and more efficient for high-sided vessels, and the side rudder is replaced by the
stern rudder. Decorations, which were everywhere in the Viking Age ships, gradually
disappear, and handicraft becomes more economical. During the thirteenth century the
changes become so extensive that shipbuilding in southern Scandinavia more or less
loses its distinctive character and becomes part of a general, north European lap-strake
tradition. Only in the northern parts of Scandinavia did traditional building style persist
and led, in the nineteenth century, to the ‘discovery’ of Viking Age shipbuilding as a
living tradition.
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CHAPTER TWELVE

VIKING AGE TEXTILES

Ry

Annika Larsson

Textiles are perishable commodities and are not preserved over long periods unless
special conditions are present. Animal fibres (wool and silk) nevertheless survive
better than vegetable fibres (linen, nettle, hemp and cotton). An absence of air, constant
moisture or direct contact with certain metals can all improve the survival chances of
textile remains. These conditions are met in many high-status graves from the Viking
period.

Rich textile finds of wool and silk have, for example, been preserved in the ship-
burial from Oseberg in Norway, partly because the burial mound was constructed with
an airtight turf layer and partly due to a deposit of damp and watertight blue clay that
was pressed into the burial from below, due to the weight of the ship. A considerable
quantity of textiles also survives from the graves at the Swedish site of Birka. Here, the
presence of metal objects in the burials has been decisive in the preservation of the
textiles, in that women’s brooches and men’s swords have both been in direct contact
with the dress of the deceased. It is primarily cloth of wool and silk that has survived,
but the metal salts exuded by bronze oval brooches have also conserved linen. In Viking
dress it is not unusual to find work in silver thread, which in the same way has tended to
preserve the cloth on which it was fastened.

If we look further east to the Russian, Mongolian and Chinese areas, we find rich
textile preservation due to permafrost or permanent aridity in some areas. This makes it
possible to analyse and compare finds from different regions, in order to understand how
cultural traits have spread through trade and other contacts. Early literary sources and
imagery can help us to confirm our hypotheses, and to explore the circumstances under
which the raw materials of textile production, techniques and finished products were
transmitted. We can also study equipment and even the design of textiles, as well as
living craft traditions much later in time. The very terminology of textiles can also assist
us in our interpretations.

The textiles of the Viking Age reflect long-distance trading networks. In the Birka
graves are genuine Chinese silks from the Tang dynasty, but also rich finds of silk
from Syria and Arabia. Exotic silks are also found at Oseberg. We often read of silk from
Christian Byzantium as being typical of Viking Age graves, but we should exercise
caution here as the trade with the empire first took off in the mid-tenth century. In the
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Russian Primary Chronicle, there is a description of this textile trade and the peace
treaties drawn up between the Greeks and the Rus’. Prior to this trade had flowed along
the northern Silk Road, as part of which we should also include the culture area of the
Vikings. In the Nordic region we see trade operating in fine woollens in the so-called
diamond twill. It is still debated as to whether the origins of this trade should be sought
in Syria or in the Frisian area. Already by the time of Charlemagne we find Frisian cloth
mentioned as an important trade item. Old Norse sources also describe so-called Valland
clothes, that is to say textiles from the Frankish Empire.

Even down to modern times we find Sassanid designs living on in Nordic folk arts.
Close examination of the famous tenth-century wall hangings from Overhogdal in
Swedish Jimtland reveals that many of the animals depicted there have direct parallels
in Spanish medieval church textiles. Similarly we encounter the geometric forms of
Nordic woven trim in Spanish ecclesiastical cloth as well as in the Viking Age dress
of the Baltic region. Double-weaves and long-pile knots from the Nordic area can be
found again in Turkey, the Viking Age handicrafts in silver thread can be seen even
today in Sdmi traditions, including the region of modern northern Russia, and so on. It
is thus very difficult to speak of specifically Nordic textiles from the Viking Age.

By contrast, there are symbols within dress and clothing that are typical for the
Viking Age cultures. One example is the oval brooch, worn in pairs by women. How-
ever, despite the fact that these brooches are represented in almost all the rich female
graves of Viking Age Birka, the cloth to which they were fastened varies considerably —
from crude domestic woollens to the finest oriental silk. It is interesting that this huge
blend of qualities is often present in one and the same grave. The coarser textiles are
sometimes found as lining in clothing of finer quality. Outerwear is also often sewn
together from smaller pieces of cloth of different grades, then joined together by tablet-
woven bands with geometric patterns in shining silver threads. The cloth has then been
bordered with thin strips of silk — the same form in which we find the silk present in the
Oseberg burial. Alongside these exotic materials we also see beaver furs, a typical Nordic
phenomenon from the great forests of Scandinavia or Russia. It is clear that while the
material changes, the cut of the clothing has been consistently made to fit a domestic
tradition that includes the oval brooches.

Bearing in mind today’s male costume of the grey suit and tie, it is easy to assume
that women’s clothing was the more spectacular even in the Viking Age. This was
definitely not the case, as male burials contain in fact even more decorative textiles than
the female graves. A large number of burials show that men wore headbands or thin
diadems of gold and silver, from which small pendants (also in gold and silver) hung
down at the neck, decorated with glittering mirror fragments. We also encounter
embroidery in threads of precious metals, such as the extraordinary silver-on-silk finds
from one of the Valsgirde boat graves from Swedish Uppland. It seems that the
embroidery was once on a collar, and perhaps a pair of cuffs or similar, belonging to a
fully armed male warrior buried with his horse. A number of silver-thread pendants also
followed him into the grave. Similarly fantastic examples of embroidery can be found in
the dress of the man buried at Mammen in Denmark.

This has something to say to us about male and female aesthetic ideals at this time. In
examining, for example, the Eddic poem Rigspula, that may originally date from the
tenth century, we should consider that what has often been interpreted as a description
of female dress may in fact refer to that of a man — a warrior with bow and arrow, mail
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and helmet, with a cloak over his shoulders fastened with a beautiful brooch on his
chest. We see similar figures on the Bayeux tapestry and on contemporary coinage from
England and Scandinavia. Adult ideals are also reflected in children’s clothing, in Birka
just as in northern Germany, where we similarly find boys’ burials with the same silver
headbands, swords and so on.

It is entirely possible that differences in dress during the Viking Age were reflected
far more by social status than through regional variation, unlike the folk costume of
early modern times. Someone in England of a certain status probably looked very similar
to a person of comparable standing in Kiev. In high-status burials all over the Viking
world we find traces of a collective fashion. However, despite its standard cut, one
emblem of this dress was its costly and exotic materials, reflecting a familiarity with
innovation, mobility and perhaps a sense of adventure. The wearer was part of a culture
that was used to travel.

We should also remember a different kind of production for daily use. Just as now,
Viking Age people needed bedding, packing, sails and many other products for multiple
purposes. In the Valsgirde boat graves, for example, there are remains of unspun wool,
used for caulking the boats. However, it is worth emphasising that the finest textile-
working implements — small, delicate spindle whorls, needles, scissors and tweezers,
thin tablets for weaving — are found in rich contexts, the halls and graves of the wealthy.

The tiny spindle whorls were used to twine fine woollen threads from fleece, used
for wool-comb weaving. Quality wool-comb textiles of this kind are hard to find today
except in the houses of haute couture, but in the Viking Age were regularly woven on
looms with a horizontal warp. Parts of such looms have been found in, for example, the
trading town of Hedeby, and by no means all weaving at this time was done at upright
looms with a hanging warp. While the market sites had a very high-quality output,
finds from more everyday settlements indicate that domestic production continued
much as it had for at least a thousand years. The real Viking Age innovation was the
manufacture of the sail.

In Birka a different tool has been discovered that has implications for how we should
view textile production — an instrument for drawing wires of the same kind used by the
Sdmi in their silver- and tin-thread work. Silver and tin were warmed and drawn
successively through smaller and smaller holes to produce very thin but solid metal
wires. The threads could be wound around a core of textile material, as the Sdmi do
today, and during the Viking Age we find this kind of work throughout Scandinavia,
Poland and north-western Russia. In Christian Europe thin metal threads, often of
gold, were worked in a quite different way. Even described in the Old Testament, gold
was hammered into thin foil that was then cut into narrow strips, so-called /zn. Such
strips from the Viking Age have been found in tablet-woven bands, as displayed in
Lund. They were found in a tenth-century urban context, and reflect contacts with the
Continent.

Drawn metal threads, often of silver, have been used in tablet-weaving further north-
east. The bands are only a centimetre or so in width (and sometimes even narrower),
made of wires as thin as cotton threads. In fact, modern sewing threads must be used of
necessity when making reconstructions of them.

In wool production, archaeological finds indicate that sheep were specially bred for
white wool to be used for yarn, and clothes were dyed bright red, blue and yellow
colours. These played a role in demonstrating status through clothing, and in achieving
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a certain effect through the use of woven bands. Grey and brown wool, less impressive,
was used for more everyday purposes, for example homespun production.

The importance of wool quality is often forgotten now when sheep are reared
primarily for meat and a degree of knowledge has been lost. Wool from the old country
breeds consists of long, strong and very shiny outer hairs, and very soft inner hairs. There
is also a major difference in quality between lambs’ and sheep’s wool. By separating the
outer and inner hairs one could produce woollen fibres with radically different properties
and uses. The shearing period is also crucial, the best time for fine-quality wool being in
the autumn after the rich grazing, and when there are no lambs whose nourishment
affects the wool proteins. This level of knowledge in textile production can be seen even
in Bronze Age finds.

Two underestimated textile elements in the Viking Age are feathers and down, of
which examples are preserved in graves — perhaps as stuffing in cushions and bolsters
on which the dead have lain. Clothing may also have been stuffed with down, for winter
warmth.

Otherwise typical for the Viking Age are the so-called twill weaves. These are woven
in three- or four-shed twill and have names such as ‘goose-eye’, ‘chevron-twill’ and
‘diamond-twill’. This means that the cloth was woven on the loom in a certain order
with several so-called sheds. The simplest and eldest weaving technique is called
tabby, consisting of only two sheds. In this technique, alternate warp threads are lifted
with one shed while the second shed lifts the other threads so that a new one can be
inlaid into the weave. In this way warp and weft threads are combined to make a fabric
that cannot be torn. This process is continued until the desired length is reached. The
resulting tabby cloth is rather stiff and in appearance resembles the surface of a woven
basket.

With twill and the multiple sheds, the weaves became more flexible and thus more
suited to a mobile horse and warrior culture. The cloth was also more durable and had
a beautiful surface of shifting patterns, even though often simply coloured. When
looms with horizontal warps were introduced, production capacity increased by 400 per
cent. Greater efficiency in dyeing followed, when whole finished cloths were coloured
rather than individual yarns that were then used in isolation. The latter method was
long-lived on rural settlements, but the more effective production process assumed
greater prominence in the towns as it was more suited for the production of surplus and
thus for sale.

We see this in female textile equipment found in the Birka graves, especially when
contrasted with its rural equivalent. In the country, women were buried with spindle
whorls, but these are generally absent from Birka. There instead we find needles,
scissors, tweezers, weights and coins, suggesting trade and fine sewing. The access that
towns provided to costly materials such as silk probably meant that this too was
incorporated in the work, though clearly these kinds of cloths were cut up into narrow
strips for economy. Sewn on to make exotic borders on woollen clothes, these shining
silks still played their part in indicating status, membership of the Viking Age culture
area and a set of shared norms spanning the north from England to Scandinavia and
Russia.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

HANDICRAFTS

e

Jobn Ljungkuvist

Around the middle of the eighth century the Scandinavians became involved in
increasing warfare, trade and cultural contacts with areas all around Scandinavia.
These changes also had an impact on handicrafts. Factors such as the increasing use
of raw materials, the rise of towns to become new places for craftspeople to dwell in, and
intensified trade, made the craftspeople and their products more important for the
society. Some parts of the handicrafts did however change slowly. These contrasts
between ‘sudden’ changes and long-lived technology and tradition make handicraft
a problematic term as it covers a wide range of different activities and specialities. Some
of them altered quickly, depending on changes in fashion, trading routes and politics.
Others remained the same for centuries, because of strong traditions and stagnant
technology.

The Viking Age is different from previous periods because of the rise of towns and
trading centres. But large production centres for different goods were uncommon. Most
of the objects needed in people’s daily life had to be manufactured by local specialists or
ordinary people in rural farms and villages. Most people in Scandinavian society were
craftspeople; basic carpeting and textiles were produced in their households.

From the evidence of the Old Norse sagas it is possible to recognise crafts that can be
tied to men and women respectively. Carpeting and smithing were mainly male crafts,
while working with textiles was primarily a female occupation. The strongest evidence
does however come from the grave materials in different parts of Scandinavia. Objects
related to work with textiles, such as needles and spindle whorls, are primarily found in
female graves. Objects connected to woodworking or smithing, such as axes, chisels and
files, are almost exclusively found in male graves. One must however remember that the
sagas and the graves reflect primarily the social conventions in the society, and not
necessarily all the real situations. It is not impossible that men, women and children
could cross over the gender-related borders. This could for example happen when a craft
became a true profession or necessary for the support of a family.
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THE CRAFTSPEOPLE

In Viking Age society it is difficult to recognise when a craft became so complicated,
economically important or exclusive that it required professional specialists. To identify
these specialists is problematic as there is no real evidence for a guild system, or similar,
that can help us. This society, with very few towns, looked completely different com-
pared to the late medieval one, where numbers of craftspeople lived permanently in a
number of towns.

One of the most prominent finds related to crafts is the Mistermyr chest found on the
island of Gotland. This chest contained a complete set of tools for a craftsperson. One
of the most interesting features in the find is the variety of the objects. They show that
the person who owned the objects was not only a blacksmith, but also a carpenter, and
someone who could melt bronze and deal with precious metals. This chest is evidence
that at least some craftspeople had a wide range of skills. The true specialists were
probably quite few.

Some people in the Viking Age can in some degree be identified with crafts since they
were buried with tools. For example, a number of male graves with smithing tools have
been interpreted as smiths’ graves. A problem is that some of these graves contain not
only a number of smiths’ or carpenters’ tools, but they are also high-status burials with
much of everything: weapons, horse equipment, vessels and cooking utensils, a large
number of sacrificed animals etc. These persons can be identified with many things:
warfare, hunting, lordship etc. To say that these high-status persons were more crafts-
people than others is difficult and not very likely. These graves have primarily been
found in Norway and Sweden. There are no certain ways to identify the specialists
among the craftspeople and determine their rank in society.

THE CRAFTS

Scandinavian craftspeople were capable of dealing with almost all materials available:
wood, textiles, bone, antler and metals. Perhaps the most important limitation lay
within the treatment of stone. In the Christian hemisphere, the Roman tradition of
building stone constructions with mortar had been upheld, primarily for the building of
churches. Building with mortar and the cutting of ashlar did not reach Scandinavia until
some time after Christianisation. In Denmark the first stone church was erected in 1026,
probably by a British master (Liebgott 1989: 119).

Stoneworking is not likely to have been a very prominent craft in most parts of
Scandinavia. The exception is probably in those parts where quarrying was important.
Most well known is the quarrying of soapstone in Norway and on the Swedish west
coast. This soft type of rock could be shaped into vessels. Parts of these have been found
in many places in Scandinavia. Another craft that seems to increase during the Viking
Age is the production of whetstones and querns made primarily of slate and sandstone.
Production areas of these materials have been found in Norway, central Sweden and the
island of Oland, Sweden. By the end of the Viking Age the number of raised runestones
increased dramatically. Many of the runestone carvers were amateurs, but from the
evidence that comes from the carvers’ signatures, it is apparent that some of them
became specialists in the art of chiselling ornaments and runes. Curiously this was a
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group of specialists that hardly existed for more than 100 years as the runestones
ceased to be raised around AD 1100.

Wood was the most important material in society for most parts of Scandinavia, used
for buildings, tools, fences etc. Unfortunately very little wood is preserved that can tell
us about how the wooden objects were decorated. Most of them we have preserved today
come from wet culture layers in towns such as Hedeby, Staraya Ladoga and Lund, where
parts of houses as well as objects have been well preserved. A few objects, such as the
ship, sledge and wagon from the Oseberg grave, and the later stave churches, reveal
some extraordinary high artistic levels as regards wooden objects.

Textiles are also quite rarely preserved. In most cases they are found either on metal
objects in graves, where metal salts have preserved the fabric next to the object, or in the
wet culture layer of the towns. Complete clothes from the Viking Age are very rare.
Wool is the main textile represented, but textiles made of plants, such as linen or hemp
and nettles, are even more rarely preserved, and little is known about the use and
manufacture of these materials. The textile craft was very time consuming; almost all
the women in society were involved in it. Traces of textile crafts are quite common in
archaeological settlement excavations. The loom that was used was of a primitive stand-
ing type with weights in clay or sometimes stone, which held down the warp threads.
These weights as well as spindle whorls — used for transforming the raw wool into
threads — are often found on excavations. Brick weaving was popular in the Viking Age
for producing decorative borders on clothes, sometimes with threads in silk, gold and
silver. Probably the most prominent examples of Scandinavian textile crafts have
been found in the Oseberg ship-burial, where both the tools and the textiles have been
preserved.

Leather craft was almost as important as textile craft and was used for shoes, ropes,
straps etc. Unfortunately leather does require a wet environment for preservation
and this material is almost only ever found in excavations in towns with wet culture
layers, such as Hedeby, York and Staraja Ladoga. The material from these places gives us
a good idea of what kind of products were made. On the other hand it is hard to discuss
how widely spread leather craft was and who in society performed the not-so-pleasant
handling of tanning and what kind of speciality the leather cutters had.

Bone and antler were the raw material for a wide range of objects. Especially favoured
was thick metatarsal bones from cattle, horses, sheep and goats for the manufacture of
needles for different functions. Antler was the favoured material for making combs. The
material was primarily taken from elk, red deer and reindeer, all depending on where the
manufacture was taking place. In general the availability of the material dictated how
the objects were produced. In Norway the working with bone and antler was slightly
different because of the catch of walruses and whales in the North Atlantic. One special-
ity from this area are gaming pieces made of ivory, another one is the production of
‘washing boards’ made of whalebone. These often richly decorated boards are primarily
found in rich female graves in Norway, but occasionally they have been found in other
areas within and outside Scandinavia. A few objects have been found in Swedish graves
and also on the Orkneys and in Ireland.

Smithing was by far the most common metal craft and also the most important one for
making tools, nails, rivets and weapons etc. Traces of smithing can be found on many
excavated settlements in Scandinavia as it was often easy to get the ore, whether from bog,
stone or sand. The ore was then transformed to iron in relatively simple clay-built ovens.
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The manufacture of iron and smithing took place in many areas, such as in the
northern parts of Sweden and eastern Norway; it was not only a profession for true
specialists. In these areas, the production of iron was probably an almost regular work
and performed side by side with other activities. The production in these areas was
certainly far bigger than for local needs and some of it was hence exported to within and
outside Scandinavia.

In other areas, where the manufacture of iron has not been found, smithing was still a
quite common feature on the excavated settlements, normally with finds of iron slag
and forging pits. In many villages, at least one individual seems to have known how to
produce simple tools or repair broken ones.

A debated question is to what extent iron objects were imported to Scandinavia and
how skilled the Scandinavian smiths were. Most iron objects have a Scandinavian origin,
but there are some exceptions, especially among the weapons, that often exemplify the
most delicate skills. In the Roman period, large numbers of swords were imported to
Scandinavia from the Roman provinces. This taste for Continental swords also existed in
the Viking Age. Smiths’ stamps and signatures such as the famous U/fbebrt are evidence
of imported Frankish swords. How many of the other swords in Scandinavia are
imported we do not know. What can be assumed, however, is that even though iron was
common and easily accessible in Scandinavia, people still preferred to import some iron
objects connected to a certain value and status.

Bronze, silver and gold were metals used for the same type of objects, such as
brooches, buckles, and inlays in weapons. In contrast to iron, these metals were not
manufactured in Scandinavia, they all had to be imported. Much of this import was in
the shape of scrap metal. One exceptional find has been discovered in Spilling, Gotland.
Together with the largest silver hoard hitherto found, the excavators also found a chest
containing scrapped imported bronze jewellery. Many of the Scandinavian objects in
bronze and gold probably originated from such reused Continental objects.

Bronze was the most common material for the Viking Age jeweller. It was the
material that the ordinary Scandinavians could afford. On a number of sites, such as
Ribe, Birka and Kaupang, many fragments from moulds and crucibles have been
revealed. The largest recent find is an excavated workshop on Birka, where thousands of
mould fragments have been found. One skill that the Scandinavian bronze specialists
(except for perhaps on Gotland) never seem to have achieved, is the production of bronze
vessels.

During the late eighth century Arabic silver began to arrive in Scandinavia via
Russia. This inflow, primarily in the shape of coins, is not only reflected in an increasing
amount of treasure hoards containing coins and jewellery, but is also shown in the
crafts. Some coins were transformed into pendants used in the female jewellery set,
others were melted down and used in moulding, silver-plating or in objects and
decorations made of silver wire. Brooches and bracelets of this material are however
rarely found. Silver was still so precious that it was mainly used for making small
objects.

Gold was, in comparison with bronze and silver, a very rare material. In combination
with mercury, it was most often used for gilding bronze objects. True gold objects
are also very rare compared to silver and bronze. Where they do occur, the craftsmanship
is often of very high quality. Gold was especially used for filigree and granulation-
decorated jewellery.
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The manufacture of melted glass was probably not a skill that Scandinavian
craftspeople were capable of, nor was the making of glass vessels. The handling of glass
was primarily limited to the production of beads. The raw material was imported in the
shape of cubic glass pieces that were melted and manufactured into beads for the
Scandinavian taste. In the Viking period beads were also made of carnelian or rock
crystal, highly valued by the Scandinavians. These beads, arriving via Russia, were
previously thought to be imported as finished products. However, new evidence from
Gotland has revealed that in some degree they were shaped in Scandinavia. The
manufacture of beads has been found on most of the trading centres but traces can also
occur on rural sites.

Pieces of amber often turn up on the trading centres and are evidence for the pro-
duction of beads and other small objects. Amber is a raw material that is common in the
southern Baltic and from here was exported to other parts of Europe.

THE PLACES FOR SPECIAL MANUFACTURE

Knowledge about Viking Age crafts has increased a great deal since the 1970s. A
number of excavations have been made in both previously known and recently found
towns and trading centres. Especially in Denmark and Sweden a dramatically increased
number of rural excavations have revealed a lot of information, not least regarding crafts,
that previously was almost only represented in the towns.

The largest number of traces of crafts come from towns where Scandinavians had
big interests, such as York, Dublin, Hedeby, Birka, Kaupang and Staraya Ladoga. In
these cities a number of craftspeople dwelt, such as bronze forgers, comb-makers and
pottery-makers. These were probably the most prominent places for crafts. But it is far
from certain that all craftspeople stayed here for the whole year, or that the production
was on a large scale. It is not very common that traces of large-scale production reveal
themselves. This indicates that many craftspeople stayed only temporarily in the cities.
Perhaps they dwelt there only when the towns were busy.

In recent years new places with traces of specialised crafts have turned up on average
every second year. The problem is that it is very difficult to define and categorise these
sites.

What many of these places have in common is that they can be connected to people
belonging to the upper strata of society. Some places have been connected to Danish and
Swedish kings, such as Lejre and the Trelleborg forts in Denmark or Old Uppsala in
Sweden. But not only kings gathered craftspeople around them. It almost seems to be a
significant feature for a Viking Age chieftain to have specialised crafts such as moulding
on his estate. This means that the chieftain was not completely dependent upon special
crafts in towns such as Birka, where other chieftains, who were perhaps competitors in
power, had control of the place and the production. We do not know whether the
craftspeople stayed permanently on these estates. The traces of the production are
however mostly quite small, which indicates that it was sporadic.

Some of the other sites can be interpreted as trading centres like the above-mentioned
towns, though smaller and perhaps not permanently inhabited. Other sites, whether
placed by the coast or inland, seem to be a magnate’s estate or a village with an estate,
where some production has taken place. The intention behind the specialised crafts
seems to have varied a lot. Some craftspeople dwelt at the magnate’s estate and produced
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objects probably for the magnate and the people around him. Other craftspeople pro-
duced larger amounts of objects at the trading and crafts centres, to which many people
travelled.

It is interesting to wonder if it was the same craftspeople who upheld themselves in
the magnate’s estate as well as in the trading centre. Sporadic production in the towns
and in the rural sites is evidence that craftspeople travelled between different places. An
important question is whether the craftspeople were connected to a special lord, or if
they in some degree were independent people. There is probably no definite answer to
this question. The kings and queens probably had their personal goldsmith or jeweller,
who travelled with them to different places. Some of the places connected to royalty
reveal traces of high-quality crafts. People belonging to the low aristocracy could per-
haps not afford to permanently support a specialised craftsperson. Instead they probably
had to engage a travelling craftsperson to produce specialised products.

On rural farms, where fire-related crafts such as smithing, moulding or bead-making
were taking place, craftspeople regularly worked on the outskirts of the farm, often in
the same areas where one finds hearths and ovens for cooking. This is probably because of
the fear of fire. A real smithy in the shape of a house is not always found. Occasionally a
small post-built building or a pit-house is found, but in some cases there are no traces of
a house construction over the forge or melt pits. Craftspeople seem in many cases to have
conducted their work outdoors. This was perhaps not always pleasant, but was positive
in some ways. There were difficulties in finding sufficient light when complicated
details were required. Weaving on the other hand always seems to have been conducted
indoors, whether in small pit-houses dug into the ground or inside the normal living
quarters.
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Warfare and weaponry

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

RAIDING AND WARFARE

Ly

Gareth Williams

Raiding and warfare are central to our understanding of the Viking Age. For many
years the only popular image of the Vikings was the Viking warrior, brutal and
terrifying, raping and pillaging, burning monasteries, committing a variety of atrocities
and demanding Danegeld. This image has been increasingly downplayed since the
1960s and 1970s, as scholars have rightly pointed out that there were many other
important aspects to Scandinavian society in the Viking Age, and that only a small
proportion of the population were warriors, while also noting that, since the surviving
historical accounts were written by the Vikings’ Christian victims, they may give an
exaggerated picture of both the impact and the barbarity of raids by the pagan Vikings.
Nevertheless, although the term Viking has come to be used for the whole society of the
period, it is raiding and warfare that define “Viking’ activity — a Viking (OE wicing,
ON vikingr) was a raider or pirate, and although trading, crafts, seafaring and settlement
and many other aspects of Viking society may be equally important, it is the raiding
which gives us the concept of a Viking Age. It is increasingly clear from archaeological
evidence that there was contact between Scandinavia and the rest of northern Europe
before the late eighth century, and historical sources show the Scandinavian kingdoms
increasingly becoming part of the European mainstream from the eleventh century, if
not earlier. It is only the visible military expansion from the late eighth century to the
eleventh that makes the Viking Age a meaningful concept.

The motivation behind the earliest raids remains the subject of debate. According to
one school of thought, the early raids on monasteries represented a pagan political/
religious response to the aggressive Frankish Christian mission against the Saxons and
the Danes (Myhre 1998). However, this interpretation has not been widely accepted, not
least because the earliest raids seem to have been launched from western Norway, not
Denmark, and against the British Isles and Ireland, not against the Franks (Wamers
1998). It is clear that later raids were primarily motivated by the desire to gain wealth,
and it seems likely that this was the main motivation for raiding and external warfare
throughout the Viking Age. This leaves aside internal warfare within and between the
emerging Scandinavian kingdoms, which was apparently motivated by the desire for
political power, but the raids against western Europe are characterised by a desire to
gain wealth abroad. This might then be translated into political power either abroad,
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as in the formation of new Viking kingdoms and earldoms in Britain, Ireland and
Normandy, or at home, where successful Viking leaders such as Olafr Tryggvason and
Oléfr Haraldsson used their success in England to press their claims to kingship in
Norway.

The results of raiding brought wealth in different forms. Conquest brought landed
wealth abroad, and the fact that the military expansion of the Viking Age coincided
with the more peaceful settlement of the North Atlantic serves as a reminder of the
importance of landed wealth, however it could be acquired. However, raiding which fell
short of conquest could also generate portable wealth, which might then be converted
into land and status at home or elsewhere. This could be acquired directly through
plunder, or through the ransoming of captured people or precious objects, such as the
Codex Aureus (an ornate Gospel book from Canterbury) (Webster and Backhouse 1991:
199—201), or through the imposition of tribute. Although the payment of ‘Danegeld’ is
particularly associated with the later Viking Age, and especially the reign of Athelred
II, large payments to the Vikings for peace are recorded in Frankish sources from the
ninth century, and even Alfred the Great was forced to ‘make peace’ with the Vikings
on occasion (Coupland 1999; Abels 1998: 79, 105—14, 140—2). Archaeological finds of
Insular material in Scandinavia provide clear evidence of looting in the early Viking
Age, while the vast number of late Anglo-Saxon coins found in Denmark and Sweden
(more survive there than in England) must in part reflect the success of the later Vikings
in taking gelds (Wamers 1998; Blackburn 1991: 156-69; Metcalf 1989: 178-89; 1990:
165—76; Gillingham 1989, 1990; Lawson 1984, 1989).

Clearly the Viking raids were significant enough to be recorded as major events
by their victims, but how important were the raids, and how distinctive was Viking
warfare? Scholarly interpretations on these points differ, especially on the scale and
importance of the raids, not least because Viking raiding followed different patterns in
different areas. In England, Ireland and the kingdom of the western Franks, there is an
apparent progression from small-scale seasonal raiding at the end of the eighth century
through larger seasonal raids, then over-wintering, then conquest and permanent settle-
ment in the ninth century. However, it is clear from historical sources that the pattern in
Frisia was different, with a series of Danish chieftains settling in Frisia in the early ninth
century, under Frankish overlordship, as part of an ongoing dynamic of political rela-
tions between Danish and Frankish rulers (Coupland 1998). Similarly, archaeological
evidence suggests that Norwegian settlement in the Northern Isles of Scotland may
have begun as early as the first half of the ninth century (Crawford 1987; Graham-
Campbell and Batey 1998; Hunter ez 2/. 1993; Ballin Smith 2007). It would also appear
that although there was relative peace from Viking raids in England in between 954 and
the reign of Athelred II (978—10106), this gap in England saw extensive Viking activity
in northern Scotland and around the Irish Sea (Crawford 1987; Williams 2004). The
idea of a First Viking Age and Second Viking Age, found in the works of some English
historians, thus represents a narrowly English perspective on Viking raiding.

The earliest raids seem all to have been on a small scale. Where numbers are given,
only very small numbers of ships or men are cited, such as the three ships that attacked
Portland in what may have been the earliest recorded Viking raid, in the reign of
Beorhtric of Wessex (786—802). Where numbers are not given, the choice of wealthy
but exposed coastal monasteries such as Lindisfarne and Iona rather than larger targets
also suggests relatively small forces. Such small raids were probably undertaken by

194



— CHAPTER 14: Raiding and warfare —

local groups under their own leaders. The raiders at Portland apparently came from
Hordaland in western Norway, while Frankish sources identify attacks by men from
Vestfold in southern Norway (ASC E-F, sub 787 {7891; Nelson 1991: 55 n. 2). Raiding
on a small scale continued throughout the Viking Age. A battle off the coast of Wessex
in 896, described in unusual detail by the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle (ASC A, sub 897
[8961) involved only six shiploads of Vikings, and much of the raiding around Scotland
and the Irish Sea apparently continued to involve small fleets as late as the eleventh and
twelfth centuries.

However, the ninth century certainly saw an increase in the scale of Viking forces.
The size of fleets mentioned in English, Irish and Frankish sources increased, often
numbered in hundreds of ships by the mid-ninth century, and led by named kings
or earls. These titles probably reflect personal status and lineage, and do not necessarily
mean that such leaders ruled major territories in the Viking homelands. These were not
yet fully unified into the modern Scandinavian kingdoms, which begin to emerge fully
only towards the end of the Viking Age. Nevertheless, such titles indicate that the
leaders of Viking raids now came from the highest levels of Scandinavian society,
although lesser chieftains no doubt also continued to play a major part.

While there is no doubt that the scale of the raids increased in this period, historians
have disagreed over the extent of the increase, and on the impact of these larger forces.
Peter Sawyer, in his influential book The Age of the Vikings, argued that while the smaller
numbers such as three and six ships seemed to be exact, the larger fleets were always in
suspiciously round numbers, and were therefore unreliable. He questioned whether any
Viking leader could realistically have mustered fleets of hundreds of ships, and suggested
that the figures in the sources are much exaggerated, with even the largest Viking armies
numbering only several hundred men (Sawyer 1962: 117-28). However, Nicholas
Brooks (1979) noted that there is close agreement between independent Anglo-Saxon,
Irish and Frankish sources on the size of fleets, and argued that the figures cited in the
various chronicles were more reliable than Sawyer had suggested, and that the larger
armies probably numbered in the low thousands. More recent thinking has tended to
fall between these two positions. Interpretations of early medieval warfare generally
since the mid-1980s have tended towards relatively small armies, but it does seem hard
to reconcile contemporary accounts of the largest Viking forces with numbers below the
low thousands.

This is not least because of the scale of the achievement of the Vikings in war. It may
be true, as Janet Nelson (1997) has argued, that Frankish chronicles suggest that
internal conflicts between the rival successors to the Carolingian Empire were seen as
more important than the Viking raids in the late ninth century, and that the Vikings
suffered a number of major defeats. Raids on Britain and Ireland also need to be seen in
the context of the recurrent warfare between the petty kingdoms there — Viking raids
did not take place in a peaceful vacuum. However, the Vikings in turn inflicted major
defeats on the Franks and succeeded in extorting large amounts of silver as the price of
peace. In England, three of the four great kingdoms of the late ninth century were
conquered, while the fourth came close. In the second wave of large-scale attacks on
England, vast quantities of coin were paid for short-lived peace, and eventually the
whole kingdom was brought under Danish rule for more than a generation. In Scotland,
Vikings successfully conquered the Northern and Western Isles, and large parts of the
northern and western mainland, and probably contributed substantially to the collapse
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of both the Pictish kingdom and the kingdom of Dl Riata and to the emergence of a
new kingdom of the Scots. Territorial conquest was more limited in Ireland, but the
Vikings did succeed in establishing a number of defended trading centres on the coasts
from which they were never permanently expelled. It is hard to see how any of this could
have been achieved if the Vikings had been quite as insignificant in numbers and
military prowess as some modern historians seem to suggest.

This does not mean, however, that historians have been wrong to question some
elements of the Viking reputation as warriors. In particular, their reputation for atrocity
seems to have been exaggerated. Certainly they showed little respect for churches and
churchmen, and inevitably this provided material for religious polemic by monastic
chroniclers. However, attacks on churches by Christian rulers were not unknown, while
Charlemagne notably treated the pagan Saxons extremely harshly (Foot 1991; Halsall
1992). The one specifically “Viking’ atrocity, the so-called blood-eagle (in which a
victim’s ribs were split, and his lungs pulled out behind him like wings), does not
appear in contemporary sources, and may well be a later literary invention (Frank 1984,
1988, 1990; Bjarni Einarsson 1988, 1990). Vikings were certainly capable of brutality
by modern standards, but it is hard to argue that they were much more unpleasant than
their Christian contemporaries.

Nor was the emphasis on raiding and plunder particularly unusual. Raiding in order
to plunder portable wealth is typical of the warfare between the petty kingdoms of pre-
Viking Britain and Ireland, and survived long after across medieval Europe, with the
chevauchée continuing to play an important role even in the era of more obviously
‘national’ warfare in the later Middle Ages. Similarly, taking tribute seems to have been
a central part of the relationship between greater and lesser kings in early medieval
Britain (Charles-Edwards 1989; Dumville 1997), and although Anglo-Saxon sources
tend not to equate payment of geld to the Vikings in return for temporary peace with
the payment of ‘legitimate’ tribute to overkings, it is hard to see much difference in
substance, and successful Viking leaders may well have regarded those who paid them
gelds as tributaries. Frankish sources explicitly refer to such payments as tribute, and
often imply that it was demeaning for the Franks to be in that situation (Coupland
1999).

Timothy Reuter (1985) argued persuasively that even the campaigns of a great Euro-
pean ruler like Charlemagne were largely carried out on the basis of a combination of
raids against neighbouring kingdoms in pursuit of conquest where this was feasible,
tribute where long-term dominance could be established that fell short of full conquest,
and plunder when Charlemagne had the resources to raid but not to establish lasting
domination. This provides a useful paradigm for much of early medieval warfare,
and the Vikings are only unusual in that their expeditions were often led by ‘private’
warlords rather than by national leaders, and even this distinction becomes blurred in
the eleventh century, when one looks at the campaigns of figures such as Sveinn
Forkbeard and Cnut the Great of Denmark, and Harald Hardruler and Magnis Barelegs
of Norway.

If the Vikings were not markedly more atrocious than others, and campaigns based
around the combination of plunder and tribute were not unusual, it is probably also fair
to say that their reputation on the battlefield has also been exaggerated. An important
part of their campaign strategy often seems to have been to avoid battle unless they felt
confident of victory. For example, although Viking raids continued in southern England
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following Alfred’s victory at Edington in 878, the various Viking forces seem to have
done their best to avoid being brought to battle, and although the Anglo-Saxon
Chronicle for this period is dominated by the activities of the Vikings, it presents a
picture of Alfred and Edward repeatedly pursuing the Vikings as they moved from one
temporary base to another, rather than a series of glorious battles. Viking armies did
have notable victories, but they also had notable defeats. The limited evidence available
suggests that Viking battle techniques were broadly similar to those of their enemies,
based around the shield wall, with some use of missile weapons (Williams forthcoming:
ch. 5). Although the sources indicate that Viking forces often moved on horseback,
and emphasise the acquisition or loss of horses on more than one occasion, they seem to
have fought primarily as mounted infantry, dismounting for battle, and rarely fought on
horseback, unlike the Franks, who regularly used horses on the battlefield (Davis 1989).
As discussed elsewhere in this volume, their weapons and armour were also very similar
to those of their enemies, and many of their finest weapons and armour were of Frankish
manufacture (Pedersen, ch. 15, below; Williams forthcoming: ch. 2).

There are, however, some distinctive features of Viking warfare. Closely related to
each other, these are the use of ships in war, the effective use of mobility in their
campaigns and a strong awareness of the importance of supplying themselves when on
campaign. The use of ships in warfare was not unique to the Vikings, and both Anglo-
Saxons and Franks had a history of seafaring before the Viking Age (Haywood 1991),
while the Scots of Dél Riata appear to have had a comparatively sophisticated levy
system based on boats (Bannerman 1974; Williams 2002). However, technological
developments in the early Viking Age meant that the Vikings had access to vessels
which were suitable for use at sea, and which were also of sufficiently shallow draft to
be used on at least the larger inland rivers, and large enough to carry significant numbers
of men. They could also be used to carry both supplies and loot, and ships and boats were
far more effective than any form of land transport for transporting bulk goods through-
out the Middle Ages and beyond.

These ships are most commonly associated with the ability to arrive suddenly on a
hostile coastline, attack a vulnerable target and leave again before local forces could be
raised against them — the archetypal Viking park-and-raid approach. This was the
strategy of all of their early raids, and a recurrent strategy throughout the period.
However, ships also played a vital role in the large-scale campaigns of the mid- to late
ninth century. The carrying capacity of the ships allowed Viking forces to transport both
their accumulated wealth and stores, without the necessity for slow and cumbersome
baggage trains, which would have made it much easier for their enemies to launch
attacks on them. The shallow ships were able to penetrate far inland, and thus we hear
of fleets, not just land forces, descending on completely landlocked targets such as Paris
or Repton (Williams forthcoming: ch. 6). On occasion, the Vikings also divided their
forces, sending one force overland and another by sea, to rendezvous at an agreed target,
as with Exeter in 876 (ASC A and E, sub 877 {876}). This meant that the land
force could travel unencumbered, moving quickly with the advantage of surprise, while
the supplies moved in the ships, safe from counter-attack, although vulnerable to the
weather, especially since they presumably sailed with reduced crews, since some crew-
members would have served in the land force.

As mentioned above, the Vikings sought to equip themselves with horses on land
whenever possible, which also provided additional carrying capacity as well as speed
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(Clapham 1910; Davis 1989; Williams forthcoming: ch. 6). Horses provided a similar
mobility on land to that provided by the ships along the rivers and the coast, and
allowed the Vikings to extend the idea of the surprise attack in areas without access by
water.

This emphasis on mobility was coupled with a shrewd sense of where to raid.
Familiarity with western Europe prior to the outbreak of Viking raids enabled them to
target wealthy and isolated monasteries for the early raids, as well as major coastal
trading centres such as Dorestad in Frisia, which was raided repeatedly (Coupland
1988). However, the choice of targets became even more important with the shift
towards larger-scale raiding, especially once the Vikings began to overwinter, rather
than simply raiding seasonally. This overwintering is again one of the most distinctive
aspects of Viking warfare, with a significance that has largely been underrated. The
early Viking raids tended to be seasonal, of necessity, since their ships were not well
suited to winter sailing. However, it is easy to ignore the fact that land-based warfare
was normally seasonal in this period as well. Even Charlemagne, despite his impressive
record for conquest and tribute-taking, rarely campaigned over winter, although he
tended to campaign in most years (Reuter 198s). Although Alfred the Great eventually
recognised the importance of maintaining a standing army to counter the Viking threat,
this was not easy to maintain, and on one occasion a besieged Viking force was able to
escape because the besiegers were forced to withdraw before their relief arrived (ASC A,
sub 894 {8931). When even major kingdoms struggled to maintain permanent field
armies, the fact that the Vikings managed to campaign for years on end, often in hostile
territory, is perhaps a more impressive achievement than any success they may have
enjoyed on the battlefield.

They managed to do this by careful selection of overwintering places, descending on
monasteries, towns and royal estates early in the winter. That meant that they arrived in
places where supplies had already been gathered, which they could take over for their
own use, while the onset of winter made it difficult for anyone to raise and supply an
army to remove them before the spring. The Vikings then probably spread out over
the surrounding area, making it easier to supply the smaller groups, but retaining the
centre as a rallying point and defence in case they were attacked, and there is growing
evidence for secondary Viking activity close to Viking overwintering centres such as
Repton, London and York (Brooks and Graham-Campbell 2000: 69—92; Richards
2001: 97—104; Blackburn 2002: 89—101; Williams forthcoming: ch. 6). Some sites
already had defences, such as Roman forts and fortified towns, but where they did not,
the Vikings simply created their own fortifications, as at Repton, and the many fortified
centres in Ireland known as longphorts (Price 1991; Kelly and Maas 1995; Docherty
1998; Kelly and O’Donovan 1998; O Floinn 1998; Biddle and Kjglbye-Biddle 2001;
Gibbons 2004, 2005; McKeown 2005; O’Brien ¢ /. 2006; Williams forthcoming:
ch. 4, 6).

While tribute payments provided short-term relief, battles were rarely decisive
enough to provide a lasting solution to Viking raiding (Coupland 1999: 68—9), and it
was only when the twin issues of mobility and supply were tackled that the Viking raids
could successfully be contained. Charles the Bald introduced fortified bridges to deny
the Vikings access to the Frankish river system, making it difficult for them to penetrate
far inland, although this strategy failed when bridges were not built or maintained
properly. Fortified bridges were also used by Alfred the Great, who also built ships to
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defend the coastline, and introduced a network of fortified towns across Wessex (Abels
1997; Peddie 1999; Williams forthcoming: ch. 4). These acted not only as refuges, but
also as supply centres, denying the supplies to Viking raiders, and facilitating the
resupply of his own army (Abels 1997: 257-65; Williams forthcoming). Despite initial
difficulties, these burbs proved successful in Wessex, and the system was extended across
England by his successors as they gradually conquered the Danelaw from its Viking
rulers (Hill and Rumble 1996).

The social and organisational structures which underpinned Viking raiding and
warfare have been hotly debated. Later laws from Denmark, Norway and Sweden all
record the existence of a form of ship-levy system known as ON /leidangr, and although
these laws date from the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, many historians have sought
to project such systems back to the Viking Age. This view has been questioned since
the 1980s, most notably by Niels Lund (1985, 1994, 1996, 1997; cf. Gelting 1999),
who argued that no form of leidangr existed before the late eleventh century at the
earliest, and that the Viking raids were basically private ventures, carried out by war-
leaders with whatever followers they were able to attract through their own reputations
and the promise of wealth, rather than any sort of national army, even when the leaders
were important Scandinavian kings. This view has received some support for the ninth
century from Richard Abels (2003), who notes that Anglo-Saxon sources tend to
describe Viking forces as here (warband) rather than fyrd (army), and argues that describ-
ing Viking forces as ‘armies’ implies much more structure than probably existed.

Lund’s views have not been universally accepted, and there is evidence that some
form of leidangr existed in the tenth century, although since the leidangr seems originally
to have been linked to defensive warfare, it is not clear that this would have much
impact on Viking incursions into western Europe (Malmros 1985, 2002; Crumlin-
Pedersen 1988, 1997, 2002; Williams 2002, forthcoming: chs. 7—9). There is certainly
a case for arguing that some of the conflicts between Danes and Franks in the ninth
century reflect some form of national warfare (Wamers 2002; Williams 2002, forth-
coming: ch. 7), and it is difficult to separate entirely the roles of ‘king’ and ‘viking
leader’ for figures such as Svein Forkbeard and Harald Hardruler. Nevertheless, it is fair
to say that the majority of Viking raiding and warfare was carried out by individual
warbands. These might band together into larger groups, and their leaders might be
kings or earls, or lesser chieftains. Occasionally, with the ‘great’ warbands of the late
ninth century we see several kings or earls jointly leading their forces, again implying a
merging of smaller independent forces. This apparent lack of formal structure makes
their achievements in long-term campaigning and strategic and logistical planning even
more impressive.

To conclude, raiding and warfare were typical features of the Viking Age, not just for
the Vikings but for the whole of northern Europe. In many ways, Viking warfare is little
different from their contemporaries’, and the only really distinctive features are the
emphasis on ships, and the strong emphasis on strategic mobility and logistics, which
allowed Viking forces to campaign for years at a time. However, it is important not to
underplay the significance of Viking raids, in terms of either their perceived impact by
contemporaries, or the lasting effects of their conquests. Other “Viking’ achievements
may be more impressive, and certainly more positive, but many of these rest in part on
their military success, and without Viking raiding and warfare, we would have no
‘Vikings’.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN

VIKING WEAPONRY

e

Anne Pedersen

umerous sources offer information on Viking weaponry. The annals and chronicles
N of royal courts and monasteries in western Europe record the violent acts
committed against Christian communities by armed warriors from Scandinavia. Old
Norse sagas and poetry on the other hand praise the art of the warrior and not least
his weapons, many of which are described and named in poetic terms (Falk 1914:
47-65; Drachmann 1967). Contemporary illuminated manuscripts, stone carvings
and the famed Bayeux tapestry created in the late eleventh century provide further
insight into the world of the warriors and the tools of their craft. However, precise
technical descriptions or accurate depictions of individual weapons are rare. Modern
knowledge of Viking Age weaponry is largely derived from the many weapons recovered
over the past two centuries — swords, axes, spears and lances, bows and arrows as well
as the much rarer wooden shields and defensive body armour. Descriptions of
Viking activity indicate that Scandinavians also had experience in using large construc-
tions for direct attack or siege warfare, although the physical remains have long since
vanished.

OFFENSIVE WEAPONS

Iron swords designed for single-hand use were doubtless the most prestigious and
expensive weapons of the time. Single-edged swords, some of them up to 1 m long, were
still in use in the early Viking Age thus continuing the tradition of the Germanic sax
(Ngrgaard Jorgensen 1999). However, double-edged swords measuring about 9o ¢cm in
length were by far the most common. A characteristic feature intended to reduce the
weight of these weapons is the broad shallow groove or ‘fuller’ running along the centre
of the blade; special treatment of the edges and pattern-welding of the core provided
extra strength and pliability.

The iron blades, both single- and double-edged, were fitted with lower and upper
guards and usually also a pommel made of iron or cast copper alloy; less common
are silver and organic materials such as bone or antler. Ornaments may be cast, but iron
fittings are most often decorated with silver and copper inlay forming geometric
patterns, animal motifs and in some cases even Christian symbols such as on the
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Carolingian sword recovered from the boat-chamber grave excavated at Hedeby in
northern Germany (Miiller-Wille 1976; Wamers 1994: 9—14). The lower guard,
typically about 10—11 cm long, is increased up to 16—17 cm in the late Viking Age, and
the upper guard and pommel are reduced to a single pommel. The grip between the
guards measured about the breadth of a hand. Its core, the iron tang of the blade, was
covered by, for instance, wood, leather, horn or bone and on some swords also decorated
with metal-plating or silver and gold wire as seen on a sword from Dybick in southern
Sweden (Rydbeck 1932).

Remains of scabbards are preserved in the corrosion layers on many sword blades.
Scabbards were made of wood, probably a single board which could be split lengthwise,
hollowed out and then joined again (Malmros 1987; Geibig 1991: 104—6). Beechwood,
easy to split and yet difficult to bend, was suitable for the purpose but required a
protective leather covering. Cast metal scabbard mounts could be added, mainly copper-
alloy sword chapes depicting, for instance, animal figures in the Jelling style or bird
motifs. Compared to the total number of swords, such chapes are few, and function not
only as protection for the scabbard point but also as a badge of rank or group member-
ship, possibly even a magical symbol has been suggested (Stromberg 1951; Paulsen
1953; see also Kulakow 1985).

In 1919 Jan Petersen published a typology based on Norwegian finds from the eighth
to eleventh centuries, in which about 1,700 swords were grouped into twenty-six main
types, A to A&, and twenty distinctive types, the main criteria being the shape and
decoration of the hilts. The typological sequence reflects changes through time, but also
a distinction between simple and ornate weapons. Petersen’s work includes most north-
west and central European types and is still widely used, although adjustments have
been made to certain types and type groups, such as the swords of the eighth and ninth
centuries (Menghin 1980). The sword types leading up to the Viking Age are discussed
in a detailed analysis of late Iron Age weapon graves in Scandinavia by A. Ngrgaard
Jorgensen (1999).

A. Geibig chose a different approach to that of Jan Petersen. Based on an extensive
analysis of late eighth- to twelfth-century material, the hilts are grouped into nineteen
combination types and three construction types, and fourteen types of blade are identi-
fied by morphological and metric criteria (Geibig 1991). Although Geibig’s focus lies
outside Scandinavia, his system can be applied to Scandinavian finds, and in more recent
publications either system — a classification based largely on a visual evaluation of the
hilt and to a lesser extent sword blade or a classification focusing on constructional
criteria — may be referred to.

Next to the swords, axes were widely used in battle, and numerous axes (or rather
axe-heads) have been recovered. In well-equipped graves axes may be found alongside
other weapons, but they appear to be more common as single weapons in less conspicuous
burials, suggesting a difference in rank and economic means among the deceased and
their families (see Ndsman 1991). On the other hand, deposition of axes alone is not
limited to poorly furnished graves. The Danish Bjerringhgj chamber burial contained a
highly decorated axe-head (Iversen and Ndsman 1991), and to judge from the quality of
the silver inlay it must have represented considerable value. In the case of the Ladby ship
grave, also from Denmark, the axe-head found in the front half of the ship most likely
represents the tool used to slaughter the horses and dogs led into the ship to accompany
the deceased (Thorvildsen 1957). Axe-heads found in female graves give equal cause for
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speculation. Are they true weapons or rather part of the assemblage of tools and kitchen
utensils used by the mistress of a household?

Axe-heads were made of iron, and most are plain although the line between head and
blade may be emphasised by narrow grooves. However, decoration in silver and copper
does occur, and even gold, as seen on a rare eleventh-century axe-head from Botnhamn in
Norway, decorated in the Ringerike style (Viking to Crusader no. 114). Other axe-heads
are exceptional due to their small size (see Trotzig 198s) or unusual shape, a rare type
having a blade reduced to a narrow frame surrounding a cross-shaped figure (Paulsen
1956: 66-8).

A typology based on Norwegian finds was published by J. Petersen in 1919 and
includes twelve types, A to M, distinguished by way of the head, the shape of the blade
and its cutting edge (Petersen 1919: 36—47). The axe-heads range from light, slender
forms with more or less pronounced spurs on either side of the head to the well-known
broad-bladed battle axes, also with projecting spurs. The latter type resembles the
weapons featured in the Bayeux tapestry, and its basic shape continues in use well into
the medieval period.

Axe-heads with a long ‘helm’ at the back of the head were most likely introduced
from the eastern Baltic region (Hallinder 1986: 47), whereas others with elongated,
often decorated blades and in some instances extremely long spurs at the head probably
originated in the area south of the Baltic (Paulsen 1956: 156—67). These axes are very
likely prestige weapons, possibly even exotica, brought home by their owner or received
as gifts.

Similar to the swords and axes, spears were deposited in Viking Age burials, but have
also come to light in settlements and a few weapon deposits. Most of the spearheads
belong to heavy thrusting spears or lances. They were made of iron, some of them
pattern-welded or showing elaborate geometric or vegetal/zoomorphic designs in silver
and copper on the socket (Blindheim 1963; Horn Fuglesang 1980; Lehtosalo-Hilander
1985). The blades are usually leaf-shaped with rounded or angular shoulders towards the
socket and have a more or less pronounced rib along the centre. They were fitted to the
shafts by rivets; on one long and narrow type up to fifteen rivets formed an additional
decorative element along the socket. Based on evidence from burial finds the shafts were
up to 2 m long, and analysis of wood remains suggests that, for instance, ash was chosen
for strength and flexibility.

In his work on Viking Age weapons J. Petersen also arranged a classification of the
spearheads using the shape of the blade and the socket as basic diagnostic features.
Twelve types, A to M, were identified, of which type L differs from the others in having
short barbs and, instead of a socket, a long tang not unlike that of Viking Age arrow-
heads (Petersen 1919: 22—36). A more accurate and detailed framework with a revision
of Petersen’s chronology, but also based on Norwegian material, has since been provided
by B. Solberg, whereas the late type M is treated by K. Creutz (Solberg 1984; for a
summary of recent typologies see Creutz 2003: 28—34).

Bows and arrows form the fourth weapon group of the Viking Age. The first com-
plete longbow was recovered from Hedeby in northern Germany. No bowstring was
preserved but the wooden bow made of yewwood and measuring 192 cm in length
is intact (Graham-Campbell 1980: 74). Unlike the wooden bows, arrowheads of iron
are common, occurring in burials and as single arrowheads in settlement contexts.
Mineralised remains of organic material corroded together with tightly packed
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arrowheads in several graves suggest that whole bundles were deposited in a quiver
made of leather or wood.

Scandinavian arrowheads usually have an iron tang, whereas socketed arrowheads
appear to be more typical of the area south of Scandinavia (Kempke 1988). On the basis
of Swedish finds several types have been identified (Wegraeus 1973, 1986). Most com-
mon is a lanceolate multipurpose type, but other forms are known, and during the
Viking Age points with a triangular or square cross-section especially suited for military
use were introduced.

Arrow-shafts and feathered flight-ends are rarely preserved. Evidence from the
Hedeby boat-chamber grave indicates that the shafts, in this case made of birchwood,
had been fitted not only with feathers but with cast copper-alloy nocks consisting of a
sub-conical base with a deep notch and tang (Miiller-Wille 1976: 80-6). It is often
difficult to determine whether arrows deposited in graves represent offensive weaponry
or rather were intended for hunting. The latter seems most likely for the bundle
from Hedeby which, with copper-alloy fittings, may well have been a gift of some value
(Wamers 1994: 29).

DEFENSIVE WEAPONRY

According to the older Gulathing and Frostathing laws every man on board a leding
ship was required to have a shield. Very few complete shields have survived, but remains
of originally sixty-four shields in the Gokstad ship-burial uncovered in Norway give an
impression of their size and construction (Nicolaysen 1882: 62). The circular wooden
disc, at Gokstad 94 cm in diameter, was joined by thin wooden boards, and many were
probably fitted with an additional covering of leather (Arwidsson 1986: 39). The hole
for the hand-grip at the centre of the shield was covered by an iron boss, usually one of
three main types distinguished by the shape of the dome, the neck and the flange for
attachment (see Rygh 1885: nos 562—5). Other metal fittings for the shields include
rim-bindings, and occasionally also a metal grip instead of one of wood and sheet metal
or cast copper-alloy grip-mounts (Arwidsson 1986: 40—3).

Shields could be distinguished by colour. An inscription on a Danish runestone from
Rgnninge on Fyn speaks of the son of ‘Asgot of the red shield” (Moltke 1976: 313), and
the shields from Gokstad were painted in alternate colours, black and yellow, similar to
those depicted in the Bayeux tapestry (Nicolaysen 1882: 63). Sagas and law texts
mention red and white, the latter possibly the natural colour of the wood but also
signifying peaceful intentions (Falk 1914: 128), and according to the saga of Saint Olaf
King, gilt, red and blue crosses marked the white shields of the king’s men.

King Olaf’s men were also equipped with body armour. Images of Viking warriors
indicate that helmets were used, but archaeological finds, usually only metal fragments,
are extremely rare. Leather, a probable alternative to metal, has left no trace. The most
complete helmet, a simple iron cap fitted with eye-guards, was recovered from a richly
furnished cremation at Gjermundbu in Norway (Grieg 1947: 3—4). Small rings at the
edge of the cap suggest that the neck was protected by a cover of chain mail.

Apart from the helmet, the Gjermundbu grave contained fragments of a chain-mail
shirt, and at Birka protective armour made of narrow metal plates has been identified
(Arbman 1939: 63; Grieg 1947: 4). Shirts made of thousands of iron rings welded
together or closed with a rivet were doubtless expensive and available only to the very
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wealthy, although scenes in the Bayeux tapestry indicate that mail shirts in later times
were no longer so unattainable.

WEAPONS TRADE

Most complete swords and spearheads are recovered from burials. They appear far less
common in settlement contexts where instead axes for different tasks, arrowheads and
single sword fittings may be found. The arrowheads and sword fragments testify to the
presence of weapons in individual households as well as the local manufacture and/or
repair of weapons. Although it can be difficult to distinguish between indigenous and
foreign production, some of the finest swords and spearheads were doubtless imported
(Solberg 1991; Martens 2004).

Trade in weapons is recorded and forbidden in a number of Frankish capitularies,
although apparently related to specific events rather than general export (Horn
Fuglesang 2000), and plunder or gift exchange are equally valid explanations for some
foreign swords in Scandinavia. The early Carolingian so-called ‘King’s sword” from the
Hedeby boat-chamber grave was fully fitted when acquired; in other swords foreign
blades are combined with Scandinavian-type guards. Inscribed blades, many with the
name VLFBERHT or the word INGEL, are widely distributed from Ireland in the west to
Russia in the east (see Geibig 1991: 113—33). The inscriptions are rarely identical, and
obvious distortions or imitations suggest that they do not represent single workshops
in western Europe but rather designations of quality that could be imitated, also in
Scandinavia (Andresen 1993).

RITUAL CONTEXT

In spite of close interregional contacts leading to exchange and use of similar weapons,
traditions of deposition differed within Scandinavia. Thus the percentage of weapon
graves in relation to the corpus of known burials varies considerably, and not least the
sheer number of weapons from Norway is impressive (Jakobsson 1992; Martens 2003).
Based on the combination of artefacts selected for burial at a local or regional level, the
role and meaning of weapons in the burial rite — and in the living society — were not
uniform across Scandinavia (Jakobsson 1992; Pedersen 1997).

Visual quality as evident in the decorative use of contrasting metals was important,
and weapons probably had considerable value not only in battle but also as symbols of
power, rank and wealth. Swords are often singled out, and their importance is supported
by numerous sources, among them the highly ritualised scenes depicted in illuminated
manuscripts. However, axes and spears most likely held similar functions (Trotzig 1985;
Nisman 1991). Although not Scandinavian, one of the most renowned spearheads of the
time was the Carolingian sancta lancea belonging to the imperial insignia. Dated to
¢. 800, the spearhead was copied ¢. 1000 and presented by Otto IIT to Bolestaw Chrobry
of Poland in return for relics of St Adalbert, an act of great religious as well as political
significance (Bernward von Hildesheim no. 11-33).

Apart from burial, other ritual acts may have involved weapons. Surprisingly many
stray finds from Denmark are recovered from wetland areas — bogs, lakes or rivers — and
although conflict or extensive traffic near major crossing points and important settle-
ments may explain certain finds, others appear to be sacrificial offerings (Lund 2003).
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Occasional swords and not least spearheads have been recovered in similar circumstances
suggestive of ritual deposition elsewhere in Scandinavia, for instance at Gudingsdkrarna
in Valstena parish on Gotland (Miiller-Wille 1984: 188-93). Here about 500 weapons
and weapon parts have come to light since the nineteenth century, most of them
spearheads or parts of spearheads and many of them damaged.

Ritualised and symbolic use of weapons in the late Iron Age and Viking Age is finally
supported by finds of miniature weapons or amulets, among them swords and spear-
heads less than 5 cm long. Their exact purpose and meaning are uncertain, and it has
been suggested that both groups are possible attributes of the pagan god Odinn. How-
ever, they may equally well be magical amulets, intended to ward off evil forces against
which real weapons despite their efficiency in battle were powerless (Koktvedgaard
Zeitzen 1997: 18 with references).
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Pre-Christian religion and belief

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

THE RELIGION OF THE VIKINGS

e

Anders Hultgard

hat will be outlined here are the religious beliefs and rituals of the Scandinavians

in the eighth to the eleventh centuries including those who went for trade,
plunder or settlement abroad, that is, the ‘vikings’ properly speaking. Some among
them were already Christians but the vast majority of the population still clung to their
traditional religion. From a modern point of view their religion can be classified as
a ‘non-doctrinal community religion’ in contrast with the ‘doctrinal transnational
religions’ as represented by Christianity, Buddhism and Islam. Religion was strongly
integrated with social life, warfare and subsistence activities, and this means that
religious elements can be expected to occur within the total range of Viking Age culture
and society.

Cultural and political contacts with Continental Europe and the British Isles slowly
paved the way for Christianity, and towards the end of the Viking period many among
the ruling elites of Scandinavia and Iceland had adopted the new religion. They also
succeeded in imposing it on the rest of the population, and by the early thirteenth
century Christianity was firmly established. In the transition period there was still room
for the development of syncretistic phenomena, but with the full power of the Christian
Church implemented, Scandinavian religion could survive only fragmentarily in popu-
lar beliefs and practices which were soon to disappear or to be mixed with medieval
European folklore.

The attempt to grasp the main features of Scandinavian religion in the Viking period
is beset with many difficulties. The written sources date roughly from the end of the
tenth to the thirteenth century when a process of decisive religious and cultural change
was already going on. Our knowledge of ancient Scandinavian religion is thus primarily
based on sources that have passed through the intermediary of medieval Christian
culture. In addition these written sources stem almost exclusively from Iceland and
Norway. There is also an imbalance in the transmission of relevant texts. Only very
scarce information on ritual is available whereas several myths and legends have survived
the shift to Christianity. Archaeological evidence presents us with details of ritual and
worship that do not appear in the written sources. On the other hand we are faced with
greater problems when interpreting archaeological remains than with texts. The topo-
nymic record is important in giving information about the deity or deities worshipped
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at a particular place and about the character of the cult place (grove, hill, hall, etc.).
Iconographic evidence from runestones and various archaeological objects also provides
knowledge on aspects of the religion.

THEOLOGY, MYTHOLOGY AND WORLD-VIEW

As in other religions of pre-Christian Europe the belief in divine and other supernatural
beings permeated most aspects of human life. The Greeks used the term theologia to
denote ideas and reflections on divine beings, and this use is retained here as a scholarly
category. The main Scandinavian gods and goddesses were inherited from a distant past
but their character may have changed over time. The deities were often referred to as a
group: god ‘the gods’, the original meaning of which is unknown, regin literally ‘those
who rule’ (gen. pl. ragna cf. Ragnarpk ‘the destiny of the gods’), bgnd (gen. pl. banda)
and hgpr (gen. pl. hapta), literally ‘those who bind’. The connotations that the two last
terms carried in the Viking period cannot be precisely recovered but the meaning is
probably that the gods ‘bind’, that is, decide the destinies of the world and people whom
they also tie to themselves in friendship and awe. Different classes of supernatural beings
were distinguished. The wsir and the vanir represent mythologically the two main
families of gods but in practice the term wsir could include all the prominent deities.
Female deities were the Jisir who seem to have played an important part in private
worship especially in western Scandinavia. The #/far ‘supernatural beings’ were divine
beings of lower rank who were related to the vanir. The jgtnar ‘giants’ and the dvergar
‘dwarfs’ represent other classes. The mythology often reveals a complicated relationship
between giants and gods. The former are not always regarded as hostile and male gods
can have giant women as mothers and wives.

The deities were spoken of as ‘most holy’ (ginnheilpg god in Voluspd 6 etc.; Lokasenna
11), ‘helpful’ (njt regin in Vafbraonismél 25) and ‘gentle’ (iz svdso god in Vafprionismal
17-18). We do not know how the idea of a divine world with many and different
supernatural beings worked in reality. It can be assumed that people believed in the
existence of the deities that were worshipped by the community as a whole but that in
practice only one god or a couple of gods were important for the individual. Different
attitudes ranging from fear and awe to trust and friendship could be taken towards the
gods depending on the prevailing situation and on the persons involved. The relation-
ship between man and deity which the modern terms ‘piety’ or ‘personal religion’ intend
to denote can be expressed in many ways, but only few traces of such individual relation-
ships have survived the shift to Christianity. In addition what has been preserved is
often discarded as due to Christian influence and as being alien to Scandinavian ‘pagan-
ism’. Combining the scraps of evidence from the written sources with the archaeological
record (mostly amulets and divine symbols of various kinds) we are, however, able to get
glimpses of genuine personal devotion to a particular deity. Literary sources sometimes
characterise this individual devotion by saying that the deity was considered a person’s
Jfulltriii ‘confidant’ or dstvinr ‘close friend’. Even if these terms were first applied to pre-
Christian conditions by authors of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries — an assumption
which is still open to discussion, however — it is likely that memories of personal
devotion to the old deities were passed on by oral tradition into later centuries.

In non-doctrinal community religions myths are the foremost verbal expression of
religion because they convey the world-view, ideas, emotions and values of a specific

213



— Anders Hultgard —

culture. Myths have several contexts, they may accompany rituals or be re-enacted in a
dramatic form, but they may also be told in a variety of other situations. Myths have
different functions, they explain the origins of the universe and humankind, they serve
as models for ritual and social behaviour and they legitimise fundamental institutions of
the society. After the shift to Christianity Scandinavian mythology was still handed
down by many Icelandic and Norwegian families thanks to their interest in the
traditions of the past. The anonymous collection of Eddic poems in the famous manu-
script Codex Regius (latter half of the thirteenth century) is the best example. Skaldic
poetry from the tenth century includes many allusions to living myth. Medieval written
compilations such as the various versions of the Prose Edda of Snorri Sturluson from the
early thirteenth century and the Gesta Danorum composed in Latin some decades earlier
by the Dane Saxo helped to preserve parts of the mythological heritage for the future
albeit in reworked or historicised forms.

The world-view of the ancient Scandinavians is incompletely known. Eddic poems
such as the Vpluspd, the Vafprionismdl and Grimnismdl give selected but reliable informa-
tion whereas Snorri’s descriptions should be read more critically. The Scandinavians
undoubtedly believed in a sort of universal history beginning with the creation of the
world including that of humankind and ending with the destruction of the world in the
Ragnargk. The end would, however, be followed by the emergence of a new world in
which some of the ancient gods reappeared and human life became regenerated through
a primordial couple (called Lif and Lifprasir) who survived the catastrophe.

The cosmogony is described by Snorri as a process and has its origin in the polarity
between a cold place, Niflheimr, and a hot place, Muspell, separated by an empty space
called Ginnungagap, which eventually became filled with ice in the north and light and
warmth in the south. When the soft sparks from the south met the frost from the north
it thawed and dripped and from that two figures emerged, the giant Ymir and the cow
Audhumla. She licked the ice-blocks and a human figure called Buri appeared. He had a
son Borr who married a woman, named Bestla. From them three sons were born, Odinn
and his two brothers. They killed Ymir and fashioned the world from the parts of his
body. Finally, walking along the seashore the gods found two trees (or wooden pieces)
which they endowed with human qualities. They named the man Askr and the woman
Embla and gave them clothes. Snorri’s narrative has clearly been compiled from different
sources, mainly Eddic poems, and it is doubtful whether such a systematic account ever
existed as a living myth. On the other hand some details unknown in the Eddic poems
(e.g. the cow Audhumla) seem to be rooted in genuine pre-Christian tradition. Judging
from the evidence of the Eddic poems different creation myths were circulating. One
represented by the Vpluspd (stanzas 3—6) told how in distant times nothing existed:

there was no sand nor sea, nor chill waves, there was no earth nor heaven above
(upphiminn), a great void only (gap var ginnunga) and grass nowhere.

(Voluspd 3)

Then the gods lifted the earth up from the sea and created the glorious Midgardr. The
sun appeared and shone on the barren soil, which was grown with green plants. The
ordering of the cosmos by the gods is then allusively told but the wording is partly
obscure. Another myth — the one preferred by Snorri — imagined the world being
created from the body of Ymir (Vafpriidnismdl 21; Grimnismdl 40-1). The earth was
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fashioned from his flesh, the sky from his skull, the sea from his blood. Other parts of the
body were used to shape further elements of the world, which are differently described
in the two poems, however. Both types of myth have parallels in other religions and the
Scandinavian versions are certainly expressions of an inherited archaic tradition. An
allusion to a third creation myth has probably been preserved in a skaldic poem from
the tenth century, which mentions a struggle between Heimdallr and Loki appearing in
the shape of two seals over a piece of earth (rein) that presumably came up from the sea
(Husdrdpa 2; Skaldskaparmdl 8).

The creation of humankind is only mentioned in Vgluspd stanzas 17—18, which are
retold by Snorri with some additional details. The wording and context of these stanzas
are far from clear and many diverging interpretations have been proposed. One point
concerns the question of which shape Askr and Embla had when they were found by the
gods. Carved human figures, wooden trunks drifted ashore or slender trees growing up
from the soil have all been suggested. Comparative Indo-European evidence may speak
in favour of the last alternative.

The world is mythically imagined as a cosmic tree, the Yggdrasill, which represents
both time and space. The prophetess of Vypluspd remembers it in the beginning growing
beneath the earth (stanza 2), then it appears as a mighty tree (stanza 19) and when the
end of the world draws near, the old tree quivers (stanza 47) and is finally consumed by
the flames of the great fire in the Ragnargk (stanza 57). The closest correspondence to the
idea of Yggdrasill is found in ancient Iranian religion where we find myths depicting
the world as a tree and the branches as world ages. The trunk of the cosmic tree is also
thought to contain nine mountains from which all waters of the earth flow forth. These
similarities together with evidence from Greek, Phrygian and Indic traditions indicate
that the Scandinavian idea of the world-tree is part of an Indo-European mythic
heritage, which has analogies also among Finno-Ugric peoples of northern Eurasia.

RITUALS AND WORSHIP

Information on Scandinavian public ritual is scanty since this sort of religious expression
was among the first things to be abolished when Christianity was introduced. Some
aspects of the wide variety of ritual life in the Viking period can be gleaned from the
sources, however. We may distinguish between several types of religious practices
among the Scandinavians. Sacrificial feasts (bldrveizlur, blotdrykkjur) seem to have occu-
pied a prominent place and were also part of the great seasonal festivals which attracted
a large number of people. Family rituals were usually performed in or around the
farmhouses, for example the 4lfablit in western Sweden mentioned by Sigvatr Pordarson
in an early eleventh-century poem. An important group of religious practices are the
rites of the life cycle (‘rites de passage’), that is, birth, initiation, wedding and funerary
rites. With the exception of the burials only a few hints at ritual detail performed
at these occasions have survived. Funerary rituals can partly be reconstructed by the
archaeological record, which indicates the diversity of ritual expressions. At rare
occasions burials could include ritual killing as in the funerary ceremony of an eastern
Scandinavian chieftain in Russia that was witnessed by Ibn Fadlan in the tenth century.
His account survives only in later excerpts and reworkings, however.

Public rituals had certain basic forms in common but varied otherwise over time
and geographical space. Animal sacrifices together with libations are clearly attested by
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skaldic verse and prohibitions in provincial laws, and by a few medieval literary sources.
These types of sacrificial offerings seem to have been prominent in public and family
rituals, whereas human sacrifices — if they were practised at all in the Viking Age —
appear to have been occasional, perhaps performed only as crisis rituals. The references to
human sacrifices in the medieval sources are rather to be interpreted as literary motifs.
Descriptions of sacrificial feasts are found in secondary sources only and have varying
claim on reliability. Snorri attempts to depict the usual procedure of a pre-Christian
religious feast in Hdkonar saga ins géda (ch. 14), but his account may not be true in all
details. The report given by Adam of Bremen around 1075 of the temple and sacrificial
rites in Old Uppsala (Gesta Hammaburgensis Ecclesiae Pontifimm 4: 26—30) preserves
several elements which bear the mark of authenticity, but is otherwise characterised by
polemical stereotypes that cast doubt on his information. What cannot be questioned,
however, is the importance of the Uppsala festival as a religious and political mani-
festation, the existence of a sacred grove and a building for ritual community meals,
probably a hall (#ric/inium). Some further details reported by Adam seem likewise to
derive from genuine tradition. It was customary to perform various songs during the
ritual offerings and some of them were most probably addressed to the god Freyr who,
according to Adam, was invoked for weddings and fertility. Snorri has an independent
notice of the seasonal festival at Uppsala in the Szga ins helga Olofs konungs (ch. 77) which
confirms the main points of Adam’s account and brings some additional details. The
festival was held in the month called gdi (late winter/early spring) and was connected
with a law assembly (ping) and a market. The short remark of Thietmar of Merseburg
(beginning of the eleventh century) on the religious festivals celebrated by the Danes at
Lejre on Sjalland is not trustworthy in detail and explains the meaning of the ritual by
using Christian polemic commonplaces.

More reliable glimpses of individual worship and smaller community rituals are
given by a Gotlandic source, the Guta Law and its appendix the Guta saga, codified at
the beginning of the thirteenth century, a date still rather close in time for people to be
able to remember something of the ancient tradition. The evidence points to the fact
that it was not until the end of the twelfth century that Christianity became imple-
mented as the sole official form of religion on Gotland. The Guta Law states in the
chapter entitled af blotan ‘on pagan ritual’ that when somebody is guilty of worship
(haizl) with offerings of food or drink that does not conform to Christian tradition he
shall pay a fine to the Church. The Guta saga reports that local communities used to have
worship with animal sacrifices, food and beer which was known as the ritual of the
‘cooking friends since they all cooked together’ (sudnautar pi et pair sudu allir saman).

Little has survived pertaining to prayers and ritual formulas. Two fragments of
skaldic verse invoke Pérr as protector of the world of men against the giants, addressing
him directly in the second person. An Eddic poem has preserved a praise and prayer
formula, which addresses the divine beings in the second person plural:

Heilir cesir, heilar dsynior, beil sid in fjolnyta fold!
Mdl ok manvit gefid okr maerom tveim ok leknishendy medan lifom!

Hail you, gods and goddesses, hail you, bounteous earth, give the two of us,
glorious ones, word and wisdom and healing hands as long as we live.

(Sigrdrifumdl 4)
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The concept of 4r ‘good harvest, good crops’ occurs in various ritual formulas, the most
well known being &r ok fridr ‘good crops and peace’. The origin of this formula has been
much discussed and some scholars claim a Christian background. The formula is not
attested in the Poetic Edda nor in pre-Christian skaldic verses, but this may be
explained by the fact that these sources are not ritual texts. Since a Christian model is
lacking and since Indo-European parallels are found, the evidence suggests that the
formulas with 4r represent an ancient ritual legacy.

CULT PLACES

These were manifold and included natural sites such as mountains and hills (f74//,
berg), groves (lundr), meadows and arable fields (vangr, akr), islands (ey), lakes (sjdr, seer),
rivers (4) and springs, but also funeral barrows (baugr) and grave-fields. The designa-
tions for such sites also form part of sacral place names. At these places different
constructions could be added to enhance the religious character of the site: stone-
settings in the form of ships (sk#id) or circles, raised stones sometimes inscribed with
runes (kumbl, meerki), hearths and other constructions for ritual purposes. Acts of
worship were also performed indoors in farmhouses and chieftains’ halls, the religious
function of these buildings being one of many others. In several places specific cult
houses were built; they were fairly small and served probably as a sort of shrine. The
existence and importance of these houses have been brought out more clearly in recent
decades through archaeological excavations (Tissg in Denmark; Uppdkra, Jirrestad,
Borg and Lunda in Sweden; Mare in Norway). The only undisputed Scandinavian
word denoting a cult site is ON #¢ (ODa v# and OSw »7). A runic inscription at
Oklunda in Ostergotland shows that a cult site could also offer the right of asylum.
It is said that Gunnar who carved the runes ‘fled under penalty (s2£r), he sought this
holy place (7).

RELIGIOUS PERSONNEL

There seem not to have been any professional priests similar to the druids among the
Celts and the hereditary priestly classes of the Indo-Iranians. Religious ritual functions
of different kinds were performed by various persons besides their ordinary occupations
and roles in society. Kings and chieftains are known to have played an important part in
public sacrificial feasts, as is witnessed by the kings’ sagas for Norway and by Adam of
Bremen for Sweden. In medieval Iceland we find the institution of the godi, a chieftain
who in his person combined political, judicial and religious functions. It is probable that
the godi institution also reflects the conditions prevailing in pre-Christian Iceland; the
term godi is also known from three Danish runestones (DR 190, 192, 209) and possibly
on a Swedish runestone from Smaland (Sm 144). Another person who seems to have had
some sort of religious function was the pulr, perhaps being the one who preserved and
taught ritual and mythic traditions. The Snoldelev runestone in Sjelland mentions a
man named Roald who was pulr i salbaugum. In communicating with the world of
supernatural beings both men and women played important roles, but women had a
particular fame for foretelling the future. The vp/va was not just a mythic figure as in the
Voluspd (‘the prophecy of the sibyl’) but the help of the vp/vz seems to have been much
asked for in real life when difficult and uncertain situations came up as is told in several
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Old Norse texts. The vplva appears to have a long continuity in Scandinavia since
Germanic prophetesses like Veleda were renowned already in the Roman Empire.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN (1)

THE OLD NORSE GODS

Py

Jens Peter Schjodt

Our knowledge of the Old Norse gods stems mostly from medieval sources. The
sources from pre-Christian times (skaldic poems, runic inscriptions etc.) only give
us some names and hints of certain myths which would be almost impossible to
reconstruct as narrative units if we could not take into consideration the Poetic Edda and
Snorri’s Edda and other medieval sources. This situation, of course, suggests that what
we have is only ‘the tips of the narrative icebergs’ (Clunies Ross 1994: 25). For instance
it is remarkable that only three gods have more than one known myth attached to
them (Odinn, Pérr and Loki), a situation which is not likely to be representative for the
pre-Christian situation. Nevertheless, what we face in the extant source material gives
us an idea of what the world-view