
Norse Children 
Baroness Eithni ingen Talorgan, OL 

baronesseithni@yahoo.com 
 
As with most projects, this one started simply enough – I thought it would be lovely to 
make a special gift for a friend’s impending youngster and make it something well-
documented. I figured I’d simply collect a few items related to Norse children and make a 
“Viking layette set.” However, once I began investigating the topic, I found that there 
was precious little information available about medieval Norse children. Rather than give 
up, the project’s focus shifted from producing a Viking baby kit to compiling the 
evidence available on medieval Norse infants and children, supplemented by information 
about Anglo-Saxon, Irish, and Pictish children from similar time periods and geographic 
locations. This research includes a wide geographic area (Scandinavia, the British Isles, 
the Faroe Islands, Iceland and Greenland) as well as a very long period (roughly 8th-12th 
centuries) and includes evidence related to both babies and children… and still this 
research yields a very limited amount of information. I hope to compile more information 
before considering this project complete. I envision this paper as being first a research 
A&S entry and then eventually a webpage to make this research available to the general 
public.  

 
 
 

Contents 
 
·  Research Challenges 
·  Children in Texts 
·  Diet 
·  Clothing 

o Swaddling Cloths and 
Diapers 

o Body garments 
o Hats and hoods 
o Shoes 

·  Jewelry 
o Arm rings 
o Brooches 
o Pins  
o Beads and Pendants 
o Bells 
o Other 

·  Furniture 
·  Household Items 

o Toiletry Items 
o Pots and Utensils 
o Knives  

·  Toys 
o Playing “House”  
o Weapons 
o Ships and Boats  
o Horses 
o Other animals 
o Dolls 
o Balls  
o Skates 

·  Additional Sources for Viking 
Age Toys 

·  Topics Not Addressed 
·  Conclusion 
·  Bibliography  
·  Key to abbreviations 
·  Acknowledgements 

 
 
 
 



 
 
Eyrbyggja saga 
Þórsteinn þorskabítur átti son er kallaður var Börkr digri. En sumar það er Þórsteinn 
var hálfþrítugur fæddi Þóra sveinbarn og var Grímur nefndur er vatni var ausinn. Þann 
svein gaf Þórsteinn Þór og kvað vera skyldu hofgoða og kallar hann Þórgrím. 
 
Þórsteinn Cod-Biter had a son called Börkr the Stout. Then in the summer when 
Þórsteinn was twenty-five years old, Þóra gave birth to another son, who was sprinkled 
with water and given the name Grímr. Þórsteinn dedicated this boy to Þórr, calling him 
Þórgrímr, and said he should become a temple priest. (Eyrbyggja saga, chapter 11)  
 
 
Birth of the first European in the New World – Snorri Thorfinnson  
“ Snorri, Karlsefni's son, was born the first autumn, and he was three winters old when 
they began their journey home.” (Erik the Red’s Saga, page 32)  
http://www.gutenberg.org/files/17946/17946-h/17946-h.htm 
 
“At this time Gudrid, Karlsefne's wife, brought forth a male child, and the boy was called  
Snorre.” (Greenlander’s Saga, Chapter 6) http://www.northvegr.org/lore/flatey/001.php  
 
Snorri, son of Gudrun and Thirfinn, called Karlsefni, was the first European born in the 
new world. He was born in 1007 (Erik the Red’s Saga) or 1008 (Saga of the 
Greenlanders).  
 
 
Christian Baptism 
The Icelandic book of law, the Gragas, made it a legal requirement for a woman to 
baptize her newborn if no man or boy over the age of twelve was present. (Jacobson, 47) 
 
 
Rigsthula 
http://www.sacred-texts.com/neu/poe/poe14.htm  
 
7. A son bore Edda, | with water they sprinkled him, 
With a cloth his hair | so black they covered; 
Thræll they named him, |     .    .    .    .    . 
 
21. A son bore Amma, | with water they sprinkled him, 
Karl they named him; | in a cloth she wrapped him, 
He was ruddy of face, | and flashing his eyes. 
 
34. A son had Mothir, | in silk they wrapped him, 
With water they sprinkled him, | Jarl he was; 
Blond was his hair, | and bright his cheeks, 
Grim as a snake's | were his glowing eyes. 



Diet 
 

You may see a baby on the floor     even your sister-in-law’s baby; 
Lift the baby onto a wall bench,     wash its face, smooth its head,  
Give it a piece of bread in its hand,    spread butter on the bread. 
If there is no bread in the house,     put a chip of wood in its hand. 

Kalevala 23:199-202  
 
Little to nothing is said about what young children ate during the Viking period, but it 
can be expected that weaned children ate much the same foods as their parents. The age 
of weaning was probably somewhere around eighteen months to two years old, based on 
the average time between births and analysis of skeletal remains. One analysis of the 
skeletal remains of children in a Pictish and Norse community in Orkney confirms that 
children were at least partially breastfed well into their second year of life. (Richards 
2006) The analysis of the remains on one youngster from the Isle of Lewis, Scotland, 
showed that the “degree of attrition of the deciduous teeth and absence of caries suggests 
the diet was of an abrasive nature, with few carbohydrates. The 'good-quality' bone and 
well-formed tooth enamel suggest that the youngster was well nourished, enjoyed a 
relatively healthy childhood.” (Dunwell, 1995) 
 
An unweaned child who lost its mother or whose mother was unable to breastfeed it 
would require a wet nurse in order to survive. One (obviously unsuccessful) attempt to 
“bottle feed” a baby is attested to by the discovery of a mammiform pot complete with a 
teat at the bottom from an infant’s grave in the cemetery at Barton-on Humber 
(Crawford, Nenk, Drinkall). The wear on the teat implies that the pot was indeed used for 
some time before the death of the child. The bottle is approximately 111mm high is made 
of an unspecified ceramic and is believed to be the earliest feeding bottle found in Britain 
(Drinkall, et al). 
 
 

 
 
 

Above Left: from The archaeology of identity by Margarita Díaz-Andreu García  
and Sam Lucy, page 46.  

Above Right: a dikopp or “sipping cup” from Wahloo, pg 39.



 
Late Norse and Anglo-Saxon images of Swaddling Clothes 
 

 
Above Left: detail from Physiologus c1200CE. Arni Magnusson Institute, Rekjavik, AM 
673 a I 4to. in Kristjansson, Jonas.  Icelandic Manuscripts – Sagas, History, and Art.  
Icelandic Literary Society, 1993, page 40. 9979-804-34-3 
Above Right: from a 14th Century edition of the Flateyjarbok in Kristjansson, Jonas.  
Islandske Sagaer og Handskrifter. Saga Publishing, Rekjavik, 1970? Page 42. 
 
 

 
Above Left:16.26 Oxford, Bodleian Library, Junius 11, p 51, in ASTI pg 551. 
Above Right: 16.24 Oxford, Bodleian Library, Junius 11, p 47, in ASTI pg 549. 
 

Additional images can be seen in the Furniture section where  
Anglo-Saxon babies are depicted in cradles.  

 



 
The Greenland Materials  
While I am not aware of any extant Norse children’s clothing, we do have a wealth of 
clothing from the end of the Norse period of occupation of Greenland. While this is past 
the period of direct interest, they are the first examples of reasonably complete children’s 
garments from that part of the world. Analysis of the color of the clothing seems to 
indicate that children’s clothing was preferentially made from white or pale grey fabrics, 
as opposed to dark brown from adult men and patterned grays for women (WITE). The 
book Woven into the Earth is the best source for a catalog of the finds from Norse 
Greenland, but several of the garments can be seen online as well, sometimes alongside 
some very nice reproductions.  

  
Left and Center: a child’s woolen gown from Greenland - Both images from 
http://www.forest.gen.nz/Medieval/articles/garments/H44/H44.html Accessed 3/10/2010 
Right: a line gown for an infant (kindly modeled by the apprenticespawn)  
 
 
Hats and Hoods 
There are a somewhat surprising number of hats and 
hoods in children’s sizes that have survived, but they 
occur at the very extreme ends of the Viking period. 
Most of the examples come from the very late finds in 
Greenland, but there is one excellent very early Pictish 
example as well.  The Greenland finds include both 
hoods with liripipes and “pill-box” style hats, but these 
are probably fashions from past the period of interest. 
The very early St Andrews hood has been extensively 
evaluated and reconstructed by Jacqui Wood. It is dated 
to about 600CE, and so predates the period of interest 
but hoods of this style are known from throughout the 
Pictish period from the Pictish symbol stones. The body 
of the hood is made from a 2/2 twill and it is trimmed 
with two types of trim. By analyzing the construction, 
she has determined that the hood is a recycled textile, 
that is, it is a garment made from pieces of other garments that have been cut down and 
repurposed as a hood, and that it is most appropriately sized for a child (Woods).  
Above Right: St Andrew’s Hood, Orkney, Scotland, c600CE, National Museums of 
Scotland, Personal photo  



Jewelry 
 
Gudrun was the name of their daughter. She was the goodliest of women who grew up in 
Iceland, both as to looks and wits. Gudrun was such a woman of state that at that time 
whatever other women wore in the way of finery of dress was looked upon as children's 
gewgaws beside hers. 

Laxdaela Saga 
http://www.sagadb.org/laxdaela_saga.en 

 
The Norse adored items of personal adornment and while the evidence for children’s 
jewelry is somewhat limited, there are some excellent examples. But what identifies a 
piece of jewelry as belonging to a child? Size is one determinant but, as the quote above 
implies, there is, at least is some cases, a difference in quality or other properties between 
the jewelry of adults and that of children. Sometimes, the size of the jewelry is the best 
indicator that it belonged to a child, as “scaled-down” versions of iron brooches are 
known from children’s graves (Crawford p. 176, V2C p. 281). For the purposes of this 
investigation, I am including jewelry either found in direct association with a child’s 
grave, sized appropriately for a child, or both. Many more examples of children’s jewelry 
can be found in the supporting documents.  
 
 
Arm Rings 
Arm rings are the items for which I have the clearest evidence of their being made of 
lesser materials than that used for adults. There are three examples from York of 
children’s arm rings made from lead alloy or tin, but in a style similar to that used for 
adults (York-Finds 2583-4). Other arm rings of a spiral design were found in a young 
girls’ grave in 10th century Finland.   
 

 
Left: Jewelry from a girl’s grave, 10th century Finnish. Finds include 65 glass beads, a 
circular brooch, finger and toe rings and bells. Metal items are bronze. V2C page 281.  
Right: Finds from a boy’s grave, 10th century Finnish. Finds include an axe head, spear 
head, cross pendant on a chain, penannular brooch, and possibly a mail fragment. From 
V2C page 281.  
 



Furniture  
While I did not expect to find any pieces of furniture purpose-built for children, I was 
lucky enough to discover two pieces– a toddler’s chair and an infant’s cradle – and one 
possible further item that may be a cradle.  
 
 
Toddler’s Chair 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 

Top Left: Child’s chair from Lund, Sweden, c1050CE. V2C page 376. Original pieces. 
Top Right: Top oblique perspective of the same chair (Wahloo, 38).  
Bottom Row: My reconstruction – I used oak-faced plywood, but ½ inch oak would have 
been better if it were available.  
 
This child’s chair is dated to about 1050CE and was found in Lund, Sweden. This is the 
earliest extant example of this sort of chair which does not appear in illustrations until the 
1600’s. The only measurement provided is for the extant long side, which is reported as 
being 46.4 cm. 
 
The purpose of this sort of chair is to contain a small but mobile child so it requires less 
constant attention to keep it safe. The design is a simple mortise-and-tenon construction, 
with a dowel-type bar across the child’s lap. Smaller children could be propped up in the 
chair with the aid of cushions, sheepskins or bundles of fabric.  
 
 



Household Items 
 
Toiletry Items  
Anyone who as ever cared for a child knows that they are essentially little goo factories 
that require constant cleaning. Toiletry items that are usually associated with adults, such 
as combs, earspoons, tweezers, scissors, picks, and other implements of uncertain 
purpose, were probably used by parents on their progeny in an attempt to keep them 
decent.  
 
 
Pots and Utensils 

“…     Keep count of the spoons, keep track of your receptacles, 
so that the dogs to not trot off with them,     the cats not keep them, 
the birds not move them either,     children not leave them scattered about.  
There are plenty of children in the community,     lots of little heads 
Who would carry off the pots, scatter the spoons about.” 
        Kalevala 23:352-356 

 
Clearly, the household pots, pans, and spoons were no safer from young children in 
Norse homes than in any modern home. Children love to play with mom’s things whether 
for the purposes of making noise, dressing up, or playing house. Child-sized household 
goods are addressed under toys, but clearly unsupervised household items could very 
quickly become playthings.  
 
 
Knives 
Knives, on the other hand, seem to have been household items that sometimes actually 
belonged to children. While toy knives made of wood and stone are known (see Toys), 
many Anglo-Saxon children are buried with knives proportional to their size and showing 
wear indicating that they were actually used in life, not simply given to the child 
posthumously (Crawford p. 176-7). 
 
 

Toys 
 
Playing “House” 
 
Óláfr, his son, was then seven or eight winters old. He went from the farm to play and 
build himself a house, as it is customary for children to do. 

Bolla þáttr Bollasonar. Íslendinga Sögur. Ed. Guðni Jónsson: 244   
 
Playing “house” is a common form of role playing among childrenn. In the case of Norse 
children, we have some compelling artifacts documenting their play kitchens. One of the 
most splendid types of household toys are the miniature querns, such as the one from 
Shetland illustrated on the next page. Other examples are also apparently known from 
Jarlshof and other sites, but I could find no further information. (See images on the next 
page and see also V2C page 281 in the jewelry section)  
 



 
 
Ships and Boats 
 
The Norwegian’s son had for a plaything a ship. 

   Króka-Refs Saga. Kjalnesinga Saga. Ed. J Halldórsson: 129.   
 
In such a nautically-oriented society, it is not at all surprising that children should have 
small boats for toys. While there are some very fine small boats that may be regarded as 
models or votive items, there are also some extant simpler boats that seem to be 
children’s playthings. There is a multitude of examples from Dublin, the Faroe Islands, 
and other locations throughout Scandinavia.  
  

  
Above: Image and Drawing of a toy boat from Fishamble Street, Dublin. (Domestic 
Wooden Artefacts page 123) 
 

 
Left: Boat and horse from the Faroe Island from V2C 
Right: Stem of a toy boat from Trondheim, Norway, c 1100-1125CE. V2C page 231.  
 

 

Left: Toy boat from Haithabu, 9-11th century. V2C page 246. 
Right: Toy boat found in a sauna in Greenland, 11-14th century. VNAS page 308 
 



Other Animals 
There is a carved antler duck from Birka from within 
the proper Norse period. There has been some 
speculation that a carved amber cat (illustrated in the 
article “The Importance of Amber”) is some sort of 
votive item since it is made of a semi-precious material. 
 
Right: Duck from Birka from http://tinyurl.com/dxdrts 
 
 
 
Dolls  
 

               
Left: Reconstructions of early types of dolls 

http://www.hurstwic.org/history/articles/daily_living/text/games_and_sports.htm 
Right: Doll clothes from the Caucuses 8-9th c 

http://www.hermitagemuseum.org/html_En/08/hm88_0_0_20_1.html 
 

I found several passing references to Norse carved wooden dolls but, maddeningly, never 
any citation of a book or article I could use to verify the claims. The dolls shown in the 
above left are some reconstructions from the Hurstwic website. There is an example of a 
“stump doll” from 12th century Novgorod, which is late for our purposes, but it is a 
simple style with the head and swaddled body carved out of a single block that easily 
could have been used for some time before that particular find. (See my recreation of a 
stump baby under swaddling clothes.) 
 
One of the difficulties in identifying dolls is that they are sometimes misclassified as 
devotional items or house spirits and vice versa. For example – the doll clothes from 
Russia shown above are very complicated – they could either be from a figure used in 
some adult context as a votive item or the plaything of a very loved or spoiled little girl. 
Without knowing the context, it is impossible to say. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Additional Sources for Viking-era toys 

 
Some websites with interesting information or project ideas: 
http://www.regia.me.uk/pastimes.htm 
http://aelflaed.homemail.com.au/doco/vikingtoychest.html 
http://aelflaed.homemail.com.au/doco/dolls.html 
http://www.hurstwic.org/history/articles/daily_living/text/games_and_sports.htm 
 
 

 
Topics Not Addressed 

 
Wooden tops and musical instruments are other reasonably frequent finds. Some basic 
information is provided in the supporting documentation, but I have yet to carefully 
examine and summarize the material.  
 
Likewise, dice, gaming boards, and gaming pieces are known from Viking or associated 
contexts, but these also could be adult playthings and so have not been evaluated or 
represented in this project.  
 
I also have neglected the topic of fostering, as this is more of an agreement between 
adults concerning where a child will be raised than the common conventions for how that 
child will be raised, clothed, and entertain themselves.  
 
 
 

Conclusion 
 
What I once imagined to be a weekend’s lark in the library has grown to be a year-long 
quest for information. While the information on young Norse of the Viking and medieval 
eras is scarce, it is a challenge worth perusing and collecting. Even now, many hours and 
dozens of pages later, I find that this subject merits further investigation. Therefore, this 
remains a work in progress, particularly the organization of the bibliography and citations 
and the need to more fully integrate the information from some of the supporting 
documents into the project as a whole. And, of course, the archaeology of and scholarship 
on this period is always advancing and every year new information becomes available for 
evaluation and new inquiries into what it meant to be a Norse child in the middle ages.  
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