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Chapter 1

Every February the schoolchildren of York dress up in traditional
Viking costume and this northern English city holds its annual
Jorvik Viking Festival. Sagas are retold, battles are re-enacted, and
Viking longships race along the River Ouse. The rape and pillage
has been toned down and York’s modern traders have embraced
Vikings with more enthusiasm than their 9th-century forebears: at
the time of writing, shoppers at the out-of-town designer outlet can
design a Viking tunic, Viking-related books are on display in
Borders and Waterstones, The Vikings starring Kirk Douglas and
Tony Curtis is being shown at the local cinema, and cafes and
snack-bars offer a variety of longboat baguettes and Viking-themed
sandwiches. The festival promoters claim that the event harks back
to Jolablot, a midwinter festival held by ‘the original Vikings’,
although in fact it was invented in 1985, and marks the annual
downturn in visitor figures to Jorvik, the Viking-themed tourist
attraction.

It is hard to escape Vikings in York. Although the city’s visible
heritage owes more to its Roman, Norman, and medieval
builders, opening a telephone directory reveals a host of Viking
enterprises — Jorvic Business Systems, Jorvik Cleaning Services,
Yorvik Homes & Developments Ltd, Yorvik Shipping, Yorvik
Refrigeration, and the ominous Viking School of Motoring - to
name but a few. Clearly Vikings have a contemporary resonance —
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and not just in York. Similar reinventions can be found in the Isle
of Man, the Northern and Western Isles, in Normandy and
Brittany, across the Atlantic to North America, and in Scandinavia
itself.

But ‘Viking’ is a nebulous concept - in different contexts Vikings
have been marauders, merchants, manufacturers, poets, explorers,
democrats, statesmen, or warriors. It is also a relatively recent
concept — originally used to refer only to pirate activity, it came to be
used as an ethnic term to refer to a whole people, and then as a
chronological label, giving its name to the Viking Age. With this
fluidity it did not mean the same in 10th-century Scandinavia,
15th-century Iceland, and 19th-century England. In fact, our
modern usage of Viking owes more to later reinventions than any
original reality.

This book will attempt to deconstruct the term, but will also seek
to demonstrate why it has retained its importance. Focusing
particularly on archaeological discoveries of the last 30 years, it will
examine what is actually known about the peoples who lived in
Scandinavia in the 9th and 10th centuries, the areas they colonized,
and their relevance today.

Who, what, and when were the Vikings?

The term viking was first used in Old English. It occurs just three
times in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle where it refers to ‘robbers’,
apparently coastal marauders rather than land-borne armies. It was
not used in other countries which suffered raids from Scandinavia,
and Western observers gave the raiders many different names. In
some cases it was their religion, or lack of it, that was significant,
and they were referred to as pagans, heathen, or gentiles. In the
Irish Annals they were often seen as just different and were called
gaill, or ‘foreigners’. In other contexts it was where they came from
that was of interest, and they were Northmanni, or Dant, although
such labels were often used indiscriminately, irrespective of their
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actual area of origin. Finally, it may have been their function that
stood out, as pirate or scipmen.

At first, the Scandinavians thought of themselves as inhabitants of
particular regions, such as men of Jutland, Vestfold, Hordaland,
and so on. Their loyalty would have been to their leaders, rather
than to any national identity. Their armies comprised warriors from
different parts of Scandinavia, and they were the followers of Olaf,
Svein, Thorkel, or Cnut. Nonetheless, they did speak the same
language, which linguists have called Old Norse, and shared aspects
of a common culture, including costume, art, and religion. As a
sense of national identity grew so did the use of national names. In

mou pue uayy sbuyip 0{ w



B

The Vikings

time, Dane was used to describe southern Scandinavians whilst
Norse was used to describe those from northern areas.

The specific root viking reappears in the 11th century in Old Norse,
with a different emphasis. In the elegy Knutsdrapa Cnut’s troops
are called vikingar to emphasize their ferocity, and the same word
appears on 11th-century rune stones to describe respectable sons
raiding overseas as well as local nuisances. By the 13th century it
was used in Icelandic Sagas to refer to pirates, but it was not
generally used in Western European sources during the Middle
Ages. In Scandinavia it only came into common usage during the
rise of 19th-century nationalist movements. It is recorded in
modern English for the first time in 1807-8, and was revived by Sir
Walter Scott in 1828 in The Pirate.

The actual derivation of the term viking has been much debated. It
has been suggested that both the Old English and Old Norse forms
are parallel developments from a common Germanic verb meaning
‘to withdraw, leave or depart’; that it is related to the Old Icelandic
vik, meaning a bay or creek; that it refers to those from the area of
Vik or Viken around the Oslofjord who embarked on the raiding of
England to escape Danish hegemony; that it derives from vika, a
turn on duty, or relay oarsmen; that it derives from an Old Icelandic
verb vikya, meaning ‘to turn aside’, or the Old English wic, or
armed camp.

Whatever the derivation, it is clear that the majority of
Scandinavians were not Vikings; only those who went ‘a viking’
should really qualify for the description. It would be perverse,
however, to abandon the term at this point, although this book will
generally try to restrict its usage to describe those involved in
raiding or other warlike activities, and to those instances where the
Viking stereotype has been reused in a more recent context, either
as an adjective or as a noun. At other times the less loaded term
Scandinavian will be used and, following common practice, Norse
will be used for those peoples of Scandinavian culture in the North



