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Nora Berend is a Cambridge historian with Hungarian roots. Among her 
extensive body of work is the collective monograph, in Czech transla-
tion, titled Christianizace a utváření křesťanské monarchie: Skandinávie, 
střední Evropa a Rus v období 10.–12. století, which, under her editorship, 
includes eight authors. Published in 2013, the book is worth mentioning, 
as it reveals a great deal about the editor of the volume. In it, Berend 
wrote a  chapter about the Kingdom of Hungary, a  topic she has long 
studied and to which she has also devoted other, separate publications. 
In addition to the political fates of the kingdom and its dynasty, she fre-
quently explores topics like the study of religious contact in the early 
Middle Ages. Berend examines the coexistence of the Christian majority 
and religiously distinct groups not only in Hungary, but also, for exam-
ple, in the Iberian Peninsula, as well as relationships in the contact zones 
of different religious systems. The focus of her attention, therefore, en-
compasses not only early Central European Christianity of the Latin and 
Byzantine rites, but also Judaism and (especially) Islam as represented 
by Turks.

Part of the reviewed book on the “second life” of Saint Stephen origi-
nated during the COVID-19 pandemic restrictions, which disrupted the 
operations of academic institutions by limiting access to libraries and ar-
chives. Perhaps this is why Berend decided on a more concise form for 
the text, one that is easier for readers to follow, and without extensive di-
gressions into Central European analogies, which, while present in many 
parts of the book, could potentially disrupt the flow. First, Berend briefly 
introduces the reader to the historical sources that preserve accounts of 
the life of the first Hungarian saint, Saint Stephen, and to iconographic 
evidence, including his alleged depiction in the form of embroidery on 
an extraordinary artifact – the coronation mantle of the Hungarian kings. 
She rejects the claim that this is the actual likeness of a real historical fig-
ure. Referring to the artistic conventions of the time, she emphasises that 



1 (2026)  History – Theory – Criticism | 143

N. BEREND, Stephen I, the First Christian King of Hungary | M. ČAPSKÝ

the creator of the embroidery sought above all to depict an ideal mon-
arch – a saint – and, thus, the image combines the attributes of an ideal 
ruler and hegemonic masculinity rather than reflecting the monarch’s 
actual appearance. She uses this seemingly easily interpretable object 
connected to the fate of the saint to challenge the reader’s certainties 
and highlight the differences between early medieval and contemporary 
visualisations. 

Berend takes a similar approach when reviewing hypotheses based on 
written sources. She demonstrates that it is often the legitimising narra-
tives shared by historians that have influenced the interpretation of the 
oldest layers of texts. According to the British historian, fabrications in 
the chronicles of the High and Late Middle Ages were often approached 
regarding whether they confirmed or, conversely, challenged the tempo-
rally and culturally variable paradigmatic narrative. From this perspec-
tive, an older original was sought in their texts, or they or were rejected 
in view of the practices of source criticism. Berend focuses precisely on 
these fabulations. She does not seek traces of lost archaic texts in them 
but rather is interested in them as testimonies to the era of their creation, 
as examples of the representation of collective identity. Methodologi-
cally, the British-Hungarian historian draws on the historical school of 
Maurice Halbwachs and his theses on the formation of collective iden-
tity. To legitimise the existence of the Hungarian monarchy with a lead-
ing ethnic group – Hungarians – whose language differed fundamentally 
from those of all their neighbours, it was necessary to constantly develop 
constitutive narratives. This is a reason why the collection of legends and 
chronicles tracing the origins of the monarchy is an important source of 
ethnic and spatial identity that, according to the author, continues to 
influence Hungarian national consciousness today. From time to time, 
however, revisions emerge that challenge the traditional view of Saint 
Stephen as the founder of the state and a supporter of the church. The 
authors generally do not seek to demystify the ruler. However, one myth 
is countered by another: the myth of a personified alternative. The in-
troduced enemy, representing aims opposite to those of Saint Stephen – 
who rejected the Hungarians’ integration among the European Christian 
nations – was not initially placed on an equal footing with him. He was 
not yet an alternative; he was merely a  threat that the holy ruler had 
averted. Gradually, though, the balance between the two figures began 
to even out.
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In the work of the chronicler Simon of Kéza from the last third of the 
13th century, a previously unexplored motif emerged: that of a rival for 
the Hungarian throne, whom Saint Stephen first had to defeat in order 
to claim his father’s inheritance. This (apparently entirely fictional op-
ponent, as Berend demonstrates in her analysis) was supposed to be his 
father’s brother and Stephen’s uncle, Cupan (Koppány in Hungarian). 
It was precisely the tension built on the conflicting aims attributed to 
these two figures (in the collective consciousness, Cupan was increas-
ingly associated not only with paganism but also with traits attributed to 
archetypal Hungarianness, such as freedom and independence), which 
allegedly represented two opposing principles of Hungarian history, that 
forms the basis of the main, fascinating chapters of Berend’s book.

Within this framework, the author traces the growing significance 
attributed to Cupan, moving from the Middle Ages through the process 
of modern nation-building to the present day. She then culminates her 
reflections with an extensive analysis of the role that the fictionalised fig-
ure of Cupan played during Hungary’s socialist era. During this period, 
a rock opera about Saint Stephen and his clash with Cupan, staged in 
an open-air amphitheatre in Budapest, became a metaphor for a recent 
trauma – the suppression of the Hungarian Revolution. It was met with 
enthusiastic reception from listeners. The story of the rock opera was 
built on the clash of two (alleged) visions for the future of the Hungar-
ian nation. In the opera, the compromise concept was represented by 
the acceptance of Christianity and submission to a stronger adversary. 
This path was allegedly chosen by Saint Stephen. The heroic, though 
doomed-to-failure struggle for (national) freedom was symbolised by 
the figure of Cupan, associated with paganism. Berend is particularly in-
trigued by the updating of this theme, which in the 1980s was identified 
with Hungary’s attempt to break free from the Soviet sphere of influence 
during the 1956 uprising. For readers from Western European countries, 
it is probably hard to imagine the situation of constantly reading between 
the lines of official documents, the reinterpretation of works declared to 
be apolitical – a practice carried out not only by the general population of 
socialist countries but also by their establishment, which viewed preven-
tive persecution as an important tool for maintaining power. Berend uses 
the example of a rock opera to illustrate her period-specific interpreta-
tion. The acceptance of Christianity equated to accepting Soviet sover-
eignty over Central Europe, and conversely, the “old Hungarians’” cry 
for freedom – even to the point of self-destruction – symbolised the futile 
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struggle against the occupiers in 1956. The casting choices further rein-
forced sympathies leaning toward the camp represented by Cupan; Cu-
pan and his closest associates were played by Hungarian rock stars of the 
time who teetered on the borders of dissent. This fact, along with a re-
discovered pride in Hungary and its history, contributed to the opera’s 
enormous popularity, and to the released recordings and film adaptation.

The entire cultural endeavour of writing a rock opera could be clas-
sified as an example of “new medievalism,” a trend that swept through 
Western Europe and did not stop at its borders. Although Berend does 
not use the term “New Medievalism” – and indeed, it was not part of the 
rock opera creators’ considerations – the chapter in question is a strik-
ing example of it. Similarly, in the two subsequent chapters, the author 
examines the physical form and representational role of the crown, as 
well as the relic of the right male arm known as Saint Dexter. Both of 
these chapters can be seen as a  clear demonstration of the “new ma-
terial culture” interpretive approach. Berend’s analysis of both objects 
follows a  similar process. The author examines the main interpretive 
paradigms of narrative sources and older literature, seeking to evaluate 
them in terms of the role they played in shaping the collective conscious-
ness of political elites. Among other issues, she points out the mistaken 
identification of the Crown of St. Stephen with St. Stephen himself and 
(as research on the Helmet of St. Wenceslas in Bohemia has shown) the 
fact that the crown is composed of parts of varying ages and is, in fact, 
an artificially created symbol. The crown did not begin to play the role 
of an irreplaceable legitimising artifact used in coronation ceremonies 
until the 12th or 13th century. The crown, much like the alleged relic of 
Saint Stephen’s arm – also known as Saint Dexter – expands Berend’s 
notion of agency. These are no longer mere objects, but artifacts un-
dergoing physical transformation and constant reinterpretations of their 
symbolic meaning. Both objects are sources of conflict: they have been 
transported over great distances, hidden, stolen, and purchased for sums 
far exceeding their material value. Thus, Berend succeeds in capturing, 
in an extraordinarily vivid form, not only the fates of the aforementioned 
artefacts, but also those of other objects associated with the legitimisa-
tion of the dynasty’s status – objects whose position as a reference point 
in the collective memory of a political nation has weakened and been 
replaced by other artifacts, this time representing the nation in a nation-
alist conception.
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In this book, Berend clearly demonstrates that she is no stranger to 
transcending chronological, geographical, and disciplinary boundaries. 
We can thus view the book as part of the ongoing discussions about the 
parallels and differences in the development of Central European mon-
archies, as well as a reflection on how easily a collective identity built on 
national symbols can shift into rivalling nationalism.
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