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PREFACE

N 1960 I was honoured by an invitation from the

Olaus Petri Foundation of Uppsala University to give
a series of lectures on the Conversion of Iceland. I had
recently been collecting and annotating the incomplete
manuscripts which the late Professor Fredrik Paasche of
Oslo had used for his brilliant Olaus Petri Lectures on a
related theme, given in Uppsala in 1941.2 The invitation
I now received was all the more welcome because it gave
me an opportunity to present my own attitude to prob-
lems connected with the Conversion of the Northern
peoples, albeit in a more limited field.

Most of the text below represents my lectures of 1960.
The circumstances of their composition naturally affected
the style of presentation. By tradition the Olaus Petri
Lectures are aimed at a general, not a specialist, audience.
My main concern was to pursue a critical approach to the
sources—surprisingly enough, almost a novel undertaking
in this particular field.

Time passed and I had no leisure to put the lectures into
shape for publication. I was happily kept in touch with
the subject, in Uppsala by my supervision of Séra Jén
Hnefill Adalsteinsson, who was working in the same field,
and by the interest of my colleague, Dr Bo Almqvist, now
Professor at University College, Dublin, and in London

1 Fredrik Paasche, Motet mellom hedendom og kristendom i Norden.
Med minneord, innledning og noter utgitt ved Dag Strémbiick (1958).
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by the learning and encouragement of my friends in
University College and the Viking Society. It was then
agreed that the Society should publish the lectures after
some further revision and that they should be translated
and annotated by Professor Peter Foote. The revision
has chiefly resulted from closer attention to scaldic poetry
and has led to expansion in Chapter III and a completely
new Chapter IV. Other commitments did not allow me
to finish this until the winter 1973—4.

In my original lectures I could spend little time on the
writings of other scholars down to 1960, and I have found
little reason to introduce discussion of work that has
appeared since then. The annotation on the other hand
has taken the chief contributions of the last fifteen years
into account and may serve as a guide to them.

I am extremely grateful to the Council of the Viking
Society for including this work in their Text Series; to
Professor G. Turville-Petre, who read the translation in
an early draft; to Dr Geraldine Barnes, who checked a
number of references and quotations; and to Mr M. P.
Barnes, who read a proof. It will be evident that my
particular thanks are finally due to my friend and col-
laborator, Peter Foote.

Uppsala DaG STROMBACK
and Djuphillen, Hedemora
August 1974
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INTRODUCTION

HERE has always been an element of mystery and

fascination in the sudden growth and blossoming
of Iceland’s literature in the twelfth and thirteenth cen-
turies. After being inhabited for not much more than two
hundred years, a remote island in the North Atlantic
emerges as the home of an outstanding literature in an
age which may well bear comparison with the great
periods of classical literature that have occurred elsewhere
in the world. We can try to explain it in terms of the heri-
tage and talent the Icelanders brought with them from
Norway.! We can say with Fredrik Paasche that it was
not ‘the sleepy-heads who uprooted and went to look for
land for themselves’.? We can point to the infusion of
Celtic blood in some of the groups of early settlers, or
to the visits of Icelandic chieftains and priests to the
European mainland in the eleventh and twelfth centuries.?

1 Icelandic traditions that the settlers were predominantly of west
Norwegian origin are supported by archeological evidence of their
customs and material culture; see Kristjan Eldjirn, Kuml og haugfé
sir heidnum sid d Islandi (1956), especially 426—40. For surveys of the
problems of the Icelanders’ ethnic origins see Jén Jéhannesson, fsl.
saga, 1 27-38; H. Magerey, Omstridde sporsmdl i Nordens historie 111:
Norsk-islandske problem (Foreningen Nordens Historiske Publika-
sjoner 1v, 1965), 9~77; Bjorn Porsteinsson, Ny Islandssaga (1966),
62-8.

2 Landet med de morke skibene (1938), 307.

3 J6n Steffensen has recently concluded that the minimum figure
for colonists of Celtic nationality, of all classes and both sexes, is
about 13 per cent and the conceivable maximum as high as about
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We may lay stress on the fact that after the conversion in
AD. 1000 (to use the traditional date'), the Church in
Iceland acquired a distinctively national character, with
private churches attached to the homes of the chief
families, served by priests who had close and constant
contact with the farmers: they were recruited from their
ranks, shared their traditional assumptions, and for the
most part led the same kind of life.? But, as with other
epochs of outstanding intellectual and artistic attainment,
so with the golden age of Iceland’s literature: no single
formula will suffice. Whether one approaches it from its
learned and literary side or confronts it in its popular and
traditional aspects, it remains an achievement massive,
unique, and bewildering.

40 per cent; see his “Tolfreedilegt mat & liffreedilegu gildi frésagna
Landnédmu af ®tt og pjéderni landnemanna’, Saga 1x (1971), 21-39.
For a survey, learned but uncritical, of Icelanders’ voyages see Bogi
Th. Melsted, Safn til ségu Islands 1v (1907-15), 730-810; and further
Einar Arnérsson, ‘Sudurgdngur Islendinga { fornsld’, Saga 11 (1954-8),
1-45.

1 Dr Olaffa Einarsdéttir has produced weighty arguments in
favour of June 999 as the time of the Assembly at which the Icelanders
accepted Christianity, a date which would accord with a number of
other sources. She explains that when Ari says that it occurred in the
same summer as the death of King Olifr Tryggvason and that his
death fell in the year 1000, the apparent discrepancy is because Ari
began his year on 1 September, as was not uncommon. Sinee Oléfr
was believed to have been killed on 9 September, this was just after
the new year 1000 started. By our reckoning, starting the year on
1 January, both events fell in A.D. 999. See Olaffa Einarsdéttir,
Studier i kronologisk metode i tidlig islandsk historieskrivning (Biblio-
theca Historica Lundensis x111, 1964), chs. 4, 7. Dr Jakob Benedikts-
son, fF 1 xxix-xxxv, criticises points of detail in Dr Olaffa’s argument
but accepts the plausibility of her main conclusion.

2 See e.g. Isl. saga, 1 197—200; J6n Helgason (biskup), Islands
Kirke fra dens Grundleggelse til Reformationen (1925), 56—7, 95-8.
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If we look at the whole range of medieval Icelandic
literature, we are struck by its astonishing versatility and
variety. From the twelfth and thirteenth centuries there
is, for example, an enormously abundant religious and
ecclesiastical literature. To begin with this consisted
chiefly of translations from Latin legends and homilies,
but later on original works devoted to Icelandic church
history were written, with subjects drawn from the first
Christian period in Iceland and from the life and work
of some of the more notable bishops of later times. But
the laws were also codified early, and even grammatical
works were composed. A number of sources mdicate
the early existence of the study of astronomy, mathe-
matics and calendar computation. The field of personal
history was certainly not neglected and we must assume
that genealogical records were made from very ancient
times.!

Indeed, it is probably safe to claim that no people have
cultivated the study of genealogy and family history with
such widespread interest and intensity as the Icelanders.
A little grammatical treatise from about the middle of the
twelfth century refers to family history (@ttfredi) as one
of the branches of literature that was then written and
read.? This genealogical interest finds its most notable

1 See e.g. Dag Strombick, “The dawn of West Norse literature’,
Bibliography of Old Norse-Icelandic Studies 1963 (1964), 7-24;
G. Turville-Petre, Origins of Icelandic Literature (1953), chs. 3-5, 7;
Sigurdur Nordal, NX vii1r:B 1go-1.

2 V. Dahlerup and Finnur Jénsson, Den ferste og anden Gram-
matiske Afhandling i Snorres Edda (1886), 2/7, cf. 20; Einar

Haugen, First Grammatical Treatise (second, revised ed., 1972),
12-13.
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expression in that thirteenth-century source-book, un-
paralleled in its kind in the world, known as Landndma-
bék.* This work gives us the history of the first settlers,
their origins, family connections and descendants through
several generations, somnetimes right down to the thirteenth
century. It has in recent years been suggested that this
great pedigree-book, strewn with anecdotes and tales
fromn local tradition, had its origin in an early collection
of genealogical material chiefly made by the ‘father of
Icelandic history’—Ari Porgilsson hinn frédi, who died
in 1148.2

If we now consider the historical writing, the sagas of
Icelanders and the poetry—those works which have:
especially given the outside world a sense of the unique
character of this great age of Icelandic literature—we at
once find ourselves facing problems of a particular kind.
They are problems of heredity and milieu, of memory
and the technical mastery of literary forms, of the art of
oral story-telling and recitation, of men’s appetite for
remembering and preserving in various ways the events
of the past and present. They are, in short, problems
connected with the vast web of ideas we associate with the
terms ‘traditional’ and ‘popular’.

Icelandic historical writing shows a peculiar develop-

1 Landndmabdk is most recently edited by Jakob Benediktsson in
IF 1. Standard diplomatic editions of the main recensions are: Finnur
Jénsson, Landndmabdk 1-111 (1900); Landndmabdk, Melabék AM 106,
112 fol. (1921); Jakob Benediktsson, Skardsdrbok (1958). Sturlubdk is
translated in Hermann Pélsson and Paul Edwards, The Book of
Settlements (University of Manitoba Icelandic Studies 1, 1972).

2 For a full survey and the most recent discussion see Jakob
Benediktsson, fF 1 xvi-xx.
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ment from an inartistic presentation of critically sifted
facts to an ample flow of narrative which can carry with it
every kind of traditional tale and legend. Soon after 1120
Ari fr60i began the composition of history in the vernacu-
lar and was so careful in his documentation that few
events are recorded in his little fslendingabdk without
citation of the source from which he obtained his informa-
tion.! And his sources went back a long way! One of
them, Hallr Pé6rarinsson, his own foster-father, was born
in 995 and died in his ninety-fifth year. Hallr remembered
his own baptism, ‘three winters old’, by one of the first
missionaries in Iceland, and he also had many personal
reminiscences of St Olifr of Norway, who was killed in
1030.2 When Ari speaks of the colonisation of Greenland
by men from Iceland towards the end of the tenth century,
it is on the authority of his own uncle, who had been told
the facts when in Greenland by a man who had himself
been with Eirikr the Red on the voyage of settlement. Ari
is a conscientious reporter who makes no irrelevant
comments or additions. Quoting his sources and explain-
ing why he thinks they are trustworthy, he is the first

I See e.g. Jakob Benediktsson, [F 1 xx—xxii. Notable earlier
editions of Islendingabék are those by Finnur Jénsson (1930), with a
facsimile of AM 113b fol., and Jén J6hannesson (1956), with facsimiles
of both AM 113a and AM 113b fol.

2 IF 1 21; Den store Saga, 2/10-12; Bjarni Adalbjarnarson, Hkr.
1 6—7. Hall’s remembering does not appear abnormal in any way:
‘Most investigators agree that, while the earliest memory may be as
early as the first year or as late as the seventh, the average individual
has, as his earliest recollection, an experience which occurred between
the ages of three and four’ (I. M. L. Hunter, Memory, revised ed.
1964, reprinted 1966, 271).
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Scandinavian representative of a critical school of his-
tory.

There is reason to suppose that the same critical
attitude was adopted in the later part of the twelfth
century, when another Icelandic historian, whose work is
unfortunately lost, wrote an account of contemporary
events in Norway, just as it may also be discerned in
certain further works written in the decades round 1200.!
The question may also be posed whether the sober
approach of Ari and his school did not have a fundamental
influence on the singularly dispassionate chromcle-writing
of the thirteenth century, on Icelandic affairs chiefly in the
compilation now known as Sturlunga saga and on Nor-
wegian affairs chiefly in Hdkonar saga Hdkonarsonar.

But the thirteenth-century Kings’ Sagas and Sagas of
Icelanders indicate the emergence of a new outlook and
the development of a new genre. It is probable that the
impetus for the novel departure they represent was given,
as Sigurdur Nordal has tried to show, by the ‘legendary’
histories of Olifr Tryggvason and St Olifr composed at
the end of the twelfth century by monks of the monastery
of Pingeyrar.? This Benedictine house in the north of
Iceland was opened m 1133 and became an influential
literary centre. In these writings strict methods of his-
torical criticism were abandoned. The authors saw no

1 SigurBur Nordal, Snorri Sturluson (1920), 148-52; IF 11 (1933),
Ixiii-Ixv, Ixvi-Ixvii; NK vIII:B 193-7.

2 Sigurdur Nordal, Snorri Sturluson (1920), 154—5; IF 11 (1933),
Ixv-Ixvi; NK viI:B 199-203. On the interest in Olafr Tryggvason see
Lars Lonnroth, ‘Studier i Olaf Tryggvasons saga’, Samlaren (1963),
54-94-
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reason why they should deny themselves the use of the
mass of traditional matter which in one form or another
had been current among the people for generations.

Thus on the one side began the composition of Kings’
Sagas and works of related kind, whose highest level was
reached in Snorri Sturluson’s Heimskringla, written, it is
thought, in the years around 1230.! On the other side
authors began to create the so-called Sagas of Icelanders,
telling of the strife and destinies of chieftains and families
in the tenth and early eleventh century—the first of these
was written about A.D. 1200. At the same time, the
ancient scaldic poetry of Norway and Iceland began to
find written record. This poetry could provide the
writers of both Kings’ Sagas and Sagas of Icelanders
with starting-points for their stories and with material to
elaborate them. Much scaldic poetry was included in the
Prose Edda, that remarkable textbook of poetics which
Snorri wrote about 1220,2 and in which material from some
of the anonymous eddaic poems is also to be found. It was
doubtless this work which, directly or indirectly, caused
the collection and recording of hitherto unwritten,
popular poetry about heathen gods and legendary heroes.?
Such ‘conservation’ activity is typified for us in the
so-called Poetic Edda.*

1 Bjarni ABalbjarnarson, Hkr. 1 xxix; SigurBur Nordal, NK
VIIL:B 219.

2 Sigurdur Nordal, NK viii:B 219,

3 Cf. e.g. Elias Wessén, in Saga och sed (1946), 6-11; J6n Hel-
gason, NX viit:B 3o.

4 Edited inost recently in G. Neckel-H, Kuhn, Edda (Vierte . . .

Auflage, 1962) and in the work in progress by Ursula Dronke, The
Poetic Edda, of which vol. 1, Heroic Poems, has appeared (1969). On
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Snorri fully understood that Ari’s historical work was
the most reliable and conscientious to be had. He also
understood the historical value of verse by ancient scalds,
especially of stanzas composed immediately after the
events they describe. In the prologue to his separate
Oldfs saga helga, and similarly in the Heimskringla pro-
logue, he says that a scald in the presence of a prince would
not dare to laud him for deeds which both the prince
himself and the rest of the audience knew to be unreal and
false: “That would be mockery, not praise.”* But Snorri
had powerful artistic gifts. He was a skilful poet as well as
a master of prose, and he undoubtedly took delight in
presenting a dramatic account of events and circumstances,
and generally in so arranging his material that all the parts
were smooth and well rounded and a clear pattern of
cause and effect could be traced. Snorri’s artistic mastery
can be seen by comparing his work with those older
prose sources, Icelandic and Norwegian, which are still
extant and on which he partly based his history. As a
Swede I may be forgiven for my predilection for the
episode of Porgnyr the Lawman at the Uppsala Assembly
as an example of Snorri’s art at its most impressive,
although even here we should remember that Borgnyr
lpgmadr af Sviariki figures in a genealogy in Landndma-
bék and some plausible explanation of that would be
necessary before Snorri’s account of him could be

the sources of the Codex regius see especially G. Lindblad, Studier ¢
Codex Regius av Aldre Eddan (Lundastudier i nordisk sprékvetenskap
10, 1954).

1 Den store Saga, 4—5; Hkr. 1 5.
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dismissed as purely imaginary.! On the whole, however,
the Kings’ Sagas should be marked ‘fragile’ before they
are put into the hands of a historian. But it would also be
wrong to forget that their airy bridges, gaily built under the
urge of creative artistry and patriotic zeal, may still rest
on firm piers of scaldic verse.

The Sagas of Icelanders (or Family Sagas, as they are
also but less appropriately called) appear i all their
brilliance in the course of the thirteenth century. They
take their subjects froin the tragic conflicts which seem
to have been common in the first century after the
Settlement. In many ways they have the characteristics
of heroic epic in prose. It is at any rate remarkable to see
how some of the great tragic themes and other charac-
teristics of Norse heroic poetry are repeated or reflected
in them. This has been fully demonstrated, for example,
in such a masterpiece as Gisla saga Sirssonar, and much
discussed in connection with Laxdela saga. It may also
be detected in certain parts of Njdls saga.?

1 Ketill brimill 4tti Jérunn déttur Porgnys logmanns af Sviariki,
IF 1 2771. This is only in Hauksbdk, but we cannot tell whether it was
first included there (so Jakob Benediktsson, fF 1 271, note ad loc.), or
came from Styrmisbék (and in that case omitted in Sturlubék). But
what could have caused such an insertion as late as ¢. 13007 Porgn¥r is
a name otherwise used in West Norse sources only of two characters,
both certainly fictive (see E. H. Lind, Dopnamn, 19o5-13, s.n.), but
it appears to be an authentic though rare Swedish (East Norse) name;
see M. Lundgren, E. Brate, E. H. Lind, Svenska personnamn frdn
medeltiden (Svenska Landsmal 10, 6—7, 1892-1934), s.n.; G. Knudsen,
M. Kristensen, R. Hornby, Danmarks gamle Personnavne (1936—48),
sn.

2 Magnus Olsen, ‘Gisla saga og heltediktningen’, Festskrift til
Finnur Jénsson (1928), 6-14, and ‘Om Gisla saga’s opbygning’, Arkiv
46 (1930), 15060 (both papers reprinted in his Norrene studier, 1938,
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But no two sagas are exactly alike. In some we find a
more chronicle-like account, where the author seems in
close touch with local legends and family tradition. In
others there is a more literary presentation—scenes are
consciously constructed, with pregnant and telling dialogue
and a steady progress towards a dramatic climax. Ulti-
mately, of course, the material is inherited from the past,
but in those works where the author’s delight in his
story-telling is greatest and his creative powers strongest,
the underlying foundation of popular tales and traditions
becomes less and less significant. Then a saga may come
close to being a historical novel. As a genre Sagas of
Icelanders seem to have reached their artistic zenith in
the latter half of the thirteenth century. The crowning
achievement is generally held to be Njdls saga, which
both Sigurdur Nordal and Einar Ol. Sveinsson, the fore-
most scholars in the field of saga-studies, assign to the
last quarter of the century.!

At the same time as we dwell on the Icelanders’
astonishing literary activity in the thirteenth century, we
must also bear in mind, as I suggested above, the exist-
ence among them of a healthy body of oral tradition. In

253—71); on Laxdela saga see e.g. M. Schildknecht-Burri, Die
altertiimlichen und jiingern Merkmale der Laxdeela Saga (1945), 99-105;
A. C. Bouman, Patterns in Old English and Old Icelandic Lsterature
(1962), 133—40; on Njdls saga, ihid., 8-11; Gudbrand Vigfusson and
F. York Powell, Corpus poeticum boreale (1883), 11 507; Knut Liestal,
Upphavet til den islendske cettesaga (1929), 159, 166, For a recent
general discussion see O, Bandle, ‘Islindersaga und Heldendichtung’,
Afmeelisrit Yéns Helgasonar (1969), 1-26.

1 Sigurdur Nordal, NK vii:s 261; Einar Ol. Sveinsson, Brennu-
Njdls saga (IF x11, 1954), Ixxv-Ixxxiv,
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Iceland it throve under special conditions and achieved a
rare solidity and strength.! Nowhere in the North were
so many ancient poems, sagas and legends from different
periods accumulated and preserved as in Iceland. We
have to thank the Icelanders for practically all we know
of Norse poetry.? And yet it is certain that what has come
to us is only a fraction of what once existed. Many
traditions were carried to Iceland from Norway, some
perhaps from Norse communities in the British Isles. In
the thirteenth century Snorri Sturluson not only knew by
heart a great number of scaldic poems from the tenth,
eleventh and twelfth centuries and much eddaic verse as
well—a remarkable feat in itself—but his memory was
also stored with a vast stock of the myths and legends
that fed the poetic diction. He was in fact intimately
acquainted with the poetry of nearly four centuries, most
of which had never been recorded before his own day. And
it is certainly safe to assume that other men before his
time who were regarded as especially frddir—wise and
well-informed—had a comparably solid and extensive
knowledge of early poetry and the lore needed to in-
terpret it. Some notion of the antiquity of individual
traditions is given by certain of the eddaic poems, whose
narrative material can be traced back to the Migration

1 Knut Liestol, op. cit., especially ch. 5; Einar Ol. Sveinsson, KL
viz (1962), 496—513.

2 On the regard Danish and Norwegian historians ¢. 1200 said
they had for the Icelanders as preservers of traditions and poetry see
especially E. F. Halvorsen, ‘Theodricus Monachus and the Icelanders’,
Bridfi Vikingafundur (Arbok hins islenzka Fornleifafélags, Fylgirit
1958), 142-55.
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Age. In his Edda and Heimskringla Snorri transmits to us
some of the very oldest scaldic poetry, Bragi’s Ragnars
drdpa and Dj6d6lf’s Haustlpng and Ynglingatal, composed
before and about A.D. goo, and it is clear that through
these we are reaching back to myths and legends that
antedate the Viking Age. Further consideration of such
points would bring us to problems concerning the total
Scandinavian share in the mythical and heroic traditions
of the Germanic world, and this is not the place for such
a discussion. What cannot be emphasised too strongly,
however, is that the first settlers in Iceland did not set
sail from Norway and elsewhere with empty minds and
unstocked memories.



CHAPTER I

THE CONVERSION OF ICELAND
THE EVENTS AND THE SOURCES

‘Y T was one hundred and thirty years after the slaying
Iof Edmund, and one thousand after the birth of
Christ by the common reckoning.’

Some days before midsummer a ship lands in the Vest-
mannaeyjar off the south coast of Iceland. Two Icelandic
chieftains, Gizurr Teitsson and Hjalti Skeggjason, are
the owners and masters of the ship. On board with them
they have a priest called Pormé6dr. They have just come
from a meeting with King Olifr Tryggvason in Norway,
and they have solemnly promised hiin that their country-
men will now accept the Christian faith. King Ol4fr had
made unsuccessful attempts to convert the Icelanders
before, and he is very angry at their obstinacy. He thinks
of killing all the Icelanders he can find in Norway, or of
retaliating in some other way. So it is a task of vital
importance which the two Icelandic chieftains have
undertaken. From Vestmannaeyjar they are ferried over
to the mainland and they travel on by bridle-path and
river-ford to the meeting place of the Althing at Ping-
vellir. The distance they cover is about ninety English
miles. On the way one of the chieftains, Hjalti, has to be
left in Laugardalr, a valley with warm springs some
twelve miles east of the thing-place. He does not dare
ride to the assembly, because at the Althing the previous
summer he had been banished for blaspheming the gods.
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At the Law-rock, the centre of the Assembly, he had
spoken out with this insulting couplet:

Vilkat god geyja,
grey pykkiumk Freyja.

I will not blaspheme the gods,
Freyja seems to me a bitch.?

The other chieftain, Gizurr, rides on with his com-
panions till they come to the great lake bordering the
thing-place. There he halts at an inlet on the north-east
side of the lake, called Vellankatla, ‘boiling cauldron’,
because water bubbles up here from a subterranean
spring. He stops and sends a message to the thing-place,
a mile or two away, telling his friends and allies to come
to meet him, for it has been heard that the opponents of
the Christians mean to use force to keep them from the
Thing. But as they gather there at Vellankatla, before
making their way to the assembly, there is an unexpected
arrival. Hjalti Skeggjason, who had been outlawed for
blasphemy and who was not supposed to set foot on the
hallowed ground of the assembly-place, now comes riding
up, along with the other men who were left with him in

1 The suggestion by F. Genzmer, Arkiv 44 (1928), 211-14, that
the couplet should be interpreted as ‘I do not want gods to bark,
Frey seems to me a bitch’, accepted by Halldér Hermannsson,
The Book of the Icelanders (Islandica xx, 1930), 84, is unlikely to be
right for linguistic reasons (the use of an accusative and infinitive
construction with vilja is unparalleled); cf. Jakob Benediktsson,
IF 1 15, n. 7. Cf. also the word godgd, ‘blasphemy’, whose second
element comes from the same root as geyja. It is not as if one has to
credit Hjalti with much humour to believe him capable of this
irony.
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Laugardalr. They all ride together now towards the thing-
place, and friends and supporters come to meet them.
The heathens for their part band themselves together,
and they are on the point of joining battle. But sensible
men are to be found on both sides and in the end there is
no fighting.

Next day the two Christian chieftains, fresh from
Norway and their meeting with Olifr Tryggvason, go
to the Law-rock and state their case, urging the cause
of Christianity with extraordinary eloquence. Now there
is a stir on both sides. In the heathen party each man
formally names witnesses and declares himself freed
from all legal ties with members of the Christian party,
and everyone on the Christian side says the same of their
pagan opponents. A complete rift in the assembly and in
the unified law they had hitherto all respected is menac-
ingly close. The Christians now ask one of their own party,
the chieftain Hallr Porsteinsson from the east of Iceland,
to declare the laws appropriate for them. But he declines
and prefers to do what will prove much more prudent.
Using both words and money, he persuades the heathen
Lawspeaker, Porgeirr, who has been reciting the pagan
law-code at the assembly for the past fifteen years, to
declare the new law.! He is a wise man and does not

1 The Lawspeaker was elected by the godar for a period of three
years at a time. He was supposed to recite all the sections of the law-
code at the Althing during his time in office, and repeat every year the
section dealing with the procedures of that assembly; he consulted
five or more men learned in law if his memory failed him. He received
a fee for his work and half the fines imposed in cases judged at the
Althing. See Grdgds, 111 649-50; Isl. saga, 1 66-8.
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flatly refuse. He withdraws to his thing-booth, lies down
and covers himself with a cloak. He lies there all day and
all that night. He does not say a word. But next morning
he sits up and has the message sent round that everyone
should gather at the Law-rock. And when they are all
assembled, he begins to speak to them. He starts by saying
that great harm would result if the people of the country
did not all have the same law. Discord and hostilities
would arise and the country would be ruined by them.
He quotes an example from history to show what the out-
come would be if decisions at a time of conflict were left
to pugnacious leaders and not to the whole people. For
his part, he would advise that force should not be allowed
to settle the issue—they should rather find some way of
giving something to both sides—that is to say, a com-
promise should be looked for. ‘Let us all have one law
and one faith,’ he says; and he adds, ‘If we tear law
asunder, we tear asunder peace.’

Towards the end of his speech he seems to have
proposed that the assembly should leave it to him to
pronounce the law, for the reliable source I am follow-
ing in this account says that ‘both sides agreed that all
should have one and the same law, the one which he
chose to pronounce’.

After this the Lawspeaker declared what the law of the
land was to be. And in the new code he said that everyone
should be Christian and all who had not yet been baptised
should receive baptism. But the old law should stand as
far as the exposure of children and the eating of horse-
flesh were concerned. We may note that the latter was a



THE EVENTS AND THE SOURCES 17

custom abhorred by Christians, originally because of its
connections with heathen sacrificial feasts.!

The Lawspeaker also said that under the new law
people could sacrifice in secret if they wanted to, but they
were liable to fjorbaugsgardr, a penalty of banishment for
three years, if the practice of sacrificing was proved
against them by witnesses.

* * *

This, in all brevity, is what can be said with relative
certainty about the formal and public acceptance of
Christianity in Iceland. If, however, instead of going to
the texts themselves, one turns to the scholarly works on
ecclesiastical or general history in which this remarkable
event is discussed, one finds that almost without exception
no author has taken the trouble to treat the primary
source-material from the standpoint of textual criticism,
sifting it into categories of reliable, less reliable and
unreliable in order finally to grasp the essentials of what
actually happened. Earlier and later sources are lumnped
together, and on this basis writers have produced a

1 On the custom of abandoning unwanted newborn children,
leaving them to die out in the open, see Die Bekehrung, 1 433, 11 181~2,
and further Jén Steffensen, in Saga-Book xvii (1966—9), 196—205.
On eating horse-meat and Christian opposition to it, see e.g. Brita
Egardt, KL vi1 (1962), 280-1. It says in Sverris saga (ed. G. Indrebeo,
1920, 27) that when Sverrir was going from Dalarna to Jimtland in the
late 11708 he was obstructed by the inhabitants of Halsingland. They
would not provision his troops, and Sverrir then threatened to
slaughter horses and said that the local people would become a byword
if Christians had to eat horse-flesh to live among them. This protest
did the trick. He and his men were hindered no more and their food
supplies were taken care of.
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reconstruction of the course of events that is elaborate
and entertaining—and sometimes even plausible! This
procedure began with Konrad Maurer’s Die Bekehrung
des Norwegischen Stammes zum Christenthume (1855-6),
in many respects a work of admirable and monumental
scholarship, and it has continued to the present day. There
is, it is true, some criticism of the sources in Bjérn
Magntisson Olsen’s little monograph, Um kristnitikuna
érid 1000 (1900), still more in the fslendinga saga 1 (1956)
of J6n J6hannesson, the young medieval historian whose
early death was so great a loss to Icelandic scholarship,
and it exists but is not as rigorous as it should be in Jén
Hnefill Adalsteinsson’s Kristnitaka Islands (1971). It is,
I believe, possible to be still more radical in our approach
to the sources, and in what follows I hope to indicate
certain lines of enquiry and the results that may be looked
for from them.

Our fundamental source of knowledge about the
decision of the Althing in the year 999 or 1000 and what
preceded it is Ari Porgilsson’s fslendingabdk,® written
some time between 1122 and 1133. It gives a short account
of the most important events in Iceland’s history from
¢. 870 to ¢. 1120. Ari was born in 1067 or 1068 and died in
1148. The remarkable thing about this book is, as I
pointed out in the Introduction above, that Ari constantly
cites his sources. He got his information from sensible
men and women with good memories, members of leading
families, lawspeakers, priests. Ari himself was brought up

1 For editions see p. 5, n. 1 above, and bibliographies in Islandica
1, xx1v, xxxviiI (1908, 1935, 1957).
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by a man who was born m 995 and who, as we read earlier,
could remember his baptism at the hands of one of Olifr
Tryggvason’s first missionaries to Iceland. This man was
in his ninety-fifth year when he died, so we begin to
understand how far back in time Ari could reach when
it came to the preservation of historical facts. It is indeed
astonishing how meticulous Ari can be im his presentation
of details. We may note, for example, that he establishes
the fact that the two chieftains who were to bring
Christianity to Iceland first landed in mid-June (es tfu
vikur veri af sumri) in Vestmannaeyjar by referring to
one of his best-informed source-men, who had himself
been told this by a man who was there on the islands at the
time (Svd kvad Teitr pann segja, es sjalfr vas par).

Ari had intense interest in chronology—indeed, it seems
to have been his chief preoccupation—and he is extremely
consistent in his chronology throughout. He establishes
it in relation to important events in the history of Iceland
or Norway, and as a fixed starting point he takes the death
of the East Anglian king, St Edmund, in November 870.
Ari doubtless knew a version of the Passio sancti Edmund;,
written by St Abbo of Fleury about 980.* There is every

1 St Abbo lived from ¢. 945 to 1004, For Latin texts on St
Edmund see Bibliotheca Hagiographica Latina (1898-1901) and
Supplementi editio altera (Subsidia Hagiographica 12, 1911), nos.
2392-403. A life by ZElfric is in ZElfric’s Metrical Lives of Saints v
(ed. W. W, Skeat, EETS, O.S. 114, 1900), 314—34; cf. Th. Wolpers,
Die englische Heiligenlegende des Mititelalters (1964), 142~9. No Norse
life of St Edmund is known and Ari’s reference to ‘his saga’ is not
evidence that one existed; cf. O. Widding, H. Bekker-Nielsen,
L. K. Shook, Mediaeval Studies xxv (1963), 308. On the source of the
date 870 (not given by Abbo or ZElric), see Olafia Einarsdéttir,
op. cit., 68-71, and Jakob Benediktsson, JF 1 xxii-xxiii.
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reason to believe both that Latin hagiographic literature
was to be found in Iceland, doubtless before 1100 and
certainly soon afterwards, and that Ari could read it. He
was, of course, educated for the church and ordained,
although we do not know whether he officiated as a priest.
His writing is concrete and appears quite dispassionate;
his style seems a mixture of the homely and foreign. He is
not always easy to translate, but if his syntax sometimes
shows rather rough edges, it can be readily put down to
lack of vernacular literary models and to Latin influence.
According to Snorri Sturluson, who worked as a historian
just about a century afterwards, Ari was the first man in
Iceland to write historical lore (fraedi) in the native
language.! In all the many disputes over the historicity
of events related in the Sagas of Icelanders no one has
yet presumed to question the reliability of what Ari says
in Islendingabdk.® In the case of Iceland’s conversion to
Christianity Ari is the major witness, and if the strictest
critical methods are to be applied to the study of religious
and church history in Iceland in the period in question,
then his account is the only acceptable source: and, as
will be evident, it is on his report that I based my sketch
of the events given above. With the exception of one or
two small notes in Landndmabdk and a few stanzas of
contemporary verse, all the other sources must be classi-

1 Ari prestr Porgilsson enn frédi ritadi fyrstr manna hér 4 landi at
norreenu méli freedi beedi forna ok nyja (Den store Saga 1 1/1—2; cf.
Hkr. 1 5).

2 A recent attempt by Sigurdur Lindal to reject Ari’s account of
Ulfljétr and his law (Skirnir 143, 1969, 5-26) has been hotly coun-
tered by Arnér Sigurjénsson (Saga viri, 1970, 5-42).
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fied as secondary. We may, it is true, also suspect that
Ari’s account is itself somewhat one-sided, because his
chief source-man for this part of his work was a grand-
son of one of the two chieftains who came as Olifr
Tryggvason’s ambassadors to the Althing., But in spite
of this we have no reason to doubt the truth, both general
and particular, of his description of the events at that
assembly.

The other sources have quite a different character.
They were written in a monastic atmosphere and in a
period a good deal remoter from the events. The best of
these sources of the second rank is Kristni saga, a title
which may perhaps be most conveniently translated as
‘Christianity’s Chronicle’. It is a short account of Iceland’s
church history, probably written at the beginning of the
thirteenth century. It follows Ari and occasionally
borrows verbatim from his work, but also adds a good deal
of new material. In style and form this novel matter is
often reminiscent of saints’ legends, and it must in part
have been taken from a biography of Olifr Tryggvason,
written towards 1200 as a piece of hagiography by
Gunnlaugr Leifsson, monk of Pingeyrar. Gunnlaug’s
work is unfortunately not extant in its original Latin
form and we only know its Icelandic translation in
excerpts inserted in other texts.!

t Kristni saga is preserved in Hauksbdk (AM 391 4to), see Jén
Helgason, Hauksbék (Manuscripta Islandica 5, 1960), xii, but must
also have been with Landndmabdk in Sturlubdk (a fragment of this
text is preserved in Skardsdrbék; see Jén J6hannesson, Gerdir Land-
ndmabékar, 1941, 16-19, and Jakob Benediktsson, Skardsdrbék, 1958,
xxix-xl, 193-5). It is generally thought that Kristni saga was first put
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Olifr Tryggvason’s success in bringing about the con-
version of the Icelanders was naturally counted among
this missionary king’s immortal merits, and all the
‘legendary’ sagas about him give some space to this
episode. One may indeed wonder whether the flourishing
composition of legendary works concerning Olifr at the
end of the twelfth century did not have the precise aim
of establishing him as Iceland’s patron saint, a process
which, among other things, would have helped gifts to
churches and monasteries to flow in the right direction.
The Icelanders acquired their first native saint, Bishop
Dorlékr Pérhallsson, in 1198, but up to that time many
pious gifts and votive offerings must have left the
country—we know, for example, that some went to
Kirkwall, to the shrine of Magnis, patron saint of
Orkney.!

It is Gunnlaug’s legendary Oldfs saga which also
lies behind the longest and fullest description we now
possess of the introduction of Christianity into Iceland,
the account in the so-called ‘Greatest saga of Olifr
Tryggvason’, a compilation from the beginning of the

together by Sturla Pé6rdarson (1214-84), but the precise scope of the
original work, its date and its sources are controversial; cf. e.g.
Finnur Jénsson, Hauksbék (1892—6), Ixxi—Ixxiv; Bjarni Adalbjarnarson,
Om de norske kongers sagaer (Skrifter utg. av Det Norske Videnskaps-
Akademi i Oslo. 11. Hist.-Filos. Kl. 1936. No. 4), 120~4; Magnts
Mir Lérusson, KL 1x (1964), 356. C. Albani seems to accept all too
easily the work’s reliability as a historical source; see his ‘Ricerche
attorno alla Kristnisaga’, Instituto Lombardo . . . Rendiconti. Classe
di Lettere . . . 102 (1968), 91—142.

t On the cult of St Magniis in Iceland, see Magniis Miér Lérusson,
Saga 111 (1960-3), 470-503.
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fourteenth century.! Of this monument of bombast and
rhetoric I shall only say that much of its material has also
been adopted by modern authors m what otherwise
purport to be serious and scholarly accounts of the
Conversion.

Another source of dubious worth is Njdls saga, the
literary masterpiece from the last quarter of the thirteenth
century.? It devotes six chapters to an account of the
conversion of Iceland, two of them dealing with events
at the Althing in the year 1000. Ari’s report may be
glimpsed as the ultimate source for some of it, but other-
wise the matter is derived from Brother Gunnlaugr and,
according to Professor Einar Ol Sveinsson, also from
traditions current in south-east Iceland. Einar Ol
Sveinsson considers that this section on Christianity in
the saga originally formed a separate, written Kristni
Dbditr, specifically mtended for the south-east of the
country and most probably composed early in the thir-
teenth century in the Augustinian monastery of Pykkva-
beer (founded 1168).3 The author of Njdls saga fitted
this text into the framework of his book but took no
great pains to conceal the joints.

It would take us too far afield to consider the contents
of these later texts and compare them with Ari’s clear and
concise account. It is obvious that these later ‘legendary’

1 Now in a new critical edition by Olafur Halld6rsson, Oldfs saga
Trygguvasonar en mesta 1~11 (Editiones Arnamagnaeane, Ser. A, 1-2,
1958-61).

2 Einar Ol. Sveinsson, Brennu-Njdls saga (IF xn, 1954), 255-72
(chs. 100-5).

3 Einar OL Sveinsson, Um Njdlu (1933), 67-73; IF xu1 xliii-xlv.
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texts may contain this or that element of factual truth, but
we cannot accept any detail from them without the
strictest critical investigation. As we recall, Ari’s bock
makes it plain that the people who were not baptized were
to receive baptism according to the new law, but he says
nothing about the individuals concerned or the manner
and time of their christening. Kristni saga, on the other
hand, adds that everyone who had been at the assembly
was baptized on the way home that same summer.! The
people from the North and South Quarters were christened
in the warm springs of Laugardalr, a few miles east of
Pingvellir, because, as the text says, ‘they would not go
into cold water’! Some of the people from the Vestfirdir
were also baptized in warm springs in South Reykjardalr.
In connection with this mass baptism the same source
says that when the heathen godi, Runélfr Ulfsson, was
to be christened, his old enemy, the Christian chief
Hjalti Skeggjason, said: ‘Now we teach the old godi to
gape over the salt’ (Gomlum kennu vér ni godanum at
getfla d saltinu). The reference is clearly to the salt given
to the catechumen at the prima signatio.? Remarks of this
kind in Kristni saga might have a reliable tradition
behind them or be derived from some trustworthy
documentary source now lost. It is especially tempting

I Bps. 1 25; Hauksbék (1892-6), 143—4; B. Kahle, Kristnisaga
(Altnordische Saga-Bibliothek 11, 1905), 42; cf. Oldfs saga Trygg-
vasonar en mesta, 11 198.

2 On salt in the rite for catechumens and baptism see e.g. Buch-
bergers Lexikon fiir Theologie und Kirched 1x (1964), 284-5 and
references; Helge Fehn, KL 11 (1958), 417 and bibliography, 418;
E. Molland, KL xux (1968), 440.
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to believe that the words about Rinélfr and the salt could
be an orally preserved reminiscence of an actual event,
because they must originally have formed a verse-
couplet of an irregular kind.

* * *

Let us return to Ari and the Althing’s acceptance of
Christianity. The two Icelandic chieftains who come
from Norway and preach the Christian message are
Gizurr Teitsson, hinn huiti (‘the white’), a member of the
high-born Mosfell family, and Hjalti Skeggjason, Gizur’s
son-in-law, also a member of a chieftain’s family in the
south country, though not of such distinguished descent
as Gizurr. Both these men had been baptized a year or
two before 1000 by a violent missionary-priest named
Theobrand or Thangbrand, probably of Flemnish origin
and with an English missionary training. According to
Ari, Olifr Tryggvason had sent Thangbrand to Iceland,
and he did his work there with such ferocious zeal that he
killed two or three men before he left the country. Apart
from Gizurr and Hjalti, Ari names only Hallr of Sida (Sidu-
Hallr) among the Christian leaders at the Althing at the
time of the Conversion. He was of distinguished birth,
and he appears in other Icelandic sources as a man whose
worth was highly esteemed. He seems to have had great
influence, especially in the east of Iceland, and in all the
sources in which he is mentioned he appears as a man of
wisdom and goodness and as one of the first adherents of
Christianity in the country. That he too was baptized by
Thangbrand may be inferred from Ari’s short remark
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about his conversion, linked as it is with his account of
Oléfr Tryggvason’s missionaries in Iceland, and it is
plainly stated in texts such as Njdls saga, the ‘legendary’
sagas of Olifr Tryggvason, and Snorri’s Oldfs saga Trygg-
vasonar in Heimskringla.*

The Althing’s decision to accept Christianity as the
state religion of Iceland leaves us perplexed, mystified.
People have asked, not entirely without justification,
‘Was antique paganisin so rotten at the core, so dilapidated
a structure that the first puff of opposition was enough to
bring it down?’ Or was there such sovereign indifference
to religion among the Icelanders that they did not care
whether the nation was pagan or Christian as long as they
were left in peace? It had not proved possible to bring
about a comparable mass conversion in any of the other
Scandinavian countries in the same period. Yet in Iceland
what seemed almost impossible took place without
bloodshed: representatives of the whole population gave
corporate assent to the introduction of the Christian
faith.

This problem must be considered from three points of
view. There is a formal, legal aspect, a political aspect,
and finally a religious aspect, and in the next three chapters
we shall turn our attention to these.

1 IF xn 257 (Njdls saga, ch. 100); Saga Oldfs . . . af Oddr, 126;
Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar en mesta, 11 156; Hkr. 1 320,



CHAPTER II
LAW AND POLITICS

T this time the leading official and the highest
Aauthority in Iceland was the lpgsogumadr, the Law-
speaker.! It was his duty to speak the law, and he had of
course to know the whole law-code, by heart naturally
since written codification of the laws did not begin until
1117-18. He was also chairman of the lpgrétta, the legisla-
tive court, which some people think had at one stage
functioned as the judicial court of the Althing as well,
though this view is not generally favoured now.2 The list
of Lawspeakers is, as it were, a list of the regents of the
Commonwealth. Ari gives the names of the first nineteen
Lawspeakers and the number of years they held office,
from A.p. 930, when the Althing was finally established,
down to about 1130, when the men were his own con-
temporaries. Porgeirr god, of Ljésavatn in the north of
Iceland, is fourth in the list. When the assembly met in
the year gg99/1000, he had been Lawspeaker for sixteen
summers, and one can appreciate that in a state such as
Iceland, where established forms of law were the founda-
tion of communal existence, his words would have
binding force. In this connection it is proper to emphasise
the strength of the formal legalism prevailing in Iceland
from ¢. 930, when Ulljét’s law was first adopted, and

1 See p. 15, n. I above.

2 It was Maurer’s view, see Vorlesungen, 1v 15, 337, 353, but cf.
e.g. Einar Arnérsson, Réttarsaga Alpingis (1937), 70—4, Olafur
Lérusson, Lég og saga (1958), 78~9.
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again after ¢. 965, when the country got its regular
system of local assemblies and chieftainships (godord).!
Many years ago Harald Hjdrne described the social
development of the Scandinavian countries and defined
their individual national characteristics in an authoritative
essay, written early in his career, on Scandinavian legal
history. He speaks at one point of states which leave to
posterity a consolidated system of law, from which others
may benefit. And he continues: ‘“This is the case with
Iceland. And although this state was small, smaller than
Athens and Florence and not like them adorned with the
splendours of art and wealth, this “unproductive” island
displays instead a legal life characterised throughout by the
clearest reasoning and boldest courage.’?

Now, there is one point m the description of the
assembly of the year 9gg/1ooo that deserves special
attention. When the heathen godi and Lawspeaker,
Porgeirr, speaks of the importance of having one law and
one religion, he does not at the outset let it be known
which law and which religion they should have. It is only
when both sides, pagans and Christians, have unani-
mously agreed that what he says shall be their law that
he then shows his colours and announces that henceforth
Christian law and faith are to be sovereign in the country.

1 Cf. Grdgds, 111 617, 700-1 (8.v. godi, ping 2); Isl. saga, 1 68-82,
le?szl;andinavisk Laghistoria’, Svensk Tidskrift fér Literatur,
Politik och Ekonoms (1876), 178-288; 259: Om iin denna stat var liten,
mindre in Athen och Florens och ej som de smyckad med konstens
och rikedomens glans, s& foreter den ‘improduktiva’ én 1 stillet ett

rittslif, genomtringdt af den klaraste tankekraft och det djerfvaste
mod.
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The attitude he expresses in the first part of his speech
is purely legal and formal: it is not possible in Icelandic
society to have more than one law; it is not possible to
give judgement in accordance with two different codes of
law, one for pagans, one for Christians; then the com-
munity, as a legal whole, splits into two and the country
will be destroyed in lawlessness and strife. As Law-
speaker of the Althing, Porgeir’s first concern was doubt-
less to try to work out some formula which would, as far
as possible, preserve the existing law, developed hitherto
under forms of heathendom. This is how he spent his
time under his cloak! We do not know what the whole
code he finally established in his mind was like, but we
can see that in the preamble he laid it down that everyone
in Iceland should be Christian and believe in God. This
is how we find it at the opening of the Christian section
(kristinna laga pdttr) in the written collections of laws
from later times.! Exposure of infants, the eating of horse-
flesh and secret sacrifice were concessions which Porgeirr
made to win the heathens and the watchers and warders
of the ancient law over to his side.? Otherwise, it is
probable enough that no great changes in the old law
were necessary—although the heathen ceremonies at the
assemblies, to which I shall return later, must certainly
have been abandoned or replaced.

1 Pat er upphaf laga vérra [A dogum fedra virra viru pau log sett,
Grdgds 1] at allir menn skulu kristnir vera 4 landi hér, ok tria 4 einn
gud, fobur ok son ok helgan anda (Grdgds 1a 1, It 1).

2 On the circumstances which gave rise to the indulgences over
eating horse-meat and exposing infants see Jon Steffensen, Saga-Book
xviI (1966~9), 196~205.
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The authority and formal legal skill of the Lawspeaker
thus contributed greatly to the relatively peaceful accept-
ance of Christianity as the national religion of the Ice-
landers in the year g9g9/1000. But we should certainly
undervalue the strength and significance of the cult-
organisation, if we claimed that Iceland thereupon
immediately became, in fact as well as in theory, a
Christian country. Paganism undoubtedly lived on in
many places—but not officially. When the temperate and
truthful Ari follows his description of the events at the
Althing by saying, chiefly with reference to sacrificing
in secret, ‘But a few years later this piece of heathendom,
like other pagan practices, was also abolished’ (En sfdarr
fdm vetrum vas si heidni af numin sem pnnur), 1 think he
may well be guilty of some exaggeration. It can hardly
have been before Iceland got its own native bishops, from
1056 onward, that Christian life in the country began to
be taken more seriously. Of this, I shall say more later.

As we remember, Ari tells us that the chieftain Hallr of
Sida gave Porgeirr money (keypti at Porgeiri lpgspgumanni)
to persuade him to announce what law they should all
have. This detail is found also in the secondary, embellished
sources, and these purport to know how much he gave
him, although the sum varies considerably in the different
texts.! I do not believe that this payment had anything
to do with the Lawspeaker’s fee, as some scholars have
maintained, for then Ari would have expressed himself

1 See Die Bekehrung, 1 425 and note 22; Um kristnitékuna, 86 and
note 1. Both Maurer and Bjérn M. Olsen thought the sums mentioned
constituted a fee rather than a bribe.
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differently. But I do believe that a decent weight of silver
could help to get the old pagan godi under way and
steer him in the right direction! One of the secondary
sources, Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar, written by the monk
Oddr Snorrason about the end of the twelfth century,
tells us that when Gizurr and Hjalti left Norway on their
missionary voyage back to Iceland they got much money
from King Olafr, ‘in order to make friends of the chief-
tains’, at vingask vid hofdingja, as it says in the text.! The
source’s historical value may be dubious as a whole, but
that does not reduce the plausibility of the report that a
special douceur was provided for the Lawspeaker, who was
without doubt rightly regarded as the most important
single person in the affair.

A detailed survey of the political circumstances under
which Christianity was adopted in Iceland would fill
many pages. Here I shall attempt only to consider the
essential factors.

It is difficult to penetrate the bright shroud of legend
which surrounds Olafr Tryggvason and hard to know
for sure the real personality and career of this missionary
king. When his qualities and deeds were treated m
Icelandic prose, from the end of the twelfth to the
beginning of the fourteenth century, he had long since
become a favoured figure in popular tradition. It is only
with great difficulty that we can sift the historical facts
from material which, on the one hand, is compounded to
excess of tales of heroism and derring-do, and, on the
other hand, is strongly marked by typical features of

1 Saga Oldfs . . . of Oddr, 128/2-3.
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Christian hagiography. But we do possess contemporary
verses about him,! and we do have some reliable informa-
tion about him in texts of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle.? In
this latter source and in the scaldic poetry he certainly
appears as a man of flesh and blood, and a very out-
standing man too. He probably grew up in Gardar,
Russia, and then, after taking part in Viking raids in the
Baltic and on the British Isles and Ireland, this son of a
petty king in the V#k (the Oslofjord region and Bohuslin)
appears about A.D. 995 as a pretender to the throne of
Norway. He had come fresh from the famous siege of
London in September 994, described in detail in texts
of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. But he was also converted
to Christianity in England. According to Norse sources,
he was baptised in the Scilly Isles, where Christianity had
been long established and where Celtic monastic sites are
known.? We know, at any rate, from English sources
that, after being instructed by Bishop Zlfheah of

1 Skdldatal only gives the names of two poets who composed on
Olifr Tryggvason, the important Hallfredr vandreedaskald, on whom
see Chapter 4 below, and an otherwise unknown Bjarni skéld, on
whom see Edda Snorra, 111 495-8; on fragments of verse attributed
to King Olafr himself and references to other poets associated with
him see Gudmundur Porldksson, Udsigt over de norsk-islandske
Shjalde (1882), 68—71. Olifr is mentioned in verses by bérdr Kolbeins-
son and Halldér &kristni, see verses quoted in Hkr. I 300, 365;
Halldér also refers to the great ship, Ormr enn langi, Hkr. 1 360-1,
370.

2 Summarised by Bjarni Adalbjarnarson, Hkr. 1 cii—ciii. Cf. also
Alistair Campbell, Skaldic verse and Anglo-Saxon history (The
Dorothea Coke Memorial Lecture . . . 1970), 7-8.

3 So Oddr Snorrason and Snorri Sturluson, cf. Bjarni Adal-
bjarnarson, Hkr. 1 civ. Cf. B, H. St J. O’Neil, Ancient Monuments of
the Isles of Scilly (1961), 11-13.
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Winchester, he was confirmed in Andover at the end of
994 or early in 995.! From then on, this erstwhile
viking chief, who had plundered monasteries and churches
and been the scourge of Christian life and culture in
England, became a wholehearted adherent of the new
faith. Christianity was to be hammered into wicked
heathen heads with the customary violence of the viking.
After the death of the notable pagan, Earl Hékon, Norway
lay open to receive him, especially Trondelag, Earl Hikon’s
own province, and naturally the Oslofjord region too,
Oléf’s own inheritance, although this was territory on
which the Danish king had claims. Olifr was particularly
harsh in his treatment of Trendelag, and in the end he
seems to have succeeded in converting the province to
Christianity, although it was by no means an easy task.
How far he managed to convert Nordmere and Sunn-
more is uncertain, despite the stories told in the sagas.
The southerly part of the Vik (i.e. Bohuskin) was con-
verted from the start, but the rest of the Oslofjord region
proved poor soil for the missionary seed. Oléfr Trygg-
vason is said to have put a large part of the west coast
of the country, from Hordaland to Sogn, under the
charge of his brother-in-law, Erlingr Skjilgsson of Sola
(near Stavanger), and the people of this region accepted
Christianity at the Gulathing. A much more difficult
task for Olifr was the conversion of Hilogaland, and
fantastic stories are told of his severe treatment of the

1 C. Plummer, Two . . . Saxon Chronicles Parallel (1892), 1 128,
129 (E, F s.a. 995), cf. 126 (A s.a. 993); M. Ashdown, English and
Norse Documents (1930), 95.
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Halogaland chieftains.! On the whole, Ol4f’s missionary
work was done in haste, but, to judge from the scaldic
poetry of Hallfredr, his personality exerted a peculiar
fascination, indeed compulsion, on others, and those
who opposed him must also have respected him. As a
Norwegian scholar has remarked, Oléfr Tryggvason
could have seen hardly anything of Norway except the
coasts in the short space of his reign.? He probably
never entered the mountain and valley districts of the
interior—and this must also indicate in some measure the
limits of Christianity in Norway at the time of his death.
It was King Oléfr Haraldsson’s destiny to complete the
work of conversion, and, as especially Fredrik Paasche
has maintained,® it was finally through his death at
Stiklarstadir in 1030 that Christianity struck real roots in
Norway.

In his missionary work Olifr Tryggvason turned his
attention above all to chieftains and other influential men.
This is stressed over and over again in the sources, and it
was precisely because of this policy that he tried to win
over the Icelandic chieftains at any price. His missionary
effort was also marked by another aim: all the countries
peopled by Norwegians or by men of Norwegian descent
must be converted to the faith, and this was achieved

1 These brief remarks are based on the narrative in Hkr.; on the
relations between Snorri’s account and other sources, chiefly Oddr
Snorrason’s Oldfs saga, see Bjarni Abalbjarnarson, Hkr. 1 cxx—cxxiv.

2 H. Shetelig, Det norske Folks Liv og Historie 1 (1930), 379.

3 F. Paasche, Kristendom og kvad (1914), ch. 1, §§ 2—3 (= Heden-
skap og kristendom, 1048, 38-44); Olav den Hellige (1921), 64—71;
Norvegia Sacra 10 (1930), 123—5 (=Artikler og taler, 1948, 94-7).
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first by the baptism of their leaders. The people of the
Hebrides, Orkney, Shetland, the Faroes, Iceland, if they
were not already Christian, must now become so. It is
further told, but not in the earliest sources, that Olafr
also arranged the baptism of Leifr the Lucky, the dis-
coverer of Vinland. He was the son of Eirikr the Red,
the first settler in Greenland, and it was his task to bring
Christianity to the Greenland colony.!

Now, one may of course wonder whether Olifr Trygg-
vason had other ideas for Iceland over and above its
straightforward conversion to Christianity. We know from
Ari that, already before the special mission of Gizurr and
Hjalti, Olafr had sent the missionary bishop Thangbrand
to Iceland and that Thangbrand had baptized several
chieftains, including Hallr of Sida (cf. p. 25). Ari tells us
that Hallr Pérarinsson of Haukadalr, who was born in gg3,
was also baptized by Thangbrand. We also know for cer-
tain that before Thangbrand another bishop, Frederick,
from Lower Saxony, had worked in Iceland and succeeded
in converting a number of people.? We know too from
the unanimous witness of other prose sources, especially
Landndmabdk, that some individuals in tenth-century
Iceland either arrived in the country as Christians or
accepted Christianity on voyages abroad.® Christianity
was consequently not an unknown religion when it was
finally adopted by the Althing, and it had undoubtedly

1 Snorri is the earliest source for the conversion of Leifr Eirfksson
and the Greenlanders, see Hkr. 1 334, 347.

2 DN xvii:B 195-6.

3 Maurer, Die Bekehrung, 1 9o-107, 191-201, provides a large
collection of material but no source-criticism; fsl, saga, 1 149-51.
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already gained a gradual foothold in the country through
the influence of certain families and individuals. We may
be certain that in the years towards the turn of the
century a Christian party was formed in Iceland, under
the leadership of converted chieftains. But Ari, in speaking
of the missionary activity of the ggos, also says: ‘There
were more chieftains, however, who spoke against
Christianity and refused to accept it’ (en peir vdru pé
fleiri, es { gegn meeltu ok neittu). This stress on the attitude
of the chieftains was natural enough when it was a question
of attempting the conversion of such a commonwealth as
Iceland, with its social emphasis on aristocratic descent
and cult-leadership.

Ol4fr Tryggvason knew this full well, and from Ari’s
account it appears that the king threatened to retaliate on
Icelanders in Norway, if he failed in his aim. Secondary
sources say that these Icelanders held in Norway as
hostages were the sons and kinsmen of prominent men.
This was one way to break down the opposition of the
heathen leaders, but I also believe that the high-born
Icelandic chiefs were afraid that the king would not
hesitate to subjugate their country by force, if Christianity
was not accepted.! Sveinn Forkbeard of Denmark had
not yet begun the operations that were to lead to his final
reckoning with Olifr Tryggvason, and a week’s voyage

1 The sources and the names they give of the hostages are
discussed by Bjérn M. Olsen, Um kristnitskuna, 72—3. Cf. L. Musset’s
observations in his essay, ‘La pénétration chrétienne dans ’Europe
du Nord et son influence sur la civilisation scandinave’, La conversione
al cristianesimo nell’ Europa dell’alto medioevo (Settimane di studio
del Centro italiano di studi sull’alto medioevo x1v, 1967), 2989, 311.
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to Iceland would hardly seem enough to deter a swift-
sailing and warlike Christian viking. It was, however, also
possible to win faithful adherents to the Norwegian
crown among the Icelandic chieftains. We know nothing
of any such further understanding between the king on
the one side and Gizurr and Hjalti on the other. But any
split in the ranks of the Icelandic leaders could always
be used to the king’s advantage—as it was in the thirteenth
century, when the Icelandic commonwealth came to an
end and the country accepted the overlordship of the
Norwegian king. The external political situation is a
factor not to be disregarded in considering the Althing’s
remarkable decision to accept a new religion on behalf of
the whole Icelandic nation.



CHAPTER III
RELIGION AND SOCIETY

N the preceding chapter we saw how Olafr Tryggvason,

in his attempts to convert the Icelanders, concentrated
his attention on the chieftains. We observed that under
the circumstances this was a perfectly natural policy,
since the work of proselytising reached the people
through kings and leaders. But in Iceland at that time
there were different and special reasons which made it
imperative to win over the chieftains. Most of these men
were connected with the godord organisation, which
involved them in sacral and judicial duties within the
pagan society. The Icelanders had no local leaders with
hereditary rank, like the earls or hersar of Norway. (It was
not until the thirteenth century that an earldom existed
in Iceland, at any rate in name, after the intervention of
the Norwegian king in the country’s civil strife.) Instead,
they had godar. Godar had existed ever since the creation
of the Althing in A.D. 930, and from about 965, perhaps
earlier, there was a kind of godord system, organised on a
national scale. The word godi, or gudi as it appears in
some sources, must originally have meant priest, iepeds.!
It is an ancient Germanic word, found in the Gothic
biblical translation of Ulfilas, and in runic inscriptions

1 The word godi is a denominative n-stem of common type, cf. e.g.
F. Kluge, Nominale Stammbildungslehre der altgermanischen Dialekte
(1926), §§ 12-16.
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from the Viking Age.! Its first sense is ‘he who has to do
with the divine’, and that must mean the keeper of the
cult-place, the priest of the sacrifices. The authority
vested in and exercised by an Icelandic godi was called
godord. It is of the greatest interest for the history of
religion to study the godord systein of pagan Iceland, for
it is clear that here we have relics of an ancient institu-
tion, once to be found among the Germanic peoples of
Scandinavia and the Continent, which gave to one and the
same individual both priestly and judicial functions.

The god had authority over a certain part of the
population—he had mannaforrdd—and those who joined
his following were his ‘thingmen’. They had to accompany
him to the assemblies and give him support there. His
power clearly depended to a large degree on the number
and standing of the men who accepted him as their
leader. His thingmen were also expected to support him
in his private feuds and to help him to reach a settlement
in disputes of various kinds. In return, it was the duty of
the godi to protect his thingmen and to foster their
interests. The godi was thus a chieftain with great legal
and political authority,? and in the heathen age there was

1 S. Feist, Vergleichendes Wirterbuch der gotischen Sprache® (1939),
s.v. The runic inscriptions are Danish, see Lis Jacobsen and E.
Moltke, Danmarks Runeindskrifter (1941-2), nos. 190, 192 (Helnes
and Flemlese, Fyn, ninth century, concern the same man, referred to
as nura kupi ‘godi of the Nes-dwellers’), 209 (Glavendrup, Fyn, tenth
century, refers to kupa uia ‘godi (acc.) of the sanctuaries’). For a
survey of the godi-godord problem see H. Mageroy, op. cit. (p. 1,
note 1 above), 30—4.

2 Cf. Grdgds, m1 617-18; Isl. saga, 1 72-82; Olafur Lérusson, KL
v (1960), 363-6.
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the added prestige conferred on him by his remarkable
status as cult-priest.

In the main it can be said that there are only two sources
of fundamental importance on which we can base con-
clusions about the sacral character of the godord institution
in pagan Iceland. One is Landndmabdk, the Book of
Settlements; the other is the thirteenth-century Eyrbyggja
saga, whose author shows strong antiquarian leanings.!
Two of the redactions of Landndmabdék contain a
passage which gives an extremely interesting extract from
the old heathen law, Ulfljét’s Law, which was the law
of the land from ¢. 930 until the acceptance of the new
Christian code. This passage includes the following:2

Baugr tvieyringr eda meiri skyldi liggja { hverju hofudhofi 4
stalla; pann baug skyldi hverr godi hafa 4 hendi sér til logpinga
allra, peira er hann skyldi sjilfr heyja, ok rjéda hann par 40r
i rodru nautsbléds pess, er hann bl6tadi par sjilfr.

An arm-ring of two ounces or more should lie on the ‘stall’
in each ‘chief temple’. Each gods should wear that ring on his
arm at all the ‘law-things’ over which he himself presided, and
redden the ring beforehand in the blood of the beast he himself
sacrificed there.

In a following passage we are told the formula used m the
thing-proceedings when men swore oaths on this same
ring.

1 On Landndmabék see p. 4, note 1 above; Eyrbyggja saga is best
edited by Einar Ol Sveinsson in IF 1v (1935).

2. Quoted from IF 1 313-15 (Hauksbdk). The text must have been in
Styrmisbék, the Landndmabdk redaction made by Styrmir Kérason
(died 1245). For a detailed discussion of the difficult problems
connected with the Landndmabék texts and other sources where
Ufljot’s Law is found see IF 1 xcvi—ci.
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This passage from the ancient law has an authentic
flavour, and there is no reason to suppose that it is the
invention of some meddling editor of the thirteenth
century.t It might on the other hand be plausibly argued
that this passage is based on notes made by Ari towards
a larger and more detailed history of Iceland than the
short survey we now possess in the extant fslendingabdk.
Such a passage may also have been included in the oldest
Landnémabdk, in whose preparation and composition
Ari undoubtedly shared.? However this may be, I
believe that what is said here about the priestly function of
the godi must be counted completely authentic.

Eyrbyggja saga, written perhaps about 1250, perhaps a
generation earlier,® also throws light on the religious
duties of the chieftain. In it we find a notable description
of how a devotee of Thoér takes land in Iceland, builds a
hof, sees to the proper maintenance of the cult, selects a

1 For a critical résumé of recent discussion of the oath-formula
see Peter Foote, ‘Observations on “syncretism’ in early Icelandic
Christianity’, Visindafélag Islendinga: Arsrit, 1974. Interesting and
sometimes controversial views on pagan survivals and the state
of early Christianity in Iceland are found in recent papers by Hans
Kuhn: ‘Das Fortleben des germanischen Heidentums nach der
Christianisierung’, La conversione al cristianesimo nell’ Europa dell’alto
medioevo (Settimane di studio del Centro italiano di studi sull’alto
medioevo x1v, 1967), 743-57; ‘Das ilteste Christentum Islands’,
Zeitschrift fiir deuisches Altertum 100 (1971), 4-40; see also his book,
Island (1971), especially Chapter xi1.

2 On Ari’s share in Landndmabdk see J6n ]Jbéhannesson, Gerdir
Landndmabékar (1941), 211-26; IF 1 cvi—cxx.

3 Sigurdur Nordal, NK vii:B 247-8, puts it after Laxdela saga,
written in the 1260—50 decade. Arguments for an earlier date are
offered by Einar Ol Sveinsson, IF 1v xlv-lii. For discussion of the
saga-writer’s sources see Einar Ol. Sveinsson, [F 1v v-xxxiv; idem,
‘Eyrbyggja sagas kilder’, Scripta Islandica 19 (1968), 3-18.
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special, sanctified site for a thing-place in the vicinity of
the Aof, and gives land to all the men who came with him
from Norway. In his Norwegian home he had been a
leader, and now in Iceland he became the hofgodi of the
community. Of the position and function of the godi the
saga says this (ch. 4):

. . . 8t6 par stalli 4 midju gélfinu sem altari, ok 14 par 4 hringr
einn métlauss, tvitageyringr, ok skyldi par at sverja eida alla;
pann hring skyldi hofgodi hafa 4 hendi sér til allra mannfunda
.. . Tl hofsins skyldu allir inenn tolla gjalda ok vera skyldir
hofgodanum til allra ferda, sem nud eru pingmenn hofdingjum,
en godi skyldi hofi upp halda af sjélfs sins kostnadi, svd at
eigi rénadi, ok hafa inni blétveizlur.

A stall stood in the middle of the floor, like an altar, and on
it lay a ring, made in one piece and weighing twenty ounces;
all oaths were to be sworn on this ring; the kofgodi should
have it on his arm at all assemblies . . . Everybody [in the
district] should pay taxes to the kof, and be obliged to follow
the kofgodi on all journeys, just as thingmen are obliged to
follow chieftains nowadays [in the thirtcenth century], and
the godi should maintain the kof at his own expense, so that
it did not become dilapidated, and should hold sacrificial
feasts in it.

Opinions about the value of Eyrbyggja saga as a source
may of course differ. The author is evidently a collector,
and he shows himself to be very familiar with the Snz-
fellsnes locality and its old traditions. He is a man of
conservative tastes, a lover of antiquity and the recollec-
tion of antiquity. No other saga offers so much information
about early beliefs and customs, and when it is possible
to check his record against other sources or to set it
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against the background of what we otherwise know of
pagan conduct and pagan concepts, we find that what he
tells us fits very convincingly into the whole picture.

It seems to ine that the close connection of the godi
with the heathen cult is certainly established. He acts as a
kind of president at the local thing-meetings, and while
he maintains law and order in his own district at all times,
he does so especially at and through the assemblies. The
local thing is ‘hallowed’ by his performance of certain
rites, at which he wears on his arm the special bracelet,
described above, dipped in the blood of a sacrificial
animal. In the summer he rides at the head of his thing-
men to the national assembly, the Althing, and we may
assume that he is again wearing the symbol of his authority
on his arm. The Althing also had to be consecrated by a
special rite before the general business of the Assembly
began. According to a notice in Landndmabdk, this
ceremonial consecration of the Althing was a duty which
fell to the godi holding the godord in the family of Ingélfr,
the first settler, whose land bordered the site of the
Assembly at Pingvellir.! This particular chieftain had to
recite the appropriate formulas, and as the performer
of this rite he was called allsherjargodi.* Porkell méni,
grandson of Ing6lfr, had doubtless held this office before
his election as Lawspeaker—he was the immediate

1 See fF 1 46, note 3; cf. Einar Arnérsson, Réttarsaga Alpingis
(1937), 31-2.

2 On allsherjargodi and other terms with allsherjar as first element
see Vorlesungen, 1v 208; Fritzner, 1 802—3; D. Hofmann, Nordisch-
englische Lehnbeziehungen der Wikingerzeit (Bibliotheca Arnamag-
ngana XIv, 1955), § 351.
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predecessor of Porgeirr Lj6svetningagodi. In Landndmabdk
it says that Porkell was the most righteous heathen that
men knew of, and when he felt his death approaching, he
asked to be carried out into the open air, so that he might
die in the sun’s rays, ‘and commended himself to whatever
god had made the sun’ (ok fal sik d hendi peim gudi, er
solina hefdi skapat).*

We can thus glimpse in pagan Iceland the outlines of a
religious and legal organisation from which the country’s
constitutional system developed. The godord were regu-
lated on a firmer basis and allotted a fixed number about
the year 965, when' a law was adopted which divided the
country into quarters, with three thing-divisions in each
quarter and three godord in each division. An exception
was made for the Northern Quarter which was to have
four thing-divisions, each with three godord. Iceland thus
had 39 godord in the later pagan period, while previously
they seem to have numbered 36.2 After the conversion to
Christianity, the number of godord was increased and the
priestly function of the godi disappeared completely,
although one may say that the private churches of the
chieftains in the first Christian decades, before the
development of a general ecclesiastical system, continued
in a way the pagan hof-organisation which made the
chieftain personally responsible for the upkeep of the
cult-centre. Not all the families who first held godord
succeeded in keeping theirs, and in the thirteenth century
the godord system more or less fell to pieces. The authority

1 IF 146, 47.
2 Isl. saga, 1 689, 74-5, 79-80, 91-2.
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it represented was then more and more frequently bought,
sold or given away, and in the end, by the time Iceland
became subject to the Norwegian crown, all the godord
in the country were in the hands of only five families.?

In pagan times the godar were the men of highest rank
in Iceland and the maintenance of the country’s religious
organisation was their responsibility. In the work of
conversion it was thus a matter of essential importance to
get through to them and the system they represented.

As we saw above, a godi maintained a cult-centre, a
hof. Icelandic place-names in Hof(-) give us a fairly clear
picture of their distribution over the country. They have
been plotted on 2 map by Olafur Briem and we see that
twenty-four farms have the uncompounded name Hof
and thirteen the compound name Hofstadir.? This total of
thirty-seven brings us very close to the number of godord,
after ¢. 965 thirty-nine. The majority of these names are
attested in early sources, Landndmabdk and sagas; others
first occur in later sources, but it seems unlikely that any of
them could have come into existence after theintroduction
of Christianity, and we must accept the fact that most of
these names belonged to heathen cult-centres. One site
generally accepted as that of an ancient Aof was carefully
excavated a little over sixty years ago. This was at Hof-
stadir near Myvatn, and it was found to consist of a
large hall, ¢. 36 metres long and ¢. 6 metres wide at the
gable ends and ¢. 8 metres wide in the middle. It was
divided into a central aisle and two side aisles by posts

1 Cf. e.g. Olafur Lérusson, KL v (1960), 364.
2 Heidinn sidur, 137, 187, and end-map.
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resting on stone foundations. Over a 25-metre stretch
in the central aisle were found the marks of the long fires
that had once burned there, and in one central part relics
of bones of various animals, including horse-bones. At
the north end of the hall there was a smaller room, some
6 metres by 4, with its own entrance.!

The site laid bare by this excavation was interpreted in
the light of the detailed description found in ch. 4 of
Eyrbyggja saga of a Thoér’s hof at Hofstadir on the north
side of Snafellsnes. It is situated not far from Helgafell,
‘the holy mountain’, a name which puts us in touch with
ideas of sacred places and the afterlife that must have
played a large part in the heathen religion of Iceland.
In ch. 11 of this thirteenth-century saga we find a magnifi-
cent description of strange events supposed to have taken
place after Porsteinn Codbiter’s death, some time in the
first half of the tenth century. The scene is this holy
mountain. Porsteinn and some of his men have been
drowned out in the firth. A shepherd out with his flock
suddenly sees that the hill opens on the north side. He
looks inside and sees great long fires blazing; he hears a
loud murmur of voices and the clatter of drinking-horns.
As he listens, he can make out what is said, and he hears a
welcome given to Porsteinn Codbiter and his coinpanions.
Porsteinn is invited to sit in the high-seat opposite his
father, the old Thér-worshipper, P6rélfr Mostrarskegg.
This seems a thoroughly pagan scene, reflecting very

1 Daniel Bruun and Finnur Jénsson, ‘Om Hove og Hovud-
gravninger pd Island’, darbeger 1909, 245—316; cf. the new investi-
gation of the site reported by Olaf Olsen, Herg, hov og kirke (1966 =
Aarbeger, 1965), 182~94.



RELIGION AND SOCIETY 47

ancient beliefs, associated with particular localities, where
a hill or mountain is regarded as the sacred preserve of
a family or community. Members of the family and
adherents of the local cult go into this mountain after
death and are welcomed by their kinsmen in a feasting-
hall. Some passages in Landndmabdk indicate the preva-
lence of the idea of such ‘death-mountains’.

The representation of the world of the dead as a
banqueting hall, where members of the kin sit cheerfully
round the long fires and drink their mead, is also found
in another curious and fascinating text, Gisla saga
Stirssonar.® It would take too long to discuss this theme
as it deserves. It is evident, as I have suggested elsewhere,?
that ideas about Valholl were also closely connected with
this concept of the afterworld as a mountain hall or
banqueting chamber, where after death kinsmen sit in
merriment around the blazing fires and welcome with
satisfaction any new arrivals from their family. We can,
if we like, look on this belief in the afterworld as a glad
place of assembly for members of the kin as the Valhgll-
faith of the farming society. In this particular complex of
ideas concerning the next world, with its emphasis on
merry-making and feasting, we may be sure that notions
of heaven as a place of bliss, preached early as an essential
part of the Christian message, found ready points of

1 IF 1 08, 99, 139—40, 233; cf. Dag Strombick, ‘Négra drag ur
dldre och nyare islindsk folktro’, Island (Skrifter utg. av Samfundet
Sverige-Island I, 1931), 65—9; Heidinn sidur, 110-13.

2 Gisla saga, ch. 22; in Bjorn K. Pérélfsson and Gudni Jénsson,
Vestfirdinga sogur (IF v1, 1943), 70-1.

3 Dag Strémbick, loc. cit. (note 1 above), 67-8.
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contact. Scandinavian rune-stones clearly show that the
concept of paradise undoubtedly had its place in the first
Christian teaching. One inscription from the early Christian
period in Bornholm, for example, says: ‘Christ and Saint
Michael help their souls into light and paradise.”?

To return to the godar and their kof, it must be said
that a cult-organisation was solidly established throughout
Iceland. Images of the gods were made and the chieftains
maintained halls where many men could share in the
ritual meal. Everything pertaining to the cult was under the
supervision and guardianship of the godar. And it was
the traditional cult of their forefathers in Norway that
the colonists brought to their new home in the Atlantic.
According to reports in Landndmabdk, the first settlers
sometimes brought with them parts of their homes that
had religious significance for them, especially the gnd-
vegissitlur, ‘high-seat posts’, and in this way something
of their old sanctity was transferred to the new country.?
Of one settler, Pérhaddr from Mzren in Sparbu (Tren-
delag), it is even said that he brought with him earth
from the site of his Aof, along with pillars from the building

1 Lis Jacobsen and E. Moltke, Danmarks Runeindskrifter (1941~2),
no. 399 (Klemensker-St. 1, c. 1100-50); for similar examples from
Sweden see e.g. Sven B, F. Jansson, The Runes of Sweden (1962), 92-7.
On the terminology cf. B. Kahle, Die altnordische Sprache im Dienste
des Christentums 1 (1890), 119—-20; C.-E. Thors, Den kristna terminolo-
gien i fornsvenskan (Studier i nordisk filologi 45, 1957), 446; Carl-
Martin Edsman, KL 111 (1958), 438—43, with references.

2 For references to gndvegissilur see e.g. Dag Stréombick, ‘Att
helga land’, Festskrift tillignad Axel Hdgerstrom (1928), 198-220
(= Folklore och filologi, 1970, 135-65); G. Turville-Petre, “Thurstable’,
English and Medieval Studies presented to ¥. ¥. R. Tolkien (1962),
241-9 (= Nine Norse Studies, 1972, 20-9).
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itself. He settled in Stgdvarfjordr in the east of Iceland,
and the text adds that he ‘laid the sanctity of Mren over
the whole firth’ (lagdi Meerina-helgi & allan fjordinn).t
We see how a degree of sanctity was thus transferred,
almost in concrete fashion, to the new cult-district.

The gods chiefly worshipped in Iceland were Thér and
Freyr, and we must regard them as the primary objects
of the sacrifices and religious ceremonies in the thirty-
nine cult- and thing-communities in late tenth-century
Iceland. The dominant divinity was undoubtedly Thér.
His name figures in a great number of place-names and
personal names and he is often mentioned in literary
sources, early poetry and late prose.? Verse from the
end of the tenth century reveals that it was chiefly to him
that men looked for opposition to the new faith in Christ.
When a gale sent the ship of Thangbrand the missionary
drifting out to sea, smashed it and washed it up again
outside Hitar4, north of Borgarfjordr, a heathen poetess
called Steinunn made the following verse:

Pérr bra Pvinnils dyri
Pangbrands 6r stad longu,
hristi biss ok beysti
bards ok laust vid jordu;
munat skid of se sidan
sundfeert Atals grundar,
hregg pvit hart ték leggja
h¢num kent { spénu.

1t IF 1 307 (Sturlubék and Hauksbdk).

2 References to Thér in myths and iconography are collected in
H. Ljungberg, Tor (Uppsala Universitets Arsskrift 1947:9); Altg. Rel.,
11 107-53; Myth and religion, 75~105.
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Thér tore Thangbrand’s long beast of the sea-king from its
place; he shook the tree of the prow and smashed it and struck
it against the land; the ski of the ground of the sea-king will
not henceforth be fit to swim over the sea, for the strong gale,
attributed to him [Thér], broke it to splinters.

And in a following stanza she says that ‘Christ did not
protect the ship’ (hlifdit Kristr . . . malmfeta varrar). An-
other pagan poet in a verse from the same period says
vera munu bond £ landi, which in the context means ‘the
gods are evidently in the land’.2

The predominant veneration of Thér by the chieftains
and their cult-communities answers to what we know of
the pagan religion of Norway, not least in its western
parts.2 But some of the Icelandic godar probably concen-
trated their worship on Freyr, the god of fertility.® This
appears from the fact that three Icelandic chieftains are
known specifically as Freysgodar, i.e. leaders of cults and
assemblies particularly associated with Freyr. There is
other evidence too which leaves us in little doubt that this
peculiar cult existed in tenth-century Iceland. In ancient
times the real centre of the cult appears to have been
Uppsala in Uppland, Sweden, although it is clear that
it also flourished to some extent in Trendelag in Norway.¢

1 Steinunn, Ski. A 1 1356, B I 127-8 (here followed; there are
no serious problems of interpretation); anonymous, Skj. A1 179, B 1
169.

2 ttegdrd og helligdom, 253—4 (= Farms and fanes, 294-5);
Heidinn sidur, 15—33; Myth and religion, 85—98.

3 Zttegdrd og helligdom, 247-56 (= Farms and fanes, 287-96);
Heidinn sidur, 33-50; Myth and religion, 165-8.

4 Zttegdrd og helligdom, 269—71 (= Farms and fanes, 312-15);
Mpyth and religion, 169. On the type and distribution of Freyr/Freyja
names in Norway see M., Olsen, Hedenske kultminder i norske stedsnavne
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A priestess played a part in the cult, and such a figure is
met with in texts with the title of Aofgydja. The cult
seems to have been more conservative than the cult of
Thér and in its fertility rites it doubtless had a more
lascivious and dramatic character. It is to the cult of
Freyr and his female counterpart, Freyja, that Hjalti
alludes in his couplet at the Althing, ‘I will not blaspheme
the gods, Freyja seems to me a bitch.” As Magnus Olsen
has maintained, the cult of Freyr in Iceland points
especially to connections with Trendelag in Norway,
while the cult of Thér has closer associations with the
districts of the Gulathing.! The cult of the god Njordr
was also known in Iceland, but only to a very limited
extent.? The religion of Iceland’s farming society
hardly included the cult of O8inn, despite his importance
for poets like Egill Skalla-Grimsson and Hallfredr
vandredaskild.? Even in the period of transition between
paganism and Christianity, poets continued to mamtain
that the gift of poetry, their scaldic inspiration, came to
them from OBdinn. Hallfredr, for example, newly con-
verted to Christiamty, says:¢

(Skrifter utg. av Videnskapsselskapet i Kristiania. 11. Hist.- filos.
Kl. 1914. No. 4, 1915), 26~49, 67~9. For a more cautious view of the
connections see Altg. Rel., 11 199~203.

1 Zttegdrd og helligdom, 2477-55 (= Farms and fanes, 287-96).

2 Heidinn sidur, 50—4.

3 See SigurBur Nordal, ‘AtrGinadur Egils Skallagrimssonar’,
Skirnir o8 (1924), 145~65 (= Afangar 11, 1944, 103-28); G. Turville-
Petre, ‘Um Odinsdyrkun 4 fslandi’, Studia Islandica 17 (1958), 5-25;
in English as ‘The cult of Odinn in Iceland’ in Nine Norse Studies
(1972), 1-19.

4 Ski. A 1168, B 1 158 (here followed); Hallfr. saga (1939), 157;
(1953), 55-6.
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Q11 hefr ett til hylli

Obins skipat 1j6dum,
algilda mank aldar

i0ju virra nidja,

en traudr, pvit vel Vidris
vald hugnadisk skaldi,
legg ek 4 frumver Friggjar
fjén, pvit Kristi pjénum.

The whole generation of mankind has made poems for Odin’s
favour; I remember the all-worthy occupation of our fore-
fathers, but it is with reluctance that I treat the first husband
of Frigg with hostility because we serve Christ, for the rule of
Vidrir suited the poet well.

But, even so, O8inn was never the object of a public
cult in Iceland.

As mentioned earlier, Steinunn the poetess said in
her verse against Thangbrand, hlifdit Kristr . . . malmfeta
varrar, ‘Christ did not protect the ship’. Here one should
note that in this undoubtedly authentic stanza it is a
heathen woman who has the name of Christ on her
tongue. The name must have been familiar to her, as to
others, not only through the missionary activities of the
late tenth century but also through traditions and tales
transmitted from the age of settlement. In opposition to
Christ, the god of the Christians, she sets up Thér, who
is the mightier of the two and her god.! When towards

1 As a possibly old and ‘historical’ parallel, though obviously not
one that can be accorded the same status as a source in scaldic verse,
may be cited the famous account of Helgi inn magri in Landndmabdk
(IF 1 250-2). Helgi is said to have been ‘mixed’ in his faith, believing
in Christ but inveking Thér for voyages and hard undertakings (Helgi
var blandinn mjok { tri; hann tridi 4 Krist, en hét 4 Pér til sjéfara ok
harBreda). He called his farm in Iceland Kristnes, after Christ in
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the end of the same stanza she remarks with some irony,

litt hykk at god getti
Gylfa hreins at einu,

god here is to be translated as ‘the god’, i.e. Christ, and
the sentence means, ‘I think that the god gave but little
protection to the ship.’

We can see from scaldic poetry from about A.D. 1000
that Christ played an important part in the preaching of
the new faith. We may believe that he was portrayed as a
hero, brave, strong and just—in a guise suitable for a
heroic age, that is—but also with other qualities—he was
faultless (meinalauss) and pure (hreinn). To this must have
been added that he was an omnipresent power who, like
the pagan gods, could be invoked and worshipped in
life’s every situation. Christ was a source of success and
strength, just as some kings and chieftains were (cf.
below). Heaven and paradise for good and righteous men,
hell for the wicked and unjust, doubtless also had a part
in the early missionary teaching.

bérbjorn disarskdld, of whom we know little beyond
the fact that he lived about the end of the tenth or begin-
ning of the eleventh century, is thought to have been an
ardent devotee of Thér. Thanks to Snorri Sturluson we
have some fragments of a poem by Pérbjorn on Thér, in
which he praises the god’s might and achievements. But
it appears that he also made Christian poetry—perhaps
when he was older—and a fragment of this is also

whom he put his faith (Helgi tnidi 4 Krist ok kenndi pvi vid hann
bustad sinn). Kristnes is given as Helgi’s home by Ari in his genealogy
of Icelandic bishops in fslendingabdk (IF 1 27).
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preserved in Snorri’s Edda. There he says of someone who
had been baptized that he had received ‘White-Christ’s
greatest good fortune’ (Huftakrists . . . hesta giptu).

Another Icelandic poet who belongs to the Conversion
age is Eilifr Gudrinarson. He composed a poem on
Thér which we also know from Snorri’s Edda. Its theme
is the mythical narrative of Thér’s visit to Geirredr the
giant. Eilifr speaks of Thér with the greatest seriousness
and admiration, for example as ‘sky-king’ (himinsjdlk),
‘owner of the strength-belt’ (njdtr njardgjardar), and
‘wagon’s god’ (karms Tyr), and one gets the impression
that he had a deep-anchored faith in Thér and his
exploits as a destroyer of giants and evil beings. But
Eilifr has also left us a fragment of a Christian poem
(once more in Snorri’s Edda), and there Thér has had to
yield to Christ. We have only a half-stanza from this
poem, but in it Christ appears as ‘Rome’s mighty king’
(ramr konungr Réms), who has ‘put on new strength in the
lands of the powers of the mountain’ (remdan sik lpndum
setbergs banda).®

1 Ski. B 1 135. In Skdldskaparmdl, our only source for verse by
Pérbjorn, Snorri cites among his Bdrskenningar two fragments of &
poem on Thér by Pérbjorn disarskild (Edda Snorra 1 256, 260);
among his skipskenningar he cites four lines from the Christian poem
and attributes them to a Pérbjorn who is not distinguished by any
nickname (Edda Snorra 1 446). Finnur Jénsson assumes they are the
same man in Skj., but introduces a slight note of reservation in Den
oldnorske og oldislandske Litteraturs Historie (1920—4), 1 521. W,
Lange’s rendering of fekk giptu Huftakrists as ‘er empfing die Segnung
des Krist’ seems to me doubtful (Studien zur christliche Dichtung der
Nordgermanen 10001200, Palaestra 222, 1958, 51).

2 Ski. B 1 144. On the interpretation of this half-stanza see
F. Paasche, Kristendon: og kvad (1914), 18-19 (= Hedenskap og kristen-
dom, 1948, 61); Jén Helgason, NK viii:B 153; W. Lange, op. ¢it., 54-7.
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For the once dedicated worshippers of Thér, Porbjorn
and Eilifr, we thus see that Christ took Thér’s place. We
do not know the circumstances of their conversion. One
may conjecture, however, that missionaries in Iceland
took pains to present Christ as a figure who in strength
and luck (gipta) and the ability to ward off malignant
powers and their assaults—realities as much in pagan
times as in others—could not only match but outdo
Thoér, the most popular of the native gods.

The early scaldic poetry, our safest source for the
mentality of the Conversion period, contains other
references and kennings which suggest that Christ was
the central figure in the missionary preaching and the
convert’s response. Landndmabék has an account of
Herjolfr Bardarson who sailed to Greenland at the time
when Eirfkr inn raudi settled there, in the g¢8cs.! A
Christian from the Hebrides was on board with him and
he made a poem called Hafgerdingadrdpa, from which the
refrain is quoted. It contains a kenning, meinalausan
munka reyni, ‘faultless lord of monks’, which must
certainly refer to Christ (and not God the Father) because
of the adjective meinalauss.?

A Christ-centred attitude also appears in a half-stanza
by Skapti Péroddsson the Lawspeaker. Skapti, who was
born well before the Conversion, was nephew of the first

1 [F1132-3.

2 Ski. B1167. F. Paasche, Kristendom og kvad (1914), 17 (= Heden-
skap og kristendom, 1948, 51), interprets the kenning to mean either
God or Christ but meinalauss is a much more likely adjective for God
the Son than God the Father. The same objection applies to Lange’s
version, op. cit., 58.
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Christian lawspeaker, Grimr of Mosfell.! Grimr suc-
ceeded Porgeirr Lj6ésvetningagodi (probably in 1002) and
was rapidly succeeded by Skapti who held office for 27
summers and died in the same year as St Ol4fr of Norway,
A.D. 1030.

Skapti praises the power of ‘the lord of monks’, i.e.
Christ, as the mightiest of all (mdttr es munka drdttins
mestr) and adds: ‘mighty Christ created the whole of the
world and built the hall of Rome.’? The lines also contain
the phrase, aflar god flestu, and again I think the word
god can hardly be taken as referring to God the Father
but rather to Christ: ‘the god (i.e. Christ) is capable of
most’ (cf. Steinunn’s Htt hykk at god getti, discussed
above).

If we return to Hallfredr vandredaskild, who com-
posed in both pagan and Christian times and whose
conversion took place under the influence of the viking
monarch, Olifr Tryggvason, we find that Christ has a
very prominent place in his poetry, Christian or Christian-
influenced. In the stanza quoted on p. 52 above he says
he ‘serves Christ’ (poit Kristi pjénum), and in another that
he is forced to turn away from Njardar nidjum (‘descen-
dants of Njordr’), to pray to Christ (Krist at bidja).® It
is true that he is aware that Christ is God’s son (erum leid

1 fF119.
2 The whole fragment reads, Skf. B 1 291:
Mittr es munka dréttins
mestr, aflar god flestu;
Kristr skép rikr ok reisti
Réms holl vergld alla.
3 Skj. B 1 159, lv. 10; Hallfr. saga (1939), 159; (1953), 58.
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sonar reidi, | vald es d freegt und foldar | fedr . . . ),* but in
the poetry he composed after his baptism, God the
Father does not figure as notably as Christ does. It is the
‘son’s anger’ (sonar rei) he is loath to incur. It was hard
for him to tear himself away from his old gods, but he
would rather have their anger than the anger of Christ,
his new god and his ideal. That seems the right way to
interpret his lausavisa g.

Hallfredr composed a memorial lay for his godfather,
Olifr Tryggvason, doubtless soon after the year 1000,
and his faith in Christ once more appears in the final
stanza: ‘may Christ the pure have the soul of the bold
king in heaven’ (keens hafi Kristr enn hreini | konungs ond
ofar lpndum).? That God should receive or help the souls
of the dead is a more or less standing expression
Christian runic inscriptions in eleventh-century Scan-
dinavia, but in Hallfred’s prayer it is Christ who is asked
to keep the dead king’s soul.

For an understanding of the conversion mentality
Hallfred’s poetry is one of our most precious sources,
since it reflects the struggle of an individual to free him-
self from pagan beliefs and customs and to try to accept
wholeheartedly the new Christian teaching. This must
have been all the more difficult for an actively pagan
poet, whose creative ability was considered a gift from
Odinn and the elements of whose art were very largely
drawn from pagan mythology. Hallfredr, like Egill before
him, had undoubtedly in a figurative sense drunk Odins

1 Skj. B 1 159, lv. 9; Hallfr. saga (1939), 158; (1953), 57.
2 Ski.B1 157.
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mjodr, Odins aegir, Yggs full. As a poet therefore Hallfredr
had lived completely in a heathen world before his
conversion, and there is no reason to believe that he had
then been anything but a sincere worshipper of the gods,
a man who did his duty in the pagan society in which he
had his place. It was his meeting with Olifr Tryggvason
which brought him to belief in Christ. Altogether Hall-
fred’s personality and milieu offer so much of interest to
any student of the events and poetry of the Conversion
age that I have devoted a later chapter to a critical account
of his career.

In Iceland Christianity encountered a people of religious
mood. They were aware of the numinous and had firm
respect for forms, formulas and ceremonies, for commands
and prohibitions derived from religious observance as
well as from secular law. Already in this may be seen the
prerequisites for the adoption of a new order, not least
when the Christian dispensation could fulfil three con-
ditions: it could preserve the old legal system and the
idea of one nation; it could satisfy the need for religious
reverence, now with worship of a novel deity, mightier
than the old gods, not subject to Ragnargk but ruling
through eternity; and in its early stages it could adapt
itself to existing social forms. The place of the hof built
and kept in repair by the chieftains was taken by churches
erected by the leaders on their farms. The local thing-men
of the godi attended his church, as they had once attended
the sacrifices he had organised and the feasting at his Aof.
Contributions that members of a cult-community had
previously made to maintain their religious practices must



RELIGION AND SOCIETY 59

now have come in some form to the church and its owner,
and they were finally regularised in tithe-payments.?
Burial in consecrated ground was an assured benefit in
return. Eyrbyggja saga (ch. 49) tells of a church built by
Snorri godi near the hill of ancient heathen veneration,
Helgafell, soon after the Conversion. According to the
saga, the chief was assured that a man was guaranteed
places in heaven for as many of his followers as could
stand to hear the service in the church he built. And this,
the text says, ‘much encouraged men to build churches’
(ok hvatti menn pat mjok til kirkjugordar).

Icelandic literary sources do not tell us whether any
ancient cult-building, in whole or in part, was ever
converted into a church, after the removal of everything
associated with paganism and after proper Christian
consecration. It is possible that such conversions took
place.? We can in this connection recall the famous letter
from Pope Gregory the Great to Abbot Mellitus, dated
18 July 6o1. This letter says, among other things, that the
temples of the pagan Anglo-Saxons are not to be des-
troyed, although the idols in them should be. Then the
temple should be sprinkled with holy water, a Christian
altar erected and relics of the saints placed in it. If the

1 DI 1 (1857-76), 70-162; Grdgds, 1b 205—14; cf. Bjérn Porsteins-
son, Islenzka PBjédveldid (1953), 205—7; Isl. saga, 1 204-9; on its
operation and social importance see e.g. P. G. Foote in Saga-Book
x111 (1946—-53), 208—9.

2 Cf. Peter Foote and David M. Wilson, The Viking Achievement
(1970), 417-18, with references. On early churches, their numbers and
status cf. Sveinn Vikingur, Getid { eydur ségunnar (1970), 52-170, and
Gunnar Smedberg, Nordens férsta kyrkor (1973), though neither of
these works can be safely regarded as authoritative.
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temple is well built, says Gregory, then it is particularly
fitting that evil spirits should be dispossessed of it and
that, instead, it should be dedicated to the worship of the
true God. And, he continues, the people who see the
temple undisturbed will afterwards so much the more
easily leave their errors and so much the more willingly
come together to the places familiar to them, there to
learn to know the true God and to pray to Him. Nam
duris mentibus simul omnia abscidere impossibile esse non
dubium est, quia is qui summum locum ascendere nititur
gradibus vel passibus, non autem saltibus elevatur. ‘It is,
without doubt, impossible to cut away everything at once
from obstinate minds, for when one tries to reach a sum-
mit, one mounts not in leaps but step by step.”

I said earlier that the Icelanders were by no means
completely ignorant of Christianity when the new faith
was finally adopted by the Althing. Individual Christians
had indeed lived in Iceland from the time of the settle-
ment onwards. The first inhabitants of Iceland were
Christian hermits. We know for certain that Irish ancho-
rites were there at the beginning of the ninth century.

In early Irish Christendom there was an unusual
emphasis on the virtue of solitude for the religious. It
was probably ultimately derived from the eremitical
practices of the Christians of Asia Minor and Egypt.
The idea of withdrawal from the world was connected
with ideas of penance and the annihilation of self. In
Ireland it became a movement that favoured a kind of

1 Gregorii I Registri L. VIII-XIV (Monumenta Germaniae His-
torica. Epistolarum Tomus 11, 1899), 303-31 (X1 56).



RELIGION AND SOCIETY 61

penitential exile and drove its adherents to live on
isolated rocks off the Irish coast or make long voyages in
the North Atlantic. They used a simple boat made of
skins stretched over a wooden framework, the so-called
curach (a word related to Latin corium, ‘skin’). A later
Irish poet has expressed the feelings of those anchorites
who sailed out to become exiles for Christ:

There is a blue eye which will look back
at Ireland; never more shall it see the men
of Ireland nor her women.1

This strange yearning to do penance through exile,
which, as far as we can see, represented a movement quite
independent of the active missionary work of the Celtic
Church, carried Irish anchorites out to the lonely islands
of the Atlantic. In their primitive but seaworthy craft
they voyaged to the Hebrides and Orkney, and then
sailed on to Shetland, the Faroes and, finally, Iceland.
The extent of their voyages can be seen from the occur-
rence of place-names in pap- on these Atlantic islands,
and, in some instances, from the sadly indistinct traces
of their habitation in caves and cell-like houses.2 Mention

1 Miire and Liam de Paor, Early Christian Ireland (1958), s52.
On the vessels and voyages of the Irish, see e.g. G. J. Marcus in The
Irish Ecclesiastical Record, Fifth Series, LxxvI (1951), 353-63, 469-79.

2 Emar Ol Sveinsson, ‘Papar’, Skirnir 119 (1945), 170-203;
Hermann Pélsson, ‘Minnisgreinar um Papa’, Saga v (1965), 112-22;
on two papa place-names in the Faroes, cf. Christian Matras, ‘Papyli
{ Feroyum’, Vardin 14 (1934), 185—7; idem, ‘Irsk ord 1 faroyskum’,
Aimanakki fyri tad dr eftir Kristi fading 1966, 22-32 (31-2). On
Christian remains in Orkney and Shetland from pre-Norse times and
the period overlapping the Norse settlements, see A. W. Brogger, Den
norske bosetningen pd Shetland-Orknoyene (Skrifter utgitt av Det
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is also made of them in early literary sources. In Norse
a hermit of this kind was called papr, in Irish pap, pupa
(cf. pobba), a name ultimately derived from Latin papa,
‘father’.! From the Hebrides in the south to Iceland in
the north there is a whole series of place-naines which
have this word as an element. Very often such names
refer to smaller islands, inaccessible places away froin
regular routes: Pabbey in the Outer Hebrides, Papa
Vestray, one of the remotest and loneliest of the Orkney
islands, Papa Stour in Shetland and Papey off Alftafjordr
on the east coast of Iceland, an island with precipitous
cliffs where landing is difficult. This last was just the sort
of place to which the Irish hermits were drawn. Other
names in Iceland also bear witness to their isolated
dwellings, usually in caves or rock-clefts. Ari fr6di refers
to these anchorites in his fslendingabdk and gives some
interesting information about them, and they are also
spoken of in Landndmabok. Ari says that when Norsemen
landed in Iceland, they found Christian men: ‘whom the
Norsemen call papar, but they went away because they
would not stay here and share with heathen men’ (pesr
es Nordmenn kalla papa, en peir foru sidan & braut, af
Dui at peir vildu eigi vesa hér vid heidna menn). He goes
on to say that they ‘left behind them Irish books, bells and
croziers; fromn this one could understand that they were

Norske Videnskaps-Akademi i Oslo. 11. Hist.-Filos. Kl. 1930, No. 3),
121-40; H. Marwick, Ancient Monuments in Orkney (1952), 26-8;
C. A. Ralegh Radford, in The Northern Isles (ed. F. T. Wainwright,
1962), 165—74. No confirmed sites associated with papar have as yet
been found in the Faroes and Iceland.

1 Hermann Pélsson, op. cit., 120~-1.
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Irish’ (létu eptir bockr irskar ok bjollur ok bagla; af pui
mdtti skilja at peir vdru menmn frskir).! One can almost
visualise how the holy men in their glorious solitude
were outraged by this intrusion on their peace, and how
they hurried down to their boats of skin, leaving various
belongings behind them, and once more set sail over the
wide ocean, perhaps seeking fresh isolation in Greenland
or perhaps setting course to the south, back to the lands
they had left.

About the year 825 the Irish monk Dicuil, who taught
in France, wrote a book called De mensura orbis terrae.
He seems to have used surprisingly few informants from
among his own contemporaries. They could certainly
have provided him with much more information about
many of the countries and provinces, islands and seas and
rivers that he describes in his book. After all, the Caro-
lingian Age was an age of international learning when
scholars from various countries met together at the court
of Charles the Great and his son Louis.

But Dicuil is not an author who is curious about
facts froin his own time. He is almost entirely interested
in the past and his chief aim is to assemble and criticise
material from earlier historians and geographers like Plini-
us Secundus, Julius Solinus (third century), Priscianus
(fifth century), Isidore of Seville (sixth and seventh cen-
turies) and others.2 Only on some occasions—and notably

1 [F1s.

2 J. J. Tierney, Dicuili liber de mensura orbis terrae (Scriptores
Latini Hiberniae vI, 1967), 27-33. Cf. also H. Zimmer, Uber die
Jrithesten Beziehungen der Iren mit den Nordgermanen (Sitzungsberichte
d. Berliner-Ak. d. Wissenschaften, 1891).
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twice—does he refer to what people have told him. In
connection with notes on Egypt (v1, 12-18) he thus speaks
of a ‘brother Fidelis’ who in the presence of Dicuil’s
teacher Suibne had given a report on a branch of the
Nile, which jomed the Red Sea to the Nile, and on a
long sail on the Nile which had brought them to the seven
Pyramids, ‘the barns of Joseph’ (septem horrea . . . quae
sanctus Foseph fecerat)r The second time he really uses
contemporary informants is when his description concerns
the islands north of Scotland, and particularly the location
of Thule—as a geographical concept known since the days
of Pytheas, Here he refers to clerics who thirty years
before—¢. 795, when Dicuil was probably still in Ireland—
had given him an account of their experiences in the far
North.

I think we can trust both his notes on brother Fidelis’s
journey on the Nile and the reports given to him by Irish
anchorites who had been to an island in the North
Atlantic, which according to their description must
undoubtedly have been Iceland.

They told him that they had been on this island from
late January to late July. They said that the summer
nights there were remarkably light; the sun went down
but only as if it were hiding itself behind a hill. It did not
get dark, and one could see to work just as well as if it
were bright daylight—even to pick lice out of a shirt! One
may imagine, he continues, that if one went up onto the
highest mountain, one would perhaps see that the sun
never disappeared at this time, They related further, he

1 J. J. Tierney, op. ct., 62—3.
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says, that there was open sea around the country but that
north of the island, a day’s sail away, they had met the
frozen sea.!

This is the earliest account we have of Iceland and it
confirms what the Icelandic literary sources tell us about
the stay of Irish anchorites in the country. But these men
did not leave the Christian faith behind them in Iceland;
they did not stay to convert the new Norse colonists.

We find, however, other early traces of Celtic Christia-
nity in Iceland, as far back as the settlement itself. A number
of the first colonists came from Norse areas in Ireland
and the Hebrides, and some of them had been instructed
in the Christian faith of the Celtic population among
whom they had lived. One of them was Helgi the Lean,
the progenitor, one way or another, of all the most
distinguished families in and around Eyjafjordr. Helgi was

1 Ibid., 74: Trigesimus nunc annus est a quo nuntiauerunt mihi
clerici qui a kalendis Febroarii usque kalendas Augusti in illa insula
manserunt quod non solum in aestiuo solstitio sed in diebus circa
illud in uespertina hora occidens sol abscondit se quasi trans paruulum
tumulum, ita ut nihil tenebrarum mm minimo spatio ipso fiat, sed
quicquid homo operari uoluerit uel peduculos de camisia abstrahere
tamquam in presentia solis potest. Et si in altitudine montium eius
fuissent, forsitan numquam sol absconderetur zb illis. In medio illius
minimi temporis medium noctis fit in medio orbis terrae, et sic puto
e contrario in hiemali solstitio et in paucis diebus circa illud auroram
in minimo spatio in T'yle apparere quando meridies fit in medio orbis
terrae. Et idcirco mentientes falluntur qui circum eam concretum
fore mare scripserunt et qui a uernali aequinoctio usque ad autumnale
continuum diem sine nocte atque ab autumnali uersa uice usque ad
uernale aequinoctium assiduam quidem noctem, dum illi nauigantes
in naturali tempore magni frigoris eam intrabant ac manentes in
ipsa dies noctesque semper praeter solstitii tempus alternatim
habebant. Sed nauigatione unius diei ex illa ad boream congelatum
mare inuenerunt.
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not exactly committed to the faith, however, for, as we
recall, he is said to have believed in Christ but to have
invoked Thoér when it came to ‘voyages and hard under-
takings’.! Even so, he called his farmstead in Eyjafjordr
Kristnes. A more significant strain of Celtic Christianity
is doubtless to be detected in the man called Orlygr
Hrappsson. According to the account in Landndmabdk,?
he was a Norwegian who was brought up by an Irish
bishop in the Hebrides. When he decided to go to Iceland,
the bishop fitted him out with consecrated earth, an iron
bell, a service-book and other things, and described to him
the place where he should build both his farm and a
church dedicated to St Columba. Orlygr was blown off
course and first made land in the Vestfirdir; from there
he sailed south and on Kjalarnes, below Mount Esja, he
found the place he was seeking. There he built his home
and a church dedicated to St Columba in accordance with
his instructions. The text says that @rlygr and his kins-
men put their faith in Columba, and a later tradition
could add that the treasures from his first church, the
bell and the book, were still in existence in the thirteenth
century. One redaction of Landndmabdk makes the reveal-
ing statement that Orlyg’s descendants also believed in
Columba, even though they were not baptized!®* Yet
another settler of the heathen age, As6lfr alskik, appears
to have attempted to introduce Irish Christianity into
Iceland. The account of him in Landndmabék is unfortu-

1 Cf. p. 4, note 1 above,

2 IF 1 52-5.

3 IF 1 g5 (Deir tridu 4 Kolumkilla, p6 at peir veri 6skirdir,
Hauksbdk), cf. 54 (Peir Drlygr freendr tridu 4 Kolumba, Sturlubdk).
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nately not entirely clear.? Because of his Christianity
heathen people apparently shunned him and drove him
from one district to another in the south of the country.
He seems to have been a quiet, peace-loving man, of the
Celtic Christian type, one who would rather give way than
fight. Finally, he settled on Akranes and ended his days
there as a hermit, taken care of by a friend who was also a
Christian.

More details concerning these first Christians in Ice-
land and others like them could be given from the
literary sources, but by way of general conclusion we can
say that, although they may have been influential in some
districts, especially in the south and just north of Reyk-
javik, their Celtic Christianity was not powerful enough
to make headway against the organised pagan cults and
the social order associated with them. A precise assessment
of the impression made by Celtic Christianity on the
religious ideas and intellectual culture of the Icelanders
in the tenth century remains to be made: a delicate and
difficult problem whose solution will undoubtedly need
the co-operation of scholars from several different fields of
study.

1 IF161~3.



CHAPTER 1V
HALLFREDR VANDRZADASKALD

ALLFREDR was counted one of the master poets in

Iceland, his work a model for following generations.
It is thanks to Snorri’s use of many examples from his
verse in Skdldskaparmdl that we now have preserved at
least nine half-stanzas of his Hdkonardrdpa—a poem
made by a pagan poet in honour of a pagan prince,
probably about the year ggo. Snorri ranked Hallfredr
among hofudskdldin, the most respected poets, one of
those who really understood their art and had that intimate
knowledge of mythology and heroic legend that was
necessary for skilful verse and word-craft. In the Skdldatal,
that list of poets which in its original form must belong
to Snorri’s age, Hallfredr is also counted among the poets
of Ol4fr Tryggvason,! and in his Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar,
ch. 83, Snorri says, ‘We take information and evidence
from Hallfred’s poems in what is said in them about
Olifr Tryggvason.’? This shows Snorri’s respect for
scaldic poetry, but it probably also shows that he nursed
some suspicion of the truthfulness of the literary sources
and oral traditions about Olifr Tryggvason that he
otherwise had to work with. But in his estimation Hall-
fred’s poems were based on reality and were true. It is the
same attitude as is expressed in Snorri’s Prologue to his
separate Oldfs saga helga and Heimskringla, where he talks

1 Edda Snorra 111 274.
2 Hkr. 1 332.
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of the value of scaldic poetry and the measure of reliability
he accords to the poems of the court-poets.!

If we wish to follow the principle Snorri enunciates
and to adapt it to the study of Hallfred’s own life and
personal development—of vital interest as these are for
the history of the Conversion—we ought properly to
restrict ourselves entirely to his poems. The saga about him
is a comparatively late work, preserved as an independent
entity in Médruvallabék (AM 132 fol.) from the first half
of the fourteenth century, and also found in separate parts
in Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar en mesta.? Fragments in the
fifteenth-century AM 557 4to also belong to this latter
work.® Rejection of the prose texts in this way will
inevitably mean that our portrait of Hallfredr is sketchy
and incomplete, but it will have the merits of truthful-
ness. It has always been the custom to make as much use
of the saga as of the poetry in presenting this fascina-
ting character, the prose filling the gaps between the
verses. An unhistoric text has been treated as historic
evidence.

In effect, we have only the saga’s word for most details
of Hallfred’s career and the quirky, artistic, bohemian

1 Den store Saga, 3-5, Hkr. 1 4—5—Tokum vér pat allt fyrir satt,
er { peim kveedum finnsk um ferdir peira eda orrostur; p. 8 above.

2 Cf. Einar Ol. Sveinsson, IF vi (1939), lxxiv-lxxix; parallel
texts from Modruvallabék and the principal texts of dldfs saga Trygg-
vasonar en mesta are printed with variants in Bjarni Einarsson’s
edition, Hallfr. saga (1953); cf. also Olafur Halldérsson, Oldfs saga
Trygguvasonar en mesta 1-11 (Editiones Arnamagnzanz, Ser. A, 1-2,
1958-61).

3 Dag Strémbick, The Arna-Magnean Manuscript 557 4to (Cor-
pus codicum Islandicorum medii vi x111, 1940), 12—-13.
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nature that is supposed to have earned him the nickname
of ‘the troublesome poet’. But his poetry ought to be
able to tell us various things about people he met and
experiences he either knew at first hand or learnt from
others, and it may thus claim status as a prime historic
source. His extant lines on Hékon jarl Sigurdarson, though
mere fragments, tell us that Hdkon was a great sea-
warrior, who had had a hard struggle to win power in
Norway and to be ‘married to the land’ as if to a bride.!
Probably Hallfredr is referring to the jarl’s victory over
the Jémsvikingar at Hjorungavigr. The two poems on
Olifr Tryggvason both have much to tell of his travels
and raids in different countries, and it is of special note
that the memorial lay gives valuable information concern-
ing the battle of Svold. The same poem also tells us
clearly that Olifr was the godfather of Hallfredr.

What is then to be made of the lausavisur attributed to
Hallfredr in his saga? What do they tell us about him?

1 The lines are quoted twice in Skdldskaparmdl (Edda Snorra 1 320,

400): R43 lukust, at s4 sidan
snjallrédr (var. -inzltr) konungs spjalli
4tti einga déttur
Onars, vidi gréna.

‘Negotiations were so concluded that the brilliant (var. eloquent)
confidant of the king had to wife Onar’s only daughter, grown with
woodland’ (i.e. the land of Norway). In the main my translation
follows Sveinbjérn Egilsson’s Latin version, Edda Snorra 1 321, 401,
cf. Skj. B 1148, It is interesting to find Hékon’s possession of Norway
ambiguously expressed in terms of marriage to the land he rules. This
can be paralleled on the one hand by widely attested ideas about the
relations that exist between a land’s fertility and a ruler’s conduct, and
on the other by Old Testament notions of Jerusalem as the bride of
God and the idea of a Christian bishop’s ‘marriage’ with his church,
of which his episcopal ring is usually regarded as symbolic.
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Like other scaldic poetry from the end of the tenth century,
these stanzas are very often hard to interpret and sometimes
evidently corrupt after a long passage in oral transmission
—sometimes too the fourteenth-century scribes have mis-
handled them badly. But if we try to bring out the salient
points of the information they contain, disregarding what-
ever the prose in which they are embedded may say, we
appear to learn the following facts.

Setting aside the first lausavisa for later consideration,
we discover that Hallfredr is deeply in love with a girl
called Kolfinna, only daughter of Avaldi (Iv. 2). It will
be a long time before his thoughts cease to turn to her,
a lady of mild and steadfast disposition. In a storm at sea
he thinks of Kolfinna, a woman ‘of good family’, and his
desire for her is stronger than if she had been promised
him to wife (Iv. 3). A later half-stanza is about the diffi-
culty of mooring the ship because of high seas (Iv. 4).
Then in lv. 5 there is reference to his meeting with King
Olifr Tryggvason (vidlendr komungr) and to the king’s
gift of a sword (konungsnautr). As a result of his encounter
with the Christian king the poet examines his pagan
past (lv. 6), speaks of his respect for the heathen poetry
of his ancestors and says that he is reluctant (traudr) to
hate Odinn because he (now) serves Christ (lv. 7). He
goes on to assure the king (hplda reifir) that he rejects the
name of Odinn (lv. 8). But he does not stop there. He
takes a further step on the Christian’s road and explains

1 The lausavisur referred to in the following are numbered as in
Skj. B 1 157-63. I have generally accepted the readings and forms of
Hallfr. saga (1939), where of course the numbers differ.
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that he accepts the anger of Freyr and Freyja and Thér
the strong, that he earlier abandoned the deceit of Njordr
(dul Njardar), and that evil spirits (grom) can keep O8inn—
but, as for himself, it is to Christ he now prays and it is his
anger that he is unwilling to incur—Christ who under
the Father of the world has glorious power ( freegt vald—
lv. 9). He expresses his loyalty to the new faith in the
next stanza. ‘The prince of the men of Sogn’ (Sygna
reesir), King Ol4fr that is, has forbidden heathen sacrifice
(bl6t), people must set aside the ancient belief in destiny
controlled by the Norns and abandon the worship of
Odinn; the poet himself is compelled (neyddr) to turn
away from the descendants of Njordr in order to pray to
Christ (Iv. 10).

Then comes a stanza about a sword (Iv. 11), but I will
refrain from quoting its contents because the textual
state of the second helmingr hardly allows a firm decision
as to whether it is the king Hallfredr addresses or someone
else.

A journey to Denmark (to Sigvaldi jarl) and Sweden
(Gautland) is described in chs. 7 and 8 of Hallfredar
saga, but the stanzas relating to it are not very informa-
tive. In the first of them Hallfredr speaks of his generosity
towards a man whom he was unwilling to deceive but
who nevertheless deceived him (Iv. 12); in the second he
tells of the blood-vengeance he took on the slayer of
Audgisl (Audgisls bana—lv. 13); and in the third he
describes how he threw this ‘houndish’ (hundgedjadr) man
to the ground and treated him in such a way that he would
no more continue his evil deeds against mankind (lv. 14).
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The stanzas in chs. g and 10 all refer to Kolfinna and
Griss and must consequently have sprung from Hallfred’s
experiences in Iceland. The first, Iv. 15, mentions Griss
and his relationship to the woman (lysibrekka leggjar iss),
i.e. Kolfinna. I believe J6n Helgason! is right in suggesting
that the second half of Iv. 16 and the second half of Iv. 15
should be exchanged; the structure and continuity in
both are then much improved. In lv. 15 Griss is scorned
for his malodorous sweating (heitr ofremmdar sveits), and
the poet reckons the woman suffers torment (kvpl polir
hén) before the ugly man (Griss) dares creep to join her
under the bedclothes (porir skrida und vddiry—he is not
swift to go to bed with the lady (hann esa hvilubrdor vid
hlads Gunni). Lv. 16 also gains in terms of shape and logic
by the exchange, though its relation to lv. 15 is now a case
of hysteron proteron. For the poet here describes how the
man (Griss) goes ponderously and reluctantly to bed—
like a herring-crammed fulmar moving on the water—
while she (Kolfinna) sinks her head towards him like a
swimming swan (sem olpt d sundi). He praises the bright
woman’s disposition (lund ljéssa vifa). Lv. 17 continues
with scornful words about Griss, who is well provided
with provender and cattle but all the same will not possess
the woman (?). Lv. 18 refers to Kolfinna’s response to the
verses (about Griss). She has anxieties, but the poet sings
her praises and finds a delicious balm (dyrligr angi) comes
from the young woman. In the next stanza, Iv. 19, Hall-
fredr says it would mean little to him to be cut down in
the woman’s arms, if only he could sleep in her embrace;

1 NK viir:B 108.
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he says that he has already run the risk of visiting her, for
he cannot control his passionate love for her (ofrekd).
Lv. 20 is obscure but must refer to the coarse insults the
poet has inflicted on the cowardly Griss in his verses—
something that pleases him (hvat mik teitir).! Lv. 21 is
easier to understand. It describes the homecoming of the
women from the pasture-sheds (frd seljum); all are
‘smooth-skinned’ (sléttfjalladar) and look well; the poet
refuses to take any responsibility if the woman (Kolfinna)
is at all upset, for now each man takes a girl.

Lv. 22 must be assumed to concern Mar Jorundarson
and his attack on Hallfredr.? In the first half the poet
says that the ‘gold-waster’, the man, the chieftain Mir,
conceited (dulreekinn) as he is, prepares an attack on the
poet, but, he adds, I each day remember the delightful
woman. For the second half it seems best to follow
Finnur Jénsson and take the Flateyjarbdk text, with the
modest emendation of hlokeirs to hlautgeirs. We then
get: ‘but it (an attack on me) will be much harder for the
pagan sacrificer (hali-Baldri hlautgeirs, for the man who
flaunts the sacrificial blood twig) than to lick the inside
of his sacrificial bowl (sleikja sinn bldttrygil innan).

1 Itseems to me that Sveinbjorn Egilsson’s translation and explana-
tion of fl6 ek af gyltar grisi | geitbelg as ‘detraxi porcello pellem capri-
nam, i.e. coegi hominem mollitiem deponere’ (Lexicon poéticum, 1860,
s.v. geitbelgr) still offer the best guide to its interpretation. It appears
to be this stanza which projects real nfd.

2 It is extant only in Modruvallab6k and Flateyjarbék; the
versions are printed parallel in Hallfr. saga (1953), 110.

3 I follow the reconstruction and interpretation proposed by
Finnur Jénsson in Arkiv 18 (1902), 317-19. Einar Ol. Sveinsson,

Hallfr. saga (1939), 187-8, keeps generally closer to the text in
Mé3ruvallabék, but the import of the second half-stanza there seems
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Lv. 23 also has some difficulties, but essentially it
concerns on the one hand the poet’s continuing love for
Kolfinna (. . . hugr vid Kolfinnu) and on the other his
willingness to fight a duel against Griss should it be
necessary ( . . . visar mér at Grisi 4 eyri). The next stanza,
lv. 24, is a pure love-lyric, unusually transparent and well
preserved: ‘When my eyes light upon the woman, I
seem to see a ship gliding between two islands; and when
I see her in the group of ladies, then it is as if I watch a
splendid ship under way with gilded gear.’

In lv. 25 the poet complains that he—a brave man and
one who has been distinguished by gifts of ringing gold
from a king and an earl—should now have to pay ‘mischief-
fines’ (glapskuldir) to the gourmet Griss for such trifling
verse and go without Kolfinna into the bargain. Lv. 26
tells of an ocean voyage: in the gale he was struck in the
side close to the heart by a spar; he is wet from the waves
breaking over the ship: ‘the frothy billow will not spare the
poet.” The next stanza, lv. 27, continues this with thoughts
on his imminent fate: “The great-hearted woman (Kol-
finna)—the lady who received (from nature’s hand) so
delicate a disposition—will dry the tears from her soft
eyelashes with her white hand, if the men now toss my
corpse over the gunwale; earlier I was a cause of grief
to the young woman.” And then comes the poet’s last
stanza, lv. 28, before he dies: ‘I should die now without
care (sorglaust) if I knew my soul was saved; but young

certainly the same as in Flateyjarbék, and they are in full agreement on
sleikja sinn bléttrygil (bléd-) innan, whether the emended hlautgesrr is
preferred or not.
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I had a sharp tongue, (but) God must decide where I
shall lead my life’ (in the next world—hvar aldri skal
slita).

These lausavisur reveal glimpses of a restless, passio-
nate character, full of unquenchable love for a woman
and constant hatred for the man she is forced to live with.

His love is described as almost stronger than it would
be even if the woman had been promised to him (puit
unnum nik dttgdori . . . ner betr an veeri heitin mér—Ilv. 3)!
and as ofreekd (Iv. 19), ‘excessive affection, ardent passion’.
This goes on through all his life, as if inevitable and fated,
something inseparable from his nature, as Iv. 27, composed
shortly before his death at sea, also demonstrates. This is
why the account in the prose saga of his marriage with a
certain Ingibjorg in Sweden seems so strange.

In a paper on Hrda pdttr I once pointed out 2 number of
elements which it shares with Hallfredar saga.? 1 believed
that the saga had exerted influence on the composition
and on some individual motives in the account of Hréi’s
visit to Svipj6d. Reconsideration of the narrative of Hall-
fredar saga leaves me in no doubt that it was the model
for some particulars in the pdttr, but at the same time I
see that it must be concluded that the whole of this
episode in Hallfredar saga, all his journey to Gautland and
Svipj6d, is a late creation in best Madrchen style. There
may have been an original close-knit saga about Hall-
fredr from early in the thirteenth century,® but the

1 So Skj. B 1 157, cf. Hallfr. saga (1939), 150.

2 Donum Grapeanum (Acta Bibl. R, Upsal. 35, 1945), 431-2.

3 It is thought to be from the 1220, cf. Einar Ol, Sveinsson, [F
vit (1939), Ixxiii; Sigurdur Nordal, NK vIii:s 239.
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account of his Swedish sojourn cannot have been part of
it; that must have been written a good deal later, hardly
before ¢. 1300. The style and motives of this section,
which is loosely built around three of the poet’s stanzas,
are closely akin to those of Hrda pdttr, whose origin must,
as I have tried to show, be assigned to the first half of the
fourteenth century. In both the saga and the pdttr the
story of the Swedish visit ends with the hero’s marriage
to the daughter of a chieftain, in Gautland in the one case
and in Svipj6d in the other. In the saga she is called
Ingibjorg, in the pdttr Sigrbjorg. All we can really glean
from Hallfred’s three stanzas in this part is that he was
treacherously attacked by a man who sought his life (in
order to possess himself of his goods) and that he killed
this man who had killed Audgisl and whose custom it was
to fall upon people (i.e. he was a highway robber).
Hallfred’s lines on Griss hold a note of bitter antagon-
ism, Griss is counted a failure in every way, a feeble,
unmanly creature, especially in his husbandly relations
with Kolfinna. There can be no doubt of the lpstr and
hddung in this poetry—that is, it ranks as poetry punishable
at law’—and it is noteworthy that lv. 18 says that
Kolfinna suffers on account of these derogatory verses,
which were doubtless retailed through the district. The
poet himself admits that they caused him to pay atone-
ment (glapskuldir—Iv. 25) and had given anxiety to the
woman (Iv. 27). And in his last stanza he confesses that he
has been hardr { tungu. In Landndmabdk it says that
Brandr Avaldason (Kolfinna’s brother) killed Galti

1 Grdgds 1a—1b § 238, 11 § 377.
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Ottarsson (Hallfred’s brother) at the Hiinavatn assembly
Jyrir nid Hallfredar;* and this shows that his poetry was
regarded in early traditions concerning him as criminal
calumny of the kind called n{d. One of our earliest sources
about Hallfredr is the fslendinga drdpa (c. 1200) attributed
to Haukr Valdfsarson, but it is perhaps not surprising
that we find no reference to his satiric verse in its lauda-
tory lines. There we find reference only to his journey
‘eastward’, to jom Olifr Tryggvason, the honour he won
from two princes (dpglingar) and his exploits as a warrior.?

It is, however, the information that Hallfred’s stanzas
give us of the shift from paganism to Christianity that is
of most interest in the present connection. And here it is
time to return to lv. 1, which I left aside in the preceding
survey. In the saga it figures in a context (ch. 4) which
makes it evident that it was attributed to the period when
Hallfredr was still a heathen, i.e. before his meeting with
Oléfr Tryggvason. In it he says that the anger of the
‘sinker of many troughs’ who is ‘thoroughly pagan’
(allheidinn) and ‘truly cowardly’ (sannargr) appears to him
about as frightemng (agilig) as if an old and rather big
pantry watchdog growled fretfully, #ti fyr biri, at the
arrival of guests. The description allkeidinn on the lips
of someone who is himself a heathen sounds odd from the
start] It seems to me that the kenning sekkvir margra
troga, ‘sinker or destroyer of many troughs’, for which
various interpretations have been offered,? is best taken

1 IF 1 224. 2 Ski. B I 542.

3 E. A. Kock’s interpretation, ‘destroyer of many milk pails’
(mdnga mjolkbyttors ddare), Notationes norrene (1923-44), § 3216,
seems to me hardly plausible.
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to refer to the performance of sacrificial rites. The blood
of the sacrificial victim was collected in a small bowl,
trygill (cf. Modern Icelandic tryggilds), called, as in lIv. 22,
bldttrygill. A commoner term for the same object is
blétbolli or hlautbolli* It is difficult to dissociate the trog
of Iv. 1 from the bléttrygill of lv. 22, and I agree with Kon-
rad Jarausch and Sophie Krijn that the two must go
together in some way.? Lv. 22 refers to Mar Jorundar-
son’s desire to attack Hallfredr, and the latter scornfully
replies that it would be easier for Miér to lick out his
sacrificial bowl than to attempt it.® If we think that lv. 1
also refers to Mdr (and the prose makes the verse a reply
to some words of Madr), the connection with lv. 22
becomes clearer still. The conclusion must be that Iv. 1
is wrongly placed in the saga. It belongs to a later stage
in the narrative, when Hallfredr returns to Iceland as a
Christian. His contempt for the allheidinn Mir and his
pagan rites is all the stronger. We thus also learn from the
verse that Mar Jorundarson, who lived at M4ésstadir in
the north of Vatnsdalr in central north Iceland, engaged in
pagan sacrifice (bldt), and this in so notable a fashion that

1 See e.g. Hdkonar saga géda in Hkr., ch. 14 (Hkr. 1 168), Eyr-
byggja saga, ch. 4 (IF v, 1935, 9).

2 Zeitschriftfiir Volkskunde, N.F. 1(1930), 267; ‘Halfred Vandraeda-
skild’, Neophilologus xvi1 (1931), 46-55, 121-31.

3 The sarcasm about licking out the sacrificial bowl is paralleled
in the famous words on the despised Swedish pagans put into the
mouth of Olifr Tryggvason before the battle of Svold. They are first
known in Oddr Snorrason’s account: Audveldara man Svium verda ok
blidara at sleikja innan blétkoppa sina (var. sleikja blétbolla sfna) en
ganga upp 4 Orminn langa undir vipn vér . . . ok pess veentir mik at
ekklgmrﬁ vér at 6ttask hrosseturnar (Saga Oldfs . . . af Oddr, 212~13;
cf. Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar, ch. 104, Hkr. 1 357).
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Hallfredr could call him allheidinn and allude to his
handling the troughs in which blood of sacrificial animals
was collected. Mdr is a leading figure in Vatnsdela saga
but there is no reference there to his activity as a blétmadr.
In the prose immediately following this first lausavisa in
Hallfredar saga, Mir is, however, addressed as Bldt-Mdr,*
and it does not seem very likely that this was occasioned
merely by the verse itself but rather suggests that there
was some wider tradition of his zeal as a worshipper of the
pagan gods. We find no further reference to him in this
capacity in Hallfredar saga. Here his chief function is
to woo Kolfinna on behalf of Griss, acting for him in
approaching Avaldi, her father (chs. 3—4); he also helps
Griss to pursue and attack Hallfredr (ch. 4), and later
prepares an ambush to kill Hallfredr though without
success (ch. 10). He is thus very much an ally of
Griss.

These scaldic stanzas give us a glimpse of the heathen-
dom to be found in the Icelandic countryside in the ggos.
In the case of M4r and his sacrificing, it was probably of a
more private character, since he does not seem to have
had any official function to perform at the central hof of
his district (presumably situated at the farm called Hof
a good 10 kilometres from his home at Misstadir in
Vatnsdalr).

Continuing to restrict ourselves to the verses and
ignoring the prose, we can conclude that Hallfredr on his
journey ‘eastward’ undoubtedly met Olifr Tryggvason,
the missionary king of Norway, with whom he entered

1 Hallfr. saga (1939), 146; (1953), 26, 35.
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into close personal relations because of his poetry and,
we may assume, because of his originality and boldness.
Those relations were so close that when Hallfredr was
converted and received the sacrament of baptism the king
himself stood godfather to him (Erfidrdpa, 26, 28). Just
as his love for Kolfinna was sincere and constant, so now
Hallfredr is seized with an intense and boundless admira-
tion for King Olifr. This is perhaps not so clearly apparent
from his lausavisur but is entirely so from the Erfidrdpa;
this has a personal note of warmth and friendship which
raises it high above the conventional eulogistic lays of the
period in consequence. We are certainly not mistaken
in seeking the reason for the poet’s conversion in his
whole-hearted admiration for the king. For Hallfredr the
‘prince of the men of Sogn’, vidlendr konungr, is a heroic
figure, ‘mightier than any other battle-eager king under the
sky in the North’ (Erfidrdpa, 28). And, of course, the
religion of so prodigious a hero must have seemed to
Hallfredr the only right and proper faith to have. The
pagan beliefs that Hallfredr had grown up with in his
isolated Icelandic surroundings must yield before it.
Despite their limitations, the mythological elements
in the five lausavisur 6-10 (two of them only half-stanzas)
give us significant information about the paganism
Hallfredr stems from. Odinn is naturally a central figure
for the poet—he calls him ‘lord of Hlidskjalf’® (harri
Hlidskjalfar, lv. 6), with reference to old notions of
Obin’s dwelling and a high-seat from which he could
see over the whole world. In Iv. 7 he uses one of the many
heit which the poets favoured for Odinn: Vidrir, probably
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‘the weather-god’.* A less usual name for him, frumverr
Friggjar, ‘Frigg’s original, or first, husband’, is found in
the same stanza. The allusion must be to the ancient
mythical tale about Odin’s brothers Vé and Vilir told
by Snorri in Ynglinga saga—he says that during O8in’s
long absence they made Frigg their joint wife.2 We find
the same reference in Lokasenna, 26, where Loki says
that Frigg, Vidris kveen, i.e. Odin’s wife, who had always
been unbridled where men were concerned (kefir
vergjorn verst) had taken Vé and Vilir to her bosom.3

Lv. g provides us with a concentrated list of the heathen
divinities Hallfredr had learnt to know in Iceland. They
are Freyr, Freyja, Njordr, Odinn (Grimnir) and Thér.
This is certainly a representative collection of both
Vanir and AZsir, and undoubtedly the divinities at the
centre of the pagan pantheon in Iceland. It is true that
evidence for the cult of Njordr is slighter in Iceland,
where only two place-names commemorate him, than in
Sweden and Norway, where he belonged to older religious
strata; but along with Freyr and hinn almdtki dss (un-
doubtedly Thér) he is given a prominent position in the
Icelandic ‘heathen’ oath preserved in Hauksbék and
other texts, and his name occurs very frequently in
scaldic poetry.# The cult of Freyr is well attested in
Iceland,’ and we had an incisive reminder of the notable

1 See Hj. Falk, Odensheite (Skrifter utg. av Videnskapsselskapet
i Kristiania. 11. Hist.-filos. Kl. 1924, No. 10), 34.

2 Ynglinga saga, ch. 3 (Hkr. 1 12).

3 Vili, not Vilir, is the form in Lokasenna and Gylfaginning, ch. 6
(Edda Snorra 1 46).

4 Myth and religion, 162—3. 5 Ibid., 165-8.
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significance of Freyja in the pre-Christian Icelandic
world-picture in Hjalti Skeggjason’s miniature blasphemy
of the year 999 (see pp. 14, 51 above). There is of course no
need to doubt that Thér and especially Odinn belonged to
Hallfred’s heathen world. We see from Iv. g that the
ancient goddesses of fate, the Norns, also figured there.
In that same verse Hallfredr speaks of Njardar nidjum,
and one may wonder whether this should not be inter-
preted literally as a reference to Freyr and Freyja, the
children of Njordr, rather than in vaguer fashion as a
reference to the Zsir, the gods in general.!

In sum it may be said that a study of the verses of
Hallfredar saga, and of the verses alone, can give us a
picture of the poet’s milieu and world of ideas, of his
personality and mental development. However incomplete
that picture necessarily is, it must at all events be nearer
the truth than the portrayal of Hallfredr given by the saga,
for I see no reason at all to doubt the verses’ authenticity.
Finnur Jénsson’s judgment of 1912 may still stand:? the
verses are, he wrote, ‘individual and relevant to such a
degree that it would be inconceivable that such stanzas
could be composed at a later date, could be forgeries.
It is also impossible to maintain in the case of Hallfredr,
the chief poet of the period around 1000, whose poems

1 So Finnur Jénsson, Lexicon poeticum? (1931), s.vv. nidr, Njordr.

2 Aarbeger 1912, 47: De er i den grad individuelle, aktuelle, at
det vilde vare utenkeligt, at sidanne vers var digtede senere, var falsk-
nerier. Overfor Hallfred, hovedskjalden fra tiden ved 1000, af hvem
store dele af fyrstekvad haves, er det ogsd umuligt at gére geldende,
at det vilde vaere usandsynligt, at han havde veret i stand til at digte

disse vers. Hertil kommer til overflod den sproglige og hele ovrige
form.
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on princes are preserved in large fragments, that it would:
be unlikely that he was capable of composing these
stanzas. On top of that there is in all abundance the evi-
dence of the language and every other aspect of the
form.’* It is on the other hand doubtful whether all the
stanzas have been rightly placed in the prose narrative,
and still more doubtful whether the fourteenth-century
scribes understood them.

Clearly it would be possible to add to the portrait of
Hallfredr by a thorough analysis of the other poems
attributed to him, Hdkonardrdpa, Oldfsdrdpa and the
Erfidrdpa (Oldfsdrdpa II), but it has been necessary to
restrict ourselves to the verse which is most closely
connected with his conversion to Christianity. But even
on the basis of limited studies of his poetry and its style
and vocabulary, it is possible to make one important
observation. That is that the mythological element—the
legacy of his pagan youth—is relatively far smaller in the
poems we have from after the time of his conversion than
in the nine half-stanzas that remain of his heathen verse.
This question of the use of mythical nomenclature and
the attitude of the Christian scalds to the pagan inheri-
tance on which their style and language vitally depended
was considered by Professor Erik Noreen in his little-
noticed but to my mind extremely weighty and convincing
‘Skiss dver skaldestilens utveckling’ published in 1922.2

1 Cf. Einar Ol. Sveinsson, fF viir (1939), lix-lx, who shares
Finnur Jénsson’s opinion. Bjarni Einarsson, on the other hand, is
doubtful of the authenticity of the verse, see KL vi (1961), 62.

2 Studier i fornvdstnordisk diktning 11 (Uppsala Universitets Arsskrift
1922; Filosofi, sprikvetenskap och historiska vetenskaper 4), 18—30.
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But the problem of how scaldic poetry with its basis
in heathen mythology could be reconciled to the new
Christian dispensation is one that has engaged scholars from
Rudolf Keyser’s time onwards. His brief survey, ‘Den
gammelnorske Skaldekunst’, published in 1866, con-
tains many worthwhile observations which subsequent
scholars have developed in different ways. If the scaldic
art was to be kept alive—which it was in fact in Iceland
for several centuries after the Conversion—then ‘for its
sake the heathen legends of gods and heroes had to be
remembered, Christianity notwithstanding’.2 Keyser also
mentions the difficulties that must have arisen in the
very generations that saw the change from paganism to
Christianity when the propriety of a poet’s use, in tradi-
tional style, of names of pagan gods in the presence of
Oléfr Tryggvason and Olifr Haraldsson was of immediate
relevance. And he also indicates how, once the tenets of
Christianity were firmly established, scaldic poetry once
again put on the whole pagan panoply, a fresh precondition
for its continued existence. ‘Now . . . when the first
Christian doubts were overcome, the old myths of the
ZEsir were regarded as a subject for scholarly interest,
which one could occupy oneself with for the sake of scaldic
art without any offence to Christianity . . . True, to give
still less cause for scandal, a kind of historic interpretation
was accorded the myths of the Zsir faith, inasmuch as the
gods of the heathen were presented as heroes and leaders

1 Efterladte Skrifter 1 (1866), 61—5.
2 Op.cit., 162: ... maatte ogsaa de hedenske Gude- og Heltesagn
for dens Skyld gjemmes i Mindet, Christendommen til T'rods.
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who had lived in the remote past and who had been
celebrated as divine by a benighted posterity.”

This brief explanation of the importance of scaldic
poetry for the preservation of pre-Christian mythology
is still regarded as valid in all essentials by scholars in the
field of Northern research. The point which Erik Noreen
takes up in particular is the restricted use of heathen
references in the kennings employed by newly converted
scaldic poets. His analysis begins with the poetry fromn the
end of the heathen period and the start of the Christian
age. Einarr skdlaglamm’s Vellekla, composed in honour of
Hikon jarl some time after the battle of Hjorungavigr, is
typically heathen. In the 20 stanzas and 17 half-stanzas
that we have of this lay there are no fewer than 33 instances
of the names of pagan divinities, most of thein in kennings.
In the nine half-stanzas that we have of Hallfred’s
Hdkonardrdpa the number of mythical names is again
comparatively large—five in all. In general Noreen
concludes that the poetic style representative of the last
stages of paganism is ‘quite overburdened with mythical
names’.2 With this verse so heavily encrusted with pagan
properties he contrasts Hallfred’s post-Conversion Erfi-

1 Op.cit., 1 63: Nu . . . da de forste christelig-religiose Betenke-
ligheder vare overvundne, betragtede man de gamle Asamyther
som en videnskabelig Gjenstand, med hvilken man for Skaldekunstens
Skyld, uden Ansted mod Christendommen, kunde sysle . . . Man gav
vel Asatroens Myther, for end mere at fjeerne al Anledning til Forar-
gelse, et Slags historisk Udtydning, idet man fremstillede Heden-
dommens Guder som Helte og Hevdinger, der i den fjerne Fortid
havde levet, og hvem de forblindede Efterkommere havde skjenket
guddommelig Dyrkelse.

2 Op. cit., 20.
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drdpa and the poetry of Sigvatr Pérdarson. In the 26
stanzas of Hallfred’s great Erfidrdpa commemorating
Olifr Tryggvason, there is only a single kenning that
can properly be termed pagan (Tyr Hedins meyjar,
‘warrior’?). And in the extensive corpus of Sigvat’s
poetry—152 stanzas and six half-stanzas—there are no
more than seven or eight names of pagan gods. The
conclusion must be that both these najor scalds, who each
had a missionary king as his friend and his ideal, pur-
posely avoided the names of pagan divinities. As Noreen
says, “They did their best to steer clear of this heathendom,
even though personal habit and deep-rooted literary
tradition sometimes led them to stumble.’?

Erik Noreen goes on to survey the development of
scaldic poetry in the eleventh century, when—thanks to
Sigvat’s influence—it underwent a remarkable simplifica-
tion of style. In general the poets avoided the artificial
and complex and made restrained use of elements drawn
from heathen mythology. This contributed to the com-
parative purity of scaldic style in this period which, as
Noreen puts it, saw ‘the introduction of classicism into a
baroque age’. Ottarr svarti, Arnérr jarlaskdld and
bj6d6lfr Arnérsson went on in Sigvat’s spirit. The develop-
ment of this ‘pure’ style culminates in Steinn Herdisarson
in the latter part of the eleventh century. At the end of
that century and in the twelfth century there is a great

1 On the legend behind this kenning see Magnus Olsen, Norrene
studier (1938), 216-19.

2 Op. cit., 21: De ha synbarligen gjort sitt bista fér att undvika
denna hedendom, om ocksd egen vana och inrotad litterfir tradition

niigon ging bragt dem pa fall.
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renewal of the pagan elements in poetic style. Erik
Noreen connects this sudden transformation in the
twelfth century with the emergent literary and antiquarian
occupations and interests characteristic of that age as
a whole. The pagan gods ‘now lead a totally literary life—
entirely comparable with the classical divinities else-
where’.!

It is clear that in style and kennings the pagan poets
borrowed from each other, and it is also clear that to a
large extent scaldic art was cultivated and developed at
the courts of princes. But in the case of pagan Icelandic
poets, poets with an immense stock of heathen myths and
heathen names, of legendary kings and antique heroes—
like Hallfredr before his conversion—the question remains
as to where they gained their vast knowledge. Is it
possible that in Iceland there were special scaldic schools
in the pre-Christian period, obedient to pagan observance
and connected with the chief centres of the sacrificial
cults?

1 Op. cit., 28: de hedniska gudarna . . . leva nu ett rent htteriirt
liv—fullt jaimforligt med de klassiska gudarnas pd annat hall . . .



CHAPTER V
CHRISTIANITY IN ICELANDIC MOULDS

T would now be appropriate to say something about
Iconditions in Iceland in the eleventh century, when
the new faith, clearly beset with great difficulties, was
kept alive by foreign missionary bishops with an imperfect
understanding of the Icelandic language,! and when the
country was drawn more and more into the sphere of
interest of the metropolitan see of Bremen.? Instead of
attempting a full survey of this period, however, I shall
first do no more than consider a few events which were of
decisive importance both for the young church in Iceland
and for the participation of the Icelanders in the education
and culture of western Europe. Then I shall touch on
some aspects of the ultimate literary influence of the
conversion of the Icelanders to Christianity. Steps towards
assimilation of the ideas and ideals of Christianity were

1 See IF 1 18, and references given there in note 1; Hungrvaka,
chs. 2-3, in Bps. 1 62-5, J6n Helgason, Byskupa sogur, 1 Hefte (1938),
77-8, 8o-2.

2 Bishop Tsleifr is spoken of by Adam of Bremnen who wrote ¢. 1073,
see B. Schmeidler, Gesta Hammaburgensis ecclesiae pontificum® (1917),
273-4. Links with Hamburg-Bremen must have suffered later in the
eleventh century because of the archbishop’s dispute with the papacy
(this is why Gizurr was consecrated in Magdeburg, see below), and
were finally severed by the creation of the northern inetropolitan sees,
first Lund (1103/4) and then Nidaros (1153). The strongest foreign
influence in Iceland in the later twelfth century was doubtless French
and Anglo-Norman, partly disseminated by way of Norway. On earher
Continental influence see Peter Foote, ‘Aachen-Lund-Hélar’, Biblio-
théque de la Faculté de Philosophie et Lettres de I’Université de Liége,
Fasc. ccvin (1974), 53~76.
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taken by the Icelanders themselves, pre-eminently by the
creation first of a single native bishopric and then by a
division of the country into two sees.

Iceland’s first bishop was Isleifr, son of the chieftain
Gizurr Teitsson hinn hviti, who had played so notable
a part in the acceptance of Christianity. Isleifr was sent
early, probably as a boy, to be brought up in the convent
at Herford in Westphalia, and in the school there he must
certainly have received a thorough European education.!
After travels in Germany and a journey to Rome, he was
consecrated bishop of the Icelanders by Archbishop
Adalbert of Bremen in 1056. His episcopal residence was
an estate that belonged to his family, the old chieftain’s
seat called Skalaholt. Isleifr saw the necessity of providing
education and Christian upbringing for his countrymen,
and he turned Skilaholt into Iceland’s first centre of
learning. Ari, our most reliable guide, says this: ‘When
chieftains and prominent men in Iceland saw that
fsleifr was much more capable than other clergy available
in this country, then many of them sent him their sons to
be educated, and afterwards let them be ordained as
priests’ (en es pat sd hofdingjar ok gédir menn, at Isleifr vas
miklu nytri en adrir kennimenn, peir es & pvisa landi needs,
Dbd seldu honum margir sonu sina til leringar ok létu vigja til
presta).?

Gizurr, Isleif’s own son, was also given a careful

1 Herford had been founded ¢. 790; Foote, ibid., 56—7; R. Kéhne,
‘Bischof Isleifr Gizurarson . . .’, 67. Yahresbericht des Historischen
Vereins der Grafschaft Ravensberg (1972), 1-38.

2 IF 1 20; for sources on Isleifr see DN xvII:B 259.
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education and, like his father, was sent to Herford.
After many travels he returned to Iceland and in time
became his father’s successor as bishop in Skalaholt. He
was consecrated by the archbishop of Magdeburg in
September 1082.

We know very little about the cathedral school and its
activity at Skélaholt, so we welcome all the more warmly
the information we have about education at Hélar, the
centre of the northern diocese. The new see with juris-
diction over the Northern Quarter of Iceland was for-
mally founded in 1106, and Jén Qgmundarson became
the first bishop, consecrated by Archbishop Asger of Lund
on 26 April that year.? He had received his formal educa-
tion at the cathedral school in Skalaholt and, although he
had also been abroad, there is every reason to suppose that
the school he established at Hélar was modelled on
Isleif’s school in the south.

A critical reading of the versions of Bishop Jé6n’s
biography, written first in the opening years of the
thirteenth century, leaves us with a vivid inpression of
the teaching and everyday life at Hélar. He built a
school-house just west of the church door. There the
youngsters who came to him, chiefly from his own
diocese, received a thorough grounding in Latin. One of
the schoolmasters came fronn Gétaland, Gisli Ainn
gauzki, who taught ‘grammar’® There was also a girl

1 For sources on Gizurr see DN XVII:B 260.

2 For sources on Jén Qgmundarson see DN XVIi:B 270.

3 On Gisli Finnason (Finnsson) see Bps. I 163—4, 168, 235-6, 239.

A certain Gislo is known as bishop in Linképing (Ostergstland) from
1139 (or earher) till his death probably early in the 1160s, cf. Herman
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there, Ingunn, it is said, who was by no means inferior in
book-learning to the other pupils. We are told, indeed,
that she taught grammar to many pupils, and often
corrected Latin writings by having them read aloud to her
while she herself did sewing or weaving or other hand-
work. In her tapestries she pictured scenes from the lives
of saints, in this way ‘declaring God’s glory not only with
the words of her mouth but also with the work of her
hands’, as it says in the text.! There was a special teacher
for church-song and verse-making, Rikini, said to be
French in one text; he was also the bishop’s chaplain.?
Manuscripts were written in the school, service books
doubtless, and Latin legends of the saints, and homilies,
perhaps translations of such works as well. But some
texts of the work of classical Latin poets were apparently
also be found at Hélar at this time. The life of Bishop
Joén contains an interesting passage concerning young
Kleengr, later to become bishop in Skalaholt. He was
found by the bishop reading Ovid’s Ars amatoria on the
sly. The bishop forbade him such reading, for ‘man’s frail

Schiick, Ecclesia Lincopensis (Stockholm Studies im History 4, 1959),
47-50. There is no way of telling whether this prelate had spent any
of his career in Iceland, though it does not seem very likely on
chronological grounds and the name Gisli is rather common (cf. NK
v, 1947, 253)

1 Bps. 1 241; cf. Dag Strémbick, The Epiphany in Runic Art (The
Dorothea Coke Memorial Lecture . . . 1969), 8-10.

2 Bps. 1 168, 173-4, 239, 246—7. It seems most likely that Rikini
(German Rich(w)ini) came from Lotharingia or from what is now
western Switzerland; cf. N. Beckman, Alfredi #slenzk (1908-18), 11
xx—-xxi; Jon Johannesson, Skirnir 126 (1952), 82; L. Friedrich, Dre
Geographie der dltesten deutschen Personen-Namen (1922), 27; Peter
Foote, art. cit. (p. 89, note 2 above).
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nature was eager enough for sensual delights and carnal
love without needing to kindle his thoughts with unclean
and sinful poetry’.?

Thus, with Christianity, European education and Euro-
pean literature came to Iceland, and along with them, of
course, the art of writing. The first decades of the twelfth
century saw the beginning of a great period of cultural
acquisition, but the last decades of the eleventh century
must have been an essential preparatory stage. The litera-
ture that the Icelanders became acquainted with consisted
in the first place of saints’ lives and homilies, but, from
the very beginning, their libraries must also have contained
a variety of textbooks and such profane works as were
commonly found in the cathedral and monastic schools of
the age. When Bishop Porlakr Rinélfsson of Skélaholt lay
on his death-bed in 1133, he asked to be read Gregory
the Great’s Cura pastoralis, and with this reading he
entered into his eternal rest.?

Not much of the twelfth century had passed, moreover,
before clerics began to translate all kinds of legends of the
apostles and saints, all kinds of homilies and textbooks.
We find a brief note concerning this in an early gram-
matical work, written in Iceland about the middle of the

1 Bps. 1165-6, 237-8. Ovid was of course well known in medieval
schools, in the North as elsewhere, cf. E. Kélbing, Fldres saga ok
Blankiflur (Altnordische Saga-Bibliothek s, 1896), 9, Anm. zu Z. 113
Fr. Paasche, Symbolae Osloenses x1m1 (1934), 132—3; M. Schlauch,
Romance in Iceland (1934), 46—7; Astrid Salvesen, Allan Karker, KL x111
(1968), 63—6. On Ovid and the Art of Love in medieval Europe see also
C. H. Haskins, The Renaissance of the Twelfth Century (1939), 108~9.

2 Hungrvaka, ch. 12, in Bps. 1 74, J6n Helgason, Byskupa sogur,
1 Hefte (1938), 96.
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twelfth century, which I mentioned at the beginning of this
book (p. 3). There the anonymous author expressly says
that reading and writing have become customary in
Iceland, and he then counts up the available kinds of lite-
rature: laws, genealogies, translations of religious works,
and the writings of Ari.! Translated ecclesiastical litera-
ture thus precedes the Sagas of Icelanders and Kings’
Sagas, and in the next part we may see something of the
significance this religious literature had for the develop-
ment of secular saga-writing.

In Njdls saga (ch. 133) it is told that one night, after the
burning to death of Njill and his sons in their house,
Flosi b6rdarson has a fearful dream. He dreams that he is
at the farm that stood under the huge dark crag called
Lémagnipr in the south of Iceland. He goes outside and
looks up at the precipitous rock-wall, and the mountain-
side opens and out of it comes a man, dressed in goatskin,
carrying an iron staff in his hand. This strange man begins
to shout, and he calls out the names of Flosi’s men, one
after another. When he has called out ten names, he stops
for a while, But then he starts shouting again and calls
the names of another group of Flosi’s followers, one by
one. Then he recites a verse, in which he says that the
noise of spears will be heard between the mountains and
that bloody dew will rain on many men. With this he

1 V. Dahlerup and Finnur Jénsson, Den ferste og anden gram-
matiske Afhandling i Snorres Edda (1886), 2/7-9, 21—2: bzdi log ok
4ttvisi eda pydingar helgar eda svd pau en spaklegu freedi, er Ari
Porgilsson hefir 4 baekr sett af skynsamlegu viti; and cf. p. 3, n. 2 above.
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thrusts his iron staff into the rock, causing a mighty din,
and then disappears into the mountain. This is the end
of the dream. Flosi is troubled by his dream and early in
the morning he sends for a friend of his, famous for his
wisdom, who comnes and interprets the dream. He says,
‘It is my notion that all those who were called are doomed.
It seems best to me that you and I tell this dream to
nobody for the time being’ (Pat er hugbod mitt at peir muni
allir feigir, er kalladir vdru. Synisk mér pat rdd, at penna
draum segi vit engum at svd binu).

As we recall, this episode in the saga is preceded by the
dramatic description of the great fire at Njal’s farm. The
conspirators, with Flosi at their head, have burnt Njall,
his wife, and their sons to death in the house. The deed is
done—but the Flosi who rides from the scene is by no
means proud and triumphant. Even as he stands there in
front of the smoking remains of Njil’s farm and beholds
his work, he is told that Njal’s son-in-law, Kéri Sqlmund-
arson, as lusty a fighter as the sons of Njéll themselves,
has succeeded in escaping from the blazing house. Flosi
foresees the revenge which will be mercilessly exacted by
Kiri, and, full of forebodings, he retires to his farm at
Svinafell. It is here that he has his strange dream.

What are we to make of this episode in the Njdls saga?
Is there anything unusual about it, anything which sets it
off from the rest of the work, anything that gives it the
appearance of being foreign or extraneous? Do we not
often hear of interpolations and revisions in the texts of
sagas? These questions can be answered at once: the
episode is wholly Icelandic in expression and idiom, in
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its localisation and scenery, and in its imaginative form.
It is to be found in the earliest and best manuscripts of the
saga, those commonly assigned to ¢. 1300, and it has been
skilfully worked into the action of the saga. It is, so to
speak, organically connected with the narrative, which in
this saga, more than in any other in the classical literature
of Iceland, is constructed in such a way that accounts of
omens, visions or other strange occurrences, gradually
prepare the reader for descriptions of great, decisive
events.

Before 1943 no critic or commentator had taken this
description of Flosi’s dream for anything but a composi-
tion on an autochthonous theme, perhaps even dependent
on a certain substratum of oral transmission, reaching far
back into the Icelandic past. In a study published that
year, however, Einar Ol. Sveinsson demonstrated that the
source of the description could be traced to an episode in
the Dialogues of Gregory the Great.! This collection
of biographies and miracle-tales in dialogue form was
written ¢. §90-600, and its style and subject-matter had
great influence on both religious and popular literature
in medieval Europe. The Dialogues were translated into
English, among other languages, as early as the time of
Alfred the Great, and the work was provided with a preface
by that unusual monarch and man of letters.

In the first part of Gregory’s Dialogues®* we are told

1 Einar Ol Sveinsson, 4 Njdlsbid (1943), 8-13; 170, Athuga-

semd vid bls. 10; idem, fF x11 hoxi-Ixxii.

2 Quoted by Einar Ol Sveinsson, 4 Njdlsbid (1943), 170; cf.

U. Moricca, Gregorii Magni Dialogi Libri IV (1924), 47-8 (lib. 1, cap.
viii).
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that above an abbey in Italy, called Suppentonia, stood a
huge rock (ingens rupes) with a deep abyss under it. One
night the abbot of the monastery heard a voice from the
rock, calling him by name. He understood that this meant
he would depart this life. But the voice was heard again
and now called seven of his fellow-monks by name. Then
there was a short pause, after which the voice was heard
again, now naming an eighth monk. The monks later
died in the order in which their names had been called,
with a somewhat greater interval between the deaths of
the seventh and eighth monks than between the deaths
of the others. This interval corresponded to the pause
in the premonitory cries. It cannot be denied that this
legend from the Dialogues forms the basis for Flosi’s
dream in Njdls saga. Even the characteristic detail of the
pause between the cries and the significance of this in the
way the omen was fulfilled is retained in the saga.

There are, moreover, no circumstances of textual his-
tory to clash with such a conclusion. Gregory’s Dialogues,
as well as his Homilies, were among the books translated
into Norwegian and Icelandic at a very early stage. One
of the very oldest of extant Icelandic manuscripts, thought
to have been written ¢. 1200 and thus considerably older
than any manuscript of the Icelandic Family Sagas, con-
tains long passages translated from the Dialogues. And frag-
ments of these popular dialogues also occur in translation
in other Icelandic manuscripts of the thirteenth and four-
teenth centuries.!

1 See O. Widding, H. Bekker-Nielsen, L. K. Shook, Mediaeval
Studies xxv (1963), 311. Cf. also R. Boyer, “The influence of Pope
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A problem which cannot be fully discussed here is
that of the ultimate origin of the translation of the
Gregory texts preserved in Icelandic manuscripts. They
may be Icelandic works from the beginning, but Professor
D. A. Seip has also maintained that the extant texts go
back to Norwegian originals from the middle of the
twelfth century.! For the time being, this question is
doubtless best left open, but what must certainly cause
us to wonder is that the oldest Icelandic manuscript of
the Dialogues, the one from c. 1200 just mentioned, was
found at the end of the seventeenth century in the little
country church at Kilfafell, a mere six or seven miles
from the mountain of Flosi’s dream.? How long had it
been there before it was carried to Copenhagen? But even
if its place of discovery is reckoned mere coincidence,
giving no grounds for the assumption that this particular
exemplar of Gregory’s Dialogues played a part in the birth
of the Njdls saga in the thirteenth century, we must
still recognise the fact that, in a district where oral tales
concerning the main characters and events of Njdls saga
were presumably current right down to the time it was

Gregory’s Dialogues on Old Icelandic literature’, Proceedings of the
First International Saga Conference . . . (ed. P. Foote, Hermann
Pélsson, D. Slay, 1973), 1—27—though much of what the author calls
‘influence’ is far from direct and sometimes the term is clearly
inappropriate to explam the relationship between the similarities he
demonstrates.

1 D. A. Seip, The Arna-Magnean Manuscript 677, 4to (Corpus
codicum Islandicorum medii aevi XxvViIl, 1949), 34-9; idem, Nye
studier i norsk sprdkhistorie (1954), 92—100.

2 Kr. Kalund, Katalog over Det Arnamagnceanske Hdndskriftsam-
ling 1 (1894), 94, with references; D. A. Seip, The Arnamagnean
Manuscript 677, 4to, 7-10.
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written, early translations or copies of one of the best-
known miracle collections of the Middle Ages were also
to be found. For, although the historical events on which
Njdls saga is based belong to the end of the tenth and the
beginning of the eleventh century, the material was
collected—or, if we like, the ‘historical novel’ was com-
posed—in the last twenty-five years of the thirteenth
century, and the oldest manuscripts of the saga are, as
I said, from about 1300.

This direct connection in terms of literary motive
between chapter 133 of Njdls saga and a passage in
Gregory’s Dialogues obviously gives us an insight into the
origin of the saga. For a long time Njdls saga has been
thought of more as the creation of a single author than as
a product of tradition and its connection with the Dialogues
appears to confirm this view. There are so many other
details in the saga that point to an author making
conscious use of written sources that one may reasonably
believe that Gregory’s work was one of the books he knew;
and this seems all the more likely if I am right in thinking
that material from Book 1v of the Dialogues is reflected in
another chapter of Njdls saga. But, of course, the possi-
bility cannot be completely overlooked that some of the
contents of the Dialogues became familiar to people in
Iceland through sermons and in this way became part of
their rich and vivid story-telling resources. Learned and
literary elements might in this fashion have become
common property, orally available for saga-narrative. The
material is immense and in notes like these I can only
touch upon a few problems which especially seem to



100 THE CONVERSION OF ICELAND

merit discussion. Detailed examination of a saga, whether
it be one of the Sagas of Icelanders or one of the Kings
Sagas (and I am really speaking of these types only), soon
leads to the discovery that it has a character of its own
and that behind it stands a person, an author, with
individual propensities, interests and knowledge. One
author is preoccupied with the idea of fate and believes
that what happens is foreordained and inevitable. Another.
takes delight in the careers and characters of individual
people; another in antiquities and olden times, in genea-
logies and descriptions of ancient customs and practices.
Some appear to treat inherited tradition with care; others
seem freer, more independently creative. It is therefore
hard to generalise about this remarkable prose literature
of early Iceland, which had its roots in the twelfth
century, reached its highest level during the thirteenth
century and enjoyed another brief, late flowering at the
beginning of the fourteenth century.

Each saga is a work on its own, with its own complex of
problems concerning author, tradition, sources, and so
on. General discussions of so-called ‘book prose’ and
‘free prose’, of chronology and the development of narra-
tive art, yield few results, since they deal with such varied
material and there are so many hypothetical factors. The
only thing one can say in general terms about the soil
from which this great literary blossoming sprang is that
it was irrigated by many channels of tradition, in both
poetry and prose. Or each saga may be likened to a
watercourse fed by many streams, some strong torrents,
some mere driblets. The traditions flourished and were
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fostered in an aristocratic setting, among people with a
heroic conception of life that favoured in every way the
development of this kind of poetry and prose which
preserved and, inevitably, glorified the past.

But at the same time as we establish and accept the
fact of this background of native tradition, we must also
be aware of the influence of education and scholarly
endeavour in Iceland from the latter part of the eleventh
century onwards. As we have seen, this was the time
when the first links were forged with the monastic schools
of western Europe, links which became stronger in the
twelfth century, an age in which all kinds of religious and
learned literature flourished in Iceland. As I said in the
Introduction, legends and homilies were translated, the
study of astronomy and chronology prospered, time was
devoted to grammatical literature written on European
models, schools and monasteries were founded. European
culture begins and continues to pervade Iceland, but
it encounters, without swamping it or sweeping it aside,
an indigenous tradition, strong, ample, multifarious. In
considering the interplay between these two great elements,
foreign and native, there are a number of problems which
need to be further elucidated. Above all, I am of the
opinion that the influence of the early religious translated
Literature on the style and matter of the thirteenth-century
sagas has not as yet been properly clarified.

As part of the discussion arising from the example we
have just considered from Njdls saga, I should like to
speak briefly of a distinctive quality in Icelandic saga-art.
It is closely bound up with the questions touched on here.
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I refer to the virtuosity which Icelandic authors display
in constructing scenes and giving descriptions which
appear to be genuinely Norse, but which, on further
examination, can be seen to rest on a foreign substratuin.
It is a seductive art and can easily lead the uninitiated
astray.

In Heimskringla Snorri Sturluson, in his usual limpid,
orderly style, tells of the young Olifr Tryggvason’s visit
to the Scilly Isles off the coast of Cornwall.! When Ol4fr
was lying with his ships off these islands, he heard of a
remarkable soothsayer there who could foretell the
future. Ol4fr was seized with curiosity and wished to find
out whether this man really had the gift of prophecy.
He arranged for one of his men, the tallest and most
handsome, to be dressed in fine clothes, and he ordered
him to pretend to be the king. But when the man came to
the soothsayer, the latter saw through the deception at
once and said, “You are not the king, but I counsel you
to be loyal to your king.” Snorri goes on to tell how the king
himself then went to the soothsayer and received advice
from him and information about the future.

This episode from Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar is also
briefly related in some older texts,® but Snorri tells it
with more pleasure and artistry than any of the other
authors, The episode is also to be found in Oldfs saga helga,
earliest in a version which is perhaps to be dated to the

1 Hkr. 1 266—7.

2 Finnur Jénsson, Agrip af Néregs konunga sogum (Altnordische
Saga-Bibliothek 18, 1929), 20-2; G. Storm, Monumenta Historica

Norvegie (1880), 114-15 (Historia Norwegiz); cf. Bjarni Abalbjam-
arson, Hkr. 1 civ,
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end of the twelfth century. This tells of St Olf’s visit to a
hermit (einsetumadr) in England.!

The basis for the story of king and soothsayer-hermit is
also to be found in Gregory’s Dialogues. It is appropriate
for us to see how the anecdote goes in the Norse version
of this work.? Totila was king of the people called Goths.
He heard that Benedictus (Benedict of Nursia) had the
spirit of prophecy, but he did not believe it. However, he
wished to look into the matter. One of his followers, a
man called Riggo, was very handsome. The king dressed
him in his own royal garb and sent hiin to Benedict’s
monastery. The idea was that the holy man should think
it was the king himnself. But when Riggo, dressed in the
king’s robes and accompanied by his attendants, came to
the monastery, Benedict was already sitting outside, and
as soon as Riggo came within earshot, the holy man
shouted out, “Take off the clothes you are wearing, my
son. They are not your own.” We are told that ‘then Riggo
was seized with terror and fell flat to the ground, as did
the rest of his retinue, and repented of mocking God’s
thrall’. The event was related later to King Totila, and
he then went with great respect to the holy man and
learnt much from him about the future and about how
long he would live.

1 O. A. Johnsen, Olafs saga hins helga (1922), 18~19; Den store
Saga, 11 760; cf. Lars Lénnroth in Samlaren (1963), 60-1.

2 borvaldur Bjarnarson, Leifar fornra kristinna fraeda islenzkra
(1878), 147-8; C. R. Unger, Heilagra manna segur (1877), 1 167-8,
211-12; quoted also by Bjarni Adalbjarnarson, Hkr. 1 civ. For the
Latin text see U. Moricca, Gregorii Magni Dialogi Libri IV (1924),
101 (lib. 11, cap. xiv).
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The story in Oldfs saga helga is closer to Gregory’s
account than the one in Oldfs saga Tryggvasonar is. In
both cases we can clearly see with what freedom the
original anecdote has been adapted for insertion into a
particular ‘historical’ context of interest to Norwegians
and Icelanders.

It is obvious that items of this sort are of no value to a
historian looking for facts. They are adornments to the
story and are intended to attract or keep the pleased
attention of a reader or listener. They have been openly
taken from European hagiography. One must also bear
this in mind when judging the historical value of the
account given in the Kings’ Sagas of the conversion of the
Scandinavian North to Christianity. The fact is that the
descriptions of Olifr Tryggvason’s and St Oléf’s dealings
with the representatives of paganism and their idols and
temples often make use of material ultimately derived
from early European saints’ legends, where the struggles
of holy men and women against heathendom in the
Roman Empire are portrayed. Even in instances where
the setting appears to be genuinely Norse, European
material often provides the foundation.

When Snorri Sturluson devotes two chapters of his
Oldfs saga helga® to a description of the conversion of the
inhabitants of Gudbrandsdal, the material drawn from
popular tradition has been so diluted as to be almost
drowned. Some names, chiefly that of Dala-Gudbrandr,
and one or two local tales about a thing-meeting where the

1 Chs. 99-100 in Den store Saga, 1 271-82, chs. 112~13 in Hkr,
11 183—9o0.
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king faced the yeomen of Gudbrandsdal are probably the
only native, traditional elements. The rest consists of a
very skilful portrayal of the struggle between paganism
and Christianity, the basic stuff of which is drawn from
European legends.

An example of such an imported motive is the de-
scription of the mighty image of the god Thér, decked
with gold and silver, which is greeted by the common
people at the assembly with bowed heads, but which
King Olifr shows no respect for. Instead, he gets one of
his men to strike down the idol with a club, to the horror
of the people, and when it splits open, rats and lizards
and snakes stream out from inside. Until a connecting
link has been fully established, casual reading in patristic
literature suggests that an ultimate model for this motive
might be found in the dramatic description of Bishop
Theophilus’s treatment of the idol of Serapis in Alexan-
dria. The bishop, to the consternation of the populace,
orders one of his men to hew down the magnificent image,
whereupon hordes of mice rush out of it.!

1 The detail of the mice seems to occur first in Theodoretos’s
Church History, v xxii, apparently as an embellishment on Rufinus’s
account (Migne, Patrologia Graeca 82, 1859, cols. 12467, cf. Rufinus,
Historiae ecclesiasticae, x1 23, in E. Schwartz and Th. Mommsen,
Eusebius Werke 11, 1908, 1028); Theodoretos’s account was trans-
lated into Latin by Cassiodorus in the sixth century, Historiae
ecclestasticae, 1X 28 (Historia ecclesiastica tripartita . . . editionem
cvravit Rvdolphvs Hanslik, Corpvs scriptorvm ecclesiasticorvm
latinorvm LXx1, 1952, 538-9). There were doubtless images to be
cast down in Scandinavia, of course. Adam of Bremen tells, for
example, of an English missionary martyr, ‘Wolfredus’, who smashed
ydolum gentis nomine Thor in Sweden ¢. 1030, see B. Schmeidler,
Gesta Hammaburgensis ecclesiae pontificum® (1917), 122.
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There is one theme, or it may almost be called a genre,
in Christian medieval literature which had definite and
obvious influence on the poetry and prose of Norway and
Iceland. This is the so-called vision literature. Its subject
was a matter of constant topical significance: the question
of the life hereafter. Bede’s famous story remained typi-
cal. When King Edwin m Northumbria was hesitant about
Christianity, his most eminent adviser, also a pagan, said
that the king should adopt Christianity if it could perhaps
give more certain knowledge of man’s life after death.

Gregory the Great did much to foster interest in
vision stories, both in his Dialogues and his homilies, and
after him they flourished with notable vigour and
abundance in the pious literature of the Middle Ages.
He tells stories of people who, suddenly removed from
life and body in this world, are carried off to witness the
torments of Purgatory, where however improvement of
the soul’s condition is also possible, or to Hell, where
existence is permanently painful, or to green meadows
where the blessed walk in light and fragrance. Those
who have experienced such excursions into the other
world then return and describe what they have seen and
heard. This literature often describes the struggle to
possess the human soul, the clash between powers of light
and darkness which may occur when a man departs this
life. We find vivid descriptions of the scene where bright
angels attempt to protect the soul and black demons
try to snatch her as their prey.

1 Historia ecclesiastica gentis Anglorum, lib. 11, cap. xiii (C. Plum-
mer, Baedae Opera Historica 1, 1896, 112).
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Vision-poetry—Ilater to find its sublimest expression in
Dante’s Divine Comedy—must have influenced Norse
thought and literature at an early stage. Stray examples
of such influence are to be found even in eddaic poetry,
particularly in Vpluspd. And it is quite obvious that it has
also crept into some of the sagas, where it is mingled,
sometimes in a confusing way, with traditional native
ideas. To mention a single example, we may feel quite
convinced that the extraordinarily compelling description
of the death of young Pidrandi in the ‘greatest saga’ of
Olafr Tryggvason clearly reflects the vision-tales. Out on
his father’s farm in Iceland Pidrandi has seen nine dark-
clad women with drawn swords riding towards the
steading from the north, while nine women dressed in
bright clothes ride from the south. These come to defend
him but they are too late to save him from the cruel
attack of the dark-clad women. He has time to tell what
he has seen before he dies. In this description old concep-
tions of the dfsir have mingled with Christian ideas of the
fight between hosts of light and darkness over the souls of
the dying.!

One must not think that the connections are always
obvious. As I suggested above, part of the originality and
artistry of the Icelandic saga-authors is that they can
adapt and assimilate learned and foreign elements in their
stories in such a creative way that at first sight they do not
seem alien at all. This art, drawing on all the resources
of creative imagination, is so rich, so varied and so

1 Dag Strombick, Tidrande och diserna (1949; = Folklore och
Jfilologi, 1970, 166—91).
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dynamic that the foreign element, where useful or rele-
vant, is readily absorbed and made an integral part of the
narrative whole.

The existence of foreign elements in Iceland’s early
literature must not however blind us to the preservation
of native traditional material in great abundance and
variety. We have seen that not everything in sagas is
authentic and indigenous but we should not therefore
conclude, as some scholars have been tempted to do, that
they are all imaginary and built on foreign models. These
rewarding texts need in fact to be approached with under-
standing and patience, whether by the literary scholar, the
historian or the folklorist. Students need the guidance
of men of wide learning, who can unravel the strands,
look deep into Iceland and the North but far and wide
outside them as well, and then balance the probabilities
and improbabilities of fact or fiction, loan or independent
creation, oral or written source. We must proceed with
caution, neither so credulous as to think that because a
connection between two similar things is conceivable, it
must necessarily have existed, nor so incredulous as to
deny that ancient and genuine traditions were alive in the
twelfth and thirteenth centuries, transmitted under the
peculiarly favourable circumstances that prevailed in
Iceland.

The description of Flosi’s terrifying dream in Njdls saga
presents us at one and the same time with a foreign
motive and the familiar and homely picture of a mountain
troll, dressed in goatskins and carrying an iron staff
in his hand. He is a berghis, a mountain dweller, who



CHRISTIANITY IN ICELANDIC MOULDS 109

firmly belongs to the Icelandic and west Scandinavian
scene. In these areas ideas about such figures are richly
developed in ancient beliefs and folk-tales; the iron staff
and similar objects of iron are to be found in medieval
stories, ballads and church murals.! Here we have a
Norse atmosphere so genuine in its detail that we might
willingly allow ourselves to be convinced that some old,
popular tradition lay behind the story of the dream in
Njdls saga. When, now, we find that the core and catalyst
of the tale is in Gregory’s Dialogues, when we observe
what an organic piece of composition it is and how
smoothly it is fitted into the narrative, we feel the hand
of an inspired and learned author, equally at home with
the foreign and the native material on which he drew in
creating the greatest of all sagas. And to appreciate such
genius fully we too need to be equally at home with the
Icelandic and European strands of these early writings.
Side by side and interwoven both are of decisive signifi-
cance in making the Icelandic sagas a classic and universal
literature.

1 Cf. e.g. Axel Olrik, Nordens Trylleviser (1934), 489 (on St Olafe
and mountain dwellers).



