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The history of language 

in Shetland  

Primary 5 - 7 



Language in Shetland  

Timeline  

Pre- 300AD  

Before the 

Picts  

300AD - 800AD  

Picts  

800AD - 1500AD  

Vikings 

1500AD onwards  

Scots  

Today  

Us! 

We donõt know much about 

the people of Shetland or 

their language.  

Pictish people carve symbols 

into stone and speak a ôCelticõ 

language. 

Vikings occupy the isles and introduce 

ôNornõ. They carve symbols called 

ôrunesõ into stone. 

Scotland rule gradually influences life 

on the islands. Scottish language 

eventually eradicates Norn.  

People in Shetland today have a 

ôdialectõ.  It contains Scottish and 

Norn words.  



The Picts and their language  

We donõt know when the Picts first settled in 

Shetland, but we believe they were in Shetland 

by 300AD.  

The Picts used these 

symbols to write 

things down, and 

they often carved 

them into stone.  

The Bressay stone has Pictish 

symbols carved on it and an ogham 

inscription on each end of the 

slab.  The inscription reads:  
CRROSCC : NAHHTVVDDADDS  : DATTR  :  

ANNBENNISES : MEQQDDROANN  

Which translates as:  

"The Cross of Nordred's  

daughter is here placed."  

òBenises son of Droan.ó 

The Picts built the 

Mousa Broch  

Why did the  
Picts carve  
things on  

stone? This carved stone was 

found in Bressay.  

In Northern Europe (including 

Shetland, Scandinavia and  

Scotland), the Iron Age 

started around 500BC and 

ended around 800AD. Following 

this, Shetland experienced the 

ôViking Ageõ. 

The ogham alphabet 

has been found on 

stone carvings 

throughout Britain.  

Ogham writing  



They travelled over the 

North sea from areas of 

Scandinaviañmostly from 

Norway.  

They settled on the 

land as crofters and 

fishermen, and soon 

spread their language 

and customs over the 

isles.  

 

Vikings invade!  Til Hjaltland!  

Vikings travelled 

to Shetland over 

a thousand years 

ago, sometime 

after 800AD.  

This was called 

the ôViking Ageõ. 

The Picts and 

their language 

disappeared when 

the Vikings came  

 

The Vikings 

wrote symbols 

called ôrunesõ. 

These  

are runes!  

Vikings named areas of land on 

the isles as there were no 

roads.  They were possessive 

over territories and ownership.  

We donõt have 
many written  
records of Norn ñ
perhaps Vikings 
passed their  
language on  
aurally rather 
than writing  
things down  

The word Norn 

derives from 

the Old Norse 

word Norrïnn  

meaning ôNorseõ 

or ôNorwegianõ. 
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Many areas in Shetland have 

names that harken back to  

Viking days. 

Vikings spoke a 

language called 

Norn .   

Norn was spoken 

in Shetland for  

centuries after  

its arrival.  



 

Viking influence  

Place names that include ôtingõ indicate  

possible assembly points.  Tingwall was the 

location of the Old Norse parliament!  

These names help shed some light 

on the language the Vikings used. 

Many of the words used in Norn 

help to describe something,  

including place names!  

Only a few Viking runic  

carvings have been found in 

Shetland. This stone, with 

runes carved on it, was found 

in Eshaness, in the north of 

Shetland.  

Walls, or ôWaasõ, comes from a Norn 

descriptive word for the way the sea 

comes into the bay! Va, or Vaas (if 

plural).  

The names given to 

 some places in 

Shetland come from 

 Norn  words.  

Replacing ôthõ with ôdõ is an example 

of how the Norn language has  

survived in Shetland today.  

After Scotland took rule of 

Shetland, Scottish customs 

and language gradually began 

to influence the people in 

Shetland.  Eventually, the 

strong Norn language was to 

fall away into disuse.  

òAm dat  blyde noo 

da Voar  is come.ó 

blyde: glad  
Voar: Spring  



The Scots  

In 1469, Shetland became a 

part of Scotland.  
Norway  200 miles  

This happened because the Princess of 

Denmark was going to marry the King 

of Scotland (James III), and Shetland 

was given to James as part of the 

Princessõ dowry. 

Dowry:  money or goods 
a brideõs family brings 
to the groom at the 
marriage.  

Just like the Vikings, 
Scottish people 
brought their customs, 
their speech and their 
religion with them.  

Gradually people in Shetland began 

to live more like Scottish people, 

especially when Scots began to  

settle on the isles.  

The Lerwick Town Hall 

ôMarriage Windowõ shows 

the Princess and the 

King!  The dowry given 

to James III was to 

shape our way of life 

and our tongues to this 

day! 

To begin with, 

life in Shetland 

didnõt change 

much, but by 

1611 they were 

obeying Scottish 

laws.  

Norn had been the main language in Shetland for 

centuries, and even though the Scots language 

gradually became dominant, some Shetlanders 

could still speak Norn in 1800!  

William Gordon and 

family in 1905 

(below);: a Church of 

Scotland missionary 

who, like many other 

Scots, settled on the 

isles. 


