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The symbolic role of boats and ships in pagan  
and Christian Medieval Northern Europe

Zbigniew Kobyliński and Kamil Rabiega
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The symbol in this paper is considered to be a visible sign 
which is semantically opaque, i.e. has a poetic function, 
or – in other words – is self-reflective. It directly signifies 
sense perceptions and is polysemic; it has a high capacity 
for modelling human behaviour and evokes emotional-
motivational states. Therefore it is perceived as being 
identical with its referent. Contrary to conventional signs, 
the relation between a symbol and its referent is not 
based in knowledge of any transformational code but is 
founded in a vital and indispensable union. Paradoxically, 
symbols do not cease to be material objects and can be 
used at the same time for techno-utilitarian purposes.

In which way can material artefacts become impor-
tant symbols? Based on the writings of cultural anthro-
pologists and ethnologists, we may assume that some 
important artefacts, such as houses, or tools that are cru-
cial for the survival of a community including boats and 
ships, attract emotions: esteem, attachment, adoration 
and care.1 These emotions can, in certain circumstances, 
even take on religious forms. This is the case when an 
artefact is furnished with its own spiritual nature, when 
it is recognised as being created by gods or when it is 
considered to be their materialisation. Paradoxically, 
such an artefact is often not recognised as such by its 
maker as her/his product but is thought to be a product 
of an extra-human reality.2 This is the case, for example, 
for acheiropoieta – Christian icons which are said to have 
come into existence miraculously, not created by human 
hands.

The efficacy of symbols active in our culture is obvi-
ous, and – while they cannot be fully explained in verbal 
discourse – their meaning is commonly understood (or 
rather sensed). The situation is quite different for past 
cultures , or those which are alien to our own. A reliable 
indicator of the symbolic character of a phenomenon 
observable in a culture when studied from outside, can 
be the occurrence of an artefact which has its primary 
techno-utilitarian function, in contexts different from 
any utilitarian sense, in other words – of an artefact with 

1  Wasilewski 1977: 98.
2  Kobyliński 1995: 17.

distorted pragmatics.3 In the case of boats and ships in 
Prehistoric and Medieval Europe, especially in Northern 
Europe, which frequently appear in situations which are 
quite irrational from the point of view of our modern 
knowledge and experience, far from any practical use 
as a means of transport, we are entitled to suggest that 
they had a cultural, symbolic meaning, both in pagan and 
in Christian times. 

Symbolism of boats and ships in Prehistoric 
and Early Medieval Northern Europe

Archaeological evidence from Prehistoric (since the 
Bronze Age) and Early Medieval Northern Europe, from 
Scandinavia in particular, presents many situations in 
which boats and ships appear in clearly symbolic con-
texts4, for example:
• the integration of a boat or ship in burial ritual: in the 

form of boat-like graves in which the presence of the 
boat is simulated by the shape of a stone-setting on 
the surface; real boat- or ship-burials containing real 
vessels or their parts; steles and carved tombstones 
with boat images, burials in urns with boat images, 
or those furnished with a miniature model of a boat;

• finds of boats or their parts in bogs, in a context sug-
gesting that they were sunk on purpose as votive of-
ferings;

• houses built in the shape of boats turned upside 
down;

• miniature wooden and metal boats;
• boats and ships shown in Stone and Bronze Age rock-

carvings, as well as on Viking Age runic and picture 
stones;

• images of boats and ships used as decoration on vari-
ous artefacts, especially of Bronze-Age razors, knives, 
spear-heads, drinking horns or bracelets.

3  Bayburin 1981.
4  For more on the symbolism of boats and ships in Prehistoric and 

Early Medieval Northern Europe, see: Kobyliński 1988a, 1988b, 
1995.
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Fig. 1. Ship-shaped stone setting called 
“Tjelvar’s grave” on the island of Gotland from 
the late Bronze Age (1100–500 BC) (photo by 
M. Stenberger 1938. Swedish National Herit-
age Board)

Ship-shaped stone settings

Graves with stone settings in shapes of boats and ships 
are known in Scandinavia from the Late Bronze Age until 
the Viking Age. About 2000 examples of such features 
have been identified so far (Figs 1–2). Based on the cases 
in which it is possible to date such settings it can be con-
cluded that they were mainly created between the 6th 
and the 11th century AD.5 The symbolism of boats and 
ships in these cases is not only evidenced by specific 

5  Capelle 1986, 1995.

shape of the settings, but also by written evidence from 
the runic stone at Tryggevælde on Sjelland, which states 
that the widow had a “ship” erected in memory of her 
late husband.6

Boat- and ship-burials

The most spectacular manifestation of symbolic role of 
boats and ships in Prehistoric and Early Medieval North-

6  Andrén 2014: 50.

Fig. 2. Viking-period ship-shaped stone 
settings at Badelunda, near Västerås, Sweden 
(Wikimedia Commons)



199Sacred Space: contributionS to the archaeology of belief

Zbigniew Kobyliński and Kamil Rabiega The symbolic role of boats and ships in pagan and Christian Medieval Northern Europe

ern Europe are definitely boat- and ship burials. They 
range from ostentatious royal ship burials, such as the 
one from Oseberg in Norway7 (Fig. 3) or Sutton Hoo in 
England8, to much more modest – but also much more 
numerous – burials in small boats (Fig. 4), frequently 
without any further furnishings.

In the case of boat burials there can sometimes be 
difficulties in their unambiguous identification. In the 
case of cremation graves, burials in dugout boats are 
archaeologically totally invisible. Cremation burials in 
clinker-built boats can be identified only if the iron boat 
rivets are recovered during excavation. In cases where 
the cremation pyre was located in a place different from 
the burial site sometimes, only few boat rivets are pre-
served, because it is probable that not all the rivets were 
collected and deposited in the grave. Some clinker boats 
had the hull planks fastened with wooden pegs, animal 
tendons or plant fibres, which makes them archaeologi-
cally invisible in case of cremation burial. Moreover, as 
we know for example from the cemetery at Slusegård on 

7  Blindheim 1980; Ingstad 1982.
8  Carver 1992.

Bornholm Island, some boat burials could contain only 
parts of boats, which would result in a small number of 
rivets, if any being preserved.

In case of inhumation graves, burials in dugout boats 
are only visible thanks to the specific form of the grave 
pit. Burials in clinker boats can be identified by the num-
ber and arrangement of iron boat rivets recovered during 
excavation, the same can hold true but in the case of 
cremation burials, which would also contribute to the 
lack of rivets or to their small numbers. Moreover, some 
clinker boats had the hull planks fastened with organic 
materials, which would make them archaeologically 
equally difficult to identify as the cases of dugouts.

In the case of both inhumation and the cremation 
boat burials, it is also necessary to take into account that 
boats had diverse lengths and – consequently – diverse 
numbers of rivets can be found in boat graves. Archae-
ological evidence shows that small boats 2.5–5 m long 
were used in burials, known for example from Aland Is-
lands, Sweden, Norway, and Iceland. Other graves contain 
medium length boats 5–15 m long which are known from 
Scandinavia and the British Isles, e.g., in burials from Føre 

Fig. 3. The Oseberg ship during discovery 
in 1904 (Wikimedia Commons)

Fig. 4. Ardnamurchan Viking boat-grave 
near Ockle in Scotland (photo by J. Haylett, 
Wikimedia Commons)
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Fig. 5. Discoveries of boat- and ship-burials in the Northern Europe 1970–2012 (compiled by K. Rabiega)

Fig. 6. Discoveries of the Viking Period 
boat- and ship-burials on southern shores of 
the Baltic Sea and in the territory of Kievan 
Rus (compiled by Z. Kobyliński and K. Rabiega)
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(Norway)9, Petersdal (Denmark)10, Salme I (Estonia)11, 
Gamla Uppsala12 and Fittja (Sweden). And finally long 
boats 15–27 m long are known from, e.g., Ladby on 
Funen in Denmark13, Hedeby (Haithabu) in Germany14, 
from Norway in Tune15, Borre16, Oseberg and Gokstad in 
Vestfold17, Gunnarshaug and Bo on Karmöy Island, from 
Sutton Hoo in England18, or from Salme in Estonia.19 Ob-
viously, the use of these various lengths of boats would 
also result in a diverse number of rivets preserved in the 
grave, so that evaluations based on the number of boat 
rivets in a grave can be seriously misleading.

In 1970, Michael Müller-Wille, a well-known German 
Medieval archaeologist and long-term professor of the 
University of Kiel, published his book entitled Bestattung 
im Boot [Burial in a boat]20, in which – with his typical 
competence and meticulousness – he collected all the 
examples of boat-burials known to him in that time.21 Up 
to 1970, 422 boat- and ship-burials had been discovered 
on nearly 300 sites.22 Up to 2013, the number of known 
sites grew to nearly 400, while the number of individual 
burials has increased to almost 65023 (Fig. 5). In the light 
of discoveries made after the publication of the funda-
mental work by Michael Müller-Wille it can be also be 
demonstrated that this phenomenon occurred much 
more frequently than previously thought on southern 
shores of the Baltic Sea24 (Fig. 6). Moreover, new publi-
cations confirmed the existence of the previously uncer-
tain presence of such burials in the territory of Kievan 

9  Schanche 1991.
10  Kastholm 2004.
11  Konsa et al. 2009; Allmäe 2011; Allmäe, Maldre and Tomek 2011; 

Peets, Allmäe and Maldre 2011; Peets 2013.
12  Nordahl and Malmius 2001.
13  Thrane 1987.
14  Müller-Wille 1976.
15  Marstrander 1974.
16  Myhre 1992.
17  Marstrander 1979.
18  Müller-Wille 1974: 193.
19  Peets 2013.
20  Müller-Wille 1970, see also 1974, 1995.
21  Müller-Wille 1974.
22  Müller-Wille 1970.
23  Rabiega 2013; Kobyliński and Rabiega 2015: 42–43.
24  Warnke 1981; Biermann 2004; Gerds 2006.

Rus, along the Volkhov, Dnieper and Volga rivers (e.g., at 
Plakun, Gnezdovo, Novgorod, Kostroma, Shestovitsa and 
Vladimir, and other places where boat rivets were found 
in inhumation or cremation burials).25 Alleged boat buri-
als have also been reported from the Polish coast – from 
Szczecin, as well as from Wolin and Góra Chełmska near 
Koszalin.26 However, the rivets found on these sites could 
be also interpreted as being nails or rivets belonging to 
wooden coffins, chests, wagons or sledges.27 It is espe-
cially interesting to note, that new discoveries from the 
territory of Poland suggest that the custom of burial in 
boat was known there already in the first centuries after 
Christ28, probably as a result of contacts across the Baltic.

Trying to answer the question why some people were 
buried in boats and why at the same time others did 
not29, we may suggest that the custom of boat-burials 
could be understood as probable manifestation of:
• ethnicity: Scandinavians vs. local population (e.g., 

Goths in the territory of Poland; Scandinavians on the 
southern coast of the Baltic; ar-Rus (Varangians) vs. 
as-Saqaliba (Slavs) in the territory of the Kievan Rus);

• religious beliefs: probable difference between two re-
ligious groups, reflected in the conflict between two 
groups of deities: Vanir vs. the Aesir; boats and ships 
being connected with the Vanir; 

• high social status: men connected with navigation, 
long-distance trade, conquest expeditions.

Boat-shaped houses

Other manifestations of the Early Medieval symbolism of 
boats and ships are, among others, houses in the form of 
an upturned boat (Fig. 7). The development of the house 
form with curved walls probably began in Denmark. The 
best examples have been found in the Viking fortresses 
at Trelleborg or Fyrkat. In the Early Medieval period this 

25  Stalsberg 1980; Mühle 1988; Kobyliński 1988b: 109–110; Crum-
lin-Pedersen 1991: 243; Duczko 2007: 128.

26  Kajkowski and Kotowicz 2014; Kajkowski 2017.
27  Kobyliński 1988b: 109.
28  Natuniewicz-Sekuła and Rein Seehusen 2010: 298–306; Natu-

niewicz-Sekuła and Okulicz-Kozaryn 2011.
29  Kobyliński 1988a, 1988b, 1995.

Fig. 7. Reconstruction of a boat-shaped 
house in Trelleborg (photo by Casiopeia, Wiki-
media Commons)
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house-type was dispersed throughout most of northern 
Europe, particularly in the North Atlantic area of Viking 
settlement: in eastern England, in Scotland, on the Isle of 
Man, in the Hebrides, the Shetlands, the Faroe Islands, 
Iceland, Greenland and even in North America.30 The 
small number of houses of this type found in the origi-
nal country of the settlers, in Norway, can be explained 
convincingly by the fact that buildings of this design were 
built of wood there. In the forestless rocky islands of the 
Atlantic, the design was adapted to an archaeologically 
visible structure of stone and turf. This is indirectly con-
firmed by the occurrence of large boat sheds for stor-

30  Nørlund 1956: 24, 33; Dahl 1970; Small 1976; Albrethsen 1982.

ing boats and ships in winter along the coast of western 
and northern Norway. They have the same boat-shaped 
plan and date back to the late Roman Period.31 These 
buildings could have been the inspiration for later boat-
shaped dwellings. Despite the well-defined plan of such 
houses, the reconstruction of their upstanding architec-
tural remains the subject of discussion. However, most 
authors agree that the arc-like inclination of the long 
walls must have pushed up the roof-ridge, thus giving to 
the house the shape of an upturned boat.

The ubiquity of houses of this type is also confirmed 
by their representations in figurative art: on Gotlandic 

31  Bakka 1971: 39; Myhre 1977.

Fig. 8. Miniature gold boats from Nors sogn 
(B3509) (National Museum in Copenhagen, 
photo by L. Larsen)

Fig. 9. Broighter Ship, National Museum of 
Ireland, Dublin (National Museum of Ireland, 
Dublin, photo by Ardfern, Wikimedia Com-
mons)
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Fig. 10. Early Medieval wooden miniature 
boats from excavations in Elbląg (Internet: http://
staremiastoelblag-mah.blogspot.com/2012/04/o-
dawnych-zabawkach.html)

carved stones (e.g., Alskog Tjangvide I), and in Christian 
times as reliquaries from Kamień Pomorski, Limoges and 
Vatnas, and on the Bayeaux Tapestry.32

Miniature boats

Prehistoric and early historic miniature boats are some-
times evidently symbolic gifts for water gods – examples 
were found at Nors Sogn, Denmark, which can probably 
be dated to the 4th–5th cents AD (Fig. 8), but also on 
farmland near Limavady, in the north of Ireland, dated 
to the 1st cent. BC (Fig. 9). Miniature boats have also 
been found in Early Medieval towns and have the form of 
small wooden or bark boats that have been interpreted 
as children toys – e.g. in Elbląg, Poland (Fig. 10). Further 
boats have also been found in the Early Medieval settle-
ment layers in Gdańsk, Szczecin, Wolin, Kołobrzeg, Opole 
or Grodno.33 It is, however, worth mentioning that toys 
can be at the same time powerful symbols, in this case 
probably of fertility.

Rock-carvings and picture stones

32  Hicks 2006; Rud 2008.
33  Kobyliński 1988b: 113.

Scandinavian rock carvings, which date from the Stone 
Age to the Early Iron Age, but mostly focussed on the 
Bronze Age (ca 1500–500 BC), depict many images of 
ships (Fig. 11). They are found chiefly in southern Swe-
den (with the largest collection of petroglyphs in Tanum 
in Bohuslän Province) as well as in the central and Arctic 
Norway (with the best-known group in Alta in Finnmark 
Province). Scenes with boats pecked onto rock surfaces 
include ubiquitous fishing and fighting, but also alleged 
mythical scenes in which boats coexist with sun symbols 
and with images which may be connected with a fertility 
cult.

The image of a journey by ship to the other world 
is frequently depicted in Early Medieval art – on rune 
stones, and particularly on Gotlandic picture stones 
(Fig. 12). Gotlandic picture stones were erected from the 
5th to the 11th century AD as tombstones or slabs com-
memorating the dead. They refer directly to Old Norse 
mythology and probably depict scenes of funeral cer-
emonies and the passage of the deceased to Valhalla.34 
In this situation, the only means of transport by which 
the deceased could move to the world of the dead was 
a ship. The boat/ship symbol appears on all large stones 
from the 8th century. A woman is also is frequently 
shown, who welcomes a rider with a drinking horn.

34  Ellmers 1995: 167; Williams 2014: 18.



204 ArchAeologicA Hereditas • 13

Zbigniew Kobyliński and Kamil rabiega

Fig. 12. Ship symbols on Gotlandic picture 
stones: 1. Stone from Tjängvide. 2. Stone 
from Smiss (SHM 11521) (State Historical Mu-
seum in Stockholm, Sweden, photo by  
O. Myrin and C. Ahlin)

Fig. 13. Ship symbols on bronze razors: 
1. Razor from Lysgård Sogn. 2. Razor from 
Solbjerg Sogn (B10127) (National Museum in 
Copenhagen, Denmark, photo by J. Lee and  
L. Larsen)

Fig. 11. Petroglyph in Basteröd dated to 
1800–500 B.C. showing a total of 15 ships 
sailing southeast (photo by C.-M. Helgegren, 
Wikimedia Commons)

Other artefacts

The finds, which include boat symbolism include some 
everyday Prehistoric objects, mainly Bronze Age razors 
(mostly from the period 1100–500 BC)35 (Fig. 13), but 

35  Kaul 1995.

also knives, jewellery or drinking horns, and weapon 
(spear-heads). These small artefacts, stand out from 
other objects of this kind because of the symbols of the 
boat inscribed on them and thus may have been associ-
ated with the magical sphere.

The motif of a boat on the earliest Danish coins was 
probably borrowed from the neighbouring Frankish em-
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pire, where such images appear on coins minted in the 
main trading ports of Dorestad and Quentovic. Perhaps the 
depictions of the Viking longship on the coins were a con-
scious statement to show the importance of the newly es-
tablished trading emporium in Hedeby and the expression 
of the strength of the fleet that defended it36 (Fig. 14).

The meaning of the symbol of the boat  
in the pagan times

All the phenomena, briefly characterised above, are clear 
indications for the extremely important role of boats 
and ships in the spiritual culture of Prehistoric and Early 
Medieval Northern Europe. The reasons for this were 
not only based on the fact that boats and ships were 
the most important vehicle, enabling subsistence, far-
distance travel, seizing loot and enabling military expe-
ditions, but also in the fact that using boats (especially 
long-boats) and ships created specific form of strong 
personal social relations between the members of the 
crew, This is shown for example by the Iron Age and Me-
dieval boathouses (naust) that are scattered along the 
Norwegian coast, representing the system of ledung 
(leiðangr) in which free men were organised in “ship 
communities”.37

Fragmentary information preserved in the written 
literary sources, such as Beowulf, Poetic Edda, Icelandic 
sagas, skaldic poetry or Finnish Kalevala, as well as in 

36  Williams 2014: 17–18.
37  Myhre 1997.

Tacitus’ Germania, and in Medieval German chronicles, 
the analysis of iconography of the Stone- and Bronze-Age 
rock-carvings from the Northern Europe, Medieval runic 
stones, and Gotlandic carved stones, as well as evidence 
from the furnishings of ship- and boat graves and other 
manifestations of boat-symbolism in the Prehistoric and 
Medieval Northern Europe38, allows us to propose that in 
pagan times the ship was the central symbol for the whole 
system of religious beliefs. They encompassed various 
spheres of meaning, such as: the eschatology (both cosmic 
and anthropological), the fertility cult and magic to ensure 
plenty; as well as mapping the structure of World (Fig. 15). 

Since boats and ships are used as means of trans-
portation, the obvious reference of the boat symbol is 
the journey in its various aspects: the journey of the sun 
across the sky, the journey of the mythical ship Naglfar 
on the deck of which the giants will come led by Loki 
on the day of Ragnarök, as well as journey of every de-
ceased person to the world of the dead. The idea of the 
world of the dead lying across a water barrier, e.g. a river 
is present in many pagan North-European myths: In Finn-
ish mythology it is the land of Manala on the other side 
of the Tuoni River39; in Scandinavian mythology – Hel 
which lies across the Gjoll River, and Valhalla across the 
Thund River40, or on an island (e.g., in Celtic mythology).

Literary descriptions of the posthumous voyage 
aboard a ship can be found in Beowulf, as well as in De 
bello Gothico by Procopius of Cesarea (concerning Britta-

38  For full analysis of evidence see Kobyliński 1988a, 1988b, 1995.
39  Kalevala, chapter 16.
40  Grímnismál in the Poetic Edda.

Fig. 14. Ship on s silver coin from Hedeby 
(National Museum in Copenhagen, Denmark, 
photo by J. Lee)
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ny), less directly also in Frá dauða Sinfjötla [On the death 
of Sinfjötli] in the Poetic Edda or in the Icelandic sagas 
Egils saga Skalla-Grimsonnar41 and Brennu-Njáls saga.42 
Some heroes dared to go on such a mission when still 
alive, for example Bran mac Febail in the Irish legend, or 
Väinämöinen in the Finnish Kalevala. Visual presentation 
of the voyage of the dead on a ship can be found on the 
Gotlandic carved stones.43

Thus, in the burial ritual the boat could have two 
meanings simultaneously: as a means of transporting 
the body to the burial place, and as a means of trans-
portation the deceased to the land of the dead. A similar 
meaning can probably be ascribed to the chariot burials 
of the early Celtic peoples in the Central Europe in the 
Hallstatt and La Tène periods. The fact that the orienta-
tion of the overwhelming majority of the bows of the 
Early Medieval burial boats from the Northern Europe is 
between SSW and NW seems to suggest that the land of 
the dead was thought to lie where the sun set. This as-
sociation is also attested by the fragment of Egil’s Saga44 
that tells of a barrow in which the body of a man who 
died at sea was placed which could not be closed until 
sunset. This also permits another association: the move-
ment of the sun as a journey in a boat and the resulting 
symbol of a sun ship (well-known e.g. from the Ancient 
Egyptian mythology45). The mythical journey of sun across 
the sky is probably depicted on the Bronze-Age asymmet-
ric razors, but also on neck-rings and other objects such 
as knives and tweezers. Images of one or more ships are 
engraved on these objects, which are sometimes com-
bined with circles, horses and mushroom-shaped fig-
ures. Apart from the ship, the most frequently recurring 
image is the circle, which is interpreted as a symbol of 
the sun, because it sometimes has rays and sometimes 
is connected with a horse, in the role of a sun-horse as 
shown on the Trundholm sun chariot from Denmark. It 

41  Egil’s Saga, chapter 27.
42  Njál’s Saga, chapter 159.
43  Lindqvist 1941–1942; Andrén 1992.
44  Egil’s Saga, chapter 78.
45  Cf. e.g., First 2017.

is possible to make a fundamental distinction between 
the ships based on their direction of their travel. Since all 
circle motifs and all pictures of sun-horses are connected 
to ships travelling to the right, they can be interpreted as 
images of “day-ships”, transporting the sun across the sky 
from sunrise in the east to sunset in the west.46

At the same time, together with the individual escha-
tology, the presence of a boat in burial ritual may have 
referred to cosmic eschatology, designating the mythic 
ship Naglfar on board which, according to the Edda, the 
giants would come on the day of Ragnarök.

Both in the folk tradition of the Celts and among the 
Medieval Scandinavians, the belief that the dead man 
remained as a “living corpse” in his house, the burial 
mound, which was his house, flourished next to the no-
tion of the dead man’s journey to the land of the dead. 
Astonishing analogies to these ideas can be found in lit-
erary sources describing accounts of burning the dead in 
chambers constructed to imitate houses and in archae-
ological finds of burials in wooden chambers or sheds. 
Comparing the burial rituals in grave chambers with 
those in burial boats, it might be concluded that they 
differ fundamentally reflecting different to eschatologi-
cal beliefs.47 However, we know of cases in which these 
two rituals are combined in one consistent burial rite, for 
example burials in boats over which chambers were con-
structed (e.g., at Sutton Hoo, Oseberg, Nes, Gunnarshaug, 
Gronhaug and elsewhere) or burials in chambers over 
which a boat was placed (as at Hedeby). This indicate that 
these two rituals were not contradictory, and the boat 
burials could also have involved the belief that the dead 
man resided in his grave. Here the funeral boat would be 
a house of the dead. This reminds us of the burials under 
an upturned ship, which can also be explained as build-
ing a house for the dead. This brings to mind the com-
parison with houses built in the shape of upturned ships 
in northern Europe in the early middle ages. There are 
hogback tombstones of similar shape in the Early Medi-
eval England and Scotland in the 10th–12th centuries. The 

46  Kaul 1995, 1998, 2004; Andrén 2014: 127–128.
47  Lindqvist 1921: 187.

Fig. 15. Pre-Christian symbolism of boats 
and ships (designed by Z. Kobyliński)
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shape of these houses cannot be justified by any utilitar-
ian reasons but evidently resulted from the will to imitate 
the real boat. In these cases, ships are identified with hu-
man dwellings protecting the human sphere against the 
watery chaos. In this context, it is interesting to note that 
the Scandinavian skaldic poetry included a paraphrase 
(kenning) referring to a house as a ship.48

An extremely important reference to the ship sym-
bol occurs in the Gisla Saga, where it is mentioned that 
a priest of the god Freyr was buried in a ship. We know 
that Freyr was a god from the race of the Vanir. Literary 
sources supply astonishing testimony of connections 
between this race of gods and boats and ships, whereas 
there are no such data for the gods of the Aesir race. The 
Vanir: Njörðr, Freyr and Ullr functioned as phallic bestow-
ers of fertility, ensuring prosperity for the farming produc-
tion (Adam of Bremen in the second half of the 11th cen-
tury describes Frey as the god cum ingenti priapo (with an 
immense penis). The connections between the ship and 
the fertility cults is also directly testified in Tacitus’ account 
in the Germania49 of the ship being an emblem of Isis (the 
name is probably the result of interpretatio romana of the 
goddess of fertility, perhaps Nerthus, the female counter-
part of Njörðr). Clear associations of phallic figures with 
boats can be found on many Bronze-Age rock-carvings.

When it was placed in a grave, the boat assumed an 
additional meaning: it became an element of the burial 
furniture, which suggested the property status of the 
dead man, his social position, the roles which he had 
played in the social system, etc.

The importance and the central character of the ship 
and boat symbol within the Scandinavian ideological sys-
tem resulted from the fact that the ship or boat united in 
one material form references to such opposing relation-

48  Guriewicz 1976: 82.
49  Germania, chapter 9.

ships, as death and rebirth, the fertility of soil and female 
fecundity, the human world and the other-world. As a re-
sult of the Viking raids and conquests, this complex mean-
ing of boat and ship symbolism, was dispersed through-
out Northern Europe and along its western coasts, and by 
means of political, military and economic contacts along 
the Dnieper River –reaching the eastern Slaves.

Symbolism of boats and ships  
in Christianity

Interestingly, the vitality of the boat and ship symbol did 
not stop with the end of the Viking era. It also clearly 
existed in Christian times.50 

The „Ship of the Church” is a popular Medieval meta-
phor – the Christian Church is a ship of salvation for the 
believers, as we can see in many metaphorical repre-
sentations (Figs 16–18). In the 14th-century Belleville 
Breviary St. Peter lies in a boat on a storm-tossed sea 
while God blesses him from the heavens, symbolising 
the soul’s refuge in time of trial in the ship of the Church 
which is blessed by God. 

Actually, as is evident in various languages, every 
church is a ship – the main part of the church is called 
a “nave” (ship). Some early Christian churches in North-
ern Europe, for example the boat-like oratories from ear-
ly monasteries along the south-west coast of Ireland51, 
were built in form of ship or upturned boat (Fig. 19). The 
first church in Brattahlíð in Greenland also had a boat-like 
shape.52 The interior of almost every Scandinavian Me-
dieval church also resembles an upturned ship (Fig. 20). 
Some Early Medieval reliquaries have the same shape 

50  Munch Thye 1995.
51  De Paor 1961: 57–58, 248, pl. 8, 11.
52  Jones 1968: 19.

Fig. 16. Christ rescuing Peter from drowning (1370), Lorenzo Veneziano (1336–1379) (State Museums, Berlin, Wikimedia Commons)
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Fig. 17. Detail of the Belleville Breviary (1323–1326), 
Jean Pucelle (c. 1300–1355) (Bibliotheque Nationale, 
Paris (MS. Lat. 10484, folio 37 recto), Wikimedia  
Commons)

Fig. 18. Ship of the Church (replica), ca 1500 AD, Gdańsk, Artus 
Court (photo by M. Tomaszewicz and G. Franczak)

Fig. 19. Gallarus Oratory, Dingle Peninsula, 
County Kerry, Ireland (photo by K. Jähne, 
Wikimedia Commons)

Fig. 20. All Saints Church, Harby, Notting-
hamshire, 13 cent. AD (photo by J.P. Guffogg, 
Wikimedia Commons)
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Fig. 21. Saint Cordula reliquary from 
Kamień Pomorski, 10–11th cent. AD (replica), 
National Museum in Copenhagen, Danmark  
(photo by K. Rabiega)

Fig. 22. Baroque church decor with a boat-
shaped pulpit, Międzylesie, parish church 
dedicated to Corpus Christi, 17–18th cent.  
(photo by Corpusdelictus99, Wikimedia  
Commons)

Fig. 23. Boat-shaped pulpit in the church 
of St. Peter and Paul, Benedictine Abbey in 
Tyniec (photo by Jan Mehlich, Wikimedia  
Commons)
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Fig. 24. Church ship in St. Nicholas Church, 
Copenhagen, 1845 (National Museum in Co-
penhagen, Denmark, photo by A. Mikkelsen)

Fig. 25. Church ship in Marstal church, 
Marstal, 1804 (National Museum in Copenha-
gen, Denmark, photo by A. Mikkelsen)

(Fig. 21) and even in modern times pulpits in churches 
have sometimes form of a boat or ship (Figs 22–23).

Votive models of ships are relatively common in 
churches since the late Medieval times in the Scandi-
navian countries: Denmark, Sweden, Norway and Fin-
land, as well as on Åland and the Faroe islands, but are 
known also in Germany, the United Kingdom, France 
(including the Mediterranean coast) and Spain (Figs 
24–25). 

Perhaps Medieval ship graffiti, found in churches not 
only in Scandinavia: in Norway and Denmark53, but even 
in Byzantium also had a votive character.54 The fact that 
such graffiti was more than just meaningless children 
scribbles and had symbolic meaning is suggested by the 
fact that it can be found quite often in churches built far 

53  E.g., Christensen 1995; le Bon 1995; Kastholm 2011.
54  Babuin and Nakas 2011.
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Fig. 26. Modern painting from the church 
in the Capdepera Castle in Mallorca, Spain 
(photo by U. Kobylińska)

away from the sea even in mountainous areas.55 Votive 
paintings showing miracle rescue of boats and ships in 
danger are still being offered to churches (Fig. 26).

In a much more pagan sense, even in the High Me-
dieval times ships were clearly related to fertility cults 
in a similar way as in Prehistory and Early Middle Ages. 
Such a meaning of ship symbol in the Christian times 
is confirmed by some Medieval chronicles, which in-
form about wheeled ships moving from one village to 
another in ceremonies involving blessing the fields.56 
The Gesta Abbatum Trudonensium, which was written 
in the 12th cent. by Rudolf of St. Trond from the abbey 
in Sint-Truiden, Limburg includes a story on half-naked 
women dancing at night around a ship in 1133.57 The 
late reminiscence of this custom is the use of ships on 
wheels in carnival parades even in the post-Medieval 
times in Western Europe (Figs 27–28). For example, in 
1135 a wheeled ship on wheels was used in a parade 
between several towns in Brabant. The Russian saint, St. 
Gleb, who according to legend was buried under an up-

55  Babuin and Nakas 2011: 15.
56  Ellis Davidson 1976: 100.
57  Piekarczyk 1963: 67.

turned boat, was connected very distinctly with agrarian 
magic and the fertility cult of soil.58

Another interesting appearance of the ship symbol in 
the Medieval and post-Medieval times is the metaphor 
of Ship of Fools (Narrenschiff), in which the ship symbol-
ises the whole of society. The „Ship of Fools” is a ship 
manned by a crew travelling in search of happiness. The 
crew is represented by various classes and social con-
ditions, various ethical attitudes and personal patterns. 
Originally Ship of Fools is the title and main motif of Se-
bastian Brant’s poem published in 1494 (Figs 29–30). The 
theme of this work is the journey of fools towards their 
promised land Naragony. Representatives of all social 
classes and professions travel on the ship. Before the 
catastrophe, they reach Land of Cocaigne (Schlaraffen-
land) – the land of eternal abundance.

In the Middle Ages it was customary to expel insane 
people and the mentally disabled by sending them on 
a away by ship or other means of transport. The expel-
lees were entrusted to groups of pilgrims or merchants, 
they were taken under the protection of seafarers who 
sometimes disembark their passengers earlier than 

58  Rybakov 1971: 93–97.
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Fig. 27. Nuremberg Shrovetide Carnival 
(1449–1539). Schembartsbuch 1590–1640, 
Nuremberg (Bodleian Libraries, University of 
Oxford. Source: Europeana Collections)

Fig. 28. Nuremberg Shrovetide Carnival, ca 1540–1800 (?), Municipal Library Nuremberg (Wikimedia Commons)
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Fig. 29. Detail of the title page of Der 
Narrenspiegel, das gros Narrenschiff (1549), 
Sebastian Brant (1457–1521) (Wikimedia Com-
mons)

Fig. 30. Title page of the Lower-German 
edition of Brant’s Narrenschiff, printed in 
Rostock by Ludwig Dietz in 1519 (Wikimedia 
Commons)
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Fig. 31. Hieronymus Bosch, Ship of Fools 
(ca 1490–1500), oil on wood, Louvre, Paris 
(Wikimedia Commons)

agreed. These exiles were supposedly being sent to cen-
tres of worship famous for healing. Attention should be 
paid to the symbolic importance of this exclusion meth-
od. A person departing from the social order was sent 
on a sea voyage without a set destination. The motive 
of driving out the insane features in Hieronymus Bosch´s 
Ship of fools dated between 1490 and 1500 (Fig. 31).

Finally, it is worth mentioning that the ship symbols 
appear frequently on Medieval town seals along the At-
lantic and Baltic coasts (Fig. 32).

Taking all this evidence into account we can suggest 
that the strength and popularity of ship symbolism in 
post-Viking times in the Medieval and post-Medieval 
northern and western Europe is a result of joining the 
Biblical symbolism of ship as the vessel of salvation 
(Noah’s Ark and the Christ’s voyage on the Sea of Gali-
lee) with previous common experience of the symbol-
ism of boat and ship in the pagan times, existing since 
the Bronze Age, based in Norse and Celtic religions59, 

59  Schjodt 1995.
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Fig. 32. Medieval town seals of La Rochelle in France, ca 
1200 (source: www.heraldry-wiki.com)

Fig. 33. Clay boats model from Crete, Mi-
noan Culture, ca 2300–1900 BC. Archaeologi-
cal Museum in Heraklion (photo by  
Z. Kobyliński)

Fig. 34. Boat-shaped houses at the site 
S’Hospitalet Vell in eastern Mallorca, ca 1700–
1100 BC (photo by Ł. Kobyliński)

dispersed along the coasts of Europe during the Viking 
raids.

The great symbolic role of boats and ships is a phe-
nomenon not limited to Northern Europe. It can be found 
in such diverse socio-cultural and chronological contexts, 
as for example in ancient Egypt, in Minoan Crete (Fig. 
33), in ancient China, Philippines, Polynesia and Mela-
nesia.60 Important role of boats and ships is testified for 
example in the prehistory of the Balearic Islands in the 
western Mediterranean, where in the period between 
1600 and 1000 BC both dwelling and graves were navi-
form61 (Fig. 34). Such similarity or perhaps even identity 
of symbolism cannot however neither be understood as 
result of a cultural diffusion, nor as evidence for existence 
of any innate archetypes. Rather, such cases should be 
explained as resulting from similarity of social practices 
in similar environmental conditions, which caused similar 
perception of reality and similar attitudes towards the 
artefacts, which were crucial for the existence.

60  Cf. e.g., Ballard et al. 2003; Ward 2006; Rich 2013; Dy-Liacco 2014. 
61  Micó 2006; Lull et al. 2013: 623.
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