Chapter 14
A Road for the Viking’s Soul
Åke Johansson
ABSTRACT The Viking Age bridge is a well-known ancient monument type in Sweden which for many
years has been seen as an element in the process of building infrastructure in an emerging middle-age
kingdom. In this article it is argued that the building of Viking Age bridges was a part of a religious
ritual. The focus is on the connection between Viking Age grave fields, bridges and rune stones. The
bridges can be seen as expressions for a religious need to materialise the death and the journey of the
soul.

actual bridge to the rituals of the burials. In this paper I
will argue that the bridges are built for only – or mainly –
one reason, namely for helping the Viking’s soul to the
other side.

What did the Christian Viking think about what happened
to his soul after death? How did he ensure that he would
manage to get to paradise?
His pagan forefathers had no doubts. They were often
buried together with a number of items that could help
them to – and on – the other side. But the Christian may
only have had a small personal item. Somebody, or
something, had to help him. It was a time when heathen
beliefs were still in use and known among people, and the
Viking may not have been convinced that he did not have
to take some measurements to ensure his place in
paradise after death. Perhaps he made the preparations
himself when he was still alive. If he didn’t, his relatives
could help him and his soul after his death.

Bridges, graves and rune stones - Some
examples
Viking Age bridges are actually fords strengthened and
improved by pavements, and they represent a certain
amount of labour. Sometimes there is one or more rune
stones beside the bridge, and sometimes, although not
very often, we can also observe a grave mound or a grave
field in close proximity to one side the bridge. Very few
of these bridges have been archaeologically excavated.
The one that is excavated and described by Camilla Grön
in this volume is one of few examples. Furthermore, this
excavation was also one of very few where the area
surrounding the pavement was excavated. Another recent
excavation, undertaken some 500 meters north of this
example, revealed Viking Age graves close to the site of
a former bridge (Andersson 1999).

Many of the rituals that were conducted in connection
with death and burials will probably be hidden from us
forever. On the other hand, there were rituals and habits
that we can actually trace. There are numerous analyses
and studies that are based on grave goods and the
symbolic and practical meaning of them.
Another common category of analysis is the different
shapes of the graves. For example, under the influence of
the Christian religion graves became much less elaborate.
They became comparatively simple pits dug in the
ground, and the gifts that followed the deceased were
sparse.

The landscape of Uppland has a little more than 1000
known rune stones. About 75 of these have inscriptions
which mention bridges. One has to say that many of them
are no longer situated in their original places; rather they
have been removed to other places like the church, the
farm or have been used for other purposes. It is also
worth mentioning that there surely are a lot more rune
stones that have the function of marking a bridge. It is a
very common pattern that the rune stones are situated
close to a marsh land or a stream, where there very well
could have been a bridge. In spite of the fact the
inscriptions on many of these do not mention the word
“bridge” you can draw the conclusion that they have the
purpose of marking a bridge.

There is, however, another phenomenon that has not
attracted much attention as a ritual or gift in connection
with the dead and burials: the Viking Age bridge. There
are numerous studies of bridges, and only a few of them
observe and emphasise the sacred aspects of the bridges.
The arguments for this focuses on the rune stones that are
connected with the bridges, and also sometimes on ritual
deposits which mainly consist of weapons (Lund 2005).
Some authors have also pointed out that the bridge is a
connection that leads you from one side to another, often
in a liminal place. Very rarely has anyone connected the

The inscriptions inform us that they are almost always
produced in memory of somebody deceased, and erected
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The most famous construction of this kind is probably the
Jarlabanke Bridge in central Täby. As can be seen in the
photo (Fig. 2) there is a road and rune stones. The road
has been restored, but its origin lies in the Viking Age.

by someone who was closely related to the deceased’s
members of the family. These individuals are almost
always within the nuclear family, namely son, daughter,
mother, father, husband, wife. Very rarely has somebody
else performed this act.

And what do the rune inscriptions tell us?
The rune stone and the bridge are both dedicated to the
deceased. I will give you some examples of what the
inscription of the rune stones can tell us:

Jarlabanki had these stones raised in memory of himself
while alive, and made this bridge for his spirit, and (he)
alone owned all of Tábr. May God help his spirit. (U
164)

One example is the stone that was erected at the site
mentioned above, excavated by the county museum:

This inscription is a sort of exception because it tells us
that he made it for himself and was still alive while
producing the monument.

Ingifastr and Eysteinn and Sveinn had these stones raised
in memory of Eysteinn, their father, and made this bridge
and this mound. (U 135) (Fig.1).

There are also other examples:
Fastbjôrn and órunnr had ... erected ... the bridge made
in memory of Ingifastr, their husbandman. May God help
his spirit. Ásmundr carved the runes. (U 859)
jalfi made the bridge in memory of Bolla(?), his
daughter. Áli/Alli and Óleifr had (this) cut in memory of
jalfi, their father; Inga in memory of her husband. May
God relieve their souls. (U 867)
orsteinn and Vígi had this bridge made for Ôzurr's
spirit, their kinsman-by-marriage. This is now said for his
soul: may God help. Ásbjôrn made.(?) (U 947)
Finnvir raised this stone in memory of his brother
órr, jalfi's son. May God and God's mother help his
spirit. He made the bridge in memory of his brother and
(so did) Ása, their mother. (U 200)
... raised ... in memory of Sveinn/Steinn, his son, and
made the bridge for his soul. (He) ordered (it) to stand
here ... (U 327)
... raised this stone in memory of Ormr, son ... in memory
of himself and had this bridge made for their spirit and
soul ... this memento ... in memory of… (U 345)
Gullaug(?) had the bridge made for the spirit of Gillaug,
her daughter, and whom Ulfr owned (i.e. was married
to). Œpir carved. (U 489)
As we can well understand they are all Christian, and
they do emphasise this fact. Almost every single rune
stone has a Christian cross or crucifix modelled in
different types. About 25% of the inscriptions mention
the name of God. And in connection with his name they
always say a prayer …” may God help…”

Figure 1. The runestone nr U 135 with the
inscription: Ingifastr and Eysteinn and Sveinn had
these stones raised in memory of Eysteinn, their
father, and made this bridge and this mound. Photo
Bengt A. Lundberg, Riksantikvarieämbetet.

The inscriptions also tell us something of their erectors’
conception of death. As good Christians, they were
convinced that the individual has a soul and spirit that in
some way would get to paradise.

The mound that is mentioned has been gone for hundreds
of years, but there is a possibility that it once covered the
now excavated graves.
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Figure 2. The Jarlabanke Bridge that Jarlabanke made for his spirit. Photo Bengt A. Lundberg,
Riksantikvarieämbetet.

Discussion

Therefore I would regard the two phenomena, the
building of a bridge during the Viking Age, and the
mentioning of a Christian deed, as expressions of two
different cultural traditions.

Sometimes the inscriptions say that the bridge was built
in memory of somebody. But quite often they say that
they made the bridge for the soul of the diseased.
So why does the soul need a bridge or a road? Why was a
bridge literally constructed for the soul? There is an
element in some religions in which a bridge is necessary
for managing to get to the other side in the afterlife.
Concerning the Nordic heathen religion Camilla Grön in
this volume mentions “Bifrost”. There is also another
bridge called “Gjallarbro” in the world of the deceased.
However – as far as I can see, and at least in the Bible –
there is no conception of a bridge in the Christian
religion, even though it is clear that according to
Christianity the soul has to travel a very troublesome
journey. Many hundreds of years later, according to some
literary sources, it is said that it is considered a good
Christian deed to build bridges and roads and that the
person or landowner who did that will be rewarded in
heaven (Holmbäck & Wessén, 1979:235). But that was
stated in quite another historical context and is definitely
not the same as the need of a bridge for the soul.

Some facts and conclusions
Some of the known bridges have visible grave mounds
and stone settings close to them. Furthermore; in two
examples of scientifically excavated bridges and their
close surroundings, where there were no visible graves
before the excavation, we have been able to verify Viking
Age graves. This can lead to the reasonable hypothesis
that all Viking Age bridges of this character are closely
connected to Viking Age burials.
We can see a connection between the paved construction,
the graves at the grave field and the rune stones with their
very explicit formulations. The inscriptions tell us clearly
that the bridge was made for the soul of a deceased
person whose name we also know.
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the way to the other side and made the concept of a soul’s
journey comprehensible and visible.

The solid construction of a bridge can well be interpreted
as a symbolic construction. The context can indicate that
the work itself was a ritual and the purpose was sacral. A
bridge can also be interpreted as an expression of a mix
between the old heathen thoughts of a bridge and the
Christian thought of the journey of the soul.

Therefore, one interpretation that seems most likely is
that the building of bridges was not only carried out
because the living persons needed a bridge for practical
reasons in their daily life. It was not only a construction
for transportation for the Viking Age farmer or the
warrior’s horse. It was made primarily for one reason,
namely exactly what the formulation in the rune
inscription says. They made it for his soul, and may god
help him. To the other side, on his way to paradise!

The tradition of burying the deceased with a certain
amount of grave goods was a heathen tradition. This
behaviour was however more or less out of fashion when
Christianity became the one and only permitted religion.
So one may have to elaborate another way to materialise
and ease the journey of the soul. The bridge materialised
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