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For over half a century, the scholarly study of the enslavement, transport, 

and trade in human beings across the viking world has made meaningful 

strides, exemplified in recent years by collaborative ventures like the 

Oxford-based Dirhams for Slaves-project, as well as significant evidential 

assessments by authors like Stefan Brink, Ben Raffield, and Marek 

Jankowiak. Despite this blossoming body of scholarship, however, various 

facets of Viking Age slavery remain shrouded in ambiguity, such as the 

overall scale and reach of Scandinavian captive-taking and trading, the 

institutional mechanisms facilitating it, and the experiences and 

perceptions of those that were party or witness to this process. Further 

complications arise with the notion that freedom and bondage were rarely 

– if ever – a straightforward binary distinction during this period, with a 

much broader spectrum of coercion, dependency, and marginalisation now 

being recognised. In engaging with these discussions, the edited collection 

Viking-Age Slavery puts forward a series of new voices, methodologies, and 

(comparative) perspectives on the rise, range, and repercussions of slavery 

during the Viking Age, all the while fostering an interregional and 

interdisciplinary approach. Representing the twenty-ninth iteration of the 

Studia Medievalia Septentrionalia series, the roots of this volume are 

found in the international conference Slaves, Serfs, and Free Labour in 

Medieval Northern Europe, which took place at the University of Bonn in 

2019.  

  Following introductory remarks by the book’s editors, the first of its 

eight chapters – furnished by Ben Raffield, Leszek Gardeła, and Matthias 

Toplak – offers an overall assessment of the archaeological proxies 

associated with Viking Age slavery in Scandinavia, whilst providing a 
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valuable state of play on the current interpretations thereof. By reviewing 

how scholars have sought to define the enslaved in their liminal social and 

legal positions – and outlining the various ways in which individuals would 

have been enslaved to begin with – the chapter serves as both an 

appropriate primer and convenient point of departure for future 

investigation. The ambitious scope and scale of the study is reflected by 

its overall length, which, at just short of sixty pages, makes it far and away 

the most sizeable contribution to the volume. At its core, the chapter 

provides a structured analysis of the archaeological markers of slavery in 

Viking Age Scandinavia, which considers the degrees to which these 

respective assemblages might be used to determine the presence and role 

of this institution. As well as reviewing the more familiar finds of physical 

restraints, burial evidence, and silver hoards, careful consideration is also 

afforded to the arrival of Slavic pottery in southern Scandinavia, the 

evidence for social stratification in settlement contexts, and the potential 

presence of slavery in larger trade and transport hubs. Having made their 

assessment of this eclectic but still-limited body of evidence, the authors 

make a necessary appeal to reframe and expand current perspectives on 

Viking Age enslavement, proposing a number of theoretical and 

methodological avenues with which to reach across spatial, cultural, and 

disciplinary boundaries. 

Afterwards, Jón Viðar Sigurðsson addresses the fundamental 

question of how pervasive slavery would have been across Viking Age 

Scandinavia, and, by extension, whether it would be credible to consider 

its societies as being defined by it. Employing a two-stranded approach, 

the author, on the one hand, focuses on regional production processes – 

most notably ships, sails, and iron – whilst on the other considering the 

status and share of enslaved individuals within regional households. In 

doing so, he argues that whilst many able-bodied Scandinavian men would 

have been incapacitated or otherwise indisposed as a result of their 
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overseas viking activities, labour-intensive production in Scandinavia 

nevertheless increased over the course of the Viking Age, suggesting the 

expected shortfall to have been met by enslaved individuals. Whilst 

certainly thought-provoking, the author’s argument is somewhat deflated 

by his occasional tendency to rely on unsubstantiated claims, including, 

for example, that no small-scale viking attacks were recorded in the 

annalistic evidence from England, Ireland, and Francia (p. 60), that ship-

building or sail production did not take place in Viking Age England (p. 

69), or, simply, that a lack of written sources means that 'we will never be 

able to get any clear answers to most of the questions we ask about the 

Viking Age society' (p. 72). Furthermore, the author asserts that overseas 

captive-taking – as characterised by contemporary records – would have 

been predominantly focused on women, although no corroboration is 

provided for this statement (p. 70). Owing to these issues, the paper’s 

central thesis, arguing Viking Age Scandinavia to have been a 'slave 

society' in accordance with Moses Finley's established model, loses some 

of its persuasiveness.  

In his subsequent contribution, Stefan Brink poses analogous 

questions of proportionality and representation, whilst highlighting the 

fruitlessness of framing Viking Age slavery and freedom as simple binary 

opposites, arguing for a far more gradated approach that takes various 

intermediate relationships of subjugation and disenfranchisement into 

account. In doing so, the author draws on parallels found within the 

contemporary Frankish realm, where such sliding scales of dependency 

can be seen in the surviving Carolingian polyptychs. Brink also engages 

directly with Sigurðsson's aforementioned hypothesis, albeit by seemingly 

having been granted access to it without the latter’s permission, as 

acknowledged by the editors (p. 3). Whilst recognising that prominent 

projects like the Trelleborg-type ring fortresses may have been realised 

using forced labour, the author notes that the overall production growth 
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observed across Scandinavian societies may have instead resulted from 

farmers taking up other professions during a period of marked economic 

change. Following a brief discussion on prior archaeological and 

conceptual approaches, the author comes to the candid conclusion that 

he cannot say with certainty whether Scandinavia represented a 'slave 

society' or simply a 'society with slaves' – despite leaning towards the latter, 

and he anticipates discussions on the topic will continue for some time to 

come. 

Providing a welcome eastern European perspective on these 

proceedings, Dariusz Adamczyk highlights how western scholarship has 

often overlooked this crucial corner of the viking world in deliberating the 

development of contemporary Scandinavian slavery. What follows is an 

interdisciplinary analysis and quantification of the trade in human beings 

along the eastern rivers, as well as the means and motivations by which 

said trade was able to take place. In doing so, the author’s attention is not 

solely trained on the activities of vikings and/or Rus’, but likewise on 

adjacent or otherwise associated communities within the same far-

reaching, interconnected network of exchange and communication, 

including the (semi-)nomadic Khazars, Magyars, and Pechenegs, as well 

as various Slavic, Baltic, and Finno-Ugrian groups. 

  Returning westwards, Colmán Etchingham takes stock of the 

annalistic evidence for captive-taking in and around Ireland, reflecting on 

the overall importance of these endeavours to regionally active vikings. 

Framing his analysis on a motivational basis, the author considers 

whether vikings would have principally taken captives in order to ransom 

them or to carry them into slavery. Listing various such endeavours 

around Ireland, England, and the Frankish realm, Etchingham reinforces 

the impression that the shorter-term profitability and logistically less 

cumbersome nature of ransoming would have made it the first and 

foremost reason for vikings to take people captive. However, both here and 
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when pointing to potential instances of people being taken as trade 

commodities, the discussion could have benefitted from due consideration 

being given to the ambiguous nature and contested credibility of the 

textual corpus, especially as the author is himself not averse to suggesting 

alleged misreadings and misinterpretations of this same evidence by 

others (pp. 130-134, esp. notes). Etchingham goes on to propose that no 

considerable market for captives could have existed within Ireland itself – 

not just because of its absence from the annalistic sources, but due to the 

notion that socioeconomic systems across the region simply had no need 

for it, with enslaved individuals not contributing substantially to processes 

of agricultural production. In reviewing the evidence, the author concludes 

that all but some of those in bondage were destined to be taken overseas, 

but leaves open the question of where they would have eventually wound 

up.  

For her contribution, Janet M. Fontaine redirects the reader’s 

attention across the Irish Sea, shining a detailed light on the early 

eleventh-century authorship of Archbishop Wulfstan II of York, whose 

work reveals a persistent preoccupation with the contemporary 

enslavement and trade in human beings. Outlining the methods by which 

an individual could become enslaved in England, Fontaine illustrates the 

bishop’s desire to uphold established social hierarchies, leading him to 

restrict and control the avenues that allowed individuals to be deprived of 

their liberty. The author likewise notes Wulfstan's concern for Christians 

who were sold beyond England's boundaries, as well as his efforts to 

enshrine their protection in law – albeit within the limits of legal precedent 

and in the face of elite opposition. In outlining and interpreting this 

legislation, Fontaine emphasises that Wulfstan did not seek to end this 

trade altogether, but rather curb its unchecked escalation during his 

tenure, perceiving it as a threat to the faithful and their spiritual welfare. 
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In the penultimate chapter of the volume, Shachar F. Orlinski further 

emphasises the need to expand the paradigmatic conventions of who might 

be considered unfree in Scandinavian society, focusing on the social 

circumstances of individuals being disenfranchised, and thereby 

highlighting the disparities between law and practice. In reckoning with 

the inherent legal continuities and ambiguities surrounding unfreedom 

from late antiquity into the early medieval period, Orlinski advocates - with 

due caution and caveats - the use of the term 'human trafficking' rather 

than 'slave trade', thereby permitting a wider range of forced transfers and 

transactions to be included. Aided by this contextual framework, the 

author turns to the case study of Christian captives in Scandinavia, and 

how their regional presence, even in bondage, would have inadvertently 

aided proselytisation efforts into the north. Drawing from the Vita Rimberti 

and Vita Anskari, Orlinski persuasively posits that nascent church-

building efforts and other missionary activities in southern Scandinavia 

would have served unfree and free Christians alike, and that enslaved 

congregations would have still contributed to these efforts - knowingly or 

otherwise. As such, their liberation would not have been a foremost 

priority to the missionary cause, especially as local churches were 

established to provide pastoral and spiritual care. 

  Rounding out these proceedings is Rudolf Simek, who, in 

maintaining the focus on hagiography,  examines various accounts and 

experiences of the enslaved across the viking world, as well as the 

processes that saw these individuals captured and redeemed. Despite 

making a number of valuable observations on the narrative traditions 

informing the presence of slavery within this corpus, the somewhat brief 

nature of the chapter ultimately prevents it from exploring these topoi in 

great detail. 

For all intents and purposes, this edited volume contains a robust 

range of cross-disciplinary contributions on the subject of Viking Age 
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slavery, taking in its emergence, expansion, and socioeconomic effects, 

both within and beyond Scandinavia. By elaborating on the wider 

influence and intricacies of this institution, it allows various distinct and 

dynamic voices – both emergent and established – to contribute to this 

continued, critical discussion within the wider field of viking studies. For 

all of its virtues, however, the volume does convey a sense of having 

suffered from a troubled or rushed production, which, beyond its benign 

issues of formatting and presentation, seems to have entailed more 

substantial editorial setbacks. In addition to the aforementioned consent 

issue (p. 3), this adversity is alluded to by the back cover blurb, which 

notes the inclusion of ten papers, whereas only eight are accounted for 

within its pages. Likewise, the disparate length of its respective chapters, 

ranging between nine and fifty-nine pages, makes the volume feel 

somewhat unbalanced in its analytical depth, exacerbated by the fact that 

– in contrast to its richly illustrated first chapter – the book’s other 

contributions share only three images between them. Nevertheless, in 

spite of these shortcomings, the volume represents an engaging 

contribution to the study of the causes, catalysts, and connections that 

allowed the enslavement and trade in human beings to be perpetuated 

over the course of the Viking Age. 
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