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  PREFACE


[image: ]




  Religion in the West was long ago privatized under the dual pressures of Protestantism and the Enlightenment. The separation of Church and State, achieved with much violence and

  hatred, has long been viewed as a necessary step in the forward march of human progress.




  But the West is now embarking on its third millennium in a state of shock at discovering that for a very large part of the world religion remains a factor shaping the cultures and fates of

  nations, that there is no agreement that Church and State must be separated. Instead, there is much dismay, in the West as well as elsewhere, at where secularism has led us. After decades of

  favouring economic explanations above all others, Western historians, journalists and teachers are now having to accord religion the crucial attention it clearly demands.




  I started writing this book about western Europe a thousand years ago in the hope and belief that if we in the West could recall a time in our own history when religion informed every corner of

  life we might be better positioned to understand the outlook of much of the rest of the world. The more closely I researched the eleventh century the clearer it seemed to me that Western

  Christendom underwent crucial changes during that hundred years. It might be argued that the ten hundreds laid the essential groundwork for the rest of the second millennium with its eventual

  removal of religion from its central place.




  I discovered that the century had begun promisingly. A German emperor and a pope were peacefully co-operating in the task of building a federal Europe, united in the name of Christ. Halfway

  through the century the Roman Church launched a fundamentalist reform programme, designed to extend and expand the papal control over all Western Christendom, rulers as well as ruled. To achieve

  this ambitious end the Roman popes needed armies, and they got them. By the end of the century Pope Urban II was despatching the soldiery of Western Christendom to the East, to recapture the holy

  places from the Infidel. The Crusader states, first western colonies, were created. Growing intolerance of Eastern Byzantine Christianity, intense anti-Semitism, the growth of secularism in the

  West in reaction to the power of the Church, and the demonizing of Islam were all side effects of this ultimately doomed fundamentalist project.




  The fallout from each of these phenomena is still with us today.




  
 





  PART ONE




  ‘a white mantle of churches’


  980–1048
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  A world still unborn, or already long dead.




  Under a wide blue sky, empty of anything but dazzling light, nothing moves. Neither human life nor time counts here.




  A mind revolts and battles to find life where there is none. Iceland’s black mountains, lined with snow, become worn and wrinkled skin, its ice-clogged streams fat-clogged arteries.

  Tussocky clumps of dead grass are bleached blond hair, a hillock an ear or a nose. Where is the human in this world? Without it, I am at sea. Improbable as the accelerated swirling of a satellite

  forecast, the weather is constantly changing now, from bright sunshine to fog in a valley, through a light snowfall on a mountain and on to lashing rain and wind or heavy sleet. My rented silver

  Volvo on this ribbon of black road is only virtually real.




  I have to reach for the past and people to steady me.




  A thousand years ago, the descendants of the dozen or so tax-dodging Norwegians who had sailed west to settle this inhospitable island in the 870s were doing the same. Through long winter nights

  on isolated farmsteads, during long sea voyages as far as North America, they spun their family histories into sagas. Driving through this unearthly landscape I am beginning to see those first

  histories of ordinary Icelanders and their ruinous wrangles over land and women as brave protests against this overpoweringly hostile natural world of theirs, as trusty weapons to wield against an

  existential terror.




  I am embarked on this voyage from Iceland to Jerusalem to tell another saga, to register another protest and confront another terror – at sailing onward into the fearful

  unknown of a third millennium without any useful understanding of the second.




  A suspicion that vital keys to our present lie buried in the first hundred years of the last millennium has been hardening into a firm conviction. Now, after months of immersion in

  eleventh-century history, I am satisfied that what happened to Western Christendom between the year 1000 and 1099 set the western world’s course for the rest of that millennium. As I make my

  slow way down through Iceland and across the North Sea, down western Europe, across the Alps and the length of Italy, over the Adriatic and through the northern Balkans, across half of Turkey and

  on, down the eastern coast of the Mediterranean, I will follow the lead of medieval Iceland’s storytellers. My saga, and the test of my thesis, will be about thoughts and deeds of people

  – eleventh and twenty-first- century people.




  Just before the turn of the second millennium, an Icelandic Viking, the hero of a short saga called Thorvald the Far-farer, set off on the same journey from Iceland to the enlarged golden

  heart of all medieval world maps, Jerusalem. In this ocean of emptied landscape I am about to begin, on the north-west coast of Iceland at the fjord-side farm of Stora Gilj[image: ], where Thorvald the Far-farer was born towards the end of the tenth century.




  The younger son of the son of one of the first Norwegian settlers of Iceland, Thorvald had a miserable early childhood. Cinderella-like, he was sadly neglected in favour of his older brother

  until a local priestess called Thordis took pity on him and offered to take charge of his upbringing. The saga says that Thorvald’s father, Kodran, offered the woman ‘a fat purse full

  of silver’i to be rid of his younger son. Away from Stora Gilj[image: ], Thorvald thrived

  under Thordis’s tutelage, growing into a strapping young Viking who sailed away to Denmark to seek his fortune in the early 980s. There he entered the service of the Danish king Swein

  Forkbeard, father of England’s King Canute, and ‘spent several summers raiding with him’.ii Although he was still a pagan,

  Thorvald’s innate virtue – presumably nurtured by the pagan priestess – was already evident, for all the ‘booty he obtained by raiding he gave to the

  needy, and for the release of prisoners, and he helped many who were in distress.’iii




  After some particularly heroic and self-sacrificing activities in Wales, King Swein was reportedly so entranced by his Icelander that, seated at dinner with a couple of fellow kings one night,

  he boasted, ‘I can find you a foreign farmer’s son who, in any true judgement, has in his own person no less dignity and nobility than we three kings together’. Ho, ho, they

  laughed in disbelief, and who might that be? ‘The man I am speaking of,’ he said, ‘is as wise as a wise king ought to be, as strong and bold as the fiercest berserk, as well bred

  and well mannered as the noblest sage’iv – Thorvald.




  Raiding was not our virtuous Viking’s true vocation for next he ‘took the true faith’. The announcement is abrupt and unexplained. What could have fired his fancy for Christ?

  From an Icelandic point of view the Christian doctrine of non-violence was thoroughly impractical. ‘Love one another as I have loved you’, ‘love your enemies’ and

  ‘turn the other cheek’ was what the Lord Jesus Christ, who had lived and lost his life far from Thorvald’s often frozen but occasionally explosive home in the Atlantic Ocean, had

  commanded. The Icelanders’ originally Germanic tribal code of honour, more akin to the Old Testament’s ‘an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth’, functioned well. And, since

  there was no Icelandic monarch or aristocracy, only an admirably democratic meritocracy of gothar – chieftains who doubled as priests for as long as they merited the allegiance of

  their followers – the idea of the meek and lowly one day inheriting the earth can have had little meaning or appeal. Any Icelander had an even chance of inheriting the earth by his own

  efforts.




  Somewhere on his travels had Thorvald been impressed by the peaceful haven of a well run monastery, or fallen in pious love with some saintly hermit? Travellers’ tales of miracles in the

  shape of silenced frogs, banished snakes, healed cripples, enemies vanquished by saints who walked on water, visions of Christ himself, or angels or a cross, perhaps just the

  news of plagues, floods and famines averted by holy relics might have persuaded Thorvald to become a Christian. Perhaps the imminent completion of the first millennium since the birth of Christ

  impressed him. Perhaps he had heard that Constantinople, capital of the Byzantine Empire and the richest city in the known world, was Christian. But then he might also have heard tell of fabulous

  Moslem Cordova in southern Spain or Baghdad . . .




  There is no knowing now. Whatever it was that won him over to the service of the supreme Lord Jesus Christ, Thorvald renounced his raiding ways and persuaded a German bishop called Frederick to

  return to Iceland with him on a mission to convert his people. Kodran, enchanted by his son now that Thorvald had won fame and approval as a doughty raider, welcomed him home to Giljà. And,

  ‘without delay Thorvald began preaching God’s message to his kinsmen and to all who came to see him’,v for Bishop Frederick spoke not

  a word of Icelandic.




  A little more than a thousand years later the old family seat at Stora Gilj[image: ] stands alone in the shadow of a low black mountain

  rising on the right-hand side of the road. On the edge of a slight incline falling gently down towards the hummocky beige valley are some farm buildings, a hillock of hay rolls wrapped in white

  plastic and the river beyond, shining blueish silver in the afternoon sunlight. The homestead is no longer a turf-covered complex of outbuildings around a long, low feasting hall. A three-storey

  building of no great beauty with a single frail fir tree beside it, it has a withered wreath affixed to the front door and a line of shiny four-wheel- drive pick-ups in front of it. I parked behind

  the pick-ups and abandoned the cosy warmth of my Volvo for the freezing, lashing wind, to ring the farmhouse’s doorbell.




  Oddly, in a country where English is almost as readily spoken as Icelandic, the farmer spoke no more English than Bishop Frederick had spoken Icelandic. But, shivering in her T-shirt at the

  opened door, the farmer’s pale young daughter-in-law knew a little. Inside the house, gazing intently behind my shoulder, she searched shyly for the words she needed to

  confess that she had never heard of Thorvald the Far-farer, let alone read his saga. Her eyes widened in wonder at the news that I had travelled all the way from England on account of this ancient

  nonentity. The farmer, a stocky taciturn sort with bleary blue eyes, admitted he had heard of Thorvald but had nothing to say about him. He was more comfortable with prosaic facts about his

  forty-kilometre-square sheep farm and the fact that the members of the local choir, whose vehicles were obstructing his driveway, had left by bus that morning for a rare engagement in Reykjavik.

  But at last he relented and took me outside again into the pitiless wind to point into the distance where he assured me I would find the new monument marking the spot where the Christian god had

  trumped and trounced Kodran’s pagan one.




  Kodran had resisted conversion to his son’s new religion at first, but gradually he found himself more and more attracted to the candlelit confidence surrounding the worship of the

  Christian god and more and more suspicious of the way his own spiritual protector, whom he claimed lived in a ‘large and imposing stone’ not far from the farmstead, seemed to fear and

  shun any light at all. Before long Bishop Frederick judged the time right to see off the pagan opposition and Kodran agreed to a curious contest between the old and new faiths. Every day for three

  days the bishop conducted a forced baptism of the old god by deluging the stone and its lurking inhabitant in boiling water. On the third night, the saga says, the skulking old deity appeared to

  Kodran in a dream and launched a ‘whining complaint with a snivelling voice’. He told Kodran that ‘this evil deceiver, this bishop of the Christians, has deprived me of all my

  possessions. He has ruined my home, poured boiling water over me, soaked my clothes, wrecked and destroyed them entirely, and inflicted incurable burns on me and my household . .

  .’vi




  As I trudged dutifully through that hummocky grass, head lowered against the whipping wind, in the direction indicated by the farmer, I knew I wanted nothing to do with new monuments. Aside from

  the land itself, the oldest things in Iceland are the sagas, not any building or monument. But I found the bare stone memorial the farmer had spoken of, took a photograph and

  trudged back to the Volvo. Driving off into the mid-afternoon sunshine, I resumed Thorvald’s saga.




  With Kodran safely converted, the unlikely pair of missionaries embarked on a testing four-year-long preaching tour of Iceland. Once, a couple of determinedly heathen Viking berserks both called

  Hauka challenged Bishop Frederick to walk barefoot the length of the fires burning in a line down the middle of a feasting hall. While the bishop was still making ready, donning his episcopal

  regalia and blessing the fires with sprinkled holy water, the Hauka brothers burst in, howling like wild animals, with drawn swords in their hands. As berserks, renowned for the way they approached

  conflict by working themselves into a terrifying frenzy, they were ‘biting the rims of their shields’ the saga says. Approaching the fires and Frederick too fast for safety, they

  tripped and plunged head first into the flames. This turn of events should have cancelled the horrendous challenge but there must have been others gathered in that feasting hall just as much in

  need of convincing about the power of the Christian god as the Hauka boys had been. Setting out to win them over, Bishop Frederick walked into the fires and the flames parted ‘as though blown

  by the wind’. He emerged unscathed, none of his robes even slightly singed. A miracle – a kraftawerk – but not sufficient to ensure wholesale conversion of the

  Icelanders.




  The pair were luckier in Thorvald’s remote northern home region than in the more populated south-west of the island, but the going was generally hard. The Icelanders were not yet minded to

  give up on their favourite Viking gods – Thor, Odin and Freyr. Thorvald composed an angry little verse to commemorate his patchy progress and the stubborn hostility of a pagan priestess.




  

    

      

        

          

            

              

                I went with the precious word;




                no man listened to me;




                . . . From her heathen altar




                The old woman yelled




                senseless words at this poet;




                May God punish the witch!vii


              


            


          


        


      


    


  




  Opposition to their mission from the gothar, Iceland’s chieftain priests, mounted as Thorvald’s converts started defaulting on their temple taxes. Trouble was brewing.




  A brief sprinkle of snow, so light that I mistook it for a pristine Nordic dust at first, fell from a clear sky. I drove on for miles in search of Haukagil, a ridge from which the corpses of the

  beastly berserk brothers had been hurled, and Laekjamot, which Thorvald and Bishop Frederick were said to have used as their base for a couple of years. Neither place was a village as the signposts

  to them seemed to suggest. Isolated and utterly unremarkable farmsteads made up of modern one-or two-storey white buildings with red roofs, they were surrounded by melting snow, untidy farm

  machinery, dead grass and hillocks of plastic-covered hay rolls. Glancing at the guidebook, I resisted an urge to drive on into the swiftly descending twilight and empty land, to a farmstead named

  after a certain Authun Horse Penis, whose descendants include the British royal family.




  Travelling back down south again the next day, buffeted by flurries of snow out of an iron-grey sky, the Tolkien landscape was neither awe-inspiring nor grand. At this uneasy time of the year,

  which Iceland’s Nobel prize-winning novelist Halldór Laxness has identified as ‘the uncertain season between hay and grass’,viii it looked scruffy. But Thorvald and his bishop were travelling in June, when the grass would have been green again, the sun warm on their backs, the wide skies blue all day

  and white all night. I could easily imagine the young Viking and his spiritual father trussed up in leathers and coarsely woven cloaks at the head of a small entourage. I could picture them on a

  pair of the sturdy little Icelandic ponies I was seeing to left and right of the road. The bishop might have been clutching a cross, perhaps just ahead of a packhorse heavy laden with his episcopal

  paraphernalia. Maybe half of Thorvald, the youthfully ardent and impatient half, would have yearned to gallop on ahead, but the other half would have wanted to show proper

  respect for the man of God. They would probably have opted for the moderate running walk peculiar to the equus scandinavicus – faster than a trot but not quite a canter.




  The route south led over some very high ground where the snow still lay thick on the ground and there were a few Icelanders out to enjoy it that Sunday afternoon. Some had harnessed smart

  trailers mounted with gleaming snowmobiles to their four-wheel-drive jeeps. I passed long lines of them snaking along the high plateau and up and down the hills. From a distance, with their

  headlights glittering in the greyish twilight, those lines could easily have been medieval torch-lit processions. From time to time one of the vehicles would swerve off the road, its driver stop,

  climb out, unload his snowmobile, jump aboard and rev his engine, before roaring off alone at top speed across country.




  Undeterred by ominous signs that their mission was failing, the pious young Viking and his friend were heading slowly south to a place situated a few miles to the east of modern Reykjavik known

  as Thingvellir. This was where the Icelanders of a thousand years ago used to hold their annual alfresco parliaments, their Althings, at which dozens of gothar would converge on Thingvellir

  from all quarters of the island each June to decide the island’s business. If Thorvald could only win the hearts and souls of these people at the 986 Althing, he could consider his work for

  the Lord Jesus done.




  Thingvellir, when I reached it, was deserted, its hotel and church locked up, off-season. Standing in the wet snow and wind a while, I watched three tourists toiling up a harsh cliff face

  towards a naked flagpole and struggled to imagine Thorvald and the bishop preaching to the unconverted members of the 986 Althing about the ‘many true and wonderful signs of Almighty

  God’ix . The reception given them by the gothar had been frankly hostile. Thorvald and Frederick were stoned. Worse still – because

  it constituted a more violent assault on Thorvald’s precious honour – two heathen poets composed a savage lampoon against them.




  

    

      

        

          

            

              

                The bishop has borne




                nine children




                Thorvald is the father




                of them allx


              


            


          


        


      


    


  




  Their outlandish double act had excited suspicion. The bishop’s lacy robes, his generally un-warlike demeanour and, presumably, his immunity to female charms had conspired to raise the

  Icelanders’ eyebrows and signal homosexuality. This and the non-payment of temple taxes by converts to Christianity damaged the pair’s cause irreparably. Iceland’s conversion to

  Christianity would not happen for more than another decade, not until the year 1000.




  Not long after his public pounding at the Althing Thorvald happened to chance upon the two authors of the scurrilous ditty. Rediscovering his Viking pride and anger, he seized his battleaxe or

  sword and despatched them with a few vicious blows. The saga tells us that Bishop Frederick meanwhile was some distance away calmly reading a book when he noticed a couple of drops of

  ‘sword’s-dew’ – blood – on the page. The sign filled him with foreboding. When Thorvald returned the bishop said to him, ‘ “Either you have killed

  someone or else you have it in mind to do so . . .” ’ Thorvald confessed that the deed was done. ‘ “I could not bear that they called us effeminate . .

  .” ’ he said. Frederick must have shaken his head in sorrow before delivering his wittily word-playing little sermon. ‘ “Their lying to say that you had

  children was no great provocation,” ’ he said, ‘ “but you have put a worse gloss on their words. If you happened to have any children I could easily carry

  them. A Christian should not seek to avenge himself, however loathsomely he is maligned; he should sooner suffer reproach and offences for God’s sake.” ’xi Christianity’s trump card, that sweet and surprising doctrine of non-violence, was worth something in western Europe in the year 1000. It was to be

  terribly devalued over the following hundred years and rendered all but worthless by the century’s end.




  The members of the Althing punished Thorvald for his double murder by outlawing him. Confined within the boundaries of his own lands he was powerless and friendless so he

  fled with the bishop to Norway. But it was not long before Frederick learned that his delinquent disciple had sinned again. Chancing upon one of his enemies chopping wood, Thorvald had murdered

  him. The bishop’s patience was exhausted. Frederick berated Thorvald saying, ‘ “because of this killing we must part company, since you will be slow to give up

  slaying.” ’xii Packing his saddlebags he returned home to Germany. Thorvald, bereft of his spiritual father and filled at last with

  Christian remorse, calculated that as long as he was anywhere near his own country ‘it was not certain that he would be able to tolerate the opposition and offences of his countrymen as he

  ought to for the sake of God.’xiii Thorvald had concluded that the Viking code of honour and Christianity’s turn-the-other-cheek

  forgiveness were utterly incompatible.




  The virtuous Viking vowed never to return to Iceland and set off south from Norway on a pilgrimage of penance – and presumably a marvellous adventure – all the way to Jerusalem and

  the holy places, earning himself the epithet, Far-farer. In Constantinople – Mikligarthr, as he would have called it – he was splendidly received by the Byzantine emperor of the day

  who, the saga tells us, ‘gave him many excellent gifts of friendship, because God’s grace was close about him.’xiv




  

    ~


  




  Arni Bergmann chuckled into his Solzhenitsyn beard and his blue eyes twinkled merrily as he poured me a glass of lager.




  ‘That’s what Icelanders are like and you can see from that saga that we’ve never been any different. We’re asked to believe that Thorvald was treated like visiting

  royalty by the Byzantine emperor for goodness’ sake! There are only two hundred and ninety thousand of us in a country about the size of your England, but as soon as one of us goes abroad he

  is always received with great honour and rejoicing – red carpets, gold, elevated to a high and responsible position and so forth. He’s a great hero back home, of

  course. You should have seen the fuss made just the other day when our downhill skiing champion managed to come thirty-second in the world championship. If an Icelandic footballer scores a goal, or

  even just helps someone else to score a goal, there is no end to our joy!’




  I was in Reykjavik, in a flat with a shiny parquet floor, white-linen-upholstered pale pine furniture and a fine, wide view through wall-to-wall windows out towards the port and the grey sea.

  Arni is one of Iceland’s best-known contemporary novelists. He is also a highly respected journalist and commentator, critic, lecturer in Russian at Reykjavik University and husband of the

  elegant Lena, who had fixed us a tasty dish of steamed salmon and boiled potatoes sprinkled with dill in her native Russian manner. She was now trying to stop Arni talking for long enough to eat

  some of it.




  Arni had won some sort of fame and honour for his country abroad by being the first student from western Europe to be allowed to study Russian in the Soviet Union, in 1954. Hence Lena, and hence

  his interest in Thorvald the Far-farer who, another saga ludicrously claims, ended up governing Russia for the Byzantine emperor.




  We were only meeting like this thanks to his country’s miserable early spring weather. Wandering out into the sleet and wind on my first evening in Iceland, I had soon sought refuge in

  Reykjavik’s biggest bookshop, where I had asked an assistant for help with finding something in English. The assistant and I had then fallen into conversation and soon I was explaining my

  presence in Iceland and my particular interest in Thorvald the Far-farer.




  ‘Oh, but there’s a new historical novel of that title – very good I’ve heard,’ she had informed me, and immediately located a copy of Arni’s book on a long

  top shelf filled with novels in Icelandic. ‘You could meet him; his daughter works here – you see that woman with blonde hair sitting with her back to us?’




  I went and introduced myself to her and, the next day, had called her father at the hour she suggested to arrange a meeting. ‘How will I recognize you?’ I had asked him. ‘I

  wear a beret because my head is bald. I have a beard but no moustache. If you see a fool such as that looking around you will know it is I,’ he answered. We had met in the

  bookshop’s upstairs café and talked. ‘When you return from Stora Gilj[image: ] you must come and have dinner with my wife

  and me,’ he had said.




  Now that the dinner plates were cleared off the blue check tablecloth and coffee and cakes on the way I wanted to know how Arni had come to write his novel about Thorvald’s adventures in

  exile.




  ‘Well, you know,’ he began shyly, twisting his beer glass to left and right, ‘I liked this Thorvald because he was just an individual. Apparently no one ordered him on his

  Christian mission and it seems to me that after he left Iceland he set out on a real spiritual quest to find out how to become a true Christian, like people go alone now to find themselves, so to

  speak, outside the rigid institutions of the churches.’




  ‘He ended up as a monk, didn’t he – after going through Germany, perhaps into Poland and then down the great Russian rivers all the way to the Black Sea and Constantinople and

  then Jerusalem?’




  ‘Perhaps, even probably, but I have him all over the place – you know how they travelled in those times – as a hermit in Bosnia at one point beset by medieval demons; with

  Bishop Frederick of course, whom I present as a homosexual; in a castle in Germany; fighting many battles everywhere in the Varangian Guard – you know, those elite Scandinavian mercenaries of

  the Byzantine emperors. At one point he’s carousing in a merchant’s home in Kiev. Kievan Rus, effectively Russia, had just converted to Christianity of course in 988. Anyway,

  that’s where he meets a merchant’s wife whom he learns to love very well with a pure Christian love. In Kiev with her he becomes a sort of spiritual father to crowds of people who come

  to consult him—’




  ‘Your Thorvald doesn’t go on a pilgrimage to Jerusalem then?’




  ‘No, no! It’s a historical novel, after all.’




  Arni had not set out to unearth any definitive historical truth. Like me, he had been mining the dawning eleventh century for parallels with this dawning twenty-first. He had

  sent his hero out into a brightening world blessed with a single rich Christian tradition, before the widening crack between the twin centres of Rome and Constantinople turned into a division,

  before the First Crusade turned that division into a schism which hardened into the most durable fault line in Europe.




  ‘You know,’ he told me, rid of his writerly reticence now and enjoying the chance to talk about his work, while Lena poured coffee and piled our plates with slices of three different

  kinds of cake, ‘I think it very possible that the first kind of Christianity that ever came to Iceland – even before Thorvald and that Saxon German bishop arrived – came from the

  east, Constantinople rather than Rome, brought home by the Viking traders who used the route down the Russian rivers from the Baltic Sea to the Black Sea to reach Constantinople. At one stage in

  the story I have Thorvald sitting in on one of the great Church councils which was trying to solve the differences between Rome and Constantinople in the early ten hundreds. I have him – a

  mere nobody of an Icelander, you see – come up with the ideal solution to one of the thorniest doctrinal problems of the day, the Filioque, which was all about whether the Holy Spirit

  proceeds from God the Father and the Son or just from God the Father. Naturally, because he’s an Icelander, nobody pays a blind bit of attention to the ingenious compromise he dreams up: all

  about how an apple is able to “proceed” at the same time from both a tree and a branch. I wanted my Icelandic readers to laugh at the ridiculous notion that one of their

  countrymen almost prevented the schism between Eastern and Western Christianity, and so might even have helped to prevent the murderous religious nationalism we are seeing in the Balkans these

  days.’1




  At the mention of Balkan conflict we were back in the present. ‘This has been rather traumatic for us. When NATO forces intervened in Kosovo last year, Iceland found

  itself at war for the very first time in its history. We didn’t like it much. We are used to fighting ice and fire, not people.’




  The Icelanders’ love of their island independence runs deep. I wondered if it extended to a distrust of European unity.




  ‘I confess,’ said Arni, sipping pensively at his black coffee, ‘that I am against Iceland joining the European Union, but as a nation we are more or less evenly split on the

  subject. Younger people think there is money to be squeezed out of Brussels for research and so forth, but older people worry about having to surrender the fishing rights we gained and which have

  made us so prosperous since we won our Cod War with you British in the 1970s. My own objections to joining the EU are less material; I’m a nationalist for aesthetic reasons. This global

  village could be bloody boring, couldn’t it?’ he said, with one of his chuckles. ‘I’m against homogenization. It’s better dlya dushi – for the soul, as

  the Russians would say – to be a little eccentric.’




  

    ~


  




  Fleeing the wind and the rain as usual, I slid into a back pew of Reykjavik’s early twentieth-century Roman Catholic cathedral the following Sunday morning. The place was

  almost full but there was nothing there to feast the eye on. It would have taken a soul more accustomed than mine to the austere simplicity of Protestant churches to appreciate the plain squares of

  pale yellow, blue and pink stained glass in those high windows and the spare elegance of a pulpit draped in Lenten purple. The service began, in Icelandic of course, and soon my mind was wandering,

  wondering if those turn of the first millennium Icelanders had feared a similar homogenization with the coming of Christianity.




  Thorvald’s two-man mission to convert his fellow countrymen had failed, but by the very late 990s the Icelanders had little choice in the matter of their conversion. If

  they did not jettison their old gods they could be sure that the king of Norway, an ardent new convert to Christianity, would kill the handful of Icelanders he was holding hostage in a dungeon and

  send an army to impose his will. Invasion by Norwegians not global homogenization was what they had feared back then. King Olaf’s patience with Iceland was exhausted. Apostle Thorvald had

  been followed by Olaf’s emmissary, Stefnir Thorgilsson, but Stefnir had soon got himself outlawed like Thorvald and his ship foundered in a storm, a sign which only reinforced the

  Icelanders’ allegiance to their old gods. The Norwegian king’s next Christian missionary to Iceland was a thieving thug, a man tough enough to withstand any Icelandic insults physical

  or verbal, but even he retired defeated after a couple of years, having slaughtered another couple of those composers of verses for slandering him and having seen his horse swallowed up by a sudden

  hole in the ground. He had reported back to King Olaf that the Icelanders were beyond help, hopelessly heathen stubborn sorcerers.




  As late as 999 Iceland’s Christian minority was still being persecuted. One Christian was outlawed for composing the following pithy poison about the Icelanders’ fertility god.




  

    

      

        

          

            

              

                I do not wish to blaspheme the gods




                But I think Freya is a bitchxv


              


            


          


        


      


    


  




  Just before the midsummer Althing of the year 1000 the pagans and Christians – the Christian faction led by two Icelanders who had just arrived from Norway having been allowed by the king

  one last chance to convert their compatriots – ranged themselves for battle near Thingvellir and declared themselves out of law with each other. Without consensus on the validity of a single

  code of law the situation was pregnant with disaster. Iceland was divided against itself and civil war imminent. It fell to the lawspeaker, the island’s top judge, whose job included learning

  by heart a third of Iceland’s unwritten legal code for recital at every Althing, to find a solution. Fortunately, the lawspeaker was the right man for such a delicate task. Although a pagan

  gothi, he hailed from a farmstead in Thorvald’s native northern quarter of the island, the stronghold of Iceland’s small Christian community at the time, and so had strong ties to the

  Christian faction. Furthermore, he had held his post for fifteen years. He was wise, highly practised in the art of conflict resolution and quite possibly endowed with the gift of skyggni

  – second sight.




  He rose to the extraordinary challenge by announcing to the anxious assembled chieftains that he did not want to be disturbed for twenty-four hours while he retired to his

  tent and bundled himself from head to toe in his cloak. This was not an Icelandic version of burying one’s head in the sand. A modern Icelandic historian, J[image: ]n Hnefill Athalsteinsson, has made a useful study of the meaning and origins of the custom. First he writes, one has to appreciate that a medieval man’s woollen

  cloak, almost as much as his sword or his battleaxe, was an extremely valuable and therefore lucky article of clothing. Second, a knowledgeable student of northern European folklore would be

  familiar with the phrase ‘pylja i feld sinn’, meaning to murmur or mutter into one’s cloak, because Icelandic, Lapp, shaman and druid lore contains instances of this

  activity. Muttering into one’s cloak, in a darkness and solitude akin to death, was a recognized way of removing oneself into another world, a trusted aid to soothsaying and inspiration.




  The lawspeaker completed his retreat and emerged to tell his expectant people: ‘ “We should not allow those to prevail who are eager for conflict, but we should seek a middle

  course that would allow both sides to have something of their case, and we should all have one law and one faith, because if we sunder the law, we shall also sunder the peace.”

  ’xvi




  Both sides – pagans and Christians – forthwith agreed to accept any law their wise lawspeaker chose to impose on them. He chose Christianity but his tactful compromises met with

  general approval. Everyone was to be baptised forthwith but the eating of horse meat, a feature of pagan rituals of that era, and the exposure of unwanted infants were not forbidden. Opposition

  thereafter was confined to petty matters such as whether a mass baptism should be performed in the icy River Oxara or in some more appealing hot springs, and to the real significance of a

  volcano’s sudden eruption. A gothi whose farmstead it was endangering grumbled, ‘ “It’s not surprising that the gods are angry at all this blasphemous

  talk.” ’ Another sensibly retorted, ‘ “And at what were the gods angry when all the lava on which we are now standing burned?” ’xvii There was nothing impassioned about Iceland’s decision to follow Christ.




  Jesus became the Icelanders’ perfect and mighty Viking, the ‘faultless lord of monks’, ‘Rome’s mighty king’ and the ‘mighty Christ

  who created the whole world and built the hall of Rome’.xviii A nicely material notion, that a gothi was guaranteed places in heaven for

  as many of his followers who could stand in a church he had built, gained currency. Many of the gothar turned themselves into priests of the new religion. The infant Icelandic Church was

  entrusted to the care of the powerful north German archdiocese of Hamburg-Bremen in the 1050s, but if one German monk’s understanding of the country is anything to go by, the archbishop can

  have exerted little control over his distant new domain.




  

    

      

        On this island the ice of the sea catches fire the moment it is broken up and, when it has taken fire, blazes like wood. Here also are good Christians, but on account of

        the excessive cold they dare not leave their underground hollows in the wintertime. For if they go out, they are burned by the cold, which is so extreme that like lepers they lose their

        colour as the swelling gradually spreads. Also, if they happen to wipe their noses, the whole nose pulls off with the mucous itself and, having come off, they throw it away.xix


      


    


  




  By the time Norway annexed Iceland at the end of the thirteenth century, the church was stronger, indeed so strong that the island’s old and efficient democracy had broken down. The

  gothar turned priests had gradually begun making their lands over to the Church as was common elsewhere in Europe. By the sixteenth-century Protestant Reformation Iceland had been

  transferred to Danish rule. Like Denmark, Iceland turned Lutheran.




  Hence the rareness and bareness of this Catholic church I was loitering in. Unable to follow a word of the sermon, a little bored and aware that I had strayed far from the

  Icelandic cultural mainstream, I was just deciding to swaddle myself in my scarf and anorak again and venture back out into the wind, when a single voice sang out, ‘Credo in unum

  Deum.’ ‘Patrem omnipotentem,’ affirmed the rest of the choir. Up and down the scale of plainchant went the fourth-century declaration of Christian faith in Latin, clear

  and firm; up a whole run of notes to describe how Jesus Christ ‘ascendit in caelum’ in triumph, and then down again to leave him seated safely to the right of his father. On and

  on, up and down, past the thorny matter of the Holy Spirit’s procession from both God the Father and Jesus Christ, and on to the tiny dramatic pause before my favourite phrase, ‘Et

  unam sanctam catholicam et apostolicam ecclesiam’, with each rhyming Latin word-ending accented to stress the rock-solid unchanging character of the Christian God’s ‘one holy

  catholic and apostolic Church’.




  How sad that by the end of the eleventh century there was no longer one great holy catholic and apostolic church. There were two: the Latin and the Greek halves of the old whole, Rome and

  Constantinople, drifting further and further apart. With the sixteenth-century Reformation, the western Latin half would divide again. One of the two would become two more, and then three, and

  more, and more.




  It was odd to be so preoccupied with religion again. I had spent the previous couple of years meeting and speaking to Orthodox Christian monks in monasteries located in places as distant from

  each other as Siberia, Kosovo and Cyprus. But here I was wading in deeper still, contemplating months, years, of immersion in a period of Western history entirely governed by the Christian faith.

  In a long-lapsed Catholic, such a fixation with religion was surely unseemly, embarrassing even. At the very least it betrayed a pining for the high holy drama of the quest for eternal salvation.

  But there was nothing for it. If the eleventh century was all important to the second millennium and my quest to understand the present, then religion was a sine qua non

  for comprehending the eleventh century.




  I had to imagine myself back in a world in which churchmen – especially Western Christian ones – controlled all the means of communication via their virtual monopoly on reading and

  writing. The exercise of the law was in their hands too, theirs the sole right to judge and sentence miscreants. The entertainments industry of the time equally belonged to them. Church

  processions, festivals and services – blazing with candlelight, gold and precious stones, rich in pathos and magic – provided the only glamour in a still dark and dirty world. Finally,

  via its control of the sacraments of baptism, confession, holy communion and the last rites, the Church enjoyed a monopoly over the Christian world’s most valuable commodity which was not

  oil, land, microchips, futures or even gold, but salvation. At the start of the second millennium the Church of Rome lacked only armies to command and it would have even those by the end of the

  eleventh century.




  Perhaps Thorvald had been seduced by the spectacle of all this power when he took the True Faith to his own heart and then to Iceland. Could simple love for a brokenly crucified man who –

  a thousand years earlier, in a parched place thousands of miles to the south – advanced a claim to be the son of God have been the only cause of Thorvald’s conversion to Christianity?

  For lack of the faith my imagination was failing me . . .




  

    ~


  




  Blinking, flickering, whirring deep inside its mysterious interior, Solveig Olafsd[image: ]ttir’s computer was

  working its dark magic. A bright-eyed, cheerful woman of about my own age, the friend of a friend, I had contacted her at her workplace, DeCode, on my second morning in Reykjavik. She had

  immediately suggested I pay her a visit there.




  DeCode has positioned itself at the super-modern cutting edge of the millennial boom in genetic research, competing with the world’s biggest pharmaceutical companies in

  the race to build a heaven on Earth by using genomics to conquer death and disease. Solveig’s Herculean task, to trace the antecedents and descendants and medical history of every single

  Icelander who ever lived and then feed all the information into her computer, is only a small part of the company’s activities; DeCode’s scientists do the bulk of the work.

  Icelanders’ traditional preoccupation with their origins and family trees and the fact that the small national gene pool makes their DNA codes relatively simple to read, are of great help to

  scientists trying to isolate the genes responsible for disease. Thousands of Icelanders have donated samples of their DNA to the company but about as many are anxious about the sinister uses

  – cloning, eugenics, insurance-weighting – the information could be put to. It struck me that the Christian Thorvald the Far-farer would have been a loud dissenting voice. I could

  imagine the virtuous Viking’s pale eyes lighting up with anger and his hands reaching for his double-bladed axe as he demanded to know how these people dared to dream they might improve on

  the arrangements of the greatest Lord Jesus Christ, who sat in the golden feasting hall of his heaven, seeing all, knowing all.




  Thorvald was on Solveig’s mind too, as she gazed at a screen filling up with dots and curves.




  ‘OK, here we are. Let’s see now. Your Thorvald didn’t have any children – at least not here in Iceland – but his brother had a couple of wives and two daughters,

  which means that almost everyone today is related to them. See here; it says there are twenty-nine generations between me and Thorvald’s brother.’




  Only twenty-nine people separate Solveig from the early eleventh century! I felt a sudden surge of confidence that it would not be so difficult to visit that distant world. The oddly temporary

  aspect of most of Reykjavik’s buildings, with their pretty yellow, blue, rust-red and green painted iron roofs, the atmosphere of a prosperity suddenly built on cod fishing, of new wealth

  immediately invested in shiny four-wheel-drive cars, and the similarly provisional look of a landscape that was still being formed and rearranged by seismic shiftings, volcanoes

  and glaciers was already narrowing the yawning gap between the Europe I was trying to recall and the one I was living in. But this discovery of Solveig’s seemed miraculous, and she glowed

  pink with pride at my surprise.




  ‘Now, who else did you want to know about? Arni Bergmann? Wait a minute. Yes . . . Arni Bergmann and I are related to each other five generations back through our mothers.’




  Everyone knows almost everyone in a country as sparsely inhabited as Iceland. Solveig knows more than most. Arni was her much respected schoolteacher for a time and she likes Lena very much. By

  an extraordinary coincidence she even knew the present owners of Thorvald’s farm at Stora Gilj[image: ], the taciturn farmer and his son.

  She remembered that when she met him the farmer had just turned fifty, ‘He seemed to be speaking in rhymes. I think he’d been drunk for weeks, both before and after his birthday.

  Probably he still had a hangover when you met him twenty years later!’ She laughed, rocking back in her swivel chair and knocking over a stack of books.




  Solveig’s work station was crazily fenced about with sets of beautifully bound volumes containing photographs and short biographies of everyone who has ever been a doctor in Iceland, for

  example. A gilt-lettered set lists all the blacksmiths, another calf-bound series details all the pilots, or teachers, or builders. These books – economically viable for the publishers, she

  assured me, because everyone is guaranteed to buy the volume in which they feature – and the sagas, some censuses and the chronicles contain the data she feeds her computer. If she is lucky,

  she can supplement its diet from the photocopied booklets filled with photographs, family trees and dates which Icelanders lovingly compile to mark their family reunions.




  ‘I never know what I’m going to find,’ Solveig told me. ‘The other day I discovered that my parents were related to each other a mere five generations back, as well as to

  the priest who married them!’




  In the next-door office, which we passed on our way out, the rest of the department’s staff were busy cooing over a new-born baby boy. ‘The latest addition to my

  database!’ said Solveig with a merry laugh.




  

    ~


  




  While strolling aimlessly down Reykjavik’s main shopping street that sleety afternoon, I saw a signpost to what I thought was the Icelandic Philatelogical Museum. On a

  second reading, I turned off down a little alleyway into a courtyard in search of the Icelandic Phallological Museum. Inside, beautifully presented in formaldehyde-filled glass cylinders of varying

  lengths, or flattened and tanned, salted, hollowed out and impressively mounted on carved wooden plaques, was the finest, fullest collection of animal penises the world has seen. Sixteen different

  species of whales’ pizzles, six varieties of seal phalluses and the penises of every mammal ranging from polar bear and goat to mink and mouse had all found their home in what I had no

  trouble recognizing as a modern shrine to one of the Vikings’ favourite pagan gods, Freyr. Lord of sunshine and rain, of birth and death, of the peaceful and pleasant propagation of plants,

  animals and men, Freyr with his outsize penis came second only to the hammer-wielding Thor in the affections of pre-Christian Icelanders. Beloved of the Swedish Vikings too, his cult was a fine

  excuse for the orgies of sex and sacrifice which so disgusted the German archbishops of Hamburg and Bremen on their rare visits to Scandinavia.




  The shrine’s only visitor at that late hour of the day, I had the undivided attention of its latter-day gothi, a rotund silver-bearded man with a square face and a ready smile who

  turned out to be Solveig’s former history teacher. Sigurthur Hjartarson was very anxious that I inspect his prize exhibit, a fancy framed document pledging the post-mortem donation to the

  museum of one human penis et scrotum.




  ‘And here, have a look at this,’ he continued. ‘It’s a sperm whale’s penis skin, the only part of the animal soft enough to use as leather. You

  could make a lovely bow tie out of that! Now, you see the lampshades in here? They’re all made from bull scrota. I scrape the fat from the inside but I don’t like to shave them because

  the hair pattern is very pretty. I wash them, of course, and then – using a balloon and a hand pump – I leave them to dry into shape. Very effective, don’t you think?’




  Uncomfortably reminded of Nazis fashioning lampshades from human skin, I could not help laughing but told him I had never seen anything less attractive. He grinned happily and continued the

  tour.




  ‘Now, over here is my folkloric section. That’s a petrified troll’s penis. That’s a merman’s.’




  ‘Marvellous!’ I murmured appreciatively, peering closely at a tiny phial containing nothing I could identify.




  Up at the desk, whose lamp stand, cash box, ashtray, telephone, kitchen-roll holder, visiting-card box and pen were all carved wooden phalluses, we fell into conversation.




  ‘There are people who think I’m a crazy pervert, but I’m incredibly normal,’ he told me. ‘I was teaching at the same school for thirty years, but you know how badly

  paid teachers are and I had to start thinking about my pension. I’ve been building this collection for years. Recently, I tried to squeeze a business start-up grant out of the Althing for the

  museum but no luck. Everything today is money, money, money . . .’ He sighed.




  We talked about his far-faring days, in Scotland, Sweden and Mexico. I found that I liked him and his passion for penises. Not so much Arni Bergmann, but he and Solveig reminded me of the Irish.

  There was something quick and merry, a little sly but lively about many of these Icelanders, whose country is so dark for most of the year that they are forced to spend long hours inside writing

  books – one in ten Icelanders is an author – or collecting penises, or sitting in their tiny capital’s cosily candlelit cafés, talking and smoking and laughing.




  With Arni Bergmann’s kind assistance I made the acquaintance of Jörmündur Ingi Hansen, who is Iceland’s leading latter-day gothi2. We met at the elegant Café de Paris, a stone’s throw from the modern Althing building which is a nineteenth-century grey stone edifice the size of a country

  railway station.




  ‘You’ll recognize me by my curling moustaches. Anyway, everyone knows me in there; I practically live at the Café de Paris,’ he had assured me on the telephone.




  Seated at a large round table near the window, his moustaches at least as luxuriantly curling as he had promised, I had no trouble spotting him with his pagan-looking medallion nestling between

  his blue striped shirt and tie. His table companions were a foxy young man with a straggling red beard who turned out to be a genius at deciphering old black magic spells written in illegible

  handwriting, and a plump, middle-aged Lutheran priest. The latter happened to know more about eleventh-century Church history than anyone else I had come across in Iceland.




  ‘Please don’t be offended by this question,’ I began, ‘but what is a Lutheran priest doing sitting down to drink coffee with a pagan gothi? Or a gothi doing

  in the company of an expert on black magic. Even the pagans outlawed black magic, didn’t they?’




  ‘Ho, ho, ho,’ they laughed.




  ‘The first thing you need to understand,’ began the ponderous Lutheran minister, removing his glasses and swinging them by one of their arms, ‘is that all the schisms between

  pagans and Christians, between Eastern Orthodox and Roman Catholic, between Roman Catholics and Lutherans, never found their way here—’




  ‘Actually, the most important thing to know is that we were never really christened at all; we just accepted one law in the year 1000, that’s all,’ interrupted the foxy young

  man.




  ‘That’s it,’ confirmed the gothi, whose title, he told me, translates as Lord of Hosts. ‘Christianity never put down proper roots here. People simply came to an

  agreement in the year 1000. The old Icelandic texts don’t say anything about a conversion. It was a classic Icelandic compromise of the sort we had been skilled at forging

  for a century or more. Actually, our entire legal system was based on compromise so that the main work of a law court in those times was to get both parties to consent to the verdict. There was no

  idea of winning or losing a case. In the year 1000, thanks to the lawspeaker’s wise judgement, people just agreed to accept the Christian god but to keep the old rules, which were basically

  excellent. We had our pagan version of the Christian rule, “Do as you would be done by.” Ours was, “Do to others as they do to you”, which worked

  much better. Christians are too forgiving, too much of a soft touch. After all, how can you bring up a child properly if you go around forgiving everything they do wrong?’




  ‘True, true . . .’ I could not help nodding my understanding of such an ancient and clear-sighted acceptance of the brutal reality about human nature while the elderly man continued

  in his excellent English.




  ‘The church chronicles all boast that Iceland experienced one hundred and fifty years of peace after the arrival of Christianity. Of course they don’t mention that we had already

  managed a hundred and fifty years of peace under paganism!’ The gothi’s oddly expressionless blue eyes gazed out across the square towards the Althing, deep into a lost Viking

  distance.




  ‘And that’s not all the Catholic Church chronicles have been dishonest about,’ weighed in the Lutheran, removing his spectacles to swing them again. ‘The Catholic Church

  and our Lutheran one too have always claimed that Iceland received Christianity from Rome via Germany. But there are all sorts of reasons to believe that it first reached us from Byzantine

  Constantinople, via the Russian Varangian route—’




  ‘What are those reasons?’ I asked eagerly, remembering Arni Bergmann’s conjectures about Christianity having reached pre-Thorvald Iceland that way.




  ‘Did you know, for example, that until the early twentieth century Icelanders used to make the sign of the cross in the Eastern Christian manner – left shoulder

  to right shoulder – instead of right shoulder to left? That’s one important proof.’




  I had not known that, nor had I known that the three mysterious ‘Armenian bishops’, who crop up in a saga or two at the time when the tension between Rome and Constantinople was

  coming to a head in the mid-eleventh century, were probably missionaries from Byzantium intent on preventing the Icelanders from falling decisively under the Roman yoke. The Althing had scotched

  their activities by voting to forbid any mission unauthorized by the Roman Church.




  The gothi was bored by all the churchy talk. He liked expounding his theories on old pagan law and about how one can find strong traces of that superior Icelandic tradition in the way the

  Mafia operates in southern Italy and Sicily today.




  ‘The Mafia is a Nordic institution and what is so surprising about that,’ he asked me, with a puff on his cigar, ‘ when you think that Vikings, or Normans as you call them,

  were running everything in that part of the world back in the eleventh and twelfth centuries? Take the old system of the Sicilian Mafia and compare it with the Icelandic Commonwealth and

  you’ll see that it works in exactly the same way. Down there I would be called the capo di tutti capi, like a Mafia boss, wouldn’t I? Ho, ho!’




  We had lingered for three hours over our coffees and it seemed to me suddenly, as I emerged from the café into Althing square, that I had loitered long enough among the Icelanders. I

  noticed some young ones lolling in the sunshine, stripped down to T-shirts and sunglasses.




  At last, a pale spring sun was shining and I was ready to be away far-faring down south.




  

    ~


  




  Under a night sky alight with stars, with the snow-topped mountains glowing white behind her, the Bruarfoss was a glamorous sea god – the equal

  of any medieval Icelanders’ k[image: ]orr or modern cruise liner. Lights, like loosely strung pearls, adorned each of her white

  tower’s seven decks. The crashing music of her loading and fuelling filled the otherwise empty port.




  Thorvald the Far-farer might have been dismayed at having to leave his homeland in disgrace but if I could feel excited anticipation at the prospect of departing by ship in spite of learning

  that there had been savage storms off Iceland’s south-east coast for the past fortnight, then surely so could he. I wondered if he had reckoned on seeing out the rest of his days in Norway or

  just on serving his statutory five years as an outlaw before returning home to Stora Gilj[image: ]. He might already have been hatching his

  grander scheme. After stealing two lives from his great Lord in heaven, his soul was gravely sick and in need of saving. Only a pilgrimage to Jerusalem, to that centre of the known world where his

  Lord God had lived and died, could expunge the stain of sin on his conscience. He might have been planning to winter in Norway before setting off again south. Whatever his intentions on leaving

  Iceland, his killing of a third enemy in that Norwegian wood and subsequent abandonment by Bishop Frederick can only have strengthened the case for a pilgrimage.




  I stood on deck watching the preparations and keeping an eye on the gangway, curious to see who my fellow passengers would be. At last the steps were raised and my suspicions confirmed. There

  would be no other passengers. For the next four days I would be sailing the stormy North Sea with fourteen Icelandic sailors and a friendly cleaning woman called Julia.




  ‘You don’t want to eat all alone in the passengers’ dining room, do you? I mean, what’s the point?’ said Julia, as she showed me to my brown Formica-lined,

  strip-lit cabin on the fifth deck. ‘You might as well mess with the sailors. You don’t mind? Breakfast at eight, lunch at twelve, dinner at six.’




  ‘Fine,’ I told her. And it was, because she and the ship’s engineer made it their business to see that I was never bored or lonely. From the very first morning they were my

  friends on that Polish-built vessel with its dismal lighting and few concessions to comfort. While the others crowded into meals, helped themselves to whatever unappetizing food

  the cook had produced, ate in silence and then returned to their duties, Julia and Ingi were usually on hand for a chat and a joke.




  ‘How did you sleep?’ asked Julia that first morning.




  ‘Not too well,’ I admitted. ‘There was a bit of a storm, wasn’t there?’




  I had spent the night in an agony of terror that the ship was about to capsize and send me, everyone else and the cargo to the kind of deep watery grave I had always feared more than any other.

  The ghastly, gorge-heaving, stomach-churning sensation was something like appalling flight turbulence magnified a hundredfold and foully unrelenting. Wakeful in the small dark hours I knew –

  like the Vikings knew – that only a strong but stupid bully of a sea being like the giant worm Mithgarthsomur could have exerted himself to create all that pointless disturbance. As the ship

  rocked and bucked its way through a breaking grey dawn I yearned for dry land and sunshine. Shaken and horribly nauseous I was astonished that none of the sailors mentioned the storm over their

  full English breakfasts the next morning.




  ‘You think there was a storm?’ asked Julia. ‘I don’t think so. Wait, I’ll ask. Ingi, did we have a storm last night?’




  ‘No. In fact you’re lucky with the weather,’ said the engineer, languidly helping himself to another coffee from the machine. ‘The last few trips have been terrible.

  After twenty-five years of this work, even I was seasick. Any passenger who sails with us in the middle of winter has to be a masochist, but now the spring is starting . . .’




  ‘I thought I was a masochist last night,’ I admitted sheepishly.




  ‘That little massage?’ He laughed at me.




  The weather improved. I spent hours on the bridge of the ship, warmed by a shy spring sun, whipped by a stiff sea breeze. The view seven decks below me, extending ahead for the length of a short

  London street, was motionless but mesmerizing: a brightly coloured patchwork of metal containers filled with fresh fish and anything else that needed transporting between

  Iceland, Hamburg and a string of Scandinavian ports. Above it all towered two butter-yellow cranes. From time to time a sailor, toy-like and tiny in his blue overalls and yellow hard hat, appeared

  for a breath of fresh air, his white coffee cup a tiny dot moving between the railing and his hat.




  Arni Bergmann had recounted how Icelandic sailors had honed and preserved their saga-telling skills during centuries of sailing these waters, how those tales of their proud origins and brave

  deeds had comforted them during their long perilous sea voyages. ‘But I don’t suppose you’ll find any sailors telling stories these days,’ he had warned. ‘I suppose

  they’ll all be watching dirty videos. There’s no sense of adventure any more, no more dicing with death and the gods!’




  A thousand years ago Iceland led the world in sea adventuring – in navigating by the sun, the currents, the winds and the stars to seek out the wherewithal to survive on their dangerously

  explosive and barely inhabitable stronghold in the middle of the ocean. Supplies of timber, metals, flour, wine, honey and linen were all a sea journey away. When Thorvald set sail into exile from

  Iceland in 986, some of his fellow countrymen were only fourteen years away from an astonishing discovery. In the same year Iceland converted to Christianity and almost five hundred years before

  Christopher Columbus, a family of Icelanders who had colonized Greenland sailed on west and happened upon what was probably Newfoundland. Others found Markland – probably South Labrador

  – and a useful supply of timber. Still others reached what was probably the coast of New England, which they called Vinland after the vines they found growing there. ‘There was never

  any frost all winter and the grass hardly withered at all,’ the Greenland Saga tells us about Vinland. ‘The weather was fine. There was dew on the grass, and the first thing they

  did was to get some of it on their hands and put it to their lips . . .’xx The dew-drinking, lumberjacking, grape-picking idyll only soured when

  some ‘small and evil-looking’ natives of the new land, who had an uncontrollable lust for weapons and for any material dyed red, attacked the Vikings’ makeshift encampment.

  Their long-range catapults were terrifying for Norsemen accustomed to hand-to-hand combat.




  By 1010 a Viking who had dreamed of permanent settlement was losing heart. He ‘realized that although the land was excellent they could never live there in safety or freedom from fear,

  because of the native inhabitants’.xxi He and his family returned home. The saga notes that his widow took the veil and three of his descendants

  became bishops, but I was more impressed by his own sensibly humane decision not to try and subdue the natives. His predilection for a life lived in ‘freedom from fear’ seemed to me

  most admirable.




  The Icelanders sailed eastward too, of course – to Norway, to Gotland and down the deep Russian rivers of the Varangian route all the way to the Black Sea and Constantinople

  – comfortably speaking their own Scandinavian tongue to settlers of their kind on the way. But that was only one of the routes they pioneered down to Jerusalem from their northern fastness.

  Some sailed for seven weeks at a stretch all the way south-west around the Iberian peninsula to winter there, before proceeding on into the Mediterranean and eastward. Their ships, equipped with

  three sets of oars each, could accommodate horses, weaponry and stocks of their staple dried fish, salted butter and tubs of sour milk. Not slaves – Iceland outlawed slavery in the year 1000

  – but volunteers, often the adventurous sons of gothar, manned the oars. The sale of their mighty craft during the return journey, sometimes in Byzantium which particularly prized

  Scandinavian boat building, would amply reimburse expenses incurred on the outward journey.




  The ship’s engineer agreed that life as a modern Icelandic sailor had lost all that kind of glamour, even since the days when he first started working on ships. Container ports are

  uninteresting and usually located so far from the centres of towns that going ashore often seems more trouble than it is worth. The Bruarfoss’s unchanging route to the Faroes, Hamburg

  and a string of Scandinavian ports had long ago become tedious and routinely mechanical.




  ‘In Communist times we used to sail to Poland. That was exciting because we were as rich as kings there, but even on board we used to talk more or play cards in the

  evenings. Now everyone has their own cabin and their own TV and video. We all record films at home and watch them alone.’




  In the hope that he would invite me to join him for a companionable evening’s viewing, I enquired into the contents of his private video collection. ‘I’ve got Iceland’s

  very first porn movie,’ he suggested with a twinkle in his eye, but thought I might prefer a home video, one made while on holiday with his extended family in the north of Iceland the

  previous summer.




  Here was an aspect of modern Iceland that I had missed. The film showed the engineer, his brother-in-law and teenage son, like the eleventh-century action heroes of the sagas, tooling busily

  about all the white summer nights long in a speedboat, a four-wheel-drive jeep or tractor. There seemed to be a good deal of hard violent work to do. I watched fascinated, horrified, while they

  culled seals, painting the beach red with their blood, while they smashed gulls’ heads, nicked eider down from duck nests and fired at anything that moved. The hectic way the film had been

  shot suggested that none of these valiant Vikings paused for breath, let alone food or sleep. From time to time the little hand-held camera panned shakily back to the patriarch of the clan –

  white-bearded and very still in a corner of the summer house’s main room – telling sagas for a passing tourist.




  The next sunny morning Julia snapped me standing on deck in a traditional Icelandic cardigan she had knitted and generously decided to present to me. ‘I thought, because I’m probably

  related to this Thorvald you’re writing about . . .’ was how she explained her gift. We talked about her family, about her father who had been a handsome ‘real Viking of a

  man’ with wavy red hair. In 1936 he had participated in Hitler’s Berlin Olympics – ‘He was white and Aryan like Hitler wanted,’ said Julia – but he never

  returned home. Her mother was left back in Iceland to bring up six children alone. He had worked in a travelling circus and sired six more. ‘I have a half-brother in Norway, another in

  Germany . . .’ Julia told me.




  ‘Any in England?’ I asked, leaning over the rail, squinting off into the hazy distance right where I guessed the British Isles must be by then.




  ‘No, are you feeling homesick?’ she enquired kindly.




  No. I was not sorry to be bypassing my homeland.




  Mainland Europe was rid of its tenth-century invaders by the year 1000, but not England. Danish Vikings, the young Thorvald perhaps among them, had been raiding there intermittently since 980

  but Thorvald was already well away to the south, in Constantinople or Jerusalem, when in 991 they had launched a full invasion with ninety-three ships and been paid off with a tribute of ten

  thousand pounds of silver. Sixteen thousand pounds by 994, twenty-four thousand by 1002, the humiliating price of temporary freedom from fear had risen to forty-eight thousand pounds by 1012. Swein

  Forkbeard of Denmark, whose service Thorvald had first entered in the early 980s, conquered England in 1013 and was succeeded by his son Canute a year later. King Aethelred the Unready was forced

  into exile.3 The English also had Aethelred to thank for giving the Normans an excuse to conquer their country some fifty years later. He had yoked the

  English throne to the Norman duchy in 1002 by marrying Emma, sister of the then duke of Normandy.




  But it seems that mid-eleventh-century Englishmen were ready for some of the civilization those originally Viking Normans had acquired in the two hundred years since they had started settling

  around Rouen. A chronicler monk who prided himself on his impartiality because he was half-Norman, half-English by birth, noted: ‘The English at that time wore short garments reaching to

  their mid-knee; they had their hair cropped, their beards shaven, their arms laden with golden bracelets; their skin adorned with punctured designs. They were accustomed to eat till they became

  surfeited, and to drink till they were sick.’xxii




  While examining the causes for English defeat at Hastings, the same historian says nothing about the excellence of the Normans’ warhorses, or about the vulnerability of

  Englishmen armed only with battleaxes. He omits to mention that they were exhausted, having just defeated an invasion of Norwegian Vikings at Stamford Bridge and marched the two hundred and fifty

  miles south in only twelve days. Instead, William of Malmesbury blames the English defeat on their addiction to ‘the vices attendant on drunkenness which enervate the human

  mind’,xxiii endemic alcoholism.




  But I was running ahead of myself. The mid-eleventh century and events at least as significant as the Norman conquest of England lay way to the south, in France and Italy. The crane forest of

  Hamburg’s container port was just visible.




  

    ~


  




  ‘Aber das ist das neue Europa!’ I retorted, gathering up my bags and making for the doors as the underground train slowed into the station.




  On a crowded underground S-bahn train bound for Hamburg’s railway station, a stout middle-aged man in a suit had settled in the seat beside me and, uninvited, begun inspecting my map.

  Confirming that I was headed in the right direction, he had struck up a conversation. My plea that I spoke barely a word of German had not deterred him from asking me where I had been staying and

  opening his heart to me on the subject of immigrants.




  ‘Sadly, we don’t get so many English visitors these days, mostly Russians and Poles and Czechs unfortunately. You must have seen all the east European prostitutes on the Reeperbahn

  near your hotel. (nudge) A young lady like you shouldn’t stay in that area. It’s not safe.’




  I had explained that I was not a tourist but writing a book about the eleventh century, and that he need not concern himself about my safety because I was leaving Hamburg. Beyond being home to

  the archbishops whose diocese included Iceland from the middle of the eleventh century, his home city played no part in the particular story I was trying to tell.




  ‘Ah! For the eleventh century you must go to Quedlinburg in Saxony, in the former East Germany,’ he persisted, ‘where our Saxon kings had their capital, and

  to Poland – to Gnesen where our Holy Roman Kaiser Otto III went on pilgrimage in the year 1000. There you can find the relics of St Adalbert—’




  ‘Yes,’ I had said, astonished by his easy familiarity with the subject. ‘Actually, I’m on my way now to catch a night train to Quedlinburg. From there I’ll be

  travelling on to Gnesen.4 St Adalbert5 is one of the most important people in my story.’




  ‘You must be careful on the night train; you should not be alone – there are all sorts of Russians and Albanians travelling at night,’ he said, casting a a furtive glance

  around the carriage.




  Sorely missing the vast North Sea and the manly crew of the Bruarfoss, I had been irritated by both the stuffy train and this fussy German. My parting shot – that like it or not,

  this was the new Europe we were all learning to live in – was impatiently delivered, with a borderless eleventh-century Europe in mind.




  The night journey east was not comfortable. Swaddled in anything woollen I could find in my bag but still cold, I reclined in my seat and stared out of the window at the trees I had missed so in

  Iceland and at neat villages racing by in the opposite direction. Later, the immutable distance of a full orange moon in a black sky helped me back a thousand years, to a western Europe struggling

  to recover from the violent attentions paid it by the previous century’s three mighty invasions of heathen Vikings and Magyars and Muslim Saracens, who had descended on the region like

  biblical plagues from three points of the compass. Under their onslaught central power and the rule of kings had broken down. The glorious apogee of peace and order achieved by Charlemagne around

  the year 800 had vanished. The land had become planted with the castles of brigand chiefs whose mounted followers sowed terror through the countryside, pillaging and burning, raping and

  murdering.




  But the last decades of the tenth century had also seen the first green shoots of hope that a return to Charlemagne’s good order or, still better, to that of the

  ancient Romans, might be possible. The Viking scourge from the north had abated. Vikings settled in northern France became Normans and acquired the gentler manners of the region’s native

  inhabitants. By the year 1000 only the British Isles were still suffering Viking raids. The Magyars, guerrilla horsemen who had swept out of the east to penetrate as far west as Brittany, had been

  defeated by the Saxon German Holy Roman Emperor Otto I in 955 and were at last settling peaceably in the area which includes modern Hungary. The Saracens, who had crossed the Mediterranean to sail

  up the French rivers, were flushed out of their last bandit hideouts in the Alps in 972, after their disgraceful kidnapping of an eminent abbot.




  For the churchmen who had closeted themselves in their monasteries and churches, guarding their jewelled church treasures and holy learning from ferocious heathen fanciers of all that glittered

  or was magic, the approach of a new millennium promised one of two things. Either Western Christendom was about to embark on a blessed golden future in which the Church with its network of bishops

  and monasteries still intact would reassert itself as the only institution capable of restoring lost order and civilization; or, mankind had sinned so grievously that the world must come to an end

  and Christ’s Last Judgement be nigh. Either way, the mood of the time seems to have been one of heightened energy, much of it religious and markedly emotional. This energy spurred

  pilgrimages, created an insatiable market for miracle-working relics and motivated stone church building on a scale so grand that a new architectural style – the Romanesque – was born.

  Christ had to be propitiated with monuments that recalled the last time he had shown favour to his people, during the late Roman Empire. There must be room – in the shape of ambulatories

  – for pilgrims to process around the tombs and relics of miracle-working saints. In Burgundy, a monk-chronicler eloquently captured the vigorous spirit of the times:




  

    

      

        throughout the whole world, but most especially in Italy and Gaul, men began to reconstruct churches, although for the most part the existing ones were

        properly built and not in the least unworthy. But it seemed as though each Christian community were aiming to surpass all others in the splendour of construction. It was as if the whole world were

        shaking itself free, shrugging off the burden of the past and cladding itself everywhere in a white mantle of churches.xiv


      


    


  




  The speed of western Europe’s recovery in the eleventh century, the often alarming pace of modernizing change and the passionate desire for peace and order would heap more fuel on the

  fires of that millennial fervour.




  The dawning of this thrilling new world was what Thorvald witnessed as he set off across the continent en route for distant Constantinople and Jerusalem. He probably docked at Hamburg just as I

  had done and certainly journeyed this way through the lands of the Saxon German Holy Roman Empire, the largest and best-ordered entity in this era of near chaos.




  Emperor Otto III would have been six or seven years old at the time. His mother Theophano was ruling the empire as his regent, often from Quedlinburg the hilly stronghold of the Saxon German

  kings since the beginning of the tenth century. She would have welcomed Thorvald, particularly if she had happened to notice him at prayer crossing himself in the Eastern Christian manner, for she

  was a Byzantine Christian.




  Theophano was more tangible proof that a brighter future might be expected. Relations between Constantinople and Rome were improving by the last quarter of the tenth century. The heinous

  two-hundred-year-old impertinence of a pope crowning Charlemagne emperor, followed by Charlemagne’s unilateral insertion of the Filioque6 into

  the Creed and another pope’s anointing of Theophano’s father-in-law Otto I as Holy Roman emperor of the West were not forgotten but fading. When Emperor Otto I had

  extended an olive branch by requesting the hand of a Byzantine princess for his son Otto II, the Byzantines had obliged.




  But the sixteen-year-old Theophano who disembarked at Bari in southern Italy in 972 was not precisely the porphyrogeneta7 they had been promised.

  She was only the daughter by a first marriage of the emperor’s brother-in-law’s second wife, a woman who herself happened only to be the great-niece of a former Byzantine emperor. There

  were two genuine purple-born princesses on the market but the emperor deemed them too valuable to waste on a comparatively barbarian German. Raised at the Byzantine court however, Theophano was

  anything but shoddy goods. She had been trained for her daunting posting to darkest northern Europe, made fluent in her fiancé’s language and conversant with the customs of his land.

  Her ‘conversation was full of attractions’.xxv She was vividly comely, glamorous, cultured and – accompanied by a phalanx of

  Byzantine priests and artists – piously faithful to her Eastern style of Christianity.




  For a while Germans muttered curses against the Byzantine Greeks for their fallatia, invidia et arrogantia but Theophano’s most troublesome enemies seem to have been other

  women. There was something too sophisticatedly exotic about her for the average early eleventh-century German Frau to stomach. The brilliant confidence bred into her by her ancient and wealthy

  civilization whose capital city was the most splendid the world had yet seen, irked them. There was scandalized talk of her having obscoeni negotii with her confessor John Philagathos, a

  Greek monk from Byzantine southern Italy who became her son’s godfather and tutor. A nun had a dream in which Theophano appeared to her writhing in agony and admitting that she deserved

  eternal damnation on account of the splendid garments and fabulous jewellery she had imported from her native Constantinople.




  But while her husband lived Theophano’s most powerful female foe seems to have been her mother-in-law, the supremely pious and self-denying Adelheid of Burgundy, who had also been left a

  young widow. What we know about Theophano’s relationship with Adelheid is contained in the writings of a saintly Abbot Odilo. He deemed Adelheid the apotheosis of Christian womanhood and

  slightingly referred to Theophano as ‘illa imperatrix greca’xxvi – ‘that Greek Empress’ dismissing her as a

  ‘friend of dissipation, keen on pleasures’ and noting that ‘she did not follow the example of her mother-in-law’s piety and reserve . . . [Adelheid] knew even if only by

  silence, how to make the young princess feel her faults and liberties.’xxvii




  When her husband died far away in southern Italy in 983, Theophano was still in her twenties and Otto III was only three. The imperial succession was in doubt but, always glad of an opportunity

  to leave her adopted homeland, Theophano lingered south of the Alps overseeing her husband’s burial in Rome’s St Peter’s basilica. In her absence little Otto fell prey to a wicked

  uncle. Coveting the throne for himself, Uncle Henry the Quarreller kidnapped his nephew and imprisoned him in a monastery. The would-be usurper gained a following and even a crown, but opposition

  to his rule began to surface. Forgetting their old differences, Adelheid and Theophano took advantage of it.




  A summit meeting was scheduled, to be attended by Uncle Henry, little Otto and a powerful female lobby comprising Theophano, her dour mother-in-law and little Otto’s Aunt Matilda, who was

  abbess of Quedlinburg monastery. A heavenly intervention decided its outcome. ‘To the astonishment of all present who saw it, a brilliant star shone from the midst of the heavens as the two

  parties wrangled . . . something unheard of in broad daylight,’ a chronicler noted.xxviii Uncle Henry admitted defeat and humbled himself before

  his nephew, promising to serve him loyally. Little Otto’s pious kinswomen rejoiced at the victory but forbore from humiliating their errant kinsman, ‘for that is the

  way of charity; not to repay evil with evil but even to return good for evil’.xxix Thorvald’s Bishop Frederick would have heartily

  approved of their mercy; impetuous Thorvald might have reached for his battleaxe and despatched the usurper. But he should have been encouraged that a man whose very name – Henry the

  Quarreller – betrayed the fact that he was uncontrolled and warlike could change his tune and be sweetly forgiven. The mighty was fallen and the succession safe at last. In the same year Otto

  set off at the head of an army mustered to quell some unruly eastern Slavs. By the time he was seven years old he had proved himself a superior commander-in-chief, a lord of luck whose mere

  presence could guarantee victory.




  At the end of the first millennium the bosky Harz Mountains of Saxon north Germany, towards which my train was speeding, were criss-crossed with trade routes, pocked with valuable silver mines

  and endowed with powerful monasteries and convents. In these strongholds of the faith Otto’s aunts, cousins and three sisters – the vast majority of them either nuns or abbesses –

  were either politicking efficiently on his behalf, or busily accumulating the empire’s spiritual capital, or both. In the grander scheme of a Holy Roman Empire comprising all of modern

  Germany, Switzerland, Austria, Alsace-Lorraine, Burgundy and most of the Czech Republic as well as the northern half of Italy, this darkly wooded mountainous region was located much too far north

  and east to be any sort of imperial heartland. But it was young Otto’s heartland, his safe house from the unquiet marches still further east and from the troublesome Romans who so resented

  his overlordship.




  The cold war’s Iron Curtain – a barrier to far-faring such as my eleventh-century acquaintances never knew – sliced the Harz Mountains and Saxony in half for the latter part of

  the twentieth century. In today’s reunited Germany the region is destined for a quiet prosperity again, as a nature reserve endowed with plentiful modern leisure facilities.




  Still bundled in my woollens when the train reached Magdeburg at five o’clock in the morning, I wondered if we had crossed the old Iron Curtain. A glance at the decor

  of the station buffet and the selection of foods on offer removed any doubt. Instead of the freshly baked and appetizingly shiny range of raisin-stuffed or cinnamon- scented buns nestling in

  starched gingham cloths in attractive wicker baskets that I had noticed in Hamburg, there was a yellow plastic tray laden with two cupcakes, both past their best and covered with shocking-pink

  icing. Beside a dusty pot plant was a plastic basket containing some equally crudely coloured plastic Easter eggs. A surly woman offered me a choice of mint tea or tea, no coffee.




  Quedlinburg is also just east of the old frontier. As the empty little local train – the first of the day – chugged its way around the foothills of the mountains, through a landscape

  of green-blue fields blanketed in mist, past a misty lake fringed with weeping willows, past a pair of scruffy houses and a rubbish tip and on through more mist-covered countryside, I sensed the

  emptiness of modern east Germany. I could find the eleventh century here, I guessed. Staring out at that sunlit, misty, marshy-looking vacancy it was just possible to imagine a continent emptied of

  over 90 per cent of its inhabitants.8 There might be the odd lone medieval messenger striding across the marshes on stilts, or using his long spear as a

  vaulting pole. A solitary monk, carrying a mortuary roll – a parchment announcing the death of a churchman which lengthened with every monastery visited, with every polite message of

  condolence and request for prayers for their own dead inscribed – would have graced the scene. Could that distant blur be a procession of churchmen ‘translating’ a casket of holy

  saints’ relics from one church or monastery to another in a cloud of incense and chanting . . .?




  But eleventh-century Quedlinburg was harder to find than I had hoped. The little town perched among the foothills of the Harz Mountains is an excellently preserved testament to very late

  medieval craftsmanship and good living. Its rows of half-timbered pastel-painted houses with their steeply pitched roofs, its pretty market square and grey stone ivy-bearded

  Rathaus, like a cross between a country church and a French vintner’s mansion, were very pleasant but also distracting. Where was the solid, dark and awe-inspiring restraint of an

  eleventh-century Romanesque stone church? All those pretty buildings, some with woodwork exuberantly carved with flowers or fan motifs picked out in colour, were the products of a civilization

  confidently triumphing over its environment and making itself comfortable.




  Eating a Quedlinburg breakfast of brown bread thickly smeared with goose dripping in the sunny market square, I found myself wishing I had checked into the nearby Theophano Hotel. A picture of

  Otto’s Byzantine mother hung in the form of a ‘medieval’ shop sign over the side entrance to the establishment’s wine cellar. Improbably blonde, this Theophano was framed in

  a circle of vines. She wore a wide-sleeved red robe and headdress and was tipping a glass of ruby-red wine towards her Mona Lisa lips. She looked to me slightly tipsy, but was perhaps only

  welcomingly winking. Theophano had not been forgotten, and nor had her mother-in-law, or even Otto’s great-aunt Abbess Matilda. There were serious works of scholarship about each of them in

  the bookshop opposite the guest house where I was staying.




  Young Otto grew up surrounded by his kinswomen including his three sisters, to the eldest of whom, Sophie, he was particularly attached. Indeed, she and Otto were almost inseparable during his

  adolescence. Although nominally a nun of Gandersheim convent in the northern Harz Mountains, Sophie liked to accompany her little brother on his unceasing rounds of his territories. Theirs was a

  sort of perpetuum mobile of a lifestyle dictated by the medieval world’s lack of communications. An emperor was obliged to show himself and his power to his people or risk losing

  control of the realm. Appearances were all-important if his God-anointed rule was to endure. Processions, magnificent entrances and vast banquets were a sine qua non of every visit.

  Monasteries and convents, usually the only establishments large and wealthy enough to host the emperor and his vast retinue, built imperial guest houses and royal galleries in

  their churches. Splendid gifts were received in exchange: a silver chalice, a gorgeously jewelled gospel cover, fine wall hangings, an orchard or a village.




  Otto relied heavily on his bishops and abbots. With their patchwork of dioceses covering the entire realm and monasteries well situated at crossroads and market centres they were the higher

  managers in the only kind of civil service his empire could muster. The abbots helped the poor and the sick, farmed the land efficiently and stored up spiritual credit for their royal donors with

  prayers and fasting. The bishops were at the same time senior judges, and most vitally for the empire, army generals. In effect, they were like pagan Icelandic gothar – chieftains who

  doubled up as religious authorities. The only difference between a bishop and an Icelandic gothi was that, rather than enjoying their posts for as long as their followers deemed them worthy,

  the bishops were appointed by the emperors. But the Roman Church of the mid-eleventh century would not countenance this blurring of functions and allegiances; three quarters of the way through the

  century the papacy’s insistence on its canonical right to appoint German bishops would precipitate war. By asserting papal supremacy, Rome robbed the emperor of his divine ordination and

  fatally undermined the empire. Some historians argue that when the late eleventh-century popes took the ‘holy’ out of the Holy Roman Empire they established a pattern of instability and

  insecurity which hampered the Germans’ efforts to organize themselves into a viable nation state until late in the nineteenth century, and the struggle to catch up with France and Britain

  then fostered an unhealthy determination to surpass and conquer them in two world wars.




  The old order was not ideal, of course, even for the emperors who relied on it. The bishops’ loyalty to their rulers could only be assured if royal munificence on a gigantic scale was

  forthcoming. When it was not, when young Emperor Otto was faring too far for too long to reward his prelate managers for their many services, the system could easily collapse.

  Otto’s sister Sophie was the agent of just such a breakdown.




  Sophie had grown close to one of Otto’s mentors, the Archbishop of Mainz. Obscoeni negotii between them were rumoured. In the late 990s she imperiously granted him the honour of

  presiding over the consecration of her convent’s new church, a privilege which belonged to the local Bishop of Hildesheim, another of Otto’s tutors. Sophie’s high-handed behaviour

  might not have mattered had the Archbishop of Mainz not suddenly decided to postpone the ceremony by a week, thus throwing the local bishop’s nose and diary badly out of joint. The latter

  determined to preside over the consecration himself after all, on the date originally set. The Gandersheim nuns, with Sophie presumably orchestrating the rebellion, were outraged. A chronicler

  writes that when the offertory in the mass was reached, the procession of women walked up towards the altar ‘furiously and with incredible expressions of anger, throwing down their gifts and

  uttering wild words of abuse against the bishop’. The poor bishop was ‘deeply shaken by this unusual display’. ‘With tears streaming down his cheeks’, like a

  persecuted Christ, he suffered the women’s ‘mad rage’ but somehow managed to conclude the mass in the customary fashion.xxx




  That was not the end of the matter. Otto, hundreds of miles away in Rome at the time, was soon involved in the power struggle provoked by his older sister’s predilection for the Archbishop

  of Mainz. The boy emperor set about soothing the Bishop of Hildesheim’s wounded dignity by inviting him to Rome, setting him up in luxurious apartments adjoining his own in the new palace he

  had built for himself on the Aventine Hill, and even ordering the kitchen to prepare special Saxon dishes in his honour. A synod, presided over by Otto and the pope, soon decided the matter

  entirely in the bishop’s favour. The thing was quite simple: the convent of Gandersheim was in his diocese so the Archbishop of Mainz had no business meddling there. But back in Saxony the

  troublesome archbishop was having none of the ruling and insulted the pope’s emissary who had been sent to restore ‘peace, love and concord’ in the German

  Church. He refused to even glance at, let alone read, the pope’s letter and had his thugs break into the council chamber where the prelates were gathered to threaten the pope’s envoy

  and the Bishop of Hildesheim. By making off secretly before dawn the next day, the archbishop signalled his contempt for the pope and Otto and all their works. The unspoken agreement requiring

  mutual back-scratching between emperor and senior prelates was fraying. This unholy battle of the bishops, so needlessly sparked by Sophie, sputtered on into the new millennium and continued after

  Otto’s demise. Given that such fisticuffs were by no means rare in the Latin Church it is perhaps not surprising that so much of the papacy’s energy during the eleventh century would be

  devoted to breaking the unhealthily codependent relationship between rulers and churchmen and to creating a solidly independent Church with a strong chain of command extending out from the pope in

  Rome to the furthest reaches of Scandinavia and eastern Europe, to southern Italy and northern Spain.




  But Otto’s reputation seems to have been untarnished by such ugly carryings-on. His gift for passionate friendship may have ensured his popularity in a society which set great store by

  courtly familiaritas. Close relations between sovereign and followers, quite unlike the ritualized grandeur of the Byzantine court, were the norm among the descendants of the Germanic tribes

  who had settled northern Europe, a norm to which the originally Germanic Vikings also adhered. Otto’s relations with his familiares were warmer and easier than that of any other

  monarch of the era. To some he granted special signs of affection. He allowed the wronged Bishop of Hildesheim’s brother to wear his clothes and shared a single plate with him at feasts. One

  of his favourite monk advisers was his beloved ‘anima mea’, meaning ‘my alter ego’.




  For all his youth, his easy debonair ways and delicate good looks, Otto was far from weak. Naturally intelligent and curious he had early on developed an appreciation of his mother’s

  ancient Byzantine heritage. His mentors had been the Greek Orthodox monk Philagathos and then, as a sober Latin antidote to all that abstractedly high-minded Greek learning, the

  Bishop of Hildesheim, followed by the Archbishop of Mainz whom he never much cared for. At the age of seventeen he chose his own mentor in the form of Gerbert of Aurillac, a French cleric who was

  probably the most intellectually gifted man of his age and a fervent bibliophile. Otto begged Gerbert to cure him of any Saxon rusticitas and nurture in him a Greek subtilitas. With

  Gerbert’s arrival at court, ‘school became almost more important than war and court assemblies became not just functions to attend but dialectical debates to be participated

  in’.xxxi




  Excited by ideas, science, by history, logic, the arts and theology, Otto’s tutor was hundreds of years ahead of his time. Of humble French peasant stock, Gerbert had received an education

  at his local monastery where he had managed to impress a pilgrim Catalan duke with his intelligence. The duke had taken him back home with him to Catalonia where Gerbert had been exposed to the

  dazzling Arabic learning filtering into Christian areas of the largely Arab Iberian peninsula. He is credited with later having introduced into Western Christendom the abacus and the notion if not

  the practical use of zero.9




  A series of lucky accidents had brought him back over the Pyrenees and to the attention of other powerful patrons in the shape of a pope and Otto III’s father, to whom he probably taught

  some mathematics. Lured by a promise that he could pick up the rediscovered secrets of Aristotelian logic at the French cathedral school of Reims, he moved there. Students flocked from all over

  Europe to sit at his feet and imbibe the ancient classics he was so passionate about reviving. Gerbert dreamed of recreating the Roman Empire of east and west. It was a dream of order, prosperity

  and high civilization, and he found in young Otto the perfect patron and partner for his project. In a letter accompanying a philosophical treatise on reason which the young emperor had requested,

  he resorted to rhetoric to fire Otto up with his breathtakingly flattering vision,




  

    

      

        Ours, ours is the Roman Empire. Italy, fertile in fruits, Lorraine and Germany, fertile in men, offer their resources, and even the strong kingdoms of the Slavs are not

        lacking to us. Our august emperor of the Romans art thou, Caesar, who sprung from the noblest blood of the Greeks, surpass the Greeks in empire and govern the Romans by hereditary right, but

        both you surpass in genius and eloquence.xxxii


      


    


  




  Gerbert left Otto in no doubt that the Holy Roman Empire could now boast a ruler to rival Charlemagne two centuries before. Mirabilia mundi – the world’s

  miracle – was Otto’s nickname.




  However, if Professor Heinz Leike is to be believed there might have been no mirabilia mundi, perhaps no empire, had it not been for Otto’s powerful womenfolk. Otto’s women

  rather than Otto himself, let alone Gerbert, are what fascinate him.




  ‘There was never a time in German history when women had more influence and power – all them were very clever,’ the Herr Doktor told me over coffee in that market

  square. ‘You know that Theophano was regent. Well, when she died Otto was only twelve so he needed another regent. That was his grandmother, Adelheid. Now she had influenced her husband Otto

  I to get involved in Italy because she was the one who knew her history. She urged him to get back in touch with ancient Rome by having the pope crown him Holy Roman emperor. Later on, when Otto

  III was emperor and spending so much of his time in Italy, he left his Aunt Matilda, his father’s sister who was abbess here at Quedlinburg, in charge of running the whole empire. He liked

  his aunt, he was always signing over parcels of land and villages to her . . .’
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