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When King Cnut IV was killed in St Alban’s Churc h 
in Odense in the year 1086 the town was soon endow-
ed with the presence of a royal saint. The shrine con-
taining the relics of the king has been preserved in 
the Cathedral of Odense for more than 900 years, alt-
hough with a declining level of religious veneration 
surrounding it in the centuries after the Lutheran re-
formation in 1536. Since the nineteenth century, the 
bones of St Cnut and those of his younger brother 
Benedikt, as well as the two wooden shrines, have 
been objects of interest for historians and archaeolo-
gists (fig. 1). 

This article presents the known archaeological 
sources on the killing and burial of King Cnut. It 
consists of two parts. The first part deals with the ac-
tual killing of King Cnut, and is concerned with inve-
stigations of the preserved bones. Can we be certain 
that the bones are in fact those of King Cnut, and if 
so, do the bones reveal how he was killed? The da-
ting and style of the reliquary shrine are also touched 
upon, as are the bones believed to be those of Bene-
dikt, and his shrine. The second part of the article 
deals with the archaeology concerning the scene of 
the killing, the long gone medieval wooden church 
of St Alban, and is focused on the construction and 

dating of that church in which king Cnut is said to 
have been slain.

PART ONE:  
The Killing: The bones and  
shrines of Cnut and Benedikt
Before presenting an overview of the results of vari-
ous investigations of the shrine and the supposed bo-
nes of St Cnut, a short history of the whereabouts of 
the relics throughout the centuries will be given here. 
Since another shrine, allegedly that of Cnut’s youn-
ger half-brother Benedikt has had a long common hi-
story together with the St Cnut relics, that shrine will 
also be touched upon in this chapter. For information 
about the textiles from the two shrines see Hedeager 
(2010; this volume).

The cult of St Cnut 
According to medieval written sources, of which the 
chronicle of the Odense-based English cleric Ael noth 
is the most prominent one, King Cnut was killed in a 
revolt on the 10th of July in 1086. According to Ael-
noth, Benedikt and seventeen of the king’s hirdmen 
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Fig. 1: A royal visit to the 
shrines in the crypt of St 
Cnut’s Church. Illustration 
from 1875.
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– men of the royal retinue – were slain in St Alban’s 
Church in Odense along with Cnut. The clerics of 
St Alban’s buried the royal brothers in the church’s 
choir, while the hirdmen were buried in the western 
part of the church. A few years later, in 1095, Cnut 
and Benedikt were exhumed and translated to tem-
porary sarcophagi in the crypt of the new cathedral 
which was at that time under construction close to St 
Alban’s Church. This happened after a synod of Da-
nish bishops had declared Cnut to be a saint, follow-
ing reports of miracles. In 1100, Cnut was canonized 
by the pope on the behest of King Erik Ejegod, and 
his bones were enshrined and elevated onto the main 
altar in the cathedral which has since carried his name 
(Albrectsen 1984). The bones of St Cnut remained 
the main relics of the Odense Cathedral throughout 
the Middle Ages, and an important cult arose around 
them. Hardly any details about this cult have been 
preserved, but references to tribute paid to Cnut on 
his feast in 1504 and 1505 can be found in the royal 
accounts of Queen Christine (Christensen 1904: 188, 
195). In 1504 it is specifically mentioned that Cnut’s 
shrine was carried in procession through Odense on 
his feast day (Christensen 1904: 89), and this is likely 
to have happened annually. Although Saxo’s history 
contains fictional elements, his mentioning of reliqu-
aries carried in procession in Odense to greet King 
Cnut V in 1157 may well be true (Zeeberg 2015: 652; 
Fisher 2015: 1083 Saxo 14:17:10). If so, one of the 
reliquaries must have been St Cnut’s.1

A cult of St Cnut is indirectly documented by se-
veral reports of bones and hair from the saint being 
donated to churches in Scandinavia and beyond th-
roughout the Middle Ages. For example, parts of the 
jaw and teeth were granted to the Uppsala Cathedral 
in Sweden and the Franciscan friary in Copenhagen 
or Roskilde. The Cathedral of Lund held several St 
Cnut relics in the late fifteenth century: parts of his 
hair and cape, as well as bones of an arm, a hand, and 
a wrist bone. These bones are in accordance with bo-
nes missing from the shrine in Odense (Steidl 1918: 
325ff.; Wallin 1986: 81; Johansen et al. 1995: 643; 
Michaelsen 2017: 73f.). Physical evidence of a me-
dieval St Cnut cult can be found in a few murals and 
wooden sculptures. These are almost exclusively late 
medieval and found in the eastern part of medieval 
Denmark (fig. 2). Exceptions are a mid twelth-cen-
tury mural in the Nativity Church in Bethelehem and 
a depiction on a 1180s reliquary in the Hildesheim 
Cathedral (Kofod-Hansen 1986; Nilgen 1995; see 
Ekroll and frontpage in this volume). No St Cnut pil-
grim badges are known. 

The post-reformation history of the shrines
It is not clear what happened to the shrine of St Cnut 
immediately after the reformation, but it was most li-
kely soon removed from its prominent position in the 
cathedral and put away. The shrine emerged again in 
1582 when the Chapel of St Cnut on the north side of 
the church was torn down. The shrine still held bo-
nes, textiles and inscriptions on either parchment or 
a lead plaque (now lost but transcribed and referred 
to as Tabula and Epithaphium respectively) (Vellev 
1986; Johannsen, Johannsen & Kjær 1995: 424). The 
shrine was on display in the church for an unknown 
number of years. It seems to still have been acces-
sible in 1622 when two catholic missionaries from 
Flanders paid tribute to the relics and were granted a 
piece of the skull – undoubtedly their interest in the 
Danish saint was caused by the fact that Cnut was 
the father of Charles, Count of Flandern. Charles was 
himself honored as a saint in Flandern after being 
assassinated in 1127 under circumstances similar to 
those of his father’s death (Skyum-Nielsen 1971: 
61f). But at some point, Cnut’s shrine, along with a 
similar shrine, was walled into a niche in the eastern 
wall of the choir. The shrines were placed standing 
on end. From this niche they were retrieved in 1694. 

Fig. 2: Late 15th century fresco depicting St Cnut. 
Brunnby Church in Scania. Photo: Mikael Manøe Bjerre-
gaard 2019.
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At this point they were robbed of most of their gilded 
copper decoration, the lid was missing from the shri-
ne of St Cnut, and the inscribed plaques were also 
gone. The shrines were walled in again the following 
year. Since 1833, when the shrines were once again 
retrieved, they have been on display in the church, 
and both the shrines and their content have been the 
object of both antiquarian and anthropological in-
vestigation since the 1870s. Since 1875 the shrines, 
the bones and the textiles have been accessible in the 
crypt of the cathedral (fig. 3) (Michaelsen 2017, Jo-
hannsen, Johannsen & Kjær 1995: 446ff.). 

The bones
A number of biological anthropological analyses 
have been carried out on the bones in the shrines over 
the years – Schmidt in 1874; Tkocz, Jensen et al. in 
1985; Rasmussen, Bennike et al. in 1993; and finally, 
Boldsen and Leth in 2008 who also performed a CT 
scan and a forensic analysis (Becker 1886: XVIII-
XXII; 24-27; Tkocz & Jensen 1986; Rasmussen; 
Bennike et al. 1999; Boldsen & Leth 2009).

Since the shrines had been standing on end in the 
niche, some of the bones of the two individuals had 
tumbled out and become mixed together. With the 

1874 investigation, the bones were sorted and it was 
clear that they derived from two male individuals 
estimated to have died around the ages of 40 and 20 
respectively. The bones in what has been called ‘the 
shrine with the column-decoration’ were determined 
to be Cnut’s, while there was some debate about the 
identification of the other individual. It is not surpri-
sing that some bones were missing given the long 
history of the bones being relocated several times 
and the mentioned praxis of donating bones or pieces 
thereof to other churches.

The bones of St Cnut - Biological-anthropological 
analyses 
Turning to the bones in the shrine with the co-
lumn-decoration, three analyses have been carried 
out over the last 30 years. All agree that the indivi-
dual is male, but there is some disagreement as to 
the age and height of the deceased (fig. 4). A radi-
ocarbon-dating of the skeleton has determined that 
the man died between 980 and 1160 (Rasmussen et 
al. 1999). All three analyses concluded there was a 
lesion on the skull and one on the sacrum, but there is 
some disagreement as to when and how these lesions 
were induced. 

Fig. 3: The bones of St Cnut resting in the shrine. Photo: Peter Helles Eriksen 2017.
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In the skull near the left temple there is a 6,6 cm 
long fracture to the bone, that shows no sign of he-
aling. However, none of the analyses are conclusive 
on the question of whether this injury was inflicted 
pre or post mortem. Tkocz & Jensen (1986) suggest 
that the injury was caused by a trauma with a sharp 
instrument, for instance a sword. Rasmussen et al. 
(1999) suggest that the fracture – if premortem – 
must have been caused by a blunt instrument such 
as a rock, but also tend to believe that the fracture 
is a postmortem occurrence to the thin-walled fron-
tal bone. Boldsen & Leth (2009) omit discussion of 
the injury, indicating that it is irrelevant. More in-
teresting in view of the cause of death and possible 
killing of this individual is a lesion on the sacrum 
that shows no sign of healing. The lesion is visible on 
both sides of the sacrum and is the result of a trauma 
or heavy blow. Again, there is some disagreement as 
to which instrument might have caused this lesion. A 
spear (Tkocz & Jessen 1986:119), a club (Rasmussen 
et al. 1999: 165), and a sword (Boldsen & Leth 2009: 
131) have been suggested. It seems clear, however, 
that the lesion is perimortal. Boldsen & Leth who 
also performed a CT scan of the skeleton confirm 
that the lesion cannot be post mortal, since part of the 
bone is pressed back into the sacrum but still hinged 
to the sacrum. This indicates that the bone was fresh. 
Had the lesion been induced at a later point, the bone 
would have lost its organic substance, and the pie-
ce would simply have broken off (Rasmussen et al. 
1999: 166; Boldsen & Leth: 131). The analyses agree 
that this lesion must have been fatal and caused death 
very quickly, since the trauma would have caused se-
vere injury to the bladder and parts of the intestine.  

How do these injuries correspond with the details 
concerning the killing of Cnut given in the medieval 
texts, and can the texts even be trusted to be accurate 
in such details? Although the earliest texts, Passio 

Kanuti, Tabula, Epitaphium, and Aelnoth’s Gesta 
Swenomagni were composed few years after the 
event (see Hope and Petersen in this volume), and 
although Aelnoth claims to have lived in Odense at 
the time when Cnut was elevated, neither of the texts 
is certain to be an eyewitness account. In the violent 
details of the killing of King Cnut, Aelnoth notes the 
specific parallel to the martyrdom of St Stephen and 
St Sebastian, and even to the death of Christ (Albre-
ctsen 1984: 83ff/ Aelnoth ch. 27-28). This suggest 
that this part of the text is more a literary constructi-
on than a trustworthy report of what actually happe-
ned. Nevertheless, some coherence can be seen bet-
ween the written sources and the forensic analyses. 
Both Aelnoth and the thirteenth-century Knytlinge 
Saga mention that Cnut was hit in the head by a rock 
causing him to fall over (Bekker-Nielsen & Widding 
1977: 84; Albrectsen 1984:83/ Aelnoth ch. 27). This 
information might correspond with the fracture to 
the frontal bone, but since the nature of this fracture 
is uncertain, one probably should not put too much 
emphasis on this. Aelnoth says that in the king’s fatal 
last moments he was badly wounded with a spear in 
the side and lay himself on the floor. Knytlinge Saga 
says that Cnut was killed with a sword (Bekker-Niel-
sen & Widding 1977: 86). Boldsen & Leth argue that 
the injury to the sacrum could have been caused with 
a sword by a person standing above the floored king 
inserting the weapon into the abdomen from below. 
This could be seen to correspond with Aelnoth’s 
description of the king dying as he lay on the floor 
with his arms spread out, and also with the details in 
Knytlinge Saga (Boldsen & Leth 2009: 131; Albre-
ctsen 1984: 86/ Aelnoth ch, 28; Bekker-Nielsen & 
Widding 1977: 86)

The individual in the lidded shrine
The skeleton in ’the shrine with hipped roof‘ has been 
analyzed twice in the last decades, and is also belie-
ved to be that of a man (fig. 5). While the determina-
tion of the age of the deceased only varies a little, the 
individual is now thought to have been considerable 
shorter because of new methods of calculating height 
(fig. 6). The radiocarbon-dating suggests that this in-
dividual died between 1020 and 1280. He also had a 
violently induced lesion at the top of the left femur. 
The cut was caused perimortally with a sharp tool, 
perhaps a sword, and showed no sign of healing. 
According to the injury, this person probably had a 
violent death, perhaps in a battle. Though not lethal 
in itself, this injury would, in a battle, have made the 
person incapable of further fighting and easy to kill 

Fig. 4: Result of various biological anthropological 
analyses of the skeleton in the shrine with column-deco-
rations. 
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in ways that are not visual on the bones (Johannsen, 
Johannsen & Kjær 1995: 444,646, Ramussen, Ben-
nike et al. 1999: 166f: Boldsen & Leth 2009: 133ff). 
In Aelnoth’s account of the aftermath of the fight in 
the church, we read that Benedict suffered a much 
more violent death than can be detected from these 
bones, since his heavily wounded body was mutila-
ted and dismembered by the persecutors (Albrectsen 
1984: 89f, Aelnoth ch. 29). 

Identification of the skeletons: 
King Cnut and Benedikt? 
The muscular insertions of both individuals bear no 
trace of hard manual labour. However, the muscular 
insertions of the younger individual imply that he 
may perhaps have been doing military service at the 
time of death, while the older individual probably 
was not. Quite possibly, both men were part of so-
ciety’s elite around 1100. Further, the shape of the 
skulls suggests that they could be related. On the 
skull of the oldest individual a suspiciously high con-
tamination of gold has been detected (Rasmussen et 
al. 1999: 167ff). This might be indirect evidence of 

a special reliquary for King Cnut’s skull, which is 
mentioned in the year 1505 (Christensen 1904: 195). 
The golden or gilded reliquary could have left the 
gold contamination on the skull. 

Since the nineteenth century there has been a ge-
neral agreement among scholars that the bones now 
resting in the shrine with column-decoration are in 
fact those of St Cnut. The radiocarbon-dating agrees 
with this. The same goes for the lesion induced on 
the sacrum which indicates a violent death. Cnut’s 
exact year of birth is not known, but he is believed to 
be born around 1042, and if so, he would have been a 
mature man around 44 years old when he died. This 
doesn’t correspond too well with the latest estimated 
age of the skeleton which concludes that the deceased 
was 27- 38 years old at the time of death (Boldsen & 
Leth 2009). The identification as King Cnut, howe-
ver, has not been seriously questioned, and DNA re-
sults might shed more light on this. The mothers of 
Cnut and Benedikt are unknown, but a DNA profile 
of their common father, Svend Estridsen exists, so in 
theory a determination of kinship would be possible 
(Kruse 2004, Roesdahl & Lynnerup 2010). Unfor-
tunately, it was not possible to extract suitable ma-
terial for a DNA-analysis in the 2008 examination.2 

The identity of the individual in ‘the shrine with 
hipped roof’ has been debated, although the general 
assumption is that it is Benedikt. But it has also been 
suggested that the shrine held the bones of either St 
Alban or St Oswald. Relics of both are mentioned by 
Aelnoth as being in Odense, and the relics of the for-
mer were, according to Passio Kanuti, brought from 
England to Odense by King Cnut himself (Gertz 
1907, 18f.; Albrectsen 1984: 85/Aelnoth ch. 28; Jo-
hannsen et al. 1995: 438). But the radiocarbon-da-
tes can now clearly rule out these two saints, who 
died centuries earlier. The Danish king Erik Lam († 
1146 in Odense) has also been suggested, and the 
date of the bones does not rule him out (Johannsen 
et al. 1995: 430); but Erik’s death in an Odense mo-
nastery due to illness hardly match the violent and 
mortal injury on the femur of this individual. It can 
also be argued that a twelfth-century king who was 
not a saint is unlikely to have been placed in a shrine 
for display. On the other hand, one can submit the 
same argument about Benedikt, of whom we have 
no report of a papal consecration. There is, howe-
ver, written evidence to suggest that Benedikt was 
considered and venerated as a saint at least locally 
(see also Hope in this volume). Tabula mentions 
both Cnut and Benedikt as martyrs. The details about 
Benedikt’s death in Aelnoth’s chronicle emphasized 

Fig. 6: Result of two biological anthropological analyses 
of the skeleton in the shrine with the hipped roof.

Fig. 5: The bones in the shrine with the hipped roof. 
Photo: Peter Helles Eriksen 2017.
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that Benedikt died a martyr (that is: without a sword 
in his hand). Aelnoth even called him a martyr equ-
ally precious as his brother (Albrectsen 1984: 91/
Aelnoth ch. 29). A twelfth-century prayer preserved 
in a Russian manuscript mentions St Benedikt in se-
quence with St Cnut and St Alban, and the so-called 
Younger Passio from the mid-thirtheenth century 
also refers to Benedikt as beatus and sanctus, and 
this suggest that a cult around Benedikt was active at 
that time (Lind 1990: 10ff). Knytlige Saga states that 
when King Erik Ejegod (r. 1095-1103) had a shrine 
made for St Cnut, another shrine was made for Be-
nedikt as a resting place in Odense (Bekker-Nielsen 
& Widding 1977: 49). A 1357 letter of indulgence 
mentions a sacellum Benedicti in St Cnut’s Church, 
and this could be a chapel dedicated to Benedikt (Jo-
hannsen et al. 1995: 88). Taking these written sour-
ces into account, it seems very likely that Benedikt 
would have been considered a saint locally and dis-
played in a shrine.  

The shrines 
The two shrines in the crypt of Odense Cathedral 
now mostly resemble short wooden coffins. But the 
present state is the result of a plundering which is be-
lieved to have taken place in 1582 and in the 1690s, 
when the shrines were stripped of both their outside 
decoration and also of the silken lining of the shri-
ne with the column-decoration (fig. 7) (for further 
illustrations of the shrines and their decoration see 
Vellev 1986). Both written sources and a closer look 
at the shrines reveal that they originally had a very 
different appearance: they would have been covered 
in gilded and ornamented copper sheets, and both 
would have had a lid (fig. 8). At least one of the shri-
nes – and probably both – had also been decorated 
with semiprecious stones or rock crystals. On the re-
mains of copper sheets on the shrine with the hipped 
roof are fittings for such stones (fig. 9). One of these 
measures 2 x 1,5 cm, which corresponds perfectly 
with a carved rock crystal found in a nearby archae-
ological excavation in 2013 (fig. 10) (OBM9776 
X4468; Imer et al. 2017:137f). This rock crystal, as 

Fig. 7: The shrine with the column decoration. The imprints on the wood is all that is left of the decoration. It would 
have consisted of metal plates with the figure of a person under each arch. Photo: Peter Helles Eriksen 2017.
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well as another from the same excavation, has almost 
certainly decorated a reliquary, crucifix or another 
religious object.

Only a small piece of the copper sheet decora-
tion has been preserved on the shrine with the co-
lumn decoration. It measures 3,5x2,1 cm, and shows 
parts of a winged animal in late Viking Age or early 
Romanesque style (Johannsen & Johannsen 1995: 
431f). Three samples from various parts of the shri-
ne have been dendrochronologically dated to the late 
eleventh century, having been felled sometime after 
c.1025, 1072 and 1074 respectively. No sapwood was 
preserved (Bonde et al. 1994: 301). This supports the 
theory that this is indeed the very shrine made for 
Cnut’s elevation in 1100. The shrine with the hipped 
roof has not yet been dendrochronologically dated, 
because it would have to be taken apart in order to 
extract suitable samples. The decorations on the few 
preserved copper sheets have been tentatively dated 
on stylistic grounds to around 1150-75 (fig. 11). Alt-
hough some elements have eleventh-century paral-
lels, the closest parallel for these ornaments date to 
the second part of the twelfth century (fig. 12). E.g. 
the four-leaf clovers on a background of punched 
dots can be seen on the golden alter in Lyngsjö in 
Scania from around 1170. If this date is reliable, the 
overall date of the shrine is somewhat later than the 
supposed enshrinement of Benedikt (Vellev 1986: 
152, Johannsen, Johannsen 1995: 442, 454, 649). A 
renewed dating of the decoration or, even better, a 
non-destructive dendrochronological analysis of the 
shrine would be very welcome. 

Although no final conclusion can be made today, 
there is scholarly agreement that the bones in the 
shrine with the column-decoration are those of King 
Cnut. Likewise, in the scientific literature the bones 

Fig. 10: Oval carved rock crystal found in urban deposits 
north-east of St Cnut’s Church in 2013. Photo: Nermiin 
Hasic. 

Fig. 8: A few of the gilded copper sheets have been 
preserved on the shrine with the hipped roof. Photo: Peter 
Helles Eriksen 2017.

Fig. 9: Oval fitting for gem stone in the gilt cobber plate 
decoration. Photo: Mikael Manøe Bjerregaard 2017.
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in the lidded shrine are now generally believed to 
be those of Benedikt. Apart from the discrepancy in 
St Cnut’s age at death suggested by written sources 
compared to the latest estimate of biological age of 
the bones, no evidence, so far, questions this conclu-
sion. Furthermore, a dendrochronological date of the 
shrine with the column-decoration indicates that this 
is indeed the shrine made for St Cnut’s elevation in 
1100. But the tentative stylistic date of ornaments on 
remaining mounts on the other shrine suggests that 
this shrine was made somewhat later. 

Fig. 12: Another example of a parallel to the ornament 
on lid on the shrine with the hipped roof is this twelfth 
century fragment of a guilded copper alloy sheet found 
in St Augustine’s Abbey, Canterbury (Gem 1997: 85). 
Photo: Else Roesdahl.

Fig. 11: Examples of ornaments on the shrine with the hipped roof. The sheets are between 2,4 and 3,2 cm wide. The 
ornaments centre-right are from the lid, the others are from the actual shrine. Drawing: Magnus Petersen (Becker 1886, 
Table 3).
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PART TWO: The Scene of the 
killing – St Alban’s Church in the 
eleventh century
The medieval written sources agree that King Cnut 
and his followers were slain inside St Alban’s Chu-
rch in Odense (fig. 13). It is not clear whether this 
church was the only ecclesiastical building in Oden-
se at the time, and whether the construction of the 
predecessor of the present cathedral (St Cnut’s Chu-
rch) had already started by 1086 (Riising & Johann-
sen 1990: 66). Quite possibly, St Alban’s Church 
(also called The Church of Our Lady (Gertz 1907: 
18f)) was the first church in Odense, and the building 
might have been a successor to the church mentio-
ned in 988 (Diplomatarium Danicum 1,1: no. 343). 
A recently discovered grave in St Alban’s cemete-

ry that probably dates to the late tenth century sup-
ports this view, although an unknown older church 
may of course have existed in another location (for 
a further discussion of this see Christensen et al. in 
this volume).3 The younger passio mentions that at 
the time of Cnut’s killing, the Church of St Alban 
was “the bishop’s church”, that is to say the cathe-
dral (Gertz 1908-12: 552). This remark has recently 
been supported by a 2015 discovery of an eleventh 
century travertine bishop’s grave on the site (fig. 14) 
which will be discussed later (see also Christensen 
& Hansen 2017). St Alban’s Church being the cathe-
dral also supports the theory of St Alban’s being the 
oldest church in Odense. The medieval sources seem 
to agree that in 1086 the church was built of wood 
(Zeeberg 2015: 535 Saxo 11.14:14; Albrectsen 1984: 
83ff/ Aelnoth ch. 27-28; Olrik 1893-94: 14). Later, 

Fig. 13: “The killing of Cnut the Holy in St Alban’s Church 1086”. 1843 painting by Christian Albrecht von Benzon 
(1816-1849) interpreting the historic event. Photo: Odense Bys Museer.
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it was rebuilt in stone with additional building parts 
being added in bricks throughout the following cen-
turies. In the 1540s, the late medieval version of St 
Alban’s Church was torn down and the cemetery laid 
out as a market square (Johannsen et al. 2000: 1748). 
In the following centuries, even the precise location 
of the church was forgotten, and it was not until the 
800th anniversary of Cnut’s killing that parts of the 
church were rediscovered in an archaeological dig in 
1886, which unearthed part of the late medieval choir 
and vestry. Since then archaeological excavations 
have taken place in 1956, 1980-83, 1998, and 2015-
16 in the area that covered St Alban’s Church and 
cemetery (Albrectsen 1956; Arentoft 1985; Christen-
sen 1999; Pedersen & Bjerregaard 2016; Christensen 
& Bjerregaard 2017). Now a protected ancient mo-
nument, the preserved underground parts of St Al-
ban’s Church have sadly been heavily disturbed by 
construction work during the nineteenth and twenti-

eth century. This means that very little evidence from 
the eleventh-century has been found, and the wooden 
church that was the scene of King Cnut’s killing is 
impossible to reconstruct in any detail. However, the 
existing evidence will be presented here.

Evidence of two wooden constructions was found 
in the early 1980s in form of the remains of wall tren-
ches from the older construction which had been cut 
by postholes from the younger construction (fig. 15). 
The general belief is that this represents two succes-
sive wooden churches that predates the twelfth-cen-
tury stone church (Arentoft 1985: 25ff; Johannsen 
et al. 2000: 1735f). One of these wooden churches 
must have been the scene of the killing of King Cnut.

The older wooden church
Of the older church, only a few meters of two pa-
rallel wall trenches have been found: they probably 
represent the outer walls. The church would then 
have been approximately 7 m wide. The church had 
an earthen floor and possibly walls of vertical planks, 
but the plan of the church cannot be reconstructed. 
The building appears to have burned. 

 Below the remains of the earthen floor, a bell ca-
sting pit was observed. It is believed that a church 
bell was made here, and that the pit is more or less 
contemporary with the first wooden church. A part of 
the mould has been dated via thermoluminescence 
to 1030 +/- 60 years, which could indicate that this 
church was erected in the first part of the eleventh 
century (Arentoft 1985: 20ff; Johannsen et al. 2000: 
1737). Given the limitations associated with thermo-
luminescence dating, an attempt was made recently 
as part of the project The Origins of Odense to extra-
ct material for AMS dating from the bell-casting 
pit. Unfortunately, this was unsuccessful. A grave 
(OBM8541 G72) that predates the younger wooden 
church, and thus might belong to the older wooden 
church, has been radiocarbon-dated to the period 
909-1147 AD, possibly 991-1026 AD. This supports 
the overall idea of the church being erected in the 
first part of the eleventh century but does not provide 
any crucial evidence (Runge & Henriksen 2018: 14, 
62f).  

The younger wooden church
The evidence of the younger wooden church consists 
of ten postholes and remains of a clay floor which is 
in turn superimposed by a deposit rich in charcoal. 
Based on these remains the layout of the church can 
only be roughly determined. Six of the postholes pro-
bably represent the southern line of supportive posts 

Fig. 14: Eleventh-century bishop’s grave inside †St 
Alban’s Church. The travertine blocks that formed a 
lid have been removed to reveal the skeleton of a male 
around 178 cm tall. Photo: Mikael Manøe Bjerregaard 
2015.
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in a basilica construction. Two postholes located 2.5 
m to the south of this row accordingly seem to re-
present the outer wall. Only one posthole was found 
that might be part of the northern line of supportive 
posts, but it does not have an exact counterpoint in 
the southern line. The central nave would have been 
around 7 m wide, and the side aisles 2.5 m each. No-
thing conclusive can be said about the length of the 
church. Another posthole 8.5 m to the east of the afo-
re-mentioned row of postholes does not correspond 
with the direction of the other six and has been in-
terpreted as possible evidence of a separate choir 
(Arentoft 1985: 25ff; Johannsen et al. 2000:1736f). 

The time of construction for this church can only 
be determined as sometime in the eleventh centu-
ry. This is based on a Svend Estridsen coin (1047-
74/76), and small pieces of travertine and human 
bones found in the postholes for this building. The 
human bones are believed to indicate that human bu-
rials had taken place in this area before these post-
holes were dug, i.e. those graves represent the older 
church, while the postholes represent the younger 
church. The travertine is believed to stem from the 

construction site of the nearby cathedral, the erection 
of which is believed to have started around or shortly 
after 1086 (Arentoft 1985: 15-39; Johannsen et al. 
2000: 1736f). 

Since the two phases of the wooden church can-
not be determined with great precision, it will remain 
an open question whether the older or the younger 
church was the scene for the killing of King Cnut. 
Arentoft, who excavated the remains of the chur-
ches in the 1980s, tentatively suggests that it was the 
younger church. The church could have been built on 
the order of King Svend Estridsen as part of his reor-
ganization of the Danish dioceses in 1060 (Arentoft 
1985: 36). Johannsen et al., on the other hand, lean 
toward the older church being the scene of the kil-
ling. The suggestion is based on the same evidence 
as Arentoft, and even cites Arentoft as the only refe-
rence. However, with the premise that the erection of 
the St Cnut Church started around 1086 and that the 
travertine pieces in the postholes of St Alban’s are 
spillover from that construction site, Johannsen et al. 
reach a different conclusion. The older church, which 
appears to have burned, could then have been destro-

Fig. 15: This plan highlights the archaeological evidence and reconstructed plans for three churches on the site: Two 
timber churches and the late medieval stone and brick church. The older wooden church is represented by the two red 
wall trenches, the bell casting pit (BCP) and the AMS-dated grave (G72). The second church is represented by the green 
irregular shapes with black or white dots. The black dots represent the discovered postholes from the younger church, 
while the white dots with truncated outline are suggestions for a reconstruction. A suggested plan of the church with a 
separate choir is marked with a dotted black line. The eleventh-century bishop’s grave (G81) is believed to belong to the 
younger church. G1917 represents a similar grave found in 1917. Finally, the grey line marks the reconstruction of the 
late medieval stone and brick church.  
Drawing: Mikael Manøe Bjerregaard
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Fig. 16: Top: Suggested reconstruction of St Alban’s Church with a separate choir. Only one posthole from this suppo-
sed choir has been found. The grey oval shape represents a cluster of graves. Bottom: Suggested reconstruction of the 
church without a separate choir. The cluster of graves is now located outside the church. Illustration: Mikael Manøe 
Bjerrregaard.
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yed in connection with the killing of the king, and 
the younger church built on the ruins. The medieval 
sources state that the mob launched a violent attack 
on the building, breaking windows, tearing down 
outer walls and smashing relics and inventory. Both 
the anonymous Passio and Aelnoth mention that 
the mob intended to set the church on fire, but that 
heavy rain prevented the fire to take hold (Albrect-
sen 1984: 40/ Aelnoth ch. 26). The theory about the 
church being burned down does not seem to match 
the general idea that Cnut, Benedikt and the hirdmen 
were buried inside the church shortly after the attack. 
This shows how the archaeological proofs are open to 
a variety of interpretations. Even the Svend Estridsen 
coin and the travertine pieces are dubious evidence for 
an exact date of the churches. From the tenth century 
bishop’s grave, we now know that travertine was used 
in the area prior to the erection of St Cnut’s Church. 
Thus, the travertine pieces in the fill of the postho-
les could stem from construction of such graves – or, 
who knows, maybe from the carving of floor tiles that 
was used in parts of the wooden churches. The tiles 
that make up the floor of the bishop’s grave seems to 
have been carved originally for another purpose, sin-
ce they don’t fit perfectly with the dimensions of the 
grave. Furthermore, the exact find spot for the Svend 
Estridsen coin in the fill of the posthole, cannot be 
extracted from the original excavation data. Did it 
end up in the fill of the posthole when the post was 
erected thereby giving a terminus post quem dating 
of the construction? Or did it end up there when the 
post was removed or decomposed thereby providing 
a terminum ante quem dating of the construction? 
Arentoft, in his article (1985), draws the former con-
clusion, yet in his excavation report (1984) he admits 
that this evidence is uncertain.

It is clear that the basis of a reconstruction of the 
younger church, especially the separate choir, is 
very thin. I would like to suggest that the floor plan 
could have been even simpler with nave and choir 
under one roof (also suggested by Holm & Mikkel-
sen 2016:18, see also Bertelsen 2016: 111f) (fig. 16). 
A cluster of graves found in the 1980s excavation 
would have been located inside the choir if the first 
hypothesis is correct. In a church without a separate 
choir, the graves would have been located just east 
of the church’s eastern gable. The graves have not 
been AMS-dated, but if they turn out to be from the 
eleventh or early twelfth century, I find it more like-
ly that these graves were located outside the church. 
Given the still quite restricted attitude towards buri-

als inside the church in that period, it is hard to ima-
gine that so many graves would have been allowed 
that close to the main altar inside the church (Andrén 
2000: 8). One of the graves is a child’s grave, which 
I believe is even less likely to have been originally 
inside the church. Only at a later stage when a choir 
was added – perhaps only with the erection of the sto-
ne church in the twelfth century – the graves would 
have come under roof. A parallel to such a later ad-
dition of a choir might be seen in the tenth-century 
Trinity Church (St Drotten) in Lund (suggested by 
Cinthio 1996: 7, but disputed by Carelli 2001: 60). 
It remains an open question whether the church in 
an urban settlement could have had such a simple 
plan by the late eleventh century, or whether this was 
the case only for smaller village churches (Bertelsen 
2016: 111f; Holm & Mikkelsen 2016). 

St Alban’s Church as cathedral
In 2015 an unusually well-constructed grave for a 
male in his mid-40s or early 50s was discovered on 
the site of St Alban’s Church (fig. 14). It provides 
the first archaeological evidence of St Alban’s Chu-
rch holding cathedral status in the eleventh century. 
The grave was a sarcophagus of carved travertine 
blocks, and held – apart from the skeleton – a mi-
niature eucharistic set (chalice and paten) made of 
almost pure silver (fig. 17). A stylistic analysis of 
the chalice and paten, as well as an AMS-dating of 
the bones, place the burial in the eleventh century. 
A well-argued theory is that this could be the gra-
ve of bishop Eilbert (†1072), who was a cleric from 
Hamburg-Bremen. The eucharistic set also has clo-
se parallels in Northern German material. However, 
we only know of two Odense bishops in the eleventh 
century, yet there must have been more about whom 
the written sources are silent (Christensen & Han-
sen 2017; Bjerregaard 2017). Whatever the identity 
of the bishop, it is believed that the grave can be no 
younger than 1095, when the erection of the new tra-
vertine cathedral (present-day St Cnut’s Church) was 
so well underway that the graves of Cnut and Bene-
dikt were moved from St Alban’s Church to the crypt 
of the new church. Around that time, the episcopal 
status was also transferred from St Alban’s Church 
to the travertine church that was planned as one of 
the largest churches in Denmark at the time (Johann-
sen et al. 2000: 172f; Bertelsen 2016: 121). Probably 
from that time on, the Odense bishops would have 
chosen their last resting place in this new church in 
close vicinity of the grave of King Cnut who would 
only a few years later be declared a saint. 
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Given the age of the grave, it must be seen in con-
nection with one of the wooden phases of St Alban’s 
Church, and quite possibly the church where King 
Cnut was killed. The bishop’s grave would then have 
been located under the floor centrally in the nave of 
the church. It is hardly surprising that a cathedral 
in one of the major settlements of Denmark would 
be constructed of wood, even in the last part of the 

eleventh century. This seems to have been the case 
with several of the other Danish cathedrals at that 
time (Christensen & Bjerregaard 2017: 117). In the 
light of this recent discovery of the bishop’s grave, 
we should probably also reconsider the remains of 
another – poorly preserved – travertine sarcophagus 
that was found in 1917, just a few meters west of 
the sarcophagus discussed here (Arentoft 1985: 49; 
Johannsen et al. 2000:1741). Quite possibly, that find 
represents another eleventh century bishop’s grave. 

 Although the approximate location of the choir 
has been pointed out, no archaeological evidence 
of Cnut’s and Benedikt’s temporary graves have 
been found. Nevertheless, the spot was until recent-
ly marked in the modern pavement as the scene for 
the killing of King Cnut. Aelnoth’s mentioning of 
the seventeen hirdmen being buried in the church’s 
atrium or antechapel (in atrio) has not been docu-
mented archaeologically either. This atrium, Aelnoth 
says, was located in the western and northern part of 
the church, an area that has probably not been ex-
cavated (Albrectsen 1984: 95/ Aeloth ch. 30). Also, 
although hundreds of graves have been found insi-
de the church and on the surrounding cemetery, no 
graves have been found that can be attributed to the 

hirdmen. The cemetery seems to have been well in 
use in the eleventh century. Four graves from the 
1998 archaeological campaign was superimposed 
by a layer of travertine, and thus associated with the 
wooden church(es). Four of these individuals have 
recently been AMS-dated, and as a group they can 
have been buried no later than the end of the eleventh 
century. Hitherto unpublished AMS-dating of some 
of the stratigraphically oldest graves from the 2016 
campaign on the eastern part of the cemetery seem to 
give similar results. But as the datings are quite wide 
this is by no means unequivocal (Runge & Henriksen 
2018: 64f).4

Conclusion and suggestions as 
for future research 
The archaeological sources to the killing of King 
Cnut are quite tangible, including the bones and 
the wooden shrines. The sources to the scene of the 
killing, the eleventh century St Alban’s Church, are 
scarce, but nevertheless crucial to our understanding, 
not just of the church itself, but also the early history 
of the town of Odense and the church history of Den-
mark. The sources include a bell casting pit, postho-
les, wall trenches, and small remains of floor. In ad-
dition to this is a number of graves inside and around 
the church – including an eleventh-century bishop’s 
grave. The general scholarly consensus is that the 
two skeletons in the shrines are those of St Cnut and 
his half-brother Benedikt. Based on dendrochrono-
logy, the shrine with the column-decoration is beli-

Fig. 17: Eucharistic set in silver 
found in the eleventh-century 
bishop’s grave. The paten de-
picts the hand of God (Dextera 
Domini) which is also menti-
oned in the inscription. Photo: 
Jens Gregers Aagaard.
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eved to be the original shrine used for Cnut’s eleva-
tion in 1100. Future DNA analyses may cast more 
light on the kinship of the two individuals as sons of 
a common father, Svend Estridsen. Furthermore, a 
dendrochronological examination of the shrine with 
the hipped lid would be very welcome. As for the 
future archaeological research on the protected site 
of St Alban’s Church, only a slight hope of finding 
further remains of the churches remains, as most of 
the area has been disturbed by modern building ac-
tivity. However, the ground below the travertine sar-
cophagus is intact, since this construction has been 
left in situ. Also, parts of the church’s west end might 
be preserved in an area that is at present undeveloped. 
A non-destructive georadar investigation of this area 
could be one way of gaining more knowledge about 
possibly preserved remains of this part of the church. 
Hopefully, we might someday get a better dating of 
the wooden churches from the already discovered 
archaeological findings, or from future excavations. 
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Notes
1 For more information about the manuscript by Aelnoth and 
Saxo see the website Medieval Nordic Literature in Latin https://
wikihost.uib.no/medieval/index.php/Medieval_Nordic_Litera-
ture_in_Latin.
2  In connection with the exhibition “Cnut’s Odense – Viking 
City” at the Odense City Museums in 2017, an application for a 
renewed attempt to extract DNA material from the bones in the 
two shrines was filed in order to determine the possible kinship 
between these two individuals and Svend Estridsen. However, 
the necessary permissions could not be obtained from all invol-
ved authorities at that point.
3 Laboratory number POZ-100537. 1060 ± 30 BP. 1.3%N, 
3.5%C, 3.4%coll. 68.2% probability: 970AD (68.2 %) 1019AD.  
95.4% probability: 897AD (14.4%) 925AD; 943AD (81.0%) 
1024AD.
The date should be taken with a reservation, since the reservoir 
effect has not been taken into account.
4 Laboratory numbers of the yet unpublished dates Poz-
100507-100509, Poz-10511-10512, Poz-10539-10540.




