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Note on the Text

NAMES AND SOURCES

Historical names can prove difficult in a book like this, which attempts to tread a fine line between accessibility and the complexities of early medieval societies. With names sometimes sounding odd and even alienating to the modern anglophone ear, how to render them in print can be the bane of editors and typesetters, not to mention authors. Although there are no tricky long-abandoned letters such as þ or ð to worry about, the choice of spelling is an issue when it comes to our protagonist, the self-styled ‘King of all England and Denmark, and the Norwegians, and Part of the Swedes’, whose name, meaning ‘Knot’ in Old Norse, can be rendered Knútr, Knud, Knut, Cnut or Canute. In some ways, the variety reflects the various identities and audiences of this ruler. Versions of the traditional anglophone rendering, ‘Canute’, were occasionally used in some Anglo-Latin documents and ‘Canute’ still crops up today in such diverse circumstances as the name of a street or of a transport company. Old Norse sources tend to run with variations of ‘Knútr’, while many modern Scandinavian historians use the modern personal name ‘Knud’ (Danish) or ‘Knut’ (Swedish and Norwegian, and also the name of a famous polar bear in Berlin Zoo). In England, the letter K was only stuttering into use in the eleventh century and ‘Cnut’ was used on coins and in many contemporary English documents, including the annals from the period known to us as the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. As this is a book on an English king – or at least a ‘King of England’ – for a series about English monarchs it seems appropriate to make that choice here and refer to him as ‘Cnut’.

The different ways in which Cnut was remembered reflects the range of sources for the period of his reign (1017–35). The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle provides a court-focused narrative of the main events of the Anglo-Saxon period in the contemporary vernacular of Old English. Despite recording events in year-by-year annals, the Chronicle for much of our period is likely to have been compiled by a single author (referred to here as the ‘Chronicler’), between about 1017 and 1023, perhaps even in a single writing campaign that brought together the early years of Cnut’s reign with those of his predecessors Æthelred ‘the Unready’ (978–1016) and Edmund ‘Ironside’ (1016). The Chronicler’s criticisms of some of those who surrounded the kings of the time makes it difficult to determine whether the writer of the Chronicle favoured the advent of Cnut’s reign. Whatever his thoughts, the Chronicler does not seem hostile to Cnut himself. Historians may supplement the words of the Chronicle with those of a Flemish author writing an encomium for Cnut’s English queen, Emma, a few years after Cnut’s death.1 These narrative sources may draw on the memories of those who were around Cnut during his reign, but they should be used with care. The authors of the time were not writing with the aim of providing an accurate record for posterity and there is much that the Chronicle and the Encomium Emmae Reginae do not say. For a fuller picture of the king, we must draw from a wider range of records, from the intricately composed Old Norse of skalds, or court poets, through to the statements of Christian piety in Latin and Old English in charters and laws, as well as the few visual depictions of Cnut’s kingship that survive: the images of his head hammered on coins in England and Scandinavia or the depiction of the king with Queen Emma in a Winchester monastery’s Liber Vitae (‘Book of Life’).

Yet still we lack the full story at crucial moments of Cnut’s life, and we can only surmise his whereabouts during certain periods. This is not an uncommon problem when writing about early medieval rulers, but to make up for quite substantial gaps in our knowledge of Cnut, historians have often turned to later accounts, such as those of the twelfth-century Anglo-Norman chroniclers John of Worcester, William of Malmesbury and Henry of Huntingdon, and the late twelfth-century Scandinavian authors writing in Latin, Saxo Grammaticus and Sven Aggeson in Denmark, and Theodoric the Monk in Norway, as well as the Old Norse ‘Kings’ Sagas’, the most famous of which were written by the thirteenth-century Icelandic politician Snorri Sturluson.

The siren song of the details provided by accounts like these is seductive, particularly when trying to build a biographical picture of character. A particularly pertinent case is that of the Icelandic Knytlinga Saga, written in the mid thirteenth century, which relates that Cnut was handsome despite his thin and ‘slightly crooked’ nose, and was not particularly intelligent, just like his father, Swein Forkbeard, and his father before him!2 That reflection of the intelligence of the king in a line of not-so-clever rulers might be revelatory if we were to rely upon it in an examination of Cnut as a ruler. Was he feckless and was any success of his simply due to good fortune? There were certainly points in the king’s reign when he was favoured by circumstances beyond his control, but we should not let a writer who is likely to have been as removed from direct knowledge of events as we are today determine how we read the eleventh-century Cnut. The motif of describing appearance linked with personality had been the stock-in-trade of authors since Charlemagne’s biographer Einhard resurrected the classical form of biographical writing in the ninth century, and hence should not be taken at face value. Historians also need to proceed with caution when picking their way through fragmentary sources. And, as we shall see below, this applies to the best-known, if apocryphal, episode associated with Cnut.
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1

Cnut the Conqueror

The words of the twelfth-century historian Henry of Huntingdon may have had the greatest impact on our view of Cnut today. At the height of his power, according to Henry, Cnut ordered his throne to be taken to the seashore ‘as the tide was coming in’. The imperious nature of the king’s command to the rising sea is famous in the traditional narratives of English history, even if the words themselves are less well known:


You are subject to me, as the land on which I am sitting is mine, and no one has resisted my overlordship with impunity. I command you, therefore, not to rise on to my land, nor to presume to wet the clothing or limbs of your master.1



The command is normally read in terms of Cnut teaching a lesson to his fawning courtiers, but it is the king who is shown to learn his lesson. The tide does not do as Cnut commands and Henry has him declare that, compared with that of God, ‘the power of kings is empty and worthless’.2

Popular memory is created through such myths. If we were to believe that Cnut really was so arrogant as to try to command the tide, we might recall with a wry smile the limited intelligence reported by the Knytlinga Saga. A more generous interpretation might be determined by the boundless ambition of the aspiring emperor finally held in check by the power of the natural world. However, the lesson for a ruler has more to do with Henry’s view of Anglo-Norman politics than Anglo-Danish power and it is interesting that Henry used Cnut, a figure whose realm then stretched across seas, to inform Anglo-Norman monarchs whose realms likewise stretched across the English Channel. Cnut, a conqueror of kingdoms whose power had grown with his achievements, was an apt choice. He is less well remembered today than the conquerors who came after him and Henry of Huntingdon’s vignette is now the only episode by which he is popularly known. A mighty ruler who once dominated the North Sea has been relegated to a bit part in the popular perception of medieval history. But we should bear in mind that the very fact that this episode was attributed to him at a time when historical writing was being revived shows the regard in which Cnut was held in twelfth-century England.3 His reputation had been built on solid eleventh-century foundations.

There is a certain irony that later generations have been keen to link the failed attempt to stop the tide with their own location, whether Southampton, Bosham (West Sussex), where Victorian tradition associates a child’s grave with a drowned daughter of Cnut, or even, following another twelfth-century telling of the story, the tidal creek at Westminster. This is all part of the creation of myth in popular history, but such elaborations on the legend reflect the way in which the sea and shore did form an important part of Cnut’s power. Skalds reciting poems at Cnut’s court, who were paid vast sums to extol the virtues of the king, returned again and again to the image of great fleets of ships.4 This was no mere hyperbole. Cnut crossed the sea, particularly the North Sea, strikingly often throughout his reign. As we shall see, he travelled from the south of his new English kingdom to Denmark where he claimed his paternal kingdom, and from Denmark east to the Baltic where he projected Danish power in regional disputes in which his Polish mother’s royal ancestry gave him a stake,5 north to Sweden to protect his interests there, and to Norway to build an empire.

What is more, the discovery in 1997 of the longest Viking ship yet known, ‘Roskilde 6’, dated by its timbers to Cnut’s reign, built of Norwegian wood and found at the heart of his Danish realm, gives a tangible sense of the means by which Cnut’s power might have been exercised. It may even have been a royal flagship in which Cnut himself sailed.6 (See picture 10 in the plate section.)

The seashore also provides the setting for the moment at which Cnut first became a political actor in English history. In contrast to Henry of Huntingdon’s tale of a tidal washout, we can be confident that the event in question actually happened. The setting is Sandwich, Kent, in the spring months of 1014. The young Dane, not yet a king, was with his fleet when an order was given for the hands, ears and noses of the English hostages in his charge to be cut off. The mutilation of the hostages’ genitals is a detail added later by Norman writers,7 but the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, a reasonably contemporary record, provides enough information for us to know that this was a dramatic event in Cnut’s history for which he was responsible.

Did this act take place on shore or on a ship, in view of locals or out of sight? Did Cnut himself step ashore? Did he take part in any of the bloodletting? Little further is known. The Chronicle implies that Cnut was the agent of the action himself, but at this time a leader need only give an order to take credit for what his men did in his name. The episode raises other questions that cannot be answered. Were the dismembered body parts displayed (the notion is not so odd for an age in which heads might be impaled on stakes) or were they simply cast into the sea? Were Cnut’s actions intended as an extreme demonstration of his potential for political violence or as a Christian statement of imperial rule: making the hostages pay with their bodies for the sins of others while ensuring their souls were saved?8 In the political maelstroms of the early Middle Ages, either would have been possible and neither explanation rules out the other, but whatever motivated him, Cnut, the young Prince of Denmark, had clearly made an impact, both literally and symbolically, on the lives of the English nobility.

These unfortunate hostages – now freed but disfigured – were not just sons of the men of Kent but had been living guarantees provided by the leading nobility from across England who had submitted to Cnut’s father, Swein Forkbeard, as he became King of the English during the preceding year. We can be reasonably confident that the hostages were indeed men, and most probably young men, as hostageship was often a filial duty. One man, a certain Æthelwine, who had been ‘deprived of his hands’ while held hostage by the Danes, is recorded in a Worcestershire charter collection as a party in a property dispute a generation or so after Cnut’s accession to the throne.9 Although we cannot be certain that Æthelwine had been one of the actual hostages of 1014, his survival and evident importance in his community show that Cnut’s action would have been intended as a permanent reminder to those who had provided the hostages.

The year 1014 has been given a grisly benchmark by the recent discovery in Dorset of the decapitated bodies of fifty or so likely Vikings, executed at some point in the later tenth or early eleventh century (probably before 1014). That act was evidently public, in a place linked with public authority.10 Seen alongside that mass execution, Cnut’s hostages may have felt lucky to have escaped with their lives, but Cnut may have been less concerned with killing than with broadcasting his dissatisfaction and demonstrating his determination to succeed as a political actor in England. He evidently intended to make his mark at the time in a way that would be remembered for some time thereafter.

In order to understand why Cnut should arrive at Sandwich and then depart, having left a hitherto-valuable bunch of hostages bleeding on the beach, we must look to the context of the struggle for the English kingdom in the reign of Æthelred the Unready, ruler since 978, and the waves of Viking attacks that had swept the kingdom since the 980s. These attacks were intensifying in the early eleventh century, requiring ever higher taxes to pay for military defences to repulse the Vikings or simply to pay them off. This gave rise to serious fractures among the English nobility. The Viking invasions help us to understand why the kingdom should have been under such pressure as to have accepted the invading Viking Swein Forkbeard as king, why Æthelred looked to Thorkell ‘the Tall’, a Danish warlord often at odds with Swein and later with Cnut, to provide a mercenary service to the English kingdom, and why many of the English nobility were eventually willing to accept Cnut as their king.

Cnut’s father Swein Forkbeard, king in Denmark since the 980s, was scion of a dynasty that had been in control of a substantial Danish territory since the middle of the tenth century, only a little less time than England had been ruled (since the 920s) by Æthelred’s branch of the English dynasty. We know next to nothing about Cnut’s early life at this time, though Swein’s father was Harald ‘Bluetooth’ (d. c. 987), during whose reign a number of monuments were erected across the Jutland peninsula, including a runestone at Jelling that proclaimed his rule over Denmark and Norway, boasting that he ‘made the Danes Christian’ (see picture 9),11 and from which the dynasty is sometimes called the Jelling dynasty. Harald was the name of Swein’s other known son, who became King of Denmark following Swein’s death, so, given that this name was evidently a tribute to Swein’s father, we might suppose that Cnut was younger than his brother (although the Encomium says just the opposite12). Cnut also had a half-sister, probably called Gytha, by a relationship that was evidently history long before he was born, and Cnut’s mother, sister of a Polish king, was formerly married to a Swedish king until his death around 995,13 so we can at least surmise that Cnut was not particularly old in 1014, probably not much older than the hostages he ordered to be mutilated. In a formal praise poem, a drápa, from later in Cnut’s reign, the eleventh-century skaldic poet Ottar the Black reminded his audience that ‘no younger prince ever departed his homeland’.14 Given that skalds such as Ottar always flattered their patrons, Cnut’s youth presumably mattered in the commemoration of conquest, and his actions were all the more
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