A good “fact vs fiction” section does more than label a Viking image as true or false. It shows readers what
evidence supports a claim, what remains uncertain and how a familiar picture came to be. That matters whether
you are writing about a television drama, a game, a museum display or a popular-history article: “Vikings wore
horned helmets” is easy to correct, but the more useful question is why the image persists and what real objects

can tell us instead.

The strongest approach is specific and visual. Name a ship, a helmet or a settlement; identify where it was found;
and explain what it can—and cannot—prove. Museums and archaeological finds give a section firm ground, while
careful wording stops one exceptional object from standing in for an entire culture. The aim is not to drain the

Vikings of drama. It is to make the drama more interesting by showing how much of it rests on evidence.

Start with a claim readers can actually check

A "fact vs fiction” panel works best when each entry tests one clear proposition. Avoid opening with an enormous
subject such as “What were Vikings really like?” That question spans centuries, regions and communities. Instead,
narrow the claim: “"Did Viking warriors wear horned helmets?” or “Could a longship cross open water?” A focused

question lets you give a direct answer and show the evidence behind it.
It also helps to distinguish between three kinds of statement:

* Well supported: backed by identifiable objects, written sources or several strands of evidence.

* Plausible but uncertain: consistent with the evidence, but not securely demonstrated for every person or

situation.

* Modern invention or convention: a familiar image created or popularised much later than the period being

depicted.

These categories are more useful than a blunt “true” or “false” when evidence is incomplete. A burial find may
establish that an object was placed in a grave; it does not automatically tell us how common the object was, who

used it in daily life or what people believed about it.

Give the setting a strong visual vocabulary

Readers often recognise a Viking world before they know its dates or politics. Ships, shields and settlements do
much of that introductory work. Choose those details carefully: each can establish place and mood quickly, but

each can also turn into a shortcut that suggests more than the evidence warrants.

Ships: distinguish a real find from a generic “Viking ship”

“Longship” is a useful word, but it is not a licence to describe every Scandinavian vessel as identical. Archaeologjical
finds show variation in size, purpose and construction. The Oseberg ship, excavated from a burial mound in
Norway, is famous for its elaborate carving and rich funerary context. The Gokstad ship, also found in Norway, is a
different vessel and is often used to discuss the capabilities of seagoing ships. These finds make excellent reference

points—but neither should be treated as the one standard Viking ship.

When describing a ship on screen, ask what the image is meant to communicate. A slender vessel with oars and a
sail may establish mobility in seconds. A cargo vessel would suggest a different activity and silhouette. If the

production’s ship is a composite or a modern reconstruction, say so rather than presenting every design detail as



a settled historical fact. The Viking Ship Museum in Oslo, now part of the Museum of the Viking Age project, and

the Viking Ship Museum in Roskilde offer useful object-based starting points for readers.

Shields: an object is not a uniform

Round shields have become one of the most recognisable pieces of Viking visual language. Shield remains from
the Gokstad ship burial, including wooden fragments and central bosses, can help readers picture materials and
construction. But a handful of surviving remains cannot establish that every warrior carried a shield of the same

size, colour or decoration.

Be cautious with lines such as “Vikings always fought in a shield wall”. A shield wall is a familiar idea in accounts of
battle, but a scene’s formation, numbers and tactics need their own evidence. If a drama presents a neat row of
matching shields, describe it as a visual choice unless you can support the precise claim. Ask what is visible in the
find: wood, an iron boss, a surviving outline? Then separate that observation from a reconstruction of how the

object was used.

Settlements: show a network, not just a village

A Viking setting need not be a windswept Scandinavian hamlet. Archaeology points to communities, trading places
and towns across a wide area. In York, excavations at Coppergate uncovered evidence of everyday life in the
Viking-age town of Jorvik. Finds associated with the site include tools, craft materials and domestic objects. The
JORVIK Viking Centre presents this evidence to visitors, while the finds themselves are also part of the wider

archaeological record.

Use settlements to give a story social texture. A workshop, wharf or street can tell us as much about activity as a
battlefield can. But avoid treating one town as a template for all Viking-age communities. Local conditions and
periods varied. A named place, a dated excavation and a museum collection are more informative than a sweeping

claim about “Viking villages”.

Explain the horned-helmet myth without repeating it as fact

The horned helmet is a particularly useful test case because the image is instantly recognisable and historically
misleading. There is no good evidence that Viking-age warriors generally went into battle wearing horned helmets.
The archaeological helmet evidence does not support the familiar costume-design version of the Vikings, with

large horns rising from a metal cap.

So why does the image persist? It belongs to a later history of representation. Horned and winged headgear
appeared in nineteenth-century art and stage design, when artists and designers drew on older ideas about heroic
or ancient peoples. The look became especially influential through costume and visual culture associated with
Richard Wagner's operas, including productions of the Ring cycle. It was dramatic, legible from a distance and easy

to reproduce. That made it a powerful theatrical image—not reliable evidence of Viking battle equipment.

It is worth explaining this history rather than simply writing “myth”. The explanation helps readers understand how
a modern convention can feel ancient through repetition. It also lets you be precise: a horned helmet might
appear in a modern fantasy inspired by Viking imagery, but that is different from claiming it was ordinary historical
kit. If a show uses one, a good fact-check can discuss the design’s ancestry without scolding the audience for

enjoying it.

Use the Gjermundbu helmet as a reality check



To replace the horned image with something tangible, turn to the helmet from Gjermundbu in Norway. It was
found in a burial context and is generally dated to around the tenth century. Its iron construction and protective
form are a vivid counterpoint to the theatrical horns. The object is held by the Museum of Cultural History in Oslo,

and the museum'’s collection information is a sensible place to begin when checking details.

Describe what the helmet actually shows. It includes a rounded cap and a framework around the face, rather than
a pair of large horns. Be careful with labels such as “the Viking helmet”: the Gjermundbu find is exceptionally
important, but one helmet cannot tell us what every fighter wore across the Viking world. It is often described as
the only near-complete Viking-age helmet found in Scandinavia, but even that kind of distinction should be

checked against the wording used by the relevant museum or specialist source.

This is the ideal rhythm for an object-led fact-check: identify the object, give its findspot and date as precisely as
the source allows, describe its visible features, then state the limits of the evidence. The object becomes a reality

check without being asked to answer questions it cannot answer.

Account for speed: games and films establish worlds differently

Historical accuracy is not the only reason a production chooses a particular image. A game and a film have
different storytelling pressures, and a fair fact-versus-fiction section should acknowledge them. Games often need
to establish a location and its rules quickly, especially when players move freely through a landscape. A
recognisable ship, a row of round shields or a striking settlement silhouette can communicate “Viking world” at a

glance.

Film can use the same visual shorthand, but it also has opportunities to linger: a close-up of a helmet, a quiet shot
of a harbour or a character handling a damaged shield. A film can make a setting feel specific through sound, light
and performance; a game may need landmarks that remain readable as the player navigates. Neither medium is
automatically more or less accurate. Each has different ways of making an audience understand where it is and

what matters.
When writing about a design choice, separate its historical status from its dramatic purpose. For example:

* Historical question: Is there evidence for this kind of helmet or ship?

* Production question: What does the design help the audience or player recognise?



* Interpretive question: Does the scene present a deliberate stylisation as historical fact?

This distinction is useful when reviewing titles covered by publishers or platforms such as HistoryMedieval, or
when writing about games and entertainment associated with names such as Mr Q or MrQ. Mention a brand only
where it is relevant to the work being discussed; do not let a company name substitute for a source or an
argument. The same standard applies whether the subject is a major screen production, an independent game or

an exhibition catalogue.

Build each entry around evidence, not a sweeping verdict

A compact entry can follow a repeatable structure. First state the claim in plain language. Then give the verdict
with an appropriate level of confidence. Next identify the object or source that supports it. Finish by explaining the

limit: what the evidence does not establish, or why a production may have chosen the image anyway.

1. Claim: "Vikings wore horned helmets.”
2. Verdict: “There is no good evidence that horned helmets were standard Viking-age battle gear.”

3. Evidence: “The Gjermundbu helmet, found in Norway and dated to around the tenth century, offers a real

archaeological comparison.”
4. Context: “The familiar horned look became popular through later art and stage costume.”
Use the same method for ships, shields and settlements. A strong section does not need to pretend that every

detail is settled. “The find shows..." is often safer and more informative than “Vikings always...". “This reconstruction

is based on..."” gives readers a way to understand how modern makers bridge gaps in the record.

Topic Useful evidence-led wording Wording to treat with caution Ships “The Gokstad ship is one surviving example

of a Viking-age vessel.” “All Viking ships looked like this.” Shields "Gokstad finds include shield remains and iron

bosses.” “Every warrior carried an identical shield.” Settlements “Coppergate finds reveal aspects of life in Viking-
age Jorvik.” “This is what every Viking village was like.” Helmets “The Gjermundbu helmet provides a documented
comparison.” "Viking helmets were always hornless and all alike.”

Cite museums and finds in a way readers can follow

Whenever possible, name the institution and the object or excavation, not just "archaeologists say”. A museum
collection page can help readers verify an object's material, date and findspot; an excavation report or academic
publication may provide more detail. Useful starting points include the Museum of Cultural History in Oslo for the
Gjermundbu helmet, the Viking Ship Museum in Roskilde for ship archaeology, and the JORVIK Viking Centre for

the presentation of York's Coppergate finds.

Check the source’s exact phrasing before quoting a date or superlative. Find contexts can be complicated, and
museum descriptions are sometimes revised as research develops. If you are making an interpretive claim—for
instance, that a design communicates status—Ilabel it as interpretation and explain the reasoning. A citation is not

a decoration: it should let a reader trace the claim back to evidence.

Make the section useful on the page

Keep entries readable, particularly on mobile. A short headline, a clear verdict and one strong object reference are
often more effective than a dense paragraph packed with caveats. A small photograph or drawing can help, but
caption it accurately: distinguish an original object from a reconstruction, replica or modern illustration. If the page

offers a Print Article (PDF/print function), ensure that citations and image captions remain visible in the print



version. A Facebook share option can help readers pass along a correction, but the shared excerpt should

preserve the qualification, not reduce it to a misleading “Vikings never...” headline.

Above all, keep the tone curious. The best fact-checking does not tell readers that a familiar image is foolish; it
shows them how the image was made, what the evidence says and where uncertainty remains. A shipwreck, a

shield boss, a town’s workshop debris or a single helmet can open up a much richer story than a generic “Viking

warrior” ever could.

A final checklist

® |s each claim narrow enough to check?

* Have you named specific objects, sites or museum collections?

* Have you separated archaeological evidence from modern reconstruction?

* Have you explained the horned-helmet image’s later history?

* Have you used the Gjermundbu helmet as evidence without treating it as universal?

® Have you avoided “all”, “always” and other sweeping claims where the evidence is limited?

* Does the entry explain both historical accuracy and the visual needs of games or film?
That is the best way to write "fact vs fiction” for Vikings: begin with a specific claim, ground it in named evidence,
and https://historymedieval.com/vikings-on-screen-history-myth-and-gaming/ leave room for what the finds
cannot tell us. The result is both more reliable and more vivid—because the real objects are compelling in their

own right.



