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Abstract:  

The monuments known by the term hogback 

(10th–12th centuries) brought a fusion of 

both Anglo-Saxon and Scandinavian 

elements, whose production peaked during 

the period of incursions arising from the 

Viking Age; the main locations where they 

are situated are in regions of present-day 

Great Britain. However, through an 

investigative process, one specific piece 

aroused my interest after a discussion with 

Prof. Terry Gunnell (University of Iceland) 

and an analysis of some images made 

available by him. The following question 

arose: What would be the idea behind a 

figure present on the hogback known as 

"The Saint’s Tomb," located in St. Mary's 

Church (Gosforth)? Therefore, the present 

work seeks to understand the possible 

interpretations made by different researchers 

for this figure and open up the possibility of 

results regarding what may actually be 

happening in the scene on this moment. 

 

 

Keywords: Great Britain; Hogback; St. 

Mary’s Church; Viking Age; Pórr. 

Resumo:  

Os monumentos conhecidos pelo termo 

hogback (séculos X-XII) traziam a fusão de 

tanto elementos anglo-saxões quanto 

escandinavos, cujo ápice de sua produção se 

deu durante o processo das incursões 

advindas do período conhecido como Era 

Viking; os principais locais onde se situam 

estão em regiões da atual Grã-Bretanha. 

Através de um processo investigativo, uma 

peça despertou meu interesse após uma 

discussão com o Prof. Terry Gunnell 

(University of Iceland) e de analisar algumas 

imagens disponibilizadas por ele. Surgiu o 

seguinte questionamento: qual seria a ideia 

por trás de uma figura presente na hogback 

conhecida como "O Túmulo do Santo", 

localizada na igreja de St. Mary (Gosforth)? 

Portanto, o presente trabalho busca 

compreender as possíveis interpretações 

feitas por diversos pesquisadores para essa 

figura e abrir a possibilidade de resultados 

do que de fato possa estar acontecendo na 

cena presente neste momento. 
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Introdução 

This article seeks to analyze a representation located on a hogback dating from 

the mid-10th century, known as "The Saint’s Tomb." In it, a figure with human 

characteristics and a creature with a serpentine body appear to be engaged in battle, 

raising questions about the possible event being portrayed, especially regarding the 

relationship of the image with Norse myths. 

Firstly, questions regarding the characteristics of hogbacks and the purpose of 

these monuments will be addressed, with emphasis on those located in St. Mary’s Church. 

After that, various interpretations of the possible battle depicted on the "Saint’s Tomb" 

hogback will be discussed, considering authors such as Kendrick (1938), Bailey (1980), 

Lang (1975), and Radford (1967). 

Next, the text will discuss how interactions between Christianity and paganism 

shaped perceptions of these monuments and raised alternative hypotheses about the 

figures present in the monument analyzed. Finally, new interpretations of the figures will 

be presented, highlighting the importance of these monuments for understanding the 

social and religious character of Scandinavian and British societies in the 10th century, 

as well as their relations during the period of Viking raids. 

1. The St. Mary’s Church Hogbacks 

The Vikings, who spread across much of Europe in the 10th century, invaded 

Britain and established rule over the northern English region known as the Danelaw. 

Today, the Scandinavian heritage in England is evidenced by the names of towns, roads, 

and families that have survived, testifying to the strong presence of these people in the 

country. However, archaeological studies have revealed only traces of Scandinavian 

pagan roots in the artifacts left by the Viking settlers. It seems that the conquerors were 

quickly assimilated into the prevailing customs and beliefs of their new land (BAILEY, 

1980, p. 98-99). 

The Vikings assimilated quickly through conversion to Christianity, the adoption 

of Christian burial practices, the construction of churches, and the beginning of stone 

carving. Scandinavia is known for its production of wood and metal art, but stone carving 

had long been practiced throughout Britain. The Vikings adopted this form of carving 

with relish, and stone carving dating from the Scandinavian period far surpasses that done 

in England in earlier eras. On the other hand, the Vikings did not import new sculptural 

forms that the English had not already made; standing crosses and recumbent gravestones 

were already common forms of Anglian sculpture. The merging of Anglian and 
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Scandinavian cultures produced a remarkable new form of stone carving, unprecedented 

in Britain or Scandinavia: the hogback (BAILEY, 1980, p. 98-99). 

Hogback monuments are carved stones in the shape of Viking longhouses. They 

later spread to Scotland, and there are single examples in Ireland (Castledermot) and 

Wales (Llanddewi Aberarth). They are decorated with interlaced patterns, stylized 

animals, and tiles, often having beasts attached to each end. Many of them feature 

Jellinge-style decoration, which suggests that most were carved before the end of the 10th 

century (KLAYPERSON, 2025). 

Although some older examples have pagan imagery, the fact that they are found 

in cemeteries suggests they were made for wealthy Christian Scandinavians. It is 

generally thought that hogbacks were placed as grave covers, but this is uncertain as no 

graves with such monuments have been found. The probable reason for this is that the 

hogbacks were moved from their original positions (KLAYPERSON, 2025). 

St. Mary's Church is located in the center of the village of Gosforth, Cumberland. 

Although the building appears to be a typical Victorian church (it was rebuilt in the late 

19th century), it still retains many features of its previous incarnations, with the oldest 

internal fabric dating back to the 12th century. The churchyard is home to an imposing 

cross, over four meters high, adorned with scenes interpreted as elements of Norse 

mythology. The churchyard also contains the shaft of a second cross. Inside the church, 

visitors can see two magnificent hogback tombs with detailed and ornate carvings. These 

were unearthed during the Victorian restoration of the nave in 1897, when they were 

placed beneath a 12th-century section of the old building, and clearly predate the original 

wall (THORGRIM, 2004).  



 

 

 

 

G
U

TI
ER

R
EZ

, M
ár

ci
a.

 P
ó

rr
 t

h
e 

fi
sh

er
m

an
? 

A
n

 a
n

al
ys

is
 o

f 
in

te
rp

re
ta

ti
o

n
s 

o
f 

th
e 

fi
gu

re
 p

re
se

n
t 

o
n

 a
 h

o
gb

ac
k 

in
 s

t.
 M

ar
y’

s 
ch

u
rc

h
 (

G
o

sf
o

rt
h

-C
u

m
b

ri
a)

 

R
ev

is
ta

 M
ed

ie
va

lis
, v

.1
4

, n
.2

, 2
0

2
5

  

 

| 4 

Fig 1: Types of structures of some Hogback models. Source: 

http://viking.archeurope.com/art/sculpture/hogbacks/ 

"The Warrior's Tomb" features Viking soldiers on one side and snakes on the 

other. The ends of the stone may represent bears, while its apex may symbolize roof tiles. 

The other rock formation, called "The Saint’s Tomb," features an image of Jesus on the 

cross on the ends and a human figure facing a creature whose body resembles a giant 

snake on the sides (MILLER, 2012, p. 34-35). 

 

Fig. 2: The Warrior's Tomb Hogback. Source: http://viking.archeurope.com/art/sculpture/hogbacks/ 

2. The Battle scene in the Saint’s Tomb 
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"The Saint's Tomb," unearthed within the Norman foundations, is a hogback 

monument positioned on a pedestal identical to the "Warrior's Tomb"; both monuments 

are oriented in a north-south direction. The architectural form of "The Saint's Tomb" bears 

a resemblance to a house, complete with a gable roof, slightly curved walls that slope 

toward the center, and a pointed ridge. The monument is damaged, with missing upper 

corners, and has been broken into at least four pieces; it was reconstructed using mortar 

for its installation. The wide sides of the roof are adorned with panels along the outer 

edges, accompanied by a simple roll moulding and relief carvings of intertwined serpents. 

Each panel features four serpents, with their heads positioned at the top and tails at the 

bottom (MILLER, 2012, pp. 123-124). 

The tapered tail of the serpent spirals in on itself, turning counter-clockwise 

around three of the serpents and clockwise around the fourth serpent from the left, as seen 

on the north panel. The top of each panel converges on the roofline, but damage to the 

monument has destroyed all the original terminal elements. The inner corners of the 

panels become the jaws of ursid (bear) heads facing inward along the ridge (MILLER, 

2012, pp. 123-124). 

There are several interpretations of the battle depicted on "The Saint's Tomb" 

hogback that connect to both Norse mythology and Christian beliefs, as the monument 

incorporates elements from both cultures. Since the serpentine figure and the event itself 

lack a definitive identification, the following hypotheses are presented: 

1. Vidar vs. Fenrir: One of the theories most widely accepted by academics is that 

it represents Odin's son, Vidar, fighting the wolf Fenrir. Although the creature has 

a serpentine body, the shape of its head is argued to be lupine. Additionally, this 

hogback is often linked to similar events depicted on the Gosforth Cross 

(KENDRICK, 1938, p. 141; LANG, 1975; RADFORD, 1967). 

2. Tyr vs. Fenrir: Another possibility is the imprisonment of Fenrir involving Tyr. 

The human figure is shown in combat, and at one point has his arm in the wolf's 

mouth—an event that culminates in the deity losing his limb. 

3. Odin vs. Fenrir: A final theory involving Fenrir suggests Odin in his final battle 

during Ragnarök. This creates another connection to the Gosforth Cross; however, 

the figure closely resembles the situation of Tyr, as only the arm enters the wolf's 

mouth, raising the question: is he being devoured or merely losing a limb? 

4. Sigurd vs. Fafnir: During this period, representations of Sigurd against the 

dragon Fafnir (from the Volsunga Saga) appeared on several monuments, 

particularly those showing contact between the Christian and pagan worlds. Some 
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scholars question if this could relate to Saint George, creating a form of cultural 

hybridism (LANGER, 2012, pp. 13, 25). 

5. Christianity vs. Paganism: Another widely discussed theory is that the image 

symbolizes the victory of Christianity over paganism. The serpent represents a 

threat to the faith, while the human figure fights to overcome it (KLAYPERSON, 

2025). 

6. Thor vs. Jörmungandr: A final hypothesis is that the scene depicts one of Thor’s 

battles against the Midgard Serpent—either the famous fishing trip or their final 

fight at Ragnarök. However, without complete figures, this remains speculative. 

Fig. 3: The Saint's Tomb Hogback (Side 1). Source: 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/linjohnpics/53718316108/in/photostream/ 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/linjohnpics/53718316108/in/photostream/
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Fig. 4: The Saint's Tomb Hogback (Side 2). Source: 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/linjohnpics/53718428189/in/photostream/ 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/linjohnpics/53718428189/in/photostream/
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Fig. 5: The Saint's Tomb Hogback (Side 3). Source: 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/linjohnpics/53717181237/in/photostream/ 

3. Pórr x Jesus, the dialogue of Christianity and Paganism 

During the Viking Age, the majority of Europe had adopted Christianity; 

however, the Vikings remained steadfast in their own pagan beliefs. Consequently, the 

early missionaries who arrived in Denmark during the 700s and 800s to disseminate the 

teachings of Christianity encountered significant challenges in persuading the Vikings 

that Christian beliefs superseded the traditional Viking beliefs concerning the threads of 

the Norns or the will of Odin in determining their post-mortem fate. 

Both religions could coexist: one did not exclude the other. The discovery of a 

mould for making Thor's hammers and Christian crosses proves this. It was a time of 

great change, and the Vikings sought security in both religions. 

The Vikings had to decide between old traditions dying out and new ones 

spreading. Christianity brought new rules about baptism, church attendance, marriage, 
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and burial. Most important of all was the belief in one God. But not everything was lost 

overnight. Many Vikings continued to worship the Norse gods secretly, or "under the 

radar," after Denmark was Christianized. 

Evidence of a family with many options was found in a chambered grave at 

Thumby-Bienebek in Schleswig-Holstein. The woman buried wore a silver cross and was 

probably Christian. Iron Thor's hammers were also nailed to the coffin. This was probably 

not her wish, but her family wanted to ensure the best possible outcome. 

The relationship between Þórr and Christianity could be one of the answers to the 

enigma of the representation in the Hogback "The Saint’s Tomb," since the crucifixion 

scene appears in a monument whose images refer to the battle of a figure with a body 

with human characteristics, who has the strength to fight a being in the shape of a serpent. 

The association between Þórr and Jesus maintained a connection in the representations of 

pendants, since Þórr’s hammer originated from this contact with the Christian world, 

which presented the crucifix as its symbol of identification. 

The Hogbacks have characteristics of artistic and cultural hybridism between 

different traditions. Could it be possible that the Hogback in question brings the Norse 

mythical universe focused on Þórr and the elements of the crucifixion as a way of 

complementing both beliefs? 

Could it be possible that, instead of just symbolic uses, the physical image of both 

could be represented together in this monument? As mentioned above, it is difficult to 

know who the figures fighting on the faces of this monument are. 
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Fig.  6: Mold with space to make Porr hammers and crucifixes Source: https://en.natmus.dk/historical-

knowledge/denmark/prehistoric-period-until-1050-ad/the-viking-age/religion-magic-death-and-

rituals/christianity-comes-to-denmark/ 

4. Pórr Interpretations on Saint´s Tomb Hogback 

In the first analysis carried out on one of the faces of the hogback, it was observed 

what appeared to be a vessel on which the figure was sitting, in which the snake-shaped 

creature seemed to fight against it. In the other scenes, its fight against it continues, 

without defining the outcome of the battle. However, there is an error in interpretation 

because some images are not clear, which ends up creating the illusion of a vessel. 

Due to this, the fishing event is subject to discarding. The closest would be that of 

Þórr's final battle with Jörmungandr, in which the figure intertwines with the creature's 

body, as if pulling it with his arms to hurt it; but with the rest missing, it is difficult to say 

whether these events correspond to what is actually present in this hogback, leaving only 

speculation about such an image. However, another point that could make this hypothesis 

one of the possible answers is the connection of Þórr's image to Christianity (which also 

occurs with Odin) and the events found in the monuments scattered around St. Mary's 

Church, which could have more than one meaning, since certain figures have the body of 

https://en.natmus.dk/historical-knowledge/denmark/prehistoric-period-until-1050-ad/the-viking-age/religion-magic-death-and-rituals/christianity-comes-to-denmark/
https://en.natmus.dk/historical-knowledge/denmark/prehistoric-period-until-1050-ad/the-viking-age/religion-magic-death-and-rituals/christianity-comes-to-denmark/
https://en.natmus.dk/historical-knowledge/denmark/prehistoric-period-until-1050-ad/the-viking-age/religion-magic-death-and-rituals/christianity-comes-to-denmark/
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a serpent, with heads that resemble those of wolves. Could this be a new way of showing 

Jörmungandr with the intention of being a frightening and fearsome figure? 

Both Christianity and paganism have associations with serpent figures in some 

aspects. Could this element just be characterizing the side of fear and confrontation with 

this figure? Well, it is difficult to say, but many associations could connect this hogback 

to one or more interpretations, in which the image of the serpent would be the central 

element for understanding what is actually happening in this image. 

Fig. 7: The Saint´s tomb Hogback in 3d Model. Source: https://sketchfab.com/3d-models/gosforth-

hogback-the-saints-tomb-not-textured-ee111806457c4381aadfb711faa9cb20 

5. The importance of this monument to the Scandinavian and British History 

This type of monument is one of the most important for understanding the 

interaction between Scandinavian and British cultures. During the Viking Age, 

interactions went far beyond battlefields and conflicts of interest. In fact, there was a great 

cultural exchange between both parties, especially in the artistic sense, which expressed 

the absorption of Christian knowledge with elements of Nordic paganism. The hogbacks 

represented elements associated with myths, deeds, animal symbolism, and even death, 

since one theory is that they marked tombs and served as burial lids. However, nothing 

was found underneath them relating to bodies. The hogbacks remain with many mysteries 

of interpretation since some do not have the complete image, due to wear of the material; 

others resemble configurations of images already known, which helps to define more 

clearly the theme addressed. Their authors still remain unknown; what is known is that 

they were made in the periods of Scandinavian incursions into British territory in the 

middle of the 10th century. 

https://sketchfab.com/3d-models/gosforth-hogback-the-saints-tomb-not-textured-ee111806457c4381aadfb711faa9cb20
https://sketchfab.com/3d-models/gosforth-hogback-the-saints-tomb-not-textured-ee111806457c4381aadfb711faa9cb20
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It is not possible to conclude what is present in "The Saint’s Tomb" hogback. 

There are many possibilities of what connections it would have between the Christian and 

pagan world; however, it is through these clues and analyses that we can see beyond the 

image and observe the complexity of interactions between the pre-Christian and Christian 

world of Scandinavian societies, since the British territory already shared deities with the 

Scandinavians in a Germanic past (the Anglo-Saxon period). 

Fig. 8: The Gosforth tombs hogbacks side by side. Source: 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Gosforth_hogsback_tombs.jpg 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Gosforth_hogsback_tombs.jpg
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Fig. 9: The St. Mary´s Church, Gosforth. Source: https://www.nationalchurchestrust.org/church/st-mary-

gosforth 

Conclusion 

The hogbacks are fascinating monuments to analyze. Many of the representations 

contained in their carvings arouse the fascination and curiosity of scholars and those eager 

for Norse myths. They have enabled new interpretations of the interactions caused by 

Norse incursions into British territories. Unfortunately, it was not possible to conclude 

what was present in the object of study of this research, only to raise hypotheses and 

analyze those that have already been put forward. However, I believe that new debates 

and discoveries can finally shed light on what is actually being portrayed in this hogback 

and present new visions of the Norse and Christian mythical world of the 10th century. 
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