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Dedication

For Caspar




Epigraph

Let those who, for a long time, have been robbers now become knights. Let those who have been fighting against their brothers and relatives now fight in a proper way against the barbarians. Let those who have been serving as mercenaries for small pay now obtain the eternal reward. Let those who have been wearing themselves out in both body and soul now work for a double honour.

(reported words of Pope Urban II, 1095)

The Greeks and the Longobards know that they were defeated by the Danes, the might of Rome fell out of fear of our people; Normandy was harried, Norway and England were conquered, Finland and Sambia and the Slavic areas from Pomerania to Holstein are vanquished. But better than fighting for your own name is to fight for religion.

(reported words of Esbern Snare, 1187)
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List of Maps

The following maps are designed for the geographical orientation of the reader. Their chronological centre of gravity lies in the period between 950 and 1200, but they are not intended as reconstructions of any particular historical moment. This book covers a long period, and the political geography of Europe changed dramatically between the fourth and thirteenth centuries. Where political formations are indicated, the intention is to help the reader locate them in a general sense. They should not be taken to imply the longevity of political entities or the stability of names and frontiers. No attempt has been made to mark borders, which changed dramatically over the course of the period.

a) The world of the Viking Crusades

b) Scandinavia and the North Atlantic

c) The eastern Baltic

d) Eastern Europe

e) The eastern Mediterranean

f) The western Mediterranean
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1

Vikings of Christ

Jórsalafarar brutu Orkhaug

Maeshowe runic inscription (Anon., 1125–1175)

In 1861, the Conservative MP for South Durham, James Farrer, began upon an enterprise that had been, in his own words, ‘long contemplated, but from various circumstances unavoidably delayed’.[1]

Farrer had received permission to excavate the ‘great tumuli in the neighbourhood of the Stones of Stennes, or Ring of Brodgar’ in Orkney, two separate settings of prehistoric standing stones – the latter of which is the third largest stone circle in the British Isles, with a diameter of 104 metres. Their precise target was ‘the great tumulus of Maes-howe’, a massive barrow 35 metres in diameter and rising to a height of 7.3 metres that remained, to Farrer’s knowledge at least, unexcavated. With the permission of the landowner – fellow antiquary Colonel David Balfour – Farrer assembled a team that included the influential archaeologist of Irish antiquity George Petrie, a road contractor called Mr Wilson, and several friends of Farrer’s who arrived by steamship. They broke ground on 6 July, overseen by Wilson’s foreman, ‘a most active and intelligent fellow’ named Alexander Johnson.[2] By nightfall, Johnson and his team had uncovered a passage on the western side of the tumulus leading into the dark interior. It was roofed and walled by massive slabs of red sandstone, the largest of which (it was later discovered) weighed three tons (around 2,700 kilograms). Finding the passage blocked with rubble, the team decided to gain entry to the tomb from the apex of the mound. 

It is hard to imagine what this proto-archaeological team expected to find within, but their excitement and anticipation must have been intense. The golden age of archaeology that began with the spectacular discoveries of Heinrich Schliemann at Troy (1873) and Mycenae (1876) lay in the future, but an indication of the treasures buried in untouched tombs of stone had recently been brought to light at Sheikh Abd el-Qurna in Thebes, Egypt. There, in 1857, the young Scottish antiquary Alexander Rhind had entered and excavated the untouched two-thousand-year-old tomb of a Roman-era couple whose burial, on closer investigation, turned out to be only the most recent of a sequence stretching back a further thousand years.[3] The many-chambered vault, with its passages, vertical shafts and numbing antiquity, would have fired the imaginations of like-minded antiquarians. Farrer and Petrie knew of Rhind’s discoveries; in fact they almost certainly knew each other personally. All were Fellows of the Society of Antiquaries of Scotland and all three had published in the second volume of proceedings of the society.[4] Rhind’s early interest in Scottish archaeology – shared with Petrie and Farrer – had been diverted to warmer climes on medical advice; had it not, he too might well have been excavating Maeshowe in 1861.[5] 

At Orkney, the crestfallen investigators initially found nothing: no life-size effigies or Pictish sarcophagi, no statues to strange gods or golden treasures glinting in the lamplight, no steps or tunnels descending to unfathomable depths and ages antediluvian. They found instead a beehive-shaped tomb complete with empty side-chambers, all of it strewn with rubble and earth. Not even the bones of the ancient dead had been left behind for the living to discover. The tumulus, it was clear to Farrer, had been plundered in ages past, ‘probably by the Northmen, who, as is well known, were not deterred by feelings either of religion or superstition, from opening and ransacking any place likely to repay them for their trouble’. He had been pointed to this conclusion, however, by a very different kind of treasure. As the rubble was cleared, and daylight penetrated the gloom, ‘the keen eye of Mr Joseph Robertson discovered the first of the Runic inscriptions … high up on the walls of the building’.[6] Farrer and his cohorts had found the first runic inscriptions in Orkney. In fact, runic writing marks one of the entirely accessible sunlit and above-ground stones of the Ring of Brodgar – a stone’s throw from Maeshowe. Nevertheless, the discovery was electrifying. Here the authentic Norse voices of a long-vanished world spoke directly to the present through the incised rock of the Northern Isles. To this day the Maeshowe runes form the largest collection of such inscriptions outside Scandinavia. What they revealed was something even more extraordinary. 

On stylistic grounds, the runes date to between 1125 and 1175, and so do not date to the Viking Age of the imagination (usually bracketed between the late eighth and late eleventh centuries). They belong instead to the long, drawn-out Norse afterglow that enveloped the Northern Isles of Britain deep into the later Middle Ages. They also explain and seem to corroborate details of Orkneyinga saga, the Icelandic account of the early (Norse) history of the Northern Isles written in the thirteenth century. In particular, they seemed to confirm the saga’s description of Jarl Harald Maddadson (r.1139–1206) hiding inside the mound during a snowstorm. The graffiti ranges from the tantalising (‘In the north-west is great wealth concealed’) to the mundane (‘Arnfinnr Food carved these runes’) and the lewd (‘Þorny fucked – Helgi carved’). They hint at buried treasure, or perhaps merely to the rumour of treasure and the imaginations of the rune carvers. But two inscriptions also attest to something else – something unexpected in this remote and windswept corner of the north: ‘Jorsalafara broke Orkhaugr [Orkney-barrow]’; ‘Jorsalamanna broke this mound’.[7] 

Both Jorsalafara (‘Jerusalem-farers’) and Jorsalamenn (‘Jerusalem-men’) can be interpreted straightforwardly as meaning travellers to the Holy City. But in the context of their time these terms are typically translated more pointedly as denoting armed pilgrims. Or, to use the most commonly understood term, ‘Crusaders’. 

Orkney, the archipelago of small islands lying to the north of the Scottish mainland in the interstices of the North Sea and the North Atlantic, is the departure point for one of the more surprising ventures credibly recorded in saga history. In 1151, the jarl of the islands and Caithness, Rognvald Kali Kolsson (r.1136–1158), embarked on an adventure to the Holy Land in a late spasm of the ill-fated Second Crusade. His expedition is recounted in detail in the pages of Orkneyinga saga, the history of the rulers of Orkney up to the early thirteenth century, largely based on earlier sagas set down in the late twelfth century. In the telling of it that survives, Jarl Rognvald’s Crusade has an epic, cinematic quality. Though the vast majority of those who set out on the adventure were never named, it was, like other Crusades, presented as a quest embarked upon by a fellowship of close companions: alongside Rognvald were William, Bishop of Orkney, ‘Magnus, son of Havard Gunnason, and Svein Hroaldsson, each in command of a ship. In addition, though of less importance, these men are named: Thorgeir Safakoll, Oddi the Little, Thorbjorn the Black and Armod, all of them the jarl’s poets; then there were Thorkel Hook-eye, Grimkel of Glaitness and Blann, son of Thorstein of Flydruness.’ Later, others joined them: the Norwegians Erling Ormsson, Aslak Erlendsson, Magnus Havardsson and the Norwegian chieftain Eindridi the Young. The English-sounding Jon Foot, the jarl’s brother-in-law, provided a ship ‘everywhere carved and inlaid with gold upon prow and stern, wind-vanes and so on’.[8] 

Preparations for the pious adventure went badly. The jarl’s companions committed so many outrages that he was forced to pay damages from his own pocket: at one point Svein Hroaldsson lost his temper with a Norwegian named Arni Pin-Leg and drove an ‘axe into Arni’s head right up to the handle’.[9] Nevertheless, in the summer of 1151, they got underway with fifteen ships and sailed south, to Scotland, then England (where Armod wrote a poem about the waves round the Humber) and then France. In Narbonne, the jarl flirted – in true courtly style (this was the high medieval period, remember) – with the beautiful Ermengarde, Viscountess of Narbonne. On this occasion, Armod turned his poetic attentions to a subject racier than the Humber estuary: ‘I’d bed her gladly, even once would be worth it, a wish come true.’[10] Poetry worthy of the walls of Maeshowe.

Rognvald, for his part, composed his own verses which, while ostensibly tender, never quite escaped the usual Viking preoccupations. These had an unseemly tendency to intrude into his poetry:

I’ll swear, clever sweetheart,

You’re a slender delight

To grasp and to cuddle,

My golden-locked girl.

Ravenous the hawk, crimson

-clawed, flesh-crammed – 

But now, heavily hangs

The silken hair.[11] 

If Ermengarde wasn’t impressed by invocations of ravening, gore-stuffed raptors, she might have preferred the jarl’s other talents, talents he helpfully enumerated in verse (perhaps for the benefit of other eligible young ladies):

At nine skills I challenge – 

A champion at chess:

Runes I rarely spoil,

I read books and write:

I’m skilled at skiing

And shooting and sculling

And more! – I’ve mastered 

Music and verse.[12] 

Runes, chess, literacy, skiing, archery, rowing, music and (skaldic) poetry.[13] Here was the renaissance man of the grim grey ocean, blending the courtly skills and romantic conventions of the Age of Troubadours and Courtly Love with the rougher, wilder, brinier, bloodier heritage of the north: a world that still valued, and expected others to value, ‘banners of blood’ and the clamour of blades. The jarl hoped, after a later run-in with an Islamic Andalusi dromond beyond the Strait of Gibraltar, that ‘Of the slaughter, the spear storm, from south and north, at Narbonne, she [the pined-for Ermengarde] would hear news.’[14] 

In truth, this minor naval skirmish turned out to be one of the only significant outbreaks of action during Rognvald’s expedition.[15] Religious motives, even token Christian cosmetics (the presence of Bishop William aside), are – in the words of the skalds and the later saga writer – conspicuously absent. The pillaging of the dromond is presented as a simple act of murderous piracy: after taking a few captives, ‘everyone else on the dromond they killed, getting plenty of money and other valuable things’. After which ‘they set it on fire and destroyed it’. The fleet turned south towards the land of the Saracens (presumably the North African coast), where they displayed their supposed zeal for militarised Christianity by making ‘a week’s truce with the townspeople and traded with them, selling them silver and other valuables’.[16] Winning souls for Mother Church appears to have been the last thing on anyone’s mind. 

Rognvald’s Crusade tracked the route of the Norwegian King Sigurd’s dramatic expedition that had sailed before his in 1107, but the jarl arrived too late to the Holy Land for military adventures. By the time his fleet docked, the Second Crusade had petered out in bathetic failure. Instead, he swam in the River Jordan, visited the tourist spots and made the – by then obligatory – pit-stop in Constantinople (modern Istanbul) to be entertained by the Byzantine emperor on his way home. Nevertheless, Rognvald’s ‘crusade’ – burnished by the poetry he wrote about himself (and that others wrote about him) – ensured his lasting fame. Combined with the translation under his watch of the relics of his uncle St Magnus to Kirkwall and the bankrolling of the magnificent Romanesque cathedral of St Magnus that still stands in the town to this day, Rognvald’s posthumous reputation gained its own religious aura. He was subsequently canonised as St Rognvald. 

Rognvald’s Crusade may, on the face of it, have been a bit of a dud. It was also, in almost every way, merely an echo of older, greater deeds. But throughout this book many of the plot elements, as well as the themes and ideas that underlie it, will be repeated and elaborated upon. Before the end, the image of dragon-prowed longships splitting the azure waters of the Mediterranean, the rise and fall of northern axes on the streets and strands of Seville and Syracuse, Cyprus and Syria, will become increasingly familiar. And, as we go on, other horizons – equally undreamed of – will open up before us.

For many, the world of the Viking north and the era of the Crusades sit apart from one another in the imagination; for anglophones in particular, they are sundered from each other by the mental gulf created by the Norman Conquest. The Vikings, on the far side, are a phenomenon of the ‘Dark Ages’, an age of unreconstructed barbarism and pagan menace, drenched in blood-sacrifice and presided over by grim, brooding gods. The Crusades, on the near side, are squarely medieval. An outgrowth of the colour, pageantry and romance of an era of knights, cathedrals, castles and bright heraldry: an age of violence, certainly, but glossed with faith and chivalry and derring-do. 

Both images are caricatures, created and compounded by centuries of cultural baggage and historical convention. Medieval Crusaders, it should hardly need pointing out, were easily the equal of their pagan ancestors in brutality and aggression, their faith sometimes a fig leaf, and at others a justification, for their violence and rapacity. And the Vikings, as well as their Norse-speaking medieval descendants, embraced Christianity and many of the mores of mainstream western Christendom with enthusiasm. From the tenth century onward, the men of the north were as likely to be found killing in the name of Christ as they were to be pillaging the monasteries of Britain, Ireland and France. By the eleventh and twelfth centuries, the swords of Scandinavia were turned with frequency and fervour against the perceived enemies of God: in the Holy Land, in the wild and frozen world of the eastern Baltic, and within the bounds of their own Scandinavian realms.

This book begins, however, not in the age of the Crusade – nor even in the Viking Age – but at the dawn of late Antiquity with the defining victory of the soon-to-be-Emperor Constantine at the Battle of the Milvian Bridge (AD 312). This battle set a template – both for muscular Christianity in Europe and for the set dressing that self-consciously Christian kings employed. Holy War was theatre, and the props were determined in the fourth century. They were adopted swiftly, and carried forward by later kings. By their works, the Frankish King Clovis and the warrior saints of Britain (such as the Northumbrian saint-kings Oswald and Edwin) inspired and legitimised the marriage of piety and brutality that so often stamped the conversion of northern pagan peoples. None exemplified this duality so powerfully as the Frankish king and later emperor Charlemagne. His missionary conquest of the pagan Saxons set a template for forcible conversion and also ultimately triggered the Christianisation of Denmark. 

Elsewhere in the north, the conversion of Norway and the North Atlantic was prolonged and violent. Early missionary attempts by Norwegian kings and, in particular, the extreme brutality deployed by King Olaf Tryggvason in bringing the cross to Norway, Iceland and the Northern Isles of Scotland were matched by the career of Norwegian King Olaf Haraldsson. Olaf died on the battlefield and was subsequently venerated as a holy martyr. Raised to sainthood, he provided the northern church with a model of militant Christianity for the Scandinavian mission. Swedish paganism, however, endured into the twelfth century. And, while their western neighbours were roiled by Christian conversion, civil turmoil and adventures in the northern oceans, the Swedes were busy opening new frontiers of their own – expanding the Scandinavian diaspora via the rivers of eastern Europe towards the very fringes of Christian Europe and the Middle East beyond.

The second section of this book opens in the east with the Viking origins of ‘Rūs’. These people – whose culture centred on Kyiv and Novgorod – would shape the future nations of Russia, Ukraine and Belarus. Their conversion to eastern forms of Christianity and close relationship with the Byzantine Empire introduced generations of Scandinavian warriors – many of them inducted as mercenary ‘Varangians’ into the Byzantine army – to the Mediterranean, Balkans, Levant and Middle East. Most famous of them all, the Norwegian king Harald harðráði (‘Hard-ruler’) Sigurdsson – a prince in exile – served as a high-ranking Varangian and influenced every major frontier of Byzantine conflict. His armed expedition and pilgrimage to Fatimid-controlled Jerusalem in the 1030s foreshadowed the Christian conquest of the Holy Land by sixty years. 

Those epoch-defining events, referred to by modern historians as the First Crusade, reverberated across all of Christendom. Its sustaining legend – the bloody capture of Jerusalem in the face of punishing adversity – ignited the Crusading idea in Scandinavia, and even furnished the north with its own myth of heroic martyrdom in the form of the doomed Prince Svein of Denmark, killed in battle against the Turks at Philomelium (Akşehir, Turkey) in 1097 during the march across Anatolia. Svein’s story (and the capture and murder of his wife Florina) became a key part of Scandinavian Crusading propaganda, helping to inspire a number of expeditions during the twelfth century. The first royal ‘Crusade’ launched from Scandinavia was that of the Danish king Erik ‘Evergood’ in 1101/2. 

Erik’s Crusade was not a resounding triumph: his elaborate preparations and stately progression through Europe to Constantinople ended with the king’s death from illness in Cyprus. His wife, Bodil, also mortally sick, continued to Jerusalem where she died and was buried on the Mount of Olives. More successful by far was the maritime adventurer Sigurd the Crusader (Jórsalafari, ‘Jerusalem-farer’) who, in 1107–1110, became the first European king to reach the Holy Land on Crusade. Sigurd’s fleet captured Muslim cities and harried the coastline of southern Spain and the Balearics, then progressed through the Mediterranean (via Norman Sicily) to Jerusalem. There he was co-opted by the Christian king Baldwin of Jerusalem into an ultimately victorious siege of the coastal city of Sidon; he left via Constantinople (where several of his men signed up as Varangians), taking in chariot races at the Hippodrome, and travelling home overland to bask in the holy aura his adventure had conferred on him. 

Sigurd’s was not the last expedition launched by Scandinavians to the Holy Land. After Rognvald’s abortive quest of the 1150s, two contingents of Danish Crusaders departed for the Third Crusade, one of which participated decisively in the siege of Acre (1189–1191), and other Norwegians and Danes continued to make the armed pilgrimage even later into the Middle Ages. Meanwhile, Scandinavian and Scando-Slavic warriors were still striking the time-honoured compact with Byzantium, taking imperial gold in return for military service – even fighting against the Western Crusading forces who attacked Constantinople in 1203. Nevertheless, by the mid-twelfth century, Scandinavian Chrsitian militarism found a more convenient arena for expressing itself. The physical Jerusalem was a long way away, but a substitute could be found closer to home: a Jerusalem of the mind; a Jerusalem in the north. 

The third part of this book deals with the Scandinavian wars against the pagan people of the Baltic that began in earnest during the twelfth century but which had their origins in older interactions between the people of this great enclosed northern sea. Erik Evergood’s campaigns in the Baltic foreshadowed the extension of the Crusading idea, but those that began in 1147 with the first official (papally sanctioned) Crusade against the pagan Wends, led by two rival claimants for the Danish throne, marked a turning point. In practical terms, the Crusade achieved little, but it set a precedent and further Danish expeditions followed. Most spectacularly, Valdemar I of Denmark crushed the Wends of Rügen, bringing them forcibly into the Christian fold. The Danes smashed the famous cliff-hanging temple of Arkona in 1168, casting down its notorious four-headed idol of the god Svantevit. By the 1180s, the entire southern Baltic shoreline had been brought permanently under Christian rule. 

This book concludes with the Crusades against the pagan Estonians and Finns. In 1219, after decades of raids and exploratory expeditions, the kingdom of Denmark attacked the pagans of Estonia, converting its people, changing its landscape and adopting it as a dependency of the Danish crown. At the same time, the Swedish kingdom to the north was pressing its own claims to the vast boreal wilderness of pagan Finland. In the process, both Danes and Swedes ultimately brought the boundaries of western Christendom into contact with the Orthodox realms of the Rūs, establishing bitterly contested political, cultural and religious frontiers that have retained their salience to the present day. The eastward expansion of Scandinavian Christianity was, by the later thirteenth century, effectively over.[17] But the memory and impact of these events, far more than any expedition to the Holy Land, came to shape modern politics and identities in Scandinavia, the eastern Baltic and beyond, forever poisoning relations between western Christianity (both Catholic and Protestant) and their eastern (Orthodox) neighbours. 

The stories told in this book about this long arc of Scandinavian Holy War are full of the adventure, horror and madness associated with the Crusades; yet they exist in a world inspired by – and within touching distance of – the Viking heroes of the past (indeed, the myths and the sagas that have largely defined the popular image of the Viking Age were first written down in this period). Some of the events explored here exist only on the fringes of the mainstream Crusading narrative – in book chapters dealing with the ‘Northern Crusades’ or as footnotes to more famous campaigns. And yet they describe events that transformed the northern world and its communities – sometimes in genocidal fashion – and drew in powers from all around the Baltic and beyond, most notably from Germany (the Holy Roman Empire and the knights of the Teutonic Order), the kingdom of Poland, and the principalities of the Russian-speaking lands to the east. They are stories that deserve telling in all their colour and cinematic scope.

This book focuses on the deeds and experiences of the Scandinavians themselves – of the change they wrought upon the people and places they encountered, and the way in which the experience of Holy War altered those who waged it and shaped the societies that gave rise to and sustained it. It describes how the northern world sought to meet and profit from the demands and opportunities of western Christendom and the Crusading idea. Above all it confronts how traditional preoccupations with violence, plunder, adventure and fame – though increasingly draped in the cross and the trappings of knightly virtue – were often indistinguishable from the impulses that drove the Vikings to terrorise their neighbours in the centuries before Christian institutions hallowed their blood-letting. 

This is, in part, a book about how Vikings became Crusaders. But it is also about how the medieval world – as seen through one of its defining obsessions – imbibed and disseminated the values and attitudes of the northern world; about how the bounds of Christendom were forcibly extended with a hammer that swung from the north – a hammer that presented a familiar and terrible aspect, forged in the pagan fires of the Viking Age.




I: The Risen King
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Northern Gods

In that battle he gave no thought for helmeted warriors nor would he bring mail-clad soldiers to the gates of that fortress; but the locks fell apart, the barriers from the city, and the king rode in

The Descent into Hell (Anon., tenth century)

The Roman Emperor Maxentius had not enjoyed the summer of 312. Word of the advance towards Italy of Constantine, his brother-in-law and rival emperor, had reached him in Rome early in the season and initial confidence – in his generals, in the size of his armies, in the Alpine walls that protected Italy, in the Roman walls that protected his body and his majesty – had ebbed away with every new bulletin from the north. With a considerable cavalry and infantry force, consisting of Roman army contingents from Britain, Gaul and the Rhine frontier, Constantine had crossed the Alps.[1] On arrival in northern Italy, his army burned the gates of Susa (west of Turin), storming the town and encountering little resistance. His restraint in dealing with the populace was an act of political foresight that would stand him in good stead as the campaign progressed. 

To defend Turin – the next major target on Constantine’s route towards Rome – Maxentius had despatched an army reinforced with cataphractarii, the elite heavy-armoured horse of the imperial armies. Faced with this fearsome threat, Constantine formed his battle lines in a concave V shape. Then, when the inevitable cavalry charge came, he seems to have caused the centre – comprised of cataphracts under his personal command – to withdraw. Like a drawn bowstring, Constantine’s defensive line curved backward, bringing the wings of his army to face the vulnerable flanks of the enemy horse. Disorientated, their momentum stalled, the cataphracts became easy targets for Constantine’s club-wielding German infantry. Their heavy cudgels dealt brutal damage, clobbering men from their mounts and battering through the heavy armour of the sluggish unhorsed warriors as they scrambled in the dust. The battle was over; Maxentius’ army had been effectively neutered. The surviving infantry, horrified and demoralised, were routed and fled back towards Turin. The citizens, however, impressed by Constantine’s restrained treatment of the inhabitants of Susa (and presumably mindful of picking the right side in the ongoing contest), barred the gates of the city. The desperate soldiers were slaughtered before the walls.[2] 

News of the defeat reached Milan, whose inhabitants – no doubt motivated by the same sentiments as the Turinese – threw open their own gates to Constantine’s advancing army and greeted them, cynically perhaps, with ‘public rejoicing’.[3] Northern Italy, however, still harboured a potent threat to Constantine’s ambitions. Stationed to the east at Verona, Praetorian prefect Ruricius Pompeianus, Maxentius’ most senior and experienced general, commanded an impressive army. In these circumstances, Constantine could hardly proceed towards Rome and leave his enemy free to menace him from behind. Pompeianus had to be engaged head on and the threat he posed neutralised. This, however, was a formidable challenge. Verona was a strongly fortified city, protected by a loop of the River Adige that cut the city off to the west and south, and garrisoned by elite Roman soldiers. Its citizens would not surrender this time, jubilantly or otherwise; Maxentius must have hoped that Constantine’s advance would finally be checked. 

After routing an advance party of Pompeianus’ cataphracts at Brescia, Constantine laid siege to the city, repelling an early sortie by the garrison. Pompeianus himself, however, having escaped before the blockade was complete, returned suddenly at the head of a relieving army. This was the scenario that besieging armies have ever dreaded – a fresh attacker striking from the rear, destroying supply lines and camp infrastructure and pinning the besieger between the hammer of their assault and the anvil of hostile walls. With limited options, Constantine split his forces into two unequal contingents, leaving the smaller at the walls to maintain the siege and prevent a breakout. The bulk of his army he took under his personal command, leading them into the field against Pompeianus as night began to fall. The fighting was desperate; for Constantine and the men he led defeat meant annihilation.

Those who praised Constantine’s victory in later days were keen to portray him as an avatar of superhuman force and courage, fighting in the front rank like a whirlwind of death, ending the battle sword in hand, drenched in gore. Whatever the extent of his personal prowess, however, Constantine was without doubt an impressive and decisive commander who inspired the loyalty of his men. It was this – alongside the fear of certain destruction – that gave him victory. By the end, Pompeianus lay dead upon the field, his army crushed and scattered. Morale broken, the Verona garrison surrendered to Constantine. The way to Rome lay open and, if the silence of the sources is to be trusted, he encountered no further resistance in the march from Verona across the Apennines. 

This was the news that Maxentius had dreaded – the outcome he had been desperate to avoid. According to those in later days who sought to blacken his memory, Maxentius resorted to rites ever more depraved in a desperate bid to stave off the looming disaster that now seemed inevitable. His true state of mind, and what really informed his next fateful decision, remains the subject of speculation. Perhaps there was a streak of fatalism – a willingness to place his destiny in the lap of the gods or an optimistic interpretation of Sibylline prophecy. Perhaps there was a failure of military intelligence, or political pressure, or a fear of the alarmed and restive citizens of Rome. Perhaps there was bravery, or hubris, or rage – or some other explosive, impulsive mixture of all of these things. Perhaps the spirits he conjured advised him poorly. What is certain, however, is that instead of forcing Constantine to embark on a lengthy, costly and very possibly futile siege before the mighty walls of Rome, Maxentius assembled an army and marched out to confront Constantine in open battle. The two armies met seven or so miles to the north-east of Rome on the far bank of the River Tiber.[4] 

According to the historian Lactantius, writing only a year after the battle, the night before the two armies clashed ‘Constantine was advised in his sleep to mark the heavenly sign of God on the shields and so to enter into battle. He did as he was commanded, and with the letter X placed crosswise [transversa], with the top of its head bent round, he marked Christ on the shields. Armed with this sign, the army took up its weapons.’[5] Eusebius, Bishop of Caesarea (d.339), embellished this account decades later with a version allegedly taken from the mouth of Constantine himself: ‘He said that about the noon-day hours of the sun, when the day was already beginning to decline, he saw with his own eyes the trophy of a cross of light in the heavens, above the sun, and an inscription attached to it: BY THIS CONQUER [Hoc Vince; Τούτῳ Νίκα]. Amazement at the spectacle seized both him and the whole company of soldiers.’[6] Suitably inspired by this divine instruction, Constantine commanded that a standard be constructed, surmounted by the symbol of Christ (the chi-rho), to be carried at the head of his army.[7] This object – the Labarum – would become a feature of Christian Roman militarism in the decades and centuries that followed.[8] God, for the first time since the death of his only son, had gone to war. 

Beginning with the cavalry, Maxentius’ army was routed from the field and driven back to the river and the little stone bridge that crossed it – Pons Milvius, the Milvian Bridge.[9] The bridge itself was old and, either as a result of damage or due to its narrowness, entirely inadequate for a large army to cross. Maxentius had built a pontoon bridge a little to the east, and to this the defeated soldiers fled. Under murky circumstances, this temporary bridge collapsed and many were drowned in the fast-flowing waters of the Tiber. In desperation, the survivors attempted to swim the river or flee towards the old bridge, with Constantine’s pursuing forces slaughtering the hindmost. Maxentius himself was drowned, along with most others who tried to cross the river in flight. His body was found the following morning, washed up on the bank, easily distinguished by the quality of his sodden trappings. His corpse was decapitated and the severed head, mounted on the point of a spear, was carried before Constantine’s victorious army into Rome and through the streets, there to suffer the performative abuse of the citizens.[10] 

In this manner, Christ rode triumphant into the Eternal City. 

In his personal devotion, Constantine seems at best to have been an indifferent Christian. He apparently wasn’t baptised until he lay on his deathbed in 337.[11] But the decisions he took on behalf of his imperial subjects – beginning with the Edict of Milan in 313 that implemented official toleration of Christian worship across the Roman Empire – made him arguably the most important figure in shaping the future of Christianity since the death of the last Apostle. From then on the religion could be practised from the rain-battered bastions of Hadrian’s Wall in northern Britannia to the disputed hinterlands of Mesopotamia and Armenia in the east – most of the time unmolested by Roman officialdom.[12] The Battle of the Milvian Bridge was the forge in which this future was made, a moment of epoch-defining significance. 

The marriage of the Christian religion to the might, heft and heritage of the empire – not to mention its civic and bureaucratic infrastructure – ultimately guaranteed the religion’s spread and survival.[13] That story has been told elsewhere and is, of course, fundamental to any understanding of Christendom and the shape its history was to take. But Constantine himself, and the manner of his victory at the Milvian Bridge, gripped the imaginations of the Christian kings that came after him, moulding perceptions of the correct conduct and function of rulers – perhaps especially among those people whose origins lay outside the structures and hierarchies of the empire. Every detail of the battle became a model for how new Christian kings could and should behave in war, for the role of the divine in supporting the righteous and casting down the impious, and for how the unrepentant infidel should be confronted and for showing the glorious ends to which his doom might lead. 

On a more personal level, for every barbarian princeling afterwards converted to the Religion of Peace, Constantine provided a corrective vision of how traditional aspirations and preoccupations – the drive to conquer, to slaughter one’s enemies, to seize power, wealth and dominion at the point of a sword, to humiliate the defeated, to revel in gore and bloodshed – could now be happily clothed in the trappings of the new religion; a religion that could, moreover, justify those impulses and provide a new language of symbols and associations to express them. 

All of this might have gained only limited traction had Constantine not gone on to achieve stupendous success, wealth and power, emerging from a period of civil war that had followed the collapse of the ‘Tetrarchy’ in 306, as the single and undisputed master of the Roman Empire.[14] The reforms of Diocletian had righted the ship after the omnicrisis of the third century – a perfect storm of political chaos, barbarian invasions, popular rebellions and costly, debilitating war with the Persian Empire. But Diocletian’s grip turned out to be largely personal, and turmoil returned with his retirement. He was also the instigator of the last and perhaps the most brutal of the empire’s official persecutions of Christians. Constantine’s ascension to the imperial throne reinvigorated the empire, solidified its borders, and – in the trajectory of his religious policies – appeared to embrace a more progressive ethos. His new capital of Constantinople became a bastion of unimaginable wealth, power and sophistication that would endure for more than a millennium as the centre of the Greco-Roman world. Constantine the Great thus became a role model for the ages, and his ascendance as such was inextricably linked by his historians to support for the Christian faith. With Constantine, Christ ceased to be only for the meek and downtrodden. Now he was also a god for winners. 

Constantine’s example was written into some of the earliest recorded narratives of royal conversion and made implicit in many more. Clovis, for example, the first Christian king of the barbarian Franks, was – like Constantine – converted on the battlefield; in his case at the Battle of Tolbiac, fought against the Alemanni (a tribal confederation of the upper Rhine valley) around the turn of the sixth century.[15] The Frankish chronicler Gregory of Tours placed the following words into Clovis’ mouth as the tide of battle turned against him: 

O Jesus Christ, you who as Clotilde [Clovis’ Christian wife] tells me are the son of the Living God, you who give succour to those who are in danger, and victory to those accorded who hope in Thee, I seek the glory of devotion with your assistance: If you give me victory over these enemies, and if I experience the miracles that the people committed to your name say they have had, I believe in you, and I will be baptised in your name. Indeed, I invoked my gods, and, as I am experiencing, they failed to help me, which makes me believe that they are endowed with no powers, that they do not come to the aid of those who serve. It’s to you I cry now, I want to believe in you if only I may be saved from my opponents.

Of course the narrative demands were fulfilled. The Alemannic king was killed in the fighting and the battle turned; Clovis pulled off a dramatic and unexpected victory. His formal baptism at Reims followed (as, eventually, did the conversion of the Frankish people) and, in Gregory’s description of the event, what had previously been implicit took concrete form: ‘Another Constantine advanced to the baptismal font.’[16]

Not long after Gregory of Tours completed his Historia Francorum, another Gregory made a similar comparison even more directly. In around 601, Pope Gregory the Great (r.590–604) wrote to the recently baptised Æthelberht of Kent (r.c.589–616), king of one of a number of relatively minor British kingdoms that had risen over the course of the fifth and sixth centuries after the withdrawal of Roman authority from the island. Gregory had made Kent the bridgehead of a plan to convert the pagan, English-speaking communities of southern Britain. He sought to expand the boundaries of Christendom to match and perhaps even exceed those of the Roman Empire at its height. Gregory envisioned a revived empire of faith, centred on Rome, presided over – in spiritual matters – by the Church and controlled ultimately by the papacy. Independent-minded (and until recently pagan) kings needed encouragement: not only to maintain and expand a new faith, but to enter into a new (and in some ways subordinate) power relationship with a Church that had its own allegiances, agenda and ethical codes. 

Gregory understood his audience well enough to know that conventional pieties and concern for the king’s immortal soul were unlikely to cut through. He appealed instead to Æthelberht’s vanity and ambition in the here-and-now and evoked his potential future celebrity. The hero whom Gregory chose to exemplify his message was, naturally, ‘the devout Emperor Constantine in his day turned the Roman State from its ignorant worship of idols by his own submission to our mighty Lord and God Jesus Christ, and with his subjects accepted Him with all his heart’. Gregory thus neatly implied a connection between Constantine’s faith and his worldly power, hinting to Æthelberht that the latter (vastly more expansive than Æthelberht’s own dominion) proceeded naturally from the former. The really potent part of his pitch, however, was the promise of fame. For, as Gregory pointed out, the praise heaped on Constantine (praise that, it cannot have been lost on Æthelberht, was still resounding almost three hundred years after the Battle of the Milvian Bridge) ‘excelled that of all his predecessors’. And just in case Æthelberht’s nascent faith might cool in the face of onerous benevolence, Gregory emphasised that Constantine ‘outshone them in reputation as greatly as he surpassed them in good works’.[17] 

For the warrior-aristocrats of the time, fame – particularly of the kind that outlasted one’s own lifespan – was the highest of personal aspirations, its pursuit akin to the quest for salvation: an impulse towards immortality that was sought, some might say quite rationally, in a lasting reputation rather than abstract states of post-mortem existence. As the Beowulf poet had it, ‘He who can earn it should fight for the glory of his name; fame after death is the noblest of goals.’[18] This was an afterlife in song and verse and beery banter; of great and terrible deeds recounted in flickering firelight in smoky halls in windswept northern lands; of lists of names rehearsed in battle or at the ascent of kings, spoken over babes newborn, or muttered over the smoking ashes of the funeral pyre. Gregory knew that Æthelberht would not be impressed by talk of angels and heavenly light alone. Instead, he insisted, ‘let Your Majesty make all speed to bring to your subject princes and peoples the knowledge of the One God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, so that your own merit and repute may excel that of all the former kings of your nation.’[19]

Pope Gregory’s letter to Æthelberht is preserved because it was transcribed in one of the most famous works of early medieval historical writing: the Venerable Bede’s Historia Ecclesiastica Gentis Anglorum – ‘The Ecclesiastical History of the English People’. Bede concerned himself first of all with the conversion of the pagan English. The warfare and politics of the age theoretically came second to this larger narrative, but practically they were central to it; the message of Christ was delivered chiefly through violence and the exercise of royal power. In the Historia, Bede describes the spread of Christianity around the English-speaking parts of Britain, beginning with the conversion of King Æthelberht himself at the urging of Augustine, the evangelising monk whom Gregory despatched to Kent in 597 to spearhead the Christian mission. As Bede tells it, the conversion of the ‘Anglo-Saxon’ English was a top-down process: kings first and their people expected to follow. Bede, who presents this as inevitable and straightforward, rather glosses over dissent and difficulty. This was essentially an imperial model of how peoples and territories were to be brought within the fold, and a stunningly effective one. Despite a handful of setbacks and apostasies within the English kingdoms, the religious trajectory set by Augustine in 597 was, by the time Bede was writing in the 720s, settled beyond argument. 

In part this was because the new religion embraced the traditional role of British kingship: its military function. So far as the limited and deficient sources reveal, pagan kings were, above all things, expected to be leaders in war. Success on the battlefield conferred legitimacy, material profit and prestige to the victor. And, by extension, to the victor’s world-view. To be taken seriously, the Christian god needed to prove himself through strength in the field – had to show that he was a god that a warrior caste could get behind. Thus Bede deals less with peaceful missionary work among peasant farmers, and more with the clash of arms and ideologies on the battlefield. In this age of conversion there could be no separation between religion, politics and violence: ‘might’ and ‘right’ were inherently congruent, not divergent, ethical categories.

In 616, the dispossessed Northumbrian prince Edwin – alongside his ally and protector, the nominally Christian King Rædwald of East Anglia – defeated and killed his rival, the reigning king of Northumbria, Æthelfrith, at the Battle of the River Idle. According to Bede, before the march north Edwin received a vision in which a shadowy stranger promised, in return for obedience and the acceptance of wise counsel, to ensure not only the prince’s safety but also ‘that you should become king, crush your enemies, and enjoy greater power than any of your forebears’.[20] This was later revealed to be a premonitory vision of St Paulinus, the soon-to-be apostle of the Northumbrians (or perhaps a heavenly agent with whom he was in cahoots). The story provided the preamble to Edwin’s subsequent conversion at Paulinus’ hand after his victory at the Idle. The language is strikingly similar to Pope Gregory’s in his letter to Æthelberht of Kent. It has nothing to do with Christ, with heaven or the fate of the soul, with good works or charity, with piety, humility, poverty or sin. It is, rather, Constantinian in all of its dimensions, the obvious parallel driven home by the riverine setting of the battle that sealed Edwin’s grip on power. 

Edwin was duly admitted – at number five – to a list of seven kings whom Bede approvingly considered to have wielded imperium in Britain, a list that also included Æthelberht of Kent (number three) and Rædwald of East Anglia (number four).[21] More than the raw magnitude of their territorial sway, it seems clear that those who made the cut were kings who, in Bede’s eyes, were particularly connected to the providential destiny of the English. Their ‘imperial’ credentials, in other words, were bound up with the extension of Christendom and with the re-establishment of a wider Roman Empire of faith. 

The sixth king on Bede’s list was King Oswald of Northumbria. Oswald, prince of Bernicia, ascended to the reunified Northumbrian throne after a period of exile occasioned by long-running discord between the northern kingdoms of Deira and Bernicia and their rival royal houses. He returned in the wake of a crisis precipitated by Edwin’s death in battle, in 633, at a place called Hæðfeld (Hatfield). The king’s demise, at the hands of an alliance between the pagan king of Mercia, Penda, and Cadwallon King of Gwynedd (a Christian, in Bede’s estimation, ‘more savage than any pagan’), provided Edwin with a martyr’s end.[22] The recently united Northumbria split once more. But Oswald returned in spectacular fashion with victory at the Battle of Heavenfield in 634, in which he and his small army pummelled Cadwallon’s forces. In his narrative, Bede gives this event an even more explicitly Constantinian gloss than the Battle of the Idle, describing how, the night before the fighting, Oswald put up a timber cross and his army knelt in prayer before it. The sign of the cross raised high against the sky, which for Constantine had been ephemeral and heavenly, was thus, for Oswald, robustly physical: a rough-hewn totem timbered (the Old English verb ‘to build’ is getimbran, literally ‘to construct from timber’) from the living sinews of the land. At dawn the Northumbrian army moved off to face its enemies and, in the battle, routed them, driving them to their doom at yet another stream – this time a place called Denisesburn (the brook of Denise). These images of Christ-inspired warfare were not confined to Bede’s narrative. In a separate account, the Irish abbot Adomnan, writing his life of St Columba (Colm Cille) in around 700, described a vision of Columba that Oswald supposedly experienced the night before the battle. The saint exhorted him to ‘Be strong and act manfully. Behold, I will be with thee.’ After this, ‘Columba told Oswald to set off to fight the following night and said that his enemies would flee, that Caedwalla would be delivered into his hands and that Oswald would be victorious and would reign happily.’[23] 

The chief antagonist in Bede’s narrative – at least its central portion – was the resolutely pagan king of Mercia, Penda (r.c.632–655). Bede leaves us few means of understanding Penda’s religious life. If anything he appears to have been fairly tolerant of Christianity within the borders of his own realm.[24] But on the battlefield he was a terror to his enemies. At least five Christian kings fell to Penda’s hosts, including Edwin and Oswald of Northumbria, the latter killed at the Battle of Maserfelth in 642. (In the aftermath, Penda had Oswald’s head and arms hacked off and mounted on wooden stakes.) Both Edwin and Oswald were later revered as saints, battlefield martyrs whose corpses worked miracles. But for Bede’s narrative to make sense, for Christ to be revealed as an effective patron of warrior kings, Penda – the avatar of the Old Gods – could not be accommodated through argument, instruction or assimilation: he had, like the devil in the Book of Revelations, to be physically annihilated. 

In this moral landscape, the devil and his helpers knew only one language, and it happened to be one that the warlords of Britain spoke fluently. Even when Christian kings – as several did – chose the peaceful life of monastic retirement, they might still find themselves back on the battlefield. The unfortunate blind king Sigeberht of East Anglia (r.c.629–634), having shuffled off to live out his days at the monastery of Beodricesworth (presumably to tend the herb garden and prune the roses and such like), was winkled out of retirement in 636 by restless nobles intent on having their king lead them into battle against Penda. Refusing to carry a sword, Sigeberht took only a staff onto the battlefield. Perhaps unsurprisingly, he was killed in the fighting; he, too, was later venerated as a martyr.

The arc of religious conflict in Bede’s narrative came to an end with the triumph of Oswald’s brother Oswiu, who, on the banks of the River Winwaed (probably somewhere in the vicinity of Leeds) in 655, finally brought the old pagan, Penda, to grief. In another Constantinian echo, it had rained so heavily before the battle that the river ‘overflowed its banks, and far more of the enemy were drowned in flight than were killed by the sword’.[25] After his death, Oswiu too was revered as a saint, and Bede designated him the seventh (and final) British king to wield imperium. With the exception of the violent conversion of the Kingdom of Wight, this was the last great ‘religious’ battle of the ‘Anglo-Saxon’ conversion period.[26] Thereafter, religious back-sliding was dealt with for the most part by bishops, despatched to ‘correct’ the errors of local apostates. Their methods are – perhaps intentionally – left vague by Bede and other writers; no doubt their missions could, on occasion, turn violent (the Northumbrian bishop Wilfrid, for example, was known to maintain a military retinue like any other Dark Age warlord), but they were no longer cast by Bede as wars of religious (or political) significance, whatever the reality may have been.[27] Looked at through this prism, the main part of Bede’s history describes in essence how Christian Empire was ultimately achieved in Britain through the efforts of a succession of new Constantines, each of them repeating variations on the Milvian Bridge: a fugue of hallowing violence on an archetypal theme.[28]

None of these characters – not even Clovis – came anywhere close to Constantinian magnificence or power. From the perspective of the contemporary emperors who ruled from Constantinople, the likes of Oswald and Æthelberht barely rose to the level of grubby provincial chieftains, undifferentiated from a legion of barbarian non-entities in far-off lands who existed for the most part below the radar of imperial attention. Bede may have imagined them as the standard-bearers of Christendom at the frontiers of a restored Roman inheritance, but in their own time they were local heroes – not international superstars. 

The people at the northern barbarian fringes certainly wished to be seen as major players. But for many communities, economic, linguistic and historical ties slanted away from the Mediterranean and towards the North and Baltic seas. The dynasties who had come to dominate lowland Britain (unlike those of the west and north of the island) did not consider themselves native scions of Roman power. Instead, the kings of East Anglia, Kent, Northumbria, Essex, Wessex, Sussex, Mercia and Lindsey felt a self-conscious kinship with the people of the North Sea littoral who had harassed the empire’s borders during the fourth century. These were regions with no history of formal incorporation by Rome, and which maintained traditions distinct from the Mediterranean culture of the Greco-Roman world. This ‘barbarian’ kinship – with the folk of Francia (northern France and Belgium), Frisia (the Low Countries), Saxony (northern Germany), Angeln (southern Denmark), Jutland (the Danish peninsula), Götaland (southern Sweden), Svealand (central Sweden), the myriad chiefdoms of Norway and the islands of the western Baltic – manifested itself in broad similarities of material culture (art styles, building forms, militaria, personal adornment, everyday items); in behavioural patterns of rural settlement, social and political organisation and funerary practice (in particular the use of the cremation rite); and in an intangible thought-world of interconnected myth and legend.

This shared mythos had its roots in a pre-Christian way of seeing that populated the natural environment with gods, spirits and other uncanny forces of various kinds: what Old English-speakers called sceadugengan – ‘shadow-walkers’. The details of the precise beliefs varied over time and place, and in most cases are irretrievably lost, but enough have survived – not least the names of principal deities – to support the view that a significant body of common lore connected the pagan English of the sixth and early seventh century with their neighbours overseas: in Saxony, Denmark, Norway and Sweden in particular.[29] Even much later, the sense of shared heritage endured. Old English poets mused on the tribulations of Gothic kings and Swedish heroes, Danish feuds and Frisian pirates – even the nefarious doings of Attila the Hun – with a casual freedom and allusiveness born of assumed familiarity. In other words, these stories were the stuff of common knowledge and many of the individuals – and even some of the gods – were imagined to live in the bloodlines of early English kings, as the appearance of Finn, Geat, Hengest and Woden in Anglo-Saxon genealogies makes plain.[30] Christianity, when it came, added new figures to the backstory – Noah and Adam and all the Old Testament figures in between – but the others remained embedded, a strand of connection to a northern transmarine legendarium that undergirded the burgeoning Anglo-Saxon sense of self, and which was present across a broad swathe of the North Sea world. 

The interconnectedness of this world is vividly expressed by the Old English poem Widsith, which recounts a long list of people and their rulers among whom the poet claims to have dwelt. Some are local (Saxons, Angles, Picts), some live further afield (Goths, Franks, Lombards); some are obscure (Gepthae, Winedas, Gefflas) and others exotic (Egyptians, Medes, Persians); but taken as a whole the poem describes a northern European world with its own pantheon of heroes and celebrities that existed outside the classical heritage of Rome. Many points of connection, across time and space, can be found with the vernacular literature of other northern peoples that reinforce this sense of shared community. Much of it is centred on a memory of the convulsions of Europe in the fifth century and – in particular – the fictionalised doings of the Huns and the Goths in the twilight of the Western Roman Empire. Prominent in Widsith’s list of kings and peoples is the bald statement that ‘Attila ruled over the Huns, Eormanric the Goths.’[31] Hildebrandslied, the ninth-century Old High German epic, tells a story set in a world dominated by the ‘Lord of the Huns’ (plainly Attila) and Theoderic, another Gothic leader. Atlakviða, the lay of Attila, is another tale – this time in Old Norse – set at the Hunnic court. Dating to around the year 900, it is one of the earliest narratives to feed into the fully fledged Saga of the Volsungs – the epic of medieval literature that inspired Wagner’s Ring Cycle.

Themes emerge from this wider literary corpus: first, the centrality of fame already alluded to – Widsith, for example, closes with an exhortation to rulers to be ‘unstingy of their gifts’ to poets if they wished to ‘rear up in glory among the multitude’ and achieve ‘an enduring reputation’; second, a heroic ethos in which loyalty – the bond between a lord and those pledged to his service – was considered the paramount structuring element in society: it demanded unyielding self-sacrifice in the service of a benefactor and imposed a duty to avenge all manner of injuries and wrongs done to the person and prestige of self, kin and lord (conflicts between these sometimes competing obligations form the matter of many heroic tales).[32] A third is the sometimes overlooked undercurrent of sadness that pervades the poetic corpus; an elegiac stress on mortality and fate and a sense of ineluctable doom hanging over everything. Death will come, one way or another: the only thing that seems to matter is the manner in which that end is faced, and the reputation – the stories – left behind. In such a world, material wealth (in the form of silver and gold and other precious treasures – often heirloom weapons and rings) acted as a proxy for prestige, and its acquisition became the means of generating a reputation as well as the means to reward and retain the followers who would enable further enterprise. In this ethical system, deeds in the here-and-now, and the future memory of them in song and verse, were what mattered – not the imaginary hereafter. Treasure was merely proof: the trophies of a life well lived. In such a world, violence was not only inevitable, but necessary and desirable.

This was the ethical and cultural environment in which missionary Christianity had to operate; the foundations on which the northern church was built. It is no wonder that Christ, as portrayed in some of the earliest datable Old English and German poetry, appears above all else as a mighty lord of hosts.[33] One of the earliest literary depictions of this northern Christ came in the Old English Dream of the Rood, in which the rood itself – the very tree from which the cross of Christ’s crucifixion was getimbran – speaks of its sorrows and trials in the service of its Lord: 

Easily I might

have felled all those enemies, and yet I stood fast.

Then the young hero made ready – that was God almighty –

strong and resolute; he ascended on the high gallows,

brave in the sight of many[34]

In the ninth century, the Old Saxon epic Heliand (‘Saviour’) epitomises the life of Christ in alliterative verse metre, couching the New Testament in the language of feasting halls, ring-givers and loyal retainers. Consider, for example, how the poem frames the last supper: 

On the evening All-Wielding Christ did go 

To take His seat in the hall; and He bade His disciples 

Come unto Him, the twelve who were truest to Him,

These men most loyal to Him in their minds 

Both in words and in ways.[35]

Even more arresting is the tenth-century Old English Descent into Hell, a story originally contained in the Gospel of Nicodemus that describes Christ’s descent into the underworld to release the souls of those worthy pagans who had died before the redeemer’s time on earth. In this vernacular retelling Christ appears as warrior, storming the gates of hell – like a Jedi, his lack of reliance on conventional weapons is a mark of his power, not his pacifism. 

Then the Lord of mankind hastened to his journey.

The shield of the heavens wanted to destroy and demolish

the walls of hell, to carry off the people of the city,

most righteous of all kings.

In that battle he gave no thought for helmeted warriors

nor would he bring mail-clad soldiers

to the gates of that fortress; but the locks fell apart,

the barriers from the city, and the king rode in.[36]

Around the same time that those verses were written, Christ appeared depicted on a massive runestone at the royal mausoleum of Jelling in Denmark, on a monument set up by King Harald ‘Bluetooth’ (r.c.958–c.986) to commemorate his father Gorm ‘the Old’ (r.c.936–c.958). Incised on the rock, the crucified god appears upright and vigorous, his halo radiant, his clothes gleaming white.[37] No nails hold him up, there is no blood or agony, no crown of thorns. Instead his bonds are loose, the bands of knotwork encircling his arms more an extension of the power flowing from him than fetters chafing his earthly body. This was the Christ triumphant, the Christ of kings and warriors, the Christ ready to transcend death as the lord of this world and the next. The God of the North.
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