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paGan stones in ChRistian ChuRChes
Medieval views on the past
(the exaMple oF Gotland, sweden)
introduCtion
It is a well-known phenomenon that pagan stone monuments
were re-used in the construction of Christian churches. Roman
spolia are quite frequent in late antique and medieval sacral
buildings: Medieval builders pragmatically used – and thus “recycled”1 –
tombstones, votive stones, altars, and other monuments of antiquity, and
this raises the question to what degree religious or ideological/political
intentions played a role in this practice of re-usage. When an antique idol, for
instance, remained well visible, was mounted upside down, used as a step of
a staircase, or even intentionally damaged or mutilated, it might be suspected
that this was prompted by a certain symbolism – such as the overcoming and
degradation of heathen idols, which in medieval times were regarded as the
devil. In the case of representative picture and epigraphic stones, which do not
feature evidently pagan elements, the connection to the glory and authority
of the Imperium Romanum and the propagation of a certain continuity may
have been a paramount motive.
Scholars frequently work on these phenomena,2 but Scandinavia plays
no role in this discussion, as there are no antique stone monuments in the
1 A. Esch, Wiederverwendung von Antike im Mittelalter. Die Sicht des Archäologen und die
Sicht des Historikers, Hans-Lietzmann-Vorlesungen, VII, Berlin 2005, p. 42.
2 For a selection, see V. Wiegartz, Antike Bildwerke im Urteil mittelalterlicher Zeitgenossen,
Marburger Studien zur Kunst- und Kulturgeschichte, VII, Weimar 2004; A. Esch, Wiederverwendung
von Antike im Mittelalter…; Reuse Value. Spolia and Appropriation in Art and Architecture, from
Constantine to Sherrie Levine, eds. R. Brilliant, D. Kinney, Farnham 2011; Perspektiven der
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north. But what about the re-use of [Germanic pagan] Migration-Period,
early medieval, and Viking-Age stone monuments? During the Scandinavian
Middle Ages, spolia from pre-Christian times have been integrated in church
buildings. Especially the unusual picture stones of the Baltic island Gotland,
Sweden, which predominantly date to pre-Christian periods, feature explicitly
pagan motifs, and have been used in the building of the island’s rural churches
in large numbers, are an important contribution of Scandinavia to this issue
and offer an excellent opportunity for a case study.
In 2019, scholars of the Department of Archaeology and Classical Studies
in Stockholm and Gotland’s Museum in Visby initiated the project “Ancient
images 2.0 – A digital edition of the Gotlandic picture stones”, sponsored by
the Swedish Research Council (Vetenskapsrådet). Apart from digitising and
editing the picture stones, one of the project’s aims is to shed light on the
question of medieval re-use of these monuments. This paper represents a first
approach to this aspect, as an outline, and an outlook.

gotland’s PiCture stones
From the Migration Period to the end of the Viking Age, decorated stone
monuments were erected on the Swedish Baltic island Gotland.3 In his twovolume book Gotlands Bildsteine, published in 1941 and 1942, Sune Lindqvist
edited the stones known by that date, and organised the material in five
chronologically subsequent phases (A to E).4 Simply put, there are two preChristian periods, in which richly decorated and very tall (occasionally reaching
four to five meters high) stone slabs were erected (period A: about AD 400 to
600; Periods C/D: 8th to 10th centuries). The runic stones of the late Viking Age
(period E: 11th century),5 which were influenced by the design of runic stones
of the Swedish mainland, mark the last episode of picture stone tradition and
Spolienforschung, I: Spoliierung und Transposition, eds. S. Altekamp, C. Marcks-Jacobs, P. Seiler,
Topoi. Berlin Studies of the Ancient World, XV, Berlin-Boston 2013.
3 Essential reading are the edition by Lindqvist, the handbook with register of recent
finds by Lamm and Nylén as well as the contributions at the Picture Stone Symposion 2011 in
Visby, reflecting the current state of research: S. Lindqvist, Gotlands Bildsteine, I-II, Stockholm
1941-1942; J.P. Lamm, E. Nylén, Bildstenar, Värnamo 2003; Gotland’s Picture Stones. Bearers of
an Enigmatic Legacy, ed. M. Herlin Karnell, K. Gow Sjöblom, Gotländskt Arkiv, LXXXIV, Visby
2012. See also the new and comprehensive study by Oehrl: S. Oehrl, Die Bildsteine Gotlands –
Probleme und neue Wege ihrer Dokumentation, Lesung und Deutung, Studia archaeologiae medii
aevi, III, Friedberg 2019.
4 S. Oehrl, Die Bildsteine Gotlands…, pp. 8-21.
5 F. Westphal, Untersuchungen zur späten Bildsteingruppe Gotlands, in: Zwischen Tier und
Kreuz. Untersuchungen zur wikingerzeitlichen Ornamentik im Ostseeraum, ed. M. Müller-Wille,
Studien zur Siedlungsgeschichte und Archäologie der Ostseegebiete, IV, Neumünster 2004,
pp. 377-454.
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reflect – now occasionally featuring Christian commemorative inscriptions
and the sign of the cross – the process of conversion. Accordingly, only part
of the monuments of this type can be considered as testimony of pre-Christian
culture, as some of them appear to combine Christian and pagan elements.
The stones’ primary function was sepulchral. Several of them originate
from Iron Age cemeteries, where sometimes they were found in direct
connection to burials, possibly as grave-markers. Others are standing in
open areas, often next to burial mounds, or near old roadways, probably as
memorial stones, sometimes in groups, forming small cult sites.6 Painted in
bright colours7 and placed in public spaces, the various and diverse depictions
on the stones – symbols, figures, narrative scenes – were easily visible to all,
and their contents and messages would have been comprehensible to the
contemporary audience, like a pagan Biblia pauperum.8
In the first “monumental stone period”, Lindqvist’s period A,9 carefully
drawn roundels with patterns of spirals or rosettes dominate the upper area
of the picture area, frequently with a couple of smaller roundels beneath.
These disc motifs are regarded as depictions of stars and heavenly bodies
6 S. Oehrl, Die Bildsteine Gotlands…, pp. 31-36. For the original placing and function, see also
S. Lindqvist, Gotlands Bildsteine, I, pp. 124f.; K.G. Måhl, En bildsten i ursprungligt läge vid Vatlings
i Fole, “Gotländskt Arkiv” LXI (1989), pp. 246-248; K.G. Måhl, Bildstenar och stavgårdar – till frågan
om de gotländska bildstenarnas placering, “Gotländskt Arkiv” LXII (1990), pp. 13-28; S. Althaus,
Die Gotländischen Bildsteine – Ein Programm, Göppinger Arbeiten zur Germanistik, DLXXXVIII,
Göppingen 1993, pp. 18-24; J.P. Lamm, E. Nylén, Bildstenar, pp. 142-143; M. Helmbrecht,
Wirkmächtige Kommunikationsmedien. Menschenbilder der Vendel- und Wikingerzeit und ihre
Kontexte, Acta Archaeologica Lundensia Series Prima in 4°, no. 30, Lund 2011, pp. 276-279.
Andrén suggests that picture stones had been placed in a “threshold area” between cultivated
land and wilderness, as a reflection of a cosmological order (A. Andrén, Doors to other worlds.
Scandinavian death rituals in Gotlandic perspectives, “Journal of European Archaeology” I (1993),
pp. 33-56). Many picture stones were re-used by pagan Viking-Age generations in sepulchral
structures: M. Rundkvist, The Secondary Use of Picture Stones on Gotland Prior to the First Stone
Churches, with a Typology of Picture Stone Outline Shapes, in: Gotland’s Picture Stones…, pp. 145160. The Type E stones of the conversion period would have been erected in churchyards, next
to early wooden churches of the 11th century and to the earliest stone buildings.
7 Concerning original polychromy, see S. Lindqvist, Gotlands Bildsteine, I, pp. 43, 23;
W. Holmqvist, De äldsta gotländska bildstenarna och deras motivkrets, “Fornvännen” XLVII
(1952), pp. 1-20, esp. 3-4; E. Nylén, Färg i forntiden, “Gotländskt Arkiv” XXXII (1960), pp. 67-71;
J.P. Lamm, E. Nylén, Bildstenar, pp. 82-85; H. Simonsson, Preserve, Restore or Reconstruct Picture
Stones and Runestones, in: Gotland’s Picture Stones…, pp. 195-202, esp. 197-198.
8 This clever (yet strictly speaking inaccurate) comparison was suggested by Wilhelm
Holmqvist, contrasting the imagery of the Migration Period gold collars with the illustrated
Paupers’ Bibles of the Middle Ages: W. Holmqvist, Guldhalskragarna, Stockholm 1980, p. 43.
9 S. Guber, Die Bildsteine Gotlands der Völkerwanderungs- und Vendelzeit als Spiegel
frühgeschichtlicher Lebenswelten, British Archeological Reports International Series, MCCLVII,
Oxford 2011; K. Hauck, Text und Bild in einer oralen Kultur. Antworten auf die zeugniskritische
Frage nach der Erreichbarkeit mündlicher Überlieferung im frühen Mittelalter. Zur Ikonologie der
Goldbrakteaten XXV, “Frühmittelalterliche Studien” XVII (1983), pp. 510-599.
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and as evidence of a sun cult.10 There also are figurative images in the angles
– generally antithetical quadrupeds, worm-like creatures, armed horsemen,
or foot soldiers –, which might derive from late Roman motifs.11 A recurring
motif on the early Gotlandic picture stones is the rowing boat, interpreted as
a barque of the dead.12 Anthropomorphic figures fighting against dragon-like
monsters elate to mythic contents.13
In the second “monumental stone period”, the image areas generally are
divided into vertically arranged registers showing a variety of figurative
depictions. The wealth of figural motifs with a scenic/narrative character
especially attracted the attention of archaeologists as well as philologists and
invited interpretations on the basis of Old Norse literary tradition.14
Of course, the basic problem of such an endeavour lies in the fact that
while the pagan stone monuments were created during the 5th to 11th centuries,
the texts providing information about the pre-Christian imagination of
the Scandinavians predominantly were written down in the 13th century
by Christian scholars in far-away Iceland.15 Thus, their value for the
reconstruction of the spiritual world of pre-Christian eras is compromised
and has to be discussed on a case-by-case basis. Many of these sources suggest
antiqueness, but in fact rather tell more about their authors and their view
on the past than about the religion of their ancestors. There are, however,
Old Icelandic texts that do preserve very ancient narrative materials and
religious beliefs. Furthermore, the origin of several pertinent Skaldic poems
as well as relevant mythological and heroic lays of the Poetic Edda can be
10 Most recently: A. Andrén, From Sunset to Sunset. An Interpretation of the Early Gotlandic
Picture Stones, in: Gotland’s Picture Stones…, pp. 49-58; A. Andrén, Tracing Old Norse Cosmology.
The World Tree, Middle Earth, and the Sun from Archaeological Perspectives, Vägar till Midgård,
XVI, Lund 2014, pp. 117f.
11 W. Holmqvist, De äldsta gotländska bildstenarna…
12 S. Oehrl, Die Bildsteine Gotlands…, pp. 55f.
13 Ibidem, pp. 105f, 121f.
14 Cf. G.W. Weber, Odins Wagen. Reflexe altnordischen Totenglaubens in literarischen und
bildlichen Zeugnissen der Wikingerzeit, “Frühmittelalterliche Studien” VII (1973), pp. 88-99;
L. Buisson, Der Bildstein Ardre VIII auf Gotland. Göttermythen, Heldensagen und Jenseitsglaube
der Germanen im 8. Jahrhundert n. Chr., Abhandlungen der Akademie der Wissenschaften in
Göttingen. Philologisch-Historische Klasse, Dritte Folge, CII, Göttingen 1976; D. Ellmers,
Religiöse Vorstellungen der Germanen im Bildprogramm gotländischer Bildsteine und der Ostkrypta
des Bremer Domes, “Jahrbuch der Wittheit zu Bremen” XXV (1981), pp. 31-54; B. BöttgerNiedenzu, Darstellungen auf gotländischen Bildsteinen, vor allem des Typs C und D, und
die Frage ihres Zusammenhanges mit Stoffen der altnordischen Literatur, Hausarbeit zur
Erlangung des Magistergrades an der Ludwig-Maximilians-Universität München, München
1982; D. Ellmers, Schiffsdarstellungen auf skandinavischen Grabsteinen, in: Zum Problem der Deutung
frühmittelalterlicher Bildinhalte. Akten des 1. Internationalen Kolloquiums in Marburg a.d. Lahn,
15. bis 19. Februar 1983, ed. H. Roth, Veröffentlichungen des Vorgeschichtlichen Seminars der
Philipps-Universität Marburg a.d. Lahn, Sonderband, IV, Sigmaringen 1986, pp. 341-372.
15 S. Oehrl, Die Bildsteine Gotlands…, pp. 43-46.
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dated considerably earlier than the manuscripts they are handed down to
us in – to the 9th and 10th centuries and thus to pre-Christian times.16 With
this in mind, the interpretation of picture stones on the basis of Old Icelandic
literature is not too far-fetched.
The most common motif of the Type C/D picture stones is a horseman
being welcomed by a woman with a drinking horn. Technically, it appears to
be based on the late antique images of the emperor’s adventus.17 Considering
Old Norse literary tradition, it can be interpreted as the arrival of a fallen
warrior in Valhǫll:18 At the gate to the “warriors’ paradise”, a valkyrie offers
the fallen hero a welcoming drink, as is told in the skaldic poem Eiríksmál
(shortly after AD 954) – a lament for the Norwegian king Eirik Bloodaxe. In
this context, the sailing ship – invariably located in the lower register of the
stone – is also regarded as linked to the journey to the realms of the dead and
interpreted as a means of transport.19 There also is evidence on the Gotlandic
picture stones of the story of Wayland the Smith,20 myths about the Norse
16 Obviously, the datings rarely are unimpeachable and often are subject of lively debate.
An important example for the relatively early recording into writing of Old Norse myths is
Ragnarsdrápa of the skald Bragi inn gamli Boddason, a poem commonly dated to the 9th century,
but occasionally to the 10th century or about the year 1000 (R. McTurk, Ragnarsdrápa, in:
Reallexikon der germanischen Altertumskunde, XXIV, eds. H. Beck et al., Berlin-New York 2003,
pp. 112-117, esp. 114-116). The earliest heroic lays in the Edda, such as Atlakviða, relating the
fall of the Burgundians, are dated to the 9th/10th centuries (Kommentar zu den Liedern der Edda,
VII, Heldenlieder. Atlakviða in grœnlenzka, Atlamál in grœnlenzko, Frá Guðrúno, Guðrúnarhvǫt,
Hamðismál, eds. K. von See, B. La Farge, S. Horst, K. Schulz, Heidelberg 2012, pp. 147-149, 191).
Among the earliest mythological poems are the “apocalyptic vision” of the Vǫluspá (10th century
or about the year 1000, at any rate before 1065; Völuspá, ed. S. Nordal, transl. O. Wilts, Texte
zur Forschung, XXXIII, Darmstadt 1980, pp. 129f., 137f.).
17 Recently W. Heizmann, Das adventus-Motiv auf dem langen Horn von Gallehus (1639),
in: Bilddenkmäler zur germanischen Götter- und Heldensage, eds. W. Heizmann, S. Oehrl,
Ergänzungsbände zum Reallexikon der germanischen Altertumskunde, XCI, Berlin-Boston
2015, pp. 83-118.
18 See esp. the groundbreaking work by Ellmers: D. Ellmers, Der frühmittelalterliche
Hafen der Ingelheimer Kaiserpfalz und gotländische Bildsteine, “Schiff und Zeit” I (1973), pp. 5257; D. Ellmers, Fränkisches Königszeremoniell auch in Walhall, “Beiträge zur Schleswiger
Stadtgeschichte” XXV (1980), pp. 115-126; D. Ellmers, Valhalla and the Gotland Stones, in: The
Ship as Symbol in Prehistoric and Medieval Scandinavia, eds. O. Crumlin-Pedersen, B. Munch Thye,
Publications from the National Museum. Studies in Archaeology & History, I, Kopenhagen
1995, pp. 165-171. Compiling both the arguments and relevant literature: S. Oehrl, Ornithomorphe
Psychopompoi im Bildprogramm der gotländischen Bildsteine. Ikonografische Auswertung des
Neufundes vom Hafenplatz in Fröjel, “Frühmittelalterliche Studien” XLIV (2010), pp. 1-37; S. Oehrl,
Die Bildsteine Gotlands…, pp. 47-55.
19 S. Oehrl, Die Bildsteine Gotlands…, pp. 55-58.
20 R. Nedoma, Die bildlichen und schriftlichen Denkmäler der Wielandsage, Göppinger
Arbeiten zur Germanistik, CCCCXC, Göppingen 1988, pp. 27-31; S. Oehrl, Bildliche Darstellungen
vom Schmied Wieland und ein unerwarteter Auftritt in Walhall, in: Goldsmith Mysteries – The Elusive
Gold Smithies of the North. Papers Presented at the Workshop Organized by the Centre for Baltic and
Scandinavian Archaeology (ZBSA), Schleswig, June 20th and 21th, 2011, eds. A. Pesch, R. Blankenfeldt,
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gods such as the punishment of Loki,21 Odin as companion of the dead,22 or
his eight-legged horse,23 as well as depictions of pagan ritualistic acts (human
sacrifice, feasts, horse fights).24
Of the 570 picture stones that are known to date on Gotland, about half
have been found in the numerous rural churches on the island, where they
had been re-used as building materials during the Middle Ages.25

gotland’s ChurChes
Because of the remarkably large number of medieval rural churches, Gotland is
called the “Island of a hundred churches.”26 In fact, there are 94 rural churches,
of which only three have fallen into disrepair since the 16th century, while
the other 91 are in use to this day. In urban Visby, 16 churches existed, but
only St Mary’s Cathedral is still intact. Several of the others remain as ruins,
and some more have vanished completely. A similar concentration of wellpreserved medieval churches is hardly paralleled anywhere in Europe.
The large number of rural churches on Gotland is the result of three factors:
1. On Gotland, no permission by the bishop or the king was necessary to
build a church, as was the case on the Swedish mainland.27 This is directed
in cap. 3.22f. of the Gutalag,28 a law book, which was ratified by the Gotlandic
Schriften des Archäologischen Landesmuseums, Ergänzungsreihe, VIII, Neumünster 2012,
pp. 279-335, esp. 284-287.
21 S. Lindqvist, Gotlands Bildsteine, I, p. 96; II, p. 24; L. Buisson, Der Bildstein Ardre VIII…,
pp. 65f.
22 S. Oehrl, Der göttliche Schiffsbegleiter mit dem “Hörnerhelm”. Ein bislang unbekanntes
wikingerzeitliches Bildsteinfragment aus St. Valle im Kirchspiel Rute auf Gotland, “Zeitschrift für
deutsches Altertum und deutsche Literatur” CXLVI (2017), pp. 3-42; S. Oehrl, Die Bildsteine
Gotlands…, pp. 227-242.
23 W. Heizmann, Das adventus-Motiv…, p. 95.
24 S. Oehrl, Die Bildsteine Gotlands…, pp. 60-63.
25 Ibidem, pp. 36-42.
26 Information regarding Gotland’s rural churches is primarily provided by the respective
volumes of the series “Sveriges Kyrkor, Konsthistoriskt Inventarium”; short descriptions of
all churches are offered in the handbook E. Lagerlöf, G. Svahnström, Die Kirchen Gotlands, Kiel
1991. See also A. Andrén, Det Medeltida Gotland. En arkeologisk guidebook, Lund 2011, pp. 152227. A lively impression of the equipment of the Gotlandic rural churches is conveyed in the
following illustrated books: S. Lundquist, Medeltida Stenmästare och Dopfuntar på Gotland.
Romanska skedet 1100-1200-talen, Bocksarve 2012; Chr. Jonson, E. Sjöstrand, B. af Geijerstam,
Änglar och Drakar. En gotländsk kulturskatt, Malmö 2013.
27 Guta Lag. The Law of the Gotlanders, ed. and transl. Chr. Peel, Viking Society for Northern
Research, Text Series, XIX, London 2009, pp. 73f.
28 D. Strauch, Gutalag, in: Reallexikon der germanischen Altertumskunde, XIII, pp. 222-226;
D. Strauch, Mittelalterliches Nordisches Recht bis 1500. Eine Quellenkunde, Ergänzungsbände
zum Reallexikon der germanischen Altertumskunde, LXXIII, Berlin-New York 2011, pp. 505f.;
Guta Lag…, xiv f. Still essential is the edition by Schlyte: C.J. Schlyter, Gotlands-Lagen. Codex
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althing and written down in 1220. Every free farmer was allowed – in order
to achieve “greater convenience than before” – to build a new church. 2. The
means for such projects were available: While long-distance trade thrived in
the Hanseatic town of Visby and the wealth stimulated its inhabitants to brisk
construction activities, the rural population of Gotland, which formed a free
farmers republic, also prospered. Over a period of about 200 years, following
the example of the town, this wealth was invested in the building of churches.
3. And then an excellent building material was available in infinite amounts:
Gotlandic limestone and soft and easily workable sandstone, quarried
locally in the south of the island, were the basis for the fast establishment
of schools for builders and sculptors. The building history of the Gotlandic
rural churches can be classified into seven phases:29
(A) The earliest churches on Gotland were simple wooden buildings,
erected in the late Viking Age, in the late 11th (or early 12th) century and
thus in a time, when the monumental stones of period E still were put
up. None of these “Viking churches” has survived, but about a dozen has
been documented archaeologically, for instance when planks from the
wooden churches were re-used in their stone successors and discovered
during restoration works. Examples for this are the churches in Guldrupe30
and Hemse31 that both boast carved ornaments in the late Viking-Age
runestone style. Further, beneath the churches’ floors, post-holes, and
remains of wooden wall structures have been found, as in the case of the
church of Garda.32
(B) As early as the early 12th century, the wooden churches were given
large Romanesque stone choirs with apses. This stage is easily recognisable
in the church in Silte,33 where the ground plan of the preceding wooden
iuris Gotlandici, cum notis criticis, variis lectionibus, nova versione Suecana, glossariis et in dicibus
nominum propriorum, Samling af Sweriges Gamla Lagar. Corpus Iuris Sueo-Gotorum Antiqui,
I, Lund 1852.
29 E. Lagerlöf, G. Svahntröm, Die Kirchen Gotlands, pp. 17-40; A. Andrén, Det Medeltida
Gotland…, pp. 149-166. For the wooden churches, see G. Trotzig, Holzkirchenarchäologie auf
Gotland und der Sonderfall von Silte, in: Frühe Holzkirchen im nördlichen Europa, ed. C. Ahrens,
Hamburg 1982, pp. 277-293.
30 E. Ekhof, Svenska Stavkyrkor. Jämte iakttagelser över de norska samt redogörelse för i Danmark
och England kända lämningar av stavkonstruktioner, Kungliga Vitterhets Historie och Antikvitets
Akademien, Monografiserie, IX, Stockholm 1914-1916, pp. 132-138, figs 109-111.
31 Ibidem, pp. 79-128 with figures, esp. figs 101-103; E. Lagerlöf, B. Stolt, Hemse kyrkor,
Hemse ting, Sveriges Kyrkor 131, Gotland VI,3, Stockholm 1969, pp. 181-191 with figures,
esp. fig. 208 and on p. 182.
32 G. Trotzig, En arkeologisk undersökning i Garda kyrka på Gotland, “Fornvännen” 6 (1970),
pp. 1-17; E. Lagerlöf, Garde kyrka, Sveriges Kyrkor 145, Gotland V,3, Stockholm 1972, pp. 288290, fig. 326.
33 G. Trotzig, Holzkirchenarchäologie auf Gotland…

76

sigMund oehrl

building was uncovered below the floor of the nave, with the remains of
a wall built from planks and of an external stone layer. Beneath the plaster
on the inside of the choir wall, the impression of the old, wooden gable
of the nave was discovered. This marks the place where the nave of the
wooden church and the new, Romanesque stone choir met.
(C) During the 12th century, the wooden naves were torn down as well and
replaced by Romanesque stone buildings, and (D) by about the middle
of the 13th century, towers were added and the Romanesque churches
completed. None of the earliest stone churches in Gotland is completely
preserved, but only elements can be identified. Examples are the nave of
the church in Källunge,34 which seems tiny compared to the large Gothic
choir and is dated to the first half of the 12th or even to the late 11th century,35
or the choir of the church in Havdhem,36 which belongs to the first half
of the 12th century. In the Gothic nave of the church in Sanda, dated to
the 13th century, decorated stone monuments have been inserted into the
outer facade of an earlier church building. Their ornament is related to
the runestone style and probably developed during the late Viking Age or
towards the end of the 12th century at the latest.37 An example of a complete
Romanesque building, including nave, tower, and choir with apse, is the
church in Hemse, which was completed in the early 13th century and never
enlarged afterwards.38
(E) In the second half of the 13th and at the beginning of the 14th century,
many Romanesque choirs were demolished and replaced by larger (early)
Gothic choirs with straight short walls. In this stadium, the choir is higher
than the nave, as in the instances of Källunge and Garda.39 (F) Lastly, from
the late 13th to about the middle of the 14th century, the Romanesque naves
were replaced by Gothic ones (the church in Grötlingbo40 remained in this
34 H. Hegardt, Källunge Kyrka, in: Rute Setting, ed. J. Roosval, Sveriges Kyrkor.
Konsthistorik Inventarium 42, Gotland II, Stockholm 1935, pp. 208-228 with figures, esp.
figs 292-293, 320; E. Lagerlöf, G. Svahnström, Die Kirchen Gotlands, pp. 179-181; A. Andrén,
Det Medeltida Gotland…, pp. 191-193.
35 H. Hegardt, Källunge kyrka, pp. 212 f; A. Andrén, Det Medeltida Gotland…, p. 191.
36 E. Lagerlöf, G. Svahnström, Die Kirchen Gotlands, pp. 164f.
37 J. Roosval, F. Sällström, Sanda kyrka, in: Hejde Setting, ed. J. Roosval, Sveriges Kyrkor 54,
Gotland III, Stockholm 1942, pp. 140-143, plate Ia-b. For other preserved Viking-Age elements
of the building, see pp. 143f.
38 E. Lagerlöf, B. Stolt, Hemse kyrkor…, pp. 193-203, illustration on p. 192, fig. 210-211,
213-216; E. Lagerlöf, G. Svahnström, Die Kirchen Gotlands, pp. 172-175.
39 E. Lagerlöf, Garde kyrka, fig. 265; E. Lagerlöf, G. Svahnström, Die Kirchen Gotlands,
pp. 142-144; A. Andrén, Det Medeltida Gotland…, pp. 199-201.
40 E. Lagerlöf, G. Svahnström, Die Kirchen Gotlands, pp. 147-150; B. Stolt, Grötlingbo Kyrka,
Grötlinge Ting, Sveriges Kyrkor 226, Gotland IX,2, Stockholm 2001, pp. 17-55, fig. 12-16, 19;
A. Andrén, Det Medeltida Gotland…, pp. 206-210.
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stage, for example), in some cases followed (G) by the completion of the
Gothic style church by the erection of a new tower, as in Rone.41
About the middle of the 14th century, any building activity in the island
ceased more or less abruptly. The pauperisation of the rural population,
initiated by the conquest of Gotland by the Danish King Valdemar IV Atterdag
in 1361, led to the result that neither large-scale reconstruction measures, nor
demolitions could be carried through. The Gotlandic rural churches were
“frozen” in their respective conditions, while only a few fell in ruins. They
represent a multifaceted and unique cultural heritage that attracts a great
amount of art-historical interest. The appeal of the churches also lies in their
unusually rich sculpture and interior furnishings – portals and baptismal
fonts,42 well-preserved (partly Russian-Byzantine)43 murals44 and paintings
on wooden planks, wooden sculptures, such as the famous Golden Madonna
of Viklau,45 and the group of triumphal crosses46 as well as the extraordinary
number of preserved coloured-glass windows.47

PiCture stones in ChurChes: PersPeCtives For interPretations
Of the 570 picture stones known to date in Gotland, 240 are encountered in
churches. Those integrated in church construction are predominantly found
41 E. Lagerlöf, G. Svahnström, Die Kirchen Gotlands, pp. 222-224; E. Lagerlöf, B. Stolt,
Hemse kyrkor…, pp. 372-381, figs 399f.
42 J. Roosval, Die Steinmeister Gottlands. Eine Geschichte der führenden Taufstein-Werkstätten
des schwedischen Mittelalters, ihrer Voraussetzungen und Begleit-Erscheinungen, Stockholm 1918;
E. Lagerlöf, Gotländsk stenskulptur från gotiken, Uddevalla 1975; F. Fåhraeus, Dopfuntarna, deras
tillbehör och placering på Gotland under medeltiden. En inventering, Stockholm 1974; S. Lundquist,
Medeltida Stenmästare…
43 E. Lagerlöf, Gotland och Bysans, Visby 1999; E. Lagerlöf, Gotland och Bysans. Östligt
inflytande under vikingatid och tidig medeltid, in: Från Bysans till Norden. Östliga kyrkoinfluenser under
vikingatid och tidig medeltid, ed. H. Janson, Skellefteå 2005, pp. 139-152; S. Vasilyeva, Byzantinska
traditioner i Gotlands konst under 1100-tallet, “Fornvännen” CIV (2009), pp. 97-111.
44 B.G. Söderberg, De gotländska passionsmålningarna och deras stilfränder, Kungl. Vitterhets,
Historie och Antikvitets Akademiens handlingar, LIV, Stockholm 1942; B.G. Söderberg,
Gotländska kalkmålningar 1200-1400, Gotländska Minnesmärken, III, Uppsala 1971.
45 C.R. af Ugglas, Gotlands medeltida träskulptur till och med höggotikens inbrott. Bidrag till
kännedomen om stilströmningarna i norden under den äldre medeltiden, Stockholm 1915, pp. 99f.;
More detailed, recently: T. Kunz, Skulptur um 1200. Das Kölner Atelier der Viklau-Madonna auf
Gotland und der ästhetische Wandel in der 2. Hälfte des 12. Jahrhunderts, Studien zur internationalen
Architektur- und Kunstgeschichte, XLV, Petersberg 2007.
46 C.R. af Ugglas, Gotlands medeltida träskulptur…, passim; J. Wolska, Ringkors från
Gotlands medeltid, Stockholm 1997, passim. Recently e.g.: C.H. Eliason, Triumfkrucifixet i Rute
kyrka och retablet från Ala kyrka. Två polykromier från 1300-talet, in: Kyrka och tro på medeltidens
Gotland. Till minne av Gunnar Svahnström (1915-2012), ed. C. Theliander, “Gotländskt Arkiv”
LXXXV (2013), pp. 147-168.
47 J. Roosval, Gotländsk Vitriarius. De gotländska glasmålningarnas bestånd och historia,
Stockholm 1950.
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in the choir and nave, where they frequently were used in the flooring or as
steps of a staircase, and in the tower. Johansen notes that while during the
12th century, picture stones of the late type (Phase C/D) predominantly were
built into the walls of the nave, however, especially during the 13th century,
their main occurrence shifts to the choir. The early picture stones (Phase A)
primarily – since the 13th century – were found in the tower.48
The questions to be discussed here are: Why were so many pagan picture
stones incorporated in the Gotlandic churches, what was the builders’ intention,
and what conceptions did they and their contemporaries associate with these
measures?49 Recent research has dealt with this question only marginally:
A seminal and comprehensive study does not exist. Occasionally, it is postulated
that the picture stones, which were easily available in pre-Christian burial
grounds, simply were regarded and utilised as suitable building material.50
Frequently, however, the places chosen for the stones within a church
building appear to be both exposed and deliberate. A good example is the
Type A stone Bro kyrka I,51 which was turned to a horizontal position and
built into the wall next to the entrance into a chamber, which was added to
the building at about 1300, between the tower and the west wall of the nave.
It is at about eye level and very conspicuous. While at Bro, the stone had been
trimmed into a rectangular shape, in order to fit the better into the wall’s
stonework, there also are instances, in which the characteristic, cumbersome
“mushroom shape” was retained – which from a mason’s perspective is
awkward and makes little sense (e.g. Akebäck kyrka I).52 Apparently, it was
supposed to remain clear for everyone even after the stone having been re48 B. Johansen, Ormalur. Aspekter på tillvaro och och landskap, Stockholm Studies in
Archaeology, XIV, Stockholm 1997, pp. 211-215. This is based on the information on the finding
place in S. Lindqvist, Gotlands Bildsteine and J.P. Lamm, E. Nylén, Bildstenar as well as the
dating of the churches by E. Lagerlöf, G. Svahnström, Die Kirchen Gotlands. The assessment
of the respective churches’ architectural history is, however, a complex matter, and often it
is difficult to determine the precise date when the picture stone was re-used. This requires
intensive researches, especially in the archives in Visby and Stockholm, where the reports on
discovery and restoration are stored.
49 Unlike in Gotland, there are written sources on the Continent providing insight into
possible intentions of the principals, builders, and clerics: see e.g. A. Esch, Wiederverwendung
von Antike…, pp. 11-60.
50 K.G. Måhl, Bildstenar och Stavgårdar…, p. 18; J.P. Lamm, E. Nylén, Bildstenar, p. 74;
L. Thunmark-Nylén, Die Wikingerzeit Gotlands, III, Stockholm 2006, pp. 583; P. Widerström,
Leaving no stone unturned, in: Gotland’s Picture Stones…, p. 38.
51 S. Lindqvist, Gotlands Bildsteine, I, fig. 11-12; II, p. 29 fig. 319; J.P. Lamm, E. Nylén,
Bildstenar, list no. 27; S. Oehrl, Die Kirche von Bro auf Gotland – ein Fall von Kultplatzkontinuität?, in:
Germanische Kultorte. Vergleichende, historische und rezeptionsgeschichtliche Zugänge, ed. M. Egeler,
Münchner Nordistische Studien, München 2016, pp. 206-273, esp. 255f.
52 S. Lindqvist, Gotlands Bildsteine, II, p. 13 fig. 301; J.P. Lamm, E. Nylén, Bildstenar, list
no. 1.

Pagan stones in Christian ChurChes. Medieval views on the Past…

79

used in the church building, that this was a picture stone from the age of the
forefathers. Instances like these suggest a symbolic meaning of the secondarily
used picture stones. Whether this meaning was aiming at the overcoming of
the pagan religion or rather at its benevolent transition into the new age and
a form of continuity is controversial.53
The only essay to date dealing in some detail with the secondary form
of usage of the Gotlandic picture stones and their function in the Middle
Ages, is by Burström, who, based on a selection of examples, arrives at the
following assessment: “The large number of picture stones found in churches
and the ways in which the stones have been used within the churches clearly
indicate that the stones were ascribed deeper meanings than that of building
material.”54 An important foundation for Burströms reflections is a custom
observed during the tenure of archbishop Unwan of Bremen-Hamburg
(1013-1029), mentioned by Adam of Bremen.55 According to his testimony,
the sacred groves (luci) of the pagans (Saxons and Frisians) were destroyed,
and the wood of the old sanctuaries was utilised for the building of churches.
Burström deduces: “The fact that the picture stones let themselves be inserted
into this new context was apparently evidence of the superiority of the
new faith. As a paradox, the presence of picture stones in the churches also
expressed a kind of continuity between the old and new faith.”56
The custom to re-use elements of pagan shrines to build churches has
a long tradition, beginning in late Antiquity, was encouraged especially by
Gallic bishops, and is also apparent in the case of Boniface and Donar’s Oak
in Geismar.57 There are several examples, such as from Trier and Brioude/
Auvergne, where stones of ancient temples have been transported to churches,
hoping to create an incentive to go to church.58 The wood of Donar’s Oak that
Boniface cut down was used to build St Peter’s church in Fritzlar (Vita Bonifatii,
ch. 6).59 This procedure follows the tradition of Pope Gregory I, who called
53 M. Burström, Other Generations’ Interpretation and Use of the Past: The Case of the Picture
Stones on Gotland, “Current Swedish Archaeology” IV (1996), pp. 21-40; J.P. Lamm, E. Nylén,
Bildstenar, p. 74; M. Rundkvist, The Secondary Use of Picture Stones…
54 M. Burström, Other Generations’ Interpretation and Use of the Past…, p. 29.
55 Magistri Adam Bremensis Gesta Hammaburgensis ecclesiae Pontificum, II. 48, in: Quellen des
9. und 11. Jahrhunderts zur Geschichte der Hamburgischen Kirche und des Reiches, eds. W. Trillmich,
R. Buchner, V. Scior, Ausgewählte Quellen zur deutschen Gesichte des Mittelalters. Freiherrvom-Stein-Gedächtnisausgabe, XI, 7th edition, Darmstadt 2000.
56 M. Burström, Other Generations’ Interpretation and Use of the Past…, p. 28.
57 G. Krutzler, Kult und Tabu. Wahrnehmungen der Germania bei Bonifatius, Anthropologie
des Mittelalters, II, Wien, Münster 2010, pp. 99f., with examples.
58 Ibidem, p. 99, with references.
59 R. Rau, Briefe des Bonifatius. Willibalds Leben des Bonifatius nebst einigen zeitgenössischen
Dokumenten, Ausgewählte Quellen zur deutschen Geschichte des Mittelalters, Freiherr-vomStein-Gedächtnisausgabe, IVb, Darmstadt 1968, pp. 450-525.
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for Christian rededication and continued use of pagan cult buildings.60 On
one hand, continuity is suggested by the integration of components of old
sanctuaries so that a bridge is built, on the other, it makes visible the victory
of the new faith over heathendom.
Bro kyrka I is not the only picture stone in Gotland to be built into
a church’s facade with its obverse outward and well visible. In the church of
Akebäck (Akebäck kyrka I),61 a Phase C monument of considerable size was
integrated into the north wall of the nave in this way but remained hidden
for a long time under a coating of plaster.62 This stone also was rotated to its
side. Another example is the fragment of a Type C stone in the outer wall of
the choir of Viklau kyrka.63
A similar case from the Slavic religious history may shed some light in this
context:64 After his victory over the Rani in 1168, King Valdemar the Great of
Denmark had twelve wooden churches erected on the island of Rügen. In the
outside of the eastern brick wall of the parish church in Altenkirchen, begun
in 1185, a Slavic picture stone – either a grave-marker or a cult image – is
integrated at base height. It features a bearded man with a drinking horn in
his hand, who has been identified as the Slavic god Svetovit. Interestingly,
the stone was built in horizontally, just as Bro kyrka I, so that the figure of the
god appears as if fallen over. It is tempting to think that this was to visualise
in a drastic way to the churchgoers the victory of Christianity over the old
60 Letter by Pope Gregory I to Abbot Mellitus of 18 July 601 (Kirchengeschichte des englischen
Volkes. Beda der Ehrwürdige. Historia ecclesiastica gentis Anglorum, I, 30, ed. G. Spitzbart, Darmstadt
1997, pp. 110-113). In late Antiquity, the rededication of pagan sanctuaries, as demanded by
Gregory, was a popular method, such as in the case of the Pantheon in Rome, which in 608
was converted into a church dedicated to The Mother of God (G. Krutzler, Kult und Tabu…,
pp. 99f., with other examples). Von Padberg calls this “accommodation through rededication”:
L.E. von Padberg, Mission und Christianisierung. Formen und Folgen bei Angelsachsen und Franken
im 7. und 8. Jahrhundert, Stuttgart 1995, pp. 151f.; idem, Die Inszenierung religiöser Konfrontationen.
Theorie und Praxis der Missionspredigt im frühen Mittelalter, Monographien zur Geschichte des
Mittelalters, LI, Stuttgart 2003, pp. 318-322; idem, Das Christentum als missionarische Religion.
Missionskonzepte von Bonifatius bis ins späte Mittelalter, in: CREDO. Christianisierung Europas im
Mittelalter, I: Essays, eds. Chr. Stiegemann, M. Kroker, W. Walter, Petersberg 2013, pp. 130-139,
esp. pp. 134-137.
61 S. Lindqvist, Gotlands Bildsteine, II, p. 13, fig. 301; J.P. Lamm, E. Nylén, Bildstenar, list
no. 1.
62 S. Lindqvist, Gotlands Bildsteine, II, p. 301.
63 J.P. Lamm, E. Nylén, Bildstenar, list no. 435.
64 L.E. von Padberg, Die Inszenierung religiöser Konfrontationen…, p. 258, fn. 531, with
references; L.E. von Padberg, Missionierendes Christentum und nichtchristliche Religionen im
frühen Mittelalter, “Schweizerische Zeitschrift für Religions- und Kulturgeschichte” CVI (2012),
pp. 483-503, 495 with fn. 45; B. Kunkel, Bildstein von Altenkirchen, in: CREDO. Christianisierung
Europas im Mittelalter, II: Katalog, eds. Chr. Stiegemann, M. Kroker, W. Walter, Petersberg 2013,
pp. 629-631.
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gods.65 The church in Altenkirchen had been erected on a burial mound of
the Rani, and as a sign of victory and/or continuity, a picture stone from the
pagan sanctuary was integrated into the building. Possibly another parallel
is the Roman carved stone with the image of Mercurius in the west wall of
St Martin’s church in Pliezhausen.66 Again, the rectangular stone was placed
on its side, the god toppled, as it were. Reportedly, the image of the god
commonly was designated as the “devil” in the local vernacular. The church
was built in the 11th or the 12th century, supposedly on the site of a Roman
sanctuary, as a Romanesque chapel and later was redesigned in Gothic style.
There are many more examples of spolia of this kind. On the other hand, it
has to be kept in mind that a horizontal position of a large rectangular stone
slab can just be the result of practical architectonical considerations. There is
no compelling reason to interpret such a position as symbolic.
It is a remarkable fact that picture stones often are encountered in the
presbytery,67 often as floor slabs, with the obverse facing upwards, so that
over the course of the centuries, the stones’ reliefs were badly worn down
by footsteps. The presbytery, the most important and most sacred part of the
church, usually was only accessible to the ordained. It is possible that it is
not a coincidence that so many picture stones – many clearly visible – were
reused here in particular. Perhaps it was the symbolic objective to have the
pagan images stamped on by the clerics’ feet and thereby gradually erase
them, just as Christ crushed and overcame the pagan idols? Is this a form of
iconoclasm?68
A group of very tall picture stones was used for bases of baptismal
fonts, and this also might have been meant as the symbolic overcoming and
condemnation (damnatio) of pagan polytheism and idolatry – for example at

65 That it was the intention to “Christianise” antique stone monuments and banish their
demonic/diabolical powers by immuring them in churches, has been considered repeatedly
in spolia research, see esp. L. Eckhart, Gedanken über Römersteine in alten Kirchen, “Jahrbuch
des oberösterreichischen Musealvereins” CXIX (1974), pp. 29-38.
66 E. Jung, Germanische Götter und Helden in christlicher Zeit, 2nd edition, München
1939, pp. 390f., with fig. 162; P. Gößler, Germanisch-Christliches an Kirchen und Friedhöfen
Südwestdeutschlands, “Archiv für Religionswissenschaft” XXXV (1938), pp. 65-92, 73.
67 G. Rausing, Rezension über: Lamm, Nylén, Stones, Ships and Symbols. The Picture Stones of
Gotland from the Viking Age and before, Stockholm 1988, “Fornvännen” LXXXIV (1989), pp. 178181, here p. 181; B. Johansen, Ormalur…, pp. 211-215.
68 According to Thunmark-Nylén, the removal of picture stones from their original
site already represents a form of iconoclasm: L. Thunmark-Nylén, Die Wikingerzeit…, p. 508;
cf. M. Burström, Other Generations’ Interpretation and Use of the Past…, p. 28.
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Alskog kyrka,69 Gothem kyrka III,70 Levide kyrka 2 and 3,71 and Roma kyrka 2.72
The two stones mentioned first each feature a cup-shaped depression as well
as a perforation, which served as collecting basin and drain for the holy water
(piscina).73 Romanesque fonts frequently are decorated – especially on their
base – with images of vanquishers of beasts, demons, and monsters that
were intended to illustrate the victory over the reign of the devil by baptism
(baptismal exorcism).74 The pagan picture cycles on the Gotlandic picture
stones used for bases of baptismal fonts might also have been selected with
this intention in mind and conspicuously forced into the service of baptism,
in order to illustrate the victory of the Christian faith over the demons, i.e. the
pagan gods.
In fact, ancient images of gods were installed in medieval churches with
the intention to have them condemned, downright mocked, or even ritually
abused.75 Well known is the case of a 2nd/3rd century Roman marble statue of
Venus that for centuries stood in front of St Matthews’ Basilica in Trier.76 It was
removed from its secondary site only in 1811 and today is in the Rheinisches
Landesmuseum Trier (inv. no. G. 44d). In front of the Basilica, it was shackled
69 S. Lindqvist, Gotlands Bildsteine, I, fig. 135; II, p. 13-15, fig. 303f.; J.P. Lamm, E. Nylén,
Bildstenar, list no. 2.
70 S. Lindqvist, Gotlands Bildsteine, II, p. 48, fig. 358; J.P. Lamm, E. Nylén, Bildstenar, list
no. 73.
71 J.P. Lamm, E. Nylén, Bildstenar, list no. 168a-b; S. Lindqvist, Forngutniska altaren och
därtill knutna studier, “Kungl. Humanistiska Vetenskaps-Samfundet i Uppsala, Årsbok” (19601962), pp. 1-185, esp. 70f. and fig. 23.
72 J.P. Lamm, E. Nylén, Bildstenar, list no. 442.
73 F. Fåhraeus, Dopfuntarna…, pp. 109f., fig. 192.
74 G. Pudelko, Romanische Taufsteine, Berlin 1932, pl. VII, XIII, XVI, XVII, XIX; W. von
Blankenburg, Heilige und dämonische Tiere. Die Symbolsprache der deutschen Ornamentik im frühen
Mittelalter, Leipzig 1943, fig. 75, 147; F. Carlsson, The Iconology of Tectonics in Romanesque Art,
Hässleholm 1976, fig. 38-39, 42, 56, 131, 170-171, 187-197, 199, 242; M. Lurker, Wörterbuch der
Symbolik, 5th edition, Stuttgart 1991, s.v. Bauplastik, p. 82; P. Dinzelbacher, Monster und Dämonen
am Kirchenbau, in: Dämonen, Monster, Fabelwesen, eds. U. Müller, W. Wunderlich, MittelalterMythen, II, St. Gallen 1999, pp. 103-126, esp. 116; K.-H. Clasen, Die Überwindung des Bösen.
Ein Beitrag zur Ikonographie des frühen Mittelalters, in: Neue Beiträge deutscher Forschung. Wilhelm
Worringer zum 60. Geburtstag, ed. E. Fidder, Königsberg 1943, pp. 13-36, esp. 22f.
75 P. Dinzelbacher, Handbuch der Religionsgeschichte im deutschsprachigen Raum, II: Hochund Spätmittelalter, Paderborn 2000, pp. 159f.
76 Führer durch das Landesmuseum Trier, ed. R. Schindler, Trier 1980, p. 86, fig. 261;
W. Binsfeld in: Trier. Kaiserresidenz und Bischofssitz. Die Stadt in spätantiker und frühchristlicher
Zeit. Ausstellung am 4. Mai-10. November 1984 im Rheinischen Landesmuseum Trier, ed. Rheinisches
Landesmuseum Trier, Mainz 1984, pp. 202f., no. 91; W. Binsfeld, K. Goethert-Polascheck,
L. Schwinder, Katalog der römischen Steindenkmäler des Rehinisches Landesmuseum Trier, I: Götterund Weihdenkmäler, Corpus Signorum Imperii Romani, Deutschland, IV, 3, Mainz 1988, no. 333;
H.-P. Kuhnen, Das römische Trier, Führer zu archäologischen Denkmälern in Deutschland, XL,
Stuttgart 2001, pp. 177f.; A. Esch, Wiederverwendung von Antike im Mittelalter…, p. 75, fig. 22.
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with iron chains and during the Middle Ages is reported to regularly and
ritualistically have been pelted with stones by churchgoers, as is documented
in a written record from 1551.77 As a result of this continuous violation,
the statue is now badly maimed and abraded and hardly recognisable as
a human figure anymore. An inscription plate, created about 1540 to 1560,
has the statue itself give testimony about its fate and meaning: It was a false
goddess, it says, an idol that once was venerated as a deity, but was destroyed
by St Eucharius when he came to Trier, and now stood here to be ridiculed
by all and sundry –
WOLT IHR WISSEN WAS ICH BIN
ICH BIN GEWESEN EIN ABGOTTIN
DA S. EVCHARIVS ZV TRIER KAM
ER MICH ZERBRACH MEIN EHR ABNAHM
ICH WAR GEEHRET ALS EIN GOTT
IETZ STEHEN ICH HIE DER WELT ZV SPOT [...]

Also, in St Stephen’s Cathedral in Vienna, ancient idols have been integrated to
warn and be mocked.78 In the outer wall of the northern nave, there is a niche,
in which during the late Middle Ages statues of Roman gods were exhibited.
The holding devices for these statuettes are still present. The aperture was
closed off with an iron grille, so that the figures were downright caged up.
They are said to have been the figures of the gods Jupiter and Mars that were
found in Guntramsdorf, south of Vienna and then transferred to St Stephen’s.
Above the cage, there is an inscription from the second half of the 14th century,
probably the oldest inscription in the Cathedral in German:
+ Ir + seligen + gelaubt + in got +
vnt + wehalt + christi + gebot + des
+ die + haiden + nicht + habent ge
tan si paten an die tat(er)man wand
die sew selb habent berait da von
w(er)dent si wol geait in d(er) hell fev(er) alle
vrewd ist in tewr

It invites the “blessed” (i.e. all Christians) to believe in God and to obey the
commandments of Christ – unlike the pagans once did. They, according to
the inscription, worshipped the Tatermänner – false gods they themselves had
77 Caspar Bruschius, Monasteriorum Germaniae praecipuorum chronologia, Ingolstadt 1551;
see W. Binsfeld, Triers Altertümer und die Humanisten, “Landeskundliche Vierteljahrsblätter”
XIV (1968), pp. 67-74, esp. 69.
78 A. Mailly, Abgötter an christlichen Kirchen, “Die christliche Kunst” XXVIII (1928), pp. 4252; R. Kohn, Ir seligen gelaubt in got... Die Inschriften der Dom- und Metropolitankirche St. Stephan,
“Pfarrblatt Dompfarre St. Stephan” LXIV (2009) 1, pp. 22f.
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created. That is why they were being roasted in the fires of Hell and devoid
of any joy. Whether tat(er)man is to be interpreted as “little doll” or derives
from Tartarus (thus “hell man”?), remains unclear. In any case, this term refers
to those antique statues of gods behind the grille.79
With the pagan picture stones having been used as floor covering or
steps and accordingly for centuries were worn down by the churchgoers, it
is entirely possible that the intention was very similar to the presentation of
the idols in St Matthew’s in Trier and St Stephan’s in Vienna. Perhaps certain
damages, spallings, and particularly smoothed down areas found on several
picture stones might also be the result of ritual acts, of ritualistic desecrations?
In order to answer this question, an in-depth examination of the stones’
surfaces is necessary, while being aware, of course, that there may have been
methods of desecration (or other ritualistic acts) that cannot be determined
anymore – spitting, saying of prayers or curses, crossing oneself, gestures of
scorn and ridicule etc.
Old Norse literary sources provide information about the perspectives
of the Scandinavian Middle Ages on the beliefs of the pagan ancestors and
need to be taken into account when interpreting the Gotlandic picture stones
in churches. Unlike on the Continent, where the Germanic deities at best
were utilised as depictions of the devil,80 but essentially all tradition was
suppressed, on Iceland the stories of the old gods and heroes of the Viking
Age were considered as particularly worthy to be preserved and recorded in
writing. How did the Icelandic scholar Snorri Sturluson, who about 1220 wrote
down many Old Norse myths in his Gylfaginning, evaluate the religion of
pagan times? Heinrich Beck investigated Snorri’s view of pagan mythology
on the background of medieval theology.81 While Snorri’s description of the
79 It is not inevitable, however, that in the Middle Ages antique depictions of gods
were considered as negative. Instead, there have been Christian reinterpretations, as in the
north was the case with Sigurd the dragon-slayer. Another example might be the putative
sarcophagus of Charlemagne: it was made in the 2nd century and features reliefs depicting the
rape of Persepone by Hades: H. Roth, Kunst und Handwerk im frühen Mittelalter. Archäologische
Zeugnisse von Childerich I. bis zu Karl dem Großen, Stuttgart 1986, p. 282, pl. 74a.
80 As an example may be considered the Middle High German Münchner Nachtsegen
from the 14th century, an incantation that is supposed to have been used to repel and banish
witches, ghosts, and fiends as well as an army of the dead made up of executed men – Wûtanes
her (“Woden’s army”?): T. von Grienberger, Der Münchener Nachtsegen, “Zeitschrift für deutsche
Literatur und deutsches Altertum” XLI (1897), pp. 335-363; B. Wachinger, Münchner Nachtsegen,
in: Verfasserlexikon. Die deutsche Literatur des Mittelalters, XI, ed. B. Wachinger, Berlin-New York
2004, col. 1039f.
81 E.g. H. Beck, Snorri Sturlussons Sicht der paganen Mythologie, in: Germanische
Altertumskunde: Quellen, Methoden, Ergebnisse. Akten des Symposiums anlässlich des 150. Geburtstags
von Rudolf Much, Wien, 28.-30. September 2012, eds. H. Reichert, C. Scheungraber, Philologica
Germanica, XXXV, Wien 2015, pp. 7-19.
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Old Norse myths of the gods mostly was regarded by previous researchers as
a kind of Kontrastkonzept that presents the beliefs of the ancestors as deception
and delusion, Beck deems himself able to show that Snorri rather worked
with the principle of accomodatio. On the basis of this Akkomodationsprinzip,
he maintains, Snorri tried to realise a historical theology that assigned “also
to his own pagan religion a place in the events of revelation”.82 Snorri did
not act as a missionary, claims Beck, but as a historian who made himself “an
advocate of the beliefs of his fathers […] – possibly with the aim to preserve
a certain dignity for this tradition.”83
From the period of Snorri’s work, similar phenomena of accommodation
are actually known. Not only on the Swedish conversion-period runestones,
but also on the portals of stave churches, Romanesque baptismal fonts, and
capitals from about 1200, are there depictions of the pagan heroes Sigurðr
and Gunnarr.84 During the Christianisation of the Scandinavians in the late
Viking Age as well as during the 12th and 13th centuries, churches appear to
have been built on pagan ritual sites.85 When Snorri wrote his Gylfaginning
about 1220, Gamla Uppsala was still seat of the archbishop, with the church
being located next to the three great mound graves and on the site of the great
heathen temple described by Adam of Bremen. That this was an intentional
link to the sacral space of the pagan past must have been obvious even in
Snorri’s days. On this background, it is entirely conceivable that the builders
in Gotland used the pagan picture stones in order to create a tie to the glory of
prehistory, to gracefully integrate the tradition and dignity of the forefathers,
and thus suggest continuity. The deciding factor in this case is the antiqueness
of the stones utilised and their origin from a bygone period, which endows
them with a certain dignity rather than the religious message they were
intended to convey during their “lifetime”.
Especially in those cases when picture stones were placed in close
proximity or even adjacent to a church’s altar, as for example in Gothem
kyrka 486 and Buttle kyrka,87 however, this kind of connection and integration
82 H. Beck, Snorri Sturlussons…, p. 12.
83 Ibidem, p. 19.
84 K. Düwel, Zur Ikonographie und Ikonologie der Sigurddarstellungen, in: Zum Problem der
Deutung…, pp. 221-271.
85 A.-S. Gräslund, Kultkontinuitet – myt eller verklighet? Om arkeologins möjligheter att
belysa problemet, in: Kontinuitet i kult och tro från vikingatid till medeltid, ed. B. Nilsson, Projektet
Sveriges kristnande, Publikationer, I, Uppsala 1992, pp. 129-150; A. Andrén, Platsernas betydelse.
Norrön ritual och kultplatskontinuitet, in: Plats och praxis. Studier av nordisk förkristen ritual, eds.
K. Jennbert, A. Andrén, C. Raudvere, Vägar till Midgård, II, Lund 2002, pp. 299-342.
86 J.P. Lamm, E. Nylén, Bildstenar, pp. 48f. list no. 1; S. Oehrl, Die Bildsteine Gotlands,
pp. 295-296, fig. 344c, 345a-c, 346a-c.
87 J.P. Lamm, E. Nylén, Bildstenar, list no. 399.
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might have involved concrete religious intentions after all. Monumental
stones of Phases A and C have even been used for altar slabs, such as the
stones Hangvar kyrka II,88 Stenkyrka kyrka 46,89 and Akebäck kyrka 2.90 Thus,
these pagan picture stones served as mensae domini at the celebration of the
Eucharist. That there is a symbolic meaning in this is very probable. Were
the pre-Christian elements supposed to be vanquished by this, or was the
intention rather to integrate the pagan commemoration of the dead in the
spirit of a translatio, to “Christianise” it retroactively, and have the pagans
participate in the rite posthumously? This idea was suggested regarding
the small Type E stone in Sproge kyrka.91 A rather deep and well-groomed
basin with a drain was secondarily carved into it, and situated in a niche in
the wall of the choir, behind the altar, it served as a basin for the washing
of hands and for the cleaning of liturgical utensils (piscina or sacrarium).92
The stone’s bas-relief with a runic inscription, the depiction of a sledge, and
ornaments of “ribbon animals” is perfectly preserved and must have been
well visible (legible) and conspicuous at the time of its secondary utilisation.
Obviously, the stone must have been selected for this purpose just because
of its ornamentation and inscription. Lamm and Nylén assume a form of
translatio memoriae – that it was the intention in this way to transfer the memory
of the pagan commemorated in the inscription into the sphere of the Christian
ways of caring for the souls.93
The re-use of picture stones in the foundations of churches may be of
interest as well and should be considered. When in 1214 the church tower of
Bro kyrka was built, Phase A stones were used to support the carrier beams
bearing the flooring (Bro kyrka 10 and 11).94 They might be considered as
foundation stones and expected to have a symbolic meaning fitting this role.
The custom of a public cornerstone ceremony when building churches,95
88 S. Lindqvist, Gotlands Bildsteine, I, fig. 95, II, p. 68; J.P. Lamm, E. Nylén, Bildstenar,
list no. 124.
89 S. Lindqvist, Bildstensfynd vid kyrkorestaureringar, “Gotländskt Arkiv” XXVIII (1956),
pp. 19-30, esp. 19-25 and fig. 1; J.P. Lamm, E. Nylén, Bildstenar, list no. 274.
90 J.P. Lamm, E. Nylén, Bildstenar, list no. 396; A. Böttger-Niedenzu, B. Böttger-Niedenzu,
Neufunde gotländischer Bildsteine 1981-1985, “Skandinavistik. Zeitschrift für Sprache, Literatur
und Kultur der nordischen Länder” XVIII (1988), pp. 1-24, esp. 3.
91 J.P. Lamm, E. Nylén, Bildstenar, pp. 74-75, list no. 224.
92 S.B.F. Jansson, Några runfynd 1965, “Fornvännen” LXI (1966), pp. 102-107, esp. 105f.,
fig. 4.
93 J.P. Lamm, E. Nylén, Bildstenar, p. 74.
94 Ibidem, list nos 450-451; P. Widerström, Utgrävning i Bro kyrka, “Gotländskt Arkiv”
LXXIII (2001), pp. 173-175, esp. 173.
95 G. Binding, S. Linscheid-Burdich, J. Wippermann, Planen und Bauen im frühen und
hohen Mittelalter nach Schriftquellen bis 1250, Darmstadt 2002, pp. 169f.
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which may include liturgical acts and foundation sacrifices, already is
documented for the early and high-medieval periods. That pagan elements
also were integrated, is perhaps demonstrated in the late Roman church
that was erected in the 6th century on the site occupied today by the Bonn
Minster and in the foundation of which several votive stones dedicated to
the Matronae were embedded.96
Particularly common is the use of picture stones as steps or thresholds,
especially in the steps leading up to the presbytery. An example from Phase A
is the stone Källunge kyrka 9,97 from Phase C/D those from Lokrume kyrka,98
Vallstena kyrka,99 and Väskinde kyrka 6.100 Also in profane buildings picture
stones were utilised as steps and thresholds, but often the date of their
installation remains unknown and may well have been in modern times, such
as in Lärbro Pavals,101 Ardre Petsarve I,102 Stenkyrka Lillbjärs XVI,103 Lärbro
Uppegårds,104 and Visby Bredgatan 4.105 As places of transition, staircases
and thresholds were regarded as symbolic and as linked to folk-religious
concepts.106 This also applied to bridges107 – into which the picture stones
96 J. Kaiser, Das Bonner Münster. Geschichte – Architektur – Kunst – Kult, Regensburg
2012, p. 12.
97 J.P. Lamm, E. Nylén, Bildstenar, list no. 418; A. Böttger-Niedenzu, Neufunde gotländischer
Bildsteine…, pp. 11f.
98 S. Lindqvist, Gotlands Bildsteine, I, fig. 93-94, II, pp. 98f.; J.P. Lamm, E. Nylén, Bildstenar,
list no. 171.
99 J.P. Lamm, E. Nylén, Bildstenar, list no. 394; S. Oehrl, Vallstena. Bildsteine, in: Reallexikon
der germanischen Altertumskunde, XXV, pp. 371-375, esp. 374.
100 J.P. Lamm, E. Nylén, Bildstenar, list no. 333; S. Lindqvist, Bildstensfynd…, p. 30.
101 S. Lindqvist, Gotlands Bildsteine, I, fig. 3; II, pp. 91f.; J.P. Lamm, E. Nylén, Bildstenar,
list no. 183.
102 S. Lindqvist, Gotlands Bildsteine, II, pp. 25f., fig. 313; J.P. Lamm, E. Nylén, Bildstenar,
list no. 17.
103 S. Lindqvist, Gotlands Bildsteine, II, p. 127, fig. 525; J.P. Lamm, E. Nylén, Bildstenar,
list no. 291.
104 J.P. Lamm, E. Nylén, Bildstenar, list no. 382.
105 Ibidem, list no. 437.
106 L. Weiser Aall, Schwelle, in: Handwörterbuch des deutschen Aberglaubens, I, VII-VIII,
eds. E. Hoffmann-Krayer, H. Bächtold-Stäubli, Berlin-Leipzig 1927-1937, here VII, col. 15091543; L. Weiser-Aall, Treppe, in: Handwörterbuch des deutschen Aberglaubens, VIII, col. 1145-1146.
For the significance of the (temple) threshold and the symbolism of the doorway, see e.g.:
B. Arrhenius, Tür der Toten, “Frühmittelalterliche Studien” IV (1970), pp. 384-394, esp. 389f.;
M.H. Eriksen, Doors to the Dead. The Power of Doorways and Thresholds in Viking Age Scandinavia,
“Archaeological Dialogues” XX (2013), pp. 187-214; G. Nordanskog, Föreställd hedendom.
Tidigmedeltida skandinaviska kyrkportar i forskning och historia, Vägar till Midgård, IX, Lund
2006, pp. 60-85; T. Bawden, Die Schwelle im Mittelalter. Bildmotiv und Bildort, Sensus. Studien
zur mittelalterlichen Kunst, IV, Köln u.a. 2014.
107 H. Bächtold-Stäubli, Brücke, in: Handwörterbuch des deutschen Aberglaubens, I, col. 16591665.
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Alskog Ollajvs,108 Lokrume Lauks,109 Silte Stenbro I,110 and Stenkumla Forsa
I were converted.111 The notion that the mysterious stones from the ages of the
ancient in this position were hoped to provide a certain magical protection,
appears worth considering. However, it is by no means compelling.
That indeed the picture stones were supposed to have special powers,
probably is demonstrated by the “grinding grooves” (slipskåror/sliprännor),
which can be found on at least sixteen monuments (for instance Sanda
Kyrka IV112).113 On Gotland, they are extremely common,114 but similar
markings can be encountered in many places throughout Europe. An
unwieldy abundance of literature has been published about their dating and
their function.115 Especially when found on church buildings, gravestones, and
conciliation crosses, the grooves most probably were the result of grinding
to win stone meal for use in religious folk medicine. It appears reasonable
to date most of the marks to the late medieval and early modern periods,
not earlier than the 12th or 13th centuries.116 These cases make it probable that
108 S. Lindqvist, Gotlands Bildsteine, II, p. 15 fig. 302; J.P. Lamm, E. Nylén, Bildstenar, list
no. 3.
109 S. Lindqvist, Gotlands Bildsteine, I, fig. 38, II p. 99; J.P. Lamm, E. Nylén, Bildstenar,
list no. 172.
110 S. Lindqvist, Gotlands Bildsteine, II, p. 111, fig. 482; J.P. Lamm, E. Nylén, Bildstenar,
list no. 219.
111 S. Lindqvist, Gotlands Bildsteine, II, p. 114, figs 496-497; J.P. Lamm, E. Nylén, Bildstenar,
list no. 227.
112 S. Lindqvist, Gotlands Bildsteine, I fig. 5, II p. 110, fig. 481; J.P. Lamm, E. Nylén,
Bildstenar, list no. 215; S. Lindqvist, Jättestenen från Sanda och andra nyfunna bildstenar,
“Gotländskt Arkiv” XXXIV (1962), pp. 7-22.
113 A. Philip, Försvunnen bildsten tillrätta, “Gotländskt Arkiv” LVIII (1986), pp. 7-13.
114 See e.g. H. Munthe, Om Gotlands s.k. Svärdslipningsstenar, “Ymer” LIII (1933), pp. 141-174;
T. Mårtensson, Sliprännornas Praktiska Bruk, “Fornvännen” XXXI (1936), pp. 129-144; L. Swanström,
Slipskåror och järnhantering på Gotland, “Gotländskt Arkiv” LXVII (1995), pp. 11-18.
115 See the overview in K.W. Eitelmann, Rittersteine im Pfälzerwald. Gedenksteine und
Inschriften. Eine steinerne Geschichtsschreibung, 5th edition, Neustadt an der Weinstraße 2005,
pp. 189-194, and esp. the comprehensive collection by P. Schels, Schabmale auf Stein – Zeugnisse
der Volksmedizin und/oder des Aberglaubens?, “SIGNA IVRIS. Beiträge zur Rechtsikonographie,
Rechtsarchäologie und rechtlichen Volkskunde” V (2010), pp. 141-161. The frequent interpretation
of the Gotlandic “grinding grooves” as a prehistoric calendar, is not compelling at all.
G. Henriksson, Astronomisk tolkning av slipskåror på Gotland, “Fornvännen” LXXVIII (1983),
pp. 21-28; cf. the critical views of J. Lindström, Fornlämningarnas orientering på Gotland. En kritisk
granskning av den arkeoastronomiska tolkningen av sliprännor samt en studie av riktningsfördelningen
hos öns forntida gravar, hus och medeltida kyrkor, in: Till Gunborg. Arkeologiska samtal,
eds. A. Åkerlund, S. Bergh, J. Nordblach, J. Taffinder, SAR. Stockholm Archaeological Reports,
XXXIII, Stockholm 1997, pp. 497-508. Recently, the Gotlandic grooves even were interpreted as
marks caused by the process of slowing down windmills’ sails: O. Gibson, Gotlands slipskåror
– spår av friktionsbromsar hos väderkvarnar?, “Fornvännen” CVIII (2013), pp. 130-133.
116 In Germany, stone meal was scraped off archaeological monuments as late as the
20th as even during the 21st century for crypto-medical uses, see S. Oehrl, Die Kirche von Bro
auf Gotland…, pp. 241-242.
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medieval church builders did not merely regard the picture stones as easily
available building material, but as efficacious relics of ancient times that were
not integrated in a church without good reason.
Have the picture stones in churches probably had less to do with
Christianisation and ideas of continuity than with folk-religious conceptions?
Possibly, in the Middle Ages they were considered as ancient relics and powerful
media, perhaps similar to the menhirs (which in Brittany occasionally were
carved with the sign of the cross and “Christianised”), prehistoric stone axes,
or fossils used as amulets. The belief in the efficaciousness of “prehistoric”
relics probably also was the reason for the integration of Bronze-Age cupmarked stones in churches or bridge arches.117 However, for the utilisation
of pagan picture stones in the presbytery, as sacrarium, or even as the altar
slab, a magical or superstitious explanation is hardly conceivable. It rather
seems that different patterns of perception must be assumed.
Many picture stones were built into the walls of the rural churches in
such a way as not to be visible and therefore can hardly have had an outward
symbolic meaning and message. Invisibility, however, does not automatically
mean that the builders acted on pragmatism alone and that the spolia did not
perform any further functions. As discussed above, it seems that occasionally
the picture stones were afforded a certain efficaciousness which did not
necessarily require visibility in order to work. Here, the term “restricted
presence” needs to be introduced. Philologists refer to “restricted presence
of writing” when inscriptions are placed in a hidden position, such as on
foundation stones of churches.118 In such cases, the message of the inscription
is not directed at the public sphere, but is removed from mortal eyes and
therefore might rather be directed at supernatural powers. Here, apparently, it
was crucial to know that the inscription exists and that it unfolds its power in
secrecy. Likewise, phenomena of “restricted presence of image” are frequently
found in medieval churches – Saints, demons, and other figures sometimes
117 Capelle points out cases of this sort: T. Capelle, Norddeutsche Felsbilder, Wegweiser
zur Vor- und Frühgeschichte Niedersachsens, XIV, Hildesheim 1984, p. 29. Bronze-Age cupmarked stones have attracted attention as early as the Viking Age and were re-used in burials
and as runestones (as in the case of Glavendrup: H. Thrane, M. Lerche Nielsen, Glavendrup,
in: Reallexikon der germanischen Altertumskunde, XII, pp. 195-200), which without doubt has to
do with a form of establishment of links to the ancenstors.
118 W.E. Keil, Überlegungen zur restringierten Schriftpräsenz mittelalterlicher Bauinschriften,
in: Verborgen, unsichtbar, unlesbar – zur Problematik restringierter Schriftpräsenz, eds. T. Frese,
W.E. Keil, K. Krüger, Materiale Textkulturen, II, Berlin-Boston 2014, pp. 117-142; W.E. Keil,
Abwesend und doch präsent? Zur restringierten Präsenz von Grundsteinen und ihren Inschriften, in:
Gründung im archäologischen Befund, eds. A. Diener, J. Müller, M. Untermann, Mitteilungen der
Deutschen Gesellschaft für Archäologie des Mittelalters und der Neuzeit, XXVII, Paderborn
2014, pp. 17-24.
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are placed so high up in the church buildings or in niches and corners that
they must remain indiscernible and unnoticed to the churchgoers.119
In many cases, however, it must in fact be assumed that picture stones
simply were “recycled”, after all, without there being indications of symbolic,
religious, or magical intentions. In the case of the Gotlandic picture stones,
the “biography of the object” can be very varied, though: The Type C picture
stone from Kräklingbo kyrka,120 which has completely lost its original
ornamentation, was re-used as a gravestone in the medieval and early modern
periods and engraved with a Latin inscription. It seems that the people did
not particularly object to the pagan past of the monument. Apparently, the
stone was simply regarded as a useful blank slab. There are further “picture
stone palimpsests” of this kind, such as especially the picture stone no. 3
from the ruined St John’s church in Visby that had an “eventful life”.121 This
is a Phase A picture stone with a whirl rosette in its centre, which had a rune
ribbon with a cross characteristic of Phase E engraved on it in the 11th century,
and was used as a grave slab. Later, the stone was broken up and used in the
construction of a burial cist. On the Type A stone in Sanda kyrka (IV) there
were medieval “grinding grooves”, before it was turned into a support of
scaffolding and afterwards “buried” beneath the floor.122 Another example is
the only recently published Phase B picture stone from Anga Änggårda that
in 1922 had been inscribed on its backside and employed as a road sign.123
This, in fact, seems to be a case of pure pragmatism.

suMMary and outlooK
The subject outlined here – the secondary utilisation of Gotlandic picture stones
during the Middle Ages and its potential intentions – needs to be discussed
on a wider material basis. This would provide an important contribution to
medieval history of mentalities in the north, illuminating the view the people
of the Middle Ages had about the heathen prehistory and the Christian way
of handling monuments from pagan times. This perspective, the question of
the perception of the past of previous epochs (“past-in-the-past research”),
increasingly is taken into account by archaeological research,124 but for the
119 E. Keil, Überlegungen zur restringierten Schriftpräsenz…, p. 121, fig. 3.
120 J.P. Lamm, E. Nylén, Bildstenar, list no. 415; A. Böttger-Niedenzu, Neufunde
gotländischer Bildsteine…, p. 11, figs 7-8.
121 H. Gustavson, Hailgairs häll i S:t Hans, “Gotländskt Arkiv” LIV (1982), pp. 85-90;
E. Swanström, En bildsten från S:t Hans ruin, “Gotländskt Arkiv” LV (1983), pp. 55-58; J.P. Lamm,
E. Nylén, Bildstenar, pp. 160f., list no. 436.
122 S. Oehrl, Die Bildsteine Gotlands, pp. 105-106, pl. 81b.
123 Ibidem, p. 42, pl. 22b.
124 R. Bradley, H. Williams, The Past in the Past: The Reuse of Ancient Monuments, World
Archaeology, XXX,1, London 1998; Negotiating the Past in the Past. Identity, Memory, and Landscape
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Gotlandic picture stones, one of the most prominent groups of archaeological
monuments in Scandinavia, such an examination is still pending.
Neither Lindqvist’s edition, nor Lamm and Nylén’s small book contain
detailed and valid information about find situations, location, treatment, and
function of the 240 picture stones in churches or about the exact moment of
their re-use. This kind of information – considered as rather immaterial so
far – is of paramount importance for our issue, though. Therefore, two things
need to be done: 1.) The inventory of stones still in their churches must be
investigated on-site and their respective locations documented, and 2.) both
the archive of Gotlands Museum in Visby and Antikvarisk-topografiska
Arkivet (ATA) in Stockholm must be evaluated, as all reports of finds and
restorations, illustrations, and correspondence are stored in these archives.
Only on this new basis is it going to be possible to formulate well-founded
statements regarding the possible intentions of the churches’ builders and
the purpose of the secondary use of picture stones.
Gotland’s rural churches have been redesigned time and again, from
the late Viking Age into the 15th century. When exactly were the stones (re)
positioned? How were the stones treated as a rule? Are there special modes
of manipulation? Several stones retained their characteristic contours, others
were trimmed or broken up. Were the majority of the stones visible for the
churchgoers at all, or were they commonly hidden?125 Who was the audience
of the supposed message if the stones were not visible at all? How were the
obverses that featured the pagan picture cycles treated, were they facing
inward or outward? Had they possibly been sanded down or manipulated
in other ways? In the case of the picture stone Hangvar kyrka II mentioned
above, which supposedly was used as an altar table, Lindqvist mentions as an
aside that it featured (secondary) carved crosses.126 Are there other examples
of this kind? As it always was the stones’ images and their interpretation that
researchers focussed on, details such as these hardly ever were observed,
documented, and appreciated.
For any evaluation of the stones’ features, attention needs to be directed
more on Scandinavian and Continental parallels. The late Viking-Age
runestones in mainland Sweden have already been mentioned. They also
in Archaeological Research, ed. N. Yoffee, Tucson 2007; The Past in the Past. The Significance of
Memory and Tradition in the Transmission of Culture, eds. M. Georgiadis, Chr. Gallou, British
Archeological Reports International Series, MCMXXV, Oxford 2009; Antiquaries and Archaists:
The Past in the Past, the Past in the Present, eds. M. Brewster Aldrich, R.J. Wallis, Reading 2009.
125 The Type A stone Martebo kyrka 2, for example, was installed as the sill of the abatson on the south side of the bell tower, with the obverse facing upwards (J.P. Lamm, E. Nylén,
Bildstenar, pp. 32-35, list no. 195). To those who had access to the belfry, the stone’s images
were well visible, but the majority of the community never saw them.
126 S. Lindqvist, Gotlands Bildsteine, II, p. 68.
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have been installed in stone churches very frequently. As in the case of many
late Viking-Age picture stones of Phase E, these predominantly are Christian
monuments located close to churches, in Christian cemeteries.127 A more
fitting parallel, for example, is the Viking-Age picture stone in Hørdum in Thy
(north Jutland), Denmark,128 which features the scene of the god Þórr sitting in
a boat with the giant Hymir, fishing for the Midgard Serpent. This stone had
been re-used in the Middle Ages as a step in a staircase and was discovered
in 1954 during restorations. Another possibility are the already mentioned
Bronze-Age cup-marked stones which were found built in medieval churches
in Denmark and Schleswig-Holstein.129
There also are instructive comparisons in regards to the use of pagan
picture stones as altar plates, such as in the impressive altar of the church of
St Willibrord in Rindern Nordrhein-Westfalen, Germany.130 This is a Roman
votive stone for the Celtic-Roman war god Mars-Camulus, dating to the
1st century AD. It was re-used as a Christian altar as early as the early Middle
Ages, when the sign of the cross and a recess for relics were carved into its
surface. Apparently, both the medieval clergy and the churchgoers did not
take offence at the obviously pagan origin of the stone. It cannot have been
pure pragmatism that prompted this kind of reutilisation, as the inscription
is a real “eye-catcher” that easily could have been removed if that had been
deemed necessary. Rather, it appears that it deliberately was used to establish
a link to old sacral traditions.
Of no little interest is the position taken by the Church today, as stated
by the former Pastor in Rindern, Andreas Poorten, in an interview with the
newspaper “Rheinische Post” on 26 February 2009: “This altar represents
the community, which for centuries regularly forgathered at this place for
the divine service. It is the touch of history that is felt here. […] Through
127 L. Wilson, Runstenar och kyrkor. En studie med utgångspunkt från runstenar som
påträffats i kyrkomiljö i Uppland och Södermanland, Uppsala 1994; B. Johansen, Ormalur…;
L. Klos, Runensteine in Schweden. Studien zu Aufstellungsort und Funktion, Ergänzungsbände
zum Reallexikon der Germanischen Altertumskunde, LXIV, Berlin-New York 2009, pp. 20f.,
305f.; C. Ljung, Under runristad häll. Tidigkristna gravmonument i 1000-talets Sverige, Stockholm
Studies in Archaeology, LXVII, 1, Stockholm 2016, pp. 24-29 (pp. 164-171 for the Gotlandic
picture stones).
128 J. Brøndsted, Thors fiskeri, “Fra Nationalmuseets Arbejdsmark” (1955), pp. 92-104,
esp. 98-102, fig. 85-87; W. Heizmann, Midgardschlange, in: Dämonen, Monster, Fabelwesen,
pp. 413-438, esp. 421, fig. 7.
129 B. Meyer, J. Meyer, Schalensteine in Schleswig-Holstein, Schleswig 2015, no. 220.
130 J. Fink, Der Mars Camulus-Stein in der Pfarrkirche zu Rindern. Römisches Denkmal
und christlicher Altar, Kevelaer 1970; H. Scholten, Der Mars-Camulus-Stein, in: Handbuch
der Religionen. Kirchen und andere Glaubensgemeinschaften in Deutschland/im deutschsprachigen
Raum, eds. M. Klöcker, U. Tworuschka, Ausgabe, XXXI, Religion allgemein, Grundlegendes,
2012.
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the ups and downs of the ages, we have here, with this altar, a rock-solid
foundation that will also be a support for the future.” When the stone was
re-consecrated on 5 January 1968, the Bishop of Hildesheim, Heinrich Maria
Janssen, preached the sermon, from which I quote a few passages: “This
altar always has been a sacred monument, first a pagan one, at which Roman
soldiers felt committed to their god. […] We want to understand correctly
and consciously that this block of stone […] reaches back to the period of the
princes of the Apostles, Peter and Paul. This parish, which owns a sacrificial
altar from apostolic times, must have very deep roots in the Catholic faith.”131
On 12 January 1969, the first anniversary of the consecration of the altar,
Pater Augustin Borgolte of the Franziskaner-Hochschule Münster interred
a relic of St Peter in the altar of Mars. In his sermon, he mentioned the Roman
soldiers, “who had erected this stone for their god, whom they called Mars,
in gratitude for deliverance from danger. These people had learned that there
are powers and forces, which are standing above humans, which humankind
only can gratefully accept and experience. Here, we come across the origin
of the stone, and we realise that this origin is alive in ourselves even today.
Also, we experience the forces that prevail over us […].”132 Willibrord brought
the stone to his church to celebrate on it the highest sacrifice of the world, the
Eucharist of Christ. “In this, [he] declared that the church is the fulfilment and
completion of the belief of the Romans, the fulfilment of their yearnings, the
light of their hope, and the power of their quest for God.”133 That medieval
clerics and parishioners had a similar view of pagan stone monuments in their
churches and knew similar explanatory models, appears quite possible.
One thing already emerged – there is no simple explanation for the re-use
of pagan picture stones in Gotland’s churches. Rather, very different starting
situations, contexts, perceptions, and intentions need to be taken into account,
and the transitions between them appear to be fluent. To summarise:
1) Either the picture stones had lost any religious meaning and in fact
merely were regarded as suitable building material (pragmatism, recycling);
or 2) this was a way to condemn and mock the pagan faith, to characterise
it as defeated, forced into the Christian Church’s service, and submitted to
Christ’s command (damnatio); or 3) this is the serious attempt to “convert”
the pagan ancestors to Christianity post mortem, or save their souls from hell
(translatio, missio); or 4) to establish a link to the dignity of the ancestors and
ostentatiously demonstrate continuity; 5) lastly, folk religious conceptions
have to be considered (superstitio) which ascribed a certain efficaciousness
131 J. Fink, Der Mars Camulus-Stein…, p. 54.
132 Ibidem, p. 62.
133 Ibidem, p. 63.
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to the stones from “prehistory” that could also unfold unseen and in secret
(“restricted presence of image”).
Referring to a larger material basis and as the result of interdisciplinary
evaluations, future research is going to make possible a more profound
assessment of the phenomenon, in order to provide – from a Scandinavian
perspective – an important contribution to the study of spolia and to medieval
history of mentalities.

abstraCt
Of the 570 picture stones known to date in Gotland, 240 are encountered in churches. As a matter
of fact, those pagan memorial stones were easily available in pre-Christian burial grounds
and thus regarded and utilised as suitable building material. Sometimes, however, the places
chosen for the stones within a church building appear to be both exposed and deliberate,
so there seems to be an additional reason and perhaps a deeper meaning of the re-use. The
questions to be discussed here are: Why were so many pagan picture stones incorporated in
the Gotlandic churches, what was the builders’ intention, and what conceptions did they and
their contemporaries associate with these measures? Previously research has dealt with this
question only marginally; a seminal and comprehensive study does not exist. The frequent
re-use of ancient Roman stones in medieval churches on the Continent, however, was studied
thoroughly in research literature, and different explanations and modes of interpretation
were discussed.
In the following paper, conclusive examples of pagan stones in Gotland’s churches will be
discussed on the background of Continental parallels and written sources. As a result, there
is no simple explanation for this re-use. Rather, very different starting situations, contex.ts,
perceptions, and intentions need to be taken into account, and the transitions between them
appear to be fluent. Either the picture stones had lost any religious meaning and in fact merely
were regarded as suitable building material (pragmatism, recycling) or this was a way to
condemn and mock the pagan faith, to characterise it as defeated, forced into the Christian
Church’s service, and submitted to Christ’s command (damnatio). Perhaps, this is the serious
attempt to ‘convert’ the pagan ancestors to Christianity post mortem, to save their souls from
hell (translatio, missio) or to establish a link to the dignity of the ancestors and ostentatiously
demonstrate continuity. Lastly, folk religious conceptions have to be considered (superstitio)
which ascribed a certain efficaciousness to the stones from ‘prehistory’ that could also unfold
unseen and in secret
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Fig. 1. Typology of the picture stones following Sune Lindqvist – A: 400-600, B: 500700, C/D: 8th-10th Century, E: 11th century (after: A. Andrén, Doors to other worlds.
Scandinavian death rituals in Gotlandic perspectives, “Journal of European Archaeology”
I (1993), pp. 33-56, fig. 1).

Fig. 2. Gotlandic picture stone Bro kyrka I (type A) in the church wall (photo
M. Egeler).

