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ABSTRACT

This article examines the role of Scandinavian animal styles in the early Viking Age. It first
assesses several strands of relevant discourse in the research history. One line of argument
suggests a link between early and late animal styles. That postulate serves as the article’s
next point of departure. By focusing on the timespan of ¢.AD 600-800, the connection be-
tween ‘Gripping Beast Style’, Style IlI/E, Style 2.5/D, and Style Il is sought. Building on pio-
neering formulations, the styles’ respective definitions are amended. The styles’ iconograph-
ic contents are then explored through their respective archaeological-historical backdrops.
Ontological models serve as the analysis’ next consideration. It is argued that the material
mainly reveals animistic and/or totemistic worldly understandings. Accordingly, the active use
of, and shifts in, Scandinavian animal styles, may be related to an increasing politico-religious
divide between the Nordic sphere and the rest of the continent. This could constitute one of
many facets ‘vikings’ applied in their alienation of others, thereby justifying extreme violence.
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This article surveys animal styles in ¢ AD 600-800
northwestern Europe. By highlighting the styles’
contingencies, it argues that some of the shifts
could reflect major socio-political transformations.
Many of these likely constituted interlinked cata-
lysts for what scholars consider the Viking Age.
The topic is approached through three intertwined
research questions:

1) What role does animal style play in the archaeo-
logical understanding of the early Viking Age?

2) How do ‘Gripping Beast Style’ and Style 111
relate to Style II?

3) What can these aspects reveal about the ex-
pressions’ symbolic, ontological, and socio-
political significance?

Preceding research related to animal style and
North Sea activity in the 8" century AD is reviewed
and amended to frame the paper’s emphasized ar-
gument. This proposes a link between animal styles
and ontology, in turn offering interlinked hypo-
theses of the expressions’ ideological components
and potential role in separating Scandinavia as a
distinct politico-religious sphere. The animal styles
are reviewed in reverse chronological order. They
are then brought together in subsequent sections
dealing with their symbolic, ideological, and onto-

logical content. These aspects are then discussed
in light of the earliest viking incursions.

Background - ‘Viking Revaluations’

The scholarly construct of the Viking Age
(cAD 750/800-1066/1100) was already well in
place before the advent of archaeology. It was
largely established on the bases of Old Norse po-
ems and sagas. Moreover, these resulted in a highly
interdisciplinary field comprised of, znter alia, his-
tory, linguistics, philology, runology, and studies
of religion. Archaeology continues to face certain
challenges in this convergence. For one, many of
the traditionally accepted criteria to delineate the
Viking Age as a chronological period are based
on non-archaeological sources. In turn, archaeo-
logically motivated adjustment is met with some re-
luctance and scepticism in the grand scheme of re-
alignment (e.g. Lund and Sindbaxk 2022, 172-174).
The period’s many circumstantial and complex
factors ultimately led to a rigid scholarly construct.
Vikings were raiders; thus, the period is primarily
defined by this activity. In turn, The Anglo-Saxon
Chronicles and The Annals of Inisfallen’s descriptions
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of late 8" century AD attacks by ‘vikings’ on in-
sular monasteries remain pivotal to chronological
endeavours and academic interpretation.

As archaeology struggled to rid itself of these
traditionalist chains, Bjern Myhre (1993) proposed
several independent empirical indicators. One
highlighted factor was the many imported arte-
facts from contexts preceding ¢ AD 800 by more
than a century. This could indicate longer lasting
ties between the Scandinavian and other North
Sea horizons than what was typically accentuated
in research. Furthermore, the emphasized con-
texts appeared at sites with continuity from the 7%,
and 8" centuries AD, into the 11" and later. Their
layouts, and dates, indicate relatively stable political
cohesiveness within their respective regions. Ac-
cordingly, Myhre sought to demonstrate how all
these facets could be linked to the viking pheno-
menon. They thus warrant inclusion in the scholar-
ly construct of the Viking Age.

Myhre (1993, 186-188) also stressed the intro-
duction of so-called gripping-beast elements on
Viking-Age artefacts as a tangibly archaeological
signifier. Typochronological studies of Viking-Age
artefacts were already well established through the
work of archaeologists such as Oluf Rygh (1885)
and Oscar Montelius (1895; 1896; 1897). Among
the most influential contributions are Jan Peters-
en’s (1919; 1928; 1951) treatises on weaponty, jew-
ellery, and tools. Gripping-beast elements appear
on a considerable repertoire of these implements.
Early results from excavations at Ribe suggested
that this expression was already manufactured
around the middle of the 8" century AD (eg.
Feveile 2002), thereby justifying chronological
emendation. Perhaps there was merit to changing
the Viking Age’s onset from AD 800 to 750 or
earlier.

Later research has since moved Ribe’s gripping
beast production to around the last quarter of
the 8" century AD (eg Feveile and Jensen 2000;
Sindbzk 2011; 2012; 2023, Fig. 1.3). Despite this,
many of Myhre’s observations and arguments for
redressing the scholarly understanding of the be-
ginning of the Viking Age still stand. While the
author glosses over several significant aspects
about animal style production and use, the overar-
ching presentation of an increasingly active North
Sea horizon with frequent contacts between the

various coastal areas present an alluring backdrop
(¢ eg Sindbak 2005; 2007). This is also percept-
ible in the horizon’s animal style developments. At
an early stage, these reveal overarching affinities;
however, at different intervals, they shift and move
along different trajectories to form new expres-
sions.

These considerations all serve as significant
pieces in a bigger puzzle and may provide some
clues about the relation between animal style pro-
duction and use in the 7"-9" centuries AD. Furthet-
more, the outlined links may reveal some less
frequently addressed aspects about the period’s
Norse-speaking communities in the geographical
area of Scandinavia. That includes their ontologi-
cal concepts, and how these may have figured into
their ‘viking’ endeavours.

Animal Styles in Archaeology - ‘Pre-
Viking’ and ‘Viking-Age’ Animal Styles

Sophus Miiller (1880) and Bernhard Salin (1904)
remain the great grandfathers of animal style re-
search in Scandinavia. A lot has happened since
their seminal contributions; at the same time,
the perceptible divide in their framings has had
an immense impact on current research. Hence,
scholars tend to focus on animal styles in ei-
ther «.AD 400-800 (¢.g. Arwidsson 1942a; 1942b;
1954; 1977; Haseloff 1981; Hoilund Nielsen
1987, 1991; 1997; 1998; 2002; Kristoffersen
1995; 2000; 2010; Orsnes 1966) or 800-1100 (e.g.
Christiansson 1959; Fuglesang 1980; 1981; 1982;
Gjedsso Bertelsen 1992; 1994; Graham-Campbell
2013; Klindt-Jensen and Wilson 1965; Neil3 2022;
Wilson 1995; 2008; Wilson and Klindt-Jensen
1966; Skibsted Klesoe 1999; 2002). A few excep-
tions include very brief accounts of transitional
styles in some of the cited Viking-Age studies.
Similar tendencies are present in studies focusing
on early Viking-Age art (e.g. Shetelig 1920).

This means that bridging the gap between re-
search on 7"-9" century AD animal styles remains
challenging. Salin’s (1904) criteria and descriptions
for Style I (¢AD 475-550), II («AD 550-700),
and IIT (¢ AD 700-820) are quite different from
those that are typical of the considerably more
faceted Viking-Age style formulations. This is



DANISH JOURNAL OF ARCHAEOLOGY 2025, VOL 14, 1-21, https://doi.org/10.7146/dja.v14i1.156972 3

Figure 1. Gripping beast motifs on various artefacts found in Norway. A) On one of the wooden figureheads from Oseberg
(after Shetelig 1920, Fig. 106). B-C) On AD 8" century keys (after Rygh 1885, Figs 454-455). D) On an oval brooch (after

Rygh 1885, Fig. 648).

especially true for the ‘Berdal’ (e.g. Petersen 1928,
12-22), ‘Broa’ (e.g. Salin 1922), and ‘Oseberg’ styles
(Shetelig 1920). As Bertil Almgren (1955, 88-97)
argued, these type-sites do not display different
styles, but different motifs in unmistakably re-
lated styles. In turn, some of their components
were eventually rebranded as ‘Gripping Beast
Style’ (e.g. Marstrander 1964), but with little to no
concession in current research. In other words,
while most researchers working on animal styles
from these periods acknowledge the expressions’
joint backdrop, there are likely as many different
scholarly concepts of exactly what constitutes an
example of ‘Oseberg’ as opposed to ‘Gripping
Beast Style’. Often, clear definitions in animal style
research are entirely absent (e.g. Malmer 1963, 222-
223, 243-244; Karlsson 1983, 92-101).

This tangled and downright messy circumstance
stems from too many cooks working with dispa-
rate criteria for the Viking-Age material. Miller
(1880) addressed both early and late examples of
animal styles, covering the full span of ¢AD 400-
1100. However, his concern mostly centred on the
later styles’ position in a bustling North Sea en-
vironment. As such, he explicated on non-Nordic
influence in Nordic expressions. This opened the
sluice for subjective style understandings, thereby
avoiding the comparatively stricter confines of
Salin’s scheme.

Lotte Hedeager (e.g. 1999; 2000; 2004; 2011, 61-
98) argues that the different animal styles’ similar
acsthetics and material premises could indicate a
common backdrop throughout AD 400-1100. In
turn, there is reason to suspect shared ontological
framings and familial links. However, until each se-
quential link is studied more thoroughly, for exam-
ple by bridging the discordant understandings of
AD 7"-9" century animal styles, this hypothesis re-
mains embryonic. On a related tangent, it is worth
considering that stylistic shifts do not necessarily
develop linearly, or in vacuums. Forms can eschew;,
retain, and/or develop certain features, leading to
concurrent, variously diverging expressions. Some
of these can be labelled hybrids, whereas others
traverse entirely new terrain. It is therefore opti-
mistic to expect complete scholarly congruence in
classificatory and chronological endeavours.

‘Gripping Beast Style’

The identification of gripping beasts in early Viking
-Age research is not new. Neither is the attempt
to frame them as an analytical group in archaeo-
logical publications (e.g. Marstrander 1964; Sind-
bxk 2011;2012; Steuer 1994; Wamers 1999; Wilson
2001). Michaela Helmbrecht’s (2004-2005) study
makes up the most recent elaborate synthesis. This
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collates 116 artefacts, with only 11 found outside
Scandinavia. Ten additional artefacts later surfaced
in Marquartstein, Traunstein, Germany (Helmbre-
cht 2008). As Helmbrecht’s (2004-2005, 274-279)
11 different subcategories reveal, classifying these
under a coherent ‘style’ warrants scrutiny. It is
more accurate to refer to a recurring but diverse
gripping motif. This comprises a meshwork of
paws and fretwork elements, in which said paws,
usually featuring three, rarely four, phalanxes, grab
onto the nearest compositional element. The paws
are typically placed at the end of limbs, but only
sometimes attached to otherwise full-bodied zo-
omorphs (Figure 1). During the 9" century AD,
said gripping elements are increasingly found with
en face zoomorphic heads, traditionally linked with
the Borre style. Style historically, the latter designa-
tion is therefore preferred when gripping elements
are found with heads and knots of the Borre type
(¢ eg Fuglesang 1982; Klindt-Jensen and Wilson
1965; Skibsted Klasoe 1999; 2002; Wilson 1995;
2008; Wilson and Klindt-Jensen 1966).

Anton Brogger (1916-1917) collated a con-
spicuous group of gripping beast figurines made
in amber (Figure 2), likening these to parallels in

Figure 2. Gripping beast in amber found at
Rade in east Norway (C4033) (Photo: Eirik
Irgens Johnsen - CC BY-SA 4.0 © Museum
of Cultural History, Oslo).

metalwork. Analogous representations are present
on keys (e.g. Almgren 1955), brooches (e.g. Jansson
1985; Petersen 1928), the Oseberg ship (Shetelig
1920), as well as miscellaneous jewellery and fit-
tings. Moreover, the well-documented contexts of
Ribe (Feveile and Jensen 20006; Philippsen et. al.
2022, Fig. 2; Sindbak 2023, Fig. 1.3), and Oseberg
(Bonde 1997; Bonde and Christensen 1993), yield
the three absolute dates of ¢ AD 780-790, 820, and
834. Establishing the tail-end of ‘Gripping Beast
Style’ is therefore unproblematic, with AD 820-
834 marking the end for variants without Borre
elements.

Determining its beginning is more difficult.
Historically, the Lindau Gospels are afforded an
unwarranted emphasis in gripping beast research
(Figure 3). The variants on the oldest cover are
frequently considered the motif’s progenitors (e.g
Wamers 1999, 207-210). This discourse introduces
a range of complex problems in intra-North-Sea
art-historical discourse, with frequent reference to
the Tassilo Chalice (e.g. Bakka 1983; Haseloff 1951,
Pesch 2021; Wamers 2019). While that tangent is
best circumvented here, the discussion’s perplexi-
ties are neatly captured in Signe Horn Fuglesang’s
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Figure 3. lllustration of gripping beasts on the Lindau
Gospels (Drawing: Mats Skare, based on Elbern 2000, Fig.
26.1).

(2013) rebuttal. She simply flips the common hypo-
thesis. Instead of gripping beasts originating on
the continent, they may have developed through
the frequent exchange between people in the
Anglo-Saxon and Scandinavian spheres. Accord-
ingly, the gripping beasts on the Lindau Gospels
may have been produced in Scandinavia, and then
gifted to a Carolingian aristocrat. They were then
ultimately incorporated into its cover. Helmbrecht
(2005, 214-217; 2008, 377-380) also references the
Lindau Gospels. She suggests that the oldest cover
was made by a continental artisan with an excel-
lent comprehension of several fashionable coeval
styles. Accordingly, its gripping beasts could be
modelled after Scandinavian antecedents.

These examples demonstrate some of the many
difficulties when dealing with iconographical lacu-
nae and relative dates; the Lindau Gospels’ oldest
cover is only loosely dated to the mid-8" century
AD (eg Elbern 2000, 331-334). Absolute dates are
also absent for most other artefacts featuring grip-
ping beasts. Private metal detecting in Denmark
and Norway continually introduces new exam-
ples in these areas. However, most lack archaeo-
logically accessible contexts. Only through subjec-
tive art historical intuition is it possible to conjec-
ture some type of chronological sequence for the
early variants. This could propose that the most
idiosyncratic variants are of earlier dates than the
more streamlined and analogous types. The former

Figure 4. Style 2.5/D on one of the pommels from the
Salme Il mass grave (Drawing: Mats Skare, based on
Léugas and Luik 2023, PI. 71.290).

were thus initial pieces; the latter, such as the exam-
ples from Ribe, on the other hand, entail mass pro-
duction in a sphere where gripping beasts belong to
an established movement and/or trend.

Another possible line of investigation consid-
ers the links to overlapping and preceding animal
styles.

Gripping Beasts in Light of Style Il

Salin’s (1904, 270-290) description and examples of
Style III have caused some confusion. The author
includes examples of the same variant for both
late/early Style II/IIL. It is therefore unclear if
and how he understood this type’s differentiation.
Hence, Greta Arwidsson’s (1942b) endeavour to
rectify this fault deserves commendation. On the
one hand, she successfully conveys the deficiencies
of Salin’s tripartite classification; on the other, her
own system to replace Salin’s II-III scheme with
an A-E-lettering results in similar confusion. This
mainly applies to her A-C variants. Arwidsson’s
only elaborately developed group is D. This com-
prises the transitional variant mentioned above.
It is most easily positioned between Style 1I and
Style III as a sort of Style 2.5 (henceforth 2.5/D”).
Its main characteristics are sleek zoomorphs, with
drawn out ribbon-shaped limbs; their contour lines
are emphasized, frequently in relief; a singular or
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Figure 5. Style Il from a disc-on-bow brooch found in Sta-
vanger, west Norway (C488) (Drawing: Lars Tangedal -
CC BY-SA 4.0 © the University Museum of Bergen).

two central longitudinal lines often run parallel be-
tween these, for a total of three or four (Figure 4).
There are also variants where these central features
take other forms, such as continuous rows of tri-
angles or lozenges. The zoomorphs’ heads are
quite heterogeneous and often feature clamp-like
maws; that type lasts into the more typical Style
IIT variant, referred to by Arwidsson as Style E.
Style ‘II1/E’ is aptly captured by Salin’s description
of an increasing tendency towards busier, borror
vacui, compositions, with more tendril-like, slither-
ing, implements; limbs are cleaved and perforated,
with various parts looping through and knotting

around them. Ultimately, the style’s intricacies led
to what Salin describes as a misunderstanding and
thereby degeneration of the zoomorphs. He also
notes Style I1I/E’s perhaps most emblematic fea-
ture: the limbs’ flame-shaped extremities (Salin
1904, 284-286). Many of these feature three or
four prongs (Figure 5).

When scrutinizing the position of these
pronged extremities around the respective compo-
sitions, it is tempting to interpret them as gripping
paws. The impression of that connection is bol-
stered when considering the panels of a select few
disc-on-bow brooches featuring both Style II1I/E
and ‘Gripping Beast Style’ (Figure 6). This also
applies to some of the fittings, and box-shaped
brooches, found on Gotland, Sweden (e.g. Helm-
brecht 2004-2005, 279; Wilson 2001, 135-137).

The hypothesis presented here is thus: Grip-
ping beasts are already present in some of the
highly stylized Style 1II/E representations; along
with another slew of influences, these develop
over the course of the 8" century AD. Towards
the century’s latter half, artefacts are now adorned
with flurries of gripping paws presented on arte-
facts of the above-mentioned types (Figure 1).

Animal Style Continuity and Ideology

By establishing a connection between ‘Gripping
Beast Style’ and Style III/E, Hedeaget’s (1999;

Figure 6. Side-by-side comparison of Style 11l and "Gripping Beast Style” phalanxes from disc-on-bow brooches found
in Gotland, Sweden, and Trondheim, Norway. Left: Style Ill in the side panels; Gripping Beast Style in the center. Right:

Style-lll motif (after Salin 1904, Figs 620-621).



DANISH JOURNAL OF ARCHAEOLOGY 2025, VOL 14, 1-21, https://doi.org/10.7146/dja.v14i1.156972 7

Figure 7. Style-ll motifs from Sutton Hoo. A) Shows three classes of zoomorphs on the Sutton Hoo buckle (British
Museum 1939,1010.1). Red fill = quadrupeds; green fill = serpents; blue fill = avians; most of the animals create a link
by biting each other. B) A self-biting quadruped on the shield mount from Sutton Hoo (British Museum 1939,1010.94.B.1,

Drawing: Mats Skare).

2000; 2004; 2011, 61-98) proposed hypothesis of
a functional and/or symbolic animal style conti-
nuity serves as a convenient point of departure.
If there is a link between ‘Gripping Beast Style’
and Style II1/E, there could also be a link between
Style III/E, 2.5/D, and II. At the same time, it is
worth noting how the styles differ. Even though
certain features are shared, others are not. Certain
shifts in style and motif could therefore represent
deliberate change.

The common denominator for all animal styles
is that they feature zoomorphic representations
and are presented on artefacts. Style II presents
three clear classes of zoomorphs: quadrupeds, ser-
pents, and avians (Figure 7; ¢f. e.g. Behrens 2023,
180-183). Ambiguity becomes increasingly more
common in the subsequent styles. Quadrupeds
and serpents persist, but do not follow clear con-
ventions.

The frequency of animal style fluctuates
throughout the 7"-9" centuries AD, but the type of
artefact it is presented on largely remains the same.
For metal implements, these are: brooches, buckles,
figurines, fittings, helmets, horse tack, keys, pen-
dants, shield bosses, spears, spurs, and swords (in-

cluding sheaths). Until recently, helmets and shield
bosses were only known to feature Style II (¢ eg.
Arwidsson 1942a; 1954; 1977; Bruce-Mitford 1978;
Grieg 1924; Nerman 1969-1975; Stolpe and Arne
1912). However, a metal-detector discovery at
Lejre, Denmark, unveiled a helmet brow featuring
Style 2.5/D, along with parts of a crest terminal
(Ljungkvist, Price and Christensen 2024, Fig. 7).
For now, only one complete helmet is known from
Viking-Age Scandinavia (Grieg 1947), with another
few fragments (e.g. Christensen 2024, Fig. 1). None
of these feature animal styles, but that picture may
change with future discoveries. Meanwhile, keys
with animal style first appear in the 8" century AD
(Almgren 1955); the only known spur featuring
Nordic animal style from the period was found at
Red, in Moss, Norway (C5905; Fuglesang 1981,
Fig. 2.32). It is made of gold and presents profile
zoomorphs along with a sculptural head. It is best
described as a mixture of 9" century AD Borre and
Jelling styles.

Based on the current archaeological record,
animal style is numerically more present during
the Viking Age than the preceding centuries. This
may represent a shift in availability, with mass



8 Mats Skare

production perhaps granting animal-style access
to further individuals; the expression could there-
fore be considered more egalitarian in this phase
(Neif3 2022, 152). Meanwhile, Style II’s consider-
ably more uniform expression and larger spread
across Europe could be linked to deliberate rul-
ership strategies, indicating affiliation and socio-
political significance. As Karen Hoilund Nielsen
(1997; 1998) suggests, Style II could therefore
constitute a politico-religious insignia. This can
be augmented with Hedeager’s (1999, 224-225;
2011, 57-58) observation that Style II ceases in the
Anglo-Saxon and continental areas once a primari-
ly Christian faith is consolidated by the end of the
7™ century AD. In this climate, Style II’s potential
politico-religious connotations would no longer be
significant, thus leading to its demise. Meanwhile,
Egon Wamers (2009) refutes Style II's possible
religious undercurrents on account of its appear-
ance on gold foil crosses, as well as some vaguely
analogous Style II traits appearing on other Chris-
tian artefacts. Despite this discordance, it is worth
noting Style 2.5/D and III/E’s clear relation to
Style II, and how these expressions are currently
only known on artefacts found in the Nordic re-
gion (see below). This could indicate the animal
styles” non-Christian, but politico-religious signifi-
cance in this area.

Animal Style as Ontology

If the above argument is accepted, it is also nec-
essary to make a connection between the icono-
graphy on the one hand, and its ontological signif-
icance on the other. Among others, Maria Dometij
Lundborg (2004; 2006; 2009), and Michael Neif3
(2022, 252-279) picked up the age-old thread sug-
gesting a relation between the periods’ kennings and
animal style (e.g. Soderberg 1905, 54; Salin 1922,
194). Domeij Lundborg’s titles consistently refer-
ence ‘boundedness’ or the act of weaving, draw-
ing on the skaldic poem Darradarljéd. Other high-
lighted correlating aspects are some of the written
sources’ emphasis on the described human and
non-human agents’ actions. There appears to be a
semblance of symmetry between both, signifying
a link. This link could thus be tacit in the animal
styles’ compositions, emphasising examples with

interlace. Humans are thus bound to animals, and
vice versa. These descriptors neatly capture the
appearances and acts that many of the animal re-
presentations convey. However, instead of fixat-
ing on the direct link between kennings and animal
styles, it seems prudent to move a few steps back
to get a better look at the full picture. Accordingly,
it is here suggested that the people creating and
using these expressions made sense of their sur-
roundings through analogies. In turn, &ennings and
animal style may reflect their crafters’ and users’
ontologies.

Here, a brief departure to Philippe Descola’s
(2013) four ontological models provides some use-
ful heuristic concepts to think with. Based on ethno-
graphic studies of societies around the world, Des-
cola (2013, 101-121) presents the hypothesis that
certain cognitive premises lay the foundation for
worldly understanding (ontology). These are struc-
tured by an inner as opposed to an outer reality.
When human beings perceive and process their
outer realities, this is done on two levels: Through
perception, and through physical navigation. Per-
ception can be related to senses which are primar-
ily processed internally, for example through ra-
tionale. Meanwhile, physical navigation establishes
the body’s outer components and how these relate
to tangible matter more directly. Based on these
patterns, any living agent forms schesas. Through
identification and relation, order is structured.
Conscious creatures make meaning of their en-
vironments through their senses; with these, they
can relate themselves to the environment, and vice
versa. Descola thus conceptualizes four possibili-
ties of human worldly understanding. These are
animism, totemism, naturalism, and analogism.
Animism prescribes an ontology in which all its
classes of subjects share the same interiority but
have disparate physicalities (Descola 2013, 129-
143); totemism, on the other hand, prescribes
sameness on both fronts (Descola 2013, 144-171).
Meanwhile, naturalism comprises the traditional-
ly western doctrine of a firm dichotomy between
nature and culture. This is best captured with the
sentiment that both humans and animals con-
sist of atoms, but only humans possess rationale
(Descola 2013, 172-200). Analogism presupposes
that all subjects are different on both counts, but
that those who resemble each other most, may be
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Figure 8. Reconstructed Style-ll motif from Hornhausen (Drawing: Mats Skare, partially based on Hahne 1922, with

corrections).

placed next to each other on a gradient scale. Ac-
cordingly, the slight differences and commonalities
bridge the gaps and make up the whole (Descola
2013, 201-231).

Rather than understanding these as rigid cate-
gories, it could be useful to approach them as a
spectrum. That entails how each model may be
identifiable among a select group of people’s world-
ly understandings, but that some are more present
than others. Based on Old Norse sources, Simon
Nygaard (2022) identifies a type of analogism in
‘Chiefdom religion’. Similarly, the distinction in Old
Norse vocabulary between innangaror and utmark
(in- and outfield) may indicate a type of naturalism
(eg. Steinsland 2005). At the same time, animism
and totemism both seem more prevalent. This es-
pecially applies to the Old Norse concepts of shape-
shifting and communicating with transcendental ani-
mal spirits, fylgur (e.g. Adalheidur Gudmundsdottir
2007; Bryan 2021, 67-88; Hedeager 2011, 81-85;
Mundal 1974). If a human being is thought cap-
able of changing forms into a non-human animal,
or communicate with non-human agents, this im-
plies some form of shared cognizant precondition
across all species.

Skipping the well-established source critical dis-
course related to the reliability of Old Norse sourc-
es, and how to best proceed (¢.g. Hedeager 2011, 23-
26; Meulengracht Serensen 1991; Price 2019, 9-10;
Schjoedt 2020, 13-14), this opens several avenues to
explore the animal styles of the 7"-9" centuries AD.
The material appears to indicate an intricate con-
nectedness between the world’s various inhabitants,
whether human or non-human.

Deciphering the Link and Meaning of
‘Gripping Beast Style’, Style Il/E, and
Style Il

The perceived shifts in animal styles from Style 11
to III/E, and ‘Gripping Beast Style’, primarily
concern the specifics of the respective variants’ in-
tertwined motifs. Style II has clear classes of zoo-
morphs. Its compositions generally allow the mod-
ern viewer more discernible individual elements
than the later styles; at the same time, interming-
ling, repetitious, patterns, such as whitls, are also
current (Behrens 2023, 86-107). The Hornhausen
stones’ Style II carvings may provide an important
clue (Hahne 1922). Here, two sets of self-biting
Style II heads take on the form of an infinity loop
as their four maws converge in an interlocked X at
the composition’s centre (Figure 8). Exactly what
the motif represents is difficult to assess. How-
ever, one tempting avenue of explanation may be
found in the comparable Ouroboros motif. It is
here worth noting that a self-biting serpent is rep-
resented on IK 327, a gold bracteate from the 5*
century AD found in Lyngby, Denmark (Hauck
et al. 19806, 126-127). Sigmund Oechtl (2013; 2019,
117-120) also identifies another few later parallels
and variations found in northwestern Europe. The
Ouroboros motif is mainly associated with alche-
my and found throughout large parts of North
Africa and Eurasia in Antiquity and the Medieval
Period. It is generally perceived to symbolize #zate-
ria prima, that is, the essence of things (e.g. Karls-
son 1976, 172-175; Sheppard 1962, 84). Building
on this theme, Style II and 2.5/D’ menageries
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of intertwined beasts may signify the relation be-
tween all things, whether human or non-human.
By outfitting seemingly inanimate objects with an-
imal style, the objects are afforded life (Kristoffer-
sen 1995). The connection between each worldly
subject is thus established. Their internal and po-
tentially external likeness constitute the weaving
threads of existence.

As Style III/E is developed, its zoomorphic
representations’ dispositions are literally cleaved
and perforated for all elements to ultimately be-
come reintegrated. Specific classes of zoomorphs
are thence sidelined for the expressions’ more con-
spicuous subtext: the inevitable reconcilement of
things. This is mirrored by the materiality of the
artefacts they are found on, whether metal, stone,
bone, or wood. They are all wrought from nature
and adapted by humans into tools, weaponry, jew-
ellery, and so forth.

With ‘Gripping Beast Style’, the zoomorphs’
classes are made even more ambiguous; mean-
while, the specific action of grasping onto what-
ever is near and dear holds significant emphasis.
The blatant focus on this action signals urgency.
Sabjorg Walaker Nordeide (2015, 214-215) likens
it to the literal binding of chaos. Chaos is thus
kept in check by binding the volatile forces. How-
ever, rather than the beasts representing destruc-
tive agents, they could symbolize safeguarding. The
gripping makes sure that things are held together; it
upholds balance. By acknowledging this status quo,
the expressions’ crafters perhaps paid tribute to a
perceived harmony between humans and nature. If
but a single grip falters, that very balance is tipped.
The threat of collapse is thus always present. This
invites the Ouroboros analogy presented above. In
the Old Norse sources, the Midgard Serpent, Jor-
mundgandr, 1s what keeps the balance of the earth
intact, buckling it by biting its own tail. Thot’s tem-
perament and rivalry with Jormundgandr is what
ultimately wrests away harmony, causing the down-
fall and rebirth of life (¢ Snorri Sturluson 2005,
Ch. 34, 48; Hiisdrapa; Hymiskvida; Lilja; 1 oluspd).

Deliberate Change

The above interpretation thereby frames 7*-9™
century AD animal styles through a largely coin-

ciding animistic/totemistic ontology. At the same
time, minor and more evident shifts between the
subsequent variants could signal deliberate change.
Especially two circumstances can be proposed. As
Style II's production continued in Christian envi-
ronments, such as on Langobardic gold foil cross-
es (eg Roth 1973; Hibinger 1975; Terp-Schunter
2018), its potentially non-Christian connotations
began to decline. In response, the non-Christian
Nordic sphere decided to develop competing vari-
ants in the transitional Style 2.5/D, and eventu-
ally Style III/E. Instead of referencing Style II’s
tangible features, namely its clear classes of zoo-
morphs, the overarching premise ‘reconcilement
of things’ was emphasized. With the subsequent
‘Gripping Beast Style’ this was made even more
apparent; the expression now plainly conveyed the
importance of gripping and connectedness. One
possible rationale may have been to accentuate the
expressions’ encompassing significance.

In all things being interwoven, animal style
would reasonably reflect several societal facets.
Aesthetics and taste are two such aspects; at the
same time, these are affected by less discernible
elements, such as self-perception and commu-
nicated identity. Both are highly contingent on
socio-political circumstances and values. This is
where animal style may shed light on the earliest
viking incursions.

The Beginning of the Viking Age

James Barrett’s (2008) and Steven Ashby’s (2015)
deliberations on what incited the viking incursions
present many reasonable possibilities. These are
now augmented by Irene Baug and colleagues’
(2019, 66-68) suggestion that Scandinavia’s power
constellations were too well established, and that
certain outlier groups therefore sought fortune
elsewhere. Neil Price (2014; 2016) and Christian
Cooijmans (2020) apply the concept of hydrarchies
to the types of seafaring marauders presented in
the written soutces of the late 8"-9" centuries AD.
This model outlines how bands of independents
or smaller retainers could form flexible seafaring
domains to control the North Sea. They were thus
able to seize and capitalize on all passing or nearby
mobile goods.
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Price (2020, 271-285) later aligned this model and
the many written accounts of viking incursions
with the excavated site at the Estonian island of
Salme (LLougas and Luik 2023). Here, 41 individu-
als with artefacts corresponding to those found in
Upplandic Sweden were buried in two boats; their
remains carried marks of violence; their grave
goods largely featured weapons. Accordingly, one
reasonable interpretation is that the Salme mass
graves represent the outcome of a violent affair.
The boats hint at a type of activity reminiscent
of viking raids. Meanwhile, its < AD 750 date and
geographical position hint at these activities tak-
ing place earlier in the east than what the written
sources report in the west.

Salme contained several sword hilts decorated
in Style IT and 2.5/D (Figure 4; Lougas and Luik
2023, PL. 67.531, 83.111, 93.412, 99.419, 111.890).
Some may have been produced up to six decades
before ending up as grave goods. These must con-
stitute heirlooms. They therefore appear to have
held significance as identity markers in an ambi-
tious campaign. It is not known whether or how
the Salme campaign succeeded.

Animal style likely played a similar role in the
western campaigns. There is currently little archae-
ological evidence which can corroborate the eatli-
est accounts, but sundry pieces of insular metal-
work are found in early Scandinavian Viking-Age
graves (¢ eg Heen-Pettersen 2020; Mikkelsen
2019; Wamers 1985; 1998). This material attests
to some type of contact between the areas. Aina
Heen-Pettersen (2019, 536-537) suggests that this
commenced around the middle of the 8" century
AD. If the rationale of looting and violent incur-
sions is accepted, the insular metalwork forms a
tangible contrast to the Nordic artefacts. Both are
typically adorned with animal styles. However, their
iconographic expressions are slightly disparate
while also reflecting very different socio-religious
environments. By the 8" century AD, Christiani-
ty was largely adopted throughout the geograph-
ical areas corresponding to current England, the
Irish Sea, and most of Ireland (e.g. Heather 2022,
235-295). Much of the insular fine metalwork thus
constitutes Christian, liturgical, artefacts, such as
reliquaries and croziers.

In the North Sea area, emporia were becoming
more numerous, allowing for an increase in the

flow and exchange of information (e.g. Costam-
beys, Innes and Maclean 2011, 338-347; Loveluck
2013, 180-212; Sindbzk 2005, 70-78, 163-163).
John Hines (1984; 1992) frames a likely scenario in
which affiliations between Anglo-Saxon England
and the Nordic spheres were nourished following
the post-Roman settlement and into the 700s. Simi-
larly, the exchange of iconographic conventions
and motifs is noticeable throughout large parts of
Europe in the same time frame (¢ e.g. Holmqvist
1939; Aberg 1943; 1945; 1947).

These circumstances all present a backdrop
in which the Nordic region was very aware of
everything happening around the North Sea
area, and, quite likely, vice versa. Once Christi-
anity began to take hold in the continental and
insular regions through the 6™ and 7™ centuries
AD, however, religious discrepancy may have
motivated the reframing of socio-political and
-ideological signifiers, such as animal style. This
could tie into a similar dynamic as that proposed
by Anders Ogren and colleagues’ (2022) ‘New
institutional economics’, with established con-
ventions for specific groups and/or societies.
The continental abandonment of Style 1I appears
to happen around the middle or last quarter of
the 7" century AD. Roughly around the same
time, Style 2.5/D was introduced in the Scandi-
navian area. This then spurred a sequence in
which Style III/E and ‘Gripping Beast Style’ may
have served to tangibly represent a non-Christian
ontology. Meanwhile, insular and continental ani-
mal styles followed new trajectories, frequently in-
cluding references to Christian doctrine. Building
on these circumstances, it is here suggested that
the people subscribing to the expressions’ respec-
tive ideological connotations ultimately found
themselves in an ‘us’ and ‘them’ opposition. The
subsequent viking incursions may thus reflect a
situation in which this act was justified on account
of actively dehumanizing the ‘other’. Such behavi-
our is well-documented in more recent, compar-
able, historical events (e.g. Kronfeldner 2021). Not
only were the affluent monasteries unguarded, but
its people were made different through their di-
verging beliefs. The respective horizons’ discrep-
ant iconographic expressions may have served as
identity markers to the point where these were ac-
tively embroiled in justifying ‘viking activity’.
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Conclusion

This article began by framing Bjorn Myhre’s pro-
posed revision of the onset of the Viking Age.
Several animal style shifts run parallel to the in-
cumbent North Sea tutbulence of the 8" century
AD. Many archaeologists and historians today rec-
ognize the domino effect of early incursions trig-
gering increased viking activity in the subsequent
centuries. At the same time, written sources of
the late 8" century AD ate granted an imbalanced
position amidst tangible archaeological data in the
scholarly construct of the Viking Age. Hesitance
still reigns supreme; however, closer scrutiny of
the links between Myhre’s highlighted ‘Gripping
Beast Style’ and its progenitors may reveal their on-
tological commonalities. The hypothesis presented
here is that Style II, 2.5/D, III/E, and ‘Gtipping
Beast Style” signify worldly understandings in
which the interconnectedness between all things
is emphasized. As Christianity became current in
many of the non-Nordic regions employing Style
11, its significance appeared to wane. Accordingly,
new animal styles framing similar sentiments were
developed and used in the non-Christian Nordic
region. One ambition may have been to resuscitate
a dying expression; another may have been to cre-
ate distance to what was becoming an entirely dif-
ferent politico-religious horizon. In turn, some of
the expressions’ users understood a clear dispari-
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