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HUGIN & MUNIN

HERALDS OF THE VALUE OF HISTORICAL KNOWLEDGE

Little has been written about the role of Hugin and Munin in the Norse world view. Hugin and Munin were two ravens who kept Odin, the Allfather, constantly updated on world events. These ravens were his chief sources of information for events on earth.

Hugin flew out from Valhalla each morning to fetch the daily news of the whole world for Odin. Munin represented memory: that is to say, the history of the world throughout all ages, a fund of knowledge increased each day by Hugin. Thus Munin was Odin’s great historical archivist and interpreter. For that reason the Allfather was afraid about them not returning at sundown; most of all, though, he feared losing Munin. This fear may be interpreted as meaning that he was frightened of losing the knowledge of history itself, of becoming an historical amnesiac.

The importance of historical knowledge in the Norse communities is also evident when one reads the ancient skaldic poem, Voluspå. It recounts what comes to pass after the destruction of the world. Then the gods will assemble on the plain of Idavoll and contemplate the historical causes of the world’s destruction – yet further testimony to the centrality of historical knowledge to Norse culture. It was perhaps no accident that the Icelanders in particular preserved this Norse historical knowledge through the composition of sagas.
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PREFACE

Indisputably the most popular form of government in the modern world is democracy, with its freedom of speech, of religion, expression, and organization – most especially individual liberty. Research over several decades has documented the fact that the most advanced forms of social freedom to date have developed in the Scandinavian countries of the northern hemisphere. Women’s equality in Scandinavia is also far advanced in comparison with various other societies around the world. One piece of evidence of this fact is foreign immigration into Scandinavia for the purpose of benefiting from the social and political rights Scandinavians have enjoyed since the 19th century. In light of this, one might inquire whether democracy is a product of the last few centuries in Scandinavia, or whether it has other, deeper roots.

When it comes to forms of democracy, the dominant conception in modern media and education, be it television or other forms, is that democracy is a cultural inheritance that arose in Greek antiquity, beginning around 500 B.C. There is no doubt that classical democracy, as a concept and a form of government, was an advanced product of Greek antiquity. But Athenian democracy ended around 400 B.C., and was primarily taken up as an intellectual challenge by European elites after the 16th Century A.D.. Is it possible to demonstrate other – and deeper – roots for modern democratic development in the world, roots underestimated until now? Might the answer be found in the history of the Scandinavian lands, where democracy has achieved its highest development in our times?

Vikings and democracy: an impossibility?

If we look back over Scandinavian history, we note that the Scandinavian countries share a common past in the Viking Age (itself a relatively modern concept) 1,000 years ago.1 We would also point out that for many years the Viking Age has enjoyed – and continues to enjoy – a very central position in international historical conceptions, in books, magazines, television, and other electronic media.

Every year new literature on this period appears – a sure sign of the central place it holds in world culture. Nevertheless, most people associate the Vikings with warfare, violence, aggression, and ruthless brutality – not at all with democracy. Compared with other civilizations of world history, the Vikings have been stereotyped as primitive and barbaric. In one extreme case, the opinion was expressed that the Vikings could be compared to the German Waffen SS. The author of that statement thought that Scandinavians have much to apologize for. Such opinions are an expression, more than anything else, of historical ignorance.

What was the Vikings’ contribution to world history?

The Vikings were brutal warriors, but certainly no more so than warriors from outside their Scandinavian homeland. The worst modern societies display a barbarism that eclipses the Vikings raids of a thousand years ago. This is a good reason for examining more closely the specific culture of the Vikings. What was their distinctive contribution to world history, beyond the same kind of violence that has characterized most societies throughout history? In order to do that, we need to focus on the way the Scandinavians organized their culture. And here we discover a couple of remarkable facts:

An important explanatory factor: Scandinavia escaped Roman rule

While the Romans were occupying country after country in North Africa, the Middle East, Asia Minor, and Europe with extreme brutality, Scandinavia remained outside Rome’s sphere of oppression as well as its linguistic and cultural dominance. Latin stifled many of the languages and cultural expressions of the conquered peoples. The year A.D. 9 marks a milestone in this regard. It may well be that Norway was fortunate to be located outside the military and cultural orbit of Rome. If Norway had lain within the area of Roman hegemony, the soul of the Norse system – the Thing – would have been obliterated from the European map, destroying a fundamental foundation for democracy. But that did not happen – which is why you hold this book in your hand.

After the Greeks – the new European democratic forms: the Things

Over hundreds of years, Scandinavians independently developed their own systems of government, language, culture, technology, and religion, based on assumptions of their own. Scandinavia was by no means isolated from wider European influences, but it did escape foreign rule. One of the most distinctive elements was their method of organizing their society – through the ting (Thing), the assembly of the free men and some women (widows of farmers or merchants).2

Historical studies of the Viking Age reveal that women in Scandinavia held a relatively high status, especially before the introduction of Christianity with its belief in the inferiority of women and disdain for any self-reliant role for the female sex in society. While visiting the thriving town of Hedeby in 950, an Arab merchant named A-Tartushi was suiteably impressed by the Viking women he came across. He was astonished by their degree of independence and that they from childhood were encouraged to be self-reliant and resourceful. And that they could sue for divorce and had the right to claim back their dowry. The introduction of the Church around the 11th century reduced the influence of women in society. However, over several centuries pagan Scandinavian society had established women’s rights as historical mentalites which could not be easily pushed away by the Church.

Also, honor killings of women were not customary in Scandinavian culture such as that which still prevails in some Islamic countries and moslem communities in Europe. This relatively free stature of women also had an influence on the Things.

The oldest physical traces of these democratically-oriented fora are found in Norway in the courtyard sites, 27 locations in all, scattered from south to north mainly along the coastline from Rogaland to Hålogaland. The oldest of these is estimated by archaeologists to date from before the Christian era. Based on Rimbert’s unique chronicle of St. Ansgar (ca. 850), we may assume that these correspond to the physical assembly arenas in Sweden described as “fields.”3

Scandinavia also escaped the “new” Romans – the Frankish empire

When Charlemagne’s empire appeared on the scene, beginning in the 760s, he conquered ever larger regions of Europe. At the same time he inaugurated a Christian regime with sword in hand. But for around 200 years, Scandinavia remained outside the power of the Frankish emperors, continuously developing its own religion, culture, and language on its own terms – in contrast to the Saxons, who were forcibly deprived of their own Thing-system and their heathen religion. When the Scandinavians in their turn entered voluntarily into the community of European nations in the 12th and 13th centuries by way of the Catholic Church, it was with a cultural self-confidence based on a tradition of self-reliance extending back before the birth of Christ, something we may observe in the cultural assurance of the saga writers.

How can we know?

We still possess few sources through which we may study the Scandinavians’ thoughts and their development of their own culture in detail. But the Old Norse saga writings of the 13th century, especially the kings’ sagas, brought about a European information revolution for the historical understanding of the Scandinavians. In these works we encounter the political, cultural, and religious ideas of the Scandinavians in their own Old Norse language.

Meanwhile, literacy came late to Scandinavian historians – about 1,500 years after the Greeks. The Norse source material came into being in a way entirely unique in world history. While most civilizations have been, through the ages, strongly hierarchical, and have had to defer to the demands of the officers of emperors, kings, and popes, who determined from above how the record ought to be shaped, the Norse sources, primarily from Iceland, emerged “from the bottom up.” They arose in a society without a king or military power, through a pluralistic folk memory process within local communities, among freeholding farmers. The authors were not foreign, imperial or ecclesiastical bureaucrats, but educated people who were integrally involved in the community and the rural families of which they wrote. Again, Norse society profited from never having been subject to the centralizing demands of the Roman Empire. Instead it was founded on a relatively egalitarian social order.

For far too long, these Norse sources have been ignored because the majority of historians world-wide seem to lack insight into the nature of oral cultures. The sticking point was that the sources had often been transcribed up to 350 years after the actual events. Today we understand better that up until the 13th century, Scandinavian history was preserved substantially through the living oral mnemonic techniques which are utilized in pre-literate cultures.4

What the Sagas tell us

This book takes the view that saga literature provides crucial resources for understanding Viking society and thought. Through the sagas we have access to valuable information about their political system, the Thing-system. We are thus able to study its role, its functions, and its development – and we discover that the conventional view that European democracy arose from Athens is a dubious one – because the political system of the Vikings has been excluded from the whole world of public knowledge.

Thus, if we regard the political system of the Vikings from a global perspective, we realize that the development of the most enduring democratic forms of government in the world originates in Scandinavia – a region which continues to possess the world’s most developed and stable democracies, combined with a unique level of individual freedom. This comprehensive state of liberty is unique in the history of the world. For hundreds of years Iceland and Norway were laboratories of freedom for democratic culture – two societies in a reciprocal dynamic, as described in the sagas. It remains a historical fact that in spite of their extreme wealth, impressive technology, armies, literature, jewellery, and beautiful arts, none of the great world empires, whether in Europe, the Middle East, Asia, or the Americas, were ever able to develop such democratic forms as were founded and continued early on in Scandinavia. Thus we may postulate that the greatest legacy of the Vikings is the development of democratic forms of government. This is the theme of this book.

* * *

The Viking legacy may be examined especially through the medieval kings’ sagas, which mainly focus on political developments in Norway. Through Norwegian history we may most nearly and comprehensively approach the mainstream society of the Viking Age, along with the political dynamics described by the sagas. In this way we are enabled to understand that the heart of The Viking Legacy is one of the most important elements in the cultural heritage of the world – the rugged journey to individual freedom. Through the saga depictions of Norwegian political struggles, this book will describe in detail how democratic elements developed from the 9th to the 11th centuries – in constant tension with authoritarian kings and impulses. Just as ancient Greece is the key to understanding the origins of democracy in the world, Norway and Iceland are the key to appreciating the further development of democracy in history.

Torgrim Titlestad, April 2018
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PART I

IN THE SHADOWS OF THE ROMAN EMPIRE

The year A.D. 9 constitutes a watershed in European history.5 It was then that the Roman Empire’s northward advance was halted in the Teutoburg Forest in north-western Germany. Over a period of several days a confederation of Germanic tribes annihilated a Roman army and its train, well over 20,000 people.6 Rome’s prestige was seriously damaged.

Later, in the year 61, the Celtic queen Boudica, from what is now Norfolk in England, led a successful rebellion against the supposedly invincible imperial power. She herself was killed in conventional warfare, of which the Romans were the masters. But there is reason to believe that the news of the Roman vulnerability spread as far as Scandinavia. Conceivably, a mental barrier had been broken. Rome could be defeated.

The massacre in the Teutoburg Forest and the rebellion of Queen Boudica surely gave birth to a rich legendary tradition, over several hundreds of years, traceable a long way from the places where the events occurred. But we should also note another important point relating to the Romans and the Norwegian coast. In A.D. 81 Julius Agricola was the Roman governor of Britain. By way of his navy he learned that, cartographically speaking, Britain was an island in about the year 83 or 84. His biographer and son-in-law Cornelius Tacitus (A.D. 55–120) wrote that these ships also discovered the Orcades (Orkneys), and “Thule,” though Thule was not precisely located. It is plausible that some skilful Norwegian seafarers may have been selected by the Romans to serve as officers on Roman ships in these northern waters. A possible example of such an appointment may be the prince buried at Flagghaug on Karmøy island (of which more further on).

One of Agricola’s chief goals was to conqer Caledonia (Scotland). He initiated a bloody campaign, supported by the Roman navy. His Celtic opponents demonstrated formidable military skills, defeating the Romans on a series of occasions. Tacitus provides a fascinating account of one of the Scottish leaders, Calgacus. He is the first Scot identified by name in history, and his name means “One Who Bears the Sword” in the Celtic language.

It has been assumed that Tacitus invented a speech by Calgacus. Very likely this is indeed so, but he may well have built on a contemporary oral tradition, developed only a few years after the events. Calgacus’ words were addressed to a military alliance of Scots, men he wished to stir up before a decisive battle with the Romans. Even today this speech is interesting to read, and reminds one in some ways of speeches we much later find in Heimskringla and other Norwegian royal sagas. The theme that strikes the reader in the document is that of freedom, along with a brief reference to Queen Boudica’s rebellion in A.D. 61, a mere 20 years before.


Whenever I consider the origin of this war and the necessities of our position, I have a sure confidence that this day, and this union of yours, will be the beginning of freedom to the whole of Britain. To all of us slavery is a thing unknown; there are no lands beyond us, and even the sea is not safe, menaced as we are by a Roman fleet. And thus in war and battle, in which the brave find glory, even the coward will find safety. Former contests, in which, with varying fortune, the Romans were resisted, still left in us a last hope of succour, inasmuch as being the most renowned nation of Britain, dwelling in the very heart of the country, and out of sight of the shores of the conquered, we could keep even our eyes unpolluted by the contagion of slavery. To us who dwell on the uttermost confines of the earth and of freedom, this remote sanctuary of Britain’s glory has up to this time been a defence. Now, however, the furthest limits of Britain are thrown open, and the unknown always passes for the marvellous. But there are no tribes beyond us, nothing indeed but waves and rocks, and the yet more terrible Romans, from whose oppression escape is vainly sought by obedience and submission. Robbers of the world, having by their universal plunder exhausted the land, they rifle the deep. If the enemy be rich, they are rapacious; if he be poor, they lust for dominion; neither the east nor the west has been able to satisfy them. Alone among men they covet with equal eagerness poverty and riches. To robbery, slaughter, plunder, they give the lying name of empire; they make a desert and call it peace.



Agricola was forced to abandon his plans for subduing freedom-loving Scotland, even though some Roman forts survived in the region up until the construction of Hadrian’s Wall ca. A.D. 120–140. But we might reasonably speculate that the Romans, before this attempt at occupation, may have pondered the acquisition of a province only a short distance across the North Sea – Rogaland – and more precisely the easily accessible, large, and sheltered harbour of Hafrsfjord in what is now Norway. That could have provided an alternate approach to Scandinavia, after the fatal Roman defeat at Teutoburg. Through the ancient contacts which existed across the short distance between Scotland and Rogaland, and through the discovery of the Orkneys in 83/84, it would have been natural for the Romans to discuss how they might exploit the considerable resources of the Norwegian coast, either through trade or occupation. But Agricola’s fruitless struggle with the Scots would have sidelined such plans, just as plans for northern expansion had been stymied by the defeat at Teutoburg several years before.

It is more than likely that the Roman threat would have registered on the other side of the North Sea, in the western part of Norway. It would be a natural response for the Norwegian chieftains to take military measures for the defence of their own community. They could hardly rule out the possibility of a Roman invasion. Pressure from Rome might have created a tension that motivated various Norwegian tribes to unite in provisional defensive alliances against the danger of being subjected to the Romans. It is here that the courtyard sites come into the picture as centres of organization and mobilization. The German archaeologist Oliver Grimm concluded in 2010:7


These are amongst the most impressive kinds of archaeological monuments in Norway, together with, for example, very substantial grave mounds, some more than 50 m. across, and the finds from Gokstad and Oseberg. […] Even in European respects, the gathering sites deserve particular attention as well-preserved testimonies for building activities of the first or second centuries outside the Roman world.



These courtyard sites are today primarily regarded as remnants of Norway’s original democratic arenas. As Frode Iversen, Professor of Archaeology, wrote in 2015:8


It is difficult to say anything with certainty about the tradition of courtyard sites. The first example was built in the 2nd century. In all of Europe it is only the west coast of Norway that has such relics of the Iron Age.



Iversen sees a possible connection with the establishment in A.D. 83–84 of Roman military power in Scotland, only a few days’ sail from western Norway:


It cannot be ruled out that the proximity of Europe’s foremost military power might have stimulated better organization of [the Norwegian] coastal region.



The fact that Iversen poses the problem is relevant to the issue of legitimate West Norwegian fears of foreign military incursions from the west, and the idea that such insecurity could have stimulated political and judicial alterations to the Norwegian landscape, even though the Thing tradition itself may have been much older. It is also highly probable that concerns over Roman invasion may have been responsible in particular for the fact that Hafrsfjord, for geopolitical reasons, came to be a socalled “naval stronghold” no later than the 3rd century, as archaeologists believe. From the Norse side, the military construction at Hafrsfjord may be been a defensive move against possible attacks, especially from the Romans in Scotland. Further on in this narrative we shall observe that similar Norse concerns could well have arisen during Charlemagne’s expansions during the second half of the 8th century.

Native “Norse” presuppositions

When Scandinavian tribes observed that the Romans were departing Britain early in the 5th century, they realized that the Romans were not invincible and that the Roman Empire was showing signs of weakness and disintegration. The new situation at the end of the 4th century tempted the inhabitants of the north to make military plans. At that time a number of tribes from what is now Norway also migrated into the continent. The only one of those tribes that has left a visible trace behind in Europe is the Rugians or the Rygir. They were mentioned by the historian Cornelius Tacitus in the year 98. Whether or not they originally came from the Rogaland district in Norway is a matter of dispute. In any event it is commonly assumed that some of them came from Norway.9 The name “Rogaland” suggests this. It is around 2,000 years old. The tribal name “the Rugians” is derived from Rogaland which also is called Ryfylke (“ rygir” – Latin: rugii).10

Most of their fellow tribesmen remained at home and carried on with their farming and fishing – and their trade as before – and, it may be assumed, maintained a certain amount of contact with their kinsmen who had departed Scandinavia. The precise nature of that contact is something of which we know little. In recent years, however, archaeological research has documented that connections between Norway and Europe were stronger than previously assumed. Anyone who follows the research findings of Herwig Wolfram and Peter Heather will realize that we have to abandon the old “folk migration” theory of overpopulated communities from which a portion of the inhabitants suddenly set out in search of new land.11 The Danish archaeologist Lotte Hedeager is probably correct when she suggests that the migrations had their origin in powerful social and military changes within the Scandinavian communities:

While Scandinavia had had a tribally oriented social structure for centuries before the migrations, this changed around the 3third century A.D. A new warrior elite seized power and established itself through the control of land and people. Bonds of loyalty among the new ruling elite, along with power status, came to supersede biological kinship.12 The Norwegian archaeologist Bjørn Myhre supports this theory. He writes that the traditional tribal culture and familial leaders were replaced by political entitities dominated by chieftains supported by military power and the hird (a personal bodyguard).13

The elite maintained the loyalty of allied chiefs and freeholding farmers by supplying them with generous gifts. Without plundering raids which provided a surplus of goods for distribution, this new power structure would have collapsed.14 Hedeager concludes that it is here that we discover one of the keys to northern European raiding and migration. The latter may be perceived as an economic necessity required to maintain the new social order.

What had occurred before the Migration Period was that the communities of the Norse region had achieved a high level of prosperity, weapon technology and organization. This provided favorable conditions for the elite to seek out new hunting grounds beyond Scandinavia. One example of such developments within the society can be discerned in the excavations at Avaldsnes, on the island of Karmøy, especially at the burial mound called Flagghaugen, which was constructed at the end of the 200s.15 Archeologists have found evidence of a rich and powerful chieftain’s establishment here.16

This grave was that of a chieftain who owned a Roman sword – a magnate who had come home from Roman service. A heavy gold ring found in the grave was a typical symbol of chieftaincy in that period.17 These high-status artefacts might also testify to a foreign alliance. Besides the Flagghaug find, a series of other grave sites have yielded Roman swords. This is evidence that the status of Norwegian leaders was enhanced by service in the Roman legions or navy, only a short time after Christ. The Norwegian tribes had the means and the knowledge necessary to carry on military operations on the Continent at least by the late 300s, employing ships capable of carrying them long distances.

The Key to Scandinavian Success – An Organizational Culture?

The reason for the ability of groups of Scandinavian tribesmen to subject regions of the Continent to themselves during this period (around AD. 200) was that they were skilful warriors, well equipped with weapons. This we know from archaeological finds in Denmark at Illerup Ådal. Scholars have speculated on the numbers these represent, but can only make estimates – at least 1,000 men. A couple of hundred elite soldiers under their officers would be capable of subduing extensive areas.18

Such military expeditions would surely have attracted to their ranks escaped slaves and others who accepted the authority of the tribal chief. Here they would have found it possible to rise into positions of leadership. Thus they constituted a novel, attractive brotherhood, contrasting with the local dynasties. In this way a relatively small military force might become, in a short time, numerous and deadly. It is hard to estimate how large these nascent tribes were. Historian Peter Heather estimates them to have been between a fifth and a half of the entire manpower of each wandering tribe.19 The Scandinavian tribes had a similar organizational structure to that of the Germanic cultures. They were capable of combining rapidly with other tribes in larger, loose associations or confederations.

We possess some contemporary documentary records of how these tribes developed practical, effective political organizations with local assemblies in which free men might air their complaints and opinions.20 They had a strong notion of freedom. The Greek philosopher Aristotle realized this in the 4th century B.C. He asserted that the peoples of the frigid north were full of courage, but lacked intellectual life and artistic talent: “Therefore they have an easier time, without a doubt, in guarding their freedom, but are not capable of founding states or ruling over their neighbours.”21 There is something in Aristotle’s claims about a spirit of freedom, but he underrated the northerners’ capacity for political organization and artistic creativity. This is attested by the rich Bronze Age grave finds of Scandinavia. The first more or less detailed contemporary source, in any case, is Tacitus.22 He describes a social order which, in principle, was well defended against corruption and despotism.23

When one tribe joined forces with another, they set up a common council in which the most powerful leaders met. They chose a common leader who exercised power only in times of conflict and crisis. In this way the Scandinavians were able to form comprehensive associations with the Germanic tribes – associations which now and then defeated previously invincible Roman legions. For that reason the Romans often found it prudent to enter into alliances with these tribal associations and make them “foederati.” Thus it would have been possible, for example, for a Germanic war chief of Norse birth to become a Roman general. At the same time his tribe would maintain its internal self-government under its traditional laws. He would also be able to enter into other alliances or conquer indigenous peoples outside the Roman sphere of influence.

Norwegians in Europe up to and around A.D. 500

The works of the Roman historian Jordanes (A.D. 485–552) inform us that around 500 there existed a league of several Norse tribes under a single leader – Rodulv (Rolv).24 The 6th-century tribal names listed identify place-names familiar to us today from the greater part of what is now Norway – Ranrikingers (people from Østland and Bohuslän), Grenir, Telir, Egdir, Rygir, Hordar, Håleygir, and Saamis. The chieftain Rodulv was one of the first to attempt to forge some kind of national unity before the time of Harald Finehair.25

The Norwegian historian Halvdan Koht pondered this matter in his time. He could find no reason to think of Norway as a comprehensive nation so long in the past.26 He believed that it was sufficient to call Rodulv the king of a single tribe. Today, on the other hand, we do have reasons for thinking of Rodulv as in fact the leader of several tribes.

What is remarkable about Rodulv’s story is that Jordanes believes that he abandoned his people out of contempt for them. He journeyed to the Gothic king Theodoric the Great (455–526) in Ravenna in Italy, and was well received. Jordanes writes that Rodulv’s own people were “taller and wilder” than their Germanic counterparts, and “fought with bestial savagery.”27 What is significant is that in the 6th century it was possible for a “Norwegian” chieftain/war king to travel as far as Italy and join the court of a leading ruler there.

[image: images]

Rodulv can hardly have journeyed alone, and if we are to believe Jordanes he indeed brought a terrifying warrior escort with him. The Norwegian archaeologist Anders Hagen (1921–2005) believed that Rodulv’s trip to Ravenna was not so remarkable, since the archaeological picture of western Norway reveals a West Norwegian kingdom in contact with southern European culture and ruling dynasties. He wrote that there must have been links between the palace at Ravenna and the chieftainships of western Norway. Rodulv can hardly have been the only petty king to have made his way south to Ravenna.28

Still, we are given no information as to why Rodulv deserted the Norse lands. We can only guess. Was Rodulv forced to flee a tribal alliance which decided he had seized too much power? Was he on the run from serious legal accusations? Or did Theodoric summon him because he needed reinforcements from the north in a time when his regime was being overwhelmed?29 We have no answers to these questions, but we must realize that long distance contact in those days was more common than we might imagine.

It would be a mistake to think that these Scandinavians travelled in one direction only – outward to Europe. Certain Latin sources indicate precisely the opposite. An important turning point for them was the death of the Hunnish king Attila in the year 453. He had contrived to bring several Germanic tribes under his sway as auxiliaries. With his death the Rugians (Rygir), among others, escaped his control. They had had the wine-producing region of Rugiland (near Vienna in Austria) as their domain since 408, and there they had also become the first Germanic tribe to receive baptism, adopting Arian Christianity (a doctrine that denied belief in Jesus as the incarnate God). Their sermons were in their own language, not in Latin. The priests were not required to be celibate, but were allowed to marry. Arianism was more congenial to the Rugians’ lifestyle than Catholicism. At the end of the 5th century they were drawn into internal Roman disputes, in which many of them were killed. Along with the Herules from Skåne, an unknown number of them turned their steps homeward. Some of these, along with their wives and children, probably ended up in Rogaland, among their original tribal kinfolk. There they will have exercised important political, religious, and cultural influence, perhaps also spreading their Arian ideas.

The Norse Thing and Greek Democracy

No one can say how old the Norse Thing-system is. We read of it first in the works of the Roman historian Tacitus. It was an ancient system in north-west Europe for the ordering of relationships among free individuals. The Thing-system is not an organizational arrangement that suddenly appeared out of mists of history. It was the result of more than a thousand years of evolution, still discernible in modern Scandinavian society. The concept of the Thing runs like a red thread through the Migration Period, through the Viking Age and the Middle Ages, the Danish era, and into our own time.

Greek democracy, on the other hand, must be described as possessing a revolutionary quality. It was created under Cleisthenes ca. 508 B.C., after the fall of the Greek tyranny, and lasted a mere 150 years. Then it was gone, and it did not re-emerge until the modern variety appeared in the 1800s. The Norse Thing-system might be compared to Greek direct democracy, since it had to do with public representation in very old times. One important and suggestive difference, however, is that Greek democracy was originally an urban phenomenon, while the Norse Thingsystem was primarily of a rural character. Certainly slaves and thralls were shut out of both systems, but in contrast to Greece, women enjoyed a degree of influence in the Norse system which is undercommunicated by the sagas.30 Widows with property could participate in Things. The Norse system has also enjoyed unique longevity and continuity. The Athenians assembled up to 6,000 men in their democratic Pnyx arena, while the Norse Things were small gatherings.

It goes without saying that the smaller Norse Thing assemblies offered far greater scope for democratic practice. 6,000 men are much more likely to be deceived by eloquent demagogues than gatherings of a mere hundred or fewer. In smaller assemblies it is easier to express the thoughts of the heart. One may go so far as to claim that the world’s first lasting “direct democracy” was to be found in Scandinavia. The Gula Thing, the Frosta Thing, and the Eidsiva Thing eventually became the most important political arenas. Norway had no “capital” so long as there was no national monarchy. The closest thing to a capital was the yearly Law-Thing for each region, which probably did not appear before the 9th century. The law was preserved unwritten, in memory, until after the Millennium, and about one-third of it was “spoken” each year, as a check on the Thingmen. But the transcription of the law after the year 1000 signified a weakening of democratic control by the Things, in which, until then, each individual who had participated had known its contents by heart. Afterwards the law became the preserve of literate legal specialists under the control of the king and the church. At the same time it is interesting to note that the Norwegian laws constitute some of the oldest collections of law in Christian Europe.31 But writing had more than a data storage function. It was the foundation of a new political structure. It was the tool of the Christian monarchy to erase the heathen political culture based on oral tradition.

How far back in time the oral Thing-system functioned, no one knows. It is also remarkable that the Norse Thing-system has not hitherto attracted much interest in the world at large. But in all probability that is easily explained. The Norse of that age left behind no monumental structures in contrast to, for example, the Egyptian, Greek, and Mayan civilizations. Furthermore, Scandinavia lay on the outskirts of civilization, and encompassed only a small number of people. In this respect, European scholars have allowed themselves to be deceived by appearances, not least the impressive structures and statuary of southern Europe. People who did not erect such monuments cannot have had any significance in the world’s historical development.

[image: images]

But the heart of the Norse Thing proved far more vital than that of Athenian democracy. Bit by bit, archaeologists have succeeded in uncovering what may be assumed with a fair amount of certainty to have been Thing sites, physical evidence of Norse democracy. These are the courtyard sites (arenas for political discussions) which are found all over Norway, dating as far back as the Migration Period – fully 27 such locations, with the greatest concentration (eight in all) in southern Rogaland.32 The twenty-seventh was discovered during the summer of 2011.33

The ancient Northmen passed down the venerable Germanic concepts of law and governance from generation to generation, a system praised by the Roman Tacitus. We shall trace this path on into the Viking Age.

The most important conclusion concerning the outbreak of the Viking Age ca. 793 is that the Scandinavians were no strangers to the Continent. They had been there long before, and had encountered many cultural impulses through trade and warfare. The Scandinavians had developed effective political and military institutions which made them dangerous opponents. Maritime activity and ships were the foundation for their contact with the wider world. From this perspective, we understand that the Migration Period provided the background for the Scandinavian Viking Age expeditions.
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From the priest and historian Adam of Bremen, ca. 1070:

A European perspective on Norway:

All barbarian lands are indeed overrun with [wizards], but the Norwegian region is to a peculiar degree filled with such monsters. For both soothsayers and fortune tellers, wizards and magicians, and others of the Antichrist’s attendants abide there, and through their deceits and magic arts demons are enabled to make sport with helpless souls.

Professor Bjørn Myhre, on Alcuin’s “Lindisfarne Letter” from the court of Charlemagne in 793 (1993):

Alcuin’s letter cannot be contemplated in isolation from the Church’s political strategy, nor from that of Charlemagne or the Anglo-Saxons. Conceivably they had a mutual interest in portraying the Scandinavians as terrifying barbarians who must be both christened and conquered.
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PART II

THE VIKING AGE

The Viking Age has long been the common term employed by later generations to denote a violent display of Scandinavian power beginning at the end of the 8th century. The Viking Age is usually reckoned to have begun in 793, with the attack on the monastery of Lindisfarne, and to have continued until the Battle of Stamford Bridge in 1066, where King Harald Hardråde fell. The Vikings are viewed by many as brutal heathen pirates, hunting women, slaves to sell, and goods and gold from Christian churches and monasteries. It seems to be generally accepted that the Vikings constitute one of the most remarkable phenomena ever to have stormed on to the European stage.34

In fact the Vikings did not ordinarily appear in large armies with innumerable ships. As a rule they operated in small war bands consisting of three to six ships. But their small numbers did not render them less frightening. The historian John Haywood is of the opinion that these war bands came, over three centuries, to play a central role in European history:


In Great Britain, the Vikings crushed the existing power structure and paved the way for the unification of the Kingdoms of England and Scotland. In Ireland the Vikings founded the first towns. On the Continent they accelerated, if they were not its direct cause, the division of the Frankish Empire, and founded the Duchy of Normandy – which came to have a decisive influence on the later histories of France, England, and Italy.35
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We must not overlook the fact that raiders had departed Scandinavia, and operated within Scandinavia, before the 9th century.36 Various archaeological discoveries bear silent witness to this – along with the fantastic episodes described in the so-called Fornalder [Ancient Time] sagas, of which we shall have more to say. The point is that raiding took on an entirely new character, and a far wider scope, at the end of the 8th century.

One central observation needs to accompany this picture. Out of the violent epoch of the Viking Age came the independent kingdom of Norway. Within the Viking Age can be found some of the most important preconditions for the emergence of Norway as a nation and state in its own right.

A brief note on the causes – the threat from Charlemagne

There is no single, dominant theory of the causes of the Viking raids. Theories have constantly altered and shifted within scholarly circles. The assumption of this book is that at the beginning the Scandinavian Viking attacks were an attempt to deter conquest by the powerful Frankish empire to the south in Europe. (See Appendix 1 at the end of the book.)

In the 8th century the threat from Europe in the south was palpable. Wealthy Denmark, and the rich Danes in particular, could not help but see the danger.37 The immediate cause was that the Danes knew themselves to be threatened by the Frankish leader Charles Martel’s (714–741) plundering of Frisia in 734. He also slew the Frisians’ military commander. This Frankish victory so close to Denmark may explain the planned development of a Danish war fleet during the 700s.38 During the 720s the Danes built their first defensive canal, the Kanhave Canal. Another means of defence was setting stakes in the water at the entrances to important power centres. What is considered their first naval base, in the Schleifjord, dates from 734, and the important construction of the Danevirke from 737. This was a defensive wall stretching across the Jutland Jylland) peninsula, a sort of European Great Wall of China. Its defensive works were 4–5 metres high, and featured wooden palisades. From the top of this wall the Danes had a good view across the breadth of the landscape southward. The Danevirke was northern Europe’s largest defensive structure in its time, and endured into the 1000s.

Charlemagne (748–814) became king of the Franks in 768, and began steadily enlarging the Frankish domains in several directions. In addition, he forcibly converted his new subjects with sword in hand. In 782 he baptised up to 4,500 Saxon men at the town of Verden near the River Aller, south-east of present-day Bremen in Germany. Immediately afterwards he beheaded them.39 The body count may be exaggerated.40 Nonetheless, an unprecedented massacre certainly took place at Verden.

The Danes could not long resist a massive land invasion by Charlemagne’s forces. If they had not done so before, the Danes certainly understood this after the Frankish-Saxon wars began in the 770s. This was primarily land warfare, in which the Franks had the advantage. The Saxon war leader Widukind strove desperately to hinder the Frankish invasion. Using guerilla tactics, he inflicted constant setbacks on the Franks, but had in the end to bow to their superior force.

On at least one occasion, we know that Widukind fled to Jutland, in 777.41 The Jutish king took Widukind under his protection and supplied him in an effort to weaken Frankish power. At the same time he took pains to strengthen and maintain the Danevirke. When Charlemagne renewed his attacks against Saxony in 798, he sent an emissary to the Danish king Sigfred. This diplomatic approach may be seen as an attempt to hinder continued Saxon efforts to procure support and refuge among the Danes.42

Scandinavians and Franks

It takes little imagination to understand that Widukind would not merely have described in detail the Frankish raids in the nearby Saxon regions. Saxony’s fate could be Denmark’s as well. It is not unlikely that even the “Norwegian” chieftains would have heard of his dramatic reports. It was but a short sea voyage from Jutland to the power centres of Viken, Agder, and Rogaland. It would have taken no more than three weeks at most for people in southern Norway to get news of the horrors of Verden – and then to spread the word further along the coast. Because of the long-standing contact between the “Norwegians” and the Continent, it would be natural for them to set about taking precautions. Of course it was not simply the great massacre of Verden that alarmd them, nor the new religion, but also the fact that Charlemagne’s regime threatened the very heart of their culture and political system.

Charlemagne crushed the ancient Saxon social order in which the political Thing-system played a central role. Here we are in a unique situation in terms of source material. The English monk Lebuin was a missionary to the Saxons in 770, and remembered his observations of Saxony,43 which paint a picture of the Saxon political system. Scholars accept the transcription of Lebuin’s account as authentic.44 Lebuin is reckoned a contemporary source,45 although our earliest copy dates from around the year 900. There we read:46


It was also the custom that the Saxons, once a year, held an assembly by the river Weser, at a place known as Marklô. There all the chieftains ordinarily came from the various regions, as well as twelve chosen nobles, in equal numbers of free and less free. There they renewed in consultation their laws, took positions on the most important legal cases, and made decisions as to what should be done in the individual warlike and peaceable operations they had before them that year.



The historian Martin Lintzel, who has written exhaustively on Saxon history, maintains that the total number of assembled Thing men was 36, and that these men represented the highest authority among the Saxons in all public matters.47 (Interestingly enough, the Althing of Iceland similarly had 36 goðar, or leaders, to begin with.48)

Charlemagne understood that this decentralized Saxon Thing-system constituted a threat to the political order he desired – and in the 780s he banned the Saxon system of governance.49 Had he permitted a separate Saxon Thing-system, he would have had to accept multiple regional centres instead of his own power structure. He would not have been able to monopolize power, and this could have weakened his control over the newly conquered territories. Therefore he concurrently introduced overriding Frankish laws.50 In addition he forcibly imposed a single new religion through violence and laws threatening the death penalty for religious nonconformity.

The Norse had never before faced such a massive cultural, political, and religious threat. Due to the close contacts between the Danes and the Saxons, it is reasonable to assume that Norwegians were apprised of Charlemagne’s demolition of the Saxon political tradition. The Saxons’ method of self-government in petty kingdoms51 was not unlike the practice in the Norse petty kingdoms. We may be sure that, after Verden, both Norwegians and Danes found a common interest in taking defensive steps against the mighty Charlemagne.

It was also no secret that Charlemagne had made overtures to gain influence in the island kingdoms of England. Four years after the butchery at Verden, one of his foremost counsellors, the deacon Alcuin, was in the British Isles on a diplomatic mission. Instead, on that occasion, a trade war broke out between the English over-king Offa and Charlemagne. But in 790 Alcuin journeyed again to England. It was no accident that Charlemagne sent this particular man. Alcuin was English, born into a noble Northumbrian family and one of the greatest European intellectuals of his day. He was an “insider” – and was well acquainted with English politics and temperament.52 In 793 he returned to Charlemagne, cooperation having been negotiated between the English and the Franks.53
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It is conceivable that this cross-channel alliance was one link in a possible anti-Danish strategy. We possess a letter from Alcuin to that effect, dating from 789. In it he asks if there is any hope of converting the Danes to Christianity.54 The question was probably prompted by the fact that the Franks had recently, in 787, established a mission station in the form of the bishopric of Bremen – right by the Danish border.55 This ecclesiastical outpost, aimed at Denmark, represented a possible military challenge to the Danes. They had seen with their own eyes that Christianization under Charlemagne’s “protection” meant military and political subjugation under him.56 The threat had become clear long before the first Frankish attacks on the Saxons in the 770s.57

Scandinavian fears of a Frankish invasion

By way of their intelligence network58 of merchants all around the North Sea basin, the Danes (or the Norwegians) had caught wind of the fact that they were on the Anglo-Saxon missionary agenda.59 They would have also understood the consequences of Frankish “missionary work.” Around 791 Charlemagne had acquired sufficient strength60 to be in a position to move militarily against Denmark – one of his nearest and most affluent neighborrs. Charlemagne depended on the constant extension of his domains in order to give his officers the rewards they counted on.

Thus Charlemagne ruled by, among other means, a plunder economy, not unlike that of the Vikings. His alliance with the English kingdom of Mercia may have caused the Norwegians and Danes to feel threatened. It wasn’t only a matter of military and cultural interests. Charlemagne’s strategy could also affect and limit the important Scandinavian longdistance trade in prestige goods with Asia and the southern latitudes. That trade depended on luxury goods Scandinavian chieftains required in order to form and maintain alliances within, and among, their petty kingdoms.

It would be surprising if the Scandinavians did not take countermeasures. They were familiar with the Franks’ plundering, which Peter Heather has described as “an orgy of conquest.”61 They were not unfamiliar with the Continent. But the situation had changed from the one Scandinavians had encountered at the borders of the Roman Empire in the 3rd to 6th centuries. During the Migration Period it had often been the Scandinavians who attacked the Romans and their allies.

By the end of the 8th century the dynamic had changed. For the first time, both Danes and Norwegians were jointly threatened by an aggressive, and in principle centralized, major power to the south. It would be natural for the Scandinavians to take military precautions, even if the Franks were not planning an attack. The traditions of the Migration Period preserved the memory of how they had overcome Roman forces more powerful than their own.

Memories of the heroic past may have stimulated innovative thinking and strategies among Scandinavians at the end of the 700s. They understood that the Danes could not, in the long run, stave off Charlemagne’s powerful land forces. Knowledge of the sea was their speciality, these inhabitants of storm-bitten coasts. It is reasonable to assume that chieftains or kings sought out a means of defence that might deter the Franks from invading Denmark. Could such military/ defensive concerns have been the trigger for the invention of the Viking ship – equipped with a sail? It is not unusual for military necessity to spark new discoveries. The Scandinavians would have taken a few years to construct a fleet with which to counterattack. Knowledge of the sail, of course, was ancient,62 but now it had become a necessity, despite the fact that it was nearly twice as expensive to build a sailing ship as a rowing ship.63

In any case, by the end of the 8th century the matchless Viking ship had been perfected. Groups of powerful Scandinavian chieftains now enjoyed the option of making preemptive attacks and delivering violent insults to Christian sanctuaries. This would be in response to Charlemagne’s systematic destruction of heathen holy places. As Bjørn Myhre writes of the Vikings, “They were not ignorant barbarians. They understood very well the military and ideological pressures to which they were exposed.”64

Ashore they had no chance against Charlemagne. But they had the capability to swarm on to the Frankish coasts and up the great rivers that he controlled, such as the Rhine, the Meuse, the Seine, the Loire, and the Garonne. Along these waterways, which reached far into Germany and Francia, they did great damage with their raiding.65 These unexpected attacks terrorized the Franks. They could expect violent punitive action out of Scandinavia if they themselves were to assault the Scandinavian regions. The Scandinavians were outnumbered in terms of population, but possessed the capacity to cripple the Franks through precision strikes. Fleets of Viking ships appeared out of the blue and disappeared just as suddenly, after striking throughout the whole vast Frankish empire. Charlemagne understood the threat they represented. This became clear to him one day when he was astonished to see Viking ships sail into the port city where he was in residence.66


These ships are not loaded with merchandise, but with hostile savages. […] I am not afraid that these pirates will injure me. But I am troubled in my heart to think how they, even in my lifetime, have dared to attack our coasts, and I am terrified when I imagine what evil they will inflict on my descendants and their subjects.



Such bold Viking incursions occured especially after the attack on Lindisfarne in 793. Nevertheless, we do not know exactly when these attacks began. Peter Sawyer makes a good point when he suggests that we ought not to place too much emphasis on the date 793. There may have been isolated raids before that time. Sawyer will not rule out the possibility that Scandinavians settled down and built bases in England before 793, with an eye to plundering elsewhere in the country.67 Bjørn Myhre agrees. He thinks that we must calculate with the whole of the 8th century as a time-frame, however we might date the beginning of the Viking Age:68 whether we adopt the exact year of the attack on Lindisfarne for that [793] or, more broadly, the development of the Viking ship sometime during the 700s.

Nor can we say whether those first attacks constituted coordinated or strategic actions. Peter Heather believes that Norwegians were the first and the foremost to attack Christian monasteries.69 One can also imagine coordinated actions by Norwegian and Danish military federations – on the pattern of earlier military combinations of the Migration Period. In such arrangements an overall military war leader would be elected, who would consult with a specially elected war council, consisting of the ordinary king and the ordinary chieftains. But it is also conceivable that chieftains from Norwegian and Danish petty kingdoms organized their own individual attacks, at first for defensive purposes against the Franks and their Christian allies. When the Viking raids came to full force in the 9th century, opportunities opened up for “entrepreneurs” whose motives were primarily economic and political. These individual chieftains pursued their own economic interests, but had the effect of further injuring the Franks.70

At the same time, the Vikings plundered goods and gold – as was customary in wars of conquest in those days. By this means, consciously or not, they demonstrated to Charlemagne that an attack on Scandinavia would mean bleeding his own kingdom dry – from the maritime side. If any Norwegian chieftains in the 790s remained undecided whether to leap into this new contest of strength, the vulnerability of the Franks had now been revealed. There was no little glory to be gained in beating down the legendary military might of Charlemagne. Honour achieved in battle meant more to Scandinavians than goods and gold – though gold was nothing to sneeze at.

These violent onslaughts from the sea left Continental potentates in no doubt about the significance of sea power and navigation, something for which they were unprepared. Charlemagne had grounds to fear them. His armies were not trained for defensive war. Morale was maintained through the expectation of reward after victories on foreign territory – through plunder.71 Through their offensive strategy, the Norwegians and Danes quickly gained a psychological advantage. Charlemagne also had reason to worry that the Viking attacks might incite the Saxons and other occupied peoples to renewed revolt. Charlemagne had not fully succeeded in pacifying them once and for all. Anti-Frankish uprisings continued for 32 years.

Charlemagne commenced the expulsion of the old ruling dynasties in order to control the newly conquered territories. As early as 799 he began to drive the Saxons out, and to award their lands to his own men. The exiles were given away as serfs and forced labour throughout the Empire. This was a naked humiliation of the Saxon population.72

But that was not the worst. Charlemagne’s chronicler Einhard notes that the emperor exiled 10,000 people from either side of the Elbe, and scattered them through various parts of Gallia and Germany.73 In proportion to the population of Saxony at the time, which would have been around 500,000 (Lintzel), this was an appalling depopulation, even if the numbers are exaggerated (as is not unlikely).74 Charlemagne had not merely occupied the Saxons’ land, he had violated and outlawed their traditional religion. To violate a people’s faith is to inflict wounds that take long to heal. But Charlemagne never dared to attack Denmark or other parts of Scandinavia. The wave of Viking attacks surely gave him pause.

The massacre at Verden, the constant Frankish harrying in Saxony, and the possible reactions in Denmark and Norway, have hitherto been underestimated by many historians. In so doing they stand in the tradition of the Danish archaeologist Johannes Brøndsted in the 1960s. He maintains that there is no shred of proof that the Viking raids were the fruit of a defensive strategy.75 Contemporary sources are indeed not conclusive. No surviving written plans have been discovered, as would often be the case in modern times. But such a thing is hardly to be expected under the circumstances, and for that reason Brøndsted’s assertion is meaningless.

The Vikings – villains of their age?

In this book the Viking Age will be treated as something more than a purely aggressive Scandinavian and heathen outbreak of plundering raids. Our primary thesis is that the Viking raids, at the beginning, were defensive measures for the purpose of demonstrating to the Emperor down on the Continent that it would be a mistake to attempt to conquer Scandinavia. They also reflected a dramatic ideological/religious conflict, and can be viewed in a larger perspective. As Bjørn Myhre puts it: “In a broader context, the raids can be seen as a phase of a conflict between a Germanic culture in the north and Christian kingdoms to the south.”76 Another important point at issue was the control of long-distance trade and market centres around the North Sea. The historian Ólafia Einarsdóttir (1924–50) puts it like this: “We would be entirely mistaken to think that the Viking voyages were primarily piracy and terrorism. The actual goal was a comprehensive campaign to control international trade.”77 Such an idea sheds new light on our understanding of the Viking Age. The attacks came when the Scandinavian Vikings had developed a naval maritime technology that enabled them to strike back effectively. These facts may possibly explain some of their self-perceptions over the years that followed. The Scandinavians developed a positive self-image toward the end of the 9th and 10th centuries, in the wake of extremely successful military raids on various parts of Europe, and not least the conquest of Normandy around 911. Traditions began to form which would later be reflected in saga literature and in poetry. The victories in Europe imparted self-confidence and left their mark on Scandinavians of the period under consideration.

Serious historians no longer believe simplistic narratives such as those asserting that the Vikings spread a reign of terror which, in violence and brutality, is unprecedented in history.78 Most of the contemporary descriptions of the Vikings’ appearance in Europe were composed by terror-stricken and propagandizing Christian monks .79 Those reports were broadcast through sermons in the churches. They often turned a blind eye to the outrages their own lords committed.

Norwegians – the worst of all?

In popular works, there is a remarkable discrimination in the treatment of Norwegians and Danes respectively. The Norwegians’ lust for conquest is said to have been insatiable.80 The Danes, we are told, were more cultivated:81


Instead of carrying on piratical raids like the Norwegians, the Danes preferred to attack the west with actual armies consisting of trained men and elite troops, led by great generals.



One may wonder at such a characterization of two otherwise fairly similar groups of people. Such modern descriptions probably derive from the sort of national prejudices that took root in Norway and Denmark as late as the 12th and 13th centuries. Denmark’s great chronicler Saxo Grammaticus had little good to say of the Norwegians when he was writing in the late 1100s. His account of them gives ample evidence of this distaste. In his view, there was something capricious about Norwegians of which he, as a classically educated man, could not approve.82 Norwegians were capable of anything. While other peoples kept themselves within reasonable human bounds, the Norwegians belonged to a supernatural world, in league with unseen powers.83 Saxo compares Norway with Sweden:84


Of these two countries, Norway is, from the hand of Nature, a dried up, stony place with arid steep mountainsides, and covered all over by sharp cliffs so that, in its wildernesses, it is distinguished as a barren and comfortless landscape.
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Saxo thought the Norwegians mercurial by nature. They were characterized by individualism and prone to self-assertion, mockery, and falsehood.85 Those who treat the Norwegians with friendship “truly waste their good works.”86 Twenty years later the Icelanders retorted, by way of Snorri Sturluson, on behalf of the Norwegians. He wrote contemptuously of the Danes and Swedes. By his account, the Norwegians were far more skilled as warriors.

Saxo’s and Snorri’s characterizations of differences between Norwegians and Danes do suggest some real differences between the two peoples. Certain distinctions were indeed apparent when the Viking Age broke out. But they were probably less pronounced at the end of the 8th century. The nascent states that were coming into being in Scandinavia by the 1200s did not yet exist.

There is no reason to whitewash the harrying activities of the Vikings, whether Danish or Norwegian, however unlike each other they may have been. But Norwegian historian and professor Claus Krag (1942–) points out that the Vikings, in their own time, generally received a poorer report in written accounts than they deserved, compared to others.87 British historian Janet Nelson (1942–) thinks that the Vikings were little different from the Franks, and notes that they sometimes demonstrated respect for saints.88 It was not only the Vikings who were responsible for destruction and violence in present-day Normandy. On the contrary, the Franks had a long tradition of harrying and plundering in their own region, even before the Vikings.

The general conception that the Vikings alone lay waste to churches in the 9th and 10th centuries must also be corrected. The Franks themselves razed churches. It suited the purposes of later chroniclers to blame this activity on Vikings.89 But in many cases Scandinavians were not involved at all. Janet Nelson’s research contains an interesting comment: In the Annals of St. Bertin’s account of Viking plundering and harrying, the word “rape” is never mentioned. This is noteworthy, since two other episodes are recorded in which the Carolingian Christian kings’ warriors did commit rape – in one instance against a nun. Two other documented instances tell of high-ranking Frankish women who took refuge among the Vikings because they feared murder at their husbands’ hands.90

In Nelson’s view, there is nothing in these Continental sources to indicate that the Vikings were especially brutal. In view of this, it is remarkable how this exaggerated caricature of the Vikings continues to be cultivated by many educators and the media even today. Norwegian teachers skip over the Viking Age in their classes, viewing it as an embarrassment to Norway.91 Occasionally the Vikings are described as “the Nazis of their time,”92 a cliché that masks sheer historical ignorance.

Scandinavian civilization in the Viking Age

Research now reveals that the Norwegian chieftains were not big fish in a small pond in the far north. They had been in contact with contemporary Europe since before the time of Christ.93 The Vikings also had a sophisticated world view which in pre-Christian times came to expression in what was later called Åsatru. It is worth considering that only two non-Christian mythologies in Europe were preserved for later generations as complete ideologies – the Greek and the Norse.94

The high quality of social organization, political governance (the Thing-system and alliances), lawmaking, craftsmanship, embroidery, ornamentation, construction, and jewellery-making testify to a high culture, evolved over hundreds of years. By high culture we mean that a relatively homogeneous population within a particular geographical area has attained a high level of development in social organization, art, and culture. A civilization, on the other hand, embraces a union of diverse populations through more or less uniform organizational and cultural features, a union which over time has a capital (Athens or Rome), and encompasses large geographic regions. Civilizations are often known by their monumental architecture.

The British art historian Kenneth Clark (1903–1983) thinks that a distinctive Viking civilization would be a more adequate description of the Scandinavia of this age than a mere specific Viking culture.95 The obvious technical accomplishment manifested by their voyages was unprecedented in the western world. If one were to seek a symbol for Atlantic Ocean Man, as distinct from Mediterranean Man, to set in counterpoint to the Greek temple, it would have to be the Viking ship. Clark concludes:


When one considers the Icelandic sagas, which are among the most significant books of world literature, one must admit that the Norse people created a culture. But was it a civilization?



Robin May sums it up:96


In certain areas the Vikings have no competition. It is entirely clear that they founded Russia and discovered America. They were without doubt the greatest explorers and discoverers of their time. Taken on their own terms down through the centuries, they have never been surpassed by anyone. […] They founded states and were some of the most enthusiastic and skilful businessmen the world has ever seen.



It has also been noted that it was through the Vikings that Europeans came to realize the vital importance of the sea for economic growth. Some historians are of the opinion that even now insufficient attention has been paid to the role the Vikings played in pushing back the horizons of the western world.97 And Norse literature from the 13th century demonstrates that the Scandinavians possessed that “human touch” which is an essential characteristic of a civilization.98 The vitality of Norse literature even for modern readers reflects the attitudes of the Norsemen toward morality, religion, social leadership, and respect for individual and family rights. The sagas tell us that a community whose leaders exhibit virtue, morality, and honour will be good. Leaders with low moral standards, vices, and no respect for honour, will be unsatisfactory.

What is unique is that Norse literature was developed in written form during the 12th and 13th centuries, while being at the same time the offspring of an oral culture previous to its transcription. Its philosophy is not spelled out in lengthy dialogues, but played out through stories like the tale of Olav Tryggvasson and Eindride Asbjørnsson of Trøndelag. The king was astonished that Eindride did not maintain a heathen shrine.99 He had no religious faith. A long discussion followed about the existence of God, in which Eindride denied that there was a God or that God could be reflected in wooden or stone images.

There was no word for philosophy in the Old Norse language. They spoke of wisdom (speki), and knowledge and learning (fræði). The cognomen “spakr,” (the wise) was bestowed on wise persons.100

There can no longer be any doubt that “Viking Age” is a term describing an distinct civilization in world history, if on a smaller scale than those of Greece or Egypt. If a civilization requires a centre, the Scandinavians were unable to form a civilization. That is evident in the scattergun Viking raids against England and other targets. They were not collectively organized under a single monarch as would have been the case for other peoples. The raids were enterprises organized by independent actors who coordinated their fleets in their attacks, and divided the booty among themselves.

A civilization is an expression of shared ground rules for the relationships between people (laws and parliaments), so it is clear that the Norse community was a civilization in decentralized form. Norway had no capital until well into the 13th century. Up until then, the nation consisted of a series of satellite Things bound together by their petty kings/chieftains – or single monarchs after ca. 872. The rulers possessed no imperial model such as was found, for example, in Rome, in Athens, or in the Orient for that matter.

The Thing-system was the lifeblood of Viking civilization. The adaptability of that system may be seen in the fact that the Thing might be called the Vikings’ foremost “export.” They took it with them everywhere. On a journey, they held hustings, and had Thing places by the ship’s mast.101 The result was, as Chris Wickham writes,102 that the Things became a part of western European nation building. The Thingsystem was the only collective alternative to a European monarchical system that was based on an exclusive upper class organized around a king or emperor. Kings and emperors ruled through their elite networks of counsellors, dukes, and barons, operating above the heads of their subjects. In this way, the Norse political system can be viewed as an advanced and reinvigorating phenomenon separate from that pyramidal system found on the Continent. The Things pointed in a democratic direction.

But there is an ironic account in one of the family sagas which indicates that the Things were not always perfect. After a foggy voyage, a ship’s crew found itself uncertain as to the direction in which they should go. It was then decided to call a Thing “at the mast” in order to discuss the matter. A mutually acceptable mediator was to decide the dispute over the ship’s course. He said:103


I would say that the decision should belong to those who are the wisest. For it seems to me the counsel of fools is the more dangerous for us, the more of them there are.



That rather cool comment remains applicable as a caution against foolish majority decisions in the name of modern democracy: The majority is not always right in matters of life and death.

The Viking ship as the symbol of a civilization

It is impossible to overlook the Viking ship as a trademark of the Early Middle Ages in Scandinavia. It endowed the Scandinavians with entirely different scope for development than they had possessed during the Migration Period. That is reason enough to take a closer look at why this ship came to play such an important role in European history, and in the emergence of Norway as a nation.

The Viking ship was an 8th-century innovation which made the Scandinavians the lords of the sea for several hundred years, both along the Atlantic coast and in the Mediterranean. The Viking ship came in several varieties, for trade (knarrs, for instance) and for war (the longship, the skeið, the draki). The “square sail” (technically called a råseil in Norwegian) was the Viking ship’s particular innovation. It hung from a yard (rå) suspended on a mast. It was frequently made of wool, with the guard hairs left on. When well-impregnated with grease it was light and tight – and comparable to modern sails in quality. The ships were not flat-bottomed like Frisian vessels, which did not lend themselves to lengthy sea voyages. They were also lighter than the Frisian ships, which were designed to sail the great rivers into Frankia. A distinctive quality of the Viking ship was that its bottom was curved, with a small keel, up to 30 cm. deep as on the Gokstad ship. This enabled it to be grounded in shallow coastal waters, or to sail far up the Continental rivers.

When Viking ships neared land, and before they were visible from shore, they often lowered the ships’ masts. The rowers put out the oars and rowed into the harbours or inlets with astonishing speed. On other occasions they sailed straight in to land, stopping short, just offshore. John Bojer Godal, an expert on the Viking ships, says:


The Viking square sail has the fantastic quality of permitting a sudden stop. This can be more terrifying than an approach by oar power, which allows a top speed of only about four knots. Another terrifying effect it produced was that they could sail almost into the wind, like the later clipper ships.



In the sagas, and in earlier accounts such as that of Ottar from Hålogaland’s journey some time after 871, we are able read of the lengths of various voyages. On the basis of the time frame given, we can assume that Ottar sailed from Hålogaland to Kaupang at an average speed of two knots.104 We assume that his ship, probably a knarr (like Skuldelev 1) anchored every night. Longships – warships – were generally faster, although they also usually camped ashore at night. At sea the Vikings achieved speeds two or three times faster than other vessels.

In 1991, the crew of a replica knar, Gaia, achieved 17–18 knots. One of them, sailing under the leadership of Ragnar Thorseth, reports that above 13 knots it felt like surfing. The boat glided over the waves. An air cushion formed under the ship, and it seemed to fly.105 18 knots at sea is equivalent to a little over 35 km. per hour on land. The average speed for the various types of ship, however, was 5 knots. Velocity varies according to the strength and direction of the wind, and is affected by the waves. The average maximum speed for a ship of the Gokstad type, according to Godal, could be up to 14 knots.

The Danish Viking ship expert Ole Crumlin-Pedersen (1935–2011) has compared the Viking ship to a modern yacht. “A modern yacht is stiff – it wants to butt the waves, while the Viking ship glides between them. The Viking ship’s shape exploits the waves’ energy. It is so wellbalanced that you can steer it with your little finger.”106 It was the Viking square sail that made Viking expansion possible. The discovery of the Oseberg ship (built around 820) in Norway in 1904 was the first decisive evidence in that direction. The ship displayed a technical perfection that compels respect, even among the most sophisticated boat builders of the present day.107

The high speed was the product of powerful air pressure on the sail. Much of that pressure was transmitted to the rigging, the stays, and the “mast fish.” The pressure on the sail was thus distributed over a large area, and among many points on the ship.

Because the shell of the ship was built first, planks being “clinked” to other planks, and the ribs and the ship’s skeleton inserted afterward, the shipwrights built an elasticity into the vessel’s fabric which prevented heavy sea waves breaking it up. This produced flexibility, so that the hull accommodated itself to the sea. This flexibility was due primarily to the careful selection of materials, a science in its own right. Quality of material was absolutely fundamental to the construction. If rigid components came to be incorporated, parts of the hull could separate, as in fact happened on the Gaia.

Every single plank was shaped by axe, not sawn. This gave the planks greater integrity and strength. The planks were caulked, if possible, with cow’s hair, carded and spun together with wool, and steeped in tar. This compound (sitjæra) was boiled in tar and pitch. It is tough as ski wax, and provides long-lasting waterproofing.

Another subtle detail must be noted. The Vikings built their ships out of green wood. By using of uncured materials they prevented the wood from stiffening up before the ship was completed. Flexibility was preserved, and that counted when it came to encounters with heavy breakers and storms. This enabled the Vikings to dare to undertake long ocean voyages in both summer and winter.

The crews certainly preferred to make camp on land at night, preferably in a bay or cove on the lee side of a sheltering island. Great warships had 26-60 oarsmen (28 on the Oseberg, 32 on the Gokstad).108 When the winds failed, the Vikings used their oars. Thus sailing required strength and endurance on the part of the crewmen. A ship builder at the Roskilde Viking Ship Museum in Denmark reports that after three straight hours’ sailing on a replica Viking ship at about 10 knots, he was absolutely exhausted. But of course he and the other crewmen were not specially trained in the relevant style of seamanship, and cannot be compared with their predecessors from 1,200 years earlier.109

Those who set out on long Viking voyages had to be highly conditioned, strong men, and the majority of them were surely handpicked for specialized training. Physical strength alone was not enough to make them able skilfulwarriors. Not only rowing required strength and expertise; handling the sail was equally important.

Without a well-knit crew, the organized and rapid raids we read of in the various sources could scarcely have been possible. The crewmen had to cooperate on land too, under the leadership of the ship’s captain – the skipper. Since before the Viking Age the skippers had carried out a central social function as a basis for personal political independence in Norway, something that is typical of maritime culture. Up to the 20th century, thousands of them operated on larger or smaller boats along the entire Norwegian coast. They held life and death in their hands, and so were required to develop independence and responsibility.

When the Vikings encountered barriers on the riverways, they could haul the ships over land. The Vikings learned ancient navigational arts which have not been fully rediscovered even today. The methods by which they mastered the sea would have given them uncommon confidence in their own strength and abilities.

For over 40 years, unique reconstruction work and practical trials of replica vessels have given the staff of the Viking Ship Museum in Roskilde an unmatched competence in Viking Age sailing. Much of that know-how has been acquired through working with western Norwegian and (especially) northern Norwegian boat specialists. “Jekts” from Trøndelag and Nordland, with their square sails, are not greatly different from Viking ships. At the end of the 1970s old boat people could still share timeless knowledge about those kinds of ships. They could explain procedures and life on board – part of the oral culture of Norway. Those people were the last links. These carriers of culture are no longer with us.

Examination of the hulls of Viking ships has revealed to researchers constructional details which awed them with their technical perfection. Here is clear evidence of a ship-building tradition based on exact knowledge of the qualities of materials.110

In recent years, Norwegians have also developed considerable competence with Viking ships, both in the Oslo region and in western Norway. In Vestfold (near Oslo) the construction of a scientifically exact, full-scale replica of the Oseberg ship has been built and a new ship is reconstructed.111 In Haugesund, the world’s largest Viking ship, 35 metres long, called the Dragon Harald Finehair, based on elements of both the Oseberg and the Gokstad ships (built ca. 895–900), has sailed successfully to the United States where it stays 2017–2018.112

Based on the technical information thus revealed, we can understand that the Viking ship was the key to maintaining the dominance of Norwegian chieftains even beyond Norway’s coastal regions. The Viking ship was what made it possible for these chieftains to participate in power politics on the Continent more than a thousand years ago.113 But the ships were also a material necessity for uniting the Norwegian petty kingdoms into a monarchy.

Although the Viking ship is the key to understanding the Scandinavians’ influence in Europe after 800, it is important not to underestimate their capacity also to make war on land. Part of that success was due to rapid raids and quick retreats. But when they formed land armies, the Vikings used banners and pennants, revealing that they represented well-organized warrior groups, terrifying in their own right. On the whole, the fact that the warriors possessed first-class weapons and physical military training greatly contributed to a fighting spirit based on individual heroism. The American historian Kelly de Vries thinks that no other European armies operated on the basis of individual motivation to the same degree as the Scandinavians. This was partly the fruit of Norse honour culture, but it was also because they were more dependent on individual strength, as they often defeated enemies in greater numbers. To compensate for numerical inferiority, they developed an early form of psychological warfare. de Vries is especially interested in this. He notes that, as a rule, battles began with a fiery oration from the chieftain to his troops, often prefaced by a battle song. Then loud war horns directed powerful blasts against the enemy, and the battle itself opened with resounding battle cries which assaulted the enemies’ psychology: “Only the most strong-willed would not panic.”114 Although berserkers were abolished as specialized troops no later than the early 1000s, part of their effect persisted as “the berserk rage.” That meant working oneself up to unlimited fighting fury against the enemy, based on basic physical training. Elements of so-called berserk rage in close combat long maintained a terrifying psychological effect on opposing enemies. This distinctive feature could play a decisive role in confrontations with non-Scandinavian powers, but within Scandinavia itself these traits were of less significance, as both sides made use of such specialized troops.

[image: images]


How useful are the sagas as historical sources? Topography, place-names, ancient customs, archaeological details, and major historical events are, so far as we can judge, recounted as painstakingly as possible, and we have no immediate reason to doubt that the same effort has been applied to its picture of society, religion, and conditions of life in general. We may assume that the authors of the Icelandic and Kings’ sagas genuinely desired to present life in the past as accurately as possible, and that the best of them possessed knowledge and education which made it possible for them to come close to that mark.

– Professor Preben Meulengracht Sørensen, 1991
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