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with the right to appoint his own churchmen. Indeed,
a synod was organized in Gniezno, and was attended by
Roman cardinals as well as Italian and German members
of the high clergy. The synod decided to elevate Gniezno
(which was already a bishopric since Mieszko's conversion
to Christianity in 968) to the status of archbishopric, and
to place Radzim (Gaudentius) at its head, with three suf-
fragans—Cracow, Kolobrzeg, and Wroctaw. A fourth bish-
opric, Poznan, remained subordinated directly to Rome,
Pope Sylvester 11 enthusiastically approved the decisions
of the synod, and the event brought Bolestaw’s Poland
to the forefront of European politics. For the first time,
shortly after 1000, chroniclers in the empire began to note
the existence of a people called “Poleni” (later, Poloni),
and of a country called “Polenia” (later, Polonia). Equally
noted was the strong religious dimension of the events,
particularly the fact that even before arriving in Gniezno,
Otto dismounted, took off his shoes, and continued the trip
on foot, praying, until he reached the tomb of Saint Adal-
bert. He had brought three altar plates for that tomb, and
he received from Bolestaw the saint’s arm—and also other
parts of the body, judging from the later dispersion of the
relics among several ecclesiastical centers in the Empire:
Aachen, Reichenau, Oberzell, Li¢ge, Rome, Pereum (near
Ravenna), and Affile (near Subiaco). Relics of Saint Adal-
bert also reached Esztergom, the metropolitan see of Hun-
gary, a country in which Christianity had just taken root
under King Stephen.

According to Thietmar of Merseburg, Bolestaw pre-
sented Otto with 300 heavily armed warriors, and at the
head of a strong retinue he escorted the emperor as far
as Magdeburg. On his way back, Otto stopped in Aachen,
where, as a follow-up to the pilgrimage to Saint Adalbert’s
tomb, he ordered the crypt of Charlemagne opened and he
removed a number of items from the tomb to be used as
relics. Otto’s intention may have been to canonize Char-
lemagne, but he died less than two years after his meeting
with Bolestaw Chrobry in Gniezno.

FLORIN CURTA
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ALTHING OF 1000 AND THE
CONVERSION OF ICELAND TO
CHRISTIANITY (1000)

Unlike in Denmark, Norway, and Sweden, where Christian-
ity was imposed by kings and met some opposition from
local populations, Icelands conversion was a voluntary
and peaceful decision taken by Icelanders at their annual
assembly in the year 999 or 1000. The main sources for the
Christianization of Iceland are the chronicler Ari Thorg-
ilsson’s Islendingabok, or “Book of the Icelanders,” written
between 1122 and 1133, and the Kristni Saga, or “The Story
of the Conversion,” from the mid-13th century. In the sagas,
the event is recorded as the kristnitaka—literally, “the tak-
ing of Christianity”

Even if historians believe that the Norse discovery of
Iceland took place around the year 860, the beginning
of the actual settlement is dated either to 870, following
the Islendingabok, or to 874, following the Landnamabok
(“Book of the Settlement,” from the early 12th century).
The Landnamsold (“age of the settlement”) lasted until
about 930. The colonization of Iceland was the result of
independent expeditions: most settlers were Norwegians
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escaping from their country after its unification under
King Harald Harfagre (“Fair-hair,” king from 872 to 930),
but there were also some settlers from Sweden and the
Viking kingdoms in the British Isles. In 930, the Althing
was established as the general assembly, which was held
annually in June at Thingvellir (the “assembly fields”) in
southwestern Iceland. The Althing had legislative and
judicial power, and its president, the logsogumadr (“Law-
speaker”), was elected every three years. He was a law
expert, and among his duties was also the proclamation
of adopted laws in the assembly. In such parliament meet-
ings the leading role was played by the local magnates and
godar (chieftains), each with his own retinue of warriors.
Besides being the major landowners, the godar were politi-
cal leaders with power in their own districts. Since the hall
of each one of them was also a shrine, every godi also acted
as a (local) priest.

Although the contacts of the Icelanders with Chris-
tianity predate the year 1000—not least because some of
the first settlers were from the British Isles, where Chris-
tianity had already been adopted before the arrival of the
Vikings—paganism remained predominant on the island
throughout the 9th and 10th centuries. The earliest buri-
als found on the island are cremations, as was the case in
eastern Scandinavia at that time. From about 980, several
missionaries arrived on the island. One of them was Thor-
vald Kodransson, an Icelander nicknamed “the Widely
Traveled” During a trip on the Continent, he had been bap-
tized by Fridrek, an itinerant Saxon bishop. In 981, on his
return home, Thorvald was joined by Fridrek and together
they began to spread the Gospel across the island. The first
to accept Christianity were Kodran, Thorvald’s father, and
his family. Together with Fridrek, Thorvald moved from
one district to another, finally reaching the Althing, where
the bishop preached the new faith. However, at the gen-
eral assembly, the two were met with scorn and were even
insulted by means of skaldic verses; this provoked a violent
reaction from Thorvald, and he killed two men. After more
clashes between Thorvald’s faction and the pagans, in 986
Fridrek left Iceland and returned to Saxony, while Thorvald
embarked for new Viking expeditions in Eastern Europe,
where he died a few years later.

Subsequent attempts to convert the Icelanders were con-
ducted at the behest of Olaf Tryggvason, king of Norway

(995-999/1000). In 995 or 996 he sent Stefnir Thorgils-
son, a Christian Icelander, who stayed for a while in Nor-
way. However, Stefnir’s preaching was not well received by
his countrymen. He reacted by destroying pagan temples
(probably private shrines in chieftains’ halls) and idols. In
response, the Althing enacted a law against the Christians,
who, because of their blasphemy, were declared freendas-
komm (“a disgrace to one’s kinsmen”) and could now be
denounced by their own relatives. Under such law, Stefnir
was outlawed and he returned to Norway.

King Olaf Tryggvason then sent Iceland another mis-
sionary, in the person of the Saxon priest Thangbrand, who
stayed on the island for two years (997-999). According to
the sagas, Thangbrand was a controversial figure: he was a
zealous preacher and a good scholar, but he was also vio-
lent and skilled in the use of weapons. He began preaching
in southern Iceland, and he first succeeded in converting
and baptizing some important Icelandic families, who
were fascinated by the solemnity of the Christian rites.
However, Thangbrand’s missionary activity also had many
opponents, and when a conflict broke out, he killed several
men, including a skald (“poet”) who had composed defam-
atory verses about Thangbrand. Because of those crimes,
Thangbrand was prosecuted and outlawed at the Althing,
and he too returned to Norway in 999. At this point, and to
punish the Icelanders, Olaf Tryggvason forbade Icelandic
merchants to access the Norwegian harbors as long as they
remained pagan, and he took as hostages several Iceland-
ers who were living in Norway at the time. Many were sons
and relatives of prominent Icelandic godar, and King Olaf
threatened to kill them unless their countrymen accepted
the Christian faith. Above all, the trade interruption was a
concrete threat for Icelandic economy, because Norway was
Iceland’s main trading partner.

When the news reached Iceland, a delegation of chief-
tains belonging to the Christian faction went to Norway
and obtained the release of the hostages, promising the
king that the whole island would accept Christianity. Mean-
while, however, the situation at home was getting worse,
for the two factions had divided the country and there was
the actual risk of a civil war breaking out. The interven-
tion of mediators avoided an outright conflict and, at the
delegation’s return, the case was submitted for arbitration
at the Althing. The lawspeaker Thorgeir Thorkelsson was
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entrusted with the responsibility to decide whether the Ice-
landers should convert to Christianity. Although a pagan,
Thorgeir was a mediator trusted by both parties. According
to Ari’s account (Islendingabok, Chapter 7), Thorgeir spent
a day and a night contemplating in isolation under his
cloak; then he addressed the assembly, declaring that there
had to be one law and one religion in the country, because
to divide the law would mean to divide the peace; both
sides agreed to respect his decision. Finally, the lawspeaker
proclaimed that the Icelanders “should become Christian,
and those who had not yet been baptized should receive
baptism.” Nonetheless, old customs, such as the exposure
of unwanted children and the eating of horseflesh, were to
continue. People would have the right to sacrifice in secret,
but “it would be punishable by the lesser outlawry if wit-
nesses were produced. And a few years later, these heathen
provisions were abolished”

Through this compromise, Iceland peacefully adopted
Christianity in the summer of 1000, the year of King Olaf
Tryggvason’s death. The conflict between pagans and Chris-
tians, which was a serious threat to the entire Icelandic
society, was settled following the usual method of dispute
resolution in medieval Iceland. As for the feuds involv-
ing rival families, the intervention of a mediator and the
recourse to an arbitration avoided further bloodshed.

Notwithstanding the change of religion, which is oth-
erwise referred to in the sagas as sidaskipti (“transforma-
tion of religion and culture”), Christianity did not cause a
change in the Icelandic social structure. The godar retained
their religious role, now building churches on their estates
and maintaining those churches privately. The first Icelan-
dic bishop, Isleif Gizurarson, was a godi, and so were his
successors. Isleif established the first episcopal see on the
island in his own farm at Skalholt, while a second see was
established in 1106 at Holar by Bishop Jon Ogmundarson.
In the 11th century, the Icelandic bishops were under the
jurisdiction of the archbishopric of Hamburg-Bremen,
which was the primatial see in the north. In 1104 they
passed under the new Danish archbishopric of Lund and
finally, in 1153, under that of Nidaros (Trondheim) in Nor-
way. Nevertheless, the Icelandic clergy maintained a high
degree of independence from external influences, and it
was only in the second half of the 13th century, after the
annexation of Iceland to the kingdom of Norway (1262),
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that the Norwegian archbishops ultimately succeeded in
extending their authority over the Icelandic Church.
FRANCESCO DANGELO
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KING STEPHEN AND THE CONVERSION
OF HUNGARY (1000)

There had been several attempts, shortly before the year
900, to convert the Magyars—a nomadic group that settled
in the Carpathian Basin (present-day Hungary and the
surrounding regions of Romania, Serbia, Croatia, Austria,
the Czech Republic, Ukraine, and Slovakia). Byzantine
Christianity was the first to reach the Magyar elites. In the
mid-10th century, two chieftains named Bulcsu and Gyula
were baptized in Constantinople, with Emperor Constan-
tine VII Porphyrogenitus (r. 913-959) as their sponsor
at the baptismal font, Latin missions started only dur-
ing the second half of the 10th century, under Duke Geza
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