Thor's hammer, Odin’s ravens and a longship cutting through grey water: these images can make Norse
mythology and Viking history seem like parts of one seamless story. They are connected, but they are not the
same thing. One is a body of religious stories and beliefs; the other is the study of people who lived in a particular

historical period, with all the ordinary business of work, family, trade and politics that entails.

The distinction matters whenever Vikings appear on screen or in games. A supernatural scene can be a vivid way
into Norse myth, while a ship, settlement or weapon may be presented as historical detail. Both can share a story,
but they make different claims about the past. Knowing which is which helps us enjoy the drama without

mistaking a compelling image for evidence.

Mythology and history: two different kinds of source

Norse mythology is the collection of stories and ideas associated with the pre-Christian religions of Scandinavia
and related communities. It includes gods such as Odin, Thor historymedieval.com and Freyja, as well as giants,
magical objects and accounts of the world’s creation and destruction. These stories were not a single, fixed book

handed down unchanged from the Viking Age. They were part of living traditions, told and adapted over time.

Much of what is known about Norse myth comes from written sources recorded after Scandinavia’s conversion to
Christianity. The Poetic Edda preserves poems about gods and heroes; Snorri Sturluson's Prose Edda, written in
Iceland in the thirteenth century, explains many mythological stories and poetic references. These works are
invaluable, but they were written down centuries after the Viking Age began, in a Christian literary world. They are

not neutral transcripts of what every Viking believed.

Viking history, by contrast, draws on many kinds of evidence: archaeology, burial finds, buildings, tools, coins,
inscriptions, place-names and written accounts. Those accounts include sources produced by people outside
Scandinavia, sometimes describing attacks or trade from their own perspective. Each source has limits. A grave can
tell us about objects placed with a person, for instance, but it cannot automatically explain what that person

believed.

In short, mythology tells us about stories, religious ideas and the ways people imagined the cosmos. History asks
what we can reasonably establish about people and events. The two can inform each other, but mythology is not a

diary of Viking life, and an archaeological object does not come with its own interpretation attached.

Who were the Vikings?

“Viking” is not a name for every Scandinavian person throughout the period. The Viking Age is usually dated from
the late eighth to the eleventh century, though its boundaries vary depending on place and historian. The word
“Viking” is often used for people involved in seaborne raiding or expeditions, while the wider population included

farmers, craftspeople, traders, settlers and political leaders.

That wider picture is central to understanding viking age daily life. Most people did not spend their days in
battle. They worked the land, kept animals, made and repaired household goods, traded, raised children and
maintained local communities. Their experiences differed according to region, wealth, gender, status and
circumstance. A raid might dominate a saga or a television episode; it was only one part of a much larger historical

world.

The same care is useful when talking about belief. Norse religion was not necessarily practised in exactly the same

way everywhere, and surviving evidence does not let us reconstruct every ritual or personal conviction. Nor should
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the gods be treated as if they had a single, universally agreed set of characteristics. Stories shift between sources,

and modern adaptations often choose one version—or invent a new one—for dramatic effect.

A visual vocabulary: ships, shields and settlements

Viking stories are recognised quickly through a familiar visual vocabulary. Longships suggest travel, trade,
exploration or attack. Shields lined along a rail communicate that danger may be close. Timber halls, workshops

and clustered buildings suggest a settlement. Such images can establish a setting before a character has even

spoken.

These are not simply decorative shortcuts. Ships were essential to movement across rivers and seas, and
Scandinavian shipbuilding produced vessels suited to different needs. Archaeological finds show a range of designs
and uses; the familiar long, narrow warship is only one part of the picture. A trading vessel and a ship prepared for

raiding did not have to look or function identically.

Shields also make sense as part of the period’'s material culture, but screen imagery can turn them into a uniform
costume. A wall of identical, brightly painted shields is visually legible; it does not prove that every crew carried
matching equipment or arranged it in the same way. Likewise, a settlement shown as a permanent camp of armed

warriors leaves out the homes, storage, craft work and routines that made communities function.

When judging a scene, ask what its objects are doing. Is the ship a historically informed reconstruction, or a
symbol of adventure? Is the shield a practical piece of equipment, a marker of group identity, or both? Is the
settlement designed around archaeological evidence, or mainly to help viewers understand the story at a glance?

The answers may be a mixture. Good historical drama often combines research with deliberate visual simplification.

Why games establish a setting faster than film

Games and films face different storytelling problems. A film can build a world through camera movement, sound,
costume and a few carefully chosen scenes. It may take time to show a harbour, a market and a household before
explaining the political stakes. A game often has to tell players quickly where they are and what they can do there.

A longship, a shield-bearing guard and a timber settlement can communicate “Viking world” almost instantly.



That speed is useful, but it encourages compression. Games may combine objects, buildings or customs from
different places and centuries because they help make the setting readable or enjoyable. An open world might put
a raider’s camp, a trading centre and a mythic temple within easy reach of one another. This can be excellent game
design without being a literal map of Viking Age society.

Film has its own shortcuts. A costume or prop can become a visual shorthand repeated from one production to
the next, even when its historical basis is weak. The result is a loop: audiences recognise a familiar image, creators
use it because audiences recognise it, and familiarity begins to feel like proof. That is one reason it helps to

separate norse gods in media from claims about what historical people wore, built or did.

Neither medium needs to be rejected for taking creative liberties. The useful question is what kind of experience it
offers. A game may use myth as its organising principle, while a film may blend documented people and events

with invented characters. A brief note about sources, or a well-designed museum feature, can help audiences see

where evidence ends and interpretation begins.

The horned helmet: a myth with a long afterlife

Few images are more strongly associated with Vikings than the horned helmet. It is also one of the clearest
examples of a familiar image being mistaken for historical fact. There is no good evidence that Viking warriors
commonly wore horned helmets in battle. Horns would be awkward and vulnerable in a fight, and the helmets

found by archaeologists do not support the standard screen version.

So where did the image come from? Horned headgear existed in some earlier periods and contexts, but that is not
evidence for Viking warriors wearing it. The familiar modern look gained force through nineteenth-century
romantic art and theatre. Costume designer Carl Emil Doepler's designs for Wagner's Ring cycle, staged at
Bayreuth in 1876, helped popularise horned headwear for the imagined Germanic past. Later illustrations,

performances and popular entertainment kept the look alive.

The appeal is obvious: horns make a silhouette instantly distinctive. They also suggest a powerful, untamed
warrior, which is exactly the kind of visual signal a production may want. The image persists because it is
memorable and convenient, not because archaeology has confirmed it. Repetition can make a fiction feel ancient,

but age of appearance in popular culture is not the same as historical evidence.



Gjermundbu: a useful reality check

For a more grounded comparison, consider the helmet found at Gjermundbu in Norway. Discovered in a tenth-
century burial context, it is often described as the only substantially complete Viking Age helmet yet found. Its iron

construction includes a rounded cap and a distinctive spectacle-like guard over the face. It has no horns.

The find is important, but it should not be treated as a template for every Viking helmet. It is one surviving
example, from one burial context, and the archaeological record is incomplete. Many objects have corroded, been
reused or never been deposited in graves. Still, Gjermundbu provides a powerful reality check: the best-known

well-preserved example looks very different from the horned helmets of popular culture.

That is the heart of mythology vs evidence. Evidence can challenge a familiar picture, but it does not always
replace it with a complete, certain answer. A responsible account says both what a find shows and what it cannot
prove. It avoids jumping from “this helmet existed” to “all warriors wore this helmet,” just as it avoids treating a

mythological story as a straightforward record of everyday events.

How to enjoy Viking stories with a historian’s eye

You do not need to pause a show every few minutes to fact-check it. A few simple questions are enough to make

viewing and playing richer:

¢ Is this a mythic claim or a historical one? A god appearing in a story belongs to a different category of

evidence from a ship recovered by archaeologists.

® What is the source? A medieval poem, an excavation report and a modern costume design each tell us

different things.

¢ Is the image a shortcut? Horned helmets, matching shields or a settlement full of warriors may be there to

establish mood quickly.

* How broad is the claim? One grave or one written account cannot automatically stand for every person in
the Viking Age.

* What is the adaptation trying to do? A game may prioritise exploration and clarity; a drama may prioritise

character and pace.

These questions are useful wherever Viking imagery appears. A reader might encounter it in a HistoryMedieval
feature, a historical drama or an entertainment context associated with Mr Q or MrQ. Those settings are not
equivalent kinds of evidence: a brand, a story and an archaeological object each have different purposes. Enjoy the

imagery, but look to reliable historical sources when asking what it tells us about the past.

Keep the wonder, keep the distinction

Norse mythology and Viking history overlap, but neither can stand in for the other. The myths preserve
compelling stories about gods, fate and the shape of the world. History reconstructs the lives and societies of
people who left behind objects, buildings, inscriptions and accounts. The strongest understanding comes from

letting each kind of evidence do its own work.

That distinction need not make Viking media less exciting. It can make the details more interesting: a longship is
not just a symbol, a settlement is more than a backdrop, and a helmet without horns can be more revealing than
the familiar fantasy version. Next time Thor appears on screen or a game drops you into a Viking-age harbour,
enjoy the spectacle—and notice which parts belong to myth, which are grounded in evidence, and which are clever

storytelling.
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