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A PERSONAL NOTE



At Histories of the Unexpected, we believe that everything has a history – even the most unexpected of subjects – and that everything links together in unexpected ways.


We believe that the itch, crawling, clouds, lightning, zombies and zebras and holes and perfume and rubbish and mustard – each has a fascinating history of its own.


In this book we take this approach into the Viking world. You will find out how the history of graffiti is all to do with Viking travel; how the history of teeth is connected to Viking identity; and how the history of doors is all about the Viking dead.


To explore and enjoy subjects in this way will change not only how you think about the past, but also the present. It is enormously rewarding, and we encourage you all to join in! Find us online at www.historiesoftheunexpected.com and on Twitter @UnexpectedPod – and do please get in touch.
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THE VIKINGS:
AN INTRODUCTION
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A Viking helm found in Gjermundbu, Norway, tenth century. It has been scarred from a sword blow and punctured by an arrow






WHO WERE THEY?



The term ‘Viking’ has changed meaning over time. Originally it meant ‘robbers’ and was used to describe coastal raiders, but more recently it has come to denote a people who lived in Scandinavia but who also spread out across the majority of northern Europe between c.700 and c.1400. It has even been used to name the entire chronological period in which this happened: the Viking Age.


It is not clear whether the word originated in Scandinavia, and it was not widely used at the time. It appears only four times before 1066 in the most comprehensive history of the period – the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle – and only in its native English forms of wícenga or wícinga. It was not used in other countries who suffered raids, where the Vikings’ religious beliefs led to them being dismissed as ‘pagans’ or ‘heathens’. In Ireland they were the Gaill, simply meaning ‘foreigners’; elsewhere they were referred to by their geographical origin: Norsemen from the north, or Danes from the south.


Scandinavians thought of themselves as coming from particular regions, such as Jutland in the south or Hordaland in the west. In fact, some linguists argue that the word ‘Viking’ originates from vík, the name for a wick – or bay – and is thought to refer to a very specific area of south-east Norway around the Oslo Fjord and inland coastal region.


Setting this complexity aside, these people spoke the same language – Old Norse – and they shared many aspects of a vibrant, complex and common culture. What we can say, therefore, is that the Vikings were a unique and distinctive people who originated in Scandinavia but who sent out men and women far beyond its boundaries – to violently rob, extort and conquer, but also to peacefully trade, settle and farm.


Vikings were far more than violent marauders. They were warriors, sailors, inventors, mystics, merchants, farmers, fishermen, explorers, ambassadors, diplomats, craftsmen, musicians, poets, wives, mothers, husbands, fathers and children. They changed the world that they lived in, and they shaped the world as we know it today.


THE VIKING AGE


The concept of the ‘Viking Age’ is no less straightforward, and historians disagree about when it began and ended. For those living around the time of the Viking Age, it depended entirely on where you lived: indeed, it is exactly this question which most powerfully elicits the scope of the Viking achievement.


Both historical and archaeological evidence shows that Scandinavians had achieved a certain level of state formation and outward expansion by the early years of the eighth century, but it was not until the 790s that their impact was truly felt – with the start of their violent raids.


In the British Isles, raiding activities began with an attack on the holy site and monastery of Lindisfarne in Northumbria in 793, followed by one on the monastery on the Scottish island of Iona in 794 and several attacks on Irish monasteries in 795. The raids continued and intensified. The year 841 saw a permanent Viking camp in Dublin, which subsequently became a major Viking trading centre. They also headed south in this period, reaching Lisbon and Seville in the 840s. Throughout the 850s attacks were launched into Francia (modern-day France) and Spain. They also travelled east, attacking Constantinople in 860 and settling in Novgorod, in what is now Russia, in 862. Thereafter, they raided as far as the Black and Caspian seas and even Baghdad. From the late 870s, Vikings settled in England and ruled large parts of the country in the north and east; they founded colonies on the Isle of Man, the Northern and Western Isles, and they settled Iceland. In the 980s they settled Greenland and made voyages west to what is now Newfoundland, which the Vikings knew as Vinland, around 1000.


The ‘end’ of the Viking Age also depended on where you were. It has traditionally been seen in England as 1066, with the death at the Battle of Stamford Bridge of the Norwegian king Harald Hardrada, and the subsequent invasion of England by William, Duke of Normandy. However, William himself – as well as many of his nobles, who subsequently ruled vast tracts of England – was of direct Viking descent, the great-great-great grandson of Rollo, the Viking who seized Rouen in 876 and became the first ruler of Normandy. William even invaded in ‘Viking’ ships.


Thus the Norman conquest of England in 1066 was as much ‘Viking’ as it was ‘French’. At this time and after, Scandinavians were still very much present in Scotland, Ireland and the Isle of Man, and Viking culture continued in Iceland and Greenland – and, of course, the Scandinavian homelands themselves – well into the fifteenth century.


Such a massive geographical area and lengthy period of time – which necessitates drawing on markedly diverse source materials from the eighth to fourteenth centuries – present historians with significant problems of interpretation: ‘Vikings’ and the ‘Viking Age’ are slippery customers indeed.


THE EVIDENCE


A remarkably broad range of evidence survives – literary and visual, archaeological and scientific – that sheds light on Vikings and Viking activity. And in spite of the gaps that necessarily remain in the study of a diverse society well over 1,200 years old, an imaginative approach that incorporates all forms of this evidence has allowed historians and archaeologists to reconstruct many aspects of Viking society and culture.


Frustratingly, very few written sources were actually produced by the Vikings themselves. The contemporary documents that do survive – letters, legal codes, chronicles, and histories such as the anonymous Anglo-Saxon Chronicle and Gregory of Tours’s History of the Franks – were produced by literate people (often churchmen) who came into contact with the Scandinavians and who viewed them as dangerous strangers.


One of the finest examples of such documents is also one of the first. In 793, the scholar and clergyman Alcuin of York wrote to King Æthelred of Northumbria, describing the raid on Lindisfarne:


Lo, it is nearly 350 years that we and our fathers have inhabited this most lovely land, and never before has such terror appeared in Britain as we have now suffered from a pagan race, nor was it thought that such an inroad from the sea could be made. Behold, the church of St Cuthbert spattered with the blood of the priests of God, despoiled of all its ornaments; a place more venerable than all in Britain is given as a prey to pagan peoples.


The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle reported similarly that ‘the ravaging of wretched heathen men’ which ‘destroyed God’s church at Lindisfarne’ was preceded by ‘foreboding omens’, including famine, whirlwinds, lightning and ‘fiery dragons... seen flying in the sky’. Similar themes were treated in Wulfstan’s ‘Sermon of the Wolf’, dating from the early eleventh century, in which the Archbishop of York interpreted the recent Viking raids as God’s divine punishment for a lack of English moral discipline.


Christian writers often described early Viking raids in such apocalyptic terms, focusing on the ferocity and destruction of Viking activities. This kind of source perpetuated a longstanding – but now long-defunct – myth of the men from the North being nothing more than violent pagans.


Other sources include travellers’ reports, such as the eyewitness account of the Arabic diplomat Ahmad ibn Fadlan (877–960) in his Risala, which describes life among the tenth-century Rus or Volga Vikings, and the account of the Arab traveller Ibrahim ibn Yaqub al-Tartushi, in which he recorded his visit to the famous Viking trading centre of Hedeby in Jutland.


Another form of written source is the rich tradition of saga literature that was compiled in Iceland during the thirteenth century, long after the Viking Age in England had ended. These magnificent written works were based on stories passed down the generations as part of a centuries-old oral tradition. They echo earlier contemporary culture and practices, and are soaked with references to Viking beliefs, historical events, myths and politics – but, as they were compiled relatively late, they must be handled by the historian with care.


One type of early Viking writing that does survive is runes, which are inscribed using the Scandinavian futhark alphabet. Runic inscriptions have been found in a multitude of unexpected locations – on wood, stone and even on coins. They normally take the form of short phrases, sometimes including the name of the rune-carver and the date, and they occasionally refer to historical events.


Viking influence across northern Europe even survives in modern place names, and these are studied by historians in their own right for what they can tell us about Viking integration into the societies they invaded. In England, for example, places ending in the suffix -by (Grimsby), -thorpe (Scunthorpe) or -toft (Lowestoft) show evidence of Viking influence, as well as ‘Grimston hybrids’, which are a merging of Anglo-Saxon (such as -ton, meaning ‘town’ or ‘village’) and Viking (the name Grimr) words.


Alongside these written sources, an astonishingly rich archaeological record survives in the remains of Viking settlements, from houses, shops and feasting halls to forts, ships and camps. Burial mounds across the Viking world have blessed archaeologists with some of the most extraordinary artefacts ever excavated, and numerous hoards of buried silver have transformed our understanding of Viking economics as well as providing armies of amateur metal detectorists with the motivation to carry on their search.


SEAFARING


The Vikings were able to trade and raid across such a huge geographical area because of their expertise as sailors, which was unrivalled in the northern hemisphere. They used the sun, moon and stars to navigate in open waters, along with clues from the clouds, wind, weather, smells, sounds and even animal behaviour. When close to shore they used natural seamarks to guide them into anchorages, and built new seamarks where nature did not provide a solution. That said, navigation in this period was still very much an art form rather than a science, and the Vikings even had a specific word – hafvilla – meaning ‘lost at sea’.


At a glance, Viking ship design was uniform; their vessels were powered by oars and a single square sail. They were open-decked and double-ended; that is to say that the ship did not have a prow or stern distinguishable by design. In reality, however, there was a vast variety of fishing boats, coastal traders, ocean-going traders, royal yachts and small warships, as well as the iconic warships of the Vikings: the large longships.


We know from experiments with recreated Viking boats that these vessels were impressively seaworthy. Their unique construction gave them a remarkable level of flexibility to absorb the force of large waves; the balanced side-rudders were ideally suited to such craft and were effective even in rough seas. The ships could achieve as much as seven knots under oar alone, and they could even make progress in the direction from which the wind was blowing by repeatedly tacking across it. Perhaps most importantly for the work Viking sailors were to undertake, the shallow draughts of these ships allowed them to sail up rivers and penetrate deep inland. The Vikings may have begun life as ‘coastal raiders’, but in 845 they attacked Paris – which is more than 100 miles from the sea – by sailing up the River Seine.


VIKING BELIEFS


Norse pagan belief systems were highly complex, involving mythology and the supernatural – as well as regular dialogue and exchange with their Christian counterparts.


The boundaries between the worlds of the living and the dead were fluid, as were those between humans and animals. Scandinavians worshipped a range of gods, consisting of two families: the Æsir (including Odin and Thor) and the Vanir (including Freyr and Freyja). The Norse gods were served by various supernatural beings, including giants, elves, ghosts, trolls and valkyries – female figures who scoured the battlefield choosing who lived and who died – as well as animals such as birds and wild boars.


Asgard, a large fortified floating castle, was one of the Nine Worlds and the home of the Æsir pantheon of gods. The Vanir lived in another world, Vanaheim. At the edge of their worlds were the giants, who were enemies of humans and with whom the gods constantly battled. Fearful of offending the gods, the Vikings held regular sacrificial ceremonies, and ritually deposited weapons in rivers and wetlands to appease them.


Another fundamental part of the Viking pagan belief system was the practice of sorcery and the ability to prophesy the future. Beliefs in the supernatural are manifest in the surviving material and literary sources, which throw light on the figure of the völva, the female ‘seer’ and practitioner of seiðr, a form of sorcery connected with predicting and shaping the future. These individuals were treated with great respect and reverence, and were a source of female power in Viking society.


Viking pagan burial practices varied, but on the whole the dead were buried fully clothed, accompanied by grave goods that they would need in their journey to the next life: weapons to fight with, games to play, money to spend, and horses, carriages and ships to help them on their way. Since people were buried with their belongings in this way, graves are an invaluable archaeo-logical resource and tell us much about everyday life.


For many generations, Christian and pagan practices coexisted, since the Norse pantheon did not insist upon religious fidelity to one god in the way that Christianity did. But one of the most important turning points in the period was the Viking conversion to Christianity. This was a long and drawn-out process, with early missionaries operating among the Danes from the early eighth century to little effect. Renewed efforts were made during the ninth century, and high-profile royal conversions led to rulers ordering their people to convert, though more as a symbol of the monarch’s power than of piety. Evidence of that popular conversion is found in grave sites, where Christian objects such as crosses started to appear in Viking graves from the eighth and ninth centuries, and burial practices began to change.


These evolving practices and beliefs make the Viking world a complex and absorbing one, where paganism jostles with Christianity, and the mythical and legendary combine with the real and historic.


SOCIETY AND CULTURE


Viking society valued courage, fellowship and generosity, and revolved around honour, family and lineage. Society was hierarchical, with landowners or magnates at the top, farmers in the middle and slaves at the bottom. This basic structure fitted an agricultural economy, but with the trading centres and towns that developed with the Viking expansion, mercantile groups jockeyed for position within the social order.


Each group knew their place, with clear divisions existing between rich and poor, free and unfree, and also between men and women. Throughout the Viking Age, men rather than women assumed public and political roles, though women achieved authority and influence within the household, or in particular roles such as that of sorceress.


Most Vikings were engaged in agriculture and lived on farms rather than in towns, and their daily lives involved tending to crops and livestock. Typically, farms were based around a longhouse, which was built of wooden planks fixed together to form bowed walls that were ship-like in appearance. The walls were lined with clay, and the roofs were sloped and made from wood or thatch. These buildings had a fire in the centre but no windows or chimneys, with nothing more than a hole in the roof for ventilation. This meant that such dwellings tended to be very smoky.


AN UNEXPECTED APPROACH


Traditionally, the Vikings have been understood in a very straightforward way, following the well-known personalities, events and themes. We think, however, that the period really comes alive if you take an unexpected approach to its history.


Yes, ships, raiding and trade have a fascinating history, but so too do hair, break-ins, toys, teeth, keys, birds, doors, fun, graffiti, double standards, criminal profiling, colour, saunas, silk, mischief, sorcery, goading, luck, friendship and even nicknames!


Each of these subjects is fascinating in its own right, and each also sheds new light on the traditional subjects and themes that we think we know so well.


Are you ready to unlock the Viking past? Then let’s start with the history of keys …
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KEYS
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Viking Age key found in Ellesø Skovsø, Denmark


Viking keys are all about control…





Keys as a security device have a history that stretches back more than 6,000 years, and in the Viking Age the technology and complexity of locks developed significantly. During this period, we see a wide variety of sizes and designs of keys, both simple and ornamented. In Viking society, keys were a signifi-cant source of power for the people who controlled them.


THE VIKING HOUSEWIFE


In particular, the key has long been interpreted as a symbol of power for the Viking housewife. They would wear keys on chains outside their dresses as a sign of their domestic responsibility and position. Tales of married women carrying such keys are everywhere in saga literature. The poem Rígsþula cites ‘a key-hung maiden / in goat-skin kirtle’ on her way to be wed in her ‘bridal linen’, the key symbolizing her future married status. Legal tracts dating from the twelfth and thirteenth centuries such as Borgartingslova speak of a housewife’s right to have the keys to the household, and archaeological evidence shows that women were buried with keys among their grave goods. For many historians, these ‘female’ keys represent a source of women’s authority within the household: the ability to control and restrict access to domestic spaces, to secure possessions and goods.




Rígsþula


This poem, which survives in a fourteenth-century manuscript, tells the tale of the Norse god Ríg, the father of mankind. He wanders the world and fathers three classes of humans: serfs, free-born farmers and nobles. The poem therefore contains valuable information about the living conditions and customs of the different social classes in the Viking world. The poem is particularly enigmatic, as the conclusion has not survived the centuries and it abruptly cuts off.





SYMBOLIC POWER


Some of the keys that have been recovered from Viking graves, however, were actually unusable. In a way these pose historians with a problem, but if we view the locks they opened as figurative rather than literal, then we can see these keys as providing the power to open doors from one sphere to another – perhaps from childhood to adulthood, or from life to death.


It is no coincidence that keys have been found in numerous Viking Age children’s graves in Sweden, something archaeologists believe is connected to passing into other realms. Symbolically, keys have also been associated with the power of prediction, and this is certainly how researchers have interpreted some of the keys found in the graves of women and children – with the key as a way of unlocking other worlds and looking into the future to see what changes that will bring. Viewed in this way, women who carried keys were not simply housewives, but carriers of knowledge, itself an important form of power.
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