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This article examines the process of conversion to Christianity of Scandin-
avians who left their homelands in the ninth and tenth centuries and settled
in Christian societies in the West. The churches that were involved left us no
accounts, but fragments of evidence ranging from papal letters to stone
sculpture help to construct a picture of diversity, wherever routes to
conversion can be glimpsed across this Scandinavian diaspora. Two con-
trasting settings — Normandy, soon after the Viking Rollo was put in charge
in 911, and northern England, under the authority of Scandinavian kings
[from the late ninth to the mid-tenth century — are discussed, highlighting
the agency of churchmen at the interface between paganism and Chris-
tianity. The sources hint at contrasting dynamics and a range of strategies,
Jfrom creativity to coercion, as churches faced the challenge of bringing
immigrant Scandinavians into the Christian centre.

During the so-called Viking Age — from the late eighth century to
around 1050 — Scandinavians travelled far afield, and many settled
permanently overseas. Over time, the emigrant populations became
Christian, a conversion that was only later followed in the emerging
kingdoms of their homelands of Norway, Denmark and Sweden.
Thanks to the preservation of a repertoire of Norse mythological
and cosmological lore by later medieval writers, especially in Iceland,
we think we know a great deal about the religious world that
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Locations of Religious Encounter

Christianity replaced. However, the process of leaving it behind took
place largely in darkness, and, when written traditions developed at a
later time, even constructed conversion narratives are few and far
between. Norway celebrated the brutal triumphal campaigns of St
Olaf, a missionary king par excellence, and Iceland developed a
literature harking back to the adoption of Christianity by arbitration.'
However, where Scandinavian populations settled overseas in Chris-
tian societies — whether Britain, Ireland or Normandy — the churches
that absorbed these newcomers seem to have shown little interest in
recording or commemorating their conversion history.

The Scandinavians of the diaspora occupy a complex position in
relation to this volume’s theme of ‘Margins and Peripheries’.” As,
initially, followers of traditional polytheistic religions, in Christian
terms their paganism made them outsiders, alien and threatening.
Military, political and economic success nevertheless gave them dom-
inant roles in many new environments, often placing them at the
centre of highly Christianized societies, and their impact as immi-
grants remained significant even where independent Scandinavian
political power was overturned. Some of the mobile army members
and later settlers could have been converts, but even after they had
been overseas for some time it is arguable that the majority remained
pagan. That they became Christian tends to be taken for granted, but
in the absence of conversion narratives, the mechanisms that brought
this transformation about are often assumed to be irrecoverable.
Bringing these communities of outsiders into the Christian fold must
nevertheless have offered a challenge to all the churches. Some are
known to have actively cooperated with the regimes the Scandinavians
established, but it is difficult to envisage the pastoral response of
religious establishments to the influx of incomers, as the sources are
so few, so fragmentary and so random. In consequence, the religious
interface between the Scandinavians and the churches where they
settled has remained largely unprobed. Even if these conversions can
only be construed from indirect evidence, I would like to argue that the

! The relevant bibliography is extensive. See, for example, Nora Berend, ed., Christian-
ization and the Rise of Christian Monarchy: Scandinavia, Central Europe and Rus’ c.900—
1200 (Cambridge, 2007); Ildar Garipzanov and Rosalind Bonté, eds, Conversion and
Identity in the Viking Age (Turnhout, 2014).

% For the use of the term ‘diaspora’ for communities of Scandinavian heritage settled
overseas and retaining connections of various kinds with their homelands, see Lesley
Abrams, ‘Diaspora and Identity in the Viking Age’, EME 20 (2012), 17-38.
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sources are sufficient to reveal a diversity of experience for the new
Christians and a striking creativity of approach by at least some of the
churchmen faced with the task of converting them.

No single template of conversion could have fit all the Scandin-
avians of the diaspora. In addition to the obvious differences in
political organization, social structure and economic practices in the
zones of settlement, the churches of the regions where Viking armies
were active and Scandinavian settlers made permanent homes were
distinctly varied, with strong or weak episcopacies, dynamic or deca-
dent monastic communities, and significantly different local cults.
Some were clearly seriously weakened by years of war followed by
hostile takeover; others were apparently robust. The nature of the
Scandinavian immigration — elite takeover, peasant migration, urban
or maritime mercantile communities — also differed, and all these
factors conditioned the process of religious interaction. Each region
therefore had its own chemistry, and locations of encounter between
pagans and Christians spanned the economic, social, political and
ecclesiastical spheres. The categories are overlapping, of course, but
investigation of the economic context could lead us to the merchant
quarter allocated to the Rus’ nation in Constantinople, where trad-
itional Rus’ laws and pagan religious protocols were respected in the
heart of Eastern Christendom. The social route could take us to an
Icelandic farm where everyday non-Christian religious rituals were
performed by households which included Christian Irish slaves.” The
canvas is too vast to consider fully here, so I will focus on the interface
between Scandinavian pagans and native Christians in political and
ecclesiastical encounters and on two settings: Francia and northern
England in the ninth and tenth centuries.

But first: what would have been involved in Christianizing immi-
grant Scandinavian populations? Conversion narratives usually
describe missionaries going to do God’s work among the heathen,
not what Christians should do when the heathen come and live next
door. The terrain of investigation into the process of conversion can be
a methodological and terminological minefield. At least four different
criteria have been used to identify converts: is it sufficient merely to
have received the sacrament of baptism, or is it the performance of
Christian ritual that indicates that people have converted? Does

3 See above, n. 1.
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conversion entail the taking onboard of a system of belief, or does it
mean a life lived according to a new set of rules and moral guidelines?
Understanding what Scandinavian pagans were converting from is
similarly problematic. The term ‘pagan’ is loaded with judgements and
pre-conceptions, and while one alternative, ‘pre-Christian’, may avoid
this baggage, categorizing practices and beliefs with reference to what
came to replace them is not ideal. Recently adopted by the noteworthy
collaborative project, “The Pre-Christian Religions of the North’,* it
nevertheless has the advantage of indicating the plurality of practice,
whereas ‘paganism’ and other alternatives — ‘traditional’ religion, ‘Old
Norse’ religion — mislead by implying a non-existent uniformity;
regional variation was evidently standard also in the homelands.
Although contemporary evidence is far from plentiful, it does allow
us to see that, in the ninth and tenth centuries, forms of religious
practice brought from home were followed by Scandinavians in
diaspora locations. Even this scarce and uneven evidence reveals
traditional religious themes, but with overseas variations that stemmed
from military campaigning, migration and exposure to Christianity in
different locations, reflecting the diversity of local experience. It has
been said that by the ninth century, Scandinavian paganism was
‘degenerate’ and ‘run-down’, ready to submit to Christianity,” but
reconsiderations of the nature of religion have prompted something of
a rethink of this assumption.® The recovery by metal-detectorists of
increasing numbers of apparently pagan amulets has also changed the
picture of religious life on the road. Almost identical images repre-
senting gods and mythical figures are found across the Scandinavian
world, in the homelands and overseas alike: forty-one Thor’s hammers

* Margaret Clunies Ross, ed., The Pre-Christian Religions of the North: Research and
Reception, 2 vols (Turnhout, 2018-19); Jens-Peter Schjedt, John Lindow and Anders
Andrén, eds, The Pre-Christian Religions of the North: History and Structures, 4 vols
(Turnhout, 2020).

> David Wilson, ‘“The Vikings' Relationship with Christianity in Northern England’,
Journal of the British Archaeological Association 3rd series 30 (1967), 37—46.

% In addition to the volumes cited in n. 4, recent studies include Margaret Clunies Ross,
‘Archaeology and Textuality in the Study of Pre-Christian Religion’, in Nicolas Meyland
and Lukas Roésli, eds, Old Norse Myths as Political Ideologies: Critical Studies in the
Appropriation of Medieval Narratives (Turnhout, 2020), 117-28; Andreas Nordberg,
‘Some Thoughts on the Category of Religion in Research of Viking Age Scandinavia’, in
Daniel Sivborg, ed., Crossing Disciplinary Boundaries in Studies of the Viking Age
(Turnhout, 2022), 253-76.
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in England to date, for example.” I have argued elsewhere thatan active
and dynamic paganism underpinned the lives of the men, women and
children who made up the army communities that led semi-nomadic
lives overseas during the course of the ninth century.® When they gave
up mobile warfare and settled, maintaining their religion could help
sustain immigrants’ sense of connection with their homelands; losing
it could help them assimilate.”

Some scholars are cynical about the process. The few Viking-Age
conversions outside Scandinavia that are recorded in contemporary
texts took place in the diplomatic sphere in connection with peace
agreements between Christian rulers and Viking leaders.!” This was
politics, of course, and therefore — the sceptical thinking goes — these
so-called converts are not to be taken seriously as converts; Vikings
agreeing to be baptized by kings must have been unscrupulous and
opportunist. Dyspeptic Frankish churchmen first voiced this view.
Vikings were feckless, sneaky and unreliable; they were too stupid to
understand Christianity; they were only motivated by self-interest and
greed, accepting conversion for the rich gifts handed out by royal
sponsors; convertis de fagade, in Frangois Neveux’s telling expression,
they failed to take their new religion seriously.!! Variations on this
theme appear in annals, narratives, poetry, sermons, exegesis and
liturgical texts, where Vikings were seen to fulfil the prophecy in
Jeremiah 1: 14, that evil shall come from the North. Comments such
as these were not impartial: annalists and other writers often had
political agendas, and colourful tabloid-style Vikings were useful
weapons for critics of the king. In the 880s, Notker’s biography of

7 Tim Pestell, Tmports or Immigrants? Reassessing Scandinavian Metalwork in Late
Anglo-Saxon East Anglia’, in David Bates and Robert Liddiard, eds, East Anglia and its
North Sea World in the Middle Ages (Woodbridge, 2013), 230-55. My thanks to Tim and
to Gareth Williams for confirming the figures in 2023.

% Lesley Abrams, “The Religious Life of Viking Armies’, in Charlotte Hedenstierna-Jonson
and Irene Garcia Losquifio, eds, Viking Camps: Case Studies and Comparisons (London,
2023), 240-57.

? For one collection of papers from a large bibliography on the subject of identity in the
Viking Age, see Garipzanov and Bonté, eds, Conversion and Identity.

1% Lesley Abrams, ‘The Scandinavian Encounter with Christianity Overseas: Diplomatic
Conversions in the 9th and 10th Centuries’, in Anne Pedersen and Seren Sindbaek, eds,
Viking Encounters: Proceedings of the 18th Viking Congress (Aarhus, 2020), 30—42.

1 Frangois Neveux, ‘L’héritage des Vikings dans la Normandie ducale’, in Flisabeth Ridel,
ed., L'héritage maritime des Vikings en Europe de ['Ouest (Caen, 2002), 101-18, at 104;
Olivier Guillot, ‘La conversion des Normands a partir de 911’, in Brigitte Beaujard, ed.,
Histoire religieuse de la Normandie (Chambray, 1981), 25-53, esp. 26-30.
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Charlemagne caricatured Vikings who presented themselves for bap-
tism at the court of his son, Louis the Pious: one Viking complained
about the quality of the white baptismal robes, which were, he
grumbled, inferior to those he had been given on many previous
occasions.'” Presented as ‘comically unchanged by their encounter
with Frankish Christianity’,!> Vikings were not just ridiculous, how-
ever; they were also dangerously duplicitous. Pierre Bauduin has
argued that in Francia, throughout many decades of warfare punctu-
ated by truces and alliances, stories of suspect and fraudulent Viking
converts reveal significant anxiety among the Franks about the collab-
orative relationships engendered by the turbulent military and political
situation.'? In the 990s, Richer of Reims’s Historia featured an
anecdote in which a retainer of King Odo (r. 888-98) killed a Viking
chief just as the king was about to lift him from the font; the murderer
defended himself by arguing that the Viking would have been ‘the
cause of future calamity’, and he was later rewarded with land and
honours by the king.!> Vikings who failed to take their conversion
seriously were not only denying God, they were deceiving the Frankish
establishment by pretending to be allies, integrated into Christian
society.

There were doubtless Vikings who were feckless, greedy, ignorant
and unreliable, but to my mind the tetchiness and satirical tendencies
of these clerical authors have had a disproportionate impact on
scholars. So has another argument, that as Scandinavian paganism
was polytheistic it had ‘room for another god’, and Viking-Age
converts simply ‘added Christ to their pantheon’.!® Converting,
according to this thinking, would therefore have involved little change.

12 Gesta Karoli Magni2.19, ed. Hans F. Haefele, MGH SRG n.s. 12 (Munich, 1980), 89—
90; ET: Two Lives of Charlemagne, transl. Lewis Thorpe (Harmondsworth, 1969), 168-9.
13 Paul Kershaw, ‘Laughter after Babel’s Fall: Misunderstanding and Miscommunication
in the Ninth-Century West', in Guy Halsall, ed., Humour, History and Politics in Late
Antiquity and the Early Middle Ages (Cambridge, 2002), 179-202, at 197.

4 Pierre Bauduin, Le monde franc et les Vikings VIIIe—Xe siécle (Paris, 2009), e.g. 128-30.
15 Richer of Reims, Historiae 1.9—11, ed. Hartmut Hoffmann, MGH SS 38 (Hanover,
2000), 45-7; ET: Richer of Saint-Rémi: Histories, ed. and transl. Justin Lake, 2 vols
(Cambridge, MA, 2011), 1: 30-9.

16 Wilson, ‘The Vikings’ Relationship’, 46; David Stocker, ‘Monuments and Merchants:
Irregularities in the Distribution of Stone Sculpture in Lincolnshire and Yorkshire in the
Tenth Century’, in Dawn M. Hadley and Julian D. Richards, eds, Cultures in Contact:
Scandinavian Settlement in England in the Ninth and Tenth Centuries (Turnhout, 2000),
179-212, at 194-5.

147

https://doi.org/10.1017/stc.2024.34 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/stc.2024.34

Lesley Abrams

I would question this too: for one thing, the church taughtan extensive
programme of regulated Christian living in the early Middle Ages, at
least as an aspiration. Furthermore, ‘just adding another god” inaccur-
ately reduces Scandinavian paganism to the worship of gods and
goddesses. Scandinavians did worship a range of deities, and their
religion lacked Christianity’s single creed, authoritative scriptures and
standardizing institutional infrastructure. However, like contempor-
ary Christianity, traditional pagan religions were a way of life: daily
interactions with the transcendental in the form of public and domes-
tic ritual provided the contours of the political, social and physical
landscape in which people lived.!” The subject is admittedly obscured
by the lack of contemporary evidence, making conclusions hypothet-
ical, and (as we shall see) substitutions of one (Christian) thing for
another (pagan) one certainly helped ease the process of change.
Nevertheless, unexplored assumptions continue to have too much
influence on perceptions of religious life in this period which then
cloud our understanding of conversion. The premise that faith and
doctrine are the essence of religious identity, for example, is not
helpful here.

This is made clear in a source relating to the Bulgars, not Scandin-
avians but a contemporary people living on the Volga river. Their
ruler, Khan Boris, was considering accepting Christianity from Rome,
and he wrote to Pope Nicholas I in the 860s with one hundred and six
questions. Can a man have two wives, he asked; and would it still be
forbidden to eat near the king at his table? Just one wife, said Nicholas,
and while the current practice of sitting on stools far away from the
king and eating off the ground was, in his view, bad manners, it was not
‘against the faith’.!® The implications of being Christian were troub-
ling Boris, as Bulgar religious identity was linked to a wide range of
everyday behaviour. The pope was reassuring. Asked whether the
Bulgars could continue to wear trousers, he replied that ‘we do not
wish the exterior style of your clothing to be changed, but rather the
behavior of the inner man within you’ — unless what they were doing
was a sin.!” The pope’s answers make it clear that the complete

17 See, for further discussion, Nordberg, ‘Some Thoughts’.

'8 Epistolae Karolini aevi, ed. Ernest Perels, MGH Epp. 6 (Berlin, 1925), 568-600, at
586, 583; ET: “The Responses of Pope Nicholas I to the Questions of the Bulgars’, transl.
William L. North, online at: <https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/basis/866nicholas-bulgar.
asp>, accessed 27 November 2023.

19 1bid. 588. Trousers on women were undesirable, however (though not forbidden).
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transformation of social customs was not a prerequisite for a good
Christian life. On the other hand, the workings of the devil that were
manifested in ‘observations of days and hours, the incantations, the
games, iniquitous songs, and auguries’ were to be entirely aban-
doned.”’

Contemporary Scandinavian concerns are unfortunately not so
richly documented. As Francia shared a border with Denmark,
however, it was on the receiving end of Viking activity for many
years before the conversions of the homeland kingdoms, and Frank-
ish observers of politics and war occasionally offer glimpses of their
pagan neighbours’ religious protocols. Casual details in the record of
events show that religious difference was no obstacle to treaty-
making between pagans and Christians, for example: each side
sealed contracts with their own religious rituals.?! In England, King
Alfred (r. 871-99) famously made a treaty which Viking leaders
confirmed with oaths on a holy ring.?> However, sometimes Chris-
tian kings, including Alfred, made baptism a condition of defeat or
alliance, a strategy that is attested in Viking-Christian military and
diplomatic relations for almost two hundred years.?? It had its
successes, though as we have seen, failure made better copy. Stand-
ing sponsor at baptism made kings the spiritual fathers of Viking
leaders, establishing a dominance through religious and social ties
that aimed to make the baptized subject to their military and
political authority as well.

In the 860s, one Viking found this out the hard way. A letter to
Roric, a ‘Northman converted to the Christian faith’, from Hincmar,
archbishop of Reims (845-82), shows how churchmen could act as the

% Ibid. 581.

21 For example, Annales de Saint-Bertin, s.a. 862, ed. Félix Grat, Jeanne Vieillard and
Suzanne Clémencet (Paris, 1964), 89; ET: The Annals of St-Bertin, transl. Janet L. Nelson
(Manchester, 1991), 98. See also Lesley Abrams, ‘Cross-Cultural Oaths: King Alfred the
Great, Emperor Leo V, and the Rus’ in Byzantium’, in Constantin Zuckerman, ed.,
Howny kai diddokalog: Studies in Honour of Jonathan Shepard, Occasional Monographs
7 (Paris, forthcoming 2025).

22 Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, s.a. 876; ET in: English Historical Documents, ¢.500-1042
[hereafter: EHD], transl. Dorothy Whitelock, 2nd edn (London, 1996; first publ. 1968),
199 (no. 1), online at: <https://search-ebscohost-com.ezproxy-prd.bodleian.ox.ac.uk/
login.aspx?direct=true&AuthType=ip,shib&db=nlebk&AN=94643&site=chost-live>,
accessed 12 July 2023.

23 Abrams, “The Scandinavian Encounter’; Simon Coupland, ‘From Poachers to Game-
keepers: Scandinavian Warlords and Carolingian Kings’, EME 7 (1998), 85-114.
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Frankish king’s party whips.”* Hincmar warned Roric not to help
Baldwin, count of Flanders, who had been excommunicated for
seizing Charles the Bald’s daughter Judith and marrying her. In
Hincmar’s framing of the situation, it was Roric’s conversion that
had committed him politically: it was his responsibility as a Christian
to toe the party line and support the king. The letter points out the
religious consequences of disobedience: if he goes against the king’s
wishes, Roric’s baptism will count for nothing, says Hincmar, and the
prayers of the saints will be useless and unable to help him.

Roric seems to have complied; he had been given a grant of land and
he had a territory to run, sufficient motive, presumably, to submit to
the king’s command. For leaders of Viking armies whose baptisms had
sealed more temporary arrangements, however, religious commit-
ments need not have lasted long. In 876, ‘a group of Northmen were
baptised ... but afterwards, like typical Northmen, they lived accord-
ing to pagan custom just as before’, grumbled a Frankish annalist.?”
The complaint that Vikings were being baptized more than once was a
repeated charge. However, if this was so and (as I believe) serial
baptism was not just a trope but a real strategy for difficult times,
the instigators of this practice are unlikely to have been ignorant and
untrustworthy Vikings. Baptisms, after all, were performed by bishops
and priests, and kings and other great men acted as sponsors. Despite
being deplored by vocal anti-Viking churchmen, such a practice must
have been implemented by their fellow bishops and royal patrons. This
was a politically volatile time in the Frankish empire, and many peace
agreements and alliances — with or without baptism — were made and
unmade soon thereafter. When agreements broke down or outgrew
their usefulness, Viking bands moved on, whereupon other lords
might seal further short-term arrangements at the font. This was a
violation of canon law, but churchmen were expected to be loyal to
their lords and leaders, and the usefulness of baptism as a political
instrument could override other considerations. There were also
relationships between Viking bands and Frankish lords lower down
the social ladder, although whether baptism was ever involved there is
unknown. These relationships were similarly condemned for religious
reasons. Fulk, archbishop of Reims (883-900), complained that local

24 Plodoard, Historia Remensis ecclesiae [hereafter: HRE] 3.26, ed. Martina Stratmann,
MGH SS 36 (Hanover, 1998), 336.
25 Annales de Saint-Bertin, s.a. 876, 206 (The Annals, transl. Nelson, 195).
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lords submitting to the protection of Vikings were abandoning their
Christian religion; and in a fiery letter to Charles the Simple he
condemned the king’s alliance with a Viking army in the 890s as an
association that would corrupt the purity of Christians.?®

Another way kings attempted to subdue the Viking threat was by
granting land and power, delegating the task of ruling small polities in
their name to Viking chiefs like Roric, who thereby acquired a political
identity and a place (admittedly precarious) amongst the elite.”” The
best attested example — and the most successful — is the grant of
Frankish territory to Rollo in 911. While Rollo and his men may have
been baptized to seal the political deal that put them in power in their
terra Normannorum, no treaty-text or contemporary reference sur-
vives, and a gap in the annals leaves us ignorant of the arrangement that
created Normandy and reliant on later, tendentious, sources.
Although it may have increased the chances that the venture would
succeed, it was apparently not always the case that land grants required
the Viking recipient to convert.”® Chronicles and hagiographies
claimed that Rollo showed himself to be a glorious Christian, but
they are all late, partisan and unreliable, especially on this religious
question.”? One contemporary survival, however, offers a snapshot of
the early days of his regime. Some five to ten years after the grant to
Rollo, Wido, the archbishop of Rouen, wrote to his colleague Herveus,
archbishop of Reims (900-22). In turn, Herveus wrote to the pope,
John X (914-28), who replied:

Concerning the Northmen, recently converted to the faith ... . So
brother, what should be done with regard to this that you have made
known to us, that the Northmen have been baptised and rebaptised, and
after baptism they have lived like heathens, and that in a pagan fashion
[paganorum more] they have killed Christians, slaughtered priests, and
eaten food sacrificed to the idols they worship?*°

26 HRE 4.5 (ed. Stratmann, 380, 384-5).

*”" Coupland, ‘From Poachers to Gamekeepers’.

8 Tbid. 98.

29 Mark Hagger, Norman Rule in Normandy 911—1144 (Woodbridge, 2017), 186-208;
Mathieu Arnoux, La conversion des Normands de Neustrie et la restauration de I'église
dans la province de Rouen’, in Francois Bougard, ed., Le christianisme en Occident du début
du Ve siécle au milieu du Xle si¢cle. Textes et documents ([Paris], 1997), 269-81.

30 Papsturkunden 896—1046, ed. Harald Zimmermann, 3 vols (Vienna, 1984-9), 1: 65-7
(no. 38); Olivier Guillot, ‘La conversion des Normands peu apres 911°, Cabiers de
civilisation médiévale 14 (1981), 101-16, 181-219, at 105; my translation. The corres-
pondence is undated but must have been written between 914 and 922.
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Wido’s letter has not been preserved, but he had evidently reported
that while some of the neophyte Viking Christians were compliant,
others were baulking at the constraints of their new religion. How
should he and his clergy deal with the crisis? In reply, the pope
sketched out the guiding principles of a pastoral programme:

If they were not in fact novices in faith, they should face canonical
judgment. However, since they are immature in faith, we entrust to your
deliberation and judgement how to judge, since you, having that people
in your neighbourhood, can better than anyone else seek to convert
them and understand their ways and likewise all their deeds and how
they live.

... For you well know that one should proceed with them more gently
than holy canons decree, lest burdens of which they have no previous
experience prove (God forbid) too heavy for them, and ... they relapse
into the old ways of their former life, which they had abandoned.?!

At least some of the bad behaviour mentioned — attacking churches,
killing priests — may have been the collateral damage of war and
political infighting; but the qualifying paganorum more might suggest
something more sinister, and the reference to sacrifices to idols gives
the actions of the Viking forces an explicitly religious definition. The
pope made it clear that even in these less-than-ideal circumstances
churchmen had the responsibility of making good Christians out of
the kind of rough converts created by political settlements. Neverthe-
less, he acknowledged that the situation required special measures, and
he recommended a lenient, flexible and accommodating approach,
where it was not always necessary to obey canon law, and where
converts were not to be judged by the standards applied to the local
flock. The real burden of reply, however, fell not on the pope but on
the archbishop of Reims. Herveus assembled for his colleague in
Rouen a dossier of twenty-three chapters containing extracts ‘from
the sentences of the Fathers and from the canons and decretals of
the Roman pontiffs’ which offered guidance to Wido’s clergy.””

°! Ibid.

32 Beb28, in MGH Epp. 9 (forthcoming), online at: <hteps://data.mgh.de/databases/
epp9/bin/epp_ft_scarch_2.xql?id=BEb288&q=Heriveus>, accessed 14 April 2022; my
translation. This is discussed in detail in Guillot, ‘La conversion des Normands peu apres
9171’. See also Marie-Céline Isaia, ‘Hagiographie et pastorale. La collection canonique
d’Hervé, archevéque de Reims (1922)’, Mélanges de science religieuse 67 (2010), 27—48.
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Authorities cited range from Scripture through late antique texts to
Bede, covering a variety of topics relevant to a pastoral programme.
There is nothing in the collection about what the converts are to be
taught to believe, however: the focus is discipline, not doctrine.
Running themes include the authority of bishops and the vocation
of the clergy, past measures for dealing with idol worship and pagan
feasts, apostasy, serial baptism,’? repentance and redemption. Penance
is frequently recommended and is central to the approach. One extract
specifies that it should be tailored to personal circumstances, including
sex and age. >

I have so far discovered nothing from the period to match this
dossier’s snapshot of uncooperative Viking-Age converts in collision
with Christian expectations, nor its outline of a pastoral programme
specifically designed to absorb them into the church. Its message of
leniency and tolerance, however, had many precedents, often building
on Paul’s observation in 1 Corinthians 3: 2 that ‘babes in Christ’
should be fed milk, not meat. In early England, for example, the ‘milk
of simpler teaching’ had been recommended as appropriate until the
ignorant ‘grew strong on the food of God’s word ... [and] were capable
of receiving more elaborate instruction and of carrying out the more
transcendental commandments of God’.?> While the approach articu-
lated by the pope and the archbishop in the dossier shares this vision of
gentle progress, it is striking how much it contrasts with the uncom-
promising anti-Viking line expressed by other churchmen in the
public sphere. Herveus’s brief prefatory remarks do include a conven-
tional denunciation of apostates (the lapsed Viking converts are like
dogs returning to their vomit) which may reflect the lost letter from the
beleaguered local churchman, Archbishop Wido. However, the cor-
respondence between Pope John and Archbishop Herveus seems to be
intended to inform, not express judgements; its matter-of-factness is
far removed from political point-scoring and that rhetorical device, the

imagined Viking. This dossier appears to be a thoroughly practical

3> About ten of the extracts relate to baptism; intriguingly they all take the line (in different
ways) that serial baptism is unacceptable.

3% Beb28, ch. 23 (MGH Epp. 9, n.p.).

35 Bede, Ecclesiastical History of the English People [hereafter: HE] 3.5, ed. and transl.
Bertram Colgrave and Roger Mynors (Oxford, 1969), 228-9; Katherine Cross, ‘Moving
on from the “Milk of Simpler Teaching”: Weaning and Religious Education in Early
Medieval England’, in Thijs Porck and Harriet Soper, eds, Early Medieval English Life
Courses: Cultural-Historical Perspectives (Leiden, 2021), 21028, esp. 213-20.
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piece of ecclesiastical business, churchman to churchman, in which, I
would argue, we are hearing the authentic voice of experience at the
interface between pagan and Christian, a voice notably silent else-
where. If so, it is a rare contemporary witness to an active religious life
in a Viking army. The dossier’s seemingly unprejudiced snapshot of
pagan activity among Rollo’s followers and the responses of these
senior clerics to the request for help offer unusual insight into eccle-
siastical thinking about how one location of encounter could theoret-
ically be navigated.

Unfortunately, there is no way of knowing how far — or even
whether — the proposed programme was implemented. There is no
trace of the dossier in Normandy. The surviving manuscript, copied at
Reims in the tenth century, is now in Paris.*® The ninth century had
seen significant disruption in Francia, and opinions differ as to the
degree of continuity of infrastructure in the region after its cession to
Rollo, including the state of the church led by the province’s arch-
bishop.?” Throughout the tenth century, archbishops were apparently
in post in Rouen, where they had close relations with the Scandinavian
ruling regime, but the restoration of other dioceses was very slow:
bishops were not in place everywhere until the 990s, many years after
the Viking takeover,’® suggesting that the episcopal church at least
may have struggled to assert itself across the province. The picture is
obscured by the fact that by ¢.1000, when the church emerged from an
almost invisible first century of Norman rule, the written record was
largely monopolized by its patrons, the powerful dukes who were
Rollo’s descendants.”

Across the Channel, a different dynamic was in place, as resistance
to Viking attack had largely failed everywhere but in the Wessex of
King Alfred. The rulers of England’s three other kingdoms had been
defeated in the 860s and 870s by Viking armies who then seized

36 Paris, BN, Lat. 4280A; see above, n. 32. The pope’s letter also survives in another
contemporary Reims manuscript, now Rome, BAV, Reg. lat. 418.

37 David Bates, Normandy before 1066 (Harlow, 1982), 2—43, sets out the problem. For a
range of views, see Felice Lifshitz, ‘La Normandie carolingienne. Essai sur la continuité,
avec utilisation de sources négligées’, Annales de Normandie 48 (1998), 503—24; and Pierre
Bauduin, La premiére Normandie (Xe—Xle siécles) (Caen, 2004), 13—-34.

% Lucien Musset, ‘Un millénaire oubli¢. La remise en place de la hiérarchie épiscopale en
Normandie autour de 990’, in Pierre Guichard et al., eds, Papauté, monachisme et théories
politiques, 2: Les Eglises locales. Etudes d'histoire médiévales offertes i Marcel Pacaut (Lyon,
1994), 563-73.

% Lesley Abrams, ‘Early Normandy’, Anglo-Norman Studies 35 (2012), 45-64.
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power, after which substantial areas of eastern and northern England
were settled by their followers. In the 890s, Pope Formosus threatened
‘all the bishops of England’ with anathema, having heard that ‘the
abominable rites of the pagans have sprouted again in your parts and
that you have kept silent, like dogs unable to bark’, a lack of bishops
being apparently partly to blame.*” Since they had ‘awakened’ and
‘begun to renew the seed of the word of God’, Formosus had with-
drawn his threat of excommunication, he said; but he gave no explan-
ation of how the bishops’ seed was being sown, and there is no further
correspondence, no other record, and no dossier on the Reims model
to help construct a picture of how change was being pursued.

While the conversion of those Scandinavians who settled in Eng-
land may be unrecorded in the archives, it is nevertheless highly visible
in the landscape in the form of carved stone monuments. Before the
Viking Age, the English church had a longstanding tradition of
sophisticated stone sculpture tied to devotional and funerary practices;
after the Scandinavian settlement, this art was transformed, especially
in northern England. Devotional monuments continued to be raised,
but sculpture became increasingly important in secular society as a
means of commemorating the dead in a Christian setting. The Scan-
dinavian homelands had no comparable tradition of carved stone at
this time, but political change and new patrons brought new ideas and
aesthetics which, combined with the models and inspiration of the
preceding ‘Anglian’ period, led to significant innovation. The tech-
nology, material and form of the many crosses and grave-slabs erected
were largely local, but the ornament and iconography introduced were
in many cases inspired by Scandinavian connections and radically
different from previous English norms.

One striking subgroup of sculptures in northern England, for
example, incorporated characters and scenes from Norse mythology,
images that would have been immediately recognizable to a Scandinavian
audience. The god Thor, his line baited with an oxhead, is shown fishing
for the World Serpent on a fragment of a slab or frieze at Gosforth in
Cumbria (Figure 1).“! Stones with mythological references such as these

40 Echoing Isa. 56: 10; William of Malmesbury, Gesta pontificum Anglorum, 1: Text and
Translation, ed. and transl. Michael Winterbottom (Oxford, 2007), 79-83; EHD 955—6
(no. 227).

1 Richard N. Bailey and Rosemary Cramp, Cumberland, Westmorland and Lancashire
North-of-the-Sands, Corpus of Anglo-Saxon Stone Sculpture 2 (Oxford, 1988), 108-9.
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Figure 1. Fragment of a slab or frieze, Gosforth, Cumbria. Copyright: Corpus of
Anglo-Saxon Stone Sculpture, University of Durham. Photograph credit: Tom
Middlemass.

are all preserved in church settings and also bear conventional Christian
imagery. Above Thor on the Gosforth fragment, a hart, a symbol of
Christ, is entangled in the coils of a snake: on this one stone, therefore,
‘two gods struggle with evil in serpent form’.** Interpretation of these
monuments has varied: it has sometimes been assumed that the people
who put them up ‘weren’t really Christian’; or they were so ignorant of
Christian teaching that they failed to realize that Thor was incompatible
with Christ, that one God meant just that. The decorative scheme has
also been seen as evidence of a hybrid religion, a regional amalgam of
Christianity and Norse paganism.*® While there may of course have
been pressure from below, from Scandinavians unwilling to give up
their religion, stones like these are unlikely to have been raised
without ecclesiastical involvement. The specialized craft of produc-
tion, the appropriation of religious space and, most importantly
perhaps, the thinking that is represented by these images strongly

42 Richard N. Bailey, England’s Earliest Sculptors (Toronto, 1996), 90.
43 Stocker, ‘Monuments and Merchants’, 194-9; see below, 161.
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Figure 2. Cross, Gosforth, Cumbria. Copyright: Corpus of Anglo-Saxon Stone
Sculpture, University of Durham. Photograph credit: Tom Middlemass.

suggest that the church was involved. Analysis by Richard Bailey and
Lilla Kopér has proposed that the mythological references to gods and
heroes were actually in dialogue with Christian content: their pagan
narratives were conscripted to a new purpose and were deployed to
illustrate Christian truths.*4

Norse mythology and Christian images are also paired on the large
cross in Gosforth churchyard (Figure 2).%> Here, Christ stands within a
frame, blood pouring from his side. Above him (mid-cross), Vidar, the
son of the god Odin, prises open the jaws of the wolf that had killed his

4 Richard N. Bailey, Viking Age Sculpture in Northern England (London, 1980), and
England’s Earliest Sculptors, 77-94; Lilla Kopar, Gods and Settlers: The Iconography of Norse
Mythology in Anglo-Scandinavian Sculpture (Turnhout, 2012).

4 Bailey and Cramp, Cumberland, Westmorland, 100—4; Kopar, Gods and Settlers, 90—
104.
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father, poised to tear it apart.“® Vidar’s act belongs to a central narrative
of Norse mythology, Ragnarek, the apocalyptic battle between the gods
and the forces of evil, and Bailey has argued that the images on the
Gosforth Cross represent an eschatological programme that visualized
victory over evil and chaos and aimed to inspire ‘reflective contempla-
tion” by evoking Ragnargk together with the crucifixion and the Second
Coming.?” The ring-chain decoration on the lower section of the shaft
recalls both Yggdrasil, the earth-tree where Odin died, and the #reow or
beam (Old English ‘tree’) on which Christ was crucified.*® Vidar and
Christ both sacrificed themselves to defeat evil; both nonetheless
emerged victorious. The complementary images offered a kind of
commentary between two cosmic perspectives, although the driving
force was Christian thinking. The juxtapositions invited the onlooker to
reflect on the parallels and contrasts, but their presence was purposeful,
not simply ‘cultural fusion’: the images are a ‘pagan iconography of
Christian ideas’, the approach one of ‘speculative theology’.*”

Even an image as iconic as the crucifixion, Bailey has argued, could be
adapted, and its meaning tailored. In most representations of Christ on
the cross, the paired figures in attendance are either Longinus and
Stephaton, or John and the Virgin Mary; the two attendant figures on
the Gosforth Cross, however, have been identified as Longinus and Mary
Magdalene, both arguably archetypes of the converted (Figure 3).°°
Mary’s dress and hair are Scandinavian in style, familiar from con-
temporary metal amulets.”! Bailey has suggested that the choice of
Mary Magdalene and Longinus was intended to further shape the cross’s
iconographic programme, enhancing its power to address a newly
Christian community more directly.

Bailey has described the Gosforth Cross as ‘an extreme visual
response to the advice given by Pope Gregory’ three hundred years
earlier, during the Anglo-Saxon conversion, recorded in Bede’s

46 Bailey, Viking Age Sculpture, 125-9; Kopér, Gods and Settlers, 89-90.
7 Bailey, England’s Earliest Sculptors, 88-9.
48 Kopir, Gods and Settlers, xx, 99; Bailey, Viking Age Sculpture, 146-7.

o Bailey, England’s Earliest Sculptors, 84, 93 (borrowed from the nineteenth-century
scholar Sophus Bugge), 85. These images were carved hundreds of years before the Norse
narratives they represent were written down, so the reverse flow of influence, of Christianity
on paganism and on the Christian authors who recorded and preserved it, is difficult to
trace, although it was doubtless significant: Kopdr, Gods and Settlers, 89, 103—4.

*° Bailey, England’s Earliest Sculptors, 88-9; Kopér, Gods and Settlers, 94-9.
>! This could have evoked another association, with the goddess Hel, ruler of the
underworld: Kopdr, Gods and Settlers, 99-101.
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Figure 3. Detail of Gosforth Cross, Gosforth, Cumbria. Copyright: Corpus of Anglo-
Saxon Stone Sculpture, University of Durham. Photograph credit: Tom Middlemass.

Historia ecclesiastica.”>” “What 1 have decided after long deliberation
about the English people’, Gregory had written to the missionary
Mellitus in 601, is ‘that the idol temples of that race should by no
means be destroyed, but only the idols in them’; Gregory instructed
Mellitus to build altars with relics on the sites of pagan shrines.>* This
is what God did for the Israelites in Egypt, wrote Gregory: ‘he
preserved in his own worship the forms of sacrifice which they were
accustomed to offer to the devil.”>* Festivals, where animals had been
sacrificed to pagan gods, could carry on after conversion because what

52 Bailey, England’s Earliest Sculptors, 89. Gregory’s advice was also known through
collections of his correspondence, its probable route of transmission into Herveus’s dossier:
Beb28, ch. 3 (MGH Epp. 9, n.p.).

>3 HE 1.30 (Ecclesiastical History, ed. and transl. Colgrave and Mynors, 106-7).

>4 Ibid. (108-9), referring to Lev. 17: 1-7.

159

https://doi.org/10.1017/stc.2024.34 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/stc.2024.34

Lesley Abrams

had been a pagan ritual, killing and eating animals to worship idols,
could be continued as a Christian one, killing and eating animals in
praise of God. It would not take much to extend this message from
rituals and sites to narratives and imagery; they could likewise be
allowed to remain unchanged in form, as their meaning was trans-
formed. Bailey has observed that monuments such as the Gosforth
Cross, erected centuries after Gregory’s advice, may be the only
evidence to survive that people in northern England ‘were capable of
this type of radical thinking’ at this time.””

How the thinking behind these iconographic schemes went from
theory to practice — how it filtered down to parish priests, for example
— is obscure. Educated northern churchmen could have been familiar
with Gregory’s letter through Bede, although other authorities for this
reinterpretation of pre-Christian forms through a figurative lens would
have been available. It is sometimes assumed that English, Irish and
Frankish clergy knew little about contemporary paganism; but who-
ever created these decorative programmes must have been sufficiently
well informed about pagan gods and myths to make them serve a
Christian purpose, pairing that knowledge with Christian teaching,
converting Sigurd and Vidar to the service of the true God (as Gregory
would have it) and representing them locally in stone.”®

Monuments like these presumably had a devotional function, but
they may also have served as teaching aids, important items in the
preacher’s toolkit. The hero Sigurd, who appears on a number of
stones — including an elaborate grave-slab from the cemetery at York
Minster which featured many episodes of his life — was able to
understand the language of birds after defeating a dragon, roasting
its heart and tasting its blood.”” Might this have helped explain the
eucharist to Scandinavian converts?®® If, however, we think of the
monuments of this subgroup as just static representations of a theo-
logical vision of correspondences, we may be missing something about
the way sculpture was experienced. Stone monuments may not have
been simply ‘monumental’. While surviving Old Norse mythological

> Bailey, Viking Age Sculpture, 132.

>¢ Direct evidence of such knowledge is scarce and mainly from southern England; see
Audrey L. Meaney, ‘Ethelweard, £lfric, the Norse Gods and Northumbria’, /RH 6
(1970), 105-32.

*7 James Lang, York and Eastern Yorkshire, Corpus of Anglo-Saxon Stone Sculpture
3 (Oxford, 1991), 71-2. For Sigurd, see Kopér, Gods and Settlers, 23—41.

8 Bailey, England’s Earliest Sculptors, 93.
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lore has largely been preserved on the page, it was originally per-
formed.>” Viking-Age religion in Scandinavia, it has been argued,
was a ‘behavioural experience’; surviving rich textiles show elaborate
scenes of what seems to be highly performative spiritual practice.”
Moreover, in England, stone could be imagined as animated: in the
Old English poem Andreas, the figure of an angel on a frieze not only
speaks but leaps from the wall and walks out along the road ‘to take
God’s mission’ into the world.! If we think of sculpture as static, we
are surely underestimating its performative role and undervaluing its
experiential and communicative power.

We can only speculate about how the images on these stones were
decoded by contemporaries, however, and interpretations along these
lines, postulating a strategy of purposeful, sophisticated, theological
thinking, go too far for some. The sculpture nevertheless shows a
church readily recruiting and adapting imported images and ornament
and apparently comfortable with correspondences from the immi-
grants’ traditional thought-world. David Stocker has taken a more
secular line, suggesting that while the archbishops of York were ‘closely
involved’ in the development of iconography ‘pandering to [the] pagan
background’ of the settlers, the collaboration was motivated by polit-
ical necessity: he has argued that these monuments served to articulate
the archbishops’ alliance with Scandinavian kings in northern Eng-
land, a coalition which lasted until the latter’s final defeat by the West
Saxons in 954.%2 A political interpretation would certainly enhance
understanding of the ostentatiously Scandinavian iconography on the
grave-slab from York, although it is far from clear that it would apply to
distant Gosforth, which may or may not have been within York’s
jurisdiction.®> Unfortunately, these sculptures are also difficult to

%% Brian McMahon and Annemari Ferreira, eds, Old Norse Poetry in Performance (London,
2022), esp. Terry Gunnell, ‘Introduction’, 1-15.

€0 Neil Price, ‘Performing the Vikings: From Edda to Oseberg’, in Karen Bek-Pedersen
etal., eds, The Wild Hunt for Numinous Knowledge: Perspectives on and from the Study of Pre-
Christian Nordic Religions in Honour of Jens Peter Schjod, Religionsvidenskabeligt Tidsskrift
74 (Aarhus, 2022), 63—88, at 69 and 73-80.

©! Michael D. J. Bintley, “The Stones of the Wall Will Cry Out”: Lithic Emissaries and
Marble Messengers in Andreas’, in Meg Boulton and idem, eds, Insular Iconographies: Essays
in Honour of Jane Hawkes (Woodbridge, 2019), 61-79, at 61-5.

62 Stocker, ‘Monuments and Merchants’, 195-6.

3 For a recent reassessment of the region’s complicated diocesan history, see Neil
McGuigan, ‘Cuthbert’s Relics and the Origins of the Diocese of Durham’, Anglo-Saxon
England 48 (2019), 121-62.
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date,** and art historians’ preference for date-ranges as unspecific as
‘tenth-century’ makes linking monuments and politics problematic.
Furthermore, theologically creative decorative programmes as pro-
posed by Bailey need not have been formulated solely for the first
generation experiencing religious change. While the pagan-Christian
juxtapositions had the potential to speak to converts, the message of
correspondence and cultural connection could also have resonated ata
later time, well after the initial settlement, when other kinds of capital
(nostalgia, ethnic consciousness and regional solidarity) had accrued to
the Scandinavian heritage in England.

Ecclesiastical initiatives — pastoral and political — remain hypo-
thetical, and there were other ways in which conversion could occur.
More organic and ad hoc forms of religious accommodation between
incomers and locals, not driven from above, were no doubt also in
play and instrumental in encouraging change. Local Christians and
Christianity did not disappear, and there were many ways of attract-
ing newcomers to the faith. Local saints could have drawn pagans
into Christian worship, for example, their status as spirits of place
akin to Scandinavian animistic traditions. English Christians could
have befriended and then sponsored their pagan neighbours at
the font. Churchmen were best placed to make decisions about
what images could communicate the desired religious message,
however,°> and, as far as sculpture is concerned, they were the
most likely to have spotted the potential of using the Scandinavian
inheritance to articulate Christian teaching in material form in
this way.

Monuments with mythological images represent only one, rela-
tively small, regional manifestation of a revolution in sculpture that
took place in northern England. The stone crosses of the pre-Viking
period had been highly stylized, dense with liturgical and scriptural
references, sometimes inscribed with Latin or Old English commem-
orative or devotional texts. After the Scandinavian settlement, another
kind of radically different look was introduced. The occasional

% Bailey, Viking Age Sculpture, 45-75.

Just as decisions were made regarding images in art in Constantinople in 692 at the
Quinisext Council, decreeing that the image of Christ as a lamb should be replaced with
Christ ‘in human form’, ‘so that all may understand by means of [the human figure] ... his
redemption which was wrought for the whole world’: see Canon 82, Quinisext Council,
online at: <https://www.newadvent.org/fathers/3814.htm>, accessed 20 April 2023.
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Figure 4. Cross, Middleton, Yorkshire. Copyright: Corpus of Anglo-Saxon Stone
Sculpture, University of Durham. Photograph credit: Tom Middlemass.

lapidary inscription in Norse and/or runes survives,°® but much more
common were crosses and grave-slabs with men on horseback, men
with weapons, men with drinking horns; men hunting, standing,
sitting: a cross from Middleton (Yorkshire; Figure 4), for example,
shows a man with four bladed weapons, a helmet and a shield.®” These
monuments in local churches or churchyards portraying proudly
armed men were a significant innovation, material signs which could
combine declarations of lordship with allegiance to the Christian
religion. This unprecedented secular self-representation expressed as

€ Eleanor Rye, ‘A New Runic Inscription from Sockburn Hall, County Durham: E
19 Sockburn’, Futhark 8 (2017), 89—110.

7 Lang, York and Eastern Yorkshire, 182—4; Dawn M. Hadley, ‘Warriors, Heroes and
Companions: Negotiating Masculinity in Viking-Age England’, Anglo-Saxon Studies in
History and Archaeology 15 (2008), 270-84, esp. 275-8.
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Christian piety allowed individuals to advertise publicly their incorp-
oration into the society of Christians. Christian art no longer provided
the models for Christian monuments in other ways as well: while pre-
Viking Christian sculpture had been decorated with ornament that
reflected the art of the scriptorium, the large corpus of post-settlement
sculpture is exuberantly decorated with art styles modelled on those
current in Scandinavia. The Gosforth Cross’s Borre-style ring-chain
motif, for example, appears on Scandinavian metalwork and textiles.®®
These changes in mortuary practice signalled the affinities of a new
Anglo-Scandinavian elite in ways that combined elements of their
Scandinavian heritage with established conventions of the English
church.

In a perfect world, the two halves of this short study would now come
neatly together. The strategy of openness, tolerance and accommoda-
tion outlined for Rouen’s Viking converts would be seen to manifest
itself in material culture resembling these accommodating carved stones
from northern England. On present evidence, however, there is nothing
in Normandy that exhibits this kind of cultural mix in material form.
Scandinavian place-names and personal names are abundant, as is
evidence of pride in a Nordic heritage in sources as early as the eleventh
century, but Normandy has no comparable corpus of monuments
reflecting the Scandinavian origins of its founders.®”

The contrast is striking, and some of the explanation must lie with
ecclesiastical actors. Stone sculpture was a highly developed element of
England’s Christian heritage. Faced with a challenge, the church in
northern England drew on this cultural inheritance and reworked it to
suit a society absorbing newcomers and experiencing change. After the
settlement, patrons were not necessarily all of Scandinavian descent, but
the new classes of monuments with mythological and secular images
allowed immigrants (and descendants of immigrants) to proclaim their
new identities and anchor themselves in Christian society without losing
everything that recalled their past lives as pagans: neither their language,
their visual culture, nor the universe of their imagination. The Norman
church must have found a way for its Scandinavian immigrants to
become Christian that drew them into the indigenous religious identity,

%8 James Graham-Campbell, Viking Art (London, 2013), 63-81. Portable objects may
have provided models for the motifs and designs on stone.

% Abrams, ‘Early Normandy’; Mavis Baylé, ‘Réminiscences angloscandinaves dans la
sculpture romane de Normandie’, Anglo-Norman Studies 13 (1990), 35—48.
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but whether or not that way allowed the converted immigrants to
express their difference from the surrounding populations who had
been Christian for so long is unclear. Is it significant that in England,
the son of a member of the Viking Great Army of the 860s became not
just a bishop but archbishop of Canterbury, whereas the earliest known
bishop in Normandy with a Norse name was not in post until ¢.990 at
the earliest?’? Apart from the archbishops of Rouen, senior churchmen
are noticeably absent from the record throughout the tenth century, and
it is unclear how many priests remained in place in Normandy to
minister to their flocks and apply the dossier’s programme.”"

The political matrix in which religious change took place nevertheless
differed significantly in these two locations and doubtless affected the
dynamic between pagans and Christians. The Scandinavian regime in
Rouen soon came to identify itself vigorously with the church, and it may
have used its new religion as an instrument in the drive to establish
control over other communities of Scandinavians settled in the region.
Pressure to convert in western Normandy, for example, could have been
areflex of Rouen’s ambitions and — if achieved — unwelcome, a sign of the
loss of independence. Since both sides of this particular interface between
paganism and Christianity traced their origins to the same homelands,
allusions to Scandinavian heritage carried more complications than in
England. Only when Normandy’s young leader Richard I (r. 942-96)
found himself dependent on unconverted Viking warbands in the mid-
tenth century, Fraser McNair has argued, did his court in Rouen develop
a language of overarching Norman ethnicity, creating ‘a powerful if
rather incoherent sense of group solidarity’ to appeal to the new arrivals.””
By the time Dudo of St Quentin finished his history of the Norman
dukes in the early eleventh century, Rouen’s supremacy was well estab-
lished, inter-Scandinavian rivalries were conveniently obscured, and
Dacigena, ‘Scandinavian-born’, had become a synonym for ‘Norman’.”?

7% Oda, bishop of Ramsbury, ¢.900x27—41, was archbishop of Canterbury from 941 to
958. On Norgod, bishop of Avranches, see Richard Allen, “The Norman Episcopate, 989—
1110’, 2 vols (DPhil thesis, University of Oxford, 2009), 3144, esp. 31-2.

71 Abrams, ‘Early Normandy’, 61.

72 Praser McNair, “The Politics of Being Norman in the Reign of Richard the Fearless,
Duke of Normandy (r. 942-996)’, EME 23 (2015), 308-28, at 310.

73" De moribus et actis primorum Normanniae ducum, ed. Jules Lair, Mémoires de la Société
des Antiquaires de Normandie 23 (Caen, 1865); Dudo of St Quentin: History of the
Normans, transl. Eric Christiansen (Woodbridge, 1998); McNair, ‘Politics of Being
Norman’, 322.
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We do not know whether the strategy of conversion by accommo-
dation recommended to the archbishop of Rouen by the pope was a
resounding success, or abandoned in despair, but there are hints that
the approach across Normandy may have been fiercer and more
coercive. Samantha Herrick’s study of eleventh-century saints’ lives
has highlighted a distinctive regional interest in conversion, suggesting
that the issue remained live long after Rollo’s takeover.”* In these
hagiographical narratives, holy men of the distant past battle pagan
shrines and convert populations by force brutally sustained by royal
power. Herrick has observed that this implies that, at least in parts of
the Norman province, the process of conversion had also been unwel-
come in more recent times.”> Mark Hagger has argued that conversion
was slow and ‘not easily achieved’ in Normandy because ‘coercion
could take the process only so far’; ‘hearts and minds’ were only won
‘with the passing of generations’.”® What was also required was a
reconstruction of the infrastructure of the institutional church, but
this was entirely dependent on the extension of ducal political control
and far from rapidly achieved.

What did the Scandinavians make of their conversion, however it
came about? We can only speculate, but we might wonder whether
some of those who experienced a more accommodating strategy could
have felt the adaptation of their cultural property as a loss, or perceived
in the process an injury inflicted by what we would now call cultural
appropriation. Christianity’s attitudes to other religions — its propen-
sity to ‘ingest’ and ‘transform’ them in its own image while insisting on
its superiority and separateness — is not universally admired;”” nor can
its introduction have always been perceived as entirely beneficial by
those who accepted it. However, Viking-Age pagans are largely silent,
their perspective lost; and the majority of sources relevant to their
conversion — whether contemporary or retrospective — were written by
churchmen whose work abounds with tabloid-style clichés or tenden-
tious revisionism. Furthermore, in Normandy the origins of the
province became entangled in ducal propaganda, and although its

74 Samantha Kahn Herrick, [magining the Sacred Past: Hagiography and Power in Early
Normandy (Cambridge, MA, 2007), esp. 125-7.

7> Tbid. 83-8.

76 Hagger, Norman Rule, 211-13.

77 Nora Berend, Interconnection and Separation: Medieval Perspectives on the Modern
Problem of the “Global Middle Ages™, Medieval Encounters 29 (2023), 285-314, at
285 and 309.
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Scandinavian heritage came to define its identity, nothing was to be
gained by retailing the religious struggles and institutional setbacks
that probably characterized the Norman church in its first Scandi-
navian century. In England, Scandinavian regimes were everywhere
replaced in the tenth century by a West Saxon king from southern
England, ruling a single unified kingdom. It was consequently not in
the interests of churches and churchmen in zones of Scandinavian
settlement to talk about old allies; collaborations and compromises
might have been better forgotten. In addition to the voice of the
Scandinavian convert, we are therefore also missing — with the excep-
tion of the Norman dossier — the voice from the ecclesiastical coalface.

Outsiders in religious terms when interactions first began, Scan-
dinavians nevertheless achieved notable power and were major actors
in significant settings, as military enemies and allies, kings, merchants
and settlers. Religious conversion was a crucial means of bringing them
further inside the tent. Without narrative evidence — indeed, without
conventional evidence of any sort — an unproblematized idea that
conversion ‘just happened’ has taken root, but this tendency to see the
transition from paganism to Christianity as an organic development
conflates the diverse routes to conversion and ignores their singularity.
A focus on the interfaces between pagan and Christian gives more
room to the agency of churchmen, although the energy and creativity
with which they faced their local challenges can generally only be
imagined. The institutional church was not the only agent that
brought Christianity to the Scandinavians of the diaspora, but even
the scanty sources that we have show churchmen at work with
strikingly different solutions to this task.
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