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Abstract

The Conversion of the Vikings in Ireland and the Early History of the Diocese of Dublin

Doctor of Philosophy, Graduate Centre for Medieval Studies, University of Toronto, 2011

Gwendolyn Sheldon

The history of the Viking invasions in England and what is now France in the ninth and tenth
centuries is fairly well documented by medieval chroniclers. The process by which these people
adopted Christianity, however, is not. The written and archaeological evidence that we can
cobble together indicates that the Scandinavians who settled in England and Normandy
converted very quickly. Their conversion was clearly closely associated with settlement on the
land. Though Scandinavians in both countries expressed no interest in Christianity as long as
they engaged in a Viking lifestyle, characterized by rootless plundering, they almost always
accepted Christianity within one or two generations of becoming peasants, even when they lived

in heavily Scandinavian, Norse-speaking communities.

While the early history of the Vikings in Ireland was similar to that of the Vikings
elsewhere, it soon took a different course. While English and French leaders were able to set
aside land on which they encouraged the Scandinavians to settle, none of the many petty Irish
kings had the wealth or power to do this. The Vikings in Ireland were therefore forced to
maintain a lifestyle based on plunder and trade. Over time, they became concentrated into a few
port towns from which they travelled inland to conduct raids and then exported what they had
stolen from other parts of the Scandinavian diaspora. Having congregated at a few small sites,
most prominently Dublin, they remained distinct from the rest of Ireland for centuries. The

evidence suggests that they took about four generations to convert. Their conversion differed



from that of Scandinavians elsewhere not only in that it was so delayed, but also in that, unlike in
England and Normandy, it was not associated with the re-establishment of an ecclesiastical
hierarchy. Rather, when the Scandinavians in Ireland did convert, they did so because they were
evangelized by monastic communities, in particular the familia of Colum Cille, who had not fled
from foundations close to the Viking ports. These communities were probably driven by

political concerns to take an interest in the rising Scandinavian towns.
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Introduction

The primary goal of this study is to try to determine when, how, and by whom the Vikings who
settled in Ireland were converted to Christianity. Although both the effect of the Vikings upon
the Church in Western Europe and the conversion of Scandinavia have received a fair amount of
scholarly attention, very little work has been done on how the Scandinavians who settled in lands
that had long been Christian — England, the Hebrides, Ireland, and parts of the Carolingian
Empire, for instance — became Christian. This lack is particularly striking in the field of
medieval Irish history. Indeed, | can find only one article that focuses exclusively on the
examination of the evidence for the conversion of Scandinavians in Ireland.* There are, perhaps,
a number of reasons why scholars have hesitated to address this topic. The first is that for
centuries, all the way until the mid-twentieth century, the tone for the study of the Vikings in
Ireland was set by the twelfth-century Cogadh Gaedhil re Gallaib, a work whose description of
the righteous, Christian Irish gradually taking their country back from the wicked, heathen
Vikings greatly shaped Irish nationalism. Under the influence of this narrative, much of the Irish
scholarship on the Vikings has focused on the damage that the Vikings did to Irish society, rather
than on the assimilation of the Vikings into the Irish population.? Another reason that so little
work has been done on this topic might be that, unlike in England, there is little in the Irish
landscape to testify to the Scandinavians’ religious shift. In England, such monuments as the
Gosforth Cross, with its depiction of scenes from Norse mythology, and the hogback tombstones
of northern England and southern Scotland, attract historians’ attention to the issue of religious
transition during the Viking Age. lIreland, by contrast, has very few runic inscriptions that

appear in religious settings and only one hogback tombstone. Furthermore, the Scandinavian

! Lesley Abrams, “The Conversion of the Scandinavians of Dublin,” Anglo-Norman Studies 20 (1997): 1-29.
2 See, for instance, Daniel A. Binchy, “The Passing of the Old Order,” in Proceedings of the International Congress of
Celtic Studies: The Impact of the Scandinavian Invasions on the Celtic-Speaking Peoples — 800-1100, ed. Brian O
Cuiv (Dublin: Institute for Advanced Studies, 1975), 119-32.
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influence on Irish art does not become apparent until the eleventh century and even when it does
so, it is more stylistic than iconographical. We do not find standing crucifixes in Ireland with
scenes of Scandinavian mythology. For whatever reason, the question of how the Scandinavians

in Ireland became Christian has not been studied much and it is this lack that | mean to address.

For many years, historians dated the beginning of the Viking Age to when Scandinavians
started to make raids on the British Isles. The appearance of Scandinavian pirates in Dorset in
787, on Lindisfarne in 793, and on Rechru in 795, have all served as convenient points from
which to date the opening of the Viking Age. Recently, archaeological evidence, which has
shown that Scandinavian material did not change dramatically at the beginning of the ninth
century, has caused some researchers to argue that the Viking Age should be considered to have
started no later than the mid-eighth century.® The researchers who make this argument bolster
their case with the fact that archaeological finds on the Faeroes, Shetlands, and Orkneys show
that Scandinavians began to spread out across the islands of the northern Atlantic earlier than
once thought.* Although the question of when the Viking Age really started is surely
fascinating, it is irrelevant to a study of how the Vikings who settled amongst the Christian
peoples of Europe were converted. Obviously, Scandinavians floating around the Faeroes and
the Shetlands would not come into contact with large Christian populations. For the purpose of
this study, therefore, the Viking Age begins with the first written record of the arrival of Vikings

amongst European Christians. This record occurs in the “E” and “F” manuscripts of the Anglo-

3 Bjgrn Myhre, “The Archaeology of the Early Viking Age in Norway,” in Ireland and Scandinavia in the Early Viking
Age, ed. H. B. Clarke, M. Ni Mhaonaigh, and R. O Floinn (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 1998), 5.
4

Myhre, 8.



Saxon Chronicle, according to which in 787 there “came for the first time three ships of

Norwegians from Heredalande,” apparently Hordaland.’

Not only the dating of the Viking Age, but even the meaning of such words as “Viking”,
“Norse”, “Norwegian”, and “Danish” can be debated. The word “Viking” does not appear in
records that were written during the Viking Age. The word wicing existed in Old English, but it
can be found before the eighth century, and therefore could not have been a borrowing from Old
Norse.® Even when the Vikings began to arrive in England, the English applied the word wicing
to them in only four instances.” The modern English word “Viking” derives from the Old Norse
vikingr, which is generally translated as “sea-rover” or “pirate”.® Old Norse sources use vikingr
not as an ethnic term, but to refer specifically to men who travelled by ship away from their
homes in order to engage in acts of piracy — plundering followed, perhaps, by trade. The Old
Norse texts do not refer to such men as Vikings as long as they were at home and engaged in

activities other than raiding; thus, a man could go through periods of being a vikingr and of not

being a vikingr. In Landnamabok we read, “There was a man named Floki Vilgerdarson; he was

> Susan Irvine, ed., MS E, vol. 7 in ASC, ed. David Dumville and Simon Keynes (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 2004), 787;
Peter Baker, ed., MS F, vol. 8 in ASC, ed. David Dumville and Simon Keynes (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 2000), 787.
From this point forward, each version of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle will receive a full reference once. It will then
be referred to as ASC, followed by a letter to indicate which version it is.

® Christine Fell, “The Old English Wicing: A Question of Semantics,” Proceedings of the British Academy 72 (1986):
297-98.

7 Janet M. Bately, ed. MS A, vol. 3 in ASC, ed. David Dumville and Simon Keynes (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 1986),
879: “& py geare gegadrode on hlop wicenga;” G. P. Cubbin, ed. MS D, vol. 6 in ASC, ed. David Dumville and Simon
Keynes (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 1996), 879: “bi geare gegaderodon an hlod wicinga;” ASC E, 789: “by geare
gegaderodon an hlod wicinga;” K. O’Brien O’Keefe, ed. MS C, vol. 5 in ASC, ed. David Dumville and Simon Keynes
(Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 2001), 880: “& dy ilcan gere gegadrodon an hlod wicinga;” ASC D, 885: “pa gemetton hi
mycelne sciphere wicinga;” ASC E, 885: “pa gemaetton hi XVI scipa wicinga; pa gemetton hi mycelne sciphere
wicinga;” ASC C, 886: “sona swa hi comon on Stufe mupan da gemetten hie XVI scipu wicinga; Pa hie hamweard
wendon mid pare herehyde pa metton hie micelne scyphere wicinga;” ASC A, 917: “ba after pam pa giet paes ilcan
harfestes gegadorode micel here hine of Eastenglum aegper ge paes landheres ge para wicinga pe hie him to
fultume aspanen hafdon;” ASC C, 982: “Her on pys geare comon upp on Dorsatum Il scypu wicinga.”

8 Byock, Jesse, Viking Age Iceland, London: Penguin Books, Ltd., 2001, 12.



a great Viking. He went off in search of Gardar’s Isle.”® The fact that the tale of his journey
follows immediately after the statement that he was a great Viking implies that the
Scandinavians viewed sea-voyages as a requirement for being a Viking. A sentence in the
thirteenth-century Egils saga Skalla-Grimssonar suggests the same view. We read, “Bj!rn was a
great traveler, sometimes as a Viking and sometimes as a merchant.”® This is an interesting
statement for, though it does not say what Norse-speakers considered Vikings to be, it does
indicate that Vikings were not traders. The idea that Vikings were not just travelers, but violent
travelers, is suggested by a passage in the fourteenth-century Grettis saga Asmundarsonar. This
passage describes preparations for a battle in Norway, saying, “Forces came from all over the
land and many came from abroad and there were many Vikings.”* Here, Vikings seem to be
associated with both travel to other countries and a willingness to engage in battle. Whether they
went into battle as mercenaries or for their own, direct gain is not specified; the possibility is left
open that they did both. Hence, vikingr, as Old Norse-speakers used it, was not an ethnic term
and technically could refer only to individuals — presumably young men — who at the moment

were engaged in travel across the sea with the intention of committing acts of violence.

As it is not an ethnic term, “Viking” should in theory not be capitalized.*? It has long
been customary to capitalize it, however, and not wishing to break with tradition, I do so as well.
As Simon Keynes notes, “Viking” has become “a term of convenience applied indiscriminately

by modern scholarship to the inhabitants of the Scandinavian countries...and to the men, women,

% “Landnamabdk” in fslendingabdk, Landndmabdk, ed., Jakob Benediktsson, vol. 1 in iF (Reykjavik: islenzka

Fornritafélag, 1968), 37: “FI6ki Vilger6arson hét madr; hann var vikingr mikill; hann fér at leita Gardarshdlms.”

1% Egils saga Skalla-Grimssonar, ed. Sigurdur Nordal, vol. 2 in iF (Reykavik: {slenzka Fornritafélag, 1933), 83: “Bjorn
var farmadr mikill, var stundum i viking, en studum i kaupferdum.”

" “Grettis saga Asmundarsonar,” in Grettis saga Asmundarsonar, Bandamanna saga, Odds bdttr Ofeigssonar, ed.,
Gudni Jénsson, vol. 7 in (F (Reykavik: {slenzka Fornritafélag, 1936), 5: ”Kom par ok lid um allt landit ok mart ér
odrum londum ok fjoldi vikinga.”

12 Christine Fell does not capitalize “Viking.” See Fell, “The Old English Wicing: A Question of Semantics,” 295-316.



and children of Scandinavian extraction who at various times left their homelands in search of a
better or more exciting life overseas (whether the Baltic, the north Sea, or the Atlantic Ocean).”*?
Niels Lund writes, “The word “Viking’ has come to be used in a general sense to describe the
Scandinavian world and peoples in the period 800-1100. Contemporaries, however, used it to
describe raiders and their activity.”** In this work, the word “Viking” is used to refer to
Scandinavians abroad, even when they were not engaged in harrying. There is considerable
ambiguity about how long Scandinavians who settled and adopted an agrarian lifestyle amongst
non-Scandinavian peoples — the English and Franks, for instance — can continue to be called
Vikings. Members of the immigrant generation must (by definition) have started life in
Scandinavia and therefore could always qualify as Scandinavians abroad. For this reason, I often
refer to them as Vikings, even after they had settled. Their children, however, | would not
consider Vikings, unless, as was the case in Ireland, they continued to engage in a lifestyle
marked by a heavy reliance on plunder followed by trade, extensive contact with other parts of

the Scandinavian diaspora, and the maintenance of an identity distinct from that of the

surrounding native population.

The word “Norse” is also confusing. Originally meaning “northern”, it occurred for the
first time in English in 1598 and was used to refer to a language, not to a people or a culture.™ It
was not until Sir Walter Scott invented the word “Norseman” in 1817 that “Norse” became an
ethnic term.'® Though it is now well accepted as an ethnic term, there is disagreement over

whether it refers to all Scandinavians or just to Norwegians and to those groups — Icelanders,

B Simon Keynes, “Vikings,” in The Blackwell Encyclopaedia of Anglo-Saxon England, ed. Michael Lapidge, John
Blair, Simon Keynes, and Donald Scragg ( Malden: Blackwell, 1999), 460.

" Neils Lund, “Viking Age,” in Medieval Scandinavia, ed. Phillip Pulsiano (New York: Garland Publishing, 1993), 693.
> Oxford English Dictionary, 2" ed., s.v. “Norse”.

'® Oxford English Dictionary, 2" ed., s.v. “Norse”.



Faeroese — who were descended from Norwegians. In this study, the words “Norse” and
“Scandinavian” are used interchangeably. The labeling of people as Danes, Norwegians, or
Swedes is not always problematic, since linguistic, archaeological, and occasionally written
evidence frequently allows us to determine where a particular group of Vikings came from.
What is problematic, however, is what we are to make of medieval writers’ use of the Latin
words Nordmannus and Danus or of similar Old English and Old Irish words. Although these
words correspond with our terms “Norwegian” and “Dane”, it is clear that medieval writers
using Latin used these two words without distinction.!” Whether the Old English Nordmann and
Dene were equally interchangeable is unclear. In Old Irish, the word Nordmannir first appeared
in 856, while the word Danair did not appear until 986."® Both these words are Irish spellings of
Old Norse words, but the fact that there was more than a century between when they entered the
Irish tongue indicates that they could not have been meant as contrasting terms. All we can
conclude from a medieval Irish writer’s use of Nordmannir or Danair is that he was referring to
Scandinavians; we cannot assume that such a writer would even know where specifically any
particular group of Vikings originated. Despite the confusion surrounding medieval writers’ use
of these terms, “Dane” and “Norwegian” are used in this study, but only when there is a
linguistic or archaeological reason for thinking that we can identify where the Scandinavians in

question originated.

7 Clare Downham, “’Hiberno-Norwegians’ and ‘Anglo-Danes’: Anachronistic Ethnicities in Viking-Age England”,
Medieval Scandinavia 19 (2009), 139-69, 141.

'8 The Annals of Ulster, ed. and trans. Sean mac Airt and Geardid mac Niocaill, Dublin: Institute for Advanced
Studies, 1983, 856, 986.



Another source of potential confusion concerns the nature of religious conversion. In Old
Norse, the word for conversion is sidaskipti, which literally means change in custom.'® In any
Christian writing, however, conversion is presented as anything but just a change in societies’
customs. It is a complete transformation of each individual’s goals, behavior, and feelings. A
secular version of this idea often appears in attempts to examine the history of a people’s
adoption of Christianity. In her introduction to a study of how Scandinavians and eastern
Europeans adopted Christianity, Nora Berend emphasizes that while the word “conversion” is
often used to refer merely to the baptism of one individual, “Christianization” refers to “the
process of the penetration of Christianity into society and accompanying societal change”.?°
This work does not address concerns about the difference between “conversion” and
“Christianization”. While it is true that baptism might not have resulted in any immediate,
noticeable changes in the Vikings’ behavior, the lengthier process of “Christianization” could not
take place without it. This work’s focus is the official adoption of Christianity — as seen in the
acceptance of baptism, the building of churches, and the establishment of dioceses — by
Scandinavians who settled in the already Christian societies of Western Europe. The word
“conversion” is used throughout this work for this initial, perhaps superficial, adoption of

Christianity.

Although this study’s goal is to examine how, when, and by whom the Vikings who
settled in Ireland were converted, it begins not with Ireland, but with a look at the conversion of
Scandinavians in England and Normandy. This beginning serves a couple of purposes. The first

is to place the Irish Vikings’ history in a wider Western European context. More importantly,

' Johan Fritzner, Ordbog over det gamle norske sprog, (Oslo: Den Norske Forlagsforening, 1986), s.v. “sida,”
“sidaskipti”.

? Nora Berend, introduction to Christianization and the Rise of Christian Monarchy, ed. Nora Berend (Cambridge:
University Press, 2007), 2.



however, the examination of the religious history of Norsemen in other parts of Western Europe
might prove helpful in determining how the Irish Norsemen were converted, as it will allow us to
see what features repeatedly characterized the Vikings’ religious thinking. This study therefore
begins with a history of the Vikings in England and an examination of how they adopted
Christianity. It continues with a similar history of Normandy and examination of how the
Normans converted, followed by a discussion of the features common to the religious histories of
these two groups of settled Vikings. This is followed by an overview, with no particular
religious focus, of the history of the Vikings in Ireland and finally an investigation of all the
evidence surrounding the conversion of these Vikings. Despite the fact that the Vikings in
England and Normandy followed a similar course, assimilating and converting soon after
becoming permanently settled on the land, the peculiar social and political conditions in Ireland
did not promote the assimilation of the Vikings into the existing culture. As a consequence, a
distinctly Scandinavian community survived and remained unconverted much longer in Ireland

than elsewhere.



Chapter 1

The Conversion of the Vikings in England
Despite the fact that the “E” and “F” manuscripts of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle identify the first
three Viking ships that landed in England as hailing from Heredalande, that is, presumably,
Hordaland, on the western coast of Norway, historians of the Viking Age in England routinely
refer to the Scandinavians who settled along the eastern seaboard of England as “Danes”.! This
IS perhaps because the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle uses the words Dene and Denisc much more often
than it uses the word Nordmenn, although this might be simply the result of the fact that an
adjectival form of Nordmenn did not exist in English before the eleventh century.? Thus, if
English writers wanted to describe something as “Scandinavian”, the only word available was
Denisc, which modern readers unconsciously read as being equivalent to today’s “Danish”.
There is no reason, however, to think that the words Dene and Nordmann were good indicators
of any particular Viking’s origin; a medieval chronicler’s use of one of these words and not the
other might simply reflect linguistic fashion. A glance at a map does make it seem likely that the
Vikings who formed the largest Scandinavian settlements in England, that is, in East Anglia,
Northumbria, and Mercia, came from Denmark. Nevertheless, the archaeological and linguistic
evidence for this conclusion is debated.> While attempts to classify the Vikings in England along
ethnic lines are questionable, we must nonetheless be careful to distinguish two separate waves
of Scandinavian invasion and settlement. The first and larger one occurred in the ninth century
and resulted in the creation of the “Danelaw” in eastern England. The second took place in the
tenth century and led to a smaller number of settlements in the northwest. This chapter is

concerned with the first wave and the conversion of the Scandinavians in the Danelaw.

Y ASCE, F, 787. It should be noted that none of the other versions of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle specify where the
Vikings came from.
2 Clare Downham, “’Hiberno-Norwegians’ and ‘Anglo-Danes’: Anachronistic Identities and Viking-Age England,”
Mediaeval Scandinavia 19 (2009): 143.
®See Downham, “’Hiberno-Norwegians’ and ‘Anglo-Danes’”, 157-63, for an overview of some of this evidence.

9



10

The basic history of the Vikings in England can be found in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle,
though this work records little but the most important turning points.* In 787, the chronicler
records the beginning of the Viking attacks on England, saying, “three ships came for the first
time. The reeve rode over to them and wanted to force them to go to the king’s residence,
because he did not know what they were. He was killed. Those were the first ships of
Scandinavian men that came to the land of the English.” By 793 the Chronicle refers to the
Scandinavians in conjunction with a number of ill-boding heavenly portents, saying that the
“harrying of the heathen miserably destroyed God’s church in Lindisfarne”.® By 794 the
ambiguity and confusion evident in the Chronicle’s entry from 789 is gone: the English writer is
quite clear that the Vikings are interested in plunder, not trade, and that the monasteries are their

particular target. He writes, “Northumbria was ravaged by the heathen, and Ecgfrith’s monastery

* The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle is itself a collection of seven surviving manuscripts whose relationship remains
controversial. Itis generally thought that MS G is a copy of MS A, that the Old English entries in the bilingual MS F
were drawn from a no longer existing predecessor to MS E, that MSS B and C are closely related in some way, and
that MSS D and E contain revisions and continuations of MSS A, B, and C (Janet Bately, The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle:
Texts and Textual Relationships (Reading: University Press, 1991), 1). Certain entries of local interest found in only
one or two versions of the Chronicle allow us to speculate about each version’s provenance. Alfred Smyth, for
instance, argues that MS A must have been in Winchester in the late tenth century, though he admits that it is
difficult to prove whether it was there earlier (Alfred Smyth, King Alfred the Great (Oxford: University Press, 1995),
456). The arguments for origin of MSS B and C are quite complicated, with Worcester, Ramsey, Abingdon, and
Gloucester all being proposed as locations where these texts were at least partially written. (For more
information, see: Smyth, King Alfred the Great, 456; Janet Bately, “Compilation of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, 60 BC
to AD 890,” Proceedings of the British Academy 64 (1980), 97; C. Hart, “The B Text of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle,”
Journal of Medieval History 9 (1982), 278, 280-82, 290-91). There is a great deal of northern material in MSS D and
E, but this might prove only that other works of northern origin were drawn upon in compiling D and E (Smyth,
King Alfred the Great 460). Hart argued that they could have been written at Ramsey based on material brought
south during Byrhtferth’s lifetime (that is, during the late tenth or early eleventh centuries) (Hart, 279). Version F
is a compilation in both Latin and Old English of material found in both A and E, while G is a copy of A that was
mostly destroyed by fire in 1731 (Smyth, King Alfred the Great, 460). All versions of the Chronicle seem to derive
from the same core text until 891 and even until c. 1042 they give much of the same information, though with
large omissions and additions.

> ASCA, C, D, E, F789 (A): “& on his dagum cuomon arest Ill scipu, & pa se gerefa pzerto rad & hie wolde drifan to
paes cyninges tune py he nyste hwaet hie waeron, & hiene mon ofslog. baet waeron pa aerestan scipu deniscra
monna pe Angelcynnes lond gesohton.”

® ASCE, F, 793 (E): “earmlice hedenra manna hergung adiligode Godes cyrican in Lindisfarena ee purh reaflac &
mansleht.”
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at Donemup [Jarrow] looted”.” After this burst of violence in the 790’s, the Vikings seem to
have taken a considerable rest, for the Chronicle records no more major raids for the next forty
years. Their activities in England, however, had only just begun.

In 835 the Norse laid waste to the Isle of Sheppey in Kent.® From here on out, the entries
in the Chronicle become a litany of Viking attacks. We read of a number of attacks on coastal
trading towns, especially in the south of England. For about fifteen years, the Vikings seem to
have engaged in a strategy of hit-and-run attacks, in which the goal was clearly to seize as much
as possible as quickly as possible and take it back home. The number of Vikings attacking
English towns had increased considerably; while we read of three ships in 789, we read of “four
hundred less fifty” that attacked Canterbury and London in 851.° Even if this number is an
exaggeration (and it might not be), it is still clear that during the early ninth century, the urge to
plunder England constituted nothing less than a social movement amongst the Scandinavians. It
is also clear that as so many ships do not just happen to come together, the Vikings must have
been increasingly well-organized. Indeed, the coordination of their attacks indicates that they
should be considered as more of an army than as random pirates.

The winter of 850-51, when a Viking army passed the season on Thanet, in Kent, marked
a turning point in the Viking attacks on England. Another army overwintered on Sheppey in
855.% No longer were the Vikings returning at the end of the summer to their homes. Their

establishment of semi-permanent camps suggests a developing intention to engage in

7 ASC D, E, 794 (E): “& pa haedenan on Nordhymbrum hergodon & Ecgferdes mynster &t Donemupe berefodon.”
®ASCA, C, D, E, F, 835.

°ASCA, D, E, F, 851 (A): “& py ilcan geare cuom feorde healfhund scipa on Temese mupan & brecon Contwaraburg
& Lundenburg.” Simon Keynes and Michael Lapidge admit that the Viking forces of the 850’s must have been
much larger than those that preceded them, but then go on to say, “we cannot take literally the chronicler’s
statement that ‘350’ ships stormed Canterbury and London in 851” (Simon Keynes and Michael Lapidge,
introduction to Alfred the Great: Asser’s Life of King Alfred, ed. and trans. Simon Keynes and Michael Lapidge (New
York: Penguin Books, 1983), 13.) They offer no explanation whatsoever as to why 350 ships were too many.

Y ASCA, D, E, 855.
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coordinated attacks in the hopes of winning actual territory. In 865 a so-called hgpen here, or
“heathen army,” pitched their tents in East Anglia."! So frightened were the local people, that
they agreed to give the Viking army horses in exchange for peace, thereby making the Norse as
mobile on land as at sea.? In 866, the Chronicle begins to refer to these Vikings simply as the
micel here, “the big army” or mycel heeden here, “the big heathen army.”** By 867 we read
simply of se here, “the army.” In 867 the army stormed the city of York and took control of both
it and the kingdom of Northumbria, killing the Northumbrian kings, Z£lla and Osberht.** Alfred
Smyth points out that the Chronicle cleverly makes it sound as if York were captured for the first
time in 867, whereas we know from the twelfth-century L Estoire des Engleis, written by the
Anglo-Norman Geoffrey Gaimar, that it had already suffered defeat at the Vikings’ hands in
866." The Vikings set up an Englishman, Egbert, to rule in their stead, and moved on to new
territory. Within four years, they managed to wreak havoc on the English political system.* In

870, “holy King Edmund fought with them and the Scandinavians took the victory, killed the

"L ASCA, D, E, 865.

2 ASCA, D, E, 866.

3 ASC A, 866: “micel here”; ASC D, E, 866: “mycel haeden here”.

14 ASCA, D, E, 867 (D): “Her for se here of Easteenglum ofer Humbre mudan to Eoforwicceastre on Nordanhymbre,
& paer waes mycel ungepwaernys paere peode betwux him sylfum, & hi haafdon heora cyning aworpenne Osbryht &
ungecyndne cyning underfengon Zllan & hi late on geare to pan gecyrdon paet hi wid pone here winnende waeron,
& hi peah mycle fyrd gegadredon, & pone here sohton @t Eoforwicceastre & pa ceastre braecon, & hi sume inne
wurdon, & paer waes ungemetlic wael geslaeegen Nordanhymbra, sume binnan, sume butan, & pa cyningas begen
ofsleegene, & seo laf wid pone here frid nam.”

> Alfred Smyth, Scandinavian Kings in the British Isles, 850-880 (Oxford: University Press, 1977), 178-81.

®Foran awesomely detailed study of this period, see Alfred Smyth, King Alfred the Great (Oxford: University
Press, 1995), 51-98. Note that the primary argument that Smyth advances in this book — that Asser’s Life of King
Alfred is a forgery — was harshly criticized (Simon Keynes, “Review: On the Authenticity of Asser’s Life of King
Alfred,” Journal of Ecclesiastical History 47 (1996): 529-51.) On the other hand, Tom Shippey’s review of Smyth’s
work is full of cautious admiration. He writes that it “may be contentious, but it is a formidable work” (Tom
Shippey, “The Best: Alfred the Great and King Alfred the Great,” London Review of Books 18:4 (1996): 21.) For a less
controversial overview of the period, see F. M. Stenton, Anglo-Saxon England 3" ed. (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1971), 237-73.
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king, overran the whole land, and destroyed all the monasteries that they came to.”*" Throughout
871 Alfred, brother to King /thered of Wessex, lost numerous battles to the Vikings.*®* King
/thered died that year, though we do not read that he did so in battle. In any event, Alfred then
“succeeded to the kingdom of the West Saxons”.*® During the following years, the Viking army
moved amongst a number of camps, most notably Reading, Lindsey, and Repton.”® In 874 it
conquered Mercia, expelled Burgred, its king, and put in place an English puppet ruler named
Ceolwulf, “a foolish king’s thegn,” who “swore oaths to them and gave them hostages.”*
The Vikings might have gone on to conquer even more of England, but in 878, Alfred,
having gained the kingdom of Wessex after Athered’s death in 871 and having engaged in a
continuous series of battles with the Vikings, “went to Eddington and there fought with the
whole [Viking] army and put them to flight and rode after them up to the fortress and sat there
fourteen nights. Then the army gave him hostages and many oaths, that they would leave his
kingdom”.?? Furthermore, they promised “that their king would receive baptism”.?* Three
weeks later, the Viking king Guthrum and thirty of his men were baptized and a truce was

established with the Treaty of Wedmore. According to this treaty, England was divided along a

line extending roughly from London to Chester. To the north and east lay the Danelaw, to the

7 ASC E, 870: “Sancte £dmund cining him wid gefeaht, & pa Deniscan sige naman & pone cining ofslogon & pet
land eall geeodon & fordiden ealle pa mynstre pa hi to comen.” The same information is found in ASC A, D, 870;
ASC C, 871 [=870].

¥ ASCA, D, E, F, 871. Alfred Smyth argues that the inordinate amount of attention that the Chronicle pays to the
battles fought by Alfred, compared with the little attention it pays to battles fought by his brothers, was part of a
deliberate program of propaganda on behalf of Alfred (Smyth, King Alfred the Great, 470-71).

¥ ASCA, D, E, F, 871; ASC C, 872 [=871] (A): “pa feng Elfred Epelwulfing his bropur to Wesseaxna rice.”

%% ASC D, E, 972; ASC C, 873 [=872]; ASCE, 873; ASCA, D, 874.

*L ASCA, D, E, F, 874 (D, E): “& py ilcan geare hi sealdon Ceolwulfe anum unwisum cyninges pegne Myrcna rice to
healdenne & he him apaes swor & gislas sealed.”

22 ASC A, 878: “to Epandune & pzer gefeaht wip alne pone here & hiene gefliemde, & him after rad op paet
geweorc & paer seet Xl niht; & pa salde se here him foregislas & micle apas, paet hie of his rice uuoldon”.

> ASC A, 878: “hiera kyning fulwihte onfon wolde”.
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south and west lay Wessex and English Mercia.** In 892 two new fleets of Viking ships arrived,
the larger from the continent and the smaller from an unknown location.® In 893, Alfred
managed to capture the wife and sons of the latter fleet’s leader, Haesten. Unfortunately, this did
not prevent Haesten from harrying the countryside, but Alfred pursued him so persistently that he
eventually left England.?® By the time Alfred died in 899, he had not managed to win back the
land taken by the Norse, but he had organized the rest of England into a single kingdom capable
of resisting Viking onslaughts, as is reflected in the Chronicle’s epitaph for him: “he was king
over all the English people except that part which was under the power of the Scandinavians. He
had ruled the kingdom for one and a half years short of thirty”.?’

The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle clearly gives us less information than we would like about
either the Treaty of Wedmore or the establishment of the Danelaw. It should be noted that we

have no record of the term “Danelaw” in 878; we see it for the first time about 130 years later, in

two legal compilations made by Archbishop Wulfstan (died 1023) of York during the early

2 ASCA, C, D, E, F, 878 (A): “Pa on paere seofodan wiecan ofer Eastron he gerad to Ecgbryhtes stane be eastan
Sealwyda, & him to <coman> paer ongen Sumorsate alle & Wilsaetan & Hamtunscir se del se hiere behinon se was
& his gefeegene waerun, & he for ymb ane niht of pam wicum to Iglea & paes ymb ane to Epandune & paer gefeaht
wip alne pone here & hiene gefliemde, & him zfter rad op paet geweorc & paer szt Xllll niht; & pa salde se here
him foregislas & micle apas, paet hie of his rice uuoldon & him eac geheton paet hiera kyning fulwihte onfon wolde,
& hie paet gelaeston swa, & paes ymb Il wiecan com se cyning to him Godrum pritiga sum para monna pe in pam
here weorpuste waeron &t Alre, & pzet is wip Epelinggaeige, & his se cyning paer onfeng aet fulwihte, & his
crismlising was et Wepmor, & he was Xl niht mid pam cyninge, & he hine miclum & his geferan mid feo
weordude.” This reads, “Then, in the seventh week after Easter, he rode to Ecgbryhtesstan, east of Selwood, and
all the people of Somerset, Wiltshire, and the part of Hampshire that was on this side of the sea, came to meet him
there...and after one night he went from those camps to lley and after another day to Edington; and there he
fought against the whole army and caused it to flee and rode after it up to the fort and sat there fourteen nights.
And then the army gave him preliminary hostages and great oaths that they would leave his kingdom and also
promised him that their king, Guthrum, would receive baptism...And after three weeks the king, Guthrum, came to
him...at Aller, which is near Athelney, where the king stood sponsor at the baptism. And his confirmation was at
Wedmore and he was with the king for twelve days, who greatly honored him and his companions with wealth.”

> ASC A, 878; ASCE, F, 892.

® ASC A, 893.

%7 ASC A, 900 [=899]: “Her gefor £lfred Apulfing...se waes cyning ofer eall Ongelcyn butan dam deele pe under
Dena onwalde waes, & he heold pzet rice oprum healfum laes pe .xxx. wintra.” ASCB, C, D, E, F, 901 [=899].
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eleventh century.®® As Katherine Holman points out, a precise geographical definition of the
Danelaw is very difficult; the Chronicle devotes only a few sentences to the Scandinavian
conquest and settlement of East Anglia, Northumbria, and Mercia, while archaeological and
place-name evidence make it clear that the Scandinavian influence throughout these regions was
uneven.?? Both R. H. C. Davis and F. M. Stenton notice that the Chronicle records Alfred still
recovering areas that Archbishop Wulfstan’s legal compilations indicate had been assigned to the
English by the treaty. They therefore argue that the Treaty of Wedmore was not actually made in
878; rather, it dates to between 886 and 890.% David Dumville disagrees with them and holds
that the Scandinavians clearly managed to breach the boundary established by the treaty on
numerous occasions that are only hinted at in the Chronicle. As a result, Alfred might have been
forced to recapture the same places multiple times.** The debate about exactly when the Treaty
of Wedmore took place and which areas it placed under Scandinavian rule shows that we must
bear in mind that the border between the two halves of England was porous and shifting.
Furthermore, many of the areas ceded to Norse rule might not have actually had a large Norse
population.

Paul Cavill argues that the granting of territory to the Scandinavians was in the long run
an excellent strategy on Alfred’s part, for it gave the Norse a specific area of land in which they
now had a stake.®* They were better off occupying themselves with the cultivation of this land
than with the plundering of others. At about the time of the treaty, the Vikings seem to have

been ready to decrease their dependence on plundering in favor of investing in the more peaceful

%8 Katherine Holman, “Defining the Danelaw,” in Vikings and the Danelaw, ed. James Graham-Campbell, Richard
Hall, Judith Jesch, and David N. Parsons (Oxford: Oxbow Books, 2001), 2.

2 Holman, 4-5.

®R.H.C. Davis, “Alfred and Guthrum’s Frontier,” English Historical Review 97 (1982), 805-6; Stenton, 260-61.
*! David Dumville, Wessex and England from Alfred to Edgar (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 1992), 15.

32 paul Cavill, Vikings: Fear and Faith in Anglo-Saxon England {London: HarperCollins Publishers, 2001), 222-23.
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and durable livelihood of land occupation. In 876 the Chronicle records, “Halfdan shared out the
lands of Northumbria, and they were engaged in ploughing and in making a living for
themselves.”®® In 877 and 880, we read of the Norse “sharing out” the land of Mercia and East
Anglia respectively.3* The Chronicle tells us little of the Danelaw’s society, although it is clear
from place-names, Scandinavian borrowings into English, and material evidence that a mixed
culture must have evolved.®* Though Norse borrowings usually appear in Old English texts only
in connection with Danelaw concepts, by the middle of the twelfth century, texts from the north
and east use a substantial number of Scandinavian words that were previously unattested in
English.*® Evidence for the Scandinavians’ impact on society in northern and eastern England
can be found in the fact that the Domesday Book records many families whose members had a
mixture of English and Norse names.®” Furthermore, in their study of Viking artifacts found in
Lincolnshire, Kevin Leahy and Caroline Paterson write that since 1990, due to the popularity of
metal detecting, “many hundreds of new finds” of Scandinavian and Anglo-Scandinavian
metalwork have been recorded.® Alfred’s son Edward gradually managed to win submission
from many Danish rulers along the border of the Danelaw, so that parts of the Danelaw came to
recognize an English overlord. The Chronicle records that in 917, “the whole people of eastern

England who before were under Scandinavian dominion submitted to [Edward], and the army in

*3 Bately, ed., MS A, 876: “Healfdene Norpanhymbra lond gedelde & ergende waeron & hiera tilgende”; O’Brien
O’Keefe, ed., MS C, 877 [=876]; Cubbin, ed., MS D, 876; Irvine, ed., MS E, 876.

** ASC A, E, 877, 880; ASC D, 880.

3 Cavill, Vikings: Fear and Faith, 18.

% John Geipel, The Viking Legacy: The Scandinavian Influence on the English and Gaelic Languages (Newton Abbot:
David & Charles, 1971), 62-3.

%7 Olof Von Feilitzen, The Pre-Conquest Personal Names of Domesday Book (Uppsala: Almqvist & Wiksells
Boktryckeri, 1937), 18-26.

%8 Kevin Leahy and Caroline Paterson, “New Light on the Viking Presence in Lincolnshire: The Artefactual Evidence,”
in Vikings and the Danelaw, ed. James Graham-Campbell, Richard Hall, Judith Jesch, and David N. Parsons (Oxford:
Oxbow Books, 2001), 191.
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East Anglia swore with him an agreement that they all wished what he wished and that they
wished that peace which he wished, both on sea and on land”.*°

/thelstan, Edward’s son, extended English overlordship into Northumbria, eventually
winning a famous victory at the battle of Brunanburh in 937.* The Battle of Brunanburh must
be seen within the context of a three-way power-struggle between the kings of Wessex, the
Scandinavian kings, and the Northumbrians, who wished to remain as independent as possible
from Wessex.** It was probably partially due to the Northumbrians’ ambivalent attitude towards
rule by either Scandinavians or Wessex that Northumbria’s political status during the first half of
the tenth century was so unsettled. Rule over northern England passed back and forth between
English and Scandinavian rulers until 954, when King Eadred finally expelled the Norwegian
Erik Bloodaxe from York.** By this time, the West Saxon kings’ adversaries were probably not
the descendents of Vikings who had to come to eastern England in the ninth century, but the
descendants of Norwegian settlers in Ireland. It is generally accepted that waves of Vikings who

arrived in northwestern England in the early tenth century did so because the Irish had

temporarily managed to expel the Norwegians from Dublin in 902.** These Vikings and their

39 ASC A, 917: “him cirde micel folc to aegper ge on Eastenglum ge on Eastseaxum pe ar under Dena anwalde waes,
& eal se here on Eastenglum him swor annesse peet hie eal paet woldon paet he wolde, & eall paet fripian woldon
pzet se cyng fripian wolde, aegper ge on sz ge on lande”.

O ASCA, 937.

** Alfred Smyth, Scandinavian York and Dublin (Dublin: Templekieran Press, 1979), 2:36.

*2 peter Sawyer, “The Last Scandinavian Kings of York,” Northern History 31 (1995): 39-44. A. Campbell discusses
the complicated chronology of Northumbrian history in the first half of the tenth century (A. Campbell, “Two Notes
on the Norse Kingdoms of Northumbria,” English Historical Review 57:225 (1942): 85-91.) Clare Downham also
provides a good examination of the sequence of events leading up to the Battle of Brunanburh (Clare Dowham,
Viking Kings of Britain and Ireland (Edinburgh: Dunedin Academic Press, 2007), 85-105.)

* James Graham-Campbell, “The Early Viking Age in the Irish Sea Area,” in Ireland and Scandinavia in the Early
Viking Age, ed. Howard B. Clarke, Maire Ni Mhaonaigh, and Raghnall O Floinn (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 1998),
107; N. J. Higham, “The Scandinavians in North Cumbria: Raids and Settlement in the Later Ninth to Mid-Tenth
Centuries,” in The Scandinavians in Cumbria, ed. John R. Baldwin and lan D. Whyte (Edinburgh: Scottish Society for
Northern Studies, 1985), 37-51; N. J. Higham, “Northumbria, Mercia, and the Irish Sea Norse, 893-926,” in Viking
Treasure from the North-West: the Cuerdale Hoard in its Context, ed. James Graham-Campbell (Liverpool: National
Museums and Galleries on Merseyside, 1992), 21-30; Smyth, Scandinavian York and Dublin, 1: 79. Smyth and,
following him, Clare Downham, emphasize that we must not assume that all of the Scandinavian settlers west of
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history must be carefully distinguished from that of the preceding ones. This can be difficult,
especially in parts of Northumbria, where, over the course of the ninth and tenth centuries, local
rule shifted between Englishmen, Scandinavians whose families had arrived in the ninth century,
Norwegians from Dublin (such as Amlaib Claran), and, in the case of Eric Bloodaxe,
Norwegians from Norway.** Nevertheless, we must bear in mind that the Scandinavians were
not a monolithic group; Danes and Norwegians who had been in England for a couple
generations and had married into English families would have had different interests and views
from newly arrived Norwegians from Ireland.

By the mid-tenth century, Viking attacks had almost ceased.”> The English kings
ultimately ruled both the English and the Norse.*® Matthew Innes argues that the tenth-century
legislation enacted by the Wessex kings was designed to bridge any sense of division between
the Norsemen and the English.*’ But the peaceful reign of Edgar proved to be just a brief
interlude. Towards the end of the tenth century, Viking attacks resumed, although these
probably had little to do with the already established Scandinavian population in England. These
attacks were led by the future king of Norway, Olaf Tryggvason, the nominally Christian king of
Denmark, Swein Forkbeard, and his son Cnut. While these attacks had important consequences,

the only point of intersection between the history of these new Vikings and that of the

the Pennines came from Dublin. Many might have come from Gaelic-speaking areas of Scotland. See Smyth,
Scandinavian York and Dublin, 1: 75-92 and Downham, Viking Kings of Britain and Ireland, 85.

* The expulsion of the Viking leadership from Dublin and their move to northern England is discussed in chapter 4,
pages 130-31.

** Clare Downham argues that the unification of England probably forced Viking leaders to leave the country
(Downham, Viking Kings of Britain and Ireland, 121.)

*® As David Dumville puts it, “in the reign of Edgar, it must have been apparent that the days of Northumbrian
independence were effectively over” (Dumville, Wessex and England from Alfred to Edgar, 143.)

* Matthew Innes, “Danelaw Identities,” Cultures in Contact: Scandinavian Settlement in England in the Ninth and
Tenth Centuries, ed. Dawn M. Hadley and Julian D. Richards (Turnhout: Brepols, 2000), 73. Hadley concurs with
Innes’ view (Hadley, The Vikings in England, 67-9.)
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Scandinavians in England is the unfortunate massacre of St. Brice’s Day in 1002.*® From this
point on, the history of the Danelaw becomes one with that of the rest of England.

In recent decades there has been a tendency to downplay the harm that the Viking
invaders did to the Church in England, or for that matter, the harm that the Vikings did to the
Church anywhere. Many scholars have re-imagined the Vikings not as committed heathens
attacking churches with a vengeance, but as settlers and merchants whose violent activities were
indistinguishable from those committed by Christian rulers. As Simon Keynes writes, “If there
was once a tendency to romanticize the exploits of the Vikings overseas, it is now more
fashionable to regard them as the maligned and misunderstood victims of a Christian press, or as
creatures of their time whose behaviour was merely an extension of normal Dark Age activity, or
indeed as cultivated men with elevated thoughts and honourable intentions.”* Peter Sawyer
exemplifies this tendency to view the Vikings as victims of a hostile press. In the introduction to
his study of the Vikings he writes, “most contemporary writers were extremely hostile to the
Vikings, and they concentrated almost exclusively on the violent aspects of Scandinavian
activity...the bias is often obvious and the exaggerations blatant.”® Furthermore, it is
“unfortunate that this bias and these exaggerations should have so thoroughly infected historical
writing about the Viking period as a whole”. Sawyer’s Age of the Vikings was first published in
1962. In a study of the Vikings in Ireland published in 1967, A. T. Lucas took a similar
approach to Sawyer’s towards the Vikings. Lucas writes, “an illusion of Norse preoccupation
with such raids [on churches and monasteries]...is the result of an unpremeditated distortion of

proportion by the chroniclers and of an inadvertent acceptance of the distortion by their readers.”

*® ASCC, D, E, F, 1002.

* Simon Keynes, “The Vikings in England, c. 790-1016” in The Oxford lllustrated History of the Vikings, ed. Peter
Sawyer (Oxford: University Press, 1997), 49.

% p_H. Sawyer, The Age of the Vikings 2" ed. (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1971), 9.
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The Irish annalists, interested only in things clerical, created “a picture overloaded with
particulars about raids on monasteries greatly out of proportion to the sum of Norse activity as it
affected the population in general”.®* R. I. Page is less fulsome in his assessment of the Vikings
than Peter Sawyer, though he emphasizes the fact that Old Norse sources show that the Vikings
did not judge themselves to be nearly as unpleasant as the English did.>* Like Sawyer, he for
some reason looks for possible excuses for the Vikings’ activities and then, assuming that the
excuses are justified, implies that the Englishmen’s view of these activities was too harsh. For
instance, in discussing Athelweard’s description of the Vikings’ killing of the reeve who rode
out to meet them in 787, Page writes, “/thelweard’s interpretation [of the Kkilling] is clear
enough, though not necessarily the truer for all that...perhaps [the reeve] offended the Northmen
by his imperious attitude; perhaps there were language difficulties, the Northmen misunderstood
his intent and panicked.”

This tendency to minimize the harm done by the Vikings has not gone entirely
unopposed. In an article published in 1999, Alfred P. Smyth wrote, “assessments of the effects
of Scandinavian raiders in the ninth and tenth centuries have focused for over three decades on
an agenda set by revisionist historians.” The approach that these historians have developed,
“driven by a desire to show that the Scandinavian raiders were not numerous and that they were
no more destructive to Church property or personnel than were native Christian opposition, has
2154

too often led to conclusions which fly in the face of historical evidence and common sense.

The general thrust of revisionist arguments is that the image of the Vikings as being especially

L A. T. Lucas, “The Plundering and Burning of Churches in Ireland, 7 to 16" Century”, North Munster Studies, ed.
Etienne Rynne (Limerick: The Thomond Archaeological Society, 1967), 211.

>2R. 1. Page, “’A Most Vile People’: Early English Historians on the Vikings” (London: University College, 1987), 4-5.
>3 Page, 22-3.

>* Alfred P. Smyth, “The Effect of Scandinavian Raiders on English and Irish Churches: a Preliminary Reassessment,”
in Britain and Ireland: 900-1300, ed. Brendan Smith (Cambridge: University Press, 1999), 1.
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harmful to the Church is the result of the biases of the whining monks who wrote the histories,
mixed with later medieval historians’ ascription of every misfortune from the ninth or tenth
century to Viking harrying. For example, David Dumville points out that just as church lands in
Northumbria and eastern Mercia came into lay hands (presumably Norsemen’s hands), minsters
in Greater Wessex, which was never under Viking control, were put out of action when their
lands became secularized.™ The implication is that the Vikings were not the only ones who did
harm to the Church; native, Christian rulers sometimes harmed Church interests. In a similar
vein, D. M. Hadley contends that the Danes merely accelerated a decline in the Church that had
already begun by the time of their arrival.®® It is also likely that the Vikings attacked churches
simply because they knew that such buildings held valuables, not because of any particular
antipathy towards Christianity. Neverthless, the accumulated mass of evidence makes it clear
that the Danes caused significant disruption in the ecclesiastical life of ninth-century England.

It is not easy to find contemporary records of the complete destruction of English
ecclesiastical establishments at the hands of Vikings. The Chronicle records only the Vikings’
devastation, in 870, of one of the more important religious sites in the kingdom of Mercia, the
monastery at Medeshamstede, that is, Peterborough in modern Cambridgeshire.>” Even this lone
admission of a monastery’s destruction is found only in the E manuscript of the Chronicle. As a
fire at the monastery at Peterborough destroyed the E manuscript, the version we have today is a
later copy based on a manuscript kept at Winchester Cathedral. It is therefore possible that the

admission that Peterborough had been destroyed was not made when it occurred, but was added

>> David N. Dumville, Wessex and England from Alfred to Edgar, 53.

** D. M. Hadley, “The Vikings’ Relationship with Christianity Reconsidered,” in Church and People in Britain and
Scandinavia, ed. Ingmar Brohed (Lund: University Press, 1996), 59-76.

* ASCE, 870.
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more than two hundred years later.”® The collapse of several episcopal successions (as we find
recorded in tenth century episcopal lists) is, however, inexplicable without considering the
Norsemen’s impact. In Northumbria, episcopal succession appears to have collapsed in every
see except those of Lindisfarne and York.>® According to the History of Saint Cuthbert, although
the episcopal succession of Lindisfarne continued, the monastic community on the island was
forced to flee to Norham after the death of Bishop Ecgred in 845.%° The bishopric of Leicester
was vacant between 869 and 888, while the last known bishop of Hexham died in 821.
Hexham’s demise occurred during the forty-year hiatus in Viking attacks, so it is not clear why
exactly it declined. It is possible, even probable, that the church of Hexham was heavily
damaged by the Vikings in 794, for Hexham lies quite close to the monastery of Jarrow which,
as the Chronicle tells us, the Danes raided in that year.”* In East Anglia, the see of EImham’s
last bishop during the Viking period was Hunberht, who, according to a twelfth-century tradition
from Durham, was killed in 869 by Danes who refused to allow a successor.?? This tradition is
in doubt, however, since Malmesbury, who tells us that Hunberht was bishop of EImham in the
time of Ludecan king of Mercia, seems to know nothing of the bishop’s martyrdom along with
King Edmund.®® However the bishop of EImham met his end, his see remained empty between

about 869 and 955.% The last bishop of Dummoc®™ was Athelwald, who must have been

G N. Garmonsway, introduction to The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, ed. and trans. G. N. Garmonsway (London: J. M.
Dent and Sons, 1953), xxxix-xI.

> David N. Dumville, Wessex and England from Alfred to Edgar, (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 1992), 31.

% Ted Johnson South, ed., Historia de Sancto Cuthberto, (Woodbridge: Boydell and Brewer, 2002), 48.

' ASCD, E, 794.

62 Symeonis Monachi Opera Omnia, ed. Thomas Arnold, (1882; repr. Kraus Reprint, 1965), 1: 55: “Inguar, orientales
Anglos invadit, sanctissimumque regem Eadmundum diversis pcenis laceratum cum suo pontifice Hunberto
peremit.”

6 Symeonis Monachi Opera Omnia, 1: 55n.

® Maurice Powicke, and E. B. Fryde, eds., Handbook of British Chronology, (London: Offices of the Royal Historical
Society, 1986), 216.

® The name Dummoc probably refers to modern day Dunwich.
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consecrated sometime between 845 and 869.%° In Mercia, all the sees of the East Midlands
appear to have collapsed.®’ In Lincolnshire, the bishopric of Lindsey lay vacant from some time
in the 860°s until 953. Even the bishopric of London finds no historical attestation between
about 867 and 897.%® Perhaps the most curious case of a bishopric’s disappearance from the
historical record is that of Whithorn, in Dumfries, in the far southwest of Scotland. When they
were founded in the eighth century, the monastery and diocese of Whithorn were part of the
kingdom of Northumbria. The bishopric vanishes from the record in the 830’s and does not
reappear until it was re-founded in about 1129, this time as the center of the revived see of
Galloway, and under the patronage of the lord of Galloway. Given that the Vikings were busy
ravaging and settling the eastern seaboard, it is unlikely that they harmed a church or monastery
lying on the western coast of Britain. What is far more reasonable is that our last record of this
church’s existence as part of Northumbria happened to occur in the 830’s. By the mid-ninth
century, the Norsemen were attacking northern and eastern England in full force. The Norse
conquest of Northumbria must have cut off the diocese’s source of political support, and as
secular leaders were usually instrumental in finding and promoting new candidates for episcopal
office, the loss of political support might have caused the bishopric to collapse upon the death of
the last bishop appointed before the Scandinavian invasion. The disappearance of this far-flung
diocese is thus testimony to the political and social disarray that accompanied the Viking
conquest. Such a comment, however, could be made about the breaking of any episcopal line,

1%}

for as Patrick Wormald writes, bishoprics “’were among the most durable institutions of

% powicke and Fryde, eds., 216.
* bumville, Wessex and England from Alfred to Edgar, 31.
% D. M. Hadley, The Vikings in England: Settlement, Society, and Culture (Manchester: University Press, 2006), 207.
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medieval Europe; they were not lightly abandoned, even for a time, and were very resistant to
change, even by ecclesiastical authority.””®°

The Vikings may not have been fully responsible for the long gaps that we observe in
episcopal lists. Julia Barrow argues that the kings of Wessex, reluctant to see clerics serve the
interests of Wessex’s Scandinavian foes, prevented episcopal consecration.” Such a suspicion is
strengthened by a letter written by Pope Formosus to the English bishops some time between 891
and 896, in which he scolds them for allowing the growth of heathenism in their land, but notes
that Archbishop Plegmund says that they are trying to evangelize. Tellingly, he orders that as
soon as a bishop dies, the archbishop of Canterbury is to announce the death to his suffragens,
and that a new bishop is to be canonically elected and consecrated as quickly as possible.” In
any event, it seems unlikely that the Wessex kings were somehow to blame for the initial ninth-
century collapse of episcopal succession that occurred at some, but not all, of the sees in those
parts of England most affected by the Danes. We must conclude that Danish attacks on
ecclesiastical establishments, even if made only for the purpose of gathering loot, were severe
enough that they resulted in death or flight for many bishops and priests.

In addition to the breakdown of episcopal succession in much many sees, other bits of
negative evidence indicate that that there was severe disruption in the religious life of northern

and eastern England during the ninth century. For instance, although the seventh and eighth

centuries are well documented at many English churches, stone sculpture often forms the only

% patrick Wormald, “Viking Studies: Whence and Whither?” in The Vikings, ed. R. T. Farrell (London: Phillimore,
1982), 138.
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sign of their continuing existence during the ninth and tenth centuries.’® Furthermore, it is
noteworthy that the Domesday Book shows that in the eleventh century, the ecclesiastical
establishments of northern and eastern England held significantly less land than those of
southern and western England.” In Wessex and western Mercia, for instance, between a fifth
and a third of the land in each county was owned by religious establishments. In the east
midlands west of the fens and in those parts of northern England that the Domesday Book covers,
however, less than ten percent of the land belonged to churches.” There is disagreement among
scholars as to how and to whom the Church lost land in these parts of the country. D. M. Hadley
argues that in many cases, it may have been secular English rulers who took land from the
church, not the Vikings. She points out that there is documentary evidence that during the ninth
century kings and bishops struggled for control over churches and their lands and that churches
often lost land. The Historia de Sancto Cuthberto accuses kings Osbert and Zlle of robbing the
community of St. Cuthbert of land during the period just before the Danish settlement of
Northumbria.” In any event, regardless of how the Church lost so much land, the fact that it did
lose so much during the ninth and tenth centuries must have caused Christian religious practice

to become haphazard and irregular in many regions and occasionally even to disappear.
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The Church’s diminished status and weakened condition in those areas of England that
the Vikings invaded can be seen also in the western and southern churches’ removal of various
saints’ relics from the northern and eastern churches to which they were traditionally attached.
The Mercian register of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle reveals that the relics of St. Oswald, for
example, were taken from Bardney in Lincolnshire to Mercia in 909.”° The relics of St. Wilfrid
and a copy of Stephen of Ripon’s Vita Wilfridi were removed from Ripon to Canterbury,
probably in 948, when Ripon was burnt during King Eadred’s northward campaign.”” During the
reign of Cnut the relics of St. Wystan were taken from Repton in Derbyshire to Evesham Abbey
in Worcestershire, suggesting that Repton had lost much of its former prestige.”® In the early
tenth century St. ZElmund’s relics were removed from Northworthy in Derby. This confiscation
is thought to have been the work of Athelflaed, King Alfred’s daughter, who is associated with
the removal of many Mercian saints’ relics.”® It is possible that the loss of St. £Ilmund’s relics
are not a sign of the Mercian churches’ weakness, since ZAthelflaed invaded Mercia in 917, and
the removal may have taken place then. If this is the case, then St. £Imund’s remains were
taken not so much because they belonged to a church that had lost prestige and might, but rather
because they happened to be located in a place that fell victim to triumphant pillaging. In other
words, it is possible that Mercia’s loss of these relics had nothing to do with the Vikings. Even if
the Mercian churches did not suffer at all under the Vikings, Athelflaed still might have
managed to take £Imund’s relics when she invaded the region. However Northworthy lost St.

AImund’s relics, we see a trend in the tenth century towards the usurpation of northern and
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eastern churches’ saints by southern and western churches. The twelfth-century writer William
Malmesbury confirms this observation, writing that Glastonbury acquired a number of northern
saints’ remains, including those of Hild of Whitby, in Yorkshire, Ceolfrith of Monkwearmouth-
Jarrow, and Aidan of Lindisfarne.®® Thus, along with land, the churches in Danish-controlled
areas also seem to have lost standing and the ability to hang onto their own saints.

In addition, there is a certain amount of archaeological and artistic evidence that some
historians argue indicates a disrupted or crumbling state of affairs in the English church of the
ninth and tenth centuries. For example, an analysis of charters produced at Christ Church,
Canterbury shows that by the 850’s and 860’s, there had been a significant decline in standards
from the flawless calligraphy of the early ninth century. Nicholas Brooks suggests that after the
Viking attack of 851, the community was forced to recruit less well-trained scribes. In his
translation of Pope Gregory’s Pastoral Care, King Alfred gives a preface in which he ascribes
the decline in literacy to the Viking invasions.®* The abandonment or at least uncertain fate of
many churches can be inferred from the fact that, as D. M. Hadley notes, there are many church
sites where we can see a lengthy tradition of stone sculpture that suddenly comes to a halt in the
tenth century.® At other church sites, while their history during the seventh and eighth centuries

is documented, stone sculpture forms the only sign of continuing ecclesiastical activity during
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the ninth and tenth centuries.®* Furthermore, there is little evidence for the building of churches
in the ninth century.®

One migh