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In Norwegian medieval history and historiography, 
the holy king St Olav (995 – 1030) looms larger than 
all other persons. Traditionally, in historical writing, 
his death in battle in 1030 marks the beginning of 
the Middle Ages in Norway, while the destruction 
of his shrine and cult in 1537 marks the end. Many 
questions still surround the development of his cult: 
How does one establish the cult of a saint in a newly 
Christianized country where the concepts of saints 
and saints’ cults are almost unknown? Where does 
one look for inspiration, e.g. to England, to Rome, or 
even to Jerusalem? Were any established cults per-
haps used as models for the new cult? How should 
a cult be constructed, by whom and for whom? And 
how did one spread the knowledge about it in a mo-
stly illiterate society? 

Introduction
The cult of St Olav seemingly appeared spontane-
ously within a year after his death, and it quickly 
spread to the rest of Scandinavia and the British Is-
les. Still, it was no passing fad, but grew steadily and 
became a constant feature in religion and politics in 
the Nordic lands for five centuries until the Lutheran 
Reformation in 1537.  

The cult’s development was, however, a pro-
longed and complex process, and the cult changed 
and developed through the centuries. This happe-
ned partly through internal dynamics and partly th-
rough influence from Christian cults in general. In 
this paper, I will argue that at first the construction 
of the cult of St Olav borrowed heavily from older 
royal cults, and that his cult was a means of bringing 
Norway, a newly christianized country on the Euro-
pean fringe, into the European religious mainstream 
and thus establish it firmly as an integrated part of 
Christendom. Later, his cult became closely connec-
ted with the Norwegian monarchy, and after the late 

fourteenth century also with the union of the three 
Nordic kingdoms. During these centuries, the cult 
of St Olav lent its prestige to the earthly monarchy, 
but as the cult gradually developed in Scandinavia, 
it also acquired and incorporated royal ideology. St 
Olav belonged to an exclusive group of holy Europe-
an kings who acquired a position as dynastic saints, 
lending their prestige to their successors. My aim is 
to examine how and why this happened

In my view, the medieval cult of St Olav can be 
divided into four phases. The first lasted from 1031 
until c. 1152/53, and the second from the establish-
ment of the Nidaros archbishopric in 1152/53 to the 
completion of the Romanesque cathedral c. 1210/20. 
A full survey of all four phases would demand too 
much space, so this paper deals only with the first 
two phases up to the time when both the cathedral 
and the cult had become fully developed. The first 
phase is little known, as there are very few preser-
ved contemporary sources. The second phase, on 
the other hand, is well attested through a number of 
documents and literary and liturgical works which 
testify to how the cult of St Olav was consciously 
developed by the Nidaros clergy in order to enhance 
the national and international prestige of the new ar-
chbishopric.

From viking to king and saint
King Olav II Haraldsson belonged to the royal line 
of King Harald ‘Fairhair’ who ruled Norway around 
900. Olav was born in 995 as the son of a local king 
in south-east Norway and from 1007 he spent sev-
en formative years as a Viking, mainly in the British 
Isles. According to the anonymous Historia Norw-
egie from c. 1160-75 and Snorri Sturluson’s Saga 
of The Norwegian Kings, written c.1230, he served 
King Æthelred (978 –1013, 1014–16) as a mercenary 
commander, and his ships managed to pull down 
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London Bridge during Æthelred’s siege of the city in 
1014 (Mundal and Mortensen 2003: 103; Hagland & 
Watson 2005: 328-333). According to Snorri, Olav 
was converted to Christianity and baptized in Rouen 
in Normandy in 1014. By then, he had collected a 
considerable treasure and was planning his future. 

Since the death of King Olav I Tryggvason in the 
naval battle at Svolder in 1000, Norway had been 
ruled by the earls of Lade, the brothers Eirik and Sve-
in Håkonsson, as vassals of the kings of Denmark. 
In 1015, King Cnut called Earl Eirik to England to 
assist in his conquest of the country, and Cnut later 
appointed Eirik earl of Northumbria. With the less 
able Svein and Eirik’s young son Håkon in charge 
of Norway, Olav saw his chance of conquering the 
throne of Norway. 

The same year, Olav left England with two mer-
chant ships filled with 260 men and treasure, and he 
also brought with him four English clerics consecra-
ted as missionary bishops: Sigurðr, Grimkell, Rudolf 
and Bernhard. All four were English or Anglo-Scan-
dinavians (Townend 2005: 266). Sigurðr was the un-
cle of Grimkell, and he had gone to Norway before 
in the company of King Olav I Tryggvason (995–
1000). These two stayed in Norway for many years, 
while the latter two went to Iceland. Grimkell is pro-
bably identical with Grimcytel or Grimketel, who is 
mentioned in English sources as bishop of Selsey in 
Sussex 1038–47 (Garmonsway 1953: 161, 164-65, 
167; Norsk Biografisk Leksikon IV: 627). 

After his victory against Earl Svein Håkonsson in 

the sea battle at Nesjar in Vestfold in 1016, Olav was 
acclaimed king of Norway at the Eyraþing Assem-
bly in Nidaros. With the zeal of the newly converted, 
he set out eradicating the last remnants of paganism 
in his kingdom, often by force and leaving a bloody 
trail. As king of Norway he minted coins and intro-
duced several new laws, among them the ‘Christian 
Law’ (Kristenretten) at a national assembly at Mo-
ster in 1024 which made Christianity the only legal 
religion in Norway. The local magnates, whose pow-
er rested on their dual function as secular and pagan 
religious leaders, lost much of their power and built 
up much resentment towards the king. In 1028, they 
forged an alliance with King Cnut, who strived to 
include Norway in his North Sea empire of England 
and Denmark, and accepted him as their overlord. In 
his turn, he promised to give them a large degree of 
self-rule.

King Olav fled into exile in Russia and was well 
received by his Swedish-born sister-in-law Ingegjerd 
and her husband Prince Yaroslav who urged him to 
remain there, even offering him a kingdom near Vol-
ga (Snorri Sturluson 1979, vol. 2: 80-81). However, 
in an effort to regain his kingdom, King Olav retur-
ned from Russia through Sweden with a small army 
in 1030, but he was met with overwhelming force 
by an alliance of farmers and magnates at Stiklestad 
northeast of Nidaros on the 29th of July. The king and 
most of his army were killed in the battle, and the 
survivors fled back to Sweden. 

According to Snorri’s saga of St Olav, the slain 

Fig. 1: Nidaros Cathedral and 
the Archbishop’s Palace, aerial 
view seen towards NE. The ca-
thedral choir stands above the 
presumed location of St Olav’s 
grave site. The medieval town 
was situated along the lower 
part of the River Nið to the 
north of the cathedral. Photo: 
Nidaros Cathedral Restoration 
Workshop.
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king’s body was hidden by local farmers and brought 
in a coffin by boat to the small town of Nidaros (mo-
dern-day Trondheim) by night (Snorri Sturluson 
1979, vol 2: 111-14). (Fig. 1) They hid the coffin in 
a shed while searching for someone who could take 
care of it, but in vain. They then brought the coffin 
further up along the river and buried it in secret on 
a sand bank by the river. By all accounts, this to-
tal defeat should have been the end of the story of 
King Olav. Even though most participants on both 
sides were Christian, in Norwegian historiography 
this battle symbolizes the end of the pagan Viking 
Age and the beginning of the Christian Middle Ages, 
even though the Christianization was a gradual pro-
cess stretching over several generations.

Olav’s death and sainthood is recorded in the An-
glo-Saxon Chronicle, indicating that the news spread 
quickly (Garmonsway 1953: 157). The Norwegian 
magnates expected to retain their large degree of self-
rule with a distant king in England or Denmark, but 
instead Cnut installed his young son Svend (c. 1016–
35) and his English mother Ælfgifu of Northampton 
as rulers of Norway. They soon managed to make 
themselves as unpopular as Olav had been in his time 
as king, and, according to the sagas, the Norwegian 
magnates soon regretted their deal with Cnut and be-
gan looking for a way out.

The first phase: From the  
translation of Olav in 1031 to the 
establishment of Nidaros  
Archbishopric in 1152/53
Soon after Olav’s death, rumours began to swirl 
about miraculous healings connected to the body of 
the dead king. During the following year, these ru-
mours grew so strong that in the summer of 1031 
the powerful magnate Einar Tambarskjelve and 
Bishop Grimkell went to Trondheim and received 
King Svend’s permission to open Olav’s grave. The 
Stiklestad farmers were called to Trondheim and 
pointed out the location of the grave, and the coffin 
had by then worked its way almost to the surface. 
The coffin was reburied by the Church of St Clem-
ent, at that time the only church in Trondheim, but 
soon it reappeared again, a clear sign the the king 
did not want to remain in the ground. The coffin was 
then opened by Bishop Grimkell on the 3rd of August, 
one year and five days after Olav’s death, in the pres-
ence of King Svend, Ælfgifu, several magnates and a 
large crowd of people. (Fig. 2) 

A wonderful odour emanated from the king’s body 
which looked as if he had died the day before, and the 
king’s hair and nails had grown. Bishop Grimkell cut 

Fig. 2: The St Olav Altar 
Frontal, painted c.1300 in 
Trondheim. It depicts the 
passion and translation 
of St Olav as described 
in Snorri’s saga of St 
Olav from c.1230. Photo: 
Nidaros Cathedral Restora-
tion Workshop.
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some of the hair and placed it on a fire which he had 
blessed and sprinkled with incense, and it emerged 
unscathed. This was taken as the final proof of Olav’s 
holiness, and with the approval of King Svend and 
the  common people Bishop Grimkell declared that 
King Olav was a saint. The story about the burning 
of the hair appears for the first time in Snorri’s saga 
of St Olav (1979, vol 2: 116-19). However, the two 
oldest skaldic poems, Glælognskviða (see below) 
and Erfidrápa, both dated to c. 1035-40, mention 
that Olav’s hair and nails had grown, so this element 
clearly played a role in his translation. The coffin was 
then brought into St Clement’s Church and placed 
above the altar. It was covered with a costly textile 
called pell, and a canopy of even more exquisite tex-
tile called guðvev («divine cloth», perhaps silk) was 
hung above it. Next to the original gravesite, a spring 
of healing water emerged which cured many people 
of ailments (Snorri Sturluson 1979, vol. 2: 116-19).

The new saint clearly posed a challenge to the 
rule of Cnut and Svend, but they felt powerless to 
oppose it by force and chose to recognise it, perhaps 
in the hope of controlling it and use it to their ben-
efit. Instead, King Svend’s court skald Torarin Law-
Tongue composed the poem Glælognskviða («The 
Calm Ocean Poem») where he advised Svend to pray 
to St Olav and and ask for his help (Snorri Sturluson 
1979, vol. 2: 118). Even if he did, it was to no avail. 
The discontent against the king and his mother grew, 
and in 1035 a group of magnates went to Russia and 
brought St Olav’s young son Magnus back from his 
exile and made him king of Norway. Ælfgifu and 
Svend fled back to England where he died shortly 
after, as did his father King Cnut. His successors 
Harold Harefoot and Harthacnut were powerless to 
exert their claims to the Norwegian throne during 
their short reigns. 

The small town of Nidaros/Trondheim developed 
quickly and surrounded the royal residence. In the 
late 1040s, King Magnus (r. 1035–47) built a new 
residence a bit further south and moved the shrine to 
a new stone church dedicated to St Olav in the resi-
dence. This church was placed on the site of a shed 
where the saint’s coffin was hidden by the farmers 
the night before its burial. In his turn, around 1060, 
the saint’s half-brother King Harald the Hardruler 
(r. 1046–66) moved the royal residence even further 
south along the river Ni, and he moved the shrine 
to the new St Mary’s Church in this residence. The 
year after his death in the battle at Stamford Bridge 
in 1066, the body of King Harald was brought back 
from England and buried in St Mary’s Church. This 

church was clearly intended to become the royal 
burial church for his successors, but it was not to last.

Finally, around 1090, Harald’s son King Olav 
III the Peaceful (r. 1066–93) came full circle by 
building a fourth church – the Christchurch which 
was the predecessor of the present cathedral – in the 
residence close to St Mary’s Church. According to 
Snorri’s saga, its altar was placed above St Olav’s 
purported grave site (Snorri Sturluson 1979, vol. 2: 
221-24). This must be a pious fraud, as the Christ-
church stands on the highest point on the peninsula, 
far from the riverbank. But of course a large stone 
church could not be built close to the river, so the 
whole site had to be moved. The shrine was placed 
on a tall base behind the altar, thus creating the ver-
tical axis of grave-altar-shrine which is also found in 
some other martyr shrines, e.g. the grave and shrine 
of St Thomas Becket at Canterbury Cathedral. Close 
to the altar, a 12m deep well was dug down to the 
river level, taking over the function as the source of 
healing water.

During the next century, the Christchurch was the 
royal mausoleum of Norway. Every 29th of July, the 
shrine of St Olav was carried around the town in a 
solemn procession. The Passio Olavi from c. 1180 
describes how the procession halted on the cathedral 
cemetery where it according to tradition was placed 
on the ground (cum processionis offitia solempniter 
agerentur, et in cimiterio reretrum ex more deponere-
tur), perhaps marking a special location (Metcalfe 
1881: 92; Jiroušková 2014, vol. 2: 53). Even if the 
details of the route are unknown it is highly possi-
ble that the procession reenacted the progress of the 
saint’s body from church to church, thus keeping the 
memory alive. There was still no chapter attached 
to the cathedral, and the only monastic presence in 
Nidaros was the Benedictine abbey of St Lawrence 
founded in 1103 on a tiny island of Munkholm in the 
fjord (Vaughan 1993: 81-82). Unlike most English 
cathedrals, no Norwegian cathedrals were monastic.

The incorrupt body of St Olav was in itself the 
greatest proof of his sanctity, and its presence was the 
cathedral’s greatest attraction. According to Snorri’s 
saga from c.1230, first Bishop Grimkell and later 
King Harald the Hardruler unlocked the shrine once 
every year and they personally cut the saint’s hair 
and nails, a tradition said to have lasted until 1066. 
According to Snorri, when Harald departed from 
Trondheim on his fateful expedition to England, he 
threw the shrine’s key into the river Nið and “since 
then the shrine has not been opened” (Snorri Sturlu-
son 1979, vol. 2: 206-07). There is thus no doubt that 



«SANCTUS OLAUS REX ET MARTIRIS»: CONSTRUCTING THE EARLY CULT OF ST OLAV  
OF NORWAY 1030 – 1220

172

for decades after 1031 the shrine was cared for and 
guarded by the royal family, and that it remained so 
at least until the 1120s and perhaps until the metro-
politan seat was founded in 1153. 

Unlike most other saints, St Olav’s body was kept 
intact all through the Middle Ages. Cutting it up or 
removing parts of it would not only be sacrilege, but 
would also ruin some of the cathedral’s attraction. In 
my recent study, I have not found a single reliable 
medieval source claiming possession of a body part 
of St Olav, not even a finger (Ekroll 2016: 243-297). 
The admittedly few preserved medieval lists of relics 
in Scandinavia mention only contact relics of St Olav 
which usually consist of fragments of his shirts or his 
dragon-shaped standard, both of which were kept in 
the cathedral as relics (Ekroll 2016: 285f).

In Norway, a country without traditions of saint-
ly cults, the main selling point for establishing St 
Olav’s reputation was clearly his miracles, nothing 
of the kind having been seen before in the country, 
and the early skaldic poems emphasize this aspect 
of the saint’s work. Many of the miracles, at least 
the ones that were collected c.1180 in his passio et 
miracula, are very mundane, with the saint saving 
people from danger, stopping fires, healing people or 
giving them absolution from their sins. 

St Olav also turned up in dreams and visions, hel-
ping people who prayed to him before a battle, like 
his son Magnus before the battle with the Wends – 
a Slavic tribe –  at Lyrskov Heath near Hedeby in 
South Jutland in 1043, or his nephew Guttorm before 
the naval battle with the Irish king “Margod” (Mur-
tach) in the Irish Sea in 1052 (Metcalfe 1881: 76; 
Jiroušková 2014, vol. 2: 32). In the battle of Beroë 
in 1122, St Olav appeared as a shining knight on a 
white horse in the battle between the Byzantines and 
the Pecheneg invaders, leading the Scandinavian 
or Varangian imperial guard to save the day for the 
Byzantine emperor John II Comnenus (r. 1118-43) 
(Metcalfe 1881: 77; Blöndal & Benedikz 1978: 148; 
Jiroušková 2014, vol. 2: 34f). No problem was too 
large or too small for the royal saint to solve. 

Nordic and continental sources before c.1150
The beginning of the cult is little known. The bare 
facts, such as his death in battle, the secret burial, 
and his exhumation and translation one year later 
are fairly secure. The oldest known literary sour-
ces about the cult of St Olav are two skaldic poems 
which are dated to the decade after Olav’s death 
(Mundal & Boje Mortensen 2003: 354). The oldest 
is the aforementioned Glælognskviða by Torarin 

Law-Tongue which was composed before 1035, as it 
adresses King Svend. In some of the stanzas, Torarin 
describes how the incorrupt body of the holy king 
rested in his coffin above the altar, with hair and nails 
growing. Candles lit up on the altar by themselves, 
and the bells rang without being touched. Also, a 
large number of crippled pilgrims seeking help were 
already visiting his shrine and went away healed.

The memorial poem Erfidrápa Oláfs helga (‘Me-
morial poem for St Olav’) was composed by King 
Olav’s court skald Sigvat Tordsson c. 1040. Sigvat 
was not present at Stiklestad, as he was on a pilgrim-
age to Rome at the time. The poem describes how the 
sun disappeared when Olav was killed, how the king 
now rested in a golden shrine, and that many blind 
people regained their eyesight at his shrine. Sigvat 
also named one of Olav’s killers: Tore Hund (‘the 
Hound’) (see Jesch 2012). The description of the 
“golden shrine” helps to date the poem: After Olav’s 
son Magnus became king in 1035, his father’s coffin 
was covered with gold and silver (Snorri Sturluson 
1979, vol. 2: 131). 

In the 1040s King Magnus, who was also king 
of Denmark 1042–47 after the death of Harthacnut, 
issued a series of coins in Hedeby (Gullbekk 2016: 
109-43). This happened shortly after his decisive vic-
tory in the battle with the Wends at Lyrskov Heath, 
where St Olav appeared to his son in a vision before 
the battle, promising him victory, and a church bell 
was heard tolling, which many recognized as the bell 
named Glöð (‘Glad)’ which St Olav had given to the 
Church of St Clement in Nidaros (Snorri Sturluson 
1979, vol. 2: 140).  (Fig. 3)

King Magnus used Olav’s axe in the battle, and this 
axe was later kept as a relic in Nidaros Cathedral until 

Fig. 3: Coin minted in Hedeby c.1045 by King Magnus 
Olavsson ‘the Good’, son of St Olav. The king holding 
an axe might be St Olav. Photo: Svein Gullbekk, Oslo 
University Museum (KHM).
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the Reformation, when the last archbishop Olav En-
gelbrektsson brought it with him into exile in the Neth-
erlands in 1537 where it was later lost (Ekroll 2016: 
249). From the middle of the thirteenth century, an axe 
became the attribute of St Olav, and in 1280 this axe 
was incorporated into the royal coat of arms of Nor-
way. After his victory, Magnus issued coins with the 
probable image of his father, holding a cross-staff in 
one hand and an axe in the other (Gullbekk 2016: 117). 
If correct, these are the earliest images of St Olav. 

During the following decades, there was consider-
able confusion about who actually killed the saint. In 
his Historia Hammaburgensis ecclesiae pontificium 
from c.1075 the cleric Adam of Bremen (c.1040–81) 
presented various theories, e.g. that Olav was killed 
by some sorcerers, that he was killed in battle, that 
he was mocked by a crowd and some sorcerers (and 
presumably lynched), or that he was assassinated by 
followers of King Cnut. Personally, Adam believed 
that the latter theory was the most probable (Adam 
of Bremen Book II: Ch. 61).

Adam was on safer ground when describing the 
contemporary situation: “The ecclesiastical centre of 
Norway is Trondheim, which today is decorated with 
churches that are visited by large crowds of people. 
There rests the body of the blessed martyr and king, 
Olav. At his grave the Lord today works many miracles, 
and therefore people come to this place from afar in the 
knowledge that the holy Olav can help them” (Lund 
1978: 55-57). This is the first description of Trondheim 
as a pilgrimage town, even though Adam never went 
that far north but relied instead on second-hand descrip-
tions, e.g. from King Svend Estridsen of Denmark.

Interestingly enough, Adam’s narrative demon-
strates that even in the lifetime of St Olav’s con-
temporaries, a great confusion reigned about what 
really happened at Stiklestad beyond the bare facts. 
There was still no agreed-upon narrative, only con-
fusing rumors which no one could set straight. The 
twelfth-century sources like Ágrip and Historia de 
antiquitate regum Norwagiensium (the surviving 
part of Historia Norwegie stops in 1015) are very 
sparse when it comes to details. The most compre-
hensive narrative of the life and death of King Olav 
Haraldsson/St Olav, which is still read today, was 
written down about two centuries after his death by 
the Icelander Snorri Sturluson c.1220–30. Snorri vis-
ited Norway around 1220 and made historical studies 
in preparation for his large work on the history of the 
Norwegian kings. The local tradition was probably 
still strong, especially among the cathedral clergy, 
and three of the four churches where the shrine of St 

Olav had been kept still stood when Snorri spent the 
winter of 1219–20 in Trondheim. 

Still, the few and confused facts contained in the 
older written sources show that the story of St Olav’s 
life and death as depicted by Snorri, especially his 
long and detailed saga of St Olav, is more a literary 
than historical work. Snorri built his narrative upon 
older sagas and poems, some of which he incorporat-
ed into, or referred to, in his text, and some of which 
are now lost. Much of the detailed information in the 
saga is, however, at best based on oral traditions, but 
most of it is probably the product of Snorri’s literary 
imagination. (Fig. 4)

The English connection

Fig. 4: St Olav depicted in a thirteenth-century stained 
glass window from Träkumla Church on Gotland, 
Sweden, now in the Gotland Museum in Visby. St Olav 
is identified by the axe, which is his attribute. Photo: 
Øystein Ekroll.
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But how did one establish a cult in a country almost 
without saints? The only cult founded in Norway 
before 1030 was that of the holy men at Selja, later 
known as St Sunniva and her followers (Ommund-
sen 2010: 82-89). According to Odd Monk’s Saga of 
King Olav Tryggvason written c.1190, Sunniva was 
an Irish princess who stranded with her followers on 
the small island of Selja on the west coast north of 
Bergen. In 997, her incorrupt body was reportedly 
found in a cave on the island by King Olav Tryg-
gvason, who built a church there (Rekdal 1997: 105-
111). Around 1100, a Benedictine abbey dedicated 
to St Alban, a very rare dedication in Norway, was 
founded at Selja, and the first bishops of western 
Norway resided there before officially moving the 
bishop’s seat to Bergen in 1170 (Helle 1982: 92). 
The 2nd century church at Åheim near Selja is ded-
icated to St Edmund (Norw. Jetmund), which is also 
an uncommon dedication in Norway, pointing to an 
early and strong influence from the British Isles in 
this area. The same strong English influence is also 
evident in Trondheim. The oldest written sources, 
e.g. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, are very sparse, 
conveying only for the year 1030 that “In this year 
king Olaf was slain in Norway by his own people, 
and was afterwards canonized” (Garmonsway 1953: 
157).

In England, the concept of holy kings was better 
established than anywhere else in Europe at this time 
(Hoffmann 1975: 18-58, 206-09; Folz 1984: 27-33). 
From the seventh to the eleventh century, several 
royal men and women became objects of cults. The 
best-known royal cults in England were those of St 
Edwin (616–32), St Ethelreda of Ely (d. 679), St Os-
wald (634–42), St Oswine (642–651),  and especial-
ly St Edmund of East Anglia (c.858–869/70), and lat-
er St Edward the Confessor (1042–66). St Edmund 
was killed by Danish Vikings and his cult in Bury St 
Edmund was well established by the tenth century. 

According to Snorri’s saga of St Olav from c.1230, 
it was Bishop Grimkell who supervised the exhuma-
tion of King Olav’s body and proved his sanctity by 
cutting off some of the king’s hair and placing on 
a fire which he blessed and sprinkled with incense, 
from which it emerged unscathed. The bishop clearly 
knew what it took to prove a person’s sanctity and 
how to convince people about it. By making the pro-
cess of unearthing the coffin and revealing the dead 
king’s incorrupt body, and especially making the test 
of burning the king’s hair into a dramatic public spec-
tacle, Grimkell made any criticism of this process 
invalid. In his narrative, Snorri lets Ælfgifu be the 

voice of doubt, saying loudly that corpses buried in 
sand were often well preserved, and demanding that 
the bishop placed the hair on the fire without blessing 
it. She is silenced with harsh words from Einar Tam-
barskjelve, perhaps fearing the result. Whether true 
or not, this public declaration of sainthood is a spec-
tacular scene with few parallels in medieval history.

It can thus be assumed that it was Bishop Grim-
kell who formulated the ecclesiastical beginning of 
St Olav’s cult. By doing this, he clearly drew on 
his English background, as the miracles of St Olav 
contain several elements inspired by the established 
Eng lish royal cults, e.g. the well or source with heal-
ing water springing out by the grave (Hoffmann 
1975: 73). Sadly, the preserved written sources from 
this period are scarce, even in England. The close 
resemblance between these royal saints and Christ, 
which is a recurring theme in the English hagiogra-
phy, also became an important theme in the cult of St 
Olav (Hoffmann 1975: 76, 79). The written sources 
indicate that Bishop Grimkell of Sussex had close 
contact with several of the aristocrats who founded 
churches in England dedicated to St Olav.

The cult of St Olav spread quickly in England. 
The oldest preserved liturgical sources pertaining to 
the cult are found in England, consisting of an office 
and litanies written down before 1072. This text is 
preserved in the Leofric Collectar (BL Harley MS 
2961, 123r – 126r), named after Bishop Leofric of 
Exeter (1047–72) who had close contact with the 
highest circles in England. It is highly possible that 
Grimkell was the intermediary between Norway and 
England, conveying his knowledge of the holy king 
and his miracles to his fellow bishops in southern 
England. In addition to Sussex, for a short period 
Grimkell was also the bishop of East Anglia where 
Bury St Edmunds is situated, so he had first-hand 
knowledge of the cult of St Edmund and could draw 
upon its sources (Hoffmann 1975: 79).

In the Exeter Pontifical (BL Cotton Vitellius 
A. vii) from c.1060, St Olav has been added at the 
end of the list of martyrs, and an eleventh-century 
psalter from Exeter (BL Harley 863) contains a lita-
ny in which St Olav is invoked (Dickins 1940: 56). 
The “Red Book of Darley” (CCC MS 422), written 
c.1061 at Sherbourne Abbey in Dorset, includes in 
its calendar the feast S.Olaui and provides a votive 
mass of St Olav (Dickins 1940: 57). In London, at 
least four, possibly six, churches were dedicated to 
him. All of them seem to be early foundations, e.g. 
St Olave in Southwark is mentioned in 1085 and St 
Olave in Hart Street possibly in 1109 (Dickins 1940: 
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64-68). St Olave Exeter existed by 1063 and St Olave 
in Chester by 1101 (Dickins 1940: 69f).

An additional point that connects Olav to Ed-
mund is that the Danes were behind the murders of 
both kings. Cnut the Great had recently made atone-
ment for the part his forefathers played in the murder 
of St Edmund by building a new church in Bury St 
Edmund, and it was claimed that the early death of 
his father Svend Forkbeard was the saint’s revenge 
(Licence 2014). Now Cnut was cast in the role as the 
force behind the murder of another king who turned 
out to be a saint. 

This brings us right into the most powerful fa-
milies in the late Anglo-Saxon period. Earl Godwin 
of Wessex was the most powerful earl in England, 
and he and his wife Gyða were the parents of Queen 
Edith, married to King Edward the Confessor. King 
Edward also made donations to build a St Olav church 
in England, but its location is disputed. Godwin and 
Gyða had at least five sons, among them Edward’s 
successor Harold Godwinson and Earl Tostig God-
winson. 

Countess Gyða was Danish-born, the daughter 
of the magnate Thorgil/Thorkell Sprakling and the 
sister of Earl Ulf who was married to Estrid, the sis-
ter of Cnut the Great. They were the parents of King 
Svend Estridsen of Denmark (1047–76). In 1026, 
King Cnut had his brother-in-law Ulf murdered in 
Roskilde in Denmark, an act which did not endear 
him to Gyða.

In 1053, Bishop Leofric attested a donation letter 
by Countess Gyða for building a church in Exeter 
dedicated to Sancti Olavi regis et martiris, for the 
benefit of the souls of her husband Earl Godwin of 
Wessex (d. 1053) and herself. 

Around 1050, Earl Siward or Sigeweard of Nor-
thumbria, the second most powerful earl in England 
at the time, built a church dedicated to St Olav in York 
and he was buried in this church in 1055. In addition 
to the St Olav churches in the City of London, before 
the end of the eleventh century there were churches 
dedicated to him in Southwark, York, Chester, Exeter 
and Norwich. Apart from St Edmund, I doubt that 
there were other contemporary saints who attracted the 
same immediate following as St Olav. The cult of St 
Olav also spread early to Ireland. By 1074, relics of St 
Olav’s vestments were kept in Christchurch Cathedral 
in Dublin (Dickins 1940: 71). In this Norse-Hibernian 
city there was also an early St Olav church by the har-
bour, a common location for many St Olav churches. 

This shows that within one generation after his 
death, the cult of St Olav was established in the high-

est circles in England, which still had close family 
ties to the Nordic royal houses. One interesting ques-
tion is why a king who was an adversary of King 
Cnut, and was killed by Cnut’s allies, could become 
so popular in these circles?

In a 2005 paper, Matthew Townend argues that 
the cult of Olav was actually promoted by Cnut and 
his son Svend: “(…) in other words, it looks like a 
centrally agreed policy and suggests strongly that 
the early promotion of Óláfr’s cult took place pre-
cisely because of the Danish occupiers of Norway 
rather than in spite of them” (Townend 2005: 265f). 
Townend also sees the speed with which the cult was 
successfully established in the late Anglo-Saxon En-
gland as the best evidence that Cnut and his dynasty 
purposefully supported the cult of St Olav (Townend 
2005: 266), and that the Anglo-Danish dynasty at-
tempted to take control of the cult and make it serve 
their own interest (Townend 2005: 273). In a way, 
this was a strategy of ‘if you can’t beat them, join 
them’ or ‘riding the tiger’. Perhaps they believed that 
the interest in St Olav would soon recede and remain 
a local cult without political significance. The author 
does admit, however, that this is only a hypothesis, as 
the evidence for a cult of St Olav in England before 
1035 is only circumstantial (Townend 2005: 266).

I will argue that this hypothesis is wrong, and that 
the preserved evidence can be interpreted differently. 
There is no doubt that King Svend was at first reluc-
tantly forced to accept the fact that Olav was made 
a saint, and to live with it as best he could. Initially, 
no one could imagine the speed with which the cult 
would spread and the success it would enjoy. Cnut 
and his family might at first have tried to control and 
contain the cult, but by 1035 both Cnut and Svend 
were dead, and the successors Harold Harefoot and 
Harthacnut were weak kings with short reigns. Af-
ter the death of King Harthacnut in 1042 the Dan-
ish dynasty lost its grip on England, and Edward 
the Confessor, son of King Æthelred, became king. 
There was no love lost between the two dynasties: 
Edward’s wife Edith was the daughter of Earl God-
win and Gyða, and Cnut had ordered the murder of 
Earl Ulf, Gyða’s brother.

In my view, it is possible to interpret the rapid 
spread of the cult of St Olav in England in an op-
posite way: The oldest surviving evidence for the 
cult of St Olav in England dates to the reign of King 
Edward between 1042 and 1066. The re-established 
Anglo-Saxon dynasty consciously promoted St Olav 
as a royal saint and martyr, dedicating churches to 
him, as a way of demonstrating a distance from, and 
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opposition to, the Danish royal house, building up a 
resistance against their return to power in England. 
Before 1013, King Olav/St Olav had faithfully served 
Æthelred as a mercenary in his struggle against the 
Danish invaders, and had escorted his wife and sons 
to safety in Normandy, a fact King Edward was sure 
to remember (Norsk Biografisk Leksikon X: 376). 

The killing of St Olav could ultimately be blamed 
on King Cnut, just as his ancestors were blamed for 
the murders of King Edmund in 869 and Archbishop 
Ælfheah in 1012, casting the shadow of regicide and 
sacrilege over his descendants. St Olav’s son Magnus 
became king of Norway in 1035, and he was also king 
of Denmark from 1042 until his early death in 1047. 
By promoting the cult of Magnus’s father, a bond was 
created between England and Norway which could re-
place the Danish connection. 

Bishop Grimkell was a vital intermediate in es-
tablishing the bond between England and Norway. In 
1046 he returned to Norway to mediate between King 
Magnus and his uncle Harald Sigurdsson, who had re-
turned with a great treasure from Constantinople and 
now demanded to become king of Norway. According 
to Theodricus Monachus, c.1180, Grimkell and his old 
ally from 1031, the magnate Einar Tambarskjelve, ne-
gotiated a truce whereby Harald received half the king-
dom in exchange for one half of his treasure (Storm 
1880: 54; Kraggerud 2018: 104-07). This power-shar-
ing was also in the English interest. A successful deal 
would hopefully defuse the danger of a Norwegian in-
vasion of England which Magnus had been planning 
earlier, even writing to King Edward and demanding 
the throne, or he would invade England from Norway 
and Denmark. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle says that in 
1045 “King Edward gathered great naval force at Sand-
wich because of the threathened invasion of Magnus 
of Norway” (Garmonsway 1953: 165; Snorri Sturluson 
1979, vol. 2: 150). Twenty years later, that was exactly 
what King Harald attempted, with catastrophic results. 

The Norman invasion of England in 1066, which 
led to the annihilation of much of the Anglo-Saxon cul-
ture, might also have meant that St Olav was replaced 
by other saints and forgotten, but this does not seem 
to be the case. One must remember, however, that 
the Norman dukes were close kin to the Nordic royal 
families, and that William the Conqueror’s grandfa-
ther Duke Richard II (r. 996–1026) was the host of St 
Olav at his baptism by Richard’s brother, Archbishop 
Robert, in Rouen in 1014. It is possible that the duke 
even was his godfather. This information is provided 
in the chronicles of William of Jumièges and Dudo of 
Saint-Quentin. 

Establishing the metropolitan seat of Trondheim
From the missionary period until 1104, Norway was 
a remote corner of the huge archdiocese of Bremen/
Hamburg which encompassed the whole of Scandi-
navia. When the new archdiocese of Lund was car-
ved out of Bremen/Hamburg in 1104, encompassing 
all the Nordic or Norse-speaking countries, this si-
tuation did not improve much. The fledgling Nordic 
archdiocese of Lund had more than enough problems 
establishing its independence from Bremen, which 
strived to reverse this development. Norway was 
mostly left alone, and no preserved sources indica-
te that any archbishop from Bremen or Lund ever 
visited Norway. By the early twelfth century, the 
church in Norway was still wholly dependent on the 
monarchy for its subsistence and protection, and the 
bishops had no independent income or permanent 
residences. Instead, they were largely a part of the 
royal entourage moving around the kingdom. 

It was only with the introduction of the tithe in 
the 1120s that the Norwegian church obtained an 
independent income and economy. From this time 
onwards the bishops settled permanently by the 
cathedrals that were built in this period, and began 
building up an ecclesiastical organisation. This de-
velopment was completed in 1152/53 when the 
English-born Cardinal Nicholas Brekespere arrived 
in Nidaros with the papal mandate of establishing 
two new archbishoprics, in Norway and in Sweden 
respect ively. The seat of the Norwegian archbishop-
ric was located in the northern town of Trondheim/
Nidaros rather than the larger and more centrally si-
tuated towns of Bergen or Oslo, no doubt because of 
the presence of St Olav’s relics in Trondheim. This 
act finally created an independent ecclesiastical cen-
tre of gravity in Norway, and it marked that the coun-
try had become integrated in the European Christian 
world, with Nidaros as the northernmost cathedral on 
the European mainland. 

The establishment of the Nidaros church province 
was a pivotal moment for the cult of St Olav, whose 
grave and shrine became the centre of gravity around 
which the liturgical life of the metropolitan cathedral 
turned. The metropolitan seat came to Trondheim 
because of St Olav, but this also gave a great boost to 
the cult in turn. Within two generations from 1153, 
the cult of St Olav was much expanded and devel-
oped, and brought even more into line with other 
royal cults which at this time developed in several 
European countries. In addition to liturgy, music and 
hagiography, an architectural aspect was also inclu-
ded. A stable monarchy was established in 1161 by 
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Earl Erling Skakke (“the Tilt-headed”) who made his 
young son Magnus king, and in close cooperation 
with Archbishop Eystein the two men helped create 
a period of peace in the country, as well as a period 
of unparalleled creativity in the newly established ar-
chiepiscopal seat at Nidaros.

The new metropolitan seat also needed its own hi-
storical narrative, and during the next decades sever-
al historical works were created in order to establish 
the Norwegian church as a part of the wider Europe-
an christendom. However, the early confusion about 
the exact facts surrounding Olav’s death that we 
see in Adam of Bremen’s work was also evident in 
Trondheim a century later. The Passio Olavi, which 
was compiled and edited by Archbishop Eystein 
c.1170/80, claims that Olav was killed at Stiklestad 
on Wednesday the 28th of July, 1028 (sic!) but pro-
vides no further details of his death and translation 
(Metcalfe 1881: 73; Jiroušková 2014, vol. 2: 29). 

About the same time, the cathedral canon The-
odricus Monachus wrote his Historia de antiquita-
te regum Norwagiensium (“History of the ancient 
Norwegian kings”) which he dedicated to Archbis-
hop Eystein. Theodricus provides few new details. St 
Olav was killed in a battle at Stiklestad, but Theod-
ricus is not certain by whom, or how many wounds 
the king received. Only one of the king’s adversari-
es, Tore Hund (“the Hound”) is mentioned by name, 
indicating that Theodricus knew Sigvat’s poem Er-
fidrápa. Theodricus dates the battle to Wednesday 
the 29th of July, 1029 (Storm 1880: 39; Kraggerud 
2018: 76-77). 

Another work of history known by its mod-
ern name Ágrip (“Excerpt”), which was written in 
Trondheim c.1190–1200, states only that Olav was 
killed by three men in a battle at Stiklestad in 1029 
(Koht 1950: 50-53). A third work, the Historia Nor-
wegie from c.1165-75 breaks off its narrative with 
Olav Haraldsson’s return to Norway in 1015 (Ekrem 
& Boje Mortensen 2003: 224). Likewise, the poem 
Noregs konungatal from c.1190, which contains the 
genealogy of the Norwegian kings, only states that 
Olav was killed at Stiklestad (Salvesen 1990: 10).

After the founding of the new archbishopric, the 
old Christchurch was far too small, and during the 
next decades the cathedral was greatly expanded with 
new transepts and an aisled nave, so that the old chu-
rch now became only the eastern arm of a cross-sha-
ped, c. 82m long Romanesque cathedral (Harrison 
2012: 106f). This was built in the Anglo-Norman 
style, designed by an English master-builder and 
probably built by English stone masons, showing 

that England was still the near abroad. According to 
a later tradition written down c.1230, the main altar 
of the new cathedral kept its place above the saint’s 
grave (Snorri Sturluson 1979, vol. 2: 117-19).

In 1180, this active period ended when the poli-
tical tables turned and Archbishop Eystein decided 
to go into exile. He went to England and was well 
received by King Henry II, who gave him financi-
al support. From August 1181 until the summer of 
1182 Eystein stayed in the abbot’s house at Bury St 
Edmunds, as the position was vacant at the time and 
its income was thus in the hands of the king. He then 
moved to Lincoln where the position of bishop was 
also vacant, and stayed there for 168 days until ear-
ly 1183 when a new bishop was appointed (Johnsen 
1955: 134-37). Eystein was thus in an excellent po-
sition to study the cult of St Edmund at close range. 
The best-preserved copy of Passio Olavi, now in the 
library of Corpus Christi College in Oxford derives 
from the library of Fountains Abbey, indicating that 
the archbishop also spent a period here (Metcalfe 
1881: 1; Jiroušková 2014, vol. 1: 238-240). Foun-
tains Abbey had a daughter house at Lyse near Ber-
gen (Clara Vallis, founded 1146) and thus had close 
connections to Norway (Metcalfe 1881: 3).

The second phase: Developing 
the cult after 1153 until c. 1220
As a part of the celebrations in 1153, the Icelandic 
priest and poet Einarr Skúlason was commissioned 
to compose a long poem about the glory of St Olav, 
which he performed in Christchurch Cathedral in the 
presence of the new archbishop and the three young 
kings sharing the throne at the time, Inge, Sigurd and 
Eystein, all sons of King Harald IV Gilchrist with 
three different women. The poem is today known 
as Geisli, which translates as “sunbeam” or “ray of 
light” (Ødegård 1982: 28-82), thus indicating one 
important theme in the St Olav cult: His imitatio 
Christi or similarity with Christ, especially the paral-
lel between their passions and miracles: The eclipse 
of the sun when both died, Olav healing a blind man 
and giving a mute back his voice, and the light shin-
ing above the dead king’s body (Hoffmann 1975: 69). 
Einarr also described other miracles of St Olav tak-
ing place right up to his own time, dwelling at length 
on the two battle miracles in Ireland in 1052 (verse 
31-34) and especially at Beroë in 1122 (verse 43-56). 
When the recital ended, the cathedral was filled with 
a wonderful odour – a sign that the saint was present 
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and approved of the poem (Ødegård 1982: 22). 
The poem, the occasion, and the staging marked 

the point of departure not only for the new arch-
bishopric, but also for a new phase in the cult of St 
Olav. From this stage, the driving force behind the 
cult seems to be the elite, and it bears the marks of 
a planned project. This seems to be a common trait 
of early royal cults (Pinner 2015: 9, 14). In the three 
next decades, during the reign of the forceful Arch-
bishop Eystein from 1157 to 1188, the cult of St Olav 
was consciously created and developed. The seal of 
the newly established cathedral chapter depicts St 
Olav enthroned, holding a scepter and orb, but not 
yet the axe which later became his attribute. The se-
al’s legend says that it belonges to the ‘chapter of the 
church of St Olav king and martyr’, even though the 
cathedral was dedicated to the Holy Trinity and was 
commonly called the Christchurch. (Fig. 5)

The archbishop created political room for ma-
neuvering by allying himself with Earl Erling Skak-
ke who, after the three kings had finally managed to 
kill each other, placed his own infant son Magnus 

on the throne in 1161. Earl Erling was married to 
Kristin, the daughter of King Sigurd the Crusader, 
but this did not give their son the required legitimacy. 
According to the old law of royal succession, only 
male offspring of kings could become kings, no mat-
ter if they were born in wedlock or not.

This delicate problem was solved by forging an 
alliance between the archbishop and the earl, with 
the Church backing Magnus. The archbishop intro-
duced a new law of royal succession tailored to fit 
Magnus, cast in the mould of other European laws of 
succession (Gunnes 1996: 112: 21; Imsen 2012: 24). 

The new law first stated that there could only be one 
single king, secondly that a royal candidate must be 
fitted for the job, and thirdly but most importantly: 
the candidate must be born in wedlock. The law sta-
ted that he must be a king’s son, but by then Magnus 
was already king, so the law would only affect his 
offspring.

The archbishop cemented this agreement by 
crowning Magnus in Bergen in 1164, the first ever 
coronation in Scandinavia, all in the effort to provide 
Magnus with the required legitimacy. (Fig. 6) 

In his turn, in his coronation oath, which was 
probably formulated by Archbishop Eystein, Mag-
nus swore loyalty to the pope and the Church. When 
he came of age, Magnus issued a letter of privileg-

es for the archbishop. Here he promises to take his 
kingdom in fief from St Olav, becoming the royal 
saint’s vassal and knight, and as a visual proof of this 
allegiance he will sacrifice his crown on the saint’s 
altar in Nidaros Cathedral (Vandvik 1959: 62-63; 
Gunnes 1996: 121-21). St Olav now became Rex 
perpetuum Norvegiae – the eternal king of Norway 
– an expression first found in the Historia Norwegie 
from the mid-twelfth century (Gunnes 1996: 121). 
The archbishop also received wide-ranging privileg-
es for the Church, which gave him a large income 
and free hands to build up his own power-base. The 
earl quickly made every possible new claimant to the 
throne a head shorter, thus creating a most welcome 
period of peace for most people and the Church. 

Fig. 6: The reliquary from St Thomas of Canterbury’s 
Church at Filefjell, Central Norway. It forms part of a 
small group of reliquaries from Norway, Iceland and 
Sweden which are small-size imitations of the large 
Shrine of St Olav in Nidaros Cathedral. Photo: Bergen 
University Museum.

Fig. 5: Matrix and impression of the Nidaros Cathedral 
chapter seal from c.1200 or slightly earlier, depicting 
St Olav enthroned holding a scepter and orb. The seal’s 
legend reads: SIGILL. CAPITVLI ECLIE SCI OLAVI 
REGIS ET MARTIRIS (Seal of the chapter the church 
of St Olav king and martyr). Photo: Nidaros Cathedral 
Restoration Workshop.
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All the preserved evidence indicates that this was 
a top-down process instigated and driven by the old 
secular elite, who now sought to extend their power 
by filling the positions of bishops, canons and abbots 
with family members, rather than a popular move-
ment (Mortensen 2010: 212).

During the next decades a liturgy of St Olav was 
developed, including a new office of St Olav, a new 
church law, and a canonical law (Canones Nidrosi-
enses) for the archdiocese. The life, passion and mi-
racles of St Olav were collected and edited by Arch-
bishop Eystein in the Passio et miracula beati Olavi, 
a work which was completed by 1180. In much of 
this work, a strong influence from Augustinian litur-
gy and theology is easily spotted, and the Augustini-
an role in the creation of the cult was vital (Hankeln 
2012: 135-149). Archbishop Eystein was himself an 
Augustinian, as were his two immediate successors 
Ivar and Tore who studied at St Victor’s Abbey in 
Paris (Gunnes 1996: 49).

The upper chapel in the cathedral’s south tran-
sept was in the 1160s jointly dedicated to St Olav 
and St Stephen protomartyris, thus connecting Olav 
with the first Christian martyr. The implication is that 
Olav was a Norwegian protomartyr, thus linking the 
founding of the Norwegian church to the early Chri-
stian church and Jerusalem.

The direct spiritual connection between Trond-
heim and the Holy Land at this time was also demon-
strated by the creation of painted images of St Olav 
and St Cnut the King on adjoining columns in the 
Holy Nativity Church in Bethlehem c.1150–60. The 
image of St Olav is identified by the painted inscrip-
tion «SCS OLAUUS REX NORWEGIE» (Folda 
2008: 54; Kühnel 1988: 112-25). Interestingly, this is 
the oldest extant undisputed image of St Olav, loca-
ted at the opposite end of the Christian world in the 
twelfth century. At the feet of the saint a woman kne-
els, who was surely the donor of the painting. She is 
not identified, but she might be Kristin, daughter of 
King Sigurd the Crusader and mother of King Mag-
nus Erlingsson. Her husband Earl Erling took part in 
a large Norwegian crusading expedition to the Holy 
Land in 1153–55, and Kristin was not the kind of wo-
man who waited paitently at home for his eventual 
return. (Fig. 7)

1150 – 1200: The age of holy kings
The promotion of the cult of St Olav in Norway af-
ter 1153 did not take place in a vacuum. All over 
Northern Europe, the 1160s was a ground-breaking 
period for the cults of holy kings. After the translati-

on of St Olav in 1031, only two kings were declared 
as saints for more than a century. The first was St Ste-
phen of Hungary (c. 975-1038) who was canonized 
in 1083. The second was St Cnut the King of Den-
mark, who was murdered in 1086 in St Alban’s Chu-
rch in Odense (see Hope in this volume). His body 
was translated in 1095 and he was formally canoni-
zed in 1101. His shrine was moved to a new church 
nearby, the present cathedral, which was dedicated 
to him. This cathedral was also a Benedictine abbey 
church, the only monastic cathedral in Scandinavia 
(Johannsen 2001: 8-36). 

The new spate of royal saints began in England, 
when King Edward the Confessor who had died in 
1066 was canonized in 1161 and then enshrined and 
translated by King Henry II in 1163. Then follow-
ed, in quick succession, the relics of the Holy Three 
Kings (the Magi), which Emperor Frederick Barba-
rossa took as war booty in Milan in 1162 and gave to 
Cologne Cathedral in 1164. Their cult immediately 
caught on, and the creation of a splendid new shrine 
for their bones began. In 1165, Emperor Charlemag-

Fig. 7: The image of “SCS OLAUUS REX NORWE-
GIE”, painted c.1150-60 on a column in the nave of the 
Nativity Church in Bethlehem.  Photo of a drawing by 
Taddeus Richter c.1930, in Lidén 1997.
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ne was canonized in nearby Aachen, and a temporary 
shrine was made for his bones in his palatine church. 
Between 1190 and 1215, a new splendid shrine for 
his relics was executed. 

In Scandinavia, King Erik Jedvardsson of Swe-
den was murdered at Uppsala in 1160, and he was 
regarded as a holy man soon after, certainly by 1198. 
In 1169, Duke Cnut Lavard, who was murdered in 
1131 and was the father of king Valdemar the Great 
of Denmark, was canonized. The following year his 
relics were enshrined in Ringsted Abbey in Zeeland 
which also became the royal Danish burial church for 
the next two centuries (see Petersen in this volume).

The formalization of the cult of St Olav in the 
decades after 1153 formed a part of the same wave. 
St Olav became a part of this group of royal saints 
in the western, northern and eastern fringe of Euro-
pe, which also included St Wenceslas (Václav) of 
Bohemia and St Ladislaus (Lázló) of Hungary. The 
former was murdered in 929 or 935 and was made 
a saint shortly after, while St Ladislaus (1046-1095) 
was canonized in 1192 and can be regarded as the 
conclusion of the “new wave”.

Nidaros becomes St Olav’s town
The construction of the cult of St Olav was not li-
mited to liturgy and literature, or the rebuilding of 
the cathedral. The town and its surroundings were 
also included in this build-up. Between 1103 and the 
1160s, three abbeys were founded right outside this 
small town, towards the north, east and south. Next 
to the cathedral, a St Mary’s hospital for pilgrims 
was established before 1180, as we see from a mi-
racle that took place there, which is listed in Passio 
Olavi. During the second half of the twelfth century 
an urban infrastructure was established, with a long 
wooden bridge across the river Nið giving travelers a 
safe access to the town from the east. 

On the hill south-west of the town, in the area 
where travelers from the south first set his or her eyes 
on the cathedral, in 1179 a location is mentioned 
called Feginsbrekka, which is a Norse translation 
of the Latin Mons Gaudi or Mountjoy (Karl Jóns-
son 1979: Ch. 35). This name is also found in similar 
locations outside other important pilgrim sites like 
Rome, Jerusalem and Santiago, and it gives at least 
an indication of the scope of the ambitions of the new 
archbishopric, including a consciousness of being 
the northernmost Christian center of pilgrimage in 
Christendom, on a par with Santiago in the south-
west and Jerusalem in the south-east.

The Holy Land and Jerusalem played an import-

ant part in theological thinking in the twelfth cen-
tury, and also in Nidaros. The conscious theological 
pairing of St Olav first with St Stephen and then with 
Christ was clearly inspired through direct contact 
with the Holy Land. The inventio of the relics of St 
Stephen is the 3rd of August, which is also the trans-
latio of St Olav. In addition to the two large seaborne 
crusading expeditions of 1108-11 and 1153-55, nu-
merous individuals and smaller groups left Norway 
for the Holy Land between 1099 and 1187, returning 
with strong impressions and new inspiration. Even 
though most of the material is lost, one surviving vi-
sual expression of this contact is the paintings of the 
royal saints Olav of Norway and Cnut of Denmark 
on two columns in the nave of the Nativity Church in 
Bethlehem, dated to c. 1150-60 (Kühnel 1988: 116). 

Based on the few surviving sources, it is possible 
to suggest that the development of Trondheim during 
the second half of the twelfth century was modeled 
on other pilgrimage towns, and possibly even on Je-
rusalem itself. We see one example of how import-
ant Jerusalem was as a symbol in the contemporary 
thinking when the pretender to the throne Sverre, 
claiming to be the son of King Sigurd Munn, took 
up the struggle against King Magnus and Archbishop 
Øystein in 1177. Sverre claimed that St Olav and the 
prophet Samuel had appeared in his dreams. In the 
first dream, St Olav gave Sverre his battle standard, 
i.e. making him his heir, telling him to continue his 
struggle, and in the second dream Samuel told Sverre 
he was sent by God and anointed Sverre’s hands, 
telling him God would be on his side (Karl Jónsson 
1979: Ch. 5 & 10). 

Sverre was trained as a priest and knew his Bible. 
In 1182/83 he founded a castle on a steep cliff on the 
hill near Feginsbrekka and named it Zion after King 
David’s castle near Jerusalem. Sverre clearly cast him-
self as a new David, and consequently King Magnus 
and Archbishop Øystein were branded as King Saul 
and the prophet Samuel, i.e. an anointed king who 
was eventually deserted by God and a prophet who 
had made a grave mistake by anointing Saul before 
ultimately anointing David. Using the Bible this way 
could not happen in a vacuum, but rather in an envi-
ronment where at least the elite would be familiar with 
the symbolic meaning of these actions and locations.
The crowning glory: St Olav’s octagon at Nidaros
The keystone in the shaping of the cult of St Olav 
was the construction, c.1200, of a new part of the ca-
thedral around the high altar with grave and shrine of 
the saint (Ekroll 2015). It was designed as an octagon 
with a central room, an ambulatory and three small 
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protruding rooms which perhaps served as chapels. 
The ambulatory walls are richly decorated with ele-
ments inspired by Classical architecture, like astra-
gal and kymation borders, dentils, acanthus borders, 
palmetto borders, laurels, and variations of Ionic ca-
pitals. The octagon was the crowning element of the 
Romanesque cathedral, marking its completion but 
also heralding the introduction of the Gothic archite-
cture. During the thirteenth century, most of the old 
Christchurch was rebuilt in the Gothic style.

The ultimate inspiration for the design of the oc-
tagon was clearly buildings with a centralized plan 
in twelfth-century Jerusalem, especially the Rotun-
da of the Holy Sepulcher Church, but also the Dome 
of the Rock which the Crusaders believed to be the 
Temple of Solomon. During the twelfth century, a 
group of round or polygonal churches more or less 
directly inspired by these two buildings were built 
in Europe, e.g. the Temple Church in London or the 
round Church in Cambridge, and the Nidaros Cathe-
dral Octagon is affiliated with this group. 

Most importantly, the octagon visually demon-
strates the connection between St Olav and Christ. 

By comparing the ground plans of the octagon and 
the central part of the Holy Sepulchre Rotunda, it 
is clear that at least one vital Jerusalem measure-
ment was known and employed when setting out the 
ground plan of the octagon: The external diameter 
of the octagon ambulatory wall is identical with the 
internal diameter of the arcade in the Holy Sepulchre 
Rotunda, which was the easiest measurement to take 
in this building (Ekroll 2015: Fig. 167). The external 
diameter of the nave of the Temple Church in London 
seems to be identical with the Nidaros Octagon. Also, 
the position of the purported grave site of St Olav in 
the Octagon and the Tomb of Christ in the Rotunda 
converge surprisingly well, as neither is placed in the 
centre-point of the buildings, but both are situated a 
little off-centre (Ekroll 2015: Fig. 168). Whether the-
se measurements were transmitted through pilgrims 
going to Jerusalem, or perhaps through intermediates 
like Augustinian canons, remains an open question 
that will probably never be fully answered (Ekroll 
2015: 326-28). (Fig. 8)

Fig. 8: The ground plan of the central room of the Holy Sepulchre Church rotunda (red) interpolated on the ground plan 
of the Nidaros Octagon (black). The external diameter of the Nidaros ambulatory is identical with the external diameter 
of the Jerusalem arcade. Graphics: Samuel Billaud Feragen.
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Conclusion
King Olav Haraldsson’s violent death in battle in 
1030 looked like the conclusion of a total failure. 
However, his translation in 1031 turned out to be 
the start of an enormous success. Apart from the re-
ligious aspect, his cult had a political aspect from 
day one, and it was consciously used as a means of 
breaking the Danish influence and King Cnut’s hold 
on Norway. In my view, the same can be said for 
Anglo-Saxon England, where the promotion of St 
Olav by the country’s elite in the 1040s and ‘50s can 
be interpreted in an anti-Danish political context. In 
Norway, the sources are very meagre, but the cult se-
ems to have been in the hands of the kings who pro-
moted St Olav as a dynastic saint. The Christ church 
which was built above his gravesite became the royal 
mausoleum until c.1200, with the royal graves sur-
rounding the saint’s shrine.

When the new archbishopric of Nidaros was es-
tablished in 1153, the archbishops and the Church 
consciously developed the cult of St Olav in litur-
gy as well as in historiography and hagiography, in 
close cooperation with the new royal dynasty which 
were made vassals of St Olav as the eternal king of 
Norway. This was done in tandem with the large-
scale rebuilding of the cathedral which culminated in 
the construction of the octagonal high choir around 
the high altar and shrine of St Olav. The choice of 
an octagon with a centralized plan was undoubtedly 
consciously made as an imitation of buildings in Je-
rusalem, especially the Holy Sepulcher Church and 
the Dome of the Rock, underlining the Christ-like 
nature of St Olav which became a recurring theme in 
his hagiography and iconography.
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Notes
1 The third period lasted from c.1220 to 1380 when Norway was 
united with Denmark under a joint king, and the fourth phase 
lasted from 1380 until the Lutheran Reformation in 1537. Dis-
cussing these two phases as well would demand far more space 
than is available here.
2 This daring exploit is only known from Nordic sources, espe-
cially a Skaldic poem by Ottar Svarte which Snorri Sturluson 
partly incorporated in his saga of St Olav from c.1230 and the 
Historia Norwegie from c.1165-75. It is, however, not mentioned 
in The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, which has led many authors to 
assume it is fictious.
3 Rodulf/Rudolf later became abbot of Abingdon, and manu-
script C of The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle (British Museum, Cotton 
MS. Tiberius B iv) probably derives from Abingdon. This is the 
only version stating that after his death Olav was made a saint.
4 The main facts about the life of Olav Haraldsson are found 
in Snorri Sturluson’s saga of St Olav in The Sagas of the Nor-
wegian Kings (also known as Heimskringla) written c.1230, but 
most of the details in this saga are probably literary inventions by 
Snorri and carry little or no historical value.
5 The poem was probably longer, but only the section about St 
Olav  has survived.
6 Matthew Paris reformed the abbey in 1248 and wrote in his 
Chronica majora that it was originally founded by King Cnut the 
Great as a parallel to St Benet’s of Holme, Norfolk. If so, it was 
soon abandoned (Vaughan 1993: 81). 
7 The tithe was introduced in the 1120s, giving the bishops a 
regular and independent income. It seems that at this time, the 
Christchurch was given over to the bishop and became a proper 
cathedral. Around 1120, King Øystein Magnusson built a new 
church dedicated to St Nicholas in the royal residence, and I 
regard this fact as an indication that the Christchurch was no 
longer a royal church. In that case, the bishops now became the 
guardians of the saint’s shrine. The evidence is circumstantial, 
but the historical facts fit with this hypothesis.
8 Adam of Bremen, Historia .., Book IV, Ch. 33: «Metropolis ci-
vitas Nortmannorum est Trondemnis, quae nunc decorata eccle-
siis magna populorum frequentia celebratur. In qua iacet corpus 
beatissimi Olaph regis et martyris. Ad cuius tumbam usque in 
hodiernum diem maxima Dominus operatur sanitatum miracula, 
ita ut a longinquis regionibus confluant hii, qui se meritis sancti 
non desperant [posse] iuvari». Author’s translation from Latin 
into English.
9 This is found in BL MS Cotton Tiberius B I. The text reads Her 
wæs Olaf king ofslagen on Norwegon of his agenum folce, 7 wæs 
syððan halig. This means that Olaf was declared a saint, which 
at this point in history was done by episcopal proclamation and 
established by a translation. Garmonsway’s rendition of wæs 
syððan halig as “canonized” is therefore incorrect.
10 The other sons were Gyrth, Leofwine and Wulfnoth.
11 «..in præsentia Grimkelli episcopi, Einars thambaskelmis et 
aliorum multorum principum»
12 Lund lies in the province of Scania which until 1658 was a part 
of the kingdom of Denmark.
13 The two Icelandic episcopal seats at Hólar and Skálholt, which 
formed part of the archdiocese of Nidaros, were situated further 
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to the north. Both cathedrals were wooden churches.
14 The eclipse of the sun took place on the 31st of August, 1030, a 
month after the presumed date of the battle, but in popular mem-
ory the battle and the eclipse were soon merged.
15 Unfortunately, the translator does not provide the reference for 
this information.
16 Text of the seal legend: «SIGILLVM CAPITVLI ECCLESIE 
SANCTI OLAWI REGIS ET MARTIRIS». The bronze matrix is 
exhibited in the Archbishop’s Palace Museum, Trondheim
17 The dedicatory inscription is carved on the east wall of the 
chapel. The full, unabbreviated text reads: «Nonas ianuarii con-
secratio huius altaris in honore sancti Stephani protomartyris et 
sancti Olavi de quorum reliquiis habetur in altari cum compore 
domini».

18 The glimpses that the sagas give of her life leave the impres-
sion of a highly independent woman. She was closely connected 
to the royal families in Norway as well as Denmark, being the 
first cousin of King Valdemar the Great. She had several hus-
bands and multiple lovers, and according to the saga she finally 
eloped with a young lover to Constantinople in the 1170s.
19 I am grateful to Mr. Eirik Steenhoff for pointing out this fact 
to me.
20 The available ground plans of the Temple Church are not quite 
consistent, so this hypothesis ought to be tested by a new and 
more accurate survey.




