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My mother once told me/ She'd buy me a longship,
A handsome-oared vessel/ To go sailing with Vikings:

To stand at the stern-post/ And steer a fine warship,
Then head back for harbour/ And hew down some foemen.

(Egil's Saga, Ch. 40)

The Viking Age

The Viking Age is generally considered to be the period from the 9th through the 11th Centuries, approximately three hundred years when contact with Norsemen greatly influenced the development of Western Europe. This period is characterized by Norse exploration, expansion, conquest and settlement in Western Europe and the Americas.

Many stories of the Viking Age begin with a fictionalized account of the heroic Leif Eiricksson sailing to the Americas (c. 1000) or the barbaric Ragnar sailing up the Seine and burning Paris (845 CE). However, the truth is that these momentous events were the result of previous accomplishments during the Viking Age. For the purpose of our study, we must first look to the conditions that contributed to development of Viking society and facilitated their success.

Historians have sighted the year 793 CE as the beginning of the Viking Age when, during the first widely reported contact by Western Europeans with the Barbarians of the North, a marauding band of Norwegian Vikings assaulted the Isle of Lindisfarne, burned the abbey, and slaughtered the inhabitants, taking a wealth of material goods with them.
 We know now that the Norse were merely Northern Europeans, initiating contact with the West somewhat like the Franks in the 4th Century. The Saxons, Angles, and Jutes of Britain should not have been surprised to see Norsemen; in truth, the raiding Norse were merely their ethnic Germanic cousins, coming to pay them a visit: a deadly visit.

Conditions at the Beginning of Viking Age

At the beginning of the Viking Age, the Norse occupied territories now known as Scandinavia—the Juteland Peninsula, the Scandinavian Peninsula, and several islands in the Baltic Sea. The Norse, being ethnic Germans, were organized by family groups. As families grew, members would stretch out to settle new lands to support their increased population. Due to the topography of Scandinavia, families were regularly separated by mountains, fiords, or swamps. Ethnically similar but geographically separate, theses Germanic peoples developed along separate but parallel lines into three fairly distinct communities—the Danes on the Juteland Peninsula and Zealand, the Norwegians in the west and the Swedes in the east of the Scandinavian Peninsula.

The Nordic nations which would eventually coalesce at the end of the Viking Age grew out of their tradition of grouping smaller communities into larger units—homestead into hamlets, hamlets into villages, villages into districts. Consistent with the Germanic character of the Norse, strong familial ties and bonds of loyalty to warlords were the chief cohesive agents of their culture. Whereas familial ties were permanent, loyalty to warrior chiefs were fluid; and, shifting alliances shaped the political organization of the burgeoning Nordic states.

Relatively small, remote areas would elect representatives to the Thing, effectively a representative body, where a Jarl (precursor to the English title of Earl) was elected and a form of representative government was practiced.
 In turn, select members of the Thing would assemble at the Gulathing, a Nordic version of a regional assembly, to certify a king or alliance and agree on common rules which all of the people were to live by.
 The usual reason for convening this assembly was to levy taxes, soldiers, and materials for war.

The Norse practiced a warrior-cult religion, worshiping Odin and the pantheon of Germanic gods. This religion was a powerful unifying force among the Norse.
 However, as they expanded in Western Europe, greater contact with Christianity was inevitable. As chronicled by Adam, Bishop of Bremen (c. 1075), Bishop Poppo (c. 960) is credited with converting King Harald Blue-Tooth of Denmark to Christianity.
 Many Christian missionaries were martyred for the faith; but by the end of the Viking Age, many Norse had been converted. King Olaf Haraldsson (d. 1035) was later canonized as St. Olaf for bringing Christianity to Norway. Economically it was important to be able to trade with Christian Western Europe. The Church devised an interesting practice of prima signatio (provisional baptism), where pagans were certified by the church as safe to do business with Christians.
 Although not necessarily true, having submitted to provisional baptism was many times a first step toward conversion.

As the Norse population expanded, trade also expanded. The kingdoms of the North produced furs, foodstuffs, and amber which were traded in European centers from Bremen to Kiev to Constantinople.
 Even before the great Germanic migrations which were to overwhelm the Western Roman Empire, Norse trade routes from Scandinavia linked Nordic peoples to the major centers of the Roman World and possibly as far as Persia and China.

An offshoot of trade was the common practice of piracy. The term Viking should not describe an ethnic group but a vocation. Norsemen were farmers, traders, and warriors; however, they are best remembered as plunderers. Gwen Jones describes Viking as a "seasonal employment."
 In late spring or summer during the Viking Age, adventuresome Norsemen would head out in search of fortune and return home in autumn to hearth and kin and harvest.

As trade flourished, exploration went hand-in-hand. Marx would say that searching for markets and natural resources are necessary elements of economic development, and I agree. From the onset of the Viking Age, Norse sailors plied the coastal waters of the Baltic and North Sea. By the end of the age, utilizing their specially crafted longships, they had ventured around Western Europe to the Mediterranean Sea and even to the coast of North America.

As news of new lands returned to Scandinavia, the Norse–being a hardy breed–were known to load up their families, goods, and livestock and head out to sea, following the paths of the first adventurers. As this chain migration progressed, the Norse settled the Faroes, the Herbridies, Iceland, and even Greenland.
 There is archeological evidence that some Norse settled in L' Anse aux Meadows in Newfoundland on the North American continent in about 999 CE.
Leif Eiriksson who's father, Eirik the Red, settled Greenland was reportedly the first European to visit the mainland of North America. Many historians have credited Leif with the establishment of a temporary settlement in Vínland at L'Anse aux Meadows, modern day Newfoundland; however Frederick Pohl discounts Leif as the founder. Pohl speculates that because only fourteen of the twenty-five ships which set out with Erik made it to Greenland, at least one of the ships, probably driven south by the Labrador Current, came ashore on northern Newfoundland. Pohl answers the question of why Europeans were not aware of the Norse colony in the New World saying, "There was no saga record of the L'Anse aux Meadows settlement for the simple reason that none of the Vikings who were there returned to tell about it."

Not only did the Norse explore and settle new lands, on several occasions they took advantage of weak governments and regional strife to establish Norse settlements in Western Europe. The Danes conquered northern England, securing Norse claims from King Alfred the Great and establishing the Danelaw, centered on the city of York.
 The Norse settled the northwest corner and west coast of Ireland, also founding the Medieval city of Dublin.
 In 845 CE Ragnar, a Norwegian Viking, sailed up the Seine River in France and burned Paris. The weak French king, Charles the Bald, paid 7,000 pounds of silver to prevent further attacks. This is the first example of Danegeld, the practice of paying off the Norse for either protection or in lieu of assault. Extorting wealth and property in the form of Danegeld became a lucrative practice. And, the Norse promptly settled along the lower Seine. 

In 911 CE after further Viking incursions, Charles the Simple ceded the region of Normandy to Rollo, a Dane, in return for protection of France's weak border on the North Sea. As a result, Normandy in Northwest France and York in North England became Norse communities. These communities would have profound effects on the development of France and England as nation-states in the beginning of the Renaissance.

Conditions at the end of the Viking Age

At the end of the Viking Age, the Early Middle Ages were drawing to a close. Many historians including Magnus Magnusson cite the Norman (Norse) invasion and occupation of England in 1066 as the definitive conclusion, changing Western Europe and introducing the Late Middle Ages.

During the Viking Age, Western Europe changed materially, culturally, and technologically. By the end of the period, life for the average person in Scandinavia was probably a little easier; as society as a whole benefited from the trickle-down of imported wealth from trade and the extortion of Danegeld. Scandinavia contributed to the birth of the Late Middle Ages by providing raw manpower and a new vigor through exportation of their sons and daughters and increasing trade throughout Western Europe. In return, the Norse benefited substantially. Exposure to Christianity brought literacy and Western culture to Scandinavia, and settlement beyond Scandinavia, especially in Iceland and Normandy, allowed for continuation of Nordic culture and peoples beyond their original borders at the beginning of the Viking Age.

Were the Norse successful during the Viking Age? Ask an ethnic Dane living in Normandy or Northern England or Ireland or Iceland or Greenland. Did the Norse influence the development of Western Europe during the Early Middle Ages? Ask a Parisian why Normans occupy the five provinces at the mouth of the Seine River.

Works Cited

Jones, Gwyn. A History of the Vikings. New York: Oxford University Press, 1984.

Magnusson, Magnus. Vikings. New York: Elsevier-Dutton Publishing Co., Inc. 1980.

Mercier-Sivadjian, Eve. ed. Pays et Gens de Normandie. Paris: Librairie Larousse, 1982.

Pohl, Frederick J. The Viking Explorers. New York: Thomas Y. Crowell Company, 1966.

Sturluson, Snorri. Snorri's Edda qtd in Magnusson, Magnus. Vikings. New York: Elsevier-Dutton Publishing Co., Inc. 1980.

Charles E. Lewis

� Snorri Sturluson, Snorri's Edda qtd in Magnus Magnusson, Vikings. (New York, Elsevier-Dutton Publishing Co., Inc., 1980), 9.


� Magnus Magnusson, Vikings. (New York, Elsevier-Dutton Publishing Co., Inc., 1980), 31.


� The Thing was not a representative democracy as we know it; however, there were some similarities to a representative assembly. Gwyn Jones, A History of the Vikings. (New York, Oxford University Press, 1984), 83.


� Jones, 92.


� Jones, 73.


� Magnusson, 86.


� Magnusson, 71.


� Magnusson, 112.


� Magnusson, 17.


� Jones, 211.


� Magnusson, 9.


� Frederick J. Pohl, The Viking Explorers (New York: Thomas Y. Crowell Company, 1966) 185.


� Magnusson, 145.


� Magnusson, 153.


� Magnusson, 281.


� Normandy consists of the traditional provinces of Manche, Calvados, Orne, Eure, and Seine-Maritime. Eve Mercier-Sivadjian, ed., Pays et Gens de Normandie (Paris: Librairie Larousse, 1982) Endnotes.





