Introduction

On Ash Wednesday 1387 Grand Duke Jogaila of
Lithuania — newly crowned king of Poland and bearing
his new polonised Christian name of Whadystaw Jagietto —
arrived in his capital city of Vilnius. At the time, Vilnius
was the capital of a vast polity forged by the Lithuanians
from the twelfth century onwards, which reached from
the Baltic Sea to the territory of the Crimean Tatars at
the edge of the Black Sea; the Grand Duchy of Lithuania
took in today’s Belarus, parts of Ukraine, and some of
what is now western Russia. Fourteenth-century Vilnius
was a multi-religious city; there were already Orthodox
and Catholic churches there and a Franciscan friary.
There may even have been small communities of Jews
and Muslim Tatars. But at the heart of the city stood a
roofless building, unlike any other in a European capital
city. Built as a cathedral over a century earlier, it was now
sacred to Perkanas, the god of thunder, and open to the
skies. Six fires burned before a six-sided altar, represent-
ing the cycle of the year, where goats were sacrificed to
the thunder god." On a hill above the city burned a per-
petual fire, attended by a vaidila (priest) who divined the
future by gazing into the flames.” Sacred forests, where it

' LBM, p. 153.
* On the pre-Christian sanctuaries of Vilnius see Vaitkevitius, ‘Main
Features of the State Religion’, pp. 349-53.
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was forbidden to fell a tree or hunt animals, surrounded
the city, and at the confluence of the Rivers Neris and
Vilnia was a sacred site dedicated to the cremation of the
mighty dead.

Jogaila laboured for days to convince his people to
embrace the Catholic Christian faith. It was no easy
task; the Lithuanians had been at war with the Teutonic
Knights, a crusading missionary order, for the past cen-
tury and a half. Refusal to embrace one of the proselytising
monotheistic faiths — Latin Catholicism, Greek Orthodox
Christianity, or Islam — had become a defining feature of
Lithuanian identity. Furthermore, Jogaila’s Polish priests
had no knowledge of the Lithuanian language and the
king himself had to act as translator. However, Jogaila had
brought woollen robes which he offered as a gift to any-
one who accepted baptism, and eventually the Lithuanians
consented to be baptised en masse; the priests organised
the converts into huge square formations by sex and sprin-
kled them with water while baptising everyone in each
group with the same Christian name. The perpetual fire
was extinguished, the altars were broken, the sacred forests
were cut down, and the sacred snakes were killed (Plate 1).3

These events marked the official conversion of Europe’s
last ‘pagan’ polity, the Grand Duchy of Lithuania.
Christendom was, apparently, triumphant; and the con-
version of Lithuania has often been taken as the high-water
mark of the long process of conversion of the ‘barbarian’
peoples outside the Roman Empire that had begun a mil-
lennium earlier. It was the end of the imagined ‘pagandom’

3 The most complete account of the conversion of Lithuania is to be
found in Jan Dlugosz’s fifteenth-century chronicle, translated in
PEMB, pp. 45-7.
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that menaced Christian Europe. But the reality was rather
different. As Jogaila stage-managed political and religious
theatre in Vilnius, vast swathes of the continent of Europe
remained unchristianised. The Prussians, Latvians, and
Estonians, although under the thumb of crusading orders
for centuries, had yet to embrace Christianity. Similarly,
the Finnic Votians and Izhorians, in the sphere of influ-
ence of the Republic of Novgorod, had yet to become
Orthodox, and a great swathe of animist peoples inhab-
ited the far north of Fennoscandia and the Volga-Ural
region in the far east of the Continent: the Sami, the
Karelians, the Nenets people, the Komis, the Maris, the
Udmurts, the Mordvins, and the Chuvashes (to name just
a few). At the level of geopolitics, the conversion of north-
ern Europe to Christianity was indeed achieved at the end
of the fourteenth century, and if history is only about the
actions and decisions of ‘great men’, then that is all that
matters. But in reality, many European peoples remained
wholly or partly unchristianised for centuries thereafter.
This book is about them.

There is a long history of fascination with ‘pagan sur-
vivals’ in modern historiography, beginning with a new
Enlightenment attitude to religion in the eighteenth
century as a culturally constructed phenomenon - a
shift of attitude that will be explored in more detail in
Chapter 5. Historians, ethnographers, and antiquarians
became more willing to consider all religions on equal
terms; and then the nineteenth century brought the
advent of the disciplines of anthropology and folklore,
which at the time were dominated by the idea that mod-
ern folklore and customs encoded impossibly ancient
information about pre-Christian religions. Nationalism
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and secularism came together to render the imagined
pagans of the past fascinating: idealised exemplars of
nationhood who had existed before the cultural distor-
tions imposed by colonisers and the imported faith of
Christianity. The effect of all this was to make northern
Europe’s long-vanished pagans into celebrities to rival
the long-admired pagans of Greece and Rome: the dru-
ids of Gaul, Britain, and Ireland; the heathen Vikings of
Scandinavia; the Germanic pagans of Wagnerian opera;
and, for those who bought into the theories of Margaret
Murray, the ‘pagan’ witches of early modern Europe.

In the midst of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries’
celebration of all things pagan, and the earnest search for
‘pagan survivals’ in everything from Morris dancing to
nursery rhymes, the fact that pre-Christian religious prac-
tices endured into the early modern period in some parts
of Europe was overlooked. This was, in large part, for his-
torical and cultural reasons. Most of the peoples discussed
in this book, with the notable exception of the Simi of
northern Fennoscandia, were then located within the
borders of the transcontinental Russian Empire and were
thus often excluded from discussions focussed on western
Europe. Furthermore, nationalism inclined scholars to
seek the evidence of ‘pagan survivals’ in their own nations
and not to look further afield. And it was hard for schol-
ars from far-flung corners of Europe to make their voices
heard in a discourse dominated by German, British,
French, or Italian scholars. Then, in the second half of the
twentieth century, a new discourse of ‘paganism’ emerged,
focussed on the revival (or reinvention) of pre-Christian
religions in new religious movements — a discourse that
sometimes pushed to one side the actual evidence for

4
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pre-Christian religions in favour of romanticised inter-
pretations that matched the visions of revivalists.

The effect of all of this was to leave the story of the last
phase of pre-Christian religion in early modern Europe
largely untold, outside of those countries where it mat-
tered as part of their national story. The purpose of Silence
of the Gods is to provide a religious history of Europe’s last
unchristianised peoples for the last five centuries of their
existence. These peoples, and their religions, deserve
more from historians than they have hitherto received;
they deserve to be considered as more than an undiffer-
entiated religious ‘other’ which Christianity displaced.
For their history, if it has been told at all, has often been
subsumed within a historiography of Christian mission
and conversion, where the identities and beliefs of prac-
titioners of pre-Christian religions were often left vague,
or were unlocated in historical time — or imaginatively
inferred from later folklore, rather than examined on the
basis of contemporary documentary evidence.

No book could ever give a complete account of the
pre-Christian religions of all European peoples who were
still in existence in the early modern period, because there
is simultaneously too much evidence and too little: too lit-
tle historical evidence to give a clear picture of the true
variety and structure of religious beliefs, and too much evi-
dence to be teased from unreliable and mercurial sources
like later folklore. But Europe’s unchristianised peoples
were not wholly voiceless, with their beliefs and practices
reported only by hostile Christian sources. It is true that
these peoples are glimpsed mainly through a complex
matrix of interpretation by Christians, but their voices do
feature sporadically in missionary and disciplinary records
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from the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.* Europe’s
unchristianised peoples were neither passive recipients
of ancient religious traditions from the distant past nor
passive victims of Christianisation. They were as capable
of agency and creativity in their belief systems as anyone
else, and their beliefs underwent change and evolution
during the early modern period. Unchristianised peoples
rejected, ignored, or incorporated elements of Christianity
into their religious outlooks on their own terms. That they
were able to do so owed a great deal to the remoteness of
their homelands and the rudimentary nature of ecclesias-
tical organisation and mission at Europe’s unchristianised
edge, but it also speaks to a desire to innovate and respond
to the changing world in which they lived.

The late date at which the final Christianisation of
these peoples was attempted means that we are able
to view their pre-Christian beliefs through the eyes
of Renaissance humanists and Enlightenment philoso-
phes who were reaching towards more modern meth-
ods of ethnography. The collision of modernity with
pre-Christian religion offers the tantalising possibility
that such detailed ethnographic testimonies bear witness
to religious traditions and outlooks that were once much
more widespread — a glimpse, as it were, of the other-
wise lost pre-Christian religious heritage of all northern
Europe. But early modern commentators also channelled
their own concerns and anxieties into their writings,
revealing as much about themselves and their own time as
about the peoples they set out to describe. Not only was
everything we know about pre-Christian peoples in this

4 Bumblauskas, ‘Samogitia’s Christianisation’, p. 12.
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period written down by Christians, but Christianity and
literacy almost always arrived together — so that the his-
torian necessarily glimpses pre-Christian religion in the
moment of its overthrow, as it were. The act of observa-
tion was entangled with the act of destruction.

"The one historical fact that overshadows any history of
Europe’s last unchristianised peoples is that, almost with-
out exception, these peoples eventually were Christianised;
that is to say, they internalised Christianity as part of their
national identities. This book is thus about the end of a
phenomenon (pre-Christian religion), which largely dis-
appeared during the period it considers. As Pierre Chuvin
observed of the last pagans of Rome, ‘it is much easier to
point out the first time an event occurred than the last’.5
But it is not the aim of this book to identify Europe’s ‘last
pagan’; that would be a fruitless exercise, and it assumes
an absoluteness to religious identities in this period that
does not reflect the reality. Ambiguity about who exactly
might be considered a Christian or not is an unavoidable
feature of this history, rather than a problem to be elimi-
nated —and itis partly to accommodate that ambiguity that
I choose to write of ‘unchristianised peoples’ rather than
‘pagans’. Describing peoples as ‘unchristianised’ does not
require us to imagine they were completely untouched
by Christianity, or that they defined themselves against
Christianity, as describing them as ‘pagan’ might. Large
elements of Christianity might have been incorporated
into their worldview, but the pre-Christian past was still a
presence in the memory of the community. These peoples
were, in other words, only shallowly Christianised; deep

5 Chuvin, Chronicle of the Last Pagans, p. 2.
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Christianisation (a concept I discussed in my earlier book
Twilight of the Godlings®) involves a degree of cultural for-
getting of pre-Christian traditions, so that folk religion
involves the creative reinterpretation of a Christian cos-
mology rather than the incorporation of ‘pagan survivals’.

Early modern Europe’s unchristianised peoples were
small in number, scattered in distribution, and generally
politically powerless. Nevertheless, they mattered well
beyond their own regions because learned and powerful
elites were deeply concerned about their continuing exis-
tence. Rulers and churchmen fretted about the ‘last pagans’
within their dominions. The conversion of all peoples was
central to Christian belief,” and the Christianisation of all
peoples within a given territory according to the ruler’s
religious preference was essential to post-Reformation
understandings of sovereignty. Furthermore, the
pre-Christian peoples of Europe, whether the Guanches
of the Canary Islands or the Samogitians of the Baltic,
became the ideological proving ground for European
responses to Indigenous peoples in the New World that
would ultimately challenge everything human beings
thought they knew about themselves, with repercussions
that continue to this day in urgent debates about the leg-
acy of colonisation and Indigenous rights.

Furthermore, like the decline of the Roman Empire,
which allowed for the emergence of the early medie-
val world, the decline of Europe’s pre-Christian reli-
gions seeded something new. The nineteenth-century’s

¢ Young, Twilight of the Godlings, pp. 159-60.

7 Cf. Colossians 1:23: ‘be not moved away from the hope of the gospel,
which ye have heard, and which was preached to every creature which
is under heaven ...".
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reinterpretation of pre-Christian cultures, considered in
Chapter 6, led to the rise of nationalism and movements
for national rebirth in central and eastern Europe that
produced many of the nations of the region, influenc-
ing geopolitics to this day. Furthermore, the position of
national minorities within the Russian Federation — many
of whom are considered in this book — is a matter of con-
siderable contemporary interest as a volatile Russia’s
medium- and long-term political future remains seem-
ingly in the balance. As Christianity loses its religious
and cultural hold on Europe, there is understandably an
upswell of popular curiosity about what came before it,
especially if pre-Christian peoples are perceived as hav-
ing lived in harmony with a natural environment that
is now in crisis. While Europe’s pre-Christian religions
ultimately faded from history, their memory became part
of the material for newly fashioned identities, and that
material remains a significant (if at times problematic)
part of Europe’s cultural fabric. It is impossible to under-
stand the totality of early modern European history with-
out including unchristianised peoples in the story.

Speaking of Pagans

There is a long-standing debate among scholars of reli-
gious studies, as well as historians, about the use of the
word ‘pagan’ to describe pre-Christian European cults.®

8 For some discussions of the use of the term ‘pagan’ see O’Donnell,
‘Paganus’, 163—9; Chuvin, Chronicle of the Last Pagans, pp. 7-9; Palmer,
‘Defining Paganism’, 402—25; Davies, Paganism, pp. 1-6; Cameron,
The Last Pagans of Rome, pp. 14—25; Testa, ‘When the Romans became
Pagand’, pp. 31-51.
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Scholars who reject the use of the word ‘pagan’ gener-
ally do so because it is an ‘othering’ term invented by
Christians in order to define Christianity against what it
was not. On this view, ‘pagan’ is a pejorative term; but
it is also a meaningless one, since anyone who was not
a Christian (or who failed to meet a required standard
of ‘Christian-ness’) could be called a pagan. It was not a
word that anyone ever used of themselves. I have argued
elsewhere that rejection of the word ‘pagan’ on these
grounds is problematic,’ not least because there are now
people who call themselves pagans and identify with the
pre-Christian religions of the past. Furthermore, ‘pagan’
is among those terms in the history of belief, like ‘reli-
gion’, ‘magic’, and ‘witchcraft’, that stubbornly resist
unproblematic definition, but that non-specialists con-
tinue to use anyway. While the use of such terms should
always be subject to critique and appropriate qualifica-
tion, I take the view that abandoning a widely recognised
and widely used term altogether requires exceptional jus-
tifications — not least because historians have little hope
of communicating their ideas to the wider public if they
decline to use commonly understood terminology.
While it is true that ‘pagan’ was (until very recent
times) an exonym or etic term for a group of people
defined by an external authority (the Christian church),
the extent to which that definition was arbitrary should
not be exaggerated. As we shall see, ‘pagan’ was a term
used both technically and rhetorically by late medieval
and early modern Christians. While it may not always be
apparent that, in the heat of argument and polemic, the

9 Young and Douglas, Paganism Persisting, pp. 4-9.
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‘rhetorical pagan’ and the ‘technical pagan’ were always
clearly distinguished, theologians certainly retained the
capacity to distinguish them. In the rhetorical sense, her-
etics, apostates, exceptionally ignorant Christians, and
people forbidden from receiving the rites of the church
under interdict or excommunication — and, later, people
accused of witchcraft — might be called ‘pagans’. But in
the technical sense that these people were baptised and
therefore stood under the authority of the church’s canon
law, they were not pagans. In the eyes of the church, bap-
tism claimed a person for Christianity, regardless of that
person’s level of understanding or catechesis, and a pagan
in the technical sense was any unbaptised person who
was not a Jew.

Where medieval theologians disagreed about the status
of a group of people as pagans or not was in discussions of
Islam, where interpretations were divided between those
who considered Islam a kind of Christian heresy and those
who believed Muslims were pagan idolaters.’® Derived
from the ninth-century author Nicetas of Byzantium,*
and incorporating the libel that Muslims worshipped
a trinity of false gods as idols (including ‘Mahumet’),
the belief that Muslims were pagans provided a conve-
nient justification for the Crusades, since pagans could
be blamed for the death of Christ.”* Furthermore, the
‘paganisation’ of Muslims headed off troubling questions
about how another successful proselytising monotheistic

* On the interpretation of Muslims as heretics see Frasetto, “The Image
of the Saracen’, pp. 83—96. On Muslims as pagans see Tolan, ‘Muslims
as Pagan Idolaters’, pp. 97-118.

" Cruz, ‘Popular Attitudes toward Islam’, p. 77.

> Tolan, ‘Muslims as Pagan Idolaters’, pp. 108—9.

II
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religion with equally exclusive claims to divine favour
could exist. However, since the Qur’an plainly referenced
the Old Testament and mentioned Jesus, Islam could also
be written off as a peculiar kind of Christian heresy.
While Christian attitudes to Islam lie beyond the scope
of this book, the purported reasons why many medie-
val Christian commentators considered Muslims to be
pagans bear examination. In addition to being unbaptised,
Muslims were also pagans on account of their alleged
idolatry and polytheism. Again and again, Christian
authors associated paganism with the worship of idols
and the veneration of multiple deities — with good reason,
for the ultimate authority for the Christian definition of
paganism was the Bible (even if the Latin Vulgate never
once uses the word paganus). In the Old Testament, the
Israelites and their leaders are repeatedly deemed to have
fallen away from God when they turn to the worship of
‘strange gods’, ‘the gods of the nations’, or ‘the idols of
the nations’.’3 Since the prophets of ancient Israel were
reacting against a particular kind of non-Yahwistic reli-
gion, that Canaanite religion became the blueprint for
the kind of paganism Christians expected to encounter —
along with the paganism of the ancient Graeco-Roman
world whose collision with Christianity is described in
the Acts of the Apostles.’* Christians thus expected to
find pagans worshipping at temples, sacrificing animals
(and perhaps even people), and venerating valuable cult
images as actual deities. The Christian reinvention of

3 See, for example, Deuteronomy 6:14; 13:7; 29:18; 2 Kings 16:3; 17:171;
1 Kings 17:33.
4 Petts, Pagan and Christian, p. 78.
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Islam as idolatrous paganism was a particularly extreme
form of a broader pattern of Christians interpreting every
non-Christian religion they encountered via a scriptural
hermeneutic.

The principal reason I have chosen not to use the term
‘pagan’ in this book without careful qualification (prefer-
ring ‘pre-Christian’ or ‘unchristianised’) is that ‘pagan’
fails to do justice to the variety of beliefs and rites pres-
ent in European societies before Christianisation — even
if I do not think it is not a term that should be avoided
altogether. The word ‘pagan’ evokes certain associations.
Traditionally, those are associations with Greece and
Rome, with its polytheistic pantheon of deities, temples,
animal sacrifice, and anthropomorphic cult images. Put
another way, ‘pagan’is a word that triggers a latent herme-
neutic of interpretatio Romana, where every pre-Christian
society is judged against the implicit standard of the pagan
society we know most about: Graeco-Roman antiquity.
In more recent times ‘pagan’ is a word that has arguably
acquired other connotations too: positive ones, such as
an association with the uninhibited celebration of life,
sexual liberation, and closeness to nature.” This too is a
problem: it is every bit as unhistorical to project the atti-
tudes and ideals of contemporary paganism back onto the
pre-Christian peoples of the past as it is to expect all those
peoples to behave like Greeks and Romans.

The peoples whose religious history is the subject of
this book deserve to be unburdened from some of the

5 On the changing meanings and associations of the word ‘pagan’ in
twentieth-century Britain and Ireland see Wheeler, ‘Discourses of
Paganism’, 5-24.
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unspoken assumptions that a word like ‘pagan’ carries
with it. Their spiritual beliefs and practices were often
very far from any template offered by Greece or Rome.
In most cases, by the time we have any evidence for the
pre-Christian religions of northern and eastern Europe
those religions were perceived as marginalised and in
decline. The temptation, therefore, has been to lump
them all together. These people were ‘pagans’, ‘animists’,
‘shamanists’. To the Russians they were all ‘Chuds’, a
generic mass of Finno-Ugric-speaking animists. But the
religious diversity of Europe’s pre-Christian religions,
like the diversity of its languages, was vast; and even if it
is often now impossible to recover the true extent of that
diversity, it deserves to be acknowledged. The limitations
of our sources mean we can only glimpse the richness of
the tapestry of Europe’s later pre-Christian religions, but
enough evidence survives to show that it is very difficult
to generalise about the beliefs of different peoples. The
use of a generalising term like ‘pagan’ suggests a lack of
imagination, funnelling us towards an interpretation of
pre-Christian religions as nothing more than lingering
survivals from an earlier era and implicitly excluding the
possibility that these religions were capable of change and
development too.

Potential alternatives to ‘pagan’ and ‘paganism’ include
‘pre-Christian religion’, ‘Indigenous religion’, ‘native
faith’, and ‘ethnic religion’. In a study of the terms used
to describe Sdmi religion, Konsta Kaikkonen has been
critical of the term ‘pre-Christian’ on the grounds that it
clearly locates a religion in the past. In Kaikkonen’s view,
the use of ‘shamanism’ is similarly problematic, since it
is socially constructed and ‘irons out differences between

14
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all “shamanistic” cultures and simply sees them as sides of
the same phenomenon’.’® Vladimir Shumkin questioned
the uncritical application of a model derived from Siberia
to the Sdmi noaidi (in Sdmi culture, a person who commu-
nicates with the spirit world), arguing for greater cultural
distinctiveness.'” Ronald Hutton added a further qualifi-
cation to the term ‘shamanism’, noting that shamanism
is only one aspect of the religious outlooks in which sha-
mans operate, and therefore it might not be appropriate
to characterise an entire religion by that one practice.™
As an alternative to earlier terms, Kaikkonen suggests
the use of ‘Sami autochthonous religion’; or, alternatively,
‘a more particularistic type of approach’ that uses purely
Sami terms like Noaidevuobta.' Clearly, the adoption of
such ‘particularistic’ terms gives a more distinctive iden-
tity to a people’s religion and avoids the danger of lump-
ing all non-Christian religions together as one undif-
ferentiated mass of ‘pagan’, ‘animist’, or ‘pre-Christian’
beliefs. However, if we are concerned with redressing
the marginalisation of Europe’s pre-Christian religions,
‘particularism’ is not necessarily the right way to go. It
makes it harder to talk about these religions, and it risks
the ‘Balkanisation’ of pre-Christian religions through the
use of particularising language that makes it impossible
to speak of common themes or connections — thereby
hampering the spread of knowledge and understanding
of pre-Christian religious traditions beyond one region.
I have already highlighted the difficulty of generalising

16 Kaikonen, ‘Sdmi Indigenous(?) Religion(s)(?)’, pp. 11-12.
7 Shumkin, “The Wizards of Lapland’, p. 126.

8 Hutton, Shamans, pp. vii-viii.

19 Kaikonen, ‘Sdmi Indigenous(?) Religion(s)(?)’, p. 0.
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about pre-Christian religions, but there is also solidar-
ity to be found in appropriately qualified generalisa-
tions, provided facile comparisons are avoided. And there
is, of course, one experience that unites all the diverse
pre-Christian religions of medieval and early modern
Europe: the experience of contact with Christianity and
attempted Christianisation.

Terms like ‘Indigenous’ and ‘autochthonous’ are prob-
lematic because the application of the concept of indi-
geneity (developed primarily in the Americas) to Europe
remains controversial.”> While there is no authoritative
definition of what constitutes an Indigenous people,
influential definitions often highlight the colonisation
of the territories of Indigenous peoples by settler soci-
eties rather than simply the ‘autochthony’ of Indigenous
peoples as the earliest known inhabitants of a region.*!
There is a debate in Estonia, for example, about whether
the Estonians — repeatedly colonised by Baltic German,
Danish, Swedish, and Russian settlers, and most recently
by the Soviet Union — should consider themselves (and
be considered) an Indigenous people, and a rhetoric

*° ‘Protocol No. 3 on the Sami People’ of the accession treaty of Sweden
and Finland to the European Union (1995) implicitly identifies the
Sémi as Indigenous, without using the term itself, by committing
Sweden and Finland to protection of Sdmi reindeer husbandry as
the traditional Simi way of life. See https://static1.squarespace
.com/static/5dfb35a66foods4abo729b75/t/5e7a2c6aa2bf8526¢3fa
9bb6/1585065067737/Protocol_3_EUgs_original.pdf, accessed 31
January 2024.

For one such definition, see Anaya, Indigenous Peoples, p. 3: ‘Living
descendants of pre-invasion inhabitants of lands now dominated
by others. They are culturally distinct groups that find themselves
engulfed by other settler societies born of forces of empire and
conquest.’

©
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Speaking of Pagans

of ‘indigeneity’ is part of the self-understanding of the
‘native faith’ Maausulised movement.** But in the exten-
sion of the concept of indigeneity to Europe there is a
latent danger of the appropriation of the term by far-right
ultra-nationalist groups, potentially allowing any group
that claims ‘autochthony’ to define itself as ‘Indigenous’
and re-articulate xenophobic nationalisms in terms of
‘Indigenous rights’.

‘Pre-Christian religions’ is, in my view, the least prob-
lematic and most readily understandable term which can
be meaningfully deployed to identify the historic belief
systems of the Sami, the Finno-Ugric-speaking animists
of European Russia, the Estonians, the Balts, and oth-
ers. It is a term that leaves open the possibility of vast
differences within and between those belief systems, in
contrast to ‘paganism’ (with its Graeco-Roman associa-
tions) or ‘animism’ (which may not accurately character-
ise the belief systems of all these peoples). It allows for the
exploration of both the general and the particular. In a
discussion of teaching about Sami religion in Norwegian
schools, Bengt-Ove Andreassen and Torjer Olsen are hes-
itant about the term ‘pre-Christian’, noting that it pushes
Sami religion into the past and places Christianity in a
central position.?3 But this is not the only way to interpret
the term. It is undeniable that Simi religion, along with
every other form of pre-Christian religion in Europe, has
come into contact with and been affected by Christianity
(or Islam). To refer to a religion as ‘pre-Christian’ is to
acknowledge that a relationship with Christianity is part

** Vistrik, ‘In Search of Genuine Religion’, pp. 143-5.
*3 Andreassen and Olsen, ‘Sami Religion’, p. 74.
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of the history of these religions, yet it does not presume
priority for Christianity. Indeed, the term ‘pre-Christian’,
as used in this book, grants ontological priority to reli-
gious traditions that preceded Christianity; it refers not
just to a pristine state of religion before any contact with
Christianity, but to any religious practices in a society
before its thorough Christianisation. It is shorthand, in
other words, for ‘pre-Christianisation’ religions.

Blurred Boundaries: Religion, Animism,
Creolisation, and the ‘Christianesque’

While it may be possible to recognise some commonal-
ities with Graeco-Roman religion in the religious con-
cerns of the animists of Europe’s far north and east, the
differences are more pronounced than the similarities.
Animism (and indeed shamanism) cannot and should not
be lumped in with ‘paganism’.*4 For the purpose of a
recent study of the Komi people of European Russia, the
Estonian scholars Art Leete and Piret Koosa defined ani-
mism as ‘an animal- and spirit-related mode of vernacu-
lar sensitivity, a complex way of perception, thought, and
action that encompasses human and other-than-human
persons’.*S Clearly, nothing about this definition neces-
sarily requires polytheism, sacrifice, temples, cult images,
and so forth. Indeed, it is not altogether clear from this
definition that animism need be considered ‘religion’

*4 For a discussion of possible meanings of ‘animism’ see Harvey,
Animism, pp. 3-29. The idea that animism existed in ancient Graeco-
Roman religion has been critiqued by Ailsa Hunt (Hunt, ‘Pagan
Animism’, pp. 137-52).

*5 Leete and Koosa, ‘Spiritual Power’, p. 518 n.1.
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at all. As Graham Harvey has observed, scholars now
generally reject definitions of animism in terms of
belief (‘belief in spirits’, for example), preferring to see
it in terms of ‘a concern with knowing how to behave
appropriately towards persons, only some of whom are
human’.*¢ Madis Arukask, in a study of Finno-Ugric-
speaking herdsmen in Russia, puts the emphasis on
partnership between human beings and the forest and
supernatural forces, leading to a ‘contractual’ relation-
ship.?” The animist outlook is thus the opposite of the
modern Western interpretation of humanity’s relation-
ship with nature as adversarial, expressed through meta-
phors of conflict and conquest.

‘Religion’ is a term thatis notoriously difficult to define.
But animism (as usually conceptualised) differs signifi-
cantly from both Christian and Graeco-Roman modes of
religiosity, not least because its concerns are seemingly
different from those of religion. It is perhaps because ani-
mism ‘flies under the radar’ of religion that animism man-
ages to co-exist in some societies and individuals with the
public profession of Christianity or Islam. Emma Wilby
and Michael Ostling have argued for the idea that ani-
mism is in some sense more fundamental than religion,
a kind of ‘bedrock’ of popular belief that can continue
to exist beneath layers of religion, resilient to religious
changes.?® To use an analogy from linguistics, animism
could be seen as a cultural ‘substrate’ to most societies,

*6 Harvey, Animism, p. xi.

*7 Arukask, ‘Sorcery, Holiness, the Third Sex’, p. 176.

28 On the idea of animism as a substratum or ‘bedrock’ of popular belief
see Wilby, Cunning-Folk and Familiar Spirits, pp. 14-17; Ostling,
‘Introduction’, pp. 19—20.
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perhaps long since extinct in and of itself, but neverthe-
less detectable in later religious and ritual vocabularies. In
2014 a Mari woman, Nastia Aiguzina, told a BBC journal-
ist that ‘In the morning people might attend church and
in the afternoon visit the sacred forests.”* I had a similar
conversation in 2023 with a professor of Simi language
at the University of Tromse in Norway, who noted that
many Siami people who identify as Lutheran Christians
may ask permission of the spirits before lighting a fire
or camping in a specific place in the landscape. At one
time such phenomena were conceptualised as ‘dual-faith
observance’,3° but this missed the point that religion and
animism do not co-exist as equivalents. Animist traditions
may not interact with religious beliefs at all, and the per-
ception that animism is ‘pagan’ or in potential conflict
with the profession of Christianity is externally projected
by academics, journalists, or missionaries onto societies
in which animism still remains significant; it may not be a
tension felt by animists themselves.

On the other hand, by defining animism as some-
thing other than religion we may risk perpetuating, in
a different form, the sort of closed thinking about reli-
gion that caused missionaries to despise the practices
of animist peoples. While animism need not compete
with Christianity within a Christianised society, and its
presence need not be seen as indicative of some sort of
conscious compromise or syncretism, excluding it from
the category of religion altogether risks denigrating or

*9 Stratton, “The people with the reddest hair in the world’, BBC News,
11 November 2014, bbc.co.uk/news/magazine-29950844, accessed 30
September 2023.

3° See Paulson, Old Estonian Folk Religion, p. 56.
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demoting it. The continued presence or absence of ani-
mism in a society can perhaps be taken as a measure of
the depth or cultural thoroughgoingness of that soci-
ety’s Christianisation — in the sense that Christianity
typically becomes a more and more ‘culturally totalising’
presence in a society over time. This is not because the
adoption of Christianity necessarily requires the thorough
Christianisation of every aspect of life, but because the
abandonment of traditional religions can result, over time,
in a collective forgetting of the pre-Christian context
for those cultural practices, and thus they are furnished
with new Christian contexts and rationalisations. A good
example would be Ilgés or Vélinés, the ‘Lithuanian Day
of the Dead’, which in all likelihood has pre-Christian
origins, but has now merged into the mainstream of tra-
ditional commemorations of the departed that are com-
mon in many Christian countries in late October and
early November, clustering around the feast of All Saints.

The continued presence of elements of animistic belief
and practice in a society could be taken as a sign that its
Christianisation is fairly recent, or that it was not wholly
successful for a long time. Timothy Insoll has argued that
the identification of a society with Christianity (or, looked
at another way, a society’s self-identification as a Christian
society) can take a long time, and it is the final stage of
Christianisation.3" As Hutton has argued, Christianity
was not always immediately successful in supplying sub-
stitute beliefs for every aspect of pre-Christian religion.
Christianity is a religion primarily concerned with the
soul’s eternal destiny rather than with the pragmatic

3" Insoll, ‘Introduction’, pp. 1-32.
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realities of life in a rural subsistence society, or indeed
a nomadic society based on hunting and foraging. As
Hutton puts it, ‘the sheer otherworldliness of Christianity
... forced medieval people to retain memories of ancient
pagan beliefs in order to cope with the present world’.3?
The persistence of animism and the retention of other
pre-Christian beliefs and practices may not, therefore, be
indicative of any kind of conscious departure or dissent
from Christianity. Rather, it reflects the necessity of nav-
igating the personhood of non-human beings as part of
one’s perception of reality.

Justas ‘animism’ can prove a problematic concept, so the
concepts of ‘crypto-religion’ and ‘syncretism’ are not alto-
gether satisfactory for dealing with the presence of older
beliefs and practices in a society alongside Christianity.
The phrase ‘crypto-religion’ seems to imply that older
beliefs must be concealed beneath a veneer of Christian
devotional practices — which is by no means always the
case33 — while the concept of ‘syncretism’ implies that
older beliefs survive primarily by being assumed into or
synthesised with the dominant religion (or at least its
popular expressions). John Marenbon has argued that
it is perfectly possible for people to inhabit more than
one tradition or conceptual scheme without synthesising
them,3* and our need to see a synthesis of belief in other
societies may say more about us than it does about them.
In other words, because a post-Enlightenment mindset
renders us incapable of inhabiting more than one world

3* Hutton, Queens of the Wild, p. 37.

33 For a critique of the concept of ‘crypto-religion’ see Robbins,
‘Crypto-Religion’, pp. 408-24.

3% Marenbon, ‘Relativism in the Long Middle Ages’, p. 348.
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of belief without consciously synthesising or harmonising
them, we imagine that it is so for everyone else. But there
is no good reason to suppose that unchristianised peoples
were insincere (or set out to deceive) in their incorpora-
tion of elements of Christianity into their religious prac-
tices, and no evidence that they deliberately and cynically
relabelled gods and goddesses in order to evade the atten-
tion of church authorities.

On the other hand, there is evidence that unchristian-
ised peoples often populated a partially pre-Christian
framework of belief with Christian characters during
the Christianisation process, as one possible interme-
diate stage between pre-Christian cult and thorough
Christianisation. These, in the words of Tuuli Kurisoo
and Ténno Jonuks, are the people ‘who use Christian
symbolism while living in a pagan society’, like medi-
eval Estonians who happily wore jewellery featuring
crosses long before it is likely that any conversion had
taken place,?> or the early Anglo-Saxon leader buried
in Sutton Hoo’s Mound 1 in the seventh century with
a mixture of pagan and Christian artefacts. At an early
stage of their contact with Christianity, people might
retain a pre-Christian outlook based on polytheism, sac-
rifice, and the placation of deities, yet choose to sacri-
fice to the Christian god and the saints as well on the
grounds that the Christian God was a powerful deity
worthy of worship — in the absence of any understanding
of Christianity’s radical claims of exclusivity for its deity.

I have argued elsewhere that worship of Jesus as one
god among many may explain some of the more baffling

35 Kurisoo and Jonuks, “To Be or Not to Be ...’, p. 82.
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archaeological evidence for religion in late Roman
Britain,3® and the popularity of Christian imagery on
early modern Sdmi drums has been interpreted in much
the same way: the addition of a Christian cast of char-
acters to an existing set of beliefs.3” To argue endlessly
about whether those who have adopted the supernatural
personnel of Christianity (God the Father, Jesus Christ,
the Virgin Mary, and the saints) but show no apparent
commitment to monotheism are ‘Christians’ or ‘pagans’
is to miss the point and deal in essentialist conceptions of
religious allegiance that fail to do justice to the fluidity and
creativity of an era of religious transition. If a puppeteer
adds puppets of Marvel superheroes to a traditional Punch
and Judy Show that does not make the puppet show part
of the Marvel franchise. In medieval and early modern
Europe ‘there could have been “Christians” who had
nothing to do with the “real” Christianity’3® — people who
identified with Christian imagery and Christian religious
figures before they understood anything of what it meant.
As Kurisoo and Jonuks note, we do not really have a word
for this sort of relationship with Christianity,3° although
I propose we could refer to it as the ‘Christianesque’: a
cosmetic adoption of features of Christianity without
adoption of the Christian faith in a way recognisable
to the church authorities. And just as there were
‘Christianesque’ unchristianised people incorporating
Christian themes into pre-Christian belief worldviews
and belief systems, there were also ‘paganesque’

3% Young, Twilight of the Godlings, pp. 122-3.

37 Rasmussen, ‘Post-Reformation Religious Practices’, p. 272.
3% Kurisoo and Jonuks, “T'o Be or Not to Be ...%, p. 83.

39 Kurisoo and Jonuks, “T'o Be or Not to Be ...", p. 87.
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Christians who continued to use pre-Christian rites but
whose overall belief system was Christian, to the point
where, in Slavic lands, even Christian priests participated
in ‘paganesque’ rites.°

The phenomenon of the ‘Christianesque’ is closely
linked to another idea central to the argument of this
book: the concept of religious creolisation. The idea of
creoles arose first in linguistics to describe new languages
formed in a colonial context from the interaction of
Indigenous and colonial languages, and the corresponding
concept of religious creolisation was initially developed
to understand the complex religious traditions of people
of African descent in the Caribbean and Latin America;
for North America, the term métisisation might also be
used, in reference to the new Métis culture created by a
fusion of French settler and Native American traditions.
However, the creole paradigm is increasingly applied by
archaeologists and ancient historians to the religions of
ancient Europe. In the same way that a linguistic creole
is a stable new language developed from the combina-
tion of elements of two interacting languages, so that it
can no longer be accurately described as a variant form of
either one of those two languages, the creole religions of
black communities in Caribbean and Latin America can-
not be described satisfactorily as manifestations of either
Christianity or African traditional religions. A third reli-
gion has come into being as a result of contact and inter-
action between multiple traditions.#!

4 Alvarez-Pedrosa and Marinas, Rituals in Slavic Pre-Christian Religion,
p- 88.

4 On religious creolisation see Ferndndez Olmos and Paravisini-Gebert,
Creole Religions, pp. 1-8.
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The concept of creole religion as a sort of religious
bricolage undermines the traditional Christian—pagan
binary in the historiography of European religion.
Whereas the ideas of ‘crypto-religion’ and syncretism
presuppose the interaction of two distinct religious tra-
ditions in a dynamic of dissembling and conscious com-
promise, the paradigm of creolisation allows for some-
thing more organic and more fluid: the emergence of
a new system of ritual and belief from cross-cultural
interactions. The Christianisation of Europe can thus
be reimagined as an interplay between three religious
traditions — Christianity itself, the largely unrecoverable
religions of peoples untouched by Christianity, and var-
ious creole traditions developed in response to contact
with Christianity but prior to complete Christianisation.
The re-conceptualisation of pre-Christian religious tra-
ditions as creole religions enables the historian to break
free of the assumption that the religious beliefs and
practices of unchristianised peoples in Europe always
had their roots in the distant past. For example, some
scholars have suggested that the Samogitian god of mer-
chants Markopollus, first mentioned in the sixteenth
century, could have been a corruption of the name of
the explorer Marco Polo,# and nineteenth-century
folklorists noted that Latvians had added a new god-
dess, ‘Mother of Tobacco’, to the many Latvian divine
mothers.®

"The archaeologists Ralph Haeussler, Elizabeth Webster,
and Jane Webster have been among the first to apply
the paradigm of creolisation to the religions of Europe,

4 LBM, p. 124. 4 LBM, p. 126.
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albeit in ancient rather than modern times.** For these
scholars, creolisation provides a better framework than
‘Romanisation’ to describe the transformation of local
cults in the provinces of the Roman Empire, since
‘Romanisation’ implies the imposition of one culture
from the centre of the empire onto its peripheries. The
archaeological evidence suggests the real situation was
more complex, with peoples colonised by the Roman
Empire exercising their own agency to create new, com-
posite religious traditions in response to Roman religion.
Elsewhere I have discussed the extent to which some of
the cults of Roman Britain — such as the cults of Brigantia
or Faunus — might have been neither truly ‘Roman’ nor
truly ‘Celtic’, but new cults created in Britain as the
need for them arose.#> The binary interpretation usually
applied in the study of Romano-British religion — that
every cult was either an import from the Roman world
or a survival from Iron Age British religious practice — is
inadequate, because it ignores the possibility that people
in Roman Britain were capable of religious creativity.
The same critique of the shortcomings of ‘Romanisation’
can also be applied to the idea of ‘Christianisation’ at a
later period. Christianisation is a problematic concept
because it implies a one-way transfer of religious influ-
ence, emanating from the centres of Christian authority
and power, which gradually turned ‘pagans’ into good
Christians. However, Christianisation took many forms,
from the haphazard adoption of ‘Christianesque’ beliefs

4 Haeussler and Webster, ‘Creolage’, pp. 1-22; Webster, ‘A Dirty
Window on the Iron Age?’, pp. 121-54.
4 Young, Twilight of the Godlings, pp. 89-135.
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and practices by unchristianised peoples to the forcible
imposition of Christianity by political power — and
everything in between, including sincere, heartfelt con-
version resulting from non-violent missionary activity.
What is clear, however, is that contact with Christianity
did not extinguish pre-Christian beliefs. Instead, it
often re-formed them into new creole belief systems
and cults that reflected neither a pristine pre-Christian
cult nor proper assimilation into the Christian world.
Furthermore, like the creole religions of the Caribbean,
the creole religions of Europe were a response to crisis.
"That crisis, for European peoples, was not total separation
from their ancestral homelands and traditions; rather, it
was the destruction of their religious traditions by mis-
sionaries who did not then provide the pastoral and educa-
tional infrastructure for Christianity to become culturally
embedded. People were left in a religious no-man’s land,
simultaneously de-paganised and unchristianised, and
responded by creating creole religions as best they could.

The notion that creole religions existed in early mod-
ern Europe represents a challenge to the two broad
historiographical paradigms that have been applied
to Christianisation: a ‘paganising’ paradigm derived
from nineteenth-century nationalism, which prefers
to see pre-Christian religion as largely pristine and
presents Christianity as a culturally destructive force;
and a ‘Christianising’ paradigm in which Christianity
was wholly triumphant and forged new identities for
Christianised peoples within Christendom. These his-
toriographical tendencies might be considered the
‘maximalising’ view of pre-Christian religion — that it
survived to a late date — and the ‘minimalising’ view that
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pre-Christian religion was extinguished early and later
reports of ‘paganism’ were simply invented, imagined, or
misinterpreted by commentators (a view taken, for exam-
ple, by the German historian Michael Brauer+®). Hutton
has astutely observed that the excessive reification of
‘paganism’ in societies that had already experienced a
conversion event results in ‘endless, and irreconcilable,
arguments over the extent of the survival of the essence
of a religion when the people who professed it have been
formally converted to another’.#7 Put another way, the
historian searching for ‘pagans’ in late medieval and early
modern Europe risks becoming entangled in a fruitless
‘no true Scotsman’ line of reasoning, endlessly defending
the idea that this or that group of people ‘were pagans at
heart’, in spite of evidence for their extensive contact with
Christianity.

But there is another reason to avoid essentialism in the
discussion of ‘paganism’ and Christianity in the societ-
ies of northern and eastern Europe — the epistemological
‘elephant in the room’. This epistemological elephant is
the difficulty of saying anything about how Christianity
and pre-Christian religion interacted when we know vir-
tually nothing, in many cases, about pre-Christian reli-
gion before it came into contact with Christianity. What
passes for a description of ‘pagan’ religion is often, in all
likelihood, a description of creolised practice. A pivot to
understanding the religions of unchristianised peoples as
creole belief systems removes the need to engage in arid
essentialist debates about who was or was not a pagan or

46 See Brauer, ‘Erfindung oder Entdeckung?’, pp. 185-216.
47 Hutton, Pagan Britain, p. viii.
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what exactly constituted ‘true’ paganism. It reveals the
slow progress of Christianisation in some regions of east-
ern and northern Europe as neither the plucky survival
of paganism against all the odds, nor the overwhelming
success of Christianity, but rather the creative response of
people who chose their own ways to worship the divine in
response to a spiritual and pastoral crisis.

Conversion, Christianisation,
and Unchristianised Peoples

In the 1970s the Norwegian missiologist and Lutheran
bishop Fridtjov Birkeli distinguished between a ‘con-
version event’ and the process of Christianisation that
follows it,*® introducing a more refined understanding
of Christianisation than earlier models which conflated
conversion and Christianisation. Simply put, a ‘conver-
sion event’ is a society’s outward adoption of Christianity,
either through mass self-identification with Christianity
or through a ruler’s decision to adopt the Christian faith.
Conversion events are themselves historically complex,
usually coming at the end of a long road that begins with
a culture’s first contact with Christianity, and they are not
always clearly defined — especially if a culture is highly
decentralised. This is why it is very difficult to determine
a date for such a conversion event for the Sidmi, a col-
lection of peoples with no overarching political organi-
sation spread over a vast area of northern Fennoscandia
from the Atlantic coast of Norway to the Kola Peninsula.

# For a summary of Birkeli’s analysis see Hoggett, The Archacology of the
East Anglian Conversion, p. 15.
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Determining the date of a conversion event by a lead-
er’s decision to adopt Christianity entails large assump-
tions about the political structure of a region and it is not
altogether clear how colonised nations with no political
autonomy fit into such a definition. The ‘conversion’ of
the Grand Duchy of Lithuania, which marks the termi-
nus post quemn of this book, is one such event. On the one
hand, it can be precisely dated to February 1387; but on
the other, it is unlikely to have involved more than a few
hundred people in the city of Vilnius.

Whether or not ‘conversion events’ can be defined sat-
isfactorily, it is nevertheless clear that no society becomes
thoroughly Christian in a single event. Christianisation is
the long process of cultural assimilation of Christianity
into all aspects of life that follows the conversion event,
including catechisation of the population so that they
understand Christianity as well as simply deciding to
identify with it. Some Christianisations were fairly rapid.
Ireland could serve as an example of a country where
Christianisation was successful, from “first contact’ with
Christianity in the early fifth century (at the latest) to
an end to pre-Christian cult by high-status individuals
in the mid-sixth century. By 600 ck Ireland had been
‘converted on the level of hierarchy and institution’, and
by 700 cE even ‘increasingly marginalized manifesta-
tions of non-Christian religion’ were gone.* In Anglo-
Saxon England, likewise, conversion at the elite level was
complete by around 680, having begun in 597. Neither
early medieval Ireland nor Anglo-Saxon England were
anything like a modern unitary state, but regardless of

49 Williams, Ireland’s Immortals, p. 4.
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political fragmentation there were strong ties of kinship
between different political units as well as an implicit or
explicit hierarchy of rulers and sub-rulers which ensured
that Christianity snowballed once the most influential
rulers endorsed it. A further factor behind the rapid
Christianisation of England may have been the pres-
tige of the religion of late imperial Rome, which cast its
seductive glamour over early medieval England — a heady
cocktail of Christianity, Roman cultural prestige, and the
promise of mimicking imperial power.5°

Christianisation in some other nations was nota-
bly slower and beset with reverses — such as Hungary,
Scandinavia, and the lands of the West Slavs. But, in
the Baltic region, Christianisation ground to a halt alto-
gether. The specific reasons for this will be examined
in more detail in Chapter 1, but Sylvain Gouguenheim
has singled out four factors that account for the failure
of Christianisation in the Baltic: negligent missionaries,
poor church infrastructure, geographical distance and
remoteness, and the language barrier.’* While these four
factors were undoubtedly significant, Gouguenheim’s
analysis omits a fifth factor: active resistance and rejection
of Christianity by the local population. For peoples under-
going Christianisation were not merely passive recipients
of a faith, with their acceptance or rejection of the faith
dependent on the skill and diligence of missionaries. Pre-
Christian peoples had agency. In his study of Samogitia
(site of Europe’s last conversion event), Mangirdas
Bumblauskas breaks conversion and Christianisation

5° Hawkes, ‘Anglo-Saxon Romanitas’, pp. 19-36.
5t Gouguenheim, Les derniers paiens, pp. 173-8.
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down into four stages: mission Christianisation (activities
preceding a conversion event), official conversion, broad
conversion (some level of outward identification with
Christianity), and inner Christianisation. The latter did
not occur in Samogitia, in Bumblauskas’s view, until the
late eighteenth century.>*

The fact that Christianisation could not only fail,
but might also be actively rejected, seldom receives the
attention it deserves in histories of the conversion and
Christianisation of Europe. Furthermore, we should
also consider the possibility that the fairly swift outward
adoption of Christianity could be the best way for a peo-
ple to preserve their religious traditions and redirect the
attention of missionaries. Often, the very idea of writing
a history of conversion and Christianisation implicitly
privileges Christianity over whatever it replaces, by plac-
ing the emphasis on the growth of Christianity rather
than on the response of followers of pre-Christian reli-
gions, which may be seen as a heterogeneous mishmash
of traditional religions and beliefs with insufficient unity
or cultural power to resist the new faith. This was a par-
ticular problem in the traditional historiography of the
Baltic Crusades, for example, where the religion of the
crusaders’ enemies received little attention (in spite of its
self-evident resilience, which was the reason for the cru-
sades in the first place). This is in part due to the nature
of the sources, all of which were written by Christians.
But it also reflects, consciously or unconsciously, a
teleological historiography of Christianity as the ‘inev-
itable’ religion of northern Europe — or, in somewhat

5* Bumblauskas, ‘Samogitia’s Christianisation’, p. 26.
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more secular terms, a teleological historiography of the
inevitable adoption of Christianity as a higher stage of
religious development, to be succeeded in due course by
secularisation.

In the period considered by this book, there existed
both baptised and unbaptised unchristianised peoples in
Europe. What unchristianised peoples had in common
was that they did not integrate Christianity in any sig-
nificant way into their culture, continuing pre-Christian
practices not only concerned with life events such as
birth, marriage, death, and burial but also practices of
a decidedly ‘religious’ character, such as sacrifices and
the veneration of images of deities. As David Petts has
argued, there is no prima facie reason to view the con-
tinuance of pre-Christian rites of betrothal, marriage,
burial, or commemoration of the dead in post-conversion
societies as continuations of pre-Christian religion, as
the church often did not take an interest in imposing
its own norms and rituals on these customs until many
years after a conversion event.’3> What, then, was the
content of pre-Christian religion that marked a people
as unchristianised? Bumblauskas singles out three key
factors that mark the end of a pagan society: the end
of sacrifices to gods, the baptism of all adults, and the
establishment of a meaningful parish system.’* Building
on these observations, I suggest five factors that, either
singly or together, might lead us to suspect we are deal-
ing with unchristianised people rather than justignorant
or deviant Christians:

53 Petts, Pagan and Christian, pp. 37—40.
54 Bumblauskas, ‘Samogitia’s Christianisation’, p. 26.
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1. Active rejection of the church or the Christian faith.

2. The presence of significant numbers of unbaptised
adults in the community.

3. Sacrifices and libations to specific, named pre-Christian
deities.

4. Worship of images of specific, named pre-Christian
deities.

5. Veneration of natural features such as trees, rocks,
and bodies of water in a manner unconnected with

Christian piety.

Even here, however, we must tread carefully. While
open rejection of the Christian faith is the clearest way
in which unchristianised people could show agency, such
rejections are not often recorded and they may some-
times have been exaggerated — such as when disobedi-
ence to authority and rejection of a new pastor or new
devotional practices were presented as the outright rejec-
tion of Christianity, for example. Sacrifices and libations,
as we have seen, might be offered to Christian saints
as well as to pre-Christian deities — and it is not always
clear whether we should interpret such acts as ‘pagan’.
Furthermore, the offering of libations can shade into folk
custom — few scholars would seriously suggest, for exam-
ple, that people leaving milk and cream out for the fairies
in rural Ireland constitutes an act of pagan sacrifice. And it
can be hard to establish with certainty whether an alleged
pre-Christian deity really was a pre-Christian deity. Acts
of piety undertaken at natural landscape features might
be interpreted as ‘pagan’ just because they deviated from
official Christian practice and not because they actually
perpetuated pre-Christian cults. Nevertheless, it remains
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the case that the presence of one or more of these features
should lead us to suspect the presence of pre-Christian
religious traditions unincorporated into an essentially
Christian worldview.

Histories of ‘Pagan’ Europe

A great deal has been written about Europe’s last
pre-Christian religions, but most of it has not been
written by historians of religion, has generally been
highly focussed on one specific nation or region, and
has often not been written in English. For today’s
Lithuanians, Latvians, Estonians, Sdmi, Maris, and
others, the unchristianised peoples of the early modern
era are ancestors — and not only ancestors, but often
mythologised heroes and bearers of national identity.
However, the story of Europe’s last pre-Christian peo-
ples — and, indeed, their very existence — is one that
is often poorly known outside Fennoscandia and east-
ern Europe. To date, only one book in English has
attempted to deal generally with the theme of the per-
sistence of pre-Christian religion in Europe into the
early modern era.>’

"The historical theme of the ‘last pagans’ has attracted a
degree of scholarly attention, but this is focussed primarily

55 Jones and Pennick, A History of Pagan Europe. Ken Dowden’s European
Paganism also considered late iterations of pre-Christian religion,
although its focus is thematic and anthropological rather than
chronological or historical. Some books give a complete chronological
survey of paganism, but confined to the British Isles: notably Hutton,
Pagan Britain; and Williams, Miracles of Our Own Making, written for
a popular audience.
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on one context: the last pagans of Rome.5® There is also a
considerable (and ever-growing) literature on the revival
of paganism in modern times,’ but its historiography sel-
dom reaches any earlier than the nineteenth century. My
own volume Paganism Persisting, co-authored with Robin
Douglas, is an attempt to push the history of revivals of
paganism much further back — indeed, into antiquity
itself.’® Furthermore, there is some literature on the pagan
theme in learned discourse in the Middle Ages.> Not every
account of the ‘last pagans’ has confined itself to Europe,
with some scholars taking in the Near East on the grounds
that late Graeco-Roman paganism was highly influential
there,% while the pre-Christian religions of the Sdmi and
other Finno-Ugric-speaking peoples of the far north have
sometimes been considered in a ‘Circum-Polar’ rather
than European context — on the basis that the common-
alities with Siberian and Inuit religion are more salient.®’

56 See, for example, Chuvin, Chronicle of the Last Pagans; Cameron, Last
Pagans of Rome; Testa, Strange Death of Pagan Rome; Watts, The Final
Pagan Generation.

57 On the modern revival of paganism see, for example, Adler, Drawing

Down the Moon; Harvey, Listening People, Speaking Earth; Davis,

Goddess Unmasked; Harvey and Hardman (eds.), Paganism Today;

Hutton, Triumph of the Moon. There is also a rich literature on pagan

revivals in northern and eastern Europe; see, for example, the essays

in Strmiska (ed.), Modern Paganism in World Cultures; Aitamurto and

Simpson (eds.), Modern Pagan and Native Faith Movements; Rountree

(ed.), Conternporary Pagan and Native Faith Movements.

Douglas and Young, Paganism Persisting.

59 Milis, The Pagan Middle Ages; Gibson, Iimagining the Pagan Past;
Marenbon, Pagans and Philosophers; Salih, Imagining the Pagan;
Chatterjee, Between the Pagan Past and Christian Present.

S Green, City of the Moon God; Himeen-Anttila, Last Pagans of Irag.

61 See, for example, the chapters in Pentikiinen (ed.), Shamanism and
Northern Ecology.
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Much of the scholarship on Europe’s pre-Christian
religions is to be found in the fields of church history and
archaeology, and specifically studies of the conversion
of FEurope and the Northern Crusades.> While much
of this research is excellent, the primary purpose of such
studies is to trace the development of Christian mission
and Christianity’s eventual dominance, and they are not
focussed on the pre-Christian peoples themselves and
their religion. While not specifically about religion, S. C.
Rowell’s Lithuania Ascending (1994) broke ranks by con-
centrating on the pagan Lithuanians themselves, albeit in
a time period earlier than that covered by this book.%3
Sylvain Gouguenheim’s recent French-language book
Les derniers paiens (2022) is noteworthy for being devoted
to Baltic pre-Christian religion and taking the history of
that religion right up to the eighteenth century.® While
not focussed exclusively on religion, the work of Rein
Taagepera and Neil Kent provides a crucial survey of
the Sdmi and other Finno-Ugric-speaking ‘animists’ at
the fringes of Europe,® while Andreas Klein has recently
produced an indispensable guide to seventeenth-century
antiquarian interest in the Sami.%

There are now a number of editions of medie-
val and early modern sources on late manifestations of
pre-Christian religion in Europe, including Juan Antonio

Alvarez-Pedrosa’s edition of sources for Slavic religion
62 See, for instance, Murray (ed.), Crusade and Conversion; Carver (ed.),
The Cross Goes North; Petts, Pagan and Christian; Baronas and Rowell,
Conversion of Lithuania.

Rowell, Lithuania Ascending.

% Gouguenheim, Les derniers paiens.

Taagepera, Finno-Ugric Republics; Kent, Sdmi Peoples of the North.

% Klein, Early Modern Knowledge.
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and my own edition of early modern primary sources on
Baltic religion.’7 The scholarship of Norbertas Vélius
and, more recently, Vytautas AliSauskas, has made avail-
able a comprehensive collection of extracts from pri-
mary sources in the original languages (and Lithuanian
translation) dealing specifically with alleged survivals of
pre-Christian religion to the end of the Polish-Lithuanian
Commonwealth.® The work of the Czech Balticists Marta
Eva Bét'akovad and Viclav Blazek in producing the Lexicon
of Baltic Mythology (2021) is also a very welcome contribu-
tion to this field.® However, even when written in English,
the research of scholars from Fennoscandia and eastern
Europe often does not receive the attention it deserves,
largely because the history of pre-Christian religions is
deemed a matter of local interest and its importance for
the wider religious history of Europe goes unrecognised.
As we have seen, one of the key debates about
pre-Christian religion in early modern Europe is whether
it existed at all. At the ‘maximalist’ end of the spectrum
on this question, largely superseded in scholarship but
still strong in the popular imagination in many countries
(including Britain and Ireland) is the idea that #// folk cul-
ture is essentially ‘pagan’. The view that medieval Europe
was only superficially or cosmetically Christianised is
associated above all with Jean Delumeau, who argued in
the 1970s that the Protestant Reformers and the Catholic
missionaries of the Counter-Reformation effectively
had to convert Catholic Europe to Christianity properly
for the first time.”® In the Baltic region, folklorists such

67 SSP-CR; PEMB. % BRMS, 4 vols.; BRMR. % LBM.

7° Delumeau, Catholicisin between Luther and Voltaire.
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as Prané Dunduliené and Jonas Trinkanas (the latter a
key figure in the pagan revivalist Romuva movement)
could be associated with this trend.”" Clearly, to those
interested in reviving pagan religions as a living real-
ity (and indeed those interested in boosting a region’s
tourist industry), the idea that folk culture has somehow
‘encoded’ pre-Christian religious beliefs and practices is
especially seductive, because it makes it possible to fill the
(significant) gaps in our direct knowledge of pre-Christian
religion by reverse engineering or ‘re-paganising’ a folk
culture presumed to be pagan in the first place.

At the ‘minimalist’ end of the spectrum lie the extreme
sceptics, who have questioned whether there is any com-
pelling evidence that followers of pre-Christian religions
existed in early modern Europe at all. Endre Bojtir, for
instance, argued that we can know virtually nothing about
pre-Christian Baltic religion because all we have are lit-
erary traditions of commentary on imagined religions,
unmoored from reality.”” In this conclusion Béjtar fol-
lowed W. C. Jaskiewicz, who thought none of the Baltic
religious and mythological information transmitted by
sixteenth-century authors could be trusted.” In 1986
John van Engen came at this problem from a slightly dif-
ferent direction, arguing that Christianisation was suc-
cessfully accomplished in the Middle Ages’ — although
it is important to note that Van Engen’s article was not
focussed on the geographical ‘peripheries’ of Europe that
are the subject of this book. This extreme scepticism is

7" Dunduliené, Pagonybé Lietuvoje; Trinkanas (ed.), Of Gods and Holidays.
7* Bojtér, Foreward to the Past, pp. 278-356.

73 Jaskiewicz, ‘A Study in Lithuanian Mythology’, pp. 65-106.

74 Van Engen, ‘“The Christian Middle Ages’, pp. 519-52.
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occasionally reflected in popular writing on the region;
one recent writer took the view that

Almost everything that has ever been written about the ancient
religion of the Balts and Slavs is false ... Beyond the names of
a few deities and a few scant archaeological remains, nothing is
clear. So what can we say about these gods with certainty? Only

three things: they lived in trees, they spoke through horses, and
they savoured the smell of freshly baked bread.”

Such flippant scepticism does little to dispel the prej-
udice that eastern European culture is without real
value, and it promotes stereotypes every bit as much as
a credulous embrace of the nationalistic excesses of the
nineteenth century. The trend in more recent scholar-
ship is towards a median between these two extremes
of interpretation. For example, Darius Baronas and S.
C. Rowell have argued that late medieval Lithuania
was less ‘pagan’ than it is usually portrayed, but that
‘Orthodox’ Ruthenia was also more pagan than it
appears; and while they are sceptical of the existence of
temples in Lithuania, they do not deny the possibility
of rural worship of spirits.”® Similarly, the work of Siv
Rasmussen on early Sami religion has highlighted the
extent of popular Catholicism in Simi culture, which
was often demonised as pagan by Lutheran missionaries;
but Rasmussen does not draw the conclusion from this
that Sdmi pre-Christian religion did not actually exist in
the early modern era.”’

75 Mikanowski, Goodbye Eastern Europe, pp. 6-7.

76 Baronas and Rowell, Conversion of Lithuania, pp. 266—76.

77 See Rasmussen, ‘Protracted Simi Reformation’, pp. 165-83;
Rasmussen, ‘Post-Reformation Religious Practices’, pp. 265-85.
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Alexandra Walsham has argued that ‘the problem of
pagan survival was in large part a semantic one’,’® in the
sense that one historian’s pagan survival is another’s devi-
ant popular Christianity, depending on which argument
the historian wants to make. There is some truth to this,
and I would add to Walsham’s analysis that one country’s
pagan survival is another’s deviant popular Christianity;
in other words, folk customs are more likely to be
interpreted as ‘pagan’ in a country whose conversion
event occurred later. However, the notion of ‘depth of
Christianisation’ is relevant here; while there is no reason
why a fairly recently Christianised society cannot develop
its own forms of deviant popular Christianity, it is highly
unlikely that ‘pagan survivals’ can exist in a society deeply
Christianised over the course of many centuries — and to
claim that they can is an extraordinary claim, requiring
extraordinary evidence. But the idea that the popular
culture of a country whose Christianisation was accom-
plished only a few generations ago might be closer to its
pre-Christians traditions is not prima facie implausible.

Like Baronas, Rowell, Rasmussen, Walsham, and oth-
ers, I am conscious of the importance of acknowledging
the potentially Christian or Christian-inspired char-
acter of early modern popular religion, even at its most
deviant. Many accusations of ‘paganism’ arose from
anti-Catholic or anti-Orthodox polemic. But the sugges-
tion that pre-Christian religion did not exist anywhere in
early modern Europe is no more plausible than the idea
that every survival of folk culture encodes forgotten pagan
rites. Christianisation is not an instantaneous process and

78 Walsham, ‘Migrations of the Holy’, p. 244.
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not every author who recorded ‘pagan’ rites and beliefs did
so with an overt religious agenda. None of the societies
described by early modern antiquarians and ethnographers
were untouched by Christianity; however haltingly and
unsuccessfully, Christianisation had already begun, follow-
ing a conversion event. Nevertheless, that Christianisation
was also incomplete, which is why I propose the term
‘unchristianised peoples’ to refer to groups where
pre-Christian religious outlooks and practices remained
dominant (or continued alongside Christian practices).
Many of the conceptual difficulties associated with
discussing ‘paganism’ in medieval and early mod-
ern Europe have arisen from a misplaced essentialism
whereby Christianity and paganism are seen as discrete
ideological opposites in a battle of ideas.” But rarely did
the Christianisation process look like this; missionar-
ies in northern Europe did not, like Paul of Tarsus in
the Athenian Areopagus in Acts 17, address themselves
to societies with highly intellectualised conceptions of
reality. David Kling has argued that paganism, decen-
tralised and non-hierarchical as it was, did not compete
with Christianity for the same space in people’s lives.*
Paganism and Christianity were mental worlds apart —
which was a problem for Christianity as it sought to por-
tray pre-Christian religion as a false belief it was replac-
ing. But while the church was concerned with matters of
identity, eternal salvation, and sacred authority, the cults
and rites of the gods marked the ritual, natural, and agri-
cultural years and were focussed on ensuring equilibrium

79 Petts, Pagan and Christian, p. 27.
8 Kling, History of Christian Conversion, p. 104.
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between the divine, human, and natural worlds and the
continuance of natural cycles. This was the ‘asymmetry
... in the religious attitude’ of Christians and pagans that
made both discussion and coherent conflict difficult.’*
The collision of Christianity and pre-Christian religions
did not, in most cases, produce a battle of ideas, but
resulted either in conversion (in responsive societies) or
creolisation (in recidivist ones). It is those recidivist soci-
eties that are the focus of this book.

Sources and Hermeneutics

The principal sources for the study of pre-Christian
religions in Europe between the fifteenth and eigh-
teenth centuries include chronicles, hagiographies of
missionaries, ethnographic (or proto-ethnographic) and
antiquarian writings, catechisms, ecclesiastical records
dealing with discipline such as episcopal visitations, mis-
sionary reports, deeds of foundation of churches, judicial
proceedings (for example, trials for witchcraft and sor-
cery), and, at a later date, the work of lexicographers. The
authors of all these works were Christians, and antiquar-
ians and ethnographers often worked from second- or
third-hand reports on remote regions rather than relying
on personal experience. However, it is undeniable that
from the mid-fifteenth century onwards it became more
common for ethnographic literature to be driven by curi-
osity as well as pious horror at pagan beliefs and practices.
Itis in this period, therefore, that we first have the possibil-
ity of glimpsing something of the reality of pre-Christian

81 Clemente, ‘Introduction’, p. 17.
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religions. On the other hand, as these chapters will
explore, ethnographic and proto-ethnographic writings
relying on hearsay and much older textual traditions were
often much less immediate than disciplinary and judi-
cial records. The disciplinary and judicial records, while
clearly created with the intent of stigmatising and punish-
ing pre-Christian beliefs and practices, were also written
in response to specific infractions, and the level of detailed
and geographically specific information they contain can
therefore surpass the writings of the ethnographers.

All of these sources must be used with caution; they
hold up a mirror to the anxieties of the Christian societies
that produced them and the question of whether a reality
of pre-Christian belief can also be glimpsed ‘through a
glass darkly’ in that mirror is a fraught one. Furthermore,
early modern writings tell us more about some aspects of
pre-Christian religion than others; they are rich sources
for reports of ritual practices, because these were the most
visible manifestations of religion and were often reported
by eyewitnesses, but it is much rarer for them to attempt
to describe the mythologies or belief systems underlying
ritual practice, or to give a detailed account of the mate-
rial culture of pre-Christian religion.

In addition to establishing the limitations of the sources
we have, it is also important to establish which alleged
sources of evidence for pre-Christian religions are not,
in fact, acceptable historical sources. In the nineteenth
century, amateur and professional collectors began gath-
ering, editing, and publishing tales, songs, dances, and
customs from rural people all over Europe, resulting in a
vast expansion in the body of apparent evidence for pop-
ular beliefs reaching far back into the past, owing to the
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early folklorists’ prevailing assumption that folk culture
preserved immemorial — and probably pre-Christian —
customs. As Margaret Murray confidently declared
in 1921, in medieval western Europe ‘the mass of the
people continued to follow their ancient customs and
beliefs with a veneer of Christian rites’.?* Similarly, the
historian Geoffrey Coult insisted medieval women were
crypto-pagans: ‘in church, the women crowded around
Mary, yet they paid homage to the old deities by their
nightly fireside, or at the time-honoured sacred haunts,
grove or stone or spring’.%3 However, the idea that folk-
lore collected in the nineteenth century (and later) con-
stitutes a body of historical evidence for ancient belief
systems has been largely discredited.®+

This is not to say that folklore is not important to
the study of a culture, and Carlo Ginzburg warned that
the rejection of ‘Murrayite’ excesses, such as Margaret
Murray’s imagined Neolithic ‘witch cult’ surviving into
early modern Europe, might produce a reaction that
went too far towards scepticism. In some places in early
modern Europe, agrarian fertility cults really did exist.®s
And while the existence of animist fertility cults in early
modern Scotland or Italy is a claim requiring extraordi-
nary evidence, the persistence of pre-Christian religion
into modern times at Europe’s northern and eastern mar-
gins is less controversial — even if it is rather overlooked

8 Murray, Witch-Cult in Western Europe, p. 19.

8 Coult, Five Centuries of Religion, p. 180.

8 For an overview of the development of academic views on this
subject see Hutton, ‘How Pagan Were Medieval English Peasants?’,
Pp- 235-49-.

85 Ginzburg, The Night Battles, p. xxiii.
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by many scholars. What is more controversial is whether
folklore collected in the nineteenth century should be
used as an interpretative framework for the scattered ref-
erences to deities and rituals that appear in chronicles,
missionary reports, and other sources before the nine-
teenth century. The pre-nineteenth-century evidence
can easily become pieces of a puzzle to be slotted into
a folklorically determined conception of what a particu-
lar people’s pre-Christian religion was like. At one level,
this approach is not entirely unreasonable. Given that we
have good reason to believe that unchristianised people
still existed in Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, and Sdpmi as
late as the eighteenth century, is it beyond the bounds of
possibility that folklore collected in the nineteenth (and
even twentieth) centuries has a chance of preserving some
kernel of truth regarding the nature of pre-Christian
religion? Certainly, it is more reasonable than folklor-
ists in nineteenth-century England trying to reconstruct
Neolithic fertility rites from Morris dancing.

However, one difficulty with the use of folklore col-
lected from the nineteenth century onwards as a his-
torical source is that it privileges folkloric material for
its quantity and narrative coherence rather than for its
closeness in time to the actual practice of pre-Christian
religions. The methodology of the early folklorists was
undoubtedly better than the haphazard way in which
earlier authors recorded fragments of pre-Christian lore,
but, crucially, the folklorists were living at a time when
the practice of pre-Christian religions was essentially
extinct — even if its extinction in a region like the eastern
Baltic was much more recent than in Britain, Ireland, or
Germany. The problem was the belief that folklore was
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tull of ancient and immemorial survivals. Contemporary
folklore studies, by contrast, emphasise the importance
of human creativity and the creation of folklore as a con-
tinuous process, in contrast to an older ‘diffusionist’ view
that legends and customs can only be passed from genera-
tion to generation indefinitely rather than being invented
as the need arises.® It is thus the fragmentary evidence
not systematically collected by folklorists but recorded
at a time before successful Christianisation which, what-
ever its shortcomings, brings us tantalisingly close to the
world of pre-Christian religions.

As the Latvian archaeologist Zenta Broka-Lace has put
it, ‘the use of [folklore] has always been treated with suspi-
cion [by historians], because particular events and notions
have arisen in different periods, so only in rare cases
can folklore be directly linked to an actual timescale’.%7
In other words, folklore has an ahistorical tendency to
‘flatten’ the past (treating all mythological data, from any
era, as equal), thus removing most of the meaningful his-
torical data. This ‘flattening’ of the past is exacerbated by
a prevalent assumption that pre-Christian religions were
deeply conservative and did not change over time. This is
an especially problematic assumption given the profound
impact of contact with Christianity on many pre-Christian
religions. The role of the nineteenth century in forming
our perceptions of ‘paganism’ will be explored in detail in
Chapter 6, but the historian dealing with a period before
the nineteenth century cannot afford to rely on speculations

8 For an overview of contemporary trends in folklore studies see Bendix
and Hasan-Rokem, ‘Introduction’, pp. 9—12.
87 Broka-Lace, ‘Is It Possible to Reconstruct a Prehistoric Religion?’, 149.
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founded on nineteenth-century folklore-collecting, how-
ever diligent. Nineteenth-century folklore tells us a great
deal about the nineteenth century, and perhaps even the
eighteenth; whether it has anything reliable to tell us about
earlier eras is something on which the historian must
suspend judgement.

Just as folklore is not a historical source, comparative
mythology grounded in historical linguistics and Indo-
European studies cannot be treated as a historical source
either. The example of Dievas/Dievs, the ‘supreme god
of the Baltic pantheon’, illustrates some of the difficul-
ties. Dievas/Dievs is, of course, the Lithuanian/Latvian
word for ‘God’, referring in modern Baltic languages
to the Christian God. While the ancient Balts may well
once have worshipped a sky god named *Deivas, on the
basis that this theonym is cognate with numerous other
Indo-European words (like Latin deus), there is no actual
documentary evidence for a Baltic god Dievas/Dievs —
an absence explained away by some earlier mytholo-
gists on the basis that Dievas/Dievs was identified early
on with the Christian God. We thus have a historical
claim being made (that Christian missionaries took a
pagan sky god, Dievas/Dievs, and identified him as the
Christian God) on the basis of the absence of textual
evidence.®® This is not an acceptable methodology for
the historian. We cannot make large assumptions about
pre-Christian religion purely on the basis of linguistic
and comparative mythological suppositions, which risk

88 LBM, pp. 57-60. The closest we come to historical evidence of the
existence of Dievs is a 1604 report by Cardinal Valenti on Latvian
belief, which listed a supreme deity named Tebo Deves, and a
nameless Latvian ‘god of the sky’ listed by Paul Einhorn in 1636.
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creating mirages with no real attested existence like
the alleged Baltic sky god. What we can say with cer-
tainty, on the basis of Baltic folklore and folk song, is
that modern Balts formed their own folk conception of
the Christian God (Dievas/Dievs), which may or may
not have been influenced by the persistence of elements
of pre-Christian belief, poor catechesis in the Christian
faith, or both.%

Unfortunately, the temptation to privilege folklore as
a historical source for pre-Christian religions was for too
long indulged by a historiography that threw the net too
wide in the search for ‘pagan survivals’. If any expression
of popular religion that deviates from officially sanc-
tioned Christianity is deemed ‘pagan’, if folk medicine
is deemed ‘pagan’, if seasonal folk customs are deemed
‘pagan in origin’, if any folktale can be reinterpreted as
a degenerated pagan religious myth — then ‘paganism’ is
everywhere, to the point that distinguishing a people’s
pre-Christian from their Christianised culture is scarcely
meaningful at all. The hermeneutic of ‘pagan survivalism’
in ethnography and folkloristics, which was dominant for
over a century between the mid-nineteenth and mid- to
late twentieth century, was underpinned by a prevailing
assumption that folklore was very old. If the memory
of the folk retained data from the distant past, that data
was in all likelihood ‘pagan’ — and the more recent the
Christianisation of a particular people, the more likely it
was that folklore testified to a ‘pagan’ substratum of rit-
ual and belief. I have referred to this tendency elsewhere
as ‘pagans under the bed’:%° the belief that pagans and

8 LBM, pp. 60-6.  %° Young, Twilight of the Godlings, p. 164.
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paganism are to be found everywhere in European cul-
ture, if only we look closely enough.

One of the effects of this ‘pagans under the bed’ men-
tality is that historians can come to regard any unusual,
non-standard, or unorthodox cultural practice connected
with the calendar, with major life events, or involving
some element of ritual, as ‘pagan’: a relic of some pre-
sumed pre-Christian rite that had survived into Christian
times. A familiar example is the Rusalii in Slavic nations:
the practice of young men and women bathing and play-
ing games together in bodies of water on St John’s Night
(23 June), which is often uncritically received as a ‘fertil-
ity rite’. However, some older commentators interpreted
the Rusalii as a commemoration of baptism,’” and the
possibility that the Rusalii began as a form of popular
Christian devotion and gradually transformed into a cel-
ebration of youthful sexuality is rarely considered. This is
not to say that the Rusalii is nor of pre-Christian origin —
it might be, but there exists an alternative explanation for
it in popular Christianity, and therefore it is important
not to make uncritical assumptions about what is and is
not ‘pagan’.

Roman Zaroff has noted that ‘the interpretation of
extinct religious beliefs from ethnographic material
mainly comprises an expression of its lower strata’ because
missionaries quite quickly eliminated the higher deities
and public cults — a point also made by Heiki Valk.9* But
the interpretation of these ‘lower strata’ of belief as pagan

9% Alvarez-Pedrosa and Marinas, Rituals in Slavic Pre-Christian Religion,

p. 22.
92 Zaroft, ‘Some Aspects of Pre-Christian Baltic Religion’, pp. 187-8;

Valk, ‘Christianisation in Estonia’, p. 574.
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or otherwise is largely dependent on historical context.
Belief in lesser deities was not much different, in both
content and practice, from belief in fairies and similar
beings in Europe’s most deeply Christianised societies.
Importantly, however, such things were made sense of
in Christianised societies via the framework of a popular
Christian theology — and this was not the case in unchris-
tianised regions. The historical and cultural contexts, in
other words, were different. Popular religion in thor-
oughly Christianised regions was popular Christianity,
whereas in unchristianised or recently Christianised ter-
ritories it was often a ‘Christianesque’ manifestation of
pre-Christian religious traditions.

The line between the ‘Christianesque’ and the ‘paga-
nesque’ in popular religion is sometimes difficult — if not
impossible — to draw. But learned commentators on pop-
ular religion sometimes interpreted it as neither popular
Christianity nor remnants of pre-Christian religion, but
as forbidden magical practices or witchcraft. This ‘her-
meneutic of magic’ had advantages and disadvantages
for those seeking to eradicate deviant religiosity; on the
one hand, sorcery was a malevolent and malicious act and
often carried judicial punishments that idolatry did not
(since the latter could be excused by ignorance). On the
other hand, if pre-Christian religion was reclassified from
idolatry to witchcraft that also implied that the conversion
process was complete and unchristianised peoples were
henceforth to be treated as Christians, which placed the
burden of enforcing good Christian behaviour on church
authorities. In early modern Iceland, for example, galdur
was a form of magic almost entirely of pre-Christian ori-
gin, based on the power of runes; similarly, the shamanistic
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idea that a magician could send out his hugr (‘mind’) per-
sisted in early modern Iceland.?? Yet few would dispute
that early modern Iceland was a Christian society — indeed,
its Christianisation was by that time over five centuries
old. However, when Matthius Pritorius commented on
sorcery in Prussia he treated it as pagan, since early mod-
ern rural Prussia was not yet a stably Christianised society.

Understanding the frameworks of interpretation
through which early modern authors and missionaries
approached unchristianised European peoples is crucial
to the project of trying to recover any reliable data about
what these peoples actually believed and practised. The
clash of worldviews between Europeans and Indigenous
peoples in the New World from the end of the fifteenth
century onwards is well known and much studied. A key
theme of such encounters was the attempt by Europeans
to find frames of reference for peoples and places unlike
any they had ever met before, to the point of drawing
on mythology — from mythical islands and voyages in the
western ocean to tales of Amazon warriors and giants.
The unchristianised peoples of the Old World, who usu-
ally had a long history of contact with Christianity even
if they were reluctant to embrace it wholeheartedly, were
rarely as difficult for learned commentators to process as
the peoples of the New World. But, in common with the
New World, peoples at the fringe of Europe lay at or
beyond the edge of the scope of one of the chief sources
of information early modern scholars had to draw on: the
ethnography of the ancient world.

93 Hastrup, ‘Iceland’, pp. 387—91.
94 On this theme see Magasich-Airola and Beer, America Magica.
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Early modern authors pored over ancient ethnogra-
phers such as Herodotus in an attempt to identify peoples
of their own time (and indeed themselves) with the tribes
enumerated by the ancients. Thus it was that Poles con-
cluded they were in fact Sarmatians, while Swedes styled
themselves as Goths and the Russians were identified
with the Scythians. Identifications like these rendered
peoples beyond the limits of the former Roman Empire
seemingly more familiar than they really were, given that
most early modern ethnographers had only a vague idea
of the vast movements of peoples and languages in the
migration era of late antiquity. Just as the peoples of the
ancient world provided a reference point for living peo-
ples, so the religions of the ancient world, as described
by the ancients, provided the reference point for under-
standing pre-Christian religions.

While we might like to think we have broken free,
conceptually, from the straitjacket of interpretatio Romana
(the Roman practice of interpreting all religions after the
pattern of Graeco-Roman religion), this is hardly the
case. Just as the patterns of Latin grammar continue to
influence heavily the teaching and learning of grammar
in many languages, so a Graeco-Roman ‘grammar’ of
religious studies remains dominant. For instance, the
expectation that pre-Christian religions should have a
‘pantheon’ (implying a hierarchy of anthropomorphic
polytheistic deities with defined functions) remains wide-
spread, as does a prevailing assumption that celestial dei-
ties are more significant than chthonic deities or nature
spirits. In any religion we encounter, we might look for
ritual specialists or priests and assume there exists a dis-
tinction between acceptable and unacceptable religion
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or ‘superstition’ (another Roman term). We might even
assume that most religions have deities cognate with dei-
ties in other cultures, or at least deities who fill the same
religious ‘niche’ across different cultures. When figurines
are discovered by archaeologists, they might be inter-
preted as ‘idols’, while animal remains in an apparently
religious context might be interpreted as ‘shamanism’.

If we approach pre-Christian religions with a precon-
ceived template for how every ‘pagan’ religion should look,
it is not surprising that we will find the evidence we need
(even if it is from much later folklore or cross-cultural
comparisons) and that every religion turns out to fit the
expected pattern. But this says more about our approach
to pre-Christian religions than it says about those religions
themselves. I have argued elsewhere that comparative
mythology has continued where interpretatio Romana left
off, eagerly seeking ‘cognate’ deities across cultures, espe-
cially when bolstered by Indo-European etymologies.”s
Part of the problem, when it comes to religions that
apparently survived into the early modern period, is
the very fact that we have written sources purporting to
describe pre-Christian religious beliefs and practices —
because the survival of such evidence gives the illusion that
we know more about these religions than we really do.

Like interpretatio Romana, interpretatio Christiana
(a hermeneutic based on traditional Christian under-
standings of ‘paganism’) has had a deep impact on
perceptions of pre-Christian religion in Europe.
Interpretatio Christiana takes in both the Bible and the
writings of the Church Fathers, who typically portrayed

95 PEMB, pp. 24-7.
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pagans as the gentes (‘nations’) unenlightened by knowl-
edge of God, who therefore remained in a state of blind-
ness and sin. The pagans of the Old Testament and
patristic literature are naive and foolish, mistaking stat-
ues made by their own hands or animals for gods wor-
thy of worship and vulnerable to deception by demons
who set themselves up as deities. St Augustine’s mock-
ery of the deities assigned to govern different parts of a
door in The City of God is typical of a Christian view of
pagans as credulous to a ludicrous degree.”® However,
interpretatio Christiana was not confined to the idea that
unchristianised peoples were all dominated by demonic
deception. Christopher Columbus famously argued, in
a letter to Ferdinand and Isabella, that the Taino peo-
ple of the islands of the Caribbean had ‘no religion nor
idolatry’7 — an idea which had previously been advanced
for the Guanches of the Canary Islands (see Chapter 2).
While ostensibly more sympathetic towards unchris-
tianised peoples, this alternative tabula rasa hermeneutic
allowed unchristianised peoples’ religious and spiritual
traditions to be dismissed as something less than reli-
gion, and it lent additional legitimacy to the imposition
of Christianity.

Related to the tabula rasa hermeneutic was the her-
meneutic of witchcraft, in which pre-Christian reli-
gions were interpreted not as religions at all, but as a
collection of superstitions or mere sorcery. In modern
times, too, some historians have struggled to see the
difference between religion and magic when it comes

9 On interpretatio Christiana see PEMB, pp. 24-5.
97 Markham (ed.), fournal of Christopher Columbus, p. go.
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to unchristianised peoples. This is, of course, a genu-
ine interpretative problem; it is notoriously difficult to
draw the boundaries between religion and magic, to the
point that no satisfactory definition of either religion
or magic exists that succeeds in excluding the one from
the sphere of the other. But it is one thing to acknowl-
edge that the categories of ‘religion’ and ‘magic’ were
inseparably interconnected in pre-Christian religion
and another to risk denigrating pre-Christian ritual
practices by ‘downgrading’ them to the status of mag-
ical operations or assuming that any cult that fails to
distinguish religious and magical practices is a ‘low’
form of religious development. We should be cautious,
therefore, in denying the status of ‘religion’ to ritual
practices just because they seem particularly obscure.
The legacy of the Enlightenment is as much to blame as
that of the Crusades and the Reformation for denigrat-
ing pre-Christian religions in ways historians may not
even be aware of. Thus, for example, Rein Taagepera’s
remark that animist Finno-Ugric peoples such as the
Mari were ‘lagging in religious development’ compared
to Russian colonists is revealing of the assumption that
Christianity is somehow inherently more sophisticated
and civilisation-bearing than pre-Christian religions.?®

Archaeologists are generally a great deal more circum-
spect than historians in drawing interpretative conclu-
sions about religion in the past because they are dealing
with very limited evidence for the long-vanished belief
systems of long-vanished cultures. Archaeologists are
more likely to rely on the insights of anthropology for

98 Taagepera, Finno-Ugric Republics, p. 56.
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comparative data, rather than on historical sources from
the ancient world. On the other hand, archaeologists are
sometimes so reluctant to talk about religion (preferring
the more oblique ‘ritual’) that they are barely willing to
ask the questions that need to be asked, let alone answer
them.% It is important to bear in mind that pre-Christian
religions may have been around since the Upper
Palaeolithic — up to 50,000 years ago — and therefore we
ought to expect that vast variety has existed in them and
that they have continuously undergone development over
millennia. It is thus woefully inadequate to stereotype
them as ‘totemism’, ‘animism’, or ‘shamanism’."®° It is
still more inadequate to attempt to interpret §0,000 years
of human religiosity by analogy with the religion of the
ancient Romans. At the same time, however, we should
not assume that pre-Christian religions were unsophisti-
cated or lacked concepts that matter to us. Jacob Mackey
has recently argued, using cognitive theory, that belief
was central to ancient Roman religion — in contrast to
the traditional view that it was a series of ritual practices,
bereft of the concept of belief."" The same may have
been true of other pre-Christian religions too.

A premise on which this book rests is that we should
resist the urge to ‘reconstruct’ pre-Christian religions on
which we have only fragmentary data, accepting instead
that we have only partial glimpses of these phenom-
ena. Efforts to reconstruct coherent cosmologies for
long-extinct religions that are only partially attested have

99 Broka-Lice, ‘Is It Possible to Reconstruct a Prehistoric Religion?’,

p- 150.
1 Insoll, Archaeology, Ritual, Religion, p. 30.
ot Mackey, Belief and Cult.
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Structure and Scope

a tendency to import the assumptions of the reconstruc-
tor, as well as drawing on ever more tendentious evidence
as the reconstructor struggles to fill gaps. The urge to
reconstruct pre-Christian religions emerges, in turn,
from the urge to reify such religions as discreet modes
of belief opposed to Christianity. By placing the empha-
sis of this book on unchristianised peoples — the absence
and failure of Christianisation — I aim to minimise the
historiographical pressure to be clear about exactly what
pre-Christian beliefs unchristianised people held in the
early modern period. The answer is often that we simply
do not know or understand and perhaps we never will.
But while fragmentary evidence makes it very difficult
to reconstruct belief systems, it can give us an idea of
whether people were Christianised or not.

Structure and Scope

The structure this book follows is broadly chrono-
logical and ordered by century, considering the evi-
dence for pre-Christian religion in Europe in the fif-
teenth (Chapter 2), sixteenth (Chapter 3), seventeenth
(Chapter 4), eighteenth (Chapter 5), and nineteenth
centuries (Chapter 6). Chapter 1 stands outside of this
chronological framework and sets the scene histori-
cally, geographically, and ethnographically for the sub-
sequent chapters. The book’s geographical scope is the
Continent of Europe as it is conventionally defined by
geographers, with its eastern and south-eastern limits
defined by the Ural and Caucasus Mountains. As we
shall see, at the northernmost and easternmost edge
of Europe this geography is somewhat arbitrary when
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it comes to religion, with peoples like the Khanty and
Mansi living on both sides of the Urals and the ‘sha-
manistic’ religions of the Arctic Circle arguably bearing
more relation to other Arctic religions outside Europe
than to European religious traditions further south.
However, I have chosen to adhere to these geograph-
ical limitations because it was European states such as
Sweden, Denmark-Norway, and Russia which engaged
with these unchristianised peoples, even if Russia’s reli-
gious history also takes in peoples beyond the Urals.

Each chapter (apart from Chapter 6 on the nineteenth
century, which adopts a rather different approach) deals
in turn with the unchristianised peoples still existing in
Europe during the era it covers. As those peoples became
Christianised or ethnically assimilated they disappear
from view — such as the Guanches, Christianised in the
fifteenth century, and the Old Prussians, who ceased to
exist (or be visible) as a people at the end of the seven-
teenth century. The chapters also treat the main trends
of interpretation current at that time, and thus Chapter
3 on the sixteenth century examines the development of
humanist ethnography, Chapter 4 (on the seventeenth
century) looks at the significance of antiquarianism, and
Chapter 5 (on the eighteenth century) considers the
impact of the Enlightenment. Chapter 6 is as much about
the reinterpretation of Europe’s ‘pagan’ past as it is about
any lingering traces of pre-Christian Europe. Finally, the
subject of the book’s Epilogue is the potential significance
of the pre-Christian past to Europe’s religious future.
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