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Transliteration
Ann. dccxciii. Her ƿæron reðe forebecna cumene ofer norð hymbra 
land . 7 þæt folc earmlic bregdon [:] þæt ƿæron ormete þodenas 7 
ligrescas . 7 fyrenne dracan ƿæron geseƿene on þam lifte fleogende 
. þam tacnum sona fyligde mycel hunger . 7 litel æfter þam þæs 
ilcan geares . on . vi . id. 

Special characters

Ƿ/ƿ = ‘wynn’ 
(pronounced ‘w’)

Þ/þ = ‘thorn’ 
(pronounced ‘th’)

Ð/ð = ‘eth’
(pronounced ‘th’)

7 = ‘Tironian mark’ 
(abbr. for and)

The Viking Age is usually said to begin in 793 CE, 
since this was the date of one of the first major raids 
by Scandinavian attackers. It took place on the island of 
Lindisfarne off the northeast coast of England. According 
to the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, they robbed the monastery 
of its treasures and killed the monks who lived there.

The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle is written in Old English, 
the language of the Anglo-Saxons, which is the earliest 

form of our own English language today. As you can 
see in the image above, it doesn’t look familiar at first 

glance! However, try and use the transliteration and 
special character key below to follow along in this 

manuscript, and even spot some familiar words.



DiscussionDiscussion
Now, look at the passage in translation into Modern English:

Translation
Year 793. Here were dreadful forewarnings come over the land of 
Northumbria, and the wretched folk trembled: these were amazing 
whirlwinds and lightning, and fiery dragons were seen flying in the sky. 
These signs were soon followed by a great hunger, and a little after in 
the same year, on the sixth day before the ides of January, the wretched 
harrying of heathen men destroyed God’s church in Lindisfarne island 
by fierce robbery and slaughter.

Similar reports were written throughout Viking Age Europe about such raids. 
These statements by the medieval scholar Alcuin are also about the 
Lindisfarne attack: 

‘Never before has such terror appeared 
in Britain as we have now suffered from 
a pagan race ... The heathens poured out 
the blood of saints around the altar, and 
trampled on the bodies of saints in the 
temple of God, like dung in the streets.’ 

Most of the contemporary sources about 
Viking attacks are like this: written by their victims. 

In groups, discuss the style, imagery, and characterisation of the 
attackers used in these accounts. Consider the possible effects of 
these devices on the views people might have of the Vikings, both 
during the medieval period, and today.

Style:

Imagery:

Characterisation:
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The medieval Scandinavians were not only raiders (or, in their own 
words, Vikings). Much of their influence throughout the medieval 
world was accomplished through settlement, trade, and exploration.

Trade
Viking Age Scandinavians also settled in present day eastern Europe and northwestern 
Russia. From there, they established trade routes that stretched southwest to Constantinople 
(modern-day Istanbul), and southwest into the heart of the Muslim world, including as far as 
Baghdad, via the Volga River and Caspian Sea. These peoples – along with Slavs and wothers – 
seem to have comprised some of the group known as the Rus, who founded the state that would 
become Russia.

A recreation of Norse 
turf covered long-houses 
at L’anse aux Meadows in 

Newfoundland, Canada

Old Norse RunesOld Norse Runes

Ruins of the monastery at 
Lindisfarne (present-day 

Northumberland)

    

     
      

  Settlement In 865, about 50 years after the sack of 
Lindisfarne, a large Scandinavian force 
dubbed the ‘Great Heathen Army’ invaded 
England and, after defeating various kings 
in battle, settled in the north-east in an 
area that was called the Danelaw.

From then onwards, Scandinavian people 
lived in England as farmers and craftsmen, 
not just warriors. The interaction between 
the Scandinavian settlers and the English 
(AngloSaxons) during this time is evident 
in the impact on our language. We get many 
basic words from Old Norse, including 
‘husband’ and ‘egg’.

    

     
      

  ExplorationViking Age voyages across the 
Atlantic led to Scandinavian settle-
ments in Iceland and Greenland, as 
well as the European discovery and 
exploration of North America five 
hundred years before Columbus. 
These explorations are described in 
two famous medieval Icelandic 
sagas (The Saga of Erik the Red and 
The Saga of the Greenlanders), and 
were confirmed after discoveries of 
a Norse settlement in Canada in the 
1960s.


