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. The poem is preserved in

8]

one of the manuscripts of
Snorri Sturluson’s Prose
Edda, a codex from the
14th century. Its date and
provenance is debated,
and thus also whether it is
a precise rendering of
Viking Age thoughr (cf.
Steinsland & Meulen-
gracht Serensen 1994:97;
Page 1995:150).
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5. Annales Regni Francorum
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gaard-Petersen 1981 with
references.

6. cf. Neergaard 1892:321.

13 - Anne Pedersen

Weapons and riding gear
in burials — evidence

of military and social rank
in 10th century Denmark ?

Introduction

Weapons and riding gear in Viking Age burials
are commonly viewed as an expression of the
military and social rank of the deceased. An
interpretation of these objects along such lines
has a long tradition in Denmark going back to
the 19th century when the first Viking Age
burials were recorded in the inventory of the
Danish Narional Museum, then “Museet for de
nordiske Oldsager”. Interest in the status and
rank of the deceased during their lifetime is
strengthened by the fact that written sources
mention military and social rank besides occa-
sions when weapons and riding gear were of
obvious importance.

Old Norse poetry makes extensive use of syn-
onyms for rulers, princes and men of power and
there are many metaphors or ‘kennings’ for
weapons and battle.' A mythical explanation of
the origins of human society and its social dif-
ferences is found in the Edda poem Rigsthula.’
In this poem Rig, thought by most to be the
god Heimdal, visits three very different homes
and fathers three sons, destined for very differ-
ent occupations in life: Trel (slave), Karl (free-
man) and Jar/ (earl), who are in turn the pro-
genitors of the three groups in society, the
slaves/thrals, farmers/freemen and earls. The
names given the sons of Karl and Jarl occur on
the Danish runestones and often in a context
that suggests a meaning beyond that of a per-
sonal name. Thus Jarl’s youngest son is named
Kon Ungr (young Kon), two words that drawn
together take on the meaning Konungr, i.e.
king, and the names thegn, dreng and sven
appear on the runestones as titles apparently
representing members of a lord’s retinue.® The
adjective ‘good’ or ‘very good’ attached to some

of these men also has a social significance in
that ‘good’ implies having the qualities that
befit noble birth.* Nearly all such runestones
belong to the post-Jelling group, dated to the
late Viking Age.

Other contemporary, foreign sources mention
military groups and social positions. The
Annales Regni Francorum of the early gth cen-
tury, for example, includes the exercitus, equi-
tatus regni, and duces copiarum as well as the pri-
mores Danorum.® Although we cannot be cer-
tain of the exact meaning of these terms or the
organization and equipment of, for instance,
the cavalry and troops mentioned, we may sup-
pose the existence of prominent men among
the Danes, occupying a military or social posi-
tion recognisable to foreign observers who then
found an equivalent term in Latin.

The question then arises of whether it is pos-
sible to link the social/military positions men-
tioned in the written sources to the archaeolog-
ical evidence, the burials. When the first finds
from what was then termed the “final period of
pagan prehistory” came to light in the 19th cen-
tury, the written sources offered an explanarion
for the emphasis on weapons and riding equip-
ment found in the burial mounds. It was
almost self-evident thar a life so closely tied to
warfare and violent acrivity abroad would also
find expression in the burials of the time.®
Behind the various interpretations of the grave
finds lie two basic assumptions,

— that the burials reflect the living society, and
— that the contents of the grave are linked to the
buried person.

Whereas the early finds were often seen as an
illustration and confirmation of the written

123



sources, the increase in finds has gradually
made it possible to approach the question of a
social hierarchy in the Viking Age primarily on
the basis of the archaeological material. Opin-
ions have changed through time from a fairly
simplistic view of the information contained in
the burial to a complex one, with a greater
awareness of the many ‘filters’ that stand
between the present, the archaeological remains
in the burials, and the past: the individual and
his social environment. Burial remains are not
simply a passive reflection of given circum-
stances and the role of the deceased in society;
the link is far less direct and the ‘language’ of a
more symbolic character. In spite of the
methodological problems and limitations set by
the very nature of the finds, however, recurring
patterns in the burials do indicate a measure of
order and structure that may again be related to
the living society.
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Fig. 1. Distribution of finds of
weapons andor horse gear from
a secure or probable grave con-
text. A small dot represents 1-2
graves, a large dot more than
two graves on the site.”

S 7

Geographical distribution

Approximately 240 finds of weapons and/or
horse gear from secure or probable grave con-
texts are known from the old Danish area, i.e.
present day Denmark, Schleswig south of the
Danish border and Skine. The graves are found
mainly in Jylland, and on Fyn and Langeland
(fig. 1).The number from the eastern part of the
area is considerably lower, especially eastern
Sjelland and Skine, although recent excava-
tions in cemeteries in Skane have revealed buri-
als with a few single weapons as well as one
burial with a well-preserved pair of spurs.®

The destruction of Viking Age graves has a
long history, and far from all known finds are
complete or were expertly excavated. A few are
no longer preserved but may be dated to the
Viking Age on the basis of contents and find
circumstances.” Agricultural and industrial
development as well as the expansion in the
communication network across the country in

. The distribution maps as

well as the chronological
section are based on a
ph.d. thesis (1996) by the
author, Vikingetidens grave
med viben og hesteudstyr i
det gammeldanske omréide -
inventar og datering, idé og
hensigr. Recent surveys of
the burials from the old
Danish area have been
published in Niisman 1991
and Kleiminger 1993.

. See for instance Norr-

vidinge, Onsjé hirad
(Lindskog 1965, 1967);
Stivie 4:1, Torna hiirad
(Nagmér 1979) and Ljung-
backa, Malma, Oxie hirad
(Vikingarna 1989:158).

. See for instance the sur-

veys of Langeland, south-
ern Jylland (Denmark) or
Schleswig published by
Jorgen Skaarup (1976:185),
Steen Wulff Andersen
(1979} and Michael
Miiller-Wille (1977).
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See Miiller-Wille 1977.
Personal communication.
See also E. Wamers 1994.
Aner 1952.

Shield bosses of type Rygh
5§64 occur in chamber
graves no. I, V, Vil and
VIII, a variant of Rygh 564
in grave VI, and Rygh 562
in grave X together with a
coin of Brita Malmer’s type
KG 7 (see Aner 1952 for
types and comparison with

O. Rygl's types).

. Malmer 1966:261.
. Thunmark-Nylén 1984:7

ff.; Andersen 1995:79.

. Cf. Petersen 1919.
. Single arrowheads in

graves are known from
Forlev, Sjzlland (Brond-
sted 1936:193) and Tofta,
Fuglie sogn, Skine (Serom-
berg 1961 11, Taf. 38.3).
Two arrowheads from
Trelleborg, Sjzlland,
graves no. 26 and 91 are
uncertain (cf. Petersen &
Woller 1989:307f.).

. Wegraeus 1986.

. Wamers 1994:29.

20. Miiller-Wille 1976a:82.

. This interpretation of the

arrows is not definite; the
arrowheads are related to
Wegraeus’ type D2, and
the cross-section of this
type seems adapted for use
as a weapon of war
(Miiller-Wille 1976a:80 ff.;
Wegracus 1986:29).

modern times has had a significant effect on the
number and distribution of known grave finds,
and we may suppose that many graves have
been disturbed, not least in the last few cen-
turies. A preliminary survey of single finds from
Sjzlland by the author has revealed several
weapons, and sometimes sets of weapons, from
probably disturbed graves, indicating that a
weapon burial custom was practised here in
spite of the small number of intact finds, and it
is very likely that an intensive check on the
topographical background of single finds to
determine the possibility of a cemetery or a set-
tlement area would increase the number of
weapons from a probable, although not certain,
grave context.

In contrast, there are very few examples of rid-
ing equipment on Sjelland, although the horse
gear used in the Viking Age is fairly easy to
recognise. The very few examples set against the
single finds of weapons indicate a limited
amount of burial involving riding gear in this
area, which is supported by the few graves with
horse gear in Skéne, where, as yet, no Viking
Age grave with a combination of stirrups, horse
bit and spurs has been discovered. The deposi-
tion of weapons in graves thus appears to have
been common in a wider area than the deposi-
tion of weapons and full riding gear, which was
practised mainly in the western and southern
parts of Denmark.

Description of the burials

Although the use of weapons and horses in
battle is typically linked with the Vikings and
the Viking Age as such, the custom of placing
weapons and/or riding equipment in graves did
not continue unchanged throughout the whole
duration of this period in Denmark, even with-
in western and southern Denmark where the
finds are most common. Quite the opposite.
In the 9th century, very few men were buried
with weapons and still fewer with riding gear or
horses. Cremation graves in south-western Jyl-
land may contain weapons and a few items of
riding gear." These graves, for instance on the
islands of Fohr and Amrum off the west coast,
continue 8th-century burial customs in this
area and along the Frisian coast. Apart from
these graves, weapon graves are few, and their
contents are usually limited to a single weapon.
The Hedeby boat chamber grave is an excep-
tion. Egon Wamers has suggested that this
burial was born of specific circumstances in the
Schleswig area in the mid-gth century and is
probably not directly connected with the burial

customs emerging in the early 1oth century."
The number of individuals in this grave, three
men buried with silver-inlaid swords and other
furnishings as well as three horses, also sets it
apart from the other known Danish burials
with weapons and riding equipment that were
apparently all intended for one person only.

Other weapon graves in Hedeby in which the
deceased were buried with a shield or a shield
and spear but apparently no further weapons,
may be dated to the gth or very early 10th cen-
tury.” The shield bosses in five chamber graves
correspond to type Rygh 564 and in one grave
to Rygh 562, and the spearheads to J. Petersen’s
type E.” Coins of Brita Malmer’s type KG 3 in
the two graves no. V and VII with shield boss-
es type Rygh 564 also point to a date in the 9th
century.” A few weapon burials have been
uncovered elsewhere in Denmark, among them
a few graves on Samse and Sjelland containing
a shield as the only weapon. The shield bosses
of type Rygh 562 do not provide an exact dat-
ing, but ringed pins in Besser grave IV from
Samse and Lejre grave C on Sjelland support a
date in the second half of the gth century, pos-
sibly the beginning of the 1oth century.”
Weapon burial was thus practised to a limited
extent in the 9th century and probably into the
very early 1oth.

Most of the graves with weapons and riding
equipment belong to the 10th century proper
according to the established weapon datings.
Taken as a whole they show a limited range of
weapon types when compared with, for
instance, finds from Norway where not only is
the number of graves with weapons larger, but
the range of types is broader t00." In Denmark
the weapons in the graves include swords,
spears, axes and occasionally shields represented
by their iron bosses. Among the swords ].
Petersen’s types S, V and X occur most fre-
quently; the axes include J. Petersen’s types H-
L and M as well as more atypical examples;
spearheads of ]. Petersen’s types G, I and K are
common.

Bundles of arrows as in the Ladby ship grave
or a single arrowhead rarely occur.'” Most of the
arrowheads correspond to Wegraeus’ type A,"
i.e. arrowheads as well suited to war as to hunt-
ing purposes, and it is likely that they represent
hunting arrows such as Egon Wamers has sug-
gested for the arrows in the boat chamber grave
from Hedeby.”” The iron arrowheads were
found together with bronze terminals for the
arrow shafts,” and the quality of these terminals
points to a valuable hunting set, possibly pre-
sented to the deceased as a gift.”
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The burials of the 10th century fall into two
main groups, one characterised by the presence
of riding gear, the other containing weapons
only. Burials with full riding gear consisting of
spurs as well as the fittings and stirrups con-
nected with the horse are usually found in
chamber graves, often covered by a burial
mound. A characteristic feature is the re-use of
Stone Age or Bronze Age mounds, which also
occurs with female graves, inter alia graves with
wagon bodies used as coffins. As an example,
two well-equipped graves, one containing a
sword, spear and horse gear, the other with
weapons only, came to light in 1890 in two
burial mounds in the parish of Hald in Jyl-
land.* The first grave had been constructed
immediartely above a disturbed, stone-set burial
chamber dated to the Stone Age; the second
was found at the bottom of a burial mound
containing Bronze Age cremation graves and
had probably led to the destruction of the orig-
inal central burial. Such burial mounds were a
visual monument in the landscape, but the re-
use of ancient mounds also suggests an empha-
sis on tradition and continuity within the local
area.”

The sword is the most common weapon in the
horsemen’s graves, and a full set of arms, the
combinarion of sword and spear,* is frequent
(fig. 2). An axe is not common but does occur
as the main weapon or, in the very best
equipped graves, alongside the sword. The
choice of axe contra sword may reflect the pref-
erence of the deceased rather than any definite
social or military distinction. Many of the
swords may be described as Pracheschwerter,
such as for instance J. Petersen’s types S and V
with silver and copper inlay;? silver and copper
also occur on spearheads, and not only practical
efficiency bur also an element of visual display
appears to have been stressed in these weapons.
Defensive armour is rare, and the Norwegian
custom of depositing many shields in well-
equipped graves, especially graves with stirrups,
is not recorded.*

About 15 recorded burials contain spurs but no
further riding equipment and often no
weapons, indicating that a single spur or most
often a matching pair as part of the man’s per-
sonal belongings or dress did not presuppose
weapons. These graves may represent men of
lower social standing than the men buried with
full riding gear, although not all of the finds
support such an explanation. Thus two graves
from Stiderbrarup in Schleswig, graves III and
IV, do not show any significant difference in
grave construction; both were chamber graves
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under a barrow.”” Apart from a few examples,
inter alia the spur in the Ladby ship grave and
a pair from Rosenlund grave KR,* the spurs
have a raised prick and they may be grouped
according to their ornament, that is the evi-
dence of copper and silver inlay as on the elab-
orate pair from Nr. Longelse grave 2 or an orna-
ment formed basically by the moulding of the
prick as seen on the pair of spurs from Ljung-
backa grave 1 near Malmé.? Unfortunately, the
typological grouping of the 1oth-century spurs
and the chronological evidence is as yer inade-
quate for any precise dating, and it is therefore
uncertain whether the lack of riding gear might
be not only just a matter of social position but
also a result of changing customs demanding
that the horse and related gear be left out of the
burial ceremony or at least no longer be placed
in the grave.

The archaeological evidence indicates that the
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Fig. 2. Nine well-documented
burials containing weapons,
riding gear, tableware etc. dated
to the 10th century (See Brond-
sted 1936; Aner 1953; Lavrsen
1960, 1971; Stoumann & Roberts
1989; Jacobsen & Thrane 1994;
of Lyngstrom 1995 for Nasby).

22. Brondsted 1936, no. 12.

23. Religious considerations
may also have contributed
to the choice of an old
burial mound. Robert Van
de Noort has suggested
that the burial mound,
including the ancient
mounds, may have had a
specific relevance and
importance in the 6th to
8th centuries on the Conti-
nent and in England, in
the transitional phase
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Fig. 3. Three cemeteries with
weapon graves containing axes
dated to the roth century and c.
AD 1000 (Brondsted 1936;
Norlund 1948; for preliminary
publications on Qver Hornbaek
see Nielsen et al. 1985, 1986).

berween Pagan and Chris-
tian, when alternatives for
a monumental funeral
were available to the elite
burt as yet not for lower
social groups (Van de
Noort 1993:70fF.).

24. Cf. Steuer 1970.

25. Cf. Miiller-Wille 1973.

26. Grieg 1947:19fF.; Callmer

1975:286fF.

27. Aner 1953.

28. Thorvildsen 1957:fig. 58;
Jacobsen & Thrane
1994:75.

29. Brondsted 1936, PL 1V;
Vikingarna 1989:158.

30. Cf. Nisman 1991:fig. 3.
31. This is often the case with
the secondary chamber
graves in north-western Jyl-

land, many of which were
uncovered in the previous
century (cf. Brondsted
1936).

32. Skaarup 1976.

33. Cf. Nielsen et al. 1985,
1986.

34. Cf. Pedersen forchcoming,
fig. 8.
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spurs were always placed at the heels of the
deceased, not together with the horse gear, and
may be considered part of the buried man’s per-
sonal equipment or dress with a specific sym-
bolic importance, distinct from that of the sad-
dle with iron stirrups and the horse harness
which would be placed in the burial chamber
beside the coffin.

Graves with weapons alone often have both
simpler furnishings and a simpler burial form,
and while the swords are most common in the
graves with riding equipment, the axe is domi-
nant in weapon graves, especially amongst the
burials excavated in flat cemeteries since the
1930’s (fig. 3). Accidental finds support the
inference that combinations of two weapons
were also deposited in the graves, but as yet
only one weapon grave, the above mentioned
Hald grave 1 uncovered in a Bronze Age bar-
row, contains an extended set of arms including
a sword, axe, spear and shield. The grave may
be dated to the second half of the 10th century
and again the lack of riding equipment could
reflect changing burial customs.

Considering the number of weapons as well as
the simpler grave construction and the furnish-
ings as such in most weapon graves, we may
suppose that they represent men of a lower
social standing than the men who were accord-
ed weapons, riding gear, gaming boards, table-
ware etc. and a burial mound as a visible mon-
ument. Possible regional differences should,

however, also be considered, and local customs
may account for some of the variation. Burials
with axes in northern Jylland are found in areas
without the very wealthy horsemen’s graves and
vice versa® On the other hand, it is often the
case that the secondary chamber graves contain-
ing riding equipment in barrows stand alone.”
The common cemeteries of the immediate
neighbourhood are not known and it is uncer-
tain whether they were similar to the cemeteries
with weapon graves containing axes found in
other areas. The different ratios of weapon
graves in cemeteries such as Stengade II on Lan-
geland with four weapon graves out of 83* or
Over Hornbzk in north-east Jylland with 12
weapon graves out of a total of 112* argue for the
existence of varying local customs — and conse-
quently limit the possibility of using simple
quantitative or qualitative interpretations of the
burials. In spite of any local variation, however,
it is evident that far from all men were buried
with a weapon and we may suppose that these
weapons were the prerogative of a specific group
of men and possibly related to an office or status
of a military character.

Chronology

Apart from individual local customs and the
possibility that a similar rank or social status
could find a different expression depending on
the common practice in a given area, there is
evidence of change in the 10oth century: a
change expressed by variation in the combina-
tions of both weapon types and riding gear
through time.

The iron stirrups of the classic triangular shape
typical of the Viking Age may be divided into
three main groups according to single features
and general proportions. As a whole they show
a gradual change from a fairly simple stirrup
without marked traits (the Ladby type, fig. 4.1)
towards a stirrup with clearly defined details
(the Stengade type, fig. 4.2) which is then
reduced in height (the Farso type, fig. 4.3). A
similar development is seen in the stirrups from
Norwegian and Swedish finds.** The contem-
porary horse bits with cheek bars and plates also
show characteristic differences which constitute
separate, chronologically significant types.
Horse bits with cheek bars and plates up to c.
20 cm long tend to be combined with the very
tall triangular stirrups while horse bits with
cheek bars and plates about 10-12 cm long are
often found together with lower forms of stir-
rup. The weapon types deposited with this rid-

ing equipment, in particular the swords and
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spearheads, indicate that the tall stirrups of the
Stengade type are typologically and chronolog-
ically earlier than the lower stirrups of the Farso
type (cf. fig. 5).

Based on the combination of weapons and rid-
ing gear and supported by coin dates,” stylistic
evidence and stratigraphical information from
well-dated sites, the custom of depositing rid-
ing gear in burials appears to belong mainly to
the period c. AD 925-975 (fig. 5). The decora-
tion on the weapons and riding equipment is

mainly geometric, but the Jelling and Mammen Ladby Thumby-Bienebek 1 Stengad Svoshj Hald

Fig. 4. Schematic drawing of three basic stirrups types: 1. the
Ladby type represented by a stirrup fiom Ladby; 2. the Sten-
gade type represented by two stirrups from Thumby-Bienebek
1 and Stengade I3: 3. the Farso type represented by two stir-
rups from Svoshoj and Hald (drawn afier Brondsted 1936;
Thorvildsen 19s57; Miiller-Wille 1976b).

l‘\

1000 Fig. 5. Relative chronology of
weapon types and riding gear
Sfound in Danish burials (the
drawings are borrowed mainly
from Worsaae 1859, Rygh 1885,
Petersen 1919, Thorvildsen 1957,
Miiller-Wille 1976b; Geibig
1990). No scale.

975

35. Brita Malmer’s type KG 7
with a suggested date of
AD 900-950 occurs in
Brandstrup [, Busdorf
chamber grave X and in
Stiderbrarup grave IV
(Aner 1952, 1953; Lavrsen

= 900 1960; Malmer 1966).

36. Two swords from Busdorf
and one from Magleo on
western Sjelland are deco-
rated in the Jelling style
(Miiller-Wille 19733
Brondsted 1936:189).
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Fig 6. Distribution of graves
containing stivrups, including a
few from a probable but not

secured grave context.
® = stirrups of Ladby type,
B = stirrups of Stengade nipe,

A = stirvups of Farso type.

37. See Fuglesang 1980:132 ff.
A broken cheek plate was
found rogether with a bro-
ken sword near the site of
a burial mound on Due-
holm Mark on the island
of Mors (National Muse-
um Copenhagen C23647-
48; Nielsen 1991). A less
certain find, a bronze stir-
rup, is known from
Bavelse Mark on Sjelland
(National Museum
Copenhagen 13308; Wor-
saae 1859:fig. 481). Further
examples are recorded
from Denmark with very
litcle information, and
recent metal detector finds
include examples of similar
riding equipmenc as well
as the corresponding strap
mounts.

38. Vresen Island, Svendborg
county. National Museum
Copenhagen inv.no. D292
(Norlund 1948:fig. 115).

styles occur on silver-encrusted swords of J.
Petersen’s type $* and the decorated axe from
Mammen in Jylland. However, at the end of
the 10th century, when bronze stirrups or horse
bits with decoration related to the Ringerike
style were introduced, riding equipment was
apparently no longer deposited in the graves.
These types have only been found as single
finds from possibly disturbed graves, but not
yet in a closed context,” and the Danish graves
show no examples of, for instance, the stirrups
with a low U-shape known from late Swedish
finds, although a very similar pair has been
found on Vresen Island in the Storebelt.
When the typological and chronological
development of the weapons and riding gear is
taken into account, it is evident that the geo-
graphical distribution of the horsemen’s graves
is not even (fig. 6 and Appendix 1). The early
group of horsemen’s graves (characterised by
tall stirrups of the Stengade type and long, nar-
row spearheads of ]. Petersen’s types I and K) is

/

mainly found in southern Denmark whereas
the later group (with lower stirrups of Farse
type and broad-bladed spearheads of ].
Petersen’s type G), although present in graves
in Schleswig, is found predominantly in north-
ern Jylland where there is a distinct concentra-
tion in the western Limfjord area. The practice
of depositing riding gear thus appears to have
moved gradually northwards. The few exam-
ples of late riding equipment (see fig. 7) indi-
cate that the latest graves may be located art the
northern or eastern periphery of the area where
this custom was previously practised.
Contemporary weapon graves occur alongside
the graves with full riding gear, but a few
weapon types such as the broad-bladed axes of
the late 10th and possibly early 11th century do
not appear in combinations with riding equip-
ment although they are known from a few
weapon graves (fig. 7 and Appendix 2). Thus
weapons appear to have been deposited in
graves for slightly longer than riding equip-
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ment, although the custom probably came to
an end in Denmark not long after c. AD 1000,
in contrast with Norway and Sweden. The fact
that full riding gear has not yet been recorded
with such axes may be due to changing religious
beliefs in the late Viking Age, which no longer
permitted burials with horses, although it is
equally possible that the explanation lies in the
social importance of the deceased; i.e. that these
burials do not represent the very high social
positions but rather persons of local standing.
Burial practices may have ‘evened out’ towards
the end of the 10th century; on the other hand
the church may have offered the social elite
alternative means to a burial ceremony for a
manifestation of their rank and status after the
conversion of king Harald Bluetooth in the
mid-1oth century.

Implications

Analysis of the chronological development of
weapons and riding gear compared with the

130

geographical distribution of the graves reveals a
burial practice subject to change and to geo-
graphical/chronological shift during the 1oth
century. The burial customs show far greater
variation than is conventionally supposed. In

spite of this variation, some general observa-
tions may be made.

The weapons in the burials are offensive
weapons and most of them, although not all,
including the axes with a cross, could be used
for practical or military purposes.”” The narrow
range of types, indicating that only certain
types were chosen for burial, and the decorarive
use of copper and silver on many weapons sug-
gest an equally significant value as symbols of
power, rank and wealth, a symbolic value that
is supported by the many metaphors for
weapons as well as the subsequent development
in the medieval period. For some weapons,
such as the very small axes, their importance as
a symbol probably outweighed their potential
as a practical weapon.

The second group of objects in the graves, the

Fig. 7 Distribution of
graves/probable graves contai-
ning axes with a broad (/.
Petersen type M) or very long
blade, riding equipment in a
Ringerike-related style, and
spearheads of |. Petersen rype M.

@ Axes with broad or long bla-

v

39-

40.

41.

42.

43

de.
Riding equipment.

Spearheads J. Petersen type
M.

See exhibition catalogue
From Viking to Crusader.
Scandinavia and Europe
800-1200, 1992 no. 194. Not
all axes had a handle made
of wood suitable for practi-
cal purposes (see Roesdahl
1980:154 with references).
Cf. KLNM XVII, Stig-
bygel.

Cf. Thorvildsen 1957:fig.
53; Jacobsen & Thrane
1994.

Rosenlund, Fyn; Fyns
Oldrid Hollufgird, FSM
4100X427-428.
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Fig. 8 Four excavated chamber
graves, 1. Rosenlund KR, Fyn
{Jacabsen e Thrane r994:73),
2. Siiderbrarup IV, Kr. Schle-
swig (Aner 1953, Abb. 5),

3. Grimstrup, Jylland (Stou-
mann & Roberrs 1989, fig. 2),
4. Thumby-Bienebek 374, Kr.
Rendsborg-Eckernforde (Miiller-
Wille 1987, Taf 31). — 1. sword,
2. axe, 3. spearhead, 4. shield
boss, 5. stirrups, 6. spirs,

7. bucket, 8. gaming board.

riding gear, gained significant military impor-
tance in the Viking Age, and the iron stirrups
are often described as a military innovation
which enabled the mounted warrior to employ
his spear more efficiently.* The stirrups in each
individual pair in the Danish graves are usually
more or less identical, and variations are main-
ly due to conditions of preservation. It is very
rare for two different stirrups to occur in a set
of riding gear, although one such set was
uncovered in the burial Rosenlund KR on Fyn.

T~

\

This grave contained two pairs of stirrups, one
almost identical to the stirrups from Ladby,"
the other consisting of two decorated but very
different stirrups, both unique amongst the
Danish finds.® Parallels to the latter stirrups are
known from Birka (grave 644) in Sweden and
Wiskiauten north of Kaliningrad.®

The horse bits found together with the stir-
rups in Denmark were equally efficient. Apart
from a few examples with twisted iron mouth
pieces, for instance from Ladby and Rosen-

Py
". l‘ )

131



lund,* most of the horse bits have a more or less
sharp cross section which could be expected to
exert more pressure on the horse’s mouth.”
This supports a heavy use of the horse, corre-
sponding to that evident in the stirrups and the
spurs worn by the rider.* The high degree of
regularity in the finds, i.e. the presence of
weapons and the highly regular combinations
of horse bit, stirrups and spurs, as well as the
indications of a parallel typological/chronologi-
cal development, suggest military organisation
and power. The sets of riding gear in the 10th
century are not the result of random assemblage
of status symbols, but instead reflect definite
purpose and experienced use and, in a sense,
order in the living society. Similarly, the con-
struction in the late 1oth century of the ring
fortresses of Aggersborg, Fyrkat, Nonnebakken
and Trelleborg, possibly also Trelleborg in
Skéne, and the great bridge at Ravning Enge in
Jylland presupposes strong organisation.

If we consider the burials with weapons and
full riding gear to represent the upper although
not necessarily the very highest social levels in
society, further implications may be perceived.
Striking similarities may be seen not only in the
contents of the wealthy graves but also in their
general ‘layout’, in spite of their distance from
one another (fig. 8). This regularity may of
course be due to purely practical considera-
tions, i.e. the most logical way to fit the coffin
and furnishings into the limited space of the
burial chamber, bur is very likely also indirect
evidence of close contacts and common stand-
ards and ideas leading to very similar burial cer-
emonies within the social groups that practised
this burial custom. Future technical analyses of
the individual objects are required to prove
whether in fact some of the furnishings, for
instance the very similar silver- and copper-dec-
orated stirrups and horse fittings, came from
the same source as a result of access to the same
craftsmen or, to turn the case around, as a result
of mutual contacts as well as ties of loyalty to
the same lord, possibly the king himself. A ful-
ly harnessed horse could well be one of the gifts
received by a man as a reward for his allegiance.

Variations in the quality of weapons and rid-
ing gear do occur. Many of the stirrups are dec-
orated with silver and copper inlay or pressed
ornaments, but occasionally stirrups appear to
be simpler versions and may, as Henriette Lyng-
strom has suggested for two pairs from the Ket-
ting cemetery on Als, be local imitations of
more valuable equipment.”” If so, the graves at
Ketting represent a locally important family
imitating the equipment and possibly also the
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ceremonies of a higher social level. Their ties of
loyalty might lie within the local area.

At a lower social level we may expect greater
dependence on local customs. This could
explain why ‘single weapon’ graves typically
make up a larger proportion of the graves in
cemeteries in northern Jylland compared with
other Viking Age cemeteries. The individual
weapon groups may also express different
degrees of status depending on the burial cus-
toms in general in a given area. Thus the high-
ly decorated spearheads from Rennebzksholm
in southern Sjelland, Elkener on Falster or
Sédra Asum in Skéne,® areas where as yet no
burials have been recorded with full riding
equipment, could be evidence of socially high-
standing groups rather than the opposite.

This burial practice appeared at the beginning
of the 1oth century, when, according to the
written sources, dynastic changes took place in
Denmark.” Such changes as well as a strong
pressure from the south in the form of both
political conflicts and renewed missionary
activity could well have strengthened the need
for emphasis upon independent identity and
power founded on Nordic traditions.” Elabor-
ate burial ceremonies involving weapons and
horse gear as well as the tableware used on re-
presentative occasions, alternatively a single
weapon and less elaborate furnishings, could be
an important element in the visual communi-
cation of power and status. In the previous cen-
tury a similar status and rank might have been
won by the direct participation in battles or
intensive Viking activity abroad. The symbolic
significance of the equipment is further sup-
ported by the fact that the deposition of
weapons and riding gear in graves does not
coincide in time with the written sources’
reports of barttles and intensive Viking activity
abroad nor with the construction of the ring
fortresses or Ravning Enge bridge in the late
1oth century.

It is probably no coincidence that full riding
gear was included in the range of objects that
were chosen for burial in western and southern
Denmark. These areas lie closest to the Car-
olingian and later Ottonian empires, where
there is evidence of effective use of cavalry
against intruders from the east. Born probably
of military requirements, riding gear and the
necessary horse atrained a symbolic value simi-
lar to that of weapons, and although the begin-
nings of what was later to become medieval
knighthood are commonly sought in the late
1th and 12th centuries, elements of this later
development including the rules concerning
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