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Introduction

In 793 CE fierce omens were recorded in the skies over Northumbria: huge whirlwinds, lightning storms and reports of fiery dragons flying through the air. Then, on 8 June, a wave of Viking warriors broke with a terrible fury onto British shores. In a blizzard of sword blades and battle-axes, they attacked the Northumberland monastery of Lindisfarne and butchered the monks who lived there. Those not killed were carried away in chains; others drowned in the sea. With their ships laden with silver and ecclesiastical treasure, the warriors then set sail for home. The Viking Age had begun.

This is the popular perception of the Vikings, itself an evocative word that conjures up images of bearded warriors, shield-lined longships and piracy, pillage and slaughter. It is a description fed to readers in the West by medieval monks who sat scanning the horizon for striped sails and dragon-head prows with their nervous quills at the ready. For the monks, the Vikings were a thunderbolt from hell: they had appeared without warning and then spread terror and ruin through Europe for almost 300 years.

Using their formidable longships the Vikings repeatedly raided the coastlines of Britain, France and Ireland; they sailed up river arteries to attack cities such as Paris and London; they murdered, kidnapped and enslaved many thousands of people; and they plundered enough wealth to bring whole kingdoms to their knees.

Explorers in Search of Glory

But this is not the whole story of the Vikings, for behind the violence and destruction was a rich and complex culture created over many centuries in their homelands of Scandinavia. It was this culture that united the modern-day countries of Denmark, Norway and Sweden, and bound them by its customs, art, laws, language, stories and beliefs. Watching over the Vikings were their gods: the mighty Thor and the mysterious Odin, the king of the gods whose ravens scoured the earth for news and fed on the corpses of the battlefield dead. It was these pagan deities that inspired the Vikings with their warrior spirit and sense of adventure. From childhood, Vikings were told to fill their lives with glory and honour, to seek wealth and fortune and to win long-lasting fame.
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This Isle of Man runestone depicts Odin being devoured by the wolf Fenrir during Ragnarök, the last great battle of the gods.



The greatest Vikings were immortalized in epic poems recited from one generation to the next; it was with these heroic tales ringing in their ears that young warriors went ‘a Viking’ abroad. But it was not all murder and mayhem: the Vikings also used their expert maritime skills to trade and establish new settlements in faraway lands. To enable this exploration and expansion, the Vikings developed the leading seagoing vessel of the medieval age: the longship. Powered by both oars and sails, Viking longships were swift, sleek and built with a shallow draught that allowed them to land quickly on shelving beaches and travel up rivers to ambush settlements inland.
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Viking descendants from the Shetland Islands celebrate the Up Helly Aa festival, which culminates in the burning of a replica longship.



The Vikings travelled extraordinary distances, reaching remote lands such as North America, unseen and previously undreamed-of by any European. But they did not only explore the waters of the North Atlantic – the Vikings also sailed east down the great rivers of Russia, to Turkey and the Caspian Sea. Many Vikings became regular traders in Constantinople, while at other times they simply attacked the mighty Byzantine capital. Some Vikings joined the ranks of the Byzantine emperor’s bodyguard, the fabled Varangian Guard.

It is the Vikings in the east that we read about in astonished accounts by travelling Arabs. They tell us that the warriors would have sex with their female slaves in full public view, and sacrifice slave girls during boat burials for their noble dead. To the Arabs, the Vikings were unhygienic boors who carried out their morning ablutions in one shared washbowl. Alongside these warriors, described “as tall as palm trees and florid and ruddy of complexion”, were their wives, who wore silver necklaces to show off their husbands’ wealth. Unlike their hapless female slaves, Viking women were protected by the law and on a somewhat equal footing to men. It was illegal to force sex on a Viking woman, and any man who beat his wife would be hunted down like a dangerous animal.

Warrior Raiders

Violence, however, was only ever a moment away in the simple farming and fishing communities of Viking Scandinavia, and no-one was safe from the “berserkers”. These were the semi-mythological warriors who would enter a frenzied state, foam at the mouth and attack anything that moved – friend, family or foe. Berserkers were the crack troops at the front line of any army abroad, but at home they were a blight on society; psychopaths who would rape and kill at will. As such, berserkers often wound up fighting other warriors in duels, a practice used to resolve disputes and restore honour.
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An artistic rendering of Eirik the Red (left), the legendary colonizer of Greenland, who is shown here fighting a duel in Iceland.



Honour was of paramount importance to Viking warriors and offence was easily taken. Calling a warrior a woman or accusing him of being sodomized were terrible insults likely to result in duels. These were either impromptu affairs fought to the death, or organized events conducted over an animal hide on an isolated island where nobody could escape. A duel, however, did not always heal an injury to a warrior’s honour: the enmity could spill over into a generational blood feud that lasted until an entire Viking family had been wiped out.
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A memorial stone to Eirik the Red’s 982 CE landing in Greenland. The name was enough to convince many Icelanders to help Eirik colonize the new land.



A famous example was Eirik the Red, who had to flee Norway “because of some killings” and wound up in the Viking colony of Iceland. But trouble followed Eirik: he was soon tangled in two new blood feuds and in the end was banished from Iceland altogether. So Eirik set sail on the trackless sea and somehow landed in Greenland, where he founded a new colony. This was standard practice for Scandinavians during the Viking Age – there was often not enough arable land to go around and new farmland had to be sought abroad. When land was not readily available, it was simply taken.

The violent seizure of land also extended to nationwide conquest and invasion. For decades, the kings of Europe were forced to pay off their Viking attackers rather than suffer another round of raids. Appeasement did not bring a lasting peace. In 1013 CE, a vast Viking army invaded the battered English kingdom and installed Svein Forkbeard on the throne. It was a seminal moment that underlined the Vikings’ ferocity and battle-prowess, and symbolized the high-water mark of their power. However, almost nothing survived of the Vikings’ foreign realms. Land was retaken, colonies were abandoned and Viking emigrants became assimilated into the local population.

But for the Vikings impermanence was at the heart of their worldview: life was about the here and now; everybody and everything was destined to die or go up in flames. This fatalistic outlook was supported by the Viking myth about the end of the world. At that time, the sun would grow dark, the stars would fall from the sky, the land would sink into the sea and the gods would destroy each other in a last battle known as Ragnarök. For the Vikings, their fate was sealed. All they had to do on Earth was create a lasting reputation and immortalize themselves in a great story. This is that story.



[image: image]

Stones shaped into the outline of ships mark out burial sites in the great necropolis of Lindholm Høje, Jutland, Denmark. The outlines represent the importance of ships in Viking society, not only in life but also in death.



Viking Origins

The sudden and violent Viking raid on the monastery of Lindisfarne in 793 CE struck Christian Britain like a thunderbolt. But desecrating the house of God and slaughtering unarmed monks meant little to the pagan warriors who believed in an afterlife of feasting and fighting in Odin’s great hall. Nor were the Vikings and their beliefs anything new. Instead they made up part of a centuries-old culture formed far from view in the cold lands of the north.

The story of the Vikings is one of the people’s relationship with the land and sea, and their isolation from the rest of Europe. From the time of Scandinavia’s prehistoric period through to the eighth century CE, generations of proto-Vikings laid the cultural foundations for the raiders, traders and settlers we know as the Vikings today. They did so unheeded and largely unseen by the civilizations that came and went on the European continent.

Early Inhabitants

The first people to inhabit the Viking homelands of Norway, Sweden and Denmark were hunters and gatherers who emerged at the end of the last Ice Age. As the ice sheets retreated north these prehistoric people followed, fanning out across southern Scandinavia and settling in fertile regions such as Skåne in Sweden. Their preferred mode of transport was simple wooden boats, made watertight with animal hides and rowed with oars. The sea has always been central to life in Scandinavia, and it is no surprise that its first inhabitants were great mariners and boat-builders. They were also proud of their seafaring accomplishments, and made pictorial records of their vessels in ancient rock carvings. The images connect these early people with another great Scandinavian tradition: fighting and raiding. Rock carvings dating from around 1100 BCE in Sweden and Norway depict boats with a similar shape to the Viking longships that would follow 2000 years later; aboard them are passengers carrying axes and bows and arrows.
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Boats shaped like Viking longships are among the thousands of rock carvings discovered at Alta, Norway. Dating to between 5000 BCE and 200 BCE, the artworks were created by the first known inhabitants of Scandinavia.
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Many of the Bronze Age rock carvings found at Tanum, Sweden, feature warriors aboard boats holding weapons. Many of the boats resemble the Hjortspring Boat, an early vessel used for war.



On land, Scandinavia’s technology followed a similar path to the rest of Europe: agriculture was practised from around 4000 BCE; the Bronze Age emerged in around 2000 BCE; and the Iron Age began around 500 BCE. Little is known about the Scandinavian people during this time, although evidence of a few small farming settlements has been found, as have the human victims of sacrifice, preserved through the ages in peat bogs. More is known about Scandinavian society from the onset of the Imperial Roman Empire. From the first century CE, goods such as amber were traded south to the Roman Mediterranean, and Iron Age weapons made their way north in exchange. This was a dangerous, violent and uncertain time in Scandinavia, where hill forts were built to protect local inhabitants and large caches of weapons were cast into bogs as sacrifices, most notably in the northeast of Denmark’s Jutland. By now, the practice of votive offerings was already hundreds of years old. One famous example is the Hjortspring Boat, buried as a sacrifice in around 350 BCE. The large number of weapons and armour onboard suggests wars between Scandinavian tribes were already in full swing.

On the Viking Brink

The cultural and political developments in Scandinavia took place far from the influence of Europe’s first great superpower – Rome. Rome was the civilization that dominated the rest of Europe during the Iron Age and up until the fifth century CE, but it never came close to conquering Scandinavia. The Roman historian Tacitus tells us that Roman ships were sent by Augustus in 5 CE to explore the land around Denmark, although it is unclear if the legionaries landed. It was the only attempt at a Roman incursion by sea, which produced little more than the name “Scandinavia”, a derivation of “Scadinavia” or “the dangerous island”. Any Roman attempts to reach Scandinavia by land were thwarted by the massacre of three of its legions during the 9 CE Battle of the Teutoburg Forest. This humiliating defeat ended any further Roman forays east of the Rhine, and Scandinavia’s most southerly border along Denmark’s Eider River was certainly never troubled.
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An army of proto-Vikings are shown defeating the Roman legions in this painting of the Battle of the Teutoburg Forest. The winged helmets are an anachronistic embellishment.



The Battle of the Teutoburg Forest was an unprecedented moment for Rome, the civilization that went on to conquer two-thirds of the known world and create an empire that stretched for over 4 million square km (2.5 million square miles). Every new territory that fell under the Roman legions was quickly turned into a little Rome, as foreign towns and cities were fitted with modern aqueducts, roads, baths and amphitheatres, and ruled by a written law. By spreading the latest in modern infrastructure, technology and literacy to the territories of Europe the Roman Empire brought an end to the prehistory of many of its tribal peoples. But none of Rome’s “civilizing” benefits were experienced by the tribes of Denmark, Norway and Sweden. Nor was Scandinavia affected by the Migration Period between 400 and 600 CE, which spelled the end of Rome’s domination and dislocated large sections of the European population. During this time, Angles and Saxons invaded England, Rome was overrun by Visigoths and Christianity began to make its mark across Europe. The Viking ancestors had interactions with all of these people, to be sure, but their own cultural identity was formed entirely in isolation, away from any continental interference.


The Hjortspring Boat


The Hjortspring Boat is Europe’s oldest plank vessel and a splendid example of the early boat-building skills of the Viking ancestors. The remains of the 18m- (59ft-) long vessels have many of the features associated with the streamlined Viking longships that were to follow. It is made of a “clinker” construction, with overlapping planks, or “strakes”, along the sides that meet at each end of the boat. The ends formed into prows – one at each end, so the boat could make a quick getaway after being beached, which was also an important feature of the Viking longships. Also, like its Viking successors, the Hjortspring Boat featured a shallow hull that enabled beach landings and travel in estuaries and rivers. The boat was propelled by 24 oarsmen, with space for two navigational oarsmen at either end. The burial of the Hjortspring Boat in a bog may have been to give thanks or to honour the dead who had fallen in battle.
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The remains of the canoe-shaped Hjortspring Boat, which was buried with a cache of weapons.







At the time of Europe’s Migration Period, Scandinavia stood on the brink of the Viking Age. There were many different Scandinavian tribes during this period, although the people as a whole had many cultural elements in common. They all generally lived in small rural settlements where they farmed, fished and, at times, fought one another. Before long, many of these settlements became fortified local centres of power as the regions of Scandinavia became organized into chiefdoms. One such centre was Eketorp on the Swedish island of Öland; another was at Gamla Uppsala in Sweden’s Uppland. Founded in the third century CE, Gamla Uppsala was an important economic, religious and political centre before, during and after the Viking Age proper. The great burial mounds constructed for members of the Yngling dynasty at Gamla Uppsala can still be seen today and are of great archeological significance: they symbolize Scandinavia’s evolution from a population made up of small tribes to regions ruled by kings.
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The reconstructed fort of Eketorp on the island of Öland, Sweden. First built around 400 CE, the fort was mysteriously abandoned in 600 CE.
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Viking longships are pictured here travelling through the calm waters of a Norwegian fjord.



During the final part of the Scandinavian Iron Age, known as the Vendel Period (600–800 CE), lavish burials also took place north of Gamla Uppsala at Valsgärde and Vendel. Here, kings were buried aboard their ships along with fine objects and weapons, a signature of their wealth, power and warrior spirit. This tradition of ship burials continued into the Viking Age.

As we have seen, even the earliest Scandinavian settlers were great ship-builders and sea-farers. Sea voyages were essential to travel around Scandinavia, and the waters around its fjords, inlets and islands served as the major transport arteries, replacing the need for longer and more perilous journeys by land. The Scandinavians’ early maritime prowess showed itself in the daring and dangerous overseas raids that gave the Vikings their fearsome reputation. But while the history of the early Scandinavian people was dominated by the sea, it was the land, with its vast and varied geography, that would shape the people of each of its countries.

THE HOMELAND COUNTRIES

The countries of Scandinavia – Denmark, Norway and Sweden – were not clearly defined territories with strictly controlled borders during the Viking Age, but they did make up the three basic areas of the Viking homeland. Scandinavia has experienced some small changes between the time of the proto-Vikings and the present day, such as reclaimed land and deforestation, but it is largely the vast and varied region it was for the first Bronze Age inhabitants.

Scandinavia is impressively long – it stretches for over 1931km (1200 miles) from the northern tip of Norway to Denmark’s southern border along the Eider River – and it encompasses a wide range of landscapes and climates, from the freezing, forbidding north to the mild, fertile south. At their northernmost reaches the countries of Sweden and Norway lie across the same latitude as Greenland and experience the seasonal extremes of the Arctic Circle. This means an average of only around one hour of daylight in mid-winter, but constant daylight during the middle of summer. Southern Sweden and Denmark, by contrast, lie on the same latitude as England, Scotland and northern Poland; the winters here are relatively mild and the summers warm. The Vikings and their ancestors had many cultural elements in common, but their ambitions and destinies were formed by the different regions they inhabited.
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The Viking homelands as they looked aft er the Viking Age had begun. Although the territories are clearly marked here, borders between the three countries were oft en vague and volatile.



Norway

Norway is largely defined by its rugged coastline, one of the longest in the world at 18,000km (11,185 miles). Its coastal seaboard is protected from the Atlantic Ocean by long, snaking fjords and over 240,000 islands. Norwegian fjords can be up to 161km (100 miles) long, as is the case of the Sognefjord in western Norway, but seldom measure more than 5km (three miles) wide. During the Viking Age, the fjords provided safe passage for raiding longships sailing home to dock by the few strips of arable land suitable for settlement. This land was mostly made up of small plains located at the neck of the fjords, where the rivers flowed down from the steep mountain plateaus above.

Overlooking its coast is the high, mountainous country that makes up most of Norway: 70 per cent of its landscape is rocky and barren and sits above the tree line, where Norway’s coniferous forests cover about 25 per cent of the landscape. Much of the country’s mountainous land belongs to the range known as the ‘Keel’, which runs roughly down the middle of the country and divides costal Norway in the west from its inland region in the east. The Keel has a permanent covering of ice and snow and its highest point, Mount Galdhøpiggen – also Northern Europe’s highest mountain – is 2469m (8100ft) above sea level.
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At 2469 metres (8100ft) above sea level, Galdhøpiggen is the highest mountain in Northern Europe. Norway’s mountainous landscape often made journeys by sea an easier option for the Vikings than over land.



Norway’s fertile land makes up only around five per cent of the country’s surface area and it is situated around the flatlands of Jæren, by the Oslo fjord in the southwest, and in the important Viking region of Trøndelag, south of the Trondheim fjord. The Vikings called their most northerly region Hålogaland: a strip of icy, sparsely populated land where tribes survived by fishing, hunting, trading in furs and taking tributes from the indigenous Saami people.

While life in the north was tough, many of the other early Norwegians survived through a combination of animal husbandry, fishing, hunting and minor crop cultivation. The south was home to farming settlements and villages, and cattle and crops made up the mainstay of the local diet. Coastal dwellers supported themselves mostly through fishing and rearing a few animals. Norway’s western coast is next to the Gulf Stream, so winters were mild enough for animals to be kept outside rather than sharing the longhouses as was the practice elsewhere. However, along the coast there was a limited amount of land, and it is little wonder that this region gave rise to the first Viking raiders of Britain. They were looking for new pastures abroad.

Among the country’s resources Norwegian Vikings exploited for trade were animal furs, soapstone – used to make cooking pots – and bog-iron ore, which was extracted in large amounts from the Telemark province in the southeast.

Sweden

Sweden is made up of a diverse interior, a coastline along its eastern, southern and southwestern sides, and a 1609km (1000 mile) western border with Norway; a divide made all but impassable by a long, high mountain range. In the north, these mountains are constantly covered with ice and snow, and their rivers feed the country’s coastal plain in the east. These plains provide little in the way of arable land, but are instead covered by the coniferous forests that make up around 60 per cent of the country’s landscape. Beyond the eastern plains, Sweden’s coast faces the Gulf of Bothnia and the western coast of Finland. Winters in this part of the country are particularly harsh and during the coldest time of the year the Gulf of Bothnia usually freezes over for months. The Viking inhabitants of this region survived by hunting, fishing and extracting iron ore for trade. To the north of the plains is the territory known as “Norrland”, a cold and hostile place that even today is sparsely populated.

Central Sweden is made up of fertile lowlands around the lakes of Mälaren, Vänern and Vättern and below them the southern highlands and a low, unfertile plateau called “Småland”. Småland made a natural border between Viking Age Sweden in the north and Denmark in the south. Sweden’s central lowlands were inhabited by two great Viking tribes: the Götar, who occupied the territory around Östergötland, Västergötland and Småland; and the Svear, who controlled the province of Uppland and give their name to today’s Swedes.
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A piece of wood discovered in Norway incised with an image of a fleet of Viking longships.



“Craggy and barren, it is beset all around by cliffs, and the huge desolate boulders give it the aspect of a rugged and a gloomy land.”

— Saxo Grammaticus

Lying east of Sweden’s coastline are the islands Öland and Gotland, which were of particular importance during the Viking Age. Sweden’s islands and its closeness to the waterways of continental Europe made the country a great nation of traders. Some of the first recorded sightings of Vikings were Swedes, who, unlike their Norwegian neighbours, emerged as traders in the far-flung marketplaces of Russia and Constantinople, rather than the raiders of Britain. An Indian statue of Buddha found on the island of Helgö in Lake Mälaren indicates the surprising geographical range of the Swedish traders. The island was also once the site of a busy marketplace that sold jewellery made in nearby workshops.
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The great royal burial mounds at Gamla Uppsala. An excavation of the western mound revealed the remains of a man alongside a Frankish sword, ivory chess pieces and cameos from the Middle East.



Like Norway, Sweden’s largest farming settlements were found in the low-lying plains in its south. The largest of these settlements, around Uppland and Västergötland, grew from a handful of individual farms into kingdoms during the Viking Age. Here, the abundance of crops and grazing land kept the local inhabitants in a style of luxury also enjoyed by those living in the fertile lands of Denmark.


Saxo’s Scandinavia


Saxo Grammaticus (c. 1150–1220) was the author of the Gesta Danorum, or “The Story of the Danes”, the first known history of the country. In the book’s preface he describes the three countries of Viking Scandinavia:

“Denmark is cut in pieces by the intervening waves of ocean, and has but few portions of firm and continuous territory; these being divided by the mass of waters that break them up, in ways varying with the different angle of the bend of the sea. Of all these, Jutland, being the largest and first settled, holds the chief place in the Danish kingdom. It both lies foremost and stretches furthest, reaching to the frontiers of Teutonland, from contact with which it is severed by the bed of the river Eyder. Northwards it swells somewhat in breadth, and runs out to the shore of the Noric Channel (Skagerrak). In this part is to be found the fjord called Liim, which is so full of fish that it seems to yield the natives as much food as the whole soil ...

But this country, by its closeness of language as much as of position, includes Sweden and Norway ... Of these two, Norway has been allotted by the choice of nature a forbidding rocky site. Craggy and barren, it is beset all around by cliffs, and the huge desolate boulders give it the aspect of a rugged and a gloomy land; in its furthest part the day-star is not hidden even by night; so that the sun, scorning the vicissitudes of day and night, ministers in unbroken presence an equal share of his radiance to either season ... It should be known that on the east it is conterminous with Sweden and Gothland, and is bounded on both sides by the waters of the neighbouring ocean. Also on the north it faces a region whose position and name are unknown, and which lacks all civilization, but teems with peoples of monstrous strangeness; and a vast interspace of flowing sea severs it from the portion of Norway opposite. This sea is found hazardous for navigation, and suffers few that venture thereon to return in peace ...
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An original illustration from The Story of the Danes by Saxo Grammaticus.



Now Sweden faces Denmark and Norway on the west, but on the south and on much of its eastern side it is skirted by the ocean. Past this eastward is to be found a vast accumulation of motley barbarism.”

– Saxo Grammaticus, The Story of the Danes, translated by Oliver Elton





Denmark

Denmark is the smallest country in Scandinavia, made up of the peninsula of Jutland and 443 islands that surround it. If a circle were placed around Denmark and its territories its circumference would only be around 720km (460 miles); but despite its small size it was no less important to the Vikings than its counterparts Norway and Sweden to the north.

As well as its numerous islands, including the important Viking-Age Sjælland and Fyn, Denmark also occupied the provinces of Skåne, Halland and Blekinge in the southern plains of Sweden. On Jutland, Denmark’s southern border runs for 67km (42 miles) roughly alongside the River Eider and was protected from continental Europe during the Viking Age by earthworks known as the “Danevirke”. A gap in the Danevirke gave Danish Vikings easy trading access to their southern neighbours, the Frisians, Saxons and Slavs, and the European influence of these people in the Viking world was felt more keenly in Denmark than in Norway and Sweden.
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This well preserved skeleton of a young man was found in an oak coffin in a burial mound at Borum Eshøj, Denmark. The body was buried in a woollen kilt in around 1345 BCE, along with a bronze dagger and a horn comb.



“For nine days feasts and sacrifices of this kind are celebrated. Every day they sacrifice one human being in addition to other animals.”

— Adam of Bremen

Unlike Norway and Sweden, Denmark is a flat country that sits less than 180m (590ft) above sea level. Its fertile plains meant agriculture was the main occupation of its Viking inhabitants, who also relied on bounteous hoards of fish to supplement their diet. The country’s strategic position between the North Sea and the Baltic also gave Denmark control over many of the trading routes of the Viking Age. It was therefore able to generate great wealth through its own trading ports, such as Hedeby in the southeast.

An important archeological site that shows the prosperity of Denmark’s fertile plains is Borum Eshøj, a settlement that included over 40 burial barrows dating as far back as 1350 BCE. A burial mound took over 100 people nearly three months to construct, and it was therefore an honour afforded only to the wealthy and powerful. Similar burial mounds found in Sweden’s Gamla Uppsala, the site of the country’s first kings, are further evidence of this theory.

RUNES AND SAGAS

For most of the Viking history before the eighth century CE, the bulk of our information comes from discoveries in archeological digs. During the time of the Vikings, and before them, little was written down. By sidestepping the influence of Rome, Scandinavia also missed out on one of the civilization’s beneficial advances: the Latin alphabet. So Viking history and mythology were recorded in the oral tradition, usually through long poems passed from one generation to the next. The common language of the Vikings was Old Norse, also known as the “Danish tongue”, which developed in the centuries leading up to the Viking Age and was spoken exclusively by the people of Denmark, Norway and Sweden, albeit with some regional dialectic differences. It was not until the Vikings’ poems were compiled into the “sagas”, penned from the thirteenth century onwards, that Scandinavia had any kind of ordered written history. For this reason, the sagas were responsible for almost everything historians knew about the Vikings until modern archeology provided more clues. The sagas themselves are written with great poetic flourishes and warrior heroism in mind, so their historical accuracy cannot be taken too literally.
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A reconstructed longhouse at the site of the Viking ring fortress of Fyrkat, Denmark.
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An illustration from the Icelandic Saga of St Olaf. The sagas represent the first time Viking stories and poems were written down.



The Vikings, however, were not illiterate and they used a basic system of writing known as the runic alphabet. Originally created around 200 CE, this alphabet consisted of 16 letters made up of vertical and diagonal lines carved into wood, bone or stone. Horizontal lines were avoided as they could have been confused with the grain running along a piece of wood. Runic writing was not used to construct long rafts of text, but instead short sentences: an owner’s name, a description of an object, a signpost, a magic inscription or a simple message or statement. Common runic script found on bone combs, jewellery or small pieces of wood contain messages such as “Thorfast made a good comb”, “Melbrigda owns this brooch” and “kiss me”.

Although runic writing was first developed to be carved onto pieces of wood and bone, runes were also used on metal and stone. Runic letters could be punched or incised onto metal and carved onto stone with a chisel and mallet. Large stones called runestones were commonly used to denote boundaries, roads and bridges, and also as memorials to the dead. Runic writing could be made more visible with a coat of red, black, brown and blue paint. The message was often embellished further by being decoratively carved along a shape, such as the outline of a serpent.

“Hákon raised these monuments in memory of Gunnarr, his son. He died in the west.”

— Swedish runestone
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Part of a tenth-century CE runestone found on the Isle of Man. The stone reports a Viking traitor: “Rosketil betrayed under trust a man bound to him by oath.”
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