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My subject is Byzantine influence on Anglo-Saxon art, which is a very big topic and one that 
might take any number of directions. And indeed ‘Byzantine’ is an adjective that is used, and 
probably must be used, fairly loosely in relation to artefacts in Anglo-Saxon England. The 
Anastasius dish and spoons from Sutton Hoo are clearly ‘Byzantine’ in having Greek sources 
for their form and decoration, and there was undoubted Byzantine influence on the Anglo-
Saxon church from Archbishop Theodore of Canterbury, 667-90. But the stone friezes at the 
church of Breedon on the Hill, Leicestershire, are ‘influenced by antique and Byzantine 
models’,2 and the grave slab at Wirksworth in Derbyshire has ‘Byzantine and Mediterranean 
overtones’.3 And while I do not doubt for a minute that these comments are accurate, we are 
talking about gesture, the fold of clothing, the faces looking out at the viewer, perhaps. These 
are things that the practised iconographer will readily recognise, but they are a little hard to 
pin down precisely in terms of their Byzantine influence and motifs. What I would like to do 
here is to take that looseness of attribution as licence to follow up a literary motif deriving 
from Byzantium and show how it was embraced by the early Northumbrians, and then to 
speculate how that motif might shed some light on a piece in the most important gold find 
from Anglo-Saxon England, the recently-discovered Staffordshire hoard. 

One fairly obvious borrowing from Byzantium was the chi-rho symbol, used 
throughout the Anglo-Saxon period for the nomen sacrum. Most famously it is the focus of 
spectacular decoration in the early eighth-century Lindisfarne Gospels ‘Incarnation initial’ in 
the Gospel of Matthew, but it also occurs in the St Chad Gospels (Lichfield, Cathedral 
Library, MS s.n) and in slightly more restrained (and smaller) form in the Canterbury/ 
Stockholm Codex Aureus gospels (Stockholm, Kungliga Biblioteket, MS A.135) and other 
gospelbooks. While it is most often used in manuscript, the chi-rho also appears in 
epigraphical inscriptions and on personal items such as pectoral or funerary crosses.4 Above 
the Byzantine motif of St Antony and St Paul sharing the Eucharist on a panel of the eighth-
century Ruthwell Cross, there is a panel showing Christ over the beasts: the paws of the 
beasts cross in the shape of a chi.5  

                                                
1 This article is a modified version of a talk, given a Faversham for the Canterbury Festival, on ‘History and 
theology in Anglo-Saxon art’, 28 October 2010. I would like to express my especial thanks to Ann Welch, who 
organised the event, for her warm hospitality, and for the beautiful collection of icons she assembled in the 
church. 
2  John Blair, in Michael Lapidge et al, ed., The Blackwell Encyclopaedia of Anglo-Saxon England (Oxford: 
Blackwell, 1999), p. 73. 
3  David M. Wilson, Anglo-Saxon Art: From the Seventh Century to the Norman Conquest (New York: Thames 
and Hudson, 1984), p. 85. 
4  Elisabeth Okasha 
5 Fred X. The image shows the crossed paws of the beast, and the picture is from Project Woruldhord, 
University of Oxford (http://projects.oucs.ox.ac.uk/woruldhord); © Thomas Birkett. 
 



 
 

More remarkably, the eighth-century Coppergate (York) helmet has a prayer inscribed on the 
crossing bracing strips, ‘IN NOMINE. DNI. NOSTRI. IHS. SCS. SPS. D. ET. OMNIBUS. 
DECEMUS. AMEN. OSHERE. XPI’ (In the name of our Lord Jesus, the Holy Spirit [and] 
God, and with all we pray amen. Oshere, Christ=s.).6 

                                                
6  For discussion of this and other cross inscriptions, see Carole Neuman de Vegvar, ‘In Hoc Signo: The Cross 
on Secular Objects and the Process of Conversion’, in Karen Louise Jolly et al., ed., Cross and Culture in 
Anglo-Saxon England  (Morgantown:  West Virginia University Press, 2007), pp. 79-117. 
 The image shows the beginning of the inscription above the nose-piece. This item is from Project 
Woruldhord, University of Oxford (http://projects.oucs.ox.ac.uk/woruldhord); © Ann Wuyts. 



 
 

The chi-rho was borrowed from Byzantium as a distinctive abbreviation of one of the 
nomina sacra and found in the earliest Christian manuscripts;7 it also functioned as a symbol 
of Christianity. While it retained its function as a nomen sacrum in Anglo-Saxon script, it 
was replaced as a symbol by the cross. While the cross has naturally always been important 
in Christian theology, its popularity as a symbol, and latterly the principal symbol, of 
Christianity also finds its origin in Byzantium. Before Constantine, images of the Good 
Shepherd and the ichthys fish were valuably ambiguous to Christians to represent their 
adherence to the faith. The legends surrounding Constantine and his mother Helena gave rise 
to new devotion to the cross and its widespread use as a Christian symbol. 

                                                
7  For a fine treatment of this topic, see Larry W. Hurtado, The Earliest Christian Artifacts: Manuscripts and 
Christian Origins (Grand Rapids MI: Eerdmans, 2006). 



Briefly, Constantine was in contention for the imperial throne, having been elected by 
the army in York to succeed his father Constantius. He marched to Rome to claim the throne, 
but was opposed by Maxentius. Before his battle against Maxentius at the Milvian Bridge in 
312, Constantine saw in a dream or vision a cross raised up in the sky and bearing the 
message ‘Conquer by this’. He made a cross and had it carried in front of his soldiers and 
won the battle and the imperial throne. There are numerous variations on this basic story, 
which is related in Syriac, Latin and Greek manuscripts, and told by Eusebius, Lactantius and 
Prudentius among others. In Eusebius, the visionary symbol appears to be the chi-rho; in the 
anonymous Latin Inventio, the place of the battle is the Danube; the explicitness of the 
message on the symbol varies from tradition to tradition; Lactantius explicitly has 
Constantine painting the cross of Christ on his men=s shields; in the Syriac tradition, 
Constantine sees the vision on three occasions.8 The general picture is clear: the vision of the 
cross denotes God's favour on Constantine, gives him victory in the battle, and leads to his 
conversion and ultimately the foundation of Christendom in which sacred and secular power 
are fully allied. This significance of the cross is reinforced by the legend of Helena=s journey 
to the Holy Land to find the True Cross; by a mixture of cruelty and miracle she find the 
cross and makes from the nails a bit for Constantine=s horse, ‘an invincible weapon for the 
king’.9 

The legend was known to the Anglo-Saxons and Helena=s story is rendered into Old 
English verse in the poem Elene.10 But before that, Bede tells the story of King Oswald, who 
was successor to Edwin, the first king of Northumbria to embrace Christianity. During the 
reign of Edwin and two short-lived successors, Oswald had been in Ireland, where he learned 
the faith. Edwin was killed in battle by the heathen king of Mercia, Penda, and Caedwalla, 
king of Gwynedd, at Hatfield Chase in 633 (HE II.20).11 Oswald returned to claim the 
kingdom which had been ravaged by Penda and Caedwalla, and the opponents met at 
Heavenfield near Hadrian=s Wall. Bede relates the story as follows: 

The place is still shown today and is held in great veneration where Oswald, when he 
was about to engage in battle, set up the sign of the holy cross and, on bended knees, 
prayed God to send heavenly aid to His worshippers in their dire need. In fact it is 
related that when a cross had been hastily made and the hole dug in which it was to 
stand, he seized the cross himself in the ardour of his faith, placed it in the hole, and 
held it upright with both hands until the soldiers had heaped up the earth and fixed it 
in position. Thereupon he raised his voice and called out to the whole army, ‘Let us 
all kneel together and pray the almighty, everliving and true God to defend us in His 
mercy from the proud and fierce enemy; for He knows that we are fighting in a just 
cause for the preservation of our whole race.’ They all did as he commanded, 
advanced against the enemy just as dawn was breaking, and gained the victory that 
their faith merited. (HE III.2, p. 215) 

The incidental details are different from the story of Constantine, but there can be little doubt 
that Constantine=s story inspired this one: Oswald, encouraged by his devotion to the cross 
of Christ, became a new Constantine, supporting Christianity and spreading the faith 

                                                
8  For details of the various treatments of the theme, and translated texts of the Greek and Latin accounts and 
related Constantinian documents, see Mark Edwards, trans., Constantine and Christendom, Translated Texts for 
Historians 39 (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2003). 
9 Edwards, Constantine, p. 79. 
10 The poem is edited by P. O. E. Gradon, Cynewulf’s ‘Elene’ rev. ed. (Exeter: University of Exeter, 1977). A 
full treatment of the medieval traditions relating to Helena is Antonina Harbus, Helena of Britain in Medieval 
Legend (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 2002). 
11 The standard edition of Bede’s History is Bertram Colgrave and R. A. B. Mynors, ed., Bede’s Ecclesiastical 
History of the English People (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1969), hereafter abbreviated to HE. 



throughout his realm. In the years following, magnificent crosses were made in Northumbria, 
from the massive stone cross at Ruthwell already mentioned, to the beautifully delicate 
pectoral cross that was buried with St Cuthbert.12 Oswald most likely learned the story of 
Constantine in Ireland, and brought it home with him not merely as an inspiring story, but as 
a paradigm for his own career. 

One of the most beautiful Anglo-Saxon poems, The Dream of the Rood, has its roots 
in this Byzantine/Northumbrian nexus.13 The poem tells of a dreamer who sees a vision of a 
cross lifted in the air, surrounded by light, adorned with gold and jewels. The dreamer is 
awed and dismayed by the vision, as the beauty and glory mysteriously merge with blood and 
horror. But then the cross speaks and tells its story: it was cut down and made into a gallows 
and was a symbol of baseness and misery—until one day a young warrior who was almighty 
God chose to climb on it, to suffer and die to save humankind. After that, the loyalty of the 
cross in support of its master was rewarded, and it changed from being a symbol of bitter 
torment to a glorious sign of victory. The dreamer responds with veneration and hope that the 
cross will bring him, too, to the glorious banquet of heaven where Christ the victor now rules. 

                                                
12 For a photograph of this piece, see for example Wilson, Anglo-Saxon Art, plate 17, p. 24.  
13 The poem is edited by Michael Swanton, The Dream of the Rood rev. ed. (Exeter: University of Exeter, 
1987), and includes a good introduction on the cult of the cross in Anglo-Saxon England. For recent discussion 
of the ideas and their development, see Calvin B. Kendall, ‘From Sign to Vision: The Ruthwell Cross and The 
Dream of the Rood’, in Catherine E. Karkov et al., ed., The Place of the Cross in Anglo-Saxon England 
(Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 2006), pp. 129-44. 

The story that the cross relates seems to be pure Anglo-Saxon, and it draws on the 
native riddling tradition in which an object describes itself and asks the listener to identify it. 
Recognisably similar passages of this part of the poem appear in runes on the Ruthwell 
Cross, and on the Brussels Cross, an eleventh-century silver-gilt reliquary cross. The setting, 
though, draws on the Byzantine Constantinian tradition, most obviously of a cross raised up 
in the sky, but more than that. The beginning of the poem has the following lines: 

It seemed to me that I saw a superb tree, 
brightest of beams, caught up in the clouds,  
surrounded with light. All that sign was drenched with gold;  
gems gleamed gracious at the surfaces of the earth,  
and similarly there were five up on the cross-beam.  
Armies of angels, beautiful from first creation gazed on there;  
that was surely not the gallows of a felon, but the spirits of holy ones,  
people on earth, and all this marvellous creation gazed at it there. (my translation) 



The five gems represent the five wounds of Christ, and such would normally be found 
on processional crosses, or represented by the gilt images on the arms and at the centre of the 
Brussels Cross. So the dreamer might be seeing a processional cross through a Constantinian 
lens. But the hierarchy of cross raised to heaven, surrounded by angels, gazed upon by holy 
ones, people on earth and everything else is precisely the hierarchy embraced by Byzantine 
church architecture. The Byzantine church of Sant’Apollinare in Ravenna has a gloriously 
simple cross in the crown of the apse, and high on the walls over the arcades of the aisles are 
the saints and apostles (holy ones). Around in the church are the people and under the cross 
even the sheep and indeed the trees seem to focus on the cross (people on earth and all this 
marvellous creation).14  

 

 
 

The arrangement is also echoed in the later and famous passiontide hymn by Theodulf of 
Orleans, Gloria, laus et honor,  

Coetus in excelsis te laudat caelicus omnis, 
Et mortalis homo et cuncta creata simul 
(The whole of heaven=s assembly on high,  
mortal man and all created things, united, praise You.)15  

It is possible that the dreamer=s vision is inspired by the Byzantine story and the incidental 
details by the grandeur of Byzantine architecture. 

It is this nexus of Byzantine ideas, naturalised and assimilated in Northumbria, that 
may provide a solution to one of the puzzles of the Staffordshire hoard. The find is recent and 
breath-taking, and the artefacts themselves are still being cleaned.16 Much discussion is still 

                                                
14 Church of St Apollinare, Ravenna. [Photograph], in Encyclopædia Britannica. Retrieved from 
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/media/73812/Apse-of-the-church-of-St-Apollinare-in-Classe-Ravenna. 
15 Text and translation from Joseph Connelly, Hymns of the Roman Liturgy (London: Longmans, Green and 
Co., 1957), p. 86 
16 Full details of the hoard and the progress of conservation are to be found on the website, 



to come before any consensus will emerge about the origins and affiliations of the pieces in 
the hoard: a preliminary symposium, the papers from which have been published online, 
outlined some basic facts, but reached few conclusions about the nature of the artefacts.17 The 
date and source of the hoard are among the issues which are still unclear: there are no coins 
which might give a hint of dating, and the only clear suggestion is that the hoard is from the 
seventh century. 

The most striking features of the finds are that they are overwhelmingly military and 
masculine (92 sword-pommels) but that they also include one large folded processional cross 
(StH 665), one pendant cross (StH 303) and at least two cross-shaped mounts (StH 820, 
920).18  

 

 
 

Discussion has postulated that the artefacts might be heriot, a kind of death tax (Brooks19), or 
payment of tribute to buy off a predator (Keynes20), such as that offered by Oswiu of 
Northumbria to Penda of Mercia (but not accepted by Penda) before the battle at the River 
Winwaed in 655. Neither of these suggestions is very convincing: heriot, from Old English 
here-geatu ‘war-gear’ is essentially weaponry passed from lord to retainer for use or as 
heirlooms, not the mangled, ruined metal stripped from the weapons that we have in the 
hoard. And for buying off an army, while gold might be stripped from actual weapons so as 
to make up the value but not pass on the weapons for use, we would expect much more in the 
way of coinage, bullion and hack-metal, and probably not the crosses. The more reasonable 
assumption is the one that is most widely accepted: that this is booty and it was selected for 
value and portability. 

A piece that has attracted discussion is the folded strip of gold bearing two versions, 
one on either side, of a text from the Bible: ‘[s]urge domine disepentur inimici tui et [f]ugent 
qui oderunt te a facie tua’ (rise up, O Lord, and may your enemies be dispersed and those 

                                                                                                                                                  
http://www.staffordshirehoard.org.uk/, and the finds are referred to by their StH numbers below. 
17 Published by the Portable Antiquities Scheme, http://finds.org.uk/staffshoardsymposium/. 
18 The image shows the folded cross. This item is from Project Woruldhord, University of Oxford 
(http://projects.oucs.ox.ac.uk/woruldhord); © Anna Caughey. 
19 Nicholas Brooks, ‘The Staffordshire Hoard and the Mercian Royal Court’, 
http://finds.org.uk/staffshoardsymposium/papers/nicholasbrooks. 
20 Simon Keynes, ‘The Staffordshire Hoard and Mercian Power’, 
http://finds.org.uk/staffshoardsymposium/papers/simonkeynes. 



who hate you flee from your face), variants of Numbers 10:35 or Psalm 67:2.21  

 
 

Initially this strip was thought to be a cross-arm, but other suggestions have been 
forthcoming, including a shield-fitting or a book ornament. Early examinations of the script 
have been inconclusive: David Ganz points to affinities with Continental and Irish 
manuscripts, Elisabeth Okasha identifies parallels in inscriptions of various kinds. Professor 
Ganz identifies peculiarities in the shape of letters, Professor Okasha remarks on the unusual 
feature of the seriffed letter-forms, and believes that they are ‘likely to be an artistic flourish 
on the part of the engraver’.  

These idiosyncrasies of the inscription are found in early Irish-influenced 
Northumbrian manuscripts. The Irish influence on Northumbria through Oswald has already 
been mentioned: Aidan and his monks from Iona established the monastery of Lindisfarne in 
635 and worked for the conversion of the land from that base. The ‘large open serifs’ of the 
Staffordshire inscription are not ‘an artistic flourish’ but clearly represent the spatulated serifs 
of the insular majuscule or half-uncial script whose apogee was reached in the Lindisfarne 
Gospels. The inscription is most likely to have been copied by the engraver from a penned 
exemplar, which he represented plainly on one side of the strip and in a closely imitative and 
thus more impressive, seriffed, form on (what is now) the outer side of the strip.  

The peculiar letter-forms are pre-reform insular majuscule.22 Ganz remarks on the use 
of uncial (not half-uncial) R and this is found frequently in the early Northumbrian gospel 
fragments, now MS Durham A.II.10 (see, for example, erat, the last word on the second 
line); the capital N is found in Durham A.II.10 (see, for example, the penultimate word in line 
5, sunt) and the Cathach of St Columba (Dublin, Royal Irish Academy, MS s.n.); the ‘rather 

                                                
21 The inscription is quoted from Elisabeth Okasha, ‘The Staffordshire Hoard Inscription’, 
http://finds.org.uk/staffshoardsymposium/papers/elisabethokasha, and discussed by her and David Ganz, ‘The 
Text of the Inscription’, http://finds.org.uk/staffshoardsymposium/papers/davidganz. 
 The picture of the strip is from Project Woruldhord, University of Oxford 
(http://projects.oucs.ox.ac.uk/woruldhord); © Anna Caughey 
22 For discussion of the ‘Insular system of scripts’ in which the manuscript hands may be placed, see Michelle 
P. Brown, The Lindisfarne Gospels: Society, Spirituality and the Scribe (London: The British Library, 2003), 
pp. 253-66. She discusses the development of the earliest cursive forms of the Cathach into the more refined 
and regular forms of the reformed hand of the Lindisfarne Gospels. 



clumsy “cc” form of a’ and the ‘rather clumsy “3” shape of g’ are ubiquitous in insular 
majuscule; the curious loop above the bowl of the p represents the serif of insular majuscule 
p, which was written with two strokes, a seriffed downstroke and the bowl separately. All of 
these features are found in the Lindisfarne Gospels, but it is notable that they also occur more 
distinctively, particularly the uncial R, in the earlier Durham manuscript. The spatulated 
descenders of one u and q in the inscription might, however, be attributed to the engraver, 
since these are not features of written script. Thus the manuscripts most closely related to the 
Staffordshire inscription are early Northumbrian or Irish, from the mid-seventh century or 
slightly earlier.23 

 

 
 

The Staffordshire hoard demonstrates a rather dismissive attitude to sacred objects, 
particularly the crosses, consistent with utter indifference to Christianity. The most valuable 
piece of all, in terms of weight of gold, is the once-jewelled processional cross, and this is 
bent into a mangled ball for ease of carrying. The inscribed gold strip just discussed is bent 
over like the processional cross, and if it were a piece of a cross, it was treated with the same 
indifference. In the mid-seventh century, the Mercians were ruled by Penda (died 655), a 
heathen and very successful king. Christian influence in Mercia was not significant until late 
in the seventh century: Chad was consecrated its first bishop in the 660s and died in 672. The 
hint from the hoard is that the treasure was booty from a battle won by Mercians (since it was 
buried in the heart of Mercian territory) before the kingdom was Christianised, and that they 
were fighting against a Christian army carrying and wearing crosses, and among whom the 
words of the inscription on the strip might have been a prayer or rallying call.  

                                                
23 Image from http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gospel_Book_Fragment_(Durham_Cathedral_Library,_A._II._10). 

And so we come back to Oswald, the imitator of Constantine. Other kings might have 
emulated him in his use of the cross. But it is entirely consistent with the Irish-Northumbrian 



lettering on the gold strip, with the monastic overtones of the Bible passage (the Psalms were 
used in the regular monastic liturgy), and with the militaristic nature of the inscription itself, 
that it might be associated with Oswald, and have been part of a cross carried before him into 
battle. Oswald died at the battle of Maserfelth in 642, fighting against the heathen Penda and 
the Welsh forces he was allied with. Maserfelth is most likely Oswestry, and Oswestry 
‘Oswald=s tree’ is traditionally associated with the king and saint, though there is nothing to 
confirm or refute this. The hoard was buried beside the Watling Street, the Roman road 
which passes through Mercia to Oswestry. Putting the pieces of the jigsaw together in this 
way, a picture emerges which links the hoard with Oswald and Oswald with Constantine.  

One cannot be categorical in interpretations like this. But the incidental details 
suggestively interact to produce a plausible context for at least some parts of the Staffordshire 
hoard. That context is not merely physical, but spiritual and intellectual. Veneration of the 
cross, with its roots in Byzantium, flourished in early seventh-century Northumbria under a 
king who knew the legends surrounding Constantine. Whether or not we associate the 
Staffordshire hoard with Oswald, we can trace the spiritual parentage of chi-rho and cross in 
Anglo-Saxon England to Byzantium.24 

                                                
24 Svante Fischer and Jean Soulat, ‘The Typochronography of Sword Pommels from the Staffordshire Hoard’, 
http://finds.org.uk/staffshoardsymposium/papers/svantefischerandjeansoulat, date one of the sword pommels to 
the early eighth century, but it is of a type that might be (as they say) ‘dated anywhere from the second half of 
the 6th century to the early 8th century’. Okasha in her symposium paper suggests that the script of the 
inscription would need compelling evidence to be dated any ‘earlier than AD 700’: I think the evidence from 
Durham A.II.10 might provide this.  My suggested scenario for the hoard posits a date of origin half a century 
earlier than these scholars would suggest, but it is possible of course that the hoarders amassed material from a 
range of places as well as of times before the deposit was made. It is true, nevertheless, that the cult of the cross 
was markedly more significant in seventh-century Northumbria than anywhere else in Anglo-Saxon England at 
that time. 


