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Introduction
King Cnut IV was killed on July the 10th 1086 in St 
Alban’s Church in Odense, and in the year 1100 he 
was canonized as St Cnut and became Denmark’s 
first royal saint. The reliquary with Cnut’s earthly 
remains became an important focal point of pilgri-
mage, and it was an important part of the background 
for the establishment of a number of ecclesiastical in-
stitutions (Nyberg 1982: 159; Johannsen et al. 1998-

2001: 1729). Cnut therefore was of great significance 
in terms of how the town of Odense developed after 
his death, and even to this day he maintains a key 
position in the identity of the city, for example, as the 
central figure in the city arms. But what was Odense 
like at the time of Cnut IV’s reign, and how did Cnut 
really leave his stamp on the town – during his life as 
well as after his death?

Below, guided by these questions, a number of 

Odense before and after the  
canonization of Cnut 
By Jakob Tue Christensen, Mikael Manøe Bjerregaard & Mads Runge

Fig. 1: Odense’s location in the landscape marked on the Royal Society Map from the second half of the nineteenth 
century (digitized by Peder Dam). Red: Odense, light green: open land, dark green: forest, dark blue: lake, light blue: 
meadow/bog, thin light blue line: watercourse, black line: highway. Background map: © The Agency for Data Supply 
and Efficiency. Drawing: Mads Runge.
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topics are dealt with, such as the topographical situ-
ation of Odense, the development of the town in the 
centuries prior to the official establishment of Oden-
se as an episcopal centre in 988, the establishment of 
Odense as a royally organised medieval town during 
the years prior to Cnut’s death, and finally, the town’s 
expansion following the canonization of Cnut.

The topographical situation of 
Odense
Odense was established on a level plateau which is 
traversed by the steep slopes down to the melt-wa-
ter valley through which runs the river Odense Å. 
Except for the Viking ring fort Nonnebakken, which 
was located south of the river, during the Viking Age 
and the medieval period the town was generally lo-
cated north of the river. Two sand bars in the river 
bed formed part of the crossing between the areas 
north and south of the river. The western bar is locat-
ed near the present crossing, with Klaregade north 
of the river and Hunderupvej towards the south, 
whereas the eastern bar is located near the present 
Frederiksbroen. The western crossing connected a 
workshop area from the 800-900s towards the north, 
with Nonnebakken towards the south, which may in-
dicate that this crossing is of some age. The eastern 
crossing appears to be later and probably dates to the 
medieval period. These dates reflect a general relo-
cation of the town’s centre from the west towards the 
east.

Analyses of the course of Odense Å, from the 
mouth of the inlet into the town, suggests that the 
water level of the river may have been roughly the 
same in the Viking Age as it is today, and that the 
stream’s meandering course prevented larger Vi-
king ships from sailing upriver (Runge & Henriksen 
2018:4ff) (fig. 1). Contrary to the understanding of 
earlier scholars, it appears that access from the sea 
was not a prerequisite for the establishment of Vi-
king Age towns, which seem to generally have been 
established some distance from the coast, providing 
protection against enemy attacks (Ulriksen 2011; Ul-
riksen et al. 2014: 154ff.).

However, it is thought that the association with 
the sea to some degree influenced the location of 
Odense, and it is assumed that there may have been 
a landing place or berth in the lower part of the river, 
near the mouth of the inlet, where it was possible to 
transfer goods to carts or other small vehicles. This 
allowed goods to be carried further up the river to 

Odense. However, this landing place remains hypo-
thetical. While Odense’s situation in relation to local 
waterways is open for discussion, the town’s location 
in relation to overland traffic routes was clearly ad-
vantageous. The town has a central position in relati-
on to the east-west orientated traffic across Funen, and 
several of the island’s other traffic routes also meet at 
Odense. The roads follow natural topographical fea-
tures, and some of these roads are presumably old 
(Henriksen 2002: 174ff.). As Odense gradually beca-
me the centre of the island, the situation developed into 
a self-perpetuating process, where new roads were 
automatically orientated towards the town (fig. 2). 

It is thought that the association of the town with 
the so-called ‘Odin’s Vi’ may also have been impor-
tant in terms of deciding where to establish the town 
(Kousgård Sørensen 1969: 13 ff.; Henriksen 2013; 
Christensen 2014: 188.). ‘Odin’s Vi’ was a significant 
cult location where Odin was worshipped.  Odense 
is named after this site, the existence of which has 
not yet been archaeologically proven. Other ’Odins 
Vi’ place names in Denmark exist and might indicate 
that places for worshipping Odin was not limited to 
Odense (Christensen 2010:84f.). 

Fig, 2: Funen’s main medieval land routeways. Based 
on Maps of The Royal Danish Academy of Sciences 
and Letters 1780 and 1783. The hatched area marks the 
Funen highlands. After Jørgen Elsøe Jensen (1992: 11).
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Odense before AD 988
A new perspective on the earliest urbanization of 
southern Scandinavia

Earlier models for the urbanization of southern 
Scandinavia focused on a two-step development, 
where the first step involved the establishment of the 
emporia of Ribe, Hedeby, Kaupang and Birka (fig. 
3). The establishment of these emporia has been da-
ted to the 700-800s, and they have been interpreted 
as trading stations or centres associated with Fran-
kish trading networks unconcerned with the local 
hinterland of the trading stations. The second step 
traditionally involved the establishment of the towns 
of the eleventh century by royal initiative, where the 
king and the church represented the central powers 
of the time. Odense was – along with Roskilde, Vi-
borg, Lund, and other towns – perceived as a pro-
duct of the model’s second step. The fortified town 
of Aros (Aarhus), which was established around AD 
900, has been suggested as a kind of hybrid station, 
involving elements of steps one and two (Kristensen 
and Poulsen 2016: 47f.; Linaa 2016: 33).

A more nuanced version of this two-step model 
has recently been suggested. The new model sug-
gests that a number of (proto-) towns gradually de-

veloped during the 800-900s, based on their local 
hinterlands and currents in society regarding trading 
patterns, etc. This group of town-like structures fil-
led the void between the emporia and the medieval 
towns, and it suggests a tripartite model for the urba-
nization of southern Scandinavia (Runge & Henrik-
sen 2018: 19ff.).

This model is based on the archaeological and hi-
storical sources from Odense during the 700-1100s 
summarised below. The conclusion is that Odense 
was established gradually as a (proto-) town during 
the period from the end of the 700s to AD 1000. 
However, as early as AD 900 the activities in Odense 
were probably widespread or significant, which iden-
tified it as an actual town, characterized by pit houses 
focusing on specialized crafts associated with trade, 
as well as a permanent settlement within a roughly 
450m long zone along the northern side of the river. 
Reconsideration of the archaeological sources rela-
ting to the other towns established by royal decree 
during the eleventh century may suggest that they 
also initially developed on the basis of local fac-
tors before any serious involvement of royal powers 
(Runge & Henriksen 2018: 19ff.).

Fig. 3: Locations of the 
emporia Ribe, Hedeby, 
Birka and Kaupang.  
Drawing: Mads Runge. 
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The gradual development of 
Odense, 750-988
A major challenge to interpretations based on the ar-
chaeological record from Odense is the record’s frag-
mentary nature. The traces of the town are relatively 
few and have predominantly been identified in minor 
excavation trenches, with limited opportunities for 
further evaluation. This situation is especially true 
for the western and oldest part of Odense, but the 
situation in the eastern part of the city centre is better, 
because of large excavations connected with the ‘Fra 
Gade til By-projekt’ (‘From street to city-project’).

The earliest traces in Odense of an actual town-li-
ke character were discovered during the investigation 
of sites at Mageløs and Vestergade 70-74 around the 
Odense Å crossing near the Klaregade-Hunderupvej 

routeway. On a promontory on the northern side of 
the river, activities were recorded in the form of pit 
houses defined by craft specialization. The recove-
red finds date these structures to the 800-900s. From 
the pit houses and features around them, iron tools, 
fragments of crucibles, slag from bronze smelting, 
a mould fragment for an ornament in Borre style, 
and other objects were retrieved. The finds from the 
pit houses suggest specialized production aimed at 
a market for non-subsistence related objects and, 
probably indirectly, trade. Further towards the east, 
by the Klingenberg and Skomagerstæde/Overgade 
1-3 sites, more possible pit houses were discovered 
(Runge & Henriksen 2018: 47ff). (fig. 4) In the vi-
cinity of the pit houses traces of domestic structures 
were discovered, which may have been at least par-
tially contemporary with the former. This might indi-

Fig. 4: The extent of Odense during the Viking Age and the Middle Ages. The blue outline to the north marks the stream 
Rosenbækken, while the blue outline to the south is the Odense River. 1: Nonnebakken (fort) and, later on, Benedic-
tine convent priory; 2: Mageløs/Klaregade; 3: Vestergade 70-74; 4: Klingenberg; 5: Skomagerstræde/Overgade 1-3, I. 
Vilhelm Werners Plads; 6: Vestergade 13-15; 7: Skt. Knuds Plads I; 8: Skt. Knuds Plads II; 9: St Alban’s Church; 10: 
St Cnut’s Church; 11: St Cnut’s Abbey; 12: Great Bridge (Storebro/Møglebro); 13: The Church of Our Lady; 14: St 
Michael’s/St John’s Church; 15: Blackfriars’ Monastery; 16: Franciscan Monastery; 17: Guild house; 18: The St George 
Lepers’ Hospital; 19: The bishop’s residence; 20: Market stalls; 21: St Clara’s Convent; 22: City Hall. Yellow: AD 700-
1000, light grey: AD 1200-1400, dark grey: AD 1400-1600. Illustration: Odense City Museums. 
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cate that the specialized crafts were associated with 
a permanent settlement, and that they did not con-
stitute a seasonal marketplace, as indicated by other 
sites dated to the late Iron Age and the beginning of 
the Viking Age (see for example Henriksen 1997, 
2000: 35ff., 2002; Juel 2010). Other potential do-
mestic buildings from the centuries before AD 1000 
were discovered at the sites I. Vilh. Werners Plads, 
Klingenberg, Skt. Knuds Plads I and II as well as 
Vestergade 13-15 (Runge & Henriksen 2018: 53ff.).

All traces of the early town were located along 
an east-west orientated routeway for a length of c. 
4-500 m immediately north of the relatively steep 
slope along Odense Å (se fig. 4).

The Nonnebakken site is located south of the ri-
ver, on a promontory opposite the promontory by 
Mageløs/Klaregade and Vestergade 70-74, and it 
produced evidence of activities dated to as early as 
the end of the 700s or the 800s (fig. 5). However, it 
is uncertain whether these activities were associated 
with defence, or whether they pertained to a possible 
ritual site – an ‘Odin’s Vi’.

From the end of the 900s, Nonnebakken formed 
part of Harold Bluetooth’s system of ring forts, and 
this fortified site may have had an additional func-
tion as a royal residence. Nonnebakken’s location 
near the Odense Å crossing suggests that there was 
some relationship between the town and the fort. It is 
quite possible that the establishment of the fort was 
an attempt to control the hinterland as well as the ur-
ban settlement. Along with Harold Bluetooth’s other 
ring forts, Nonnebakken also constituted a defence 
against foreign invaders, but it possibly functioned 

as a fort for a short period only, perhaps as briefly as 
10-15 years (ibid.:32ff.).

From ‘birth certificate’ to regicide, 
988-1086
Odense’s ‘birth certificate’
Odense – Othenesuuig (‘Odensvig’) – is mentioned 
for the first time in 988. The document, which has 
been referred to as Odense’s ‘birth certificate’, was 
issued by a regency on behalf of the German emperor 
Otto III, who at this time was still a child. The letter 
states that the Danish bishoprics of Slesvig, Ribe, 
Aarhus and Odense were exempt from tax. The rea-
son for the German emperor’s intervention in Danish 
taxation is that the early Danish church was subordi-
nate to the archbishopric of Hamburg-Bremen (Dipl. 
Dan.: 1,1, no. 343; Thrane et al. 1982: 113-115).

Nothing is known of the church and bishop of 
Odense mentioned in the document, and it is quite 
possible that the appointed bishop never resided 
in the town (Albrectsen 1970: 128ff.; Thrane et al. 
1982: 113ff.; Madsen 1988: 97). Excavations and 
dates of the site of St Alban’s Church – assumed to 
be Odense’s oldest church – did not date the church 
to a time before AD 988 (Runge & Henriksen 2018: 
61ff.). However, it is not possible to rule out that the 
church might have had an earlier unexcavated phase, 
which could corroborate the statement of the ‘birth 
certificate’. It was for example possible to AMS-ra-
diocarbon date a skeleton from St Alban’s Church-
yard to the period AD 897-1024. Four graves from 
St Cnut’s Churchyard, which formed part of a group 
of 13 graves, have been dated to the period AD 772-
1163 (Runge & Henriksen 2018: 64f.). Although cor-
rection of the dates, to allow for a potential reservoir 
effect, suggests that the skeletons may actually be 
slightly later, the five graves may indicate the pres-
ence of a churchyard in the area – with an associated 
church – prior to the earliest archaeologically proven 
St Alban’s Church.

The interpretation of the text of the ‘birth certifi-
cate’ is therefore somewhat uncertain. However, the 
choice of Odense as a bishopric suggests that the lo-
cation must have been a permanent settlement with 
a population of a certain size, and that at least some 
of the residents must have been Christian. The di-
ocese of Funen included Funen itself, the island of 
Ærø and other islands south of Funen, as well as Lol-
land-Falster south of Zealand, and within the diocese 
Odense was the largest town on the largest island. 

Fig. 5: Part of Braun’s prospectus from AD 1593 with 
Nonnebakken in the foreground. After Füssel (2008: 184).
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It is therefore believed that Odense must have been 
considerably more important than other contempo-
rary settlements on Funen, and it is assumed that the 
town may have been the seat of a regional thing or 
court (Thrane et al. 1982: 139).

Odense prior to the murder of 
Cnut IV, 988-1086
The archaeological evidence pertaining to Oden-
se in the eleventh century is more substantial than 
that pertaining to previous centuries, but it is still too 
sparse to allow a detailed picture of the developing 
town’s structure and appearance. Nonnebakken pro-
bably remained the property of the king, and both 
the radiocarbon dates and the finds indicate activities 
at the site during this period. The establishment of 
a convent in the second half of the twelfth century, 
presumably on royal land, supports this conclusion 

(Runge & Henriksen 2018: 15). 
St Alban’s Church, which is interpreted as the city’s 

early cathedral (Christensen & Hansen 2017), is situa-
ted on what would have been the eastern periphery of 
the proto-town, where free space was available, i.e. in 
many ways a pragmatic solution (fig. 6). The location 
of the early cathedral outside the contemporary sett-
lement is also seen in the cases of Aarhus and Ribe. 
Like the latter, the church in Odense is likely to have 
originally been dedicated to Our Lady before it recei-
ved its later dedication through the gifts of the relics 
of St Alban by Cnut IV (Gertz 1907: 18; Johannsen 
et al. 1998-2001: 1729; Hope 2017: 184). 

According to Adam of Bremen, the first named 
bishop on Funen was Reginbert c. AD 1020 (Adam 
of Bremen 1968: 118), and he probably resided in 
Odense (fig. 7). Reginbert was appointed by the ar-
chbishop of Canterbury and he was followed in the 
1050s by Eilbert, who was appointed by the arch-
bishop of Bremen (Christensen & Hansen 2017: 12). 

Fig. 6: Displacement of the centre of Odense from phases 1-2 (dark grey) to 3 (black). Marked on the first edition ord-
nance map from the second half of the nineteenth century. Black, filled-out circle: Nonnebakken.  
Background map: © The Agency for Data Supply and Efficiency. Drawing: Mads Runge.
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The latter is thought to be the bishop whose grave 
was found on the site of the now demolished St Al-
ban’s Church. This grave is tangible proof that St Al-
ban’s Church functioned as a cathedral and episcopal 
residence towards the end of the eleventh century 
(Bjerregaard et al. 2016a, 2016b).

The presence of a central power in Odense is also 
indicated by the fact that during the reign of Mag-
nus the Good in the 1040s, money was coined in 

Odense. The moneyer, Outhencar, had previously 
been responsible for money being coined in Lund, 
and he may have followed King Magnus when he 
was forced out of Lund, and probably stayed in 
Odense for a time. Money was also periodically coi-
ned in Odense during the reign of Svend Estridsen 
and Cnut IV later in the eleventh century (Thrane 
et al. 1982: 136; Christensen 1988: 121) (fig. 8). 
 
An actual royal residence in early Odense is not ar-
chaeologically recorded, but is mentioned in the text 
Passio Sancti Kanuti regis et martyris, from the end 
of the eleventh century (Gertz 1907: 18; Olrik 1968: 
5; Albrectsen 1984: 14) and in a chronicle from AD 
1120 or earlier, written by Aelnoth, an English monk 
who lived in Denmark from the end of the eleventh 
century. Here it is described how, at the time of the 
murder of Cnut IV in 1086, the royal residence stood 
near St Alban’s Church (Johannsen et al. 1998–2001: 
1729f.; Gelting 2011: 38) (fig. 9). Tore Nyberg, on 
the other hand, believes that the royal residence was 
located on the promontory at Klaregade/Mageløs, 
close to the later convent of St Clara and the pre-
sent-day bishop’s palace on an area later described as 
‘kongsmark’ – i.e. king’s field (1982: 14). Based on 
the most recent translation of Aelnoth’s Chronicle, 
Anemette S. Christensen holds the alternative view 
that St Alban’s Church was the church for the royal 
residence and the two were therefore located closer 
together, with the site of the royal residence perhaps 
being where the later St Cnut’s Church was built (Al-
brectsen 1984: 79f, Christensen 1988: 33, 70). Ar-
chaeological traces of the royal residence have not, 
however, been found. This is perhaps not surprising 
in the light of the many later constructions in this 
area, together with uncertainty about how such a ro-
yal residence would be identified archaeologically. 

Fig. 7: Odense’s first bishop, Reginbert, as imagined by 
the sixteenth-century historian Hamsfort the Younger. 
Photo: Per Seesko from Series episcoporum Otthoniensi-
um (GKS 3645), The Royal Danish Library.

Fig. 8: Cnut IV coin 
(OBM X10429), minted 
in Odense. Hauberg type 
11. (Hauberg 1900: 228, 
Tab. XII).  
Photo: Nermin Hasic. 
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Moreover, it has also been suggested that the royal 
residence was previously located in the fort at Non-
nebakken (Christensen 1988: 33; Olsen 2015: 326).

The various important places of the period were, 
in general, located within a 6–700m long and c.200m 
wide zone running east-west. As the ecclesiastical 
area gradually occupied a large part of the town’s 
south-eastern settlement area, the secular settlement, 
in the form of possible dwelling houses, and poten-
tially also workshops such as a cat farm/furriery 
at Skomagerstræde/Overgade 1–3, largely moved 
northwards. The secular settlement clustered pre-
dominantly around the street of Vestergade and its 
continuation into Overgade, which were now esta-
blished. The furriery could be perceived as an indi-
cation of increased occupational specialization with 
the aim of supplying a market that possibly encom-
passed more than the immediate hinterland (Runge 
& Henriksen 2018: 15).

Around 1072 the German chronicler Adam of 
Bremen described Odense as a large town (‘Odans-
ve…magna civitas’) (Adam of Bremen 1968: 249). 

The first historical sources from Odense itself begin 
to appear shortly after this time, and the town’s gene-
ral urban structure became obvious.

Odense after the death of Cnut 
IV, 1086-1300
The death of Cnut IV in 1086 in St Alban’s Church 
had, as already mentioned, a crucial impact on the 
later development of Odense as we know it (Bjerre-
gaard & Runge 2017: 11). With the ‘Odense Litera-
ture’ we have for the first time more detailed written 
sources, that can be corroborated with the archae-
ological facts. The sources deal with, among other 
things, the rededication of the earliest Cathedral of 
Our Lady following the king’s donation of relics of 
the English martyr St Alban, a description of the sce-
ne of the murder, and the ecclesiastical and political 
development leading up to Cnut’s canonization in 
1100.

Fig. 9: The proposed locations of a royal residence, shown on Braun’s prospectus of 1593. ©The Agency for Data Sup-
ply and Efficiency. Drawing: Mads Runge. 
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The town’s ecclesiastical quarter
The town was split into two parts. Towards the south, 
along the river, there was an ecclesiastical quarter, 
dating back to the early medieval period, with a 
secular quarter located along the main street and the 
streets towards the north. The ecclesiastical quar-
ter constituted a separate enclave, which may have 
been enclosed with a fence, and which followed its 
own set of laws (Thrane et al. 1982: 179, 208). It 
included St Cnut’s Church and churchyard, with the 
associated abbey towards the west, St Alban’s Chu-
rch and churchyard in the middle and – probably 
from the earliest times – the area with the bishop’s 
palace towards the east, although the location of 
the latter is only known from the 1400s (fig. 10). 
 
The ecclesiastical quarter measured approximately 
360m from east to west. At the time, it undoubtedly 
represented a powerful physical presence. The exten-
sive and coherent ecclesiastical quarter suggests that 
the king probably allocated large areas in the early 
town to the Church. The first step in establishing this 
quarter, and a direct effect of the murder of Cnut IV, 

was the dedication of a new church in his honour, the 
crypt being inaugurated in 1095 (fig. 11). 

Although the construction of St Cnut’s Church is 
traditionally connected with the reign of Erik Eje-
god (1095-1103), its planning and the beginning of 
the construction must have taken place in the reign 
of Oluf Hunger (1086-1095). The construction of a 
completely new church, of a size not hitherto seen 
in Scandinavia, must have depended on influential 
allies, most notably the royal family, who wanted to 
promote royal power by having it linked to a royal 
saint like that of St Olav of Norway (see Ekroll in 
this volume). As with St Olav, the remains of St Cnut 
were moved to another church, but this one was con-
structed just west of the existing precinct of St Alban. 
The western end of the church, which was inspired 
by English ecclesiastical architecture with a tradition 
for imposing facades, fronted the older Viking Age 
town and the crossing of Odense Å (Johannsen & 
Johannsen 2001: 25).

The remains of the aforementioned royal resi-
dence, probably also located in this area, might in 
this period have served as temporary housing for 
the Benedictine monks, who were brought to Oden-

Fig. 10: Map of the ecclesiastical part of the 
town in which the buildings are shown in their 
sixteenth-century form. The secular part is situ-
ated around the ecclesiastical town. Drawing: 
Mikael Manøe Bjerregaard.
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se by Erik Ejegod around 1100 for the veneration 
of the royal saint, and in the early twelfth century 
replaced and reformed the original cathedral clergy 
of St Alban’s Church (Christensen & Hansen 2017: 
13; see also Gazzoli and Hope in this volume). The 
foundation of the monastic community was followed 
by the later foundation of an attached Benedictine 
convent of nuns inside the former Viking Age fort of 
Nonnebakken. The two institutions were associated, 
though whether they formed a double institution like 
the early monastic sites Seem Church near Ribe and 
St Michael’s Church in Schleswig, is more doubtful 
(Christensen 1988: 107). Either way, just like the 
other double-institutions, it was soon divided when 
the nuns moved to Dalum around 1200 (Johannsen 
et al. 1998-2001:1750). 

The expansion of the ecclesiastical centre along 
the river continued in the twelfth century with the 
addition of Munkemølle (Monks’ Mill) mentioned in 
1175 (Dipl. Dan.: I, 3 no. 49; Christensen 1996:15ff). 
The combination of a continuous ecclesiastical com-
pound, which might have included an episcopal 
manor east of the precinct of St Alban’s Church and 
the earthworks of the mill, was probably the reason 
for the relocation of the town’s main river crossing 
from the area of Nonnebakken to the far east end 
of the town, where Møglebro is mentioned in 1257 
(Dipl. Dan.: II, 2 no. 241; Christensen 1988: 38 and 
65).

Ecclesiastical institutions in other 
parts of Odense
As the eastern part of the town expanded, the need 
for a new parish church emerged, and so the Church 
of Our Lady was built probably in the first half of 

the twelfth century, dominating the river valley. The 
first Church of Our Lady was incorporated into the 
later Romanesque church and shows a large nave of 
ashlar originally adorned by pillared entrances to the 
north and south. Besides being a parish church, the 
office of provost mentioned around 1140 is suppo-
sed to be connected to it (Dipl. Dan.: I, 2 no. 71; Jo-
hannsen et al.: 1014). Another parish church outside 
the ecclesiastical quarter is St Michael’s Church, the 
present-day St John’s Church (St Hans’ Church) in 
Nørregade. St Michael’s Church was probably built 
of ashlar as well, but is presumably somewhat youn-
ger than the Church of Our Lady (Johannsen et al. 
1998-2001: 1040ff., 1255ff.).

During the medieval period, the town was thus di-
vided into three parishes, each with its own church 
and frequented by their respective inhabitants. St Al-
ban’s Church continued to serve the central part of 
the town, dated to the Viking Age, whereas the ne-
ighbourhoods around Overgade and Nørregade were 
given their own new churches (Thrane et al. 1982: 
212, 304.).

With the establishment of the mendicant orders, a 
new type of monastery, the friary, was also introdu-
ced. In the north-eastern periphery of the town, the 
Dominicans (or the Blackfriars) built a monastery 
with its own church and cloisters. In the north-we-
stern part of town, Erik Glipping in 1279 donated 
land to allow a Franciscan (or Greyfriars) monastery 
to be built (cf. Fig.5) (Christensen 1988: 106-109). 
The mendicant friaries did not own land, but lived 
from alms received from the town’s inhabitants, to 
whom they delivered sermons and administered con-
fessions. In this way, the religious practices of the 
monasteries were aimed directly at the inhabitants of 
the town, and the mendicant friars formed integral 
parts of the medieval borough culture.

Fig. 11: St Cnut’s Church. The 
Romanesque cathedral was 
reconstructed as a brick-built 
gothic cathedral in the second 
half of the thirteenth century. 
Drawing: Sune Elskær.



20

ODENSE BEFORE AND AFTER THE CANONIZATION OF CNUT 

The Order of St John took over St Michael’s 
Church around AD 1300 and eventually developed a 
monastic society around the church, later known as 
St Hans’ Church (as Hans is a Nordic version of the 
name Johannes). Immediately outside the town’s ea-
stern gate a so-called ‘Skt. Jørgensgård’ was establis-
hed. Today a ‘Skt. Jørgensgård’ would be referred to as 
a quarantine station for lepers (Christensen 1988: 110; 
Arentoft 1999). This institution had its own church, 
as well as housing for the sick who were isolated 
yet at the same time stayed near the town, as they 
depended on alms from the citizens for their daily 
sustenance.

The secular town
Along the main street and the perpendicular side 
streets, a new town developed within a town boun-
dary which was partly defined by topographical fac-
tors and natural watercourses, and partly regulated 
by human activity. The fortification of the town was 
the most important communal work in the thirteenth 
century. To the east and north, the moat ran in a de-
pression with a small watercourse known as Rosen-

bækken (see fig. 4), whereas to the west a moat was 
dug between Rosenbækken and Odense Å. The forti-
fication left the western part of the Viking Age town 
as well as St Michael’s Church outside the moat. 
This marks a decisive shift in the centre of Odense 
towards the east, which must have begun in the pre-
ceding two centuries. 

It is also possible to perceive an institutionalizati-
on of the market with a row of market stalls establis-
hed in the thirteenth century (Haase & Larsen 2018) 
(Figs 12, 13). These have been excavated along the 
southern side of the westernmost part of Overgade 
and consisted of light structures of different sizes and 
constructed from whatever wood was available. It is 
only to be expected that a magistrate of citizens was 
mentioned in 1257, as magistrates would have been 
the most likely initiators of permanent market stalls 
(Dipl. Dan.: 2, I no. 241; Christensen 1988:124). 
Although the oldest preserved privileges of the town 
date from 1335, it has been suggested that they could 
date to the reign of Valdemar Sejr (1202-1241), 
and it seems safe to assume that they are at least as 
old as the mentioning of a magistrate (Christensen 
1988:131). A house and plot belonging to the Guild 

Fig. 12: A row of market stalls on a map based on 1761 information. North is up. Note that medieval Overgade men-
tioned in this article is referred to as Østre Korsgade on this map. Drawing: Odense City Museums.
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of St Cnut is mentioned about the same time, and 
it has been suggested that a thirteenth-century stone 
house in the middle of the large plot on the corner of 
Overgade and Skomagerstræde, Overgade 1, might 
in fact have been their guildhall (Lauridsen & Bjer-
regaard 2015: 28ff). 

The earliest traces of what appears to be a project 
to pave a large street network in the town have been 
dated to the time around the reign and death of Cnut 
IV (fig. 14). The paving, which consisted of a com-
pact surface of pebbles with clear tracks from the use 

of carts, was discovered as a coherent area along 50m 
of Overgade near Fisketorvet. Considerable remains 
of the same paving were recorded in the medieval 
St Alban’s Stræde (later Skomagerstæde), which ran 
along the eastern side of the present town hall (Haase 
2017; Grandt-Nielsen 1972: 202-205).

It was probably on this paved surface that, in AD 
1100, Cnut’s reliquary was carried in a procession 
through the town to the cathedral. The presence of 
the royal saint must have given the town both a spe-
cial attraction and a unique identity. Similar paved 

Fig. 13: Two stalls during excavation. Viewed from the north. Photo: Odense City Museums, 2016. 

Fig. 14: Metalled streets from 
shortly before AD 1100 are 
marked with dark orange. In the 
streets marked in light orange, 
a similar pavement – but dated 
with less certainty – has been 
found. Background map: First 
edition ordinance survey map 
from the second half of the nine-
teenth century. © The Agency 
for Data Supply and Efficiency. 
Drawing: Mikael Manøe Bjerre-
gaard.
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surfaces immediately on top of sandy subsoil were 
discovered at Klingenberg, where one overlay an 
earlier pit, at Skjolden, at Flakhaven, in Stålstræde, 
as well as in Nørregade near Vindegade (Nielsen 
1998; Christensen 1988: 56; Grandt-Nielsen 1982: 
163 & 1988; Bjerregaard 2013; Bjerregaard 2014; 
Haase 2019: 124ff.). This suggests that the paving 
was a communal project organised by a central pow-
er, such as either King Cnut, King Erik or King Niels.

A structure emerges with Overgade-Vestergade as 
the main street, supplemented by smaller side streets 
and alleys. Overgade-Vestergade was also part of the 
main thoroughfare for the overland traffic across Fu-
nen, just as Nørregade may have been the main street 
leading out of the town towards the north. Archae-
ological investigations indicate that not all parts of 
the paved streets had a dense frontage of houses. The 
contemporary settlement along Overgade around AD 
1100 was a quite open and extensively exploited area 
of large plots, which may structurally have been si-
milar to contemporary rural farms (cf. Hansen 2011, 
2015). Only during the following centuries did the 
settlement reduce the size of plots to smaller ones to 
form a façade towards the street. During the 1200s, 
the paving of Overgade also acquired a more varied 
appearance, suggesting that the individual plot ow-
ners along the street were now responsible for the 
maintenance of their stretch of the shared street 
(Haase 2017).

Summary: Odense and Cnut
When Cnut IV met his fate in St Alban’s Church in 
1086, Odense was a well-established town with a 
long history whose roots reach back to ‘Odin’s Vi’, 
and a central position in the landscape of Funen. The 
earliest development of the town probably represents 

a ‘bottom-up’ development based on a rich hinter-
land. The central powers became involved in earnest 
from the 900s, when Cnut’s ancestor, Harold Blue-
tooth, asserted his power by building the Viking fort 
Nonnebakken in the area. The fort may have housed 
a royal residence, which was later moved to the new 
ecclesiastical centre around St Alban’s Church. A 
roy al presence in Odense is also indicated by the fact 
that coins were minted in the town.

 Odense’s growth after AD 1000 probably reflects 
a general development towards increased centraliza-
tion of power in the towns, where the king, the church 
and the towns themselves promoted the growth of 
trade, crafts, etc., and where the towns subsequently 
developed into meeting places for people from near 
and far. Cnut IV, as well as other kings from the ele-
venth century, played a role in this development, but 
he is primarily remembered for his donation to the 
original Cathedral of Our Lady. The gift included the 
relics of St Alban from whom the church received its 
name (Johannsen et al. 1998-2001: 1729).

This situation changed after the death of Cnut, 
and especially after his canonization. The presen-
ce of the almost complete skeleton of a royal saint 
(Denmark’s first royal saint) made Odense a popular 
place of pilgrimage, and Cnut became an important 
factor in the growth of the town. Ecclesiastical in-
stitutions were established, and gained an unusually 
large presence in the town compared to other con-
temporary towns. The so-called Cnut’s Market was 
introduced and held on the day of his death (10th of 
July).  On the day of his enshrinement (19th of April), 
known liturgically as dies translatio, an annual event 
was established where his reliquary was carried  
through the town as part of a major procession (fig. 
15). The creation of the cult of Cnut is supported by 
written sources, and these documents form the back-

Fig. 15: The procession with the reliquary of St Cnut. Drawing: Sune Elskær, 2017.
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ground of the so-called ‘Odense literature’ from the 
end of the eleventh century and the first decades of 
the twelfth century, including Aelnoth’s chronicle 
Gesta Swenomagni. This chronicle is frequently re-
ferred to as the first attempt to write an actual history 
of Denmark (Bønløkke Missuno 2017; Michaelsen 
2017: 11ff.). 

As mentioned in the introduction, Cnut is still an 
important figure in Odense today, and the crypt be-
neath St Cnut’s Church, where the reliquaries con-
taining Cnut and his brother Benedikt are located, 
is certainly worth a visit (fig. 16). However, Odense 
City Museums would like to focus more on Cnut’s 
life through further research and information disse-
mination in the form of, for example, exhibitions, 
such as the topical exhibition ‘Cnut’s Odense – town 
of the Vikings’ (May 2017 – March 2018). It is our 
hope that through Cnut, we can draw attention to 
Odense’s Viking Age and its medieval period in a 
way relevant to lay people as well as scholars, thus 
maintaining his position as one of the town’s main 
foci (Runge 2017).
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Notes
1 One way of dealing with this problem would be to redefine the 
course of the river through extensive construction work, such 
as that seen at the Kanhave Canal on Samsø (dated to the early 
Viking Age). However, no such structures have been discovered 
along Odense Å.
2 Laboratory number Poz-100537. Unless stated otherwise, all 
AMS dates in this paper are cited at two sigma (95.4% proba-
bility).
3 Laboratory numbers Poz-72615–72616, 72619–72620.
4 The so-called Odense Literature are various medieval texts 
concerning the life, death and cult of King Cnut. See also Hope 
and Petersen in this volume.
5 The community of monks was established around AD 1101 
when St Cnuts’s Church became a monastic institution (Albre-
ctsen 1986:21). 




