
3.15 SkillBuilder: Interpreting sources on the Vikings
3.15.1 Tell me
What are our main sources for the Vikings?
We have many sources that tell us about the Vikings. Most sources from the Viking Age are archaeological.
This means that much of what is written about the Vikings is based on guesswork. Written documents from
the Viking Age itself are, for the most part, very brief. Secondary sources, including film or attempts to
recreate Viking life through replicas like armour or ships or buildings, are often based on guesswork.

Why do we need to interpret sources for the Vikings?
Sources can reveal a lot about the Vikings. Historians need to ask questions about both primary and
secondary sources to identify their origin (where they came from), their purpose (why they were created)
and whether or not they are reliable and therefore useful.

SOURCE 1 The Trelleborg Ring, a Viking fortress in Denmark, was built about 980 CE. Ring fortresses
were surrounded by circular earthen mounds. Visible in this aerial view is the circular ridged earthen
mound, which was the defensive wall. It is surrounded by a ditch.
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3.15.2 Show me
How to interpret sources for the Vikings
We need to think carefully about the clues each source provides. We need to ask questions such as:

1 When and

where was it

made?

2 What

was its

purpose?

3 Is it a

primary or

secondary

source?   

4 Can we tell

whether it

is genuine?

5 What conclusions can we

draw from the source?

Archaeological

sources 

Written

sources

1 Who wrote

the source?

2 Is it a primary

or secondary

source?

3 Can we tell

whether it is

accurate?

4 Could the

author be

biased? If so,

does it affect

the reliability

of the source?

5 What conclusions can we

draw from the source?

Step 1
The questions for archaeological sources have been applied to SOURCE 1.
1. When and where was it made? Scientific tests show it was built between 980 and 981 CE.
2. What was its purpose? It was a fortress, meant to shelter armed men and to control the surrounding

country.
3. Is it a primary or secondary source? Having been built during the Viking Age, it is a primary source.

Almost certainly it was built by Danish Vikings.
4. Can we tell whether it is genuine? It is a genuine Viking building complex. It was built during the

Viking Age and is now mostly in ruins, with most of the timber structures having disappeared
over time.

5. What conclusions can we draw from the source? The Vikings built ring fortresses that were surrounded
by mounds and ditches.

Step 2
The questions for written sources have been applied to SOURCE 2.

SOURCE 2 An extract from an Icelandic saga called Eyrbyggja, written originally in Old Norse, or Icelandic, in the
mid-thirteenth century

[The] onset [of the battle] was of the fiercest, and many were wounded on either side, but none slain. Snorri and
his folk shot so thick and fast, that Raven with his men gave back from the wall [of the defensive work]. Then
Thrand the Strider made a run at the wall, and leaped up so high that he got his axe hooked over the same, and
therewith he drew himself up by the axe-shaft till he came up on to the work . . . [When] Raven saw that a man
had got on to the work, he ran at Thrand, and thrust at him with a spear, but Thrand put the thrust from him, and
smote Raven on the arm close by the shoulder, and struck off the arm. After that many men came on him, and he
let himself fall down outside the wall . . .

1. Who wrote the source? The author is unknown. We know only that, like the Viking saga he has written,
he has an Icelandic heritage.

2. Is it a primary or secondary source? The event is a Viking battle. As this source was written in the
mid-thirteenth century and the author could not have witnessed the events he describes, it is a
secondary source. However, if we were studying this source in the context of thirteenth-century
medieval literature, it would be a primary source.
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3. Can we tell whether it is accurate? It is not an eyewitness account. Even as a fictional account, the
style of warfare may have changed after 200 years. At best, it is an imaginative account of a battle on a
Viking fortress. We cannot be certain that it is an accurate description of an event from the Viking Age.

4. Could the author be biased? If so, does it reflect the reliability of the source? There does not appear to
be any motive for bias. It is a straightforward account of a battle in the Viking Age.

5. What conclusions can we draw from the source? We cannot conclude anything about actual Viking
battles, but we can conclude that the Vikings told stories about their battles.

3.15.3 Let me do it
Complete the following activities to practise this skill.

3.15 ACTIVITY
Use the following questions to interpret SOURCES 4 and 5. The information given in SOURCE 3 will help you judge
which is more reliable.
1. When and where was it made?
2. What was its purpose?
3. Is it a primary or secondary source?
4. Can we tell whether it is genuine?
5. What conclusions can we draw from the source?

SOURCE 3 From an article by Holger Schmidt entitled ‘The Trelleborg House Reconsidered’

The reconstructed Viking-age house erected at Trelleborg in 1942 has, as a result of recent archaeological
investigation, proved to be wrongly designed. The theory that it had an outside gallery [the verandah] is
impossible to sustain, since on further examination the posts proved to be inclined towards the house and
they must, therefore, be explained as buttresses . . . [The] whole structure of the house must be reconsidered
. . . [The] Trelleborg house-type is that of the NW European medieval hall. It was built entirely of wood, the
walls were of a stave-plank construction and it had a trussed-rafter roof. The convex shape of the structure
was in accordance with contemporary taste or style . . . The walls . . . were perpendicular, but the roof and
buttresses would have been the overriding feature of the exterior, giving it the curved outline of . . . hog-back
grave-covers.

SOURCE 4 Reconstruction of a Viking longhouse from Trelleborg. It
was built in 1942 and is supposed to be modelled on the longhouses
which once occupied the Trelleborg Ring, as seen in SOURCE 1.
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SOURCE 5 A more recent reconstruction of a Viking longhouse from a
ring-fortress site at Fyrkat in Denmark
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