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ABSTRACT

The baptism of the natives in Estonia and Latvia in the thirteenth century did not
result in compulsory name change. The native population accepted the “Christian”
names by the mid-sixteenth century as a result of general cultural adaption of
elements of the “German” culture of socially higher classes, but this process does
not directly reﬂect the process of acceptance of the Christian religion. The few
examples of receiving a new name in the crusading period indicate the re-arrangement of political relations, which were related to creating patronage ties and godparenthood relations.
KEYWORDS Medieval Livonia; crusades; conversion; Christianization; onomastics; cultural change; Estonian;

Latvian

The crusading conquest and Christianization of medieval Livonia in the thirteenth
century resulted among other things in the adoption of Christian names by the native
population of Estonian, Livic, and Latvian ethnic groups. However, the Christian names
of the majority of the natives and especially of the rural population became standard
only by the end of the Middle Ages. In Estonian and Latvian historiography, the
“Christian” names have primarily been treated as names ‘forced upon Estonians by
the Catholic Church in the 13th–16th century’ (Roos 1961, 341; cf. Palli 1961a, 110–11;
Rajandi and Tarand 1976, 133). Furthermore, the adoption of Christian names has
been seen as evidence of the acceptance of Christianity by indigenous rural populations. This adoption process was relatively lengthy and resulted in an obvious shift
toward the use of “Christian” names by the middle of the ﬁfteenth century (Raag and
Vanags 2010, 25; cf. Sørensen 1990, 396–97). The use of “pagan” names has been seen
as a conscious resistance to the oppression of the conquerors (Palli 1961a, 112–13,
1961b, 141).
This paper argues that a name change was not directly connected with religious
conversion and baptism. The few cases recorded when a convert received a new name
can be explained by the political, rather than the religious, context. Further, it is
impossible to make this kind of distinctions between “Christian” and “pagan” names.
Baptism need not necessarily involve a change of name, or taking an additional
Christian name, nor have any sources been found to corroborate this. As the supporters of the hypothesis in some cases admit, ‘The ﬁrst neophytes received also on the
Latvian territory a traditional Christian baptismal name which replaced their preCONTACT Anti Selart

anti.selart@ut.ee

© 2015 Journal of Baltic Studies

180

A. SELART

Christian names. Unfortunately, we do not have any information about this kind of
cases’ (Raag and Vanags 2010, 33; cf. Siliņa-Piņķe 2014, 39).1 Historians of eastern
Europe have in this respect probably been misled by their knowledge of the history
and culture of Russia, where only a limited number of biblical and saints’ names were
accepted by the church. This resulted in the well-known polyonomy of the princes of
ancient Rus: the ruler’s dynastic name, of Slavic origin, was complemented by a
baptismal name of Greek origin as well as occasionally a Scandinavian name (Litvina
and Uspenskii 2006). For example, Mstislav (1076–1132), the Grand Prince of Kiev, is
known as Harald in Scandinavian sources, while his baptismal name was Fedor. In the
context of the Baltic crusades, it is in fact possible to distinguish between indigenous
names and names “introduced” by the crusaders and other immigrants. Nevertheless,
the latter are not explicitly Christian, but proceeding from the contemporary German
and Scandinavian name traditions (cf. Kala 2012, 24).
The evolution of names in Latin and Greek-Orthodox Europe in the Early Middle
Ages was diﬀerent. The main diﬀerence was that in the Orthodox world only biblical
and saints’ names were accepted as baptismal names, while in western Europe other
names, of various origins, were accepted as names suitable for Christians. This circumstance is occasionally mentioned in Byzantine anti-Latin literature (Filippov 2007, 93–
94). In Russia, non-ecclesiastic names could be used for common people even in
written documents as late as Early Modern Times, but only in the role of a (often
pejorative) nickname, in addition to a Christian baptismal name (Chichagov 1959, 11–
26; Bæcklund 1959, 42–48).
From the tenth century onwards in the High and Late Middle Ages, the stock of
names started to diminish slowly as well in Latin Europe, with local versions of biblical
or saints’ names becoming more and more common and acquiring a clearly dominant
position from the thirteenth century onwards (Bartlett 1994, 274–80; Bortolami 1997,
147–82; Morris 2005, 48–51). The vocabulary of names was further diminished by the
fact that people started proceeding from the names of rulers, seigniors, and manor
lords in the giving and taking of names (Mitterauer 1993, 241–352, 2011, 91–96). Yet,
this development in Christian Europe was not directly related to the process of
Christianization as such, and left plenty of room for numerous local characteristics. It
was the social elite who created the standards for names and their use. Closer ties with
the elite in the European “core” areas resulted in the standardization of name-giving
patterns (Menant 1997, 433–34). In the regions of the Francs, the Langobards, and the
Visigoths, names of the Germanic elite became predominant in the Early Middle Ages,
although the inhabitants were adopting the Romance language (Jarnut 1997). In
England, after the Norman conquest, the Anglo-Saxon elite soon adopted continental
Francophone names (Mitterauer 1993, 253; Morris 2005, 43–45; Christelow 2006). In
the fourteenth-century England, the continental names, or names proceeding from
the names of nobility or well-known biblical and saints’ names were prevalent also
among the peasantry (Franklin 2006). In Ireland, on the other hand, the Christian
names were rare in the Early Middle Ages, mostly occurring among the clergy. Many of
the pre-Christian names remained in use until the seventeenth century (Korolev 2007).
In Wales, the “English” names were adopted during the Late Middle Ages, and part of
the earlier name tradition prevailed still longer (Jones 2006), while in Iceland, the stock
of Christian names was adopted after the Christianization of the island around the year
1000 due to the political contacts with mainland Europe. The Icelandic stock of
Christian names may also be due to a limited extent to the tradition of family and
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pilgrimages. Moreover, inﬂuential Christian families carried on the tradition of “preChristian” names (Kravchenko 2012, 53). In Denmark, Christian names acquired a
predominant position from the thirteenth century (Sørensen 1990, 396).
These examples conﬁrm that the adoption of “Christian” names is not equated with
the adoption of the Christian faith and the cult of saints. In the High Middle Ages,
names of lords were probably the dominant source of name giving (Mitterauer 1993,
275, 2011, 98–100). In the context of Livonia, Hermann von Bruiningk (1849–1927)
pointed out that at least in Riga, no connections could be established between the
cult of popular saints and the choice of names in the Late Middle Ages (Bruiningk
1903, 83). The choice of names was rather determined by the family traditions and the
social environment (Põltsam-Jürjo 2009, 380; Hampel 2005). The peasant names
popular in these parts of Europe do not coincide with the names of saints popular
among the peasantry (Vahtre 2000, 100–104). Even if about 40% of the peasants in
some regions were bearing the names of the patron saints of local parochial churches
in the sixteenth century (Palli 1961a, 111–12), the names in question were generally
widely popular, such as John,2 Matthew, Peter, or George (Jürgen).
The name signals the ethnic origin of its bearer only in limited cases. On the one
hand, the Finnic and Baltic native names in Livonia constitute a clearly distinct group.
As the medieval immigrants did not adopt these names, they generally make it
possible to establish the ethnicity of the bearers of the respective names. Of course,
ethnically diverse areas and assimilated persons constitute possible exceptions, but
this occurs too infrequently to challenge the general picture that emerges. On the
other hand, Germanic and Christian names do not denote ethnic identity, especially as
they were spelled in accordance with the tradition of the written language (Latin, Low
German). The assumption occurring in previous studies that the names of Germans
(and none other) are the Christian names must therefore be considered erroneous.
The transition of Estonian, Livic, and Latvian peasants – the majority of the
population of Livonia – to Christian names took place mostly in the ﬁfteenth and
sixteenth centuries, with diﬀerent tempos in diﬀerent regions. As there are considerable lacunae in both the sources and the research, the process can only be described
partially (Raag and Vanags 2010, 24–29, 33–36; Siliņš 1990, 13–15). In Courland, the
“old” names were prevalent in mid-fourteenth century, and there were a few isolated
Christian names, the most popular of which were Jacob, Andrew, Thomas, John,
Nicholas, and Berthold (Bauer 1937, 146–56). The same is true about Vironia in the
ﬁrst half of the fourteenth century (approximately six percent of the recorded population possessed Christian names; all recorded patronymics were indigenous). At the
turn of the fourteenth and ﬁfteenth century, indigenous names were also prevalent in
Järvamaa where the proportion of Christian names was about 18%. In the 1440s–
1480s, the share of Christian names in the region had grown to 35%, reaching 56% in
the last decades of the century and 90% in the ﬁrst quarter of the sixteenth century.
The most popular names were Andrew, Berthold, Hans, Henry, John, Martin, Matthew,
and Peter. In Harjumaa, the proportion of Christian names in the ﬁfteenth century was
approximately 78%, which increased as time progressed. In Läänemaa, in the 1450s–
1480s, the proportion of indigenous names reached 80%; but in the ﬁrst half of the
sixteenth century, Christian names (Andrew, Hannus, Jacob, John, Jürgen, Martin,
Matthew) had become prevalent (approximately 87%). In Saaremaa, indigenous
names were no longer found around 1520. In South Estonia, indigenous names
could in some subregions still make up as much as 70% of the total in the 1520s
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(Blumfeldt 1933, 120–24, 160–64; Palli 1959, 589–600, 1961a, 114–24). In the area of
Rūjiena and Helme, the transition from the predominance of indigenous names to
Christian names took place between the 1420s–1450s and the 1450s–1480s (Johansen
1938). Among the Livs of Turaida, genuine Liv ﬁrst names (Igat, Jene, Kullat, Lembe,
Meldes) could still be found in the middle of the sixteenth century, but it was in that
century that the Christian stock of names (Andrew, Berthold, Hans, Henry, Jack,
Matthew, Michael, Peter, Thomas) truly triumphed among the Livs (Tarvel 1995).
This diﬀerence between the regions where cultural innovations were adapted faster
and the regions where the process lasted longer is actually noticeable not only
concerning the altering of traditional names. In Estonia, the adaptation to cultural
changes in the thirteenth to sixteenth centuries, as a rule, took place earlier in the
Northern and Western parts of the territory, and was considerably later in the South, a
phenomenon explained by Heiki Valk in the context of the thirteenth century with the
mediatory role assumed by the local elite that had survived the crusades in the more
innovation-prone regions (Valk 2009; cf. Muižnieks 2012). Thus, this phenomenon
reﬂects not the Christianization but rather the diﬀerent relations to “German” culture,
especially to the Hanseatic urban culture, in diﬀerent regions. For instance, the rural
areas that provided the source of the inﬂux of Estonians to Tallinn (Johansen and zur
Mühlen 1973, 106) roughly coincide with the regions where the transition to the
Christian names was fastest. The Estonians, Livs, and Latvians living in the cities were
among the ﬁrst to adopt Christian names. They became prevalent in the fourteenth
century. The baptismal names of the non-German population of Tallinn and Riga in
the ﬁfteenth and sixteenth century generally do not diﬀer from those of the German
population (Arbusow 1921, 96–100, 1923; Johansen and zur Mühlen 1973, 474–92;
Kaplinski 1975a, 1975b, 88; Feyerabend 1985, 31–38; Šterns 1996, 29–33; Siliņa-Piņķe
2014, 103–29).3 In the Tallinn Book of Citizens, no indigenous names were registered
from the second quarter of the ﬁfteenth century onwards (Roos 1961, 345; cf. Kivimäe
2009, 588–89; Kala 2012, 23; Selart 2014).
Those Christian names borne by Estonians and Latvians are not independent
adaptations from Biblical or Classical languages, but were, in many cases, almost
literally been adopted from the spoken Middle Low German. Andres, Anne, Jaak,
Jaan, Jüri, Kati, Mari, Mats – common Estonian names in Modern Times – are almost
exact phonetic equivalentsof their respective popular name forms in Middle Low
German (Rätsep 2002, 137–42; cf. Siliņa-Piņķe 2007, 49). It should be noted that the
popularity of some of these names diﬀered in the cities and in the countryside (Raag
and Vanags 2010, 34). For instance, Berthold was a very widespread name among
peasants, while its popularity in the cities dropped remarkably during the fourteenth
and ﬁfteenth centuries (Napiersky 1881, 174 cf. 196; Bruiningk 1903, 81; Feyerabend
1985, 31–34).4 On the other hand, Berthold was not a rare name among the nobility
(Bruiningk 1908, 689, 1923, 808), which indicates that besides the cities, the manor
and nobility had an impact on the development of name usage among the peasantry.
The choice between a full name and a vernacular shortened version for use in
written records also indicated the name bearer’s social status. For instance, when a
merchant became a member of the City Council, Hans became her Johann (“Master
Johann”). In the sixteenth century Estonia (no earlier records are available), a social
gradation of certain peasant name forms is visible. For example, Hans has a higher
status than Hannos, Jaagup is ﬁner than Jaak and Peeter is better than Peep (Palli
1961b, 137–38). The records from Modern Times show that a manor servant’s daughter
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may be baptized Christina, but later, when married to a peasant, become Tiina (Tiik 1977,
284). Thus, the argument cannot be supported that when a foreign name could easily be
associated with the local languages or was similar to an indigenous name, it was easier to
adopt (Palli 1959, 602; Rajandi and Tarand 1976, 132). The hypothesis pays no regard to
the social aspects: giving the child a “German” name may have reﬂected a conscious
desire to follow the culture of a class with higher social status, or a respective patronage
relationship. Naturally, this does not exclude the possibility that similar names may indeed
have melded together. In this manner, the Estonian peasant name Hanni might be an
adaptation of the names Andrew (cf. Arbusow 1900, 405–406) or John, as well as a variant
of the local name (H)anno/(H)enno (which in turn may have been an older Germanic loan)
(Palli 1959, 601–602).
Notwithstanding a certain temporal gap, the changes in the name usage were also
similar in those neighboring regions with similar histories. On the one hand, the
adaptation of Christian name culture by the natives occurred already in the period
of the crusades and Christianization, while on the other hand, the full transition
process took centuries. Around 1400, approximately 20% of the peasants among the
Prussian population of Samland were bearing Christian names and the proportion was
approximately 50% among the free population. This indicates that among the population with higher social status, the alignment toward the Christian (meaning “German”
or “noble” here) name culture was considerably faster (Vercamer 2010, 282). Around
1450, indigenous names were practically no longer in use in Prussia (Trautmann 1925,
193). The instructions of Michael Junge, the Bishop of Samland (1425–1442), prohibiting the re-baptism of children “in rivers or elsewhere,” giving them another name than
the one received by baptism (Jacobson 1837, 127), therefore likely do not refer to the
vestiges of pagan customs (Radzimiński 2011, 217–18), and are still less likely to have
proceeded from a misinterpretation of sauna customs (Brauer 2011a, 197, 2011b, 189–
93). It is likely that the Bishop actually meant the Orthodox re-baptism, which included
the giving of a saint’s name, and did not accept either aspersion or aﬀusion baptism
(Sawicki 1981). In western Finland, the Christian (here mostly of the Swedish origin)
names were predominant probably already in the mid-fourteenth century (Korpela
2008, 227–30 cf. 293–99), but ‘the old personal names of the pre-Christian era. . . seem
to have persisted well into the Middle Ages alongside those of Christian origin’
(Vahtola 1997, 270; cf. Kiviniemi 2006, 234–49). Also in the Orthodox Finnic areas in
Russia, “non-Christian” names were still relatively widespread in the early sixteenth
century (Västrik 2010, 40–41 cf. Kyurshunova 2013).
As demonstrated, the giving of a new “(more) Christian” name to an adult in Latin
Europe was a rare occurrence. Yet there were exceptions to this rule. Since the share
of biblical and saint names is larger among the clergy, it is quite probable that a new
name was taken upon ordination or entering a monastery. However, in such cases, the
change of name did not proceed from the contradictions between pagan and
Christian names, but from the person’s new social role as clergyman. The rare name
changes among the laity also indicated the change of social roles, such as being
accepted into a new network of clientele and power relations (Jarnut 1997, 61–64). In
the known cases of name changes, the new name taken on as clergyman did not
mean that the old name disappeared or went out of use (Filippov 2007, 91–92,
101–103). Saint Brun of Querfurt, beheaded by Prussians in 1009, likely received his
new name of Bonifatius when becoming a monk, but was still known by his secular
name. Yet, taking a new name upon entering a monastery was a sporadic
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phenomenon, far from being a rule or regulation (Bortolami 1997, 165–67; Tomaschek
1997, 207; Rolker 2011a).
Nevertheless, the change of name was obligatory upon the conversion (Filippov
2007, 93) of Muslims and Jews (e.g., Caesarius von Heisterbach 2009, 460, 465). Name
change was obligatory even in cases when the person’s native name had its own
“Christian” that is an Franco- or Anglophone equivalent (like Benedict for Jewish
Baruch) (Brown and McCartney 2000, 176–77, 184–87). Jonathan Elukin noted that if,
as a rule, people were converted in groups, Jews converted individually and entered
thereby into an already existing Christian society (Elukin 1997, 182). Just as name
changes undertaken for dynastic reasons expressed the adoption of a person into a
new familia (Filippov 2007, 104–05), the new baptismal name can be seen as a
manifestation of becoming a member of the new Christian familia. Still, the new
familia need not necessarily be deﬁned explicitly by religion. In ﬁfteenth-century
Italy, it was not just the foreign slaves who converted that received new names. It
was the same for the slaves who had already been baptized in their homeland and
already had a Christian name (Karpov 2014, 10).
The political ties in the Middle Ages were largely familial ties. Thus, one possibility
of creating such ties was baptism, where the godfather acquired the role of a patron,
to whom the godson had a clientele relationship (Angenendt 1973; Bennett 2006;
Niles 2006; Alfani 2012). It is not clear how common it was in the Middle Ages for the
godfather to give his own name to the child at the baptism under ordinary circumstances (Rolker 2011b, 17–18), but this pattern of behavior did undoubtedly occur as a
means of rearranging the power relations and establishing dependence. By means of
god-fatherhood, a critical political necessity for establishing familial relations could be
solved (Angenendt 1973, 164). In the same spirit, Adam Kosto compares the role of
“baptismal sponsorship (or god-parenthood)” with the creation of hostage ties
between familias (Kosto 2012, 72–73). A godfather with a high social position raised
the person’s status in the society (Jussen 2000, 228–29). A ruler assuming the role of a
godfather, with a claim of supremacy, was a pattern well known in the Carolingian and
Ottonian era as well in Viking Age Scandinavia (Angenendt 1984; Winroth 2012, 140–
44). During the crusades in the Holy Land, noblemen also occasionally gave their own
name to a baptized person (Kedar 1984, 62, 1997, 191). Yet even here, the point was
not the inappropriateness of the pagan name, but entering a new relationship by
means of the new name.
In this picture, the Catholic Christianization of Lithuania after the conclusion of the
Union of Kreva (1385) constitutes an exception. For the Lithuanian nobility in the
second half of the fourteenth century, receiving a new name at baptism can be
considered a rule (examples: Tęgowski 1999). In Königsberg in 1365, Lithuanian
Duke Kęstutis’ (c. 1300–1382) son Butautas (d. 1380) was baptized to Heinrich
(Hermann von Wartberge 1863, 85–86). The Lithuanian Grand Duke Jogaila (c. 1350/
1360–1434) bore the name of Władysław as a Polish King after his baptism; Duke
Švitrigaila (1360s–1452) was baptized to Bolesław. Kęstutis’ son Tautvilas (d. 1390) was
baptized in 1383 to Konrad, which refers to Konrad Zöllner von Rotenstein, Grand
Master of the Teutonic Order (1382–1390). Kęstutis’ daughter Danutė (1358–1448) was
christened to Anna, her godfather being Günter von Hohenstein, Komtur of the
Teutonic Order. These names need not be names of saints, just names from the
Christian world. Knowledge of the Orthodox background must also have played a
role in the establishment of re-naming as a norm – the East Slavic Christian stock of
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names had already found its way to Lithuania before the oﬃcial Christianization began
(Zinkevičius 1977, 90–93).5 In the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, a considerable
part of the Lithuanian nobility had embraced the Orthodox faith and therefore
received a new Christian name. For example, the son of Grand Duke Gediminas (c.
1275–1341) Narimantas (d. 1348) became Gleb. His other sons also received new
names: Karijotas (d. c. 1360) recieved the new name Mikhail; Liubartas (d. 1383/
1385) became Dmitri, and Jaunutis (d. after 1366) came to be called Ioann. Prisoners
taken from Lithuania by western European Crusaders in the fourteenth and ﬁfteenth
century also sometimes received a new name with the western nobleman assuming
the role of the godfather (Paravicini 1995, 108–109). The Lithuanian Grand Duke
Vytautas (Witawt, Witold, c. 1350–1430) is a remarkable case in this context – he
was christened in Prussia in 1383 and received the German name Wigand (Prochaska
1882, 5). In 1386, he was re-baptized into the Orthodox faith under the name of
Alexander. Soon, he again embraced Catholicism, but continued to use the names
Vytautas and Alexander, and in most cases the intitulatio (a speciﬁc part of the charter
format) of his letters uses both names (Alexander alias Witoldus, Allexander alias
Wytowt, Alexander andirs Wytowd)6 (Mičkūnaitė 2006, 19–21).
The name changes of local natives during the Baltic crusades also correspond to
the described general developments. The names of the inhabitants of the Baltic
countries mentioned in early records, like the names of some “Estonians” mentioned
in the Scandinavian sagas, could simply be ﬁctitious (Jonuks 2005, 50–53). Indigenous
names are systematically present ﬁrst in the records written in connection with the
Baltic Crusades from the late twelfth century. Records from the Middle Ages contain
numerous original names, which became obsolete no later than the Early Modern
period at the latest (Pierson 1873; Kiparsky 1938; Johansen 1939, 272–74, 279–82;
Stoebke 1964, 15–81; Roos 1976a, 1976b; Feyerabend 1985, 28–30; Caune 1998; Bušs
2003; Saarikivi 2007; Ernits 2014).7 But even before the Crusades, the populations of
the Baltic countries did not live in isolation: they adopted foreign names and
Christianity was not unknown in these parts (Spirģis 2012; Jonuks and Kurisoo 2013).
The thirteenth century Liv names – such as Ako, Wade, Waldeko, Anno, Asse – are
potentially of Germanic origin (Tõnisson 1974, 170–71; Tarvel 2013, 189).8 The Liv
nobleman Caupo’s (d. 1217) name may have been derived from an ancient
Scandinavian adaptation of the Christian name Jacobus (>Jakaupr) (Stoebke 1964,
154). The name of Muntelene, a leader of Saaremaa (1255) (Busch 1934, 90), may be
related to the Germanic stem mund (Põltsam-Jürjo 2011, 27). This relation of
Muntelene and the stem mund is not the only thirteenth century name from
Saaremaa for which Germanic parallels may exist (Tiik 1976, 485; cf. Roos 1961, 349).
It should be noted that the Livic land and Saaremaa had especially tight foreign
relations with Northern Germany and Scandinavia in the late twelfth and the early
thirteenth century (Leimus 2004; Ilisch 2012). Paul Johansen (1901–1965) saw in the
ﬁrst place the Scandinavian women abducted by local peoples as the source of
Germanic names in Courland and Saaremaa (Johansen 1939, 273).
Several attempts, some of them resorting to pseudoetymological methods, have
been made to prove the use of Slavic names in the pre-Crusades Baltic Countries (e.g.,
Taube 1935, 388). There has also been an extensive discussion of the names of two
Orthodox princes on the banks of the river Daugava. The Chronicle of Henry of Livonia
makes a connection between the princes Viesceka of Koknese (d. 1224) and
Wissevaldus of Jersika (d. in the 1230s) and the Russians (Henricus de Lettis 1955, 56,
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ch. XI.8; 70–1, ch. XIII.4; 203, ch. XXVIII.5). Traditionally, the princes have been associated with the ruling dynasty of the Rus’ as Vyachko and Vsevolod. The Latvian
historiography, on the other hand, treats Viesceka and Wissevaldus as local noblemen
Vetseke and Visvaldis (Selart 2015, 68–72). The contemporary Russian chronicles,
nevertheless, use the name form Vyachko (Novgorodskaya pervaya 1950, 66) for
Viesceka, and Vissivaldr is the Scandinavian version of Vsevolod (Uspenskii 2002, 32).
The name of the Liv Dabrel (d. 1211) may have been of Slavic origin (Henricus de Lettis
1955, 226; Mägiste 1966).
From the second half of the twelfth century, some sources mention people from
the Baltic countries bearing unambiguously Christian or Western European names.
This development is connected to both the tightening relations between the Baltic
countries and “core” Europe, and the spreading of written culture into the Baltic
regions. It has also been assumed that in some cases, foreigners recording an indigenous name in a foreign language may have used folk etymology and invented a
form similar to a known “Christian” name (Stoebke 1964, 151; Pall 1965, 567). It has
been suggested that Christian baptismal and indigenous names may have been used
in parallel (Roos 1961, 342; Vahtola 1997, 269), but as we demonstrated above, this
suggestion proceeds from a false premise that the name change was a necessity and it
is not conﬁrmed by sources: baptism, as a rule, did not involve a change of name.
Those who did indeed bear Christian names were the clergymen of local descent.
Pope Alexander III’s letter (from approximately 1171 or 1172) mentions Nicolaus, a
monk of Estonian origin, in Stavanger, Norway (Diplomatarium Danicum 1976, 36). In
1206, the Livs killed the priest Johannes who originated from Vironia in Estonia, where
he had been captured by the “pagans” and later liberated by the Livonian bishop
Meinhard (d. 1196). Bishop Meinhard dispatched Johannes to the convent of Segeberg
in Holstein to study (Henricus de Lettis 1955, 37, ch. X.7). The Chronicle of Henry of
Livonia mentions the priest Petrus Kaikewalde, who was of Finnish origin, in Livonia in
1215–1226 (Henricus de Lettis 1955, 127 ch. XIX.4; 132 ch. XIX.7; 169–70 ch. XXIV.1; 214
ch. XXIX.7). The names of the clerics should be considered clerical rather than baptismal. The new name was seen as part of adaption to the new social status in a new
environment, to which these persons at ﬁrst were strangers. The Latvian interpreter
Philippus (d. 1212), who had grown up in a bishop’s house (Henricus de Lettis 1955, 99
ch. XV.9), can also be included in the same group. It could be a general feature of the
Crusades period that interpreters of local origin bore Christian names. The recorded
examples are Pæter Tolk and Wærner Tolk in North Estonia around 1240, Nicolaus Curo
interpres (Claus Cure, die tolk) in Courland in 1253, and Jacobus interpres in Prussia in
1289 (Preußisches Urkundenbuch 1909, 334; Johansen 1933, 834; Švābe 1940, 339).
The sources do not mention any clergymen with indigenous names.
The other early bearers of “Christian” names were the local nobles. Around 1240, the
vassals Heinrich von Anger, Lybrict Polipæ, Albern de Kokæl, Bertald de Mækius – all
probably of Estonian origin, living in North Estonia – were bearing Christian names
(Johansen 1933, 766; 805–806; 814–15). Of the local rulers mentioned in the records of
the Crusading period, a greater proportion had indigenous names. One notable case
recorded in the sources is the Teutonic Order knight Ykemele of Livic or Estonian origin
in 1272 (Fenske and Militzer 1993, 744). In the late thirteenth century and in the 1340s,
the leaders of the people of Saaremaa were called Ello, Vtnechat, Phyledene, Vesse
(Hermann von Wartberge 1863, 72; Seraphim 1912, 5, 15; cf. Busch 1934, 90; Johansen
1925, 9–12; Tarvel 2007, 92). The transition to “Christian” names was not necessarily a
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one-way process (Roos 1961, 344): the Estonian, called Clemens (c. 1240), was the
probable progenitor of Uldelempe (1318) (Johansen 1933, 804–805; cf. Bunge 1857,
70–2). Toutegoden (1320) from Courland had a forefather called Christianus (Bunge
1855, 122).9 In 1388, a Liv called Melewalde Nycolaus Poyken (Melewalde, son of
Nicholas) bought an estate from the Teutonic Order (Bruiningk 1908, 129–30). Lemby,
a wealthy local Estonian in North Estonia, had two sons: Claweken (= Claus, Nicholas)
and Lemby (1389) (Bunge 1857, 561). Similar examples can be found in Prussia
(Trautmann 1925, 193).
Therefore, the name changes occurring among the laity in the early period of the
Crusades were not an ordinary occurrence. They point to some special circumstances,
of which establishment of political ties with the conquerors is the most likely. The
baptism of a pagan nobleman (or, for example, his son) by or in the presence of some
important leader, and the assumption of his name, could in the situation of conquest
also serve as a warranty for the position of power (Angenendt 1973, 151; Uspenskii
2002, 22). If the giving of a name is the “social birth” of a person (Lynch 1986, 334;
Rolker 2011b, 17), then in a way, the nobleman’s baptism with a new name can be
seen as a social birth in a new Christian society. Still, this was not the only way to gain
acceptance in the new society. Being a godfather was not necessarily connected to
the change of name. Rudolf, knight of the Order of the Brothers of the Sword, was a
godfather at the baptism of Kyriawanus in Vironia in 1219 and the chronicle mentions
no change of name (Henricus de Lettis 1955, 161 ch. XXIII.7). The baptism of the
Lithuanian king Mindaugas around 1252, where the Teutonic Order Master in Livonia
Andreas von Felben may have served as godfather (Giedroyć 1985, 22), involved no
change of name.10 In the latter case there could have been no claim to establish a
clientele relationship.
Isolated cases of name change, especially in Prussia, have been more closely
recorded in historical sources. In 1216, the Prussian noblemen Survabuno and
Warpoda were baptized at the papal curia and received the names Paulus and
Philippus (Preußisches Urkundenbuch 1882, 7). The Prussian leader Henricus Monte
(d. 1273) was baptized as Henricus, whereas Monte (*Mantas) was probably his original
name. In his youth, he lived in Magdeburg as a hostage (Piotr z Dusburga 2007, 91,
§116; p. 158, §167).11 During the crusade to Prussia, the Bohemian King Ottokar II
acted as godfather at the baptism of a Prussian noble in 1255 and the King ‘gave him
[the noble] his [royal] name’ (Colker 1979, 721–22). Another record from 1268 conﬁrms
that a Lithuanian nobleman from Nalšia had received baptism and donated his estate
to the Church of Riga as feudum oblatum.12 His name was Suxe sive Nicolaus (d. 1273)
(Meyer 1876, 8107–120; Perlbach 1886, 17–18; Selart 2015, 238–39), with Nicolaus as
the baptismal name. The Chronicle of the Convent of Oliwa (c. 1350) relates an
episode involving Matha, the son of the Prussian nobleman Pipinus, who as a
Christian was to bear the name of Hermannus (Exordium 1893, 295). Nevertheless,
the respective original sources of this passage in the Chronicle, the Chronicle of Petrus
Dusburg (1320s) and its translation made by Nicholas von Jeroschin (1330s), do not
mention that Christian name (Piotr z Dusburga 2007, 55, §7; 110, §84; Nicolaus von
Jeroschin 2010, 73; 131; cf. Wenta 2000, 223–26).
In some cases, the connection with the “name giver” can be assumed. The Livic
quasi rex Caupo’s son bore the name Berthold (d. 1210). This may refer to Berthold (d.
1217), master of the Sword Brethren in Cēsis (Henricus de Lettis 1955, 79). However,
this reference is rather unlikely, as that military order was founded in approximately
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1202 when Caupo’s family had probably already been baptized (cf. Henricus de Lettis
1955, 14, ch. IV.4). The name more likely refers to the Livonian Bishop Berthold (1196–
1198). The names of the Estonian vassals Herman Osilianus (c. 1240) (Johansen 1933,
822–23) and Albert de Osilia (c. 1240) (Johansen 1933, 822 cf. p. 746; Moora and Ligi
1970, 89–90) may be connected to the baptism of Saaremaa in 1227 – of which Henry
of Livonia also notes that Bishop Albert himself had baptized a son of the local
nobleman who had been given as hostage (Henricus de Lettis 1955, 220 ch. XXX.5).13
The name of Clemens Esto (Johansen 1933, 804–805), a vassal of the King of
Denmark in North Estonia, is also noteworthy. “Clemens” is not included in the
common nomenclature of the secular names of the region. Pope Clemens III (1187–
1191) was the one to conﬁrm the existence of the Livonian diocese (FonnesbergSchmidt 2007, 65–67); but attempts to associate him, even indirectly, with Clemens
Esto seem rather forced. It is more likely that the name refers to St. Clement (d. 99), a
popular saint in Norway and Denmark in those days; in the twelfth and thirteenth
century, his cult may have also been relevant for royal politics (Crawford 2004, 105,
125–26, 2006; Ommundsen 2010, 71–72). St. Clement was a patron of seafarers, held in
high esteem also in the Orthodox world (Garipzanov 2013), but rather neglected in
North Germany and in Livonia in the Late Middle Ages (Bruiningk 1904, 387–88;
Crawford 2006, 242; Mänd 2009). Thus, the name probably refers to some episode
of the politics of the Danish crusades in Estonia. It is also noteworthy that although, in
the context of Livonia, the name ﬁrst seems to be suitable for a clergyman, it also
occurred as a nobleman’s name in the early fourteenth century in Scandinavia
(Diplomatarium Danicum 1953, 435). Of course, all attempts to deduce the person
of the godfather on the basis of the name of an individual are necessarily speculative.
The third group of early local Christian names contains the names of businessmen
and merchants. The “Debtors’ Book of Riga,” the register of some (but not all) credit
transactions in Riga (1286–1352), names 3514 Livs, and approximately 18 of them bear
a German or Christian name. There are 52 Latvians, 16 of those bearing a Christian
name. Five Estonians can be identiﬁed and all of them have Christian names
(Benninghoven 1961, 155–62). It seems remarkable that two of them, Jacobus (1338)
and Johannes (1280s–1290s), come from Saaremaa. Furthermore, in the 1320s a
wealthy man known as Johannes Sarelayve (“a Saaremaa man”) was active in Tallinn
(Arbusow 1888, 23; cf. 48). Commerce brought the traders of local origin closer to the
city elites dominated by German immigrants, which in turn led to cultural adaptation
and assimilation. For this reason, determining the ethnic background of names is
especially tricky in case of city inhabitants (Kaplinski 1975b, 87).
It can be concluded that a “Christian” name bespeaks not of religion, but social and
cultural adaptation, and in some cases, political history. In a longer perspective, setting
aside “surrender baptisms,” the premises for the adoption of the Christian names were
language contacts, which in turn grew out of social contacts (Jarnut 1997, 50). In this
respect, there is a diﬀerence between the name change of an individual nobleman
rearranging power relations or concluding political pacts and the later changes in
name usage among noblemen, merchants, and peasants, which took place over time:
the latter indicates either assimilation into the new society (in the German-dominated
regions and in the cities), or cultural adaptation through orientation toward the
culture of the “better” levels of the society (in case of the peasants).
The Iberian Christians gave Muslims generic names such as Mahoma, Juce, Ibrahim,
and were not concerned with their real, personal names (Laliena 2002, 130). Similar
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cases, where an ethnonym has replaced a person’s name in the record, can also be
found in the Baltic Sea area in the Novgorod birch bark documents: (“the Lapp,” “the
Chud,” “the Karelian”) (Saarikivi 2007, 208–11) as well as in Livonia – “Esto” in Saccala
in 1223 (Henricus de Lettis 1955, 191 ch. XXVI.10); “Esto vischer” in Tallinn in 1392
(Kaplinski 1975a, 684) – but these are isolated cases (Kala 2012, 20–22).15 This conﬁrms
that the “old” and the “new” society here were closer to each other, and that in
general, the communication between them was functioning.
The choice of names gives an idea of the social and family networks and not the
cult of saints. The unambiguous recommendation (but not coercion) to baptize
children with the names of the saints, as well as the tradition to celebrate namedays16 was initiated by the Catholic church ﬁrst during the period of Counter-reformation (Mitterauer 1993, 241; Grethlein 1994, 756). These developments are probably
also the context of the remark of Antonio Possevino (1534–1611), the Jesuit who
idealized the Livonian peasants’ alleged attraction to Catholicism during the
Reformation period, about peasants wishing that a Catholic priest would name each
and every one after a saint, who would then be their patron – by the authority of
Christ – in life and death (Possevino 1973, 20; cf. Kurtz 1925, 18–19; Valk 1997).17 In
Protestant circles, the attitudes also changed – this is illustrated by a seventeenthcentury (the golden age of ﬁctitious genealogies) Baltic noble family legend written
down in 1641, which claims that Caupo’s daughters had been baptized to Sophia,
Hedwiga, Dorothea ja Magdalena; and his spouse Baba, the princess of Pskov, to
Barbara, while his son Caupo (Kobb) became Jacob (Taube 1940, 13–4; cf. 67–73). This
story cannot be seen as a source about the thirteenth century, and furthermore, it is
clearly at variance with the actual contemporary sources. Nevertheless, it clearly
illustrates the later understanding that baptism necessarily involved a change of
name.
In the Middle Ages, a new name might have been part of the surrender (baptism)
agreement, which demonstrated or helped guarantee the person’s position in the
altered power relations, part of which was also religion. In a way, the new “Christian”
name served a ceremonial purpose, while the old name still remained in everyday
use. For instance, the Nalšian noble Nicolaus appears in the Livonian Rhymed
Chronicle only under the name of Suxe (Meyer 1876, 8109). Nevertheless, this kind
of name change must be considered exceptional rather than widespread. In the
Baltics, just as in Early Medieval Western Europe, baptism was corporate, not
individual (Angenendt 1973, 159). The whole existing community became
Christian and the individuals did not face the diﬃculties of adapting to a “new”
society. What happened here was the gradual Christianization of the indigenous
society (Kala 2009) – neither by means of normative solutions nor in opposition to
“paganism.” Although the Christianization of Livonia was not synchronous to core
Europe, it still cannot be considered exceptionally late. The cultural adaptation into
the “Christian” society was not an issue of force and did not deﬁne Christianness in
the context of the thirteenth-century Baltic crusades. The mutual accusation of the
Livonian competing parties, the Archbishop of Riga and the Teutonic Order, that the
other party does not catechize its neophytes eﬃciently enough (Seraphim 1912,
165, 170, 175–178, 202) has a political background. There were regional diﬀerences
in the time and in the way of the acceptance of elements of Christian or German
culture, but they can be explained primarily by the history of society and communication rather than by diﬀerent methods of mission.
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Notes
1 Den ersten Neophyten wurde auch auf lettischem Territorium ein traditioneller christlicher
Taufname gegeben und mit diesem wurden ihre vorchristlichen Namen ersetzt. Leider sind keine
Informationen über solche Fälle erhalten.
2 The ortographically extremely variative medieval and early modern local name forms are
reduced to “standard” English forms.
3 The Estonian, Latvian, etc. ethnic origin can be determined by nicknames and/or social status
of a person.
4 The short Estonian form Pärt can derive both from Berthold and/or Bartholomew.
5 The Orthodox Ruthenians re-baptized into Catholicism in the ﬁfteenth century also received
new names. The new names were not actively used in everyday life, however (Zazuliak 2004).
6 Examples see Prochaska (1882), passim; quoted examples: 13 no. 35; 18 no. 53; 226 no. 483.
7 Some of the “indigenous” names recorded in medieval sources can actually be nicknames
(Must 1960, 372; Põltsam-Jürjo 2011).
8 Latvian examples, cf. Siliņa-Piņķe (2014, 32).
9 “Christianus” can also be an adjective.
10 The name of his wife Marta (Hermann von Wartberge 1863, 38); Marthe (Meyer 1876, 348) is a
“native” name and not “Christian” Marta assigned by baptism.
11 The name form Herkus sometimes used in the literature is modern adaption of Henricus.
12 Fief de reprise: donation of an allodial property to seigneur and receiving it back as a ﬁef.
13 Hermann (d. c. 1250), bishop of Lihula (later Tartu), was brother of Bishop Albert.
14 The ethnic idetiﬁcations cannot be assumed to be 100% accurate, thus the numbers are
approximate.
15 The names of peasants of Tavastia, Finnland, like Somalayni (“Finn” in Finnish) in a 1340 papal
document supposedly derive from translation diﬃculties (Hausen 1910, no. 467 cf. Vahtola
1997, 268).
16 Celebration of the feast of the saint with identical name who was considered as the patron of
the individual.
17 il nome di alcuno Apostolo, perche nel merito, & uirtu di Christo sia suo intercessore.
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