
The Vikings in Western Christendom:
Unraveling the Tales of Raiding, Trade, and
Cultural Exchange

The Vikings, tall and fearless warriors, have long captivated our imagination.
Their tales of conquest, seafaring, and exploration have inspired numerous
books, movies, and television shows. But beyond their warrior reputation, the
Vikings' interaction with Western Christendom holds a significant place in history.
In this article, we will delve into the fascinating relationship between the Vikings
and Western Christendom, exploring their raids, trade routes, and cultural
exchanges.

Raiding the Coastlines
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The Viking raiders, known for their hit-and-run tactics and swift longships, struck
fear into the hearts of coastal communities across Western Europe during the
Viking Age (793-1066 AD). From the British Isles to the Iberian Peninsula, their
raids left a lasting impact on the region. The monasteries and churches, once
undisturbed sanctuaries, became prime targets for the Vikings' thirst for wealth
and glory.
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However, it is crucial to note that not all Vikings were raiders. Many Vikings were
driven by a desire for adventure, trade, or seeking new lands. These individuals
played a vital role in establishing connections between the Vikings and Western
Christendom through peaceful means.

Influence on Language and Culture

The Vikings' contact with Western Christendom not only shaped the political
landscape but also had a significant impact on language and culture. As the
Vikings settled in areas like England, Ireland, and Normandy, their language, Old
Norse, blended with the local languages, giving rise to distinct dialects. Words of
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Old Norse origin such as "berserk," "fjord," and "slaughter" still linger in modern
English, reminding us of the Viking influence on our vocabulary.

Moreover, the Vikings' cultural exchange was not limited to language. They
introduced new craftsmanship techniques, expanded trade networks, and shared
their rich mythology, including the tales of gods like Odin and Thor. Interactions
with Western Christendom allowed for the merging of Norse and Christian beliefs,
creating a unique blend of religious practices.

Trade Routes and Settlements

While raids often dominate our portrayal of the Vikings, trade played a crucial role
in their interactions with Western Christendom. The Vikings established trade
routes along major rivers like the Volga, which connected them with the Byzantine
Empire and the Arabic world. They also ventured westward, trading with the
Franks, Anglo-Saxons, and other Christian communities in Western Europe.

These trade routes not only facilitated the exchange of goods but also promoted
cultural diffusion. Items such as exotic foods, precious metals, jewelry, and
textiles flowed between the Vikings and Western Christendom. The demand for
Viking craftsmanship, especially their highly sought after swords and jewelry,
expanded their influence across the continent.

The Legacy of the Vikings

Although their raids left a trail of destruction, the Vikings' impact on Western
Christendom was not solely negative. The Vikings' constant interaction with
Christian communities necessitated reforms in coastal defenses, leading to
stronger fortifications and the rise of feudalism. The reimagined unity brought by
kings and lords protected locals from future Viking incursions.



The Vikings' influence also led to the expansion of Christianity itself. As the
Vikings encountered Christian communities during their travels, many converted
to Christianity, bringing the religion back to their homelands. This conversion
allowed for the eventual unification of Norway, Sweden, and Denmark under a
Christian banner.

The Vikings' presence in Western Christendom had a profound impact on both
cultures. Through their raids, trade routes, and cultural exchanges, the Vikings
left an indelible mark on the history, language, and religion of Western Europe.
Beyond the stereotypes and myths, the Vikings revealed themselves to be a
complex society seeking both conquest and peaceful integration. Their legacy
continues to shape the understanding of our shared history, reminding us of the
fascinating connections formed between seemingly disparate cultures.
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'He writes with real interest in his subject.' - English Historical Review

‘The Vikings were no longer the exiled younger brothers of the Danish race. It
was on them now, and not on the Danes of the Fatherland, that the thoughts of
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men dwelt.’

Written by the scholar C.F. Keary, this is a comprehensive look at the life of the
Vikings in the ninth century, in the context of Western Europe as Christianity’s
influence diminished.

Keary starts with the European domination of the Roman Empire, distinguishing
Christians from so-called ‘heathens’ who worshipped their own gods. Many of
these had been formerly converted from heathens into Christians, as happened in
Ireland and England.

The ‘heathen’ Vikings were from Denmark, Sweden and Norway, and expanded
their lands and ways of living to these Christian areas through violent battle.

Infighting in Ireland led to the easy conquest of their land by the Vikings. Soon
they entered Paris, burning houses and slaying residents, meeting the efforts of
the French King, Charles the Bald. So influential was the Viking method of
fortified camps that the French used it to try and hold them back. All army
manoeuvres are described in great detail, taking the reader back 1200 years.

When the Vikings tried to invade Germany, the leader Charles the Fat called for
an amalgam of armies at the diet of Worms, but he could not resist the onslaught
either.

Rorik was the man who attacked England, landing on the island of Thanet, at the
start of a twelve-year siege in the middle of the ninth century. Of the many other
leaders chronicled here, Rolf, future founder of Norway, emerges with strength.

Keary also describes the Vikings’ views on death and the afterlife, and quotes the
poems and stories which were created in the honour of the gods.



The pace of the expansion is laid bare in a great study of the era.

Charles Francis Keary (1848-1917) was a scholar of Scandinavian history and
Norse mythology. From 1872 to 1887, Keary worked at the Department of Coins
at the British Museum, where he wrote and published A Catalogue Of English
Coins In The British Museum: Anglo-Saxon Series (1887). In 1890 he published
The Vikings in Western Christendom, it is a classic work which stood as the
academic standard for Viking studies for many decades. Keary also wrote many
notable novels and influenced such writers as James Joyce and George Gissing.
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