
 
 

Academic research suggests the Vikings may have been more social than savage  

 

Academics at Coventry University have uncovered complex social networks within 

age-old Icelandic sagas, which challenge the stereotypical image of Vikings as 

unworldly, violent, savages.  

 

Pádraig Mac Carron and Ralph Kenna from the University’s Applied Mathematics 

Research Centre have carried out a detailed analysis of the relationships described in 

ancient Icelandic manuscripts to shed new light on Viking society.  

 

In a study published in the European Physical Journal, Mac Carron and Kenna have 
asked whether remnants of reality could lurk within the pages of the documents in 
which Viking sagas were preserved.  
 
They applied methods from statistical physics to social networks, in which nodes 

(connection points) represent individuals and links represent interactions between 

them, to hone in on the relationships between the characters and societies depicted 

therein. 

 

The academics used the Sagas of Icelanders - a unique corpus of medieval literature 

from the period around the settling of Iceland a thousand years ago – as the basis for 

their investigation.  

 

Although the historicity of these tales is often questioned, some believe they may 

contain fictionalised distortions of real societies and Mac Carron’s and Kenna’s 

research bolsters this hypothesis. 

 

They mapped out the interactions between over 1,500 characters that appear in 18 

sagas including five particularly famous epic tales. Their analyses show that although 

an “outlaw tale” has similar properties to other European heroic epics, for example, 

and the “family sagas” of Icelandic literature are quite distinct, the overall network 

of saga society is consistent with real social networks.  

 

Moreover, although it is acknowledged that Tolkien was strongly influenced by 

Nordic literature, the Viking sagas have a different network structure to the Lord of 

the Rings and other works of fiction. 

 



Professor Ralph Kenna from Coventry University’s Applied Mathematics Research 

Centre said: 

 

“This quantitative investigation is very different to traditional approaches to 

comparative studies of ancient texts which focus on qualitative aspects.  

 

“Rather than individuals and events, the new approach looks at interactions and 

reveals new insights – that the Icelandic sagas have similar properties to those of 

real-world social networks. 

 

“On a wider level, the new approach shows that even after two centuries of scholarly 

examination, these sagas offer new knowledge if new techniques are applied and 

new questions asked.  

 

“This research demonstrates the importance of what interdisciplinary research 

between science and humanities can achieve.”   

 

The paper, “Network analysis of the Íslendinga sögur – the Sagas of Icelanders” 

(European Physical Journal B 86 (2013) 407), is available to view online.  
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For further information, please contact Alex Roache, external press and media 

relations officer, Coventry University, on 02477 655050 or 

email alex.roache@coventry.ac.uk.  
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