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THE IMPACT OF THE VIKINGS

WHO WERE THE VIKING?

Scandinavian seafarers/raiders/settlers C8-C11  ?

Separate groups – did they agree to respect each others’ “spheres of influence/settlement”? (compare “Scramble for Africa”).

Danes – Northern Europe, British Isles

Swedes – eastwards to Russia, Constantinople (trade links with Afghanistan)

Norwegians – Ireland, Isle of Man, Western Isles, Orkney, Shetland, Faroes, 

  Greenland, Iceland, North America


Reasons:   overpopulation (Norway in particular) in relation to cultivable land

                 climatic deterioration after warmer period – lower crop yields

                 shipbuilding and seafaring capabilities

                 animal husbandry                        “

                 exile due to blood feuds

                 occupation for under-employed and possibly troublesome young men 

                 taxation (loot was not taxed)

                 trade with increasingly wealthy overseas lands (note emporia - Ribe)

                                                                                                    OHP emporia

RAIDING, SETTLEMENT, CONQUEST?

Chronology  (for detailed chronology see duplicated list)                                                                    

1st wave (786-954): raiding (793 Lindisfarne) – overwintering (850 Thanet) – 

 settlement (873 Great Army “divided out the land”: 873-9 Treaties of Alfred and 

 Guthrum created Danelaw).                                                          OHPTreaty

899-924 Reconquest of Danelaw by Edward the Elder (though Northern Danelaw 

 more complicated – not re-absorbed into English state till late C10)  OHP Essex                                                                                              

Peaceful intermission (954-980) – Edgar the Peacemaker 959-975

2nd waves (980-1016) – aimed at national conquest and incorporation in Cnut’s short-

 lived Baltic Empire                  OHP’s raids, Battle of Maldon, Gainsborough Accord

 Norwegian king Harold Hardrada’s attempt to seize English crown – defeat at

 Stamford Bridge (and Riccall? evidence from oxygen-isotope analysis of bodies in 

 mass grave points to massacre here of Norwegians, rather than English as in saga 

 accounts)

 Impact in British Isles – Danelaw                                    OHP Danelaw Regions

                                     - Lancashire, Cumbria, W. Scotland

                                     - Ireland (battles at Tara and Clontarf [1014] ended

                                         Viking power in Ireland)

Contrast arable, accessible E. England with pastoral, less accessible West.

Cost:   1.   heregeld – tax levied to pay for army in general

              2.  Danegeld – levy to pay for Danish mercenaries.eg Thorkell (1012 on)

           3.   tribute paid to keep Danes from raiding – contributions from the wealthy

                  not necessarily in coin; large sums.  

BUT stimulus to economy (need for increased production), growth of towns and 

 markets: loosening of traditional social bonds, particularly in Danelaw.

Sources (i) Documentary  - Anglo-Saxon Chronicle (necessarily biased)    OHP 855

                                          - sagas (how far literary? and later)  QUOTE Orkneyinga

              (ii) Archaeological – chance finds (swords – ritually deposited? -  OHP burial

                                                 Scandinavian-style jewellery (Borre lozenge

                                                 brooches in E. Anglia).              2 OHP’s metalwork 

                                             - burials (few – Repton, Santon Downham) OHP I.o.M.                                                                 

                                             - sculpture (Norwegian/Danish overlap)         3 OHP’s

                                             - coins (St. Edmund memorial, York) – also in

                                                 Scandinavian contexts

                                             - settlements (Brough of Birsay, Jarlshof)

                                              - towns (York, Thetford, Sudbury)

                                             - Swedish runestones refer to fighting in England - also

                                                 confirm Swedish (and Norwegian) mercenaries 

                                                 taking part 

                                            - hoards (Cuerdale; Ashdon – low-value Viking

                                               imitations; near Harrogate – poss. buried during

                                               Athelstan’s reconquest of Northumbria). 

              (iii) Placenames – “gate” = gata (street)

                                         - thorp, by, holm, kjarr, thveit =”clearing” so new

                                            Viking settlement    
                                         - Grimston-hybrids                                         2 OHP’s

                                         - church dedications (Olaf, Clement)

Religion – pagan – disruption of church organisation in East: looting: loss of 

                                 documents and manuscripts.                           OHP dioceses

               - conversion to Christianity – baptism of Guthrum under terms of Alfred’s 

                   treaty (village churches, unlike monasteries, left alone): evidence of

                   sculpture suggests “secularisation”      QUOTE

Law and Landholding  - Danish law in Danelaw, but English and Danes equally 

                                         treated.

                                            - wapentakes and carucates in East.

                                     - binary and duodecimal calculation

                                     - courts (hustings)

Language – replacement of common OE words (cast, fellow, take, ill, loose, egg. 

 knife, window, law, die, happy, ugly, husband)

                     - she, they, them, their (OE confused)

QUESTIONS

How big was the “Great Army”? (here could refer to a group of 35+, ships’ crews 50/60 maximum?

How many Danes actually settled? (compare original Anglo-Saxon, and then Norman, settlement)

