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J O HN L JUN G K V IS T 

A maritime culture

Introduction

It is not uncommon to describe Vikings as people who lived in a prim-
itive society that ”suddenly” began exploring the world during the late 
8th century, as they took on sea voyages that eventually transported 
them as far as Newfoundland in North America and to the Black Sea 
in the east (see for example Diamond 2011). Travelling across water, 
however, was nothing new for Scandinavians. Baltic Islands such as 
Gotland, located nearly 85 kilometres from the nearest shores, were 
colonised more than 9 000 years ago, and fleets from southern Den-
mark took part in the Anglo-Saxon migrations to England almost 400 
years before the first Viking raids.

The importance of maritime life, contacts and economies have been 
constant throughout the history of Scandinavia. The main difference 
between the Viking ocean travellers and their ancestors is that the 
former took the step to make extraordinarily long travels. Why they 
started those longer journeys is a matter of debate, but we do know 
that the story began centuries before the Viking Age.

Today, most people live in an urbanised environment where the mar-
itime world is primarily a recreation area. We may find it hard to grasp 
the importance of the sea, lakes and river landscapes for early humans. 
Most of these landscapes have been completely transformed by humans 
since the Middle Ages. Most rivers today are blocked by dams and many 
lakes and wetlands have been drained in order to  create more farmland 
or plantations for forests. Overfishing has resulted in degraded eco-sys-
tems. Damming the rivers in Europe began during the Middle Ages, 
which meant that the economy based on  migrating fish such as salmon 
began to shrink and many riverine communication routes were cut off. 
This riverine culture of the Vikings and their ancestors has been largely 
forgotten. The Valsgärde boat burials reminds us of a boat culture that 
disappeared completely when four mill dams were constructed between 
Valsgärde and the big lake systems of the Mälar Valley during the Mid-
dle Ages, making boat travel far more problematic.
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The existence of free flowing rivers in a watery landscape means that 
the border between the coast and the interior was vague. All people 
living by rivers or lakes had boats and could easily move from the riv-
ers to the lake systems and the coast. These waters also represented a 
diverse and rich food source, as far more fish migrated from the seas 
up along the rivers and an abundance of birds foraged in the wetlands. 

When travelling along the Scandinavian coast, one observes huge 
regional variation in the nature of the landscape and maritime ecosys-
tems. The Norwegian coastline is high and rocky and exposed to the 
cold, brutal conditions of the North Atlantic. Its northernmost parts 
have an arctic climate. These regions were inhabited by the ancestors 
of the Sami, whose way of life was comparable with the life of native 
groups in Newfoundland, while southern Norway has more in com-
mon with the climate and nature of Scotland. The coast of Denmark 
constitutes low and less dramatic island landscapes that are linked 
to the coast of Northern Germany, the Netherlands and of course 
Sweden. In contrast to Denmark and Norway, which are highly and 
entirely exposed towards the Atlantic, most of the modern Swedish 
landmass is linked to the Baltic Sea. Life in these brackish waters is 
different, and the communities that inhabited this region possessed 
access to the Russian river systems. These represented a northern gate-
way to the Black Sea, the Byzantine Empire and the Arab Caliphates. 

The aristocrats interred within the Valsgärde boat burials were not 
only related to the maritime landscape via their boats. The watery 
world affected both the ordinary and dramatic parts of life. It seems 
like fish was seen as a high-quality food, as various species are found 
in rich burials and fishing was perhaps even considered a sport. But 
there is even more evidence of bird hunting. Aristocrats used a range of 
birds for different hunting purposes. Eagle owls were used as decoys to 
trap birds, goose hawks for hunting prey on the ground, and peregrine 
falcons to catch birds in the sky (Vretemark 2013). The graves also con-
tained some of the hunted species such as ducks, geese and even swans 
and cranes (Sten & Vretemark 1988:150). Analyses of Viking Age skel-
etons reveal that the boat grave people lived far more on food from the 
lakes and rivers than we have previously thought. They saved as much 
as they could of meat producing animals and tried to catch as much as 
possible from the maritime world (Kjellström et al. 2016:369).
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Viking ships and boats are perhaps the most characteristic symbols 
of this period. The size and construction of the vessels varied enor-
mously. Boats in general were common and probably owned and used 
by everyone who lived near the water. Some were only a few metres 
long and used for everyday fishing trips, while the Valsgärde boats 
could transport up to a dozen people along rivers, across lakes, and 
through archipelagos (Larsson 2007:57ff.).

The oldest boat type, which was still used in the Viking age, was 
the log boat that was made from a hollowed out tree trunk. Already 
in the Bronze Age, however, experiments with lighter plank built 
boats began, resulting in the emergence of true clinker-built boats 
more than 400 years before the beginning of the Viking Age (Rieck & 
 Crumlin-Pedersen 1988:91ff.). This boat building technique is the most 
characteristic type for the North Sea and the Baltic regions. It means 

Fig 1. The lost maritime landscape around Uppsala with  esti - 
mated water levels c 500 AD, based on data from Det medeltida 
Sverige (DMS) and Sveriges geologiska undersökning (SGU). 
Map: © John Ljungkvist. 
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that the edges of hull planks overlap each other and the strakes, and 
that the ribs were attached to the hull in a completely different way 
than they were to ships in the Mediterranean. 

All the Valsgärde boats were built in the clinker technique but 
unfortunately almost all of the wood has disintegrated. The iron rivets 
that once joined the hull planks, however, were found still lying in 
their original position. This means that it is possible to reconstruct the 
size and shape of the boat and to study the different characteristics of 
the rivets and iron details, thereby allowing researchers to identify the 
specific types of timbers used and their size (see for example Bill 2018). 

The boats from Valsgärde are up to 12 metres long. As such, they 
were not particularly large vessels. The main reason for this is that 
Valsgärde lies within a river system that was not navigable by larger 
vessels. Experiments have shown that the boats could be used to nav-
igate the Baltic Sea in good weather, but they were primarily used for 
travels in shallower and calmer waters.

The remains of large pre-Viking Age ships have up until recently 
been few. Small parts of vessels have been found on beaches and 
numerous boat houses for large boats are known from Norway. Two 
boat houses, one of which could house vessels more than 20 metres 
in length, have recently been found in Nyköping, just 140 kilometres 
south of Valsgärde (Westberg 2015). Another boat find on a burial 
ground in Ultuna, placed on a good harbour site 12 kilometres south 
of Valsgärde, show that there were boats that were considerably larger 
than those from the boat burials (Almgren 1905; Ljungkvist 2006:178-
181. Another recent discovery includes the Salme boat burials from 
Saaremaa, Estonia. Finds from the burials demonstrate a close con-
nection to the Valsgärde burials, and also provide new insights into the 
early use of sail technology (see below). This demonstrates that quite 
large vessels were used in the Baltic before the Viking Age.

It has been highly disputed when Scandinavians started to use sails. 
This important technical innovation is not necessary for a maritime soci-
ety and it would have had little impacts on coastal and riverine travel. The 
use of sails, however, does make it possible to cross oceans. This meant 
that large vessels could suddenly be manned by far fewer people, and it 
also made it possible for rowers to rest while the ship was transported by 
the winds.
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Before the Viking Age, sails had 
been used in western Europe for at least 
1000 years, by Carthaginians, Romans 
and Greek travelers. But importantly, 
sails were also used well before 0 AD 
by people in Britain and Brittany, 
which means that Scandinavians saw 
and interacted with sailing people. It 
seems, however, like the Scandinavi-
ans took much longer to adopt sailing 
technology (Cunliffe 2017). The debate 
concerning the date when sails were 
first used in the region has yet to be 
resolved. There is no good evidence 
for sails before 500 AD, but 300 years 
later it is apparent that the Scandina-
vians were master sailors. The motif of 
the ship had become a central feature 
of Scandinavian life, as represented fre-
quently on coins, on picture stones from 
the island of Gotland, and of course in 
 magnificent ship burials such as those 
from Oseberg and Gokstad in Norway. 
But when did this transition take place? 

There are some well-documented 
remains of boats, not only from boat 
burials but also Danish finds such as 
the Kångsgårde ship, and the Grested-
bro ship, where vessels over 20 metres 
long and dating from the 7th century 
have been found (Rieck & Crumlin- 
Pedersen 1988:133ff). It cannot be said 
for certain whether any of these vessels 

Fig 2. Boat burial 8 from Valsgärde. 
Drawing by Allan Fridell, © Museum 
Gustavianum, Uppsala University.
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were made for sailing – they are either poorly preserved or exist only as 
fragments. On basis of the many dozens of picture stones from Gotland 
that portray sailing ships, however, it seems likely that the use of these 
had become frequent by the late 8th century (Lindqvist 1941). This sug-
gestion has been recently confirmed by the two spectacular mass burials 
of warriors found at Salme (Konsa et al. 2009; Peets et al. 2013; Price et 
al. 2016). The larger of the two vessels seems to have been a sailing ship, 
so it is likely that the Scandinavians had probably been practising their 
sailing skills for at least 50 years before they began exploring the Atlantic 
Ocean (Price et al. 2016; Peets et al. 2013). Travelling across the sea was 
seen as an adventure that was worthy of being mentioned in dramatic 
stories even before the Viking Age. Beowulf – a Geat who took his com-
panions on a sea voyage to help the Dansh king Hrothgar, who at this 
time was being terrorised by the monster Grendel, is the most famous 
hero of this era: 

Men climbed eagerly up the gangplank,
Sand churned in surf, shining war-gear
In the vessel’s hold, then heaved out,
Away with a will in their wood-wreathed ship.
Over the waves, with the wind behind her
And foam at her neck, she flew like a bird
Until her curved prow had covered the distance
And on the following day, at the due hour,
Those seafarers sighted land,
Sunlit cliffs, sheer crags
(Beowulf [2000]:17, translation by Seamus Heaney)

This poem reveals the relationship between travel, adventure and the 
notable deeds that connected the world of Beowulf to the Valsgärde 
burials. The earliest of these graves represent the beginning of a new 
era starting in around 550 AD. Not only were boats, which were very 
expensive and time consuming to construct, being used as burial ves-
sels, but iron was being used and produced in much higher quantities. 
People were travelling into the forests to produce large volumes of tar 
for waterproofing boats and making them resistant against rot. It is 
also an era in which new types of tools emerge. The most important 
among these was the bearded axe that enabled craftsmen to produce 
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planks in a much faster way. In short, these changes provide evidence 
for a growing level of infrastructure that allowed communities to pro-
duce more and better ships (Hennius 2018).

It is also in this era that we see the increasing exploitation of maritime 
resources. There was no fishing industry comparable with the great her-
ring and cod trade that emerged later (Barrett 2019). Some people along 
the coasts specialised in seal and bird hunting. Seal blubber was used to 
produce oil and feathers, especially from eider, was in high demand for 
use in pillows. Feathers have for example been found in the Valsgärde 
boat burials. In the most northern parts of Norway, communities of Sami 
and Norse-speaking peoples lived side by side. These were the Scandi-
navian equivalent of the 19th century fishermen in Newfoundland. Some 
of their income came from hunting seals and birds but also much bigger 
prey including walruses and probably even whales such as the now-al-
most extinct Northern Right Whale. This is probably the earliest known 
industrial fishing in Scandinavia. Archaeologists have found hundreds 
of large oil production pits where the blubber of seals and whales was 
cooked (Nilsen 2014). Baleens from whales were used as an equivalent 
of nylon ropes to fasten parts of the ships and products of walrus ivory 
and whale bone were used as luxury items over vast areas (Hennius et al. 
2018). The evidence for this exploitation of Atlantic waters is very evident 
at Valsgärde as the boat burials contain hundreds of whale bone gaming 
pieces. The occurrence of whale bone gaming pieces seems to decline 
when the Viking Age begin. One might ask if this indicate that some 
resources, especially walrus, but also whales, had already been over-ex-
ploited along the Scandinavian coast by the Viking Age. The allure of 
new hunting grounds might have forced hunting groups to sail further 
away, towards Siberia in the East and eventually Iceland in the west 
(Bately 2007; Frei et al. 2015).
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