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Preface
You may have looked at the cover of this book, thinking “the Vegvisir is not an authentic Viking symbol”. And you may be right. 
And that, my friend, is this book in a nutshell. 
It’s a book about an adaptable living heritage, and less about authenticity and historical accuracy.
It’s mainly a book about Eric the Renewable Energy Specialist, and less about Eric the Red.
It’s a book about how the Viking legacy is translating into the world we live in today. 
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Sólfar (The Sun Voyager) is a modern work of art in Reykjavík harbour with clear roots in traditional Nordic ships and graphic art.
 
PART I – THE VIKING
 

Introduction
In 2021 the world was already in a Viking frenzy. There was a couple of highly successful series on Netflix (Vikings and The Last Kingdom), the National Museum in Copenhagen made a beautiful and somewhat controversial exhibition about the Danes in the Viking Age, and Moesgaard Museum in Aarhus made an exhibition about the Rus Vikings (the Swedes that went east), in Oslo they started building an entirely new museum about Vikings, and hundreds of groups appeared on Facebook, most of them for Americans with “Viking DNA”.
So the real estate company Jorcks Ejendomme asked me to do a thought experiment based exhibition: Imagine Modern Vikings in a showroom in the main pedestrian street in Copenhagen. Kind of a pop-up museum.
The idea was to imagine what Denmark would have looked like, if Vikings had been culturally conservative (almost like some cultures in the middle east, living in 2021 with modern cars and iPhones, but still holding on to mediaeval customs and dresscode). 
So we took some modern items and changed the Latin letters to runes, and changed the churches to Ásatrú temples, adapted the clothing and architecture a bit, etc.
The more research we did, the more ridiculous the idea seemed. 
It was fun, alright, but the 10th century Viking’s success was mainly the adaptability – the fact that they were not conservative. 
If you want to see Modern Vikings, go to one of the Nordic countries, sit at an outdoor café, order a cup of coffee, and have a look around. 
This is us. We are the Modern Vikings.
 

History
The Viking Age began in 1873 CE (don’t get confused, stay with me). That was when the Danish archeologist Jens Jacob Asmussen Worsaae published a rather dull little book named “Culture of the Danes in the Viking Age”.
Shortly before this somewhat insignificant event the Nordic Countries had suffered political losses like pearls on a string: Denmark lost a war with Germany, Sweden lost a war with Russia, Norway was in a bad state, and so on. 
Something that could taste a little like national pride would be very nice, thank you. 
And then this bloke reminded us, in the title of a book: “... Viking Age”. 
What a marvelous concept! 
In reality he simply rephrased a period that was the end of the Iron Age, and the beginning of mediaeval times, but he put a couple of brackets around a period in time where Nordic people had a great deal of success.
Suddenly everything was “Viking”. Much more than it had been in the so-called Viking Age.
Since then historians and archaeologists have been arguing what would be the best start and end date for this phenomenon. 
According to the Anglo-Saxon Chronicles it started in 793, with the raid of the Lindisfarne Monastery, and ended at the Battle of Stamford Bridge in 1066. That’s relevant in England, and only in England. In Scandinavia it started at least a couple of hundred years earlier, and in the early 1300’s the Varangian Guard in the East Roman Empire (Byzantine Empire) was still recruiting Vikings by the shiploads. 
Your opinion is as good as anybody else’s.
But people back then (500-1300~ish) didn’t know they were Vikings, and living in the Viking Age – just like Ancient Greeks didn’t know they were Ancient Greeks living in Greek Antiquity. 
Viking means “From the Bay”, and has later been used to describe raiders and expeditions.
That is, until 1873, where Jens Jacob turned them all into “Vikings”, regardless of their occupation and location. Each and every Nordic person in a vague period of time (somewhat overlapping the Iron Age and mediaeval times) were suddenly labeled “Vikings”.
About the same time the book came out, a German costume designer and scenographer named Carl Emil Doepler came up with the idea of horned helmets for the Bayreuther Festspiele production of Wagner's opera “Der Ring des Nibelungen”.
There are no archaeological finds that suggest Vikings had horns in the helmets, but who cares? It’s one of the best examples of efficient iconography; it takes less than a second to associate a logo or image with Vikings if there are horns in the helmet. 
Vikings very much became a “brand”.
If we had done this to any other people than ourselves, I believe this would be labeled "Inaccurate and Inappropriate Cultural Appropriation”. 
But we did it to ourselves – to our own history. Distorted and simplified, and we are squeezing that lemon completely dry. 
Some historians and history geeks have a very hard time dealing with this. Their heads and hearts are about to explode when they see the horned-helmets figurines in the souvenir shops, or watch half an episode of Netflix Vikings. 
“They didn’t call themselves Vikings!” they shout from the top of their lungs.
Well, that’s partly true. It wasn’t very common, but I have seen a runestone or two where the person describes himself with that label (like runestone number SM10 in Växsjö). 
And for the places named something-bay (Vik or Vig) in the Nordic countries, like Lemvig, Rørvig, Vik and Reykjavik, and hundreds more, it’s not uncommon to call the people living there things like Reykjavikingur, et al.
And for the hornet helmets. Well, no helmet has been found with horns, but the Sutton Hoo helmet is decorated with images of people with horns in the helmets. The helmet itself does, however, not have horns.
These last couple of remarks are purely written to annoy the historians who want to do away with the Viking label altogether. You are mostly right, my friends, but not entirely.
Norse people in the so-called Viking Age were all farmers and fishermen, with the exception of a few professional mercenaries and traders. 
All these farmers would spend the less labour intensive summer months going away to trade or raid, to supplement the income on the farm. 
After doing this successfully for about a couple of hundred years, expanding their reach from neighbouring villages to shores across the ocean, some of them decided to make a permanent presence abroad. The Danes conquered land on the British isles, Ireland, and France, and the Swedish Rus Vikings did the same along the Dniepr river in present day Russia and Ukraine.
And then they expanded and expanded, and ventured further and further away, all the way to Constantinople (present day Istanbul) and Vinland (in present day Canada).
As people-from-the-bay, always in close vicinity of water; rivers, fjords or the shore.
I recently got the question “How could these farmers handle professional soldiers?”.
In other words: What is the recipe for this success?
The answer comes in three words: Ships, hygiene and adaptability.
Let’s start with the ships.
A ship that can cross the ocean can’t sail up a river. Unless, of course, it’s a Viking ship. A Viking ship is a superior design that can cross the ocean, go up a river, be carried over a waterfall, be grounded on a beach, while the crew raid a monastery, and be half way back to Jutland, before a horseman can carry a plea for help to the nearest garrison. 
I recently heard a historian compare it to a drive-by-shooting. 
I sail exact Viking ship replicas every Wednesday, where we test different manoeuvres and do a thorough experimental-marine-archeological debriefing every time (on average it takes about 3-4 canned beers’ time) and we are still in awe of the versatility of these ships. 
Then there’s the hygiene. 
Vikings didn’t have any more knowledge about bacteria than anybody else in Northern Europe, but they had found that if you keep your children clean, the infant mortality will drop significantly, and – maybe even more importantly – if you wash the wounds after a battle, you will have many more warriors who will live to fight another day.
Please note that only about half the casualties in a battle died on the battlefield, while the other half would die in the following days as a result of infections. 
Were they really that clean?
Well, according to the monks who wrote the Anglo-Saxon Chronicles, the Viking’s vanity was the reason some English women (even nobility) would prefer the Vikings over the Englishmen.
According to the Arabian traveller Ibn Fadlan they were the “filthiest of all Allah’s creatures”. 
So somewhere in between Englishmen (who would never really wash at all) and Muslims (who will wash themselves five times a day).
And now to the adaptability.
That was not a choice or an achievement. It was just circumstances. 
It’s not like one Viking looked at another Viking and said: “If you keep an open mind, you will get rich; future statistics will reveal that the cities with the most expatriate workers and homosexuals will be significantly more financially prosperous, as innovation is driven by receptive attitudes.”
But the Nordic countries in the first part of the Viking Age weren't countries at all. They were a bewildering mess of petty kingdoms and independent farms. They didn’t have an organised religion, and a clergy. They had no concept of ethnicity or patriotism. 
They could raid a village across the fjord, take villagers of their own skincolour, ethnicity, religion and language as slaves, sail away and sell them to people of a completely different complexion and persuasion, without batting an eye. 
When they lost crew while going down a French or Russian river, they would replace that crewmember with a local outcast, without batting an eye.
Add to this there were no border controls and passport checkpoints.
It’s estimated that 25% of every generation would be replaced by immigration and emigration, for hundreds of years. 
They went out to find silver at all costs. Vikings would ally with Vikings against a French pettyking, and Vikings would ally with an English pettyking against other Vikings.
They could sail to Al Andalus (Spain) to trade with a city, observe how poorly it was defended, and come back a few days later to raid the city. 
When asked to convert to Christianity, in order to trade or ally with an Italian citystate, they would do it in a heartbeat. 
No ideological considerations were taken into account. Only the rational hunt for silver.
They would grab every imaginable type of fabric, seasoning, weapon, idea, concept, or slave, bring them home, and somehow make them Nordic. 
Without discriminating.
The concept of discrimination came with Christianity. 
When Christianity was thoroughly implemented in the Nordic countries, discrimination followed, in a way that the Vikings were not used to.
Suddenly women couldn’t be single mothers, participate in legal hearings or religious rites, own a farm, divorce, or go to war. Suddenly you couldn’t take your neighbours as slaves, or form alliances with heathens or Muslims. A lot of discrimination that didn’t make any sense to the Vikings. A lot of irrational ideology. 
For the next five hundred years – from about 1300 to about 1800 – this became the fate of the Nordic countries, hard pressed by the church and pan-european influence.
As we reached 1850 things were changing fast in all of Europe, and we followed suit. Constitutional democracy, women’s liberation, all that…
But something else happened underneath.
With the invention of the “Viking Age” we suddenly experienced a cultural self-realisation; we don’t have to copy Europe to be cool – we have a coolness of our own.
Now we could finally shake it all off and be rational savages again.
After all, we are still Vikings.
 
 

The Second Coming of the Vikings
While Norse people in the Viking Age may only in a very few instances have used the label “Viking”, the present day can’t get enough of it. 
That I hear or read the word at least five times a day is not an exaggeration. 
The bus company Vikingbus is all over the place, a vast number of gyms, tattoo artists, and souvenir shops are named something with the word Viking in it, and even things that has no connection to the historic Viking Age will use the label as a reference to “Nordic” or “Scandinavian”. Last time I heard it was The Viking Car Show. 
So I guess that if I should define the word as it is presently used, it simply means Nordic. 
What is associated with Nordic – and thus Viking – is mainly integrity, honesty, straightforwardness, transparency, non-hierarchical, simplicity and high quality. 
In that manner it’s almost like time stood still for a thousand years.
But we don’t live in an Iron Age Reenactment, and the heritage is being reinterpreted in many ways, which again changes our perception of history.
In the Netflix tv-series Vikings you see all the characters heavily tattooed with runes and typical Nordic graphics. 
Ibn Fadlan described the Rus Vikings he met by the Caspian Sea, around the 11th century, as covered in tattoos. Mainly plant motifs. If they brought the idea from Sweden, or picked it up somewhere in present day Russia, we have no idea.
The Icelandic Sagas, The Anglo-Saxon Chronicles, The Frankish Annals, and Adam of Bremen never mention tattoos at all. In this case I believe the absence of proof is actually a proof of absence. Danish and Norwegian Vikings were not tattooed in the Viking Age.
Modern Vikings are. And not infrequently with motifs inspired by the Viking Age (read the chapter about Iconography).
Working with tourists I hear them comment on it quite often. Mixing what they see on Netflix with what they see as they walk through Copenhagen, they connect some dots that are historically incorrect, but makes sense as one of the ways we reinterpret and update our cultural heritage. 
What is commonly perceived as an “authentic Viking tattoo” is the Vegvisir symbol. 
Historically questionable for two reasons: Firstly because it’s a tattoo, secondly because the symbol might be no older than the 19th century. 
That’s where it’s important to distinguish between an authentic (Viking Age) Viking and a Modern Viking. That is, if you are a history geek. If not; who gives a sh…?
And that’s the path we are going down now: This is our history, our legacy, our culture, our reinterpretation, and our present. We are the Modern Vikings, and this book is mainly about what we are now, not what a bunch of dead people were a thousand years ago. 
So much is deeply rooted in our history and millennia old culture, but it’s updated, modernised, adapted and transformed into 21st century reality. 
Modern Vikings are insensitive and honest, trusting but hard to impress, independent problem solvers, reserved but friendly, maintain lifelong friendships, and preserve uncompromising integrity.
Like we may have been for a thousand years. 
But the modern world hasn’t escaped our attention.
Basically, all Modern Vikings over the age of 16 can sew, saw, cook, screw, sail, ride, repair a bicycle, do accounting, plant flowers, light a fire, write an essay, patch holes in a roof, skin a rabbit, tow a car with a trailer, bake cookies, arrange a concert, and make an internet server in a public toilet with a Nokia 3310 and a piece of tinfoil – regardless of gender and educational background.
Because the worst imaginable nightmare would be to depend on others to fix things. 
That doesn’t mean we don’t help each other. We do. We just don’t like to feel dependent. 
The Viking Age phenomenon known as “Félag” – the root of the modern word Fellow(-ship) – has been reinterpreted into the social security system, where people who can’t survive on their own are taken care of by society, with housing, money, education and healthcare. 
Read the chapter about Félag and be prepared to be blown away.
 
 
 

The Viking Mind
Certain Nordic phenomena have survived the 500-year “drought” in which the North was under pressure from the South, by the medieval church and pan-European ideals. The Elected King was replaced by a hereditary succession, and old ideals of equality and mutual respect were replaced by a vertical hierarchy. But something was lurking, waiting patiently to break out of the box.
One of them would be the “Félag”, that you can read about in a chapter of its own. The short version is that we are responsible to each other, look after each other and respect each other, across all boundaries, in a non-hierarchical manner.
Another would be the Þing (Thing or Ting); a proto-democratic assembly where opinions are heard and debated before decisions are made. Originally often in the shape of a village consensus council, consisting of all (free) adult villagers. Today, the Nordic countries score top marks as the most democratic, with a short path to power, transparency in public administration, and freedom of the press and speech. Even at the local level, and right down to the village football club, everything is put up for open debate and review.
The word “honour” is not commonly used in this day and age, but Modern Vikings – people in the Nordic countries – are nevertheless very preoccupied with being perceived as calm, honest, true to their word, fair and trustworthy. 
Hospitality, as emphasized in “The Speech of the Tall One" (Oðin's Speech, Hávamál), is a strange thing in the Nordic countries today. The idea that any guest might be a god in disguise, and should be treated with the utmost respect, has changed over time. We are very careful about inviting anyone into our homes, and when guests arrive they are expected to feel at home, both in terms of food and duties. Eat, relax, make yourself at home, and help doing the dishes.
Our individualism (or personal independence) has never been up for debate. No one in the Nordics does what they are told to do just because they are told to. We must first consider whether it makes rational sense and that it does not exceed our personal boundaries. Or to put it another way: Being a CEO in the Nordics is a nightmare because everyone is the CEO in their own life, in each and in all aspects. Our integrity doesn’t have a price tag. 
That said, social responsibility – a part of the Félag mindset – is where we balance individuality. If a person is starving in the gutter, it's because I've failed. We're both cogs in the same machine, and if he can't perform, the machine can't function. So I have to help him function again. For my own sake. No doubt, he would do the same for me.
This egalitarianism is so ingrained in our thinking that we cannot imagine any other reality. Can a dishwasher be less valuable than a chef? Can a woman be less important than a man? How? Why?
Norsemen in the Viking Age were known as explorers. The world is our oyster, and we have made a virtue of cultivating international relations, with multinational companies (LEGO, IKEA, Novo Nordisk, etc.), membership of the Nordic Council, NATO, EU, UN, Schengen, etc., while our politicians are almost always sitting on a plane heading to Beijing, Washington, London, Brussels, or Santiago. At the same time, Maersk ships can be found in every port in the world, and Nordic backpackers are heading up Mount Everest and Machu Picchu, and into villages in Cambodia and Tierra del Fuego.
The famous Viking craftsmanship is now known as “design”, and you can only say “Danish Design” once before your credit card starts glowing. You want it, it's so much better and more attractive than anything else, but (by Oðin) it's ridiculously expensive. A lamp in Denmark costs the same as an entire house in Nigeria (but it also lasts longer).
Resilience is one of the things Viking Age Norsemen are best known for. Harsh weather, strong provocations, hard work, large quantities of alcohol, and we keep a poker face through it all. To whine, give up, lose self-control, or show a temper is considered shameful.
We have a tradition of direct and unfiltered communication that we don't know for sure how far back it goes. We imagine it goes back to the Viking Age, and that would (in our imagination) be a typical Viking trait, but we can't know. 
We speak bluntly and get straight to the point. The message is more important than politeness. Business first, pleasantries afterwards. And we don’t refer to the toilet as a “restroom”. If I tell you to turn down the volume on your boomblaster, I don’t start by saying I’m sensitive to noise. That would be a waste of yours and my time. 
Personal agency is the last subject I will touch in this chapter. What we learn from the mythology – and reality – is that neither gods nor humans will ever benefit from prayers or wishes. If you want something, only action will aid you. Maybe fate is set, but if you cannot change the wind, you can change the way you set your sail. 
If you read the comment “Hope and Prayer” on Facebook, rest assured it's not from a Norseman.
 

The Viking DNA
Much to the regret of my American readers, I must emphasize that “DNA” should be perceived as a metaphor. If your grandmother came to the US from Norway, and your recent spit sample, according to MyHeritage, makes you a straight line descendant of Queen Lagertha, whatever is in your blood doesn’t make you a Viking, seen from a Norse perspective.
Your bloodline is interesting only if you are entitled to the Swedish throne, or you have a hereditary disease. Otherwise not.
It’s something subtle in the landscape and the culture.
If you don’t speak a Norse language, you don’t know how to play Rundbold, you didn’t grow up next to an Iron Age gravemount, and you don’t have a craving for pickled herring, we honestly don’t give a shit about your MyHeritage claim.
Or, I could be even more mean and “gatekeeping”: If you do know the rules for American Football, you are definitely not a Viking – in the eyes of most Norsemen.
(Before you get too upset, read the chapter Vikings Abroad.) 
The kid next door, however, who biked on his own to school from first grade, who learned to swim by being pushed into the lake, who went to a daycare called Midgården, who automatically thinks of Thor when there’s a thunderstorm, who has a hundred different words for rain, who knows by heart that religious considerations are not a thing, who avoids eye contact on the bus, but hugs someone the moment they are introduced, he is a Viking. 
That his parents are both from Greece makes no difference. He grew up in the Viking landscape and culture.
First of all there's rationality.
We indulge fact based opinions over “opinion based facts”. In the Nordic countries you can’t argue “I feel” or “I believe”. Rock solid tangible proof, or shut up. 
We don’t cover up things or wrap them in considerate synonyms. We don’t go to the “restroom” unless it’s a room where you can rest. We go to the toilet to shit or piss.
There are no taboos. With friends we can talk about politics, faith, sex, and breaking the law. 
Then there’s the humour.
We make fun of everything. Sex, crimes, politics and religion. You may have heard about the infamous Prophet Muhammad cartoons in a Danish newspaper. There were huge demonstrations in the Middle East, and Danish goods were boycotted. They burned the Danish flag in retaliation. We didn’t give a shit. A flag is just a symbol, and nobody got physically hurt. (Well, in fact, some people were trampled to death during demonstrations in the Middle East, but that's not our fault.)
And there’s the upbringing.
We don’t try to protect our children from emotional distress. We toughen them. 
If our children are anxious about something, we make them do it more, until they are no longer anxious. 
All zoos euthanize animals, for various reasons. Most places in the world do it discreetly and secretly. In Denmark, the Copenhagen Zoo euthanized a giraffe and performed a public autopsy, so that children from nearby daycares could come to watch and learn.
Afterwards the meat was given to the lions. Because lions eat giraffes.
The international backlash was hilarious. Newscasters spoke outraged about this insensitivity, and Facebook comments included phrases like “Burn Denmark to Hell”.
Danes didn’t understand. Children must learn the realities of life, right?
The Danes just shook their heads and repeated a myth that a percentage of Americans believe chocolate milk comes from brown cows. But they didn't really understand the problem.
In the Faroe Islands (a part of the Danish Kingdom, located in the middle of the North Atlantic) they hunt a certain type of whale that is not endangered (Long-finned Pilot Whale), and only in quantities that the whale population can handle. But it looks bloody when you stand in the water and cut up a bunch of large marine mammals. Very bloody. Morally and practically, it is not much different from catching a bunch of cod. Nordic children are taught to view this rationally and in the right context.
According to social media, children in some other parts of the world are not. Quite the opposite.
Some will describe us as “Savages”.
 
 

Faith
The Viking Age was a slow transition from Ásatrú (Norse Mythology) to mediaeval Christianity.
People would accept “White Christ” (presumably known as such because new converts would wear white robes) into the pantheon, and later phase out the old Gods.
You have to remember this happened over several generations.
There is a story from the Frankish Empire about Vikings complaining that the white robes they were given weren't as good as the ones they were given a few years back. This suggests some of the Viking traders converted every time they arrived in places where only Christians were allowed to trade.
In most places the transition was slow and peaceful, but in a few instances it was fast and violent. From Norway a large group of pagans fled to Iceland to avoid forced conversion (and probably a few other cards – and taxes – the Norwegian King had up his sleeve). 
Once Christianity was firmly established in Scandinavia, the hammer came down. The peaceful and nice priests suddenly had issues with a lot of things, such as independent women, single mothers, healing herbs, foretelling, elections, alternative relationships, eating horse meat, the old Gods, making alliances with Muslims or heathens, etc.
As I said, the changes came slowly in most places, and the option to back out was never really obvious. When the oppression was at its worst, no one could remember what it had been like before, and could make a reasonable comparison and weigh the pros and cons.
It’s presumably not because people were very dedicated to the Christian God. That would have been very un-Scandinavian.
People remembered the hidden beings in nature, some of the folk tales, made small sacrifices in secrecy, told their kids about the elves and the trolls, and Thor and Oðin, but didn’t remember the precise rituals or practices. 
Often Christian churches were built in old sacred places, and old sacred days were converted to Christian holidays.
It became a weird mix.
We don’t celebrate Christmas as such, but Jul/Jól, which is a weird mix in itself. The original date would fluctuate with the full moon, but when merging with Christianity the date was set to December 24th, where we will decorate with a mix of Christian and heathen symbols, eat and drink too much, and give presents to the children. 
The Christian priests wanted us to fast and pray, but winter solstice celebration was not negotiable. We could go along and mention Jesus, and put the guiding star on top of our pagan tree, next to Thor’s goats made of straw, and the elves, but that was it. 
As most of England was Danelagen (“where Danish law applies”) we taught the English to celebrate a proper Christmas, and when they colonised the world some centuries later, they taught the rest of the world to celebrate it the more-or-less Viking way. (You’re welcome, by the way.)
Of course Christianity started fading during the renaissance, and the last nail in the coffin came with the world wars. 
Maybe this is best explained by quoting a graffiti found in the Mauthausen Concentration Camp: “If there’s a God, he has to beg my forgiveness”.
Today, about 65% of the population in the Nordic countries are members of the national Lutheran churches. Church tax (on average 0.6%) is taken out of your salary, along with regular taxes, before it is paid out to your bank account. Most people don’t really think about it. When asked why they don’t leave, many people will reply that it’s also a building maintenance fund for the beautiful mediaeval churches sticking up from the landscape. 
When members are asked if they believe in the biblical God, less than 10% answer yes, and when asked if they believe in the biblical creation myth, about 0% answer yes. 
We go to church when invited, meaning for a baptism (about 30% of all children), a wedding (about 25% of all weddings are in church), and a funeral (about 50% of all funerals are in church).
The old faith, Ásatrú, also known as Forn Siðr and Norse Mythology, has survived under the surface, as folklore, all this time, but all the specifics have been lost.
In the 11th century the Old Edda was compiled in Norway, containing a lot of pagan poetry, and in the 13th century Snorri Sturlusson in Iceland wrote the histories and the descriptions of the Old Norse Gods. He was a Christian, and much of his writing is to be taken with a huge grain of salt.
For original rituals we are clueless.
In 1973 Ásatrúarfélagið (The Ásatrú Fellowship) was registered as an official religious congregation in Iceland, and soon the other Nordic countries followed suit with similar congregations, with the right to perform rituals with official implications. 
The popularity of these congregations is very limited. In Iceland only 1.6% of the population.
For the rituals they openly admit that it’s creations, not re-creations, as we have no idea what rituals would be like before Christianity. 
As Ásatrú was a collection of local traditions, and not an institutionalised religion, an improvised ritual is probably as authentic as they come.
In reality most Norse people are atheists, and religion only plays a role as folklore. 
In folklore, however, Norse mythology takes up something like 60-75%, leaving the rest for Christianity.
All Norse children are bombarded with stories about Thor, Oðin, Freyja, Heimdal, Loki, trolls, elves, etc.
Unlike Christianity, which is an imported religion from the Middle East, this is our own. Or at least that's how we perceive it. The fact that all surrounding countries (Germanic tribes, Celts, Picts, Sámis, etc.) had more-or-less the same religious traditions before Christianity doesn't matter that much. It's more homely and authentic, in our opinion.
Thor's hammer (Mjölnir) has become a symbol not only of Ásatrú, but also of Nordic culture.
When asked by tourists if wearing such a heathen symbol in a necklace, when going to church, isn’t disrespectful, we simply fail to see the problem.
All religious groups are obviously local adaptations of a vague idea, and if you compare Islam in Bosnia to Islam in Afghanistan, you will see very few common denominators. 
The same way I presented the Nordic churches to a bible-belt Texan Christian, and he was outraged. Here in the Nordics the Lutheran church is LGBTQ+ friendly, will be decorated with pagan elves for Jul, and the majority of priests are female. 
And the priests know – without a shred of doubt – that most of the people on the church pews don’t really give a rats arse about the holy scripture. The church is a place where we meet for the most solemn moments, but it is not a place where we come to meet God. 
Regardless of whether we are open to the possibility that there may be one God or more, it is in nature that we encounter divinity. This has been the case for as long as we have existed in the Nordic countries.
 

Félag – Community, Society & Social Security
Félag means community, and is the root of the modern Danish/Norwegian word Fælles(-skab), and the English word Fellow(-ship).
Basically, it means we are in this situation together. Every person is important, worth listening to, and worth caring for.
In a modern big city like Oslo it can be hard to feel how each and every person is vitally important, but if we move the attention to a ship, a small company, or an isolated remote settlement in a fjord, it is kind of self-evident. And that is where the phenomenon was born. 
It means two things:
First of all, we can’t make a decision unless everybody is “on board”. So we need to get the input from everyone, answer everybody’s questions, have a thorough debate, where nobody is “out-ranked”. 
This mentality creates a non-hierarchical culture, and any attempt to rise above the group will be ridiculed mercilessly (also known as the Jante Law).
If you act arrogant in the Nordics, you will be met with stares from all sides that will haunt you for the rest of your life. Try belittling a restaurant waiter or a cashier in a supermarket in Reykjavik – I dare you!
Secondly it means that every person is worth caring for. In the Viking Age a farm that lost its means of survival – animals or crops – would be taken care of in a somewhat complicated system.
First by the closest relatives. If they couldn’t solve the problem initially, more distant relatives would be involved. If that wasn’t enough, an entity of minimum 20 farms would make a collective effort to help the suffering farm to get back on its feet. 
In Sweden and Denmark this was based (as far as we know) on oral agreements, while in Norway and Iceland it was written in the law.
The advantages of this old-fashioned system were that the recipients of help had a personal relationship with – and were accountable to – those who helped.
The disadvantage was that if one farm was hit by drought or a volcanic eruption, it would probably also affect the farms nearby.
The modern social security system is much more stable, but impersonal, and works in two layers: The layer for everyone, and the layer for the ones in need.
Everybody pays on average 45% tax. On top of this there is a very high sales tax on everything we buy. In reality it means more than half of our income will go to taxes.
Everyone will receive free universal healthcare, free education (including university), and even receive a student salary that differs depending on whether you live with your parents or live alone.
This means that everybody can get the education they want, and maintain good health, regardless of their background and the family’s financial situation.
The healthcare system holds as much focus on prevention as curing, which means we have one of the longest life expectancies in the world.
The layer for the ones in need will make sure everybody has a roof over their heads, food on the table, can participate in leisure activities, e.g. sports, and don’t have to worry about the immediate future. 
In the Nordic countries nobody has to be homeless, hungry, or turn to crime.
Other efforts as well are being made to prevent crime, resulting in the safest societies on earth. 
Generally speaking we trust each other, and in most cases this trust is rewarded.
Yes, we leave sleeping infants in strollers outside restaurants, and a laptop on the café table when we go to the bar. 
At the same time we have the most efficient systems in relation to retraining and redeployment, so that unemployed people can quickly get back to work.
Obviously the system isn’t completely flawless, and some people take advantage of the system, while others don’t get all the attention they need, but in most cases it works as intended.
The rest of the taxes are used for maintaining public areas and services. 
There is a joke about a Dane who dies and goes to heaven, where he is informed that there’s an entrance fee. He asks to use the phone, so he can figure out which public department pays.
 

Honour, Reputation & Responsibility
“Honour” is a very old-fashioned and perhaps a little solemn word, that we don’t use very often. It sounds a little too “medieval”…
But the sentiment definitely still exists.
I would rather die than not be able to respond to an accusation of being dishonest, unfair, petty, or not keeping my word.
We are careful about making promises, but once a promise is made, we deliver or die trying. I may have to drive 80 kilometres to find an open store and buy diapers, but if I promised to bring home diapers, there is no excuse for breaking my promise.
In Arabic there is a sensible phrase: “inshallah” – “if God will”. It makes sense because every promise carries a risk that external circumstances will change the possibilities. Unfortunately, Norsemen are not so sensible. Here, “inshallah” is perceived as preparation for lame excuses. We are relentless when it comes to promises and agreements.
The conversational style in the Nordics is very direct and unfiltered, so it’s difficult to make a u-turn and claim “that was not what I meant”. The statement has to be right in the first attempt, and then you have to stick with it, or explain how new information has made you change your mind. 
If you make a mistake once, lie once, arrive late once, or break an agreement once, the slate is only wiped clean when you have done it right a thousand times.
When we watch a foreign film where the wife forgives the husband for a single infidelity, we shake our heads and turn off the TV. It's too unrealistic – more unrealistic than lightsabers and flying cars.
The same thing happens when we see a man raising his voice, shouting at people, and getting his way. Only small children and retarded people shout. And they instantly lose all chances of getting their way.
How I choose to present myself – directly or indirectly – will automatically be perceived as the opposite. As a rule of thumb, we don't talk about ourselves unless it's self-deprecating and tongue-in-cheek. 
When I'm asked about my sailing experience, I answer “The nightclub on the Oslo ferry”. Then people laugh, and know that I have enough confidence to make a joke about it. If I had said that I'm super skilled, people would think “oh no, a beginner with megalomania”.
The same thing happens if I imply that I am rich, powerful, experienced, popular, or smart. People will automatically think that I am saying it because I am trying to convince them and myself of something that is completely untrue. Why else would I say it?
(This also explains why people in the Nordic countries perceive Donald Trump the way they do. The moment you start praising yourself is the moment you lose all chances of ever being taken seriously.)
If something positive is to be said about me, it must be said by others – by someone who is not my immediate family. That's the only way it can be credible.
In the Nordics, you are meticulous, punctual, honest, careful with promises, contribute a fair share of money or effort, and if you accidentally break something, you immediately admit it, apologize, pay, and fix it.
The alternative is that you lose credibility and get the worst possible punishment – being “ghosted”. And then there is no going back.
But we still don't use the word “honour.” That would sound like we were taking ourselves very seriously. And if you take yourself very seriously, the total number of people in the whole world who’ll take you seriously will be one.
 

Gender, Family & Equality
In Norse mythology, we have the story of Loki who changes gender several times, and at one point, in the form of a mare, becomes pregnant and gives birth to an eight-legged foal. Gender-fluid and species-fluid. No problem.
But we also have the story of Oðin who wants to learn magic – which is a female trade – and is bullied for it.
It's hard to say exactly what people in the Viking Age thought about gender fluidity and gender roles.
What we know for sure is that women were expected to be able to do the same things as men, and vice versa, and that women could be farm owners, single mothers, choose divorce, perform religious rituals, and be rulers.
We also have the impression that people didn't talk much about “feminine values” and “masculine values”, but about “the sea” (Haf) and “the ship” (Knarr) – and men and women could switch between these.
The sea is defined as the circumstance, the cause, the static. The ship is defined as action, direction, and dynamic.
This makes sense because one could venture out in the summer months and leave the other in charge of the farm. Most often it was the man who went out, but there were exceptions. Either way, both were left to fend for themselves on a farm or a ship, and had to be able to handle all tasks themselves.
Nowadays, all Nordic women can change the oil in their cars, use an electric drill, have a career in finance, and become prime ministers. And men can bake bread, use a sewing machine, and become nurses.
This does not mean that half of all excavator drivers are women, or that half of all midwives are men, as there are still “typical male jobs” and “typical female jobs”, but the exceptions are not particularly striking.
In many countries, women have fought blood, sweat and tears – and in some cases with terrorism – to achieve gender equality. In the Nordic countries, it landed rather softly.
But in the 500 dark years, when pan-European norms and the Christian church pressured the Nordic countries to abandon the Viking spirit, things looked very different.
Women were oppressed incredibly harshly, could not own property, touch(!) holy scriptures, seek divorce, be single mothers, participate in legal negotiations, etc. When modern democracy was introduced, women did not have the right to vote, and when they finally did, it was in the form of married men having two votes (but the woman was not allowed to cast her vote herself). Women were in effect disenfranchised.
Those days are over.
The primary background for much of the skepticism that many Nordics have towards Turkish and Middle Eastern immigrants is actually gender roles and child rearing. They are often referred to as “medieval”. 
Nowadays, very few families manage a farm. There are more often two working parents and some children who go to school. On top of this, each family member has their own leisure activities, such as language courses, handball, horse riding, football, plus various club activities and parent-teacher meetings, etc. 
Families are asynchronous, which leads to a very individualistic culture. Children often move away from home at the age of 18-20, and have children of their own when they are in their 30s. 
From about the age of 13, children have duties at home related to cooking and cleaning, but handle this themselves, and actually only meet their parents in connection with meals and special family events. 
Friends become the self-selected “family”, and friendships that start on the playground often last a lifetime. 
 

Law, Democracy & Politics
We have no idea how long the Þing (Thing or Ting) has been in existence, but we know that from about the year 700 it was common in many villages that the whole village – every free person above the age of c. 16 would gather in the longhouse to debate and vote in some sort of consensus democracy.
In other villages it would only be the most important farm owners – and maybe only men.
And perhaps you recognize the image of sitting stones in a circle, or a rock where the speaker speaks above the congregation. Pick the image you prefer.
Bear in mind there was no overall kingdom, and no written law, so there would be huge differences from one village to the next.
We know the Alþing (national parliament and supreme court) in Iceland was founded in 930, no doubt copied from other places in Scandinavia, but without any paper trace to reveal the specifics.
In the dark 500 years (c. 1300 - 1800) these Þings were effectively dismantled, when the church and nobility took power. The king was no longer elected when succession was introduced. With the Reformation, in Denmark-Norway, in 1536, the church came under the king's control, and in 1660 the king enforced absolute monarchy, and even the nobility was taken out of the equation. The situation went from bad to worse. 
This dictatorship lasted (but faded somewhat) until 1849, when Denmark-Norway gained a constitutional democracy. In Sweden it wasn’t until 1907.
Norway gained full independence in 1905, Finland in 1918, and Iceland in 1944.
Now all adults (from the age of 18) have the automatic right to vote and the right to stand for election themselves. There are elections for the municipality, the region, the parliament, and the European Parliament (Norway and Iceland are not members of the EU). In addition, every recognized association or club has an elected board of directors. The same applies to religious associations. We never get tired of voting!
The word Þing/Ting is still used in the Nordic countries, and the parliament in Iceland is called Alþingi, in Norway Stortinget, and in Denmark Folketinget, although they are now modern majority parliaments.
The power is divided into three. The legislative power (the parliament), which creates, changes and abolishes laws; the executive (the police) which ensures that the laws are enforced; and the judicial power (the courts) which decides when a law has been violated. 
The parliament controls the courts, the courts control the police, the police control the parliament, so that no body becomes completely powerful. 
There are elections for parliament, regions and municipalities at least every four years.
The unofficial fourth estate is the press, which in the Nordic countries has freer reins than anywhere else in the world. 
The monarch (king/queen) is purely a ceremonial head of state, and doesn’t comment on politics.
Freedom of expression allows anyone to express their opinions in words or artistic expressions, provided they do not present demonstrable lies or generalize entire population groups. For example, I can say why I don't like Islam, but I can't say that all Muslims are a certain way.
Sentencing in the Nordic countries is relatively lenient compared to most other countries, and many resources are spent on rehabilitation and crime prevention.
This means that crime is incredibly low compared to the rest of the world, and the safest capital cities in the world are Tórshavn (Faroe Islands), Reykjavik (Iceland), Copenhagen (Denmark) and Oslo (Norway). 
It is relatively simple to obtain a permit to purchase firearms, but firearm ownership is not common. The few murders that are committed are most often committed with knives or blunt objects.
Despite many differences of opinion, and an incredible number of political parties, separated by the borders between the countries, there is nevertheless a broad consensus among everyone, in all the Nordic countries, to maintain a high tax burden and a high degree of public service, with free education, free healthcare and a high degree of redistribution. (Read the chapter about Félag and you will understand.)
The World Happiness Index is an annual ranking published in the United Nations' World Happiness Report. It ranks around 150 countries based on how satisfied citizens feel with their lives. Researchers analyse the score variations across 6 key indicators: 
GDP per capita: Economic stability and purchasing power.  
Social support: Having family, friends, or a community to count on in times of trouble.  
Healthy life expectancy: Years lived in good health.
Freedom to make life choices: Autonomy over personal life decisions.  
Generosity: Measured by charitable giving and community support.
Perceptions of corruption: Trust in government and business practices. 
Nordic nations (Finland, Denmark, Iceland, Sweden, and Norway) consistently capture the highest spots. This is rarely about exuberance or daily excitement; rather, it reflects a deep-seated baseline of security, equality, and high social trust.
Trust is arguably the largest single factor. Nordic citizens exhibit extraordinarily high levels of trust in both their institutions and each other. People trust that public systems are transparent, fair, and largely free of corruption, and high interpersonal trust means individuals feel safe in public, expecting strangers and neighbors to act honorably.
 

Work, Craft & Entrepreneurship
Time and again archaeological finds have astonished historians. The craftsmanship of the Viking Age Norsemen was impressing, to say the least. The famous ships are just a part of it. Smart solutions for locking wood together without nails or screws, burning the surface of a timber house to prevent rot and fungus, metalwork of the highest precision, and the invention of steel, to name a few things.
Deeply tied to Viking design traditions, craft in the Nordics emphasizes clean lines, durability, and functional beauty – ironically now known as Nordic modernism.
Respect for natural materials (wood, stone, wool) and environmentally responsible sourcing are deeply embedded. Craftsmanship is viewed not just as art, but as a commitment to longevity – making items meant to last generations.
This craft tradition extends directly into modern digital craftsmanship. Nordic software engineering, UX design, and digital architecture prioritise clean, functional user experiences over cluttered, hasty execution.
Today the craftsmanship is mainly known as Nordic Design, famous for beautiful simplicity, where the material is allowed to speak for itself, and of course the highest quality.
A bit sarcastically, it is claimed that Nordic Design is 20% better than the best you can find anywhere else in the world – and 200% more expensive.
With a paid education, all Norsemen have a PhD of questionable useability, and access to employing workers with higher education in a very safe and well-functioning society. When you add that you can start a business in under five minutes on the tax authorities' website, it is no wonder that 10% of the Nordic workforce are business owners. 
This also means that most Norsemen work in a company with ten or fewer employees.
Where the Nordics fall through is in investment and venture capital. We are simply too conservative and cautious when it comes to investing our pensions, etc., and the result is that companies that can grow quickly often leave the Nordics to settle in Germany, Italy, the US or the UK. IKEA is now headquartered in Amsterdam, while Spotify lives in California.
The workforce is very mobile and dynamic, and it’s easy to both hire and fire employees, compared to most other countries in the Western world. Robust universal healthcare, free higher education, and unemployment insurance mean that changing careers or leaving a job carries low baseline personal risk.
Thanks to the flat hierarchies, managers act more as facilitators than authoritarian bosses. Employees are encouraged to challenge decisions, propose ideas, and take initiative regardless of their role.
Standard workweeks rarely exceed 37–40 hours. Overtime is discouraged, and generous, flexible parental leave policies allow professionals to maintain personal lives alongside ambition.
Despite the high taxes, the region is a global powerhouse for startup creation, generating iconic tech platforms such as Spotify, Skype, Klarna, Supercell, and Unity.
Nordic workers and founders are ambitious, but they tend to let the quality of the product speak for itself. The focus stays on humble execution, collaboration, and collective impact rather than flashy personal hype.

Exploration, Migration & the Sea
Very few people in the Nordic countries live more than five kilometres from the ocean, a bay or a fjord. In addition to being convenient with easy access to the sea, it also gives a sensation of being connected to the rest of the world. We have a fetish for water.
“Viking” literally means “From the bay”.
We have explored, discovered, traded and exploited, and finally occupied; first across the fjord, then across the strait, finally across the oceans, and down long rivers; all the way to Constantinople in the south and Canada in the north.
The famous Viking ships can cross the Atlantic, and sail with less than one metre of water under the keel. They can be carried over a waterfall, and turn 360 degrees on their own axis.
The mutual dimensions – height, width, and curvature – are today used on the largest container ships in the world, which of course belong to the Danish company Maersk.
A Pecheneg boy (from present-day Ukraine), who wasn’t thriving in his village, was lucky enough that the Vikings came through, and had just lost a crew member. So he was hired. There were also other Pechenegs on the boat who were slaves. Some of the slaves died as slaves, while others were adopted or married into Viking families when the boat returned to Birka.
This is roughly how the gene mutation for blonde hair came to Scandinavia.
Naturally, some Drevlians were also recruited, to substitute some of the Vikings who chose to stay in Kiev or Constantinople.
Throughout the Viking Age, the population of the North was replaced by approximately 25% per generation, thanks to immigration and emigration.
It didn’t end there. In the 19th century, almost a million Swedes emigrated to the United States.
During the Viking Age, the Norsemen traveled to the northernmost Atlantic, and to Baghdad in the south. They came to Constantinople via the Russian rivers and through the Mediterranean. 
They occupied parts of Russia and Ukraine along the Dnieper and Volga rivers, creating the Kievan Rus' kingdom, and in the west they occupied 2/3 of England (Danelagen), most of Ireland, the north coast of France (modern-day Normandy), the Shetland and Orkney Islands, the Faroe Islands and Iceland, two settlements in Greenland and three settlements in Canada.
Every time, there were people who stayed, even after the party was over. They mingled with the locals, and cultural and linguistic influences went both ways.
Every time you use words like Day, Night, They, Them, Their, Are, Both, Same, Give, Take, Get, Call, Want, Die, Sky, Window, Leg, Skin, Egg, Husband, Wife, Son, Daughter, Law, Wrong, Low, Bag, Cake, Club, Dirt, Kid, Knife, Ugly, Weak, Hit, Trust, Loan, Window, Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, Friday, Saturday, and Sunday you are speaking old Norse.
The cities of York, Dublin and Rugby – and hundreds more – are named by Vikings, and the last (Rugby = Rye Village) even gave name to a ball game.
You can even wonder if England is named after the tribe Angles (who came from Denmark, long before the Viking Age) or it simply means Meadow (Eng) Country (Land).
The capital of the Shetland Islands is called Lerwick. “Ler” means Clay, and wick (vik) means bay. With a basic knowledge of old Norse you can decode countless place names in England, Ireland, Northern France, etc.
Everywhere you could go with a boat they would go. People living in the Swiss Alps didn’t have the faintest idea who the Vikings were. 
Not because the Vikings couldn't walk or ride, but boats were their strength.
Almost all Nordics today have a basic idea of ​​how to sail a boat, and we learn to swim almost at the same time we learn to walk.
Our idea of “nothing” is places like Mongolia and the Russian steppes; desert, savanna, grasslands, taiga, prairie, pampas… No thank you!
Easter Island is at least connected to the world. Because water equals connection.
Irrational, illogical, and stupid? Oh yes. But this perception is ingrained in our watery DNA.
 

You’re welcome!
In most countries a powerplant is fenced, and the fence will be decorated with signs stating “No Entry”.
When you arrive at the CopenHill powerplant in Copenhagen you are invited to take the free elevator to the top, where there’s obviously a bar. And above the bar a viewing platform from which you can see all of Copenhagen and the Swedish coast. The sloping roof is covered with a silicone material so you can ski down. There's even a ski lift. 
As you cycle back towards the city centre, you will probably pass Nordatlantens Brygge, Papirøen, and perhaps Kalvebod Bølge or Islands Brygge. Countless places where you can freely sit down with a homemade sandwich and a can of beer and enjoy the sun and the company of hundreds of others who have had the same idea.
One of the main reasons why Copenhagen was named the World Capital of Architecture is the so-called Edge Zones.
An Edge Zone is a place made available to the public that is non-commercial, open 24/7, and often made attractive with playgrounds, outdoor gyms, barbecues, petanque courts, and large steps intended for sitting or lying on.
We sometimes refer to them as “our urban living room”.
In the Anglo-Saxon Chronicles, an English aristocrat wrote that he thought that Danes should be on a leash.
We are like ants – everywhere, all the time, moving freely around with no restrictions.
In Denmark you can’t own the waterfront. You may own a 100 million kroner beach villa, with a large garden that's all yours. But the beach itself is public property. In Copenhagen you can walk the entire inner harbour with no obstacles, and you can actually walk around each and every island in Denmark, if you stay on the waterfront.
In Sweden, Norway, Finland and Iceland, you have "Allemansrättan" (everyone's right), which means you can walk through all private meadows, fields, orchards and forests, and even pitch a tent for the night, as long as you don't disturb or destroy anything.
In Western Movies you may have seen a sign stating “Trespassers Will Be Shot”. In the Nordics trespassers might be offered a cup of coffee.
You may also have seen in movies how Vikings fiercely defend a fortress. But there were no fortresses in Viking Age Scandinavia (with the exception of a few ringforts that Harald Bluetooth built for no particular purpose and which were never really in use).
You could walk through all the towns and villages, and sit wherever you wanted. 
Free movement is a given in the Nordic countries, perhaps because we have simply never contemplated the alternative.
If a Viking Age village was attacked they would go out into the field and counterattack (and if you study the national Danish football team today you will notice that we still don’t understand the concept of defense).
I was showing some tourists around Copenhagen, and at Kalvebod Bølge they saw a couple of girls emptying a can of beer and jumping naked into the water. “What's going on?” asked one of the tourists. “They're acting like they're at home.”
I explained that they are, sort of, and how Danes don't really distinguish between public and private.
Another tourist, who had already been in the city for a while, and had experienced the attitude, said “If you find a closed door, try the handle.”
Another interesting tourist clash worth mentioning was an (obviously American) couple who told a waitress that they found it uncomfortable that a woman was breastfeeding in the restaurant. The couple was politely asked to leave – and never come back.
Schools in the Nordic countries don’t have a wall or a fence. That would not work, because after school the school playground often double as the local playground. In addition to swings and slides, they also have tables and benches, and entire families or residents' associations come to eat and socialise.
And that’s just the Danes, acting like they’re at home everywhere. My Norwegian neighbor can sit all evening playing video games in his living room, and then he grabs his sleeping bag to go sleep in the woods. 
“Friluftsliv” is the Norwegian term for being at one with nature. In the summer, I honestly believe that Norwegians have more sex outdoors than indoors (although I can't and won't prove it). In the winter they all wear skis all the time. Maybe they sleep with them on. 
We move around all the time. Everywhere. And in most places we are greeted with the same message: “You are welcome!”
 
PART II — THE HERITAGE
 

Language & Names
Old Norse was the North Germanic language spoken by the Norse people during the Viking Age – roughly 550-1350. It’s the ancestor of modern Danish, Norwegian, Swedish, Icelandic and Faroese, and it has left a surprisingly large mark on English and other languages.
Old Norse developed from an earlier Scandinavian language usually called Proto-Norse.
Around the Viking Age, Scandinavia gradually developed several regional varieties. The boundaries weren't sharp, and people could generally communicate across the Nordics, although pronunciation and vocabulary differed.
The languages ​​have of course been heavily influenced by other languages ​​these days, especially German; the closer to Germany the stronger the influence. This means that the two remote areas in the North Atlantic, Iceland and the Faroe Islands, are almost unaffected, and Icelanders and Faroese would almost be able to talk to someone who speaks Old Norse. Danes, Norsemen and Swedes would not understand much.
Icelanders and Faroese can talk to each other with some patience. Other Nordics will not be able to follow the conversation. Danes and Norwegians can talk to each other almost effortlessly, while Swedes stand out a bit. Danish/Norwegian and Swedish have many of the same words, but slightly different pronunciations, and some of the same words but with different meanings. Young people often switch to English when they meet across this divide.
To give you an example I will toss in the sentence “This is a very difficult language”:
Old Norse: “Þetta er mjög erfitt mál.”
Icelandic: “Þetta er mjög erfitt tungumál.”
Faroese: “Hetta er eitt sera torført mál.”
Danish: “Dette er et meget vanskeligt sprog.”
Norwegian: “Dette er et veldig vanskelig språk.”
Swedish: “Detta är ett mycket svårt språk.”
For a Dane to read a newspaper in the other Nordic languages there will be different levels of difficulties. In Icelandic or Faroese it would be possible to understand what the article is about (but that’s it), in Swedish most of it, and in Norwegian basically effortlessly.
Learning English is pretty easy for Norsemen, as many words are already the same (with old Norse word in parentheses): awkward (afugr), berserk (berserkr), blunder (blundra), crawl (krafla), gad (gaddr), haggle (hǫggva), ransack (rannsaka), scathe (skaði), slaughter (slátr). 
A little closer to home, some much more common words (this time with the Danish equivalent in parentheses): Day (dag), Night (nat), Wife (viv), Knife (kniv), Window (vindue), Laughter (latter), Come (kom), Life (liv).
It really got exciting when someone told me there’s a “bridge” between the languages in the English dialect spoken in the Shetland Islands. So I went there, with the sole purpose of talking to people in a local pub, and suck up the language. 
It turns out that the Danish word “barn”, that in English is “Child”, in Shetlandish is “Baern”. “Kirke” (church) is “Kirk”. “Ko” (cow) is “Coo”.
I managed (with some moderate bribery) to gather two Shetlanders, a Scot and an English person around a table, pour some whisky, and test how well they understood longer sentences in Icelandic and Danish. The Shetlanders easily outperformed the Scot and the Englishman. 
I have to admit I got pretty drunk that night, but the hangover was worth it. This was linguistic science at its finest.
Just like the case with Danish and Swedish, obviously there are similar words in Danish and English with slightly different meanings: “Sky” means cloud, in Danish, and “Go” (Gå) means walk. 
But we are more-or-less on the same side. (Men vi er mere-eller-mindre på den samme side.)
Apparently occupying England for a couple of hundred years paid off, as English is now the most common lingua franca worldwide.
As mentioned earlier, countless places around England – and therefore also in former English colonies – are named by Vikings. Jórvik became York, and now even New York. 
The really striking thing is that “-by” in English place names is essentially a fossil of the Viking settlement of England. There are hundreds of -by names, particularly in Yorkshire, Lincolnshire and the East Midlands. Oh, er, and in Denmark, Sweden and Norway, of course. “By” means village.
And I already mentioned Rugby – the rye village – that gave name to a ball game.
That brings us to the names.
Erik, Harald, Knud, Svend, Leif, Gorm, Frode, Halfdan, Ragnar, Sigurd, Stig, Tor, Toke, Ulf, Asger, Bjørn, Håkon, Holger, Ivar, Astrid, Freja, Sigrid, Ingrid, Gudrun, Thyra, Tove, Liv, Ragnhild, Gunhild, Helga, Signe, Dagmar and many many more. Still popular and all of them pre-Christian, meaning older than 700 CE.
The son of Gorm would traditionally be named Gormsson (or Gormsen). This was the patronymic namegiving. You would know that Harald Gormsson was the son of Gorm. Simple. The daughter would be Guðdrun Gormsdóttir – Gorm’s daughter.
If the mother was more important it would be a matronymic name, like King Svend Estridsen – son of Queen Estrid. 
In 1828 a royal baptism decree ordered children to receive a fixed family name, intended to remain with the family forever. So now my name is Sørensen, named after a Søren in 1820-something, that I have no clue about. Again it was the Christian church that interfered. 
In Iceland and the Faroe Islands we still use patronymic (and matronymic) last names. 
The church also decreed that a woman should take her husband's last name. So my mother was also named Sørensen, without any relation to this Søren, and without being the son of anyone. This idiocy has started fading out rather rapidly, and many women now choose to keep their family name as they get married. 
In fact I hope people will start embracing our legacy, and start using patronymic and matronymic names again, now that the law has become more lenient.
 

Landscape & Nature
There are huge differences in nature in the Nordic countries. Denmark is islands of fields and beaches in a completely flat landscape. No rivers, mountains, cliffs or major elevations. Sweden goes from a Danish-like landscape to endless forests, and a mountain range with Scandinavia's highest mountain.
Norway, the Faroe Islands and Iceland are vertical cliffs, rivers and waterfalls. Beautiful dramatic landscapes.
Only Iceland has volcanoes and geysers.
Obviously, the country with the least dramatic landscapes, but the most agricultural land and easy access to fishing, has for most of history also been the richest and most densely populated. That would be Denmark, that also had the shortest distance to trading with the rest of Europe and the British isles. 
However interesting this may sound, if you are traveling all the way from Australia to experience the breathtaking beauty of the Nordic countries, I will encourage you to skip Denmark. Go to Norway or Iceland instead.
Even international movie makers producing a movie that takes place in Denmark will go to Norway to film it. A fjord is supposed to be surrounded by vertical cliffs, not sandy beaches and flat farmland…
I distinctly remember the experience of watching Netflix Vikings, and laughing out loud when our heroes arrived in Hedeby and Uppsala. Beautiful mountains – in the series. In reality? Not so much.
What we have in common is the duration of daylight, which varies throughout the year. On an evening around midsummer we can sit in the sunshine at ten o'clock in the evening, while the sun has already set in winter when we leave work in the afternoon.
The Gulf Stream does its job in the parts of the Nordic region it touches. The temperature in winter is rarely below -5 degrees Celsius and in summer never above 25. In northern Sweden and Finland it is a completely different story. There it can get really cold.
To find reliable snow you have to go north of 62–64°N, and inland.
In Sweden, Finland and Norway you can find wolves, wild boars, bears, and moose (elk), and in the northernmost parts reindeer. In Denmark you can meet foxes, deer, and badgers. In the Faroe Islands and Iceland, the number of four-legged animals is more limited, but you are more likely to see seals and whales. 
If you are a bird enthusiast, the Nordics are a dream destination, with enormous variations, from waders and storks in the south to puffins in the north, with a good chance of seeing eagles and falcons on the Scandinavian peninsula (Norway, Sweden and Finland).
Domesticated animals are most numerous in Denmark, with horses, pigs, cows and chickens. Large flocks of sheep can be found in Denmark and the North Atlantic.
The domesticated pig is especially interesting in terms of history. Unlike other farm animals pigs don’t find their own food. You have to feed them. Unlike other farm animals they give nothing besides meat (no eggs, leather, milk, wool…). This makes the pig a luxury commodity, and in mythology pork is revered as food for the gods (and of course we eat pork roast for Jul!).
Særimner is a pig that can be slaughtered and eaten by the dead heroes (Einherjer) in Valhalla, and be revived the next morning, over and over again.
And who doesn’t like bacon???
But in the North Atlantic – Faroe Islands and Iceland – it was simply too much work and expense, so they switched to sheep instead. 
Fish is plentiful in all the Nordic countries. In Denmark and Sweden (the North Sea and the Baltic Sea) there’s an abundance of herring, and around Norway, Faroe Islands and Iceland the cod is big and there are heaps of them. Besides trawling and eating, but for curiosity, the variety of fish is enormous. 
Turning the attention to the weather, the saying is – in the coastal regions – “if you don’t like the weather, wait five minutes”.
It’s relatively mild in terms of temperature, it’s always a little windy and always a little humid. 
“Dress for the weather” means miniskirt, rubber boots and raincoat. In this wind an umbrella is useless.
I worked in a shop in Copenhagen with a permanent sign outside stating “Perfect Bike Weather”. Most of the year our international guests highly disagreed. But we are – after all – still Vikings.
 
 

Food, Home & Everyday Life
Pork, fish, chicken, rye, wheat, milk and eggs are the main ingredients in our diet. In Iceland we replace pork with lamb. This is unchanged since the Viking Age.
Obviously, like every other culture in “the old world”, we have integrated ingredients from “the new world” into our diet. In our case mainly potatoes, tomatoes, and chocolate. 
(A short explanation for those who haven't really thought about this: some plants have only evolved naturally in the Americas. Most commonly known are potatoes, tomatoes, corn (maize), chili, bell peppers, beans, and cocoa. None of these were known in “the old world” until the 16th century. Other common things from “the old world” took its sweet time to come to Scandinavia, such as rice, from Asia (14th century), tea, also from Asia, and coffee, from Africa (both 17th century). So none of these were known in the historic Viking Age.)
For breakfast we will eat bread with toppings – mainly cheese and marmalade or chocolate – with coffee, or cereals with milk. Oatmeal porridge is still popular, and has been since forever ago – presumably even before the Viking Age.
The common dishes for lunch and dinner can be swapped depending on region. A hot meal for dinner and a cold for lunch, or vice versa.
The cold meal will be crispbread or dense dark rye bread with toppings: processed fish or pork with additional toppings of mayonnaise, remoulade, mustard, cress, onion, dill, spring onions, roasted onions, parsley, mushrooms, shrimp, etc. In Denmark this is famously known as Smørrebrød (or, in English menu translations: Open Face Sandwiches) and served ready to eat. In Swedish it will be known as Smörgåsbord, which literally means it will be served as a make-it-yourself buffet. 
The hot meal will be fish, pork, beef or chicken, with potatoes, rice or pasta, served with some thick gravy of some sorts, and some greens.
Obviously, these days, it’s also common to eat Italian, Indian, Thai, Tex-Mex, or some other “exotic” dish for a hot meal.
One additional thing that is worth sampling in Denmark is the hot dog. The interesting thing about a Danish hot dog is that the number of toppings – just like on Smørrebrød – is absolutely ridiculous. Go to one of the hot dog stands in the pedestrian street, ask for a grilled hotdog with “everything”, and whatever they ask you from this point say “yes”. 
You eat it like a taco: hold it still and move your head around it, or the toppings will be distributed down your clothes.
In Iceland they have outsmarted the Danes by putting the topping in the bread under the sausage. 
In the other Nordic countries don’t bother. The hot dogs are dull.
With no refrigeration, the Norsemen in the Viking Age ate a lot of pickled, salted, smoked, fermented and dried food. Pickled and smoked is still very – very – popular in all the Nordic countries, while the dried fish is mainly found in Faroe Islands and Iceland.
We drink water, milk, beer and wine, and occasionally a cocktail. And we drink much more coffee than anywhere else in the world, despite the fact that we do not produce the black gold ourselves.
In the Viking Age the rich had access to imported wine, but the most common drink was beer (ale), and for special occasions mead (a thick and sweet fortified wine made from fermented berries and honey).
For treats we prefer licorice and chocolate, and occasionally pastry or chocolate cake with berries and whipped cream.
To be invited into the home – house or apartment – of a Norseman means that you belong to the most intimate inner circle of friends. While many families never lock the door, our homes are our fortresses of serenity. The decor is sparse, in muted colors, practically furnished, often with high-quality furniture and lamps (and more) that have been or will be passed down for generations. 
Elsewhere in the book I joked that a Danish designer lamp costs more than a house in Nigeria. And probably lasts longer. That's not as far from the truth as you might think.
You are expected to feel at home. Feel free to sit where you want. Feel free to find some food in the fridge. Feel free to do the dishes. 
When we hear the American expression “entertain guests” we get stressed out. We do not “entertain”. We “hygge”.
“Hygge” is a phenomenon known throughout the Nordic countries, though mainly named this way in Denmark. And it takes some explanation, but don’t worry, we will get back into my house again.
First of all, “hygge” means nice or cozy in everyday speech.
“Hyggeligt” to meet you, this is “hyggeligt”, and “hyg dig” (which means “have a good time”).
But as a phenomenon “hygge” means creating a place and situation that keeps the uncomfortable, cold and formal world out. Soft clothes, hot beverages, candles and low pleasant music, with a good book or informal conversation, pretending time doesn’t exist.
Many objects can be “hygge”, like “hygge-socks”, “hygge-food”, and “hygge-lights” – objects that strengthen the feeling of well-being and informality.
“Hygge” also means not trying to achieve anything. “Hygge-football”, for example, means playing football without actually keeping score, and being patient with someone leaving the field to have a sip of his beer.
“He is hyggelig” means he makes you feel at ease in his company.
A “hygge-evening” can be meeting to play board games with a nice glass of wine or a mug of hot cocoa, and plenty of pauses to talk.
For “hygge” you can’t talk about politics or anything else that will make your blood boil. It has to be pleasant, informal, and gentle impressions. Soft clothes, soft light, soft conversation, unhealthy food (pastries, crisps and sweets), and no time-keeping.
Norsemen work hard and focused, multitask, plan everything in detail, and are generally over-achievers. We are unfiltered, opinionated and never shy away from a heated debate. We are cynically rational and efficient. 
Hygge is the antidote, where we turn it all off.
So, now we are back in my house. I’ve found a nice bottle of red wine, lit a lot of candles, turned off the ceiling lamp, and now we are playing a board game of some sorts, but constantly getting sidetracked by a nice conversation, and none of us remember the score or whose turn it was. That’s not important. By Oðin, this is hyggeligt.
In the oven is a dish of Plokkfiskur (an Icelandic dish consisting of cod, mashed potatoes, Hollandaise sauce, mussels, onions and curry). Actually, it’s leftover from the other day, but enough for the both of us. When the kitchen timer rings, I take it out of the oven, put the dish on a trivet on the living room table, while you find plates, knives and forks. We don't bother sitting up at the dining room table, because this is so hyggeligt.
After dinner you help me bring the plates etc. to the kitchen, rinse them off and put them in the dishwasher.
I open one more bottle of wine, and put some potato crisps in a bowl.
Some time after midnight we realise it’s a working day tomorrow, and you’ve had too much to drink to go home. So I'll find a duvet and a pillow, some covers and a sheet, and a big t-shirt for you, so you can sleep on the couch. I also have an extra toothbrush for you to have, and a towel so you can take a shower in the morning.
The next morning, at seven o'clock, I'll find white bread and crispbread, along with cheese and Nutella, while you're in the shower. You've already put on coffee.
We cycle to work at eight o'clock. There is a child seat mounted on the back of my bike, but my daughter is with her mother this week.
At four in the afternoon, when everyone leaves the office, we go down to a local bodega and have a beer. The fact that you are the company's CEO and I am in the assembly department has no bearing on our relationship in any way. After all, we have daughters the same age on the same handball team. And I'm about to persuade you to join my other leisure activity, which is horseback riding.
 
 

￼[image: image1.png]Iconography
When you see a helmet with horns you know in less than a second it's a Viking. That's how iconography works. A symbol read as fast as a single number, but immediately followed by all sorts of associations. 
It's setting the mood and opening up for a set of expectations. 
That Vikings never had horns in their helmets is somewhat irrelevant. The icon works flawlessly. 
For the Bayreuther Festspiele production of the Wagner opera Der Ring des Niebelungen scenographer Carl Emil Doebler thought it would make the Vikings look more fierce. That way the icon was born, in 1864. 
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Another well known icon is the hammer of Thor – Mjölnir. That one is 100% authentic, and in the Nordic countries a beloved symbol for both the Norse culture, history and mythology. 
￼[image: image10.png]It got weird when Marvel Comics came up with a brick like square hammer, but most people ignore that one. 
The history of this symbol is tightly knit to the introduction of Christianity in the Nordic countries, where people noticed the cross necklaces, and felt compelled to counter it. 
Maybe "counter" is too strong a word. In some Viking Age graves both the hammer and the cross are found, worn by the same person, and in Iceland the Wolf Cross is guessed to be a morph of the two symbols. 
After all, in most of the Nordic areas Christianisation was a slow process. 
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In tattoos and logos the runic letters are popular, and some Nordic children still learn to read and write runes in school. 
The runes are a funny detour. Inspired by the Latin – and perhaps also the Cyrillic – alphabet the Norse people developed their own letters, to better match local pronunciation and for easier carving in wood and stone. Some of the letters are more or less identical to the Latin counterparts, line B, F, R and S, while others are completely different. 
It comes in a number of variations: The Elder Futhark, the Younger Futhark, English Runes and Swedish Short Stave. In what is most commonly perceived as the Viking Age mainly the Younger Futhark was in use. 
But when handwriting became more common, around the year 1200, the runes disappeared in favour of the Latin alphabet. 
Runes were primarily used to write on runesticks (pieces of wood with short messages – Viking Age SMS) and runestones. 
Runestones can be descriptions of events or people, but more than ninety percent of them state the same general message: “I (name) raised this stone in honour of my father/brother (name), who died in that (specific) battle”. 
The stone is not raised where the person died, or laid to rest, but on his land. And the message can't be misunderstood: “this land is now mine!”
There are more than 4000 runestones, mainly in Sweden, Denmark and the British isles. Definitely most in Sweden. All of them are registered in the European Runestone Database, with original runic text, transcript in Latin letters, and an attempt at translation. 
￼[image: image8.png]As they didn't have autocorrect and rules for writing, mixed some of the Futharks up, and made their own abbreviations, some of the stones are very hard to read. 
Many of the runestones have at some point been used as building materials in churches and stables, and we don't know their place of origin. 
Some Norsemen have made graffiti in runes, in different places. In the Hagia Sofia church (now mosque) in Istanbul, some Viking mercenaries, hired for security, got bored out of their sculls during a sermon, and carved their names in the marble. Fair enough. 
Carving a longer complaint about not having your salary paid in time, in a one thousand year old lion statue is a little more questionable. At the time I would say completely unacceptable vandalism. But one thousand years later, both the 2000 year old lion statue and the 1000 year old vandalism are actually archaeologically interesting. 
You can find a decent runic translator online, e.g. vikingr.site. 
Some people mistakenly think we stopped making runestones as the Nordic countries became Christian, but that is not the case. The vast majority of runestones are actually made by Christian Vikings. 
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Vegvisir (the Guide or the Viking Compass) is a very popular decoration and tattoo. The oldest original found is from a 1800~ish Icelandic document, and experts love to tell people how it's not authentic. It does, however, resemble other much older symbols a lot, so I believe it's fair to assume it's not entirely un-authentic. 
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Dragons and Snakes are popular motifs, but it's important to understand it's two sides of the same coin. A dragon in Norse tradition is not winged and fire-spewing, but in fact just an oversized and supernatural snake or serpent. 
In some carvings it has been found with weird legs or tentacles, but the most dominant use of the snake/dragon is as an outline for (runic) text. 
On one hand it's a little ironic, as the Nordics have no large or dangerous snakes, on the other hand a snake is perfect for text-outlines, decorations, jewelry etc. 
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Ravens, boars, crows, wolves and cats are associated with different Norse gods, and their different natural abilities and imagined supernatural characteristics makes them popular in decorations of different kinds. 
This is actually one of the highly visible proof that the Christian church never succeeded in completely eradicating the old mythology. 
While the Christian iconography with lions, eagles and unicorns became very popular, the old Norse animal decorations never died out completely. 
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Knots are popular. Intertwined double lines, running over and under itself in intriguing knots is a stable element in Viking graphics. Sometimes an endless line, sometimes as a snake with head and tail, and sometimes even as a magical snake with odd tentacles creating sub-patterns. 
You don't have to stay long in Scandinavia before you start recognising it everywhere. 
This is not an exhaustive list, but the most popular motifs. If you search online for Viking graphics you will find an endless source of inspiration, and different authentic or creative adaptations, to suit your personal preferences. 
Vikings have never been preoccupied with authenticity and cultural conservatism, so if you feel inspired and let your creativity flow, you are actually doing the exact same thing Norse people did 800 years ago. 
Nothing dies until it gets static. 
 
 
 
PART III — THE MODERN VIKING
 
 
 

The Viking as a Modern Identity
The Viking has become a modern character that people use to express ideas such as:
●Independence
●Courage
●Exploration
●Resilience
●Equality
●Craftsmanship
●Community
●Connection to nature
●Masculinity and femininity
●Nordic identity
●Resistance to authority
●Adventure
A 2026 academic study of Viking popular culture actually identifies recurring modern Viking “character types” including the Warrior, the Explorer, the Craftsman, the Feminist, and the Style Icon (Susana Tosca, Nanna Holdgaard, Jon Mangerel, Sofie Broe & Ceridwen Amy Boel Kjeldsen, 2026, “Mediating the Vikings: Popular Culture, Character Types and Museum Audience Experiences” Museum & Society, Vol. 24, No. 1, pp. 1–16. It was published by Syddansk Universitet in May 2026 and is peer-reviewed.)
The study isn't simply analysing films or television. The researchers interviewed visitors at two Danish museums and looked at how people's expectations of “Vikings” have been shaped by popular culture before they even enter the museum.
Their central idea is that the Modern Viking is an “open construction”: people fill the Viking image with meanings drawn from films, TV, games, music, fashion, museums and their own ideas about Nordic identity.
Many Danes also looked at the political twist with the US government regarding Greenland, in 2025-26, and referred to Danish and Greenlandic politicians with hints of "Viking spirit" – independence, resistance, resilience, and courage. Especially Jens-Frederik Nielsen (Greenland's Prime Minister), Mette Frederiksen (Denmark's Prime Minister), Múte B. Egede (Greenlandic Foreign Minister), and Lars Løkke Rasmussen (Danish Foreign Minister) were repeatedly referred to as “Vikings”, e.g. “Mette Frederiksen is punching up like a true Viking”. 
Some authentic values ​​from the Viking Age fit incredibly well into the modern world: female agency, personal freedom, a democratic mindset, etc, where the Norsemen were somehow a thousand years ahead of their time – at least compared to neighbouring populations.
Other values ​​have since been imposed, such as nature conservation. Naturally, the Norsemen of the Viking Age were very concerned with the interaction with nature, but undoubtedly more to get a good harvest than to protect nature from pollution. There is a big difference between needs and goals in 926 and 2026.
The Viking Age Norse were also superior in terms of slave trading. We quickly dismiss this with the remark that “everyone else did it too”, and hurry on. The recreated Viking identity is far more politically correct, although still dismissive of much of the political correctness or cultural sensitivity found in many other parts of the world.
It's a balance. We distinguish between harming people physically and emotionally. Nude swimming, public drinking, swearing, religious cartoons, public autopsies of giraffes, or slaughtering whales, etc. fall into the category of “we don't care what you think”.
If you can stop listening and staring, turn your back and go away, then we haven't harmed you. That's on you.
If you lose your cool and raise your voice, you will be considered retarded. Keeping your composure is a sign of intelligence and self-control. If you want to criticize something we do, you must calmly present tangible and logical arguments.
Harming people (or animals unnecessarily) is, however, completely unacceptable, and the Nordic countries actually have the lowest violence statistics in the world. The battle axe, which the Viking Age Norsemen were so famous for, is not part of the Modern Viking identity.
A less fortunate – and rather unhealthy – part of the Modern Viking identity is endurance. The word "Viking" is used to describe athletes who exceed all reasonable and healthy limits, people who wear too little clothing in the cold, and people who can drink very large quantities of alcohol without being visibly affected.
The training for the latter phenomenon starts early, and although adult Scandinavians actually don't drink much more than all other Europeans, the picture looks very different when it comes to teenagers, according to some pretty scary statistics. We build endurance in a very unhealthy way. 
All this to say that an important part of the Modern Viking identity is self-control and restraint, and it is unacceptable to have a temper, appear visibly drunk, or show strong emotions, no matter how much one has drunk, been provoked, or excited. 
And – as mentioned earlier in the book – if you argue based on your emotions or blind faith you will be ridiculed mercilessly.
It's about showing the world that you have self-control, and that you are rational. Only then you can move on to the next step: controlling something else. I don't hand my car keys to someone who raises their voice or believes in Jesus. My insurance is too expensive for that.
Courage is also trained from an early age. We let children explore the world in a way that teaches them to get hurt and get back up. They ride their bikes to school alone from first grade, are encouraged to skate and roller skate and let go of aids as soon as possible, are pushed into the water to learn to swim (and laughed at when we have to rescue them, so they get motivated), and so on. They help chop the heads off chickens, and go fishing before they start school. Insensitive, perhaps, but they learn to deal with fear. 
I didn't fix my daughters' bikes or mend their pants. I stood behind them and told them how to do it. They could fix an extension cord and bake a loaf of bread before they started second grade. This means that their friendships and relationships are based on desire, and not on a need for assistance.
My colleague “Norwegian Viking Queen” Evie Madsen wrote this statement on her (very popular) Instagram account: “I have received several messages from men saying that they want a Viking woman. I guess that means that they are looking for a Scandinavian looking woman. I would also assume it means that they are looking for a self-confident, independent, strong, healthy woman who knows how to take care of herself. 
Here is my advice to all of you wanting to meet a woman like that: first you need to ask yourself this question; what kind of a man do I think a Viking woman wants and needs in her life? 
Next step for you is to look at yourself compared to whatever your answer is to that question.
That is my friendly advice to you, on behalf of us, Scandinavian women.
Have a wonderful day, everyone.”
And that's the Modern Viking in a nutshell: We choose to be with people we find likeable, not because we need anything. We can meet our own needs for cooking, crafting, cleaning, reaching the top shelf and fitting a lamp. 
“I do not agree” is probably the most Nordic thing you can say to your superior at your workplace. Everyone has equal value and importance in the Nordic countries, and authorities in particular have to navigate the constant need to explain their decisions. While trust is given as a matter of course, respect is something that is earned through hard work and rock solid arguments. We do not follow orders – we follow reason. 
Many German or American business leaders have arrived in the Nordic countries and landed in the middle of a terrible nightmare. Suddenly their authority and position are worthless – only their real abilities, which must be proven daily, matter. The phrase “because I'm your superior” will only be met with good-natured laughter and a friendly pad on the shoulder.
And this brings us to the nature of the Modern Viking community attitude. 
To explain this, let me invite you to a party.
Dinner starts at 6 PM, and ends sometime after midnight. Be prepared to sit all night, drink a lot and talk a lot. When the food is consumed we stay at the table.
When we arrive you greet everyone individually. Do not be surprised if one or more people hug you – after all, you are a friend of a friend.
Everyone (including you) helps carry things to and from the kitchen, set the table, clean up, etc. 
When you ask people how they met, some will have met through a previous job, some through a hobby, some through their children’s daycare, and some in kindergarten. You will notice that friendships last a lifetime, in spite of all kinds of differences. 
You will also notice that people have absolutely no filter when it comes to topics of conversation: sex, breaking the law, stupid mistakes, economy, etc.
Don’t praise yourself, your partner or your children. It’s embarrassing. But feel free to make fun of yourself. Self-irony is highly valued and a show of self-confidence. If someone makes fun of you, it’s a sign of respect. If they don’t, you have a problem. Being able to tolerate being made fun of is a sign of self-confidence and trust.
If you want to impress, note this: time is valuable and precious, money is not. You can impress with a vacation or hobby, but not with an expensive car or accessories. Don’t use your title; “I work at Novo” is enough, we don’t need to know if you’re the CEO or the one taping the cardboard boxes.
If someone at the table asks for help moving, or laying tiles on a terrace, there will immediately be 3-4 people offering their help. Feel free to volunteer – that’s how you make new friends. We don’t call for professional help to fix things that we can manage ourselves. We fix shit. Together. 
 

The Modern History of the Viking Attitude
The Vikings never really disappeared.
For centuries after the end of the Viking Age, the Norse past was largely remembered through fragments: sagas, ruins, place names, legends and a handful of written accounts. But from the 18th century onward, Scandinavia began to rediscover its Viking heritage. The Viking was gradually transformed from a historical figure into a cultural ideal.
The first great reinvention came with Romanticism.
In the late 18th and 19th centuries, European intellectuals became fascinated by the medieval North. Scandinavian writers, artists and historians began looking back to the Viking Age as a heroic national past.
The Viking became brave, free, independent and connected to an ancient Nordic homeland. The historical reality was considerably more complicated, but the image was quite powerful.
This was the period when the Vikings began to become symbols rather than people.
The 19th-century Viking was useful because he could represent qualities that modern Scandinavians recognised – or wanted to recognise – in themselves: courage, strength, independence, and integrity.
As nationalism spread across Europe, the Viking became part of the construction of modern Scandinavian national identities.
He became “one of us.”
This transformation is important. A Viking identity could now be inherited culturally even by people who had no direct connection to Viking society.
The twentieth century produced a very different Viking.
Viking symbols and mythology were appropriated by racist and nationalist movements, most notoriously by Nazi Germany and later by various extremist groups.
The Viking became associated with racial purity, conquest and a mythical Germanic past, by people who apparently had no historical insight.
This created a problem that still exists today: the same symbols that can represent Nordic heritage, courage or history can also be used to communicate exclusion and extremism.
Modern Scandinavians therefore have a complicated relationship with some Viking symbols. 
The swastika was for many years the logo for the Danish brewery Carlsberg, but was abolished after the rise of the German Nazi Party. 
After the Second World War, popular culture gradually created another Viking.
He became larger, louder and more spectacular, and something interesting happened: the fictional Viking became culturally real.
Millions of people who know very little about Viking history nevertheless have a strong idea of what a Viking looks and behaves like.
During the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, the Viking moved again.
He left the history book and the cinema screen and entered everyday consumer culture.
Viking imagery appears on clothing, jewellery, tattoos, restaurants, breweries, sports teams, gyms, music, video games, company logos, tourism, and interior design.
The Viking is no longer necessarily a historical character.
The Viking has become a “brand”.
And the brand can mean almost anything: strength, adventure, integrity, toughness, craftsmanship, freedom, or simply something that looks Nordic.
At the same time, something more subtle has happened in Scandinavia itself.
The modern Nordic countries have increasingly become interested in their Viking heritage without necessarily wanting to become Vikings.
Museums reconstruct Viking ships. Archaeologists investigate Viking settlements. Craftspeople revive old techniques. Designers reinterpret Norse patterns. Musicians use Old Norse instruments and mythology. Restaurants reinvent Viking ingredients. Schools and cultural institutions explore the Viking Age.
The emphasis has shifted from re-enacting the past to interpreting it.
This is perhaps the most important change.
The modern Scandinavian does not need to believe in Oðin, conquer England or carry an axe to identify with the Viking heritage.
The heritage instead has become a cultural vocabulary.
And this brings us to the subject at the heart of this book: there is still something recognisable “Viking” in the modern Nordic people. Societies, and some ideas associated with the Viking Age have remarkable modern parallels: individual freedom, community and social security (Félag), democratic participation (Þing), trust, social responsibility, egalitarianism, internationalism, Nordic design, resilience, and straightforward communication.
These are not necessarily direct historical survivals. In many cases, claiming a simple line from Viking society to modern Scandinavia would be misleading.
But the parallels are interesting enough to ask a bigger question: are modern Nordic societies still carrying fragments of an old Norse worldview – or are we simply looking at modern values through a Viking lens?
Perhaps the answer is both.
The Modern Viking is therefore not a historical rediscovery, but a living and thriving identity in continuous development.
Every generation has created the Viking it needed:
The nineteenth century needed a national hero.
The twentieth century created a warrior.
Literature and movies created an adventurer.
Popular culture created a brand.
And perhaps the twenty-first century is creating something new: a Viking who is less about going back to the past – and more about deciding what we will carry forward.
 

Vikings & Nationalism
In the Viking Age around 25% of each generation was replaced by immigrants as Vikings emigrated en masse, while lots of other people – voluntarily or involuntarily – came to the Nordic countries.
The blonde hair (a genetic mutation from Siberia that came to the Nordic countries via what is now Ukraine) is a tangible example that we are definitely not purebred. We are perhaps some of the least purebred ethnic groups in Europe, as many other groups have isolated themselves, often out of fear or geographic circumstances (mountains, rivers, etc.).
But immigrants did not come in large, cohesive groups. They came – or were distributed – as individuals or small nuclear families to villages and farms, where they were assimilated into Nordic society, language, religion and culture.
Second generation immigrants were not “immigrants” but 100% Nordic.
But then something else started to happen, and in the early 1970s large groups of Turkish and Balkan people came as so-called guest workers. 
They were not assimilated into Nordic societies. They retained much of their ethnic identity, their names, religion, eating habits, child-rearing, gender roles, and customs.
The Danish Prime minister expressed – in diplomatic terms – the concern that many Danes had, in a New Year's speech: “We are used to people coming to our country, and once they have drunk our tap water, taken our buses, and gone to our schools, they automatically become Danish. It's not like that anymore.”
Reasonable people debated whether we should improve the integration process, or whether we should accept that a subculture existed in our country.
Slightly less sensible people developed a strong dislike for these immigrants. In particular, their religion, child-rearing and gender roles were (or are) accused of being medieval, uncivilised, inhuman and above all incompatible with living in the Nordic countries.
And some of these racists seized Viking symbols and identity as their justification, without fully understanding how out of place it is, from a historic perspective.
It actually started 40 years before this challenge appeared in Scandinavia.
For reasons that may be difficult to comprehend, German nationalists had cast their hatred on Jews, Roma, and other ethnic minorities. In their search for manifestations of the “pure white race,” they cast their love on Vikings.
The Ahnenerbe (officially Forschungs- und Lehrgemeinschaft "Das Ahnenerbe", founded on 1 July 1935 by Heinrich Himmler) was a Nazi organization in Germany that claimed to explore the prehistory of the Aryan race, but based its work on pseudoscience. They went so far as to travel to Bohuslän in Sweden to make casts of rock carvings to prove their origin. The aim was to find scientific (but manipulated) evidence for the racial ideologies of Nazism and the notion of the superiority of the Aryan race. 
Viking symbols seeped in everywhere, and even the SS (Schutzstaffel) logo was two S-runes. It also pleased Heinrich Himmler that the swastika – the official logo and flag for Nazi Germany –  was not only copied from the Roman Empire, but even a well-known Viking icon.
If you think that is insane, hold my beer!
In the US, there are groups of “white supremacists” who also use Viking symbols extensively. Some of them – known as Nordicists – have even sent saliva samples to DNA researchers to confirm that they are 100% Nordic. 
Since science does not really confirm their view, and 100% Nordic actually means a concoction of numerous ethnic groups, they have now written off DNA science as “an evil Jewish conspiracy.”
Surely, people in the Nordic countries are not that stupid. After all, we know our own history by heart. Or do we?
In Sweden there is – to this day – a group of neo-nazis called “Nordiska motståndsrörelsen” (The Nordic Resistance Movement) who use the T-rune, often associated with the Norse god Týr. They aim to abolish democracy, as the majority of the population “doesn’t understand the danger of immigration”. 
In Norway a very small group of – presumably incel – men are using Viking icons and identity to promote a misogynistic and racist ideology that puts white “alpha males” at the center with symbols like wolves and machine guns. They have even reserved a lot of Viking-related names and phrases as URLs, hoping to influence everyone who goes online to find information about Vikings.
When you think you have found rock bottom, apparently there’s a basement below.
But, when I’m done dismissing all these clowns, I have to admit that there is a problem. The societies in the Nordic countries are very small, and perhaps too small to accommodate parallel societies. This will cause friction all the time. We tell new immigrants that they can of course keep their ethnic identity and religion, and give their children Arabic names. 
But in reality they will be at the back – or completely out of – the queue for jobs, apartments, memberships, etc. 
People who don't drink alcohol and eat pork are “an inconvenience” at the company's summer party. When they come to pick up their kids after a children's birthday party, the conversation between the other parents falls silent, and we switch to asking politely about their culture. They are probably too “sensitive” to participate in the normal conversation.
When their children are loud in a mall we use foul words about their ethnicity. It’s not uncommon to hear the sentence “I’m not a racist, but …”.
Yes, my friend, yes you are. The question is: What can we do to not remain racists? And what can immigrants do so that we do not remain racists? There is a task to be undertaken from all sides, considering that our societies may be too small for parallel societies.
Sometimes the division is described as a conflict between Christianity and Islam. That is not the case. It’s a conflict between faith and secularism. A deeply religious person can’t promise with his heart in his hand that he will put the constitution above his religion. If you believe that, then you don’t understand what it means to believe in a creator god – Lord of everything. And very few Norsemen do. You can’t reduce the foundation of your life to being a hobby. Especially not if there are even more religious people constantly watching you, in a small isolated ethnic group.
To solve this issue we can’t find any tools in our “Viking box” – simply because this kind of immigration wasn’t an issue until about 1970. 
There’s definitely nothing “Viking” about being a racist – on the contrary – but there’s nothing “Viking” either to keep us from being ethnocentric.
As mentioned earlier: Vikings would grab people of their own ethnicity, language, religious traditions and skincolour, and sell them into slavery, to people of a completely different complexion and persuasion, without batting an eye.
They simply had not yet invented the concepts of “ethnicity” or “national loyalty”.
We do, however, know that they called the native population in Canada (and perhaps Greenland) “Skrællinger”, meaning weaklings. So they hadn't invented unlimited mutual respect either.
And “political correctness” has never been – and will never be – our strong suit.
 

Whose Vikings?
Recently I had a good laugh at the expense of someone who persistently failed to distinguish between “Norse” and “Norwegian”.
(I’ll not trap you: Norse means any person from the Nordic countries; Denmark, Norway, Sweden, Finland, Shetland, Orkney, Faroe Islands, Iceland, and perhaps Greenland.)
And it made me ponder on the question: Who “owns” the Vikings?
It’s actually an interesting question, that I will not answer, but simply give you the different perspectives, to keep you awake all night.
Obviously the Vikings are mainly the Danes. During the Viking Age Denmark was the superpower, while the other (present day) countries in the Viking Age were only sparsely populated. The Northsea Empire was ruled by a Danish king, the famous Harald Bluetooth, Cnut the Great, and basically every other important Viking ruler were all Danish. 
The late Viking Age empire of the Nordic countries – the Kalmar Union – was ruled by Danish Queen Margrethe the First, and her successors.
Denmark was the first country and kingdom in the Nordics, and the Danish flag is the first and oldest national flag in the world. 
In the Anglo-Saxon Chronicles (et al) you read about “Norsemen” and “Danes” – never Swedes or Norwegians. The word “Danes” is mentioned several times, while the word “Viking” only a handful of times.
Denmark is no doubt the “Alfather” of the Nordic region.
“Viking” equals “Dane”.
But stay with me…
Obviously the real Vikings were from Norway. It may not have been a nation as such, but the people who traveled to Scotland and Ireland, Faroe Islands and Iceland, Greenland and Vinland (Canada), all came from Norway. These were the people from the harsh climate that could stomach everything, and spread fear and intimidation wherever they ventured. 
Would it make most sense to travel from Denmark to the Shetland Islands, or from Norway? That was a rhetorical question. You can almost see the Shetlands from Bergen, in Norway.
DNA proves without a shred of doubt that all the people in the North Atlantic are filled almost to the brim by Norwegian blood.
But hang on…
Swedes are the Rus Vikings. They created the greatest Viking empire ever; the Kievan Rus. They conquered everything along the Dnieper and Volga rivers, traded with Constantinople, and ventured on to Bagdad and even further. They formed the famous Viking Guard in the East Roman (Byzantine) Empire (also known as the Varangian Guard).
On top of that: the numbers of runestones in the other Nordic countries are dwarfed by the 3000 found in Sweden. And only in Sweden can you actually find a runestone with the word “Viking” engraved. And some of these runestones even tell about Swedes who died in England, France, Ireland, and so on.
But, but but…
In the Faroe Islands and Iceland the real Vikings live. They still use patronymic names, the languages are almost identical to old Norse, and both in terms of culture and bloodline they are basically uncontaminated. You just can’t be more Viking than that.
When diving into Viking Age history we refer to the Icelandic Sagas. They – rightfully so – wrote the history and the mythology of the Viking Age.
Eric the Red found Greenland, and his son (Leif the Lucky) found Vinland (Canada). They were – obviously – from Iceland.
As a tourist, by the way, you can’t get any more Viking experiences anywhere but in Iceland. They even have a beer (and brewery) named Viking.
However…
Normandy is literally named after the Norsemen. The most victorious Viking ever, Wilhelm the Conqueror, came from Normandy. He was the descendant of Rollo, who was given Normandy by the frightened Frankish king. 
Meanwhile…
Russia and Belarus are named after their creators, the Rus Vikings (Rus means rower). Kievan Rus even included present day Ukraine, and lo and behold, no other place in the world can produce as many Viking archeological finds as Ukraine. The country is literally littered with Viking graves and other Viking archaeological smartarsery. 
On top, Vikings are expected to be blond, and where does that come from? Oh, yes, Ukraine.
When the Viking Age was more-or-less over in the rest of the world, it was very much still a thing in Russia and Ukraine. 
But…
Dublin and York were founded by Vikings. The reason the modern countries of England and Ireland exist in the first place are the Vikings. And who spread the Viking heritage – and parts of the language – to the whole world, when conquering 100 times more land than the Norse people ever did? The British. They are perhaps the real Vikings. 
Prior to the Viking Age, the Angles came to England from Denmark. Then the Saxons, also from Denmark. Together they became the Anglo-Saxons. During the Viking Age the Danes came. And later the Normans, who were also kinda Danish. The English might actually be more Danish than the Danes themselves.
But we can't write off the diaspora: All the Vikings who traveled the world and stayed there. That's probably the most "Viking" you can be. To blend with the locals, adapt, but also spread your culture. Wasn't that the hallmark of the Vikings? The real Vikings are found today in the Baltic States, Spain, Hungary, Turkey, Italy, Greece…
We must also not forget that the Vikings were originally a Germanic tribe. Germanic = Germany. There is the original root, the real and first Vikings.
Now it’s up to you: who “owns” the Vikings?
 

The Vikings Abroad
The Modern Viking does not belong exclusively to Scandinavia.
In fact, some of the strongest Viking identities in the world exist thousands of kilometres from Denmark, Norway, Sweden and Iceland.
The Viking has travelled further in modern popular culture than he did during the Viking Age.
Britain – The Viking Enemy Becomes Heritage
Few countries have a more complicated relationship with the Vikings than Britain.
For centuries, the Viking was remembered primarily as the foreign invader: the raider who came across the North Sea, attacked monasteries and villages, and eventually settled large parts of England.
Yet modern Britain has gradually turned that enemy into heritage.
It's worth remembering that there wasn't just fighting. With a century-long presence, there were also many amorous relationships – and families – and many English people are the result of mixed blood. Modern archaeology has made many English people realise that “well, it's not that simple: we're actually part of it too.”
York has embraced its Viking past. The East Midlands and Yorkshire contain enormous numbers of Scandinavian place names. Museums, archaeological sites, festivals and living-history events celebrate the Viking presence.
The descendants of the people who once fought the Vikings (and had offspring with them) now sell Viking experiences to tourists.
The Viking has gone from invader to attraction.
And perhaps nowhere is this transformation more striking than in York, where the Viking past has become part of the city's modern identity and economy.
America – The Viking Becomes an American
The United States has perhaps done more than any other country to create the modern popular Viking.
American fascination with Vikings began long before modern television and video games.
Scandinavian immigrants brought their heritage with them during the 19th and early 20th centuries. Communities established Scandinavian churches, societies, newspapers and cultural organisations.
Minnesota is perhaps the most obvious example.
The state has a particularly strong Norwegian and Swedish heritage, and Viking imagery appears everywhere: sports teams, schools, businesses, festivals, museums, architecture and popular culture.
The Minnesota Vikings football team is perhaps the world's most famous modern use of Viking identity. Millions of Americans who have never visited Scandinavia know the Viking through an American football team.
And their Viking is not necessarily the Viking of a Danish archaeological textbook.
He is a symbol of: strength, courage, toughness, and determination.
For some Americans of Scandinavian ancestry, however, the Viking represents something deeper than a logo. It provides a symbolic connection to an ancestral homeland.
This is particularly interesting because the connection can survive for generations.
A person whose family left Norway 150 years ago may have little practical connection with Norwegian culture. They don’t speak Norwegian, visit Norway or know much about contemporary Norway. Yet they may still proudly describe themselves as having Viking heritage.
The Viking becomes a bridge between ancestry and identity. As the United States has a history that goes back only about 250 years, the experience of being “rootless” is very strong among many Americans. That is why they are manically preoccupied with bloodlines, and genetic connections to the “old world”, in a way that many Europeans find preposterous. As always, it is difficult to see things from each other's points of view.
It’s important to understand that American history did not begin in America, or on a boat crossing the Atlantic. It began in Europe (or Africa, Asia...), and many Americans therefore perceive European history as their “real” history. Many Europeans, on the other hand, perceive the Atlantic as a division – “them and us”. This is becoming more evident in these years, when much of American politics is decidedly anti-European, and “the European Project” and “the American dream” are perceived as opposites.
Then an American shows up, at a museum in Norway or in a group on Facebook, and proudly says that he has Viking heritage. Like an outstretched hand – a connection. But the Norwegian doesn't understand. “No, you're an American”... (on social media this phenomenon is widely known as “Gatekeeping”.)
And that raises an intriguing question: can the Viking become part of someone's cultural identity even when they have never lived in the Nordic world?
In America, the answer is yes. 
Canada – The Viking as Pioneer
Canada developed a somewhat different Viking mythology.
Here the Viking fits naturally into a national fascination with exploration, wilderness and the North. The discovery and archaeological confirmation of the Norse settlement at L'Anse aux Meadows in Newfoundland gave Canada something particularly valuable: a Viking story that was actually Canadian.
The Vikings were no longer simply visitors from Scandinavia. They became part of the history of North America.
The Viking could therefore be presented as an early explorer of the continent – an image that fits comfortably into the Canadian mythology of the frontier.
Germany – From Ancient Germanic Symbol to Problematic Heritage
Germany has perhaps had the most complicated modern relationship with Viking imagery.
During the 19th century, German Romanticism developed an enormous fascination with Germanic and Norse mythology. The Viking became part of a broader search for an ancient northern European identity.
But during the 20th century, Norse and Germanic symbols were appropriated by Nazism and later by neo-Nazi and far-right movements. This has left a lasting shadow.
A rune, Viking symbol or Norse mythological reference can therefore carry radically different meanings depending on context. It might mean archaeology, mythology, heritage, fantasy – or extremism.
In Germany the Modern Viking is never completely politically neutral.
Eastern Europe – The Vikings Who Became Something Else
In Eastern Europe, the story becomes even more complicated.
The Rus Vikings travelled eastwards through the Baltic and the great river systems of Eastern Europe, becoming traders, warriors, mercenaries and rulers.
The relationship between Scandinavians and the formation of the medieval Rus world remains a subject of historical and political debate. Modern Russia, Ukraine and other parts of Eastern Europe have consequently developed their own relationships with the Viking past.
Here, the Viking isn't simply a Scandinavian ancestor. He can become part of a much larger story about the origins of states, trade networks and European civilisation.
And because these questions intersect with modern national identities, the Viking past can become politically charged.
The Viking as a tourist attraction
Perhaps the most successful Modern Viking is in reality a tourist product.
Viking ships, longhouses, markets, museums, battle reenactments, restaurants, hotels, festivals and adventure parks can now be found across Europe and North America.
The irony is obvious. The Vikings travelled the world looking for wealth, trade and opportunity, and a thousand years later, the Vikings became a source for exactly that.
The Viking as a Sportsman
Sports may be the clearest example of the Viking becoming a universal symbol.
The Viking works exceptionally well as a sports identity because the qualities associated are exactly those that sports marketing wants: strength, endurance, courage, aggression, teamwork, and victory.
The Minnesota Vikings are only the most famous example.
There are Viking teams, clubs and mascots throughout the United States, Canada, Britain and elsewhere.
The Viking has become a kind of international shorthand for toughness.
You don't need to know anything about Norse history to understand what a Viking mascot is supposed to communicate.
The Viking as a Brand
Businesses discovered the same thing.
A Viking name or symbol can communicate:
●strength
●integrity
●heritage
●craftsmanship
●adventure
●masculinity
●toughness
●independence
●tradition
And therefore the Viking appears on everything from beer to clothing, restaurants to software companies, adventure tourism to financial services. Sometimes the connection to actual Norse culture is very thin, but that doesn't necessarily make it meaningless.
It demonstrates something important: The Viking has become a globally understood cultural symbol.
The Vikings in Military Culture
Military organisations have also found the Vikings useful.
The warrior image provides an attractive vocabulary of courage, brotherhood, endurance and fearlessness.
Norse mythology, Viking names and runes have consequently appeared in military insignia, unit names, weapons systems, training culture and popular military imagery.
But once again there is a tension: the historical Viking was not a modern soldier. The Viking Age had no nation states, modern armies or modern concept of military service, or national loyalty. Vikings would back out of a fight they were not guaranteed to win, change sides if it was economically beneficial, and often fight in a way that would today be best described as guerrilla warfare.
The modern military Viking is therefore another reinvention. He represents the fantasy ideal warrior, rather than the historical Viking.
The Viking Diaspora
Perhaps the most fascinating Viking story abroad is not about symbols at all. It is about people.
Millions of people outside Scandinavia have Scandinavian ancestry. Their ancestors left Norway, Sweden, and Denmark for places such as:
●the United States
●Canada
●Britain
●Australia
●New Zealand
●Argentina
●Brazil
Some communities have maintained remarkably strong Scandinavian traditions.
Others have largely assimilated.
But the Viking has provided a particularly powerful way of reconnecting with that ancestry.
A Norwegian-American may know little about medieval Norway but still feel proud of being descended from Vikings.
The Viking therefore performs a very modern function: turning genealogy into modern mythology and fantasy.
My colleague “Norwegian Viking Queen” Evie Madsen was recently invited to visit a Viking Village in Brazil, literally in the Amazon jungle. It was very clear, from the pictures she shared from the trip, that these people are not willing to embrace the irony of building a Viking Village so far from anything remotely Norse. They had spent fortunes on this endeavour, and the result is breathtaking.
 

The Viking Today
The historical Viking was not a nationality. There was no country called “Vikingland”, no Viking passport and no single Viking people. The men and women we today call Vikings came from different communities across Scandinavia and the North Atlantic, spoke related dialects, followed different but related traditions and lived under different rulers.
From ancestry to identity
For some people, being a Viking is primarily about ancestry. A person with Norwegian, Danish, Swedish or Icelandic grandparents may describe themselves as having Viking heritage. Genealogy websites, DNA testing and family histories have made this connection easier to explore than ever.
But ancestry is thin ice.
Someone can feel connected to Viking culture without having a demonstrable Scandinavian ancestor at all. They may be attracted to Norse mythology, Scandinavian history, Nordic design, traditional crafts, sailing, nature or the values they associate with the Viking world.
The Viking has therefore moved from being a historical category to becoming a cultural identity.
The Viking as a set of values
For many modern people, “Viking” does not mean raiding monasteries or worshipping Oðin.
It means something more abstract.
It can mean being independent, brave, resilient, curious, strong, resourceful, free and/or community-minded.
Some of these qualities undoubtedly existed in Viking society.
The Modern Viking is often less a reconstruction of the past than a selection of qualities from the past. People choose the parts they find meaningful and leave the rest behind.
Very few modern Vikings, after all, want to revive slavery or blood revenge of the Viking Age.
The Viking as rebellion
The Viking can also represent rebellion against modern life.
For some people, the appeal lies precisely in the contrast with an increasingly digital, bureaucratic and comfortable society.
To them the Viking represents the physical rather than the virtual, the local rather than the global, the handmade rather than the mass-produced, and the adventurous rather than the predictable.
This helps explain the popularity of Viking crafts, blacksmithing, outdoor activities, historical reenactment and Viking-inspired lifestyles.
The appeal isn't necessarily a desire to live in the past. It can be a desire to recover something that modern life seems to have lost.
The Viking and masculinity
Few modern identities are as closely associated with masculinity as the Viking. The popular Viking is physically powerful, fearless, sexually confident and prepared to fight.
This image can be attractive to men searching for an alternative to what they perceive as an increasingly uncertain definition of masculinity.
But there is another – more authentic – Viking masculinity. The sagas describe men whose status depended upon intelligence, diplomacy, poetry, generosity, family responsibility and reputation. The ideal man was not the strongest man in the room. He was someone whose actions gave him a reputation worth having.
This opens an interesting possibility for the modern Viking: Strength does not have to mean aggression. It can mean responsibility, self-control, courage and the ability to protect others.
The Viking woman
The Modern Viking identity has also produced a powerful female figure.
The Viking woman is increasingly represented as independent, competent, physically capable and unwilling to accept limitations imposed by gender.
The image draws partly on archaeological evidence for women's property rights, economic roles and influence, and partly on modern Nordic ideals of gender equality. The popular image of the shield-maiden is nevertheless a mixture of history, literature and modern invention.
The modern Viking woman is a statement about what women are capable of.
The Viking and community
There is another contradiction in the modern Viking identity.
The Viking is often portrayed in popular culture as the ultimate individualist: independent, travelling wherever he wants and answering to nobody.
But historical Norse society was deeply dependent on community. Family, household, kinship, alliances, ships and local assemblies were essential.
A person could be remarkably independent while still being deeply embedded in a network of obligations. This is where the concept of Félag becomes particularly interesting.
The modern Viking identity can therefore contain two apparently contradictory ideas: “I stand on my own feet” and “I don't stand alone.”
That combination may be more useful for understanding Nordic culture than the stereotype of the lone Viking warrior.
The Viking as Nordic identity
In Scandinavia itself, the relationship is more complicated.
Most Danes, Norwegians, Swedes and Icelanders do not walk around thinking of themselves as Vikings. The Viking Age is history.
Yet Viking heritage appears everywhere: in names, symbols, literature, architecture, design, festivals and popular entertainment. Most of all it forms part of a broader Nordic cultural identity.
The interesting question is therefore not: “Are Scandinavians Vikings?” 
The more interesting question is: “Which ideas about ourselves are connected to the Viking past?”
The Viking as belonging
Identity is ultimately about belonging.
The Viking can provide several different kinds of belonging:
Ancestral belonging – these were my ancestors.
National belonging – this is part of my country's history.
Cultural belonging – these stories and symbols are part of my culture.
Ideological belonging – these are values I believe in.
Community belonging – these are my people.
And sometimes simply:
Emotional belonging – this feels like me.
That last category may be the hardest to define – and perhaps the most important.
When does appreciation become identity?
There is a spectrum.
At one end is the casual consumer: “I like Vikings.”
Then comes the enthusiast: “I'm fascinated by Viking history.”
Then the practitioner: “I make Viking-age crafts, reenact and/or study Old Norse.”
And eventually: “This is part of who I am.”
At that point, Viking culture has stopped being merely entertainment. It has become an identity.
The danger of choosing the past
But every identity involves selection.
The modern Viking is usually an edited Viking. We select courage but not blood revenge. Community but not slavery. Gender equality but not necessarily the patriarchal elements of Norse society. Freedom but not the social hierarchy. Adventure but not raiding.
This doesn't necessarily make the modern identity dishonest. All cultures reinterpret their past and develop.
But it means that the modern Viking should be understood as a conversation with history rather than a return to history.
A new kind of Viking
Perhaps the most interesting development is that the Viking identity is no longer dependent upon pretending to live in the Viking Age. A Modern Viking can live in Copenhagen, Reykjavik, Stockholm, London or Minneapolis.
They can work in software, design ships, play music, run a business, study archaeology or simply enjoy the outdoors. They can be religious or atheist. They can be male or female. They can be intensely Nordic – or live on the other side of the world.
What connects them is not necessarily blood. It is identity.
The modern Viking is a person who looks at a thousand-year-old heritage and finds something in it that still speaks to the present.
And perhaps that is what makes the Viking identity so remarkably durable.
The historical Viking disappeared. The values of the Vikings did not.
It has been reinvented by every generation that encountered it. And perhaps today's generation has the greatest freedom of all: to decide what a Viking could mean now.

The Viking in Modern Nordic Society
 
The Vikings are everywhere in modern Scandinavia.
And yet, almost nowhere.
A Dane walking through Copenhagen is unlikely to think about Vikings when buying a coffee, going to work or riding a bicycle. A Norwegian going to the supermarket does not think of himself as a Viking. A Swede paying taxes or an Icelander checking their phone is not consciously following an ancient Norse tradition.
The Viking Age is over.
But some of the ideas, structures and habits associated with the Norse world may have survived in unexpected forms.
The question is not whether modern Scandinavians are Vikings.
The question is whether there are aspects of modern Nordic society that make more sense when viewed against its Viking Age heritage.
Equality
Modern Nordic societies are among the world's most egalitarian.
The distance between social groups is relatively small. Hierarchies exist, but there is often an expectation that even people in positions of authority should behave as ordinary members of society.
There is an interesting historical parallel here.
Norse society was hierarchical, but it was not simply a society of kings and subjects. Free farmers could own property, carry weapons, participate in assemblies and have a political voice.
The modern Nordic idea that status should not necessarily make someone socially superior may therefore resonate with an older cultural tradition.
But we should be careful. Modern equality is also the product of centuries of political, religious, economic and social development. It cannot simply be labelled “Viking”.
The Viking Age can provide a historical echo – not a simple explanation.
The Individual and the Community
Nordic societies are often described as highly individualistic.
At the same time, they have unusually strong systems of collective welfare. This apparent contradiction is worth examining.
The individual is expected to be independent: Look after yourself. Make your own choices. Stand on your own feet. But society is also expected to look after its members: Nobody will be abandoned.
This combination has a surprisingly Norse feel to it.
The historical Norse individual depended heavily on family, neighbours, alliances and community. Independence did not mean isolation.
This is perhaps where Félag becomes particularly useful as a concept for understanding modern Nordic society.
Trust
One of the most remarkable characteristics of the Nordic countries is the high level of social trust found in many parts of society.
People generally expect other people to follow rules. They expect institutions to function. They leave bicycles and sleeping infants outside. Children are given considerable independence. A person can often deal with authorities without assuming that the authorities are automatically the enemy.
Again, this is not evidence of an unbroken Viking tradition. But there is an intriguing cultural parallel.
Norse society depended enormously on reputation. Your word mattered. Your relationships mattered. Your behaviour affected how others regarded you.
In a relatively small and interconnected society, trust was not an abstract virtue. It was practical infrastructure.
The Þing Becomes Democracy
The Viking Age had no modern democracy. But it did have assemblies – sometimes referred to as “proto-democracy”.
At the Þing, free men could meet, negotiate, settle disputes and make decisions within the legal and political structures of their communities.
Modern Nordic parliaments are obviously radically different institutions.
Yet the underlying principle – that legitimate decisions are made through public discussion and agreed rules rather than simply imposed by a monarch – is an evocative historical connection.
The Þing is therefore one of the most powerful symbols available when Scandinavians tell the story of their democratic heritage.
The danger is turning the analogy into mythology. The opportunity is recognising that participatory political culture has very deep roots in the Nordic imagination.
Directness
The modern Nordic communication style is often characterised by informality and relative directness.
A Scandinavian manager will expect an employee to disagree openly. A child will be encouraged to explain why they think an adult is wrong. A meeting can be relatively informal even when important decisions are being made.
This is sometimes described as “Viking bluntness”.
That is probably too simplistic.
But the Norse sagas certainly contain a cultural world in which reputation, verbal skill, confrontation and the ability to speak one's mind mattered enormously.
The modern Nordic preference for plain speaking rather than elaborate displays of status can therefore be presented as another interesting cultural echo.
Gender
Modern Nordic gender equality is one of the strongest elements of contemporary Nordic identity.
The Viking Age should not be romanticised as a completely gender-equal society. It wasn't.
But Norse women could have considerable legal and economic agency compared with women in many other medieval societies. They could own property, manage households and divorce.
The modern Nordic woman is obviously not only the product of a Viking social system. But the historical evidence makes it difficult to sustain the pop-culture stereotype that medieval Scandinavia was simply a world of passive women and dominant men.
That gives modern Norsemen something interesting to reclaim: not Viking gender roles, but the idea that the Viking past can accommodate a strong female identity.
Work and Self-Reliance
There is another characteristic often associated with Nordic culture: self-reliance.
Being capable matters. Knowing how to fix something, build something, navigate, cook, work with one's hands or manage difficult circumstances carries cultural value.
This connects naturally with the image of the Viking as farmer, sailor, trader and craftsman.
The Viking world was fundamentally a world in which people had to be useful.
Modern Nordic societies have transformed that necessity into something closer to a cultural preference for competence and practicality.
Nature and the North
The relationship with nature may be one of the most visible modern echoes.
Hiking, skiing, sailing, fishing, hunting, camping and simply spending time outdoors are deeply embedded in Nordic culture.
The Norwegian concept of “friluftsliv” is a particularly clear example.
The environmental conditions that shaped Viking society still shape Scandinavia. The sea, forests, mountains, darkness, cold, and long summer days remain physical realities.
The landscape that produced the Viking world is still there.
The Welfare State
Perhaps the most provocative comparison is the Nordic welfare state.
At first glance, there is nothing particularly Viking about taxation, universal healthcare or unemployment insurance.
Yet the underlying principle – that members of a society have obligations toward one another – fits surprisingly well with the idea of the Norse community.
A Viking Age community could not survive if everyone acted entirely in their own interest.
Neither can a modern Nordic society. 
The difference is enormous in scale and structure. The Viking community was based primarily on kinship, reciprocity and personal relationships.
The modern welfare state is based on universal rights, taxation and formal institutions.
But both raise the same fundamental question: “What does a society owe its members, and what do its members owe one another?”
The Viking in Everyday Life
The strongest Viking influence is definitely not found in helmets, axes or runes.
It is found in much quieter things.
In the expectation that a boss should not behave like a king.
In the idea that wealth does not automatically make someone more important.
In the willingness to speak directly.
In the expectation that society should provide a safety net.
In the value placed on independence.
In the importance of keeping one's word.
In the pleasure of working with one's hands.
In the instinct to gather around a table.
In the relationship with nature.
None of these things can on their own be labelled “Viking.”
But together they form an identity.
After all, we are still Vikings.
We absorb new influences, adapt, change, and evolve. But the Viking spirit never completely disappears. Like water, it always finds a new way.
The modern Nordic countries are not living fossils of the Viking Age. They are something much more interesting: A heritage that does not have to be preserved unchanged to remain alive.
 
 

PART IV — THE VIKING IN POPULAR CULTURE
 

That is not what the hammer looks like
Most people in the Nordics have mixed feelings about the way our founding culture is portrayed in pop-culture.
Mjölnir, the hammer of Thor, is a treasured symbol of our common culture, and easily recognised with its particular shape. When Marvel Comics changed the form to a brick-like square modern hammer, people were a little annoyed. 
History-geeks, with an obsession for authenticity, lose their shit when people covered in runic tattoos yell “We are Vikings” on the screen.
Suddenly Oðin has wings in his helmet… WTF?!?
It’s like the only ones who have the right to make such an inaccurate cultural appropriation would be ourselves. 
On the other hand: We are small countries, borderlining insignificant, and rarely mentioned in fiction, and even less frequently in international news. So when we see History Channel, Netflix and Marvel Comics and other pop-culture broadcasters dealing with Vikings, all dignity is in the wind, and we can barely contain ourselves; “That’s us – that’s us – that’s us!!!”
Of course the Eyjafjallajökull eruption and the Trump administration’s insistence of taking Greenland has brought Iceland, Greenland and Denmark center stage for a brief moment, but that’s not achievements.
We like to talk about the Viking spirit that was, and the Viking spirit that prevails.
 
 

Museums and Exhibitions
There are literally hundreds of museums and exhibitions around the Nordic countries dedicated more or less to the Viking heritage. 
Here I will mention just a few, but you can find more online.
Denmark
Viking Ship Museum, Roskilde – Built around the five original Skuldelev Viking ships discovered in Roskilde Fjord. The museum explores Viking shipbuilding, seafaring, trade, warfare and maritime culture, with reconstructed ships and a working boatyard. 
National Museum of Denmark, Copenhagen – One of Denmark's most important collections of Viking Age artefacts, including weapons, jewellery, runestones and objects illustrating religion, trade and everyday life. Current exhibitions also explore Viking beliefs and magic. 
Kongernes Jelling – Home of the Viking Kings, Jelling – A major Viking royal site centred on the monuments of King Gorm and Harald Bluetooth. The runestones, burial mounds and interactive visitor centre tell the story of the formation and Christianisation of Denmark. 
Trelleborg Viking Fortress, Zealand – One of Denmark's famous ring fortresses, traditionally associated with Harald Bluetooth. The museum and reconstructed buildings introduce Viking military organisation, settlement and daily life. 
Ladby Viking Museum, Funen – Preserves Denmark's only known Viking ship burial. Visitors can see the burial site of a Viking chieftain and explore the archaeological evidence surrounding the approximately 20-metre-long ship. 
Fyrkat Viking Centre, Hobro – Located beside one of Harald Bluetooth's circular fortresses, the centre reconstructs a Viking Age house and presents the organisation of the fortress and life around it. 
Norway
Lofotr Viking Museum, Borg, Lofoten – A spectacular living-history museum built around the archaeological remains of a powerful Viking chieftain's farm. Its 83-metre reconstructed longhouse, ships, crafts and landscape create an unusually immersive picture of Viking society. 
Midgard Viking Centre, Borre – Situated beside the famous Borre burial mounds, the centre explores Vestfold's Viking heritage through exhibitions, archaeology and a reconstructed Viking hall. 
Museum of the Viking Age, Oslo – The former Viking Ship Museum on Bygdøy contains Norway's celebrated Oseberg, Gokstad and Tune ships. It is currently closed during a major transformation and is scheduled to reopen in late 2027 as the Museum of the Viking Age, with the ships and thousands of associated objects presented in a new museum. 
The Viking Planet, Oslo – An immersive digital museum using virtual reality, film, projections and interactive technology to tell the story of the Norwegian Vikings and their voyages. 
Nordvegen History Centre and Viking Farm, Avaldsnes – Avaldsnes was an important royal centre associated with Norwegian kings. The history centre and reconstructed Viking farm explore royal power, seafaring and everyday life along the strategic Karmsund waterway. 
Kaupang Viking Town, Larvik – Located at the site of Norway's first known urban settlement from the Viking Age, Kaupang provides insight into trade, crafts, international contacts and urban life. 
Sweden
The Viking Museum, Stockholm – An immersive museum on Djurgården combining archaeology, storytelling and interactive experiences. It presents the Vikings as farmers, traders, travellers and family members as well as warriors. 
The Viking World, Swedish History Museum, Stockholm – One of the world's largest Viking exhibitions, with around 2,500 original objects. It examines Viking society, mythology, travel, trade, warfare and everyday life while challenging popular stereotypes of the Vikings. 
Birka – The Viking City, Björkö – Sweden's first major urban centre and a UNESCO World Heritage Site. The archaeological site, museum and reconstructed buildings reveal the international trading world of the Viking Age. 
Gotland Museum, Visby – Particularly valuable for understanding Viking Age Gotland, whose location made it an important centre of Baltic trade. Collections include picture stones, silver, graves and other archaeological finds. 
Finland
Rosala Viking Centre, Rosala – Finland's foremost Viking-themed archaeological attraction, presenting the Viking Age history of the Finnish archipelago. Its reconstructed village includes a chieftain's hall, smithy and other buildings, alongside exhibitions on trade, weapons, crafts and religion. 
Satakunta Museum, Pori – In the Age of Vikings: Halla's Story – A current exhibition running from April 2026 to August 2027. It examines life in Lower Satakunta during the Late Iron Age, including burial customs, food, clothing, social networks and the question of what the term "Viking" means in the Finnish context. 
Iceland
The Settlement Exhibition – Aðalstræti, Reykjavík – Built around the remains of a 10th-century Viking Age longhouse discovered in 2001. The original archaeological site is preserved underground, while digital displays reconstruct the lives of Reykjavík's earliest settlers. 
National Museum of Iceland, Reykjavík – Its historical collections provide essential context for the settlement and development of Iceland, with Viking Age and medieval artefacts including weapons, jewellery and other archaeological finds.
Saga Museum, Reykjavík – An immersive presentation of Icelandic history from the settlement period onward, using life-sized figures and reconstructed scenes to interpret the Icelandic sagas and the lives of early settlers. 
Víkingaheimar / Viking World, Reykjanesbær – A museum devoted to Iceland's Viking heritage, including the Íslendingur, a full-scale reconstruction of a Viking Age longship. Exhibitions examine the settlement of Iceland and the wider Viking world of the North Atlantic. 
Faroe Islands
National Museum of the Faroe Islands, Tórshavn – The permanent exhibition covers Faroese archaeology and cultural history, including archaeological finds from the Viking Age and the transition from Norse settlement to medieval Faroese society. 
Saga Museum, Vestmanna – A small immersive museum presenting Faroese history from the first Norse settlers and Viking Age through later periods, using lifelike figures and reconstructed environments. 
Greenland
Greenland National Museum & Archives, Nuuk – Arctic Peasants: Norse Greenlanders – One of the most important places for understanding the western expansion of the Norse world. The exhibition explores the Norse settlements established around AD 1000, their farms, Christianity, textiles, hunting, trade and voyages across the North Atlantic. 
Other places
JORVIK Viking Centre, York, England
Probably one of the world's best-known Viking visitor attractions. It stands directly above the site of the famous Coppergate excavation, where archaeologists uncovered remarkably well-preserved remains of Viking-Age York. The attraction combines archaeology and artefacts with an immersive reconstruction of the city around AD 960, including reconstructed buildings, people, animals, smells and sounds.
Dublinia, Dublin, Ireland
A dedicated Viking/medieval visitor attraction at Christ Church. It presents Viking Dublin through reconstructed environments and interactive interpretation.
L'Anse aux Meadows, Canada
The remains of the settlement include three timber-and-sod longhouses and five smaller structures. Parks Canada describes it as the first known European settlement in North America and it’s a UNESCO World Heritage Site.
Wikinger Museum Haithabu, Busdorf/Schleswig-Holstein, Germany
Hedeby was one of the largest and most important trading centres of the Viking Age.
The museum combines a modern archaeological exhibition with the actual historical landscape. Seven reconstructed Viking houses and a landing bridge stand on the archaeological site, based on archaeological evidence from Hedeby.
 
 
 
 

Open Air Theatre
If you have a fetish for the past, there’s no shortage of time-machines in the Nordic countries.
Open air theatres will perform shows with Viking themes and beloved stories from sagas or mythology.
Frederikssund Vikingespil – Denmark – Performances have taken place on the outdoor stage at Kalvøen beside Roskilde Fjord since 1952. Around 400 volunteers participate, bringing Norse sagas, mythology, battles and dramatic stories to life 
Jels Vikingespil – Denmark – Large-scale annual Viking theatre beside a lake, operating since 1977. The performances take place outdoors beside the lake, with forests and water forming the natural scenery. Hundreds of volunteers create large-scale productions featuring Norse mythology, romance, combat and spectacular stage effects.
The St. Olav Drama, Stiklestad – Norway – Major historical drama performed at the site of the 1030 battle involving Viking king Olav Haraldsson. 
Lindholm Høje Vikingespil – Denmark – A lesser-known example of the Danish Viking-play tradition at a major Viking archaeological site. 
Fyrkatspillene – Denmark – Viking theatre connected with one of Denmark's great Viking fortresses. 
Stavgard – Sweden – Viking living history and performance in a reconstructed Gotlandic environment. 
Commonwealth Farm – Iceland – Open-air living-history interpretation based on an excavated Viking-Age farm. 
Viking Festival, Sandur – Faroe Islands – Outdoor Viking performance, combat, storytelling and living history in a North Atlantic setting. 
 
 

Reenactments
There are also a lot of people who like to become Viking Age Vikings for a day or two, themselves, and dress up to fight the fights and live the life.
Denmark
Ribe International Viking Market – Ribe
A large international Viking market with hundreds of reenactors, craftspeople, traders and performers. Activities include traditional crafts, archery, warrior training, horse riding, music and combat demonstrations.
Trelleborg Viking Festival – Slagelse
A large living-history festival held at the Viking ring fortress of Trelleborg. Reenactors recreate Viking Age crafts, trade, camp life and combat, culminating in the Battle of Trelleborg.
Frederikssund Viking Games – Frederikssund
A long-running Viking event combining historical-inspired performances with a reconstructed Viking settlement, market, activities and demonstrations. The main attraction is a large outdoor Viking drama performed by local participants.
Nordfyns Viking Market – Skamby
A smaller Viking market centred on reenactment, traditional crafts, historical activities and Viking-themed demonstrations. It offers a more intimate setting than the major international festivals.
Sweden
Foteviken Viking Market – Höllviken
One of Scandinavia's major Viking reenactment gatherings. Visiting Vikings establish camps and demonstrate crafts, cooking, combat and everyday life, alongside a large market of historically inspired handmade goods.
Birka Viking Market – Birka
A Viking market and living-history event on the island of Birka, one of Sweden's most important Viking Age archaeological sites. The event combines reenactment, crafts, workshops, music and historical activities. 
Gamla Uppsala Viking Festival – Uppsala
A Viking-themed historical festival held at Gamla Uppsala, an important centre of Viking Age Sweden. Reenactment, crafts, storytelling and historical activities take place alongside the archaeological landscape.
Trelleborg Viking Festival – Trelleborg
A Viking-themed festival in southern Sweden featuring reenactors, crafts, markets, demonstrations and historical activities. It should not be confused with the similarly named Viking fortress festival in Denmark.
Norway
Sarpsborg Viking Festival – Sarpsborg
A large Norwegian Viking festival featuring reenactment camps, crafts, markets, combat demonstrations, food, music and activities inspired by Viking Age life.
Viking Summer – Midgard Viking Centre, Horten
A seasonal living-history programme at Borre, where Viking reenactors establish camps and demonstrate crafts, daily life, combat and other aspects of the Viking Age.
Viking Festival at Avaldsnes – Karmøy
A Viking festival at the historic Avaldsnes site, featuring reenactors, crafts, markets, storytelling, demonstrations and activities inspired by the Viking Age.
Gudvangen Viking Festival – Gudvangen
A Viking gathering in the dramatic landscape of the Nærøyfjord. Reenactors establish camps and demonstrate crafts, combat, food and aspects of Viking everyday life.
Finland
Rosala Viking Market – Rosala
A Viking market at the Rosala Viking Centre, with reenactors, crafts, open-fire cooking, archery, axe throwing, sword-fighting demonstrations and other activities.
Vähäkyrö Viking Days – Vähäkyrö
A smaller historical festival focusing on the Viking and early medieval period, with reenactors, demonstrations, crafts and opportunities to experience a historical camp environment.
Iceland
Hafnarfjörður Viking Festival – Hafnarfjörður
Iceland's best-known Viking reenactment festival, bringing together local and international reenactors. It includes combat demonstrations, crafts, blacksmithing, games, music, archery, axe throwing and a Viking market. 
 

Markets, Shops & Crafts
If you want to go shopping for Viking Age items in an authentic Viking Age marked environment, pop-up markets can be found throughout the summer in all of the Nordic countries.
Denmark
Ribe International Viking Market – Ribe
One of the largest Viking markets in Scandinavia, attracting hundreds of reenactors and craftspeople from across Europe. The market features historically inspired crafts, food, clothing, jewellery, tools and other goods.
Trelleborg Viking Market – Slagelse
A major Viking market held at the Viking ring fortress of Trelleborg, with reenactors, craftspeople, traders, demonstrations, food and historical activities.
Lindholm Høje Viking Market – Nørresundby
A long-running market beside one of Scandinavia's largest Viking burial grounds. Stalls offer Viking-inspired jewellery, textiles, leather, hides, mead and handmade crafts.
Nordfyn Viking Market – Skamby
A smaller, craft-oriented market in the Glavendrup Grove, featuring historically inspired food, mead and handmade goods.
Als Viking Market – Sønderborg
A large Viking camp with blacksmiths, woodworkers, textile and metal craftsmen, food stalls, traders, horses and combat demonstrations.
Vikingeskibsmuseet Museum Shop – Roskilde
A substantial museum shop specialising in Viking Age and Nordic-inspired jewellery, replicas, textiles, leather goods, books, games, crafts and food products.
National Museum Shop – Copenhagen
A large museum shop with replicas of Viking and prehistoric artefacts, jewellery, books, clothing, toys and contemporary products based on Danish archaeological finds.
Kongernes Jelling Museum Shop – Jelling
A shop focused particularly on Viking kings and the Jelling monuments, offering archaeological replicas, jewellery, books, clothing, crafts and Viking-inspired household products.
Ribes Vikinger Museum Shop – Ribe
A substantial shop covering Viking and medieval history, with jewellery, replicas, toys, books, arts and crafts.
Vikingemuseet Ladby Museum Shop – Kerteminde
A specialist museum shop associated with the Ladby Viking ship burial, offering jewellery, books, mead, toys and other Viking-related products.
Sweden
Foteviken Viking Market – Höllviken
One of Scandinavia's best-known Viking markets, with visiting reenactors and craftsmen selling handmade textiles, silverwork, leather goods and other historically inspired products.
Birka Viking Market – Birka, Lake Mälaren
A market and living-history environment at the site of the Viking town of Birka. Traders and craftspeople offer jewellery, clothing, replicas, crafts and other Viking-inspired goods.
Birka Museum Shop – Birka
A permanent shop selling archaeological replicas, Viking jewellery, books, toys, ceramics, glassware and historically inspired household objects.
Viking Market at Gunnes gård – Upplands Väsby
A Viking-themed historical market at a reconstructed Viking Age farm, with craftspeople, traders, demonstrations and activities based on Viking Age life.
Norway
Viking Festival at Avaldsnes – Karmøy
A major Viking gathering at the historic royal estate of Avaldsnes, combining a Viking market with crafts, demonstrations, reenactment and historical activities.
Gudvangen Viking Market/Festival – Gudvangen
A large Viking gathering in the Nærøyfjord landscape, with traders, craftspeople, reenactors and a reconstructed Viking settlement.
Midgard Viking Centre Shop – Borre/Horten
A museum shop at the Borre Viking heritage site, offering Viking-related souvenirs, books, crafts and historically inspired products.
The Viking Shop – Bergen
A dedicated Viking/Norse shop offering jewellery, clothing, leather, metalwork, woodwork, knitwear, decorations and other products inspired by Viking Age craftsmanship.
Viking – Bergen
A larger dedicated Viking shop designed like a Viking longhouse, with products in metal, wood, leather and knitwear, including items based on archaeological finds and Viking Age designs.
Finland
Rosala Viking Market – Rosala
The main Viking market associated with the Rosala Viking Centre, combining a Viking village with craftspeople, traders, food, demonstrations and historical activities.
Vähäkyrö Viking Days – Vähäkyrö
A smaller Viking and early-medieval event with historical camps, crafts, demonstrations and stalls selling historically inspired goods.
Rosala Viking Centre Shop – Rosala
A specialist shop associated with the Viking Centre, offering Viking-inspired crafts, souvenirs, books, clothing, jewellery and other historical products.
Iceland
Hafnarfjörður Viking Festival – Hafnarfjörður
Iceland's best-known Viking festival, combining an open-air market with crafts, combat, music, games and Viking activities.
Fjörukráin / Viking Village – Hafnarfjörður
A permanent Viking-themed environment with shops and businesses built around the Viking Village concept, offering Viking-related products and experiences.
Viking World Museum Shop – Njarðvík
A museum shop associated with the Viking World museum, focusing on Viking history, Icelandic heritage, replicas, books and souvenirs.
 
 
 

Viking Music
Numerous bands are performing music that is either heavily inspired by the Viking Age, or actual Viking Age lyrics – sometimes beaten up for the modern dance scene. 
Note there’s a whole sub-section of Viking Metal, because some people feel – for some inexplicable reason – that Vikings and Heavy Metal go well together. I don't disagree, but I have a hard time coming up with a reasonable explanation.
DENMARK
Danheim
A Danish Nordic folk project by producer Reidar Schæfer Olsen. The music combines ritual drums, traditional and reconstructed Nordic instruments, electronic soundscapes and themes from Norse mythology, Viking Age culture and old Danish folklore.
Sorten Muld
A pioneering Danish folktronica group formed in 1995. They combine Danish and Scandinavian folk traditions, medieval ballads and traditional instruments with electronic music. Their songs draw on old stories, folklore, mythology and traditional Danish material.
Myrkur
Danish musician Amalie Bruun's project, combining Scandinavian folk traditions with atmospheric and black metal. The album Folkesange is particularly rooted in traditional Nordic folk music.
Heldom
A Danish Nordic folk project combining atmospheric electronic music with traditional and Viking-inspired instruments. Its music draws heavily on Norse mythology and the Viking Age.
Eivør
Faroese singer and composer whose music combines Nordic and Faroese traditions with folk, rock and electronic music. Her work frequently explores Nordic mythology, nature and cultural heritage. Known for composing music for international films and TV series about Vikings, e.g. The Last Kingdom.
 
NORWAY
Wardruna
One of the most internationally recognised groups working with modern Norse-inspired music. The music combines traditional Nordic instruments, ancient texts and Norse mythology with powerful atmospheric and ritual elements.
Einar Selvik
Founder of Wardruna and an important figure in the modern revival of Norse-inspired music. His solo work explores Old Norse poetry, mythology, historical instruments and traditional Nordic music.
Gåte
A Norwegian group combining traditional Norwegian folk music with rock and electronic elements. Their repertoire is rooted in old ballads, legends and Scandinavian folklore rather than specifically recreating Viking Age music.
Kalandra
A Nordic folk and alternative group whose atmospheric music draws on Scandinavian folklore, mythology, nature and cultural heritage.
SWEDEN
Garmarna
A Swedish folk-rock group combining traditional Scandinavian ballads and folk melodies with rock and electronic music. Their music reaches back to medieval and older Scandinavian traditions and gives them a contemporary expression.
Hedningarna
One of the most influential groups in the Scandinavian folk revival. They combine Swedish and Finnish traditional music with contemporary rhythms, powerful vocals and modern instrumentation.
Forndom
Swedish Nordic folk project creating dark, atmospheric music inspired by pre-Christian Scandinavian traditions, mythology, nature and ritual.
Kaunan
A Nordic folk project centred on traditional Scandinavian instruments and melodies, presenting historical Nordic musical traditions in a contemporary form.
ICELAND
Skálmöld
An Icelandic metal band whose music draws extensively on Norse mythology, Icelandic history and the Icelandic sagas. Their combination of metal, storytelling and traditional themes places them firmly within the modern Viking-music tradition.
Vévaki
An Icelandic/Nordic folk project exploring pre-Christian Icelandic and Norse traditions through atmospheric music, traditional instruments and reconstructed ritual elements.
FINLAND
Värttinä
A Finnish folk group combining Finnish and Karelian traditional music with contemporary arrangements. Their music is more closely connected to Finnish and Finno-Karelian folklore than to the Viking Age, but is relevant to the wider Nordic revival of traditional music.
Korpiklaani
Finnish folk-metal group drawing on Finnish folklore, traditional instruments and northern European folk traditions. Their music is more folkloric than specifically Viking-inspired.
Ensiferum
Finnish folk-metal group whose music incorporates heroic, mythological and historical themes and combines metal with melodies and instruments derived from northern European folk traditions.
INTERNATIONAL
SKÁLD – France
A French group specialising in modern Nordic folk inspired by Old Norse mythology, Viking Age poetry and Scandinavian musical traditions. They use traditional and reconstructed instruments and Old Norse texts – often in actual old Norse.
Nytt Land – Russia/Siberia
A folk project combining ritualistic music, traditional instruments and throat singing. Although not Nordic in origin, the group has produced music strongly influenced by Norse mythology and the Viking tradition.
Sowulo – Netherlands
A modern Nordic folk project inspired by ancient Northern European traditions, mythology, nature and spirituality. The music combines atmospheric soundscapes with traditional-inspired instruments.
VIKING METAL
Bathory – Sweden
One of the foundational bands of Viking metal. The later albums, particularly those from the late 1980s and early 1990s, helped establish the genre's characteristic combination of heavy metal and Norse mythology.
Amon Amarth – Sweden
One of the most internationally successful Viking-themed metal bands. Their lyrics and imagery draw extensively on Norse mythology, Viking Age warfare and heroic legends.
Enslaved – Norway
A Norwegian metal band with a long-standing interest in Norse mythology, history and pre-Christian Scandinavian culture. Their music has evolved from black metal toward a progressive style incorporating folk and atmospheric elements.
Einherjer – Norway
Norwegian Viking-metal band whose music is strongly influenced by Norse mythology, Norwegian history and the Viking Age.
Unleashed – Sweden
Swedish death-metal band whose later work has frequently incorporated Viking Age themes, Norse mythology and Scandinavian history.
Skálmöld – Iceland
An Icelandic band combining heavy metal with Icelandic saga literature, Norse mythology and historical storytelling.
 
 

TV series and Movies
TV series
Vikings (2013–2020)
The landmark modern Viking television series, following the legendary Ragnar Lothbrok and his family and descendants. It combines historical events with Norse legends and mythology and has had a major influence on the modern popular image of Vikings.
Vikings: Valhalla (2022–2024)
A sequel to Vikings, set roughly a century later and centred on figures including Leif Erikson, Freydís Eiríksdóttir and Harald Sigurdsson. It focuses on the later Viking Age and the conflict between the Norse and Christian worlds.
The Last Kingdom (2015–2022)
A historical drama based on Bernard Cornwell's Saxon Stories. It follows Uhtred, a Saxon raised by Vikings, during the Viking conquest of England and the rise of Alfred the Great.
Norsemen / Vikingane (2016–2020)
A Norwegian comedy series set in a Viking village around AD 790. It treats Viking life, violence, politics, gender relations and social conventions with modern humour.
Vinland Saga (2019–2023)
A Japanese animated series following the young Icelandic Viking Thorfinn through warfare, revenge and slavery. It is inspired by historical figures, the Icelandic sagas and the Viking conquest of England.
Films
The Vikings (1958)
The classic Hollywood Viking epic starring Kirk Douglas and Tony Curtis. It helped establish many of the visual conventions associated with Vikings in modern popular culture.
The Long Ships (1964)
A large-scale Viking adventure based loosely on Frans G. Bengtsson's novel Röde Orm (The Long Ships), following Vikings searching for a legendary golden bell.
The 13th Warrior (1999)
An action film based loosely on Michael Crichton's Eaters of the Dead. An Arab traveller joins a group of Viking warriors on a mysterious and dangerous expedition.
Valhalla Rising (2009)
A dark and highly atmospheric film directed by Nicolas Winding Refn and starring Mads Mikkelsen. It follows a mute Norse warrior known as One-Eye on a violent journey into an unknown land.
Northmen: A Viking Saga (2014)
An action adventure following a group of Viking warriors stranded in Scotland after a failed voyage.
The Last King / Birkebeinerne (2016)
A Norwegian historical drama set in 13th-century Norway, several centuries after the traditional Viking Age, but closely connected to Norwegian medieval heritage.
The Northman (2022)
Robert Eggers' epic revenge story, inspired by the Scandinavian legend of Amleth. It draws extensively on Norse mythology, ritual, archaeology and saga literature.
The Last Kingdom: Seven Kings Must Die (2023)
A feature-film continuation of The Last Kingdom, following Uhtred and the struggle to unite England after the death of King Edward.
Family and fantasy
How to Train Your Dragon (2010)
An animated fantasy set in a fictional Viking society. Although not historical, it has become one of the most widely recognised modern representations of Vikings in popular culture.
Thor (2011) and the Marvel Thor films
A modern superhero interpretation of Norse mythology, featuring figures such as Thor, Oðin and Loki.
 
 

Books, Novels, Comics and Graphic Novels
Novels and historical fiction
The Long Ships (Röde Orm) – Frans G. Bengtsson, 1941–1945
A Swedish classic following the adventures of Red Orm, a Viking who travels through Scandinavia, England, Spain and the Mediterranean. Famous for its humour, adventure and vivid portrayal of Viking society. One of the most influential Viking novels ever written.
The Saxon Stories – Bernard Cornwell, 2004–2020
A series of historical novels following Uhtred of Bebbanburg during the Viking invasions and the formation of England. The books became the basis for The Last Kingdom television series.
The Half-Drowned King – Linnea Hartsuyker, 2017
The first of a trilogy inspired by the historical Norwegian king Harald Fairhair. It combines Viking Age politics, warfare, family relationships and Norse culture.
The Sea Road – Margaret Elphinstone, 2000
A historical novel about Gudrid Thorbjarnardóttir, one of the Norse women who travelled to North America. It explores the Viking expansion into the North Atlantic and Vinland.
The Greenlanders – Jane Smiley, 1988
A detailed fictional account of life among the Norse settlers of medieval Greenland, drawing on the historical Greenland settlements and sagas.
The Last Light of the Sun – Guy Gavriel Kay, 2004
A historical-fantasy novel inspired partly by the Viking raids on Britain and Ireland. It combines Norse, Welsh and Anglo-Saxon cultures with fantasy.
The Wake – Paul Kingsnorth, 2014
An experimental historical novel set during the Norman conquest of England. It follows an English resistance fighter and presents a harsh picture of the world immediately following the Viking Age.
The Viking – Edison Marshall, 1951
A classic mid-20th-century Viking adventure novel, reflecting the popular heroic image of Vikings that influenced later film and television.
Retellings and mythology
The Gospel of Loki – Joanne M. Harris, 2014
A modern retelling of Norse mythology narrated by Loki. It presents the gods, giants and Ragnarök through a contemporary literary voice.
Norse Mythology – Neil Gaiman, 2017
A highly accessible retelling of the major Norse myths, including Oðin, Thor, Loki, Baldur and Ragnarök. One of the most widely read modern introductions to Norse mythology.
The Witch's Heart – Genevieve Gornichec, 2021
A novel centred on Angrboda, the giantess associated with Loki and the mother of several important figures in Norse mythology. It offers a modern, feminist reinterpretation of the myths.
Vikingology and Norse Mythology Ecyclopedia – Hasse “Hassan” Sørensen, 2025
A combined edition of two books in one volume, covering both historical facts, timeline, new archaeology, and the Norse myths and sagas. Large parts of the book are structured as questions and answers.
The Children of Odin – Padraic Colum, 1920
An influential collection of Norse myths written for younger readers. It helped introduce generations of English-speaking readers to Oðin, Thor, Loki and the Norse gods.
Children's books
How to Train Your Dragon – Cressida Cowell, 2003–2015
The bestselling children's book series about Hiccup and his dragon Toothless. It uses a fictional Viking society and became the basis for the highly successful animated film franchise.
Magnus Chase and the Gods of Asgard – Rick Riordan, 2015–2017
A popular young-adult trilogy incorporating Norse mythology, modern America and characters such as Thor, Loki and Oðin.
The Sea of Trolls – Nancy Farmer, 2004
A fantasy adventure drawing on Viking culture, Norse mythology and Anglo-Saxon England.
Comics and graphic novels
Valhalla – Peter Madsen, 1979–2009
The Danish comic series is one of the most important modern Nordic interpretations of Norse mythology. It retells the stories of Thor, Oðin, Loki and the other gods with humour and contemporary storytelling. It has been translated into numerous languages and adapted into an animated film. A particularly good example of Nordic culture reinterpreting its own Viking heritage, rather than an American or British interpretation of Vikings.
Thorgal – Jean Van Hamme and Grzegorz Rosiński, 1977–present
A hugely successful Franco-Belgian comic series combining Viking culture, Norse mythology, historical adventure and science fiction. The protagonist Thorgal is a mysterious outsider raised among Vikings.
Vinland Saga – Makoto Yukimura, 2005–present
A Japanese historical manga centred on Thorfinn, inspired by the historical Viking explorer Thorfinn Karlsefni. It explores warfare, slavery, revenge, Christianity and the Viking settlement of North America. It has also become a highly acclaimed anime series.
Northlanders – Brian Wood, 2007–2012
An American graphic-novel series presenting different stories from the Viking Age. It focuses on the lives of ordinary people as well as warriors and explores the changing Scandinavian world around the end of the Viking Age.
Thor – Marvel Comics
Beginning in 1962, Marvel's Thor transformed the Norse gods into modern superheroes. Although far removed from historical Viking culture, it has arguably had an enormous influence on the modern global image of Norse mythology.
The Mighty Thor – Marvel Comics
The continuing comic-book tradition surrounding Thor, Loki, Oðin and Asgard has helped make Norse mythology part of mainstream international popular culture.
 
 

Video Games
Video games have arguably taken the Viking image further than film: the player doesn't merely watch the Viking world but can live in it, build it, explore it, fight in it and make decisions within it. That makes gaming one of the strongest modern forms of Viking cultural reinterpretation.
Major Viking and Norse games
Assassin's Creed Valhalla (2020)
One of the most commercially successful Viking-themed games. Set in the 9th century, it follows the Viking warrior Eivor during the Norse expansion into England. It combines historical settings with Norse mythology and Assassin's Creed fiction.
God of War (2018)
A hugely successful action-adventure game that moves the series from Greek to Norse mythology. It features Oðin, Thor, Loki, Freya, Baldur and other figures from the Norse mythological tradition. Its sequel, God of War Ragnarök (2022), expands the Norse world considerably.
God of War Ragnarök (2022)
Continues Kratos and Atreus's journey through the Nine Realms and culminates in the events surrounding Ragnarök. One of the most influential modern popular-culture interpretations of Norse mythology.
Valheim (2021)
A highly successful survival and exploration game set in a fictional Viking afterlife. Players explore a procedurally generated Norse-inspired world, build settlements, craft weapons and fight mythical creatures.
Hellblade: Senua's Sacrifice (2017)
A psychological action-adventure game inspired by Norse mythology and Viking culture. It follows Senua, a Celtic warrior who travels into a world shaped by Norse mythology and her own psychological struggles.
Hellblade II: Senua's Saga (2024)
The sequel continues Senua's journey in Viking Age Iceland. It places even greater emphasis on the landscape, mythology and historical atmosphere of the Norse world.
Northgard (2017)
A strategy game in which Viking clans compete to settle and control a mysterious new land. It combines Norse mythology with settlement building, resource management and warfare.
The Banner Saga (2014)
A tactical role-playing game inspired by Norse mythology and Viking culture. It follows travelling clans and warriors through a world facing an apocalyptic threat.
The Banner Saga 2 (2016)
Continues the story and expands the Norse-inspired world, mythology and conflict of the original.
The Banner Saga 3 (2018)
Concludes the trilogy and its story of war, migration and Ragnarök-inspired catastrophe.
Jotun (2015)
An illustrated action game based directly on Norse mythology. The player controls a Viking warrior attempting to prove herself worthy of entering Valhalla.
Expeditions: Viking (2017)
A role-playing strategy game set in the Viking Age. Players lead a Viking clan from Denmark on expeditions to Britain, making decisions involving exploration, diplomacy, trade and warfare.
Total War Saga: Thrones of Britannia (2018)
A historical strategy game covering the British Isles in the 9th and 10th centuries. Vikings and Anglo-Saxon kingdoms play a major role in the game.
For Honor (2017)
A combat-focused game featuring Vikings alongside Samurai, Knights and other warrior cultures. It uses a highly stylised interpretation of Viking warriors rather than historical reconstruction.
Older and influential games
Age of Mythology (2002)
A real-time strategy game incorporating Norse mythology alongside Greek and Egyptian mythology. It introduced a large international gaming audience to gods, monsters and heroes from Norse mythology.
Viking: Battle for Asgard (2008)
An action-adventure game centred on a Viking warrior fighting alongside the gods against the forces of Hel.
Rune (2000)
An early 3D action game strongly influenced by Norse mythology. Players control a young Viking warrior battling giants, monsters and other supernatural enemies.
The Lost Vikings (1992)
A classic Blizzard puzzle-platform game about three Viking characters with different abilities. It is more humorous than historical but remains one of the best-known Viking-themed games from the early era of gaming.
 
 

Food and Drinks
It is worth pointing out that “Viking food” is largely a modern interpretation. We have archaeological evidence for ingredients and cooking methods, but not complete recipes. Modern Viking restaurants therefore tend to reinterpret known ingredients – meat, fish, grains, root vegetables, berries, herbs, honey and dairy – rather than reproduce an authentic Viking menu.
Denmark
Bork Vikingehavn – Bork
A reconstructed Viking settlement where food and drink form part of the living-history experience. During events and seasonal activities, visitors can experience Viking cooking, baking and traditional drinks.
Ribe VikingeCenter – Ribe
A reconstructed Viking settlement offering demonstrations of Viking cooking and food preparation, including cooking over open fires and historically inspired meals.
Vikingeskibsmuseet / Café Knarr – Roskilde
A café at the Viking Ship Museum serving food inspired by Nordic maritime and Viking traditions. The setting alongside the reconstructed Viking ships adds to the experience.
Nordfyn Viking Market – Glavendrup
A Viking market where visitors can experience Viking-inspired food and mead alongside crafts and historical activities.
Dansk Mjød – Billund
A Danish producer specialising in mead and honey-based alcoholic drinks. Particularly relevant for exploring the modern revival of mead as a Viking-associated drink.
Sweden
Aifur – Stockholm
A dedicated Viking-themed restaurant and mead hall in Stockholm. The restaurant combines Nordic food, mead, music and a strongly immersive Viking atmosphere.
Restaurant Särimner – Birka
A Viking-themed restaurant on the island of Björkö, close to the archaeological site of Birka. It offers visitors the opportunity to combine Viking food with one of Sweden's most important Viking Age landscapes.
Stora Vikingen / Viking Bar – Stockholm
A Viking-themed restaurant and bar offering Nordic food and a deliberately Viking-inspired setting.
Norway
Lofotr Viking Museum – Borg, Lofoten
One of the strongest Viking food experiences in the Nordic countries. Visitors can participate in Viking feasts in the reconstructed 83-metre chieftain's longhouse, with lamb, historically inspired accompaniments, mead and entertainment.
Ægir BrewPub – Flåm
A brewery and restaurant strongly inspired by Norse mythology and Viking culture. It produces its own beer and mead and offers Viking-inspired food and tasting experiences in an atmospheric wooden interior.
Gudvangen Viking Village – Gudvangen
A reconstructed Viking settlement where food, drink and hospitality form part of the living-history experience. Viking feasts and historically inspired food are offered during events and for groups.
Viking Feast at Borg – Lofoten
A dedicated evening feast in Lofotr's reconstructed chieftain's longhouse. Guests are served lamb from Lofoten and mead while experiencing storytelling, music and traditional dancing.
Finland
Viking Restaurant Harald – Helsinki
A large Viking-themed restaurant chain with restaurants in several Finnish cities. It combines Scandinavian food and a Viking-inspired interior and atmosphere.
Viking Restaurant Harald – Turku
Viking Restaurant Harald – Lahti
Viking Restaurant Harald – Jyväskylä
Iceland
Ingólfsskáli Viking Restaurant – Ölfus
A Viking longhouse-style restaurant near Selfoss, offering a Viking Feast with dishes such as lamb and game, accompanied by mead. The building and interior are designed to evoke a Viking chieftain's hall.
Viking World – Njarðvík
A Viking heritage centre with food and hospitality elements connected to the Viking experience, particularly around its reconstructed Viking ship and Icelandic settlement history.
Fjörukráin Viking Village, Hafnarfjörður, Reykjavik
Feast like a Viking with traditional Icelandic dishes served in a candlelit hall, surrounded by Norse decor and hearty storytelling.
 
 

Viking-inspired tattoos and body art
The Viking tattoo itself is partly a modern invention. The popular image of a Viking covered in runes and elaborate blackwork is not supported by archaeological evidence. What is demonstrably Viking Age is the extraordinary visual vocabulary from which modern tattoo artists draw: runes, animal ornament, interlace, dragons, serpents, weapons and mythological imagery. This makes tattoos an interesting example of modern reinterpretation rather than simple preservation of Viking heritage.
Runes
One of the most common forms of Norse-inspired tattooing. Younger Futhark runes are particularly associated with the Viking Age, while Elder Futhark is also widely used in modern designs. Individual runes, names, quotations and complete inscriptions are popular motifs.
Norse mythology
Images of Oðin, Thor, Freyja, Loki, Tyr, Heimdall and other mythological figures are frequently used in large-scale tattoos and illustrative designs.
Mythological animals
Ravens, wolves, bears, horses and serpents are common motifs, particularly Huginn and Muninn, Fenrir, Sleipnir and Jörmungandr.
Yggdrasil
The World Tree is one of the most recognisable modern Norse symbols and is frequently used as a large back, chest or sleeve tattoo.
Mjölnir
Thor's hammer is perhaps the most recognisable modern symbol associated with Norse and Viking identity. It appears both as a simple pendant-like tattoo and in elaborate compositions.
Valknut
A three-interlocking-triangle symbol found on several Viking Age objects and monuments. Its exact meaning remains uncertain, but it is now strongly associated with Oðin and the Viking world.
Ægishjálmur / Helm of Awe
A modern Norse magical symbol frequently used in Viking-inspired tattoos. It comes from later Icelandic magical tradition rather than securely documented Viking Age symbolism, making it important to distinguish it from Viking Age material.
Vegvísir
Another popular Icelandic magical symbol. It is often described as a “Viking compass”, but it is not a verified Viking Age symbol; its earliest known sources are from 19th-century Iceland.
Viking Age ornament
Animal interlace, gripping beasts, serpents, dragons and other motifs derived from Viking Age art styles are increasingly used instead of literal images of warriors or gods. These designs can draw on styles such as Oseberg, Borre, Jelling, Mammen, Ringerike and Urnes.
Runestones and inscriptions
Modern tattoos sometimes reproduce actual Viking Age inscriptions from runestones, jewellery, weapons or other archaeological objects. This is one of the more historically grounded approaches to Norse tattoo design.
Nordic blackwork and dotwork
Contemporary tattoo artists have developed distinctive styles using heavy black lines, geometric patterns, dotwork and interlacing inspired by Scandinavian art. Some artists specialise specifically in historical Viking Age ornament.
Hand-poked and reconstructed tattooing
Some contemporary artists experiment with hand-poking and other traditional tattooing techniques in an attempt to create a more historically inspired experience. However, the precise tattooing techniques used in Viking Age Scandinavia remain unknown.
Viking-inspired body modification
Beyond tattoos, modern Viking identity can include reconstructed hairstyles, beards, facial markings, jewellery, ear ornaments and other forms of body adornment. These are often combined with historical clothing and jewellery in reenactment and contemporary Nordic subcultures.
Contemporary Viking tattoo artists
There is now a sizeable international specialist scene. A useful example is The Nordic Tattoo, an international directory of artists specialising in Norse, Viking, knotwork, runic blackwork and related styles.
Denmark has several artists working specifically with Norse-inspired tattooing, including Uffe Berenth / Ginnungagap Art, Colin Dale, Peter Blackhand and others.
 
 

Graphic design and visual identity
Viking and Norse heritage has become a strong source of inspiration for contemporary graphic design. Runes, Viking Age ornament, mythology and Nordic symbolism are used in everything from logos and packaging to typography, advertising and destination branding.
The most interesting contemporary Nordic design does not necessarily copy Viking imagery – it can reinterpret the underlying visual language for the present.
Runes and runic typography
Runes are among the most recognisable elements of Viking-inspired design. Contemporary designers use individual runes, complete inscriptions and modernised runic alphabets in logos, headlines, packaging, tattoos and merchandise. The visual character is often more important than the historical meaning.
The most well-known example might be the Bluetooth logo, made by creating a binding-rune of the initial H (for Harald) and B (for Bluetooth): 
ᚼ + ᛒ = ￼[image: image5.jpg]
Viking Age ornament
Interlaced animals, serpents, dragons and gripping beasts provide a rich graphic vocabulary. Contemporary designs often reinterpret motifs from the Oseberg, Borre, Jelling, Mammen, Ringerike and Urnes styles.
Norse mythology
Oðin, Thor, Freyja, Loki, ravens, wolves, Mjölnir, Yggdrasil and Ragnarök are frequently used as visual themes. These symbols appear in entertainment, tourism, fashion, food and beverage branding and commercial products.
Longships and dragons
The Viking ship is perhaps the most universally recognisable Viking image. Simplified ships, dragon heads, sails and prows are frequently used in logos and identities for museums, festivals, restaurants, hotels and tourism businesses.
Shields, weapons and warrior imagery
Round shields, axes, swords, spears and helmets are commonly used to communicate strength, courage, adventure and warrior identity. In contemporary branding these symbols are often highly stylised rather than historically accurate.
Nordic patterns and geometry
Contemporary designers frequently reinterpret Viking ornament as simplified geometric patterns. These can be used as borders, backgrounds, icons, textures and decorative elements without directly reproducing archaeological motifs.
Viking-inspired typography
Angular letterforms, carved-looking lettering, runic shapes and heavy serif typefaces are commonly associated with Viking imagery. This is particularly prevalent in film, gaming, breweries, restaurants and entertainment branding.
Black-and-white Nordic minimalism
A more contemporary approach strips Viking imagery down to a few essential shapes. A dragon head, ship, rune or interlaced animal can become a simple geometric logo rather than a detailed historical illustration.
Modern Nordic reinterpretation
Some designers deliberately avoid the stereotypical Viking aesthetic of horns, axes and warriors. Instead, they use historical ornament, materials, proportions and symbolism as a starting point for contemporary Nordic identities.
Viking tourism and heritage branding
Museums, archaeological sites, Viking villages, festivals and destinations frequently use Viking-inspired visual identities to communicate historical authenticity and create a recognisable visitor experience.
Commercial branding
Viking imagery is used extensively by breweries, meaderies, restaurants, clothing companies, outdoor brands, gaming companies, tattoo studios and entertainment businesses. The Viking has become a visual shorthand for qualities such as strength, adventure, authenticity, independence and Nordic heritage.
Packaging and product design
Viking-inspired graphics appear on mead, beer, spirits, food products, cosmetics, clothing, jewellery, weapons and craft products. Packaging often combines runes, knotwork, dark colours, wood, metal and historical-looking textures.
Contemporary Nordic design
A particularly interesting development is the combination of Viking heritage with modern Scandinavian design: simplified forms, restrained ornament, clear typography and functional design. Rather than reproducing the Viking past, this approach translates selected elements of it into a contemporary Nordic visual language.
Common visual elements
Runes
Viking Age ornament
Dragons and serpents
Ravens and wolves
Mjölnir
Yggdrasil
Valknut
Longships
Dragon heads
Shields
Axes and swords
Interlace and knotwork
Animal motifs
Runestones
Nordic landscapes
Wood and metal textures
Geometric patterns
 
 
PART V — THE FUTURE VIKING
 
 

The Viking Myth of the Future
The Viking of the future – and even of today – does not stand at the bow of a longship, with a shield and an axe, and gaze out over icebergs. He does not believe in Oðin and wears a Thor's hammer in a necklace. He has no slaves, and does not swear blood vengeance.
For more than a thousand years, the people we call Vikings have been transformed, forgotten, rediscovered and reinvented. Every generation has created its own version of Vikings, and redefined the timeless attitude.
Perhaps that is the most important part of the Viking heritage.
The Viking has always been a myth. Not a myth in the sense of something false, but in the older sense: a story through which people understand themselves.
When we talk about “the Vikings”, we tend to imagine a single people with a shared culture, worldview and identity.
There was no such thing.
There were farmers, traders, sailors, craftsmen, kings, slaves, poets, warriors and settlers. They lived across enormous distances and over several centuries. They spoke different dialects, worshipped different gods at different times, and lived in societies that changed considerably.
Even the word Viking itself did not describe an entire population. The modern Viking is therefore inevitably a reconstruction.
We select certain elements from the past and leave others behind. We remember the ships but rarely the seasickness. We celebrate exploration but not enslavement. We praise their courage while leaving their violence in the history books. Every modern Viking is therefore partly historical and partly created.
This does not make the Modern Viking meaningless. Quite the opposite.
Every culture creates stories about the kind of people it strives to be. The ancient Greeks had their heroes. Medieval Europe had its knights. The American frontier produced the cowboy.
Modern Scandinavia has the Viking.
The interesting question is therefore not: “What were the Vikings really like?”
That is the task of historians and archaeologists.
The more interesting cultural question is: “What does the Viking represent today?”
Cultural heritage is not a museum object. It is something people continuously develop and adapt.
For centuries, the most visible Viking has been the raider.
But the historical North was built by far more than warriors. It was built by farmers, shipbuilders, traders, blacksmiths, weavers, fishermen, merchants, storytellers and craftsmen.
Perhaps the future Viking should therefore be less interested in conquering and more interested in creating.
The shipbuilder is at least as interesting as the raider. The explorer is more useful than the conqueror. The craftsman is more relevant than the berserker. And the person who builds a community may be closer to the spirit of Félag than the person who simply wears a Viking helmet.
Heritage does not require imitation.
Perhaps that is where the modern Viking becomes genuinely interesting.
A thousand years ago, Norse mythology provided stories about courage, betrayal, fate, sacrifice, community and the end of the world.
Today we live in a very different world.
Our challenges are artificial intelligence, globalisation, loneliness, inequality, political polarisation and a growing sense that the future is difficult to predict.
We may need new myths too.
Not new gods. Not new sagas pretending to be ancient.
But new stories about what it means to live together in the North. Stories about resilience without aggression, freedom without isolation, equality without uniformity, community without conformity, exploration without conquest, and strength without domination.
The future Viking doesn’t have to be a person who can trace his ancestry to Scandinavia, nor does it have to be someone who speaks Old Norse, wears a Thor's hammer or attends a Viking market.
The modern Viking can instead be understood as a choice of values.
A way of saying: “I know where I come from, I am curious about where I am going, I stand on my own feet. I stand with others, I take responsibility, I contribute, I explore, I build, and I leave something behind.”
That may be the most useful Viking myth of all. Not the myth of a people who once conquered the North, but the myth of a people who believed that the future was something you went out and made.
The historical Viking Age ended. The Viking myth did not.
It has already survived nationalism, romanticism, war, Hollywood, advertising, heavy metal, tattoos, museums, video games and tourism, and it will undoubtedly change again.
The Viking of 2050 will look nothing like the Viking of 1950.
That is not a failure of authenticity. It is precisely what has always happened.
The Viking survived because we kept adapting.
And perhaps the real question for the future is not “How can we become more like the Vikings?”, but “What does a Viking look like today?”
 
 

The Viking Brand
The Viking has an unusual advantage over many historical symbols, in being both local and global.
For Scandinavians, the Viking is a part of their own cultural landscape. For people elsewhere, the Viking is exotic.
That combination is extraordinarily valuable.
A Scandinavian company can use Viking heritage to communicate authenticity and local roots, while an American company can use exactly the same imagery to communicate adventure and strength.
The same symbol therefore tells different stories to different audiences.
Tourism has perhaps made the most obvious use of the Viking brand. Visitors come to Scandinavia looking for the North they have imagined: the fjords, the forests, the ships, the sagas, the midnight sun, the northern lights – and the Vikings.
The historical Viking becomes part of a much larger Nordic package.
The modern Nordic countries are among the most technologically advanced and socially modern societies in the world, yet one of the strongest international images associated with them is a man from the ninth century carrying an axe.
Perhaps that is precisely why it works.
The Viking provides something that modernity cannot: a deep sense of age.
The Viking brand has also become increasingly important in Nordic design.
But contemporary Scandinavian design rarely needs to reproduce historical Viking decoration literally.
Instead, designers can borrow characteristics:
●simplicity
●geometry
●natural materials
●craftsmanship
●functionality
●restrained symbolism
●connection to landscape
A modern Viking-inspired identity does not necessarily need a dragon. Sometimes the strongest Viking reference is almost invisible.
A shape, proportion, material or concept can evoke the heritage without becoming historical costume.
This raises an important distinction: Viking-inspired is not the same as Viking-looking.
The first interprets. The second imitates.
No symbol illustrates the problem better than the famous horned Viking helmet. It is probably the most recognisable Viking image in popular culture, and it is also one of the least historically accurate.
This is the fundamental challenge of cultural branding. A brand does not survive because it is historically precise. It survives because people recognise it.
The question is therefore not whether we should eliminate every inaccurate Viking symbol. It is whether we can create new symbols that become just as recognisable while saying something more meaningful about the Nordic world.
There is also a question of ownership, that has been presented in a chapter of its own.
Is the Viking Danish? Norwegian? Swedish? Icelandic? A little bit of all of them?
The historical Viking world crossed modern national borders. People travelled, traded, married, settled and fought across what are now many different countries.
The modern Viking therefore does not fit neatly inside a nation state, and this can be a strength.
Rather than being a Danish brand, a Norwegian brand or a Swedish brand, the Viking can become something broader: a Nordic cultural brand.
The Dark Side of the Brand
A successful brand attracts everyone – including people whose values are very different from those who originally created it.
Viking symbols have been used by nationalist and extremist movements. This has made some symbols politically loaded.
The answer cannot simply be to abandon them.
If everyone who values Nordic heritage withdraws from the symbols, the loudest and most extreme voices may end up defining what they mean. Instead, the Viking can be – and has widely been – reclaimed and reinterpreted.
A Viking identity based on community rather than racial purity, courage rather than aggression, equality rather than domination, and exploration rather than conquest tells a very different story.
From Logo to Behaviour
The strongest Viking brand may ultimately have very little to do with Viking imagery.
A company does not become Nordic because it puts a raven on its packaging. A person does not become Viking because he wears a Thor's hammer. And a country does not become Viking because it builds a replica longship.
A meaningful brand must be supported by behaviour.
If the Viking represents Félag, then the organisation should actually value community.
If it represents honour, it should keep its promises.
If it represents craftsmanship, the product should be well made.
If it represents exploration, it should be curious and innovative.
If it represents independence, it should encourage people to think for themselves.
The symbol is merely the surface – the behaviour is the brand.
Building the Viking of the Future
This may be where the Viking brand becomes most interesting.
For centuries, we have mainly looked backwards:
What did the Vikings wear? What did they believe? What did they build? What symbols did they use?
The future asks different questions: What would Viking craftsmanship look like in 2050? What would Viking exploration mean in a globalised world? What would Félag mean in a digital society? What would Nordic courage look like when the challenge is polarisation rather than an enemy fleet? What would a Viking company look like if its most important weapon was innovation?
These questions move Viking heritage from costume to culture.
 
 

The Modern Viking – Reinventing the Heritage
The world that produced the Vikings has disappeared. We no longer live in small farming communities, travel by longships, worship the old gods or settle disputes at a Þing.
And yet something from that world remains. 
It’s in the stories we tell, the landscapes we inhabit, the words we speak, the symbols we recognise and, most of all, in some of the values we continue to cherish.
The question is what we do with that inheritance.
Heritage is not a time machine. 
Preservation looks backwards and asks: What did they do? What did they wear? What did they believe? How can we reproduce it accurately?
Those questions are important. Without historians, archaeologists and museums, much of our knowledge would disappear.
But culture doesn’t live in a museum.
A living heritage asks different questions: What does this mean to us today and what could it mean tomorrow?
That is where the modern Viking begins.
Don't Copy. Continue.
There is something slightly paradoxical about trying to be authentic by copying the past.
The Vikings themselves were not particularly interested in doing that. They borrowed. They adapted. They traded. They adopted foreign technologies. They settled in new lands. They changed their religion. They absorbed influences from the people they encountered. They were, in many ways, extraordinarily modern in their willingness to adapt.
So the most authentic way to approach Viking heritage is not to reproduce it. It’s to continue its spirit of adaptation.
The Viking of the future should therefore not ask: “How can I live like a Viking?” but “How does a Viking approach the world I live in?”
From Axe to Algorithm
Imagine taking the characteristics commonly associated with the Viking world and translating them into the twenty-first century: The ship becomes technology. The trading network becomes global business. The craftsman's workshop becomes the design studio or laboratory. The Þing becomes democratic participation. Félag becomes community and social responsibility. Exploration becomes science, entrepreneurship and curiosity. Adaptability becomes resilience. The old relationship with the landscape becomes a modern responsibility for nature. The warrior's courage becomes the courage to confront difficult problems. 
The objects change. The attitude remains.
Reinventing Nordic Identity
This is particularly relevant to the Nordic countries. Modern Denmark, Norway, Sweden and Iceland are not Viking Age societies. They are among the world's most modern, secular and technologically advanced democracies.
Their identity is built from many layers: Viking and medieval heritage. Christianity. The Reformation. The Enlightenment. Nationalism. Industrialisation. Democracy. The welfare state. Modern global culture.
The Viking is only one layer. But it is a particularly powerful one because it reaches so far back, and stretches far into the future.
It says that the story did not begin with the modern nation state. There was something before. And that something can still be interpreted.
A New Viking Aesthetic
Reinvention can also happen visually. The future doesn’t need more plastic horned helmets, fantasy runes and artificial fur.
A contemporary Nordic visual language can draw from:
●Norse geometry
●restrained ornament
●natural materials
●shipbuilding
●wood and stone
●landscape
●runic forms
●historical patterns
●traditional craftsmanship
But simplify them. Distil them. Modernise them.
The result does not need to look ancient. It can look unmistakably Nordic while still belonging to 2026 – or 2050.
The same applies to architecture, fashion, products, packaging, typography and digital design.
The heritage becomes a source rather than a template.
A New Viking Ethic
The same principle applies to behaviour.
If Félag is something worth carrying forward, then modern society can ask what genuine community requires. If independence is part of the heritage, how do we combine it with responsibility? If equality is important, how do we make it real? If courage matters, what does courage mean when the enemy is not another tribe but loneliness, misinformation or fear of technological change? If exploration is part of the Viking story, what unexplored territory remains?
The answers do not need to be ancient. In fact, they shouldn't be.
What We Leave Behind
A heritage is never a complete package.
We can keep craftsmanship and reject slavery. Keep courage and reject violence. Keep community and reject tribalism. Keep independence and reject selfishness. Keep exploration and reject conquest. Keep mythology and reject superstition. Keep pride in place and ancestry without believing that ancestry makes anyone superior to anyone else.
This is not disrespectful to history – it’s how a living culture works.
The Viking Without the Viking
Perhaps, eventually, the most successful modern Viking will be the one who does not look like a Viking at all. A person working in a Scandinavian technology company. A designer developing a new product. A scientist exploring an unknown field. A craftsman making something beautiful. A citizen participating in democracy. A neighbour helping another neighbour. A young person leaving home to explore another part of the world. A community taking responsibility for its weakest members.
None of them needs an axe. None needs a rune tattoo.
And yet, if the qualities we associate with the Viking heritage have been translated into their lives, the heritage is clear and present.
The Right to Reinvent
Every generation has the right to reinterpret its heritage.
Our ancestors did, and we should too.
The Viking Age itself wasn’t static. It was a period of enormous cultural transformation.
The Norse world changed through contact with Britain, Ireland, the Frankish kingdoms, the Baltic, Byzantium, the Islamic world and many other cultures. If we freeze Viking heritage at an imaginary moment in the year 900, we are actually making it less Viking.
The heritage deserves better – it deserves to evolve.
The Modern Viking
The modern Viking is not a person who wants to go backwards. He or she is someone who understands that knowing where you come from can make it easier to decide where you want to go.
The modern Viking can be: rooted, without being closed; independent, without being alone;  proud, without being superior; strong, without being aggressive; modern, without being disconnected from history; and above all: curious.
Curiosity may be the most enduring Viking Age characteristic of all. They crossed oceans because they wanted to know what was beyond them.
We face a different horizon. There are new oceans to cross: scientific, technological, cultural and environmental. 
The longship has become something else. The world has changed, but the instinct remains the same.
The Heritage is Ours Now
Heritage is ultimately not about the dead, but about the living.
The people who came before us can’t decide what their legacy means today. We do.
We can preserve it. Question it. Challenge it. Celebrate it. Discard parts of it. And create something new from what remains.
That is not a betrayal of the Viking heritage. It may be the most “Viking” thing we can do.
Because the people we call Vikings did not inherit a finished world. They inherited a world and changed it.
Now it’s our turn.
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