Give a Viking game a stretch of broken shoreline, a grey-green sea and a few longships, and most players will
know where they are before anyone says “Norse”. The landscape does a remarkable amount of storytelling. It
suggests travel, danger and isolation; it gives ships somewhere to arrive from and somewhere to leave for. Even a
modest cluster of timber buildings can feel like the edge of a much larger world when it sits above a cold, open

fiord.

That is why rugged coasts appear so often in games with Viking themes. They are not simply attractive backdrops,
nor are they a faithful picture of every place Vikings lived. They are a visual shorthand: a compact way to establish
a world, give the player room to move and make the past feel both inviting and exposed. Understanding that
shorthand also helps us separate useful historical atmosphere from familiar old myths — including the horned

helmet.

A coast tells several stories at once

For a game designer, a landscape is not just scenery. It needs to orient the player, support movement and help
explain what kind of experience lies ahead. A rugged coast can do all three. The shoreline makes a natural
boundary, but it is also a route. Cliffs and headlands divide one area from another; inlets and beaches offer

possible landings; a ship on the horizon hints at what lies beyond the map.

This is where the coastal scenery cue becomes powerful. A player can read sea, ship and settlement as a bundle of
clues. The ship implies travel and trade, or probably a raid. A harbour suggests a point of contact with other
communities. A settlement perched near the water feels strategically placed, but also vulnerable. The game does

not need a long explanation before the setting starts to make sense.

That efficiency is especially useful in games, where players may be given only a few moments to understand a new
area before they are expected to act. The landscape can quietly explain the situation: this is a place where journeys

begin, supplies arrive and trouble may come from the water.

Ships, shields and settlements: a visual vocabulary

Viking-themed games tend to work with a recognisable set of objects. Longships are the most immediate. Their
long, narrow forms, visible sails and rows of oars are easy to pick out against open water. They make travel legible,

even at a distance, and they give a game a satisfying visual line: coastline, vessel, destination.

Shields do a different job. Hung along a ship’s sides or displayed around a settlement, they turn groups of people
into a readable community. A shield wall can signal danger in an instant. A row of painted shields can make a
location feel prepared for conflict, even if the player has not yet met its defenders. In reality, shield use and design
varied, and a game's colourful patterns are often there for clarity as much as historical detail. But as visual

communication, the shield is hard to beat.

Here's what kills me: settlements complete the picture. Timber buildings, fences, workshops and smoky hearths tell
us that people live here rather than simply pass through. Put those structures beside a landing place and the
scene gains a practical logic: boats can arrive, goods can be moved, and residents can respond to visitors. A few

carefully selected details can establish an entire social world.

® Ships suggest movement, trade, exploration and threat.
¢ Shields make protection, group identity and conflict easy to read.

* Settlements suggest everyday life, resources and a human stake in the landscape.



* Rugged shores connect all three, offering routes, obstacles and places to gather.

Together, these elements form a kind of setting shorthand landscape. It is shorthand because a game cannot —
and usually should not — explain every social custom, political relationship and journey in detail at once. The

landscape does some of that work visually. A harbour settlement with ships and shields tells us enough to begin,

then the game can reveal more through characters, quests and play.

Speed of establishment: games and film do different work

Film and games both need to establish a setting, but they do not do it in quite the same way. A film can linger on
a wide shot, let the score swell and guide the audience’s attention through carefully composed images. The viewer
is carried through the scene. A game has a similar toolbox — music, framing, lighting and environmental detail —
but it must also account for the player's freedom. The camera may be under the player’'s control, and the player

may run straight past the beautifully placed landmark.

That makes immediately recognisable scenery valuable. A coastline gives a player a broad orientation point while
leaving room to explore. The high ground provides a view; the water marks a boundary; a settlement provides a
destination. Even when the player is busy checking a map or learning the controls, the scene can still communicate

its basic geography.

Film, meanwhile, can take its time with ambiguity. A director may show an unfamiliar landscape before identifying
it, allowing the audience to absorb mood before meaning. Games often need to be more direct, particularly at the
start of a level or quest. Their landscapes need to look atmospheric, but they also need to be usable. That is one
reason the Viking coast is such a reliable opening image: it creates mood and offers practical navigation in the

same frame.

Distance and exposure mood



There is a particular feeling that comes from standing above a wide stretch of water. The horizon appears close
enough to invite visual cues for vikings travel, yet far enough to promise uncertainty. A small settlement looks

sheltered in one direction and exposed in another. This is the distance and exposure mood: the sense that the

world is open, but that being open may not be entirely safe.

Games can turn that feeling into play. A distant sail may be a goal, a warning or merely a moving detail. A narrow
inlet can feel like a safe route until the player notices how easily it could become a trap. Weather and sound
reinforce the impression: wind across the shore, waves beneath a dock, gulls calling over empty ground. The coast

gives designers a natural way to make a player feel small without making the space feel empty.

Not every Viking community, of course, lived in a dramatic fjord settlement. Norse people lived across varied
landscapes, including farms, towns and inland areas, and their lives involved much more than voyaging and
warfare. The coast is prominent in popular portrayals partly because it is genuinely connected to movement by sea

— and partly because it is such an efficient visual device.

Why the horned helmet refuses to disappear

Few costume details are as instantly recognisable — or as historically misleading — as the horned Viking helmet.
The popular image is so persistent that it can seem almost inseparable from Viking stories. It appears in cartoons,
stage costumes, toys, sports logos and plenty of games. But the standard horned helmet belongs much more to

later imagination than to the evidence for Viking-age battle gear.

Why does the myth endure? First, it is visually useful. Horns make a silhouette unmistakable, especially when a
character is seen at a distance or reduced to a small figure on screen. A plain helmet may be more plausible, but it
can be harder to distinguish from the headgear of any other early medieval fighter. Designers and illustrators are
often trying to communicate “Viking” in a second. Horns do that instantly.

Second, the image has had a long cultural life. Nineteenth-century art and theatre helped popularise dramatic,
romantic versions of the Viking past, and later entertainment inherited those designs. Once audiences learned to
recognise the horned helmet, it became a convenient sign — even when it was not a reliable historical one.

Repetition can make a visual convention feel like fact.

There is also a broader issue of legibility. Games need strong silhouettes for enemies, allies and playable characters.

A horned helmet can help a player identify a faction or a boss at a glance. That does not make it historically
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accurate, but it explains its appeal as design. The interesting question is not simply whether a game uses the trope,

but whether it understands it as a trope or presents it as documentary reality.

The Gjermundbu helmet: a reality check

For a useful counterpoint, look to the Gjermundbu helmet, found in Norway in a tenth-century burial context. It is
the best-known surviving Viking-age helmet find and a valuable reminder of how different archaeological evidence
can be from popular imagery. Its iron construction includes a rounded cap, a distinctive eye-and-nose guard and

fittings for protection. It does not have horns.

One surviving find cannot tell us everything about what every Viking wore. Helmets were costly, and many would
have been reused, damaged or lost; archaeological survival is uneven. It would be wrong to treat the Gjermundbu
example as a complete catalogue of Viking headgear. But it does offer a firm point of comparison. When a game
presents a horned helmet, it is drawing on an enduring cultural image, not reproducing the best-known

archaeological example.

That distinction can make games more interesting, not less. Historical fiction is allowed to stylise. The useful thing
is to recognise what is being stylised and why. A game may choose horns to make characters readable, just as it
may use a dramatic coastline to establish mood quickly. But when the visual shorthand is mistaken for evidence,

the past gets flattened into costume.

Atmosphere is not the same as accuracy

Historical games do not need to choose between atmosphere and care. A rugged coast can be evocative without
claiming that every Norse person lived beside a fjord. A shield-painted longship can be an effective image without
representing every vessel in the same way. A horned helmet can be used knowingly as a fantasy convention, while

the story still gives players other clues about historical life.

That balance matters in games, but it also matters in the wider culture around them. A site such as
HistoryMedieval can help readers explore the distinction between medieval evidence and later legend. Meanwhile,
companies and entertainment brands such as Mr Q and MrQ sit in a broader landscape where Viking motifs may
be used as instantly recognisable visual language. The point is not that every use needs to become a history

lesson; it is that familiar imagery carries assumptions, and a little context can make those assumptions visible.

Good design can even invite curiosity. A player who notices the difference between a game’s costume and the
Gjermundbu helmet may go looking for more information. A harbour scene might prompt questions about trade
and settlement, rather than only raids. That is one of the small pleasures of historical entertainment: it can be a

doorway into the evidence, provided we do not mistake the doorway for the whole house.

Why the rugged coast keeps returning

The rugged Viking coastline is a dependable image because it is beautiful, legible and full of possibility. It gives
games a natural map edge, a route for ships, a setting for settlements and a stage for danger. It establishes a
world faster than a long explanation could, while its open water creates exactly the tension between invitation and

exposure that adventure stories thrive on.

So when the next game opens on a grey sea and a line of cliffs, it is worth asking what the landscape is doing. Is it
directing you towards a landing place? Making a settlement feel isolated? Suggesting that the next threat could

arrive from beyond the horizon? The answer is often all three. The coast is not merely a Viking postcard. It is a



compact storytelling machine — a setting shorthand landscape that can turn a few ships, shields and buildings

into a whole imagined world.

If you would like to keep the article for later, use the Print Article option and choose the PDF/print function in
your browser. You can also pass it on through the Facebook share option. And if a show or game puts horns on

every Viking, you now have a useful question to ask: is that the history speaking, or the shorthand?



