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Introduction
It is more than a coincidence that two of the most 
important Danish saints in twelfth-century Denmark 
came from the same royal family; they were both 
named Cnut (in Latin: Canutus). The purpose of this 
article is to give a brief comparison between these 
two saints and how they have been portrayed in the 
hagiographical writings that were the basis for their 
cults. Although the two Cnut saints were related as 
uncle and nephew and less than fifty years separate 
their deaths, they were portrayed in very different 
ways which, as I argue, has also led to very different 
reception histories of the two saints in post-medieval 
times.

Cnut the Holy (in Danish: Cnut den Hellige), or 
Cnut Rex, was King of Denmark c. 1080–1086. He 
was first made a saint through an episcopal translation 
within a decade of his death, but a few years later his 
brother King Erik Ejegod (1095–1103) appealed to 
the pope for his canonization. This led to yet another 
translation in 1101 (Hope 2017: 177–80, for gener-
al introductions see Hankeln 2015, Hope 2017, and 
Steffen Hope’s article in this volume). The reasons 
for, and the historicity of, the papal canonization of 
Cnut Rex have been debated in recent scholarship; 
papal canonizations were not the general practice 
for establishing sainthood at this time (Hope 2017: 
178–79, Vauchez 2005: 6–7, and Bartlett 2013: 57). 

The second St Cnut was the nephew of Cnut Rex, 
Duke Cnut Lavard (hence Cnut Dux), prince of Den-
mark (for general introductions, see Dubois and In g-
wersen 2008, Bergsagel 2010b, Riis 2010, Petersen 
2015, Petersen 2018a). He was the son of King Erik 
Ejegod, who died on Cyprus en route to Jerusalem 
on a pilgrimage. After some years, yet another broth-
er, Niels, became king of Denmark. His son Magnus 
murdered Cnut Lavard in an ambush on 7 January 
1131. 

From Cnut Rex’s predecessor, King Harald, to 
King Niels, altogether five brothers had become 
kings of Denmark. They were all sons of King Svend 
Estridsen (1047–1074/76), who traditionally has 

been credited with the first serious steps to build up 
the Latin Church in Denmark, reinforcing the pro-
cess of establishing bishoprics, struggling to obtain a 
separate Nordic archbishopric, independent of Ham-
burg-Bremen. Although this was only achieved by 
his son Erik Ejegod (and actually established only 
after Erik’s death, in 1104, in Lund in present day 
Sweden), Svend Estridsen was the first to attempt to 
form a new  power structure for the Danish realm 
based on two institutions, the Kingship and the 
Church, as in European Latin Christendom generally 
(Skovgaard-Petersen 2003: 178–79, Orrman 2003: 
426, 429–30).

Cnut Rex and Cnut Dux: Sources 
and historical knowledge 
Cnut Rex
Cnut Rex was killed in a public resurgence in the 
Church of St Alban in Odense on July the 10th 1086. 
This did not immediately lead to his canonization, 
not even, it seems, locally, although a small group of 
monks and members of the royal family may have 
arrived at the idea of his sanctity shortly after. Also, 
the conflict between Cnut and his brother, Olaf, who 
succeeded him as king (with the negative epithet 
Hunger), meant that nothing happened with regard 
to Cnut’s status as saint until Olaf’s death in 1095. 
Cnut was then translated into the crypt of the unfinis-
hed stone church, and this church was consequently 
dedicated to Cnut instead of St Alban, who seems to 
have been the intended dedicatee. Cnut Rex was ve-
nerated locally and publicly, it seems, as a saint from 
the time of Olaf Hunger’s death. Olaf was succeeded 
by King Erik Ejegod, whose application to the pope 
apparently led to Cnut’s canonization and thus, as al-
ready mentioned, to his second translation, now to 
the high altar of the stone church that had been finis-
hed in the meantime. 

The sources for the early cult of St Cnut Rex, up 
to and including the twelfth century, consist of the 
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so-called Odense literature, edited by the Latinist 
M.Cl. Gertz in the early twentieth century (Gertz 
1908–12). Steffen Hope’s recent PhD thesis (Hope 
2017) discusses the four texts that constitute this lit-
erature, and they are also discussed in his article in 
this volume. The four documents are of very different 
length and genre. As pointed out by Hope, they were 
written between c. 1095 (the beginning of the local 
cult) and c. 1120 by monks at the Benedictine clois-
ter in Odense. Traditionally, the anonymous and very 
brief Tabula Othoniensis (The Tablet of Odense; see 
further below) has been taken to be the earliest of 
these documents. Aelnoth of Canterbury’s substan-
tial chronicle Gesta Swenomagni regis et filiorum 
eius et passio gloriosissimi Canuti Regis et Martyris 
(The Deeds of King Sven the Great and his Sons and 
the Passion of the most glorious King and Martyr 
Cnut) was written in the early twelfth century. The 
short anonymous Passio Sancti Kanuti Regis et Mar-
tiris (The Passion of Saint Cnut, King and Martyr) 
and the similarly anonymous poem, the Epitaphium 
Sancti Kanuti (The Epitaph of Saint Cnut) have been 
considered to have been written in between the two 
first mentioned texts. 

In his discussion of the Odense literature, Hope 
established criteria for the chronology of the four 
texts, resulting from the characteristic features he 
found, that would likely be added as the individu-
al texts were composed over time. This has led to a 
partly new internal chronology of the Odense litera-
ture (see Hope’s article in this volume) in which the 
Tabula is no longer considered as the earliest of the 
four texts. The “formulation of Saint Cnut’s image” 
(Hope 2017: 186) that evolved in stages in the Odense 
literature was taken up in the composed liturgical of-
fice, the historia of St Cnut Rex (only preserved from 
printed late-medieval sources, but likely composed 
in the twelfth century). This “formulation” included 
both the notion of Cnut as a Danish proto-martyr and 
various elaborations of Cnut’s Christ-likeness. The 
historia of St Cnut Rex is discussed in Hope 2017, 
in Hope’s article in this volume, and also, especially 
concerning the musical aspects, by Hankeln 2015. 
Here follows the first (and larger) part of the suc-
cinct text of the Tabula that describes Cnut’s passion 
before the text briefly ends by mentioning all of the 
seventeen combatants, who died together with Cnut 
and his brother Benedict, by name, with my English 
translation:

Anno incarnationis dominice MLXXXVI in ci-
uitate Othensya gloriosus rex et protomartyr 
Danorum Canutus pro zelo christiane religionis 

et iustitie operibus in basilica sancti albani mar-
tyris per eum paulo ante de Anglia in Daciam 
transuecti post confessionem delictorum sacra-
mento munitus dominici corporis ante aram ma-
nibus solo tenus expansis in modum crucis la-
tere lanceatus VI Idus Julii et VI feria mortem 
pro Christo passus requieuit in ipso. Occisi sunt 
etiam ibidem cum eo frater eius nomine et gra-
tia martyrii Benedictus ac XVII sui commilitones 
[…]. (Tabvla Othiniensis, Gertz 1908–12, vol. I: 
60-61)

[In the year 1086 after the Lord’s incarnation, the 
glorious king and protomartyr of the Danes, Cnut, 
through his zealousness for Christianity and his just 
deeds, in the basilica of the martyr St Alban, whom 
he shortly before had brought from England to Den-
mark, suffered death for Christ in front of the altar 
on the sixth day before mid-July, a Friday, one side 
pierced with a lance and his hands stretched out in 
the form of a cross. After confessing wrongdoings, 
he was strengthened by the sacrament of the Lord’s 
body. He rested in Christ. At the same place, also his 
brother Benedict, blessed with martyrdom, and se-
venteen of their fellow combatants were killed with 
him. […]]

The fuller narrative of St Cnut Rex’s martyrdom 
as found in Aelnoth’s chronicle is a complex story 
of disagreements and fights between Cnut and some 
of his brothers, of warfare to England, of taxation 
of the Danes for the sake of the Church, all leading 
up to a detailed account of Cnut’s passion. It is dif-
ficult to arrive at a univocal historical understanding 
of the events leading up to Cnut’s death, not least 
since all preserved narratives are hagiographic, writ-
ten with the main intention to present Cnut’s saint-
liness. Possibly, the earliest of the texts were writ-
ten with the intention to help establishing his cult.  

Cnut Dux
The narrative of Cnut Lavard’s saintliness, and how 
he was murdered by his cousin, is a very different 
story altogether. Again, what actually happened his-
torically is difficult to determine in detail, since the 
available records all are written under the assump-
tion of Cnut Lavard’s saintliness. Also, most sour-
ces for Cnut Lavard’s life and death are further re-
moved from the historical events they record than is 
the case for the Odense literature: only the early vita 
by Robert of Elgin, which has only been preserved 
very fragmentarily, was written within the first de-
cade of his death, i.e. in the 1130s. In this case, the 
text of Pope Alexander III’s bull of canonization 
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(from 1169) has been preserved in copy (Riis 2010: 
xviii–xix). What is construed as the legend, based on 
the readings in the early preserved office from the 
thirteenth century has normally been taken to be ear-
lier than Saxo Grammaticus’ account in his Gesta 
Danorum (written around 1200). In addition, there 
is Helmold’s Chronica slavorum (from the 1170s). 
Also the later Knytlinga Saga (thirteenth century) 
provides different historical details (for discussions 
of the sources, see Chesnutt 2003, Riis 2010, Riis 
2015, Bergsagel 2010b, Bergsagel 2010a, Dubois 
and Ingwersen 2008, Petersen 2014, Petersen 2015, 
Petersen 2018a).

Another interesting source, although it only men-
tions the murder of Cnut Lavard in passing, is the 
Roskilde Chronicle, the main part of which was fin-
ished probably in 1141. It gives a favourable account 
of both Magnus, who killed Cnut, and Cnut Lavard. 
The chronicle does not sanction the murder but refers 
to it in passing in a very matter-of-fact way, deplor-
ing the deed. A chapter was added to the chronicle 
much later (probably early thirteenth century) re-
ferring briefly to Cnut Lavard as a saint, but, again, 
in passing (Riis 2010: xxi–xxiv, Gertz 1917–18: 
26–33). Interestingly, the oldest copy of the chroni-
cle is found in the same manuscript (of the thirteenth 
century) as the unique copy of the offices of Cnut 
Lavard (both for the day of his death, the 7th of Jan-
uary, and the day of his translation, the 25th of June), 
and even written by the same hand (Riis 2010: xxi). 
The liturgical texts have recently been published in 
modern editions (textually in Chesnutt 2003, partly 
also giving English translations, the offices are edited 
including musical transcriptions in Bergsagel 2010a; 
the hagiographical Latin texts were first edited in 

Gertz 1908–12, vol. II: 171–247. The Chronicon 
Roskildense is edited in Gertz 1917–18: 14–33).

Following the papal canonization, the translation 
of Cnut Lavard occurred in June 1170 in St Bendt’s 
monastic church in Ringsted, to which his dead body 
had been brought soon after the murder. It was an im-
portant celebration, not only of the canonization, but 
also of the (relatively) recently re-established Danish 
kingdom and of the coronation of King Valdemar’s 
seven-year old son as the future King Cnut VI (Riis 
2010, Riis 2015, Bergsagel 2010a, Dubois and Ing-
wersen 2008). The occasion celebrated a new order 
in the Danish realm, based on Christian norms, af-
ter the de-stabilising civil war that to a great extent 
was a result of the murder, which again, as gener-
ally all sources and modern historians agree, was 
caused by a power struggle for the Danish throne. 
King Valdemar, Cnut Lavard’s son, born a week after 
the murder, had won the civil war between several 
pretenders for the throne, all from different parts of 
the royal family, and had become king of all of Den-
mark in 1157. The canonization of Cnut Lavard was 
his work, and it was a way to provide his rule with 
authority, holiness, and stability, in many ways just 
in the same overall sense as Erik Ejegod’s interest 
in having Cnut Rex canonized some seven decades 
earlier. The celebrations in Ringsted also manifested 
a collaboration between Archbishop Eskil of Lund 
and the king after years of struggle (the king and the 
archbishop among other things each supporting dif-
ferent sides in the schism between Pope Victor and 
Pope Alexander). (fig. 01)    

There is no early, briefly summarizing hagio-
graphical text for Cnut Lavard that corresponds to 
the Tabula for Cnut Rex. However, a much later 

Fig. 1: The ruins of the chapel (12th cent.) 
of St Cnut Dux at Haraldsted. Towards the 
choir and apsis. Watercolour painting from 
1884 by A. P. Madsen (1822-1911). Nation-
al Museum of Denmark.
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Latin motto, from the sixteenth-century Ludus de 
Sancto Canuto, copied in the manuscript before the 
play, which was written in Danish with Latin rubrics, 
preserved in a unique manuscript dated to c. 1574 
(in a different part of the manuscript), has a similarly 
summarising as well as hagiographical character:

Ludus de Sancto Canuto duce, qui fuit filius regis 
Danorum Erici Eyegod, dux Sleswich:, Slavoniæ 
et Vandaliæ, nominatus et coronatus Obotrito-
rum rex ab Imperatore Lothario, ob suspicionem 
regni Danici a patruele suo Magno, filio tum 
regnantis Danorum regis Nicolai, simulatione 
secreti amicique colloquij ad Insidias euocatus, 
7. die Ianuar: anno Christi 1130. nefarie trucida-
tur in vicina sylua Haraldstedt, vnde translatus 
est ad templum Dmi. Benedicti Ringstadien: et 
relatus est in numerum Sanctorum cultusque et 
honores diuinos accepit anno 1170; filio Walde-
maro primo id petente a pontifice Romano. (Lu-
dus de Sancto Canuto duce, Thott 1409. 4o: fol. 
48r.; Smith (ed.) 1868: 1) 

[A Play about the holy Duke Cnut, who was the 
son of Erik Ejegod, who was the king of the Danes, 
Duke of Slesvig, Slavonia, and the Wends, and was 
appointed and crowned king of the Obotrites by 
Emperor Luthair. On account of suspicion from the 
Danish royal court, Cnut was enticed to an ambush 
under the pretence of a secret friendly dialogue by 
his cousin, Magnus, son of the Danes’ then reigning 
King Niels. On the seventh of January, year of our 
Lord 1130, he was disgracefully butchered in a forest 
neighbouring Haraldstedt, from which he was con-
veyed to the holy Bendt’s shrine in Ringsted. He was 
also taken into the host and worship of the saints and 
canonized in the year 1170, as his son, Valdemar the 
First, had requested from the Roman pontiff.] (Du-
bois and Ingwersen 2008: 178).

Altogether, for both Cnut Rex and Cnut Dux, the nu-
merous hagiographical texts as well as the chronicles 
– it is far from easy to make a clear-cut distinction 
between the two genres – mean that we have a fair-
ly good, although by no means unequivocal overall 
historical image of the two Cnut-figures. Of course, 
these images are based on cultic perceptions of the 
figures as saints, after their respective canonizations. 
It is difficult to compare the saints’ liturgies, however, 
because the situations are very different here, espe-
cially as concerns the musical settings. For Cnut Rex, 
only very late printed breviaries, no earlier than the 
fifteenth century, preserve his office without music. 
Recently, however, Roman Hankeln found a late-me-

dieval source with musical notation containing some 
items of the office for Cnut Rex among the liturgical 
fragments, which were catalogued within the last de-
cades at the State Archives in Stockholm (Hankeln 
2015: 160–62). For Cnut Lavard, on the other hand, 
we have a (unique) fully notated thirteenth-century 
manuscript (now kept in the university library in 
Kiel, Germany) containing the offices for his trans-
lation as well as his passion, i.e. containing all music 
for both offices, including the proper of the mass for 
both. This manuscript was recently edited and tran-
scribed by John Bergsagel (Bergsagel 2010a), who 
believes it to be a copy of the twelfth-century origi-
nal made for the translation on the 25th of June 1170, 
at least for the translation office found in the manu-
script (Bergsagel 2010b: xxxi–xxxv). Even though 
this is a conjecture, and other scholars have proposed 
different theories of transmission for the Cnut Lavard 
office (Petersen 2018a: 180, and see n. 14), we have 
nothing like that for Cnut Rex.

It remains clear, as maintained by Hankeln and 
discussed and shown in great detail by Hope (going 
through all the texts of the historia, song by song and 
summing up the picture in the end), that the liturgi-
cal proper office for St Cnut Rex, his historia, builds 
on the four early texts, and primarily on Aelnoth’s 
Gesta Swenomagni. The image of Cnut Rex primar-
ily emphasises three main features: Cnut Rex as the 
proto-martyr of Denmark, his Christ-like virtues as 
a rex iustus, a just king, and the way descriptions of 
him are modelled on Christ. This becomes especially 
marked in the narrative of his passion (with stretched 
out arms as a cross, as seen in the quotation from the 
Tabula, above), but also for instance his being be-
trayed like Christ was betrayed (Hankeln 2015: 169, 
Hope 2017: 211–29).  

The two last themes are clearly found in the of-
fice of Cnut Dux as well. Even though Cnut never 
became king of Denmark, the descriptions of him as 
a just duke and judge for his dukedom in Southern 
Denmark were clearly formulated to the same effect 
as the idea of the rex iustus. Also the way he is de-
scribed as a mild and caring person, slaughtered in-
nocently, emphasises him as Christ-like, not least in 
the narrative of his passion. The two motives, which 
can be varied in numerous ways, are, indeed, stock 
motives for constructing saintly royal figures. Con-
versely, there can only be one proto-martyr in a par-
ticular region (Petersen 2014: 71, 74, 75, 81–82, 86, 
and 92; for royal saints more generally, see Bartlett 
2013: 211–16). 
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Saints’ images and the notion of 
narrative identity
The way saints are “formulated”, i.e. their characte-
ristics, becomes more differentiated when the saints 
are approached not only through epithets and dog-
matic notions, but also through the narrative identity 
they would receive in various narrative accounts. I 
use the notion of narrative identity as it was devel-
oped by Paul Ricoeur in his monumental Time and 
Narrative (Ricoeur 1990). The underlying concern 
has to do with the question of the constancy of a per-
sonal identity. The notion may be applied to literary 
fiction, but also to historical persons and narratives 
about their lives. If we are to talk about an image 
of a person in a narrative text, in which, of course, 
the narrative proceeds from a beginning over vari-
ous incidents and actions to an end, then the questi-
on of what constitutes the identity of the protagonist 
comes up. How is a personal identity constructed in 
such a case?

For Ricoeur, the name of the person should be 
seen as the agent of the identity. But, “what is the 
basis for the permanence of this proper name? What 
justifies our taking the subject of an action, so de-
signated by his, her, or its proper name, as the same 
throughout a life that stretches from birth to death? 
The answer has to be narrative” (Ricoeur 1990, vol. 

III: 246). By reference to Hannah Arendt, Ricoeur 
claims that the answer to the question “who?” is to 
tell a life-story. For Ricoeur, the notion of “self-sa-
meness” may solve the problem of a claim of “a sub-
ject identical with itself through the diversity of its 
different states”:  

[…] if we substitute for identity understood 
in the sense of being the same (idem), identity 
understood in the sense of oneself as self-same 
[soi-même] (ipse). The difference between idem 
and ipse is nothing more than the difference 
between a substantial or formal identity and a 
narrative identity. Self-sameness, “self-constan-
cy,” can escape the dilemma of the Same and 
the Other to the extent that its identity rests on 
a temporal structure that conforms to the model 
of dynamic identity arising from the poetic com-
position of a narrative text. (Ricoeur 1990, vol. 
III: 246).

Ricoeur supplements this through a model for trans-
mitting narratives. First, a life story is shaped by what 
has been witnessed or experienced in some way by a 
first narrator. This pre-figuration is, of course, alrea-
dy an interpretation articulating the perceived iden-
tity or character of the narrative, or the protagonist. 
Another person reading, hearing or transmitting the 
narrative will re-configure it through the emplotment 

Fig. 2: Cnut Dux enthroned 
(Detail from Fig. 3). Fres-
co from c.1300, St Bendt’s 
Church, Ringsted. Photo: 
Robert Fortuna, 2015. National 
Museum of Denmark.
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– to use a term developed by Hayden White – of the 
narrative. Ricoeur’s model makes explicit three le-
vels: pre-figuration, configuration and re-figuration, 
termed mimesis1, mimesis2, and mimesis3. As far as 
I can see, the three mimeses might as well be 5 or 
100, depending on the complexities of the transmis-
sion, which, obviously, varies from one situation to 
another. But the basic structure of the model is clear, 
and, I believe, quite useful (Ricoeur 1990, vol. I: 45–
47; see also Haker 2004 and Petersen 2018b: 3–6).

In the case of a saint’s narrative, we have some 
actual events, we may call them the historical events 
reported about the saint, his or her life and deeds, 
even though they may not be historically verifiable, 
or even happened as reported. As far back as it is 
possible to follow the traditions about a saint, we will 
find a narrative which may be taken as the pre-figu-
ration of the later transmission or reception of this 
story. In the case of Cnut Rex that would be the early 
texts, possibly the Tabula and the anonymous Pas-
sio. This pre-figuration, the first (traceable) version 
of the saint’s narrative, as it were, is then configured 
and re-configured over the following narrative texts 
as they were constructed, obviously with respect to 
the purposes of the authors, their contexts, and the 
particular, for instance institutional, demands on the 
(narrative) identity of the saint in question. Clearly, 
there would have been certain expectations, and even 
demands on the (narrative) identity of a saint, for in-
stance from the monastic house in which such a text 
or an office would have been composed, or from the 
royal family possibly commissioning or having in-
terests in such texts. And a normal procedure would 
have been to rewrite the narrative, appropriate it into 
the format, and to heed the demands of the institu-
tion or the author or whoever had influence over the 
adaptation. 

Among the main expected characteristics for, or 
ideas about, what constituted a royal saint was, as 
can be seen from numerous such saints’ narratives, 
and as partly pointed out already for both Cnut Rex 
and Cnut Dux, the rex iustus. This notion would also 
include the balance between noble birth, high author-
ity and power, on the one hand, and humility, love, 
justice and/or solidarity on the other. The legends, 
larger textual presentations, had quite some freedom 
in how to express these ideals, narratively or as ex-
plicitly stated in straight terms, not least because of 
the ample space for elaborating on them, for instance 
in narrative accounts. However, the brief, concen-
trated texts for the chants of a liturgical office needed 
these ideas to be configured with a high degree of 

clarity and sharpness, suitable or well-designed for 
the celebrative atmosphere of the daily prayers for 
the saint’s day. Therefore, the saintly character-traits 
needed to be emphasised succinctly, also in order for 
the music to be able to bring them out. As pointed out 
by Roman Hankeln:

As we have seen above, St Canute’s chant cycle 
is an intense discourse on its own. This discourse 
is principally based on motives from the passion 
reports, but it also reformulates and amends the 
representation of the saint in order to integrate it 
into the frame of the liturgy. The function of the 
music in this context would have been to articu-
late, to clarify and to emphasize the content of 
the text (Hankeln 2015: 184).

The overall system of the medieval Latin liturgical 
celebrations constituted a complex and, for centuries, 
fairly stable system. This system and its structures, 
of course, had come about gradually, over the early 
Christian centuries. From around 800, based not least 
on the liturgical manuscripts of Carolingian monas-
teries, we have sources for overall structures that 
were kept (although with many changes and elab-
orations, and individual variations) throughout the 
Middle Ages (and beyond in the Catholic Church). 
Each day had its mass(es) and, at least in the monas-
teries, also the Divine Office. This involved a week-
ly cycle of chanting through all 150 biblical psalms 
distributed over the week’s daily offices, influentially 
set up also as a daily cycle of seven prayers during 
the day and one prayer during the night in Benedict’s 
Rule, written in the first half of the sixth century. 
The contents and individual structures (including the 
structures of the various chant genres involved) of 
the daily and nightly offices were gradually further 
elaborated in monastic houses during later centuries, 
but Benedict’s overall structure determined all divine 
offices, including all saints’ offices. Into a fabric of 
evolving, but seemingly timeless and – for centuries 
– unchangeable liturgical structures, within a church 
year fundamentally based on main events from Je-
sus’ life and death, the so-called temporale, more and 
more saints’ days were gradually added, constituting 
the sanctorale (Petersen 2016: 172–76, see esp. n. 13 
giving many more references). This depended on the 
saints that were included in the Roman calendar as 
the papacy gradually centralised the Church’s accep-
tance of saints’ cults by way of papal canonization, 
as already pointed out. (It must be remembered that 
there were also saints who were venerated without 
an official canonization, and also sometimes without 
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a saint’s office). 
In liturgical saints’ offices, the narrative of the 

saint would be reflected in numerous chants, but es-
pecially important was that excerpts of the saint’s 
narrative would be recited during the nightly noc-
turnes with their nine or twelve readings and elabo-
rate (so-called great) responsories.

Repeated annually, of course, by way of the ri-
tual structure of the church year, but within the 
particular office of the day, this brought an in-
dividual person’s life story into the circularity 
of the church year. Otherwise, the church year 
primarily referred to only one life story, that of 
Jesus. In addition, however, it also referred to 
the all-encompassing progress of time to which 
all Christian narrative and thought refers: man’s 
life and death on earth as part of the overall nar-
rative of creation and historical time, embedded 
in God’s eternal providence and judgment […]. 
(Petersen 2016: 175–76).

Knowledge of these structures and traditional prac-
tices was, of course, a commonplace for a monk com-
posing a saint’s office. Such a person, for instance the 
cantor of the institution, would be well-acquainted 
with this framework for the appropriation of a sa-
int’s narrative into the right form and its appropriate 
contents, including special requirements in individu-
al cases. This would be one new re-configuration of 
the pre-figuration, which might in the meantime have 
undergone several other re-figurations. (fig. 03)

    

Comparing Cnut Rex  
and Cnut Dux
It has already been pointed out that both of the Cnut 
saints shared two of the three common aforemen-
tioned traits for royal saints, the two, indeed, that ac-
tually characterise the sainthood; the third, that of the 
proto-martyr, however important at the time, simply 
denotes a first saint in a region, something that only 
one saint can be. Cnut Lavard was, as pointed out 
already, portrayed as a royal saint, a saintly king, al-
though he never became king of Denmark. The nar-
rative pre-figuration is significant in this connection. 
The overall narrative about Cnut Dux, in all the var-
ious figurations, was based on the, probably histori-
cal, situation concerning the rivalry between Prince 
Magnus, King Niels’ son, and Duke Cnut, who, it 
was feared by at least Magnus, might end up becom-
ing the successor of Niels. For a comparison between 
the two figures and their cults, it is most important, 
I believe, that the pre-figurations of their sainthoods 
were fundamentally different. In spite of re-config-
urations due to the demands of the various genres 
or media, the basic narrative structure, and thus the 
narrative identity of the two figures, was radically 
different. 

All involved appropriations of narrative texts to 
be read or read aloud, and liturgical texts that were to 
be chanted in the church, or recited, could not change 
that the minesis2 or mimesis3 (or whatever number of 
re-figurations had already taken place) would have 
to correspond fundamentally to the pre-figuration 
narrative. The supplements of the readings through 
chants, which ultimately drew their texts (and musi-
cal emphases) from the same overall pool of narra-
tive matter, would not change the narrative structure 
of the pre-figured saint’s life in fundamental ways. 
Neither would, in most cases, appropriations based 
on ideal saintly discourses or on particular institu-
tional demands. Also, the inclusion of general Chri-

Fig. 3: The central vault of St Bendt’s Church, Ringsted, 
cf. Fig. 2 and  Fig. 4. Frescoes from c.1300. Photo: cour-
tesy of Benedikte X. Rokkedahl and Middelaldercirklen, 
University of Southern Denmark.
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stian liturgical praises and what else would be de-
emed important or appropriate for the Divine Office, 
would not change the basic narrative structure. Thus, 
the narrative identity of the protagonist saint would 
remain largely unchanged throughout the re-figura-
tions, even if this process did change a number of 
facets of the narrative to make it conform to new 
ideals or demands. The narrative identity is mainly 
dependent on the behaviour and the actions of the 
protagonist and, of course, the ways in which this is 
presented narratively. The narrative identity is, how-
ever, less dependent on interpretative terms and eva-
luations that frame the narrative. 

Even so, certain changes in a given appropriati-
on may cause at least some change to the narrative 
identity. The seventh and eighth reading of Matins 
for Cnut Lavard’s passion office claims that Cnut 
Lavard went unarmed to the meeting, to which Mag-
nus had invited him, in spite of warnings that the 
meeting might be an ambush, as it turned out to be 
(Chesnutt 2003: 99–102, 150–52). Conversely, Sa-
xo’s (later) version lets him be convinced to bring a 
sword, which, however, he never gets to use (Saxo 
13.6.6 and 13.6.9). This made an important differen-
ce in terms of Cnut’s qualifications to be a martyr, 
and interestingly the pope’s canonization bull does 
not mention his martyrdom, nor the martyr’s day of 
7th of January (see further Friis-Jensen 2006: 203, 
Petersen 2018a: 184). It is not known which of the 
two accounts may come closer to historical truth, but 
whereas it undoubtedly does make a difference for 
the narrative identity of Cnut, the legend constitut-
ed by the Matins readings for Cnut’s offices and the 
Saxo version do not present fundamentally different 
narrative identities for the saint. Both claim him to 
have been murdered innocently. Saxo seems to have 
preferred a more knightly image of him, although he 
points out that Cnut Lavard was so trusting and loyal 
to Magnus that he did not, in the first place, want to 
carry a weapon to the meeting. Oppositely, the le-
gend puts higher emphasis on the martyr-quality or 
the Christ-likeness of Cnut Dux, his being slaughte-
red like an innocent lamb. The overall narrative iden-
tity has been changed slightly, but not radically so. 

Naturally, the stories pertaining to the two Cnut 
saints were not at all similar. This is a trivial thing 
to point out, but in addition to the narratives not fol-
lowing a similar course, it is important to note that 
there is simply much more anecdotal material to be 
found in the Cnut Dux material. The – seemingly – 
original pre-figuration was rich in terms of anecdotes 
about how Cnut Dux conducted his office as a duke 

in Schleswig and the balance between his high lin-
eage and his role as a just judge. The problem that 
arose from his dual allegiances to the German em-
peror as well as the Danish king, which led him to 
be accused for disloyalty to the Danish throne, is not 
merely passed over in a brief rejection. This conflict 
is taken up in the narrative of lessons 4–5 of Matins 
in the passion office relating his defence at a moot 
in Ribe, where he convinces King Niels about his 
loyalty (but not, however, as the overall narrative 
shows, Niels’ son Magnus; Chesnutt 2003: 94–97, 
147–49, cf. also Saxo: 13.5.7 to 13.5.14). Altogeth-
er, the Odense literature has much fewer anecdotal 
sub-narratives than the chronicles and the offices of 
St Cnut Lavard. In this brief article, I can only exem-
plify this claim. Obviously, one needs to go through 
the complete bulk of texts to substantiate it. For Cnut 
Rex, Hope has done this, but mainly with respect to 
the overall (systematic) traits that were connected to 
the presentation of Cnut in this literature, not with re-
spect to the narrative rhetoric, and only considering 
(and editing) the chants, not for instance the Matins 
readings, in his textual edition of the office. Here I 
shall just exemplify my impression of the narrative 
style of Aelnoth’s Gesta Swenomagni with short ex-
cerpts. The first is taken from an episode at a cru-
cial point in the narrative (see Hope 2017: 200–206), 
from chapter XVII, where the insurrection takes its 
beginning in officials’ consultations against the king:

[…] regiis exactoribus de peragendis simul et 
inquirendis negociis demandans. Cuius aduen-
tu tam nobiles quam et uulgus incitati impiorum 
consiliorum conuenticula aggregant et ad inui-
cem animos ad iniquitatem instigant, pudori de-
putantes regiis institutis cedere et sese inferio-
res quam regiam potestatem existimare. Idcirco, 
dum potestati insidiantur, deo aduersantur, quia 
iuxta ueridicum apostolum, qui potestati resistit, 
dei ordinationi obsistit. (Gertz 1908–12, I: 104)
[[…] at the same time he demanded the local au-
thorities to follow through and investigate trou-
bles. Through his coming, both nobles and com-
mon people were excited to such an extent that 
they arranged small assemblies for irreverent 
discussions and mutually incited [their] minds to 
unfairness, regarding it a shame to yield to the 
royal decrees and to think of themselves as infe-
rior to the royal authority. Therefore, while they 
plot against the authority, they oppose God, be-
cause, according to the truthful apostle, he who 
resists the authority, opposes God’s regulations.]
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The point I want to make is simply that the way this 
episode is told by Aelnoth gives no narrative details 
that could make it possible for the reader to imagine 
the episode. It is told in moralizing terms, categoriz-
ing Cnut’s and also his opponents’ actions without 
making the action easy to imagine for the reader, be-
yond the author’s assessment. This to some extent 
characterizes even Saxo’s narrative of Cnut Rex in 
Book 11 of his Gesta Danorum, (which is not part of 
the Odense literature).

Also the narratives about Cnut Lavard are full of 
assessments and judgments of his opponents, but the 
rhetorical style involves narrative details to a much 
higher degree in most accounts, involving the ima-
gination of the readers. As an example, I quote from 
the third Matins reading from the office for his mar-
tyr day, the 7th of January:

Quidam nacione nobilis set opere nequam sepi-
us incausatus. a temeritate sua desistere nolens. 
cum potens esset pro minimo habebat pauperibus 
iniuriari et proximos suos opprimere. Porro dux 
in Skania degens(.) audiuit eum iura contemp-
nere, iusticiam paruipendere. nec Deum timere. 
nec homines uereri. Quo audito de re sollicitus 
dux non se sompno dedit. quosque rediens Iu-
ciam pervenit, et continuo coram illo preuarica-
tor accersitur. accusatur. conuincitur. et a iusto 
iudice suspendio adiudicatur. Tunc ille duci dixit. 
Propinquus tuus sum, ingenuitati tue noli inferre 
iniuriam. Ad hec dux. Cum michi sis propinquus 
ceteris in pena es preferendus, quia quanto alijs 
es genere alcior. tanto alijs alcius eleuaberis. Et 
factum e(st). Malus nauis acquiritur et in uertice 
montis erigitur, cui reus appensus indignam ui-
tam morte digna terminauit. Perpendentes iniqui 
quod nec prauis propinquis iudex iustus peper-
cisset, furari uel predari presumere metuebant. 
(Chesnutt 2003: 93–94)
[There was a certain man, noble of birth but evil 
in his ways, who had often been accused but 
chose not to desist from his insolence; powerful 
as he was, he thought it a matter of no moment 
to hurt the poor and oppress his neighbours. In 
due course the duke, while visiting Skåne, heard 
that this man held the law in contempt, despised 
justice, and neither feared God nor respected 
men. On learning this the duke was troubled and 
returned to Jutland, not even sleeping until he ar-
rived there. Immediately the miscreant was sum-
moned before him, accused and found guilty, and 
sentenced by the just judge to be hanged. Then 
he said to the duke: “I am your near kinsman. 

Do not bring shame on your own high rank!” To 
which the duke replied. “Just because you are 
so nearly related to me, you shall be raised up 
higher than others in your punishment. For, to 
the very same degree that you rank above others, 
so much higher shall you be hanged than them!” 
And so it was done: they fetched a ship’s mast 
and erected it on the top of a hill, and here the 
evildoer was hanged, thus deservedly ending his 
undeserving life. And criminals, observing how 
the just judge did not even spare offenders who 
were his kinsmen, were now afraid to presume to 
commit theft or robbery.] (Chesnutt 2003: 147).

I believe that the two examples quoted here are 
typical for the narrative styles in the preserved nar-
rative presentations of Cnut Rex and for the narra-
tives about Cnut Lavard. Altogether, for instance, the 
Odense literature does not render any direct speech 
of Cnut Rex whereas the legend of Cnut Lavard de-
livers numerous direct statements by Cnut Lavard. 
Whether these direct statements are based in actual 
memory of what Cnut Lavard actually said on vari-
ous occasions or are literary constructions, they con-
tribute to the very vivid portrayal of his figure. The 
difference between the two textual traditions is also 
evident at the very martyrdom of the two protago-
nists. 

Immediately before Cnut Lavard is stabbed by 
Magnus and his men, the legend conveys an ex-
change of words between Magnus and Cnut, where 
Magnus accuses Cnut of intending to snatch away 
the Danish throne. It is at this point that Cnut realises 
that he is surrounded by armed men. I quote from the 
eighth Matins reading (again) from the office for his 
martyr day, the 7th of January:

Hijs dictis, dux tamquam ouis innocens ad mac-
tandum ductus, circumspiciens, armatos aspexit 
et ait. Frater scit qui omnia nouit me tibi aut tuis 
uerbo uel opere numquam obfuisse. et quid hoc 
fecisti? Vbi fedus. ubi fides. ubi uera fraterni-
tas? Judicet inter nos, qui reddet unicuique iuxta 
opera sua. Jn hoc sanctus surgere uoluit. set per 
cappe capucium traditor eum indigne retrahens, 
extracto gladio. ab aure sinistra in dextrum ocu-
lum caput findit, et martyris cerebrum impie den-
udauit. (Chesnutt 2003: 101–102)
[At these words the duke, like an innocent lamb 
led to the slaughter, looked around him, saw the 
armed men, and said: “Brother, God the omni-
scient knows that I have never said or performed 
anything that might prejudice you and yours! 
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Why then have you done this? Where is our pact, 
where is our trust, where is our true brotherhood? 
Let Him judge between us who rewards all ac-
cording to their deserts.” At this point the saint 
tried to stand up, but the traitor dishonourably 
pulled him back by the hood on his cape, drew 
his sword, and split his head from the left ear to 
the right eye, thus impiously uncovering the mar-
tyr’s brain.] (Chesnutt 2003: 152)

Very differently in style, Aelnoth does not let Cnut 
Rex speak at his martyrdom. When the king is 
stabbed, Aelnoth highlights how the king does not 
forget Christ, nor his brother Benedict. I quote from 
chapter XXVIII of the Gesta Swenomagni:

[…] rege insignissimo pectore simul ad aram 
et ore conuerso, quidam ex impiorum caterua 
lancea per fenestram intromissa latus eius per-
forat et edem sacram sanguine innocentis cruen-
tat. At ipse, Christi etiam post uulnus exitiabile 
non immemor, Benedicto fratre suo, certaminum 
collega, uulneribus admodum saucio assistente 
amplexato et pacis osculo dato, brachiis in cru-
cis modum extensis membrisque solo ante aram 
sacram expositis, sanguinis uena ex uulnere la-
teris emanante, uoce adhuc superstite Ihesum 
interpellat ac spiritum creatori commendans. 
(Gertz 1908–12, I: 120)
[[…], while the most eminent king turned his 
breast and face toward the altar, a spear from 
the crowd of the irreverent, sent through the 

window, pierced his side and stained the holy 
temple with the blood of the innocent. But even 
after the deadly wound he did not forget Christ. 
Having embraced his brother Benedict, his fel-
low in combat, standing by his side, greatly hurt 
by wounds, and given him the kiss of peace, he 
exposed his limbs on the ground with his arms 
stretched in the manner of a cross with a fountain 
of blood flowing out of the wound in his side. 
With his still surviving voice he invoked Jesus 
and commended his spirit to the creator.]

The difference between the accounts, as in the pre-
vious examples, is one of liveliness and (believable) 
dramatic human action while emphasizing the mar-
tyr’s piety, in the case of Cnut Lavard, against a more 
dogmatic, however narrative, presentation of Cnut 
Rex as a martyr according to the book.

Conclusion
The many lively narrative details in the Cnut Dux 
figurations, presumably going back to some pre-fig-
uration (possibly beginning with Robert of Elgin’s 
vita or possibly with orally transmitted stories) give 
rise to a much more recognisable human narrative 
identity. This was preserved through many re-figu-
rations along the way, up to, and including the many 
post-Reformation receptions in literature, drama, and 
music. (For the post-Reformation sixteenth-century 
reception of Cnut Lavard, see Dubois and Ingwers-

Fig. 4: Cnut Dux and St 
Michael. Fig. 3 and 4 ex-
emplify visual re-figura-
tions of St Knud Lavard. 
In this particular image, 
he is presented as an equal 
of a universal saint, the 
archangel Michael. Fresco 
from c.1450, Vigersted 
Church near Ringsted. 
Photo: Kirsten Trampe-
dach, 2006. National 
Museum of Denmark. 
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en 2008: 165–202; for the general post-Reformation 
reception up to the twentieth century, see Petersen 
2015: 142–56, Petersen 2018b, 12–20, and Petersen 
forthcoming).  (fig. 04) 

This may be, because Cnut Dux – as his narrative 
implies – also historically was a much more popular 
figure than Cnut Rex, whose saintliness might ap-
pear to have mainly been constructed by stock saint-
ly building blocks from the outset, without much 
pre-figured narrative material about his individual 
personality. But it may also be, of course, that the lit-
erary prefiguration simply was carried out by a much 
more vivid and efficient author in the case of Cnut 
Dux. My private guess is that it may be a combina-
tion. The narrative liveliness does seem to point to 
popular stories that have been going around among 
people, thus as a popular oral pre-figuration, not nec-
essarily historical, but based on actual peoples’ con-
ceptions and possibly even memories of who Cnut 
Dux was.

Cnut Rex, oppositely, has not had a large recep-
tion history, neither in literature, drama, nor music. 
I believe that what I have only been able to sketch 
out in this brief article, may give the reason for this 
difference.
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Notes
1 For a discussion and an English translation of the play, see 
Dubois and Ingwersen 2008, 168–74 and 178–201, see also Pe-
tersen 2015, 142–47.  
2 The ironically combined motif of exaltation and execution is 
found also in Henry of Huntingdon’s twelfth-century chronic-
le Historia Anglorum (Book 6 chapter 14). One may speculate 
about the possible literary connections between the two narra-
tives, not least since the monks in Ringsted who formulated the 
early Cnut Lavard hagiography were English. The basic storyli-
nes of the two narratives, however, also have important differen-
ces. Whereas Cnut Lavard uses exaltation ironically to show the 
justice of his rule even toward a kinsman, Cnut the Great in the 
Historia Anglorum uses exaltation to emphasize the particularly 
despicable and treacherous action of an ally, Eadric Streona. 




