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History
There is a mass of land in the northern reaches of Europe that we’ve come to

know as Scandinavia. Although the term is little more than a convenience for
referring to multiple places and people, it is the land that comprises much of
modern-day Denmark, Norway, and Sweden. It has played host to a Germanic
culture for thousands of years, including the ethnic groups we refer to as Danes
(Danish), Norwegians, and Swedes (Swedish). Often called the Nordic countries
(Nordic meaning north), these lands also hosted one of the most ruthless inhab-
itants in history – the Vikings.

Of course, they weren’t called the Vikings in their day. In fact, no one can truly
agree upon where the term “Viking” came from. Some say it’s a Norwegian word
for a location from history; others say it’s a Norse word for oversea pirate raids;
and there are others who say the word just means pirate (there are likely other
meanings beyond these). Regardless of where the term came from, it has become
a symbolic term for anyone who lived in Scandinavia during the Viking Age
(there’s that term again) and were part of the warrior class. After all, the only
thing they did was travel across the world attacking others and stealing their
stuff. Right?

The thought of Vikings and their pirate ways has become mostly glorified by
the thought of action and adventure abroad. But there are always two sides to
every story and to recreate the life of a Viking in a proper sense, it’s pertinent to
get a clear picture of who they were and how they lived. This way, when you
create a Viking character, he or she is much more than a bulky, red-haired human
with a horn-helmet and a giant beard.

Tabletop Gaming Guide to: Vikings explores the many facets of these Scandina-
vian people. This chapter will be the only time they are referred to as Vikings in
a historical sense (not in a role-playing gaming sense though). Instead, they will
be referred to as Norsemen or Scandinavians to signify their heritage as German-
ic people and not the stereotypical Vikings that many have painted them to be.
Sometimes they will instead be referred to by their associated kingdom; Danish,
Norwegian, or Swedish, but only when referring to a specific kingdom.

Before you continue and read the rest of this sourcebook, keep one fact in
mind: the Germanic Norse people did not document their history. Yes, there are

So why is this sourcebook titled “Vikings” and not “Scandinavians” or “Norse-
men”? Simply put, because most people associate with the term “Vikings.” That
and making a Viking character, setting, or adventure sounds a lot cooler than
making a Scandinavian one. The word Viking is so synonymous with action and
adventure (and pirate raids) that the term invokes a sense of excitement.
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runestones and poems out there, but most of what is known about Scandinavians
comes from a person who attempted to document their history 300 years later
along with what others wrote down secondhand (such as the Anglo-Saxon Chron-
icle) and what archaeologists have found in Scandinavian burials and ruins. Thus,
it is a collection of fact and speculation along with the piecing together of what
has been written down (regardless if it’s substantiated). This includes folklore
and mythology, which were the beliefs of the Norse people, no matter how
farfetched they might seem.

Tabletop Gaming Guide to: Vikings focuses on the Norse people during the
Viking Age; from the eighth century through the eleventh century. Historically,
this period is fairly short, and very ruthless, but it’s not where their history
begins. These Norsemen are part of the larger Germanic ethnicity and had lived
in the Scandinavian area, and nearby territories, since the Bronze Age over 2,000
years before the Viking Age.

Germanic People
Much of what is known or theorized about the Germanic people comes from

linguistic studies and archeological evidence. It starts in the Bronze Age (~1600
BC) with a culture that settled in Northern Europe. Their culture and language
were a blend of what’s known as Indo-European and the “Megalithic” cultures
that built megaliths such as Stonehenge. This culture appeared to have settled in
and around modern Denmark, including areas in Northern Germany and lands
across the Baltic Sea.

Many cultures developed beneath the “umbrella” of the Germanic ethnicity (i.e.
the cultures whose archaeological evidence mimics that of the Germanic people).
Although these cultures were not unified, they spoke a common or similar lan-
guage and practiced common or similar beliefs. They lived a pastoral and agricul-
tural life, along with hunting and foraging when needed. They even came into
contact with the Roman Empire and were subsequently influenced by it.

During the Bronze Age and into the Iron Age, the Germanic people began
migrating. The cultures began to split into West, East, and North (Norse). The
East Germanic tribes migrated south and east; the West Germanic tribes migrat-
ed west; the Norse tribes remained in their inherited part of Scandinavia and
even expanded their territory across the Baltic Sea. The three groupings of

The Migration Period of the Germanic people occurred over multiple centuries,
probably in waves of tribes. One could speculate why the migration occurred, but
it’s likely safe to say they migrated for the same reason most cultures migrated
during the Bronze Age: food and land. When populations grow, it’s often neces-
sary to find better ways to support them.
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