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Basic Pronunciation Guide to Tricky Letters

For the most part, I have given Old Norse personal and place-names in their Anglicized forms (for example, Gudrid and Thorstein rather than Guðríðr and Þórsteinn). Modern Nordic personal and place-names are in the original. Occasionally words and names have been quoted in Old Norse, in italics. In these cases the following rough pronunciation guide might be useful. Since most literature written in Old Norse comes from Iceland, and, relatively speaking, there haven’t been many pronunciation changes in the intervening centuries—far fewer than, say, the pronunciation changes between Chaucer’s English and Modern English—it is common to pronounce Old Norse according to Modern Icelandic pronunciation. This is what is described below, although there are plenty of online guides available for those who want to know more about the intricacies of the subject.

Á  /  á  =  as in ‘how’

É  /  é  =  as in ‘yell’

Í  /  í  =  as in ‘sweet’

Ó  /  ó  =  as in ‘slow’

Ú  /  ú  =  as in ‘too’

Æ  /  æ  =  as in ‘wine’

Œ  /  œ  =  as in ‘wine’

Ǫ  /  ǫ  =  as in ‘fur’

Ð  /  ð  =  as in ‘this’ (voiced ‘th’)

Þ  /  þ  =  as in ‘thin’ (unvoiced ‘th’)

J  /  j  =  as in ‘yes’

ll  /  rl  =  ‘tl’

r  =   short rolled ‘rr’ (barely one trill)

Useful Modern Scandinavian letters:

Æ  /  æ  =  as in ‘pat’ or ‘bad’

Å  /  å  =  as in ‘awe’ or ‘law’

Ø  /  ø  =  as in ‘fur’ or ‘sir’








Vikings

A longboat full of Vikings, promoting the new British Museum exhibition, was seen sailing past the Palace of Westminster yesterday. Famously uncivilised, destructive and rapacious, with an almost insatiable appetite for rough sex and heavy drinking, the MPs nonetheless looked up for a bit to admire the vessel.

The Times, 16 April 2014
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chapter 1

Inroads from the Sea

Dragons over Northumbria


The vikings have always had a reputation as the bad boys of the medieval world: axe-wielding village pillagers and bloodthirsty monk-murderers with names such as Ivar the Boneless, Erik Bloodaxe, and Ragnar Hairy-Breeches. They could hardly complain about the bad press. After all, their first major attack in England was a brutal raid on the island monastery of Lindisfarne, in the summer of ad 793. According to the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle,* their arrival was foreshadowed by omens that seared the Northumbrian sky:


In this year came dreadful portents over the land of the Northumbrians, and the people were terrified most pitifully. There were immeasurable whirlwinds and sheets of lightning, and fiery dragons were seen flying through the air. These signs were soon followed by a great famine, and a little after that…the despicable ravaging of the heathen men annihilated God’s church on Lindisfarne with plundering and slaughter.1



Lindisfarne—also known as Holy Island—is a tidal island two miles off the Northumbrian coastline. At the time of the attack, it lay in the political heartlands of the Anglo-Saxon north; a fabulously wealthy ecclesiastical powerhouse. To give some idea of the monastery’s clout, it was here that the Lindisfarne Gospels were created in around ad 700. This beautiful manuscript is one of the finest treasures of the Anglo-Saxon world, crawling with densely knotted interlace patterns and thickly textured with coloured inks and gold leaf. Originally it was bound in a priceless leather cover studded with jewels and metals—a ‘treasure binding’—made by a hermit and goldsmith named Billfrith. The manuscript was made to honour St Cuthbert (c.634–87), who had led the community at Lindisfarne and is patron saint of northern England. When St Cuthbert’s coffin was opened in the nineteenth century, eye-wateringly expensive items from seventh-century Lindisfarne were discovered inside, including a comb made of elephant ivory, an embossed silver altar cloth, and a golden cross studded with garnets.

Books, saints, and prayers were no defence against axes and swords wielded by heathens from across the North Sea. Lindisfarne was unprotected and conveniently cut off at high tide, with low sandy bays perfect for landing shallow-bottomed longboats. As far as the vikings were concerned, Lindisfarne was a plump sitting duck. Two weeks before midsummer, when the long days stretched out as far as the wide horizon, dark blurs appeared on the skyline. Gradually, the blurs grew into longboats, slicing through the sea towards the Northumbrian coast. Their square sails swollen with summer wind, the boats bore down on the island.




[image: image]
Figure 1.1 Lindisfarne, overlooking the bay by the monastery






It would have been no comfort to the monks of Lindisfarne, but these vessels were at the cutting edge of ship technology: powerful oak vessels with stable keels and thin, flexible frame timbers. They were capable of battling the heavy gales and high waves that the sailors would have encountered as they left the relative safety of their coastlines and voyaged further afield across the wide ocean. From a Scandinavian point of view, this well-tuned little nautical orchestra was a thing of beauty: a testament to technological accomplishment and fine craftsmanship. From an Anglo-Saxon point of view, it was an instrument of God’s divine retribution.

Perhaps the monks were at prayer, or at their chores, or tucking into lunch, when news came that unknown vessels were nearing the shore. Perhaps they hurried out to see what the fuss was about, or barricaded themselves inside and prayed for deliverance. Whatever their reaction, the events that followed were more brutal than anyone could have imagined. Weapons gripped in their gnarled, sea-weathered hands, the vikings fell upon Lindisfarne ‘like stinging hornets’ and ‘fearful wolves’, as the twelfth-century writer Symeon of Durham described it. They plundered the monastery, dug up the altars, and seized any valuables they could find. The monks were cut down where they stood, or taken to the sea to be drowned. The luckier ones were driven away, ‘naked and loaded with insults’, while others were trussed up, presumably destined for the slave market.2

No eyewitness accounts survive of the bloody strike. The only testimony from the monastery itself is a memorial stone made in the following century, perhaps commissioned by the monks to remember their butchered brothers. The stone bears witness to the terrible events that took place on that day in early June. On one side, seven warriors stand ready to attack, swords and axes raised above their heads. On the other side, little figures kneel before the cross, the sun and moon hang in the sky, and two hands reach out to encircle the world: Judgement Day has arrived.

As news of the attack spread, shockwaves reverberated through the country and across the water into Europe. Word reached the ears of Alcuin, an Anglo-Saxon monk and scholar who was living at the court of Charlemagne. Horrified, he wrote to the Northumbrian king Aethelred:


Never before has such terror appeared in Britain as we have now suffered from a pagan race, nor was it thought that such an inroad from the sea could be made. Behold, the church of St Cuthbert, splattered with the blood of the priests of God, despoiled of all its ornaments.3



Alcuin came from York and was well acquainted with the local monastic communities in Northumbria; perhaps he even knew some of the victims. Certainly he knew Higbald, who was bishop of Lindisfarne at the time of the attack. Alcuin’s letter to his friend moves swiftly through a gamut of emotions: anguish for what his brothers had endured, distress at the pagan violations, forebodings of further disasters, an uneasy suspicion that sins must have been committed to merit this divine punishment, and a determined call for the brothers to defend themselves:
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Figure 1.2a One side of the Lindisfarne memorial stone depicting seven armed figures 
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Figure 1.2b The other side of the Lindisfarne memorial stone depicting Judgement Day









The calamity of your tribulation saddens me greatly every day, though I am absent; when the pagans desecrated the sanctuaries of God, and poured out the blood of saints around the altar, laid waste to the house of our hope, trampled on the bodies of saints in the temple of God like dung on the streets.…Either this is the beginning of greater tribulation, or else the sins of the inhabitants have called it upon them. Truly it has not happened by chance, but is a sign that it was well merited by someone. But now, you who are left, stand manfully, fight bravely, defend the camp of God.4



Unhappily, Alcuin’s fears of hardships still to come were not unfounded. He could not have known it, but as he listened to grave reports from the north, what he was hearing was the first rattling pebbles of a landslide that would rumble and thunder down the centuries, shaking the coastlines and waterways of Western Europe. Ever since, ad 793 has been emblazoned on the parchments of medieval chronicles and the pages of history books: the ominous year in which the curtain rose on the Viking Age.

Danelaw

Of course, history is rarely so cut-and-dried. The attack on Lindisfarne wasn’t even the first time that Scandinavians had spilt blood on Anglo-Saxon shores. According to the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, a smaller scuffle took place four or five years earlier, at the other end of the country, on the Isle of Portland in Dorset. On this occasion, it was a royal official who got it in the neck:


In these days there first came three ships of the Northmen, and the royal official rode down to meet them. He wanted to take them to the king’s town because he didn’t know who they were, but there they killed him. These were the first ships of the Danish men that sought out the land of the English.5



Shocking as these events were—not least for the unfortunate royal official in question—the episode is hardly on a par with descriptions of the Lindisfarne raid, with dragons in the sky and blood on the altars. It isn’t even clear what three boatloads of Scandinavians were doing in Dorset. The description in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle hardly sounds like a planned attack, and certainly not the sort of let’s-pillage-this-village type of raid that battered the shores of Lindisfarne.

Nevertheless, an unpleasant sea-change was blowing in from chilly northern waters. Rumours of unidentified pagan pirates loitering around the coastal waters of Britain and Western Europe buzz nervously at the edges of texts from this period. For example, the Royal Frankish Annals describe how in 800 Charlemagne organized a defensive fleet in the coastal region adjoining the Gallic sea, ‘which was then infested with pirates’.6 After a flurry of raids—the plundering of Lindisfarne was followed by attacks on monasteries such as Monkwearmouth-Jarrow in north-east England and Iona in Scotland—things went quiet for a time. But by the mid-ninth century a new wave of Nordic invaders had returned to trouble the country, and this time they intended to stay.

In 865 the Great Heathen Army landed on England’s south coast. They brought East Anglia to its knees, and then sliced their way up the country, led by two brothers called Ivar and Halfdan. Several centuries later, Ivar was furnished with an unusual nickname—‘boneless’—which has spawned several interesting theories regarding his character and physical attributes: perhaps a not-very-subtle reference to his deficiencies in the bedroom, or an indication that he suffered from osteogenesis imperfecta (‘brittle-bone disease’). More likely, the explanation is less colourful: a misreading of the Latin word exosus (‘detestable’) as exos (‘boneless’).*7 As the Anglo-Saxons and their Scandinavian aggressors battled for control, kingdoms began to topple. Over the years, territorial boundaries were drawn and redrawn, first in blood, then on the parchment pages of peace treaties. But the struggles continued.

The tenth century dawned on an England ripped in half, with much of eastern and central England under Scandinavian control. In time, this area became known as the Danelaw. By the middle of the century, the shadowy figure of Erik Bloodaxe was ruling Northumbria from the viking stronghold of York—Jórvík—before being driven out and killed in 954. With Erik’s death, viking rule came to an end, at least for the time being. But towards the end of that century a new wave of raids started up again, and the Anglo-Saxons began paying the raiders off with tribute. This was why the unfortunate Anglo-Saxon king Aethelred gained the nickname ‘the Unready’, which has nothing to do with him always being last out of the house in the morning or late for meetings, but instead is linked to his poor handling of the viking crisis. This nickname only came about in the twelfth century, as an ironic play on his name: the Old English word æthel means ‘noble’ and ræd means ‘counsel’, so his name basically meant ‘noble-counsel, bad-counsel’.*

The renewed raids led to escalating ethnic tension, culminating in the St Brice’s Day massacre of 1002, which came about after King Aethelred ordered all Danes living in England to be killed. Nor was this the only instance of brutal violence against the Scandinavian immigrant community. In 2008, during building work at St John’s College in Oxford, the skeletons of over thirty young men were discovered, many with horrible slashes and puncture wounds from blades. Chemical analysis of the bones suggests that they were Scandinavians who died around this time, although they are unlikely to have been St Brice’s Day victims themselves.

Unfortunately for Aethelred, his problems were set to multiply. The Anglo-Saxons continued to beat back and buy off viking invaders for the next decade, until, in 1013, King Svein Forkbeard of Denmark mounted a large-scale invasion. Soon enough, Aethelred had been exiled to France, and Svein was crowned king on Christmas Day. But this was a short-lived victory, quite literally, for Svein was one of England’s shortest reigning monarchs, dead only five weeks later. His son, Knut—better known as King Canute—did much better; as ruler of England, Denmark, and Norway, he managed to juggle the interests of the Anglo-Saxons and Scandinavians for twenty years.

Even the cataclysmic events of 1066 didn’t rid the country of Norse rulers. ‘Norman’ is simply a contraction of ‘Northman’. Several generations earlier, around the time when the Danelaw was being established in England, the king of France offered a chunk of northern France to a group of vikings if they would protect the land from other vikings. In time they settled down, married local women, and adopted their language, but their veins ran with Nordic blood.

Eggs and dregs

The same is true of the British Isles. Although it might seem as though the vikings have long since vanished, there are traces of them everywhere—clues buried in our culture for us to remember them by. Down to the present day, echoes of our Nordic past remain in our modern place-names, in our language, and, in many cases, even in our blood. Do you like a boiled egg for breakfast as you slurp the dregs of your tea? Do you go berserk if your husband steals the cake you were saving for your guest? These are all Old Norse words that have made their way into the English language. The same is true of place-names. What is probably the rudest place-name in the British Isles (and there are some strong contenders) comes from the Norse settlers. In both Orkney and Shetland there are places that rejoice in the name of Twatt, which comes from the Old Norse word þveit, meaning a clearing or piece of land. Happily, Twatt tea-towels, mugs, and coasters are available from all good tourist shops in the region. Spot the Norse Place-Name is an excellent game to play next time you’re on a long car journey. Every time you see a place-name ending in ‘-by’ you score three points, because ‘-by’ comes from the Old Norse word for ‘settlement’ or ‘farm’. ‘-holme’, meaning ‘small island’ or ‘marshy place’, gets you two points, while a place-name ending in ‘-thorpe’ scores you one point, because ‘-thorpe’ comes from the Old Norse word for a smaller settlement.* If you’re travelling through Yorkshire, the East Midlands, or East Anglia you’ll be rolling in points by the end of the journey, because this was the heart of the Danelaw, and these parts of the country are peppered with Norse place-names.

As for viking blood running in the veins of modern Britons, certainly there are many who would like to believe that. When a 2014 YouGov poll asked people: ‘Do you think you have any Viking ancestry?’, 31 per cent of respondents were ‘definitely’ or ‘probably’ sure that they did.8 On the one hand, these statistics may tell us rather a lot about the very human capacity for romantic wishful thinking. On the other hand, it’s likely that a good proportion of this 31 per cent were absolutely right. Logically, it would make sense that anyone of British descent could have ‘viking ancestry’: we all have two biological parents, four grandparents, eight great-grandparents, and so on. If we traced these lines back to the time of the vikings, we would end up with more possible ancestors than the actual population of the world at the time. In this case, it’s pretty likely that many have a ‘viking’ in their family tree. The difficulty is that, because our soup of DNA is such a complex mix, it is hard to pinpoint which bit, if any, came from which distant ancestor.
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Figure 1.3 Twatt, Orkney







What can be measured, however, is the proportion of different types of chromosome in different parts of the country, which can tell us something about who lived there in the past. Researchers based at the University of Leicester have been working on ‘The Viking DNA Project’, sampling the types of  Y-chromosome present in male populations from Britain and Norway. It turns out that the proportions of a Y-chromosome common in Norwegian men is also high in areas of the British Isles that were heavily settled by the Norse during the Middle Ages. In Shetland the percentage was 41 per cent, in Orkney 50 per cent, in the Isle of Man 39 per cent, in the Wirral 38 per cent, and in West Lancashire 38 per cent. This is in stark contrast to the proportion of this Y-chromosome in areas where there was little Norse settlement (10 per cent in Llangefni and 21 per cent in Mid-Cheshire).9 In other words, the vikings may seem like a faint, bloody stain on our collective past, but in many ways they never really left.

Today’s viking stereotype is of Scandinavian scoundrels who nipped across the North Sea on their longboats to indulge in a spot of pillage and murder, and later decided they liked the land enough to stay. Horrible hairy heathens who—long after Western Europe had converted to Christianity—still believed in bawdy myths about gods, giants, and dwarves, spawned and snuffed out in a bloody tide of sweat, spew, and spittle. Violent men from a violent time when life was cheap and short, who were happy to make it a bit cheaper and shorter if it suited them. In a politically correct, digitized, sanitized age, the vikings continue to cast a powerful shadow. Their fearlessness, their love of adventure, even their bloody brutality, attracts and repels in not-quite-equal measure.

Of course, this stereotype has created a counter-stereotype insisting that the vikings weren’t that bad after all. For instance, the promotional material for the 2014 British Museum exhibition Vikings: Life and Legend emphasized their skills in seafaring and their creation of international cultural networks that extended across four continents. Still, the star of the exhibition was a viking warship 37 metres in length, which stretched across the main exhibition room. Violence sells. This was the most-discussed exhibit in newspaper reviews; an article in the Guardian described it as cutting through the air ‘like a sword through flesh, relentless’. The same reviewer was less impressed by the exhibition as a whole, summing it up as a ‘bloodless collection of bowls and brooches’, and declaring mournfully: ‘I felt like crying. Where were the swords?’10

Slaughter-wolves

So who, or what, were the vikings? The answer depends very much on who is being asked, where they lived, and when. The word ‘viking’ is like an onion: as we travel further back in time, we peel back layers of meaning and interpretation. The English word can be traced to at least the eighth century, where it appears in Latin–English glossaries equating the Latin word piraticum (‘piracy’) with the English word wicingsceaðan (sceaða meaning ‘crime’ or ‘theft’).11 So the Old English word wicing, at least to begin with, meant ‘pirate’ or ‘raider’. At this point in time the word had no particular connection to seaborne Scandinavian marauders, who were yet to shake the coastlines of the British Isles.

By the late tenth century the word had clearly taken on that resonance, in light of the events of the preceding 200 years. An Old English poem known as the Battle of Maldon describes a bloody fight between Scandinavians and Anglo-Saxons on the Essex coastline, which took place in August 991. Things ended badly for the Anglo-Saxons, many of whom fell with their leader on the saltmarshes. Several Anglo-Saxons are identified by name—the poem was probably composed soon after the battle, for an audience who knew many of those who had died—but the attackers are nameless and faceless, identified only as ‘seamen’ (sæmenn), ‘slaughter-wolves’ (wælwulfas), and ‘vikings’ (wicingas).

A couple of decades later, and several hundred miles further north, Archbishop Wulfstan of York had a very clear idea of who the vikings were, and he didn’t like them very much. At some time between 1010 and 1016 he composed his punningly titled Sermo Lupi (‘The Sermon of the Wolf’, an Anglo-Saxon in-joke because Wulfstan means ‘Wolf-Stone’ in Old English). In it, he berated his congregation for bringing God’s wrath—and therefore the viking raiders—down upon the nation. The end of the world was approaching, Wulfstan declaimed from his pulpit, and the English had been led astray by the devil. His assessment of society was not altogether encouraging; one can almost see the spittle fly from Wulfstan’s lips as he listed those ‘sorely injured through sin’:


Here are man-murderers and kin-killers and priest-slayers and haters of monasteries; and here are perjurers and murderers; and here are harlots and child-killers and many foul adulterous fornicators; and here are sorcerers and valkyries; and here are plunderers and robbers and spoilers of the world’s goods; and, to speak briefly, countless crimes and misdeeds.12



The Scandinavians were clearly uppermost in Wulfstan’s mind as he spoke. He referred to the ‘heathen people’, ‘heathen lands’, and ‘false gods’, and gave the example of a slave who escaped his master and abandoned Christendom ‘to become a viking’ (to wicinge weorþe).

Around the same time, there was also a Scandinavian version of the word in circulation: víkingr.* Broadly speaking, a víkingr sailed abroad to seek adventure and loot. A related word—víking—described the expedition itself, as in, ‘he went on a víking in the summer and got lots of booty’. The words víkingr and víking start to appear on Scandinavian runestones from around the mid-tenth century, although this later date doesn’t necessarily mean that the words emerged later in Scandinavia than in the British Isles (literacy was a far later development in Scandinavia, so written evidence only survives here from later on). Raids abroad could be dangerous for the marauders as well as their victims: certain runic inscriptions commemorate men killed while on a víking. On at least fifteen runestones the word even appears as a personal name.13

In Norse prose and poetic texts—which only started to be written down in the late twelfth century—the word is used fairly frequently, with the more definite meaning of ‘freebooter, rover, pirate’, as one dictionary translates it.14 Tough men are said to have been great víkings in their youth, and young men are said to go on víkings in the summer months before returning home. Often they are rowdy lads looking to burn off excess energy, have an adventure, and make some money. Occasionally they are older, in which case they tend to be violent, disruptive figures who find it hard to fit into society. The term vestr-víking is also used, meaning ‘west-raid/expedition’, and referring specifically to raids on the coastlines of the British Isles and Western Europe. The poor monks of Lindisfarne had been the first to experience a vestr-víking, but they wouldn’t be the last.

In short, not all inhabitants of early medieval Scandinavia were vikings. Not even vikings were vikings all the time. The only people who were vikings all the time were men whose parents had named them ‘Viking’. The word doesn’t refer to an ethnic or cultural group in its entirety, but to an activity and its participants. The Anglo-Saxons knew this too: more generally they referred to Scandinavians as þa Deniscan (the Danes) or Norþmen (Northmen/Norwegians). The two terms were relatively interchangeable; a ‘Dane’ could be used to describe any Scandinavian, as we see in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle entry about the murder of the king’s official, where both Norþmen and Deniscan are used.

Those living in the medieval Nordic world were never under any illusion that they were all vikings. But they were part of a common cultural sphere, in which they referred to themselves with terms such as  Norrænn, Norskr, and Norðmenn. Today we often use the rather imprecise, catch-all equivalent: ‘Norse’, or ‘Old Norse’. The basic meaning of all these words—both medieval and modern—is ‘northern’. More generally it is used to refer to the cultures, literatures, and inhabitants of the medieval Nordic diaspora as a whole, which stretched out from mainland Scandinavia—predominantly Norway, but also Denmark and Sweden—across the islands of the North Atlantic.* They were also connected by a common language, which they called the dönsk tunga (‘Danish tongue’). As in Old English, ‘Danish’ in this respect does not refer to the Danish nation specifically, but to Nordic people more generally. Later, when Danish influence waned and the Norwegians became more powerful, the language became known as Norænna (‘Norse’ or ‘Norwegian’). There were dialectal differences between the types of Old Norse spoken in different parts of Scandinavia and its overseas settlements. Most of what we will be looking at is technically Old West Norse, because this is what was spoken in Norway, Iceland, and the other settlements west of Scandinavia, and it was this corner of the world that the sagas come from. Today we generally call this language Old Norse.

Gradually the word ‘viking’ dropped out of the English language. It reappeared at the beginning of the nineteenth century, heralding a renewed enthusiasm for all things northern and medieval. The first modern use of the word was recorded in 1807, three decades before Queen Victoria’s coronation. But for the Victorians in particular, the word wasn’t only reserved for Scandinavian raiders and adventurers. It swallowed up the whole Norse world.

Northland of old

Many of the most famous writers, composers and artists of the nineteenth century had an interest in vikings that now has been almost forgotten. Sir Walter Scott, perhaps best remembered for his services to the Scottish tourist board, was equally inspired by the Nordic past of the British Isles. His 1822 novel The Pirate was particularly instrumental in shaping the way that the vikings were perceived in the era. As Andrew Wawn notes in his book The Vikings and the Victorians:


By day he toiled at the ‘tartaning’ of Scotland; but by night he mused on the residual Viking spirit of the Orkneys and Shetlands.…The Pirate became one of the definitive texts in the construction of the old north in nineteenth-century Britain.15



Similarly, today William Morris is best known for the intricate designs that adorn the wallpapers and textiles of countless tasteful homes; his thieves steal strawberries, they do not raid monasteries. But he was captivated by the ‘Northland of old’, and translated several Old Norse texts into English with his Icelandic friend Eiríkur Magnússon. In 1871 he even made the long pilgrimage to Iceland, hitching a ride on a Danish mailboat from Edinburgh. In his poem ‘Iceland First Seen’ (1891), he captures the bleak northern landscape in typical Victorian romantic style:



Why do we long to wend forth through the length and breadth of a land,

Dreadful with grinding of ice, and record of scarce hidden fire,

But that there ’mid the grey grassy dales sore scarred by the ruining streams

Lives the tale of the Northland of old and the undying glory of dreams?16





Twenty-five years after Morris’s northern voyage, a little-known violin teacher from Worcester was putting the finishing touches to a Norse-themed choral work that would catapult him to national celebrity. Sir Edward Elgar is celebrated as the most British of composers; every year at the Last Night of the Proms, the Royal Albert Hall rocks to lusty strains of his ‘Land of Hope and Glory’. First performed in 1896, his Scenes from the Saga of King Olaf is a very different beast, packed with pagan gods, carousing feasts, and a boisterous sea-battle against Danish invaders. In the notes written at the beginning of the full score, Elgar remarks: ‘In the following Scenes it is intended that the performers should be looked upon as a gathering of skalds (bards); all in turn take part in the narration of the Saga.’17

Beyond Britain’s shores, others were similarly inspired by this mysterious northern world. Written in France in 1864, Jules Verne’s Journey to the Centre of the Earth features a runic manuscript written by the medieval Icelandic saga-writer Snorri Sturluson, which holds the key to the adventure. Over in Germany, the most famous composer to be inspired by these northern impulses was Richard Wagner. He reawoke the dragon-slaying heroes and gods of Norse legend to give them new voices and songs, his greatest hits including the blood-pumping ‘Ride of the Valkyries’. Wagner was also indirectly responsible for the eternal confusion over the viking horned helmet. No viking ever wore such an item, but in 1876, for the first performance of Wagner’s Ring Cycle at Bayreuth, the costume designer Carl Doepler decided that horned helmets would be just the thing to complete the outfits.18

The viking myth continued to be built upon throughout the twentieth century. World War I signalled an end to the upbeat, nationalistic mood that had characterized much of the nineteenth century. In the shell-shocked societies of inter-war Europe, the fascination with the north and its mysteries became a dangerous breeding ground for national and political radicalism, particularly in Germany. Scientific racial theories were combined with Classical and Norse mythology to create the idea of Hyperborea, home of the Aryan race. Nazi leaders such as Heinrich Himmler were particularly interested in Nordic mysticism and runic symbols, while Hitler himself was notoriously fond of Wagner’s music. Briefly spooling forward in time, a number of recent films have also taken as their starting point the Nazi interest in the mysticism and mythologies of the ‘ancient north’. Not all of these are of the highest quality, but they include Blood Creek (2009), featuring a Nazi scholar on a quest for viking runes and immortality, Frostbite (2006), about an elderly Swedish Nazi trying to create a master race from a vampire girl, and Hellboy (2004), in which Nazis—including members of the Thule Society—build a portal off the coast of Scotland and inadvertently summon an infant demon.

Taking inspiration from his day job as professor of medieval literature at Oxford, J. R. R. Tolkien based his tales of hobbits, dwarves, and rings on many of the same Old Norse texts so beloved by the Nazis. He was furious about Hitler’s misappropriation, as he explained in a letter to his son Michael:
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Figure 1.4 Horned helmets at Bayreuth: illustration of Hunding by costume designer Carl Doepler (1876) 
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Figure 1.5 The Funeral of a Viking by Sir Frank Dicksee (1893) (subsequently used by Swedish Viking Metal band Bathory for the cover of their 1990 album, Hammerheart)








I have in this War a burning private grudge—which would probably make me a better soldier at 49 than I was at 22: against that ruddy little ignoramus Adolf Hitler… Ruining, perverting, misapplying, and making for ever accursed, that noble northern spirit, a supreme contribution to Europe, which I have ever loved, and tried to present in its true light.19



Happily for Tolkien, the northern spirit prevailed. Today, we may have first encountered the vikings and their world through swashbuckling films such as The Vikings (1958), where the vikings wear hot pants and furry leg-warmers, and one man is sentenced to death by wolf pit while another meets his end by man-eating crab. Possibly we have read Asterix and the Normans, in which the vikings come from the frozen north to learn the meaning of fear (fearlessness being a terrible disadvantage when one needs to be shocked out of an attack of the hiccups). If we are of a certain age, we may have grown up with Noggin the Nog, gentle king of the Northmen in the British animated cult classic. If we have youth on our side, we may be more familiar with modern incarnations of Norsedom such as Hiccup Horrendous Haddock the Third, young hero of the book and film series How to Train Your Dragon, or the shaven-headed, tattooed Ragnar Lothbrok, badass (anti-)hero of the historical television drama Vikings.

Even so, what lies at the heart of all these interpretations and images is a culture far more fascinating and complex than anything that we can take from the popular media, from our imaginations, or from half-remembered history lessons.

So far, we have seen what the world thought—and still thinks—of the vikings, or more accurately, the Norse. We have seen them through the eyes of their Anglo-Saxon victims, their Victorian devotees, and from writers, artists, musicians, and academics who all wanted a piece of them for themselves. All we have looked at so far is a geographical sliver of their world, where they were known—and continue to be known—as vikings. But Western Europe was only the tip of the iceberg. In the centuries that followed the sacking of Lindisfarne, Norse ships of oak and iron transported these northern voyagers to all corners of the medieval world and beyond, where they not only raided but also traded with locals, explored and colonized new lands, and embarked on pilgrimages and crusades. They expanded westwards across the North Atlantic, settling Greenland for several centuries and attempting to settle the fringes of the North American continent. North beyond the Arctic Circle they traded and allied themselves with nomadic tribes, collecting tribute from them and marrying their women. In the east, they navigated the great waterways of Russia, trading furs, slaves, and amber all the way down to the shores of the Caspian Sea and beyond to Baghdad. In the balmy south, they embarked on pilgrimages and crusades to Rome and Jerusalem, and became members of the emperor’s elite personal bodyguard in far-away Constantinople. Some of these enterprises were predominantly Icelandic affairs, others Norwegian, Swedish, or Danish. But they were all—in their different ways—part of the same medieval Norse diaspora; a remarkable, diverse, far-travelling culture that made its mark on many of the great civilizations of the age.

The Norse appear in written accounts from across the medieval world, just as they do in texts from Anglo-Saxon England. They feature in Greek sources from Constantinople, Russian sources from Kiev and Novgorod, and Arabic sources from Baghdad and Spain. They go by different names—Northmen, Rus, Varangians—but they are still there. Sometimes they are bloodthirsty raiders, said by holy men to be a punishment sent from God. Sometimes they are revered warriors, cutting a swathe through a common enemy. Sometimes they are wily traders, getting the best price from local merchants by whatever means necessary. Sometimes they are northern kings visiting their distant royal cousins, seeking gainful employment in far-off cities, or pursuing wild adventures far from home.

The common denominator is that all these voices come from the outside. But what about the Norse themselves? What did they think of the world and the people and civilizations they encountered? What stories did they bring back home when they returned from their adventures? What happened to these stories over the years, as they were retold in front of winter fires and passed down from generation to generation? Who was forgotten, and who was remembered? Which details fell out of the tales, which were added, and where did they come from?

To try and answer these questions, we need to zoom in on a little island of ice and fire, battered by waves out in the middle of the North Atlantic and hanging just below the Arctic Circle—Iceland.




* The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle is made up of seven main manuscripts. It began to be written down nearly a century after this raid, during the reign of King Alfred (r. 871–99). By the late ninth century things had got decidedly sticky for the Anglo-Saxons, and the invaders were in charge of a large part of England. With the benefit of ninth-century hindsight, it was clear that the events that had taken place in the dying years of the eighth century had heralded a terrible sea-change for the Anglo-Saxon world.

* According to the Norse legends that grew up around Ivar, he and his brothers (who by now had acquired imaginative names such as Bjorn Ironside and Sigurd Snake-in-the-Eye) were spurred on by the death of their father, who had been murdered by the king of Northumbria. The sons exacted the nastiest form of revenge on their father’s killer: the Blood Eagle. The victim was placed face down while his ribs were cut from his spine and pulled outwards. Then his lungs were drawn out through his back, so that the ribs and lungs were exposed like bloody wings. This all sounds very unpleasant, but whether or not this practice ever took place is a matter of considerable debate. (See R. Frank, ‘Viking Atrocity and Skaldic Verse: The Rite of the Blood-Eagle’, English Historical Review 99 (1984), 332–43.)

* Or, as one Anglo-Saxon historian translates it, ‘noble counsel, my foot!’ (S. Keynes, ‘A Tale of Two Kings: Alfred the Great and Æthelred the Unready’, Transactions of the Royal Historical Society 36 (1986), 195–217, at 195.)

* Probably. ‘-thorpe’ is the most problematic of these place-names, which is why you only get one point for this one.

* It isn’t clear whether the word ‘viking’ originated in Scandinavia or England. Possibly there is a common form of the word that pre-dates the Viking Age, but the etymology of the original word is not easily established. In the Old Norse version—víkingr—the vík element may be related to the Old Norse word for ‘bay’, perhaps connected to the seafarers’ habit of navigating (or rather prowling) bays, creeks, and fjords in their boats. In the Old English version—wicing—there may be a relationship with the word wic, meaning a temporary encampment of the kind built by raiders on the coastline.

* Unlike the word ‘viking’, ‘Norse’ is not a term that was used by the Anglo-Saxons or Scandinavians during the Middle Ages. The word first appears in the sixteenth century, where it referred to the Norwegians and the language they spoke. Versions of the word appear in Dutch (noors), Norwegian, Danish, and Swedish (norsk).










chapter 2

Fire and Ice

Terra nova

Iceland is a country in the first flush of youth, in more ways than one. It steamed and spluttered its way into the world a mere 16–18 million years ago or thereabouts, riding on the back of the North Atlantic Ridge. Even now it fizzes with youthful energy, prone to erratic volcanic explosions and covered in a pimply profusion of geysers and bubbling mud-holes. Not for nothing is it called the Land of Fire and Ice.

This is also a land born of the Viking Age. As ice ages and empires came and went, Iceland remained splendid in its fiery northern isolation. It was only at the end of the ninth century that Norwegian ships reached its shores and disgorged their cargo of livestock, furniture, and settlers, who came with the intention of making Iceland their home. Today most Icelanders can still trace their ancestry back through the generations, all the way to these first settlers.

However, as far as we can tell, the first people to set foot on Iceland were not Norse, but Irish. Writing from the Frankish kingdom, a man called Dicuil described an intrepid band of Irish holy men who set off in their coracles, braving the stormy Atlantic waters in search of contemplative solitude. It was the winter of 794, little more than a year after the glint of sharpened metal had appeared off the coast of Lindisfarne. They reached an island north of Britain where they stayed for a few months, isolated from everyone except each other and—so Dicuil tells us—the itchy stowaway lice that they picked from their clothes by the light of the midnight sun.

Several North Atlantic islands fit Dicuil’s description, and it isn’t certain whether it was Iceland they had reached on this occasion. But a similar group of holy men is mentioned in the Book of Icelanders (Íslendingabók), written in the early twelfth century by an Icelander called Ari the Wise. According to this account, the men beat a hasty retreat when the pagan Scandinavians began to arrive:
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Figure 2.1 Land of Fire: a steaming geothermal pool in Iceland







Christians were here then, whom the Northmen call papar, but they later left because they did not want to stay here among heathen people, and left behind Irish books, bells, and croziers.1



No archaeological evidence has been found in Iceland to support Ari’s reference to the papar, and in any case almost a century separates Ari’s holy men from Dicuil’s. However, material finds from elsewhere, including Orkney and Shetland, prove that there were hardcore holy men who sailed the trackless northern seas in search of remote islands where they could become hermits. Perhaps some of them did indeed reach Iceland, as Ari suggests. Maybe one day an archaeologist will strike it lucky, and the truth will surface.

With the Norse settlement of Iceland, we are on rather firmer ground. We can be fairly certain that in the second half of the ninth century, ships began to leave Norway bound for Iceland, their keels ploughing salty furrows through the sea.2 Beards flecked with spume, many of the voyagers decided to take the long way round via the British Isles to stock up on women and slaves, or at least this is the traditional story. Studies of the genetic make-up of modern Icelanders have shown that 80 per cent of the Icelandic men sampled carried a Y-chromosome of Norwegian origin while 20 per cent had the Irish or Scottish equivalent, which suggests that a similar proportion of the first male settlers came from Norway and the British Isles. Yet strikingly, the mitochondrial DNA samples taken from a selection of Icelandic women showed that only 37 per cent of their maternal ancestors set out from Norway, while as much as 63 per cent of the female settlement population came from the British Isles.3




[image: image]
Figure 2.2 Land of Ice: Snæfellsjökull, one of Iceland’s many glaciers (and the gateway to subterranean adventure in Jules Verne’s Journey to the Centre of the Earth)






Whatever their origins, these proto-Icelanders found themselves the new occupants of one of the last unpopulated—but habitable—large landmasses in the world. This was a highly unusual situation, for by this time, only New Zealand was still to be settled by the Polynesians at the end of the thirteenth century. To all intents and purposes, therefore, Iceland was a terra nova, save perhaps for the aforementioned handful of holy men (who under any circumstances would have struggled to create the next generation of settlers between them).

Incredibly, we know the precise date—plus or minus two years—that the Norse began to settle the island, thanks to the same writer who described how the holy men fled. Ari dates the settlement to the time when the Great Heathen Army was devastating England, and takes pains to name his sources:


…according to the reckoning and tallying of Teit my foster-father, whom I consider the wisest of all men, the son of Bishop Isleif, and my uncle Thorkel the son of Gellir, who had a long memory, and Thurid the daughter of Snorri the Chieftain, who was both very wise and not unreliable—when Ivar the son of Ragnar Hairy-Breeches had Saint Edmund, king of the English, killed. That was 870 winters after the birth of Christ.4



Ari’s dating of the settlement—to the time of the murder of King Edmund of East Anglia at the hands of Ivar the Boneless—may seem improbably precise to a modern reader, considering he was writing 250 years after the event itself and relying on the testimony of his friends and family.* But extraordinarily, Ari’s statement is backed up by evidence from the most fitting of Icelandic sources: a volcanic ash cloud.

Across the country, the very earliest settlement layer sits directly above a layer of volcanic ash: shadows and stumps of turf-walled buildings, tools fashioned from whalebones, shards of birch and willow charcoal, slag-splattered sites of iron production, beloved bones of horses and dogs buried as grave-offerings, forgotten fragments of cows, walruses, and birds scattered in the middens, even remains of earthworms that hitched a ride tucked up in the ballast of the settlers’ ships.5 Traces of debris from this same volcanic explosion have also been found in the ice-cores taken from the Greenlandic ice-cap, where patterns of seasonal freezing and thawing produce layers of ice that can be counted up and dated like tree rings. These Greenlandic ice-core rings show that the ash cloud came from a volcano in southern Iceland, and fell in around ad 871.6 In other words, a date that tallies almost exactly with what Ari says.

The soon-to-be Icelanders arrived as pagans. They brought their old gods with them, and are said to have continued as before: eating horses, exposing babies, seeking favours from local guardian spirits, and conducting midwinter sacrifices. Yet gradually, the tendrils of religious change began to wind their way north. At the turn of the new millennium the Icelanders adopted Christianity as their official religion. With Christianity came the tools of writing and the dubious honour of occupying the northernmost, westernmost outpost of European Christendom.

The Icelanders’ first major writing project was to record the laws: the unshakeable bedrock of Icelandic society. Previously, the laws had been recited every year by the Law Speaker at the national assembly (called the Alþingi, even down to the present day). Over the long, dark winter of 1117–18, as stars and northern lights painted the night sky, the laws were written down in the farmhouse of Haflidi Masson, a chieftain from the far north of Iceland. Soon, the Icelanders’ repertoire expanded. They gained a reputation as the history-keepers of the north, writing down not only their own history but also that of other nations. As the medieval Danish historian Saxo Grammaticus explained in his History of the Danes (Gesta Danorum, c.1185):


The diligence of the men of Iceland must not be shrouded in silence; since the barrenness of their native soil offers no support for self-indulgence, they practise a steady routine of temperance and devote all their time to improving our knowledge of others’ deeds, compensating for poverty by their intelligence. They regard it a real pleasure to discover and commemorate the achievements of every nation.7



Over the following centuries, parchments were filled with histories and grammatical treatises, fabulous poems of Norse myths and legends, biblical translations, saints’ lives and homilies, cosmographical texts about the earth and heavens, encyclopedic lists of marvellous races and exotic lands. They were also filled with the sagas.

Saga stories

Today we might use the word ‘saga’ to describe a drawn out, convoluted series of events: perhaps a bad commute to work or an ongoing family feud. In literary works, ‘saga’ tends to be used for a series of novels spanning several generations of the same family, for instance, John Galsworthy’s Forsyte Saga (1922) or more recently the vampirlicious Twilight Saga (starring a centenarian vampire who hangs around an American high-school mooning after a teenage girl). Such usages tell us little about what the sagas actually are.

The sagas are medieval Iceland’s unparalleled storytelling legacy to the world. Their diversity and range is stunning, encompassing a wide range of geography, history, and people. The pared-back intensity of saga narratives is enough to rival any Greek tragedy, Shakespearean comedy, or Hollywood epic. Thwarted love affairs tangle themselves into bloody knots of family feuds and revenge killings. Strong men crack jokes even at the point of death, as they gaze upon the weapon thrust into their guts. Lusty young men jump into bed with farmers’ daughters, queens, and even troll-women. Weapons gleam, lawyers scheme, heroes travel, plots unravel, trolls huff, dragons puff, longboats glide, outlaws hide, and so the saga world turns under the northern sky. Some of the best-known stories include the tragic Saga of Burnt-Njal, with a final body-count of nearly 100, and the Saga of Egil Skallagrimsson, with a brawling drunkard of a protagonist who also happens to be an emotionally delicate, brilliant poet. Elsewhere we meet the tragic outlaw Grettir, who wrestles monsters and the undead out in the wilderness yet has a fatal flaw: a childish terror of the dark. Beyond Iceland’s familiar horizons, the narrative threads whorl out into the wider world, with tales of men and women who sailed over the seas and across the inland waterways to all corners of the medieval world and beyond. Here we meet far travellers such as Gudrid, a formidable woman who journeys to North America and gives birth to a child, or Erik the Red, a hot-tempered serial killer who founds a Norse colony out in Greenland.

All these examples come from the best-known group of sagas today: the Sagas of Icelanders (Íslendingasögur). Their focus is early Iceland during the Settlement Era, from around 870—when Iceland was settled—up to the early decades of the eleventh century. The Sagas of Icelanders engage with many robust and authentic social themes, such as the settlement itself, genealogical details, legal wranglings, corrupt leadership, religious conversion, and foreign kings who need taking down a peg or two. Yet it is equally possible for the narratives to modulate into eerier keys to tell uncanny tales of murdered men who sing in their burial mounds, witches who bring about deaths by carving bloody runes into driftwood, curses made by dead men who return to plague the living, and ill-fated weapons that cast long shadows over several generations.




[image: image]
Figure 2.3 Illuminated manuscript letter from the  Saga of Burnt-Njal (Kálfalækjarbók, c.1350)







Not all sagas are interested in early Iceland and its inhabitants. Another type of saga, called the Kings’ Sagas (Konungasögur), describes the colourful lives and grisly deaths of early Scandinavian kings, mostly from Norway. Their geographical span is wide-ranging; we follow these kings as they journey beyond the Nordic world into Europe, Russia, and the Middle East. These are some of the earliest sagas, and are often preserved as compilations in manuscripts with visually evocative names, such as Morkinskinna (‘Rotten Parchment’), Fagrskinna (‘Beautiful Parchment’), and Hrokkinskinna (‘Wrinkled Parchment’).

The Sagas of Icelanders and Kings’ Sagas concern themselves with the historical past, although this does not mean that they are historical documents.
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